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For hope itself.



Part 1



TRUTHS UNKNOWN





“Everything flows
and nothing abides.
Everything gives way
and nothing stays fixed.”
Heraclitus





G minus 99
FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“Look what you made me do,” Clark McCarthy laughed, prompting his baby niece Piper to giggle along with him. His hands were soaked, covered in the milk from a cereal bowl he had fruitlessly attempted to catch as it fell from his over-full hands.
“Sure, blame the baby…” Emma sighed in mock frustration as she picked up the bowl and pointed Clark towards the paper towels.
“I was carrying her breakfast, too,” he said. “And look,” he added, turning back to Piper, “I didn’t even drop yours!”
“Caca!” Piper smiled in delight, laughing again and clapping her hands together at her Uncle Clark’s funny expression as he placed her bowl down on the tray of her high chair. “Caca no.”
Her attempts at speech were relatively but not remarkably advanced for a child of eight months, but certain other things about Piper McCarthy were so remarkable that they quite simply had to remain secret.
Whether and when the child herself would become truly aware of how powerful her mind had been just a few weeks earlier remained unknown, and her immediate family were for now simply relieved that she had shown no negative side-effects of the recent change.
In a world where millions of people intensely feared the psychic ‘UpLift’ powers possessed by the altruistic alien Messengers who called the distant but reachable planet of New Kerguelen home, any knowledge that a human child had been born with those powers would have caused problems of a kind the McCarthys didn’t even want to think about.
Having been conceived during the brief window in which her father Dan had been granted limited UpLift powers, Piper first displayed her telekinetic ability at around seven months. The family’s immediate fear that she might accidentally hurt herself or someone else was fairly easy to act upon in the short term, with mittens preventing Piper from touching her thumb and index finger together in the physical configuration necessary to engage the powers she was too young to consciously understand.
What proved far more concerning was the consideration that Piper couldn’t be kept from the world like a cursed fairytale princess for the entirety of her life, and that before long she would fully understand what she was capable of in both telekinetic and telepathic contexts. It was only following a visit from Leesha — a kindly Messenger who had become something of a family friend — that the extent of this second power had become apparent, what with the alien displaying genuine shock and borderline fear at the unexpected telepathic power he sensed from the child’s young mind.
None of Leesha’s race had ever inherited the so-called UpLift powers, which were instead granted to chosen individuals via scarcely understood UpLifter devices that had been handed down through the generations. Dan had somehow passed the powers to Piper and the fact that her human brain had developed around them, as her caregivers imprecisely considered it, seemingly made the powers all the more potent.
Following her father Dan’s desperate journey to New Kerguelen, taken in search of a way to cure Piper of her UpLift affliction before the world became aware of it and all kinds of unwanted and potentially catastrophic attention fell upon her, Piper had more or less gone back to normal.
From time to time, though, she did still make what looked like deliberate attempts to engage the power by touching her fingers together in several imprecise configurations, usually while saying the word ‘Ooooos’ as she had when first moving a framed photograph of herself alongside the family’s late dog Rooster.
Hearing Ooooos and seeing Piper point at something was a sure sign that she desperately wanted it, but the grown-ups in her life had stopped responding to such requests in a broadly successful effort to encourage her to make a more specific sound to signal her desire.
The only grown-ups present today were her mother and uncle, with Dan and Aunt Tara both in Buenos Aires to officially inaugurate the new Interspace Contact Agency.
Only the family and a tiny handful of close friends who had been present on one fateful night a few weeks earlier knew exactly what Dan had found on New Kerguelen and what it might mean for future cooperation between humanity and the friendly Messengers. With those discoveries in mind, the coming day’s events in Argentina were crucial for ensuring that everyone who mattered was on the same page and that cooperation could truly begin.
Extremely uncomfortable realisations about where the alien UpLift powers ultimately originated and why the Messengers had lived in a tiny ‘Shelter’ that covered barely three percent of New Kerguelen’s surface for so long were among the issues Dan and Tara would privately discuss with other senior ICA figures, and neither Emma nor Clark envied their position.
Emma naturally provided advice from her wealth of PR expertise, hard-earned through well over a decade of getting her hands dirty at the top of that field, and her sister Tara and husband Dan were always tremendously glad to receive it.
Clark had offered to stay with Emma and Piper in Dan and Tara’s absence, reluctant to leave them alone even in a town as safe as Birchwood, and he correctly took Emma’s lack of decisive opposition as a sign that she greatly appreciated this.
The projector screen that typically filled the living room was currently out of sight in its ceiling-based recess, where Emma had decided to leave it until the real events of the day kicked off in a few hours. There would be round-the-clock coverage of everything from the huge supportive parades in cities around the world to the interviews with arriving world leaders on the streets of Buenos Aires, but none of it was particularly pertinent to Emma’s life and therefore didn’t merit too much of her attention.
She and Dan endlessly sought as much normality as their unique lives allowed, with Clark similarly keen on the same thing, so trying to have a relatively normal day until the actual inauguration began was a universally popular decision.
Piper McCarthy, however, seemed not to have gotten this memo.
For just as Emma sat down to help her with her breakfast and just as Clark began to clean up the mess he’d made on the kitchen floor, Piper’s expression changed from one of general amusement to one of something more like confused discomfort.
“Are you okay, sweetheart?” Emma asked, the concern in her tone immediately catching Clark’s attention.
“What’s wrong?” he blurted out, hurrying over. When he saw Piper’s face, he immediately knew that her discomfort wasn’t coming from anything so mundane as mild pain from a gassy tummy or a dislike of the food she’d been presented with. “Piper, darling, what’s wrong?”
“Dada,” the baby said, blinking several times. “Dada. Tata. Leeesssss.”
“Leesha?” Clark asked in disbelief. “Leesha is with them?”
“Leeesssss,” Piper repeated, attempting the sound again with widening eyes that made it clear she was replying in the affirmative.
Clark turned to Emma as he lifted his phone from his pocket to call Dan. “Why would Leesha be there?” he asked.
Emma’s eyes were still focused on those of her innocent child. “Dada and Aunt Tara are with Leesha?” she asked, double-checking that this really was what Piper was trying to convey. “Our friend Leesha?”
“Leeesssss,” the baby said one last time, before impatiently reaching for the spoon in Emma’s hand.
Emma let it go and finally turned to Clark.
“Why would Leesha be in Argentina?” he asked again, ready to make the call to Dan.
“Who cares about that part?” Emma replied. “Clark… how does she know?”
As this question and what it meant hit Clark only now, his expression stiffened. “Shit,” he cursed under his breath. “But her fingers weren’t even touching. Maybe she’s just imagining it,” he went on, trying to convince himself as much as the increasingly troubled-looking Emma.
“Call them to find out,” she gulped, quickly turning back to Piper and trying to stay calm as the baby smiled and jabbed a spoon at her breakfast as though nothing was going on.
“Mama,” Piper said, pushing the spoon back towards Emma.
Emma took it and forced a smile. “It’s going to be okay,” she said.
But from the smiling child who needed no convincing to the frightened caregivers who needed a lot more than hollow platitudes, no one in the kitchen was soothed by these words.
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ICA
HEADQUARTERS
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
Only a few weeks after his illuminating and remarkable trip to the alien world of New Kerguelen, Dan McCarthy found himself dealing with a revelation as remarkable as any before it.
Leesha, his closest friend among the extraterrestrial Messengers whose proven existence had changed life on Earth forever, wore a serious but not severe expression as he delivered the news.
The alien’s limited facial features certainly impaired his ability to express himself physically — the lack of eyebrows was something Dan could never have imagined would make such a difference — but the words he spoke carried more than enough weight on their own.
The fact that Dan could still understand Leesha without a physical cable-based connection was in itself something he would likely have to explain to the public at large fairly soon, but the content of what Leesha had just telepathically communicated was where the real difficulties lay.
Part of Dan saw the news as an opportunity, but that part was small.
“Are you sure this gateway you’ve found definitely leads to the Architects’ world?” Tara Ford asked Leesha from her position at Dan’s side, the only other human present and one of precious few he was happy to share everything with.
After a sudden flash that had initially taken both humans by surprise, bringing with it the arrival of Leesha which was a less surprising follow-up but still an incredible thing to behold, the alien had delivered this urgent news to the two people who simply had to hear it. Like Dan, he trusted Tara absolutely.
Responding to Tara, Leesha nodded in the slow and somewhat cumbersome manner he had adopted in imitation of his human friends. “It lies in the sky directly above the Architects’ Outpost,” he insisted.
The memory of New Kerguelen’s second Shelter and its disturbing contents had never left Dan’s mind in the past few weeks, and Tara had heard enough of the harrowing details to feel just as uncomfortable about Leesha’s revelations as Dan was.
Leesha’s race — the peaceful Messengers — had been needlessly confined to a so-called Shelter for thousands of years, by a race of technologically superior ‘Architects’ who had convinced them that their home planet of New Kerguelen was becoming uninhabitable. From afar, the Architects had used radio-like communication devices to deliver instructions to the Messengers for so long that Leesha’s kind came to see the machines as god-like ‘Elders’ whose word was unquestioned.
Most disturbingly of all, the contents of the second Shelter that Dan had recently explored with Leesha revealed that the Architects’ deceit had been conducted with a very specific and ominous purpose… that of using the Messengers as an arms-length buffer against the potentially dangerous technological development of a third race with whom the Architects wished to have no direct dealings: humanity.
The only good things to have been discovered in the Shelter were two kinds of small and discreet patch-like devices, both of which were worn on the back of the neck and both of which temporarily granted limited UpLift powers. The square patches, which Dan and Tara were currently wearing, enabled effortless telepathic communications between intelligent humanoid species as well as individuals of the same kind. The other variety, physically identical but for their triangular shape, allowed the wearer to interpret the otherwise invisible information-rich ‘Transcripts’ which had been created by the Architects as a way of quickly conveying complex data.
The past few weeks had seen Dan’s inner circle engage in the early study of these patches with his great friend Timo Fiore, an alien-obsessed billionaire who had sufficient resources and sufficient trust in Dan’s mind to perform these tests securely from his company’s headquarters in Colorado Springs. Until just a few minutes ago, these ongoing tests had been one of the main things in Dan’s mind. Now, however, like so much else, the remarkable patches weren’t even an afterthought.
The general public had no idea yet about the Architects, much less the nature of their deceit, with the only news to have leaked out being that a second Shelter had been discovered on New Kerguelen. This structure, known to Dan and the Messengers as the ‘Outpost’ given that this was how the Architects’ Transcripts had described it, was first spotted by a human crew sent to assist in the repair of the Great Shelter to which Leesha’s entire race had been cruelly and unnecessarily confined for so long.
The initial revelation that the world outside the Shelter was safe had raised eyebrows on Earth, but Dan knew that the additional details regarding the Outpost and its creators would be on a whole different level of explosiveness when they became known.
That a super-intelligent and technologically advanced third race was out there was big enough news in its own right. This news was added to even more, though, by the recent discovery in Turkey of ancient carvings depicting a meeting between humans and beings whose anatomies perfectly fit the physical dimensions suggested by the equipment Dan had found in the Architects’ abandoned Outpost on New Kerguelen.
That those super-intelligent beings could potentially be reached by radio communications had been a similarly remarkable piece of news, given that it opened so many doors to potential contact.
It was now proven beyond doubt that the Messengers’ ability of near-instantaneous interplanetary travel was not in reality their ability at all, but had rather been granted to them by the Architects — like so much else. Every UpLift power had been passed down from the Architects, from the telepathy and telekinesis and even the flash-based teleportation that had wowed humanity when first utilised on Earth, all the way to the Transcript-reading power that was as yet unknown by anyone outside of Dan’s inner circle.
The Messengers had been used; led down a very narrow developmental path not in the image of the Architects but to fit an image the Architects saw as desirable. Perhaps most troublingly, this deceit was conducted in accordance with the Architects’ wish to maintain a guard dog-like buffer against a human race they had pinpointed as dangerously intelligent and expansionist during their only known visit to Earth many thousands of years in the past.
Dan McCarthy, whose life had been driven by an unquenchable thirst for truth of all kinds, naturally wanted to know more. Despite recognising the potential Pandora’s Box-like risk inherent in the project, Dan had recently been hugely intrigued by the prospect of working with Timo Fiore to reverse-engineer the Messengers’ seemingly broken radio-like ‘Machines’ in an effort to build humanity’s own means of contacting the distant and all-powerful race.
But in the few minutes since Leesha had arrived in Buenos Aires — just hours before the long-scheduled official opening of the Interspace Contact Agency which would act as humanity’s sole point of diplomatic contact with extraterrestrial beings — everything had changed.
Now, as Leesha succinctly put it, humanity wouldn’t need a radio to reach the Architects… because the Messengers had just found their front door.
    
The whole purpose of the newly established ICA was to enable a meaningful exchange of information between Earth and New Kerguelen, free of the suffocating bureaucracy and politicking that had blighted all previous attempts. It had finally become more or less universally accepted that Earth could benefit in innumerable ways from deeper cooperation with the Messengers, whose technologies could very feasibly assist in decisively dealing with issues ranging from truly sustainable energy usage to disease-free longevity.
But with just a few hours remaining before the agency finally got up and running, the rug had just been pulled from under Dan McCarthy’s feet.
He struggled to believe that anyone else would accept the prospect of recklessly bursting through a scantly understood ‘doorway’ in the sky between New Kerguelen and the Architects’ unknown home world, and even he saw the sense in such hesitation. Attempting to establish radio contact would have been one thing, since the Architects clearly knew all about humanity anyway, but bursting through their front door uninvited seemed decidedly unwise.
On an even deeper level, Dan felt an undeniable fear originating from the fact that he knew what kind of devious deceit the Architects were capable of; after what they had done to Leesha’s overly trusting race, he wouldn’t put anything past them.
Deceit came neither naturally nor easily to Dan McCarthy, and the periods of his life when it had been truly necessary to keep certain things from the public for the greater good were without doubt the toughest he had endured. He truly hoped there would be a way out of this fresh predicament which didn’t involve outright lying to the world when he stood before the media’s cameras in a matter of hours, but even a lie by omission was a troubling prospect when the information was this explosive.
Dan’s stomach began to turn as it dawned on him just how little time he had to process everything, what with the ICA opening coming so soon.
Immediately after the public event, he had intended to conduct a meeting with his Deputy Planetary Liaisons to loop them in on everything he had seen inside New Kerguelen’s mysterious Outpost. Things were far too tense between Chairman Godfrey and the other Deputies for Dan to share everything prior to the public speeches, but he now shuddered to think how US President Valerie Slater and Chinese Premier Ding Ziyang would react to this latest news.
The Architects’ deceitfulness and their explicitly stated distrust of humanity were always likely to have raised potentially reactive alarm bells among leaders whose ears were never far from the mouths of militaristic war-hawks. The opportunity to preemptively engage the Architects by surprise — as patently ridiculous as this was to Dan — was something he knew would be raised as a possibility by some hammer-wielding strategists who saw every problem as a nail.
On the contrary, he also fully expected that many would seek to destroy the doorway before the Architects could traverse it once more. New Kerguelen was apparently the intermediary between Earth and the Architects’ unknown world, with its upper atmosphere housing a portal-like gateway to each, and this gave birth to concerns in Dan’s mind that conservative reactions would also include suggestions to destroy the sole means of linking Earth and New Kerguelen.
As Dan thought more deeply on this point, he anticipated arguments that the Messengers could offer nothing to humanity in any event given that their supposed wisdom all originated from the radio-controlled ‘Elders’ they had seen as gods. With the Architects now radio silent and also now understood to be untrustworthy manipulators, anything and everything they had ever fed to the Messengers would be considered suspect.
Of all the possibilities that would be suggested as the best course of action once he revealed the truth, Dan hated the idea of losing contact with the Messengers most of all.
More broadly, he considered any attempts to destroy one or both gateways to be utterly pointless since the Architects — if they were even still around — could presumably create another just as easily as they had created the first. Sadly, however, such two-step logic was something he had long since ceased to count on when dealing with national governments.
In the years since Dan McCarthy had found himself propelled to media prominence by his discovery of a government coverup of evidence that aliens had visited Earth, he had gotten somewhat used to dealing with high-pressure situations that would have once suffocated him. He attempted to draw on every ounce of that previous experience now as Leesha stared at him with eyes so weary, they seemed to indicate that the alien was desperately awaiting Dan’s wisdom.
It was easy to forget that however tough things were for Dan, he wasn’t the one whose entire species had been duped for thousands of years by the Architects in question.
Leesha, who had very recently and very decisively saved the life of Dan’s brother Clark when a would-be assassin confronted the pair right outside the building where Dan now stood, was a good and well-meaning individual. It had hurt Dan to learn how completely Leesha had been misled, but it warmed his heart that he had today gone to the effort of delivering this news just in time for Dan to consider it before the ICA’s grand opening and his private meeting with the world’s most powerful leaders.
“We should talk to Emma,” Dan said, turning towards his sister-in-law Tara. Emma McCarthy, the common familial link between them, was a PR guru globally recognised as the expert among experts when it came to handling explosive information. She had already returned to the field in recent weeks in an effort to make the ICA’s opening as smooth as possible by taking steps to improve its early public image, and there was no one else Dan would even consider taking the news to first.
“Absolutely,” Tara said. “How long do we have?”
As Dan glanced at his watch, a woefully timed knock on the door of his corner office immediately captured everyone’s attention.
Leesha, thinking fast, pointed towards the door and used his UpLift power of telekinesis to lock it. When the doorknob jiggled a few seconds later, Dan thanked his lucky stars that the alien had been so alert.
“It’s only me,” ICA Chairman William Godfrey announced via an intercom on the other side of the door. “You are still in there, aren’t you?”
“I’ll go,” Leesha said, his telepathically delivered words somehow coming to Dan and Tara in the form of a whisper rather than at the regular mental volume. “Remember to take your patches off before he sees them. And anytime you want to talk, just put them back on and call me. Be careful, and stay true.”
In a single and incredible action, Leesha pointed to the door to unlock the knob and created a momentarily disorienting flash that lasted barely a millisecond. It faded just as quickly, revealing a room that now contained two individuals rather than three.
Dan and Tara both looked towards the door, anticipating Godfrey’s entrance and wondering if he would have seen the flash. He would know exactly what it meant if he had — he was very familiar with this method of short-distance alien travel — and that would bring uncomfortable questions as to why Leesha had shown up in Buenos Aires and chosen to disappear as soon as Godfrey arrived at Dan’s door.
Dan’s phone buzzed briefly in his pocket as the door opened, announcing the arrival of a text message he understandably opted to ignore for now.
“How’s everything going?” the imposing English politician asked as he stepped into Dan’s office. “We should really get that doorknob looked at.”
Dan forced a laugh, attempting to gulp away his discomfort. “I guess so,” he said, “but we do have some bigger things to think about today…”
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DRIVE-IN
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“What time is he supposed to speak?” Walter Byrd asked from a semi-slouched position in the famous McCarthy booth at New Kergrillin’ Bar & Grill.
The scene outside the building was one of semi-familiar chaos — the kind brought upon Birchwood whenever a major alien-related event or anniversary was on the world’s mind — but things were somewhat more sedate inside. This was despite the bar being at full capacity, with regulars having been given first refusal on a spot for the big ICA inauguration and other locals having then been invited to fill the bar to its current bursting point.
The bar was closed to out-of-town tourists, again as it usually was on days like today, and the regulars appreciated that things were handled in this manner rather than the bar’s owner opting to auction off entry tickets to the highest bidders as many others may have done.
“He’s meant to start pretty soon,” Henry McCarthy replied at very low volume, catching sight of ICA Chairman William Godfrey’s grinning face on one of the many TVs he’d been ignoring in favour of a crossword for most of the last hour. “The day’ll be over soon and we can see where we’re going next with all of this. Dan thinks Leesha will come back once the Messengers have decided how to handle New Birchwood, and I damn sure hope they’re still going to want to cooperate with us after it’s all said and done.”
Mr Byrd sat upright and scooted around the booth, reducing the distance between himself and Henry’s wheelchair. The men rarely talked about any of this and never in public, but the drama of the day made it difficult not to. Henry understandably knew better than to speak at anything above a whisper in the crowded bar, even from the relative seclusion of his designated booth, and Mr Byrd knew just as well not to ask him to speak up.
“What do you mean you hope?” Mr Byrd asked. “Why wouldn’t they want to cooperate?”
Henry folded his newspaper and placed it on the table. “They’ve been lied to for so long, I could understand if they wanted to be independent. The last thing we want is for them to close the gateway between Earth and New Kerguelen, and even now we can’t pass through it without them. We don’t have any spacecraft that can pass through the gates… hell, we don’t even really know where New Kerguelen is yet! So yeah, I hope they’re still going to be open to dialogue. Right now it feels like hope is all I’ve got, Byrd.”
Mr Byrd nodded. “Well, Timo is planning to start work soon on developing some spacecraft with gate-passing capabilities in mind,” he replied. “Once the ICA is up and running and when full cooperation with the Messengers gets going, we’ll have access to all the tech we’ve been waiting for. Sure, now we know that they got their tech from the damn Architects and don’t really understand it, but we can still reverse-engineer it. Now that the whole world is on the same page and Timo is in the fold too, at least the political obstacles are all gone.”
Like countless other patrons before him, a man raised a hand to wave at Henry and Mr Byrd as he wandered past the booth on his way to the busy bar.
Phil Norris, their close friend and the grill’s proprietor, had drafted in extra staff to keep things running smoothly, as he always did on days like this. Despite this, he had spent most of the morning standing behind the bar and checking stock while the cash registers chimed out his favourite sounds.
Aside from his usual checks, Phil was also occasionally looking up from the bar to glance around as though searching for someone or something in particular. Mr Byrd saw this over Henry’s shoulder but thought nothing of it; Phil had done some security work as a much younger man, and while his instincts were nothing like so well-honed as Clark McCarthy’s when it came to sniffing out potential threats and doing whatever it took to nullify them as quickly as possible, he did have a keen eye for trouble.
Phil was also well known to his friends and even his acquaintances as something of a paranoid man, a charge he tended to respond to with the line that no one else was paranoid enough and that one day they’d wish they were as prepared as him. Prepared was a very fitting word for Phil, who wore his ‘prepper’ tag with pride even when Henry and Mr Byrd aimed playful barbs at him for stockpiling everything from toilet paper to dried beans in his hidden but evidently vast lair.
As he cheerfully but not quite gloatingly pointed out with some regularity, Phil’s propensity to hoard potentially valuable items had been what ultimately led to Dan’s first major discovery on New Kerguelen; after all, without his Greatorex 3000 headset, Dan wouldn’t have detected radio waves emanating from the Messengers’ supposed Elders during his recent visit to New Kerguelen and wouldn’t have deduced that the Messengers had been misled from afar by an unseen third race now known as the Architects.
A particular degree of paranoia was understandable today, and not only because of the influx of visitors; because for the first time, the trio of Henry, Mr Byrd and Phil Norris were all in on the same big secrets as the younger members of Dan’s inner circle.
Having all been present when Dan and Billy Kendrick returned from New Kerguelen with the device needed to cure baby Piper of her telekinetic UpLift curse, not to mention with heads full of remarkable news about the Messengers and even more so the Architects, the men had spent recent weeks making sure they didn’t let anything slip in public.
By now it almost went without saying that the drive-in lot was swarming with citizens and reporters on yet another day of contact-related developments, what with the huge ICA inauguration about to get underway in Buenos Aires and with peaceful marches of support taking place around the world; but inside, the mood around the grill’s designated McCarthy table was anything but standard.
Henry simply wanted the day to pass without any major event, as he always did, but neither he nor his old friend Mr Byrd had any idea what William Godfrey was going to say to the global media’s cameras regarding the second Shelter, whose existence had already leaked into the public sphere.
Dan had insisted to them that he wouldn’t fill Godfrey in on the full details about that Outpost until after the Chairman’s public speech, more concerned about Godfrey slipping up than deliberately saying too much, but everyone knew that Dan and Tara planned to tell their fellow Planetary Liaisons everything about the recent discoveries on New Kerguelen during a high-level meeting later in the evening.
That was the real high-stakes event Henry wanted to be on the other side of, and he knew he wouldn’t breathe easily until the call came in from Dan that the weight of the Architect-related secret was off his shoulders.
Dan and Tara could handle themselves, as they had shown on New Kerguelen a year earlier during the first ever human visit when they fearlessly persuaded the planet’s leadership to recall a hostile alien Squadron from Earth’s skies, but that didn’t mean Henry or anyone else liked the fact that they would be in a very difficult position just a few short hours after Godfrey’s opening speech.
For even though no one in any kind of power would ever be stupid enough to bring harm or even discomfort to a pair so loved by the public as Dan McCarthy and Tara Ford, patience was likely to be in short supply in Argentina when they revealed that they had been keeping some incredible news within a Birchwood inner circle whose frequent monopoly on developing alien-related stories was already a source of undying consternation for many national leaders.
On this occasion, admitting to have kept such explosive news to themselves for several weeks risked simultaneously riling the political leaders of China, the United States and the Interspace Contact Agency in a way that few could survive completely unscathed. Henry knew that Dan and Tara weren’t just anyone, but he also knew there was a limit to what even they could get away with… and he knew that this could come dangerously close to pushing it.
The confidence he saw in Dan’s eyes when he left for Argentina went a small way to assuaging these fears, with Tara and Emma similarly relaxed, but Henry’s older and world-wiser son Clark had been hesitant. Clark’s decision to stay in Birchwood was a tough one, particularly given that he had been personally invited to Buenos Aires by William Godfrey — a huge personal admirer ever since Clark threw himself between Godfrey and an oncoming bullet.
Clark’s presence in a closed-doors meeting might not have gone down well with President Slater or Chinese Premier Ding Ziyang, but Godfrey wouldn’t have objected and may well have tempered his own reaction of anger at being kept in the dark had Clark’s imposing figure been looming over him.
Emma’s understandable insistence of keeping Piper safely at home in Birchwood, however, made the decision for Clark; he couldn’t leave them alone after the harrowing kidnapping incident Tara had endured the previous year, and he couldn’t in good conscience attempt to persuade Emma to bring Piper along to Argentina given how close he had come to death when the crazed shooter breached all security protocols barely a month earlier.
Considering all of this once again, Henry’s brow furrowed. Seconds later, though, his eyes widened in curiosity to mirror the similar expression on Mr Byrd’s face.
Henry turned around to see what Mr Byrd was reacting to, and immediately he saw that Phil had vacated the bar with an evident degree of urgency.
Now, with little care for how conspicuous his movements were and with a decidedly unfriendly expression on his face, Phil was rushing towards an unseen stranger…
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ICA
HEADQUARTERS
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
With any luck, President Valerie Slater felt that the trajectory of her political life was only one more day away from getting back on track.
Things had gotten tough several times during recent years, and her current troubles were certainly nothing compared to those experienced at the real low points. Her frustrations, though, stemmed from being consistently left in the dark about crucial alien-related information despite her title as Deputy Planetary Liaison supposedly placing her at the same top table as Dan McCarthy, Tara Ford, William Godfrey and Ding Ziyang.
Chairman Godfrey hadn’t cut her out of decisions quite so fully as he’d cut out all non-titled world leaders, but she still felt like an outsider when reflecting on the closer relationship he continued to cultivate with Ding.
As if anything more was needed, the continued mosquito-like presence of British Prime Minister John Cole was cause for an altogether different kind of concern, what with the shameless and reckless figure running around like a bull in a china shop in trying to discredit Slater with an eye to taking her seat and title before long.
Many of the other national delegates who were gathered in Argentina for the day’s gala inauguration viewed Slater disdainfully as one of the self-important ‘elite’, when in reality the others at the top of the tree viewed her as an annoyance who they had to put up with simply by virtue of the unquestioned superpower status of the nation she represented. In essence Slater was neither here nor there, like the fairytale bat shunned by both birds and mammals for fully belonging in neither group.
As soon as the ICA got up and running, Godfrey — to the extent she could trust a word he said — promised that he would take off the kid gloves and firmly deal with Cole’s barely concealed scheming. And when the need for maximum unity wore off and Slater herself could aim barbs at Cole, the easiest target she’d ever encountered, she hoped the feelings of political helplessness would fade.
No longer would she be viewed as ineffectual; a soft touch; a lame duck.
One more day, she thought to herself from her large but sparse office. Then the world will remember who Valerie Slater really is…
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DRIVE-IN
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“What the hell is he doing?” Mr Byrd asked, not really expecting Henry to have an answer as to why their friend Phil Norris looked set to roughly tackle someone in his bar but unable to keep the wonder to himself.
Henry looked towards the bar’s rear exit and saw a very sharply dressed man standing alone and statue-like in the staff-only doorway. Despite the conspicuous effort to appear dapper — suit, tie, paisley-patterned pocket square and all — something about the man, likely in his mid 30s, seemed… well, skeezy was the word in Henry’s mind.
He didn’t look like he could pose any kind of physical threat to Phil or indeed the average man on the street, and if pushed to guess his occupation Henry probably would have plumped for something like used-car salesman or strip-club promoter. Knowing all the sketchy and sometimes borderline activities Phil had been involved in over the years, the arrival of someone like this was an unexpected event rather than a bombshell-level surprise.
While Phil could very conceivably have dealings with a man like this, Henry thought it very unlikely that he would be in any kind of financial trouble; his business interests had generated very significant income in recent years since Dan’s alien-related fame had put Birchwood on the map, for one thing, and Henry had enough experience of the world to know that a man who looked like this one wasn’t the kind who stopped by when money was late.
The man was smiling, too, in a manner Henry saw as exaggerated rather than menacing.
This smile faded in an instant when Phil arrived at the doorway and unceremoniously pushed his visitor through it, using the man’s weight and specifically his lower back to engage the opening mechanism that usually required a deliberately placed hand.
“Woah!” the man complained as he fell towards the ground. “The fuck is this?”
Phil pushed the man all the way through the doorway and to the floor, before quickly pushing himself upright and ensuring the door closed fully behind them.
The grill’s patrons looked around at each other as if wondering if anyone had a clue what was going on, while Henry and Mr Byrd exchanged a very similar look with each other. Their confusion and interest lasted longer than everyone else’s, which wasn’t saying much given that the general focus of the bar’s patrons returned to the glasses in their hands and the TVs on the walls within no more than five or ten seconds of Phil’s sudden exit.
“Go,” Henry said to Mr Byrd, not issuing an order but rather granting permission to a silent but obvious request. “If I try to get out of here in my chair when it’s this busy, that’ll only bring more attention to whatever the hell is going on with that guy. You can get out pretty quick.”
Mr Byrd scooted all the way around the booth and rose to his feet. “What do you think is going on, Henry Boy?” he asked. “Phil doesn’t get angry like that often, especially in public. It’s not going to be a debt, but do you think it’s maybe blackmail? Maybe that this asshole somehow knows something about… you know?”
Henry McCarthy’s expression fell as though Mr Byrd’s theory had opened a trapdoor in his mind. “Fuck,” he grunted, backing up his wheelchair and slowly turning it around.
Mr Byrd gulped, concerned that Henry wasn’t dismissing this fear out of hand.
“Walk ahead and clear a space for me to get back there,” Henry requested. “Because if this guy knows something and he drove here to hold it over Phil’s head, the son of a bitch is never getting back in his car…”
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GRAVESEN HOTEL
ANKARA, TURKEY
Back in the same hotel where he had first become aware of a remarkable discovery at one of the many new archaeological dig sites he had been managing around the world, Billy Kendrick sat impatiently waiting for a slow day to finish passing.
The Earth’s rotation was toying with him, it seemed, with he alone having endured an uneventful and slow-moving afternoon while his friends in Colorado and Buenos Aires had been rising from their beds. When the day’s main events were over and he got the all-clear from Dan McCarthy, Billy was set to deliver a late-night news conference from the streets of Ankara.
Dan was in on this plan, of course, and would clear it with ICA Chairman William Godfrey during a meeting which would also involve Mesut Demir, the Turkish archaeologist who Billy had placed in charge of the speculative dig at Dörtlü Tepe which had since rewritten human history with its undeniable proof that non-Messenger aliens had engaged with ancient humans using a very familiar-looking cable-based communications interface.
Billy and Mesut had been detained by Turkish authorities when word of their find got out, and it took an unrequested intervention from William Godfrey to set them free. Since then, Turkey had formally joined the ICA; and as such, management of the site was transferring to the Argentina-based agency.
Neither Billy nor Mesut were the slightest bit concerned about this, given that Dan ultimately called the shots at the ICA and had already seen to it that Mesut would remain in day-to-day charge of the site. Indeed, the Turk was present in Buenos Aires to stand beside William Godfrey and address the media as certain details about the site were revealed to the public for the first time. Certain things wouldn’t be revealed just yet, of course, and many others weren’t known by either of those men.
Having bravely ventured to New Kerguelen at Dan McCarthy’s side, Billy himself knew that the tall and long-skulled aliens depicted on an extremely vividly carved pillar at Dörtlü Tepe were the same ‘Architects’ who had enslaved the friendly Messengers for thousands of years and who viewed humanity as a threat worth guarding against.
It didn’t take access to secret knowledge to know that humanity’s first moves to place nuclear weapons in orbit with the abortive launch of Defensive Station 1 from China a few years earlier had been the event that brought initial contact with the Messengers, who were in turn encouraged to act by the machines they previously considered as their ‘Elders’ but which were in fact merely radio-like devices broadcasting instructions from the unseen and distant Architects.
An incredible form of technology found within the recently discovered Outpost on New Kerguelen had filled Dan and Billy in on all of this context regarding the Architects’ history of engagement with both humanity and the Messengers, and it struck Billy as very likely that Mesut and everyone else would be learning about all of this very soon.
Shortly after first learning about the triangular alien patches which granted their wearers the ability to read alien ‘Transcripts’, the very existence of which weren’t yet public knowledge, those patches had enabled Billy and Dan to learn of the Messengers’ multi-thousand-year subjugation at the hands of the technologically superior but morally bankrupt Architects.
Like all other alien technology that had come to light in recent years, the Transcripts were Architect technology rather than Messenger technology. And like Dan, Billy tried to retain the positive perspective that it was better to know the truth and see harsh reality in the light of day than it was to live a life scrambling around in the darkness of deceit — however comfortable that may have been in relative terms — as the Messengers had been for so long.
The main positive for Billy, though, had been what else the duo saw on New Kerguelen: namely the abandoned city they had christened New Birchwood. The Messengers were likely to repopulate this city just as soon as their societal leaders, including the particularly amiable Leesha, found the most tactful way to share the upsetting and potentially destabilising truth that their whole species had been misled into needlessly huddling within an enclosed structure that covered only a tiny fraction of their perfectly habitable planet.
Thoughts of New Birchwood kept Billy Kendrick awake at night for all the right reasons, with his mind endlessly running through the potential discoveries that lay in wait. All of his questions about the Messengers and their culture — most of which had been lost to time ever since the Architects began directing the species development down a selfishly designated path — could well be answered. In decades gone by, Billy had been elated by the discovery of all-but-destroyed settlements from civilisations ranging from the Vikings to various Meso-American peoples. In many cases a few fragments of pottery had been used to draw conclusions that earned him countless references and much professional respect, so his heart was understandably aflutter at the prospect of wandering through a perfectly preserved alien city.
Billy was well-liked and well-trusted by Leesha, which bode well for his chances of being selected for any future trip to New Kerguelen as he had been for the last one, but Dan had made it abundantly clear that the only course of immediate action was to let the Messengers deal with their own issues in their own time.
The time to explore the wonders of New Birchwood would come — extremely soon, Dan predicted — and attempting to hasten this by badgering Leesha would likely be counterproductive.
Billy shifted in his seat as the TV news circled back through repetitive stories he knew by the word after too many hours in the chair. Slightly constricted in his smartest trousers, which he rarely wore anymore and which were today feeling a little on the small side for a waist that wasn’t quite as trim as it used to be, Billy considered changing but opted to push this mild discomfort aside in case word came in from Buenos Aires that Dan wanted him to move his news conference forward.
This public appearance hadn’t even been announced yet, but the central location of the swanky Gravesen hotel and the power of Billy’s social media reach ensured that a crowd would gather at very short notice wherever and whenever he said he would be. He hoped an early call would come from Dan, but he certainly wasn’t expecting it.
With a sudden and largely baseless urge to check that his phone wasn’t on silent, Billy instinctively reached his hand into his right-side pocket.
“Oh yeah,” he sighed, remembering a second later that his new and frustratingly large phone didn’t comfortably fit in the trousers’ tight pockets any better than his newly and frustratingly larger stomach fitted in their waistband. The past three weeks had seen no marked decrease in physical activity — Billy was never the most active of men — and his short-term weight gain was instead down to an increase in caloric intake he could justifiably blame on the massive stress of keeping quiet about what he’d seen on New Kerguelen.
Having once quietly and reluctantly found himself judging Dan for keeping Richard Walker’s hoax quiet when he first became aware of it, Billy now knew only too well what it felt like to live with explosive knowledge that was best kept from the world at large until it could be safely and responsibly revealed. He had always admired Dan and his close family members for staying strong during the trials of recent years, but Billy had a newfound admiration for the dignified manner in which they’d conducted themselves. He felt that he was doing a good job now, too, and regular calls with Dan made things easier.
After today, he hoped, things would get easier. William Godfrey and the rest of the world would learn however much Dan and more importantly Emma deemed appropriate for now; and however much that was, Billy knew that some of the load would be gone by the next time he fell asleep.
In the tight pocket where he had fruitlessly reached for his phone, Billy’s hand felt the odd shape of a thin object. Curious, he lifted it out.
A smile crossed his face as the last thing he expected to see met his eyes: the triangular patch he had received on New Kerguelen, which granted the wearer the UpLift ability to interpret the Architects’ information-rich and otherwise invisible ‘Transcripts’.
The clearest way these Transcripts had been described or explained to date was by way of comparison to QR codes, which were at least passably familiar to almost everyone. These two-tone barcode-like squares meant nothing to human eyes, but pointing a phone’s camera at one would bring forth information that did make sense. Whether this was an image, text or even video depended on the online location to which the QR code pointed the device which acted as an intermediary, and in some respects this metaphor was a very good one.
Aside from the absence of a physical screen between their eyes and the coded message, the chief difference was that neither Billy nor Dan had visually seen the Transcripts that the patches enabled their temporarily UpLifted minds to interpret. The information that had flooded their minds via the Transcripts truly did so in the form of a deluge, overwhelming their brains to the extent that Billy had been unable to keep looking for more than a few seconds on his first attempt.
It was as though they had been directly hooked up to a well of knowledge that tried to upload more information than they could handle at one time, with competing visual images lighting up every area of their brains at once.
Timo Fiore, who had been present in Birchwood when the duo returned from New Kerguelen and hence knew as much as they did, had offered to provide whatever kind of neurological equipment the men wanted to hook themselves up to while trying their best to recall their experience. Timo was no expert on this subject — one whose delicacy meant that he couldn’t exactly put out an open call for advice — and Dan and Billy both explained to him that merely recalling their remarkable experiences with the Transcripts had nothing like the same mental affects as actually looking at one.
Billy held the triangular patch in his hand and smiled, not so much at the memories of using it than at how fortunate he had been to re-discover it like this. This was one secret Dan wouldn’t have to know, since the news that Billy had carefully left such a priceless object in a pair of trousers he would probably have thrown out the next day was hardly likely to be well received.
No harm no foul, Billy considered, thanking his lucky stars that he hadn’t put the trousers in for dry cleaning since the last time he’d worn them on that fateful night. He was only wearing them today, indeed, because they were the only reasonably smart pair he had and as such represented the obvious choice for standing in front of TV cameras later in the Turkish night.
The patch wouldn’t be going back in their pocket, needless to say, and would instead be placed inside Billy’s passport within the room’s high-security safe.
Holding the patch in his hand brought a strong and in Billy’s mind harmless temptation to feel the cool sensation of its unusual texture against his skin, so he allowed himself a quick shot before putting it safely out of sight.
What’s the worst that can happen?, he thought to himself, equally absent of any notion as to the best that could happen.
In reality, the best and worst were one and the same; for as unsettling as what Billy Kendrick was about to discover might be, it was always better to know.
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FIORE FRONTIERE GLOBAL HEADQUARTERS
COLORADO SPRINGS, COLORADO
Few buildings in the world had a recent history as simultaneously illustrious and dubious as the Fiore Frontiere building in Colorado Springs.
For decades, the imposing structure had housed the late Richard Walker’s Interspace Defense Agency — the now-defunct agency whose name had since gone on to ironically inspire that of the Interspace Contact Agency, which was in turn housed in perhaps the only other building that had been repurposed in such a high profile manner.
More recently, while Italian billionaire and space enthusiast Timo Fiore had been in the process of refitting the old IDA building to serve as the global headquarters for a research-driven company that many spoke of as a ‘private space program’, a cowardly terrorist attack had gravely injured both Timo and Emma McCarthy — then Emma Ford — with only sloppy workmanship on the part of the bomb-makers having spared their innocent lives.
Now, however, the future at Fiore Frontiere looked brighter than ever.
On a day when the ICA was just hours away from being formally instituted in Buenos Aires, Timo Fiore was hard at work like a man whose life depended on it. Money had never motivated Timo, which he fully acknowledged was because his victory in the genetic lottery meant that he’d never had to worry about it, and his presence today in a physics laboratory in Colorado rather than one of his mansions in Italy or indeed the seat with his name on it at the ICA was borne of the same passion that had seen him allocate so much time and capital to space-related endeavours over the years.
Long before the Messengers ever touched down in front of an awestruck global audience of billions and before the general public even knew Dan McCarthy’s name, Timo had spent hundreds of millions of dollars on everything from purpose-built observatories to scholarships and research grants.
Timo’s interests extended beyond the extraterrestrial focus of his good friend Billy Kendrick, whose investigative and outreach work Timo had quietly funded while asking nothing in return, with his notebooks containing plans for everything from colossal orbital laboratories and telescopes to full-blown multi-generational starships intended to carry humans on the kinds of voyages that had so far been confined to the pages of science fiction.
A working relationship with alien beings who possessed the kind of technology the Messengers did had always been beyond even Timo’s wildest dreams, and the doors it opened made him giddy. This was why the past few years had been so suffocatingly frustrating for Timo, who had been effectively frozen out of successive international organisations which presented themselves as the sole legitimate point of contact between the universe’s known intelligent races.
For far too long, needless bureaucracy and petty geopolitical bickering had prevented meaningful cooperation so consistently that even the Messengers had expressed their growing frustrations. Now that the ICA was opening its doors and Timo was being welcomed into the fold, primarily at Dan’s request but with the general support of the relatively conservative European governments who had been least keen on the new agency’s breakaway from the inherent checks and balances of its previous United Nations framework, cooperation could accelerate and progress could finally be delivered.
Even the close study of relatively mundane things like the methods of propulsion used by the Messengers’ small saucer-like craft could lead to technological breakthroughs that would change life on earth, but Timo’s sights were set far higher than that. He had far more interest in the bigger things that made those already incredible ‘flying saucers’ seem mundane in comparison; chiefly the colossal mothership that had cast a long shadow over Beijing a year earlier and the seemingly physics-defying portal which enabled its near-instantaneous interplanetary transit between Earth and New Kerguelen.
Timo’s work today was focused on brain-wave analysis, as he pored over measurements and observation data taken during telepathic experiments he had conducted with Clark McCarthy over the past few days. Both men had placed upon their necks one of the remarkable square patches gifted to Dan and Billy during their recent trip to New Kerguelen, and from there had engaged in all manner of conversational tests as the ideas had come to them.
The whole two-hour test session, conducted with the knowledge of Dan and the others within the Birchwood inner circle so as to make sure everyone was on the same page, had also been recorded in video form so that a full spectrum was available for analysis. Everything was stored strictly locally, and within the highest security area of a building often spoken of as truly impenetrable.
After the building’s initial refit from its already secure basis as home to the Interspace Defense Agency, Timo had sought secondary advice from a source many would have seen as under-qualified but whose keen instincts for security Timo knew very well: Phil Norris.
Phil had been responsible for shielding Dan McCarthy’s basement from all forms of snooping back when the family had been living with a crushingly heavy secret and while Dan himself had been seeking the greatest possible degree of privacy, and the security of Phil’s own prepper stash was the stuff of legend among his circle of friends. No one had ever seen it or even been told where it was, of course, but they could imagine what kinds of measures he would have taken to protect an extensive emergency stockpile about which even his closest friends could only speculate.
The chief problem in evaluating the observational data garnered from Timo and Clark’s telepathic conversations was that they couldn’t recruit any experts to assist in the necessary analysis. The risk of doing so was far too great given that it would require offering some sort of explanation as to where the patches had come from, all the while introducing the possibility that the expert in question could sell out and take his knowledge to the kind of people from whom it simply had to be kept.
On the other hand, Dan and Timo were equally convinced that limited aspects of the kind of telepathy granted by the ‘UpLift’ patches could be used for hugely beneficial purposes on Earth. In the meantime, however, both were well aware of how delicate the situation was given the potentially nefarious means to which the telepathy could be turned.
Timo’s own heavy research into the shady hedge fund which had recently purchased the often-hostile Blitz Media empire, which might have occupied Dan’s mind just as much if he hadn’t had so much else to deal with, led him to believe that powerful interests were already bankrolling speculative research into harnessing the kinds of psychic powers the Messengers had publicly displayed on multiple occasions.
No competitors knew what Timo knew, much less had access to alien patches which harmlessly and reversibly granted the very powers they sought to harness, but Timo also knew only too well that even a rumour about the patch’s existence would make himself along with everyone in Birchwood a target for things he didn’t even want to think about.
It felt like no exaggeration for Timo to consider that the small patches found on New Kerguelen and permitted by the Messengers to be taken away for study were truly priceless, and almost certainly the most valuable pieces of technology in the world.
The prize for whoever could successfully reverse-engineer the UpLift powers and harness them independently of the Messengers’ assistance would be a bounty like no other. Everyone would want the power were it ever made commercially available, even if only for fear of being left behind and exploited if they didn’t possess it while everyone else did, but this kind of societal arms race wasn’t what concerned those in the know. What troubled them most of all was rather the inevitable race to weaponise telepathy for privacy-killing surveillance purposes and even more frighteningly to literally weaponise the closely linked UpLift power of telekinesis for military purposes.
Guarding the technology until meaningful checks and balances could be put in place was the only sensible course of action, and one Timo was very keen to participate in. Fortunately, from his perspective, everyone else who was in on it agreed that it made sense to gather some data in the meantime in an effort to understand as much as possible about what the UpLift powers actually did to the human mind while they were engaged.
Timo felt a rarely spoken fear that the Messengers might not return to Earth to engage in any further information exchange for some time, and perhaps until a significant degree of stability returned to their own world after some tumultuous recent discoveries. He needn’t have worried about this given that Leesha had been in Buenos Aires moments earlier, as he would soon learn, but the consideration had played a part in pushing him and Clark to begin their research into telepathy in case the Messengers had remained absent for much longer.
Along with Clark, Timo was one of a tiny handful of people who knew the full extent of what his close friends Dan and Billy had discovered on the alien world of New Kerguelen just a few weeks earlier. Unlike Clark and most of those others, though, Timo’s mind was focused almost solely on the opportunities afforded by those technological discoveries rather than any cause for alarm regarding the disturbing context surrounding the mysterious Architects who were the real brains behind the UpLift powers and seemingly everything else previously thought to be of the Messengers’ invention.
It was a terrible shame that the Messengers had been mistreated as they had by the newly discovered third race of so-called Architects, and Timo truly felt for them. But as Timo’s motto for life had always held, the only way forward was forward. It appeared to him that the deceitful Architects were decidedly out of the picture, what with the radio-like Machines they had used to deceptively communicate with the Messengers no longer functioning and their Outpost in New Kerguelen’s second ‘Shelter’ having been abandoned with a bounty of technology left behind.
The coming hours would bring news Timo’s way that was so far only known to Dan McCarthy and Tara Ford: that the Messengers had detected a portal-like gate which they confidently assumed linked their world to the Architects’ in the same way the only other known gate linked New Kerguelen to Earth.
In previous speculative discussions about what might be done if another gate was ever discovered, Timo had instinctively and insistently proclaimed that “gates are meant to be walked through; that’s why they’re gates and not fences.”
Given what he had since learned about the Architects whose home world seemingly lay on the other side of this gate, however, and despite his own belief that their sudden absence from New Kerguelen probably suggested that a well-deserved fate had befallen them, Timo’s response to the big news was likely to be far less bolshy than when the existence of another gate had been merely hypothetical.
And given what his friend Billy Kendrick was minutes away from independently discovering about the Architects on what was a remarkably busy day for alien-related developments, Timo would certainly not be alone in his newfound hesitation to take the leap…
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GRAVESEN HOTEL
ANKARA, TURKEY
Billy Kendrick smiled as the alien Transcript-reading patch touched his skin.
The material was almost like regular fabric but somehow wasn’t; and the most remarkable physical property of the small patch was that while neither side felt sticky in Billy’s hand, one became immediately and firmly adhesive as soon as it made contact with the correct area at the back of his neck.
The feeling of coolness was somewhat pleasant and Billy recalled how surprisingly easy it had been to remove the patch as soon as he’d wanted to, which helped him relax as he glanced around his hotel room and imagined the countless possibilities that would arise if humans were one day able to place Transcripts of their own in their surroundings.
A few seconds of thought left Billy unable to think of any obvious drawbacks besides the potential placement of irritating advertisements in public spaces, and with the upside so much broader he thought this was perhaps something else that Timo might like to begin researching at the high-security Fiore Frontiere HQ in Colorado Springs.
Billy then glanced at his hotel room’s wide desk, catching sight of his phone and his open laptop. The computer screen displayed an aerial view of the Dörtlü Tepe dig site from before excavations started, when state-of-the-art deep scanning equipment funded and provided by Timo himself had suggested the underground presence of a dozen distinct pillars. The first and only pillar to be excavated so far had already provided the incredible revelation that aliens had visited Earth long before anyone previously realised and that they had directly communicated with humans using a cable almost identical to that used by the Messengers.
Like Dan and his closest friends and family, Billy now knew for sure that there was no coincidence in any of this — that the Architects depicted in the ancient human carvings had granted their communications technology to the Messengers, along with their transport-related technologies and thousands of years worth of manipulative lies. No one knew how the world at large would react to finding out that a seemingly all-powerful race of giant humanoid aliens not only lay behind the Messengers’ technological advancement but explicitly viewed humanity as a threat, and this was what made the situation so delicate.
Billy had spent some of his long day gazing at many of the candidate sites, hoping to spot previously unseen similarities between Dörtlü Tepe and one or more of the others in ravenous anticipation of managing multiple truth-finding digs at once in the coming weeks and months.
In reality, he knew that the careful excavation and study of eleven more pillars at Dörtlü Tepe would keep him busy and could reveal truths even more incredible than had the first, and his mind was positively abuzz with excitement as to what else might be found at the site. The entire area could be littered with artefacts strewn around the base of the pillars, for all he knew, or perhaps even deliberately buried under the feet of the ancient humans who created the detailed carvings an estimated twelve thousand years in the past.
The pillars only became at all apparent when the image was zoomed in, so Billy’s computer screen was currently filled by a close-up view of one pillar’s faint outline. He knew that some of Timo’s most trusted employees had created algorithms to scan for similarities — particularly the resourceful and versatile Alessandro Bonucci, a world-leading astronomer by trade who had gladly performed all kinds of sensitive roles in recent years — but a stubborn old archaeologist like Billy, while supremely grateful for all assistance, would never fully accept that any computer code could outdo his well-honed instincts and observational abilities.
Forgetting that the patch was even on his neck, Billy found himself drawn back in to his potentially fruitful pastime of browsing aerial images from dig sites around the world. As soon as a broad view of the full Dörtlü Tepe site filled his screen, however, the presence of the patch became immediately and unsettlingly apparent.
In an instant, Billy felt a feeling of something close to paralysis as his whole mind was quite literally inundated with information. He saw, he felt, and he could have sworn he even heard data entering his banks of knowledge in a similar manner to the way he ‘heard’ the Messengers’ thoughts filling his mind when they telepathically sent their words his way.
Just like his during first time experiencing the sudden download-like influx of knowledge within the Architect’s abandoned Outpost on New Kerguelen, Billy felt his eyes trying to close as his body and mind sought to defend themselves against the barrage of incoming data.
It was the most remarkable feeling he had ever experienced, with this occasion just as all-consuming as the first, but this time he knew that there was no physical threat from the feelings of rapidly increasing exhaustion and that the mental fatigue he would feel afterwards wouldn’t last for long, so Billy fought with everything he had to remain focused on the invisible Transcript on his computer screen.
The incredible experience ended almost as soon as it began, having lasted no more than seven or eight seconds, and no sooner had Billy’s eyes closed than he felt his body lose balance and tumble from his chair to the floor. His head stayed safely upright and didn’t connect with either the desk or the carpet, at least, with the pain it was feeling being of a kind far less standard than anything physically caused.
The pain still felt physical given that his brain had been quite literally stretched to its limit, but this passed quickly just as Billy had more or less successfully tried to reassure himself it would.
The passage of the physical discomfort enabled the details of what he had just seen to sink in, however, and in place of pain Billy Kendrick now felt something far more difficult to shake: fear.
Billy ripped the patch from his neck, glad that it came off so easily, and tried to catch his breath. Given what he had just seen, however, this was anything but easy.
The Architects hadn’t just left a message on the surface of Dörtlü Tepe for future visitors after the pillars were entirely buried, which was a highly startling revelation in its own right… the message itself was anything but positive.
No one else knew it yet, but Billy did:
While the Architects may have wanted nothing at all to do with humanity in terms of interspecies engagement, this Transcript showed that they had gone out of their way to try to ensure that human eyes never again fell upon the carvings and artefacts of Dörtlü Tepe.
In Billy Kendrick’s stunned and still overwhelmed mind, this could mean one of very few things. His heart pounded ever faster and his breathing continued to quicken as he considered these options, and his entire being grew increasingly uncomfortable for one simple reason:
None of the possibilities were good, and the one he considered most likely was positively terrifying…
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ULTERIOR MOTIVES





“When anger arises,
think of the consequences.”
Confucius
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“So I guess neither of them picked up?” Emma asked, a few minutes after asking Clark to call Dan or Tara to inquire as to whether Leesha really was with them. She glanced at her own phone, recently set to its ‘Tier One VIP’ mode which would only allow calls from her closest friends and family. This was to make sure no calls got in the way of any from those who really counted during what was an increasingly uncomfortable waiting period.
If for some reason Leesha was in Buenos Aires, there was no doubt that baby Piper — despite everyone’s best efforts and an apparently successful removal of her UpLift powers — had retained some kind of mental link to the Messengers.
“I texted them both,” Clark said, still holding his phone in anticipation of a reply. “They’ll be inside the ICA building, so they could be talking to anyone. At least with a text they can read it and try to look calm… if I explained this out loud, they might instinctively reply. Depending on who they’re with, that could be really bad.”
“Right,” Emma said, agreeing with the logic. With the family having endured such stress in trying to keep Piper’s powers secret before they had seemingly been removed, the memories of why that had been so important were still fresh enough in everyone’s minds to need no revisiting.
“I’ll give it a few more minutes then call Tara first,” Clark decided. “I’ll ask if she’s seen the text, and if she says yes I’ll straight up ask if Leesha is there. That way it won’t be a surprise that catches her out and makes her say something out loud that we’d all regret, but we’ll be able to find out. It could be that they’ve seen the message but haven’t had a chance to reply yet. Even typing a few words isn’t easy when you’re the centre of everyone’s attention like they are.”
Emma nodded. “Yeah… I think the fact neither of them have replied at all says that they do have company. Do you think we should maybe hold off on calling until one of them does reply? Because what you said about asking straight yes or no questions make sense, but if they’re with national leaders it’s still not going to be easy for them to take a call without questions about who’s calling and what made it so important. Hell, at this time — so soon before the inauguration — I wouldn’t even be surprised if Godfrey is with them right now.”
“We’ll wait,” Clark agreed. “One way or another, we’re going to find out soon enough whether Leesha has been there. I do want to make sure we talk to Dan before his meeting with the rest of the ICA leadership later, because if something is going on with Piper again that could change how much he wants to tell them about other stuff right now.”
From her high chair, Piper then let out an uncharacteristic groan.
Both Emma and Clark immediately turned to face her. “Are you okay?” they asked in unplanned unison.
“No Leeesssss,” Piper said, gurning uncomfortably. “Dada. Tata. No Leeesssss.”
The adults exchanged a brief and concerned glance before both looking back to Piper. “Leesha’s not there?” Emma asked gently.
“What are you telling us, darling?” Clark added. “Was Leesha there, and then he left?”
Thanks in part to the intelligent brightness of her eyes but even more so to the decidedly alien abilities she had possessed for a short while, it was all too easy to forget how young Piper really was and in doing so to expect too much from her in terms of conversational understanding and participation. At eight months, stringing any number of clear sounds together in a meaningful way was impressive to most; only those who knew Piper well took this for granted and focused on the meaning of what she was trying to convey rather than the fact she was so deliberately conveying it at all.
Piper didn’t say anything, and very quickly seemed to have gotten past any discomfort she’d been feeling.
Happy to see the baby’s expression return to normal, Clark turned to Emma once more. “Do you think that was what happened?” he asked, unnecessarily but instinctively speaking at a volume barely above a whisper. “Leesha arrived, told them something, then left? Or do you think she’s just babbling?”
“That definitely wasn’t mindless babbling, but she might just be remembering things,” Emma said, allowing herself to hope this was the case. “Tara was connected to Leesha that night, Dan arrived back with Leesha that night, and she doesn’t know Billy well enough to say his name. Maybe she’s just remembering. What else could it be? How else could it be?”
“Exactly,” Clark said, suddenly feeling calmer. Emma’s voice hadn’t exactly been at its reassuring best and her words had been far from certain, but something about her ‘what else could it be?’ question made Clark take a step back and think of the most likely answer: that the eight-month-old baby was simply remembering a very odd event that had occurred in her home a few weeks earlier, with two caregivers who were always around but suddenly weren’t there today. It made sense.
“And why would Leesha show up, anyway?” Emma went on. “If he’s been paying attention to stuff on Earth, he’ll know the big inauguration was today… so if there was something he wanted them to know, he would have told them yesterday.”
“Or the day before, when they were still here in Birchwood and the rest of us could have heard it too,” Clark nodded.
Emma nodded even more firmly. “Right.”
Having convinced themselves and each other that nothing was wrong — probably — they breathed deep and simultaneous sighs of relief.
“No Leeesssss,” Piper said, but this time in an indifferent tone as she pushed her spoon into what was left of her breakfast.
“That’s right, sweetheart,” Emma said, somewhat uneasily glancing between her daughter and Clark. “No Leeesssss…”
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While Tara glanced at her phone, lifting it from her pocket in response to a buzz that came at the same time as another did from Dan’s, Dan casually scratched his neck and removed the small but far from invisible telepathy patch Leesha had given him just minutes earlier.
The advantage of conferring silently with Tara during their discussion with Godfrey wouldn’t have been an insignificant one, but the potential cost of the patch being seen — and, far worse, forcefully confiscated — was so dangerous that it absolutely had to be avoided regardless of how unlikely a slip-up may have been.
Put simply, for the sake of the entire world Dan just couldn’t risk a telepathy-granting device like one of the patches falling into the hands of anyone with remotely questionable intentions.
These particular patches avoided many of the ethical problems the broader UpLift power of telepathy had raised in the past, since the wearer could only communicate in either direction with an individual who themselves had the power by one means or another. Dan and Tara could communicate with each other as long as both wore the patches, while Leesha didn’t have to wear one since he had been granted the powers by a familiar method that was both more painful and more permanent.
Unlike in the past, however, Dan would not have been able to mentally ‘eavesdrop’ on Godfrey while wearing the patch, because Godfrey didn’t have the power. He and Tara also couldn’t hear any of each other’s thoughts that weren’t knowingly projected, which made another major difference for Dan in ethical terms.
All of this made the patches tremendously useful and promising for all kinds of applications, ranging from assisting individuals with speech problems or other communicational difficulties all the way to potentially translating languages in real-time or — more fantastically but not altogether impossibly — one day enabling rudimentary communication between humans and other intelligent Earth-based species.
In the hands of someone like Timo Fiore, who would assist in research for truly benign purposes, Dan wasn’t concerned about the patches themselves. But in the hands of those who would attempt to reverse-engineer the patches to enable the exact kind of unethical applications he was afraid of, these currently harmless patches could doom society to a future of almost unimaginable dystopian surveillance. Devices capable of reading and recording every citizen’s innermost thoughts might not be too far away, as those who feared the Messengers and their powers had always insisted.
Dan McCarthy knew far better than to fear the Messengers, but he knew just as well that only a fool would trust Earth’s politicians or corporations in the same way.
Looking across the room to Tara in a bid to silently encourage her to furtively remove her patch while Godfrey wasn’t looking, Dan saw an expression he hadn’t expected. With her phone in her hand, Tara looked like she’d just seen a ghost.
“Have you seen the size of that march?” Dan asked Godfrey, admirably keeping his cool and attempting to explain away Tara’s surprise before Godfrey could enquire. At that moment he wanted nothing more than to either lift his own phone from his pocket or slyly reattach his telepathy patch so he could find out what had taken Tara by surprise to this extent, but the second action was completely out of the question for obvious reasons and even the first would have raised further questions from Godfrey at the worst possible time.
“I have,” the ICA Chairman said with a proud smile, speaking in his famously refined English accent. “It’s wonderful to see the world coming to realise the value of what we’re doing here. It wasn’t always like this, as we both know.”
Dan nodded knowingly. In his peripheral vision he saw Tara putting her phone away and then pretending to scratch her neck, belatedly following his lead in subtly removing her patch and placing it safely in her pocket.
“We also both know how much of this support we owe to Emma’s work in the past few weeks,” Godfrey said, very much preaching to the converted regarding the value of her skills. “And needless to say, it wasn’t always like that with her and I on the same side! The whole world knows that one.”
Dan feigned a smile. Tara, still stunned by what she had just read, was relieved Godfrey didn’t turn to her given the difficulty she would have had in looking anything but shocked.
“But speaking of who knows what…” Godfrey went on, his tone suddenly changing.
In light of these words, Dan McCarthy most decidedly did not have to feign the sigh that followed. “We’re not doing this,” he said, hoping the tone was enough to draw a line under the subject.
“Dan… when something bad is happening, having experience in your corner can’t hurt,” Godfrey replied. “You know I’ve respected your silence about what you found on New Kerguelen with Billy, but today is the day. You’ve called the meeting with Ding and Slater for a reason, and what I want to impress upon you here is that it makes sense to tell me first. This isn’t me playing a game of just wanting to know before them, this is me telling you that it’s easier for all of us if I do.”
Dan flicked his gaze to Tara for an indication of where her thinking was; but with its depth and intensity amplified by curiosity over a truth he would find out in a matter of moments, she was unable to meet it.
Since Tara seemed unwilling or unable to respond in any helpful way, Dan had the distinct feeling he was on his own; not so much in deciding how to deal with Godfrey, but rather in holding off his win-at-all-costs attempts at persuasion…
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10 DOWNING STREET
LONDON, ENGLAND
With most of the world’s attention focused squarely on Buenos Aires, only a few political and economic correspondents were present in front of 10 Downing Street to film their reports in reaction to some recent budgetary announcements from the British government.
These announcements, sure to be as unpopular as any others with negative consequences for the majority of citizens usually were, had been timed quite deliberately to come out when a much bigger story was dominating the news cycle. The paltry turnout of reporters, quite clearly, was testament to the success of this time-tested strategy of finding good days to bury bad news.
The only American reporter present, there on behalf of Blitz News, didn’t even pretend to care about domestic British economics and had instead been sent to use the famous backdrop as a means of amplifying the criticism he made of former Prime Minister William Godfrey.
“None of what was announced today was any real surprise, with John Cole only sticking to his party’s pre-election manifesto pledges,” the man said, as deep as he would get into any of that. “We all know that the real story of today is the question of just what kind of secrets are being kept from the citizens of this fine country and every other by the man who used to live in the building behind me.”
There wasn’t a lot of tact of subtlety in this segue, but viewers of Blitz News weren’t exactly accustomed to such things.
“Chairman Godfrey endured countless embarrassing moments during his time as Prime Minister, not least when anti-austerity protestors splattered him in red paint and decorated this very street in a similar manner, just days before he desperately attached himself to Dan McCarthy’s push for Disclosure in a shameless bid to distract from his own unprecedented unpopularity. Despite the fact that the entire IDA leak turned out to be a hoax that Godfrey and McCarthy sold to the world — unwittingly or not — both men stand today in Buenos Aires ready to be recognised as leading figures in the field of contact with an alien race whose motives remain unclear.
“The building behind me is empty, at least of its most high-profile resident in the shape of Prime Minister Cole, but citizens of countless countries are waking up today with a feeling that their own seats of political power might as well be just as empty as this one, such is the strength of their feelings of being ignored by their contact-obsessed leaders. On a day when most of the corporate media will serve as little more than an Emma McCarthy-influenced propaganda arm of the undemocratic ICA, stay tuned to Blitz News for all the latest stories from all the realest angles. From London, England, I’m Jax Marshall.”
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As Tara’s effort to keep something explosive to herself essentially left Dan by himself to fend off William Godfrey’s articulate calls for more information, the ICA Chairman stepped up his argument:
“And don’t forget, Dan, I’m addressing the world before our meeting later in the day. I won’t give anything away — you know that — but this goes back to the old strategy Emma knows just as well as I do, of making sure we don’t say something that could be embarrassingly or even dangerously out of date all too quickly. I don’t want to put my foot in a pile of shit I can avoid, if you’ll pardon my French. Everyone knows something bad has happened on New Kerguelen, and I need to know what.”
Initially, the general public’s first knowledge that anything unfortunate had occurred or been discovered on New Kerguelen came from Clark McCarthy’s unscripted speech at the Birchwood drive-in, delivered in the hours after Dan and Tara’s return from New Kerguelen’s Outpost. All Clark had revealed was that the Messengers “found out some pretty sad things about their world and its history”, but this was more than enough to send speculation running rampant as to what he might be referring to.
The pressure for clarifying comments was immediately intense, but the fact that only the McCarthys and their inner circle knew what Clark was talking about ensured that nothing further leaked out.
Although Clark came to regret his words when the likes of Godfrey and Slater — particularly frustrated to be left in the dark regarding what had happened on New Kerguelen — began badgering the family for updates, he nevertheless appreciated the trust Emma had put him in by encouraging him to address the world with Leesha at his side in the off-the-cuff manner he had.
For her part, Emma was delighted with the passionate defence of the Messengers that Clark provided, one which was sadly necessary given Leesha’s recent killing of an assailant who attempted to assassinate both Clark and Godfrey.
Godfrey, meanwhile, had been experiencing a newfound appreciation for both Clark and Leesha ever since their efforts to protect him during the shooting incident, and because of this he had relented from seeking further updates before Dan was willing to give them.
Throughout the past few weeks, as Godfrey alluded to, Dan had maintained that today would be the day when the new Chairman learned everything. Despite this, or perhaps because of it, Dan was now altogether unsurprised to find the ICA Chairman seeking a few hours’ head-start over the rest of the agency’s senior figures. This didn’t mean he wasn’t disappointed, however, and certainly didn’t mean he was going to talk.
“I haven’t decided how much I’m going to tell you all,” Dan said, holding firm. “Like Clark said at the drive-in, this isn’t our story to tell.”
“So we’re waiting for Leesha?” Godfrey asked. “Why isn’t he here?”
The irony of this question, given that the alien had departed minutes earlier and literally while Godfrey’s hand was on the doorknob, made it difficult for Dan to keep a straight face.
“Look, this doesn’t have to be awkward but I’d really appreciate it if you left us alone until the meeting,” Dan said. “I’ve also decided I’m not going to be in front of the cameras when you speak, but we can maybe still address the media together after our meeting if we both think it makes sense. If.”
William Godfrey, a political titan used to having his own way and commanding the deferent respect of everyone in any given room, bit his tongue as he so often had in recent years while dealing with Dan McCarthy.
It endlessly wore away at Godfrey’s ego that the Messengers deemed Dan to be the most worthy point of contact and that they’d plainly stated on multiple occasions that they would never engage with a contact-focused agency that excluded him.
The two silver linings in Godfrey’s mind had always been firstly that Dan was a broadly agreeable and non-egotistical kind of man, and secondly that he wasn’t a rival politician. Because of this second point, Godfrey was still able to position himself as executive Chairman of the ICA even while Dan took the ultimately supreme mantle of Chief Planetary Liaison. Being the agency’s sole Chairman was far better than being a Deputy Planetary Liaison like Slater or Ding; and with this in mind, Godfrey kept himself sane by reminding himself that he was in competition with them rather than with Dan, and that keeping Dan broadly on-side was the way to ensure he kept winning.
As it went, the only other politicians who Dan had invited to the high-level meeting Godfrey referenced were Valerie Slater and Ding Ziyang, with Turkish archaeologist Mesut Demir and a second Chinese man by the name Zhao Chen rounding out the table of seven along with Dan and Tara. Zhao had been the leader of Earth’s small contingent on New Kerguelen, charged with restoring the Messengers’ supposedly protective Great Shelter before its utter needlessness had become apparent.
Indeed, it was the work of Zhao’s joint US-Chinese crew that first revealed that the atmosphere on New Kerguelen’s external surface was identical to that within the Shelter. Even more importantly, Zhao’s quick thinking had enabled a return to Earth to gather further equipment which enabled deeper investigation and ultimately led to the earth-shattering discovery of the second ‘Shelter’ Dan had come to know as the Architects’ Outpost.
Since the crew’s return to Earth, news of the second Shelter had understandably leaked. Since no one outside of Birchwood knew what was really inside that structure and indeed why any ‘protective’ structures were present on New Kerguelen at all, the other leaders who had known about the second Shelter before its existence became public knew better than to make any predictive comments about what its presence might signify.
The likes of Godfrey and Slater detested being out of the loop, but they were all experienced enough to know that the one thing worse than appearing uncertain was feigning certainty about something that would soon be revealed in a manner that could quickly make their proclamations look very foolish indeed.
Mere hours before going in to a meeting with Slater and Ding, however, Godfrey was loath to let one last opportunity to inquire about the second Shelter pass without a gentle attempt to coax some information from Dan. He did so in a relaxed way, stressing his view that Dan would make his own life easier by telling him now so that the experienced politician could prepare some supportive replies and assist Dan in dealing with whatever questions might arise from the often less-agreeable President Slater in particular.
“We talked about this,” Dan said, trying to de-escalate the situation before Godfrey could switch tack. “It wouldn’t be fair to the others — especially Zhao, who has kept quiet even when some of his crewmen talked and whose quick thinking is the only reason we were able to learn about the second Shelter when we did. This is nothing personal, although to be completely honest I am personally disappointed that you’ve come here to ask me this so soon before we go live.”
Godfrey appeared taken aback by Dan’s final comment, one which Emma had encouraged him to lean upon to throw the ICA Chairman off his stride if or when this predictable situation did come to pass. Rather than offended, Godfrey looked shocked and perhaps even somewhat embarrassed.
“I’m sorry,” he said, adopting a conciliatory tone he used on precious few people in any sphere of his life and almost none in a professional or political context. “I do sincerely hope you’ll reconsider, and I hope you don’t consider it as any kind of slight if I reach out to Emma directly and explain my position to her: that I simply consider it wise to loop me in on this before I address the world.”
Dan shook his head. “I don’t, and you can ask away… but it’s a waste of time: she shares my view.”
Godfrey took a deep breath. “Be that as it may, I’ll see you later today. And Tara, nice to see you as always.”
Tara nodded curtly, very evidently distracted as she had been throughout the entirety of Godfrey’s brief visit.
“Oh, and Dan,” Godfrey called as he opened the door. “Don’t let me forget to have someone see about this doorknob, okay? CPL McCarthy deserves a door that works first time, every time.”
As soon as the door closed again behind Godfrey, Tara exhaled one of the deepest breaths of her life.
“Look at your phone,” she gulped. “There’s a message from Clark.”
Dan wasted no time. He lifted the phone from his pocket with sudden urgency and glanced at the screen. The words hit him like a truck:
“Are you with Leesha? If you are, Piper knows. She just said it…”
Silence circled the high corner office of the imposing ICA Building. A cacophony of excitement filled the air outside as thousands marched in support of the new agency and in hope for the cooperative and collaborative future it could usher in, but the tense air between Dan and Tara could hardly have lain in starker contrast.
In lieu of any verbal reaction, Dan walked immediately to the door and proceeded to lock it. Remaining silent, he then lifted the small fabric-like telepathy patch from his pocket and placed it on the back of his neck.
Tara pointed questioningly to her own pocket, but Dan shook his head.
“You don’t need it, I’m just calling Leesha,” he said. “We’re going home.”
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DRIVE-IN
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Inevitably, Henry McCarthy’s journey through the crowded bar area of New Kergrillin’ Bar & Grill drew a great deal of attention, and far more than would have been attracted had Mr Byrd walked alone rather than cleared a path for Henry’s wheelchair.
Everyone was extremely accommodating, even more so for Henry than they would have been for anyone else, thanks to the unprecedented esteem in which he and his family were held in Birchwood. Nevertheless, this level of attention was entirely unwelcome.
Whatever the hell was going on with Phil and his conspicuously dressed visitor, the fact that Henry was making himself part of it would only make their recent unceremonious exit even more memorable and speculation-worthy in the eyes of all who had witnessed it.
Social media would no doubt light up with exaggerated first-hand accounts of a one-way skirmish that would quickly be blown out of all proportion, but this was the last thing on Henry’s mind. What mattered to him far more than the disturbance was what lay behind it, and the possibility that the mystery man somehow knew part of the secret Phil was in on could cause all kinds of problems.
If this was what was going on, who the man was working with was going to be the most important and most urgent thing to find out. Primarily unconsciously, Henry’s mind was already considering the cleanest courses of action to first learn such information and then make sure — one way or the other — that the man would know better than to take things any further.
Emotionally detached words spoken by Henry’s son Clark, who in a previous life of high-stakes private security work in Iraq had been no stranger to both sides of difficult situations like the one Henry hoped to avoid, rattled around his head: “When someone poses a problem too big to ignore, you do all you can to get the message through about how bad things will get for them if they don’t fall in line. Because if the message doesn’t get through, the guy doesn’t get out.”
The sole source of relief over what had happened in the last few moments was that Phil had seen the man standing near the bar’s rear exit rather than the main entrance. The anger on Phil’s face suggested that his mind might not have been firing on all rational cylinders when the man came into this sight, so much so that he may not have been able to hold back from roughly ushering the man outside and into the view of the countless citizens and dozens of TV cameras gathered at the edge of the drive-in lot which became a frenzied scene like this whenever anything alien-related formed the main news of the day.
The man had sneaked in and through the crowd unnoticed, and rather than either greet or confront Phil had opted to wait until he caught his eye. Henry tried not to draw too many conclusions about this, or indeed the fact that the man had chosen to stand near the relatively inconspicuous rear exit which led into the secluded staff-only storage and office areas of Phil’s U-shaped retail lot.
Whatever the visitor wanted to talk to Phil about, he didn’t want to do so publicly. How exactly this apparent desire for privacy made sense alongside the fact that he had been only too glad to stand openly in a highly public place while peacocking for attention in his gaudy outfit… well, this was just one more thing Henry didn’t understand.
Mr Byrd opened the exit door with no problems, which came as a relief but not a huge surprise. He and Henry had both ventured ‘backstage’ at New Kergrillin’ several times and knew that the door led to nothing but a corridor-like walkway lined with locked doors which in turn led to various offices and storage units. Bar staff came and went often on their breaks, while no customers had ever so much as attempted to enter.
As Henry proceeded through the door as quickly as possible while Mr Byrd held it open for him, both considered the possibility that the intrigue of what was happening might prompt one or two patrons to follow in search of some footage to share online.
“Anything to block it?” Henry asked as he crossed the threshold.
Mr Byrd, already one step ahead, grabbed the nearest barstool from the other side of the exit and carried it with him towards Henry before securely closing the door and positioning the stool against the opening mechanism at an angle that would ensure no one else could get through.
“That’ll do it,” Henry nodded approvingly. “Now where the hell are they?”
The scene before the two men was one of mundane concrete and harsh panel lighting. Despite all the money that had come his way since the derelict lot he bought at a bargain price became suddenly sought after when Dan McCarthy put Birchwood on the map, Phil Norris had evidently done very little renovation work on the ‘guts’ of his large unit.
Beyond this corridor, the lot’s innards opened up into something more like a traditional warehouse, but the area where the men stood now felt positively claustrophobic.
With no more idea of the answer than Henry, Mr Byrd began speculatively knocking on doors.
When none of the first three brought any answer, Henry began calling: “Phil, it’s just us! What the hell is going on?”
Seconds later, both men heard movement at the first door Mr Byrd had tried. This was the door nearest to the bar, and both were by now well beyond it.
Phil stuck his head out and looked towards the bar’s exit first. Turning then to find his old friends in the opposite direction, he sent a hellish scowl their way. “Staff only,” he grunted. “Did you forget how to fucking read?”
Henry and Mr Byrd shared a quick look, deciding who would talk: the softer and more polite Mr Byrd, or the gruffer McCarthy patriarch. Without doubt, the situation called for Henry.
“Who is he?” Henry boomed, wheeling himself towards Phil. “And think very carefully before you lie to me, Phil. Very carefully.”
A full ten seconds of silence, more uncomfortable for Mr Byrd than the others, passed without anyone giving an inch. Eventually, Phil stepped out from the small office where he had evidently led his unwelcome visitor and allowed the door to close.
He then walked towards the door where Mr Byrd had placed a bar stool, and in that moment Henry felt sure he was going to tell them to get the hell out.
Instead, however, Phil typed a code on a keypad next to the door to engage the interior locking mechanism. He then returned to the office door and unlocked it by way of a fingerprint scanner. Without taking his eyes from Henry McCarthy and without softening his expression even slightly, Phil held out a hand and sent the universal ‘come hither’ gesture to his two oldest friends. He didn’t look happy about it, but the situation was what it was.
Henry approached the door and waited for Phil to open it fully.
Phil hesitated before leaning down to Henry’s level and whispering an intensely firm instruction: “Don’t. Talk.”
With a curt nod, Henry confirmed his understanding. Finally, Phil let him pass and called on Mr Byrd to hurry up and join them.
The office was well decorated and well lit, but all Henry could focus on was the sharply dressed man sitting unrestrained on a low couch.
“Henry McCarthy, as I live and breathe,” the man said, surprisingly calm and undaunted; cocky, even. “Fancy seeing you here…”
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Only a few miles from the current focal point of the world’s attention — the ICA building in downtown Buenos Aires — British Prime Minister John Cole sat with a scowl on his face and a scheme brewing in his mind.
He was alone, as he so often was these days, watching events unfold from a safe distance and putting the final touches on his plan for hijacking William Godfrey’s inauguration speech. As he would have on a close-run election night, Cole had multiple variants of his planned speech ready to go. Each was an ‘interjection’ speech rather than a victory of concession speech, and which one he would call upon depended entirely on what Godfrey said from his podium.
“It didn’t have to be like this,” Cole seethed through gritted teeth as Godfrey’s face filled the ACN bulletin once more. “We could have been in it together…”
Few twenty-first century political relationships had been as stormy as Cole and Godfrey’s, with the former having initially risen to prominence purely by ingratiating himself to the latter and backing his reaction to Dan McCarthy’s IDA Leak when the rest of the world was laughing at the young American’s supposed craziness.
By hitching their cart to the right wagon, out of desperation rather than any calculated strategy, Godfrey and Cole saw their stock rise just as President Slater’s plummeted. Godfrey was thus able to ascend to the Chairmanship of the nascent Global Shield Commission, leaving the path to Number Ten absolutely clear for Cole. With Godfrey’s support he was a made man, and for a short period things were rosy in the garden.
Since then, however, the two had clashed repeatedly. During a slow period for contact-related matters, Godfrey briefly returned to London after Cole was forced to resign in disgrace following his misjudged partnership with the universally detested Jack Neal.
Godfrey went on to abdicate his Prime Ministerial role for an unprecedented second time when a better offer came up at the Global Contact Commission, and it was there that he found himself in direct opposition to Cole when his former understudy opted to engage with a rival organisation: the China-led Earth Liaison Forum. Cole’s position as the ELF’s Western Director was generally met with shrugs and eye-rolls, but Godfrey took it as the personal provocation it was.
Cole restored his reputation significantly by making a surprisingly responsible decision to covertly work against Jack Neal and the hostile alien Squadron the latter tried to use for his own means when their craft touched down in Havana, and since then had returned to front-line politics in the UK where he eased his way back into the job with help from the ever-powerful Godfrey.
Ever since then, the roller coaster ride of ups and downs looked to have settled into a relatively gentle stretch of cooperative coexistence between the two most internationally significant British politicians since Winston Churchill. In the mind of one of those men, however, the relationship had recently soured all over again and was now decisively unsalvageable.
For John Cole, a short-tempered and spiteful individual known more for picking fights than seeking conciliation, Godfrey’s recent actions were as unforgivable as they were deserving of a harsh and swift response.
Cole looked back with fury at the countless hours he’d spent in the past year politicking on behalf of Godfrey and their joint plan for the wholly independent Interspace Contact Agency as whose inaugural Chairman Godfrey was now just hours away from being sworn in. Cole had worked harder than anyone to apply pressure on holdout governments who didn’t like the sound of the proposed ICA’s breakaway from the well-established UN framework in which it initially operated, and all along he had hoped and expected to be rewarded with a meaningful title.
He knew better than to ask and would have had far too much pride to do so even if he didn’t, and some of the few advisors Cole still trusted did get through when they explained to him that initial governments who supported the ICA’s creation had granted their assent on the understanding that its leadership would be identical to that of its UN-based predecessor. This meant Ding Ziyang and Valerie Slater would sit as Deputy Planetary Liaisons with Dan McCarthy as Chief Planetary Liaison and Tara Ford his Assistant Planetary Liaison. The only change was that Godfrey would ascend to the new position of Chairman, which many saw as a welcome source of stability.
With Dan and Tara having made no secret of their shared desire to step back from active duty as anything but unifying figureheads to the greatest possible extent, a steady and experienced hand like Godfrey was seen as just the ticket. Godfrey’s perceived position as a balancing figure of personal neutrality between Slater and Ding — the leaders of the world’s two economically competitive superpowers — further added to his draw in the eyes of his many supporters. Godfrey’s storied history with the McCarthys, and particularly the relative esteem Dan had for him over every other politician he’d dealt with, was in essence the icing on the cake.
Today, however, John Cole wanted nothing more than to poison that cake and stand over the political corpses of all who gluttonously feasted upon it at their masturbatory inauguration ceremony.
All the while he had been helping Godfrey to bring about this day, Cole had also been scheming to undermine the individual he saw as the weak link at the new ICA’s top table: US President Valerie Slater. His great personal dislike for her may have clouded his view as to how easy she would be to sufficiently slander, but it certainly seemed likely that it would be easier to rid the agency of Slater’s presence than that of the untouchable Dan McCarthy and Tara Ford.
Waiting long enough for Godfrey to be able to simply add a new Deputy without too much controversy wasn’t something Cole had ever been willing to do — the timeframe of ‘two or three years’ was patently ridiculous, at least to his altogether biased mind — and recent events now left Cole doubting that Godfrey would ever hold up his end of the bargain even if no destabilising events rendered it impossible in the meantime.
The greatest slight of all — one which Cole had taken great care not to let Godfrey know had hurt him at all, let alone as much as it had — came some three weeks earlier when the human crew on New Kerguelen made their return to Earth with news of a startling discovery. That John Cole learned of the crew’s return from one of his own sources in Beijing rather than from Godfrey, his supposed close ally and confidante, was a sickening blow to the proud man’s ego as well as a thumb in the eye for all his hard work.
When word leaked out about the alien world’s second Shelter and Cole learned of it with a camera in his face, several minutes after the general public given that he had just emerged from an unrelated cabinet meeting, his embarrassment was complete.
Worst of all, President Slater issued a clearly rehearsed video statement on the news within moments of Cole’s bumbling and widely-mocked impromptu response.
The contrast in the perceived professionalism of their respective responses made Cole look foolish to the general public, but he was troubled most by the clear implication that few others seemed to either notice or care about: the speed of Slater’s carefully stage-managed response evidently reflected the reality that she had been in on the secret discovery of the second Shelter while he had been kept in the dark by his supposed friend in the form of ICA Chairman Godfrey.
Neglecting to bring Cole in on news of the crew’s return as soon as it occurred was one thing, and was to an extent forgivable in the urgency of a rapidly developing situation. But with several days having passed between the crew’s return and the moment when one member of the team anonymously leaked details of their discovery to the press, it was impossible for Cole to accept that Godfrey had done anything other than consciously and deliberately keep him out of the loop.
Personally even more so than professionally, John Cole could simply not allow this to stand. Disrespect could never go unanswered, as Godfrey himself had ironically impressed upon Cole during their early time together in London, and disrespect on this level quite simply had to be met with an appropriately damaging counter-attack.
Counter-attack was a fair word for Cole, because he truly felt as though his honour had been attacked, besmirched and — as he told his few remaining confidantes — ‘shat upon’ by Godfrey.
When Godfrey’s smug face finally left the TV screen, Cole let out a long sigh. He glanced towards the room service menu on his bedside table and reached over until the ACN anchor’s words stopped him in his tracks.
“We’ll head down to Buenos Aires now,” the man said, “where our very own Jenna Clark is following the huge march in support of Dan McCarthy and his ICA’s visions of cooperative contact with the Messengers from New Kerguelen. We’re being told that the huge crowd will very soon be passing the city’s iconic Gravesen Hotel, scene of President Slater’s close call with the GeoSovs, of course, and also the same building where Clark McCarthy and William Godfrey lay low after their own close call with a gunman far more recently.”
A snakelike smile spread across John Cole’s face, and within no more than thirty seconds his hefty frame was off the bed and his shoes and coat were on.
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Grasping the arm of his chair to help himself up from the floor as the weight of what he had just seen turned his legs to jelly, Billy Kendrick eventually made it back to a seated position.
Fearful of somehow experiencing the exhausting mental sensation again despite having already torn the patch from his neck in an instinctive defensive reaction, Billy slammed the screen of his laptop downwards to close it.
Billy stared straight at the wall beyond where the screen had been until moments earlier, trying to make sense of what he had just seen. The fact he had seen it at all was utterly incredible; after all, this indicated that the Architects had left a message at Dörtlü Tepe to be seen by members of their kind.
In turn, this meant first that a crew of Architects had returned to Earth after the site and its carvings were created by ancient humans and secondly that they expected further crews to fly overhead.
These points in themselves ran entirely counter to what Billy thought he knew about Architect-human interaction, since the Transcripts within New Kerguelen’s Outpost had so clearly appeared to suggest that an initial one-off meeting had given the technologically superior visitors from afar a first impression so bad that they had essentially enslaved another race to guard against humanity’s potentially aggressive expansion into space.
But all of this background context, as remarkable as it made the mere presence of a Transcript at Dörtlü Tepe, had absolutely nothing on the content of the message encoded within it.
Billy Kendrick had stumbled upon many things in his two careers as first a respected field archeologist and then as a controversial alien researcher. He had been on the remote southern island of Kerguelen when a bolide event lit up the sky as the first part of an extraterrestrial warning against an imminently arriving comet, and he had far more recently had the privilege of visiting the extraterrestrial world of New Kerguelen where he and his close friend Dan McCarthy encountered revelations that rocked them to the core.
Even after all of that, however, Billy had been entirely unprepared for what he’d just seen. The odd pain-like sensation in his entire skull was now fading, but this only left more room and mental energy for awe at the core revelation that had entered his mind among a positively overwhelming barrage of information.
Nothing would ever be the same again, and for the first time in his life Billy Kendrick found himself wishing that someone else had been first to make an incredible discovery.
To put it simply, the news wasn’t good.
For Billy Kendrick and the precious few other individuals lucky enough to have seen the first pillar, excavating the rest of Dörtlü Tepe had been an exciting prospect from the moment their eyes first met the richly detailed representation of an alien and a human engaged in cable-based communication.
Now, though, Billy alone knew that the Architects were not only aware of Dörtlü Tepe but also that they had been keen to make sure no later humans ever rediscovered its wonders.
In the best-case scenario, Billy figured Dörtlü Tepe might contain lost wisdom that would accelerate human development in a manner the interfering Architects hadn’t wished to allow. Their longstanding deception on New Kerguelen showed that the technologically superior beings weren’t above constraining another species’ development for their own benefit, since at their behest the Messengers’ entire society had been streamed into caste-like groupings for the specific purpose of increasing their individual agreeableness and reducing their inquisitiveness.
The underlying reason for all of that was to shape the Messengers into a useful buffer against humanity should Earth’s population ever exhibit too much of the intelligence and aggression that first dissuaded the Architects from pursuing any kind of ongoing contact, and this made it somewhat understandable to Billy that the Architects might have sought to prevent humans, one way or another, from learning everything that Dörtlü Tepe’s preserved history could teach.
The worst-case scenario, which flashed through Billy’s ordinarily optimistic mind only because he now knew what the Architects were capable of, was far more specific and unfortunately struck him as all too likely. This notion centred around a consideration that the carvings on the remaining pillars might retell a conflict or negatively consequential interaction of some kind; possibly revealing the Architects true and perhaps violent nature, or even warning future humans against ever engaging with any visitors from above.
Whichever specific motive lay behind their actions — and Billy would die before he gave up looking for it — what was beyond doubt was that the Architects clearly didn’t want modern humans to know anything about their existence.
It was possible that the only reason they wanted to keep Dörtlü Tepe’s wonders buried was because the pillars depicted the Architects at all, not necessarily in any frightening or otherwise negative carving that hadn’t yet been unearthed, and Billy tried to focus on this in an effort to calm himself down.
With his mind running away from him at a mile a minute, Billy desperately wanted someone else to see the Transcript before he jumped to the worst conclusions about the ominous data he had just been exposed to.
At the present moment he felt only too confident in his initial takeaway that the Architects had wanted humans to feel safe on Earth and feel no need to develop the kind of defensive weaponry that had eventually prompted an indirect intervention, and the familiar argument rattled through his brain that anyone who didn’t want you to be able to defend yourself was not someone with your best interests at heart.
This was putting it very mildly compared to the way Billy’s subconscious was considering things, but he did all he could to keep the most pessimistic ideas at bay.
The data was decidedly incomplete, and Billy was dying to know whether his mind was missing something or whether the gap-filling points it was looking for just weren’t there.
As he closed his eyes and tried harder than ever to regain control over his stubbornly unsettled breathing, a second wish crossed his mind: the wish for a new UpLift power, capable of erasing recent memories.
In that moment, all he wanted to do was unsee the images that had invaded his brain and all but overcome his physical senses and mental faculties.
This wish only faded when Billy considered the responsibility that had just landed squarely and entirely accidentally on his shoulders. Unlearning the remarkable truth he had just stumbled upon would do no one any good, while the potential gravity of what he alone now knew about the mysterious and immensely powerful Architects made sharing the knowledge with the right people a matter of urgency.
There was no doubt in Billy Kendrick’s mind who the right people were, but he knew that Dan was in Buenos Aires with Tara while Emma and Clark were in Birchwood. Timo was close to them in Colorado Springs, as far as Billy knew, and this gave him a choice of not two but three potential first phone calls.
He gazed at the time, weighing up whether it made any sense to dump this on Dan today of all days. That was a choice best left for Emma, he decided, picking up his phone and navigating to her contact information.
Quite seriously expecting his voice to freeze up when it came time to share his almost impossible news, Billy began the call and tried to centre himself with some calming thoughts.
Immediately, he heard a recording of Emma’s voice asking him to leave a message after the beep. Billy wasn’t sure if Emma had removed him from her phone’s very short whitelist or why she might have done so, but he placed his own phone down and took the failed call as a sign.
His eyes then returned to his computer, as an alluring if unsettling thought crossed his mind: if they’ve left a message for themselves at Dörtlü Tepe, where else might they have left one?
Invigorated by the lure of fresh discoveries and the sudden consideration that the gaps in the data at Dörtlü Tepe might be lying in wait somewhere else, Billy insistently shook aside his fearful discomfort and opened his laptop again. He brainstormed a list of promising locations before leaning back in his chair and looking on the floor to his left.
With the light catching its slightly shiny surface, a discarded triangular patch — as alien as alien could be — called Billy Kendrick’s name.
There are no accidents, he thought to himself. I found that thing in my pocket while that place was on my screen because I was supposed to. If I wasn’t supposed to do this, I wouldn’t have had the idea…
And then, anticipating the mentally exhausting and fairly painful sensations that would soon come his way if he was right — not to mention the chance of discovering anything else even close to as explosive as what he’d already seen at Dörtlü Tepe — Billy reached down to pick up the patch and placed it back on his neck.
The full truth isn’t gonna find itself…
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John Cole hadn’t counted on a chance like the one that had suddenly presented itself in the form of an enormous crowd passing just minutes from his hotel, but the opportunity to steal Godfrey’s thunder and sow the seeds for an even more decisive intervention later in the day was far too good to miss.
Sure that he would come up with something on his way to the lobby before stepping out to address the crowd and the TV cameras embedded among it, and equally sure that whatever it was would shift the media narrative in his favour, Cole set off smiling.
There were so many things he could say to make Godfrey’s life difficult and so many things he could say to ingratiate himself to the public, with going for a mixture of the two currently striking him as the best course of action.
Cole paused to look at himself in his suite’s huge mirrored wardrobe on his way to the door. “You’ve got this,” he said. “Fuck him, he’s made his bed.”
With the TV still playing behind him, John Cole stepped into the hallway and hurried towards the VIP floor’s attended elevator. He filled his security staff in on the plan and politely nodded to the hotel worker who correctly pressed the button for the lobby without needing to ask.
As he and his primary security personnel stepped into the otherwise empty elevator and waited for it to reach the ground, John Cole meditated on one thought:
The ICA’s throne was rightfully his… so whatever it took, he wouldn’t rest until he was sitting atop it.
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“Dan and Tara didn’t tell me anything and I can’t reach Emma,” William Godfrey said, preempting Valerie Slater’s inevitable questions as he passed her in the building’s executive lobby on his way to some private and final pre-speech preparations.
Slater sighed. “Their interests are our interests, broadly speaking, so I’m frustrated rather than concerned.”
“I share your feelings,” Godfrey said. “They’ve decided not to attend the speech, which isn’t wholly unexpected, but Dan is still going to fill us in on everything at the scheduled private meeting later today. I don’t have much time right now, Valerie, but please do know that I appreciate your trust on this. It’s easy to forget how far we’ve come in that regard, but that feeling is mutual, too.”
Slater didn’t say anything. Godfrey was simply being diplomatic, in a manner he’d rarely ever been when based in London but had admittedly adopted quite consistently since first taking up his mantle as a local rather than international leader based in Argentina.
The news that Dan and Tara wouldn’t be attending Godfrey’s inauguration speech was wholly surprising to her, and Godfrey’s words to the contrary only served to further strengthen her suspicion that he not only knew more than he was letting on but also wanted to gloatingly dangle that imbalance in front of her with the subtle inclusion of certain words and phrases.
Paranoia achieves nothing, she tried to tell herself. He hasn’t said anything overt, and Dan surely doesn’t suddenly trust him enough to completely cut me out and leave everything in his hands…
“I also want you to know that I appreciate your personal support, Valerie,” the chairman went on, “and particularly your responsible patience in agreeing to deal with Cole only after today is behind us.”
“Things are uncomfortable enough already, William,” Slater said, preparing to walk away as Godfrey likewise edged off in the direction of his office. “There’s no need to start thinking about him, too.”
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On any other day, Billy Kendrick would have called Dan McCarthy immediately to tell him of the incredible alien Transcript he had just discovered on an aerial image of Dörtlü Tepe. But given Dan and Tara’s current presence in Buenos Aires, possibly in the company of William Godfrey or one of countless other dignitaries who simply couldn’t be looped in on this just yet, today was not a day to bother him.
He took his failure to reach Emma as a sign to spend a little while longer pursuing any further messages the Architects may have left on Earth, so opted similarly not to call Clark or Timo and instead to stay right where he was: in front of his computer.
It didn’t take long for Billy to run through all of the other candidate sites for his recent digs, and disappointingly he found nothing else of note. This was very much an all or nothing endeavour, since the presence of a Transcript in any of the images allied with the presence of a triangular UpLift patch on his neck would have resulted in an instantaneous deluge of information flowing into Billy’s mind.
With each dig site thoroughly scanned both up-close and from afar, Billy had stumbled upon a whole lot of nothing.
Despite how unsettling the knowledge provided by the first Transcript had been, the absence of more was anything but a relief. Instead, it was a source of marked frustration; after all, it was always preferable to know the full details of an ominous threat than merely to know the threat was out there.
If I was an alien… Billy thought to himself, trying to consider at which other locations on Earth the Architects may have left what essentially amounted to a signpost.
On New Kerguelen, Transcripts had been left in the Architects’ Outpost so that any future visitors of their kind would have access to an ‘offline’ record of why the structure existed and how to operate its equipment. That made a degree of sense, and Billy spent several minutes trying to find a similarly logical angle for why a message had been left above Dörtlü Tepe.
He understood the gist of the message itself, which simply warned the viewer that problems could arise if humans ever saw the carvings and artefacts buried deep below the Turkish ground. It also implored the viewer to take action should humans ever appear close to rediscovering the remarkable site’s bounty of archaeological wonders, but this instruction raised far more questions than answers in Billy’s mind.
For one, did it mean that the Architects had always been watching Earth… or was this Transcript intended for the eyes of the Messengers they had treated like guard dogs rather than for members of their own kind?
Enough time had now passed since Billy’s initial viewing of the Transcript for his mind to be relatively quiet, and this enabled him to reach the logical conclusion that the Transcript must have been laid or placed in position after the Architects came into contact with the Messengers.
After all, by the Messengers’ own accounts that had been many many thousands of years ago, and surely before the treasures of Dörtlü Tepe had been so totally consumed by the earth. The Transcript spoke of the potential risks of those treasures being rediscovered, which wasn’t something that would be a consideration were they not underground at the time it was placed.
Billy nodded firmly, pleased with himself for at least making some kind of progress in trying to understand what he had just found.
He looked at the time on his computer screen and saw that Chairman Godfrey would be addressing the ICA imminently, but that was far from the forefront of his mind.
If I was an alien… he thought again, this time navigating away from the fruitless images of other dig sites and opening a word processor. There, Billy began to brainstorm a list of locations where an intelligent race of visitors might leave messages to either their future descendants or the unwitting others they had duped into doing their bidding.
If the seemingly all-knowing Architects were worried about humans finding things, Billy reckoned that undiscovered archaeological sites were the most likely locations for further Transcripts. This was little help, though, since it went without saying that those sites wouldn’t be undiscovered if he knew where they were.
Nowhere immediately came to Billy’s mind as a spot where truly history-changing discoveries had recently been made, aside perhaps from the Great Pyramids and related Egyptian sites that had pulled back the curtain on an incredible cultural past.
Billy navigated to a series of aerial images of the pyramids, where he ended up spending almost twenty minutes zooming in and out in the hope of experiencing the remarkable sensations that came with laying eyes on a Transcript. None came, and the exercise left Billy somewhat demoralised about his chances of filling in the blanks in the message at Dörtlü Tepe.
The more he thought about it all, the more questions he had. Just how close the viewer had to be to the Transcript was one that kept rattling through his brain, and with this in mind he navigated to a different aerial image of the Dörtlü Tepe site pre-excavation — one in which the site itself filled only a small area of the image. To his mild surprise, the Transcript wasn’t engaged when he looked at the area in this manner.
Recalling that the Transcript hadn’t ‘kicked in’ when he was looking at close-up images of the pillars, either, and had only overwhelmed his senses when the full site was visible on his screen, Billy started to wonder if there was a very particular sweet spot.
He zoomed in on this second broader image, and when the entire site was present on the screen with only a small ‘border’ around it, he felt a jolt that was mildly familiar but which he would never get used to. As soon as he was sure it was the same Transcript as last time, Billy closed his eyes to stop the deluge; it was tiring, mentally and physically, and in the hope of finding more Transcripts he didn’t want to needlessly exhaust himself by lingering on the same one for any longer than necessary.
One question had now been answered, at least: there was a sweet spot, in the sense that looking at a still digital image which contained a Transcript wouldn’t trigger the moment of informational overload if the whole Transcript wasn’t visible and also if it didn’t appear at a certain size.
Billy thought back to the Outpost, where a brief glance at a small Transcript from a good distance away had been enough to trip the wire, so to speak, and tried to make sense of this in the context of his experiences today.
He ultimately recognised that all kinds of limitations were currently at play, any or all of which could have been responsible for the ‘fussiness’ of the Transcript. The chief culprit, he suspected, was the very fact that his computer presented a digital facsimile of the Transcript whereas on New Kerguelen he had gazed directly at the real thing.
One obvious factor in this regard was screen resolution. For while Billy’s was an expensive laptop with an excellent and pin-sharp display, it was still no match for the human eye. And on that point, he mused, perhaps the human eye was no match for the Architect eye or even the Messenger eye? Maybe if Leesha or Sakko had been present, or indeed any other Messengers in possession of the Transcript-reading UpLift power, they would have been able to see the Transcript in the broader view.
This was something that could be tested relatively easily in due course, and Billy felt sure that the explanation would be a mixture of his two thoughts: that Transcripts worked better in real life than on computer screens, and that beings who were permanently endowed with the ability to decipher them could do so more effectively and reliably than could a human with a patch that granted the ability only temporarily.
They have to be able to make sense of the Transcripts from afar, Billy thought. Otherwise the whole idea of putting them on the ground to be seen from the sky doesn’t make sense!
The more he thought about this, the surer he became. The content of the Transcript’s message — introducing and explaining the significance and potential risks of Dörtlü Tepe as it did — made it clear that it was intended for viewing by visitors who had no previous knowledge of the area. In turn, this made Billy consider that it absolutely had to be discernible from a great height — ‘zoomed out’, in computer parlance — or else no one would ever see it.
After all, if the alien visitors passing by overhead didn’t know anything of the seemingly inconspicuous area recently christened Dörtlü Tepe, they wouldn’t have been looking at it.
Or maybe the aliens can see where there are Transcripts if they show up like little dots on a radar, from miles up in the sky, Billy mused, even if they can’t actually read them until they get closer…
Lacking the ability to see any such radar-like dots from broad satellite images, Billy felt now as though he was looking for a needle in a haystack. He tried to take the great positive from his unexpected discovery: that he had made the discovery at all. As ominous as it was, he always felt it was better to know things than not; and given his good relationship with Leesha, he felt sure that a broader sweep of Earth’s surface for however many more Transcripts might be present wouldn’t be far away.
Billy closed his computer and turned the volume up on his hotel room’s TV. He wouldn’t divulge any of this to the media later in the day and had now decided that he probably wouldn’t engage the media at all — not until discussing it all with Dan and the others, at least — and an hour of fruitless searching felt like more than enough.
The afternoon had started as something to get through before the world spun enough for Argentina to catch up, and Billy Kendrick was glad that the time had finally come for Godfrey’s speech.
He and the rest of the world knew absolutely nothing of John Cole’s reckless plan to crash the party, but not even Cole had any idea of what was going to beat him to the punch…
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“Don’t call them and don’t reply yet,” Dan said to Tara. “When we can be there in two minutes, stuff like this is better in person. I don’t know what the hell is going on and how Piper could possibly know Leesha was here, but Leesha said I could call him anytime I wanted to talk. You heard him, didn’t you?”
Tara nodded, somewhat uneasily. “But he didn’t say he could teleport us wherever we wanted to go. Didn’t he say one time that it gets tiring, and he can’t do it over and over again?”
“He’s done it way more than a few times in a single day before, and when it’s this important he’s hardly going to say no. Not to us…”
Hoping Dan was right and willing to give him a few minutes to find out, Tara put her phone in her pocket. She could hardly imagine the distress Emma and Clark must have been feeling in Birchwood, waiting to hear whether or not Leesha was there.
She ultimately acknowledged that a few more minutes of uncertainty for them was probably better than receiving confirmation via text that Leesha had been in Buenos Aires, and thus that Piper had somehow retained a degree of the inhuman power they all gleefully believed had been wholly removed.
If Dan’s confidence in Leesha’s willingness to take them home to Birchwood in a literal flash proved misplaced, a phone call would be forthcoming. But that was a fallback Tara didn’t want to need, and she watched Dan with desperate hope as he ensured his telepathy patch was firmly in place and proceeded to put his fingers and thumbs in the engagement position just in case that might help.
“I want to talk,” he said, speaking as though Leesha was right in front of him rather than an unknowable distance away. In that moment Dan wondered briefly whether Leesha had already gone the whole way home to New Kerguelen, a journey which required a spacecraft and a trip through the gate. More than a little remarkably, those steps never seemed to add any meaningful time, as Dan had seen on several occasions when the Messengers had made the full trip and shown up in a matter of seconds, but he nevertheless found himself hoping that Leesha was already close by.
“Say you want him to be here,” Tara suggested. She said this almost immediately, not after any real delay, but Dan quickly nodded and took it on board.
“Leesha,” he said, endeavouring to retain a calm tone but speaking very firmly, “We need to talk to you right now and I need you to be here.”
Tara blew air from her lips. “He did say anytime you wanted to talk. I heard him. Maybe he’s just —”
Before she could finish, a flash that was as total as always and more welcome than ever before filled the office. It subsided as quickly as it had appeared, again as always, and the return to normal light brought the sight of Leesha to Dan and Tara’s eyes.
Tara immediately reached into her pocket to grab her patch. Dan had said she wouldn’t need it since he was just going to ask Leesha to take them home, but she didn’t want to miss a single thing the alien said.
Within seconds, and in time to hear everything, the patch was in place and both she and Dan were ready to telepathically converse with their closest and most trusted extraterrestrial friend.
“Can you take us home?” Dan asked, the ‘can’ really serving as ‘will’ as he made a request rather than inquiry.
“Before the gala?” Leesha replied.
As was occasionally the case, the alien’s use of a certain word momentarily gave Dan pause. He didn’t really know why, since the word ‘gala’ shouldn’t really have been any more surprising than countless others Leesha used regularly, but Dan considered that as a rarely used noun it wasn’t the kind of word he would expect himself to be able to translate for a long time regardless of how fluent he felt himself to be in a foreign language.
It didn’t seem like a foreign word anyone would just know, was how he thought of it.
In the coming days and weeks, after a few false starts thinking much the same thing, Dan hoped to finally finally finally hook himself and Leesha up to some equipment at Fiore Frontiere building in Colorado Springs to see what was really happening when they conversed.
Clark and Timo had been experimenting on their own and had some workable data, he’d been told, but bringing Leesha into the fold could deliver some insight into whether he was communicating with unspoken ‘words’ as Dan broadly assumed or if perhaps he was sending ‘ideas’ that the patch and Dan’s mind then did all the work of translating.
That these abstract and for now fairly inconsequential thoughts were rattling through Dan’s brain while the desperate desire to get home to his wife and daughter were sitting at its forefront was however a sign, if one was needed, of just how complex the business of mapping brainwaves really was. Humans were capable of processing all kinds of information at once and of thinking about much of it all simultaneously in very different ways and with very different levels of focus, and there was no reason to assume that an intelligent alien brain wouldn’t operate in a similar or perhaps even more complex manner.
“Right now,” Dan said. “We really need to get home.”
“Wait,” Tara said, addressing the comment to Leesha before turning to Dan. “A few minutes ago I was thinking about how it made sense not to reply to Clark’s text, because there was no sense in giving them bad news by text a few minutes before we could stand in front of them and talk it out.”
“Okay…” Dan said.
“That made sense, right?” she went on. “Like, that was a worthwhile thing to bear in mind?”
He half-shrugged, half nodded.
Tara shrugged along with him. “Okay. Well, don’t you think it also makes sense to leave them hanging just a few minutes longer so we can talk this over with Leesha a little bit now so we arrive home with some kind of clue about what’s going on? Anything we can say is going to make it easier for them than if we get there without at least thinking about it first. Do you get what I mean? It’s almost like that whole thing Emma always talks about… sometimes it’s really important how you break bad news, and the more you can soften it or at least lessen any feelings of hopelessness around it, the less bad it will be for the people hearing it.”
“I hate all this,” Dan very suddenly blurted out. “I thought we had done it; I thought she was safe and that our family life was going to be so much simpler now even if all the Architect stuff keeps us busy at the ICA. But all of this breaking bad news and message management stuff… I can’t do it.”
“Are you okay?” Tara said, reacting more to the unexpected shift in Dan’s physical stance rather than to his very understandable words.
“Oh God… I actually feel like I’m going to be sick,” he replied with an urgent unease. His feet were already moving as he spoke, carrying him on the way to a waste-paper basket in the corner of his office, but they weren’t moving for long.
Because at that moment, with a casualness bordering on the blasé, Leesha extended a hand and froze Dan on the spot.
Tara glanced at Dan’s trapped eyes and stood frozen herself, in a very different manner borne of fear rather than externally imposed immobilisation, while Leesha readied his formidable hands to engage upon Dan an invasive power of a kind the humans had never seen.
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“Who the hell are you?” Henry McCarthy angrily boomed at the arrogant man before him. He hadn’t intended to display this kind of anger or even to speak, but the tone adopted by this unknown interloper was too much for him to let slide.
“Jesus,” Phil snapped at Henry. “What part of ‘don’t talk’ did you miss? Get in and shut up.”
This tone wasn’t one that Henry would ordinarily let slide either, even from an old friend he knew to be as prickly and rough around the edges as Phil, but the present circumstances and the seemingly desperate exasperation which with the words were delivered were unusual enough for him to acquiesce.
Mr Byrd walked into the office without so much as a word, but keenly took in every detail of the mystery man’s appearance. It struck him as quite an achievement to look so untrustworthy in a suit as expensive as this one clearly was now that he could see it up close, and he concluded that the man’s slicked back hair and orange-tinged fake tan played a major part in this apparent incongruence.
“Who are you?” Mr Byrd calmly asked once he was fully inside. He then raised a finger in Phil’s direction and turned to face him, preempting the rebuke he saw coming. “And you didn’t tell me not to talk, Phil, so don’t even start your shit.”
Phil raised his eyebrows in reaction to Mr Byrd’s uncharacteristically blue turn of phrase, as tame as it was in relation to Henry’s or his own frequently coarser language, and didn’t speak up to dissuade his dubious visitor from answering. Indeed, he turned to the man in invitation for him to reply.
Even with all eyes squarely on him, the man retained his air of relaxed calmness. “You can call me Chip,” he said.
Mr Byrd took a deep breath. “I didn’t ask what you want me to call you,” he hissed, his voice devoid of its usual softness. “I asked who the hell you are. And let’s throw in another one while we’re at it: what the hell are you doing here?”
“Chris Petrovic, attorney at law,” the man said, unperturbed by the strength of Mr Byrd’s questioning. “But as I said, Walter… you can call me Chip.”
“Petrovic?” Henry chimed in, taking the word from Mr Byrd’s lips. It was no real surprise that he knew Mr Byrd’s first name — anyone who ever spent time in Birchwood or even closely followed McCarthy-related news from afar was familiar with his steady presence — and their surprise came instead from the fact that they so quickly and so surely recognised Chip’s surname.
Chip nodded.
“Like… Darko Petrovic?” Henry pushed. “Are you Diamond’s boy?”
A smile spread broadly across Chip’s face. “Wow, I haven’t heard that name in a while! But yeah, ‘Diamond’ Darko was my father. Did you know him well?”
“He did my divorce,” Henry said, looking at Chip in a whole new way now that he knew who he was — or at least whose he was. “She walked out, but when the time came she still wanted custody. It wasn’t pretty, but Diamond did what had to be done and our lives went on. He was one of the good ones… it’s a goddamn sin what happened to him in the end.”
“Diamond Darko…” Mr Byrd mused, vividly picturing the giant stud earrings and jet black hair that the name brought forth in his bank of almost-forgotten memories. He casually took a seat next to Chip, his anger just as softened by this revelation as Henry’s had been. “If that’s not a blast from the past, I don’t know what is. What was with the hostility, Phil? You and Diamond go way back, too.”
“That doesn’t mean I want this idiot showing up in public on one of my busiest days of the year,” Phil grunted. “Does it, idiot?”
“So what’s the story there?” Henry asked.
Phil and Chip exchanged a long glance. “How much do they know?” Chip asked after a few tense seconds. “What have you told them?”
“About what?” Henry McCarthy suspiciously and impatiently interjected.
The client-lawyer stare-down was even tenser now, and the silence all the more oppressive. Chip was once again first to speak, but this time he measured his words more carefully: “I’m sorry, boys, but the ball’s in Phil’s court as to what he wants to tell you. This is his business.”
Phil nodded approvingly. “I’ve told them nothing, and that’s how it stays.”
“Charming,” Mr Byrd chimed in.
“Ungrateful prick,” Henry added, his tone matching the sharpness of the words.
In a sudden flash of anger that was remarkably intense even for him, Phil slammed the bottom of his fist into the wooden door so hard that it left a slight indentation. “Shut your fucking mouth, Henry,” he boomed. “You don’t know what I’m handling here! It’s nothing to do with Dan or the aliens or any of that shit, so just fucking back off, will you?”
“Phil, I think you should tell them,” Chip calmly suggested. “They deserve to know.”
Henry, taken aback by Phil’s last passionate response, said nothing. Mr Byrd, too, deemed it unwise to interject any further.
Rubbing his fist as the pain from its colossal impact with the unbudging door sank in, Phil grimaced. He then shook his head and sighed. “Fine: this place is going to have a new owner in the next few months. I’ve been making some legal arrangements with Chip to make sure things have to operate within certain parameters once I’m out of the picture, because money’s money but this place means something to me. The past three weeks have been such a mental drain… honestly, I’m just glad I’m not going to have to do this for much longer.”
Only too well aware of the certain delicate contexts that Chip didn’t know anything about, Henry and Mr Byrd were very careful in formulating their replies. The past few weeks had been mentally draining and they too were looking forward to the secret regarding what Dan and Billy Kendrick found on New Kerguelen being behind them in a matter of hours, once the load had been shared with whoever Dan opted to tell in Buenos Aires.
But precisely because that secret would be behind them so soon, it didn’t make sense in either man’s mind that Phil was thinking of selling up New Kergrillin’ and perhaps even the whole drive-in lot.
“What are you selling?” Mr Byrd asked, wondering the same thing Henry had so far kept to himself. “The bar, or the drive-in? This lot must be damn near priceless with all the attention it gets whenever anything happens. What would you even do with that much money?”
“No such thing as too much money,” Phil grinned.
Henry shook his head. “Cut the bullshit, Norris; we can both see through it. What’s going on? You can’t be in money trouble… not with your other assets… so what is this? If you want out of Birchwood or you just need a break, that doesn’t mean you need to sell. Clark would run the bar for you — you told me before that you were thinking about leaving it in his hands if anything ever happened to you — and there would be all kinds of ways to hand the broader lot’s management over to someone else for a while. Just don’t be rash here, okay? Don’t do anything you can’t undo… not without talking to us.”
“I just need to sign a few things about my business with Chip,” Phil told his friends, “then he’ll be on his way back to Denver and I’ll be back in the bar.”
“Denver’s quite a drive for a surprise visit like this, ain’t it?” Mr Byrd asked.
“Business is business,” Chip shrugged. “This guy is the only thing that ever brings me back these days,” he went on, pointing his thumb at Phil, “and you see the way he greets me when I bring some urgent documents all this way on a damn Sunday. Ungrateful prick that he is.”
Phil grinned at Chip’s final words, which called back to Henry’s from earlier in the conversation but which came with a lot more humour and a lot less bitterness.
“But listen, guys,” Chip said, “if Phil isn’t going to say it outright to ease your minds, then I will: none of the documents I brought here today have anything to do with selling the bar or the lot. I’ll give you my word on that on my old man’s grave, so you can take it to the bank.”
Henry reached out to shake the younger man’s hand. “Understood. But tell me… why Chip? Diamond was obvious enough, what with that watch and those earrings that used to drag his head down! But Chip? Is it just a kind of blur of Chris and Petrovic?”
“Ask Clark,” Chip replied with a slight chuckle and shake of the head. “And tell him I said hi, while you’re at it. Non-ironically… it’s been way too long. I’ve been up in Denver for nearly fifteen years and I haven’t seen him once since I first left Birchwood. We were never all that tight, but it’s been pretty cool seeing him on TV so much in the past few years. Someone is gonna have to explain to me how the hell he ended up with Tara Ford, but that’s for another day.”
Henry chuckled. “See you around, kid.”
Chip raised a hand to signal his goodbye.
“What’s the code for the door you locked?” Mr Byrd asked before they left, remembering just in time to save a second entry to the office.
“Fifty, twelve, twenty-three,” Phil replied, stating it openly in front of Chip in a manner that would have removed any doubt as to how much he trusted the young lawyer and son of an old friend, had any remained. “I’ll be back in there soon, like I said. But if anyone asks what’s going on, downplay everything, okay? ”
“Really?” Henry interjected, with more than a hint of sarcasm. “Oh. We were thinking of up-playing it and causing more hassle than your stupid show already did…”
Phil didn’t reply.
Out in the concrete corridor on the other side of the office door, Henry and Mr Byrd both blew air from their lips.
“Well?” Mr Byrd asked.
“Well, I believe the kid about these documents not being related to any sales,” Henry said. “But right now I’m struggling to believe a word Phil says. Something about him is off. Way off.”
“I don’t like any of this one bit, either,” Mr Byrd nodded in agreement as they made the very short journey back towards the bar. “But if we’re looking for a silver lining, Henry Boy, at least this whole thing wasn’t anything to do with the aliens!”
“I guess there’s always that,” Henry said with a relieved sigh as he waited for Mr Byrd to type the security code on the eye-level keypad. “I guess there’s always that…”
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“It’s okay,” Leesha said, seeking to reassure Tara just as much as Dan while she was confronted by the undeniably frightening sight of her brother-in-law being involuntarily immobilised.
Dan relaxed in a very literal physical sense, but the sensation of being held in place against his will was once again the most unsettling he had ever experienced.
Leesha proceeded to hold his hand out, palm downwards with his two wide finger-like divisions separated and his overlong thumb wiggling all the while, then slowly moved it downwards through the air. “There is no need to vomit, Dan,” he said.
Although Leesha clearly meant well and although the stillness of most of Dan’s muscles was this time punctuated by some odd feelings in his stomach and throat — seemingly a result of the anti-vomiting gesture Leesha was performing with his hand — the closest thing to genuine post-traumatic stress Dan had ever encountered made him momentarily wish for the ground to swallow him up.
The realness of his harrowing memories was quite literally unbelievable, to the extent that they didn’t feel like memories at all. If he had been in any state of mind capable of abstract thought, Dan would have wondered how this was even possible; instead, he truly and completely felt as though he was back in New Kerguelen’s Outpost.
He truly and completely felt as though he had just been immobilised once more by Sakko rather than by Leesha, and out of blistering rage rather than an innocent desire to help. Tears escaped his eyes as he relived those moments all over again, when it had seemed as though he and Billy would never be allowed to leave and thus when it felt like he would never get to see Piper or Emma again.
Sakko’s misplaced rage was quickly forgiven once Dan’s willingness to sacrifice himself for his daughter’s wellbeing convinced the alien that he was a good and true being despite the way the Architects had referred to humanity as an untrustworthy and aggressive race, but those memories were so faint in the present moment as to be effectively non-existent.
All Dan could feel was the preceding helplessness of his immobilisation at Sakko’s hand, an event he was physiologically reliving rather than merely remembering, and Leesha looked and sounded far too much like Sakko for his attempts at reassuring Dan to do any good. Dan didn’t hear the words and didn’t see the friendly expression; all he heard was the alien voice in his head and all he saw was the inhuman face attached to the body that was telekinetically holding his own in place with a disturbing effortlessness.
Tara, initially scared to move in case she found out that she too was immobilised, rushed over to Dan when she saw the tears falling from his eyes. His inability to move meant that his expression hadn’t reflected any fear, while for one reason or another he hadn’t sent any coherent thoughts whatsoever to her by way of the telepathy patches they were both wearing.
She figured that he should have been able to do so, since his retelling of the events in the Outpost involved him pleading his case to Sakko in just that manner.
Unless he’s not able to consciously send out his thoughts while he’s immobilised, she considered, realising that the Messengers could remotely pick up human thoughts without the need for any physical aids whereas one patch-wearer could only hear thoughts that were deliberately sent their way by another. Maybe that part of his brain or something in his neck can’t fire the signal…
The details were unclear, but Tara felt like the gist made sense. She knew Leesha had meant well by stopping Dan from vomiting, but the scene before her was the strongest indication in a long time that the Messengers were anything but experts in judging how humans would respond to their actions.
In the same way Leesha had thought he was helping by literally and publicly eviscerating an already restrained assailant rather than leaving him for the police to deal with, he now clearly thought that immobilising Dan was an inconsequential action vastly preferable to leaving him to stress-vomit into the waste paper basket.
Only now that the tears were flowing did Leesha begin to sense his error. He still didn’t move, however, evidently having to see through to the end the ongoing hand gestures that were harmlessly but decisively manipulating the muscles in and around Dan’s stomach.
With Leesha clearly doing something important with his hand, Tara considered it decidedly unwise to potentially get in the way by making any physical contact with Dan. Instead, she just stood near him and spoke to him in the gentlest and calmest voice she could muster:
“This’ll all be over in a minute and we’ll be sitting at the kitchen table with Emma and Piper and Clark another minute after that, okay? I’m here with you, Dan. I’m here.”
Dan’s eyes, whose muscles were yet again the only ones he was able to consciously control, finally looked away from Leesha and settled on Tara.
His entire being seemed to settle at once as his eyes fell upon her, a constant source of light in his life and genuinely one of the most beautiful people — inside and out — he had ever been fortunate enough to encounter. An unusual and altogether uncommon warmth flooded through Dan, in a manner he could never recall experiencing at any point in his life.
He loved Tara like she was his own sister and had liked her even in their early days when she was still modelling and was unbearably abrasive to most, and his rekindled awareness of her very presence brought him back into the moment.
He wasn’t in the Outpost; he was in Buenos Aires.
His situation wasn’t helpless; it was merely tremendously uncomfortable. The death of his intense fear created room in Dan’s focus for reflection of this, and his entire being calmed somewhat.
“Almost done,” Leesha said, still slowly lowering his hand as he walked towards his human friend in preparation to catch his weight when he removed the spell-like hold he had placed upon his entire body.
Sure enough, a few moments later, Dan’s legs buckled and Leesha reached out to prevent a needless and painful fall.
Tara exhaled deeply. “Okay, now we can get on with—”
“What the hell was that about?” Dan snapped at Leesha, interrupting words from Tara that apparently hadn’t even registered in his adrenaline-filled and perspective-lacking mind. He pushed himself upright and leaned into Leesha.
Moments after feeling something that he would be comfortable terming post-traumatic stress, Dan’s mind had now flitted to its third remarkably intense emotion in rapid succession. First had come the blood-curdling fear, followed by an almost overwhelming appreciation of what Tara meant to him. Now, entirely unlike him, Dan felt something akin to burning rage towards an alien for whom he usually held nothing but positive feelings. If tripolar had been a word, it would have been the right one to describe the state Leesha’s decision to immobilise Dan without warning had left him in.
Leesha flinched, taken aback by Dan’s aggressive tone and even more so the accompanying posture. “I was only assisting you with—”
“I didn’t ask for your assistance with anything except taking me home!” Dan yelled, looming down on the slightly shorter alien.
The office was entirely soundproof, which was at least one thing Tara didn’t have to worry about, but Dan’s extremely uncharacteristic stance was making her feel sufficiently uncomfortable that she knew it must have been unsettling Leesha, too.
“Step back,” Leesha calmly requested.
“You can’t just do shit like that!” Dan said. “My heart doesn’t know that you were trying to help. The blood pounding in my forehead doesn’t know. You could have literally given me a heart attack, Leesha!”
With these words, Dan put his hands on the alien’s shoulder in a manner that didn’t look overly aggressive from where Tara was standing — more like a frustrated friend gently shaking some sense into another than someone doing anything that could reasonably be described as violent — but she was in a clearer state of mind than Dan, and it was one that left her consciously concerned that Leesha might lack these nuanced distinctions between shakes and pushes, frustration and rage.
Indeed, proving her all too right, Leesha very suddenly raised his own hand and stretched it out in front of Dan’s chest. With no need for physical contact, he sent Dan flying across the room like a ball of scrunched-up paper.
As Dan hit the wall and slouched to the ground, Leesha walked intently towards him. “I… said… step… back…”
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“There’s an army of local security accompanying the march and I’m more than happy to stand behind a police cordon with you lot at my side,” John Cole explained to his chief security officer as they stood in the lobby of the Buenos Aires Gravesen.
The man’s London-based superiors had evidently raised immediate objection to his notification of Cole’s plan, and it took a lot for the Prime Minister to retain his patience or at least to act as though he had.
“You can come or you can stay, but I’m going outside. Tell the pencil pushers on the other end of the line that I’ll consider it an example of overtly political interference if they encourage you to stand in my way, and rest assured you’ll be well rewarded for ignoring them if they’re stupid enough to do so.”
The march hadn’t quite arrived yet and Cole knew that the impact of his plan would be hugely lessened if he went outside too soon, so he was happy enough to stand outside the elevator and watch the expression of his trusted guardian as the response from London came in. The man had delivered Cole’s stern words verbatim, to his credit, and remained stony-faced as he listened to the reply.
“We can do it, boss,” the man eventually said to Cole, ending the call without any further reply to his distant superiors and smiling as he put his phone away. “What’s the game-plan, if you don’t mind me asking? Since I went to bat, you know…”
Cole grinned and patted the much taller man on the shoulder. “Listen: I’m not keeping anything from you like that bastard Godfrey has been keeping everything from us, it just doesn’t make sense to start dissecting the plan a few minutes before I dive into it. It could throw me off track.”
“Of course, boss. My apologies.”
Although there was no need for an apology in Cole’s mind, he didn’t say so out loud. Another lesson he’d learned from Godfrey — a good teacher, if nothing else — was that it never did any harm to let subordinates think they might have stepped out of line. This nugget of wisdom now made a great deal of psychological sense to Cole and he had long since internalised it.
Another of Cole’s security team was currently stationed on the other side of the hotel’s entrance, and had been asked a few moments earlier to alert the others when the approaching march came into earshot.
The reply had been instant: “Five minutes ago, and it’s damn loud.”
From there, Cole encouraged a second request for the man to report when the march became visible from his ground-level position. This would be the appropriate time to burst outside in faux surprise at the presence of so many pro-contact citizens and so many TV cameras, and Cole felt absolutely sure that he would steal the limelight even if any other of the luxury hotel’s guests had the same idea.
Countless politicians and dignitaries were currently checked in to the Gravesen, as was always the case during international events in the nearby building that had already served as the headquarters of two William Godfrey-led international agencies and was about to open its doors to the third. Few had an international profile on a level anywhere close to Cole’s, however, and most wouldn’t even be bigger news than him in their own home countries.
Another important point was that the vast majority of those in town for the inauguration were already mingling at the ICA Building, with Cole proving the exception given his reluctance to spend a moment longer than necessary putting on a friendly face to rooms full of his peers who knew he had been kept in the dark with the rest of the second string.
Brave faces were for weak men, as Cole had been told by the same treacherous former friend who had taught him so much else, and the strong were always willing to take their time and walk alone.
“Now,” Cole’s security chief said, passing on the news that the march was in sight.
The time had come for John Cole to walk alone, ready to deliver strong words that would ideally knock Godfrey out of his pre-inauguration stride without making him expect that a far greater Cole-driven power play would be smacking him across the face later in the day.
Cole strode forward towards the door and waited for his security team to step outside first. As soon as the doors parted, he heard the din of the demonstrators as they began to pass by a few hundred metres in the distance.
The level of sound and the surprising width of the exclusion zone which stretched to the edge of the hotel’s grounds momentarily made him wish he had left a little more time, but he consoled himself with the consideration that it would take a long time for a march of this size to pass by and that arriving a few minutes later than he might have considered optimal would in fact make this calculated piece of media manipulation seem all the more impromptu.
Cole naturally had no idea that Billy Kendrick had been planning to conduct an agenda-setting news conference of his own outside of a Gravesen in Ankara rather than Argentina, but knowing that he was stealing thunder from both Billy and Godfrey in one swoop would have made him even more pleased with his spur-of-the-moment idea than he already was.
Continuing forward across an exclusion zone whose central area was entirely unmanned, Cole waved his arms in an effort to catch the attention of some passersby to generate some hype before his arrival at the edge of the main road in another minute or so. Accepting defeat in what he quickly realised was going to be a fruitless endeavour, Cole then picked up his walking pace into something approaching a trot and began to yell about how great it was to see so many people out in support of the ICA.
None could hear him, of course, due to a combination of the volume of the crowd of marchers and the not-insignificant distance that remained between them and Cole, but he hoped a few of the local police officers dotted around the ever-approaching inner edge of the exclusion zone might pick out the words and create some buzz.
The exclusion zone was really more of a buffer, designed only to keep the expected crowds away from the high-security hotel. It was also a pedestrianised area strewn with hundreds or perhaps even thousands of small decorative trees and bushes, as well as water features and even a Hollywood Walk Of Fame inspired series of handprints on the ground to commemorate some of the hotel’s esteemed guests over the years.
All of this was to say that Cole wasn’t conspicuously hurrying across a completely empty parking lot or anything of that nature, which was why his approach wasn’t noticed until it was almost complete.
By the time Cole did reach the edge of the exclusion zone and word of his arrival rapidly rippled through the crowd, he was thanking high heaven that the demonstration was as large as it was; had it been anything but colossal, the crowd would have passed by the time he made it.
In hindsight, driving to the edge of the zone rather than taking the similarly straight path through the pedestrian walkway might have made more sense, but Cole cut himself some slack given that the whole plan had entered his head only a few seconds before he jumped out of bed and started acting on it.
Even critics of John Cole’s politics and personal branding recognised that he had an uncanny knack for finding a spotlight. He had a rare instinct for getting all kinds of attention, as Emma McCarthy had once publicly put it, he just lacked sufficient brain cells to realise that bad attention was only worthwhile in exceptional emergencies when a diversion was needed. And even in such cases, like his desperately catastrophic decision to leak news of Comet Il Diavolo’s collision-course approach towards Earth a few years earlier, Cole lacked the tact and finesse to walk the line in the way more experienced campaigners like Godfrey and to a lesser extent Slater could do with relative ease.
These critics would have a field day addressing Cole’s play here at the Gravesen, but their hearts would have been fit to leap out of their chests if they’d known what he was planning for later in the day at the ICA.
“Hello, friends!” Cole yelled at the top of his lungs, this upbeat call now reaching a moderate number of those at the edge of the crowd.
Cole smiled widely. This unexpected appearance and speech would be a barb at Godfrey , and a damn good one at that, but the coup de grace wasn’t much further away…
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“Both of you, enough!” Tara boomed, rushing to step in between Dan and Leesha as the former furiously pushed himself upright after being telekinetically thrown across his office and the latter strode forward with intent.
Tara wasn’t overly concerned that Leesha was going to exhibit any further violence towards Dan, bearing in mind that proximity wasn’t necessary for this to happen as had just been proven only too clearly, but she was concerned that Dan might react to Leesha’s first action in a manner that could invite a second.
Still shaken by his minute-long immobilisation and still feeling like little more than a puddle of emotion, this time Dan’s anger didn’t fade even when he looked at Tara and saw her disappointed and scared eyes bearing intently into his. She looked so young when she was scared, even through all of the gala day makeup and even though they were both more or less the same age, but this only made Dan feel angrier still at Leesha for catalysing the situation that had made her feel like this.
“What is wrong with you, you asshole?” he boomed at the alien, unsteadily working himself upright and pointing a furious finger in Leesha’s face. “Are you fucking broken in the head?”
Dan McCarthy wasn’t thinking straight — in truth, he was barely thinking at all — and it was only thanks to the patient mercy of his extraterrestrial friend that the situation hadn’t already escalated well out of control. Had he been talking and acting this way to someone like Clark, for instance, his legs would have already buckled all over again in the face of a quite possibly deserved physical rebuke.
“I said enough,” Tara repeated as firmly as she could.
Dan momentarily diverted his gaze from Leesha to address her. “Get out of the way,” he replied, bluntly but without quite sounding nasty.
Somehow having found herself in a conflict situation with Leesha looming behind her and Dan showing no sign of backing down, Tara Ford had a decision to make.
Knowing how Henry McCarthy had raised his boys and thus knowing there was one thing Dan would never do no matter how much red mist descended, Tara made the dispassionate and regrettable decision to slap him as hard as she could.
She made sure to catch him square on the cheek and well away from his ear — the opposite of how her father had taught her to do it when damage was intended — and stood unflinchingly before him as the stinging force sank in. “I’m sorry,” she said, holding his eyes in hers.
Dan’s expression was one of shock rather than anger, wide-eyed and slack-jawed until an instinctive hand of his own reached up to massage the impact zone. “That was…”
“Necessary,” Tara said. “Now grow up and shake his hand, we don’t have time for this. You were both wrong, so let’s just move past it.”
Dan glanced at Leesha, who no longer looked stern and was now far harder to read than normal. “You sounded just like her right then, you know,” he said to Tara through a semi-concealed grin. He then exhaled deeply, swallowed his pride, and extended his hand.
Tara stepped well out of the way, at least five paces back to leave more than enough room for the overdue reconciliation.
The number of handshakes she had seen Leesha perform in all kinds of context left absolutely no doubt in Tara’s mind that he knew precisely what Dan wanted and what the gesture represented, so the alien’s hesitation was more than a little disappointing.
Quickly losing patience with Leesha just seconds after regaining it with Dan, Tara tapped her own cheek several times, pointed to Dan, then waved her open palm towards the alien. “Do you need one, too?” she asked caustically, not needing to force or feign any of the impatience that positively dripped from her tone. “Shake his damn hand so we can get on with what matters!”
Dan gave Leesha a slight nod. In doing so he tried not to show any of the concern he was feeling that Tara had overplayed her hand, so to speak, in baselessly assuming that the unwritten rules of old-time Colorado chivalry which had made her feel safe slapping Dan would also hold any kind of meaning for an extraterrestrial being from the distant world of New Kerguelen.
To Dan’s surprise and increasing unease, Tara rolled her eyes and started walking back towards Leesha. But before she arrived, and quite possibly because she really didn’t look like stopping, the alien extended his arm and took hold of Dan’s outstretched hand in one single if awkward-looking movement.
The touch of Leesha’s skin always took a little getting used to, but Dan appreciated the gesture and tried to force a smile. “I’m sorry, man,” he said, speaking out loud as he almost always did despite the patch on his neck rendering it unnecessary to do so.
“I’m sorry,” Leesha replied, sending the silent words to both Dan and Tara. He turned to acknowledge Tara, making sure that she knew he consciously wanted her to hear this, too.
Tara nodded, feeling relief rather than any kind of self-importance at having restored order with actions and threats of a kind that came neither naturally nor easily to her. “Okay,” she said. “So let’s get on with it…”
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John Cole’s senior security officer bounded forward to the very edge of the Gravesen Hotel’s vast exclusion zone, conversing in impressively fluent Spanish with some of the police officers who looked as surprised as anyone would have been by their unscheduled visitor.
Cole didn’t know what was being said — English was the language of the world, in his eyes, and it always both would and should be — but it didn’t take a polyglot to interpret the laughter of the Argentine police or the body language of his guard.
Moments later, the man was back at Cole’s side. “All good, boss,” he said. “We can stay.”
Only then did Cole consider that there had ever been a modicum of doubt that this was the case, but even in retrospect he didn’t think it was ever a real concern; there was no way the police officers would have wanted to cause any kind of scene before the world’s cameras, let alone a diplomatic incident on the day of the ICA’s inauguration.
The recent rise to global prominence of Argentina and Buenos Aires in particular, which owed everything first to the country’s unwitting role in Richard Walker’s hoax and later to William Godfrey’s decision to base his Global Space Commission in the building that had since been repurposed more than once, was a source of both great pride and great economic benefit for locals. No one wanted to cause problems to the visiting dignitaries who kept the wheels turning, and least of all the police.
“What a turnout!” Cole beamed. “It’s great to see you all. I heard the noise, looked out of my window… and, well, wow!”
It took no time at all for a wave of humanity to rush forward from the nearest edge of the procession. Cole saw an incredible number of T-shirts sporting the memetic ‘Now Now Now’ and ‘Ahora Ahora Ahora’ slogans of old, popularised by Emma Ford’s Now Movement in the days when demonstrations even larger than this one had ground major cities to a halt as citizens demanded an admission from President Slater that Dan McCarthy’s leak was legitimate and that successive American governments had been suppressing proof of alien visitation for decades.
The tone of those protests had been relatively tame, with some being as peaceful as today’s demonstration, and the message of the respective marchers wasn’t as different as may have first appeared to be the case.
Back then, the call had been for openness and the implication had been that past alien visitation and indeed future contact would likely be net positive events for humanity and Earth as a whole. Now that the Messengers were a part of every day reality and had consistently shown themselves to be peaceful and trustworthy friends, the message from today’s marchers was that deepening cooperation between Earth and New Kerguelen was something to be celebrated and pursued rather than feared and pushed aside.
“I knew you were coming by, but I didn’t know exactly when,” Cole went on, addressing no one in particular but preempting the otherwise inevitable comment that the route had been announced well in advance and that no one would be stupid enough to think he didn’t know.
“And I certainly had no idea of the scale!” he continued with a wide and convincingly warm-looking smile. “This is incredible, seeing so many of you out on the street in support of something good rather than in desperate opposition to something undesirable. The ICA is exactly what our planet has been waiting for, and any questions about the suitability of its leadership shouldn’t be allowed to cloud that on a day like today. I’m glad the headlines are all about the positive public reaction shown in marches like this rather than the simmering discontent at the ICA itself, and long may that continue!”
As the flashes on several phones flashed unnecessarily and thousands of digital shutter-click sound effects filled the air, Cole posed for them all at once while waiting for the questions that were sure to be coming.
Three, two…
“What discontent at the ICA?” asked an American-sounding female reporter who Cole didn’t recognise. The woman thrust an oversized and wooly-looking microphone across the security barrier once her question was out, as far as her hand would allow. She held it in Cole’s general direction.
Cole waved his hand dismissively. “Oh, I didn’t mean much by that turn of phrase. I didn’t have a speech ready for this or anything, so you’ll have to excuse me if some of my words here are a little less precise than would normally be the case. All I meant was that the past three weeks haven’t been easy for Chairman Godfrey or CPL McCarthy’s Deputies. We now know that Chairman Godfrey opted to keep the discovery of a second Shelter on New Kerguelen quiet for reasons which will hopefully become apparent later today, but the potential nature of those reasons could cause the leadership all kinds of problems.”
“What exactly do you mean?” the reporter pushed. She was by now utterly surrounded, as every other attendant cameraman and reporter jostled for a premium position near Prime Minister Cole.
The images being captured by the cameras immediately in front of Cole showed him and just a few security staff standing in an otherwise deserted area full of trees and decorative objects. The scene was unique, if nothing else, but lacked a certain punch.
The contrasting framing of some side-on photographs taken from either end of the snaking line of demonstrators, on the other hand, was far more spectacular, showing as it did Cole alone on one side of the exclusion zone but also catching the proceeding marchers in the distance behind his shoulder.
Cole had also quite firmly encouraged some relatively junior members of his own security staff to take photographs from behind him with the enormous crowd looming in. This angle, he hoped, would show him as a man of the people who wasn’t afraid to quite literally stand alone and say his piece while most of his international counterparts were already puckering up to kiss Godfrey’s arse just a few miles down the road.
After spending the next few minutes replying to fairly gentle questions with fairly gentle answers, Cole began to drop in some slightly sharper comments about Godfrey’s leadership credentials by way of referencing some little-known controversies that had caused problems at the UN in the past year without quite making the press.
None of Cole’s jabs were overt, but they were clear enough to ensure they would be picked up by studio anchors even though they seemed to be going over the heads of the reporters on the ground. This was in fact perfect for the Prime Minister’s current purposes, as it allowed him to land a few plausibly deniable jabs without having to navigate any explicit questions about his relationship with the ICA Chairman.
As he continued speaking and felt this successful outing drawing to a natural end, Cole came to a decision as to which of his three pre-penned interjection speeches he would lean upon when he unceremoniously crashed Godfrey’s party in just a few short hours.
The main lesson John Cole had learned in his relatively short but endlessly explosive career in frontline politics — this one taught by experience rather than Godfrey or anyone else in particular — was that timing was everything. For weeks, he had opted to stay tactfully quiet as his fury at being left in the lurch by Godfrey grew and grew.
On countless occasions since the embarrassing moment when he was informed of the second Shelter by a smug British news reporter, Cole had woken up in the middle of the night with an urge to make Godfrey’s life as difficult as he could. At times, forcing him out of the ICA so that he could step in to fill the void didn’t even feature in his mind as a driving objective.
When it came to Godfrey, Cole cared far more about knocking his former ally from his smug little perch than he did about where he himself would end up afterwards. Indeed, as the high-risk nature of his planned interruption at the inauguration gala might have suggested, Cole gave far less thought to the effect on his own reputation than to delivering a long-overdue pie in Godfrey’s face.
John Cole had plans for the ICA, he had plans for Earth as a whole, and most secretly of all he had plans for even further afield. All of these were in his mind almost all of the time, and in moments of clarity he recognised that there was a certain way to make Godfrey pay for his sins without burning himself in the process. In the light of day, he knew he would act with these considerations in mind.
After running on autopilot for a few more minutes, Cole thanked the reporters nearest him and told them that he had to get going to take his place at the ICA ahead of the imminent inauguration. The number of demonstrators who cheered and applauded as he waved massively outnumbered those who jeered and heckled, which brought a smile to Cole’s face as he began the walk back towards the hotel.
“That seemed like it went well,” his security chief offered.
“It did,” Cole said. “Thanks for your diligent service.”
With a spring in his step, and completely oblivious to any of the days events in Birchwood, Ankara, or indeed Dan McCarthy’s office at the ICA, Cole hurried back to get ready for the big day ahead.
Finally, the time for his biggest play of all — one he had shared with no one — was almost here.
Many men had underestimated John Cole, but he was going to do everything in his power to see to it that William Godfrey would be the last.
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When Dan and Leesha’s handshake was over and peace was restored, Tara stepped back. Dan then belatedly ran his hand down his stomach and slowly back up his chest, for the first time reflecting on whatever physical intervention besides the obvious immobilisation Leesha had made to prevent him from vomiting.
“I didn’t do anything invasive,” the alien said, hearing Dan’s unspoken question as well as easily interpreting his curious expression and accompanying hand movements. “As I said, I was trying to help. But as I also said, I apologise: both for intervening without asking and for creating a distance between us with more force than may have been strictly necessary. I felt threatened. Humans are stronger than you give yourselves credit for, with even untrained fists such as yours carrying a power capable of inflicting serious damage.”
That Dan’s fists were untrained was a reasonable and valid assumption, but Tara still chuckled very slightly at the innocent bluntness with which Leesha had delivered this tangential slight.
“I am not immune from poor judgement,” the alien continued, talking more openly and fluently about himself than either of the attendant humans could recall him doing so in the past. “Circumstances on New Kerguelen are extremely challenging at the moment and the load is difficult to bear. My emotions are perhaps quicker to turn than would normally be the case and I am not in the clearest frame of mind to assist with any problems of your own, but I had to come here to bring you the news of the gateway to the Architects’ world… news that did not strike us as news that should be delivered remotely.”
“A certain kind of news is better shared in person,” Tara agreed with a nod, trying to bring things back around to the core point that had been briefly lost in a wholly unexpected shuffle.
“Indeed,” Leesha said.
“Did you go back to New Kerguelen and then come all the way back when I called?” Dan asked. “After you told us about the gate, I mean?”
Leesha responded to this by performing his trademark version of the nodding gesture he’d picked up from his human friends and made his own in the past year, moving his head slowly up and then even more slowly down in a series of movements that looked comically exaggerated.
“Wow… thanks,” Dan said. His lip momentarily quivered, in something Leesha interpreted as an unusually deep and emotional appreciation.
The alien returned a confused stare, truly not understanding why Dan was surprised and apparently also more than a little touched by his swift return. “You asked for me, so I came. That was the promise I made, Dan, and a promise I make is a promise I keep.”
“Are you feeling okay?” Tara asked Dan as she saw his finger fighting back a nascent tear. “You seem…” trailing off, she held out a hand and tipped it quickly back and forth from one side to the other in a sign for ‘unbalanced’ or ‘on edge’.
“I feel kinda like that,” Dan said, acknowledging her hand. “Right now, I honestly just feel like my emotional equilibrium is shot to shit,” he admitted. He wasn’t normally one to openly talk about emotions, but he also wasn’t normally one to feel anything like this.
Leesha interjected: “It seems as though neither of us are our normal selves today. Has the news of the gate brought this upon you, or was there a problem with Chairman Godfrey?”
“Nothing happened with Godfrey,” Dan said. “I think the immobilisation really messed with me, because I got major flashbacks to the Outpost… when Sakko did it, and when it seemed like I would never get out. But I was already on edge before that, which is why I lost my temper in a way I normally wouldn’t, and that’s because of what’s going on with Piper.”
“Do you mean what was going on when we were in the Outpost?” Leesha asked, seeking clarification for Dan’s hopefully accidental use of the present tense when referencing an apparent problem with his baby daughter. “Back when she had the powers?”
Dan closed his eyes and took a deep breath.
“About that…” Tara chimed in, thoughtfully saving him the trouble. “When you arrived here today, Piper knew. She told Emma and Clark that you were with us, and then that you left. Obviously she doesn’t speak in full sentences, but that’s what they took from it and she started acting different very suddenly and talked about the three of us being together right when you got here. How could she know?”
“She couldn’t,” Leesha said, so confidently that no one replied in the long delay he left before following it up: “She can’t. We removed her UpLift powers, remember?”
“But her brain developed around them in a way none of your peoples’ ever have,” Dan countered. “She was born with the powers. We found a device capable of removing the core powers — telekinesis and telepathy — but isn’t it possible that she might have some other variant powers you don’t even know about?”
Calm in a way that was highly evident without quite being reassuring, Leesha slowly shook his head. “Think back, Dan: Piper only had any powers at all because she genetically inherited them from you in a manner that does not occur among our kind. But she could only possibly have inherited the powers you possessed, which were the two core powers we granted to you using the standard finger- and neck-based UpLifter. That device doesn’t grant teleportation or even the Transcript-reading power, let alone any powers greater than or different to our own.”
“But there’s an elephant in the room here…” Dan said, not considering that Leesha wouldn’t understand this metaphor and having nothing to worry about in that regard, anyway, since the alien could clearly ‘hear’ the thoughts and meanings behind all of Dan’s consciously shared words.
“Go on…” Leesha encouraged him.
“Well, your kind didn’t make any of the devices; the Architects did. Everything you think you know about these devices and the UpLift powers in general — everything you believe and everything we’ve assumed to be true since you told us — it’s all come from the same race who lied to you. Everything we think we know about all of this has come from the bastards who confined your people to a cage for thousands of years.”
Leesha said nothing.
“All I’m saying,” Dan continued with an uncomfortable sigh, “is that maybe they haven’t told you the full truth about the powers, either. Maybe lasting psychic links are established. Granted, things could be different because she’s human and these things were meant for Messengers. Maybe the Architects were truthfully accurate in what they told you about the various UpLifter devices and the powers they can grant or remove, because that was all purely functional knowledge that helped you do their bidding. I’m just saying… we can’t keep assuming things because you always have. Not with what we know now.”
In the blink of an eye, Leesha’s demeanour changed from relatively calm to clearly upset. “Dan…” he began, the word coming across more weakly than normal in an apparent reflection of the alien’s state of mind, “whatever is going on, and however and why ever Piper still has some semblance of the UpLift powers, I will fix it.”
Dan looked intently into his non-human friend’s eyes and pursed his lips into something approaching a smile. “Thank you,” he said. “If you can just take us back to Birchwood now, and ideally come with us for a little while even though I know you’ve got so much going on at home, I would appreciate it more than I could ever tell you.”
After turning to Tara and seeing an even greater concern on her face than Dan’s, Leesha surprisingly reached out and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder.
She gulped instinctively at the cool feeling of his hand; this was particularly noticeable since her own skin was exposed at the shoulder in accordance with the relatively glamorous dress code of the gala, the glitzy event that had brought her and Dan to Buenos Aires but had long since vacated their minds as anything worth thinking about given what else had become apparent since their arrival at ICA HQ.
“Listen to me, Tara,” the alien said. “Piper will grow up to live a normal and happy life. That’s not a statement, it’s a promise; and like I said… a promise I make is a promise I keep. I won’t rest until we get to the bottom of this and put it right, because I know only too well that she would have none of these problems if we hadn’t granted the powers to Dan when we did. No one could have foreseen what has happened and what we have learned since that day; but until I fix this, not another day will pass without it dominating my thoughts.”
“I’ll only ever hold this against the Architects,” Dan said, “not you. That’s not a statement either, Leesha, it’s a promise. And a promise I make is a promise I keep.”
Leesha gave a half-nod, focused and much sharper than his usual production. “We will fix this,” he repeated, now almost incanting his own promise. “Are we all ready to go?”
“Ready as I’ll ever be,” Tara said, clasping Dan’s hand and preparing for the flash.
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“They must have seen it by now,” Emma sighed, growing impatiently frustrated with the lack of word from Buenos Aires.
More than enough time had passed for at least one of Dan or Tara to have been able to momentarily sneak away to a secluded spot from where they could reply to Clark’s message about Piper even if they couldn’t quite find enough time and space to make a call. The fact that they hadn’t replied brought a strong element of concern, since Emma knew they would reply if they could.
So why can’t they?… she wondered uneasily.
“We don’t know what the hell is going on at the ICA right now,” Clark said, reaching for the hidden projector’s remote control and pointing it upwards to open the recess in the ceiling from which the device quickly lowered. “Remember back when Godfrey was launching the GCC and they activated signal-blockers to control news about the triangle they found in Zanzibar? Maybe something like that has happened… there doesn’t even need to have been a discovery, it could just be that they’ve put blockers in place to control what information gets in and out before Godfrey’s speech. You know, like a pre-emptive thing to make sure nothing embarrassing happens between now and then. The speech is soon enough for that to be possible, don’t you think?”
With a few more rapid clicks, Clark then called the screen down in the same manner and navigated to ACN.
“You might actually be right,” Emma said, picking Piper up from her high chair and carrying her over to the couch.
Clark glanced back at her from his standing position nearer the screen. “No need to sound quite so surprised there,” he replied, grinning slightly in a momentary respite from the oppressively challenging situation he and Emma found themselves in, of trying to stay calm in the face of what they hoped was a false alarm that Piper had somehow retained some form of UpLift power.
As expected, the presenters in the ACN news studio were talking about nothing other than the ICA’s grand opening gala in Buenos Aires. A reporter on the street was chatting back and forth with the anchors, and there was no mention of any issues with cellular or internet signals. This put paid to that idea, and the absence of any other particular dramas in the fairly tame discussions once again sent Clark and Emma back to square one: wondering why neither Dan nor Tara had replied to Clark’s text if nothing major had happened.
The fact that neither the building nor its immediate surroundings were experiencing any signal issues meant that their phones had definitely received the message, and there was no reason to think they hadn’t also read it.
Clark’s somewhat quaint desire for a degree of digital privacy was actually a hindrance in this regard; for since he had set his own phone to disable ‘message read’ notifications so that others wouldn’t know when he had read their messages, he was reciprocally unable to discern when a recipient of a message from him had read it. This had slipped Emma’s mind when she permitted him to send the message rather than having done so herself, and in the emotionally charged concern of the moment she hadn’t even thought to inquire about the ‘delivered’ or ‘read’ status of the message.
Back on the screen, the anchors in the ACN studio segued to footage of an event that would have been on Emma’s radar had she been paying attention to anything other than Piper in the past hour or so: a supposedly impromptu public appearance by John Cole outside the Gravesen Hotel in Buenos Aires. She focused intently on the minute or so of footage that the network played, and was entirely unsurprised that Cole had subtly but unmistakably cast doubt on the likely effectiveness of the ICA’s leadership and Chairman Godfrey in particular.
Everyone with their ear to the ground in London, Washington or Buenos Aires knew very well that Cole was furious with Godfrey over a recent series of perceived snubs, and Emma’s recent work in attempting to ensure favourable media coverage of the ICA had sent her deeper down the rabbit hole of Cole’s discontented schemes than just about anyone else.
Her extensive list of contacts, built over many years in the shark-infested waters of New York City’s PR scene and larger than ever now that she was such a prominent figure and central part of the undisputed First Family of Contact, included many individuals who openly and often gladly reported that Cole — a man roundly despised by most — had sounded them out for dirt on everyone involved at the ICA.
This ‘everyone’ included Emma herself, she was told by several different individuals, as well as the more natural targets of Dan and Tara who were both titled members of the ICA’s executive committee. Unsurprisingly, however, the chief targets of Cole’s shenanigans were Valerie Slater and William Godfrey.
What did surprise Emma was the word she received from one particularly well-positioned English source: that Cole’s subterfuge and espionage-like plotting had recently switched its primary focus from Slater to Godfrey. According to those who would know and would never lie to her, Cole had raised his sights from seeking a spot at the ICA’s top table to seeking the spot at its head. In short, he was no longer gunning for Slater; he was gunning for Godfrey.
Emma knew that Godfrey’s sources, especially in England, were certain to be at least as good as her own. This ensured that he would be fully aware of the threat posed by his former protégé, which was in itself an indication of Cole’s lack of finesse. When the likes of Godfrey was planning something, the target didn’t know; Cole, on the other hand, lacked sufficient care in vetting his advisors and confidantes.
It was important for Emma to keep track of this kind of Machiavellian nonsense for several reasons, one of which was naturally that Cole’s schemes had direct implications for herself as well as multiple other members of her own immediate family.
Perhaps even more importantly, however, John Cole had proven himself to be a threat to international security to an extent few others could have achieved even if they tried.
The rotund and brash Prime Minister had a penchant for media spectacles, as evidenced by the scene currently playing on the projector screen as he stood before a veritable ocean of surprisingly supportive demonstrators, but he utterly lacked a filter.
While someone like Godfrey was also a skilled attention-seeker, he at least operated within certain boundaries and recognised that some things were beyond the pale. For Cole, on the other hand, everything seemed to be a game — and one he played as though he had infinite lives — as was best illustrated by his selfish and reckless decision to publicly reveal that an extinction-level comet was heading straight for Earth at a time when the few others in the loop were working around the clock on potential solutions.
The idea of withholding the bad news until some form of potential solution could be announced at the same time was so obviously desirable to everyone else that Cole’s move caught them all by surprise, ushering in as it did precisely the kind of hopelessness-induced rioting they had been desperately trying to avoid.
Emma would never forget that people had died because of John Cole’s irresponsible politics, and the fact that he had ultimately seen a degree of sense in turning against Jack Neal when an alien squadron appeared over Havana meant very little to her. She knew that Cole had that day acted out of rational self-preservation rather than any altruistic or elective desire to do the right thing, whether everyone else recognised this or not.
Some, particularly Godfrey, seemed to have softened somewhat on Cole largely because he had shown himself to be slightly less selfish and risible than the aforementioned Jack Neal. But no one in the world was worse than Jack, as Emma knew better than anyone, so this struck her as being akin to preferring a kick in the gut to a punch in the face. There was no room in her life for either, and she wished Godfrey had thought similarly.
The sight of Cole manipulating the media in Buenos Aires on a day when so much was going on just a few miles from his hotel made Emma decidedly uneasy, even with so much else occupying her mind.
“I feel like we’re going to have to deal with him at some point,” she said to Clark, her eyes remaining laser focused on the screen. “He’s not going to go away quietly, and if we take our eyes off him while we’re dealing with more pressing concerns, he’ll press every chaos button he can get his fat fingers on and we’ll have concerns I don’t even want to think about. He’s the kind of ‘leader’ who starts a war to strengthen his hand, and he’s going to be looking everywhere for ways to weaken the ICA. Even if that meant causing problems between Earth and New Kerguelen, he would do it. Based on some of the things Godfrey has done behind the scenes lately, I’ve started to think that he actually cares about cooperation, beyond how he can use it to secure his own position as Chairman, but Cole doesn’t care about anything. I get the whole idea of keeping our enemies close, but I really don’t know why Godfrey helped him back into Downing Street. We can’t exactly ban him from the ICA while he’s Prime Minister of one of our core members…”
Clark exhaled slowly and shrugged. “Honestly, I checked out of all this political stuff a while ago. I know you have to pay attention to it and I don’t envy that for a second, but there’s no room in my head for idiots like Cole anymore. I do agree that he seems like a whatever-it-takes, power-at-any-cost guy, for what it’s worth. And you’re right about Godfrey… he has definitely changed in the past year or so. I spent a lot of time with him around that whole shooting drama, and when I looked into his eyes I saw someone who’s in this for more than power. I’m sure that’s why he got into politics and everything, but I mean now. I think he’s a legacy kind of guy, all about how he’s remembered. I guess that’s still selfish in a way if you break it down, but at least it means he’s going to try to do things that make people look at him fondly, you know? Cole just wants to do things to make people look at him; and as long as they’re looking up to him in a high position, he doesn’t care if it’s a look of hate.”
“That’s actually pretty incisive…” Emma said, turning to Clark.
“No need to sound quite so surprised there,” he chuckled in reply, repeating his comment from a few minutes earlier when Emma had displayed a similar and well-meaning recognition of his perceptiveness.
As the coverage of John Cole’s speech ended, the screen cut to some footage from earlier in the day which showed Dan and Tara arriving at the ICA building. They both looked cheery enough, putting on their best public faces and smiling as they stepped inside.
Emma dearly hoped they were still smiling now, whatever the reason for their lack of contact, and that she too would be able to smile soon when they finally got in touch to relay that Leesha hadn’t shown up after all and that Piper was simply remembering a previous incident which was understandably etched in her young mind.
“Dada!” Piper said.
“That’s right,” Clark replied. He looked down to smile at Piper, but was surprised to see that she wasn’t looking at the projector screen. Instead, she had turned her head to face the kitchen.
“Dada he,” the baby went on. “Dada, Tata, Leeesssss… he.”
Emma’s heart skipped a beat.
“No, they’re not here, darling… it’s just us,” Clark said gently. He then smiled and faced Emma, unsure why she looked so concerned. “See? She’s just remembering stuff. Now we know she didn’t actually sense anything about Leesha being with them, because it sounds like she’s saying they’re here now and we obviously know they’re n—”
Cutting off Clark’s words and cutting through the already fading hope in Emma’s heart, a sudden and total flash filled the living room.
They both knew what it meant.
After the flash, three figures stood near the edge of the family’s kitchen.
“Dada, Tata, Leeesssss… he!” Piper exclaimed, innocently excited to be seeing the individuals whose presence she had undeniably foretold.
“Hey, baby,” Dan said, hurrying over to see her.
“Uh, we’ve got some news,” Tara called from behind him.
Teary-eyed and slouched as Dan approached to greet Piper, Emma closed her eyes and gulped. “So do we…”
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ACN’s Jenna Clark stood at the edge of the Birchwood drive-in along with countless other reporters, most of whom would have much preferred to have been assigned to the day’s real action spot of Buenos Aires.
Many felt that reporting from Birchwood when Dan McCarthy was out of town was like standing in front of an empty lion cage at the zoo, but all of those in attendance were at least glad to be on the air at all — let alone from such a high-profile location — during what was sure to be one of the biggest news-viewing days in recent times.
None knew how close Dan McCarthy now truly was, of course, and the only real excitement of their day had come when social media posts from inside New Kergrillin’ Bar & Grill first spoke of some kind of scuffle involving some of the most famous people who were in town: Dan’s father Henry, the lot’s owner Phil Norris, and their good friend Walter Byrd.
The full story and identity of the other party remained unknown, but some customers who had popped outside to smoke their cigarettes were pulled in by the draw of excited reporters and TV cameras.
Their statements about what happened didn’t make the air nationally, and certainly not internationally, but the relative excitement on an otherwise slow-passing day had been welcome for Jenna and her colleagues.
One counterpart who few of them considered anything as close as a colleague — the one from Blitz News — had tried hardest of all to extract some sensationalist comments from the eye-witnesses, but even this had been in vain.
Jenna rolled her eyes when the Blitz reporter peppered his hourly check-in with vague mentions of a “rumoured three-on-one assault by some of Dan McCarthy’s closest family and friends”, but the in-studio producers at Blitz News were denied permission from higher up the chain to run this hollow story.
There was more going on behind the scenes at Blitz Media than Jenna or even the Blitz News reporter realised, but she and her colleagues considered the man’s reckless willingness to stretch the truth well beyond its breaking point as indicative of the station’s general disregard for anything except gaining attention and their apparently concurrent focus on making anyone even tangentially related to the ICA look bad.
No one would have read much into the ‘assault’ story, and it would have been quickly suffocated by counter statements from plenty of other eyewitnesses above and beyond the one who hadn’t even used the word assault in his own media statement.
Nevertheless, Jenna Clark knew that the similar tactics being used by Blitz reporters in other parts of the world — chiefly Buenos Aires — could have far more significant consequences on a day that was as tense as they came, what with so many leaders once again gathered in one spot to inaugurate what all hoped to be the final contact-focused agency that would be needed to truly usher in the long-promised era of beneficial cooperation with the Messengers from New Kerguelen.
When it came time for her own next report, all Jenna could do was stick to her lifelong pattern of delivering the truth and commenting on it as necessary in a neutral and responsible manner.
Most of her colleagues, like most of the politicians they reported on so often, were good people on the inside just trying to succeed in their competitive fields.
It was always a few maliciously motivated outliers who made the waves that rocked everyone’s boats, be that Blitz News or the John Coles of the world, and very few knew just how choppy they planned to make the water in the next few hours…
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With her eyes tightly closed, Emma McCarthy did all she could to fight back tears. If the fact that Dan, Tara and Leesha were indeed together wasn’t enough to prove that Piper’s early proclamations had been based on more than simply memories, the timing of their arrival — barely a few seconds after the child announced in her own limited way that they were ‘here’ — positively and absolutely sealed it.
There was no doubt about it: Piper hadn’t been babbling and she hadn’t guessed.
Piper knew.
The tears that Emma had almost managed to hold back began to flow freely as soon as the seal was broken. She felt as though she could cry for days, filling rivers and oceans upon discovering that Piper really hadn’t been fully cured of her unwanted UpLift powers, after all.
With John Cole and his significant team of investigators sniffing around for dirt and with sections of the population still fearful of the powers and anything related to them, Emma’s child was potentially at risk all over again.
There was something alien within Piper McCarthy, and Emma felt utterly powerless to do anything about it.
“Woah,” Dan said, crouching to his knees at the side of the couch as Piper looked uncertainly at her sobbing mother. “Emma, it’s okay, we got Clark’s message and we can deal with this. Leesha said he’ll do whatever it takes to help us make her better.”
“He… he… he said that last time,” Emma stammered. She wiped her eyes, angry at herself for crying in front of Piper, and looked across the room at Leesha. “And I know you tried. I know you did all you could, and brought us the device that was supposed to work… and that’s the whole point. We already did all we could, and it didn’t work!”
Tara belatedly made her way across from the kitchen. Since Dan was in the process of sitting down next to Emma and taking hold of Piper, she headed for Clark in his standing position between the couch and the screen which was still playing ACN. Seeing an enormous projection of herself on the screen barely registered in Tara’s mind, and she tried to look calm and measured when she reached Clark.
He hugged her tightly and kissed her on the top of her head. There hadn’t been a lot of time for romance or even affection between them lately, what with all that was going on and all the headspace it occupied, but both lived with an unspoken hope that things would calm down soon and a knowledge that these turbulent days together were better than they would have been apart.
“So what’s your news?” Clark asked her gently.
“One thing at a time,” Tara replied quietly, sighing as she spoke and resting her head on his shoulder.
“Is it good?” he asked.
She replied at an even lower volume, without looking up to meet his eyes: “One thing at a time.”
On the couch, Piper was now smiling happily in Dan’s arms as he tried to console Emma with a lightly placed hand on her leg. “We’ve had a weird day,” he said, to no one in particular. “I’ve been all over the place… like really emotionally reactive… and Leesha is dealing with a lot, too.”
Tara’s head shot towards the alien, who was still standing awkwardly and alone near the kitchen. “You have more patches with you, right?” she asked.
“It’s okay, I’ll get ours,” Clark said, stepping away before Leesha could even reply to Tara and Dan, let alone before they could pass an answer on to him. He set off for the impenetrable safe he knew to be hidden behind a false tile in the house’s secondary bathroom. “And you guys have some already, don’t you? So I’ll just get two?”
“Three,” Emma called.
Clark stopped. “One for her?”
Emma and Dan exchanged a lingering look, their eyes communicating deeply as a wordless understanding quickly emerged that being overly conservative was no longer an option. “Yeah,” they both said at the same time, deciding aloud in perfect unison after several seconds of shared contemplation.
“Emma, put her fingers together now,” Tara suggested. “If she has any telepathy still going on, me and Dan should sense it and Leesha definitely will. Right, Leesha?”
The alien nodded slowly and somewhat uneasily, recalling the initial experience of sensing Piper’s telepathic ability — the experience that had sent him scampering backwards in overwhelmed shock until he collided with a wall and told Piper’s frightened family that her mind was “too strong”.
Emma shook her head. “I’ll have my patch in a minute and I’ll be able to hear or sense it for myself. I’ll be able to hear Leesha, too, which is important. What does he think about this? I’m guessing you shared the message…”
“We’ll all talk in a minute,” Dan said, stepping in to answer before Tara could. “Like you’re thinking with Piper, we might as well wait until Leesha can tell you himself.”
“I guess we’ve waited this long,” Emma sighed. “Why didn’t you reply, anyway? What’s been happening? We’ve been sitting here worried sick, first about Piper and then that there was maybe some bad reason you couldn’t get back to us.”
Dan blew air from his lips. “Like I said, it’s been a weird morning. Leesha came to tell us some urgent news from New Kerguelen, which we’ll get to in a minute, but then Godfrey knocked on my office door before we could really talk much about it. He didn’t want anything important, just to make a last-ditch attempt to find out what happened when me and Billy were on New Kerguelen so he could ‘bear it in mind’ during his speech today. He did say he was going to call you and try to make the case about how it was better for him to know what was happening so he didn’t accidentally put his foot in anything or make any comments he’d have to claw back when he finds out, but I don’t know if you’ll have picked up…”
“I didn’t even see the call,” Emma said. “I’ve restricted incoming calls to family only. With this stuff going on, I wanted the line to be free.”
“Then I saw Clark’s message,” Dan continued, “so I called Leesha back and asked him to bring us here. We had a bit of a misunderstanding when I was going to be sick and he stopped it by immobilising me, but Tara helped to smooth it all out and we’re all good now. Aren’t we, Leesha?”
The alien nodded enthusiastically and made his best attempt at a smile. He recognised that Dan had opted to undersell their so-called misunderstanding; a telepathic insight into the thoughts behind his friend’s words made this perfectly clear, and he likewise understood why Dan had made this decision. Dan had perfectly reasonably concluded that there was no need to trouble Emma with the extra detail that there had been a physical confrontation and a telekinetically administered defensive throw — let alone to potentially invite trouble by telling Clark, for that matter — so Leesha was very content to do his part in keeping it to himself.
“Thanks for coming,” Emma said to Leesha.
“I just really didn’t want to text you back to say Piper was right,” Tara cut in. “I thought about it, as soon as I saw the message, but we both decided this wasn’t the kind of thing you should hear about like that… especially when Dan figured Leesha would be able to bring us home to talk about it in person. All of us, including Leesha. He really is going to do whatever it takes to fix this. We talked about it for a few minutes so we wouldn’t be coming here with totally empty minds, and—”
“Patches,” Clark announced on his return, holding two in the palm of his hand and quickly delivering them to Emma.
His own was already in place, and he watched as Emma placed a patch on the back of her neck and then prepared to place the final one on Piper’s.
Before she did so, a comment from Leesha entered her head for the first time all day: “With a patch in place, the child’s fingers do not have to be in the activation position for the power to kick in,” the alien said.
As usual, Emma ‘heard’ Leesha’s words in her own mental accent, but as usual it was perfectly and inexplicably clear that the thoughts were coming from the outside — from Leesha — rather than simply being her own.
“But wait,” Clark said, speaking aloud out of deeply ingrained habit despite the fact that all of the adults were now patched. “When she has the patch, of course we’ll hear whatever thoughts she’s trying to send out… just like we could all hear each other’s now if we were quiet. Do the thing with her fingers now, before she has the patch, then we’ll know.”
Emma looked at Dan, thinking that this made total sense and trying not to lament having missed the logic herself.
“He’s right,” Dan said. “If she doesn’t still have any ‘internal’ power of telepathy, the patch is what will let her hear us, and vice versa… no fingers needed. But if she does still have it, we should all be able to hear her as soon as you put her fingers in the right position… patch or no patch. I think. Leesha, is that right? I know patch-wearers have to consciously send their thoughts for them to be heard by each other, but for people — or aliens — like you who actually have the power within you, you can hear us all the time even if we don’t have patches on. You don’t need to touch your fingers together to send your thoughts to us either, but that’s only because you have enough experience… like when I had the powers, and they got easier to control. Am I right on all of that? So if Piper has any residual or reactivated telepathic power, the fingers are going to make the difference?”
There were certainly a lot of small points that could stand to be clarified regarding the nuances of telepathy as experienced by different groups, but Dan had touched on so many at once that not even Leesha knew quite where to begin.
“I share your view,” was all the alien said.
Everyone looked at Piper, who was wearing no mittens as she had in the difficult period when her more visible power of telekinesis had been apparent and uncured. At no point since the trio’s flash-based arrival had she coarsely flapped her hands in the manner she had seemingly consciously adopted when trying to remotely control objects in the past, when it had looked as though she almost understood what made her inhuman power work without quite being able to reliably or consistently harness it.
“What I can say with total certainty is that I am detecting absolutely nothing at the moment,” Leesha reported, sending the thought to everyone at once as he would with all of his comments for the rest of the conversation. “This is what we would expect, and my view is that placing the unpatched child’s hands in the activation position is the only way to determine whether a degree of telepathy has either survived or perhaps even returned. Emma, I encourage you to gently touch her middle finger to her thumb exactly as you did last time.”
Emma took a deep breath.
“I can do it if you want,” Dan said. “You can take your patch off, too. If there’s anything to hear, you don’t have to hear it, Emma.”
She forced an appreciative smile, acknowledging the offer. Her hands said the rest, though, as she reached forward and very gently took hold of their child’s right hand.
“It’s okay, angel,” she said, although there was no indication whatsoever that Piper was the one who needed any reassurance; indeed, any external observer would doubtless have considered her to be the calmest-looking McCarthy in the room.
With no further ado, Emma prepared to touch Piper’s perfectly compliant right middle finger to the thumb of the same hand. Across the room, Leesha flinched in anticipation of a near-deafening stream of broadly unintelligible thoughts similar to the kind he had encountered when Piper’s power first became apparent. This was admittedly nothing compared to the paralysing deluge of information Dan had experienced when his eyes fell upon an alien Transcript for the first time, but it was without doubt the closest thing to it that Leesha had ever experienced.
All eyes fell on Emma as she touched Piper’s tiny finger and thumb together in the activation position, with Leesha just as keen as her human family to see what was really going on in her rapidly developing brain…
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“This is what happens when you let someone like him think he can get away with insubordination,” Valerie Slater groaned down her phone, simultaneously rolling her eyes as the TV in her office showed replays of John Cole and his latest stunt. “Right before your speech, he does this? And you do… nothing?”
“We’ll deal with him once we’ve dealt with this, Valerie,” William Godfrey replied, speaking from the armchair of his own office just a few hundred feet from Slater’s. “We just need to trust the plan and trust the process, like we talked about. And please, don’t let him win by driving a wedge between us — today of all days.”
“Plans and processes don’t always work when you’re dealing with a virus like this,” Slater sighed, increasingly exasperated. “He is chaos, William, and there’s no process or textbook to lean on for that. What if he has something else up his—”
“He has nothing, trust me. A man with aces up his sleeve doesn’t act like that, even one as stupid as Cole. That wasn’t even him blowing his load too soon like he has in the past, because this time he has no load to blow! All he did was try to throw some shade on us, but it reeked of desperation. That was his time to strike, and his hands were empty.”
“I hope you’re right,” Slater said, ending the call.
For everyone’s sake, I hope you’re right…
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In the seconds after Emma gently touched Piper’s thumb and finger together and held them in place, attempting to engage whatever form of UpLift power had somehow remained or returned… nothing happened.
Emma pointed the baby’s hand directly at Leesha and made sure her index finger was extended too, but still nothing happened.
Leesha nodded, as though relieved, but Emma proceeded to point at everyone else in turn. Each confirmed, one by one, that they were hearing nothing. Last of all, Emma pointed her amused-looking child’s hand at herself.
One more time, nothing happened.
Before anyone spoke, Emma kissed Piper on the head. She then lifted the small square fabric patch from her thigh and quickly but carefully placed it on the back of the baby’s neck.
Immediately, everyone heard a stream of words that made vague sense on their own and sometimes in small combinations but which didn’t add up to anything meaningful. Leesha was untroubled, unlike last time, but his expression reflected intense wonder at the depth of the child’s thoughts.
Piper smiled very widely, silently ‘hearing’ cheerful words from her Aunt Tara in particular. Everyone then heard the baby very clearly and very deliberately say “An Tata” without moving her lips or making a sound.
Tara’s smile was now even wider than Piper’s. “That’s right, Aunt Tata. Tara. That’s me!”
“I’m going to take it off now,” Emma said, reaching to remove Piper’s patch. She didn’t hesitate, so didn’t experience any fleeting moment of concern that it might not come off easily. It did — effortlessly, in fact — but the end result was a slightly upset child. “That’s not good for you,” she said gently, kissing Piper again. “Soon you’ll be able to say every word you can think of and talk to us about everything… out loud, just like everyone else.”
“Yeah, we don’t want her getting too used to that,” Dan agreed. “It could interfere with her speech development, I guess. But since we couldn’t hear anything until she had the patch…”
“Whatever she still has isn’t telepathy?” Clark finished, impatiently jumping in as Dan trailed off.
“It’s not telepathy,” Leesha confirmed, his demeanour suddenly looking more than a little glum in noticeable contrast to the apparent relief he had exhibited when this reality became clear a minute or so earlier. “Which means, since she knew I arrived in Buenos Aires when I did and knew we were all coming here a few seconds before we got here, it’s something else. It’s not telepathy as we understand it, but there is a power within the child that should not be there.”
Emma covered her own eyes with her palm and roughly massaged her forehead with her fingers. “Great,” she sighed. “So all we have to do is cure her of a power we don’t even understand.”
“Uh, isn’t this what we wanted to happen?” Clark asked “I know none of this is ideal, obviously, but we didn’t want to hear anything until she was wearing the patch… did we?”
With Emma still staring at the inside of her own hand and apparently taking a break from spoken conversation, Tara shrugged theatrically. “I guess the upside of that would have been that at least we’d have known what it was and could maybe have looked for powerful UpLifter devices that could have taken it away without hurting her. Now we’re kind of stuck on square one.”
“Try square zero,” Emma chimed in. “Or square minus one.”
“Being negative won’t get us anywhere,” Tara shot back more sharply than intended and without even trying for a negativity-related pun on the ‘square minus one’ comment.
Emma shook her head, wrestling with dejection rather than trying to be argumentative or overly downbeat. “Do you know what the absolute worst thing is, that’s going to make dealing with this even harder? And Leesha, I don’t mean this in any bad way… but your species didn’t even create any of the UpLifter devices and you didn’t develop any of the powers. Those Architects did it all and dumped it on you, then you passed the disease to Dan and we passed it on to Piper. If there was anyone in the universe who could know how to fix this — and whatever other kind of powers she might have that could make her a target for the crazies out there — its the species who deserve less trust than anyone we’d ever imagined until we found out about them.”
Dan, Tara and Leesha conspicuously exchanged a series of triangulated glances that Emma and Clark couldn’t miss.
“About that…” Tara said, taking it upon herself to be the trio’s spokesperson. “Our news, that Leesha rushed to Buenos Aires to tell us, is that the Messengers just found something on New Kerguelen. You know the gate that takes them instantly between their world and Earth? Well, they just found another gate… and they think it’s the one that leads to the Architects’ world. There are so many dangers involved in even thinking about going through—”
“Leesha,” Emma interrupted, “five minutes ago Dan said you told him you would do whatever it takes to help Piper; to make her human and let her live a normal life. If nothing else gets us anywhere and her powers grow…”
The alien hesitated. Harrowed by the thought of crossing the gate and almost certainly encountering the powerful race who had effectively enslaved his own for millennia, he felt regret for having made such a bold proclamation to Dan. But Emma’s expression was best described as desperate rather than anything closer to demanding, and the innocently smiling child on her lap made him feel a guilt more intense than any he had known before it.
If Leesha and Sakko hadn’t granted Dan the UpLift powers when they did, none of this would have happened. The alien knew this very well and also understood that while his human friends — by now almost more of a family — were too polite to ever blame him in such explicit terms, they must have felt like doing so.
“I made a promise to Dan and Tara that I would do everything in my power to ensure Piper will grow up to live a normal and happy life,” he replied, stoically and to the point.
“Even cross the gate?” Emma asked. “If you can, I mean. You would even go through that gate, or take one of us?”
“Woah there,” Clark butted in, “let’s slow down and think about what—”
With no more than a firmly extended hand, Emma cut Clark off. “Leesha?” she then prodded.
“I promised I would do everything in my power,” Leesha stressed, avoiding Clark’s suddenly stern gaze. “And Emma… a promise I make is a promise I keep.”
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In a grand ground floor media room, whose decor and layout had far less in common with the room William Godfrey had used for previous GSC and GCC events in the same building than it did with the famous room he had long admired within Richard Walker’s IDA building in Colorado Springs, the presence of the inaugural Chairman of the Interspace Contact Agency was hotly anticipated.
That imposing American building now just as famously served as the global headquarters of Fiore Frontiere, and a common factor linking this inauguration with Godfrey’s previous high-profile agency-opening ceremony in Buenos Aires was the presence of a small contingent who were in attendance on behalf of Timo Fiore.
Alessandro Bonucci, without doubt Timo’s most trusted colleague and the closest thing to a right-hand man the typically solitude-preferring billionaire had, had already taken his designated seat in the second row along with a second Fiore Frontiere staff representative. Most of the other seats were also filled, with only the most senior delegates having opted — or perhaps having been instructed — to arrive at the last moment.
As an amiable sort, the young and handsome Alessandro had many friends within the room. Having spent years as a prominent and uncontroversial astronomer, Alessandro had long been independently renowned in his field even though the world had no idea he was the true discoverer of Comet Il Diavolo.
Precious few knew that he had more than gladly allowed his more senior colleagues to claim the credit for what was officially designated Comet Conte-Abate, so as to avoid his surname being forever linked to what could have been a catastrophically damaging galactic wanderer. Equally few knew that it had also been Alessandro who informally christened it Il Diavolo.
His companion in Buenos Aries, and Fiore Frontiere’s second representative, was Natalia Ricci: Timo’s designated ‘policy adviser’.
Timo had long viewed Natalia as a safe pair of hands, having placed her in charge of improving his public image many years earlier. She was far more conservative than the other PR expert who had since come into Timo’s life, but he was very pleased that Emma fully approved of Natalia’s presence in Fiore Frontiere's official ICA delegation.
Emma had spent no time with Natalia in a physical sense since the latter rarely left Italy, but the two had spoken fairly extensively over the past two weeks in both video calls and text-based correspondence. Natalia’s English was as perfect as Alessandro’s and in limited interactions to date she had been getting along well with Chairman Godfrey, too, which certainly made things easier for everyone. How much of a meaningful role she would play in Buenos Aires was anyone’s guess; and since Timo had primarily sent her there to fight any fires that might arise, it was widely hoped that her input would be kept to a minimum.
Natalia was a very petite woman who walked and sat in a matter that made her easily missed, quite by design. She wasn’t trying to be invisible, but she likewise made no effort to make her presence known. Emma McCarthy she definitely wasn’t, but Natalia was good at her job and Alessandro was very glad to have her at his side keeping watch of the political sharks and media manipulators dotted around the room among the generally friendly crowd.
Most in the room were repeat visitors to Buenos Aires and had taken to Alessandro quickly during his brief presence in the building during its previous life as the GCC’s home base. While he was popular enough among the individual delegates, however, Alessandro’s boss was far from so universally liked by their governments.
Things had changed somewhat in that regard within the past year, with the billionaire’s recent hesitation about the ICA’s breakaway from the UN having softened the way in which he was viewed by some of the western European governments who had once been his primary detractors.
The opposite was true too, both in that Timo had long criticised the mainland European leaders he saw as weak and ineffectual and in his softening towards them. Timo was currently recognised as the world’s richest man and had spent more time in that spot than anyone else in the past decade, with the level of power and influence this wealth brought often bringing him into conflict with national and regional politicians. These days, he took a back seat from the kinds of highly ambitious property developments and business acquisitions that had helped to expand his fortune.
Timo’s wealth management strategies were increasingly passive, and his interest in them even more so. What had excited him for the past five years had been space exploration and the search for ever-deeper contact with intelligent alien races. This latter focus had initially been on the discovery of alien life, with Dan McCarthy’s decisive role in that regard having then raised Timo’s goal towards the establishment of ongoing contact.
It had been a bumpy ride across terrain marked by geopolitical tensions, competing organisations and an increasingly impatient and sometimes even hostile public mood, so no one was more glad than Timo that the ICA’s day had finally come. There was no ego within Timo Fiore’s heart, despite what many ill-informed media outlets and biographers had written throughout his remarkable life to date, and those who understood his previous firm opposition to this kind of ICA breakaway appreciated the fact that he had sent a delegation.
Timo himself had recently enjoyed a reunion and full reconciliation with Dan after a frosty period when they had been on different sides of the argument about the ICA’s ideal home. Their relationship had been strained to breaking point over the issue, with Timo’s side having held that the best place for such an important global agency was within a time-tested United Nations framework with the checks and balances that provided, and having insisted that reform was possible and certainly preferable to throwing the baby out with the bathwater.
Dan, however, had firmly believed that the ICA could far better enable meaningful cooperation with the Messengers as an unconstrained solo agency capable of reacting far more nimbly and adaptably than the veto-based voting structure at the UN would ever allow.
That neither Timo nor Dan and Tara were in the room hadn’t gone without notice — particularly the titled duo from Birchwood, who several other delegates had seen arriving at the building earlier in the day — and it seemed certain to all who were in attendance for the inauguration ceremony that Chairman Godfrey would have to at least acknowledge and likely explain their absence if they didn’t arrive with him.
Alessandro Bonucci had been fielding the Timo question all day, despite the fact that his boss had never once suggested he would be in Buenos Aires in person. The primary reason for his absence really was the one Alessandro mentioned each time he was asked: the memory of the terrorist attack at Fiore Frontiere in the unstable days of Il Diavolo’s unchecked approach were simply too fresh in Timo’s memory.
Timo had been gravely injured in that incident, which occurred during a major media event in a room that Alessandro couldn’t help but notice bore a truly striking resemblance to this one. Given that Emma had been at Timo’s side when the blast struck and was herself knocked into a coma, it seemed to Alessandro as though Godfrey would have an easy way to explain Dan and Tara’s absence from the imminent ceremony, too.
All three of these high-profile absentees were highly sympathetic characters in the collective public mind and were held in near universally positive regard, so both Alessandro and Godfrey knew that the Chairman’s explanation would be readily believed by the billions of viewers at home.
How well it would go down in the room was far less certain, given that everyone understood that a second Shelter had been discovered on New Kerguelen but precious few knew any more. Some naturally understood that Dan’s unparalleled closeness with the Messengers meant that he would know, and throughout the past two weeks Godfrey had been relentlessly pursued by both the media and a horde of national delegates for answers.
Many clearly assumed that Godfrey knew more than he did; but through his frustration at being left in the dark by Dan, the titanic Englishman tried to console himself with the point that not knowing the truth made it easier to say so with a straight face. Among the event’s attendees, only Godfrey and Chinese Premier Ding Ziyang knew that Dan McCarthy and Billy Kendrick had ventured to New Kerguelen in the aftermath of the second ‘Shelter’ being discovered by a joint Chinese-American crew who had been sent from Earth to repair the first and so-called ‘Great’ Shelter under which the entirety of New Kerguelen’s native population had lived for many thousands of years.
The unidentified crew member who leaked news of the second Shelter had also leaked the fact that New Kerguelen’s external atmosphere appeared to be perfectly safe for both humans and the physiologically similar Messengers, at least according to every piece of data the crew’s extensive instrumentation was able to collect and analyse.
This in turn led to all manner of speculation; but, to date, the real truth that the Messengers’ Great Shelter was in fact a Great Cage put in place by a deceptive and all-powerful third race had understandably gained no serious traction as a plausible theory. Not a single person had publicly espoused any theories postulating that the Messengers may have been used as little more than guard dogs by this hypothetical third race, much less that the beings they sought a buffer against were humans.
The only other piece of information the public had to go on when it came to speculating about the known discovery of a second Shelter on New Kerguelen was a piece Clark McCarthy unthinkingly but un-disastrously revealed from the Birchwood drive-in in the minutes after Dan and Billy’s return from the distant alien world.
Clark’s statement had been replayed endlessly and analysed within an inch of its life, with body language experts having also appeared on several news stations while it aired. All they concluded was that Clark was telling the truth — however careful he was being not to say too much — given that his posture and expression perfectly matched the famous words:
“Unfortunately our friends on New Kerguelen have found out some pretty sad things about their world and its history.”
Fever pitch wasn’t a strong enough term to describe the level of borderline hysteria in some segment’s of the population about what Clark might have been alluding to, and he had understandably stayed out of the public eye ever since making his comments.
No one else within the Birchwood inner circle was angry at him for saying too much, however, since he had entirely stayed away from the truly crucial-to-avoid topics: that Dan had just been on New Kerguelen, that he had discovered the truth about the ‘Elders’ and how their presence enabled a deceit grander than any he had encountered on the countless thousands of pages of science fiction his eyes had devoured since early childhood, and most importantly that his trip had been motivated by a desire to rid his daughter Piper of genetically inherited UpLift powers that the world at large could quite simply never learn anything about.
Alessandro Bonucci, for his part, didn’t feel personally slighted for being out of the loop about anything. He perfectly well understood the need for secrecy in certain situations and knew that bringing any more people into the fold than necessary — regardless of how trusted they were — increased the chance of a slip up.
Almost as importantly, the young Italian also recognised that knowing too much, or more accurately being known to know too much, could make a looped-in individual a target for all kinds of nasty surveillance. Alessandro’s role within Fiore Frontiere meant that he had high security at all times, but typically in the form of plain-clothed and embedded agents; only on days like today did he arrive with such conspicuous protection.
Ever since Clark’s speech at the drive-in, Alessandro had been informed of recent failed hacking attempts on his own online accounts and digital devices at 8am every morning. Even more disturbingly, he had also been told that his parents’ home in Milan had been visited in the dead of night by two individuals who attempted to plant physical bugs — apparently in an attempt to capture audio recordings of any phone conversations they may have had with their son — before being scared off by the conveniently timed arrival of a passerby.
While grateful that this ‘passerby’ had shown up when he did, Alessandro was shaken not only by the bugging attempt but by the implicit revelation that his parents’ home on the other side of the ocean had already been deemed worthy of protection. What troubled him was that protection in turn implied surveillance; that the home he grew up in was evidently being monitored closely enough for the ‘good’ watchers to have noticed the bad ones.
This had shaken Alessandro quite significantly, and although it tore him up on the inside he decided to keep the news from his parents. Frightening them would achieve nothing, he ultimately decided, and a burden shared would not have been a burden halved.
What did come out of the bugging incident was a passionate discussion with Timo over the importance of what they were doing in enabling meaningful cooperation with the Messengers. Alessandro never doubted nor questioned this importance, but Timo stressed it in such an articulate manner that he felt as though he would never doubt it no matter how invasive the negative attention might become.
Alessandro felt like this and sat relatively comfortably while he waited for Godfrey’s arrival and the commencement of the speech that had brought everyone to this packed media room, but he had no idea just how far their opponents were willing to go…
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With the hours until William Godfrey’s inauguration speech at the ICA slipping down to mere minutes, the mood in Birchwood, Colorado was one of chaos and confusion.
As the conversation developed over the course of a longer stretch than anyone realised at the time, Leesha came to admit he was far from certain that he would ever be able to convince Sakko and New Kerguelen’s other council leaders that it was anything but suicidal to take a leap of destiny through a gateway leading to the world of the Architects, their devious and all-powerful deceivers for so long.
Emma expressed quite intense displeasure at hearing this.
It was at this point that Clark, worried that Emma and perhaps some of the others were getting ahead of themselves, narrowed in on the more-than-semantic distinction that Leesha hadn’t promised and couldn’t sensibly promise that he would cure Piper of whatever UpLift-related affliction remained within her, but rather that he would do everything in his power to do so.
In short, he would try.
Emma then asked Leesha if he thought Clark’s point was an important one, to which the alien reluctantly admitted that it was a distinction worth making. Leesha insisted that he wasn’t trying to be clever with his wording and that he truly would leave no stone unturned, up to and including being willing to traverse the gateway.
“A promise I make is a promise I keep,” he insisted, repeating once more what seemed to be one of his favourite lines, “but a promise to succeed in any endeavour is a promise no one can rightly make.”
Dan nodded. “Right. We shouldn’t get caught up on this… Leesha is one hundred per cent committed to doing absolutely everything he can.”
Before much longer, Piper’s highly interested and seemingly purposeful staring at Leesha was joined by some incantation-like repetitions of “Leeesssss… he. Leeesssss… he.”
“Leesha is here,” Emma said, “just like you told us.” Her heart and head felt heavy as she spoke.
“I’ve been thinking something,” Tara chimed in, sounding relatively and newly chipper.
Everyone encouraged her to go on.
“Well… maybe Piper being able to know that Leesha was with us in Buenos Aires wasn’t inherently down to Leesha being Leesha. Maybe if she knew how to say Godfrey, she would have told you that we were talking to him earlier too?”
After saying this, Tara paused momentarily; not to indicate she was finished, as her expression made clear, but to try to find a coherent way to express the rest of what she was thinking.
“Or maybe not,” she went on. “Maybe she cares more about Leesha and sees his presence as something worth mentioning because he’s so different from everyone else she ever sees, and because he always arrives and leaves in a huge white flash? But that’s what I’m trying to say. Maybe she only mentions Leesha because he’s unique, but she always knows what’s going on around Dan. This idea is going to get weird if it isn’t already, but maybe her mind is psychically linked to Dan’s because he’s the one who gave her the power? Or… who knows… maybe it’s linked to Emma, too? Maybe if Emma had been with me and Leesha today instead of it being Dan, Piper still would have known?”
“Are you thinking out loud?” Emma asked her little sister, her tone more supportive and patient than the words alone may have sounded. “Or have you settled on this as something you think might actually be right?”
“Not necessarily,” Tara said. “What we know for definite is that all the devices we’ve ever used and all the devices that the Messengers have ever used on us — from these telepathy patches to the Transcript patches, and from the communications cables to the more painful UpLifter — none of them were designed for us. The Architects made them. We know from what Billy’s team found at Dörtlü Tepe that the Architects visited Earth and used the same kind of cables on humans, so there is a possibility those were made with us in mind and given to the Messengers so they could communicate with us, but the rest of the stuff was all about UpLifting the Messengers so they could interpret the Transcripts they saw on the screens of their ‘Elders’ and stuff like that.”
Emma rubbed her cheek in a manner that appeared to signify something between confusion and frustration. Her patience appeared to be gone, tried and defeated by Tara’s somewhat unclear comments. “Look, I really don’t know what you’re getting at. I don’t know how restating all that stuff helps us in any way.”
“And maybe I don’t know either,” Tara sighed, throwing her hands up. “I’m just trying to think outside the box and cover every possible angle. Dan passed the two core UpLift powers to Piper because he had them at the time… we know that. But what if the UpLifter did something else to him, and he passed that to Piper, too? Maybe she has some kind of one-way psychic connection to Dan instead of any connection to the Messengers? She knew Leesha was with us today, but maybe that’s just because she always knows what Dan is thinking. Hell, and I know this sounds crazy, maybe she can even see what he sees? Leesha, has remote viewing ever been a thing you’ve come across?”
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COLORADO SPRINGS, COLORADO
From in front of the Fiore Frontiere building in Colorado Springs, a lone Blitz News reporter stood ranting like a street preacher of the apocalypse about the dangerous and unregulated research that he insisted was being conducted behind him.
The man spent most of his three-minute ‘report’ focusing on the UpLift powers of telekinesis and telepathy which the Messengers from New Kerguelen would soon be sharing with untrustworthy governments, if they hadn’t already, stressing for the millionth time how hellish the world could become when these things were in the hands of already power-hungry politicians.
A dispassionate observer would surely have concluded that by this point, everyone watching Blitz News had either bought the fear-peddling nonsense that had been pumped into their homes over the past few months or were utterly immune to it while waiting for whatever other kind of coverage kept them watching this admittedly slick station rather than any of the more informative if more sedate alternatives.
As the reporter neared the end of his well-practiced rant, which contained no actual news and was running at such a high-visibility time purely so Blitz could reach as many viewers as possible with this message of fear, a barrage of a dozen eggs rained upon him. Several connected, sending yolk dripping down his face.
“Don’t cut,” he implored his cameraman and the station’s producers in New York. “People have to see this! This is the reality of Dan McCarthy and Valerie Slater’s America: honest reporters who don’t bend the knee to our new ICA and alien overlords are being physically attacked on the streets of our country, and does anyone care? As you can see, the other networks are so totally under Emma McCarthy’s manipulative PR thumb, scrambling for comments and access to Dan in exchange for positive coverage, they haven’t even sent anyone to report from here! Timo has a delegation in Buenos Aires — that’s right, a privileged billionaire has the same access as our own ineffectual and untrustworthy President! — but no one else considered it worth sending a single reporter to the building where we believed Timo is right now? These eggs and my solitude on this street tells you everything: the system is corrupt, and the only place you can see through it is here on Blitz News. From Colorado Springs,” the reporter said, making a show of wiping egg from his eye just before signing off, “I’m Chet Miller.”
Precisely because there were no other reporters on the street, no one captured any footage of the unseen egg-thrower and no one followed Chet to the alley where he met the hooded figure and handed him the promised $500 for delivering the ‘interruption’ as perfectly as they had planned.
“You did good,” Chet said.
The low-level drug dealer shrugged and put the easiest money he’d ever earn in the pocket of his hooded sweater. “Whatever, weirdo.”
Chet smiled and set off to his van. Weirdo or not, he’d gotten just what the station bigwigs asked for.
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“I have never come across any form of remote viewing,” Leesha said, the bluntness of his words plainly implying his own view that this idea — while no worse than any other and probably better than many — wasn’t going to bring the group any closer to understanding what was going on with Piper.
“Really… never?” Tara pushed.
“Not as an UpLift power, and not even as a speculative thought,” Leesha replied. “The very concept is new to me.”
The alien didn’t have to ask Tara to expand upon what she meant by remote viewing, since as ever he was able to discern the thoughts behind her consciously asked question. In his mind, the idea of one individual remotely seeing everything experienced by another sounded utterly remarkable and in many ways desirable, but the fact that no one on New Kerguelen had even speculated as to the existence of such a power left him in great doubt that anything of that nature was at play here.
“Just level with me here, Leesha,” Emma blurted out, crudely segueing towards the point at the forefront of her mind. “How bad an idea do you personally think it would be to take the leap through that gate?”
Leesha upturned his palms, as he had seen humans do in place of a shrug from time to time. “It’s a difficult question, but a promise I make is a prom—”
“I can answer from my perspective…” Dan said. Emma encouraged him to do so. “I want to do whatever it takes, but I do think we have to ask ourselves some very serious questions before we try to send anyone through that gate. Leesha isn’t lying or bluffing when he says he would do it, though. I would too, if it absolutely came down to that, but I’m not too big to say that the very existence of this gate scares me, or that I think we have to weigh up the risks very carefully.”
Emma was staring intently at her husband while she held their daughter, not disagreeing with any of what he said but wondering where he was going with this talk about weighing up risks.
“If Piper had an actual terminal disease and the only possible cure was on the other side of the gate, I’d be on New Kerguelen right now looking for a way through it and Leesha would be right there with me,” Dan went on. “But my perspective right now is that we should talk to Sakko about Piper since he’s the Messengers’ leading expert on interspecies communication, and at the same time we’re doing that we should try to get a team up there to study the gate and sweep everywhere for potential clues or answers to whatever questions we can think of. We need to sweep New Birchwood, we need to sweep the Outpost, and maybe most of all we need to sweep the whole of the Great Shelter. If the Messengers allow us to forensically study the Machines — you know, the ones they used to call Elders — we might be able to learn something new and worthwhile.”
Leesha remained unusually and somewhat conspicuously silent after Dan’s stream-of-consciousness statements, and showed no sign of jumping in to either encourage or dissuade him towards or away from any particular line of speculation.
“We have literally no idea how the Machines worked,” Dan went on, “besides knowing that the Architects used to send their answers to the Messengers’ questions in the form of Transcripts. But think about it: who’s to say there might not be some kind of cache like you’d find on a computer? Maybe there’s even a full record of Transcripts piled up on some other kinds of screens inside the giant pillars! We don’t know why those chimney-like pillars are there, because the Machines in the Outpost, which we all thought did the same kind of job, didn’t have anything like them. So maybe there is a record of every Transcript they ever sent to the Shelter’s Machines… who knows?”
Dan turned to Leesha now, as did most of the others, seeking some kind of indication as to his view on these increasingly scatter-gun ideas.
When none came, with Leesha remaining stony-faced and silent, Dan shrugged and went on. He spoke mainly to Emma, who he was trying to give hope that answers could be found.
“We don’t know how the Machines’ screens would have actually worked when they were operational, but maybe there’s even some kind of artefacting like you get on some monitors? This is all speculative, obviously, because everything is. I’m just saying… I dunno, maybe I can put it like this: if you want to know what a tiger had for its dinner last night, it probably makes sense to turn over every stone and look for some tiger crap to study before you stick your head in its mouth to look around.”
“Uh, tiger crap?” Clark asked.
“Clues… signs… anything!” Dan said. “Speaking metaphorically, in case you missed that part, there are a whole bunch of rocks to turn over on New Kerguelen before we have to resort to climbing into the tiger’s mouth.”
“But Dan, this is urgent,” Emma said. “And anyone can call me selfish, I don’t care, but when Piper is in danger… that is the main thing. I’m not ignoring the possible unwanted consequences of Leesha going through that gate to look for answers, but I don’t think we should be paralysed by hypotheticals. We should remember that the Architects have gone from New Kerguelen and they didn’t raze it to the ground before they left. So maybe they’ve lost interest? Or maybe they’re just not worried enough about us anymore to think they need the Messengers as a buffer?”
With the always well-behaved Piper sitting quietly as she inquisitively gazed at the expressions around her while each face spoke, Dan placed a gentle hand on Emma’s leg once more. “I don’t want to say you’re overreacting or that you might think differently about all of this after you’ve slept,” he said. “And I don’t want to say you’ll see it differently once this gala is out of the way without any major problems coming up, but I also don’t want to sit here and watch you agonise over things that might seem even worse than they are right now because of how fresh it all is. Earlier today, my mind was completely gone. I lashed out at Leesha when all he’d been doing was trying to help. I know you’re not doing anything remotely like that, and I know that finding out Piper still has something going on with the powers is an upsetting thing — because I feel it, too. But getting your heart set on certain high-risk courses of action that might not seem wise tomorrow isn’t going to make you feel any better in the long run, and I’m thinking about your wellbeing right now even if you can only think about Piper’s.”
Emma breathed deeply and placed a hand on Dan’s. “I’m trying to stay calm,” she said quietly. “I’m trying to be rational here, Dan, I really am. It’s just…”
“And nothing with the gate would happen overnight,” Clark butted in, lacking a degree of tact but trying to help in his own way. “If we are ever going to go through, we would need to send a probe before we send a crew… and stuff like that takes time. I think Dan’s ‘tiger crap’ idea of looking for clues could maybe even make Piper all better by the time crossing the gate was possible, and I wouldn’t say that if I didn’t mean it.”
Every time there was a brief conversational pause, most eyes naturally fell on Emma. Understandably emotionally and mentally exhausted by the weight of the day’s main development and the complexity of everything that had arisen since then, she sat now with her eyes momentarily closed as her sternum rose and fell with deliberate breaths intended to help her maintain some degree of composure.
The presence of Piper on her lap, an immediate reminder of what it was all about, actually made things easier than if she hadn’t been there, and after her very brief moment of meditation Emma opened her eyes again and made the baby laugh warmly with a well-placed tickle.
“Leesha,” Clark said, filling a quietness that had been punctuated only by Piper in the last ten or fifteen seconds, “what do you make of Dan’s ideas.”
“Well, in no way do I mean to imply that any of these suggestions are without merit,” the alien stated, “and the notion of Transcripts being recorded and preserved in some way within the Machines’ pillars is one I will explore as a matter of high priority. But I feel the time is now right, after this mention of Transcripts, to explain that the developments causing stresses and difficulties on New Kerguelen, as you call our world, began before we discovered the gate. You see, the gate is not all we have discovered with unsettling links to the Architects. There is something else I wish to share…”
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BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
Alessandro Bonucci found himself growing slightly impatient as the minutes ticked on and still William Godfrey and his inner circle were yet to arrive. He felt sure that Godfrey would begin his speech at the scheduled time — the Chairman was a stickler for punctuality, particularly when an audience of billions was expected to be tuning in — but the fifteen minutes he’d been sitting quietly in his seat felt more like fifty.
Glancing around at the attendant media teams, Alessandro’s eyes couldn’t help but fall and pause on the two individuals from the controversial Blitz News. After the bugging incident at his parent’s house, Alessandro had learned from Timo that there were apparently some powerful and competing interests at play which very few people understood.
Timo had a team of his own trying to get to the bottom of everything, he said, and they weren’t the sort of people who were above doing whatever it took to find what had to be found. Timo’s extensive and sometimes shadowy network of contacts had come up trumps in this regard before — money had a way of getting results, to no one’s surprise — delivering information on the risible and now incarcerated Jack Neal’s economic links to both John Cole and the now-eliminated anti-Contact group of terrorists who had called themselves the GeoSovs.
In the present, Timo and his investigators were tracking the actions of individuals closely linked to the hedge fund which had recently purchased the Blitz Media empire while concealing its indirectly held interests in suspiciously arranged corporations with focuses on everything from private security and armaments to pharmaceutical and biomedical research.
The fund, legally known as Imporeon Holdings, had a structure more convoluted than any Timo had ever encountered. Its purchase of Blitz was what really caught his eye, though, since on the face of it this was the only major factor that distinguished Imporeon from any other number of funds with interests in similar areas.
That no other mainstream media organisations had reported on the buyout with anything more than a passing interest disappointed Timo, but it didn’t surprise him. With so much having been going on over the past few months regarding the future of the ICA and Earth’s relationship with New Kerguelen, the corporate affairs of a low-brow media conglomerate were hardly the most pressing concern in most people’s minds. There was also the secondary point that media organisations, quite understandably, were rarely interested in covering the affairs of their rivals unless those affairs were of a sort so as to be very obviously damaging if made public.
A vast corporate restructuring evidently failed to meet the threshold of public interest, and nor did the massive investment Blitz had secured seem to be anything remotely damaging. Indeed, Blitz Media properties from the cornerstone Blitz News TV station to the previously floundering but unkillable-as-a-cockroach Daily Chat newspaper had crowed from the rooftops about the buyout. It would enable them to deliver even better coverage, they said, like their wonderful viewers and readers deserved.
The only element of the buyout which had received considerable attention was the resulting promotion of Jan Gellar to a tsar-like position at the top of the entire Blitz Media pyramid.
Having first risen to prominence by way of her relentless and oftentimes overly personal opposition to Dan McCarthy during the early days after he leaked the documents which first alerted the world to the existence of intelligent extraterrestrials, Gellar’s role in those days had been as editor of the formerly failing Daily Chat.
By imitating the stubbornly successful British tabloids in a way none of their overly sensationalised US counterparts had ever quite achieved, Gellar had used a very carefully balanced mix of celebrity gossip, populist political ‘analysis’ and free giveaways to turn the Chat’s fortunes around more successfully than even she could have predicted or hoped.
In the end, however, Jan’s opposition to Dan proved her undoing when he won the public’s heart and ultimately succeeded in setting off a train of events that forced President Slater and other world leaders to announce to the world that aliens did exist. By the time the Daily Chat’s front page proclaimed ‘We Are Not Alone!’ in celebration along with every other major periodical, Jan had already been pushed aside by her former bosses.
Dan and his leak had ruined her career, as everyone recognised in no uncertain terms. For Jan, however, the real beef was with the brains behind the whole operation: Emma.
Emma was the McCarthy against whom Jan bore what was comfortably her deepest grudge of all, and the newly promoted Blitz Media supremo would stop at nothing to bring her down a peg or two.
Precisely because of Jan’s coloured history with the McCarthys, no one had been surprised by the anti-Messenger direction in which Blitz Media had pivoted since the buyout. But while others attributed this to Jan’s promotion and considered that she had been put in a position of such power simply so Blitz could harness her flair for the controversial — a flair more necessary than ever in a world where the number of eyeballs on any given piece of media content seemed to mean far more than what the people behind them thought about it — Timo had spoken to his trusted allies about what he thought was really going on.
In the billionaire’s mind, Gellar had been put in place to weaken the position of Dan and the ICA in the realm of public opinion. He thought it was quite possible that Jan herself didn’t even understand how she was being used, but the recent explosion of Blitz-delivered stories about the dangers posed by the Messengers and their UpLift powers in particular had found a disturbingly wide audience.
To an extent, Timo understood the fears people had about telepathy and telekinesis; after all, these were truly incredible abilities which only a few years earlier would have been dismissed out of hand as being even theoretically possible. What Timo understood less easily was why so many people bought Blitz’s fear-mongering about the Messengers themselves. For him, and fortunately an overall majority of those who were concerned about the powers at all, the real danger was of the UpLift powers being bastardised by nefarious human individuals or groups.
Potential military applications of telekinesis were naturally a focus of governments around the world, and some of the Messengers’ remarkable displays of strength — especially Leesha’s regrettable destruction of a human aggressor less than a month earlier — were sufficiently frightening and impressive to ensure that this particular genie could never be put back into its bottle.
Telepathy rather than telekinesis had been the focus of most of Jan Gellar’s Blitz Media scare stories, however, with speculative fears projected into living rooms around the country regarding devices capable of being placed inside streetlights and in all kinds of other public locations to record the deepest thoughts of every passing citizen. Gellar used examples like this to oppose social and technological cooperation of any kind between humans and the Messengers, claiming that governments would inevitably use the powers to develop these kinds of dystopian technologies as soon as the chance presented itself.
Gellar had also recently fronted a Blitz News special report about the benefits of so-called home-proofing equipment, which supposedly protected the inhabitants of a household against telepathic intrusion by way of special roofing tiles and weak radio transmitters, and the cost of which often ran into thousands of dollars per home.
This special ‘news’ report was funded by one of the largest firms at the centre of the recent home-proofing boom, and this apparent conflict of interest had led many observers to speculate that Blitz Media’s endless anti-Messenger propaganda was commercially motivated beyond a general desire to generate ratings with controversial content. The theory held that by whipping up hysteria about the UpLift powers, Blitz was selling more home-proofing installations for one of its heaviest TV advertisers.
It wasn’t a theory that was totally devoid of logic, but Timo understood only too well that the kind of money brought in from advertising revenue or sales commission for home-proofing services was barely a drop in the ocean to the shady and unseen figures behind the wheel of the bad ship Imporeon.
Timo had spoken about this with Emma and both believed that the home-proofing report may have been designed precisely for this purpose of diverting attention from the real intention — that of creating a perceived need to defend against a non-existent threat they were trying to establish as legitimate — towards one of simpler and shorter-term revenue generation.
Of late, one thing typically absent from hysterical coverage on Blitz News and the digital and printed pages of the corporation’s other properties had been any overly direct criticism of Dan McCarthy. In a post-Contact and post-Visitation era in which Dan was more or less beyond reproach in the eyes of the general public, much to Jan Gellar’s chagrin, the Blitz supremo was careful to avoid basing her public concerns on a personal distrust of him.
Instead, Gellar tended to insist that Dan was being used by the likes of Godfrey, Ding and Slater as a lightning rod to keep attention from themselves while simultaneously legitimising Earth’s Contact-focused international agency among the populations of both Earth and New Kerguelen.
Everything Gellar said of late always came back to the UpLift powers, however, and for this reason it was Imporeon’s interests in speculative ‘pharmaceutical and biomedical research’ which concerned Timo even more than its investments in pseudo-militarised private security firms around the world. The notion of ill-defined biomedical research caused Timo so much unease primarily because what many considered rumours about a recent explosion in attempts to weaponise the kinds of telepathy and telekinesis harnessed by the Messengers were known to him to be stone cold fact.
Ever since Leesha and Sakko first displayed their powers and in doing so took them from the realm of the fantastical into that of the evidently practical, something of an arms race had been underway to somehow replicate the abilities. Reverse-engineering was the shortcut to doing so, if any was available, and Timo went to bed every night hoping and praying that no one who sought to weaponise or even commercialise the remarkable UpLift powers had ever or would ever gain access to any of the alien technology which could enable such a thing to come to pass.
Timo’s own great hope was that he and his trusted Fiore Frontiere staff would soon have unrestricted access to the Messengers’ spacecraft so that their propulsion systems could be understood, but out of curiosity as much as anything else he also longed for a fuller understanding of things like telepathy, telekinesis and teleportation.
Piper McCarthy’s situation and the powers that had been briefly granted to Tara while Dan and Billy were on New Kerguelen had given Timo a far greater insight into the powers within the last month than he had ever had beforehand, but rather than quench his thirst for knowledge this had merely whetted his appetite.
Small devices like the square patches which granted telepathy within certain bounds and the triangular equivalents which enabled humans to read alien Transcripts were remarkable in themselves, but considering the ever-expanding horizon of what now seemed possible filled Timo with constant wonder.
He had engaged in some early research very recently, telepathically communicating with Clark McCarthy while both were hooked up to equipment which recorded their neurological activity. Some patterns in the data stuck out as particularly interesting to Timo, but he was no expert in neurology and was currently seeking someone who was such an expert and also merited the degree of trust he would need to have in them before seeking their opinion on the results of his highly secretive tests.
What troubled Timo more immediately than any concern about the wrong people getting their hands on any alien technology was the far realer threat of them accessing data related to the UpLift powers.
As Timo knew only too well, Dan had been taken to a secretive Federal facility immediately after his public interaction with the Messengers way back on Contact Day and had then been taken for regular scans in the months afterwards. What Timo feared now was that the data gathered by the medical staff at that facility and later the high-security hospitals where Dan was tested may have made its way into some grubby and questionably motivated hands.
Timo himself had tried very hard to access this data, with Dan’s implicit knowledge and permission, and he took some degree of comfort that he had been unable to get his hands on it. Indeed, when his investigators furtively reached out to some individuals known to have worked within the facilities in question, the reactions were firmly negative.
People who worked at that level did tend to understand the consequences of leaking sensitive data, he constantly tried to reassure himself, and the people higher up were always careful to make sure no more workers than necessary ever saw or accessed any given information.
“Here comes Cole,” Natalia Ricci whispered from Alessandro’s side, nudging him in the arm to capture his attention physically as well as vocally.
With just a few minutes remaining until the scheduled start time of Godfrey’s speech, a mild degree of commotion greeted the arrival of his former protégé.
All media analysis suggested that the upcoming speech would command a global audience rarely seen for any live event that didn’t directly involve the presence of Dan McCarthy or one of the aliens who so consistently chose to visit him rather than the man who would be speaking before the media’s cameras today, and it seemed obvious to everyone that John Cole was trying to arrive as late as possible so as to steal some of the spotlight.
When he eventually made his way into the room, fashionably and deliberately later than the rest of the attendees who weren’t participating in the ceremony, he made an unmissable point of taking the scenic route to his waiting chair so that he could engage in some friendly conversation with the Blitz News reporter in attendance.
He shook hands with the woman and her cameraman, clearly making a show of the interaction in the knowledge that most of his fellow attendees had sought to ban all Blitz Media properties from the event given the corporations recent opposition to almost everything the ICA hoped to achieve.
This was a bold and divisive play, even for Cole, and Alessandro Bonucci could only scratch his head in confusion as he watched it all unfold.
Alessandro didn’t know whether Cole possibly also knew that others were starting to suspect more was going on with Blitz than met the eye, and he tried to be careful not to give too much credit to the Prime Minister’s strategising.
He was an effective modern politician, as no one could deny, but there was a big difference between the kind of scheming Cole conducted and the kind of seed-planting brilliance exhibited by a certain Richard Walker, for instance, during the years and even decades he had spent building the foundation for the IDA hoax which went on to set in motion far more than the grizzled old maverick had ever imagined.
Cole was the idiot who announced Il Diavolo’s approach to the world’s media by ‘accidentally’ holding a classified printed note the wrong way round just yards from his Downing Street home, Alessandro remembered; he was hardly going to be in on anything with Blitz and Imporeon.
But I guess they could be using him without him really understanding what it’s all about…
There was a lot to consider when it came to John Cole and his usually shady motives, and Alessandro’s mind was full of so many ideas that he hardly knew where to start. Natalia, sitting by his side, had firmly instructed him to stay out of Cole’s path as much as possible and certainly to avoid being drawn into any conversations with him while the media’s cameras were around.
But as a hubbub behind Alessandro indicated the belated arrival of the soon-to-be officially inaugurated ICA Chairman William Godfrey, little did either of them nor indeed Timo Fiore know that the motives and ruthlessness of Blitz’s mysterious backers would soon present themselves in a truly devastating way that no one could imagine.
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No one spoke or even consciously sent any telepathic thoughts Leesha’s way, but it didn’t take any special powers of understanding to read the concern and anticipation on their faces.
“As I said,” the alien said to Dan, “I alerted you to the gate as soon as possible; as soon as we found it. I wanted to make sure you knew before you decided how to publicly conduct yourself at the ICA today, but if I had been able to deliver the news while you and Tara were here in Birchwood with everyone else then I would most certainly have done so.”
“I know,” Dan said. “But what else did you find?”
“Well, in recent days we have discovered other things that our Council, including myself, thought it was better to assess ourselves before bringing to you. On New Kerguelen right now there is a growing feeling among some that we should seek self-sufficiency to ensure we never again become dependent on another race. The vast majority still sees humanity as a force for positive change, however, and there remains an almost religious worship of you and Tara in particular within the former members of some castes. The official caste system itself has crumbled, with no tears being shed, and that transition alone is a tremendous source of instability, but I digress…”
“Yeah,” Clark chimed in. “I mean… no disrespect, Leesha, but just say what you’re saying, man. Godfrey is going to be speaking in a few minutes and I really want to hear this first.”
Everyone looked at the projector screen to see if Clark could really be right — if that much time had passed since Leesha arrived at Dan and Tara’s side — and indeed he was.
“Hold on…” Dan said, scratching his chin in thought. “Leesha, you came to us with the gate news so I would know it before I spoke today, right? Is there any part of you that thinks Godfrey should know it before he speaks? Was it different because he doesn’t know anything at all about what we found in the Outpost, about the Architects’ deception and all that stuff?”
“Precisely,” Leesha nodded. “He doesn’t know most of the story, and you have had sufficient chances to tell him but have consistently chosen not to. If he already knew as much as you, I would have lobbied with you to tell him this part, too, but I would never go directly to him. Human affairs are human affairs, and you are our point of contact.”
Dan appreciated these words greatly. “Thank you. So, about what else you found…?”
“We have discovered some colossal Transcripts on New Kerguelen,” Leesha said. “Visible only from above, during the first flyovers of the Great Shelter and the Outpost we have ever conducted. Before we looked upwards and discovered the gate, we looked down and saw Transcripts in several areas. Two were static, effectively what you might think of as sign posts or road signs, designed to inform future visitors of what they were gazing down upon. Structures were marked — annotated, if you will — with short descriptions of their purpose. With this kind of static Transcript, it is like looking at a still image or a piece of writing. That’s not an exact analogy, as you could perhaps explain to the others better than I can, Dan, but it makes the point. In any case, The Outpost was marked as an Observation Outpost, and our Great Shelter was described as a Containment Pen. To rub salt in our wounds while we surveyed the planet that has been kept from us for so long, we learned that we truly were livestock in their eyes.”
“Jesus,” Clark sighed. It had been a containment pen and everyone already knew it, but to have the Architects outright mark it as such was hard to swallow, particularly with a Transcript making that point etched onto the external surface of the planet that had been kept from the Messengers in a cruelly ironic twist of the knife.
Dan shook his head, sharing Clark’s pain for their alien friends.
“You said two Transcripts were static…” Emma chimed in, “not that you found two static Transcripts. Correct? That must mean there was at least one non-static Transcript, or you wouldn’t have phrased it like that. So what did you find, more of the kind Dan and Billy saw inside the Outpost… the ones that bring a flood of information into your brain when you look at them?”
“We discovered another such Transcript above New Birchwood,” Leesha confirmed. “Like the other Transcripts, both those on the surface and within the Outpost, it was left for the benefit of future visitors — presumably in the event of a loss of radio contact with their home, or something of that nature. In any case, the information conveyed the importance of ensuring that even if developments on New Kerguelen for some reason led to a situation where our kind had to leave the Great Shelter, under no circumstances was a dome to be placed over New Birchwood with it being used as a contained area. For whatever reason, they would have seen it as not just preferable but imperatively so for an entirely new Shelter to be constructed even when an area with ready-built dwellings capable of housing a population many times our current number was already in place.”
“Probably because New Birchwood is full of history,” Emma said. “I mean, I guess they could have cleaned it up first and just left empty buildings, but is that really less effort than building a new Shelter?”
“New Birchwood has to be full of history,” Dan chimed in. “Its very existence would have blown their story up, no two ways about it. Leesha, maybe that Transcript was there because there are buildings in New Birchwood that contain records of your pre-Contact civilisation… records that would have flown in the face of all the lies the Architects were feeding you. This is even more reason for us to study that city for what it is: the greatest archaeological find of all time.”
Tara nodded in full agreement. “And Leesha, when do you think everyone is going to start moving back there? That is what’ll happen, right? I can’t imagine that you guys want to stay in the Shelter now that you know the world outside is safe and that a huge city built by your ancestors is just waiting for you all to move back in.”
“The exodus has already begun,” Leesha said. “It began a full two weeks ago. As you suggest, no one wishes to remain in the Great Shelter now that the truth behind its creation is known. Many have already taken up dwellings in the city of New Birchwood and more are following them every day.”
“So you’re calling it New Birchwood, too?” she followed up. “Am I just hearing words that I can understand here, or are you actually calling it that? Doesn’t it have an old name?”
“Our history has been lost,” Leesha sighed. “Or to be more accurate, our history was stolen from us. Whatever our forefathers of old called the settlement, the name was stolen along with everything else.”
“And people just started moving back in without anyone wanting to do much exploration or analysis of what was already there?” Dan asked. “That seems kind of risky. You could be unknowingly destroying important pieces of your history that could fill in some blanks about the time before the Architects. We could have helped with that, like sweeping it for artefacts and stuff like that. It wouldn’t have taken long.”
Leesha took a few seconds longer than normal to formulate a reply. “Dan, the Great Shelter is a constant reminder of the deception we endured and the foolishness with which countless generations of our entire species, including my generation, fell for it all… century after century, millennia after millennia. Once our council revealed the full truth to everyone in a vast announcement, including the rediscovery of New Birchwood, no one could leave fast enough. The lure of the outside world is strong in and of itself, pulling our people outwards, but the stench of deceit that permeates the Shelter has done much to push them out all the faster.”
“Tiger crap,” Clark said. “That place really does have to be teeming with it. But guys, one minute until Godfrey time. In fact, hold up: there he is! Coming to the podium…”
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Eventually, and not before time, William Godfrey graced the meeting room of his ICA building with his powerful presence. He arrived with US President Valerie Slater at one shoulder and Chinese Premier Ding Ziyang at the other, very deliberately presenting a message of unity to the world.
The three had first stood side by side, backs to the camera, during the disastrous DS-1 launch which plunged the world into chaos for a difficult few days before Dan McCarthy’s momentous meeting with the Messengers in Lolo National Forest helped to restore peaceful order, and since then had endured some tumultuous times.
Godfrey and Ding in particular had been at loggerheads when the former’s Global Contact Commission went head to head with the latter’s Earth Liaison Forum in a bid to present itself as humanity’s sole legitimate point of diplomatic contact with all other intelligent races. A common threat in the form of a rebel Squadron from New Kerguelen ultimately united the two and had proven the basis of their cooperative relationship ever since; now, neither held grudges over the tremendously barbed comments they had made about each other at the height of their bloodless conflict, just as Godfrey and Slater had more or less gotten past their own disagreements over the years.
While Godfrey sauntered towards his waiting podium, Ding and Slater took their central front-row seats on opposite sides of the wedding-like aisle without so much as acknowledging any of the countless reporters who tried to pull them in for a few quick words. Slater in particular, unlike John Cole, had very consciously taken a low profile in recent months and even more so in recent weeks.
Slater’s extreme silence of late, which had been pronounced enough to be noticed and called out even by typically neutral or friendly media outlets at home, stemmed from her frustrating uncertainty about the nature, meaning and consequence of the second Shelter that had been discovered on New Kerguelen.
Maintaining a low profile was generally wiser than diving in, according to the advisers who tracked her popularity using minute-by-minute Social Media Meta Analysis in the same way Emma McCarthy always did for everyone whose public image she looked after. Particularly in contrast to other Western leaders like John Cole, Slater’s carefulness with public comments caused her to be seen as a safer and more stable figure; certainly more so than in the trying days when she had repeatedly been dragged into the minute-by-minute madness of various alien-related developments.
When inviting her to a closed-doors meeting, Dan had privately assured Slater that he would explain more about the situation on New Kerguelen a few short hours after the public gala he simply wanted to get out of the way. While Slater would certainly have preferred to know about everything before Godfrey spoke to the world, Dan had insisted that Godfrey didn’t know everything either. This made Slater feel slightly better; for although Dan’s close and mutually trusting relationship with the Messengers was something she knew she could never compete with, the gap between her knowledge and Godfrey’s was a gap she was always keen to keep to a minimum.
That no one could really argue with Dan or push him towards any course of action he didn’t explicitly agree with was often a source of consternation among low-level delegates, who somewhat understandably found it difficult to accept that they were present on behalf of elected governments and yet were essentially left to feed off the scraps provided to them by an everyday man from a small town in Colorado. This feeling was less pronounced further up the ICA’s hierarchy, with the likes of Slater and Ding — and particularly Godfrey — more aware of the unenviable pile of everything Dan had to deal with in his unrequested role as a conduit between two worlds.
Out of hope rather than expectation, President Slater had made a late and failed attempt to politely seek information on recent developments on New Kerguelen by appealing to Emma McCarthy in what she thought were decidedly rational terms rather than appealing to Dan more personally. Nothing came of it, but Emma had been so polite and almost apologetic in her reply that Slater was primarily frustrated rather than angry.
This was a last-minute attempt by most standards, coming just a few days before the inauguration, but not in relation to Godfrey’s own same-day effort to get some information out of Emma having drawn a blank in his attempt to do so from Dan and Tara. But getting information out of Birchwood was like getting blood from a stone, so Godfrey was unsurprised to have failed in even getting through to Emma’s phone.
Slater took her seat quickly and watched in second-hand embarrassment as the odious John Cole made a show of engaging the most-hated media personnel in the room. Cole and Blitz made natural bedfellows, she thought, what with both being widely detested but for some reason still retaining enough popularity in certain circles to succeed.
She knew fine well about the scheming Cole had been up to recently, which was well beyond the realm of rumour. She and everyone else who would have been directly affected if his attempts to infiltrate the ICA’s inner circle ever succeeded knew about his plans because he was so careless in what he divulged to not only his personal advisors, but also to low-level agents of the British government.
His longstanding goals of discrediting Slater and taking her seat at the ICA’s top table and her title of Deputy Planetary Liaison were so well known in political circles that the greatest mystery was how Cole himself didn’t know that his cat was out of the bag. Slater and her counterparts had strong suspicions that Cole had recently raised his sights to aim for Godfrey’s position at the very top of the tree, and all were uneased by their knowledge of how reckless he could be.
When it came to his general plan of worming his way into an ICA title, Cole was the only one in the dark — foolishly, naively and egotistically thinking he had the upper hand on anyone when really they’re laughing at him. Slater, however, knew that Cole was more dangerous than most others considered. She knew that a snake on the loose became no less of a threat simply because everyone knew it was loose and knew it was hungry; in her eyes these considerations made Cole worthy of more defensive attention rather than less, and of a healthy fear rather than quiet mockery.
Nearing his podium, Godfrey gazed to the side of the room with an easy-to-read anger at John Cole’s standing position. The latter’s attempt to bring attention upon himself by engaging with the one reporter almost no one else wanted to be in the room was so transparent as to be almost pitiful, but it was the fact that he was still standing at all that irked Godfrey more than anything else.
Cole’s ‘impromptu’ roadside press conference at the nearby Gravesen hotel had sent eyes rolling among ICA delegates just a short while earlier, but the Prime Minister’s actions were now striking many as those of a man who wanted to not merely differentiate himself and stand out from the crowd but to isolate himself from it. Where he ultimately planned to take things from here, no one knew and no one particularly wanted to guess.
For most in the room, John Cole’s presence was just about as welcome as an oncoming comet.
When Godfrey gazed into the audience to see if everyone else was seated or if Cole was going to be the sole hold-up, he sure enough saw only one empty chair staring back at him. There were no conspicuously empty chairs where Dan McCarthy and Tara Ford were supposed to have been seated; those were now taken by Ding and Slater, and Godfrey made a mental note to thank whoever had removed their two extra chairs at short notice and rearranged the others to move everyone in the front row inwards by a single place.
The late change in seating arrangements had one slightly regrettable knock-on effect for Godfrey, which was trivial in the grander scheme of things but still irked him. This was simply that John Cole’s aisle seat in the second row was now behind Ding Ziyang rather than Dan McCarthy. Given the recent increase in Cole’s belligerence, it seemed likely that he would engage Ding during Godfrey’s speech — probably with a series of deliberately over-loud ‘whispers’ timed to cause the maximum possible distraction.
“Could we lower some of those lights?” Godfrey then asked, his first words reverberating around the room as though he was holding a loudspeaker or already standing in front of the podium’s microphone. He was looking over at the TV cameras on the side of the room where Cole was still talking to a Blitz News reporter, a woman who looked as surprised by his antics as everyone but who was understandably happier about the Prime Minister’s decision to go into business for himself like this than those who didn’t stand to gain professional credit for his doing so.
Cole turned briefly in instinctive reaction to Godfrey’s request, and the look of anger in the Chairman’s eyes — a well-practiced one which would have spread fear in the hearts of most men — gave Cole a warm feeling of early victory.
“Ah, you made it, boss!” Cole said, smiling wryly and with as much genuineness as he usually spoke. He then immediately made his way to his waiting chair, all the way trying to decide whether or not Godfrey would be more irritated by a passing handshake or the absence of such a gesture.
Thinking on his feet, Cole extended his right hand just enough to make Godfrey think a handshake was coming and then casually scratched the left side of his stomach. He sat down without so much as another glance in Godfrey’s direction, only meeting the Chairman’s gaze when he sat down behind Ding.
Cole patted Ding on the shoulder and loudly announced how good it was to see him. Ding didn’t react beyond a curt nod of his head, facing straight ahead the whole time, but increasing anger dripped from Godfrey’s expression even as he tried ever harder to contain and conceal it.
Riled already, Cole thought with a smug grin. And I haven’t even started yet…
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Looking up at the projector’s giant wall-filling screen to follow Clark’s lead, the others all caught sight — at last — of William Godfrey, the man who would imminently be inaugurated as Chairman of the Interspace Contact Agency.
This was a moment Dan had once anticipated keenly, when Earth would have a single point of diplomatic contact that was relatively uncontroversial among the international community and which was just as importantly unbound by the kind of suffocating bureaucracy that had almost driven him to madness during a year of gridlock at the UN.
Everyone, including Leesha and even Piper as she followed her parents’ lead, focused intently on Godfrey.
“Everything’s going to be okay,” Dan whispered to Emma. “I’m going to have to talk to Godfrey after this and we’ll maybe have to go back to Argentina just to show face and avoid too many questions, but once today is out of the way we can get some teams to New Kerguelen to study the gate and sweep New Birchwood. Does that sound okay?”
“I’m worried about this whole ‘once today is out of the way part’,” Emma admitted. “I really think Cole’s going to do something here, beyond making himself visible before the speech, and I think it’s going to be way more damaging for everyone than anything we could imagine if we sat here and brainstormed a list of terrible ideas.”
“Like what?” Dan asked.
She shrugged. “I’m absolutely certain, based on what he’s been doing lately, that he’s going to interrupt once the speech starts and do something he thinks is clever which in reality is just going to blow up on everyone — himself included. And seriously, I can’t even imagine what it might be…”
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Standing before a room that was full to bursting with many of the most powerful politicians in the world, William Godfrey did all he could to ignore the stench-like presence of a man who would pay for his recalcitrance before too long.
Today was not about John Cole; and no matter how hard the Prime Minister tried to make it so, Godfrey would not let him win. At the moment, as Godfrey knew only too well, the quickest way to let Cole win would have been to display anger any more openly than the looks he had already instinctively shot his way.
What probably looked to viewers around the world simply like poor time-keeping — which was perfectly in keeping with the endearingly imperfect everyman image that Cole and his advisors worked so hard to cultivate — was well understood as base-level political posturing to everyone in the room, what with their sufficient experience to recognise a stunt when they saw one.
The sole positive Godfrey tried to take from Cole’s shenanigans in taking his seat too late was that they had taken some of the attention away from the fact that two more important individuals wouldn’t be sitting in the room at all.
On this subject it had already been a tremendously peculiar day for Godfrey, with much of it spent covering for Dan and Tara’s ongoing absence from the pre-speech festivities.
He had known since his chat with the duo much earlier that they weren’t planning to attend the speech, but he didn’t know where they were nor if or when they had left the building. Dan’s top-floor office had been designed to be genuinely un-surveillable even by the building’s security staff, with Godfrey’s office the only other room to enjoy such absolute privacy, so there was no way of telling whether it was now vacant.
All Godfrey knew for sure, courtesy of security cameras in the hallway showing no sign of an exit, was that Dan and Tara hadn’t left the ICA by any conventional means. Given the complete lack of contact from Dan in the past few hours, though, and particularly given the bareness of his new office which lacked even a computer or TV, a large part of Godfrey believed that they had quite possibly vacated the premises — whether at their own request or that of the Messengers — in a decidedly non-conventional manner.
Being so in the dark about Dan’s whereabouts made Godfrey’s life very difficult, and throughout the day he had heard not merely whispers but loudly voiced rumours that there had been some kind of fallout between himself and Dan — the ICA’s two top dogs.
One popular and quickly spreading theory, origin unknown, held that Godfrey wanted to keep under wraps some secret information that Dan wanted to reveal. This could hardly have been further from the truth, as it went, but the assumptions spoke to how each man was perceived by others.
Despite being somewhat glad that Cole’s nonsense meant their absence was no longer the primary source of potential controversy in the collective mind of his audience, Godfrey knew that he couldn’t avoid addressing the topic of Dan and Tara up front. He knew that everyone at home would be wondering about it, too — it would have been reported as soon as cameras were permitted in the room and the name stickers on each chair revealed the seating arrangements — and the last thing he wanted was for this issue to cloud his entire speech.
He had to get it out of the way, and get it out it of the way he would.
“Before I begin,” Godfrey said, knocking his podium twice to silence some shuffling limbs in the audience. “I would be remiss in my duties as your inaugural Chairman if I didn’t first address the elephant in the room; or, in this case, the elephants not in the room. Dan McCarthy and Tara Ford aren’t with us, which I know has surprised and likely disappointed many of you. It’s worth bearing in mind, however, that neither were ever officially scheduled to speak at this gala inauguration, nor at any public events later in the evening.
“Knowing Dan as I do, it’s no kind of surprise to me that he wished to remain out of the media’s glare for now, and I can assure you that it was through no selfish wish to avoid the spotlight. As he always has, and in a praiseworthy manner in which Tara too has increasingly acted, Dan has today once again demonstrated his unselfish willingness to leave the spotlight to others. Today’s events are about the birth of the Interspace Contact Agency, and CPL McCarthy and APL Ford both wished to leave today’s spotlight for this new agency’s Chairman and his Deputy Planetary Liaisons in the shape of Valerie Slater and Ding Ziyang.”
Godfrey paused, and remained stubbornly silent for the several seconds it took the other delegates to realise he was awaiting their applause. When it came, he immediately spoke over it as though irritated by the interruption.
President Slater, knowing that everything Godfrey had just said was one long white lie designed to quell speculation as to why Dan really wasn’t there — a question that neither she nor Godfrey could answer — couldn’t help but grin in mildly begrudging admiration of the ease with which he had handled the moment.
“But anyway,” Godfrey went on, his voice rising half an octave to signal a gear-shift into the real business of the day, “let’s get on with this inauguration, shall we?”
Godfrey smiled and paused again, playing his favourite game of picking out a few members of the audience with intense eye contact and encouraging them to applaud. He didn’t interrupt this time when the initially uncertain sound of clapping spread through the room, sending signals of support and togetherness to billions of viewers around the planet he had been chosen by his peers to diplomatically represent.
“Thank you,” he said. “It hasn’t always been an easy road, but our relationship with the Messengers and indeed some of our relationships with each other have come a very long way since I last addressed such an esteemed gathering in this building, and I stand here before you to make a solemn vow that—”
All of a sudden, a blinding flash filled the room to cut off Godfrey’s introductory comments, mid-sentence.
Some had feared a vocal interruption from the opportunistic and maverick John Cole, but no one had even considered the possibility of this.
Although all of those in attendance could have explained what such a flash signified if asked about it at any other time, being caught up in such a sensorily overwhelming and entirely unexpected moment was enough to render many of them petrified and all of them bewildered.
Very few had ever experienced this kind of flash first hand, and even those who had were now finding their mental faculties positively defeated by the sensation.
The total whiteness didn’t burn or even hurt the eyes in the way any Earthly flash of this magnitude would, with the adjective ‘blinding’ one that was understandably often used in relation to this kind of flash but one which may have been more accurately replaced by a phrase like ‘visually overpowering’.
The flash literally overpowered the thought processes of many in the room, too, if only for a few moments.
Some of those who had never been present for such a flash and thus had no experience of how quickly it would relent felt fear that their vision might never return, such was the extent of the sheer whiteness that filled it, while others had uncomfortable thoughts that a bomb like the one which callously ripped through the Fiore Frontiere building more than a year earlier may have just exploded at the ICA.
While nothing so physically explosive had occurred and no one’s life was in immediate danger, the death of the flash and return of regular vision revealed a sight more explosive than any of the hundreds in attendance or billions watching around the world had dared imagine they would be seeing today.
For where the ICA’s inaugural Chairman had been standing a brief moment earlier, his meeting room’s podium was now vacant.
“He’s gone!” Alessandro Bonucci gasped, stating the obvious and being far from the only person to do so.
“They… took him,” Natalia replied, equally literal in her initial reaction.
Alessandro glanced around at the already-unfolding chaos and gulped. “But why?” he asked, not expecting any answer. “Why now… but why at all?”
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Throughout the past few years, the most tumultuous in human history and unquestionably the most challenging ever for the McCarthy family, a seemingly endless sequence of remarkable events had been relayed to the public by the media. On the occasions when Dan hadn’t been physically at the heart of these events, he had seen the same pictures as everyone else and felt the same emotions.
At no point had he ever previously tuned in to witness a remarkable alien-related development with a veritable alien for company in his living room, however, and at no point could he ever recall seeing an event as flabbergasting as this one.
It was sure to cause chaos and quite likely fear-driven looting around the world as anything so inexplicable tended to do, but there was a sharper unease in Dan’s mind than anything related to that.
He had certainly witnessed worse things while sitting on a couch, such as the initial and fear-spreading display of the two ‘alien’ plaques discovered in the sea off Argentina, or in a different way John Cole’s impossibly reckless ‘leak’ of Il Diavolo’s forecasted impact date. Those were all destabilising — as this would be, too — but nothing had ever perplexed Dan McCarthy like the sudden disappearance of William Godfrey from his podium in Buenos Aires.
Had Leesha not been right there beside him, Dan would still have been confused regarding the timing; wondering why Leesha would interfere during a live global broadcast rather than immediately before Godfrey took to the stage if something merited an emergency abduction.
Abduction was the word in Dan’s mind, and it was an extremely troubling one. The reason for his acute unease was simple; for while there had been a flash on the screen, there had been none in the living room.
Leesha was still at Dan’s side, and William Godfrey was most decidedly not.
As everyone else remained utterly transfixed on the screen and the now-empty podium in the centre of the pictures being broadcast to billions of equally enthralled and dumbstruck citizens of Earth, Dan looked to the side and met Leesha’s eyes.
“Leesha,” he began, gulping in fear. “If you didn’t take him…”



Part 4



GONE





“Fire is the test of gold;
adversity, of strong men.”
Seneca
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Henry McCarthy and Walter Byrd re-entered the bar area at New Kergrillin’ as the focus of everyone’s attention, albeit only momentarily.
The sound of the loud ‘STAFF ONLY’ door opening and even more so closing behind them was enough to distract dozens of patrons from what they had been looking at before it interrupted their focus, but even the reappearance of Henry and Mr Byrd didn’t hold it for long.
Pleased by this relative lack of interest as he would have been at any time given his typical aversion to public attention but particularly so in this moment due to the concerns he’d held that every single patron would be waiting at the door to ask what was going on, Henry was nevertheless surprised.
Their quick exit in pursuit of Phil Norris and the stranger they now knew to be his lawyer Chip Petrovic had occurred under the intense gaze of every eyeball at the bar, due in large part to the dramatic and borderline violent manner in which Phil had pushed Chip into the hidden corridor.
Henry noted with similar pleasure and surprise that the booth at the McCarthy table was still vacant and that his drink was still there, with the patrons having respected its sanctity despite the apparent absence of a staff member. The area beside the table was typically manned whenever Henry or Clark weren’t around, to protect Phil’s business of charging selfie-seeking visitors a pretty penny for their chance to secure a photo at one of Birchwood’s few famous indoor backdrops.
It didn’t take long for Henry to understand quite why everyone’s attention was elsewhere, and Mr Byrd’s sudden halting as he walked towards the table came as a sign that he had already seen it. Struggling to see through the standing crowd from his lower vantage point, Henry asked Byrd to step out of the way so he could wheel himself past the herd and towards the table which always granted him a perfect view of the bars big screen TVs regardless of how many people were filling the floor.
Henry was able to navigate his way between the door and the table without Mr Byrd’s assistance in clearing a path only because the large crowd were all pressed forward against the bar itself, leaning in for a closer view and even more so to hear what was being said.
Having been taken aback by their lack of visual interest in his return, only now did Henry consciously notice how quiet the crowd really was. He couldn’t hear much coming from the TV just yet; but as soon as he reached his table and saw the screens, he called for Mr Byrd to look for the remote and to climb up on the counter to raise the volume if he couldn’t quickly find it.
A young man near Mr Byrd asked if he could help, and both Henry and Byrd encouraged him to jump on up and hold his finger on the ‘volume up’ button on the side of the leftmost TV until it was as loud as it would go.
Ordinarily, the three TVs in the bar area would be tuned to three different stations while all of those in the adjacent grill would be tuned to ACN. In the bar, Phil’s evening regulars tended to prefer sports to news and like any good barman he always made sure to give them what they wanted.
When only one live game was airing, Phil would always show it on the central screen with ACN playing to the left and a sports news station on the right.
Every single one of the bar’s many booths was equipped with a self-contained speaker system which allowed its occupants to select their preferred audio feed. This innovation often drew compliments from patrons of all kinds, as it allowed people to talk at the bar area without either having to shout to be heard over any of the TVs or having to worry that they were irritating those who wanted to listen in.
Today, with the world’s focus squarely on Buenos Aires, Phil had tuned two of the three TVs to regular news stations. ACN filled the leftmost screen, as usual, but the sports news on the right was now joined by Blitz News in the middle.
The Blitz logo was enough to bring forth an involuntary rage response within Henry for all the organisation had done to make his sons’ life hell during the days of the IDA leak, when he had been in hospital and unable to help them deal with it. He would never be able to thank Emma enough for keeping the boys afloat, and the way Blitz Media’s various properties had ‘reported’ on her since Jan Gellar’s return to a prominent role angered him as much as anything else.
He tried not to let this bother him too much, knowing Phil had no doubt stuck Blitz on one of the screens purely because it was such a popular news outlet — no matter how inexplicably, in Henry’s eyes — in the same way he would sometimes show hockey if none of what he considered ‘the real sports’ were airing live.
Henry knew it was no reflection of a personal like for Blitz on Phil’s part, and had to remind himself of this to quell the anger at seeing that damn logo; liking Blitz would have been a friendship dealbreaker for Henry at this point, even after how long he’d known Phil, on account of just how low the network had gone in raking up dirt on his family over recent years.
The TV currently showing sports news was utterly neglected, with everyone in New Kergrillin’s bar area gazing up at two almost identical feeds from Blitz News and ACN. Both relayed live footage from the meeting room at the ICA building in Buenos Aires, where similar headlines on each screen told the viewers that William Godfrey was about to begin his much-anticipated inauguration speech, with the vacant podium shown from slightly different angles based on where Blitz and ACN’s cameras were located.
The imminence of Godfrey’s speech, Henry realised, was quite understandably why the crowd had been too focused on the TVs to inquire about Phil’s interaction with the publicly unknown Chip.
The only sound blaring through any of the speakers came from ACN, but sudden movement on the Blitz feed led to calls for a change. Even Henry couldn’t argue against allowing this, as frustrating as it was, since none other than John Cole had just stepped directly in front of the Blitz News camera to engage in some friendly chat with their reporter.
Mr Byrd gave the same young helper as last time permission to climb on the counter once again to mute ACN and raise the volume on Blitz. This brought some cheers and applause for the man’s help, but Henry could only roll his eyes as Cole’s self-serving and transparently machiavellian words filled the bar. Fortunately he spoke for only a few minutes before Chairman Godfrey finally showed up.
Thank the Lord for small mercies, Henry thought to himself.
An awkward moment between the two powerful Englishmen preceded Cole’s eventual taking of his seat, but from there the stage was Godfrey’s.
Henry didn’t bother asking Mr Byrd or his young helper to switch the volume back to ACN at this point; the audio feed was now coming in directly from Godfrey’s microphone, so it would have been pointlessly childish to insist upon this for the sake of satisfying some personal Blitz boycott. Had no one else been present, Henry would have most certainly asked Byrd to make the change, but he didn’t want to do so when it would have unnecessarily inconvenienced every other patron who just wanted to hear what Earth’s elected representative had to say about the immediate prospects of genuine interplanetary cooperation with New Kerguelen.
As well as this — the core part of Godfrey’s speech — Henry was also interested to hear what Godfrey would have to say about Dan and Tara’s absence from the room. He didn’t know quite how much they might have told Godfrey earlier in the day, unsure whether Dan would have stuck with the plan of keeping the full details of his and Billy Kendrick’s enlightening exploration of the Architects’ Outpost from Godfrey until after the speech or if he might have called an audible and moved the revelation forward.
This was the first thing Godfrey covered, and he did so just about as diplomatically and carefully as anyone could have imagined and as those who knew him well had fully expected. Nothing about the comments seemed dramatic or likely to cause any kind of issue, so Henry was more than satisfied and greatly relieved when Godfrey quickly moved on to the main business of the day.
But just a few sentences into Godfrey’s speech, as he introduced a solemn vow which he never got to fully deliver, a brilliant white flash filled two of the bar’s three TVs.
People jumped back in an instinctively defensive response, with a handful immediately running for the exits. Given that he was in a wheelchair, Henry felt glad that he had retreated all the way to his table; if he hadn’t, the sudden backwards rush of his fellow patrons could have been more than a little painful.
This flash lasted as long as every other usually did — or was as brief as every other, to be more precise — and a perfectly in-sync collective gasp filled the air as live pictures returned to the TVs and revealed that Chairman Godfrey was gone.
Even the rightmost TV, broadcasting a sports news station, quickly changed to coverage of the incredible developing situation as was often the case in emergency situations.
Henry didn’t think this was quite an emergency, since he fully trusted the Messengers’ motives in all situations and knew that no harm would befall Godfrey at their hands. But as was disturbingly often the case, Henry also knew that human reactions could create emergencies all of their own and that anything which raised questions about the Messengers — especially today, of all days — could be seized upon by the sensationalist media in a manner that would create societal unease at best and disorderly hysteria at worst.
While the sport news station played unbroken live footage absent of any overlaid data and ACN ran with an understandable initial headline of “Alien flash takes Godfrey from ICA”, the headline on Blitz News made it clear that Jan Gellar and her underlings wanted to waste absolutely no time in whipping up a frenzy:
“Horror in Argentina! Messengers Strike Again!”
Quite what ‘again’ was supposed to mean even if the Messengers had ‘struck’ this time, Henry McCarthy had no idea. But as he tried to make sense of the events in Buenos Aires over the hysterical ranting of the station’s in-studio talent and occasional shrieks from the on-location reporter, he knew that this kind of nonsense could only bring trouble…
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As soon as the incredible alien flash subsided and the ICA delegates in the meeting room realised that it hadn’t heralded the arrival of the Messengers’ but rather the unceremonious abduction of Chairman Godfrey, the eyes of each had darted around the room to instinctively make sure their closest companions were still present.
Alessandro Bonucci proved no exception, gazing around in shock and feeling more than slightly eased that both he and Natalia were still there. The only thing that would matter to the masses was who wasn’t there, however, as Alessandro and every other delegate knew only too well.
At the very moment William Godfrey had begun to address his planet as leader of its first truly global and unconstrained point of contact with extraterrestrials, he had been taken in the most alien manner possible.
Stronger than that, he had been abducted — quite clearly without his pre-planned consent and very likely against his will.
Natalia, whose mind always jumped to the PR angles of how the public would react, knew how bad this was. When many on Earth feared the powers of the Messengers — fears stoked by the likes of the Blitz News reporter who had engaged with Cole moments earlier — an event like this happening on live TV was potentially catastrophic for something far more important than public opinion: it was a grave and immediate threat to public order.
The power imbalance between races could hardly be illustrated any more clearly than by the unanimously elected political figurehead of one planet being unceremoniously and inexplicably abducted by visitors from another, and yet that was very evidently the scenario that had just unfolded.
While others ran for the exit, President Slater quickly rose to her feet and stepped towards the podium. Acting like a natural leader in seeking to encourage order before chaos had a chance to fully break out, Slater was disappointed and visibly angry to be intercepted by her own security forces before she made it. Ding Ziyang was similarly whisked away almost immediately while the room around him began to empty ever more rapidly.
Some reporters joined the stampede-like exodus along with the fleeing delegates, while some of those more committed to their jobs and the paycheques that came with dramatic footage retained their positions and made sure to get the angles of everyone else’s panic.
Only a tiny handful of these reporters had been present for the broadly equivalent chaos in Colorado Springs when the explosion caused by a fortunately imperfect IED had ripped through the room upon which this room’s decor was unmistakably modelled. These were the highest ranking international correspondents from some of the major European stations, and each of them were among those who stayed behind.
One reporter who didn’t stick around for a second longer than she had to was the Blitz News representative with whom John Cole had made fast friends, and footage from the remaining cameras would later show her and her cameraman selfishly pushing some far older attendees aside as they sprinted for the exit.
Some of the stay-behind foreign media personnel had reported from bona fide war-zones, and couldn't for the life of them understand why so many of the others had fled as though their chairs had been under fire. The flash had been frightening and disorienting, which no one would deny, but the physical chaos of its aftermath didn’t make a whole lot of sense in their minds.
Regardless of the contrarian views of this small minority of reporters — either brave or foolish, depending on the position of those making the judgement — ICA security staff quickly swept in to deal with the stragglers and clear the room completely.
“Walls and locked doors do not stop the aliens,” one French reporter insisted in vain as he was ushered out along with his two-man production team. “If they were a threat to us in here, they would still be a threat wherever you are taking us!”
No one resisted for more than a few seconds — all it took to see that these security guards weren’t there to mess around and weren’t going to hold back on anyone regardless of age, gender, or even physical impairment — and the ‘wherever’ they were being taken ended up being a fenced-off exclusion zone immediately outside of the building’s main entrance.
This wasn’t a decision made by any of the on-duty security chiefs but was rather a well-rehearsed response to this kind of contingency. The overwhelming majority of the ICA’s elite security force was composed of individuals trained by the Argentine military, which saw it as a badge of honour and source of national pride to assist in this way in such a crucial international endeavour.
No one outside of this security force knew it, not even Godfrey, but a high-profile abduction during a meeting of delegates was one of countless scenarios they had trained for in recent months. Personnel selection and specialised training had begun long before the ICA’s breakaway from the UN was confirmed, with William Godfrey having personally insisted to the holder of an office no lower than the Presidency of Argentina that it was all just a matter of time. The Argentine President was now a very close ally who enormously and endlessly appreciated Godfrey’s continued preference to base the world’s most powerful agencies and bring its most powerful politicians to Buenos Aires rather than any other city in the world.
While Argentines made up the vast majority, a supplementary percentage of the ICA’s security force was provided by the militaries of Uruguay and Brazil in what was publicly understood to have been a symbolic olive branch of cooperation but which had in fact been negotiated by the governments of those neighbouring countries as a prerequisite for their support of the post-UN breakaway. Godfrey hadn’t even attempted to talk them down, always having been keen to acquiesce to reasonable requests with a handshake and a smile so as to keep credit in the bank for the next time a more important dispute arose.
The security agents wore dark blue uniforms with ICA emblazoned on their backs in bold white lettering and a small stylised ICA logo in equally brilliant italicised writing on their heart area at the front.
Every agent was between the ages of 24 and 34, all stood at least 5 foot 11 inches tall, all had been subjectively judged to be sufficiently broad shouldered and square jawed, and all were male. Each of these requirements had been agreed not with William Godfrey’s permission, but rather at his express insistence.
The Chairman had no time for political correctness and wanted his security force to look all business: “Like an Eastern European infantry division,” as he inelegantly put it during the early setup stages, “or a squad of Clark McCarthys.”
Now that they had been called upon for the first time, no one could argue that the hundreds-strong army of large and stern-faced men looked like an all-business force to be reckoned with.
Facing off against a crazed assailant or even a group of terrorist attackers, few would likewise have doubted the power of this force to protect their building and its high-profile inhabitants. But as the stubborn French reporter had attempted to convey to the agent who bundled him outside, no conventional methods or indeed any human methods whatsoever could guard against the Messengers if for some reason they ever became a true threat.
But the continued outdoor hysteria exhibited by some delegates, and far more commonly by the unelected companions of others, showed the real reason everyone had been evacuated from the building: put simply, frightened humans in confined spaces posed a threat both to themselves and each other.
José Claros, a senior security officer considerably over the 34-year-old age limit of his charges, stood uneasily in his elevated position in a nearby building as he gazed down at the holding pen-like area which currently housed several dozen national leaders and more than as many other senior political figures.
This was an incredible and unsettling sight for Claros, even though his men had worked efficiently to clear the building and were now doing exactly as rehearsed with most providing a cordon for the evacuated guests and a small number dealing with those who were being disruptively and dramatically visual in expressing their unease at being contained in what was a comfortably vast exclusion zone.
Containing the delegates in an enclosed outdoor pen, theoretically exposed to all manner of threats, was a tactic only to be used in situations such as this one when a non-terroristic threat — or perceived threat — had been detected in the building. Snipers or window-based shooters with less focused weaponry were a huge consideration following some high-profile incidents in other cities, but no buildings with any windows facing the street were occupied by anyone other than ICA personnel with sufficient clearance.
The large buildings directly across the street, such as the one Claros was now standing in, had once housed agencies of the city government and were vacated a few years earlier when William Godfrey first chose Buenos Aires as the site of his fledgling GSC.
The buildings were now often used as extra office space, but on days like today when an unusually high number of VIP delegates were present they were used as security lookouts.
It was certainly far from ideal that so many media personnel were on hand while the evacuation became necessary, but this fact couldn’t be helped and had to be ignored while the important steps were taken to make sure every delegate made it out in one piece, that every ICA staff member was accounted for, and that vehicles had been called to collect the most important of all attendant VIPs in the order specified by a master list to which only senior security officers had access.
This ordered list would have come as little surprise to anyone had it ever been leaked in full, beginning as it did with Dan McCarthy, Tara Ford and William Godfrey. There may well have been some minor controversy that Ding Ziyang then proceeded Valerie Slater and even more so that Godfrey’s favourite Argentine assistant, a loyal man by the name of Manuel who he had known since first inhabiting the building during its early GSC days, took precedence above John Cole in rounding out the list of ten ultra-high priority evacuees along with the national leaders or other attending delegates from Argentina, Russia, Japan and Fiore Frontiere.
The ongoing site clearance wouldn’t fully expose the list since no one would know how rigid it was or how much of the final vehicular evacuation order was happenstancial, particularly given that none of the agency’s three highest ranking officials were present.
Claros looked out for signs of approaching vehicles but didn’t see any just yet. This wasn’t unexpected, but he unclipped the radio from his belt in readiness to check in with some colleagues who were looking out to the other side of the neighbourhood.
As he lifted it, though, a voice called through the speaker seeking permission to force entry into Dan McCarthy’s ultra high-security top-floor office. While surprised and initially disturbed that there were still agents on the top level of the huge building, Claros was very glad to have received the call.
“Do it,” Claros said. “In and out, as quick as you can…”
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DRIVE-IN
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
William Godfrey’s disappearance was hugely troubling in an empathetic and human sense, raising as many immediate questions as it did; but as Henry McCarthy looked around at New Kergrillin’s increasingly agitated customers, the ICA Chairman’s wellbeing was far from his sole concern.
Rather, his mind was primarily fixated on the question of just what kind of issue or incident could have persuaded the Messengers to take him as they had at such a highly public moment. Billions of people had seen the flash live and billions more would see the replays within a few hours, and Henry McCarthy could only hope and pray that a nerve-settling explanation from the Messengers themselves would follow before much longer.
It’s going to be a long night if it doesn’t…, he thought to himself.
“Do you want to get out of here?” Mr Byrd asked, appearing at Henry’s side having weaved his way through the crowd. Very few had fled the bar in fear, with the majority seemingly and wisely understanding they were in no danger of, well, anything, and the initial post-flash hubbub had died down somewhat.
Every pair of eyeballs were now watching in rapt attention as a room full of the world’s most powerful politicians was rapidly evacuated. Images of some national leaders running away from the flash like mice from a cat was hardly going to do anything to calm their citizens’ minds, Henry lamented, but he was at least glad to see President Slater — no favourite of his, although he tried to remain impartial — conducting herself in a more responsible manner.
“Henry, do you want to go home?” Mr Byrd repeated. “There’s a chance Godfrey might be… you know…”
It took Henry a few seconds to get the meaning of the head gestures Mr Byrd was performing towards the bar’s exit, but it eventually clicked. It took no further time for him to conclude that his old friend might well be right; Leesha could have just taken Godfrey to Birchwood, and he could now be standing in Dan’s living room next to him and Tara for whatever mysterious reason had necessitated the flash and abduction in the first place.
Henry winked and nodded, but then hesitated. “Maybe we should wait for Phil.”
“He’s with Chip,” Mr Byrd replied. “There are enough staff here to watch the main bar area, so unless you want to bring him in on everything…”
Henry responded by manoeuvring his chair away from the edge of the table. “We’re not bringing anyone else in on anything,” he replied. “And nothing against Chip — or Diamond — but especially a hustler like him.”
Mr Byrd led the way to the door. A few patrons turned and raised a hand to Henry as he went, most of their faces a hard-to-read mix of confusion and perhaps mild fear, but none spoke and most remained entranced by the live footage coming in from Buenos Aires.
“There’s going to be a lot of media out there,” Henry said as Mr Byrd prepared to open the bar’s front door. “I mean, there was a lot when we arrived, like any other day when something is happening, but they’re going to be frenetic now and desperate for a comment. Give them absolutely nothing, not even a ‘no comment’ and not even a millisecond of eye contact.”
“Understood,” Mr Byrd said.
Both men had been around the drive-in on enough big days to have known what to expect, but no amount of experience could have truly prepared them for the chaotic din that greeted Mr Byrd’s opening of the door.
The uproar was almost deafening before the crowd saw that it was them or even noticed the door opening, but when Mr Byrd stepped out and Henry followed close behind an instant rush forward occurred. The attendant police were caught off guard at first but quickly and admirably regained control of the situation. Force was threatened across the cordon and mildly distributed to those reporters who pushed their luck too far, and Henry and Mr Byrd wasted no time in hurrying towards the latter’s car.
Mr Byrd helped Henry in then took a deep breath before putting his foot down to navigate the narrow vehicular exit corridor the police had protected with heavy metal railings at the start of the day. Reporters and photographers lunged forward like they were monkeys trying to pick fleas from the roof of the car, and the breath Mr Byrd took when they escaped the lot in one piece was even deeper than his last.
“We made it,” Henry said. “Good job.”
Mr Byrd nodded and looked briefly in the rear-view mirror at the chaos they were leaving behind. “And now we’ll see what’s waiting for us…”
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GRAVESEN HOTEL
ANKARA, TURKEY
“Jesus…” Billy Kendrick uttered through the gaps between his fingers as a shocked hand covered his mouth. Like the rest of the world, he was now gazing in stunned shock at live images of an empty podium where ICA Chairman William Godfrey had been standing just moments earlier.
Why now?, he wondered to himself. Why take him so publicly when everyone is watching… did something huge come up? Something that Leesha really couldn’t wait to tell him, or maybe something he was going to say that Leesha couldn’t let him talk about?
Having been more in the loop about recent events on New Kerguelen and recent discoveries about the Architects than even Godfrey, Billy found himself now in the unwelcome position of having no idea what the hell was going on.
The chaotic reactions in Buenos Aires, where ordinarily calm national delegates were fleeing for the exits in fear like children running away from a dodgeball, boldly underlined just how universal this feeling of total mystification was. Even the experienced newscasters on ACN and the producers in their earpieces were lost for words, if the stammering commentary over the pictures was anything to go by.
Indeed, as helplessly confused as he felt by Godfrey’s disappearance, Billy reflected that he at least had some kind of context. As far from a friend as he considered the ICA Chairman, Billy was also somewhat glad that Godfrey, like Billy, had experienced a flash-based extraterrestrial abduction before.
On that occasion Leesha had taken Godfrey and Ding Ziyang to New York, where Billy had been in on the table room meeting that resulted in his own trip to New Kerguelen. Being taken in such a truly alien manner could conceivably prompt a trauma-induced heart attack or similarly damaging medical episode in someone unaccustomed to it, both from the mental shock of the phenomena and the scarcely understood physical effects of whatever stress the seemingly physics-defying experience placed on the human body.
Godfrey’s speech had been set to tackle, among other things, the moderate but growing discontent about the lack of context everyone else had regarding the leaked news that a second Shelter had been discovered on New Kerguelen several weeks earlier.
That news was always going to leak out, as Emma had told everyone, due to the fact that the whole human crew who had been stationed on the alien world knew all about it and weren’t well-versed in the importance of message management or keeping things from even their closest friends and family. As it tended to go with secrets, most crew members told some combination of their spouses, siblings and parents, who then usually felt safe telling one or two people similarly close to themselves. On and on it went until someone posted the ‘rumour’ online, and the rest was history.
Billy knew this was why Dan and Emma had so strongly impressed upon the small number of their inner circle who knew about Piper’s UpLift powers that none of them could tell another single soul. Fortunately that news hadn’t leaked out, staying as secret as the harrowing details of what had been learned within the walls of the distant Outpost the rest of the world still thought of as an ill-defined second ‘Shelter’.
Amid all the confusion, including that swirling within his own mind, Billy reflected that the two people most likely to know what Leesha was up to — and quite likely where Godfrey was — were unquestionably Dan and Tara. They were in Buenos Aires too, or at least so he thought, and if something had come up it was likely they would have been told at least as soon as Godfrey.
Unlike certain others, Billy had no ego in relation to when information reached him, greatly appreciating how fortunate he was to be friends with globally revered figures like Dan McCarthy and Timo Fiore and having no illusions that there was any reason for the Messengers to see him on the same level as a McCarthy or Godfrey.
This didn’t make him any less desperate to know, of course — he was only human, after all — and with that in mind Billy picked up his phone from its position on the desk near his bed and dialled Dan’s number.
He did so more in hope than expectation, thinking Dan would likely either be frantically trying to react to Godfrey’s disappearance or would be somehow connected to it.
If Billy had been forced to guess where William Godfrey now was, he would have said at Dan McCarthy’s side. Quite why this would be the case, he didn’t know. He also didn’t know why Ding had been left in the ICA building’s conference room, seated right next to President Slater until the flash subsided and both were ushered out by the agency’s security team. Neither had petulantly fought to stay in front of the cameras like the publicity-hungry John Cole, but the more Billy thought about Ding the more mysterious it all seemed.
His brain was working on the assumption that either Dan had asked Leesha to stop Godfrey from saying something regrettable, apparently by any means necessary up to and including a hugely destabilising public abduction at the last possible second, or that Leesha had acted of his own accord in uniting Godfrey with Dan and Tara to discuss something important. The last time this had happened, immediately after the human crew’s return from New Kerguelen, Leesha had brought Ding and Billy into the fold, too.
With how things had gone on that occasion, it was difficult for Billy — ego-free or not — to understand why Leesha hadn’t reunited the old team again. He would have had no qualms or felt no surprise about being taken to the meeting spot last, but the fact that Ding hadn’t been taken at the same time as Godfrey when both were in the same room told Billy that for one reason or another the small group who had been assembled last time weren’t going to be brought together again today.
All of this rattled through his head as he listened to the unanswered rings mount up, reaching a count of eight before he admitted defeat and moved the phone away from his ear.
Just as he placed his thumb over the ‘end call’ button, however, the text displayed in another area of the screen changed.
The word WAITING, describing the status of his call, suddenly turned into LIVE to indicate that Dan had picked up at last.
“Hello?” Billy began, praying he was actually there. “Can you hear me? Are you okay?”
“I’m okay,” Dan said. “Why… are you?”
“Is Godfrey?” Billy asked.
Dan hesitated. “I don’t actually know.”
“Where are you and Tara right now?” Billy asked.
“We’re at home in Birchwood,” Dan said. “Leesha brought us. It’s just us, Emma, Piper and Clark.”
“Did Leesha just bring you there? Did he take Godfrey somewhere else?”
“Uh, we’ve been here for a while,” Dan replied. “Leesha brought us back from Buenos Aires, but he’s been here the whole time. He didn’t take Godfrey.”
The silence spoke for Billy.
“Billy, are you in your hotel room?” Clark McCarthy’s booming but friendly voice asked, announcing his presence with the sudden question. “Door locked, windows and curtains closed, no way for anyone to see a flash? Because we could send Leesha to get you now, so we can all talk.”
“Affirmative,” Billy replied. His heart was pounding almost as fast as it had been in the moment and aftermath of his experience of unexpectedly viewing the Transcript above Dörtlü Tepe, what with the knowledge that Leesha had been in Birchwood while Godfrey was taken decisively crushing the natural assumption that he had been responsible.
Back in Birchwood, Dan turned to Leesha for approval to confirm that this was okay. He got it. “Affirmative,” he echoed.
Confusion had suddenly turned to concern, and Billy wanted nothing more than to get out of his empty hotel room and start making sense of things with the only other people capable of calming his mind.
“There’s actually some major stuff I wanted to talk to you all about anyway,” Billy went on. “I’ve found something huge. I didn’t really want to call you guys this morning when you were at the ICA, so I tried Emma. She didn’t pick up and I was going to try again once you guys were less busy. It’s a Transcript, at Dörtlü Tepe. I saw it on my computer when I was looking at aerial images. I didn’t mean to keep the patch with me but I found it in my pocket. I know that I shouldn’t—”
“Tell us when you get here,” Clark interrupted, booming his words into the phone again.
Dan was meanwhile sharing a confused glance with Leesha, with the two equally intrigued and in fact rather bewildered by a piece of news that seemed to make even less sense than everything else they were currently dealing with.
“Okay, well I’m in room 401,” Billy added. “Ankara Gravesen.”
“Uh, yeah, I don’t exactly think it works like that…” Clark said, a hint of amusement creeping into his tone as he leaned in close to the phone next to his younger brother’s ear. “Leesha knows you, so he knows where you are and doesn't need a door key or anything like that… he’ll find you.”
Billy chuckled, immediately wondering why he’d thought his previous comment to be necessary in the first place. “Counting on it,” he said. “I’ll see you all soon.”
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Immediately after Billy’s call ended, Leesha rose to his feet from a rare seated position next to Dan. The course of action was already decided — Leesha was going to fetch Billy from Ankara, without further ado — and the alien was clearly ready to get going.
“See you soon,” Dan said. “Do you have a telepathy patch for Billy so the two of you can talk if you need to?”
“I always have spares,” the alien replied. “I don’t foresee any reason why we will need to talk, since Billy is familiar enough with teleportation not to be frightened and since he knows I’m coming, but I do have one for him.”
Dan shrugged. He didn’t see why a patch would be necessary, either, but he thought it was worth bringing one just in case and only asked because he could have spared his own for now if Leesha hadn’t had any extra.
Leesha walked to his favoured teleportation spot next to the kitchen door and raised a hand to wave goodbye.
A flash came before anyone could reciprocate.
“No Leeesssss,” Piper said.
Stunned by what they saw as the flash faded and their vision returned to normal, no one said anything.
“No Leeesssss,” Piper said as the grown-ups around her looked across the room in shock. “Mama, no Leeesssss.”
Still, no one else spoke. For while what Piper was getting at was correct, she wasn’t saying that Leesha was gone.
Instead, as confused as everyone else but in a very different way, the baby was trying to express that she was far less familiar with the other alien who now stood at Leesha’s side.
Even more alarming to everyone else than the sudden appearance of Sakko, however, was the presence of the other individual he had brought with him.
Rather than seeing Billy Kendrick, who Leesha had been all set to collect from Ankara, the stunned group were looking at someone else who Sakko had just brought from Buenos Aires: ICA Chairman William Godfrey.
Altogether befitting of the situation in which he found himself, Godfrey wore an expression of shock even greater than that on any of the faces looking at him with their own significant feelings of surprise clearly visible. For while the others had at least been expecting someone to imminently arrive in a familiar but still miraculous flash of this kind, Godfrey had just minutes earlier been standing at a podium and preparing to deliver one of the most important speeches of his life.
Now, he was standing in Birchwood, Colorado with two fellow members of the ICA’s titled inner circle who he had previously thought were still upstairs in the same Buenos Aires building from which he had been unceremoniously whisked away.
“Cover her ears,” Godfrey said to Emma, who was holding Piper, in a voice far less resonant them normal.
Emma instinctively did as he asked.
Godfrey gulped and looked squarely at Dan. With a shaking voice reflecting that it was borne of fear rather than suspicion, he then asked an uncharacteristically blue question which summed up exactly what the others, including the friendly alien among them, were all wondering just as hard:
“Dan… what in the royal fuck is going on here?”
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HEADQUARTERS
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
A rare ringtone emanated from Valerie Slater’s phone as she was being ushered out of the ICA building, and it was one which immediately informed her of who was calling.
Given what had just happened, with William Godfrey flat-out disappearing in an alien flash that occurred before the world’s foremost leaders and was witnessed indirectly by billions around the globe, it came as little surprise.
“Absolutely not,” she said within seconds of the question: a direct request to permit the Secret Service agents stationed in Birchwood to cross into the proximity zone around Dan McCarthy’s home — a zone Slater had explicitly insisted they respect following an avoidable heated interaction between Clark McCarthy and an agent only a month or so earlier.
It would be pointless, and she this knew without feeling the need to explain it. The unusual sway the McCarthys held, which Slater was at least glad they didn’t hold over her head, meant that troubling them with no conceivable benefit was something everyone was keen to avoid. Since Slater had been the one to request the family’s formal protection in the first place, her word went and the proximity zone remained intact.
As she and countless other leaders were led into a pen-like containment zone of their own outside the ICA building almost 6,000 miles from Birchwood, Slater wished Godfrey had been there to call off his security goons and save her from the ignominy of standing with so many unimportant delegates as though she was one of them rather than one of Dan McCarthy’s two Deputy Planetary Liaisons.
The look on the face of Ding Ziyang, her fellow Deputy, told Slater in no uncertain terms that he was feeling similar disdain at the situation.
Like her, however, Ding was far more concerned about what had sparked this evacuation than the optics of its specific arrangements.
Why the Messengers had taken Godfrey was a mystery to the world’s two most powerful heads of state. But the equally unanswerable question of why they had done so in as sudden and public a manner as they just had was far more than a mystery… it was a cause for grave concern.
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“What were you thinking?” Leesha demanded of his partner Sakko while the latter stood beside the still shocked-looking William Godfrey. “What could be so important that—”
“Enough!” Emma replied, without making a sound but with the thought coming across as a clear and intense order to everyone capable of receiving it just as Leesha’s had. Right now, that meant everyone present other than young Piper McCarthy and possibly — depending on whether Sakko had given him a telepathy patch — Godfrey, too.
Sakko and Leesha both turned to face her.
“Wait… are you communicating with them now?” Godfrey asked the others, all at once, as he watched them standing in silence while their faces showed slight but discernible reactions to words he couldn’t hear. “Telepathically?”
“Be quiet,” Dan told him out loud, less firmly than Emma’s instruction to the others but still more direct than the manner in which he usually spoke to Godfrey. He issued no denial to the question about telepathy, considering it pointless to do so since he and the others quite evidently were in communication with the Messengers and since it seemed likely the situation would see Godfrey granted a patch before long.
“So you didn’t give him a patch and speak to him before he got here?” Emma asked Sakko, communicating telepathically by way of her own patch. “Meaning he has no idea why you took him?”
“No,” Sakko said, “but I had to. There has been a development on—”
“Piper still has some kind of power,” Emma interrupted, taking great care to remain silent in Godfrey’s presence. She stepped forward urgently with the child in her arms and presented her to the alien with unquestioning trust. “She knew when Leesha arrived in Buenos Aires and she knew when he left. Does that make any sense to you? Is there any reason why she could maybe sense Dan’s thoughts, or even see what he sees? I want to hear about your developments on New Kerguelen, but Godfrey should maybe hear that too. We need to talk about this first, before he has a patch.”
Sakko held his arms out directly in front of his body and opened his palms in readiness to take hold of Piper.
“Are you sure about this?” Godfrey asked, the question going completely ignored.
Piper looked uneasily at Sakko. “No Leeesssss,” she said.
“No Leeesssss,” Emma confirmed out loud with a gentle smile. “This is Sakko. Sakko. He’s our friend, too. Do you want to see Sakko?”
Dan and Tara stepped forward to similarly reassure the baby that Sakko was indeed a friend.
“Sakk?” Piper said, looking slightly confused as she studied his face. No one could be sure if it was a question, but the inflection made it sound somewhat like one.
Emma then placed Piper into the alien’s waiting arms without any further complaint and waited for him Sakko react. As New Kerguelen’s foremost expert on interspecies communication and the granting and removal of UpLift powers more generally, no one was better placed than he was to pass judgement on whatever was going in inside little Piper’s mind.
“I can’t sense anything,” the alien replied, after more than enough time for Emma and the others to know that he really had tried to. “Are you absolutely sure about this? And today only? She hasn’t displayed any other signs?”
Clark was first to instinctively reply, unthinkingly speaking out loud: “This is the first time Leesha has shown up since—”
“Clark, shut up!” Tara yelled at him, shooting a look he would never forget. She beat Emma and Dan to the punch by mere milliseconds, and Clark felt like the naughtiest child in school as six furious eyes bore down on him. He had to fight off a smile, so relieved was he that Tara had cut him off in time and so simultaneously surprised was he that he was the one who had forgotten to stay quiet while sending his reply to Sakko.
The others were far less surprised by this, for what it was worth, but all three turned back to the aliens almost immediately, safe in the knowledge that Clark had gotten the message and wouldn’t be talking again.
That Godfrey now knew there was some kind of secret didn’t bother anyone, as they were all aware that he knew Dan and Billy had ventured to New Kerguelen without knowing precisely what they had encountered.
“Sakko,” Leesha said, “they have expressed a willingness to consider crossing the gate if the child’s symptoms do not desist. Dan has many other ideas to search for answers to this question and more, both within the Great Shelter and New Birchwood, but I have promised to do all I can to help. If nothing else works…”
For several seconds, Sakko didn’t reply.
“I have told them all about the Transcripts we discovered from above,” Leesha went on, “and Dan wants to assist us in discovering exactly why the Architects wished so desperately to keep us from our ancestral home city. His willingness to help is not in exchange for our assistance in healing the child, but the two may go hand in hand.”
Coming shortly after the similarly ominous ‘symptoms’, this was the first time anyone could remember Leesha using the term ‘healing’ for what Piper needed… and the word choice was more than a little unsettling. More or less all of them had spoken of curing her and freeing her of the core powers before those were successfully removed — seemingly so, at least — but there was something about the word healing that didn’t sit well.
“That infernal gate is why I am here,” Sakko revealed at last. He gently handed Piper back to Emma, signalling not only that he could currently try nothing else to diagnose what recent word usage had seemingly determined to be a neurological affliction but also that the conversation was moving on from it altogether.
In a conversation filled with unusually evocative words that stopped Dan’s thoughts in their tracks while underlying the importance of what was being said, Sakko’s casual ‘infernal’ added an unmissable emphasis. William Godfrey, who could still hear absolutely none of these words, nevertheless knew that Sakko was gravely troubled by a new topic; the rapid and great changes in the alien’s facial expressions made this only too clear, words or not.
“What about the gate?” Leesha asked, even more concerned by whatever kind of answer might come than anyone else.
Sakko hesitated, as though considering his phrasing, then spat it out: “Three young trainees from our recently disbanded Squadron just tried to fly through it.”
Like some kind of alien vacuum bomb, Sakko’s words seemed to immediately suck the air from not only the living room but the lungs of almost everyone within it. Audible gasps escaped every mouth except for Godfrey’s and Piper’s, which was tightly closed as her atypically narrow eyes remained fixed on the alien who was so physically similar to the more familiar Leesha and yet gave off such a different vibe.
“Why?” Clark asked; a reasonable question, if not the first one on most of the other lips around him.
“They acted in haste,” Sakko replied, “as the Squadron has long been wont to do. When word spread that we found a doorway to the beings who have lied to us for so long — word which should have been contained by our fellow councillors so it could have been disseminated in a considered manner, like our news of the Architects’ deception was so recently — the chaos was instant. With the way members of the Squadron have been raised and trained for generation after generation, recklessness and aggression are their go-to responses to any kind of problem. We all saw what happened when they came here. But even the rest of the Squadron opposed this trio’s actions, and indeed they have been most vocal in letting it be known. You see, for all their frequent recklessness, the Squadron were also the caste best-versed in military strategy and tasked with protecting our planetary security. Those with functioning brain cells recognise the risks that this gate poses; and separately from their concerns about what crossing the gate could bring, senior ex-Squadron figures were also furious with the recalcitrance of these three trainees.”
“No goddamn wonder they were furious,” Clark replied without making a sound, shaking his head in disdain as he did so. Irresponsible insubordination of this kind angered him more than any of the others, none of whom shared his military experience, and would have done so even if the stakes weren’t so high and the potential costs of the trainees’ action so great.
Sakko’s initial rundown had already touched on several important and relevant points about how the news of the gate leaking out on New Kerguelen rather than being dissipated in a ‘message management’ kind of way had caused divisions. But when Clark thought about things from the perspective of any Architects who might be present on the other side of the gate when a hostile trio of young Squadron trainees arrived in a heavily armed warship, this point was amplified even further.
It was almost like all the old discussions about what initial alien contact could have looked like, he thought. If the first time anyone on Earth had seen aliens arrive had been when the Squadron showed up to hover menacingly above Beijing before touching down and shaking hands with Jack Neal in Havana, rather than Leesha and Sakko’s peaceful if still initially disconcerting appearance at the drive-in, it struck Clark as all but certain that world leaders would have responded with an immediate and desperate show of force.
Indeed, it was only thanks to the context of prior contact that Dan had been able to convince Slater and her contemporaries not to engage the Squadron in a physical confrontation. For Clark, with a similar instinct for the basics of military strategy as the senior ex-Squadron figures who were now dismayed by the recklessness of their former trainees, it seemed obvious that if the gate ever was going to be crossed from New Kerguelen, the first thing through it should have been as unmistakably non-threatening as possible.
He wasn’t sure quite how fully these parallels applied in reality given that the Architects already knew all about the Messengers and the gateway connecting the two races’ respective home worlds, and also given the obvious technological disparity between them. Nevertheless, it seemed hugely important that the first visiting craft to traverse the Architects’ gate from New Kerguelen wouldn’t arrive with evidently hostile intent.
“As I said,” Sakko continued, “the young trio acted in haste. Whether that was borne of anger, a quest for revenge, or whatever else, the reaction of those three individuals has changed life on New Kerguelen as we know it. This has all happened today, since Leesha arrived in Argentina to bring the news of the gate’s discovery.”
Leesha’s always wide primate-like eyes now opened wider still, reacting to this news like a pupil to darkness. His jaw slackened at the same time, bringing an alien expression that would have been comical to observe were the situation not so tense. “So what happened when they tried to fly through?” he eventually asked, speaking for everyone in a somewhat weak tone.
“This is the source of the greatest unrest our world has ever seen,” Sakko said, the silent timbre of his telepathically delivered words somehow tinging them with something like a mournful sigh. “The fallout could quite literally destroy everything.”
“Sakko, did they make it through?” Clark impatiently interjected. “Did they make it back?”
Dan waited for the answer just as keenly, but was already taking Sakko’s phrasing as a firm suggestion that they hadn’t. After all, Sakko had clearly and quite conspicuously phrased his comment to stress that the trio had tried to cross the gate. That didn’t strike Dan as a sentence structure anyone would use if the attempt had been successful, even an alien being doing its best to communicate with a group of humans, and so the main question in his own mind was in what manner the attempt had failed rather than whether or not it had succeeded.
“Their light craft was shot down by more senior members of the Squadron as soon as their intention became clear,” Sakko reported with a great deal of evident distress. “None survived.”



Part 5



TEMPEST





“In the midst of chaos,
there is also opportunity.”
Sun Tzu
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As Leesha reacted with something that sounded like the pained wail of an injured animal to the news of what Dan would soon learn were the only recorded violent deaths in the Messengers’ known history, the unprecedented and deeply saddening pseudo-vocalisation upset everyone else wearing a patch almost as much as the news itself.
Leesha wore an expression to match, which was a difficult thing for his friends to see.
“Holy… hell,” Tara sighed, covering her mouth in a horrified response to the news and almost too shaken by it to keep her language relatively clean in the presence of baby Piper.
Emma glared at Tara for speaking out loud in Godfrey’s unpatched presence, then resumed sending her thoughts to the others. “Is there any way you can make this all look like an accident?” she asked, taking both aliens aback. “Is there any way we can help you make that look like an accident? Because that’s the kind of thing that causes problems that don’t go away. These three trainees must have families, friends, colleagues… all of whom are going to be angry that they weren’t just stopped but killed.”
No one replied.
“Did the senior guys who did this take responsibility,” she went on, “or is there any possibility we can clean things up? Okay, it’s deceit, but this is an Il Diavolo kind of deal… when the truth could easily cost more lives, sometimes it’s better to contain it until we have a way of managing the fallout. I’ll do whatever you want to help, partly because I care about your world but mainly because we need stability on New Kerguelen if we’re going to have any chance of having stability here and of making Piper better again.”
Sakko was first to respond: “Given the level of problems I anticipate in the fallout of today’s events, I have no ethical opposition to what you suggest,” he said.
“Okay,” Emma said, perking up, “so what do you need me to—”
“But unfortunately we are past that point,” Sakko said, a deep glumness permeating the words as he interrupted Emma’s offer. “The light craft piloted by the trio who intended to cross the gate was openly shot down and the group of former Squadron leaders responsible have held their action up as a warning against further attempts to interfere with the gate. You know very well about the Elder-less power vacuum our world faced last year, when my own caste of Interpreters had intense disagreements with the Squadron, but things are now at new levels. Our caste system is a relic of the deception we wish to cleanse from our collective memory, so the strict delineation between specialisations has broken down. With the abandonment of our caste system in the wake of the discoveries made in the past few weeks, more than a slight degree of order has been lost. Not until today did that present itself in a dangerous and unmanageable way, but the situation on New Kerguelen as a whole is now very troublingly gearing towards the dangerous and unmanageable.”
Leesha closed his eyes, not sending any thoughts to anyone as Sakko delivered news that hit him like a brick to the skull.
“As for what you can do…” Sakko continued. “Emma, your place is here. But Dan, Tara… please know that I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t necessary, but it is: your dual presence on New Kerguelen, as a matter of urgency, would be greatly appreciated as a way to remind our frightened and divided populace that we are not alone in the face of our challenges. You are seen as wise, patient and selfless; even a brief appearance to call for calm and downplay the threat posed by the gate would be of great help. Carefully chosen words could further reduce the distance between groupings that could otherwise polarise into binarily opposed factions, but your presence alone will keep a lid on things until we can formulate something more.”
“I don’t know,” Clark said. “I don’t like the sound of them going to New Kerguelen while you have no societal order and a lack of discipline is creating a situation where rival groups are shooting each other out of the sky!”
“There would be absolutely no threat to them,” Sakko insisted, his words and tone going beyond confidence and into the realm of true certainty. “But Clark, please understand the urgency of our situation: this isn’t discontent simmering in the background like we experienced prior to their last visit, this is the closest thing to potentially widespread chaos and disorder that our planet has seen — ever, as far as we know.”
“Like a civil war?” Tara asked, remembering to do so silently this time but hugely troubled by the thought. On one hand, she really couldn’t see herself accepting this request given how stark the situation on New Kerguelen sounded. Clark had put it bluntly, but it really did strike her as a situation worthy of the way he described it; she wouldn’t ever consider visiting an area of Earth where competing groups were shooting each other out of the sky, so making a trip to a distant alien planet where the same thing had happened a matter of hours ago felt beyond the pale.
On the other hand, however, Tara Ford had felt something special during her own trip to New Kerguelen, even though it was confined to the Great Shelter everyone had believed to be necessary at the time, and the image of countless young Messengers frolicking just like human schoolchildren had stayed with her to this day. Her personal friendship with Leesha, who had always been just as keenly and lovingly interested in Piper, was a factor that made her consider risks that were on a level she would ordinarily have seen as more than sufficient to immediately rule a trip out.
Most important, however, was the consideration about Piper herself.
Whatever was happening on the other side of the gate — whether the Architects were still there at all, and whether or not they had lost interest in one or both of New Kerguelen and Earth and their respective populations — Tara knew that Emma was right in her statement about the absolute requirement of a reasonable degree of peace and stability on New Kerguelen. Without that, it seemed inconceivable that a solution to the potentially grave problems and dangers posed by Piper’s super-human psychic abilities could be found in good time.
“I wouldn’t use the word war,” Sakko said, replying to Tara’s question, “and nor is there a division quite so clear as to be worthy of the term civil war even if we were seeing intense violence. There aren’t yet firmly entrenched ‘sides’ since the news regarding our discovery of the gate is only hours old and the deaths of the foolhardy trainees occurred even more recently, but tensions are high and the divisions are forming. As you can imagine, some want to do whatever we can to destroy the gate to ensure that the Architects can never return while others want to consider things more carefully. Violent deaths are so completely unknown among our kind, there hasn’t yet been any kind of violent response from the kin of the victims, and I don’t expect any. Violence is alien to us in a way it is not to you — and I mean that with no disrespect — but I am far from complacent in this regard. We must act to ensure violence does not take root, not simply hope that it won’t.”
Dan nodded. He had already pondered many of these considerations about the gate itself earlier in the day when Leesha first revealed the news to him and Tara, and he wasn’t surprised to hear that the population of New Kerguelen was wrestling with it all, too.
Beyond the points about the rarity of violence within their society and their apparent lack of propensity to cyclically reciprocate when any occurred, The Messengers really did have a lot in common with humans, psychologically and intellectually, he reflected, even if they did tend to be slightly more reactive and less focused on abstract concepts or knock-on effects than they were on the immediately visible consequences of any given action.
In the corner of Dan’s vision, he saw Emma taking a few steps towards the couch.
She was in turn reacting to William Godfrey’s decision to take a seat and intently gaze up at the projector screen to take in the aftermath of his own highly public abduction from Buenos Aires.
Godfrey was quite understandably frustrated by not being able to hear any of the conversation going on around him, and Emma found herself following his eyes to catch a glimpse of the latest footage.
On the screen, she saw a replay of John Cole standing near the podium as he seemingly made a show of how not scared he was once almost everyone else had vacated the room.
Security had since ushered everyone outside, including Cole to his evident if somewhat exaggerated chagrin, but the next images to fill the screen showed an ACN reporter on the street outside the building, above a headline of “Cole to address media imminently”.
“Could you ask if they can cut the TV feeds and data signals to and from the area around the ICA building?” Godfrey suddenly asked the aliens, his eyes narrow in deep thought. He addressed them directly, knowing they could understand him even although he — lacking a patch — wouldn’t get any verbal reply. “If I was there, I could cut everything inside but not on the street. That idiot looks like he’s ready to steal my spotlight and say something that could destabilise this planet while everyone here seems to be worrying about yours.”
“No,” Emma said, deciding of her own accord.
Of course Sakko and Leesha could have hypothetically cut all digital communication in the vicinity of the ICA building, given that it would ‘only’ require the reversible destruction of some ground- and satellite based infrastructure, but she didn’t see it as a sensible course of action.
“The handful of media guys who have stayed behind would still hear what he said and report is as soon as they get back to somewhere with a live signal,” Emma went on, speaking directly to Godfrey. “Unless you want to paralyse the whole region with an EMP, blocking signals wouldn’t buy us any meaningful amount of time to try to explain this. The only way to stop him talking would be to take him… and then what?”
“Throw him into the sun,” Godfrey shrugged. “Emma, this isn’t even personal… he’s a threat to stability. A stitch in time saves nine, so let’s stitch the idiot’s mouth shut before it causes even more problems that we’ll have to deal with.”
Leesha and Sakko, both listening in to this conversation with enough attention to be interested in how Emma would react to Godfrey’s latest suggestion, shared a glance before looking at her in anticipation of the reply.
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As he encouraged two of his charges to forcefully enter and sweep Dan McCarthy’s top-floor office, ICA security chief José Claros was both glad they had asked his permission and perhaps even more so that they had already acted so selflessly in ascending a building which was in the process of being evacuated.
Claros’s role as a truly senior official meant that the responsibilities of certain lower ranking personnel slipped well under his radar, so he wasn’t explicitly aware that any of the agents in question literally had it in their job descriptions to sweep the offices of all titled VIPs during a potentially threatening incident.
“They’re not here, sir,” a youthful voice announced through Claros’s radio, seconds after the significant sound of a controlled explosion rang out. “The door came off safely but there’s no sign that anyone has even been in here today. If they were taken, it really doesn’t look like there was any kind of struggle.”
If they were taken against their will, they wouldn’t have had time to struggle, Claros thought to himself. He didn’t share this out loud, partly because it would have achieved nothing but primarily because he didn’t truly believe there was any chance the Messengers would ever take Dan and Tara against their wills.
“Should we come down, sir?” the young agent continued. “Every other room besides Chairman Godfrey’s provides surveillance data and we can see from the heat signatures that there’s no one in any of them.”
“I assume the Chairman’s office has been swept?” Claros asked.
“Affirmative. But sir, there was no way in to either office without forcing entry. The doors were—”
“Get yourselves outside with everyone else,” Claros instructed. “And gentlemen, my commendations on promptly reaching CPL McCarthy’s office and ensuring a safe entry. Don’t worry about the doors for a second, just get on down to the street and join the cordon.”
Authorised and pre-vetted vehicles began to appear at a distant checkpoint just within Claros’s vision shortly after the end of his communication with his laudably attentive agents, bringing a slow nod of relief. He wasn’t concerned for the physical safety of anyone in attendance, given his assumption that the inciting incident for the evacuation had been an intervention from the Messengers he and almost everyone recognised as peaceful and friendly, but it was nevertheless important for things to run smoothly.
As planned and rehearsed, two agents ushered Chinese Premier Ding Ziyang to the correct vehicle with the permission and assistance of his own bodyguards. Ding’s car, as familiar to him and his guards as its driver, sped off to safety. A few more vehicles were already on their way from the final checkpoint, with three large communal buses following close behind.
With the arrival of the second car at the edge of the pen, two more agents encouraged US President Valerie Slater to make her way towards it. Although Slater recognised the vehicle and would have felt perfectly safe getting inside, she signalled for its driver to continue forward and get out of the way of those following behind.
A brief standoff ensued as ICA security agents firmly instructed the driver to stay put and ultimately placed a roadblock in his way — indefinitely holding up the rest of the line — while Slater gestured wildly and increasingly animatedly with her arms in a performative manner that clearly displayed her reluctance to leave everyone else behind. How much of her reluctance was for show, knowing how many cameras were present, no one could truly know. Slater had similarly attempted to address the crowd at Godfrey’s vacant podium immediately after the flash, but the fact that a considerable number of cameras had also been pointing at her at that moment made it similarly difficult to read too much into it.
Eventually, Slater’s ‘in-house’ security team had a word in her ear which resigned her to the fate of leaving the scene now rather than making sure everyone else did first. In on the order of the evacuation list and who wasn’t on it, Slater just knew that John Cole would make sure he was the person to board the last bus.
The US agent who finally persuaded Slater to leave essentially told her that there was nothing he could do to remove the roadblock or convince his unbudging ICA counterparts to do the same. He also more softly told her that she had made her point and would clearly be seen to be leaving the others against her will, and only because arguing any longer would further prolong their wait to reach safety.
The last thing Claros or any of his security staff wanted was an incident of major controversy involving the highest-ranking individual left on site — the President of the United States, no less — so everyone was glad to see Slater enter her vehicle and leave the path clear for others to follow.
The rest of the evacuation went smoothly, with only the Fiore Frontiere delegation of Alessandro and Natalia’s prompt exit causing any disagreement whatsoever. This was sparked and spearheaded by John Cole, who threw his hands in the air like they were made of spaghetti and hopped around as if the ground was being consumed by lava. His ridiculous reaction made President Slater’s gesticulations of a few moments earlier look like positively nothing, and the woeful overacting was Cole personified.
As Slater had predicted, Cole also ensured that he was the very last delegate to board a vehicle. He spoke to the final few camera crews until the very end and then made sure they were still filming as they boarded the last bus to leave him alone — but for the army of security agents, at least — in the large holding pen with the grand entrance to William Godfrey’s ICA building symbolically framing the shot behind him.
Where’s a sniper when you need one?, José Claros ruefully and acerbically asked the hundreds of windows on the street across from him, only half-joking.
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“Do you know what else is a threat to stability?” Emma asked in frustration, replying to William Godfrey’s idea of dealing with John Cole in a manner that would cause real problems in attempting to prevent potential ones. “Abducting the British Prime Minister, that’s what.”
Godfrey furrowed his brow. “But not the ICA Chairman?”
Emma said nothing. Godfrey’s demeanour was one of understandable frustration, given the unmissable irony that the elected Chairman of Earth’s only politically recognised contact-focused body was the only adult human in a busy house in Birchwood, Colorado not currently able to converse with the two present aliens.
Dan, hearing this conversation and getting a new idea as he listened to Godfrey’s suggestion, butted in with a counter-suggestion of his own: “Leesha, Sakko… I don’t want you to take Cole anywhere, but do you think one of you could go and get Timo as well as Billy? That way we’d all be together to deal with everything that’s going on.”
Seemingly surprised by the request, Sakko didn’t respond at first.
Dan didn’t leave much time for anyone else to interject, either, quickly continuing: “Timo is almost definitely at the Fiore Frontiere building in the city, and I want him in on this. Especially with Billy coming, it makes sense to have everyone together so we can just brainstorm this thing once instead of having to go back and forth. It sounds like we’re going to have to deal with this fallout on New Kerguelen as soon as we possibly can, so there’s more to focus on than any of us can handle alone and I want to be surrounded by people I trust. Timo has been in on everything and has never let any of it slip, so he’s in that bracket.”
“If you wish,” Sakko replied quite flatly.
Dan nodded. “Thanks. Just make sure he’s alone, but don’t waste any time talking to him. He won’t be scared and he won’t have a patch anyway, so bring him back as quickly as you possibly can.”
A quick triple-knock on the front door then very suddenly took everyone’s attention, but the familiar voice of Henry McCarthy just as quickly calmed their nerves.
Dan told everyone — human or alien — to get out of the line of sight of the front door, to ensure that no people or hidden surveillance cameras would see anyone they weren’t supposed to while it was open. For now this included Dan himself, so he sent Clark forward to let Henry in.
Clark proceeded to unlock the door and remove the additional security latch, immediately finding himself slightly surprised but not at all perturbed to see that Mr Byrd was also with Henry.
“No Phil?” Clark asked.
“Long story,” Henry replied, shaking his head as he came in. As soon as the door was closed behind him, he got to the real issues he hadn’t wanted to risk anyone overhearing: “Where are Dan and Tara? Did they have to go? Did Leesha at least stop by with them before they left Earth? And what about Godfrey… what the hell do they want with him?”
Having heard the door closing, Dan first peeked out to make sure and then stepped into the living room. He called everyone else to follow with a clear hand gesture, and the awestruck look on his father’s face was perfectly in line with what he expected.
“Oh,” Henry said, his eyes darting between not only Dan and Tara, but also William Godfrey and both of the familiar Messengers. “So, I guess I have some catching up to do…”
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While the name Mesut Demir was not well known to many outside the specialised field of academic archaeology, all of that had been set to change on the day of the Interspace Contact Agency’s inauguration in Buenos Aires.
Having been tasked with managing initial digs at the recently rediscovered site of Dörtlü Tepe, Mesut was in turn one of very few people who knew what had been found. It was him, indeed, who had led Billy Kendrick to a remarkably engraved pillar which would forever change humanity’s understanding of its own history by proving beyond all doubt the reality of ancient alien visitation.
Essentially sent to Buenos Aires on Billy’s behalf, Mesut had been set to participate in two major events: first revealing some information about the site and what had been found to the world’s media, and later sitting in on an extremely exclusive meeting between the ICA’s titled Planetary Liaisons.
Recurring thoughts of sitting in the rarified company of Dan McCarthy, Tara Ford, William Godfrey, Valerie Slater and Ding Ziyang had made Mesut more than a little nervous in the days leading up to the inauguration gala, so much so that the notion of facing dozens of cameras to announce the find at Dörtlü Tepe — something equally far outside his comfort zone — hadn’t really had a chance to occupy his mind.
As it went, however, Mesut would be participating in no such events. For like everyone else who had witnessed Chairman Godfrey’s sudden disappearance in person, Mesut had been quickly evacuated by the ICA’s no-nonsense security staff and now found himself back at the Gravesen Hotel.
These opulent surroundings, as alien to Mesut as mingling with the political elite, offered little respite from the altogether greater concerns that now filled his mind: those regarding Godfrey’s disappearance itself. Since he was out of the loop on the full details on everything that had happened on New Kerguelen since the human Shelter-repair crew returned — details he had been set to find out later in the day and which Billy had kept from him reluctantly but, he insisted, necessarily —Mesut had no context in which to place the mysterious disappearance.
His questions were the same as everyone else’s: why had Godfrey been taken, and why had the Messengers done it so publicly?
But the things Mesut knew that others didn’t yet, chief among them that Dörtlü Tepe proved Earth had been visited by non-Messenger aliens in the ancient past, raised very different kinds of questions in his mind. He didn’t have to know anything about the Architects to know that the very existence of a third race changed everything, particularly when the carvings showed them communicating with humans in the same cable-based manner used by the Messengers themselves during early instances of public contact.
He couldn’t say it out loud to anyone he’d been around since leaving the ICA building and hadn’t been able to reach the few people he could have talked it over with, but Mesut naturally found his thoughts drifting towards the possibility that perhaps Godfrey hadn’t been taken by the friendly Messengers at all… that instead, he might have been taken by the others.
Feeling less comfortable in his plush hotel suite than he’d felt anywhere else for a long time, Mesut rose from his couch just a few minutes after being ushered inside. He walked to the wardrobe containing the suite’s high-security safe and entered the passcode. For no reason beyond his uncomfortable curiosity about Godfrey and the other aliens who might have taken him, Mesut then gazed at the printed photos within the safe.
He saw the carvings he knew by memory, focusing particularly on that of an extremely tall and long-skulled alien connecting itself to a human via an all-too-familiar cable interface. The photos were accompanied by a USB stick which contained every image and piece of video footage that had been captured at the site prior to its temporary closure, and which was for all intents and purposes the master backup of data which was stored offline at Fiore Frontiere for safe keeping.
With his initial efforts to reach both Timo and Billy with his questions about Godfrey having come up short, Mesut was at least soothed to know that the full series of images — the full truth — was in his own hands. Whatever happened elsewhere, he could always share it.
And indeed, depending on what did happen elsewhere in the coming minutes and hours, Mesut Demir knew that he just might have to…
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As Henry McCarthy continued further into the living room, which contained several more bodies — human and otherwise — than he had expected to encounter on his arrival, ICA Chairman William Godfrey moved away from the couch and looked at the rest of the group.
“And I have some damn catching up to do, too,” he lamented, referencing Henry’s comment from seconds earlier but adding a great deal of frustrated emphasis. “Just what the hell is going on? How can you all talk to each other, and them, without even speaking? How do you all have these damn powers? I thought Gellar was talking out of her arse with all the hysteria she’s been whipping up on Blitz about the Messengers’ telepathy being used by humans, but now you’re demonstrating it right in front of me! Have you been listening to my thoughts, too? I’ll bet you bloody have — all of you!”
Having kept his frustrations to himself until now, Godfrey’s sudden explosion of concerned anger was somewhat understandable since it came when he first considered the implication that the others might have been not merely leaving him out of their silent conversations but also eavesdropping on his own inner dialogue.
Emma, keen to nip this in the bud right away, turned her back to Godfrey and lowered the collar of her sweater to let him see the striking extraterrestrial patch that sat on the back of her neck. “These devices grant us a temporary ability to silently communicate with the Messengers or with any other humans who are wearing one,” she explained. “We can only hear thoughts that we consciously send to each other, and we can’t hear any thoughts from anyone who’s not wearing a patch… unless they have the full-blown UpLift powers like the Messengers do. But you? No; no one except the Messengers could hear anything that’s in your head, even if we were interested.”
“So why are you all so insistent on cutting me out and leaving me in the dark?” Godfrey asked, the bulk of his confusion gone but the totality of his frustration very much still present. “What’s the secret?”
“There’s a lot you don’t know,” Dan said, stepping forward to interject. “There already was before today, and I was going to tell you most of it at our meeting in Argentina, but Leesha told us something this morning and Sakko has told us more this afternoon. There are challenges and problems on New Kerguelen beyond anything they’ve ever seen.”
Godfrey nodded, glad to be getting somewhere. He turned to directly address the aliens. “Leesha, Sakko… I understand that you trust Dan and Tara more than you’ll ever trust a politician such as myself,” he said, knowing full well that they could understand everything he was saying despite his lack of a patch, “and I’d be lying if I said I don’t understand why. But as you saw when we all believed that your Great Shelter had to be repaired to protect you from a supposedly hostile environment, certain kinds of logistical support to deal with your problems can only be provided via a concerted response spearheaded by a man in my position as head of Earth’s sole legitimate point of diplomatic contact. I have never betrayed your trust, and I can assist in providing any kind of help you need!”
This passionate plea for inclusion, made by a power-savvy man who rarely let any of his desires be known, took several of his audience aback.
“It’s not just about what they’ve told us,” Emma said, herself particularly surprised by how candidly Godfrey had spoken. Something about his openness was more humanising than the far more careful and considered manner in which he normally conducted himself. “And if Dan’s okay with it, I don’t mind at all if Leesha and Sakko want to talk to loop you in on everything that’s happened on New Kerguelen since that night when Dan and Billy went up there. The reason I’ve frozen you out while we’ve all been talking about it is that there are other things, too… personal, family related things that aren’t for your ears.”
Godfrey’s eyebrows furrowed. He was glad to hear that some knowledge of what was happening wasn’t far away — Dan would surely allow him to converse with the Messengers, after all — but the notion of those Messengers somehow being involved in a McCarthy family problem confused him all over again.
“Hold on…” the ICA Chairman said, a change in his expression reflecting a sudden and unsure realisation. “Is there something wrong with the baby?”
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For Mesut Demir, the sound of every footstep outside the door of his hotel suite and the barely discernible shadow brought by each passerby felt like a new thing to fear.
What if they know what I have?, he wondered, not even sure who his hypothetical ‘they’ was but fearing it could be ICA security here to cover everything up in Godfrey’s absence.
None of it made sense, but none of it had to make sense for fear to sink in. There was no rationality threshold at which panic and stress were felt, as Mesut was experiencing only too clearly now, and his heart rate was elevated to a level more fitting of a man confronted by a pride of hungry lions on an otherwise empty savannah than by the indication of occasional passersby in a busy hotel.
Neither Timo Fiore nor Billy Kendrick had answered Mesut’s attempts to call them, and now that he had all but internalised the notion that he was being watched, he was hesitant to try again and either engage in a conversation or leave a voicemail message that could be overheard. He similarly began to feel paranoid that even text messages might not be safe, with some technology he didn’t know anything about possibly allowing snoopers to read his communications.
In an effort to drown out the intermittent sound of footsteps pacing in the hallway, a sound which set his mind racing each time it met his ears, Mesut turned on the TV. This effort quickly proved misguided, however, with the Blitz News report that filled the screen piping out far more reasons to be scared than any footsteps ever could.
Sensationalism didn’t begin to cover it; the report, from just outside the hotel where Mesut was currently holed up, spoke of “dark and hidden alien motives” for Godfrey’s disappearance and suggested that there could be even worse actors in play than the generally well-liked Leesha and Sakko who Blitz had already been painting as monsters disguised as friends. Leesha’s violent killing of an assassin just a few miles away in downtown Buenos Aires hadn’t done much to temper these calls, to say the least, but Mesut wasn’t concerned about any of that.
What he was concerned about was that Blitz might have just landed on the truth by accident; the old analogy of even a broken clock being right twice a day was apt, he thought, what with Blitz Media’s reporters and writers selling fear for their own clandestine reasons without even knowing what was going on higher up the chain.
If these ideas were correct and the aliens on the carving had returned to seize Godfrey — perhaps to stop the day’s events in their tracks before Mesut himself could break the news about Dörtlü Tepe — petty media agendas would be the least relevant thing in the world.
Following this line of thought, Mesut began to worry that the gravest threat to his own wellbeing came not from the people passing by outside his door but rather from these self-same ‘other’ aliens. If they did want to prevent knowledge of the carvings being disseminated, he knew that he simply had to be their next target.
As his fears grew and he experienced ever greater physical stress symptoms including a sudden pain in his stomach, the conscious and rational part of Mesut’s mind tried to convince the rest that he’d had a long day and had witnessed an incredible and, yes, a frightening thing.
This was a natural way to feel, he took pains to tell himself, and it didn’t mean there was any merit in leaping to these kinds of crazy conclusions — each new and crazier part resting upon an already flimsy logical foundation — but it also didn’t mean there was any sense in beating himself up for doing so.
Given the global importance of what he had found at Dörtlü Tepe, however, the introduction of these fears — however baseless they may or may not have been — left Mesut with no real option but to unilaterally act upon a precautionary idea as soon as it entered his mind.
Billy and Timo would likely have disapproved, but he couldn’t safely clear it with either of them and felt like he couldn’t risk waiting another second. He considered then that Billy and Timo could even have been taken, too and this only served to further ratchet up the urgency.
With Blitz News and its sensationalist reporting playing in the background while footsteps clipped and clopped down the hallway, Mesut returned to his safe and lifted out his laptop computer as well as the priceless USB backup of every single photograph and every second of video captured at Dörtlü Tepe.
Mesut Demir was an intelligent and resourceful man; so whatever might happen to him in the coming minutes and hours, he would see to it that the world would know what he’d found.
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
William Godfrey’s guess that something was ‘wrong’ with Piper wasn’t the wild stab in the dark it seemed like to the suddenly concerned-looking Henry and Mr Byrd, both of whom had missed the moment when he saw Emma hand Piper to Sakko in what previously struck the ICA Chairman as a bizarrely random move but which was now beginning to make some degree of sense in his mind.
“Don’t ever ask about her again,” Clark replied in his firmest, deepest tone. “And if you ever even speak of having a suspicion…”
Although to Emma’s mind Clark’s reply had only confirmed to Godfrey that any such suspicion was correct, the look in the man’s eyes upon receiving this warning convinced her that it had been worthwhile.
“So, can I speak to them about everything else?” Godfrey asked.
Emma looked at Dan, who nodded.
Dan then turned to the Messengers, with a simple request: “Can you get Billy and Timo, though? I want them here, and it makes sense to only explain everything one last time instead of once now and once when they arrive. Once they get here, we’ll have everyone who knows about the Architects.”
“Well, except Phil,” Clark said. “He was here that night, remember?”
“Phil’s not alone, though,” Mr Byrd chimed in from his standing position next to Henry McCarthy’s wheelchair at the side of the couch.
“Byrd’s right,” Henry confirmed. “Right now, I’d say Phil is either back in the bar or still talking to Chip.”
“Wait…” Clark jumped. “Did you say Chip? Chip Petrovic?”
Henry nodded. “He’s working as a lawyer, just like his old man Diamond.”
“Makes sense, but what’s he doing back in Birchwood?” Clark asked.
Emma blew air from her lips. “Right now, who cares?” she said, speaking for a few of the others, too. “If we’re getting Timo, can we just get Timo? I don’t care who Chip is right now, and I like Phil but he’s not exactly the quarterback of this team. Timo brings things the rest of us don’t in terms of resources, and like Dan said he has been in on a lot of secrets over the years. Nothing phases him; he always has a clear mind for dealing with problems.”
“Exactly,” Dan agreed. “So, Leesha…?”
The alien nodded in his awkward but in endearing way and then disappeared in a flash he brought forth without warning. After one of the shortest intervals anyone could remember, which was particularly impressive given that Leesha had this time gathered not one but two friendly and unfrightened allies, both Timo Fiore and Billy Kendrick stood in the increasingly crowded living room.
“Oh, thank God,” the Italian exhaled. “I was worried that something big had gone wrong.”
Billy Kendrick, harbouring some remarkable Transcript-related news of his own, said nothing just yet but forced some smiles in various directions.
“Something big has gone wrong,” Clark said.
Timo looked around at the troubled expressions which filled the room. The initial relief of seeing Godfrey alive and well, particularly alongside Dan and Tara, was quickly fading now that he saw how concerned they all looked.
“Are you all talking to them now?” Timo asked, gesturing towards the aliens and taking care not to ask anything too overt about telepathy or the remarkable patches which safely enabled it, astutely assuming that the group may have understandably decided against looping Godfrey in on certain things. “What’s the story?”
Clark quickly rushed to fetch some more spare patches for Billy and Timo, as well as his father Henry and Mr Byrd and finally Chairman Godfrey. He returned rapidly and handed them out, with neither Dan nor Emma objecting to any of this.
“We’re all going to cover everything now,” Clark continued, this time out loud. “Except Piper, you guys. Don’t think or ask anything specific about her, okay?”
With Godfrey present, the men all understood why this was the case. Avoiding certain thoughts was always easier said than done, with telling someone not to think about something usually acting as the fastest shortcut to ensuring they did, but the nature of the telepathy patches meant that only thoughts they consciously opted to share with the others would be broadcast. For this reason, no one was overly concerned.
Only Godfrey was new to the concept of the patches, and he reacted with predictable amazement as the one placed on his neck suddenly ‘stuck’ itself in place.
“They come off really easily,” Clark said, reassuring him.
Godfrey nodded. Having engaged in similarly silent conversations with Leesha and even Dan via the very different medium of cables in the UN’s old Table Room, the ICA Chairman wasn’t overawed by the nature of the telepathic thoughts arriving in his mind. The same couldn’t be said for the content of these thoughts, however, which positively stunned him as they began to flood in.
With Dan’s permission, Leesha very quickly — and in a manner more succinct than any human could have managed — began with a retelling of their discoveries inside the Outpost and everything they now knew about the deceitful Architects. These introductory points were by now only news to Godfrey, but they were explosive enough to prompt him to take a seat while he tried to process them.
As Leesha continued piece by piece, expressions around the room stiffened and fell to reflect the new details various individuals were learning.
From various positions of knowledge, it only took a few minutes for the entire room to be on exactly the same page on everything except Piper’s status, of which Godfrey was left with suspicions rather than knowledge and which the recently arrived foursome of Henry, Mr Byrd, Timo and Billy didn’t yet realise was once again of grave concern. They would hear about that very soon, when someone could talk to them without Godfrey listening, but for now there were more than enough explosive revelations circling the living room for anyone’s mind to deal with.
After a rapid rundown of the initial Architect-related revelations that everyone except Godfrey was already familiar with, Leesha dived into the news of the Transcripts that had been discovered on New Kerguelen in recent days. That the Architects had left enormous Transcripts on the external surface to implore future visitors to never allow the Messengers back into their lost city of New Birchwood raised all kinds of questions, but to the Messengers’ surprise it also raised an interruption from Billy Kendrick.
Billy’s interjection to share his own remarkable discovery of a Transcript on Earth — and at Dörtlü Tepe no less — stunned everyone. His description of the Transcript was even more incredible given the clear parallel to what Leesha had just shared; for on Earth, the Architects had left a message to stress the importance of making sure humans never dug up the secrets buried at the remarkable Turkish site.
The questions and confusions this raised were on a whole new level, with the implication that the Architects had returned to Earth long after the initial visit that was retold by Dörtlü Tepe’s sole excavated pillar alone rewriting the group’s understanding of everything they thought they knew about the nature of the deceitful race’s relationship with humanity.
Although several people in the living room had all kinds of questions to ask Billy about his find, those would have to wait until after Leesha finished his relentless rundown of recent developments. The information the alien delivered, while fast and detailed, certainly had nothing in common with the overwhelming ‘deluge’ effect that came with glancing at an information-rich Transcript.
Seconds later, William Godfrey and all four of the more recent arrivals gasped loudly at Leesha’s revelation that a gateway had been discovered on New Kerguelen; one the Messengers firmly believed would lead to the Architects’ home world. Leesha ignored the telepathic questions that came his way and simply responded with thoughts that were somehow louder than those coming from the surprised humans in front of him.
Nearing the end, Leesha then explained that an exodus was well under way from the Messengers’ Great Shelter to the great city of New Birchwood that had been kept from them by the Architects.
Billy interjected again at this stage, and this time Leesha allowed his silent question to be heard unchallenged: “Shouldn’t you keep the city clear until we can search it? If there are things the Architects don’t want you to find there, surely it makes sense to carefully look for them before you start repopulating the place?”
For his part, Dan didn’t disagree. A similar point had come up in his own mind earlier, and he still saw a lot of merit in it.
“It’s a vast city,” Leesha replied. “The more of us there are, the quicker we will find whatever might be waiting for us.”
“I don’t know,” Billy sighed, thinking as an archaeologist. “There’s always a danger of contamination. But about this gate… if we’re ever going to entertain going through it, we can’t entertain it yet. We now know beyond a shadow of a doubt that there are things they don’t want us to find on Earth and there are things they don’t want us to find on New Kerguelen. If anyone is asking me, I think our priority has to be poring over every inch of Dörtlü Tepe and New Birchwood until we know more about what we’re dealing with. We also need to look for more outdoor Transcripts, and I have some ideas on that…”
Dan cleared his throat. “For the sake of playing devil’s advocate, Billy, I don’t know that we have to fear the gate as much as it seems like you do. Think about it: this gate had to be intended for the Messengers, not for the Architects themselves to use. Because why would the Architects need a gate? This goes back to the chicken-and-egg point you made in the Outpost about how the UpLift powers clearly all came from the Architects… what I mean is: if the Architects need a gate to get to New Kerguelen — and then here — how did they get here in the first place, before there was a gate?”
“It could just be a shortcut,” Billy replied, not arguing in any sense and taking Dan’s ‘consider the problem from all angles’ approach in the intended spirit. “You know, like they could have built this crazy gateway once they knew where New Kerguelen was having first reached it by slightly more conventional means?”
Dan shook his head. “I don’t think so. They gave the Messengers an UpLift power that lets them teleport, on top of the core powers. The powers are all limited, sure… but probably by design; they probably didn’t want to make their guard dogs too powerful. But if the Architects can casually grant these powers to a different race by way of physical devices and cables, imagine the kind of power that’s within them. I mean, what even is the teleportation power? Is teleportation just an imprecise word we can understand? A concept the Messengers can understand? With everything else that’s always going on, we’ve hardly even thought about what’s actually going on when these flashes happen. Whatever it is, for all we know it could be interdimensional.”
“To be honest, Dan,” Billy said, blowing air from his lips, “that stuff is all so far beyond me that I can’t give you a meaningful reply. Interdimensionality is one thing, but it’s all so fast… what if there’s a time-manipulating aspect? And believe me, in all my extraterrestrial research and theorising over the years, I’ve tried to wrap my head around this stuff. I just… well, the instantaneous travel doesn’t make sense according to physics as we know it, so I do think there probably is an interdimensional or temporal element at play here. I just don’t understand it.”
Judging by the silence, no one did.
“But…” Billy said, “there is a big part of me that wants to fight the instinctive fear. I’m talking about everything we know about the Architects here, not just about the gate. Sure, they’re grade-A assholes for what they did on New Kerguelen with the lies they spun about the Shelter and the Machines. We also know from Dörtlü Tepe that they didn’t want to engage with us and don’t want us to see whatever else is down there waiting to be dug up… but maybe only because they’re scared of us. The other pillars could be covered in wisdom about space travel or something like that — exactly the kind of knowledge the Architects don’t want us to have because they think we have this dangerous mix of intelligence and aggressiveness.”
Dan was listening even more intently than the others, always glad to have Billy and his sharp mind around but now more so than ever.
“And the thing is,” Billy said, “I don’t think we should assume the Architects are still around at all, or at least in a way that could be troublesome for us. Think about it: they used the Messengers as a buffer against us, and lied to keep us from them. But now the Messengers are engaging with us, giving us UpLift powers, taking us to New Kerguelen. We’re helping them find the truth about the Architects — how meta can you get! — and the Architects aren’t stopping any of it. Same with Dörtlü Tepe… they don’t want us to see what’s there, but they haven’t done anything to stop us now that we’ve found it. From what we saw in the Outpost, it seems like they left New Kerguelen in a hurry… so maybe something bad did happen to them and now they’re totally out of the picture?”
Dan was nodding now.
Billy continued: “And there’s one unifying thought here, Dan, following on from what you said about the gate probably not being for their own use: I don’t see why our crossing the gate, hypothetically, would alert the Architects to our presence in any dangerous way. With New Birchwood, Dörtlü Tepe and everything else… if they still cared about us and were still watching, they would have interfered by now. So either they don’t care, or for some reason they can’t pay attention any more. On that last idea, maybe the same thing that rushed them away from New Kerguelen has taken them away from watching us altogether? Both of our species, I mean. Both of our planets. The gateway we’ve already traversed leads from New Kerguelen to Earth, so maybe the other one on New Kerguelen leads to another safe planet altogether? Not another race, since none was ever mentioned and neglecting to mention them would more than slightly defeat the presumed goal of having the Messengers monitor them too, but another planet. When the dust settles, this could be an opportunity. You know, for the sake of playing devil’s advocate.”
“Billy, there is one more thing that you and some of the others haven’t heard yet,” Sakko said, moving swiftly on before any of those others could reply and taking over from Leesha. With a heavy heart and sullen lilt to his tone, he then relayed the story of a trio of former Squadron trainees attempting to fly through the gate only to be shot down by more experienced members of that defunct caste-like organisation.
No one else spoke, allowing those just learning this news to internalise it as best they could.
“With this,” Sakko went on, “the already intense fear of the gate has been joined by societal division and unrest of a kind we have never seen. This happened today, after Leesha came to deliver news of the gate. So with respect, our absolute priority has to be bringing Dan and Tara to New Kerguelen to settle and unite our populace before the situation becomes unsalvageable.”
“You can’t be serious, Dan?” Henry McCarthy spoke aloud, breaking the pattern of silence as he directly addressed his youngest son.
Dan only nodded. He would explain everything to Henry when Godfrey wasn’t listening — everything about Piper and the inexplicable powers of something akin to foresight she had demonstrated earlier in the day — and Henry would soon come to understand.
For the first time, Timo Fiore joined the discussion: “So it sounds like we need to split up?” he said, talking aloud as now seemed to be the way. “Billy, why don’t you tell me more about these Transcripts you found on your computer and we’ll get everything up on the big screens at Fiore Frontiere? Dan, Tara, it sounds like you guys are going to be dealing with the biggest problem of all. And Emma… at some point, someone is going to have to address Godfrey’s disappearance before we start seeing the kind of unrest that Sakko just described.”
Emma nodded before turning to Dan. She gulped and held his eyes. “So I guess you’re going back.” It wasn’t a question.
“Seems like it,” he said. “But we’ll be as quick as we can. Right, Tara?”
Tara tried to force a confident reply, one which convinced everyone except the older sister who knew her best: “So quick, you won’t even know we’re gone…”
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GRAVESEN HOTEL
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
Fearing that every second could count, what with the speed at which an alien flash could occur and take him from Buenos Aires to who-knew-where, Mesut Demir wasted no time.
Increasingly paranoid that he was in danger from the potentially unfriendly aliens he had found evidence of at Dörtlü Tepe and still uneased by the presence of ICA security guards in his hotel, Mesut’s chosen course of action was put in place just minutes after it first entered his mind.
The process was as simple as the idea, which made things easy, and Mesut was far too caught up in the moment to consider everything as carefully as he normally would have.
Using a secure superfast mobile connection on his laptop, Mesut uploaded the contents of the USB device to an equally secure holding page. Dozens of high quality images and several videos were uploaded in almost no time, with the second stage hardly taking any longer.
Stage two involved scheduling a recurring social media post, every ten hours, which would go live with an open link to the files should Mesut fail to disable it.
This would serve as a rudimentary dead man’s switch, in essence, since the data would become public within hours if anything should happen to Mesut and render him unable to log in to disable the next scheduled post.
Mesut didn’t expect this attention-sensitive and somewhat dangerous requirement to manually disable a post every ten hours to go on for long, and certainly not for the rest of his life. Really, he thought, it should only have to go on for however long Godfrey remained ‘gone’ and Timo and Billy remained out of reach — whichever ended first.
Making sure his discovery became public mattered more to Mesut Demir than his own wellbeing, so his mind was soothed even as the footsteps outside continued. If anything they seemed to be getting more frequent and purposeful, but he had enough rationality left to consider that this was probably a simple case of addressing one problem leading to another starting to seem more pressing than had previously been the case.
Human brains were better at identifying problems and threats than just about anything else, and Mesut acknowledged this while taking solace from the fact that he had dealt with what he had deemed the largest within his circle of control. He had done what he could, in short, to ensure the truth would get out even if the worst came to the worst and he wouldn’t be around to deliver it to the world personally.
Satisfied with this, Mesut put the USB stick back in his safe — right alongside the printed photos — and returned to his couch. He switched off the TV having heard more than enough of Blitz News for one day then began navigating news sites on his laptop.
There were as many interpretations of Godfrey’s disappearance as people making them, it seemed, and Mesut was just as on-edge as everyone else. He had as little knowledge that Emma McCarthy was set to deliver a call for calm as he did that William Godfrey was safe in Birchwood or that the mysterious ‘other’ aliens discovered at Dörtlü Tepe had played no part in his disappearance, but Mesut’s knowledge that the discovery itself was safe had eased his mind considerably.
I’ve done my part, he thought to himself, seeing his action as a responsibility exercised rather than an elective action worthy of praise. And that’s all I can do…
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
In the aftermath of ICA Chairman William Godfrey’s sudden disappearance from his own inauguration speech in Buenos Aires, a moment whose potentially destabilising effects were easy for Birchwood’s inner circle to forget about given that his equally sudden appearance there had brought with it revelations of far greater immediate concern, the universal feeling was that silence wouldn’t do.
Before any grander plans were enacted — and things were moving quickly in that regard, with hearty discussion sometimes breaking into passionate debate about who should go where in the next few hours and what levels of risk were acceptable or even necessary — something had to be done to ease the public’s understandable concern, and to prevent that concern from manifesting itself in the form of overnight disorder.
With the continued absence from the public eye of Dan and Tara causing intense media speculation, particularly now that ICA security officers had confirmed that a full evacuation of the building was complete and the duo still hadn’t been seen in public since arriving there in the morning, Emma McCarthy was the obvious candidate to deliver a message about their continued absence and Godfrey’s disappearance.
Message management was typically Emma’s forte, but today called for something even more urgent: crisis management.
Unusually, Emma had William Godfrey himself present at her side while she was brainstorming how she could possibly act to reduce tensions before things boiled over. The two had faced off on several occasions in the past and had been implicitly allied against shared enemies on others, but never before had they worked so closely on a common goal.
There had always been an element of professional respect between them, with each recognising — usually begrudgingly — how good the other was at their respective job. Godfrey was a masterful politician capable of selling unpopular policies and forming the unlikeliest of coalitions while Emma saw media narratives in a way others simply couldn’t, as though she was viewing things top-down through a wider-angle lens than anyone else had access to.
Both had remarkable eyes for detail and thus were left alone together in Emma’s office to come up with a workable plan. Some of the others wanted to participate, too, chiefly Tara, but Dan talked her down and insisted that it really was better for Godfrey and Emma to take care of it.
It had already been absolutely decided that Emma wouldn’t appear in a live interview on any news station but would instead record a short statement and post it directly online with a note permitting media outlets around the world to freely distribute it, and this eased Tara’s mind somewhat by ensuring there would be no slip-ups in dealing with unexpected questioning or anything of that nature.
Tara ultimately relented when Dan told her that Emma and Godfrey’s absence from the living room would enable the rest of the group — including Leesha and Sakko — to talk openly about their options for ways forward in tackling the broader issues of the day. Paths had been presented courtesy of Billy’s remarkable discovery of Earth-based Transcripts as well as Sakko’s desperate invitation for Dan and Tara to join him on New Kerguelen as a matter of urgency, and the time was right to dive full-heartedly into them.
With Godfrey not sufficiently trusted to hear everything, his presence had been a hindrance to the others’ ability to talk truly openly. And with Piper’s ailment and the consequences of it ever becoming public knowledge acting as the driving force that pushed the group to seek solutions involving levels of risk that would otherwise have seen them dismissed as ridiculously cavalier, this was an important point.
As soon as Tara was fully on-side with the plan, she offered to help Emma with her hair and makeup. This idea was politely shot down by several of the others at once — including Emma herself — and Tara was quick to accept their reasoning that Emma’s video message should look more impromptu than stage-managed.
She wasn’t going to mess her hair up on purpose or anything like that, but Emma wasn’t worried about any imperfections.
“One of these days I’ll have an idea that one of you likes,” Tara had laughed as Emma and Godfrey entered the office, and once they were gone she was glad to get down to the business of discussing what the rest of the group could hope to do next.
The entirety of the living room-based group, Leesha and Sakko included, were more than a little surprised by just how quickly Emma and Godfrey re-emerged to announce they were finished.
“It’ll be on TV soon,” Emma said, and even she was surprised to see her face and hear her voice less than a minute later via the combined power of super-fast internet enabling the data transfers and the huge popularity of her rarely used social media platforms ensuring that the video was spotted and shared the second it went live.
Emma and Godfrey had clearly worked fast and decided to roll with an unscripted speech which hit the main points, given that they had been gone for only six or seven minutes and the message lasted around three:
“I want to set some things straight today,” the spoken message began, “which will hopefully help everyone realise that there is no reason for any concern and definitely not for any of the hysteria that’s being whipped up in some places. As we all know by now, a second Shelter was discovered on New Kerguelen. We’ve all heard the rumours, too, but what I want to tell you is I don’t know what the bad news from New Kerguelen is.
“Clark didn’t know when he mentioned it at the drive-in, either, we just knew that Leesha had to go home and stay there for a while to deal with something. People have read way too much into what Clark said and have flat-out made things up to fill in the blanks of what he didn’t say. I can understand people doing that, because I do it too… but what I have a much harder time accepting is certain media outlets being deliberately inflammatory in creating scare stories when there is no reason to do so and no benefit to doing so beyond inflating their viewing figures.
“As for what happened today, all I ask is that everyone tries to remember that we’ve known for a long time that the Messengers actively want to cooperate and that they were keen to work with the ICA, even during the days of deadlock at the UN. The timing of this isn’t great for us, but it could be that something genuinely urgent — for the Messengers, not for us — has come up. Or, just maybe, it could be that the big gathering in Buenos Aires got their attention. We know they’ve timed things like that before, like the triangle turning up in Zanzibar when Godfrey was opening the GCC in that exact same building. I’m not worried about my husband; I’m not worried about my sister; and while no one would probably expect me to worry about Godfrey in a personal sense, I’m not at all concerned about what his disappearance means for interplanetary cooperation, either. He’ll be back soon, as will Dan and Tara, and I’m as confident of that as I’ve ever been about anything. The only thing I’m hoping for is that they succeed in helping the Messengers with whatever problem they’re facing at home, if that is what this is about.
“Lastly, I want to firmly ask media outlets to stop giving the oxygen of publicity to people like John Cole, and I also want to just as firmly ask everyone to bear in mind that the Messengers have never done anything to hurt us in all the time they’ve known us. And not only that… they have always gone untold miles out of their way to help us. So if they need our help with something today and if they have indeed taken the two humans they trust more than any others in the shape of Dan and Tara along with our planet’s collectively nominated ‘leader’ in the shape of Chairman Godfrey, the only thing I’m worried about is whether or not those three will be able to provide the help the Messengers need. I’ve said that twice now, because it’s so true that it bears repeating.
“Under no circumstances would the Messengers ever drag them into any kind of danger they weren’t aware of, and I know that beyond a shadow of a doubt. Thanks, everyone. I’ll give another update as soon as there’s something to report.”
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DRIVE-IN
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
As word of Emma McCarthy’s public announcement reached the crowd of citizens and reporters in and around the Birchwood drive-in, the few without a smartphone could only look around at the surreal sight of absolutely everyone else gazing into their hands to watch the video statement.
It was particularly odd that even the reporters and producers on-site were now consuming news rather than creating it, with Emma’s decision to bypass everyone else by posting her video directly online clearly doing exactly what she wanted it to.
Neither ACN’s familiar face Jenna Clark nor any of her colleagues knew quite how to react to the news, except for the roundly disliked Blitz News reporter who stood outside the lot and dived straight into a lamentation about the McCarthys and their history of self-serving secret-keeping. He was drowned out by angry calls from the surrounding crowd of pro-McCarthy locals, but this only gave him more of what he wanted.
Tensions were already high after Chairman Godfrey’s disappearance and many of the crowd had fled for the safe comfort of home after the unexpected events in Buenos Aires. Those left behind had no time for this kind of nonsense from Blitz, and a group of attendant police officers ultimately asked the reporter to desist from his overly animated behaviour and retreat to his vehicle, on the very legitimate grounds of seeking to prevent an escalation.
A senior officer preemptively told the camera pointed in his face that he wasn’t prohibiting Blitz from broadcasting and that no one’s free speech was being censored, the man just couldn’t conduct himself like this in this exact location at this exact time.
The actions of these police officers, as well-intentioned and as understandable to many as they were, would only give Blitz more ammunition to present their agenda-driven reporters as victims of oppression at the hands of a supposedly concerted pro-contact conspiracy that had now infected law enforcement, and the sane reporters on the scene knew this only too well.
Jenna Clark from ACN encouraged her cameraman not to film the disagreement between the Blitz reporter and police officers.
“That’s what they want,” she said, only too right. “So for God’s sake, let’s not play into their hands…”





G minus 42
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BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Emma McCarthy’s public statement, a deliberately rambling one in relation to her usually succinct public proclamations, received nods of approval from almost everyone in the living room as it finished airing on the projector screen that filled the wall before them.
“Some of that was beyond evasive…” Henry said, the sole exception. “There were some flat-out lies in there. I’m not thinking about anything ethical, but when we start lying it can get difficult to keep track of what story we’re sticking to.”
“It’s no different from trying to remember what we haven’t told certain people,” Emma said. “Lies and secrets are siblings, not cousins. I get where you’re coming from, but the only thing I said that was a blatant lie was that I don’t know what kind of ‘bad news on New Kerguelen’ Clark was talking about when he mentioned it at the drive-in. That’s just cleaning up my own mistake, because I sent him out there without explicitly telling him not to say that, so it was all on me.”
“And it wasn’t like I said anything disastrous,” Clark said, keen to point this out.
“Oh, not at all!” Emma said. “You did great that day.”
Clark smiled. “And Dad, she covered for me with the whitest lies in the world, so there’s nothing to get hung up about.”
Emma nodded. “Saying we don’t know what the bad news is was the whitest lie in the world, because spilling that would only have caused problems. But I don’t want anyone to be under any illusions here: I would tell the blackest lies in the universe if they kept my daughter safe.”
Henry didn’t say anything, but looked now like he fully approved.
“So, did you all have time to come up with any ideas?” Emma asked, out loud.
Billy Kendrick replied first: “I’d really like to bring in Alessandro Bonucci, to help look for more Transcripts on Timo’s computers or maybe even to help Leesha draw up a shortlist of sites to scan from above. If they can see things from the sky, that’s going to be better than looking at pictures.”
“A flyover could be very illuminating,” Leesha confirmed. “Scouting locations beforehand could be very helpful, too, and I will gladly work with those chosen to assist in this task.”
“Alessandro is the smartest person I know, for working on pretty much anything,” Billy went on. “Working out visibility angles and distances and things like that will be right up his alley, if they need to do any of that to draw up an optimal route to check out his shortlist of sites. Remember Il Diavolo? He’s also good at keeping quiet when it counts, as we all know. I mean… seriously, remember Il Diavolo?”
“For a task like this, Alessandro would be an asset like no other,” Timo agreed.
“I like it,” Emma said. “So Billy, you and Alessandro are going to help Timo and Sakko with that while Dan and Ta—”
Billy cleared his throat to interrupt. “No, I want to go to New Kerguelen with them and Sakko,” he replied.
Silence circled for a few seconds, as everyone who had been there for the brief discussion that led to this decision looked to Emma to gauge her initial reaction. None was forthcoming.
“It’s just like you said: they need us, Emma,” Billy added. He stopped talking and very astutely finished his statement telepathically: “And if we want their help with certain things, we need to stabilise New Kerguelen however we can. This isn’t quid pro quo… because it’s not that they won’t help us while their world is in turmoil, it’s that they can’t.”
“I don’t like that one, but I’m with you,” Emma replied, still speaking aloud. “And if they’re going to be looking for more Transcripts or information at New Birchwood, too, you’re going to be an asset for that. Splitting up makes sense.”
“Well, I’m staying here with you and Piper,” Clark said to Emma. “There’s no splitting up here. It’s enough worrying about—”
“Worry is natural, but don’t be worried about the Architects,” Billy said. “I’m starting to think there might be no real ‘bad guy’ in this grand universal story. Or what if there is, and it’s us — by accident? You know, just because of what we are. What if it was all peace and love and cooperation on New Kerguelen until the Architects found us, and because of our aggression they feared us? What if they just thought the ends of containing us justified the means of betraying the Messengers’ trust? Our nature and their interpretation of it caused problems, but that doesn’t necessarily mean either of us are bad.”
Clark didn’t say anything in disagreement, and appreciated Billy’s effort to calm him down without quite sharing in any of the logical leaps he felt it rested upon.
Leesha, meanwhile, and without letting it be known explicitly, appeared decidedly unsupportive of any defence of the Architects who had betrayed and misled his kind for so long.
“Anyway, what about me?” Chairman Godfrey interjected, ignoring Billy’s comments and reminding the others of his own rare and hard-to-get-used-to presence in the living room. “Do I lie low here until this is done? Things tend to move impossibly quickly on that planet, so it shouldn’t be too long, should it?”
Emma was glad Godfrey had been the one to suggest staying in Birchwood, because there was simply no way he could have been allowed to go anywhere else and it was far easier for everyone that he was willing to stay of his own accord. She considered that Clark’s presence probably settled him somewhat, given that the two were on good terms and Godfrey still looked at the elder McCarthy brother very fondly for proving himself quite literally willing to take a bullet for him.
Dan clapped his hands together. “Okay. Well, the quicker we get going, the easier it’s going to be…. because if things are getting more heated up there by the minute, we need to get there as soon as we can to cool it down. So Leesha, can you guys bring Alessandro to Fiore Frontiere when you’re going there with Timo? He was at the ICA.”
“I am familiar with Alessandro, so I wouldn’t have any problems with that,” Leesha said. “Emma?”
“Go,” she replied, granting her final-say permission to the alien who had instinctively sought it. “But first, do you understand everything Billy’s told you about how he found the Transcript at Dörtlü Tepe, so that you can look for more with Alessandro and Timo? And hold on a second until Clark grabs some Transcript-reading patches for them.”
Emma tipped her head to encourage Clark to hurry off to fetch the patches, since she was holding Piper and Dan and Tara were getting ready to leave. He set off gladly towards the bathroom and its false tile which hid their stash of patches.
“The thoughts beneath Billy’s explanation have told me all I need to know about the Earth-based Transcript,” Leesha confirmed, answering Emma’s earlier question.
“Good,” she nodded, “then yeah, by all means. Take Timo with you, fetch Alessandro, and go to Fiore Frontiere. Okay? I’ll be right here all night if any of you need anything.”
Clark arrived back quickly and gave the extra Transcript patches to Leesha. Clark had wisely brought some for Dan and Tara too, in case they might need them and have difficulty procuring any on New Kerguelen.
Before Timo could say his goodbyes, Leesha bid a quick farewell to his human friends and thanked them for their willingness to assist on New Kerguelen. He reiterated to Sakko that he had promised Dan the Messengers would do all they could to assist with Piper — ensuring this part was only heard by Sakko, to avoid bringing forth any more questions about the child in Chairman Godfrey’s mind — and seconds later he was gone.
Timo too, was no longer present once the flash filled the living room and faded just as quickly.
“No Leeesssss,” Piper said, like clockwork.
Dan bounced her gently in his arms. “He’ll be back pretty soon. And once I leave with Sakko, Aunt Tara and Billy, we’ll all be back soon, too.”
“Emma…” Tara began, eying her carefully. “Are you really okay with us going up there even when things are so heated?” she asked, surprising her sister with the question.
“Take yes for an answer,” Emma replied.
Dan chimed in at this point: “Tara, you can stay here if you want to,” he said. “Really. Me and Billy can—”
“Her presence is far more important than you appear to realise,” Sakko telepathically interjected.
“And you’ll keep her safe,” Clark replied, just as silently. It wasn’t a question.
“Like my own life depends on it,” the alien promised.
Henry McCarthy blew air from his lips very loudly, growing increasingly uneasy. He watched as Tara and Clark embraced ahead of the former’s departure, and felt emotion growing as Dan and Emma did the same thing with Piper smiling between them.
“Be safe, son,” he said to Dan.
Dan nodded, first at Henry and then the similarly concerned Clark.
Sakko walked to the spot near the kitchen from which the Messengers most often conducted their remarkable teleportations, with Billy first to stand at his side. Tara went next, kissing Clark one last time and then hugging Emma and Piper.
Dan was last to leave, but not due to any great feelings of hesitation.
“I’ll see you soon, darling,” he said to Piper.
“Dada… go?” she replied, surprising everyone with both a clear inflection and a new word.
Emma smiled and kissed her on the top of the head. “Dada and Tata won’t be gone for long,” she said, hoping beyond hope she was right as the flash consumed her vision and carried her husband and sister to a distant world of chaos and tension. “They’ll be back soon.”
Although no one said it, none of those who remained in Birchwood were anything like so confident in Emma’s words — herself included — as they had been in the past.
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Although Emma McCarthy’s speech had been less polished than her usual public proclamations, Mesut Demir was somewhat soothed by the words. More than this, perhaps, he was soothed by the lack of evident fear in Emma’s expression and body language.
Her closeness to both Dan and Tara, and in turn their unparalleled closeness to the Messengers, meant that she would almost certainly know if anything had happened that merited the level of anxious panic Mesut had been feeling prior to his engagement of a rudimentary kind of ‘dead man’s switch’ which would see all images and footage from Dörtlü Tepe released within ten hours if he didn’t disable the scheduled post before the timer expired.
He had no immediate desire to cancel that post just yet on the back of Emma’s words, but considerations about—
A quick quadruple knock on the door, along with the words that followed, cut off all considerations in Mesut’s mind in the blink of an eye.
He dashed quickly to the door for a peek through the peephole.
“Mr Demir, we’re coming in,” a deep voice boomed. It sounded local, likely an ICA security agent. “This entire wing of the hotel is being evacuated while we assess the credibility of a security threat.”
Before he reached the door, and before he could even feel conscious relief that the images weren’t laying out in the open — on show for the incoming man to see — it was both unlocked and opened.
Sure enough, Mesut saw a uniformed ICA agent holding a master key-card.
“As Mr Kendrick’s nominated guest,” the man said to Mesut, seemingly making an effort not to sound too intimidating, “you’re a very high-value individual — even within the context of the dignitaries filling the hotel this week. We don’t have to leave the site, but I do have to take you to a secure subterranean location. Immediately.”
Mesut gulped. He nodded, too many times due to his nerves, and instinctively turned to grab his laptop from the couch. The man, however, grabbed his arm.
Although the hold was no firmer than necessary, it was firm enough to set Mesut’s heart racing. “I need that computer,” he said, trying and struggling to find a way to stress the importance of this without explaining why; without explaining that a record of the randomly generated and unguessable access code needed to disable a certain scheduled post was on that computer and nowhere else.
And while Mesut had been desperate to ensure the post would see the light of day in a true emergency, he was almost as keen to make sure it didn’t in any other scenario. News like this had to be broken a certain way — especially when Blitz News was already whipping up a frenzy, and when even Emma McCarthy’s efforts were unlikely to allay public fears over Chairman Godfrey’s unexplained disappearance for long.
“Mr Demir, we are highly concerned about an imminent threat,” the guard said, moving as he spoke. “There is no time to take any belongings. We should be back in no time, but while the threat is being evaluated I must bring you to a safer location immediately.”
Despite his protestations, Mesut was physically outmatched by the much larger man and so made no prolonged physical effort to resist being marched out of his suite and along the hallway outside.
“Will we definitely be back in the next nine-and-a-half hours?” Mesut asked, too caught up to be aware of how suspicious this oddly specific question might sound.
While surprised by it, the man responded very simply: “If we’re not, that would mean something’s gone so wrong that we probably won’t be back at all. I’m thinking a few hours at most, Mr Demir, just until the threat has been evaluated and neutralised if necessary.”
Mesut tried to be relaxed by this, and it wasn’t even the security threat that bothered him. Regret filled his mind as he considered the computer… so near, yet so helplessly out of his reach. He glanced at his watch. There was plenty of time, for now. But what came after ‘for now’?
Walking along the corridor with a guard who’d been sent to evacuate him for the second time that day, only one thought filled Mesut Demir’s mind:
What have I done?…
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Well into the night but only shortly after he finally managed to fall asleep, Clark McCarthy jolted awake as a familiar bad dream reached its climax.
It wasn’t quite a nightmare and certainly not a night terror of the kind he had experienced semi-regularly when certain memories from his time in Iraq were fresher in his mind, but it was vivid enough to have sent his heart racing.
The dream was the same every time, usually coming around once a month: Clark found himself in the back seat of his car, leaning forward with his hands on the steering wheel but unable to reach the pedals or handbrake. He had spoken to Tara about it, and after looking online she told him it supposedly indicated that he felt a lack of control in his life.
That the dream tended to come at the end of difficult days like the one that had just ended lent credence to this theory, which Clark accepted readily enough.
The only variable that changed within these thematically similar dreams was the location of the road Clark was careening along as he desperately sought to avoid any collisions. Tonight, for a reason he couldn’t even begin to guess, looking out of his car’s side window in the vivid but not quite lucid dream had revealed that he was passing the airport in Denver.
He hadn’t been thinking about the airport whatsoever, and it took a few moments of recalling everything that had been discussed in a revelation-packed day to recall that Denver had come up when he was talking to Henry about Chip Petrovic.
It didn’t seem to make any kind of sense that this made it into Clark’s dreamworld consciousness after all the far more dramatic discussions of New Kerguelen or even Buenos Aires, but he shrugged his shoulders and accepted that there was no rule book for dreams that stated they had to make sense.
Waking up in Tara’s bed without her was uncomfortable for Clark, particularly when he reflected upon how far away she was and how truly out of his control her physical wellbeing currently was, but he trusted Sakko to take as much care with her as he had promised before leaving. Clark also knew that Leesha, who could remotely communicate with Sakko if necessary, was just a few miles away at the Fiore Frontiere building and would have no problem arriving almost instantaneously should the need arise.
Clark hoped to hear nothing from either Sakko or Leesha before Tara and Dan arrived back in Birchwood as quickly as possible, needless to say, since any news preceding their return was unlikely to be of the welcome variety. Nevertheless, however, knowing that Leesha could easily reach him even if something prevented Sakko from doing so was somehow reassuring.
More than a little surprised to see that it was only 3:41AM when he glanced at his phone, Clark walked into the kitchen and plumped himself down in his usual seat at the table.
He hated being alone in this house; it just didn’t feel right. Emma and Piper were sound asleep, of which he was glad, but the solitude that came with Tara’s absence was of a very unsettling kind.
TV wasn’t an option to occupy his mind, since lowering the projector from its recessed compartment in the ceiling was a process loud enough to wake the baby when the house was as otherwise silent as was currently the case. Now that it sadly already felt like getting any more sleep wasn’t an option, either, Clark unlocked his phone and navigated to its news app.
Links to stories about Godfrey’s disappearance and others focusing more specifically on Emma’s semi-explanatory call for a calm reaction dominated the first several rows of thumbnail images, with all of the photos either showing Godfrey’s empty podium or a still from Emma’s video statement. The headlines about Emma all indicated that the articles were broadly receptive to her words, a fact made possible by Clark’s manual exclusion of all Blitz Media properties from the app’s default listings.
Despite a morbid curiosity to know what they were saying, Clark also avoided the temptation to open his phone’s browser and manually check Blitz Online; as ever, he was stubbornly reluctant to give them a click and the fractions of a cent it would have brought in advertising revenue.
In any event, it wasn’t exactly difficult for Clark to imagine the kind of scathing anti-Messenger reactions that were likely already filling its OpEd section and the kind of sensationalist and fear-mongering questions that would be filling its homepage as they did on any other day even when nothing nearly so remarkable as the sudden abduction of the ICA Chairman during his own inauguration had occurred.
Just as he was about to click into one British article about John Cole’s actions having delivered “yet another national embarrassment”, however, a short message popped up on Clark’s phone to deliver a piece of news far less welcome than anything even Blitz Online could have thrown at him.
The text message came from Phil Norris, which was highly unusual in itself, but its content was what shocked Clark to his core and had him desperately wishing he was still dreaming:
“Intruder on my property… I need backup. Battenberg. Can’t talk. Arrive quietly and NO POLICE.”
Clark felt as though his heart missed several beats as he read these dozen or so words, and a re-read only served to make things worse.
He hadn’t imagined it and he hadn’t misread it; Phil Norris, an always well-equipped man who Clark would favour in a confrontation with just about any human intruder, really was texting him in the middle of the night in an overt plea for help.
‘Battenberg’ was there as Phil’s codeword, proving the message truly came from him and wasn’t some kind of trap; whatever was happening out at Stevenson Farm, it wasn’t a drill and wasn’t a game.
Clark rose to his feet and took a deep breath. His feet were momentarily paralysed as his mind ran through its options, chiefly debating whether to wake either Henry or Emma.
He settled for no, knowing that Henry would be insistent on joining him despite the fact that he would be unable to easily flee across the wet grass if any danger arose and that he wouldn’t even be able to enter or exit Phil’s farmhouse via the ramp-less back entrance if the front door was out of commission for one reason or another.
Clark would have been willing to take Emma and her remarkably quick-thinking mind along if she had been insistent on it, and he likely would have woken her had she not been with Piper. With Dan and Tara currently on another planet and the only people next door being the already ruled-out Henry and the decidedly unsuitable potential guardian that was William Godfrey, Clark grabbed his jeans and shoes as quickly and quietly as he could.
His car keys were already in the pocket of his jeans, which came as a huge relief since it meant he didn’t have to go next door to fetch them and risk running into Henry and having to explain his urgent departure without the fight that would come with telling him he couldn’t come.
At the last second, Clark remembered to pick his phone back up from the kitchen table having left it there in shock as he jumped into his clothes.
“On my way, Battenberg,” he hurriedly typed in reply to Phil’s desperate request. “Hang tight and don’t do anything stupid…”
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LANDING SITE
GREAT SHELTER, NEW KERGUELEN
For the first time upon landing on New Kerguelen, Dan McCarthy and his party were left in their suspended animation capsules and alone in the craft which had carried them through the gate between Earth and the Messengers’ home world.
The reason for their visit — the recently discovered gateway between New Kerguelen and another alien world — was the same underlying reason why Sakko had made a late and unilateral decision to initially leave the craft without his human visitors so that he could gauge the mood of his fellow Messengers and ascertain the best course of action.
So much had already changed so quickly, with the gate’s discovery having been followed by the deaths of three young Messengers who tried to cross it just hours later.
On reflection, Sakko now felt that if anything else on this kind of scale had occurred since he ventured to Earth to alert his friends and confidantes of those deaths, bringing his guests out into public sight without any prior announcement might have caused more problems than it solved.
Some on New Kerguelen still unfairly considered humans blameworthy for the deception the Architects had conducted on New Kerguelen for so long; and with groupthink running rampant, Sakko feared that this blame game might have taken hold and that a seal may have been broken with the first violent deaths in his planet’s known history possibly ushering in an unwelcome cycle of more to follow.
Sakko didn’t plan to leave his human friends for long and didn’t take his decision to leave them at all lightly, but if his time with the McCarthys had taught him anything it was that how events were handled and presented to an edgy populace could make a major difference in terms of societal stability.
Emma wasn’t there, but the lessons she had indirectly taught Sakko were still doing their part to keep Dan and Tara as safe as possible.
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As soon as he stepped outside and rushed towards his car, Clark McCarthy stopped in his tracks in reaction to the closing of a nearby door. He looked around, unable to easily place the direction the sound had come from given that he hadn’t expected it and that his mind was so preoccupied.
With help from a streetlight, he then saw a slight shadowy movement across the street. Within another second he heard frantic footsteps and within a few more Mr Byrd was clearly visible.
“I can’t believe you left your car keys there again,” Clark announced loudly, widening his eyes and glaring at Mr Byrd to go along with the odd expression. “Get in. And you owe me for this!”
When they were in Clark’s car, Mr Byrd congratulated him on the quick thinking; avoiding any discussion of Phil’s situation on the street was necessary given the eternal likelihood that Secret Service agents were still guarding the area at President Slater’s personal insistence despite Clark’s repeated requests for them to get out of town.
Phil’s characteristic instruction to keep the police out of it didn’t explicitly extend to the Secret Service, but both Clark and Mr Byrd knew him well enough to know that the implication was most decidedly there.
After putting his key in the ignition, Clark paused. “Shit,” he cursed under his breath.
“Go!” Mr Byrd implored him.
But rather than turn the key, Clark ran out of the car and into his own house. He made a beeline for Henry’s room and shook him awake.
“What the hell?” Henry asked. “Clark? Has something happen—”
“Sorry about this,” Clark said, unceremoniously scooping Henry from his bed like a dead weight and placing him on his chair. “Phil’s in trouble. Don’t waste my time by interrupting or arguing with any of this, because you’re not coming, but there’s an intruder at the farm. I’m heading out with Byrd to take care of it and I need you next door with Emma and Piper. They’re fast asleep and I know the agents will be lurking nearby so there’s no real threat of anyone intruding here, but you just never know. I don’t want to leave them alone but Phil is in trouble and he doesn’t want the police involved. He said ‘intruder’, so there must only be one and he must have spotted them, so I think he could be hiding. If the guy seems to be looking for something in particular, Phil might be lying low.”
“Did he say Battenberg?” Henry asked.
“Yeah,” Clark said. He hadn’t wasted any time while explaining everything, but had rather kept talking as he pushed Henry’s chair through the house and then next door. He arrived at Dan and Emma’s very quickly and handed Henry his key. “And we both know Phil would die before he gave the codeword to anyone who tried to get it out of him, so this is real. Lock the door behind you, okay?”
The fury that had initially crossed Henry’s face at having been manhandled without permission had faded almost instantly as Clark’s explanation began, and his reply here came weakly: “Okay.”
“We’ll be back soon.”
“Just don’t get yourself killed,” Henry said.
Clark replied quickly. “Hundred percent record so far, Dad, and I’ve been in much bigger shit-holes than Eastview…”
Back in the car, Mr Byrd was breathing heavily. “At least you were quick,” he said. “But for God’s sake, go!”
Clark didn’t need this instruction, by any means, but he fully understood Mr Byrd’s urgency and shared the feeling completely.
As Clark pulled out of his driveway next door to the house he’d just vacated, naturally opting to talk as he drove rather than before setting off, Mr Byrd produced his phone from his pocket and read a text that was identical to the one Clark had just received.
The old man’s voice was weak as he then revealed that he’d been unable to sleep all night, sick with worry about not only Dan and Tara but what might happen to Piper if they failed to find a solution to a problem the family thought had been decisively solved last time.
“One thing at a time,” Clark said, as calmly as he could. “Right now the question in my mind is who else might have got this text. It’s the exact same, so he clearly sent it to both of us at once. But who else? He wouldn’t have sent it to my old man — not with the chair, and probably not anyway since he never looks at his phone — but who can you think of that he might have sent it to as well as us? He said he couldn’t call, but do you think he would totally rely on one of us two seeing a message at this time of night…”
“Who else does he have?” Mr Byrd asked, more than a little rhetorically. “And just the same: who else does he trust?”
Clark had no answer to either of these questions, and on reflection he began to consider it likely that they probably were the only two people to have received any notice of the late-night intrusion. This was actually no bad thing in Clark’s mind, however, as it meant that no other well-meaning individuals would arrive loudly enough to alert the intruder and also that no one else could make the innocent but potentially costly mistake of involving the police.
That particular instruction hadn’t been issued as some defiantly anti-authority move from Phil, as Clark knew only too well, but more likely because Phil hoped they could deal with the uninvited visitor in a manner the police were legally prevented from doing so. The kind of person who would intrude on Phil Norris’s farmhouse was not going to be a petty or opportunistic criminal, particularly on a night like this when questions about the Messengers and those most closely linked to them were on everyone’s minds once more.
Phil could quite understandably be viewed as the weakest link of those perceived to be anywhere near Dan’s inner circle, living just outside of the often media-swamped and highly surveilled town of Birchwood as he did, and lacking the extensive security of the trusted group’s other non-resident in the shape of Timo Fiore. If someone or more likely some group thought there was a secret known by everyone close to Dan, Clark saw very well why Phil might be the obvious target.
As the car sped past the drive-in lot, from the edge of which several European news stations were currently shooting live broadcasts for their breakfast hours, Clark’s greatest hope was that Phil’s home was ‘only’ being intruded upon by an individual attempting to plant bugs. This had infamously been done at his own home a few years earlier, and then at the homes of both the friendly newsman Trey Myers and more recently Alessandro Bonucci’s parents. Even in their hyper-connected digital world, it seemed, physical bugging seemed to be a tactic that remained as popular as ever.
If this was what was happening, Clark hoped to run into the asshole in question before he was finished. Phil’s security system would hopefully gather enough footage to track the villain down, in any case, but that could take a spell of several days to which Clark McCarthy’s patience simply didn’t stretch.
“What’s the plan when we get there?” Mr Byrd asked after a few minutes of pensive silence and borderline irresponsible driving from Clark. The latter’s defence if his passenger had complained of the speed would have been that the road was genuinely deserted at this time of night and that their situation was too urgent to care about arbitrary numbers on a dashboard, but Mr Byrd was fully on board and made no such complaint.
“It depends if there’s another car,” Clark replied. “If there is, we block its exit and go ahead on foot. You stay in the car.”
“I didn’t come out here to stay—”
“Did I ask you a question?” Clark interrupted, so forcefully that Mr Byrd didn’t say another word.
Only another minute or so later, Clark took the almost invisible turn-off towards Stevenson Farm and dimmed the headlights while also slowing considerably. This was naturally frustrating since it increased the time it would take for him to reach the farmhouse, but it was necessary to minimise the chance of being heard.
Phil’s porch lights were on, illuminating the area sufficiently to reveal that only one car was present: his own. The recent erection of a chest-high wall meant that there was no longer any way for a vehicle to access the back of the property or reach either the woodland on one side or the cornfield on the other, so Clark wasn’t merely guessing or assuming that no other car was present.
As this fact became clear, Clark wasn’t sure whether this was good or not; his initial involuntary reaction was one of relief that a physical confrontation with an individual who was almost certainly armed now seemed less likely than it would have if a vehicle had been present, but his subsequent conscious reaction was one of frustration that he might have been too late to catch the thief or bug-layer in their cowardly act.
Clark continued at the same slow pace for the remaining fifteen seconds it took to reach the spot that was closest to the house without falling under the stealth-killing glare of the porch lights. He was wary that an individual could still be present having arrived on foot or perhaps an easily concealed motorcycle, so quietness was still in order.
Although he didn’t want to think about it, Clark was very aware of the possibility that Phil might have been detained in the time since sending his text message request for help and that he was currently being held and questioned. If this was the case, spooking the culprit by making too much noise was the last thing Clark McCarthy wanted to do.
“Don’t waste my time by interrupting or arguing,” Clark said, repeating to Mr Byrd a line he’d used on his father only minutes earlier, “but you’re staying in the car… in the driver’s seat, with the key in the ignition and your foot on the pedal. Nothing is going to go wrong. But if any time it even looks like it might, you get out of here and get back to Birchwood as quickly as you can. Understood? You stick around to be there for Piper like you were always there for us, you help my old man do whatever it takes to find the fuckers who did this, and when Tara gets back, you tell her I love her. Okay?”
Mr Byrd exhaled slowly and nodded.
Clark opened his door as quietly as possible and encouraged Mr Byrd to shift across the seats without stepping out.
“But nothing is going to go wrong,” Mr Byrd said.
“Of course it’s not,” Clark whispered in reply. He then pointed to his own chest as he prepared to sneak around the porch light and approach the house as furtively as possible. “Hundred percent survival record, Mr Byrd. Hundred percent…”
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STEVENSON FARM
EASTVIEW, COLORADO
Leaning for the moment on every ounce of his stealth training and extensive experience in private security more than on his earlier military days, Clark McCarthy arced around the extent of the beams of Phil Norris’s porch lights until he was pressed up against the side of the house.
Once there, he listened intently while remaining deathly silent. There were lights on inside the house and he could see right through to the kitchen thanks to the fact that both Phil’s hallway blinds and the internal door were open. There was nothing to suggest that any of this was unusual for Phil, a man with unusual habits and idiosyncrasies at the best of times, but Clark was immediately uneased by how still everything felt.
He crouched under the window and continued to hug tightly to the building’s exterior as he made his way towards the kitchen at the rear.
With every step, Clark grew more and more certain that no intruder was present. Whether no intruder was present any longer or no intruder had been present at all wasn’t yet certain, as there was troublingly little sign of Phil himself.
I told him to hang tight, Clark reminded himself. Whether someone was here or not, Phil is probably hiding under a bed or something…
Clark felt slightly more relaxed with this thought in mind, but the lack of noise from the house combined with the gentle sound of rustling corn to make it utterly impossible for Clark not to think back to some previous dramatic visits to this very farmhouse. This was no mere distraction, however, as doing so provided far more than an aimless trip down memory lane.
Not every trip out to Eastview had been as pleasant as that on the night of Il Diavolo’s perigee, when the once Earth-threatening comet had come as close as it would ever get to Earth after the Messengers’ intervention and had started getting further away. That Dan timed the moment of his marriage proposal to Emma to coincide perfectly with the perigee made for a perfect evening that no one lucky enough to have been there to see it would ever forget, and Clark hung onto this as the main positive memory he could think of.
Phil had been there for that one, since the house was his by then, but he hadn’t been around on any of the prior occasions that Clark was now calling upon to retain some perspective of what might be going on tonight.
When the farmhouse had been owned by none other than IDA supremo and unapologetic hoaxer extraordinaire Richard Walker, it had been a veritable hotspot of alien activity. Indeed, it had been the hotspot. The group’s first experience of any direct alien-related activity came when Walker’s assistant Ben Gold led them out to Eastview just minutes after he blew the lid off of Walker’s hoax and just hours before committing suicide over the guilt of his own involvement.
On that night, they had arrived expecting to find Walker inside, whether dead or alive, but instead discovered an empty bed and CCTV footage of Walker lying asleep until a then-inexplicable flash masked his sudden disappearance. Dan was beckoned to the adjacent cornfield by the Messengers shortly afterwards, as he was again a year later, but the house’s ominous history didn’t end there.
When Walker had been set to spitefully admit everything about his hoax to a world which was absolutely unprepared to handle it, Clark himself had rushed to Eastview to stop him while he could…. only to find that the Messengers had beaten him to the punch in abducting Walker once more, that time doing so decisively and for good. Clark’s collision with an invisible forcefield and the broken nose that resulted from it live particular fresh in his memory, but the Messengers’ history at this site made him consider whether Phil had perhaps heard an intruder of a very different kind than he’d assumed to be sneaking around outside.
Clark couldn’t quite put his finger on how this could make sense; for with Sakko busy on New Kerguelen and Leesha just as occupied with Timo and Alessandro, the only two aliens Clark could bear to think about having intervened were effectively ruled out.
Why any Messenger would want to take Phil Norris of all people was another question Clark’s mind couldn’t tackle, as was the consideration of why they would be sneaking around outside rather than appearing in a flash as had always been the case to date.
Regardless of how little sense any of this seemed to make on the face of it, the continued silence and stillness in and around the house was starting to make Clark think that some form of extraterrestrial intervention probably was the likeliest explanation.
Crouching now under a window at the cornfield-facing side of the house having crept all the way around the back without detecting a single sign of occupation, Clark made a decision to accelerate his search for an answer by doing something that would at least confirm whether or not anyone was still in the house.
After picking up a large decorative rock from the ground, Clark held it in his left hand while he pulled the sleeve of his sweater over his right. He then took hold of the stone through the fabric — wisely protecting his arteries from the worst of the coming impact — and proceeded to smash the window with a single firm blow. He wanted to avoid throwing the rock in case it had collided with Phil, whether landing in some out-of-sight spot where he was hiding or hitting him as he happened to move into sight in a strike of ridiculously unfortunate timing.
If they don’t react to that, they’re not there, Clark reasoned. He listened carefully, taking just as much care around the jagged glass, and heard absolutely nothing.
He’s not there. Well, at least I know that much….
Having taken the action he’d been internally debating for a few moments, Clark paused to consider his next move. As he did, though, an unsettling thought suddenly entered his mind: that the only thing this total lack of reaction had really just proven was that Phil wasn’t still alive in the house.
As this thought rattled in his mind, the adrenaline of a suddenly realised fear carried Clark’s feet hurriedly towards the front door of the house. With stealth having been thrown out of the window when a rock was smashed through it, the only desire in Clark’s mind at that moment was proving the fear wrong.
He stormed through the unlocked front door, surprising the onlooking Mr Byrd to no end, and rushed from room to room like a man possessed.
“Phil!” he yelled. “Phil! Are you here?”
Quite why he was calling when the two chief possibilities in his conscious mind were that Phil was either dead in the house or had been taken somewhere else was anything but clear, but Clark McCarthy wasn’t exactly operating at the height of rationality.
After clearing every room on the house’s main level and finding not even so much as the faintest sign of a scuffle, Clark turned his attention to the basement Phil had recently installed at great cost having fallen in love with Dan’s during the security-focused renovation in which he played such a major and helpful part.
So obvious…, Clark thought, simultaneously cursing his foolishness for having brought so much unnecessary concern upon himself by missing this option and breathing a sigh of relief that it had presented itself. There was nowhere better for Phil to have opted to hang tight than in a basement, where he could perhaps even hide in the darkness and catch by surprise any intruder foolish enough to venture down there.
Clark’s relief turned to excitement for a brief moment as he considered the possibility that Phil was holding the intruder in the basement having laid in wait until the opportunity presented itself. This would be perfect, presenting Clark as it would with the opportunity to find out what the man wanted and who he was working for.
The electronic keypad next to the doorway down to the basement suggested that access was usually granted by a six-digit code. Clark knew the six-digit code for Phil’s office at New Kergrillin’ and the same six-digit code required to unlock his cell phone — both of which Phil had trusted to him in case of genuine emergencies — and so he had little doubt that the same code would be needed here.
For the theory that the intruder could also be in the basement to hold any water, Clark considered that Phil must have strategically left the door unlocked after taking his hiding place. He shrugged this off, thinking it wasn’t a point worth getting hung up on since Phil was easily smart enough to think up and pull off a trap like that.
Clark then did something he considered smart in his own right, in texting Mr Byrd to let him know that he was about to enter the basement using the code 5 0 1 2 2 3. He knew that this action, which took only a few seconds, would prove very useful should he for some reason have any difficulty exiting the basement — perhaps if it was empty after all and if Phil had devised a security system which required two different codes, which Clark certainly wouldn’t put past him — but he also told Byrd to wait at least ten minutes before coming in after him.
A reply came immediately: “Okay, be careful.”
Clark appreciated that Mr Byrd hadn’t tried to engage him in any deeper conversation, knowing that his friendly neighbour of three and a half decades must have had a head full of questions but clearly also recognised that there was no time for Clark to answer them in the urgency of the moment.
After taking a particularly long gulp of air, Clark held his index finger out towards the keypad and entered the code he hoped and prayed would be correct: 5 0 1 2 2 3.
Instantly, a small green LED flashed on the wall above the keypad and the welcome sound of a hydraulic unlocking mechanism floated into Clark’s ears.
“It’s Clark,” he called, hoping and praying even harder than ever that Phil would call back.
‘Took you long enough’ or ‘nice of you to show up’ were the kinds of in-character replies he might have gone for if someone had asked him to guess what Phil would say; but as the seconds ticked on, the only thing Clark McCarthy could hear was his own ever-quickening and ever-loudening heart beat.
“Phil?” he called, even more loudly.
Still, no reply came.
Clark used his phone’s flashlight to guide his path down into the basement until he saw a light-switch on the wall halfway down the stairs. An odd place for it, he thought, but Phil was Phil.
Flicking the switch without hesitation, Clark gulped and readied himself for whatever he might find. The answer, as he had frustratingly come to expect, was a whole lot of nothing.
Aside from the huge freezer Phil used for preserving game, all Clark saw was a long computer desk and a storage unit composed of sixteen cube-like compartments.
This is it?, Clark thought, feeling momentarily disappointed at the lack of any surprising or interesting finds on a level below the far more pronounced disappointment of finding neither Phil nor the supposed intruder.
With the house fully swept, Clark McCarthy shook his head.
How?, was all he could wonder.
He would soon realise that while the answer was only too close, the real question was ‘where?’…
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GRAVESEN HOTEL
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
After a day marked by a level of incomprehension and helplessness she had never before experienced even in the darkest days in the aftermath of the IDA leak and during Il Diavolo’s approach, Valerie Slater tried not to tempt fate by wondering how things could get much worse.
Being confined to a private section of the Gravesen hotel’s underground safe zone — a glorified basement — was the icing on the worst cake she’d ever had thrown in her face and only served to amplify everything.
Her own security agents were working alongside the ICA’s and the local police to sweep an undisclosed area of the hotel that had supposedly been mentioned in a credible threat called in shortly after Godfrey’s disappearance from his podium, and she was starting to impatiently wonder how much longer this could reasonably take. Night had almost turned to morning and still there was no meaningful update.
Slater, having survived a close call when only Dan McCarthy and a timely intervention from the Messengers had disrupted a previous plan by the terroristic GeoSov group to take her and the Japanese Prime Minister hostage at this very same hotel, certainly understood the need for thoroughness, but this didn’t make it any easier.
Slater was far too concerned about Godfrey to worry much about her own security, but very much in terms of what anything bad happening to him would have done for global stability rather than out of any personal concern.
Calling Emma McCarthy, whose video statement made it seem to Slater like she quite possibly knew more than she was letting on, was unfortunately impossible in the present circumstances given that Slater wasn’t being left alone for a second and the kind of conversation she wanted to have with Emma wasn’t one she wanted any security agents — or indeed anyone else at all — to be in on.
Once considered the most powerful leader in the world, President Slater felt now as though her position meant less and less with each passing alien-related crisis.
She didn’t consciously blame the McCarthys or the Messengers for any of this, but it was increasingly difficult not to curse their names in moments of acute frustration when she considered how different everything would be if certain genies had never been released from their age-old bottles.
Today, if Valerie Slater had been able to make a unilateral decision to permanently cut off all future contact with intelligent extraterrestrials, she would have done so in an instant.
This wasn’t something she could say out loud, of course, but the feeling was certainly there.
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STEVENSON FARM
EASTVIEW, COLORADO
Leaving Phil Norris’s basement none the wiser than when he’d entered it, Clark McCarthy found himself briefly thinking that if he was in a movie, the door at the top of the stairs would doubtless slide closed just as he was ready to step out.
This thought carried him forward quickly and raised his heart rate to all new heights as he jumped up the last few steps in anticipation of who he might see, but by now he should have known to expect nothing.
If it had been a movie, he knew that all kinds of things would have happened by now… but as it went, his life and the extraterrestrial drama that had come to dominate it so fully over the past few years was anything but so clean cut as a Hollywood script.
Clark decided to make one last sweep of the house before calling it quits, but his heart wasn’t in it. He had looked already, and this time moved perfunctorily between rooms. He was thorough, of course, but moved with the languid gait of a man defeated. He wasn’t yet assuming the absolute worst, and instead currently thought it most likely that Phil had been abducted by extraterrestrials. There was no real logic to this; but having just reflected on the lack of Hollywood-esque convenience in his life, Clark knew that logic had little to do with anything.
Before leaving, the final idea Clark had was to switch on all of the house’s floodlights to illuminate a vast area in all directions. There was certainly nothing to lose in doing this, even if Clark no longer expected to gain much insight until the Messengers returned to explain what the hell they had needed with Phil, so he wasted little time.
He did take a few considerate seconds to alert Mr Byrd that he was going to do this, then waited a further ten until a reply of acknowledgement came. These seconds weren’t wasted, likely saving Byrd a few moments of fear about whether Clark or someone else had flicked the switch, and by this point Clark had ceased thinking that seconds mattered in any event.
Clark didn’t even have to look in any direction to see if the switch worked — the entirety of the kitchen in which the switch was housed immediately lit up when he flicked it.
Neither ‘bright’ nor ‘powerful’ were anything close to sufficiently strong adjective to describe the illumination Clark had brought about, and he hurried to the back door to see if anything new had come into sight. When nothing immediately presented itself, he stepped outside to begin one last full circuit.
He headed left, to the woodland side, and slowly scanned every inch of ground he could see. There were no skid marks from vehicles and really no sign of anything else. This continued as he rounded the house and saw the car, from which Mr Byrd raised a hand. Clark shrugged with upturned palms to tell Byrd what he already knew: the search had come up empty.
Clark continued to the right, thinking it made sense to see the search through to the very end, for all the extra time it would take, but all of a sudden his feet stopped of their own accord.
Something like halfway around the house, he saw a very evident entry point at the edge of the cornfield. The crop had been coarsely and incidentally flattened by someone or something going in, exactly as Clark had seen when he first found Dan in the pouring rain following his first late-night walk into the field.
The sound of a car door took Clark’s attention momentarily. He turned to see Mr Byrd stepping out.
“What is it?” the old man called, looking ready to step forward.
Clark took several far greater strides, ready to meet him a lot further than halfway. “I swear to God,” he boomed, “if you don’t get back in that driver’s seat…“
Mr Byrd stood his ground at the side of the car.
“For your own good,” Clark boomed. “Mr Byrd, please. Don’t be stubborn, be smart. I’ll check it out, you stay ready to leave. Remember what we talked about — you being there for Piper like you were there for us?”
At this, Mr Byrd relented. “Be careful, you big idiot,” he lovingly replied before stepping back into the car.
With that taken care of, Clark looked back towards the cornfield and set off.
His mind was abuzz, but he could only think of two remotely plausible possibilities: that Phil had either been called into the cornfield by the Messengers for some reason after texting Clark, in the same manner Dan had been called multiple times in the past, or perhaps that he had walked in of his own accord to investigate something he had seen or heard.
This second option certainly wouldn’t fall within Clark’s instruction for him to ‘hang tight’, but if he knew one thing about Phil Norris it was that taking advice wasn’t always his strong suit.
With his phone’s flashlight proving little match for the darkness that came his way once the high corn started blocking out the house’s floodlight even as a narrow path of coarsely flattened crop remained evident, Clark couldn’t help but feel a little frightened.
He was a larger than life figure in the eyes of many, but was as human as everyone else on the inside. No amount of experience or bravado could make a middle-of-the-night walk in a dark cornfield with as much history as this one pass without a few jumpy moments, and every gust of wind or slight cracking sound under foot kept Clark on edge during his first few moments following the path.
“Huh?” he thought, surprised enough to say it out loud. “That’s weird.”
What Clark was responding to was the abrupt end of the path. Suddenly, all around him in every direction but backwards, the corn was completely undisturbed.
But what he saw when he looked down wasn’t weird, it was utterly and positively harrowing.
Clark McCarthy felt sick to the pit of his stomach as he gazed down at the flashlight-illuminated ground and saw the lifeless body of Phil Norris; a family friend, trusted ally and loyal confidante…
Dead.



Part 6



DESPERATE TIMES





“Convictions are more dangerous
foes of truth than lies.”
Friedrich Nietzsche
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STEVENSON FARM
EASTVIEW, COLORADO
There was no need for a closer look. There was no need for a longer look.
There was, quite simply, no mistaking it:
Phil Norris was dead.
Clark McCarthy’s hands instinctively shot up to cover his own face and nose, while his eyes closed in reaction to the harrowing sight before them. His phone had fallen to the ground and its flashlight was now shining up at him, the only clear source of light in the shadowy and otherwise vacant cornfield.
While there was no need to look at Phil any closer or longer to discern that he was sadly and decisively gone for good, Clark did his best to temporarily shake away the grief and reached down to pick up his phone. There was a need to look for some sign of what had happened, as uncomfortable as it was to do so, and with this in mind Clark stayed crouched at the knee after taking hold of his phone and turned it to illuminate Phil.
Phil was lying face-up, but a relatively thorough look-over gave Clark no insight as to the cause of his death. There was no gunshot wound and no sign of a blunt impact — at least on the front of his body — and Clark likewise saw no rips or tears in Phil’s clothing which might have indicated his participation in a physical struggle of some kind.
In this absence of any obvious clues, Clark momentarily began to doubt his prior assumption that the rest of the cornfield was vacant and had been all along. If nothing physical had happened to Phil, he considered, maybe something alien had after all?
Maybe he hit a forcefield like the kind in Lolo…, Clark thought. Not the kind I couldn’t get past when they put one here, but the kind that made it feel like my brain was going to explode when I did pass it.
With nothing else to go on, this currently made as much sense to Clark as anything else. Fighting his own natural instinct to call the police, particularly strong given his closeness to the local officers he had worked alongside until fairly recently, he bore in mind Phil’s insistence — present for one reason or another — on keeping the authorities out of things.
Clark knew that any attempts at secrecy couldn’t go on forever, not with a body lying in a cornfield and one of Birchwood’s best known faces soon to be conspicuously absent from New Kergrillin’ and everywhere else, but he also knew that it wasn’t his place to act rashly without consulting the others who were still in town.
Four of the usual inner circle members were currently out of the picture while on duty elsewhere; but even without Dan, Tara, Billy, or Timo, Clark still had his father, Mr Byrd and perhaps most importantly Emma to lean upon in formulating a way of moving forward and working out as quickly as possible what had happened to Phil and what implications it could have for everyone else.
“Byrd…” Clark sighed out loud. The news would break the old man’s heart, but Clark was going to have to break it. This was a weight on his shoulders like no other, and it prompted him to make absolutely sure that Phil wasn’t in any kind of partially suspended state that may have come about if the forcefield-centric theory of alien involvement was closer to the truth than the balance of probabilities made it feel.
This final check was intended to make sure Clark didn’t give Mr Byrd a premature and false report of Phil’s death that would cause him undue stress, and was conducted in the extremely faint hope that he wouldn’t have to report it at all.
The open mouth and evident limpness had already convinced Clark McCarthy that he was now looking at a corpse rather than a friend, but he desperately watched Phil’s chest for the better part of ten seconds and prayed to see a breath.
None came.
There really had been no mistaking it since the very first glance, but with the death of even the tremendously faint hope Clark had felt prior to this final confirmation came a second dose of almost physically overwhelming dejection.
Clark knew that feeling for a pulse would have been pointless at this point, as well as potentially dangerous given the possible implications for any forthcoming forensic analysis in the same way that rolling Phil over to look for any signs of impact or injury would have been, so he took several seconds to regain control over his breathing and push himself upright against the resistance of two grief-weakened knees.
With the heaviest heart he had ever felt within his broad chest, Clark then exited the cornfield as quickly as his legs would take him and made the short walk to deliver the terrible news to Mr Byrd.
He ran through several ways to say it, but none stuck out as any easier than the rest. His focus wasn’t on how easily the words would come out, but more on how they would enter Mr Byrd’s mind. There was no way to sugar-coat news like this, Clark knew, but it was still worth trying to be tactful.
Phil and Mr Byrd, each having lived in or around Birchwood for a full forty years, went back even further with each other than either did with Henry and his McCarthy family. With this in mind, Clark recognised that while he had been the unfortunate one to have made the discovery, he wasn’t the one who had just lost his best friend. He and Phil had grown close in recent times — far closer than he had once thought possible, given Phil’s reputation for cantankerous grouchiness and his often-stated desire for solitude — but nowhere near as close as Phil and Mr Byrd had been since the days before Clark was even born.
Despite the firmness of Clark’s previous order to stay in the car, and because he was walking back from the cornfield unharmed in a manner that made clear there was no immediate threat, Mr Byrd stepped out of the car to impatiently inquire as to what — if anything — he had found in there.
Clark didn’t reply, but he didn’t have to.
Before he got much closer, his face became visible under the farmhouse’s floodlights and sent the message to Mr Byrd loud and clear that he had stumbled upon something awful. The context of their impromptu late-night visit meant that it didn’t take a genius or even a particularly active imagination to take an educated guess at what this might be, so Mr Byrd’s legs carried him towards Clark until they met halfway.
“No…” the old man said, gazing into the senior McCarthy brother’s dry but harrowed eyes. “Clark, no.”
Clark gulped. “I’m sorry.”
As though he had been shot from behind, Mr Byrd slumped immediately into Clark. He took some catching, still being a relatively well built man despite his age given an almost religious adherence to the mid-level fitness regime he had stuck to since his long years as a sheriff’s deputy, but the physical weight Clark felt on his shoulder was nothing compared to the emotional one.
Clark was used to playing the role of a Birchwood oak, standing tall and firm in the face of whatever came his friends’ and family’s way so that their lives at least had one dependable constant to lean on, but never before had he been forced to stand up to something like this. Things had been difficult in the past few years, over and over again, and the period when Henry’s long hospitalisation as a comatose patient had coincided with the unprecedented level of often hostile media scrutiny that fell upon Dan after his IDA leak had been particularly challenging.
As tough as those times had been, however, like the aftermath of the grave and initially life-threatening injuries Emma and Timo had to battle through following the Fiore Frontiere bombing, no one had died.
Until now, no one had died.
The likes of Ben Gold and Richard Walker were no longer around, of course, but for all the tumult and chaos that recent years had dumped upon Birchwood, Colorado and its most prominent family in particular, this was the first time anyone moderately close to them had passed on. That Phil was a lot more than moderately close, being a fully looped-in member of the inner circle as he was, made things even harder to handle.
All of a sudden, many of the small troubles that had been circling in various recesses of Clark McCarthy’s mind and popping to the forefront every so often felt like they would never bother him again. Compared to this, he knew that few things ever could.
Anything that brought the fine line between life and death into focus could lead to these kinds of existential considerations, but typically they came after some kind of near miss that made Clark feel grateful for the life he had.
With this, however, there was nothing to be grateful for. All there was room for was confusion, sadness and anger. None of those three words came close to describing the tempest of emotions swirling within Clark, who wasn’t yet sure who to be angry at but had already vowed to himself that he would find out as soon as humanly possible and make them answer for what they’d done just as quickly.
Death was too good for them, and they would be wishing for it before long.
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FIORE FRONTIERE GLOBAL HEADQUARTERS
COLORADO SPRINGS, COLORADO
“Ah, it’s been too long,” Alessandro Bonucci smiled as he looked around at the many state-of-the-art computer systems inside one of Fiore Frontiere’s primary workspaces.
The initial shock of being taken by Leesha had just about worn off, and a phone call to Argentina had by now reassured Natalia Ricci — the fellow ICA delegate who he’d been with in Buenos Aires — that everything was fine and that he would bring her fully up to speed once he himself had a better idea of what was going on.
Natalia’s PR expertise meant that she should be able to cover for him easily enough if need be, Timo assured Alessandro, and the duo were now focusing on their task at hand.
Before the task of trying to locate further Earth-based Transcripts could begin, Alessandro naturally had to understand both what an alien Transcript was and how Billy Kendrick had stumbled upon one on Earth.
Aided by a telepathy patch which utterly entranced him and led to almost an hour of questions in its own right, Alessandro got all the answers he needed directly via Leesha and was soon told that he now knew as much about the situation on New Kerguelen as anyone with the exception of Dan, Tara, and Billy, whose position on the evidently troubled alien world he didn’t currently envy.
Only when Leesha explained that the triangular Transcript patch had to be put in place after the square telepathy patch for both to function did Timo or Alessandro even consider the potential difficulties that could have arisen if only one was usable at a time. Had that been the case, they both now figured, they would have each had to go for one kind or the other and consistently converse to share what they were or weren’t seeing and what Leesha was or wasn’t saying at any given moment.
“We’re going to double-team this search,” Timo announced, “just like the whole group has split up to deal with the things we can all do better than anyone else. Our teamwork is going to see you and Leesha start by analysing the hell out of the Transcript Billy found at Dörtlü Tepe. We need to know how far away Leesha can see it from, so we know what kind of zoom level we need for other images. Do you follow?”
“I think so…” Alessandro said.
“Well, basically, if Leesha can see Transcripts from a great height, in theory we could throw a satellite map of a whole country up on this giant screen and he would be able to point us in the right direction,” Timo explained. “Then we could zoom in and see for ourselves. Billy could only see the Transcript from relatively close-up, but we don’t know if his and our powers of Transcript perception are weaker than those of an UpLifted Messenger like Leesha. That’s what I want you two to work on first: finding the thresholds of perception.”
Leesha remained quiet as Timo made these comments and even when he paused in anticipation of a response. Quite simply, the alien had so little experience of seeing Transcripts from above, only ever having seen the very recently discovered example at New Birchwood, he didn’t want to risk providing any wrong information. To a very real degree, Leesha himself was just as interested as Timo in finding answers to the kinds of technical questions the latter was posing.
“And I don’t just mean the zoom or the size or the equivalent altitude if he was actually flying over the sites,” Timo went on, “but also the ‘viewing angle’, if you will. Again, Billy had to use an image from more or less directly overhead to get the Transcript to kick in. But can Leesha spot a Transcript that’s located far away in the distance? When we have a whole planet as big as Earth to cover, we need to know these things to develop an optimal search plan if none of our gut feelings work out.”
“Gut feelings?” Alessandro asked.
“Yes, let’s brainstorm some places and I’ll get high definition satellite images of them ready, so Leesha can take a look. I’ll do that while you guys are trying to find the threshold data that could come in handy if we need to conduct a wider search later. Leesha told me that Billy already tried the other dig sites we identified as potentially game-changing at the same time we identified Dörtlü Tepe, but the real treasures we’re looking for are the Transcripts that could be at or beside sites like that, left to provide information to any members of the Architects’ race that might have flown over for any reason in the future.”
“Right,” Alessandro said. “It’s the same with Dörtlü Tepe itself… the actual site is almost definitely going to teach us all kinds of things about our history, based on what you’ve told me about it, but to me that’s nothing compared to getting a direct insight into the minds and maybe even the motive of these dastardly ‘Architects’ I’ve just learned about.”
When Leesha nodded, Alessandro found the gesture entrancing in its deliberate slowness. It struck him as odd that it was little things like this and the lack of eyebrows that somehow highlighted Leesha’s alienness, given that one initial glance at him was pretty much like looking at a classic depiction of an intergalactic visitor — whether friendly or otherwise.
“But…” Alessandro said. “Timo, I really think we should also be thinking about places where there definitely are artefacts and ancient wonders. Maybe they don’t have to be all that ancient? Okay, there aren’t going to be Transcripts at those sites about making sure we don’t see them — unless the excavations have been very recent — but we aren’t looking for one specific kind of Transcript. There could be explanations of the wonders; information on where the wisdom needed to build them came from, or of what they truly represented outside the realm of our modern interpretations. Someone like Billy or even Mesut Demir would be better for that kind of thing than I am, but whatever we find can always be passed on.”
Timo nodded in agreement with more or less every word of this. “Exactly. That’s what I meant about brainstorming; I want all kinds of places! Let’s just start with the places that first come to your mind, though…”
“Stonehenge?” Alessandro shrugged. “The Moai on Easter Island. Uh… I guess the Pyramids of Giza, obviously. Machu Picchu. Maybe the best thing is just to look up a list of popular ancient or archaeological sites? Different kinds of lists will have things like the Great Wall of China, the Colosseum in Rome, the Acropolis in Athens.”
“What about some more physical, geologically relevant sites?” Timo prodded. “I’m just looking for your first instincts here. Any more striking places you can think of that might catch your eye if you were an alien?”
“Hmmm… maybe somewhere like Pompeii if I’d been paying attention to Earth for a while,” Alessandro replied, “since it has the geological and the socio-historical element making it relevant. Then the really obvious ones like Everest, the Nile, the Amazon… but to be honest with you Timo, I don’t think that’s the right track to be following.”
“It won’t take me any meaningful amount of time,” the billionaire shrugged. “And thanks for your input, Alessandro, I’ll get right on it.”
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Despite a laudable effort, Mr Byrd, whose soft but stoical presence had always been a constant in Clark McCarthy’s life, quickly lost control of his instinctive and valiant attempt to keeping a lid on his feelings upon discovering that one of his oldest and dearest friends was gone.
After the collapsing of his head onto Clark’s shoulder came the breaking into tears — loud, fast and intense tears, of a kind only a sudden and unexpected tragedy of these proportions could provoke — and with those tears came the most difficult moments yet for Clark.
Seeing the old man cry did not bring forth Clark’s innate drive to comfort and protect those he non-egotistically perceived to be weaker than himself, because Mr Byrd did not fit that bill. Instead, this reaction made Clark feel even less in control of the situation than he’d been moments earlier, which would have surprised him if he had any mental energy to think about it given that it had already seemed like there was no way down from absolute zero.
“Do you think Phil would want to see you like this?” Clark asked, not trying to sound overly sharp but just trying to shake Mr Byrd out of an unexpectedly open display of grief that he didn’t quite know what else to do with.
The tone of his voice certainly wasn’t sharp, but Clark’s bodily reaction was far from as comforting as it would have been had this been someone like Tara or even Dan standing before him. There were no tight arms around Mr Byrd’s back, no gentle hand on the top of his head and no whispering in his ear about how it was all going to be okay.
Part of Clark was simply taken aback by seeing Mr Byrd of all people breaking down so completely, but a conscious part of his mind also knew that Byrd was a very proud man of a certain era — even if not quite so stubborn in his efforts to appear unshakeable as Henry McCarthy was or as Phil Norris himself had been — and that providing too much in the way of physical consolation would likely have brought him more than a small degree of embarrassment.
He knew this was the kind of thing he could never explain to the Taras and Dans of the world, but he also knew that he would be embarrassed if the shoe was on the other foot and Mr Byrd had to comfort him in such a manner. Feelings didn’t have to make sense, as Tara sometimes told him in other contexts, and this was a prime example.
Clark was the same kind of man as Henry and Mr Byrd; not a better or worse kind than Dan, Timo or anyone else who wouldn’t have had an iota of self-awareness about how they looked or sounded in such an upsetting moment, and not necessarily even a stronger kind, but certainly a different kind.
Very suddenly, as though awoken from a trance, Mr Byrd lifted his heavy head from Clark’s shoulder and pulled himself straight upright like a private standing before a drill sergeant.
“My legs buckled when I found him,” Clark said, speaking to ease any of the potential embarrassment he’d been thinking Mr Byrd might feel.
Mr Byrd gulped to gather his composure, then wiped one of his eyes and gave a half-nod of acknowledgement. “I want to see him,” he said, lifting his own rarely-seen phone from his pocket in readiness to make use of its flashlight function as Clark had been doing with his.
Clark couldn’t reasonably deny Phil’s old friend this right, so he walked by his side towards the cornfield.
“There’s no obvious sign of injury,” Clark said before they reached the fallen corn. “He’s just… dead.”
Mr Byrd didn’t react to this, and indeed didn’t react to anything until he arrived at the same sudden end of the coarse trail that had startled Clark a few minutes earlier. Despite having the dubious advantage of knowing what he was going to see when he looked at the ground, the sight of Phil’s vacant and lifeless expression was more than enough to draw another and this time even more emotional reaction.
After a few uncomfortable moments, Clark took it upon himself to lead the initially resistant Mr Byrd out of the cornfield before he became truly hysterical. That wouldn’t have done anyone any good — least of all Mr Byrd himself — and it certainly wouldn’t have been conducive to the timely enacting of the only next move Clark had in mind.
Clark stood back and simply allowed Mr Byrd to gather his own emotions and regain his bearings, which only took a few moments.
“Now what?” the old man asked, his words coming out with a laudable strength despite the outbursts of sorrow that had preceded them.
“I need you to drive back to Birchwood as fast as you can,” Clark said.
“Just me?”
Clark nodded. “We can’t both leave him. Well, we have to leave him where he is until we know how the hell this is going to go, but we can’t leave him unattended.”
“Agreed,” Mr Byrd said.
“Okay. So, I want you to tell my dad first, since he’s awake, and then I want you both to tell Emma… gently. I want one of you to call me after you’ve talked about it for a few minutes and it’s sunk in for them, so that we can all talk about it. I’ll give you a half-hour before I call you, but I really don’t want to have to. I want the three of you to call me once you get back there, okay? This isn’t something we can tell them about over the phone, this isn’t something I can do anything about without talking to them first, and this isn’t a scene we can leave unattended. You follow?”
Mr Byrd nodded wordlessly and set off for the car.
Clark walked with him.
“He thought so much of you, Clark,” the old man said, fighting back more tears as he opened the driver-side door. “He wasn’t one to talk like that, and never to the person he was talking about, but he said it. ‘Clark is just always there,’ he said. That’s what he talked about more than anything else… that you’re always there. When something has to be done, you’re always the one to do it. He knew that. He just thought so much of you. Your old man will tell you the same thing; he heard it, too.”
“Thanks,” Clark said, unsure what else he could add. He watched as Mr Byrd got himself slowly back into the car and sat in front of the wheel for several seconds without turning the ignition.
“Are you sure you’re going to be okay to drive?” Clark asked through the open window, doubting this for the first time now that he saw how weakened and shaken Mr Byrd really looked with the car’s slow-to-fade inner light shining down upon him.
Mr Byrd nodded. “I’ll be okay. The plan needs me.”
“I need you,” Clark said. “I need you to tell my dad and Emma what happened, then they can call me and we can decide the next move. But Mr Byrd… I also need you to remember that calling 911 can’t bring Phil back to life, but it can bring us a whole lot of shit we’re not ready to deal with right now. Okay? You know what Phil would want, and it’s not trouble.”
“I get it,” Mr Byrd confirmed.
“Good. I’m not even going to go back inside the house until I hear from one of you when you get back to Birchwood. And once you’ve told them and someone calls me back — not before — we can see about getting Leesha from Fiore Frontiere, to see if anything that happened out here had anything to do with them. I guess the security camera footage will be scrambled if it did, but at least that would tell us it did and we’d be off of square one…”
Mr Byrd continued to breathe deeply, not reacting to Clark’s instructions in any visible way.
“Just tell those two that Phil’s dead and make sure you all call me before anyone calls anyone else or does anything else,” Clark emphasised. “We need to talk this through. If I could drive home with you I would, but like I said: I can’t leave him out here like this.”
“I said I get it,” Mr Byrd quite firmly insisted. He went on to stress once more that he understood exactly what Clark wanted him to, that he was willing and able to do it, and that he wouldn’t hear any third repetition of the plan because he was ready to leave.
Clark watched his car turn back towards town and pull away with Mr Byrd at its wheel, rushing back to share the least welcome news either of them could have imagined having to deal with even after they saw Phil’s desperate text-based request for backup.
Inevitably, Clark couldn’t help but wonder if the two minutes he’d taken to fetch Henry to guard over Emma and Piper next door might have been crucial. He tried in vain to push this thought aside, attempting to reason with himself that if such a short period of time could have made any difference it might only have been that the culprit — if there was one — could have been caught as he fled.
This in turn did little to ease Clark’s frustration, however, and he spent most of the next fifteen minutes thinking about what motive a human culprit could have had for not just intruding upon Phil’s home but for killing him in cold blood.
Needless to say, the rest of the wait was filled by thoughts of just what Clark would do to that culprit once he was found and once every useful piece of information had been obtained from his dastardly mind.
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Working busily and with a hopeful expression on his face, Timo Fiore focused intently on his task of gathering the highest quality images he could obtain from each of the potential Transcript locations Alessandro had mentioned. For good measure, Timo also hunted out a considerable number more that he came up with on his own.
Just a few workstations away, Alessandro and Leesha had been working together with some degree of success in their attempts to ascertain the size or distance threshold at play when it came to identifying and interpreting Transcripts.
Unsurprisingly, they quickly learned that Leesha’s UpLifted power of Transcript perception was far greater than Alessandro’s patch-based ability. When Alessandro slowly and steadily increased the size of the main aerial image of Dörtlü Tepe, Leesha could tell that a Transcript was present long before the young Italian.
For Alessandro, the Transcript was never apparent in any sense until it sent his synapses firing and filled his mind with rich information. For Leesha however, there was an intermediary stage.
Their main discovery, on that point, was that when the close-up image of Dörtlü Tepe was shrunken on the screen, or equally so when a broader image was zoomed out to a certain point, Leesha could recognise that a Transcript was present without being able to actually interpret it.
At a much smaller size, which Alessandro assumed would also equate to a far greater altitude in the event of a real-world flyover, the Transcript became completely undetectable and thus effectively invisible to Leesha. This knowledge that a Transcript went through three altitude-based stages — from invisible, to detectable, to ‘readable’ — could have significant implications for the efficiency of any ongoing search.
A lack of clear satellite images of the Dörtlü Tepe site made it far less easy to determine any viewing angle threshold, but even Leesha was surprised by the distance-related distinction they had made.
Alessandro was glad to have made any breakthrough at all, but the apparent proximity required for Leesha to even spot a Transcript was more than a little disappointing. Some quick calculations based on their early findings — and also based on the shaky assumption that all Earth-based Transcripts would be the same size — suggested to Alessandro that it would take an impossibly impractical length of time for Leesha to look at satellite images of Earth’s entire surface at a level ‘close’ enough for him to detect any Transcripts that may have been there.
This kind of rote analysis had never been the plan, but Alessandro couldn’t deny that he had hoped Leesha would be able to at least identify the presence of a Transcript from tremendous altitude, so that he could have scanned much of Earth in no-time flat in one of his species’ remarkable craft.
As it went, and very much along the line of thought Billy Kendrick had followed in Ankara many hours earlier, Alessandro didn’t give up hope that perhaps looking at a Transcript directly rather than through the medium of a screen — even one as large and pin-sharp as those at Fiore Frontiere — would trip something in Leesha’s UpLifted brain no matter the altitude.
He questioned the alien about how much of Earth he or Sakko had flown over, and the answer was precious little. This allowed hope to take root once more, that perhaps a high-altitude flight would make areas of the world look to Leesha like a pin-covered map.
When Timo returned, Alessandro shared his findings while Leesha pored over the images Timo called up on the screen before them.
Even close-up, however, Leesha saw nothing at any of their few dozen candidate sites. Timo hadn’t seen anything while sourcing these images, and his hope that Leesha’s superior ability to ‘read’ Transcripts would come up trumps had sadly proven unfounded.
“Where exactly is the gate at the edge of our atmosphere?” Alessandro asked, speaking with a degree of frustration after every single one of Timo’s images came up short. “You know, the spot where you come in from New Kerguelen?”
“It’s at your North Pole,” Leesha replied. “But we’ve flown low over that location… so if there was anything, we would have seen it.”
Alessandro scratched his chin. With Timo equally frustrated and having no further use for the computer which controlled the colossal wall-like screen in front of them, the younger man then reached for its keyboard and mouse again to search for another new satellite image.
“He said North Pole,” Timo commented as he saw Alessandro type the word South.
Alessandro chuckled. “I know, and he said they’ve already flown low there. But I figure we might as well try this. Think about it…” he said as he worked, “the Architects were leaving these Transcripts for themselves, right? Not for the Messengers. They don’t want the Messengers to see it, so maybe the best place for that is the furthest possible distance away? Pardon the pun… the polar opposite location.”
Timo shook his head as a relatively high-altitude image of the South Pole filled the screen, groaning at his friend’s pun.
Alessandro was soon shaking his head too, however, at the pronounced disappointment of not feeling the remarkable sensation that came with seeing a Transcript.
The very first time a close-up image of Dörtlü Tepe ‘tripped the wire’ in Alessandro’s mind, he had instinctively looked away just as quickly as Timo did in the same moment. The next time, however, he found the admittedly mentally taxing influx of information far less uncomfortable than Timo, Billy or Dan had reported from their own experiences.
While there was no denying that the deluge that came with a data-rich Transcript provided stimulation like nothing his mind had ever experienced, for Alessandro the sudden learning of so much knowledge and sudden gaining of so much wisdom made a Transcript something to be enjoyed rather than merely endured.
Undoubtedly, however, Alessandro Bonucci’s own Transcript-viewing experience had been nothing like so enjoyable as the sight before his eyes now: the sight of Leesha’s eyes widening in excitement as they unmistakably reacted to the presence of a Transcript.
“Transcript!” Leesha said, removing any modicum of doubt.
At this, Alessandro and Timo both felt their eyes widen. Seemingly from nowhere and on nothing more than a hunch, they had found something.
What exactly this ‘something’ was would be answered in a matter of seconds and determine how their night and quite possibly the very future of Earth’s relationship with New Kerguelen would proceed.
But for now, in the initial post-discovery moment when uncertainty was exciting rather than intimidating, smiles filled their faces.
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In the minutes after Mr Byrd’s departure from Stevenson Farm, Clark spent his wait for a call leaning against the house in a more or less upright stance while facing in the direction of the cornfield. This position provided the advantage of allowing him to not only keep an eye on the coarse path that led the short way to Phil, but also to see and hear anything or anyone who might approach the house. The floodlights were still on, and the only sound in the air was a gentle rustling of corn which would have been pleasantly relaxing in any other context.
So preoccupied was he with his coexistent thoughts of motives and vengeance, Clark didn’t check the time on his phone once to see how much of the half-hour he’d afforded Mr Byrd had elapsed.
As it went, only twenty-one minutes passed between Mr Byrd’s departure and Clark’s next contact with any of the group. To his great surprise, however, this didn’t come in the form of a phone call. Rather, it came with the arrival of a car which — understandably at this point — took no care to arrive stealthily.
Clark moved to the front of the house as soon as he heard the rising noise of an approaching engine.
Please be Byrd, not the police… he said in silent prayer.
The doubt lasted no longer than a few seconds thanks to a combination of the farmhouse’s powerful floodlights and the vehicle’s speedy arrival, but Clark was more than a little surprised to see that it was neither a police car nor his or Mr Byrd’s.
His feeling was of confusion rather than concern, though, because the shape of the car was convincingly familiar even before he could read the licence plate for absolute confirmation.
On an intellectual level, Clark knew who was driving the car long before she stepped out of it and ran towards him, but somehow that didn’t make the sight of his sister-in-law Emma any less surprising to his emotionally frazzled mind.
“Are you okay?” Emma asked, immediately placing a hand on each of Clark’s cheeks and gazing into his eyes rather than hugging him.
He said nothing.
“It’s going to be okay,” she went on, now stepping forward to give him the hug he might have expected initially. “There’s nothing—”
“Emma, it’s not your job to make me feel safe,” Clark interrupted, his voice somewhat grainy having not spoken for so long while he gazed out at the cornfield in deep and troubled thought.
“Mr Byrd told me you managed to keep it bottled up and helped him straighten up,” Emma said, not in any way offended by words that she knew had come across more sharply than Clark intended. “Listen to me: you can’t spend your whole life being there for everyone else to lean on and bottle everything up until it explodes. If your life was your life, off on an island somewhere, fine. But not when you’re my daughter’s uncle and not when you’re my sister’s partner. Okay? Sadness isn’t weakness, Clark; I’ve told you that before and I’ll tell you however many times it takes until it gets through.”
Ordinarily Clark would have said something back, likely in a defensive tone, but the nature of Emma’s appeal — based on not only his wellbeing but that of the wider family they shared — was anything but ordinary. She had never said anything like this to him before, and it got through at the first time of asking.
“Clark, you’re the strongest person any of us know,” she said to wrap it all up, holding his eyes as a single tear welled in each, “but you’re still human. We don’t need you to pretend you’re not, we just need you to be here. Not always for us, just with us.”
He nodded without speaking while fighting back slowly welling tears. When Emma began to shed more than a few tears of her own, though, rage and sorrow swirled within him.
“I’m going to find them and I’m going to kill them,” he growled. “Even if I go to jail for the rest of my life, it’ll be worth every second.”
“You’re not going to jail,” Emma said.
“I know. I just meant—”
“But they’re not getting away with this,” she interrupted to finish her thought.
Clark’s eyes widened at the strength of these words, both in their meaning and delivery, and he nodded with far more vigour than on the last few occasions. “Why did you come straight out here, anyway?” he asked. “Why didn’t you call? And if someone was coming out, why didn’t Byrd come back.”
“Mr Byrd isn’t what we need for this,” Emma replied. She held his eyes and spoke without emotion: “Clark, we need to clean this up.”
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“So we found a Transcript at the South Pole?” Alessandro asked, winking victoriously at Timo as he spoke. “Hmmm, who would have thought it…”
Timo held a hand out for Alessandro to high-five; an offer that was quickly accepted.
“Can we zoom in, or make it larger?” Leesha asked. “There is definitely a Transcript — you were right — but I can’t initiate the reading.”
“That looks like the best image we have, and like it’s already at maximum size,” Timo said, more than a little ruefully.
In stark and sudden contrast, a smile spread across Alessandro’s face. “Say, do you have an extra jacket around here?” he asked Timo.
“Huh? Why?”
“I hear Antarctica is pretty chilly at this time of year,” the young astronomer replied.
Although he didn’t necessarily get the humour like Timo did, Leesha could read the thoughts behind Alessandro’s words and knew exactly what he was getting at.
“Let’s go,” the alien said, punctuating the words with his trademark slow nod. He had been standing upright the whole time, as was his usual firm preference, and Alessandro quickly jumped up to join him.
Alessandro held out a hand, hoping Leesha would imitate the high-five gesture Timo had performed a minute or so earlier. Much to his joy, Leesha did slowly move his hand forward until it connected with his own.
There was no slapping sound or satisfyingly firm contact as would normally be the case with a celebratory high-five, but this was nevertheless and without question the single most satisfying moment of Alessandro Bonucci’s life.
“Are you coming?” he asked Timo, who was the only one still sitting.
“No, Alessandro,” Timo replied sarcastically with a theatrical roll of his eyes as he rose to his feet. “We just found a message from the Architects, and I don’t want to see what it says…“
The two men laughed heartily and hugged in belated celebration.
“Friends,” Leesha interjected in a cautionary tone, “perhaps we should see what it says before we get carried away…”
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“What do you know?” Emma asked Clark. “From the top.”
Clark studied Emma’s expression. Her desire to ‘clean up’ the situation around Phil’s tragic and unexplained death struck him as a very literal one, based on the pair of latex gloves she handed to him as she spoke. Like some of the sounds he’d heard earlier from the creaking floorboards and rustling corn, this couldn’t help but send his thoughts back to the night when Richard Walker had first been taken by the then-unseen Messengers.
On that occasion, Emma had accompanied her handing over of similar gloves with the two word explanation of “fake tan”. This time, she gave them to Clark without even so much as that.
“What did Mr Byrd tell you so far?” Clark asked, loath to waste any time revisiting old ground.
“That he’s in the cornfield with no obvious signs of any injuries,” she replied. “That you found nothing in the house, including the basement. I asked him a few questions and he told me you didn’t mention anything about security camera footage, or whether you have Phil’s phone.”
Clark shook his head. “His phone could be in his pocket, but I didn’t want to touch him. I’m not squeamish, just thinking of forensics.”
“The gloves are more to make you feel better than anything else,” Emma admitted. “I think we’re way past forensics, if you’ve been touching everything in there and you’ve been down to the basement. Oh… and about that. Your dad said Phil has a big freezer down there, for all his hunting?”
Clark gulped.
“I guess you know where I’m going with that.”
More than a little reluctantly, he nodded in silent understanding.
“Anyway, there’s no way a guy like Phil will have his security cameras connected to the internet — literally no way — so we don’t need to worry about dealing with those before we do anything else. I guess it would be way too late for that, too, since we’re standing here in the light and you’ve been everywhere else. But the point is, I think the priority is getting him out of anyone’s potential sight before daybreak. I know he’s not exactly in sight as it is, but drones, planes, I dunno… there’s just no need to risk anyone seeing him until we know what we’re going to do, you know?”
“Right,” Clark said. Although he agreed fully with this idea and saw it as a fairly obvious one, the coolness with which Emma was expressing herself didn’t go unnoticed. He had never understood how she could retain such composure in assessing situations rationally even when they were so emotionally challenging, and her ability to handle this one as well as she currently was left him certain that he never would.
“The freezer is just until we can deal with this properly,” Emma went on. “That buys us as much time as we need without the risk of him, you know… going bad. And it also means we don’t need to take him off-site and risk a major disaster if someone saw us with him even if we were on the way to a place that was totally safe.”
Clark took note of Emma saying ‘him’ in reference to Phil, rather than ‘the body’ or anything similar, and although he chose not to acknowledge this he did appreciate it for whatever it was worth. “It’s better than leaving him out here,” he said. “And I was already thinking about it, so don’t worry about me thinking it’s disrespectful or anything. But Phil’s gone, Emma, and you knew him for long enough to know that he wouldn’t want us to be too precious about how we deal with this. All he would care about is avoiding trouble. Right now the only people who know he’s dead are us and whoever did it — if there even is a ‘whoever did it’ — and they’re not exactly going to be shouting it from the rooftops. The freezer buys us thinking time, so I’m all the way on board with that.”
“Where exactly is he, anyway? Near the edge?” Emma asked. They were still standing in the brightly floodlit area halfway between the car and the field, and were burning moonlight.
Clark put a gentle hand on Emma’s back and led her towards the cornfield. “Maybe fifteen paces in, something like that. Whatever happened, he didn’t get far. But before we go in, I do have to ask: have you seen dead people before?”
“Not really,” Emma admitted.
“I have,” Clark said, pausing at the edge of the field. “Way too many and way too close, but I still got the fright of my damn life when I found him. Are you sure you want to see him? Because I’m going to be carrying him on my own, anyway, and you can still look at the camera footage to see what happened. You don’t have to see him, is all I’m saying. I’m not going to stop you if you want to, and I won’t try to talk you out of it anymore if you say yes this time…”
“I’m sure,” Emma said, eyeing the trampled corn that signalled the start of a minor but clearly visible path into the field. “But that’s just it: you found him. You didn’t know he was there. I do, so it won’t be quite so bad for me.”
If this was a movie, he’d be gone when we get there, Clark mused.
As the thought hit his mind — a thought of a kind he’d had more than once since arriving around an hour earlier — he couldn’t decide whether such an unlikely development would be welcome or not. He figured he would know soon enough; that his instinctive relief or disappointment at seeing Phil would speak for itself.
On one hand, if he was gone then they would have even less to go on in terms of physical evidence. On the other, it would almost certainly signify some kind of alien involvement. The more Clark thought of this, however, the less clearly he could see any reason to think that the sight of an empty spot where Phil’s corpse had been laying would be welcome in any sense.
He really could have died in a forcefield accident, Clark thought, more than a little aware that he was clutching at straws. Maybe he heard something in the field, went in, then a forcefield went up at the perimeter and he was too deep inside to get out before his brain got fried?
“What are you thinking?” Emma asked, studying Clark through very narrow eyes which signified her curiosity rather than any kind of suspicion.
“Nothing,” he said, thinking better of introducing this possibility given not only his uncertainty about how she would feel if it was correct but given also how remote it seemed on reflection. Filling Emma’s mind with any more confusing considerations when she was already in such an emotionally charged situation was worse than the one-word white lie of ‘nothing’, so he felt no guilt in being uncharacteristically evasive.
Emma shrugged it off and stepped into the field, following the short path made by the flattened corn. This was no clear or deliberate path and the corn wasn’t neatly or fully flattened, just visibly bent by the size and weight of human strides. It was understandably a lot more pronounced now than it had been before Clark and then Mr Byrd had trampled along it, with each corn-crunching journey so far having made the ground easier to navigate during the next.
On arrival, and much to Clark’s relief, Emma’s reaction upon reaching Phil was far more measured than Mr Byrd’s, with no outburst of emotion and hardly any sign at all. He considered this was probably because Emma had been able to process the news for more than a few moments before seeing Phil like this, but her near-total lack of expressive sorrow nevertheless came as something of a shock.
“Good to go?” Clark asked after ten or fifteen quiet seconds.
Emma nodded. “We should check his back out here before we take him inside, though.”
“You don’t have to say we,” Clark replied, crouching down to do as Emma suggested. “I appreciate it, but really. You don’t have to deal with this part, except maybe shining the light down here for me.”
Doing as he asked, Emma gave Clark some light. He shook his head, still seeing no gunshot wound, blood or obvious sign of a blunt impact, then picked up Phil’s body in a fireman’s carry and set off for the basement.
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SECTOR ONE
GREAT SHELTER, NEW KERGUELEN
The situation on New Kerguelen hadn’t deteriorated in the worst ways Sakko’s brain had been imagining it might have, but there was no doubt that his trusted human guests were arriving to face a more difficult mission than the one he had very honestly sold them on before they left Earth.
It could have been worse, but not by much.
As the humans already knew, an inner circle of ex-Squadron leaders still held great sway on New Kerguelen; almost as much as Leesha and Sakko did by virtue of their perceived wisdom and their direct line to the humans who some Messengers almost worshipped while others remained far more hesitant and sometimes even suspicious of their Earthly counterparts.
The ex-Squadron leaders met Sakko very briefly to discuss the planet’s ongoing discontent, and promised that the humans would receive a platform to share their thoughts on both restoring order and dealing with the gate — ideally in one fell swoop. They thanked him for mentioning the humans before arriving with them, and Sakko took this mild thawing in relations as proof that he had made the right decision.
He didn’t venture out in public before returning for his guests, very reluctant to leave them suspended and unattended for too long, and when he did set off to fetch them he paused at the door leading back to their landing site.
It wasn’t going to be easy and he didn’t know quite what obstacles they were going to run into, but he was forever glad to have Dan and the others on his side.
The presence of Emma and her cool head wouldn’t have gone amiss, but from past experience Sakko knew that Tara could pull surprises out of the bag and defy expectations, while Billy Kendrick was a determined and resilient figure with an evident passion for the Messengers and their world which came through in everything he said and which would hopefully endear him to whoever stood in the way of peace.
We can do this, Sakko thought to himself as he stepped towards the craft. Together, we can do this…
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Some five minutes after leaving the cornfield, and a full three minutes after insisting that Emma stay out of the basement while he did the nastiest part of an all-round nasty job, Clark called for her to come down. “He’s in, but I want you to see what’s down here,” he said. “It looks like pretty much nothing except for the freezer, but I knew him too well to buy that…”
Emma hurried down, having impatiently but respectfully waited at the top of the stairs for what felt like forever. Had she known Clark would take more than a minute, she would have begun searching the rest of the house for anything they didn’t want to leave lying around and most specifically for Phil’s home security console.
Glancing around the basement with only a sudden consideration that the security system might be controlled from down there, Emma was quickly disappointed to see how little there truly was.
She slowly worked her way around the walls, looking for anything more than nothing, and before long she found an almost-invisible access slot at chest height to the left side of the wall opposite the walk-in freezer. “Key card,” she said. “You got his wallet, right?”
“Just about the only thing I did find,” Clark said. “It was in the little bathroom cupboard above the sink, which is where my old man keeps his. There was nothing in his pockets, not even his phone which he clearly had in his hand fifteen minutes before I first got here. We could call it, but that might not be the smartest thing right now.”
“Nope,” Emma said, taking hold of the plain leather wallet Clark handed to her having been holding onto it in his pocket. She quickly rifled through a pile of what looked to be around seven or eight cards.
Clark stood over her shoulder, watching on and hoping that just one of them would be anything but a standard credit or store card.
Emma glanced back at him. “But then it’s not exactly going to say ‘secret entrance’, is it?’”
Clark shrugged, tilting his head towards the slot in invitation for her to give it a try.
“Nothing to lose,” she said.
If this was a movie, trying the wrong card would lock the door and bring poison gas shooting out of the walls, he thought. Like all of his recent ‘if this was a movie’ thoughts, Clark neither knew where this one came from nor considered it remotely plausible.
With no far-fetched warnings to stop her, Emma wasted no time in trying every single one of the cards. She waited a few seconds between each attempt, but it didn’t take long until there were none left. Whatever kind of locking mechanism was in place and whatever it might have revealed when deactivated, nothing happened.
“Well, he’s hardly going to keep the magic card in his wallet with all the others, is he?” Clark shrugged again. He wasn’t trying to be in any way argumentative or disagreeable, but the words did come across that way.
“Mr Byrd or your dad might know something about this once we mention it,” Emma said. “I mean, it might not be Dörtlü Tepe or New Birchwood, but if this is Phil’s prepper stash in some secret underground basement extension then there’s going to be stuff worth finding… don’t you think?”
“All the way,” Clark agreed. “I can’t see how it’s going to be anything related to the Messen—”
“I didn’t think it would,” Emma interrupted. “But he’s been hardcore into this stuff for years, and we all know what kind of money he’s been making since the leak. Just think of those Greatorex 3000s… he casually dropped thirty grand on those things. And hey, one of them turned out to come in pretty damn handy for Dan on New Kerguelen, so maybe we can’t totally rule out finding something useful in the context of all this.”
It was something to bear in mind, for sure, but both knew they had more pressing matters to attend to; such as accessing the security console and finding out what had happened.
They walked back to the main level of the house and split up, with Emma giving Clark some ideas of the kinds of things he was looking for. Some kind of tablet device was most likely she said, and quite possibly built into a surface like the one Phil had installed inside New Kergrillin’.
Neither found anything in the first rooms they checked, but before too long Emma called to announce that she’d found a non-embedded tablet control interface between the mattress and base of the bed in Phil’s guest bedroom. “A good spot,” she said, presenting the tablet to Clark.
“Clearly good enough, if anyone else has been looking for it,” he said. “How did you know to look there?”
“I didn’t, but he doesn’t have a lot of furniture so there weren’t a whole lot of other places in there. I did figure it wouldn’t be in the kitchen or his own bedroom, just because those are more obvious.”
Nodding along with the logic, Clark encouraged her to fire it up. The device’s request for a six-digit code posed no problems — 5 0 1 2 2 3 did the trick, as expected and as ever — and within a few seconds Emma was navigating between feeds from no less than twelve cameras.
The software was excellent, predictably so since they both knew Phil didn’t mess around when it came to things like this, and it had detected a High Alert event as indicated by a flashing red exclamation mark icon in the corner of the screen.
“Where is the footage stored?” Clark asked. “Is there a memory card in there? That wouldn’t last for long before it filled up, right? Is there going to be a hard drive around here somewhere, hooked up to a local wifi network or something? I don’t really know this stuff. We’re not going to have to access each of the cameras, are we? Some of them are tough to get to… especially in the dark.”
“Think of this as being just a screen,” Emma said, not directly answering any of Clark’s several questions but explaining it to him in the quickest way she could. “It wasn’t even switched on. There is a hard drive for a system like this, or more likely a whole array of them, but that’s ninety-nine percent definitely going to be on the other side of the card slot downstairs. Anyway, let’s watch it…”
And watch they did, as the security software relayed the entirety of the events that culminated in Phil’s death. The best and clearest views were automatically chosen at every key moment, although always overridable in real-time by any manual selection the viewer desired, and this enabled them to see every aspect of what had happened.
The flagged incident did not begin with an alien flash, which quickly ruled out any Messenger involvement and suitably sunk Clark’s hope — inconsequential as it may have been — that Phil had died in an accident.
Instead, the footage began with the approach of a dark coloured car with no license plate. A lone figure stepped out; but when the camera automatically zoomed in on his face, it showed a full white mask obscuring every inch of skin and all but a tiny hole for each eye.
“Fuck!” Clark yelled, unthinkingly lashing out at a nearby vase and quickly apologising, to Emma out loud and to Phil in his mind.
She gulped and kept watching. Very shortly thereafter, however, Emma McCarthy could watch no more.
Once the intruder forced his way inside, the picture changed to a dual-screen presentation with Phil on one side — hiding in the dark while texting Clark and Mr Byrd for backup — and the invader on the other. The man held a firearm as he swept the house, clearly seeking Phil. He didn’t look closely in each room, perhaps initially taking the darkness as a sign that no one was home.
He gathered a laptop computer from the kitchen and proceeded to look in drawers and cupboards within the kitchen in a manner that suggested he didn’t want to leave too many signs that he’d been there.
“Can we skip to when there’s more movement?” Clark asked.
Emma, more familiar with the software than Clark thanks to some experience with a much older version but still far from an expert, skipped ahead to the next change of camera. She kept doing so until the man entered the hallway several minutes later. She looked around and glanced up at the camera which had captured the footage, feeling even more uneasy as the man reached the point on the floor where she was now standing.
Back on the screen, the decisive moment was imminent.
Once he saw the man pass the doorway to the room where he was hiding, and going explicitly against Clark’s instruction to hang tight, Phil then attempted to sneak out from his hiding spot to tackle and detain the man from behind before it was too late.
In the deathly silence of the night, he failed as soon as he began.
The intruder heard Phil’s movement and spun around instantly, aiming his firearm at his forehead.
“Punk-ass mask bitch,” Phil spat at him. He didn’t plead, and in fact did the opposite of fall to his knees to beg for mercy. Instead, Phil defiantly stood up and faced the man down. “The only way to win is to turn that thing on yourself, asshole. You fucked yourself the second you showed up here — there’s no way out.”
The man dropped the laptop to the floor from its previous position under his left arm, while taking care to keep his weapon trained on Phil. He then put his left hand in his pocket and produced what looked more like a dart gun than anything else.
“Look,” Clark said to Emma.
The simplicity of this instruction was enough to defeat her hesitation. “Wait, is that a tranq—”
“Phil is one hundred percent dead,” Clark said, leading with this so as to avoid raising any false hopes in her heart, “but that does look like a tranquilliser dart.”
No more than two seconds later, the man fired an expertly aimed dart into Phil’s neck.
The undeserving victim slumped to the ground almost instantly.
“That was some dose,” Clark lamented. He didn’t for a second think Phil might have been in a deep sleep after all, though, having checked for every possible sign of life over a period of far too many minutes to have missed them all.
If any modicum of doubtful hope or hopeful doubt may have remained present in either Clark’s mind or Emma’s, it was destroyed just a moment later as the intruder rushed into Phil’s bedroom and returned with a pillow.
“That’s enough,” Emma said, reaching for the console.
Clark held it at arm’s length, positioning his body in the way. “I’m not asking you to watch it, but I’m seeing this through,” he said, all new levels of fury building within him at the man’s callous action.
Knowing she wouldn’t get through, Emma walked into the kitchen and sat at the table, head in hands.
Back in the hallway, both where he was watching the footage and where it had been filmed, Clark felt blood thumping in his neck; it was positively pulsing at the speed of rage as he locked eyes on the man responsible for Phil’s murder.
And that was what it was: a murder, not an accident. With Phil having been tranquillised and not having seen the intruder’s face when confronting him, there had been no need — in any sense — for the man to have killed him.
Worse still, the man had a gun and chose to use a pillow. To do it up close and personal like that — and by choice, no less — spoke to Clark of a true sickness in the culprit’s soul. The masked coward would pay in ways he could never imagine, Clark vowed; ways that made his worst nightmares look like flowery daydreams.
After more than long enough to be sure Phil was dead, the man eventually dragged him outside and into the cornfield. From there, he returned to get the laptop and shamelessly picked up some valuable ornaments from the hallway table for good measure.
Clark glanced at this table, from which he had just knocked the last remaining vase, and shook his head. Before leaving, the man looked directly up at the just-visible camera above the main doorway and raised a middle finger.
“Suffocation,” Clark said, spitting out the word in burning rage. “Of all the fucking ways…”
A phone’s ringtone then punctured the air, causing Emma’s hand to shoot towards her pocket in a Pavlovian response even though the sound wasn’t close enough for that to make sense.
“It’s mine,” Clark said, feeling the vibration against his right thigh and walking towards her.
Emma breathed relatively easily upon hearing this, knowing that Henry or Mr Byrd would have called her if it was about Piper. The baby was in good hands, but this brief moment of concern still sharpened Emma’s desire to get home relatively quickly. “Who is it?” she asked.
“Get down and stay down,” Clark whispered, gesturing to a hiding spot under the table. He spoke with a newfound urgency in his voice as he rolled up his sleeves and glanced out of the window. “It’s an unknown number…”
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INNER SECTION
MESSENGER LIGHT CRAFT
A flight within Earth’s atmosphere, crossing no gate, did not require its human passengers to enter a state of something akin to suspended animation.
For the short duration of their first ever flight in a bona fide alien spacecraft, therefore, both Timo and Alessandro were entirely lucid. Being flashed out of the Fiore Frontiere building and into the centre of the small saucer-like craft hovering invisibly overhead was remarkable enough, but the views from within it were positively incredible.
Neither man could even imagine what it was going to be like when they started moving, much less when they arrived over the endless whiteness of the South Pole and laid eyes upon a message from the Architects.
That it was also a message for the Architects — other members of the deceitful race who might one day fly overhead — made the prospect somewhat daunting, particularly after Leesha’s words of warning against premature excitement, but the overwhelmingly prevailing feeling among the two present humans was one of keen anticipation.
“You won’t see much when we’re travelling,” Leesha said, “but you won’t feel the movement, either.”
The first part of this statement quickly revealed itself as a leading contender for understatement of the century, as the world outside the seamless circular window panel which surrounded them turned to something more like nothingness than a blur.
There was no flash to speak of, but there might as well have been given how quickly they moved from origin to destination. Leesha had been correct in suggesting that they wouldn’t feel any movement, and the men likewise felt no sensation upon the sudden cessation of that movement, nor even a light feeling of deceleration. The only reason they knew they had arrived was that the world outside had returned to their vision on the other side of the windows, and all around was white.
Timo leaned forward to see out of the window as far as he could, quickly drawing Alessandro to do the very same at his side.
The view, as they had expected, was like none they had ever experienced before; no high definition satellite image could ever come close to capturing this kind of natural beauty.
A lack of anything much to provide scale made their altitude difficult to judge, but both men at least knew they were hovering higher than a passenger jet.
Turning towards the centre of the craft, this time Alessandro first with Timo following his lead, they both saw Leesha gazing intently at the floor.
On closer inspection, however, he was in fact gazing through the floor — a section of which had become suddenly and utterly transparent. This instantly made Timo recall the glass-bottom boat trips of his youth, and from his position at the window he could clearly see that Leesha had already spotted and fully engaged the Transcript they had all come to see.
Rather than walking around to look at the alien’s face for an indication of what it revealed, Timo and Alessandro glanced briefly at each other then stepped forward in unison until they too reached the newly transparent section of the craft’s floor. This floor was a remarkable thing in itself, but it was positively nothing compared to what they saw beneath it.
The Transcript was fully visible to both men, immediately flooding their minds with a deluge of information. The effect was brief — more so than that of the Transcript at Dörtlü Tepe — but it packed one almighty punch.
Delivering one of the last things either could ever have possibly predicted, this Transcript had the potential to rapidly upturn the situation on both Earth and New Kerguelen.
Indeed, it had tremendous and immediate implications for rampant questions about a third planet, too, and the gateway that led there…
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STEVENSON FARM
EASTVIEW, COLORADO
“Hello?” Clark said, answering his incoming call from an unknown number. He knew what would happen next if this was a movie, and imagined Emma must have been thinking the same.
Expecting to hear the breathy voice of a caller gloating about Phil and insisting they could see Clark and Emma in the kitchen, the elder McCarthy brother was thus more than a little surprised to hear the voice that actually responded: “Yo, is this Clark? It’s Chip. Chip Petrovic.”
“Chip?” Clark echoed, immediately calling Emma out from under the table now that the coast was clear. “What the hell do you want? How did you get my number? Anyway, listen… I’m dealing with something right now.”
“So am I,” Chip said, his voice far lower than Clark remembered. It had been the better part of ten years since they’d last spoken, though, and Clark figured his own voice had probably changed just as much in the intervening period. “Your number wasn’t exactly hard to find, but listen: I didn’t know who else to call. A guy just tried to break into my house, man… the dog spooked him and the idiot impaled his foot on a metal spike in my fence. I’ve got him here — restrained — but he’s telling me nothing.”
Clark focused like he had never focused before, listening to every slight change in intonation. In the movie version of his life, Chip would be laying a trap. The fact that he was on the line a day after meeting Phil in Birchwood and barely an hour after Phil had been killed seemed like far too much of a coincidence, until Clark realised that he wasn’t being presented with a binary choice between a trap and a coincidence.
The asshole who killed Phil clearly wanted something, he thought, and he must have seen Chip with him at the grill…
“Clark, I’m sorry to bring this to you,” Chip went on, “but where else do I go? I think this might be something to do with all of you guys, or at least Phil, because I was there yesterday and people saw us together. I’ve lived here for years without a single hint of trouble. Then this, the very night after I go back to Birchwood…”
Clark had his phone on loudspeaker so that Emma could hear, too — no one else was around, and if they were then it was already far too late — and she took it upon herself to interject.
“Chip, this is Emma McCarthy. Did anyone else see this intruder? Are you alone?”
“Hey,” Chip replied to a world-famous voice he would have easily recognised without the need for an introduction. “No and yes. He didn’t arrive in a car, as far as I can tell, and he doesn’t have a phone or anything.”
“What colour is his mask?” she asked.
“White,” Chip replied instantly. “Wait… how did you know he has a mask?”
Emma raised a thumb to Clark, now absolutely convinced that Chip was telling them the truth about everything; there was no way he could act as well as this, with the tone changes and perfect timing.
“Let’s just say he’s not the only asshole sneaking around tonight. What’s your address? Stay where you are; I’ll be there fast.”
As Chip gave them his address, Emma typed it into her phone to prevent any possible errors. She held the screen in front of Clark so he could double-check it was correct, which it was.
“See you soon,” Clark said.
“Hold on,” Chip gulped. “No police, okay? I mean… nothing against them; I know you were a cop for a while down there. But everything in my life isn’t exactly on the up and up, you know? And if you’ve already been dealing with one of these assholes tonight, I guess that means the stakes are pretty high. Police need to file paperwork, stick to rules, respect these assholes’ ‘human rights’ and all that shit.”
“Same page,” Clark said. There were good reasons Phil had ended up working with Chip on whatever legal issues they’d been taking care of; just like Phil and Chip’s old man Diamond, the two were cut from the same cloth. “Just make sure you keep your doors locked and that your dog keeps paying attention, okay? I’ll be there before you know it. And don’t apologise for coming to me — thanks.”
The call ended.
“Do you want to go straight from here?” Emma asked. “Or go home to fill them all in and get your own car? Piper will be waking soon…”
“Yeah, you should go home. I’m not planning on driving to Denver, though,” Clark said, lifting a patch from his pocket. “Friends in high places, you know?”
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SECTOR ONE
GREAT SHELTER, NEW KERGUELEN
All three of Dan McCarthy, Tara Ford and Billy Kendrick had ventured to New Kerguelen in the past.
All three had experienced the initial wonder of being flash-teleported into one of the Messengers’ spacecraft, and all three knew the drill when it came time to climb into one of the pod-like enclosures which emerged from an invisible recess in the wall and enabled humans to safely cross the gates which somehow linked Earth and New Kerguelen.
All three remembered the landing site on New Kerguelen, and the short walk to the all-white corridor that followed.
None of them, however, had experienced an arrival quite like this one. So much had changed even since Billy and Dan had ventured to New Kerguelen a few weeks earlier, let alone since Tara’s visit the previous year, it was difficult to know where to start.
They were all wearing telepathy patches which temporarily granted that power without the previously coexistent telekinesis, for one thing, and more importantly without the fear that they might be stuck with it.
But of far more consequence was the fact that the Great Shelter into which they were necessarily led — adjacent to the landing site beneath the gate, as it was — was now known to have been a great cage all along. Before long, the patches would enable the humans to hear others calling it ‘the Pen’, in reference to the static ‘Containment Pen’ Transcript the Architects had placed on the ground beside the Great Shelter to be viewed from above.
Most consequential of all, however, was the change in attitude reflected by the change in speech. The population of New Kerguelen was angry, bitter and resentful over the deception to which they had been subjected for so long.
Tensions were high and tempers were short, Sakko warned his human guests, and all of that had been true even before the discovery of an apparent gateway to the Architects’ world had brought all-new levels of panic and before the killing of three well-intentioned if foolhardy youngsters who attempted to cross it had brought levels of societal unrest that the planet had never seen.
Sakko also told his guests what had happened in the few hours since their arrival, during which time he had left them safely suspended in the craft while he broke the news of their imminent appearance to some high-ranking members of the planet’s Council in a bid to calm things down.
Things sadly seemed to have gotten worse, he said, stressing that he no longer thought the humans’ mere presence would be enough to reduce the simmering unrest that threatened to boil over. The humans were uneased by this, but didn’t let it get them down just yet; no one had ever truly believed it was going to be that easy.
They encountered not a single soul on the way to the familiar Council Office where Sakko assured them some of the generally recognised leaders would be discussing options for how to best quell the increasing disorder on a planet entirely ill-equipped to deal with it.
For so long, New Kerguelen’s rigid caste system had by its very design kept Messengers of all ages and all specialisations in their own lanes, so to speak; there had been no need to enforce order, because life in the Great Shelter — guided from afar by the invisible hands of the Architects through the radio-like Machines they dressed up as Elders — had been so rigid as to ensure order by default.
Challenges resulting from the sudden collapse of the caste system had arisen in the aftermath of the public announcement which broke the news about the Architects and the deceit surrounding the Elders and Shelter, but recent events had dialled it all up to eleven.
Now that the planet’s population had something to be worried about as well as bitter about, fear was rampant. And now that a huge subset of the population mourning the deaths of the would-be gate-crossers had reason to be angry at some of their planet-mates as well as the Architects, widespread violence no longer felt like a distant impossibility.
Although Sakko’s initial hope that Dan and Tara could help a lot just by being there was fading, he still hoped that Billy’s flair for archaeological discoveries could perhaps illuminate certain contexts in ways that would calm things down. His primary hope, however, was that Dan and even more so Tara could perhaps talk some sense into the same influential former Squadron leaders they had engaged with when successfully ensuring a recall of their forces from Havana and Beijing.
“Here we are,” Sakko said, bringing forth a previously invisible door by placing his hand on the appropriate section of the long corridor’s wall. He had been very quiet thus far, as had the others, and offered just one piece of final advice: “Be yourselves and state your truths, my friends. It’s gotten you this far…”
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STEVENSON FARM
EASTVIEW, COLORADO
Emma watched through confused eyes as Clark applied his telepathy patch and attempted to attract Leesha’s attention through sheer force of concentrated will.
“I think that only ever worked for Dan, and even then it was only for a little while,” Emma said. “Call Timo, though, because getting Leesha to teleport is a way better idea than driving.”
Clark navigated to Timo’s contact information and hit call. “I still don’t think you should come, though,” he said to Emma while the phone rang, “even though it’ll be so much faster than driving that you’d make it home in time for Piper waking up.”
“Why?”
“I don’t want you to see what I might have to do,” Clark deadpanned, finishing the sentence just as Timo picked up.
“Clark! Wow, my friend… have we found some incredible things! There was—”
“Timo, tell Leesha I need him right now,” Clark interrupted. “I’m at the cornfield at Stevenson Farm and I need him right now. Under no circumstances should you come out here, don’t call anyone in Birchwood to ask about anything, and please don’t even waste another second by asking any questions. You’ll hear from us soon but… seriously, I need him now.”
“Uh…”
“Now!” Clark boomed.
He immediately heard Timo passing the message to Leesha, and before much longer he saw the indirect light of a flash coming from one of the bedroom’s off the main hallway.
Turning around right away, both Clark and Emma then saw Leesha walking briskly towards them.
“Thanks, Timo, he’s here,” Clark said. “I hope whatever you found tonight is good… we’ll catch up in the morning.”
With the call over, Clark encouraged Emma to apply her telepathy patch before Leesha reached them. Every second was a prisoner, so she wasted no time in following the wise suggestion.
Within a moment of Leesha’s arrival, his jaw slackened. “Phil?” he asked.
They both sighed. Keeping the news from Timo for now had been a deliberate and obvious decision, what with there being nothing he could have done about it other than let it affect his own decision-making in potentially damaging ways. With Leesha and his undying powers of telepathic perception, however, the duo had no such option.
“Don’t tell Sakko,” Clark pleaded. “I don’t want Dan or the others to know while they’re dealing with everything else. Have you spoken to Sakko at all?”
“No, we each know the other is busy,” Leesha replied very flatly. “We agreed to converse only in any emergency situation that might arise prior to their groups’ return. No emergencies have arisen on New Kerguelen, I know that much, and I share your view that it is unwise to divulge in-actionable information on one topic while others are dealing with something else.”
Entirely unaware of what Leesha had just discovered with Timo and Alessandro, neither Clark nor Emma read fully into this closing comment.
“But Phil…” Leesha went on.
“He was murdered,” Clark said, stating it plainly in confirmation. “And the lawyer he’s been working with has detained an intruder at his place. Can you take us to this address?”
Emma held out her phone. “Wait, I’ll get a satellite image. Would that help?”
“Yes,” Leesha said, his emotionless tone contrasting with the evidently growing anger on his face. Clark didn’t miss this, and was only slightly surprised that Leesha had jumped straight to rage with no stopover at grief or sorrow. “I don’t know this man at all, so I can’t navigate to him without knowing where he is. The image is helpful.”
“This is the house,” Emma said, pleased to see that it was a relatively isolated home on the outskirts of Denver rather than an apartment in a more crowded area of the city itself. She began with a wide view and then zoomed in, pausing there before zooming out again. “Is that okay? You’ve got it?”
Leesha nodded in his usual slow way, but with a far firmer expression than typically went along with it. “Sakko and I each have a new patch,” he said. “They were found in the Outpost and the others are secure in our craft. These new patches temporarily grant a form of telepathy far beyond that granted by the patches you are wearing or indeed by any of the UpLifter devices the Architects gave to us directly. I know you have previously made distinctions between reading minds and hearing thoughts, and those distinctions were worthwhile. Now, however, we can dive to the deepest depths of any mind before us. There is a cost, energetically speaking, and a significant recovery period. We have only tested these patches with each other and both agreed never to use them in anything but the greatest of emergencies. Their use is not discreet, but this is not an issue when the target will be in no position to tell anyone what he has seen or felt when I am finished. We have told no one else about this new power and we have hesitations about its use… but to find out who did this to Phil and why, while we can still bring them to justice, I will do anything.”
“Thanks. Just take Emma home first and we’ll get going,” Clark requested, his hopes uplifted by this news but his mind still clear that Emma didn’t need to be part of what came next.
“I’m coming,” she insisted. “Ignore him, Leesha.”
Although momentarily stuck in the middle, Leesha quickly made it clear he would let Emma make her own decision; she was coming.
Clark shrugged, not overly concerned and merely having wanted to save Emma from a potentially unsettling few minutes’ viewing when he got hold of the intruder Chip had admirably managed to detain.
“But wait,” he said. “Emma, are we okay leaving now without taking anything else? You’re sure the cameras are okay if someone shows up? They won’t have footage of us, and everything else?”
“Yeah, apart from moving my car under the cover of the trees until we get back — just in case anyone flies a drone overhead or anything — there’s really nothing we need to do urgently. The cameras themselves don’t store any data and the hard drives weren’t anywhere on the main level,” Emma said. “We would have found them.”
Clark didn’t find it too difficult to buy into Emma’s confidence, since she had after all quickly found the control console which the intruder himself had been unable to unearth.
“The footage from the identified incident is on this thing,” she went on, holding up the tablet, “so we’ll take it with us. Partly in case we need it, but mainly so it’s not lying around. The hard drives will be behind the basemen’ts key-slot, and no one is getting in there.”
“We’ll find a way,” Clark insisted.
Emma gave a half shrug. “I meant no one else, but it’s not exactly our top priority right now, either.”
“Are we ready?” Leesha asked a minute later, once the car was moved out of plain sight.
Two nods and one flash later, they were gone.
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COUNCIL OFFICE
GREAT SHELTER, NEW KERGUELEN
As Dan McCarthy stepped through the doorway, he saw six extraterrestrials seemingly waiting for his arrival. Each wore a blue tunic, the uniform of the planet’s officially defunct Squadron.
On their way to the Council Office, Dan had somewhat ironically taken a moment to remind Tara and Billy that while none of the Messengers tended to be particularly receptive to any form of abstract reasoning, members of the Squadron caste took this to a whole new level. While the Messengers as a whole didn’t seem to appreciate the weight of abstract reasoning anything like humans did, Dan warned that the Squadron didn’t even seem to recognise it. Reason was literally lost on them, he said — alien to them, even — as he recalled the relative straightforwardness of the arguments Tara had used to successfully get through to them last time.
For Dan, always quietly proud of Clark’s military career, this was no slight on combat-focused groups in general; rather, it was a recognition of the fact that the individuals who made up the Squadron had been intellectually stunted by design to an even greater extent than the rest of the Messengers.
If Leesha and Sakko’s Interpreter caste had been raised as the Architects’ guard dogs, the Squadron were without question their attack dogs. Brought up to see every perceived external problem as a nail and endowed with a metaphorical hammer of the gods in the form of ray-based weaponry Dan hoped humanity would never master, the Squadron had always been a potent force.
Amid Dan’s group’s own fears about the Architects as well as their specific concerns about Piper, the possible problems that could be brought upon Earth by an unconstrained post-caste Squadron-like grouping hardly bore thinking about.
Just when he needed it least, this thought gave Dan McCarthy one more thing to think about.
Just when they were already pushing his mind to its limit of sanity, the stakes had risen even higher.
Seeing little sense in dumping any of this load on Billy and Tara, who both already knew how important their imminent words would be and certainly didn't need any more weight around their necks, Dan didn’t share his Squadron-related fears with either of them.
“Hello,” Dan began, setting a precedent of speaking out loud; one which he always preferred when conversing with relatively unfamiliar Messengers, since it enabled or perhaps forced him to phrase his thoughts in a clearer way than could sometimes be the case when they left his mind unfiltered by his tongue and lips.
The telepathy patches on the humans’ necks negated the need for any table-based cable connections, but there was something Tara wanted to suggest.
Sakko picked up on it before she even consciously raised the point.
“Tara, your telepathic acuity is comfortably sufficient to ensure you can only be heard by those you wish to converse with,” he said, himself ensuring that only the humans could hear these thoughts. “Billy, and most certainly Dan, the same is true for you. The Squadron lack my kind’s level of expertise in reading the inner thoughts of those around them, let alone the inner thoughts of another species, so only the thoughts you wish to share will be shared. We can confer, but once discussions begin in earnest we will need to do so quickly if we don’t want them to know.”
“Okay,” Dan replied, strategically silently. “Everyone… speak out loud when we want the Squadron to hear, and focus on only speaking telepathically amongst ourselves. That way we’re not switching our focus back and forth.”
“I think we should still climb up onto the table even though we don’t need to,” Tara said. “Whichever of them were here last time will remember it more clearly if we do that, and maybe subconsciously they’d be more likely to listen. I dunno… I mean, we have to stand somewhere, anyway.”
Dan was happy to give anything a shot, as was Billy, so they climbed up without further ado.
The faces around the table weren’t quite hostile, but they were far from friendly.
Sakko, standing alone between the table and the doorway, addressed them all: “Esteemed colleagues, as you know, I have brought with me three trusted friends from Earth to assist us in our efforts to restore and protect peace among our people,” he said. “Would you be so kind as to grant them your attention and allow them to share their suggestions without interruption?”
“No,” came the reply, originating simultaneously from at least three of the aliens seated around the table.
“No?” Sakko said.
“We have lost control,” one continued, staring directly up at Dan. “A tipping point just a few minutes ago has taken crowd control beyond us; so whatever you have to say for yourselves, say it in the Plaza and make it quick. For your own sake as well as ours, make it quick.”
Dan felt his chest tighten in automatic reaction to these ominous words.
“Where’s the Plaza?” he asked Sakko, turning to face him.
The reply came in the form of a flash, and the answer came when Dan’s vision returned.
Surrounded by a veritable horde of gawping aliens in the central outdoor area of the once-lost city now known as New Birchwood, he was already there.
“So this is the Plaza,” Billy Kendrick stated, gazing around in wonder.
Tara, taking more notice of the impatient and in some cases hostile-looking faces around them than the buildings and street layout which seemed to be enthralling Billy, gulped and whispered to Dan: “We really should make this quick…”
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PETROVIC RESIDENCE
DENVER, COLORADO
Arriving in an unfamiliar room of an unfamiliar house, Clark and Emma looked around for a sign of which way to go. They were in a bedroom which didn’t look like it saw much use, with Leesha standing between them.
“Chip!” Clark yelled. “We’re in here. Leesha brought us.”
Waiting for a reply, it momentarily crossed Clark’s mind that Chip might not be familiar with Leesha by name. This doubt didn’t last for long, though, as he almost immediately remembered how visible Leesha had been in the public eye following his violent killing of an assailant in Buenos Aires.
Clark McCarthy’s perception of time was currently a mess of confusion, with things that happened just weeks ago feeling like they belonged in another life while Leesha’s initial return with Dan and Tara the previous day felt like it had just happened.
A lack of sleep and abundance of new information doubtless contributed to this, along with the unprecedented level of adrenaline currently pumping through his veins making the present moment the only one he could focus on.
This was no bad thing, given the potential importance of what was about to happen; but as the moment of anticipation for Chip’s reply stretched longer by the second, Clark began to hope with every fibre of his being that Leesha hadn’t accidentally flashed them into the wrong house.
His own vocal announcement, designed to reduce the chance of any regrettable reaction Chip might otherwise have had to seeing an alien standing unexpectedly before him, could lead to problems if it had been heard by some unsuspecting family or individual, what with Leesha’s whereabouts along with those of Godfrey, Dan and Tara currently being the topic of such intense public speculation.
Impatient in his curiosity, Clark stepped forward and opened the bedroom door. This revealed an upstairs hallway which he descended without further ado and without even glancing back to see if Emma and Leesha were still with him. They weren’t, as it went, but both emerged from the bedroom somewhat uneasily once they heard his footsteps descending the stairs.
“Chip!” Clark called again. “Are you in here, man?”
“Huh?” a familiar voice replied. “What the—?”
Clark raised his hands, palms out in a display of peace, as he finally saw the man he hadn’t set eyes on for almost a full decade. “Hey… didn’t you hear me? Leesha brought me and Emma to help deal with this. Quicker than driving.”
“That thing is here?” Chip asked, unable to hide his initially negative feeling.
“That thing is on our side,” Clark replied. “Now where is this son of a bitch you’re holding? Did he have anything on him… a phone, anything like that?”
“Toolshed,” Chip said. “No phone. He was packing, and he had a tranquilliser gun, too.”
Clark turned around again, to see whether Emma and Leesha had yet decided to follow him all the way. They had, by now, and he saw both making their way down the stairs. “Bring him back in here,” he then instructed Chip. “It’s easier that way.”
“I have a few questions first…” Chip began in a mildly ironic tone. “I mean… come on. Why is Leesha on Earth? Where’s Godfrey? And most of all, what’s the story with the intruder you guys came across?”
As little time as they had to spare, Clark couldn’t deny that these were fair questions and that Chip had a reasonable enough claim to deserve to be looped in. “It’s a long story,” he said, “but Godfrey is laying low in Birchwood. Dan and Tara are on New Kerguelen right now helping the rest of the Messengers deal with something, and Leesha can talk to them so he’s kind of like a conduit. I’ll tell you about our intruder once yours is inside, because it might help to get some info out of him. Have you tried any of that? You know… asking your questions in a certain way?”
“I wouldn’t know where to start,” Chip admitted. “I was able to tie his hands while his foot was impaled on the fence spike, then I took his shoe off and stemmed the flow just to make sure he wouldn’t bleed out before he spills who he’s working for and just what the hell he was doing here.”
Clark nodded. “Bring him back in here and I’ll tell you the rest. I’m not holding out on you there, it’s just like I said: there’s no point saying everything twice since I’ll be making this guy talk, anyway.”
There was no ‘trying’ in Clark’s statement about making the restrained intruder talk, as everyone noticed. Leesha and Emma also quietly understood that he wanted Chip to bring the man back into the house before everything was on the table — saving the need for Leesha to either teleport into the toolshed or risk being seen by walking out in the open — as a means of ensuring he wouldn’t act out of understandable rage in the meantime.
If Chip knew that one white-masked intruder had killed Phil, who was not only his client but had been a close friend of Chip’s father as Clark knew very well, the partner in crime who Chip was holding would have done well to make it out of the toolshed alive.
Chip was no large man but Clark recalled his fighting spirit and short temper from their school days, and anyone who was willing to confront an armed intruder while retaining the wherewithal to safely detain him was not to be underestimated.
“This is Emma, by the way,” Clark suddenly stated, echoes of Henry’s voice filling his head with angry lines about the importance of politeness. “Emma, Chip. And this is Leesha. Leesha, Chip.”
“Hey,” Chip replied, sending a smile Emma’s way but struggling to look Leesha in the eye out of something between fear and a more general discomfort at his literally alien presence.
Chip then turned towards the wide glass door at the other side of the living room and walked outside into the darkness of his back yard. Within a minute or so he was visible again, frogmarching the unmasked criminal into the house.
“Foo,” the man seemed to say, his taped mouth unable to fully enunciate or express his four-letter reaction to the trio before him. He wasn’t sure who he should be more scared of; Leesha or Clark.
Standing at Clark’s side, Emma saw his sternum and even his shoulders rising with quick and deep breaths. She took hold of his hand. “Be smart,” she said.
Clark continued to suck in air like a vacuum cleaner and spit it out like a steam engine, fighting what felt like a losing battle against his own rage.
The man had no immediately noteworthy physical features and looked to be around forty years old. His head was shaven to the bone and his stubble was rough in a purposeful-looking kind of way. He was the definition of nondescript, and almost certainly not by accident.
“Let him speak,” Clark said.
Needing no second request, Chip ripped the tape from the man’s mouth.
“I’ll ask once,” Clark whispered, “and then I’ll accelerate. Who are you working for?”
The man shook his head.
Clark’s heart quickened as he lunged forward. Accelerate it is.
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“Talk sense to a fool
and he calls you foolish.”
Euripides
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PETROVIC RESIDENCE
DENVER, COLORADO
Immediately after the detained intruder defiantly and unwisely signalled his refusal to speak, and with no idea of the all-important speech Dan was diving into at that precise moment, Clark McCarthy freed his hand from Emma’s and dived forward.
He swung wildly at the intruder, true to his words of warning, but felt nothing but air until his body fell forward and into the floor beyond. “What the fuck, man,” he bellowed at Leesha as it became clear that the alien had telekinetically pulled the man away.
He hadn’t pulled him out of harm’s way, quite evidently, since the intruder was now trapped in mid-air, appearing to be positioned on an invisible shelf near the ceiling. In reality, he was being held against his will within a box-like forcefield identical to the kind Leesha had used to hold the would-be assassin in Buenos Aires before remotely eviscerating him in front of the world’s cameras.
“There is no need for violence; I can extract all the information you seek,” Leesha telepathically replied, these words naturally heard only by the patch-wearing duo of Emma and Clark while Chip looked on in awestruck wonder at the sight of a man floating in his living room.
While Clark was initially frustrated to have failed in his physical attempt to let the man know the time for messing around and playing dumb was over before it began, he was now tremendously glad and more than a little heartened to see Leesha taking an active role in the interrogation.
Although Leesha’s decision to pull the intruder away and place him in what was essentially an invisible cage had caused Clark to fall over under the momentum of what would have been a heartily delivered punch, in hindsight this was also greatly preferable to the other tack the alien could have taken in stopping Clark from striking him.
Thinking back to how much his nose had suffered during its collision with a protective alien forcefield, Clark could only imagine that at least a dozen bones in his fingers and wrist would have been broken by such a forceful impact with an invisible wall-like barrier of that sort.
Neither Clark or Emma could hear any thoughts from Leesha as the alien focused intently — almost manically so — on his captive. Leesha had placed a hexagonal red patch on the back of his own neck, which was an odd thing to see given that the patches normally granted humans powers he already had.
After hearing Leesha’s promise that he could now dive to the deepest depths of his target’s mind — subconscious thoughts, memories, and all — the duo could hardly wait to hear what he found out. They knew it wouldn’t take long, but the silence ended even more quickly than their wait.
“Phil’s dead,” Clark announced, breaking it with a heavy heart as he decided that now was as good a time as any to inform Chip and explain his own level of blood-boiling rage. “This asshole’s partner shot him with a tranquilliser dart then suffocated him with a pillow. He took a computer and looked around for other stuff, but we don’t know why he was there. My old man said you were with Phil yesterday. People saw you together, right?”
Chip crouched to the ground, knees bent, and covered his face with his hands. This kind of reaction never got easier for Clark to see, despite how many times it had met his eyes throughout a life filled with experiences few could come through with anything close to his level of emotional balance intact.
“It’s my fault,” he said, the words coming out in a zombie-like rote manner rather than being punctuated by sobs. “I had to give him the documents, but I didn’t have to go to the bar like that. If I’d called, or gone to his house… if no one had seen us together, no one would have known!”
“Wait wait wait,” Emma interjected, trying to speak softly but not quite pulling it off through the adrenaline and emotion of the moment. “Listen: Phil had to be the primary target here. Chip, you didn’t drag him into any shit by showing up in public, you only dragged yourself into it. Do you see the difference? Phil was in tight with all of us and the world knows that. Whoever these pieces of shit are working for, they must have seen him as the weak link because we seem to be swamped by Secret Service agents 24/7. And once they knew you were his lawyer, which isn’t hard to work out since your face is all over your TV ads twenty times a day, you became an even weaker link all the way out here.”
“He was dying,” Chip choked out. “That’s what this was all about with me and Phil… he’s known it for a year, but they just told him things had gone south and he had three months left if he was lucky. We had to fix the will and he gave me a bunch of devices and complicated instructions.”
“At least you were able to take care of that stuff,” Emma said, struggling to process this revelation but focusing on the sole positive she could see.
Chip slowly stood back upright. “And Clark, you’re the executor. Primary beneficiary, too.”
Clark didn’t react to this; not because he did or didn’t like it, but because he didn’t even hear it. All he heard while Chip was talking was the silent but somehow overpowering message Leesha sent his way at the same time — a message composed of nothing but an address on the outskirts of Colorado Springs.
Emma had her phone out before Clark understood what was happening. Leesha glanced at the satellite images of the property for only a few seconds before a flash carried him away, leaving the humans alone once more.
“Leesha is coming back,” Emma said, reassuring Chip that the fourth human present wouldn’t be left in an impenetrable forcefield in his living room for the rest of time.
“So wait, you can talk to them? With, like… telepathy?” Chip asked, feeling like he had missed a few things.
“Oh, we have these patches,” Emma said, pointing Chip to the small device. “While we’re wearing them, yeah… we can.”
Chip’s face reflected suitable amazement at learning this. It didn’t hold his focus for long, however, as Leesha returned remarkably quickly.
The alien stood alone in the same spot from which he had just disappeared, but the intruder in the floating cage no longer sat alone.
“Scumbag piece of shit,” Clark snapped, lunging forward again and fruitlessly trying to grab hold of the newly arrived man he correctly assumed to be Phil’s cold-blooded killer.
But this time, rather than fall forward, Clark was stunned to find himself momentarily immobilised. Leesha walked forward, ready to break his fall, and then caught the weight of his large frame.
“That forcefield is like solid rock,” Leesha explained, thinking it wise to quickly and succinctly justify his invasive action as Clark’s eyes seemed set on boring a furious hole through his own.
Chip stepped forward to pull Clark back, meeting no resistance, and Leesha returned to his own previous position in front of the intruders. He stood there for another two or three minutes, exploring the mind of Phil’s killer like a search engine indexing web pages. This new kind of telepathic power was an intrusion in itself, of which there was no denying, but it was going to get the job done.
Clark knew what was happening as Leesha intently stared at the men, but he could still hardly believe it. What he didn’t feel for one second was any ethical hesitation; because the ends of discovering who the men were and who had put them up to this — not to mention why — justified quite literally any means Clark McCarthy could think of.
It was difficult not to consider the potential anti-terrorist applications of a power like that now possessed by Leesha, but Clark equally understood the drawbacks. He didn’t particularly care about ethics when the safety of innocent people was on the line, but the potential for abuses of such a power hardly bore thinking about.
Before long, Leesha looked away from the men; first to Emma and then settling on Clark.
His usually gentle-looking eyes, to their shock, had taken on a frightening red hue. This was no illusion; they truly were red. Evidently, this was what he had meant when he mentioned that the deep-diving telepathy enabled by the patches was far from discreet.
“There is a lot,” Leesha explained, removing his hexagonal patch and simultaneously returning his eyes to normal, “but I have it all. I do not and will not forget, so I will tell you when we are in a more secure location and have time to talk. My mind is exhausted, but the knowledge is safe.”
“Tell us something?” Clark demanded.
“We do have to go, but at least tell us something,” Emma pleaded, feeling an equal and almost physical need to know. “Did you get any names we’ll definitely recognise? Or even any names leading to something you can safely deduce, if it wasn’t explicit?”
This time, Leesha looked squarely at her. “Blitz,” he said, and that was all.
“Fucking Blitz,” Clark sighed, relaying this gut-punch for Chip’s benefit.
Chip’s eyes widened at the same time his head began to shake in rage. It didn’t stop for as long as Clark looked.
“And about these two…” Leesha said, inflecting the comment into something like a question.
“They have to die,” Clark said. “They know we know, and at least one has shown himself willing to kill. This isn’t even a debate, Leesha… there’s no other side to it.”
Chip’s head stopped shaking. “Kill them,” he gruffly spoke in Leesha’s direction.
Awaiting one last response, from the human he seemed to listen to more consistently than anyone else with the possible sole exception of her husband, Leesha looked at Emma with unusually expressionless eyes.
“Emma, you don’t have to say yes. Don’t say yes,” Clark implored her. “Just please don’t say no. And trust me, it makes a difference.”
The air was thick with tension for several seconds until Emma finally broke it:
“We should get back to Birchwood,” she dispassionately stated, turning away and walking to the far side of the house.
Clark nodded to Leesha, who raised a hand and casually twisted it as though turning a key.
Each of the violent intruders’ necks snapped like rabbits’, and both Clark and Chip saw them collapse lifelessly to the base of their floating cage. They lay there for barely a second before a sudden flash took them and Leesha out of the living room.
No one spoke, but Leesha was back before they even had any time to speculate as to how long he might have been away.
“Where?” Clark asked, silently and succinctly.
“Not important,” the alien replied. His eyes were sullen, taking no pride in what he had done but understanding that it had been necessary for the safety of his close human friends and perhaps even their world more widely.
“Thank you,” Chip said, extending a hand towards Leesha.
Clark walked over to Emma while Leesha reciprocated Chip’s gesture.
“It does make a difference,” he whispered to her.
She turned to him, wiping away a tear from her eye. “Thank you for that,” she said, nodding weakly. “Really.”
Clark put his arm around her shoulder. “Every single thing they were thinking is in Leesha’s mind,” he said. “When we get back to Birchwood, we can record every last piece of it and make sure Phil didn’t die for nothing. Okay? None of this was for nothing.”
“Leesha,” Emma called, “can you take us home before Piper wakes up?”
The alien nodded, slowly and deliberately.
“Thanks,” she said. “And bring Chip, too.”
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CENTRAL PLAZA
NEW BIRCHWOOD, NEW KERGUELEN
From afar, and more specifically the lookout tower in the Architect’s Outpost from which Dan McCarthy and Billy Kendrick had first viewed it, the city of New Birchwood had struck both men as remarkable in its uniqueness if lacking any classic hallmarks of the futuristic science-fiction cities that each had read so much about in their youths.
The city’s layout was arranged in the form of concentric circles, with a large green space in its centre surrounded by increasingly thick ‘rings’ of buildings. It was this green area into which Dan and Billy had now been teleported along with Tara Ford, and up-close they could see far more detail on the surrounding buildings.
Their surfaces appeared to be composed of a perfectly smooth and shiny rock rather than metal or glass, but Dan briefly considered that these inner buildings would likely be the oldest of all; and that the rings progressively further from the centre could well contain buildings constructed later, when the Messengers’ ancestors had developed newer and more visually striking materials.
These thoughts were in Dan’s head for only a moment. For between his group and the buildings stood a horde of alien beings who looked decidedly impatient with the gate above their heads, one Dan couldn’t see with his own eyes and one he wasn’t sure if any of them could see, either.
But they knew it was there, and that was what mattered. The pressing need to calm tensions over what to do about the gate itself — and even more urgently to prevent an escalation in the anger which understandably swirled around the killing of three young ex-Squadron trainees — was at the forefront of Dan’s focus.
If things went well and his group succeeded in ensuring peace on New Kerguelen and continued access between Earth and this remarkable alien planet via the other gate that linked them, Dan knew that humanity would have the rest of forever to further explore the city of New Birchwood. And if things didn’t go well, none of it would matter.
“Everyone here will understand as much as you want them to,” Sakko said. “The technology has been widely distributed since we discovered the Outpost. Feel free to speak aloud if it focuses your mind, as I know it often does. Everyone also knows of the Architects’ suspicion towards humanity, and that being the core reason for the deception they cast upon us. Some are bitter, as I was at first, but I have placed protective forcefields between yourselves and the crowd. In your own time, please begin.”
Dan inhaled slowly and purposefully, looking for a gentle expression to focus on in the crowd and struggling to find one.
“Game face, Dan McCarthy,” Tara whispered under her breath. “We didn’t come here to lose…”
    
In another context, Dan might well have felt like a Greek or Roman poet of old as he stood on a raised plinth in an open plaza and prepared to address a crowd that stretched back as far as the eye could see.
The Messengers had once mentioned a total population figure in the range of forty thousand — one low enough to greatly surprise Dan at the time — and today he really felt as though the vast majority of them must have been standing before him.
The crowd went on and on, extending beyond the square area of grass-like foliage to press right up against the innermost ring of buildings. It was a new kind of humbling, and all Dan could do to ease his runaway heart-beat was try to pretend he was addressing a crowd of local friends and primarily supportive reporters at the Birchwood drive-in.
“I’m here to tell you there is nothing to fear from the gate that has been discovered,” he began, projecting his voice like never before. The drive-in had a speaker system; New Birchwood didn’t.
The scale of the crowd before Dan and the open-air nature of this location made this feel like a natural thing to do, but if his mind had been clearer it would have gone without saying that none of the attendant aliens were hearing his words in a regular audio-based manner.
“The gate casts an ominous shadow,” he went on, still practically shouting, “and I can’t deny that. But, it does not pose any genuine threat. Friends, we all know that the Architects who deceived your kind for so long created that gate. But think about what that means: they have the power to create gates. If they were still around and still so inclined, the destruction of one gate would do nothing but prompt them to create another.”
Billy nodded at Dan’s side; there was more than a small amount of logic in the point, and he had delivered it well.
“The Architects are or were a powerful race,” Dan continued, his volume fading more through his voice’s inexperience in being so loud than any realisation he didn’t have to be heard as such by those near the back of the crowd. “To return, they would not need that gate. We know the reason for the deceit you faced, or at least the reason suggested by what we found in the Outpost. They wanted you to act as guardians against our potentially dangerous expansion. So this gate, if it does lead to their world, was surely designed for you to navigate… perhaps in an emergency, or perhaps if the Architects one day wished to invite a crew of your kind to visit their world.”
Billy didn’t nod this time, and Dan couldn’t have seen Tara without turning to the side. The expressions of the countless aliens before him hadn’t changed much, either, so he continued with what he thought was the crux of his argument.
“After all… the gateway between Earth and New Kerguelen was very clearly created for your sole use. That much is evident. But the Architects granted some of your kind the UpLift power of teleportation, as well as creating these gateways, so we also know that they have mastered travel in a manner we can’t yet scientifically conceive. There is no reason whatsoever to think they would need a gate to reach Earth or New Kerguelen from their own world, if they are still there and if they should ever want to. The gates, my friends, are for you. This gateway, even if it leads to the Architects, brings no danger upon New Kerguelen.”
“Then let’s destroy it,” someone yelled. “We can do it!”
Prior to this Dan hadn’t heard any telepathic hubbub or voices, only the inevitable shuffling sounds that came from so many bodies being packed so tightly in a crowd. When he turned in the direction he somehow knew the call had originated from, though, he saw the group of six blue-shirted Squadron leaders from the Council Office.
“Do it! Remove any doubt!” one of the heckler’s colleagues added in agreement.
Dan looked at Sakko, who implored him to continue. “I’ve already tried,” the alien weakly insisted.
Unsure how to proceed, Dan thought about trying to re-explain his earlier point about the fruitlessness of destroying the gate; he felt like it was a good one which should have gotten through, but it clearly hadn’t.
“Destroying the gate could be dangerous in itself,” he replied as calmly as he could, changing tack. “It would be a pointless risk, given that they could make a new one like I just told you, and it could potentially be a grave one. I’m not scared of the Architects, but we don’t know anything about how that gate works. In an astrophysical sense, ‘attacking’ it with the powers and weaponry at your disposal could maybe even create a vacuum or something like that. You could needlessly destroy your whole world by pointlessly destroying a harmless gate!”
Blanker-than-ever faces met Dan’s words. He reflected, more than a little ruefully, that his warning had gone well over their heads. There was a painful irony at play, in that a species capable of traversing space knew less than he did about physics, such was their total reliance on technologies they had been given rather than organically discovered or developed of their own accord.
“We should destroy both gates!” a third blue-shirted alien interjected. Although the Squadron was no more as one of New Kerguelen’s official castes, all of which were formally defunct, little had changed for some of its former hierarchy; these individuals had clearly if unofficially retained their leadership roles within a grouping which had mainly stuck together while the other castes fell apart.
The rigid structure and routines inherent to militaristic groups like this went some way to explaining it, Dan considered, but what bothered him was how prominent the Squadron now was given that the leaders of all other castes had seemingly retreated to the fringes.
“Nothing against the humans who have helped us when we needed them,” this third alien said to the crowd, surprising Dan with that statement, “but we need to remove any threat of the Architects returning.”
The odd sight of thousands of arms suddenly being raised into the air caught the humans off-guard.
“What are they doing?” Tara silently asked Sakko.
“Something between applauding and cheering,” he replied. “They’re showing approval for his proposal, and they’re showing it very clearly.”
Dan gulped, knowing very well the implications of any such course of action. Destroying the gateway between Earth and New Kerguelen, even if it didn’t cause physical damage to either world, would cut off any and all contact between humanity and the Messengers. With neither race capable of creating more gates in the way he had tried to convince his crowd the Architects could, the door wouldn’t just be closed… it would be locked and bolted.
Those bolts, Dan reflected, would in turn doom his daughter Piper to a life stricken by whatever precise UpLift or alien-related ailment her mind still held within it.
Having spent the past five minutes downplaying threats, Dan McCarthy was stunned by how quickly such a real and immediate threat had arisen.
Painfully considering the implications for Piper, he couldn’t even speak.
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
As dawn began to break outside, a light more total and all-consuming than anything Earth’s sun could provide lit up the living room of a certain home in Birchwood, Colorado to herald the return of Emma and Clark.
Those already present — Henry McCarthy and Walter Byrd, but not yet ICA Chairman William Godfrey who was still asleep next door or Piper McCarthy who was likewise sleeping in her bedroom — were surprised to see them arrive like this with Leesha rather than more conventionally in the car Emma had left in. Just as surprising, and perhaps even more so, was the presence at their side of a third individual.
“Chip?” Henry said, taking the single-word question from Mr Byrd’s lips.
“Hey,” Chip said, his voice low and his expression sullen.
Neither Mr Byrd nor Henry voiced the next obvious question to expand on how and why Chip had become embroiled in the situation, but the explanation was nevertheless forthcoming. It came from Emma rather than Chip, which wasn’t greatly surprising to the listening duo who already knew both well enough to know Emma was always going to retain a cooler and more analytical head in challenging times such as these.
The revelation that Chip had been visited by an intruder but had managed to detain him, where Phil had sadly failed, did bring an explicit question which arrived simultaneously from both Henry and Mr Byrd:
“Where is he?”
With everyone speaking out loud given that they had nothing to hide from Chip, Clark cleared his throat. “He’s been dealt with.”
“For good?” Henry asked.
Clark nodded. “Leesha took care of it.”
Given that Clark had been the one to answer so quickly, Henry was surprised — and very pleasantly so — to learn that his son hadn’t in fact had to do the deed.
“But did we find anything out?” Mr Byrd chimed in. “Leesha, tell me you didn’t just kill him without ask—”
“He found everything out,” Emma interrupted. “Leesha used his power to get in that guy’s head, and he managed to track down the guy who killed Phil. Both of them have been dealt with, but Leesha got all kinds of information and he’s going to share it all with me now. I want to write it all down while it’s fresh in his head, because he was listening in for the mental interrogation for a few minutes… this isn’t just going to be a few words. He has the address and everything.”
“Can’t we all just hear it?” Clark asked. The one word he had heard from Leesha so far in relation to the intruders was one that troublingly linked them to a certain alien-hostile media empire — Blitz — but Emma had pleaded with him and Chip not to tell this to the others in case there was an illuminating or explanatory context that would suggest Leesha might have considered things based upon some potentially incorrect assumptions about human corporations and power structures he couldn’t reasonably be expected to fully understand.
There was no sense in telling the others something alarming that might then be retracted minutes later, she said; and once they’d heard the reasoning, the two men took this on board without argument and promised prior to their flash-based departure from Denver that they wouldn’t bring it up.
“I really want to get it all straight, in order, without any interruptions,” Emma said. “It won’t take long.”
“Wait, where’s Phil’s body?” Henry suddenly asked, straight to the point. “It’s not with those assholes’, is it?”
Clark shook his head. “It’s in a walk-in freezer in his basement,” he said, stating this out loud for the first time. As the words came out, he didn’t for one second like the way they sounded.
Phil’s two old friends who were just now learning of this reacted more or less as he would have expected: with troubled unease, but no suggestion of a better option. Placing Phil in the freezer brought the words ‘like a piece of meat’ to Clark’s mind every time he thought about it, but it really had been the best move available. Nothing else had made more sense, or even close to as much from where he was standing, and Emma — who rarely missed a good idea — had agreed wholeheartedly.
It would have been all too easy for someone to judge them as disrespectful for dealing with the corpse like this, but no one else had been there in the heat of the moment when it all played out, and neither were beating themselves up for the decision; they were, quite simply, wishing there had been a better one to make.
“And we think we found his big prepper stash,” Emma said, changing the subject away from one that made her more uncomfortable than she could easily handle. “It’s like a false wall, and it needs a key we don’t have.”
Immediately, Henry turned to Leesha with an expectant look in his eye. “That’s going to be worth seeing. Leesha, can’t you just teleport one of us to the other side of the false wall? That would be the easy way in…”
Under the watchful eyes of everyone in the room, Leesha slowly shook his head. “The presence of such a locking mechanism makes his desire to secure the contents plain to see,” the alien said, heard by all but the still-patchless Chip. “I cannot disregard that.”
Henry sighed, although he couldn’t really argue with that.
“But Phil has left a means of entry with Chip,” Leesha continued, having paused to read this from the unsuspecting lawyer’s mind.
Upon hearing this, all of the eyes previously focused on Leesha understandably turned towards Chip. Since he didn’t hear it, their sudden attention took him by surprise.
“Yeah, why don’t you guys check out the briefcase while I’m in my office with Leesha?” Emma suggested, encouraging the alien to walk with her. “And keep listening out for Piper, in case she wakes, but she seems really settled and I won’t be long.”
With Emma’s mention of his briefcase, Chip’s head momentarily tipped back in realisation as to why everyone had been looking at him: Leesha had clearly mentioned it. He readily raised his briefcase onto the kitchen table, having no qualms about sharing its contents and indeed having asked Leesha to wait a minute before transporting him to Birchwood along with Emma and Clark precisely so he could bring it along and show what was inside to the very eyes it was all intended for.
“Wait,” Clark called as Emma and Leesha set off. “Leesha, bring Godfrey through. I want him where one of us can see him, I definitely don’t want him alone next door when he wakes up, and I don’t think it’s a problem for him to know any of this. With everything he knows already, he’s in pretty deep, and I think he could be useful with this Phil stuff. He’s a sneaky bastard, but he doesn’t want any dramas in the world right now, either… on this, he’s our sneaky bastard.”
Emma nodded quickly, surprising some of the others with her enthusiastic agreement. “Shit, yeah. He shouldn’t be on his own,” she said, quickly revealing that this was the source of her desire for Leesha to collect him rather than any active wish for his involvement or presence. “And Clark’s right… him knowing any of this isn’t a threat to anyone or anything, and he could even have some good ideas.”
As Leesha disappeared in a sudden flash and returned rapidly with a disoriented and half-asleep William Godfrey, Emma called the alien towards her once more and stepped into her office.
Glancing over her shoulder, she called to Godfrey: “Clark will fill you in on everything.”
Emma, glad to see that the rest of the men were keen enough to occupy their minds with the contents of Chip’s briefcase — allowing her to conduct what she considered the far more important work of narrowing in on precisely what Leesha had learned from the minds of the two ruthless intruders — Emma tightly closed the door.
“From the top?” Leesha asked.
She nodded. “Just give me a second to get my computer on so I can start typing. And don’t tell me everything too fast, just one thing at a time. I type fast so we won’t have to worry about the pace as long as you’re not rattling through it. From the very top, though, for sure. Any detail you got could be the one we need — the one that makes everything else make sense — so don’t filter anything out. Names, addresses, whatever… give me everything.”
“Of course,” the alien said.
Emma securely closed her door as the computer booted up, keen to block out the increasingly excited chatter from the kitchen where the men were clearly diving into the Phil-related and perhaps stash-related contents of Chip’s briefcase.
She saw all of that as less pressing than getting to the bottom of who was responsible for Phil’s death and who they were working with, but Emma McCarthy had spent long enough in her old line of work to know that sometimes what everyone saw as a minor distraction could turn out to be the most illuminating of all…
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CENTRAL PLAZA
NEW BIRCHWOOD, NEW KERGUELEN
With the future of any further contact between Earth and New Kerguelen balancing on a knife-edge like never before, Dan McCarthy was all but ready to tear his hair out.
The prospect of his daughter Piper having anything close to a normal life rested upon which way the balance tipped, as Dan knew only too well given the recurring Earth-based hysteria towards anything telepathy-related which certain sectors of the media loved whipping up and which certain sectors of the population were somewhat understandably susceptible to buying into.
Dan’s fear and urgency came from an obvious place of parental love and the undying urge to protect his child, but his frustration was more complex.
It wasn’t the Messengers’ fault that they couldn’t understand what seemed to him like basic arguments, or even follow rudimentary logic. He knew this would have sounded patronising if he’d shared the thought with anyone else, but it was an unshakeable truth.
The blame lay with the manner in which the Architects — via the Machines they presented as Elders — had encouraged the Messengers to educate and raise successive generations to stunt their intellectual reasoning abilities almost beyond belief. The sole exceptions were perhaps Leesha and Sakko, the hereditarily chosen Interpreters who had been raised for the task of relaying complex information from the Machines in a way New Kerguelen’s deliberately uneducated masses could understand.
“Tell them about Piper,” Tara whispered, very suddenly but very surely. “Logic failed, appeal to emotion.”
With quite literally nothing to lose, bearing in mind what would happen if the gate to Earth was destroyed and neither Leesha nor Sakko were ever able to return, Dan nodded uneasily.
“My daughter needs help for a condition we can’t cure on Earth,” he announced. “Leesha and Sakko have been kind in trying to help us, but I’m hoping something or someone else here can help us with it.”
In agreeing to mention this at all, Dan was leaning into a sense of decency he had always got from the Messengers. Since the days of Il Diavolo and beyond, and not always finding similar confidence among his closest friends and family, Dan had felt that Leesha and Sakko were inherently and undeniably good despite the manipulative influence of their ‘Elders’, which he now knew to have been controlled by the distant Architects. He hoped their decency and goodness would extend to the general population of New Kerguelen, and was counting on this now like he had never counted on anything before.
“I wanted to cooperate with your planet long before my daughter’s problems became apparent,” he hastened to add, “but now I need to. Please, on top of everything else I’ve said today, bear this in mind. We can help each other in so many ways, and there may be future challenges in store which the population of each planet could assist the other in solving. Closing the door by destroying the gate could cause us and you unnecessary problems in the future, and it would cause my daughter terrible problems for the rest of her life.”
“Piper is my sister’s baby,” Tara stepped in, not missing a beat as Dan stopped talking. “My niece. She’s the sweetest thing.”
Pausing to look around for any children, like those she had seen innocently frolicking around in a life-affirming moment during her first visit to New Kerguelen, Tara quickly spotted two adult Messengers standing at the very front of the crowd with an impossibly cute child huddled against their knees.
Tara focused on this family — she assumed they were a family, entirely correctly — and smiled warmly at the child. She then looked up to its parents. “Dan is right about everything else, too,” she said, directly addressing them. “There is nothing to fear from the gate.”
“We have a child, too!” one of the parents shot back.
Quite why this telepathic voice in Tara’s mind was so clear when every other was suppressed, she didn’t know. It was likewise a mystery as to quite how she knew the voice to be of the mother rather than the father, but this was abundantly clear.
“Is the child you speak of forced to live under an infernal gate?” the mother continued.
“The gate is safe!” Tara yelled back, more surprised by how this had gone than she’d ever been by anything else in her life.
The mother held Tara’s eyes. With words that reached the entire crowd at once —  telepathy as experienced in large groups was based on the focusing of attention in ways the humans would never have been able to understand even if the Messengers themselves had been in any position to explain — she then changed the direction of the day in a sudden and painful instant:
“Okay… prove it.”
Tara felt her chest closing in on her, and she wasn’t the only one.
“Prove it!” the insistent mother continued. “Pass the gate and come back. Don’t tell us how safe it is — show us!”
Thousands upon thousands of arms shot into the air, signalling approval for the suggestion. With their evident strength of feeling and the increased dynamism of the crowd’s movements, Dan was suddenly very glad Sakko had put some precautionary forcefields in place.
Tara now felt very much as though she had stirred up a hornet’s nest that could sting the life out of her visiting trio; or that, in engaging what she had thought would be an emotionally receptive target for the Piper-based argument in favour of continued interplanetary contact, she had unknowingly stepped on a tiger’s tail.
“You shot down three guys who were trying to cross the gate!” Dan roared, throwing his own hands up in agitation as he gazed down at the Squadron. “Now you support sending us? If the gate is a threat, the gate is a threat whoever crosses it!”
None of the Squadron leaders spoke for a few seconds, and they were all so indistinguishable that Dan couldn’t remember which ones had spoken so far.
“They failed to respect the hierarchy,” one eventually said. “We have never been set against a preemptive response to the gate’s discovery.”
Dan inhaled slowly through his nose. He wanted to say something about letting sleeping dogs lie, but an echo of Emma’s voice dissuaded him from doing so. Not merely acknowledging but introducing the possibility that what he was arguing against might be true — that the Architects might pose a gate-based threat, even only if provoked — would be decidedly unwise when the stakes were this high.
In the stormy days of the IDA leak, which Dan had until now never thought he’d look back on as a relative walk in the park, Emma had incessantly warned him that saying anything like “even if I was lying about one thing…” in any context was a bad idea which would lead to headlines he didn’t want. This time, when the damage would be a lot worse than negative media attention and more importantly when it would be utterly irreversible, introducing doubt didn’t make any kind of sense.
Especially speaking to these guys, Dan reflected, factoring in their apparent blindness to reason.
“And our collective view now,” the Squadron member continued, “is that if you are as confident as you say you are, you will cross the gate. Your kind has helped us to discover great truths and great lies, and we acknowledge that. But the status quo of living fearfully divided under this wretched gate is not one we can endure. Your choice is a simple one: return to Earth before both gates will be destroyed, or prove the gate poses no threat by venturing through it and returning unscathed.”
Countless arms shot up once more, supporting this statement.
Dan shook his head in disbelief. “How does that make any kind of sense? You either think the gate is a threat or it’s not! Why would you let me decide on which of these opposite choices your world should take? You must have some faith in our opinions to even offer the choice, so why won’t you listen when I tell you there’s no threat?”
“If you have sufficient faith in your own opinion of the gate’s harmlessness that you are willing to cross it, so do we,” the alien replied. “But until you actually go, your faith will not be apparent. I should not have to tell you that a statement of faith has nothing on a leap of faith.”
Moving more frantically than ever before, thousands of alien arms danced in the air. The people had spoken, and Dan McCarthy didn’t like the message.
“This is the wrong way to go,” Sakko said, stepping forward to address the crowd, “but I acknowledge the collective strength of feeling. When Leesha returns, we will discuss it further.”
The three humans, including the unusually quiet Billy Kendrick, shared shocked glances.
What was there to discuss?, they all wondered. The very suggestion was plainly insane.
“But until Leesha does return and until a decision is reached with his consent, I ask you all to return to your dwellings or disperse to other communal areas,” Sakko continued. “Staring in the direction of the gate and arguing with each other will bring nothing good our way. These Architects lied to us for generations; please do not let them continue to defeat our emotions, even in their absence.”
More slowly, as if akin to a polite applause rather than the rapturous ovation the Squadron commanders had earned, thousands of raised arms swayed back and forth at the end of Sakko’s comment.
It was as though everyone had paused at the highest point of a Mexican wave, Tara thought, taking this briefest moment of humorous respite where she could find it.
Then, with a far more human-like wave of his hand, Sakko dismissed the crowd and was glad to see them begin to disperse immediately.
Dan, after wondering for a second why the crowd had been gathered so intently in the Plaza before he arrived and realising it was seemingly the only open space they could gather to debate or demonstrate about anything, looked at Sakko with an expression of disappointment. “What the hell was that?” he lamented. “What are we supposed to do now?”
“That was buying time,” Sakko sighed. “But as for what we do with it…”
The silence that followed indicated that no punchline was coming; Sakko simply didn’t know.
“Do we just wait for Leesha?” Tara asked. “Can’t you call him?”
“I can sense that he is still very busy,” Sakko said. “Understandably so, given our explicit plan to divide our attention into groups, but—”
Sakko stopped talking very suddenly, his attention taken by a lone figure who appeared to be knocking on the forcefield. Recognising him, Sakko dismantled the invisible barrier he had momentarily forgotten all about then indifferently called the alien forward.
“Hello,” the individual said, his words heard by the humans thanks to the patch that he — like so many others — had only recently been granted. He wore a striking magenta tunic. “I am New Kerguelen’s Planetary Historian, Boon. There are some things I would like you to see, in light of what was just agreed.”
“Nothing was agreed,” Dan said. “We didn’t agree to anything.”
Boon’s eyes flitted between Dan and Sakko. “Sakko,” he went on, “due to longstanding caste divisions and particularly due to your closeness with the Machines, I have so far opted not to show you and Leesha the discoveries I have made since New Birchwood was re-discovered. But today, with our human friends so close to such a momentous decision…”
“I don’t care,” Sakko interjected, his words indicating quite plainly that there was a history between New Kerguelen’s Interpreters and its sole Planetary Historian. Boon’s mention of ‘longstanding divisions’ had already hinted at this, but Sakko’s tone underlined it. “I’m going to spend the time until Leesha returns trying to reason with the Squadron. Dan, to be candid, I believe it might be better if you stay away for now; at least until Leesha returns.”
Dan nodded, struggling to disagree. “I’ll take a look at what Boon wants to show us.”
“Okay,” Sakko said. “And Dan, I’ll do whatever I can. This isn’t over.”
Dan smiled at his alien friend; his second-best alien friend, as everyone knew, but a good one nonetheless.
“Good luck,” Tara called as Sakko set off.
“You too,” he replied without turning around.
“So…” Billy Kendrick said, breaking a long period of personal silence. “What have you found, Boon? This place must be overflowing with hidden artefacts and knowledge.”
Boon didn’t smile or nod — the humans didn’t think he would know how, since Leesha and Sakko had seemingly learned such gestures from them — but his eyes did widen. “Follow me to the Hall of Memories,” he said, ushering the humans towards a busy outdoor walkway as the crowd continued to disperse. Despite the lack of a forcefield, and without quite knowing why, Dan no longer felt unsafe; everyone who walked past seemed warm, somehow, as though they wanted him to help them and didn’t realise they were pushing him into an impossible situation.
“Hall of Memories…” Billy echoed, his giddiness growing. “Dan, did you hear that? Ancient knowledge! And not from those bastard Architects, from the Messengers’ ancestors before they even got here!”
To this, Boon said nothing. They walked for less than a minute before he stopped at a nondescript doorway, which was most remarkable in just how much like an Earthly doorway it looked. “Here we are,” he announced.
“Before we go in,” Tara said, “I just have one question.”
The Planetary Historian held his hand a few inches from the door. “Go on…”
“Okay. Is your name really Boon?”
“It is.”
“That’s gotta be a sign we’ll find something helpful,” she said, addressing this comment to her human companions.
Billy Kendrick stifled a chuckle as Boon pushed open the door to lead them inside. “Hopefully so, Tara. Hopefully so…”
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GRAVESEN HOTEL
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
“You’ll be out of here soon,” a surprising and unwelcome voice boomed towards President Slater as she sat impatiently in the secure room that had been starting to feel more and more like a holding cell with each passing second. “I’m out already, in case you can’t tell.”
The voice, like nails on a chalkboard, was John Cole’s.
“Let him in,” she instructed her guards. They did so, opening the heavy door
“The sweep is complete,” Cole went on as he stepped inside. “I don’t know why your guards haven’t been told yet. Gentlemen, do you know why you’re further down the list than my men and why President Slater is still sitting in here like a prisoner?”
Slater said nothing.
“I found something out,” he went on. “I’ll tell you when you’re allowed to be unsupervised.”
“John, anything you have to tell me can be—”
“Not this,” Cole interrupted. “Trust me… not this.”
One of Slater’s guards spoke up at this point to inform her that they didn’t yet have confirmation that the building was safe, which sent Cole’s eyes rolling.
“You’re the President of the United States and you can’t even leave this room?” he said. “Such a perfect distillation of how powerless this whole ICA business has made you, don’t you think? I’m not happy with any of it either, but the difference between us is that I’m doing something about it.”
“And so subtly, too,” Slater chided. “I mean, no one suspects anything. It’s uncanny how you kept everything so quiet.”
Cole grinned. “It’s supposed to be obvious… as if you don’t already know that. I’m making Godfrey look weak the same way his secrets have been making you look weak, and I’m here to extend a hand of allegiance your way in a bid to get him out of our way. This isn’t a hand of friendship and it’s not an olive branch, as I’m sure you’ll understand, but it’s something.”
“Flattered,” Slater grunted.
“Look, Valerie…” Cole said, flicking his eyes to each of her guards in turn in a performative display of his willingness and indeed his desire to say all of this in front of them. “You might not trust me and I definitely don’t trust you, but we can’t go on like this. We look so weak being this out of the loop. What do you think Jack would have said? Okay, he went off the deep end, but he would never have stood by and let either of us end up in this mess! Godfrey and the Birchwood mafia are making fools of our offices, of our nations… of us. It can’t go on.”
More than intrigued by where this was coming from and even more so by where it might have been going, Slater’s eyes encouraged Cole to continue.
Continue he did: “Naturally I was disappointed that the damn flash stole my chance to steal Godfrey’s thunder today, but rest assured that I’m going to have something big sooner than you’d believe — something that will show not only what they’ve been keeping from us, but also the kind of sway I already have around here. I want you in on this, but I know you won’t say yes until you see it. I’ll give you one more chance when I have it, and after that you’re either by my side or in my sights.”
Slater laughed dryly, not having to force the reaction at all. “Petrified,” she said, opting for another single-word reply.
“This whole being out of the loop shit is a bad look for me,” Cole went on, “stuck on the outside like I am. But for you and Ding it’s even worse! You have the titles, but Godfrey, the McCarthys and the goddamn aliens themselves are pissing all over your supposed authority with these little secret escapes.”
“If you’re trying to make me resign so you can step in, you’re even more transparent than I thought,” Slater scoffed. “It’s been a long day and a longer night, John. Please, see yourself outside and feel free to find some oncoming traffic to wander into once you get there.”
Cole smiled widely. “I’m not trying to take your seat anymore, Valerie. I want one of two things: to take Godfrey’s seat, or to burn this whole place to the ground. Depending on what happens when he comes back, one or the other is happening. You couldn’t compete with me if you wanted the top seat, because you’ve made yourself look so weak for so long. If the office and title of ICA Chairman still exists in a month’s time, both will be mine.”
“The oracle has spoken,” Slater said, unsure where to even begin. Cole had the annoying I-am-invincible air of a ten-year-old boy who had never been told no, despite having failed so spectacularly so many times. Some would have seen this resilient confidence as a sign of strong character, but Slater was not one of them.
“Indeed I have,” Cole deadpanned. “But really, it can’t be Ding even if he’s been planning something of his own amid his recent silence; because as qualified as he is, someone who looks and sounds like that can never lead a Western-centric organisation like this. Think about it… the Chinese like me, the Russians like me, and my eyes and skin are the right shape and colour for your people to feel comfortable backing me, too. As for you, well, if this did go to a shootout between us, you would look impotent for having sat around in the shadows all this time and I would have all the impetus and momentum of being the one who calls out the bullshit.”
Slater almost admired Cole’s remarkable and sudden forthrightness. “You know,” she sighed, “the difference between you and I is that—”
“The difference between you and me is that I’m not ashamed of going low,” Cole interrupted, snapping out the words in a staccato like manner and with typically little concern for the kind of ‘proper’ grammar he often derided as elitist nonsense in stark contrast to his everyman image. “We both do it, but I own it. And if this goes to a fight, I hope you’re smart enough to know how careful you should be around a man with little to lose and no one holding him back.”
Slater wanted to say so many things, but thought better of letting any emotions show. That was his goal here, she figured: to prod her until something came out. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.
“Jack always told me you used to filter his ideas, Valerie,” Cole said, turning around to signal that he was set to leave. “You kept his craziest plans at bay, as he put it. But when he was with me in London, it was the other way around. He was my filter… and now that I’m alone, I’ll do whatever it takes to win — and a lot more for good measure. You see, I don’t drop my enemies, I bury them. Once you’re allowed out of here and come by my suite to see the level I’m playing at, I’m sure you’ll see sense. If you do, I’ll hand you a shovel with no hard feelings and we can get to work on Godfrey’s hole.”
As John Cole walked away, Valerie Slater was truly speechless for the first time in her political life.
The things he had just said couldn’t be taken back and wouldn’t be forgotten, so she knew he must have had some serious confidence in the value and volatility of what he was going to share in a few hours.
Despite her better instincts, Slater was almost unbearably curious…
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Clark McCarthy wasted absolutely no time, immediately telling William Godfrey that Phil Norris had been murdered and that Emma was currently receiving a full rundown of everything Leesha gathered from the mind of the killer before permanently dealing with him.
He didn’t think to introduce the stranger at the table until Godfrey understandably inquired about the sharply dressed man’s conspicuous presence, at which point Clark introduced him as Phil’s lawyer and a brave man whose willingness to get his hands dirty and make the right call when it counted had enabled the killer’s capture in the first place.
“In any case, I was working with Phil on his will and making sure everything was in order,” Chip said, addressing everyone — not just Godfrey — as he fully opened his briefcase and covered much of the kitchen table with documents relating to the recently deceased owner of New Kergrillin’ Bar & Grill.
Chip looked up at Henry and Mr Byrd, two of Phil’s closest friends and two men he’d met for the first time just a day earlier despite the incredible amount that had happened in the meantime.
It now fell upon him to reveal something neither man had even the slightest suspicion to be the case: “You see, he was diagnosed with a terminal illness last year. At his last check, they gave three months as his best-case scenario. That’s why he accelerated.”
While Henry shook his head and gazed at the documents on the table, a rueful chuckle escaped Mr Byrd’s lips. “Who knew he was keeping the biggest secret of all…”
Neither of Phil’s oldest friends could quite believe either of the elements to Phil’s medical cover-up; that he had wanted to keep his diagnosis from them, or indeed that he had managed to.
William Godfrey, glad at last to be involved in an all-human and out-loud conversation in which he could fully participate, cleared his throat. “Call me insensitive, boys…” he began, “but there are going to be records of his diagnoses and all kinds of paper-trails about this terminal illness.”
“Uh huh…?” Clark said.
“Well,” Godfrey went on, upturning his palms in a shrug-like gesture, “all I’m saying is: people who know they’re going to die sometimes hasten it along. So if you need to clean this whole thing up, circumstances just gave you the golden ticket.”
It was an insensitive point, undeniably, but no one called Godfrey out on it.
Henry McCarthy scratched his chin, considering the cold truth behind Godfrey’s words. Henry was loath to make light of the topic suicide, to which he had lost a brother who few but his closest friends and family ever heard about, but he did see the logic in Godfrey’s point. As uncomfortable as the idea made him, in another sense it was helpful to know the conveniently bloodless murder could perhaps be framed as something else if that seemed necessary for the greater good once Leesha had shared his full knowledge of the culprit’s identity and motives.
“Lying about this could get very messy,” Chip said, quite hesitantly. “But… depending on what Emma finds out from Leesha, so could telling the truth.”
Godfrey nodded. “And to be utterly candid, one of the things I’ve long respected most about this little group of Birchwood insiders is your collective ability to, well, contain the truth when necessary.”
“Contain the truth?” Clark asked. “Is that your euphemism for lie?”
“I wouldn’t put quite so fine a point on it, Clark,” the ICA supremo replied. “But objectively speaking, you would have to be considered world champion secret-keepers three years running. Lolo and the hoax, Il Diavolo, the Outpost…”
“Outpost?” Chip Petrovic echoed in confusion.
Clark sighed; it was so easy to forget who knew what and who didn’t, almost in line with Godfrey’s point. “I’ll tell you later,” he promised.
“All I mean to say,” Godfrey continued, “is that you boys — and the girls — are smart enough to know how to lie when you have to. But, you’re also decent enough to only do it when you know you really have to. Some people know how to lie, others know when. Not many know both, and fewer still can execute it as well as you lot.”
Clark was entirely unsure whether any of this was supposed to be coming across as complimentary. If pushed he would have guessed so, since it was after all coming from a man in whose profession lying was a staple practice and core prerequisite for success.
“Anyway,” Chip said, “if anything we want to do would benefit from fudging the dates of some signatures or anything like that…
“Then we’ve got the right guy,” Henry interrupted with a knowing grin.
“Birds of a feather flock together,” Chip replied. “Let’s be honest: Phil didn’t come to me for the cheapest service or even the best. He came for the kind of service my old man used to give him… that no questions asked, wink wink, us against the world kind of service.”
“Say,” Henry mused, turning to Clark. “When he showed up at the grill, Chip asked me to ask you where he got the name.”
Clark laughed. “You want me to tell it?” he asked the shady but amiable lawyer.
“Go on,” Chip replied.
“Well, it goes back to high school. We had a fight,” Clark began.
“I’ll be damned,” Mr Byrd said in mock surprise. “You?”
“I kicked his ass, obviously,” Clark went on, using his hand to indicate the significant size difference between the two of them, “but he chipped a tooth on the way down, against one of the bike railings, and then the son of a bitch got back up. One of his… well, you don’t need to know everything so let’s just say one of his associates… this guy was sneaking up behind me with a metal pipe. Chip here warned me, then went off on the guy — who was there to back him up, remember — for bringing a pipe to a fist fight. Because that’s the way with a guy like Chip, a guy like Phil… and yeah, a guy like me: some of the lines can get blurry and we might not always be on what other people would see as the right side, but there is an unwritten code of honour and it does not get broken.”
Chip gazed intently at Clark, appreciating every word.
“Then tonight,” Clark said, “he detained an armed intruder and the first phone call he made was to me. That’s someone I want on my side.”
After a few seconds of reflective silence, Henry spoke up: “And whatever we have to do, Phil would want us to take the actions that make our lives as easy as we can with all of this. That’s the kind of man he was, too; practical, pragmatic, blurred lines. But Chip, were you two pretty close for a while… or was it just this recent work you did for him?”
“Until he called a few months back, I hadn’t seen Phil since my old man’s funeral,” Chip replied, “but I remember him well from growing up. Diamond loved him, and he was always damn nice to me whenever they were together dealing with things and I was a punk kid trying to stick my nose in. But before they even did much work together, Phil did something that really stuck with me. Since then, I’ve held him in higher esteem than damn near anyone these days.”
“Yeah?” Henry pushed.
Chip hesitated, then decided to go on: “Yeah. When my mom died, we had a loan out from him. My dad went to the old pawnshop and said ‘Phil, I can’t pay. She didn’t have life insurance, no funeral plan, nothing. We didn’t know this was coming.’ Just like that, Phil flat-out told him to forget about it for the next three months. No repayments, pause on the interest, just like that. I mean, he didn’t cancel the debt or lower the Norris-level rate when the interest was unpaused,” Chip chuckled, “but he didn’t have to do any of that. They weren’t even friends at that point, Diamond had just done some straight work for him. They went a little bit less straight after that… you guys know Phil, after all… but yeah, that was a kindness that stuck with me. A kindness from the last place we expected it. Because for a while back then, he was a legit loan shark. Henry, Byrd, you guys will know this. He had collectors… and let me tell you, they were not kind to everyone in the way he was kind to us.”
“And what are all these documents you have with you?” William Godfrey asked, less taken by this anecdote than the others clearly were since he lacked an appreciation for the kind of unwritten small-town codes of honour they seemed to put so much stake in.
“The will, the deeds… everything,” Chip said, addressing the whole group. “Clark is the executor and primary beneficiary, as I’ve told him. Phil told me to explain that he didn’t want to choose between either of you old boys, and that since Clark has a good 30 years on both of you, he wanted to go with him. He said Dan wouldn’t want and couldn’t handle the headaches that are going to come with consolidating his properties and running that bar of his, but that Clark would take the weight like he always does. That’s what he wanted me to say, and everything else is in writing.”
Clark took hold of one of the many visible sheets of paper and scanned through some of that writing.
“Oh, but there is one more thing,” Chip said, lifting a small box from the briefcase. “Clark, Emma said you guys found a lock in the basement?”
Clark took his eyes from the barely intelligible page of legalese in his hand and looked at Chip. “More like a card slot,” he said. “Kinda like a hotel door lock, but just an inlet in a false wall.”
Chip handed Clark the box. “This is what you need,” he said, “but it’s not going to be straightforward…”
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DRIVE-IN
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Daybreak at the Birchwood drive-in brought with it a return to the air of ACN’s Jenna Clark, a well liked reporter who had become a fixture of the station’s Birchwood-based coverage.
Although it had been packed full of important events, the long night had been devoid of any real news given how guarded those involved in the high-stakes and hugely consequential dramas were, which made Jenna’s job very difficult.
She was far more concerned with what was going on than her own reporting of it, in any case, and dearly hoped that the McCarthy family whose lives she spent so much of her own covering as respectfully as possible would have been busy and involved in positive overnight developments that would soon become public.
The morning light brought with it a rainbow high in the sky to the side of the drive-in, which Jenna’s cameraman spotted and encouraged her to stand underneath.
“The direction of the prevailing wind here in Birchwood, Colorado is hard to judge in a literal sense this morning,” she said to her loyal viewership, “as is the case more metaphorically around the world. We can’t say for sure which way things are going to blow and whether we’ll end up looking at blue skies or dark clouds later in the day, but the place to stay up to date with the latest news, as always, is right here on ACN. From the Birchwood drive-in, I’m Jenna Clark.”
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HALL OF MEMORIES
NEW BIRCHWOOD, NEW KERGUELEN
Having had literally no idea what to expect inside New Birchwood’s so-called Hall of Memories, none of the humans could truly be surprised.
They were, however, unquestionably stunned by what they saw.
The external door Boon led them inside at first led only to a stairway, which like that door struck Dan as remarkably Earth-like and more specifically human in its form as well as function, but the sights that greeted them in the expansive basement-like Hall were breathtaking in scale as well as number.
The famous Terracotta Army was the first thing in Dan’s mind when he saw row upon row of statues, but these alien equivalents were life-sized. The figures weren’t visible from an elevated position due to the shape of the staircase, unlike their Chinese counterparts, and nor were they all identical to each other.
Most striking of all were the vivid colours of the statues, which made them unlike anything the stunned humans had ever seen. Billy asked for permission to approach the figures and sprinted like a greyhound out of the traps as soon as Boon gave him the okay, and he stopped as soon as he reached the first row.
Dan and Tara arrived close behind, having estimated there were around eighty or so. Finding just one ancient alien statue would have been infinitely beyond any of their wildest dreams just a few years earlier, and even everything that had happened and emerged since Dan first met the Messengers did nothing to reduce the awestruck wonder they felt in this moment.
The aliens on whom the figures had been based were clearly Messengers, not Architects or members of any other race, and the contrasts provided by their varied tunics and silvery blue skin was striking.
“These tunics…” Tara said, gazing along the first row and seeing all kinds of decorative flourishes. There were stripes, there were spots, and most incredibly of all there were some more ornate patterns including what looked very much like flowers. It wasn’t quite the case that no two tunics were the same, like human fingerprints or zebras’ stripes, but there looked to be dozens of variety among the eighty examples and some of the most decorative did seem to be unique.
“These are from long before the days of the caste system the Architects imposed upon our ancestors,” Boon explained, arriving last of all. “The days of expression, of creativity, of invention. The plaques describe why each of these individuals were deemed worthy of eternal life, if you will, by their contemporaries.”
Boon stepped back and looked down towards the covered feet of the nearest statue. “This is Sheen Raab,” he said, “a doctor who treated patients so sick, no one else would go near them. He died young, as you can see, and received more statue nominations than anyone else of his time.”
The humans couldn’t see that the doctor had died young, in truth, apparently far less adept than Boon at judging the age of Messengers any more specifically than into the binary brackets of ‘child’ or ‘adult’. But the broader points of Boon’s explanation almost brought a tear to Dan’s eyes; these were the Messengers before the Architects… as good and true as he had always believed.
“Is that some new kind of Transcript?” Billy asked, wondering why he too couldn’t see it, since he was currently wearing both a square telepathy patch and a triangular Transcript-reading patch. Dan and Tara, for their part, were wondering exactly the same thing.
“Take a closer look,” Boon encouraged Billy. “There are no Transcripts here, and nothing else from the dirty hands or black hearts of the Architects; this Hall is exactly as our ancestors left it.”
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From inside the small box handed to him by Chip, Clark McCarthy produced a curious electronic device that didn’t look all that different from the scientific calculators both men remembered wrestling with during the better-forgotten calculus classes they endured in high school.
When Clark looked at the front of the device, having initially seen the back, the calculator similarity began to fade; there were no buttons, only a large screen more akin to that of a squarer-than-normal smartphone.
As Clark studied the bizarre device, Chip looked inside the box and saw a sheet of printed instructions.
“For the McCarthys,” he read aloud. “Any thumbprint will initiate the device, all three will be needed to access the card. Enter the date, DD MM YY, relevant to the prompt. Oldest first. 24-hour lockout for a wrong answer. Directions to backup card emailed 6 months after device activation if all attempts unsuccessful. Enter card in basement, together, usual code for access. Take what you want.”
“What?” everyone else said at once.
Chip handed the instructions around, first to Henry. Mr Byrd and the out-of-place but somewhat surprisingly amiable ICA Chairman William Godfrey both gazed at it over his shoulder. Without really having expected to see anything different, they were all nevertheless slightly surprised to see that Chip had indeed read the words verbatim.
“Well, we might as well give it a shot…” Clark said.
“I don’t get it,” Godfrey readily admitted.
Chip didn’t have to say the same for everyone to know he was thinking it, too, but Mr Byrd’s focused expression suggested that he could discern the full meaning.
“He wanted to make sure you all see his stash at the same time,” he said. “Whatever is in there, that’s what he wanted.”
“What, so no one can find it and keep it for themselves?” Henry asked. “When it’s just us three? He wouldn’t think we’d keep it from each other.”
“I don’t know, either,” Clark interjected, “but maybe this is just to reduce the chance of anyone else gaining access. Someone could have one of our thumbprints, or forcefully interrogate one of us. Three is much safer. Who knows what went through his head, but probably something like that.”
Godfrey didn’t say anything, but he was a little surprised that none of the others seemed at all shocked or disturbed that Phil Norris had evidently not only had the McCarthy men’s thumbprints on record but had gone so far as to set up a complex security access system which made full use of them.
“What’s going to be in that stash of his, anyway?” Henry mused, thinking out loud.
“Billion dollar question,” Mr Byrd chimed in. “At least he wants us to see it, though. Well, wants you to see it. It’s better than a self-destruct feature linked to his heartbeat! What do they call that, dead something…”
“Dead man’s switch,” Clark stated. “But Mr Byrd, he’s just gone straight down the line with our thumbprints here, maybe because we’re all related. He won’t have been meaning to cut you out or anything like that.”
Mr Byrd forced a smile that made it look like he appreciated Clark’s words while still, quite naturally, feeling a little left out.
“Yeah,” Chip chimed in. “Mr Byrd, when we run through his full will, you’re gonna see that the last thing Phil has done is cut you out. Trust me.”
“I just can’t think of why it would be anything at all useful to us,” Henry continued, still wondering about the stash’s contents and now talking mainly to himself. “I mean, if it’s something important to us, he wouldn’t have kept it hidden away, you know?”
Still holding the device, Clark wiggled it in the air. “One way to find out…”
“Yeah, when Dan gets back,” Henry said. “There’s no sense in starting now; you saw what it said about a wrong answer causing a 24-hour lockout. Maybe there’s a countdown time limit to provide each thumbprint, and missing it counts as wrong? Dan could be back in five minutes for all we know, so why throwaway 24 hours just like that?”
Clark had no immediate response to what was a fair point, but a large part of him still wanted to initiate the device just to see what kind of prompts Phil had chosen for each of the McCarthy men to answer.
Before anyone could speculate further on the contents of Phil Norris’s near-mythical prepper stash, the sound of Emma’s office door opening ripped their attention from the device.
All of the men turned immediately in search of a hint in her expression as to the nature of what she’d learned from Leesha about Phil’s killer and his motives. With her best poker face in play, she gave nothing away.
“This would have been a lot easier if Leesha could’ve made one of those alien Transcripts and let us all see everything in ten seconds,” she said, forcing out a joke without a smile or a laugh as she handed what was essentially a decidedly more mundane text-based transcription of Leesha’s thoughts, “but here we are.”
“How bad is this?” Godfrey asked, staring into Emma’s eyes and clearly hesitant to see what was on the page for fear that it would be information of a greatly destabilising nature. There were certain names he really didn’t want to see linked to Phil’s death, and he had a feeling Emma knew which ones they were.
“It’s all there,” Emma said, maintaining the plainest expression she could. “Everyone, please just read it and don’t say anything until everyone else is finished.”
Godfrey exhaled deeply and looked down at the page, scanning as quickly as his eyes could go while still taking in the words.
Emma looked back at Leesha, who was standing in the doorway having openly relayed every detail in his mind.
Utilising this form of telepathic UpLift power — which Emma was thinking of as deep-diving, for lack of a better term — exhausted Leesha like no other. He had openly mentioned this, stating that while performing several flash-based teleportations in rapid succession could bring a general feeling of mental and physical tiredness, that came nowhere near the fatigue he was still experiencing after his deep-dive on the intruders.
Emma had thanked him again when he mentioned this in the moments before he shared everything, but couldn’t help but ask how careful he and Sakko had been to protect their discovery of such incredibly powerful patches. This was true telepathy of the kind people had always feared, she considered; priceless in the right hands and contexts, like at Chip’s house a matter of minutes earlier, but a terrifying power to consider in the wrong hands.
Leesha assured her that due to his and Sakko’s shared concerns about former members of the Squadron gaining access to a power they would doubtless seek to weaponise, as was their instinct, they had taken every precaution. He stated that he trusted her and Clark completely to act with similar care, saying this in a manner that left nothing between the lines in suggesting it should remain a tier-one secret.
This new hexagonal patch and the doors it could open were almost overwhelming for Emma’s mind in the few seconds she had so far devoted to truly thinking about it all, but the information the patch had garnered was dominating her attention for now.
It took a lot of effort for her to keep a straight face when she handed over the information to others, a face intended to allow them to read the bombshell information without any prejudicial feelings about what they should make of it, but Leesha never seemed to have any problem in that regard.
Usually, at least…
But while the others made their way through Emma’s printed notes at varying reading speeds, she saw an unmissable change in the alien’s expression.
“It’s Sakko,” he said, sending the thought only to Emma. “I think he wants to talk.”
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“Wait, does this mean you can read?!” Billy asked, shrieking the question out loud, such was his excitement at seeing a series of distinct lines and shapes that his mind dared to assume were letters after New Kerguelen’s Planetary Historian had clearly discerned something from them . “A whole complex written language of your own… not just symbols, and nothing to do with their Transcripts? How am I only learning this now?”
“I can read,” Boon confirmed. “Like so much else, our written language has been all but lost among the vast majority of our population. But for whatever reason, with the Architects’ precise motives and thought patterns as difficult to discern as they are, those in select castes and roles have always been educated in reading and writing. Needless to say, with the Architects’ manipulative caste having been exposed for what it is, all of our children will now be taught these important skills.”
There seemed to be a mix of pride and bitterness in these words, which Dan could well understand. Boon, as New Kerguelen’s sole Planetary Historian, was possibly the Messenger who had been lied to most of all, other than Leesha and Sakko themselves given their role as Interpreters and the direct line to the Architects it had provided. Boon explained to Billy that he had been raised to ask the Interpreters questions in a way others weren’t, and was also given access to generational records.
The realisation that much of what he had been taught or told was a lie, and indeed the reality that he could no longer assume any wisdom received via the Architects and their Machines to be true, had required some extremely difficult mental readjustments for Boon. His whole world was turned on its head, in essence, and he talked of very dark days in the immediate aftermath of learning the truth about the deception his race had been subjected to for so long.
In the intervening few weeks, however, things had picked up for Boon with his discovery of countless interesting sites and artefacts during an early sweep of New Birchwood. Like Billy, this was what he lived for; but unlike Billy, never before had he been able to engage in field work and never before had he known any of his ancient ancestors’ true histories.
Taking just a few paces in the Hall of Memories was enough to make Billy, for his part, consider everything that might still be waiting for him at Dörtlü Tepe. That remarkable find, so illuminating about the Architects’ history on Earth both in what was buried beneath the surface and what the Architects had much later Transcribed upon it, would have been the discovery of a lifetime for any other archaeologist or explorer in human history. For Billy, however, being present for the first human sightings of first the Architects’ Outpost and now the Messengers’ own Hall of Memories relegated the Turkish site to third.
At least until we see what’s down there that the Architects wanted to keep from us so badly, Billy mused. This was the last he would think of Dörtlü Tepe for now, such were the marvels waiting for him here, but he felt sure it would be back in his mind before long and would go on to play its part in shaping the nature of humanity’s future contact with intelligent extraterrestrials on New Kerguelen and beyond.
Upon learning that Boon would take it upon himself to ensure that future generations on New Kerguelen would all be taught how to read and write, Billy Kendrick had smiled broadly. He then began to scratch his chin, however, deep in thought over an element of what Boon had said. “That’s excellent that the kids will all be educated properly from now on… but why would the Architects have used the Machines to pass on advice to educate any of your kind to read and write? If they communicated via Transcripts, what use to them was your ability to read and write in an ancient language?”
“If I knew, I would tell you,” Boon said. “My best assumption, to a question I’ve been wrestling with too, is that an educated elite were taught writing to enable what could essentially be seen as secret messaging between themselves. Or between ourselves, as it was, since I was in that elite few along with the likes of Leesha and Sakko. But we did not always get along, let alone in a way that would make us want to communicate secretly in a manner the general public couldn’t understand. In any case, fortunately for all of us today, the written language passed down within the Great Shelter was the very same one used by our pre-Contact ancestors. These plaques tell us about the wonderful and selfless individuals the statues have immortalised, but the information we gained here is nothing compared to that contained within the library.”
At this, Billy Kendrick’s eyes looked fit to jump out of his head. “Library?! You have an intact library? With books?”
“More like tablets and scrolls,” Boon replied. “These are still not quite the right terms, but they are certainly closer than books.”
“Are you guys hearing this?” Billy asked, turning to Dan and Tara as though wondering why they weren’t asking the same kinds of excited questions he was. “A library!”
Both could understand Billy’s giddiness, what with his dual lifelong obsessions of historical discoveries and ancient aliens intersecting so perfectly at this moment in time, but for them the only value lay in whatever useful things the promised tablets and scrolls might reveal. In the absolute urgency of this moment in time, their minds had no room to experience abstract wonder of the kind Billy was clearly feeling.
“Where is the library?” Dan asked.
“Here,” Boon said. “Within this Hall. Look around; the walls are lined with small artefacts and larger tablets of our records. Some of the records date from the period after first contact with the Architects, but before the deceptive relocation to the Great Shelter. The true reason for that move is not recorded here, of course, but from the Transcripts in the Outpost we know it was due to the Architects’ later discovery of your race and their desire to guard against your overdevelopment from afar.”
Every time Dan heard or thought about this part of the story, he couldn’t help but feel a kind of guilt. He knew he shouldn’t, since not only had he done nothing but that earlier humans too had only committed the sin of presenting themselves as intelligent, resourceful and ambitious to an extent that intimidated the Architects. Deemed too successful on a planet of unparalleled biodiversity and interspecies competition, humanity’s true uniqueness was simply too much for the Architects to leave unattended.
“Speaking of Transcripts, just quickly…” Tara said, watching as Billy set off on a sprint to the nearest wall now that he knew the incredible statues weren’t the only thing of note within the Hall of Memories. “We know there’s one on the surface beside the Outpost and one at the Great Shelter, but have you looked everywhere else? Because Billy found one on Earth, where we wouldn’t have expected it.”
“We have searched,” Boon confirmed. “Several ex-Squadron members have mapped the surface while wearing the triangular patches discovered within the Outpost. They found much of note, including settlements slightly smaller in scale than New Birchwood as well as rivers and even mountains similar to your own, but no further Transcripts.”
This made sense to everyone, given that the Outpost itself was signposted from above and that it contained such a wealth of information for any wandering Architects to stumble upon. The idea of natural beauty on New Kerguelen’s surface in the form of rivers and mountains tantalised Billy Kendrick in all new ways, but his mind had more than enough to focus on within the Hall of Memories.
From his position at the wall, where he was gazing awestruck upon what seemed to be a metallic sheet engraved with tiny writing, Billy called over to Boon: “Is it too much to ask for a patch that lets me read this stuff?”
A slight cracking sound escaped Boon’s lips for the first time, seeming to be his equivalent of involuntary laughter. “Sadly so, my friend,” he replied, walking to join Billy. “But since your time is tight, please join me at the tablet I believe to be of greatest relevance to today’s concerns.”
Without delay, all three humans followed in Boon’s footsteps as he walked fifteen or twenty paces before stopping at another tablet. “The beings we now know as the Architects are spoken of here as the Wise Ones,” Boon revealed, pointing to the text. “Early contact was amiable, or at least was taken as such by our ancestors. This writing speaks of a great gift from the Wise Ones; knowledge of which, I hope, will greatly and beneficially illuminate the context of your current predicament.”
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GRAVESEN HOTEL
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
After several hours spent in a secure room within the previously unknown-to-him basement level of the Buenos Aires Gravesen — a period that was uncomfortable primarily due to where this meant he couldn’t be rather than where he was —  Mesut Demir had never been more relieved to re-enter a hotel suite in all of his life.
After the initial shock of the guard arriving at his door, Mesut had quickly realised he was under protection rather than detention. The prestigious company he saw within the high-security basement complex reassured him, what with a page alongside the likes of US President Valerie Slater striking him as a safer one to be on than any that involved him being alone in his suite.
The problem was what he had been forced to leave behind in that suite, and upon re-entering it Mesut ran straight for the computer. Breathing his deepest ever sigh of relief, he then navigated to the page from which he could disable the post that would have shared his images from Dörtlü Tepe with the world if anything had happened to him.
Once Mesut’s otherwise untalkative personal guard had confirmed that the earlier security scare had been ruled out as any kind of genuine threat, Mesut made the decision to postpone his post and reset the timer back to ten hours just as soon as he could. There were no hiccups in the process now that he was able to do so, but the whole episode left Mesut considering that the makeshift dead man’s switch probably wasn’t the sensible measure he’d first thought.
His mood on this had solidified through the night, cursing his rashness when it looked like this false alarm of a security operation would lead to the unnecessary revealing of the explosive carvings of Earth’s ancient alien visitors.
The continued absence of William Godfrey as well as Dan and Tara, revealed to him by the guard at the same time he was released from the basement, came as very unwelcome news.
Mesut didn’t have to switch on his TV to know that the public would be growing increasingly concerned by all of this, much less that a sudden online dump of context-less images from Dörtlü Tepe could have made things on that front a million times worse by introducing the idea that other aliens besides the friendly Messengers may have been behind the abductions.
With an alarm set for nine-and-a-half hours away — an additional line of defence against accidentally missing the deadline to postpone his post again, as he would continue to do for as long as he was safe and deemed it necessary — Mesut was ready to try to get some overdue sleep and hopefully wake up later in the day refreshed and ready to go.
Hoping beyond hope that he would also be waking up to good news about Godfrey, Dan and Tara, Mesut was still lucid enough to know it made no sense to leave his computer lying around in the open. He walked over to the safe, each step increasing his gladness that the computer had been untouched on the couch when he returned from the basement, then entered the code.
It hit him like a truck.
Where once had been the handful of printed photos and the USB backup of every image and piece of video footage from Dörtlü Tepe, Mesut now saw nothing but his passport and informational printouts for his flight back to Turkey.
Mesut Demir’s heart had been positively pounding when the guard first took him away, creating the unpalatable chance of the images leaking out to an unprepared world.
Now, however, his pulse didn’t even quicken. The odd sensation felt far more like defeat than fear, as Mesut realised how bad things really were:
Now, the images weren’t just in the public domain where they could lead to fear and disorder among an already unsettled global populace. Mesut could guess the identity of the thieves with some conviction if not any level of certainty, and he had little hope of things like security camera footage being available from the time of a security operation which suddenly seemed awfully convenient.
Because Mesut knew there was another offline backup of all the files at Fiore Frontiere in Colorado Springs, he wasn’t immediately concerned that the thieves would seek to bury the story. That didn’t seem likely for other reasons, too — chiefly that Mesut wouldn’t have been left unharmed if the motive had been to silence him — but it also more generally didn’t seem like the thing to be most worried about.
For with Earth so lacking in visible leadership and its citizens so fearful of what might happen next, Mesut knew that the truly concerning possibility was that his images and videos might now be in the hands of an individual or group who wanted to do the opposite of bury the whole thing; a group who could reveal it all in far more damaging ways than a context-less data dump…
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With intense gazes and elevated heart-rates, the valiant if somewhat unlikely trio of Dan McCarthy, Tara Ford and Billy Kendrick stood before their new alien tour guide in anticipation of his next revelation.
All three, as silent as they were intrigued, were more than ready to learn precisely what kind of ‘gift’ the so-called Wise Ones had left for the Messengers before their discovery of mankind prompted a rapid change in the nature of their relations and ultimately led to the deceptive and unnecessary creation of the Holding Pen once considered a Great Shelter.
“For use in the event of a true planetary emergency,” Boon said, setting up his own great reveal, “the Wise Ones promised access to a virgin world which is herein referred to simply as Sanctuary. My opinion, unshared until now, is that Sanctuary lies beyond the gate that is causing so much fear. Few will believe me, but when Leesha arrives and reads this, his word may carry more weight.”
The humans didn’t know where to begin, or at first even how to feel.
Within seconds, though, Dan felt a weight lift from his shoulders. “So it’s safe…” he said. “It really is safe. I don’t think the Squadron will listen to Leesha, and if we tell them we’re even surer it’s safe than we were when I spoke to the crowd, they’ll just say something like ‘in that case, you won’t hesitate to demonstrate by taking the leap yourselves.’ But if they do, I’m not as against it as I was, if it really is the only way to keep the gate to Earth. Because guys, we need that gate. Piper needs that gate.”
Billy nodded in full support, but Tara appeared more hesitant.
“In none of our writings is there any specific reference to a gate or a portal,” Boon said, trying to give his new human friends as much information as he could. “But… in another piece of post-Contact writing, my ancestors do speak of the Architects granting them a vehicle capable of making a leap between worlds. There is no mention anywhere of another race such as your own, so I believe none of that deception began until after the Architects had corralled us into the Shelter and separated us from our history. It is likely that historians and intellectuals were eliminated to ensure a lack of resistance or too many questions, but that is conjecture on my part.”
Uncomfortable at the idea of crossing a gateway to an unknown world, however harmless its name sounded, Tara turned away in deep thought. As she did, an enormous drawing on the opposite wall totally and belatedly grabbed her attention. With so much to see in the basement-like Hall, which was naturally lit by way of a mirrored contraption spreading sunlight from a central pillar whose inner opening didn’t look a million miles from that of a chimney, none of the humans had yet laid eyes upon this highly illustrative artwork.
“Woah…” she said, staring at it with a slowly slackening jaw. As soon as Dan turned to see what she was looking at, he began to stare just as intently. What they both saw was a very clear etching of an Architect connected via a cable to a Messenger. The height difference was stark, as was the elongation of the tall Architects’ skull.
The framing and stylistic interpretation of the image wasn’t exactly like the one seen on the pillar at Dörtlü Tepe, but the similarities were nevertheless remarkable.
“How?” she continued. “Dan, how can two races who never met make drawings that look the same?!”
“Because they saw the same thing,” Dan said.
Hurrying from one incredible find to another, Billy agreed as he went. “Exactly that, he said. “We experienced the same event, Tara, and it’s not the kind you experience without recording!”
Following Boon’s lead, Dan and Tara then walked over for a closer look.
“These Architects visited Earth,” Billy went on, “somewhere near Dörtlü Tepe, if I’m guessing, sometime after they visited the Messengers. Civilisations record the most noteworthy events they experience… normally that’s been things like floods, maybe solar anomalies… but it does make sense that both races recorded something like this. What this makes me want to know is what really happened next on Earth, and I think Dörtlü Tepe will tell us. For now though, talk of this backup world is the only thing I can think about. That has to be what’s on the other side of the gate. The gate is for the Messengers — I wouldn’t just say that to calm them down; I really believe it — so where else would it go? One gate to Earth, to keep an eye on us, and one to this backup planet… Sanctuary… in case it was ever needed.”
As though having chosen his moment perfectly, but actually arriving only when his own attempt to break through the group’s apparent impasse, Sakko arrived behind the others with a flash. For a moment Dan hoped he would see Leesha when he turned around, but Sakko was welcome enough.
“Any luck?” Tara asked. “Did you get them to change their minds?”
Rather than reply, Sakko spent the next twenty seconds staring dumbly around a room he had never before seen or even been told about. His eyes rested primarily on the colourful statues of his most-honoured ancestors, but before long they fell upon the drawing.
“When were you going to tell us about this?” he asked Boon, allowing the humans to hear the telepathic question, too, and delivering it in a very sharp tone.
“Sakko,” Dan said, literally stepping between the two aliens, “just save it, okay? What happened with the Squadron?”
“I couldn’t talk them down,” Sakko said, facing Dan with a gentler expression, “and they wish to stress that they’re not interested in talking to you again or in allowing you to address the public.”
“Allowing?” Billy chimed in. “Sakko, who’s in charge here?”
“In the absence of any functioning social or political structures? Those with the numbers and the weapons on their side,” the friendly Messenger ruefully admitted. “They’ve also made it clear they’re not going to listen to any arguments Leesha brings on his return from Earth, but out of respect for him they will wait so he can be informed before anything happens.”
“Follow me,” Boon said, gently pulling Sakko by the hand. They walked straight to the piece of writing which mentioned Sanctuary, and returned within around a minute which the humans spent silently anticipating how Sakko would react. They heard no conversation between the aliens in the meantime, but were pleased to see how much more relaxed Sakko looked when he turned back around.
“Well…” he said, mainly to Dan. “It looks like putting your money where your mouths are to persuade the Squadron not to destroy both gates won’t pose any threat after all. Will I tell them you’re in?”
Dan shook his head. “I’m not doing anything until Piper gets some treatment. If anything is going to happen to me — to us — I have to know she’s okay. And don’t tell them I’m saying that in a threatening or ultimatum kind of way, I’m saying it in a compromising strike-a-deal kind of way.”
“I will relay it,” Sakko said. “I’m also reaching out to Leesha right now, hoping his work on Earth is done, but in truth I do not think that we are in a position to be striking any deals. The situation is—”
“Take me to them,” Dan demanded, out of patience not with Sakko but with the whole sorry situation. “One last time…”





G minus 7
FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“Emma, I am struggling to establish a connection,” Leesha said, his expression strained as he apparently tried to communicate with his distant partner Sakko. “He wants to talk, but it is as though there is something in the way.”
“Does that sometimes happen?” she asked, doing so silently so as not to trouble the others while they read the full and uncut truth about Phil Norris’s murderer. To an extent, she didn’t want to distract them at all; but primarily, she didn’t want to involve them in a problem she hoped would last only a few seconds. “Because of the distance, maybe?”
“No, it has never happened between Earth and New Kerguelen. Unless he is engaged in taxing communication with someone else, perhaps Dan’s group, and that is somehow weakening his ability to reach me from afar…”
Emma gulped. Leesha didn’t sound at all convinced by his own idea, and it struck her as more than possible that he was grasping at straws in an effort to lessen his own evident concerns at least as much as he was trying to allay hers. “But you can sense that he wants to communicate now… so nothing too bad can have happened, right?”
“There is no reason to assume anything bad has happened,” the alien replied, seemingly needing less effort to make this part sound convincing. “But now that I have shared everything I know about the intruders, I feel that I should go to New Kerguelen to determine the group’s status and discover what Sakko wishes to converse with me about.”
Emma couldn’t help but notice that Leesha’s word choices had suddenly become far more formal than was typically the case, and indeed than had been the case just moments earlier. She vaguely recalled this happening during tense moments of the past but couldn't quite put her finger on when, and thought it had to have something to do with stress.
Maybe it’s my brain that’s doing that, she considered. After all, he’s not really sending words… my brain is re-assembling the thoughts he’s sending.
“I knew it!” Henry McCarthy roared, following the words with an angry fist thumping into the kitchen table. “Blitz! Fucking Gellar!”
Emma naturally turned in reaction towards the two loud sounds in quick succession. Henry’s reaction was no less natural, she considered, but it might have been one that put two and two together to make five.
Leesha’s thoughts, painstakingly typed verbatim by her own fingers, did indeed confirm that unrelated information obtained illicitly by the intruder at Chip’s home in Denver had previously been published by Blitz Media properties. But crucially, to Emma’s mind, that had happened before the company was bought out by the mysterious Imporeon Holdings hedge fund.
Further still, Leesha’s explicitly specific deep-diving search for thoughts or recent memories about Jen Gellar — a woman he was familiar with from her hostile appearances on Focus 20/20 and the McCarthy family’s regular thoughts about her — had come up blank. Neither intruder had ever had personal dealings with Jan and neither believed she had played any part in issuing their orders.
The rest of the text, presented verbatim in the order Leesha had shared the thoughts with Emma, would go on to downplay the Blitz link due to a lack of evidence that Leesha had tried hard to seize upon. The possibility of something like this happening was precisely why Emma had asked Clark and Chip not to mention that Leesha had told them the men mentioned Blitz, back when she pressed the alien interrogator for some piece of information at the scene.
It would have only led to the others jumping to needlessly distressing conclusions for minutes, rather than the seconds it would take for them to read on and gain some context on the early mention of Blitz.
Overall, the chief feeling in Emma’s mind as she had typed the last of her notes was an odd kind of underwhelmed relief.
The man who took his intrusion to the level of murder, an individual by the name of Leon Hetherington who had worked as an underworld hitman in the past, had not set out with the intention of taking a life on this occasion. Leesha’s ability to discern Leon’s inner thoughts revealed that the man had been sent to Eastview to take everything he possibly could, ideally without waking Phil and with authorisation to tranquillise him in his sleep and engage in deadly force if strictly necessary.
The ‘strictly necessary’ part stuck in Emma’s craw, confirming beyond any doubt that the scumbag had elected to kill Phil in a manner that made him even worse in her mind than those behind the curtain who had ordered and funded his intrusion.
In seeking an answer to the all-important question of just who was behind that curtain, Leesha’s questioning — a very peculiar sort of questioning, in that the subjects didn’t even consciously know it was happening — had come up with the same name from each man.
“James West is a gangster,” Clark said, informing the others as he reached this name exactly while it was in Emma’s thoughts. They had by now all passed that part, with most of them finished scanning the whole thing and now going over certain parts in more detail. “I know the name well from my time at the precinct.”
While disappointed would have been too strong a word, especially for William Godfrey who had been baselessly worried about seeing a name like John Cole or perhaps even Valerie Slater implicated in the crimes and was relieved that the trail led instead to a local underworld figure, underwhelmed was fairly fitting for how most of the men felt after reading Leesha’s transcribed discoveries.
“Shit,” Clark went on, cursing at the ceiling. “All those assholes knew was that the orders came from West. Leesha, we need him. We need to interrogate West to find out who this was all for.”
“Not that anyone is going to ask for it,” William Godfrey began, “and I understand why… but my view at this juncture is that Clark is spot on. If Leesha can perform the same kind of interrogation on this James West character, he’ll lead us up the chain. There’s no other next move. And Leesha, if I may, I suggest doing so very soon. When a plan goes as wrong as this one did for these intruders and their backers, things get complicated very quickly.”
“Agreed,” Henry McCarthy chimed.
Godfrey nodded, as did Mr Byrd and Chip.
“Emma?” Clark said.
She shrugged. “Well, I mean, yeah. Of course. But Leesha just picked up a weak signal from Sakko — if signal is anything close to the right word — and he wants to talk. We don’t know what it’s about or why Leesha can’t reach him from here like he normally would, but Sakko wants to talk.”
“Go to them!” Clark implored his alien friend, rising to his feet as if ready to physically remonstrate if Leesha argued against doing so. “Jeez, Leesha… go! It could be anything!”
Leesha looked at Emma.
She nodded, the room flashed, and the alien was gone.
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As soon as the group left New Birchwood’s remarkable Hall of Memories for one last attempt to talk the Squadron out of forcing them into a choice that at least seemed slightly less impossible than it had moments earlier, an alien in an emerald green tunic approached from one side and stepped right in front of Dan.
“Dan,” she began, coming across as female as she spoke, in the inexplicable way that usually gave the humans an idea of a Messengers’ gender absent of any discernibly dimorphic physical features. She took hold of his hands, her own feeling somehow gentler than the ones Dan was used to despite looking the same as Sakko’s and Leesha’s.
Her face was kind and warm, too.
Next, the alien moved to Tara, repeating the same greeting. Tara clasped her other hand on top, momentarily sandwiching the alien’s. Dan and Billy looked on slightly uneasily, hoping this wouldn’t be taken as any kind of aggressive gesture and that the green-tunic wearing Messenger wouldn’t feel trapped in any way.
They had nothing to worry about.
“Sakko,” the friendly alien said, turning to him while one of her hands was still between both of Tara’s, “can you take me to Earth? I want to see the child before the Squadron do anything rash and irreversible. After all the humans have done for us, it would be the least I can do to try to help the child who clearly means so much to them. I was touched by their comments; and with the old caste rules having gone out of the window, there is nothing to stop you from carrying a lowly doctor such as myself to Earth. It won’t take long.”
Tara lifted her hand and pulled the kindly Messenger — this kindly alien doctor, as she had just identified herself — in for a hug. Once more, Dan and Billy shared the uneasy glance of two men concerned that Tara’s unapproved escalation of physical contact could be taken negatively. Once again, however, they had nothing to worry about; the doctor reciprocated as best she knew how.
“Thank you,” Tara said. “What’s your name?”
“Meli,” the doctor replied.
“Meli,” Tara smiled. “Dan, Meli is going to help Piper! Right, Sakko? You’re going to bring her to Earth, and she’ll be able to help because she’s a doctor and knows so much more about stuff like this?”
“There you are!” an instantly familiar voice interrupted, catching everyone by surprise.
They all turned in its direction, seeing the confusing but tremendously welcome sight of Leesha emerging from the Hall of Memories they had just vacated.
“Were you trying to reach me from in there?” he asked.
“Yes,” Sakko replied. “Did you look around at anything before you came out?”
Leesha nodded, surprising the humans by doing this in response to his fellow Messenger when he normally only ever did so to them. It seemed as though he was internalising the human gesture if he hadn’t fully done so already, likely on account of how much time he’d been spending in and around plain old Birchwood as of late. “There is so much we don’t know about our own history. Boon, when did you learn of all this? Why did you keep it from us?”
“That’s for later,” Sakko cut in, saving Dan the trouble of keeping things on track. “Leesha… the former Squadron commanders have presented the humans with a choice of either venturing through the gate to prove it is harmless, or facing the prospect of both gates being destroyed. Needless to say, the ongoing contact that could be required to ensure Piper’s wellbeing on Earth is incompatible with the second option.”
“I believe the gate is safe,” Leesha replied immediately, and so confidently that everyone knew there had to be a good reason. “We found a new Transcript on Earth, at the planet’s South Pole. I will talk to the Squadron about—”
“They won’t listen,” Sakko said. “They might hear you, but they won’t listen. They were very clear with me: no ‘proof’ will be enough for them other than the sight of a craft venturing through it and returning in one piece. They want to see the humans put their money where their mouth is, and naturally one of our kind will need to pilot the craft since we can’t be confident the humans could survive a gate-passing outside of the suspension pods even if they could pilot the craft.”
Unperturbed, Leesha turned to Dan. “I will go with you. My money is where my mouth is; I promised to do everything in my power to ensure your daughter’s wellbeing, and a promise I make is a promise I keep.”
Before Dan could thank Leesha, Tara reached out to hug her longtime alien friend; this time, no one was at all concerned like they had been when she did the same when Meli made a kind offer of her own just a few minutes earlier.
“What was on the Transcript?” Dan asked. “There was something in the Hall of Memories that makes us think the gate is safe, but I don’t know if you saw that. Did you? Or was the Transcript good news, too?”
Billy Kendrick, having kicked off the whole Transcript-hunting escapade with his accidental computer-based discovery of one at Dörtlü Tepe, waited for an answer with the most eager anticipation of his life.
“I did not see anything like that in the Hall,” Leesha replied. “I was mainly looking for all of you, as that was the location linked to Sakko’s call, but I couldn’t help but pause at the statues. Our history is so much richer than we knew. But the Transcript… we found it over the South Pole, as I said, and it talks of a virgin planet they called Sanctuary and described as unsuitable for their own environmental needs but perfectly habitable for those on linked worlds.”
“Linked worlds?” Dan prodded. “Plural?”
“Earth is not directly linked,” Leesha went on. “The Transcript states that Earth wasn’t given a gate to Sanctuary due to early human’s unsuitability for peaceful contact and your species’ potential to become an aggressive space-faring race. However, it also stated that Earth was linked to the world of the Guardians — which clearly means us — and that our world is linked to a virgin planet. It said that in a true emergency, if there was ever deemed to be a need to safeguard any of Earth’s incredible biodiversity, Sanctuary was only two gates away.”
“A whole new world…” Billy Kendrick said. “Dörtlü Tepe, the rest of this city, the other 97% of this planet that wasn’t covered by the Shelter, and now a whole new world! So many sites for one lifetime. Leesha, you don’t have an immortality or at least anti-ageing UpLift patch lying around, do you?”
While some of the others reacted with brief smiles or chuckles, Boon, the Planetary Historian, took it upon himself to speak up: “Leesha, that is exactly in keeping with what we found in the Hall of Memories. This gate clearly leads to an unpopulated backup planet. Traversing it seems to pose no risk, and doing so would not only ensure peace but would simultaneously lift you to a new level in the eyes of our population. As the brave pilot who proved the Squadron wrong, unchallenged leadership will be there if you want it.”
Leesha turned to Sakko. “Joint leadership,” he said, drawing an almost-human nod of acknowledgement from his partner.
“But wait,” Tara chimed in. “Before you got here, Leesha, Meli was telling us about how she wants to help Piper. And we’re not crossing any gate until that happens. Piper can’t come here, right? It wouldn’t be safe to cross a gate? Could you bring Meli to Earth with us for just however long it takes to treat Piper?”
Leesha turned to Meli, a young doctor he had never directly conversed with. They spoke privately, with Sakko the only other member of the group able to hear the thoughts they shared. It didn’t take long, so no one got impatient; and when the news came, it was good.
“Leesha has explained your child’s issue in a way that expands greatly upon my previous understanding,” Meli said, looking slightly concerned but not entirely without hope. “We will stock a craft with any equipment I might need and Leesha will bring me into your atmosphere, so that the child does not have to pass a gate. I will remain in the air, cloaked, and the child will be safely transported to join me. You and her mother will be present while I attempt to detect and reverse the specific ailment.”
“And her aunt,” Dan said, tipping his head to Tara.
“Of course,” Meli said warmly. She didn’t wait for Leesha’s approval on this, correctly thinking it unnecessary. “I’ll talk with some of my colleagues to seek their ideas about what equipments and tests I may need. It won’t take long, but you can return to Earth to prepare the child and explain this to her mother. Leesha assures me she will be keen.”
Dan nodded. “With Leesha involved, without crossing a gate, and with no other choice, she’ll be in. And yeah, we should go now. Leesha, Sakko… will that be okay?”
“I should certainly stay behind to show the Squadron that no one is trying to flee,” Sakko said. “Leesha will take you home and I’ll call him when Meli is ready, at which point he’ll return to gather her for the trip to Earth and then beam you up to the craft. As you know, it probably took me longer to explain that than your experience of the journeys will feel.”
Dan grinned. “Thank you.”
“Can I stay here, too?” Billy asked, taking everyone aback. His question was directed primarily at Dan. “Not forever, just until we’ve gone and gotten back through the gate. While you’re on Earth and then up in the other craft with Piper, I can be here checking stuff out. Makes sense, don’t you think?”
“Uh, if you want to, and if they say it’s okay…” Dan said, unsure how else to reply.
“I think that will work,” Leesha chimed in. “It might even show the Squadron that Dan and Tara are definitely coming back. They wouldn’t like both Sakko and myself to leave, as he suggested, and they probably wouldn’t like all of you to leave, either. They are a very literal caste — or were, in terms of no longer being a caste as such — and sometimes they have to see things rather than trust words or logic.”
“Oh, we’ve been dealing with that,” Billy chuckled. “Believe me. So that’s it, we all agree? I’ll stay with Sakko and Boon, check out some more artefacts and maybe even look inside the Machines for any relics or signs of old Transcripts like we talked about on Earth?”
“Hmm,” Boon reacted. “Now that could be very interesting…”
Tara breathed deeply. “So me and Dan will go to Earth with Leesha, then we’ll bring Emma and Piper to see the doctor on a craft inside Earth’s atmosphere when everything is ready for that… then they’ll go home again, all better, and we’ll come back here to deal with this gate drama before going home for real. Am I missing anything?”
“When you put it like that, we’ll be home in time for dinner,” Dan said, feeling upbeat enough to chuckle now that a workable plan was in place.
“I don’t even know what day it is,” Tara laughed. “But Meli, thank you again. I’ll see you soon.”
The young doctor smiled.
“You too, Boon,” Dan said. “Thanks. We’ll see you just a little bit later, when we come back to get this gate-crossing over with.”
“And I’ll see you guys soon, too,” Billy said, almost as keen to get on with his own day as they were with the pressing matters of theirs. He shook Dan’s hand and hugged Tara, then looked deeply in Leesha’s eyes and winked. “Good job with that Transcript, brother,” he said.
“Alessandro deserves some credit,” Leesha replied with a knowing smile of his own. “Timo, too.”
“Teamwork for the win,” Tara chimed in. “But can we get going? The sooner we leave…”
Leesha nodded slowly. “Flash on three,” he warned them, more for effect than anything else.
“One, two…”





G minus 5
FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“Three,” Dan said, opening his eyes after a blinding flash and seeing the welcome sight of home.
His initial sight of the familiar wall, though, was nowhere near so welcome as the next one: Emma rushing in from his peripheral vision, Piper in arms, to greet the returning group.
Facing the obvious questions that came from all angles about what had been happening on New Kerguelen, Tara took it upon herself to tell the broad group while Dan spoke privately to Emma.
As Tara began a retelling of the general events, Dan quickly focused particularly on the help that Piper would imminently receive from Meli and her fellow doctors. Readily accepting the logic that Piper would be okay being flash-transported to a craft within Earth’s atmosphere, Emma was smiling widely. She now knew it should only be a matter of minutes until Leesha got a call that the craft was ready.
Then came the catch, with news about the level of unrest on New Kerguelen, how dangerously close the prospect of losing all contact now felt, and most unsettlingly of all the choice that Dan had been given. He had only begun to explain this to Emma when he heard Clark loudly challenging something Tara had said. He missed what it was, but pulled Emma and Piper towards the main group and spoke up to silence Clark.
“Everyone just listen, okay?” Dan said, speaking aloud in his excitement. “I’ll tell you everything once. And Tara, chime in whenever you want. Wait… who are you? You look kind of familiar…”
Everyone turned to Chip as Dan belatedly noticed his presence.
“Chip Petrovic from high school,” Clark said. “Long story, but he’s cool. He knows everything and helped us out tonight.”
Dan looked at Emma, got a nod, then shrugged and continued.
The first interruption to his retelling came early and from Clark, as expected. It arrived at the part about a newly discovered Hall of Memories and a just as newly discovered Antarctic Transcript both referring to a ‘backup’ world known as Sanctuary, intended for the Messengers to use as an emergency refuge if need be. Dan hadn’t yet presented the context, preferring to make the gate seem safe before revealing he was going to have to cross it, to save the group from the turmoil he and Tara had felt having learned everything in the reverse order.
Clark’s question was for Leesha, and simply asked why he hadn’t shared any news about the Antarctic Transcript during all the time he’d been there with the group a few hours earlier.
Leesha’s defence for keeping it from them was that the group as a whole had agreed to focus on different things, that Clark had very firmly told Timo not to call anyone in Birchwood until he got back in contact with the team at Fiore Frontiere for an update, and that the group had been busy dealing with Phil so wouldn’t have benefitted from new knowledge — even if it was good news — that they couldn’t act upon, in any case.
Tara’s understandable questions of “What thing with Phil? And where is he, anyway?” were dismissed as a topic for later, with Emma jumping in before things got too awkward or upsetting for any of the others.
“Keep talking,” she then encouraged. “Tell them the part about Piper, but I want to hear where the part about the gate is going, too.”
“Wait!” William Godfrey spoke up, breaking a polite silence he had opted to keep given his position as something of an outsider. He knew he was there through circumstance rather than anyone’s explicit choice, but his conscience wouldn’t allow him to stay quiet. “Emma, you’ve all gone to some considerable effort to make sure I don’t hear the full details of this thing about Piper. But you’re all talking out loud, so if my presence has slipped your minds…”
No one knew quite what to say.
“Wow,” Clark uttered, almost an instinctive whisper.
Emma and Dan shared a glance of silent decision.
“There’s something that the Messengers alone can help her with,” Emma said. “That’s as much as you need to know, but thank you for speaking up.”
Godfrey downplayed the intervention. “Dan, as you were…”
“Right,” Dan said, continuing aloud carefully considering his next words because he knew they were going to shape Emma’s reaction rather than any longer being concerned about what Godfrey would hear. “I’m grateful for everything the Messengers have done for us so far. Saving us from Il Diavolo, saving Clark’s life in Buenos Aires, taking Piper’s UpLift powers away a few weeks ago as best they could. Their world is in chaos, but what I’m about to tell you isn’t just about doing them a favour. The Squadron weren’t so much hostile as stubborn, and they gave us a choice in how we can deal with the unsustainable chaos on New Kerguelen: we can prove the gate is safe by going through it and coming back, or we can sit here at home while they destroy both gates and cut themselves off from us forever.”
Emma ran her hand through the hair on the crest of her head and bit her lip; the two nervous ticks that only came out when she was truly concerned, and even then typically only one or the other at any given time.
“For any ongoing contact to be possible,” Dan continued, “which we could need for all kinds of reasons once we find out more about the Architects at Dörtlü Tepe, but especially to make sure the Messengers can always keep an eye on Piper, we have no real choice other than to do whatever it takes to protect the gateway we’ve always known about: the one between Earth and New Kerguelen. That’s literally the only way Leesha and Sakko can get here, and there’s no reason to think either of our species are ever going to learn how to make gates like that… and definitely not in a timeframe that would be useful if Piper ever needs more help.”
“Exactly,” Tara said, focusing on Clark who naturally seemed least sure about the notion of both his younger brother and his girlfriend venturing to an unknown world through a gate which as far as they knew had never been tested.
“It’s a combination,” Dan went on, also trying to ease Clark’s mind. “It’s a combination of wanting to help them, needing to help them to help ourselves, and knowing it’s safe to do it. Between the Antarctic Transcript and the old writing in the Messengers’ Hall of Memories, we know where this gate goes. We also know the world on the other side was not mentioned as an environmentally suitable refuge for the Architects themselves, so we’re not going to run into them.”
William Godfrey sighed audibly, preparing to insert himself into the conversation. “Well, before anyone does anything rash… Leesha, is there no way to eliminate this Squadron or even just block their threatened plan of destroying the gates? You have impenetrable forcefield technology and—”
“It wouldn’t stop the Squadron’s ray-based weaponry, or their warheads,” Leesha said.
“Hmm,” Godfrey replied, rubbing his chin in thought and reluctant to accept defeat so easily. “What if you go to this medicine ship and Piper is… well, cured? Why not just come home and let them do whatever they want to do? Even if they did destroy the gate, Piper would already be okay. Mission accomplished.”
“Even if they did destroy the gate?” Dan echoed, scarcely believing what he was hearing coming out of the mouth of the Chairman of the Interspace Contact Agency, of all people. “If they destroy the gate, there’s no more contact! No more ICA job for you, but no more cooperation and no more of the potential benefits we’ve worked so hard to bring closer. That’s what all of this has been about!”
Godfrey shook his head. “If Piper wasn’t a factor at all, can you tell me with a straight face that you would have agreed to do this? Because once she’s cured, that factor is gone. And don’t worry about my job… I can go back to London and take my old job back from Cole whenever the need arises,” he shrugged. “None of that matters, though. I know we haven’t always seen eye to eye, but I don’t want you to get hurt, Dan… especially needlessly. Our world doesn’t need you getting hurt. If you’re gone, there’s no more contact, gate or not; you’re the one the aliens trust, and you’re the one the people trust.”
“And there is the reason the aliens trust him and not you,” Leesha said, his words very pointed.
For his part, though, Dan appreciated Godfrey’s intervention.
He wouldn’t pay it much heed, since he believed deep down that the gate was safe and since he knew he could never leave Leesha and Sakko at the mercy of the armed and impatient Squadron if they were deemed to have knowingly assisted in a human-made deception plot, but he recognised the spirit it was intended in.
“They’ve got Billy, too,” Henry McCarthy chimed in. “No man left behind.”
No one had a point to counter this.
Even Clark, for the first time, sighed as reality truly sank in.
It was happening:
They were taking the leap.
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Free at last and positively simmering over how long she had remained confined after John Cole got out of his secure protection room, Valerie Slater responded quickly to his invitation for an early-morning visit.
She walked the very short distance between her suite and his, stopping at his door and considering for several seconds whether whatever he could say was anything she wanted to hear. But with Godfrey still out of the picture and equally little sign of Dan or Tara, Slater decided that any scrap of information was better than the pile of nothing she was currently living off.
Very suddenly, the door swung open before she even knocked.
“This is what they found in Turkey,” Cole said, wasting literally no time and holding out a folder for her to see. He opened it slowly then carefully showed Slater a series of photographs of the dig site at Dörtlü Tepe.
After studying the images for several seconds, Slater asked the question whose answer she cared about far more than any about the remarkable and game-changing carvings themselves: “Where did you get these?”
“Here,” he said, “inside the safe of a man you don’t even know is a major player. That’s how bad things have gotten, so it’s a good job the security sweep was thorough enough to bring me this and it’s a good job your old friend John looped you in, don’t you think?”
Belatedly, Cole handed Slater the images for a closer look — removing a thin protective film as he did so.
“Oh, be careful you don’t get any fingerprints on there,” he said with a grin as she took hold of them. “Damn, too late.”
Slater didn’t even look up at him, thinking this the least important thing in the world; particularly since the images were now in her possession rather than his.
After going on to lift a USB stick from the folder, Cole proceeded to dangle it in the air. “And there’s a lot more where those came from…”
“What is this?” Slater eventually asked. “And I don’t mean this… find. I mean this thing you’re doing. What do you want?”
“To take him down as soon as he comes back,” Cole said. “I’m not a subtle man, Valerie; there is nothing to be read between the lines in my world, because I don’t leave any space.”
Slater looked at him intently.
“I showed up to mock your guards and I’m showing you this now for one reason: to let you know I’m not the bumbling John Cole you knew two years ago,” he said, the words more intense than any he had ever spoken. “I destroyed my own career with the Il Diavolo business and then I rebuilt it from the ground up, first by getting in with the Arab and African power-brokers with the consultant work I did for them, then by getting in with the Chinese as a thumb in you and Godfrey’s eyes. Since I got my job back in London I’ve been biding my time. Now, here we are in Buenos Aires — Godfrey’s city — and I just shut down his hotel and used his guards to find his dirty little Turkish secret. Not bad for the fat guy from Sheffield, is it?”
“Shut down his hotel?” Slater asked, focusing on this part first.
“Who did you think called in the fake threat?” Cole groaned, disappointed he had to spell it out.
With a deep breath, Slater put the images she was holding into her pocket. “You surely didn’t expect me to do anything else,” she said after a few tense seconds, as if anticipating a complaint.
Shaking his head, Cole held out his arm and slowly opened his fist. “This is the last time I will extend my hand of allegiance your way,” he said. “I can do this without you, but not as fast as I’d like. As soon as Godfrey shows himself, I want to strike. With you on my side, we can do that. You’re the one who brought Jack into politics, and he changed the game in his work with you, Godfrey and myself. You have the instinct people don’t see; there’s a tiger in there, but you’ve let them all bury it away too deep.”
Slater stared at his hand, considering every implication of shaking it versus every implication of walking away.
“I like to keep my friends close,” she said, grasping Cole’s hand tightly enough to send his eyebrows upwards in surprise.
Cole smiled in victory. “Glad to have you, Valerie.”
“Call it a marriage of convenience,” Slater replied. “A means to an end and nothing more.” She left the rest of her manifold thoughts unsaid, thinking it wise to allow Cole to think she was more on board than she truly was. He had undeniably surprised and impressed her with what he had done and what he had discovered overnight, but he had massively overplayed his hand. She had given precious little away, in stark contrast, and considered the last few moments as a big win in terms of learning a lot more than she revealed.
John Cole and Valerie Slater both saw working together as their surest way to get rid of Chairman Godfrey’s disloyal presence as soon as he showed himself again, but only one knew how badly the other wanted to inherit his Chairmanship.
Slater would die before she surrendered to a cretin like Cole, and if earning the last laugh would involve letting him think he had the upper hand for a few days or even weeks, that was a small price she would gladly pay.
“You won’t regret this,” Cole said as Slater turned away.
“Godfrey will regret the day he thought he could treat us like second-string delegates,” she replied.
Cole nodded firmly and watched her walk. “Indeed he will, Valerie. Indeed he very fucking well will.”
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“I just feel that we’re placing an awful lot of faith in these old written messages,” William Godfrey sighed again, making his point one last time. “That’s all I’ll say. Dan, Tara, I admire the commitment to contact from both of you. You’re a credit to your titles, and you’re a credit to your family. I want it to be known that I don’t approve of this, but I won’t stand in the way.”
The thought on the edge of Dan’s mind was that Godfrey couldn’t have stood in the way if he’d tried, but he chose not to share it. It would have been easier for Godfrey to pretend not to care, to sycophantically agree with Dan’s stance, or to keep his mouth shut completely. That he had shared his candid views, and especially that they were focused on Dan and Tara’s safety as well as Piper’s health, spoke very well of the ICA Chairman as far as Dan McCarthy was concerned.
“Emma?” Dan said, seeking the final word from the one person who he would let stand in the way if she put her foot all the way down.
Holding her daughter and looking at the next two most important people in her life, Dan and Tara, Emma felt a pressure like none she had ever known. That it was on them to take this risk — this leap of destiny — seemed as unfair as Piper’s affliction. None of them deserved the weight on their shoulders, and the fact that both bore it so selflessly and without complaint almost made things worse by highlighting even further just how undeserving of this unprecedented responsibility they were.
“Neither of you have to do this,” she said, “but I know you’re going to, and I hope one day you’ll know how much it means to me because I can’t even begin to tell you.”
“We’re both ready,” Tara said. “Clark, are you okay with this?”
He took a deep breath. He wasn’t — not that it mattered — but with seemingly only a few minutes until their voyage through an untested gate to an unknown world, he wanted them to know something. The logic of not bothering people with news when they were dealing with something else wasn’t alien to him, but in this case something deep inside him just wouldn’t let him keep quiet.
“Phil Norris is dead,” he announced, seeking permission from no one before doing so and drawing a genuinely angry stare from Emma for being so tactless. “He was killed by a home intruder last night.”
Dan and Tara, understandably, stood in stunned and silent sorrow.
    
“We have a name and Leesha is going to get the guy as soon as this is done,” Clark went on. “Right, Leesha?”
The alien nodded slowly.
“He was terminally ill,” Emma sought to add as quickly as she could, hoping this would dull the blow of Clark’s blunt revelation. She glared at Clark again; only momentarily, but long enough for him to know they would have this out later. “No one except Chip, who as his lawyer obviously couldn’t tell anyone. He only had a few months left. The intruder was looking for information and stole Phil’s laptop, but we can be one hundred percent sure that’s unbreakably encrypted and I can’t think what he could possibly have on there that could hurt us in the wrong hands, anyway. But the point is, he didn’t have long. In a sick way, and I feel dirty even saying this, when Leesha interrogates the guy we’ve identified and we find out who had it in for Phil enough to order something like this, Phil himself would probably tell you this wasn’t all that bad compared to the alternative of him fading into a shell of himself over the next few months before dying slowly. He was the kind of guy who would have hated any of us having to see him like that, and he would have hated having to tell us.”
“He was that kind of guy,” Tara said, not fighting tears so much as wiping them from her cheeks before they arced in towards her lips. “That is exactly how he would want us to look at it.”
Clark walked over and put his arms around her. “And I hope you know how much he came to like you,” he told her. “He was so happy when we got together; he didn’t get why you’d be with me, but he liked it. He never shut up about the mismatch whenever your name came up… you know how he was. And Dan…he left us everything. Mostly to me because he didn’t think you’d want it, but there’s a little device we need you to put your thumbprint on and then answer a question. It’ll give us the key to his stash. Since we’re waiting, anyway…”
Dan could hardly believe what he’d just heard, but did take some degree of comfort from Emma’s words. He expected the reality to sink in later, when there was less adrenaline pumping through his veins and his mind was less exhausted from the most stressful sleepless night he had ever had.
Behind him, Henry lifted a certain electronic device from the table. Everyone gathered round, including the few who hadn’t been there for its unboxing and so knew almost nothing about it.
Since Phil’s instructions made clear that Henry was first up, he placed his thumb on the screen. “Niagara,” he said, reading the one-word prompt. The word then faded, replaced by a keypad on the screen. He entered the date when he and Phil had drunk themselves stupid by the falls after their friend’s bride and her entire family no-showed a planned wedding.
A large green tick filled the screen, before a visual indicator of a thumbprint appeared again. “Clark,” Henry said, handing the device over.
“Nacho,” Clark read aloud. He shook his head at the ground. “What the fuck, man,” he cursed, staring at the floor for several seconds before looking up at Emma and Piper and apologising for the language once he realised what he’d said. He entered a date and handed the device to Dan without even waiting for the tick.
Tara squeezed his hand. “What did that mean?” she asked.
“I toured with Nacho in Iraq, before I got ill, and that was the day he died. I never told Phil the story, let alone a date or name… and his name wasn’t even Ignacio. Nacho was just a nickname he’d had since school for eating so many damn nachos! I don’t know how Phil would know that and I don’t know why he’d choose it.”
“Phil knows all kinds of shit,” Henry said. “Stuff. Sorry. All kinds of stuff. And think about it… who else could have answered that prompt with the right date? That’s the point. He wanted all three of us to be in on it, so for this thing to serve that purpose they have to be things we wouldn’t be able to guess for each other, if we somehow got past the thumbprint part.”
With two of three answers correct, everyone turned to Dan. Access to Phil’s stash was hardly the most important thing right now, but there was nothing else productive for the group to do during their enforced wait… and everyone needed a win.
“What’s the prompt?” Clark called, trying to read Dan’s face.
Dan put the device down on the side of the couch. “I’m not playing,” he said, leaving it there and walking away.
Clark dashed to grab it. “Come on, man! If you don’t do it, there’s a 24-hour lockout. Okay, so it says ‘Hopper’… just think. Who’s Hopper? Or what’s Hopper? A guy? A rabbit?”
“It’s hardly going to be a damn rabbit,” Henry lamented, wheeling his way towards Dan. “Come on, son, think! For Phil.”
“11 08 13,” Dan grunted.
As soon as Clark entered the date, a green tick filled the screen. Like an ATM, the device then presented a card. There was no cash, but the reward was priceless.
“So who the hell is Hopper?” Henry asked, while Clark beamed like a child with the greatest Christmas gift ever as he held the card aloft in celebration.
Dan shook his head.
In reaction to this, Henry and Clark shared a glance. One more mystery to unravel…
“How much longer are we expecting them to take preparing whatever Meli needs, anyway?” Dan asked Leesha, suddenly impatient.
“They’ve been ready for around two minutes,” the alien replied. “I didn’t want to interrupt.”
Emma handed Piper to Henry while she ran to her bedroom to gather a bag of supplies, in case the baby needed anything, while Dan and Tara began their goodbye-for-nows.
“We won’t be back when Emma and Piper get back,” Dan said to his father, who for one reason or another looked less concerned than he had on previous occasions, “but it won’t be much longer.”
“I don’t envy you, son,” Henry replied, “but not a day goes by that I’m not proud. On this one, I don’t even know how to tell you. Go and save those damn gates. Tara, you too, darling.”
As Emma hurried back, lifted Piper from Henry’s arms and positioned herself beside Leesha near the entrance to the kitchen, Dan and Tara saw that it was time to go.
Clark held on to Tara for as long as he could. “What’s with all this leaving me all the time stuff?” he asked, trying to calm his own nerves and hers with a little bit of humour.
“I keep coming back, don’t I?” she replied, kissing him one last time before joining Emma.
Dan was there by now, too. “Say good work and major thanks to Timo and Alessandro,” he called to the group, but mainly Clark. “You know, for finding that Transcript.”
Clark forcefully shook his head. “You’ll be back soon enough to tell them yourself.”
“Godspeed, Dan McCarthy,” William Godfrey chimed in, having received no personal farewells. “Godspeed, Tara Ford.”
“You’ll be home soon, too,” Emma told the ICA Chairman, whose past 24 hours had been as crazy as anyone else’s. She saw him now in an altogether different light since his very honest and surprising comment from a few minutes earlier, when Dan almost revealed what Godfrey worried might have been too much sensitive information about Piper. “And as soon as I get back, we can start worrying about what the hell we’re going to tell the world has been going on.”
Godfrey roared in laughter. “God, don’t remind me. Oh well… between us, I’m sure we’ll think of something! They don’t call us the dream team for nothing, Emma.”
“I don’t think anyone calls you that at all,” Clark chuckled. “But yeah, that part will work itself out.”
“Okay,” Leesha said. “To the craft.”
“Leeesssss go?” Piper asked from Emma’s arms, bringing smiles all round.
“That’s right, darling,” Dan said, one arm around Emma’s shoulder and the other hand touching the baby’s hair. “And this time, Piper’s coming too…”



Part 8



THE LOOKING GLASS





“The bravest are surely those
who have the clearest vision
of what is before them,
glory and danger alike,
and yet notwithstanding,
go out to meet it.”
Thucydides
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INNER SECTION
MESSENGER MOTHERSHIP
When the flash subsided and the living room was replaced by the interior of a spacecraft so large it could only be one of the Messengers’ gate-crossing motherships, Dan, Emma and Tara were all focused on one thing: Piper.
“Leeesssss…. no go,” the baby said, startling Emma in particular with her increasingly quick linguistic improvements in putting together new words and old to form impressively clear statements.
They all laughed, glad to see she was okay despite never having doubted it — the trip wouldn’t have happened if they had been — and also amused by the fact that the first thing she thought worthy of commenting on about this incredible spaceship was that Leesha was indeed inside it with her.
Meli, the doctor who had approached Dan in New Birchwood with the kind offer to perform the upcoming diagnostic tests, walked forward with a warm expression absent of anything so overt or human as a smile. “You must be Emma,” she said, instantly going for a hug like the kind she had received from Tara.
Emma reciprocated.
“And you must be Piper,” Meli continued.
Immediately, the baby began to giggle. Within a few seconds, her hands were reaching up for Meli to take her. Emma handed her over, delighted by how easily things had started.
“This is a very happy child,” the doctor stated, her expression one of focus.
“Meli is a powerful empath,” Leesha explained. “She can sense far more than thoughts; conscious or otherwise.”
Holding Piper at arms length, Meli studied her expression very closely.
“My experience of diagnosing or treating human infants began a few minutes ago,” Meli admitted, “but I know beyond a shadow of a doubt that this is a remarkable child with a remarkable brain. Her perception is greater than mine. Dan, Emma, Tara… this is not guesswork: I feel her reading my soul more deeply than I can read hers, and I have been raised as an empath since birth. I have been raised with technologies provided by those we now know as Architects, but whose Machines I considered Elders, to feel what others feel and to see what others are beneath their shallow waters of reactive thought. What I know is that this child has a power that cannot be taught. I have more conclusions to share, but I would like to conduct some objective tests, non-invasively, if you would all be so kind as to follow me.”
When Meli then tried to hand Piper back to Emma, the baby gripped onto her alien doctor like a monkey to a tree.
“Someone doesn’t want to let go of her new friend,” Emma said.
Everyone laughed, except for Meli.
“I have never been read like this in my life,” she said, deadpan. “Emma, Dan… I sense that you have no idea of how remarkable your child truly is. I almost feel… overwhelmed. These tests are going to be extremely illuminating.”
    
Further into the spacecraft, through a door Dan had never previously been permitted to pass, Meli carried Piper until the group reached an examination room. Like so much they had seen on New Kerguelen, some of it looked remarkably human.
As Dan had been forced to consider during his first visit to the alien world, this made sense. After all, the physiological similarities between two bipedal species of roughly the same size who inhabitant worlds with essentially identical levels of gravity would always naturally result in things like seating benches and table-like surfaces looking somewhat similar.
“Emma, I will not hurt Piper in any way, nor take her out of your sight for even a second,” Meli reassured her, but by now she was not at all concerned about such things. Meli exuded a kindness and warmth like no one Emma had previously encountered, and the alien’s very presence made her feel at peace. “I will also need the three of you to participate in some tests, but again: you will not be hurt, either.”
Everyone assented.
For the next hour or so, during which time Piper didn’t protest or cry even once, Meli conducted a multitude of observational tests. She hooked Piper and the adults up to various devices and interfaces using cables connected to helmets or familiar patches, sometimes asking questions while the readings were taken and sometimes presenting aural or visual stimuli. On occasion these were combined, such as when Meli instructed the adult subjects to mimic certain facial expressions as closely as possible and took care to record how Piper and the other adults reacted.
As an empath herself, Meli gathered a lot of observational data just by paying attention and deeply reading her subjects. The devices were more objective in their work, measuring brain activity in a way she couldn’t, but all of that only served to add to her own findings rather than supersede them. By the end, she was ready to share her thoughts.
“The most precise finding we have made today,” Meli began, once back in the central area where the visit began, “is that Piper has a remarkably strong empathic connection to you, Dan. Only you.”
Everyone considered these words. “And by empathic…” Dan probed.
“She can sense your feelings, but on a far deeper level than the limits of your language allow me to explain. She has an empathic connection to me and is attempting to strengthen that, but she is unable to read Leesha, just as she is unable to read either of you, Emma and Tara. I understand her attempts to read me, since one empath senses another, but not Dan… because Dan, your levels of emotional acuity, in terms of knowing what others are feeling based on standard supraliminal cues are far lower than those of Emma or Tara, both of whom are on what I would consider the standard baseline.”
This last part was hardly news — Dan had after all once been misdiagnosed with schizotypal personality disorder by a human doctor who over-extrapolated based on similar conclusions — but the earlier parts about Piper merited much attention and certainly received it.
“I can confirm, however, that Piper has no UpLift powers at all,” Meli said, no inch of doubt in the words. “No telepathy at all, UpLifted or inherited, and similarly no telekinesis at all. What your child does have is a very active mind — literally. I have seen neurological activity levels like none before, even among the geniuses of our kind. This is not an affliction.”
“But she knew when Leesha appeared, thousands of miles away,” Emma said. “Where does that come from?”
“Her connection to Dan,” Meli explained. “The exact mechanism, I don’t yet know. But Emma, please do not be mistaken or disappointed when I talk of connections; she has a stronger level of affectionate attachment for you than for Dan. And Tara, as a non-parent, the affectionate attachment Piper has for you is an extraordinarily high level.”
“Clever girl,” Tara said, smiling and bringing a rare burst of vocal laughter from her older sister.
“But she is attached to me, too?” Dan said, inflecting it into a question without explicitly stating it as such.
Emma took hold of his hand. “Of course she is.”
“Meli has the data,” he said, staying focused on her. “Don’t you?”
“And it is perfectly standard,” the doctor said. “I am using reference data from our kind, admittedly, but at this age a child’s attachment to the mother will always be stronger unless some clear factor causes an exception.”
Dan nodded. “I get it.”
“But Meli,” Emma said, her demeanour changing as the crux of the matter could no longer be avoided, “what do we do? How do we fix this?”
Although unsurprised by this question, having known it was the reason for Dan’s keenness to be here and having read the concern as though it was written on their faces, Meli took several seconds to answer. “There is nothing to fix,” she insisted. “Piper is a child like no other, with a remarkable power that could manifest in beautiful ways… and one which I would never forgive myself for doing anything to diminish.”
“I don’t think you understand,” Emma replied. “If people on Earth ever find out—”
“I feel your fear,” Meli interrupted, “and I know where it’s coming from. But please, believe me, this is an intelligent child worthy of trust and deserving of room to grow. By the time she is old enough to say complex things that could bring problems if heard by the wrong ears, which I sense is a chief concern, she will be more than old enough to know not to say those things.”
It was Emma’s turn to hesitate. “So there’s nothing you can do, or there’s nothing you will do?”
“There are areas of her brain where we could invasively intervene to limit the unusual levels of activity we’ve detected,” Meli said, idiosyncratically using the royal ‘we’ despite having carried out every test alone and indeed never even having been joined by an assistant. “But to risk damaging the child’s remarkable intellect and curiosity for the sake of limiting her gift of empathic ability, out of fears which are themselves overblown…”
“No, nothing invasive,” Emma said. “But is there no way to ‘turn off’ these empathic powers like we did with the telepathic and telekinetic UpLift powers? If we wanted to?”
“Inherited telepathy is a curse I’m glad she is rid of,” the doctor replied, “but an empathic ability of the kind Piper possesses is a gift you will come to be grateful for. Trust me, I am not guessing. I will be more than willing to monitor Piper closely and test her as often as you wish in whichever ways you desire, but her future is bright,” Meli promised.
“Thank you,” Emma said, exhaling deeply as though something had clicked in her mind. “And I trust you, completely. I know I can’t ‘read’ you like you can read us, but I can feel something. You give off an aura of… goodness.”
“Thank you,” Meli replied, touched by the kind words.
“So we’re definitely just leaving her like this?” Tara asked, clearly fully approving. “It’s not a ‘power’ in the bad way we used to talk about her old powers. If she can read people and make them as comfortable as Meli makes us all feel, that really is a gift. And if trying to remove it risks making her less unusually bright and inquisitive, we can’t even think about doing that.”
Dan agreed just as strongly. “But please don’t feel like you’ve wasted our time,” he smiled at Meli. “Just because this didn’t go how we thought we wanted it to — with you connecting some device that made her ‘normal’ again — that doesn’t mean it didn’t work out. Now we know how special she is; and we also know that her connection is only to me, so not something anyone else will ever pick up on. We also know we have you to help us out if we ever need anything.”
“You do,” Meli said, “just as we have you, Dan. And with that in mind, since we are done for now, Leesha…”
“Absolutely,” her fellow alien said, having been a quiet and approving observer through the myriad of tests and then the concluding conversations. “Emma, I will take you and Piper home then return immediately to bring the others to New Kerguelen. I am glad my promise to do everything in my power to ensure Piper lives a long and happy life seems like it may require less input than we thought, but in taking the others through the Sanctuary gate I feel confident that I will deliver peace on our planet of a kind that enables further cooperation and engagement to make all of our lives long and happy.”
“How are you guys so nice when the Architects were so… not?” Tara sighed rhetorically.
“Because good trumps evil,” Dan answered on his behalf. “Isn’t that right?”
Leesha looked at his human friend and nodded, ready to transport Emma and Piper back home. “Every single time,” he said.
Emma said her goodbyes, warm but deliberately brief so as to avoid emotion. She spent longer with Meli than Dan or Tara, unsure when she’d see the doctor again but unwilling to entertain the notion that her husband and sister wouldn’t be back in Birchwood within a few more hours at most.
“Goodbye, Piper,” Meli said, sending her first ever smile the baby’s way.
Piper smiled back. “Leeesssss go?” she then asked, looking across at the other alien.
He smiled widely and gave her a small nod before engaging the flash. “Leeesssss go.”
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CENTRAL PLAZA
NEW BIRCHWOOD, NEW KERGUELEN
With far more of a spring in their step than last time but with some degree of natural hesitancy about what lay ahead, Dan McCarthy and Tara Ford followed Leesha out of New Kerguelen’s landing site before the alien flash-teleported them back to the Central Plaza in New Birchwood.
A crowd was gathered once again, if anything even larger than the last, in keen anticipation of the moment of truth. The trio’s arrival was greeted with the now-familiar but still very odd sight of thousands upon thousands of intelligent extraterrestrials waving their arms in the air.
“I know what it’s like!” Tara said. “You know those waving things with faces, that have air running through them? At car showrooms and places like that?”
As soon as she made the connection, Dan couldn’t unsee it. “But I guess we look like sea lions when we do our version of applause,” he laughed.
The mood of the crowd could hardly have changed more; now, quite clearly, Dan and Tara were once more being seen as heroes for their willingness to prove the safety of the gate. Even the Squadron leaders who had forced the choice upon them were now applauding, with one openly sending a thought to share how impressed he was that Dan had lived up to his word of coming back.
Dan would shake hands with these commanders in public if it had to be done to signal unity, but he certainly didn’t want to. He longed for the moment of his intrepid group’s return crossing back to New Kerguelen, when Leesha would receive the accolades for braving the journey and would take what Dan saw as his rightful and just position as the planet’s leader. That Leesha immediately offered to share his premiership with Sakko as soon as the topic had been mentioned spoke well of him, the humans considered, and to why he would make such a perfect candidate.
“I’ll get Billy,” Leesha then said, excusing himself in a flash and returning momentarily with both Earth’s finest archaeologist and New Kerguelen’s Planetary Historian.
Boon turned immediately to Meli, who was standing quietly in her emerald green tunic. “The child?” he asked, beating Billy to the punch.
In reply, Meli gave her newly learned smile another airing. “Like no other,” she said, “and perfectly healthy.”
Before asking what Boon and Billy had found, Dan took a moment to appreciate the fact that these aliens, with no reason to care about Piper beyond their sheer decency and perhaps their affection for Dan and Tara, were so concerned about an infant of another species while the future of their own home world and its entire population was balanced on a knife-edge.
When Dan did get round to asking, Billy told him that Boon had read several more pieces of illuminating writing for his benefit but that none were immediately relevant to the gate-crossing mission and would all still be there for analysis when the group got back. He went on to explain that while none of them were of any real concern, they could serve to complicate Dan and Tara’s thoughts at the wrong time; a point with which both agreed full-heartedly.
While curious about everything on New Kerguelen, as anyone would be, neither of them quite shared Billy’s all-consuming quest for even small discoveries; and to his credit, the archaeologist both recognised and respected this difference.
Billy then reconsidered and shared what he saw as the two most interesting notes from his recent time with Boon. First, he reluctantly revealed that there were unfortunately no evident physical or digital records of old Transcripts within the Machines, which would have provided a tremendous insight into the Architects’ deceptive practices.
“But…” he went on, “once we get back, I’m allowed to take one of the Machines home to Fiore Frontiere. It’s good news that this gateway isn’t a link to the Architects, but if all of the Machines are destroyed as they would be unless I take one, we would never have a chance of reverse-engineering the technology.”
“Or being reached by the Architects,” Tara said, not liking this idea one bit.
Both turned to Dan. He hesitated. “Tara, it’s kind of like what we told the Squadron about the gate: if the Architects wanted to reach us, they don’t need those Machines to do it. It’s almost that whole ‘closing our eyes to hope it makes us invisible’ thing. If no one has a good specific reason not to allow it, I think we should seriously think about studying those radio-like Machines, even if only to analyse how the general technology works. Because if the Messengers are going to destroy them—”
“We are,” Leesha said, flatly; and to Dan’s mind, understandably.
“Right,” he went on. “It’s just one of those ‘only chance’ things. But we’re not taking anything today. We would need to talk to Emma, Timo, Godfrey…”
“Godfrey?” Billy asked. “Really?”
Dan nodded. “He’s with us, and he sees things we don’t.”
With this later course of action more or less agreed, and altogether less pressing than the immediate matter which concerned the thousands of aliens currently watching the humans converse amongst themselves, Boon spoke up:
“So how does this work?” he asked, turning to Leesha. “You’re flying uncloaked, in one of the gate-passing motherships?”
Leesha nodded, slowly up and slowly down. “Dan, do you want to address the crowd briefly?” he asked. “I will remain silent for now; my words will come on our return, and they will be strong.”
Pleased by the intensity he saw in the eyes of his friend Leesha, New Kerguelen’s true leader-in-waiting, Dan stepped into the same exact spot from which he had spoken earlier. This movement brought an immediate and anticipatory hush throughout the enormous crowd.
“I said it was safe,” Dan boomed, almost at the level of a shout once more, “and now we’re going to prove it. When we get back, all I ask is that you remember which of your senior figures carried us across this gate: Leesha. I would say we’ll see you on the other side, but I’ll see you when we get back from the other side. To peace, to sense, and to Leesha.”
Rapturous applause followed.
“Okay,” Leesha said.
Dan winked at Meli and then Boon, correctly sensing he would have no time to say much before Leesha flashed him back to New Kerguelen’s landing site with Tara and Billy in preparation for their departure.
After the flash took them there, the silent and vacant surroundings led to an increase in contemplation.
“Do not overthink anything,” Leesha encouraged his friends, leading them to the cylindrical elevator that carried them into the enormous waiting craft. The pod-like enclosures which enabled humans to safely cross the gate between Earth and New Kerguelen were already in place.
“Oh yeah,” Billy sighed. “That didn’t even click. Everyone out there in the Plaza is going to know before we do how this plays out. Leesha… will the next thing we see be the landing site, or will you wake us to look down at Sanctuary through the windows once we pass the gate.”
“Wake us, obviously,” Tara said. “I mean, if we’re going, we’re seeing….right?”
Dan grinned. “Absolutely.”
“I’ll wake you,” Leesha reassured Billy, a man whose endless curiosity and quest for new truths and experiences never failed to amuse him.
“Promise?” Billy said, climbing into his pod. “Whatever you see out there, you’ll wake me?”
“Promise. And a promise I make is a promise I keep,” the alien replied. “Dan and Tara can attest to that.”
They both smiled warmly and got into their own waiting pods.
“You know,” Billy said, sharing one last thought, “with all of the writing in the Hall, the rest of the cities of New Kerguelen, everything undiscovered at Dörtlü Tepe… I never thought I’d say it, but I already have enough to keep me busy. I’m glad I found Boon! Leesha, you got any more like him I could borrow for Earth?”
The others, especially Leesha, saw the funny side of this.
All of the sites Billy mentioned were indeed waiting to be fully explored, as was the basement stash located following a tragic incident which Tara, Dan and Leesha so definitely wanted to spare Billy from facing just yet that they hadn’t even had to discuss their mutual decision to keep quiet.
“God willing, we’ll explore them all soon,” Tara said, “and the discoveries will all be things that are so welcome, we can’t even imagine them yet.”
“Here’s to that,” Dan said, climbing into his pod.
This final thought was in the humans’ minds as they faded to a very brief sleep which would end on the other side of the gate, one way or the other.
A discovery beyond anything the humans or indeed their alien pilot could ever imagine did indeed lie in wait on the other side of their leap of destiny, but ‘welcome’ would not be the word in any of their minds when they reached it…
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BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
As citizens around Earth got on with their daily business under a huge cloud of uncertainty relating to the highly public abduction of ICA Chairman William Godfrey and the unwitnessed but since-confirmed disappearances of Dan McCarthy and Tara Ford, the looped-in few in Birchwood, Colorado counted up the minutes since Dan and Tara’s latest departure.
There was nothing to count down to, unfortunately and just as frustratingly, since no one knew precisely when they would bravely cross the gate or how long after doing so they would be able to come home.
Fear wasn’t quite the word, but an intense unease filled the air now that the moment of truth felt so close with Dan, Tara and their companion Billy Kendrick all so far away. Leesha was the best pilot they could ask for, though, as Clark took pains to remind everyone, and clear evidence from both Antarctica and New Birchwood pointed towards a safe, brief and hopefully uneventful crossing.
After Emma relayed her experience with Piper and Meli on the mothership, even including Godfrey in the conversation without going out of her way to reveal in any great detail the nature of Piper’s earlier UpLift-related issues, the mood was somewhat lifted. She took care not to overpromise or deliver details the others didn’t need, but the lifting of her own demeanour was so evident as to be positively contagious. In reality, no words would have been necessary to tell anyone that the news was good.
Emma’s faith in the goodness of the Messengers was stronger than ever following this experience, and she felt surprisingly calm about the issue Leesha had taken Dan and Tara to deal with immediately after bringing her and Piper home from the mothership in the opposite direction.
Clark, talking primarily to his more concerned father, also reminded everyone of how helpless they’d all felt when Dan and Tara were on New Kerguelen the first time, or Dan and Billy more recently. Dread and catastrophic thinking about bad things that hadn’t happened yet and never would only brought unnecessary pain and suffering, he said, and the real thing everyone should have been thinking about was what kinds of things might be lying in wait behind the false wall of Phil Norris’s basement.
This last comment had brought smiles all round, especially from the older duo. Within ten more minutes, Henry McCarthy and Walter Byrd even made the short trip to New Kergrillin’ Bar & Grill, having opted to open the doors with one of the backup master keys Phil had given each of them many moons ago. They planned to stick to the line of not knowing where Phil was if anyone asked, and despite some initial misgivings Emma agreed with their idea.
There was little genuine utility behind it and neither man claimed there was, but they said it was what Phil — a real ‘show must go on’ man, if ever there was one — would have wanted. It also gave them something to do rather than stare at the living room’s projector while the biggest event of all played out untold miles away from any cameras and utterly beyond the public’s knowledge, and she certainly saw the merit in that. A crowd would be waiting at the door, keen to get inside the popular local haunt, so the men wasted no time as soon as the idea arose.
Now, the house felt far quieter than it had for a while. Emma was in the kitchen with Piper and William Godfrey — a sentence no one could have expected would come true as little as twenty-four hours earlier — while Clark and Chip Petrovic sat in the living room.
Timo Fiore and Alessandro Bonucci remained at the Fiore Frontiere building in Colorado Springs, obediently waiting for Clark to reach out to them as he had firmly requested, so the current population sat at a recent low of five.
On the couch and tuned to ACN, where they were pleased to learn that reports of only very small-scale opportunistic looting in the aftermath of Godfrey’s disappearance had come in overnight, Clark and Chip soon found their relatively calm demeanours fading in an instant.
The news that hit them in this way was not about societal disorder nor anything directly alien-related. Rather, it came when the screen was filled by a face familiar to Clark from his days in the police force and to Chip from his legal dealings with all kinds of questionable characters; one whose name had come up very recently.
The accompanying headline struck like a mallet to their skulls: “Colorado crime lord James West dead at 41”.
In a single instant, Clark felt his greatest hope of finding those who had authorised Phil’s murder being popped like a balloon by a needle.
The brazenness of intruding upon the home of someone like Phil Norris was one thing, and one that would never be forgiven, but that the people at the top of the chain had gone so far as to take out an underworld figure on the level of James West was highly alarming.
Violent deaths of ruthless kingpins as powerful as West, of whom there were fortunately few, occurred perhaps once or twice per decade anywhere in the country; coincidence was so unimaginably unlikely as to be unworthy of serious consideration, but the real point was that for those higher up to be confident of avoiding reprisal, they had to be even higher up than Clark had been thinking.
With James West dead, the key takeaway from Leesha’s deep-dive telepathic interrogation of the intruders at Chip Petrovic’s house in Denver was out of the window. Chip and Clark had been determined to find those responsible for the crimes before they had the name; but now that the path forward had been in their sights only to be consumed by the earth around it, their sense of loss and frustration was acute.
Chip Petrovic rose to his feet. “Clark, if it’s the last thing I do… I’m going to find these fuckers and drop them at your feet.”
“Not if I beat you to it,” Clark said, sharing an appreciative look of understanding with a man he knew could be a helpful ally as well as a friend going forward.
As he heard movement in the kitchen, Clark quickly grabbed the remote once again and flicked to the sports news.
“Good call,” Chip said under his breath.
He was right; at this point, with Dan and Tara about to take a leap of destiny across the gateway to Sanctuary, bad news was the last thing anyone needed. No one could act on it right away, which was often the telling factor when Emma was deciding when to burden people with a negative development and when to withhold it for their own good, so Clark felt no guilt.
He also recalled William Godfrey’s comment that the group, and specifically Leesha, should have acted fast to interrogate West. “When a plan goes as wrong as this one did for these intruders and their backers, things get complicated very quickly,” the ICA Chairman had said.
In hindsight, it was so obvious: West was the only name the missing intruders knew, so he was the only loose end for those who had ordered the intrusions and naturally assumed something had gone wrong. The revelation of West’s name had come just moments before Leesha left Birchwood in response to a weak communications signal from Sakko, which Clark and Emma had firmly told him to pursue in person without hesitation.
And while he didn’t expect Godfrey to pull out an ‘I told you so’ at the worst possible moment, particularly after the way he had decisively humanised himself in the group’s eyes by reminding them of his presence when Dan almost overshared about Piper, the last thing Clark wanted to do right now was introduce any wedges between the group.
When Dan and Tara were home safe, like so much else, they could move on to handling this.
“We think it’s happening now,” Godfrey announced, presenting himself at the kitchen door.
Clark and Chip rushed over, entering the kitchen as quickly as they could. Emma still seemed calm — the first thing their eyes looked for — and Piper wore a focused expression.
“Dada go?” Piper said, seemingly asking no one in particular before looking straight up at Emma as the others hurried to gather round.
“He is going…” Emma said, “but he’ll be back soon.”
“A moment ago she said ‘Dada, Tata, Leeesssss’,” Godfrey whispered to the men, filling them in. Emma, all of a sudden trusting him, had revealed enough after their return from Meli’s testing that Godfrey now knew that Piper McCarthy could somehow discern Dan’s general status. “Now she’s adding go, so they must be ready to cross the gate.”
“Go!” Piper exclaimed decisively, this time to Clark. “Dada, Tata, Leeesssss…. go.”
Emma bounced her gently in her arms. “They went?”
With a falling expression and quiet tone that no one wanted to read too much into but no one could miss, Piper looked back at Emma. “Dada no he. Dada no. Dada…”
Clark and Emma both gulped.
All anyone could do was wait.





impact
THE OTHER SIDE
SANCTUARY
“We made it,” Leesha announced. Dan, having been asleep in the first pod the alien deactivated, was first to know. He was only first by a matter of seconds, but this was still long enough to allow him to turn and watch with interest as Leesha woke Tara and Billy.
Billy leapt to his feet and asked to be taken to the nearest window, not missing a beat.
“We will switch craft,” Leesha said, “for a brief flyover. Does everyone agree?”
“So it is safe here,” Tara said, half statement and half question. “Did you see outside? Is there anything?”
“I saw outside from the control deck, but nothing of note,” the alien replied. “All atmospheric readings are as we expected: as though tailor-made for our shared needs.”
Leesha then set off, encouraging the humans to follow, and guided them into one of the small saucer-like craft more familiar to human eyes than the mothership in which it was housed. Once they were all safely inside, Leesha entered the necessary commands to open the mothership’s holding bay and allow the saucer out into the air of the world known as Sanctuary.
Through the saucer’s windows and glass-bottomed floor, identical to the surface from which Timo and Alessandro had seen the Transcript which spoke of this very world and made Dan’s trip there seem less impossibly dangerous, the group saw a landscape that they could easily have believed to be in some part of Arizona or Australia.
“Earth 2.0,” Billy marvelled. “Untouched…”
That, however, was where he was wrong.
“Wait, we’re landing?” Billy asked a few seconds later, first to react to the saucer’s sudden loss of altitude.
“Leesha…” Dan said, almost a rebuke. “We didn’t talk about—”
The alien turned to him with a frightened expression. “Dan, I am not doing this. Something is pulling us down!”
    
“Can’t you fight it?” Tara asked, terrified by the helplessness on Leesha’s face even more than the steady downward movement of the saucer itself.
Leesha, trying everything at the control console, sadly shook his head.
Dan looked downwards again, seeking some kind of explanation for the descent but not yet succumbing to fear given his knowledge — or at least his hope — that Leesha could teleport the group back to the mothership if the ground got too close for comfort. As he looked, though, the descent began to slow.
Celebration would have been premature however, as a sudden lateral pull then kicked in where the vertical had left off.
Billy and Dan gazed down through the saucer’s transparent floor, seeing through the rapid movement a steady change in landscape. Rocky terrain was giving way to progressively greener grassland, or at least something that looked very much like it.
Leesha was facing away from the saucer’s direction of travel, desperately trying to accelerate away from the gravity-pull that was taking them backwards at a rate of knots.
“Oh my God…” Tara said, the only one facing forward. “Oh… my… God…”
While Billy ran to her side, Dan felt very suddenly as though his shoes were made of lead. He tried to move, or at least thought he was trying, but he stayed on the spot.
Billy’s reaction to whatever lay outside was one of the most theatrically expressive Dan had ever seen, beginning with a gasp, continuing with a mouth opening almost as wide as a basking shark’s, and concluding with a slow turn of his head towards Dan.
Wonder was the word for the look in Billy’s eyes, not fear.
This lifted the odd feeling of weight in Dan’s feet and enabled him to continue forward. By his second step, though, the saucer had begun to descend again. It was moving diagonally towards the ground, with simultaneous lateral and vertical pulls carrying them towards the sight that had rendered Tara and Billy so shocked.
Dan dashed forward, and the scene before him was like none he had ever seen; not in the movies nor even in his vivid imagination, let alone in real life.
A series of colossal pyramids dominated the skyline, until a single statue of truly unbelievable scale became visible off to the side.
Among the trillion thoughts in his mind, Dan McCarthy could at least breathe a momentary sigh of relief that the humanoid figure did not have a massively elongated skull like those of the Architects.
Off to the other side of the pyramids, Dan’s eyes then took in the equally remarkable sight of countless skyscraper-like towers. This was the Hollywood-ready sci-fi city he had dreamed of when first visiting New Kerguelen, and the one whose absence he had lamented when gazing upon the less visually striking New Birchwood.
Now that it was here, however, and now that he was being pulled towards it, the feelings were decidedly less positive than they would have been if he had seen similar things back then. Because Dan knew that it wasn’t just about what he was looking at, it was about what it all meant.
By now, Leesha had abandoned his losing fight against the remarkably strong force that was pulling the craft towards the city and had taken up a viewing position next to the humans. He said nothing, more stunned than anyone.
A clear circle came into view on the ground ahead, so large that it was discernible even as the rapid speed of the craft’s movement made everything besides the enormous pyramids, statue and buildings pass by in little more than a blur.
“That’s where we’re landing,” Dan said, stating what struck him as obvious as soon as he saw the circle. “Leesha, can you take us back to the mothership? Quickly!”
Even Billy Kendrick, Mr Discovery, didn’t disagree.
“I have been trying,” Leesha revealed ruefully. “But I can’t. Not that I would ever do this, but I couldn’t even teleport myself if I tried. Things are… different here.”
The saucer didn’t slow as it neared the circle, right until it was directly above it. At that point, the final descent was very slow.
“Whoever is doing this doesn’t want to scratch the craft, I guess,” Billy said, trying to inject some humour.
His use of the word ‘whoever’ — despite not really suggesting anything the others didn’t already know — brought the point into even sharper focus that the force they were feeling was being controlled by someone; by some extraterrestrial civilisation housed on this supposedly virgin planet.
The saucer’s windows suddenly blackened, entirely blocking the view. It was as though something had happened to the windows rather than the outside world; without quite knowing why they were so sure of this, Leesha and his three passengers absolutely were.
Tara took hold of Dan’s hand and squeezed it tight.
A second later, he squeezed back even tighter.
The mood was shifting rapidly, from fear to horror. Trapped inside a pitch-black spacecraft on an unknown world, and with unknown aliens almost certainly lurking outside, no one on board had ever felt this kind of terror.
It escalated further still as the unmistakable sound of the saucer’s ramp descending to the ground below filled the group’s ears, followed by the even more ominous sound of footsteps walking up it.
“Thank you for everything,” Leesha said, “all of you.”
“Thank you,” they all replied. Each had their reasons for undying gratitude — Tara and Dan primarily for what he had done to help Piper, not once but twice, and Billy for the undreamed-of adventures the Messengers had allowed him to live out — and each meant it deeply.
As the door began to open and light quickly flooded in, Dan found himself wishing for Tara’s sake especially that if their end was coming, it would at least be quick.
More in instinct than conscious bravery, Dan stepped forward towards the door. With her hand still in his, Tara followed.
Leesha stepped aside, pulling Billy with him, in an act borne similarly of some deep instinct rather than any ounce of cowardice.
When the door opened and Dan’s eyes adjusted to the light, he saw a short alien being at the threshold and at least twenty more waiting on the ground below.
They looked for all of the world like a shrunken cross between humans and the Messengers; each had whiteish grey skin, strikingly humanoid features, three fingers and an appropriately scaled thumb on each hand, and a skull of the ‘right’ non-Architect shape — if not even slightly less oval than a human’s.
Most strikingly, none stood over four feet in height and some appeared to be considerably shorter still.
“We come in peace,” Dan said, uttering this line for the second time in his life. This time, however, he was far less sure that the reverse feeling was mutual.
Almost immediately though, a smile far more human than not crossed the alien leader’s face.
“They are back,” the remarkable creature exclaimed, speaking aloud in perfect English as it gazed up at Dan and Tara with wide and adoring eyes. “Our gods have returned!”





Author’s Notes
Thanks for reading Not Alone: Leap of Destiny!
The main ideas in this book were some that I’d been looking forward to writing about for a long time, and it’s been a huge amount to fun to explore how the population of New Kerguelen might have dealt with the discovery of a second gate in their skies.
Exploring the differences and similarities between humanity and the Messengers is perhaps what I’ve enjoyed most in the last two books, as well as continuing to tackle the big philosophical questions raised by interplanetary cooperation as a whole.
I hope you’ve enjoyed this book and that the final scene has left you as enthusiastic for the next one as I am!
The sixth book in the Not Alone saga, Not Alone: Revelations, will wrap things up with some twists you definitely won’t see coming and it’ll be with you very soon: the ebook release date is May 14th 2020.
For important updates on these books and my writing in general, you can sign up to my email newsletter by clicking here.
You can also find me on Twitter and Facebook via the links below, and for far more personal interaction and discussion you can join my Facebook fan/reader group by clicking here.
Thanks again,
Craig A. Falconer — Scotland, February 2020








Table of Contents
Title Page
Copyright
Contents
Books by Craig A. Falconer
Dedication
Part 1
Quotation 1
G minus 99
G minus 98
G minus 97
G minus 96
G minus 95
G minus 94
G minus 93
G minus 92
Part 2
Quotation 2
G minus 91
G minus 90
G minus 89
G minus 88
G minus 87
G minus 86
G minus 85
G minus 84
G minus 83
G minus 82
G minus 81
G minus 80
G minus 79
G minus 78
G minus 77
G minus 76
G minus 75
Part 3
Quotation 3
G minus 74
G minus 73
G minus 72
G minus 71
G minus 70
G minus 69
G minus 68
G minus 67
G minus 66
G minus 65
G minus 64
G minus 63
G minus 62
G minus 61
G minus 60
Part 4
Quotation 4
G minus 59
G minus 58
G minus 57
G minus 56
G minus 55
G minus 54
G minus 53
Part 5
Quotation 5
G minus 52
G minus 51
G minus 50
G minus 49
G minus 48
G minus 47
G minus 46
G minus 45
G minus 44
G minus 43
G minus 42
G minus 41
G minus 40
G minus 39
G minus 38
G minus 37
G minus 36
G minus 35
Part 6
Quotation 6
G minus 34
G minus 33
G minus 32
G minus 31
G minus 30
G minus 29
G minus 28
G minus 27
G minus 26
G minus 25
G minus 24
G minus 23
G minus 22
G minus 21
G minus 20
Part 7
Quotation 7
G minus 19
G minus 18
G minus 17
G minus 16
G minus 15
G minus 14
G minus 13
G minus 12
G minus 11
G minus 10
G minus 9
G minus 8
G minus 7
G minus 6
G minus 5
G minus 4
G minus 3
Part 8
Quotation 8
G minus 2
G minus 1
G minus 0
impact
Author’s Notes


cover1.jpeg
not alone:
leap of destiny

CRAIG A. FALCONER






images/00004.jpg





images/00003.jpg





images/00005.jpg





