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Eden.
It sounds like paradise.
In pretty much any context, who wouldn’t want to visit a planet called Eden?
We learned the name from Maya. As an alien AI, she always communicates in terms we’ll understand. And to the alien race who made her, I’m sure their home world of Eden is paradise. To that end, the name makes sense.
I just came out of an eleven-day, explosion-induced coma. And lo and behold, I awoke to the news that I’m well on the way to Eden.
I didn’t have a say in that. It pains me that I’m now back on the far side of a quantum gateway, getting further and further away from my family on Earth.
What pains me far more, though, is the reason for our trip.
The context could hardly be any worse. It’s so awful, I don’t even know how to put it into words. It makes Eden the last place any of us on the Vita want to be traveling to, but the one place we all know we have to go.
The long and short of it is that we have reason to believe the same aliens who made Maya also engineered something else — the invasive alien larvae I unwittingly carried to Earth, where it’s now bubbling away and threatening to throw the whole world into an apocalyptic nightmare.
That’s right: larvae.
My brain feels foggy after so long without consciousness. Everyone is gathered around my medical bed. They all look relieved to see I’m awake, but also like they’re expecting me to say something meaningful.
And don’t get me wrong: I wish I could. I wish I could jump up and stand at Driver’s side, giving everyone instructions for how they can make themselves useful during the final stages of our interplanetary voyage. They’re used to me keeping a clear head when our backs are against the wall, and I’m used to that, too.
Right now, though, my head is anything but clear. Driver has just dropped the whole “we’re on the way to Eden” revelation on me, for one thing. But even without that, I’d be struggling to wrap my head around the larvae issue.
Everyone else has had eleven days to adjust to that news, or maybe even a few more if I was unconscious on the Moon for a while before we set off for Eden.
Me? Before losing consciousness I had less than two minutes to make sense of what I was seeing, and those were two fight-or-flight minutes where I was running on adrenaline as I tried to survive my direct confrontation.
The others have had time to watch the footage from my helmet and talk about it, whereas I only had the moment it was happening.
To put it bluntly, I’m still reeling.
Pathogen… sludge… larvae…
Our understandings have shifted so quickly, it would take me more than a few minutes to contextualize all of this even if my mind wasn’t naturally cloudy from the coma.
“I need a minute,” I say, breaking a silence that began when Driver revealed that we’re on the way to Eden. My thoughts are moving quickly even if they’re not moving very coherently, so it’s not like the others have been staring at my dumb expression for minutes on end.
Driver nods in understanding and gestures with her hand for the others to give me some space.
“You don’t have to leave,” I tell them. “I just… I’m trying to…”
“Ray Ray okay?” little Laika squawks, tilting his head slightly in the way he does when he’s worried about someone he cares about.
“I will be when I finish waking up, buddy,” I reply, forcing a smile that eases his concern.
Okay… where was I?
Wow, I hate feeling like this.
I don’t feel ill, thirsty, overly hungry or even in any real pain, so the team has looked after me well. It’s just my mind that’s struggling. I feel like I’m somewhere around a dozen espressos below my usual level of mental focus and clarity.
Pathogen… sludge… larvae…
Oh yeah, there I was — trying to steady my thinking on everything I knew before the explosion knocked me out.
Before I can really adapt to the new situation we’re all facing, and the countless possibilities of what we might be walking into on Eden, my frazzled brain has to know where we’re starting from.
Alien larvae is growing on Earth. But until a few minutes before I lost consciousness in the ERF’s Lunar Research Compound, we were all thinking of the stuff as some dumb and effectively lifeless alien sludge.
It was gloopy and gelatinous and we didn’t have a better word for it, so sludge seemed as good a descriptor as any other.
The first anyone knew of it was when small amounts of a bizarre substance showed up in my lungs, as well as in Driver’s. Our scientists thought they were looking at a parasitic pathogen, and Driver and I were treated like lepers.
We had recently returned from the planet Bayzen, where our success in preventing one huge alien-related disaster ironically kicked off a chain of events that is now spiraling into another.
Before long, we found sludge growing in the Vita’s air vents and then on Earth. We rushed back to Bayzen in a desperate search for answers, focusing on the few areas of the planet that weren’t covered in the little-understood spores that ultimately become the larval sludge.
That trip brought a welcome find. It turned out that Bayzen’s water acted as a natural repellant against the spores and was also effective in eliminating sludge. We returned to our lunar base with full water tanks, ready to work on synthesizing a solution.
For a brief moment, it felt like we were on top of things.
It was only when I saw a horde of small spider-like alien monsters emerge from a pulsating pile of sludge that we realized what we’re actually dealing with. As concerning as the rapidly spreading oxygen-eating sludge was, learning it was merely a dormant form of something else chilled me to my bones.
Even that harrowing moment was nothing compared to what followed, though.
Through all the challenges I’ve faced, I have never felt as terrified or as outmatched as I did when the individual creatures began scurrying into a collective mass and assembled themselves into a super-sized, hardened and utterly fearsome spider-like beast.
I narrowly survived my showdown with the partially assembled monster thanks to the Bayzen water.
Earth’s chances of eliminating the sludge before any more creatures hatch could depend on humanity’s success in isolating and synthesizing an active compound from that water. Unfortunately, there are two problems on that front.
The first is that Simone, our mineral synthesis expert, hasn’t made any breakthroughs in isolating whatever makes the Bayzen water so effective. If she can’t do it, I don’t think anyone can.
The second is that once the monster began to form in front of my eyes, its outer shell became impenetrable. No amount of Bayzen water, even fired from my hose at close range, had any effect on the beast’s body as it hardened and sealed.
The collective shell the insectoids formed was metallic, confirming that we’re dealing with a bio-engineered substance just like our initial study of the sludge suggested. This stuff is undeniably alive and biologically active, but it’s some kind of hellish hybrid between the natural and the… well, alien-made.
I don’t want to jump to the kind of conclusions that go along with words like weaponized, but it’s hard not to.
In any case, the monster truly did begin to look like a singular whole, adding up to much more than the sum of its parts.
Before it emerged, the spores, the sludge and even the individual insectoids had all fallen at the feet of our Bayzen water. But not the huge spider-like creature who stared me down like I was nothing more than a fly.
No. Its metallic shell shrugged off the only ammunition I had… like water off a duck’s back.
I owe my life to some quick and desperate thinking, when I thrust my hose into a small circular hole that was rapidly closing in the center of its body.
The hardening shell around the hole was pulsing with a harsh white light. All I could do was fire into the assembling monster’s interior in the hope that it wouldn’t be as immune to my Bayzen water as the outer shell was proving to be.
With what could only have been a few seconds to spare, I killed it.
The beast’s inside was vulnerable to my weaponized water, and its sudden death led to the outer shell fracturing into several pieces.
But if that hole had sealed — if the transformation from hundreds of insectoids to one amalgamated monster had run its course — I wouldn’t be lying here right now.
Even though I can credit myself with some quick thinking, I know I was lucky. Right now it feels like one majorly hollow victory, though, because there’s no way Earth can be so lucky for long.
Knowing that any hatched creatures will become immune to Bayzen water when they reach their collective final form puts us back to square one. Hell, it puts us in a worse spot than before we discovered the water’s power. Back then, we just knew the sludge was slowly consuming oxygen.
Now, we know that each pile is a bubbling mass of larvae that will eventually spew monstrous insectoids into a world unequipped to deal with them.
And sure, I hear the usual echoes in my mind about how it’s better to know the full extent of a problem than to not know, and that we’re not actually worse off for knowing. That logic eases my mind even less right now than it has in the past, though.
I heard Driver say we sent some Bayzen water down to Earth before leaving the Moon, since they wouldn’t let us land for fear of further contamination. I’ll never understand their logic when that horse has well and truly bolted, but I’m glad they at least have some of the water.
It means they’re effectively going to be engaged in a game of whack a mole, eliminating any sludge pile as soon as it’s discovered and before the insectoids can hatch from the larvae.
The biggest hope I’m holding onto is that there is no sludge on Earth to hatch anytime in the immediate future.
None of the sludge in the Vita’s air vents ever looked like hatching, and neither did any on Bayzen. The only stuff that did was one of our samples on the Moon… which we had been experimenting on.
Okay… that’s something.
It makes a lot of sense to think that our lab’s sample accelerated in growth because of some of the necessary atmospheric experiments we were conducting. After all, that’s the key difference between those piles of larval sludge and the piles elsewhere.
Yeah. It really does. More and more, I think that’s a reasonable thing to believe.
I exhale as soon as the thought settles in my mind.
We have to proceed as quickly as we can to search for a more permanent and decisive solution, and that’s just what we’re doing.
I know my own mental framework about what could be happening on Earth doesn’t materially change anything we’ll be doing, but that doesn’t mean it has no effect. It’s crucial for my state of mind to know my family’s situation isn’t a hopeless one, and the fact my meandering thoughts have led me to believe they’ll be okay is already making me feel more grounded.
“Okay,” I say to the loyal friends around my bedside.
Again, I know it’s not been long since I asked them to give me a minute. I also know that minute’s pause was well worth taking, because I’m going to be more useful to everyone now that my brain feels focused and relatively calmer than I would have been before thinking things through.
“You’re okay?” Driver asks. Her expression and tone suggest some doubt, probably because I’ve looked so confused and uncertain in my own right. But before I reply, she adds another question that reveals where her doubt is really coming from: “You’re not angry?”
Ah.
I hold her eyes. “Angry that you’ve brought me across the gate and away from my family? Further than ever?”
She doesn’t say anything.
“I’m not angry at you in the slightest, Driver,” I go on. “I’m angry at whoever wouldn’t let us go back to Earth, for sure, like you are. But I know we had to make this trip.”
Driver visibly relaxes at that.
“How far away are we, anyway?” I ask. “I guess we got the route from the vessel on Bayzen, so you’re not winging it?”
Her face cracks slightly at that, a grin forming to make her look more like the Driver I know. “No, I’m totally winging it. I just figured if we keep flying in a straight line, we’ll find something. I mean, space can’t be all that big, right?”
I roll my eyes, only slightly exaggerating my impatience. In truth, a moment of levity is welcome.
“But no… yeah… we have the route,” Driver goes on. “We did get it from the surviving data on their vessel’s systems. We don’t have any visuals yet, since the Vita was never equipped with powerful telescopes, but we are getting pretty close. It’s not nearly as far from Bayzen as I thought. It’s a lot smaller than Bayzen, too, and the distance from there is less than the distance between Earth and any other planet in our solar system.”
Hmm. I didn’t expect Eden to be so small. It seems pretty unusual for a home world to be smaller than a colony, but I suppose the same thing happened in Earth’s old colonial days.
The proximity to Bayzen is good news, though, however you slice it. Because as much as I wish we didn’t have to make this journey, we do — and shorter is obviously better.
“Yeah,” Driver says. “We’re only looking at six more days until we reach Eden.”
Only six more days? Wow.
I definitely didn’t expect that…
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“Eden really isn’t as far from Bayzen as we thought,” Driver reiterates. “We’re moving fast, Ray, but not like we would be in the Hopper or the Mantis. There’s no induced sleep or hyper-speed acceleration. The Vita wasn’t built for that. You know this place… and it’s exactly that: more of a place than a spacecraft. Fortunately, we had Simone to help with the fueling for a prolonged journey at this kind of speed. Next to you, she’s the best mind we could have had for that.”
Simone smiles, not at all offended to have been placed second to me in Driver’s ranking.
I don’t know if the order is right, since Simone has shown herself to be brilliant at developing synthesization processes I never thought would be possible, but she has openly spoken about being inspired by the fateful work I did with theocite on the Beacon.
“What are we using?” I ask Simone.
“BioZol… enriched with Bayzocite,” she replies, stuttering slightly as though knowing I’m not going to like it.
As it goes, I can only chuckle.
Bayzocite is the mineral the aliens were mining on Bayzen, hence the name we’ve given it, and it has a lot in common with theocite. The initial discoveries of theocite buried deep in Earth’s seabed excited the scientific community like little else I can remember. From there, my success in using the potent material to enrich an existing fuel known as BioZol opened doors to a future among the stars.
Ignacio Zola’s maniacal actions exposed some inherent dangers of mining and utilizing theocite, though, and it remains a hugely controversial issue even now. I almost blew a gasket when I found out Simone was synthesizing an analog on the Vita, which she called synthocite, because to my mind there’s just no place for anything so combustible anywhere close to human beings.
I’m chuckling rather than blowing a gasket partly because there’s nothing I can do about it now, but mainly because I know she had no choice.
“This trip needed a lot of propulsion,” Simone goes on. “This is the longest journey any manned vessel has ever undertaken, Ray. Without enrichment, we could not have made it to Eden even if we filled every tank with BioZol — let alone give ourselves any chance of making it back. Bayzocite is extremely potent and combustible, no doubt, but I took as much care as I could. You can check the rigging. Even though the injection tank is as insulated from the main fuel stores as it could possibly be and even though dozens of small injections have passed without incident, I would value your confirmation that the setup is optimal. Maya oversaw the safety of everything I did, too. She was very helpful.”
I turn to Maya, the incredible alien AI-infused creation we found on Bayzen. “Simone is right,” the hummingbird-shaped helper bot says. “We took all practical precautions. The safest use of Bayzocite is no use at all, but that wasn’t a choice we had. We tested the reactions as many times as we could, until everything else was ready. Then we had to leave.”
“When did we leave? How long after I took out the spider?” I ask.
“Three days later,” Driver cuts in. “Well, three and a half. You’ve been out for two weeks. We had to stock up on Bayzen water, for ourselves and for sending some back to Earth. We wanted to share as much data as we possibly could on the creatures, too. We didn’t know if or when Maya would lose contact with Bayzen. Obviously that’s a necessary intermediary to contact Earth, since our own radios don’t work on this side of the gate.”
I nod in understanding. I’m glad they took some time to gather Bayzen water and share data. That sensible move ensures that our friends and allies on Earth and on the Balena can work with the information we have so far, while we’re out here searching for more.
“Maya,” I say, turning towards the tiny alien robot. “Can you think of any way we could restore contact? Any way to enhance your range or fix our own radios?”
“I’m afraid not,” she replies, in her impeccably smooth tone. She’s hovering effortlessly, even while dipping her head in disappointment. “Fortunately, I have abundant local storage and a lot of internalized data, but unfortunately I cannot access anything new from the systems on Bayzen.”
When she finishes speaking, Maya flutters to the armrest of my bed, settling there and glancing up at me. Seeing her technologically wondrous and aesthetically beautiful design makes me think that maybe her Eden-based creators can’t be so bad after all.
Maybe the contamination of Earth was an accident? After all, why would they contaminate their own mining colony, where we picked the stuff up in the first place?
The massive radiation bursts that caused so many problems when Porro and his team tried to force open a quantum tunnel between Bayzen and Earth can’t be totally ruled out as some kind of catalyst, either.
The huge release of radiation might have mutated some benign material, for all we know. Sure… that would beg the question of why the engineered insectoids were present on Bayzen in the first place, especially when Porro didn’t know anything about them. But at this stage, I think it would be foolish to dismiss any possibilities out of hand.
“The distance is just too great for me to communicate with Bayzen,” Maya goes on, now very close to me. “I have no means of contact with any radio systems on Eden, either, even as we draw closer. I was designed to work with the vessel that was sent to Bayzen. I first communicated with you across the gate by using that vessel’s powerful radio. We still don’t know why the vessel couldn’t communicate with Eden, but I know it means I will not be able to.”
As is often the case with Maya, she’s given a fuller answer than I expected. She’s even answered a good question I didn’t ask, about picking up signals from Eden.
Along with our longtime allies in Laika, Santino and Simone — and lately Maya — for this voyage we’re also now accompanied by two newer companions.
First among them is Clyde. An exobiologist by trade, he is just as importantly a brave, selfless man who also happens to be a competent pilot.
Second, and perhaps even more crucially, is Porro… a bona fide extraterrestrial.
Porro’s comrades on the devastated mining colony of Bayzen haven’t come with us on this journey, despite Eden being their home. They’re relatively comfortable there, having survived several years since the radiation blasts, and Porro has deemed it wiser for them to stay until we know Eden and its population have also survived.
I agree with that logic, and I also think that having dozens of aliens on the Vita for such a long trip might have brought complications in its own right. If there’s still a hospitable home for them on Eden, we’ll get them back there in time.
Sometimes I have to remind myself that our initial discovery of their intelligent alien race was a genuinely mind-blowing breakthrough for humanity just a few short months ago. Receiving their signal from Bayzen turned our understanding of the universe on its head. Shortly afterwards, receiving their invitation for me and Driver to cross the gate threw everything into uncertain chaos all over again.
Since then, we’ve walked on an alien world. We’ve been taken hostage and ultimately made friends with the aliens. We’ve even come to rely heavily on a hummingbird-like AI helper they created.
If you’d told me any of this back then, let alone all of it, I wouldn’t have believed you for a second. I would have thought you were crazy. But Porro and Maya are right here in front of me, as real as the nose on my face and a lot realer than the bionic hand at the end of my right arm.
Really, ours is one hell of a motley crew. Five humans, Laika the genetically enhanced parrot, Maya the robotic alien hummingbird, and Porro the humanoid alien.
He could be our ace in the hole here, and I’m more than pleased he’s along for the ride. The aliens on Eden are of the same race, and it is in fact his home world. He and thousands of others left Eden many years ago for the barren mining colony of Bayzen, which we first erroneously believed to be their home.
Porro and Maya can help us communicate with the aliens we’re going to encounter on Eden. There are some unsettling questions, though, such as how the ancient ruins we discovered on Bayzen fit in with the history Porro was taught.
I think I would have an easier time believing the engineered sludge might have become a problem for Earth by accident if it didn’t seem like Eden’s leaders had lied to Porro and his fellow colonists about the world he was sent to.
The fact that the very different-looking alien we saw in the statue was holding a bird that looked exactly like Maya is hard to ignore, suggesting there has been some kind of contact and that it has been deliberately covered up.
All of this adds to the mystery of what we’re going to find on Eden.
As I look out from my medical bed to the members of my team, which is the best group anyone could ask for on a mission like this, I get to wondering how they’re all feeling.
“Have any of you guys done any more lung scans?” I ask. “You all seem fine. We all seem fine. But has the black stuff grown at all? Driver, I know you said the leaders on Earth didn’t want us to go back because we were contaminated and no one there was… when we left, at least. I can understand why. I mean, if it’s an early form of the sludge, we now know it’s an early form of larvae. Those things could be growing inside us.”
“You don’t have your lenses engaged?” young Santino immediately replies.
I blink slowly, two times, to engage the lenses. This activates the feature that Clyde’s ingenious work first enabled just before we made our scouting trip to Bayzen, utilizing the lenses’ ability to capture atmospheric and temperature data and then apply a new overlay to show the otherwise invisible spores that indicate contamination.
I guess I can forgive myself for that slipping my mind, given that I just woke up with a million other things to think about. But as I complete my second slow blink, I see that Clyde’s lips and nostrils no longer show any signs of a yellow overlay.
There are no yellow-highlighted signs of any spores on the walls behind Clyde or around the small air vent on the ceiling, either, but far more important is the fact that he is all clear.
Previously, there had been a small amount of the black sludge-like substance in Clyde’s lungs, just like it was inside the rest of us.
We now know that means a small amount of alien larvae had been inside of us. I don’t even want to think about the details of what could have happened if the full life cycle had been allowed to run its course, but I certainly think our life cycles would have come to an end if any insectoids had hatched in our lungs.
I physically shudder at the very thought, but feel major relief that Clyde is all clear. It must be something related to the Bayzen water the team has used to cleanse the Vita’s air vents. Since we’re breathing it, it must be fine.
That must be why Santino and Simone are clear when I look at them, too.
It must be why Driver, who along with me was the first to show signs of pathogenic exposure, is also⁠—
Wait.
Oh, no.
No no no no no.
When my eyes fall back on Driver, I don’t see anything good.
There’s no “all clear” to report here.
Instead, I see the telltale yellow overlays around her mouth and nose.
The alien larvae is still inside her. And although I can’t see my own face, I know what else that means.
It’s still inside me.
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It’s an early-stage form of the larvae, I tell myself.
Let’s focus on the “early-stage” rather than the “larvae” part of that.
Okay… this is easier said than done. But still, the lung scans always showed something less gloopy and much smaller than any freestanding sludge samples, albeit much more concentrated and concerning than mere spores.
And Driver’s contamination level doesn’t look worse than it did before, it’s just not any better. Maybe because she was originally exposed to the spores on Bayzen, like me, her contamination is more stubborn.
“You see it now,” she says, deadpan and as stoic as ever. “Don’t worry, I can explain.”
I gulp.
“The water works, Ray,” Driver goes on. “On everything except the final form of the collected insectoids, it just works. The aliens on Bayzen have fully cleansed that whole planet, using some of our drones to drop water from above like they were putting out a fire. We’ve cleansed this place, like we said, but we’ve also cleansed ourselves. Well… the others have.”
My eyes glance around again. I know the others are cleansed and that Driver isn’t. What I need to know is why. I have an uneasy feeling it’s because she has simply been more heavily exposed — and for longer — than the others. The same would be true for me, but I’d be just as concerned for Driver if it wasn’t.
“Everyone else has inhaled steam from the water as a cleansing treatment,” she says, explaining it as simply as that.
My eyes widen. It wasn’t very long ago that we were scared of so much as touching Bayzen water, knowing there was some unknown active compound within it. I’m both surprised the others have done this and confused why Driver has apparently chosen not to.
“And you?” I ask.
Driver shakes her head. “Clyde volunteered to test it out, and we monitored him closely for a few days. All markers of internal contamination faded, with no negative changes in his breathing or blood tests or anything else. The others all wanted to do it. Now that we know this stuff eventually becomes insectoid alien monsters, I’m sure you can understand. We didn’t force it on you while you couldn’t refuse, but you can inhale some of the steam whenever you want.”
I shift my weight eagerly. “Damn straight! I mean, thanks for holding off in case I didn’t, but of course I do. It’s obviously safe. Why haven’t you done it?”
“Because Clyde has,” she says. “We’re the only two people who can fly the Vita. Even if the element of risk from the water is negligible, we can’t put all our eggs in one basket. At least one of us has to make it to Eden and back, so we can help Earth get through this. If that means I have to keep this stuff inside me for a little while longer… well, that’s what it means. And Clyde was brave enough to be the guinea pig, so it’s not like I’m the only one taking one for the team.”
This is Driver all over. Not only stepping up, but acting like it’s nothing. She doesn’t do it out of any false humility or in search of any plaudits, either — she just naturally takes the selfless action when it’s what the team needs. She’s been like this from the start, which surprised me during our first mission after a pretty shaky introduction.
I shouldn’t be surprised anymore, but I am.
“You should take some,” she firmly insists. “I did want to give you the choice, but there’s no reason for you not to. It’s been over a week now and everyone is fine. Your lung markers haven’t gotten any worse in the tests we’ve been able to do while you’ve been lying there, but you know how quickly the sludge can grow when something kicks off a reaction. It’s safer to take it than not. I just can’t. Let’s call it diversifying our risk portfolio.”
I sigh. She’s dead right. There would be no sense in me refusing the cleansing steam just because she has selflessly chosen not to inhale any. That would be the definition of a pointless gesture, and it’s one she clearly doesn’t want me to make.
I know the risk of anything dangerous coming from the latent speck of sludge in her lungs is low, too, but the image of the insectoids is still so fresh in my mind that the very thought gives me shivers.
“Okay,” I say. “And thanks. Whatever you say, you are stepping up. You always do.”
Driver then claps her hands together, seemingly loath to let any kind of compliment linger. “Anyway… you can see that Laika is all clear, too, and obviously Porro didn’t need any. We think the aliens built up a kind of gradual resistance to it, since they’ve been breathing the air of Bayzen for so long and obviously they’ve been drinking the water.”
“That’s right,” Maya chimes in. “And we think resistance is the word, not immunity. There is a slight difference, but a meaningful one.”
For the first time since I woke up, Porro then speaks.
His words are, to state the obvious, entirely alien to me.
But even before Maya starts to translate them, I can tell from Porro’s piercing gaze that they are going to be very much worth hearing.
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After around thirty seconds of dissonant-sounding vocalizations, which are so gruff that they would sound positively hostile if I didn’t already know Porro like I do, Maya steps in to translate his words.
This is where she excels. It’s incredible every time. Using the fully working knowledge of English speech she has by virtue of her creators’ long observation of Earth, and particularly their studies of our countless long-distance broadcast signals that have been leaking into space for the better part of a century, she can rapidly translate both to and from Porro’s native tongue.
“Porro is thankful for everything you have done to help ensure the safety of his colonists on Bayzen,” Maya begins.
She usually translates like this, in a third-person style. She seems to prefer it over simply parroting — no pun intended — exactly what Porro says.
As much as anything else, I think that’s probably because there may be no direct alien-to-English translations for a lot of what he says. And again, that shows how advanced her programming must be to enable her to parse complex information received in one form and almost instantly reformulate it into another.
“He now wants to help the people of Earth,” she goes on. “He also hopes to find answers about the statue that changed his understanding of Bayzen’s history. In that specific order, he wishes to stress. Helping Earth is the priority. Porro would be coming with us even if we had not found the ruin, because he believes Eden’s rulers will receive our crew more warmly when he is part of it. Given that the sludge seems to have been engineered by Eden’s elites, Porro feels no guilt in potentially contaminating the planet in the same way you unintentionally contaminated Earth. Because if your people are correct, the sludge isn’t just already on Eden… it came from Eden.”
Porro is holding my eyes as Maya finishes relaying his comments.
Even though I’ve more or less gotten used to his face, looking at it for more than a few seconds is still unsettling. His mouth is the wrong way round. There’s just no other way to say it. I could say it’s vertical or inverted, or I could use some other euphemism, but it’s just the wrong way round. I’m sure he thinks the same about us since everything is relative, but you don’t realize how much of a difference one seemingly small change like that can make until you see it.
Granted, there are other considerable differences between Porro and the rest of us. Each of his limbs has at least twice as many joints as our own, for one thing, which gives a very fluid look to his movements.
There’s also his silvery skin, his browless eyes, and the fact that his nose consists only of two nostril-like holes. Porro has no real nose as such, just like he has no lips and no eyebrows. His fellow aliens on Bayzen all looked similar, aside from his skin being more vibrant and his body looking better fed.
That probably goes with nutrition and a lighter workload than the masses, since he was leader of the surviving colonists, but there’s also a possibility that it worked the other way around and his physical traits helped him achieve that position in the first place.
It’s certainly the case that physical stature and appearance have an impact on hierarchical structures in many animals on Earth, and even among our supposedly enlightened human cultures there are often still elements of such things at play.
These brief thoughts of social structures, allied to Porro’s comment about how we’ll be received on Eden, bring a new question to my mind.
“Maya, could you ask Porro where he fits in among the rulers on Eden?” I request. “Is he one of them? Why did they pick him to head up the Bayzen colony mission? And in general, from his experience with us and from watching old broadcasts, is Eden’s society more or less egalitarian than what he’s seen among humans?”
Maya translates the questions right away. She wasn’t great at handling sequential questions when we first met, but she’s improved through practice — another impressive trait — and has no problem passing on complex sentences to Porro.
Leading colonists from Earth’s imperial powers were often funded by royalty and born to prominent families. They weren’t usually the real upper echelon, though, especially in the trailblazing days when the risks were highest and the nature of their destinations unknown. When Eden’s elites chose a leader for their mining colony, I don’t know what their selection criteria might have been.
Fortunately, I know just the guy who does.
“Porro was a mining supervisor on Eden,” Maya reports once the alien finishes talking. “He has never lived among the rulers. Eden’s society is more explicitly hierarchical than any he is aware of in Earth’s recent past. A small council of hereditary elites manages the planet, led by a single sovereign. It is a world of abundance, but a world where one strata experiences a very different life than the masses. Porro is well respected for his years of hard work and service, but he will never be one of the planet’s elite.”
“We have been talking about this a lot, Ray,” Santino cuts in. “I’ve been working with Porro, Maya and Laika on some important projects. We’re trying to get the clearest possible picture of the kind of world we’re going to land on. Not to mention the kind of leaders who are going to greet us. While Simone has been studying the creatures — the small insectoids that eventually formed the larger alien spider, as I think you called it — we have been trying to⁠—”
“Wait,” I interrupt. “Sorry, Santino, but let’s just dial it back. Did you just say Simone has been studying the creatures?”
No one speaks for a few seconds.
I turn my eyes squarely to Simone. “Don’t tell me you seriously brought those things on board. Don’t tell me they’re… here.”
Simone says nothing.
No one says anything.
As I look around the room, scanning each face in turn, the silence is positively deafening.
They have.
They’ve only gone and done it.
No doubt with the best intentions, they’ve done the worst thing I could think of.
They’ve brought the goddamn monster into our house.
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“Why wouldn’t I have brought them with us to study?” Simone eventually replies, upturning her palms in a proclamation of innocent and almost incredulous confusion. “Ray, they are dead. We not only have them sealed in secure chambers, but those chambers are behind an airlock in a modular storage bay we can immediately jettison if they somehow do show any signs of life. I know we had our disagreements over my synthocite work, but I am not as reckless as you seem to think. Tell me: did you want me to not study them? Did you want me to just leave the corpses on the Moon, where no one could learn anything about them?”
Now, it’s my turn to be quiet.
I take a deep breath, trying to stay calm. Maybe it’s because I’m the only person who has seen them in the flesh, but I clearly have a lower tolerance for the insectoids — dead or not — than everyone else.
“I get that you think you’re being careful with this,” I say, almost groaning in discomfort at this news that the immobilized insectoids are here on the Vita. “And okay… I accept that you are studying them as carefully as you possibly could. The modular airlock is a good idea. But Simone… actually being careful would have meant leaving them behind. You had three days to study them. You had three days to share the data with Earth. What else are you expecting to learn now?”
“How to destroy them,” Driver butts in. “Ray, you’re too close to this and too shaken by what happened to see the full picture.”
“I’m the only one who saw the full picture!” I forcefully contend.
Driver sighs. “Look, they’re dead. We recovered a small number of the distinct little spider things that were still intact — ones that didn’t quite harden in place before you killed them — and we also took the much larger shell-mass that fractured into a few pieces when you stopped the whole process. Simone felt like she was hitting a dead-end with the Bayzen water and Earth already has samples of that, so she started trying to figure out what these creatures are made of. And this isn’t science for its own sake, Ray. We needed to find out some way of physically stopping a fully armored mega-spider, in case another one rises up from a sludge pile somewhere.”
“So did you?” I ask, facing Simone. “Did you find a way to pierce the shell?”
Glumly, Simone shakes her head. “No. Nor to dissolve it, melt it, or anything else. The shell doesn’t even respond to magnetism, and our most powerful adhesive solutions just slide right off. Of course the material is alien, but that almost feels like too weak a word. It is as though there is some kind of active power to this material.”
“Almost like it’s not really dead,” I reply, exhaling as I speak and saying it so quietly that I don’t even know if anyone will hear.
I don’t like the sound of anything Simone just said. In fact, I hate every word of it.
I still don’t think she should have brought the insectoids and the shell fragments on board at all, but I hate even more that she’s discovered they’re more difficult to destroy than we could ever have imagined.
All I knew was that the outer shell of the assembled monster couldn’t be stopped by Bayzen water. For someone like Simone, who works with extremely corrosive and dangerous materials on a daily basis, not to have found a way to destroy any of the metallic shell… well, that really does indicate that we’re dealing with something our Earthly understandings of science can’t explain.
Right now, I’d settle for dumb luck finding a way to destroy the material rather than science explaining it. Unfortunately, it sounds like even relatively low-tech and failsafe mitigations would also be out of the question.
Magnetism and adhesion are hardly the kind of high-concept sci-fi ways of stopping a bio-engineered alien organism I might expect in a movie. But they’re still good, solid ideas for stopping the march of a hostile metallic enemy. In a scenario where we couldn’t easily destroy these things, I would have hoped options like that could at least enable us to round them up or halt their progress.
Too bad it sounds like those options are non-starters.
“They are decisively dead, Ray,” Simone insists. “If you don’t believe my words, believe your own eyes. Come and see. I would value your input on further testing, in any case. I have reassembled the shell fragments to study the form as a whole. Do you want to see it, when you’re allowed to get up?”
“He’s allowed,” Clyde says, speaking for the first time in a long time. “Ray, you can do as much as you feel able to. Everything has been very stable. I’m not a doctor so I don’t follow a lot of medical news, and let me tell you: there have been some serious breakthroughs in coma-related care since I last knew anyone who went through something like this. Well, nothing like this, but an impact injury and trauma leading to unconsciousness. It was one of my buddies in high school. His body was never the same, but his cognition took a real hit, too, and they put it down to the month he spent in a coma more than to the injury itself. Things are different now. You’ve had brain stimulation from special audio recordings played through bone-conduction headphones, you’ve had gentle pulses directed into regions of your brain through a special helmet, you name it. Your legs are bound to feel a little uneasy after so long without standing up, mainly because your balance could be off at first, but we’ve also been stimulating your muscles with some activation pads.”
It’s only as Clyde mentions these pads that I notice them. I see and feel several very small pads on my arms, then engage my thighs slightly and become aware of a few larger pads on each of my legs.
The ones on my arms look kind of like the things I’ve seen in online ads for body improvement, with bold headlines about tone zones and beach bodies.
Clyde’s intervention also suggests he’s the one who has been primarily responsible for my medical care. That’s one more reason to like him, as if his willingness to fly from the Balena to pick me up from a biohazard facility on Earth and then his offer to test the Bayzen water on himself before anyone else wasn’t already enough. He’s an all-round good guy and we’re lucky to have him.
The fact that Clyde’s family died in Zola’s attacks, and that he’s still so motivated to do good for everyone else, also speaks very well of him. Succeeding in pretty much every narrow escape I’ve faced in the past few years has been remotely possible because I’ve been motivated by the desire to save my family from celestial threats and make sure I get to see them again. Clyde doesn’t have that.
What he has in its place is a burning desire to make sure no one else has to go through what he did. Both of our driving motives are pure, but I think Clyde’s might be the most honorable of all.
As I wiggle my toes and slowly move my neck, I’m surprised by how relatively… okay I feel. I was out cold for much less time than this after the synthocite-boosted explosion that came right before we discovered the first alien signal, but on that occasion I felt much worse when I came around.
“Did you give me something to keep me under for so long?” I ask Clyde. There’s no contention in my voice, because I think whatever he’s done here was definitely the right thing. My freedom of movement and returning lucidity speak volumes on that front.
“I didn’t really do a whole lot of anything, to be honest with you,” he replies. “We still had full contact with Earth and the Balena when we lifted you from the lab and brought you in here. The experts talked us through everything.”
“Him,” Driver interrupts. “They talked him through it, Ray. Don’t let Clyde fool you into thinking you don’t have him to thank for taking care of you.”
Clyde shakes his head, as free from ego as Driver herself. “I feel like I only pressed a few buttons. But anyway…” he goes on. “Yes, we did apply a mild sedative. The doctor who looked after you last time was insistent that it would be for the best, given that back then you did too much too quickly and ended up fainting. Especially when we weren’t sure what effects there could be from everything you were exposed to when your suit failed in the lunar lab, it was important to monitor as much as we could. We’ve been tapering your dose down for the past few days. That was solely our call, based on the possible scenarios we discussed before we lost contact with Earth. You actually woke up right on schedule, based on the last adjustment we made. I’m really glad to see you awake like this, Ray. After all you’ve done for everyone, I’ve never known pressure like having your life in my hands.”
“You aced it,” I say with a smile. “I couldn’t ever thank you enough. I feel ready to get up. And Simone, I do want to see the insectoids and what’s left of the monster.”
While she looks neutral about that, Clyde walks to my side and presses a button on the monitor next to my bed.
“Five minutes,” he says. “We need to run a few final checks before we unhook you from all of these machines. The experts were very insistent about that. There are some, uh, private aspects you should be able to take care of yourself. It was me who handled that stuff. And don’t worry man, it’s equally awkward for both of us.”
Clyde laughs endearingly as he says it, but I still feel my face turning a little red.
“Again… can’t thank you enough,” I say.
And after two weeks in this bed, I guess another five minutes isn’t anything to complain about.
Clyde rejoins the others, who are still standing — mostly silently — at the bottom of the bed. I get that, since I’ve just woken up and they’re all happy to see me. There’s nothing strange or uncomfortable about it. But if anyone was looking in from outside the door at an angle that showed them but not me, I’m sure this scene could look like one from a zoo or an aquarium.
“Say, Santino,” I begin, my mind suddenly jumping back to something that briefly came up earlier. “When we talked about the nature of the alien society on Eden, you said you’ve been working on some important projects, right? With Porro, Maya and Laika?”
“Absolutely,” the young man replies, perking up as soon as I raise the point.
I turn to Laika. “And where did you fit in, buddy? If they were working on figuring out some alien stuff, what were you doing?”
“Oh, he is even more helpful than I knew,” Santino beams, answering before Laika has a chance. “We’ve been working on two main things and Laika is absolutely central to one of them. For the other, we built on some tests he’s already done. I spoke via the radio with his researchers on Earth, before we crossed the gate. Your good friends, Vicki and Lorien. Maya had the idea that we should reach out to them to help with our⁠—”
“No,” Laika interrupts. “Tino no tell Ray Ray.”
As I see Santino’s eyes narrow in surprise, I feel my own do the same.
“Tino no tell Ray Ray,” Laika repeats in an unusually insistent tone. “Laika want to show Ray Ray. Show more fun than tell. Right, Ray Ray?”
“Sure thing, buddy,” I laugh, sharing an amused glance with Santino. I think Laika had us both going for a minute there.
I’m more intrigued now than ever by what they’ve been working on. I know everyone here well enough to know that they were never going to waste time on idle nonsense, but I’m very impressed by how they seem to have divided up and focused on different things while I’ve been out of action.
Driver’s role is the most obvious, overseeing the Vita’s safe operation. Clyde has been taking care of me, Simone has been studying the Bayzen water and indeed the armored creature that’s immune to it, while Santino has apparently been engaged in something I’m going to see for myself very soon.
It’s not like I had the choice to wake up sooner and chose not to, but surrounded by these guys it’s hard not to feel like a slacker.
“So you’re going with Simone to check out the creatures, yeah?” Driver asks. “Once Clyde has run these final observations?”
I nod. “Probably going to shave this two-week beard at some point, too,” I quip. “Is there anything else you want me to help with or take a look at?”
“Definitely the beard,” she laughs back. “But yeah… all kinds of things. Nothing urgent in the next hour or anything like that, but as soon as you have a chance. Just the general data from Earth, and a few advances Clyde has made with the overlay for mapping spore and sludge contamination. It works fully through the suits’ helmets now, which could be very useful on Eden if the air isn’t as good as we’d like it to be. Porro says we’ll be able to breathe, but there might be something he can handle that we can’t.”
Damn, they really have been busy.
“Oh, and…” Driver cuts back in, her tone higher than before. “Eva recorded a video message for you before we set off and lost contact. It’s on your phone. Clyde, where is it?”
Clyde answers by walking back to my side and reaching down to a low shelf on the unit next to me. Maya, quietly and contentedly perched on my bed’s armrest, scoots along to get out of his way.
Seconds later, a harsh alarm fills the room.
Maya flies into the air, spooked by the sudden din.
I sit up straight, too, albeit a little less concerned.
“Did you accidentally pull out a cable or something?” I ask Clyde. Looking down only at him, I have to shout over the alarm even at close range.
It really is surprisingly loud, but then I guess a hospital-style alarm has to be.
When Clyde stands back up, though, I instantly know something is badly wrong. “I didn’t touch anything!” he yells, returning without even having gathered my phone. “Ray… this doesn’t have anything to do with what we’re doing in here. This is a Category 1 system alarm. We’re in serious trouble!”
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“This kind of alarm means there’s an imminent and serious danger to the Vita and all its passengers,” Clyde goes on, still yelling.
I feel my chest tighten.
“Driver, what’s it saying?” Clyde then calls, turning her way.
I follow Clyde’s eyes to Driver and see her looking at a small tablet computer, which is evidently displaying system information. As she urgently and rapidly navigates through several screens, I glance further along the line to Simone.
“You said it was dead,” is all I can say.
Gulping in horror as soon as she understands what I’m worried about, Simone rushes to Driver’s side and looks down at the data.
I wish I could see it myself.
More than anything else, I wish I could see something that says I’m wrong about thinking the danger is coming from the airlock where they’re keeping the monster I supposedly killed on the Moon.
Simone is first to give anything away, looking up at me from the screen and sending a quick shake of her head.
Okay, so it’s not that. I didn’t have to explicitly voice the details of my concern for her to know what it was, and I’m sure I don’t have to voice my relief for her to read it in my expression.
The monster isn’t alive and the monster isn’t loose. At least we have that going for us.
But with everyone else by now looking at the screen I can’t see, including Maya and even Laika who has perched on Santino’s shoulder, I can instantly tell that the good news ends there.
“The threat is outside,” Driver yells. She then holds all five fingers down firmly on the screen, performing a gesture that overrides the alarm.
With that horrible sound gone, all I hear is my runaway heartbeat. Whatever final test results Clyde was going to look over will be useless now that my body is so adrenalized, but that’s the least of anyone’s concerns.
Although silencing the alarm will allow us to hear ourselves think and hear each other speak, I know the momentary peace is a mirage. It’s like closing your eyes in the face of a fire and hoping it won’t burn you.
“Outside?” I ask. “What do you mean the threat is outside? What kind of threat? What does that screen say?”
I don’t know if the others are rendered speechless or choose to defer to Driver, but no one speaks again until she eventually tears her gaze from the screen and meets mine.
“Ray… there’s nothing I can do to take us away from it,” she begins, gulping uneasily. “We’re moving too fast and the warning has come too late. It’s minutes away. I can try to dodge whatever I can see, but I’ll need you upstairs in the cockpit. We’re going to be relying on defensive bombardment.”
I push myself fully upright, cringing as I move a few wires and tubes that are still connected. The pain is fleeting, though. Because amid talk of defensive bombardment against an external threat we can’t evade, there’s little room in my panicked brain for physical pain to register.
“Bombardment against what?” I boom. “What’s minutes away? Driver, talk to me.”
She closes her eyes and forces out two words.
I don’t know what I was expecting.
Maybe some kind of alien scouting vessel, sent out when Eden’s rulers saw us coming. You know, something that might not have turned out to be a threat after all. Something harmless.
But no.
On both counts: no.
It’s not alien, and it’s not harmless.
The two words Driver exhales are negative ones even in isolation… but when put together, they hit especially hard.
Talking of being hit especially hard is ironically appropriate, too, and I’m already reeling as those two words sink in:
“Asteroid storm.”
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Asteroid storm.
As soon as the words are out of Driver’s mouth, I’m moving.
Because believe me, there’s nothing like a backhand slap from reality to reset your perspective. A minute ago, I was thinking and talking about what we might find when we get to Eden in search of the answers we need to solve Earth’s alien larvae problem.
Now, just getting to Eden feels like a goal we’re going to have to fight hard to achieve.
All background hesitations are gone. In an instant, my thoughts have flipped and my mind has realized that just safely completing this journey is no foregone conclusion.
Maybe we got arrogant.
Maybe everything that’s happened in the last few years has made us numb to the life-and-death risks that come with any kind of space travel.
We’ve never lost sight of the idea that space can be scary. We’ve never taken the quantum gate for granted. But yeah… maybe we have lost sight of the natural celestial dangers that can lie in wait in the ocean of space itself.
Clyde doesn’t argue when I start removing the wires and tubes, no longer able to wait for the final readings he wanted to check over. He actually steps towards me to help, fully understanding the urgency we’re dealing with.
He probably understands it even better than me, since he’s seen everything on the data screen they’re all looking at. All I know for now is that we’re about to run into an unavoidable asteroid storm and that Driver needs me to help her navigate through it.
I don’t know how much else there can really be to know, beyond that salient and stomach-churning information, but the others are all still looking at something.
“Careful,” Clyde says as I remove the most delicate tube of all.
I grit my teeth and wince a little, but I’m standing up just a few seconds later and ready to face our new unwelcome reality.
“What can I do?” Simone asks, trying to be as helpful as ever.
Driver doesn’t reply at all, standing in a trance-like focus as she navigates silently through more data. She said we have minutes to react to this and that we have to hurry to the cockpit, but I understand why she has to get a full read on the situation while everyone is here to interpret it.
Speed is everything, but a moment of genuine urgency is no time for haste. As a skilled pilot who has gotten me through more missions and challenging situations than I’d care to count, Driver knows that better than anyone.
“Why didn’t we see this earlier?” I ask, rushing to Driver’s side.
On the screen, I see visualizations of data that I don’t fully understand. I might be able to understand more of it if I could focus on anything apart from the huge warning notices and one particularly stark piece of numeric data.
That unsettling data field contains the estimated countdown until our rendezvous with the edge of the asteroid storm. In line with Driver’s comment that the alarm has come too late for us to avoid the danger, it reveals that we have six minutes.
“We really can’t miss it,” Driver sighs, as if the latest data visualizations have eliminated whatever slight hope she was holding onto. “It’s heading right for us. We’re heading right for it. The Vita has picked up a huge debris field. And at the speed we’re moving, there’s no way I can shift course enough to miss it. When we’re moving like this, piloting the Vita isn’t like flying a jet that can dodge and weave and make a 180-degree turn at the snap of my fingers. We’re going full speed on a set course and there’s no time to decelerate enough to be able to change it. The most I can do is perform manual evasions. If there was one space rock, I could shift our course enough to miss it. But not this. It’s like those insectoids… a solid line of small rocks. There’s nowhere to run.”
I take a slow breath.
Now that I understand we’re facing a broad gauntlet of relatively small rocks, forming a debris field of ejecta from an evidently massive asteroid, the data visualizations make more sense. There are literally hundreds and possibly thousands of tiny red dots, all set against the black representation of oncoming space. I didn’t think for a second that each of them could possibly represent a physical obstacle hurtling our way… but they do. Each and every one of them.
“And Simone, as for what you can do…” Driver goes on, finally looking away from the screen. “You can shelter in the Security Center with everyone else. That’s the most central area of the Vita. I trust your rig for the Bayzocite injections and it’s worked safely so far. We can engage that upstairs if it’ll help us dodge any individual rocks while I’m banking. The best thing you can do is stay in there. That goes for all of you. The cockpit is too small for anyone else.”
“Laika small,” the little guy says. “Laika stay with Luna and Ray Ray.”
“No,” she bluntly replies.
Fluttering down from his perch on Santino’s shoulder, Laika hops to my side and wraps his wings around my leg. “Laika no leave Ray Ray.”
I glance at Driver and silently signal with a telling tip of my head that we don’t have time to deal with any well-meaning resistance from Laika.
If there’s one thing his genetically enhanced brain still can’t process nearly as well as a human’s, it’s time. He’s not quite like a dog who would greet its owner the same way after a five-minute or five-hour excursion, but he doesn’t really grasp abstract urgency. He’s better at measuring and contextualizing time durations than my young daughter Scarlet, but she’ll catch up with him soon.
I know that Laika isn’t going to flap around or cause any problems in the cockpit, either. Those days are long gone. So while I can’t see any way he can actively help us, he’s not going to be a hindrance if we bring him with us. And since his emotionally driven complaints will be a hindrance if we say no, this feels like a no-brainer to me.
Either sharing my internal logic or just too focused on the job at hand to care much either way, a curt shrug and single-word reply is all Driver gives. “Fine,” she mutters. “Actually, Maya… you, too. If we need any rapid calculations, you can help.”
The tiny robotic bird flutters over to stand behind her much larger friend, Laika, who has already unwrapped his wings from my leg upon hearing the welcome news that he’s allowed to come with us.
Driver then lowers the tablet to her side and starts walking to the door. “Okay. Everyone else, Security Center. We’ll be in contact from the cockpit and you’ll be able to see everything we can see, you just won’t be able to directly control it.”
We all move with her. The cockpit is close, which is a good thing since my steps are fairly unstable like Clyde warned they might be. Driver quickly notices this and slows to help me. If the cockpit wasn’t so close, I’d tell her to run ahead, but she clearly wants me in there with her from the moment she sits down.
“Why didn’t we see this sooner, Driver?” Santino asks, echoing my earlier question just as the rest of the Security Center-bound group is set to branch off from our path. The poor kid looks terrified, quite understandably, but also very confused.
“Maybe our acceleration and our presence in this part of space has had some effect on things around us?” Simone posits. “None of this is my field, but doesn’t it seem like too much of a coincidence? Especially when we didn’t detect it until we got this close.”
“Not really,” Clyde counters. “Yes, there is a low probability of encountering a debris field like this in any given area of space at any given time. But we’ve already flown far further on this mission than any crew before us ever has. We’ve also never mapped this area. Okay, there isn’t a vast distance between Bayzen and Eden. But thanks to the gate, we’re four light-years away from Earth. Asteroid storms could be regular occurrences here. We might be passing through a far more active area than our solar system’s own asteroid belt.”
It’s pretty amazing that Clyde is speaking so calmly and rationally, given the magnitude of what we’re up against. That really speaks to his inherent composure, but I think it’s also a reflection of the trust everyone has in Driver to give us the best chance of surviving this that anyone possibly could.
Clyde is a trained pilot, too, but he is entirely and implicitly willing to leave this in her hands. He knows Driver’s skills as well as almost anyone, after all, since he learned the ropes under her tutelage as part of a leveling-up project on the Balena which aimed to give scientific experts training and skills in practical or operational fields.
As well as leaving the flying to Driver, he’s also totally on board with her request to have me up there helping her with the crucial task of defensive bombardment while she does all she can to steer us out of trouble.
In turn, I think that reflects the fact that people know we make an excellent team. You can get lucky once or twice, but Driver and I have pulled through together, against the odds, way too often and way too consistently for luck to be the only factor at play.
And if there’s anyone who knows the breadth and depth of Driver’s skills under pressure better than Clyde, it’s yours truly.
Something Clyde just said has raised a new thought in my mind, though. He’d be right to say no human crew has ever undertaken a journey as long as ours, but an alien crew most certainly has. And more pertinently than that, the leader of the mining colony it carried them towards is standing right in front of us.
“Maya,” I say, “quickly ask Porro if his crew faced anything like this when they flew to Bayzen.”
Rapidly, she passes my question to Porro and his answer back to me: “No. Their journey took longer than ours, at lower speed, but they encountered no asteroids or debris fields.”
Oh well. That doesn’t tell us much, and in hindsight I guess Porro would have spoken up if he had something important to tell us. Still, it was worth asking.
With no more time to talk, I tell the others to be safe and accept their best wishes for the challenge ahead. Their lives are quite literally in our hands, and watching them turn and leave really brings that home.
Needless to say, though, there’s a lot more to this than the lives of everyone onboard the Vita. Given the urgent nature of our mission to solve Earth’s alien larvae problem once and for all, it’s no exaggeration to say that everyone’s lives could be in our hands.
As the others walk off and I reach the stairway to the cockpit, I encourage Driver to go up ahead of me. I grit my teeth and hurry behind her as quickly as I can. I feel a sharp pain in my lower neck, but not enough to hold me back.
Around twenty seconds later, and with under four minutes until we reach the asteroid field, I plop myself down in the co-pilot’s seat next to Driver.
It’s impossible not to think of our first trip through the quantum gate, which is the only time I’ve felt as on-edge and adrenalized about flying towards something as I do right now.
An old saying pushes to the front of my mind as I look out through the Vita’s front window. The axiom was fitting back then, but it’s truer now than ever:
Sometimes in life… the only way out really is through.
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Predictably, the cockpit and its control panel are abuzz with blinking lights and warning alarms.
Driver silences everything so we can focus, like she did with the main alarm downstairs. And with only a few minutes until we enter the debris field she has quite reasonably called an asteroid storm, I’m sure we need all the focus we can get.
There are very stark warnings displayed on the viewing window itself, like information displayed in the corner of a high-end car’s windshield. This is slap-bang in the middle of the window, though, making absolutely sure we can’t miss it in case the alarms and flashing lights might have all somehow slipped under our radar.
In simple terms, the Vita’s mapping system and spatial analysis features have fed it enough data to give us one clear recommendation: turn around.
The trouble is, as Driver has made only too clear, we simply can’t. The Vita wasn’t designed under the assumption that it could ever fly nearly as fast as we’re moving now with the aid of Simone’s Bayzocite-enriched fuel setup.
I know they’ll have had to override some things when setting the desired course and arrival time, too, because that just wouldn’t have computed with what the Vita expected. And like Clyde pointed out a minute ago, this whole vast expanse of space is well outside any area we’ve closely mapped in the past.
This isn’t like flying the Vita anywhere within our own solar system. This is like taking a car off-road into the woods, miles from any route its satellite navigation would recognize. It’s like that, only dialed up to a million.
“Even if we could slow down and turn back, we couldn’t get away from it,” Driver says, thinking out loud as she performs some control gestures to dismiss the visual warning. “The debris field is moving towards us. It’s so broad that we couldn’t reach the edge in time. We have to blast a path through it, Ray. It’s a dense and deep debris field, so we don’t want to run out of defensive ammunition. That’s why I need you here. I can’t just hold my finger down and blast steadily like we’re in a video game. We have to prioritize taking out the objects that would hit us if we don’t.”
“I’m with you,” I say. By now, we can see highly detailed visualizations of the incoming storm on the control panel’s main data screen. This is much more extensive than the simplified version Driver was able to access on the tablet downstairs.
“This is the best course of action,” Maya agrees. She’s sitting on the back of Driver’s chair, taking in the visual data and effortlessly understanding it. “Based on the data and information I have seen, a constant engagement of the Vita’s forward-facing defensive projectiles would deplete our stores in approximately sixty-eight seconds. I believe that maintaining our current slimline craft configuration, to minimize our surface area, is the best course of action.”
“As opposed to what?” I ask — and I am genuinely asking. This seems like the most obvious thing in the world, so I’m wondering why Maya, who rarely wastes a word and understands urgency far better than Laika, has bothered pointing it out.
“Engaging the impact shield,” Driver answers before Maya has the opportunity.
“Exactly,” the tiny alien hummingbird adds.
“Why?” I push. I look away from the data screen and up to Driver’s eyes as I say it. Because to me, an impact shield sounds like something we could sure as hell use right about now.
“It would increase our chances of being hit,” Driver explains. “Reconfiguring the Vita like that is basically like taking the brace position. Non-essential wings would extend in front of us, using some of the Vita’s non-essential modules to protect the core body from hits. Engaging the impact shield is what you do when you’re definitely going to be hit. We’re not there yet, Ray. We’re still fighting. We’re not curling up in a ball and hoping for the best just yet, okay? It would be like holding our arms in front of our face to protect against an attack, instead of using them to swing punches to take them down. You didn’t curl up when the monster was in front of you in the lunar lab, and we’re not curling up now.”
Driver knows the Vita’s workings and configurations a lot better than I do, and she sounds dead-set on our chosen course of action. She has the spirit of a fighter, for sure, but I don’t think it’s making her act irrationally in this instance.
Maya has no personality or spirit to speak of, and she’s effectively an embodiment of pure rationality. Armed with detailed knowledge of the Vita and our current options, the fact that she agrees with Driver is more than enough to convince me that we’re doing the right thing.
I’m glad Maya is here.
Thinking back to the lunar lab makes me glad of something else, too. I ended up having to go down there because Cindy, the mech-like robot I hoped to send in my place, deemed the conditions ahead too dangerous to enter.
There was no option for a manual override, which meant I had to suit up and step into a danger zone like no other.
With an unprecedented storm of space rocks drawing ever closer, it’s a huge relief that the Vita hasn’t tried to change course or reconfigure of its own accord. The craft’s computer systems are operating under a far more sensible “suggest but defer” approach, under which it’ll do what Driver tells it even if the system firmly thinks she would be wiser to do something else.
With the countdown now at under two minutes, we catch our first direct visual sighting of what lies in store.
At first, it looks like a thin horizontal line. That quickly changes, though, as it becomes apparent it’s just the way the reflected light caught some of the rocks at the front. Seeing the line turn into a dotted ocean of obstacles, in what feels like the blink of an eye, brings home not only how fast we’re moving, but just how awful a situation we’re in.
This is bad… and I mean bad.
Right now, looking at what’s in front of us, it feels like hoping to get through this storm without getting hit is like stepping into an open field on a rainy day and hoping not to get wet.
Hell, it’s probably more like jumping into a swimming pool and hoping not to get wet.
“When we reach them, everything is going to be much bigger than it looks,” Driver says, briefly turning to face me. “But that includes the spaces between them, Ray. Okay? We’re not running into a wall. Just grab this joystick and fire when you have to. I can shift us laterally with emergency banking maneuvers and I will do that to dodge as many as I can. But when I can’t, that’s when you fire. I’ll be talking all the time. I could try to fire with my right hand and dodge with my left, but I trust you to work with me and act at the right time way more than I trust myself to do two things at once. I just need you to trust yourself.”
I look down at the joystick that emerges from the panel in front of me and settles beside my left hand when Driver presses a button to call it forth.
“It’s aim and shoot,” she says. “See that? Tell me you can do this, Ray. Tell me.”
When Driver gestures back to the window in front of us, I see a new overlay on the screen. Small and red, there’s no mistaking it: cross hairs.
I take a deep breath to steel myself.
“I can do this,” I say, hoping to God that I’m right.
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“Your targeting is inverted on the Y axis and natural on the X,” Driver says, giving me a crash course on the aiming controls. “And I don’t have to tell you to fire early enough to be sure no broken pieces of the rocks will hit us, do I? This isn’t a sci-fi vaporizing laser gun we’re firing, it’s an explosive projectile. As soon as I tell you I can’t dodge one of them, or as soon as you think I can’t, shoot. Are we on the same page?”
I inhale deeply and force the breath out. “Yeah. I get it. At first I need to err on the side of firing earlier and more often than might be strictly necessary. I won’t go crazy and hold it down, because I heard what Maya said about how quickly our stores could deplete. But especially to start with, I need to get a feel for our range. It’s going to be so hard to rely on visual perspectives at this speed.”
“Totally,” Driver says. “Both parts. Fire too much at first, absolutely. And yeah… you can’t rely on what you see up ahead. I can’t, either. The screen is going to be a better guide. Think of it like a radar. We’re getting close enough now that the Vita’s threat perception and 3-D imaging is extremely accurate, and it’s only going to get better. This screen is our guide of what’s coming, but the window is where you’ll aim to blast what’s coming our way.”
I take hold of the joystick.
It’s probably a good thing that it’s on my left side, I figure. Granted, my bionic right hand has proven totally reliable so far and is just as dexterous as my left. That means it’s more dextrous than my old nerve-damaged right hand was before the explosion that blew it to pieces. But still… there’s always a slight chance that it could stop functioning at any moment.
When accuracy and timing are going to be more important than ever, even the tiniest chance of something like that is one I’m glad to be able to bypass.
“Try it out,” Driver suggests, grasping her own controls as she speaks. “Aim at one to see if the Vita recognizes it as a target and locks on. Then tap to fire. I think you should hold it down for a second or two after that, too, and move the joystick to get a feel for how it would be if you have to spray some missiles around. Using up a few seconds of ammo from this distance to get to grips with the controls isn’t wasteful, it’s smart.”
I tilt the joystick slightly to the right. As I do, I’m instantly surprised by how responsive and reactive the controls are.
My red cross-hairs dash rapidly to the right, telling me that I don’t need to be anywhere near so firm with my movements. My heart is racing even now, so I don’t know how well I’ll be able to keep myself from twitching slightly in another minute or so when we’re in the real heat of this battle.
“Good. Just a little smoother on the movements and you’re golden,” Driver states supportively. “You do feel okay, right? After just waking up? You seem lucid enough but I can only go on what you’re telling me.”
I nod firmly. “I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t,” I tell her.
That is absolutely true. But while I’m not surprised the thought has crossed her mind, I am slightly surprised Driver is trusting me with this task in general, regardless of how recently I came around.
After all, she’s the hotshot among us and Clyde has far more flight control experience than I do.
I can only assume she’s thinking that the connection and understanding we’ve built over so many stressful missions is going to enable our two brains to act as one when they have to. We did ace our test in the Bullet, when I fired at the then-latent alien gate and she performed a breakneck turn away from it at the last possible second.
“I think we’re still too far out for it to lock,” Driver reports. “We’ll switch up the order of your practice maneuvers. Just hold and fire for a few seconds, moving the stick like you’re trying to hit a row of them. Whenever you’re ready.”
“Ray Ray ready,” Laika squawks from behind me.
I don’t turn to see him, keeping my eyes instead on the window for now, but I know he’s sitting on the floor. He’s been quiet and stayed out of the way, only here because he hates being away from me during any tense moments.
“You’ve got this, Ray,” Maya adds.
With support from my closest human friend, the most loyal animal the world has ever known, and an ingeniously crafted alien robot who always knows the right thing to say, I surely have the weirdest cheerleading squad in history.
I wouldn’t trade them for any other, though, and I use every ounce of their supportive energy in focusing my vision and pressing down on the joystick’s only button.
“Holy shit,” I immediately gasp, almost physically recoiling at the powerful release of a missile that is a lot more substantial than I expected.
I don’t get a good look at the first one. But as I move the joystick up and to the right, I pay closer attention to the few that follow. I wasn’t really picturing anything in particular when Driver first mentioned our ammunition, but these things are more like cannonballs than warheads.
The controls are very natural and intuitive. The missiles emerge distinctly, one at a time, rather than in a constant stream. This isn’t some ultra-futuristic laser, like Driver said, and it’s not a machine gun-like weapon. I count four projectiles in the few seconds I press the button.
“Good,” Driver says. “And look… we’ll see on the screen if any are going to hit, before we see up ahead.”
I look down at the radar-like screen, generated by the Vita’s advanced abilities to map the area immediately in front of us. I now see our four projectiles on the rudimentary map. Of the four I’ve spewed randomly into space, two make contact with the oncoming rocks.
Before the two impacts, the map gives an uncomfortable confirmation of the size of these things. Our missiles, so large up close, look small next to the rocks.
“Bingo,” Driver says as the first rock is destroyed by my missile. She’s watching the screen, but I’m looking straight out.
I watch with mixed emotions as the second missile connects.
Don’t get me wrong: it’s great news that the missiles work, even at relatively long distance.
What’s less great is that in randomly firing ahead, I’ve had a fifty percent hit-rate. That gives me a new visceral understanding of how many of these things there really are, if the crowded map on the screen wasn’t enough.
I take hold of the joystick again. This time, when I move it, the cross-hairs quickly turn green.
“I think I have a lock on one now,” I say.
Driver looks up. “You do. That means we’re close enough for the targeting to have kicked in. You can easily pull out of a lock with a slight shake in both directions — it really doesn’t take much — but the locking function is going to be helpful for taking out any rocks I can’t dodge. It looks like they’re coming in waves. What I thought was the end… well, it wasn’t. I can’t go under or over, either. We must be a hell of a way from the asteroid that these have burnt off from, if that’s what happened, because their angles of movement relative to ours are pretty well spread. Too well spread for my liking, but it is what it is. We have our plan and we’re sticking to it.”
I don’t like the sound of that. Driver is always stoic and hard to shake, so she hasn’t made a big deal of the fact that what we thought was the full storm is actually the first wave.
I glance down at the screen and see that we’re only seven seconds away from what the Vita has determined as the starting point of our imminent threat.
The first line of rocks is now close enough for me to make out the gaps between them, which really aren’t as big as I hoped. Within just a few more seconds, I can see the distinct shapes.
One final alarm blares as the clock hits zero.
Driver silences it with her right hand, but there’s no silencing my thumping heart as its sound fills the void.
We’re here.
We’re in it.
The only way is through.
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In a strange way, I reckon it’s probably a good thing that this has all happened so fast.
If I’d had much longer to think about what we’re about to do — or try to do — my brain would be a mess of concerns I’ve had no time to linger on.
Waves of boulder-like asteroid ejecta are rushing towards us. Driver has given me a joystick and shown me how to use it. She’s going to make slight adjustments to our steering. I’m going to shoot.
Together, we’re going to do all we can to get the Vita through this storm in one piece and keep our crew alive on the way to Eden.
That’s the long and short of it, and complicating it any further would do no one any good.
“I’ll be banking left or right using the emergency shift,” Driver says, amazingly calm as the boulders come ever closer. “I’ll only pitch vertically if I have to and I’ll always try to call it out. But if you’re locked in on a target, you’ll stay locked in even if I move. I’m never going to move so much that your view will majorly change. If anything does get close enough to pass out of view when I make these moves, it’s already too late. Just listen when I call my moves and look at the map more than the window, okay? The window is for aiming, once you know where I need you to aim. Are you with me? I’ll tell you which rocks you’ll need to take out. And like we said: err on the side of firing too much. It is going to take a lot longer than I hoped and expected for us to pass through the field, since there are multiple waves, but we can still do this.”
“Got it,” I say. And I really do — in terms of understanding what Driver is asking of me, if not quite having full confidence that I can do it as smoothly as she thinks.
“Maya…” she goes on, pointing to the top-right corner of the screen with her free hand. “Can you keep an eye on this number and tell Ray every time it reaches a ten percent marker? It’s our projectile stock.”
The robotic bird confirms she’ll keep me posted.
I glance down and see a number: 97.
To my mind, that’s not good news. I heard Maya earlier when she said we would run out of projectiles after little over a minute of constant shooting. But at that point, I didn’t realize the Vita would fire the missiles one at a time, with a short but noticeable gap between each.
To go back to an analogy that came into my mind a little while ago, a machine gun’s constant stream of fire can do a lot more damage in a minute than the steady firing of individual bullets at a rate slow enough to make each one visually distinguishable.
Don’t get me wrong: the missiles themselves move incredibly fast. I saw that during my practice tests.
I just wish the Vita’s bombardment mechanism allowed me to fire them slightly more frequently. That could be a huge advantage if any of the space rocks get closer than we’re hoping they will, or if two are ever close enough to each other that I’d rather take them out in a single sweeping burst of fire rather than lock on to each in turn.
“I am very concerned about the depth of the debris field,” Maya goes on, a few seconds later. “The second wave contains more boulders than the first. We have to focus primarily on evasion, not elimination.”
We already were, but having Maya spell this out reinforces its importance. For her hyperbole-free language processing system to choose “very concerned” as the best descriptor for her take on this situation, it says a lot about the trouble we’re in. She’s also usually great at reading our moods and knowing when not to make things worse, so if anything she might even be underselling this.
“Let’s just get through the first wave,” Driver says. “There are only small gaps between the rocks but it’s still good to think of each one as one small step at a time, to get us to that big waypoint at the end of the first wave. Ray, just stick to the plan. Don’t hold back if you feel like you have to let rip, but don’t be sloppy. I know you won’t. Okay… for starters… I’m going to shift us to our right, going for this gap here. You shouldn’t have to shoot on either side.”
As Driver touches the data screen, pointing to the gap between the two front-of-the-pack rocks she’s identified as the easiest to pass between, a white marker appears on our front window, in a similar way to the red cross-hairs.
“Got it,” I say. We then jolt roughly and suddenly to the right. It really is a lateral shift — or maybe shunt is a better word — rather than any kind of turn or realignment. We continue moving forward at incredible speed, now just effectively in a different “lane” in this hellish race of survival.
Our perspective has changed, with the gap Driver targeted now directly ahead.
“You’ll have to fire next time,” she relays, before we’ve even passed through this first gap. Clearly, Driver is having to look well ahead, planning our moves for the optimal path. “We’re looking at about twenty shifts in the first wave. You’ll probably have to fire during or after eight or nine of them.”
“Sixteen shifts is the fewest safe number I can see on any path,” Maya offers. “Pitching up after the fourth will take us into a lower-traffic path. I don’t see a route all the way out of the wave, but that vertical level will be easier to navigate than any other we can reach, including the one we’ve started on.”
“I can’t judge the vertical dimensions up ahead,” Driver says. “I’ll evaluate when we get there but I’ll be ready with your move in mind. Thanks. If you see anything else, let us know.”
“Always,” the alien hummingbird replies.
As we pass through the first gap, the real scale of everything finally becomes apparent. These space rocks are huge, even though the backdrop of endless space makes it hard to be exact.
I hold fire, like Driver said I’d be able to, but never take my trigger finger from the all-important button.
“Ready, cowboy?” Driver asks. “I’m going to dodge the next two, shifting to the right again, but the third is too close for comfort. If you take it out, we’ll have a gap. As soon as I shift, fire. Lock on right now so you don’t lose it when I move. Right now means right now, Ray. Come on! Now!”
“I know, I know!” I yell back. “I’m doing it!”
And I am. As soon as she says it, I’m doing it. It’s not my damn fault that the system takes half a second of steady manual targeting to know I want to lock.
“There it is. Good work,” Driver says, looking down and already planning the timing of our next five moves. We never get angry at each other, but we’re not precious about how we communicate when so much is on the line, either. “I’m shifting… now.”
Right on cue, we shift. My lock stays engaged, and I let fire as soon as our move is complete. I fire twice, in two quick distinct taps.
The first missile destroys the boulder, which looked like it probably would have passed safely to our left but which was definitely too close to leave to chance.
A knock on-effect of taking out the boulder is that it disturbs some of those rushing onwards behind it. Driver and Maya’s move-planning can’t account for some of that, but in this instance it’s far enough to the side to avoid causing any immediate issue. Driver is remarkably good at adapting to rapidly changing situations, too, so I’m sure she’ll be ready to react to anything.
We engage in three more quick moves, passing between five pairs of boulders in that time. I only have to fire once, and as I do I’m starting to feel like I’m getting into the groove. Leaving aside the weight of the pressure on our shoulders and the magnitude of what we’re actually doing here, my part in this isn’t all that difficult in a practical sense.
I have to focus on Driver’s instructions, control my joystick very precisely, lock, and fire. It’s not nothing, but compared to what she’s doing I definitely have the easy job.
“It’s going to get hairier for the next minute or so,” she relays. “Then we’ll be out of the first wave. Maya, that’ll be a good chance to pitch if you think we can move enough in the time we’ll have to get into another low-traffic stream. The second wave looks much worse, so we’re going to need all the help we can get.”
“Yes, a downward pitch will give you an easier route,” the robotic bird confirms. “The second wave is denser and the third wave will be even more so. It’s going to become a barrage, getting worse until we make it through. So far, we’ve dodged through some rocks at the extremities. They’re getting larger and more frequent.”
I gulp.
That makes sense, since the ejecta is going to be worse closer to the source, when it’s had less time to burn up and drift away, but it’s horrible to hear. The presence of a third wave is bad enough, with how challenging and tense our initial navigation of this comparatively light first wave is proving.
Perspective really is a crazy thing, though, and knowing this is going to get a lot worse actually makes the next few moves and passages feel like easy preludes to the main event rather than terrifying close-calls in their own right.
Without any moments scarier than our very first maneuvers, we make it through the first wave.
“You’re doing great,” Driver says.
“We’re doing great,” I correct her.
“And with seventy percent of our defensive stockpile remaining,” Maya reports chirpily. “The Vita’s mapping scopes confirm there will be no fourth wave and there is no larger object beyond the third. We are one third of the way there!”
It’s great news that there is nothing else after the third wave, and especially not a “large object” like in a nightmare scenario I hadn’t previously considered where we might have emerged from the barrage only to find an unavoidable mother asteroid bearing down upon us.
But regarding the size of our remaining stockpile, my feelings are a lot less chirpy. “I’ve fired almost a third of the missiles and if these next waves really are getting denser, we’ve passed nowhere near one third of the total obstacles,” I say. “How is this adding up to anything good?”
“It’s not,” Driver admits, her tone now even heavier than mine. “Just follow my lead through this wave and we’ll cross the next bridge when we get there. Don’t worry about saving ammo for the third. We won’t have enough to get the whole way through it, so we’re going to have to recalibrate. Seriously, don’t worry about leaving much in the tank. We have to get through this wave to have any chance of getting through the third, and we won’t be going into that one the same way.”
I briefly turn to her. “You mean…”
“One step at a time,” she repeats, forcing out a sharp breath. “Ray… just stay with me here. Please. We have to stay in the fight.”
I look back down to the screen, following Driver’s fingers as she charts our next moves.
I watch the overlays, listen to her words, and keep locking and firing on cue.
My trigger finger is more profligate as it faces more obstacles while we blaze through the second wave. Even more so than before, the perspective of knowing things are only going to get worse is making me worry less about this stage. It suddenly feels like we’re trying to survive our time in the frying pan in the full knowledge of the fiery fate that awaits us.
More stubbornly than hopefully, we’re staying in this fight.
But then what?
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We’ve really hit a flow by the time we’re midway through the second wave.
Driver has even checked in with the others in the Security Center, who are all doing okay. They’ve heard everything we’ve been talking about, since our internal radios are activated.
We’re able to hear them, too, but no one has interjected during our mission. They know we’re focusing and that Driver’s total attention is crucial. Still, though, it’s reassuring to have them on hand in case anyone — likely Clyde, as a pilot — notices anything worth sharing.
During our check-in, Clyde says he understands what we’ll soon need to do and agrees it’s the best course of action. Based on his interpretation of the data visible on the tablet Driver left with him, he’s reached the same conclusion she has.
Of course, we also have Maya here to oversee things. She’s good at avoiding sudden interruptions, too, but has made a few telling observations already.
Another comes now, with her announcement that we’re down to 40% of our stockpile.
That means we’ll be almost out by the end of this second wave, which underlines why Driver has decided we can’t count on this kind of defensive bombardment getting us through the third.
It’s also worth noting that the waves aren’t all that distinct. Really, there was only a slightly larger gap between the end of the first wave and the start of the second than there were between some sequential boulders within the first.
We’re really facing one long barrage which is worsening as we get further into it. We only started thinking of them as waves because Maya and Driver originally thought the gap after the first wave was the end of the whole gauntlet, with the rest only coming into view as we continued progressively forward and the Vita’s threat mapping system was able to see what lay further ahead.
If we had unlimited ammunition, I’d have a very good feeling about making it through what initially felt like an impassable onslaught.
But hey… if I had a magic wand, I’d cast all of these damn space rocks into the magical kingdom of Get-The-Hell-Out-Of-Our-Way-Land.
We are where we are and we have what we have.
As well as “the only way is through,” another phrase comes to my mind:
When you’re going through hell, keep going.
I mean, it’s not like we have any choice, but still. The idea rings true and I hold it in mind as I keep aiming and firing.
Right after Driver gives me a visual and verbal note of our next four moves, Maya speaks up again.
“I see one level of considerably lighter flow in the third wave,” the alien bird reports, looking well ahead even as we struggle our way through the second. “Unfortunately, even with optimal evasive procedures, I believe it would still require more ammunition than we will have left to safely pass through. We will almost certainly experience an impact event.”
“I’m going to reconfigure the Vita,” Driver says. “There’s no choice any more, Ray. Like Maya said, I can pitch into a much lighter oncoming flow for the third wave. And I’ll still be able to shift, just not as quickly. Our surface area will be greater and there’s an almost inevitable chance the protective wings will get hit. The shield should protect multiple hits from these rocks. Without them, and without enough ammo to get us through, the probability is too high that we would get hit.”
“Close to certain,” Maya adds.
Neither Maya nor Driver are doomsayers. They’re both very strategic and level-headed. If they’re this sure, there’s no doubt they’re right.
“So what’s this actually going to entail?” I ask. “And how long will it take?”
“Not long,” Driver replies immediately.
We’re both still moving our hands as we talk, shifting and firing our way through an asteroid storm with less than full attention in a manner that would have seemed ridiculous to imagine just ten minutes ago. We really have gotten into a nice flow here, and I can’t get away from the pointless wish that we had more ammunition in reserve.
If only.
“We’re going to stay in this streamlined flight configuration for the most part,” she goes on. “I just have to bring out the impact shield. It’s not impenetrable and it doesn’t make us impervious to what’s coming. We just have to accept the likelihood that if we’re going to be hit, it’s better to have the shield in front of us. It does increase the chance of an impact, purely by increasing our total width in the face of the storm, but it massively increases our chance of surviving that impact. Massively.”
“So how long is not long?” I push.
Driver blows air from her lips. “To shield against only directly incoming threats, which is all we need, about forty seconds. I’ll engage as soon as we pass through the second wave and I start pitching towards the lighter stream.”
Forty seconds is pretty fast. Any longer probably wouldn’t work, given how little time we’ll have between waves, but it’s impressive that the Vita can reconfigure so quickly. Admittedly this is going to be a minor reconfiguration relative to the complex procedure required to change between the launch configuration and station configuration, which takes days for everything to become fully operational.
“It’s like… think of it like raising an arm and holding a hand in front of your eyes when you’re walking through some really thick trees,” Driver muses.
She’s speaking in a tone that makes it sound like she’s saying this for herself, as much as she’s saying it for me, but I’m listening.
“You know, it increases the chance that you’re going to get pricked by a sharp twig or something. But it’s going to be your arm that gets hit, not your eye. Or like if you’re in a baseball cage and for some reason you have to run towards the robotic pitcher thing. You’d cover your face, right? And probably your groin. Your elbows would stick out a little and increase your profile, so there’s more chance you’d be hit when you get close. But it’s not going to get you in the worst place. It’s not like a hedgehog curling up in a ball, because we’re not protected on all sides… but it’s something, Ray. It’s the best chance I can give us.”
“Driver, I’m sold,” I assure her. “I trust you. What modules are going to form the shield? Areas at the wings, obviously… but what level? Would it be the airlocked module with the dead creatures in it? If we can avoid moving that at all, I’d be in favor of doing something else.”
“That’s at the other end of the Vita,” Driver replies. As she speaks, I see her right hand reach out and tap a button to mute our microphone link to our friends in the Security Center.
“What are you doing?” I ask.
After a heavy sigh, she replies: “The modules I can configure to protect against oncoming impacts are the two on the front wings. They’ll form a double layer at the front to give maximum protection to the Vita’s core body. I can’t choose the modules, but I can pick which goes at the front. I don’t want to lose either, but we have a choice of which one we want to give the best chance of surviving this.”
“What modules are they?” I ask, struggling to visualize the Vita’s top-down layout with so much adrenaline in my system and so much sensory focus on our ongoing boulder-avoiding mission. I also still don’t understand why she’s cut our link to the others, but that’s not the most pressing issue right now.
“Simone’s synthesis lab is the worst thing we might lose in the wing to our left,” Driver gulps.
I feel my chest tighten at the very thought. “Then it’s obvious: put the other side in front of it,” I implore her.
We can’t afford to lose Simone’s lab. Aside from her questionable work on the insectoid corpses in the airlock, she has been using her lab while trying to isolate the active compound in our sludge-killing Bayzen water.
That work still promises to give us a better and crucial understanding of the water. In turn, it could help us to understand what other kind of materials might be effective in stopping the spider-like beasts that eventually hatch from the sludge and collectively assemble into seemingly indestructible monsters.
After a pensive silence, Driver eventually drops a decidedly unwanted bombshell. “I knew you’d say that without knowing what module we could lose if we put the right wing in front,” she sighs. “Ray, it’s the storage module we filled with tanks of Bayzen water. We can either lose almost all of the Bayzen water we brought with us, or we can lose our only hope of understanding what makes it effective and of synthesizing any more. That’s the choice we’re facing… and we have about twenty seconds to make a decision.”
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Of all the damn choices.
Do we want to lose Simone’s lab in the Vita’s left wing, or our stockpile of Bayzen water in the right?
Seriously, asking which wing I’d be more comfortable losing in this context is like asking someone which arm they’d rather lose. The only good answer is none.
Unfortunately, losing neither would involve being smacked in the face by a massive chunk of asteroid, which isn’t exactly a great option, either.
I can’t close my eyes to think, or even devote my full brainpower to the decision, because we still have several boulders to navigate in this final phase of the second wave.
“Twenty percent ammunition remaining,” Maya glumly reports.
Yeah… we would have no chance of blasting our way through the final wave. I haven’t been particularly gung-ho in this second wave, despite Driver’s suggestion not to worry about the levels. If I hadn’t tried to hold back, we might even have already run out by now.
There’s no instruction manual for getting through something like this, let alone a list of best practices. We’re both doing our best, and under the circumstances I think we’ve done pretty well.
My direct control of the missiles probably gives me a better feel for them than Driver has. That’s particularly likely given that she’s spent most of the time plotting a course on the screen, rather than looking directly out of the window.
But if Driver had been able to pay as much attention to the rock-blasting action as I have, I’m sure she would have seen a while ago that I’ve been consistently conservative with our reserves. She would have realized that anything else would have led to a disastrous situation of running out of firepower mid-wave.
I’ve heard of bringing a knife to a gunfight. But finding ourselves in the middle of a celestial barrage with nothing to defend ourselves? Well, that would have taken the meaning of “ill-equipped” to a whole new level.
All things said, Driver has done her part and I’ve done mine.
Together we’ve gotten the Vita this far. Now, together, we have to get it one step further.
“I need a decision, Ray,” she says. “Seriously. Don’t make me choose by myself. I cut our audio line to the others mainly because I don’t want Simone to feel even more pressure over the water analysis if we save her lab. We also just don’t have time to hear arguments either way — there is no good answer here, so they don’t need to know we’ve had a conscious choice. It wouldn’t do anyone any good. If we had an hour to hear them all out, sure. But we had less than a minute and now we have almost no time to call it. Don’t leave me hanging.”
With only a few more moves before we’re out of the second wave, when it will be time to rapidly reconfigure, I just as rapidly weigh up my two options.
We could need our stockpile of Bayzen water. If we run into any more sludge-related problems on Eden, and if the natives either don’t have anything to stop it or don’t want to help us, we will need it.
My understanding is that Simone has only a very small amount of Bayzen water in her lab. It’s more than nothing, but not much more. But like Driver said, Simone’s well-equipped lab offers our only chance of isolating what makes the water effective in the first place. That means it’s our only hope of synthesizing more, or ideally something even more potent.
With the specter of the massive assembled monster still haunting my memories, and with the knowledge in mind that its body shrugged the water off like nothing, my gut is edging towards sacrificing the water stores.
Much of Bayzen is covered in the stuff, with literal oceans of it there for the taking. It’s a very finite resource for us in the here and now, but not in general. Simone’s lab, on the other hand, very much is one of a kind. I don’t know what chance there is of her having a breakthrough between here and Eden, but I feel like we have to give her a chance.
“I’m leaning towards trusting Simone to make a breakthrough,” I quietly state.
“Always trust friends, Ray Ray,” Laika squawks, unexpectedly interjecting. He doesn’t fly up to perch behind me, evidently reluctant to distract me, but he is certainly making his voice heard. “Friends always trust Ray Ray.”
And he’s right.
The little guy is damn right.
Like the others, Simone has trusted us to do this. With her lab intact, she has a chance of making a breakthrough. Without it, she doesn’t.
“Driver, prioritize the lab,” I decide. “Put the right wing in front, with the Bayzen water. If we have to lose one module, make it that one.”
Just as we pass out of the second wave, Driver nods and engages the reconfiguration process. “Agreed,” she says.
“Good call, Ray Ray,” Laika says. “Always trust friends.”
With nothing else for me to do in the immediate moment, I turn round and face the little guy.
“Thanks, buddy,” I say, hoping to hell I won’t regret listening to him.
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Watching the Vita reconfigure is an incredible sight. It’s a fast process, since only the front “wings” will be moving from their current positions.
In the full station configuration, the wings would be fully extended — along with others further back. In that way, their arrangement wouldn’t be entirely dissimilar from the offshoot lab I used to occupy on the Beacon.
This moment is a reminder, if one was necessary, that the Vita truly is an utter marvel of human ingenuity and modern engineering. There’s just nothing like it.
I can’t overstate how incredible it is to witness this reconfiguring from my vantage point. And as amazing as it is, this minor reconfiguration is nothing compared to its ability to transform so incredibly from our streamlined flight configuration to the fully expanded station shape. With that setup in place the Vita is so vast that it starts to feel more like a small town than a research station, let alone a spacecraft.
For all that the Balena is so much bigger, it can’t do this.
The Vita’s configurability brings to mind a child’s toy come to life… one that I would have dismissed as too outlandish to be real just a decade ago. And for me, the fact that its adjustable modules can be reconfigured in flight, without damaging anything inside them, is perhaps the most amazing thing of all.
I’m vaguely familiar with some of the gyroscopic and gravity-manipulating technology that goes into that. The basic idea is that the core “wiring” of the Vita allows every module to retain its pressurized atmosphere and artificial gravity during the process.
Essentially, although the modules’ relative orientation will change, with each rotating as the wings extend out in front of us, no equipment inside them will be damaged. Even a glass of water wouldn’t spill, if what I’ve been told is true, thanks to the double-walled nature of the Vita’s construction and the nature of the gravity manipulation.
Many technologies have been honed and built upon since the Vita’s initial construction. After all, the core of this spacecraft-cum-station was built before the ERF requisitioned mountains of groundbreaking research from Ignacio Zola’s compounds and vessels.
I’ll never feel like we owe that son of a bitch anything. Never. But I am more glad than ever that we didn’t throw the baby out with the bathwater when we took him down. It would be crazy to ignore the breakthroughs his teams made while chasing down his demented final goals. I made that point back then, and I stand by it now more than ever.
The means don’t invalidate the ends, and the years since Zola’s well-deserved death would have been even harder than they’ve been if we didn’t have some of that technology in our arsenal.
With that said, no one is supposed to be inside any of the outer areas during a reconfiguration. Sure, they should be fine if they were. I’d even go as far as to say they almost certainly would be fine. It’s just not a risk worth taking, though, and I think that might be part of why Driver was so insistent that everyone else should head for the Security Center while we came to the cockpit.
I didn’t fully understand why that was such a priority at the time. Now that this is all happening, I think Driver was considering a reconfiguration like this as a possible course of emergency action. Wisely, I guess she wanted to keep the door open in case it did become necessary.
It goes without saying that no one can be anywhere near Simone’s lab or the storage module. Those sections of the Vita are currently moving before my eyes, meeting at the tip of an arch-like barrier to protect our core structure against onrushing space rocks.
We’re putting them there because we can’t miss every obstacle in our path, even with an optimal route and perfectly timed movements. I might be overthinking the decisions Driver made in a few urgent minutes, but she possibly deemed it easiest to ensure everyone was well clear of any areas near the Vita’s wings.
That was a more straightforward order than one specifically forbidding our friends from going near the two areas that are now at serious risk of being destroyed. It also avoided the natural questions that would have followed, which we simply wouldn’t have had time to address.
Driver is never one to rule by diktat, but sometimes a decision just has to be made. It’s the same logic that went into her decision to mute our microphones, and I don’t disagree with either move.
While the Vita’s 40-second reconfiguration process takes place, Driver’s hands stay busy.
In fact, as soon as she engaged the changes, she got right back to moving us into the optimal path Maya suggested. She really hasn’t had a break in focus since this started.
Attention exhaustion would be a real danger for anyone else, but Driver isn’t anyone else. She’s gotten us through so much in the past, and I have every faith she’ll do the same here.
Me? Well, I can no longer fire any of the missiles we have left. That ship has sailed.
I can’t see up ahead, for one thing. After all, the whole point of the impact shield is to protect us from incoming boulders.
Since the missiles came from almost directly beneath our cockpit, my sightline is the same as their initial trajectory.
I know from a comment Driver made in passing that there is a much longer reconfiguration process that could have given us the best of both worlds. We could have had a shield and a direct line of fire. The problem was, it takes over five minutes for that significant process to complete. That’s why Driver didn’t dwell on it.
I think she mentioned it at all to assure me she was covering all bases and looking at this from all angles.
If we were to override the system warnings and fire any projectiles now, all we would achieve is damaging the shield.
In turn, that means we’d be damaging Simone’s lab. That’s the wing we’ve chosen to have closer to us in the double-layered shield, leaving the Bayzen water-holding storage module in the direct firing line of the third wave of space rocks.
We’re on the verge of entering that wave now.
Driver has pitched quite harshly to reach a lower-traffic area. But even still, there are far too many incoming boulders for comfort.
I’m now focusing my full attention on the screen. The view outside shows nothing but the thick exterior of the Vita’s folded-in left wing, which is the whole point. With no other specific role to carry out anymore, I’m focusing my vision to look for anything Driver might miss.
It’s a good thing she’s been relying on the screen all along, I figure. She’s accustomed to using it to navigate, rather than looking directly outside.
Because of that, the loss of direct front-facing visibility isn’t going to affect her ability to steer us through danger. If she’d been relying on a direct view until now, this next step would be even more challenging than it already is.
Small mercies, I tell myself. Small mercies.
Driver’s steering, in this huge and cumbersome vessel, is what we’re all relying on now. As it has been since the start, the only way out of this relentless barrage is through it. And without any missiles, Driver’s calmness under pressure and steadiness of hand truly are the only things between us and total failure.
Looking at the dense spread of incoming boulders, I understand why both Driver and Maya seem resigned to the fact that we’re going to get hit.
This looks grim.
They’ve already told me that each layer of the impact shield can stand up to a few hits at most. Now, I think even hoping for that is bordering on the optimistic.
Seriously… I’m starting to feel like Driver will do incredibly well to get us through this at all.
Losing both wings suddenly feels like a foregone conclusion. Just a few seconds of studying the screen has led me to that perspective-shifting conclusion.
Losing the Bayzen water could hugely complicate things on Eden.
Simone’s lab, meanwhile, offers not just our only avenue of synthesizing something to defend against the creatures that ultimately hatch from the larvae. Its one-of-a-kind setup, painstakingly constructed to Simone’s visionary specifications, also makes it far better-equipped than any lab on Earth. In the short term at least, it’s an irreplaceable asset in humanity’s battle against the larvae. And when the short term is all we can count on, that makes the lab’s likely loss all the more painful.
If there was any other option here, we’d be taking it. But just like our trip to Eden in the first place, we’re doing what we have to.
Reluctantly. Regrettably. Uneasily. And yes… fearfully.
Pick a word and it’ll fit, because we’re doing what we have to.
Reaching out with her right hand, Driver reestablishes our audio connection to the Security Center.
She then utters three frightening words, to both me and our friends downstairs:
“Brace for impact.”
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I hold my breath as Driver steers us through one gap and then another. But then, as she’s suggested, there is just no space to pass through. I wish I was able to blast the boulder to the left of the too-small gap in front of us, but I can’t. The reconfiguration process, while fast by any standard, was far too long for us to engage it mid-wave.
We had an all-or-nothing choice between the second and the third waves, of either relying on the impact shield or relying on a depleted stock of missiles. I know we made the rational decision, but that doesn’t make me feel any more at ease right now.
When the boulder hits, I don’t actually feel it. I sure as hell see it, though, with the outer wing in front of us buckling under the force. It holds up surprisingly well, with no obvious signs of damage to the inner wing, closer to us, which contains Simone’s lab.
Panicked voices ring through our speakers. I hear Clyde bemoan the loss of the Bayzen water. I hear Santino ask how many more hits we can take. I hear Simone react in largely unintelligible shock to the fact that we really have been hit.
Most jarringly of all, I hear Porro grunt out several loud utterances.
“What’s he saying?” Driver asks, clearly speaking to Maya while still steering us between avoidable boulders.
Immediately, Maya replies: “He says it has been an honor to make contact with your kind. He is sorry he couldn’t help any more than he has.”
Defiantly, Driver shakes her head. “Tell him this isn’t over. We’ll see him on the other side.”
As soon as Maya relays that, Driver kills the feed again.
“We’re looking at two more hits,” she tells me. “I’m doing my best, Ray. Two is the best case. There aren’t any big enough gaps in those cases. I think we’ll be okay. The Bayzen water’s module will be gone after one more hit. One more will tear it open. Everything else inside that wing is airlocked at each division. That happens during a reconfiguration, so that everything isn’t lost if one extremity is exposed to the vacuum of space. It means we shouldn’t lose too much more. What I don’t know is whether Simone’s lab will survive any hits at all once the first layer is gone. The rocks are getting bigger as we go.”
I look at the screen. The end is in sight, but Driver is right in saying the worst is yet to come.
“Keep doing what you’re doing,” I tell her. “We will get through this. The water, the lab, whatever it takes… we will get through this and we will get to Eden.”
This pep talk seems to steel Driver even further. Her expression intensifies as she focuses intently on the screen and performs several quick maneuvers.
The next impact, fifteen or twenty seconds later, is more destructive than the first. It does fully destroy the shell of the storage module, instantly reducing our store of Bayzen water to whatever small amount Simone has in her lab.
“One more minute,” Driver says. “That’s all we have to get through.”
Without question, this is going to be the least comfortable and most hair-raising minute of my life.
I can only watch in a mix of existential trepidation and awe as Driver shifts one way and another as though she’s operating a simulator, rather than quite possibly holding the very fate of humanity in her hands.
A third impact utterly shatters the outer wing. It’s now like an arm without a hand, not unlike my own after the explosion in this very craft just a few short months ago.
The only hand protecting our face, as it were, is now the one containing Simone’s lab.
“Luna got this,” Laika offers. His voice is shakier than usual, very understandably.
Driver’s lips narrow as if she’s going to whistle, and she then blows out a long burst or air and shifts her weight.
Rapidly, she engages the audio comms one more time and calls into the microphone: “Hold on to something!”
Right away, she then disables the feed again.
“Laika, come here,” I call to him. “Onto my lap.”
He’s there in no time. Driver sounded as serious in that warning as I’ve ever heard her, and the message was meant for us, too. If we’re expecting turbulence, I don’t want the little guy being knocked around in here.
“I’m going to pitch… hard,” she explains. “Maya, tell me if I’m wrong. But I think there’s an opportunity window if we go down all the way and then up again, right in this spot here. Do you see? The last gap still isn’t as big as I’d like, but it’s bigger than any I’ll have if I stay here. There’s a risk of pitching too much or not enough, but I think the reward could be worth it.”
“Does the risk of pitching involve the main body being hit?” I ask bluntly, before Maya can offer her thoughts.
“No,” Driver replies.
I exhale sharply. “Then do it. Maya, are you with us?”
The robotic bird takes a few seconds. “Those are challenging maneuvers,” she eventually says, “and especially in quick succession. But if you believe you can complete them, it would give us a better chance of emerging from the final line of boulders without another direct hit.”
With her left hand on the controls and her right still navigating the screen, Driver seems to be hesitating.
“Trust yourself and back yourself,” I tell her. “We backed Simone by prioritizing her lab over our stocks of Bayzen water. Back yourself to pull this off. It’s the right call.”
Without a word or even explicit gesture of reply, Driver engages the pitch controls and takes the Vita down.
It’s a harsh maneuver, like she warned, and I’m glad I’ve taken hold of Laika. Maya flutters up from her perching spot, engaging her wings to avoid falling.
We feel more movement in the cockpit than other areas of the Vita will, and turbulence is definitely a good word for what we’re experiencing.
“Nice work!” Maya exclaims. “Now just back up and through the final gap!”
Driver pitches upwards, even more sharply than she just did in the other direction. With my view ahead still obstructed by the surviving inner wing of our impact shield, I keep my eyes on the screen.
As we level off one last time, with only one more onslaught to survive, I see just how narrow this last gap is.
These rocks are bigger than some of the ones we would have been hit by if we’d stayed where we were, but I trust Driver’s gut and I trust her hands.
An impact from one of these will destroy Simone’s lab, no questions asked, but an impact isn’t guaranteed. On the other level, we would certainly have been hit at least once but the lab would have likely survived a single impact from one of the smaller rocks.
Like our choice of which wing to put at the front of the shield, this would have been a difficult decision even with abundant time to consider it. There’s no right answer, or even a good one.
“It’s tight,” Driver gulps.
She shifts us to the right, exercising as much control as is possible for these imprecise maneuvers, then takes us further right again before a slight final adjustment back to the left.
On the screen, the markers representing the boulders look barely far enough apart for the Vita-shaped marker to pass between even with absolutely perfect alignment.
Time seems to stand still as we rush towards the gap. I hold my breath as we reach it, looking outside again to hope and pray that Simone’s lab, our surviving shield, won’t be hit.
I feel my pulse pounding in my neck and my wrists. That’s how tense these fleeting moments are.
“Ray!” Driver gasps, high-pitched and almost disbelieving. “We’re through!”
I glance at her, now gazing open-mouthed at the screen, then take my own final look down at the visualization. Sure enough, there is nothing else up ahead. The final stream of boulders, including the two she just threaded us through like string through the eye of a needle, are behind us.
It’s all behind us!
Simone’s lab and the rest of our Vita’s left wing is still in one piece ahead of us, and the asteroid storm is behind us.
We’re counting the cost and we’re licking our wounds… but for now, we’re out of the woods.
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Driver puts both of her palms on her face and rubs like she’s washing it with water, massaging her eyelids with her fingertips as she does it.
I’ve been on the edge of an adrenaline cliff, so I can’t even imagine what the last… well, I don’t know how long… must have been like for her.
“Laika always trust Luna,” he squawks from my lap.
She lowers her hands at that and reaches across to pet him.
“Nice job,” I say, still trying to catch my breath.
Driver meets my eyes and smiles. “It was a team effort. Nice shooting back there. We were up against it. Plus, we still have a single-layered shield and some missiles in the tank in case we get any warnings about anything else coming our way. You never know.”
Amid a flood of relief, until now it literally hasn’t even crossed my mind that something else might get in our way before we reach Eden.
“We’ll probably be clear from here out,” she goes on, unclipping her safety belt and pressing a few buttons before standing to stretch her legs. “We’ve got no real choice other than to jettison what’s left of the right wing, but I’ve just recalled the left wing into its original configuration so that Simone’s lab will be operational again. I mean, we worked hard enough to save it… I want her to be able to keep using it. It can always go back out as a shield again if we get another warning alarm.”
I watch as the reconfiguration begins. It’s a nice visual to underline the ending of our hellish experience… or at least it would be, if Driver hadn’t just introduced an element of doubt about how final this victory might or might not be.
“I feel like we’re going to be good now, though,” she goes on with a shrug, looking surprisingly and almost admirably casual after what her ultra-focused piloting has just gotten us through. “I know we didn’t expect this until it happened, but what’s the chances of it happening twice? You know… unless we’re reading this wrong and it wasn’t some random asteroid storm. But then we’d have bigger problems to worry about, anyway.”
Silently, I hold her eyes.
“What?” she asks. “I’m not saying that’s what I think. We just can’t totally ignore the possibility that this wasn’t a natural event. You know, in case someone doesn’t want us to get to Eden. Don’t you think?”
Again — no.
In a momentary bliss brought on by the greatest relief I’ve ever felt, I haven’t been thinking that. But just like the idea that we might face another threat on the way to Eden, the idea that this one might not have been natural is now firmly in my mind thanks to Driver raising it.
“Don’t say that to anyone else,” I tell her. “If they bring it up, downplay it. We need clear heads for the rest of this journey. What we don’t need is catastrophic thinking. What we don’t need is everyone obsessing over worst-case scenarios that probably aren’t true.”
“Probably aren’t true,” she states bluntly.
I shake my head. “Let’s just take a win where we find it, okay? We don’t need to bury our heads in the sand, but we don’t need to think there’s an enemy in every grain. Sometimes shit just happens.”
“It sure as hell does,” Driver says, holding her palms up in agreement. “And I’m with you on keeping any negative outlooks to ourselves. But speaking of what might be waiting for us on Eden and whether we can trust anything about the natives, you should really talk to Santino about what he’s been working on with Laika and Porro.”
“Laika show Ray Ray,” he squawks from my lap, repeating what he said earlier.
“I know you have a video message from home, Ray,” Driver goes on. “And you’ve sure as hell earned a few minutes to yourself after helping so much with this. But once you’ve watched that, Santino will fill you in. Laika will show you his part with Porro, too.”
I can’t pretend I’m not even more intrigued by this than I was earlier, but I definitely want to see the video from Eva. A positive reminder of what this exhausting fight is really for will go a long way right now, when I’m feeling generally heavy in a way I’m not used to and wouldn’t wish on anyone.
“We’ll check in on the others first, too,” Driver says. “They’ve been through the wringer down there.”
Laika shifts in my lap to let me unclip my belt. He then flaps his way to the ground so I can stand up and straighten my stiff legs. “Let’s go,” I agree.
Maya flutters just behind Driver, leaving me and Laika a little way behind.
“Laika was busy when Ray Ray sleep,” he tells me. “Laika more ready for Eden. Ray Ray will like to see.”
“Definitely, buddy,” I reply.
Because just like Driver, he never lets me down.
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When we reach the others, who are waiting to greet us in the open area where we left them, a warm reception comes our way.
Driver is mobbed by the rest of the group as they rush to express their gratitude for her success in guiding us through the storm. She was the undoubted MVP of our escape, so I’m sure she’d be receiving the majority of the attention even if she hadn’t reached them before me.
Everyone looks like they’ve been through the wringer. We all have, without a doubt. But what counts is that we’ve all made it.
Although they all know what we’ve lost and are all probably thinking about it, no one openly laments the loss of our huge tanks of Bayzen water. Simone instead reacts very proactively, asking Driver how long it’ll be until her lab is accessible.
“Ten minutes for everything to settle and for the airlocks to deactivate,” Driver replies.
Simone looks pleasantly surprised by this.
Clearly, she wants to get back in there and turn her full attention back to isolating an effective compound for synthesization. That had been her full focus before she began studying the creatures I killed on the Moon, and the loss of the water is evidently bringing it back to the top of her priority list.
I do still want to see the creatures with Simone. If nothing else, I want to satisfy myself that her setup is as secure as she said. That, along with watching my video message from home, was what I’d been getting ready to do when the asteroid alarm interrupted everything.
I think that a walk to the far end of the Vita to see something that’ll bring back harrowing memories is the last thing I need right now, though. My mind needs a break from the high-pressure focus of our escape, and I’m more aware of my legs’ understandable post-coma weakness now than I was before going upstairs.
That’s why I don’t remind Simone of our plan. For now, it can wait.
I think it’s for the best if she rushes back to her lab like she very clearly wants to. I’m pleased with her positive demeanor, appearing both energized by the increased urgency of synthesizing something like the water and massively relieved that her equipment has survived the barrage.
“How much Bayzen water do you have in the lab for study?” I ask. “Or anywhere else?”
I know there seems to be a tacit understanding among the group that, for at least a little while, we should be grateful for surviving the storm rather than rueful over what it cost us. I just can’t silence my curiosity about this one question, which is something the others might already know.
“Hardly any,” Simone replies. “Two five-liter containers, one full and one almost full. Somewhere around two-and-a-half gallons.”
I feel my eyebrows rise at that.
Make no mistake: that volume is very low. It’s infinitesimal compared to the massive tanks we’ve just lost. Hell, it’s tiny even compared to the amount I used to quell a single hatching of insectoid in the lunar colony. But the prefix “hardly any” had me ready to hear something even worse, so it doesn’t feel like terrible news.
I was worried Simone might only have a few test tubes full of the stuff on hand.
“Ray, there’s still more than enough water for you to cleanse yourself with some of the steam,” Driver says, reminding me of another issue. “Doing that takes so little, it won’t even make a dent in what’s left. There’s a vial in the medical bay. It’s been in there since Clyde confirmed the treatment is safe, just waiting for you to wake up and tell us you want to use it.”
With so much going on, I think it’s understandable that the whole sludge-in-our lungs thing had momentarily slipped my mind. I’ve also had my lenses deactivated for a while, since I didn’t want any unexpected overlays to interfere with my focus when every split-second counted.
That means I don’t currently see the yellow markers that remain on Driver’s lips and nose but no one else’s, which were the original telltale signs that she alone still has a potentially larval alien substance in her lungs.
Well, alone apart from me, that is. She didn’t force the treatment upon me when I was unconscious, so it’s still inside me, too.
“Thanks,” I tell her. “I’ll do it now when I go back in for my phone.”
Like we talked about earlier, it only makes sense for me to use the cleansing steam. Driver is avoiding doing so for the selfless reason of wanting to make sure at least one of us stays able to complete the journey to Eden if there are any unexpected side effects.
She firmly told me when I first woke up that potentially martyring myself for the sake of solidarity would be pointless. And really, I have no good argument against that and no good reason to search for one. There’s also no good reason to think either of us are at short-term risk from either using or not using the steam, so it doesn’t seem like a decision worth getting ourselves hung up on.
“And hey, Santino,” I go on. “I really would like to see what you guys have been working on. Laika is excited to show me and Driver thinks it could be very important, too. Is it something I’ll have to see somewhere else, or could you maybe bring it to the medical bay? Walking too much doesn’t seem like a great idea for me right now. Even being on my feet isn’t all that comfortable. It’s hard to describe but I just feel… I don’t know… weaker than I want to.”
I almost surprise myself by saying that last part, but it slips out as the thought crosses my mind. Usually I’m stubborn to the point of pissing off my doctors by saying I’m okay when I’m not. I think my mind is as tired as my body. Maybe that’s just because of the sudden burst of stressful activity that’s followed so much downtime, or maybe it’s a residual effect of the sedative Clyde has been weaning me off.
“I can bring everything to you,” Santino replies. “There is almost no equipment needed for what we’ve been working on. Well, we don’t need anything to demonstrate it. The complex work that did need equipment is done. But it does sound like you should get back in there now and lay down. You don’t look like your usual self.”
Santino’s final sentence, supportively intended, might as well have been accompanied by a spotlight shining in my face. That’s how closely it makes all of the others look at me.
“We do need to re-run those tests that were interrupted,” Clyde says, eyeing me with a degree of concern. “None of this is unusual, from what I’ve read about your injuries and the medical interventions we’ve made, but you really don’t want to overdo things. You keep falling down and keep getting up, Ray, but you’re not invincible.”
“Ray Ray look okay to Laika,” my polite little buddy squawks up to me. “Ray Ray just need sleep.”
“Ray is a big boy, he’ll be fine,” Driver offers, a lot more bluntly.
I don’t take any offense because that’s just her way — stiff upper lip, get the job done. If anything, she’s even more stubborn about acting like nothing is bothering her than I am.
I wouldn’t necessarily say this is the most psychologically desirable trait for a person to have, especially to our extent, but in some situations it does pay off.
When you have to take as many hits as we’ve taken and face as many difficult challenges as we’ve faced together in the past few years, feeling sorry for yourself is a shortcut to disaster. There’s just no time for it.
And while Driver is more patient and understanding towards me than she is towards herself, it’s safe to say she won’t be winning any awards for bedside manner or writing an advice column anytime soon.
I think some of the detachment she presents is a facade, and that she probably is a little bit worried about me. She’ll be surprised to hear me complain about feeling weak, since I do usually keep that kind of thing to myself, and she’s never been one for putting her feelings out in the open if there’s an easily reachable quip or comment that can mask them in a layer of irony or nonchalance.
Driver has changed a lot in the time I’ve known her, all for the better, and our friendship has evolved and deepened with every quagmire we’ve helped each other through. Her life didn’t start on the day we met though, just like mine didn’t. Like anyone else, our habits, reactions and methods of communication have all been shaped by some headline experiences we might wish hadn’t happened.
I know I have my share of harrowing childhood memories that have taken a lot of work to get past, and I haven’t spent time in juvenile detention after being double-crossed by people who I thought cared about me. Just like her positive “no man left behind” mantra has come from incidents like that, so has her frequent reluctance to address emotions or even let concern sit in the air without dismissing it out of hand.
Honestly, though, regarding my present condition, I think Laika and Driver are both right in the point they’ve made in very different ways.
I’d be as concerned about any of the others as they are about me, if the situations were reversed, but I think I just need some physical and mental rest.
I am okay. All things considered, I am okay.
We still don’t know what lies ahead on Eden. All I know is that I’m not expecting a walk in the park. So with that in my future, a rest in the medical bay really is the best option for my present.
“Shuud naas jok fleen,” Porro gruffly speaks up. “Loop shamar hett navool.”
As usual, the gruff-sounding nature of his vocalization isn’t an indication that there’s any negative feeling behind them. He’s just… well, he’s an alien. He’s an alien who talks like an alien.
Unusually, Maya doesn’t immediately translate.
“What’s he saying?” I ask. More than anything, I hope Maya’s hesitation isn’t an indication that it’s something I might not want to hear.
To my utter amazement, but somehow to no one else’s, the eventual reply comes from Santino:
“Porro thinks that seeing what we’ve been working on will help you feel better,” the young man says. “Hang tight Ray, I’ll be back.”
Trying to stop my jaw from falling any further than it already has, I turn instinctively to Driver. That alone shows how close we are, and the grin on her face is a welcome sight.
“How?” I ask. “Seriously. How in the hell can he understand Porro?”
“No tell Ray Ray, Luna,” Laika chimes in. “Tino and Laika want to show.”
Mime-like, Driver performs a lip-zipping gesture with her hand and then tips her head towards the medical bay. There are slight grins on Clyde and Simone’s faces, too, while I could almost swear that even Porro looks amused.
At that, I head for the medical bay with a million questions in my mind and an overdue smile on my face.
I know these guys well enough to know they don’t oversell things. I also know that what I just saw from Santino was flat-out incredible.
That’s why there’s no doubt in my mind that whatever they’ve been working on, this is going to be good…
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When I get back into the medical bay, the first thing I do is pick up my phone. It had been sitting on a low shelf next to my bed, until Clyde went to get it for me just as we were interrupted by the asteroid alarm.
That feels like forever ago, even though I know it wasn’t.
By contrast, it oddly doesn’t feel all that long since I’ve last spoken to my family. Sure, it was two weeks ago, but I called home from the lunar colony only a short time before I was knocked out while dealing with the sludge in the labs.
I always miss them like crazy when I have to be away from home, but these two weeks on the Vita naturally don’t feel as long as the two weeks Driver and I spent in quarantine after first coming back through the gate from Bayzen. If there’s any benefit to being unconscious for so long, I guess it’s that.
Now, while I’m waiting for Santino to get whatever he needs to fully demonstrate his incredible work with Laika and Porro, I finally have a chance to check out the message Eva has recorded for me.
Clyde is the only human who has joined me in the medical bay. Simone is eagerly waiting for her lab to become accessible again, while Driver has gone to run a full system status report to make sure nothing beyond the lost storage module has been damaged by our narrow escape through the debris field.
I’ve been very mindful all along of just how much Driver stepped up, and of just how impressively cool she was under pressure. The Vita deserves some credit of its own, though. Its rapid reconfiguration saved our lives.
The irony isn’t lost on me that the Vita essentially just lost a module at the end of its right arm, while ultimately living to see another day. After all, I lost my own right hand in an explosion inside this very spacecraft. There’s not really anywhere else for that observation to go, but it raises an ironic grin as it crosses my mind.
Porro, Laika and Maya are all in here with me, ready for Santino’s return.
“Do you want some privacy?” Clyde asks, right after hooking me back up to some of the monitoring equipment.
He still wants to run the final checks that were interrupted earlier, which makes sense. I think some of my readings might be worse now, after the stress of what we just went through. But on the flip side, it’s reassuring that I’m only feeling tired and weak rather than anything worse or more acute.
“It’s okay,” I tell him. “You can stick around if you want to monitor the readings as they go. Driver said it’s just a quick message from Eva, anyway. Then when Santino gets back, you can stay to see this demonstration Laika is so excited about.”
“Oh, I know what they’ve done,” Clyde replies. The wide smile says a lot, but he doesn’t add anything else. If he had, I’m sure Laika would have jumped in to state his by-now familiar preference of showing me all of this, rather than have anyone tell me too much about it.
I unlock my phone and see that it’s connected to the Vita’s local Wi-Fi. There’s naturally no uplink to anything beyond these walls, but it’s handy for everyone here to be able to communicate easily if we need to.
I see a notification for countless messages in a group chat between other members of our crew. I open it briefly and quickly see it’s pretty banal stuff. It looks like they’ve been playing trivia games to pass the time. Predictably, the prodigiously intelligent Santino has been dominant.
In my primary messaging app, the only message from a VIP-level contact is the video from Eva.
The still thumbnail image is enough to tell me it’s only from her, since she’s sitting alone at the kitchen table.
It could be the case that Driver let her know we were about to leave through the gate at short notice and that the kids were asleep at the time. Alternatively, it could simply be that Eva decided it was better for them not to be involved in this. And as much as I would like to see their faces and hear their voices along with hers, I’d support a decision like that.
I have other home videos to watch to keep my spirits up, and I’ll definitely do so. There’s just nothing like seeing the kids to get me through the darkest moments, when the challenges we face seem so intense and impassable that only a visceral reminder of what I’m fighting for can keep me going.
As soon as I hit play, I see that the video is only 48 seconds long. And sure enough, it starts with Eva quickly explaining that she doesn’t have long to send this before we disappear through the gate.
Fighting through visible emotion to speak at all, she tells me she’s seen the first-person camera footage of what I did on the moon. Everyone has, she says. And having seen it, even the people who actively opposed some of the risks we’ve taken in the past are wishing our crew well for this mission.
The kids were asleep at the time of this impromptu recording, as I suspected. They’ve both seen the footage on TV and understand why I couldn’t come home yet even if I was awake.
“Driver says you’ll wake up soon,” Eva says as the video enters its final fifteen seconds. “I believe her, but I can’t stop wishing we were there to see you when you do. More than ever, we miss you more than I can say. Good luck out there, okay? I’m praying this is it. Just one more big swing, and we can finally get back to a real life together. That’s all I want. I wish you didn’t have to do any of this, but we’re rooting for you all the way. Everyone is. Okay. I really have to cut this off so you get it in time. I love you. I love you, Ray… always.”
Eva’s finger is visibly shaking as she reaches towards her phone to stop the recording.
Mindful of the wires Clyde has just reconnected to me, Laika flaps his way on to my bed and leans his head into my chest.
“Eva okay, Ray Ray,” he says, doing his best to comfort me.
I force out a slow breath.
“Ray Ray okay?” the little guy asks.
“We’re all going to be okay, buddy,” I tell him, gently petting his back.
Because while I don’t feel particularly okay now, that’s the hope I’m holding onto.
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Given that Eva’s video was shot two weeks ago, I can only hope Laika is right that she and the kids are still okay. It’s a snap-shot into the past, really, and we don’t know what has happened since we crossed the gate.
Eva looked more emotionally affected by everything than she has in other tough situations, but I’m sure my lack of consciousness had something to do with that. There are a lot of uncertainties about our mission, for sure. But when Eva had to send this message, there was an underlying uncertainty about me, too.
Her mention of getting back to “a real life together” hits especially hard. Since the Anomaly first reared its head and little Scarlet started suffering, that’s all I’ve wanted for our family. There was a period of relative normality just before that, and I long for those days.
Even more recently, I had two blissful weeks at home after getting out of quarantine. At that point it looked like things could go pretty much fully back to normal for us, with no more urgent trips into space and no more lingering threats.
That lasted until two uniformed health agents bundled me off our doorstep and into a darkened van, and the sequence of events since then has culminated in the painful situation I’m in now… out of contact with Earth, with no idea what’s going on there and no idea what we’re flying towards in our mission to solve the larvae problem we just left behind.
“It’s always darkest before the storm,” Clyde offers, clearly reading the downbeat expression on my face. “Just remember that Earth still has a chance because of what you’ve already done. They still have a chance. We sent a good amount of Bayzen water to Earth before we left, and they know how important it is to stop any sludge from hatching. The whole world knows the extent of the threat because of that footage from your helmet, Ray. No one liked seeing it, but it focused their minds. Things looked pretty stable when we left, and we can still get to the bottom of this on Eden to make sure they stay stable. If we do this, we can cleanse Earth once and for all. Your family will be safe — for good.”
I force out a long, slow breath. What jumps out more than anything else from Clyde’s comment is his line about my family still having a chance. They do, and that’s something I can’t lose sight of. He’s standing before me as a man who lost his own family in Zola’s attacks, and I have no doubt he would give anything in the world to trade places with me right now.
Sure, my family might still be locked down in Salt Lake City, which the last I know had the densest sludge distribution on Earth due to the spores I unwittingly brought back from the Vita. And sure, I’m eleven days and counting away from the quantum gate that can carry me the rest of the four light-year distance that separates us.
But as morbid as it is to think in such blunt terms, I’ll gladly take four light-years away over six feet under.
Clyde’s selfless determination to our cause is humbling. In his own words, he doesn’t want anyone else to have to go through what he did — particularly me. He’s doing everything in his power to make this mission a success.
That’s not just true in the here and now, either. Clyde has been going above and beyond the call of duty ever since he stepped up to collect me from Earth when we still conceived of the sludge as a pathogen rather than a form of larvae, and when pretty much everyone else saw me as a leper to be avoided at all costs.
Unquestionably, he deserves all the credit in the world for that.
“Thanks, Clyde,” I say, meaning those two words as much as I’ve ever meant any others in my life. “Seriously. For everything.”
Looking very much like he appreciates this but doesn’t want to get into any deeper emotional territory during my final checks, he gives me a quick but warm nod of acknowledgement before returning his focus to the readings.
“How is that all looking, anyway?” I ask.
“Well, we’re still waiting for some of the observations to finalize, but I really have to start by reminding you that I’m not a doctor, Ray,” he begins. “I took advantage of some of the Balena’s leveling-up projects, like the piloting and the medical training, mainly because I didn’t have a family like a lot of the other researchers. I was there as an exobiologist by trade. They wanted people like me for the ‘Bayzen Project’, even back before we knew there was a quantum gate and when we were planning for a long trip once we had the fuel situation in hand. But, you know, day to day, there wasn’t a lot for me to actually do on the Balena. I was training with Driver’s team most of the time — almost as much as their full-time recruits. The rest of the time, I was working on first-aid and then basic medical training. After a few years, it adds up.”
“You’re doing pretty well from where I’m sitting,” I chuckle. “I mean, you’ve kept my ass alive.”
He laughs along with me at that. “I had some help from the real experts. We didn’t cross the gate until you were stable, thanks to a lot of step-by-step guidance from the Balena’s medical team. It’s their playbook that’s gotten you through this. And really… oh, okay… the data is coming through now.”
Trying not to move too much, given all the cables that are still connected, I turn my head to look at the main monitor he’s reading from. The numbers don’t mean anything to me, but they’re all written in green.
“It’s looking good,” Clyde relays. “Your blood sugar is low after a few hours off the drip combined with all the exertion of what just happened. You need some fluids in you, too, and at this point I think it’s better if you eat and drink a light meal rather than keep relying on the IV. Aside from that and plenty of rest, I don’t see a need for any more interventions. You can self medicate with painkillers as you need — non-addictive, don’t worry — but that’s all you’re going to need. You’ve pulled through.”
I wasn’t really expecting anything else… but since good news has been in such short supply of late, I’m definitely grateful to get some.
Clyde proceeds to disconnect me from the machines and instruments, then promises he’ll be back in a few minutes with a snack and some water.
“What about the Bayzen water?” I ask. “Is it here for me to just inhale?”
He nods. “I’d wait until you’re feeling a bit stronger, though. At least until you’re better hydrated and you’ve broken your fast. I did an ultrasound-style scan yesterday and the dark marker in your lung hadn’t grown or moved or otherwise changed at all. It hasn’t since the beginning. I still think you should use the cleansing steam, but it’s not urgent. Tomorrow is as good as today, really, and with the other factors in mind I think tomorrow is actually better.”
“I agree with all of that,” Maya chirps, reminding me that she’s even here. I glance over and see her hovering next to Porro. “I was provided with the full instructions for all of this medical equipment. Clyde has done very well. Factoring in the various considerations about the steam, I believe it is best for you to use the treatment and that it is best for you to wait until tomorrow.”
“She’s been a godsend,” Clyde states, pointing his thumb towards Maya. “We used the PhilosophAI chatbot on the Balena for all kinds of applications, but it was nothing compared to Maya. Anything I can think to ask, she’ll answer. And she’s always watching to make sure you don’t make any mistakes. Some of the stuff Santino has put together is going to take away our need for Maya in certain situations, but they’ve also been working on ways we can use⁠—”
“Clyde no tell Ray Ray,” Laika insists. “Laika want to show.”
This must be the third or fourth time the little guy has expressed this desire. Now that I’ve seen Eva’s message and Clyde has seen my final results, I’m more than ready to see the long-promised demonstration.
Right on cue, Santino arrives at the doorway. All he’s holding is a small laptop and one of the card-like devices that can hook up to our lenses to enable custom applications and overlays. I know he said the larger equipment he’d used to develop his new ideas aren’t needed to demonstrate them, but I’m still surprised by how little he has.
It’s taken a while for him to gather it, too.
“Sorry,” he pants out, evidently tired from rushing our way. “I had to go to my room for the computer. I was almost here when I realized I didn’t have a card loaded with the new lens application. It would take a while to load it onto your card, so I went all the way back for this one. We’ll link your lenses to it for the demonstrations. Laika, did you guys show him anything yet?”
“No, Tino,” Laika replies.
I know Clyde isn’t closely involved in this, so the mention of “you guys” makes me think both Porro and Maya are central to everything.
All I know so far is that before I came in here, Santino showed himself to be capable of understanding Porro’s speech without Maya acting as a translator. I feel like there must be some trick I’m not seeing, because the alternative explanation is almost too incredible to believe.
“Oh, and you’ll need one of these, too,” Santino says. He hands me a small object from his pocket, passing it my way as he sits in the chair next to my bed and opens his laptop. “There are really three breakthroughs we want to show you. One needs the lenses, one needs this, and the other is all Maya.”
Wow — three breakthroughs. This is going to be even better than I thought.
I look closely at the small object Santino has just handed me, trying to figure out what it is. Beige-colored and with a silicone-like feel, it’s shaped like a partial earpiece of some kind. Only now that Santino is so close do I notice that he has one clipped around his ear.
“Maya learn to speak with no sound,” Laika happily explains. “Ray Ray want to see?”
If the smile spreading across my face doesn’t say it all, the fact that I immediately clip the device to my ear surely must.
“I sure do, buddy!” I say. “I sure do.”
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I’ve never doubted the ingenuity of our team.
I’ve never doubted Santino’s potential and I’ve never doubted Laika’s abilities.
But I’ll be damned if Maya’s presence and brilliance hasn’t dialed everything up to eleven.
As soon as I clip the small device over my left ear, I hear Maya talking. It’s a bizarre experience that’s very hard to explain.
I’m going to think of this device as a headphone, because that’s basically what it is. It seems to work via bone conduction, delivering a sound that’s clear but different from any other. Through my right ear, I can hear the room’s ambient noise free of any speech. But in my left, where the headphone is, I hear Maya asking if it’s working.
“Oh, it’s working,” I tell her. “I don’t know how, but it’s working.”
Maya then explains the gist of what’s going on. Essentially, in extensive testing during the two weeks I’ve been unconscious, Santino has discovered that Maya can vocally communicate on a range of frequencies both above and below those we can hear.
And crucially to the purpose of this breakthrough, she can also communicate on a frequency Porro and his kind cannot hear. She could already soundlessly communicate with us via sending signals to our radios, but that doesn’t help if we’re not wearing our radio-equipped helmets. This isn’t totally discreet, but it’s certainly lower-profile.
Similarly, Maya herself is only now aware that she can communicate with Laika on a frequency that neither humans nor the aliens can naturally pick up.
Utilizing this assistive hearing device, Santino was able to find a sweet-spot frequency that lets Maya talk to us without Porro hearing it.
That’s not really the point, of course, since Porro is fully on our side. But being able to hear comments from Maya without Eden’s natives also hearing them could definitely help us out. It will enable her to translate their speech to us without them knowing, for one thing, and it’ll also enable her to furtively alert us to any important information.
“Amazing, huh?” Clyde asks. He never did get away to fetch my drink and snack, but I don’t blame him. I sure wouldn’t pass up the opportunity to see someone else learning all of this for the first time, given how flat-out incredible it is.
I don’t even know what to say.
“And we absolutely know Porro can’t hear on that frequency,” Santino proudly states. “We trust him by now, of course, just like we trust Maya to tell us the truth. But now, thanks to Laika and the work we’ve been doing, we have more than a hunch on that.”
“Yeah?” I say, turning to Laika.
“Laika know when Porro no say truth, Ray Ray,” he squawks. “Laika learn with Tino.”
I take a moment to let that sink in. Again, the real importance of this breakthrough doesn’t relate to knowing when Porro is telling the truth. The real breakthrough is that if this works as well as they think, we’ll be able to tell whether or not the aliens on Eden are telling us the truth — about everything.
Laika’s powers of lie detection among humans are borderline otherworldly. It’s uncanny how consistently and seemingly effortlessly he can tell when someone is telling a lie, or even jokingly saying something that isn’t true.
His genetically altered brain enables him to see and recall patterns better than any human ever could, and his intuition as an intelligent living being makes him even better at this than dedicated AI-driven computer systems.
For years, law enforcement agencies have been paying close attention to the research work conducted by my friends Lorien and Vicki on Earth, always trying to find ways to use Laika’s abilities to train and enhance digital lie detection software.
Thanks to a combination of Laika’s natural abilities and his researchers’ excellent enrichment work, he is an unmatched master at recognizing and interpreting the tiniest of involuntary facial twitches.
That’s why I’m not surprised to hear Santino continue his explanation with a note that he spoke to both Lorien and Vicki before we lost contact with Earth, asking for their input into how we could most effectively and most efficiently train Laika to interpret Porro’s very different facial structure and expressions just as well.
“While the others were gathering Bayzen water, Maya and I were talking to other aliens and having Laika analyze and internalize the way their expressions changed,” Santino goes on. “We recorded hours and hours of video footage of dozens of aliens answering all kinds of questions, which were all designed to get certain kinds of answers. Laika is now getting it right every time. He knows what’s true and what’s not. Maya has a perfect strike-rate, too, but we’re trying to reduce our dependence on her. And like I said: we know we can trust her, Ray, just like we know we can trust Porro. But deep down, we know we can trust Laika in a different way. He can’t be re-programmed or hijacked, he has no split loyalties that could come into play. He is one of us.”
“Laika always trust Tino, too,” the little guy replies.
Wise beyond his years, Santino is completely right. I do trust Maya and Porro. But while they’re on our side, they aren’t of our side.
Maya was made by the aliens on Eden, and Porro is one of them. It’s not distrustful to bear that in mind. And considering this along with all of the other factors, that makes Laika’s new skill almost as exciting to me as Maya’s ability to send us effectively silent messages.
After all, the reason we know Porro can’t hear on those frequencies is that Laika can read his face when he tells us that. It removes all doubt — every tiny shred.
“This is amazing work, guys,” I say. “Laika, nice work. Good boy.”
At hearing those magic words — good boy — Laika tilts his head into my chest once more. “Laika good boy,” he echoes, reminding me of the early days when he was a lot needier than he is now.
“But seriously, Santino… this is incredible,” I go on. “I don’t even think Sasha and Shaun would have come up with this. You’ve really stepped up to the plate.”
“Well, thank you. But tell me, Ray… are your lenses activated?” the young man replies with a smile-tinged question. “Because neither of these things are the best part. Laika’s lie detection and Maya’s silent messaging are great, but we’ve managed to reduce our dependence on her in another way, too. A bigger way.”
“They’re active,” I reply. “Do you have to link me up to the card you’ve loaded the other applications onto?”
He nods and busily types away on his laptop. “You should see an access request in a second.”
Sure enough, I do. A small notification box pops up in the corner of my vision, alerting me of a request to transfer to a new External Connectivity Device, or ECD for short. An ECD is one of the card-shaped things Driver and I put into our suits when we ventured out on Bayzen. They are configurable and upgradable in a way that means a pair of lenses don’t have to be replaced to gain access to useful new features, which is obviously a huge benefit.
The notice tells me that the new ECD is loaded with all of the same applications as the one I’m currently connected to, and that all of my personalized data will be transferred. I focus my eyes in the tiny confirmation circle, for long enough to trigger the confirmation gesture, then wait to see if anything happens.
Nothing obvious changes.
“Ready?” Santino asks.
“For what?” I reply with a question of my own.
Santino then gestures to Porro, who speaks in turn: “Blook shinn farral neep.”
In the half-second gap it takes for anything to happen, I fully expect to hear Maya’s voice in my headphone-enhanced left ear. That’s not what happens, though.
No… what happens is even more incredible than that.
When Santino said they had reduced our dependence on Maya, he really wasn’t joking.
Because when the breakthrough is revealed, it’s not in the form of a sound. Instead, it comes in the form of text appearing in my vision, somehow translated by an app loaded on the ECD and then delivered to my lenses.
These words, which have gone from Porro’s mouth to my eyes, in even less time than it would have taken Maya to repeat them in English, reveal a leap forward I would never have thought possible in just two weeks:
“Are you ready to test our new translator?”
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I turn back to Santino in utter amazement. “You made an alien speech translator?”
“We did,” he states with pride.
And if there’s anything worthy of pride, it’s sure as hell this.
This is even more amazing than what I thought must have happened earlier, when I figured Maya had silently translated Porro’s words to Santino. Now I know first-hand that she’s not involved in this.
We no longer need Maya to tell us what an alien is saying. Somehow, human technology has bridged what I thought was an unbridgeable gap.
Of all the things our various teams have achieved over the years, this has to be up there with the most amazing.
I remember being awed by demonstrations of what the lenses could do way back in our days in the Virginia bunker. I remember being wowed by the work Lorien and Vicki were doing with Laika, when translation of a very different kind was all the rage.
But the way this has all come together is just something else entirely.
“How, Santino?” I ask. “Just… how?”
“We leaned heavily on the previous work your friends did with Laika, in trying to create a full two-way speech-to-text and text-to-speech translator,” the young man replies. “With help from Maya, Porro, and the recordings we made with the other aliens on Bayzen, we were able to generate a core model of their grammar, syntax and vocabulary. With those bones in place, we’re able to use the existing translation software. Sasha worked quickly to distill that software into an app for the ECD, before we lost contact. We were all working on our own piece of the puzzle and it has all come together very well.”
I feel my eyes narrow. Developing a basic ECD-compatible app version of the translation for the software in a few days? In the hands of someone like Sasha, I can see how that might have been just about possible.
But developing a functional understanding and translatable vocabulary of an entirely alien language… in two weeks? That’s the part I’m struggling with.
Clearly, Santino doesn’t need any special face-reading ability to know this is what I’m struggling with, because he jumps right back in with a further explanation:
“Remember Harriet and her Contact Team?” he begins. “We had input from them as well as other experts in linguistics and language studies. They helped a lot, giving us a specific program of questions and statements for Porro and Maya to run through. You can almost liken what we did to the opposite process, of training an English language text-to-speech program. If we wanted something like that to work in your voice, we’d first have to record you saying every single word in the dictionary. Or, to do it more optimally, we could isolate every distinct sound in the English language and have you record however many words it would take to include and map each of those.”
Santino is an excitable kid, and I can sense him slipping away from the core point here. I’m sure he’s coming back around, though, and I don’t know exactly what he’s getting at. I’m not going to stop him mid-flow quite yet, but I’ll definitely cut in soon if he doesn’t answer my main queries.
“What I’m saying is that we have recorded Porro saying thousands and thousands of distinct words and phrases,” he goes on. “He has worked tirelessly. We had Maya ask him questions and then tell us the answers back in English as he gave them. After nine very full days, we had worked through the core list suggested by our experts. We then started the validation process of Maya cross-checking a random sample of translations as well as all of the words and phrases we had designated as the highest priority. Last of all, we used the recordings of other aliens from Bayzen to train the software on the slight vocal differences. The aliens don’t have regional or national accents in the same way we do, and there is actually very little variation between their voices. That made it easier than it could have been, but we still needed a final stage of validation to make sure the system worked consistently with a range of inputs. The good news is, it did. We finished the testing phase yesterday. Today, it’s up and running.”
Wow.
That’s all I can think, and I’m so amazingly impressed that I can’t even say it.
“They’ve been working like Trojans,” Clyde says. “Maya doesn’t get tired, just low on charge, but Santino and Porro have really been burning the candle at both ends to get this done. The guide we got from the Contact Team was great for streamlining the process, but these guys still had to do the work. In those nine days, it must have been well over 150 hours of total focus from each of them. Literally. I’m surprised Porro’s vocal cords have held up, let alone his sanity.”
“Can you understand me now, too?” I ask Porro, figuring I might as well ask directly in the hope that he can.
I know what the answer is going to be before he gives it, because Maya steps in to translate the question.
When Porro does reply, the words appear in my vision once more:
“Not without help from Maya.”
“Why not, though?” I ask, looking back to Santino. “I mean, I’m not trying to be greedy here. You’ve done amazing work and being able to understand the aliens without their knowledge is much more important than Porro being able to understand us, but I’m just asking. Why can’t the software turn our speech to English text, cross-reference that text with your translation database of alien text, then try to formulate it into alien sounds?”
Santino pauses for a few seconds, very pensively. “I’m trying to think of the best way to explain this,” he eventually replies. “The thing is, we don’t have a database of alien text, Ray. We have the recorded vocalizations stored as sounds, and then Maya’s translations stored as text. And the reason we can’t just flip the order of everything is two-fold. First, Porro can’t really read. Some reports from the Contact Team who have seen our data from Bayzen could tell you this more clearly than I can, but the aliens don’t record language visually in any sense that’s familiar to us.”
Hmm. That’s a surprising thing to hear. But come to think of it, I don’t remember seeing many explicit symbols on Bayzen, and none in any complex arrangements.
“There’s also the issue that we don’t have any way of covertly displaying text or images in Porro’s vision,” Santino goes on. “The contact lenses aren’t the right size or shape, and the physiology of his eyes is different in other significant ways, too. So even if we had developed a system of displaying information with symbols he could understand, which wasn’t deemed a priority, we couldn’t show him messages in any private manner. The second reason is similar: he can hear, but our bone conduction headphones and other assistive devices don’t work on him. Again, the alien physiology is just too different from our own.”
I nod in understanding. These reasons all make sense, and they highlight challenges that might have been more obviously apparent to me if my brain was firing on all cylinders.
Fluttering over to my side, Maya hovers and joins the conversation. “Actually, the software we’re working with could generate alien vocalizations from translated English speech,” she says.
Santino and I share a hopeful and surprised glance.
“Go on,” he begs of her.
And go on she does…
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Maya gleefully zips across towards Santino’s chair, settling on the top of his laptop’s screen bezel. She’s so small, this is an easy feat.
“The human-to-alien translation wouldn’t be private for only Porro’s ears,” she says, “but you could program an additional function so that the software is able to do this. I can help. We would essentially just be reversing the process. It will not be one hundred percent accurate in all cases, since your particular language has far less structural consistency and adherence to logical rules than Porro’s does, but it will be good enough.”
“For what?” I ask. “If we can’t pass messages to him privately, what’s the point? If we need to communicate openly with the native aliens, you can help us.”
“Yes, until I can’t,” Maya flatly replies. “A stated goal of the translation project was to reduce your team’s dependence on my functions. I didn’t think that building in an independent human-to-alien translation feature was particularly important, because Eden’s leaders already understand your language. I understand it because they understand it, after all. Through decades of studying Earth’s broadcasts, they mastered your language. I have no recollection of Eden. If I was ever there, my memory has been lost. The radiation blasts on Bayzen saw to that. But I think it is very likely the aliens we are going to meet on Eden will have technologies that enable them to understand you. What is less certain to me is whether they will have a real-time translation device like this. I am coming round to thinking this would be a worthwhile task, even if only to ensure that Porro will always be able to engage in two-way conversations with the rest of our team. At the moment, you can’t meaningfully discuss anything without my help.”
This — this right here — is why I know we can trust Maya. Someone who isn’t on your side doesn’t go out of their way to reduce your dependence on them.
“I’ll get right on it,” Santino promises. “I will need your help, Maya. But tell Porro we won’t really need him until the test phase. He can finally have some downtime, whatever alien downtime looks like.”
Maya wastes no time in passing this on.
When Porro responds, just as quickly, his reply pops up in my vision:
“I will rest. Tell me when you need me.”
There’s a definite simplicity to the translations, but I think that’s a feature rather than a bug. Maya has just revealed that the aliens’ spoken language is more consistent and rules-based then English, which also happens to be true of most of humanity’s other major languages, and simple communication is often the best communication.
“What you’ve already done is truly brilliant,” I tell Santino, keen to get across this point. I don’t want him to feel like I’m unsatisfied, since alien-to-English absolutely was the priority direction of translation for our purposes. “Knowing what the aliens are saying could help us in ways we’re not even thinking of yet. Even if they do have something that would let them communicate with us in English, they’d be choosing what to tell us. Being able to understand them when they don’t know we can understand them is a massive advantage.”
The young man nods in full agreement. “Thanks. And I agree. We don’t know how they’re going to greet us or how they’re going to treat us, but this ability will remove any doubt of what they think of us. When they speak, we’ll know what they’re saying. If they say anything about that barrage we just survived, for instance, we’ll know exactly what it is.”
“It was an asteroid storm,” Clyde interjects very flatly. “What is there to talk about?”
Up in the cockpit, our microphones were muted when Driver raised her passing suspicion that the triple wave of space rocks that hurtled our way might not have been a natural occurrence. The others didn’t hear that, but I have a distinct feeling that a similar thought has crossed Santino’s mind.
“Probably nothing,” the young man goes on. “Remember: these aliens have mastered quantum entanglement. We’ve seen that in the gate between Earth and Bayzen and I think we’ve seen that in the way changes to one pile of sludge, or larvae, can be passed on to another pile even when they’re physically separated. The point is, a race who have achieved technological breakthroughs like theirs are hardly going to hit us with something as crude as a bombardment of space rocks. If they knew we were coming and didn’t want us to arrive, I think they would have dealt with us more decisively by now. To my mind, the signs are good. It was just an example.”
From what started as an implication of Driver-like suspicion from another person whose perspective I value greatly, Santino’s thought process on this issue has actually eased my mind somewhat.
Why would they try to stop us in such a crude way? It’s a great question.
After all, even if we hadn’t seen what else these aliens have developed, the narrowly survivable nature of the gauntlet doesn’t fit with the idea that it was sent to kill us.
The natural gaps in the barrage were almost fatally small, but they weren’t fatally small.
The boulder-like chunks of rock were also almost fatally large, but they weren’t fatally large.
They were large enough to destroy our shield in a few hits but not large enough to crush the entire Vita in one blow.
If the aliens could fire something like that at us, they would have fired something less avoidable. Put simply, they wouldn’t have missed.
“Glad to hear you agree,” Clyde says to Santino. He then claps his hands together. “Okay, Ray, I’ll get you that drink and some calories like I promised. Do you think you’ll want to rest up for the day after that?”
“Yeah, we can take care of this,” Santino adds before I can answer. “You really should rest, Ray.”
I nod, to both of them. I’m not so stubborn that I don’t know what’s good for me, and right now that is definitely some food and some rest.
“Tino need Laika?” my little buddy asks. “Laika want to stay with Ray Ray if not need to help.”
“I’m good,” Santino replies with a smile. “I’ll have Maya. You helped us get this far, now you can rest, too. And he really did help us, Ray. Laika even picked up a few words of alien vocabulary, and on Bayzen his presence helped to make some of the aliens feel more comfortable answering our questions. They love him. Porro does, too. The aliens are measurably calmer when Laika is around.”
I remember the awestruck faces of Bayzen’s colonists when they first saw Laika, so this doesn’t surprise me. It also doesn’t surprise me that Laika has been consistently willing to help in any way he can, or indeed that he’d rather hang back in here with me now. It’s probably a good thing that he’s had this project to keep him busy, to stop him from getting too hung up about my condition like he might have if his days were less full.
After I express my thanks once more for everything they’ve all done, Clyde leaves first. Santino and Maya, office-bound for more focused work on the translation software, follow close behind.
Still leaning against me on the bed, Laika is staying put. That leaves only Porro standing by the doorway.
He speaks in his usual acoustically dissonant way, but the decidedly alien sound is no longer indecipherable. Instead, the words again come at me via the ingenious ECD and lenses combo, utilizing a database made possible by suggestions from our allies on the other side of the gate and the tireless work of our team members here on the Vita — none more so than Porro himself.
“Rest and be well,” the alien’s words read in my vision as he turns to set off. “Rest and be ready.”
“Porro be well, too,” Laika squawks in reply. “And Ray Ray always ready.”
Feeling my eyes widen, I look down at him.
Porro isn’t going to have understood what Laika said, so I’m not entirely sure why he said it. I guess replying to things he understands is a hardwired habit… but therein lies the whole point:
Laika just understood everything Porro said.
When Santino said in passing that Laika had picked up a few words of alien vocabulary, I thought he meant he’d started to recognize a few vocalizations in the same way I quickly picked up the sound that meant no.
Not for a second did I think Laika would be able to understand full sentences.
“Porro speak easy, Ray Ray,” Laika squawks up at me, almost like I’m a dummy for needing the textual assistance.
It’s impossible not to laugh, but my smile fades when another thought comes to mind.
“Don’t ever do that when any other aliens are around, okay?” I tell him. “Never let them know you understand them. That could be dangerous.”
He tilts his head to the side. “Laika know when to stay quiet. Laika not silly, Ray Ray,” he replies.
After that, he rests his head on my chest again.
I’m very comfortable in this bed — or really on it, rather than in it — and I’m pleased to see Clyde return before long so that I can drink my water, eat my apple and get some of this rest everyone keeps telling me I need.
“Thanks again, Clyde,” I tell him.
Since I woke up, we’ve survived an asteroid storm that cost us our stockpile of Bayzen water. But since then, things have gone pretty well.
I’ve learned that Laika is now able to visually determine whether an alien is telling the truth or lying, which would have been a great headline development in its own right. The fact I’m not dwelling on that is only a reflection of how incredible the two subsequent demonstrations were.
Maya’s ability to send us or Laika vocal messages that the aliens won’t hear could really help out, given her unmatched observational and computational powers. There are innumerable ways this could pay off, from warning us of things we’d otherwise miss to passing on general information that she could pick up from the sky and want to share without the aliens hearing it.
One thing we won’t need that ability for is furtive translation, and that’s where my mind is most blown and my hopes are most boosted. Through the newly updated lenses, and apparently through Laika as an emergency backup, we can now understand alien speech without relying on Maya at all.
Our huge tanks of Bayzen water are gone, but I’m not ruling out the chances of Simone making a synthesization breakthrough with the small amount she has left. And thanks to the strides the rest of the team have made, all things considered I would say I’m more positive about our upcoming arrival on Eden than I was a few hours ago.
Although the journey isn’t over yet and the asteroid storm showed we can’t take anything for granted, my mind is firmly turning to the possibilities of what’s going to happen when we get there.
I have a million ideas about what might happen on Eden and very few of them are good. But what I do know, now more than ever, is that with a team like this at my side… whatever we’re up against, we’ll always have half a chance.
With Laika already asleep, perhaps able to fully rest only now that he knows I’m okay, I feel myself drift off with that final thought in mind.
We might only have half a chance at best of surviving our meeting with the natives and finding a way to decisively solve Earth’s larvae problem, but this isn’t over.
We’re getting closer to Eden with every passing second, and we are still in this fight.
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Rest.
That’s what Doctor Clyde ordered, and it’s absolutely what I’ve given him. Just to be safe, I’ve given him a quadruple helping.
After being out for two full weeks in a carefully managed coma, I didn’t expect to sleep for seventeen hours. And after waking up from that, I didn’t expect to be tired again barely half a day later.
Rest. Rest. Rest. Rest.
Oh… and did I mention rest?
Make that a quintuple serving.
That kind of pattern continued for several days, with slightly shorter sleeps and slightly longer durations awake each time. Progress has been slow but certain.
I’ve now inhaled a small amount of Bayzen water in the form of steam, like everyone else apart from Driver. Scans show that my lungs are now completely clear.
During some of my more energetic windows, I’ve checked in on Santino’s impressive and ultimately successful follow-up work with Porro. We now have a two-way alien translator. I can still hardly believe we have a one-way translator, but here we are.
As a final means of testing the software’s accuracy, Porro and Santino have conducted some double-translation tests. Essentially, this involves translating English speech to alien speech and then directly back again. Santino speaks out loud, one ECD vocally projects an alien translation, and another ECD picks up those sounds and turns them back into English.
In short, it works.
They have seen some slight differences in vocabulary or phraseology during the double-translation of some complex sentences. This is no real concern, though, and is occurring no more than would be the case if we were using French or German in place of the alien language. Santino and Maya both agree that it’s actually a sign of an effective system.
If the software was performing a rote word-by-word translation, they could translate it back and forward a hundred times with no change. But because of how syntax and grammatical structures differ between the languages, such crude translations would be far from optimal.
The only other language I know at all is Spanish. As an example of how context matters, if we asked “when will we arrive?” and then double-translated it to Spanish and back, the final English re-translation would be something more like “when will we get?”
Fortunately, our system is smarter. A human interpreter would never make mistakes like that, and Santino is now fully confident that our software won’t, either. I guess that’s the benefit of having so many good people in our corner.
The linguists and other experts who advised Santino before we lost contact with Earth and the Balena have definitely played a part in making this possible, but the young man himself can’t be praised highly enough.
In making all of this a reality, Santino has filled a Sasha and Shaun shaped void better than I thought anyone ever could. In many ways, the young man is even more visionary than either of them. They’re all brilliant in their own right and don’t need to be compared, I’m just thrilled by how brightly the young man is shining when it counts most.
I think he feels like a more valued part of the team than he did on the Balena. That’s understandable, with how many geniuses call that place home and how hard it is to stand out. But beyond that, I think he also feels like he’s part of a family here. He’s bonded very closely with Laika, which is a surprise given that Laika doesn’t normally become attached to anyone new. Santino is just… different, though. I’ve always seen that in him.
Santino has a purity of mind and spirit we could all learn from. Despite the terrible childhood he endured in Ignacio Zola’s demented Valerio Institute, he remains hopeful and kind above all else. Those are rare traits to find in one so fiercely intelligent, and the combination makes him a priceless member of our team.
I’ve also paid a visit to observe Simone’s less successful attempts to find out why the Bayzen water is so effective against the larvae, and how we can harness its powers against the final form of spider-like creatures that assemble from the tiny insectoids.
The short answer is that, so far, we can’t.
There has been no breakthrough. Simone has grown frustrated to the point of anger, and solely at herself. No one else was ever expecting miracles, but the loss of our Bayzen water has really taken a toll on her.
At first, I didn’t think our decision to keep from her the fact that we prioritized saving her lab over the water tanks was going to be all that consequential. Now though, after seeing how on-edge Simone is, I’m massively thankful for Driver’s foresight.
Simone would be beating herself up even more if she felt like she was letting us down after we put so much faith in her.
I’ve had to remind her of the level of challenge she’s taken on.
I’ve had to remind her that Bayzen water is an alien substance.
Alien.
I’ve had to remind her that we’ve had no prior experience with it and know absolutely nothing about it.
There could be elements or compounds within it that are totally unobservable with our man-made instruments. On a planet connected to ours by a bonafide quantum gateway, we just have no idea what we’re dealing with. No one can criticize Simone for coming up short, and no one has.
Just like the only person Simone is angry with is herself, the only person who’s angry at Simone is herself.
As a researcher, I understand the frustration. I used to beat myself up for a lack of progress on one experiment or another, and there was never anywhere near as much at stake as there is here. But as Simone’s friend, I make a concerted effort to help her maintain some perspective.
I also maintain that I still have faith in her. I think she knows that, but it doesn’t hurt to tell her out loud.
The fact that Simone hasn’t yet been able to isolate or synthesize anything useful doesn’t mean she won’t make a breakthrough at any stage.
Our journey may be nearing its end. But despite that, our mission has a long way to go. Something we find on Eden could prove to be the missing piece. If it does, her lab and expertise could still make all the difference in helping us slot it into place.
Recently, when I asked Simone if she could take me to look at the dead creatures in the airlock-based lab she set up to study them, she was initially hesitant to take any time away from the reaction chamber. She ultimately agreed, only because she didn’t want to go back on a promise. And when we made the trip, she visibly loosened up as we walked and talked.
Walking is easy for me now, to the point that I feel almost one hundred percent back to my usual self.
Admittedly, the sight of the huge spider-like corpse in a transparent test chamber did make my legs feel like jelly for a few minutes. That had nothing to do with the coma or injuries, though.
Like I think anyone would, I experienced intense flashbacks to the moment when the insectoids began climbing upon each other and hardening into that horrible final form. It was a harrowing sight like no other.
Simone has done an admirable job of placing it back into its overall shape, despite the shell having shattered into quite a few pieces. She did this to get a better understanding of the physiology.
To me, it was like looking at the worst exhibit in a museum. I would rather the whole thing was powdered into dust than displayed like this, but that’s just me. And that’s also not possible, for a very troubling reason.
The smaller pieces of shell, which Simone couldn’t put back in place, are the ones she has subjected to rigorous testing. On that front, there is no good news to report.
If I’m grasping at straws, I can try to comfort myself that there is no new bad news, either.
Simone hasn’t attempted anything else since I woke up. That’s because along with everyone else, including me, she’s totally out of ideas. Nothing she attempted in the initial tests did any damage to the material. Not trying to burn it, not trying to melt it, and not even trying to compress it in any direction.
It literally stands up to our strongest compactors, in a way that physics shouldn’t allow.
We’ve never seen anything like this. Indeed, our whole mission here is based on the urgent need to ensure we’ll never see anything like it again. Or at the very least, we have to ensure we’re sufficiently equipped to deal with it if we do.
All said, while my unease about the spider-like monster has persisted, I’m pleased to report that my extreme tiredness has largely passed.
Clyde has assured me my progress was normal and in line with expectations. He’s delighted to hear that I do feel a lot more like myself today than I did even yesterday, and it’s not lost on me that I owe him for helping me through what’s been a very difficult time.
Now, as Porro supportively implored me to, I feel well and I feel ready.
It’s a good thing I do, too, because our journey is almost over.
Little Scarlet is old enough now to have started counting down the days and nights until Christmas and birthdays, and in that spirit I woke up a few hours ago in the conflicted knowledge that there are now no more sleeps until Eden.
We’re almost there.
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Our deceleration has been underway for a while, and I just awoke to the news that the Vita’s limited forward observational abilities had finally delivered a direct image of Eden.
It was very small and lacking detail, kind of like the first computer-generated image I saw of Bayzen in the Balena’s immersive viewing room. I suppose it shouldn’t be a surprise that the first sighting of any distant object is going to be small and blurry, but even as we’ve gotten closer the scale hasn’t changed much.
This is because we’ve been decelerating at a pretty staggering rate, Driver tells me. We’re now moving at a fraction of the speed we were when I first regained consciousness.
The Vita has now visually recognized Eden as a planet, which wasn’t the case at first, and further information is being gathered by the minute. It isn’t adding up to much so far, but we’ll apparently have good visual imagery in another hour or two. Within five, according to Driver, we’ll be close enough to see details directly from the cockpit or viewing decks.
With our flight path set and everything running smoothly, Driver is able to join the rest of us for our last real meal together before landing. In truth, it’s the first real meal we’ve all had.
Driver has her trusty tablet computer by her side at all times, with the screen never off and all informational and warning notifications set to their lowest thresholds. She’s taking absolutely no chances by stepping away from the cockpit, and she’ll be back there well in time for a manual landing.
We don’t have any good images of Eden, even from the alien vessel on Bayzen. The fact that so many of its systems were wiped by the massive radiation bursts that also caused problems on Earth has affected us in countless ways. Leaving us so short of information on Eden is just one of them.
Porro, who can now talk to us with no involvement from Maya thanks to Santino’s further improvement of the translation software into a two-way vocal system, shares as much as he can about his home planet. The trouble is, he doesn’t know any more about its atmospheric or geographic makeup than a layperson would about Earth.
Geographic… is that the right word? The geo means Earth, so I don’t know if it would apply on an alien world. The point is, we don’t really know much about the alien world at all.
There’s a lot of water, apparently, which is a good thing. It’s no surprise, given that Porro shares some fundamental physiological traits with us and also has to consume water to survive. He’s been doing okay with our drinking water, but in the long run we don’t know if it might be lacking in something he needs.
On Eden, the benefit of abundant water is that it might — just might — repel the larval sludge in the same way Bayzen’s does.
I’ve consistently been trying very hard not to attribute malice to all of the problems we’re facing. I’m keeping in mind that countless people did that during the dark days of the Anomaly, only for it to turn out that the aliens who accidentally caused our problems were absolutely desperate to help us put them right.
Just like Porro’s Bayzen-based mining team didn’t mean to cause the radiation blast during their first effort to force open a quantum tunnel to Earth, I’m retaining some hope that Eden’s natives might not have meant to unleash a dangerous plague of insectoid larvae and lung-invading spores upon us.
Admittedly, I am struggling to see an innocent motive for engineering the kind of monster I watched the mini hatchlings assemble into on the Moon.
But by the same token, how many innocent explanations are there for firing insane amounts of radiation towards our planet in a manner that ultimately almost wiped it out?
There only has to be one explanation I’m not seeing. That’s the point. One is enough.
Our dinner takes place in Orbital Brews, the wonderful spot where I spent a lot of time when my family was here on the Vita. I have some fond memories of being in Orbs, as it’s known, with Simone and Chester, too. The memories are fond regarding everything until the security alarm began to sound, at least, when things very quickly went south.
Like I did during my first visit to Orbs with my family, we take advantage of the huge observation windows. Our view today is one that no humans have ever seen. We don’t have a sight-line to Eden itself, since it’s directly ahead in a direction we can’t see from here, but the stars are fresh.
We are truly blazing a new trail.
Driver points to Bayzen, which is but a star-like speck in the distance behind us. It’s amazing to see. Moving through an uncharted area of space’s vast ocean truly is humbling, in a way I couldn’t even begin to describe.
What we don’t see are any passing asteroid storms, as Driver wryly and thankfully points out. There have been no more scary moments at all, really, and we’re all glad for that.
Clyde takes delight in preparing our food, which is very well stocked. We really have struck gold in finding a new teammate with so many skills.
The atmosphere among the group is one of anticipation to the point of impatience. We’re all glad to finally be nearing the end of the journey. That’s why we all set off, after all. The others, at least… given that I didn’t have a choice. But this is a mission of necessity, and the asteroid storm has us all feeling like it’s an achievement to arrive at all.
Still, what matters most is what we can achieve next. And that, in turn, rests upon what we find.
Our group dynamic has strengthened in recent days. The trip has tightened existing bonds and entrenched the newer ones, with this dinner — Driver’s idea — taking that even further. By now, we’re tight-knit.
When Clyde delivers our bounty to the table, Driver suggests a toast.
“To new friends and new frontiers,” she says.
It’s a good toast, and watching Porro raise his glass of water brings home just how new these frontiers are.
He’s a relatively new friend, too. This scene, which would have been unimaginable just a short while ago, shows how far we’ve already come. We’ve traveled further together than anyone in history. And now, we’re just a few more hours away from his home planet.
The content of Porro’s plate, meanwhile, differs significantly from ours. While we have a fairly elaborate meal that Clyde has enjoyed putting together, Porro most decidedly does not. Instead, since he hasn’t yet tested his stomach on any Earth-based food, he’s sticking to some raw plants he harvested from Bayzen.
Analyzing the plants’ nutritional composition hasn’t been a sufficiently high priority for us to pursue, but he’s certainly happy chowing down.
And while Simone did test the plants against spores from the sludge, they had no effect. Still, we have to leave no stone unturned. Every attempt is worthwhile. Every new distinction moves us forward. Every piece of data, even the disappointing ones, can be useful.
Showcasing our latest breakthrough, an external connectivity device on the table near Porro’s plate then vocally translates the toast into his native tongue.
The sounds are as jarring as his usual speech. The voice sounds exactly like his own, too, since that’s what the software was trained on. It’s a truly uncanny thing to behold.
When Porro hears the message, he replies very quickly. It’s a longer statement than he usually gives, seeming to be two statements rather than one.
I eagerly await the translation. There’s hardly any waiting, in truth. The computation and delivery take only a few seconds. His two-sentence speech is far longer than the gap that follows.
No vocal translation comes. We only have the ECD set to speak the translations in one direction, since we’re all wearing lenses capable of displaying his words as text.
Laika, who obviously isn’t wearing lenses, is unique among us in having internalized huge amounts of Porro’s language. That means he doesn’t need to hear this again, just like we don’t.
With his newly learned ability to read Porro’s face, I’m sure Laika has an even clearer take on the words than we do. But from where I’m sitting, the words alone are enough to reopen a door of uncertainty.
“Your people have been good friends to me,” the alien says. “I dearly hope my people will be good friends to you.”
With Eden now only a few hours away, that hope is suddenly all I can think about.
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As Eden approaches, we make our final preparations for arrival.
Our discussions over dinner center mainly on how we will conduct ourselves in our first meeting with the planet’s rulers. With no maps or detailed images of Eden to call on, we rely on Porro’s memories when determining the likely location of the initial meeting.
He speaks of a large shipyard and launch site on a huge flatland plain. Driver’s plan is now to enter Eden’s atmosphere and look for that area, rather than land in the first available spot we see.
Shortly after we’ve finished eating, Driver’s tablet notifies her that the Vita has some new images of our destination. She immediately calls them up. Everyone crowds around her spot in the booth.
“Is that… cloud coverage?” Clyde asks, the first to vocalize a question on the point I’m sure we’re all wondering about.
If we are looking at clouds, they are incredibly dense and worrisome. It looks to my untrained eye like something you’d see on an emergency weather report about a colossal storm. Needless to say, after surviving an asteroid storm to make it this far, something like this is just about the last thing I wanted to see.
I could imagine the weather forecaster passing on an urgent evacuation notice, and certainly telling everyone that the last thing they should be doing is flying towards the storm.
“We can take up a low holding orbit until we get some better data on ground conditions,” Driver says. No one has directly answered Clyde’s question, but Driver’s comment is a clear indication that she is worried about the apparent clouds. “We’ll have better images before we get that close, too. Porro, do you remember clouds like this? Was it ever as stormy and as dark on Eden as it must be right now?”
Our vocal translator does its thing, repeating this question in Porro’s dissonant mother tongue.
Thanks to Santino’s excellent work and Porro’s help, the reply is immediately translated into text. It’s almost like watching a subtitled film in real-time — truly an incredible feat of technological engineering. It’s also borne of a kind of human-cooperation my optimistic mind hopes we’ll see a lot more of on Eden.
Right now, however, our concern is less about how we’ll be received by the natives and more about the physical conditions that are waiting for us on their world.
“It did not look like this when I left,” Porro tells us. “From our surface, the sun shines bright.”
“It could just be a passing storm,” Driver suggests.
“Or it could be something to do with the radiation blasts,” Clyde offers, somewhat less cheerily. “Remember the Anomaly? Remember the Leak? The auroras? The ‘hell clouds’ on Earth? Maybe they’re experiencing something like that? After all, it was their technology that caused all those problems for us, and we were four light-years away.”
“Hmm,” Santino muses, leaning back in deep and uncomfortable-looking thought. “That could explain why they didn’t try to help Porro’s team of colonists on Bayzen. It could explain why the radio in the Bayzen vessel could communicate with Earth but not Eden. Maybe the problem is on this end. Maybe these are radiation clouds, and maybe they’re choking the planet.”
“Let’s not start assuming the worst,” I say, trying to put a lid on this runaway speculation before it goes too far. There is nothing illogical about Santino’s point, it just doesn’t serve any positive purpose right now to fill our heads with negativity when we’re going to have decisive answers in as little as an hour or two. “Once we see more data from⁠—”
“Shaan beel frin starrah?” Porro gruffly interrupts. “Nid rett chanko. Bedda sklinn teppafok!”
During this multi-person conversation, the ECD is keeping up as best it can. Its volume is set fairly low and it’s right next to Porro, so he can hear it without the sound disturbing us too much.
Since the software listens for full sentences or statements before making a translation, it’s a little behind. Only a few seconds, really, but enough to be noticeable during a quick discussion like this. I know this because Porro has just interjected very suddenly, cutting off my comment to respond to what Santino said just before I spoke.
The text translation in my vision is simple:
“My people are in trouble? This explains everything. We must go faster!”
“We’re still decelerating,” Driver replies. “I’ll be back in control, fully manual, in about ten minutes. I’ll get us there as fast as I can.”
Looking extremely concerned, Porro doesn’t reply again.
The rest of us are silent, too. While I’m no mind reader, I can only imagine the others trying to weigh up this limited information in the same way I am.
The dominant question in my mind is a simple one: what exactly are we looking at? Beyond that, though, the other question relates to what the various possibilities could mean for our mission.
If unexpected problems on Eden can explain why Porro’s team was abandoned on Bayzen, and why the Edenites didn’t try to help Earth in our time of need, that crosses out one of the reasons I had to think that the planet’s rulers shouldn’t be trusted.
After all, “couldn’t help” and “wouldn’t help” are two very different things.
But do I really want it to be the case that they couldn’t? We’re coming here to find a solution to the larvae problem, and if a disaster has befallen Eden then I don’t know how likely we are to find one even if the rulers would be willing to help. Because for a willingness to help to mean anything, they have to be able to.
Humanity came within a day of extinction due to the Anomaly’s ever-tightening grasp. What we did on Bayzen saved that world as well as our own.
But what if these clouds above Eden really are symptoms of a similar problem?
This world could already be a lifeless wasteland. It might already be too late for the natives of Eden, and thus also for a mission that’s entirely dependent on them for one more Earth-saving answer.
To say the mood among our group has shifted would be an understatement.
There has always been a natural element of trepidation about the uncertainty of what we’re going to encounter on Eden, but that’s now become a heavier air of apprehension. It’s not resignation just yet — at least not for me — but success is certainly feeling less likely than it did a few minutes ago.
“Porro friends be okay,” Laika squawks in an effort to comfort the member of our group who looks most troubled of all.
I turn towards the alien, who doesn’t reply, and wish there was something else I could do or say that would make a real difference. I don’t think there is anyone alive who could better relate to what he must be feeling right now than I can.
Just like he has embarked on this difficult journey and been rewarded with the harrowing sight of his home world surrounded by deathly thick cloud, I’m the one who endured terrible things on the Beacon only to reach a lookout and see Earth in flames.
I know how it feels to look down and wonder whether anyone is alive.
I know how it feels to be the last man standing.
I know how it feels to have to push through the doubts and act like there might be someone left to save.
But crucially, I also know how it feels to reach the surface and find out there is.
I know how it feels to beat the odds.
Thinking all of this and watching Porro’s posture ease slightly at Laika’s kindly supportive words, I realize that Laika was always right there with me. He got into that Escape Pod without resisting, taking my word even back then that we were doing a very uncomfortable thing to give ourselves — and more importantly, anyone still living on the surface — the best possible chance of survival.
That’s this whole mission summed up: one hell of an uncomfortable thing, undertaken to give everyone a chance of surviving the threat posed by the larvae.
I’m less desolate about the clouds than Porro, largely because I lack his emotional connection to Eden and its natives. Of course I don’t want to find desolation when we land, and of course I don’t want him to have to see his home world in ruin. But we didn’t come here for Eden. We came to Eden for something else: an answer to our problems.
For all we know, we could find it in the water. Eden water might contain more of whatever makes Bayzen water effective against the spores and the sludge. It might even work against the monstrous final form that assembles from the insectoid hatchlings.
There are far more questions than answers right now, but that’s not going to be the case for much longer.
A quiet beep, coming during a moment of heavily pensive silence, brings all of our attention back to Driver and her tablet.
“There’s a new image,” she says. “Closer-up. We’re getting close and the Vita has spotted something in the clouds. Actually… I think it’s above the clouds.”
We all lean back in as tightly as we can. Even Maya flutters to Driver’s shoulder and looks down.
“What the hell is that?” Clyde asks.
The image is much clearer and more zoomed-in than any before it. Like everyone else, I find myself speechless and I look at what I can only describe as…
Well… how can I describe this?
“Is that a floating city?” Santino eventually asks, breaking the silence with a term that’s as valid as any other.
The open-air, platform-like apparition is definitely not natural. Floating above the clouds, it very much looks like it’s within the planet’s atmosphere.
If I had to posit an early guess as to what this is, I’d say it might be the opposite of our emergency bunkers. Maybe the world beneath the clouds has been ravaged by toxicity or radiation, and maybe they’ve been forced up instead of down?
What’s important to point out is that this is no “floating city” in the understandable but imprecise sense some people use that term to describe the Balena. The Balena is in orbit. Rather than existing at altitude, it maintains a considerable distance from Earth.
This, on the other hand, is not a space station. I don’t know what it is, but I know what it’s not.
Porro replies quickly, his words appearing in my lenses as always:
“I don’t know what that is, but it is new,” the alien says. “They are alive.”
I tear my eyes away from the remarkable image and glance back at our alien friend. He looks calmed by this development, and his words really do sum it all up.
Eden’s natives are alive. But on just about any other question relating to them, we don’t know anything else.
Driver stands up, asking for some space so she can squeeze out of the booth. “I’m going to head up to the cockpit and get ready for our manual approach. Ray?”
I nod and rise to my feet.
Are they friendly?
Do they want us here?
Can they help us?
Don’t know, don’t know, don’t know.
But with our arrival at Eden and its cloud-top city now truly imminent, we’re about to find out.
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Eden looms large through the cockpit’s window.
Our new frontier, and perhaps our final frontier, is now within plain sight.
While Driver settles in her chair and gets ready to assume manual controls, I engage the intercom-like radio system that will keep us in touch with the rest of the crew.
They’ll hear us through the speakers in every area of the Vita, which is advantageous since they’re also spending this time getting ready for our arrival rather than sitting around and waiting.
Although we now have firm reason to believe the natives haven’t been eliminated by whatever is responsible for the hellish cloud coverage, we have absolutely no idea what kind of reception they’re going to give us.
We also have no idea what the conditions will be like.
That’s why everyone on board is getting their personal EVA suits ready, with the exception of Laika. We can transport him with a sealed suit-like cloak surrounding his cage, but we have no parrot-shaped suits that would allow him to traverse inhospitable conditions on his own. If the conditions aren’t suitable for us to breathe, he might have to stay inside.
He’s up here with us now, naturally enough, and is keeping quiet as he takes everything in. Maya is in here, too, to look out for things Driver might otherwise miss.
Crucially, like everyone else, our very different avian allies also understand the importance of our plan to keep our cards close to our chests regarding some of the things we know.
We’re not going to let slip that we can understand alien speech with the aid of our lens-based translation software, for one thing.
The only trade-off there is that Porro won’t be able to hear us, since without Maya translating he would otherwise be dependent on the ECD’s non-private spoken translations that would obviously give the game away.
Porro has said he has no personal knowledge of how Maya was programmed, or indeed of precisely how Eden’s elites came to understand our language, beyond the top-level understanding that they’ve been monitoring our broadcast signals for many decades.
Porro’s knowledge is limited due to his middling position in what he’s described as a very rigid social hierarchy. Despite what we don’t know on this matter, though, it strikes me as likely that they’ll have other devices or computers that can perform the same tasks as Maya. She is after all a conveniently mobile AI helper bot, as per her own original introduction.
That might not seem like something that’s going to matter since we have her right here with us, but the whole point of a lot of Santino’s work has been to reduce our dependence on Maya.
With the memory fresh in my mind of when Porro and his guards confiscated her upon our initial landing on Bayzen, that’s an important point. And as Driver and I saw back then, confiscation isn’t the only thing to worry about.
We initially lost Maya’s functionality during our harsh landing, which knocked out an important electronic chip from her body. If anything like that were to happen again, we’ll be very glad to have the ECD backup in place.
As a green light begins to blink on the control panel, Driver shifts her weight and takes hold of the Vita’s controls.
“Deceleration complete,” she says, a split-second before the same words appear on the screen. “We were going so fast, it had to slow us down safely. Now I’m back in charge. I’m going to take us in above this target region, okay? We’ll hold in orbit while I send some scout drones down to monitor the atmosphere. I was going to send them through the clouds, but we definitely want to take a closer look at… whatever that area is.”
“I think it’s where they’re living,” I say, explicitly stating this for the first time.
Her eyes don’t leave the screen she’s using to monitor the controls, but they do narrow. “You think they’re living above the clouds?”
“Maybe they can’t live below them?” I reply with a rhetorical question of my own.
This time, she does briefly glance at me. I wouldn’t call it disdain, but the extreme doubt in her expression is unmissable. “So they moved onto a floating platform in the clouds? They had the technology to do that but not just, I don’t know, fix the clouds?”
I upturn my palms. “Exactly, you don’t know. We don’t know anything. They’re aliens, Driver. Maybe they can breathe at extreme altitude with no problems. Maybe they already had platforms like this before the problem started, and they just moved up when the toxic clouds rolled in? We know as little about Eden as we do about the aliens. Porro only knows as much as the elites wanted him to know, about anything. And with how stratified and borderline oppressive he made it sound like their society is, there’s no telling what they didn’t want him to know.”
Driver, now utilizing our direct sight-line to Eden through the window, exhales slowly. “So you don’t want me to go too close to the platform? Would you rather I approach from another angle and send drones straight through the clouds, so we can see what’s down there and get some readings? The drones can show spore and sludge exposure with the yellow overlays now, thanks to Clyde. Maybe we’ll see a pattern of exposure and non-exposure that leads to something even better for killing it all than the Bayzen water?”
“I’ve been thinking that,” I reply. “The last part. But no… I think we should approach on this line, towards the obvious target. If they’re up there, we should take a look. We don’t want to look like we’re sneaking in. I think we should arrive at their front door, not look for a way over the fence. Chances are we’re going to need them to help, if only by providing information. At the very least, we’re going to need to make sure they don’t see us as hostile. Remember what happened on Bayzen? Imagine if Porro’s guards had been the elite rulers of their species with ultimate control of all the technologies these guys are going to have. We wouldn’t have gotten out with that little hand-trick we pulled. No way.”
“Front door it is,” Driver says.
With so much to think about, we could easily over-analyze everything. That’s the last thing we can afford to do, though. Our mission is one of unparalleled urgency, for one thing. But for another, we don’t want to hover suspiciously over the Edenites’ potential base in the clouds and then pierce through to the surface without permission. Given the level of technology they possess, that would surely make it a one-way trip.
Our radios are still picking up absolutely nothing. They’ve never worked on this side of the gate, for one reason or another, so we can’t take this as confirmation that the Edenites aren’t trying to contact us.
As a sky-watching race who established a colony on another planet and created a quantum tunnel to another solar system, I think it’s very likely they’ll have noticed us coming by now. The small planet of Eden is now large enough in our vision that the Vita should be visible from there through even a weak telescope. In a matter of minutes, I’d expect us to be visible to their naked eyes.
For all we know, right now they could just as easily be trying to welcome us and pass on information on how to safely land as they could be trying to warn us off coming any closer.
We’ve been living with uncertainty about what we’ll find on Eden all the way here. Now that our arrival is imminent, it’s just sharper and more pronounced. Our uncertainties have become more specific as the view has improved, now focusing on the thick clouds and this bizarre platform above them rather than on broader questions about the planet’s potential environment.
“Who’s going out first?” Driver asks after a few quiet minutes. “I mean, when we land. If the air is safe and we don’t need suits, should it just be Porro and one of us at first? Maybe Laika, too, since the aliens on Bayzen loved him?”
“Laika want to go,” he butts in. “Porro should go to see friends. Then Laika and Ray Ray.”
Porro absolutely has to be the first one of us they see. I think that more than anything else could instantly quell any worries they might have about our crew or our motives. I also agree about Laika, since the Bayzenites really were amazed and enthralled by him. The aliens seem to worship birds, to some extent, and there is no bird on any planet more majestic or impressive than Laika.
The Maya-like bird immortalized in the statue we found in the hidden ruins suggests something similar, too, but that whole thing raises plenty of other questions that we’ll get to in good time.
Porro’s stated second priority of making this risky journey was finding out how much his rulers know about that ancient shrine and what it means for the history of their kind. His first priority was clear, though, and he is as focused as we are on the core mission of finding a resource or answer that can fully and finally cleanse Earth of all stages of the larvae, from its initial spores to the monster-forming insectoids we are desperate to stop from ever hatching again.
“That order is fine with me,” I say to Driver. “If you want to go first, you can. Porro for sure, then Laika and one of us.”
“I’m good with it being you,” she replies.
I nod in acceptance.
Looking out at Eden as it grows larger and larger makes me feel all kinds of emotions I didn’t expect. I won’t lie: most of them are hesitant and fearful.
But we didn’t come this far not to go all the way, and I would walk through the fires of hell to save my family and my planet.
The screen in front of us blinks with news that a significantly clearer image of our target is available for viewing. Given how much bigger Eden looks to my eyes than it did even when we came into the cockpit, this is no surprise.
What we see when Driver clicks to open the image, however, most certainly is.
We now have a highly detailed and zoomable view of the platform above the clouds.
I see several tall structures, like metallic towers. Driver taps to zoom as much as the system will allow, which gives us a significantly closer view.
I now see a vessel, unmistakably shaped like the one we discovered on Bayzen.
“A new spaceport?” Driver suggests. “Porro said it was on the ground, but maybe they built one above the clouds?”
Clearly, though, they’ve built a lot more than that. Because at this zoomed perspective, I can see that the structures are enormous. But most important of all aren’t the things that look huge. No… they’re the things that are barely but definitely visible.
Present all around the vessel and in several other areas, the small dots bring back vivid memories of the view from above Bayzen — when we looked down and saw aliens on the surface.
They’re here, I think to myself. And they’re waiting for us.
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The others can hear everything we’re saying over the intercom, but so far no one has replied via the link in the Security Center.
They do all have things to take care of in terms of our pre-arrival preparations, so that’s no major surprise. I just can’t help but wonder what they must make of it all, not seeing everything and only having our commentary to go on. Clyde had Driver’s tablet, last I saw, so he’ll be able to see these images on its screen. But if the others aren’t with him, they won’t.
Driver’s description of the platform as a space port, while maybe containing a kernel of truth, is to my mind a massive undersell of what we’re really looking at. It really does look like a platform-based city, floating above the clouds. The evident presence of Edenites also confirms that it’s within the planet’s atmosphere, which was an assumption I previously thought might have rested upon an optical illusion.
Every minute brings clearer and clearer images of our destination. Before long, though, Driver needs the screen for other things besides displaying close-ups. But as she closely monitors all kinds of data the Vita’s advanced sensors are picking up, my direct view through the window is also becoming more illuminating.
The clouds look even more ominous when I’m looking straight at them, but the floating city simultaneously looks even more incredible.
“I’m going to slow down and send a drone in to measure the atmospheric changes,” Driver says when the planet is looming large in front of us. “I won’t be able to control it and these altitude drones don’t send back live images, but it will give us a lot of data.”
Her manual angle of approach means that it’s really below us now. The curvature is still evident, but we’re getting low enough that it won’t be for long.
“Can we make sure it doesn’t hit anything?” I ask. “Because that wouldn’t be a great start or make us many friends.”
“The drone should look for water and touch down gently,” she replies.
I turn to face her. “Should?”
Without looking at me, she sighs. “Look, we have to know what kind of world we’re flying in to, Ray. If you want to think far-out, they could even have some kind of shield we can’t see. Sending the drone first is like dipping a toe in the water. It’ll tell us what we can expect, but more than anything else it’ll warn us about any serious dangers.”
“She is right,” Maya interjects. “We need data.”
“Trust Luna, Ray Ray,” Laika concurs.
It’s not that I don’t, or even that I have any firm opposition to this move. It’s just that while the stakes have always been high, everything is suddenly amplified now that the time for planning and predicting is over.
We’re in this, approaching an alien world of untold wonders with no idea what we’re going to find. It’s one thing to know a moment like this is coming, but it’s something else entirely to actually get here.
Fortunately, Driver and I have always had the kind of partnership where if one of us is hesitant or troubled by something that simply has to be done, the other tends not to be. We have different thresholds for different things, and those differences dovetail well to make sure we’re almost never both overwhelmed at the same time.
“Go for it,” I say. “Release the drone.”
With the procedure already cued up, all it takes is a single tap of a button for Driver to send the small drone on its way.
I watch it shoot towards Eden, quickly becoming invisible. We’re so close that it’s hardly going to take any time to arrive.
The moment it breaches the atmosphere should be marked by a screen full of data. That’s the positive scenario. The less positive scenario, which I think has an extremely low probability of coming to pass, is that an invisible shield like the one Driver posited acts as a wall and our drone dies on impact.
Even sooner than I expect, it arrives.
“Bingo,” Driver says with a smile. The screen has lit up. “It’s in.”
I focus intently on the screen. Maya is hovering above it, instinctively picking a spot that doesn’t interfere with anyone else’s viewing angle, while Laika is perched on the back of my chair.
“Green good,” the little guy squawks. “Eden good, Ray Ray?”
My eyes flick between every data field.
Gravity, air composition, pressure… they’re all in keeping with what we’d expect of a world where aliens as humanoid as Porro and his companions have evolved.
There are also no radiation warnings, which is very good news given our uncertainty about the nature of the clouds.
And as Laika astutely observed, all of the numbers are displayed green to indicate that they fall within a hospitable range. It’s cold, perhaps in keeping with the altitude, but nowhere near as cold as a cloud-level reading would be on Earth.
“There’s no altitude reading,” I belatedly notice. These powerful scanning drones have massive operational ranges and can estimate the distance to the surface of any planet or other celestial body with great accuracy. “Do you think something about the clouds could be blocking it?”
Seconds later, I think I get my answer. It doesn’t come from Driver, or indeed from anyone else, and it’s definitely not the one I wanted.
Every single data point disappears.
In a flash, they’re all gone.
Oh, shit…
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It was something about the clouds that blocked our altitude readings, I realize, because reaching those clouds has just killed our drone.
“At least we know the platform is safe,” Driver says, surprisingly not sounding like she’s having to reach for any optimism. “And it looked like there were aliens there. We can touch down and try to talk. That seems like the only move. The Vita has all kinds of shielding the drone doesn’t, so I’m not overly worried that we won’t be able to get through the clouds, either. Maya, what do you think? It was you who told us the Vita would make it through the gate but that our smaller spacecraft options wouldn’t. Do you think it’s like that — the drone couldn’t make it, but we will?”
For longer than I can ever remember, Maya hesitates. “I had an understanding of the gate because I was aware of what went into its creation,” she eventually says. “I don’t know what we’re looking at here. If it is related to the same kind of radiation that caused problems on Earth, when Porro’s team of colonists was trying to harness that radiation to open the quantum tunnel, I believe the Vita should be able to pass through. But when answers may be available from the aliens we have detected, I would not be comfortable suggesting that we try to descend to the surface without first making direct contact.”
She’s right. They both are.
“Do it,” I tell Driver. “Find a clear spot and take us down.”
Driver gives the Vita an instruction to kick on towards Eden, out of our orbital holding position and towards the atmospheric threshold.
As we move closer, with our direction of travel really starting to feel like a descent, more and more details become apparent. What’s most apparent, though, is the sheer scale of the above-cloud platform. Eden itself seems much larger up close than I would have expected, and it doesn’t take long until the platform is all we can see.
There are countless buildings on it, and to my naked eye the spacecraft that resembles the one Porro’s team piloted to Bayzen still looks like a speck on the immense platform.
“This feels kind of like coming down on an aircraft carrier,” Driver muses. “You know, if it was half the size of the damn ocean.”
I can’t disagree with that. We are coming down to land on an artificial platform that looks like it’s floating above an ocean of ominously dark clouds.
Before that, however, we have to pass into the atmosphere. We have an idea when that’s coming, having monitored the drone’s progress just a few minutes ago, and we also know what kind of readings we’re going to see from the Vita’s own instrumentation.
Still, it’s a major relief when we do see positive data readings appear on the monitoring screen Driver has pulled up.
In my peripheral vision, I see her body visibly relax. Maneuvering the Vita within a planet’s atmosphere is a lot more comfortable than when we’re in space.
And that thought is when it really hits home:
We’re not in space anymore.
We’re here.
A wide open space looms large on the platform, capable of holding ten Vitas let alone one. It’s as good a spot as any, and Driver is going straight for it. I can’t see any aliens here like I thought I did in the close-up image from earlier, but we’ve moved away from the area around their vessel and several other structures that would have made for a tighter landing.
“Circle!” Laika suddenly squawks. “Luna, left left left!”
My eyes shoot to the left just as quickly as Driver’s. We both see a bright white circle of light emanating from the bluish-gray surface.
Driver halts our descent and banks sharply towards it.
“That has to be where they want us to land, right? I mean, that wasn’t lit up before?”
“It was not,” Maya confirms.
“Great spot, Laika,” I tell him. “Good boy!”
He says nothing, and neither does anyone else, as Driver guides us over the airport-style lights that have evidently been activated to guide us down.
The circle is enormous — large enough for a vessel like the aliens’, or indeed the Balena — and it’s a colossal relief to know that the Edenites aren’t just okay with us touching down but actively want to ensure we do so safely.
“Ray, look,” Driver says. “Just beyond it.”
With our final landing procedures already underway, I look out past the circle and see a mass gathering of dots.
The aliens.
We’re here… and so are they.
Less than a minute later, with the aliens increasingly discernible, we touch down smoothly in the heart of the circle.
“You did it,” I say, patting Driver on the back for a job well done.
With unflinching focus and determination, she turns to face me and replies very simply: “Ray… we ain’t done nothing yet.”
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As soon as we land, a lone figure steps forward from the assembled mass of aliens who have gathered for our arrival.
Utilizing a feature I wasn’t fully aware of, Driver taps on the control screen to bring up a live camera feed with excellent optical zoom. She zooms in, bringing the alien into sharp focus.
He looks very much like Porro, as we expected. Although we have seen a representation of another alien race — those with very elongated skulls, as immortalized in the underground ruins on Bayzen — we know this is Porro’s home planet. We expected to find aliens like him.
I recall when we first saw Porro that he seemed larger and physically stronger than the guards who surrounded him. He turned out to be the leader of the mining colony project, which in a society as hierarchical as the one he has described might well explain why he looked different.
For all we’ve come to like Porro and value him as an ally, it’s pretty clear that he was enjoying more than his fair share of what little sustenance the survivors had access to. The superior condition of his clothing, while still just a basic garment, also reflected his status within the group.
The one other thing we noticed was that his skin had a generally healthier shine to it. Shine is a more appropriate word than it would be in humans, because his silver skin really does have an eye-catching quality to it that other guards — all a duller gray — very much lacked.
Human skin doesn’t have the same quality. The best way to describe it in human terms is probably by saying that the difference wasn’t like looking at two people with differently colored hair, but rather two people with hair of the same color where ones is in markedly better condition.
It could be down to sun or indeed radiation exposure, or could be a product of differing nutrition from a young age.
The reason all of this has come to the forefront of my mind is that the alien walking towards us, put simply, makes Porro look like one of his own shabbier-looking guards.
For one thing, it is considerably taller than the others in the pack it emerged from. Its elaborate clothing is also far more striking, even than the others which are in turn decked out more fancily than Porro himself.
We know from Porro’s own statements that he does not belong in Eden’s elite ruling class. What seems to be clear now is that a kind of uniform policy is a visual indicator of social rank around here.
The evident leader’s clothing also provides a way to judge his height relative to Porro. This alien’s multi-jointed limbs extend further beyond the fabric of the outfit than Porro’s do from his, and its neck looks longer, too.
It’s hard to describe precisely how the leader’s face differs, but its eyes seem more open and less tired. That stands to reason, given the life Porro has lived on Bayzen since the radiation blasts forced his band of survivors to take shelter underground.
There’s something else, though. Something intangible. This alien just has a look about it that screams power.
A green bracelet around its right wrist adds an almost royal flair, glistening in the light like the whole band is made of rare gemstones. Given that none of the others are wearing any bracelets at all, I wouldn’t be surprised to learn if this isn’t the ultimate indicator of the ruler’s position — their version of a crown, as it were.
“Maya, are you getting any memories?” Driver asks. “Is there anything in your data stores at all about this dude?”
“No, but he is in charge,” the Eden-made bird replies, confirming that the approaching alien is indeed a “dude” as well as the planet’s ruler.
“So you don’t know anything about him?” Driver pushes. “You’re looking at him and reading the same signs as us?”
Hovering above the screen, Maya looks up to glance at Driver. “Those signs are very clear.”
Driver doesn’t disagree, because they really are.
It’s a little disappointing that arriving back here, where Maya came from, hasn’t triggered any memories within her. I know intellectually that it shouldn’t surprise us, since Maya isn’t a biological being with that kind of fallible recall.
She’s a machine. It’s just sometimes easy to forget that, given how convincingly lifelike so many of her mannerisms are and just how conversational she often is.
“Bhaar shed Loobnar,” Porro’s voice booms through our speaker, revealing both that he’s in the Security Room, where this feed will be visible, and that he wants to pass comment on it. “Henko nil sassod.”
A second later, the translation appears in my lenses:
“That is Loobnar. He is our ruler.”
Well… if there was any doubt at all, there it goes.
“Loobnar and Porro friends?” Laika asks.
We wait.
Porro has an ECD with him and will hear these words translated into his own language, but I’m not actually sure how well the software will do with Laika’s sometimes stilted style of speech.
Then again, the system is excellent at drawing context. The fact that Laika always speaks clearly enough for a human to fill in the blanks means that it should do the same for Porro.
Porro’s reply comes quickly, both vocally and as text in my lenses. But the single word he utters, in reply to Laika’s simple question as to whether Loobnar is his friend, is not the one I hoped for:
“No.”
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“So what’s the story?” Driver asks. “Do you know him at all?”
Porro’s reply again comes quickly: “I know Loobnar, but I would not call him a friend. Loobnar rules above. Loobnar rules supreme.”
I turn to Driver. We share a pensive glance. “He rules above” is an interesting construction, and “supreme” is as powerful a word as any. Together, this response almost makes it sound like Loobnar is viewed and treated as a higher being.
Porro did tell us that Eden’s society is more hierarchical than any he is aware of in Earth’s recent past. And in the time we’ve been leaking broadcast signals into space, there have certainly been instances of political systems in which the ruling individuals or families are effectively held up as deities.
Tellingly, Porro also didn’t say that Loobnar rules from above — simply that he “rules above.”
To my mind, he’s telling us there is no one and nothing higher than Loobnar.
“Porro like Loobnar?” Laika follows up.
Despite the shortness of this question, there is a longer wait for an answer. It’s as though Porro is measuring his words, perhaps out of some innate duty not to disrespect his ruler.
“Loobnar rules above,” the reply eventually comes.
“Their society is extremely rigid,” Maya chirps. “Even on Bayzen, the hierarchy was unquestioned. From what Porro has said, despite his supremacy on Bayzen he is nowhere near the top here.”
“Porro,” I say, leaning in towards the microphone that’s inset on our control panel. “Have you met Loobnar face to face? Did he choose you for the mission to Bayzen? Did he treat you well?”
“Maybe give him one question at a time,” Driver whispers. “Remember that even Maya struggled with multiple questions when we first met her. He’s relying on that little device thing, and then it has to turn it back into English for us.”
“It will process the questions,” Maya states. “But yes, in general it is better to keep things as simple as we can.”
The casual way Maya says “we” is another reason to keep believing she’s always going to be loyal to us even if there is any kind of disagreement or, God forbid, a larger conflict with these aliens.
Before too much longer, Porro’s answers to my questions arrive:
“The council selected the mission team. I met Loobnar once, on our departure day. He treated me well.”
That’s good to hear, because personal familiarity can’t hurt. And even though Porro is going to be less familiar to Loobnar than the reverse, a planet’s ruler is surely unlikely to forget the leader he waved off for an important interplanetary colonization project.
With all data confirming that the air is safe outside, and actually closer to Earth’s than the atmosphere we encountered on Bayzen, we’re going to be able to step outside without any protective suits.
It also means Laika can come with us, which is no bad thing given how Bayzen’s aliens reacted to his presence.
Maya will come, too, to translate. She’s no longer strictly necessary, so long as I have an ECD within range of my lenses, but we’re keeping our cards close to our chest.
Sure, it’s starting to look like we have landed on friendly ground. After all, these guys literally guided us down and Porro has had a positive personal interaction with the alien leader who is marching towards us.
“That’s great, Porro. Thanks,” I say. “Is there any specific way to respectfully greet Loobnar? I want him to know that we know he’s in charge.”
“No,” Driver firmly interjects. “Don’t bother answering that, Porro. Ray… we don’t bow to anyone. If you want to go out there and curtsy for this guy, I’m going instead. We’re not here to beg, okay? They caused a problem and we’re here for a solution. We’ll be cordial but we will not bow. You can’t project weakness. Deference is weakness.”
This kind of position isn’t exactly out of character for Driver, who has never been one to readily defer to any authority figures. I’m not sold, though, because I don’t think this is the time for making some principled egalitarian stance.
If there is a standard form of respectful greeting on Eden, its supreme ruler might not take kindly to my lack of adherence to convention. If we were arriving here alone, he couldn’t reasonably expect us to know the local customs. But we’re not alone, and it might make him angry at Porro for not making sure I act appropriately.
To use a loose analogy, it would be like if someone had a strict and consistent “no shoes in the house” rule, and if a frequent visitor’s new companion showed up wearing boots in the living room. The host would likely be angry at the frequent visitor for not passing on the rule to his companion, as well as at the new guest for dragging in a bunch of dirt.
Especially with a large gathering of his subjects watching on, I’m just cognizant that Loobnar might not react well to any perceived slights.
“Driver is right,” Maya chirps, surprising me to no end. “The Balena’s Contact Team talked to her about this, Ray. They used the word deference and warned that it could be taken for weakness. We are here for answers and explanations they are not bound to share with us. We are also here with capable technologies of our own, and you are beings of significant physical stature. I would not advise ritual deference of any kind.”
“No kissing rings,” Driver adds.
We’re all then quiet for a few seconds while Porro speaks and the words appear:
“My people bow for those above,” he says. “Many bow for me. I bow for Loobnar. Ray, you do not. We want answers, not sympathy.”
I raise my eyebrows at that. I wasn’t dead-set on the idea, or anything like that. It’s against my natural instincts to bow to a ruler like Loobnar, too, who Porro’s first description of Eden’s society told us achieved his position through hereditary means. I was merely willing to take one for the team, as it were, and I’m now just as willing to go along with the well-informed majority opinion that I shouldn’t.
“You should go out there, though,” I say to Driver. “Not instead of me. Beside me. God knows we wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for you.”
She hesitates.
“You don’t have to come,” I go on. “I’m just saying… he’s almost here, and even if we’re not going to bow, I don’t think we should keep him waiting too long.”
Gulping away some visible hesitation, which I wasn’t going to press her on, Driver unclips her safety belt. “Let’s go.”
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“Laika no speak. Right, Ray Ray?” the little guy asks as we all head towards the stairs.
“Not unless I ask you to,” I reply. “And definitely don’t reply to anything Porro or Loobnar say. We don’t want these aliens to know any of us can understand them without Maya’s help. At least not yet.”
“Okay,” he squawks. We’ve already been over this, but if anything I’m glad he brought it up again. There’s no harm in being sure.
At the bottom of the stairs, Porro is already standing with the others when we get down.
“I have his ECD,” Santino states, holding it up. “I’ve switched it off, too. Ray, Driver, do you have yours in your pockets? You’ll need them for the automated lens translations to work. The range is fairly short, so if you leave them here and walk more than a little way from the Vita, you will lose connectivity.”
“Got ’em,” Driver replies. “Good looking out, though. Are all you guys ready in case we call you out? Simone, do you have a vial of Bayzen water on hand? Like we talked about, for if we want to demonstrate it to the aliens or test it out for ourselves on anything we find here?”
Santino and Clyde nod, both looking very focused and in-the-zone, while Simone replies by holding up a small vial of Bayzen water.
This is the first I’ve heard of having some ready, but I don’t dislike the idea. If there are any instances of larval sludge or even spores on Eden, somewhere our specially equipped cameras haven’t yet seen, it will be illuminating to see whether the water works here. There’s no logical reason it shouldn’t, but there’s not exactly an abundance of logic underlying the insectoid-spewing sludge in the first place.
What I’m less sure about is this talk of a demonstration. There’s not a lot of time to talk now with Loobnar rapidly approaching the Vita, but I do think it’s worth addressing this.
At the risk of sounding like a Loobnar-like dictator, I share a simple instruction: “Simone, don’t show anyone the water unless I explicitly ask you to. That goes for everyone, okay? Don’t do or say anything that gives these aliens any information we haven’t agreed they should have.”
“I just asked her to have it ready if we do want to use it for anything,” Driver says. “We’re all on the same page here. Cards close to our chests, all the way. We’re here to ask the questions and we’re here to get the answers.”
We really are on the same page, and everyone knows it.
There has long been an unspoken understanding between me and Driver that in the face of a disagreement, I’m ultimately in charge when we’re on solid ground and the reverse is true when we’re in flight. The others tend to look to us as a decision-making duo, but here on Eden we’re both going to be looking to Maya and Porro for a lot of insight and understanding.
All of that is to say this is no one-man show. It’s no two-person show. No one is ruling above everyone else on our side of this imminent and momentous interplanetary meeting.
We arrived here, as a team, with the goal of finding a decisive solution to Earth’s terrifying larval infestation. And now, as a team, that’s just what we’re going to do.
“We’ll step back from the ramp so no one can see us from outside,” Clyde says. “Good luck out there, guys.”
I warmly shake his hand, immensely thankful for everything he’s already done in flying me to the Moon in the first place and then helping me get back to full speed after what happened there.
“We’re well fueled after that great dinner you rustled up,” I add with a smile, patting my stomach as I say it.
Clyde smiles widely at that.
Santino is a hugger these days, so I’m not surprised when he forgoes a handshake and comes straight in. He’s finally gotten out of the habit of thanking me for saving his life from the Valerio Institute every time we part for an inherently risky mission or event like this, and as time has gone on I think the young man has come to see that he really is an equal around here.
He’s not some guy we rescued and have to take care of, which I think might be how he and some of his old friends felt at first. He’s the only one of them who stuck around on the Balena when the others opted to return to Earth, and of late I’ve been growing more glad of that every single day.
When I get to Simone, the last in the line, she comes in for a hug that ends with her resting her head on my shoulder. “I wish I’d been able to help,” she whispers. “I’m sorry.”
Although my gut reaction is to pull away and tell her to quit that kind of crazy talk, I don’t want to make a scene when she’s chosen to say it quietly. Instead, I whisper in reply: “Your Bayzocite-injecting fuel rig literally got us here, Simone, and I still think that lab of yours could be just as important. Stop being sorry.”
When I do pull away, she squeezes her eyes to hold back a few tears.
“Laika see friends again soon,” my little buddy squeaks. “Bye bye.”
I tap my shoulder, calling for him to flap his way up. I mastered the move of turning my head away slightly to enable this to pass smoothly a long time ago, after his broad wings connected with my nose one too many times to keep leaving it to chance.
He’s also become more careful and self-aware as he’s matured, which is understandable given both how young he was when I found him on the Beacon and how little natural flight and socialization he had been able to experience before then.
We make the very short walk to the spot where the Vita’s main exit ramp will extend. The alien planet outside — or at least the incredible cloud-based platform above it — is now just the touch of a button away.
“Ready?” Driver asks. She flicks her eyes between me, with Laika perched on my shoulder, and Porro with Maya hovering near his. This would be quite a sight anywhere, and I don’t know what Loobnar’s first reaction is going to be.
I figure he’s definitely expecting humans, since his species has been monitoring ours for so long and will know that we’ve long harbored ambitions to become a truly space-faring race. Given that they also sought to create a gate between Earth and Bayzen, which is thus an intermediary stop in our only viable way of getting here, he might not be totally shocked to see Porro and Maya, either.
Without doubt, Laika will be the biggest surprise.
“Ready,” the little guy squawks from my shoulder.
There is an element of calculated risk of stepping out with Laika in plain sight, given just how unexpected and unfamiliar he will be to our hosts. But crucially, I think the key word there is calculated.
It really is impossible to overstate how awed Bayzen’s aliens were by Laika. It was basically how Driver and I reacted to Maya… only with even more wonder.
Showing mastery over such a majestic creature by having him perched obediently on my shoulder is a surefire way to project the kind of strength the others told me to keep in mind when I was asking Porro about how I should greet Loobnar. It makes sense.
We have reason from Bayzen to think the aliens here will be amazed by Laika without being intimidated. That can only help our cause, and you can never lose sight of what people rightly say about the importance of first impressions.
“Ready,” I confirm.
“Heelnak,” Porro adds.
Almost instantly, the word appears in my lenses: “Ready.”
Driver then reaches and presses the button.
It’s time.
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Eden’s cold air immediately rushes towards us, with a breeze that didn’t register as anything much on the instruments now feeling very brisk.
The burst of air is very fresh, and even welcome. The Vita’s life support systems do a great job of conditioning our air and keeping it suitably breathable, but there’s nothing quite like being outside.
Even high in the clouds above a mysterious alien planet, there’s nothing quite like being outside.
I step forward first, as Driver wanted me to. Up ahead I see only the bluish gray surface of the huge platform we’ve landed on. Loobnar was approaching from the front, whereas we’re coming down the ramp to the left of the cockpit. It won’t take long until we see him.
After a few steps, more comes into view.
I see towers up ahead, humbling me with their structural… complexity. That’s the best word I can think of. I find my eyes drifting over in their direction as I walk down the ramp. The scale of everything here is incredible, given that the platform originally looked like a mere blip set against the clouds below.
“Ray,” Driver says. It’s a half whisper and half grunt, coming as we’re around halfway down the ramp.
Her interjection tears my focus away from the incredible architecture, and I immediately see why she has spoken up.
To the right of our ramp, Loobnar is approaching.
Looking every inch the royal leader, he stops at the bottom. He’s not quite in front of the ramp but rather just to the side, and his eyes are positively locked on Laika.
The alien’s eyes are wide. His jaw is loose. He is suitably awed by what he sees.
“Fly down when I point, then stop in front of him,” I whisper to Laika. “Say hello, in English, but don’t reply to anything else he says. Got it?”
“Yes,” he squawks as quietly as he can.
All of a sudden, though, I see Loobnar’s visual focus shift. It’s understandable to notice Laika first, with the brilliant saturation of his colorful feathers standing out far more than anything about any of us, but Loobnar has now caught sight of Porro.
“Cancel that,” I whisper, still walking. “Stay here. Good boy.”
“Porro!” Loobnar exclaims. “Beel shak henno flep. Dar sinnah loonfek!”
As we reach the bottom of the ramp, my ECD does its magic and the alien ruler’s words appear, perfectly translated, as a textual overlay in my contact lenses:
“Porro! You are alive. You have been saved!”
Oh… I like this.
You bet your ass I like this.
Not only has Loobnar reacted to Laika as we hoped he would, he has reacted to Porro even more positively. He’s expressively happy to see that his doomed mining colony’s leader is alive and well, which is great in its own right. But above and beyond that, he has identified us as Porro’s saviors.
Now on ground level, if that’s a moderately appropriate term for this cloud-based platform, Porro kneels before his leader and replies.
The translation soon comes: “The Earthlings have saved my life and many others who await rescue on Bayzen, my ruler. I now owe these Earthlings much in their own time of need.”
Thatta boy, Porro, I think to myself, fighting the urge to smile.
Loobnar glances at us, even managing to look away from Laika to make brief eye contact with both me and Driver, then returns his gaze to Porro.
When the words of his next reply show in my vision, it’s even harder not to let slip that I can understand them:
“You kneel no more, Porro. Stand and come. Whatever the need of your saviors, consider it fulfilled.”
Without letting anything slip, Porro turns to us and extends a hand in the direction of the alien crowd and the main building they’re gathered beside.
And together, with one hell of a spring in our step, that is where we walk.
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As we walk forward with Loobnar, Maya zooms quickly in front of him.
The alien ruler sees her now for the first time, at which point he turns to Porro and asks with interest if Maya remains fully functional.
When Maya answers for herself, in their language, I see the words quickly translated into text. She explains that although their interplanetary vessel lost a lot of functionality, limiting her access to certain data as well as long-distance radio communication, she has retained her knowledge of Earth and its inhabitants. Because of that, she has been able to act as a translator.
There’s no lie in any of this.
We have relied on Maya. She played a key role in training and testing the software that has lowered our dependency on her, too. And most importantly, she has successfully and convincingly kept that fact from Loobnar.
“Excellent,” the ruler replies. “Tell them we will assist in fulfilling whatever needs they have. We owe them much.”
Redundantly, Maya turns and says that aloud, in English, to maintain the illusion that we need her to.
In all honesty, though, the way Loobnar has greeted us makes me think our carefulness with this fact might not be necessary. Even when he didn’t think we could understand him, he has spoken only positively.
“Thank you,” I say.
Loobnar looks to Maya and waits for her to translate this. Clearly, this tells us that he doesn’t have an innate knowledge of our language or any kind of technology that allows him to understand us in real time. We didn’t really expect him to, but this is still good news.
Although we’ll remain careful, there could be natural advantages to being able to talk amongst ourselves without an immediate fear of being meaningfully overheard. With Maya as a necessary intermediary for Loobnar but not for us, the scales of power are tipped in our favor in that regard. Small things like that could be important.
“Maya, can you ask him where we’re going?” I say.
She does. And once again, she shares his reply at the same time it appears in my vision. The words are identical in both the software-driven and Maya-driven translations, highlighting the role she has played in granting us this useful ability.
We’re simply walking towards the assembled masses, Loobnar explains. Once there, he will present Porro and the good news of the colony’s survival. He will also introduce Porro’s saviors from Earth, and gather whatever experts we need to assist with the problems we face.
Loobnar states that our presence will be a welcome sight given their society’s persistent but hitherto unsuccessful efforts to contact Earth. Intriguingly, he adds that good news is especially welcome in these times when it has been in such short supply.
As soon as she’s translated this, Porro speaks up with a question for Loobnar. “What has gone wrong on Eden?” he asks. “Why are we here, so far from the surface?”
“We have faced a challenge like none we previously have encountered, Porro,” the ruler replies. “This has required a solution like none we have previously enacted. An invasive substance is growing on our world. Nothing we have attempted has been able to stop it. We have had no option but to raise the Great Platform while we effectively cleanse Eden to defeat this scourge. By changing the conditions from those in which the substance thrives, we hope to defeat it. In the meantime, the aggressive cleansing process means that the atmosphere and temperature below these clouds is no longer fit for our bodies.”
Flabbergasted.
That’s the only word for how I feel upon hearing this.
They’re facing the same problem we are.
They didn’t create the sludge. They’re fighting it.
I inhale slowly and mindfully. With Loobnar’s words appearing in my vision as he speaks, it’s very difficult to act like I can’t understand them.
Driver is bound to be having the same struggle as she reads the words. Laika will be, too, given that he can understand at least most of what the aliens say aloud having sat in on most of the extensive translation training project.
I glance at Driver and see that her game face is well and truly intact, Laika stays quiet, too. We can’t fully see Loobnar’s face right now since he’s walking slightly ahead of us, but Laika’s lie detection ability is going to be another way of ensuring that everything we’re hearing is true. I have a million questions and hope to get to them soon, which is when we’ll get specific and when Laika will be watching the alien ruler’s expression like a hawk.
For now, though, Loobnar isn’t finished.
“The clouds you see are of our own creation,” he goes on. “We have created a barrier to contain the fumes while the cleansing process takes place. It may be costly to our flora and fauna, but we have no other options left. The substance is biologically active and behaves unpredictably. It came to our attention immediately after the massive radiation burst from your tunneling project, Porro. We believe the timing can be no coincidence and that the radiation may have caused a mutation in a previously latent substance. Far more recently, the substance began expanding more aggressively. That is when we rushed to raise the Great Platform.”
Maya doesn’t vocally translate any of this into English. It would be a hell of a long translation, for one thing. But I also think she’s being mindful to only tell us things Loobnar definitely wants her to. He didn’t explicitly ask her not to pass this information along, but he also didn’t do anything to suggest she should.
She’s playing it safe. Playing it smart.
The crowd of aliens is in sight now that we’ve turned right to walk towards them. They’re a fair distance away. I would tell my lenses to zoom in so I could try to gauge some of their expressions, but that’s another ability I don’t want to give away.
I suppose Loobnar wouldn’t understand my words unless Maya translated them, which she wouldn’t, but I still think silence is our best policy for now.
I don’t know how to feel about the incredible series of revelations so far. In one sense, it’s good to be on the same page as Loobnar and his subjects. Fighting the same battle, their technologies might be able to help us.
All of this is definitely preferable to the worst-case scenarios I’d been imagining, in which we would be detained as unwelcome visitors upon landing or even blown to pieces before we got that far.
These aliens certainly weren’t responsible for the asteroid storm we narrowly survived on the way here, and they certainly aren’t responsible for the larval threat Earth is facing.
On the other hand, though, the fact they’ve had to retreat to this Great Platform in the sky while performing a desperate and environmentally catastrophic fumigation of Eden doesn’t exactly speak well of what kind of help they might be able to offer us.
Hell, if anything, there’s a good chance we’re going to amaze them with our news about the Bayzen water.
The fact Loobnar hasn’t mentioned anything about larvae or insectoid hatchlings suggests things haven’t progressed that far here, which is another source of relief. What I can’t square with his lack of knowledge about the sludge’s nature, though, is our own expert scientists’ confident assessment that the substance is not a naturally occurring one. To their trained eyes in the lab, and certainly to my eyes when the metallic insectoids began forming into an indestructible armored monster, the sludge seems to have been engineered by someone.
My mind is starting to wonder if the answer to the question that raises might relate closely to another we’re going to have to address before long: the question of who built the ancient statue on Bayzen and what is known of the very different-looking alien race it appears to honor.
Opting to stay quiet and not engage my lenses’ zoom, I find my eyes drifting to the imposing towers around us. Now that we’re out in the open, everything looks even more incredible than it did from inside the Vita.
Loobnar’s talk of “raising” the Great Platform, as well as the fact that he’s calling it a platform in the first place, has me thinking this colossal structural base we’re standing on might not be floating, after all.
There’s no telling what kinds of technology these aliens might have mastered. But still, I have naturally been wondering how even they could pull off something like that. It seems more likely that the platform is supported by some kind of stuctural mechanism. Admittedly, even that would be an engineering feat far beyond anything we’ve achieved or even attempted on Earth.
Another thing that I can discern only now is that the towers don’t actually have their bases on the platform. Instead, they’re rising through it. These things must have their bases on the surface.
And believe me: seeing them pierce through the clouds brings an all new meaning to the word skyscraper.
Now that I’m noticing this, it seems possible that these towers are supporting the platform. That’s the opposite of my first impression, but the new visual perspective I have out here is pretty decisive. There are three main towers that I can see, arranged in what seems to be an equidistant and triangular formation. And the more I look, the more I think they might be in some way load-bearing.
The one the crowd is waiting outside is very close to us and getting closer with every step, while the other two are a considerable distance away. It’s hard for me to judge the distance with nothing to provide scale, but this platform has to be several miles wide.
The platform definitely overhangs each tower by a fair amount, but relative to its total size they are quite close to the edges. To my mind, that adds weight to the idea of them being structurally supportive of the platform as a whole.
Individual faces in the crowd are now easy to discern. We’re almost there.
“Our colony’s mission leader has returned alive,” Loobnar roars as we complete our approach. “To his saviors from Earth, we owe assistance with a problem of their own.”
As much as I like the sound of the support we’re getting from Eden’s ruler, the masses look less certain about how to receive us.
Truly, we are the aliens here.
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Loobnar continues to walk forward while he talks, holding out a hand as he does. He’s encouraging Porro, and by extension us, to stay back.
The ruler stands alone between our party and the crowd. It has to be intentional that while hailing Porro’s return and praising the role we’ve played, Loobnar has literally positioned himself as a bridge between our groups. He is ceremoniously announcing our presence and he is ceremoniously reintroducing Porro, as though he has played any part in making this happen.
“Tell us friends,” Loobnar goes on. “How can we assist with the challenge you face? We are facing our own, but we are in control. For your heroic action in returning Porro and raising the alarm for his fellow survivors, we will help in any and all ways we can.”
He then turns to Maya and signals for her to translate.
The few seconds this takes gives me an opportunity to think about not only how I’m going to reply, which is straightforward enough, but about how my answer is going to be received.
When Maya asks the question in English, Driver leaves the answer to me.
“First of all, thank you for the reception,” I begin.
Countless alien mouths open in wonder at the sound of my voice. To me, their vocalizations sound angry and dissonant no matter what is being said. To them, who knows how I sound?
I wait for Maya to translate, then continue.
“We met Porro on Bayzen. We met him there during our urgent search for answers to a problem on Earth,” I say, taking care not to let slip that I know our problem is the same as theirs. I know I shouldn’t unilaterally break the group decision to keep our cards close to our chest even though I truly do think we are among allies. It’s because I believe they’re allies that I’m going to divulge the full and true nature of our problem, but I can do that without showing our full hand. “Now, here on Eden, we hope to save our planet once and for all.”
I pause again to let Maya pass this on.
“Unfortunately, we brought a new problem back to Earth. Originally from Bayzen, a mysterious substance has begun to spread on our world,” I go on. “We detected it only recently. Since then, its growth and spread has accelerated. We do not know where the substance came from or even if it is natural. We discovered more of it on Bayzen. There, we also discovered a promising solution. We are now able to destroy early stages of the substance.”
When Maya translates this, the previously silent and stationary crowd of aliens begin to mutter and look around at each other in shock.
Even Loobnar’s expression changes. “You share the same problem we do, and you have discovered a solution?” he replies.
I wait for Maya to say it in English, then widen my eyes in faux surprise.
“You know the substance I’m talking about?”
“We are fighting against it right now,” Loobnar replies. “We believe we are winning, but our methods are costly. As we cleanse our planet beneath the clouds, the substance is not the only thing that will die. Another solution would be welcome. But I must ask: if you have a solution to destroy the substance, what else do you need?”
Okay… so they don’t know it’s larvae.
They don’t know that what works against one form won’t necessarily work against another. The fact he’s consistently calling it a “substance” points to that conclusion, too. After all, we thought of it as simply “sludge” and even as a pathogen before we realized it was larvae.
They don’t know what happens if the sludge is left to its own devices for long enough. They haven’t seen any insectoids.
I can understand that, since we have witnessed only one hatching. Further still, even that single instance only occurred in the lunar colony where we had been performing atmospheric interventions by way of various experiments.
The natural life-cycle of the sludge might be far longer than the time it has had to expand so far, since the radiation blasts apparently changed its nature.
“We need more solutions,” I say. “We can destroy early forms of the substance, like I said, but not its ultimate final form. Our people are working to destroy the early forms before any more creatures hatch, but we cannot take any chances. We also cannot cleanse our world like you are doing here, even if it would be effective. Our people have no Great Platform in the sky to escape to.”
Loobnar looks increasingly concerned as Maya passes this on. Since he’s hearing this for the first time, it’s not difficult to understand why.
“The substance is alive,” I plainly state. “It is larvae. I have personally witnessed the substance hatch out small creatures, which then form into one larger structure that becomes immune to our solution. I have visual evidence of those moments, and we have physical samples in our spacecraft. We have come here seeking your help in understanding the nature of this problem, and in developing a solution that can stop the substance in all forms — latent, and living.”
As the crowd descends into something close to a frenzy of concern, Loobnar holds his silence. He stands pensively, looking only at me. As much as I’ve been surprised by what he has told us, this news that the sludge eventually turns into living creatures is surely on another level.
“Take me to the sample,” he eventually replies, with Maya translating as always. “We have seen nothing like what you describe. I must see the extent of what we could be dealing with. We will accelerate our cleansing to make sure no such thing develops on Eden. We will also do what we can to provide a solution in case more of the creatures you describe ever hatch on Earth.”
“Don’t accelerate yet,” I plead.
“Why?” he replies with understandable confusion.
“The solution we found to stop the early stages of the larvae’s growth was abundant on Bayzen,” I tell him. “There could be something else on the surface here that we can use. Before you destroy everything, let us look. You can also examine our partial solution. It could be abundant on Eden, meaning you could stop the spread of the substance without catastrophically damaging your ecosystem.”
Instantly, he is interested. I can tell that from the change in his expression, even before he speaks.
“Take me to your samples,” he says, before turning to the crowd. “Shanzar, Bellok, do not accelerate or intensify the cleansing. Hold steady for now.”
I gulp. It’s a gulp of relief, more than anything else.
Things aren’t ideal, but they could have gone so much worse.
And only a few minutes after stepping out on Eden, we’re heading back to the Vita with the planet’s ruler in tow.
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The others in the Vita, having monitored our brief meeting with Eden’s masses from a distance, are expecting us when we arrive back.
Loobnar hasn’t asked how many of us there are and we haven’t volunteered the information, so I’m not sure what he makes of the small gathering of only Simone, Clyde and Santino.
Driver and I weren’t wearing our radio-boasting EVA suits, given the excellent quality of the air outside, but the rest of our team was able to listen in courtesy of a radio relay from Maya. She truly is an incredible helper bot, able to transmit a live audio signal of everything that was said while she was in the process of translating it all both ways.
That’s why Simone already has her vial of Bayzen water in open view. This is no longer a secret, since I’ve revealed to Loobnar that we have discovered something capable of halting the invasive engineered substance in its early stages. There’s also no need to pretend they haven’t heard. Unlike our ability to understand alien speech with a technological device of our of own creation, short-distance radio communication is hardly something they won’t expect us to have at our disposal.
“This is what we discovered on Bayzen that can kill the sludge,” I say, pointing to the vial. “The radiation blasts may have done something to the water, or the water might have an innate attribute that kills the substance. Earth’s water doesn’t work. Bayzen’s climate has been wrecked by the blasts, so there is no longer any rainfall. We do not have much of this but it might be possible for you to analyze what makes it work.”
Loobnar crouches for a better look. He’s not much taller than me, but instead of just leaning with his neck he bends his multi-jointed legs to lower his whole body. It’s a strange thing to see, made all the stranger by the fluid motion of his limbs.
“Rainfall on Eden has had no effect on the substance,” he confirms. “We have no samples in our labs to test this on, because we deemed it too dangerous to bring any beyond the clouds. Its expansion has been so unpredictable, and with no effective way of stopping it we could not take any chances. I will take your word that it is effective. I can also offer our assistance in analyzing this water. We have extensive information on Bayzen’s water, sent back from the colony before the loss of contact. With this, we will be able to determine if it has been changed by the radiation blasts. If something is different about this water, we will see what it is. That might enable us to create a more potent formulation.”
In the corner of my eye I see Simone smile too soon. She’s obviously beaming with hope at this, like I am on the inside, but the way she quickly catches herself is a sign that she knows she’s almost slipped. Maya hasn’t translated Loobnar’s comments yet, and we’re not supposed to be letting him know that we understand them.
Fortunately, Loobnar is looking only at me as he speaks. He has hardly acknowledged Driver’s presence at all, let alone that of the others. Given how rigidly hierarchical their society is, I figure this is probably because he’s pinned me as our leader.
I’m the one with the majestic bird on my shoulder, for one thing. But I’m also the person who has done our talking.
Beyond that, I’m also taller than Driver. In their world, that appears to count for a lot. We have a very low sample size to go on, but it could also be worth considering that the fact I’m male and she’s not might play a part in the assumptions of the leader of a society as stratified and socially regressive as Eden’s seems to be.
“That would be wonderful,” I say when Maya finishes translating. “A more potent form of the water could be just what we need. And like I said outside: we have the remains of some hatched creatures and the collective form they tried to assemble into. I was able to stop it by firing water into the interior of the monster while it was still forming. But even now, the exterior shell has proven totally impervious to anything we can throw at it. Nothing has worked. Fire, acid, nothing. Any ideas you have and any solutions you can offer will be very welcome.”
By now, I’ve stopped trying to simplify my speech. Maya is completely fluent in English, even when dealing with complex scientific terminology and abstract thinking. She’s also natively fluent in the language of Eden. I think it’s better to say exactly what I mean in potentially complicated terms than it is to use more generalized ones. This gives Maya the opportunity to determine the most applicable alien terms to use, losing as little detailed meaning as possible.
“Show me,” Loobnar replies. Requests don’t get any more simple than that, and I see no reason to waste another second.
We walk.
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Our entire group sets off to the makeshift lab where Simone has stored the remnants of the creatures. Santino takes the opportunity to ask some questions of Loobnar, who is game to answer every one.
At one point, while Santino is asking if the aliens have any experience in synthesizing materials, Laika knocks his head against mine. “Slow,” he squawks very quietly.
I do as he asks.
Then, while Loobnar is loudly replying to Santino with an unfortunately negative answer, Laika leans in and adds something else: “Porro friend say truth, Ray Ray. Always truth.”
I wasn’t feeling any particular doubts about this, but it’s still very nice to have the confirmation. Laika has always been a remarkable judge of humans’ slight facial movements, and the extensive practice he’s recently had has made him just as adept at reading the honesty of these aliens. As far as I’m concerned, I can take his judgements to the bank.
During the walk, I ask a question of my own about the Vita’s radios. Loobnar doesn’t know why our long-range communications systems don’t work on this side of the gate, but he believes the nature of the gate itself has something to do with it. He suggests that something about the “directional frequencies” involved in passing from one side of the gate to the other could be affecting our on-board radios, which are then reset when we return.
It’s an imprecise attempt to explain why the alien vessel on Bayzen can communicate with Earth but we can’t, and a slight nod from Laika confirms that Loobnar at least believes it to be a genuine one. He also promises that his engineers will take a look.
He also says that their own radios here on Eden have been unable to communicate with Bayzen since the radiation blasts. Since Bayzen was a crucial relay in their efforts to communicate with Earth, that also rules out any chance of us talking to Earth from here.
It would be possible to have two-way conversations if the radios were working, since the four light-year gap between Earth and Bayzen can be breached instantly thanks to the quantum gate and since that gate is a relative stone’s throw from our current location. And while we’re out of luck for now, Loobnar promises that some of his technicians will analyze our systems to try to isolate and correct the problem.
Combined with his offer to test the Bayzen water against older samples in a bid to create a more potent solution, this amounts to major assistance. More and more, I’m liking who we’ve run into here.
Sure, the seemingly strict hierarchical nature of Eden’s society might leave a lot to be desired from our perspective. But in terms of how he’s treated us so far, there’s not much more we could have asked of Loobnar.
We’ve had a lot of questions. And while they haven’t all been answered in ways that bring us immediately closer to our goal, the overall direction of travel feels very positive.
When we reach the airlocked door that leads to the insectoid corpses, I feel a familiar hesitation. I also see a familiar flashback in my eyes. Everyone notices me slow down and try to blink away the harrowing memories.
“What is wrong?” Loobnar asks.
I exhale sharply and reopen my eyes to meet his. “Nothing. I just have bad memories of the first time I saw this. That’s all.”
Loobnar says nothing else when Maya translates this, instead turning back to the door.
The general layout of the Vita’s corridors isn’t radically different from what we encountered on the alien vessel on Bayzen. Because these aliens are humanoid and roughly the same size as us, they have ceilings and walls and door-like entrances, too. So while Loobnar has looked around with interest at some things, like our more elaborate overhead lights and especially the windows visible in a few areas on our way, he hasn’t been utterly taken aback by anything.
His eyes glance down at the door handle in a way that tells me he knows exactly how it operates, but he is polite or respectful enough not to touch it. We’re on his planet, but he’s in our house.
With the others all still looking at me, I reach out and open the door.
I look in and see the partially assembled monster in its display-like container.
We all walk in.
Simone steps to the side to gather some of the individual insectoid corpses. She gathered these from the floor of the lunar compound’s lab where I first saw them, and they’re among the few that didn’t harden onto the greater mass before I managed to kill the whole lot.
Loobnar looks intently, first at the armored spider-like monster that stands almost as tall as he does. He then looks just as closely at the insectoids.
I position myself in front of him, so Laika can get a good look at his face.
“Have you ever seen anything like this?” I ask.
Without looking up from the insectoids, which Simone has encased in a sealed perspex-like container, he replies bluntly that he has not.
I glance at Laika. Silently, he nods.
Once again, Loobnar is telling the truth.
“You are telling me the water from Bayzen kills these?” the alien ruler asks, gesturing to the insectoids before turning back to the monster. “But it does not kill that?”
“Exactly,” I say. “I stopped it before the transformation was complete. These things were climbing together into one collective form and hardening. I fired the water into a small gap that was closing by the second. From the outside, I had no way of stopping this thing. Even now, we cannot damage the hardened material.”
While Maya translates this, Simone walks back to the storage shelf where she got the insectoids. She places down their container and returns with another, this time containing small fragments of the hardened shell that cracked off when I killed the monster. She presents it to Loobnar.
“This is what it’s made of,” I explain, just in case he isn’t following. “We’ve never seen a material like it. If your scientists can study this material in search of a weakness, and the Bayzen water in search of explanations to its effectiveness against the earlier stages of the larvae’s development, we would be very grateful.”
“It is done,” Loobnar replies, as soon as he understands what I’ve asked. “We will urgently assist in the study.”
So far, so good. But with Loobnar so clearly in charge around here, along with the help he’s offering, there’s something else I want his explicit and immediate permission to do.
Because we didn’t come this far to stand in the clouds…
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“Thank you for offering your scientists’ help in studying our materials,” I say to Loobnar. “And while they do that, we would like to venture below the clouds to search for information or resources that could help our understanding.”
For a few seconds, he says nothing.
“We have technology capable of mapping the spread of the spores emitted by the sludge,” I continue. “Those spores spread across great distances and can eventually develop into more of it. On Bayzen, the nature of the distribution is what led us to discover the repellant effects of the water. If we do the same here, we could assess the extent of Eden’s contamination and perhaps find a less destructive solution than your fumigation plan.”
Fumigation might not be the right word, but that seems to be what Loobnar was essentially getting at when he mentioned cleansing the planet. After all, for them to need thick artificial cloud coverage to keep themselves safe from what they’re doing down there, it has to be pretty intense.
“Can you see through the clouds?” I ask, as the thought enters my mind. If they have any equipment that can, which seems fairly likely, it might be possible to combine it with Clyde’s ingenious visual overlays.
“The clouds are too dense, by design,” Loobnar replies. “To be thick enough for the task we need them to perform, they are as a result too thick to allow visual observation.”
“So how do we know that it’s safe to go down?” Clyde interjects. It’s a fair question. “Our drone didn’t make it.”
“The Vita’s not a drone,” Driver replies. “We made it through the gate. Loobnar… we can handle a hostile atmosphere beneath the clouds, and we really do want to see what’s down there. The only question is if there is anything dangerous about the clouds themselves. What exactly are they?”
When Maya passes on the question, Loobnar immediately turns to me.
“Do you allow this female to speak for you?” he asks.
I hear Driver’s nasal inhalation from several feet away.
“Driver speaks for herself,” I reply, somewhat tersely as I hold his eyes. “As my equal.”
Several seconds of silence fill the air after Maya’s translation of this statement.
“Could you answer her question about the clouds?” I go on.
Still looking directly at me, Loobnar speaks: “The clouds themselves are entirely benign. However, the atmosphere below is hostile. I would not permit a team of my own to descend. I applaud your valor and I will allow your mission, but with none of our own kind as guides. You will be alone. I will put teams to work on the analysis of this material and the water samples you have brought from Bayzen. Is there any other way you wish for me to assist?”
More and more, I’m seeing some complexities to Loobnar’s character. I don’t like the very telling way he talked about Driver any more than she does, and it only adds to some feelings I was already getting about the regressive way he rules over his society. We’re not in a position to choose our allies, though, and we need his help. That’s why I’m so relieved by just how willing to help he is.
He is genuinely grateful that we have brought Porro home, and he has a clear respect for me individually along with his frequently evident appreciation and awe for Laika.
But aside from that, I think it has clicked in Loobnar’s mind that as a very competent and well-equipped group, it’s just as likely that we could find a solution to his world’s problem as it is that his experts could find the solution to ours.
I don’t think Loobnar is the kind of guy we could count on to do anything out of the goodness of his heart. Fortunately, we don’t need him to.
“Could you halt whatever you’re doing to cleanse the surface?” Driver asks.
Again, Loobnar looks at me. This time, instead of asking him to answer Driver’s question, I raise my eyebrows and hold his gaze until he does.
The answer isn’t exactly the one I wanted, but it again shows a willingness to help: “There is no active process for us to stop,” he says. “We will certainly refrain from doing anything else, for the period of your exploration. The conditions will not worsen once you descend, but they will not improve. We have been advancing in stages. We cannot see through the clouds and we do not share your ability to visually measure the spread of contamination. We have four monitoring stations where the substance was discovered. We believe that the latest stage of our intervention, the most intense so far, has finally cleansed one of the locations.”
“Based on what?” I ask, increasingly having to remind myself to wait for Maya’s translations. “What are you monitoring, and how? And what are you actually doing?”
I trust what Loobnar is telling us, in no small part thanks to Laika’s input. But while I do think we can trust his answers, my overall read on his character has soured. I’m glad we’ve kept our cards close to our chests, and I definitely think we should keep doing so.
That’s why I’m still making sure I wait for the vocal translations.
The reason I’m having to remind myself to do so, meanwhile, is that we’re really getting down to brass tacks. As the questions and answers get more specific and more consequential, my urge to move forward as quickly as possible is growing.
“We have been starving the substance of light and warmth,” Loobnar replies. “The clouds must be thick to enable our safety on the Great Platform. We have progressively lowered them, and the Platform, while also increasing their density. This intensifies the cleanse.”
“You’ve lowered the Platform?” I ask, checking that’s really what he means. “As in, you raised it to a certain height, and then you’ve brought it down? Is that so the clouds can be lower? Or is that because the clouds are lower?”
After thinking over my successive questions for a few seconds, Loobnar answers. “It is because the clouds are lower. We need to be no higher than the clouds. When we lowered the clouds to intensify the cleanse, we were able to lower the Great Platform. The towers you have seen hold up this refuge in the sky. We stand now at half the height we did to begin with.”
Wow… half.
This crazy Great Platform has already been lowered halfway back to the ground. Judging by the protruding peaks of the towers, which looked high from our vantage point outside without being insanely high, I’m starting to realize we’re not actually all that high up.
“And how are you monitoring things down there without any visuals?” I push.
“Our monitoring stations measure the concentration of oxygen in locations where the substance was detected,” Loobnar states. One positive character trait, at least, is his patience in answering every question I ask. “The realization that the substance consumes oxygen is what tipped our focus from intrigue regarding its nature to grave concern regarding its spread. Now, following our latest intensification of the cleanse, the oxygen level at one of the monitoring stations has stopped dropping. We believe the atmospheric changes have stopped the substance from growing any further.”
“Guys…” Simone says, her voice slightly shaky when she speaks as soon as Maya is done translating. “Atmospheric modification, especially relating to oxygen, is exactly what we were doing on the moon when the sludge went crazy.”
I feel my chest tighten, because she’s right. And more than that, I know where she’s going.
“I don’t think we only have to go down there to look for solutions we can use on Earth,” she goes on. “I think we have to go down to stop the sludge on Eden before it gets any worse. The whole danger on the Moon was that if the sludge there expanded too much, it could share its energy with the stuff on Earth. We know the energetic link works across distance and through all kinds of materials. There’s no way we can safely assume it doesn’t work across the gate.”
She’s dead right. That is what we have to do… and why.
And we could sure as hell use some tanks full of Bayzen water to do it, I reflect ruefully.
“Loobnar,” I say, turning back to face him. “We need to go as soon as possible. We can give you a vial of the water and some shards of this material. Is there anything else we need to know to go down there safely?”
“Avoid the harsh environment around the Lone Peak and do not engage with any surviving life,” he says. “Focus only on the substance.”
I narrow my eyes slightly at this. A harsh environment, the need to focus on the substance… sure, I could have expected some warnings like that.
But surviving life?
Well, I guess we might be getting ourselves into something more intense than we bargained for.
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“Surviving life?” I ask.
The Lone Peak sounds like it’s probably a mountain. That part is obvious enough. The Vita should be able to handle any conditions on the surface and we’ll go wherever our aerial scans suggest will offer the best chance of finding something useful.
I’ll bear Loobnar’s warning in mind, but it’s not the main thing I’ve picked up on.
Compared to the mention of surviving life, in fact, it hardly even registers. That’s why I don’t push for any more details on the mountain.
“What kind of life?” I go on, after no immediate reply is forthcoming. “Animals?”
A far more intriguing point is lingering in the air.
“I would be surprised if there is anything left alive beneath the clouds,” the alien ruler says. “We have had to take extreme actions to protect our society and our world. I only suggest that you take care. I assume you have protective equipment?”
“And drones, vehicles, a little more Bayzen water…” Driver says. I can tell that her opinion of Loobnar has nosedived, but she’s being civil enough that he probably can’t. “We’ll do our part. You do yours.”
“Time is not unlimited,” Loobnar says. Once again, he is facing me as he states this rather than offering any more direct reply to Driver’s point. “I understand your planet’s problems are urgent and serious, but so are our own. The problems are common. While my scientists attempt to discover a solution by studying the materials you have provided, I will refrain from accelerating the cleanse. That is my promise to you. However, the gravity of what you have shown me here means that I cannot hold off for long. While you cannot use aggressive atmospheric cleansing methods on Earth, due to your stated lack of a platform onto which your people could escape the process, we have no such restriction. I owe you thanks for bringing Porro home and alerting us to the survival of some of his team. I acknowledge that. But I also owe my people the greatest chance of survival I can offer them.”
By now practiced in communicating with us via the intermediary of Maya, Loobnar pauses to let her translate all of this. And as much as a ticking clock makes me uneasy, his point is fair and reasonable. We do need a non-destructive solution far more than he does. The cleansing process is a sledgehammer — and unlike the Edenites do here, on Earth we simply don’t have anywhere to get everyone out of its way.
The irony is that our ability to find a more precise solution requires Loobnar’s patience in not dropping his hammer. We need to analyze the spread of spores and sludge on Eden so we can look for some kind of naturally occurring repellant, which may either prove immediately effective against the hardened shell or might contain an active compound that we can isolate through scientific study.
“From the moment you pass through the clouds, I will give you precisely one day to analyze the surface for contamination and look for effective remedies,” Loobnar continues. “After that, I will have no option other than to accelerate the cleanse to a decisive level. We will have no contact once you pass through the clouds. If you do not return within this time frame, we will unfortunately have to assume your mission has failed. For your own sake… do not be late.”
A day.
Damn.
It goes without saying that we’re going to do everything as quickly as we possibly can, with every hour possibly being important for Earth’s survival. Talk of Loobnar’s engineers fixing our radios has naturally taken a back seat for now, with this more urgent phase of our mission taking priority.
Since it’s going to take us two weeks to physically return to Earth with whatever we find, I’m holding on to hope that the aliens will be able to fix our radios and that any solution we discover is one we can share remotely. If we can gain knowledge of the hardened material’s weaknesses and the aliens can fix our radio, it’s possible that our friends and allies on Earth could utilize our discovery before we get home.
If the radio can’t be fixed or the solution we find is a physical resource that can’t be synthesized and doesn’t occur naturally on Earth, I’ll feel a lot less confident that we’ll get home in time to stop any more insectoids from hatching — or to stop any armored final-form creatures from wreaking whatever havoc they have in mind.
In short, several things have to go right in a situation where time is very much against us. None of us would want to spend any more than a day searching for a decisive solution on Eden, but knowing we won’t be able to still adds further tension to what was already a very stressful situation.
As soon as Maya translates Loobnar’s deadline into English, with her words perfectly matching those that appear in my lenses, she adds an addendum of her own: “He means an Eden day… the time it takes Eden to complete a full rotation — not Earth. In your terms, this equates to nine hours and seventeen minutes.”
I sigh.
Of course it does.
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Of course my internal lamentation that a day might not be long enough is almost instantly blown out of the water by a correction that we actually have less than half a day to explore an unfamiliar planet and find… well, something, somewhere, that can make sure Earth won’t be consumed by alien larvae and the horrifying monsters it eventually spews out.
Sometimes — just once — I really wish an unexpected clarification would fall in our favor. I guess that’s too much to ask.
“Nine hours? Seriously?” Clyde shrieks, very much taking the sentiment from the tip of my tongue. “You can only give us one of your days? Not even two?”
“My duty is first and foremost to my people,” Loobnar says. “I appreciate that your exploration may also benefit us, and I will make analysis of your sample materials our absolute priority. But that does not change the fact that I cannot hold back for long. Every moment I refrain from accelerating our planetary cleanse is another moment for the substance we have detected to hatch into these small creatures. It is another moment for those creatures to assemble into an unstoppable monster like the one sealed in the case in front of us.”
I feel my chest tighten as these words are translated, because once again I have no obvious comeback. He’s dead right. From Loobnar’s perspective, recently altered by what we’ve told and shown him, waiting to act is a risk in itself.
I hate the unmissable irony at play, too. If we hadn’t shown and told him about the insectoids, which we’ve done seeking his assistance, this time limit likely wouldn’t be so tight. That was one card I didn’t see any advantage in keeping close to our chests. As soon as Loobnar spoke of their problem with an invasive material, I thought the fact he was facing a similar battle would benefit us.
It did bring common ground and he is going to pass our potentially crucial materials over to his best experts. More generally, the fact that Eden is contaminated at all is what’s going to give our team any chance of finding a new effective material or resource. I just can’t shake the fact that if I hadn’t brought him in here, all of that might have been true without the added deadline.
“Our cleansing methods are effective against the larval form of the material,” the alien ruler continues, his gruff voice quickly and mercifully knocking me out of my self-defeating and regretful thought patterns. “But knowing it is larvae, which I am thankful you have informed us, changes the calculations. Our cleansing methods may not be effective against the fully developed and hardened creatures, just like your water-based solution was not. I do not want to intensify the cleanse and render our planet’s surface lifeless, any more than I want to prevent you from finding what you need to save your own world less destructively. But to save my people, I will do both if necessary. That is why I must enforce a one-day deadline.”
There is no arguing. As soon as Loobnar finishes talking, he turns to Simone and looks down at what she’s holding.
Instantly, she hands it over.
Loobnar now possesses a vial of Bayzen water and two small containers, one holding a few insectoid corpses and the other holding some cracked pieces of the fully formed creature’s hardened shell.
He holds it all effortlessly, since everything is quite small, but nevertheless quickly attempts to hand it over to Porro.
“I am going with them,” our alien companion states, declining to take the items. “They helped me, now I must help them.”
Loobnar steps towards him until they are chest to chest.
The alien ruler looks down his nose at Porro and grunts: “You kneel no more, Porro, but you do not speak back.”
He then thrusts the objects into Porro’s stomach region until the smaller alien takes hold of them.
With a deflated posture, Porro looks directly at me. “Good luck,” he says. “I will assist in the study of these objects as much as I can, and I will see you when you return. I hope our shared problems will be solved.”
“Good luck,” Loobnar echoes, staring at me one final time before walking away and urging Porro to do the same.
I have no idea why Porro couldn’t come with us. His local knowledge could have benefitted us in all kinds of ways. It’s a relief that we still have Maya, at least, who Loobnar either doesn’t care about or didn’t think about. She has no recollection of Eden but is a precious ally in noticing and analyzing things that are often beyond our human capabilities.
Another thing I don’t know is exactly where the line is between ruler and tyrant. All I know on that front is that Loobnar has definitely crossed the line into asshole territory.
“So we’re doing this?” Clyde asks, more hesitant than I’ve ever heard him.
Clyde is the guy who flew to Earth to pick me up from a medical isolation center when no one else wanted to go near me. To see and hear him as uneasy as this really underscores the gravity of what we’re doing here.
Driver nods decisively. “If we hadn’t met anyone here, we still would have flown through the clouds — only with no idea of what we were going to find, let alone any of the context we’ve learned here. Don’t worry, Clyde, we’ve got this. Everyone suit up and head to the Security Center. We’re not flying into a storm here. I just want us all to be safe. From in there, you can see and hear everything we can.”
None of the others object. With varying degrees of verve — Santino most and Clyde least — they all head towards the door.
For a few seconds, Driver and I are left staring at the reconstructed spider-like monster. Our whole mission is all about making sure no more of these ever come into being, and especially not on Earth’s surface.
We don’t know what the final-form creatures would actually do, but the way the locust-like plague of insectoids initially tried to rush over me and the way their collective form is so heavily armored suggests that it would be nothing good. We simply have to find a way to permanently deal with the sludge, in all of its forms.
Looking at the hardened and almost-complete monster focuses my mind on the job at hand, and it’s time to get moving.
As I turn away, Driver momentarily pulls me back. “Hey… Ray?”
“Yeah?” I say.
“Thanks for sticking up for me there. I know we have to keep Loobnar sweet, so I was biting a hole in my tongue trying not to put him straight about letting a ‘female’ speak. But I appreciate that you didn’t ignore it.”
“Of course,” I tell her. “Now let’s get down there and take care of things so we never have to deal with his backwards ass again. You ready?”
That raises a smile on her face. “Let’s do it.”
And with that, we’re on our way to the cockpit.
Our pitstop on the Great Platform has taught us a lot.
But now, and this time for real… Eden awaits.
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We’re moving forward.
As I sit in the cockpit, ready for Driver to lift off from this bizarre Great Platform and descend through the equally bizarre artificial clouds below, that’s what I remind myself.
Loobnar, for his obvious faults, is actively assisting us by passing our samples of Bayzen water, insectoids and hardened shell over to his own scientific experts.
Once we pass through the clouds, we will have only nine hours and seventeen minutes to complete our mission of exploration and hopefully resource-gathering.
Driver is wearing her patented expression of total focus, which hits levels I’ve never seen on anyone else. We both have our suits on and our helmets in place, fully sealed for the descent.
Laika is in here with us, too. Out of an abundance of caution, we’ve put him in his cage with the protective seal engaged around it. He never makes any kind of argument when we do something like this, implicitly trusting my judgement now even more than when the two of us were hurtling towards Earth from the Beacon in an ill-equipped Escape Pod.
Nothing should be too bad down there, though. A few things Loobnar has said suggest that the atmospheric cleanse has mainly involved changes in temperature and air compositions. I’m expecting that we’ll be able to let Laika out as soon as we’re through the clouds and have some data readings from the air around us.
Those artificial clouds, about which we admittedly know very little, might simply be acting as a block on natural processes that would keep the atmosphere habitable. There has been so much to ask and learn from Loobnar, and he has had many questions for us, too. We didn’t have the luxury of being able to make a list of things to drill down on, and it was often the case in our conversations that he would address several points in one long statement that would then be translated as a whole.
There are things we don’t know, and exactly what kind of atmospheric conditions we’ll find beneath the clouds is certainly among them.
Time will tell on that front, but we have every confidence the Vita, its smaller nested vehicles, and indeed our suits, will all hold up to the conditions we face. Really, I think Driver and I both feel that time is our greatest enemy.
That’s why she takes off without any further delay.
Through the cockpit’s front window, we no longer see any of the aliens. They’ve all retired into the nearby tower. The last of them entered just as we were arriving in the cockpit. It was a surprise to see the tower open to allow them in, since I now know that what looks like the base is actually around halfway up.
I can only guess that there must be entrances at each stage of the tower that the Great Platform can use as a support base. We might get a better view of those supports and how they work when we’re looking up from below, but for now guesswork is all I’ve got. I’d also assume the towers’ interiors are tightly sealed at cloud level, to prevent any leakage where they pierce through. When the purpose of the clouds is to ensure a total separation from the Platform and the world below, that seems like it would be a necessity.
The nature of these towers is just one more mystery about Eden to add to a list that’s actually grown since we arrived.
As we lift off from the landing spot the aliens’ lights guided us onto several eventful hours ago, I look out at the clouds with natural apprehension.
“Remember how low these clouds could be,” I say.
Again, I’m acting out of an abundance of caution. Driver has been paying as much attention as I have to everything Loobnar has revealed, including the implication that the Platform — and thus the clouds — is currently at around half of its original altitude. Given the protruding height of the towers, we’re clearly not going to have a huge amount of altitude to play with.
The Vita is getting no readings at all, including altitude, which is very unusual. If we didn’t already know these clouds weren’t naturally occurring, this alone would be giving us some major hints.
“Yeah, I’m ready to level off as soon as we’re through,” Driver replies. She’s never one to take a sensible reminder as a suggestion that I think she’s forgotten something, and I know we’re in the best hands we could be. “I’m also ready for these clouds to be thicker than we’re expecting, and for their platform to be very low. I’m not going to take us down too sharply in case the landing is blind until the last second. Because believe me, the last thing we can afford is any damage that would make it difficult to take off. If I was to crash here like I crashed the vessel on Bayzen, we wouldn’t have time to figure a way out like we did then. We’d die down there when Loobnar hits the button in nine hours.”
I’m almost sorry I spoke. The idea of Driver crashing a vehicle she has any familiarity with is absurd to me. I don’t think she’s being fair on herself to reference what happened on Bayzen, where she didn’t. But I also know her well enough by now to know that this is how she is.
Worst-case scenarios focus Driver’s mind on what has to be done. Imagining the worst is part of her process in achieving the best. Reminding herself of past mishaps, however minor or out of her hands the situation was, ensures she will never make the same mistake twice.
I wish I wasn’t now thinking about the prospect of an almost blind landing in a tight gap between Eden’s surface and the clouds that are currently wreaking atmospheric havoc upon it. But on the other side of the coin, I feel oddly soothed to know that Driver is thinking about it. When she’s in control, a problem foreseen is generally a problem avoided.
Driver carries us forward quickly. In well under a minute, we’re at the edge of the Platform. From there, she gently tips the Vita’s nose and heads for the clouds.
Maya, who would be overwhelmed with exhaustion by now if she was as alive as she often seems, is in my left hand. I’m holding too tightly, but still I see her delicate feet grasping onto my glove. It goes without saying that the last thing we want is for anything to happen to her.
Without Porro, who Loobnar wouldn’t allow to make a journey he deemed too risky, Maya is our only link to this mysterious world. We need her now more than ever.
Our angle of descent is no sharper than I’ve experienced in commercial jet-liners. Driver wasn’t joking when she said she was going to take care in this regard, to ensure we can safely level off as soon as we break through.
An oddly total darkness fills the window when we enter the clouds.
All of the atmospheric readings on our monitor go blank. I’ve never seen this before.
I try to tell myself that it’s not as bad as if everything had gone red. Something about the clouds could be messing with our sensors, and everything might well stabilize once we break through.
But as several breathless seconds pass, my doubts grow.
“I don’t want us in here for too long,” Driver says, thinking out loud. “I don’t know what these clouds are, Ray. I don’t know what they could do to the Vita if they’re around us like this for too long. I don’t want to dip too much, but I’m going to take us down faster at the same angle. I’ll be ready to pull up when I see something… just brace, okay? All you guys downstairs, too… be ready for a jolt if I have to pull up.”
I push myself back into my chair and fully envelop Maya within my hands.
“Laika, we’ll get you out of there in no time, little dude,” Driver calls back to him. He’s fully secured to the floor as well as fully sealed in his suit-like cover, but I can imagine he’s feeling uneasy after Driver’s latest pronouncement. These words definitely won’t do any harm in calming him down.
Although neither of us can easily turn around to see him while I’m restrained in my harness-like safety belt, he replies right away.
“Laika trust Luna,” he says, and that’s all.
We can hear everything through our helmets, which are also configured to project our voices, and I can see enough of Driver’s face through her visor to see her eyes narrow in even greater focus as she gives the Vita an extra burst of speed.
Within only a few seconds, the total darkness breaks.
Outside, I can tell that we’re through the clouds — or at least their thickest section — due to the visibility of our own forward light beams. That’s all I can see, though.
Flashing data fields on our screen then tear my attention away from the window. I hold my breath and feel my heart pumping as the readings appear and settle.
The freezing temperature is written in an inhospitable red, while the low oxygen concentration is a warning-level yellow. To my huge relief, though, everything else is green. No known toxins are detected and there doesn’t seem to be anything else to worry about.
Well… apart from the altitude.
I feel a massive jolt, exactly the kind Driver warned us to be ready for, as she rapidly levels off upon realizing that we are extremely close to the ground.
“We’re going to be okay!” she yells while doing it, her tone not one of celebration but rather insistent determination.
As soon as we level off, she lowers our speed and asks me to tap a button on the screen that will engage our maximum level of exterior lighting.
“I can avoid the ground,” she goes on. “But I don’t want to crash into that mountain Loobnar was talking about, or any of the towers.”
I know why she’s worried about that. Almost nothing is visible until I hit the lights, with our main headlight-like beams seeming to fade to nothing in the dark distance ahead.
Everything changes when I hit the button.
In an instant, our powerful lights are beaming out downwards as well as forwards. All of a sudden our low altitude is no longer just a number.
Very clearly, we are damn close to the ground. Driver doesn’t seem concerned by that at all, since we’re now cruising at a steady altitude, but I’m just not accustomed to the Vita acting like a plane. Even a large plane wouldn’t normally cruise this low, so it really is a bizarre feeling.
It’s not like we’re in a clear-bottomed helicopter or anything, so I can only see the ground ahead of us. What’s most incredible is the sight of Eden’s vegetation, with what looks like a huge forest of trees in the near distance.
“I’m sending out drones,” Driver says. “We can’t see spores through the window, but Santino and Clyde patched the drones’ software so they can apply the overlays. We’ll see anything out there as soon as the drones do. I’ll release four for now.”
At the touch of a button, she does just that.
It wouldn’t be bad news if the drones do deliver some telltale yellow overlays that signal contamination. After all, making note of the pattern of contamination on Bayzen is what led to our discovery of that planet’s water’s ability to repel and even destroy the sludge in the first place.
If the drones don’t pick up signs of any spores and we don’t see anything else of note from up here, it’s hard to know what our next move will be.
“Ray…” a weak voice states.
It’s Maya’s, muffled by the continued tightness of my protective grip around her.
Now that we’re through the clouds and coasting at what Driver deems a safe altitude, I don’t need to hold on to Maya so tightly.
“Sorry,” I say, opening my hands.
“No, thank you,” the robotic bird replies. She then flutters into the air and flies forward to look out of the window for herself. Her incredibly acute eye-based cameras and equally incredible perceptive abilities are powerful tools in our arsenal here, so I’m glad to see her do so.
“You can let Laika out, too,” Driver says. As she speaks, she uses her right hand to unseal her helmet. “And if you could lift this off, that’d be great.”
I remove her helmet, which I guess must be a pretty major hindrance to her own ability to see outside and comfortably pilot the Vita.
I’ll take mine off, too, since we’ve emerged into a considerably less atmospherically dangerous world than we were worried we might. But first of all, I head to Laika.
“Thanks, Ray Ray,” he says while I remove his cover and open his trusty travel cage. This thing has been through nearly as many adventures as we have, but as comfortable as he is with it he’s evidently delighted to get out.
The little guy wraps his wings around me at the very first chance he gets, rushing through the newly opened cage door. He doesn’t like the dark, so what we just went through must have been especially tough for him.
“What is that?” Maya suddenly asks, catching our attention as well as Driver’s.
I quickly remove my own helmet then encourage Laika to come with me to my front-row seat. After being locked in the cage for even the short time he was, he’s understandably more clingy than normal and is only too glad to take me up on the offer.
By the time I sit down, Driver has already changed the Vita’s course to get a closer looked at whatever Maya has seen.
At first, I can’t see anything.
“Ten o’clock,” Driver says.
I look out to the left and finally see something. It’s hard to make out much on the dark surface, even with our brilliant lights piercing the absolute darkness. But I do notice something in our powerful front beams.
“Is that… smoke?” I ask.
“I think so,” Driver says, heading towards it. “And you know what they say about smoke.”
I turn to face her, still seeing nothing but concentration on her face. “There’s none without fire?”
She nods. “It’s cold as hell down here, Ray. The air is breathable, though, so there could still be life. You know… surviving life? Maybe even the kind of life that knows to start fires when it’s cold?”
“You don’t think they left people down here…” I muse. “Aliens, I mean. Surely not?”
“Loobnar just told us not to engage with any surviving life,” Driver replies. “He didn’t say animals. You asked if that’s what he meant, but he didn’t say yes. And with how stratified we know their society is… with how much of an asshole we know he is… would you really put it past him?”
I look out at the smoke, which is becoming clearer as we approach. Its origin is near the edge of the forest, leaving a natural spot for us to touch down nearby.
“I want to land,” Driver says, turning to me and seemingly reading my mind. “If there’s anyone alive down there, we need to talk to them for all kinds of reasons. They’ll know about the sludge, and they’ll know the land.”
Gulping away my doubts, I hold her eyes and force out a two-word decision:
“Do it.”
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Part of me doesn’t want to believe it.
Part of me just can’t accept that Loobnar would be capable of something like this.
As much as making contact with surface-dwelling Edenites could help our cause, I didn’t want things to play out like this.
The only other upside I can think of is that we can maybe also help them.
If we can find something to deal with the sludge Loobnar’s scientists have detected down here, they won’t have to “cleanse” the surface of Eden any more than they already have.
Cleanse suddenly feels like a horribly inappropriate word. I don’t want to jump to any conclusions just yet, but doing something like this as casually as Loobnar has would put him on a level of callousness only Ignacio Zola has previously occupied in my mind.
If this is what it looks like from here.
As we move forward at pace, the power of our lights makes the smoke increasingly clear.
The oxygen level under the clouds is a little low, but not fatally so. At least, not immediately fatally so.
I do have to remind myself that points like that are based on thinking about conditions we could survive, though, and that we don’t exactly know how this alien race’s tolerance levels might compare.
Whatever our initial plan, we have no choice other than to land. And very soon after we spot the smoke, we reach the open area Driver has identified as a safe spot to do.
The landing itself is smooth, with Driver sensibly making use of the Vita’s assistive technologies rather than stubbornly doing everything herself. Although visibility is moderate rather than terrible thanks to our lights, we’re on an alien world where no human has ever set foot. Needless to say, no one has ever landed a huge spacecraft here, either.
As soon as we’re down, Driver assumes manual control of the primary light beams and directs them towards the edge of the woods.
My heart skips a beat when we see them — an extensive crowd of aliens, huddling for warmth and now lifting their hands to their eyes to defend against our blinding beams.
Driver immediately lowers the brightness and points the beam towards the ground slightly closer to our landing spot. This means we can still see the abandoned aliens, albeit less clearly, without troubling them so much with our direct light.
“Fuck…” Driver sighs.
Looking out at the poor bastards, I don’t know what else to add. We wanted to find something down here, and this still might turn out to be a moment we look back on as a positive turning point. But right now, on a human level, I feel heartbroken by what I see.
There are hundreds of them, at least, and their varying heights make it very clear that a lot of them are children.
I literally can’t believe my eyes. Thinking the smoke might lead us to survivors isn’t the same as actually seeing them, and the sheer number of them is hard to believe.
Even as all this is running through my mind, more aliens come forward to join the pack. Those at the front haven’t moved any closer to us, but the mass gathering has to be at least twenty aliens deep. It could also go back much, much further, for all I know, because the thick forest begins before the visible crowd ends.
“Porro friends okay, Ray Ray?” Laika asks, seeing the same thing I am and having similarly concerned thoughts.
“I don’t know, buddy,” I reply honestly.
The aliens we can see are alive, at least, but they are huddled together at the edge of the dark woods in a way that suggests “okay” would be overselling it.
“I don’t know, either,” Driver says. “And I don’t know how anyone could do this. Ray, this is Zola-level stuff. Taking the elites to a safe Platform in the clouds while he kills everything on the surface? And they didn’t even know the sludge is larvae until we told them. They were doing this because they were worried it might end up being dangerous. All they knew was that it feeds on oxygen. But instead of getting their heads together and looking for ways to contain it, they decided to just sacrifice all these… what… these ‘lowly peasants’ in their eyes? It’s sick.”
She’s damn right it’s sick. And despite there being the slightest of all parallels, which some devil’s advocate or even Loobnar himself might point out if he knew everything of Earth’s recent history, this is nothing like what the ERF did with our bunker program.
Granted, a select few were chosen for evacuation to the secure bunkers ahead of anticipated planetary disasters. And granted, the overwhelming majority of Earth’s population were left to fend for themselves. But really, the similarities have to end there.
The bunkers protected as many people as possible, for one thing. Here, that obviously isn’t the case. We’ve just left the Great Platform, which was both enormous and almost entirely empty.
More to the point, though, the ERF bunkers protected as many people as possible from an external and unavoidable threat. The chaos that occurred wasn’t caused by Clarence Major, Elana Hart, President Williams or anyone else involved in the evacuations.
Whatever I disagreed with them about at the time or afterwards, those people did what they could to mitigate a disaster that couldn’t be stopped. They were protecting thousands of people from the selfish actions of one demented madman who was willing to eliminate all life on his own planet to bring about the future he desired.
In this comparison, the tyrant and his yes-men on the Great Platform aren’t Major and the other ERF leaders. Loobnar really is the Zola around here.
I feel dirty knowing that our collection of important samples and maybe even our future is in his hands. It was hard enough being diplomatic when he disrespected Driver the way he did, but this is obviously on a whole different level of despicableness. This is plunging to depths I didn’t know existed.
I’m almost glad Porro isn’t here. Because even if his position in Eden’s rigid hierarchy would have landed him a spot on the Platform, I know him well enough to know that see this would hurt him. At his core, he is good… and these are his people.
Running her hand back against her always-ponytailed hair, Driver loudly blows air through her lips and shakes her head. “Now what?” she asks. “Do we go out? Wait for one of them to come forward like Loobnar did when we landed up there? Is there going to be a leader here, too?”
Looking out at the poor abandoned alien masses, I don’t know the answer to that final question. All I know is we don’t have time to sit and wait for anything.
“Maya… I think you should go out first,” I say. “Some of them might recognize you. You were made here and you might not be the only one. We don’t know if they’ll know anything about us. In a stupidly rigid social world like this, knowledge might be protected. These guys might have no idea about Earth. We don’t know where Porro fell on the spectrum. Until now, we didn’t know what we didn’t know.”
“Yeah,” Driver firmly replies before Maya has the chance. “I’m with you: Maya first. Seeing us step out could majorly freak them out. I mean, they’re probably freaked out now by a giant spaceship touching down. But if they don’t know anything about us, or even if they do, stepping outside without talking first might be too much. They’re already going to be on the defensive. You’re talking about what we don’t know, Ray. Well, we also don’t even know if these guys will know anything about the sludge, or what kind of bullshit story Loobnar might have spun.”
“We’ll be able to communicate with you when you’re out there,” I say to Maya, who is now looking at me and Driver rather than the alien masses. “We can tell you what to say. You won’t have to translate what they say, either, because we’ll hear it through the radio and our lenses will translate it all into text automatically. This is the safest way forward. It should only take a minute to build some rapport and get a basic read on what’s happening here and how we can help each other. What do you think?”
“I think you are right,” the robotic hummingbird replies. “Our technologies will make this workable and it is a sensible course of action.”
Without any hanging around, Maya flutters beyond us to show that she’s ready to go. She’s showing a keen awareness for our deadline, which puts a hard time limit on not only finding a solution to our own problems but now on offering these poor aliens any chance of survival.
Driver and I both stand and walk with her towards the stairs.
We definitely didn’t see this coming, but we know what we have to do.
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Laika doesn’t come with us for a few seconds. Instead, he hops onto the control panel and gazes out mournfully at the aliens.
“Porro friends cold, Ray Ray. Laika want to help.”
“Me, too, buddy,” I tell him.
That’s Laika all over. He’s never seen a frown he didn’t want to turn around. He’s never seen a person or an animal in trouble who he didn’t want to help, and this kindness of heart clearly extends to aliens, too.
He has probably bonded with Porro more than I have, during the work they undertook with Santino and Maya in developing so much of the technology we’re about to lean on.
“We’ll be back up here in a minute, little dude,” Driver calls back to him. “You can come with us to see the others or you can stay.”
He comes.
For her part, Driver doesn’t have to say anything explicit for me to know how she’s feeling. Her “no man left behind” mantra definitely extends to aliens. I saw that first-hand during our original trip to Bayzen when we risked everything to save the colonists.
Our absolute priority is and will always be doing whatever it takes to save Earth. But if there’s any possible way we can help these poor aliens in the process, we’re going to do it.
These aren’t just potential helpers in our mission we’re talking about, by virtue of what useful local knowledge they can provide. They’re intelligent living beings in their own right. They’re innocent souls with no way of saving themselves. We couldn’t just leave them like this, even if our consciences would let us.
Without making any claims to being heroic arbiters of decency and justice, turning a blind eye to this kind of suffering is just not something we can do. It’s just not who we are.
By the time we reach the bottom of the stairs, just like when we first landed on the Great Platform, the others are waiting to greet us. Having listened to our conversations and having seen the exterior data readings and camera feeds in the Security Center, they know what we’re planning to do.
They’ve also all removed their helmets and suits. It’s frightfully cold outside, but not yet truly deathly cold. A human wouldn’t survive a night unsheltered in conditions like this, but brief exposure isn’t going to cause anyone serious problems.
In practice, in the immediate term this means that we’re not going to have to send Maya out via the convoluted airlocks. Opening the main door at the exit ramp won’t do us any harm, and it will do us good by saving time.
“What the hell, man…” Clyde muses, shaking his head. It’s easy to see he’s lamenting the situation as a whole rather than anything else. After a second, he looks to Driver and congratulates her on our safe landing. As a pilot, he’ll know that was no formality with a craft so large in such a challenging situation.
“Maya,” Simone chimes in. “The first thing you should say is that we’re here to help. That’s not a lie, and it’s important they hear it.”
“Definitely,” Driver agrees.
We take no more than a minute planning what else Maya should say in the important first exchanges, as well as focusing on what our ultimate goal is here.
Driver and I will be able to communicate with Maya at any moment, as the radio link she’s established to the Vita means she’ll be able to hear us as if we were right beside her. That means we don’t have to talk through everything in advance, and the urgency of our situation essentially means that anything we don’t have to do is something we can’t afford to do.
As Maya rushes towards the door Driver is about to open, it’s impossible not to think of the first time we met her. She was our only initial link to understanding and surviving the alien world of Bayzen. It’s crazy how much has changed since then and how different this situation is, with Maya back on a home planet she doesn’t remember and all set to make contact with a group of aliens who are now counting on us.
“Maya got this,” Laika squawks. “Maya help Porro friends.” It’ll never stop being incredible to see one of our special birds interacting with the other, just like it’ll never stop being heartwarming to see how pure of spirit Laika really is.
He’s the best of us, no doubt about it.
“Wait till the door closes and I have a chance to get back upstairs before you fly over to them,” Driver instructs Maya. “I’ll move the light-beam when we’re ready.”
“Okay,” Maya replies. “I will wait and then I will go. I’ll do everything just like we planned.”
Without any further ado, Driver presses the button to open the door. We don’t have to extend the ramp for Maya, obviously, so it doesn’t have to be open for very long.
But believe me: the few seconds it is open proves more than long enough to give us all a sense of just how cold it really is out there. Feeling something is always very different to seeing data on a screen, and that feels truer now than ever.
A shiver runs up my whole body and I feel my elbows tucking in towards my hips right away.
Those poor bastards.
“Porro friends very cold, Ray Ray,” Laika squawks, huddling behind me and away from the door. “Too cold.”
He’s not wrong. I don’t have to know the intricacies of their physiology to know it’s too cold for them out there. The way they were huddled together by a huge fire was one giveaway, but even before we had Loobnar’s comment that he “would be surprised if there is anything left alive” down here.
Needless to say, those words have taken on a new and far darker meaning now that we’ve seen the kind of life he was talking about.
“I don’t see any spores out there,” Driver states while looking through the door as it starts to close.
Maya is now on the other side, ready to fly to the aliens when we give her the signal.
I’m not sure how to feel about Driver’s report on the lack of spores.
Maybe it’s no bad thing that most of Eden’s surface is free of not only sludge but spores. That could mean there’s something inherently different about the areas where sludge is present. Our experience with the Bayzen water has led me to focus on finding something that the sludge is repelled by, and on Eden that ‘something’ might be found in the soil or the air rather than in the water.
We don’t have long to find out, but I’m hopeful the conversation we’re about to have with Eden’s abandoned alien masses could bring some local knowledge that turbo-charges our mission.
With the door closed, Driver and I rush back upstairs with Laika. The others return to the Security Center, unable to join us in the too-small cockpit, and Driver wastes no time in signaling with the light-beam.
Through the intermediary of a hummingbird-shaped AI helper bot, contact is about to commence between two trouble-stricken groupings of two very distinct intelligent races.
It’s no exaggeration to say that our future and theirs could depend on how we can help each other.
And that, ultimately, means that everything is resting on Maya…
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“Can you hear me okay?” Maya asks.
“Yeah,” Driver and I both say.
After we give that answer at the same time, Driver holds her hand out towards the inlet microphone on the cockpit’s control dashboard. Without speaking, she’s encouraging me to do the talking.
Admittedly, it does make sense for one of us to take the lead in communicating, so that nothing gets confusing.
Maya is usually unflappable, no pun intended. But this is a new situation, and the last thing we want to do is talk over each other and leave her uncertain in which of two competing instructions to follow.
Driver will always speak up if she has something important to say, and I’m always listening. I’ll be looking at her, too, to proactively judge her reaction to not only what I’m saying but also what we’re hearing — or reading, really — from the mouths of our unfortunate alien hosts.
We’re inside the Vita’s cockpit but we’re on the surface of Eden. That puts us in a kind of twilight zone without the usual distinction of our longstanding and time-tested arrangement that sees Driver ultimately calling the shots in the air and me doing so on the ground.
“We hear you loud and clear, Maya,” I go on. “Just remember you don’t have to translate everything for us, okay? We’re not worried about hiding anything from these guys, but we are worried about time. We’ll see what they’re saying as soon as they say it.”
“Understood,” the bird chirps back as she rushes through the freezing air towards the aliens.
We hear the crackling of their huge fire as she moves. Before she reaches them, and to my not unwelcome surprise, a lone alien steps forward from the pack.
With nothing else important to use our main monitor for right now, Driver calls up one of the Vita’s cameras and redirects the angle so we have a clear shot at Maya and the apparent leader of the survivors’ group. She zooms in as far as possible. This is no Hollywood movie where she can hit the enhance button and deliver a pixel-perfect view of the distant alien’s face, but we can see it well enough.
Intriguingly, one thing I can tell right away is that this alien is no taller than the majority of the others. Indeed, it looks like it falls on the shorter end of their spectrum. This wouldn’t be worth commenting on, or even something noticeable, if everything we’ve seen so far didn’t firmly suggest that height is an entrenched indicator of societal rank among the Edenites.
Perhaps, in this survival situation, the natural ability to lead is more important than rigid hereditary structures. On the contrary, it’s possible that every alien we’re looking at belongs to what Loobnar and his cronies would see as a singular underclass, with no need for divisions between them.
Either way, one alien has stepped forward to see Maya. As well as shorter than many of the others, it looks especially… I don’t know. Haggard?
That was the first word to come to mind, like it did when we saw Porro’s guards on Bayzen looking haggard after spending so long in a post-disaster world of their own. I don’t think that’s the best term, though.
Even our imperfect feed, shot from a distance and through the darkness, shows that this alien looks very different from Porro, Loobnar, or indeed any others we’ve seen. None of those behind it share the same traits, including slightly sunken eyes and a noticeable sharpness of jaw.
“He looks old,” Driver whispers.
Maya will hear this despite the low volume, but she’ll know not to pass it on.
And as soon as Driver says it, I’m in agreement. I really think that’s it. I think this alien is just much older than any we’ve seen so far.
In this shit-hit-the-fan situation, it looks like the survivors have turned to the wisdom of their elders. There’s a lot of sense in that, I think. And now, it could well be beneficial for our purposes. After all, no one is going to have more local knowledge than the guy who has been around longer than anyone else.
I also think Driver was almost certainly right to assume it’s a he, like she did. We don’t have enough experience between these aliens to spot their dimorphic differences, but one unmissable thing about the aliens’ social structure is that males do tend to take the lead.
That’s obviously the case in a lot of Earth’s animal species, just like the opposite is true in others. But what really grated both of us about Loobnar, even before we realized what he had done in willingly abandoning and freezing so many of his own kind, was that unlike the natural leader of most animal tribes and groupings, he is an intelligent but unenlightened being. He is a leader capable of rational thought who chose to be disrespectful instead of open-minded. He acted not like an animal following its instincts, but rather a metaphorical dinosaur following its prejudices.
Sure, it’s nothing compared to what he’s done to these poor souls. But Loobnar made a conscious choice to openly and pointlessly disrespect Driver. In light of what we’ve since learned about his character, it all brings to mind the old saying: when someone shows you who they are, believe them.
Lesson learned.
Outside, hovering only a few feet from the wise-looking leader of the alien survivors, Maya makes the first move.
It was always odd to hear Porro’s harsh and dissonant voice while looking at a face that came to seem so friendly, but it’s even stranger to hear the alien words emanate from Maya.
The words she speaks are instantly visible as text in our lenses, just as the reply will be.
“They are here to help,” she begins, exactly as planned.
Well… almost exactly as planned. She was supposed to say we are here to help. I guess I can see how that instruction was slightly unclear, since we didn’t explicitly specify that we were including her in that.
But in hindsight, I think they might actually be better. There is a fair chance at least some of these aliens will recognize Maya if helper bots like her are — or were — common on Eden. And by distancing herself from us in this way, she is letting them know that she is essentially one of them who has already vetted and made contact with us.
First impressions are absolutely crucial, and this might just be a happy accident.
The alien looks away from Maya, towards the Vita. As he gazes almost directly into the camera, I swear I can see tiny icicle-like crystals forming at the top of his loose shawl-like covering. He’s not so much wearing this as holding it around himself, which is very understandable in the circumstances. I’m sure he’s glad to have it.
“This craft is not of our world,” he says. “Have they come from the planet of Earth to save us from the darkness?”
“Say yes,” I implore Maya. And say yes she does.
Admittedly, we might not have come here from Earth with the preset intention of saving these aliens. But we did come from Earth and we did just touch down near the fire with the hope of helping them as well as seeing how they could help us. There’s no real lie.
“Now ask if he’s their chosen representative,” I say. “Phrase it however you think is best. Build some rapport.”
I trust Maya to get this right more than I’d trust myself to give her an exact script. Her question, worded slightly differently, brings a substantial reply from the alien. He introduces himself as Mythar, the elder of this region.
Given the wise and almost mystical or even mythical vibe I’m getting from him, this name seems strangely appropriate.
“Now ask what he knows about what’s happening here,” I suggest.
Maya dutifully obeys.
In answering this question, Mythar reveals a heartbreaking deception. As the dark clouds began to form, he explains, the planet’s elite told the masses that they would ascend to the Great Platform to urgently seek a solution. The clouds were presented as a natural threat that Loobnar would try to protect the aliens from, rather than a problem of his own dastardly creation.
Mythar tells us that the ground-level entrances to the cloud-piercing towers have locked and sealed, leaving no refuge whatsoever.
“A year of darkness was foretold by the ancients,” Mythar goes. This mention of ancients, in the context of the statue we saw on Bayzen, piques my curiosity more than anything else so far. “Talk of ancient wisdom is forbidden in the presence of our rulers, but it has been passed from generation to generation. It persists despite their best efforts. They try only to solve our problems with the science of the future, neglecting the wisdom of the past. And look where it has gotten us. Look what good their technologies have done. Look at what they have achieved.”
I feel the weight of Driver’s gaze bearing into me, and I know I have to suggest something for Maya to say. The trouble is, I’m absolutely stumped.
I eventually turn to meet her eyes and hold out my hand, inviting her to take over.
“Maya, tell him the full truth,” Driver blurts out, instantly making me wonder if I’ve just made a mistake in handing the reins to her. “Just do it. We don’t have time to overthink this. Tell him there is a problem with an invasive substance someone engineered. Tell him it’s on Earth. Tell him it’s here. Tell him what Loobnar has done to try to solve it for the aliens who are hiding out on the Platform. Definitely tell him we didn’t know anyone was alive down here, then tell him we don’t have long to find the material and some way of stopping it. Say we can work together to save both of our worlds if there’s anything useful he can tell us.”
Maya is translating these points into the alien language almost before the last word is out, so I couldn’t stop this even if I wanted to. But really, I think Driver is right. The time for keeping our cards close to our chests has come and gone.
We’re up against a problem that’s going to be a lot harder to solve on our own than with local knowledge on our side, let alone when the local we’ve just met is a self-professed protector of ancient wisdom.
They say you make your own luck. In that spirit, we did choose to first take the risk of passing through the clouds and then to land where we saw the smoke. That Mythar was right here could prove to be an absolute godsend in this crucial stage of our quest to save Earth from the larvae once and for all. But after all we’ve done, I’d like to think we’ve earned a break like this.
When Maya makes her translation, our lens-based text tells us it is very faithful to Driver’s instructions. It’s also fleshed out to fill in a lot of crucial context.
A lot of context.
This is understandable, since there is quite simply a lot to lay out.
While Maya is saying it all and the aliens are receiving the news with appropriate gasp-like reactions, a notification flashes in the corner of our monitor.
“Drone,” Driver whispers. She then taps on a few options to bring up the incoming drone data on one of our secondary screens. The software has highlighted several images as being of particular potential importance.
As Maya’s words continue to run across our visions like subtitled captions in a foreign film, Driver clicks into the first image.
From the sky, the drone’s light has illuminated the ground enough to show a visible concentration of spores.
We have Clyde to thank for this. That’s true both for creating the ingenious detection algorithm and overlays in the first place, and then — with some technical guidance from our friends on the Balena — for directly patching the ability into our drones’ operating software.
It’s great that our lenses can spot signs of contamination when we’re looking at them directly, like I still see yellow around Driver’s mouth and nostrils when I have the overlays activated. But in situations like this, it’s a huge benefit that our remote drones can do the same.
The spore dusting is relatively light, with no deeper-yellow signs of sludge. There is also no particularly sharp line where the spores begin and end. This hints that they may still be in the process of spreading and that no powerful repellant forces are at work.
When Driver swipes to the second image, what we see is very telling. Taken from the ground, it shows the base of a large mountain. Clearly, this is the so-called Lone Peak that Loobnar told us to stay away from due to the conditions being dangerous.
Looking at the data beside this image, which shows the atmospheric conditions in which it was captured, nothing looks any different from the live readings we’re getting in this location.
Something doesn’t add up.
“He doesn’t want us to go there,” Driver muses. She’s talking quietly as Maya gets towards the end of her detailed breakdown of the incredible situation. “He wants us to find something useful, Ray, but he doesn’t want us to go near that mountain. Why?”
Fifteen minutes ago, I would have said because he didn’t want us to get hurt. But now, partly because I’ve seen the readings and far more so because I’ve seen what kind of cretinous liar Loobnar is, I think there could well be something else going on here.
Thinking of the great lie Loobnar has told to Mythar and the others makes me think about what he did and didn’t tell us. We had Laika watching his face for any signs of lies. All the way through the conversation, our typically reliable little guy didn’t spot a single one. But come to think of it… I don’t think Loobnar necessarily told a single one.
He never said there was no one down here, and he didn’t even imply it. All he said was that he didn’t think anything would still be alive. The fact he said anything rather than anyone, as well as being subject to an alien translation process, could underline how little he thinks of these supposedly lower-class Edenites.
I don’t know why Loobnar wants us to stay away from that mountain. But especially in the context of Mythar’s talk of suppressed knowledge, let alone our discovery on Bayzen, I very much want to find out.
We don’t have time to follow whims, though, and right now listening to Mythar’s reply is going to be very telling.
When Maya finishes talking, he is silent for only a few seconds before replying:
“We have encountered the material,” the wise alien says. “Take me to the Earthlings. We know where the elites focused their containment efforts before resorting to the heinous actions you have revealed. If the Earthlings possess the means to stop this but not the knowledge of where to find it, together we can do this.”
Driver turns to me with the widest smile I’ve seen in a long time.
And while I’m not going to start counting any chickens quite yet, I feel a smile spreading across my own face, too.
Because whatever way you slice it, that’s just about the best thing Mythar could have said…
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As Mythar and Maya head our way, Driver and I rush down from the cockpit to open the door. This time we will have to extend the ramp, so we waste no time.
The ramp is ready for Mythar to step on without having to slow his walking pace. He doesn’t even pause for a moment, evidently as driven by urgency as we are. But as well as urgency, he’s also showing a complete lack of fear.
Whether it’s down to the details of what Maya has told him, his preexisting knowledge of humanity, or some combination of the two, Mythar clearly has no concern about our motives.
Maya zips ahead of him, making sure she’s hovering between us when he reaches the top of the ramp and steps into the Vita.
Standing face to face with this wise old Edenite, I get a very different feeling than I did from Loobnar. As alien as Mythar’s face is, there is a universally recognizable warmth in his eyes.
It’s hard to compare this moment to my initial meeting with Porro, since back then I was too stunned to be looking at a living and breathing alien to consider anything more specific. I also had no frame of reference, of course. To that point, Driver and I had only discovered a pile of corpses in their ghost-ship of a vessel.
I’ve spent enough time with Porro to know his face well, and this does make it easy to see where Mythar’s differs. I really think a lot of it must be down to age, although Eden’s rigid class divisions and the differing life experiences that go along with them would surely lead to physical variation over time. It was Porro himself who told us how different life is across the spectrum of Eden’s regressive social structure, and that certainly seems to ring true.
I can only imagine what Mythar is thinking as he looks at me. He was aware of us as “Earthlings”, which is the translation we received for whatever word he used in his own language. But even if he has seen images of our kind from the broadcast signals the elites have been studying for so long, which I think is quite unlikely, we are the first humans to ever set foot on Eden.
There’s no instruction manual for how to handle this situation. I don’t know what to open with, or if I should wait to see if Mythar wants to speak first. He’s hugely outnumbered in this marvel of a spacecraft, and we’re all taller than him. I can imagine that as much of a relief it must be for his abandoned group to now feel like they have any chance of survival, this present situation could be very intimidating for him.
Mythar has certainly never looked a human in the eye. Just as clearly, though, he has never seen a striking blue and yellow macaw.
“Beem shaar,” Laika squawks from his perched position on my shoulder.
Two translated words appear in my vision: “Hello, friend.”
At this, I feel as stunned as Mythar suddenly looks.
It’s one thing to know Laika can understand much of what the aliens say, due to how present he was for most of the work Porro and Santino did on the software. But believe me: hearing him speak their language out loud is something else entirely.
While Mythar gawps at Laika in amazement, Driver recalls our ramp and closes the door. It’s just too cold out there to leave it open.
It might have been wise to ask Mythar if he was okay with this first, to make sure he wouldn’t feel involuntarily trapped inside our craft. But as it goes, he is far too transfixed on Laika to pay any mind to that.
“Laika yoon shaar rendo,” my incredible little buddy goes on.
Just as quickly as last time, I see what he’s said: “Laika and friends want to help.”
“Maya, quickly explain how Laika can talk. Say we built our own translator that works like you do, but make sure he knows Laika is alive like us.”
She gets to it right away. This kind of approach works well, giving Maya an instruction and letting her think of the best way to handle the details. You could call it delegating, I suppose. There’s really just no time to waste and no advantage to micromanaging her.
Maya very efficiently explains the important points, including that we’ll be able to understand his words without her having to repeat them.
“Reliance on technology is where our world went wrong,” Mythar replies.
He’s looking at me as he speaks, apparently having discerned that I’m our group’s appointed leader.
I am standing at the front. I am the one who passed an instruction to Maya. And maybe most importantly, I am the one with an incredible bird of our own on my shoulder.
It’s difficult to judge Mythar’s tone when we have so little experience with alien speech. Nevertheless, a slight change in his expression gives me the feeling that there’s an element of disdain in these words. Not for us, necessarily, but more so for the very mention of technological advances.
“Putting faith in our creations and losing faith in creation itself is why we are in the mess we are in,” he goes on. “Our rulers are intelligent but not wise. They have two eyes on the future and none on the past. They reached for connection with a new world — your world. But they thought nothing of losing all connections with the history of our own.”
Wow.
Although it’s always possible that small details are lost or altered in translation, Mythar’s manner of speaking differs from what we’re used to almost as much as his perspective does.
His profound thoughts on the ruling elite’s abandonment of their own history brings the statue we found on Bayzen right back to the front of my mind. Although it might not seem on the surface like it has any bearing on our urgent mission to deal with the larvae, I have an unshakeable and un-ignorable gut feeling that we’re getting very close to the missing context that could tie everything together.
“Tell him what we found on Bayzen,” I request of Maya. “All the details.”
Again, Maya follows this instruction very well.
“There are tales of ancient visitors to our world,” the alien replies after a brief and seemingly thoughtful silence. “Perhaps Bayzen was their home. The tales have been passed down from generation to generation, for time untold. We cannot speak of them in the presence of our rulers. It is forbidden. To them, the past is something we should aim to move away from. I know of no shrines on Eden like the one you describe. But that does not mean there are none. There are areas to which we have long been forbidden from venturing. Even if it was possible to ignore the edicts, rising waters have made the path impassable.”
Hmm. This gives me real food for thought.
With our minds so focused on the priority of solving Earth’s urgent problem, we didn’t get round to asking Loobnar what he knows, if anything, about the statue we found on Bayzen.
Increasingly, I wish we had. Because while I wouldn’t have trusted the heartless dictator’s answer one bit, I do have faith in Laika’s ability to spot a lie.
Mythar’s comments about the stories of ancient visitors being passed down since “time untold” suggest that ancient really is the right word. And given his stated thoughts on how fully this planet’s elites want to leave their history in the past, it might not be outside the realms of possibility that Loobnar himself doesn’t know the full story of Eden — let alone of Bayzen.
“Where are these areas you’re not allowed to go?” I ask. This time I phrase it as a direct question. I do this not so much in an explicit desire for Maya to phrase it in these exact terms, but more so because I’m getting caught up in the flow of the conversation.
Getting caught up in the flow of conversation with an alien is never something I expected. But compared to the kind of context-giving and eye-opening breakthrough I think we’re on the verge of, this could soon feel like nothing at all.
“The Lone Peak,” Mythar replies.
I turn to Driver. “That’s where our drone saw the spores. Do we have any more images yet?”
On Driver’s left, Clyde holds out her tablet. This saves her from having to run upstairs to the cockpit.
“Tell me about the Lone Peak,” I reply to Mythar.
I keep my eyes on him, not wanting to make him feel like I’m not listening. This isn’t the easiest thing to do, since I now really want to see what else our drone has picked up from what is possibly a very important area for us to focus on.
Mythar’s comments about Eden’s so-called Lone Peak describe an imposing mountain on a planet that, as that mountain’s name suggests, is almost entirely flat. It holds a natural place in the mythology of his kind, he says, and he sees the “ugly” towers Eden’s rulers have built as weak attempts to outshine the natural creative forces from which the Peak first sprung.
Those are the kind of mythical terms he speaks in, but he has no specific information about the Peak relating to ancient visitation or anything like that. If anything, it seems like Eden’s ancients might have attributed symbolic meaning to the mountain like countless societies on Earth have attributed meaning to natural wonders in their own vicinity.
I was hoping for and maybe even expecting something a little more concrete, but at least he’s given us something.
“Ray, there’s sludge at the mountain,” Driver suddenly blurts out. “There is a lot of sludge.”
I rush to her side and look down at the tablet. Sure enough, from the base of the Lone Peak to a fair way up, our drone has spotted a significant amount of the black sludge we now know to be a form of potent and terrifying larvae.
“And look at this one,” she goes on, flicking to another image. “From the sky almost directly above the mountain, you can see concentric circles of spores. They’re spreading outwards from here. Sludge in the middle, thick spore coverage in the next phase, and then more sporadic spores like we saw in the first image in the cockpit. This mountain is the epicenter of whatever is going on! We have to check it out.”
Without any doubt, we truly are looking at the epicenter.
And without any doubt, Driver is right on the other point, too.
We do have to check it out… and that’s just what we’re going to do.
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“Loobnar didn’t want us to go near that mountain,” Santino muses.
“I know,” I say. “But maybe only because it’s covered in sludge? He wants us to succeed down here, remember. He told us the conditions wouldn’t be safe. What we really have to ask ourselves is why the elites around here haven’t wanted anyone to go near that mountain for a lot longer than the sludge has been a factor.”
“We have to go,” Driver states. “If nothing else, finding out why the sludge grows so quickly there could help us find a way to stop it growing everywhere. We’ve been focusing on finding something that kills it, like the Bayzen water, but we could also learn something important from exploring the area it likes. And yeah… there’s also this whole hidden history stuff. It could all fit together. This is a serious lead.”
I nod supportively. “My thoughts exactly.”
The next voice I hear is Mythar’s, and the request is anything but unexpected. Given his local knowledge and the historical contexts he might be able to fill in, it’s also very welcome: “I would like to come with you to the Lone Peak.”
“Definitely,” Driver says. “How many of your friends are out there in the cold?”
When the answer comes — “hundreds of thousands in this region alone” — I am as shocked as I am saddened. Loobnar truly is a monster to have been so willing to eliminate these innocent aliens without exhausting all other avenues.
I also know what Driver was getting at, but even the enormous Vita can’t come close to sheltering more than a fraction of the freezing souls we saw outside.
It would have taken a considerable amount of time to bring even a few hundred on board, anyway, and I think their interests are best served by us doing what we can to solve the underlying problem before time runs out.
Still, Driver’s willingness to help speaks very well of her.
She sighs ruefully at the news that we couldn’t possibly shelter everyone, then tells the others to head for the Security Center, as usual, for our short flight to Eden’s Lone Peak.
“Laika, I think maybe you should stay with Mythar for this,” I suggest. “He likes you a lot.”
“Mythar scared, Ray Ray,” the little guy replies with one of his exaggerated nods. “Brave but scared. Laika want to help Mythar be okay.”
Just like Driver, there’s a lot to be said for how thoughtful Laika is even in stressful times like this.
He flaps down to the ground and stands close to Mythar. He then looks up and promises, in the alien language, that he will stay with him.
Maya stays, too, so Mythar can talk to the others as well as Laika. They have lenses just like we do, but the speech-to-text technology would only enable them to hear the alien — not vice versa.
Driver and I head back upstairs, ready to follow the path our mapping drone has already blazed to the Lone Peak.
We know we’re going to find a lot of larval sludge, and we don’t have a lot of Bayzen water to deal with it.
But the promise of both answers and solutions is calling us forth, and we sure as hell didn’t come this far to stop now.
We know from what Loobnar has been doing to the lower classes of his own kind that his promise of intensifying the cleanse if we don’t return on time was no empty threat. For Earth, for ourselves, and for the innocent aliens outside, we have to get this done before Loobnar’s arbitrary deadline runs out.
Driver wastes no time in lifting the Vita from the surface and setting off.
There’s no telling what else we’re going to find at Eden’s Lone Peak or where else it will lead us, but we’re on the way.
For better or worse… we’re on the way.
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Our journey to Eden’s Lone Peak is a short one.
The Vita can fly much faster than any of our drones, of course. The only reason it takes more than a few minutes for us to reach our destination is the level of care Driver is rightly taking.
The thick clouds are so low that we have to fly at a much lower altitude than she would like. The near-total darkness outside also means she has to pay a lot of visual attention. Our front-facing lights, as good as they are, illuminate only a relatively short distance ahead.
None of the three towers we saw earlier are particularly near this area of Eden. We’ve left them behind as we’ve flown away from the Great Platform they hold up. The issue is that we just don’t know what other obstacles could be present, and we can’t take any chances.
Speed, not haste, is the order of the day.
As we cover a fairly large area of the alien planet, we see telltale signs of life in the form of more billowing smoke. We see multiple instances of this. So many, I quickly lose count.
Each additional fire we see brings further helpings of the same mixed emotions. On one hand, it’s heartening to see that scattered groups of the masses Loobnar left behind are still fighting for survival. There’s no undoing what he’s done, so the more survivors the better.
On the other hand, though, it saddens me greatly. It saddens me to think of so many more aliens — old and young — desperately huddling for warmth in the hellishly cold conditions out there. It’s beyond despicable that Loobnar has inflicted this upon them.
There’s also an unmissable parallel to prior events. I can’t help thinking back to the groups of humans Driver and I saw from the sky, when we were racing to prevent Ignacio Zola’s detonations from reaching a crescendo that would have dwarfed the damage his initial wave of chaos had already done.
I steel myself with the memory that those people made it, due to a last-minute miracle we were able to pull off. No matter how bleak things look, there is still reason to hope that a similar outcome could lie ahead for these innocent aliens.
Driver has picked out a landing spot in advance, as she always tries to do.
The unrelenting lack of natural light makes it hard to see much of the mountain until we’re very close. Fortunately, we have a lock on the scouting drone’s position and can tell that we’re almost there. This drone didn’t head for water, like the first one we sent down from above the clouds would have if it survived the descent. Instead, Driver was able to use her tablet to recall it to the precise location where it captured one of the images it highlighted as especially noteworthy.
All of the images it captured were noteworthy. But by far, one stood out as the most telling. In showing us black sludge slowly consuming the Lone Peak from its base, it has called us here.
We can’t see any spores through the window. Now, though, we don’t need to. Our naked eyes can see that glooping black larvae only too well.
The sludge contrasts vividly and unsettlingly against the rest of the mountain. When we reach the landing spot and gently touch down, its extent is only too clear.
The Vita’s lights pierce through the darkness, bringing the sludge into clearer and clearer focus as Driver manually directs them following our landing.
As I stare ahead, my blood runs cold at the memory of how suddenly an army of insectoids emerged from a mass of sludge on the lunar colony.
I had never seen anything like it. And with every fiber of my being, I hope and pray I never see it again.
Driver’s hands are busily at work, first shining more light towards the mountain and then instructing our drones to map the area more closely. They’ll benefit greatly from the light we’re providing, too, since it’s so much more illuminating than their own smaller beams.
Along with visual images, the drones will be able to take samples from the ground. They’ll also be able to measure the precise atmospheric differences where the sludge has taken hold. That will allow us to compare it with what we’re currently measuring from a relatively safe distance.
It doesn’t take long at all for some very illuminating data to come in. It’s visual, in the form of a live feed from the drone that has been lying in wait.
“That’s water,” Driver says, taking the words right out of my mouth.
Sure enough, the circular area of ground immediately surrounding the mountain isn’t ground at all — it’s water.
In the initial aerial images that alerted us to this area, which featured the yellow overlay signaling a dense contamination of spores, we assumed we were looking at solid ground. We didn’t even look at the raw image, with no overlays in place. That’s why we couldn’t tell we were looking at water.
The possibility didn’t even cross our minds, either, since Bayzen’s water was completely untouched by the spores we then thought of as pathogenic. Indeed, it was the only thing we found to be an effective barrier against their spread.
But while Bayzen’s water can contain the spores and even dematerialize sludge, Eden’s seems to have no effect at all.
There’s something else that jumps out about this water, though, above and beyond the fact that it’s contaminated. Even more intriguingly than that, the extent of the water around the mountain is so perfectly circular that it doesn’t look natural. A single word jumps to mind.
Right away, I’m sure Driver has to be thinking the same thing.
“I don’t think it’s just water,” I tell her, looking at the image with borderline disbelief. “Driver… that’s a moat.”
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My eyes don’t lie and the reality is clear: we’re looking at a moat.
This imposing sludge-covered mountain, which Loobnar didn’t want us to come near, is surrounded by a moat.
“Do you remember where we found the statue on Bayzen?” Driver asks.
It’s a rhetorical question, and I know exactly what she’s getting at.
Neither of us actually saw the shrine with our own eyes. It was hidden behind a thick wall in a water-filled cave. We only found out what was there when our aquatic mapping drone noticed a break in the wall under the water and passed to the other side before resurfacing.
The implications of this are potentially colossal.
“We have more aquatic drones, right?” I ask.
Driver’s hands are moving again before she even replies.
“We do,” she says. “And I can already see from the sensors on this drone that the air out there isn’t nearly as bad as Loobnar made it sound. There are slight oxygen differentials near the sludge, like we’d expect, but it’s all fine. Just as cold as everywhere else, but nothing else to write home about. The aquatic drones can cover a little bit of ground but they’re obviously made for water. It would take minutes for one to reach the water from here, and I’d have to open the door and send it down the ramp, anyway.”
“So you want to go out,” I say, reading between the lines. It’s not really a question.
“Yeah,” she replies simply. “And I want to take some Bayzen water so we can see if it works here like it does there. It should, right? But we can’t take anything for granted. There could be something different in the air here that we can’t measure or even detect. The spores and sludge could be different here. There could even be something here that neutralizes whatever makes the Bayzen water effective everywhere else, but that would still give us some new distinctions. Everything we learn about this stuff is a step in the right direction. I know we don’t have time to take small, careful steps, though. We have to move forward quickly. That’s why I want to get a drone in the water and see if there’s a way… well… see if there’s a way in.”
Before we landed, the idea of looking for a way in to a mountain would have sounded flat-out crazy. But with this wide moat right in front of it, and with our knowledge of how the shrine on Bayzen had apparently been hidden in a fairly similar manner, I think the crazy thing to do would be to not look for an opening.
“Remember we have the ATV with us, too,” Driver goes on. “And the A is for amphibious… this isn’t just ‘all-terrain’ in the usual bullshit sense that it can handle bumpy ground. We didn’t have an ATV in the cave on Bayzen because there’s no way it would have fit down the steps or through the corridors. But here? We could take it right to the edge of the moat and then I could make it dive under and back up on the other side. If we find an opening that’s big enough for the vehicle, we can go in without getting wet.”
I take a deep breath. She’s right.
At this stage I don’t really care about getting wet or exposing ourselves to the contaminated water. We’re here to find a solution to the sludge and perhaps a missing context that will tie everything together, and we have to do whatever it takes. Admittedly, the sub-zero temperatures would make it extremely uncomfortable and perhaps physiologically dangerous to dive into the…
Wait.
Wait wait wait wait wait.
“Why the hell is that water not frozen?” I ask. In the urgency of chaos and amid everything that’s going on, I’ll have to forgive myself for overlooking this obvious question until now. The fact that we’re inside the climate-controlled atmosphere of our cockpit means the only current reminder we have of the freezing external temperature is a reading on the screen we’re no longer looking at, so I guess I shouldn’t beat myself up too much for missing it.
“It’s obviously not ‘water’ as we know it,” Driver replies. “Which is pretty fucking weird, Ray, because Bayzen water more or less is. Something makes it repel the spores and kill the sludge, but Simone says that chemically it would pass for regular water in anything except a very close study. That’s why she’s had such a hard time isolating its effective compound. It could be irradiated in a way our equipment can’t see, but it freezes and boils at the usual temperatures. And here’s the weird part: you guys all inhaled Bayzen water with no problems, and Porro has drunk our water just fine. Loobnar, Mythar and everyone else here are all of the same race. Eden’s water has to be basically the same as Bayzen’s, so this stuff just cannot be natural. There’s no way. It’s there to keep them out. It has to be.”
Once again, I really think she’s right.
The belated realization that the moat can’t contain anything close to regular water means that if the drone does discover a way in to the mysterious mountain, we’ll absolutely be counting on our amphibious-terrain vehicle to carry us through it. Our suits sure as hell aren’t made for swimming, and I don’t think the moat’s water is going to turn out to be anything we’ll want touching our skin.
“So you’re with me on this?” Driver asks. “Solid ground means you make the call…” she adds with raised eyebrows and slight chuckle.
“Let’s do it,” I say. “I’ll go. I just have to carry the aquatic drone to the edge of the water, right?”
Driver stands up and walks around her chair to pick up her suit. “As if you’re going out there on your own.”
I grab my suit and put it on. This will cost us a minute or two, but it’s really just too cold not to wear them.
“And we’ll take the ATV,” Driver adds. “I’m hoping we’ll need it at the moat, but it’ll save us some time getting there, anyway. It’s a little bit of a walk to the water, let alone back again.”
When we get downstairs, the others are already aware of what we’re doing. We’ve had the cockpit’s microphone live since we took off, and there was never any reason to turn it off while we were speculating and then discussing the incoming data.
“Does Mythar have any thoughts on this?” I ask Maya.
She passes it on and translates his reply very quickly: “He is excited by what could be beyond the water. We told him everything about the shrine on Bayzen. If there is something similar here, and if we are able to go beyond the moat, he wants to go with us.”
There’s that us again. Always, Maya is keen to be at our sides and helping out however she can.
“We’ll know soon,” Driver says. She puts her helmet on while Maya translates this final thought. Then, she rushes to fetch an aquatic drone from a storage area that’s conveniently and sensibly located next to the exit.
I pause before putting my own helmet on. In the interests of saving time, which is the only responsible thing to do since we don’t know what we’ll have to do next even if we do find something useful in or around the mountain, I have an idea.
“Tell Mythar that if he wants to go in with us, if there is anywhere to go, he should come now while we’re scouting it out,” I say to Maya. “We don’t want to be coming backwards and forwards.”
“Yeah,” Driver agrees. “Anyone who wants to come, now is the time. Clyde… not you. If anything goes wrong, we need someone who can fly this thing.
With her helmet now sealed, Driver’s voice comes through the speaker. The EVA suits’ helmets can communicate with each other and the Vita via radio, too, for when they’re operating in the vacuum of space or simply at a long distance from the intended recipient, but the speakers are useful for times like this when one person might be wearing a helmet and others aren’t.
The helmet possesses technology that allows the wearer to hear external sounds even when they’re fully sealed, too. This is effectively radio-based, with sound picked up on the outside transferred to an inner earpiece without the need for any break in the seal to allow any sound waves to physically reach the wearer.
That’s why Driver can hear Clyde’s shocked reply.
“I’ve never flown anything close to the size of the Vita,” he says, sounding more than hesitant.
“Nothing is going to go wrong,” Driver tells him. “It’s just a sensible precaution so we don’t have all our eggs in one basket. You know, just like I didn’t inhale any of the steam. We have two pilots and it doesn’t make any sense for both of us to take the same elective risks. I go, you stay. I am coming back, Clyde… this is a just in case kind of deal.”
With a slow gulp and uneasy expression, Clyde forces a nod.
Driver is a pilot. While Clyde is, too, he’s first and foremost an exobiologist. Someone guiding our team from a distance would be urging Driver to stay while he goes to explore, but I know that’s not happening.
A spirit of exploration and adventure burns deep within Driver, probably even more than she recognises herself. Professional qualifications be damned, she didn’t come this far to stop here.
I know exactly what Driver is getting at. Some people always struggle to understand how someone can say everything will be fine while taking precautionary measures in case it’s not, but we’ve been in situations like this before. Not exactly like this, obviously, but certainly where there’s been a non-negligible chance of a disaster and a resultant need to cover our bases.
“I will come with you,” Mythar announces..
“Laika come, too,” the little guy squawks.
Instinctively, I turn to Driver. She shrugs slightly… or maybe she shrugs fully and the bulky suit makes it look slight. “We’re taking the EVA,” she says. “So it’s not like he’ll be out in the cold all the time, just when we’re getting into the vehicle. It’ll lower to the ground from its bay, just behind the ramp.”
“Okay,” I decide. “Let’s do it. Maya, we need you, too, so Mythar can understand us.”
Clyde looks even more concerned than he did a minute ago. I can understand why, since the thought of piloting a craft as big as the Vita for the first time without even Maya’s assistance must be pretty damn overwhelming. It really isn’t going to come to that, though. We’ll be back soon.
Having been holding our aquatic drone in one hand and its screen-equipped controller in the other, Driver passes them to me as soon as I’ve put my helmet on.
After that, she hits the button to open the door and taps a few more commands on the small screen to lower the ATV from its bay beneath our feet.
Driver and I don’t feel the sharp chill this time, thanks to our suits, but the others visibly recoil as the cold air swoops in.
“So cold,” Laika says.
I look down at him. “You don’t have to come, buddy,” I say. “It won’t be so cold in our rover, but you can stay here with Santino and the others.”
He glances back at Santino, Clyde and Simone. They’re all his friends, especially Santino, but I know what he’s going to decide.
“Walk fast, Ray Ray,” he says.
Although my hands are full, I shake my shoulder to call him up. He takes the offer, perching on my suit and cowering against the freezing air. These aren’t great conditions for anyone to face and I wish he had a suit to offer protection like I do. He won’t be standing outside with me and Driver when we reach the water, though, so he only has to endure our short walk down the ramp and into the ATV.
With her operational work done, Driver takes back the drone and its controls.
“We’ll be right back,” she promises the others. “And guys, you can close this door as long as you open it when we’re heading back. No wasted time, okay?”
There’s no fear of getting locked out while the others are all inside, and the extent of the cold means it really wouldn’t make sense for them to leave the door open.
“We’ll be watching and listening to everything you do,” Clyde promises.
Simone and Santino, who have both played their parts in getting us this far, share their best wishes and can now do nothing else but wait and hope.
Our compact ATV only has four seats, but I don’t think there would have been a volunteering rush even if we had enough for everyone.
“Oh, Ray… the Bayzen water,” Simone reminds me. It’s on the floor beside her, where she had placed it after gathering it for our mission.
It’s a small tank, around the size of a fire extinguisher, and she has pre-attached a hose-like attachment. This isn’t on the same scale as the huge hose I carried into the sludge-infested underground labs of the lunar colony. On that occasion the hose was hooked up to a huge tank… the kind we lost during the asteroid storm on our way to Eden.
I’m not anticipating a showdown with any insectoids here, though. We need the water to test it on a small amount of the spores and sludge, and indeed the bizarre unfrozen liquid that fills the moat. Aside from the tiny volume I’ll need for that, I intend to return this tank to Simone almost as full as it is now.
I pick it up and thank her for the reminder.
Santino, one of the kindest people I’ve ever had the pleasure to meet, then goes above and beyond the call of duty by literally removing the sweater from his own back and draping it around Laika.
“Thank you, Tino,” the little guy shivers.
I echo the sentiment before we turn to set off.
Santino is now shivering himself, standing in the breeze that’s drifting in from outside, but Laika is going to need the warmth more than he will.
With Mythar in tow and Laika on my shoulder, Driver and I then walk down the now-descended ramp. At the bottom, she takes an exaggerated leap onto the surface.
“First,” she says, her voice loud and clear through my fully sealed helmet.
I step off with a grin on my face, feeling no real pride to be the second person to walk on Eden but a whole lot of hope that we’re about to find something big…
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Our amphibious-terrain vehicle proves to be as close to our exit ramp as Driver promised.
By the time we reach the bottom of the ramp, the ATV is already waiting under the Vita’s main body which is propped up by the landing gear. We walk towards the elevator-like platform that lowered it. The doors open automatically when we step on the platform.
Laika flies inside like a greyhound leaving its traps, having had more than enough of the freezing air of the cloud-choked planet we find ourselves on.
My suit’s atmospheric readings are consistent with what our mapping drones and the Vita itself have measured. Things are generally okay aside from the uncomfortably low temperature, but it really is a temperature that no one should be exposed to for very long. There’s no way I would have let Laika come if we had to walk much further, no matter how sad he might have been to watch us leave.
As soon as he is in, he huddles on the floor for maximum warmth.
I sit next to Driver’s driver’s seat, which is a turn of phrase that would probably confuse Mythar if Maya was translating, while Laika and his new alien admirer settle in behind us.
Maya, for her part, tirelessly hovers just to the side of my helmet.
Driver starts up the ATV, effectively a rover for the moment, and heads for the moat.
The Vita’s lights are extremely bright and effective at illuminating our way. I only realize how bright they are once we’re outside, and the same is true of just how imposing the so-called Lone Peak mountain before us truly is. I’m also noticing for the first time that we can’t actually see the peak itself, since it reaches the clouds and continues beyond.
We would have seen the mountain if we’d approached Eden from another angle, or indeed if the planet had been in another phase of its nine-hour daily rotation when we arrived.
Needless to say, that would have provided a very different first view from the one we got in the shape of The Great Platform. I think the way things have panned out is for the best. Knowing the context of Eden’s struggle with the sludge has certainly helped determine our next moves, and finding Mythar has further pushed us towards exploring this region.
If we had seen the mountain to begin with, without hearing Mythar’s thoughts on Eden’s lost history and the sacred nature of the Lone Peak itself, it’s unlikely we would have now been planning to look for a way in.
Although we’ve always been interested in filling in the blanks regarding the statue we found on Bayzen, it wasn’t a priority we could afford to focus on with such an urgent mission at hand. But now, knowing that the planet’s rulers have apparently guarded this mountain for generations, the yellow contamination overlays that our drone footage displayed around the mountain might as well be joined by a giant arrow in the sky.
There are no two ways about it: this is where we have to look.
Whether Loobnar knows it or not, someone engineered the larvae that seems to have been transformed or accelerated by the huge radiation blasts that occurred in the sky above Bayzen. His barbaric technological interventions cannot stop the sludge without also wiping out countless innocent souls, and I share Mythar’s hope that the long-forgotten wisdom of Eden’s ancient visitors might provide the context and answers we’re missing.
“Ray, you should stay in here with them,” Driver states when she pulls up a very short distance from the moat. “I’m just going to put this by the edge then come straight back. We’ll all watch the footage coming in together. It’s too cold for Laika to leave the doors open, and I don’t want to leave them in here alone in case one of them accidentally touches something.”
“Laika hear Luna,” he says, sounding like a disapproving teenager overhearing his parents talking about him.
“I’ll stay,” I confirm. This makes all kinds of sense and isn’t the kind of thing we should take another second talking about.
Driver opens the door, then picks up our drone and its controls from the floorspace between our seats.
I watch as she steps outside and towards the edge of the water.
Well, I say water… really, she steps towards the edge of the moat filled with whatever the hell this weird liquid is.
“It’s so yellow,” she reports, the overlays visible via her helmet’s visor thanks to Clyde’s handiwork.
She proceeds to place the aquatic drone on the ground and nudges it forward. The drone extends a “feeler” into the moat. But unlike the only time I’ve seen a drone like this in action, it doesn’t follow that up by immediately diving in of its own accord.
“There are a bunch of warnings,” Driver says. “Toxicity… okay. Buoyancy, too, though. What the hell?”
“Probably so no one could get in,” I sigh. “But you can override the drone, right? These are just warnings, like the Vita when we were coming up to the asteroid field? Not like my mech on the moon, Cindy, when she wouldn’t go into the contaminated corridor because it was too dangerous?”
Driver hesitates for a second, reading more of the data points and warnings from the screen in her hands. “I can force it to go in, but I can’t make it sink if the water really is too buoyant. It should be okay, though. These things are powerful. It’s just reporting what the sampling rod has detected. Okay… I’m going to do it. That’s why we’re here.”
I watch on, benefitting from the power of our vehicle’s lights and the zoom of my lenses but struggling with the limitations of my viewing angle. I see the drone disappear from the surface as Driver instructs it to drop into the moat, but I can’t see what happens next.
“It’s under!” Driver states with evident relief. “Okay. I think I should stay out here and control it, Ray. If it pops back up or if anything happens, I want to be here to deal with it. Are you okay with that? I can share the visual feed from my lenses if you want to see the incoming data and visuals as soon as I do.”
“Don’t worry about that,” I say. It’s too complicated for having no tangible benefit besides satisfying my own impatience, and Driver has enough to focus on. “Just keep me posted.”
“Always,” she promises. “It’s still going down, so that’s good. I guess the buoyancy was a surprise more than a hindrance. It does not like the toxicity, but it is what it is. If this drone holds up, obviously the ATV is going to be fine. We’re just hoping for a way in like the drone found on Bayzen… then we’re hoping the ATV will fit.”
I feel my heart beating fast as I look out at Driver, hanging on her every word. I don’t know what exactly lies ahead if we do get in there, and how it might help our immediate mission. All I know is that a dead end is most decidedly not what we need right now.
“It’s reached the bottom!” Driver gleefully reports. “That’s the first stage, all good. Okay… now it’ll look for a wall. If this is anything like the shrine on Bayzen, it’ll find one straight ahead of where I’m standing and then it’ll follow up until it surfaces. Based on how long it took to go down, when it was fighting against the buoyancy, that part isn’t going to take long.”
For Mythar’s benefit, Maya is translating a very simplified version of Driver’s reports.
“And there’s the wall!” Driver calls. “Okay, now it climbs. There’s not a lot of light, only a little from the drone, but I can see the wall. It’s rock. Looks brown. Count to twenty and it’ll hopefully be surfacing. This could be it.”
As it goes, I only get to eleven.
“Bingo!” Driver yells. “It’s breaching. There’s… wow. First of all, there are no spores. No sludge. No yellow overlays at all. And Ray, there’s a door. There’s a huge door. Holy shit. It’s so ornate. I think it’s stone. There’s not a lot of light. I’m aiming at it but I can’t see much.”
“Is there enough space for the ATV to get in there?” I ask. “Turn the drone around and measure the breadth of that water. We need to know the breadth at both sides, and we need to know the vertical clearance in the water, too.”
“That’s all totally fine. There’s room to spare. But damn… Ray, this isn’t just a statue. This door is insane. Our trunk is packed with explosives if we need them, because there’s no way we’re getting this far and not going the whole way. Whatever is in there, it’s important enough to be protected like this. Can you even imagine?”
I can’t.
And as Maya translates these latest developments to Mythar, I can see even before he replies that he is just as determined as Driver is to get inside.
For the first time since we left the Vita, the alien elder speaks: “An ancient myth among my people speaks of the Hall of Memories, a resource of unlimited knowledge that was lost to a flood. I believed the Hall to be a freestanding structure, washed away in the ruthless passage of time. But now, with this door beyond the water, in our planet’s most sacred of locations…”
For several seconds, no one says anything.
“I’m coming back and we’re going in,” Driver informs us. She’s running our way before the words are even out of her mouth.
“Mythar, do you mean like a library or something? A museum?” I ask, hoping Maya will be able to translate those words into concepts he’ll understand. “Is that what this Hall of Memories would be?”
I am now immeasurably glad that we discovered Mythar when we did. That’s true for the sake of him and his fellow abandoned Edenites, of course, but he could yet have a monumental part to play in forwarding our mission. We would absolutely continue through this door without him, but his knowledge of this planet’s myths and legends — forgotten and even suppressed by Loobnar’s ruling elite — could make all the difference once we get inside.
Maya translates this question quickly, and Mythar is just as rapid in his response: “Our Hall of Memories was said to hold the wisdom of the ancients. And according to myth, within the Hall’s inner sanctum the pure of spirit could connect to the energy of creation itself.”
Some of this is starting to get a little too mystical for my blood, but I’m certainly growing more intrigued by the second.
When Driver reaches us, she hands over the screen and immediately hits the gas. I gaze in wonder at the immense door our aquatic drone has discovered, holding the screen so Laika and Mythar can see it, too. Maya also moves position for a better view.
None of them say anything.
Since Driver parked so close to the water, we reach its edge in no time. She then effortlessly taps a few gestures on its control panel in preparation for its conversion into a watertight vessel capable of getting us to the other side of this toxic and buoyant moat without any direct exposure.
I can’t pretend I’m not anxious, but that’s mainly down to my discomfort in any kind of water rather than any specific fears about this stuff. I trust Driver and I trust our vehicle. I will just never fully shake the memories of the harrowing day when I couldn’t save my brother from the water he jumped into.
“Hey, we’re okay,” Driver says, taking a moment to pat my knee between having to manually control the vehicle. “We survived the Nautilus and the crazy escape sphere.”
“God, don’t remind me,” I chuckle, but her comment has successfully broken the tension, for now at least.
Without any further comment, Driver grasps the vehicle’s controls as soon as our transformation is complete. She guides us forward, and then downwards.
We’re on our way.
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I have no choice. I have to close my eyes.
This vehicle is a hell of a lot bigger and packs a hell of a lot more power than the tiny aquatic drone that just made this trip. As long as Driver was right about there being enough of a gap for us to fit through, this should be a quick and easy journey.
I open my eyes after four or five seconds, satisfied that the vehicle would have been breached by now if it wasn’t going to hold up.
There’s not much to see, but fortunately there also isn’t long to wait.
Before long, we have moved down, forward and up… and now we’re moving out of the water to our landing spot on the other side.
Now there is something to see.
The door is far more impressive and imposing than it looked on the images from the drone, thanks in no small part to the far stronger lights of our vehicle.
“Nice job,” I say to Driver. “Now what? Can we get out?”
“Give me a minute to clear this water from the ATV’s exterior,” she says. “We really don’t want Laika or Mythar to touch it, or even us in our suits since our gloves will be touching our helmets when we take them off. Too close to the face. That water is not nice stuff, Ray. They definitely weren’t taking any chances with someone swimming under the wall like Porro did in the cave on Bayzen.”
I watch as Driver uses the control panel to engage what seems to be a drying function. I see droplets of water rushing down the windows all around us, like we’re in some weird car wash.
“Pretty neat, huh?” she comments.
You could say that again.
But while this quick process is underway, Maya suddenly alerts us to something else.
“Did you see these readings?” the endlessly helpful robotic bird asks.
We both look down.
I hadn’t, and I can instantly tell from Driver’s reaction that she hadn’t, either.
The air temperature has changed…. massively. It’s no longer freezing cold, or even particularly cold at all.
“Could the sensors be messed up by the water?” I ask.
We’ve also lost radio contact with our friends in the Vita, so some kind of malfunction seems likely.
“No, look,” Driver says, pointing to the drone’s control screen. “I didn’t notice when the drone first made it out of the water because I was too busy looking at the door, but it’s saying the same thing.”
I’m still not convinced. “Yeah, but couldn’t the drone’s sensors be messed up, too?”
Driver decisively shakes her head. “Look, the drone is right there. See that antennae-looking thing? That was inside until after it breached the surface. It’s the atmospheric measuring device and it never made contact with the water. It’s not exactly tropical, but it’s definitely not cold in here, either.”
“Not cold, Luna?” Laika echoes rhetorically, delighted to hear this. “That good. Laika want to go out. Open door.”
She turns to face him. “Me, too, little dude… me, too. Ready, Ray?”
With the vehicle’s exterior apparently cleared of the toxic water, or at least with no obvious wet areas remaining, I am ready. We all are.
Driver opens the door and reminds Laika to be careful and not to touch anything, including the vehicle’s exterior. I pick up the small canister of Bayzen water, with no expectation it’ll be needed on the other side of the door but with no reason not to.
I remove my helmet, like Driver does, because the air here is fine and there is no sense in being needlessly confined.
With my new freedom of movement and unencumbered field of vision, I turn immediately to the huge stone door. It’s far more ornate than it looked on the screen. There are no evident symbols, only what I see as decorative patterns and etchings. It’s a single door with no obvious clue as to which way it should move to open. There could be a wall recess to the left or right, but it could just as easily fall into a recess on the floor.
“Can you ask Mythar if he has any ideas on how to get in without blowing it up?” I request of Maya. “Actually, don’t mention blowing up. Just ask for ideas.”
Driver laughs at my clarification, but I think it’s a worthwhile one. This place is sacred to Mythar. And while you can bet your ass I will blow the door down if it comes to that, I want to give him the chance to try another way and don’t want to upset him with a suggestion that hopefully won’t be necessary.
Without speaking in reply to Maya’s translated question, Mythar steps forward and places his hand on the door.
Nothing happens.
“I’ll get the boom booms,” Driver says.
“Not yet, Luna,” Laika squawks. He then flies forward. “Look. Pattern change. Mirror sides, but not here. Maya, tell Porro friend to try here.”
It’s an amusing little quirk that Laika still thinks of Mythar only as Porro’s friend, but there’s nothing amusing about what he’s just pointed out. He also abided by Driver’s wise instruction not to touch anything, only flying towards the element of the design he spotted as breaking the otherwise perfect horizontal symmetry.
Maya passes on this observation to Mythar and hovers next to the identified area more precisely than the much larger Laika could.
Mythar immediately places his hand on the door, in this specific spot rather than the random section he tried at first. And just as quickly, the door begins to shake.
I hear the rumbling a split-second before I see the movement. After that, the door moves upwards — the one direction I didn’t expect — to open our way into what might just be Eden’s long-hidden Hall of Memories.
“Where’s all of that light coming from?” Driver asks, noticing something that didn’t even click in my stunned mind.
Without waiting for us, Mythar hurries ahead. I can’t exactly blame him, because he’s seen what I’ve seen.
While Driver was noticing the general illumination of the room, we were noticing the bizarre-beyond-words ball of swirling color that’s hovering in the air only thirty or forty yards ahead.
“Any ideas?” I ask.
“Just one,” Driver replies, her eyes now fixed on the incredible swirling light. “Let’s go and see what the hell that is.”
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Saying I’ve never seen anything like the swirling mass of colored light that hovers in Eden’s chasmic Hall of Memories — inside a hollow mountain, no less — would be like saying I’ve never seen a giraffe riding a unicycle.
No one has ever seen anything like this.
Hell, I’ve never even imagined anything like this.
As I step inside, I briefly glance around at everything else. Or let me rephrase that: I glance around at nothing else, which is what fills the rest of this huge space.
The walls and floor are rough, but what’s most striking is how empty this place is.
I return my gaze to the swirling light show up ahead. The only thing my mind can liken it to is one of the plasma balls I’ve only ever seen in science museums and gadget stores. The ones where you touch the surface and some of the purple light shoots towards your fingertips. Those don’t hover, though, and they’re not usually hidden inside a mountain on an alien planet.
The Orb is floating in the air, above a slightly raised platform that is the only area of the floor to differ from all the rest.
Mythar, blazing a trail, reaches the platform and carefully steps on. Once he’s confident he isn’t tripping some kind of sensor, he reaches out for the ball of light and touches it with both hands.
He’s too far to stop and I don’t think he would listen, anyway. But the truth is, of course we’re going to touch it. Sure, I’d rather it was him than me, at least to go first, but we didn’t come all this way not to find out what we’ve discovered.
His talk of accessing “the wisdom of the ancients” and connecting to “energy of creation itself”, which sounded batshit insane just a few minutes ago, doesn’t seem so wild now.
As soon as Mythar touches the light, his body stiffens and his eyes appear to glaze over. The duration of this change is mercifully short, no more than twenty admittedly frightening seconds. When he seems to be back in control of his body, Mythar removes his hands from the ball and looks down at them in what looks like disbelief.
“What happened?” I ask.
Maya buzzes over, taking a closer look at him as she translates the question.
“You have to see,” he says. “I cannot explain.”
“Try,” Driver implores him.
“You must see for yourself,” the alien insists.
With more than a little trepidation, I step forward.
“No way,” Driver says, physically blocking my path. “You’re not taking any crazy risks. Ray, you have a family waiting for you at home. Once everything is under control with the sludge, they need you. I’ll do it.”
I look deeply into her eyes. “Driver… I couldn’t even pilot that ATV out of here, and do you really think Clyde could get through any shaky moments in the Vita on a trip home? The whole world needs you a lot more than it needs me. So please… get out of my way. We don’t have time for this. And we’re not both doing it. Just like you said to Clyde: two people don’t take a risk if one can stay safe.”
Showing even more visible reluctance than I felt in stepping forward, Driver steps aside.
I walk towards Mythar and step on to the platform. I stare, mystified and enthralled, at the incredible ball of light. Knowing I’ll think myself out of this if I don’t just go for it, I place both hands on the swirling ball.
There is no wait for anything to happen.
Because immediately, as soon as my hands connect with it, everything happens.
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I am no longer present in the mountain.
I am no longer present anywhere.
Instead, my mind is utterly consumed by an immense and immersive flood of information.
I don’t hear anything, and in no real sense do I see anything.
My senses leave me, replaced by a totality of supra-consciousness that can only mean I’m tapping into the echoes of the elders or the energy of creation that Mythar talked about.
A sudden jolt, of mind rather than body, takes me from an all-white plane to one that is completely dark.
There is no voice, but I feel something ask me a question:
“Are you ready?”
I am.
And that’s when things really get crazy.
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All of a sudden, I feel more conscious than I ever have. It’s not a human or Earthly consciousness like anything I’m familiar with, but I know once more that I am myself.
I am Ray Barclay, and I am ready.
I feel as though I’m telling that to someone, but there is no one here. There is nothing and there is no one, and as best as I can tell there is no here at all.
There is nothing… until there is.
From feeling as though all of my senses are on standby, I instantly shift into a plane of consciousness where they are all but overwhelmed.
I see.
I hear.
I smell.
I taste.
I feel.
The memories are not my own, but right now they are more vivid than any I have ever known. I have never relived the best or even the worst memories of my life in the kind of fully immersive way these flashes overcome me.
Flashes is the only word that can come close to conveying how fast it all happens, but at the same time I somehow feel as though I am living it all in slow motion. I can’t make any kind of sense of what I’m experiencing, so my chances of adequately describing and much less explaining it are slim to none.
The memories, though, require no explanation. Every moment is so clear, I feel as though I’ve lived it a thousand times before.
I am now immersed in an echo of the past, experiencing it through the eyes and ears of the ancients who left their memories within this Hall.
Every detail is clear.
The ancients are descending from the sky. But the sky is not Eden’s — it is Bayzen’s.
They step out, with long skulls like those in the statue my own eyes have seen, and they offer assistance with rebuilding from the natural celestial catastrophes that have ravaged the planet. Their own world is dying, too. It is beyond hope. Their population is extinct aside from the few who have made this trip.
The survivors of the arriving race explain that they have discovered a new world nearby, the world of Eden, but they cannot settle there until its atmosphere has been sufficiently modified.
They offer the Bayzenites long-term salvation in exchange for short-term shelter. A pact is drawn. They will live among their hosts while Eden is purified by the tiny bio-robotic cleansing machines the visitors have engineered for this task. When Eden is ready, they will take the Bayzenites with them to the new world.
Attempts are made for the tiny machines to cleanse Bayzen for long-term stability, too, but the string of disasters has left the world too far gone.
The day comes when Eden is ready. Generations later, that day finally comes.
The tiny robotic creatures created to cleanse Eden have done their job.
The two races live together in peaceful harmony, but only for a short time. The ancient visitors who carried the Bayzenites to Eden cannot survive here beyond their own life spans. On the new world, irreconcilable incompatibility with the atmosphere caused by proximity to its star means they cannot reproduce. When the elders die, they will not be replaced.
The final survivors of the ancient visiting race, now frail and weak, are told by the transplanted Bayzenites that their assistance is appreciated but their work is done. To prosper on the new world, the Bayzenites must feel as though they belong to it. They must see themselves as Edenites.
A decision is made to erase the visitors from history and erase the history of Bayzen entirely. The planet’s rulers will repress details of the visitors’ role in shaping Eden into a habitable world and will look forward instead of back.
Peaceful by nature and greatly outnumbered, the visitors do not seek to overthrow the ruling class who will erase their contribution. In their final weeks, they instead create a Hall of Memories. Their mastery of their own consciousness enables a transfer of lived experience to those who are suitably pure of spirit.
They agree to a pact with Eden’s new elite, to peacefully see out their final days without vocal objections to their own erasure in exchange for a promise that the rulers will leave the Hall of Memories untouched. The rulers will keep the Hall even from their own descendants, passing down stories of deathly dangers in the vicinity of the hollow Lone Peak within which the Hall resides.
The visitors believe the rulers to be a lost cause, consumed by hubris and the pursuit of unchecked technological progress and expansion with both feet in the future and none grounded in the past. The Hall is created to illuminate the past for the sons and daughters of the future, from Eden or beyond, who care enough to look for answers to any question other than what comes next and who will brave perceived dangers to find it.
Those seeking answers of what came before will find a true account within the Hall.
Should Eden’s conditions ever change to require further transformation by the robotic cleansers, the power to disperse them lies within the Hall. The power to recall them in case of unforeseen mutations exists, too.
Such mutations have occurred in test cases due to celestial radiation exposure. This has activated undesirable traits in the army of engineered bio-robotic cleansing machines, which has included extreme behavioral shifts towards self-proliferation and even territorial dominance.
The emergency recall power exists in the shape of a small but potent Orb, whose exposure to Eden’s powerful sun will instantly halt the machines in all stages of the atmospheric cleansing process.
The last request of the final surviving visitor is that Eden’s ruling elite will at least pass down knowledge of this emergency stop, to ensure the good work of cleansing the world will not be undone.
The rulers, myopically forward-looking and intoxicated with bravado in regards to their own technological advances, refuse, insisting that all knowledge of the visitors’ role must be suppressed for Eden’s society to stand on its own two feet.
They flippantly agree to leave the Hall of Memories untouched, knowing that their plan to paint the Lone Peak as an inhospitable and barren region means it will only ever be explored if their system rule were to collapse and Edenites were driven to look inwards for progress and connection rather than outwards to the stars.
The stars.
Stars.
Stars are the last thing I see in the disorientingly immersive visions and memories I’ve just experienced, and stars are the first thing I see when I’m back in my own body.
I’m on the ground. I’m on the floor of the Hall, with stars in my eyes and panicked voices in my ears.
“Ray Ray,” Laika calls.
“Ray!” Driver adds.
I feel her hands on my cheek. The touch is jarring, bringing me fully back to consciousness.
In a rush of confusion and urgency, I sit up. I suddenly know what Mythar meant when he said he couldn’t possibly describe what he had just experienced and that we had to see for ourselves.
I can hardly even make sense of this in my own mind. What chance do I have of explaining it to Driver?
But I don’t have to explain it. I have to act on it.
“The Orb…” I say. “That ball. We need it. If we expose it to sunlight, all of the spores and all of the sludge will die. They told me.”
Driver now has both of her hands on my cheeks. She’s kneeling down to my level. “Who told you, Ray? Who told you?”
“The ancients! The long-skulled aliens, from the statue. They created the sludge and the insectoids to terraform Eden. They brought these other aliens here from Bayzen, which is where Porro and Mythar and Loobnar’s race is actually from, as soon as this planet was habitable. They knew accidental radiation exposure could make the creatures aggressive and territorial, so they left the Orb as an emergency stop!”
It’s hard not to race through my attempted explanation. But this Orb could cleanse Eden and it could cleanse Earth. Hell, by cleansing Eden — where there is a lot more sludge than there is on Earth — we could stop the whole problem in an instant.
We know there is some quantum connection that lets one pile of the larvae share energy with another. We’ve found the motherlode spreading up the outside of the mountain, and killing it could be all we need to do.
Even if things don’t go quite as perfectly as that, we can take the Orb home with us. We can also study it and see what kind of force or energy it contains, so that the scientists on Earth could try to create something similar that can cleanse our own world of whatever is left.
I know this all has to be as confusing to hear as it was for me to experience, though, so I do try to tell Driver the main parts.
“The ancients died out because they couldn’t breed here,” I go on, “and the new ruling class didn’t want future generations to know another race brought them here. They decided to suppress all talk and knowledge of the ancients — even among their own descendants. Loobnar doesn’t even know this stuff. His ruling forefathers decided to start hiding it generations ago. They put all their faith in their own technologies and neglected all the wisdom of the past. Like Mythar was talking about. Some of the last ancients or maybe some uncertain rulers must have leaked some of that information out, and elements of the myths have been passed down ever since. But nothing about the Orb. It said only those with pure spirit could receive the transfer of lived experiences. It must have known my motives are good, so I got the memories. But no one else here knows about this, Driver. Until now… no one has known for generations.”
Forget a giraffe riding a unicycle. Driver is staring at me like I have a unicycle on my head.
“I’m not crazy,” I tell her. “Please, either believe me or touch it for yourself.”
She looks up at the Orb and exhales slowly. “Of course I believe you, Ray. But yeah, I could see for myself… because that’s what would happen if I touch it. So how are we supposed to expose it to the sun? How can we get it out of here? Did they tell you that?”
I want to tell her that there wasn’t really anyone telling me things in the strictest sense of the word. It was more like I was just experiencing memories, vividly and rapidly. But I don’t have the words to do it justice and I don’t have the time to try. What counts right now is that I don’t know how we can move this Orb, either.
I suppose we’d have to take it above and beyond the choking clouds to expose it to the sun, but first we have to figure out how to move it at all.
“Try touching it again,” Maya interjects. “If there is some kind of memory transfer or consciousness link at work here, it’s going to know that you’ve already experienced it. If you go back again having already heard what the Orb can be used for, maybe it’ll know what you want?”
As I try to push myself up, Driver holds me down with her arm. In my still-disoriented state, I’m weak. “Maya, tell him that,” she says. “Tell Mythar.”
As soon as Maya translates her idea to Mythar, the alien steps forward and places his hands on the swirling Orb once more.
But this time, his eyes don’t glaze over.
This time, his body doesn’t stiffen.
This time… the Orb stops swirling.
I hold my breath and watch more closely than I’ve ever watched anything in my life.
As the swirling stops, the Orb begins to shrink. Mythar’s hands move with it, until he is tightly grasping something no larger than a tennis ball. Carefully and very uncertainly, he pulls his multi-jointed arms back towards himself. The Orb comes with them.
He looks down at it, the only other one of us who has experienced the full memory… flood… that I just have. It must have hit him even harder to know how badly he has been misled, with foolish decisions made by Eden’s rulers many generations ago still reverberating through the ages.
Unexpectedly, Mythar then hands the Orb to me.
“Jeen pookal thneeb foo ratipp,” he utters. “Boku flenn grad gweer.”
All eyes turn to Maya.
“He said you have gotten him this far, Ray,” she relays. “And now, he trusts you to go the rest of the way.”
I hold the wise old alien’s eyes. “We will put this right, Mythar. The lies, the tyranny, and most of all the spread of the sludge… this ends now.”
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The Hall of Memories was a lot emptier than we expected, in physical terms, but the one thing we found inside has the potential to be the single most consequential discovery in history.
We waste no time at all in returning to our ATV for the trip back to the Vita, in which we will just as quickly return to the Great Platform.
I’m not sure that bringing Mythar with us would be the best idea, and we might have to conduct ourselves diplomatically with the despicable Loobnar until the job is done. But those are minor considerations to talk about when we get to the others. For now, we have to get back.
Driver gets us back in the water in no time. I feel a lot less scared than I did last time. Naturally, having survived the first descent brings a natural degree of confidence. More than that, though, I think my mind just has a lot more to think about now.
Our trip into the depths of the Lone Peak proved more worthwhile than we could have imagined. I can’t remember a hunch or a gut feeling ever paying off even one-hundredth as profitably as this has.
When we reach the surface again at the other side, Driver rapidly instructs the ATV to transform back into its regular rover-like configuration. It doesn’t transform nearly as much as the Vita can during spaceflight, but it’s still impressive. She also engages the function to clear as much water from the exterior as physically possible.
Our radio is working again, so I pass the news on to our friends that we’ve made a major and potentially decisive discovery. There’s no immediate reply.
While I wait to hear back, Driver turns the vehicle towards the Vita and hits our full-beam lights.
And that is when we see it.
We’re not looking at the Vita.
It’s still there, in the background, but something else is in the way.
Someone.
A relatively small alien craft sits between us and the Vita, around the size of one of our spaceplanes. In front of it, I see Loobnar.
The alien tyrant is a fair distance away from his craft, like he had stepped out and was on his way to the moat before we emerged.
The monitoring station must have tipped him off that we were here. Some readings, or maybe even a visual feed we don’t know about, must have told him we’d gone all the way in.
There has clearly been some connectivity, despite our own communication technologies not working down here
“What do I do, run him over?” Driver asks.
And believe me: I’m glad she asked. There’s no such thing as a bad idea and I’m not going to criticize her for grasping at straws in a situation like this, but that’s a long way from a good idea. The last thing we want to do right now is kill Eden’s god-like ruler and risk an immediate and deadly backlash from his devoted inner circle.
“Ray Ray… space in clouds,” Laika squawks. “Look at sky.”
I do what my observant little buddy suggests. And sure enough, I see a gap in the artificial clouds.
Loobnar mustn’t have fancied flying though them when he decided to come down, I figure. The knock-on atmospheric effects on his cronies on the Great Platform must be relatively minor.
“It’s not as cold,” Driver notices on our dashboard of data readings. “The air is better. Opening the clouds has started to equalize things.”
I quickly see that she’s right. It’s not as cold as it was earlier, but it’s still extremely cold. Loobnar is standing out there without any protective equipment or even any warmth-giving coverings, though, so exposure to these temperatures probably won’t do the others on the Platform any harm. Its altitude is nowhere near as high as we first thought, so that makes sense.
“We could end this right now if only this fucking thing had wings…” Driver laments.
“Oh, no,” Maya groans. It really is the closest thing to a groan I’ve ever heard from her, and when I follow her focus back down from the clouds, I see why. “Oh no…”
I see why she is so concerned, and I see why there has been no reply through our radio.
Up ahead I see Santino, Clyde and Simone — all being frogmarched down the Vita’s descended ramp.
I don’t know how Loobnar’s burly guards forced or tricked their way in, but they did. While we were out of contact with our friends, the bastards did.
Our friends are now being marched our way, all helplessly restrained and wearing suitably terrified expressions.
“Driver, open the door,” I say. “Maya, come with me.”
Without asking why, or trying to protectively stand in my way like she did in the Hall of Memories, she immediately does as I ask.
I step out just as quickly with Maya hovering right along.
“We found a way to stop the spread,” I tell Loobnar, walking quickly while trying to make sure I don’t look threatening.
Maya passes on the message, finishing just as we meet halfway and stop only a few feet apart.
Instantly, the words of Loobnar’s harrowing reply appear in my lenses: “The Orb or your friends, Ray? Give it to me right now… or they die where they stand.”
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“You know?” I gasp.
Santino, Simone and Clyde are all looking at me as they’re held by Loobnar’s guards. Each and every one of them yells their shared demand that I must not give Loobnar what he wants. They don’t know exactly what it is yet, but they can see how important it must be and they’re selflessly willing to die for it.
But despite the importance of this Orb, there’s no way I’m willing to let them.
Maya translates my two-word statement to Loobnar. I realize only then that I replied to his comment about the Orb before she translated that.
“You can understand me? Well… it seems we have both been keeping secrets,” the alien ruler replies. “Memories belong in the past. Until you came along, our technologies were solving this. I gave you the chance to find a less destructive solution, one you could also use on Earth. And this is how you repay my trust? You venture to the one area I told you not to. You engage with surviving life, breaking the only other specific instruction. You are no man of honor.”
With the cat out of the bag regarding my ability to understand Loobnar’s words, and with there now being absolutely no benefit to keeping anything close to our chests, Maya doesn’t bother translating this.
“Surviving life?” I shoot back. “We thought you were talking about animals or maybe even plants. These are your people you left to die! Hundreds of thousands of them!”
“Millions,” the tyrant callously replies. “But they are not my people. The underclasses contribute nothing to our world. They live and they breathe and they eat and they die. I could not risk those worthy of the future we seek to create for the easily replaceable lives of these masses.”
I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “You didn’t have to! If you’re telling me you knew about the Hall of Memories and the Orb inside, why not just use it? No one had to die here. This could have been over at the first sign of a problem.”
Loobnar pauses for a second before making a guffaw-like sound and continuing: “My rule is based on my supremacy. Our kind is supreme in the universe and I am supreme among our kind. Salvation delivered by the relic of an extinct race, rather than by technologies of our own creation, would undermine everything my rule rests upon. Questions would be asked. If it became known that our kind was brought here by another, my foundation of authority would crumble.”
Power. Control. Authority.
Those are the only things he cares about.
“So we won’t tell them,” I say, thinking on my feet. “We’ll say you had the idea for the Orb and we created it in our lab. We’ll say whatever you want. Just let my friends go and let us expose it to the sunlight above the clouds. And it’s not like that makes us look supreme. We’re only here because we came through the gate your people created. We only knew it existed because of Maya right here, who your people created. These are your technologies. No one needs to know the Orb came from another race. You just need to use the Orb to stop the problem of these bio-engineered robots. The ancients created this problem. You have the chance right now to kill the problem and leave it in the past, once and for all.”
If Loobnar had a lie detector of his own, he’d know how insincere I’m being. I feel dirty even pretending that I would go along with his lies after we cleanse Eden with the Orb, but I have to speak in a language he’ll understand. When all he cares about is power, that’s how I have to frame things.
“No,” he curtly decides. “Give me the Orb. I will return your friends as soon as you hand it over.”
If Laika was here, I’m close to one hundred percent certain he would be calling bullshit.
I don’t know how Loobnar expects me to believe he would let us go freely when we alone know of the secret history he is so determined to cover up.
I wouldn’t consider a deal like this even if he would let us go, anyway, because this Orb isn’t only our best shot of cleansing Eden and saving the millions of innocent aliens who Loobnar is otherwise willing to sacrifice. I care about them, of course, but I feel no guilt in saying I care about the innocent people of Earth — and especially my family — at least a million times more.
Santino, Simone and Clyde are all right to tell me not to make this trade for their freedom. I won’t abandon them, but we absolutely need this Orb.
Their mouths are now covered by the hands of Loobnar’s burly guards. Santino is fighting valiantly, but fruitlessly, to free himself and speak. The young man is looking my way while showing a sudden urgency that makes me wonder what he’s trying to tell me.
“Well… would you look what you’ve done by forcing me to open the clouds,” Loobnar says.
The alien doesn’t look or sound particularly concerned. But when I turn to see what he’s talking about, I have no idea why that is the case.
I have no idea how that is the case.
I have no idea how anyone could be looking at this sight and not be mortally terrified by what’s happening.
“Driver, go!” I bellow. “They’re alive! The sludge is hatching!”
Behind the ATV, which Driver instantly slams into gears, my eyes are fixed on the very last thing I wanted to see.
The mass concentration of larval sludge around Eden’s Lone Peak is hatching.
From the base of the mountain, the first wave is already on its way towards us.
A colossal army of insectoids is rising, swarming this way and all set to consume everything in their path.
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This is it.
This is what everything has been about. The sludge was no abstract problem, however much it might have felt like one during the various immediate challenges we’ve faced until this point.
We’re here because we never wanted to see another insectoid again. We’re here because these hideous creatures, now rushing towards us, could hatch on Earth at any moment like they’ve just hatched here.
The changing conditions due to the break in artificial cloud coverage must have done it. Just like on the Moon, changing oxygen concentrations and other atmospheric conditions has activated the larvae, if ‘activated’ is the right word, and it has brought forth a locust-like plague.
My heart is beating at a mile a minute.
I’m not trapped in a tiny lab corridor with these insectoids, like I was in the room. But I’m also not equipped with enormous tanks of Bayzen water. We lost almost all of it in the asteroid storm, with nowhere near enough left to even make a dent in this army of insectoids.
While Driver rushes towards us in the ATV, getting herself, Laika and Mythar towards the potential safety of the Vita as quickly as she can, Loobnar remains static.
“Surely now!” I scream at him. “Come on, we have to! Let my friends go, get in our craft and we’ll all go up to the Great Platform and take care of this.”
Driver brings the ATV to a halt just beside us.
As they all get out, Mythar is holding the Orb like he’s guarding it with his life. And to all intents and purposes, he really is holding his life in his hands.
Loobnar’s guards are still holding our friends hostage and blocking our own path to the Vita’s ramp, locking us in a standoff even as the insectoid army creeps ever closer.
I see Maya turn to the ATV. Her mouth makes a barely visible motion. I don’t hear anything, but Laika’s instant reaction tells me that Maya has made use of her ability to communicate with him on a frequency he can hear which we and the aliens naturally can’t.
I’m not wearing one of the bone conduction headphones, which we haven’t really considered as necessary for our mission, but Laika’s broader range of hearing means that he doesn’t need one.
Laika leans towards Mythar and says something. He squawks as quietly as he can and is too far away for the alien words to reach my ECD and by extension my lenses, but I quickly know what he’s said.
With no delay, Mythar loosens his grip on the tennis ball-sized Orb and holds it towards Laika, who grabs it in his powerful claws and flies towards the Vita like a parrot possessed.
Good boy, Laika. Good boy.
Maya deserves some credit for silently giving him the idea, too, and it’s great to see the team’s communications research work paying off when it really counts.
“Come with us,” I tell Loobnar. “You can be the one to do it. You can hold the Orb to the sun, in front of everyone on the Great Platform. You can be the hero. Come on!”
For a second, I almost think he’s going to say yes.
But instead, Loobnar turns to his guards. He tells them to return to their craft, much nimbler than the Vita, and fly to the Great Platform immediately to ensure they arrive before us. He demands that they use their weapons to repel the insectoids — or machines, as he calls the horrible things — to allow him safe passage to the craft.
“You can’t hold them back,” I try to tell him. “Loobnar, nothing will stop them except Bayzen water and we hardly have any! Listen to me: if you stubbornly rely on your technology, you’re all going to die down here before we reach the Platform and engage the Orb. Come with us. The path to the Vita’s ramp is clear.”
In my gut, I don’t give a shit if Loobnar dies. But if we arrive back on the Platform without him after he’s set off to stop us, I don’t think we’ll meet a very pleasant welcoming party. In a situation like that, getting out of the Vita safely to expose the Orb to direct sunlight might prove impossible.
“Go,” the tyrant demands of his hesitant guards.
They release our friends then step reluctantly towards their craft. Even at running pace, I don’t think they’ll beat the insectoids there.
With our path clear, I don’t want to stick around to find out. Driver and Mythar are already running towards the ramp, while the just-freed Santino, Simone and Clyde are already on their way up. Driver has our small canister of Bayzen water, for all the good it can do.
“Come on,” I implore Loobnar.
“No,” he replies. “Our technology will repel the⁠—”
But it doesn’t.
Their technology doesn’t repel the insectoids.
Loobnar’s guards fire their weapons to no effect.
Within seconds, they are consumed by the insectoid army. Like piranhas, the terrifying machines utterly swarm the alien guards, first racing up their legs and then knocking them to the ground with their sheer collected mass.
I grab Loobnar’s arm and pull him towards the Vita. As his guards perish and thousands more insectoids continue our way, he finally relents.
We rush to the ramp, moving faster than the tiny machines can and making the most of our head-start.
“Go go go!” I yell as soon as we step inside.
I don’t see Driver, who is clearly and wisely already in the cockpit so she can get us out of here as soon the door is closed.
“It’s jammed,” Clyde said, repeatedly tapping the button that should be recalling our ramp. “Ray, the ramp is jammed! I can’t close the door!”
I look outside and see the insectoid rushing ever closer.
Well….
Shit.
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Driver is downstairs like a flash. She’s heard Clyde’s call and she’s jumping into action.
But while we’re trying to recall the ramp, which Loobnar’s guards must have somehow disturbed, she is already on to the backup plan.
“Laika,” she calls, grabbing a medium-sized drone from the closet-like storage slot beside our open door. “Give me the Orb.”
He gives it to her right away, understanding the urgency in her voice and not wasting any time asking what she’s thinking.
“I’ll guide this up through the gap in the clouds,” she explains while putting our priceless Orb inside the drone’s empty sampling compartment. “The sampling arm will hold it out when I want it to. We can’t take off with the door open so if you guys can’t get it closed, this is our only chance. These things are going to keep coming unless we stop them. They’ll kill us all unless we can get this Orb into the sunlight.”
“Do it,” I say.
The insectoids are almost here. There’s no time for discussions or fixating on plans that aren’t moving forward. It’s the time for action — right now.
Driver seals the drone’s compartment and immediately places it at the edge of the ramp. She then grabs its control screen and manually takes the reins.
It takes off rapidly, heading right for the gap in the clouds.
Nearly the full screen contains a live video-feed, showing us exactly what the drone sees. The only part that isn’t filled by the feed shows data readings. Below the edge of the screen itself, both of Driver’s thumbs are directing the drone.
“I’ll try to make a barrier,” Simone yells, grabbing the Bayzen water canister and running down the ramp.
It’s a great idea that I should have had myself, but that’s what teammates are for.
Simone sprays the water all along the ground at the bottom of the ramp. If my experience on the Moon holds true, the insectoids won’t come any further.
“Fly, birdie…” Driver says to the drone, willing it to ascend faster. “Almost there.”
Sure enough, the visual feed shows that the drone is almost at the clouds. Better yet, Eden’s bright sun is visible beyond them. If it makes it, the Orb should be activated by its contact with direct sunlight.
This really could be it!
The drone is heading right for the gap Loobnar’s craft came down in. That craft won’t be going back up, since a massive swarm of insectoids are currently eating it — that’s the only word I can use — along with the poor bastards he stubbornly instructed to try to stop them.
I’d say we have ten seconds until the insectoids reach our ramp. That’s when we’ll find out if our Bayzen water is any more effective than the aliens’ weapons.
Driver’s drone is even less time away from reaching the other side of the clouds, though.
It’s… there.
It’s there!
We no longer see the underside of the surrounding clouds in the drone’s visual feed. It has reached the gap.
“No no no no no,” Driver groans. “It can’t get through. Even with the gap, some kind of interference is stopping it from going any higher. It’s just… stuck. It’s stuck in line with the lowest part of the clouds.”
“Can you still get its arm to hold the Orb out?” Clyde suggests. “There might be sunlight getting to it now. It could be high enough. That has to be worth a try.”
As Driver instructs the hovering-in-limbo drone to open its sampling chamber, the insectoids reach our ramp.
I hold my breath. We all do.
And in an overdue moment of relief, we exhale in unison as the insectoids stop.
It’s working! The Bayzen water barrier is working.
“Okay,” Driver says, alone in still focusing on the drone. “Here we go…”
This time, though, there is no cause for celebration. Because although the visual feed shows our Orb being held towards the sky by the drone’s sampling arm, nothing else happens.
“Now what?” Simone cries.
“We fix the ramp,” Driver says, admirably calm as she puts the drone controls down. The drone is hovering safely but uselessly for now, and focusing on unjamming this damn ramp so we can close the door and escape back to the Great Platform really is our only next move.
We’re all now focusing on the door’s control dashboard, with Driver’s keen eye quickly having noticed that the button has been too firmly depressed and is effectively stuck.
“What happened with the guards?” she asks, seeking important context. “How did they get to you? What did they do?”
“I opened the door,” Clyde sighs, more than a hint of regret in his voice. “We had lost contact with you guys and they landed right in front of us. I was in the cockpit. Loobnar saw me and walked to the door. He signaled towards the ramp then stood there and waited. I didn’t see any other aliens and you guys were out of reach. I thought he maybe had something to share about the water or material they were studying. We thought that. We all did. We couldn’t do nothing. We didn’t even know if you were coming back.”
“Don’t sweat that,” Driver immediately replies. “Fine. Understandable. But what did you do here? Did you just tap the controls to let them in?”
Clyde nods several times. “Yeah. A light tap, just like always. But once the guards showed up out of their craft, they rushed in. They grabbed us. One of them might have seen this control panel and just, I don’t know, punched it or something, to take it out of commission. Do you think it’s an electrical problem? I’ll grab the tools so we can open it up.”
“Ray Ray!” Laika suddenly squeals, in the most guttural way I’ve ever heard him say anything.
He’s looking down the ramp, where a truly enormous horde of insectoids has gathered.
They’re still not making it any further, thanks to the thick barrier of Bayzen water Simone created in a smart use of the little amount we had.
Unfortunately, the good news ends there.
The terrible news starts in the same place, at the bottom of our ramp.
Because it’s there, in a terrifying and ingenious bid to overcome the water, that the insectoids have begun to transform.
It’s there that the insectoids have begun clambering on top of each other and collectively forming the same kind of huge spider-like monster — impervious to everything — that I barely managed to stop on the Moon.
This time, we don’t have tanks full of Bayzen water to fire into the rapidly forming structure before it fully seals. And this time, there are more than enough insectoids to create not only one but hundreds of the indestructible monsters.
With our Orb-holding drone hovering tantalizingly but uselessly close to the right side of the clouds to stop all of this, we are out of luck and out of options.
The exteriors of these monsters won’t be stopped by a Bayzen water barrier.
They won’t be stopped by anything.
With nowhere to run and no way off this godforsaken planet, it’s impossible to see any way forward.
None of us can do anything. None of us can even say anything.
What is there to do? What is there to say?
“Laika have idea,” my little buddy suddenly squawks. He’s still looking outside, towards the harrowing sight of the rapidly growing monster.
Make that monsters. I see three distinct masses taking shape.
Four.
I don’t know what the hell Laika is talking about. All I know is that without telling us what his idea is, he shifts out of my reach and heads for the ramp.
“No!” I yell, trying and failing to grab him and hold him back.
He momentarily looks back at me. “Laika have to try,” he says.
With that, he’s gone.
But not towards the monsters.
No.
With an idea that’s either going to cost Laika his life or save everyone else’s — and maybe even both — our endlessly selfless parrot is heading straight for the Orb.
He’s heading straight for the gap in the clouds our drone couldn’t pass through, clearly hoping to grab the Orb and take it the rest of the way — all the way into the sunlight, where it can cleanse Eden like the echoes of the ancients promised me it will.
One way or the other… he’s heading for the end.
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Even the reassembled monster in Simone’s makeshift lab has proven a terrifying sight for anyone who lays eyes on it — Loobnar included.
But as we stand helplessly before several of the huge spider-like creatures as they quickly reach their final forms, terrifying is nowhere close to being a strong enough word.
Everything rests on Laika.
Even though Eden’s artificial clouds are nowhere near as far from the ground as natural clouds would typically be from Earth’s surface, he has a long way to go. He’s not a seagull who thrives at altitude, either. He’s a macaw, albeit a very special one.
I can only hope that Eden’s unique conditions are in his favor. I feel a shattering fear and guilt that he’s having to do this, and those feelings grow as he flies higher and higher to become smaller and smaller in my vision.
Looking up makes me fear for what’s going to happen to Laika within the next minute.
Looking down, meanwhile, makes me fear what’s going to happen to us in the next few seconds.
One of the monstrous creatures’ hard shells is now fully sealed, with no opening at all. This confirms that the small hole I shoved my hose into when I faced one of these things on the Moon would indeed have sealed a few seconds later, and that they do indeed become utterly impenetrable.
Maya dashes forward, zipping through the air around the creature in a bid to distract it. Its robotic head, truly spider-like in all but size and material — both of which are far worse and far more terrifying than those of a real spider, in case there was any doubt — follows her motions.
Yes, Maya. I think to myself. Thatta girl.
Now that she has its attention, she flies a little way away from the ramp. Very promisingly, the spider follows.
Unfortunately, though, that only takes one of them out of the equation for however long she can hold its attention. Three others are still rapidly forming, with another almost fully hardened.
Scratch that. It’s now fully hardened, and a lot more than three others are forming behind it.
Whether they’re communicating with each other or blindly following their radiation-corrupted instincts, the reality has dawned within the horde of insectoids that they cannot pass our barrier without transforming.
Why they so badly want to pass our barrier is something I don’t know. One is pursuing Maya, who isn’t actually alive or emitting any kinds of gases, so I don’t know what they’re actually seeking.
There have obviously been no opportunities to study the behavior of these monsters, so we don’t know if standing dead still or staying completely silent would make any difference in dissuading them from focusing on us. I very much doubt it, and that ship has clearly sailed for us here since silently motionless is the last thing we’ve been.
“Security Center,” Driver orders. “Everyone. Laika is either going to make it or he’s not. We have nothing to defend ourselves with. The best we can do is lock ourselves down before they’re onboard. That means now.”
I look up and can no longer see Laika. He’s close.
“Maya,” I call. “Come back inside. It’s not working.”
Her worthwhile idea did work at distracting one of the creatures, but one wasn’t enough. She rushes back to me, floating over the heads of the monsters at the bottom of the ramp.
Just as she gets there, the first of them makes a successful and decisive step across our Bayzen water barrier. That’s enough to seal it for Simone and Santino, who belatedly obey Driver’s order and rush away towards the Security Center. Clyde, to his credit, is still stubbornly and fearlessly fiddling with the control panel that would normally allow us to close the ramp with ease.
“Ray, come on,” Driver tells me. “We’ll see the drone feed in there. We’ll see if… when… Laika makes it.”
I wish there was something I could do. I wish I had something to strike them with, at the very least.
I know an explosion would do nothing except permanently damage our ramp, since Simone has extensively tested the resilience of the hardened material these things are made of and found it resistant to literally everything she could throw at it.
Catching me by complete surprise, Loobnar then steps forward onto the ramp. He roars in his native tongue, screaming at the tide like King Canute.
“Halt, you dirty beasts!” he yells. “I rule this land. You will obey!”
If I wasn’t speechless before, I sure as hell am now. The arrogance of this power-drunk tyrant knows no bounds.
I step onto the ramp to pull him back up, grabbing the shoulder area of his multi-jointed right arm. It’s still in no one’s interest for Loobnar to die here, as much as he deserves to. We would be blamed, for one thing.
I also don’t know if it’ll make any difference, but after seeing what happened to his guards and how the insectoids then rushed to us with maniacal fervor, I don’t want these fully formed monsters to get a taste of blood — even his.
Driver, it turns out, is less inclined to worry about such things. I know this not from any more words, but instead from a swift chop-like blow that knocks my hand away from Loobnar. She then yanks me back, with the fact I’m off-balance and caught unawares giving her the edge despite size being in my favor.
I stumble and fall, but safely into the Vita rather than downwards onto the ramp. With the monsters now progressing up and towards the incredibly foolish Loobnar, I can’t believe my eyes that he’s still standing there and trying to exert his authority over them.
“Inside!” Driver yells. “You’re not dying for him.”
I had no intention to, but I’m not going to begrudge her protective instincts. After all, she’s out here pulling me back rather than running for cover herself.
No man left behind.
From the ground, I see the drone’s control screen that Driver put down before rushing out to pull me back.
And on that screen’s visual feed, showing the Orb held skyward by the drone’s sample-gathering arm, I see something else.
At the edge of the clouds, where the drone could ascend no further…
I see Laika.
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Laika has made it to the Orb.
He grabs hold of it from the drone’s extended arm and continues upward.
Already, he’s made it further than the drone did. Whatever kind of electrical interference or other issue was preventing the drone from ascending all the way to the other side of the clouds, it isn’t stopping Laika.
The drone’s sky-facing camera shows Laika, grasping the Orb, soaring ever higher towards the brightly sunlit world beyond the clouds. He’s not going to emerge near the Great Platform, which we departed before flying here to Eden’s Lone Peak, and that means there should be no guards or anyone else to interfere with his mission,
If he makes it, and if the Orb works, we are only seconds away from a decisive victory.
The monsters on the ramp are seconds away from consuming Loobnar, but we have tried all we can to talk him out of his defiant last stand. If anything, his foolish refusal to move has actually slowed their march in coming for the rest of us.
I look only at the screen as Laika soars upwards. Driver, having so urgently pulled me back, stops and does the same. The others are in the relative safety of our Security Center, but at this point there is no sense in us rushing to follow.
Laika is either going to do this, or he’s not.
If he does, it’ll be faster than we’d get behind the Center’s thick door and it’ll be faster than the monsters can come for us. If he doesn’t, hiding out will be futile.
“You can do it, little dude,” Driver whispers, almost breathless.
She grabs hold of my hand. Hers is shaking like crazy. Actually, maybe it’s mine.
“He has to be close,” I say. “He has to be near the top of the⁠—”
“Aaaah,” Driver yells.
And I do, too.
A blinding light utterly consumes my vision. Even when my eyes close, I feel like I can still see it.
I cover my eyes with my hand and open them slightly. The whole world is bathed in a near-total white light.
My eyes don’t hurt, and I’m realizing now that “total” really is a better word than “bright” — or even “blinding” — to describe this unprecedented light.
I still feel Driver’s hand.
“Ray?!” she blurts out, squeezing tightly. “Are you okay?”
Before I answer, the light ceases. It doesn’t fade — it ceases.
Even with the Vita’s bright lights shining inside and out, the relative difference makes it seem like we’re in the dark. I instantly look at the screen but don’t see anything. It’s not that I see a feed showing the sky with no sign of Laika… I see nothing. The screen is dead.
“It must have fried the drone,” Driver says, urgently jumping to her feet, just like I do. “But I think he…”
I reach full standing height just as she trails off, which is just as I can once again see down the ramp.
Loobnar is there, on his knees and still shielding his eyes.
But beyond him… around him… the monsters are dead. The insectoids at the bottom of the ramp are simply dead, frozen like the corpses Simone recovered from the Moon.
The assembled spiders, meanwhile, are shattered into countless pieces. Even fully formed, the otherwise indestructible beasts could not stand up to whatever kind of pulse just hit them.
The ancient aliens’ emergency stop, left in case these robots they created to terraform Eden ever mutated in a dangerous manner like they did, has worked.
The Orb worked.
And far more pertinently… Laika did it.
“Lenses, full zoom,” I order them. I look up to the sky, begging for a sight of him.
I hear a noise behind us as Simone, Clyde and Santino emerge from the Security Center.
“He did it!” Santino beams. “They’re dead. And guys, the Vita’s front cameras show everything. The visible sludge on the mountain is gone! The insectoids out there are all dead. And here… the spiders are gone, too. It worked!”
While I’m looking up at full zoom, Driver nudges past me to walk down the ramp.
“No spores!” she reports. “It really did cleanse everything. And guys… with the energetic link we know all of the sludge has, killing this much here has to have some kind of effect on Earth. If they’ve still been struggling with contamination and spread since we left, this could have ended it!”
“And if not, the Orb should work on Earth, too,” Santino replies.
They’re both right. And given the dire straits we were in just a few moments ago, I can understand their celebratory tones.
I can’t smile yet, though. To use the Orb on Earth, we need to have it. We currently don’t even know if it still exists, or if it has been “used up” during the massive burst of cleansing light we just experienced.
We don’t know what happened to the Orb up there.
But right now, my heart is still racing and my internal prayers are louder than ever because we don’t know what happened to the hero who was holding it.
“C-come on, buddy…” I stutter. I wipe a tear from my eye, trying to restore my highly zoomed vision.
I hear Driver walk to my side and feel her hand on my shoulder. She tries to say something but can’t choke it out.
Together we watch the sky, hoping beyond hope that he’ll appear again at any moment.
The passage of each second without seeing him feels like another punch in the gut, each hurting more than the last.
My eyes are fixed on the bottom of the clouds, with me zoomed in as much as possible on the gap he flew through on the way up.
Between the extreme zoom and my residual tears blurring things up, the sudden downward movement of something passing through looks like a shapeless line diving through the clouds.
“Zoom out, sixty percent,” I yell. This catches everyone’s attention, because they haven’t seen it yet.
But I have. I’ve seen it. And now I really see it. Now I really see him.
Our fearless teammate, not only alive but still holding the all-important Orb as he zooms back towards us.
In all his brilliant glory, it’s Laika.
He’s back!
Now we can celebrate, and you better believe we do.
I drop to my knees with the sheer relief, and I can’t hold back the tears now that they’re tinged with joy instead of sadness.
He’s done it.
He’s really done it.
Laika carefully swoops in near the top of the ramp, avoiding the lifeless shells of the huge creatures on the ramp, the frozen corpses of the insectoids beyond it, and the statuesque Loobnar who seems like he doesn’t know how to react to what’s just happened.
“Orb, Ray Ray,” Laika calls before touching down.
I reach out and take it, emptying his claws so he can land.
I immediately hand it to Driver then crouch down and take hold of him.
“You had me worried, buddy,” I tell him, as if my expression and general demeanor won’t give that away.
Happily leaning against my chest, and breathing like he’s understandably exhausted, Laika peers down the ramp. “Orb work?” he asks. “Orb make Eden okay?”
“You made Eden okay, little dude,” Driver jumps in with a wide smile. “Now, let’s get this ramp fixed and turn our eyes back to Earth, why don’t we?”
“Let’s do it,” I agree.
Because as great as it is that we’ve saved the millions of innocent Edenites who Loobnar abandoned beneath the crowds, we didn’t set off in this mission to save Eden.
We came to Eden to find something that could save Earth. And in the shape of this miraculous and battle-proven Orb, that’s just what we’ve found.
Now, in case this Orb hasn’t already done the job by way of the little-understood energetic connection that links the sludge across space, it’s time to get home and use it.
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Our job isn’t done yet.
Well, it might be. If the Orb has already had an indirect energetic effect on any sludge Earth’s leaders haven’t been able to deal with on their own, it just might be.
But for now, we have to act like it’s not. This is no time for complacency.
Despite our continued urgency, though, it’s amazing just how different it feels to try to fix a jammed ramp when there aren’t robotic alien monsters rushing up it to kill us.
Clyde is able to fix the electrical problem in little over ten minutes, during which time I take a fair amount of delight in brushing insectoid corpses and shell fragments onto the ground below.
Call it catharsis, but I’m smiling as I do it.
While I do this, Driver and Mythar lead a very serious conversation with Loobnar. I overhear a lot of it and chime in once or twice.
Saving the millions of innocent aliens who were abandoned down here with Mythar feels good. It feels great.
I’m beyond glad that we were able to help them in time.
But beyond that immediate intervention, I don’t have a particular interest in what happens next regarding the politics of Eden. These are aliens, not just humans with different cultural norms. And given the variety of political systems that have developed in various parts of our own world, we can’t reasonably expect to impose democratic and egalitarian values on this world overnight.
That’s not to say I’m content to leave this place with a tyrant like Loobnar ruling the way he has been. Although Eden is four light-years from Earth, the gateway between Earth and Bayzen effectively reduces that distance to a two-week trip.
Countries don’t want despots next door, and neither does Earth.
To say Loobnar has been humbled by what just happened would be a colossal understatement. He seemed to be in genuine disbelief that the creatures didn’t obey his orders to stop coming forward, but it’s the Orb’s effectiveness that has really hit knocked him for a loop.
I don’t even know if he’s truly glad that Eden has been saved. His previously unquestioned claim to total authority has been shattered, since everyone on Eden knows something beyond his control just happened and since we’re about to return to the Great Platform and tell our story.
I know from my studies of human history that in the interests of long-term peace, you have to present a defeated or outgoing enemy or rival with some opportunity to save face. We can’t go up there and hang Loobnar out to dry. When mobs topple statues and storm government buildings, anywhere, dangerous power vacuums tend to follow.
But still, it is imperative that Loobnar cannot continue as an autocratic ruler.
We might be very fortunate in having Porro on hand. For several reasons, he could be a ready-made conciliatory candidate to fill the void.
As a mid-ranking member of the planet’s rigid hierarchy, and as a returning hero who brought with him a team of Earthlings who just saved this planet, Porro is a natural choice to stand as a new figurehead. I also know him well enough to know that power will not go to his head in the quite remarkable way it went to Loobnar’s.
Mythar, for his part, proves extremely reasonable for someone whose people were left to die. The cat is out of the bag on that, with all the aliens in his group knowing everything Maya told him when we first landed by their fire.
What the masses do not know, though, and what Mythar is willing to keep to himself as a compromise to enable a peaceful transition, is that Loobnar knew about the Orb before we found it.
To make Loobnar put his money where his mouth is, Driver asks him to remove the sparkling green bracelet that distinguishes him as Eden’s ruler.
We’ve spent a long time keeping our cards close to our chest. Now, though, we’re holding all the cards. Loobnar is no longer going to be sitting at the head of the table, and he is in no position to negotiate.
Nothing makes that clearer than watching him remove the bracelet and hand it over.
Mythar reacts with an audible gasp-like utterance at this, as though he never expected it to really happen.
The minutiae of what comes next here isn’t really our concern. Regardless, I feel like we’ve done a reasonable job of balancing the considerations to ensure that the necessary transfer of power happens without too much upheaval.
Mythar has raised some of the concerns we might not have considered. For instance, that the loyalty so many feel towards Loobnar could mean no new leader would be recognized without his blessing.
Loobnar himself has stayed quiet most of the time, shell-shocked by the whole sequence of events. But ultimately, he promises to encourage his inner circle to support Porro’s leadership.
We haven’t asked Porro if he wants it, of course. But given all he’s been through and how warmly he was received when we first arrived here, I have little doubt he will accept our suggestion.
All of this is decided in the time it takes us to prepare for our return to the Great Platform. With the ramp now up and the door now closed, I join Driver in the cockpit for what’s going to be a short flight.
With my lenses’ overlays active, I notice there are is longer any sign of yellow around Driver’s nose or mouth. She has been fully cleansed, just like everything else on Eden.
And when I talk of the whole of Eden being cleansed, that’s not just a hopeful guess. We now have drone footage from the other side of Eden, where the sun wasn’t shining when Laika brought the Orb into its light. Fortunately, the images confirm that the Orb was effective across the whole planet. This is great news for Earth, as it suggests we should be able to eliminate any remaining spores or sludge samples — wherever they are — in one fell swoop.
Laika comes with us, of course. He is genuinely and understandably exhausted, leaning into my chest as I sit next to Driver rather than even looking out at the gap in the clouds he just passed through on his own.
The good news is that he seems okay, beyond the tiredness. He can see fine, which was a concern given just how bright the Orb’s pulse-like ejection of light was, and he’s not reporting being physically hurt in any way.
Laika tells us that although he was holding the Orb at all times, he didn’t hear or feel anything — or see any concentrated light coming from it. All he experienced was the same total burst of white light the rest of us saw
While she’s flying us up, there’s no need for Driver to take us through the gap Loobnar cleared for his own descent a little while earlier. The Vita has proven itself capable of breaking through the clouds, and it does so again with no trouble when we reach the area we recognize as where we first came down.
On the way there, we’ve passed several groups of survivors. The coldness is passing due to the break in the previously total coverage of artificial cloud, with the full darkness also a thing of the past. None of these groupings know exactly what has happened yet, but I get the sense they know it’s good.
I’m certainly filled with different emotions when we pass them in this direction than I was upon first seeing them.
We breach the clouds and arrive to a scene of panicked chaos on the Great Platform. Driver lands exactly where we originally touched down. We rush down the stairs from the cockpit to join the others, keen to get this Eden-focused stage over with and turn our attention to Earth.
“Could you fly just a tiny bit more, little dude?” Driver asks Laika. “If you could give this bracelet to Porro, I think everyone would love to see that. They love you. Only if you’re okay to do it, though.”
Mythar confirms that he thinks this is an excellent idea.
“Only if you’re really okay,” I reaffirm to our brave parrot. “You don’t have to.”
“Laika okay,” he insists. “Laika can fly. Where Porro?”
“We’ll wait until we see him and then we’ll tell you to go, okay?” I say. “Good boy.”
He hops to the ground from my arms, stretching his wings and moving his head in slow circles. “Laika okay,” he confirms, like he’s just made sure.
As the group has planned, I then step out with Laika on my shoulder and Loobnar at my side.
We have the rapt attention of a huge alien crowd.
We’ve cleansed Eden of sludge, once and for all.
But now, to facilitate a peaceful transition and ensure Earth faces no threat from an unstable alien world, we have some explaining to do…
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Loobnar immediately speaks up, sticking to the script in announcing that the Earthlings’ technology has enabled the discovery of a hidden artifact capable of stopping the invasive sludge. He heralds the Edenites’ own technology, in the shape of the gate, for enabling us to come here in our own hour of need.
The crowd reacts well to this. Evidently, they are a proud people.
To avoid unnecessary problems and even more suffering, we’re not going to reveal the full extent of Loobnar’s despicable action in abandoning the masses below the clouds rather than using an alien technology that would have undermined his own appeal to authority. It’s enough that he is giving up the total power he once held.
In the truest sense of the word, we’ve struck a solid compromise.
In Loobnar’s own words, meanwhile he states his belief that Porro will be a “more suitable ruler for the new age of interplanetary co-existence.” As someone who has led a colony on Bayzen and befriended the visitors from Earth, he is uniquely qualified.
Loobnar says that he will stand at Porro’s side to assist in the process of rebuilding their world following the damaging spread of the sludge.
The crowd turns to Porro, whose position becomes clear to us only as they do. They then part, leaving him in our direct line of sight.
Visibly dumbfounded by all of this, not least the newfound position of leadership that is apparently being bestowed upon him, he looks like he doesn’t know what to do.
“Okay, buddy,” I say to Laika.
This sets him off on his way. The crowd oohs and aahs as our majestic parrot flies forward, his vivid blue and yellow feathers shining bright in the daylight.
“Heen lark shaab Porro,” the brilliant bird says. “Laika beed shabbo len dook.”
The words appear in my lenses almost instantly: “You are now in charge, Porro. Laika knows you will rule well.”
It amuses me that even our alien-to-English translation software maintains the little guy’s undying quirk of saying Laika rather than I, but his words go down extremely well. The crowd, loyal to Loobnar but evidently content to recognize his Laika-approved blessing for Porro to take over, holler and cheer in a surprisingly strong display of support.
When Porro puts on his new bracelet, still looking understandably shocked by the whole thing, the support only grows louder and more apparent.
“This is for the best,” I say, turning to Loobnar.
When Maya translates this for him, he pauses before replying: “It is.”
Seconds later, the tall but now bracelet-less Loobnar turns to face me directly.
“Our scientists have detected differences between your samples of Bayzen water and our records of the data from the colonists’ primary analysis, which was conducted before the radiation blasts,” he tells me. “The data could be useful for your mission to cleanse Earth, if the Orb is not effective. We learned nothing of note about the hardened shell. Other than the Orb, I see no way to defeat the large creatures.”
“Thanks,” I say, very much meaning it. “We’d like to see that data on the water and anything else you might have. And when we first arrived, you said someone could take a look at our radio, too. You said something about ‘directional frequencies’ of the gate, and how it could have done something that might explain why the radio always works again when we pass to our side. It sounded like you thought it might be fixable, and it would really help us out if it is. As soon as possible, if there’s someone who can help.”
Instead of replying to me once Maya translates this, Loobnar raises his hand and calls out for three named individuals in the crowd to come forward. He then explains to us that they’re his most senior communications engineers and should be able to identify if passing through the gate did cause a fixable issue.
Best of all, he assures me that they work fast.
Laika returns to me, all the way to my shoulder, before the alien engineers arrive.
As those engineers enter the Vita, I briefly explain the problem — via Maya — and ask Driver if she could take them to the main radio system. She’s more than willing. Santino, Clyde and Simone go along, too. They can use an ECD to vocally translate their words into the aliens’ language, since Maya is staying here with me and Loobnar.
“You should clear the clouds so your whole society can reunite as one,” I suggest. “The news of Porro’s ascension will be well received, but your people on the ground don’t even yet know of his return from Bayzen.”
That is the main reason I want Loobnar to clear the clouds, and it’s a good one. But I can’t pretend I don’t also want to personally experience the Great Platform being lowered from the sky before we set off out of here. Talk about sci-fi nirvana.
“There is no reason to delay,” the utterly humbled alien replies.
He then steps forward, towards Porro. Once there, he shares his belief that the clouds should now be cleared to reunite the whole of Eden.
I don’t mind that he’s borrowed my words. In fact, I’m glad.
Porro agrees without delay. Since he is so newly appointed in his role and so newly returned to the planet at all, he leans on Loobnar for the logistics. In the same way he called the engineers to the Vita, Loobnar raises his hand and yells several names. I watch as the mentioned individuals hurry to the entrance of the nearby tower.
“You did so well, buddy,” I say to Laika, almost speechless as I look out at the peaceful transition of power we’ve just brokered. Beyond that, though, we’ve just saved one world while greatly increasing the chances of saving our own. “Good boy.”
Within seconds, I then hear a loud but non-threatening rumble. Only a few more seconds later, the entire Great Platform begins to lower.
The fact that the tower seems to be getting taller is the first visual clue. My mind takes a moment to notice an even more obvious point, though: the clouds are gone.
“Laika want to see,” he squawks.
I walk down the ramp and step onto the Platform, because I do, too.
This is a once in a lifetime experience, and one almost no one will ever get to witness.
Immediately, we can see the ground in the distance. We walk with the crowd, who are all going towards the Platform’s edge for a better view.
We’re descending very slowly, so there should be time to get close to the edge even though we don’t have all that much altitude to drop. I can imagine some darkly comic scenes of everyone underneath the Platform running out of its way in fear of being crushed, but one advantage of its slow drop is that they’ll have enough time.
There aren’t going to be any buildings beneath the Platform, aside from the towers that pierce through it and support the structure. After all, it was obviously on the ground before Loobnar raised it so that his indefensible cleansing plot could begin.
That’s all in the past, though. The future of Eden is out of his hands now, and that’s a very good thing.
By the time the Great Platform reaches the ground, we have reached the side. The crowd even parts to allow us an unobstructed view at the safety fencing. Out on Eden’s surface, crowds have already gathered.
Loobnar and Porro stand together before them, ready to explain both what has just happened on Eden and what its leadership arrangements will look like going forward.
When this begins, I take it as my cue to return to the Vita. Our job here is done.
“They think our radio link to Earth is fixed,” Maya suddenly reports. “I can hear them on the usual short-range frequency from the console. Driver wants to wait until you’re with them to finish the reboot, so you can be there to make the first call.”
I smile from ear to ear.
Although I’m nowhere near as exhausted as Laika, having put my body through nowhere near as much as he did during his flight to the clouds, my legs are weary.
But if you think that stops me from running back to the Vita like my life depends on it, you’re out of your mind.
With the radio apparently fixed, Earth is just a short call away. And thanks to Laika’s last-minute heroics, we have some damn good news to share…
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As we near the Vita and my legs continue to tire, I encourage Maya to rush in ahead of us and tell the others we’re coming.
It was thoughtful of Driver to suggest waiting for me. I’m sure she wouldn’t have waited too long without calling me in, but I would have done the same for her.
After all our whole team has been through together to make it this far, we should all be there when we re-establish contact.
Maya is back at the top of the ramp when we get there, having rushed in and back. She confirms they’re waiting.
Reaching the Vita after a long trek across what now just feels like the surface of Eden rather any kind of platform, the familiar surroundings put a new spring in my step. I hurry the rest of the way, right to the radio console.
“Ready?” Driver smiles at me, holding her finger over a button.
The alien engineers stand to her left, with the rest of her team on the right.
“Do it,” I say.
Instantly, the display console lights up. Like I’m watching the lights on an old router after rebooting it, I wait and hope that the all-important Signal Lock light settles on green.
When it does, a flood of joyous relief floods over me.
It’s working!
“It’s the Balena,” Driver reports, taking a closer look at the screen and sitting down in the seat in front of it. “We’re linked! Ray, we’re linked! There’s going to be a delay out here but not much. They’ll be able to patch us through to Earth, too. You’ll be able to talk to your family.”
I don’t think you could knock my smile off with a shovel.
Driver leans forward and activates her microphone. “ERF Balena? This is the ERF Vita, reporting from the planet Eden with some pretty damn good news for you all about what we’ve just accomplished. Over.”
I chuckle at her mixture of artificial over-formality and more typical speech.
“Driver!” a voice replies through the speakers. Unmistakably, it’s our close friend Sasha. “What did you just do? What’s happening on Eden?”
My heart sinks. That tone is anything but good.
As stunned and confused as I am by Sasha’s demeanor, Driver turns to me and raises her eyebrows.
Because she’s looking back at me instead of at the screen, she doesn’t see the incoming video signal pop up as Sasha sends it our way.
Unfortunately, I do.
I see it only too well, and I wish with every fiber of my being I could unsee it.
So soon after what felt like a huge victory, I’m looking at the worst thing I’ve ever seen in my life.
Reading my expression, Driver turns around.
I walk forward, despite wishing I didn’t have to, for a closer look. The video footage is a news report from Earth.
In it, I see a swarm of insectoids.
They’ve hatched on Earth. And worst of all, the footage shows some of them forming into the terrifying assembled monsters our home world is woefully ill-equipped to deal with.
“They started hatching within the last two hours,” Sasha explains, shattered emotion evident in her voice. “Did something happen there? Either way… please at least tell me you’ve got something we can work with. We’ve gotten nowhere with synthesizing the Bayzen water or destroying the shell samples of the bigger monsters, let alone this.”
My stomach is in knots. We do have something — the Orb — but it’s two weeks too far away to be of any help. We have no meaningful new information or knowledge on how to stop the assembled monsters and we know nothing about the Orb itself.
The only tiny thing I can think of that we’ve learned about the creatures is that they’re attracted to movement, as I saw when Maya distracted one until I called her back. Herding these things without any way of decisively destroying them is hardly a workable solution, though, and it says a lot about how grim Earth’s prognosis is that I’m even grasping at a straw like this.
I have nothing.
No one else replies to Sasha’s question right away, either, because no one knows what to say.
“The energetic link between the sludge…” Clyde laments, whispering almost silently to us rather than Sasha. “Guys, we didn’t kill the sludge on Earth when we killed it all here. We made it stronger. We made it a lot stronger. We’ve just seen that opening the clouds made the larvae here hatch, because that’s what a sudden change in conditions can do. And since all of this stuff is linked… when we killed the huge piles of it on the mountain and everywhere else, that energy had to go somewhere. It had to go to the surviving sludge — on Earth.”
He’s right. He has to be.
The timing is just too impossibly coincidental for him not to be.
In our bid to save Earth, we’ve just inflicted a plague with no usable cure.
In saving one world, we might have just doomed our own.
The fully formed monsters are effectively unstoppable. The sole remedy is right here in this room — two weeks away from where our people need it. And from looking at the screen, I don’t think Earth has two weeks. I think it might already be too late.
“Is Ray there?” Sasha asks. “Please, Ray… tell me you’ve got something.”
I lean forward to activate our camera. It’s only then, very close to the screen, that I see the caption in the news footage:
Salt Lake City.
I feel my knees buckle.
The monsters are assembling in my hometown, where my family are locked down due to the dense spread of contamination-marking spores.
With time or a change in conditions, spores turn to sludge…
Sludge hatches into insectoids…
Insectoids assemble into monsters…
And those monsters are in my family’s backyard.
“Ray!” Sasha says, talking as soon as the delay allows her to see me. “Thank God. Talk to me!”
“Where are Eva and the kids?” I ask.
The communications delay isn’t drastic, but in these circumstances the wait is unbearable. We’re “only” two weeks away from the gate having traveled at a truly insignificant fraction of light-speed, so we have that quantum gate to thank for being able to communicate with our allies at all. But forgive me for struggling to look on the bright side of anything right now.
“They’re on the way to the nearest ERF bunker, which is Colorado,” Sasha eventually replies. “Full emergency disaster protocols are locked in and elite military units have been dispatched to all reported hatching sites. There are no reports of anyone successfully destroying any of the fully formed creatures. The focus is on containment while we look for more decisive solutions, but the whole world is together on this.”
The bunker.
The irony.
The sheer painful helplessness I feel…
It’s almost literally too much.
“Stay in fight, Ray Ray,” Laika squawks, looking up at me from the floor.
I exhale sharply and force myself into the zone.
“Sasha, we just destroyed all of the spores, sludge, insectoids and fully formed monsters here on Eden, using a solar-activated Orb left by the ancient race who created them,” I state. It sounds crazy, but crazy is what we’re dealing with. “We’ll do everything we can to study the Orb in Simone’s lab, with input from every expert who wants to chip in with ideas, and we’ll share every single data point we find. The monsters are distracted by movement, like some predators, so if the military is focusing on containment then that could be something worth knowing. We’re coming home. As fast as we can, we’re coming.”
I catch sight of Driver, more subdued than I’ve ever seen her, nodding along slowly with my words. She’s coming around.
Because like Laika just alluded to, Driver knows what I know — we are still in this fight.
Our final battle against these monstrously mutated alien creatures truly is all or nothing.
This is worse than Zola. It’s worse than the Leak. It’s worse than all of our nightmares put together.
But the one thing it’s not?
Over.
Because for as long as my heart beats, I will never give up…

The Earthburst Saga reaches its epic conclusion in All Or Nothing, which is available to order now.
Read on to experience the thrilling climax!
You can order now on Amazon by clicking here.



AUTHOR’S NOTES
Thank you for reading The Reckoning!
The Earthburst Saga reaches it epic conclusion in All Or Nothing, which is available to order now.
You can order now on Amazon by clicking here.
If you enjoyed this book and could spare a few moments to leave a review on Amazon, that would be very helpful. Reviews are a great way for readers to find books that might interest them and every kind word really does help. Thanks!

To make sure you don’t miss any of the most important updates on future books, simply sign up to my email newsletter by clicking here.
To reach me directly, discuss anything related to my books, keep up to date with what’s coming next and even have a chance to read it early, you can also join my Facebook fan group — Craig A. Falconer’s Sci-Fi Tavern — by clicking here. It’s an awesome group of friendly readers and it’d be great if you could join us!

www.craigafalconer.com




cover.jpeg
CRAIG A. FALCONER,

RTHBURST SAG

IR s S

THE ER





images/00002.jpg





images/00001.jpg





images/00005.jpg





