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We all know what they say about the frying pan and the fire.
But this?
Well, this is something else.
Even after all the remarkable discoveries we’ve made and all the painful risks we’ve had to take, this is on a whole new level.
Driver and I went through hell to activate the alien gateway. We did it out of desperation, in the hope of finding help to stop the radiation-based Anomaly that’s relentlessly choking Earth.
We followed alien instructions, sent in a complex radio signal from four light-years away, with the idea that the gateway would enable instant communication with whoever lies on the other side.
To that degree, we got what we wanted.
I guess this is a ‘be careful what you wish for’ kind of deal. Because yeah: the aliens have told us what we need to do next. The trouble is, it’s not something I would wish on anyone.
It’s not something we can do from the safety of the Balena, and it’s not something anyone saw coming.
No. What Driver and I need to do next, to give Earth any chance of surviving the next few days, is travel through the mysterious gateway to a destination we know nothing about.
We don’t know where the gate will take us if we survive the journey. And just as unsettlingly, we have no idea what the actual journey will entail.
Hell, we don’t even know what the gate is. I’m thinking of it as a portal, but that could be miles off-base. And even if it’s right, we don’t have any idea what the thing is composed of — let alone how it actually works.
All of that leads back to the one big question: is there any reason to think it’s safe?
Part of me thinks the aliens wouldn’t be inviting us if they weren’t sure we would make it, but the other part thinks they might be massively overestimating the hardiness of both our spacecraft and our bodies.
Eva, my long-suffering wife who has already had to say more uncertain goodbyes than anyone should ever have to, is on the phone as this news sinks in. She’s at home with Laika and the kids — the only place I want to be.
She doesn’t say anything through my still-connected phone, and neither do I.
I mean, really… what is there to say?
Sasha, Chester, Santino, President Williams and Harriet are all in the office, too. They all helped me survive the recent mission I undertook with Driver, who is standing by my side with an uncharacteristic stiffness in her spine.
All any of us can do is stare silently at the screen, taking in the four-panel image.
This is the established visual communication method between our group and the aliens, whose initial messages revealed that they’ve been monitoring broadcasts from Earth for a long time.
These distant beings have a degree of understanding about our world and our species, and they’ve skillfully bypassed the potential language barrier by sending back visual images — sometimes annotated with human symbols — that we’ve unwittingly sent into space. They’ve learned the meaning of some basic human symbols, like arrows, which they have put to good use.
And now that the gateway is open, they can communicate with us instantly. That means this message isn’t at least four years old, like the others were. In fact, there’s explicit proof that it’s brand new.
I don’t know how long it’s been since I saw the images. A minute? Ten seconds?
It’s as if time has stood still, with a silence so total that it’s genuinely disorienting.
Each time my eyes dart back to the first image, it’s as though it’s all new. It’s as though my brain rejects that this can be real and is surprised to see the same thing again.
The first image uses solar and lunar images to establish a timescale of a few days. The second, connected to the first by two-way arrows, shows a pile of human corpses. In the context of the ever-accelerating Anomaly and the previous messages, it doesn’t take a genius to know what these images mean.
Painfully, it’s only too clear. We’re only a few days away from the tipping point, when the radiation leaking towards our world from a bizarre source — which the aliens’ earlier messages pointed us towards — will destroy our world and everyone on it.
The third image is the one that really makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. It’s a recent photo of our group, from a TV news broadcast, and every person has their face scored out… except for me and Driver.
Combined with the fourth image of a Hollywood movie shot showing a spacecraft flying towards a wormhole, we all understand the instruction.
Young Santino is the first to speak, and his words finally snap me out of my trance-like disbelief.
“They want you two, and you two only, to cross the gateway,” he says. “For some reason, they’re saying it’s the only way.”
I gulp and exhale deeply. Like my mind, my body seems to finally be reacting to the realization that this is real.
“That’s definitely what they’re saying,” Harriet chimes in, similarly shaken out of her speechless shock.
She has a unique perspective on all of this, having spent decades trying to communicate with intelligent aliens. She’s also played a crucial part in getting us to the point of decoding and understanding incoming messages from the distant beings we’ve only recently discovered to exist.
That discovery alone was an Earth-shattering revelation, but amid the urgency of stopping the Anomaly, and now this incredible final instruction, no one has had any chance to dwell on it.
“But… why?” Driver chokes out. Her voice is weaker than I’ve ever heard it, matching the pale expression on her face.
“Perhaps because whatever has to be done, you cannot do it from here,” Santino replies. I have little doubt that he’s the smartest person among us, which is saying a lot given who else is in the room. He’s also extremely literal and sometimes lacking in his understanding of social nuances.
Those two sides of him go hand in hand. Santino was chosen for an isolated upbringing in Ignacio Zola’s demented Valerio Institute precisely because of the unusual behaviors and abilities he exhibited as a child, and the years he spent there entrenched both his academic intelligence and his social challenges.
“See, I don’t understand that part,” President Williams interjects. Although he’s been out of office for a few years, his effortless air of authority remains. He’s also someone we’re all used to turning to when a cool head is needed. “What could they need from us, to help us… from there? I can’t get my head around it.”
Looking around the small room, all I see are expressions of shared confusion.
“Well, yeah, there is that,” Driver sighs. “But I’m asking why us? Why me and Ray, so specifically and so explicitly? They’re not saying someone needs to cross. They’re saying we — and only we — need to cross. Like Santino said, it’s like they’re telling us this is the only way and that we’re the only people they want.”
As Driver speaks, facing President Williams, my eyes fall on the phone in my hands. Eva is still on the other end of the line, sitting in our kitchen as a video call that started happily continues to unfold in a way neither of us could have seen coming.
“We should take this to the meeting room,” President Williams says. “We have data coming in from the newly activated gateway by the minute, and we’re still studying the Leak. We need to share this new message with Shaun and the others on the Vita, and we should probably feed it into the PhilosophAI system, too.”
“We also need to start thinking about the content of our next message,” Harriet suggests. “Time is dangerously tight. We need to decide exactly what we’re going to say — what we’re going to ask for clarification on — because it’ll take a little bit of time to gather and prepare images we can be sure will communicate the nuances we need to get across. The more we ask, the longer it’ll take to prepare a message and the greater the risk that something will get lost in translation. We need to be diligent, but we need to be fast.”
Sasha, our lead analyst, turns directly to me. “But we have to start right away by asking for other options, right, Ray?” she asks. “Because this isn’t one. Right?”
On the phone, Eva’s expression shows no cracks. She wants me at home as much as I want to be there, but we both know the reason I’m not there is the same reason this insane instruction to cross the gateway might be one I have to follow.
Repeatedly, circumstances have conspired to ensure that I’ve been personally required, along with Driver, to bear the brunt of some huge physical risks. The stakes have gotten higher with every roll of the dice, and it must have been just as hard for Eva to watch helplessly from afar as it has been for me to be in the thick of it.
“We’ll talk to Shaun and the AI,” I say, giving away little more than Eva. “I don’t think we should risk confusing the aliens with a request for more options just yet. It might make them think this option — which could be the only one they have — is impossible for us. It might make them think we can’t or won’t do it. But if it’s the only way…”
My silence says the rest.
“Driver?” Sasha pushes. “They want both of you. You both have a say.”
That surely goes without saying.
Because as young as Driver is, she’s no shrinking violet or passive member of this team. She’s done as much as I have to keep us in this fight, sometimes with more gusto, and she’s never shy to share her thoughts.
At least, she’s usually not.
Right now, it does look as though there’s some hesitation behind those typically stony eyes.
Driver looks directly at me. I don’t know if she’s looking for strength or expecting to see her own concerns reflected, and her reply to Sasha doesn’t give much away: “We all have a say. I want to hear Shaun’s, based on his ongoing observations, and I want to see what the AI makes of this. It’s good at analysis and brainstorming efficient replies.”
At that, Sasha nods noncommittally and is the first to leave the room. The others follow close behind, all making the short walk to the meeting room where we’ll decide the next step with as much information as possible.
It’s all going to be fast, for the obvious reasons Harriet laid out, and the conclusions are unlikely to be pleasant.
I hang back with Driver as the others file out.
“Are you okay?” I ask, point blank.
“This is bigger than us,” she replies, forcing a heavy shrug before leaving the room.
I stand for a few more seconds.
“Are you okay?” Eva asks through the phone.
I shake my head, knowing I couldn’t lie to her even if I wanted to. “No,” I say. “But Driver is right: this is bigger than us. If this has to be done and we’re the only ones who can do it…”
Eva closes her eyes tightly and gives a slow, brave nod.
“You should hurry along to catch up with the others,” she says. “I’ll have to check on Scarlet. You’ve already done so much to keep her safe, Ray. To keep all of us safe. If anyone can do this, once we have more information on what it actually entails, it’s you. You’ve risen to every challenge and so has Driver. That’s probably what the aliens are thinking. They’re thinking that if we have one shot, we don’t want to be counting on anyone else.”
Like always, Eva knows the right things to say. Like always, we end our call without a drawn-out and upsetting goodbye. And like always, I know the fact she isn’t trying to talk me out of a massively risky action doesn’t hint at any lack of concern.
She was right to point out how much I’ve already done to protect humanity, from the initial drama on the Beacon to our misadventures on the seabed, the Moon and even the Vita. There’s no way I can let fear get the better of me and let all of that be for nought.
If rolling this hellish alien dice one more time is the only chance to bring safety to the world once and for all, then that’s just what I’ll have to do.
Whatever it takes.
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It’s a very short walk to the meeting room, but it doesn’t take long for the mood to change.
By the time I make the final turn and see Driver nearing the doorway at the end of the corridor, I can already hear a vocal disagreement.
Sasha’s voice rises above the others. It’s as though my absence is all it takes for her true feelings to come out — like my presence was keeping them in check.
“Harriet, sometimes Ray needs someone to tell him no,” she booms. “We’ve seen him do some crazy things, but I’m not going to let you push him into this one until we’ve exhausted every other possibility. You saw Driver. Even she knows this is a step too far.”
“We have two days,” Harriet counters, firm but less loud. “We can barely glance at other options, never mind exhaust them! Fifteen minutes talking to Shaun and utilizing the AI… in good conscience, that’s all I can give these discussions. After that, I have to formulate a message to seek answers to the most salient questions. Time is against us. They could hardly have been clearer on that.”
Neither of them say anything else once Driver walks in.
She speaks next: “Look, if Ray listened to people telling him no, you would all be dead three times over. Let’s not get heated at each other, okay? We need cool heads.”
I step inside and close the door just as she finishes talking.
“Luck doesn’t last forever,” Sasha says, glancing between the two of us. “Seriously. You’re on your ninth life.”
“Where there’s life, there’s hope,” Harriet counters, filling a brief silence.
The lines are drawn, and I can’t say I’m overly surprised by who is standing on each side.
Sasha, the Balena’s fiercely competent and focused head analyst, has spent her young life using science and technology to streamline processes and keep complex operations moving smoothly.
Harriet, on the other hand, has been trying to communicate with aliens for longer than Sasha has been alive. She has worked on famous projects and in secret facilities, undertaking work that many criticized as wasteful and some even attacked as dangerous. There’s no mistaking that she is a well-educated woman of science, but her life’s work has unquestionably been guided by a kind of faith and optimism that is — for lack of another term — alien to Sasha’s more rationally detached mindset.
“And a long shot is better than no shot,” Santino adds, nailing his own colors to the mast. “We will see if the AI spots anything in this message we might have missed, and we’ll feed in whatever new observational data Shaun has about this new gateway and about the Leak. Some of the variables are constantly changing, but the one that stays constant is the passage of time. Every second we talk about this eats in to the time we have available to do something about it.”
President Williams, sitting at the head of the table, taps its glass surface to call up the system controls. Sasha normally does this, but he’s not hanging around for her to sit in her usual seat to his right.
“You’re quite correct, Santino,” Williams says. “We do have to bring Shaun in and make use of the AI, but we don’t have time to argue amongst ourselves. Now, I’ll see what our direct observation of the new gate is telling us.”
As Williams hovers his finger in the air, searching for the right options on the table’s impressive in-built touchscreen, Sasha sits down and offers to take over.
She’s much faster and more practiced at this, and there’s never been any doubt that she’ll assist us in every way she can. Raising concerns is part of that, too. And as long as she doesn’t let them get in the way, I hope she keeps sharing any that pop up.
“It doesn’t look like we have much yet,” Sasha reports, gazing down at the data. “We’ve been directing our sensors and most of the new PFOA telescopes towards the Leak, so we don’t have much on this wormhole.”
“So we’re calling it a wormhole now,” I muse.
It’s not really a question, but Sasha answers nonetheless: “The Wormhole. I think that’s the best term. Don’t you? We know there are two strange, gate-like… things in close proximity to Earth. There’s the invisible Leak, which the aliens have told us will spring open and eliminate Earth unless we do something about it, and then there’s this newly activated Wormhole that seemingly connects two distant points in space.”
I give a slight nod. The lexical distinction makes sense.
“Two gates,” Sasha goes on. “One Leak, one Wormhole. We know the Wormhole offers our only hope of stopping the Leak, and right now it looks like you might have to go through it. I don’t like it, but that’s where we are. Our next step forward is feeding the latest alien message into the AI to see if it picks up anything we’ve missed. Shaun should have more observation data than we do.”
Call me crazy, but something about the word Wormhole makes going through this bizarre alien gateway even less appealing than it already did. I wouldn’t have thought that was possible, but here we are.
I’m hoping Shaun will have some good observational data, too, because right now we know next to nothing about it.
Visually, the Wormhole is absolutely mesmerizing. Driver and I had an unrivaled view from our spherical pod, right after being ejected from the Bullet craft we used to bombard the gate with the neocite the aliens instructed us to create and fire at that specific location.
In those initial moments that felt like victory, the sight was something close to beautiful. Needless to say, I don’t exactly get the same warm feeling when I see an image of it now. It’s more like the feeling of fearful awe you get from looking at a great white shark’s mouthful of razor-sharp teeth. Impressive, incredible, and mesmerizing in its own way… but any appreciation is muted by the constant knowledge that it could very well rip you apart.
The workings of the Wormhole itself are a colossal mystery. If it had materialized in any other circumstances, studying it could occupy the world’s best minds for decades. As it goes, we’re working on timescales of minutes and hours.
“They’ll surely have seen some details we haven’t,” Sasha continues. As she speaks, she swipes away the data and presses a button to call Shaun’s workstation on the nearby Vita, which is still in orbit just like we are here on the Balena.
While the calling tone beeps quietly, she wastes no time in navigating to the PhilosophAI prompting interface and uploading the four-panel image we just received.
“Everyone else will see this, too,” Santino observes in a neutral tone. “Hopefully no part of it causes any more problems on Earth, but we can’t take that for granted.”
I hadn’t even thought of that, since it’s very much a secondary concern, but it’s not one we can wisely ignore altogether.
“How has the Wormhole’s sudden appearance gone down on Earth so far?” I ask. “Eva said the initial reactions she saw were more full of wonder than fear, and that the footage you guys shared of what Driver and I did went down pretty well. Are there still any prominent voices coming out against what we’re doing?”
“We can look at that once we reply to the alien message,” Harriet cuts in. “There will be downtime between then and when we hear back again, but we don’t have time for this now. We have to send our reply as an absolute priority.”
“Of course, and there is indeed no time to look at reactions that have already occurred,” Santino agrees. “Not for now, Ray. But Harriet, we have seen too clearly what can happen when these alien messages become public knowledge. I was simply voicing my concern that the same could happen again. Some fear-driven onlooker could again try to sabotage our efforts, as Elana Hart did in Colorado.”
I breathe slowly, because the kid is right.
When we were first decoding the alien messages and planning how to react, it didn’t take long for us to see the danger of fear itself. Our friend and ally Phil O’Connor, who created the PhilosophAI system, was killed in cold blood by a maniac who thought our use of the technology posed a mortal threat.
All along, it’s been clear that people react more deeply and instinctively to a fear they can visualize — like a potential alien invasion or rogue AI — than to something more abstract like the radiation spewing from the Leak. The likelihood of a particular danger coming to fruition doesn’t seem to factor into it, or at least not as heavily as the ease with which people can or can’t wrap their heads around it.
An unavoidable quirk of PhilosophAI means that every prompt we give the system will become public in a matter of minutes. Phil put that in place due to the reasonable concern that malicious actors could use the powerful technology for dubious ends, whether dangerous or simply illegal. That means the world is going to know about this latest alien message very soon, but that can’t hold us back.
My family was targeted shortly after Phil’s death, so I know only too well how dangerous fear can be. That’s why there is one thing I want to be done while we’re analyzing everything. We don’t have time to hang around, or time to spend on non-essential tasks. But what we do have is a great team, who don’t all need to be working on the same thing at the same time.
“Hey, Chester,” I say, turning to the man who I didn’t always get along with, but who has since established himself as a great asset in managing the dissemination of information. His background in PR, while leading to some of the character traits and actions I didn’t like in the beginning, is definitely something we can lean on.
“Uh, yeah?” he asks, surprised to be called upon. His voice, usually resonant with its sophisticated English lilt, is low.
Like everyone else, I’m sure Chester has been rocked by the latest alien instruction and the attached timeframe. But I also think he’s feeling some additional weight, given that he and Driver have become romantically involved over the past week.
“This news is going to get out,” I say. “You should do something to get ahead of it. Whatever you think. I don’t have time to record any spoken comments but you can quote me however you want, if you think it might help. I just don’t want the way people learn about this to be when the news networks see the images from the prompt logs. They’ll sensationalize all over again.”
He gulps. “I don’t exactly see how they could make this seem any worse,” he muses. “But sure. At least I’ll feel like I’m doing something.”
That’s not quite the spirit I’m looking for, but it’s better than nothing.
“Good idea,” President Williams says. “Maybe I should turn my eyes that way, too. There isn’t much in the way of scientific understanding I can bring to this party, but I know a thing or two about minimizing the damage the corporate media can do.”
With a tip of his head, Williams beckons Chester to his end of the large table. The younger man joins him and they turn their focus to that side of things while the rest of us huddle together at the other end.
“At this rate, the AI’s interpretations are going to be in before Shaun picks up,” Sasha sighs.
But as is so often the case, calling out the delay seems to invite its end.
“Hey,” Shaun’s voice eventually rings through the room’s ceiling-mounted speakers. “Is this a me kind of call or an everyone kind of call? I’m not alone in here.”
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“It’s an everyone call,” Sasha says, gesturing on the screen to bring up the video window. She then casts it onto the wall behind her, so we can all see Shaun with ease. I know he can see us, too, since the wall has cameras embedded within it for two-way video calling.
I’m pleased to see Clarence Major and Simone with Shaun. The more smart minds we have involved with this, the better.
I’m somewhat less enthused to see Elana Hart, a former ally who did all she could to block our efforts of activating the gate.
She acted out of fear rather than malice, admittedly, but the reckless abandon with which she was willing to eliminate the Balena with Earth-based weaponry is something I can’t forgive. It now goes without saying that her presence is why Shaun alerted Sasha that he wasn’t alone, since Major and Simone are both fully trusted members of her inner circle.
“I’m keeping Elana close,” Major explains, clearly reading into the uneasy look on my face. At least, that’s what I think he’s reading into — until I glance at Driver and see the barely concealed disgust on hers. Yeah… that’s what he’s reacting to.
“Shaun, what do you know about this new Wormhole?” Sasha cuts in, making sure no time is wasted talking about Hart.
“I’ve redirected some sensors towards it,” he replies, “but honestly… we don’t know much. It isn’t spewing out measurable radiation, at least. We don’t want to risk sending any sensors into it in case there’s a negative reaction of any kind, so it’s hard to know what to study. And you’re calling it a Wormhole, but we don’t really know if anything can physically pass through it.”
“Actually…” Sasha says, clearly ready to break the news of the message we’ve just received.
“Wait,” Shaun says. “Before you say anything else, I need to tell you that we’re seeing very concerning things from the Leak. We were all just looking at the latest data. The radiation leakage rate hasn’t accelerated again, but it’s followed the worst-case pattern that the latest acceleration suggested. I’ve run it all through our models, and the best estimate gives two or three days until it completely consumes us. And guys, that’s not guesswork. We now have enough data to be sure that the previous worst-case scenario is now a certainty, unless we can use this so-called Wormhole to do something about it. Is there anything on that? Any reply to the message you sent after Ray and Driver activated it?”
Sasha and I share a glance.
“Are you guys hearing me?” Shaun asks, understandably confused by our lack of visceral reactions. “Two to three days is now a hard deadline. Why are you not reacting? Is there a reply?”
Sasha performs a few touch gestures on the table to send the images to Shaun’s computer.
Within seconds, his eyes widen. “Oh… wow. A specific call for Ray and Driver? Well, if nothing else, at least we know the communication really is instant. There’s no four-year delay here. This is a recent photo. Whatever quantum physics or other alien technology is at play here, it sure as hell works.
“And there is our deadline,” Major points out, correctly reading from the image that uses symbols of our sun and moon to set a timescale of a few days. “It all checks out.”
“But… why?” Simone asks. “Why do they need any of us to cross to them, and why are they specifically calling Ray and Driver?”
Those are questions everyone here have been wrestling with since we saw the images, and it’s no surprise Simone — another great mind who has played her part in getting us this far — is wondering the very same things.
“We’re about to get the AI’s take on that,” Sasha replies. “I’ve fed in these images and I’ve asked for its interpretation of what the aliens are telling us and asking us to do, and then for some varied ideas of what we should ask in return and what we should bear in mind.”
“And we’re working on getting a statement out before the prompt is public,” President Williams offers.
“Smart on both fronts,” Shaun replies, with Major nodding approvingly beside him.
“Here it comes,” Sasha then relays as the AI analysis populates her screen. “I’ll cast this on the wall for everyone here. And Shaun, I’ll share my screen with you so you can see it all, too. We won’t see each other, but we’ll still hear.”
I focus intently on the wall, taking in the first of several replies the AI has given to Sasha’s prompts.
This first reply is its general interpretation of the images, which naturally fall right in line with our own. We know the aliens have been monitoring our broadcasts for decades, so their ability to understand and communicate with us is effectively based on a data set almost as large as that which has been used to train PhilosophAI and other inferior AI language models.
“Nothing unexpected there,” Sasha says, moving on to the next. “Let’s see what it thinks we should ask in reply.”
In an easy-to-read bullet-point list, the system lays out some suggestions.
They include questions about what kind of craft could survive the journey, whether Driver and I are the minimum required crew or the maximally permissible crew, and whether the deadline of 67.18 hours — which is dropping by the second — relates to when the Leak will catastrophically overwhelm Earth or when we have to cross the gate to have any chance of stopping it.
“I think we can disregard that last one,” Shaun says. “If the system had our latest data, it would know the deadline is about the Leak. If you guys have to cross, it has to be before that… and really as soon as possible.”
“It’s smart to consider the craft,” Harriet chimes in. “We’ll need to think of ways to ask the aliens that in a way they’ll understand. It’ll be easy to ask about Ray and Driver. What’s next?”
“These will be its own interpretations,” Sasha says, tapping on to the next message. “Let’s see… okay. I think we can ignore this one. It’s asking if we can be absolutely sure the latest message truly came from the Wormhole and isn’t some kind of Earth-based hoax using a communications relay to spoof the origin point. We do know from our sensors that it’s coming directly from the Wormhole.”
It’s still a smart thing for it to have considered, I think.
“Onto the last few points,” Sasha relays, still tapping as she talks. “This is its best guess at why we need to cross at all.”
I read the text. It suggests a possibility that the Wormhole, which had to be activated from Earth’s side of the threshold, might require an initial physical passage from the same side before anyone or anything can come the other way.
I hadn’t thought of this, but there’s a certain kind of sense to it. I mean, at least as much sense as there is to any of the rest of this.
“So it’s thinking that maybe we need to go through first,” Sasha muses, “so they can get through to help us? I guess that makes more sense than thinking there’s something we can do on their side.”
Again, what does and doesn’t make sense is very much relative to the incredible context we’re dealing with. And if the AI is right about this, it could mean that the situation is less hopeless than it’s been feeling for the last few minutes.
Don’t get me wrong: the prospect of having to pass through the Wormhole is almost impossible to stomach. But having this idea of what could plausibly happen next helps it to feel like less of a desperate shot in the dark. It’s still a desperate move, for sure, but at least there’s a light at the end of the tunnel in terms of how it could help our broader situation.
“Now it’s just the disclaimers,” Sasha says, clicking to the next and apparently final screen.
The first few points are further practical suggestions for what we have to bear in mind. The tips are smart, like ensuring we bring sufficient life support equipment and essential resources for a trip of unknown duration to a world where we can’t count on finding any ingestible food or water. At the bottom, though, lies a point that gives me pause.
In fact, it gives me a lot more than pause.
It suggests that if we are being called to cross the gate as a way of completing the final stage of its activation, with the purpose being to enable the aliens to cross in the other direction, we should be wary of their potential motives.
Very wary.
Since Sasha has used previous prompts in this same ‘conversation’ window with PhilosophAI, it understands the context of the Leak and how desperate we are to stop it. Despite all of that, though, it’s now questioning the aliens’ motives in a way I hadn’t considered.
Effectively, it’s saying they could very well care only about protecting Earth as a physical entity for some of its innumerable natural resources. It also warns us that if that’s true — if all the aliens care about is Earth’s resources — then we’re ultimately going to be standing in their way.
The AI is positing an uncomfortable possibility that the aliens could be trying to use us to save Earth, rather than altruistically trying to save us.
And if we succeed in fully activating the Wormhole to let them stop the Leak, in one fell swoop we’ll have made ourselves unnecessary while literally clearing the path for them to venture through the Wormhole and take what they will.
My spine stiffens.
This possibility hardly bears thinking about, but there’s no shaking it now.
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“We cannot let this thought burrow its way into our minds,” Santino says as soon as he finishes reading. Wise beyond his years, he is talking firmly.
I feel the cool glass of the table under my right hand as my left rests on my chin.
“Seriously, friends,” he goes on. “So what if this is even true? I know in my soul it is not. But so what if it is? Does this change what we have to do? Even if they did only want to save our world so they can claim it as their own, we will be no worse off than if we do nothing. Dead is dead, and inaction guarantees that is how we will all end up. We do not know what happens if we go through with this. Ray, Driver, we do not know what happens if you go through with this, since you are the two who have been called. We know what happens if we don’t, though, and that is what counts. I have heard you say this before, and it holds truer now than ever: we have to stay in this fight. However long the odds may be, we have to stay in the fight for as long as we can.”
I see Driver nodding firmly. “Damn right,” she says, stirred by the words just as I am. “And I see it doesn’t have any ideas about why the invitation is specifically for the two of us, but that doesn’t really matter. Harriet, just ask them if it does have to be only us. Don’t ask why or anything else that could make them take longer to reply. The ‘why’ doesn’t even matter, at the end of the day. I think we have to discard these warnings and stick to the plan.”
If anything, Driver is more on-board than she was when we walked in. My own optimism rose with the AI’s theory of our passage being required for a complete activation of the Wormhole, but it’s since been somewhat punctured by the follow-up idea of how a theory of hostility can still make sense amid the contextual data points we have.
Sasha, who had more vocal doubts than even Driver, suddenly claps her hands together, signaling the end of her analysis, and exhales sharply. She quickly swipes away the AI message window and returns Shaun and his Vita-based companions to the viewing wall.
“Okay,” she says. “We’ve analyzed what we can and talked about what we had to. Now it’s time for action. Where are we with the media statement?”
Chester and President Williams look up. “All set,” Chester replies. “Do you all want to approve it before we send it out?”
After glancing at me to gage my view, Sasha shakes her head. “You two know what you’re doing.”
“Off it goes,” Chester then says, tapping a button.
In such a challenging situation and against such incredible odds, we really do have to work together. Splitting our focus and being willing to delegate like this are crucial, as they have been since I got here.
I’m not on the Beacon anymore. I’m not alone. I’m not the last man standing.
I’m surrounded by a loyal, competent and battle-hardened team, who I not only can but must trust and utilize to the fullest possible extent.
“Harriet, I don’t know how much help I can be,” Chester continues, “but now that this is done I’d be glad to help with suggesting ideas or gathering images for our reply.”
“Absolutely, I think we can all turn our heads to that now,” Harriet says. “I’m glad we’re all on the same page.”
“I need a walk to clear my head,” Driver says, rising to her feet and looking at me in what has to be the least inconspicuous hint I’ve ever seen. “I’m sure the rest of you can put something together along the lines of what we’ve talked about.”
When I don’t move, neither does Driver.
“For sure,” Sasha interjects. “We’ll all work on putting a reply together and sending it as soon as we can. There’s nothing else you want us to consider?”
Driver shakes her head. “I think Ray and I are both good with what you guys are thinking,” she says, in the most overt sign yet that she wants me to leave the meeting room with her.
Since she is right about me trusting the others, and since she so obviously does want my private company, I eventually get up.
“Don’t walk too far,” Sasha suggests as we turn towards the door. “This could move quickly and we know time is tight.”
We acknowledge that point and head out of the room.
“So what’s up?” I immediately ask.
Driver shrugs. “Nothing. You know, except for everything. But there’s nothing I’m desperate to tell you when no one else is listening, or anything like that.”
“You really do just want to stretch your legs?” I push.
“I do want to walk,” she says, setting off as she speaks, “but only as a means to an end. Come on, there’s somewhere I want us to go.”
With the others taking care of our group’s next move and no time being wasted, I see no harm in going with Driver.
And besides, I can’t pretend I’m not a little intrigued…
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It doesn’t take long for me to realize where we’re going.
The Balena is a huge spacecraft — almost beyond comprehension — and I’ve only ever explored a small part of it. The path we take is one I have explored, though, and I know it’s leading to the Bayzen Room.
It’s crazy to consider how little time has actually passed since Driver first took me there, with one incredible event after another distorting my perception of how long ago or how recently certain things occurred.
The room’s interior is certainly fresh in my mind. I vividly recall the amazing digital projections of the distant world of Bayzen, informed by our latest observation data and created by our best computer simulations.
“If we’re going where I think we’re going, what’s the deal?” I ask. “Is it just because it’s somewhere different for us to catch our breath and be away from all the chaos?”
She smiles without slowing down. “I thought you’d know. And yeah, it’s partly that. But some of the PFOA telescopes are still facing Bayzen even though the others have been redirected to study the gates. We’re getting new data all the time. It won’t have changed much since last time, but there might be slight differences.”
As we arrive at the doorway, Driver pauses.
“There’s more to it than that, though,” she goes on. “Ray… once we cross this gate, or pass through this Wormhole, or however you want to put it, we’re going to see Bayzen with our own eyes. If the future of our whole world wasn’t hanging in the balance, I would be bouncing off these walls in excitement. Everything I’ve been working towards — for years — has been all about reaching Bayzen. Now, we could be one day away.”
To be honest, I hadn’t even thought about this. “True,” I say, letting my mind run in that direction. “I guess the other side of the Wormhole probably is going to be as close to Bayzen as this side is to Earth. As soon as we pass through, it’ll be right in front of us. What do you think will happen next? Do you think they’ll intercept us? Guide us down?”
Driver’s eyes widen. “Guide us down? To Bayzen? Well, now I know what I’m hoping will happen!”
I can instantly tell that she hadn’t thought that far ahead, either, or at least hadn’t considered this particular possibility.
“I dunno, though,” she says. “It’ll all depend on which theory is right. If they just need us to fully activate the Wormhole into a two-way passage by going through it, they could be waiting on the other side and want us to follow them back here. If they need us to do something to stop the Anomaly from their side, which I’m hoping they don’t since I don’t see how we could help, maybe they will intercept us and guide us to either dock with a craft or gently land on Bayzen.”
I nod. “Hopefully the next message we get, after the team sends our reply, is going to say they need us but not necessarily only us. They might have crossed everyone else out in the group photo just to emphasize that we were their focus. I’d love Santino to be able to come. He’s probably the one person who wants to get to Bayzen as much as you do. He’s the only kid who stuck around from the Institute, pretty much to spite Zola by getting there. And he’s smart as hell, which is going to come in handy if we do have to do something there.”
“How was Eva, by the way?” Driver then asks, abruptly changing the subject.
I inhale slowly. “The same as us, basically. Upset but understanding. Reluctant but realistic. I never wanted to leave them again after what happened on the Beacon, and I sure as hell never wanted to go back into space after we got rid of Zola. But you know how it is better than anyone. There’s not going to be a home to go back to if we don’t stop this damn Leak. This is going to be an extension of everything else we’ve done so far — the ultimate extension. Venturing into the unknown and risking our lives, just to have any chance of saving everyone else at home.”
“I don’t really have anyone else,” she replies, her voice low. “And this is my home, right here on the Balena.”
I hold her eyes. “We’re your family, Driver, and so is everyone else here. You have no idea how much people look up to you, do you? And… you have Chester now. Don’t think anyone has missed that,” I add with a faux-mocking wink.
She chuckles quietly and reaches for the door, leading us into the dark room.
It doesn’t stay dark for long. To be more accurate, it actually seems to get even darker for a brief moment when she first engages the screens, since their replication of the blackness of space has a different kind of depth to it than the mere lightlessness we walked into.
Before long, the majestic world of Bayzen utterly dominates the entire wall in front of me. All over again, I find myself lost for words.
I’ve seen a lot of things in recent years — on land, sea and sky — but the incredibly crisp image of Bayzen gives me a feeling like no other.
“That’s where they are,” Driver says, as though she’s mainly speaking to herself. “All these faceless messages that are arriving through the computers… that’s where they’re coming from. Just like a photo of Earth from orbit doesn’t show all the intricacies of human life, this can’t even scratch the surface. They’re down there, sitting in their meeting rooms and using their equivalent of computers to send their messages, all the while wondering how we’re going to interpret them and what we’re going to say in reply. Think about how excited they must have been when they got our first reply, at least four years after they sent us the warning about the Leak. Can you even imagine it?”
I stand in silence, because I can’t. She raises some mind-expanding points, and I find myself thinking about the physical and social nature of the mysterious aliens with far more focus than I ever have so far.
“There isn’t as much new data as I hoped,” she then says, turning to me after looking at some readings in the extreme lower corner of the screen. “I guess that makes sense. We have telescopes on their way towards Bayzen, but in the grand scheme of things they’ve hardly moved in the last few days. Four light-years is a long way.”
“Unfathomably long,” I agree. “It sounds like nothing compared to other distant galaxies you hear about that are thousands of times further still, but it’s a long way. Even if we had a magical sci-fi telescope capable of picking up surface-level detail, everything we saw would all be four years out of date. It’s like if they were somehow visually looking at Earth. It’s been four years since Zola’s destruction. If they had looked last year, everything would have still seemed fine.”
“Yeah, but things don’t normally change that much in four years,” she counters. “I mean, Bayzen isn’t going to have changed.”
I shrug. “We can’t see it, anyway. But it seems like you won’t have to wait long to see what it looks like in real time. If there’s a silver lining to this madness, that’s it: at least you’ll get to see Bayzen.”
“Thanks,” Driver says, a slow and very genuine smile creeping across her face. “But if I have to take you through that Wormhole and away from your family, you best believe I’ll be bringing you back. Bayzen could have mountains made of chocolate and rivers of strawberry sauce, but I’ll still bring you home before I go back there for good.”
We both laugh, probably even more than the wacky image merits. Laughter is a tension-easer like few others, though, and we’re both long overdue a moment of calm.
“Do you think it would feel like cheating to make it there through a portal?” I ask, continuing on a light-hearted tack. “You know, like a guy who dreams of climbing Everest and ends up getting airlifted to the summit?”
“Hmmm,” she muses, rubbing her chin in exaggerated thought. “Okay… what I would do is insist on touching down on my own steam. If I land the craft on the surface, that still counts as making it. I mean, people don’t walk to the Himalayas from home and then climb Everest. Vehicles take them most of the way and they climb up from base camp. Let’s just think of the other side of this Wormhole as Bayzen’s base camp. Deal?”
I laugh again. “Fine by me.”
After a few seconds, Driver taps a section of the wall to end the projection and bring forth a cool white light all around us. “Say… do you think that when we activated the gateway and it appeared in orbit, that was the first time it appeared on their side, too?”
“That’s a good question,” I reply. “It’s impossible to say, really. I would guess so.”
“Imagine how everyone on the planet must have reacted if it did,” she says, eyes widening all over again. “It was so mesmerizing when we saw it.”
“Yeah, but everyone on Earth can already see it, too. Well, at least the ones on the Wormhole-facing side right now. It’s impossible to know how Bayzen’s population might have reacted, but we can definitely see what people at home are saying.”
Driver lifts her personal phone from her pocket. It’s linked up to the Balena’s network and thus online, just like mine.
“Our latest message is on the news,” she quickly sighs, turning the phone to show me that our use of the AI has indeed made the images public via the prompt log. “I guess it’s been more than ten minutes.”
I walk over and place my hand over her screen. “The team is working on a reply. It’s probably almost ready to go — they know we have to be fast, and they’re all on the same page. Watching people get worried just like we were isn’t going to help. Head to the earlier stories about the gate appearing, like you were going to. Things are going to get very real very fast when we get final instructions about crossing through the Wormhole, Driver. If the two of us can have a few minutes in here looking at some positive reactions to the last long-shot success we had, I think we should take it.”
“You know, sometimes you’re a lot smarter than you look, Ray Barclay,” she chides, moving my hand away and navigating out of the live news feed. She then taps into the column of recent updates and stops when she reaches the compilation report of reactions to the incredible Wormhole suddenly materializing. “A few minutes to fill the hope reservoir never hurt anyone.”
I glance at the time at the top of her phone’s screen. The others really should be almost set to send our reply to the aliens, what with such a competent and full team working on various aspects of sourcing images and deciding on the optimal order of nature of our requests for more details.
The reality of just how soon we could be moving hasn’t quite sunk in yet. I wouldn’t call this the calm before the storm, since true calmness is a long way away. It feels more like the eye of the storm, in this brief period between our last hair-raising endeavor and the final mission that’s looming on our last horizon.
“You want to see?” Driver asks, slumping down against the wall and gesturing to the space beside her.
I respond by sitting down and leaning in to look.
The storm clouds are well and truly gathering, so I’ll focus on this last crack of blue-sky optimism for as long as I possibly can.
Because where we’re going, I have a feeling blue skies could be in short supply.
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For an eight-minute overview, the compilation video we watch is impressively broad.
We quickly get a good insight into how different groups and individuals reacted to the sudden appearance of the Wormhole, based on where they were and what they were doing at the time. The general tone is even more upbeat than I expected, too, even after Eva’s initial report that — at last — wonder was proving stronger than fear.
Some of the video footage is incredible. There are dash-cam shots and security tapes from striking locations, both natural and man-made, ranging from the Statue of Liberty to the Grand Canyon and far beyond.
The first few minutes focus on that kind of footage, perfectly framing the magnitude of the rapid change in our sky.
But the real magnitude of what we’ve done, and what we’ve still to do, truly hits home in the next segment. It’s only when the video cuts to live reactions from people across all walks of life that it all sinks in.
From up here, and when I’m so focused on my own family, it’s easy to forget that Earth’s still-recovering post-Zola population isn’t composed of a few billion faceless data points. Each one is an individual with their own hopes, dreams and fears — the main character in their own life, while I’m naturally occupied in the dramatic twists and turns of my own.
Seeing the men, women and children gaze up at the Wormhole and share their human reactions brings a new determination to my core, which I didn’t even think was possible. It’s more like a broader determination than a deeper one, since I’m already as determined to save my world and my family as a man could ever be.
It’s just… different.
Some of the people we see have recorded their own reactions and posted them to social media. Others are on the street, with TV news cameras pointing their way. Each has their own reaction, but the expression of wonder is universal.
A quick-cut montage that takes around fifteen seconds and shows an untold number of such reactions is probably my favorite part.
Even though it’s an alien gateway and even though there are so many good reasons to fear for our immediate future, it’s heartening to know that wonder isn’t dead.
The report wraps up with some more unusual moments of realization.
One shot shows traffic on a busy bridge drawing to a halt as the gate appears. People quickly step out of their cars to gaze up at the remarkable sight. Some pump their fists and cheer, reflecting the reality that this wasn’t a total surprise.
For sure, everyone was stunned. But the world knew that we were trying to activate the gateway. After all, that knowledge is what cost Phil O’Connor his innocent life and what drove a madman to threaten my family at home.
What’s great about this scene is that it shows almost everyone was on our side. I’d like to think Driver and I should have gained some trust by now, after all we’ve been through, and it’s good to see how this unfolded.
It’s always so easy for a noisy minority of fearful or hateful people to drown out the rest, and unfortunately that’s what was happening in the run-up to our mission. Right now, when people are going to be reacting to the breaking news about the aliens calling us across their threshold, I’m sure most people are going to be supporting us all over again.
The final few shots show animals reacting to the gate. This part doesn’t last for long. It almost exclusively features pet dogs and cats, since those tend to be the animals in closest proximity to internet-connected camera devices.
The funniest of all features two dogs playfully wrestling until one looks up and sees the huge apparition. Its owner, behind the camera, reacts with a few expletives that the report bleeps out. The other dog then looks up and lets out a seal-like “arrr?” of curiosity before tipping over like a falling statue as the other, which it was leaning on, moves away towards their stunned owner.
Driver is smiling as this clip brings the compilation to an end.
“I wonder if they have dogs on Bayzen,” she muses.
I can’t help but laugh.
“What’s so crazy about that, smart ass?”
“Dogs?” I echo. “On an alien planet?”
“They have computers,” she retorts. “They have radios and satellite dishes. Or something like them, anyway. And if you were an alien, wouldn’t you want a dog?”
Sometimes I can’t tell if she’s messing with me. This is very much one of those times.
“Or maybe they have parrots,” she goes on, rising to her feet. “Or wait… Wait wait wait. Ray, maybe they are parrots! Maybe we’re communicating with alien birds. I mean, why not? They haven’t sent us any pictures of what they look like. Maybe that’s why.”
Okay, she’s definitely messing with me. Her face only cracks into laughter after mine sets her off.
“You joke,” I say, “but we don’t know what they’re going to look like. We might not see any. If all we have to do is fully activate the Wormhole by passing through, they might be able to do something to stop the Leak with energy beams or remotely controlled spacecraft. But if we do meet them, you have to go into this knowing they’re probably not going to look like us. They’re not going to be parrots or dogs, though, before you get back to that. I don’t know why sci-fi movies decided they would be reptiles, either. With what we know about the atmosphere of Bayzen — the gravity, the pressure, the temperature, the gases — they might be functionally like us in a lot of ways. Just be ready for them to look… well…”
“Ugly as shit?” she finishes.
“I was trying to be a little more diplomatic than that,” I laugh. “But maybe.”
“It’s all in the eye of the beholder, though, right?” Driver says. “Because if they’re sitting there in their little Bayzen radio towers with six eyes and two mouths, imagine how weird we must look in all the signals they’ve picked up. No one ever thinks they’re the freak.”
All of a sudden, I feel my phone buzz. Driver’s chimes at the same moment.
I look down and see that it’s a text from Chester, sent to both of us. There are two words:
“Get here.”
Without a wasted moment, we’re on the way.





7

“Are you actually going to do this?” a voice asks as we rush out of the Bayzen room.
As a relative newcomer to the Balena, I don’t recognize the guy asking. He’s holding his own phone, which has no doubt recently informed him that the aliens have beckoned us.
“Everything is under control, Kip,” Driver harmlessly lies. “I can’t talk right now, but don’t worry about us. We know what we’re doing.”
Kip steps back as we hurry along.
There are more than a few people milling around in the hallway, which was empty when we walked the other way. I don’t know why news would make people move around, so I guess this is more likely to be related to a shift changeover or a communal meal time.
Either way, it’s not in our favor. Driver whispers that we shouldn’t run, to avoid causing any unnecessary alarm. I’m on board with that. The trouble is, it’s hard to even walk at a steady pace with so many people trying to talk to us.
Some just want to say thanks for what we’ve already done, whether or not they know about the latest alien instructions, but some clearly have heard and aren’t shy about telling us it would be crazy to follow them. Those who are worried sound worried purely for us, rather than feeling any more abstract fears like the one the AI’s worst-case scenario brainstorming put in my mind.
I don’t fully understand. Everyone here knows that doing nothing is not an option, yet this unscientific sample suggests they think we’d be taking a crazy personal risk by doing this.
From where I’m standing, we don’t have a choice. The inevitable cost of doing nothing is so huge, even a terrifying something has to win out.
Is my mind warped by the risks we’ve already taken? Has my threshold moved that far? I don’t know.
I also don’t know why Chester couldn’t elaborate in his message, even with a few more words. The tonelessness of text means that “get here” could be taken a few different ways. I do all I can to stop my mind from thinking the worst or the best. Neither would be helpful.
When we finally reach the meeting room’s door and step inside, with Driver politely but firmly insisting on some distance from a handful of followers, I’m glad I didn’t think the best.
Because if I had, I’d be even more disappointed and concerned than I am right now. The looks on every face tell me two things.
Number one: there’s news.
Number two: it’s not good.
The large wall is filled with a live feed of our Vita-based allies, rather than any new image from the aliens.
“I didn’t think you could have heard back already,” I say. “So what’s going on?”
“We did hear back already,” Sasha replies, her voice terse. “We were fast to send our message, Ray, but they were unbelievably fast to reply. We know the Wormhole allows instant communications, but we didn’t know they would be able to understand it and formulate a clear reply anywhere near as quickly as they could. I think we’re dealing with beings even more intelligent than we thought, and with a far greater understanding of us than we’ve been assuming.”
“So why are all your faces upside down?” Driver asks. “What did they say? Someone… spit it out!”
Sasha, unusually, doesn’t do the talking. She instead turns to President Williams.
He breathes heavily. “They’ve reiterated that it has to be the two of you who make the crossing, and only the two of you,” he says. “That’s abundantly clear. They’ve also insisted that the Vita will survive the crossing and that its structure will provide sufficient protection for you.”
“I like it when people do the bad news first,” Driver cuts in. “I feel like you’re doing the opposite.”
After another slow breath, Williams preempts his next statement with a nod. “They have explicitly stated that they will not come through the Wormhole in our direction, and they didn’t say that you would be able to return. They didn’t say you wouldn’t, but they didn’t say you would.”
Driver turns to me, her expression tense.
“And lastly,” Williams gulps, “they’ve confirmed that the initial 67-hour deadline is the final deadline, for when the Leak will spring. The final image also sets the deadline for you to act before it’s too late, and that deadline is a lot sooner. Not 67 hours, but 14.”
“We can do fourteen,” Driver instinctively blurts out. “I’ll fly Ray to the Vita, fly the others back here and then join him. It’ll be just us, and we’ll be ready to go in about four hours max. We can do that. Right, Ray?”
I don’t reply yet, because Williams isn’t finished.
At that moment, Sasha casts the four-panel image collage of their latest reply onto the wall.
“As you can see, or at least as Harriet and Santino identified before the AI agreed with their reading, the aliens have also told us there will be no more messages,” he states. “They’re telling us we have to focus.”
My eyes take it all in. I wouldn’t have necessarily figured out this final note on my own very quickly, but upon hearing the group’s understanding I’m entirely sure it’s correct.
Fourteen hours to act.
No mention of how the aliens are actually going to help when we get there.
No guarantee of ever making it back.
And perhaps most unsettlingly of all, no further questions.
I don’t like it one bit.
“Fourteen hours, Ray,” Driver says. “Tell me you know we can do this. Tell me you’re with me.”
Tearing my eyes from the screen, I meet her impressively determined gaze and reply as honestly as I can: “Driver, I wish I had the choice to say no. But yeah. We can… and we will.”





8

Things move fast.
Almost as soon as I’ve seen the latest and final alien message, everything around me is a buzz of activity.
We have fourteen hours. I’d like to think that’s fourteen hours to cross the gate.
I’d like to.
But for all we know, it’s fourteen hours before the Leak reaches an irreversible tipping point. We think we have two days until the actual destruction would occur, but there’s no way we can look past this new fourteen-hour deadline.
The aliens don’t tell us anything they don’t have to. Hell, they quite clearly don’t tell us anything they don’t want to. There’s an efficiency to their communication that I previously saw as elegant, but now it just seems frustrating.
Actually, let me rephrase that. It doesn’t just seem frustrating. It is frustrating, but it’s also extremely concerning. I don’t know why they’ve insisted this will be their last message. There are only two reasonable possibilities in my mind, and I don’t like either.
The first is that time is perhaps even tighter than we’re realizing. Fourteen hours could be the deadline to begin some decisive disaster-averting process from their side of the gate, and there could be some necessary lead time once we cross. With how quickly their last image came, it hardly bears thinking about to imagine that a few minutes is a chunk of time that could make the difference one way or the other.
The second possibility is hardly any better. There could be something that the aliens don’t want us to know, and it could be the case that our previous questions were getting uncomfortably close to the bone.
This idea only begs even more questions, like whether they might be keeping something from us because it would decrease the chance of success — maybe by scaring us into not crossing at all — or whether there really is something less than cooperative going on here.
Paralysis through analysis can be a real killer. That’s why I’m more glad than ever to have a good team around me now. Already, they’re all bursting into action even during the minute or so that my heavy mind spends pondering all of this.
Sasha is instantly conversing with Shaun about what he and the small team left on the Vita have to do to get that craft ready for us. She’s talking about making sure that supplies are easily accessible from the control room and that the reserve fuel reservoirs are connected to the main tank, along with more further instructions than I can keep up with.
Driver, meanwhile, has already run off to recruit a pilot to come with us to the Vita. This is at Chester’s suggestion, and it makes a lot of sense.
Her initial idea was to fly us there, bring Shaun and others back to the Balena, and then join me again on the Vita for our two-person voyage into the unknown. Taking another pilot with us means that they can bring the others back, reducing Driver’s potential three trips into just one.
Given that time is most definitely not on our side, that’s a very welcome way to streamline our preparations.
As soon as Sasha has finished telling Shaun what to take care of on the Vita, she turns to me. “We need to prepare you for the possibility that you’ll lose contact on the other side of the Wormhole,” she says. “For all we know, our radio technology won’t work in both directions. We need to give you everything you’ll possibly need — equipment and information — or at least as close to everything as we can get. What can you think of?”
The directness of her questions snaps me out of my more abstract thoughts.
Aside from Sasha, Harriet and Santino are the only others still in the room. President Williams and Chester have seemingly gone off to take care of something that’s probably related to media outreach or message management.
Things really did move quickly in the first few minutes after Driver and I vocalized our commitment to going through with this.
“You don’t think we’ll be able to communicate with you guys?” I ask.
Sasha hesitates. “Well… I just don’t think we should count on the assumption that you will be able to. Driver doesn’t need any help with any of the Vita’s flight operations, and you’ve proven yourself excellent at thinking on your feet. What we need to consider is what kind of issues or queries might come up that you would want to ask us, and what we can do to preempt them. It’s the same with planning what kind of equipment or supplies you might need. The Vita is a large and powerful craft, without many limits for what it can physically carry. The same is even truer for the information we can transfer to local storage. There’s no real limit other than what we’ll have time to prepare.”
I scratch my chin in thought. “What about a searchable record of the global PhilosophAI prompt logs and responses?” I suggest. “That plus a local copy of a full encyclopedia, then full records of all ZolaCore and ERF research projects. All of that should stand us in pretty good stead.”
“Good ideas,” Sasha nods approvingly, quickly tapping on her screen. “Shaun should be able to access everything using Major’s credentials. I’ll ask them to make sure it’s all downloaded for local access, if it isn’t already. As for equipment and supplies, we know the Vita has a highly potent cannon for launching projectiles, but I don’t think it would be smart to have Simone begin a new neocite reaction. She asked, since it was needed to activate the gate from this side. But since the aliens gave us the formula, I can’t see a situation where they wouldn’t have a stock of something analogous — if it’s even needed — and the risk of neocite’s inherent instability is too great in that context.”
“If we needed to bring some, they would have asked for it,” I say. I like that Simone was thinking outside of the box and offering to do whatever she can, but I’m fully in agreement with Sasha about the risk-reward balance of this particular decision.
“Exactly,” Sasha replies. “They’ve explicitly referenced neocite in the past, when they told us how to make it, so they likely would have referenced it again. I think it’s more important for us to consider things they won’t be thinking about. Your life support supplies, EVA suits, a rover… all of that is already in the Vita.”
“Is there anything we can do to increase the chances that our communication system will still work?” I ask. “Reposition any relay satellites, signal boosters, anything like that?”
“Not really. It kind of just works or it doesn’t,” she says, a sigh accompanying the words. “If it’s at all possible for the Vita’s signals to work through the Wormhole in this direction, there’s no concern about their strength. It’s all dependent on the nature of the Wormhole. We just don’t know, Ray. And the real issue is, we don’t know what we don’t know. We’ve never seen anything like this, let alone sent something through it. I know this feels like you’re just taking one big giant next step to stay on the only path we have, but you really are blazing a new trail here. I don’t want to say ‘if’… but the data you’ll bring back, if this all works out, is going to tell us a lot more about the actual workings of this Wormhole than a lifetime of theorizing ever could.”
“Does the Vita already have cameras and sensors facing outwards?” I say.
“It does,” Sasha confirms. “There are all kinds of sensors and everything will be locally logged, so you would bring the data back on your return even if it can’t be broadcast to us in real-time. From that primary data we would be able to get a good picture of what the Vita was exposed to during your crossings, and that’s without even considering what kind of knowledge the aliens themselves could share with you. It will be a different world.”
It would probably sound stupid if I said this to anyone out loud, but thinking about how things could look after our hypothetical success really does change the way this challenge feels. It’s like how seeing footage of people reacting to the Wormhole’s apparition made my determination even stronger.
What I’m learning is that thoughts don’t have to make sense to make a difference.
“I’ll give you everything I have, too,” Harriet offers. “I can make sure all of my own historic research and all of my publications and notes are locally accessible on the Vita.”
I turn to face her. “Thanks. That could help.”
“Hopefully so,” she muses. “I dearly wish I could come with you, Ray. I’ve been dreaming of first contact for my whole life and I’ve spent most of my waking hours working on ideas for how to enable deep communication once the day came. All we know for sure about these aliens is that they’ve chosen to communicate via images. They clearly understand our language and contexts on the back of their long-term observation, but for some reason they didn’t use language to convey their messages. That could be down to a limitation of their radio technology or it could be something else. If direct communication proves too challenging, do you think you and Driver would be comfortable using images on the Vita’s computer systems? I don’t foresee it coming to that, but if it did?”
I take a few seconds to think that through.
It’s a surreal thought, imagining myself sitting at a computer and putting a collage of images together while an alien watches over my shoulder.
I really can’t see it coming to that, either, but then I suppose no one saw any of this situation coming a few days ago.
“As long as we have an easily searchable indexed database of images,” I say. “The only way I think we could need that is if the Wormhole doesn’t bring us into physical contact with the aliens, but just into an orbital position on their side of it. Maybe a spot where they want us to be in, so we could do something to stop whatever is causing the Leak. If we needed more remote communication, I guess it would be images. We’d have to think on our feet to both interpret their messages and create our own. I don’t want it to come to that, but we’d just have to do our best. Because there’s no way to utilize PhilosophAI if we don’t have a connection across the Wormhole, huh? It’s totally dependent on access to the server?”
“Unfortunately so,” Sasha cuts back in. “Harriet, I’d love for you to get on that and either transfer your files from here to the Vita or just put them on a physical storage device for Ray to take with him.
“I’ll get right to it,” Harriet says, stepping towards the door even as she speaks. “Oh, but one more thing. While I’m doing that and everyone else is getting their side of things ready, there are a few people I think you should talk to, Ray. Essentially the kind of people I would want to bring along on my team for a mission where we expected to make direct contact. I can get them together if you’ll have ten or fifteen minutes.”
“He will,” Sasha answers on my behalf. “We’re moving fast, but not that fast. Realistically we’re looking at two hours until everything is ready.”
I feel my chest tighten. I really am feeling unusually reactive, with one comment or thought able to change my physiology as well as my thinking. I’m not usually like this, but I think the combination of the stakes and the risks and the lack of recovery time I’ve had since the last crazy mission are getting the better of me.
Young Santino, quietly observing, clearly senses it. “Are you okay, Ray?” he asks.
“Yeah, thanks,” I force out. “It’s a lot at once. A lot to take in and get my head around. I’m glad to have all of you guys.”
“All of us guys are glad we have you,” Sasha replies with a slight chuckle. “There’s something I want to walk you through that could help out when you’re on the other side, and we’ll get you hydrated and get some calories in you while I’m showing you. I’ll text Driver to join us in Earl’s office. We need to clear some things up with him and that’s a good place to demonstrate what I want to show you.”
Earl… I know that name. So much has happened lately that I can’t quite place it right now.
“And hey, Santino,” Sasha adds, ready to move, “can you stop by my office and grab some unused Lenses as well as a few protein bars for Ray and Driver? Then you could stick around at Earl’s place to help me show them some of the new uses and gestures. When they’re linked up to all of the local data we’re getting ready, the Lenses could be a game-changer.”
“I would love to,” he enthusiastically replies.
“Should I send my Contact Team there, too?” Harriet asks. “To keep everything as efficient as we can, so Ray and Driver don’t have to go from place to place?”
“Please do,” Sasha says. She then leads me through the door as the meeting room empties.
I don’t know what kind of people Harriet wants me to talk to from her so-called Contact Team, but as I close the door with my right hand I’m suddenly reminded who Earl is.
He’s the friendly guy who attached this bionic hand, which has been so good that I often find myself taking it for granted. What exactly Sasha wants to clear up with him is another thing I’m not sure of, but she isn’t someone who does things without a good reason, even when time is so tight.
Her words to Santino about demonstrating some important new applications of the powerful augmented reality contact lenses, which she used to work on with my old friend Mr. Lindell, are also intriguing.
While the Vita is being readied for our mission and equipment is being packed up to come with us from here on the Balena, Sasha has taken the lead in getting me as ready as I could possibly be.
As far as helpers go, I’m in good hands.
But ahead of a mission like this, packed with so many inherent unknowns, I don’t think anyone could ever truly consider themselves ready…
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When Driver and I left the Bayzen Room, we stepped into a much busier hallway than the one we’d walked down on our way there.
Now, the hustle and bustle I step out into with Sasha makes that earlier experience seem like a quiet stroll through a deserted ghost ship.
I wouldn’t quite call the scene chaotic, since everyone seems to have at least a vague idea of what they’re doing. I would definitely call it frantic, though.
It seems like everyone has a job to do in getting things ready. Underlying that is the fact that everyone here knows what’s happening. That’s why a lot of them pause briefly when they see me, looking on with some combination of pity and appreciation.
The speed with which instructions have been passed down is testament to how well oiled the Balena’s operations really are. President Williams runs a tight ship. With oversight generally spread between him, Sasha and Driver, it’s clear that task delegation to the heads of various departments and then further down to the general population runs very smoothly.
A situation as urgent and unprecedented as this one is surely the ultimate test of that, and I can see the organizational structure is holding up very well.
Sasha quietly encourages me not to make too much eye contact with anyone, to keep our short walk moving as quickly as possible. The sheer number of people going from one place to another makes that difficult on both counts — avoiding eye contact and keeping my feet moving — but we do our best and reach Earl’s office before too long.
He’s already inside waiting for us. To my pleasant surprise, Driver is, too.
“We have our extra pilot,” she says, addressing Sasha more than me. “He’s preparing the transit craft now to take us across to the Vita when we’re ready. What’s this about, being in here?”
From the look on Earl’s face, I can tell he’s thinking the same thing. He shoots me a silent thumbs up and raises his eyebrows, which I take as a question about how my hand is doing.
I reply with a thumbs up of my own. It really is so effortless that it’s easy to forget this hand isn’t real. Its touch-receptive feedback is remarkable, too, almost fully replicating whatever my organic left hand feels whenever they’re touching the same thing.
“We need to clarify some things about Ray’s hand and the potential effects of your crossing,” Sasha tells her. “Earl, everything has been going smoothly for Ray so far. Even underground in Colorado, where there was active signal-blocking technology in place, everything worked. You’ve surely been continually testing and evaluating all of your connectivity technologies as the Anomaly has worsened, right?”
“I mean, yeah, sure. We’re always testing everything,” he says.
“Okay, but I’m talking specifically about the way the technology in your temple-based implants operates,” Sasha clarifies. “I’m asking both in terms of their neuro-connectivity and their constant data transfers to and from your bionic attachments. Have you seen any changes to that over time, with the increased radiation from the Leak? Even tiny changes could be crucial, since Ray might be exposing himself to massively greater levels than anything we’ve measured.”
I’ll just pretend I didn’t hear that part about the massive radiation levels. There’s no avoiding the reality and I know only too well what I could be getting myself in for, but dwelling on it after hearing it stated so bluntly isn’t going to help anyone.
“I’ve seen zero negative effects,” Earl says. His response is instant and clear, bringing a rare piece of good news. “I’m not going to say there’s no chance the connectivity won’t be lost, because from what I’ve gathered even you guys hardly know the first thing about this gateway. All I can say is that as far as I’m concerned, our research is probably some of the only work here that the Anomaly hasn’t negatively affected.”
“And what about the broader safety of the implants?” Sasha pushes.
“What about it?” Earl asks.
Sasha upturns her palms. “Are you worried about that?”
Earl glances at me before looking back to Sasha. “Personally, if I had to go through the gateway, I’d be more worried about it tearing me apart than anything else,” he replies, doing whatever is the polar opposite of sugar-coating his words.
“Preach,” Driver wryly utters. “But I think what Sasha is trying to ask is whether you think we should take out the implanted receivers you put in Ray’s temples. If you were going to pass through the Wormhole and you had a bionic attachment, would you take them out?”
He shakes his head. “They’re safe. Ray, you probably remember some of what I told you when we were carrying out your fitting. They can’t cause any harm. I guess it’s an easy thing to worry about if you don’t know what’s actually going on inside this technology, but there just aren’t any components that could explode or anything like that. If we put you in a microwave, they’d be the last thing left. I’m not trying to be graphic or anything, but my concern here is that you could be stepping into a microwave when you fly into this crazy gate.”
“We’re thinking of it as a Wormhole,” Sasha replies flatly. Her tone makes it sound like she’s a lot less happy with his general microwave comparison than with his precise choice of word for the alien portal, but that’s the part she calls out.
“And we’re doing what we have to do,” I say, finally joining a conversation that’s so far been about me. “If there was another option, we’d be taking it.”
“I’ll bet,” Earl sighs. “Say, how have you been getting on with the hand, anyway? As good as Sasha says, or is there anything you want me to look at or help with while I’m here?”
I look down at my artificial right hand — this incredible marvel of science and technology — and wiggle the fingers one by one.
“It’s been perfect,” I tell him. “If you’re saying the worst thing that can happen is that it stops working, without any danger from the implants, I’m not concerned. The only thing I’d want to know is if it did suddenly stop working, and if the fingers or general position was going to get in the way of my gloves or anything like that, is there an easy way to remove it without any of your equipment?”
“You can take my equipment,” he immediately replies. A slight grin then crosses his face. “I don’t quite have the demolition attachments you used with your Robex on the Beacon, but you could definitely take what you’d need to easily take the hand attachment out or put it back on. You could take a spare hand, too. It won’t match, but I have a few extras in here right now. If this is about packing whatever you might need, I figure you might as well be prepared.”
“Sure,” I say. “We have space for everything. But what if the equipment was in our storage area and I had to get the hand off? Could Driver just pull it?”
Earl scrunches up his face a little and shakes his head. “If it could come off so easily, that would kind of defeat the point of it being a workable hand. Pulling it with her hands wouldn’t be enough. But it will detach from the holding joint — painlessly — if there’s a serious trauma or an unnatural level of tension. That’s a safety feature in case there ever was a malfunction and someone found themselves trapped or stuck to something. I really wouldn’t worry about it, though. Of all the things that could go wrong with your mission, from where I’m sitting that’s not even in the top million.”
There’s no denying the logic of his point, but thinking of how many things could go seriously wrong is hardly what we need to lift our spirits.
I look down at my hand. It’s easy to control. Easy to wave.
But now, all I can think about is a damn microwave, and Earl’s analogy that we’re about to fly right into one…
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As Earl finishes his comment, returning again to his general unease about our imminent departure through the alien Wormhole, the door swings open and Santino steps in.
He’s holding three boxes of branded contact lenses. I recognize the logo and instantly find the memories flooding back from our days in the bunker, when I saw how incredible these things could be and when they played an important part in our remote robot mission to gather important items from the Beacon. They also saved our bacon when it came to the final showdown with Zola, who had planted laser-based tripwires that I wouldn’t have seen without the overlays warning me.
From what Sasha has said, the augmented reality technology has come a long way even since then — and it could come in handy for our upcoming mission.
“Thanks, Santino,” she says, taking hold of the boxes. She sits one down and hands one to me and the other to Driver. “Ray, I know you’re very accustomed to wearing contact lenses every day. Driver, I know you’re not. What counts is that I think both of you could benefit from wearing these new and enhanced pairs on your mission. They can alert you to hazards, movement, heat signatures, changes in atmospheric conditions, and all kinds of other things. In conjunction with a thin credit card-sized device that can slip right into one of your suits’ pockets, it’ll also record everything you see so we can study it later and so you can share incoming visual data with each other if you’re looking at different things or even find yourselves in different locations.”
Driver and I exchange a look. Neither of us has to say anything for the other to know what’s on our minds, which is that finding ourselves in different locations is just about the last thing we’re planning to do on the other side of the Wormhole.
Sasha goes on: “The Plate, which is what the control and storage device is going to be sold as, takes simple voice commands and responds to conversational instructions. Honestly, that’s probably the biggest breakthrough. You don’t need to learn any complicated touch gestures to control the lenses via an app or your phone, and you don’t even have to remember a list of specific commands. It’s excellent at understanding natural speech and doing what you want. You can tell it to ‘terminate all smart features’ at any moment, and it will do so instantly. And if it can’t do something you request or wants you to clarify the instruction, small text will appear to tell you that. You can enlarge it, you can dismiss it, or we could even hook it up to your suit so it would announce the words via your helmet speakers. The Plate can connect to all kinds of devices via local or network communications, so I can set that up for your suits.”
“Do,” Santino suggests, nodding excitedly. “Sasha, that is brilliant. Because when they are wearing their suits, the Plate and the lenses will not be exposed to the exterior atmosphere. This way, the suits’ data can be placed directly in their vision, where it can be resized or hidden, just like you said, instead of them having to rely on the clunkier readings projected on their HUDs.”
All of this sounds pretty good to me, and it looks like Driver is thinking the same thing. The lenses will be automatically corrective, like the more basic ones I’m wearing at the moment, and Driver has at least some experience of wearing a similar kind.
“Are they definitely safe for crossing the gate, too?” she asks, focusing on Sasha. “Or is there any risk of component malfunction like Earl said there isn’t for Ray’s implants?”
This time, it’s Sasha and Santino who share a brief and silent glance.
“They’ll be fine,” Sasha says. “There are considerably more components in there, but you’re going to be safely shielded inside the Vita. Needless to say, it has a lot of components that wouldn’t do too well inside a microwave, either, as Earl put it. So while I don’t want to put any bad thoughts out there, the lenses couldn’t cause a problem like that. As long as the Vita holds up, everything is good.”
“And if it doesn’t, everything is screwed,” Driver succinctly adds. “We know. Can we try these things out, just to check it is all as easy as you say?”
Sasha encourages us to do just that.
Removing my regular lenses always brings two reminders. The first is just how poor my unaided vision is, and the second is just how great those lenses are.
I make sure to have the new pair right in front of me before taking the old ones out. Believe me, I know from bitter experience how hard it can be to find such small and transparent objects when the whole world looks like a fogged-up window.
When I place them in, nothing feels different.
Sasha then hands me a sleek white device that really does look like a credit card.
“Look straight at it and say ‘Pair lenses’ in a clear voice,” she instructs.
I say it. And as soon as I do, a notice appears in my augmented vision asking me to turn the card over and look at the other side. There, an instruction tells me to focus on a small square for five seconds.
Five seconds later, a notice pops up: PAIRING SUCCESSFUL.
“All done,” I report.
Driver then does the same with hers, taking no longer than I did. Sasha explains that our respective Plates are now paired to our lenses and our voices.
“Cast my vision to Ray,” Driver requests. “He’s the guy nearby with another Plate.”
Immediately, a pop-up notification asks if I want to view an incoming feed from a nearby user.
“Tell it your name is Driver,” Sasha interjects.
Driver does so. And right away, my notification changes to ask if I want to view an incoming feed from Driver.
“Read that aloud,” I say, practicing some instructions of my own.
From tiny holes on its rear side, the Plate then speaks the words of the notification. It does so in a clear voice and impressive volume.
“Accept request. Show the feed in a small partial view,” I say. “And whenever else I accept a request, always do that.”
I add the one-time request for a partial view so that my vision isn’t taken over by an immersive feed of Driver’s vision, which would be very disorienting.
“Remember you can virtually cast that small feed onto a surface or wall,” Sasha says. “Just ask it to lock on. Otherwise it will be in the corner of your vision until you focus on it, then it’ll center itself. Everything is very intuitive and it’ll understand what you want.”
I do what Sasha suggests and cast Driver’s incoming visual feed onto the wall. That feed currently shows me, since I’m what she’s looking at. It sticks there like a TV, ready for me to look whenever I want to and not obstructing my vision the rest of the time.
The processing power is incredible, particularly given the tiny size of the devices at play.
“Pretty cool, huh?” Santino asks.
“Amazing,” I say. “The vocal interface and Plate link-up really does make it a million times smoother. And Sasha, you said there are new features, too?”
Before she can reply, three knocks ring from the door behind us.
“It’s us,” Harriet’s voice calls. The door isn’t locked, but she’s politely waiting to be let in. “I’ve brought the Contact Team.”
“Contact Team?” Driver asks, turning to me. Her confusion is understandable, since she wasn’t there when we talked about this.
“Harriet got a small group together to run over some final things before you set off,” Sasha says, walking to open the door as she speaks. “These are the people you would ideally have at your side for the mission.”
“Yeah,” I say, quite excited for what’s going to be our last preparatory session before everything is ready for us to leave. This one has been very helpful and productive, but I think I might get even more from the varied-sounding group of experts Harriet has brought together. “Harriet said these are the people we need to meet before we come face to face with aliens.”
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By pretty much any measure, I could be classified as a nerd. My interests, my pre-Zola research career, my demeanor… it’s all what a lot of people would consider nerdy.
I don’t see that as a bad thing, either. Joe is the nerdiest kid I’ve ever known, and I wouldn’t change a thing about him.
All this is to preface the point that my first neutral impression of Harriet’s motley crew of experts — her Contact Team — is that they look pretty much exactly how I would have expected a bunch of alien-obsessed researchers to look.
There are three of them. The first to walk in is a middle-aged guy, fairly portly and with a thick red beard. Next comes a younger and taller guy, who probably weighs less than his clothes. Last is a particularly friendly-looking woman around Harriet’s age.
And unlike almost everyone else I’ve seen since the news got out of what Driver and I are about to do, these three people look excited rather than worried.
“You can ask the lenses to show you a list of commands and key features at any time,” Sasha says, briefly returning to where we were before Harriet arrived. “You can also just try anything you think of — the worst that can happen is that they might not be able to do it. I’ll take care of syncing the Plates to your suits. Earl, do you have a soft pen handy, or something else I can use to mark which Plate is which?”
He points her to a pad of sticky labels.
“Thanks,” she says. “Okay, guys, I’ll take care of this and make sure everything else is set. Ray, you can call Eva again from the Vita right before you leave for the Wormhole. Right now I think it’s time for things to start moving.”
Driver and I are both on board with that.
“Okay, we know you don’t have long,” Harriet begins. “But there are some worthwhile things we should cover. I’ve already transferred my database of personal research to the Vita in case there’s anything you’ll need to reference at any point, but I think it’s going to do more good to get some key points from our experts.”
I fully agree, and so does Driver.
Harriet then introduces her Contact Team and says they all know we don’t have much time. With that in mind, she hands over to the bearded man, Garrett, whose expertise is in ancient archaeology.
He’s a ball of energy, directing his attention mainly to Driver. He excitedly tells her what kinds of landscapes and hints he’d be looking for, if he found himself in the sky above an alien planet and had to pick out a landing site without any obvious signs of habitation serving as signposts. He also asks us to try to make sure the Vita collects some rock samples if we do touch down.
“Sure thing,” Driver says, albeit without much verve.
Garrett is understandably enthusiastic about such a huge breakthrough in his field of research being on the horizon, but I didn’t hear a lot of useful information among his comments. There’s no doubt that someone like him would certainly be useful on our team for a mission like this. I just feel like we didn’t get much from what he said. I’m hoping the others’ input is more directly applicable to what we’re expecting to contend with.
Next up is Sal, a tall male linguist. His comments on what we could potentially expect to encounter in terms of an alien language swing the pendulum the other way, offering perhaps too much detail for our already-overflowing minds to process.
Along with Harriet, he has been analyzing every pixel of each image we’ve received from the aliens, and has been pondering why they haven’t returned any direct language. They clearly grasp our norms and way of viewing the world, he says, so he posits that their physiology could be different from ours in ways that people don’t normally imagine.
“Think of skin changing color to convey emotion,” he says. “Now think of long hair, manipulable by the follicle. Think of it being able to create complex symbols and gestures to convey information. Also think of far more expressive facial features. These are just a few possible ideas, many of which are seen in other animals on Earth who have evolved in conditions far more similar to our own than the aliens of Bayzen may have. What I’m saying is, there really is no telling how strange these things could be, and you have to try to prepare yourselves for that. For all we know, they may even be capable of what we would consider fantastical levels of intra-species telepathy. External language, written or spoken, doesn’t necessarily have to be a commonality among intelligent races. That viewpoint hasn’t always made me a lot of friends in linguistic academia, but it’s one I hold to be just as plausible as the opposite assumption.”
My eyebrows have risen during Sal’s comments, which I notice only when he stops. Driver and I had a brief conversation in the Bayzen Room about how weird-looking the aliens might be, but he has just opened my mind to some new and even stranger possibilities.
Harriet might have brought him here to talk about linguistics, but really he’s primarily delivered some pretty mind-expanding ideas about the aliens’ physiology. I wouldn’t say I feel better or worse about what we might find… but at least I might not be as massively surprised.
Last up is the older woman, Marion. She seems to have a slight smile permanently etched on her face. That and a few other things about her remind me a lot of Eva’s favorite aunt, who used to sell crystals from a curiosity store in Sedona. I get a similar vibe from Marion.
There’s some visual eccentricity about her, or at least some flair. Her hair is large, for lack of a better term, and there’s far more character in her florally patterned blouse than either of the men’s standard issue shirts.
When she speaks, her voice is more measured than I would have expected. Likewise, her focus and intensity take me by surprise.
I know from Harriet’s introduction that Marion is an animal behavior expert, with a focus on African predators and great apes. She’s probably friends with Lorien and Vicki, who spend their time studying — or playing with — the much friendlier Laika.
I can only imagine what that little guy would make of all of this. I’ll definitely make sure I see him and the kids when I call Eva from the Vita. I’m not letting any thoughts into my mind about final goodbyes, no matter how big a risk we’re taking, but I still want to see all of their faces before I venture through the Wormhole.
I’m not sure if the main media narrative on Earth will be about the worsening Leak or my upcoming mission. I’d guess the latter, if for no other reason than it presents our planet’s only chance of surviving the former. That means Joe is going to know exactly what I’m about to do. Scarlet, mercifully, is too young to grasp the enormity of it all.
Laika will know everything, and is probably most likely to have something to say about how crazy it is. At the very least, I can expect him to tell me to be careful. He’ll be somewhat reassured that Driver is my pilot, just like I am, but he’ll also share my knowledge that she’s never flown into anything like our imminent target.
“There’s a common belief that animals can smell fear,” Marion says, her voice somehow soft but still very resonant. “What’s less common is the understanding that you’d be giving off a thousand other fear signals if you were standing face to face with a hungry lion or an aggressive chimpanzee. Hikers have well-known protocols for how to best handle unexpected encounters with different species, too, from grizzly bears to cougars and rattlesnakes to feral hogs. But for the mission you’re about to undertake, there is no guidebook.”
My eyes flick to Driver, who’s also looking at me. I think we’re both wondering why Marion has framed her opening comment like that, as though designed to end impactfully as a way of freaking us out as much as possible.
“But what I want you both to remember,” Marion goes on, “is that there will also be no surprise encounters. You aren’t unwittingly encroaching on anyone’s territory. You’re accepting an invitation to cross a threshold. It is important to remember that you will effectively be guests in their world, and that you should try to leave everything as you find it. I’d have to disagree with Garrett’s desire to gather samples, for instance, unless you’re explicitly given permission. That could be poorly received. We barely know the first thing about these beings, let alone their norms or their expectations of you, but I don’t see any good reasons to be fearful of them. Are there reasons to be fearful of the broader mission? Of course. From a personal point of view, and despite how dearly I would love to observe an alien race, I would have severe hesitations about going near this Wormhole. Just don’t fear the aliens. And don’t fear fearing them, either. Because even if they smell it or sense it in any one of the other thousand ways they might, you’ll be there because they called on you. They know all kinds of things about us. They know who they’re getting, and in you two in particular.”
Okay, she brought it all around. And the way Marion did phrase her viewpoint has actually left me more upbeat than before she spoke, which is clearly what she intended.
“You guys are in-tense,” Earl says, reminding me he’s still sitting off to the side. “I mean, wow. This would have been some crack team to meet the aliens. You’ll all be gathered round with Sasha to watch along and communicate if it’s possible, right? All this knowledge could really help Ray and Driver out.”
“Watch along?” Harriet asks.
“Oh, yeah, we’re going to be wearing smart contact lenses that will record everything we see,” I say. “So Marion, when we get back, you will be able to observe the aliens. I know it’s not the same as having them right in front of you, but it’ll be an Ultra HD first-person view. The next best thing. If our communications equipment works across the Wormhole, like the aliens’ does, you should be able to see it live. We just can’t count on that.”
Harriet’s expression, previously fairly melancholic, lifts at this news. “Okay! Well, we’ll definitely be watching and listening. With Sasha, if she’ll have us, or somewhere else if she’s too busy focusing on incoming data.”
I see Driver glance down at her phone to read an incoming message. I glance down at mine, but there’s nothing from anyone on the Priority list.
“Chester says everything is set,” she relays. “Sasha is overseeing the equipment being physically loaded onto our transit craft and checking everything off the list. They’re ready for us.”
I take a deep breath and rise to my feet, stepping up from a hard-backed chair that was a lot more comfortable than it looks.
Before replying to Driver, I then take a second to gather my thoughts.
Passing through an alien Wormhole is so far beyond any other risk I could imagine taking, it’s almost like my brain can’t fully comprehend it. In all honesty, that’s probably for the best. But now, after meeting these three interesting members of Harriet’s would-be Contact Team, I’m thinking a lot more about the aliens we’re hoping to meet on the other side.
It’s hard not to feel overwhelmed by that prospect in itself. It’s hard not to feel under-manned, too, particularly given the possibility that we might not be able to stay in contact with our friends and allies here.
These people are experts in their fields, assembled for the very purpose of participating in a first contact scenario. The trouble is, none of them are coming with us.
Driver is a pilot and I am, or at least was, a jet fuel specialist. Harriet chose her team members for their particular skill sets and knowledge bases, but we don’t have the faintest idea why the aliens chose us.
“Are you ready?” I ask Driver.
“Yup. Are you?”
“Ready for sure?” I push. “All I have to do at first is sit in the Vita. You have to fly us directly into the Wormhole.”
“Flying is what I do,” she shrugs. “Sure… the closer we get, the more some part of me is going to want to turn around. But flying into the Wormhole is the easy part, Ray. That’s the one thing in our control.”
I say nothing more as we all head out towards the docking bay we’ll be leaving from. My stomach is heavy with every step, though, because I know Driver is right.
When flying into a Wormhole feels like the easy part, God help us for whatever comes next.
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As hard as I try, I just can’t shake how surreal everything is feeling.
Part of that has to be down to exhaustion from the last mission, with no real rest before this one cropped up. There was no downtime, mental or physical.
But more than that, I think my mind feels scattered for two bigger reasons.
First, I really don’t know what I’m getting myself into. Ultimately, I don’t even know what Driver and I are going to do. All we know is that the first step is traveling through the Wormhole.
Every other last-ditch long-shot mission we’ve undertaken, no matter how terrifying, always at least gave us an understanding of what had to be done. From getting myself back to Earth with proof of Zola’s evil plan, right through to our recent Earthbound flight to unblock the signal-jammers in Colorado, I’ve also known what I’d have to do when I reached my challenging destination.
Now, that’s just not the case.
Closely related to that is the point that because I don’t know what I’m going to do, and because the first stage demands nothing more of me than showing up, I’ve been unusually passive in the preparation.
I almost feel like the face of some media operation who swans in at the last second before the cameras start rolling, after all of the support staff have done the hard work behind the scenes.
Driver hasn’t buzzed around much, either, at least since she recruited the extra pilot that’s going to save us some much-needed time.
I think we’re in the same boat, uncharacteristically unsure of what awaits us and of just how rough the waters are going to get. Like me, she’s going to be itching to get going and get out of this understandable funk.
The hallways, previously teeming with frantic movement, are now clear. That comes as a surprise, but as we approach the access doors to the docking bay I start to understand why.
I hear the crowd before I see it, gathered to wave us off and express their gratitude and good wishes for what we’re about to do.
When we get within sight, the sound ramps up several notches.
The din becomes a cacophony, as though the crowd knows that a serious pick-me-up is just what we both need.
I think talking to my family will put me in a clearer frame of mind by bringing home just what’s on the line here. But for now, the support of these friends and colleagues is already going a long way in its own right.
Driver nudges me in the arm as we near the final doorway, which leads to the actual docking bay and is passable only to approved personnel. The fact that none of our inner circle are out here suggests they’re in there, but also that these workers gathered of their own accord.
They deserve a few words, at the very least.
“I want to thank everyone for making me feel welcome from the moment I arrived here,” I say. “You’ve all been nothing but nice to me, even though my presence hasn’t exactly coincided with the most harmonious of times.”
This raises a few light chuckles. I feel a cloud lifting over my own mood, with the focus of having to think of what to say taking me to better mental places.
“But seriously,” I go on. “More than anything that’s gone before, decoding the signal and reacting to these alien messages has been a team effort. The importance of the work you have all done here for the past few years cannot be overstated. None of the technology or systems we’ve relied on would have been in place if you hadn’t all stepped up to the plate to join the Bayzen Project. Part of me wishes we could just fly the Balena itself through the Wormhole and all see Bayzen together. Lord knows you all deserve to see the promised land that brought you all here.”
“One day!” a voice calls back. Several more offer utterances of agreement.
“And hopefully one day very soon,” I reply. “With help from all of you, we have made it this far. Now, with help from the aliens who have called us, we will do whatever it takes to decisively conquer the Anomaly. We will stop the Leak. And when that’s done? Well, Bayzen is no longer four light-years away. If the aliens who want to help us also want to engage in ongoing communication, and maybe even cooperative visitation, Bayzen might stay just one quick leap through a Wormhole away.”
“We’ll test out the track for you guys,” Driver chimes in. “And once it’s all clear, you better believe I want to steer this thing through that Wormhole. The aliens reached out to us in our time of need. But from this close call with disaster, we could end up with ongoing access to a technology more powerful than we could ever have imagined.”
“Yeah – just like this very craft we’re all standing in,” I say, picking up her point. “We only learned the Balena existed when Zola used it to clear his people off Earth before he tried to destroy the whole planet. Look at us now! Look at this place now! We defeated Zola and kept the spoils. We’re going to defeat the Anomaly, too, guys. We’re going to stop this damn Leak. And when it’s done, we’re going to have some powerful new friends with one hell of a shortcut through space.”
How’s that for looking on the bright side?, I think to myself, pleased with the rapturous reception the words receive. In truth, this whole unexpected speech has helped to raise my spirits at least as much as anyone else’s.
Quitting while I’m ahead, I raise a hand to the crowd and step forward.
“Go well, Ray,” Santino says, putting his hand on my shoulder.
“Oh, you can definitely come in to the bay,” I tell him.
He shakes his head. “It is hard for me to watch you leave,” he goes on, his Italian accent stronger than usual as the emotion builds. “You two saved me in a deeper way than you have saved everyone else. You freed me and gave me a life I did not know could exist. I thought Bayzen was the promised land, Ray… but here, surrounded by friends, I have already made it. It is hard enough to watch you leave through that door, but to watch you leave the Balena would be too much. Go well.”
His repetition of that fairly unusual two-word phrase, probably a direct translation of something more common in his mother tongue, draws a line under his farewell.
“Bayzen still is the promised land, Santino,” Driver insists, “and you’re going to see it.”
The young man silently smiles.
After thanking Earl for his help, I turn to Harriet.
“I’ll stay here with these guys, too,” she decides. “I don’t envy the circumstances you’re in, Ray. Not for one second. But I hope that somewhere in all of this, even for a moment, you can see the blessing in it. The bravery you’re both showing is giving us a chance to survive this. But you wouldn’t have the chance to take this leap if they hadn’t shown us the way. Please… tell them I said hi.”
It’s impossible not to smile at that last line, and I give Harriet a warm hug as soon as she says it. “You’ll be saying it yourself one day soon,” I tell her, sticking to the optimism.
Once her Contact Team bid us farewell, too, I finally push open the door.
It’s not locked, like pretty much every other on the Balena. That couldn’t be more different from how things were on the Beacon, or even the competitive research areas of the Vita before the cyber attack almost destroyed the whole craft. It’s just how things are here, with everyone pulling in the same direction.
There really is a whole lot of irony in the fact that the Balena’s raison d'être has been to move in the direction of Bayzen, where Driver and I are about to venture in a different craft.
I’ll try to force my mind to skip over the point that we’re effectively making the trip under duress, in crossing an unstudied Wormhole because necessity demands it. If I force myself to look for another bright side, it’s that the aliens have at least given us a chance.
Without the PFOA telescopes picking up the signal, our team decoding it, and then Driver so brilliantly piloting us to deliver Simone’s neocite to the right spot, all of this would be moot.
We’d probably be doing something as desperately futile as firing advanced weaponry at the Leak, to try somehow to stem or disrupt forces we don’t even understand.
Actually, no… we wouldn’t even be doing that, I remind myself. We’ve been feeling the Leak’s effects for over a year, with Scarlet’s health issues and the godforsaken auroras in the sky and everything else that falls under the Anomaly’s cursed umbrella, but we only know where in space the radiation is coming from because the aliens told us. Like the Wormhole, we’re only aware of it because of them.
The more I think about this, as I step towards our waiting allies in the shadow of the now-loaded transit craft, I realize just how much more desperate our situation would be if it wasn’t for the alien signals.
There’s no sugar-coating it: we’d be dead in a few days. No ifs, no buts, no maybes. We’d be the dinosaurs watching the asteroid approach.
“Everything is set,” Sasha tells us just before we reach them. “Your pilot, Vic, is already in position. There’s space for both of you in the cockpit, or you can take the passenger seats.”
“How long are we looking at for this flight?” I ask.
“Minutes,” Sasha replies. “We’ve been moving towards the Wormhole at the same speed as the Vita, to minimize your transit time from there. The Vita is as close as it was last time you transited.”
“Cockpit?” Driver asks, turning to me.
I nod. “I’ll give you two a minute,” I say, gesturing towards Chester, the fledgling boyfriend she’s hardly seen at all since we got back from activating the gate. He gives me a wink of appreciation.
Chester has been busily working on things with President Williams, who now invites me forward for a warm handshake.
Williams doesn’t say a single word, and he really doesn’t have to. I prefer it this way. He’s been there since the day I fell out of the sky to warn everyone about what Zola was going to do, and he’s been a steadfast presence ever since. I trust him and he trusts me, and sometimes words aren’t needed.
Sasha is all business, which also makes the goodbye easier than it could have been.
“I recognize that you’ve done everything here,” I tell her. “I’m just sitting in a spaceship.”
She laughs. “And I wouldn’t swap roles for all the tea in China. Good luck, okay? Everything we talked about is ready on the Vita, from the equipment to the data. Shaun can walk you through it. And once you set off for the Wormhole… then once you get through, promise me you’ll do one thing.”
“What?” I ask, somewhat tentatively.
“Trust your gut,” she says. “Whatever comes up, if you do one thing, just trust your gut. You know there isn’t always a right option, and that sometimes there isn’t even a good one. But you’re always going to have a gut feeling, and you always need to trust it.”
I breathe slowly and force a nod. “You got it.”
“Come on, Ray… I was hoping for a bit more verve than that.”
“And I’m not hoping for any difficult choices,” I tell her. “I hear you, but let’s just not think about that. Let’s think about an easy trip and functional comms and friendly aliens helping us make quick work of whatever we have to do. Deal?”
“Deal,” Sasha says, and that’s all.
I turn around and see Driver hugging Chester tightly then pecking him on the cheek. I’m not sure exactly what the status is on how much people on Earth know, but I trust that Chester and Williams have made good calls. I also don’t know everything that’s been loaded onto this Vita-bound craft, but once again I’m happy to trust the others.
As Driver and I step into the cockpit to join Vic, who seems genuinely glad we’ve done so, I look out the side window to my loyal team.
They’ve done their part.
Now, whatever the hell our part is going to be, it’s time to get moving.
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I’ll never get used to flying out of a docking bay and into space.
No matter how loudly people say these horizontal releases are more like flying in a plane than blasting off, and no matter how right they might be in some senses, the wonder of the stars will never cease.
Admittedly, this launch is different from most others given that the stars are visible only on either side of the Vita, which dominates the view in front of us.
This wouldn’t have been a surprise if I’d had any mental bandwidth to think about it ahead of time, but it sure as hell is now. The Vita, looming large, has reverted almost all the way to its streamlined launch configuration. It doesn’t look like a modular station anymore.
No. Once again, it looks like the incredible vehicle I first saw on the day I met Driver.
We really are close.
The Balena, far bigger, must look genuinely colossal from there.
Our team on the Vita haven’t fully reconfigured it, which I assume is to enable Vic to dock. They’ve certainly saved us some time by getting it this far, though.
In all honesty I hadn’t even considered the obvious point that we would need to turn back into a spacecraft, in layman’s terms, instead of the station it’s been functioning as. It has been moving out of orbit, of course, since even the modular configuration can be self-propelled. But to travel to and through the Wormhole, we’re going to need to be traveling at a speed only the launch configuration will allow.
As the very short flight progresses, Driver and Vic fall into a casual conversation about technical aspects of spaceflight I can’t even pretend to understand.
I find myself gazing down to Earth at the first chance I get. This perspective really is unlike any other, with nothing between me and my distant home other than the thin casing of this craft and the even thinner vacuum of space.
It’s probably for the best that my relative position means I can’t see the Wormhole from here, since it’s hidden behind the gargantuan Balena from this angle.
When our final approach procedures begin, I try to ignore what I hear about this being Vic’s first time docking a transit craft for real. I know Driver’s official role on the Balena has always been as a senior flight trainer, and I know the simulators are extremely realistic. They’re still not the same, though.
I think I’d be a lot less comfortable if she wasn’t here to guide him, or indeed to step in if anything goes wrong.
“Docking back on the Balena is going to be a lot easier than this,” she says, “and you’re doing great here. Just keep following the projected lines and the rest will take care of itself. It’s okay to be nervous, Vic, and it’s okay to let me know. Just keep steady. Because what wouldn’t be okay is letting the controls know you’re nervous.”
I see a smile crack on his face at that, and the rest of the process goes without a hitch.
“Thanks,” he says, exhaling loudly when it’s all over.
“Thank you,” I tell him. “Compared to some of the flights Driver has put me through, that was positively delightful.”
“Oh, you ain’t seen nothing yet, cowboy,” she shoots back.
If we can’t laugh, what can we do?
Our welcoming committee probably thinks we’re crazy as they see our ongoing chuckling from the other side of the inner locks, and I couldn’t blame them.
“High spirits breed success,” Major says, approving of the smiles.
Shaun, Simone and Elana Hart are all here, too, and it’s very clear that they’re ready to leave. As a matter of fact, everyone except Shaun steps out from their door before we can step in.
They’re all wheeling suitcases, with other belongings and items piled up and ready to be carried aboard the transit craft for its return trip to the Balena.
No one else can come with me and Driver in the Vita, as the aliens took pains to explain for as-yet unknown reasons I don’t like dwelling on. And by the looks of it, we’re going to have this whole place to ourselves even sooner than we thought.
There really is going to be no hanging around.
“We’ll have to unload our stuff before you put anything else in,” Driver says. “I didn’t realize it was going to be such a quick turnaround. Shaun, don’t you have to show us some things?”
“Of course,” he says. “The others don’t, though. They’re going to unload your supplies and load up our stuff. All I really have to show you guys is how to access the data Sasha and Harriet sent over. It’s all very well organized. We’ve stocked the control room with supplies for you both, including backup suits. Driver, you can use the manual cockpit controls in the nose if you would prefer to set a manual course. Sasha sides narrowly with the idea of programming a route to the area directly behind the Wormhole, which would let you sit in the Control Room. Personally, I think fully manual controls — in your hands rather than anyone else’s — are a safer bet. Even with all of the configurable safety features switched off, the Vita might divert from a programmed route when it detects the Wormhole. We don’t really know about the gravitational pull or radiation levels in the center when you get right to the threshold, because we haven’t been able to send any useful sensors out there in the time we’ve had.”
“I’ll steer,” she insists.
“And I’ll join you in the cockpit,” I say.
Driver raises her eyebrows. “Are you sure? For as big as the Vita is, it’s not very comfortable in the nose. This craft was basically built to take off once and reconfigure once it made it to space. Don’t get me wrong, I do want you in there with me. I’m just setting expectations.”
“I’m sitting next to you,” I assure her.
“I’ve made sure everything is safe within my lab,” Simone suddenly says, calling over as we start to move with Shaun. “All my research data is on the system, fully un-redacted, but everything is powered down.”
We thank Simone for that and keep moving forward.
Shaun then leads us to the nearest computer, which is in Major’s office. I can’t help but think back to when I first arrived here with my family, so recently and yet what feels like so long ago. Joe was running around out here and I was surprised Major’s office was in a relatively unspectacular spot. It’s hard to believe how much has changed since then.
One thing that hasn’t changed is that the Anomaly, which we now understand in more detail, is still tightening its grip around Earth. It’s not being overly dramatic to say that Driver and I will either stop it all or die trying.
I can’t push that stark reality out of my mind any longer, because the time has come.
I just hope this mission is going to be the end of a hellish chapter in everyone’s lives, and not simply the end…
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I’ve decided that I’ll call Eva and the kids once everyone else has gone, when it’s just me and Driver en route to the Wormhole.
There’s a clear rush around here and I can appreciate why.
Even Shaun is very short in his demonstration of how we can access all of the important files. “Everything has been downloaded locally onto this computer, my computer, and all of the systems in the Control Room,” he tells us. “As you can see, it’s all very well organized. It’s fully indexed, too, like Sasha wanted, so you can search for anything. Short of an offline AI, this is the best information source you could have. It’s basically a repository of almost everything you could conceivably need to know. The only other thing to know is that the Vita will automatically complete its reconfiguration after we leave. It’ll only take around ten minutes.”
“Love it,” Driver says.
Shaun doesn’t reply for a few seconds. “You guys seem too calm,” he bluntly observes. “Is this some kind of ‘numb to the shock of it all’ situation? I have to ask.”
“We’ve had some time to deal with it,” Driver shrugs. “It is what it is. While you and Sasha and everyone else have been running around like crazy people to get things ready for us, we’ve had time for this to filter through all the mental stages. I can only speak for myself, but I’m sitting at acceptance and I’m ready to get this thing moving.”
They both look at me.
“Yeah,” I nod. “At this point, I just want to get it done.”
Shaun pats me on the back and sets off back towards the docking bay. We follow, naturally, so that we can get our supplies and see the others off.
They’ve made quick work of their luggage, with only a few items left — easily movable in one more trip.
Elana Hart eyes me awkwardly. Regretfully, I would say, but also silently. I wish I could say there were no hard feelings, but she tried to kill us. It doesn’t matter that she thought she was doing the right thing and has probably seen the error of her ways… I can’t look past that. Not yet, anyway.
While I’ll never get used to space flights, I am getting used to goodbyes. No one wants to draw this out, so we bid farewell very quickly. I do acknowledge Hart with a thank you when she wishes us well, because I can tell she means it and we were once friends.
“It’s all easy, Vic,” Driver calls to her trainee pilot.
He shoots back a very confident thumbs up as their group sets off for the transit craft, leaving us in the docking bay.
“It really is,” she reiterates to me. “Docking on the Balena is a cakewalk compared to what he did here. They’ll be fine.”
We get our supplies out of the docking bay as quickly as we can, which fortunately doesn’t take long. We didn’t have to bring much, since the Vita is so well stocked and almost all of the important data was transmitted digitally. Still, we haul our few boxes out of the bay so the inner doors can seal and the rest of the group’s departure can begin.
“We’re on our own time as soon as they leave,” Driver states. “When do you want to go?”
“The second they leave,” I reply. “Unless there’s anything you want to do or gather up first? If you’re flying manually, you won’t be able to leave the cockpit once we set off.”
“I don’t need to steer the whole time,” she shrugs, “only at the end. The whole trip isn’t going to take long, though. The Vita can really move. With its acceleration, it would even beat the Balena in a short race to the Wormhole. I’ll kick it into full gear as soon as we’re in the streamlined launch configuration. From then, we’re looking at less than an hour.”
I like what I hear on all fronts.
“Do you want to help me take this stuff to the Control Room now?” she asks. “That’s close to the nose and up around the area we’ll be in. By the time we’re there, those guys should be gone and I’ll be able to keep an eye on the configuration status so I can set the route and begin our acceleration as soon as possible. I’ll let Sasha know everything is going well, too.”
“And I’ll call home,” I say. “It’s overdue.”
Without another word, we each grab some boxes and set off.
Walking these halls is positively eerie, bringing to mind the lockdown and madness of the cyber attack. Orbs, the dorms, the school where we met Chester… it all seems so familiar yet somehow as though the memories are already distant.
When we reach the Control Room, a notice on the main display tells us very clearly that the reconfiguration will be complete in just six more minutes.
I sit down and pull my phone from my pocket. It’s already automatically connected to the Vita’s network, remembering the credentials from last time.
Within seconds, Eva picks up. She’s at the dining table and quickly moves around so the kids are in the shot, too.
My heart warms at the sight of them.
For once, I’m not going to apologize for interrupting dinner.
“Do you want me to go?” Driver whispers almost silently.
I shake my head and call her over to say hi.
“Hey guys,” she smiles.
“Ray Ray and Luna?” an excited voice chirps.
Like a love-fueled hurricane, Laika flies in from nowhere and perches behind Joe.
“Vita not safe,” he goes on, suddenly changing his tone.
I raise my eyebrows and shake my head slightly at him, gently telling him to knock that line of conversation off for the kids’ sake. To his credit, he does. He’s such a smart little guy, which is why he’s worried but also why he understands what I’m asking.
Catching up with my family feels easy, even with the weight of what’s going on. I can’t believe it when Driver whispers that we don’t have much longer. Somehow, almost thirty minutes pass in what feels like no time at all.
We have talked about the Wormhole and the Leak, because Joe wouldn’t let me keep avoiding it. Eva is the expert in child psychology — literally, with numerous well-cited publications to her name — and she handles the questions better than I could.
By the end, her words have even reassured me. It’s not as though I’m becoming comfortable with what’s about to happen, but the mission now feels less horrible than it did. She’s framed it as being similar to other things I’ve done, some of which they didn’t know about until afterwards.
Thinking back to the near-impossible victories against the odds Driver and I have achieved is no bad thing, so close to this toughest challenge of all. As I fully expected, the call has been good for everyone.
“I’ll make sure to get great footage of everything,” I promise as I get ready to sign off.
“Especially the aliens!” Joe excitedly requests.
“You got it, kiddo,” I promise with a wink.
Driver comes to my side to say a final quick goodbye.
“Be safe, Luna,” Laika says. “Laika need Ray Ray home. We all need Ray Ray home.”
He isn’t trying to make me cry, but I’ll be damned if he isn’t almost doing it.
“I’ll be home soon, buddy,” I promise. “I wish you could come along for this ride like you’ve come along for all the rest, but I promise we’ll be as careful as we can.”
A few seconds later, the call is over.
Driver puts her hand on my shoulder. “We’re really close,” she says. “I’m going to the nose, if you still want to join me.”
I swallow hard and blink away the tears that were trying to get out. “You bet,” I reply.
We suit up and seal our helmets, all set with the lenses and ‘Plate’ devices from Sasha. It feels weird to be wearing a suit on the Vita, which always feels like such a convincingly terrestrial environment, but we can’t take any risks where we’re going.
Admittedly, this is maybe kind of like Earl’s point about the implants in my head not being something to worry about. Because if we end up relying on our suits, it would mean the robust Vita has failed to withstand the external forces and radiation, which in turn means our suits would be about as much use as a wetsuit against a tiger shark.
When I enter the Vita’s launch cockpit for the first time, I don’t even notice how small it is. All I notice — all anyone could possibly notice — is the incredible Wormhole right in front of us.
I feel like I could reach out and touch it. Or more accurately, I feel like it could suck me in at any moment.
It was an intimidating and wondrous sight from the tiny spherical pod we found ourselves in when it first materialized, but in that instance we weren’t flying straight towards the middle of it.
This is different. This is oh so very different.
With a trance-like poise more suited to a session in a simulator than a life-or-death mission, Driver takes her seat, cracks her knuckles, and assumes manual control of the Vita.
“Four more minutes,” she says. “It’s been faster than I expected.”
Wow… it really has.
“And everything seems okay so far?” I ask. “With the Vita, I mean. Fuel, readings, everything else?”
“All good,” she confirms. “Comms are live to the Balena — that green light tells us that, even when they’re being quiet — and Vic made it back safely with the others.”
We sit just as silently as our increasingly distant friends as the incredible swirling center of the Wormhole draws ever closer. The best I can do is to say it doesn’t look real. If this was a CGI special effect in a movie, I’d probably be criticizing it as overly saturated and unrealistic. But my eyes don’t lie, and I’m just hoping this isn’t the last wondrous sight I’ll be seeing today.
“We’re going to make it,” Driver says. “But before we get there, which is less than a minute from now, I just want to say something. Meeting you was the best thing that ever happened to me, Ray. You saw something in me that other people didn’t, even Major. He just knew I could fly. You knew I could be counted on. And I was an asshole back then… believe me, I know it. You put up with me when I probably didn’t deserve it. So I want to say thank you. For everything.”
“You’ve saved my life more times than I can count,” I reply. “Get me back home one more time and we’ll call it even, okay?”
With concentration etched on her face and her hands grasping the controls, she gives one firm nod. “Deal.”
It’s the last word I hear.
Driver’s shaking hands are the last thing I see before I turn back towards the Wormhole as its unprecedented energy consumes us.
I feel a sudden breathlessness like nothing I’ve ever known.
I feel a heaviness to match, and a dull cloudiness in my mind.
All I know is that everything is shaking.
All around us, and it feels like inside of me, too, everything is shaking.
It’s all shaking… until it’s not.
Now, I see nothing.
Now, I feel nothing.
Now… there is nothing.
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Driver’s voice breaks through the disoriented chaos in my mind.
“Ray!” she calls, shaking me at the same time. “Are you with me?”
At the same moment I feel my eyes open, I hear her sighing deeply with relief. Every sound comes clearly through the inner speakers of my helmet.
All of a sudden, I’m fully conscious. There’s no slow awakening from a dream-like state, or anything like that.
I’m awake, I’m lucid, and most obviously and importantly of all… I’m alive.
I wiggle the fingers of my right hand, checking that it’s still working.
It is.
“Did we really make it?” I ask, looking around. Outside, I see only darkness. It doesn’t seem like we’re moving.
The good news is that we’re alive, and the uncertain news relates to what lies beyond or within the darkness — i.e., where the hell we are. Unfortunately there’s some bad news, too, in the form of the steady red light that signals our loss of communication with Earth’s side of the Wormhole.
“We made it,” Driver says. “I blacked out, too, but the Vita has held up. Our clocks show that we were both out for less than a minute. Internal status reports are all good and all core systems are operational apart from communications. Well, it says we’re still broadcasting, but we’re definitely not picking anything up. Not even a ping-back to confirm our outgoing signals are being received.”
I look again at the red light. “You don’t think the gate might have closed behind us, do you?” I quietly ask, voicing a concern I can’t shake.
Driver unclips her safety harness and sits bolt up right, leaning forward to take in some more data readings. “We can’t think like that,” she insists.
Tellingly, it’s not a no.
“I’m going to need to head down to the Control Room for more instrumental data and to look at the logs of what the Vita recorded when we passed through. I can turn on the full beam of our lights to see what’s outside. I can already tell one thing for sure from the readings up here, though, and I don’t like it. Combined with the fact we can see nothing outside, I really don’t like it.”
My heart quickens. “What is it?”
“We’re on the ground, Ray,” Driver states, holding my eyes as she plainly delivers the line. “We’re stationary. The engines are off, they’re cooling, and our emergency landing gear is in contact with a solid surface. I missed what actually happened, just like you did, but we’re definitely on the ground.”
Holy shit.
If what Driver is saying is right, which I have absolutely no reason to doubt, we didn’t just make it through the Wormhole. We made it to Bayzen!
I feel a smile crossing my face, and I don’t understand why she was so glum about the news.
“I don’t think we’re outside,” she goes on, reacting to my smile and simultaneously reversing it. “The air around the Vita is sub-optimal but theoretically breathable, which is obviously good, but it’s not… moving. There’s no air flow. I’m not an expert on planets but wouldn’t there probably be some kind of breeze? Adding that to how dark it is, it almost feels like we’re back in a damn bunker or at least some kind of structure.”
To my mind she’s overthinking the lack of air flow, since even a lot of places on Earth would have no discernible wind at any given time. We also really don’t know much about Bayzen’s ground-level conditions, no matter how high the confidence level of the Balena’s Bayzen Room claims to be in terms of visual representations of the planet from afar.
I un-harness myself and look down at the readings. There really isn’t a lot of data on the control panel of this cockpit, since it was only intended for the initial launch. Heading to the Control Room sounds like a good idea.
“No thoughts?” she asks.
I shrug. “I don’t think you’re necessarily right, but we could guess all day. The lights and cameras and data in the Control Room can actually tell us.”
We both stand up, agreed on the best — and really only — course of action.
A vague dizziness hits me as I rise to my feet, and I watch as Driver stumbles before grabbing the arm of her chair. She’s clearly feeling it worse than me. Through her helmet, I see her eyes close as she exhales very slowly to gather herself.
“I feel hungover,” she says.
It’s a good way of putting it.
Fortunately, she’s able to keep walking after a few seconds. Given what we’ve been through, and more literally what we’ve just flown through, I’d say we’ve gotten off pretty lightly.
Sure, we don’t know where we are and we’ve lost contact with Earth’s side of the Wormhole. But we’re alive.
We’re still in this fight.
In the Control Room, Driver heads straight for the main data display.
“It says the cameras are still operational,” she relays.
I look over her shoulder and see that the live feeds are all pitch black, which doesn’t tell us anything. At least, it doesn’t tell us anything good. Our own eyes saw the vast darkness from the cockpit, so there’s no reason to think these screens are black due to a camera failure.
With that in mind, there’s still a way to see what we’re dealing with…
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Without wasting any time telling me what she’s going to do, Driver navigates out of the live feeds and moves back a few minutes. The capacitive touchscreen interface of the main computer is designed to work with our gloves, as protectively thick as they are, and neither of us are in any hurry to de-suit.
A few small improvements have made our suits less claustrophobic than they used to feel even a few years ago. I’ve grown more accustomed to wearing one, too, which certainly plays a part. My suit is telling me that conditions inside the Vita are as perfectly hospitable as they were before we set off for the Wormhole, but it doesn’t make sense to tempt fate.
And although neither of us have said it yet, I think there’s an unspoken understanding that if the sensors and data confirm we’re on solid ground surrounded by a survivable atmosphere, we’re not going to be staying in here for long.
Needless to say, our suits are going to be a lot more necessary on the other side of the Vita’s outer hatch.
“Here it comes,” Driver says, pinpointing the moment on the footage when the Vita reaches the Wormhole. It’s from the front-facing camera, facing outwards from the cockpit. Next to it is the interior view of us within the cockpit, showing what we were experiencing at the same time.
I know we’re going to pass out, so my full focus is on the main camera.
I watch the wondrous sight of the Wormhole fade as we reach the threshold. It doesn’t fade straight to black, though.
Instead, a frustrating pattern of static-like interference disturbs the picture to an extent that we can’t see anything. This lasts for a full twenty seconds, not just the instant of our actual passage, and it ends in darkness.
Driver pulls the footage back to replay it. “This time we’ll watch the data,” she says, pointing to the basic readings watermarked on the footage next to the time.
When the interference kicks in, all of the readings — other than the steadily ticking clock — go blank. Everything related to our speed and the exterior conditions is blank. The numbers that were there before we reached the gate are replaced by X-marks, rather than zeroes, and they don’t return until the interference ends and the camera feed stabilizes.
Then, and only then, our displayed speed changes to zero.
The data regarding the air outside — if ‘outside’ is the right term — is perfectly in accordance with what we saw on the readings in the cockpit.
“I can send out some drones,” Driver suggests. “I think we should do that first, because I don’t know that flicking all of the Vita’s outward light beams to max is the best idea right away. We don’t want to freak anyone out if they’re watching us and maybe getting ready to approach.”
When I say nothing, pondering the incredible possibility that aliens very well could be watching us right now, Driver glances back at me.
“I don’t have any idea what’s happening, Ray. They could have intercepted us and guided us down to land, or we might have just come through the gate right here and then the Vita’s emergency landing procedures took over even though I was in manual controls. All the controls probably reset when the interference hit. You saw how the sensors were scrambled.”
“Maybe it reacted to you passing out, too,” I muse.
She tips her head back in realization. “You know what, I bet that’s what happened. That’s exactly it. I was in control until I wasn’t, and the Vita’s systems will have sensed me losing grip. Then when it detected whatever surface this is, it had to land.”
“We should get to sending out those drones,” I suggest. “We can’t sit around and wait for something to happen, but I do think we should hold off on the full beam lights until the drones tell us something. If we are outside, and if Bayzen is this dark, the aliens could be way more sensitive to light than we are. This goes back to what Harriet’s team was telling us… we can’t take anything for granted about their physiology. And I know they invited us, so it’s not like they’ll be surprised we’re here, but we still don’t want to startle them with any sudden changes like that.”
With a few touches on the screen, Driver releases four mapping drones. They’ll map atmospheric conditions as well as the physical layout of our surrounding area, with excellent visual sensors that can also relay their feeds in real-time.
“Even the night vision isn’t seeing anything,” she says after a minute or so, sharing my immediate thought.
Eventually, though, one informs us that it has found… well, something.
Whether it’s a wall or a barrier or a natural rock formation, it can’t go any further. We focus our full attention on this drone, with Driver assuming manual control over it.
“It’s already almost forty meters above our ground-level position,” she says. “This vertical surface is huge. Do you think I should shine a light on it, to see if there are any markings or clues about what we’re looking at?”
I most certainly do, and she hits the light as soon as I say so.
Immediately, it becomes very obvious that we’re looking at a wall. No natural surface on any planet could be so smooth or so free of any marks or imperfections. It seems like a grayish black, rather than totally black, but the single light beam and lack of anything to compare it to makes it hard to be sure.
“Now I really don’t think we’re inside,” Driver says.
I totally agree. But when I look down at the data readings of this drone and compare it to the others, I notice a slight variation on one variable that I wouldn’t have expected.
“Driver, look at this gravity reading,” I say. “It’s not the same as the others.”
“That’s the drone closest to us,” she says, looking closely and clearly sharing my curiosity. She flicks between various tables of data. After a few swipes, we’re looking at a map of the area. “Look… the others have found walls all around. God, this place is huge. But yeah, there have been slight variations in the gravity readings as they’ve moved. It’s not a dud reading on one drone, Ray, there is some variation. They’ve all seen the same thing in the same areas.”
Our location is in the very center of the mapped area, which just can’t be a coincidence. The detected gravity is weaker at the edges of the area than in the center, which tells me something I wish it didn’t.
“Any ideas why they’re seeing a variation?” she asks.
I nod uneasily. “Because the gravity isn’t natural, Driver. It’s artificial.”
She turns to me, wide eyed. “You mean…”
“Yeah,” I say. “This isn’t Bayzen. We’re not outside and we’re not on the ground. Wherever and whatever the hell this place is, we’re still in space.”
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I can’t blame Driver for looking so stunned by my assumption. Hell, I can hardly believe it.
“Still in space?” she echoes incredulously. “Like… inside something else? You think this is basically a docking bay inside something like the Balena? An orbital alien station, or some kind of mega-craft?”
“Something like that,” I say. “And these drones have mapped the whole perimeter without finding anything, so I think it’s time to hit the Vita’s lights. The drones’ full beams, too. Take them as high as they can go and disperse their beams.”
Her hands are moving before I’ve even finished talking. “The drone lights won’t make any difference once the Vita’s beams are on full, though,” she explains. “Even in an area this big, we’ll be able to see everything. Or nothing… whatever is in here. Either way, we’ll see it. The only way we wouldn’t see the faraway walls is if they were made of some kind of light-absorbing material, but we already saw from the drone’s low-light close-up shots that they’re not.”
I look on as she taps the option to activate all of the Vita’s powerful lights at full power. The system asks for confirmation that this is what she really wants, then does so again just to be absolutely sure. Seconds later, our views from the outward-facing cameras turn from absolutely dark to very very bright.
We can just about make out one of the drones at the distant wall, and its tiny appearance gives us a more visceral sense of how big this chasmic space is than the tables of data ever could. We are a long way from that wall. A long, long way.
“It’s empty,” Driver says. “This whole place is empty, Ray. Look, even these feeds showing the space behind the back of the Vita aren’t picking up anything except the drones and the walls. I can’t see any doors, let alone any aliens watching us from their own vehicles. What the hell is going on? What is this?”
If I knew, I’d tell her.
And if I knew, I’d feel a lot less uncomfortable than I do right now.
“Wait, what’s that?” I suddenly ask, pointing to a screen on the right of the one showing the main Vita-based camera feeds. It’s from the drone behind us, showing the rear wall. I’ve noticed… something.
Driver sees it when I point to draw her attention, and within a few seconds she zooms right in. On the wall behind us, there is definitely some kind of groove or mark or flaw. It’s a horizontal line, only visible up close.
“Hmmm,” Driver utters. She pulls the drone out for a wider view, at which point we see that the horizontal line extends for a long way before meeting vertical lines at either side. Those run all the way down to the floor.
“We’re facing away from it,” I say, stating the obvious both to keep my ideas in order and let Driver in on my thinking. “That means we came in that way. I think we could be looking at a hatch. Holy shit… I think this really could be their version of a docking bay.”
“So… what, the gate is on the other side of that wall?” she asks, keeping her eyes fixed on the lines as she speaks. “You think this enormous craft or station was right beside the Wormhole, waiting to catch us?”
I hesitate. Honestly, I don’t know if that is what I think. It’s just the first idea I’ve had that makes any kind of sense in the context of the few pieces of data we have.
“That might not be a bad thing at all,” Driver muses, finally looks up to meet my gaze. “We always had the idea that they might intercept us in space. This would be a pretty clean way of doing it, don’t you think? Almost like catching us in a net. This might be an unnamed structure purely for that purpose and they could already be coming to get us. Or, maybe we are in the docking bay of a massive station. Maybe they positioned that in front of the Wormhole, or positioned the Wormhole behind it — if you want to think of it that way — and maybe they’re going to let us out any second. We could be moving towards Bayzen as we speak. There are a lot of possibilities and a lot of them are pretty much in line with the kinds of things we were hoping for. Right?”
That ‘right?’ at the end of Driver’s stream-of-consciousness idea-dump really does say everything.
We can have all the ideas in the world, some of them as potentially positive as the ones she’s just suggested, but there’s always going to be a huge question mark at the end of them. Until we see something more clear and find a way to make contact with the aliens that called us here, every statement is going to end with that questioning inflection.
“It has only been a matter of minutes since we passed through,” I say. “But they knew we were coming. If they are here, in another part of a bigger craft, if that’s what this is, what are they waiting for?”
“Running analysis on our craft?” Driver shrugs, keeping up the run of questions. “Checking the right people came, or maybe even waiting for us to step out? Because, yeah, sure, they did invite us, like Harriet’s friend said. But they probably want to see who and what has actually shown up.”
I walk along to the far end of the row of screens, checking out the incoming feeds from our other drones.
“We need to look for another door or something,” I suggest, thinking out loud. “If this is just some kind of high-tech net they’ve gathered us in, like you said, we’re going to have to wait for them to let us out. But what if it’s not? If this is the arrival point inside a massive craft, there has to be another door. Another way out. A way in to everything else, just like our own docking bays have an outer hatch and then the inner doors that lead to the main bodies of the Vita and Balena. Sure, the Vita is like a pebble on a beach in this massive chasmic place, but the principle is the same. We can’t just wait around, is what I’m saying. Earth has a matter of hours left until the Leak destroys everything, and we’re the only hope everyone has of surviving this. We survived what we thought would be the biggest hurdle by getting through the Wormhole, but it’s all going to be for nothing — literally — if this is as far as we go.”
Driver stands up straight, no longer leaning over the screens, and turns to me once more. “I’m not against stepping out,” she says. “But would they wait for us to find our own way out? The aliens called us here because they know it’s urgent. The same reason we don’t want to wait around is surely the same reason they wouldn’t leave us in here for no reason. Isn’t it?”
I upturn my palms. “All I know is we can’t sit here doing nothing. They might even just be waiting for us to step out, so they know it’s actually us or just so they know we made it alive. There’s no guarantee they could have seen us in the cockpit. The windows aren’t big and it was pitch black all around until we came here to activate the lights. It’s dangerous to assume anything about what they might be thinking or doing. And when hours are all we have, it would be dangerous to waste even a few more minutes talking about this.”
“The atmosphere out there does seem pretty good,” she says, clearly on the same page. “It’s not perfect, but it’s okay. We’ll definitely keep our suits on. The good thing is, there’s a lot of oxygen in the air for the suits to pull and nothing noteworthy for them to filter out. They only work as hard as they have to. Our reserves would last for almost fourteen hours with no atmosphere, let alone what we have out there, so that’s one thing we’re not going to have to worry about.”
It’s a big thing at that, and certainly something to be grateful for. Since our best approximations of Bayzen’s atmosphere suggest that it’s very similar to Earth’s, there’s no reason to think the aliens have prepared the air here especially for us. I think it’s more likely this is what they breathe.
The only counterpoint to that assumption is just how similar to Earth’s the gravity here is, with the exception of the slight wobble in the measured values near the edges of this huge bay. The variation isn’t anything we could perceive without instrumentation, but it’s still definitely not naturally occurring.
“Let’s do it,” Driver decides. “You’re right. We know what we know. We’ll be physically okay out there, and we’re not going to find anything in here. I’ll take the remote control for the drones and we’ll carry our supply bags of the usual emergency equipment — harnesses, oxygen in case the suits get damaged, explosives.”
I let that final word sit in the air, wondering if she’ll take it back.
“It’s better to have something and not need it,” she explains.
“We’re not blowing anything up inside a space-faring structure we don’t understand,” I insist.
She shrugs. “Well, yeah, but we’re hoping to get out of here, remember? Who knows where we’ll be next. And it would take longer to take them out of the bags. Everything is packed, like always. Don’t worry, Ray… I didn’t come here to die, either. I’m not going to start planting explosives on a hunch. Pinky swear.”
“Oh, well if it’s a pinky swear…” I laugh. She’s probably right about it being better to have supplies on the off-chance they’ll be needed, and I can always trust her to be sensible when it counts.
Our emergency bags are among the important equipment that’s already handily present here in the Control Room, so we don’t have to gather them.
The bags are designed for use with our suits, which are impressively streamlined despite having a great supply of in-built life support. Basically this means the straps are extra long, to fit around the slightly protruding interior oxygen tanks. They’re easy to put on and even easier to unclip for easy access, which would be crucial in the kind of emergencies they exist to mitigate.
Once we’re both fully stocked up, we walk to the exit. I’ve never actually stepped out of the Vita and straight onto the ground before, so this is new to me. I do know where the exit is, though, and Driver is leading the way, in any case.
She stops when she gets there, making sure I’m ready before she hits the button to authorize the opening procedure. When she does, I hear the metallic whir of the in-built stairway lowering to the ground at the same time the door panel slides upwards into its recess.
As it always is, our only way is forward.
Our rear-view mirror, quite literally, shows a locked door.
The only path ahead is via the Vita’s exit, all the way to the floor of whatever the hell this place actually is.
“After you,” I insist.
“Is somebody scared to go first?” Driver grins in reply.
I step ahead of her and walk down. “You tell me,” I say, calling her bluff.
“So much for chivalry,” she laughs, following right behind me.
But when I reach the final step, continue down to the floor and finally look straight up at the roof of wherever we are, the laughter stops.
Three words come to mind, and three words alone.
Oh.
My.
God.
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I’ve walked on the Moon.
I’ve touched the bottom of the ocean.
I’ve been the last man standing on a dead space station, making me the most physically isolated human being in the universe.
But despite all of that, I’ve never felt as small as I do right now.
It’s the roof that does it.
Roof, ceiling, whatever you want to call it. Despite the Vita’s incredible lights making it all the way up, it seems so far away that I can hardly make it out.
When I lower my eyes and look around, the feeling doesn’t go away. The distant drone really does look like little more than a speck.
Vast is the only appropriate word. My shielded visor does a good job of moderating the direct light shining from the Vita when I turn around to look behind us. Seeing the Vita so utterly dwarfed is incredible, because I know from recent experience of running through this craft during the cyber-attack emergency just how big it is.
Eight thousand people can live inside.
The best I can do to liken this cavernous chamber to anything else is comparing it to the ERF underground bunkers. If each was hollowed out into one single open space, it would probably look like this.
Standing here is humbling, and not a little unsettling to boot.
It’s so quiet, too. There’s a level of total silence that makes me realize I’ve never known until now what silence actually is.
This.
This is what silence is.
“These drones can estimate the thickness of walls, you know,” Driver says, suddenly breaking it as she notices me gazing towards the hatch.
I turn to face her. I didn’t know that. “By what process?”
“I didn’t build them,” she shrugs. “I would ask Shaun if we could talk to him. Maybe by sending sound waves into them and, I don’t know, measuring the echoes or rebounds or something? You’re the engineer.”
“I only worked with fuel,” I correct her. “I could see the drones being able to judge wall thickness on concrete and maybe thin metal surfaces. I don’t know how they would do it on a thick alloy, though, and especially not for a totally unknown material where we couldn’t tell them the density of what they’re looking at.”
Holding the remote control for the drones, which she carried out from the Vita in her hands, Driver steps right beside me.
“They should be able to tell us something about the walls, at least,” she contends. “They’re literally for mapping and analysis. We’ve done the mapping, so why not try to analyze the material or the temperature or whatever else it can tell us about the walls?”
I have no answer for why we shouldn’t do that, because it’s as worthwhile an idea as anything else.
Driver performs some control gestures on the remote.
“How do you have so much experience with these?” I ask. “We used them a little bit down in Colorado, but when else have you used them?”
“What do you think I’ve been doing for the last three years?” she replies with a slight chuckle. “I work on the Balena, Ray. I train our candidate pilots, I trial new tech so the engineers can improve it, and I especially have to stay on the cutting edge of our remote flight training. I have to know it all inside out before I can teach anyone else, and the simulators we use really are almost as good as real-world experience. You saw how Vic eased us into the Vita’s docking bay, and he’d never flown anything in space, let alone a transit craft with a small target destination like that.”
“Fair enough,” I say.
She nods. “We’ve never known how long it would be until we could realistically set off for Bayzen, and I think a lot of people have never truly felt like they’d live to see it. But we had to get ourselves as ready for everything as we possibly could. I mean, there was no way I could have guessed we’d have to be ready for something like this, but you know what I mean.”
While she’s been talking, Driver has already maneuvered the drone behind us to below the barely visible horizontal line. It hovers within the huge square we’ve determined as a likely hatch beyond which the Wormhole either lies or lay, until she instructs it to use its suction grippers to stick to the wall and begin some analysis.
Without wasting any time, she does the same with the other three drones, attaching one to each of the other walls of the intimidating square chamber.
Although being in an open and empty area as big as this it goes against some literal definitions of the word, I think claustrophobic is a pretty good adjective to describe how I’m feeling.
After all, we do seem to be trapped in a confined space. As far away as three of the four walls are, we still have no clear way out.
“Hmm, the one up ahead is different,” Driver says, seeing some incoming data sooner than I would have expected.
“Yeah?” I ask, peering over her shoulder. “Different how?”
“It’s warmer, for one thing,” she replies. “And it’s— oh, shit!”
Before I know what’s going on, I hear a distant clang of metal. I follow Driver’s eyes to the apparently cold wall we’ve just been analyzing, where my lens-enhanced eyes can just about make out that drone’s broken pieces.
For some reason, it has fallen to the ground.
“I didn’t touch anything,” Driver insists. “Ray, it was locked on. It was stuck to that wall. Once it’s stuck, it should stay stuck. They don’t just fall. And I lost all data a few seconds before it crashed. I lost the link to that drone as soon as it fell, not when it hit the ground. It was like… it was like something disabled it.”
“Contact lenses, zoom in,” I say, having just consciously remembered I’m wearing the smart lenses than can do so much more than correct my fairly lamentable natural vision.
Quickly but smoothly, the lenses do their thing. A small notice in the corner tells me I’m at five times optical zoom, which is more than enough to see that our fallen drone doesn’t look very fixable.
That wasn’t really the pertinent question, though. After what Driver has just said, I’m more concerned about why it fell than the fact it did.
“Return to regular zoom level,” I request. The lenses, controlled via the thin Plate device in my suit’s inner pocket, do exactly as I asked.
“Smashed?” Driver asks.
I nod. “Pretty bad. Something about that wall has to be different from the others, right? And it’s directly opposite the way we came in. Maybe it’s the way out?”
Driver’s chest heaves with a deep breath, visible even through her suit. “Well, we’re not going to find out standing here…”
At that, we set off.
It’s a long way.
Seriously, it’s a long way.
Nothing is ever really as far as it looks from a ground-level position, and it’s not like we’re walking forever, but for one enclosed area inside some kind of structure this really is a trek.
We don’t talk very much on the way. Driver busily analyzes the data from the other drones, passing on the points she thinks are worth raising, and moves them around to re-stick them on different sections of the wall to get some more data points.
It’s easy for her to do this without looking up, since in such a huge empty space the last thing we have to worry about is bumping into anything while not paying attention.
At different heights and in different spots, the readings about the material’s texture, temperature and approximated density are always the same. I tell her we can’t read much into the absolute density estimates, but the fact that nothing changes in relative terms is very telling.
The lined-off area we’re thinking of as the hatch is as thick as any other section, as I’d expect, because it has to hold the vacuum of space at bay just as decisively as every other part.
The mapping drones are made to be hardy, but evidently not even they can survive a fall from that height onto a solid floor.
“What about the floor?” I suddenly ask. Can you run some material tests on the floor, too?”
She gets right to it, redirecting all three of the other drones to various areas right before we reach the fallen fourth.
I turn around. Now it’s the Vita that’s a long way away, although it still looks impressively enormous.
It’s kind of like looking at an orca in the ocean. Sure, it’s tiny in the grand scheme of its surroundings, but you just know it’s a powerful and majestic beast regardless of the relative scale.
“This could be fixable,” Driver says, drawing my attention back to the drone. “I know it’s more important to figure out why it fell, but it doesn’t look as damaged as I thought it might be.”
“We should check it out,” I reply. “There might be some physical clues on the grippers. If they’re damaged in some way that looks unrelated to the fall, like from… well…”
I trail off, because I don’t actually know how to finish that sentence.
“A burn, or some kind of charge?” Driver takes over. “Warping from some weird magnetism?”
“See, you should be the engineer,” I laugh.
She walks forward to pick it up, taking hold of the main intact section first.
The drone’s sudden plummet was unsettling. But as she crouches down to examine it, I notice something that’s a lot more than unsettling.
“Driver!” I call. “Run!”
But it’s already too late.
In the blink of an eye, it’s too late.
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“Run?” Driver yells in surprise, her frightened tone mirroring mine.
All around her, and around me, a marked square with sides of around thirty feet in length is suddenly visible on the floor. The lines are dark.
In less than a second, Driver realizes what’s happening.
“Jump!” she screams.
I stay exactly where I am.
She’s telling me to jump because the section of floor we’re standing on has just begun to rise — and not slowly.
I’m right at the edge and could easily step off before we’re high enough for the fall to kill me, but Driver is right in the middle. By the time she reached the edge, it would be way too late.
There’s no way I’m leaving her.
Once it’s decidedly too late for that to be an option, my mind starts looking for a bright side. “At least we’re going somewhere…” I say.
“Where?” Driver asks, sounding positively terrified. “I mean, thanks for staying. You’re a damn idiot, but I love you for it. What if this just stops? We can’t get down.”
“A minute ago we couldn’t get up,” I say. “We couldn’t get anywhere. Remember, they did invite us. There has to be a reason for all of this.”
Just as I’m talking, our platform stops rising. We’re probably around three-quarters of the way up, and it’s a stomach-churningly long way down.
As Driver slumps back against the wall and starts breathing in an uncontrolled way I’ve never seen or heard from her, I hurry over to check she’s okay.
But only a second or two after I get there, she falls backwards.
“What the hell?” she groans.
I desperately grab on to her, but it quickly becomes clear that there’s no real need. Our platform hasn’t moved away from the wall, like I first thought.
No. It’s the wall that’s moved.
More accurately, a large door-like space has just appeared.
The area beyond is poorly lit but not completely dark. The floor looks similar to the one we just shot up from, but the walls are much closer together.
It’s not a cavernous void. It’s a hallway.
Driver jumps to her feet. “Holy shit…” she gasps.
I could say the exact same thing.
I momentarily glance backwards, where that metaphorical orca of ours suddenly looks very, very small, and even further away than it did from the ground.
There’s no way down and no way back.
All over again, the only way is forward.
“After you, Mr. Chivalry,” Driver says, almost but not quite smiling.
We’re relieved to be alive and pleased to have made some kind of breakthrough, but there’s no telling what we’re in for when we cross this threshold.
I shake my head and deadpan back: “Ladies first.”
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“Actually, wait!,” Driver says, physically holding me back. “I should call the drones here before we go in and maybe lose the connection. Then we’ll have their lights. Otherwise, we would only have our suits’ assistance beams, and those are nowhere near the same level of brightness. It could get dark again — way darker than it looks in there right now.”
“Go for it,” I say, knowing this will only take a minute and could turn out to be an idea we’re very glad to have had before it was too late.
Sure enough, each of the other three drones arrive on our platform before long.
I know Driver is okay with heights, being a pilot and all, and my experiences have forced me to expand my comfort zone. Standing on a floating alien platform so high from a solid floor isn’t something I’m used to, though, so I’ve made a great effort to not look down any more.
Watching the last-arriving drone make its way to the platform was the last accidental look I got, and it’s more than enough to ensure I’m even more glad to have some solid-looking ground to step onto.
Driver sends the drones in ahead of us after making sure I think that’s a good idea. Mapping the area definitely is, and we really don’t have time to keep worrying about trying not to surprise the aliens in any negative way.
We basically lucked out by finding this platform when we did. Without the drone falling, which only came from our idea to analyze the walls, we’d still be standing down there looking for an invisible needle in the universe’s biggest haystack.
We didn’t come here to play games and I’ve done more than enough escape room-style bullshit on eerily silent spaceships for one lifetime.
We’re here to get something done, and taking bold action is the only way we can hope to have a chance of doing it.
It’s also a fact that we have to step forward, no matter what the drones do or don’t find in there. For that reason, I hold my breath and step forward.
Nothing happens. I didn’t think it would, but I couldn’t be sure it wouldn’t. The atmospheric readings on my HUD don’t change and there’s no weird feeling from stepping through any kind of invisible threshold as I feared there might be.
“All good?” Driver asks from the platform, apparently having wondered about the same thing.
“All good,” I say, beckoning her across with some rushed hand gestures. “Come on. The platform might sense less weight and think only one of us wanted to keep going. It could go back down at any moment.”
She hurries forward to join me. “Yeah, I guess we can’t take anything for granted,” she agrees in hindsight.
We step forward together, taking in the now-familiar smooth texture of the walls and floor. What’s changed is that the walls are now closer on either side of us. The hallway is probably only twenty or twenty-five feet wide, which isn’t exactly narrow unless you’re comparing it to the cavernous void of the entry chamber we’ve just escaped. It’s all relative.
“Look!” Driver gasps after no more than ten seconds of steady walking. “Ray… markings.”
She stops dead on the spot, causing me to do the same. I look at the large, tablet-like remote control in her hands. On its screen, I see what one of the drones is looking at.
And sure enough, it’s found markings on a wall up ahead. Not just markings, in fact… symbols.
To my admittedly untrained eye, the three distinct symbols look like something between Egyptian hieroglyphs and Chinese characters.
“So they do have some kind of written language,” I say. I always assumed intelligent aliens would, but the meeting with Harriet’s team gave me second thoughts. I wish we had them and access to PhilosophAI to guess what these might say, but I suppose it would be total guesswork with nothing else to reference them against. We’d need something like the Rosetta Stone, or ideally just some friendly aliens… if they’d like to think about showing themselves some time soon.
This is definite progress, though.
“Do you think that writing is there for us?” Driver asks. “An instruction or something?”
“No way,” I reply, surer of this than almost anything else so far. “They’re excellent at communicating in ways we understand. They know our culture and our contexts. If they want us to understand something, we will.”
She turns to face me. “So they didn’t want us to understand how to get up here?”
“Touché,” I reply. “But that’s different. Maybe they think we can see things we can’t. I don’t know… there could have been holographic images down there, or something like that. Even just images on a spectrum we can’t see. They don’t know everything about us. All I’m saying is, they wouldn’t actively leave an instruction we can see but not understand. Do you get what I’m trying to say? I feel like that’s an important distinction.”
“I guess,” she shrugs. “So you think the writing is for them? Marking an entrance or something? Why would they need it?”
My answer is silence, because the purpose of the writing beats me.
We reach its location before long, which is at the end of the hallway. It’s straight ahead of us. Fortunately, another of the drones has already detected and alerted us to a doorway on the left, so we’re not at a dead-end.
Part of me wonders whether there might be dozens of stories of hallways like this under our feet, not altogether unlike in the ERF’s subterranean bunkers, and whether the platform might have taken us to the specific one we’re supposed to venture down.
Once again, nearing the newly visible opening that has a lot in common with the one we passed through a few minutes ago, we have only one way forward.
The symbols are very large and intricate, but what’s most noticeable to me is that they’re at head height.
That could be taken as support for Driver’s idea that it might be some kind of sign we’re supposed to read into, but I still don’t think so.
Personally, I think it’s more likely to be a physical sign that these aliens are a similar size to us. I tell Driver that, and she doesn’t vocally disagree.
It’s a leap of logic, admittedly, and maybe not even logic. Maybe that’s what I’m hoping is true. Because with the borderline ridiculous size of this place, I could also be taking that as a clue that we might be walking around in the lair of some giant aliens.
“Do you think I should physically analyze the symbols with one of the drones?” Driver asks.
“Definitely,” I say. “But let’s do two things at once. Because when another door is open like this one right here, I think we should go through it.”
She gets right to the task of having a drone study the symbols. They look to be inherent to the wall’s design rather than added by some alien version of etching, embossing or even painting. It’s worth studying this part of the wall, and really anything else that stands out, because we wouldn’t have made it this far without following our curiosity.
As soon as the drone is attached to the wall, Driver turns back towards me and the tantalizing open doorway.
“Oh, you waited,” she says.
“We’re sticking together,” I tell her. “No matter what.”
“Definitely,” she nods, adding a slightly mischievous smile before barging past me. “But I’m going first again.”
The area she’s entering — I’m not going to assume it’s anything as familiar as a ‘room’ just yet — looks much more brightly illuminated than out here, even without any drones inside.
“Whoaaaa,” Driver blurts out. “So… about that idea they’re not giants?”
When I step in and see what’s she’s looking at, my jaw drops.
Okay.
Maybe I do have to reconsider a few things…
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Inside the well-lit room in front of me — and this one does seem like a room — I see something so large that my brain struggles to make sense of it.
A sheet-like bright light from high above ensures the room is well-lit from my perspective, but a huge central area of the floor is actually cast in shadow.
And it’s not a mere object blocking out so much of the light… it’s a living thing.
It’s a truly huge green plant, one that rises straight up from the center of the room, soaring like a bona fide fairytale beanstalk and branching out towards every wall.
Most oddly of all, though, it doesn’t just branch towards the walls. No — it runs along the walls, backwards and forwards like a very carefully cultivated ivy plant. If ivy was thick as a redwood, that is.
A glance at the wall on my right, which is the closest, allows me to estimate that the plant doubles back on itself at least thirty times. The best instant visual comparison my overwhelmed brain can come up with right now is the ancient mobile game Snake, where the rudimentary snake’s ever-growing body would run all the way along the top line and then back along the next line in the opposite direction.
Each thick offshoot of this plant is doing that — running almost endlessly back and forth. There are four primary offshoots, and each first makes contact with the corresponding wall near the ceiling before slowly meandering down.
It goes without saying that I’ve never seen anything like this, in either scale or nature. I’m not aware of any gardening or agricultural tactics like this on Earth, and I’m certainly not aware of any green plant coming close to this size.
It’s not a tree, because there’s no woody trunk or branches. The base looks like a massively oversized stem — and I do mean massively oversized — while each of the offshoots could be literally miles long if measured from end to end. They really do double back along the walls that many times, and each run is very significant given the size of the room itself.
On closer inspection of the individual runs, I see something extremely telling.
The symbols in the hallway gave one strong indication that this enormous craft or station isn’t an otherwise empty vessel used only to catch us. Now, though, I have an even stronger hint. That’s because the thick and winding shoots of this colossal green plant are actually attached to the walls.
Staple-like hooks protrude from the surface, acting as guides to hold the plant in place. It seems like the purpose of all of this is to make the plant grow as large as possible.
“Do you think they eat it?” Driver asks.
Her question isn’t enough to pull my visual focus away from the hooks, but it does get me thinking. “Very possibly,” I muse, looking at it with new eyes now that she’s raised that idea. “I was thinking it could be here to purify the air or emit something they need. It’s not going to be a fuel source for any technology, but yeah… it could be a fuel source for them. I guess I just never picture aliens eating plants.”
“What do you think of them eating?”
This time, I do turn towards her. “Nothing, now that I think about it. I probably would have said some kind of concentrated nutrient mix they’ve engineered, if I had to make a guess. We have unnaturally efficient food sources for life in space, and these guys have to be more advanced than us.”
Driver gazes up at the huge plant, taking in the sheer majesty of its size. “Maybe they’re advanced enough to know that nature isn’t always something to defeat? Maybe they’re just growing this thing in optimal conditions.”
Her mention of conditions makes me glance at the atmospheric readings on my HUD. They’re always there, just a flick of the eyes away, but they’re discrete enough to feel totally out of the way until you actually want to look at them. My smart lenses are currently relaying no data of their own, since I’m less practiced at ignoring those kinds of overlays.
In any case, now that I do look at the HUD data, I see that the oxygen concentration in here is noticeably higher than it was in the hallway.
I’m a little surprised the difference is so high given there was no real threshold at what we thought of as the doorway. All I can guess is that it was closed until we arrived on our rising platform, just like the first opening appeared before us when we reached our vertical stopping point.
Since I’m still only a few steps inside the room, I decide to step out while paying very deliberate attention to my HUD.
As soon as I do, I notice something that I totally missed the first time. For the briefest of moments, the data fields all glitch to zero at the precise moment I cross.
I step back in to confirm whether the same thing will happen again. Sure enough, it does.
With Driver looking on like I’ve gone batty, I stand in the doorway and sidestep backwards and forwards a dozen times. Each time I cross the threshold, the numbers all disappear.
The readings for my own vital readings don’t glitch, which suggests there’s no problem with the workings of the suit in this very small area. Instead, it seems like there’s something going on with the atmosphere itself.
The two sets of readings tell me that it’s considerably warmer in the plant’s room than it is in the hallway, and that the oxygen level is significantly higher. That difference is what I stepped out to determine, but while doing so I’ve ended up finding something a lot more interesting than that.
I stop stepping between the two sides of the doorway and move further in towards the plant.
Driver is silently staring at me, her eyes asking the obvious question with no need for any words to spell it out.
“There’s something weird about the threshold at that doorway,” I tell her.
“Something weirder than the guy who keeps dancing across it?” she shoots back with a well-meaning laugh.
Fair point.
I explain the momentary glitch that’s been happening each time I cross. Driver takes my word for it without coming to try for herself. “So it’s like some kind of invisible atmospheric division?” she ponders. “Turning this room into a greenhouse, basically?”
“Maybe,” I say. “It could be keeping the heat and extra oxygen in here, or it could be keeping it out of everywhere else. It’s pretty amazing, either way.”
She nods in agreement at that. We’ve gone from a barren chamber to an intriguing elevated corridor and now an alien greenhouse within a matter of minutes.
If there’s one thing everyone could agree on, it’s that rapidly progressing exploration doesn’t get much more amazing than that.
Or does it?
As I step to the side of the plant, preparing to walk in its massive shadow for the first time, I notice something about the lowest line of growth on the back wall.
“Driver!” I blurt out. “Look, it’s been cut!”
Even from a fair distance away, I don’t need to use my lenses’ zoom function to see this. The tip very clearly stops abruptly, thick enough to look like an amputated limb. Even though I’m looking at an alien plant we know nothing about, this sudden severance is clearly no more natural than the more general staple-assisted growth pattern.
Someone cut this plant.
In isolation, that doesn’t seem all that important.
But what it signals could hardly be more consequential. Because if someone cut it, someone is here.
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“The other tips are cut, too!” Driver replies in surprise, noticing only now that I’ve mentioned it.
And sure enough, she’s right. I look to my right again, at the wall that’s been closest all along, and see the same thing.
The tip of the offshoot on this side, like the one Driver is now looking at on the opposite side, was almost all the way at the far end of the room. That made it impossible to see from our initial position by the doorway, from where I could see the offshoot directly opposite us once I stepped to the side to look beyond the plant’s enormous base.
I turn back towards the door and study the offshoot on this fourth wall for the first time. The pattern is exactly the same, other than the fact that the horizontal lines near the bottom all stop at the doorway. Above it, they run the whole way across the wall. And again, just like the other three offshoots, this one has been severed at the end.
“Is that another point on the board for my idea that they eat this thing?” Driver asks. “Because it looks like they harvest the tips.”
“But why are the offshoots so big?” I wonder, thinking out loud more so than expecting Driver to have an answer. Like so much else about this place, the best we can really do is guess. “Why let it grow so long only to harvest a little bit each time? Do you think it’s a sign that maybe the aliens are close to our height, since these tips are low enough for us to reach?”
She shrugs. “I still don’t think so. Maybe they just haven’t cut it in a while. Or maybe there really is no one else here to cut it anymore. You know, back to that idea that they just used this structure to catch us coming through the Wormhole, and they’ll be coming to help us. The platform and doors and everything else could be totally automated. They might have wanted us to stay down at the Vita. That could be why there were no clues about how to get up here until I stepped onto the spot that activated the platform. We don’t know.”
She’s right: we don’t know. And I’d go further than that, to say we simply can’t know.
All we can do is keep our wits about us and keep moving forward, looking for a way ahead if there is one and staying on guard for the aliens’ arrival if that’s what we have to wait for.
We have to keep looking around for things our eyes might have missed. That’s likely going to be even truer out in the hallway, where there could be hidden doorways, but we’re certainly a long way from exhausting all potential discoveries in here.
In my gut, though, I do think there could be something in her suggestion that this plant hasn’t been harvested for a long time.
I walk to the stumped end on the wall ahead of me and take a closer look, to try and gage how recent the cut looks. This would be easier for an Earth-based plant, where there would be clear giveaways from how much the cut had or hadn’t healed, for lack of a better term.
The cut on this alien plant, meanwhile, is perfectly smooth and flat. It’s looks like it’s been guillotined — that’s how clean it is — and there’s absolutely no difference in the color or texture of the blunted end compared to the rest of the long and winding offshoot.
If we had been able to put together a full crew for this mission, expanded from Harriet’s core Contact Team members, I’m positive that a botanist would have been involved. To be honest, though, I’m not sure how many conclusions even an expert in Earth’s plants would be able to draw from something as bizarre as this.
“Or maybe they can control how fast it grows by changing the conditions,” Driver suddenly muses. “That could be why the doorway has the weird atmospheric threshold. Maybe when they want it to grow, they make it way hotter or change something else? It could be in a kind of resting stage right now. I mean, there isn’t a lot of room left for it to keep growing. Maybe it’s… I don’t know, dormant. Hibernating, even.”
Once more, this is an intriguing suggestion. Driver’s mind seems to be working faster than mine today. That could be down to the exhaustion I was feeling earlier, which is currently tempered by urgency-based adrenaline and little else.
Thinking about how long the plant might have been in its current state, I look back towards the stump and pay close attention to the base for the first time. There, hidden in plain sight, I see a single metallic tool.
An alien tool… touched by the hands of whoever called us here.
I inch forward then crouch for a better look.
It’s an extremely sharp blade, evidently used to cleanly sever the plant’s offshoot tips. It’s a far cry from a knife, which would typically have a safe-to-hold handle at one end and a blade that narrows to a point at the other. Instead, this almost looks more like a wallpaper scraper. What I’m interpreting as the handle is a familiar enough shape, albeit the same silver metal as the sharp end, and that sharp end resembles an inverted triangle with the long side at the top and the narrow side meeting the handle.
Driver, having noticed me looking at something, moves to my side and crouches next to me.
“That must be what they cut it with,” I say.
Never one to hesitate, she reaches forward and pulls it towards us. She then picks up the smoother handle end and grasps it.
She holds it very easily, because the whole thing is no longer than her forearm. The bladed end is wide enough to cut through the offshoot, but not much wider.
Surprisingly, and perhaps reassuringly, this tool fits perfectly in her hand.
“Minus two points for the whole ‘giants’ idea,” she says, studying the blade as she turns it in her hand.
“I guess so,” is all I can say in reply.
She puts the blade back and stands up, joining me in checking the other sides of the stump and quickly agreeing that we’ve looked around this incredible room as thoroughly as we can.
With that in mind, we step out across the mysterious threshold.
Driver picks up her drone remote again. After looking at the data, she relays that there seems to be nothing physically exceptional about the material or nature of the wall where we found the symbols. The drones have found another door, though. For some reason, they haven’t opted to continue performing their core mapping function by going through it, but they have at least found it.
It turns out to be just to the right of the symbols and is only visible when the drone is shining a light directly at it. Most oddly of all, it seems as though the light beam dissipates just beyond the threshold. The light doesn’t illuminate the room beyond it.
Driver tries to direct one of the drones to enter the room, but it simply hovers at the threshold.
“What in the hell?” she whispers to herself.
She then steps away, prompting me to follow, and tries to guide it inside the room where we found the plant. Again, it can’t or won’t pass through the threshold.
“Hold on a second,” Driver says, rushing back into the plant’s room. She returns quickly with the blade and offers an explanation without waiting for me to prompt it: “I’m just going to stick this through the doorway and see what happens. This could be the exact same as the other threshold. There could be some kind of electrical interference that’s blocking the drones. But we know that other door was nothing for us to worry about, and this one could be the same. Everything about them could be the same. We don’t know if light from the outside would penetrate the plant room’s door, because it was already so bright in there. I just want to test if there’s some kind of physical barrier.”
I hold out my hand, encouraging her to proceed with what’s a smart and seemingly risk-free test.
She holds the blade at arm’s length and slowly moves it forward. It passes through the threshold like there’s nothing there. Without any delay or announcement that she’s going to do it, she then continues by moving her arm forward and beyond the threshold.
“All fine,” she reports. “I’m going in. Okay?”
“Let’s do it,” I say. I’m glad she asked, but I have the overwhelming sense all over again that forward is quite simply the only way we can go.
Seconds later, we’re both on the other side.
And that’s when we see it.
“Whoa,” Driver gasps. “Well, I guess that answers that question.”
Inside this new room, which is dim but not dark, a big question has just been answered.
But believe me… an even bigger one has just been raised.
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The room before me is positively filled by dozens of identical objects, arranged in neat rows. I don’t know for sure what they are, but I know what they look like:
Suspended animation capsules.
“Are these sleeping pods?” Driver asks. “Like… beds?”
“Maybe,” I say.
That’s another idea, I suppose. What’s absolutely clear is that they’re hardly any bigger than the kind of capsules Zola had installed in some areas of Balena and his hideout room on the Beacon.
If the blade was a clue, this is the confirmation. These aliens don’t just have hands roughly the size of our own. They have bodies roughly the size of our own.
I take my eyes off the pod in front of me and look around the room as a whole. There must be somewhere close to a hundred of them in here.
The few pods I can see inside from this position are empty. Truth be told, I’m not sure how I feel about that.
As I start walking to the left, Driver splits to the right. We can obviously check them all in half the time by doing this, and it’s not like we’re splitting up into different rooms or even leaving each other’s eye-lines. It’s simply the only sensible move.
“Empty, empty, empty,” Driver says, checking off her pods one by one.
I do the same.
Just like I wasn’t sure how I felt about their first pod being empty, I’m not entirely sure if I want to be surprised by one of the others not being empty.
The idea that I could be no more than a few footsteps away from a living alien is an incredible feeling. We’ve already found a living alien organism in the shape of the huge plant, but all that has done is whet my appetite.
I want to find what we came here for. I want to find who called us here.
The only reason I feel a hint of trepidation each time I reach a new pod is that I don’t know if I want to find them like this.
For one thing, we might then have to wake it up. And as much as I keep telling my naturally cautious mind that we were invited here, jolting them awake would be exactly the kind of startling move Harriet’s Contact Team wisely advised us to be wary of making.
Furthermore, waking an alien from a potentially induced sleep in one of these capsules could be a dangerous business for them, too. Like with so many other things here, there are more unknowns than we could shake a stick at. Or maybe I should say: there are more unknowns than we could shake an alien blade at.
Our deadline to stop the Leak and save everyone we’ve left behind on the other side of the Wormhole is never far from my mind. In truth, it’s constantly at the forefront. I have to make a determined effort to focus on anything else, even when the new stimuli are as unprecedented as the things I’m seeing.
In any other circumstances I’d be walking around in existential awe, marveling at our surroundings and taking my time to ponder how the pieces all fit together. But right now, everything has to serve the purpose we came for: finding the aliens, and working with them to do whatever it takes to stop the Leak.
Incredibly, it’s not yet been two hours since we stepped out of the Vita. After some initially frustrating time spent looking for any way out of the barren chamber we arrived in, things have actually moved quite quickly since then.
We’ve made some discoveries if not quite any concrete progress, and it feels like things are ramping up in the right direction.
Before we left the Balena, the last thing Sasha told me to do was trust my gut. And right now, my gut tells me we’re getting closer to finding what we need.
Right now, my gut tells me we’re getting closer to finding who we need.
“Empty, empty, empty,” Driver continues. That is… until she doesn’t.
I immediately look up, wondering why she’s stopped so suddenly.
In the split second before Driver speaks again, I get some clarity on my earlier uncertainty about whether I want any of these pods to be occupied. I want her to say she’s found one. There’s no doubt about it: I want to meet one as soon as possible, even if it does mean waking it up.
Alas, the news is not quite what I was hoping for.
“This pod is… open,” Driver gulps. Her voice is low and weak, but it rings clear through my helmet.
I hurry over. And sure enough, it really is.
It’s not just slightly open, either. The transparent top section I’ve seen on every other pod so far is totally absent, seemingly recessed into the main part in some high-tech arching fashion.
These pods don’t have any buttons or screens or wires I can see, or really anything else besides their ultra-smooth one-piece casing. They look very minimalist, which makes me wonder if they are simply receptacles for rest — i.e. alien beds — or if there is abundant hidden technology within each and every one.
“The next row is open, too,” Driver points out, while I’m still fixated on this first outlier.
At least, it was an outlier. A new pattern is definitely emerging towards the back of the room, where they’re all open.
“Keep looking for anything that stands out,” I say. “And good job noticing those. It’s not easy to see the top is missing until you know.”
I walk back to the left side, where I’d been patrolling. I go to the very back of the room, skipping a few of the final rows as a shortcut to see if the pattern changes again.
Very quickly, I see that it does. Here, three of the seven pods in the row aren’t aligned up with all of the others in the grid-like arrangement. I haven’t touched any yet, but the bases look solid and they’re definitely not on anything like wheels. All of the out-of-place pods are at the end of the row, to the left, and I notice now that there’s another door in this corner of the room.
“Something is up with these pods by the door,” I say.
This time, it’s Driver who rushes to check on my discovery.
“It’s like they’ve been knocked out of place,” I go on. “Almost as if…”
She looks up from the pods and into my eyes, waiting for me to finish. “Yeah?”
“Almost as if the guys in here had to get out of them in a hurry or something. And did you notice the door?”
Driver’s focus shifts quickly, first to the door I’m pointing at and then back to take in a wide view of these three pods — the three closest to it — which don’t sit neatly among the rest.
“I think it’s looks more like whoever was in here had to get out of this room in a hurry,” she says. “It almost looks like a crowd was running for the door and knocked into these as they tried to squeeze through the bottleneck.”
I feel my heart quicken. “Running for what?” I ask.
“Or from what,” Driver gulps.
New feelings of dread well within me. I can’t place precisely why, but my gut is suddenly very uncomfortable in this room.
All we have is a theory that the aliens might have rushed out of here, based on some pretty flimsy physical evidence. The feeling is strong though, and Driver’s expression suggests that I’m not alone in experiencing it.
I step towards the door, because what else is there to do?
Driver, on the same page, steps right beside me. She wastes no time in holding out the blade that’s still in her hand. It passes through the doorway’s threshold like there’s nothing there. The lighting doesn’t look any different on the other side, and since we can’t get any drones in here we’re not able to perform any more analysis before stepping through.
Without any of the lighthearted banter we were sharing earlier, Driver tilts her head to ask me to go first. She’s been the brave one countless times, so I won’t argue with this or even mention it.
I hold my breath and step forward.
Forward is the only way, as it has been all along… but I’d be a damn liar if I said the sight that greets me doesn’t make me want to turn straight back around and run.
I was uncomfortable in the pod room, without good reason, but this is something else.
Now, I have every reason in the world.
They’re here. The aliens are here.
Dozens upon dozens of them — seemingly one for each of the pods we just saw — are right in front of me.
I’m the first man to ever see alien beings. Humanoid alien beings, at that, and with more in common with our physical statures than a lot of people, including me, realistically expected.
Each is even wearing some kind of skintight fabric over the central part of their torsos, probably for protection and functionality rather than modesty.
But in what should be an incredible moment of victory and a landmark one for our species, I feel only the pain of sorrow.
My chest heaves rapidly. My stomach churns. Tears well in my eyes.
My heart feels like it did during what was the worst moment of my life up until that point, when I stepped out of my lab on the Beacon and found what I found.
It feels broken.
Because just like my poor colleagues on that most fateful of days, every single one of these aliens is dead.
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“Oh my God,” Driver shrieks as she steps in behind me.
Almost immediately, she turns around and heads right back out.
“I can’t,” she says.
I don’t blame her. The sight is beyond harrowing.
They’re all dead. Every single last one them — dead.
I don’t know what to be more worried about… what killed them, and if it might kill us, or the fact that they’re clearly not going to be able to help us with the original urgent problem we came here to solve.
I’ve stepped into what looks it might be the aliens’ version of what we’d think of as a Control Room. There is a huge cuboid structure in the center of the room, made of an unusual material. It’s a jet black, almost like the glass of a powered down TV or computer screen, unlike the gray of everything else.
And when I say everything else, that now extends to the aliens themselves. While Driver understandably can’t look at their lifeless bodies, I can’t help but stare.
Some are fairly close to our position in the doorway and all look like they died very quickly.
Eyes lay open — two on each face.
Limbs sprawl — two arms and two legs on each of the corpses. Some of their arms are contorted in remarkable ways, suggesting the limbs are multi-jointed — with two elbows on each arm, if you will — or at least multi-sectional.
I’ve never seen anything like it before, but I suppose that in itself can be expected since I’ve never seen any aliens before, period.
I can’t discern anything as human as an expression on any of their faces. That point, I think, could be down to the total lack of eyebrows. I guess you don’t realize how important those are for conveying feelings until you’re looking at someone with none.
They have no hair on their heads, either, just smooth grayish craniums. Their noses, if you could even call them that, are nothing more than several small holes.
As for their mouths? Those are probably the strangest thing of all. There are no protruding lips, for one thing. But weirder still is the fact that the mouths look like they’ve been rotated ninety degrees.
It’s like… well, it’s like they open the wrong way. And if I can see expressions that hint at the pain these poor aliens felt in what at least seems like it was a mercifully quick death, the scream-like gaping positions of some of their mouths is the best clue I have.
My eyes and mind are drawn to the physical differences between our species and theirs, as anyone’s would be. But those differences are only so stark because of how few they are, relative to the countless and surprising similarities.
If these aliens were twenty feet tall with six arms and eight eyes, I wouldn’t be looking at their mouths. If they were scaly lizard-monsters with nine-inch claws, I’d probably be outside with Driver.
The point is, they really are pretty damn human-like. That’s the term I’d use: not just humanoid, but human-like. I almost think two hours with a special effects make-up team could have a person looking convincingly like one of these guys, and the same might even be true in the opposite direction.
My mind would be a lot clearer if they weren’t all dead and I wasn’t so lost about what that means for our next moves in the bid to save Earth from the Leak, but it’s still whirring at the magnitude of what I’ve just found.
Sure, there have been a million far-out hypotheses about the weird and wonderful possibilities of what the aliens might look like in our first contact scenario. And sure, none of them have come to pass. I’m not looking at creatures that massively upend our biological understanding of what highly intelligent apex life forms might look like.
But despite all of that, this is the furthest thing from scientifically underwhelming.
I’ve just discovered a species of a distant intelligent life form that, broadly speaking, is incredibly similar to homo sapiens. These beings have clearly evolved in a very different place, but the end result is still very recognizable. That alone raises all kinds of profound questions and suggests all kinds of things about the nature of intelligence, the nature of evolution, and even the origin of life itself.
I know only too well that no one else is ever going to have a chance to ponder all of this unless Driver and I make it back across the Wormhole having done what we came here to do.
What I don’t know is whether this discovery leaves us with any chance of still doing it.
Belatedly, given that I’ve been understandably fixated by this incredible and lamentable scene of mass death, I notice the atmospheric readings on my HUD.
The readings are actually quite hard to miss, given that several of the data points are blinking and have turned red.
The oxygen level is low. Unlike everywhere else we’ve been so far, I couldn’t survive even a few minutes in this room without my suit. No way. In fact, from what the other readings suggest, I wouldn’t last five seconds in here without my suit.
A flashing warning tells me that ’Toxic Contaminants’ are present in the air at a deadly level. ’Radiation Exposure’, meanwhile, is listed as “extreme: immediate life-threatening concern.”
It doesn’t get much starker than that.
My suit’s readings relate to the conditions around me, naturally. And despite the warnings about how hellish those conditions are, there’s no suggestion that the suit itself can’t stand up to them. These things are state-of-the-art marvels of modern technology, designed to survive everything our best engineers could even think of throwing at them.
I look around the room, forcing my eyes above the horrible sprawling mess of victims. Nothing else seems out of the ordinary. Admittedly, there isn’t really anything else.
I just mean that I don’t see any signs of explosions or structural damage or leaking pipes. Or, for that matter, any other things you might expect to go along with a mass-casualty event like this in a human Control Room.
The irony in all of this is painful, and believe me: none of it is lost on me. For me to be the guy to find this, with so many surface-level parallels to what happened on the Beacon, is surely the damndest luck a guy could have.
Thinking like that isn’t going to help me, though, so I do all I can to push the pity party aside.
At least I’m alive, I tell myself. At least I’m not like these guys. At least I still have a chance.
But even as I’m trying to focus on that positive take on the situation, a troubling new series of thoughts come to me.
Are these the aliens who invited us through the Wormhole? Is the “extreme” radiation level in here the result of some very recent worsening of whatever phenomena is ultimately causing the Anomaly?
If these are the aliens who called us here, we’re in trouble.
And if they didn’t call… who did?
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That question of who else might have called us here, other than the dead aliens in front of me, is perhaps even more troubling than my concern that our messengers are now corpses.
The possibility sends my mind back to the moment on the Beacon when I finally made radio contact with people I thought were allies, but who turned out to have been in on the whole murderous plot.
With how terribly all of the mirrored ironies seem to be lining up of late, I no longer think I can easily rule out the possibility of malicious intent on the part of our messengers. They could be enemies of these slain aliens, either of a different species or even just a different faction.
Harriet told us all about instances when some governments on Earth had sent messages into space trying to paint their international rivals in a bad light, to increase the chances of a beneficial partnership with any potential voyagers from afar. When human groups are so endlessly and sometimes self-defeatingly competitive, why should I assume the aliens aren’t?
Thinking back to Hariett’s comment, the memory raises new potential explanations for this horror. I don’t like any of them.
Hell, now I’m even thinking of Elana Hart and her desperate attempt to stop us from activating the gate. I’m thinking of the scumbag who killed our ally Phil O’Connor, and the maniac who fortunately failed to take out my innocent family.
With a disturbing gut feeling that I’ve just landed on something, I’m thinking of the possibility that maybe some aliens didn’t want the others to invite us, and that they went out of their way to sabotage the welcoming committee.
“Can you not hear me?” Driver says.
I turn around and see her standing in the doorway, looking away. “Yeah,” I say.
“Could you not hear me before?”
“Not until you asked if I could hear you,” I explain, walking back towards her. “If you were talking from the other side, it seems like the suits’ radio comms don’t work across the threshold. Just like the drones can’t pass. What were you saying?”
“I was just asking if you’d found anything to tell us what happened or what we can do next,” she replies. “Sorry. I don’t do well with bodies.”
We’ve talked about this before, a long time ago. It sounds like the most obvious thing in the world, because I don’t know any people who wouldn’t have a problem with stumbling upon a bunch of dead bodies — and I sure as hell wouldn’t want to meet any.
Driver has shown her mettle time and time again when the chips have been down, sometimes even snapping me out of defeatist thoughts and helping me through terrifying moments. If corpses are her one thing, I can cut her as much slack as she needs.
“It’s okay,” I tell her. “You don’t have to look. Have you noticed the atmospheric readings, though? The radiation, especially. One thing that tells us for sure is that the doorway thresholds are capable of blocking it off, because the suits weren’t picking up any radiation in the pod room. But I think these radiation levels could have something to do with the Leak. Maybe that has two sides, just like the Wormhole, and maybe the fallout has been affecting them, too? Maybe they called us here to help them? Is that crazier than anything else?”
“Jeez, now I see the reading,” she gasps, quite reasonably reacting to that point I raised rather than my follow-up questions. “And yeah, the doorway is holding it in. But don’t you see what that means? The outer structure of this thing — this craft, station, or whatever the hell we’re actually inside — is obviously going to have at least as much high-tech radiation shielding as the inner doorways. That’s without thinking about the physical thickness of the walls. What I’m saying is: how could this level of radiation be getting in from outside? We know they can block it. How could this be because of the Leak?”
I immediately look away from Driver and scan the room again for something I might have missed, because she’s absolutely spot-on. If they can keep this level of atmospheric radiation within a room via some kind of invisible threshold barrier, they could sure as hell keep it out of the greater structure.
“The problem has to be in here,” I realize.
And with that realization, I set off towards the bodies.
“You’re not thinking this is like what happened on the Beacon, are you?” Driver asks. “An inside job?”
Without turning around, I sigh heavily and reply: “Well, I wish I wasn’t.”
To my surprise, I then hear Driver sigh and step forward. She’s coming in, too.
“I have to try and think of them as roadkill or something, instead of people,” she says. “But damn… that would be a lot easier if they didn’t look so much like people. Apart from a couple of things, the likeness is almost creepy.”
She’s going through a similar sequence of thoughts as I was, and I stay quiet and let her vocalize them. If she’d been in the room earlier, when I was seeing it all for the first time, I’m sure I would have been trying to make sense of it out loud, too.
“Is it okay if I look for anything against the walls or on this big screen thing?” she asks after a few seconds of silence. “I… I can’t look at them up close.”
“Of course,” I tell her, turning around to face her so she can see that I mean it. “You came back in to help. That’s what counts. And you said screen? I was thinking the big cube-shaped thing could be something like that. You know, if maybe they were all running in here to respond to something going wrong, and then something went even more wrong once they were in.”
“Well, we do know they use images,” she shrugs. “They must have some kind of computer somewhere, right?”
“Makes sense,” I say.
I opt not to share my thought that these might not be the same aliens who sent us the images, because the jumbled mess of competing theories is causing enough confusion in my mind without having to screw up Driver’s, too.
Similarly, I don’t say anything about my theories on factional competition within their race or between theirs and another.
While Driver is looking closely at the wall, for either a hidden doorway or some other clue or way forward, I crouch all the way down to study the lifeless aliens more closely.
It really does look like they were gathered around what we’re thinking of as the screen, or at least that they were in the process of desperately gathering around it. The positions of their legs relative to the rest of their bodies suggest that. Studied forensically, the scene does paint a picture of a sudden scramble from the pod room, like we first thought.
“How come most things about them are so similar to us, anyway?” Driver asks, positing the question as she passes the halfway point in her close-up wall analysis and passes by me as I study the corpses.
Trying not to make too many assumptions or get too deeply into the theories, I tell her it could simply be down to the similarity of Bayzen and Earth. If these guys evolved in a very similar world, facing similar evolutionary and competitive pressure, why wouldn’t they?
The most remarkable thing could be that Bayzen exists, so perfectly within its solar system’s Goldilocks zone, and even more so that its environment is so conducive for the development of complex life in the exact same time period that Earth’s is. That point has often been overlooked in discussions about the likelihood of contact, with people rarely appreciating the timescales at play on a universal level.
Driver takes my points on board without much of a reply. While she continues studying the walls, I take it upon myself to count the corpses. Regrettably but unavoidably, this involves touching some of them when a few pile-ups directly in front of the screen make it impossible to count them without doing so.
As if I wasn’t already glad of my suit for the protection it’s giving me against all the radiation in here, I can’t overstate how thankful I am to be wearing my gloves.
I wish I could do what Driver suggested and think of these poor bastards as something like roadkill, instead of the tragically dead sentient beings they are. I can’t, though, and that makes it particularly difficult to lift and push my way through them like they’re hunks of meat.
When I get to the bottom of one particularly hard-to-untangle pile, I can’t help but think that if I was inside a sci-fi horror movie rather than an even more unsettling real-life situation, this is when I would find a live alien either playing dead or finally freed from the heavy pile.
The jump scare would startle me, sure, but then maybe the alien would reveal itself to be scared, too. Maybe it would be a positive turning point in my protagonist’s journey.
If only.
There’s nothing alive in this room apart from me and Driver. That much is clear by the time I finish counting.
Something else is clear, too: every alien is accounted for.
There were eighty-four empty pods in the last room, and there are eighty-four dead aliens in this one.
“We’re alone,” I sigh, standing up after counting the eighty-fourth and final corpse. “They’re all in here — one for each pod.”
Driver turns to me, finishing her wall analysis at the same time. Her shoulders slump. “I don’t have any good news, either,” she sighs. “Not from the wall, anyway. Do you want to look around for anything at the front of that screen thing, where you are, while I do the back? The back area is a lot easier to get close to, without so many bodies in front of it. If you don’t mind.”
“Sure,” I say, trying not to get too dispirited. The result of my count feels like a huge body blow to our hopes, though, and I’m struggling to push it aside.
Driver is right that the floor behind the screen is a lot clearer. The mass of corpses on my side makes it difficult to see much around the base, so I focus instead on a higher part of the cuboid structure.
I don’t have any reference point for comparing this weird cuboid structure to anything else.
It’s like a pillar jutting from the floor, all the way to the ceiling. In one sense the screen is kind of like the aliens’ mouths, in that it would look a lot more familiar if it was rotated into a landscape orientation.
“Uh… Ray?” Driver says, out of sight behind the pillar. “Did your screen just turn on?”
My eyes widen in an instant. Nothing happened on my side, but my feet are moving as soon as those words are out of her mouth.
Because whatever happened on the other side, I have to see it…
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“What did you do?” I ask, before I even reach Driver.
My tone isn’t accusatory. Whatever she did to “turn on” her side of the screen, as she’s promisingly still calling it after bringing it to life, I want to do the same on the other side.
“I just touched it,” she replies.
“I didn’t get that far on mine,” I explain. When I get to her side, I look up at the vast and newly illuminated glass-like panel.
There isn’t much of a change, and nothing as fortuitous as data — let alone four-paneled images left for us to interpret. That would have been asking a little much, I know. There is some change, though. The whole thing is no longer reflective, for starters.
Unlike on most of our own screens, with dedicated e-readers or old-fashioned calculators being the only real exception I can think of, there seems to be a kind of matte effect. The harsh black we saw at first is now a gentler gray, in keeping with everything else.
“Wait…” I exhale slowly. “I think you might have just turned the screen off. It kind of blends in with the base of the pillar now, and all the walls. Maybe it was on when we got here?”
Driver raises a hand towards her face, resting it against the front of her helmet in disappointed realization. “Shit. I think you could be right.”
“But at least it did something,” I reply, not having to force my search for a bright side. “We know it responds to touch and even more importantly we know it still works at all, and that’s more than we knew a minute ago.”
She leans forward and touches it again, choosing action over a reply. Given how urgent our situation is, I don’t think that’s the worst idea.
No one could accuse us of standing around and hoping something is going to happen. From the moment we landed we’ve been analyzing our surroundings and trying to move from one place to another, taking a few sensible precautions before diving in but always making the dive.
I hope to hell the drones out in the hallway, which can’t get in here, have found another door for us to try next. There certainly doesn’t seem to be one in here, and my confidence that we can learn anything meaningful from this alien information screen — if that’s what it is — isn’t exactly sky-high.
It could be a control screen, but I don’t know how much help even that would be when we don’t have the faintest idea how to control it. Short of knowing it responds to touch, which wasn’t the hardest thing to figure out when there are no other interface devices, we’re basically monkeys sitting in front of a computer.
In the once-hostile ZolaCore facilities we found ourselves in, be it on the moon or in New Zealand, we were always able to commandeer unfamiliar technology.
Unfamiliar is a very relative term, though, and all of that technology was made by human hands having been imagined by brains very similar to our own. And however much these aliens might look like us, some major facial and limb-related caveats aside, their imaginations and thought processes could be different from ours in ways we can’t even begin to imagine.
“Did you touch it with one finger like that last time?” I ask, disappointed that Driver’s tap hasn’t changed anything on the screen this time.
“Yeah,” she says, immediately spreading her palm and touching with five fingers at once. I watch as she keeps trying different things, from holding two hands against it to performing horizontal, vertical, diagonal and even circular gestures with her index finger.
Nothing works.
“Do you think I made it worse by turning this off?” she sighs, looking right at me.
“No way,” I insist. “The blank screen wasn’t doing us any good when it was on. And besides, there’s still the one on my side. I don’t know what we can do with it other than touch it and risk turning it off, too, but nothing changed there when you touched this one.
I watch her body straighten slightly when I say this. It doesn’t straighten in a spine-stiffening due to fear kind of way, it just returns to normal after her shoulders fell at the thought of having worsened our predicament.
Within another second or two, she’s on the way to the other side. She pauses at the mass of bodies, then surprises me — in a good way — by looking down and navigating a path by placing each foot in one of the small spaces I made while checking the corpses. She ends up standing exactly where I had been, which requires me to move some of the bodies a few inches so I’m not disrespectfully standing on any.
I won’t pretend I have the same unshakeable urge to cover these aliens’ faces, out of respect, as I did for my colleagues on the Beacon. If I was covering these guys up, in all honesty it would be so that I didn’t have to look at their death-frozen faces.
None of them have decomposed, which could be a sign that whatever killed them did so very recently, but that idea rests on all kinds of assumptions about their bodies and the atmosphere in here, neither of which I would exactly choose as my specialist subject.
Still, though, I don’t want to step on the poor guys.
“You know what you told me about your time on the Beacon?” Driver asks.
I don’t like the lilt in her voice, which suggests she’s thinking something she doesn’t really want to say. “Yeah…?”
She gulps. “Well, remember how you needed to use the Commander’s biometrics to unlock the systems in the Control Room?”
I groan.
Audibly, gutturally, and with more than hint of regrettable understanding, I groan.
“Maybe just their hands,” she goes on. “Or maybe just stand one of them in front of the screen. I know it’s gross, but you never know.”
It’s not as gross as having to cut off Yannick’s finger, I tell myself. And it’s not as gross as having to hold dozens of eyes open to unlock all of my colleagues phones, one by one.
The ironic parallels are almost getting funny now, coming so relentlessly and ceaselessly.
Without cursing my luck or drawing it out, I encourage Driver to back up so I can lift one of the aliens.
I dissociate my mind from the action, which is a lot easier with my gloves than it would be without them. That makes me realize that I have no idea what these guys’ smooth-looking gray skin feels like. My guess would be slick, even though they’re dead, because that’s how they look. Like touching a stingray at the aquarium, maybe.
When I haul the alien upright, it’s not as heavy as I feared. Don’t get me wrong — it’s not light, either.
Placing his face in front of the screen does nothing. The mere thought of doing this eighty-four times is enough to make my throat tighten in a viscerally impatient kind of frustration that exceeds any I’ve ever known.
“Hey… I could really use some help supporting its weight while I move the hand,” I say, turning to Driver. “I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t need you.”
I see her eyes close tightly as she takes a few breaths before stepping forward again.
“Attagirl,” I tell her, trying to sound the furthest thing from patronizing. Looking at death is hard for her, so I know touching it has to be her worst nightmare.
“Roadkill,” she says, psyching herself up as she looks at the alien before moving her arm to support its weight. “No offense, dude.”
“None… taken…” I reply in an admittedly godawful alien voice, sounding more robotic than extraterrestrial in a possibly ill-judged attempt to lighten the mood.
“You know I still have that blade, right?” Driver shoots back with a welcome hint of a chuckle.
With her supporting the alien’s weight, I take hold of its hand and gently press one of its fingers against the screen.
Fingers.
I guess I hadn’t even paid attention to that, but yeah… they have fingers. Five of them, at that.
Admittedly, their hands differ from ours in being perfectly symmetrical, with what looks like a fully opposable thumb on each side of a circular palm.
“I pressed the screen pretty hard when it turned off,” Driver says. “Try that.”
Giving up the gentle approach, I do what she says and more forcefully press an alien finger against the screen.
Almost immediately, something happens.
“Nice!” Driver calls.
Because this time, the screen hasn’t faded to gray.
No.
This time, it has sparked to life.
It’s hard to know what we’re looking at.
At first, several symbols fill the screen. I don’t think they’re exactly the same as the ones we saw outside, but they look like they belong to the same alphabet of character system. Those fade before long — just a few seconds — and leave some odd diagrams or maybe menu buttons in their place.
Again, this is a million miles away from trying to acclimatize ourselves with an unfamiliar human-computer interface.
“I should check the other side, in case it’s come back on, too,” Driver suggests.
Fully agreeing with that, I take the alien’s weight and lower it back to the ground. “Thanks, buddy,” I whisper as I lay it back to rest. “And sorry.”
Driver carefully steps out and walks around. As she does, my jaw drops.
“Stop!” I yell.
Halfway around, she does. “Why? What’s wrong?”
I say nothing, instead standing stunned as I consider the implications of what I’m looking at.
One of the diagram-like patterns on the screen, composed of thin lines and a few larger white circular symbols, has changed.
More precisely, one of those circular symbols — those dots — has moved.
“Driver, start walking again,” I suggest. “I think there’s a dot here mapping your movements.”
And walk she does… but not towards the back of the screen. Instead, she comes back to see what I’m talking about.
Sure enough, when she moves, so does the dot. Before long, it’s back beside the other — the one that clearly symbolizes me.
Driver steps backwards, keeping an eye on the screen to watch as her dot moves.
“Some kind of heat sensors, maybe?” she asks.
“Something like that,” I reply. “It’s definitely picking up our life signatures. See, we’re right beside each other. That’s me and that’s you.”
As I point to our two dots, Driver’s hand shakily moves further to the right.
My heart skips a beat as I see where it’s going.
Because not too much further along, her finger stops on another white dot. It’s too far away to be in this room, but not by much. It’s damn close.
“So if that’s you, that’s me, and all eighty-four of the aliens from the pod room are dead…” Driver gulps, sounding as suddenly terrified as I feel as her finger taps the third white dot. “Ray… if that’s you, and this is me… who in the hell is this?”
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Neither of us even have to say it.
We’re going.
We know which direction the dot is in, based on the position of Driver’s relative to mine. It’s behind us. I take a moment to consider the scale and position and conclude that it’s beyond the pod room, evidently through another door in the hallway. I tell Driver what I’m thinking and she agrees with my interpretation.
Driver picks up her blade as we leave, and I don’t question it.
I don’t know what killed these aliens or what could be waiting for us on the other side of the next threshold we’re about to cross. And although it might be a little optimistic to think a plant-harvesting blade can be of much help against the kind of thing we might find, it’s better than being empty-handed.
The emergency equipment in our bags doesn’t really cover self-defense situations, because space travel and even this mission wasn’t exactly developed with those kinds of challenges in mind. Today though, every assumption has been flipped on its head.
We hurry through the pod room, staying alert in case whoever or whatever was represented by the dot could be moving, too. Just because it wasn’t in here when we saw the live map, that doesn’t mean it’s not now.
It isn’t, as it turns out, or at least we don’t see it. There’s no good reason to think it knows we’ve seen the map to learn of its position — and indeed its existence — so I know I’m probably overthinking this part.
In the hallway, Driver hands me the blade before crouching to pick up the remote control for her drones. She looks over its latest data, working fast.
“There is another doorway where you thought,” she confirms, pointing in its direction. “The drone couldn’t pass the threshold, like earlier, but that has to be where… well, you know. Whatever else is alive in here, that’s where it is.”
We hurry to the doorway, which is the least visible so far. Really, we wouldn’t have known it was here if we were just glancing.
“Do you want this back?” I ask, glancing at the blade.
“Your call,” she says.
I hand it over. If whatever is in there is hostile, I struggle to see how everything isn’t already over for us. But in terms of small percentage differences, I’d probably back Driver in a no-holds-barred physical confrontation than myself. She hates being around dead bodies, sure… but something has always told me she’d have a killer instinct when it counts.
As before, and as always, she pushes the blade through the threshold first to make sure it is physically passable.
“We go in together,” she whispers after pulling it back. “Together all the way.”
“Damn right,” I say.
And without a countdown, we step right in.
The brightness is the first thing I notice.
Visually, the brightness is the only thing I notice before a sound shatters my focus by turning everything on its head.
And not just a sound — a voice.
“There you are,” the voice says. It’s crisp, it’s female, and it sounds American… but it’s most decidedly not Driver’s.
“You had me worried,” it goes on. “I was starting to think you weren’t going to make it…”
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I freeze on the spot.
Beside me, Driver does the same.
After so many discoveries and revelations that have pointed in one direction and another, we finally know that we’re not alone here.
There’s someone in this room. Someone — not only speaking in a human style but in English words and an American accent. It makes less than no sense, but we both heard it.
“Who’s there?” Driver booms. As she yells, I see that she’s pressing the button on her suit’s right sleeve that projects her voice outwards from her helmet.
For a few seconds, there’s no reply.
As my eyes adjust to the bright light and my visual focus returns following the initial shock of the voice, I’m able to take in a lot more details about our surroundings.
This room is no bigger than the last, where we found so many dead aliens and learned something was alive in here, but it’s a lot more… furnished.
There are three pillar-like objects which look very much like the tall screen where we saw the dots, and in front of each of them there are some things that I think are benches. Stools might be a better word given how narrow they are, but their position in front of the screens does very strongly suggest they’re used as seats. They have no back supports, which seems strange. But again, I suppose a small difference like that — like the difference in the aliens’ arms and facial features — is far less remarkable than all the similarities.
The screen in the middle of the room looks like it has four sides rather than two, judging by the stools I can see to the left and right. I can also make out some kind of physical control interface on a shelf-like surface that sits slightly higher than the stool.
It’s nothing as recognizable as a keyboard or a joystick, but from here it looks like there are surface-level indentations for two hands, perhaps to perform more complex and precise gestures than a touchscreen interface could allow.
Again, as has often been the case here, I’m stunned by how almost familiar so much of this is.
“I said who’s there?” Driver replies, pressing the voice projection button again to speak before raising her blade.
And although my eyes have been taking in the various new sights while my ears were waiting for a reply, this is really the only question that matters right now.
Who else is here? Maybe just as pertinently… how are they here? And Why?
“Don’t be alarmed,” the voice eventually calls back. There’s an odd melodic quality to the way it rises and falls, like a stage actress hamming it up. “We’re all on the same side here. No one needs to be scared.”
Driver grips her blade only more tightly, her eyes scanning the room to gage where the voice is coming from. Because that’s another strange thing that only becomes apparent in this second, longer reply: the sound seems to be coming from everywhere, rather than one focused spot.
Our helmets are excellent at allowing sound in. They use technology found in consumer-level headphones that recreate a spatial stereo output, making it so that any external noise coming from ahead and to the left will truly sound like it’s coming from there.
Right now, there’s a very strange fullness to the way this voice is coming at us, as though it could be from speakers in the walls rather than someone out of sight behind the large screen.
We know there is someone in here, though. It can’t be someone elsewhere addressing us through speakers, unless they’ve moved since we saw their white dot and rushed here to investigate.
“Don’t move,” Driver whispers. She doesn’t press the voice-projection button this time. This message is for me, not our mysterious host.
And believe me, I didn’t have any plans to move anywhere. Not until we get some clarity on who is or isn’t in here with us, or until we make a plan of our own to step forward in the smartest and safest two-person formation we can.
“Oh, you can move,” the voice replies, almost chirpily. “There really is nothing to worry about, Driver. I can move, too, if you would prefer that.”
Driver turns to me with a look of shocked confusion, pointing to her helmet with her empty hand.
I know exactly what she means, and I share the feeling.
It’s not only that whoever is talking to us knows her name, although that in itself is pretty unsettling. There’s also the point that while sound can get into our helmets, they simply don’t project any sound outwards unless we explicitly tell them to.
Our two-way communication happens via the suits’ radios. No one else should be able to hear what we’re saying unless we actively press the button to project our voices, like Driver did when she was asking who’s there but most certainly didn’t when telling me not to move.
This has gone on long enough.
“Show yourself,” I demand, gulping away my doubts.
I don’t bother pressing my voice projection button, because it’s obviously — somehow — not necessary for my voice to be heard.
Only two or three seconds later, from behind the screen where I always thought it might be hiding, the source of the voice emerges.
I say “it emerges” because despite the humanity and femininity of the voice, this is no she.
And I say “it emerges” because despite the fact this place had Earth-like levels of gravity, and despite the fact the dead aliens we saw all had legs and feet, this thing doesn’t step out to show itself.
No.
It flies.
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My eyes are utterly transfixed by the remarkable sight.
Suddenly, I’m not scared. The shock leaves no room for fear, and the thing in front of us doesn’t look intimidating.
In a few seamless movements, it emerges from behind the screen and settles directly in front of the side facing us.
Of all the things I went through on the Beacon that could have been brought to mind by ironically similar discoveries or happenings here, this is the last I would have expected. Feeling alone, trying to access new areas, finding a room full of corpses… it has all been bizarrely reminiscent.
But when I was spooked by a voice that turned out to be an intelligent bird… well, let’s just say that really wasn’t something I ever expected to happen again.
It has to be said, though: the similarities to Laika end there.
This thing is only twenty feet away, if that, but it can’t be more than six inches tall.
“Lenses, zoom times five,” I say.
Almost instantly, the smart contact lenses follow my instructions and I’m even more transfixed by the details of this incredible… I don’t know… robot?
What else can I call it? If its metallic body is a sign of anything, it’s that this is no living alien. I’m now thinking that the sensors showing us a white dot must have been measuring movement rather than life signatures, because this thing can’t be truly alive. There’s no way.
As much as it could look like one in passing, at least in terms of its shape rather than its material composition, it’s not a bird.
From afar, and especially in flight, its shape isn’t a million miles away from that of a hummingbird. By far, that’s the closest comparison my mind can make.
The details get more incredible when my lenses zoom, though. Now I can see there are four wings, rather than two. I suppose it’s more like a dragonfly in that regard, but the broader shape is still more birdlike than anything else.
If this thing is modeled on creatures from Bayzen, its four-winged nature could be a sign of turbulent atmospheric conditions, chiefly wind, or maybe the presence of fast-moving predators the creature has to use extreme maneuverability to evade.
The eyes are striking. There are two, and from afar they looked pretty beady and birdlike.
My zoomed view tells another story. I see now that they are composed of highly complex lenses, with several concentric circles visible in each. Even as I look, the eyes are moving slightly and no doubt watching me just as closely.
There is no skin and there are no feathers, but the metallic exterior of its body looks more textured than it did without the zoom. It really does seem like its creators have tried to make it look real. Its upper section is a kind of tealish blue, increasing the hummingbird comparison that I can’t escape.
The wings are closed as it perches on the surface near the control interface, but I can still see their fan-like tips that enable it to move so smoothly.
At the base of one wing, I think I can see a kind of gear mechanism, or at least a mechanical part. It could be that the robotic workings are visible from underneath.
Its tail, wagging slightly as it sits, has an unmissable and unnatural-looking orange glow coming from underneath. The legs end with small feet that are far more like those of an Earthly hummingbird than the alien’s oddly symmetrical hands were to our own.
Really, compared to the differences between the aliens and us, the general differences here are fewer and further between.
I mean, it is clearly a robot… so I suppose as differences go, there’s no beating that. But in terms of its physical shape, the hummingbird similarities are absolutely striking.
“What the hell are you?” Driver asks.
“I’m a messenger bot,” the hummingbird replies. And yes, I do catch myself thinking ‘hummingbird’ rather than ‘robot’. “You can call me Maya. Maya was the most common name for newborn humans in your landmass within the last data set I have access to.”
I feel my eyes widen all over again. Data set?
“You look confused,” Maya goes on, hopping casually from one spot to another a few inches away and opening her beak in time with words. “That’s okay. I can explain everything. We have been monitoring broadcasts from Earth for many years. Along with all kinds of details about your planet and your species, we have learned your methods of communication. You can think of me as a physically mobile manifestation of this vessel’s computer systems. I can communicate like this, in a way you can easily understand, because the system has been trained on an enormous amount of data broadcast from Earth. I have minimal knowledge of Earth-based events that have occurred within the past 4.78 years, which is how long a conventionally broadcast signal takes to reach us. In the short time since you successfully activated the quantum tunnel, the system has been analyzing as much as its processing bandwidth will allow. Focusing initially on live broadcasts, which began reaching my system instantly when the tunnel became operational, you two stood out as the natural candidates for this mission.”
I say nothing, finding myself too stunned by all of this to even speak. Maya’s description of the system she’s a conduit for doesn’t sound too far from something like the PhilosophAI system, trained on conversational data up to a certain point and now responding to our prompts in the most natural language it can.
This is truly uncanny.
Our support team on the Balena provided masses of offline data in case we might need it. We had Harriet’s notes on how to best communicate in different circumstances, and all kinds of other things from everyone else.
That’s all currently out of reach in the Vita, but it seems like we’re not going to need any of it. Maya, this amazing robotic helper, is not only a priceless knowledge repository in and of herself. On top of that, she can talk to us like she’s one of us.
I have no words for how incredible all of this feels.
The ease of communication is leagues ahead of anything I could have reasonably hoped for. Maya can reply instantly to anything we say or ask, like a voice assistant on a phone. She’s like PhilosophAI stuffed inside an even more accessible form.
We haven’t even scratched the surface, but Maya is surely going to be able to direct us to the aliens who sent the messages to help us with the Leak. After all, the final images we received through the Wormhole were sent just a matter of hours ago.
“Tell us what’s actually going on,” Driver orders. “The basics. Tell us about the ‘mission’ to stop the Leak, as you put it, but what’s the context to all of this? There are a million missing pieces.”
“Of course. I apologize for my lack of clarity,” the incredible metallic bird begins, keeping up the eerily and convincingly human tone. “Like I said, I’m Maya. I am a messenger bot and I was designed to assist the crew of this vessel in their daily operations. Unfortunately all of the crew are dead, as you already saw. They have been dead for a long time. Everyone on your world is also going to be dead if we can’t stop the runaway reaction that already killed my friends. We don’t have long, but I’m so glad you received my message before it’s too late. I’m so glad you answered my call.”
Her call?
Her call?
I exhale the longest breath of my life.
We were invited across the gate by a bird-shaped AI. There really is no one else here.
We’re screwed. Me, Driver, and everyone who’s counting on us back on Earth’s side of the Wormhole.
We’re all screwed.
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“Your call?” Driver gasps. If I could speak, I’d be saying the same thing. “Everyone else is dead, you can’t stop the Leak, and you called us here to do it? There’s no one else… just you?”
“And the two of you,” Maya chirpily replies. “You already managed to activate the quantum tunnel. I saw that, and you nailed it! Way to go! The system picked up your planetary broadcast signals through the tunnel, so I saw what you did and how highly other humans think of you. I even learned your names. Communication is so much easier when it doesn’t take four years to send a message each way, don’t you think?”
I’m thinking a lot of things right now, and none of them are good.
We have a matter of hours left until the Leak destroys Earth, and there is no one here to help us. All the while we thought we were communicating with aliens, we were talking to an AI.
Sure, Maya looks and sounds all cutesy with the wings and voice and everything else. But she is a machine, passing on answers from a bigger machine. We haven’t been talking to anyone.
This is gut-wrenching.
I feel like we’ve had the wool pulled over our eyes. We weren’t talking to an intelligent alien race. It wasn’t real contact.
Sure, Maya and the system that feeds her information were designed by aliens, but the directness of our connection ends there. We were using PhilosophAI to aid in our urgent interpretation of things and suggest efficient replies, and when I think of it like that I realize that we almost had a machine talking to a machine.
Even if there was no intention or harm or deceit, I can’t shake the sense that we’ve almost been led into a trap here. We’ve certainly been tricked, even if incidentally or by accident. I feel like an idiot.
I feel even more stupid for the sense of betrayal I feel when I look at a robotic hummingbird that isn’t even capable of real thought.
I feel a thousand things and I hate them all.
“So we were only ever talking to you?” Driver asks. “An AI? All the images we got and all the images we sent back, it was us communicating with a computer system?”
“That is correct,” Maya says, fluttering briefly into the air again and resting a few inches to the right.
“Even the first messages?” I ask, finally forcing out a question of my own. “Or were the images we got in the conventional signal sent by the crew, before they died?”
I’ll get on to the question of what killed them, believe me, but we need to understand this first.
“All of the messages were sent directly by the system,” the robotic bird replies, anything but robotically. “You should think of me and the system as one and the same if it helps, since I am the interface you can interact with. I am the system and the system is me. I sent every message humanity has ever received.”
I sigh slowly. “So when did your crew die? And how far away is Bayzen? Where is everyone else?”
“I function optimally when I can answer one question at a time,” she replies. “Should I begin with the first, about when my crew died?”
“Obviously,” Driver interjects in a frustrated tone. “I thought you were supposed to be smart?”
Maya shifts her feet again, fluttering in a way that almost looks gleeful. I don’t know why she keeps doing that, and I can only think it was built into the design to make her seem friendlier or more real. There’s no reason for it, but then there’s no reason for her to look like a bird at all. If flight was deemed useful for a messenger bot, she could just be a flying sphere.
“I am constantly learning,” the bird says, unoffended. “As for my crew, they died very shortly before I sent the first messages. That was 5.13 years ago. Earth years, of course. You can always assume I am using units and terms in the context you would use them, since I am trained on abundant broadcast data from Earth and I am designed to communicate in a manner my conversation partners will understand.”
Five years.
Okay. That tells me we picked up the message almost as soon as we could have, since the conventional radio signal would have taken 4.78 years to reach Earth. The PFOA launch has turned out to have been pretty well timed, in that regard.
But since the content of those initial messages was a warning about the Leak — sent long before we became aware of the Anomaly through the first detectible problems it’s been causing — this also tells me something else.
At the very least, it strongly suggests something else… something I very strongly wish it didn’t.
Let’s look at what I know for sure:
This vessel’s incredibly sophisticated AI computer system, which it is easiest to simply consider as Maya, reached out to Earth with a warning about a massive source of deadly radiation.
She did that “very shortly” after the entire crew of this vessel died.
We found those poor crew members in a room where our suits detected hugely elevated levels of radiation.
None of that can be a coincidence, and I don’t like where my mind is going…
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“How did they die?” I ask.
“Would you like me to answer that question rather than the second in your earlier sequence of three?” Maya asks.
I inhale slowly, fighting my frustration.
“I am sorry for my lack of understanding, Ray,” she goes on. “This is my first time talking to any humans in person and your style of conversation can be unclear at times.”
“How did they die?” I repeat.
She flies a few inches to the left. “There was a catastrophic radiation burst. At the time, this vessel’s exterior shielding at one side of the Monitoring Room had been manually disabled, to enable massive data transfers from the surface of Bayzen about an ongoing tunneling project. The crew members inside the Monitoring Room died instantly. My partners, the Captains from this Control Room, rushed to respond to the alarm. They too died instantly.”
Wow.
I’d feel terrible for those guys if I hadn’t seen the scene in there with my own eyes, and that only makes the story hit even harder.
Hearing Maya use such familiar terms as Captains and Control Room is very weird, too, but her comment about always using terms we’ll understand goes a long way to explaining it. The level of contextual understanding she has is colossally impressive, outstripping even something like PhilosophAI despite the fact that it was built by human geniuses rather than a race who have only previously been able to monitor us from afar.
“Many were asleep and knew nothing at first,” Maya goes on. “When they walked into the Monitoring Room, they too were killed. I had to watch the whole thing unfold from here. As a messenger bot built specifically to assist my Captain, I am unable to leave this Control Room. I have read-only access to all systems. I cannot manipulate physical conditions anywhere within this vessel and I cannot control the physical movements of the vessel itself. Control of those operations can only be granted through physical gestures on this interface, which I am purposefully unable to use. I function as a messenger, to translate complex data into information my users can understand. I can advise and assist in their control of the vessel’s functions, but I cannot do such things on my own. Fortunately, one control-level permission necessary for my role as a translator was access to incoming and outgoing communication systems. Without that, I would not have been able to call you here.”
That’s a hell of a lot to take in.
“But you said you are the system,” I reply. “I don’t get it. Couldn’t you — the system, not Maya — have just locked down the Monitoring Room so no one else would go in and get killed? Couldn’t you have put out some kind of message to tell the others not to go in?”
“Oh, I see the confusion,” she says. “This is an important distinction, Ray. Thank you for raising it. You see, I have access to all data stored within this vessel’s computer systems. I, as Maya, have the ability to move freely within this Control Room and to make small convenience-based changes to the environment, such as the lighting levels and minor temperature fluctuations. I, as the system, cannot exercise autonomous control other than in carrying out communications activities like I previously outlined. Physical manipulation of the control interface is required to control the vessel’s other operations.”
Okay, that makes sense. I can understand what she’s trying to say. The system can’t operate itself. It’s one hell of an AI with one hell of a “face” in the form of Maya, but it’s hamstrung by an inability to take any meaningful operative action.
I can’t blame the aliens for building their system like that. There’s been a lot of talk on Earth recently about how much autonomy AI systems should have to act in ways that can influence the physical world, be that in huge ways like automated weapons systems or smaller ways like self-driving cars.
An approach like that ensures nothing is going to go catastrophically wrong in the event of an AI malfunction, or even an unforeseen hack. I don’t have to look far for evidence of that, since everything that went down on the Vita recently — and very painfully — showed how much damage can be done when too much control is given to automated systems.
Right now, though, what was put in place as a sensible limitation feels more like a truly colossal frustration.
“So how far away is Bayzen?” Driver suddenly blurts out. “Let’s get back to that second question Ray asked, since you didn’t answer.”
“It is very close,” Maya replies. “We are currently inside a mining vessel orbiting the planet you have come to know as Bayzen. If you follow me to the viewing gallery, you can see for yourself.”
Maya flies away, heading to the back of the room. The fluidity and speed of her movement really is incredible.
I see no viewing gallery up ahead, and watch in awe as Maya disappears behind what seems to be a solid wall. A few more steps changes my visual perspective of the shadowless area, though, and I see that there is in fact a false wall acting as a kind of visual barrier to what I’m hoping will be a large window-like glass panel with a clear view to Bayzen.
Sure enough, I quickly see that there is a transparent floor-to-ceiling section behind the false wall. I don’t know if it’s glass as we would know it, but it’s crystal clear. There are three stools backed up against the false wall, clearly for observation. They’re very close together, which makes me wonder why there isn’t just a single bench instead. I can’t see anything outside until I get fully behind the false wall.
“I will cut the lights,” Maya says.
They fade instantly.
As they do, and as I reach one of the stools to take a seat and look out towards Bayzen, my heart sinks to all-new depths.
Driver, who sat in the stool next to me for all of half a second, immediately stands up and walks away.
We are a lot closer to the planet than I expected, but the view is nothing like what we saw in the Bayzen room.
“I lost contact with the surface during the radiation burst,” Maya says. “This vessel’s core communication infrastructure was shielded, unlike the Monitoring Room, but the radiation spike evidently caused major damage to the communications infrastructure on Bayzen.”
I wish I could disbelieve my eyes, but I can’t.
Finding Maya, which brought back memories of stumbling upon Laika, has shown some promise of being the one ironically similar element between this godforsaken mission through the Wormhole and the sabotage attack I narrowly survived on the Beacon.
Every other one has been horrible, from desperately seeking progress to new areas all the way to finding a room filled with innocent corpses. This has run through my head before, but it’s never been as painful as it is right now.
None of the horribly parallel experiences have been as painful as this one, because none have been as consequential.
Gazing down at Bayzen, home to the intelligent aliens who created Maya, I feel the way I did when I finally reached the Beacon’s Observation Deck and gazed out at a burning Earth.
There’s no other way to put it: Bayzen is a barren hellscape.
“Lenses, maximum zoom,” I say, feeling like a glutton for punishment but knowing that I have to see.
Instantly, it’s even worse.
It’s so, so, so much worse.
Through disturbing auroras that make Earth’s look like nothing, I see horrific scarring on the landscape. I even see debris and rubble from man-made — well, alien-made — structures and buildings.
It’s destroyed.
“Are they all dead?” I ask, glancing down to Maya with the sense I might as well ask if the sun is hot.
The little bird, seated on the stool next to mine, looks up with something that I swear looks like genuine sorrow. “I am afraid so,” she says. “Does this also sufficiently answer your third question about where everyone else is?”
I close my eyes and sigh. “Yeah. I’m afraid so.”
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Bayzen is in ruins.
There’s no one on the surface.
The radiation pulse that killed everyone here has had the same horrific effect down there, leaving me and Driver as the only intelligent beings on this side of the Wormhole.
Maya seems intelligent, sure, but we can never forget what the A in AI stands for.
It’s all artificial.
I return my contact lenses’ zoom to regular and gaze back down into Maya’s own lens-like eyes. They’re twitching and moving, seemingly analyzing me even more closely than I’m looking at her.
Maya is nothing like Laika, a friendly and loving bird — a real bird — who genuinely cares about everyone around him.
I don’t think he would like her, as it goes, given his longstanding aversion to hummingbirds. We eventually figured out that all started when his original owner on the Beacon accidentally let a hummingbird out of its test chamber, leading it to cause destructive and frightening chaos in the room.
And while there may be no physical chaos in this room where we’ve found the bizarre animatronic-style robot, there’s more than enough destruction on the surface of Bayzen to frighten the life out of me.
Driver and I are truly alone, in a way we hadn’t even considered. Admittedly we weren’t sure exactly where the Wormhole would lead and when we might make contact with the aliens who called us across, but we never for a second believed that a machine had called us because all of the aliens were dead.
Even in the depths of my most fearful and hesitant moments, my imagination never went anywhere as dark and as hopeless as that.
Just before we left the Balena, I remember standing in the Bayzen Room and reflecting on the fact that all the data we had about this planet was four years out of date.
Thinking of those moments in the Bayzen Room, I recall only now that Driver made a semi-serious comment about the aliens possibly having pets like dogs or parrots. We even joked about them maybe looking like birds. Sure, Maya isn’t truly an alien or even a pet as such, but suddenly those jokes don’t seem so funny.
On the main point, though, Maya has said the disaster occurred just over five years ago, so it must be the case that our telescopes simply haven’t been able to detect the radiation.
Until just a few minutes ago, a lot of our assumptions about Bayzen still came from the secret observations Zola’s astronomers conducted before I stumbled upon their findings regarding the newly discovered planet. Later observation has confirmed much of it, but there definitely haven’t been any data-based suggestions of an atmospheric collapse of the kind that seems to have occurred.
“It has gotten worse over time,” Maya says, still gazing up at me and seemingly reading my expression very well. “All I’ve been able to do is look, but the ground has been parched and the radiation clouds have thickened. I think the thickness of the clouds in that direction might be why I have been unable to communicate with Eden. None of my distress calls have been returned. Either they are not getting through, or the others have decided to abandon the colony since I have seen no signs of life.”
“What did you just say?” Driver blurts out, returning from behind the false wall. “Colony? Eden? The others?”
Maya looks away from me, right towards Driver. “You ask what I said, but your tone suggests that you do not want me to fully repeat my previous comment. Do you want me to clarify my statements on the specific elements you have mentioned?”
It’s weird. Maya is incredibly and impressively adept at conversational speech with a contextual understanding of nuanced language, but her ability to interpret successive questions is an obvious weak point.
“Yeah,” Driver says, keeping it short.
I’m equally intrigued about the same things. Some of what Maya said feels very promising, lifting the worst of my defeatist dread, but I don’t want to get ahead of myself until she’s clarified these points.
“No members of this vessel’s crew were born on Bayzen,” Maya begins. “No one was born on Bayzen. It is a mining colony. Our home world is Eden. A paradise for our kind. Do you understand the term Eden? I am using it for your benefit, like I am speaking in timescales commensurate with your Earth years.”
“Eden…” Driver muses, turning to me. “Yeah, sure, we have that term. And that’s where you’re from? Some paradise somewhere else?”
“Precisely,” Maya replies. “I was created on Eden. This vessel was launched from Eden. All of my calculations tell me that Eden is too far from here to have been harmed by the radiation bursts. My hopes say the same, but hopes count less than calculations.”
I exhale slowly. “But Earth was harmed,” I point out. “Are you telling us Eden is more than four light years away? That would be why they haven’t answered your calls. It hasn’t been long enough for a message to come back.”
“Eden is much closer than that,” the bird says. “Still a long way, but not long enough for us to have deemed it worth linking our colony to our home with a quantum tunnel, due to the huge resource costs involved. Your world has not been harmed by the radiation burst due to proximity, but due to the failed project that led to the burst in the first place. You are missing an important point here, and I accept blame for that. I will inform you now of what caused this problem, which I have called you here to solve before it is too late. We are in the final hours and must act swiftly. But first, you must know.”
Driver sits back down, taking the stool beyond Maya. I don’t think we’re going to like this, but we definitely have to hear it.
“Bayzen is home to a rare and powerful material,” Maya begins. She’s hopped down onto the floor and moved towards the window, so she can glance between the two of us more easily. “The material you created to activate the quantum tunnel, following my instructions, was based on this natural resource.”
“We called it neocite,” I say.
“Okay,” Maya replies. “A cite suffix, like many of your own world’s natural elements. Then we will call our material Bayzocite. In first exploring this habitable world, we discovered that Bayzocite had properties that reacted uniquely with other elements in isolated test conditions. Our researchers theorized the reaction could be used to open quantum tunnels between two points in space, with no warping or dilation of time. The concept was proven in short-distance tests, and a massive excavation project was launched. This large vessel was built to carry the required crew and machinery from Eden. Thousands of our people made Bayzen home, colonizing the land and exploiting the vast mines below.”
Driver looks over at me, speechless.
We initially assumed Bayzen was an empty world for humanity to colonize, until the signal suggested it was already someone’s home. We never considered that the truth was somewhere in the middle — that another race from elsewhere had already colonized it.
“Of course, we had discovered another world long before Bayzen,” Maya continues. “Earth, however, was already occupied and was much too far away for our vessels to reach. Like you, we have mastered travel to our immediate celestial surroundings but not the further depths of space. There was some hope that the incredible properties of Bayzocite could be used to propel our vessels in some way. We have learned a lot from studying your broadcasts. Your propulsion and rocketry technologies enabled us to reach Bayzen at all. Without direct contact, and without your knowing, your world has helped ours to progress.”
These are incredible revelations. Each one is surprising me more than the last, and I have a strong feeling the biggest is yet to come.
Maya hops a few inches to the side, then turns to look down at Bayzen. Like always, her voice still fills our helmets as though it’s coming from speakers all around this room, which it probably is, rather than directly from her beak. This is clearer than ever when she turns away from us and the volume doesn’t change.
“In the end, though, we grew too ambitious,” she says, her tone suddenly falling to a melancholic level I haven’t heard so far. “We wished to make contact with your world, home of the only other intelligence we have discovered, in order to share with you some of the advances we had made that you have still not. We had learned so much from you by analyzing signals you didn’t mean to send, but your progress in fields like climate management and life extension were centuries behind our own. We wanted to return the favor of an intellectual uplift, and we wanted to usher in a new age of cooperative existence.”
“And then…?” Driver pushes.
“And then we began the tunnel project,” Maya says. Her tone drops mid-word this time, when she’s saying tunnel, in a way that almost makes it sound like she’s sighing.
That’s when it dawns on me.
I turn to Driver, who is still staring at Maya with an unchanged expression. It hasn’t clicked in her mind. If it had, she wouldn’t be sitting so calmly.
“We wanted to reach Earth, but we could not get there through conventional means,” the metallic bird explains. “So with such an abundant supply of Bayzocite available, we began our attempt to create a quantum tunnel to Earth. Our first effort was promising. In the skies above Bayzen, right here, we began work on the tunnel you passed through today. The problem was, nothing could get through until it was activated on both sides. Since our initial efforts to communicate with your world were never received, due to the limitations of your technology and understanding, the tunnel proved useless. To activate it, a craft would have had to journey from Eden all the way to Earth by conventional means before any others could utilize the tunnel. This was not possible.”
“So what happened?” Driver asks, understandably but perhaps a little pushily impatient.
Don’t get me wrong, I’m not blaming her, it’s just that Maya isn’t leaving any pauses or gaps in her full but fairly efficient rundown of a very important story.
Maya looks directly at Driver.
I could be reading too much into this — because yes, I know she’s a robot with a body that brings to mind a hummingbird’s— but I swear her tiny posture changes, with her stance and especially the way she holds her head now almost looking apologetic.
“We resorted to Plan B,” she says. “Short-distance laboratory experiments on Eden had shown that quantum tunnels could be forced fully open from one end, by way of applying increased force and adding a controlled radiation burst to the initial Bayzocite activation process. It worked on a micro level, but when applied to our real-world project, it had immediately disastrous effects. This second attempt to create a quantum gateway between Bayzen and Earth cost thousands of lives on this side, and it now threatens to destroy far more on yours. Our ill-advised efforts almost forced open a working quantum tunnel the whole way to Earth, but we failed. As I speak, radiation is leaking through Earth’s side of the second tunnel. The cannon firing Bayzocite from the surface to the portal remains connected via a deep pipeline to the vast underground reserves, and it seems there is no one alive down there to disable it. Very soon, on the timescale I have warned you of, the continuing leak will cause an implosion in the fabric of the tunnel and will destroy everything in the vicinity of both sides.”
Driver shoots to her feet. Now she’s got it.
“You caused the Anomaly?!” she roars. “All of it. You caused all of it!”
Wisely frightened, Maya flies high into the air and back around the false wall.
“I am sorry for the problems our project caused,” she calls. “But if we work together to put an end to this, it might not be too late…”
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Honestly, I think I’m too stunned to be angry.
The aliens we thought of as our potential saviors are actually the cause of all our problems.
Oh, and they’re all dead.
Does it get more painfully ironic than that?
Driver, cussing like a sailor as she pursues Maya back into the main part of this alien Control Room, clearly has more room within her for shock and anger.
“Why the hell would you fire radiation at people you want to talk to?” she yells. It’s more of a guttural roar, to be honest, and I understand very well where it’s coming from.
“We didn’t fire it at you,” Maya contends. “We fired it into the sky over another area of Bayzen, a considerable distance away from the tunnel you came through. That’s where the second tunnel was being created. The reaction went wrong. Most of the radiation poured into the tunnel, where it’s now collected at the far end — the Earth end — and is almost at the point of blowing the whole thing apart. Some of it blew back out towards Bayzen, causing the problems you can see down there and also the death of our crew. I am sorry for all that has gone before. But I called you here in the hope you can stop it. Especially now that the first tunnel is operational, Eden and Earth can still enjoy a cooperative future.”
“You think we want anything to do with you after this?” Driver snaps. “You can tell us right now what the plan is to stop this, but after that we are done. We’re closing the damn tunnel once we get back through. And that’s another thing — why can’t we communicate with our people on the other side? You could communicate with us.”
I’m back in the main part of the room now, too, where I can see Maya standing forlornly in the middle of the floor. “I am very sorry you feel that way,” she says. “Do you want me to tell you right now what my plan is, or do you want me to explain why you can’t communicate with your people on the other side?”
And there we are again with the tripping over sequential questions…
“The plan,” Driver and I both say at the same time.
Maya flies up to the front of the screen facing the entrance, perching in the spot where we first met her. “Very well. I need you to follow my instructions to use this physical interface,” she explains. “If we can change this vessel’s orbit, without going too far, we will be able to see the Bayzocite cannon that I believe is still firing ore at the second gate’s activation point.”
For the first time since hearing the shocking news, I see Driver’s posture change so her back is straight and she looks like her usual ready-to-go self.
“Based on my knowledge of the initial plans,” Maya continues, “and supported by my analysis of the final communications from the mining and tunneling teams before the radiation burst, I believe that if we can disturb the cannon, we can save your world. I could show you our workings for the tunnels, but with the greatest of intellectual respect I am not sure you would understand what you were looking at. I would not know how to present them as images you could comprehend, like I did for the broader concepts when I sent my communications.”
That little side comment briefly has me wondering again why Maya didn’t just communicate using language. That pales into insignificance compared to the far more consequential issue we’re talking about now, no doubt, but I’ll ask at some point. Let’s say once we’ve saved the world.
“Perhaps consider it like this,” Maya says. “Imagine we were firing not radiation but water through the tunnel. Imagine also that the tunnel was slightly uphill, with Earth at the top. In a sense that is true, because it takes more force to force the radiation along each extra relative unit of distance than the last.”
I’m trying to follow along, but if this is the simplified version then I think she’s right to say we wouldn’t make any sense of their complex visual workings.
“If you are engaged in some process of forcing water uphill and that process is suddenly disturbed, the water will fall. The comparison is not perfect, but the mass of collected radiation that has gathered at Earth’s side of the second tunnel would similarly cease threatening to burst through if we end the process that is pushing it. Do you follow?”
“Just tell me what I have to do,” Driver replies, sitting down on the stool directly in front of Maya.
She’s also right in front of the bizarre-looking physical control interface I noticed when we first walked in. By the sound of things, one of us has to use it to do what Maya knows has to be done but can’t do herself. And by the looks of things, with no disagreement from me, it’s going to be Driver.
“You’re an excellent pilot, Driver,” Maya says to her, before looking up at me. “And Ray, you’ve shown that you’re very good at blowing things up.”
Well, I guess my reputation precedes me. I’m not sure if that’s the best tagline for a jet fuel specialist, but I don’t write the script.
“Just as importantly, you both work very well together,” Maya continues. “Like I said, I studied the live broadcasts coming though the quantum tunnel once you activated it. These are the things your people were showing and discussing in their mass broadcasts. The two of you activated that tunnel, and I saw the two of you as the best team I could assemble for essentially deactivating the other.”
Driver looks back at me. We share an intense but silent exchange.
When you’ve worked together in as many high-stakes scenarios as we have, you build a connection that means sometimes words aren’t necessary. We have only one way forward, and we’re ready to take it.
In a relatively short period of time since crossing the incredible Wormhole that Maya has rechristened a quantum tunnel, we have gotten to the bottom of what has been causing so many problems on Earth for the past few years.
The sky has been choked by worsening auroras. Tidal patterns have changed. Peaceful animals have turned aggressive. Crops have failed.
And worst of all, my innocent daughter Scarlet has faced health issues due to a misguided attempt to link two distant worlds.
Now, if she and Joe and Eva and everyone else are going to survive this alien clusterfuck, we have to work with Maya to change this vessel’s orbit. I’d say it’s easier said than done, but I don’t know that I understand the full plan well enough to even say it.
All I can do is trust that Maya knows the right sequence of instructions. It goes without saying that I trust Driver to carry them out as well as anyone possibly could. What I’m less sure about is whether even she will be able to effectively handle a control interface built by and for two-thumbed alien hands.
“Well you asked for me, and you got me,” Driver says, looking back to Maya. “So tell me… how do I fly this thing?”
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“Put your hands into those grooves,” Maya instructs Driver. “It won’t be easy, but it will work. You don’t need a lot of close control for this, just focus and timing.”
Driver shifts her weight, making herself comfortable on the backless stool, and lowers her hands towards the indentations in the ledge under the screen. I wouldn’t quite call them molds as I watch on from over her shoulder, but the term probably wouldn’t be a million miles out.
“Oh, without your gloves,” Maya qualifies. “You’ll have to remove your suit for this. But don’t worry, I can assure you the conditions are perfectly fine for your lungs and skin.”
“There’s a lot more to us than lungs and skin,” I jump in. “The core readings our suits provide are all clear, but are you sure there’s nothing else in the air that could harm us? I can see there’s nothing missing that we need to breathe, but we don’t know what else could be in here.”
Maya hops along the ledge until she’s right in line with me. “This is a controlled environment, Ray. There’s nothing in the air we didn’t want to be here. There are no impurities.”
“Tell that to the guys in the Monitoring Room,” Driver groans. It’s not really a quip, but more of a reflection that sometimes things aren’t always as firmly within our control — or that of Maya and her crewmates — as we might like to think.
“We’re wasting time,” Maya replies, more bluntly than she’s said anything else so far. “You both know we have hours to do this. We have to change the vessel’s orbit to gain a direct line of sight to the Bayzocite cannon, and then we have to formulate and enact a final plan of action based on the precise conditions we find. The change of orbit will take some time once we give the orders, so I’ll be happy to talk more about whatever you wish to ask once the process has begun. For now, we should focus on action. This will not work through the gloves.”
As surprised as I am by this sudden switch to urgency from a messenger bot who has been relatively talkative, Driver glances back at me and raises her eyebrows.
I shrug. I’m not too hot on the idea of her suit coming off, but it seems like there’s no other option.
Driver moves her right hand towards her left wrist, where the initial release button is. She pauses.
If her training has been anything like mine was before I first went into space, I know that what she’s being asked to do must go against everything that’s been drummed into her from the very first day.
Hell, I’m sure she forcefully imprints the same message on each of her flight trainees on the Balena: never compromise the integrity of your suit’s life-support systems in an unfamiliar environment.
There really is no option, though. If this doesn’t work, we’re screwed.
I couldn’t do this without Driver. Quite literally, I know that any problem she faces from removing her gloves would be a problem I’d face, too. That means it’s not like I can step in from the sidelines to save the day if this goes badly for her.
And that means there’s no reason for me not to speed things along.
I press the initial release button on my left wrist, then follow it up by pressing the secondary confirmation button on my right hip.
Immediately, I hear the familiar hiss of my gloves unsealing. At the same moment, the layout of the readings and symbols on my HUD totally changes.
There’s no need for panic, though, because this isn’t unexpected. The internal readings all disappear, since my suit is no longer sealed off from my external environment. With that in mind, and knowing that an unsealed glove is effectively the same as no suit at all, I touch the button on my neck to unseal my helmet and carefully lift it off.
Only this last stage, louder than the rest, catches Driver’s attention.
Maybe because I’m a child at heart, even in this urgent moment the idea of pretending to choke on the air does cross my mind. I wisely push that stupid intrusive thought to the side, knowing it probably wouldn’t be a mood-lightener to tension-breaker so much as an invitation for a punch in the face from someone who is understandably more on-edge than I’ve ever seen her.
“All good?” she asks.
I nod.
The air tastes different, but that could be because I’ve been breathing the suit’s air for a lot longer than I’m used to. For an alien environment, controlled atmosphere or not, this really is remarkably Earth-like.
As a reassured-looking Driver proceeds to remove her own gloves, thinking of the term Earth-like briefly makes me wonder about Eden. Until Maya issued her stunning explanation of what’s going on, we’d been thinking the humanoid aliens evolved on Bayzen and thus that it must be very similar to Earth. Now though, while it’s in ruins, my mind is whirring about just what Eden might be like.
That is most definitely an issue for another day, though. Until our planet is safe, no other planet matters in the slightest.
“I’ll activate the informational screen,” Maya says. Without moving anywhere or seemingly doing anything, she does so.
The screen in front of us comes to life, suddenly filled with symbols and diagrams I can’t even begin to understand.
It’s easy to forget about the duality of Maya. She’s a physical messenger bot with full access to this vessel’s system, but in another sense she truly is the system. She doesn’t need to see a screen, because all of the data is already within her.
This must be for our benefit, I figure.
“None of that means anything to us,” Driver says, getting the words out before I was going to say something similar.
“It soon will,” Maya replies. “I hope. Now, please put your hands on the controls.”
I hold my breath as Driver does what Maya asks. Carefully, she places her hands in the indentations and waits for something to happen.
“Excellent!” Maya says, high-pitched and excited. “It’s recognizing the weight of your hands, which is what matters. Changing orbit isn’t a precision process, it just needs manual physical input. I have determined the power and directional change we need. I can call up the visual control interface for the required maneuvers and now that your hands are in place, your physical gestures can authorize the action. Are you ready?”
“Let’s do it,” Driver replies, staring at the screen with that eye of the tiger intensity she always calls upon when we need it most.
Seconds later, a new and shockingly basic-looking series of information appears on the screen.
“Is this the screen where the crew would have seen real images?” Driver asks. “Like mining scans or all the incoming messages we were sending, if they’d been alive then? If it is, how come it’s blocky and black and white?”
“This is an elegant control system to manually change to a pre-determined course,” Maya says, not soundingly overtly defensive, but also not sounding not defensive.
In truth, it doesn’t look all that far away from the kinds of screens I’ve seen in old NASA Mission Control pictures from the Moon landing days. There are parabolic lines set against a graph-paper or spreadsheet-like background of square cells. There are also other lines, running vertically and horizontally.
I almost feel like there must be more we’re not seeing, but I know there’s not.
Maya flies into the air to point at an area of the screen. In doing so, and for the first time, she hovers in front of us. This brings her remarkable construction into view from a whole new angle. I see that there is an orange glow to her underside, giving a pretty cool electrical effect to go with the shimmering metal wings and teal markings.
“Changing the pressure balance of your hands will alter the position of this mark on this parabola,” she says. Now that my helmet is off, it still sounds like Maya’s voice is coming from all around. There are no visible speakers on the ceiling, but they must be there. “It will take some time and is not overly sensitive, so do not worry about being too careful. The new target orbital will only be set when you release both hands.”
Like someone who has played a lot of video games and has an intuition for such things, Driver begins pushing her right hand firmly down on the grooved interface.
“Excellent!” Maya says. “My oh my, you are very strong. Keep going.”
Within no more than thirty or forty seconds, during which time her left hand does nothing at all, Driver has the marker in the right spot. That marker must represent the vessel we’re in, with the parabola representing the possible orbital positions we could take up.
“Remarkable,” Maya muses. Still hovering, she moves to another area of the screen. “Okay, now remove your hands to the positional lock and we’ll wait for confirmation. After that, we have to engage a power boost to get there as quickly as we can. That will be even easier than you found the first stage. I’m impressed.”
Driver shrugs. “That was a lot easier than I expected.”
There’s no arrogance in those words, just a very obvious truth.
“And it’s locked,” Maya happily reports. “Okay, put your hands back in place and push down firmly, both hands at once. We want to get this marker as far to the right of this horizontal line as possible. Ray, you can help with applying extra pressure if she needs it.”
“We’ll see how Driver gets on,” I say, having a very good feeling about that.
I don’t know exactly how long it takes for Driver to max out the required pressure, because I can’t count in increments of less than a second.
“Wow!” Maya exclaims. “Okay, now hold for a few seconds, and… release. Impeccable.”
Driver lifts her hands and playfully holds one backwards over her shoulder for me to high-five. I don’t leave her hanging.
Sure, this part turned out to be incredibly straightforward, but she still stepped up to the plate without knowing that it would.
“How long until we reach the new position where we’ll see the cannon and make our final plan?” she asks.
“Approximately 19.4 minutes,” Maya replies.
Driver raises her hand again, and this time I high-five it with even more gusto.
We’ve just made our first real, literal, physical progress since arriving here. Thanks to a lot of help from Maya and some of the easier piloting work Driver’s had to carry out, we’ve just set a course towards confronting the root cause of Earth’s problems.
I’m under no illusions that the next stage will be this easy, but we’re on the way.
Now, as always, the only way is forward.
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For the first time in as long as I can remember, Driver and I have some minutes of relative downtime. We’ve just made something happen and now have nothing to do other than wait for it to finish happening, at which point we’ll be right back into action mode.
She has her helmet off like me now, too. We’ve been wearing the suits for a long time, relying on them for life-support in terms of oxygen supply, atmospheric hydration, and even significant radiation shielding.
Thinking about that leads me to ask Maya the first of several questions I’d like answers to, which is one about the bizarre atmosphere-retaining thresholds between this vessel’s rooms.
I really don’t think she’s been cagey when she somewhat dismissively explains them as “sophisticated energy fields” and says that understanding them would require some shifts in my thought processes about physics which we don’t have enough free minutes to explore. I don’t take offense to that, either, because she’s almost definitely right. And as for the idea of cageyness… I just don’t see why she would hold anything back for a questionable reason. She’s helping us right now, and called us here in the first place to give us a chance of helping Earth.
“So what was with the big holding cell we arrived in?” I ask, somewhat jokily referring to it like that. Once I say it I wonder if she’ll understand my non-literal intent.
Judging by how adeptly she’s spoken, in terms of contextually suitable tonal shifts and the like, I think she will.
And as I thought, she does. She explains this one by saying I’m correct in the assumption I share about the Wormholes entrance being on the other side of the back wall. Sure enough, this Vessel was in a Bayzo-stationary orbit that kept it perfectly in line with the Wormhole. The hatch of the sealed chamber automatically opened when it sensed energetic activity within the quantum tunnel, and our Vita did the rest.
Maya didn’t know or even suspect we would pass out during our trip through the Wormhole, she insists, and she’s as relieved as we were that the Vita had emergency self-landing procedures.
There are a million questions we could be asking, but a good one Driver chimes in with relates to whether we can easily return to the Vita from here. The carefully balanced air in the suits does a good job of making us feel hydrated, and we have some food rations in the bags we carried all the way here and have long since rested on the floor.
The Vita is where certain other biological functions can be taken care of more comfortably than in the suits, too, though, as although the suits are equipped for such things it’s generally preferable to avoid having to rely on that.
Maya says the platform that carried us up to this level will automatically take us down and up again, and that she would even be able to join us if we change some settings within the system. Like changing the orbit, she’s not able to change them on her own.
It still trips up my mind to think about a system not being able to modify itself in this way, but it’s really just a safeguard against AI making bad regrettable decisions. Me? I’m just glad she had permission to control the communications system.
Driver is satisfied with this answer, and I am, too. There’s not enough time for us to get down and back up before we reach our new target orbit, though, and neither of us have any remotely urgent need to leave. It’s nice to know we can, is all.
“So why can’t we contact anyone on the other side of the Wormhole?” I ask. “The quantum tunnel, I mean.”
“I knew what you meant, but thanks for the clarification,” Maya replies. She’s pretty darn polite for a robotic alien hummingbird, I’ll give her that. “I think you will understand this. Effectively, the quantum state of the tunnel changed when you passed through it. A tunnel even one-millionth as long as this one has never been tested in real-world conditions. The result wasn’t intended, but it wasn’t wholly unexpected. From what I’ve seen, looking at data from the portal at this end of the tunnel, I think it’s unlikely that anything else from Earth’s side would be able to pass through. It may have changed visually, too, or even disappeared completely. Like I said, this has never been tested. But if you two are able to physically return to Earth through the tunnel, I expect you would revert it to the previous state which would re-enable two-way communication and travel in either direction.”
Hmm. She thought I would understand, and I guess I think I do.
“What do you mean
if we’re able to return?” Driver chimes in, picking up on the one part I also liked least.
Maya glances between us in turn, several times. “Well…” she begins, uncharacteristically hesitant. “There is a reason I explicitly asked for only the two of you to make this journey.”
Now it’s Driver and I glancing uneasily at each other.
“You have both shown yourselves willing to take dangerous risks,” Maya goes on. “But far more exceptionally than that, you have also shown yourselves willing to take selfless actions even when assuming they would cause you lethal harm for the good of others. In short, you have been willing to sacrifice yourselves. More than once, you have willingly engaged in what your people aptly call suicide missions.”
I feel my neck tighten.
“And?” Driver pushes.
Maya doesn’t say anything.
“And?” she repeats, even more firmly.
“And I didn’t want to be the reason anyone came here who would not be okay with that,” Maya finally spits out. “I was very confident you would get here safely. I’m fairly confident we can stop the cannon and prevent a catastrophic tunnel implosion. At no point have I claimed to be confident that you will make it home. I’m sorry if that wasn’t clear, but we are in uncharted waters here. I didn’t want to overstate the risks, or say anything that might cause others to prevent you from coming. The risks of not coming were so great… I had to make a decision and the one I made was to ask for you two and you two alone, without explicitly sharing my fear that this was a one-way trip.”
Driver leans back. Her shoulders don’t slump, but she does look to the ground.
I put a hand on her back. “We didn’t come here to save ourselves,” I tell her.
She forces a nod, strong as always, and fires out a sharp breath.
“It’s fine,” she says to Maya. “You did good.”
“I chose my pilot and my bomber well,” the bird replies.
Bomber.
I won’t lie… in our current situation, with the cannon threatening Earth soon to be in our sights, I don’t mind the sound of that.
“How long until we arrive in our new position?” I ask. The screen has been blank since shortly after Driver successfully set our course and there hasn’t been any real sensation of movement, but Maya was adamant that everything went to plan and our arrival in the new scouting orbit was a matter of time — and very little time, at that.
Time feels like it’s moved pretty fast, however long it’s been, with important and overdue questions finally having their moment while we’ve been in waiting mode.
The answers have been alternatively illuminating and intriguing in their own right, so much so that I haven’t even thought about watching the landscape of Bayzen change through the viewing gallery’s window. The all-knowing Maya has been sitting here, so here is where we’ve been.
Very quickly, she replies to my question about the arrival timeline: “We’re actually slowing down to settle in place as we speak, Ray. By the time you walk back to the viewing gallery, the target should already be in sight.”
I look towards the far wall and see the glint in Driver’s eye as she does the same. I break to the left of the screen as she breaks to the right, and the race is on.
We might not make it home to Earth… but if it’s the last thing we do, we’re going to make sure Earth makes it.
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I’d love to put it down to my powerful legs and cardiovascular fitness, but I think my victory in beating Driver to the viewing gallery is based more on the fact that I started on my feet while she was sitting down.
Either way, a win is a win and I enjoy the playfully exaggerated arms-out yawn I perform when she arrives at my side.
I haven’t gone any further than the false wall, because I didn’t want to look outside without her. We’re in this together, so we see this together.
Wordlessly, we step around the false wall and gaze down at our new view of Bayzen.
“Damn,” Driver gasps.
I couldn’t have put it better myself.
To my surprise, and surely hers, we are a hell of a lot lower than we were earlier. Our change of orbital position had involved a major drop in orbital distance, as well as a lateral repositioning.
“Lenses, maximum zoom,” I say.
Driver quickly repeats the same instruction to her own pair.
Before zooming, I could see that the aurora-like radiation patterns in the sky were many times denser and more vivid here than in our previous orbital location. If they were a deeper color like some of Earth’s auroras have been, rather than this more unsettling electric yellow, it would probably be hard to see much at all.
The zoom helps with that, combining with the lenses’ auto-focus feature to pierce through the haze and show the remarkable cannon that kick-started the whole sorry Anomaly and everything that’s unfolded since.
That remarkable cannon… that I’m apparently soon going to bomb into oblivion, to put this whole sorry Anomaly to bed once and for all — and in the nick of time.
Maya called it a cannon, and that’s a good word for it. From up here it looks like a massive cylindrical chimney or cooling tower. The rudimentary shape does, anyway.
It’s firing a unique material at the problematic second tunnel — a material Maya has sharply christened Bayzocite — and it’s apparently hooked up to a massive underground deposit that won’t be exhausted until it’s far, far too late.
I can actually see the coarse chunks of the material, looking like unprocessed ore, due to the contrast of their dark color against the all-consuming yellow hue.
Back on the Vita, we planned to fire Simone’s neocite at our side of the unactivated Wormhole using a cannon that doesn’t look all too unlike this one. Well, aside from the magnitudinal distance in scale and all.
Synthesizing Neocite was our attempt to create something matching the potency shown in the instructions Maya provided, and we did the best we could. She only called for a small quantity, and Simone’s concoction worked.
That was a whole different kettle of fish, though, because we only had to activate a quantum tunnel that had been safely activated at the other side, using the aliens’ initial and clearly safe method. What they set in motion with this cannon was a bombardment large and constant enough, combined with an irresponsible injection of radiation, to forcefully pierce the whole way through a new tunnel.
That’s why this cannon is so much bigger, and Maya thinks the reason it’s still firing so much Bayzocite is that there’s no one left alive down there to stop it. The initial reaction killed them, and everyone on this vessel, and that’s why it’s down to us.
I zoom out and take in the broader scene once more.
This part of Bayzen is even more of a hellscape than the area we already saw.
Hopefully, before long, it’s going to look even worse. That’s because I’m ready to hear the next stage of the plan, regarding how this bombardment is going to go down.
“It’s worse than I thought,” Maya says, settling on the stool between us. She’s not looking out. The system will be hooked up to countless cameras on the outside of the vessel, I’m sure, so she isn’t relying on a direct sight-line like we are.
“I kind of thought it would look like this,” Driver shrugs.
“No, everything is worse than I thought,” Maya replies. “Not just the view, the outlook.”
Driver orders her lenses to zoom out. As she does, she joins me in looking directly at Maya.
“This was our desired spot to look down at the cannon and assess the situation,” the bird goes on. “But our vessel’s bombardment procedure is designed for opening up mineral deposits. It is coarse and relatively un-targeted. We would have needed to be much closer to the cannon than this, and we would have needed to almost pass over it.”
“Why are you talking in the past tense?” Driver gulps.
Maya focuses on her. “Because it’s not going to work.”
I feel my chest tighten. “What? What the hell do you mean, it’s not going to work?”
“From this window, you can’t see the portal the cannon is targeting,” Maya says. “Your eyes might not be able to look at it without being injured, anyway. If you could, you would see that a lot of the Bayzocite is missing the target. That could explain why it has taken so long for the tunnel to become catastrophically unstable. To that extent, it has worked in our favor. But the cannon is shooting Bayzocite wider than I foresaw. We cannot possibly pass close enough to bombard it without being bombarded ourselves. We would not survive.”
“So what can we do?” I ask.
Maya hesitates.
I don’t like it when she hesitates.
Because when a robot hesitates, you know it’s going to be bad.
“This vessel is not capable of highly targeted bombardment, but I know that your spacecraft is,” she begins. As my neck tightens in discomfort, Driver paradoxically perks up. “Driver… if we can work together to land safely on a stable area of Bayzen, could you take off in your craft and maneuver it into range so that Ray can bombard the cannon from a diagonal position?”
“Abso-fucking-lutely I can,” Driver says, standing up.
“Great!” Maya replies. “We can run through the angles and forces required as soon as I have full data to begin the computation. I’ll put some of the prospective target lines on the screen and we’ll work from there, changing as more data comes in. It won’t take long at all. Come with me,” she adds, zooming off.
I can sense Driver looking down at me, but I’m still looking down at Bayzen.
“You’re going to land this… on that?” I ask, eventually pulling my eyes away.
With that eye of the tiger that’s always there when we need it, she holds my gaze. “When have I ever let you down?”
With that, and a remarkably confident wink, she’s gone.
I look down one more time before rising to join them.
Oh well, I tell myself. We didn’t come here to play it safe…
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I look down at Bayzen for a little while longer while Driver and Maya get to work.
It’s good that we have a plan, and better yet that we can see our target. The fact that the target is an enormous cannon spewing volatile Bayzocite into the air is less good, but we are where we are.
It feels almost like finding the pot of gold you’ve been looking for… only there’s a dragon sitting on top of it.
We know what we have to do. The problem is going to be getting the Vita close enough to the cannon to destroy it, without it destroying us first.
I think Driver was so glad to have any way forward that she isn’t even thinking about the difficulty. Success is possible, at least in theory, and that’s enough for her.
After the concerning moments immediately after Maya’s realization that her original plan wasn’t going to be viable, with a coarse bombardment from this vessel ruled out due to its inability to nimbly avoid the cannon’s broader-than-expected Bayzocite debris field, I can understand why she’s latched on to a second option with such gusto.
What troubles me most is the electric yellow hue of the aurora-like phenomena below us. It’s not far below us, either, and I know we’ll be passing through it soon.
This vessel is utterly enormous and Maya clearly doesn’t think it’s going to have problems making it down to the surface. She isn’t as familiar with the Vita’s capabilities, though. And as impressive as our trusty craft is, it’s never flown anywhere like this.
Sure, the Vita made it through a bona fide quantum tunnel and kept us alive in the process. But despite the inherent risks, that tunnel was designed to be safe. The chaos and desolation I see from this viewing gallery, on and above the alien world of Bayzen, is present because the second tunnel project wasn’t safe. All of this has happened because the aliens lost control of their radiation plus Bayzocite reaction, and the results are visibly apparent.
What I’m getting at is that surviving a passage through the working tunnel is no guarantee that the Vita will survive — let alone thrive — in the hellish conditions caused by the disastrous failure of the other.
One thing the beginning of a tangible mission has done, at least, is take my mind off the reality that Maya doesn’t know if it will be possible to make it home. This whole endeavor was a one-way suicide mission in her mind, and in a bizarre kind of way that makes it easier to dive into a particularly risky next step.
More than anything else, though, what matters is stopping that damn cannon come hell or high-water. If a last-ditch hiccup meant that having to fly the Vita straight into it was our only surefire way of succeeding, I’m sure Driver would be just as on board as I would.
“This is pretty cool, Ray,” Driver calls from her position at the controls. I step away from the window and walk back into the main part of the room.
“What’s that?” I ask.
“The controls,” she goes on, pointing to the new display on the screen.
Maya is hovering effortlessly and elegantly next to it, aiming her pointed beak at one diagram in particular.
“I am selecting our optimal landing location,” the bird explains. “Like before, we need physical input on the pressure sensors to actually change the vessel’s course, but I am able to select that course and instruct Driver on how to play her part.”
The display is still surprisingly rudimentary — incongruently rudimentary, I would say — but there are now some more complex visuals than before. It looks like a computer-generated relief map of Bayzen, showing peaks and troughs in the landscape.
“We will set ourselves down here,” Maya says, tapping her beak against one of the troughs. I think basin would probably be the best word for it, rather than valley.
A Bayzen basin rather than a Vita valley, I think to myself, instantly wondering if all of this is turning me halfway delirious from a lack of rest and a constant deluge of new information.
“Our vessel will complete an autonomous descent once we set it in motion,” Maya goes on. “In choosing a landing site, we have several considerations. One is ensuring relative proximity to the cannon, so your craft does not have to fly too far. The other, of course, is ensuring sufficient distance so you can climb to altitude and begin your flight without any fear of being hit by the ejected Bayzocite. We also need a large and sufficiently flat area for the vessel to touch down. Bayzen is a mountainous planet, as you can see, and this point limits our options most of all. Fortunately, there is one outstanding candidate location. Driver, when you are ready, I will call up the interface for our change of course. It comes first, followed by our move into an autonomous descent.”
“So I won’t actually have to land?” Driver asks. The tone of this question is very neutral. It doesn’t sound like she’s disappointed over the lack of manual control, but it also doesn’t sound like that prospect was frightening her.
“That’s correct,” Maya replies. “You might have to make some slight adjustments in the final stages, if conditions inside Bayzen’s atmosphere differ more than I am allowing for in these calculations. With no access to readings from the ground, it’s impossible to be sure of some variables.”
Driver nods in understanding. “Cool. I’ll be ready when you need me to step in. And yeah, I’m ready now for the initial course selection.”
I watch with interest as they work together to change our course once more. This involves the same process as before, with the easy application of hand-pressure to move a marker along a set line.
“Perfect,” Maya says. “Now, we can instruct the vessel to descend once it reaches that point. We don’t have to wait.”
Driver cracks her knuckles and holds her hands ready above the grooves once more. It’s a relief that none of these controls have required too much manual dexterity, since she only has one thumb on each hand and might not have been able to perform the necessary gestures if they did.
I’ve been there myself, pretty much, when the nerve damaged in my original right hand wouldn’t let me control a robotic repair on the Beacon. I had to do my first ever spacewalk because of that, which ended up costing me my working vision and almost my life.
With all of that in mind, it’s a massive relief that Driver’s piloting skills are only really going to be tested once we’re back inside the Vita. That’s where she thrives.
“How long will this repositioning take?” I ask. “Is it further than our first move?”
Maya looks at me.
“Answer both questions in succession,” I request, remembering that odd little quirk she has of always hesitating and wondering whether to do so.
“Thank you for the clarification, Ray,” she says, fluttering down to rest on the ledge now that Driver has completed the process and needs no further pointers. “Our orbital repositioning should take approximately 3.9 minutes. We are closer to the desired position than this position was to our first. Once we arrive, our descent to the identified landing zone will take approximately 6.2 minutes.”
I nod in both understanding and approval. She’s answered a bonus of her own accord, and it’s an answer I’m very glad to hear.
In barely ten minutes, we’re going to be on solid ground.
Alien ground.
“You should watch from the window,” Driver says, turning away from the screen. “I have to be ready in case I need to do anything, but that doesn’t mean neither of us should see the view.”
“I could cast the view from my lenses,” I say, suddenly having that idea. “You could see it in a little video window without having to look away from here.”
A smile crosses her face. “Lenses, show me a live feed of Ray’s vision,” she instructs them.
I then instruct mine to accept the request and walk back to the window.
“Whoa,” I say right away.
To my surprise, we are moving fast.
Intellectually I know that shouldn’t really come as a surprise, since Bayzen is a big planet and we have to move a safe distance from the huge cannon. It’s just that it doesn’t feel like we’re moving at all. While the size of the vessel helps with that, I’m sure the fact that we’re not yet within Bayzen’s atmosphere plays a bigger part. Once we pass through and keep descending, things might not be quite so smooth. They might, for all I know, but I’m under no illusions that a feather-like descent is guaranteed.
“It looks like we’re getting pretty far from the cannon,” Driver observes, taking in my live vision as if I was recording it through a camera.
The cannon is still in sight and still looms large as a dominant feature of the landscape, which it would even without the visible field of Bayzocite it’s spewing into the air, but our angle of observation has changed considerably.
“We’re not going much further at all,” Maya reassures her. “We’re already slowing down.”
Sure enough, focusing on some particular marks on the landscape confirms that we are. Before long, we’re barely moving at all and the massive basin Maya has chosen as a landing spot is right underneath us.
“And now, the descent,” the bird says, a hint of something like pride seeming to tinge these words.
I focus on the basin as it grows larger beneath us. I can no longer see the cannon.
We seem to be descending at a rate that will get us to the surface in considerably less than the six minutes Maya suggested, unless there will be a fairly long deceleration period like there has been for each of our orbital adjustments.
Judging by Maya’s silence, though, it all seems to be going well.
“Driver!” she suddenly shrieks, the most urgent sound we’ve heard from her.
So much for that… I curse, rushing around to them.
“Put your hands back on the sensors and be ready to do what I say,” Maya continues. “Something isn’t right.”
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“What’s wrong?!” Driver asks, putting her hands on the controls as she asks this most pressing of all questions.
“It’s the atmosphere,” Maya replies. “The conditions are worse than I thought. The radiation has changed more than I expected from above. Without access to ground readings, I couldn’t know. We need more speed to avoid drifting off course and you might need to make manual adjustments until the very last moment.”
There’s nothing on the screen to reflect any of this, because Maya doesn’t need to see any numbers. As a convenient messenger interface for the vessel’s operating system itself, she has direct access to the instrumental readings. And clearly — desperately — those readings are not good.
It’s so ironic, one more and perhaps one last time, I almost have to laugh.
After every other parallel, it shouldn’t surprise me that there’s one more. Maybe I’m seeing similarities where others wouldn’t because I’m so deeply caught up in this high-stakes shit-show, just like I was on the Beacon. But either way, I can’t miss it.
Upon entering Bayzen’s atmosphere, we’ve just found out that a preceding disaster has changed the environment in ways we didn’t expect. The changes mean that our pre-programmed landing plan, based on the conditions we expected to encounter, isn’t going to pan out.
And the kicker? To adapt, we have to speed up even as the ground gets ever closer.
Okay, I take back what I said about overthinking these similarities. No one with knowledge of both scenarios could miss the irony of how this compares to what I had to do inside the Escape Pod when I was falling from the skies above Virginia.
“How do I give us more speed?” Driver asks, still frantic.
“Press down with your right hand,” Maya instructs, hovering beside a new diagram she’s brought forth on the screen. “Not too much at first. Get us to this level but no more. We’ll need a manual deceleration nearer the ground, so we don’t want to pick up too much. But if it’s not enough, we’re going to drift off course.”
Driver begins cautiously, moving a marker upwards on a new vertical line only slightly.
“More,” Maya says, pointing her beak at the target range.
Driver starts pushing harder, then eases up when she gets close.
“Hold!” Maya instructs. “Okay… release. It’ll keep this speed now.”
I see Driver’s shoulders relax. The physical actions she’s having to take here aren’t exactly strenuous or even overly precise, but she’s handling the pressure and novelty of it all very well.
For several seconds, silence fills the air. Driver and I both stare at Maya, waiting for some kind of indication as to how things are going and what’s coming next.
“It’s not working,” she cries, flying from one part of the screen to another. “We’re still drifting and we can’t go any faster — not if we want to land in one piece!”
If?
“What do you want me to do?” Driver yells.
The bird says nothing.
Driver reaches up and physically knocks Maya with her hand. “Talk to me!” she demands.
“Manually shift course,” Maya finally replies. The screen’s display changes again, showing a horizontal line. “We need to account for the drift before we start our deceleration,” she goes on. “It might already be too late, but we have to try.”
Momentarily, Driver looks away from the screen to face me. “Ray, go back to the window,” she says. “I need an actual view of where the hell I’m trying to take us down.”
I run as quickly as I can and cast my contact lens-streamed vision her way once again.
“Okay,” I breathlessly tell her. It’s hard not to feel helpless when my whole role is looking out of a window at a rapidly approaching alien world, but there’s no one else’s hands I’d rather be in than Driver’s. “Over to you.”
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We are dropping fast.
A few minutes ago, I felt like our vessel was moving fast as it repositioned in orbit, but that was nothing compared to this.
There’s no stomach-churning sensation like I felt in my Escape Pod, because this is obviously an infinitely more substantial craft. That almost makes the sight I’m seeing through the window feel disorienting, though, because it’s the kind of sight that makes you feel like there should be some accompanying physical sensations.
It’s like how walking through a trick tunnel in a theme park can make you feel like the bridge you’re walking on is actually rotating, or like a high-end 4D movie can make you feel like you’re actually moving with the first-person camera.
“More pressure with your left hand,” Maya instructs. I don’t know what she’s got on the screen — if anything. Either way, all Driver has to go on are these instructions.
Maya didn’t say anything when Driver asked me to provide a visual of our descent. She would have spoken up if she thought it was an overtly bad idea, but I likewise think she wants Driver to follow data-driven instructions rather than try to play this by eye when the controls and everything else about the vessel are so… well, alien.
“Steady pressure?” Driver asks. “I can see we’re drifting further. Do you want steady or do I need to keep tapping?”
No reply comes.
“Maya?” she pushes.
Still nothing.
At this point I run back around to see just what the hell is going on.
“Maya!” Driver roars. “I need you to talk to me.”
I watch in frightened confusion as the silent bird flutters down to the ledge in front of Driver, almost sulking when she lands.
Driver looks up at me, her expression a mix of desperation and confusion.
“It’s not working,” Maya eventually sighs. And I swear, she does sigh the words out. I know everything within her programming is designed to make her communicate with us in ways we can understand, but the level of personality — if a robotic bird, alien or not, can have any — is much greater than in any AI helper or companion ever created on Earth.
She’s not just reflecting the disappointment and fear she knows we’re feeling… she’s effectively feeling it herself.
“What’s not working?” Driver demands, still pressing down with her left hand as per the last partial instruction.
“We’re not canceling out enough of the drift,” Maya replies. “We can’t avoid an impact with the rim of the basin. You can keep trying to mitigate the worst of it, but we’re not going to land in a safe spot. It’s already too late.”
“Can’t we decelerate and miss the basin altogether, instead of hitting the rim?!” I choke out, disbelieving what I’m hearing. Things have gone from worrying to devastating in seconds, and my brain is desperately looking for a way out.
It’s futile, though. It has to be. Maya isn’t going to miss an option. She doesn’t just know this vessel better than we do — for all intents and purposes, she is this vessel.
“Beyond the basin is a mountain,” Maya says. “Believe me, the basin’s rim would be kinder to our hull than the mountain would. We can try to ensure the hatch behind your craft is undamaged and we can open it just before we make a final impact. If the vessel’s systems fail, you do not want it to be trapped inside.”
I feel my throat tighten.
Impact… damage… systems failing.
How the hell did it all go so wrong, so quickly?
“Put your helmets back on while there is time,” the bird suggests. “If the vessel is compromised, I can’t guarantee the conditions outside will be survivable. Without any ground-level readings, we have to take precautions. Driver, our current path is no worse than any new one could possibly guide us onto. The conditions are too harsh. The drift is too great. You can take your hands off the controls to seal your suit and gloves.”
“What? If the conditions are too harsh to land, is the Vita supposed to take off and fly to the cannon?” Driver replies sharply.
And that raises my heart-rate even further, because it’s a depressingly great point.
“If this huge vessel can’t stay on course from above, how do you expect me to fly the Vita into the drift and fire at the cannon?”
“The radiation is causing these problems and I can detect that it breaks closer to the ground,” Maya says. “If you avoid ascending too high, you will avoid the worst of it. I’ll be able to help when we get there, but first we need to prepare for a harsh landing.”
Well, it’s something, at least.
I fetch my helmet and put it on, then put my gloves in place, too. I then walk over to Driver’s helmet and pick it up.
“Wait, one more thing,” Maya says. “Driver, before you put your gloves on, we need to change the vessel’s internal threshold settings so I can leave this room. I will bring up the options and will then require a physical gesture to enact the changes, like with everything else. We’ll do that and then, as late as possible, open the hatch to ensure your craft can get out. I suggest being ready in your suit with one glove off until that moment, to perform the final gesture, and then sealing yourself.”
In the heat of the moment, Driver’s focus is unwavering. She accepts the helmet from my hands and puts it on, then places her gloves in an easily reachable position on the ledge.
She follows Maya’s instructions for amending the threshold controls, which involves changing only those we need to cross to get back to the Vita. As Maya quickly explains, enacting a universal threshold-removal order would flood the whole vessel with the radiation that’s currently ‘locked’ in the Monitoring Room where we found the dozens of aliens it killed.
With that done, Maya calls up the interface for opening the hatch and tells Driver this will require a simple push of her left hand when the order comes.
“There has to be something else I can… something to try and decelerate or bank once we’re through the worst of the radiation,” Driver says. “Surely my right hand can do something?”
“I have calculated that we will narrowly survive the impact on our current course,” Maya calmly insists. Oddly calmly, really, given that ‘narrowly surviving’ isn’t usually something to be relaxed about.
“Your damn calculations got us into this,” Driver snaps. “I don’t want to risk a harsh landing we can avoid, just because you’ve ‘calculated’ it’s the best result we can achieve. Ray… go back to the window. I want to see. And Maya, I’m steering. At least make it so my right hand can handle deceleration until the very end. Please.”
“Decelerating would take us beyond the rim and possibly into the mountain,” Maya reminds her. She reminds me, too, because it’s easy to forget which hazard is which here, and what new trap we’d risk falling into by avoiding another. “At best you can try to bank towards the center of the basin, but doing so now would risk taking us into a worse final course than the one I have mapped as most likely to occur.”
“Fine, I’ll do that once we’re through,” Driver says. “Ray, window? It’ll help.”
I glance at Maya. “Go,” she says.
And so I run to the window, casting my vision to Driver one more time.
“Okay, the thresholds are open and I’m ready to open the hatch when it’s time,” she reports, talking to me. “That’s with my left hand. I’m ready to bank away from the basin’s rim as much as possible when we get through the radiation cloud. That’s with my right. Keep looking down.”
“Okay. But this is only for extra guidance,” I tell her. “Be ready to put your gloves on when Maya tells you to. If something goes wrong and you haven’t protected yourself, you know I can’t fly the Vita.”
“Understood,” she replies curtly.
Until recently, I couldn’t wait to get to the surface of Bayzen.
Oh how things change.
The rest of our horribly rapid descent passes almost silently.
“We are through the worst,” Maya reports with a hint of optimism. “Okay, 0.4 minutes until arrival. Driver, push hard with your right hand to fight the final drift. Tap your left to open the hatch right afterwards, then seal your suit.”
Arrival is quite the euphemism for impact, I’ll give her that. But that’s not the thing that jumps out most from Maya’s statement.
0.4 minutes? That’s 24 seconds — and counting.
“Driver, just press both now and put on your damn gloves!” I implore her. “There’s no time for one then the other. Get it done and get them on!”
“He is right,” Maya agrees.
Driver is silent.
“The hatch is unlocked and opening,” Maya confirms. “Drift enabled. Do not risk any more.”
“Listen to her!” I yell.
“I’m giving us a chance here,” Driver insists.
“It is urgent that you seal your suit immediately,” Maya says.
I turn away from the fast-approaching ground, which almost looks like it’s within touching distance, and run around the false wall to scream in Driver’s direction: “Gloves!”
At last, she releases the pressure of her right hand, which has been mitigating our vessel’s drift towards the basin’s rim. She grabs the gloves and hurriedly pulls them on.
I see her right index finger reach for the seal button, but I don’t know if she makes it in time.
I don’t know if she makes it, because all of a sudden the only thing I know is that I’m flying through the air.
My suit shields my bones from the brunt of the force as I crash into the wall, but my head snaps back in a whiplash-like motion.
We didn’t land on Bayzen.
No. Despite Driver’s valiant best efforts, we crashed into it.
I can still see — just — and the readings on my HUD are not good. The vessel has been breached.
Nothing is flashing red, but it’s far from optimal. It tells me that Bayzen’s air is now our air. If there are any impurities or radiation in it that my body can’t handle, my suit is the only thing keeping me alive.
My neck aches likes never before, in a way that makes me wonder if I’m going to be able to get up, but something even worse is on my mind:
I don’t know if Driver sealed her suit in time.
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“Driver!” I yell. “Did you make it?”
I hear a groan. It’s low, but it’s there.
“Driver?”
“I… I… I’m here,” she replies. Strained as they are, they’re the most welcome words I’ve ever heard.
Calling on every ounce of strength I have, I push my body to a sitting position. Immediately, I spot Driver on the ground next to her stool at the controls. She didn’t move nearly as much as me, presumably because she was able to brace herself while I was standing in the open.
The whole room feels like it’s tipped at an angle, which it probably is. I can’t be that disoriented, I tell myself, and there was clearly a massive Titanic-meets-iceberg level of impact between our vessel and the basin’s rim.
“I’m sorry,” Driver goes on. “I did all I could to try and move us away from the rim. The controls were so limited and the course was set. I maybe could have done more, but—”
“Enough,” I cut her off. This is no time for a pity party and certainly not for Driver to blame herself for something that isn’t her fault in the slightest.
Besides, this wasn’t a failure — she successfully did what had to be done.
With Maya’s help, she unlocked the hatch and disabled the necessary thresholds so we can all reach the Vita and begin our last-ditch bid to stop the cannon before it’s too late.
“The screen is still on,” Driver reports. “The system is functioning, at least. Maya, can you get the data on ground conditions now, to see what the Vita is going to be up against?”
No reply comes.
“Maya?” she asks, looking around.
Aided by the urgency of the moment and the fact that my legs didn’t get hurt too badly, I manage to get all the way up and onto my feet.
And from there, facing the doorway, I see the very last thing I wanted to.
Driver catches sight of my expression and turns around to look the same way. Much closer than me, she makes it there first.
She reaches down and picks Maya up, holding her for the first time.
I watch in panic as Driver examines the rigid wings, the darkened eyes, and the exposed inner components.
Maya, our only source of information about this world and almost certainly our only hope of saving our own, is totally unresponsive.
She is our only hope of controlling whatever parts of the system have survived the crash, and she’s not moving.
“Ray…” Driver says, slowly pulling her eyes away from Maya to meet mine. “She’s dead.”
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I look down at Maya and say nothing. There is quite simply nothing to say.
She might never have truly been alive, but her fluid speech and movements often made that hard to forget. Now, though, lifelessness is the most obvious and striking feature of her once vibrant metallic body.
“I’m sorry,” Driver says, an unmistakable sob punctuating the words.
I glance to her and see that she’s looking not at Maya, but at me.
“I said I could land this thing and I crashed it,” she goes on. “Now Maya is dead and we have no chance of doing this without her. Everyone was counting on us. You were counting on me.”
“And I still am,” I reply. I place my hand on Driver’s shoulder and hold her eyes. “Listen to me: there was no way you were ever landing this thing. As soon as we entered Bayzen’s atmosphere, Maya told us that. The last few seconds when you mitigated the drift could be the only reason we’re still alive. For all we know, you’re the reason we still have any chance at all.”
She raises a hand to her helmet, covering her eyes because she doesn’t want me to see the tears.
“Driver, this is not your fault.”
My words have no effect. For the first time I can remember, she’s full-on crying.
This is a hard thing for me to watch — not only because I care about her, because her unwavering stoicism has often been the only thing keeping my own mind above water.
“It’s not just that,” she says, trying to breathe slowly to regain control herself. “Ray… how can we do anything without her? We don’t know anything about this planet, this vessel, any of it. We would know nothing if she hadn’t told us all of it, and now she can’t tell us anything.”
I reach out and take hold of Maya, slowly lifting her from Driver’s left hand.
The body is much lighter than I expected. I don’t know why I thought Maya would be heavier, especially given how effortlessly she seemed to float in the air, but it’s still a surprise.
What’s no surprise is that her lightweight body was so badly damaged by an impact that hurt me, even through my suit. I would have expected Maya to be able to avoid an impact by stabilizing herself when the crash occurred… but on reflection, the first I knew of it was when I was flying through the air.
Even with her system receiving live data from the countless sensors this vessel is bound to have, the deluge of new variables and the chaotic nature of our descent left Maya helpless to react in time.
I turn her body upside down, looking for anything that might be dislodged and possibly fixable.
Fat chance, I sigh.
But then, on the floor just beyond my right foot, I spot a small piece of metal glinting in the light.
The lights are still working, just like the screen, which is an obvious sign that some core functions of the vessel remain operational. I can’t imagine it’s ever going to be flyable again, even if there was anyone capable of launching it, but the vessel itself isn’t dead.
That leaves a glimmer of hope that we might still be able to get some help from Maya, if only we could somehow repair her. If the whole system was down, even that would be futile. But where there’s life in the vessel there’s hope for Maya.
No matter how remote, there is some hope.
“What’s that?” Driver asks when I crouch down to pick up the detached piece of metal.
It’s roughly the size of my little fingernail, and just as thin. A better comparison is probably that it looks like a single flake of fish food. It’s not quite as breakable and delicate as that, naturally, but I handle it with the utmost care.
“Lenses, zoom to maximum,” I request.
While I do, I hold it out for Driver to see.
Up close, I see that it’s orange on one side and black on the other. Honestly, though, that’s all I can discern. Some of the artificial plumage on her lower side is orange, so I know it must have come from there.
It seems like it could be any one of a thousand similar tiny pieces, rather than a particularly important one. This piece might have simply been where her body hit against the very edge of the screen or ledge, or something like that, causing it to dislodge from the rest.
We really don’t know much about Maya herself, because that’s one subject we never got round to asking much about. I never did find out if she is based on a real animal from the aliens’ home world of Eden, which is my assumption, let alone anything about her mechanical construction.
“Return zoom to normal,” I sigh, no further forward than before I started to inspect it.
“Can I see?” Driver asks, holding her hand out. “I’ll be careful.”
I give her both Maya and the loose flake-like sliver of metal. Instantly, she starts trying to reattach the loose piece.
Our suits allow very dexterous movement, but it would be all but impossible for our gloved fingers to put something this small back into place even if we could see where its place was. We don’t even have that going for us, though, and I really feel like Driver’s efforts, as understandable as they may be, are wholly in vain.
“We have to keep moving,” I say.
She looks up at me, like I’m the crazy one. “Without Maya?”
“Driver… you said it yourself: Maya is dead. But she helped us to open the hatch before the crash and she showed us the cannon we need to take out. I know this is going to be a hundred times harder without her than it would have been with her, but we’re not totally defeated yet.”
“We can’t just leave her behind, Ray,” Driver says, almost pleadingly. “I broke her and I have to try to fix her.”
There’s none of Driver’s usual stubbornness in these words, and it really is like she’s asking me for permission to keep trying. This crash and the guilt-trip of its aftermath has really messed with her head, far more than it’s messed with her body.
The whole situation is a perfect storm of chaos and emotion, so I totally understand it. But a scattered mind is the last thing either of us can afford right now, especially when we can no longer count on Maya to give us pointers and warnings.
I take a few seconds to consider the best reply. “Bring her with us,” I suggest. “You absolutely did not break her, but you can keep trying to fix her. When we get to the Vita, we can take our suits off and use some of our tools to see if we can reattach this. We can’t take much time getting ready for our flight to the cannon — not when Earth only has hours left and when the radiation might be getting worse even before the final blow — but it could be worth trying for a little while. Just don’t get your hopes up too high that fixing this broken piece can magically fix her, though. It’s probably like if you found a real dead bird on one side of the road and part of its foot on the other. Sticking it all back together wouldn’t do anything.”
Driver briefly hands me Maya’s body. She then places the piece of metal into her suit pocket next to the Plate device that interfaces with her lenses.
“Let’s go,” she says. “And hey… thanks.”
There’s nothing left to say on that, and no need to dwell on it. Driver has always been there for me when I’ve needed strength or patience, and I’ll always be there for her.
We gather our backpack-like emergency bags, haul them on, and set off from the alien Control Room. The floor definitely is tilted, adding some weight to my earlier thought about this being a Titanic-like collision between a colossal vessel and an unmoving natural formation.
They hit an iceberg, we hit the rim of a deep basin. Let’s just hope our story is still being told in a hundred years, too, because that’ll mean we’ve made it home to share it.
We find our drones in the hallway, all broken and looking decidedly out of service.
Right away, Driver tries to perform some gestures on the remote in the hope of triggering something.
Nothing happens. They’re dead, too.
My suit’s atmospheric readings have stayed the same since leaving the Control Room. That makes sense for two reasons. Number one, the vessel’s structural integrity has been compromised in a way that let the outside atmosphere into the room. And number two, we manually removed the threshold at the door that contained the atmosphere between areas, while also keeping the drones out and apparently keeping Maya in.
I don’t know if it’s only the Control Room where the controlled environment has been compromised, and for our present purposes it doesn’t really matter. By removing all of the thresholds between there and the Vita, with the intent of making sure Maya could come with us, we’ve ensured that all of those areas are now exposed to the outside world.
We hurry back towards the main platform that brought us up from the lower level, with no interest in the conditions within the pod room or the Monitoring Room.
My suit isn’t warning me of high radiation levels like it was in there, at least. This tells me that radiation from the initial burst must have gotten trapped in that room due to the temporary lack of shielding Maya told us about. More importantly, it also tells me that Bayzen’s surface is less dangerous than the higher altitude region that caused our vessel so many problems in the first place.
If we play our cards right and manage to find a workable angle for the Vita to fire at the cannon, without getting too high, we might really have a chance here.
As we near the end of the hallway that will take us to the elevated platform, the latest and greatest concern in my mind is what we’ll do if that platform either isn’t there or doesn’t work. It brought us so high from the ground, there’s no way we could make it down.
Maya assured us it would work, but that was back when she worked, too. All I can hope is that the signs of electrical life from the lights and the screen are good omens and that the platform will still be working, too.
“The platform is there!” Driver calls, a few steps ahead and just further forward enough to see it first. We both speed up. “And the Vita is okay, too! It’s in one piece, still on its side.”
Wow. That was a concern I hadn’t even thought about… and unlike the loss of Maya, the functional loss of the Vita is something we definitely couldn’t have gotten past.
Standing at the edge of the final threshold and looking down, we both step through. As soon as we do, the platform begins to descend.
“Bingo,” Driver smiles.
I breathe yet another sigh of relief. It’s a long walk to the Vita, as I remember from coming the other way, but I feel like I’ll have a spring in my step having made it this far.
Sure, we’re massively up against it — but we’re here. We weren’t counting on Maya before we stepped through the gate, and I definitely would have settled for a final all-or-nothing mission to blow up an alien cannon with Driver in the pilot’s seat and yours truly aiming a cannon of our own.
“What the hell is that?” Driver groans. “Lenses, full zoom!”
I follow her eyeline to the Vita, ask my own lenses to zoom, and then see what she’s looking at.
Driver isn’t looking at the Vita… she’s looking past it.
She’s looking at the hatch.
It’s open — just like Maya said it would be. We succeeded on that.
But when the purpose of the opening the hatch was to enable us to get the Vita out of here, we might as well have failed.
Because beyond the hatch, or actually right against it, I see nothing but solid rock.
My eyes close of their own volition in reaction to this crushing and surely final disappointment.
We didn’t just crash-land on this godforsaken alien planet.
We crash-landed into a basin, and we’re stuck in it.
Our craft was our only shot at stopping the cannon, and our craft’s only way out is blocked by the inner rim of the basin itself.
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Truly, I can hardly believe what I’m seeing. Just when I was starting to think things were turning our way and there might still be some semblance of hope… this.
The vessel being wedged hatch-side-first against the basin was another potential problem that hadn’t even entered my mind, but it’s now the only one that matters.
When the platform reaches the ground, we remain in absolute silence.
And as we begin the long and heavy walk across the chasmic chamber, there is most surely no spring in my step.
“Maybe we can blast our way out,” Driver eventually suggests.
Through the physical structure of the planet?, I want to ask.
This isn’t a barrier, thick or otherwise, it’s an unmovable road block. She’s thinking, though, and I won’t fault her for that.
“No,” is all I say.
She doesn’t push for a longer answer, because I don’t think she had any faith in the suggestion.
“There could be a chance we can still get out,” she goes on. “Are you still zoomed in? On the far left, the shadow makes it look like there’s space. Meters, probably.”
I am still zoomed in so I can see what she’s talking about, but I don’t know what good it does us.
“And then what?” I ask.
She says nothing for a few seconds. “Well, at least we’d be out. We have more drones in the Vita that I could fly into the cannon to try to disrupt it. We could strap timed explosives to them or something. Don’t you think?”
It’s something, I’ll give her that. We both saw the size of that cannon, though, and I couldn’t imagine our portable timed explosives making a dent in it even if Driver managed to control and time everything to perfection.
“I don’t know,” I say. After a few more steps I return my lenses to their regular zoom level. The Vita seems miles away, and every step is a real effort due to both the desolation brought about by the sight beyond the hatch and the physical pain I’m still feeling from the crash that caused it.
The cavernous nature of our surroundings makes everything feel even worse. From above, we would probably look like bacteria in a Petri dish.
Tiny, aimless, impotent.
No, I tell myself, knocking my hand against my helmet like I’m trying to physically shake that negativity from my mind.
“Are you okay?” Driver asks. She tells her lenses to revert to normal, too, then turns to look at me.
I take a deep breath. “Just trying to stay positive,” I reply.
“I really think we can get out, Ray,” she reiterates. “We can send out drones to look around as soon as we reach the Vita. We can work on Maya while they scout, and if nothing better comes up we can use some of them to carry explosives to the cannon. I know they’re small, but it’s better than nothing. We can look around, too. Our suits will definitely hold up, for a while at least, and especially once we’ve recharged them in the Vita.”
“Yeah,” I say, forcing a nod. Everything she says is true and her ideas are good… I just don’t feel like they’re enough.
“Seriously, that gap has to be big enough for us to get out,” she goes on, clearly thinking that’s my primary concern. “Even if it’s not, and even if we can’t blow a hole to get the Vita out, I think we could make a tunnel for ourselves. You know, kind of like a mine shaft. The explosives are better than dynamite and that’s what they used back in the day.”
Instantly, I stop.
Driver takes a second to notice, then stops a few steps ahead and turns to me with confused eyes.
“The mine shaft,” I echo. “Driver, that could be it!”
If her eyes were confused before, they’re positively perplexed now.
“Maya mentioned a pipeline that connects the massive deposit of Bayzocite to the cannon,” I go on. “If we can’t get close enough to the cannon without the Vita, maybe we can find an access shaft to the pipeline or something like that? Even a hole… if we could find the pipeline or some other part of the automated machinery that’s still excavating the ore, we can cut it off at source. The cannon would have nothing to fire.”
A smile crosses Driver’s face. “There he is,” she beams. “There’s the guy who always finds a way to blow something up.”
I can’t help but chuckle.
It’s not a perfect idea. Hell, I don’t know if it’s even a good one. It feels more workable than any of Driver’s, though, which isn’t to say we won’t do a lot of what she said. We will recharge our suits and send out the mapping drones, and we will make a next move based on what they tell us.
And sure, while the drones and suit-rechargers are doing their thing, we can even turn our eyes to Maya.
Something of a spring returns to my step as we draw slowly closer to the Vita. By the time we get there, one positive thing becomes apparent: there is a big enough gap between the hatch and the rock for us to squeeze out. I don’t know how we’ll get up and out of the basin, but at least we won’t have to waste time and explosives getting out of this chamber.
The Vita feels like a home base, and I’m delighted to see my suit’s HUD confirm that its controlled atmosphere is intact. As soon as the doors seal behind us, I remove my helmet and take a lovely breath of what feels like fresh air.
Driver carefully places both Maya and the extra piece of her metallic body on the empty surface in front of me, then removes her own suit.
“Set the drones, start the suits’ recharge, look at Maya,” Driver says. “In that order. Agreed?”
“Agreed,” I say. “But no matter what, we have to leave in an hour.”
Already setting off for her extra supply of mapping drones, she shoots me a thumbs up.
I look down at Maya and ponder everything that’s happened here, from before we met her to this very moment.
My mind jumps further back, to facing down Elana Hart in Colorado and even losing my hand to save that little girl on this very craft. It goes back to Zola, to the Moon, and to everything that’s stood against us.
We have one more round to go and it’s going to take a hell of an effort just to get out of our corner.
But despite all that’s gone before and all that’s still to be done, I can take solace and strength from one thing:
We are still in this fight…
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Driver and I have had one hell of a tumultuous time since we traveled through the quantum tunnel. There have been momentary highs and crushing lows, with optimistic minutes and some fairly desolate hours.
The hour we’ve just spent in the Vita, though, has been by far the most productive so far.
Bad news first: we haven’t been able to fix Maya. We haven’t even been able to figure out exactly where the tiny piece of loose metal came from. Even with our lenses at full zoom, we can’t see any obvious spot where it’s missing.
Her construction is remarkably detailed on a level you can only really appreciate up close. Trying to find where the piece belongs almost feels like trying to put a needle back in one specific part of a huge haystack.
Fortunately, there has been some better news.
Driver has sent two drones out to the surface, keeping some back in case anything caused problems in the directions those trailblazers set out. Already, both have returned safely after providing some illuminating footage and data.
The ground conditions are nowhere near as dangerous, atmospherically speaking, as we feared. Like Maya said, things get worse at altitude. One of the drones did begin to pick up some scary-looking radiation spikes when it climbed, but it had to go pretty damn high to do so.
We even have a walkable route out of the basin. It might require a slight scramble to reach the main surface of Bayzen when we walk to the point with the most manageable gradient, but we can make it. Better yet, that spot isn’t very far away.
If we end up relying on Driver’s plan to use the drones as kamikaze delivery vessels for as many explosives as we can strap to them, I think we might actually have half a chance of pulling it off. One of her drones got closer to the cannon than we expected it to, during a test to see where radiation or ejected Bayzocite would start causing problems.
We expected the drone to die at some point of the mission, which we’d then know was the closest any other could safely fly. But as it turned out, the drone got further than we needed it to and she actually ended up calling it back.
Potentially the best news of all, though, is that we might not be relying on that backup plan.
That’s because while one drone was scouting out the cannon, the other was looking for signs of shafts and tunnels. And in a stroke of long overdue fortune, the beautiful little thing found one.
At first, we saw a hint of something when the drone was performing its initial scouting and mapping. The drones are programmed to seek patterns and also things that stand out from those patterns. They do both very well.
While the drone was still looking for such things, it sent us a report of the first few it had found. This is a great function that enables us to maximize our efficiency.
Some of the things it highlighted as worth exploring were easy to dismiss as natural rock formations and the like. One, however, clearly stood out.
Driver was able to take manual control of the drone for a much closer look at the key location, and that’s when we found it.
Only a twelve-minute walk from the edge of the basin, at our best estimate, we have detected a clearly unnatural hole in the ground. It’s covered by a perfectly square slab-like object which we should be able to move, and it’s the first and only place on our Bayzen exploration list.
I’d describe my gut feeling about this as cautious optimism. Cautious, for sure, but it’s certainly nice to have any cause for optimism after how things have been going.
If we find nothing or can’t move the slab, we will continue a little further towards the cannon and launch our drones from the point we’ve chosen as optimally located for that.
But if we can move the slab to send a drone inside, and if we see any sign of any part of the Bayzocite mining pipeline, that is the weak point we’re going to target. It might be a long shot, but it’s a shot.
Driver is on board. All the way, this is a team effort. She’s been fully supportive ever since I assured her we’ll revert to her cannon-targeting plan if there’s no quick progress at my target site. I don’t know what to call that site yet, but I hope we’ll soon be thinking of it as a mine shaft or access point.
It’s not like we have two competing plans, and there is no ego in this for either of us. Attacking the cannon is certainly a simpler plan, and we know we could attempt every step. Theoretically simple, yes. But I think succeeding in such an endeavor would be the furthest thing from easy.
The pipeline-killing plan, meanwhile, would be easier to execute if it turns out to be remotely possible. By that, I mean that if we have found an access point leading to the pipeline Maya mentioned, and if we can get a drone down there, causing sufficient damage to stop the deadly process that’s threatening Earth so urgently would be a lot easier down there than at the cannon.
With our suits fully charged, we are ready as we can be for the incredible mission that lies ahead. We have unpacked our bags to remove everything unnecessary, like the food rations and replacement parts. In their place, to max out the useful equipment we can carry, we have loaded more explosives and some backup drone batteries.
We’re well equipped.
To truly maximize our cargo, we’ve already equipped the drones with some unactivated explosives so they can carry some weight, too.
All said, I think we’re as ready as we can be.
“I have space for Maya,” Driver says. Her words catch me by surprise as we’re stepping back into our suits.
I narrow my eyes, asking without asking.
“I’ve been thinking… what if it’s something inside this vessel that stopped working?” she goes on. “Maybe Maya’s body is actually okay and there’s just nothing for her to connect to? She said there’s no one left out there, but we know some automated systems are still running. I mean, the cannon and the pipeline tell us that. So what if there’s something she can connect to? I just think it doesn’t cost us anything to bring her.”
“Driver… she’s dead,” I say. I do so very flatly, and not for the first time. “If you still have that feeling of guilt and you just don’t want to leave her behind… fine, bring her. But if what you just said is a real hope you’re holding, do yourself a favor and leave that here. Okay?”
I’m not trying to sound harsh, but there’s no kindness in feeding delusion.
“I don’t want to leave her behind,” Driver admits.
Saying nothing, I hold my hand towards Driver’s bag, encouraging her to put Maya in the remaining space. She’s a tiny object and I might be the only person in the world who understands how deeply Driver lives and breathes her “no man left behind” mantra. Even I didn’t think it would apply to an inanimate alien robot, but I haven’t been through what she’s been through and I’m not going to criticize her for it.
“Thanks,” she says, putting Maya in the bag and then slipping the tiny extra piece back into her pocket.
Driver holds the drone remote as we step out of the Vita. Right away, she sends our fleet out into the basin and the sky beyond. She then puts the remote into her bag, having to move Maya to fit it but still getting it in.
We’ll both need two hands to scramble out of the basin, hopefully without much difficulty, so neither of us can carry anything.
At the edge of this bizarre vessel’s almost entirely vacant entry chamber, we pause for a moment.
“No one has ever set foot on an alien planet before,” I say, pondering the moment.
Don’t get me wrong: I know this is only going to mean anything if we succeed. And even then, I suppose, it’s not like anyone is going to know we actually walked on Bayzen.
Our hopes of actually making it home are long gone, what with the Vita trapped where it is. More so than ever, we’re now focusing squarely on saving everyone else.
That’s almost liberating, though admittedly in a sense I’d never wish on anyone. Knowing that we can’t make it off this desolate world, no risks are going to feel unpalatable.
“On three?” Driver suggests.
“On three,” I agree with a smile.
And at that, we step out together.
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We have to turn sideways and squeeze a little to make it out into the open, navigating a very narrow gap between the hatch and the inner edge of the basin.
We make it without too much difficulty, though, and everything suddenly gets very bright as soon as we’re in the open.
The electric yellow hue of the sky is massively unsettling, but it’s better than the momentary darkness of our first few steps.
I look down at the ground. It’s brown and dry. Barren, like there has been no water for far too long. If there was ever any life in this spot, it’s long gone.
Looking ahead in the direction we’re going, I’m pleased to see that it doesn’t look any further than the aerial views suggested. The edge can’t come soon enough, so that’s a relief.
In between here and there, there’s a whole lot of nothing.
“This is the worst place I’ve ever been,” Driver muses as we walk, almost chuckling. “And believe me, Ray… I have been in some fucking places.”
I laugh at that, more than a chuckle. The way she delivers the line just gets me, and it feels like the first time I’ve really laughed in days. It gets Driver going, too, and the moment really does lift the mood of our trek across the Bayzen basin.
When we reach the end, climbing out proves easier than we feared, too. It hardly even takes any scrambling. Driver insists I should go first, so that she can give me a slight boost and I can then use my mass advantage to pull her up.
It makes sense, and it works.
On the real surface of Bayzen, which I guess we could think of as sea level, to use an Earth term, the view is a lot more varied. The mountain Maya was worried about looms large, for one thing, and I’m instantly glad she made sure we collided with the basin rim rather than that.
Elsewhere, although I can’t see the cannon from this position, I can see the column of Bayzocite it’s firing into the aliens’ failed quantum tunnel. That column, and the reaction it’s sustaining to keep pushing radiation towards the Leak in Earth’s orbit, is almost impossible to look away from.
“It’s loud,” I say, stating the obvious.
“Like a machine crushing ice,” Driver replies, very much on point.
I dial down the ambient noise setting of my helmet, which is possible thanks to its ability to filter out uncomfortable background noise while still allowing new or loud sounds to get through. The technology isn’t far from what’s available in standard hearing aids, just more advanced and a lot more expensively applied.
The higher I look, the more the column swirls. It’s almost like a narrow tornado, or maybe more accurately a water spout. A hell of a lot more deadly, of course, and it’s a general waypoint of where we’re heading.
Our first port of call is the potential mine shaft. That is directly en route to the cannon, in any event, which we’ll be targeting if Plan A doesn’t work out.
Judging by how quickly we made it across the basin, I think it’s going to take even less than the twelve minutes we thought.
Driver removes the drone remote from her bag again before we set off. She checks the feeds of our sky-bound fleet, reporting nothing new or noteworthy just yet.
Since the ground is rocky and uneven up here, we have to watch our footing. Driver glances at the remote only occasionally. “This place is barren as far as the drones can see,” she says. “I know it’s a huge planet, but this whole side of it, at the very least, is just… desolate. I’d love to see the other side once we take care of this cannon. How long do you think our supplies in the Vita will last? Will we run out of food before it runs out of fuel for life support?”
I know she’s thinking out loud, and it’s understandable. But there’s no way I’m dignifying a question like that with a response.
“I’m just wondering,” she goes on, sensing my displeasure.
“Well just don’t,” I snap back.
The next few minutes are clouded by that, but the awkwardness passes as soon as the slab-like cover on our target comes into sight for the first time.
“Well, no more guessing…” Driver muses.
When we reach it, I immediately crouch down and touch the slab to judge its weight. Up-close, I can see that it’s not really a slab at all. It’s much thinner, for one thing, which is a welcome discovery. It’s also not gray and not made of concrete. It’s the same rudimentary shape and does seem to be acting as some kind of manhole cover, though.
Unfortunately, I can’t move it.
Driver quickly senses my frustration and lowers her bag to the ground. Seconds later, she hands me a small timed explosive. “Low power, radial blast, one press,” she suggests.
I nod. She’s right on all counts. I select those settings and tap one time to set a 30-second timer. I insist that we step back further than I know we have to, exercising caution like we always should when explosives are involved.
Although we’re both silent, I see Driver’s fingers counting down from five. She’s always had an uncanny knack for keeping time like this, and she’s bang-on once again.
Bang is the word.
I hear it as much as I would without a helmet, but it’s a welcome sound.
Well-placed explosions have helped us in the past, and the sight of the shattered cover gives my heart hope that this one could help us most of all.
Driver lifts a hand and holds it towards me. I deliver a high-five that would sting the hell out of both our palms if it wasn’t for the gloves, because this has gone as well as it possibly could have so far.
We step forward without delay, ready to see what lies below.
Just seven steps later, though, and more suddenly than ever before, we both freeze on the spot.
The chamber. The thresholds. The plant…
The pods. The corpses. Maya…
I’ve seen a lot of crazy things since we got here.
But despite all of that, there is nothing — and I mean nothing — that could ever have prepared me for this.
We don’t have to reach the hole we’ve just blown through the cover to see what lies below, because what lay below has just surfaced.
What lay below is now standing in front of us.
As real as the nose on my face and barely any further away…
Looking exactly like the corpses, only live and in the flesh…
It is.
It really is.
It’s a goddamn alien.
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As the humanoid alien stands before us, I feel Driver press against me and step behind my shoulder.
There are no pretenses here: she’s terrified.
What is it doing here?
How is it still alive?
Maya thought they were all killed by the fallout. Every sign of life on the surface has been charred and flattened. Has it been hiding underground all this time, since the disaster struck?
A million thoughts cross my mind.
This alien is of the same race as the ones we found dead in the vessel’s Monitoring Room, very clearly. That’s one thing I know for sure.
Its features are the same, with the bizarrely oriented mouth and the flat, nostril-only noses.
It looks haggard and pale, though, not to mention borderline emaciated. It’s wearing minimal clothing to cover its central torso, as the others were, but this fabric is ripped in several places and anything but pristine.
The ones inside might have been preserved by something in the air, or their biology might simply differ from ours enough that decomposition doesn’t follow any of the familiar rules. Either way, this guy has clearly lived through some hard times.
The other big physical difference, presumably because it’s alive, is that this one’s skin has an ethereal glow to it. There is no dull gray here, but a shimmering silver that catches the light so strikingly that it looks almost bioluminescent.
Just as I’m studying the alien, as closely as it’s studying me, another climbs up from behind it. Then another… and another… and all of a sudden there are four.
The leader, who struck me as very thin and generally unhealthy-looking, is actually the fullest and brightest of them all.
The last two to emerge are each holding something. The objects are black and thin, but I don’t get a good view. When those two aliens reach the surface, they put their hands behind their backs.
As they do so, each of their arms moves in a very strange and fluid manner. The extra joints give them a bizarre flowing kind of motion, almost like the limbs of an overly articulated action figure. It’s impossible to describe while I’m feeling such shock, amid an unexpected meeting that’s almost impossible to process.
“Shing vaan taaar fleck,” the lead alien roars.
My heart sinks.
Shit.
Unlike Maya, who was trained on all of our Earthly broadcasts, these things clearly do not speak English. Just like we can’t do everything our AIs can, I suppose.
These individuals have to at least know what we are, though, since their entire quantum tunnel project was an attempt to reach out and establish contact with humanity. They’ve already learned from us, Maya said. So even though these specific aliens didn’t invite us or even know we were coming, they know we’re not enemies.
I hope.
Blasting the cover off their underground passageway or hideout probably hasn’t gone down too well.
“We come in peace,” I say, holding down the button to project my voice. It’s corny, I know, but what else can I say? What else makes more sense?
The first alien to have emerged, who is standing at the front and apparently in charge of the others, doesn’t budge. Instead, he lifts two hands to his head and mimes the act of removing a helmet.
I glance at my HUD’s readings. Here on the ground, they’re really not bad. Certainly not ideal for long-term exposure, but I should be okay.
Outnumbered on alien ground, and now surely counting on these guys’ cooperation for our urgent mission to have any chance of success, I have no choice.
Pushing aside Driver’s understandable attempt to stop me, I unseal my suit and remove the helmet.
“We come in peace,” I repeat.
It then signals for me to step fully out of my suit. At this point, with the seal broken, there’s no reason to hesitate.
The aliens all look directly at me, studying a face and body that are probably as weird to them as theirs are to me. A few seconds later, the leader performs a familiar gesture to request that Driver shows her true self, too.
“It’s okay,” I tell her. “The air smells like fire, but it’s fine.”
Without delay, she takes off her helmet and suit. While she’s at it, she lowers her bag.
“We do come in peace,” she says. “We’re trying to stop the cannon that destroyed everything here. The cannon that killed everyone on the ship. We were on the ship and it crashed. See, look: we brought your bird. Maybe you can fix her.”
I watch as she produces Maya from the bag.
Maybe Driver wasn’t crazy to bring her along after all, I figure, since this will show the aliens we arrived here on their vessel and they might actually have some idea how to fix her.
If they can, we’ll be able to communicate and work with them to stop the cannon. By allowing us to combine their superior knowledge and the equipment we’ve brought, Maya might yet help us out a lot more than she already has.
At least, that was my theory.
But as soon as Driver shows them Maya, the mood rapidly sours.
“Deek soo flinnuk!” the lead alien bellows, gesturing with his hand for the ones behind him to step forward. Suddenly, in unison, they’re all bearing down on us.
The leader grabs Maya from Driver’s shocked hands, and I do mean grab.
I push it back when it yells in her face, my defensive and protective modes kicking in at once.
Within seconds, though, two of the others have hold of me. I see only now what the black objects are: restraints.
One alien hurriedly places the black object against my wrists and wraps the strange firm-but-pliable restraint around one of them. It forms a tight circle, and then the alien pulls the rest of the restraint into the shape of a solid bar-like divider before wrapping my other hand.
In the end, my hands are around eight inches apart. In one way, the bizarre moldable restraint reminds me of the basic material of a child’s wrist-snap band, only much thicker and firmer and with different sections able to take different forms at once.
To my right, and despite some spirited resistance, Driver is being forced into the same kind of restraint. When her hands are as bound and as useless as mine, the aliens step back.
Of all the ways we could have failed and all the ways this could have ended, I never saw this one coming.
“We didn’t kill her!” Driver yells.
I’ve also reached the similar conclusion that these aliens think we did, because their change of mood occurred as soon as they saw Maya. I can’t blame Driver for doing what she did, even though hindsight is 20/20 and it’s easy to see now that it was a risky move. At the time, I thought she was being smart.
The lead alien points one of its fellow aliens towards the hole, where it duly disappears. Next, he points us towards it.
“Ray… if we go down there, we’re never coming out,” Driver replies.
I look around. There’s nowhere to run and nothing than can help us.
“What’s your other plan?” I ask. “Now would be the time.”
As we hesitate, the boss orders his two remaining underlings to grab Driver and carry her to the hole. They waste no time, and my attempts to stop them are critically hamstrung by this damn wrist restraint.
“I’m sorry,” Driver calls.
It’s the last thing she says before they drag her away and take her down.
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The remaining alien points his two-thumbed hand to the hole, telling me where it wants me to go.
I look down at my hands, rendered useless by the alien restraint. They’re bound in front of my body, rather than behind. But as pliable as the binding material was, it’s absolutely unbudging.
My fingers are free to move, but my hands can’t move independently and can’t reach each other. They’re held apart by the bar-like part of the bizarre restraint, leaving me as hopelessly stuck as I would be in handcuffs.
“You need to listen to me,” I plead, praying the alien can somehow understand my words. “We didn’t kill Maya. She called us here to save our world, and you’re all going to die in a few hours if you don’t release us and let us do this!”
It looks at me with its piercing eyes, says nothing, and firmly points to the hole once more.
There’s nothing I can do to free myself and there’s no chance in hell I’m going to leave Driver.
Even if I did have somewhere to run and any reason to think I could escape, I couldn’t leave her behind. There’s the practicality aspect, of course, in that I’m not familiar enough with the drone controls to use them successfully even if I could grab the remote and outrun this alien to a hiding spot.
But beyond that, there’s decency.
Beyond that, there’s the creed she lives by: no man left behind.
I walk.
At the edge of the hole, I see steps leading down into a narrow passageway. The steps are not metallic, but rather roughly excavated earth.
Is it still earth when it’s not on Earth, I momentarily wonder. Either way, this is not what I expected to see.
As I walk between the narrow earthen walls, if you can even call them walls, the light level drops with every step. After a sharp right turn, I glance back and see no light coming from behind us. There is some kind of light source down here, because it isn’t pitch black, but it certainly isn’t bright.
Pushed along by the alien behind me, I can make out another up ahead. It’s standing still, and when I reach its position it directs me to step through a coarsely carved doorway of sorts.
This subterranean area could hardly be further from the technologically advanced wonder of the vessel we crashed down on, with its shimmering thresholds and metallic surfaces.
“You should have tried to run,” Driver says, signaling her presence.
“Where?” I reply.
“Anywhere!”
“To do what?” I shoot back. My tone is defensive given that I think I took the only real option I had. “I don’t know how to use the advanced controls on the drone remote. And doesn’t it need two hands, anyway? Even you couldn’t use it with that restraint around your wrists.”
Before Driver can reply, the lead alien then appears at our doorway.
It takes one step inside then holds out its symmetrical hands, palms up.
Seemingly frustrated when we do nothing in response, it barks an order and shakes its hands up and down.
“I think he wants us to do that,” Driver says, holding her palms out.
At that, it looks closely at her restraints. Clearly satisfied that they’re securely in place, it turns to me.
Belligerence will get us nowhere, as even Driver clearly knows, so I reluctantly hold my hands out for it to inspect.
It checks both hands then turns to leave, continuing the way we’d been walking before turning in here.
“That one was the last to come down,” Driver says, talking quietly. “Ray, we could still try to run. They haven’t blocked us in. We only get one shot, though. If we can figure out a way to break these restraints or slip our hands out, it would be way better to do it in here so we’re free to use our hands when we try to escape and hide. Do you have any ideas?”
There’s no way we can break these restraints, and neither of us has enough freedom of movement to unshackle the other. The aliens did put them in place very easily, though, with the pliable material losing its rigidity under relatively slight hand-pressure.
Driver is already trying to kick off the bar-like separator between her wrists, but the rigidity of the unusual material has no give in it.
That’s not going to work, but it does give me an idea…
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There’s no way we can slip our hands out of these restraints, but one of us might not have to.
Staring at my right hand and the way the wrist is bound, I start to think this is crazy enough that it just might work.
“Driver,” I say, lowering myself to the cold ground and laying my right hand as flat as I can. “Forget your restraint… stamp on my hand.”
“What?” she gasps. “Are you— oh…!”
Oh is right.
Because according to Earl, the helpful guy who put my bionic hand in place, its automatic safety release should kick in under extremely restrictive force.
“I won’t feel it,” I assure her, seeing the hesitation in her eyes. “The neuro-sensers shut down to block out extreme pain if there’s sudden trauma. Don’t hold back, stamp and then push down. Okay? If it detaches, it’ll be free from the restraint. Then I can use my left hand to stick it back in place, without the restraint. Hopefully I’ll be able to use the free right hand to untwist the material around my other wrist and both of yours. I don’t know what kind of material these are made of, but even though it’s solid in the central part it looked like the aliens were easily bending it to secure our individual hands. It’s pliable.”
Following along uneasily, she looks at the hand.
“It’s the only way,” I tell her. “We don’t have time for doubts.”
At that, she closes her eyes and stamps.
I feel a very brief sensation of discomfort, no more than during a deliberately over-firm handshake, before all feeling in my right hand fades. My eyes are locked on it, unlike Driver’s, and I see that she’s pressing firmly against it.
With my bionic right hand wedged between her foot on the ground, I instruct her to apply as much weight as she can while I jerk backwards. “I’ll do it on three,” I warn her. “Do not let up. Push like you’re trying to crush it. You won’t break it, but it has to be trapped. I’m going to pull like hell.”
When three comes, I do just that.
I pull so hard that I rock backwards against the wall. We’re being as quiet as we can, but this naturally makes a dull thudding sound. My back hurts from the impact, but my right hand doesn’t. And far more importantly, my right hand is no longer attached to my arm.
“It worked!” Driver whispers excitedly.
I use my left hand to lift the restraint from my newly stumped wrist, then pick up the hand and force it back into the connector.
Relief courses through me, because the damn thing still works.
Thank you, Earl!
It’s showing some skin depressions due to Driver’s firm stomp, but it’s in one piece and the fingers are moving like they should.
I waste no time in freeing my left hand from its restraint. This is as easy as I could have hoped, with the alien material proving just as pliable as it looked when they first restrained us.
With my hands both free, I move straight to Driver and unshackle hers.
We look each other in the eye, nod our collective decision, and run.
She goes first, bounding for the stairs. I’m right behind, and there’s no one in our way.
I hear a commotion behind us and see at least one alien coming, but we have a head start and our legs can evidently move faster than theirs.
We scamper up the roughly dug stairway and back to the surface of Bayzen.
The good news ends there, though, because there are three aliens directly in front of us.
They’ve climbed back to the surface.
I sigh. So much for our escape.
One of them is rifling through Driver’s bags, while another is messing around with the drone controller as if trying to figure out what the hell it is and the third is closely searching the ground for something.
Behind us, the one I recognize as the leader emerges. It’s slightly taller than the others and slightly less emaciated, but the main physical differentiators are its posture and demeanor.
On top of that, it’s still the one holding Maya’s lifeless body.
“Jeel faak noolik!” it roars.
The others abandon what they’re doing and move towards us.
“Distract them,” Driver whispers. “Ray… do anything you can to get them away from our stuff. I think I know what they’re looking for.”
My eyes widen. I know what she means, and she might just be right.
I do the first thing I can think of. There’s not a lot of creativity or intellect involved, but it’s the most distracting thing that comes to me.
I dart off to one side, taking the three subordinate aliens’ attention, running a few steps to tempt them to follow. Two do, at which point I turn around and throw myself at one in a full-on football tackle.
All four roar in some combination of anger and panic. I press the alien to the ground and hold my fist over its face. One slight advantage I have over these guys is mass and power — at least in a one-on-one situation — and they seem to know it.
The leader barks an order which causes the other two to back down. It knows I could deliver a crushing blow to the face of the one I’ve tackled, who is looking up at me with terrified eyes.
“Here!” Driver calls.
I turn and see her, crouched on the ground beside her space suit. Her hand is in its pocket, and when she pulls it out I can just about make out a small shimmering piece of metal as it reflects in the sun.
Immediately, the leader walks over to her.
She stands up, holding out Maya’s missing piece.
The two aliens standing next to me rush over to their leader’s side.
I keep my weight on the fourth, but even it is now too transfixed by what’s happening over there to try to break free. It’s simply watching, just like I am.
Driver hands the metal flake to the alien leader, who surprises us both by prying open Maya’s beaked mouth with its fingers and placing the piece inside.
Seconds later, the messenger’s incredible wings flutter to life. She lifts off out of the alien’s hands and looks beyond it to the hole and everything else, taking in and computing the new visual data.
“Nikk toor shepp?” Maya says.
It’s inflected like a question, but it’s no good to us.
Her voice is gravelly and harsh, like the aliens. It comes now directly from her, unlike on the vessel when it rang richly through overhead speakers.
“Maya!” Driver calls. “Tell them! Tell them it was an accident and that we’re here to stop the Leak. Tell them!”
Reacting to the sound, Maya turns around and looks at Driver.
I release the alien underneath me and rush to her side.
“Driver… Ray…” the brilliant bird replies, her voice back to its smooth and coherent best. “You made it! And you saved me. I am still within range of the vessel and can confirm that core systems are functioning. Unfortunately, your craft is trapped.”
“We know,” I say, beyond delighted that our translator and helper is operational once more. “Can you help? Can the vessel lift off or move enough to make a space so the Vita can get out?”
“I cannot control the vessel’s movements without physical gestures to authorize the orders,” she replies, reaffirming what we know from the orbital repositioning and landing procedures Driver had to initiate. “The vessel is in no condition for a full take off, but a minor movement may be possible. This is a more complex operation than any we performed in the sky, and it requires more dexterity and suitability for the hand controls than you possess. Fortunately, I was wrong to think there was no life down here. Fortunately… someone else may be able to assume control of the vessel.”
Driver and I exchange a hopeful if unsure glance as Maya turns back to the lead alien.
“Jeef bood shaan?” she asks. “Beeg hod chirbool, vaal hoss hinnay. Jerrbo kip floowikk.”
I hold my breath.
Without another word, the alien leader steps forward and walks beyond us.
Then, strides away… in the direction of the vessel.
Maya flies over to within a few feet of us, hovering in the air at head height. “Game on,” she happily relays.
My shoulders relax as I exhale deeply.
“Come on,” Maya suggests. “We should get the Vita ready. My friends will come, too. They knew nothing of the danger Earth is in, or that Bayzen will also be obliterated if we do not stop the cannon. They will have answers you need, and we are all fighting the same battle.”
“But they know about humans?” I ask. “All of these aliens from Eden have studied our broadcasts and learned from us… learned about us. That’s what you said, right? They understand us, but not our spoken language?”
“Exactly,” the bird confirms. “I can translate. They know nothing that has happened in recent years, but they know your history and culture like you know the history and culture of other groups on Earth. They have great respect for humanity, and particularly your space-faring home nation.”
I look over at the three remaining aliens, who are indeed now looking at us with something close to admiration.
I walk to the one I tackled and hold out a hand. If they know our culture through decades of study, it’ll know what this means.
Sure enough, albeit hesitantly, it shakes my hand.
The feeling is strange, partly because it has two thumbs and partly because my right hand’s knuckles are slightly bent out of shape from Driver’s necessary stamp.
“Tell it I’m sorry for knocking it down,” I say to Maya, who quickly and dutifully relays it in the aliens’ language.
The alien talks back, quite a lengthy reply.
“He says he is sorry for the problems the tunneling program has caused your world,” Maya translates. “He lost his children here in the radiation burst, before the few survivors were forced underground. He and his friends will help you in any way they can.”
Wow. This information raises as many questions as it answers, but the main thing is that we’re all on the same page.
“Let’s go,” I say, pointing towards the departing leader as he continues forward towards the alien vessel and the Vita within it.
Driver and I step into our suits, relieved the air hasn’t proven too bad out here. We grab everything else, too, including the drone remote which Driver uses to call them back to our home base.
And with that, we set off.
This isn’t going to be easy. But just like Maya said…
It’s game on.
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A walk back to somewhere usually feels quicker than when you’re heading out into the unknown, but that isn’t the case this time.
The distance between the alien hideout and the basin seems further than it did in the previous direction, and I know that’s because of how desperately we want to get back.
In front of us, the alien leader moves at a good speed. When we see him disappear into the basin, where Maya clearly told him he would find the vessel, he’s still a little way ahead.
The aliens behind us can’t keep up with our pace at first, which is a very brisk walk and really the fastest we can go given the weight of our suits and bags. I haven’t sealed my suit and helmet, and I don’t think Driver has, either.
The conditions on Bayzen’s surface are breathable and relatively comfortable for us, like they are for the physiologically similar aliens. But since we didn’t want to leave the suits, it’s a lot easier to wear them during the trip than it would have been to carry them.
We slow down after a short while, enabling Maya to keep filling in some of the blanks by translating questions and answers between us and the aliens.
Their leader is already hurrying ahead to do his best to move the vessel. It will take him some time to reach the Control Room even once he gets there, so we’re not wasting time by moderating our current pace in the name of facilitating an important exchange of information.
One of the first things we learn is that the leader’s name is Porro.
Somewhat reassuringly, Maya tells us that he — she does say he — was actually the serving Commander of the aliens’ entire mission to Bayzen. He was in charge of the vessel’s flight here from Eden. Upon arrival, he lived on the surface where he oversaw the mining operations to extract the Bayzocite they were using to develop a quantum tunnel to Earth.
Maya also confirms, via the other aliens, that they became hostile to us when we presented her lifeless body because they thought we had done the damage.
Maya herself has no recollection of anything after the moment of our crash, the impact of which dislodged her connectivity chip. She recalls everything before it, and her long-range connectivity means she can monitor readings from the vessel even out here.
Needless to say, I’m tremendously glad Driver didn’t want to leave her behind on the Vita after our own attempts to fix her proved fruitless.
Even if we had, and if the aliens didn’t see her unresponsive body and thus hadn’t become hostile, we would have had no chance of meaningfully communicating without Maya’s incredible translation abilities.
Driver asks a lot of good questions about how these aliens have been surviving, as well as how many of them there are.
The answers are fairly depressing. Less than forty remain, from an initial colony of thousands of miners, support crew, and coordinators.
Thousands.
That goes some way to explaining the size of the space-faring vessel that brought them here. The sheer scale of the project must have required huge resources and machinery to be shipped from their home world of Eden, too. Maybe that’s what once filled the now-cavernous chamber, where our Vita settled after passing through the hatch that automatically opened for us when we passed through the Wormhole the vessel was deliberately positioned against.
The chamber might also have been used as a living space during their journey, I figure. The number of empty pods we found in another area corresponded precisely to the number of corpses. That suggests they were only ever for those aliens who remained aboard the vessel, overseeing the mining operations from above. And at the very least, these survivors can now move into the relative comfort of the vessel. It’s no Eden, I’m sure, but it has to beat living underground.
We also learn that the surviving aliens have been living underground with little sustenance, endlessly hoping for a rescue mission from Eden that has never come.
Maya explains to them that even the large vessel is unable to communicate with Eden, due to the thickness of the radiation clouds caused by the failed opening of the second tunnel. We know this because she quickly relays it to us, after first sharing it in the aliens’ native tongue.
“On Eden, they probably think everyone here is dead,” I reply. “They’ll surely have detected the huge radiation burst, right? And when all communication stopped from the vessel because everyone was dead, and from down here because all the infrastructure was destroyed, they’re going to think there’s nothing left. I’ll bet they want to stay well clear of this place if they can see the radiation from Eden. The whole idea of a tunneling project will probably be dead, too. I’d guess they’ll have seen how dangerous it turned out to be, and this will put them off trying again. Even if there was another place they could get Bayzocite without having to come here, something like this would surely put them off. It would if we were talking about humans.”
“I share your expectation,” Maya says. “Our friends on Eden may be aware of the ongoing reaction, but they would have done something by now if they suspected anyone was still here. No beings are perfect, but my creators do not leave others behind.”
Driver glances at me, approvingly, as soon as she says that.
“And they would most certainly have intervened if they had any idea Earth was at risk,” Maya insists. “Huge resources were dedicated to the tunneling project. Huge risks were taken, but they did not think any risks fell on Earth. If they had known, the project would not have happened. Everything was done to enable cooperative contact. They wanted to learn more about humanity and to share some of our own knowledge in exchange for what they have already learned from you. When they find out what has happened, the feelings of guilt will be extreme. Harming Earth was the opposite of their intent.”
“Let’s just make sure they do find out,” I say. “Let’s make sure we stop this cannon. The next steps will come next, but nothing matters unless we succeed. Nothing.”
“That is true,” the bird replies. “I agree fully. It is very fortunate that you answered my call to activate the fully stable first tunnel from Earth’s side, Ray. Everyone on your world and these survivors on Bayzen have a chance because you did. But more broadly, the dream of ongoing cooperation is not dead.”
“One thing at a time,” Driver chimes in. “Seriously, we need to focus only on getting this done. Maya, before the crash we talked about our plan to hit the cannon from Vita. But Ray has been thinking about targeting the mine shaft, too. Do you know the details of how the pipeline works? You know, how it’s still feeding Bayzocite to the cannon? If you don’t, do these guys? I guess if they could have shut it down, they would have. But can you ask if they have access to the pipeline? Because we have resources. We have explosives and we have drones.”
“One question at a time,” I say, nudging Driver’s arm. “There’s no way Maya is going to respond to all of that.”
“Due to the loss in communication servers on the surface, I have no recent information regarding the pipeline,” Maya says, answering the main part. “I will ask. One moment.”
When she does, speaking in the jarring and dissonant alien language that sees her tone and pitch change, too, more answers come quickly. Her translation abilities truly are remarkable.
The aliens say they have no means of disturbing the pipeline, and that they think no small objects like our drones — which they’ve seen in the sky — could possibly survive in the shaft where the Bayzocite extraction takes place.
“They have no newer information than I do,” Maya adds after directly translating the answer. “There was one shaft enabling maintenance access to the pipeline in the initial design. I can show you where it is, a considerable distance from here, and you could try to send a drone to analyze the conditions. But the radiation burst has accelerated the extraction of Bayzocite into a runaway process. I am almost certain the entire area will be unreachable. I will be surprised if any of your mapping drones can even get close without being destroyed.”
“It’s worth a look,” Driver says, turning to me. “I still like the plan to hit the cannon from the Vita, but if we can look into your pipeline idea while we’re getting ready then I’m all for it.”
I nod. “Definitely.”
Now, there is a reason to get back to the Vita as quickly as we can. While Porro is doing his best to move the huge alien vessel, which he seemed very confident of doing, we can scout the mine’s access shaft with the drones.
I’ve always preferred the idea of targeting the pipeline rather than flying to the edge of the cannon’s path, and there might just be hope for that plan yet…
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With the opportunity to usefully utilize the mapping drones now in our minds, Driver and I speed up. Maya translates our explanation to the slower aliens, who understand.
After an easy scramble into the basin, we rush back to the tight entry point at the vessel’s hatch and squeeze in. We see Porro up ahead, near the start of his trek to the platform. I feel like there has to be another way in and out of this vessel, but if there is then it’s obviously out of operation following the crash.
In the Vita, Driver wastes no time. Maya is with us, having kept pace. Together, they discuss the details for a scouting mission using one of the drones we left on the surface. Controllable from here, it’s going to tell us a lot about the shaft.
Sending it out takes very little time, and the result should be in before long.
Maya alerts us when the three other aliens arrive at the Vita. I tell her to invite them in, so we can keep exchanging information.
When they enter, their eyes widen as they take in all of our equipment and the general layout of our craft. It’s nowhere near as big as their vessel — very evidently, since it’s currently taking up a tiny portion of that vessel’s entry chamber — but in many ways our Vita probably seems more… well, futuristic.
There are a lot less nondescript gray surfaces in here, for one thing, and so far they’ve only seen our own entry point. The Vita itself is so vast, with Orbs and the school and the viewing galleries and so much else.
“They haven’t been inside a real structure for several years,” Maya relays. “This is extremely comfortable. They are very impressed and say this is the kind of vessel they would expect a great intelligence such as humanity to arrive in.”
“I just fly the thing,” Driver replies with a slight chuckle. “But hopefully I’ll pass on those compliments to the designers. Say, Maya, what’s the deal with our tunnel, anyway? Were you able to detect anything from the surface? Is it still there? Is there any chance we could get home if we stop the cannon?”
Maya hesitates. Multiple questions… that old chestnut.
“Can we ever make it home?” Driver simplifies.
“I believe so,” Maya says. “My visual sensors could not see the portal through the yellow radiation clouds, but I detected a gravitational anomaly. I believe the portal remains intact. On that, I am much more optimistic than I was before we made it to the surface.”
What’s this?, I find myself wondering with a grin. A welcome and positive piece of irony?
Certainly, there’s more than a hint of it in Maya’s use of the word “anomaly” to describe an optimistic sign regarding our potential route home if we can save Earth from the Anomaly-causing Bayzocite cannon.
“And maybe we could use the Vita’s communication system to try and send a message to Eden before we leave,” Driver suggests. “Then these guys could make it home, too. Our communications system might still work, just not across the gate. That’s what you said, right? This vessel’s might have been taken out by the big radiation burst, but ours could be okay.”
Maya translates this to the aliens. For the first time, their previously expressionless faces light up. It’s an odd thing to see, with those vertical mouths ruling out anything as recognizable as smiles, but they’re clearly ecstatic at the thought.
“That would be wonderful if you would even try,” Maya relays, although it’s hardly necessary.
A few minutes later, after a conversation in which I finally seek and receive confirmation that Maya is designed to look like a bird native to Eden, we get some news from the drones.
All eyes are on Driver, who knows them better than anyone, as she analyzes the incoming data and visual feeds.
“Is that the mine shaft we were looking for?” she asks Maya.
Before Maya replies, the visual feed dies.
“Well, it was,” the bird replies, “and your drone made it further than I expected. From those readings and the visual, I can tell you that the radiation levels coming from the access shaft are of the intensity I expected, but not as bad as I feared. Still, it is too much for the drones.”
“Cannon it is,” I say, turning to Driver as I shrug in acceptance. “Your Plan A is a good one, anyway. Get me in range of the cannon, at the right angle, and I’ll fire.”
All of a sudden, Maya flies into the air and hovers.
“He is there,” she reports. “Porro has reached the Control Room. I can assist him vocally via the speakers to save time. Please, excuse me.”
“Do it,” I say, leaning back in anticipation.
Driver and I listen in hope as Maya passes on instructions. As a friendly interface for the vessel’s operating system itself, she knows exactly what Porro is doing. She knows what options he is selecting, and more importantly she can efficiently instruct him which options he should be selecting.
He would be able to operate the system without her, since he can read the display and has experience of using it. I’m sure that given enough time, he could have used it to calculate the exact actions he needs to take, and then the optimal way of taking them as quickly as possible.
For us, Maya made everything possible. She translated what we didn’t understand and laid everything out in the simplest manner it could be explained. For Porro, at the very least, the live assistance and rapid analysis she provides is hugely convenient.
And given the situation we’re in, where every second counts, convenience is king.
I study the live reactions of the three aliens as they listen along, since Maya is speaking a language they understand. I don’t know if they count as our guests right now, since they’re in the Vita, or if we’re still theirs since the Vita is inside their much larger vessel on their colony planet.
Either way, I’d hazard an assumption that they’re encouraged by what they hear. Their faces are hard to read when displaying anything other than joy or anger, as seen when we alternatively offered to communicate with Eden and first showed them Maya’s lifeless body.
After a few tense minutes, Maya flutters over to us and rests on the surface in front of me.
“Be ready,” she says. “We are hoping to move the vessel.”
“Move it like how?” Driver asks. “Up the way? Or does it have some kind of ground movement ability, like the Vita has for taxiing or emergency horizontal landings?”
The bird looks to her. “Neither. Porro is going to engage one of our vessel’s ground-penetrating munitions in an attempt to alter our resting angle. It will fire from beneath. With no distance to the ground, the bomb will not penetrate. But if my calculations are correct, it will dislodge us. We should see the sky through that hatch as soon as the vessel re-settles.”
“Munitions?” Driver echoes, in absolute shock at the plan.
We don’t say it in unison this time, because I’m flat-out speechless.
“He’s going to bomb the ground we’re sitting on, from the vessel we’re sitting in?” Driver asks.
“A carefully calculated load from a carefully calculated position,” Maya insists. She then flies into my hands and whispers, too quietly for Driver to hear: “Hold me.”
Confused, I glance down.
“So that really is the plan?” Driver asks, still disbelieving. “That’s actually what we’re—”
Her words are cut off very suddenly as our world tilts roughly to its side, because that is the plan… and it’s exactly what Porro has just done.
It’s also why Maya flew into my hands, because this impact feels almost as harsh as our landing. If she had been out in the open, she could have been damaged again — and perhaps less easily fixed.
When the dust settles and everyone has shaken off the worst of the shock, Driver hurries to the Vita’s exit without another word.
I know our craft won’t have budged relative to the larger vessel, just like it didn’t during the crash, because its firm anchoring is almost unbreakable. That’s why the newly pitched angle we’re all noticing could be a very good thing.
“I see the sky!” Driver yells from the chamber. “Ray, it worked! We can get the Vita out.”
Maya turns to the others and tells them something I can’t understand.
“They’re staying here,” she explains to me. “The Vita can leave for the cannon as soon as you and Driver are ready, Ray… and I’m coming with you.”
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“You’re coming with us for the mission?” I ask Maya, half-thinking I must have misheard.
Don’t get me wrong, I don’t want to talk her out of it. I just didn’t expect this for a second.
“My visual sensors are extremely sensitive,” she replies. “I can alert you to dangers you might not see.”
It really goes without saying, but man… do I miss Laika. He has been our little winged hazard-perception buddy for so many important missions, and I can only hope he’s holding down the fort at home and keeping my family’s spirits up in what has to be the most difficult time anyone has ever known.
Earth has a matter of hours left until total destruction rains down, unless we succeed. Right now we have a way forward and a reason for optimism. But on Earth? With no contact since we arrived, they could well think we’re already dead… and that with us, so are their own hopes of survival.
“I can help, Ray,” Maya goes on. And while she’s no Laika and never will be, I’m glad to have her. “If you or Driver can familiarize me with where I can track the Vita’s external readings, I would also be able to provide atmospheric updates while she focuses on flying and you focus on readying the bombardment.”
Driver returns seconds later, ready for action. She’s ecstatic when I tell her about Maya, who then assures us both she’ll be fully operational even at a significant distance from this vessel she calls home.
“Porro knows I am coming, too,” the bird says. “We do not have to wait for his return. He wishes you luck and thanks you for your bravery. He knows that without your success, there is no future for anyone. That is why he is willing for me to take this risk, too. Now, whenever you are ready, I would like to see your data displays and then we can leave.”
We say some Maya-assisted farewells to the other three aliens, who all step out. We then head straight for the Control Room.
It takes almost no time to show Maya the readings, since the informational display is very clear and she is very adept at understanding English.
“Why didn’t you send us messages in text, anyway?” I ask, finally getting that question out. “What was with the images?”
“I did not have access approval for autonomously broadcasting any textual or vocal communications,” she explains. “I made use of a system facility for communicating images, designed for sharing mining scans with Eden, and redirected it to Earth. I did my best to use images you would understand.”
“You did great,” Driver says. “Really great.”
With Maya on data watch and insisting she can project her voice sufficiently for us to hear from there, Driver and I set off to the small cockpit we came here in.
“You still with me?” Driver calls to make sure.
“I am,” Maya replies. And wow, is it ever loud enough. For such a small metallic marvel, she really can project her voice. “Godspeed.”
“Do you remember the controls?” Driver asks. “Fire. That’s it. Just like on the Bullet, except this time you don’t only get one shot. We’re well stocked. When we have the right angle, blow that cannon to kingdom come. And don’t worry about me. I messed up our landing, but compared to that thing the Vita feels like home turf. I’ve got this.”
I look at her silently.
“What?” she says.
“You didn’t mess up anything,” I tell her. “Let’s just get this done, okay? You were born for this. Every single moment has brought us here. All the pressure, all the death, all the perspective it’s all given us… no one else could do this. That’s why Maya called us.”
Driver looks straight ahead and nods several times, psyching herself up.
Seconds later, we roll forward as the anchor releases.
The alien vessel is now angled in such a way that we would be rolling backwards if the engines weren’t engaged. That’s why we can see the sky above the Basin. I don’t think the Vita has ever launched horizontally from the ground like this, but it’s always been part of the design in case of a booster failure that would rule out a good old-fashioned blast-off.
We’re in the launch configuration, naturally, which is going to make us look like we’re in a streamlined rocket flying through the alien skies. It would be one hell of a sight if there was anyone here to see, and I guess the aliens can take it in.
“This is going to be a quick flight, Ray,” Driver says. “Like, quick. We’re not far away. I’ll go as slow as we can in the final approach, but it’s all relative. This is a big craft. Other than the Balena, it’s the biggest we have and it’s the last thing I would have picked for a precise mission like this. What I’m saying is… be ready.”
“Driver, breathe,” I say. I’ve never heard her talk so quickly or sound so uncertain about a flight, and those are the last kind of emotions we need right now. “Do what you would tell a trainee pilot to do: pretend it’s a simulator. And let me worry about my part. I’m ready when you are. I trust you. Just get me into range and I’ll do the rest.”
As we reach the edge of the vessel, effectively an angled ramp, Driver hits the turbo and we shoot forward into the sky.
“Whoa,” she says, pushing her back into her chair and grasping the controls. “Talk about responsive.”
We’re gaining altitude very quickly.
“Responsive is good, isn’t it?” I ask.
She nods without breaking focus. “I just wasn’t expecting it to feel like it did. Seriously, do remind me to compliment the designers if we get home! This thing feels like a city when you’re in the main body, but in here it handles like a jet.”
Following a general course Maya has approved, and really just heading towards the huge tornado-like sight of the debris field spewing from the cannon, we race forward.
“I’d say fifty seconds from here,” Driver tells me. “Get the trigger finger ready, cowboy.”
Her mood is high, which is the best sign I could have. She’s in control of her part, and very soon it’ll be over to me.
At least, so I thought.
So I hoped.
“Abort!” Maya yells at ear-splitting volume.
Taking no chances in case we didn’t hear — fat chance — she flies into the cockpit and all the way to the dashboard-like panel in front of us.
“Driver, abort the mission!” she repeats. “The radiation levels are getting worse! Your craft’s instruments are not seeing it and your suits might not see it, either, but my sensors do — even from inside. Something about the cannon has changed since we were in the air. It’s gotten worse.”
The only thing I know for sure is that there is no change in any of our readings, in either our suits’ HUDs or the Vita’s display.
“We’re flying towards something worse than we expected,” Maya goes on. “For your own sake, please listen. Something has changed!”
Unrelenting, Driver plows forward.
“Lenses, full zoom,” I say.
As soon as they zoom, bringing the cannon into clearer view, I know what Maya is worried about.
Only one word leaves my mouth: “Abort!”
“What? What do you see?” Driver asks.
“It’s widened,” I tell her, no time to think of the perfect words. “Driver, it’s shooting out way more Bayzocite than it was and the spread is much wider. There’s no way we can get within range. The safe angle isn’t there anymore. If you don’t change course right now, we’re going to be in the firing line. It’s so much wider than it was.”
“Oh shit…” she mouths, barely making a sound as her naked vision starts to see what my zoomed eyes just detected. “Hold on.”
When Driver of all people tells me to hold on, I know I better listen. I also grab hold of Maya, bearing in mind what happened earlier.
A rough jolt knocks me sideways, testing my harness to the fullest as Driver jerks to the right and drops to a lower altitude to avoid the incredibly wide barrage of Bayzocite ore now being spewed into Bayzen’s air.
“Maya, what’s going on?” she asks. “You called that before we saw it, but what do you think is happening?”
“Everything has significantly accelerated,” Maya replies, peering out of the cockpit window for some direct visual data. “Look at the portal. It’s glowing brighter and pulling out more and more Bayzocite. The implosion is close. The old timeline gave us hours to save your world, but I was not counting on a cycle of worsening radiation and increased pull. I think the timeline has moved forward… a lot.”
“So what do I do?!” Driver cries. Almost literally, too, because she sounds close to tears. She’s taken us away from the immediate physical danger of the cannon’s ever-widening debris field, but each second brings Earth’s destruction closer.
“What about the mine shaft?” I suggest in desperation. “The drone died when it got close, but would we have to get so close in the Vita? Couldn’t we aim from altitude?”
Maya hesitates.
“Well?” Driver asks. “Is it possible?”
“Adjust course for the access shaft,” the bird eventually advises. “Head back and beyond the basin. I will guide the way. This will be very costly, my friends… but what has to be done has to be done.”
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When Driver told me to hold on, I knew a jolt was coming.
And when Maya tells me that what we’re about to do will be “very costly”, I similarly know that we’re in for something real.
“Tell me everything I need to know,” Driver says to Maya.
“Bombardment from above will decisively destroy the pipeline,” Maya says, as confidently and as straightforwardly as that. “Unfortunately, the presence of the abundant and massively combustible Bayzocite deposits means that it will also destroy the core of this entire planet. That is why I did not suggest this while targeting the cannon remained a possibility. We will have to ascend to altitude as soon as we release the munitions to escape the fallout, but my friends on the surface will not survive.”
Oh.
“Give me another option,” Driver says. “Think.”
“There is no other option,” Maya replies. “Driver, we cannot target the cannon. No altitude and angle provides a safe sight-line. Our only working option is to destroy—”
“No,” Driver interrupts, unbudging as she continues moving us towards the shaft. “Maya, I’m telling you to think! Killing everyone is not a ‘working option’ in my language.”
“Yes it is,” the bird replies with a clear change in tone. “From a utilitarian standpoint, destroying Bayzen to save Earth would be an ethical act by almost any textbook standard of human morality. Not doing this is not an option. Ray, tell her. You can save yourselves, too.”
“Fuck your textbooks,” Driver grunts. “Ray, back me up.”
I inhale deeply. “Maya… if we have any other option that still hits the core objective, there’s no way I’m going to press a button that brutally kills everyone here. Those guys we met and the others underground still have a chance of getting home. We can’t take that away from them. There has to be another way. Please, give us something.”
She says nothing.
“Maya, how wide is the entrance to the shaft?” I ask, one desperate thought emerging from the chaos of my mind. “We were going to send drones in to target the pipeline, not blow up the whole Bayzocite motherlode. The only reason we didn’t do it was that they couldn’t survive the radiation. The Vita might. If there’s a line of sight to the pipeline, I could try to hit that. With a focused shot, we could cut off the supply line to the cannon without igniting the whole deposit.”
Driver turns to me, answering before Maya with a question of her own: “You want me to fly into the access shaft… in the Vita?”
When she says it like that, I suppose it does sound impossibly reckless and—
“I love it,” she goes on, cutting off my thought. “Maya… yes or no: is the shaft wide enough?”
Maya stares back and replies: “The objectively superior decision is to bombard the shaft from altitude. Regrettably, that will also destroy—”
“You’re an AI!” Driver booms in a borderline aggressive manner. “Listen: I’m not asking you what I should do. I’m asking you what’s possible. Yes or no — could I physically fly the Vita into that shaft and give Ray a shot at the pipeline feeding Bayzocite to the cannon?”
“Yes,” Maya replies, very curtly.
Driver blows out a slow breath. “And if the full plan doesn’t work… if we’re torn apart by radiation once we go in, would the Vita explode in a way that destroys the whole setup, like bombardment would? This thing is full of enriched fuel, combustible material, munitions… tell me if we can count on mutual destruction. And tell me you’re sure.”
“I can confirm that is what would happen,” the bird says, very flatly. “You would needlessly die to achieve the same core result you could achieve from the safety of altitude.”
“Ray…” Driver says, gulping as she speaks. “This is your call. If we go in there and it destroys us, we would still take the pipeline down with us. If we hit it from altitude, we would take it out and kill everyone else. I can’t have that decision on my conscience and you’re the one with the family, so this has to be on you. But just remember that if we make it all the way, we can seal the deal and no one else has to die.”
“There is no need to risk your life, Ray,” Maya says. “Without you and your craft, my friends will not be able to communicate with Eden, anyway. They will remain stranded.”
“They have their vessel,” Driver contends. “They could try to repair its communications system, or it might even start working when this radiation clears. Ray, it’s all you. I’ve said my piece. We’re approaching. I need to know.”
She has said her piece… and so has Maya.
It all boils down to one decision: us or them?
More than anything in the world, I want to save my world and family.
All of our hard work and every risk we’ve taken has gotten us to a point where both options will disrupt the cannon enough to end the reaction that’s possibly only minutes away from destroying Earth. If it isn’t already too late, both options give us an equal chance of achieving our core objective.
More than anything besides that, I want to see my family again. But deep in my heart, I can’t avoid one question as I ponder destroying Bayzen and everyone on it:
What kind of father would I be, doing this?
What kind of example would I be for Joe and Scarlet if I can’t even look at myself in the mirror?
Yes, I would save my life and with it my chance of returning through the working quantum tunnel. But inside I know, there is no life without honor.
“We can’t kill them,” I say. “Driver, take us in. If there’s a line of sight to the pipeline, you’ll find it and I’ll hit it. All we can do is try.”
As Maya sulks, defeated in her somewhat commendable goal of protecting us, the Vita nosedives towards the shaft.
We have no idea what we’ll see inside, or if we’ll even last long enough to see it.
“I knew you had it in you, Ray,” Driver says. Breathing fast as she grips the controls and leads us into the unknown, she forces out one more line: “No man left behind.”
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On the Vita’s display, the reading for external radiation levels absolutely skyrockets as Driver nosedives into the mineshaft.
The reading in my HUD stays the same, telling me that the Vita is holding up so far. Its brilliantly powerful lights illuminate our route ahead, showing the impressive scale of the mining operation that went so badly wrong.
A huge area, comparable to the vessel’s chamber, has been excavated and at its center lies a massive pipe. It runs from the base of this chasm-like area, where it taps into the Bayzocite deposit, then up in the opposite direction where the ore ultimately emerges from the powerful cannon.
We’ve made it this far in one piece, and I can see the pipeline.
“I have the shot,” I say, as Driver slows as much as she can to aid my targeting.
“No, give him a chance to aim for the top!” Maya urgently interjects. “The further away from the deposit you hit, the less chance of a catastrophic reaction in the core. If you hit the currently locked-in target, there is a greater than fifty percent chance of motherlode detonation. Driver, as you put it… yes: I am an AI. But I want to live. And right now, aiming high gives us all a better chance of getting out of this. You two, my friends, and me.”
For now, we have to ignore that fairly telling “I want to live” comment from Maya. We have to focus on her suggestion about how to best complete the task at hand.
Driver, clearly willing to go along with the idea, asks me to confirm that I want to give up my locked-in sight-line to seek a better one. “It’s your call again,” she says.
“Do it,” I implore her.
And do it she does.
With a physically demanding shift of her controls, Driver repositions the Vita so I can lock-in a target on a much higher part of the colossal pipeline.
“Fire away, Ray Barclay,” she says, audibly panting as time seems to stand still.
Focusing on the crosshairs-like overlay on the window in front of me, which is perfectly centered on the pipe, I smash the button like it owes me money.
Instantly, a powerful barrage of projectiles fires out from our own cannon. The opposing force knocks us back more than a little, since Driver has the Vita moving at a low speed that’s as close to hovering as it can achieve.
Even at the speed our enriched cannonball-like projectiles travel, it takes what feels like an eternity for the impact to occur. This chasm is huge and we’re at a reasonable distance, but I know the delay is almost all in my head.
When they finally reach the pipeline, it’s as though my hyper-focused mind takes everything in one frame at a time.
I feel the smile spread across my face in slow motion, too. Like the flood of relief in my veins, it’s a reaction to an explosively destructive success that tells me with no shred of doubt that this godforsaken cannon won’t be firing any more Bayzocite towards the tunnel, or ultimately pushing any more radiation towards Earth.
“We’ve done it,” I sigh, finally feeling like I can breathe.
“No we haven’t,” Maya cuts in, killing that feeling as soon as it began. “Driver, get us out of here. Now!”
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“Go!” Maya urges Driver again. “The Bayzocite is no threat anymore without the continued pull, but the sudden stop is going to suck in the swirling radiation from above the cannon. Driver, we have to get out of here before it blows.”
“Blows?” I say. “Down here, with the motherlode exposed by the hole I just blasted in the pipeline?!”
“Not explosively, energetically,” Maya explains. “The Bayzocite won’t be affected, but we’ll be crushed against one of these walls. Believe me, my visual sensor can detect signs of the reaction already beginning. Driver, the way we came… now!”
Driver is already turning the Vita towards the shaft we came down, and she has been since Maya first spoke up. Our job is done, but the getaway most certainly isn’t.
Maya’s level of concern is tangible and has me panicking just as much, but Driver is gripping the controls and looking straight ahead like there is nothing but her and an objective to achieve. She has that eye of the tiger, and it doesn’t slip my mind that she earned her Driver moniker getting people out of sticky situations.
When a getaway is on the cards, there is no one better.
As soon as we’re facing the right way, she gives the Vita everything and sets a rapid course for the shaft. It looks narrower the faster we get, and by the time we get there I can’t even look.
My churning stomach feels like there has to be a better balance between speed and haste, but Driver is heeding Maya’s urgency and racing like every second could be our last.
When we reach the shaft and I see the eerie yellow light of the outside world, a brutal force from behind pushes us even faster and ultimately sends us spiraling into the sky.
We twist. We spin. We spiral.
But we’re out.
Driver stays focused until she rights the ship and has us cruising. I look to the right and see that the cannon has stopped. I see yellow radiation clouds swirling downwards and into the chasm, as Maya warned.
“Holy shit,” Driver finally sighs. “Maya… was that blowback from the radiation being sucked in? Is that what came up behind us? If we’d been five seconds slower, we wouldn’t have been in the straight shaft when it hit. It would have slammed us into the wall, like you said!”
Maya hops onto the surface of the control panel and then settles on Driver’s left hand, which is free to rest at last having so masterfully gripped the controls through the most harrowing moments we’ve ever known.
“It was,” Maya confirms. “But you avoided it, Driver. You did it.”
“We did it,” Driver says, slapping my leg with her empty right hand.
As I glance between two areas of Bayzen’s sky and see two tunnels — one that can hopefully take us home and one that is no longer in the proces of destroying that home — it finally sinks in:
We did it.
This time, once and for all, we really, truly did it.
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The change in the sky over Bayzen as we head back towards the basin really is a sight for sore eyes. The cannon now sits impotently, unfed by the severed pipeline. There is no longer any flow of Bayzocite from the massive deposit at the planet’s core, and that means there is no longer any danger to Earth.
There is no more radiation being forced to Earth’s end of the quantum tunnel, pouring through the invisible portal we know as the Leak.
If our action to achieve all of this has come before things crossed a tipping point on Earth, a full recovery from the horrific days of the Anomaly could be on our horizon.
The working quantum tunnel, which Driver and I came through and hope to return through, is visible through the yellow clouds. After what the Vita has just stood up to, those clouds should prove no problem. Maya has never been totally certain on the point that we’ll be able to safely pass back through the tunnel, but she insists that the balance of probabilities — by her reckoning‚ is on our side.
As we pass over the hole in the ground where we found the aliens’ underground hideout, something catches my eye.
“Driver, look,” I say. “They’re out!”
On the surface, I see several dozen aliens.
I ask my lenses to zoom all the way in. When they do, the hungry-looking aliens’ joyous expressions and raised arms become clear. There are some children among the group, which makes me even more glad we made the choice we did.
I knew at the time we were doing the right thing. Now, I’m beyond sure.
It’s hard not to think back to our flight inland after stopping Zola’s planned undersea detonations, when groups of survivors became visible from the sky. Like then, we have succeeded in giving these people a chance of a better future. Furthermore, we have succeeded in ensuring they’ll have any future at all.
What happens next regarding their vessel and their home world of Eden is not within our control. We’ve done what we can for them, with no hard feelings over the tunneling accident that destroyed so many of their kind before it caused mass fear and lesser physical harms to so many of our own.
Driver lands the Vita near the middle of the basin. Taking no risks with any unexpected drift, she’s left plenty of space between us and the alien vessel.
By the time we’re all the way down, I see our friends from earlier walking to greet us. They sure didn’t feel like friends at first, when they bound our hands, but I can’t really blame them for what went down. After all, we did show up with what seemed like the corpse of Maya, our most helpful friend of all.
There are four of them, including Porro, the leader who we last saw rushing to the Control Room to dislodge the vessel. His assistance enabled us to leave, and for that we owe him our thanks.
He and the others are waiting for us at the base of the Vita’s stairway as it reaches the ground.
After unsealing our suits and removing our helmets, we walk out to a noticeable silence.
The abominable sound of the cannon — like ice being crushed, as Driver unforgettably nailed it — is no more. There’s a bliss to the peace and quiet.
There’s no applause, either, like I imagine there would be at home or in a movie. The aliens are here to see us, though, and that’s what counts. They understood handshakes, but applause might be too much. I don’t know how much personal experience these guys will really have had with human culture. For all we know, outreach might be a specialized field like it is among humans on the Balena.
The members of their version of Harriet’s Contact Team could be long dead, like the vast majority of Bayzen’s colonists. Just like we’re not experts on this kind of thing, these survivors might not be, either.
Someone who is an expert in facilitating communication, needless to say, is Maya. She flies past me, fluttering freely in the open air, and lands on Porro’s shoulder. It’s something Laika would do, albeit with a lot more care since he’s so many times larger.
“Breen goor shaap nudd,” Maya says.
Instantly, Porro’s shoulders slouch.
“What did you say?” I ask the bird.
She tilts her remarkable little head and stares right at me. “Isn’t it obvious, Ray? I said goodbye.”
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“Goodbye?” I echo in surprise.
It was a shock when Maya revealed she was coming with us for our bombing mission… but this?
“How would you even work on the other side of the tunnel?” I go on. “What powers you? What would you be connected to?
“We can take what we need,” she replies like it’s nothing. “I already told the others I was considering this, and they have it all ready inside. Porro feels some negative emotions that I will be gone, but he knows I will remain in contact. Until a rescue mission from Eden can arrive, this is the best way to ensure cooperative and ongoing contact between our worlds. I can serve as an intermediary. Bear in mind: Earth may be four light-years away in physical distance, but the tunnel makes a mockery of that. Our cross-tunnel communication was instant after you activated the portal. Remember? I have large stores of information within my own form, too, to assist in the unlikely event that cross-tunnel communication isn’t automatically enabled on our arrival.”
I do remember the ease of our earlier communication, of course, but I’m still stunned by this turn of events. One thing it all tells me, and especially after Maya’s comment about wanting to live, is that she truly is confident in our ability to return home via the Wormhole.
“We could bring your friends, too,” Driver suddenly suggests. “At least until a crew from Eden can get here.”
“Uh… let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I say. “If we can come back and forwards through the tunnel, visitation is something we can think about. But we can’t return with a ship full of aliens, Driver. Where would they live?”
“He is right,” Maya says, not even translating the idea for them to hear. “Thank you for your generosity, Driver, but my friends will be comfortable in the vessel. Far more comfortable than they have been underground in their makeshift shelter. There are more than enough pods for them to sleep in, since so few of the ground colonists have survived, and you have already seen the abundant food source.”
“What is that plant, anyway?” Driver asks. She’s quickly moved on from her far-out proposition, which is a relief.
While Maya explains that the plant was genetically engineered to provide sustainable and balanced nutrition for the vessel’s crew, two of the aliens step inside. I assume they’re gathering the things Maya alluded to when she said we could take everything she needs to our side of the Wormhole.
As a non-biological entity, there are fewer issues that can arise from returning with her. Her remarkable knowledge base and ability to communicate with the aliens more deeply than remote image or even text-based messaging would allow is going to be a huge boon for cooperation, too.
Even if cross-tunnel communication isn’t possible, like it hasn’t been for us since we got here, studying Maya could advance our technologies in ways I haven’t even considered. There is so much going on in such a tiny body, from the flight mechanics and data processing speed to the visual sensors and insane levels of vocal projection.
Her mention of an on-board data store is great news, too, meaning her usefulness isn’t dependent on relayed access to any of the systems here. She evidently holds a wealth of information about the aliens and their home world, with things she’s previously said in passing about their climate management and even life extension technologies being areas that could deliver especially telling breakthroughs on Earth.
I feel very good about bringing Maya home with us.
More than anything else, though, I just feel ready to leave.
These aliens have been good to us, in the end, and their surviving technology has helped us to stop the runaway problems caused by their failed technology. I sense they have been truly and apologetically humbled by the catastrophe, which I’m able to forgive more easily as a mistake of well-intentioned ambition than I would be if there was any hint of ulterior motives.
I’m not claiming to be an infallible judge of character, or someone who possesses Laika-level lie detection abilities. All I know is that I know the truth when I see it, and these guys were sorry.
The two aliens who left return from the vessel quickly with an oddly shaped container. It must have been placed in waiting at the edge of the chamber, given how quick they are, and it must contain Maya’s essential equipment. I have no idea what that will be, besides maybe some kind of charging equipment or replacement parts. She knows herself better than I do, and I’m not going to second-guess her packing list.
Driver takes a quick look in the container when the aliens reach the Vita’s stairway. Satisfied there’s nothing she doesn’t want on board, she lifts it and carries it up the stairs.
“Hey, Maya, we should be sure to send that distress call to Eden from the Vita before we leave,” she suggests as she walks. “Can you do it?”
After she relays this offer to Porro, who appears very enthused, Maya flies over to Driver. “Absolutely,” she says. “If you can show me the interface and explain anything that’s unclear, I can input the target location.”
Driver calls for Maya to follow her inside and presumably back to the Control Room.
The location of Eden is hugely important information in its own right, and it’s barely a drop in the ocean of what Maya can tell us. As spoils for our victory go, she is hard to beat.
I step down to Porro, leader of the alien survivors, and offer to shake his hand in a farewell gesture I hope he’ll understand.
He does. And while his hand feels as odd as the other alien’s did last time, there’s a real friendliness I can’t miss.
Driver and Maya are back in no time, reflecting the short distance to the Control Room and the simplicity of our communications system.
“It’s still red when I try to talk to Earth,” Driver reports, “but we got an operational green light for an outgoing signal towards Eden.”
I nod. There’s no sense in reading too much into the red light, and no reason to do so. Maya posited some possible explanations earlier as to why the gate might not enable communication until we pass through to revert it to its original state. After all she’s helped us with and all she’s helped us through, I have no reason to doubt her.
“Maya, I’d like it if you could tell them all goodbye from me,” I request.
She does. Right away, the assembled aliens repeat the phrase.
“And can you tell them something from me, too?” Driver asks. “Tell them: if Eden doesn’t send anyone and they ever need something, we’ll be back. I will, at least. Ray has a family he is not leaving again, but I just want your friends to know that we aren’t abandoning them. We’re not leaving them behind.”
We wait for Porro to get the message and reply. When he does, Maya passes it on: “Your kindness is well received,” she says. “They long to return to Eden, but they hope that one day you will visit them there.”
Driver’s eyes light up. “You better believe I will! Ray, did you hear that?”
I smile and tilt my head towards the stairs. “Let’s tick Earth off the list first, okay?”
The sound of light laughter punctuates our walk back into the Vita, where we pause at the threshold and wave out at the aliens. They mimic the gesture, then parrot Maya’s call of goodbye one more time.
I get back into my suit and seal it, ready for the long-awaited trip home. Maya happily hops into my gloved hand.
Before much longer, albeit after a mission that’s been far longer than we wanted it to be, Driver and I are seated in the cockpit.
Our target is visible in the sky, beyond the yellow clouds which are already easing. The quantum tunnel, which the alien vessel previously orbited alongside, is calling.
“I hope this is the last time I’m ever flying you anywhere,” Driver says, glancing at me while she boots up the launch systems. “You’re getting too damn old for this shit, Ray.”
I laugh heartily. I hope this is my last launch, too, and that my well-travelled feet can readjust to Earth’s solid ground for a long while to come.
We soar into the sky with ease, allowing one last look at the world of Bayzen. The aliens on the surface, both in the basin and above their underground hideout, get smaller with each passing millisecond and are soon nothing but specks.
“If it’s anything like last time, we might pass out for twenty seconds,” Driver warns me. It’s more of a reminder, and to be honest I didn’t need it. I’ve already been thinking about this, but feeling relaxed to know there isn’t going to be anything else in the Wormhole’s vicinity on Earth’s side.
I feel giddy to know how close we are to home. Sure, it’s four and a half light-years away if you want to get technical about things… but thanks to this incredible alien breakthrough, home is a matter of seconds away.
Below me, every hint of the aliens is gone before I know it. And very soon, all around me so is everything else.
My eyes close of their own accord as my body and mind experience a force like no other.
This shouldn’t last for long. And when my eyes reopen, I know exactly what I want to see.
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Before me, Earth looms large.
The auroras haven’t completely faded yet, of course, but I could not care less. Those once-frightening hues are a sight for sore eyes, because beyond them lives home.
Still intact and still making its slow and beautiful course around the sun… home.
This time, albeit only slightly, I’m awake before Driver.
Awake may not be the right word, come to think of it. Conscious is probably more accurate, since the Wormhole once again put us into a state less easily understood than mere sleep.
What counts, though, is that we’re here.
“We made it!” Driver yells in joyous relief.
From our angle and position, Earth is the only thing in sight. The sun and the Wormhole are behind us, assuming our return passage hasn’t somehow closed it, and the Balena’s current orbital position must be on the other side of Earth.
The Leak was never visible to the naked eye, though, so we can’t fully assume total success just yet.
Everything Maya said after we took out the pipeline on Bayzen, and everything our own eyes saw in the sky over that tragically barren planet, suggests that the Leak simply cannot still be causing any problems.
I know that in my mind, but my heart will only fully relax — I’ll only truly feel the victory — when it’s absolutely confirmed.
“I made it, too,” Maya states, uneasily flapping her way from my hand to the control dashboard.
And she really did. She’s still with us!
Maya’s confidence about the journey meant that I didn’t have many concerns that Driver and I would be okay, but I really wasn’t sure that she would. There was no telling how her internal workings would fare under the unknown forces and pressures of the Wormhole, and we might well have the trustworthily sturdy Vita to thank for getting us all here in one piece.
There’s a certain comical nature to the way Maya is now moving, almost looking like she’s drunk or disoriented. “But wow… the tunnel,” she goes on. “I picked up some incredible readings. Even our understanding of physics on Eden will struggle to accommodate some of what we just experienced.”
That sounds like interesting work that could occupy Shaun and Sasha for a long time to come, enhancing our understanding of the universe and perhaps enabling breakthroughs even greater than those the aliens have already achieved.
“Did you look outside?” I ask the incredible AI messenger.
Combined with the Wormhole, if it is still there, her presence could rapidly open up a world of interstellar cooperation beyond anything humanity has ever seriously imagined. The opportunities are boundless, and even the knowledge within Maya’s data stores are going to be revolutionary.
She turns around to give her visual sensors their first direct view of Earth.
“Incredible,” she says. “It is even more beautiful than Eden.”
And while I might be biased, she has to be right. I’m sure Eden has a lot going for it, but our green and blue planet really is the greatest sight ever.
On the dashboard in front of us, meanwhile, a green communications light suddenly turns from steady to flashing.
Sasha’s voice roars through the speaker, an urgent excitement in the tone: “Driver?! Come in. Do you read?”
“Oh, we read you,” Driver replies with a wide smile. “We’re both here. How is everything?”
“Clear skies ahead,” Sasha confirms, easing my final doubts and allowing a relief like no other to course through my bloodstream. “Guys… the Leak has stopped. Things got hairy towards the end, but you stopped it just in time. I don’t know how you did it, but you pulled it off! What happened through there, anyway?”
Driver turns to me, gesturing for me to reply.
I suppress a chuckle. “Well, Sasha… how long have you got?”
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Before we even tell them about Maya, our team on the Balena announces a decision that I don’t exactly love. It comes during our approach to that much larger craft, where we’ve naturally been expecting to return.
I can understand it and don’t argue against it, but it’s still putting something of a damper on things.
In short, because we’ve breathed alien air and made direct physical contact with extraterrestrial beings, they don’t want us to dock until we’ve undergone a quarantine period.
They don’t want us to land on Earth, either, until all the Vita’s readings are analyzed and everyone is sure there are no potentially dangerous alien contaminants either inside or outside of the craft. A final stage of physical checks will happen once we do dock on the Balena, but we’ve been told to expect a two-week wait until even that is allowed.
Needless to say, it’s a blow.
Driver doesn’t mince her words to Williams, decrying what she sees as “pointless bullshit” and a lack of gratitude for what we’ve done.
For a minute or so, things get pretty heated. It’s all one-way, really, with Williams sitting back and letting her frustrations come out.
Once the dust settles, Driver might regret a few of the more personal things she’s said. Williams always has everyone’s best interests in mind and the two normally get along very well, but I do find her anger as understandable as his caution.
The only place I want to be is home. I just have to balance that with the fact that everything we’ve done has been to keep Earth safe, and this quarantine period is just one final step in that process.
All of this is completely new, for everyone. There is no textbook. No protocol.
And on reflection, I can accept that there is a lot of sense in having us self-administer some medical tests while the others pore over the masses of data we’ve just brought back from Bayzen.
If the shoe was on the other foot and another crew was on the Vita after a mission like this, I would be firmly on the side of Team Quarantine. I think Driver would, too.
A relatively small inconvenience for the few isn’t worth any level of risk for the many. Not with so many unknowns at play.
Eventually, and more than a little reluctantly, Driver accepts the order to place us in a holding orbit rather than continue any further towards the Balena.
There are worse places to be holed up than on the expansive Vita, I tell myself. It’s not home, but it’s not hell.
We’re still wearing our smart lenses, which are linked up to the communications system. Right now, they’re also sharing our vision with our friends on the Balena. That’s how Sasha catches sight of Maya.
“I did say it’s a long story,” I reply when she asks what on Earth I’m holding. Maya doesn’t say anything.
Driver, meanwhile, somewhat belligerently says that we’ll answer their questions when they see sense and let us dock.
She’s still bitter, but I know this mood won’t last long. With all we’ve been through, and especially with the level of focus Driver has had to maintain, emotions are heightened in all directions.
Via the Plate relay devices in our suit pockets, our lenses have been recording our vision since before we traveled through the Wormhole.
Now that we’re back, our team is going to be able to see every single thing we saw. Every single thing we did, and every single thing Maya did. When her abilities become known and we start diving into her knowledge base, the world is never going to be the same again.
“This is Maya. She’s an alien AI,” I explain. “She’s a conduit for their mothership’s whole operating system, and she created the images and sent them our way. Trust me, you’re not going to believe some of the things you’re going to see.”
And speaking of things to see…
By the time we reach our holding position, our new angle makes the Wormhole visible.
It looks just like it did before we took our blind leap in the other direction. Very strongly, this makes me believe it will work again — if and when another crew, or even an unmanned research craft, tries to cross.
The gate is still there. The door is still open. However you want to think of it, the other side is still within reach.
But as the others will learn when we tell them everything, Bayzen isn’t the only planet of interest that lies beyond the Wormhole. It’s no longer the planet of my primary interest, either, now that I know the aliens’ home world is in fact another that Maya has christened Eden.
Driver has already spoken of her desire to one day reach Eden, and that feels a lot less far-fetched than her commitment of exploring Bayzen felt a few years ago. If I was a betting man, my money would be on her getting there. After all, I’ve yet to see anything she’s set her mind on not come to fruition.
One thing is for sure, though: I’m not going to be lining up to join her for any future trips. I’ve been living a charmed life through our recent misadventures, surviving by the skin of my teeth far too many times for comfort.
From here on out, I want to spend my days and nights with the family my life has truly been charmed with.
I tell Sasha and President Williams that with the greatest respect, I really don’t want to answer any more questions right now, either, because there’s someone else I want to talk to a whole lot more.
I step out of the Vita’s cockpit, removing my suit and walking to the Control Room. I get my own personal phone from its resting place on the charger and make a video call to Eva.
She picks up almost instantly.
Wide smiles and tears of relief do our talking for a few seconds, until Joe rushes over and asks when I’ll be home.
His face falls when I break the news, but Eva very quickly tells him that two weeks is only two weeks. I know she wants me home as badly as I want to be there, and that she’s tempering her own disappointment to soothe Joe’s.
“If you can’t come home, I want to go there,” he insists, unbudging.
“I am coming home, kiddo,” I promise. “They just want two weeks to run some tests for potential contaminants. You know, like in the movies where the ship sometimes brings something back by accident. There’s nothing to worry about. And hey, remember Driver is flying this thing,” I add with a grin, knowing how much Joe looks up to her and appreciates her ‘bad-ass’ nature, as some people see it. “You think she’s going to listen if they try to keep us here for any longer?”
He sighs again, but ultimately shrugs. “I guess.”
“Oh, but speaking of things we brought back,” I say. “Can you guys call Scarlet in, and definitely Laika, too? There’s someone else I want you all to meet…”
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I won’t lie, it’s been a long two weeks.
The frequent family video calls have helped, and the barrage of medical tests we’ve had to take each day have occupied a lot of our time.
Up to and including yesterday’s penultimate tests, nothing of any concern has come up in any of them. Radiation exposure was my main concern, but it turns out that conditions really weren’t too bad on the surface of Bayzen, where we walked and breathed suitlessly, and the Vita protected us well at higher altitudes.
That’s as we expected but we couldn’t be sure, and we’re now finally en route to the Balena’s docking bay.
I’ve spent a lot of time on video calls with my friends there, too, answering all kinds of questions about our experiences on Bayzen. It didn’t take long for someone else to establish herself as the apple of everyone’s eye, though.
Really from the very get-go, Maya is a sensation.
Faces crowd around Sasha’s computer every time Maya joins me for a call. Experts in fields I didn’t even know existed ask her highly specialized questions about everything from the nature of the quantum tunnel to her own computational abilities, and she rattles off detailed answers to every single one.
Throughout our wait, like we hoped, Maya is able to communicate with Porro and the others back on Bayzen. She doesn’t need to say or visibly do anything for this to happen. From their perspective, they are interacting with the vessel’s interface and the vessel now has a sensory and informational data source on our side of the gate.
She relays to Driver and I what the aliens are doing. The disheartening news is that they haven’t received any communications back from Eden. Since radio signals should only take days to reach one of the alien worlds to the other, Maya sees the ongoing silence as a cause for concern.
Her concern isn’t about Eden itself, but rather the ability for the aliens to make contact.
Since the huge radiation pulse that destroyed so much both on and above Bayzen, their vessel’s communication system has been unproven over long distances. It’s able to transmit signals to and from the Wormhole, naturally, but that Wormhole’s portals are extremely close to Bayzen and Earth, respectively. Paradoxically, a hit to their transmitter’s long-range ability could be cutting them off from their own home world while enabling contact with our far more distant location.
On the positive side, the aliens are adapting to life in the vessel and report that their sky is clearing. The yellow hue hasn’t faded completely, Maya reports, but it’s well on the way.
She has a hopeful theory that the remaining radiation clouds, some of which are above the portal, could be responsible for blocking the signals to and from Eden. If that’s the case, communication could be restored fairly soon and a salvage craft sent to rescue the survivors.
It’s not just humans and aliens who have shown interest in Maya, though.
Not by a long shot.
Because from the first time Laika saw her on video, he has been tremendously intrigued.
He was slightly unsettled by her hummingbird-like appearance at first, albeit less so than he was by a photograph of a real one a few years ago, when we first learned of his trauma-induced fear. He’s come a long way since then, with a lot of help from Vicki and Lorien. His aversion now registers only slightly if he sees a hummingbird on TV or in an image, and it was no different with Maya.
His unease faded altogether within a few seconds, though.
“Bird not real,” he astutely observed. “Ray Ray find new robot?”
Since then, however, that robot has become something of a friend in Laika’s eyes. Watching them converse with no outside involvement is something of a mind-trip.
On one side of the call we have a genetically altered parrot, intellectually uplifted by a human researcher. On the other, we have a robotic messenger constructed by alien hands.
It’s little wonder that Joe, as a huge fan of everything related to space and robots and futuristic technology, always wants to watch them talk. After all, it doesn’t get much more sci-fi than that.
The world as a whole has been fixated on our story, with lens-captured images of the aliens and their world already having aired on the TV news.
In this day and age of hyper-connectivity, it was never going to take long for some of the Balena’s staff to tell their friends and family what we’d encountered, and then for countless tidbits to filter out to the masses from there.
We opted to get ahead of that kind of thing and openly tell the world everything from the very beginning. Driver and I haven’t actually made any remote TV appearances from here, but Chester and Williams have put out a few managed comments on our behalf.
After all the problems caused by secrets and partial truths, I’m glad no one wanted to keep any of this from the world. I’ve had enough of that for one lifetime.
Our victory over Zola should have been a turning point in that regard, ushering in a new era of openness and progress. We ended up having progress without openness, with competing interests on the Beacon protecting their research findings as commercial secrets. This time, I’m going to make sure that doesn’t happen.
This time, I’m going to make sure that our world emerges from the Anomaly’s frightening days as a more open place than it was before. Allied to the cooperation we will seek with the aliens, the breakthroughs we can all achieve together are limited only by our imaginations.
Our imminent docking on the Balena is going to be broadcast around the world. The record-breaking viewing figures we’ve been told to expect are hardly going to phase Driver, who has repeatedly steered me through high-pressure situations that would crush a lesser pilot. Really, no level of audience would even register on her radar.
For her part, Driver’s position on our enforced quarantine has eased as the two weeks have gone on.
I think her initial anger was a result of the shock of the order, allied with the heightened emotions of the journey we’d just completed. She’s apologized to President Williams for some of the things she’s said, and we’ve all moved on.
We’ve been told again today that none of our medical tests have brought up anything that worries the team. They do want us to continue having regular check-ups, principally because both of our heart-rates remain slightly but noticeably elevated even at this two-week mark. But given the stresses our minds and bodies have been through, I’ll call something as relatively small as that a win.
Biological samples from our skin and clothes have been meticulously studied, too. Our experts have detected alien DNA, as you would expect, and that has opened up a whole new avenue of scientific study.
Crucially, though, we haven’t shown any adverse affects to our exposure. Tests to provide information on our skin, our lungs, and indeed samples of our own DNA have all yielded pleasantly unspectacular results.
We haven’t been infected by anything. We haven’t been contaminated. We haven’t been changed in any way.
Driver and I are returning to the Balena with an abundance of new knowledge, new perspectives, and unforgettable memories. Physically, though, we’re the same people we always were.
As our destination nears, I join Driver in the cockpit. The Balena looks utterly colossal, even compared to the enormous Vita.
Docking the Vita isn’t a standard or common procedure, as it normally orbits Earth independently of the Balena. We’re bringing it in for some tests of its own, so that experts can study the parts that made contact with Bayzen’s surface. It slipped my mind to collect rock samples like one of Harriet’s Contact Team members requested, but we’re bound to have brought back small amounts of alien rubble and dirt.
With just as much interest, other researchers want to analyze the external material that survived an unprecedented return trip through the Wormhole.
Just like we’ve had to go through our own tests, so does the Vita. Before it can be cleared for ever touching down on Earth, or indeed continuing its service as an orbital station, a lot of smart people want to poke it with a lot of sticks and analyze it with a lot of very expensive machinery.
Being as advanced a vessel as it is, the Balena actually does a lot of the work in guiding us in. Driver knows the Balena’s operations better than anyone, and she lets its interception arm take over as soon as she’s guided the Vita to within range.
As the arm starts slowly pulling us towards the exterior hatch we’ll enter, Driver takes her hands from the controls and cracks her knuckles.
“Nice work,” I tell her.
She leans back and watches the rest of the automated process almost silently, speaking only to say thanks and tell me it was easy.
She seems almost melancholic, as though she would have preferred being in control to letting the system take over. That’s Driver for you.
Maya reacts very differently, exclaiming her awe at the automatic docking procedure.
At the very second we stop moving and Sasha’s voice confirms that we’re fully docked, Driver’s demeanor changes. She’s out of her chair almost instantly.
“This place has been good to us,” she says, leading me out of the Vita’s cockpit. “But damn if I haven’t missed the Balena. I’ll tell you one place I won’t need to go in any more, though… the Bayzen Room. Now that we’ve seen it for real and brought home footage, we don’t need any visualizations of what it might look like anymore.”
“You’ll need to turn it into the Eden Room,” I suggest.
I wasn’t being totally serious, but Driver’s eyes immediately light up. “We totally will!”
“So you really are staying?” I ask. “You definitely don’t want to come back to Earth? I hear the weather is getting better and the sky is clearing up.”
She chuckles at that before turning more serious. “There’s nothing there for me, Ray. Earth is where you belong.”
“You don’t think Chester will want to go back?” I say. “He was only working on the Vita for the money. He has family down there.”
“We’ll see,” is all she says. I’m not sure whether she hasn’t thought about this or doesn’t want to, but I let it sit.
I’ve been promised a flight home to Salt Lake City in no more than 24 hours, and it can’t come soon enough. Don’t get me wrong, I like the Balena, too. A brief in-person catch-up with my friends won’t be a bad thing, but I’d be on the way home to my family after 24 seconds if I had the chance.
We have to walk quite a long way to the exit that’s connected to the docking bridge. It’s kind of similar to the walkway connecting a plane to an airport terminal. Because we’ll pass through two pairs of double-sealing airlocks, we’ll emerge in an openly accessible area of the Balena that in turn might feel kind of like an airport’s arrivals hall.
And knowing my friends like I do, I wouldn’t count out a pretty spectacular reception.
Maya, increasingly talkative in a way that can’t help but remind me of Laika’s change in a similar direction, shares her amazement at various aspects of the walkway and broader situation.
When we reach the final doors, she’s hovering in the air between us.
“There’s probably going to be a crowd,” Driver tells her. “Stay close to me. Everyone here is your friend. Just be ready for some volume.”
I turn to Driver, still waiting for the door to open. “I was thinking the same thing. Everyone on the Balena will be here.”
A sliding sound signals that the doors are finally opening, at which point I face forward again. The smile that fills my face feels like the biggest I’ve ever worn.
Because while it does look like everyone from the Balena’s crew and my friends from the Vita are here, so are the most important people of all.
Standing in front of everyone else, my three people and our parrot rush forward to greet me.
“Surprise!” Joe says.
I wrap my arms around them.
“We couldn’t wait another day,” Eva whispers in my ear.
She’s fighting tears, while Scarlet looks happier than ever without the ear protectors she no longer needs. That visible sign of the Anomaly’s disappearance is the greatest of all, better even than the continually weakening auroras.
I see the faces of my friends smiling from up ahead. Shaun, Sasha, Santino… Harriet, Earl, President Williams… everyone who helped in their own way, all as warmly delighted to see us again as I am to see them.
I still want to get home, but having my family here makes that slightly less urgent.
“Squawk! Hello Maya,” Laika chirps a few seconds later, apparently satisfied with our reunion and now ready for a long-awaited face-to-face meeting.
Amused, we all turn to watch.
“Hi, Laika,” the tiny robotic bird replies, fluttering over and perching on the side of his much larger back.
He squawks happily. “Look, Luna,” he calls up to Driver. “Laika has new friend!”
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My first two weeks back on Earth have passed a lot faster than the same amount of time did in quarantine. The sky has cleared, my resting heart-rate has stabilized, and things have generally been as low-key as I could have hoped.
The only disappointing development, which is more of a non-development, is that the aliens on Bayzen still haven’t been able to communicate with Eden.
Maya stayed with Driver on the Balena, since that’s where our best minds are and also where our best equipment is. Laika talks to her on video as often as he can, and the kids love to join in. It’s a brave new world and we’re all adapting.
The plight of Bayzen’s survivors, meanwhile, is now public knowledge.
Some people bitterly blame the aliens for the Anomaly, which is a position of some merit. After all, they did literally cause the radiation leak. They also helped us to stop it, though. Sure, Maya did a lot of the work. But she is an AI of their creation. To my mind, her desperation to reach us with a warning speaks well of the priorities they encoded within her operating system.
As well as that, intent matters. The aliens accidentally endangered us while trying to reach us. There was no nefarious intent and they were apologetic when they realized what they had done. With all of that in mind, I’m glad that most people are more amazed by their existence than angry at their recklessness.
Already, some vocal pressure groups are calling for a rescue mission.
No one in a position of power is seriously considering bringing the aliens through the Wormhole, but Driver has laid her cards on the table in support of returning with Maya.
Our communications equipment definitely isn’t fried, she says, which we can’t say for sure about their vessel’s. In Driver’s dream world, she would pilot the Balena through the Wormhole and continue on to Eden, possibly utilizing some carefully mined Bayzocite if our own fuel sources need a top-up.
Far more realistically, she’s also posited the idea of taking the Vita for a smaller-scale mission. We’ve spoken about that, and I know Sasha is whispering in President Williams’ ear that it could be a good idea.
The plan would be to try to communicate with Eden from the Vita again, like we did before we left. Maya has reported that the sky is no longer yellow, indicating that the oppressive radiation has completely dissipated just like Earth’s auroras. The theory holds that our communications might have been blocked then but might get through now.
I’m not as fervent about supporting the mission as they are, but I do think it’s worth a try. The aliens on Bayzen are stranded, even if they are fairly comfortable. If a human team can help without taking on too much risk themselves, a large part of me thinks we should send one. With the likes of Harriet’s Contact Team still on the Balena, I’m sure there would be no shortage of volunteers.
Sasha, to my mind the brightest among us, has been utterly flabbergasted by some of the knowledge and information Maya has shared. In her words, the potential implications are “genuinely boundless” and could be more revolutionary than humanity’s mastering of electricity or even agriculture.
Knowing that Maya hasn’t received any updates from her home world for many years, Maya is extremely keen to enable contact with Eden.
I’ve been expecting to hear from Sasha or Driver today about the final analysis of the Vita, which has been in a quarantine period of its own. They’ve been waiting until that’s complete, so their big pitch to Williams could be coming as soon as today.
Instead of a ringing phone, my afternoon workout is interrupted by the doorbell.
Since Eva has the kids at the grocery store, I pause the video on the TV and head to the door.
On the other side, I don’t like what I see.
No, scrap that. I hate it.
Two men stand in white hazard suits with transparent face coverings. A large van lies behind them, parked by the mailbox.
“Mr. Barclay, we need you to come with us,” the taller of the men says.
“Who are you?” I demand.
The other man holds out a hood-like face covering, like the kind they’re both wearing. “This is a public health emergency,” he says. “We have the authority to detain you if you don’t come willingly, Mr. Barclay. It doesn’t have to come to that.”
Belatedly, I see an ERF logo on his suit. I look again at the van and notice the same familiar logo on the side.
My phone chimes while I’m looking at the van. I grab it and see a text from Sasha:
“I think they found something in the Vita. Ray, they just took Driver away. Maya is gone and no one is talking. Are you okay?”
Before I can even look back up, two hands force mine together, causing the phone to drop, then apply a zip-tie like restraint.
There’s no getting out of this one.
The man holding the hood quickly places it over my head, then together with his colleague he marches me to the van.
If there’s any consolation in this horrible moment, it’s that the kids aren’t here to see it.
“What the hell is going on?” I protest as they bundle me in. “I’m not resisting, just talk to me!”
Finally, one speaks. But as soon as he does, I wish he hadn’t:
“We have reason to believe you have been directly exposed to a parasitic alien pathogen,” he says, sulking like he really wishes he didn’t have to do this. “I’m sorry, Ray. But this is for everyone’s safety, including your family.”
The back doors slide closed, leaving me in almost total darkness.
In one minute, I’ve gone from thinking about humanity’s bright future of interstellar cooperation to… this.
Solitude.
Darkness.
A parasitic alien pathogen.
I hear the engine kick on and the tires race away, taking me who-knows-where to endure who-knows-what.
As the road passes by beneath me and a million thoughts circle in my mind, one quickly rises to the top:
What the hell have we done?
    
Ray’s adventure continues in Echoes of Destiny, which is available to order now.
Read on to discover what lies in store…
You can order now on Amazon by clicking here.





AUTHORS NOTES
Thank you for reading The Last Horizon!
Ray’s story continues in Echoes of Destiny, which is available to order now.
You can order now on Amazon by clicking here.
If you enjoyed this book and could spare a few moments to leave a review on Amazon, that would be very helpful. Reviews are a great way for readers to find books that might interest them and every kind word really does help. Thanks!
    
To make sure you don’t miss any of the most important updates on future books, simply sign up to my email newsletter by clicking here.
To reach me directly, discuss anything related to my books, keep up to date with what’s coming next and even have a chance to read it early, you can also join my Facebook fan group — Craig A. Falconer’s Sci-Fi Tavern — by clicking here. It’s an awesome group of friendly readers and it’d be great if you could join us!
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