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LILLIPUT





“There is nothing constant
in this world
but inconsistency.”
Jonathan Swift
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LANDING SITE
SOLAR CITY, SANCTUARY
Daylight, or perhaps some artificial alien imitation of it, streamed into the saucer-like spacecraft as if the vehicle was a passenger plane soaring through Earth’s skies.
But while Dan McCarthy’s initial sight of Sanctuary’s surface had revealed a surprisingly Earth-like landscape, and while the air that mixed with the craft’s controlled atmosphere as the door opened was clearly breathable to his human lungs, the similarities between his home world and the one on which he now found himself ended there.
Fear and wonder had competed within Dan and his fellow passengers for the past few minutes, with his sister-in-law Tara and his trusted archaeologist friend Billy Kendrick both gazing in slack-jawed amazement when Sanctuary’s colossal pyramids first came into view.
Had their craft not been pulled off-course by an irresistible force of unknown and potentially hostile origin, this wonder would have been the purest any of them had ever felt.
The planet’s pyramids, very clearly constructed by an intelligent race rather than the product of any natural geology, were comfortably larger than any on Earth. Despite this, however, they were utterly dwarfed by a statue so large that its scale was difficult for the humans to comprehend.
They had so far seen only the back of this statue — a stone-like idol of a bipedal humanoid with familiar proportions — and they could only speculate as to what kind of facial features the front would reveal.
The craft’s final approach had taken it away from the pyramids and off to the other side of the statue, where remarkable skyscrapers of crystal-like glass shimmered under the bright sun. A huge circle, marked in a manner not entirely unlike that of a squarer helipad on Earth, ultimately proved to be the craft’s landing spot.
The humans on board felt no relief as the unnerving pull of the magnet-like force that had carried them here faded, though, and nor did their pilot.
Leesha, their intrepid friend from the race of extraterrestrials known as Messengers who called the distant world of New Kerguelen home, wore the most concerned expression any of them had ever seen on his almost-human face.
The alien, slightly shorter than Dan and with a browless face dominated by large caring eyes that lay in stark contrast to the cool hue of his blueish-silver skin, had internalised and adopted many non-verbal modes of expression during his time on Earth, from smiles and waves to his trademark slow nod.
The look on Leesha’s face as the craft settled on this new alien world, despite his efforts to contain it, was one of sheer terror.
His usual ability of short-distance teleportation was somehow unavailable, blocked by a force he understood just as little as the one that had pulled his ordinarily responsive craft out of his control. Unseen forces prevented Leesha from flashing his passengers back to the mothership in which they had reached Sanctuary, through a mysterious portal-like gateway on the edge of New Kerguelen’s atmosphere which they all now regretted crossing.
Wherever they were, escape seemed decisively out of their hands.
But when the craft touched down and its entrance ramp descended to the ground below and the doorway slowly opened — all of which occurred without instruction from either Leesha or any of the humans — everyone inside became aware of just whose hands their lives did now rest in.
The sudden presence of a waist-high extraterrestrial, humanoid in appearance and flanked by around twenty more of the same kind, stunned three of the craft’s crew into silence.
Only Dan McCarthy, perhaps uniquely prepared for this moment having been the first human to encounter any of Leesha’s kind, retained enough composure to address the pint-sized alien. Billy and Leesha stood slightly to the side, leaving Dan and Tara — leading figures in Earth’s Interspace Contact Agency and veterans of interspecies engagement — to stare down their hosts.
“We come in peace,” Dan said.
Not having truly expected a reply and not even having considered that one might be non-telepathically delivered in a vocalisation he could comprehend, even Dan was lost for words when the alien opened its mouth and responded in the language of Earth.
And even then, the nature of this reply had nothing on its meaning.
“They are back,” the remarkable creature exclaimed, speaking aloud in perfect English as it gazed up at Dan and Tara with wide and adoring eyes. “Our gods have returned!”
    
Time seemed to stand still in Dan McCarthy’s mind as he gazed down at the English-speaking alien before him. The being appeared keen to respect the threshold of the craft, having stopped at the doorway before opening his mouth to speak.
In keeping with the alien’s general appearance, height aside, that mouth was far more human than was Leesha’s or those of his fellow Messengers.
None of the aliens outside could have been an inch over four feet tall and some looked like they might have fallen below three. Their skin tone was less obviously alien than Leesha’s, their whiteish grey lacking the striking otherness of his silvery blue, and their hands likewise had more in common with Dan’s than Leesha’s.
Where each of Leesha’s hands had two broad finger-like divisions and a highly dextrous oversized thumb, cruelly derided by some on Earth as hands akin to those of a genetically altered lobster, these aliens instead sported three fingers and a perfectly scaled thumb.
This newly discovered race, lacking a name and already being considered by Dan’s baffled mind simply as the ‘Smalls’, would have looked quite human if they were scaled up were it not for the fact that their heads were slightly — but very noticeably — more spherical.
The scene before Dan looked almost like something from a young child’s drawing of a human crowd scene, with the heads more circular than oval and the scaling appearing to be off.
The visual was remarkable, from the detail of the leader’s face to the height differences of the other Smalls behind him, right up to the almost unfathomable size of the skyscraper-like towers that served as a backdrop to it all.
Above and beyond what Dan was seeing, however, it was what he and his friends had just heard that really set his heart racing.
Upon considering the situation, and knowing that the unseen and untrustworthy race of so-called Architects who had deceived Leesha’s kind for thousands of years had created the gateway that had just brought him to Sanctuary, Dan wasn’t particularly amazed that the Smalls could communicate with him. After all, the remarkably advanced Architects had provided UpLift technologies to the Messengers which enabled telepathic communication between races who had evolved untold millions of miles apart.
The circumstances which had brought Dan and his friends across the gate from New Kerguelen to Sanctuary, in a desperate attempt to restore a peace shattered by the discovery of that gate itself, included two linked discoveries which at least provided a modicum of context.
The Architects had created a gateway between Earth and New Kerguelen just as they had created the one between New Kerguelen and Sanctuary, and on both Earth and New Kerguelen they had left behind ancient Transcripts for the benefit of future observers of their own kind.
Within the past few days, Dan’s friends and allies had discovered new Transcripts on each planet which referred to a ‘Sanctuary’ world that could be used to relocate species from either planet in the event of a true planetary emergency.
What Dan was learning now, or at least what he was coming to assume, was that the Smalls’ home world had at some stage faced just such an emergency and that the Architects — for reasons he knew better than to consider altruistic — had relocated them here.
This didn’t come close to explaining everything but gave Dan’s mind a starting point from which it could begin attempting to contextualise the rest.
“Come with us,” the Smalls’ leader smiled. “Our Principal awaits.”
“From high he guards!” the alien’s twenty-strong backing crew repeated in perfect unison, apparently responding in this rote manner to the very mention of their ruler. Their voices varied in pitch and timbre, but each smiled keenly and warmly.
Stranded in an immobilised space craft on a world that defied belief, Dan and his friends had little choice but to acquiesce.
Who exactly the Smalls’ ‘Principal’ was, and from where he guarded what, would doubtless be revealed in the coming minutes and hours.
Dan McCarthy knew that any hope of finding answers to the bigger questions and of ever again seeing the smiles of his wife Emma and their baby daughter Piper depended on retaining the favour of these Smalls and winning the favour of whoever ruled over them.
Beckoning his friends forward with his hands and deciding to remain conservatively silent for now, Dan stepped across the craft’s threshold and onto the ramp that would lead him to the surface of Sanctuary.
Oh well, he thought to himself, gulping away as much fear as he could. At least they seem friendly…
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SFORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Emma McCarthy sat at her kitchen table, praying for her husband’s safety as their baby daughter Piper wriggled carefree on her lap.
Minutes earlier, the remarkably and somewhat frighteningly gifted child had reported that Dan — along with her Aunt Tara and the friendly alien she knew as Leesha — were gone.
“Dada no he,” was the eight-month-old’s way of saying this, and a scarcely understood power she possessed due to having been conceived while Dan himself had been ‘UpLifted’ by the Messengers was how she knew he had finally taken the leap across New Kerguelen’s mysterious gateway.
The discovery of that gateway had caused all manner of problems and introduced all manner of risks, not least that the other gateway in New Kerguelen’s sky, which acted as the only means of connecting it to Earth across an otherwise unfathomable distance, might be closed or destroyed out of an abundance of caution should those who wanted the second gate to be destroyed have their way.
A cutting off of contact between the universe’s two known inhabited worlds would have left young Piper separated from the well-meaning aliens whose actions had inflicted upon her the powers which her family and their close friends worried could develop in unexpected and dangerous ways.
Already, when Piper’s telekinetic UpLift power first reared its head, she had almost hurt herself by unknowingly attracting shards of broken glass towards her face. Her Uncle Clark, now sat at her side, had rushed into harm’s way on that occasion to keep her safe, but everyone knew that Piper couldn’t feasibly be monitored like that every second of every day.
Of perhaps even greater concern was the notion that Piper might one day come to develop powers of a different kind, so far unimagined alongside the telepathy and telekinesis she had displayed, since unimagined powers could bring unimagined problems.
The relative success of Dan and Tara’s previous trip to New Kerguelen brought with it the discovery of a device capable of removing Piper’s UpLift powers, and for a short time it had appeared that the baby was ‘cured’ of what they considered a dangerous and undesirable affliction.
Since then, however, Piper had more than once displayed an uncanny ability to predict when Dan was going to arrive in her presence. A kindly doctor from New Kerguelen had studied the child immediately before Dan’s trip across the gate, almost no time ago, and largely succeeded in convincing her parents that there was nothing to fear.
Meli, the doctor who identified herself as an empath capable of reading other individuals in a way precious few others could, insisted that Piper was a truly remarkable child and that her mental development would keep pace with the development of any further non-human abilities.
In saying this, Meli tried to reassure Dan and Emma that by the time Piper could do new things, even if that included ‘relearning’ the telepathy and telekinesis that had recently been disabled by the Messengers’ reverse-UpLift device, her extremely intelligent mind would know better than to do them in any manner that could cause problems or indeed make her specialness known.
The real issue for Emma was this last part: the need for Piper’s unique attributes to remain secret. Her possession of ‘alien’ powers would make her a target for all kinds of dark forces, be they the multinational corporations who had begun engaging in their own research into psychic powers now that such things had been proven possible beyond the realms of science fiction, or be they crazed lunatics who wouldn’t think twice about killing humans of any age if they suspected them of being too powerful.
Perhaps the greatest aggravating factor in all of this was the increasing prevalence of alarmist reporting and fear-mongering about the powers possessed by Leesha and Sakko. The behemoth Blitz Media rarely let an hour go by without spamming some story or another about humanity’s urgent need to protect itself from the ungodly powers that lay in the hands of the aliens too many mistakenly thought of as humanity’s friends, be it in the pages of the flagship Daily Chat newspaper or the bulletins of the sensationalist Blitz News TV station, and the relentless barrage was getting through.
Although most still saw Blitz News for what it was and had revelled in the way Clark had stood up to Jan Gellar during a much-watched recent episode of the current affairs discussion show Focus 20/20, the balance was slowly shifting. This had been the case for a while, with those strongly in favour of deeper cooperation with the Messengers and those strongly opposed to it both becoming even more fervent in their views, but those in the so-called ‘soft middle’ that made up the vast majority of Earth’s population were becoming more uneasy as time went on.
A series of recent events had contributed towards this, none a game-changer on its own but all taken together having been enough to bring doubts back into people’s minds. A full year of total deadlock in New York during the botched attempt to unite Earth’s governments in a meaningfully powerful Contact-focused organisation within existing UN framework had reduced many appetites for cooperation, particularly with Blitz Media endlessly reminding everyone of the costs involved in keeping the lights on above a room full of pencil-pushers from every corner of the globe.
Other events had been far more damaging to the cause of positive cooperation, particularly when Leesha had publicly and gruesomely killed a would-be assassin who took aim at Clark and the new Interspace Contact Agency’s inaugural Chairman, the esteemed but controversial William Godfrey.
Godfrey, an Englishman who had held more distinct and powerful titles in the past few years than many of history’s greatest figures had in a lifetime, currently struck an unlikely figure in the McCarthy family’s kitchen and looked at young Piper for hints of concern or relief.
“I think she lost contact with Dan as soon as they crossed the gate,” Chairman Godfrey said, stating the obvious but considering that after four full minutes of silence from the present adults it was high time for someone to say something. No one rushed to reply.
Overnight, and in the earlier hours of what was sure to be a momentous day that would be forever remembered for one reason or another, the citizens of Earth had been talking about nothing and no one more than William Godfrey.
This was more than understandable, of course, given that the ICA Chairman had been unceremoniously and inexplicably abducted by the Messengers precisely as he took the stage to formally inaugurate the new Buenos Aires-based organisation that had been set to serve as a beacon of hope and harbinger of positive cooperation between worlds.
But while the previous day had seen enormous marches of support for the ICA in Buenos Aires and beyond, with carnival atmospheres and optimistic smiles all round among those who saw cooperation with the friendly Messengers from New Kerguelen as a way for humanity to tackle the problems it faced, this new day had so far been marked by gatherings of an altogether less welcome kind…
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LANDING SITE
SOLAR CITY, SANCTUARY
The skyline of Sanctuary, or rather the distinct and equally incredible skylines that met Dan’s eyes as he gazed from the pyramids on one side of the titanic statue to the towers on the other, were utterly miraculous.
When it crossed his mind that this might be just one small part of a richly colonised planet, he struggled to even imagine what else might lie in wait.
He had never intended to be away from home for long and knew that a prolonged absence from both Earth and New Kerguelen could greatly exacerbate the fear-driven problems that his leap of destiny across the latter’s mysterious sky-gate had been intended to allay.
Despite this keenness to leave sooner rather than later, though, and purely because his group’s trip to meet the Smalls’ so-called Principal was clearly not optional, Dan consciously decided to try to make the best of the situation and allow his mind to focus on the discoveries and revelations sure to lie around each corner.
Unlike his first sightings of New Kerguelen, within that planet’s extensive and ironically unnecessary Great Shelter, Dan’s initial subconscious reaction to Sanctuary itself as the fear for his group’s safety continued to fade was a feeling of something not a million miles from satisfaction.
The surroundings Dan encountered during his pioneering trip to New Kerguelen, which like this one had been conducted for an important purpose rather than as any kind of elective adventure, proved disappointing to the sci-fi loving child within him who had dreamed of futuristic cities and enormous monuments since reading about countless imagined worlds during long summers in Birchwood.
Already, this ‘first city’ of Sanctuary — Solar City, as he would soon come to know it — was more visually striking than any Dan had ever seen on a television or cinema screen, and even his unbound childhood mind had never dreamed up anything quite like this. All it was missing was a few flying cars and perhaps some cyberpunk-infused billboards, he thought with his first smile since arriving, and the picture would have been complete.
The air itself, meanwhile, was hot and thick, more Barbados than Birchwood, but Sanctuary’s sun felt comfortable and pleasant on Dan’s skin. Although he knew far better than to look at it directly or even peripherally enough to judge its scale within the familiarly blue sky, its hue was more orange than yellow.
The blueness of the sky in itself told Dan one thing, which came as little surprise: like Earth and New Kerguelen, Sanctuary was a world covered largely by water. It would have been easy for things like this to bring up questions in Dan’s mind as to how so many such coincidences could be possible, and how it was that both of the other intelligent races he had directly encountered just so happened to breathe the same kind of air and thrive on worlds with effectively identical levels of gravity, pressure, and everything else needed to comfortably sustain their respective biologies.
But in reality, of course, none of these things ‘just so happened’ to be the case. In reality, the three similar but different humanoid races who currently had individuals walking on Sanctuary had all been brought together by a fourth: the Architects.
With all the evidence pointing towards the Architects being a race as close to omnipotent as any could ever hope to be, it no longer struck Dan as unbelievable that they had been able to cast an incomprehensibly wide net in searching the universe for intelligent humanoid races such as his own. Whether the Architects had encountered dozens, hundreds, thousands, or just these three was something Dan couldn’t possibly know, but it was the Architects’ influence in all of this that took things out of the realm of coincidence.
They had consciously brought together these three similar races, whether choosing them from a vast pool of varyingly different races or whether these had been the only three discovered.
If no other intelligent races beyond humanity, the Messengers and the Smalls had been discovered, Dan pondered, that fact added weight to the old Rare Earth Hypothesis he himself had wrestled with in the past when considering the likelihood of other races ever coming into contact with humanity.
The presence of a broad range of seemingly improbable conditions were responsible for Earth’s suitability as a home ground for truly intelligent life to develop and evolve, with emphasis often placed on the importance of variables ranging from the presence of a magnetic field, plate tectonics, a stable orbit around a stable star, and even a surrounding planetary arrangement such as Earth’s solar system which would be capable of reducing the likelihood of the intelligence’s host planet being struck by extinction level impact events before the race reached a point in evolution at which they would be able to protect themselves.
Even humanity hadn’t quite been there when Il Diavolo’s collision course with Earth was first detected, Dan considered, and only the Architects’ ultimate intervention at the behest of the Messengers had saved the day.
New Kerguelen evidently met the requirements for complex bipedal life to evolve, and to this end it should perhaps have come as little surprise that its atmospheric composition and geological makeup shared so much with Earth’s. And although Sanctuary had only just been discovered and had been analysed by nothing more than the awestruck eyes of its visitors, it seemed to go without saying that it too was a goldilocks planet on which all the necessary prerequisites for intelligent life — each cosmically uncommon in its own right and thus all remarkably improbable to be present in the same place at the same time — came together to make Dan McCarthy feel like he was on a tropical island a short plane ride away rather than a truly foreign world accessible only via an incomprehensible portal.
This portal, which traversed the unknown but presumably enormous distance between New Kerguelen and Sanctuary, was undoubtedly the piece of the puzzle Dan had least hope of ever understanding. He doubted that his or any other human brain could possibly understand the physics at play even if an attempted explanation ever came their way; it might, he thought, be like a human trying to explain to a goldfish how a plane stays in the air.
Under the orange sun and blue sky, this area of Sanctuary’s ground had a slightly springy quality to it.
The spacecraft’s ramp extended to the edge of the marked landing circle, taking Dan’s group onto a green area of something that looked almost like dense and very short grass but didn’t quite feel like it. The surface-covering plant was almost more like a tall moss than a short grass, and only when everyone was walking on it did Dan belatedly notice that his group was missing a member: Leesha.
“I’m still here,” the alien replied immediately, his words entering Dan’s mind telepathically as they always did.
Dan, like Tara and Billy, was wearing an UpLift patch which enabled him to understand the thoughts Leesha sent through the air using his own innate ability to do so. Another one of the alien’s abilities, that of visually cloaking himself, was evidently being exercised in tandem.
Unsure whether the Smalls would be picking up on Leesha’s thoughts, or indeed his own, Dan gulped and held his breath for several seconds.
In cloaking himself to avoid their detection, Leesha’s action could be seen as a method of deceiving his hosts — and one to which they might not take too kindly. No reaction came to Leesha’s communication, however, telling Dan that the Smalls weren’t able to hear his thoughts.
“I don’t know if they can hear yours,” Leesha continued, picking up on Dan’s as he always could and answering a question that thus didn’t have to be explicitly asked. “Do your best to project a question about the statue and see if they answer.”
Dan did as his alien friend suggested, focusing his full attention on telepathically sending a specific thought to the Smalls’ leader. No reply came, nor even any acknowledgement.
“Ask out loud,” Leesha suggested. The lack of reaction from either Tara or Billy, both walking tightly at Dan’s right-hand side, indicated that the alien was utilising his own telepathic acuity to address this suggestion only to Dan.
Dan took a sharp breath rather than a deep one and blurted it out before giving himself a chance to overthink: “Can we see the front of that statue?”
At once, every Small stopped walking and turned to face him.
“No,” the leader replied. “Questions will come and answers will follow. Our Principal will be keen to meet you.”
“From high he guards!” the pack added, right on cue. They quickly followed their leader in resuming their journey towards the towers, herding the increasingly confused humans along with them.
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Prior to the chaos that had followed so soon after its completion, many had commented that the previous day’s optimistic march evoked memories of those which swept the globe at the height of the Now Movement.
In those days, the politically astute William Godfrey — then toiling as Britain’s unpopular Prime Minister — had supported Dan McCarthy’s call for US President Valerie Slater to disclose her supposed knowledge of extraterrestrial intelligence, and citizens had taken to the streets in their peaceful millions.
The crowd scenes playing out today, on the other hand, were far less positive and instead brought to mind the looting and rioting that had occurred on a few regrettable occasions when potentially catastrophic news had leaked out.
The worst disorder of the past few years had come when Godfrey’s successor as Prime Minister, the derisible John Cole, took it upon himself to leak news that an extinction-level comet was on a collision course with Earth. Godfrey had at least been publicly visible on that occasion and endeavoured to do all he could to calm things down, and had indeed done a manful job with the support of everyone in Birchwood.
Now though, when Godfrey was in Birchwood having been abducted so unceremoniously, care was needed in striking a balance between the desire for a swift and hopefully calming return to the public eye and waiting to see what Dan and Tara would encounter on the other side of the gate.
No one outside of their inner circle, which had come to include Godfrey in a development none of them had seen coming, knew anything whatsoever about the gate that had been discovered on New Kerguelen or the problems it had caused on that planet.
Sakko abruptly took Godfrey from Buenos Aires so he could be looped in on what was happening, and while the alien was cognisant of the fears this sudden abduction might cause he had considered it wiser in the long run to stop Godfrey from opening the ICA with a speech containing proclamations that he might have had to walk back almost immediately.
With the ICA’s entire purpose being the facilitation of cooperation between Earth and New Kerguelen, Sakko knew that dealing with the gate-driven chaos was absolutely crucial. If that situation had been allowed to spiral out of control to the extent that the gateways were destroyed, there could never again have been any link between the two planets and whoever had been on either when that moment came would have found themselves stranded there for good.
Earthly disorder could be dealt with and recovered from, Sakko had wisely if reluctantly considered, whereas an elimination of their only link between worlds could not. As it turned out, the humans and even Leesha didn’t entirely share Sakko’s view that abducting Godfrey in the manner he had was the optimal course of action.
What was done was done, however, and everyone was trying to make the best of it.
Sakko was stationed now on new Kerguelen, waiting like everyone else for his partner Leesha and human crew of three to return from the other side of the gate. This left only five humans in Emma’s kitchen, with the fourth and final adult being an individual who had joined their group very recently: a lawyer, well known to Clark and having already proven his loyalty and worth, by the name of Chip Petrovic.
It was thanks to Chip that Clark and Emma had found the scoundrel responsible for murdering their close friend Phil Norris, and thanks to their quick thinking that Leesha had been able to deep-dive into the mind of that killer and obtain the name of a ‘Mr Big’ much higher up the chain of command.
Phil’s death was as unknown to the public as Godfrey’s current whereabouts, or indeed Dan and Tara’s, being just one more recent development that had thrown the group’s lives deeper into chaos and which could have far-reaching consequences. Still only a matter of hours after his untimely death, Phil’s body had been placed by Clark — as respectfully as possible — inside a large walk-in freezer the man had installed in his basement to preserve game.
Of the four adults present, all silently awaiting a sign from Piper that her father was safely back on the right side of New Kerguelen’s gate, only Clark and Chip had seen the very latest piece of news: that James West, the individual Leesha managed to identify as culpable for ordering the botched midnight raid on Phil’s home, had just been killed.
With no other names to go on, this took away the only avenue the group had previously been counting on to see just how high the order had come from. Some of them suspected the involvement of Blitz Media — Jan Gellar in particular — while others feared it might run even deeper with the likes of John Cole or even President Slater having been involved. This theory rested on the possibility that the raid had been an attempt to uncover some piece of the ever-deepening alien puzzle previously protected by a Birchwood inner circle that many in positions of traditional political power wanted to see ripped apart and cast aside.
Wisely, given how concerned Emma was about the wellbeing of her husband and sister, Clark and Chip kept James West’s death to themselves for now. West had been a powerful enough crime lord for the news networks to be covering the story even at a time when Godfrey and Dan — generally considered the two most powerful men in the world, given the influence they held over the Messengers — were mysteriously and unusually absent from public view having vanished from the ICA Headquarters in Buenos Aires.
West’s death wasn’t quite headline news, given how much else was going on, but Clark and Chip both knew that Emma and Godfrey would see it soon enough. Clark’s father Henry and his old buddy Mr Byrd, both of whom were struggling greatly in the aftermath of their mutual friend’s murder, were currently in New Kergrillin’ Bar & Grill at the edge of town, having opened Phil’s bar in his honour and in a bid to give Birchwood’s citizens some degree of normality on a day for which ‘normal’ was as appropriate an adjective as ‘black’ was for snow.
The bar was filled with TVs, so Clark and Chip knew the old boys would be shaking their heads in frustration that James West had died and likely taken with him their only chance of delivering justice to everyone responsible for Phil’s death.
Naturally, though, both hoped with every fibre of their beings that good news would come from New Kerguelen before then, either in the form of a comment from little Piper or perhaps the sudden reappearance of Dan and Tara alongside Leesha and Billy Kendrick, who rounded out their intrepid crew.
Chip, having served as Phil’s trusted lawyer in recent months, had a few hours ago given the group a keycard which would grant access to a locked section of the dead man’s basement. While this was one more thing that seemed decidedly non-urgent compared to everything else that was going on, at home on Earth and on at least one other world, those who had known Phil as a serious and well-funded prepper had known him well enough to be aware that there were likely to be things in his bunker-style stash that they couldn’t even imagine.
Whether anything in Phil’s stash could prove directly useful in their current plight and just what those items might be were matters of speculation, but Clark in particular was keen to take a look just as soon as his brother Dan and girlfriend Tara were safely at his side.
The only other individuals who knew anything about what was really going on were Italian billionaire Timo Fiore and his trusted right-hand man Alessandro Bonucci. Both were currently in Colorado Springs at the Fiore Frontiere headquarters, a space research building from which they had identified an alien ‘Transcript’ which ultimately led Leesha and Dan to believe that their unfortunately necessary trip across the gateway would lead to a sanctuary planet capable of sustaining life. The Italians knew nothing about Phil.
Emma’s hope was that Dan and Tara had indeed emerged from the gate to find an untouched planet capable of sustaining life, and that their promise to return immediately to confirm their safety was perhaps running a few minutes late due to an understandable urge to rapidly gather some flyover data.
The alternatives, chiefly that they had emerged to find a hostile force or perhaps even a destructive natural phenomena or some kind of vortex that could make a return impossible, didn’t bear thinking about.
The more seconds that ticked by, however, the harder it became to think about anything else.
    
“How much longer are we going to give this?” Clark asked a short while later, quite simply no longer able to keep quiet. Even with the count still in minutes, it felt like far too long since Piper seemingly reported on the group’s crossing of the gate, and no further update had come.
“Until we do what?” Emma replied. “Clark… what can we even do?”
Once again, there was no rush to reply.
“Piper…” Chip Petrovic eventually said, lowering himself to her eye level and smiling gently. “Do you know where your daddy is? Is he still with Leesha and Aunt Tara?”
“No,” the baby said, extremely clearly and bluntly. “Dada go. Leesss go. Tata go.”
“But they all went together?” William Godfrey chimed in, also addressing the young baby in a manner that would have looked patently ridiculous to anyone who didn’t know how special she was.
Piper looked into her mother’s eyes. “Dada… no he,” she said, very deliberately but still without being able to complete the word here.
Brief telepathic engagements with Piper, conducted using some of the remarkable neck-based patches the Messengers had recently found in a previously unknown Outpost on New Kerguelen, made it clear that the child’s mind was already capable of forming coherent thoughts that her lips and tongue weren’t yet able to form into vocalisations.
Emma had internally vowed to never again utilise a patch to communicate with Piper, fearing it might stunt the baby’s speech development by making it seem unnecessary to learn how to communicate out loud, but every passing minute made her less sure how much longer she could hold out.
The urge to know what was going on with Dan was more than an urge, it was a need.
“I don’t know what we can do in the face of this wait, either,” Chairman Godfrey stated in his refined English accent. “But Emma, at some point I’m going to need to do something about the issues facing this planet. If I’m invisible for the rest of the day, there’s no telling what Cole might try to pull. If this was only about politics I wouldn’t care, but streets are burning at the hands of fear-driven rioters already. My abduction is behind that, and my return to the public arena is perhaps the only thing that can abate it.”
Emma sighed, then slowly nodded. “Let’s give them just a little bit longer, though. When they come back with good news, that makes your reappearance speech a lot easier to put together. It’s going to be lot easier to manage this message when we know what the message is, and until then I really don’t think an hour or two is going to be the difference between life and death.”
“Agreed,” Godfrey said, grinning slightly in admiration. Even now, his former sparring partner was somehow able to keep a clear enough head to be thinking about message management while her husband and sister were incommunicado on the wrong side of a physics-defying gateway to God only knew where.
The air in Birchwood, Colorado was thicker than ever with anticipation and impatience, and everyone knew that the stakes had never been higher.
The past few days had brought turbulence of a kind no one had ever imagined, much less experienced, and the four adults huddled around a child like no other all shared an uncomfortable feeling that things might get a whole lot worse before they got any better.
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LANDING SITE
SOLAR CITY, SANCTUARY
The voice of the Smalls’ apparent leader was somewhat lispy, but was projected at an impressive volume and enunciated in a very clear manner. This suggested to Dan that his tongue — like his mouth as a whole — bore more in common with a human’s than a Messenger’s and was thus more capable of creating complex and nuanced vocalisations.
It would have been harsh to describe the accent as robotic, and Dan didn’t for a minute think ‘accent’ was a particularly appropriate word, but there was a somehow detached ring to it.
Needless to say, however, Dan wondered far less about why the leader sounded exactly as he did than about how it was possible for him to be conversing aloud in English at all. The language was young and far from universal even on Earth, so Dan’s current best guess would have been that the Smalls had been observing Earth for a considerable time, perhaps via television or radio signals, and that their neurological sophistication was such that they were able to speak clearly in a language at their first attempt at replicating it.
Their shortness and the roundness of their heads made them look dumpy, in some regards, but one thing life had taught Dan McCarthy was to never judge a book by its cover.
Excitement grew in Dan’s mind as he considered the possibility that the Smalls had picked up language through transmitted signals, since this put a very definite limit on how far from Earth they could be; after all, humanity had only been sending out signals for so long and those signals only travelled at a certain speed.
He didn’t put too much weight in these thoughts, well aware that he could be missing some obvious flaw in the overwhelming excitement and drama of his current situation, but in the best case scenario it meant that humans could feasibly one day reach Sanctuary again even if something happened to the two gateways that linked Earth and this newly discovered planet via the volatile intermediary of New Kerguelen.
Dan considered all of this as the Smalls’ short legs carried them forward more slowly than he would have liked, and as he followed behind while maintaining a consistent distance he began to take closer notice of their clothing and footwear.
What would have perhaps been most remarkable if he was encountering them before having become so familiar with the Messengers was that the Smalls wore any clothing at all. It struck Dan as odd that, so far, every species humanity had encountered with the ability to cover parts of their bodies with some kind of fabric had done so.
The Messengers had for thousands of years worn plain tunics coloured in accordance with an individual’s caste membership, with recently rediscovered statues showing that prior to their contact with the deceptive Architects they had been far more expressive with the outfits. Humans, of course, had developed complex systems of social dress with no relation to comfort or necessity, while no non-human animals on Earth had developed any such system at all.
Whether intelligence would always bring with it the urge to modestly cover sexually dimorphic areas, as well as the desire to display either expressive individuality or participatory alignment with a larger group, Dan could only guess. All he knew was that so far, it was three for three for clothes.
The Smalls’ specific form of clothing, in line with an emerging pattern that Dan couldn’t miss, had more in common with humanity’s than the Messengers’.
Rather than a single tunic as worn by the denizens of New Kerguelen both pre and post contact with the Architects, the Smalls wore distinct garments on the upper and lower halves of their short bodies. All were various shades of white and beige, with the absence of any clear delineation giving Dan the impression that the whiter examples were perhaps simply newer and cleaner than the others.
The fabric of their shirts, if the term ‘shirts’ was merited, was loose-fitting and closed coarsely at the neck by a string-tied mechanism more suited to a potato sack than a garment. This was no ghillie-style form of lacing at the collar — there was no collar — and the garment as a whole really couldn’t have been any more rudimentary than it was. The sleeves stopped several inches above the wrist of each Small, indicating both that the garments varied in size and that the sleeves were intended to end at a point which would have seen them considered too short from a human or at least Western perspective.
Similar could be said for the trousers, which ended several inches above the foot and were crudely tied at the waist by a piece of rope-like string which lay on the outside of the fabric and wasn’t interwoven.
The upper garment did extend past the waistline, albeit only barely, and Dan was only able to see the waist-tie of one Small near the side of the group who had inadvertently tucked part of it into his trousers.
This added a comical twinge to the first few moments of Dan’s walk, reminding him of instances at school when someone would do something like this or commit the even greater error of showing up with one of their trouser legs tucked into a sock. None of the Smalls had to worry about this fashion faux pas given that none wore anything like shoes or even socks, instead walking barefoot in a manner that revealed four nailed toes with one larger than the others. As with their hands, the Smalls’ feet were eerily similar to humans’ but for the absence of one digit.
The clothes would have fit a human child just as well as they fit the Smalls, though Dan couldn’t help but liken them to something from his own mental images of a London orphanage in the Victorian era. He tried not to dwell on the apparent incongruence of a race capable of creating the structures and monuments present on Sanctuary not having developed a more elegant manner of keeping a garment closed at the neck or waist, be it via a necktie, buttons, zippers, a belt or even elastication.
Dan recognised that it was more than a little anthropocentric to judge something like this, since the garments clearly succeeded in their core tasks of either protecting the wearers’ modesty or perhaps guarding their skin from a bright orange sun, and all he could do was wonder whether the hard-to-resist urge to make snap judgements was as universal to intelligent races as the desire for clothing seemed to be.
Before too much longer, and with no further communication from Leesha or any of the others, the Smalls’ leader stopped at the base of a tower which from the ground truly looked as though it stretched upwards forever.
“I will guide you to our Principal,” the tiny alien announced.
“From high he guards!”
Still, none of the others communicated with Dan. He figured that Billy and Tara were probably concerned, as he had been, that any conscious telepathic communication between them might be picked up by the Smalls. He now knew that the leader hadn’t heard his question, or at least strongly inferred it given that no answer came at that point but did immediately when he vocalised it, but he opted not to tell them this yet just in case it wasn’t true and just in case Billy — Billy being Billy — sent something ill-advised and inappropriate into Dan’s mind.
The patches they were all wearing were of a kind that enabled them to control who their thoughts were sent to, for instance allowing Dan to communicate with Leesha but not Tara and Billy, but he knew very well that those imbued with an innate power of telepathy — like Leesha — weren’t bound by that restriction. Were Dan to telepathically communicate with Tara but not Billy, for example, Leesha could eavesdrop effortlessly.
The more Dan thought about this, the less sense he realised his approach made; for if the Smalls could hear his thoughts, they already knew he was trying to keep things from them and would already be able to hear anything Billy was thinking… and if they couldn’t, there was nothing to worry about.
Still, in a situation such as this — not that he had ever been in a situation quite like this, of course — Dan knew that any kind of needless risk should be avoided.
Then, however, and somewhat more troublingly, just before entering the tower Dan came to consider that there was also a chance that these Smalls or their Principal would have stronger telepathic powers than even Leesha, and would thus be able to overcome his ability to mask his own outgoing thoughts and in doing so learn of his cloaked presence.
Reading these thoughts from the forefront of Dan’s mind, Leesha sent a focused reply: “I can’t change course now,” he said without making a sound. “And Dan: if they’re our friends, they’re our friends. I can explain that I was worried, and they’ll accept that. If they’re not our friends, well, everything is moot.”
“They have to be our friends,” Dan replied just as silently, saying this partly to psych himself up.
“Of course,” Leesha said in support, though the words entered Dan’s mind in a far from convincing mental tone.
Dan cleared his throat. “Okay, guys,” he spoke aloud to Tara and Billy, keen to project confidence for their benefit. “Let’s go and meet this Principal.”
“From high he guards!” the twenty-strong throng of Smalls recited as their leader beckoned Dan forward.
“From high he guards,” Dan echoed, seeing little harm in ingratiating himself with the locals.
Whoever the hell he is…
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GRAVESEN HOTEL
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
President Valerie Slater’s suite at the Gravesen Hotel, a building which for her bore unhappy memories of a near miss in the face of a terroristic threat as well as of challenging summits at the building William Godfrey had used as a base for three distinct Contact-focused organisations, was today a scene of more frantic work than was normally the case.
While she sat at her main desk area running through Social Media Meta Analysis data that got worse with every update, British Prime Minister John Cole was working busily on a tasteful and comfortable couch to her left.
Few on the outside would have believed this sight if it met their eyes, such was the universal knowledge of the resentment that existed between the English-speaking world’s two most powerful national leaders. Today, however, these longtime foes had been brought together by a common enemy.
Their current ‘enemy’, so to speak, was not so much William Godfrey as the unfillable vacuum left by his sudden disappearance the previous day. Both Slater and Cole had been growing increasingly impatient with the way Godfrey was handling things, with Slater angry that he had clearly come to favour Chinese Premier Ding Ziyang, and Cole continually furious that he didn’t even seem to feature in Godfrey’s mind when it came time to decide who to loop in on the latest alien development; not just who to loop in first, but to loop in at all.
Indeed, despite having devoted countless hours and traded countless favours to win the support of some important domino nations when Godfrey’s then-fledgling attempt to break the ICA from its stifling UN framework was floundering in choppy waters, Cole hadn’t even been granted a title within the new organisation. He was below Tara Ford in the pecking order, which made his blood boil, but that was nothing compared to the anger he felt at being below Slater.
But since Godfrey had disappeared from the picture, quite literally, Slater and Cole were being discussed in patronising and condescending tones from every angle. People felt sorry for them, which was a reaction far worse than hatred and scorn for any politician worth their salt, and neither could easily tolerate such a thing.
If and when Godfrey returned from his increasingly inexplicable sojourn to wherever he had been taken, Slater and Cole had agreed to work together to get him out of the picture. A remarkable haul of first-hand evidence from a much-rumoured dig site in Turkey currently lay next to Cole on the couch and was set to play a role in damaging Godfrey’s public standing by revealing that he had been keeping the truth of ancient alien visitation from the public, in much the same way he had once falsely accused Slater of doing during the tumultuous days in the aftermath of Richard Walker’s masterful hoax being enacted and Dan McCarthy’s foolhardy ‘leak’ sending the world into baseless chaos.
Dan’s whereabouts were as unknown as Godfrey’s, with surveillance revealing that the ICA’s Chief Planetary Liaison had to have left Buenos Aires in a manner just as alien as Godfrey, albeit with the engagement of his flash-based teleportation having occurred out of public sight.
There were certain things that neither Cole nor Slater didn’t know they didn’t know, with knowledge of the Architects’ deception on New Kerguelen and the motivation behind it — not to mention the discovery of another gate of their creation at the edge of that planet’s atmosphere — yet to make it beyond Dan McCarthy’s trusted inner circle. They were playing chess in the dark, to that extent, but Slater couldn’t help but notice in the much improved depth of Cole’s strategising that he had indeed graduated from playing metaphorical checkers and was now bravely willing to take a seat opposite grandmaster Godfrey in taking it upon himself to set the agenda and make the first move.
Whether or not Godfrey would ever even be back to play a move of his own in return remained to be seen, but patience was running low when it came to finding out. Before too long, some kind of action would be needed.
Shortly before Cole rather boastfully informed Slater that he had been behind the ‘threat’ which had been called in and locked down their VIP hotel overnight, causing everyone on the premium floors to be evacuated from their rooms while a full sweep was conducted, he had been remarkably and somewhat refreshingly forthright in stating his intention of taking Godfrey’s place at the ICA. Even more strongly, Cole had revealed his willingness to burn the whole place to the ground if he couldn’t get what he wanted.
That John Cole wished for such a position and would stop at nothing to attain it didn’t surprise Valerie Slater in the slightest, but that he told her in such explicit terms most certainly had.
As theme music on a TV neither of them were paying much attention to announced the end of another half-hour slot, John Cole looked up from his phone.
“I know we can’t jump into a time machine and undo Contact,” Cole said, “as much as I sense both of us would like to do so given how many problems it’s brought our way. But what we can still do here is change course from this current ‘wait and see’ bullshit, and pivot towards something more dynamic and positive.”
Positive was a very relative term, Slater knew, and she very much doubted Cole was using it in the sense of doing something nice or good. Nice and good weren’t in his wheelhouse, as she knew just as well, and it was all but certain he meant something more like ‘active’.
“You know what I have,” Cole went on, “and you know what it could do.”
“Let’s just give things a little while longer,” Slater said. “Part of me, even if it’s just a small part, thinks Godfrey could be waiting for us to say something so he can appear a few minutes later with some perfect explanation for his absence that makes us look like even bigger idiots than we do now.”
“Hmm,” Cole mused. “I suppose that does add a third option to the other two. So he’s either dead and gone, he’s busy helping the Messengers with something, or he’s sitting somewhere waiting for us to show our hand. You know Valerie, that’s just the kind of thing he would do. I’m glad you’re here, because I wasn’t seeing that! We make quite a team, you and I…”
Slater grimaced at this, so much so that she knew there would have been no sense in trying to hide her dislike for Cole even if she had wanted to. “We’re not a team, John,” she said very flatly. “We never will be. We might have our backs against the same wall and be fighting to push away from it, but that doesn’t make us a team.”
Cole shrugged. “It’s like musical chairs. When we’re the last two standing, the gloves are off. But until then, let’s just concentrate on stacking the odds in our collective favour to make sure the Godfreys and Dings and Fords and McCarthys can only watch on jealously when we do come to compete for the throne, shall we?”
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PRINCIPAL POINT
SOLAR CITY, SANCTUARY
“Welcome to Principal Point,” the leader of the Smalls’ welcoming committee smiled at the human trio. He was now alone, having dismissed his companions as he guided the humans through an automatically opening doorway.
Dan and the others saw nothing out of the ordinary as they looked around the ground floor area. Indeed, what struck them was how remarkably familiar so much of it was. Rather than anything from Earth, however, the walls and floor of this reception room conjured up clear mental images of the walkways within New Kerguelen’s Great Shelter.
Which was built by the Architects, Dan considered, his mind quickly answering its own question as to how and why such similarities would arise.
The similarities went beyond the whiteness of the walls and floor, with what struck Dan as the most obvious similarity of all being a feature he had never consciously noticed on New Kerguelen until its reoccurrence here brought it to light. The way the walls met the ceiling in a mildly ornate curve was unmistakably familiar from the corridor in the Great Shelter’s Sector Zero, and a quick telepathic comment on this point let Dan know that Leesha — far more familiar with the Shelter’s walls, having spent almost all of his life believing they were keeping him and his fellow Messengers alive — had noticed exactly the same thing.
“Their fingerprints are all over this place,” Leesha replied.
No one else replied, so Dan wasn’t sure whether Leesha had also sent this thought to the others or only to him. Experiencing long silences in the company of Billy and Tara, both of whom were naturally and pleasantly chatty, was odd for Dan.
The Smalls’ demeanour thus far had made them appear unwilling to engage in meaningful conversation, but it very much seemed that their Principal would be willing and able to give the humans the answers they needed.
One question Dan didn’t want to think about having to ask related to when and perhaps even whether his group would be allowed to return home. He was by no means opposed to engagement with the Smalls, all of whom had seemed friendly enough so far, but he had a family to get back to on Earth and knew that the whole group would have to return to New Kerguelen as quickly as possible if further chaos on the Messengers’ beleaguered world was to be avoided.
The discovery of the gateway to Sanctuary had caused all manner of fears about the possibility that the deceitful and powerful Architects could be lying on the other side, with calls to destroy both of New Kerguelen’s known gateways having risked cutting off all traffic from Earth and thus all hope of future interspecies communication.
Dan’s group had taken their leap of destiny in confidence that recently discovered Transcripts which mentioned a Sanctuary planet for the Messengers in case of emergency offered sufficient reassurance that nothing bad would lie on the other side.
Surprises certainly had lain on the other side, in the form of a previously unimagined race with certain peculiarly human and peculiarly modern attributes, but there was as yet no reason to consider anything about Sanctuary itself to be bad.
The single worst fear in Dan’s mind as he stood on the ground floor of Principal Point was that the citizens of New Kerguelen might soon reach a conclusion that something bad had happened to the crew and might react by recklessly destroying the gate in an attempt to prevent anything or anyone bad from coming through it.
This unimaginably bad possibility, once it was in his mind, became impossible to shake. Not only would such an action cut off all hope of interspecies cooperation between New Kerguelen and Earth, which Dan had previously thought to be inconceivable, it may also have led to immediate problems in terms of creating a vacuum or something equally destructive.
Now that he and his fellow crew were on the wrong side of the gate, any action taken to destroy it would simultaneously and decisively strand them on Sanctuary with no means of ever making it back home.
“Is he at the top?” Tara asked, speaking for the first time in a very long time and getting straight to the point. “We need to go home, so if we have to see him first to get his permission or whatever, can you hurry up and take us?”
While blunt, Tara’s words and tone lacked any hostility and were perfectly understandable.
“I am the Principal’s Deputy,” the small alien said. “You can call me Dep.”
Dan and Billy exchanged a brief but telling glance. Something about this seemingly minor thing struck them both as particularly strange. Shortening a name like that was so human, but the casual manner in which Dep made the statement was almost as noteworthy as the fact he stated it in perfect English.
“So can you hurry up and take us to see him, Dep?” Tara asked, her acute and ever-increasing impatience tinging the question with a flavour that Dan hoped wouldn’t be interpreted as disdain.
“I won’t ask why you’re in such a hurry,” Dep replied very neutrally, as he held out a hand to guide the humans in the direction they were to head, “but our Principal will.”
No one replied as they followed Dep through another automatically opening door.
“The elevator is this way,” the diminutive alien continued, but his guests’ attention was somewhat taken by their new surroundings on this side of the second door.
Furniture in the form of bench-like chairs and three wide tables filled a small portion of the large room’s floorspace, all at a species-appropriate height that made the whole place look like it was designed for children.
The lack of anything besides these pieces of furniture would have bored most human children or indeed adults to tears, and it raised the question of what exactly the room was for.
Everyone shrugged it off and continued towards the elevator.
Dan caught himself in the act of no longer being surprised, much less amazed, to learn that a newly discovered alien civilisation used tables and chairs that were instantly recognisable as such and similarly used an elevator to travel between the storeys of their glass-based skyscrapers.
New Kerguelen and its Messengers, without question, had desensitised Dan to this kind of thing. Enough time had passed since he ascended their elevators and gazed in wonder upon their remarkably recognisable furniture for his mind to have come to terms with two basic realities: that any intelligent beings so physically similar to humans and who lived on worlds with such similar environments in gravitational and pressure-based terms as well as in terms of air composition would have a need for chairs, and that any beings of similar intelligence would come to similar conclusions about the ideal shape and form of such items.
The same held for elevators, which were the obvious and most efficient means of ascending and descending the floors of a tall building, and all that Dan’s mind was truly and continually amazed by today was that Dep was effortlessly using human speech and English words like ‘elevator’ and directly projecting them very audibly into his guests’ ears.
Inside the elevator, there were visible buttons. This initially surprised Dan, since the reactive wall surfaces within New Kerguelen’s Great Shelter had no visible markings of this kind.
His mind was running on all kinds of confused assumptions and combatting all kinds of knowledge gaps, with one core and essentially baseless implication that had informed everything else thus far being that the Architects had engaged with and deceived the Messengers on New Kerguelen before moving the Smalls to Sanctuary.
For all Dan knew, it was just as likely that the Great Shelter had been built after Principal Point and everything else on Sanctuary, and that these buildings and their familiar but not identical details were the inspiration for everything within the Shelter rather than the opposite being the case.
Certain timelines still weren’t crystal clear, particularly relating to the Architects’ initial interactions with humanity and the Messengers, and this consideration brought to Dan’s mind a discovery which only a few weeks earlier had been at the forefront of the minds of everyone fortunate enough to be in on it: the remarkable archaeological site of Dörtlü Tepe.
Discovered by a team managed by Billy Kendrick himself, the single pillar so far excavated at the site showed that early humans had not only been visited by the devious Architects but had recorded the event for posterity.
What kinds of carvings might lie on the multitude of other pillars still buried in the Turkish earth was a mystery Dan hoped to get to the bottom of soon, but before then he had to focus on getting back to Earth at all…
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
A full hour after Piper’s “Dada no he” proclamation suggested that Dan had taken his leap of destiny across New Kerguelen’s previously uncrossed gateway, no further update had come.
Sakko, along with Leesha one of the humans’ two most trusted points of alien contact, hadn’t returned to Earth with any news from the Messengers’ world.
Piper, interested in all her usual toys and showing no particular signs of persistent concern, had likewise refrained from uttering anything else related to her father or Aunt Tara’s whereabouts.
An hour was too long… so long that no one had even considered it as a possible length of time to be without contact when they’d earlier spoken of how many minutes it might be appropriate to wait before something had to be done to quell the growing unrest around the world as a whole.
It would have been a colossal understatement to say that both Emma and Godfrey felt stretched and overwhelmed, with both looking little like themselves as they waited eagerly and increasingly desperately for news from above while migrating to the living room to watch footage from the ground of violent rioting in many areas of the world where darkness had fallen.
The unceremonious abduction and continued absence of Earth’s politically appointed point of interplanetary contact had done far more than sent alarm bells ringing; it had sent bullets flying and prompted some nations to draft in their militaries to secure the streets. Some of the images coming in were the worst anyone had seen, dwarfing in scale even the Il Diavolo fallout now that people weren’t worried about something that would happen several months in the future but rather something that had already happened.
Media networks, and certain ones in particular, made sure to ramp up the fear and drama as much as they could in asking the troubling question: if William Godfrey wasn’t safe, who was?
A breaking news banner across the bottom of the screen revealed to them that James West was dead, and seemingly along with him their hopes of finding out exactly who had made the ultimate decision to target Phil’s home and authorise lethal force. This saved Chip and Clark from having to break the news, but given the ever-escalating violence among a desperate global population this wasn’t something that any of them dwelled on for long.
That bringing anyone else to justice for Phil’s death looked impossible was more than unfortunate, of course, but dwelling on it would have been akin to crying over the spilt milk in one room while a runaway firehose continued to soak every surface in another.
What could be controlled was Godfrey’s reappearance, to some extent at least, and the plans for this were what he and Emma distracted themselves with when the endlessly worsening riot footage became too much to bear.
There was little doubt in anyone’s minds that the nature and extent of this kind of coverage made the situation worse, with a lot of viewers quickly and understandably coming to wonder whether they too should have been fighting over bread and toilet paper inside their local supermarkets rather than sitting at home with their feet up and hoping everything would blow over.
Because what if everything didn’t blow over?
That was the question the news networks kept hammering home, sometimes very explicitly, and it was a difficult one to ignore.
Both Emma and Godfrey remained reluctant to do anything until some kind of news from New Kerguelen came in, but neither knew what kind of news that might be; after all, unless or until the mothership Leesha had piloted through the gate returned, there would be nothing for Sakko to report.
Indeed, Emma could only imagine that Sakko too was probably counting up the minutes and now, troublingly, also the hours since the initial crossing. Sakko was probably trying to decide how long was the right length of time to allow before updating the humans, she figured, particularly when his only update would be that there sadly was no update to give them as yet.
“Another hour,” Godfrey said, turning towards Clark and Chip who were watching the wall-sized projection screen from the entrance to the kitchen.
“Until what?” Clark replied. “What could you even do… post a video from here? Go to the drive-in? It’s not like we have Sakko or Leesha here to flash you back to Buenos Aires so you could downplay the whole thing. Godfrey, this whole vanishing business isn’t something we can explain away. And what would you even say?”
“Well, that partly depends on whether Cole or anyone else tries to do anything opportunistic in the meantime,” Godfrey said. “You know, beyond the thinly veiled comments about Earth’s need for a ‘strong and present leader’ he’s been making overnight.”
Clark shuddered at this thought. William Godfrey was no angel and far from a perfect man, but the two had grown fairly close in recent weeks following the selfless decision Clark had made to throw himself in front of a bullet that would have killed Godfrey had it reached him. Leesha in turn protected Clark, going on to spectacularly destroy the shooter moments later, and since then Godfrey’s demeanour around Clark had shifted dramatically.
John Cole, on the other hand, was a man Clark wouldn’t have trusted if he told him the sea was blue.
More to the point, Cole was the kind of man and more specifically the kind of politician who would gladly watch the sea turn red with the blood of the innocent if it aided his career ambitions. He was the worst of an awful bunch, as far as Clark and many others were concerned, and any notion of him benefitting from Godfrey’s absence only made things even more difficult to stomach.
“I don’t think we could do anything at the drive-in,” Emma mused, touching on the first part of Clark’s question from a few moments earlier. “Not without the kind of forcefield protection we can only get from Leesha and Sakko. All it takes is one lunatic, and there are more than a few of them coming out of the woodwork today.”
The scenes on the projector screen were testament to that, with the reports of nationwide looting and global rioting by otherwise reasonable citizens increasingly frequently punctuated by mentions of a rising death toll as the less-well adjusted took advantage of a rapid breakdown in local forces’ ability to police the streets. Crimes of opportunistic greed were popping up in every city, along with the inevitable cases of arguments and skirmishes over the last items on supermarket shelves escalating into unplanned violence.
Each second that ticked by made Emma wish harder and harder that Dan would show up with some news that would allow them to start reacting to everything before more innocent people died and more of the pillars that kept society functioning collapsed.
Each passing second though, made her feel more sure that something had gone wrong.
A five-minute flyover upon discovering a virgin planet would have been understandable, but this length of time was one that Dan — not to mention Leesha — had to have known would cause serious problems.
Earth had been degenerating into chaos from the moment Godfrey disappeared the previous day, but there was also the world of New Kerguelen to think about.
This thought popped into Emma’s mind often but since it was within her circle of concern but very much outside her circle of control, she correctly felt like the volatile situation on New Kerguelen was for now one of those things it was better to not think too much about.
With conscious focus that took no small degree of effort, she directed all her hopes and prayers towards the supposed sanctuary that lay beyond the gate.
The most realistic hope her mind settled on was that Dan and Tara had perhaps run into some small mishap with their craft on the other side of the gate, which Leesha would be able to fix before long.
As she became utterly convinced that they wouldn’t have stayed there for this long of their own free will, this was the only remotely palatable option in her mind.
Leesha will get them home, she thought to herself, reciting the words in her mind like the chant of a monk. He promised…
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Dan McCarthy knew that his chances of returning to Earth would evidently depend on winning the favour of the Principal and being granted his permission to leave. That this individual was in charge would have been clear even without his title making it explicitly known, given that the Smalls outside who had used some unknown force to overpower Leesha’s craft and bring the humans to the ground had peacefully but urgently marched them to meet this mysterious figure.
After roughly as long as the humans would have guessed, their elevator came to a gentle halt.
Dan wasn’t sure what to expect when he stepped out of the elevator. For a few seconds his mind maintained its frustrating and unfortunate habit of exploring worst-case scenarios, quickly settling on the possibility that — somehow — his fate might be at the mercy of an Architect. That didn’t make sense, but it didn’t have to for the idea to infect his psyche and send his heart rate soaring.
When the door did open, it quickly became clear that Dan’s worst fear would not be realised. This wasn’t to say that his mind was immediately eased, but his feelings didn’t get any worse.
Even from a distance, it was clear that the Principal — seated with his back to the incoming group — was of the same race as Dep and the others.
Without a word, he held up a small hand to call his guests forward without turning to face them.
“The promise of our gods’ return was foretold,” the alien said, gazing adoringly at the statue on the other side of a glass wall that stretched across his entire top-floor lookout post.
The statue, remarkably, stood even taller than this lookout point. It was very difficult for Dan or any of the others to accurately judge a scale, but he was stunned to realise when squinting his eyes and mentally comparing it to human-made skyscrapers — none of which would have reached even halfway up the statue — that this monument therefore had to be at least a mile high.
The shape of its head, from the back, certainly looked more human than Small, but Dan couldn’t be certain about this since the figure portrayed in the colossal statue seemed to be wearing some kind of hooded garment. Hair would have been a dead give away seeing as the Smalls had none, at least on any areas uncovered by their shabby clothing, but no such clue was forthcoming.
“Why can’t we see the front of that thing?” Billy asked aloud, frustrating both Dan and Tara with his irresponsible tone. He didn’t mean anything by it, but the words certainly lacked reverence.
With something close to a scowl on his face as he spun the seat of his platform around, the Principal replied: “That thing is a humble but full-hearted tribute to our Mother of Sacrifice.”
“Praise be upon her!” Dep interjected, reciting this phrase as the others had recited another whenever the Principal was mentioned.
Somewhat surprisingly, his clothes were no different to those of the general population, assuming the group Dan and the others had been greeted by were the general population and not a small inner circle. The garments were the whitest Dan had seen, presumably because the Principal spent most or perhaps even all of his time indoors and manning this lookout.
The most noticeable difference between the Principal and his subjects was that — incredibly — he was even smaller in stature than they were. Even though he was seated, it was clear that this Small was extra small, and Dan couldn’t help but wonder if this was why he had been chosen for his role as Principal; he couldn’t help but wonder if a diminutive stature was prized among the Smalls, and that an individual born of exceptionally small size might be considered special in the same way great height had been considered indicative of great wisdom in certain human cultures.
An inversion like this, given everything else he had been faced with in recent years, would hardly be the most surprising extraterrestrial cultural quirk Dan had encountered.
“No wonder it’s from high he guards,” Tara silently joked, out of surprise more than mockery. “Put him on the ground and he’d be staring at our toes!”
“We gaze upon her only from Split Rock and only at the moment of eclipse,” the infant-sized Principal replied. His voice was projected clearly, the cadence identical to Dep’s but the pitch ever so slightly higher. “Her position in the heart of Solar City is no accident, and our tributes are paid only when the light does its greatest justice to her poise and grace.”
Well, there goes our hope of seeing that, Dan thought.
“How often are your solar eclipses?” Billy asked, seemingly unfazed by his earlier faux pas. “Oh, and it’s Billy. Billy Kendrick. I have to say I’m a fan of your work; I studied pyramids for a good chunk of my life and I never saw anything like those.”
“Why thank you, Billy Kendrick,” the Principal replied with a smile. Clearly, there were no hard feelings.
Billy smiled back. “But about the eclipses?”
“Approximately every four years.”
Unsure whether the Principal was using the word ‘year’ to represent a unit of time he assumed the humans would understand to mean their equivalent of a solar year on Earth or whether he was referring to however long it took for Sanctuary to orbit its sun, Billy tried to phrase his next double-question in a more relative manner that would sacrifice precision for certainty. “How long is your day relative to your year and how long is your year relative to your lifespan?” he asked.
“An inquiring mind,” the Principal observed, nodding in an approving and truly uncannily human manner. “On earlier visits, it was recorded that our gods stated the length of a day is all but identical on every inhabited world known to them. Sanctuary’s year lasts approximately four hundred of its days, exhibiting similar orbital mechanics to our previous home. That is part of why Sanctuary was chosen; we are well suited to these conditions. As for your second question: our average lifespan is a half-century of years, which visiting gods have described as an excellent number; long enough to develop meaningful individual wisdom, but with generational replacement frequent enough to maintain dynamic ingenuity and to propel our collective wisdom ever higher.”
On this point, Dan had noticed that the Smalls appeared to display signs of ageing similar to humans, in terms of things like skin elasticity. Dan didn’t know how old any of the group outside had been, and nor did he know the age of the Principal, but he felt relatively confident that he would have been able to arrange them in order of age with a fair degree of success. This quite simply couldn’t be done on New Kerguelen, on the other hand, since the only age distinctions Dan had ever been able to draw among the Messengers ended when they reached adulthood.
“I have to be absolutely clear on something,” Dan stated. “You refer to these gods, and we’re all inferring a lot from what you say… but when your ancient ancestors were first relocated, did they see and speak to these gods? Do you really know what they looked like, or is the statue based on any assumptions?”
As Dan asked this, his mind wasn’t sure what kind of answer it was looking for. He didn’t know what were the best and worst things he could hear in reply, or indeed what were the most and least likely.
The Smalls, their Principal included, talked about the gods in ways that sometimes struck Dan as inconsistent, with Dep first stating “our gods have returned” while looking at Dan and Tara but with both he and the Principal having since continued to say “our gods” while talking to the humans when it seemed like “you” would have been more appropriate if this was what they believed.
A child didn’t address its mother with a call of “my mother,” and Dan didn’t quite understand why the Smalls were doing something akin to that when talking to his group.
They had used second-person pronouns, which was something Dan consciously noticed after first considering the broader point. A large part of him thought he was likely getting unnecessarily caught up in thoughts on the grammar of a race whose scarcely credible ability to speak English at all should have been all he could think about, but he sill couldn’t shake the question.
“Our ancestors interacted directly with our gods and recorded every detail,” the Principal replied with another perfectly human nod. “Our saviours — our gods — are tall beings, with heads more ovular than our own and the power to cross gateways between worlds. That was written and recorded, and was confirmed upon their last return. They promised to grant us the power to cross their gates and they promised one day to return again. Now, blessed be our Mother of Sacrifice…”
“Praise be upon her!” Dep chimed in.
“… return they have,” the Principal concluded, having trailed off and paused briefly to allow Dep’s interjection.
The Principal smiled warmly at Dan.
Dan masked a gulp. “Everything is relative,” he silently communicated to Leesha, Tara and Billy without breaking eye contact with the Principal. “For whatever reason, they’ve explicitly implied that we’re their gods without saying it outright. And this guy is saying the gods who visited in bygone days are taller than them, that they have longer skulls than them, and that they’ve returned. Because everything is relative, the modern Smalls think that the description their ancestors passed down is about us. I don’t know what’s going on with the statue, but this ‘tall with long skulls’ description… well, I think it’s pretty clear that they’re confusing us with someone else.”
“It’s not just pretty clear,” Billy said, cutting in with a silent thought of his own and sending it to the full group. “They absolutely think we brought them here, and they absolutely think we built that gate. I don’t know how we handle this and how the hell we ever make it home, because it’s one hundred percent clear: they think we’re the Architects.”
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NEW KERGRILLIN’ BAR & GRILL
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Inside New Kergrillin’, the regulars were far more interested in where Phil Norris was than by any of the “doomsday garbage” spewing from the TV, as one of them put it when stating that Phil would have switched the news stations off altogether if he’d been there and heard how negative it all was.
Henry McCarthy was in charge in Phil’s absence, an absence no one except him and his loyal friend Walter Byrd knew would be permanent.
Now wasn’t the time to drop the news, primarily when the younger members of Dan’s inner circle were still dealing with so much, because the last thing these regulars needed — however much they wanted to pretend they weren’t concerned by the chaos that had enveloped the world in the past twenty-four hours — was yet more bad news, and particularly when it would be the worst news of all.
“Did I miss the memo when Phil said you’re in charge if he’s not here?” Henry called to the man, another old friend he’d known for decades rather than years.
The man raised a middle finger that would have looked seriously rude in other company but was par for the course in this environment. “Cards?” he challenged. “Winner gets the remote?”
Henry accepted with a nod. The best thing he could do, for himself and everyone else, was pretend things were normal.
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Without speaking, Dan utilised his telepathy patch to address the rest of his group: “Our number one priority is getting home as soon as possible, so say nothing more than we have to about ourselves and don’t say anything about the Architects as we actually know them to be, okay? We don’t want to upset these guys.”
Tara and Billy agreed.
“We would very much like to return to our home world soon,” Dan then stated aloud, trying to stay calm. “If you would allow that, by enabling our craft to leave, we could tell our planet-mates about your world — if you want us to — and there could be another return in the near future.”
The Principal appeared surprised, and a little saddened by the implication. “You can leave whenever you like!” he insisted. “We would not wish such a thing, of course, but please do not be under the impression that we would forbid it. I ordered your craft to be pulled in before we knew it was your craft. The stories of old did not refer to a craft such as that.”
“Much history has been lost to time,” Dan said. “So please, assume we — the three of us standing before you — know nothing of what you speak.”
The Principal returned Dan’s gaze. Unlike Leesha had used to, he had no difficulty in expressing himself non-verbally in a manner easily understood by the humans even without having seen them make similar gestures or facial movements of their own. In this instance, he upturned his lower lip slightly and scratched his chin.
Watching the tiny alien’s three fingers and perfectly scaled thumb was an odd sight to behold. The Smalls were even more ‘almost human’ than the Messengers, and possessed clear eyes that made up in sharpness what they perhaps lacked in depth and kindness. Dan couldn’t help but feel like the Principal was gazing into his soul, and in the confusion of these remarkable moments couldn’t be entirely sure that he wasn’t.
“Our gods arrived to warn of an imminent disaster,” the Principal said. “Our air was to become noxious and inhospitable to life, and they alone could bring salvation.”
Dan, unable not to, instinctively turned to Leesha. Just a few words in, the story already sounded only too familiar and he had an unpleasant idea of where it was going.
On New Kerguelen, after all, the Architects had similarly warned the Messengers that their home world was in the process of becoming inhospitable to life and that the only way to survive the coming changes was to take ‘shelter’ in what was truly an enormous cage. That cage kept the Messengers in check so that they would develop along very specific societal lines to serve a very specific purpose in serving the Architects’ ends.
Quite why the Architects would have moved the Smalls to a whole new planet to control their development didn’t stack up in Dan’s mind, and he wondered then whether the Transcripts found on Earth and New Kerguelen — those found and decoded so recently, which spoke of a Sanctuary world and appeared to present the Architects in a far more altruistic light than their extensively deceptive actions on New Kerguelen had hitherto deserved — might have been full of lies woven to disguise a truth they could not risk becoming known.
Like Richard Walker dropping all the fake breadcrumbs so I would buy the hoax a few years ago… Dan thought, his stomach churning at the thought of being masterfully duped again. The level and extent of deception the Architects had pulled on the Messengers meant that something like this certainly wasn’t beyond them in terms of either competence or ethics, and all Dan’s mind was lacking to make sense of the idea was a meaningful motive.
All he could think of was that the Architects may have wanted or needed to use the Smalls’ original host planet for some other reason. Some even grander experiment, perhaps, or some kind of—
At that very moment, time seemed to stop as an uncomfortable and fantastical idea entered Dan McCarthy’s mind; one so fantastical he was reluctant to even share it with his friends, but one so fantastical that it just might have been true.
The idea didn’t quite fit with certain elements of what he already thought he knew, but that was the whole point: there was so much tied into recent discoveries and events that he only thought he knew, with much of it resting on best-guess assumptions and some on potentially shaky interpretations of the Architects’ Transcripts.
Looking at the Smalls’ Principal and considering his words, Dan just couldn’t shake this new theory. For a species so almost human to have evolved entirely independently was a point he found particularly difficult to comprehend even among so many other challenging suggestions and revelations, and the new idea in his mind appeared to abate that incomprehension to some extent. The earlier mention of a year on the Smalls’ original home planet lasting approximately four hundred days, initially dismissed as a coincidental or unimportant detail, added further weight to this idea.
The idea was a relatively simple one to understand, if not an easy one to accept: that the planet the Architects moved the Smalls from when placing them on Sanctuary, an untold length of time ago and quite possibly in keeping with a hidden agenda that might one day become clear, could be closer to home than Dan had considered so far.
It could be as close as it gets, he mused with an uneasy feeling of suspicion. The Architects might have brought them here from Earth. The Smalls might have been Phase One of some demented Architect experiment, and we might be Phase Two…
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“It is wrong always,
everywhere and for everyone,
to believe anything upon
insufficient evidence.”
W. K. Clifford
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Dan McCarthy blew air from his lips, trying to keep his cool and bear in mind that his imagination was understandably jumping to far-reaching and as yet unjustified conclusions as it battled to make sense of the barrage of new information coming its way.
The thought that the Architects had deceived the Smalls in a similar manner to the Messengers but with the added element of a full-on interplanetary relocation was remarkable and unsettling in itself, but the fear over how Earth and humanity might have fit in to the whole thing was almost blood-curdling.
“What kind of disaster did your gods warn you about?” Tara asked the Principal. She was managing to retain her composure quite well, perhaps because Dan hadn’t yet shared his latent suspicion, and she stepped in only because he was standing awkwardly silent as their host awaited a reply to his initial answer.
“Our world as we knew it was about to be destroyed by a volcanic eruption,” the Principal said, sighing as he spoke. “The volcano that dominated our sky, Barren Peak, was long thought to be extinct. One day it began to smoke, causing immediate panic, and the gods arrived by nightfall. Our ancestors were resistant to the suggestion, as anyone would be, that their only hope of survival was to abandon their home. The gods stated that they would never forcibly relocate the population, and they stayed for four days and four nights until our ancestral leaders relented in the face of the volcano’s eruption and agreed to relocate. This came only after many deaths, with those in the vicinity of Barren Peak lost to the lava. Further afield, the skies had already turned grey. The sun would be gone for centuries, our gods warned, and death would take any who stayed behind within days.”
Dan took a deep breath. “So your ancestors actually experienced the eruption first-hand?” he asked. “They saw it? They felt its effects?”
“They did,” the Principal confirmed.
The humans shared some intrigued glances. Although they hadn’t telepathically discussed it, Tara and Billy had naturally jumped to the same conclusion as Dan when a familiar story of the Architects warning a native population about their planet’s air becoming noxious began. The details that emerged in the Principal’s follow-up, however, were painting a new and surprising picture.
To Dan, it was starting to sound as though, this time, the Architects might really have been telling the truth. He wondered still whether the planet from which they had ‘rescued’ the Smalls might have been Earth, and took a few seconds to think of some questions that might shed some light on this without letting his own suspicions be known or raising any new ones in the Principal’s mind.
“I am surprised this information is new to you,” the Principal said. “Is it the case that your ancestors, our gods, have not passed it down the generations?”
Although it didn’t really confirm anything Dan didn’t already know, part of his mind was glad to hear the Principal so explicitly and unambiguously state his belief that the human trio’s ancestors were indeed the gods who had saved his own kind from a volcanic apocalypse.
This removed any possible notion of misinterpretation, an element of which had been present given that from the beginning of the conversation it had almost seemed to Dan as though his group and the Principal were speaking the same language in a literal sense but perhaps not always in terms of their implied meanings.
“As I said,” Dan replied as flatly as his mile-a-minute mind could manage, “a lot of history has been lost to time. Thank you for being patient.”
The Principal shook his head. “You need never thank me,” he smiled. “But tell me, for what reason did you cross the gateway to grace us with your presence today? This world is not in any kind of present danger, is it?”
Dan froze. What the hell am I supposed to say to that?, he wondered, racking his mind for a way out. He had to get home from Sanctuary — that was all that mattered — but first he had to come up with some justification for why he had arrived there in the first place.
But for all the world — for all the worlds — his mind was coming up blank.
    
“What do we say?” Billy silently asked the rest of the group, desperate to assist Dan in his moment of need.
The silence grew ever more uncomfortable.
Leesha’s voice then entered Dan’s mind, and that of the other two humans, having been quiet for so long that his presence had momentarily been forgotten: “I’m going to uncloak myself. I plead you to trust me on this, but I’ll refrain if you wish. Things will be a lot easier if I can talk to him and show the power I possess. The pressure on you as his presumed gods will abate.”
“If they think we’re their gods, let’s show them some power so we can promise more on our next return,” Tara silently replied to all three at once. “He said we can leave, but he didn’t exactly sound happy about it. And Leesha is right: if he shows himself, that will take some of the pressure off us at the same time. Besides, if they’ve broken the small craft with the force they used to bring it down, we’re going to need Leesha’s teleportation power to get back to the mothership so we can cross the gate. And if they don’t know he’s here and don’t come to trust him, how can we ask them to remove whatever kind of block was stopping him from doing it earlier?”
“She is right,” Leesha added. “Even now, I have a certain feeling that I cannot teleport; I do not have to attempt it to know there is a block in place. This may be something related to the force they enacted to reel in our craft, or it may simply be the case that some of my powers do not work on this side of the gate. I cannot get any reading on Sakko’s whereabouts on New Kerguelen or Earth, for instance, and we could always communicate across the gate that links those worlds. There seems to be something very different about Sanctuary’s gate, and my instinct is sure that our hope of a swift return will require their knowledge of my presence and perhaps their direct assistance.”
Dan nodded, at no one in particular. Their situation was complicated and their challenges more complex than he had realised moments earlier, but above all else he knew that time was of the essence.
“We wanted to test the effects of your planet’s gateway on a friend of another race,” he announced to the Principal, doing so without explicitly clearing this specific approach with his companions but taking it upon himself to do so and talking with an assured confidence as he did. “Through engagement with another race, our lives have been enriched. We have with us a guest from a distant world, who goes by the name of Leesha.”
No one knew quite where Dan was going with this, and they made no secret of this as they sent silent but firm questions his way on that very subject. These thoughts were exchanged rapidly, far more quickly than would have been the case were they spoken aloud, and the Principal gazed at Dan in amazement while the others gazed at him in confusion.
“Will you react calmly to the presence of our friend?” Dan asked, taking care to use the word presence rather than arrival or appearance. He also made a point of looking at Dep after asking the Principal, keen to receive explicit confirmation from each. When it came, he gave the order: “Leesha, it’s time.”
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When the clock in President Valerie Slater’s hotel suite reached the agreed upon hour, at which time she had vowed to John Cole that it would finally be time to stop waiting for either William Godfrey or Dan McCarthy to return to public view and instead to start taking the initiative in a bid to turn around a wave of public opinion that was doing no one any good, the ever defiant Prime Minister grinned from ear to ear and pulled his phone from his pocket.
“Both of our names attached?” he asked.
Fighting through a moment of hesitation, and doing so largely with a feeling of being already committed to this course of action having made certain public comments earlier in the day, Slater nodded.
In the last thirty minutes, the latest movements within the Social Media Meta Analysis app monitored endlessly by her aides had not been pretty, to the extent that Slater was surprised to find herself feeling glad to at least have someone who still valued her position and power… even if it was John Cole and even though he doubtless had the same designs to kick her to the curb as soon as he could once he had wrung all usefulness out of her support.
She was making no plans to run off into the sunset with him, either, and if this temporary cooperation could ever be described as a political marriage it was certainly one of convenience and nothing more.
Slater had glanced several times at the SMMA scores, hoping that something might have changed each time she did and that she wouldn’t thus have to resort to aligning so clearly with Cole, but the trend was unmistakable. As one aide put it in particularly strong terms, sealing the deal in her mind, if action wasn’t taken to reverse the trend as a matter of urgency then it would almost certainly and very quickly become irreversible.
In a fair world, Slater thought, Godfrey’s absence and failure to outrank the aliens who had taken him from Buenos Aires would reflect poorly on him and leave the door open for her to step up to the top table.
Politics had long taught her that the world was anything but fair, however, and as it went Godfrey’s SMMA metrics in fact showed that citizens were concerned for his wellbeing in greater numbers than they were dismayed by his inability to keep the Messengers — supposedly equal partners in the game of cooperation — under control not just on his own planet but in his own building.
All night and all through the morning, citizens and media outlets alike had been calling for comments from Slater and deriding what little she did say as woefully inadequate. The problem was knowing what to say beyond a general call for calm and responsible reporting, both of which fell on deaf ears as such pleas always did, and in reality Slater knew there was nothing anyone could say at this point to turn things around.
Slater was now being lambasted from all angles, with opponents holding up her impotence as a sign that she was no longer fit for office having presided over unprecedented declines in the recognised global importance of both her country and her office.
When William Godfrey and Dan McCarthy were out of a picture that left Slater as in the dark as everyone else, words simply wouldn’t suffice.
Smiling his dastardly smile, John Cole held his phone’s screen towards Slater and watched her face like a hawk seeking movement in its favourite hunting field. The first crack appeared in her brow, followed by a much clearer reaction in the corner of her lips. Before long, she was grinning almost as widely as Cole as she looked at the screen.
“Where did you get this?” she asked. “How did you get this?”
“There’ll come a time when you and everyone else will realise you really shouldn’t have been underestimating me for so long,” Cole replied, somewhat cryptically. “I’ve had this for a little while, but it wasn’t for your eyes until you committed to putting your name to the plan. All of this is going out at once, stage managed for maximum effect, and even if Godfrey and the idiots in Birchwood show back up in the next hour, it’ll be too late. As soon as I pour this blood into the water by hitting send, the sharks are going to eat them alive. Well, one shark. Sometimes a single great white is all you need.”
“Who are we sending this to?” Slater asked. “Who’s the great white?”
Cole’s wide grin faded, replaced by a brief glint of uncertainty as to whether he’d really heard Slater say ‘we’ like that in such an effortless and genuine manner, and ultimately settling into a smile that looked almost warm. It suited him better than the snakelike grin he normally wore, she thought, since that thing wouldn’t suit anyone, but before long the warmth was gone and Cole was back into business mode.
“Jan Gellar,” he said, tapping send and placing the phone back in his pocket with a decisive nod of victory. “Who else?”
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“Utterly remarkable!” the Principal gasped with a wide smile as Leesha’s body appeared to materialise from thin air in one remarkable instant. Reacting in a manner more positive than Dan had expected or even considered a realistic hope, the diminutive alien then stepped down from his seated platform and walked in a slow circle around the Messenger from New Kerguelen.
Dep, too, was pleasantly amazed by Leesha’s sudden appearance; although he didn’t speak, his expression left no doubt.
“Did your ancestors pass down tales of races such as this?” Billy asked the Smalls, unable to keep his inquiring mind quiet. Their answer would tell him a lot.
“A race such as this has never been imagined!” the Principal replied, studying Leesha as though he was a rare work of art. “In what ways have your lives been enriched by his friendship? Is the power to appear and disappear at will, such as he just did, shared by your esteemed selves, or is it his alone?”
“His race has unique attributes,” Dan replied, taking an evasive approach before anyone else could jump in with more detail than necessary. He paused for a moment to compose his next thought, which he hoped would be decisive, then delivered it: “We sought today to discover how he would react to passing your gateway and whether certain abilities would function within the conditions of your world. Sadly, while our craft was being pulled towards your landing site, some of his abilities proved impossible to utilise.”
“Such as what?” the Principal asked, his tone soft and concerned rather than accusatory or in any way uneasy.
“We crossed the gate in a far larger mothership,” Dan replied, “and we must reach it in order to return home. The craft we touched down in was overpowered by a force native to this planet, and it seems that this same force is also curtailing the power our friend would ordinarily possess to carry us directly to the mothership.”
“Oh,” the Principal said, stepping back to look up at Dan. It was a long way up.
“Can you disable whatever force was at play during our involuntary landing?” Dan asked, taking the most straightforward route.
With a nod, the Principal climbed back onto his seated platform. He proceeded to press a single unseen button on the right-side of the chair’s base, then looked back towards Dan.
“Like I mentioned earlier,” he said, “we did not know the incoming craft was yours. The attractive force I enacted simply pulled the craft to our landing site for examination; I do not know why any other powers your friend ordinarily possesses would be affected by this. Your craft is now free to fly, but I hope you will not leave us so soon. I have many questions about your friend, and I am more than willing to answer the questions you have on account of the history that has seemingly been lost to time.”
“Our planet-mates expected our trip to be extremely brief,” Dan said, far more comfortable in speaking a truth such as this than he had been when trying to keep track of the white lies required to explain why he was on Sanctuary at all. “We did not even plan to land. As we said, this trip was conducted for experimental purposes. They will be fearful something has gone wrong.”
“In that case, you must go and tell them all is well!” the Principal announced with a selfless urgency that made Dan’s opinion of him move from fairly neutral to decidedly positive. “If you are able to grace us again with your presence again in a day’s time, you can witness the eclipse and gaze upon our Mother of Sacrifice.”
“Praise be upon her,” Dep dutifully and enthusiastically chirped.
Billy Kendrick cleared his throat. “A day’s time?! It’s happening tomorrow?”
“We have to go home,” Tara replied out loud.
“Absolutely,” Dan added. “Billy, we can’t even think about staying.”
The Principal nodded in understanding. “Needless to say, you are welcome to return.”
“There wouldn’t be enough time,” Billy sighed. “It’s not enough time for us to return home, report our results, and prepare for another trip. It can’t be done.”
These words were true and upsetting for Billy, who knew it would likely take a great deal of effort to convince the population of New Kerguelen that the gateway to Sanctuary should remain open above their heads at all, much less that another crossing was desirable so soon.
Despite all of this, though, Billy’s lifelong quest for knowledge and his borderline obsession with ancient alien theories quite simply wouldn’t allow him to miss a chance like the one that had just reared its head. “But whatever my friends might state to the contrary,” he began, “your offer to gaze upon the statue — praise be upon her — is much too kind to pass up.”
Dan didn’t have to ask Billy what the hell he was getting at; his eyes made the concern as clear as could be.
“As a lowly assistant I may not be authorised to answer the questions you have about our remarkable friend,” Billy went on, pointing towards Leesha as he spoke to the Principal, “but I am authorised to seek details of the history that has been lost to time. If my lone presence is welcome, I would be honoured to stay behind while my friends return home to report our initial results and until they can return once more.”
“Are you out of your mind?” Dan silently fired at Billy.
Tara had a hard time staying quiet, but bit her tongue and likewise rebuked the recklessness only telepathically.
“Billy…” Leesha added, “I really don’t think this is your best idea.”
“You said this eclipse happens once every four years,” Billy smiled at the Principal, addressing him but really meaning the words for his own friends. He then pointed to the statue that loomed large beyond the lookout’s glass wall. “And I would rather die than miss my chance to see her face.”
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FIORE FRONTIERE GLOBAL HEADQUARTERS
COLORADO SPRINGS, COLORADO
For most of the morning, the frustration in Alessandro Bonucci’s mind as he waited for any kind of update from Birchwood as to what was going on had been acute but relatively manageable. The clock’s ticking over into the afternoon flicked something of a mental switch, however, and for the past few hours his frustration had become so tangible that it was physically symptomatic.
From twitches in his leg to an entirely uncharacteristic nervous tic affecting his right eye, the young astronomer and reliable polymath among Dan McCarthy’s trusted inner circle was so on-edge that his boss and friend Timo had offered to call for a doctor. Knowing about the gate and Dan’s attempt to cross it, but having no way of helping or even staying in the loop, was undoubtedly worse than not knowing, and Alessandro’s discomfort was such that he likely would have accepted the offer of a medical check were it not for his fear of revealing something he wasn’t supposed to.
When the phone on his desk rang, Alessandro’s instinct was to leave it. The call was coming in to the landline, though — not his own phone, which he would all but certainly have ignored unless the caller was a known and trusted contact — so he turned his head to glance at the portable headset’s screen.
The caller wasn’t known, but a small blue and white flag on the left side of the screen immediately caught his eye.
The call was coming from Argentina. Unthinkingly, he picked up.
“Hello?”
“Alessandro?!” the voice on the other end of the line asked.
This one word was enough for Alessandro to recognise its owner just as quickly. “Mesut,” he replied. “What’s happening?”
“You tell me,” said the Egyptian archaeologist. “When did you leave Buenos Aires? How did you get to Colorado so fast, unless…”
The young Italian hesitated. “Uh, let’s not dwell on that.”
“But you are in Colorado? That part is very important, Alessandro. The number wasn’t redirected, was it? You’re not still somewhere in this hotel? If you are, we have to meet. If you’re not—”
“I’m not,” Alessandro cut in, confirming this rather than admitting it to someone he considered very much on the right side of things. “Not at the Buenos Aires Gravesen, I mean. I’m at Fiore Frontiere. I guess it goes without saying that a lot has happened since we were sitting in that room and Godfrey disappeared.”
Mesut breathed heavily down the phone. “Do you know where Godfrey is? Is he okay? And why hasn’t Dan or Tara shown up since yesterday… did the Messengers take them, too? Not to mention Billy! I can’t get hold of him and the hotel in Ankara said he wasn’t at dinner or breakfast. I called to check, because he was who I really wanted to reach first.”
“About what?” Alessandro asked, suddenly feeling uneasy. He didn’t doubt Mesut’s goodness for a moment, but goodness was easily manipulated and it seemed more than possible that the Egyptian was perhaps being forced to call and ask certain questions under duress while someone else listened in. “What do you need, Mesut? What do you want?”
“Can I speak to Timo?” the Egyptian asked very plainly. “I wasn’t calling about Godfrey or anything like that, I just need to talk to Timo.”
Made even more uneasy by this awkward shift in the conversation, Alessandro considered his options. With Timo just next door and clearly in charge of operations, Alessandro opted to grant Mesut’s request; or at least to give his boss the opportunity to grant it. “Hold on,” he said.
Alessandro didn’t hear Mesut’s grateful words of thanks as he carried the phone to Timo’s door, holding it against his chest.
“It’s Mesut Demir,” he mouthed on arrival after walking in with two knocks to announce his presence. “He’s being weird. He already knows I’m here, but I don’t know if you should give too much away. Someone might have gotten to him…”
    
So surprised both that Mesut Demir was calling and that Alessandro thought he was ‘being weird’, it took Timo a few seconds to invite Alessandro all the way over to his desk with a brisk ‘come hither’ hand gesture.
Timo then took hold of the phone in preparation to very cautiously converse with Mesut, the man who had served as lead archaeologist at the Dörtlü Tepe site discovered and excavated using equipment provided by Timo’s no-strings funding and overseen by Billy Kendrick.
Mesut had sat quietly in a jail cell with Billy after showing him the pillars and their remarkable carvings for the first time, so from Timo’s perspective he had a lot of credit in the bank. Alessandro’s judgement and instincts were always worth considering, however, and the young man’s assertion that Mesut was ‘being weird’ lay behind Timo’s carefulness as he raised the phone towards his face to speak:
“Mesut,” the amiable billionaire said. He switched the phone into speaker mode so that Alessandro would hear every reply, too, in a move the younger man quietly but greatly appreciated.
“I can’t reach Billy and it’s all gone!” Mesut blurted out without another moment’s hesitation. “Timo, it’s all gone.”
Just as quickly as Mesut delivered this news, Timo Fiore gulped. The context of who was calling was more than enough to tell him what exactly was gone, and the possible culprits and consequences were already running through his mind like greyhounds out of the traps.
Alessandro, standing at his boss’s side, felt his spine stiffen.
“Dörtlü Tepe?” Timo asked, keen to be explicitly clear but not holding out any real hope that Mesut would respond with anything but a firm yes. “Mesut, are you telling me that someone has stolen the images and footage from the dig site?”
“I’m sorry,” Mesut sighed, his words shallow and breathy. “They were locked in the safe, along with my other valuables, and nothing else was taken. Whoever did this was looking for one thing, and they found it. Timo, they have it. I’ve been trying to liaise with hotel security all day to view footage from outside my room, or even inside if there is any secret surveillance on these VIP floors, but they say the footage isn’t there. The floor was closed last night for a supposed security threat and everything was swept, so I’m absolutely sure this was an inside job.”
“But that’s Godfrey’s hotel!” Timo groaned. He didn’t and couldn’t blame Mesut, who had kept the images in his safe exactly as he was supposed to, and who had brought them to Buenos Aires in the hope of sharing them with other world leaders so they could decide together how best to safely proceed with the business of making the remarkable discovery public.
The revelation that intelligent aliens had walked on Earth and made direct contact with humans long before the Messengers had would be an explosive one at any time, but Timo couldn’t shake the feeling that dropping it on a world dealing with everything that was already happening at the moment would be like dropping a lit match into a box of dynamite.
Timo didn’t even waste any time hoping that whoever had come to possess the images might mean well, because people who meant well didn’t tend to call in hoaxed threats at VIP hotels and arrange thefts from a resident’s locked safe. All Timo could hope for, realistically, was that whoever now held the images was motivated by a desire to repress the discovery and its public revelation, rather than to further destabilise the world by recklessly leaking it to the media.
The notion that it was Godfrey’s hotel, figuratively if not quite literally given the amount of business his various Buenos Aires-based gatherings had brought the Gravesen in recent years, was one with a meaningful basis in reality. This week, as in several others in recent times, Godfrey’s ICA had booked out the whole of the enormous building. The in-house security operatives were not under his direct control, which was something the Gravesen had been unable to budge on for what management stressed were unshakable conditions of their corporate insurance policies, and Mesut’s story made Timo think that this must have been where the weak link had been found.
As was the case when the building in which Timo now stood had been the scene of a cowardly terrorist attack that almost claimed his life as well as Emma Ford’s, it sounded again as though a single corruptible security officer was all it had taken to undo a large organisation’s best laid plans.
This was why people like Clark McCarthy were so valuable, Timo considered; why he had been paid what would seem to many like crazy amounts of money to protect high-value individuals in some of Iraq’s most unstable regions during his time in private security after being reluctantly discharged from military duty on medical grounds.
Godfrey himself had taken certain unusual steps in building the new ICA security force, and for deeper reasons than some thought. The Chairman’s decision to recruit an all-male unit of young Latin Americans, all from military families, who met stringent fitness requirements but also certain seemingly subjective appearance requirements — square jaws and strong brows, as he put it — had been designed not only to strike fear into would-be rabble-rousers or trouble-makers but also to assist in developing a siege mentality among the young men.
In stripping away their individuality in a militaristic fashion and encouraging them to keep close tabs on their brothers and to take matters into their own hands if any appeared to be anything but one hundred percent committed to the task of serving what all were taught to consider as their planet’s most important building and institution, Godfrey had taken steps to develop a self-regulating group.
The Buenos Aires Gravesen, by the sound of it, could have done with a tighter-knit force of its own, Timo considered, if perhaps not necessarily one that went to the restrictive extremes of Godfrey’s.
“It only takes one bad egg,” Mesut lamented, “and I suppose one of the two things we want to think about now is who exactly was the chef who knowingly put this bad egg in the pot? Who served it up?”
“What’s the second thing, to your mind?” Timo asked. “The other thing we have to think about. I think I have an idea, but to be sure...”
“I think we have to think about getting this out there the right way,” Mesut said, “like I was going to discuss with Godfrey, before whoever has it in their hands thinks about putting it out there the wrong way. We don’t want another Il Diavolo on our hands.”
Timo nodded and glanced at Alessandro. The young astronomer had been that colossal comet’s discoverer, humbly allowing his senior colleagues to claim the dubious credit as it became officially known as Comet Conte-Abate, and he had been more disgusted than anyone by the way John Cole had leaked its course to the press in London.
Cole was in Buenos Aires, as all three men knew only too well but had so far avoided mentioning out loud, and he had been staying at the Gravesen along with just about every other major world leader.
It certainly wasn’t beyond Cole in an ethical sense to invite chaos by irresponsibly revealing something sensitive in a deliberately provocative way, as the Il Diavolo case so perfectly illustrated, and if the images were in his hands it struck the three men who suspected as much that it was only too likely the rest of the world would be gazing upon them before long.
That the beings known by the Messengers and looped-in humans as Architects had visited Earth in the distant past wasn’t something that would automatically and inevitably be seen as a negative without commentary that made it seem frightening, particularly since no one outside of Dan McCarthy’s inner circle had reason to consider the Architects as a devious and dangerous race since they had no idea of either the extensive deceit they had conducted on New Kerguelen or indeed their suspicions of humanity which lay behind it all in the first place. Cole couldn’t possibly know all of that, Timo and the others felt sure, since it was carefully protected knowledge only ever known by a tiny handful of people and never written down or recorded anywhere.
What could be just as damaging, though, would be a sensationalist ‘exposé’ of the carvings that showed an Architect physically connected to ancient humans by a cable-based communications system that would look familiar to everyone, so familiar were the almost identical scenes from the Birchwood drive-in on Contact Day.
Recalling the fear that had spread across the world after the initial revelation of Richard Walker’s hoaxed plaques and bearing in mind how bad the situation already was today following Godfrey’s disappearance, no one could bear the thought of things getting any worse. Indeed, so rapid had been the breakdown of order in some parts of the world, the three men might have struggled to even imagine what ‘worse’ could look like.
Perhaps most damaging of all would be the suggestion that Godfrey and Dan — currently absent from public life and unable to make any counter-arguments in their own defence — had kept these important discoveries from the world for their own selfish reasons.
If Cole did have the images, as the men were by now considering only too likely, this would quite possibly be the angle he took.
Similar thoughts grew and circled in all three of their minds, not coincidentally but rather because they knew of the devious Prime Minster’s penchant for this kind of political recklessness better than they would like.
“If it’s Cole, we have to tell Emma so that we at least have a shot at managing this before he throws the grenade and runs for cover,” Mesut said. “I didn’t have a direct contact, but—”
“You’re right,” Timo said. “Mesut, I’ll call again soon. Thank you. Don’t answer calls from anyone else, unless it’s one of us... okay? Keep your guard up, my friend, and do not blame yourself for any of this.”
Timo ended the call there, saving Mesut the trouble of a goodbye and removing any possibility of an unnecessary apology.
“I know Clark told us very strongly that we shouldn’t call anyone in Birchwood until he got back in touch with us,” Timo went on, now talking directly and solely to Alessandro.
The young man nodded ruefully and finished the thought: “But Clark sure as hell didn’t expect this…”
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PRINCIPAL POINT
SOLAR CITY, SANCTUARY
Dan, still struggling to comprehend that Billy Kendrick was not just willing but enthusiastic to stay behind on Sanctuary until the planet’s next solar eclipse would allow him to view the front of the impossibly large and impossibly intriguing statue outside, stood silently for several seconds.
No one else spoke, either, until the Principal turned to Dep, the Small who had led Dan’s welcoming committee. “Dep, could you see to it that the others know that one of our visitors wishes to stay with us to bear witness to the coming eclipse? I’ll see to it that their craft is able to leave the landing site as soon as they’re on board.”
“Of course,” Dep said.
But as Dep turned to leave, the Principal had a change of heart and stepped down once more from his seated platform. “In fact, I will join you. This is news of a rare kind, which should reach their ears from our lips alone.”
Dep’s eyes looked fit to burst out of his head. “You’re… leaving? Leaving the lookout? But… but… from high you guard!”
“We need to discuss some things,” Tara said, somewhat brashly inserting herself into a conversation between two tiny aliens that was being conducted, more than a little remarkably even now that the reality had sunk in, in vocal and audible English. “Why don’t we do that here and do the whole ‘guard from high’ thing at the same time, while you’re addressing your people?”
“A fine idea,” the Principal said.
Tara smiled; she didn’t know who looked more surprised — Dan or Dep — but she felt immediately vindicated for having offered the suggestion. Discussing things privately was important for the humans, even though they could have done so telepathically in a pinch, since they naturally found it much easier to convey tone and subtle meanings when they were able to speak aloud without worrying about who was listening in.
Without further ado, and without even asking his trusted and esteemed visitors not to touch anything, the Principal led Dep to the doorway and was quickly gone.
As soon as the room was empty of Smalls, Leesha walked to the huge glass wall and pointed outwards.
“There’s a Transcript on the ground outside,” he revealed. “Not at the statue, but not far from it. That location may be a pole, in keeping with where they positioned similar Transcripts on Earth and New Kerguelen, and that could also be related to why the Smalls have given this area significance as Solar City.”
“What does it say?” Dan asked, wishing he’d been wearing a Transcript-reading UpLift patch of his own, but wisely opting to simply ask Leesha to recount the message rather than waste any time putting one in place and going back to the lookout to see for himself.
“In line with what you would expect,” Leesha replied, “and in line with what the Principal told us. The Architects did bring his ancestors here to save them from the apocalyptic effects of a bona fide super volcano. What’s most significant for us, though, is an explicit warning: that under no circumstances should Sanctuary’s population ever be taken back across the gate that brought them here, because the consequences would be dire, for all involved.”
The humans considered this for a few seconds.
“Was there any indication that the gate we came through today was or wasn’t the gate they were brought through long ago?” Dan asked. With no Smalls in the room to overhear, he spoke aloud.
Leesha slowly shook his head. “There was no mention of it, but that won’t have been the gate they came through. Why would it be? How could it be? That gateway leads to New Kerguelen, not the Smalls’ original home planet — wherever it may have been.”
Dan didn’t have to say anything out loud in reply to this for Leesha to pick up on what he was wondering. On the last occasion Dan had pondered a particularly uncomfortable possibility, Leesha had been too busy paying attention to the Principal to hear Dan’s thoughts. This time, though, focusing wholly on Dan, he couldn’t miss them.
“No,” was all the alien replied, but his own eyes reflected unease at the possibility, however remote, that Dan might be on to something.
“No what?” Tara asked.
Dan gulped and prepared to share his concern, hoping that saying it all out loud would either make him realise how crazy it was or allow one of the others to find a welcome hole in the theory. “I was thinking about the coincidence of our three races looking fairly similar, and then the idea that maybe it’s not really a coincidence if we think evolution could have a similar intelligent ‘end-point’ in distinct places. But what if it goes beyond that, and we’re not even talking about distinct places?”
“What do you mean?” Billy prodded, having grown more intrigued with every word Dan uttered.
“Well, what if the planet they were rescued from was Earth?” Dan replied with a question of his own, beginning with just this one piece of the seemingly uncrackable mental puzzle. “Earth… before us?”
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
When the news came in from Timo that Mesut Demir’s images and footage from Dörtlü Tepe had been stolen, the mood in Birchwood soured.
To some extent, having something to be angry about and something new to worry about brought an ironic kind of respite from the incessant concerns about why Dan and Tara weren’t back yet and how much longer William Godfrey could silently watch chaos deepen across the globe while he waited for Dan’s return.
Godfrey, for his part, was utterly outraged to hear that security at the Buenos Aires Gravesen had been so woefully compromised. He had little doubt that John Cole was responsible, given the Prime Minister’s recent public moves to position himself as a challenger for the ICA’s Chairmanship and his penchant for opportunism. With Godfrey out of the picture following his sudden abduction the previous afternoon, no one in Birchwood was surprised to learn of Cole’s attempt to land some unanswered blows in an effort to make himself look like a messenger of truth.
Emma and Godfrey immediately tried to dive into damage-limitation mode, hardly even wanting to think about what would happen if Cole was to irresponsibly leak the images.
Within a few minutes, the decision-making duo agreed that they really couldn’t afford to wait much longer for news from New Kerguelen before it would become necessary to preemptively make some kind of announcement about the discovery at Dörtlü Tepe.
Mesut himself had been due to reveal everything to the ICA’s executive committee before Godfrey was unceremoniously removed from the equation, but the fact that he hadn’t meant that no one outside of Dan’s inner circle and whoever Cole had already included in his theft had any idea what had been found.
No one in the wider world was aware that evidence of a second extraterrestrial race had been discovered, and Emma and Godfrey could only be grateful that Cole at least had no way of knowing about the devious Architects’ actions on New Kerguelen and particularly the disdain in which they held humanity.
At this stage both of these points fell into the realm of assumption rather than concrete knowledge, but even after racking his brain for several minutes Godfrey couldn’t conceive of anyone other than Cole who would have been willing or able to pull something like this off. The motive was obvious and the methods plausible, with the only remaining question being that of how exactly he knew that Mesut had something worth stealing.
Chip, a man with a sharp mind for the shadier side of business dealings if not any political experience of the kind Godfrey had earned over a span of several decades, inquired on this point as soon as it entered his mind.
Godfrey answered quickly, acknowledging that it was a good question but succinctly explaining that Mesut’s arrest along with Billy Kendrick had sparked something of an international incident, and that Cole — like other delegates — had known Mesut was in Buenos Aires without quite knowing why.
There was no way Cole could have known what he was going to find in Mesut Demir’s safe, Godfrey insisted, but it was easy enough to understand why he might have thought there would be something worth looking for. Godfrey also shared his belief that Cole’s man or men on the inside were unlikely to have intruded only on Mesut’s room while the hotel was locked down, and that he wouldn’t be surprised if other sensitive information was now in the world’s least safe pair of hands.
“Of course, anyone else who’s had something stolen is unlikely to come to us as quickly as Mesut did,” Godfrey lamented, “so in that regard it’s a waiting game to see what the idiot makes public. He might even have something of Slater’s, though part of me thinks she wouldn’t be too proud to let us know. Or to let Emma know, in any event, seeing as she doesn’t have any more idea of where I am than anyone else does right now.”
While the adults discussed the theft and more specifically its potential ramifications, Piper McCarthy loudly babbled in request for a toy that was just out of reach from her play-mat.
“If only she could talk,” Godfrey mused while Clark helped the baby. “There’s so much going on in that mind of hers… the bottleneck is her current inability to express it. I know you’ve heard a few more words via the patches than she’s able to enunciate clearly, but from what I’ve heard of how the patches work it seems like that’s all still limited by her brain’s linguistic acuity. The patches only let us ‘hear’ what’s on the tip of each other’s mental tongues, don’t they? If there was—”
“What about that other kind of patch?” Chip Petrovic chimed in. He turned to Emma, an excited look crossing his face. “At my place, Leesha deep-dived into the intruders’ minds, remember? I didn’t know what was going on at the time, but now I know he used a special red patch to fully explore their memories. It was more like a search engine, right? Not just reading what’s on someone’s mind, but seeing everything that’s in it. Can we reach the other alien — Sakko? If we can, couldn’t he use one of those red patches on Piper?”
Emma scratched her chin in thought. “Using that patch takes a lot out of them,” she said, remembering what Leesha had told her. “It’s powerful in a way even they aren’t used to.”
“But Chip could really be on to something here…” Godfrey offered. “If Sakko was able to communicate with Leesha across this new gate, he would have been here to update us by now. That’s one hundred percent guaranteed, isn’t it?”
When Godfrey looked between Emma and Clark in deference to their firmer knowledge of the Messengers’ behaviours and thus their better qualified positions to determine how Sakko would act in such a situation, he received two reluctantly confident nods.
“Okay,” he went on. “But what if young Piper here can still sense something from Dan, even when he’s on the other side? It would only take a moment for Sakko to know either way; there would be no need for him to endure pain for anything like the length of time Leesha did when he was deep-diving on those scoundrels in Denver. No need at all! It would be a quick in and out, just a peek, and we’d have something to go on.”
Emma was clearly giving it some real thought.
“The status quo is self-evidently unsustainable, Emma,” Godfrey said, now pursuing the idea with something close to a relentless insistence. “If we knew what was going on with Dan, I could return to public view without the risk of making things worse. Given how badly things are going out there, we’re reaching a point of urgency. Is there anything at all we can do to bring Sakko here? You and Clark know him better than I do.”
“We don’t have a reliable way of getting his attention,” she sighed. “He’s clearly not paying much attention to Earth, which tells me there could be unrest on New Kerguelen about this too, which would hardly be surprising. And since we can’t beckon Sakko at will, I think Chip’s idea of deep-diving to see what Piper might know about Dan’s situation is off the table, even if it was a good one. We just don’t have the kind of UpLift patch we’d need.”
Very conspicuously — intentionally conspicuously — Clark McCarthy cleared his throat. “Uh, yeah. About that…”
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PRINCIPAL POINT
SOLAR CITY, SANCTUARY
“Huh?” Billy asked, taking the word from Tara’s lips before she could utter it herself.
They both looked at Dan.
“You really think the Smalls could have come from Earth?”
“Okay, so there’s a Transcript about the volcano,” Dan continued. “But what if that’s bullshit? What if all these Transcripts are there to keep us off the real trail, by actively pushing us toward a false scent? What if they’re like all the breadcrumbs Walker and Kloster left with that damn hoax?”
“But… why?” Tara asked, calm in her genuine confusion as to what motive Dan thought might lie behind such an elaborate and seemingly unnecessary deception.
“I don’t know,” Dan admitted, openly keen to let this be known. “That’s the point: we hardly know anything here, and I’m trying to bring it all out so we can at least look for answers to the questions we all have.”
Billy’s brow furrowed, but he didn’t say anything. Leesha was likewise keeping his thoughts to himself, all the while staring out towards the remarkable statue and distant pyramids that punctuated the surface of Sanctuary.
“Okay, so here’s one on the theme of things we don’t know,” Tara said. “As far as I’m concerned, right now it’s the thing we don’t know: how and why in the blue hell are they speaking English? Their mouths actually move with the words, so it’s not like there’s some device projecting their brainwaves in a way we can understand, like some people have always speculated about making on Earth with the Messengers’ telepathy tech. That’s the single biggest thing I don’t understand.”
“I share the feeling,” Leesha replied. “I am unable to vocalise like the Smalls; and even after a handful of cable-based communications with Dan, neither Sakko nor I could telepathically converse with anything like the acuity we can now. It’s as though their speech comes naturally, having been practiced extensively.”
“I was thinking they might have intercepted some signals from Earth,” Dan said, belatedly sharing a thought he’d had a fair while earlier. “You know… TV signals, or maybe just radio. Maybe they’ve received and somehow decoded those, which doesn’t seem all that implausible given the sophistication of their building technologies and obviously the fact that the same Architects who gave the Messengers radio-based Machines disguised as artificially intelligent Elders brought the Smalls here in the first place.”
“That would mean this planet would have to be pretty close to Earth,” Billy mused, more than a little excited by another detail Dan had already considered. “But if they picked up on video signals, that explains how they could have a statue in our likeness when there’s been no previous contact. And think about: when a signal comes down from the sky above, and when they have no context for what our TV and movies are, they could well think that the messages were from their gods.”
A smile briefly crossed Tara’s lips. “It would be pretty hilarious if that statue is of an actor or something, or maybe like a newsreader from a broadcast they picked up.”
“Imagine it was a statue of Richard Walker,” Billy chuckled loudly. “I mean, I know they said Mother of Sacrifice so it’s obviously not, but it would really have been something crazy if they’d picked up footage of an old speech or a rally or something like that. Oh man, can you even imagine the irony? A group of tiny little aliens however far away this place is, worshipping the guy who set up a hoax that came true about different aliens? I wouldn’t be able to keep a straight face!”
“You’ve got some imagination,” Tara laughed.
Dan, still concerned, wasn’t finding anything funny. Given his existing concerns about some form of experimental deception even greater than the despicable ruse he knew the Architects had carried out on New Kerguelen, the last person he needed at the forefront of his mind right now was Richard goddamn Walker.
“If we can rewind a second, though,” Tara went on, turning serious again as she prepared to pick up on something else Dan said. “That’s a good point about the Elders. We haven’t even asked if these guys have radios, or things they think are Elders. Maybe the Architects have been communicating with them from afar, too?”
“In English?” Dan asked incredulously. “But… no. I don’t…”
“I didn’t mean that,” Tara shrugged, “but yeah… who knows?”
Billy nodded along, intrigued more by the question of there having been any remote communication between the Smalls and the Architects than by the language question. “See, Dan? These are the kinds of things I can be safely finding out while you’re safely at home with Emma and Piper and while Leesha is safely bringing calm back to New Kerguelen. This is like when we all split up at the weekend to take care of everything... on New Kerguelen, in Birchwood, at Phil’s, at Fiore Frontiere, and even over Antarctica…”
“I’m not against asking them questions, Billy,” Dan said. “And don’t think I’m not keen to see the front of that statue, because I sure as hell am. What I’m not keen on, and what I am against the idea of, is you staying here alone. More to the point, it’s the idea of leaving you here alone. What about no man left behind, like we always say?”
“It’s different when the man wants to stay,” Billy countered. “Please don’t think I don’t appreciate your concern, Dan, but you know how I’ve spent my life. Ancient cultures, alien cultures… this is my calling. I used to spend months analysing fragments of rock, hoping to make sense of some trivial little thing and maybe get enough academic credit to bring funds for more ambitious digs. Now I’m standing in the presence of an alien statue and one of my best friends in the world is going to pull me away from it before I get to see the front? You know I will defer to your will, Dan, because at the end of the day you’re in charge… but I know that’s not how this plays out. That’s not who you are. You know what this means to me, distinct from the utilitarian benefits of my being able to ask the Principal and the other Smalls all kinds of important questions, and you’re not the kind of guy who’s going to stand in the way of that. Are you?”
“I don’t like it,” Dan grunted, decidedly unappreciative of what he considered emotional manipulation from a man he did consider among his best friends, and one who was normally above such things. “But if you’re set, you can stay. You can look for food and water and all the other things you haven’t even thought about in this crazed moment you’re caught up in. Leesha said he’ll come back for you, so it’s really all on you two.”
“If only I could teleport to the viewing point at Split Rock,” Leesha lamented, brought back into the conversation by the mention of his name.
“But you can’t, my friend,” Billy said, walking to the alien and placing a gentle hand on his left shoulder as they both looked out at the Mother of Sacrifice.
“Anyway, we have to go,” Dan said. “We left in a hurry and we have to get back in a hurry. If anything is wrong on New Kerguelen with people wanting to close the gate, we have to get back before it tips past the breaking point.”
“I really don’t think there’s a huge rush on that,” Billy said, “but I understand the concern.”
“Are you forgetting the shit-show we left behind on Earth?” Tara said, seeking to remind everyone whose mind it may have slipped. “Godfrey vanished… yesterday! Phil just got killed by someone who’s done dirty work for Blitz. It seems forever ago, but that stuff just happened and the fallout is just beginning. The only thing going for us is Piper, since Meli told us there’s not as much to worry about as we thought.”
The vocal mention of Piper, never far from Dan’s mind, reinvigorated his urgency to get home. “We need to leave… and Billy, I don’t think I can let you stay here alone. My conscience would never forgive me if they close the gate on you. I would stay with you if there wasn’t a chance that they might close the—”
“They’re absolutely not going to close the gate while we’re here,” Billy said.
“Billy,” Dan retorted, “the longer we are here, the more likely they are to start thinking we’re never going back! They’re not going to wait forever.”
“We’ve only been gone for, what, three or four hours?” the intrepid archaeologist challenged.
“And we were supposed to be gone for three or four minutes,” Tara snapped back at him. “At most! We were taking the leap to test the gate and show everyone it didn’t pose a threat. We weren’t supposed to land, meet another race, waste time arguing about how stupid it is for one of us to stay behind… I mean, Billy, have you even thought about how we’re supposed to explain that? We came here to prove it’s safe, and we’re supposed to do that by going back to New Kerguelen with a crew of three instead of the four who left?”
Billy carefully considered this point, clearly for the first time. “Well, you could always tell the truth.”
“Impossible,” Leesha replied, his words, as ever, making no sound. The humans were entirely used to this, of course, but it did seem slightly odd for all but one of their group to be conversing aloud when the Principal had been able to project his English words so easily in their last conversation. “Introducing the suggestion of another race will ramp up calls to close the gate immediately. The Squadron, whose members retain great influence, as you saw before we left, are a conservative and defensive kind. Given what we know of the way the Architects treated us, the prospect of another race living on the other side of the gateway would not be tolerated. If they knew now that we had discovered the Smalls, even if they also knew we were currently engaging in peaceful relations, the gate would quite possibly be destroyed… and that is while we are all known to be here. But Billy, with respect, precious few would offer any resistance to the idea of destroying the gate once Dan, Tara and I are safely back on the other side. You are well-liked, but not revered in the same way.”
Billy turned to Dan. “My mind is made up. I want to stay. Tell the rest of the Messengers I’ve stayed behind to gather samples of a habitable new world and to run some tests. The only reason you guys have gone back is to tell them everything is okay, and a crew — even if it’s just Leesha — is going to come back for me in a few days. It has to be a few days… that’s how long I need to gather the samples and do the tests.”
Dan sighed. “Billy…”
“You don’t want to know what the front of that statue looks like?” the archaeologist asked. “Human, alien, something even more in-between than the Smalls? And you don’t want me to get answers to all kinds of questions from them? There’s no danger here, Dan. The only reason you have to go back so soon really is to tell everyone there’s nothing to worry about.”
Leesha looked at Dan. “I could send out probes from the mothership to perform tests and gather samples over the next few days, and I would be more than willing to return alone to gather the data and collect Billy. This is an opportunity that will never present itself again, and the risk to anyone but Billy and myself is nil. If he is willing to stay, I am willing to return for him.”
“Thank you,” Billy smiled at the alien. Next, he turned to Dan. “Well, boss… what do you say?”
After several seconds of uncomfortable thought, Dan McCarthy eventually closed his eyes and relented. “Fine.”
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Emma turned to Clark, wondering what lay behind the sudden and unusually high pitch of his voice when he reacted to her comment about the UpLift patches.
Utterly stunned by what happened next, she then saw Clark’s hand reach into the back pocket of his jeans, from which it quickly produced a red UpLift patch she had seen on precisely one occasion.
“I borrowed this from Leesha,” the elder McCarthy brother continued.
“Borrowed?” Emma prodded.
Clark gulped. “Well… yeah, because I am gonna give it back. He might not know I have it, but he won’t mind.”
To their right, Chip Petrovic, the perceptive lawyer they were both sure would continue to prove himself more than useful if given the opportunity, couldn’t hide his confusion at one part of this. “So you stole something from a super-powered alien that can read all of our minds?” he asked.
“He wasn’t paying attention to me when he left,” Clark explained. “I took this right after he took it off, once he was finished with it after he used it on those assholes at your place. Either he wasn’t listening to my thoughts at all later on — he definitely would have sensed I was trying not to think about it — or he did sense it and didn’t care. Leesha is on our side, guys. He always has been, but since that incident in Buenos Aires and especially since I stood up for him with my speech at the drive-in, he seems to like me pretty much as much as he likes Dan. If Chip had borrowed this without asking, or Godfrey, Leesha might not have taken it so well. But I really feel like what’s his is mine, you know?”
William Godfrey, whose continued absence from public life was causing more and more uncertainty and disorder as the hours ticked by but who was cautious to make any kind of public proclamation before news came in from New Kerguelen and beyond, nodded his head surely. “I can attest to all that. My esteem for Clark certainly rose when he dove in front of that bullet, and from what I’ve seen of Leesha he is a rational and thoughtful being. It’s certainly true he has a soft spot for Clark that doesn’t extend to everyone, even the rest of us with whom he clearly has a strong rapport and a great deal of shared trust. I see taking one of Leesha’s most powerful patches before he made a risky journey to an unknown world as a perfectly rational thing for Clark to have done when the opportunity arose, and Leesha would agree with that.”
“Leesha will agree with that,” Clark corrected, less than keen on the tense Godfrey had opted to use.
The Chairman blinked quickly and gave an apologetic hand gesture. “Of course. When they all return safe and sound, Leesha will agree. But in the meantime…”
All eyes fell on Emma. Moments earlier she had been the one to lament the group’s lack of access to Leesha’s deep-diving ability, which now seemed to have presented itself thanks to Clark’s nimble fingers and quick thinking.
“It is dangerous, Emma,” Clark said. “Remember how red Leesha’s eyes went? And even he was feeling exhausted after it. It’s almost like when Dan first had the powers and you guys were in Cuba and Honduras. Remember? He was getting headaches, losing his memories of entire days, feeling so sick that he couldn’t keep using the telepathy during the interview with Poppy that the whole trip was set up to bring about. We don’t know how much this could hurt or what kind of side effects it could have.”
Emma gazed at her brother-in-law in unmasked confusion. “So you stole Leesha’s patch so we could use it in an emergency, and now that we’re in an emergency you’re telling us you stole it but saying we shouldn’t use it? Why would you even tell—”
“I’m trying to say you shouldn’t use it,” Clark interrupted, cutting Emma off in a relatively gentle tone. “I’ll do it. I’ll take the risk to see exactly what’s in Piper’s mind. We know there’s no risk to her because Leesha said the person whose mind you deep-dive into doesn’t even know it’s happening. The risk is all on me.”
Godfrey, already a fan of Clark’s selflessness and protective instincts, made no effort to hide his further admiration on this occasion. Patting Clark firmly on the back, he spoke firmly: “You’re a good man, McCarthy. Now let’s see what the little one can tell us.”
As Clark raised the red patch towards his neck, however, Emma stepped forward and took hold of his wrist to stop him before it got there.
“We have to!” Clark insisted. “Emma, we can’t sit around while the world burns. If Piper knows something about what’s happening on the other side of that gate, or even the last thing Dan was thinking or the last thing he saw before she lost whatever kind of connection she has to him, that could change everything about how we’re looking at things. Good or bad, we’ll have a much better idea of what’s happening and Godfrey will be able to go out in public and tell everyone he’s okay. We won’t have to worry about him saying something that could make things better for an hour then make everything worse if it turns out to have been totally wrong about Dan’s situation — like if he says Dan is okay and then, you know… worst case. Once we know all the things in her mind that she doesn’t know how to tell us out loud yet, we won’t be scrambling around in the dark. We’ll know where we are and where we should go.”
Emma retained her tight grip on Clark’s wrist. The size disparity and resultant strength disparity between them meant that this action was indicative of her own will rather than physically restrictive of Clark’s, since both knew that at any moment he could have cast Emma’s arm aside almost as easily as she could move Piper’s.
“We have to,” Clark repeated, lowering his arm but keeping his eyes firmly fixed on Emma’s. He wouldn’t do it without her blessing — Piper was her daughter, after all, and the people on the other side of the gate were her husband and sister just like they were his brother and girlfriend — but he was a long way from giving up trying to secure her agreement.
With what looked like a great deal of reluctance on her face, Emma let go of Clark’s arm and held her right hand out, palm up. “Give me the patch,” she said, somewhere between a request and a demand.
The tone, at least, seemed somewhere between a request and a demand. The intensity in her eyes, on the other hand, was not for budging.
The other two men in the room watched on silently, both knowing that their view on what should happen next meant far less than even Clark’s when Emma had such a natural and inherent claim to decide whether her child’s young mind should be dived into in the manner enabled by this most remarkable of UpLift patches.
More than a little reluctantly, Clark placed the patch in Emma’s hand.
But much to his surprise, and much to the relief of the others, she didn’t destroy it or even put it away in her pocket.
Instead, Emma McCarthy gazed at the bright red UpLift patch, took one of the deepest breaths of her life, and quickly attached it to the back of her neck.
“We do have to do this,” she said, “but it has to be me.”
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“I’m going to be wondering about more than a few things until we get more info from this place,” Tara said, “so Billy, I want to ask where you are on them.”
“Fire away,” the brave and stubborn archaeologist replied. “The Principal is surely going to need a little while to tell everyone I’m staying, anyway, so we’ve got some time to kill.”
“I wouldn’t go that far,” Dan said. “We’ve got a few minutes but that’s it. Leesha, can your eyes see any detail on the ground from this far up?”
The alien shook his head. “More than yours, I believe, but only enough to see that Dep and the Principal have gathered a group far larger than our initial welcoming committee. I can’t see who is talking, or how the crowd are reacting.”
“Hell of a lot more than we can see,” Billy chimed in. “So yeah. Tara, sounds like we do have a few minutes. What are you wondering, sweetheart?”
She smiled; she’d always liked something about Billy even before they’d spent much time together, and his use of ‘sweetheart’ was warm and quaint rather than infantilising.
“Who would have thought all aliens would look pretty much the same just at a different scale and pretty much with slightly different hands?” Tara asked.
“Well it does make some kind of sense in general if you accept that a physiology that’s likely to evolve in one location has a fair chance of evolving somewhere else too,” Billy said, “kind of like Dan said he was thinking about. But this is all even more true when we think specifically about how all this contact has come about. If you were an Architect, you would probably only reach out to broadly similar races, which is likely why none of the three contacted races — our two and the Smalls — are unrecognisably animalistic or even non-humanoid. We know what Architects look like from the carvings at Dörtlü Tepe so we don’t need to rely on a ‘theory’ that they look similarly humanoid, too, and it seems like they are to us what we are to the Smalls: taller, with longer skulls, and — at least now that we know the Messengers — with access to greater power.”
Dan nodded, agreeing with Billy on this if little else in the current moment.
“The other thing I don’t quite get is how Il Diavolo fits into this whole thing,” Tara mused, catching everyone off guard with this sudden proclamation.
“Il Diavolo?” Billy and Dan parroted at once with equal surprise that Tara had brought up the colossal comet that would have wiped Earth out if the Messengers hadn’t intervened, with the eventual assistance of the supposed Elders which were in fact radios communicating information from the distant Architects.
“Yeah,” she said. “I genuinely don’t know the answer to this, but is it really easier to change a comet’s course than stop a volcano from blanketing a planet in dust and lava? Couldn’t the Architects have, I dunno, contained the eruption either by stopping it from happening or setting up a forcefield or something like that around the volcano? If they could, why didn’t they? And when they decided to save us, why did they leave us on Earth and divert the comet when they could have moved us here too? The whole point of this place was to be a Sanctuary, right? And that comet was a planetary threat.”
“Which they were able to deal with, via the Messengers and all the deceptions with the Elders,” Billy said, “without having to relocate humanity. It’s an interesting question, Tara, but I think it stands to reason that diverting the comet was a decidedly less difficult and less consequential intervention than moving the human race would have been. Maybe they were also even thinking in terms of individuals, not just the race… that it was better to save seven billion than however many they could have transported somewhere else.”
Tara nodded in slow understanding of Billy’s point. It was complicated — all of it was beyond complicated — but he was doing a pretty manful job of explaining it accessibly.
“And in any event,” he went on, “Sanctuary had evidently already been used to relocate the Smalls; we don’t know exactly how long they’ve been here, but their buildings and monuments certainly tell us that it’s been more than a few years. So who’s to say there even is a somewhere else they could have transported us to?”
“It’s time,” Leesha telepathically announced to his human friends. “Dep and The Principal have left the crowd, and the others have formed a wide circle around our craft. With the situation on New Kerguelen as tense as it was when we departed, we should leave with haste. Billy, if I can make one more suggestion that you come with us…”
Billy stepped towards Leesha again. “Thank you, my friend, but the effort would be wasted. This is my calling.”
Leesha nodded, even more slowly than normal and with an evident degree of reluctance.
“Don’t tell them about the Architects,” Dan stated very plainly, “and don’t do or say anything that might destabilise their society, okay? I’m counting on you to pay attention to my words here, Billy. One day we’ll start thinking about meaningful cooperation with these guys — once things are more stable on Earth and New Kerguelen, and once we have a better idea of the real context behind this place — and when that day comes we can proceed with total openness and honesty. But for now you’re on a scouting mission with explicit instructions to give away as little information as you possibly can. Understood? If you have to be evasive, which you will if they ask any questions on the difficult topics, you can say you’re not authorised to talk about things like that. You already said that exact thing to the Principal when you said you’re a lowly assistant. Promise me you’ll stick to that line.”
“I promise,” Billy said.
Dan held out a hand to seal the deal, but Billy pulled him in for a hug.
“We’ve come a long way from that day in Cheyenne when I walked on stage at one of your shows,” Dan said. “What are we on now, planet number three…”
Billy grinned widely as they parted. “What a run we’ve had,” he said.
“No one is dying,” Tara interjected. “Let’s just get going, okay? Leesha will be back in a few days at the latest.”
The alien nodded. “Tomorrow night, come what may,” he said. “I promise you that, Billy… and a promise I make is a promise I keep.”
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“So what actually happens here?” Clark asked, watching uneasily as Emma made sure that the red deep-diving UpLift patch on her neck was firmly in place. “You just kind of look for stuff? Leesha said it’s almost like trying to remember something in your own mind, except you can remember everything. But he was doing it on adult humans. Can babies even remember stuff?”
Now that Emma was the one preparing to do the so-called deep-diving, Clark was far less relaxed about the process than he had been when he was preparing to do it himself. He had never been truly relaxed, of course, having heard Leesha’s warnings and seen his exhausted condition after performing the only known deep-dive on the intruders at Chip’s house. He had however been ready and willing to take the risk, whereas he found it far more difficult to stand by and watch Emma do the same.
This was Clark’s protective nature coming to the fore, with keeping his loved ones and those close to him safe from danger being a drive he was never able to contain even when they wanted him to.
“I’m not looking for Piper’s memories,” Emma replied, her tone characteristically focused in a way that reassured Clark somewhat.
After all, it wasn’t just anyone close to him who was about to engage in a mysterious and unpracticed process, he told himself; it was Emma.
Emma, more capable of dealing with difficult situations than anyone he had ever known. Emma, with the most perceptive mind he had ever come across. And perhaps most importantly… Emma, Piper’s mother, with whom she shared a natural bond like no other.
If anyone could do this with relatively limited risk, Clark McCarthy settled himself with the knowledge that Emma was that person.
“Piper,” Emma called, catching her daughter’s attention immediately.
The baby smiled up from her play-mat. “Mama,” she replied.
Clark’s eyes, like those of William Godfrey, were fixed on Piper. Her expression didn’t change as she continued to look up at Emma, seemingly waiting for her to say or do something.
Evidently, Piper truly couldn’t feel Emma’s attempts to dive into her mind and find any hint of useful information about Dan and Tara’s current situation or even a clue as to the last ‘image’ or thought Piper had of Dan before he took his leap of destiny to whatever lay beyond the previously uncrossed gateway high in the sky above New Kerguelen.
Within a few seconds, however, Piper’s expression did change.
This brought the first clue that something was wrong, and both Clark and Godfrey quickly shot their heads around to see what Chip was already looking at and rushing to deal with. The problem wasn’t with any direct negative effects of the deep-diving process felt by Piper herself, but rather those being experienced by the diver: Emma.
Emma’s eyes had turned a deep red, exactly as Clark had seen Leesha’s do in Denver but far more quickly than had been the case then. Further, and perhaps of even greater concern, Emma’s entire body was swaying like a distressed bear while her right hand opened and closed rapidly — and seemingly of its own accord — as if trying to make the loudest clapping sound it could.
“Do it!” Clark yelled to Chip, who was much closer to Emma’s neck than he was. Clark was rushing over as he spoke, but was glad that Chip beat him to it and ripped the patch from Emma’s neck like an old Band-Aid.
With the patch safely in Chip’s hand, from where it could cause no more of these awful-to-watch side effects, the others looked on with a huge degree of relief as Emma’s eyes very slowly began to return to their normal hue. While the de-reddening was slow, it began immediately and told them that the effects, or at least the visible effects, were going to be short-lived.
“Talk to me,” Clark said.
Emma blinked the slowest and most prolonged blink anyone had ever seen. “Fuck…” she eventually said, uttering an expletive in front of Piper in a move that told Clark loud and clear that everything was most decidedly not alright.
At this point he found himself hoping that Emma was reacting to her own discomfort, as awful as such a wish would have sounded if he had said it out loud, since the alternative — that she had seen or heard something upsetting about Dan and Tara — hardly bore thinking about.
“Burn it,” Emma said, closing her eyes for even longer this time. When they reopened, the worst of the red effect had faded. “Cut it up, burn it, whatever it takes. Just make sure no one else ever puts that thing on their neck.”
With their initial concern about Emma’s physical wellbeing fading and with Piper having displayed no signs of any distress until she understandably reacted with unease to the sight of her mother’s eyes turning red, the three men in the room exchanged uneasy glances with each other.
“But did you learn anything?” Godfrey asked, speaking for all of them and asking the question Clark had been looking for a tactful way to phrase. “Regardless of what happens next time, did—”
“There is no next time,” Emma interrupted. “I’ve never felt anything like that, and I’m not going to let anyone feel it again. Who has it?”
“We’ll take care of it,” Chip said, showing her the patch. “But Emma… what actually happened? What did you learn, if you learned anything?”
Emma moved to take a seat on the couch, breathing slowly, and encouraged Clark to lift Piper from her play-mat to reassure her everything was okay. Emma still didn’t look like herself at all, with a glazed look remaining in her eyes even as they reverted to something far closer to normal than the unsettling blood-red monstrosities they had appeared as moments earlier.
Her legs were unsteady as she made the few steps towards the couch, showing that it was a good idea to have Clark gather Piper rather than for her to attempt to do so herself.
“Mama,” Piper said very intently as Clark picked her up. He walked to the couch and handed her to Emma, who certainly seemed able and willing to hold her while seated.
“Hey baby,” Emma said.
Piper smiled for the first time since her expression had grown frightened by the effects of the patch on her mother’s eyes, and was quickly bouncing in her lap like nothing had happened.
Soothed by this, Emma turned her attention to Clark and the others. “I completely lost my vision,” she said. “I felt like I was spinning… just no sense of balance or positioning at all… and it wasn’t anything like I expected. I thought I would maybe just be able to think as though her mind was mine, you know? I don’t know. I can’t even explain what I expected, let alone what I got.”
“Just try your best,” Chip said, gently and patiently. He retained the patch, safely in his hand. “Take your time.”
“Time isn’t exactly something that’s on our side here…” Godfrey commented, winning a quick and intense scowl from Clark.
Emma nodded. “I know. The short answer is that I didn’t get anything useful about Dan and Tara. I did see a flash of an image, but I don’t understand how. It was like it was from Dan’s perspective, first-person. You know like in a movie if it shows part of a scene through the character’s eyes for effect… like that. I don’t know, because I didn’t see any more than that, but it’s almost like Piper really might have some kind of remote-viewing connection with Dan, like Tara mentioned. Remember?”
Clark, the primary focus of Emma’s explanation, encouraged her to continue.
“Leesha had never heard of or imagined any concept like that, but maybe it’s part of the special connection they have?” she went on. “The alien doctor on the spacecraft, Meli, said Piper had some connection like that but she didn’t understand ‘the exact mechanism’ of what it was or how it worked. All we know, or at least think we know, is that Piper and Dan share an extrasensory connection because he was UpLifted when she was conceived. She got the ‘regular’ powers from him, which we managed to remove with the device they found in the Outpost, but now we know she really did get something else from him, too.”
“Remote viewing…” Chip mused. “Jesus.”
“So what was the image you saw?” Clark asked, explicitly raising a question he could only imagine Emma’s confused mind thought she had already addressed. It was clearly the most important thing in the current moment, after all, and she had utterly neglected to mention it. “Was Tara in it?”
“Yeah. They were in the mothership, getting into the pods they need to sit in for the gate-crossing. So just like we think Sakko can’t communicate with Leesha through this second gate like he can through the gate between New Kerguelen and Earth, it seems like Piper’s connection to Dan doesn’t work through that second gate, either. So I guess we did find out something about their connection, and we also found out that no one can ever use that patch again because I don’t know what would have happened if Chip hadn’t ripped it off my neck when he did. Thanks, by the way. I felt my legs getting weaker and weaker. I was fading. But anyway, yeah… we learned something, but we’re back to square one about what’s actually happening on the other side of the second gate.”
“We tried,” Godfrey sighed.
Emma involuntarily mimicked the sound. “One more hour,” she then decided aloud. “For real. If we don’t hear anything by then, we have to do something.”
No one disagreed. The projector screen on the wall was currently blank, with the machine having been switched off to grant a respite from the incessant scenes of panicked looters in cities around the world reacting to the unexplained abduction of Earth’s two most prominent Planetary Liaisons.
While Dan was frustratingly and disconcertingly out of reach, there were no external issues stopping Godfrey from at least issuing a statement. The delay so far had been a calculated but selfless one, with everyone in Birchwood having hoped all day that Dan would be back at any minute and able to stand beside Godfrey in an effort to calm the world.
Such an effort would have far more likelihood of success if Dan was there, they all knew, since any appearance by Godfrey without him would inevitably and understandably bring questions as to where he was.
If anything, Emma considered that seeing Godfrey without Dan — and with no good explanation behind his absence — could make people even more frightened than they already were. At the moment, this logic went, the public didn’t know anything at all. But if Godfrey showed up alone, this could underline the mystery of Dan’s absence and lead people to believe that something terrible had happened to him.
Total uncertainty didn’t seem worse than that, in Emma’s mind, but the ever-worsening scenes the news networks had been pumping into her home before she turned off the projector were proof positive that things were going to descend further into chaos before long if nothing was done.
One final hour spent hoping for Dan’s return would at least give her and Godfrey a chance to plan some kind of speech or appearance with the potential of calming some nerves, but a few moments of utterly fruitless thought as to how they could dance around Dan’s absence without making things worse led her to think it was going to be a difficult hour.
Better than sitting and hoping, she told herself.
“We’ll go to my office,” she then decided, addressing Godfrey as she kissed Piper on the head and handed her back to Clark. “We should work on some contingencies.”
“I fully agree,” the embattled ICA Chairman replied. “The coming hour is one in which we’ll hopefully be rejoined by Dan and Tara, and Billy for that matter, but also one we really ought to spend preparing for other eventualities.”
At that, the two vacated the living room for Emma’s office.
As soon as they were gone, Clark looked squarely in Chip’s eyes. “For emergencies,” he said, holding out an open palm.
Without hesitation, Chip placed the patch in it. “Absolutely,” he said. “Just because it didn’t work like we thought it would on a baby…”
“You read my mind,” Clark said, pun intended. “We don’t know what the hell is going to happen next, or — and don’t tell Emma I said this — even if the aliens are going to come back at all. If they don’t, I’d sure as hell rather have this thing than not.”
“For emergencies,” Chip said.
Clark nodded, glad to have the wily, loyal and strategically minded lawyer on his team. “Precisely.”





P minus 78
LANDING SITE
SOLAR CITY, SANCTUARY
Dan and Tara, the two humans set to leave Sanctuary while a third stayed behind, joined their dearest extraterrestrial friend Leesha in departing the planet’s Principal’s high lookout and making their way towards the elevator that would take them back down to ground level.
Both were comfortable enough with heights, which was a good thing given how high the lookout was, but the sheer scale of the statue and distant pyramids that had been visible through the top-floor room’s glass wall also played a part in limiting any potential feelings of vertigo; for when everything looked so big and there was nothing to make it obvious how high from the ground the vantage point truly was, it didn’t seem any worse than gazing down from an average tower block on Earth.
Billy remained alone in the lookout, keen to get off on the right foot with his hosts for the next few days by making sure someone was watching from high while the Principal was dealing with planetary business on the surface.
Once Dan’s departing trio reached the elevator and waited for it to reach them, they were greeted by the returning Principal. He smiled at his visitors, then made a surprising but wise suggestion:
“Leesha, you should engage your masking power before descending and stepping outside,” the tiny alien said, by now having inferred from context that Leesha could understand his words perfectly without being able to respond directly. “Dep and I have not quite decided how to alert our population of your existence in a manner that will minimise the chance of any negative or fearful reactions. Such reactions would be unlikely, but when they are already dealing with news of one visiting race I do not think it would be wise to introduce the existence of an entirely new race in addition.”
Dan, for his part, couldn’t mask an involuntary grin. He had found himself in a very similar situation when the Messengers first visited him on Earth, and the shoe had very much moved on to the other foot when he first visited them on New Kerguelen. As ever, his mind drew a distinction between this kind of responsible message management, to borrow a term from his wife Emma, a world-leading expert on such things, and an outright lie.
Taking care of how to eventually deliver a truth was different even from lying by omission in Dan’s mind, and this feeling was by now fully internalised having once been something he struggled with greatly. The world in Dan’s first twenty-one years had been a black and white struggle between truth and lies; in his past three, however, the responsibility that came with the secrets and knowledge thrust upon him had fostered a more nuanced understanding on the purpose and even the nature of honesty.
The importance of intention was at the heart of this shift in mindset, with Dan coming to realise that concealing a dangerous truth for the protection of others was a more ethical and net-positive act than revealing the same such truth for personal gain.
The Comet Il Diavolo fiasco was perhaps the moment that decisively tipped Dan’s thoughts in this direction, with he and his inner circle having had no problem understanding that keeping news of the comet’s collision course with Earth from the public until a workable plan was in place was absolutely crucial to ensure that such a plan could fall into place, given the inevitable chaos and societal breakdown that would have come with the news that armageddon was on its way.
From the moment then-Prime Minister John Cole took it upon himself to selfishly leak news of the comet’s path in a bid to protect his own position, Dan McCarthy had no longer seen telling the truth as a universally noble pursuit. Having since come to see that others he considered to be good were apt to recognise similar nuances, from Leesha and Sakko to this friendly little Principal he had just met, Dan felt comfortable in good company.
“Ask what will happen when I return for Billy,” Leesha said to both Dan and Tara.
She was first to echo the question, to which the Principal replied that he and Dep would have divulged Leesha’s existence to the rest of their population by then. He would have nothing to worry about upon his return, the Principal insisted, and that was a promise.
Leesha, who placed more weight in the word promise than any being of any race who Dan had ever had the pleasure to meet, extended his hand for the Principal to shake. This first required the Messenger from new Kerguelen to lower himself to his knees, and the expression on the Principal’s face showed that he clearly appreciated the gesture.
“Go well,” the planet’s appointed lookout and apparent sovereign said, seeing his visitors off with a nod.
Interacting with the Principal left Dan hopeful of a potentially cooperative future with the Smalls, but he knew a lot of things had to be dealt with before then. To an extent, the past few hours had come to serve as a somewhat welcome distraction from the turbulence he had left behind on both Earth and New Kerguelen, with the only thing he missed about either planet being his family and close friends and the only reason he wanted to get back being the undying urge to keep them safe.
Safety required stability, and Dan could only hope that returning to New Kerguelen with news of a fruitful trip — albeit with more than a few details held back, for now familiar reasons of responsible message management — would be the first brick in this wall.
The elevator’s descent to the ground passed considerably more quickly than had its ascent in the other direction, which led to a few seconds of small talk on this topic between Tara and Dan as they made the short walk through the tower’s entrance and prepared to step outside.
The sight of several hundred Smalls quickly ended all discussion of and interest in the topic of what kind of lifting mechanism the alien elevator might have used, immediately invoking memories of the duo’s speech from New Kerguelen’s plaza — the very speech that had ultimately led to their necessary leap of destiny across the planet’s previously unexplored skygate.
No speech was required today, as made clear by Dep stepping towards the humans and gently shepherding them towards Leesha’s craft.
Dep, in on the Principal’s decision to keep Leesha’s existence from the other Smalls for the time being, walked at a safe distance and stopped short of the craft’s ramp as they reached its base.
With a heavy heart and heavier feet, Tara hesitated.
“He wants to stay,” Dan whispered, instinctively vocalising this rather than communicating it telepathically. Billy’s continued presence was no secret, in any case, so there was nothing to worry about on that front.
“And we are not leaving him behind,” Leesha added, naturally remaining as unheard by any of the Smalls as he was unseen. “Tara, we are leaving him for now. I will be back.”
This eased her mind, and Dan’s placement of a light hand on her back encouraged her up the ramp. From the top, the two of them turned to address the strangest group they had ever encountered. Given all the places they had been and all the things they had seen, this was certainly saying something; but wherever else their lives might take them, both doubted they would ever face anything on the level of this circular arrangement of diminutive humanoid aliens, smiling and in some cases waving in their ragtag two-piece outfits of shabby beige garments while the most incredible buildings and monuments ever met by human eyes provided a backdrop like no other.
Dan raised a hand and waved, quickly mimicked by Tara.
Leesha beckoned the door to close, at which point he made himself visible and forced a smile far less human-looking than the Smalls’.
“To the mothership,” the alien said, effortlessly assuming control of his saucer like craft as it lifted from the circle to which it had been relentlessly pulled at the beginning of their unforgettable initial trip to Sanctuary.
“To the mothership,” Dan repeated, gazing through one of the craft’s many windows as the colossal statue of the Smalls’ mysterious Mother of Sacrifice faded towards the horizon. Principal Point, the tower in which Billy had stayed behind, quickly began to resemble a tiny twig, and was then gone from vision all together.
Be safe, Billy, Dan thought, imploring his good friend despite knowing he was already far too far away for their telepathy patches to be of any benefit. And for God’s sake, be smart…
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THE OTHER SIDE
SANCTUARY
Seemingly effortlessly hovering in the precise spot where Leesha had left it, so still in fact that suspended might have been a better word, the Messengers’ mothership opened as the smaller craft arrived to dock within it.
Once they exited the saucer-like craft and felt the reassuring sturdiness of the mothership underfoot, and right next to the gate which this larger craft was capable of safely passing, Dan and Tara dutifully made their way to the familiar bubble-like compartments where they would be more literally suspended for this gate-crossing, as they were for every other.
“Don’t you want to talk about the probes I should deploy and the tests I should instruct them to conduct?” Leesha asked as the humans set off, intending the question primarily for Dan but simultaneously sending it to Tara, too.
Dan stopped in his tracks. “Oh yeah,” he said, having forgotten an idea to which he had never devoted much attention. “I guess we might as well get some extra data since you’ll be coming back for Billy, anyway. Do you have mapping drones to capture images from above? That’s probably what I’d be most interested in, to see what else is on this planet and how big it is.”
Leesha nodded slowly. “I do, and I will deploy them. I will place a time limit; in the extremely unlikely event that this planet is too vast for them to complete their equatorial circuits, they will reverse course shortly before their timers reach the halfway point. But as for the size of Sanctuary, the gate back to New Kerguelen is at sufficient altitude for this mothership’s internal sensors to analyse the planet’s curvature and deliver an excellent approximation of its circumference.”
“Good stuff,” Dan said. “How long until we have basic data like that… right away?”
“It will all be analysed by our engineers as soon as we return, and I’ll see their findings when I return from Earth.”
“What do you mean?” Dan asked.
“I intend to transit directly to Earth without rousing you two from your suspension pods,” Leesha explained. “I will make a very brief appearance on New Kerguelen to relay the success of our mission to prove the gate’s harmlessness, but there is no sense at all in wasting a moment’s more time than we need to. The situation on New Kerguelen was more immediately pressing, for sure, but the complexities of the growing discontent and disorder on Earth render your planet’s problems more pressing than those of my own. After all, my planet’s problems stemmed directly from the gate through which we are about to triumphantly return; on Earth, knowledge of this gate does not even extend beyond the town of Birchwood.”
“Yeah…” Tara sighed. “I guess we’ve got a lot to deal with when we get back, with Godfrey and everything.”
“And Phil,” Dan said.
Tara took a deep breath and swallowed hard. Crushing guilt momentarily flooded through her upon the realisation that Phil’s gruesome death — so recent and harrowing that something like that having happened to a close friend would ordinarily have been the only thing on everyone’s mind for the weeks and months that followed — had completely slipped her mind for the past few hours.
“Our thoughts have been occupied,” Leesha sought to reassure her, stepping forward to do so physically, too, with a cold but well-intentioned hand. “But for one second, do not think I have forgotten what was done to Phil or softened in my vow to bring justice to all of those responsible.”
No one said anything for several moments.
“I will be thorough but rapid in sending out the probes and mapping drones,” the alien continued. “Am I to read that there are no other specific tests you consider worth conducting?”
“Well, I really want to know if there’s another gate,” Tara said. “You know, just to know. Can any of your equipment or sensors easily detect something like that from far away, or would it have to be right underneath or right in line with the gate to see it, just like we have to be in line with the gate on New Kerguelen to make out the ripples against the sky?”
Leesha hesitated. “A good question, and one I can’t decisively answer,” he admitted. “This mothership can detect gates from a great distance, but perhaps only those gates it has been programmed to know. A point we rarely consider, quite naturally, is that our vehicular technology all came from the Architects in instructions transmitted to us via the radio-based Machines they dressed up as Elders.”
As he understandably tended to, Leesha was getting slightly riled up by the topic of the Architects and their deception. His specific role as an Interpreter had placed him in close contact with the Elders, which he and Sakko had believed to be intelligent and hadn’t recognised as inanimate due to the absence of such a distinction ever being taught to them, and to the fact that independent thought had been carefully discouraged at every stage of their Elder-led upbringing.
“Don’t worry about another gate for now,” Dan said to his friend. Leesha didn’t deserve to feel the way he felt,  shamed and betrayed so deviously, and one day Dan hoped to see a truly lasting smile on his face. “When you come back for Billy, you could always have a little extended flyover in this thing and see what you come across. Things on Earth and New Kerguelen will have settled down by then, so you won’t be in the same kind of rush.”
Leesha attempted a smile, and it lasted for a few pleasant seconds.
Better than none, Dan figured.
“So I guess we’ll see you when we reach Birchwood,” Tara said.
Leesha nodded as he so liked to do, slowly up and slowly down.
“And don’t forget to make sure the saucer is cloaked,” she reminded him. “No one is supposed to know we were gone. No one is supposed to know anything, really; where Godfrey went, where we went, any of it.”
“Of course,” Leesha said. “For now, please close your pods. And let’s just hope we haven’t been gone for too long...”
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NEW BIRCHWOOD
NEW KERGUELEN
Leesha’s trip to Sanctuary, all things considered, had gone a lot better than it might have. Particularly following the ominous moments when his craft and its passengers were pulled towards the ground by an unknown force, Leesha was simply glad to be free and coming home.
That he and his human friends had discovered a new race of intelligent aliens who were not only friendly but full-on worshipped the humans as well as speaking the dominant language of Earth was a remarkable thing even among every other discovery they had made in recent times, but right now that wasn’t what mattered.
The purpose of Leesha’s trip had been to convince his frightened planet-mates that the mysterious gateway in their sky was not one through which the deceptive Architects or any other existential threats would ever come. Calls to close or destroy this gate came in tandem with calls to close the other gateway at the edge of New Kerguelen’s atmosphere — the one that served as the planet’s only connection to Earth — and it was this prospect that had driven Leesha and the humans to take their leap of destiny.
Minor discoveries in the hours prior to this leap had increased the group’s confidence of surviving without incident, but they had all expected to return almost immediately having simply shown that the gate itself was no threat and that no one was monitoring its other side.
Given that they had left a scene on New Kerguelen with a swathe of Messengers gazing up at the gate and anticipating a quick return with just as much hope and a great deal more urgency than the relatively relaxed travellers felt themselves, Leesha worried that the hours he had spent on Sanctuary — however many there had been, which was difficult to judge in hindsight since the various oddities he had encountered offered little in the way of a narrative or temporal baseline — may have stretched too long.
The situation had been something of a powder-keg, with he and his fellow gate-crossers’ willingness to journey where none had gone before having placated rather than truly soothed the more fearful members of New Kerguelen’s population. All Leesha could do as he prepared for the moment of his return leap was close his eyes and hold his breath, as he had always done when passing the much-traversed gate to and from Earth.
When his eyes reopened, Leesha was safely home.
But when those ordinarily warm eyes gazed down towards his planet’s surface, Leesha was positively shaken to the core. For directly beneath him, the city of New Birchwood was burning to the ground.
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CENTRAL PLAZA
NEW BIRCHWOOD, NEW KERGUELEN
Rather than direct his mothership to New Kerguelen’s Sector Zero as he normally would, Leesha — confronted by the site of much of his planet’s primary city engulfed in flames — instead teleported himself instantly into the much smaller saucer-shaped craft docked within it.
Neither craft could be teleported, and his current altitude was such that an instantaneous teleportation to the ground might have caused temporary physical discomfort at a time when he knew he would have to land ready to deal with whatever came at him.
Chaos was one word in his mind; carnage another.
So soon after New Kerguelen had played host to its first violent death, a direct result of conflict over the Sanctuary gate’s discovery, scenes unlike any other the planet had experienced were playing out in real-time. From the saucer, Leesha rapidly but not instantly descended to deal with the issues as best he could.
The flames he saw as he neared the ground were licking around the bases of what was left of the city’s inner ring of buildings. It looked like the worst was over in terms of the fire’s intensity, but this reality offered no emotional respite or consolation given that it was simply a result of the fire having run out of things to destroy.
At last, a sight off to one side of the central plaza proved welcome to Leesha’s teary eyes: that of a clear line where protective materials had been placed to prevent the fire from spreading. Leesha looked around intently, taking in the scene.
He saw that a full three-quarters of the city’s innermost concentric ring of buildings had been entirely razed to ash by the relentless flames that had consumed them, but only sporadic areas of the second innermost ring had been affected and beyond that it looked as though the residential areas further out had escaped direct damage.
The air was thick and rough, with particulate matter as well as smoke causing Leesha to wheeze like a sick dog as he finally exited his craft and stepped outside.
“Leesha!” a desperate voice called. “Oh… Leesha!” it went on, the tone growing more relieved.
Leesha turned in the direction from which the call had originated, realising only then in his fire-stunned stupor that the entire area was otherwise empty of both bodies and voices. Fire had its way of scaring people away, of course, but Leesha felt tremendous unease upon reflecting that not a single soul could be seen rummaging through the wreckage.
From the doorway of one of the fortunately preserved buildings in the safe quarter of the city’s innermost ring, a familiar individual stepped forward.
“Boon! Where is everyone?” Leesha asked.
“The Shelter,” Boon replied.
Irony of ironies, Leesha thought ruefully.
“That’s not to protect anyone from the air or anything else,” Boon went on, “well, except maybe from each other. It’s so the Squadron can keep an eye on everyone… you know, make sure they’re all accounted for but also make sure no one else does anything stupid. We have lost so much, Leesha. We have lost so many.”
At this final word, Leesha felt his heart skip several beats. In this context, many was a far worse word than much; what was lost mattered far less than who. “What happened here?” he belatedly asked, almost scared to find out.
“Oh, Leesha… things just got crazy almost as soon as you didn’t come straight back. Two minutes in, the quiet rumbles started. Ten minutes later, they were deafening. By the time an hour had passed, it was total panic. Things didn’t get much worse after that, if you can believe it was over so fast, but the damage was done. As you can see: the damage was well and truly done. The flames are dying and their path has been constrained, but the damage is done.”
“But specifically what happened?” Leesha pushed. “Why is the city burning?”
“A small group, which quickly grew, attempted to rush the Squadron’s headquarters to seize their weaponry and destroy the gate,” Boon sighed solemnly. “Ultimately the Squadron saw no choice but to open fire. Some of the weaponry they deployed was intended to neutralise a fairly large group, and it succeeded in one fell swoop. The unforeseen side effect of so much combustion led many to flee to the Shelter even before the Squadron enforced the lockdown. It has been our darkest day beyond any shadow of a doubt, Leesha; dozens were killed before the message got through that the Squadron would not back down and would follow your orders to—”
“I did not order any deaths!” Leesha interrupted, defensive rather than angry at an individual who he knew bore no responsibility for anything, and upset only at his own feelings of personal responsibility rather than concerned about whatever anyone else might think of the role his parting words might have played in the disaster that unfolded in his absence.
Leesha couldn’t remember precisely what he had said to the leaders of New Kerguelen’s nominally defunct Squadron, who still controlled the planet’s weaponry and only means of destroying the gates, but he knew it hadn’t been an order to use deadly force.
“No one thinks you did,” Boon said, seeking to reassure Leesha. “Some do blame you for making the journey, of course, because what has happened since you did was worse than what most could have conceived in a worst-case scenario. Leesha, why did it take so long? What were you doing?”
It said a lot that Boon, New Kerguelen’s Planetary Historian and an alien who was without question his planet’s closest analogue to Earth’s Billy Kendrick, didn’t even ask what Leesha and his trio of human companion’s had found. Boon lived for cultural knowledge and discovery, but all of that paled utterly in comparison to the devastation that had been brought upon his planet by a contagious fear that reached its crescendo only an hour after Leesha and the humans crossed the gate.
Boon himself felt a degree of responsibility, since it had been one of his discoveries within New Kerguelen’s Hall of Memories that gave confidence to the travelling party that their trip would be safe. Boon saw now that the trip itself had been safe, but its effects had been damaging beyond belief and so great that he wondered whether New Kerguelen’s society would ever recover.
Leesha, UpLifted with telepathic abilities greater than anyone aside from his equally adept partner Sakko, heard these unvoiced fears as they swirled in Boon’s mind even though the latter didn’t consciously send them his way.
“Of course we will rebuild and of course we will recover,” Leesha said, trying to keep his tone relatively gentle but having a limited degree of success. “We survived the Architects and the fallout of finding out what they’d done to us, and we rediscovered this city after thousands of years. We can rebuild it, Boon, but first we have to regroup. Where is Sakko, anyway? Please tell me—”
“He is okay,” Boon replied. “He is assisting the Squadron at the Shelter, for he carries more respect among the general population than they do; not as much as yourself, as we all know, for one reason or another, but certainly more than the Squadron commanders. The longer the day has gone on, the more I have expected him to provide me with an update since he encouraged me to take every care in protecting our cultural artefacts and said he would let me know if anything changes, but perhaps all I am to read into his lack of contact is that nothing has changed.”
Leesha nodded. He was glad to hear that his close partner was okay, and sent him a very quick telepathic thought across the distance between New Kerguelen’s Grand Plaza and its Great Shelter — a distance no others could telepathically communicate across — to succinctly state that he was back from Sanctuary and would return as soon as the humans were home. Leesha asked Sakko to keep the news to himself, promising it would only be minutes until they could address the troubled population together.
With this done, and with a characteristically unemotional acknowledgement from the doubtless overwhelmed Sakko having arrived in reply almost immediately, Leesha took a slow and deep breath.
“How could it all happen so quickly?” he lamented.
“Terrible things usually do,” Boon replied ruefully. “As I said, the worst came after only an hour. The Squadron opened fire and ultimately heavy fire on those who were assembling to storm the command centre. Once order was restored, far too many lives later, they corralled the population into the Shelter. It has to be said, however: the overwhelming majority of the population sided with the Squadron and saw the necessity in their actions. Lawlessness is not in our makeup, as you know. And even when fear grew over the gate and people began to panic, there were never more than a few voices calling for it to be destroyed while you were on the other side. You, that is, but more to the point Dan and Tara. You know how they are revered. The Squadron, despite our differences in the past, were the only line of defence against the reckless destruction of the gate; so while I wouldn’t say you owe them anything apart from an explanation, I do—”
“Of course, and I’ll explain everything,” Leesha said, concentrating on Boon’s words even as his eyes darted around in what looked like a distracted manner but was in fact a rapidly studious survey of his home planet’s fire-ravaged Central Plaza. “Later. I have to get the humans home, and if all is relatively well on Earth I will be back soon. You can always reach me, Boon, via Sakko. If you call I will come. But depending on how much I am needed on Earth, I may otherwise stay to assist the humans. Like you have stressed, the damage here has long since been done and the Squadron are doing the right thing now in keeping everyone composed within an observable… well, cage. That’s what the damned Shelter was, so we might as well stop beating around the bush. Sakko is with them, too, and he is more than capable of assisting in the maintenance of order.”
At long last, as he sensed Leesha was about to leave, Boon leaned in close. “What did you find on the other side? Was it really the Sanctuary planet spoken of in the Transcript?”
“I’ll be back soon,” Leesha said, neglecting to tell Boon much about Sanctuary right now, including that Billy Kendrick was in fact still there. “But I have one last question before I go.”
“Go on…” Boon encouraged, intrigued by the hard-to-read shift in Leesha’s tone.
“Okay. How long were we gone?” Leesha asked.
Boon looked at him with narrow and concerned eyes. “What do you mean?”
“How long were we gone?” Leesha repeated, failing to see where there was any room for misunderstanding. “Roughly?”
“How long do you think you were gone?” Boon whispered, leaning in close despite the fact that no one else was around. Something about the nature of this conversation made him very uneasy, and this was reflected in his voice as well as his body language. “Did something strange happen when you crossed that gate? It was today. You’ve been gone for less than a day. Tell me that’s what you thought, Leesha. That is what you thought, isn’t it?”
Leesha nodded easily and honestly, relieved to hear this. He hadn’t expected anything different, but when the Architects were involved he knew better than to make any assumptions — however safe they might have felt.
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“Dada he! Tata! Leeeesss!” Piper exclaimed, clearly and excitedly. The child’s eyes lit up, her head turning towards the entrance to the kitchen where the imminent arrival was about to occur if recent and consistent precedent was anything to go by.
“Emma!” Clark yelled, with just as much excitement and a great deal more volume.
Less than halfway into the final hour-long slot that she and Godfrey had agreed to wait until the latter would make some kind of public statement, Emma then sprinted from her office in reaction to the call. Clark hadn’t sounded concerned, which could mean only one thing. “Dada?” she asked Piper.
Emma just about saw a smile of confirmation on her baby’s face before her vision was overwhelmed by a brilliant white light; the most welcome of her life. In the instant it took for the flash to fade, Emma’s mile-a-minute mind first reflected upon how much more pleasant this kind of visual overwhelm was to the dark and painful kind she had experienced via the red deep-diving patch.
A fleeting fear of what she might or might not have seen when the flash abated left Emma’s mind almost before it entered as she dismissed the notion of bad news out of hand; not only was she unable to see what kind of possible scenario would have led to Dan or Tara not making it home with Leesha, there was no more time to even think about it.
If a glimpse of Piper’s smile hadn’t confirmed that Dan was incoming, Emma may well have worried that the arriving alien would be Sakko — possibly as a bearer of bad news — rather than Leesha. As it went, however, the flash faded as rapidly as every other before it and brought with it three individuals.
The trio of Leesha, Dan and Tara was a sight for sore eyes if ever there was one, and so much so that Emma didn’t immediately notice either the complete absence of Billy Kendrick or the look of utter desolation on Leesha’s ordinarily relaxed face.
“Way to freak us all the hell out,” Clark groaned in relief as he rushed towards them. He went for his girlfriend Tara first, handing Piper to Emma as he did and leaving Dan free to embrace them.
“We’re sorry,” Dan said, addressing it to everyone rather than just Clark. “They pulled us in to land and we couldn’t leave until we talked to them. Billy is still there, but Leesha is going back for— wait. Emma, what’s wrong with your eyes?”
With no way to dodge the question and no inclination to lie, Emma confessed to Dan and Leesha that she had taken what in hindsight she recognised sounded like a ridiculous risk by attaching a red deep-diving patch to her neck and trying to find a clue to their whereabouts inside Piper’s remarkable mind.
Dan was primarily concerned about whether Emma was okay, but Leesha couldn’t hide his anger that his warnings about that particular variety of patch had been so totally ignored. Clark unbudgingly owned up to essentially pickpocketing the patch from Leesha before the group left for New Kerguelen, insisting that no harm had been either intended or done.
In the heat of the moment and with so much going on, Leesha’s anger was defeated by this final point — no lasting harm had been done, so it wasn’t worth getting caught up on.
Emma very quickly told Dan that she had at least gotten an answer to the question of what kind of special connection their child shared with him alone.
Upon hearing Emma’s account of this remote-viewing phenomena, Dan looked at his smiling child and tried not to think about how complicated this could make the rest of her life; for now, he was simply glad to be looking at her again and to feel warmth flooding through him as her smile told him that the feeling was very much mutual.
The apparent nature of Piper’s long-known but scarcely understood connection to Dan surprised Leesha more than anyone else, but even revelations like this, which ordinarily could and would have been the sole topic of worthy conversation for hours on end, received barely a few minutes of the group’s attention as new ones snapped at their heels from seemingly every angle.
Leesha, preoccupied, hadn’t engaged in any outgoing telepathic communication with anyone since returning.
“What was this about Billy still being there and Leesha going back for him?” Clark asked. “And what was the rest of what you started saying, before you saw Emma’s eyes?”
Dan thought for a second. “I was saying how they pulled us in to land and we couldn’t leave until we talked to them. Billy is still there and Leesha is going back in a few days, or maybe even tomorrow night.”
No one else replied for several seconds. Dan’s attempt at an initial explanation didn’t merely raise more questions than it gave answers, it only raised questions — and big ones at that.
Even then, however, the others didn’t yet vocalise their wonder of who he meant by ‘they’ and why Billy had desired or been allowed to stay behind. Instead, they all stood in acute discomfort having turned instinctively to Leesha following the mention of his name.
Although every adult was already wearing a regular Telepathy patch, each in place in case Sakko or even Leesha had called from afar, no one had to hear anything from their closest alien friend to know that something was gravely wrong. Indeed, they could see only too well that something seemed to be more wrong in Leesha’s mind than anything else had ever been.
“It’s New Birchwood,” the alien said. “In the chaos of our absence, much of the city has burned to the ground.”
Even Dan and Tara gasped, revealing to the others that they hadn’t been aware of the source of Leesha’s sadness or perhaps even that he was upset at all. Their return involved only being awoken after final reentry to Earth’s atmosphere and when Leesha was ready to flash-teleport them to the chosen destination, so no discussions had been undertaken since they left Sanctuary. Indeed, since they were now standing next to Leesha rather than in front of him, they had in fact been last to see the expression on his face.
“Sounds like Earth,” Clark groaned.
Just as quickly as everyone had looked at Leesha in empathic dejection over his news, the returning trio gawped at Clark. And just as Dan and Tara had been in the dark about New Kerguelen, Leesha’s rapid arrival to Earth had involved no flyovers of major cities and had thus given him no indication of the problems and disorder that he and his human passengers’ absence had caused on their home planet as well as his own.
“What’s been happening?” Dan asked.
“Where exactly is Kendrick?” Godfrey inquired at almost the same instant.
And so it went for the next five minutes, with each group informing the other of what had been going on. But as worried and troubled as Dan and Tara were to hear about the looting and rioting caused by their involuntary delay, the intensity of their feelings was nothing compared to the awestruck wonder and amazement the others felt upon learning what they’d discovered on the other side of the gate.
News that Sanctuary was home to an intelligent race unlike any previously known stunned everyone into silence, at least until the revelation that the so-called ‘Smalls’ considered humans to be their gods brought the loudest gasps so far.
The others could easily understand why Billy had wanted to stay behind, what with his whole life having been dedicated to searching for finds that never came close to what he had stumbled upon beyond the gate, and even the ordinarily conservative Emma was sufficiently intrigued by tales of Sanctuary’s colossal statue to be glad Billy was brave enough to stay behind so he could gaze upon its unseen face when the planet’s eclipse came.
Dan quickly shared the grandest and most speculative thoughts that had run through his mind on Sanctuary, more keen to hear Emma and Godfrey’s reactions than those of his competent but relatively small-thinking brother, and as he did so Tara moved to grab the projector’s remote control and switch it on to get a sense of whether Earth’s situation was quite as bad as they’d all been making out.
She was unsurprised by how much time had passed and didn’t really consider it to be long enough for their unexplained absence — even combined with Chairman Godfrey’s — to have caused all that much panic in the wider world.
While Dan tried to articulate his complicated and largely unsupported idea that the planet from which the Smalls had supposedly been ‘rescued’ by the Architects might have been a pre-humanity Earth, one he didn’t fully believe himself but which he still thought worthy of consideration, Tara navigated through the news stations and came first upon the unwelcome news that James West, their only clue to Phil’s cowardly murder, had himself been killed before he could talk.
“How can these newly discovered aliens possibly speak English?” Godfrey asked, struggling with this one single point more than any other. “You don’t think there’s any chance… and don’t take this the wrong way… that you possibly experienced some kind of collective hallucination?”
“Billy is still there,” Dan replied flatly, taking no real offence to Godfrey’s dismissive suggestion but keen to nip it in the bud. “Leesha sent out drones and probes to gather data. The mothership will have observational data of its own, too, so it’s not like we’re asking you to take all of this on faith. Okay, for now, maybe we are. But you’ll see.”
“Oh, I don’t doubt you for a second,” the ICA Chairman said. “Really; I didn’t mean to indicate doubt. Like yourself, Dan, I’m looking for possible explanations even if they sound far-fetched. We don’t know anything about this gate, so—”
“What the Hell?!” Dan shrieked. Although he hadn’t been watching the projector screen intently or otherwise, a quick flicker of bright blue light caught his eye as soon as Tara navigated to Blitz News out of sheer curiosity as to how much their anchors and reporters would be revelling in the chaos of the moment.
Emma gulped. “Oh yeah…” she said. “Mesut called Timo. Apparently someone, i.e., John Cole, set up a fake security scare at the Buenos Aires Gravesen and a corrupt security officer stole everything important from Mesut’s safe. We weren’t completely sure if he’d want to try to suppress this and use it as bargaining power, or if he’d go full Il Diavolo and throw a grenade in the air to see where it lands.”
On the screen, muckraker extraordinaire turned Blitz Media corporate supremo Jan Gellar stood ranting into a camera outside the UN building in New York, of all places. In her hand, she held a huge blown up image of the pillar from Dörtlü Tepe.
An all-caps headline at the bottom of the screen said it all: “HOSTILE ALIEN COVER-UP!! MCCARTHYS & GODFREY IMPLICATED!”
“This could be worse than the comet,” Dan sighed, not necessarily thinking this would be true in literal terms, but not knowing just how right he was…
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UNITED NATIONS HEADQUARTERS
MANHATTAN, NEW YORK
“Twenty-four hours,” Jan Gellar angrily boomed into the camera that framed her perfectly against the backdrop of the UN building. This building had little immediate relevance to the day’s events, but as the closest to Jan’s Blitz News office with any kind of extraterrestrial meaning it presented itself as the fairly obvious choice.
Gellar had always had a flair for spectacle and symbolism, knowing that something like this was far better than delivering an impassioned ‘report’ from inside a studio. Similar theories were responsible for the reliable number of media personnel from around the country and indeed the world who descended on the Birchwood drive-in to shoot their alien-themed reports at that backdrop, but Gellar was alone today.
There was no crowd of any meaningful size at the UN building, where nothing was happening and which no one else thought of as a worthwhile place to go.
A cordon of police officers were protecting the building, apparently in case any roving hordes tried to ransack it for some inexplicable reason in the same way individuals and groups had already targeted other easier-to-explain venues like supermarkets and convenience stores relatively nearby.
Law and order was a long way from fully breaking down, as the presence of these officers attested, but Jan Gellar and the outrage machine she piloted with glee seemed determined to hasten and exacerbate society’s descent into disorder as quickly and as deeply as she could.
“It’s been twenty-four hours since the world heard from William Godfrey and even longer since Dan McCarthy and Tara Ford last showed their privileged faces in Buenos Aires,” she said. “For years, the world has been duped into believing that these individuals have our planet’s and our species’ best interest at heart, but I stand here today ready to present proof at last that Godfrey and McCarthy — all of the McCarthys — are in this for themselves.
“Dan in particular has always presented himself as a real man of the people. A truth-seeker and a truth-teller, he would have us all believe. The kind of man, supposedly, who would ‘anonymously’ leak evidence of something he conveniently didn’t know was a hoax. If anyone is still buying that, I have a bridge looking for a buyer.
“For years, myself and a handful of brave and defiant others have been presented as fools and liars for daring to question the party line. The PR machine has been relentless, with Emma Ford and her book of dirty tricks making sure the corporate media has danced to their tune from the very beginning. There has been controlled opposition with the concocted threat of the ludicrous GeoSov, there has been controlled opposition with the ridiculous ‘split’ between Godfrey and Ding when the GCC and ELF sucked ever-greater budgets from gullible national governments and Dan McCarthy was somehow allowed to position himself parallel to both organisations and yet maintain a position of authority in the public’s collective mind. This special treatment for the anointed special one has been ongoing for years, and the corporate media has pushed it down our throats like we were ducks and they were fattening up our livers.
“Well… today, with Godfrey and Dan either gone or hiding, a remarkable truth has fallen on my desk. What I’m about to show you will never be forgotten, and no amount of build-up could do it justice. Before fully diving into these incredible revelations, which rewrite our understanding of human history as much as they repaint the so-called ‘leaders’ who have run roughshod over the truth for years on end, I must thank two individuals for bravely delivering this to me. They did so as soon as the truth was given to them, which occurred only as a result of Godfrey’s absence. Those individuals are Prime Minister John Cole and President Valerie Slater, and the evidence they have provided me reveals a two-fold truth.
“First: humanity was visited thousands of years before the meddling Messengers from New Kerguelen ever showed up. Second: William Godfrey and Dan McCarthy, right until the moment of their dual disappearance, have been actively covering this up. That’s right, dear viewers. The two men who have for so long presented themselves as the beacons of alien truth have in fact conducted a campaign of deceit and secrecy against our whole world. The influence of Emma Ford, sitting smugly in Birchwood, Colorado as we speak, cannot be overstated. But before we take the culprits to task, allow me to show you exactly what they’ve been hiding.
“The images you are about to see may be unsettling to some viewers, and it’s my view that children should not be subjected to them. I am coming to terms with the frightening nature of the beings depicted in these ancient carvings, which are the first of many with more to come very soon, but only after several hours. My life will never be the same again having viewed these carvings, and neither will yours. So, without further ado…”
On cue, large photographs of the most eye-catching of Dörtlü Tepe’s carvings replaced Jan Gellar on tens of millions of TV screens.
These images, previously familiar to very few, showed a tall alien with a long skull. The cable-based communications interface which appeared to be depicted in one of the images drew a lot of Gellar’s focus, leading into a sprawling series of baseless proclamations about what this could indicate in relation to the Messengers’ very similar communications cables.
There were huge gaps in Gellar’s knowledge, naturally, given that she was as in the dark as almost everyone else regarding the history of this tall alien’s race and the deception they had conducted against the trusting Messengers on New Kerguelen.
Just as naturally and unsurprisingly for all who knew her, however, this didn’t stop her from speculating wildly. Gellar didn’t proceed to ‘fill in the gaps’ so much as she proceeded to throw baseless ideas into the camera with little regard for how they fit together with the physical evidence and seemingly even less regard for the impact they might have on the viewing public.
Level-headed commenters on social media and other news networks would spend the next few hours lamenting this lack of consideration for how the revelations and associated ideas would go down around a world already reeling from the unexplained absence of its key interplanetary diplomats, but in truth they were a step behind.
For in reality, Jan Gellar hadn’t really failed to consider how her sensationalist fear-mongering would be received. She hadn’t really failed to anticipate the kind of public reaction that would follow.
Indeed, as was her penchant, Jan went out of her way to ramp up as much hysteria as she possibly could and had carefully engineered her supposedly off-the-cuff remarks to have the maximum possible impact on that front.
Chaos was the goal, and it was working so far…
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HALL OF MEMORIES
NEW BIRCHWOOD, NEW KERGUELEN
A high-ranking Messenger by the name of Boon, New Kerguelen’s Planetary Historian, was one of very few currently permitted to venture outside of the Great Shelter.
A curfew remained in place — really more of a lockdown — while members of the Squadron swept the charred city of New Birchwood for potential dangers and kept watch on the general population to ensure no secondary uprisings would follow the attempted seizure of the heavy weapons which had ultimately sparked the fires when discharged in anger for the first time.
There had been more than a few surprised glances around the Great Shelter’s processing hall when Boon had been publicly classified as exempt from the curfew during a roll call after New Birchwood’s compulsory evacuation, and no one had been more surprised than himself.
The personal explanation that came from a high-ranking Squadron commander a few minutes later surprised Boon even more, revealing as it did that the Squadron placed a high value on the artefacts in Boon’s care and saw him as the best person to guard the items that he knew more about than anyone else.
Since then he had kept watch over the Hall of Memories, loath to take his eye off the priceless relics he had been tasked with protecting. At a time when New Kerguelen had so little to smile about, Boon knew that the treasures of the past were more important than ever and took his role extremely seriously.
Following the recent pattern of surprises, some more welcome than others as was always the case, a quick double-knock at Boon’s door sent him hurrying towards it. On the other side, he saw a young individual he knew as Kajeel standing in his engineer’s tunic and wearing an excited expression to complete the look.
“What’s the smile in honour of?” Boon asked, inviting him inside.
“I know most of us didn’t, but I saw Leesha passing back through the gate,” the younger alien said. “The Squadron did too, from their lookout posts, and they’re getting impatient at not knowing why he went straight to Earth and why he hasn’t been back yet.”
Boon studied Kajeel’s expression. “An odd thing to be smiling about…”
“Oh, it’s not that. When I saw the mothership coming through the gate, I went straight over to Sector Zero to check the systems that track incoming data. Everything from the mothership’s sensors was fed down as it passed overhead, and the initial reports just finished processing. I have some information about where they were, Boon. I have some data on Sanctuary!”
At long last, a smile spread across Boon’s face to mirror that worn by his visitor. “Talk to me, my friend… talk to me.”
Before the engineer dived into a recap of what he knew so far, he explained to Boon that he was here in accordance with orders passed down by Leesha himself prior to his leap across the gate to Sanctuary.
In the ongoing absence of Leesha while Sakko was quite literally holding down the fort at the Great Shelter, and in line with his own preference for keeping any potentially important knowledge from the Squadron until it had first been considered by the far more trusted aforementioned duo or at least one of their close allies, Kajeel had no hesitation whatsoever in bringing his initial findings to Boon.
Boon nodded politely but was eager for his visitor to get to the meat of the story: the findings themselves.
“I have to warn you that this is early data,” Kajeel said, prefacing the news with one last caveat. “That isn’t to say it’s not reliable, because it very much is. All I mean is that the data I have is limited and in some senses rather basic. We should have a lot more by the end of the day and perhaps a much sooner, but for now the main thing I can tell you is that the world on the other side of the gate has an atmosphere almost identical to our own.”
A smile far wider than its predecessor crossed Boon’s face at this news, which confirmed a point he had dearly hoped and somewhat expected to be true but which Leesha had been in too much of a rush to get into. “Do you have much else? That’s great, don’t get me wrong! And thank you. But you said that was ‘the main thing’ you could tell me. Which means there are more things to tell me… doesn’t it?”
Feeling suddenly like a teacher ready to entertain a keen child with ‘just one more page’ of a book, the young engineer took a seat in a chair Boon pointed him towards and began to relay the few things he knew so far about Sanctuary. He recited it all from memory, which impressed Boon to no small degree given how specific some of the numbers were when he relayed Sanctuary’s average temperature to the nearest tenth of a degree and the mothership’s resting altitude to a similarly precise extent.
“Resting altitude?” Boon probed.
Kajeel nodded. “Boon, they got out. They left the mothership in the saucer and descended. I don’t have data from the saucer so I can’t tell you anything about that, but I know they were gone from the mothership for almost the whole time they were on the other side of the gate. Unless they planned to land or take a look at an interesting landscape with the benefit of the saucer’s see-through floor, I don’t know why they wouldn’t conduct a flyover in the mothership if that’s what they were doing.”
“This is truly excellent work,” Boon said. “It may even prove to be highly consequential, if Leesha takes much longer to return and in the event that the Squadron begin to wonder what he found. If we can present concrete evidence of a habitable world, it at least offers easy justification for why Leesha and the humans spent some time exploring it. Of course, the word ‘habitable’ begs a certain question of its own…”
“And I’m looking for the markers that could answer it, Boon. An important thing to bear in mind is that we could soon have data that proves there already is intelligent life on Sanctuary, but we can’t come across any data that would prove there isn’t. Absence of proof is not proof of absence, as it were.”
“What does your gut say?” Boon pushed.
A telling nod came quickly in reply. “Why else would they have been gone so long?”
“My thinking exactly,” Boon said. “I wasn’t thinking that consciously when Leesha left to take the humans back to Earth, because I was still dealing with the immediate aftermath of the fire and trying to explain some of the events to Leesha. Pretty much since he left, though, I haven’t been able to get the idea out of my head. There was no fear in Leesha about whatever he found on the other side of the gate, but he was definitely more evasive in his words than normal. Granted, that might have been because he was looking at the burnt cit—”
“Boon, we’ll have more data very soon,” Kajeel gently interrupted to cut off his more senior hosts’s rambling. “Some of the basic computed information like the size of the planet isn’t through yet because I prioritised other calculations, but for that we’re looking at minutes rather than hours. A deep system analysis report should be in by the end of the day, and I’ll let you know what it reveals. All of the data is in our system now, captured from the mothership when it reappeared on our side of the gate, but there is a lot of data for the system to process.”
“The end of the day sounds great,” Boon said.
Although there was no explicit or even implicit hidden meaning behind this sentence, the engineer took it as his cue to leave rather than risk outstaying his welcome. “I’ll be back,” he promised.
Boon smiled as he opened the door to let the engineer out. “Counting on it.”
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UNITED NATIONS HEADQUARTERS
MANHATTAN, NEW YORK
Since only one of Dörtlü Tepe’s many pillars had been excavated so far, Jan Gellar quickly ran out of images to display in her live TV revelation.
She spent a few hyperbolic minutes commentating over the carving which showed the cable and devoted most of that time to suggesting — rightly, as it went — that the tall race of aliens depicted in the carvings had likely passed their technology to the Messengers.
The most dangerous leap of ‘logic’ Jan made, in terms of what it would do for public order, was to suggest that the rest of Dörtlü Tepe’s pillars had been left in state under metres of Turkish earth because those in charge of the site knew that what would be revealed by the rest of the carvings would be tremendously unwelcome.
Gellar went as far as to say that the rest of the carvings would “almost certainly” show destruction being wreaked upon ancient humans by the visiting aliens and likely foretold that the supposedly friendly Messengers from New Kerguelen were nefariously motivated allies of these tall and intimidating extraterrestrials.
“These hostile aliens visited Earth long before Dan McCarthy and William Godfrey sold us out to the Messengers,” Gellar proclaimed in a neutral tone that would have been far more befitting of an objective news report than this kind of over-reaching editorialising. “Estimates from trusted archaeologists who have laid eyes upon these covered-up discoveries just this morning tell us that the truths laid out at Dörtlü Tepe, as the site has been known by secret-keeping insiders, have been out of human sight for some ten thousand years.
“Given what we know about the Messengers and their history of monitoring our planet and our species, it seems certain that — for one reason or another — they didn’t want us to discover what our ancestors recorded for our benefit. They didn’t want us to know about the other aliens who quite clearly granted them their inter-species communications technology, and perhaps they assisted the McCarthys and Godfreys of the world in discovering this ancient site so that the secret could be kept by humans without the Messengers any longer having to keep tabs on the location.”
Although Gellar spoke with a detached authority in her voice, few who thought deeply about what she was saying believed that she saw any truth in it. The logic barely made sense even via the warped prism through which she was presenting limited elements of the discovery, and Emma McCarthy wouldn’t be alone in thinking that Gellar was presenting deliberately abstruse theories that she hoped would be so convoluted as to avoid much scrutiny.
So crazy it must be true, as some commentators would say and countless viewers were already thinking.
The final theory Jan presented before the carvings left the screen was that the Messengers had perhaps been recruited as intermediaries by the more fearsome-looking aliens precisely because more human-looking aliens would be far more likely to gain humanity’s trust.
Quite why gaining anyone’s trust would be necessary for an evidently technologically superior race who could have had their way with Earth whenever they so desired, Gellar failed to speculate.
She was content to simply plant the seed in people’s minds that the Messengers, who had never looked particularly physically imposing despite their evident power and intelligence, were doing the bidding of a race that undeniably looked a lot more like something from a sci-fi horror movie.
Gellar herself had no idea that her scattergun approach to spouting unsettling theories had landed close to the truth on one point: that the Architects, who she didn’t know as such, truly had used the Messengers as an intermediary between themselves and humans. That the Messengers were just as unwitting in that broader plan as humanity was one more thing of which she had no idea, and for those in the know it was one source of great relief that Gellar didn’t realise just how devious the Architects really were.
With the images having been analysed within an inch of their lives, Gellar returned to the screen. She wore an angry expression.
“This site was discovered weeks ago and has been relentlessly covered up. When I lay blame and responsibility for this on certain shoulders, there is no conjecture. Admittedly I may be speculating on the precise meaning of these carvings, since without the context of knowing what’s on every other pillar we can’t truly know what our ancient ancestors were trying to tell us and warn us about, but I am not speculating for one second in regards to who has kept this from us. The following footage has not been doctored.”
The footage that began to air, much to the surprise of those who thought they knew what was coming, had not been found in Mesut Demir’s Buenos Aires hotel room. Although it did involve Mesut, the footage had instead come straight from a corrupt source much closer to the epicentre of this story.
“What you can see now,” Jan said as the video on every viewers’ screen changed, “is Billy Kendrick in a Turkish jail cell along with Mesut Demir. Demir was managing this site for Kendrick, with both of their salaries and expenses funded throughout by the same man who provided the equipment necessary to scout the site and the specialist machinery necessary to excavate it: a certain Timo Fiore. If you see a pattern emerging here, with members of a certain close-knit group popping up again and again, welcome to the club. The stench of Birchwood and Buenos Aires is all over this, from head to toe.
“I have bulletproof testimony from Turkish sources that Kendrick and Demir were released from custody following a direct personal intervention by William Godfrey. The dig site at Dörtlü Tepe was then abruptly locked down, and it’s only thanks to the brave efforts of Valerie Slater and John Cole that I’ve been able to break this story today. Like the rest of us, they may have been temporarily taken in by Godfrey’s claims that he’s been acting in the best interests of humanity as a whole. But since he and Dan have left us in the lurch, disappearing with their alien co-conspirators just as Earth needs leadership more than ever, Slater and Cole have bravely broken rank from the ICA’s suffocating structure. I applaud them for this, as we all should.
“Following on from what we have learned thanks to their selfless action, I am today calling for two things. Number one is the immediate reopening of the dig site at Dörtlü Tepe. The carvings we will soon see on the unexcavated pillars are messages for all of humanity, left by our ancestors to give us crucial knowledge for their interactions with extraterrestrials. There is quite simply no justification for concealing these truths any longer and no room for gatekeepers of any kind. Whatever artefacts are lying in wait at Dörtlü Tepe are the common heritage of each and every one of us, and no longer can we allow a self-interested elite to work in concert with hostile aliens to keep our history buried.
“Number two, and more personally, I am openly challenging the secret-keepers to step forward and argue their case. To whoever is listening from the inner circle of lies and deception, be it from the Birchwood snake-pit or the Buenos Aires lie factory, I beg you to show your face and tell me I’m wrong. Defend yourselves, explain yourselves… in the name of all that is holy, show yourselves!
“Tomorrow night, I am willing to sit down with the Western world’s two present leaders — President Slater and Prime Minister Cole — as well as whoever is willing to represent the ‘other’ standpoint. Emma… this call is for you. Hell, Clark… you stood next to Godfrey in Argentina and you stood up for Leesha the murderer in Birchwood, so I’ll gladly take this up with you. Tara, always seen but rarely heard, is unlikely to step up. Dan, protected for so long… the situation of chaos and disorder the world finds itself in is all of your doing. Billy Kendrick or Mesut Demir, supposedly driven by discovery… I’d love to ask why you participated in this coverup. And most of all, Chairman Godfrey. Well, I dare you to show.
“It doesn’t matter that it’s not Sunday night, and it doesn’t even matter that I’m contracted to Blitz. I will sit on a special Focus 20/20 panel with Marian de Clerk moderating if that’s what it takes to get any of you to sit down, even after the way I was treated on that show last time. I am not doing this for myself, I am doing this for the good of my planet. Tomorrow night, 8pm.
“Stay tuned to Blitz News throughout the day for more analysis and reaction to this incredible developing story,” Gellar encouraged her viewers, “and make sure your schedule is clear for tomorrow night. Even if the other side doesn’t show up, I’ll be live with Slater and Cole to talk about where humanity goes from here. But one last time for the liars and secret-keepers hiding out in Birchwood or Buenos Aires as the world around us crumbles: I beg you, any of you… just be there. Tomorrow. 8pm. Just be there.”
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“How much worse was that than you expected?” Tara Ford asked, turning to her sister Emma as the Blitz News ‘report’ on the supposed cover-up at Dörtlü Tepe ended.
“It’s nothing we can’t deal with,” Emma said, shaking her head in a manner that looked rather casual.
While this appeared to settle Tara’s nerves somewhat, as evidenced by the immediate relaxing of her shoulders, Dan was paying far too much attention to Emma’s expression to think she was anything but shocked by how far Jan Gellar had gone. Dan himself was surprised by not only how far Jan had gone but also how fast, in that she had just blown the whole load in one fell swoop.
In one regard, this removed the potentially exhausting stress of worrying about when the rest of the information would have been made public — a stress that would likely have become unbearable and left the group with little option but to have taken matters into their own hands in opting to actively manage the message by beating Jan to the final punch.
In another more immediate regard, however, Jan’s rapid-fire reveal of every single image and video file from Dörtlü Tepe offered all the solace of three bullets to the heart fired in case the first and second didn’t quite hit their mark.
Gellar had taken no chances and left nothing to the viewers’ imagination, moving beyond the old tried and tested attention-maximising technique of drip-feeding a major revelation slowly in a manner that would have ensured colossal ratings for each additional heavily advertised revelation.
Indeed, going further still than merely leaving nothing to the imagination, Jan had evidently attempted to preemptively ensure that her viewers were imagining only the worst things: hostility and danger at the hands of the previously unknown giant aliens shown in the carvings, and a nefarious betrayal at the hands of the ICA’s leading Planetary Liaisons.
In a room containing those three Planetary Liaisons in the form of Godfrey, Dan and Tara, this point wasn’t lost.
Although Dan could sense that Emma’s level of shock over the precise angle Jan had taken was at least as great as anyone else’s, he understood perfectly well why she was downplaying it.
At least, he thought he understood and he thought she was downplaying it, but something Clark said as he issued his own initial reaction to the news report indicated that perhaps this wasn’t the case.
“This is bad,” the elder McCarthy brother said. “Like, she literally couldn’t have done anything worse unless she’d had spy-cam footage of us talking about secrets or something like that. But we’ve known she was going to do something like this ever since we found out Mesut’s stuff was stolen, and the main thing is that you guys are back in one piece. This is bad, like I said, but ten minutes ago we didn’t have room in our minds to worry about what would happen with the stolen images because we were so worried about you guys. Dan, Tara, you were gone for way longer than we expected. Even if we were all pretending to be pretty calm when we spoke about it out loud, we were all starting to think something had gone majorly wrong. So yeah… this is bad, but like Emma said: it’s something we can deal with. There was nothing we could do to bring you guys back any sooner, so I’m just glad to be out of that horrible helpless zone where we’ve all spent far too long in the past few years.”
William Godfrey, standing with a pensive hand on his chin, nodded in support of Clark’s words and straightened his back as though stirred by the comments. He glanced back and forth between Leesha and Emma, as though trying to more fully read both of their non-verbal reactions. Leesha’s news that New Kerguelen had descended into even greater chaos than Earth during the trio’s absence was alarming, and hadn’t fully sunk in due to Jan Gellar’s unwelcome intervention beginning just seconds after he first announced it.
The alien’s face looked no more troubled now than before Jan had spoken, which didn’t surprise Godfrey given both that Clark and Emma were right about this issue being something they could at least actively attempt to deal with, and also that the apparent desolation on New Kerguelen was a very natural thing for him to be preoccupied with.
The relative pettiness of human secrets and media manipulation, however consequential they were when the stakes were this high, understandably took second place in Leesha’s mind to so much of New Birchwood having burned to the ground, and no one could begrudge him that.
The ICA’s inaugural Chairman said nothing, but if anyone had been looking at his expression they would have known that his thoughts were running at a mile a minute as options tumbled around his brain like pancakes being flipped.
“So I guess it goes without saying that you are going to take her up on the Focus 20/20 challenge?” Chip Petrovic interjected, directly facing Emma to address the question to her. “I know tomorrow night feels like a long way away, but…”
“For sure,” Emma said, “on both parts. It is a long way away and there’s a lot to be done before then, but we can’t run away and if I publicly accept the challenge right away then it shows we’re not trying to hide. My gut says Gellar probably hasn’t cleared the whole Focus 20/20 idea with the network or Marian de Clerk, but it’s going to be way too big of a deal for anyone to back down. Including and especially us.”
At last, Godfrey spoke up: “Right: us. I’ll be with you on the panel, Emma” he said. “One little part of me sees sense in trying to keep an element of surprise and not letting them know that Dan and I will be there — Dan, I think it goes without saying you’ll be with us, too — because we need them to be on the back foot. Needless to say, though, this isn’t a game or even the usual kind of political brinksmanship. We need to do the utilitarian thing; whatever causes the least problems, and whatever helps with the disorder that’s already happening.”
As muted talking heads on the projector screen reacted to Jan Gellar’s hyperbolic fear-mongering, their mouths flapping excitedly like those of ventriloquists’ dummies, Leesha broke his own proverbial silence by sending a telepathic thought to all of his patch-wearing human friends:
“The situation on New Kerguelen is grave, but the disorder has quickly been brought under control,” the troubled alien announced. “The worst has already passed, and our future is one of rebuilding. Here, however, the worst is on the way. For your planet-mates, seeing those carvings of the Architects would have been frightening and unsettling even if they had emerged during a calmer time… and even if those fools had not tried so hard to make it all seem as frightening as possible. When the first plaques were found and revealed, Sakko and I were surprised by how badly humanity reacted. We didn’t expect such a fearful response from such ambiguous messages, but this time I have that experience to draw on. I will defer to Emma and Chairman Godfrey today, in terms of how best to mitigate disorder in the next twenty-four hours, but I explicitly insist on appearing tomorrow night to address the fools and their peddling of fear. They have gotten away with this for too long, and it ends here.”
“You want to actually be on the show?” Clark asked, his tone supportive. “Like, to speak?”
Leesha performed his familiar slow nod. “Perhaps via the communications table we used at the United Nations, so our enemies are not reliant on any of you relaying my words and so we do not have to grant them access to any patches.”
Emma and Godfrey shared a quick glance, the latter quietly pleased that Leesha had thrown in the Chairman title when referring to him moments earlier. Without needing to say anything, both clearly approved of the idea for Leesha to so decisively step out of the shadows. His use of the word ‘enemies’ didn’t go unnoticed, either, and somehow offered a degree of reassurance.
Everyone in the group knew Leesha was on their side until the bitter end, naturally, but hearing so explicitly that he considered Jan Gellar and the powerful forces around her as enemies was nevertheless more than welcome.
In the meantime, decisions had to be made about the best time for Dan, Tara and Godfrey to step out of the shadows, too.
“All anyone else knows is what I said in the TV speech I did from my office yesterday,” Emma said, struggling to believe it really had only been one full day since Godfrey had been so publicly abducted from his podium at the ICA. Phil Norris had since been killed, while the brave trio of explorers had since ventured across a previously unexplored gate. The general public knew none of this, with all they had to go on being Emma’s line that Godfrey and Dan were assisting the Messengers in dealing with an ill-defined problem on New Kerguelen.
There had been a great deal of truth in this, since at the time Dan had been on New Kerguelen trying to deal with the issues caused by the gate’s discovery and Godfrey had been taken by Sakko for his input on the same matter, but the devil was most certainly in the detail.
The new details Leesha had just brought from New Kerguelen, and even more so the details his exploration group had brought from Sanctuary, offered a way forward. Billy’s absence was a potentially complicating factor, as Emma realised only too well, but Leesha seemed utterly convinced that he could be recovered the following evening — just as soon as Jan Gellar and her chaos-seeding cabal had been sent packing.
That the cabal now seemed to include both President Slater and Prime Minister Cole was a development no one could have seen coming, at least in regards to Slater’s apparent move to the dark side, but all these developments served to do in Emma’s mind was reinforce the destabilising wildcard effect of a power vacuum.
Godfrey’s disappearance and perhaps more accurately the uncertainty over whether he would ever return had flipped global politics on its head, and with every second of thought Emma gave to Slater’s position she came to understand that winning Cole’s trust before stabbing him in the back was probably the wisest move at the President’s disposal, as Machiavellian as it was.
Hitching her cart to an absent Chairman would have been an impossible position to maintain for long, and it was no secret within circles of power that Slater had been getting more than a little tired of being an afterthought whenever Godfrey was assembling a team to react to alien-related developments.
“It’s Timo,” Dan suddenly said, reading the word from Emma’s phone before the ringtone even began to air. Having reacted instantly to the phone’s initial vibration on the table beside him, he held it out to Emma.
“Take it,” she suggested, not wanting to keep the Italian waiting.
Dan picked up. “Hello?”
The line was quiet for a few uncertain seconds. “Dan? When did… oh, it can wait. I’m glad you’re safe. Please pass this to Emma and Godfrey, okay? It’s a new message from Mesut.”
“Hang on,” Dan said, lifting the phone away from his ear and activating its speaker mode. “Okay, go. Uh, everyone else: this is a new message from Mesut.”
Timo cleared his throat and began to read: “If what I’m about to do goes wrong, I’m sorry for everything. If you’re in touch with the aliens, please don’t let them interfere: the course of action I’m taking here is a considered one, even if it seems rash. Please give my thanks to Billy for all he’s done for me, my begrudging thanks to Godfrey for getting us out, and my endless thanks to Dan and his family for their relentless pursuit of truth. And Timo, my friend… thank you.”
“Did you call him?” Emma asked, first to react out loud as the others shared looks of concerned confusion.
“Immediately,” Timo replied. “His line was already dead. Whether he switched the phone off or lost signal, I can’t be sure. He was still at the Buenos Aires Gravesen, last I knew, but I don’t think we can trust the security staff there.”
“I’d sooner trust Gellar herself,” Godfrey lamented, “after what those shit-stains let happen at Cole’s fat little hands last night. So no, we most decidedly won’t reach out to them.”
“What do you think Mesut is going to do?” Tara asked, directing it mainly to Timo but simply hoping that anyone might have a better idea than the blank slate her mind was coming up with. “And what does he think might go wrong?”
No one answered, leaving Tara even more uncomfortable than before she raised the question.
Timo’s voice, coming loud and clear through the phone, broke the silence a few seconds later. “In any case, before you fill me in on what happened at the gate, which I’m dying to know, if I may make one suggestion to Godfrey, if he’s hearing this?”
“I am,” Godfrey replied, biting his tongue for once on the lack of a ‘Chairman’ in Timo’s address.
“Good,” the Italian said. “I’m just thinking… after what Gellar just said, we’re going to need serious security at Dörtlü Tepe as a matter of urgency. Remember Tibet a few years ago? The last thing anyone needs are scenes of uniformed security guards rough-housing civilians, but we do need to make sure the site is safe. Can we rely on the Turkish police, or is there any chance Cole and Slater could exert pressure on the government to order them to stand down? It sounds ridiculous, I know, but if those two really are in cahoots with Gellar and her puppet-masters then nothing is off the table.”
“I’ll get on it,” Godfrey said. “And it’s an excellent point, Timo. Would you like to stay on the line with Dan and Tara while I deal with this? I need to make some calls before the situation develops.”
“Absolutely,” Timo said. At that point, Godfrey set off to Emma’s office of his own accord with barely a glance back to check if she was following.
He sought privacy, from the others rather than Emma, but wasn’t sure he wanted even her to know what reluctant action he was about to take…
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“We’ll know for sure whether they’re right in a matter of seconds,” John Cole said, addressing an anxious President Slater as the two stood in her suite and gazed out from the large window. “But the intelligence is clear: Demir is doing this.”
Slater didn’t let out a troubled sigh, but only managed to hold it in thanks to countless years of experience in keeping her emotions to herself. “You didn’t predict this,” she said, turning accusingly to Cole.
“Did you?” he shot back.
“Did I start any of this?”
Cole grinned. “No; I was the one with the necessary foresight.”
In lieu of any words, and loath to give him the satisfaction of any kind of expressive reaction, Slater turned back to the window. Cole was a snake, and one whose head she would only too gladly detach from his body once the venom within him had done its work on the other obstacles in her path.
She had found herself endlessly lamenting the situation throughout the day, both wishing Godfrey had kept her in the loop and feeling no remorse for working against him in his absence for the very reason that he hadn’t. He had cut her out at every juncture, always willing to use her support to bring legitimacy to his positions and schemes but never so willing to show the respect her office deserved.
Whether or not Godfrey would be back anytime soon, President Slater was now irreversibly committed to a course of action which had his Chairman’s seat as her ultimate destination.
For all of John Cole’s evident skill in getting things done, he was consistently reckless and sloppy to an extent Slater had never seen at any level of politics — let alone this highest echelon. No scandal ever seemed to stick to him, much less look capable of bringing him down, but Slater knew his luck had to run out at some point.
That it was luck rather than brilliance was utterly undeniable, although no one could deny Cole was brilliant at getting into the high-profile messes he was somehow always lucky enough to get out of.
Slater’s current hope was that Cole’s plan to decisively discredit Godfrey and open up the route to the Chairmanship would succeed, and that she would be the one to end his streak of surviving tricky situations when she pulled the rug from under him at the last minute and waltzed across the finish line along a path his actions had cleared.
Cole was using Slater in a similar manner to that in which she was using him, of course, and she was far too long in the tooth to have any illusions that this wasn’t the case. Indeed, Cole had been remarkably and almost refreshingly forthright about his intention to take the Chairmanship and his view that working with Slater until they became rivals once more was their greatest chance of ensuring that Godfrey — if and when he returned — couldn’t continue his unbroken streak of surviving events that would have destroyed almost any other politician in history.
Through the IDA hoax, with Richard Walker’s lie dressed up as a secret, all the way through DS-1’s failed launch and the short-lived existence of multiple Contact-focused organisations under his control, William Godfrey had exhibited a cockroach-like ability to stubbornly persist and a phoenix-like ability to rise again.
As Cole had said to Slater just hours earlier, however, he saw Godfrey as a lucky cat who was either on his ninth life or who was already gone for good. Whether or not the Chairman returned, Cole felt absolutely positive that their current collective efforts to tarnish his legacy by blowing open the Dörtlü Tepe ‘cover-up’ would be the silver bullet that ended his self-serving reign once and for all.
For the moment, however, William Godfrey wasn’t the man in Cole’s mind, nor in Slater’s.
Right on cue, that man stepped forward into the otherwise desolate lockdown zone in front of the Buenos Aires Gravesen.
“What the hell is in that briefcase?” Slater wondered aloud.
Cole narrowed his eyes, impressed by Slater’s vision at such a distance.
“Valerie,” he said, “you don’t have to be in on this next part. I won’t hold it against you in any way, but sometimes holding on to a little plausible deniability isn’t the worst thing in the world.”
Slater was sufficiently surprised by Cole’s words to momentarily turn away from the window again. “He’s with them,” she said, sensing where Cole was going and not liking it. “John, for God’s sake, there are escalations and there are escalations!”
“Correct,” the Prime Minister said, dispassionately lifting his phone from his pocket. “So let’s just hope he doesn’t escalate…”
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“What’s the approach here?” Emma asked when she caught up with Godfrey just a few paces short of her office door, having left Piper in Tara’s highly capable and welcoming hands.
“They are going to try to get the police to stand down at Dörtlü Tepe,” Godfrey said. “In fact, they’ve probably already made that move.”
Emma said nothing. Suddenly, the Chairman looked extremely concerned.
He rubbed his chin in thought and went on: “Yes, Timo is right. We need serious security to protect the site, because they want scenes of protestors destroying the pillar and probably trying to coarsely dig up other areas. The trouble is, the security teams we have on the ground to guard the Turkish sites are far too small to deal with an influx of professional protestors like the idiots are likely to send. Timo has a small group of security guards, but they’re not the kind you lean on at a time like this. If we can’t count on the police being present, I will rely on the ICA personnel we’ve had stationed in Ankara since I learned of the site’s significance.”
“We’re making a lot of leaps of imagination here,” Emma counselled, keen to avoid any overreactions. “All this talk of professional protestors, at such short notice. And even if you’re right, what do you suggest?”
Godfrey took a deep breath. “Emma, on reflection, I’d like to politely suggest that you leave the room before I pass on my instructions. I value your input more than any other individual’s, without exception, but it’s probably for your own good if you don’t feel part of this decision. I hope it doesn’t come to pass, to be clear, but with the level of escalation they’ve made in siding with Gellar and leaking the Dörtlü Tepe news, the gloves are off.”
When Godfrey finished speaking, Emma walked to the door. He breathed a sigh of relief that she seemed to understand, then found it turning suddenly to a rueful sigh as she stopped short of opening it to leave and instead locked the security latch.
“We’re in this together,” she said. “Our hands are in the same dirt and our backs are against the same wall here, Godfrey, so don’t worry about my conscience getting in the way.”
Although he didn’t smile at these words — the stakes were much too high for anything like that — Godfrey gave Emma a quick nod of respect.
For her part, Emma had taken no umbrage whatsoever to what she saw as a well-intentioned offer to shield her from whatever Godfrey was about to order. He must have known that her security cameras and microphones would capture whatever he said and did, she figured, and her own need to be in on it in real-time ran far deeper than a simple desire to be in the loop.
She had to know what the situation was, given that not only was her whole family so intimately wrapped up in it all but that they were also housing the AWOL Godfrey at the very moment he was set to issue these grave-sounding orders.
At Chip Petrovic’s house, Clark had saved Emma from the need to overtly give her assent for Leesha’s permanent elimination of the intruders. She appreciated that greatly, for what it was worth, and could see similar intent in Godfrey’s offer here even though it wasn’t quite on the same level of life and death.
Or so she thought.
“Very well,” Godfrey nodded. “I have to absolutely insist that you don’t waste any of our time or breath on disagreements, should you have any, because this is literally the only acceptable course of action. I will first issue an order for our Turkish security officers to immediately begin satellite surveillance, with Timo’s help, so that we can gather evidence that many individuals in the inevitable horde that descends on Dörtlü Tepe have indeed been bussed in as professional protestors. Undeniable proof of that will be crucial to protect our men from the fallout if things go the way I fear they might.”
“Just what are we talking about here?” Emma asked. “What orders are you thinking of giving here?”
“Shoot to kill,” the ICA Chairman replied. “Early and decisively.”
Emma didn't gasp or widen her eyes in shock, instead only raising her eyebrows very slightly as though encouraging Godfrey to repeat himself in case she’d misheard.
“The first thing Timo thought of was the shambles in Tibet when Western tourists clashed with my Chinese GSC guards. Remember? It was an international incident, and no one had anything beyond mild cuts and bruises. You can bet your bottom dollar our enemies are thinking about that day, and assuming that any security forces under my organisation’s command will be similarly hesitant to act decisively.”
Emma kept quiet, thinking deeply as Godfrey spoke.
“But at Lake Namtso, those guards were merely protecting a site of significant interest,” he continued. “At Dörtlü Tepe, we’re protecting the most important archaeological site ever discovered. I hope the fools do underestimate our response, and I’m sure they will. Professional protestors aren’t driven by passion, obviously, so they will flee at the first sign of serious pushback. People will do a lot of things for money, Emma, but dying is rarely one of them. When I say ‘early and decisively’ on the shoot to kill order, that applies to a situation in which the mob doesn’t respond to the threat. The side benefit, to take an admittedly detached stance, is that a death will positively force the police to lock down the site. I’m not concerned in the slightest about what Turkish authorities might do at the site in the next few days, because they see it as a national treasure. I believe they would welcome a lockdown, and I’m not entirely sure Slater and Cole will have succeeded in encouraging the police to stand down. But if Ding is with them, too, and especially if they’ve sweet-talked the Russians, I think that level of international pressure would be difficult to withstand, particularly with the troubles the Turkish economy has suffered of late.”
After several years spent advising some of the world’s most powerful figures, Emma for the first time felt decidedly out of her depth. It was the words ‘shoot to kill’ that did it, bringing a somewhat militaristic life-and-death feel to an issue she had previously viewed as political. There was no message to manage here, only orders to dish out to heavily armed men who seemed set to be confronted by a mercenary horde of angry protestors.
Emma didn’t regret insisting upon being part of Godfrey’s decision-making process, or at least being in on it even if his tone and words made clear that she wouldn’t have had much of a say if she’d disagreed. Nevertheless, the weight on her shoulders was greater than it had been a few minutes earlier.
Godfrey was certainly right that a death at Dörtlü Tepe would lock down the site, and a large part of Emma’s mind thought that he was downplaying the weight of that consideration in this plan as a whole.
Protecting Dörtlü Tepe from ransacking was certainly important, but Emma understood full well that there was more going on here than that.
The sanctity of the site was as important in a symbolic sense as any other, and any overrunning of security forces would have been a significant early moral victory for the forces behind Jan Gellar’s leak.
Emma couldn’t help but wonder how much of an ‘emergency stop’ Godfrey’s immediate return to public view would be, but with the world currently so angered and concerned about the leaked carvings she didn’t think it was worth the risk of finding out. That he hadn’t even suggested that course of action suggested that similar thoughts had been dismissed just as quickly in his own mind, and things were moving so quickly that there would have likely been insufficient time to do anything on that front before the protestors began to arrive, in any case.
“The only thing to do is protect the site immediately and issue firm orders to use lethal force when necessary,” Godfrey reaffirmed, keen to shut down any nascent doubts that may have been growing in his sole confidante. “This is going to be an insignificant footnote in a few days once we’ve shown the world what Slater and Cole have done and once we can reveal all the exciting news about Sanctuary and begin assisting our friends from above in restoring true stability to New Kerguelen. We can’t lose sight of that.”
Emma hesitated, then shook away her final doubts with a Leesha-like nod; slowly up and slowly down, as though emphasising her support with the deliberate nature of the gesture.
Godfrey lifted his phone from his pocket and rapidly typed a message to the head of his local Turkish ICA security force. The recipient was a serious man, well decorated in a long public career, and was in such a position precisely because Godfrey trusted him absolutely. The ICA Chairman nevertheless included a brief note explaining that he was indeed alive and well, and asking the man to avoid mentioning this to anyone else for the time being.
The message explained the situation and warned of the imminent presence of mercenary ‘protestors’ intent on defiling the priceless artefacts at Dörtlü Tepe, which Godfrey insisted had to be protected at any and all cost. His final three words, referring to an order only to be executed in a true emergency, were the bluntest of all: “shoot to kill.”
“It might not come to this,” Godfrey said as he hit send, with Emma having moved to stand over his shoulder and read the words at his explicit invitation to do so. “But it might.”
Emma gulped, then walked back to the door. This time she unlocked and opened it in one quick double movement, tipping her head in encouragement for Godfrey to follow and rejoin the others to deal with the other million things they had to handle.
Before she took a single step towards the living room, though, much less began explaining the difficult action they had just taken, Clark arrived to greet her.
“Good,” he panted. “I was just coming to get you guys. Come on, it’s Mesut.”
Godfrey’s expression perked up. “On the phone?”
“TV,” Clark said as he hurried back to the living room. “He’s walking outside the hotel, heading for the cameras. He has a briefcase in his hand and he really doesn’t look in a good frame of mind at all.”
Emma’s heart sank as she recalled the words from the message Timo had relayed from Mesut just minutes earlier: ‘If what I’m about to do goes wrong, I’m sorry for everything.’
Her least favourite feeling, that of helplessness, was circling once more, and the look she saw on Godfrey’s suddenly pale face suggested that he was experiencing similar feelings.
“I think he’s going to kill himself,” she said, hurrying through the house at Godfrey’s side. “What else could it be? I think we should send Leesha to get him, before it’s too late.”
Dan, having heard these words, shook his head and answered before Godfrey had a chance: “Mesut explicitly said not to let the aliens interfere. And this isn’t a public suicide, either. That wouldn’t make sense from any angle, but he said he’ll be sorry if what he’s about to do goes wrong… and if he was trying to kill himself, succeeding would be going right, if you know what I mean.”
“We have to respect his wishes,” Leesha decided, ending that discussion once and for all as he stared at the projector screen in the same manner untold millions of humans were staring at TVs around the globe. “Mesut is an honest man, good and true.”
Dan exhaled sharply, approving of these words but growing tenser by the second as Mesut neared the cameras. The archaeologist was making a symbolic beeline for the very spot from which John Cole had addressed the media an impossibly long day earlier, and that detail was lost on no one.
“He’s a good man,” Godfrey said. “He stuck with Kendrick when they got arrested and kept his mouth shut when questions were asked. Leesha is right to let him talk.”
Outvoted by the others and clearly outranked by Leesha, Emma tried to calm her breathing and accept their decision not to interfere.
She hoped beyond hope that Mesut Demir wasn’t going to kill himself, and the next few minutes would prove that hope well founded.
The good news didn’t end there, however, but only because there was no good news.
For despite the reality that Emma’s worst fear wouldn’t come to pass, there were certain other outcomes that she hadn’t even considered.
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Just weeks after the discovery of a lifetime at Dörtlü Tepe, and just hours after realising that the images of the site which had been entrusted to his care had been stolen from a supposedly secure hotel safe, Mesut Demir was experiencing a tumultuous rush of feelings like none he had ever known.
He was able to withstand only minutes of the public notoriety that followed Jan Gellar’s Blitz News exposé, with his phone and computer having metaphorically blown up with notifications of incoming messages and an unprecedented number of mentions on his typically lowkey social media accounts.
Mesut’s name was on the same pedestal, for the time being, as not only Billy Kendrick’s but also those of Dan McCarthy and William Godfrey. Worst of all, none of them were being spoken of fondly in any of the countless posts Mesut saw among the initial influx.
When the nature and tone of Gellar’s revelations had seen to it that even Dan, a hero to so many, was being referred to in widely shared posts as everything from a traitor to a hypocrite, a lesser known figure like Mesut had no chance. This was explicitly highlighted in posts from some major celebrities — the kinds of posts that tended to go viral first in the aftermath of big events or announcements, since so many people followed their accounts and saw whatever they posted immediately — with Hollywood A-lister Kaitlyn Judd being a prime example.
“There has to be more to it than we know,” Kaitlyn had innocently but carelessly speculated to her audience of tens of millions. “Dan doesn’t deal in lies like this. I don’t know where Billy and Godfrey fit in, but this Mesut guy might have been keeping everything from Dan. That makes more sense than anything else right now.”
The first time Jan uttered Mesut’s name on live TV had been the first time the overwhelming majority of viewers had ever heard it, so it was unsurprising that the context of his introduction had quickly made him public enemy number one.
The most common form of reaction to the images was one of unbridled fear, with many commentators doing their usual thing of trying to outdo each other in hyping the supposedly inevitable catastrophes that lay ahead. Fear and hyperbole were the currency of social media, as most observers knew and were increasingly tired of, given that the most extreme views on either side of any issue were likely to be the ones that won most engagement from both sympathetic and opposing commenters.
After fear, quite understandably, came anger. Mesut didn’t need access to any expensive Social Media Meta Analysis software to know this was the case, since a single glance to the side of his screen showed a list of trending words that began with the likes of “hostile” and “invasion” before continuing with “cover-up” and “liars”.
Both reactions were equally understandable to Mesut, given the way Gellar had framed the carvings, but both were also equally overblown. Absent of Gellar’s editorial interpretations, Mesut doubted that many people besides the professional doomsayers would have been talking about the tall aliens as imminent threats. There was undoubtedly an element of unsettling awe that came with gazing upon their sheer size, he recognised, but the interactions that had been immortalised on the only pillar excavated so far looked perfectly peaceful.
They had also occurred somewhere around ten thousand years ago at the earliest, which Gellar had taken care to avoid pointing out in any reassuring terms, so to Mesut’s mind there would have been no reason to assume Earth was in any imminent danger even if the carvings had shown a scene of confrontation rather than communication.
With no idea as to the whereabouts of anyone else implicated in the supposedly traitorous cover-up, Mesut Demir felt more alone than he had at any point of his life. This solitude was also one of the two driving factors that gave him an unshakeable sense of responsibility to publicly respond to the potentially dangerous and destabilising nonsense that Jan Gellar had just spouted to a live audience of millions.
The other factor, and perhaps the stronger of the two that carried Mesut out of his room and towards the cameras and reporters who were stationed as close to the Buenos Aires Gravesen as its security lockdown zone would allow, was quite simply the guilt he felt for having lost the images.
Mesut didn’t fully understand that he had been bested by a hoaxed security threat that also duped the teams guarding individuals as illustrious as President Slater and indeed the vast majority of the hotel’s honest security staff; but even if he had known, this wouldn’t have been likely to ease his guilt much.
After all, when it came down to it, the images had been stolen from his safe — no one else’s. Dan, Billy and Godfrey, wherever they were, weren’t responsible for that. Mesut was acutely aware that Dan in particular had trusted him with the safekeeping of the potentially earth-shattering images, which Mesut had been set to privately reveal to the rest of the ICA’s executive council during a meeting scheduled for the hours after Godfrey’s abortive inauguration speech.
Even though there was little to nothing Mesut could have done to guard the images any more closely than he had, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he had let Dan down in a personal sense.
Mere minutes in the public spotlight had Mesut feeling like an ant trapped under a magnifying glass being gleefully grasped by the grubby fingers of a fat child on a hot day. When he considered that Dan had been selflessly and stoically enduring this kind of attention and a lot more for several years, the guilt only intensified.
Dan’s name is being dragged through the dirt again, Mesut lamented, all while he’s not here to defend himself… and all because of me.
It was therefore guilt more than anything else that carried Mesut Demir across the expansive and otherwise empty lockdown zone outside the Buenos Aires Gravesen. Like everyone else, Mesut had seen footage from the previous day of the same lot being crossed by the lone figure of John Cole — a chaos-seeking fat child with a magnifying glass if ever there was one — and the consideration didn’t escape him that he was only able to leave the hotel and walk towards the media because someone had given the order to allow it.
Mesut didn’t give this point too much attention, so full was his mind of other thoughts, but it arose briefly each time he passed another security or police officer among the few dozen who guarded the outer edge of the secure zone at consistent intervals.
There was no raucous crowd awaiting Mesut like the one that had greeted Cole, who had timed his approach perfectly to coincide with a passing demonstration, but Mesut didn’t mind that. All that mattered was the presence of a dozen or so TV cameras, all of which were positioned to provide their station’s on-site reporters with the closest possible backdrop of the increasingly newsworthy hotel.
In this regard, the Buenos Aires Gravesen wasn’t altogether unlike the Birchwood drive-in, Mesut reflected as he eventually drew near enough to make out some logos on the parked news vans. His approach was by now causing much excitement among the media pack, none of whom had really expected anything much to happen during their shifts and none of whom had ever dared to dream that the suddenly famous Mesut Demir himself would grace them with his presence.
With every step, Mesut could hear more commotion to go along with the sight of reporters and technicians rushing around. Until his arrival at the very edge of the zone he ignored direct calls from the reporters, which all came his way in English but in varying international accents, but that arrival came within no more than another minute or so of the logos coming into view.
There was no Blitz News van, mercifully enough, but the calls from the rest of the reporters were far from universally friendly. Accusatory would have been a better adjective for most of them, with antagonistic and even aggressive perhaps more suitable for a handful of others.
Saying his piece wasn’t going to take Mesut long, but the hostility of his small audience was going to make it more difficult than he had imagined.
He tried to clear his mind of these concerns, minor only relative to the gravity of the broader situation, and prepared to address the crowd with the bravest face he could muster.
Here we go…
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Far sooner than he had expected to do so, one of New Kerguelen’s most prominent engineers found himself knocking once more on the door of the planet’s Hall of Memories.
Kajeel, trusted by senior Messengers like few others in his younger generation, had hurried from his station in Sector Zero to break some truly remarkable news to Boon, the Planetary Historian who he in turn opted to trust over anyone else.
With Leesha on Earth and Sakko still at the Great Shelter to ensure none of the planet’s temporarily locked down citizens grew disruptive, Boon struck Kajeel as the most appropriate point of contact to share this news with — just as he had slightly earlier in the day when preliminary data from the mothership’s flyover had come in.
That data had been interesting enough, with the mothership having shared observational data with ground-based machinery as soon as Leesha piloted it back through the gateway between New Kerguelen and the mysterious world of Sanctuary.
During his very brief touchdown on the surface, Leesha had been experiencing too much urgency to reveal anything about that planet to Boon, the only other Messenger he saw among the wreckage of New Birchwood given that everyone beyond those serving essential purposes were locked down in the aftermath of unprecedented disorder.
Kajeel was one such essential worker, and his data so far amounted to the totality about what anyone on New Kerguelen knew of Sanctuary and what had happened during the visiting group’s time there. So far, only he and Boon knew that Leesha’s group had descended from the mothership in its self-contained saucer-like craft, or indeed that Sanctuary seemed to have an atmosphere which rendered it perfectly habitable for both humans and Messengers.
Since Kajeel had first rushed to share this news with Boon, powerful computers in his workplace had been processing all manner of data and drawing some extremely specific conclusions about the world of Sanctuary.
What carried him back now at the fastest pace of his life, however, was not a just-completed computational calculation. Instead, it related to a data point that wasn’t being automatically analysed and which would have slipped under the radar if he hadn’t been looking at something else in an area of his screen which allowed the incredible revelation to fall within his peripheral vision.
Kajeel couldn’t hide his conflicted excitement as the door swung open and Boon beckoned him inside.
“No,” the young engineer said. “This time, you’re coming with me.”
As Boon studied the unusual expression on Kajeel’s face, which seemed to be one of hesitation and was at odds with the body language of his bouncing feet and loose shoulders, he simply shook his head. “Why would you want me to go with you? You know I can’t leave the artefacts. Guarding them is my duty — explicitly so.”
“You’re going to want to see what I found in the data,” Kajeel replied, growing anxiously impatient. “Trust me. Boon… trust me.”
“I do trust you, Kajeel; that’s why I don’t need to see what you’ve found, I just need to hear it.”
The younger Messenger bounced with ever-greater agitation. “You wouldn’t believe it. I wouldn’t believe it if you were telling me. I wouldn’t think you were lying, just like you wouldn’t think I was lying, but I would absolutely positively definitely think you had read the data incorrectly. This is something that doesn’t make sense. Or, more to the point, this is something that’s going to utterly and eternally alter our conception of what does make sense. Boon, this is as big as The Visit,” Kajeel said in a suddenly hushed tone, using the term Messengers always did when referring to the first ever arrival of humans on New Kerguelen in the form of Dan McCarthy and Tara Ford.
Boon narrowed his eyes.
“This is as big as The Uncloaking,” Kajeel went on, this time referring to the moment when his planet’s general population first learned the horrifying truth that their whole species had been deceived by another — the Architects — for thousands of years; and worst of all that the machines they had spent their whole lives viewing as ‘Elders’ were in fact nothing more than radio conduits to their distant deceivers.
“You could have told me by now,” Boon said, growing impatient in his own right.
“If my father was still here, I would have taken this to him,” Kajeel said. “And if he was standing in this spot bringing it to you, you would follow without delay. Don’t act like it isn’t true.”
This comment caught Boon entirely off-guard, instantly transforming his feelings and expression of frustration into ones more befitting of the sombre tone Kajeel adopted. The youngster’s father had been a roundly respected engineer in his own right, highly prominent in his day and remembered as much for his ability to bring typically antagonistic castes together as his excellent engineering work. The esteem in which he was still held was the principal reason why the Squadron had chosen his son Kajeel as the engineer to man the computers in Sector Zero during the current planet-wide lockdown, and Boon knew that Kajeel wasn’t one to bring up his father lightly. Life in his shadow couldn’t be easy, and Kajeel’s words brought that point home to Boon like never before.
Kajeel was a proud and independent engineer, and Boon took his decision to evoke his father’s memory as an act of desperation rather than manipulation.
“I’ll come,” the Planetary Historian decided, stepping outside and securely locking the doorway to the precious Hall of Memories as he spoke. “But if this is a false alarm, or if you’re overselling it…”
“Thank you,” Kajeel said. “If you think we should take it to Sakko immediately, we’ll do so. I’ll defer to you, Boon. And believe me: this discovery would be impossible to oversell.”
With his decision made to leave the Hall of Memories, Boon felt his hesitations and concerns lifting with every step. It took no small effort to keep pace with the younger and eager Kajeel, but Boon himself was growing more excited as he grew closer to Sector Zero.
“Do you have data proving they found life on Sanctuary?” he asked, calling ahead to Kajeel as much to slow him down as to seek an answer. This struck him as the most likely explanation for the nature of Kajeel’s enthusiasm, which was positive in a broad but not unbridled sense and which seemed suited to an individual who had discovered something more incredible than wonderful; more miraculous than marvellous.
“Oh, there’s intelligent life on Sanctuary, alright,” Kajeel replied, like this was the smallest side-point in the world. “But that’s nothing compared to this…“
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GRAVESEN HOTEL
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
For some unexplored reason, Mesut had expected the reporters to be so happy to see him emerge during their shifts that it would cancel out any anger for his role in the supposed cover-up regarding Dörtlü Tepe.
Upon consideration, however, he could understand quite easily how and why their negative personal reactions to something as important as the pillar’s recent discovery were strong enough to cancel out their professional gratefulness for his presence.
This further reinforced the reality of just how angry the world was at Mesut and his equally innocent allies, who had endeavoured to responsibly handle the potentially explosive discovery precisely because they knew how it would be twisted by the likes of Jan Gellar and her fear-mongering colleagues.
Every worst case scenario seemed to have come to pass within the past twenty-four hours, and Mesut took the deepest breath of his life as he stopped just a few metres from the fence that kept the reporters at bay.
Several police officers on the other side of that fence and security officers on his side stood between Mesut and the reporters, causing frustration among the cameramen seeking unbroken shots, and their presence once again reaffirmed to Mesut that he was being allowed to talk only because someone had made that call.
He politely asked if a slight space could be made, since he wanted to be seen and heard clearly just as much as the reporters wanted him to.
Seemingly after waiting for an order from a higher authority than Mesut Demir, one police officer wordlessly encouraged his colleagues to part. The fence was still in place, after all, even as the security officers on Mesut’s side mirrored the movements of the local police.
With the scene perfectly set, Mesut blinked rapidly and exhaled sharply. He knew that he was unlikely to be able to fully clear his name, or Dan’s, but addressing the issue would at least save them from looking evasively guilty. All he could do was try, and he owed Dan that much, at least.
“Almost everything you heard from Jan Gellar was a lie,” the unassuming archaeologist began, shaking away all of his doubts and issuing the opening statement that had been tumbling through his mind for the duration of his long and lonely walk across the lockdown zone. “There was no cover-up, and there is nothing to be scared of.”
One reporter yelled out angrily as soon as Mesut paused for breath, but several others berated him — one physically — and from then on he remained quiet for the rest of Mesut’s speech.
Mesut’s speech, however, would run far shorter than anyone could have anticipated.
For just as a call had been made to allow him to traverse the otherwise empty lockdown zone and to engage with the reporters, a new call was made just seconds after he raised his briefcase.
“As recently as the early hours of this morning,” he went on, “I was concerned about my safety and my inability to share news of the find at Dörtlü Tepe. It was never supposed to be a secret, we simply had to manage the way the information reached the public. We hoped to have more pillars excavated by now, even though it’s only been a matter of weeks since we discovered the first. But dangerous hidden forces are at work here, and I’ve been worried for my personal safety. On my computer, inside this briefcase, I have absolute proof that—”
In a sudden and decisive instant, Mesut’s speech was over.
His attempt to show that he had recently set up a rudimentary dead man’s switch, to ensure that proof of the find at Dörtlü Tepe would reach the public if he became incapacitated, was over.
In front of a stunned cohort of media personnel and their vast TV audiences, Mesut Demir’s eyes lost focus at the same instant his lips stopped moving.
He made no sound, so well-placed was the bullet that had travelled so far, and the gasps that filled the air all came from those unfortunate enough to witness his death in person.
Crumpling like a rag doll, Mesut Demir hit the ground at the same moment as the briefcase and computer with which he had hoped to ease the growing global panic his discovery and its irresponsible leaking had caused.
In full view of the cameras broadcasting this harrowing moment around the world, Mesut’s life was over.



Part 3



VENDETTA





“Oft have I heard
that grief softens the mind,
And makes it fearful and degenerate;
Think therefore on revenge
and cease to weep.”
William Shakespeare
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GRAVESEN HOTEL
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
As Mesut Demir’s lifeless hand relinquished its grip of the handle, a foolhardy reporter leapt across the fence and grabbed the briefcase. While others ran in the opposite direction for the cover of their vans, this man stood still for a moment as though realising that there was no way out from the situation his ill-calibrated fight-or-flight decision-making process had landed him in.
He dropped the briefcase almost as quickly as he had picked it up, raising his hands to the security and police officers who were already moving to accost him. Before any reached the man, however, he too collapsed to the ground courtesy of a sniper’s bullet to the brainstem.
Three of the four hotel security workers closest to the epicentre of these remarkable scenes fled like the rest of the reporters, while the fourth and seemingly the bravest picked up the briefcase.
Bluntly revealing a tension that had long been bubbling under the surface, three police officers then crossed the fence and seized the briefcase. Despite the security guard offering no resistance, he was told in no uncertain terms to stay exactly where he was and advised that the only reason he wasn’t being handcuffed was to avoid sending an image of disunity to homes around the world via the TV cameras that were still rolling even as their owners sheltered in the nearby news vans.
The man’s expression looked like that of someone whose hand had been caught in the cookie jar, and this didn’t go unnoticed.
To say something wasn’t right would have been a colossal understatement when two men were lying dead at the hands of a gunman who could only be stationed inside the hotel itself, and the police officers were naturally suspicious of this man — a security professional rather than a public servant — whose first instinct had been to pick up the briefcase rather than run away like his cowardly colleagues or attempt to protect the rest of the present civilians like the police.
The second victim was dead because of a similar instinct, admittedly, but that only made the security guard’s action even more suspicious in the eyes of the police. Understandably, they considered it odd that the guard had displayed such inexplicable confidence that the same fate wouldn’t befall him for picking up the briefcase as had befallen the reporter mere seconds earlier.
After taking a few steps towards the fence, as encouraged by the police, the guard appeared to have a sudden change of heart. But rather than engage in any confrontation, he turned and ran towards the distant hotel and waved his hands, pointing to his own head. Before any of the police officers could give meaningful chase, the guard was dead.
He had gotten his wish — silenced before he could be questioned — and the dumbstruck police officers knew then and there that their suspicions had been correct: he was in on it in a way his colleagues hadn’t been, whatever ‘it’ was, and his death would make it more difficult to get to the bottom of a situation that would have been utterly unimaginable just a few minutes earlier.
The senior attendant police officer called for backup that was already on the way, and to them the unfolding storm suddenly made a few ancient carvings seem like the least consequential thing in the world. This wouldn’t be the majority view, of course, but the presence of an active shooter in a hotel full of many of the world’s political leaders was a threat of a kind these officers had never experienced.
The TV cameras on the other side of the fence continued to capture these remarkable moments, but no reporters were brave or foolish enough to venture outside.
In-studio guests around the world were already reacting in stunned shock to what they had just seen, and even those viewers who had considered the Dörtlü Tepe hysteria to be overblown were now getting the sense that their world was a very different place than it had been before Chairman Godfrey’s disappearance, and none particularly liked to think about where things were going next.
The senior police officer crouched down after removing his own jacket and proceeded to respectfully cover Mesut Demir’s face. He encouraged one of his colleagues to do the same to the fallen reporter, but stopped short of issuing an order for the same courtesy to be extended to the security guard who had invited his own death for the uncomfortably apparent reason of seeking to avoid his associates and their motives being extracted from his guilty mind.
Far more unjustifiably, Mesut Demir had died with guilt in his heart, too. The scene before the police officers was more than enough to tell him that the situation regarding the Dörtlü Tepe leak ran far deeper than anyone had previously considered, and they weren’t alone at that moment in vowing to do whatever it took to get to the bottom of it and clear not only Mesut’s name but every other that had been implicated.
In Birchwood, Colorado, where most of the implicated others were watching on in shock, this feeling was even stronger.





P minus 63
PRINCIPAL POINT
SOLAR CITY, SANCTUARY
When night fell on the planet of Sanctuary, a happily exhausted Billy Kendrick was led to a bedroom which had evidently and understandably been designed for a far smaller being but which he was nevertheless very grateful to be shown.
“Thank you,” he said to Dep, who was seemingly second in command only to the Principal and yet had taken it upon himself to show Billy around Solar City with a promise of more to come the following day after the eclipse and the statue-viewing opportunity it provided.
Billy didn’t eat and didn’t feel hungry enough to even think about asking what kinds of things the Smalls themselves subsisted on, such was his general low-maintenance character and such was his excitement at everything he’d seen and everything that lay ahead.
He was given water on several occasions, which was among the most refreshing he could remember tasting and was always served in what felt to him like a small metallic cup but which was in fact typically used as a decanter by his diminutive hosts.
When Billy asked where the water had come from, Dep deadpanned a reply that made Billy grin for several seconds: “It falls from the sky.”
With that sky dark for the night and Billy’s square bed small and hard but a lot better than nothing, he closed his eyes and wondered if he should pinch himself already.
When day came and brought a well-timed eclipse with it, the Smalls’ colossal Mother of Sacrifice would be his to see.
Chances like this didn’t come around often, or indeed ever, and Billy Kendrick was more glad than ever that his friends had let him stay.
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DATA ANALYSIS DIVISION
SECTOR ZERO, NEW KERGUELEN
During the rushed journey back to his workplace with an esteemed visitor in the form of New Kerguelen’s Planetary Historian, Kajeel proved reluctant to reveal any details as to what he had discovered about the distant world of Sanctuary.
Boon stopped asking for more information two minutes into their run, which didn’t take all that much longer, and his anticipation was reaching fever point as Kajeel led him to the workstation from which he had first made the discovery.
“All this data came in from the mothership while Leesha flew overhead after bringing it back across the gateway from Sanctuary,” Kajeel said, setting the scene. He began to point at one piece of data after another while giving Boon quick rundowns of the most important.
“So it’s telling us there are non-natural structures, tectonic and volcanic activity, stable temperatures… none of this is new,” Boon shrugged in disappointment. “You told me on the way here that you know there’s intelligent life, and the initially processed data earlier today told us that conditions were perfectly habitable for us. None of this is new, Kajeel. Why am I here?”
Without speaking another word, the young engineer pointed to two data points in the lower left corner of his screen.
Boon’s mouth fell open in shock.
“See?” Kajeel said, proudly watching the strength of this reaction. “Impossible to oversell, just like I said. This is going to change every—”
“Who else knows?” Boon demanded, turning to Kajeel and looking suddenly serious. “I know you said you brought this to me first, but this is the most important question you’ll ever be asked so I need to make sure you understand how important it is to tell me the truth. Who else knows?”
“No one,” Kajeel insisted. “I really don’t think even Leesha knows this, or he wouldn’t have been able to keep it from you when you spoke. Boon, this isn’t just big… it’s colossal.”
Boon said nothing, only staring intently back at Kajeel as his mind tried to make some kind of guess as to what the young engineer could possibly be getting at.
“You’re first to know because I don’t trust the Squadron like I trust you,” the youngster went on, “and I couldn’t get to Sakko without them knowing I’d found something big. If I’d gone to him in the Shelter, before long the Squadron commanders would have been in here getting their fingers all over everything.”
Boon breathed slowly. This was one piece of good news, at least, since Kajeel was very clearly being honest. It was really more of a consolation rather than truly good news, he considered, but he was grateful nonetheless; for with things already as on-edge as they were, this would have been too much to leak out.
“We can cross-reference the data with some other computational observations,” Kajeel said, stepping forward to control the screen again.
As he did, however, he suddenly felt an uncomfortable sensation around his left wrist. Before he knew how to react, it was bound to his right.
“You didn’t make a mistake trusting me with this information,” Boon said, tightening the slipknot which joined the makeshift handcuffs he had placed on Kajeel’s unsuspecting wrists, “but I’d be making a mistake if I risked letting you entrust it to anyone else.”
Kajeel looked down at his hands, dumbfounded. “What are you doing?”
“Trust that this is for your own good, Kajeel,” Boon replied. “This is for everyone’s good. No one can know about this until Sakko and Leesha decide how to handle it, and your face would betray that you’re holding a secret. I’ll take it from here.”
“I trusted you,” Kajeel spat at him. “My father would—”
“Your father is dead,” Boon said dispassionately. “Kajeel, I’m on your side here. There are some who would kill you and cover this up if they had the chance, and there are others who would go crazy all over again and cause problems that could kill many more. I’ll fetch Sakko; unlike you, I can venture for his opinion without raising suspicion as to why. I’ll bring him here, and you can share your findings. They are your findings, my friend, and responsibly handled they may prove beneficial in ways we can’t yet imagine.”
Kajeel struggled to even look at Boon, a large part of his mind feeling betrayed despite the logical part knowing he hadn’t been, but he slowly managed to meet the Planetary Historian’s eyes.
“Hurry up,” he said, gruffly tipping his head to encourage Boon to get a move on in fetching Sakko. “As you just saw, time might not be on our side…”
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
As television cameras at the edge of the Buenos Aires Gravesen’s lockdown zone relayed harrowing images of Mesut Demir’s death to individuals and families around the world, few reacted with the same level of shock and hurt as those in Birchwood, Colorado.
Mesut was more than just a name to them; more than just a victim. He had been an ally, and a trustworthy one at that, at a time when trust was in short supply.
There was little room for sadness over Mesut’s death, however, given the levels of anger over what wasn’t just a murder but instead had all the hallmarks of a brazen assassination.
So soon after Jan Gellar had publicly revealed not only the images of Dörtlü Tepe and the fact that Mesut was implicated in a supposedly devious cover-up, but had also explicitly named the sources who had leaked them to her as John Cole and Valerie Slater, the sheer level of brazenness at play was almost impossible to comprehend.
Everyone knew that Cole and Slater were in the hotel from which the bullets seemed to have flown, and the very same hotel in which other leaders had reported a suspicious security operation the previous night.
That Mesut’s death was one of three somewhat blunted its impact since so much of the news media’s attention would focus on the bizarre actions of the seemingly suicidal guard who ran towards the hotel while appearing to plead for his own demise. Within a few more minutes, the shooter would be found dead in a manner intended to make it look like a suicide, and within the hour a plausible backstory would emerge courtesy of social media breadcrumbs that had been planted on the patsy’s account over the course of the previous week.
When the initial dust settled, the two dead guards would be painted as anti-Contact extremists whose previous associates would describe them as loners and weirdos. John Cole, mastermind of the scheme, would never have to pay the second half of the illicit rewards he had offered the men in exchange for their inside work of breaking into Mesut’s safe and delivering the contents to Cole’s trusted operatives. Those operatives provided a buffer of sorts — just enough to ensure there had never been any potentially dangerous direct contact between the Prime Minister and the guards whose hands got dirtiest of all in the carrying out of his incredibly bold and reckless plan.
Emma McCarthy, who was feeling a greater degree of amazement than anything else, considered that Cole couldn’t have known what exactly would be found in Mesut’s safe when he first ordered the search and that things wouldn’t have gone anything like this far if the contents hadn’t turned out to be a game-changing jackpot in the form of irrefutable images of a publicly unknown alien discovery.
“Well, they’ve absolutely lost the plot,” Chairman Godfrey said with a surprisingly detached sigh. “They’ll be found out in time even if we stay focused on the bigger issues of Sanctuary’s wonders and the restoration of general order both here and on New Kerguelen, but if need be we can certainly hasten things along with some covert telepathic interrogation. Leesha?”
The alien, typically placid and always non-violent other than when he deemed an action necessary to ensure the safety of himself or his innocent friends, wore an expression no one had ever seen. His eyes didn’t redden in the manner they had when he wore the most remarkable UpLift patch of all — the so-called ‘deep dive’ patch which had more recently had the same effect on Emma — but they looked nothing like they normally did.
On Dan’s first ever meeting with Leesha and Sakko, when Emma had stood uneasily at his side in a cloaked mothership in Lolo National Forest, his own natural fears had been somewhat eased by eyes he considered gentle and primate-like. Today, however, moments after they witnessed Mesut’s murder, Leesha’s browless eyes were narrowed and sharpened to the extent that reptilian would have been a more appropriate animalistic adjective than any other.
“They will pay for this,” Leesha said, his words sounding extremely heavy as they telepathically entered the mind of each of his patch-wearing human friends.
“In time,” Emma said. “Don’t do anything right now, in case you’re thinking of flashing yourself to Buenos Aires. This is a mess, and if we jump in too soon all we’d be doing is smearing the… you-know-what around even more.”
Little Piper’s presence, and particularly the piercing gaze she was directing into her mother’s eyes as she spoke, was enough to remind Emma to moderate her language in the nick of time, even though this wasn’t exactly the most pressing concern of the moment.
While the child had fortunately been looking away from the screen during the most upsetting moments of live footage, she was certainly more than astute enough to sense that her guardians and their friends were deeply troubled. She had spent the aftermath so far looking intently between not only Emma and Dan, but also Tara — with whom the alien doctor Meli had revealed she shared a deeper than usual empathic connection.
Tara, unsurprisingly to anyone, looked the most deeply upset by what had just happened to Mesut. The silent Chip Petrovic, meanwhile, was without doubt the most shocked. Like the rest of the general public, Chip had long known that John Cole was a wildcard among wildcards, capable of conceiving and willing to execute schemes that wouldn’t get past the first mental check or balance of any other leader’s decision-making process, but this was beyond anything that could ever have been expected.
Clark was predictably the angriest, Godfrey most cerebral in his reaction, and Emma most analytical.
Dan, at the centre of everything, didn’t even know what to think. As the seconds passed, his dominant emotion slowly became clearer, and it wasn’t one anyone else was feeling. Rather than anger, rather than sadness, and rather even than a thirst for immediate vengeance, Dan felt a flood of one of the most uncomfortable and hard-to-shake emotions of all: guilt.
Leesha, having been so visibly enraged ever since witnessing Mesut’s needless death, exhibited a very sudden shift in focus.
“Dan, there is no cause for guilt,” he plainly insisted, sharing this thought with everyone in the momentary belief that they too were aware of what was running through Dan’s mind but which hadn’t in fact been actively shared with them. As ever, their telepathy patches could only pick up what was deliberately ‘broadcast’ by another wearer, whereas Leesha’s innately UpLifted ability to interpret others’ front-of-mind thoughts made it effortless for him to detect an emotion Dan had been trying to keep to himself.
When everyone turned to glance at Dan in reaction to these words, mystified as to why he was feeling any kind of guilt for what they all knew to be John Cole’s handiwork, Leesha immediately realised his error and privately apologised to Dan. There were no secrets within the group over anything that counted, as they all knew, but Leesha had never before sought to unilaterally share a friend’s unspoken thoughts and hadn’t intended to do so on this occasion.
Dan quickly shook his head to push that aside, thinking it the least important thing in the world and wanting nothing less than for Leesha to feel any kind of meta guilt for his accidental telepathic oversight. “It’s nothing,” he replied out loud.
“No guilt, man,” Clark chimed in. “All you’ve ever done and all we’ve ever done is push for the truth. That was Mesut’s life’s work and he got to find that pillar because of everything you did. You and Timo and Billy… everyone. This isn’t going to go unpunished, believe me, but right now Billy is exploring another alien world that could answer questions we haven’t even thought to ask yet, and Sakko and the other Messengers on New Kerguelen are trying to get some order back to their world. That’s what we have to do here, with you and Godfrey probably doing something in public sooner rather than later. Right, Emma? That’s what we need, but it has to be balanced. Calling that ratbag murderer out today could cause even more disorder than we’re already seeing.”
No one who had been around Clark in recent years could miss the change in him, least of all Emma. In crises gone by, his instincts had typically been to come out swinging at whoever he deemed to have wronged him and his trusted circle. Now, however, when nothing short of politically motivated murder had been inflicted on an innocent ally, Clark was proving to be an unexpected voice of pragmatism.
“You’re right,” Emma said to him. “We do have to be measured here and think about the bigger picture — which is what Mesut would have wanted — as hard as that is. But Dan, Clark was right about both parts. There really is no reason to feel guilty for this. Okay, you set the train in motion back when—”
“It’s not just that,” Dan sighed in interruption. “I’m past all that. I did set the IDA leak in motion, selling Walker’s damn hoax to the world, but good has come of that, too. No matter what, I wouldn’t undo it. I’m talking about today. If I had called Timo as soon as we got back from Sanctuary, he could have told Mesut we were back and he would have asked us what to do next instead of doing that. Going out to the press at the edge of that lockdown zone was his way of trying to get some balanced truth out there after everything Gellar said on Blitz, but he didn’t think he had a better option. He didn’t know we were back.”
“No, man,” Clark said, as gently as he could. “Mesut sent Timo a message to say he was going to do something, and Timo couldn’t get hold of him. Remember? So even if Timo had known we were back, he wouldn’t have been able to tell Mesut that once he knew he was planning something. Mesut sent his message then went dark.”
“But Timo could have told him right away if he had known right away,” Dan said, “not in reply to any message. We could have told Timo and Mesut we were home before Gellar even went on TV! There was—”
“Dan,” Tara cut in, sharply but lovingly, “we had only been back for a few minutes before Gellar’s thing. There was no reason to think Mesut would do anything so quickly, or at all, and I don’t think it would have even been safe to assume he was free to talk — not in a hotel where Cole had infiltrated the in-house security enough to call in a fake threat and steal something from a safe in the first place. Okay? We’re getting deep into things that aren’t even worth a shallow look… not right now. Nothing is over, we just need to regroup and keep moving forward. Leesha can get Billy tomorrow night, and until then we have to put out the fires in every city where people are rioting. Rebuilding comes next, including on New Kerguelen. For now, it’s fire-fighting.”
Leesha gave a slow nod of support.
“Right; we have to act to make sure there’s even a world to rebuild,” Clark chimed in.
“And we will,” William Godfrey said, his tone less resonant than normal but still authoritative. “But Tara, I don’t believe that what they just did will fan the flames as badly as you might be expecting. People are far more concerned by Dan’s and my absence and by the content of those carvings than they will be by the death of the relatively unknown archaeologist who found them. In fact, if anything, I think they might have just preemptively poured water over what could have been a hellish fire at Dörtlü Tepe. The rioting I was worried about there… it probably won’t come to pass.”
“What am I missing?” Dan asked, anything but alone in being truly lost as to where Godfrey was getting this one potential consolation from. “Emma?”
She looked at Godfrey. “Are you thinking about the police? That the Turkish response might change because of this?”
“Precisely,” the ICA Chairman replied. “Dan, that idiot — or at least someone broadly following his orders — just killed a respected Turkish professor of archaeology. In multiple ways, this is the single most illustrative example possible of what we’re dealing with here. They’re reckless, thoughtless, and soulless… but they’re also brainless. This just lost them the Turks’ support, and now is the time I make my presence known in a private call to the Turkish leadership. The police will protect Dörtlü Tepe while we focus on getting proof of the inevitable astroturfed rioting, and we don’t have to get our hands dirty. I would have done anything in my power to keep Mesut safe from their cowardly actions, but, like our friend Phil… we’ll see to it that he didn’t die for nothing. We will—”
“Sakko!” Leesha very suddenly interjected, by way of a mental proclamation that entered everyone else’s mind at once. The alien walked a few paces away from the others as he held a hand to his temple, as though focusing intently on an incoming message. “He’s talking to me.”
“Is everything okay?” Dan asked, first to get out the obvious question as he instinctively moved to Leesha’s side.
Leesha hesitated, not to think of a way to massage his answer but rather to make sure he had enough information to give an accurate one. “It’s not an emergency,” he then said, the telepathically delivered words sounding entirely honest, “but he has some news. Dan, Tara… he wants you to hear it with me first. I don’t know what it is yet.”
Clark stepped forward. “What, so he wants to tell you three and the rest of us can just—”
“Enough,” Emma said, very firmly. She turned to Tara, standing next to her, and encouraged her to join Leesha and Dan. “Clark, no friction, okay? It could be about Billy or something else with the gate… Sakko might just think they should hear first because they’re more wrapped up in that than we are. Tara, go with them into my office.”
As Tara stepped forward, not a little concerned that Sakko might be breaking bad news, Dan’s face reflected a very similar concern.
“How does Sakko sound?” he asked Leesha, walking with his alien friend at one shoulder and Tara at the other until they reached Emma’s door.
Leesha signalled to the door, his own alien hand ill-configured to tackle the small doorknob.
Tara opened the door and closed it as soon as they were inside. “How does Sakko sound?” she asked, impatiently and uneasily repeating Dan’s question.
Leesha raised his hand to his temple again, a somewhat human gesture which didn’t improve the clarity of the mental connection with his distant friend but appeared to sharpen his focus.
“Leesha,” Dan pushed. “How does he sound?”
The alien belatedly answered, his eyes and tone reflecting the very feeling his single-word response relayed: “Scared.”





P minus 60
GRAVESEN HOTEL
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
“I didn’t expect him to do that,” John Cole said through gritted teeth, doing all he could to maintain an air of calm as President Slater quite understandably reacted with disbelieving rage to the damaging shit-show that had just unfolded at the opposite end of the Gravesen’s lockdown zone.
They had watched the events on TV, thanks only to Slater’s insistence that having the curtains of her suite’s large window open to watch first-hand would have introduced a slight but unpalatable risk of surveillance. It was bad enough that this had happened and that the inevitable investigations would push Cole’s scheming to the limit.
“You didn’t expect who to do what?” Slater asked. The time for plausible deniability and leaving some things in Cole’s mind alone had clearly and decisively passed, she realised, and it struck her as a woeful error of judgement to have ever trusted him with anything.
Something Cole had said the previous night rattled through her mind like a comment echoing in that of a cartoon character belatedly recognising a warning sign. When Cole had spoken of Jack Neal, the truly amoral and shameless political advisor who had worked with each of them prior to his incarceration for a litany of crimes, he had gleefully made the point that while Slater had always put the brakes on Jack’s crazier ideas during their working relationship, the shoe had always been on the other foot in London.
There, when Jack shuffled to Cole’s side at a time when no one closer to home wanted to be associated with his tarnished name, it was Jack who had been forced to filter out the Prime Minister’s wilder schemes. Their time together came to an end after each momentarily suspected the other of playing a part in the Fiore Frontiere bombing which almost killed both Timo Fiore and Emma Ford, with both realising that they could no longer work with someone they considered capable of such a thing.
The intervening years had seen Jack engage in everything from a kidnap plot against Tara Ford right up to a bid to control a reckless Squadron force from New Kerguelen when they arrived over Earth’s skies threatening destruction. Cole, meanwhile, had today graduated from someone who considered issuing orders to kill to someone who had actually done it.
Valerie Slater, who first brought Jack into politics and knew that Cole wouldn’t have become quite the psychopath he was without the former PR guru’s no-holds-barred approach having rubbed off on him, felt responsible for what had just happened in this sense as well as the more obvious sense of having sat at Cole’s side while he authorised the use of carefully targeted lethal force should Mesut have risked exposing anything unpalatable.
The shooter had acted far too soon, as far as Slater was concerned, particularly considering that whatever was on the computer inside his briefcase was going to come out in due course.
“Do you mean you didn’t expect Mesut to try to open the briefcase in public?” she asked. “Or that you didn’t expect your man to shoot so soon?”
“Mesut had it coming,” Cole grunted. “If you fly with the crows, you get shot with the crows, Valerie. He’s been neck deep with Godfrey and the McCarthys for weeks. I expected nothing more or less of him, which is why I gave the authorisation. The order was executed at a reasonable time, too, so I don’t begrudge our shooter.”
“Your shooter,” Slater said, keen to make what was far more than a pedantic distinction in her mind.
“I don’t begrudge my shooter,” Cole shrugged, correcting himself without further comment. “I do begrudge that other idiot for making such a show of things. The desire to find a way out before he was interrogated makes sense, because we had a threat hanging over his family if he ever let things slip. I can respect the commitment, to some degree, but there were neater ways. He had a firearm of his own, for one thing. He could have fired at one of the police and invited a deadly response. There still would have been questions, obviously, but at least it wouldn’t have been so bloody obvious that he was in cahoots with the shooter. That final bullet was bad news, I can sense it.”
“Oh, that’s the bad news you can sense?” Slater echoed incredulously. “Not that every law enforcement officer in Argentina is going to be on this like flies on shit? Not that we’re sitting here while it happened? That you spoke to the shooter, on your phone, minutes before this all went down?”
“I have more than one phone,” Cole said with a dismissive roll of his eyes, “and our shooter’s burner phone — sorry, my shooter’s burner phone — will be taken care of when he is.” Cole extended an arm and shook his sleeve aside to performatively look at his watch. “Which has probably already happened. And don’t worry, the clean-up is being conducted by my own men, like so much of last night’s hoaxed threat.”
Slater shook her head, struggling now to even look at Cole. “You really don’t know how deep you just got yourself into the shit, do you?”
“There’s no shit, Valerie,” the brash Englishman replied. “But whatever I’m in, you’re by my side. We’re both in this now.”
For the first time she could remember, Slater was truly lost for words.
“But stick with me,” Cole continued, “and I’ll take the fall if it blows up on us. It won’t, because I only had two men on the inside and one of those just dealt with the other. The shooter will be taken care of any second, if he hasn’t been already, and that will look like a suicide. Stories are in place to explain why both men acted like they did… fabricated links to the GeoSovs of old, that kind of thing. My line is that they brought Mesut’s images to me when they found them, because I was the only one they thought they could count on to get the truth out before Godfrey comes back and clamps down on everything once again with that iron fist of his. Your line, should you need it, is that I didn’t tell you where I came upon the images.”
Slater knew better than to believe a word of Cole’s promise to take the fall, which truly would have been worth less than the paper it was written on if he had committed it to text. Spoken out loud, it went in one of her ears and straight out the other.
“We’ll distract from this mess in a few hours,” Cole said. “I’ll pull back on what we were going to do with the rioters at Dörtlü Tepe, and I’ve been planning to aim a few testing barbs at China, anyway… you know, to smoke out our old friend Ding and see where his loyalties lie. If Godfrey is around, Ding might know. That’s the whole damn point of all this — he’s been cutting us out for weeks and bringing Ding in on everything. But if something happened and Godfrey really is gone for good, on the other hand, Ding is the only possible thorn in our collective side. One of us is taking over, Valerie; but for any of this to be worth our time, the us can’t include Ding.”
How in the hell Cole could be thinking about Ding right now was beyond Slater, and despite her better instincts she couldn’t help but see his ability to keep moving forward — even if that moving amounted to stumbling headfirst into machine-gun fire of his own making — as somewhat admirable. Cole was unflappable if nothing else, and really did seem to have something of the Jack Neal about him.
“The other hidden benefit of this is that it will flush Godfrey and McCarthy out, too,” Cole said, adding this as an afterthought. “If they’re around, there’s no chance they don’t come out of the woodwork to comment on this. They were probably already formulating a defence for their disgraceful cover-up of Dörtlü Tepe, but this will ramp up the urgency to eleven.”
In an uncertain moment full of tumult and regret, thinking of how shaken Godfrey must have been by the events of the past hour or so gave Slater a rare moment to feel positive. Cole was right; if the ICA Chairman was around, he was bound to be flushed out by this.
“What’s the thing you’re doing with Ding?” she asked.
“I’m not doing anything with Ding,” Cole corrected. “We can do something to him — bait him — if you’re interested. If you don’t want to say anything, I’ll have to mention US interests, almost as though I’m speaking for them, so that could make you look fairly impotent. As you can see: I’m trying to protect your image here at a time when Godfrey’s repeated decisions to cut you out have weakened it to a dangerous extent.”
If Cole hadn’t spelled his supposedly altruistic motives out so explicitly, Slater mightn’t have been so cynical. Nevertheless, he was right. That was the whole point: he knew he was right, and he knew she knew it. This made it difficult for her to step aside and let him do whatever he was going to do without at least inquiring, even though doing so would explicitly implicate her in that, too.
“I’m going to wait a little while for that, though,” Cole said. “The smart move is probably to let the news cycle digest this first. We’ll have to give statements and work out a story to stick to, so we’ll leave Ding for now. Besides, what I want to say will change greatly if Godfrey does reemerge, so we’ll let the dust settle for a while. That’s how wars are won, Valerie; you don’t throw a grenade and run in to plant your flag before you know who’s still standing and who’s popped up to survey the landscape. Patience wins the day.”
The TV screen on the wall of Slater’s suite, ironically showing a scene she could have seen first hand if she’d been willing to open the curtains on the adjacent window, did not reflect the actions of a patient man.
Nevertheless, Cole’s comments about the need to give statements and get to grips with a plausibly consistent story were bang on the money and so was his instinct to wait and see whether Godfrey surfaced.
After what he had just done, Valerie Slater certainly wouldn’t have gone so far as to say she was glad to have John Cole at her side.
But as she faced what were sure to be the choppiest currents of her political life, careening her down a rapid of Cole’s making, Slater considered that in the present moment it was better to have him there than not.
They were up shit creek for sure, she considered, but two paddles were better than one.
For now at least, and even when one was in the reckless hand of John Cole himself, two paddles were better than one.





P minus 59
FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
From inside Emma’s home office, but without her being present, Leesha prepared to engage in a similar process to the one he had conducted the previous night when relaying someone else’s thoughts directly to her.
On that occasion, Leesha had been passing on thoughts he gathered via an energetically costly ‘deep dive’ into the minds of the intruders responsible for Phil Norris’s death.
This time, just minutes after the equally tragic murder of another McCarthy family ally in the shape of Mesut Demir, Leesha was set to pass on a revelation that would come as at least as much of a surprise to him as it would to his human friends.
The only two of those friends present, at Sakko’s somewhat surprising request, were Dan and Tara. It seemed evident to all three that the news was going to be something related to the gate, since they alone had crossed it and since that distinction was really all that made Tara a more natural choice as one of a limited number of initial recipients of breaking news than her older sister Emma.
Sakko certainly didn’t care about official titles enough to prioritise Tara’s ICA position as Assistant Planetary Liaison over Emma’s position in everyone’s mind — human or alien — as someone uniquely capable of cutting through complex issues and getting right to the heart of them to find a solution while most others were still digesting the broader picture.
The fact that the ICA Chairman himself, William Godfrey, had been left out of Sakko’s requested group highlighted his indifference to titles more than anything else, and to Godfrey’s credit he had been as understanding as Emma about the unusualness of their tight-knit group splintering like it just had.
Godfrey’s lack of complaint hadn’t gone unnoticed by Clark, who surprised himself by realising that he was actually growing somewhat fond of Godfrey having previously been shocked enough to find himself merely tolerating the Chairman’s once-abrasive presence without complaint.
“Do you know yet?” Tara asked, unable to break the habit of unnecessarily speaking aloud to Leesha as she usually did — along with others — in times of high stress. “Do you know what this is about?”
“No,” the alien replied. “But I’m going to completely open up my conversation with Sakko, like he wants me to, so that you can both hear everything exactly as I do. You’ll know when he’s talking and you’ll know when I’m talking. I don’t have to explain that; it’ll be clear.”
Dan and Tara both nodded, as sure of this as was their extraterrestrial conduit.
They would never truly understand any aspects of the telepathy that made this kind of communication possible; but when it came to being in conversation with two aliens at once, or even listening to two conversing with each other as was going to be the case here, the complexity of certain parts of this process became even more apparent than was normally the case.
Explaining their experiences of telepathy to anyone unaccustomed would have been all but impossible, and indeed had proven so time and again when more people were brought into the fold. From the likes of Henry McCarthy to the more recently sworn-in members of the club like Chip Petrovic, everyone had experienced their own ‘a-ha’ moment when an alien voice — in most cases Leesha’s but sometimes Sakko’s — first entered their mind.
What had surprised Dan most of all when he first spoke to the Messengers in Lolo National Forest was that he ‘heard’ their thoughts in his own mental accent, almost as though they were his own but never with any doubt that they weren’t.
Nevertheless, in some way that none of the humans were capable of articulating, it was always clear whose telepathically delivered thoughts were whose during multi-individual conversations, if ‘conversation’ itself was an appropriate term for the silent exchange of ideas that occurred when one UpLifted or patch-wearing individual mentally connected with another.
Access to the Telepathy-granting UpLift patches or even the table-and-cable method once used at the United Nations hadn’t been opened up to anyone not deemed trustworthy or essential by the Messengers or the McCarthys, which meant that no linguists or neurologists who may have been able to express these phenomena with suitably precise vocabulary had been able to test it all out for themselves in order to write any peer-reviewed analysis or anything of the sort.
Dan had always trusted that the Messengers’ abilities and technologies would be studied in an open but responsible manner by scientists from around the world, and the absence of such studies over the past few years had been a near-constant source of frustration and one of the key reasons that he had ultimately if somewhat reluctantly supported Godfrey’s breakaway from the UN’s stifling bureaucracy in favour of an independent agency based in Buenos Aires.
In time, Dan McCarthy still dearly hoped to see a world in which the principles of mutually beneficial information exchange and scientific cooperation were sovereign over the kinds of political and economic considerations that he saw as having constrained humanity for too long.
With his good friend Billy Kendrick having isolated himself without any meaningful supplies on a newly discovered planet, with two close allies dead, and with utter chaos having brought misery to both Earth and New Kerguelen — all within a remarkable twenty-four hour period — Dan McCarthy was currently thinking about a thousand things more urgent than abstract scientific cooperation.
If such things had been in his mind, he would also have been thinking about what kind of cooperative relationship both humanity and the Messengers might one day develop with the remarkable ‘Smalls’ of Sanctuary, whose very existence should have been the biggest news of all but who had practically slipped from his mind since his return to Earth given the influx of information and problems that had come his way even in that short time.
Despite the immense familiarity Dan and Tara had with telepathic communication, both by now having been exposed to it so frequently for a prolonged period, the sudden ‘sound’ in their minds of thoughts that were clearly Sakko’s — thoughts travelling instantaneously to them across an unknown distance via the scarcely understood gateway that linked New Kerguelen to Earth — momentarily disoriented each of them.
“Whoa,” Tara said, her eyes darting around the room and her hands instinctively extending out in front of her as though she had just been dropped into the room from elsewhere and was uneasily trying to get her bearings. She felt foolish as these involuntary responses first kicked in, but this fleeting embarrassment faded when her darting eyes caught Dan doing more or less exactly the same thing. “Why does it feel so weird?”
“It’s definitely weirder than normal,” Dan said. All Sakko had said so far was a simple greeting, but their shared feeling was a strong one. “Maybe because we can hear him but not see him? Usually if we’re hearing them both, we’d be seeing them both and then you kind of instinctively look at the one who you know is talking. This time we’re just looking at Leesha, but the voice is going to keep changing between them.”
Leesha, disinterested in this meta-level discussion, interjected. “Perhaps I should simply talk to Sakko and then relay the conversation,” he suggested. “I could—”
“I want them to hear it directly,” Sakko cut in. More than any amount of consideration or analysis, this interruption reaffirmed both the effortless ease with which the humans could distinguish between their alien conversation partners and also the fact that they couldn’t for the lives of them understand quite how those automatic distinctions could be made.
“As you wish,” Leesha replied. “By all means, Sakko, please begin in haste.”
Rather perfunctorily but without skipping any major details, Sakko then explained to the listening trio that he had been present in the Great Shelter when an unexpected visitor came his way. The mention of Boon, known to all three, was one that immediately had them wondering how New Kerguelen’s Planetary Historian, of all people, might have found himself in a position to alert Sakko of anything related to the gate.
Indeed, the clear importance of Boon to this tale had them all second-guessing their natural collective assumption that the news would be about the gate at all.
After all, Boon’s interests were as grounded as they came, in a very literal sense; his work and passion lay in discovering and preserving the once-lost artefacts and history of his people and their planet. As far as Leesha knew, Boon had no access to specialist equipment used for monitoring the gate or indeed access to anyone who did, so his presence at the beginning of Sakko’s rundown truly was a major surprise.
The next name Sakko communicated to the Earth-based trio, on the other hand, brought a sudden look of realisation to Leesha’s face even as it clearly confounded Dan and Tara. They didn’t have any time or need to ask the obvious question — “who’s Kajeel?” — as Sakko’s explanation continued rapidly and the context filled in that particular blank right away.
“Kajeel has been conducting an analysis of the mothership’s flyover data,” Sakko said. “He did so in accordance with standard procedures, but with more urgency and focus than usual given that this data had the potential to reveal so much about a previously unknown world while Leesha was seemingly too busy to share anything about it.”
No one had to read between the words to know that Sakko was irked by the rapidity of Leesha’s return to Earth, particularly given the difficulties facing New Kerguelen, but the latter neither felt a need to defend his desire to get Dan and Tara home safely as quickly as he could nor believed this would have been the right time to do so even if he had.
“In any case,” Sakko went on, “I’ll get right to it. After careful analysis, we can confirm that verified readings within the computational logs undeniably point to two instances…”
“Instances of what?” Leesha cut in. He wasn’t being overly impatient in doing so, but was rather filling the mental silence of an entirely uncharacteristic hesitation on the part of his faraway and normally succinct partner.
There was never any ‘lag’ in the Messengers’ distant communicational uplinks; when their uplink worked, as it always did unless one of the two was in a shielded location, it worked flawlessly. Here, Sakko had trailed off in a very human manner, as though either taking a moment to decide how best to phrase the most important line of his rundown or perhaps even reconsidering whether this was the best time and manner to share it at all.
Still, Sakko was silent.
“Sakko?” Leesha said, holding a hand to his head as though trying to focus on strengthening his connection. He then looked at the humans again. “I still sense him, but he’s not talking. Something is definitely wrong.”
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DÖRTLÜ TEPE
SOUTHEAST OF ANKARA, TURKEY
As news quickly filtered in about Mesut Demir, a man far better known at home than he had been abroad until Jan Gellar unjustly called him out on live TV, the mood in Turkey shifted very quickly.
Where local police had been standing down near the archaeological site, stationed out of sight with orders from above to only respond if private security forces cracked down violently on any of the expected protestors, their presence was suddenly highly evident.
The first to step towards the exterior base of the mound that housed the remarkable pillars and carvings did so with his hands extended to greet the private guards in a show of solidarity.
No one yet fully understood what had just happened in Buenos Aires, particularly in relation to the guard who seemingly wanted to be shot dead, but the general incident of an unseen sniper wreaking havoc was the kind of thing that gave all security personnel nightmares.
A handful of TV cameras were already present, having headed out to the site in anticipation of carnage as soon as Jan Gellar’s exposé first aired, but the warm greeting between the police and guards — all Turks — was not for show.
The men stood shoulder to shoulder, protecting a priceless discovery that had been unearthed within their nation’s borders but which they would be proud to share with a fixated global population of billions. Whatever the rest of the pillars might reveal, good or bad, they all felt that Earth’s people would be better for knowing it.
Their government, meanwhile, had just witnessed one of its citizens being callously executed in full public view. In Chairman Godfrey’s absence, and with no indication that he would return at all, let alone promptly, carrots and sticks from certain more powerful nations had encouraged the Turkish government to issue the police with their stand-down orders earlier in the day.
Very clearly, however, this had all just changed.
No Turkish officials had known that plans were afoot to flood the site with professional rabble-rousers, following a tactic used increasingly by John Cole at home, and the unexpected development in Buenos Aires would see to it that that plan never came to pass.
Fearful citizens had no motivation to ransack Dörtlü Tepe and destroy the pillar, while angry citizens were no longer pointing their ire at those behind the supposed cover-up. Quite simply, the public execution of one of that supposed cover-up’s chief orchestrators had instantly raised all kinds of questions that the Gellars and Coles of the world weren’t yet ready to deal with.
And while the public around the world were in shock, many in Turkey were now in something closer to mourning for the violent death of one of their own, a well-respected academic archaeologist who had just been killed in the hornet’s nest of the Gravesen hotel where many of the world’s most powerful leaders were still gathered after the previous day’s abandoned gala.
There would be no riots at Dörtlü Tepe, at least not today. But wherever the chips fell and whenever the guilty would be held accountable, everyone everywhere realised that the earth behind the symbolically united cordon of security personnel and police officers still had many stories left to tell.
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“Sakko, are you there or not?” Dan asked, demanding an answer with a loud vocalisation.
“I am here,” Sakko confirmed. “I am sorry. I am here.”
‘Here’, for Sakko, was currently right next to both Boon and Kajeel in the data analysis division of their planet’s Sector Zero. The room was fairly new to him, to the extent that his first thought upon entering was that its layout had more than a little in common with rooms which served similar purposes on Earth.
“So what’s wrong?” Tara asked, very plainly.
Although she was the first of the humans to explicitly voice her assumption that something was wrong, she was certainly not alone in knowing that it was the case. Sakko never hesitated like this, and it was particularly surprising that he was doing so having been the one who called the group together for an urgent interplanetary conference call.
Sakko gathered himself one last time, taking a slow breath and looking again — just once more — to confirm with his own eyes that the data really was telling him what he was about to tell his friends on Earth.
Without them and their brave willingness to cross the gateway between Sanctuary and New Kerguelen, this data wouldn’t have existed. Sakko knew this perfectly well, and his persistent hesitation was in no part down to a desire to keep them in the dark; rather, it resulted from his own unease about the implications of what their journey had brought to light and his doubts as to whether right now — while they were dealing with problems on Earth just as he was dealing with problems closer to home — was the best time to tell them.
The primary reason he had opted to make the call to share this data, after carefully mulling over his options, came from another piece of data Kajeel had gathered. That data from the mothership’s logs, beamed down to the surface as soon as Leesha piloted the craft back through the gate, revealed that one fewer human had made the return trip than had set out.
Sakko didn’t know for sure what had happened, but the acuity of the mothership’s atmospheric management data made clear that the human left behind was Billy Kendrick.
Had it been anyone else, Sakko would have been absolutely sure that something had gone horribly wrong. What he knew of Billy, however, from a good deal of exposure to the trustworthy and discovery-driven man over recent years, prevented any such certainty when thinking specifically about him.
With Billy Kendrick still on Sanctuary and possibly still alive, Sakko had no ethical choice but to break the news. Among countless other effects of the reality he had just become aware of, some of which would potentially be much further-reaching, he sadly knew that recovering Billy from the other side of the gate might already be impossible and could become decisively so if much more time was allowed to pass.
At Sakko’s side, the now-unbound Kajeel gave him a rather firm nudge to encourage him to get the words out. Both he and Boon were somewhat frustrated by Sakko’s last-minute hesitation and could only imagine how much more acutely Leesha and the humans were feeling this given that they didn’t know what he was going to say.
Kajeel would have taken it upon himself to blurt out his remarkable findings for their benefit if he had been able to do so, but neither he nor Boon were communicatively linked to Leesha in the distance-slaying manner that his close partner Sakko was. But while he was far too far from Earth to break the news himself, Kajeel had certainly been close enough to hurry things along with his physical intervention.
“Okay,” Sakko said, not perturbed by this uncouth act of insubordination as the onlooking Boon had feared he might have been. “Leesha, Dan, Tara… the issue is with the gate. Kajeel’s data shows something we could never have anticipated, and the only reason I’m sharing it with you now is that it might have grave and urgent implications for Billy — if he is still alive, that is?”
“He is,” Dan replied, taking it upon himself to talk back directly to Sakko even though he was hearing every word of his side of the conversation through Leesha. “Leesha is going back to get him either tomorrow night or the next day, once Billy gets to see the face of a giant statue. Oh yeah…you might not know any of this. Do you know much about Sanctuary from the data, Sakko? What kind of data is it? Do you know we found another race, of small friendly aliens who think we are their gods but who were really put there by the Architects when their original home world was in trouble? We’re taller, with longer heads than them, so it seems like some wires got crossed and—”
“Dan,” Leesha cut him off. “There is a time for all things and this is not the time for those. Sakko is dealing with a lot just as we are, and the things we can tell him about Sanctuary are not truly urgent. Now, Sakko… everything Dan says is true. I promised Billy that I will return for him, and a promise I make is a promise I keep. So please, tell me what the observational data has revealed.”
A few final seconds of mental silence circled, the last anyone present would experience before their understanding of the universe itself would be changed forever.
Closing his eyes, Sakko returned at last to the sentence he had tried and failed to force out a few minutes earlier. He swallowed away all doubt and this time managed to get it all across before he had time to second-guess himself again, with only the briefest of pauses at the punchline:
“We are absolutely certain of what I’m about to tell you, with three entirely distinct data sources leading us to the conclusion. Friends, Kajeel noticed something remarkable in the computational logs and from there we have verified and re-verified the incredible findings. The key readings which led us to this discovery, found within an ordinarily mundane series of computational logs, undeniably point… well, they undeniably point to two instances of temporal displacement: once when you crossed the gate to Sanctuary, and once when you crossed on the way back to New Kerguelen.”
Silence of a kind no one had ever known met Sakko’s revelation. Dan, for his part, was sure he must have misunderstood. “Temporal displacement?” he echoed. “You mean…”
“Yes,” Sakko said. “Dan, we are certain beyond any doubt that the gateway did not merely transport you across an unknown expanse of space, as the familiar gate between our respective home worlds does every time we cross it. Remarkably, but definitively, the gateway between New Kerguelen and Sanctuary is not just a portal to another place… it is a portal to another time.”
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VIEWING POINT
SPLIT ROCK, SANCTUARY
Having successfully won the favour of his hosts through no real effort beyond being his patient and amiable self, Billy Kendrick found himself in the remarkable position of being the Smalls’ guest of honour for the upcoming statue-viewing ceremony as their planet’s moment of solar eclipse drew near.
His ascent to the vantage point they had aptly named Split Rock had proven effortless despite having been built up as a serious trek, no doubt due to the length of Billy’s legs and thus his strides making any journey less of an ordeal than it was for the Smalls.
Billy looked around in awe at the vast gathering of tiny aliens, all of whom were facing away from the mile-high statue in anticipation of the order coming from their Principal, already in attendance, that the eclipse was occurring and their moment of worship had arrived.
Only this lighting was deemed sufficient for gazing upon the statue, as in the Principal’s earlier words it was the only light that did “justice to her poise and grace.”
Billy didn’t feel overly tempted to try to sneak an early peek, keen to get the full Sanctuary experience and have his first sighting of their idol when the conditions were just right.
“The sky has blessed us with a light worthy of our Mother of Sacrifice!” the Principal suddenly called, prompting everyone around Billy to turn around at once and those closest of all to physically encourage him to do the same.
“Praise eternal we will show!” the others chanted, their reaction almost cult-like to Billy’s surprised ears.
This surprise, however, was not in the same universe as the level of surprise that met his eyes; for the Smalls’ so-called Mother of Sacrifice, in a way that boggled his mind like nothing he had ever known, was familiar to Billy in the worst and most unsettling way.
The figure, wearing a hooded jacket of some kind which nevertheless left her face entirely unobstructed, held a young child in her arms. “H…h…how?” he choked out to no one in particular. “How do you know what she looks like? Why is she here?”
As surprised by Billy’s frightened confusion as the human was by what he saw, the Smalls’ Principal glanced at him with a reassuring smile.
“Her name was Emma,” the Principal said, “and she gave her life to save us all.”



Part 4



HALF LIGHT





“Time is the most unknown
of all unknown things.”
Aristotle
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Leesha, facing Dan and Tara, looked just as confused as they did.
“We truly travelled through time?” the stunned alien asked, seemingly seeking even more explicit confirmation of a point Sakko thought he had stated as plainly as possible.
“You did,” Sakko confirmed.
“We travelled through time,” Leesha stated; not for the humans’ benefit — they had heard Sakko only too clearly — but simply because he was too shocked to do anything other than expressively mull over the remarkable news in this manner.
Dan McCarthy gulped, with one unsettling and mind-melting question rising above every other: “So… do we know when the hell we were?”
Tara, briefly meeting Dan’s concerned eyes before glancing back at Leesha, added a follow-up question of her own: “And do we have any idea when Billy is now? Does time pass at the same… I dunno… speed? Rate?”
While Sakko conferred with the more informed Kajeel, Dan pointed towards the office door and got a quick permissive nod from Leesha.
Tara stayed put while Dan ran to get the others, keen to share the revelation that was literally making him unsteady on his feet, so unexpected and so huge were its implications.
Dan found Piper asleep, sweetly oblivious to a discovery that even her father didn’t feel old enough to understand. He blurted out the news as bluntly as he could, directing his words primarily to Emma but glancing at Clark, Godfrey and Chip as he finished: “The new gate took us through time. We don’t just not know where Sanctuary is and where we left Billy, we don’t know when it is.”
Predictably, no one reacted with a vocal reply as they tried to digest what was surely the least plausible thing any of them had ever heard.
Dan had delivered it with such certainty, however, they immediately knew that his own high threshold for accepting new information as valid must have already been satisfied of its veracity. In short, none of them wasted any time asking if Dan was sure or even asking how the Messengers could be sure in the first instance, knowing as they did that he wouldn’t be passing the news on if he hadn’t already heard sufficiently strong proof.
As it went, while that proof was there and would be explained just as soon as anyone asked about it, it hadn’t yet come Dan’s way; for his part, he had similarly heard sufficient confidence in Sakko’s words and tone to have neglected asking for immediate details on what the primary data was.
Dan knew vague factoids about atomic clocks and things of that nature, purely from his lifelong love of science fiction rather than any great familiarity with academic physics, but if any human eyes were going to triple-check the findings he would much rather they belonged to someone like Alessandro Bonucci than to waste any time trying to make sense of it all himself.
“So let me get this straight,” William Godfrey said with a slow sigh, inhaling as though doing so through a straw. “You travelled through time… via a portal created by the race that deceptively enslaved the Messengers, for thousands of years, as a way of indirectly constraining our potential development? You’re telling us the Architects haven’t just mastered space and telepathy and God knows what else…. they’ve mastered time itself?”
Dan’s eyes widened. Although he obviously knew that the gate had been created by the Architects and didn’t need Godfrey to remind him of how ruthless they had proven in their Elder-based deception on New Kerguelen, the blockbuster news that he had travelled through time had left no room in his mind for any initial consideration of the broader fact that this gate was all but certain to be one small application of a mastery that could manifest itself in all manner of hitherto unimagined ways.
With so much else to consider beyond any such worst-case scenarios, Dan opted to leave these other possibilities unimagined for now. “Sakko told us now because he’s worried about Billy,” he said, focusing on this single tangible issue even as a tidal wave of other unwelcome ‘what ifs’ crashed into the mental walls he was trying to keep in place. “He’s still talking to Leesha and Tara about what they’ve learned, so I don’t know all the details yet, but he was worried enough to tell us now… even though he’s busy dealing with the problems on New Kerguelen and even though he knows Leesha is busy dealing with stuff that’s been important enough to keep him here with us on Earth.”
“Billy chose to stay behind,” Emma said, breaking her silence somewhat dispassionately. “If it seems safe for Leesha to go back for him, I won’t speak against it. But whatever does or doesn’t happen… Dan, Billy chose to stay. That’s not on you, or Leesha, or anyone else. After what you said about feeling guilty for what happened to Mesut, I need you to know that.”
“Wait,” Chip Petrovic interjected. Still feeling rather out of place, having incidentally found himself thrust into such a tight-knit group and despite their continuously genuine efforts to make him feel at ease given the ways he had assisted already, Chip had spoken very little since the group returned back from Sanctuary via New Kerguelen. Now, however, the newest thought in his mind simply couldn’t go unshared. “They’ve done all kinds of tests and calculations on the mothership’s data today because they wanted to learn about Sanctuary, right?”
“Yeah…” Dan said, unsure where Chip was going.
The young lawyer pensively shifted some stray hairs from his forehead. “Well, I’m going to guess they’ve never paid so much attention to what happens when a spacecraft passes through the gate between here and New Kerguelen. What if that’s a time-gate, too?”
Dan’s expression stiffened. He wasn’t worried by this new thought so much as he was intrigued by it.
“No,” he suddenly said. “Leesha and Sakko can communicate across that gate in real-time, like they’re doing right now. That means everything here and everything there has to be running on the same timeline.”
Chip shrugged, seeming to accept that logic.
“Doesn’t it?” Dan continued, momentarily doubting his own confidence and keen to have it externally validated by someone else’s.
Emma pressed her fingernails into her forehead for a few seconds; a telltale sign of stress as if one was needed.
“Maybe,” she said. “I’m trying really hard to get my head around what this means in general… you know, like why a race that’s mastered time would do some of the things the Architects have done. Why wouldn’t they use it more, instead of all the convoluted interventions they carried out? I mean, I’m not going to stand here and act for one second like time travel or time manipulation is something I’ve ever thought about in any serious way, apart from trying to make sense of all the famous movies that everyone else pretends to understand, but my brain feels like it doesn’t even know where to start. Hopefully Sakko is passing a lot more on to Leesha and Tara just now and they’ll come through here with more. I guess we shouldn’t interrupt, when Sakko wanted you guys to hear first, but I appreciate your coming to tell us right away.”
“Of course,” Dan said. He struggled momentarily to find anything else to say, totally sharing Emma’s feeling of not knowing where to start.
“But Emma, on that thing you just said…” Chip Petrovic chimed in. “The part about wondering why the Architects don’t use their mastery of time more than they do.”
“Yeah?” she encouraged him to continue.
“Well, maybe it’s more prevalent than we realise. I really don’t think they’d be frequent time travellers, because from everything I read and watched about that stuff when I was a kid, the butterfly effects would be enough to make it pretty much impossible. Granted, that shit was all made up, but it made sense — in my head, at least. Anyway, what I’m getting at is that maybe they use it in smaller ways much more often than we think. Here’s one: what if every single instance of the Messengers’ flash-based teleportation is using time-manipulation in some way, too? They don’t have to understand that for it to be true, because all of the UpLift powers came to them from the Architects.”
Emma’s eyes narrowed in thought. Chip glanced at Dan and saw a similar reaction. While neither replied vocally, and nor did Godfrey or Clark, Chip sensed that in all of their minds his question had proven him more inquisitively thoughtful about this kind of thing than any of the others would have guessed.
“The UpLift powers came from the Architects, just like this gate was made by the Architects,” Chip went on, “and we’ve already been wondering how it’s possible for Leesha and Sakko to carry themselves and us across pretty big distances on Earth in the blink of an eye. Maybe without even realising, they’re arriving at a set place and time, if you know what I mean, so it seems like literally no time passes because they set their arrival time to be the same as… nah, I’m losing my train of thought. I dunno. Maybe. You know? It’s complicated stuff.”
Emma blew air from her lips. “Right. And, I mean, what we know is complicated. We don’t have to make it even murkier right now by getting into details of how other things work. On this… Dan, I’m going to have two questions for Sakko, or maybe one two-part question, but I’ll ask you just in case they already touched on this. Hear me out, because it might sound crazy.”
“I feel like crazy is a pretty relative term these days,” Dan replied, the words accompanied by his first hint of a smile since hearing the remarkable news about his recent voyage across space and time.
Emma mirrored it with a broader smile of her own, but its stay was a brief one. “Okay. Well, are they absolutely sure that the planet we think of as Sanctuary isn’t Earth in the future or the past? Or… maybe just as possible… are they sure it isn’t New Kerguelen in the future or the past?”
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“No,” Billy said. “She’s not dead. Emma’s not dead!”
“What are you talking about?” Dep asked.
Billy looked all around, frantically, but with no idea of what he was looking for.
“What year is it?” he asked, unthinkingly and as though there was any universe of possibilities in which it would have made sense for the Smalls to keep a calendar in line with Earth’s. “What happened while I was asleep? How long was I out? Or… Dep… did I travel into the future when I crossed that gate? Tell me right now: what happens to Emma?! What happened to Emma?“
Tremendously concerned by the large human’s hysterical outburst, Dep backed away.
“Talk to me!” Billy demanded, bearing down on him.
Billy Kendrick’s mind was pained by a fear and confusion like none he had ever experienced.
Seconds later, though, something got the better of it.
With a final absent glance at Dep that revealed a regretful expression on the alien’s face, Billy slumped lifelessly to the ground.
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“Everything, undone,” Valerie Slater sighed, shaking her head in bitter disappointment as footage from Dörtlü Tepe made it clear that the political tide had turned against John Cole’s plan to demonise the ICA in its current guise and enable one of him or Slater to pick up the pieces.
That Slater sighed these words out from the edge of her suite’s enormous bed rather than boomed them into Cole’s face at close quarters said a lot; she was dejected rather than angry, and feeling more than a little regret for expecting any of the unpredictable Prime Minister’s plans to bear fruit.
Already, it seemed that his remarkable success in locking down the Gravesen and obtaining Mesut’s images the previous night, from right under the noses of every other world leader and security agency stationed at the high-end hotel, was an exception rather than a sign that he had somehow morphed into a strategic force to be reckoned with.
To one end, this reassured Slater that besting Cole for the ICA’s top position would be easier than she’d been considering ever since William Godfrey’s disappearance. That felt a long way away, however, and small defeats on things like maintaining the Turkish government’s cooperation — a hope shattered by their understandable fury at the murder of a respected citizen — made Slater now feel less and less confident that Godfrey wasn’t going to swoop back in at any moment and render her whole power game with Cole null and void before it even really got going.
“It still had to be done,” Cole said, feeling an unusual need to defend himself. “He could have had anything in that briefcase. Okay, it’s with the idiots in the Argentine police force anyway, but at least if it is something bad for us we know they’re not going to flash it to the world’s TV cameras like he was going to!”
Slater didn’t reply, instead swiping with increasing dismay through the latest Social Media Meta Analysis data on her phone. It didn’t make for happy reading, even though Cole’s ratings were far lower than her own and had fallen further in relative terms over the course of the past twenty-four hours.
No one outside of those dismissed as the truly lunatic fringe of conspiracy theorists suspected Cole or Slater of any involvement in Mesut’s death, and the fact that the same individuals were also implicating them in Godfrey’s disappearance — so obviously an alien intervention to the rest of the world’s population, billions of whom had watched it live — stunted the potential reach of their more accurate theory.
Slater was glad that a self-created laughter curtain was having this effect, as was so often the case among those who looked for conspiratorial angles even when none were there and in doing so did unwittingly harm their own more well-founded causes.
What demoralised Slater more than anything else was how painfully and almost imperceptibly slowly the overall approval ratings of William Godfrey and Dan McCarthy were falling, despite their continued absences from public life.
Over and above the inevitably thorough investigation into the two deaths that had occurred outside of her window under full view of several live TV cameras, this was Valerie Slater’s primary concern.
Slater didn’t give too much thought to the investigation not because it wasn’t an immediate concern but rather because it wasn’t a major concern on any timescale. Cole and his closest advisors — individuals as demented as he was, evidently, but with a lot more nous and attention to detail — had seen to it that the alibis were rock-solid, with all the i’s dotted and T’s crossed to ensure the patsy responsible for Mesut’s death and that of his fellow traitorous security guard were bulletproof and sufficient to provide plausible motivation for their actions.
Old terms like ‘GeoSov’ and ‘anti-Contact extremist’ were enough to ensure this, really, given that much of the public and media alike remained obsessed with such boogeymen.
“We look weak,” Slater suddenly said, hating the taste of a final word which had been thrown at her so often in her early political career and indeed the early years of her presidency that it still stung her more than any other.
“I know,” Cole replied, turning to her with an even greater intensity than usual in his eyes. “But what are you thinking? Do something to smoke them out?”
Slater narrowed her eyes, indicating very clearly that she hadn’t been thinking this but was interested in hearing exactly what Cole meant by it.
As much as she hated him, and she truly did, his ideas were sometimes so out there that they were worth hearing…
    
As very recent incidents had shown, Slater knew it was better to get Cole’s ideas out of his head than to let them sit there and stew.
By doing so, she gave herself a chance to act as a filter as Jack Neal once had, preventing the rotund Prime Minister from enacting the craziest and most dangerous of all and falling into traps of his own making.
Typically Slater would have loved to see Cole acting recklessly and risking his already flimsy reputation, but her un-walk-back-able decision to put her name to the Dörtlü Tepe leak meant that, like it or lump it, their reputations were currently linked in the public’s mind.
The public were scared about Dörtlü Tepe and the intimidating-looking aliens whose likeness was carved on the first of what were believed to be many ancient pillars, as intended, but the broad hatred almost everyone felt for Jan Gellar due to her high-profile feud with the McCarthys was making it far more difficult for Cole and Slater to gain any PR capital from the exposé than they had anticipated.
“I’m talking about Godfrey and McCarthy,” Cole went on. “Smoking them out. Aren’t you?”
“So you really do think they’re on Earth,” Slater said, stating this rather than asking it. “I have to say, if they are either still on Earth or indeed back on Earth after whatever the Messengers needed them for, I’m amazed they haven’t reacted to the shooting. I’m amazed they haven’t reacted to the leak.”
“Ford,” Cole grunted.
Slater inhaled deeply. Rarely could one word say so much, but she instantly knew exactly what Cole was getting at.
Emma, now Emma McCarthy but still simply ‘Ford’ in the eyes of a man who loathed her more than any other, had been a constant thorn in Slater’s side for the better part of three years before the two found themselves — by accident rather than design — on the same side of certain challenges. They had been united against Cole and likewise against Jack Neal, with whom they both shared independent and equally coloured histories.
Recently, however, the McCarthy family’s closeness with Godfrey, who had frozen Slater out of his ICA inner circle so fully that she found herself with no political option but to take the once impossible move of temporarily allying herself with Cole, had placed Emma and Slater on opposite sides once more.
Cole’s insinuation, which didn’t have to be stated, was clear: he believed that Dan and Godfrey’s collective willingness and indeed their ability to stay quiet in the face of such provocation was almost certainly down to Emma’s advice being whispered or perhaps shouted in their ears.
“If they’re here, she’s the issue,” Cole expanded unnecessarily, reading Slater’s silence as a lack of understanding. “In which case, if smoking them out is the next move — which I think we’re in collective agreement it has to be — we shouldn’t be doing things to goad Godfrey… we need to strike at Ford, closer to home.”
“How close?” Slater asked, unconcerned.
A snakelike grin spread across John Cole’s face.
This time, truly, no words were necessary.
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Having listened to much understandable but fruitless contemplation, William Godfrey had heard enough. “Emma, for all we know at the moment, Sanctuary might be New Kerguelen at some point in the future or the past. But really, for our purposes and immediate concerns, it’s all academic right now.”
Emma didn’t take offence to the dismissive words, not entirely disagreeing with them herself, and encouraged Godfrey to go on.
“Since we know that ‘when’ is a question we have to think about, ‘where’ isn’t all that important,” the ICA Chairman continued. “At some point we can hopefully get to the bottom of this, because the aliens on Sanctuary might even know something about this and be able to tell us as soon as we ask. If Leesha can safely go back to fetch Billy, as I know he’ll wish to if it’s at all possible, he may return to Earth hours later with a fuller understanding than we could achieve through a lifetime of speculation and attempted analysis.”
Clark cleared his throat, essentially reminding everyone of his presence; as large as he was, his position on the edge of the couch had left him out of the others’ view as they conversed. “If we’re all just saying what comes into our heads without worrying how sensible it is…” he began. “And I don’t mean anything dismissive by that, it just seems like you guys are saying things out loud that you’d normally think about first. Anyway, what I’m thinking, on the subject of how we could find out more about this, goes back to something that we’ve all thought about before. Remember the Elders that were really radios the Architects left on New Kerguelen so they could communicate with the Messengers from far away, and that the Messengers now call the Machines?”
“Obviously,” Dan said, speaking for everyone.
Clark’s chest heaved quickly out slowly back in as he took a deep breath. “Okay, so remember how certain people thought we could use those broken Machines as a basis for building our own radios for talking to the Architects? Timo… you…”
“That was all hypothetical,” Dan said. “That was before we even knew there was a second gate, let alone found out it was a time gate. But maybe, I don’t know, this is literally just thinking out loud again… maybe if down the line we do have some kind of existential problem we literally can’t solve on our own, and the Architects have never made themselves known, a radio like that could come in handy. There are so many assumptions needed to make that a plausible scenario, though, and we have literally no idea how far away they are. Besides, right now I would sure as hell settle for some far-off hypothetical problem being the biggest thing for us to worry about. Phil and Mesut are dead, Slater has lost her mind and gone in with Cole and Gellar, the fallout from everything around this damn gate has brought panic and riots to Earth and flames of destruction to New Birchwood. And there’s Billy, who could be lost forever in the past or the future for all we know!”
Emma walked to her husband’s side, placing a kind hand on his shoulder. “Dan, no one expects you to be able to process this any more easily than you are. This isn’t something we can look at on a piece of paper and plot out a plan of action to tackle, this is a perfect storm. There’s nothing we can do about Mesut anymore, just like there’s nothing we can do for Phil — except make sure they didn’t die in vain, when the time comes that we can do anything about that. Gellar will pay, Cole will pay, and it sickens me to have to say this after all the progress I thought we’d made in recent years… but Slater will pay, too. Mesut would be alive if they hadn’t worked together on the Dörtlü Tepe leak, and the timing of that makes me wonder if they were all in it together in trying to get evidence of some unspecific secret from Phil’s place just like they did from Mesut’s room. That’s on our plate because there’s no one else who can hold them accountable, but that’s not all that’s on the plate in front of us… or maybe I should say that’s not the only plate in front of us. We didn’t ask for all this, but we’ve got more than one plate to deal with right now.”
Although Dan was physically soothed to some extent by Emma’s touch, always welcome, her words had less of an effect. To some extent, in fact, her atypical lack of laser-focus made him feel more overwhelmed than he already had; not because Emma had rambled incoherently in a manner that suggested she was totally overwhelmed herself and not because she had raised any new unsettling points, but simply because her lack of precise clarity had killed his hope that she might have some insight that would have cut through the abstractions and presented a pathway forward.
This wasn’t a fair thing to expect of anyone, but Emma had so often presented strategies and identified solutions that no one else would have seen in a million years that Dan couldn’t help but expect the world of her.
Today, however, even Emma McCarthy was stumped.
    
Upon consideration, the equally stumped Dan considered that one of the biggest problems staring him in the face, as best as he could define it, was that his current overwhelming situation effectively presented no single and concentrated problem at all.
He wasn’t trying to reveal an explosive truth as in the days of the IDA Leak; he wasn’t trying to contain an explosive secret as in the aftermath of the hoax exposé; and he was no longer actively seeking to cure his daughter of an ‘ailment’ that a kindly alien doctor had assured him was in fact a gift.
What now stared Dan in the face, presenting no obvious starting point towards any kinds of solutions, were the complex and complicated responsibilities of somehow spearheading the restoration of order to two worlds in chaos.
The unprecedented and unimagined revelation about the third world which now demanded some of his attention, on which his good friend was unknowingly isolated from the rest of humanity by time as well as space, only served to make the whole thing even more opaque.
Emma stepped away slightly, only far enough to look Dan squarely in the eye. “But there is a way forward, okay? Even if we had ten plates in front of us and an elephant on each of them, you know what they say about how you eat an elephant, right? One bite at a time. Right now we just have to pick which plate to start with, based on which one is going to… I’m kind of stretching the metaphor here… but based on which one is going to expire first. Leesha was supposed to be going to get Billy tomorrow night, but we don’t even know if time passes at the same rate so tomorrow night for us could be too early or too late. That’s for Leesha to worry about, though, because obviously there’s no way you’re going back and obviously the Messengers are going to be better placed than us to analyse their own data about this crazy gate and whatever markers or clues the passage left in the readings.”
“What’s for us to worry about first,” Godfrey chimed in. “To your mind, of course? If they haven’t been arrested by then and are still stupid enough to want to face any of us in public, we do have the special Focus 20/20 panel with Slater, Cole and Gellar tomorrow. I want to be there, and I want you to be there. I see that as the moment for us to pin everything on them, with Leesha at our side, and to show the video footage of Phil’s death which we can so easily tie to Mesut’s. I’ll get my top men on the job in Buenos Aires to find dirt that’ll stick, because Cole is far sloppier than, well, than I would be if I were ever inclined to do something as heinous as he has. That’s tomorrow, though. I’m asking about tonight, Emma. Before I share my view on it, do you think it’s the right time for Dan and I to step back into the public eye in a bid to calm things down or do you think we should let the wounds breathe, for lack of a better term, and catch the scoundrels by surprise tomorrow night if they’re only expecting you and Clark on the show?”
Emma thought for a few seconds, digesting everything Godfrey had said. “I don’t think we should do anything tonight,” she said, tilting her head towards the projector screen which was muted but still airing ACN. It showed live scenes from Dörtlü Tepe, where Turkish police officers were symbolically and very deliberately standing shoulder to shoulder with guards who wore ICA-emblazoned uniforms. “The news cycle has shifted,” she said.
Dan glanced at the TV, momentarily relieved by this, at least.
“They’re on the defensive and they just made the biggest mistake since Cole leaked Il Diavolo,” Emma continued. “I know this isn’t a game, Godfrey, but that old adage to never interrupt your enemy when they’re making a mistake holds truer now than ever. Just look at the rolling headlines: the riots in Europe have died down tonight, and when darkness arrives here it’s going to be the same story. People are worried about you and Dan, and people are worried about the nonsense Gellar fed them when she showed the carvings, but there isn’t going to be the violent mass panic we saw yesterday after you first disappeared. And if there is, the first move would probably be for me to address the media again and say you’re still helping the Messengers with an emergency on New Kerguelen. White lies can be stability’s best friend at times like this.”
At that point, Dan caught sight of William Godfrey uncharacteristically lifting his phone from his pocket.
Dan was intrigued even before the ICA Chairman reacted to what he saw on the screen, so rare was it for Godfrey to look at his phone like this in company unless it was ringing to announce a call. This wasn’t simply a generational thing — many and perhaps even most people of Godfrey’s age spent as much time with a phone in their hand as they did without one — and Dan wasn’t alone in having noticed it.
Godfrey was almost never seen texting and anyone he ever cared to communicate with knew of his aversion to doing so, which made Dan wonder who was contacting him now. Someone clearly was, given that Godfrey had lifted the phone so suddenly and spent a few seconds reading from it before performing any gestures on the touchscreen.
“Everything okay?” Emma asked as Godfrey scrolled to read the rest of a message that had widened his eyes and stiffened his shoulders.
The ICA Chairman’s feet answered before his voice, turning in an instant and setting off towards Emma’s office. “Leesha!” he called. “We have to leave, right now. All of us.”
Clark rushed to take several strides, each dwarfing Godfrey’s, and caught him less than halfway to the office. By then, however, Leesha and Tara were at the door to see what all the commotion was about.
“Leesha is the only one who is supposed to be going back,” Dan said, looking at Godfrey’s urgency-tinged expression. “What are you talking about, ‘we’?”
Godfrey tried to raise his hands, the only thing he could move during the brief seconds in which Clark instinctively restrained him. The elder and stronger McCarthy brother quickly relinquished his grip, which was never any firmer than necessary, and gave Godfrey some space to explain himself.
With one of his newly freed hands, and seemingly with no grudge against a man who’s sometimes overly keen protective instincts had saved his own life not too long ago, Godfrey turned his phone towards the group. “All of us need to leave,” he said, drawing a circle with the hand that wasn’t holding his phone, “but not to there. I don’t mean that anyone needs to leave Earth to save Billy, I mean that we need to leave Birchwood to protect ourselves.”
“Everyone in close!” Clark bellowed. Leesha included, they followed his lead. “Godfrey, what the hell is going on?”
Godfrey continued to hold his phone outwards as he explained for the benefit of those who couldn’t read the words: “Slater is sending agents here to look for Dan and Tara and to detain Emma and Clark if they don’t find them. I don’t know what the hell they’re thinking, but this is real and it’s happening right now and we all need to be gone before they get here.”
Emma turned to Leesha. “You heard him! We’ll make sense of this when we’re safe.”
“Phil’s farmhouse?” the startled alien asked everyone at once.
Some nodded, some yelled in affirmation, and the youngest slept innocently and obliviously in her mother’s arms.
Within seconds, each and every one of them disappeared in a blinding flash.
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Aside from the panicked urgency of the threat they had fled Birchwood to avoid, the group’s arrival at Phil Norris’s old farmhouse in Eastview was an emotional moment for Emma and Clark in particular.
Over the course of several chaotic post-Contact years, considerably more events of extraterrestrial significance had occurred here than at the Birchwood drive-in, but the fact that the drive-in had played host to the Messengers’ first ever public appearance lent it a particularly special place in humanity’s psyche. Eastview, however, meant far more to Dan and his family than did the drive-in.
Before it was Phil’s, and indeed before it had been Walker’s, the McCarthys and most others in Birchwood had always referred to the area as Stevenson Farm in honour of its original holder from long before any of them were born.
Beginning with Dan’s initial calling to the cornfield, where his mind received then-mysterious instructions on where to find the Messengers’ cloaked craft within their chosen safe haven of Lolo National Forest, both the field and the farmhouse itself had played host to many of the most consequential moments of all.
There had been Clark’s losing fight with a forcefield during his attempt to stop Richard Walker from exposing the hoax at a time when doing so would have done far more harm than good, there had been Dan’s regrettably necessary public display of his temporary UpLift powers minutes before he and Tara’s first ever trip to New Kerguelen, and there had of course, tragically, been Phil’s murder.
The surroundings brought different memories to light for everyone, with the only real positive one being that of Dan’s perfectly timed proposal to Emma as Comet Il Diavolo streaked across the sky overhead.
Tara had spent less time at Stevenson Farm than most of the others — Godfrey being the only one to have made no previous visits and Chip having made only a few in the course of his time as Phil’s lawyer — entirely because of her relatively late arrival on the Birchwood scene.
Indeed, the circumstances around her first visit reflected this perfectly, occurring as it did when she innocently followed Dan on his way to visit the farmhouse’s former owner, the infamous Richard Walker whose IDA leak had set everything in motion. Only at that point, a year after the core trio of Emma, Dan and Clark had come upon the full truth, did Tara realise how deep the burden of their enforced secrecy ran and just how much they’d been trying to insulate her against and to keep from her for her own good.
Nowadays, there were no secrets within the group. Together they still held knowledge that would further destabilise the world as a whole if it came out in the wrong way, such as the truly heinous things the Architects depicted on the now-exposed Dörtlü Tepe carvings had proven capable of on New Kerguelen over thousands of years as they sought to constrain humanity’s development from afar.
The untimely and gruesome death of one of their own, the longtime McCarthy family friend and confidante Phil Norris, was one more such truth that the wider world was as yet unaware of. And all that had happened in the past twenty-four hours, during which just about everyone felt like they’d aged something closer to twenty-four years, it was difficult to truly internalise the fact that Phil had been dead for less than a full day.
Emotionally, though, it felt to Emma and Clark as though no time at all had passed.
Because of this, as soon as their flash of arrival subsided and they were staring once more at the familiar hallway that their old friend had made his own after the home’s infamous previous owner eventually met his fate, they were instantly transported back to the harrowing events of the previous night.
Baby Piper, having been asleep when Leesha hurriedly took the group from her family’s living room, was sufficiently perturbed by the sudden brightness and vague feeling of movement to quickly burst into uncharacteristic tears. This made the moment of arrival even more difficult for Emma, who was holding her tightly, as her mind felt natural and inevitable concerns that the teleportation had somehow hurt her.
In reality it had only startled the baby awake, with her new unfamiliar surroundings offering little comfort even though her closest family members filled the space around her. Dan immediately tried to reassure Emma of this, while Tara quite successfully distracted Piper from the unsettling novelty of her surroundings by playing some rapid rounds of peekaboo and ‘got your nose’.
Emma quickly handed Piper to Tara, an enthusiastic recipient, then turned away before placing her head in her hands. Tara saw fit to ramp up the distraction at this point and carried Piper into the kitchen, away from her troubled mother who was in turn circled by most of the others.
Only Chip Petrovic, reluctant to intrude as by far the newest member of the inner circle, didn’t know where to go. He lingered awkwardly for a few seconds before Clark tipped his head to call him in closer. In Clark’s eyes he was part of the group; deemed trustworthy by Phil, a more cautious man than any other Clark had known, Chip had also proven himself in his action since the man’s untimely passing.
“What’s up?” Clark asked Emma, speaking in a low whisper. “Is it Phil? Just… remembering everything, and it’s too much?”
Emma’s sobs were slow but deep, of a kind few had ever seen or heard from her. She forced out a nod. “It was right here,” she said, forcing the words through her tears with no small degree of effort. “Just last night! And he’s still here. He’s in the freezer like a piece of meat.”
“There was nowhere else to put him,” Clark replied, more sharply than intended but with a clear impatience at having to readdress this particular point. It troubled him greatly, too, that his only clear course of action had been to preserve Phil’s body in such a way until the group could decide what to do in an instance where informing the police and making it known that they had found Phil would have fatally wounded their chances of bringing his killers and their masters to justice.
Their chances of success in terms of that objective were already looking bleak, what with the remarkable hit on gangland supremo James West having taken out the sole lead they had gained from Leesha’s deep-dive into the minds of the killer himself.
Leesha, so familiar to the group by now that his alienness almost went unnoticed despite how plainly he would have stuck out among them in the eyes of any external observer, took the rare step of moving forward and placing a hand on Emma’s shoulder. She was already leaning into Dan’s supportive frame, but the decidedly non-human feeling of the two wide finger-like divisions and long dextrous thumb which composed Leesha’s hand caused her spine to stiffen.
Undeniably, the automatic feelings that came with physical contact with any of the Messengers weren’t often pleasant. Handshakes were as good as it got, given not only what they represented but also that they tended to come with face-to-face eye contact with a smiling alien.
A surprise touch like this, however, fell at the opposite end of the spectrum in combining the natural unease of being touched from behind from anyone out of sight and also the somewhat skeletal sensation of Leesha’s fingers.
If Emma had been consciously thinking about any of it rather than reacting only with a natural physical unease, she would have been glad that her shoulders were at least covered by the fabric of a blouse and that Leesha’s eerily smooth and almost slippery-feeling skin hadn’t made direct contact with her own.
As with the feeling of his fingers’ shape, the cool sensation of Leesha’s skin was fairly unsettling even when the touch was expected, but on an occasion like this it would have perhaps taken Emma’s reaction from momentary unease to a far more expressive discomfort and displeasure.
“I am sorry for startling you,” Leesha said, purposefully communicating his words to everyone in the vicinity despite directing them to Emma, and doing so for the purposes of being open and keeping everyone on the same page. He then took his hand from Emma’s shoulder for the clearer purpose of hastening the passing of her somewhat understandable reaction to the unexpected but well-intentioned touch. “But Emma, Phil would be telling us to focus on the present. We have to consider our situation as it is now, with this threat of intervention in Birchwood.”
Emma slouched slightly once again, her instinctive body language not reflecting anything other than the fading of her brief discomfort.
“He’s right,” William Godfrey stated in agreement. “My source is granite: a Washington insider who was very closely advising Slater until they had a falling out a few weeks ago. She doesn’t let any individual get particularly close these days, much as I don’t, and for the same reason of having been stung and burnt so badly by that scumbag Neal.”
The reference to the loathsome Jack Neal brought rage to everyone’s minds, as it always did, to the extent that they all wished Godfrey hadn’t mentioned him even in passing. None commented on this, however, reluctant to draw any more attention to it or to cause what was perhaps their least favourite subject to linger for a second longer than necessary.
“More broadly though…” Godfrey began, “and I feel this is something to raise now… Emma, I know we have the 20/20 panel tomorrow night. I know we’ve been thinking of letting things simmer until then, planning our moves tomorrow and eviscerating them on live TV with everything at our disposal, but I don’t think waiting until tomorrow to react is a viable option anymore.”
As the others listened just as closely, Emma focused intently on Godfrey’s words to see exactly where he was going.
“Phil’s death was botched by an overzealous criminal,” he said, “so I can just about hold my breath on that. Mesut’s murder was despicable, but it was within the grounds of the Gravesen and I can see the political motivation; they didn’t know what was in his briefcase, and for all they knew he might’ve had hidden camera footage of the intrusion in his hotel room with close-up views of the corrupt guards’ faces. So that, as horrific as it was and as much as I’ll see to it that they pay for it… that, I can at least contextualise. But ordering agents to Birchwood, to your house, and when they knew the child was in there…” Godfrey seethed, trailing off with a barely discernible head-shake of rage that somehow said more than a thousand words ever could.
No one interrupted. Godfrey had done and said several small things in recent days that led the group to see that he really was now with them in a true sense of the word, rather than just on their side for strategic benefits.
It had seemingly begun when Leesha and Clark took risky direct action to save his life in Buenos Aires, and had since then deepened as he saw how much the Ford-McCarthy clan was dealing with and how tirelessly and selflessly they accepted the load that circumstance had thrust upon their collective shoulders with no reward and insufficient recognition.
The way Godfrey acted around Piper, in particular, had seen Emma warm to him in a way she had never expected, while Clark and Dan were impressed by his ‘bottle’, to use one of the Englishman’s own favoured terms, in facing up to difficult and often threatening situations without fear.
Without doubt, they now saw Godfrey not as an ancillary associate to their inner circle but a fully fledged member.
“I can’t and won’t ‘accept’ any of what they’ve done in the past twenty-four hours,” Godfrey insisted, “but I really cannot turn a blind eye to this for a single second. As soon as they’ve played their next ridiculous hand here, I’m going to Buenos Aires. Their free rein ends tonight. Emma, we can talk about exactly what I’ll do and say and when I’ll do and say it, but I’m going. Tonight.”
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DRIVE-IN
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“On a day of so much global uncertainty,” ACN’s Jenna Clark said, nearing the end of another hourly bulletin from a surprisingly quiet Birchwood, “I think we all expected some information about Dan and Tara’s whereabouts, if not those of the occasionally less candid Chairman Godfrey, but that hasn’t turned out to be the case.”
Either side of Jenna, where countless other reporters had been jam-packed at the edge of the lot for most of the day to be rewarded with nothing more than the comings and goings of a handful of New Kergrillin’ Bar & Grill’s weekday regulars, a good number of spaces were now visible.
“We’ll be back here live tomorrow morning,” she went on, accepting defeat for the night, “when we fully expect to have some major updates. For ACN, I’m Jenna Clark.”
The irony was palpable, but no one knew.
Indeed, the irony was palpable because no one knew.
No one knew what plans had been set in motion, or what was about to occur barely a mile down the street at the Ford-McCarthy residence.
It would have been the biggest story of a big day, and if things went wrong it just still might…
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EASTVIEW, COLORADO
“We’ll talk about tonight, well, tonight,” Emma said, her lack of argument with Godfrey’s suggestion of returning to Buenos Aires to reclaim the initiative earlier than planned telling him quite clearly that she agreed with the general idea.
Godfrey simply nodded, likewise leaving the rest unsaid. The sun had almost set on a long and winding day, and he felt that the night offered much in the way of resolution. Before resolution, however, as one of his early political idols had firmly impressed upon him, came survival.
“But before anything else…” Emma continued, perking up now that her mind had been given something so specific to focus on and Leesha had removed his kindly but unsettling hand from her shoulder. “What exactly did the source tell you about this ‘raid’ and when it might happen? Was it just what was in that one message we all saw, about Slater and Cole pretty much ordering a raid on the house? Or was there more detail?”
“Just what you saw,” Godfrey confirmed. “It’s happening soon, though; very soon. My personal call here would be to send Leesha back to the house, to create a forcefield to make sure no one gets in. There’s nothing in the house we wouldn’t want them to find, aside from security camera footage which Leesha could also obtain or even telekinetically wipe if you don’t want to keep them from getting inside in such an overt way, but I feel as though there is a very strong symbolic importance to keeping them out. We can’t be pushed around.”
“Damn straight,” Clark grunted in support.
“Right,” Godfrey continued. “Or, really, you can’t be pushed around. I don’t think they’ll have any expectation that I’ve been in Birchwood, but the very fact they’re willing to do something like this shows, in my mind, that they’re overconfident. As far as we know, all they know — or at least believe — is that I was taken from Buenos Aires to assist the Messengers with a problem on New Kerguelen. Dan’s continued absence, even after Gellar called him out and even after Mesut was slaughtered in full public view, has probably made them think that he and I are both truly out of the picture. Naturally, by extension, they’ll believe the Messengers aren’t still on Earth… that the Messengers won’t offer your home any protection. That’s where they’re wrong, and I see value in reminding them of that fact.”
“I say Leesha should immobilise anyone who crosses the property line,” Clark said, gruffly but with a sincerity that made clear he wasn’t exaggerating his desire. “I’m not saying kill them, unless that’s the way it has to go, but at least hold them in one of those invisible boxes to send a message.”
Godfrey shook his head. “We want to send a message to them, but not necessarily to everyone else,” he said. “We don’t want to make a public issue of this. Not yet.”
“What if they broadcast it, though?” Dan chimed in. “Slater and Cole are in neck-deep with Gellar and whoever else she’s with, and airing their ‘investigation’ live seems like exactly the kind of thing she would want to do. That’s a big exclusive for Blitz, you know? And for whatever reason, they seem to be working way too closely with her for my liking.”
“They won’t make a public thing out of this,” Emma said, extremely authoritatively.
Although she left it there, so convinced in her own mind that an explanation didn’t strike her as necessary, Godfrey — in full agreement — sensed everyone else’s uncertainty and took it upon himself to share his view of why any public broadcast of the raid was unlikely.
“This doesn’t seem like a media thing,” he said. “It doesn’t seem like it’s come from Gellar, or even that it’s happening with Gellar’s knowledge. If I’m wrong, the agents are going to roll into Birchwood with a Blitz News crew embedded in their vehicle ready to broadcast what they hope will be an embarrassing exposé of whatever the hell it is they expect to find. Arresting you and Clark, as the warning says they might have done, would be PR suicide. I mean… suicide. Don’t you agree, Emma?”
“A thousand percent,” Emma nodded, “and yeah, that is why I think you’re right about this not being a media operation. They want to keep it quiet, and I think we should, too. We should be absolutely sure to gather evidence of it, so I’ll text Mr Byrd to make sure his cameras are all up and running. If not, we could have Leesha flash him home to activate everything and then maybe bring him here. Hopefully we don’t have to do that because New Kergrillin’ is a good place for him and Henry to be right now… but actually, thinking about that, we need to tell Henry anyway to make sure he doesn’t go home by accident just before this happens and also that he doesn’t do anything stupid like rush home to confront them if there is a media angle and he sees it all happening on TV.”
No one spoke or otherwise reacted for a few seconds, all firmly agreeing with everything Emma had said and all as stunned as ever by how quickly her mind could flit from emotions of concern and sadness to jump right back into her unparalleled ability to cut to the heart of a problem and come up with the necessary action steps. She thrived in moments like this, in many senses preferring the urgency of a tangible emergency to the blunter difficulties of the myriad challenges that had faced her group in recent days.
“If this is the plan, we should enact it with haste,” Leesha stated, directing his gaze in turn between the duo of Emma and Godfrey who he understandably and quite correctly deemed to be in charge of the group’s direction of travel.
“Can you stay in touch with any of us from there?” Dan asked. “If the plan has to change, based on what they do, you maybe don’t have the same understanding of how humans might react and how your actions could be received. I mean, you’re on our side all the time and we know that… but it’s like with what happened in Buenos Aires. Sometimes your instinct might be to react in a way that we wouldn’t advise.”
Leesha solemnly and slowly shook his head back and forth, far more times than a human would and in a way that might have struck an external observer as sarcastic. It didn’t go unnoticed by the humans that this made Dan’s point about how actions could be interpreted, but in a far less consequential way than could be the case were Leesha faced with an oncoming group of hostile agents intruding upon the Ford-McCarthy residence.
“Sadly,” the alien said, “with none of you being UpLifted to a sufficient degree, I can’t communicate remotely even across the few miles between here and there. Emma, perhaps you could come with me to advise in case there—”
“Not a chance in hell,” Clark interrupted. “Godfrey?”
Without a moment’s hesitation, the ICA Chairman nodded his assent. “I’m in. Emma, if you’re willing to trust my judgement in advising Leesha of the best course of action — which will only be exercised if the agents do something entirely unexpected and escalatory, thus rendering our current plan of action obsolete — I’m more than willing to go. You should stay here under Clark’s protection, with Piper. And Clark, if I may suggest it, I think the basement you’ve told me about will be the safest place in this house. You should perhaps stay above ground to monitor things, not that I foresee it being necessary, while the others shelter in the locked basement.”
“Deal,” Clark said, extending a hand to Godfrey after briefly glancing at Emma to make sure she was okay with this. “Leesha guards the house to keep them at bay with a harmless forcefield, and you’ll be there to make a spur-of-the-moment judgement call if it’s necessary. I’ll guard this place and everyone in it, and we’ll all be together again soon to take these bastards down and get the world back on track.”
“Deal,” Godfrey replied.
“Thanks, Leesha,” Dan said, his voice somewhat weak. “After tomorrow, when we deal with them on Focus 20/20 and you get Billy back from Sanctuary, we’ll do whatever we can to help you out on New Kerguelen. Whatever it takes, we’ll restore peace and make sure it stays.”
Of the humans, Dan alone maintained faith that Leesha would be able to continue with his vow to recover Billy from the other side of a gate they now knew would take him through time rather than merely space. Leesha, however, responded with a resilient smile that seemed to say he hadn’t given up hope, either.
“Real quick…” Chip stated, looking directly at Leesha. “Did you tell Tara everything Sakko told you about the time data? And if you did, does she understand it enough to pass it on? All I mean is… is there nothing else you want to tell us before you go, you know, just in case?”
“Just in case nothing,” Clark grunted, glaring angrily at Chip for the first time.
“Tara heard absolutely everything I did,” Leesha confirmed, untroubled by Chip’s implicitly expressed concerns that something else might be about to go wrong. “She asked several excellent questions of Sakko that I didn’t even raise myself, so she has a good understanding of the data our engineer garnered during the mothership’s flyover. Don’t ever underestimate her.”
Chip looked mildly embarrassed, particularly by Leesha’s final firmly delivered point, but everyone understood that his question had been well-intentioned.
“I’ll text my dad and tell him to stay away, and that we’re safe here,” Dan chimed in. “They’ll be at the bar. We’ll forget about Byrd’s cameras if they’re not already on, because with Godfrey there he can make sure our own are running, anyway. Right?”
The ICA Chairman nodded curtly. “If there’s anything else, I do have my phone. I can talk the whole time if you wish, just give me a ring and I’ll pick up. But really, I do feel that we should get a move on…”
“Of course,” Leesha said. “Friends… I will return when this threat has abated. Stay safe.”
William Godfrey, whose alliance with the group was now taken for granted in a manner no one would ever have deemed possible in a thousand lifetimes just a few days earlier, looked squarely at Dan McCarthy in the moments before Leesha’s flash separated them once more.
Godfrey spoke no words, but his slow wink of reassurance said a lot.
Seconds later, he was gone.
“Leeess!” Piper called from the kitchen.
Tara, taken aback by a flash she hadn’t seen coming given how busy she had been keeping the baby amused and occupied in this new and unusual house, walked with her into the hallway.
“What’s happening?” she asked.
“Leeess no he,” Piper replied, looking up at her aunt with expressive eyes and an endearing certainty that it was her answer Tara was seeking. “Goff no he!”
“Goff is at our house,” Emma said, smiling at the child whose ever-increasing awareness and quite literally super-human level of intelligent development was no longer a source of concern given the reassurances the family had received from Meli, the kindly alien doctor and empath from New Kerguelen.
“Goff is helping Leeess keep our house safe from the bad guys,” Clark added. “They’ll both be back soon. Okay?”
“Kay,” Piper smiled, taking even Emma by surprise with such a clear answer.
“Jesus,” Chip said, unable to keep his shock to himself. “That kid is… I don’t even know.”
“Born for greatness,” her proud Uncle Clark chimed in. “You’ll see.”
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Standing in the Ford-McCarthy residence with only an alien for company, it wasn’t lost on William Godfrey that Earth’s first family of Contact had placed a level of faith in him that would have been utterly unforeseeable just a short while earlier.
After all they had collectively been through in recent years, with various international organisations and issues of contention having driven them apart at some points and closer together at others as the winding path of history took its course, Godfrey was more than a little glad the path had taken him here; not under the current troubling circumstances, of course, but given these were the circumstances he found himself in he was certainly happier to have the McCarthys on his side than up against him.
Had this consideration been made those few short weeks earlier, it would have rested upon the dual factors of Dan McCarthy’s unshakeable public popularity and his wife Emma’s irrepressible knack for navigating crises and frequently managing to emerge victorious from challenges which others would have been content to merely escape in one piece.
“Things have certainly changed a lot,” Leesha said, catching Godfrey by surprise with the telepathic comment.
Godfrey, for his part, had gotten so used to the presence of the previously mind-bending Telepathy UpLift patch on the back of his neck that the only surprising thing now was the timing of Leesha’s interjection, rather than the fact he had so clearly been listening into Godfrey’s thoughts since their arrival.
After nodding in agreement for a second, Godfrey’s expression suddenly changed. With no one else around to listen in, and having lacked enough faith in his inexperienced telepathic ability to try to direct a thought only to Leesha while the others had been present, he asked a question that had been on his mind for a while: “Level with me here, Leesha. Is Kendrick gone? If that’s a time gate like your engineer said, you can’t really be thinking of crossing it again, can you?”
“A promise I make is a promise I keep,” the honourable alien replied, not missing a beat. “I told Billy I would return to bring him home. It may not be tomorrow night, if I truly have to assist with anything on New Kerguelen before crossing the gate once more, but my promise wasn’t quite so time sensitive as that. As long as it remains possible for me to cross that gate, I will cross that gate.”
“Do we know anything about the relative passage of time on either side of the gate?” Godfrey asked. “Do we know for sure that Billy won’t feel like he’s been there for a week, or a year, or be dead because time passes so much faster? I’m not too big to say I don’t know what makes sense and what doesn’t, but I don’t think any of us are in a position to assume anything the data doesn’t guarantee.”
Leesha paused, choosing the wording of his reply carefully. He and Godfrey were standing by the edge of the McCarthys’ kitchen at the usual teleportation point, conversing silently in a manner that would have looked extraordinarily bizarre if anyone unaccustomed had been there to witness the process.
A one-on-one meeting between Earth’s highest ranking politician, by most considerations, and the de facto leader-in-waiting of New Kerguelen would have been news in and of itself, without question. The fact that their topic of conversation was nothing less than a discussion about some degree of time travel having recently been proven possible, meanwhile, would have undoubtedly been the biggest story since the confirmation of intelligent alien life in the first place.
“There are no guarantees,” Leesha qualified, “but the data in the mothership’s logs does suggest that, in some manner we don’t yet understand, the craft’s instrumentation and by extension we seemed to be present on Sanctuary for longer than we seemed to be absent from New Kerguelen.”
Godfrey scratched his head, utterly bamboozled. “So if Dan had been wearing a watch… say he leaves New Kerguelen at noon, spends what seems like three hours on Sanctuary, which his watch confirms as three hours, then he gets back to New Kerguelen and the watch still says three… would the locals say they think he’s only been gone for two hours? Am I in the right universe of thinking here?”
“Not exactly, but the mothership’s metaphorical equivalent of a watch recorded data that does suggest that kind of variability. Needless to say, further deliberate testing would be needed to draw firm conclusions. But to be perfectly frank… I don’t understand the basics of these concepts, let alone the intricacies, and neither does Kajeel. Moving through or even across time has never been something our species has considered, at least since the Architects began constraining our mental development with their imposition of the caste system maintained by the perceived wisdom of our supposed Elders.”
When Leesha spoke of these latter topics, his words always came across as somehow being sharper than normal. Godfrey couldn’t miss this, and nor could anyone else. “I don’t know Kajeel,” the ICA Chairman stated.
“Oh, Kajeel is the engineer who noted the initial discrepancies in the data logs,” Leesha replied. His browless eyes then widened, in reaction to something Godfrey clearly lacked the sensory acuity to perceive.
“Everything okay?” Godfrey asked, speaking out loud for the first time in the conversation, as he and pretty much every other human tended to do when something startled them or otherwise brought about a rise in adrenaline.
Leesha nodded, slowly and to some degree reassuringly. “I feel their presence. They’re almost here.”
It hardly sounded like everything was okay, to Godfrey’s mind, but Leesha certainly didn’t seem to be faking his own level of calm. “This is why we’re here. Well, this is why I’m here. You, I’m less sure.”
Godfrey grinned, truly eased and more than a little amused by the first intentional use of humour he’d ever witnessed from any of the Messengers. His laughter brought a smile from Leesha, confirming that he wasn’t misreading the lighthearted comment.
“You know it’s not because they doubt you, though,” Godfrey said. “Don’t you? It really is about the oddness of how we humans can interpret things, especially relative to what we might perceive as the oddness of what you do. Buenos Aires was the classic example, when you—”
“I know what I did,” Leesha said, all humour lost in the fog of regret. “And I do know why I need you here, but thank you for the thought. Thank you for being here, too; I would feel alone by myself.”
I would feel alone by myself.
William Godfrey felt this sentence tumble around his mind, gaining deeper meaning with each rotation. To almost every extent, Leesha was alone; the only one of his kind anywhere but on their home planet, literally untold miles away on the other side of a gate built by the technologically advanced race who had enslaved, deceived and betrayed them for millennia.
Leesha was also now somewhat distant from his closest and most trusted personal friends in the shape of Dan, Tara, Clark and Emma, standing in the home they usually filled with a man who until now hadn’t presumed to consider himself a friend.
“We are friends,” Leesha said, very plainly.
This simple comment struck the ordinarily detached Godfrey just as firmly as the last one. For all the Messengers’ advanced technologies, which he recognised weren’t truly theirs, and for all their differences from humanity, every private moment William Godfrey spent with Leesha was making him see more and more clearly that — on the inside — he really wasn’t so alien, after all.
“How close are they?” Godfrey asked, unsure whether he’d just heard the faint hum of a car or if his mind was playing tricks on him. He had the wisdom to whisper despite his adrenalised body again instinctively speaking aloud.
Stunning Godfrey with a new gesture, Leesha brought one of his right hand’s two wide finger-like divisions to his thin lips in the apparently universal sign for quiet.
Godfrey gulped.
“They’re not close,” Leesha replied, as silently as ever. “They’re here.”
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STEVENSON FARM
EASTVIEW, COLORADO
With Godfrey and Leesha in Birchwood, Clark readily followed the former’s suggestion of encouraging the rest of the group to shelter in the basement while he held down the fort upstairs in keeping a lookout for any potential intruders.
The absence of Leesha would level the playing field in any confrontation, not that anyone thought one likely, but Clark felt sure that he could protect the group from anything short of a squad of invaders given his knowledge of the house’s layout and his experience of stealth.
Had Clark, Emma or indeed anyone else in the group seriously considered that a second intrusion at Stevenson Farm was within the realm of likelihood just a night after the first escalated to murder, they wouldn’t have for one second agreed that sending Leesha to guard an empty house against a predicted threat made any kind of sense.
The heavily fortified basement itself was something of a safety net in Dan’s mind, granting as it did meaningful protection in the one-in-a-million chance that any hostile visitors would return in the short time Leesha was out of the picture.
The basement was known to be well stocked, too, and Chip Petrovic had made sure that the access card Phil left with him — the one that would lead them into an inviting prepper stash whose existence within such easy reach had naturally slipped everyone else’s mind amid all that was going on — had come along for this impromptu trip to Eastview.
Only Emma proved hesitant to descend into the basement when the time came, with everyone quite easily understanding that her arguments about ‘never splitting the party’ were in truth founded on her reluctance to be anywhere near the freezer which, out of necessity, still contained Phil’s corpse.
“We have the card,” Chip said. “You know, for Phil’s secret stash. While we’re here anyway, it makes sense for us to look. Clark, if you don’t mind us going in without you…”
“Be my guests,” Clark encouraged them. He didn’t shrug indifferently or anything of the sort, and was simply so keen to know what was really in there that he didn’t even feel any need to be there in person for the moment of truth so long as the question was answered. “I know Phil set up that little game to unlock the card so that all three of us would have to work together, but he wouldn’t really care if we were all there for it being opened. My old man won’t care, either… he’s like me. He just wants to know what’s inside, and obviously we both know you guys aren’t going to lie about any of it!”
“Oh, I dunno about that,” Tara chided from the edge of the stairway down to the basement. “It all depends what we find. Right, Piper?”
The baby chuckled in response to the funny face Tara made.
“I guess we probably should check that out, to make the most of the time we’re here,” Emma acknowledged, driven more by a sense of duty than the excited anticipation that seemed to be consuming Chip and even Dan. She couldn’t begrudge them for allowing themselves to get swept up in the moment when everything around them was so uncertain and generally negative, and in truth was self-aware enough to recognise that she too would likely have been enthusiastically eager to access Phil’s stash if she didn’t have such harrowing recent memories of the farmhouse in general and its freezer-housing basement in particular.
“Right,” Tara said. “And I’ll tell you guys everything I heard from Sakko about the time gate while we’re down there. Make triple use of this time. Unless you want me to keep you company up here, and I’ll tell everyone else all that stuff later?” she asked Clark, more than willing to stay at her boyfriend’s side but all but certain he wouldn’t allow it in a million years.
“Not in a million years,” he replied, proving her hunch right. “I think that basement is literally the safest place within a hundred miles of here. I mean, Tara… it’s Phil’s bunker. You know? Phil. You’re gonna find some serious stuff down there, I’m sure of it. This door is staying closed until you hear from me over the intercom, though, and I mean that. You can open it from down there, in the sense that you’re physically able to open it, but you won’t open it. If Piper needs anything, intercom me and I’ll open it. But if that happens, before you stand at the stairs make sure you actually hear my voice. None of this precautionary stuff is going to be necessary, but it’s like when they tell you all the stuff to do if your plane starts falling out of the sky: you have to listen, just in case.”
“Good,” Tara teased, “because I do kinda want to be down there when we open the door. It’s going to be like when we were at the Feathers’ antique place looking for the plaque a few years ago, except this time we don’t know what we’re going to find and we don’t have to rifle through piles of rusty metal and boxes full of rat… stuff.”
As always, Emma nodded a quick acknowledgement for Tara remembering to moderate her language around Piper. The sisters were both chuckling, along with Dan and Clark, at the memory of the crazy day in Salida when a decoded prophecy had led them to the plaque which ultimately led to Alessandro Bonucci’s just-in-time discovery of Comet Il Diavolo. Humanity’s relationship with the Messengers had come on leaps and bounds since those days, back when the aliens had tried to mask their minimally necessary interventions by utilising existing speculation and leaning into it.
“You know, I feel like I’ve won some kind of lottery being here for this,” Chip Petrovic mused with a smile of his own. “When those Feather brothers eventually came out and talked about what happened, I wished so hard I could have been there back then. I love all those antique-hunting shows, and I’d even seen the episode of American Treasure when the Australian guys went out to Salida. I was like, hey, it’s Salida!”
“That was how I worked it out!” Tara beamed in proud memory. “Anyone will tell you: it was me who had the eureka moment, and I had it because I was watching American Treasure and it just clicked in my mind. Man, those were weird days… with the California Fireball and all that stuff.”
“I’m sorry, those were weird days?” Emma retorted, laughing more now.
Clark clapped his hands together to capture everyone’s attention and then pointed them down the stairs. “Lock the door behind you, and don’t intercom me unless you actually need something. Feeling like you need to tell me what you found doesn’t count as actually needing something, in case there was any room for doubt there. Emma, keep these excitable kids in line, will you?”
“Caca no?” Piper asked, quickly catching on that Clark was the only person not passing through the narrow doorway to the large basement.
“I’m going to stay up here for a little while, darling,” he replied, while Chip yet again looked on in utterly stunned amazement as the child exhibited her premature and indeed preternatural level of intelligence.
As soon as everyone was down and Dan had pulled the door tightly closed before locking it, Clark walked to gather Phil’s security camera console so he could keep an overall view on any tremendously unlikely arrivals — from whichever angle they might come…
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“We need to make a decision on whether or not we’re going to broadcast it,” John Cole said.
Slater turned to face him, unsure if he’d really just suggested something so foolhardy.
“They want to,” he went on. “It’s dynamite.”
“Dynamite explodes, John, and we’re holding it. If this blows up in our face, the last thing we want is a goddamn TV audience.”
With a slow and somewhat deferent nod, Cole typed the reply into his phone. He didn’t mind it too much when Slater showed some spirit, and she did have a knack for calling things right.
For Slater’s part, however, the fact that questions like this were even being asked raised alarm bells over what potentially just-as-foolish moves might have been being made without being cleared with her first.
Time would tell, but as the clock ticked relentlessly forward, the increasingly desperate President of the United States wasn’t entirely sure that she didn’t want it to slow down.
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The relative emptiness of the open section of Phil’s basement, which almost bordered on barrenness, surprised all of the adults who hadn’t previously been in it — which was to say Tara, Dan and Chip, but not Emma.
They didn’t feel any kind of disappointment, though, naturally knowing by now that there was much more to come thanks to the credit card-like entry key that would imminently grant access to the real bounty that lay in wait.
Chip handed the card to Dan, who seemed like the natural and justified candidate to do the honours given that he was the only present member of the group of three people — a group which also included his brother and father — to whom Phil had collectively entrusted the key.
Emma pointed towards the barely noticeable slot in the wall where the card was to be placed, at which point Dan stepped eagerly towards it.
“Wait,” Tara said, side-stepping into his way at the last second. “Before you put it in, I have one question. Not as random as it seems; it’s about the card.”
Dan sighed and felt his neck muscles involuntarily tense, knowing precisely what was coming.
“Oh yeah…” Emma said.
Tara smiled. “So Dan, who’s Hopper?”
Chip tipped his head back slightly in belatedly realisation of what the sisters had been getting at. He remembered now: ‘Hopper’ had been the contextless clue Phil provided for Dan in order to ensure that all three of the McCarthy men had to cooperate to unlock the key card from the small device he’d left with Chip for safekeeping.
Like Henry and Clark, Dan had been required to enter a six-digit date linked in his mind to the single-word prompt, with the successful entry of all three being needed before the otherwise impenetrable device would relinquish the card held within it.
“Your date was some time in 2013, right?” Tara asked, almost certain this was correct. “What happened then, and who was Hopper?”
Emma, looking at her husband as he nervously bit his lip, stepped in at this point. “You don’t have to tell us,” she insisted.
“Oh, obviously!” Tara added “Totally. Sorry, Dan… you don’t have to. I didn’t mean to put you on the spot for real. I was mainly messing around, but I do kind of want to know how come Phil knew that name and date when it’s something you don’t want to talk about.”
Dan sighed deeply. “Don’t feel bad for making me say it, because I’m choosing to. And it’s not that bad, which is why I’m going to say it: I don’t want it to be built up in your minds as some massive thing. I loved Phil, and I won’t speak ill of the dead, especially when they’re literally in the same room, but I’m pissed off about this Hopper thing. He could have used something else. But anyway…”
“Don’t tell us,” Tara said.
Their roles reversed, however, Emma was now very evidently intrigued and, although she would never say as much, clearly wanted Dan to spit it out.
“Clark gave me a guitar for my birthday that year,” he said, “second hand, and I pawned it so I could pay a detective to find our mom. For some reason, that was the age when I really wanted to know. There are things our dad never told us, but there are things he doesn’t know, like where she is. One day Phil was drinking with this detective and—”
“Ohhhh, it’s that Hopper,” Chip blurted out, uncharacteristically rude in his interruption. “He was in on some things with my old man for a while. Real piece of work. Owed a lot of money when he disappeared. Did he bail on you? Sorry… I didn’t mean to interrupt. But damn, Hopper.”
Dan shook his head. “He seemed like that kind of guy, who could bail on you at any second, but it didn’t go like that. Apparently he was boasting in some bar about how he had taken money from a kid and was going to come up with some cock and bull story without actually looking into anything. When Phil realised it was me who this guy was going to fleece, he gave me back the guitar and said Hopper had paid for it but that I wouldn’t be seeing him again. I didn’t.”
“Come to think of it, that would have been around the time Hopper skipped town,” Chip mused. “Can’t be coincidence. I know how tight Phil and your old man always were. I guess Henry didn’t know Hopper or hear about any of that stuff, though, because the name didn’t seem to ring a bell in his mind last night.”
“Man, how the hell was that only last night?” Tara asked, speaking for everyone. So much had happened, the feeling that time seemed to have slowed down was a sentiment they had never felt more keenly.
“Phil also told me to stop looking for her,” Dan said. “He swore he wasn’t trying to stop me from finding anything in particular, but that she had said some things when she left that he and my dad would never tell me but that, if I knew them, would make me want to forget she ever existed. He told me how tough it had all been on my dad, and how he had stepped up to raise us after she left with most of what he’d worked for because she woke up one day and wanted a new life. I mean, I barely even remember much of her, but the way Phil was talking, I believed him and I still do. That was on the date I had to enter to get this damn card, November 8th 2013, and I still can’t believe he picked it. I don’t know why he would want to dredge that up in my mind. We never spoke about it again, just like I’ve never spoken about any of that stuff with Clark or my dad. She might as well have never existed, with how totally we ignore it all, but then Phil dragged it back into my head. ”
“I’m surprised he knew you’d remember the date you talked about it with him,” Tara chimed in.
Dan inhaled deeply. “It was a rough day with some of the stuff he told me. He meant well, and I think he was saving me from something, but you know how he speaks. Well, spoke. I guess it’s all pretty ironic, when you think about it, huh? Mr Truthseeker is how everyone sees me, but there’s this one big thing close to home — as close to home as anything gets — and I stopped looking for answers.”
No one said anything.
“But let’s just Hop on into this stash, why don’t we,” Dan said, shifting the tone.
“Good call, brother,” Chip said supportively.
All four adults then formed a line facing the slot, Piper more than content in Tara’s arms, until Dan stepped forward and inserted the key.
With a decidedly hydraulic sound, the entire wall descended into a recess in the floor to expose a room at least as big as the open section of basement in which they were standing.
“I knew he wouldn’t let us down,” Tara beamed, the first among them to react vocally while the others only gasped. “I knew it…”
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NEW KERGRILLIN’ BAR & GRILL
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
With Phil Norris having failed to show up at his own bar all day for the first time anyone could remember, Henry McCarthy and Walter Byrd found themselves fielding some increasingly firm questions from the regulars over whether they knew what was going on.
These men were of an era and mindset that precluded them from freely showing their emotions, but by nightfall the lighthearted pretence had largely been dropped and some were openly expressing their concerns that something might have happened.
Questions sometimes came at Henry about where Dan was and what was really going on with ‘all of that business’ — discussed by the regulars as if they were talking about half-time scores rather than issues of such gravity — but more focus was on Phil. Henry reflected that this was perhaps because he seemed so calm about Dan’s wellbeing, which in turn was because he obviously knew where Dan was despite the fact that none of them did.
This consideration of how his calmness and ability to downplay things related to Dan had lessened the regulars’ concerns on that issue told Henry it was wise to keep doing the same thing about Phil’s absence, even though he sadly knew it was far more permanent. An air of calmness didn’t come anything like so easily here.
A moment of urgency came when one regular went so far as to suggest that someone should drive out to the old farmhouse to check on him.
Henry, having received a quick text from Dan to state that he and the others were currently sheltering there in light of a tip-off that something was going to happen in Birchwood, very firmly shut this idea down.
“Anyone who bothers Phil at home is getting themselves barred for life,” he warned. “And hell, while I’m in charge, anyone who even mentions it again can call it a night. I mean, give the guy a break, who wouldn’t need a day off from you lot every now and again?”
The flippancy of Henry’s words took no small effort, as his good friend Mr Byrd knew only too well having been looped in on the warning from Dan due to his own home’s proximity to the supposed target area. They had the desired effect, however, bringing howls of lighthearted derision and a few scrunched up napkins Henry’s way.
It had been the most difficult day Henry could remember, with the need to stay away from Dan and the others while they dealt with so much going against his every instinct. Dealing with Phil’s death was hard enough, but the absence of anything productive to do all day had made it worse.
In a perverse way, the drama of knowing a potential intrusion of some kind might be set to occur in Birchwood took mental attention away from Henry’s sorrow and directed it towards rage in a manner that wasn’t terrible for his emotional wellbeing.
Anger was easier for him to deal with, largely because it could be released at some point when those responsible for the actions that brought it about were eventually held to account.
The anger over what might be about to happen also brought more of the same over Phil’s death, with the sorrow of losing a friend increasingly now overtaken by the rage that came with focusing on the other side of it: that Phil hadn’t been ‘lost’ in some incidental sense, he had been murdered.
With this way of viewing things now at the forefront of Henry McCarthy’s mind, there was only rage.
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STEVENSON FARM
EASTVIEW, COLORADO
Dan was first to step into Phil Norris’s newly unveiled underground prepper stash, which was vaster than any of them could have foreseen given their expectations of the home’s structural limitations.
Where the unconcealed area of the basement had lacked pretty much anything noteworthy, this room — if indeed room was the right word when others ranging from bunker to cornucopia came so easily to mind — was its polar opposite.
Quite literally, Dan McCarthy found it difficult to decide where to look first.
He was so overwhelmed by the sight of so many neatly and densely packed rows of shelves, his feet didn’t even move and his uncertainty of where to look first truly was an uncertainty over where to even direct his eyes.
The shelves looked somewhere between those more typically seen in modern supermarkets and those that had been a constant and memorable fixture in the pile-em-high toy stores of Dan’s youth. To no small degree this was because of the content of the shelves, which on one side of the central walkway were utterly jam-packed with long-life foodstuff in enormous cans, sachets and various other kinds of containers, and on the other were more haphazardly filled by irregularly shaped items of which working boots and thick ropes were some of the first Dan consciously caught sight of.
The vast shelving units were two deep on each side, with a row of four beds lined up nearest the wall on each side.
The bunker had no windows and no evident route to the outside world other than the stairway that led to the rest of the house, so it didn’t really matter where the beds were positioned relative to everything else. Dan couldn’t shake the feeling that they had been belatedly introduced in place of extra rows of shelving, however, given just how tightly packed the shelves were and that the beds were after all arranged in similar lines. There appeared to be room for eight.
“Aww, look!” Tara exclaimed, pointing directly ahead to a wide whiteboard at the end of the walkway. It didn’t take long to reach it, perhaps only fifteen keen paces, and she was so taken by the writing on it that she didn’t pay much heed to any of the items she passed on the way. “He added me after making the original plans!”
The others followed her lead, admittedly with a less total focus on the board, but when they reached close enough to comfortably read it, they all realised she was right and understood exactly what the scrawled writing and hand-drawn charts represented.
Evidently, Phil had amassed a store intended to not only sustain him through some kind of year-long emergency scenario but also to sustain his closest friends and family. The initial list contained five names, each on its own line: “Henry, Byrd, Dan, Clark, Emma.”
Tara’s name had been added in a slightly narrower row at the bottom of the board, while Piper’s had been written in small writing next to Emma’s.
More than a little heartwarmingly, and in a manner that brought strong emotions flooding into three of the four adults reading the board, each row contained notes on what kind of non-essential items Phil thought would make life in the bunker easier for each of his chosen protectees.
Henry’s row, for instance, included scribbled notes about spare parts for his wheelchair, while Tara’s added row mentioned magazines, cosmetics, and wine. She didn’t feel at all offended that these were among the things Phil most thought she couldn’t live without, partly because he wasn’t exactly wrong but largely because of the fact that his multiple notes had visibly been written at different times.
The penmanship and varying clarity made this clear, and it really showed that he had been thinking about this all for a while and truly was trying to do whatever he could to make his friends’ lives as pleasant as possible if his emergency bunker had ever proven necessary.
Dan read everything in his own row, glad that Phil had planned to provide him with a stash of sci-fi books as well as some puzzles and plenty of pens and paper.
Emma’s row meanwhile contained the fewest ideas, with one large circled note relating that Phil was considering outright asking her and bringing her in on the planning stages.
“Most rational/pragmatic, could assist with list-making,” read one point in this circle. “But don’t frighten unnecessarily,” added another.
The single direct suggestion, which like those in Dan and Tara’s rows was accompanied by a tick to show that Phil had procured the items in question, was composed of a single word: earplugs.
“See, he knew you would all drive me demented!” Emma laughed, doing so through a warm glow of feelings over how much effort Phil had put in to everything.
At the far-right end of Emma’s row, Phil had begun a new bullet-point list of baby supplies for Piper, including the obvious things like a progressively sized stash of diapers and plenty of formula. He had made another note stating “toys for higher ages — very smart,” and three exclamation marks had been added after he’d had that initial idea.
“There’s all the diapers and stuff,” Chip pointed out, directing everyone to the top row of one of the shelving units. “He already got it all, since she was born, I guess.”
“I wonder where my wine is,” Tara joked. “He did tick it off…”
Everyone laughed.
For a few minutes they wandered around, feeling no sense of intrusion given that Phil had left the key in Chip’s care to be used by the McCarthys in exactly this scenario of his own death having occurred. No one touched anything, seemingly agreeing without having to explicitly discuss it that this was a respectful course of action at least until the others had been inside.
“Hold the show…” Dan said, instantly catching everyone’s attention with the seriousness of his tone. “He has a shelf of stuff he found lying around when he first moved in. Guys, he has a shelf of Walker’s stuff.”
No sooner had these words left Dan’s mouth than Emma was standing at his side and crouching to the ground to run her eyes along the bottom shelf which was indeed adorned with a stuck-on sheet of paper reading “WALKER’S STUFF”.
Phil hadn’t left anything to chance, very obviously having wanted the others to see these items and to know whose they were before examining them.
“Holy moly macaroni,” Tara chimed in, arriving a few seconds later. “There could be anything in here!”
“Wait, though,” Chip said, as a relative outsider feeling like he had a different and somewhat detached perspective despite his own recent closeness with Phil. He hadn’t been around the group in the days of their dealings with the late Richard Walker, for one thing, and had only recently learned that the famous old political warhorse had owned the farmhouse before Phil. “If Phil had found anything he thought was worth telling you guys about, well, wouldn’t he have told you guys about that thing? This just looks like random old stuff. I mean, look: those are just newspapers and not even particularly old ones that could be from certain important dates or whatever. I think he just didn’t want to throw this stuff out, so he kind of hoarded it.”
“This isn’t a hoarder’s nest,” Dan said, feeling the need to state this even though it didn't feel like defending Phil since Chip was by no means attacking or even criticising him. “But yeah… I do get what you mean about how he would have told us if there was anything among this stuff that could end up being important in some way. It’s literally just what it says it is: Walker’s stuff. I mean, I guess it’s possible there’s something important that Phil didn’t realise was—”
Dan trailed off, a knowing grin crossing his face as something in particular caught his eye.
“Like this old box!” he chuckled. “Emma, look: it’s the box Ben brought to our house that night when he told us about the hoax. Man, you couldn’t make it up.”
Emma raised her eyebrows. “Oh yeah! We brought this back to Walker after we went to Lolo, with almost everything taken out. That feels like another lifetime ago, doesn’t it?”
“This had everything in it,” Dan said, nodding passively at Emma’s final point while he lifted the box from its spot, evidently considering it differently to the rest of Phil’s stash which they’d all tacitly agreed to leave in place for now. “It had the blank plaques, it had photos of Walker and Kloster back when they were working on the breadcrumbs they laid so their hoax would look like a secret from every single angle, it had everything.”
“So what happened to all that stuff?” Chip asked. “The other fake letter and everything.”
“We destroyed it,” Emma replied on Dan’s behalf, very perfunctorily. “At that point, the hoax couldn’t get out. Dan had backups of everything on the computer in his basement, which Phil helped to secure and which basically inspired this one, but we got rid of all the paper stuff. Obviously Phil had no idea what this box was, or he wouldn’t have filled it with… well, all this cutlery and these egg cups and this other random kitchen stuff.”
Dan could only chuckle at the irony. “The contents of this box would have turned the world on its head if they’d leaked out at the wrong time, and now it’s full of this.”
“Dan, just before you put it back…” Chip said, placing his hand on top of Dan’s. “This is pretty obvious, but you guys did know this box has a false bottom, right?”
“What?” Dan and Emma replied in unison. They shared a shocked glance before looking back at the box, which Dan quickly laid on the ground and began emptying handfuls at a time with his wife’s equally focused assistance.
Dan knocked on the base of the box. “Are you sure?” he asked, looking up at Chip.
“It looks like it. The clue’s on the outside. Look… there’s a kind of line where it’s hollow, before the actual base. Maybe only half an inch, but I’ve seen that kind of thing before. The whole idea is that it doesn’t look like there’s a false bottom, but when you grow up with an old man like mine, you learn to spot these things, you know? Phil being Phil, I feel like he might have noticed if he’d taken a real close look at it, but then why would he look closely if he didn’t expect anything? Chicken and egg.”
‘Chicken and egg’ wasn’t exactly an apt analogy, as the others all thought in momentary confusion when the words left his lips, but they all more or less got what Chip was getting at.
“There could be a few extra sheets of paper or something,” Chip went on. “I want to find out, but, you know, I don’t want to take over… so do one of you guys want to try and prise it open?”
Emma tipped her head in encouragement for Dan to go for it. “Don’t be gentle,” she said, “just be quick.”
“Maybe we should tell Clark about this first?” Tara suggested.
“Clark said not to bother him unless we needed something, and this isn’t needing something,” Emma countered. “Dan, try to open it.”
Agreeing with the sentiment, Dan did as she suggested. On his second try — much firmer than the first — he applied enough pressure to one side of the false bottom to cause a ‘popping up’ reaction at the other. He lifted the base and felt a flash of disappointment at seeing no paper underneath. The speculative prediction of hidden documents Chip had offered along with his astute observation of the false bottom, it seemed, hadn’t proven correct.
But when Dan fully lifted out the base, his mouth fell open. Only Emma was close enough to see, with Chip keeping a respectful distance and Tara standing with Piper, and she reacted similarly.
“It’s a flash drive,” Dan said, turning first to Tara. “Can anyone see a computer?”
“Right by the whiteboard,” Chip said. “There’s a laptop on the little desk, and it’s plugged in. Even if the laptop is password protected, we can sign in as a guest or even boot it up in safe mode if we have to. I’m telling myself that a password on the drive itself would kind of defeat the point of leaving it, because I want to see what’s on that thing more than I’ve wanted anything in a long time.”
Emma took hold of the flash drive, and for a brief moment Dan felt a baseless and fleeting fear that she might intentionally damage it. This didn’t make sense in his mind but like any fear it didn’t have to do so to take root, and so he was doubly glad to see Emma walking purposefully towards the laptop.
Within less than a minute, she had signed in as a guest and inserted the flash drive. With no request for a password, a folder popped up on the screen containing just one file. It was a video entitled Dead.mp4.
“Clark should see this,” Tara insisted, feeling increasingly strongly that he really should; not through any bias or favourable consideration via his position as her boyfriend, but because he was at least as entitled as anyone else.
“And he will,” Emma said, “but it’s like we talked about: time sensitivity. Godfrey will see this too, and Leesha if he wants to. Clark would want us to watch this now, Godfrey would want us to watch this now, and I’m sure Henry would want us to watch this now, too.”
Tara turned to Dan.
“Remember that whole idea of multi-tasking, Tara,” he agreed, “since we don’t know what we’re going to have to do next or what news Godfrey and Leesha are going to come back from Birchwood with? Everything is up in the air. Before Leesha hopefully gets Billy back from Sanctuary, we’re supposed to have that big Focus 20/20 showdown with Slater and Cole… and Gellar,” he grunted, almost choking on the third name, “so there’s no sense in wasting time waiting around. Right?”
Emma nodded decisively then double-clicked on the video file without missing another breath.
Right on cue, Richard Walker’s face filled the screen. He looked a few years younger, far less stressed and in general much more like himself than they all remembered from the very end, and the backdrop was that of his office in the former IDA building in nearby Colorado Springs which now served as Timo’s Fiore Frontiere HQ.
Upon the sight of Walker in this setting, a feeling of almost overwhelming anticipation hit Dan McCarthy like a rushing wave.
What was he about to see? What was he about to hear?
The only occasion he could really liken this to was when he sat at his own computer and read the entirety of the infamous Kloster letter back when he believed it to be true and had just finished painstakingly translating it from the original handwritten German.
Back then, Dan and ultimately the whole world had learned a whole lot of illuminating background all at once from the contents of the letter.
That had turned out to be a series of masterfully crafted lies, of course, with the irony not lost on Dan that the very box in which Chip’s eye for the hustle had just found the flash drive had been the same one that once contained various alternate drafts of that very letter.
It was utterly bizarre watching Walker from beyond the grave, his strong and healthy self from the days of the leak when he had been the antagonist in Dan’s life.
In these days of Coles and Gellars stooping lower by the hour, Dan couldn’t help but look back and wonder how things would have played out if Walker had still been around when open Contact was established with the Messengers.
“Hello, Ben,” Walker began, his resonant and authoritative politician’s voice instantly taking Dan back to the time he had wandered unconsciously out to the cornfield several years earlier and Walker had intercepted him for questioning. In turn, that took Dan back to his first meeting with the imposing figure during a school visit to the IDA many moons ago.
Dan felt like a child once more, awed by Walker’s presence even from beyond the grave and finding his eyes unshakeably drawn yet again to the famous and well-earned scar that made the old man’s face so recognisable.
“Or, if he’s dead, too…” Walker continued with a glint in his eyes. “Hello, Dan…"
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“Sometimes we stare so long
at a door that is closing
that we see too late
the one that is open.”
Alexander Graham Bell
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
While Leesha focused his mind on listening into those of the approaching agents who had been sent to Birchwood at President Slater’s behest, William Godfrey made a beeline for the kitchen drawer he knew was home to the tablet which controlled the McCarthys’ top-of-the-line security system and relayed footage from each of the many outward-facing cameras.
The fact that he knew where they kept this was one more little sign of how close they had all gotten recently, in a manner Godfrey certainly hadn’t taken for granted.
Once Godfrey had the tablet in his hand, he remained in the kitchen. The blinds on all of the front windows were closed, as they had been from just moments after he and Leesha arrived, but he nevertheless felt that remaining out of potential sight through the window was a wise move. There was no real logic to this, but it was such a natural reaction that he didn’t give it any thought.
Leesha, meanwhile, walked closer to the front door once he sensed that the agents were close.
“They’re in a black SUV, slowing down,” Godfrey telepathically reported from the kitchen.
“Thanks,” Leesha said, “but can you bring that device here? Something like the so-called ‘remote viewing’ connection Piper has to Dan would be useful, but all I am running with are the clear thoughts of three individuals. I can’t see where they are or what any non-conscious movements might be suggesting as their next course of action.”
Comforted by his distance from the window and door, Godfrey hesitated for a brief moment before shaking away his doubts and walking to join Leesha. The McCarthys had placed a lot of faith in both of them, he considered, and hiding in the kitchen while his presence could assist Leesha in the living room was no way for someone who’d been handed such responsibility to behave.
“You don’t have to worry about being seen, or about anything else,” Leesha insisted gently and reassuringly as Godfrey arrived at his side. “I am here to protect the integrity of this home from unwelcome intruders, and you are here to advise me on how best to deal with any unforeseen complications without my misreading of human cues or norms making things worse.”
Godfrey didn’t reply, his brain too focused on the live video images playing on the tablet he was holding in an outstretched hand. Leesha quickly turned his own focus to this too, as soon as Godfrey held it out, and either individual could have heard a pin drop as they watched the passenger-side door of the black SUV swing slowly open.
Darkness had by now fallen in Birchwood; not by much, but the timing was clearly not by accident.
The next few moments would reveal perhaps the most important thing of all, and both Godfrey and Leesha knew this only too well. In accordance with the message Godfrey had received from a whistle-blowing ally in Buenos Aires, they and the rest of their inner circle believed that Slater was sending agents to investigate who was home and what they knew.
As the moment of truth arrived, however, Godfrey began to wonder whether his canary — for whose intervention they were all immensely thankful — might have put two and two together and made five.
After all, Godfrey considered, there was no way the man could have known that altogether different kinds of intruders had been sent to Eastview and Denver the previous night, if not directly by Slater than quite likely by someone else tied to her new ally Jan Gellar.
Just as clearly, there was no way Godfrey’s contact could know that Phil Norris had died at one of the intruder’s hands and that only Chip Petrovic’s quick thinking and street-wise toughness might have prevented a second similarly grave outcome.
Leesha’s choice of words just moments earlier, when he spoke of having been sent to protect the home from ‘unwelcome intruders’, further put Godfrey’s mind on high alert. He was becoming less and less sure that agent would be an appropriate word for whoever would imminently emerge from behind the car door, and within another few seconds his suspicions were proven unsettlingly well-founded.
The car slowed without stopping, and the opening of the passenger-side door was immediately followed by that of the door behind the driver’s. The full-screen view on the tablet in Godfrey’s hand automatically changed to a broader shot, showing the whole car framed against Mr Byrd’s empty house across the street.
The first man in view, emerging from the passenger side, looked like no federal agent William Godfrey’s decades in politics had ever exposed him to. The individual was, in Godfrey’s English parlance, a heavy.
He wasn’t built like the Secret Service agents who had until recently protected the neighbourhood, he wasn’t dressed like those agents, and he certainly didn’t move like them.
Instead, from Godfrey’s perspective the man looked more like a cross between John Cole and Clark McCarthy — the physically imposing stature of the latter, but with the unkempt sloppiness and lesser athleticism of the former. There was also an element of someone like Joe Crabbe in the enforcer, too, Godfrey thought, in the sense that he had what Godfrey perhaps prejudicially considered a very common and unrefined look to him.
Secret Service agents, and particularly those assigned to the frontline protection of critical personnel, had always struck Godfrey as looking like they could have sat behind a news anchor’s desk without anyone batting an eyelid, where this individual struck him as the type more likely to find himself being filmed on the way into a courtroom having been caught selling fake cigarettes from the back of a truck.
“He’s not here to talk,” he told Leesha, correctly considering that the alien wouldn’t be so perceptive of the small cues that he himself was able to read.
There was certainly a middle ground between Leesha’s obliviousness to someone not quite looking the part and Godfrey’s somewhat elitist snap judgements about the approaching figure, but the ICA Chairman knew that now wasn’t the time for political correctness or giving peace a chance.
“Should I stick to the plan of placing a forcefield around the perimeter?” Leesha asked. “There does not appear to be a media presence, as we predicted.”
Godfrey inhaled deeply, trying to stay calm. “Leesha, be ready for anything.”
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“That was not something we discussed!” President Slater boomed. “Why would they even—”
“They have to be prepared! We don’t know who’s going to answer the door,” Cole interrupted, surprised by the strength of her reaction to the minor detail he had just shared in anticipation of what might happen next.
“What difference does that make?” she asked.
“Well, it could be Clark.”
Slater said nothing, and all she could do was hope it wasn’t.
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The approaching SUV slowed to a crawl around three houses away, giving Godfrey a few moments to think.
It then slipped off silently into the night, revealing the second figure who had stepped out at the opposite side. To no one’s surprise, he looked as friendly and official — not — as the first.
“No perimeter forcefield,” Godfrey decided. “Let’s see what they do. Let’s see exactly where they go, and exactly what they do. They might try to plant bugs, they might split up, they might try to sneak in through the back. Whatever they do, if we stay out of the way until the last minute then our cameras will catch them in the act. That footage could be important, so we don’t want to intervene too soon.”
Leesha looked away from the screen and gazed slightly uncertainly at Godfrey.
“At whatever point they look like doing something we want to stop, you can step in with your telekinesis… can’t you?” the ICA Chairman suggested. “And if they do split up, we can watch a split-view on the screen to track them both at once. Seriously, Leesha, this is what Emma would do if she was here. Never interrupt your enemy when they’re making a mistake, remember? This is a mistake, but if we want it to hurt them then we have to let them make it.”
With the blacked-out SUV now out of sight having quietly sped off down the low-traffic residential street, its two dropped off passengers strode purposefully towards the house.
Despite the presence at his side of an alien capable of truly remarkable feats of telekinetic power, Godfrey couldn’t help but feel his heart-rate quicken while the flight side of his innate fight-or-flight mechanism began to kick in due to the relentless approach of two men who would each quite clearly be capable of tearing him limb from limb were the mood to strike them and the opportunity to present itself.
Psychologically speaking, his reaction, which included two steps backwards until Leesha encouraged him to stand firm so they could both watch the screen, wasn’t a million miles from that of an individual watching a captive tiger angrily pawing at the thick glass which separated man from beast.
Leesha was Godfrey’s glass for the purposes of this metaphor, and as protective glass went he was bulletproof and double-thick. This consideration didn’t fully assuage the self-preserving fear of ‘what if’, however, and it felt like no small feat for Godfrey to stand in place and hold his nerve.
“I promise I will keep you safe,” Leesha stated very plainly, sensing Godfrey’s unease and seeking to eliminate it as far as he could. “You know that a promise I make is a promise I keep… but particularly now that you have suggested allowing them to make their intentions clear, free from intervention, my ability to keep that promise might be dependent on your timely advice as to when, in your own words, they ‘look like doing something we want to stop’. If I were alone, they would be kept at bay at the property line for doing something I want to stop: trying to encroach. I hear your logic, but I also need to hear your continued evaluation of when enough is enough.”
“I’ll let you know,” Godfrey silently insisted as the two men crossed the property line, no forcefield in their way, and stepped towards the front door side-by-side while scanning their peripherals for potential witnesses.
As one man rang the doorbell and the tablet’s screen changed to show a close-up image of both of them taken by a tiny camera inset in the door itself, Godfrey advised Leesha to persist in holding off from doing anything.
But then, in an instant, the stakes rose and the game changed.
While waiting for someone to answer the door, one man stepped ever so slightly behind the other and reached into an internal pocket within his jacket.
“Gun,” Godfrey said. Instinctively, he said this out loud. His voice echoed in the otherwise silent house, easily reaching the nearby door.
As quickly as the man’s hand had entered the pocket, it returned to his side. At the same moment, an extremely shifty look crossed his face as well as that of his colleague and both backed away.
“Freeze them,” Godfrey demanded.
Leesha didn’t have to be told twice. “And now?”
“Get rid of them,” the ICA Chairman added, silently and calmly as though placing an order for food rather than two deaths.
Leesha turned to meet Godfrey’s incensed eyes. Hesitant, the alien said nothing.
“Leesha… kill them!”
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Tensely awaiting an update from Birchwood, President Slater frequently glanced at John Cole in anticipation that his phone would buzz first.
This was no position to be in, she considered, reliant on him for updates about the likely and possibly costly failure of a plan she should never have even implicitly gone along with.
She shook her head ruefully.
Why did Godfrey have to disappear like that?, she lamented. If he was still here, none of this shit would be happening…
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William Godfrey’s gaze intensified, growing impatient and increasingly concerned by Leesha’s lack of decisive action in dealing with their hostile armed visitors.
“That thug thinks Piper is in here,” he spat in fury, “and he’s standing on the doorstep with a gun in his hand. We can’t let them go, we can’t afford to bring them to the rest of the group for questioning in case they’re tracked with a device or even a chip of some kind, and I know you vowed not to use the deep-dive again. We know who sent them, anyway — I was tipped off precisely because the idiots who gave the orders are so sloppy — and we have no choice but to deal with this decisively and immediately. Leesha, do it! There’s no misunderstanding and no sob story here, they’re hired guns!”
Without breaking eye contact, the typically placid but not strictly pacifistic alien sharply turned his right hand as though twisting a door knob.
Only then did Godfrey look away, glancing at the screen to see both men slump lifelessly to the ground. “Thank you,” he said. “Now empty their pockets and deal with the bodies. Whatever you did with the two in Denver, do that.”
Leesha’s eyes followed Godfrey’s, taking in the sight on the screen. His shoulder seemed to fall slightly, almost but not quite imperceptibly.
“I made that call,” Godfrey said, “but they made their own beds. None of this is on you, Leesha. If Clark had been here instead of either one of us, they wouldn’t have gotten off so lightly.”
Still, Leesha said nothing. He disappeared in a flash, the subsidence of which left Godfrey alone in the living room looking at a camera feed which relayed an empty doorstep.
Too little time passed for Godfrey to think about anything much at all, and before he knew it another flash filled his vision. When this one subsided, he found himself in the hallway of Phil Norris’s old farmhouse in Eastview.
Clark McCarthy stood alone, guarding the property from that central vantage point and with a familiar looking security tablet in his hand. “Well?” he asked.
Godfrey turned around and breathed an enormous sigh of relief at the sight of Leesha, having momentarily wondered if the alien — clearly having been unhappy with what he’d been asked to do despite ultimately proving willing to do it — might have been sufficiently upset to have left for New Kerguelen.
Leesha walked towards Clark with two full hands, and presented the elder McCarthy brother with two firearms and two phones.
“What the fuck happened?” Clark asked, glancing between Leesha and Godfrey.
“He did what had to be done,” Godfrey answered on the alien’s behalf. “Reluctantly, he did what had to be done. I’ll tell you the rest downstairs, with the others.”
Leesha looked to the ground, appearing stricken by guilt or something like it.
“Hey,” Clark said, placing the confiscated weapons and phones on a sideboard in the hallway before putting a hand on each of Leesha’s shoulders. “Whatever is going on, they’re the bad guys here. They threatened us, and you protected us. Thank you, Leesha. We’ll pay you back for all of this stuff you’re doing for us, however we can. I promise.”
Leesha eventually met Clark’s eyes. “Thank you,” he said, performing a strikingly human if breathless sighing gesture after sending the thought.
“A promise I make is a promise I keep,” Clark added, patting Leesha’s shoulders twice before picking up the phone and trying to unlock it. “Meantime, let’s see what we’ve got here…”
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The hairs on Dan McCarthy’s neck stood on end more noticeably than at any other time he could ever remember, and an all-over tingling sensation tickled his skin at the same moment to truly underline his feelings of shock. His heart quickened, too, quite perceptibly, and his breathing grew rapid.
It would have been impossible not to be stunned into this kind of physical reaction when Richard Walker was addressing him from beyond the grave, with the backdrop behind the old man putting an even clearer timeframe on its recording than Walker’s relatively fresh and healthy appearance.
Walker, for his part, seemed to be in no rush to get his words out and took a ponderous breath before looking down at some notes on his desk. These were out of camera shot, somewhat frustratingly, but far more frustrating for the others watching along from Phil’s well-stocked secret bunker was his Dan’s sudden and unilateral decision to pause the video before Walker said another word.
“Not this,” Dan said, facing the paused footage. “It’s not that I don’t want you guys to see and hear this, it’s just… I’ve changed my mind. I feel like Clark should see this when I do. Now that I know what it is, I feel like he should see it.”
“This has to be worth calling him on the intercom,” Tara said, turning to her older sister Emma who had been most vocally opposed to the idea of alerting him about the video before they knew quite how explosive it was going to be. They still didn’t know the details, of course, but the fact that Walker had recorded it in anticipation that Dan might one day view it was fairly earth-shattering in and of itself.
Emma shook her head. “Not until—”
Her voice was cut off, however, by the perfectly timed chime of the intercom.
Clark’s voice followed moments later: “We’re coming down. Just letting you know so you don’t freak out when you hear the door opening…”
Clark didn’t stick around to wait for a reply, immediately releasing the button on the upstairs intercom, and his listeners didn’t stick around by the video. Together, they quickly hurried to greet him.
The conspicuous use of the word ‘we’ promised good news, implying as strongly as it did that Leesha and Godfrey were safely back from what the group could thus only assume to have been a successful defensive mission in Birchwood.
The basement-based group arrived at the bottom of the stairs slightly before the trio coming from the main house; and as Clark led Leesha and Godfrey downstairs, the others paid close attention to all potential non-verbal cues coming from their body language and facial expressions.
Sadly, they didn’t look as happy as everyone had anticipated; whatever it might be, something seemed to have gone wrong.
“What are you smiling about?” Clark asked Chip, noticing the excited grin on his face. An instant after Clark asked, though, he noticed that the wall over Chip’s shoulder — or, more pertinently and accurately the wall that should have been visible over Chip’s shoulder, was completely gone.
In the space beyond the floor-based recess where it appeared to have descended, Clark saw vast areas of shelving at either side of a walkway. He couldn’t yet see the whiteboard at the end of that walkway, much less the words on it or the incredible frame of video paused on a laptop at the far end of the expansive bunker.
“What are you all frowning about?” Tara retorted, saving Chip from the trouble of deciding whether the video news was something for him to share or whether he should have left the revelation to Dan.
William Godfrey cleared his throat as he made the final step down to the basement’s floor. “I’m not entirely sure whether the order came from Cole, from Slater or from Gellar,” he began, “or if at this point there’s even a meaningful distinction to be drawn between the three. If Timo’s suspicions about how deep this whole Imporeon thing runs are correct — you know, the questionable hedge fund that bought Blitz Media just before Gellar ramped up her garbage and seemingly fell into bed with Cole and now Slater — well, they really could be three peas in a pod. In any case, the identity of my source is proof in itself that Slater at least knew someone was being sent to ‘investigate’ who was in Birchwood, even if she didn’t give the order or know exactly who it would be. And as it turns out, one of the two someone’s who showed up brought a gun and lifted it from his pocket while the other rang the doorbell. Whatever she was told, they didn’t come for a chat.”
Clark McCarthy’s nasal exhalation of anger was audible even over the gasps that automatically and very understandably met Godfrey’s final sentence. “Where are they?” the elder McCarthy brother grunted. “Leesha, take me to them. I need to—”
“The intruders are dead,” Leesha replied, silently ending this thought to everyone at once.
“On my explicit orders,” Godfrey added before any anger could possibly be directed at Leesha. The ICA Chairman spoke aloud as he and the other humans always preferred to when there was no need to keep the thoughts they wanted to share with each other from any potential eavesdroppers; quite simply, if a bunker designed by Phil Norris wasn’t a secure place to talk, nowhere was.
With Emma’s expression predictably reflecting the most immediate and strongest disapproval of this very final act — one which removed any possibility of the group interrogating the would-be intruders as to their motives and orders — Godfrey then acted just as quickly to avoid too much anger from coming his own way.
In truth, he was far more concerned with keeping a lid on any potential disharmony within the group than he was about any ill-feeling that might be directed to him in particular. “I acted in haste,” he admitted, “but the situation called for it. You sent me to make any tough calls that had to be made based on any surprises they pulled, and that’s how it turned out.”
“And, Emma, we at least have their phones,” Clark said, shoulder to shoulder with Godfrey figuratively as well as literally, “and tonight of all nights there’s no way we needed the drama of taking two guys like that hostage. Don’t get me wrong, I would have loved to have gotten my hands on them to ask why they were standing on my brother’s doorstep with a gun and who was driving the blacked out SUV that sneaked them into town, but we have way more than enough on our plate. You said it yourself: it’s more like we have ten plates in front of us and an elephant on each of them. The last thing we needed was two giant rats on top of everything else.”
“He couldn’t be more right,” Godfrey insisted. “Our minds are trying to make sense of potential time travel, two armed grunts just showed up in Birchwood at Slater’s behest now that she's in with Cole and Gellar, there’s been utter chaos on New Kerguelen just as there was on Earth after the direct and indirect fallout over this infernal gate, and now Earth has been shaken again by the Dörtlü Tepe leak and Mesut’s shameful murder in Buenos Aires. These are all things we have to think about, Emma, but the armed grunts aren’t top of the list. We’re going to show the scoundrels up for what they are tomorrow night, and complicating our situation by holding their two thugs rather than eliminating them at a stroke wasn’t the move. I’m sorry to be so blunt, but it just wasn’t.”
No one said anything for a few seconds.
“Tomorrow night feels a long way away,” Godfrey continued, “but it’s really not. Tomorrow will pass more quickly than today has, ideally helped by some overdue sleep and maybe even on these beds I can see dotting the walls. After all, this is likely to be the safest place we could be. In any case, we need to be on the same page for that Focus 20/20 special and after what they just did in Birchwood I’m no longer very keen to venture to Buenos Aires tonight to call them out for anything. I want us to stay together, and I strongly feel that hanging on for one more day to call them out for everything is going to be the best play we can make.”
To anyone who hadn’t been paying attention for the past few years, a TV panel show would have seemed like a surprising and likely underwhelming venue for a showdown as titanic as the one set to occur in just twenty-four more hours.
Focus 20/20 had never been just any panel show, however, and since the IDA Leak and everything that followed it had gained a whole new level of prominence in the public’s mind to the extent that its well-respected and long-running host, Marian de Clerk, was widely considered as one of the foremost public figures in the sphere of anything alien-related.
The show had hosted the likes of Dan and Emma more than once, including in a very recent showdown with Jan Gellar in which Clark had been present and reacted very angrily to some of her comments. Godfrey, Slater, Cole and even the risible Jack Neal who linked them all as a former advisor had sat at de Clerk’s table, as had both William Godfrey and Richard Walker.
Viewing figures for the following evening’s one-off Tuesday special had been all but guaranteed to smash every previous record from the moment Jan Gellar issued her challenge to Godfrey and the McCarthys, but recent events in Argentina had likely seen millions upon millions of additional citizens decide to tune in.
This would likely rise further still when the time came for Emma to publicly accept the challenge, a time which was imminent but would have to follow a strategic discussion about who all was going to sit on the panel and which of them were going to be held back as surprises for whom the villains would thus have no time to specifically prepare.
“He couldn’t be more right, either,” Dan said, returning the favour with an honest conviction. “It’s really the furthest thing from being ‘just a TV show’ like some people might think. For everything except getting Billy back from Sanctuary and finding out exactly what the deal is with the time-bending aspect of that gateway, it’s our best outlet and avenue for dealing with our biggest problems. That’s going to be the one hour of our lives when we can make the biggest difference possible. It’s like a combination of all different times: when we first made the Kloster letter public on the giant screen at the drive-in, when I did Full Disclosure out of total desperation a year later, when they’ve used 20/20 in the past to calm things down, when I used interviews to get info from Poppy Bradshaw about the GeoSovs, when Clark stood next to Leesha a few weeks ago and told everyone the Messengers are our friends… all of it. Tomorrow is all of that.”
No one vocally disagreed, and Tara in particular found herself nodding along to what she felt were stirring words.
“We can show the world what they did to Phil,” Dan went on, “we can tell the world as much as we want about the Architects since no one knows anything about them besides how scary they look on the carvings, and we can make the most of our time in the same room as those scumbags. Leesha can be there, even if he wants to be cloaked, and we’ll know whatever they’re thinking just like the time I listened to Poppy in Honduras. That’s what’s going to count, and there’s nothing we could have gotten from those two intruders in Birchwood that we can’t get from those three rats in New York.”
Emma’s instinctive reaction was a slight nod, because so much of what Dan said made so much sense. She then glanced at the phones that Leesha and Godfrey had wisely held on to, both of which appeared to be in full working condition. After appearing interested for a brief moment, however, she sighed deeply. “We can’t drop this so fast. I just can’t believe that you did something so final without even asking what I—”
“I know someone who can unlock those phones,” Chip Petrovic chimed in, pleasing Clark with the supportive and timely intervention. “Well, uh, I can unlock those phones. Tricks of the trade, you know?”
No one did quite know, but that a lawyer who had been working with Phil had something of a shady side was as little surprise to them as Chip’s identity as his equally ‘colourful’ father Diamond’s son was to the elder generation in Henry and Mr Byrd.
“And Chip’s eye found something else,” Tara chimed in, glad the group was united once more so that they could get back to the video without any of the guilt Dan would have seemingly felt for watching it without Clark. She knew that Dan still felt bad for having kept things from Clark in the immediate aftermath of the IDA Leak, like the then-untranslated Kloster letter and several other important pieces of evidence or knowledge, even though he had never been anything but innocently motivated. “I think you’ll really want to see it, Clark. Godfrey, you too.”
That these were the first non-questioning words out of Tara’s mouth since Clark’s arrival in the basement and the news he had shared about the incident in Birchwood, rather than those words being anything surrounding the incident itself, signalled where her priorities lay.
“You really will,” Dan said. “Let’s move on from what just happened and stick to what we can control now, which is making the most of this.”
The position Dan held within the group, by virtue of being so central to everything and the main conduit between species and civilisations, meant that he was often the only person whose priorities the others would put more weight in than Emma’s.
When problems had to be solved or anyone needed urgent advice, both the collective group as a whole and the distinct individuals within it tended to turn to Emma like clockwork.
But on the rare occasions like this when there seemed to be a difference of opinion between her and Dan as to what to focus on rather than how to deal with the chosen point of focus, which was a small but meaningful distinction, there was something of a natural gravitation towards Dan.
This was perhaps because Dan so rarely spoke against Emma’s viewpoints, which in turn was certainly not because of any fear of rebuke or out of any sycophantic considerations but was simply because she was normally so astute in choosing a course of action and so articulate in explaining why it was the best one that he almost always agreed after hearing her out even if he hadn’t at first. This time, however, Dan saw the deaths of the intruders and the resultant loss of any information that could have been extracted from their minds by one means or another as spilt milk at best and a potentially dangerous distraction at worst. In either case, it was nothing worth crying over and there would have been no time to do so even if it was.
“It is a pretty amazing find,” Emma stated, tipping her head towards Chip in reaction to Dan’s comment and in doing so indicating that she wasn’t too fixated by events of the recent past — Godfrey’s decision to order the Birchwood intruders’ elimination, in particular — to focus on what was about to emerge in the present. She set off towards the laptop at the far end of the shelf-lined walkway, waving a hand to prompt the others to follow.
No encouragement was really needed, such was the intrigue of the new arrivals and the keenness of the others to get back to the video whose first few seconds they had already seen.
“Whoa,” Clark said when he caught sight of Richard Walker on the screen. “Why did Phil have a video of Walker and why did he keep it from us?”
While an involuntary grin spread across William Godfrey’s face as he saw a one-time rival with whom he had always shared a deep mutual respect, Dan stepped forward and hovered his thumb over the laptop’s space bar in readiness to unpause the video.
On second thought, he skipped back to the very beginning, more than willing to rewatch the ten seconds or so he had already seen so that Godfrey, Clark and Leesha could see the full introduction.
Before hitting play, Dan opted to very briefly explain the surrounding context so that no unnecessary questions would fill the newly arrived trio’s mind in a manner that could distract them from whatever the former Interspace Defense Agency supremo was about to say. Dan dearly hoped that reveal would be an equally apt term as say, but tried not to get ahead of himself.
“Phil has a shelf marked ‘Walker’s stuff’, but it looks like junk,” Dan said. “He had cutlery and stuff like that stored in the box Ben brought to our house with all the hoax evidence a few hours before he killed himself. Remember, Clark? We brought it back to Walker, empty, once we’d been to Lolo.”
“Remember?” Clark echoed. “Man, how could I forget? So this box was here, and the video was… well, it really feels like I must be missing something because that box was empty, like you just said, when we dumped it back here when Walker still owned this place.”
“That’s where Chip’s eye came into it,” Dan said. “There was a false bottom. Phil didn’t know, just like we didn’t know, so he hadn’t been keeping anything from us. I guess he kept the box because it’s a pretty good box and was as good a place as any to keep Walker’s miscellaneous junk — why ever the hell he wanted to keep that… just in case, I guess — and that’s it. We haven’t watched this yet, just the very start. When I realised it was meant for either Ben or for me, called out by name, I didn’t want to watch it without you.”
“Thanks, man,” Clark said, from the heart.
“And Dan, that’s been recorded at the old IDA building,” William Godfrey pointed out. “So, timing wise, it’s right around the time of the leak. Walker was out of there for good within a few weeks, but we know he’d identified you as the target a while before they set things in motion with the fake theft, so this could even be from before it all started.”
Dan raised his index finger and held it there for effect before quickly dropping it onto the space bar to begin the video. “One way to find out…”
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Enraged by what he perceived as a potentially fatal mishap as well as a severe embarrassment in Birchwood, John Cole stood up and roughly threw his chair to the floor as soon as word came in of what had happened.
Surveillance footage, courtesy of equipment placed on nearby streetlights by Slater’s agents some weeks earlier, told an uncomfortable story.
Slater sat still, watching on without outwardly expressing any feeling as Cole stomped around like a child denied dessert.
“Shown up like mugs!” he moaned, pounding a dent into the suite’s expensive mahogany desk. “Mugs! Shown up like fucking mugs by that thing and its powers. A total fucking bust.”
A premium coffee maker was the next target of Cole’s ire, with its surprising weight being all that stopped it from going straight through the window and instead seeing it narrowly miss his own foot as it hurtled to the floor an embarrassingly short distance from the surface it had rested upon.
“John, that was anything but a bust,” Slater insisted, talking calmly not in an effort to dissuade the Prime Minister from any further petulant destruction of her suite’s furniture — it wasn’t like the bill would be hers to foot, in any case — but rather because calmness was her true state of being in that moment. “They’re not going to want the world to know what just happened, so in that sense it’s better than if it had gone wrong in other ways. I’m not pretending it went right, but perspective is everything.”
Everything was relative of course, and there were still many stresses in her mind amid the multitudinous issues to be overcome and quite literally infinite potential pitfalls that could arise before she could defame Godfrey sufficiently to ease in to his role once Cole was swatted aside like the overfed housefly he was.
Slater’s relative change in mood, however, ran in perfect parallel to her perception of her overall predicament’s relative difficulty.
Whatever Cole seemed to think, based perhaps on some grand notions of what he had quietly expected to happen, she saw the last few minutes as a success.
After all, the main point of the visitors’ recon mission hadn’t been so much to question anyone, far less detain them, as it had been to find out who was there and gather some suggestive evidence about what they perhaps knew regarding the whereabouts of who wasn’t.
Had Emma or Clark answered the door, Slater knew there would have been a few ways the situation could have played out and that confrontation would have been a better word than situation for most of them — especially if the first person to see the agents had been Clark.
Cole’s inability to see the forest for the trees, or perhaps more accurately his inability to identify the value of any action that lacked a highly visible result, was one of the reasons Slater often found it difficult to understand how he had survived and persisted in top level politics for the four years he had.
After a millisecond of thought, though, she realised that even that wasn’t true; after all, Cole had been hounded out of office and forced to beg like a dog for scraps from the table of certain African and Middle Eastern governments who sought his so-called consultancy work as a means of legitimising certain businesses with the presence of such a recently high-ranking elected Western leader, disgraced or not.
Cole’s redemption, such as it was, came only after a moment of happenstance threw him, while questionably positioned as Western Secretary of the China-led Earth Liaison Forum, into direct opposition with Jack Neal when a hostile alien Squadron appeared in the sky above Havana. Between a rock and a hard place, Cole had on that occasion listened to the rationale of Emma and Godfrey and succeeded in outwitting the power-mad Jack just long enough for Dan and Tara’s first life-or-death diplomatic mission on New Kerguelen to bear fruit and lead to the Squadron being recalled.
As the Prime Minister ceased his stomping to glare at Slater in a manner which made it abundantly clear that he was wondering what the hell she was talking about in saying the non-event of a recon mission had been anything but a bust, it became increasingly difficult for her to hide her own contempt for his slowness on the uptake.
Were they not currently bound together in their joint mission to eliminate William Godfrey’s chances of ever resuming his role as Chairman, with enough blood on their hands and evidence of each other’s complicity to ensure mutual cooperation for the time being, Slater would have let him stew. As it went, however, and particularly since she was going to be sitting next to him and the equally unpopular Jan Gellar against whoever turned out to represent the Birchwood mafia on Focus 20/20 the following evening, she had to ensure he at least knew which way was up.
“We know they’re here, you fucking imbecile,” she eventually explained. The remarkably and uncharacteristically sharp words, delivered in a suitably cutting tone, took Cole aback.
His face reflected utter shock rather than the anger he would have felt at being spoken to like this in normal circumstances, such was his surprise at hearing the sudden outburst come from Valerie Slater, of all people.
“This was your idea, to smoke them out,” she went on. “How much clearer can it be? How much clearer does it get than an alien forcefield? Leesha is there, or at least Sakko. If the whole reason Godfrey, Dan and Tara were gone was to help with something on New Kerguelen — if they were ever really gone at all — don’t you think the aliens themselves would be busy helping with that? It’s as clear as day, but you got so wrapped up in some fantasy idea of a doorstep showdown that you can’t see it. John, we know they’re there. That’s what we wanted.”
“We wanted to force them into a reaction,” he groaned, sounding annoyed at the outcome, which he still perceived as a failure, rather than at Slater and her foul-mouthed turn. Indeed, a large part of him liked to see some passion from her at long last and a smaller part felt that a rebuke was justified given the mess he had made of her hotel suite in the red mist of his reaction to the initial news from Birchwood.
“We wanted to smoke them out,” Slater corrected, “and in the end we didn’t need to. Hell, John, we smoked them in. They bolted the windows and locked the doors. We put them on the back foot, we showed them we aren’t messing around, and, well, I happen to think they will react overnight — probably timed when they think we’ll be asleep. That’s the kind of thing Ford would do. Cunning doesn’t begin to cover it.”
“Scheming bitch doesn’t begin to fucking cover it,” Cole snapped, emboldened to go harder on Emma following Slater’s reference to her as ‘Ford’, a small detail that most certainly didn’t go unnoticed in his famously petty mind. “She’s going down with Godfrey. Mark my words.”
Slater said nothing.
“So what’s next?” Cole asked, unthinkingly but very explicitly handing over the baton in seeking instruction rather than mere suggestion from his partner in crime.
This didn’t go unnoticed in Slater’s more experienced and politically astute mind. Without even trying, she all of a sudden had Cole right where she wanted him. “We smoke them in,” she replied, “but like I said: they’ll come out before long. Some see waiting as wasting time at best and showing weakness at worst, but a good hunter doesn’t rush in. Just like your shooter, a good hunter takes aim and is ready to pull the trigger when his target steps into plain sight.”
Cole grinned, liking Slater’s tone and direction of mental travel more and more with each passing word. Now more than ever, and without his realising that she was doing it purposefully to lower his guard, she was speaking his language.
“But in this case,” he replied, “what does pulling the trigger mean? Do you and Gellar have something on them I don’t know about yet? I still have my secrets, so I wouldn’t hold it against you.”
Cole’s final sentence was such a poor lie, it took some effort for Slater not to laugh. The words did nothing to cover up his reaffirmation of submission to her wisdom, at least as she saw it, in so directly seeking her authoritative opinion.
“Depending on what they do tonight, we might open the floodgates on something,” Slater bluffed, “but it would have to be an exceptional move. When we have them on live TV tomorrow night — whichever of them have the balls to face us, that is — that’s the time to unload. I’m glad we didn’t have cameras with the agents tonight, because not a lot happened. But tomorrow is the opposite, John. When you land your enemies in the deepest piles of shit they’ve ever seen, you want the cameras to be rolling from every angle.”
“I’m going to enjoy that moment,” Cole beamed, chuckling the chuckle of a happy fool with no idea that he was one of the enemies she was talking about.
“Not as much as I am, John,” Slater replied, winking in borderline disbelief at how dense an elected leader could really be. “Not as much as I am…”
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“Hello, Ben,” Richard Walker began, the second time most of the watching group had heard and seen this part of the video’s introduction. “Or, if he’s dead, too… hello, Dan.”
As stunned by yet another small example of Walker’s foresight as those initial viewers had been, William Godfrey and Clark McCarthy shook their heads in disbelief.
“In case this video has fallen into Dan’s hands,” Walker went on, “I’ll address that possibility now. Forgive me if it hasn’t, Ben, but for the next few moments I’m hypothetically addressing him. Him being you, Dan. There we go. As clear as everything else you’ve found in this box, I’m sure! You strike me as more likely to find a false bottom than Ben, in any case; not that you’re less honest, but he’s… you know… that simple kind of honest. And Ben, if you’re watching, that’s not an insult.”
Chip, whose keen eye for anything on the fringes of propriety had first spotted the false bottom which housed the flash drive that led to this video, chuckled at the commentary on who Walker had considered more or less likely to notice the structural peculiarity of the box itself.
Walker had been grinning a lot, seemingly enjoying the confusing introduction of his own recording, but the smile faded quickly and didn’t return.
From there on out, it was all business.
“I don’t care what you think of me, Dan, because I know I did this for the right reasons. Depending on exactly what events have brought this video to you, Ben might have explained what I’ve told him. If, however, he dumped the box on you without an explanation or indeed if you came across it in some other manner, I at least owe you that much. I’m recording this on Thursday afternoon, and tomorrow morning you’re going to stumble upon a folder that changes your life forever. My actions are the only thing that can protect our great nation’s well-earned national security advantage, halting the Chinese in their expansionist tracks and ensuring your future children grow up in a world as free as you did.
“I chose you because I saw something in you. I’m sure you recall your school visit to the IDA, when you asked what would happen if someone found out aliens were real. I’m sure you recall my answer, too: that it would depend who that man was. Not everyone would do with this folder and its contents what I know you will, Dan. Many would seek to profit, while just as many others would likely hand it to the police and wash their hands of the whole thing. But not you, Dan. No… not you.
“Your question that day, several years ago, sowed a seed in my mind. Nevertheless, you were merely one of several names on my shortlist. Billy Kendrick features heavily in the documentation, as you’ll naturally have seen by now, and he was a frontrunner for a while. In the end, though, he went too far off the deep end. A laughter curtain of his own making would drown out anything he said. Certain articles you’ve published in recent years brought you so far to the front of the line that everyone else fell out of my sight, Billy included. But while your STPD diagnosis thickens the plot — and my use of that is nothing personal, I hope you’ll understand — your family adds credence.
“I mean, a soldier for a brother and a fire chief for a father? You’re the closet thing to an All American boy next door I could reasonably ask for! It had to be you, Mr McCarthy, and if the attention this has brought upon you has been overbearing, I ask that you retain the perspective that without these actions I would have been allowing China to not only gain the ultimate high ground of space superiority, but also allowing their red hands to inflict upon us a greater moral defeat than our country has ever seen.”
Having spoken to Walker on several occasions long after becoming aware of the hoax, Dan had heard some of this ‘logic’ before. The fact that Walker had truly been considering it all before even initiating the leak sequence that set the ball rolling in the first place, however, brought a new perspective.
Few would ever speak of Dan McCarthy as the most socially perceptive individual, and while the Schizotypal Personality Disorder diagnosis Walker referenced had never been worth the paper it was written on, there had certainly been reason for those close to Dan during his youth to consider that he may well have fallen somewhere on a closely related spectrum. Despite that, though, Dan knew very well that people tended to act very differently when they’d been caught and humbled, and for this reason he had always been hesitant to fully accept that Walker’s later mellowing was a sign of genuine contrition rather than an attempt to save face.
Now, however, having seen beyond all doubt that Walker had always wrestled even if only to a limited degree with something resembling guilt for the difficulties his actions would cast upon Dan, it was ultimately clear that he had meant what he said towards the end.
“From now on, I’ll pretend to myself that it’s more likely Ben is watching this even though I don’t really expect it to be the case. The only reason I’ll pretend as much is that Dan would be tremendously unlikely to believe much of what I say or to act on what I warn against; so if I convince myself I’m talking to him, my words might start to feel futile before long! Whichever of you is hearing this, or even if you’re someone unforeseen who Ben has dumped this on or who has somehow otherwise stumbled upon this box… whatever you make of anything I’ve said so far, whatever results my leak has had, and whatever your personal opinions of me might be, I beg your attention not for my own benefit but for our country’s.
“The most immediate threat we face comes from China’s expansion in space, as I have said. But that is only true now. A month ago my concerns lay elsewhere, and perhaps by whatever point in time you are watching this video I will have succeeded in availing us of that threat. In either case, and now that you know my motive for the actions I have taken so far, I beg again that you heed my words and act upon them.”
“He reminds me of myself,” William Godfrey cut in when Walker paused, either for effect of to measure his words.
“Loves the sound of his own voice?” Clark quipped.
“Takes a month to get to his point?” Tara added.
Godfrey laughed at their comments, but Emma and Dan gruffly shushed all three.
“I want to warn you about some recent movement behind the scenes of finance and politics, occurring at a high level indeed,” Walker went on. “Valerie Slater, who I dearly hope you will know by now as our nation’s former President, has — knowingly or otherwise — injected a poison into the heart of the system in her recruiting as a senior advisor an individual by the name of Jack Neal.
“My investigations into Neal, who piqued my interest given his youth and complete lack of campaign experience, firmly underlined in my mind the potential importance of tracking the operations of a truly traitorous group of profiteers who seek nothing less than the critical destabilisation of the Western world and American society in particular.”
“No way…” Emma muttered under her breath, heard only by the nearby Dan as she sensed where Walker might be going.
“These scoundrels,” the late IDA supremo said, “whom I implore you to monitor and hold to account if their actions continue along the current path, currently conduct their business under the auspices of a carefully shielded and seemingly nondescript hedge fund named Imporeon Holdings.”
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John Cole glanced at his phone, reading a message from Jan Gellar. “Traced the men’s phones… they’re at Norris’s farmhouse near Birchwood. McCarthys and the alien are obviously hiding out there. Orders?”
After considering what to do, Cole tilted his phone towards Slater.
“Under no circumstances will you or Gellar send anyone there,” she insisted, the tone leaving no room for argument. “This is pragmatism as much as anything else: we know now that they have the alien with them, clearly, and it has a power we can’t touch. We have to weaken them by attrition, focusing on tomorrow night.”
“Very well,” Cole shrugged, more or less agreeing.
He typed into his phone:
“No, leave them be for the night. They’ll pay tomorrow — with interest.”





P minus 33
STEVENSON FARM
EASTVIEW, COLORADO
“Imporeon,” William Godfrey mused, the only individual to speak over Richard Walker’s short pause while the others were reeling over the dead man’s name-check of not only Jack Neal but the hedge fund Timo Fiore’s deep investigations had identified as suspicious only very recently. “So Timo really has been right all along. And now Imporeon owns Blitz, and either Slater and Cole are doing their bidding or vice versa. This is… well, this is very very real. In all my years in this game, I—”
No one had to shush Godfrey to silence him this time, as the resumption of Walker’s speech did the work for them.
“Whatever has happened in the world since my recording of this message,” Walker stated, “and whoever you are, I can all but guarantee that you’ll be unfamiliar with Imporeon. Now, to be clear, I’m not saying this is a Chinese thing. It’s definitely not a Jewish thing, either, in case you’re one of those types who sees a banker and gets all conspiratorial. With that disclaimer out of the way… I have no proof and not even a particularly strong suspicion that the money men are working directly with the Chinese government, as it does seem unlikely. But, an engineering firm under their control has been involved in the development of training equipment for China’s lunar colony testing at a secure site for at least two years. That could simply be because the Chinese are paying handsomely for it — both the technologies and the discretion — but it could be because the puppet-masters knew that news of China colonising the moon was always going to cause unease and potentially lead to economic retaliation or even threats of conflict… all of which is good for those who have bet on chaos.”
“Before I started looking into Jack Neal, the China deal was what raised my alarm over Imporeon. Until then it just looked like a secretive fund with the usual questionable holdings in pharmaceuticals, arms, private security… nothing that stood out beyond the others I keep an eye on. Some of the numbers are unusual, with far greater skin in the game than you’d normally see, but that wasn’t alarming in its own right. What got me was this Chinese link. Because Dan, Ben… whoever you are, that really is what all of this was about.
“Whichever way things have played out and whatever has led you to watch this, never forget that Hans and I developed this plan to halt the Soviets if we ever had to halt the Cold War’s direction of travel by slamming an emergency stop button, and that it ended up being the Chinese rather than Russians who started to overtake us in the end. They were going to our moon, for Christ’s sake, and they had a mind to claim Mars as their own!”
As he always had, Walker was clearly getting worked up by his thoughts of his country losing so much ground and feeling his usual rage at the inept politicians who had allowed such a commanding position in the nineties to have somehow descended into a close-run thing.
“How much Slater knows about any of this, I don’t know. I would wager not very much, because while that woman is certainly a lot of things, I don’t think a traitor is one of them. But that cretinous aide who is never far from her side… Neal… he is balls deep in all of this. When he left the corporate PR world, or at least when he officially left his firm, he was paid identical amounts by three Imporeon-controlled companies on one day. His personal accounts are the only ones I’ve been able to peer into without risking too much, but as I said: I really don’t think Slater is implicated to anything like the extent he is.”
Emma, having worked under Jack at XPR for so many years, didn’t like for one second the way all of these puzzle pieces seemed to be falling into place.
“If you’re asking what lies behind all of this,” Walker said, “and why they’re trying to throw so much shit at the fan… well, in terms of what they stand to gain, my own investigations have led to utter certainty that the answer is more mundane and easier to understand than you probably expect. These aren’t political power-brokers and there’s no globalist conspiracy. As flippant as it sounds, for these traitors it really is all about the Benjamins, Benjamin. Or Dan… well, you get it by now: whoever you are.
“In any case, it’s chaos for profit. These aren’t people who want to watch the world burn for the sake of it, as the old saying goes, they’re people who are ready to make some money by selling fire extinguishers when the flames begin — and then to make a lot more of it from all the knock-on effects and rebuilding processes. In basic trading terms, they’re essentially shorting global order and stability.
“There doesn’t even seem to be a pattern suggesting that they’re doing this for the sake of stepping in to fill a power vacuum, the way a political campaign or indeed a nation might sow discord among its rivals. These are money men, tree-shakers, in it purely for the financial gain. The interests they hold are currently profitable, for the most part, but the common factor is that they will all become significantly more profitable if social order decays.
“To be blunt, it’s a doomsday fund. To understand the motive, just ask yourself why some people buy thousands of medical masks for five cents a piece when fear about the latest Chinese virus kicks in, then sit in front of their TV praying for it to spread to their own countries so they can sell them for five dollars a piece. Money, pure and simple. It’s the only thing some people see. I like profit as much as the next man, but these are barely even men we’re talking about here; they’re robotic sociopaths whose own lives are so empty that they see life itself as a game of numbers.
“This goes far beyond seeking to profit on the fear index as innumerable funds and investors do. It goes beyond already questionable things like food speculation, which sees the rich betting on the future prices of crucial grains so they can cash in on bad harvests that could starve millions of the world’s poorest. There is that element, of making immediate trading profits from societally negative events, but with a doomsday fund like Imporeon it’s more specifically about the companies they fully control being well positioned to become increasingly and spectacularly profitable in times of chaos, not just their stockholdings temporarily rising in value.
“But that’s all largely by the by, so do forgive the philosophising. It’s really the involvement of Jack Neal, whose charisma I can’t deny, and the sway he has over Slater that really concerns me. It’s early days for her Presidency and he hasn’t held the keys to the kingdom for long, but I won’t be at all surprised to see him guide her down paths that look utterly ridiculous and damned idiotic without the context of knowing where else his money comes from. As I said, I don’t know how much Slater knows about Neal and Imporeon, but I don’t think it’s as much as I do.
“At this point, I won’t pretend to have as many answers as questions… because truly, the level of these cretins’ miserly debasement can’t help but beg the question of where this all leads. People like them usually have it in mind that they can profit from the decline but that the decline will bottom out, but they lack a rounded understanding of how the world works. When the market and the dollar both crash, yes, some people can make a fortune on the way down and feel safe that the world around them won’t end in the process. But for some reason, these people seem to think that the same theories hold true with decline of a kind that could bring chaos and disorder so deep that it might lead to true conflict between nuclear powers.
“Doomsday funds have always bet on bad news, and more than a few financiers have made their billions by rooting for disaster, but I’ve never seen anything as concerted as this. When we look at Imporeon, we’re looking at a fund that controls firms who are stockpiling insulin in several first-world countries where high prices can be best sustained in a shortage, a fund that has been building ever larger stakes in the world’s biggest private security firm, a fund that recently bought controlling interests in this country’s three biggest fallout shelter and home-fortifying companies, and a fund that even tried to buy out ACN!
“They wanted to buy the propaganda reach that would have come with owning such a large news network… but they couldn’t. I can only assume they thought Blitz was too big and too profitable for its holders to consider selling, because they don’t seem to have made a move for that biggest fish of all, but keep an eye on that one, too.”
“Nostra-fucking-damus,” Clark muttered quietly, but not quietly enough to avoid an elbow of rebuke from Tara for swearing in front of Piper.
“When we’re talking about making money from chaos,” Walker continued, “the modern corporate media’s penchant for sensationalising catastrophe and selling fear is unmatched. If Imporeon could utilise the existing machinery of a huge conglomerate like ACN, let alone if a move for Blitz ever became viable, they would have a direct line to intravenously pump their desired brand of fear into every American’s veins.”
As Walker paused to consider what the progress bar on the video suggested would be his closing remarks, several members of the group slowly shook their heads in disbelief at how right he had been proven.
“He saw all of this coming,” Clark said, remembering to moderate his language this time.
“He made a career out of seeing things coming,” Dan replied. “Just look at the hoax. When I look back in hindsight, it’s like at every single step he knew what I was going to do before I did.”
No one replied to Dan’s words, focusing instead on those that Walker was about to continue with.
“I don’t know what they’ll have made of all the supposedly alien discoveries we’ve set in motion,” the dead man said, “let alone what they’d do if any of this ever came true! I’ve probably made them some money in the short term, with all the uncertainty that will have abounded, but hopefully once the dust has settled on this, if it hasn’t already, China will have backed down and Slater’s successor will have felt the kick needed to resume properly funding our own space ambitions.
“If I was still around you wouldn’t be watching this, so I’ll leave you with one final plea to keep an eye on these chaos farmers. Myself and millions of others have worked far too hard and given far too much for this country to let anyone bring us to our knees, be that the Chinese government or a pack of hedge fund managers closer to home.
“You’re watching this because something has happened to me, and if it’s happened before I’ve publicly set my sights on Imporeon then I ask you to carefully study a hidden file on the same flash drive you found this video. It will provide some names and deals that can act as both a starting point for future inquiry and evidence of existing connections between people and companies who most certainly do not want the world at large to know they’re connected.
“As a last-ditch option, if you don’t know where to begin or feel overwhelmed by the documents once you’ve taken a look, at least anonymously distribute the files online if it ever looks like any of the names in there are making too much headway or trouble.
“If I was still around before a clear intervention became necessary, and if you’re watching this years in the future, it’s highly likely that I’ll have taken my knowledge and suspicions to William Godfrey.”
Automatically, everyone turned to face the ICA Chairman.
“In the UK, under-the-radar funding for some of the very recent protests against Prime Minister Godfrey can be traced directly to a few names in these documents. I’m not saying there’s a shadowy cabal controlling world politics here, or that they could or would look to replace Godfrey with anyone in particular. The issue as I see it is that he’s a strong leader with the interests of the West at heart and with the competence to protect those interests. They’re far more interested in creating new power vacuums than filling old ones with leaders sympathetic to their goals… because what kind of leader would be sympathetic to the goal of performing badly enough to bring chaos? That’s not how this works.
“So Godfrey is someone I would trust, if you’re looking for some assistance. If you’re more specifically looking for someone to do deeper investigative work on any individuals and companies who feature in the documents, you could do a lot worse than turn to any of the long-serving staff members at Jack Neal’s old firm, XPR. The man is roundly despised by those who know him best, and they’re categorically the best at what they do.”
Emma, the apple of Jack’s eye during her early years in the PR industry and presumably before he was involved in all of this, could hardly believe just how much Walker had predicted and how closely things had fallen into line.
Of the few people watching his video, one was Dan McCarthy. Dan was already closely allied with William Godfrey. And perhaps most uncannily of all, one of XPR’s longest-serving staff members at that point — Emma herself — had shown up in Birchwood to seek Dan’s business barely twenty-four hours after Walker recorded the video.
“I appreciate your assistance,” Walker said, wrapping up, “And however my death or incapacitation might have arrived, I plead you to shed no tears. If it was natural or accidental, honour me by protecting the interests of our country as I have always strived to do. And if on the contrary it was delivered by the hands of the same hydra I planned to de-head once the alien story has woven itself into our cultural fabric, avenge me by keeping a cool head and exposing them in a calculated manner. When these traitors face the music and their time comes, I’ll see them in hell. Godspeed.”
The screen faded to black.
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“Tell me, John…” President Slater said, more or less thinking aloud.
“Yeah?”
“Why did Gellar ask you for an order about the farmhouse and not me?”
Cole hesitated, unsure whether this was some kind of test. They both knew the answer: that he and Gellar were the core of the operation and had been since his plan secured the Dörtlü Tepe images and her media empire had done the rest. Slater was an eventual enemy he would prefer to keep close for now, and certainly had her uses, but he figured she couldn’t really have expected to be Gellar’s go-to decision-maker.
“She’ll know how busy you always are,” Cole said, opting for a humble answer.
Slater shrugged in apparent acceptance. But in dodging the truth, John Cole had failed the test.
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At the culmination of Richard Walker’s remarkably prescient video message, Chip Petrovic stepped forward and performed a few keyboard shortcuts on the laptop on which the group had watched it.
The others trusted him fully by now, both in motive and expertise, so reacted to the incredible video they had just seen exactly as they would have if he was still standing in the spot from which he had viewed it, too.
“That was unreal,” Tara said.
“Truly incredible,” Godfrey added, more than a little humbled by the clear faith that the late and to his mind great Richard Walker had placed in him by mentioning him as an ally worth seeking. “He called it all so right.”
Dan and Emma shared a wordless glance, as did the room’s other couple in the shape of Clark and Tara. Piper had been quiet and still throughout the video, so much so that they would have considered that in itself to be remarkable were they not so accustomed to her patient and peaceful nature, and none of the adults knew quite what to say beyond their general words of disbelief.
“There we go,” Chip said. “It’s a PDF, and a big one. I say we bring Timo in ASAP to comb through this or pass it on to his trusted investigators. If you guys think Gellar has called for this Focus 20/20 showdown without some aces up her sleeve, you’re in for a bad time. But if Timo’s guys can work through this and make the right connections while we’re dealing with all the other elephant-sized plates on our table, Gellar and the other two rats could be leaving that studio in handcuffs.”
“Leesha, I’d like you to fetch Timo,” Emma said, addressing the alien who had kept whatever thoughts he had entirely to himself.
“No,” Dan said, before Leesha could reply.
“No?” Emma asked.
“I don’t want Timo to have to be in on all of this right now,” he expanded. “I mean… Billy, the time gate, everything. He’s going to be shaken up enough about Mesut, and if he came here he’d know our minds are all over the place with other stuff and then we’d have to land that on him, too. This is something he can help with, but we can bring it to him. And Alessandro, who should still be at Fiore Frontiere. He’s as analytical as anyone I’ve ever met, and he’ll be all over this. I say we copy the file to Phil’s computer, then someone goes with Leesha and gives it to Timo. Maybe that’s the best way for him to find everything else out too, at a distance.”
Since Dan was looking straight at Chip when he said this, the young lawyer knew he was the someone in question. “Okay, it’s copied,” he said, removing the flash drive a moment later and holding it tightly. “And I’ll be happy to go and work on this with Timo and Alessandro, as long as you guys think they’ll trust me?”
“You’re arriving with me,” Leesha said, breaking his silence and communicating with Chip via the Telepathy patch the lawyer had been granted in a clear sign of just how much this group trusted him. “They’ll trust you.”
Without another word, and without so much as clearing it with Emma, Leesha flashed himself and Chip to Colorado Springs with unusual curtness.
“He didn’t want to kill those guys at your door,” Godfrey explained. “High guilt threshold.”
Clark nodded in understanding. “He’s a good guy.”
“I didn’t want him to kill those guys at my door,” Emma chimed in, “but what’s done is done. He’ll be back, and we’ll get through this.”
“That we will,” Godfrey said, tipping his head towards the computer and the file which promised so much. “But for now… shall we?”
Emma stepped forward and reopened the file Chip had copied across to the laptop. “I thought you’d never ask…”
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“Whoa there,” Timo Fiore blurted out, caught off-guard by a sudden flash that saw him close his eyes and raise a hand in defence against the total light.
Had it not come so unexpectedly and had he thus been immediately conscious of its source, the light wouldn’t have caused him to react like this. For although the flashes that accompanied the Messengers’ remarkable teleportation-based arrivals and departures were ‘blindingly’ bright in the casual sense of the term, the truly all-consuming nature of the light didn’t in fact pose any visual risk and didn’t cause anything close to the level of pupil contraction that would have come were a flashlight which seemed less bright shined in the viewers’ direction instead.
The appearance of Leesha when the flash faded was no surprise to Timo, or indeed Alessandro Bonucci who was working busily at his side, but both men were taken aback and slightly uneased by the presence at Leesha’s side of someone they didn’t recognise.
“Hey,” Chip Petrovic said, opting to stay put next to Leesha until his own arrival was explained. “Are you guys wearing patches?”
Timo, glancing in confusion between the two recently arrived individuals and more than a little ironically feeling far more at ease with the extraterrestrial being from the world of New Kerguelen than the as-yet unidentified human he had brought with him, answered by quickly reaching into his pocket and pulling out his adhesive Telepathy patch. He placed the patch on his neck while Alessandro did the same with his own, and seconds later both were ‘hearing’ Leesha’s initial explanatory remarks.
Chip nodded along as Leesha introduced him, and then stepped forward to shake hands with Timo and Alessandro. The latter rose only now, having been seated in front of a workstation whose primary screen was filled with a satellite image of the Gravesen Hotel in Buenos Aires.
Within a few more seconds, and particularly once he had glanced at the enormous wall-like screen which dominated much of one wall in this room which was now somewhat reminiscent of those from Mission Control scenes in space-related movies, Chip realised that Timo and Alessandro had been hard at work analysing footage and images from the scene and moment of Mesut Demir’s assassination.
These clearly were the best people to look over the documents Richard Walker had left behind before his death, Chip considered.
Leesha, for his part, couldn’t help but recall just a short time earlier when he and the Italians had used this very room to hunt for potential Transcript locations after Billy Kendrick, whose delicate current situation Leesha was about to explain, had stumbled upon when viewing satellite images of Dörtlü Tepe.
For the better part of the next ten minutes, Leesha filled his Italian friends in as succinctly as possible on everything that had happened since he’d carried them over Earth’s South Pole and they had collectively discovered a highly consequential alien Transcript.
Despite how little time had passed since then, Leesha found that he had an awful lot of news to share; and sadly, much of that news was indeed awful.
So much was so new to Timo only because he had so diligently followed Clark McCarthy’s instructions not to try to connect with the Birchwood-based members of their collective inner circle until contact was initiated in the other direction. The sole time Timo had reached out was when it felt urgent to do so, upon receiving a message from Mesut that explicitly requested it be passed on to Dan.
Upon hearing everything Leesha relayed, Timo suddenly understood perfectly well why no one from the Ford-McCarthy clan had reached out at any point in the day to keep him looped in.
Unavoidably, before hearing all of this he had begun to feel a little bit slighted at seemingly being something of an afterthought in their minds given how involved he had been in recent weeks and given his frequently and loudly expressed willingness to help in any way he and his essentially unmatched financial resources could.
There had never been any anger stemming from this lack of updates, with Timo always retaining faith that his friends really were too busy to take time from their unenviable responsibilities to share them with him.
He knew that they would have done so if there had been any tangible way he could help, but once again didn’t take this consideration in any negative way; Dan, Emma and the rest weren’t people who would ever use Timo or his money in the selfish sense that so many had tried to over the course of his admittedly charmed life, and to the contrary he knew that they were always reluctant to burden anyone — him included — with problems whose potential solutions those individuals weren’t uniquely placed to assist in providing.
The news of Phil Norris’s death stung Timo something fierce, but Leesha’s revelations were coming so quickly that there was really no time to emotionally process it. Given that Timo and Alessandro would both have to be fully mentally present to process what was coming next, this was perhaps no bad thing.
Phil would be mourned and remembered in due course, but he would have been more vociferous than anyone else in insisting — were he able to — that the time for that was not now.
Leesha paused his long but efficient telepathic recap only once, to consider how best to relay the two final revelations. He glanced again at the images of the Buenos Aires Gravesen’s external lockdown zone, which Alessandro had been collating and poring over, and noticed digital annotations of things like the angle of the gunshot and calculations relating to the precise time-lag between when the gunshot was first heard and when the bullet reached Mesut.
With this level of attention to detail, the alien considered, it really was no surprise that Alessandro had been the human discoverer of Comet Il Diavolo a few long years earlier. The young man’s role in discovering the Antarctic Transcript couldn’t be dismissed either, and this link brought Leesha’s rarely distracted mind back into the present.
After all, that very Transcript ultimately proved crucial in convincing Dan and Tara that a trip across the gate to Sanctuary, a leap which was necessary to calm a powder-keg situation that had threatened to forever cut off interplanetary contact, likely wouldn’t be the suicide mission they had hitherto and quite understandably dismissed it as.
Prior to the Antarctic Transcript’s suggestion that the gate would indeed lead to a viable sanctuary planet rather than some unknown hellscape, the broader group had felt all kinds of fears about what might have been waiting on the other side.
Timo, having already been reeling from the death of his friend Mesut earlier in the day and now trying to process the news that Phil Norris had been murdered the previous night, suddenly felt his legs give out from under him at the revelation that another friend and one of his closest confidantes — Billy Kendrick — was currently alone on the other side of what had turned out to be a time gate.
Leesha used his powers of telekinesis to break Timo’s fall, thrusting out a hand to remotely hold him a few inches from the ground before slowly lowering him.
Too shocked to even think about thanking Leesha for this helpful intervention, Timo pushed himself to his feet. “So Dan and Tara are home safely but Billy is stranded?” he asked. “Not just lost in space, but possibly lost in time?”
Alessandro Bonucci, meanwhile, as a leading astronomer with a highly esteemed academic background in astrophysics, was too amazed and intrigued to yet feel any concern for Billy. “A time gate? How do we know? What’s the data? Where’s the data?“
“Hold on a second,” Chip interjected, speaking out loud as Alessandro and Timo had been doing so far and as was often natural for the humans to do even when it wasn’t strictly necessary. “The reason we’re here is really because of something else. Richard Walker recorded a video before he died, and it links Imporeon Holdings — the fund that bought Blitz — to all kinds of stuff.”
Timo Fiore’s eyebrows rose halfway to the back of his head. “Walker? Imporeon? But he’s been dead for years!”
At this point, Leesha took over and relayed as quickly as he possibly could the most pertinent aspects of the video. He mentioned that Chip had it with him, on a device the other humans had spoken of as a flash drive but which Leesha himself couldn’t pretend to be familiar with much less understand, and that they could watch it on the big screen in a matter of moments.
Chip spoke again: “There are documents, too, Timo, listing all kinds of names and making all kinds of evidence-supported connections between them. I don’t think this is too far from the kind of investigation work you and your guys have been doing into Imporeon, from what the others have told me, but this is like a rocket-charged boost to your efforts.”
“Incredible,” Timo smiled. With so much news of death and danger, a smile may have seemed out of place; for Timo, however, this news that the group might have just been given the key to blowing open the Imporeon story once and for all was welcome indeed. It didn’t make up for the losses of his friends Phil and Mesut, of course, but it did bring the group closer to bringing to justice those responsible.
“Well, yes…” Alessandro said with an evident absence of the same level of enthusiasm, “but financial records and the stories they tell aren’t exactly on the level of finding out that time travel is possible. I mean, this is everything.”
Alessandro wasn’t smiling while he spoke, either, as scientifically excited as he was by the remarkable revelation, and for very good reason: even if Billy hadn’t been isolated on the wrong side of the time-gate, Alessandro Bonucci had read enough theoretical papers on things like time-gates to have a good grasp of the wider and potentially cataclysmic danger that their existence could bring.
Time wasn’t something to mess with, and someone had evidently been messing with it.
“We have to multi-task on this stuff,” Chip said. “Leesha is planning to go back for Billy tomorrow night, right after an eclipse Billy wanted to stick around for, but we need to figure out as much as we can about what Gellar and the others are really doing, because Dan and Emma and Godfrey are going to be busy with something tomorrow night, too: facing those sons of bitches on Focus 20/20. This is the best chance we’ll ever have to not only hold them to account but to put them down for good, all while calming down the shit-storm their whole Dörtlü Tepe leak has set off. Timo, how about you and me use our skill sets to look into these documents and find the highlights, and at the same time Leesha can tell Alessandro everything we know about the time-gate?”
“Certainly,” Leesha said. “The gate is not of my race’s creation, as you all know, and the manipulation of time is not something our kind have seriously considered. Alessandro, I can talk to Sakko again and get all the primary data we have, and you can try your best to make sense of it while also being able to ask any questions that come up in your mind. Because your mind, without wishing to place any pressure upon it, is more suited to this than any mind on New Kerguelen.”
Humbled but understanding where Leesha was coming from, Alessandro nodded quickly. “Timo, sound good?”
“Sounds perfect,” the billionaire replied, clapping his hands together before holding one out to receive the all-important flash drive from Chip. “Okay, gentlemen… two subjects, two teams. First to make sense of theirs wins.”
Alessandro chuckled. “So your subject is a list of names Richard Walker has already made, and mine is time travel? Seems fair.”
“You’ve got an UpLifted alien on your side,” Timo retorted.
“Exactly,” Chip said from Timo’s side, pointing a thumb at himself. “All he’s got is a shady lawyer!”
Even Leesha performed an instinctive and almost-human grin as the humans laughed at Chip’s self-deprecating joke. The two teams got to work on their respective tasks, which would retain their total focus all through the night and well into Tuesday morning.
While the Fiore Frontiere building may have looked closed and vacant to any passersby, some of the most consequential research and calculations ever performed were going on deep within its walls…





P minus 29
STEVENSON FARM
EASTVIEW, COLORADO
In the kitchen of Phil Norris’s farmhouse, the night was quiet and still.
Clark McCarthy and William Godfrey sat alone well into the morning, keenly but increasingly angrily scanning through the surprisingly long list of names and the web of connections Richard Walker had left behind to ensure someone could keep an eye on the chaos-sowing and profit-at-all-costs cretins behind the opaque Imporeon Holdings hedge fund.
The men knew that Timo Fiore and Chip Petrovic were currently engaged in an identical pursuit, following an urgent phone call made several hours earlier to seek confirmation that Chip and Leesha had indeed arrived in Colorado Springs after Leesha failed to return to Eastview as expected.
The news that Leesha was staying for a while to discuss the details and implications of the apparent time-gate between New Kerguelen and Sanctuary was well received, not only because it answered the question of where he was but also because they all knew that they would be hard-pressed to find a keener mind than Alessandro’s for that kind of thing.
No one expected him to get to the bottom of what was going on, even with indirect access to the primary observational and computational data courtesy of Sakko and the young alien engineer who had first discovered it, but Alessandro was certainly more likely to meaningfully scratch the surface and contextualise that data than any other member of the group.
Since none of them were keen to share that data externally at least until after Billy had been retrieved from the other side, if that seemed at all possible, Alessandro and his rare intellect represented their best bet — and a fairly promising one at that.
With a Focus 20/20 panel of truly unparalleled importance on the horizon and set to feature some as-yet undecided members of the group, Dan, Emma and Tara opted to get some long overdue sleep while those better suited to analysing the data they might come to rely on got on with that particular task. Baby Piper, remarkably comfortable in her new and temporary surroundings, slept in the cot Phil had procured for just such an emergency.
The ‘emergency’ in this case was more of a reluctance to return to their home in Birchwood, in truth, given that Leesha had so recently had to deal with two individuals who arrived on the doorstep looking decidedly like they weren’t there to talk.
Dan, Emma, Tara and indeed Piper all proved tired enough to sleep through the night, and the adults would wake up giving their compliments to Phil for having provided such comfortable bedding. No expense had been spared, it seemed, and the most difficult thing for any of them had been falling asleep in the knowledge that their late friend’s corpse was too close for comfort on the other side of his giant walk-in freezer’s door.
Upstairs, Godfrey and Clark worked diligently until sunlight overcame the stars. The latter had conducted somewhat similar investigative work during his brief stint in the local police force, and his work had played a big part in tying the anti-Contact GeoSovs to the Fiore Frontiere bombing. Godfrey, meanwhile, quite clearly had a broader knowledge of shady political dealings than anyone else present and as such felt that he might be able to spot things the others wouldn’t.
The ICA Chairman, a certainty to appear on the Focus 20/20 panel given his prestigious position and his well-spoken ability to remain cool and eviscerate his opponents with calmly delivered zingers even in the face of intense provocation, insisted to Emma in particular that he really didn’t need a “good night’s sleep” to be in a state of mind capable of dealing with the Slaters and Coles and Gellars of the world.
The situation was serious enough that he didn’t even make the obvious joke that he could have handled them all in his sleep, let alone without sleep, and instead he simply stated without pride that he had grown used to running on a few hours per night for extended periods during his days as Prime Minister, especially first time around.
He would sneak in a few hours during the late morning or early afternoon, he promised, once final strategic decisions about the next night’s Focus 20/20 panel in New York had been made.
Neither Emma nor Tara or anyone else had made any real effort to encourage Clark to get some rest, meanwhile, all understanding that scanning through the names and connections was very much his secondary motive for staying awake and above ground while they slept.
The elder McCarthy brother’s protective instincts were so strong that it didn’t even have to be said: like earlier, when he insisted that the others shelter in the basement while he guarded the farmhouse during Godfrey and Leesha’s trip to Birchwood in anticipation of the intrusion that quickly followed, there was once again nothing anyone could have said to talk Clark out of being in the best place to keep watch while the others were in the best place to keep safe.
One of the first things that jumped out at Clark was the name of the first private security firm he had worked for in Iraq, immediately upon leaving the military with everyone’s best wishes after quickly proving unsuited to the desk job he’d been forced to take when a medical condition arose and precluded him from active duty. That had been before he proved himself so well-suited to the protection game that he was quickly headhunted to a larger firm for a far more lucrative role taking care of high value individuals.
He was at least relieved to see that Imporeon didn’t seem to have any links to that larger firm, since it had assisted with military contracts on several occasions and any suggestion that Imporeon’s poison had infected the armed forces would have been too much for him to handle.
Far worse was what Clark found next while continuing down the private security rabbit-hole within Walker’s sizeable database of implicated companies and individuals.
Walker, or whoever he had entrusted with his background investigation work, had identified several individuals working within large security firms who had directly accepted payments from Imporeon-linked accounts. One such name, infuriatingly and sickeningly, was of the ‘lone wolf’ terrorist who had long since been proven responsible and held to account for the Fiore Frontiere bombing that almost claimed the lives of Timo and Emma.
Walker’s database had been created a year before that incident, of course, but it nevertheless proved beyond doubt that the man in question hadn’t been acting on his own or as part of some ideologically motivated terrorist cell as had previously been thought to be the case.
Further alarm bells rung when Godfrey and Clark followed some of Walker’s breadcrumbs to find that a biotech company controlled by Imporeon at the time of the document’s creation had very recently and very quietly acquired a company which had developed an early-stage and imperfect method of converting into coherent text the basic thoughts of mute patients and people with serious motor conditions.
“That’s phase one of a human-controlled UpLift,” Godfrey said. “We all know there’s been an arms race to develop anything close to telepathy or telekinesis now that the Messengers and indeed Dan have publicly demonstrated not just the feasibility but the actual existence of such abilities… and this is that. This is Imporeon buying up the IP of a company which was developing these kinds of things for the right reasons, and it doesn’t take a great leap of imagination to think they plan to use them for the wrong reasons.”
“How does that fit their whole ‘only care about money’ thing?” Clark asked.
Godfrey paused for a second. “Okay, this might take a slight leap of imagination, but it’s fully merited. You see, remember what Walker said: Imporeon is a doomsday fund at its core, seeking chaos for profit. Since they bought Blitz, Gellar has never been off TV shrieking about the dangers of telepathy and all the companies trying to weaponise it. And her masters are doing the thing she’s rallying against! One side of the coin is creating the problem the other side is screaming about, and the effect is compounded chaos. This is where we get to the question of how much Gellar knows… because she hates us. If you’re asking me her prime motive, it’s that. Dan humiliated her; he ruined her. She hated Walker, too, if you recall the blackmail he pulled with the bugs at your house.”
“This is getting deeper than I expected,” Clark said. “I hope Timo and Chip are going deep in other directions, or maybe skimming more of the surface. We basically need a few zingers to hit Slater and Cole with tonight, not so much Gellar. At least, I don’t think so. Pretty much everyone hates Gellar, anyway.”
Godfrey nodded. “I don’t disagree, but she’s the explicit link to Imporeon and now we know she’s in bed with those two — the Dörtlü Tepe leak told us that, when she very deliberately named them as her source. There was nothing left to chance there; they have to know she was going to implicate them, and they have to have planned it in advance. You’re right, though… a few zingers. That’s what we need more than anything right now.”
Just minutes later, a zinger neither man could have seen coming presented itself in the form of a name on Walker’s watchlist.
Given what had happened in the years since he created the document, it was one that stuck out like a sore thumb: Poppy Bradshaw.
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DRIVE-IN
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“Good morning from the Birchwood drive-in,” ACN’s Jenna Clark greeted her viewers. “We’ll be here throughout the day, keeping you updated with the latest developments from Birchwood, Colorado and much further afield.”
This was an unusual introduction, as ACN regulars knew, because although reporters stationed in Birchwood for a full day did tend to report on all tangentially related developments — from this location primarily because of the symbolic power of the famous backdrop — there was usually at least a pretence of expectation that something major could happen in Birchwood at any moment.
Having spent all of the previous day there with nothing to show for it, though, Jenna bitterly predicted that if Dan and Tara did resurface after their disappearance it was more likely to be in Buenos Aires or perhaps New York later in the day for Focus 20/20 rather than in their hometown.
As had been the case the previous night, however, Jenna had no idea how close to the developing story of the moment she really was.
But this time, rather than Dan’s house, the site in question was a famous farmhouse in nearby Eastview.
And despite the obliviousness of Jenna and everyone else outside of Dan’s inner circle, the ramifications of what was being discovered there even as she spoke into a live camera just a few miles away would be far-reaching indeed.
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STEVENSON FARM
EASTVIEW, COLORADO
Clark and Godfrey were equally stunned when their eyes fell upon the name of Poppy Bradshaw, the reckless agitator who had been something of an unofficial spokesperson for the planetary isolationist GeoSov movement which once attempted to take President Slater hostage having evolved from the earlier cult-like Antidotalists and Welcomers who sought to prevent Earth from defending itself against the oncoming Comet Il Diavolo.
Poppy hadn’t been known to anyone in the group until she made herself so, stepping into the public arena in a manner that eventually led to Dan covertly using his temporarily granted UpLift powers to intrude upon her thoughts and draw important conclusions during a meeting he had set up in Honduras for that very purpose.
Evidently, however, given that her name was present in this years-old document, Poppy had been something of a mover or shaker in Richard Walker’s eyes long before any of the others realised it.
Reading on from the first mention of Poppy’s name made it clear why she was there: Jack Neal, a core target of Walker’s investigation, had made a fairly significant payment to her just hours after receiving an identical sum from Imporeon-linked accounts.
Further, Walker’s notes — written next to the transactional details he had obtained by hook or by crook — explicitly stated that Poppy had in turn been funding British protest movements in the militant wing of Godfrey’s opponents at the time, when he had been serving as Prime Minister.
Godfrey bitterly shook his head, recalling not only the personally embarrassing ‘blood drone’ incidents of that era but also the more serious violence that had erupted at British nuclear sites which was of a kind no one had seen in the past and which he had deemed decidedly non-organic without having been able to say so publicly without the risk of inevitably being branded as a conspiracy theorist unable to accept criticism.
While the populist elements of the British media reported on even the worst incidents as being akin to harmless student protests, taking glee in doing so since Godfrey had fallen out of favour in those days on the back of some ill-judged health reforms, experienced British politicians on both ends of the spectrum had quietly recognised that at least some of the protests had been astroturfed by shady financiers rather than having sprung from the real grass roots of any student movement.
It was vindicating for Godfrey to have this confirmed, even if it was coming several years too late to be of much use.
“So this means Slater doesn’t know everything?” Clark thought out loud. “I mean… Poppy and the GeoSovs really were going to take her hostage until the Messengers warned Dan and he intervened. She wouldn’t knowingly be working with anyone who worked with them, would she? I get that politicians have to be pragmatic but—”
“Yes, but not like that,” Godfrey stated. “Truthfully, I’m starting to think she hardly knows anything. A lot of people thought she was in on the IDA cover-up… you know, back when all people thought the hoax was a cover-up! But if you recall my position, stated with Cole at my side while Jack was at hers, if you can bear the irony of that trip down memory lane, I said that whether Slater knew or didn’t, it wasn’t a good look: she was either complicit or complacent. That was my line and I’m sticking to it, Clark. She either knows whose bidding Gellar is really doing, in which case she’s complicit in nothing short of treachery as far as I’m concerned, or she’s had the wool pulled over her eyes yet again.”
“Do you think Cole knows?” Clark asked, listening intently to Godfrey’s undeniably authoritative tone and flow. With the Focus 20/20 showdown against their enemies now a matter of hours away, he was more glad than ever to have the sharp-tongued and quick-witted ICA Chairman on his side.
Godfrey nodded. “Almost certainly. He’s an idiot, too, but a different kind. As for Slater, though, I think her ignorance extends beyond this. I don’t have a dog in the mud-fight that is your domestic politics, but some of the ‘deep state’ talk that comes up every now and again does have a basis in reality. I’ve never liked Slater, but the more important thing is that a lot of people embedded within the machinery of this country’s power structures have never liked her, either. She was an outsider… young, fresh, too progressive in certain ways and too measured in others. You see, your country’s checks and balances are far more…” Godfrey searched for the right word, “substantial than ours. But part of that is that career bureaucrats keep things from your Commander in Chief in a way that just doesn’t happen to Cole. Now, I’m an outsider so you can take all of that with a shaker full of salt, but I haven’t arrived at these opinions by chance.”
Clark didn’t argue, but he hadn’t really thought too deeply about the kinds of things Godfrey was talking about. Again, however, the effortless way Godfrey could switch gears and deliver a minute-long argument as though he was reading it from a pre-prepared autocue made him an excellent ally to have going into a contentious and live debate-like panel.
Sometime around six or seven in the morning, when the sunlight became sufficiently bright to eliminate their ability to pretend it was still late rather than early and that the big Focus 20/20 showdown was tomorrow night rather than later today, Clark walked to the back door for some fresh air.
The morning was cool and fresh, and when he stepped fully outside the view to the cornfield centred him in a way that only the natural world could.
Even the fact that he had so recently discovered Phil’s body in that very field couldn’t defeat this feeling of easy perspective that only came when a blue sky was overhead and something green was on the ground.
It was a good place to live, Clark considered, despite everything that had happened there. He could see why first Walker and then Phil, two men of considerable means at the respective times they had purchased the property, chose Stevenson Farm over anywhere else. As he considered all of this he felt a sudden wave of realisation regarding something Chip had said when he first learned of Phil’s death.
The will… Clark thought. He left this place to me.
“All okay?” Godfrey asked, startling Clark from the doorway. “I didn’t think you were going all the way outside. Did you hear something? See something?”
Clark took a slow breath, savouring the fresh air, and shook his head as he turned to go back inside.
“Just taking a moment to smell the roses and gird the loins?” Godfrey asked.
“Something like that,” Clark replied, trying not to chuckle at Godfrey’s way with words. “But say… since it’s today and you’re going to get a rest at some point, plus with whatever other prep we need to do… I guess you’re definitely not going to Argentina before we go to New York, right? Obviously Leesha could cut the travel time to nothing, but even I can see it probably doesn’t make sense to come out and give too much away so close to the panel.”
“Correct on all counts,” the ICA Chairman said as they walked back into the kitchen. “I’ve just glanced at the SMMA app again and the main emotion people are feeling is still concern for myself and more so for Dan and Tara. The power vacuum is concerning the public, too, but Cole and Slater are currently viewed less favourably than they were before I disappeared from that podium. They screwed up their one chance, Clark, as idiots like them are wont to do.”
This all sounded good to Clark, but the mention of the Social Media Meta Analysis app raised a new question in his mind. He started the coffee machine on Phil’s highly polished counter then took a seat once more. “Speaking of the app, and speaking of the news in general, how are people taking the Dörtlü Tepe thing? What happened with Mesut must have taken some attention away from the actual content, I’m guessing, but are people scared enough for it to be causing the kinds of problems we saw when the first plaques were revealed?”
“Not even close,” Godfrey said with a relieved sigh, turning his phone to Clark. The latter’s expression and quick disinterest indicated that the charts and figures meant nothing to him, so Godfrey continued to explain vocally. “Focus on that has faded almost unbelievably quickly, relative to what we were expecting yesterday, but in hindsight we shouldn’t be so surprised. It’s impossible to know how much the public would have been dwelling on the carvings if there wasn’t a whodunnit story about Mesut and the other guard dominating the agenda on every news network except one — no prizes for guessing which — but I don’t think the carvings would have had a plaque-level impact even in a murderless vacuum.”
“How come?” Clark asked.
Godfrey shrugged. “Well, think about it: when the plaques first came out, those were the first alien things anyone had ever seen. Okay, they turned out to be fake in the end, but no one knew that then. Anyway, those were the first alien carvings we’d ever seen and they seemed to warn of or at least hint at some future event. What we found at Dörtlü Tepe are carvings of aliens, from the past, and we found them in an era when real aliens walk among us right now without causing fear in anyone but the most deranged Blitz-viewing lunatics. The content of Gellar’s leak wasn’t as explosive as our concerned minds let us think, and the general world she released it into wasn’t as ripe for fear-based carnage as last time. That’s my take, at least, and I think when Emma sees this latest data she’ll very much agree.”
Right on cue, but having been roused by Clark’s louder-than-intended closing of the kitchen door transmitting through the activated intercom to the basement, Emma arrived from the hallway.
“Anything?” she asked.
“Plenty,” Godfrey said, while Clark nodded firmly in agreement. “I’ve firmly and definitely decided against going to Buenos Aires, as we more or less agreed last night, and if you want to spend a few hours now talking about the plan for tonight then I’m all for it. I’ll try to catch some beauty sleep after that, given how many people are going to be watching us.”
“Who are you thinking the us should be?” Emma asked. “You, me, Dan? Tara is going to want to be there, too, but someone has to stay with Piper. Clark, I guess you’ll be with them? Then the big decision is Leesha. If he’s still up for being there, I’d like him to be in the studio but to stay cloaked the whole time, so he can listen in on their thoughts and pass them to us. Our patches won’t let us know what they’re thinking unless Leesha is there as the intermediary; it’s not like when Dan was UpLifted and mentally eavesdropped on Cole and Poppy Bradshaw those times.”
Godfrey raised his eyebrows at the mention of Poppy, knowing Emma would do the same whenever she sat down for a quick rundown of the details as to what the men had found.
“I wanted to be on the panel, too,” Clark said. “I wanted to look into Gellar’s eyes. You’re right about Piper, though. If you and Dan are both there, which you have to be, I guess I have to stay behind. I’ll talk to Dan about what I would have said if I was there.”
Emma nodded. “Thanks. You and Tara together are everything Piper will need.”
“So…” Godfrey said, tilting his head to the screen.
“I don’t really want to get too deep on everything you guys have been doing right now,” Emma said. “In fact, I don’t want to get too deep on it at all — just the highlights, because I’m going to try to stick to playing down Dörtlü Tepe and going after Jan’s irresponsible reporting. Dan being Dan, I think he wants to take this chance to ‘come clean’ on a lot of things. A lot of things… what the Architects did on New Kerguelen, what he found on Sanctuary, all of it. I’ll easily talk him out of the last part, since bringing up Sanctuary and the time-gate could make it harder for us to get Billy back from the other side if anyone tries to get in the way. Obviously he’s not going to mention anything about Piper, which is the one truth we do not tell under any circumstances, but I know I don’t have to tell you that.”
“Of course not,” Godfrey said. “But did you actually sleep like you were badgering me to, Emma?” he went on with a slight grin. “Or were you up all night mulling over all that?”
“Brains are like stomachs,” she retorted, “they digest things while we sleep. You should try it sometime.”
Godfrey chuckled. “Well, in any case, I’m with you on dividing our topics of specific focus on the show; that’s the benefit of there being three of us. As for Dan perhaps wishing to undertake another episode of Full Disclosure like the stunt he pulled at the drive-in out of desperation when you were in hospital and Il Diavolo was hurtling towards us… it might not be the worst idea. When you keep a truth to yourself for too long, it becomes a cover-up and a lie. We could be approaching that ‘too long’ point… and if we don’t take this chance, people will look back whenever the full truth of everything does come out and ask why we didn’t openly share it.”
“I think I’ll go and get Piper before she wakes up,” Emma decided, realising how silent the house was between their words and how relatively early it remained. “Dan and Tara need that sleep. They could both sleep for days at the best of times, but lately hasn’t exactly been the best of times. I think I’ll issue a barebones video statement just to confirm that we’ll be there, without saying exactly who ‘we’ is going to be, and reiterating there was a problem on New Kerguelen the Messengers needed you to deal with… again without saying what it was or whether it’s been solved. This isn’t an interview so it’s not like anyone can push for answers, but the world will get the real answers tonight. Dan and Tara don’t need to be awake for this, though, and I really think we should let them get as much rest as they can.
“Good call,” Godfrey said. “Dan in particular has a big night ahead, given who and what he’s going up against.”
The trio present in Phil Norris’s farmhouse kitchen knew these words to be self-evidently true, but they had no idea just how true they would turn out to be.
Dan McCarthy, asleep in the basement under their feet, was equally and utterly oblivious as to what lay in wait: the biggest night of his life or any other, with a high-stakes TV show in New York not even being the half of it…
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“Our lives are defined
by opportunities,
even the ones we miss.”
F. Scott Fitzgerald
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UNITED NATIONS HEADQUARTERS
MANHATTAN, NEW YORK
“Well, it’s official!” Jan Gellar beamed from the streets of New York as the UN building framed the shot and a large crowd delivered mixed cheers and jeers. “Tonight, simulcast for the first time on Blitz News, a special one-off edition of Focus 20/20 will see President Slater and British Prime Minister John Cole join me in grilling Emma McCarthy and whoever else shows up to defend the deafening silence from Birchwood and Buenos Aires.”
Speaking rapidly to fit as much as she could into what she wanted to be a short and thus easily shareable clip, as keen as ever to give herself the best possible chance of going viral, Gellar barely paused for breath.
“Between now and then, though, and whether or not Chairman Godfrey decides to grace us with his presence amid the chaos his disappearance has caused, stay tuned to Blitz News for discussion of a very concerning story that’s coming in from Beijing today regarding provocative Chinese nuclear tests which are rumoured to be going ahead in direct contravention of international law. While the Western world reels, it seems that Ding Ziyang is flexing muscles and rattling sabres with tests of a kind, and this is what I’m being told, that suggest the Chinese might really be getting ready to do things that hardly bear thinking about.”
The cheers and jeers that had competed with Gellar’s microphone-amplified words at the beginning of her short report were now gone, leaving only her somewhat shrill words as the crowd digested the unexpected and unsettling news of Chinese nuclear tests.
“I understand that Slater and Cole, for their part, are currently on their way here from Buenos Aires as we speak,” she went on. “Both are understandably keeping their cards close to their chests, especially in the wake of Emma McCarthy’s deliberately evasive statement about who might or might not appear on tonight’s show, but it will be interesting to see what kind of comments — if any — our leaders might make on these harrowing developments from Beijing. For Blitz News, I’m Jan Gellar… and I’ll see you all again tonight.”
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STEVENSON FARM
EASTVIEW, COLORADO
By the time Dan McCarthy awoke on Tuesday, which as it went was a matter of moments after Tara yawned herself back to life and loudly exclaimed her own surprise that she had entirely missed the morning and slept through to the afternoon, the rest of the world had already digested not one but two major announcements about his forthcoming appearance on Focus 20/20.
The first had come from his wife Emma, with the second coming very quickly thereafter from the less responsible and less welcome source of Jan Gellar.
Much was explained to Dan and Tara as soon as they walked upstairs together, sharing amazed comments about just how long they’d been asleep. They were spared the specific details of what Clark and Godfrey had found and how it compared to what Timo and Chip had found — findings which had been shared and compared in a few phone calls over the course of the morning — and nor did they seek them out.
Everyone seemed to be instinctively on the same page about ‘specialisation’ in this regard, with it making little sense for everyone to dive in to the same minutiae when there were so many topics to cover and so much to be achieved.
One thing the well-rested duo did want to see as soon as they heard about it was Emma’s statement, and watch it they did. A video statement of this kind, which would inevitably rack up billions of views within hours would normally have felt like a very big deal for Emma McCarthy or indeed anyone else. Relative to what was coming later in the day, however, it felt like a minor task to tick off her to-do list.
The statement was only necessary to facilitate that later event, with Emma’s decision to issue the statement early in the day being taken so that the TV networks would have plenty of time to pimp it out for ratings, and so that there was enough time for just about everyone in the world to know what was coming regardless of which time zone they were in and what working or waking hours they kept.
All Emma gave away was that she would be present and wouldn’t be arriving alone; she didn’t name which allies would be with her or get into details of where the best known among them currently were.
She did however reiterate one very true point, albeit with certain liberties taken in terms of which details to leave out, and one which was essentially all the public knew about Godfrey’s visible abduction and Dan and Tara’s unseen but apparent befalling of the same fate: that an unexpected problem on New Kerguelen meant that the Messengers required their urgent assistance.
Emma went on to say that discoveries “on and beyond New Kerguelen” were being analysed as she spoke, and that while the Messengers’ society was experiencing some major and unprecedented turbulence they at least didn’t have to worry about any Coles and Slaters going out of their way to make things worse for their own gain.
With the safety net of the statement being recorded rather than going out live, Emma went at it with a very short series of bullet-point notes rather than a fully prepared script. Despite the ability to have as many tries as it took to get things just right, however, she was sufficiently happy with the first and uploaded the video file without delay.
“This is almost like when I lost a day in Cuba,” Dan laughed all of a sudden when he saw the clock in Phil’s kitchen and got a reminder of what time it really was. “Remember, when the UpLift powers were too strong for my brain to deal with and it got exhausted?”
To that point, Emma pointed out that Dan and Tara might have been exhausted in a very real and equally unfamiliar sense by the temporal displacement their bodies had experienced not once but twice during their crossings to and from the mysterious world of Sanctuary. No one disagreed, immediately considering that the theory made a whole lot of sense.
“Well, you didn’t miss much here in any case,” William Godfrey chimed in. “No disasters, no major escalations in societal unrest, not even any meaningfully damaging movement in the SMMA data. Our friend Jan Gellar did baselessly insinuate that the Chinese are working on secret and illegal nuclear weapons testing, which tells me the new trio is trying to make Ding’s life difficult on one hand and distract from the damaging Mesut investigations on the other.”
“Ding?” Tara asked, thinking of the Chinese Premier for the first time in a while and realising only then that his silence was conspicuous in its own right. “Why do they want to make his life difficult?”
“Because if I was gone for good, which they think I might be,” Godfrey said, “Ding would be among the most obvious choices to take over as ICA Chairman. Their transparency would be funny if it weren’t so tragic. We’ll end both of their careers this evening, and rightfully so… but if they were left to it, I’d wager that it would be a matter of days at most before one of them blinks and throws the other to the wolves. They want my position and they think that working together until they’re the only choices left standing is their best way of ensuring one of them gets it. Ding is smarter than they give him credit for, and certainly smarter than either of them, so even if I was decisively out of the picture they wouldn’t be getting what they want. But believe me, that is what they want. That’s what I’m getting at.”
Dan mulled these words over in his mind. “I know it’s Gellar, so it is pretty reasonable to assume everything she says is a lie… but are we absolutely sure there’s nothing in this story about Chinese nuclear escalations? Because there is a power vacuum right now, with you out of the picture, and our national position isn’t what it used to be. I don’t have anything against Ding personally, and he has seemed to be fairly honourable in his dealings with us, but he could be trying to position himself and his country to lead the world when it’s on the other side of all this uncertainty, just like Slater and Cole are trying to get themselves in the top job.”
“I quietly called Ding immediately after Gellar’s report,” Godfrey said. “For one thing, if it had been true then Blitz wouldn’t have an exclusive. The Chinese government isn’t the American government, no disrespect, and things like that don’t tend to leak out like this. In any case, after his initial denials I asked Ding — largely as a bluff with no intention of seeing it through — whether he’d be willing to sit down with Leesha so we could put his honesty over this issue to the test. Not only did he say yes, he said he would love to see Leesha and the rest of us. That’s not happening, but his willingness showed he has nothing to hide. He’s in Beijing, having flown home last night, and he was primarily glad to know we’re alive and well. We can trust him to keep quiet, but he knows you and I will be on the show, Dan, and he was glad on that too. He even gave me some minor but embarrassing personal dirt on Cole from his time as Western Secretary of Ding’s ELF.”
More than satisfied by a much deeper answer than he’d expected, Dan nodded several times.
“This is the kind of stuff we have to shut down, man,” Clark said. “None of this is about us having a petty grudge against Gellar or anything like that, this is about a serious need to stop her from pushing this kind of thing on TV. Millions of people are scared and angry about China now, and another reason for those three idiots pushing this nuclear narrative today is probably that they didn’t whip up as much fear and anger as they wanted to with the Dörtlü Tepe thing. Fear is their currency. I mean, from what Walker’s video told us, it pretty much literally is… they make chaos, chaos makes fear, fear makes them money.”
No one disputed this, what with how plainly Walker had stated as much in his video and how much supporting evidence he had provided.
With the full support of Timo and Chip, the group in Eastview made the collective decision that the full document Walker left behind should never be made public, in case any of his suggested connections between Imporeon-linked companies and the individuals he had identified might have been more speculative than the others.
Some cases were black and white, with payment details proving the links beyond a shadow of a doubt, but from personal experience at Walker’s hand, Dan McCarthy knew that being publicly accused of something could ruin an innocent person’s life.
The file would be passed on to law enforcement agencies, the group agreed, but they would of course hold on to their existing copies and make further backups to ensure nothing would ever be lost.
Dan liked this approach best, of letting law enforcement do their thing but also retaining the data to make sure none of it was conveniently ‘lost’ as had too often been the case in years gone by when high-profile individuals were implicated in financial scandals or worse.
With a combination of Dan’s long sleep and the time difference between Colorado and New York meaning that only a few hours remained until they had to be in the studio for Focus 20/20, preparations stepped up considerably once he and Tara were looped in.
The next major development was Leesha’s return from Fiore Frontiere, which came only after Dan made a quick phone call to Timo to request the alien’s presence. Leesha flashed himself into the farmhouse’s kitchen almost immediately, with no real sign of hard feelings towards Godfrey or any persistent feelings of guilt or regret over his order-following elimination of two hostile visitors to Birchwood the previous evening.
Indeed, and quite infectiously so, Leesha looked rather chipper.
“Good news?” Dan asked, not sure what it could be if there indeed was any.
“I’ve been in frequent communication with Sakko,” the alien revealed. “Alessandro and I were initially passing on questions to Kajeel, the young engineer who identified the temporal displacement we experienced upon our crossings to and from Sanctuary. Alessandro was performing calculations we hadn’t considered and before long he was talking more or less directly with Kajeel, with Sakko and I effectively acting as, well, telephones would be your clearest analogy.”
A slight grin crossed Leesha’s lips, as though he was pleased to have thought of a metaphor that helped the humans make sense of what he was telling them, even though he suspected they’d already understood well enough.
“But later, Sakko and I discussed the tensions and tragedies that befell New Kerguelen in the chaos surrounding our leap of destiny across the gate; or, to be clearer, the chaos that came when we failed to return within a few minutes as we expected we would. Everyone knows I am on Earth, assisting you all with some urgent problems… ironically, much like the people of Earth know you have recently spent time assisting us with some problems on New Kerguelen. Anyway, the population is placid in their knowledge that we made it back safely and our former Squadron commanders are maintaining order without force. Everyone remains in the Shelter, and will do so until I return, and naturally Sakko hasn’t shared the news that Billy remains on Sanctuary. He is not keen on my return journey, but that is a bridge I will cross once we have dealt with our enemies in New York.”
“Bingo,” Clark said with a wide smile. He liked hearing Leesha talk like that, or at least he liked receiving Leesha’s silently shared telepathic thoughts like that, with the promise of ‘dealing with our enemies in New York’ being something he very much looked forward to. “They’re going down.”
“That they are,” Leesha stated, very firmly and very bluntly. “That they are.”
    
With very little time left until they had to head to New York, the final big question of who would make up the group’s team of panellists could no longer be avoided.
Dan and Emma had more or less decided already, but he wasn’t sure how Tara was going to take it. “About tonight…” he began, “We really need to nail down the lineup and home in on who is handling what.”
“I’ll handle anything,” Tara said, her tone chirpy as she seemingly relished the night ahead. “I’ve gotten way better at speaking, since all the times I’ve had to do it here and on New Kerguelen. Some of the times I’ve done it there, the stakes were as high as any can get. I can do pressure, so if Godfrey does the Imporeon stuff and Dan talks about Dörtlü Tepe, I’ll take—”
“You’re not on the panel,” Emma cut in. “I was hoping you would take Piper.”
Tara’s mouth opened slowly in realisation. “Ohhh, right. Yeah! I knew you were doing it… I mean, I just watched your video where you said you’re doing it. I guess I’ve gotten so used to it being me, Dan and Godfrey at all the ICA events. And then part of my mind is always thinking you wouldn’t want to leave Piper with anyone. But you will? With me?”
Emma nodded, glad Tara was taking it so well; she wasn’t just okay with being excluded from the panel to care for Piper, she seemed honoured by the role.
“And me,” Clark said. “You’re the best at keeping her happy, and I’ll make sure you both keep safe.”
Although no one spoke immediately after this comment, everyone heard Dan pensively blowing air from his lips and turned to see what was wrong.
“I don’t like it,” he said. “It’s one thing being here, especially with Leesha, and when we were safe in the basement and everything, but when me and Emma are on a live TV show… that’s exactly when someone who wanted to do something would try to do it. And Clark, listen, man… you know I’d take you over anyone else to keep us all safe, but they were armed last night.”
“He’s right,” Emma sighed, holding the child they were talking about who had been more peaceful than ever throughout the day so far. “Me and Dan being together without Piper is an advertisement that Piper is somewhere else without us, and even though no one knows how special she is, everyone knows that if there was a way to get us to do or not do something, the leverage they need is—”
“What about Meli?” Tara suggested, sparing everyone — particularly Emma — from the need to have a worst-case scenario explicitly spelled out.
“Meli?” Emma said.
Dan raised his eyebrows and tipped his head back slightly, getting a sense of where Tara was going.
Tara, meanwhile, turned directly to Leesha but continued speaking out loud. “The safest place for us to keep Piper is on this side of the Earth to New Kerguelen gate, but somewhere no one could ever reach us: a cloaked craft in the sky. You know, like where we met Meli? You’re going to be in the studio listening in to Slater and Cole and Gellar’s thoughts, so if you can’t leave us in the craft without another one of your kind… what about Meli? She loved spending time with Piper. I bet she’d be up for this.”
“And Piper loved her,” Dan said. “Yeah… I do like that. Clark?”
To the others’ relief, Clark was nodding. Even better, in a similar manner to the way Tara’s happiness at being tasked with caring for Piper had become clear moments earlier, he looked positively pleased by the emergence of this suggestion rather than just reluctantly accepting of the suggestion that Piper might not be totally safe under his physical protection on the ground. “That is the safest place, and it means I can be on the panel. Tara, if you’re happy with Meli, and it sounds like you totally are but please just tell me if you’re not, I really want to do this.”
“Why?” Emma asked, very bluntly but not explicitly disapprovingly. “What can you bring that we can’t? As it is, it’s three on three… and us three are the most obvious three that people would pick. Where do you—”
“I would be happier if Clark was there,” Leesha interrupted.
As pride flooded through him at this comment, Clark winked in the alien’s direction. “And Tara, you’ll be happy with Meli?”
“I like Meli,” she replied, smiling decisively, “and there were some general things I wanted to ask her last time but didn’t have time for. I like this, too.”
Everyone seemed happy with the plan, and Leesha made a very quick ‘call’ to Sakko to ask if he would be willing and able to pilot Meli across the gate to Earth and leave her in the craft that was already cloaked in the sky high over Colorado.
Leesha didn’t want to return to New Kerguelen unnecessarily, as he hadn’t throughout the night, in case news of his physical presence — and particularly it being for a short time only — might unsettle the relatively good work of maintaining order the Squadron were doing in a difficult time.
With the population temporarily locked down in the Shelter they had already come to think of as a cage, word that Leesha had returned could spark loud and possibly angry calls for him to intervene to allow them to leave.
Difficulties lay ahead for Leesha, who was presumed by all to be set to take over as a formal leader of some kind or another on New Kerguelen once the dust had settled on their current post-Architect turbulence, and all he could do for now was responsibly delay them until he had both assisted the generously helpful humans with their problems as much as he could; both in New York, by way of furtive telepathic communication, and on Sanctuary where one human lay alone in space and time awaiting Leesha’s promised return.
Sakko agreed immediately, and within a few minutes he had confirmation from the Squadron commanders that they too were supportive of the mission — anything for Leesha, who even they had very recently come to see as an individual of rare courage and ability — and also from Meli, that she was enthusiastically keen to return to Earth’s side of the space-gate and particularly so to see the remarkable baby Piper once more.
“If there’s anything we have to talk to Chip, Timo or Alessandro about, we can call Colorado Springs from New York just the same as we can from here,” William Godfrey said. “Same with Henry and Byrd. What I’m saying is, I think we should go. And they know Leesha is around, so we don’t have to dream up some way of arriving in time in a conventional vehicle… we can just flash right into the building. Leesha, do you remember the studio?”
The alien nodded slowly. Instinctively, he turned to Emma. “Now?”
“Everyone gather whatever you might need,” she replied, holding a finger up to Leesha then pointing Godfrey to Phil’s laptop and pointing Tara to the basement in encouragement for her to grab some baby supplies.
Around three minutes later, they were ready to leave. “But we’re not all going to New York,” Emma said. She kissed Piper and handed her to Tara, who beamed widely right away.
It meant so much for Emma to be handing her over and showing this much trust, the moment brought a tear to Tara’s eye. “Thank you,” she said.
“Tata?” Piper said. “Tata… kay?”
“Aunt Tara is okay,” she replied, slightly taken aback by yet another communicative progression. “I’m happy, like you.”
Piper smiled, and then smiled even more as everyone — especially Dan — moved in to say their bye for nows and see you soons.
“Meli is ready,” Leesha told everyone at once. “Sakko didn’t stick around, but Meli is there. Is the plan for me to take Tara and Piper to her first, and then everyone else to New York?”
“Bingo,” Clark said, hugging Tara tightly from the back once more while taking care not to hurt or irritate Piper. “You two have fun up there, okay? I don’t get to go in spaceships like this…”
A few seconds of laughter and one final thumbs up from Emma later, the kitchen was briefly consumed by a flash which faded to leave two fewer humans and no aliens present.
“They’ll be fine,” Dan said, turning to Emma upon realising that she too would be feeling exactly what he was: that it had just gotten real, with Piper on a spaceship in the sky while they were about to engage in a high-risk but hopefully high- reward attempt to bring stability to their planet and justice to the snakes once and for all. “Meli loves Piper, Piper loves her, and all the Messengers love Tara. Ask Leesha, or Billy when we see him again… she’s like a princess up there.”
No one else present shared Dan’s optimism that seeing Billy Kendrick again was a matter of ‘when’ rather than ‘if’, and most considered even ‘if’ to be verging on the side of overly optimistic. No one said anything on that point though, seeing little sense in doing so, and Leesha was back — alone — before Dan could notice the conspicuous silence.
“New York?” the alien asked, looking very calm having clearly had no problems bringing Tara and Piper to the cloaked spacecraft.
“Damn straight,” Clark said, grasping Phil’s laptop under his arm. “This news ain’t gonna start spreading itself!”
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INNER SECTION
MESSENGER MOTHERSHIP
“It’s wonderful to see you both again so soon,” said Meli, the kindly empath and doctor from New Kerguelen who had developed a quick bond with Piper on their previous meeting. Like all Messengers, limited by physiology but UpLifted by technology, she communicated telepathically.
The look on Piper’s face, and perhaps even more so the keenness with which she extended her arms in anticipation of being handed over, made it clear that the feeling was more than mutual whether or not she ‘heard’ the words in the same way her patch-wearing Aunt Tara did.
“I’ve been thinking what you told us last time,” Tara said. “I know Piper doesn’t have any residual UpLift power, just this remote-viewing thing with Dan because of the UpLift powers being present while her brain was developing… after she inherited the powers from him, right? That’s the basics?”
“As I understand them,” Meli replied.
“Okay. So… what’s this empath part about? Who did she inherit that from? And who did you inherit it from on New Kerguelen, if it’s never been a power you can get via an UpLift?”
Meli smiled softly, and seemingly with far less effort than it had taken Leesha to master the gesture. “The greatest ‘powers’ of all are granted by a power beyond any of our comprehensions, Tara. My ability was neither inherited or UpLifted… it just, was. Young Piper is special in more ways than one, but those ways are not necessarily causally connected.”
For a fairly long while, Tara and Meli talked about what it meant to be an empath while Meli engaged in what looked to be deep eye-contact based communication with Piper.
More time than any of them realised passed while Meli made some useful distinctions about Piper’s rate of mental development, which she would be sure to pass on directly to Emma and Dan at the next opportunity as well as share with Tara.
After a while though, the mood shifted.
“Ohhh,” Meli shivered, her spine stiffening as a sound escaped her thin lips for the first time Tara could recall. The sound itself was less startling than the involuntary physical movement that accompanied it, or indeed the second and longer shiver that followed.
Most startlingly of all, however, was the loud and perhaps even pained cry Piper let out at the same moment.
“What do you see, sweetheart?” Meli asked her, seemingly confident that Piper could fully understand her telepathically delivered thoughts even without wearing a patch.
Instinctively, Tara lifted her phone from her pocket. This wasn’t as crazy as it would have sounded if she’d had to explain to anyone else that she was doing so inside a spaceship, since the craft was after all hovering within Earth’s atmosphere at an altitude where finding a signal wouldn’t necessarily be a problem. “Huh, the time is wrong,” she said. “Did Leesha say anything about moving this craft to New York?”
“I’m not familiar with your Earthly locations,” Meli replied, sounding absent because she was so focused on Piper.
“Yup, New York,” Tara said after checking her location. “Do you know if there’s somewhere here where we can see outside, like in the smaller craft?”
“Piper senses something she doesn’t like,” Meli said, so consumed that she missed the question until Tara repeated it, which she did right away since Meli’s comment had revealed nothing new. Meli replied at the second attempt: “I’m not familiar with the layout of this craft.”
More than a little frustrated, Tara navigated to a live feed of the Focus 20/20 pre-show to see if anything unsettling was being reported. Besides news of scuffles on the street outside the studio amid a heavy police presence, there was nothing obvious — and certainly nothing that seemed worthy of Piper’s sudden outburst.
Tara tried to call Clark, Emma, Dan and even Godfrey in turn, but was unsurprised that they were all unreachable since only two minutes remained until the show began.
The video feed showed a countdown, and within seconds relayed footage of the panelists taking their seats. Cole, Slater and Gellar were there first, making a show of looking impatient alongside their esteemed host, Marian de Clerk, until Emma led Dan, Clark and ICA Chairman William Godfrey into the studio.
There was no audience for obvious and self-evident security reasons, and no one on the wrong side of the widely arced table had any suspicion that Leesha was in their midst.
“No!” Piper yelled, easily the most unsettling sound she had ever made in both tone and ferocity. “Go! Go! Tata… Meli… go!”
“She wants to leave,” Meli reported, stating the obvious.
“To go where?” Tara asked, panicking but trying to exude a degree of calm for the baby’s sake. “And why? Wait… maybe just because she saw Cole and the others, through the remote-viewing thing? And if she knows how Dan is feeling, she suddenly felt hatred and anger, too. Maybe it’s that?”
Meli placed a very alien hand on Piper’s face, caressing her cheek. The sight troubled Tara slightly at first — truly, the Messengers’ hands were comfortably the most alien-looking of the body parts left uncovered by the skintight fabric of their tunics — but Piper was immediately soothed and thus so was Tara.
“She cannot clearly tell me exactly what she wants to tell me,” Meli said. “I sense the frustration. But Tara, the child is not merely reacting to Dan’s experience. She senses a reason for discomfort, of a greater kind than he feels.”
Tara gulped.
“Oh… oh. I sense a clearer message! Tara, this is definitely more than the sight of those hostile individuals. She is not reacting to them, and she is not merely telling me we are in the presence of our enemies.”
By now, Tara could hear her pulse and feel it in her neck. “What is she telling you?”
Meli’s face, which typically possessed a subtle beauty uncommon among her kind, now reflected the gravity of the message it fell upon her to deliver: “We are in the presence of evil.”
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ZHONGNANHAI
BEIJING, CHINA
“Sir, we have lost all contact with our geostationary satellites,” a concerned man blurted out to Ding Ziyang, opening his Premier’s door to deliver news that was sufficiently grave to justify in his mind the breaking of all protocol.
Ding’s eyes were immediately torn from the screen on which he had keenly been watching the introduction of the momentous Focus 20/20 panel emanating live from New York.
The feeling of being cut out of proceedings by both Godfrey and the recently returned Chairman’s new rivals was a bitter one for Ding to swallow, but he was at least soothed by thoughts of how relentlessly the others on Godfrey’s side of Marian de Clerk’s famous table were sure to lay into Cole and Slater.
“Which of our geostationary satellites?” Ding asked.
The man gulped. “All of them. This isn’t speculation, sir, and it is not a reporting error. This is happening! The stories from earlier in the day appear to have been believed and evoked an aggressive response.”
Ding rose to his feet and spoke as he walked, each stride longer and more urgent than the last. “It’s time,” he announced. “This is it, this is too much. They’ve crossed lines before, and perhaps so have we, but this is the line. We talked about this earlier today and we thought the nonsensical story about our nuclear testing was either a distraction from or an excuse for something they were planning, and it seems like this is it. But this is it. This is it. If they’re going to keep prodding us, we’ll give them what they want.”
“Sir, you don’t mean…”
“I do,” Ding replied, no pleasure in the words. “We’re preparing a strike. It’s time.”
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STUDIO #1
MANHATTAN, NEW YORK
“Welcome everyone to a very special edition of Focus 20/20,” the show’s long-running host Marian de Clerk stated into the hard camera directly in front of her central desk position. “Our panellists today truly need no introduction, and I don’t want to waste any of the time we have, so we’ll get right—”
“Time isn’t really a factor tonight,” the ever-polite Jan Gellar interrupted. “We’re being simulcast to Blitz News, and I know the schedule has been cleared for the rest of the night. Speaking for myself, I know I’m in no rush to sneak back into the shadows like our esteemed ICA Chairman tends to do so often. These four individuals on the other side of the desk have spent the past few years telling a lot more than an hour’s worth of lies. Now that they’ve shown up, I don’t think we should let them be saved by the bell.”
“Remind me, which one are you again?” William Godfrey retorted in Jan’s general direction, making a point of not yet gracing her with any eye contact.
Marian de Clerk, having expected little else, rolled her eyes and moved on.
For Dan McCarthy, even amid this familiarly childish opening salvo, the present moment he was experiencing didn’t feel anything like his past appearances on Focus 20/20. He thought this went far beyond the total absence of a studio audience, although that clearly played a part, and he certainly wasn’t paying any heed to the bizarre legal and contractual situations around this particular episode which was airing on Blitz News, as Gellar had highly predictably wasted no time in pointing out, as well as its usual home.
In the hours immediately leading up to the panel, Emma had briefed Dan on the kinds of things he could expect to have to deal with, and in many respects this briefing did feel like others before it.
One key difference in preparation came from the fact that this time, Dan had three reliable allies at his side and three reliable enemies across from him rather than assorted panellists of varying degrees of friendliness.
This was why the show had been billed as a showdown even before the identities of Emma’s precise ‘team-mates’ had been known, which as it went was only a matter of minutes before the live show began when they were finally spotted by some of the building’s staff members walking through the hallway en route to the studio having been safely and discreetly teleported directly into an empty dressing room.
Dan knew that Emma and Godfrey were going to go hard and deep in calling out the trio of snakes for their roles in the Dörtlü Tepe leak, and that they were going to plant some seeds about their potential involvement in other recent events without quite calling them out right away.
The strategy was to say just enough to bring relevant thoughts of denial or admission to their minds, at which point Leesha would be able to effortlessly sense those clear thoughts and just as effortlessly pass them on to his human friends.
By the end of the hour-long show, or at least by the end of the show’s first hour if it did run longer than normal like Jan Gellar suggested it could, Dan knew that his enemies would be ruined.
Emma and Godfrey would see to that, possessing as they did enough evidence of enough wrongdoing to take them down once and for all even if Leesha hadn’t been there to provide his unique assistance and thus enable them to optimise in real time their lines of both attack and defence.
As the show began, Dan found it hard to focus through a general cloud of brain fog. He heard the name Billy Kendrick, but highly indicatively of his lack of mental clarity wasn’t even sure whether it had left the mouth of Slater or Gellar.
Despite more sleep than he could ever have reasonably budgeted for, Dan felt less able to focus on the show’s proceedings than he had been to focus on anything at any point he could remember.
Time travel was real, his brain screamed, and his recently mentioned friend Billy Kendrick was on the wrong side of the gate that proved it.
The thought of one friend and ally inevitably led to thoughts of two more, however, in the form of Phil Norris and Mesut Demir. Both were dead, and Dan had more than a strong suspicion that he was staring at three people who were implicated in those murders — perhaps to varying degrees, but implicated nonetheless.
That was what this was all about, and the reminder focused Dan’s mind. He was here not only to calm the situation of dangerous global unease caused by Gellar and her new political allies, but to hold them to account for something even worse.
“In the absence of any aliens,” John Cole began, “who I must say I did expect to see tonight, allow me to begin with an important point about New Kerguelen. That easily accessible planet, to my mind and to those of many experts in our free Western nations, offers a veritable bounty of mineral resources that can improve life on Earth without necessarily causing any disagreements between ourselves and the so-called Messengers. Right now we’re more or less looking at a ‘tragedy of the commons’ scenario, and I’d like to hear Chairman Godfrey’s view on why we haven’t looked into this more thoroughly than we have.”
This seemed like an oddly tame avenue for Cole to be taking, at least to Dan and Clark, but Emma and Godfrey himself knew there was bound to be a sting in the tail. Still, without knowing what that sting might be, all he could do was give a non-committal stock answer: “Well, as a man who has once again reverted to type and become as obstructive as you have should know, John, it has been difficult to cooperate with the Messengers while for so long we’ve been unable to cooperate amongst ourselves.”
Emma nodded forcefully. “Absolutely,” she chimed in.
Godfrey went on: “Now, I want everyone watching to retain absolute clarity that the Messengers have always wanted to cooperate with us. The problem has long been a lack of political will on Earth, and particularly a lack of international political will. That’s why the ICA’s breakaway from the UN was so important, because it unbound us from many restrictions that prevented cooperation. Now, the ICA is our point of global cooperation, no longer requiring a vote anytime we want to do anything as was the case when Dan and I, along with Tara, were trying to make silk purses out of sow’s ears during our UNICA days.”
“Wrong,” Cole said.
“Enlighten me,” Godfrey challenged, looking as serene as he could despite the provocation that came with simply looking at John Cole and his endlessly punchable face.
Cole shrugged, like his line of argument should have been the most obvious thing in the world. “Ding. China. They don’t want us to mine on New Kerguelen, and since you’re in his pocket that means we’re not mining on New Kerguelen.”
Godfrey could hardly hide his disdain for such a poorly presented and logically inconsistent point. “John, first things first: I hadn’t even been formally inaugurated when the Messengers needed my help on New Kerguelen. You’re talking as though I’ve been ruling out mining proposals for months on end, when really none have come and I have spent quite literally minutes at the new ICA since the doors formally opened. But underlying all of this are the two core points that I am not at the behest of any nation and that China has expressed no opposition to mining on New Kerguelen.”
“Because you haven’t asked them about it!” Jan Gellar butted in. Beside her, Slater stayed quiet. “Tell me, do you ever ask the Chinese about anything contentious? As soon as the idea is seriously raised in Buenos Aires, Ding will kick up a fuss and maybe even pick up his ball and go home. You know that as well as I do, and you know why as well as I do. China has a near monopoly on many rare-Earth metals, as we all know, and that was one of very few things Richard Walker was ever publicly right about.”
The timing of this allusion to Walker and his sinophobic worldview, coming as it did so soon after a video he recorded with sections on that very topic had resurfaced, struck Dan as some kind of coincidence.
Valerie Slater joined the fray at this point: “It is worth remembering that China has been buying up African mines and striking all kinds of quid pro quo arrangements to ensure their exclusive access to mines they can’t buy outright. There are some rare metals of which China holds almost the entire global stores. If China owns 90 percent of some metal and we discover a mine on New Kerguelen which doubles the amount at our disposal, China now owns 45 percent. You see? They don’t want to dilute their holding percentages, some of which get very consequential at certain threshold points, and they do this for the more obvious and absolute reason of trying to hold or perhaps even fix the trading price of certain metals. They don’t want any new discoveries which could dilute their relative holdings of certain metals or deflate the absolute price of those self same metals. It’s as simple and as selfish as that, really.”
Even after this apparent punchline, and in fact especially after it, neither Emma nor Godfrey could fully understand why Slater and Cole had made this their first substantive point of the night. If they had shown more strategic intelligence over the years than they actually had, Emma might have been thinking they were attempting to lull her and Godfrey into a false sense of security with the intention of both suddenly and aggressively raising the stakes at some future point.
“He’s not a reliable ally of the West,” John Cole then blurted out, pointing a chubby finger at Godfrey. “He isn’t a true ally at all!”
The ICA Chairman instinctively chuckled. “I’m sorry, aren’t you the man who worked for Ding in his China-led Earth Liaison Forum, in direct opposition to the unabashedly pro-Western Global Contact Commission I led with fairly capable assistance of the forgetful President at your side?”
“As I was saying,” Cole grunted, a theatrical eye-roll thrown in for good measure, “Godfrey lives with a foot in both camps. He has been closer to Ding than he has to Western leaders in the past few months, and let’s not forget that he sold out his country twice to take on roles that offered him greater personal prestige. I am a two-time Prime Minister, too, but my initial reign ended due to a regrettable error of judgement for which I take full responsibility. Each of his ended because he saw a shinier seat in Argentina. The people of Britain know what he is, and I dearly hope enough leaders within the ICA can see it before they let him entrench his power, get in bed with Ding, and prevent the commencement of a massive and globally beneficial mining program on New Kerguelen. But Godfrey has spent his career working shoulder to shoulder, or maybe I should say snout to snout, with all manner of questionable governments.”
Godfrey couldn’t even chuckle this time, so surprised was he with the barefaced cheek of John Cole of all men making this last comment, given how recently he had worked as a business consultant for borderline pariahs during his time out of frontline politics, cashing in on his old titles which could bring credibility to others who desperately needed it.
For the first time since the show began, the value of Leesha’s presence became clear: “They want you to call him out for the consultancy work,” the alien reported, having heard this thought at the forefront of both Cole and Slater’s conscious minds. “They’re trying to push a narrative of equivalency and they want to paint you as petty. Avoid it.”
“Well,” Godfrey shrugged, turning to Marian de Clerk, “what I’d really like to talk about first, and what I’m sure your viewers are far more interested in than this game of petty false equivalencies, is Dörtlü Tepe: the Turkish site where some very exciting carvings have recently been found. My friends across the desk have taken some very odd and irresponsible actions relating to this site, and I would also like to discuss yesterday’s brutal murder of the site’s discoverer, within the grounds of the same hotel where my friends here were staying and from which Mesut’s images were stolen. Their views on—”
“We’ll move right along to Dörtlü Tepe after the first of our short commercial breaks,” Marian de Clerk cut in. Because the show was airing on Blitz News, there were to be considerably more such breaks than normal, breaking the standard format which allowed twenty solid minutes for each of two topics. That model had always held great appeal to viewers, and increasingly so in an age when TV shows could rarely run for even ten consecutive minutes without a break.
Godfrey was frustrated by the interruption, but far less so than he would have been if Leesha hadn’t silently delivered another piece of important data to all of his allies at once: “They’re guilty. Cole was behind Mesut’s death and Slater knew he was doing it. Slater is in less deep… he brought the images to her and asked if she wanted in. With Godfrey gone, she had to hitch her wagon to the anti-Godfrey horse rather than linger and get lost in the shuffle whether he came back or didn’t.”
“That’s all at the forefront of their minds?” Emma asked, somewhat surprised.
Leesha, invisible and silent, replied in the affirmative. “Godfrey pushed enough of the right buttons to bring the thoughts up. Thoughts of guilt do tend to be the clear—”
The telepathically delivered words suddenly ceased at the very moment that a commotion suddenly began as the uncharacteristically quiet and perhaps slightly out of his conversational and political depth Clark McCarthy seemed to lose his balance while leaning back in his chair and scratching his neck. He barely managed to grab hold of the desk before he fell all the way backwards, but did so just in time.
“Smooth,” Emma chided with a grin, stepping in to make light of the situation.
Clark, however, didn’t look amused. He wasn’t at all annoyed by Emma’s reaction, but rather the remotely applied force that had almost caused him to fall over in the first place.
Dan and Godfrey shared a confused look, until a telepathic thought from Clark entered each of their minds at once:
“For fuck’s sake, Leesha! What the hell are you doing?”
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By the time Ding Ziyang was in communication with his nation’s key military leaders and ready to deliver the order none had ever wanted to hear — the order to end all orders, and the only order known in their circle quite simply as the order — the situation around it had changed dramatically.
“Our nuclear sites are offline,” gulped the commander who had first broken the news to Ding about their nation’s geostationary satellites going dark just minutes earlier. “Sir, they’re down. There’s nothing we can do.”
Ding narrowed his eyes. “That’s not how this works!” he snapped. “They can’t knock everything offline because everything isn’t online. But if they really have taken down the launch systems that are connec—”
“Oh my God.”
Ding, along with the handful of other men in a room which contained many of the most powerful in the world due to their positions within the party hierarchy but few whose names would be known by any but the most keen western observers of international politics, fell silent and waited for the man to relay whatever was on his screen.
The situation was evidently developing by the second, since nothing on the large table-based information screen they could all see had yet changed to reflect anything worth a gasping reaction.
“It’s not them,” the man went on. “Sir, the Americans have lost everything, too. They think it’s us.”
“They’re masking their intent!” another voice called. Its owner turned to Ding. “Sir, don’t fall for it. If our data shows that their sites have gone dark, it’s because they’re making it appear so. They’re lulling us in. First our satellites, now our launch sites? No. We have to hit while we can. Do it. Give the order.”
Every eye in the room rested on Ding Ziyang while the fate of their planet rested in his hands.
Everything rested on his reaction — on the next words that would come out of his mouth — but his attention, at least visually had fallen on one of the many screens adorning the wall of his War Room. On it, Clark McCarthy had almost fallen backwards to the ground in a manner that the translator for the Chinese network which was relaying the live American footage had just editorially interjected looked suspiciously like it had been telekinetically caused.
These words appeared as subtitled captions on the bottom of the muted screen, and were replaced by others by the time any of Ding’s underlings had turned to see what he was looking at.
“Something is happening in New York,” Ding said. “My order is this: no strikes.”
“Sir!” the room’s most vocal pro-strike voice called again. “We have to—”
“It’s not the Americans,” Ding calmly stated. “Gentlemen, it’s the aliens.”
No one said anything.
“They seem to have intervened like they did with DS-1, when an international nuclear escalation appeared too likely for them to stay out of it any longer. Ready our forces, but not for the Americans and not for a long-distance strike. With what we know of the problems on New Kerguelen, I fear the Squadron who cast our country into shadow might be back. Tell the Cubans what we know, in case Havana sees a return, too, but most of all: ready our forces, and tell everyone to look up.”
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“What am I doing?” Leesha shot at Clark, still cloaked and entirely under the radars of their group’s enemies. “You try to put that thing on your neck and you ask what I’m doing?”
“I was only going to put it on just in case,” Clark silently communicated to Leesha, defending himself against what felt to him like the firmest rebuke the alien had ever delivered. “You didn’t have to use the telekinesis to push my hand away. What if the patch had fallen out and they’d seen it?”
“I wouldn’t have let it fall,” Leesha replied.
Godfrey, Emma, and Dan, all hearing Leesha’s comments and watching Clark put his left hand into his pocket as though trying to empty the hand of something as subtly as possible, had by now caught on.
“You were going to deep-dive?” Dan asked. “You brought a red patch… here?”
Emma, mindful of how awkward it might look if they all continued to look at each other as intently as they were without talking, faked a cough and then asked de Clerk how long the break was expected to last.
Across the way, Slater, Cole and Gellar were all lost in their phones and whispering about the live SMMA data which would inform the rest of their performances.
“I was getting ready to put on the red patch while they weren’t paying attention,” Clark said, once again at least having the sense not to truly say it out loud. “We might have needed it, okay? I wasn’t going to use it unless we absolutely did, because I know my eyes would have gone red and people would have known. It was for an emergency, if you had heard one of them thinking something about Piper or about some future hit they’re planning… I would have deep-dived to get to the bottom of it, because it would have been important enough to cancel out the problems it would have caused. But I didn’t! Nothing happened. No harm, no foul.”
Emma, satisfied that the trio of opposition panellists weren’t paying enough attention to notice anything suspicious and knowing that the cameras weren’t rolling, now turned to glare at Clark more intensely than any of the others. She was furious with the risk he had taken, especially after how carefully they had all made sure their regular Telepathy patches were hidden under their collars and would remain so.
Most certainly, she and Clark would have this out later.
Quite clearly, however, it was a discussion for later; there could be no worse time than when the cameras were rolling and hundreds of millions were watching from around the world, and even without fears of negative consequences it would have made no sense to waste another second of the time they could utilise so much more positively in holding their enemies to account for the very real crimes they had committed and facilitated.
“I didn’t even suspect it as a possibility,” Leesha said to Clark, “or else I would have known. If I had suspected it, my mind would have been alert to your thoughts about it. But I trusted—”
“Save it,” Clark said. “I know the cost of using that thing… I didn’t bring it to be selfish. Let’s just get on with this and do what we came here to do, okay? Show these guys up. I’m sorry. There: I’m sorry. I’m sorry I did it behind your back. But you wouldn’t have let me do it if you knew, so…”
“I wouldn’t have let you because we don’t truly know the cost,” Leesha said, “particularly if you had used it too intensely or for too long. I didn’t interfere to be selfish, either, and I wouldn’t have let either you or the patch fall to the ground.”
A cameraman counting down from ten brought everyone back into the moment, taking the group’s attention away from Leesha for now and seeing their rivals’ put their phones away. Emma regretted missing out on a glance of her own at the SMMA data, which could have told her which lines had borne most fruit so far and which topics were perhaps best avoided.
With around fifty minutes of the guaranteed hour left, Dan McCarthy began to mull over the prospect of Full Disclosure. His ability to covertly communicate with his friends, Leesha included, meant that he would never have to decide whether or not to dive into such a final act without clearing it first, and if there was any benefit to the increased commercials count for this specially simulcast episode of Focus 20/20 then it was that he could run through everything with his counsel fairly frequently.
Before it got to a point where Dan could feel comfortable, far less sensible in revealing anything much about the Architects’ highly deceptive and indefensibly unethical relationship with the Messengers, or indeed the level of hostile suspicion they held for humanity, the group had agreed to test the public mood with some lighter information about the find.
SMMA would be their friend, Dan considered.
If it was needed, CCTV footage of Phil’s murder was also at the group’s disposal, as was some data Chip Petrovic had effortlessly obtained from the phones of the men who arrived in Birchwood for something other than a chat.
Amid everything else swirling around this remarkably eventful day, no real attention had been paid to the fact that Chip had been able to cross-reference contact data from the phones with some names in Richard Walker’s documents, not quite to identify the men but to very decisively and very usefully link them to close known associates of James West, the Colorado crime lord who gave the orders to Phil’s killer before being eliminated himself as a means of protecting the real top dogs when things went wrong.
Today, however, there was so much going on that Dan didn’t just feel like an hour was insufficient to get to it all but almost as though an hour was so far from enough that it was an overwhelmingly difficult task to even know where to start.
He was unspeakably grateful to have Emma in particular by his side, given both her ability to cut to the heart of an optimal strategy and also the fact that she had done so that very day in arranging a broad plan of action while allowing him to catch up on some seriously overdue sleep.
Dan had a feeling that even mentioning the name James West should be enough to let Leesha skim explicit confirmations of guilty association from his target’s conscious thoughts, and that moment wasn’t far away.
After the upcoming Dörtlü Tepe segment, the plan was for a quick shift into talk of Imporeon which was expected to catch Jan Gellar in particular completely off-guard.
This would be when Slater’s level of knowledge became clear. Or, at least, this would have been when Slater’s knowledge level became clear — if anything whatsoever about that or any other part of the show had gone to plan.
For the several years he had known her, Dan had come to trust beyond doubt that Emma was more thorough than anyone else in preparing for any and all eventualities and that ‘expect the unexpected’ wasn’t just something she said but also something she took great pains to do. Even Emma, however, could never have expected what came next.
“Welcome back to Focus 20/20,” Marian de Clerk said, “where we will now hear…”
Rather than having been interrupted, for once, de Clerk’s voice trailed off in reaction to a sudden and total darkening of the studio. Some emergency lights flickered on almost immediately, but the surrealness of the moment made everyone uneasy.
“What?!” de Clerk yelled, reacting to something in her earpiece. She pushed her chair backwards and ran, fleeing the set she had commanded with relative poise and grace for not just years but decades.
“Leesha?” Emma asked, silently but urgently. “Were you listening in on de Clerk there? What’s happening? What did she hear?”
“What the fuck is going on?” Clark boomed, out loud — very loud — but without explicitly addressing it to Leesha. The localised power outage had taken every camera offline, in any case, leaving black screens on homes around the world.
But the biggest news in the world, not just tonight but quite likely in the history of the world, was still being piped into homes unaffected by the outage.
At this moment in time, when the event that would change everything forever was just getting rolling, those viewers ironically knew more than the high-profile individuals they had just been watching.
“Invasion!” Valerie Slater shrieked as she looked at her phone. “They’re here!”
Emma and Clark reached for their phones at the same time, but Dan remained focused on his alien friend.
“Not the Squadron?” Dan asked. “I thought they were on your—”
“It’s not the Squadron,” Leesha cut in. He knew this from the reactive details he’d heard in de Clerk and Slater’s minds, while Emma and Clark now knew first-hand from the live images they had just pulled up on their own phones.
William Godfrey, having quietly checked his phone, too, rose to his feet while the others — Cole and Gellar included — sat in stunned shock.
“Dan, this is the moment you were born to see,” Godfrey said. “If they weren’t here to talk, we would be dead by now. And they’re here because you’re here. If I can help, I will, but you’re our Chief Planetary Liaison in far more than name.”
“Leesha…” Dan gulped, preparing to ask a question to which he already knew the answer in his frightened heart but which he had to hear outright to fully accept as reality. “Who’s outside?”
“They are,” Leesha replied, so much fear in the words that there was no room for loathing. “Dan… it’s the Architects.”
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RECKONING





“A fine speech, hairy feet,
but it lacks teeth and claws
such as we have.”
Aesop
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Dan McCarthy sprinted outside of the RMXT Studio, straight past an onrushing stream of security officers who were going in the opposite direction to flee precisely what Dan was moving towards.
Attempts to outrun the sky were futile, as Dan knew and figured everyone else should understand just as well, but he could very easily understand why people didn’t want to be anywhere near what and who was currently descending to Earth.
He hadn’t seen any phone-based images, but Leesha’s certainty that the ‘invasion’ Marian de Clerk warned of was the arrival of the incredibly powerful Architects was enough for him to take it as gospel.
Leesha hadn’t sounded like he was speculating, and he had never given Dan a reason to doubt him in the past. The fear in the alien’s words when announcing that the race that had deceptively enslaved his own for so long were within Earth’s atmosphere had spoken volumes in its own right, and was certainly not the fear of someone who merely thought something bad was on the way.
When Dan felt the fresh air of the New York night hit his face, he knew he was close and ran even faster. Emma and Clark were close behind, with Godfrey following as fast as his older and less active legs could take him. To all of their surprise, the trio of Slater, Cole and Gellar were keeping pace with Godfrey.
“We have to be there,” Cole puffed, his lungs struggling to feed enough oxygen to his hefty frame but his undying desire to look strong at all costs carrying him through the physical struggle.
After the air came the light flooding through the open emergency exit door that became visible straight ahead when Dan rounded the final corner, at which point he wondered if he had misjudged the time.
No, he thought, I know what time it is. Even though the show barely got going, it didn’t start until 8pm, and it was dark before that.
Last of all came the sounds.
At first, all Dan could hear were the screams and yells of people fleeing in whichever direction they deemed to give them the best chance of escaping whatever precise visual stimulus had convinced them of how much danger they were in. For most people there was no ‘fight or flight’ decision to be made when unknown aliens were incoming, and Dan knew that as well as anyone.
For him, though, the automatic and unavoidable reaction was the polar opposite to that of the public and evidently many of the security officers tasked with their protection.
While they ran away, Dan McCarthy ran towards.
As a man who had avoided conflict almost obsessively for the first two decades of his life, Dan could never have seen himself running towards any kind of threat just a few years earlier. But with the responsibilities thrust upon him in his role as Earth’s Chief Planetary Liaison, and far more importantly with the endless responsibilities he had assumed in becoming a father, there was never any option in his mind other than standing tall in the face of whatever was coming in an effort to prevent it from bringing the very destruction everyone else seemed to be trying to flee.
He hoped there would be no fight — it would be hammer against nail, as he knew only too well — but there was quite simply no flight in the man Dan McCarthy had become.
With his final few steps towards the increasingly and inexplicably bright light shining through the door at the end of the hallway, Dan consciously tried to psych himself up with the consideration that every challenge and difficulty he had faced since finding Richard Walker’s cursed folder had led him to this moment.
Every battle had brought him here, and an aerial view of the dots of his life would reveal the shape of this moment. Whatever was waiting outside, it wasn’t just Dan McCarthy’s responsibility and duty to face it… it was his destiny to face it.
Around ten paces later, he was facing it.
Around ten paces later, his own face contorted into a Scream-like expression of shocked horror.
Around ten paces later, his eyes fell upon not a giant alien being standing on the ground, but a beyond-giant alien spaceship bearing down from above.
“Fuck me,” Clark gasped from Dan’s side just moments later.
“Oh… my…. God,” Emma added.
Leesha uncloaked himself at that very moment, standing directly in front of Dan and bringing all new amazement to the remaining members of the public who had gathered outside the studio to catch a glimpse of the show’s guests and perhaps get themselves in shot on one of the many TV cameras present.
Some of these members of the public were quite simply frozen on the spot in terror, others didn’t look physically able to move quickly at the best of times due to varying mobility issues, and a small minority were holding their phones low in front of themselves and snapping selfies.
They barely registered in Dan’s mind, amid the almost blinding light from above and the odd sound that filled the air.
It sounded something like metallic foil being crumpled, as best as he could describe it, and was unpleasant without having any real nails-on-chalkboard effect. No one on the street was covering their ears, but Dan could tell from Clark and Emma’s expressions that they could hear it too.
The sound brought a natural if mild wincing reaction, but the sight of what it was coming from drew altogether more extreme expressions once the reality of the scale of what they were looking at sank in.
Dan and Leesha shared a brief glance before moving their heads upwards in unison to take in the impossibly vast craft.
It was, as far as Dan’s eyes could tell, as big as the sky.
It had, in essence, replaced the sky.
Now, for all intents and purposes, the truly colossal alien craft above his head was the sky.
Dan’s eyes glanced frantically from left to right, then into the distance up ahead, and finally behind his initial position after a quick 180-degree turn.
There was literally no visible end to the spaceship; literally, in the truest and most unsettling sense of that word, it filled the sky.
“Are we rolling?” a shrill voice called as its owner emerged from the building.
Leesha turned towards her, Jan Gellar, bemused by the fact that her immediate concern was whether her network’s cameraman — still on the scene, out of something between honourable commitment to his job or utter madness — was getting live pictures of the potentially apocalyptic vessel which had replaced their sky.
Without seeking advice or permission from his human friends, and aware that his human enemies could now see him and that any need to be furtive had long gone out of the proverbial window, Leesha then took it upon himself to telekinetically herd together Cole, Slater and Gellar before levitating them as one. He held them in place with one focused hand while drawing a containing forcefield in the air with one of the two wide finger-like divisions of the other.
Within seconds, the President of the United States and Prime Minister of the United Kingdom were trapped in an invisible box some ten feet off the ground with only Jan Gellar for company.
This was enough to take Dan’s attention from the sky, albeit temporarily, and he watched with contempt rather than pleasure as Gellar pounded on the invisible edges of her cage.
No sound was able to escape this cage, which he knew given that Gellar was very clearly screaming in fury. Cole quickly encouraged her to sit down, knowing both that her efforts to break out would be fruitless and also that — from a height of ten feet — those efforts would be rather painful if they were somehow successful.
Dan could only imagine the levels of embarrassment the two politicians were feeling, and he couldn’t help but glance at William Godfrey to see whether he was grinning. Unsurprisingly, given all the two had done, he was.
Focus 20/20 had ended too quickly for them to be held to account, but Dan tried to retain faith that their time would come.
They would be held to account when this was all over, if there came a time when this was all over. Dan was confident of that, but the conditionally qualifying ‘if’ was giving him real concern.
Why were the Architects here, and what did they want? Dan didn’t know the answer to either of these questions, or the perhaps even more important question of what he could do to make them leave.
“Talk to them,” Leesha said. “That has to be why they’re here. If they wanted to destroy Earth, or anything of that nature, they wouldn’t have to be here. The craft is barely descending; I think they’re getting ready to come out. Are you ready?”
“How could he be ready for this?” Clark replied out loud, having heard Leesha’s openly shared telepathic question. “Look at it!”
With the troublesome human trio taken care of for now, Dan’s full attention turned back to the sky; the terrible, awful, most fear-inspiring sky anyone on any world had ever witnessed.
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The sky that met Dan McCarthy’s eyes, from his vantage point at the edge of the RMXT studio’s parking lot, had in its absolute entirety transformed in a manner that inverted or perhaps subverted the alien arrival scenes of old, which so many humans had grown up enjoying within the sci-fi movies and novels of their youths.
Unlike in countless stories Dan had seen and read, and even unlike the unsettling moments experienced by millions in Beijing when a Squadron warship from New Kerguelen had hovered menacingly overhead, on this occasion the incoming mega-ship did not cast the world below into shadow.
On the contrary, with night having already fallen in New York, the truly immense level of light emitted from the base of the Architects’ mothership brought an eerie feeling of daytime.
Needless to say, this was a daytime like no other, illuminated by a series of extremely harsh downward-facing lights whose piercing totality was made even more uncomfortable by the cold blueness of the light.
The harshness of the blueish light reminded Dan of the hospital corridor he had walked so many times after Henry’s accident, with the flickering LED-style lights he could still vividly recall in his mind’s ear as well as its eye despite years having passed since he saw or heard them.
Certain kinds of moments and details stuck in the human mind, particularly those experienced during moments of unusual upheaval, stress or excitement. The hospitalisation of Dan’s father had been a time of then-unmatched upheaval and uncertainty, with the inversion in the relationship happening so quickly when Henry — through no fault of his own — turned in the blink of an eye from the strong and proud man who had taken care of Dan since the moment he was born into someone who would need significant assistance from both of his sons until his rehabilitation was complete and who would never fully recover even when it was.
No one on the streets of New York looked excited as they gazed up at a colossal spaceship that evidently didn’t belong to the friendly Messengers and looked for all of the world as though it was here to bring carnage and leave death in its wake.
Stress levels were at all-time highs, however, with several individuals sadly experiencing heart attacks at the harrowing sight and some succumbing to their shock to become the first truly innocent deaths to occur directly because of an alien intervention.
The craft was so large, its continued descent was hardly discernible. Indeed, only by focusing on the few markings that weren’t obscured by the craft’s near-blinding downward-facing lights could anyone notice at all, at least for the moment.
Those beams illuminated the city that never sleeps with a total light that would keep everyone awake for as long as the craft remained in place, such was not only their direct visual intensity but also the nature of what the craft itself represented: danger, uncertainty, and potentially imminent destruction.
The gargantuan warship-like craft was like nothing anyone had ever seen or even imagined, even with the speculative renaissance about other potentially distant alien races and their hypothetically magnificent spacecraft which had sprung up in recent years.
The Messengers’ small saucer-like vehicle was by now almost taken for granted, so familiar was the footage from Contact Day and a few other instances and so comfortable were most humans with the Messengers and their placidity, but the Squadron’s warship had really taken people by fearful surprise when it showed up over Beijing and it was that craft that had spurred on untold numbers of creative individuals to imagine similar.
In happier and calmer days, Dan had judged some of these sketches and more detailed computer-generated models online, when Emma advised him that it was always a good idea to stay engaged with people outside of his formal duties within what was then UNICA. Dan enjoyed perusing the imaginative creations and felt an acute longing for an ability to draw so that he could have made some of his own.
In a million lifetimes, however, neither Dan nor anyone else would ever have been able to come up with anything remotely on the scale — in terms of both size and intricacy — of the craft that now filled the sky above his head while shining impossibly bright lights down upon him from its equally impossibly intricate base.
Although no landing site had yet emerged as that of the Architects’ choice and although there was as yet no indication whether a smaller craft would emerge from the mothership’s belly, as was the case with the Messengers’ technology which had after all been provided by the deceitful Architects via their radio-based ‘Elders’, it wasn’t lost on those who enjoyed irony and symbolism that the Architects were arriving in the skies above New York, as incoming alien forces had in so many of the tales the onlookers were so familiar with.
The craft overhead was phenomenally large, to the extent that meaningful size estimates were impossible to discern from any ground-based position. Indeed, not a single one of the untold number of photographs taken in those few minutes and shared online — even panoramic shots — could capture the full craft.
The centre appeared to be more or less directly over Dan McCarthy’s position at the RMXT Studio, but since he couldn’t see the whole craft he could only presume this to be the case based on a series of concentric markings on the underside of the craft which gave the very strong impression that he was looking at the middle.
Although the blueish light given off by the craft was so total as to induce headaches in anyone who looked directly at the lights for too long — which in this case, not unlike gazing directly at the sun, was little more than a few seconds — there was a large section of the craft’s base directly over Dan’s head which was absent of the blinding beams. This enabled his eyes to pick out some detailed markings, intricate as well as striking, that were remarkable in their own right if not quite as humbling as the sheer size of the vessel.
Alongside the ironic and somehow natural-feeling appropriateness of New York being the scene of this remarkable alien arrival, there was a simultaneous irony that these extraterrestrials hadn’t chosen as the epicentre of their chaos a landmark like the Empire State Building or UN Headquarters, but rather what was on the face of it a nondescript and unspectacular TV studio.
No one was under any illusion that the arriving extraterrestrials were interested in the building rather than the people who had been inside it, however, given that both ‘sides’ of an argument based around questions about human-alien contact which had become a hot-button political issue of late were present.
Whether the Architects’ wanted to talk or do something altogether less cooperative and more destructive wasn’t yet known, just like the identity of the aliens piloting the enormous spaceship was unknown to everyone but Dan and his inner circle.
Some people thought it might have belonged to some hitherto unknown group from New Kerguelen, who had perhaps been kept from public knowledge because of a penchant for using violence to solve problems that exceeded even that of the Squadron, and this very possibility was raised on more than one TV network as the images from New York continued to pour in.
Before much longer, however, and indeed after only a few more seconds, every television and computer screen which had been relaying live images from the scene of this most remarkable of all events went black. Networks quickly returned to their in-studio teams, with anchors optimistically suggesting that live pictures would be back imminently.
As the enormous vessel continued to lower, reaching a point at which it would soon make contact with the highest of the city’s skyscrapers if it didn’t grind to a halt, its proximity to the ground had the effect of curtailing all incoming and outgoing digital signals.
The only time anything like this had been experienced by reporters like those on the ground in New York had been long ago in Buenos Aires, when William Godfrey — present for both events — had approved of a temporary ‘block’ to prevent reporters from sharing his reaction to news of the Zanzibar triangle’s discovery.
When Godfrey became aware of this Architect-caused signal crash, he thought back to the days when a triangular artefact on a beach in Zanzibar had been his greatest concern.
And even then, he reflected, he and his staff had been more concerned with managing his public reaction to the news than they were by the news itself. The game of politics and PR was an exhausting one, even for a man who was so well-versed in it all and had done so well out of it for not just years but decades.
His recent time with the McCarthys, as trite as it might have sounded to anyone else had he been the kind of man who would ever openly communicate such feelings, had in a very real sense opened William Godfrey’s eyes and perhaps even his heart to how much more there was to life than power and prestige.
The McCarthys themselves had been forced to inhabit a complicated world that wasn’t of their own creation in recent years, but Godfrey’s proximity had shown him beyond a shadow of a doubt that they put up with the power and responsibility that had been thrust upon them, rather than ever trying to use what they had to seek more like he had for so long — and like the scheming trio who had sat opposite him in the now empty RMXT Studio minutes earlier would seemingly never tire of doing.
But because this signal-blocking hadn’t been engaged by humans and thus couldn’t be disengaged by humans, Godfrey was just as uneasy as everyone else.
That unease, already acute, was about to multiply.
Lacking either the tact or care of the Messengers, whose arrivals — even that of the intentionally frightening Squadron force — never caused any physical or biological damage, the Architects and their incomprehensibly large craft then began to cause structural damage to occupied skyscrapers even from their current significant but ever-lowering altitude.
No buildings entirely collapsed before the craft reached its stationary hovering altitude, which thankfully happened imminently, but every onlooker knew that some lives were likely to have been lost as the lower section of the craft touched and in some places crushed the peaks of the tallest buildings in its vast vicinity.
The tragedies looked to be mounting up, one death at a time, and both the scale of the vessel and the fact that its pilots evidently held so little regard for human life grimly suggested to many observers that countless more were coming. collect
A young talking head on one news network, so desensitised by the remarkable special effects which filled the movies and video games that in turn filled his time, spoke rather casually while most others around him lost their minds: “A source near the edge of the blackout zone tells me this whole thing looks less like information exchange than destruction delivery.”
He was happy with the one-liner, but few people watching at home were able to appreciate clever wording when the messages being relayed were so frighteningly stark.
Dan’s heart was in his mouth; the same mouth his hand instinctively rose up to cover in horror at the sight and sound of some of the city’s most intricately constructed skyscrapers being far too literally scraped by the incoming craft.
Mercifully, although he wouldn’t assume mercy was intended when chance seemed just as likely since true mercy would surely have seen the craft stop before making contact with any of the skyscrapers’ peaks, the huge spaceship stopped before any more damage was done.
The change in sound was the main giveaway, with the crushed tinfoil noise that had persisted since long before the skyscraper-scraping kicked in now being replaced by a faint buzz not unlike that of a distant vacuum cleaner.
“Aaaah!” a deep voice bellowed. “Shit!”
Dan turned to see Clark, along with Emma and Godfrey and everyone else, not just covering their ears with their hands but looking as though they were risking applying dangerous amounts of vice-like pressure to their own skulls in an attempt to block out something either deafening or horrific.
“Emma!” Dan yelled, focusing mainly on her. “Stop it!”
She couldn’t hear, and even if she had she wouldn’t have heeded the warning.
The sound inside Emma McCarthy’s mind was levels of magnitude worse than anything she had experienced during another sonically challenging moment in Lolo National Forest, to the extent that she was barely able to move at all.
“Do something!” Dan pleaded with Leesha.
The alien, looking ready to cry out of sheer overwhelmed helplessness, looked back at him weakly. “Like what?”
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NEW KERGRILLIN’ BAR & GRILL
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
At no point in Henry McCarthy’s life had he ever felt more helpless.
At no point in Walter Byrd’s life had he ever felt so scared.
With all TV feeds from New York lost for a reason no one could explain, each of the talking heads that filled the bar’s three TVs were spouting off their own visions of the apocalypse that was imminent.
The old friends had each other for company, but not much more than misery beyond that.
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RMXT
PARKING LOT
MANHATTAN, NEW YORK
“Just try something,” Dan said, pleading again with Leesha to intervene in some way to save Emma, Clark, Godfrey and the other onlookers from whatever invasive sounds were so clearly agonising them.
Dan didn’t understand why he and Leesha were okay while the others weren’t — particularly himself, as a human — but that wasn’t a concern for right now. To make sure no actual postmortems were needed for his wife and brother, or indeed his newly close ally and even friend William Godfrey, Dan knew that speculative questions were best saved for the metaphorical postmortem.
“I’m okay,” Leesha silently communicated to Dan. “You’re okay...”
“And look, they’re okay!” Dan excitedly stated while pointing at John Cole, Valerie Slater and Jan Gellar as they sat suspended in their invisible cage apparently wondering why everyone else was covering their ears so urgently.
Leesha’s eyes widened.
“New forcefield,” Dan yelled, shaking his alien friend’s shoulder. “Can you have two forcefields at once? Is that how it works?”
“No.”
Dan thought for a second. “Okay then, just let them out and make one around Emma, Clark and Godfrey! Quick! As big as you can.”
Needing no further encouragement, Leesha followed both parts of this order. He had enough of a heart to bring Cole, Slater and Gellar to the ground gently, and they only experienced the newly deafening sound for around a second before Leesha had finished establishing a second forcefield.
John Cole looked relieved, until he tried to run and realised that he was once again inside a forcefield. This one was on the ground, which was a welcome difference, but there was one decidedly unwelcome difference from the Prime Minister’s perspective: he was stuck in there with a furious Clark McCarthy who he had more than a gut feeling was aware of Cole’s own implication in Mesut’s recent death and his links to Phil’s.
Fortunately for Cole, Clark had far bigger things on his mind right now; chiefly the safety of his younger brother.
Leesha was there, and Clark would have trusted no one he’d ever met with Dan’s wellbeing more than he trusted Leesha given the alien’s simultaneous possession of so much power and kindness. But that was the crux of the issue: while Clark hadn’t met the Architects who Leesha insisted were piloting this impossibly imposing craft, stories of their actions on New Kerguelen had left him in little doubt that they possessed far more power than Leesha could ever dream of and that none of it was accompanied by any form of kindness.
Everyone still in the parking lot aside from Dan and Leesha was now inside the largest holding pen the latter had ever created, and he insisted to Dan that it could be made no larger without its integrity being at risk.
Dan thanked him for acting so quickly and told him not to worry; all he could do was hope that everyone out of sight and further afield were far enough away to be escaping whatever audio-based pain had been deafening those in attendance before Leesha’s intervention.
“Dan…” Leesha said, gently grasping his arm to literally pull his attention back to the craft after it had been temporarily focused on the forcefield to see whether Clark might seek to restrain the villainous trio who hadn’t yet been held to account for their crimes.
Considering that, even momentarily, reminded Dan of just how little the general public knew about anything that had happened in the past few weeks — the most whirlwind of his life, even accounting for those immediately following his discovery of Richard Walker’s supposed cover-up.
No one knew about Sanctuary and its time-gate, or even that a second gateway in New Kerguelen’s sky had been discovered at all. No one knew about Phil or the heinous trio’s likely involvement in Mesut’s death, much less the serpentine links between Imporeon and too many public figures to count.
It would all come out, and the world would be all the better for it, but with a hellish alien warship so utterly dominating the sky above New York, Dan McCarthy knew that the main thing right now was doing whatever he possibly could to ensure there would still be a world to get better.
When he gazed up in response to Leesha’s gentle but physical encouragement to do so, Dan’s eyes widened like never before. They didn’t do so in horror, and surprise might not even have been the best word.
Relief certainly wasn’t, but there was an element of ‘it could have been worse’ in Dan’s thoughts when he saw the innermost concentric circle at what clearly was the belly of the Architect’s mothership had opened to release a smaller and more familiar saucer-like craft.
In truth, this flying saucer was incredibly familiar; not just in relation to that of the Messengers’ which had after all been built with knowledge deceptively passed down by these very Architects, but once again in relation to all the flying saucers Dan had seen in the countless movies and read in the countless books that had predicted something like this New York-based meeting of species.
The circumstances were as different from any in those stories as the mothership was to its equivalents within them, but the sight of what was a classically shaped ‘UFO’ steadily sweeping through the evening’s air was one that evoked more images than Dan could count. His experience here wasn’t too unlike some of those he’d had in and around the cornfield, he thought; that was another classic alien arrival site, but the circumstances of his meetings there with the Messengers had been totally unlike anything he’d ever encountered in fiction.
If he could have relegated the Architects to the pages of such fiction, needless to say, he would have done so and then eliminated them at the stroke of a pen or touch of a keyboard.
Real life was a lot more complicated than that, though, and Dan once again couldn’t shake the feeling that every moment of life experience he had enjoyed and endured was about to culminate in whatever came next.
“You were born for this,” Leesha said, hearing Dan’s thoughts, agreeing with them, and seeking to settle his fears as much as possible. “I don’t know what this is, Dan, but this is it.”
No more than ten seconds later, the small craft touched down. Those seconds passed without Dan thinking anything besides a slightly defeatist wish that Sakko would return to take care of Meli and bring Tara and Piper back to Earth to live out safe and happy lives in Colorado should anything happen to him, Leesha, Emma and everyone else who currently found themselves staring up at a sky-filling spaceship with no way out from under it.
“There is always a way out,” Leesha said. “Trust yourself, and if you can’t trust yourself then trust in something bigger. Believe me, Dan: it’s there.”
Dan glanced briefly at Leesha, who had just made what sounded like the closest thing to a spiritual comment he could recall hearing from any of the Messengers, and then took one final look back at the forcefield.
Emma caught his eye, drawing a square in the air around her own face to virtually frame it and then very clearly mouthing the four words he needed to hear more than any other: “Game face, Dan McCarthy.”
    
Dan acknowledged Emma’s welcome words of encouragement then turned back to the still and eerily quiet saucer as it sat just thirty or so metres away. Slowly, a ramp descended to the ground from its main section.
The Architects’ physical appearance would ensure that the moment they stepped out of the craft would be a frightening one for everyone, but Dan once again considered — this time with a degree of relief — that his inner circle alone knew what these beings were truly capable of; ethically, in terms of the depths of their deception, and technologically in terms of everything they had granted to the Messengers, from the UpLift powers to their spacecraft, as well as perhaps the most remarkable achievement of all and the one they hadn’t shared with the Messengers: their evident mastery of time itself.
If people had known all of that, the fear would have been even worse. It also crossed Dan’s mind that very few people would see this event live, given the signal blackout, and this again was a small crumb of comfort.
However bad it was, as his father Henry loved to say, it could always be worse.
Every camera at the edge of the lot remained in place, most with excellent side-on views of Dan and the craft, but all had been abandoned and none were any longer able to transmit signals.
The vague comments Dan had heard about the signal issue a few minutes earlier were the reason he knew he wasn’t being broadcast live, but the red lights on some of the cameras told him beyond doubt that they were still recording and that whatever was about to happen would eventually be seen around the world… once again on the condition that he was able to ensure there would be a world for the footage to spread around.
There was no ego in Dan McCarthy and never would be; but just like at the Birchwood drive-in when the presence of cameras had driven him to shake hands with the Messengers for the greater good of sending out a message of cooperation even though he didn’t feel like shaking their hands at the time, Dan was acutely aware that his actions mattered.
He hadn’t asked for any of it, from Walker’s decision to choose him as the patsy for the hoaxed leak to the international political establishment asking him to serve as Earth’s Chief Planetary Liaison. But his position was an honour as well as a burden, and he perfectly well understood, as childish and perhaps John Cole-like as it might have sounded if he had to try to explain it out loud, the need to project strength rather than look scared.
This sounded good in theory, and Dan McCarthy gave it his best shot.
When a lone shadowy figure became apparent against a backdrop of bright light as the saucer’s door opened, Dan started to realise that retaining his game face would be more difficult than ever before.
When it stepped forward, bringing the scale of the visitor and the detail of its face into view, he gave up all hope.
It was beyond frightening.
With its long skull and dark eyes — crocodilian eyes, as Dan’s mind considered them — as well as its eerily long fingers and tremendous height, the Architect was nothing if not terrifying.
For all his thoughts about science fiction, Dan couldn’t shake the feeling that the Architect was every inch a horror movie come to life, and the scowl-like look on its unsightly face told him one thing for certain:
It wasn’t here to shake hands.
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INNER FORCEFIELD
With nothing else to do, Dan held his breath and stepped forward. He was unsurprised but very much honoured and impressed to see Leesha walk in lockstep with him towards the imposing and terrifying Architect.
“Can you talk to him?” Dan asked.
“If I can, he’s not replying,” Leesha said.
Immediately upon sending this thought to Dan, Leesha’s entire body was thrown backwards by an effortless thrust of telekinetic force. The Architect hadn’t moved, not even a finger, but Leesha had been thrown all the way back into the hard edge of the invisible forcefield he’d created moments earlier.
It looked painful and quite simply had to have been, but Leesha’s focus was now on covering his ears like everyone else’s had been. He had the presence of mind to lift the forcefield and then step inside before sealing it again. In the brief seconds the veil was lifted, everyone else fell to their knees in reaction to a sound — inaudible to Dan — that utterly dwarfed the one they had heard first time around.
“What is wrong with you?” Dan asked defiantly. Frozen to the spot by fear rather than any externally imposed immobilisation, he didn’t mean to sound confrontational but simply couldn’t help it.
At that point, the Architect opened its mouth and let out a series of click-based sounds interspersed with hisses. Dan had never heard anything like it, and had no wish to do so again. For while the Messengers had introduced themselves to Dan with melodically sung syllables, the Architect’s voice was dissonant and unpleasant.
“I don’t understand you,” Dan said, out loud and hoping the reverse wasn’t true. “Can you do telepathy? Do you have a cable?”
“Come to me,” a voice called deeply in the recesses of Dan’s mind. Incredibly, unlike on every single occasion he had communicated telepathically with the Messengers, the words came not in his own mental accent. Instead, they came in an altogether horrifying coarse growl.
This is why it’s here, Dan thought, trying to psych himself up. This is why I’m here.
“Come to me!” the demanding and somehow dark voice repeated.
Dan McCarthy focused his gaze as tightly as possible on the Architects’ crocodilian eyes, which were ironically perhaps the least terrifying aspect of its enormous and intimidating presence, and walked towards it.
Within seconds, he was on his back and unconscious.
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CONNECTED
An impossibly sharp pain jolted Dan McCarthy to life, concentrated in but not confined to the back of his neck. It subsided, thankfully, but even after the eye-watering peak it remained more intense than anything he had experienced for a long time and quite likely ever.
The only occasions even remotely comparable had all been alien- and more specifically cable-related, and in these moments of almost all-consuming pain the only thing Dan could hope was that eventually it would be a memory too.
Far more quickly than he could have hoped or even imagined in this case, it was. As quickly as it had come, the pain was gone… instantly and utterly replaced by something that couldn’t be correctly described as a feeling.
Although he knew he was conscious, Dan McCarthy didn’t feel it.
This wasn’t to say he felt unconscious, however, and on the contrary he seemed to be experiencing something akin to super-consciousness.
With no understanding of what was happening much less any way of considering it in logical terms, Dan felt as though he was experiencing the universe as one.
Perhaps more accurately, he somehow felt he was the universe and everything in it.
Enough of his human mind remained active to try to contextualise this with something akin to an infinitely amplified version of an acid trip, like the kind he’d read about but never wished to experience for himself.
This… experience had begun at the moment when the Architect connected to its own hand the other end of the communication cable he had already connected to Dan’s neck. That initial connection had been what first jolted Dan awake, after his unshielded proximity to the source of the sonic field that sent everyone else scurrying had very suddenly gotten the better of his body and mind.
Now, however, all of that was in the past.
Now, Dan felt like he had been mainlined into the Architect’s brain, and in truth that wasn’t all too far from what had happened.
This cable was of a different kind than the Messengers had been granted, very evidently, but what was equally evident to Dan now was just how different the Architect himself was from Leesha and Sakko’s kind.
Dan instantly considered the Architect to be male, quite possibly an inherently biased assumption based on his own standing and amplified by the fact that Leesha and Sakko — his closest alien contacts by far — both fell on the male side of their species’ dimorphic coin.
Unlike when he considered but didn’t explicitly voice a question while connected in any way to the Messengers, Dan didn’t get any confirmation or refutation that his assumption was correct.
All he got, if ‘all’ had been the right word rather than the wrongest word possible, was a sensation of total access to knowledge that was more mentally overwhelming than even the feelings he’d experienced when viewing the Transcripts within New Kerguelen’s Outpost for the first time.
It didn’t feel to Dan like any information was filling his mind or even that it was thrashing against a window too small for the tidal wave to fit through. Nor did it feel like he was drowning in information or unable to make sense of any particular detail, because as far as he could discern there were no details — at least none that stood out over any other.
Deciding to focus on his breathing in an effort to centre himself, Dan did all he could to ignore the multi-sensory influx of data. The multi-sensory aspect of this inundation was the one most reminiscent of his Transcript-viewing experiences, when merely glancing upon a QR-like image had sent remarkably dense and deep visual images running through his mind like videos sped up a thousand times without losing any of their clarity.
Today, however, it was more like those metaphorical videos had been sped up to the point of incoherence; and in reflecting on this point, while pleased he was at least lucid enough to be consciously reflecting on anything, Dan could only assume that his mind was simply unable to keep up with whatever the Architect was trying to share.
So he’s trying to share something… Dan thought to himself, wary of assuming too much and certainly any good intentions, but growing surer of this as the seconds passed.
“I am,” a deep and hoarse voice replied at the back of his mind. The sensation was remarkable, as though Dan really was hearing the voice even though he knew his ears were playing no part.
“I hear you!” Dan said. He was replying silently, of course but via the new and remarkable cable attached to his neck rather than the currently redundant and now broken patch it had pierced through on its way to his skin and beyond. “Can you stop whatever this interchange is and just… talk? I can understand when you talk.”
At once, the indescribable influx of information that had been stretching Dan’s tired mind to its limit ceased. He could see again, surprised to be looking down at the Architect from a floating position.
Perhaps unsurprisingly but no less disconcertingly, Dan found that he was utterly immobilised and thus unable to turn and see where Emma and Clark were in an effort to reassure them that he was okay. He tried to call out to them, too, momentarily forgetting about the soundproof forcefield Leesha had put them inside a short while earlier.
Without the influx of data rendering his senses more or less out of commission, Dan could feel an uncomfortable sensation that came with floating in the air. The only comparable feeling that came to mind was of the initial drop on a roller coaster or perhaps the feeling of a similar kind that came when a car crested over a particularly steep hill.
In any event, Dan was aware of this enough to calmly ask to be lowered to the ground.
“No,” the Architect replied, failing to expand on why or indeed for how long his answer would remain so.
Now that it had truly begun, this conversation felt easier and more natural than Dan’s early conversations with the Messengers. This wasn’t only because he was more experienced, although that might have played some part, but rather owed a lot to the evident superiority of the cable-based connection the Architect had established.
By virtue of hearing the Architect’s voice as clearly as he did, Dan felt very much like he was in an internally straightforward conversation. ‘Internally straightforward’, while slightly clumsy in a linguistic sense, was certainly a more appropriate term than ‘normal’ to describe a conversation that saw its two participants connected by a tentacle-like cable while one was suspended in mid-air, but Dan felt far more in control of his own thoughts — if nothing else — than he had when first conversing with the Messengers at Lolo and trying to figure out which thought was which.
“Well?” Dan said, after a few seconds of mental silence which gave him the sense that the Architect was waiting for him to speak first. “What do you want? You came here. You called me to come to you.”
“We have disabled your planet’s violent nuclear capabilities,” the Architect replied. While its words remained deep and hoarse, Dan was used to that by now and was no longer scared of the voice. Now, he was focused entirely on the words themselves.
Dan’s eyes — the only muscles he could control, as was the case whenever a Messenger immobilised a human — widened at these words, surprising as they were. “So Gellar was right about something? Ding was actually planning to do something with his nukes while Godfrey was out of the picture?”
The Architect’s eyes didn’t narrow as expressively as Leesha’s did when he was perplexed or in a moment of particularly intense focus, but Dan saw some kind of twitch.
“This is why we didn’t want to engage with you,” the Architect said, the tone different and sounding like it should have been accompanied by a frustrated teenage eye-roll, rather than an eye-narrowing. “This is why we couldn’t leave you unchecked. Nowhere else in the universe have we discovered another species so intelligent and so aggressive… so socially competent and yet so socially competitive.”
That the Architect’s hoarse voice was delivering not just clear words directly into Dan’s mind but now delivering borderline poetic words added a surreal layer to an already remarkable interaction. It was as though the Architect was so mentally advanced, it could communicate its own detailed thoughts in a way Dan could understand not just clearly but vividly.
This vividness was a real difference between Dan’s current conversation and even those he had with his close and familiar friend Leesha, and it made the process of learning from this seemingly and surprisingly willing-to-teach Architect far easier than would otherwise have been the case.
“Your kind alone has both the ability to develop these kinds of advanced technologies and the propensity to form these kinds of pointless intra-species rivalries,” it went on. “We have never seen anything like it, and believe me… we have looked!”
Despite his own acute disdain for both weapons of mass destruction and humanity’s persistent inability to cooperate internationally when it counted most, Dan found himself naturally defending his species by inverting the argument: “Coming from you? Coming from the liars who did what they did on New Kerguelen?”
“To contain you!” the Architect snapped back. “You have seen the carvings; you know we have been here before. The social and technological intelligence of your species, evolving as it was, brought us here. Almost immediately, the aggression sent us home. Our ethos of minimal necessary intervention, which I know you are indirectly familiar with via those you know as Messengers, precluded us from wiping out your kind before the problems we feared could arise. Instead, we chose to guard against those problems.”
Dan said nothing, his silence encouraging the Architect to continue.
Continue it did: “We gave you breathing space, and for a long time we were glad. Yes, you are imperfect, but so are we. And through the imperfection your species creates beauty from nothing but imagination in a way that we could only dream of. The variation of your cultures, within one species, is not just unparalleled and unmatched but entirely unseen anywhere else. At every juncture, we have given you every chance we could. We did seek to hide your ancestors’ record of our initial contact, which has since come to light, but other than—”
“So why did you let us find it now?” Dan asked, cutting in to satisfy a curiosity that was instantly and utterly unbearable. “If you didn’t want us to know, why did you suddenly change your mind? And why did you leave New Kerguelen and stop talking to the Messengers? In fact, start there! Why did you have to put them through so much? I saw the Transcripts in your Outpost so I know you wanted them to do the bulk of the work in keeping track of us, but why did you need to run all that bullshit with the caste system and repressing their history?”
“So many questions,” the Architect said. “We did no more than necessary on the planet you refer to as New Kerguelen. That species lacks much of what makes humanity so unique. They were pliable and deferent.”
“You mean they were easily domesticated?” Dan asked, wishing he could shake his head to punctuate the disdain he felt for this Architect and his species’ behaviour towards the kindly Messengers. “They were too nice for their own good?”
“Nice and simple are not synonymous. Humans are ‘nice’ in almost all cases; humans are ‘simple’ in almost none.”
“And the other questions?” Dan asked.
“Your engagement with the Messengers changed our perspective. You were kind and selfless in a way we hadn’t quite realised, and I do mean you specifically as well as your species as a whole. You helped them while asking little to nothing in return, and we saw that they were willing to do the same. The unexpected depth of your engagement, which we would have initially prevented if we had known would become so deep, changed the dynamics of our observation completely. No species we have encountered—”
“The Smalls…” Dan said. “What about the Smalls?! Not them, I mean… yeah, them, but Sanctuary. What about Sanctuary?”
“The Transcripts you recently discovered were real and true. That is a world with an atmosphere ideally suited to sustaining species from both Earth and New Kerguelen in an emergency situation.”
If Dan could have shrugged, his shoulders would have raised halfway to his forehead. “I don’t care about the Transcripts, tell me about the time-gate. You mastered time? I travelled through time?”
“We did not master time,” the Architect replied. “We tried, but time humbled us. And believe me, Dan McCarthy: if you go through that gate again, time will humble you.”
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Helplessly, fearfully, desperately and painfully, Emma and Clark stood with their faces all but pressed to the edge of Leesha’s forcefield.
They watched on as their much loved husband and brother floated unconsciously in the air, connected to an impossibly powerful alien visitor by a cable that right now looked more like a tentacle extending from the Architect’s hand.
Leesha knew nothing of what was being said, for he had been unable to read any thoughts from the Architect’s mind even during the moments before his senses had been overwhelmed by a sonic sensation like no other.
He had told as much to Emma and Clark several times, and on two occasions Clark had asked for a brief lifting of the forcefield to check whether the painful sound remained in place.
The insinuation was seemingly that if it wasn’t still in place, there would have been something meaningful Clark could have done. He didn’t have anything in mind, until suddenly he did. And this idea, he was pleased to consider, might not be reliant on the forcefield coming down.
“Wait…” he said, reaching into his pocket. He pulled out a red patch.
The red patch, for telepathically deep-diving into any target’s mind.
Emma gulped, but quite tellingly didn’t say no.
Leesha, however, ripped the patch from Clark’s hand by applying telekinetic pressure to the fleshy point beneath his wrist so his fingers would involuntarily spread. “You know the damage it does,” he said.
William Godfrey stepped forward, having been giving Dan’s closest family some space. “This duty is mine,” he insisted, out loud and clearly long past caring what any of the onlookers — Gellar’s political posse included — would make of his possession of this kind of technology. As he spoke, he stared deeply into Leesha’s eyes in a way that suggested he wouldn’t be keen on taking no for an answer. “Dan is out there, risking everything. Look at him! If I can hear what that thing is saying, I could—”
“Could what?” Leesha interrupted, silently as ever. “What are you going to do, whether what it’s saying is good or bad? Run out there and fight it? Look: it’s talking to Dan. He was unaffected by the sounds because he was invited to talk, just like at Lolo. Clark, you certainly remember that. And you must remember the drive-in, when everyone — especially you — thought that we were hurting Dan during our cable-based conversation? It won’t be long, and there’s no reason to think he’ll be hurt when this is over.”
Godfrey sighed. As insistent as he had been, he was as unable to overpower Leesha as he would have been to overpower the Architect outside
Leesha was right; all they could do was wait.
“Never count him out,” Emma said, fighting a brave but losing battle against more than a few tears. “Whatever they’re talking about and however bleak this looks, never count Dan out.”
Leesha put a supportive hand on Emma’s shoulder, over which she gently clasped a hand of her own. There were no hard feelings, clearly, and in the moment she didn’t even seem to mind this skin-to-skin contact with the very alien hand that sometimes made her involuntarily wince.
Clark turned to William Godfrey and looked at him for several seconds. “Thanks anyway,” he said. “For real. You’re a better man than you think, Godfrey.”
Godfrey was left to mull over the words as Clark turned almost immediately back towards Dan.
Maybe Clark was right, Godfrey thought, and maybe it had taken the goodness of the McCarthys to bring it out of him.
A glance to the other side of the spacious forcefield, towards John Cole and Valerie Slater as they stood dumbly in front of a remorseless-looking Jan Gellar, reminded him of the kind of people he used to spend most of his time with: the liars and the cheats and the scoundrels of the world.
Life had a funny way of playing out; and if his remarkable friend Dan McCarthy and the tireless Billy Kendrick could get safely out of their current predicaments with no major damage done anywhere else, William Godfrey would never again wish that none of the events kicked off by Richard Walker’s hoax had come to pass.
“You’ll pay for all of it,” Godfrey stated plainly, addressing Cole in particular before turning back to his friends. He then put a hand on Leesha’s shoulder, continuing the chain and showing there were no hard feelings in that direction, either.
With every ounce of his energy, the ICA Chairman then joined the others in sending Dan every positive thought he could muster and in wishing for a quick and bloodless end to whatever was happening.
William Godfrey didn’t know what was happening out there or what — if anything — Dan was being asked to justify, but he knew beyond a shadow of a doubt there was no one in the world he would have trusted more to give a winning account of humanity’s goodness and worth than Dan McCarthy.
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“What do you mean, time humbled you?” Dan asked. “What happened?”
“Our research into time-manipulation has long been abandoned and the technology has long been lost — deliberately so. The only time-gate left is the one you bravely traversed between New Kerguelen and the world of Sanctuary. The race you recently met there, who you call the Smalls…. they and their technologies are in the future but not of the future. They are where we put them, and they know less than you do.”
“But when I went to Sanctuary, I went forward in time… right?” Dan asked.
“In simplified terms, yes. Effectively.”
“So I went into the future, which means that if they crossed the other way to New Kerguelen, they’d be going into the past?”
“No, the past cannot truly be visited in that sense,” the Architect replied. “Crossing the gate from Sanctuary to New Kerguelen would not involve travel into the past but travel back to the present. And the longer you spent on the other side of the gate, the greater potential for biological complications. As for your friend… I have grave concerns.”
“Is he okay?” Dan asked urgently. “Don’t be cryptic. Leesha wants to go to get Billy back, so tell me what you know.”
“I cannot see the other side of the gate, Dan; I only know that you returned with one friend fewer than you left with, and that you are thinking about rescuing him. My warning is simple: he may have already been there for too long. The leap across that particular gate is more complex than you think.”
“Oh, I already think it’s pretty damn—”
“No, you have no idea,” the Architect said. “There is a reason our time research was abandoned and why we now search the universe for signs of any species who may be capable of and interested in researching it themselves. Along with weaponry capable of causing problems beyond their own world, time manipulation is one area of research we will clamp down on wherever we see it.”
Dan was so amazed by what he was hearing, he didn’t even ask what the Architects thought gave them the right to act as universal policemen in this way.
He shared their evident opposition to nuclear weapons, and this Architect’s strength of feeling about the dangers of any attempts to manipulate time was one that he was keen to explore.
“Cheating time brings dangers beyond comprehension,” it said, using a term Dan immediately seized upon.
“Cheating time…” he echoed.
“And that is why there are no other gates. We were extremely fortunate not to affect the future in any meaningful way, or to destroy our own past, and we are grateful for that, but many lives were lost in a single incident that taught us a painful lesson. Until we first created a time-gate for experimental purposes, there was no need to deeply question when anything did occur, would occur, or had occurred. We learned our lesson quickly, however, that time cannot be mastered, cannot be cheated, and should not be manipulated.”
“So what’s the story with Sanctuary?” Dan asked. “Why did you leave any gate if it’s so dangerous?”
“That gate poses no danger to any but those who cross it,” the Architect said. “To explain as best I can, it is a gate through both space and time, and across a space so vast that temporal contamination would be no practical threat to anything even were it possible in this instance. But the Smalls can never cross of their volition — they lack a gate-passing craft, and they lack the capacity to ever conceive of one. Further, any Small who crossed the gate with assistance from those with a gate-passing craft, such as your friends from New Kerguelen, well, they would die immediately. I can say that with absolute certainty, as we lost far too many of our own kind in early testing for any doubt to remain.”
“But why did you leave the gate?” Dan repeated. “Surely the default position would be to destroy it, once you knew how dangerous it is to mess with time?”
“A trip through time and space to Sanctuary, as far as we are concerned, is a one-way trip. We left the gate, perhaps unwisely, since we make no claim to be perfect, so that humanity or your friends from New Kerguelen might have an emergency world to escape to should something threaten your own. It would be a one-way trip, but at least a trip would be possible. That world was an emergency lifeboat, but one you would have to live on forever. No larger boat would ever come.”
Although he shouldn’t have been, since he knew by now the Architect’s brilliant mind was somehow communicating deep concepts in rich words it knew he would understand, Dan couldn’t help but be surprised and impressed by its metaphors and colourful speech.
“That is why the Smalls are where they are,” the Architect went on. “In our desperation to save an intelligent race who were doomed, and with no other world capable of sustaining them known to us at that time, we did what we did. When we discovered them, their world’s volcanic destruction was too imminent for us to create a shelter capable of shielding the population from the fallout, let alone sustain them for however long the atmosphere would be poisoned. The discovery came in the short window during which we were experimenting with time and foolishly felt as though we had mastered the process of time travel. In a limited sense we did, with their existence being proof of that, but the limitations are such that we would never claim victory. But we had one shot to save their peaceful and simple race, by sending them forward in time to the same point in space, and we took it. We sent them far enough forward to ensure their world would be habitable again, and we told them they were on a new world. A white lie, and the minimal level of intervention we felt we could make while still doing enough to save their race.”
“Whoa,” was all Dan McCarthy could say.
“Indeed.”
“So if you destroyed the gate now, they would die? Is that how it works, because they didn’t originate on that side of it? And that’s the main reason you left it?”
“No. Dan, listen to me: we left Sanctuary within the Messengers’ reach so we could encourage them to flee there if we detected a planetary emergency that would otherwise destroy them. Similarly, we could have encouraged them to evacuate humanity if Earth was threatened and your species had followed a better path than it did — one that would have enabled us to suggest placing you on Sanctuary when the comet was on course, for instance. But with the aggressive and divided path you had taken, we didn’t see that course as correct. The Smalls are peaceful; with what we knew of your kind then, before we knew you as we do, sending humanity to their world would have seemed like signing their death sentence.”
There was so much there for Dan to unpack, he took more than a few seconds trying to let at least some of it fully sink in. “So you kept the gate in case you ever had to save us or the Messengers? And you would have told the same white lie, that we were just on another world… not in another point in time? Or is it like a different timeline?”
“Time manipulation ends one way, Dan. Humanity is the most inquisitive race we know of, but asking questions about timelines and trying to act upon them is the surest shortcut to destruction you could ever seek.”
Dan wasn’t going to act on any information about timelines, whatever such action could entail, but he didn’t press this point. “How many intelligent races do you know of?” he asked instead.
“Currently four, although I imagine you will have a hard time believing that.”
“No others?” Dan asked in amazement. “You, us, the Messengers, and the Smalls? That’s it?”
“We have worlds full of evidence that others did once live, but time conquers all. We have been around for what seems like forever, since for us it is, but we know that our existence is but a blip in the universe’s history. Time is vast and space is too; for as wide a net as we have tried to cast, we have likely barely scratched the surface.”
This knowledge of how rare intelligent life was, or at least how little success the Architects had met in searching for more, changed Dan’s perspective greatly. It explained, perhaps, why they had gone to such lengths to protect that life they had found, whether with the Smalls’ time-jump or their eventual diverting of Comet Il Diavolo even though humanity had by that point taken a path they considered dangerous.
“Wait a second,” Dan said, a sudden realisation confusing him more than anything else so far — which was saying a lot. “There’s no… timeline or whatever where humans have ever time travelled before, is there?”
“Absolutely not. Categorically not, and there never will be.”
“And no other races have ever contacted the Smalls, obviously, since you just said no other races exist… as far as you know?”
“No,” the Architect confirmed.
Dan paused, trying to find the best way to phrase his next two-part question, the biggest yet: “So why do the Smalls speak my language, and why do they see humans as gods?”
This question, which had been quietened in Dan’s mind by the sound of a million others closer to home with more immediate consequences, had never been silenced. It never would until it was answered, and he was unspeakably glad that he’d had the presence of mind to ask it while he could.
With no reason to think ongoing contact with the Architects would be possible, even though this conversation was very surprisingly making him consider that it might have been no bad thing, this was his one chance to find out.
“That is an excellent question,” the Architect said.
Dan waited patiently and keenly for a fuller reply.
“But sadly,” the alien went on, “I have absolutely no idea of the answer.”
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“I dunno how much more of this I can take,” Clark hissed, fuming at his inability to get near Dan.
He wasn’t angry at Leesha, understanding only too well how necessary his forcefield was, but at rather the Architect who had immobilised his brother and thrust him into the air.
Emma gulped. She was just as uncomfortable as Clark, but frightened instead of angry. “Clark, I don’t know how much more of this he can take…”
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More than a little ironically, given the nature of what they had been discussing, Dan had very little idea of how much time had passed since he began his surprisingly informative and even more surprisingly cordial conversation with the Architect.
The revelation that the Architect didn’t know why the Smalls saw humans as their gods was a stunning and disappointing one, and Dan couldn’t hide this.
“I do understand the language issue,” the Architect replied. “The Smalls, for all their simplicity, have incredible perception of the minds around them; and that, allied with their ability to create and mimic sounds, means they can vocally deliver precise messages that are as easily understood as the mentally delivered messages you are receiving from me now and that you’re so used to receiving from the Messengers.”
“Hmm,” Dan said. “So if I was German, they’d speak German. And if I was a… wait, they didn’t make Leesha’s vocalisations to talk to him, though. How come?”
“You would have to ask them,” the Architect replied, “because they most certainly could if they wanted to. Did they encounter you before him? As I said, we cannot observe events on their side of the gate. But they may have seen you as their primary visitors.”
“They see us as their gods!” Dan reiterated. “There’s even a statue that looks human from the back, and they were happy that we had returned. How is any of that possible? If you have an idea you think I might not understand, please… at least try me.”
The Architect hesitated, but eventually relented. “Very well. The gate to Sanctuary, as I suggested, is particularly complex; it carries everyone who crosses it through both space and time, unlike the time-gate we used to transport the Smalls through time but not space, and unlike the space-gate you have crossed multiple times between New Kerguelen and Earth. We did not master time, as I told you, and dual-spectrum travel across distances as grand as this was the kind that caused us most loss and misery during testing. If you were to cross again right now, based on the relative position of the planets, you would arrive roughly the ‘correct’ amount of time into Sanctuary’s future relative to the point at which you left your friend. Roughly, but still not exactly.”
“Okay…”
“And that means the friend you left behind will have experienced perhaps a few hours more on Sanctuary than you have on Earth. I know that doesn’t sound a lot, but that level of displacement might be enough to make his return trip dangerous or even fatal. Not certainly, because at this timescale it is borderline, but the risk remains great. We have no experience of a human making a return journey of that type, but our own kind did not fair well with gaps only slightly greater.”
Dan tried to stay calm. “So the longer we wait, the bigger this gap gets? The gap in how time is… experienced on Sanctuary relative to here?”
“There is no ‘gap’ in time as such,” the Architect tried to explain. “Time passes at the same rate, always. What changes is at which point in time the gate lands you on Sanctuary, based upon where Sanctuary is physically located relative to New Kerguelen at the point in linear time — from your perspective on New Kerguelen — that you cross the gate.”
“But the longer we wait, the bigger the gap?” Dan asked, focusing on something he could understand at least slightly, which was saying a lot relative to all the things he couldn’t. “Because the planets are getting further apart just now? Is that how it works?”
“To a point, Dan, but the distances we are discussing here are such that you truly could not comprehend them. There will come a time in around three Earth years when the distance between Sanctuary and New Kerguelen is lesser than it is now. Were you to cross from New Kerguelen to Sanctuary at that point, you would arrive at an earlier point in Sanctuary’s timeline than the point at which you actually arrived several days ago. If you can follow this thought, your friend would not be there yet.”
“So where the hell would he be?” Dan lamented, feeling truly defeated by these considerations. “If he’s not here, and he’s not there yet…”
“The main imperfection is an imperfection of our own understanding,” the Architect admitted. “Dual-spectrum travel across these kinds of distances caused us untold loss when tested, as I stated. It is not something that should ever be explored.”
For almost twenty seconds, Dan said nothing and instead tried to develop some kind of contextualised understanding of what he’d just heard. “So if we cross that gate in three years, we’d be travelling into the past,” he eventually said. “Right?”
“No… it would only be Sanctuary’s past relative to the point in Sanctuary’s future at which you arrived last time. It would still be thousands of years in humanity’s future — and ours — just slightly less far into that future. We sent the Smalls 7,000 years forward. That’s the key thing, and the complications arise when the planets of Sanctuary and New Kerguelen are a different distance apart than they were when the gate was created. The further from that specific distance, the greater the problem. When they are much further apart, a crossing from Sanctuary might effectively carry you 7,100 years forward. When they are much closer together, it might only carry you 6,900 years forward. Do you follow?”
“Barely,” Dan admitted. He couldn’t shake the feeling that as hard as the Architect was trying, they were both speaking a language that neither really understood.
“Those are illustrative numbers,” the Architect went on, “but the point is that the difference in arrival time is small, relative to the size of the temporal jump you’re making. Nevertheless, it is a factor to be considered. This may be the explanation for what you mentioned about their perception of humans as their gods.”
“How does this get to that?” Dan asked blankly.
“Well, it’s theoretically possible that the Smalls have been visited in their relative past by humans from your relative future. This isn’t something worth worrying about, because it truly has no bearing anywhere but there, but it could explain why the Smalls at the time-point where or when you met them believe they have already been visited by humans. Effectively, from their perspective, they have. But in reality, well, it’s complicated.”
Complicated didn’t begin to cover it, as far as Dan was concerned, but all he could do was focus on what mattered in the present. “Just tell me… if Leesha was to go and rescue Billy now, would he definitely arrive further in their future? There’s no way he could arrive, you know, before Billy got there? And when Leesha came back, he couldn’t arrive earlier in Earth’s ‘baseline’ timeline and cause all kinds of butterfly effect problems, right?”
Even asking these questions hurt Dan’s brain, and he could hardly wait for the considerations to be behind him. They wouldn’t be until Billy was back beside him, though, so for his friend’s sake he had to fight through the mental difficulties.
“On the latter point, absolutely not,” the Architect reassured him. “A return-crossing through a single gate will always return you at a ‘correct’ point in time relative to when you left, perhaps very slightly more or less further forward than you would expect, which is why the instrumentation made you aware of the time displacement you experienced, but you will always return later than you left. On the first point, if Leesha left within the next year at least, he would return after Billy’s arrival. Beyond then, when the planets start coming closer together, the risk of arriving ‘too soon’ would be very real. But already, even now, it may be too late for your friend. Leesha should reach him without difficulty, but a safe return is far from guaranteed.”
“But only for Billy?” Dan asked. “Leesha wouldn’t be at risk? Because Billy is screwed if we leave him, so if the only risk is to him then that’s hardly a risk at all.”
The Architect hesitated, for long enough to make Dan uncomfortable. “There is a complication on that front,” it eventually said. “When two time travellers return to the baseline timeline having spent different durations on the other side of the gate, a safety block kicks in if the difference in duration is too great. The gate isn’t intelligent, but the gate-passing craft are highly computational and their biosensors will know when, relative to their home baseline, each individual was deposited on the other side of the gate. No one who wasn’t carried across a gate in a craft will be carried back; the craft simply would not pass the gate until the stowaway was removed. That is a necessary safety feature, as I’m sure you can appreciate.”
Dan was almost flattered that the Architect was sure he understood anything at this point, but it did seem like a sensible precaution. He said nothing.
“But beyond that, if you think of the return journey as involving a kind of decompression, the craft simply cannot effectively administer two levels of decompression at once. This isn’t a precise or even accurate metaphor, but it is indicative. In such a case, as we experienced to tragic effect, if the craft cannot decompress all of its approved passengers then it will cross the gate but all passengers will not survive. It will not attempt to ‘split’ the difference and risk saving no one with a median decompression level — which again is not a truly accurate metaphor, only the best I can share with you — but it will instead choose to provide the correct decompression level for one of the individuals. We cannot predict which.”
“So it’s like Russian roulette?” Dan asked, having no doubt by now that the Architect would be able to understand what he meant and reply in kind, despite the very human reference. “Leesha could be saving Billy and sacrificing himself, could be saving Billy without harming himself, or could be trying to save Billy and coming home with his corpse?”
“Yes.”
“What are the odds of each outcome? To your mind, roughly?”
“If your friend was to leave immediately? It really is borderline. Around fifty percent that they both survive, at an estimate. Perhaps sixty-forty in your favour. The longer you wait, the worse the odds get. Minutes make no meaningful difference, but hours might. Now, I sense further questions.”
“I sense complicated answers and I sense I’m in a rush to get Billy,” Dan replied. “So if you could let me go so I can tell Leesha all of this, that would be great.”
The Architect didn’t budge. “I come with an explanation of my presence, in any case. Upon arrival, we effectively and instantly decommissioned every nuclear arsenal on Earth.”
Dan was stunned, having not expected this at all. There was no doubting it was true, or else the Architect wouldn’t have said it, and he knew that in some eyes this would be seen as a welcome levelling of the playing field and in others — like Richard Walker’s were he still alive, Dan didn’t doubt — as a regrettable loss of certain supposedly well-earned national security advantages.
Dan could see that the Architects had acted in haste in doing this rather than engaging in conversation with human leaders via the ICA or even in this setting and simply by letting Dan know of their concerns before acting so decisively. He could however at least forgive their acting at speed given the obvious potential costs of a nuclear war, however short a while its brutality might last.
Still, despite seeing them as less utterly evil beings than he had a short while earlier and now considering them more amoral than immoral, what Dan understood far less well was why the Architects cared enough to intervene at all.
Clearly, the Architects seemed to operate on some moral imperative to prevent the aggressive detonation of such weaponry. But they hadn’t interfered at Hiroshima or Nagasaki, self-evidently, and nor had they done so during well known space-based nuclear tests such as the Starship Prime incident that had come back into the public’s consciousness in the lead-up to DS-1’s launch just months after Dan blew the lid off what he believed to be Richard Walker’s cover-up but which ultimately turned out to be a lie that came true.
Defensive Station 1, as it had been known, was the cumulative effort of Earth’s fledging Global Shield Commission, led by William Godfrey with the close support of Valerie Slater and Ding Ziyang’s powerful governments. It had been that ill-fated launch, from a remote site in the Gobi Desert, that first brought Messengers to Earth; which was now understood to have been at the behest of their Elders, which they now understood to have been mere radio-like devices broadcasting orders from the distant Architects.
Then, as now, the Architects had opted to intervene in human affairs only when a nuclear escalation seemed likely. What Dan didn’t immediately understand was where the intervention threshold lay; what he didn’t immediately understand was why one country dropping nuclear bombs on another hadn’t merited intervention and nor had the experimental detonation of such weapons in space.
Most specifically, Dan didn’t immediately understand why those events hadn’t met the ‘minimal necessary intervention’ threshold but that humanity’s mutual effort to establish a purely defensive space station had and that now, evidently, so had the mere suggestion that a ground-based international nuclear incident might have been coming uncomfortably close due largely to the incredibly irresponsible lies of one Jan Gellar.
The answers to these implicit questions, even more than the others he had been getting so far, truly shocked Dan McCarthy.
“A space-faring species with nuclear weaponry poses an extra-planetary threat we cannot easily tolerate,” the Architect said. “When these weapons were used in anger and tested in space, your species did not yet have any meaningful ability to travel through space. That has changed. But more important than that, and far more important than that, is the fact that even if an Earth-based nuclear conflict poses no extra-planetary threat, we now wish to protect your species from unnecessary harm, even self-inflicted, in a manner that was not always the case.”
Dan stared intently at the Architect. “But you killed people on your way down. Look at the tops of those buildings! Was that harm necessary?”
“It wasn’t closely considered,” the Architect said, casually looking upwards towards the damage Dan alluded to. “That caused no harm to the species, as such.”
Dan was getting the distinct impression that individual lives were of precious little concern to the Architects, and an equally distinct feeling that the disconnect between them on this point would never be bridged.
“In any event,” the Architect went on, “we now wish to protect your species as a whole from unnecessary harm, which includes self-inflicted harm, only because our perspective of your kind has changed on several occasions in recent years. Most recently, it changed when three of you joined Leesha in crossing the gate to Sanctuary. That was incredibly foolhardy but also incredibly courageous and selfless in a manner that we found to be frankly flabbergasting.”
Dan would have grinned if he could, since hearing the word ‘flabbergasting’ arrive in his mind so clearly in such a hoarse and deep voice brought a rare moment of levity.
“Your kind has a capacity for great evil, as has been shown time and time again, but almost all of you have a clear propensity to do good whenever you can. That is a wonderful thing, Dan. That is a rare and wonderful thing which his become apparent to us only since you became a leading figure, rather than the likes of those three individuals Leesha detained earlier. For far too long, the worst of your kind has led the best. Your structures of power encourage as much, and while it is not our place to interfere in social matters, we hope recent and current events will change your species’ course in that regard.”
“Me too,” Dan said. “And thanks,” he added, humbled by some entirely unexpected comments. “But if you want to help us and to make amends with the Messengers, there’s one more thing I want to ask…”
“Please.”
“Once I tell Leesha about the risks of getting Billy… if he still does it, can you permanently close the gate and ideally get rid of it altogether once they’re back? Not if it hurts the Smalls, because they haven’t done anything wrong. But if all removing the gate does is block our chances of ever using Sanctuary as a lifeboat, it has to go; the trouble caused by its presence is too great. New Kerguelen has been on fire because of their fears about that gate, and if those worst of all humans who keep getting into positions of power ever learn about a time-gate, you would have to interfere again anyway, right?”
“And quickly,” the Architect said.
“So could you close the gate? Even get rid of it, without hurting the Smalls?”
“Yes,” it confirmed. “We can and we will. It has only been left for your potential salvation in a planetary disaster scenario, and more pertinently that of the Messengers, but if you collectively decide it’s not desirable…”
“It’s not,” Dan said. “Trust me. But how about this: can you get rid of it, but make it look like the Messengers’ leaders are getting rid of it? A little white lie, because your presence on New Kerguelen wouldn’t go down well. They wouldn’t trust anything you said or did, and I wouldn’t blame them after all you put them through. Ideally you could tell us how to do it, but if not it would be fine if you could remotely get rid of the gate as soon as Leesha gets back to New Kerguelen — if he wants to go once I’ve been honest with him about the risks.”
“And if he doesn’t?”
Dan hesitated. “Then Billy can never get home, so you might as well close it to remove the fear about it on New Kerguelen and remove the chance of time travel becoming something we have to worry about, like telepathy and everything that’s already here, if our leaders were to find out about it.”
“I will leave,” the Architect said, “and do not count on my return, Dan McCarthy… ever. I will monitor the situation; if Leesha leaves for Sanctuary once more, I will wait for his return and then eliminate the gate with no harm to the Smalls on the other side. If Leesha does not wish to cross to Sanctuary once he is fully aware of the risks inherent in doing so, I will similarly eliminate the gate with no harm to the Smalls on the other side.”
“Thank you,” Dan said. “Sincerely. I can see that you’re trying, and I’m going to give you specifically the benefit of the doubt just like you can see that I’m not Cole or Slater or Gellar or even Walker. You didn’t enslave the Messengers in centuries gone by, did you? I know that.”
“I did not,” the Architect confirmed, “and you are correct: our systems and behaviours can change, just as yours can. This meeting has given me as much as it has given you, Dan McCarthy, you can trust in that. I must ask one question, though.”
“Shoot.”
“All the talk is of Leesha returning to save your friend. Why is the responsibility on him rather than—”
“I have a daughter,” Dan answered flatly.
For the first time, Dan saw movement on the Architect’s face. It wasn’t a smile and he wouldn’t kid himself that it was, but it wasn’t nothing. “And not just any daughter,” it replied, the voice sounding warmer than before.
Dan said nothing, wondering precisely what it meant.
There was no surprise the Architect knew Piper was special, since its kind were responsible for granting the UpLift powers to the Messengers before they passed some to Dan during the window in which Piper was conceived. The way it spoke about her, however, was more than intriguing.
“If your planet or species runs into any problems in the future,” the Architect continued, “you will be far better equipped to deal with them than if she had not been born in the circumstances she was, as accidental as they were. She is more special than you know. Not more special than you will ever know, since potential has a way of expressing itself, but more special than you can imagine for now.”
Dan tried to smile, but still couldn’t.
“Goodbye, Dan McCarthy,” the frightening-looking but surprisingly gracious alien said. “Be well.”
While the lights of the mothership bore down incessantly on New York City, Dan’s whole world turned black.
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When Dan McCarthy opened his eyes, and much like during his remarkable conversation with the visiting Architect, he had no idea how long had passed since he lost consciousness when the cable was disconnected.
“A few minutes,” Leesha replied from above him, having heard the question in Dan’s thoughts.
Dan looked up, saw no blinding light, and noticed Clark and Emma at either side of his still horizontal body. He stood up with their assistance and glanced around.
“Where are Piper and Tara?” he asked.
“Safe,” Leesha said. “The first thing I did was check. We didn’t want to bring them down into this scrum, so they’re still with Meli. Piper reacted badly when the Architects first came in. She sensed them before I did and screamed, according to Tara, but Meli soothed her and it all worked out. They’re happy.”
“You stayed,” Dan said to Emma, slightly surprised.
“As if I would leave you like this! And she’s in the best hands. Both of them are… that Meli is a wizard, as far as I’m concerned.”
“Well, this must have been a damn busy few minutes!” Dan said, glancing around at how much had changed in the parking lot. Reporters were back at their cameras, some rushing to send out their recorded footage and some shooting live reports — almost all of their attention currently focused on Dan given that the real star of the show was already gone — all of which told him that communications networks had returned at the same time as the visible sky.
The damage Dan saw to some of the worst-hit skyscrapers was evident and upsetting, but nowhere near as grave as he had feared. He would soon learn that no one had in fact been killed by the craft’s physical arrival, with the only directly attributable deaths coming as a result of heart attacks and other stress- or tension-related ailments.
A forcefield was in place around Dan, with only his inner circle surrounding him.
William Godfrey, delighted to see Dan safe and well, kept a respectful distance until his friend was standing up. At that point, he walked over and hugged him tightly.
“You had me worried, McCarthy,” the ICA Chairman said, exhaling sharply in relief.
“He wanted to deep-dive when Leesha couldn’t hear what you guys were talking about,” Clark chimed in, tipping his head towards Godfrey. “Leesha didn’t let him, but he wanted to.”
Godfrey downplayed his bravery. “That conversation was a long three minutes for all of us.”
“Three minutes?” Dan laughed. “No way. I was gone for ages! You’re saying I spoke to him for three minutes and then I’ve only been out for a few more? It seriously seems like, I dunno… more like an hour.”
Clark chuckled too. “Like Lolo, man! Remember, we had the video camera running and everything. It’s crazy how things circle round. Was talking to him like talking to them? Don’t say too much out loud, though,” he added, stating this last part telepathically while pointing diagonally upwards.
Only then did Dan notice that above the forcefield around the group, Leesha had placed President Slater, John Cole and Jan Gellar
Clark had evidently forgotten that forcefields were soundproof when Leesha wanted them to be, but that hardly seemed like the most pertinent detail right now.
Dan knew Leesha could only sustain one forcefield at a time and this struck him as an ingenious solution to the problem of effectively detaining the villains out of his way; by using height rather than walls in the same way zookeepers might use a moat rather than fences to keep a troop of chimpanzees in place.
The chimps above Dan were none too pleased, needless to say, and Dan became aware then that most of the cameras he had thought were pointing at him were in fact at least partially focusing on the remarkable scene of the embarrassed trio apparently floating high over his head.
“What’s going to happen with them?” Dan asked.
Everyone shrugged, except Leesha who simply repeated Clark’s unanswered question from a moment earlier.
To them, the immediate fate of three people who were explicitly implicated in prison-worthy crimes thanks largely to a proverbial mountain of supporting evidence provided by Richard Walker’s posthumous intervention was far from the most pertinent detail.
In considering how similar or otherwise his first conversation with an Architect had been to his first with a Messenger several years earlier, Dan looked at Emma, who had been with him on that fateful day in Lolo National Forest and who would thus have the best sense of any comparison. “After a weird start, it was kinda like Lolo but actually easier. Clearer. And he was… he was okay. Not at all what we thought, or at least what I thought. He knows a lot but not everything, which is again kind of like what I thought coming out of the Contact Day talk at the drive-in. There’s so much to say, and in that sense it is just like after Lolo and then on Contact Day, too: you really don’t have to worry about asking everything now, because I’m not going to forget any of it. But Leesha, as for right now…”
“Billy?” the alien asked. “Is it safe for me to go?”
“It’s safe for you to go, yeah. It’s the getting back he was worried about. He said minutes probably don’t count for much but that hours will, and the longer we wait the worse it could get for Billy. Basically, he doesn’t know if Billy will be okay when you get there, but he thinks he should be.”
“Good enough for me,” Leesha said.
Dan gulped. “Well, he also estimated that even if Billy is fine when you get there, there’s only a fifty percent chance you both get back safely. There’s a twenty-five percent chance only you get back safely, and a twenty-five percent chance only Billy gets back safely. It’s to do with him having been there longer than you’ll have been there. I remember it all without understanding it all, so I can tell you if you want. But whatever happens, and even if you don’t go, the Architects are going to get rid of the gate altogether without showing up on New Kerguelen and without harming the Smalls. That’s going to be solved.”
“Thank you for sharing that so candidly,” Leesha said. “And everyone: on the twenty-five percent chance I don’t make it back, thank you for everything else, too. I hope to see you again very soon, but I promised Billy I would go back for him… and a promise I make is a promise I keep.”
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NEW KERGRILLIN’ BAR & GRILL
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“Drinks on me!” Henry McCarthy announced to the handful of regulars he and Mr Byrd had allowed in to New Kergrillin’ for the evening.
Cheers erupted, almost as loud as those that had risen up around the bar when the live TV signals resumed from New York and showed both that Dan was alive and that the demonic-looking alien was gone.
Henry was a proud father, but most of all he was a relieved one.
“Seconds on me,” Mr Byrd added.
More cheers followed as the two old friends smiled at each other warmly.
“This is when everyone would be looking at Phil, waiting for him to make the same offer,” Henry whispered, laughing through the words.
Mr Byrd sighed, smiling at the joke — which Phil would have found as funny as they did — but sorely longing for their third musketeer.
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RMXT
PARKING LOT
MANHATTAN, NEW YORK
“Leesha, is there anything I can say to talk you out of this?” Godfrey asked. “I like Billy, don’t get me wrong, but two worlds need you.”
Leesha looked at him blankly. “I made a promise. There’s… I… there’s no decision to make other than what to do with Tara and Piper before I return to New Kerguelen with Meli.”
“Could you take us all to Phil’s?” Emma asked.
“Not me,” Godfrey said, pointing upwards. “The iron is hot. Actually, Leesha, would you be okay taking them somewhere? Just for now.”
Clark grinned slightly, not knowing quite where Godfrey was going but liking the tone of his voice.
“I propose we give the police everything,” Godfrey said. “Walker’s documents, Timo’s prior research, the phone records Chip managed to access, even Phil’s footage. To be clear: we give them a copy of everything and hold onto it all ourselves, too. If they try to let anyone off for what we deem political reasons, we can and will raise it. This is better than anonymously leaking all the files in case Walker was wrong on any parts that could ruin an innocent life or two, like we discussed. But as for tonight, we can’t just let them go and wait for their later arrests. They sent two men to the house just last night — armed.”
“Totally,” Clark nodded. “If anyone thinks I’m letting those scumbags walk away tonight, they’re insane. It would be like those James Bond bad guys who always leave him a little way out, you know? When you have someone who’s a threat, you seal them in good and tight.”
Emma sighed uneasily. “I agree, but they’re not legally guilty of anything until it’s proven. The police aren’t going to detain them based on something we say, because even though we are us… they are them. She’s the President. I mean…”
“I have an idea,” Godfrey said. “I’ll take all of the responsibility, but it handles a few problems at once. These police might not detain them, but I have a feeling the Turks might.”
“Turks?” Dan asked.
Without smiling, Emma nodded. “Leesha, can you bring them down and let us out? Then make a new forcefield but not a sonic one, just to keep us all penned in? I want the cameras to hear.”
The alien obliged, and things kept moving at this suddenly rapid pace.
“We were all set to share information that implicates John Cole, Jan Gellar and Valerie Slater in some very serious, well, let’s just call it misbehaviour for now,” William Godfrey loudly and authoritatively announced to the watching reporters.
The trio of villains, aware of how little bargaining power they had in the face of Leesha’s clearly exhibited UpLift powers, could only listen in dejected acceptance.
“The evidence we have will be passed to the police, but in the meantime, I am not willing to risk letting them walk free,” Godfrey went on. “I am making this decision, and I will take full legal responsibility for it in the confidence that I will be vindicated within days at most and more likely hours. Leesha, please seize these criminals and take them to a safe holding location. I hear Turkey has some good prison capacity.”
Clark held out a phone, showing Leesha a satellite image of the jail where Billy and Mesut had been kept. After the fate Mesut had faced on Cole’s orders and how it had gone down in Turkey, the irony was as appropriate as it was thick.
“Their responsibility for Mesut Demir’s death will be proven before long,” Godfrey insisted, “but we already have more than enough evidence of plenty of other things. They won’t be harmed — the Turkish police will be gentle — but believe me, the game is over.”
“I’ll cooperate!” Valeria Slater blurted out, stepping forward and away from Cole and Gellar. “William, please. I’ll stay in voluntary custody here until you’re all satisfied. Just… please. Don’t do this to me, I’m not with them in the ways you might think I am. Please.”
Just as both Dan and Emma were ready to step in to agree with Slater’s suggestion, not out of forgiveness but rather out of pity, Godfrey did it for them.
Very publicly, she had humbled herself; more or less humiliated herself.
No one wanted to see any more begging, and all members of the group knew that Slater really was the least bad of the three and likely knew least about what the others were up to, as well as how deep their connections went.
Her career was over, make no mistake, but William Godfrey took little glee in that right now.
“You made some truly terrible decisions,” he said, the tone sounding more like that of a man justifying his stance rather than seeking to gloat. “And Valerie… if you fly with the crows, you get shot with the crows.”
President Slater could only sigh, her defiance gone and her political spirit broken. She then turned to Emma. “I’m sorry,” she said. “There are things I didn’t know were going to happen.”
Emma was neither angry nor gloating, and neither magnanimous nor forgiving as she set off towards Dan and Leesha, ready to leave. “I know you’re sorry,” she replied to her nation’s outgoing President. “So am I.”
Ten seconds later, the two remorseless villains were gone and Clark was handlessly leading Slater to a pair of waiting police officers while Godfrey followed.
“I plan to keep her in my sight,” Clark said, “because she is going to custody. You heard her.”
“I am,” Slater confirmed as the officers nodded. “I’ll cooperate with everything.”
It wasn’t going to be this straightforward for the police, with Secret Service agents already moving in even as Clark studied the officers’ faces, but there really was no way out for Slater after how fully she had just humbled herself in front of the world’s cameras.
With that in mind and with Emma’s full agreement, Clark decided that staying was unnecessary. Slater was no real threat in the vindictive way a loose Cole or Gellar would be and never truly had been, but now she was barely a shadow of her former self.
In any event, Godfrey was on the scene and Clark now trusted him like a brother. This would have seemed beyond the realm of fantasy, let alone possibility, just a month or even a week earlier, but the ICA Chairman had proven his personal loyalty time and again of late — most recently when he genuinely tried to apply a red deep-dive Telepathy patch at great personal risk.
Clark shook Godfrey’s hand warmly and firmly before turning to set off.
The ever-efficient Leesha was back before Clark reached Dan and Emma, with Piper and Tara in place of Cole and Gellar. Not a bad swap, as far as Clark was concerned.
The group reunited with warm embraces, but the rapid flashes then continued thick and fast with the final one taking them all back to Phil Norris’s farmhouse.
For now, at least, their work was done.
On the other side of one gate, however, the peerless and fearless Leesha was all set to leap through another in a promise-keeping effort to leave no man behind.
For him, the real work was just beginning.
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CENTRAL PLAZA
NEW BIRCHWOOD, NEW KERGUELEN
With Meli at his side, Leesha wasted no time in teleporting from their home planet’s landing site to the old Council Office within its Great Shelter.
Following Leesha’s communication that they were coming, sent while he was placing John Cole and Jan Gellar in a Turkish jail cell, Sakko and several of New Kerguelen’s former Squadron commanders were waiting.
The relative warmth with which the grizzled Squadron personnel greeted Leesha told him that Sakko had held down the fort well in his absence, as did the broader feeling of relative peace within the Shelter where the planet’s population was still being held in a consensual lockdown.
This lockdown had been necessary to ensure order was restored following a tragic breakout of violence due to fear over the skygate that Leesha’s initial exploration group had failed to return from as quickly as expected, and Leesha was now worried that the news he was set to cross it again in the other direction would unlikely be well received.
Boon and Kajeel, Planetary Historian and young engineer respectively, were also present at Sakko’s request on account of the incredible discovery they had made regarding the gate.
Leesha now knew even more than they did, albeit not yet everything, but what he knew more than anything else was that time truly was of the essence.
“I’m going to bring Billy back from the other side,” he announced with a great deal of urgency. “Once the craft takes me across the gate again, the gate can and will be closed as soon as the craft returns. Billy and I should both be on board, safe and well, but the intricacies of the gate means there is a chance only one of us will return alive. If that is not me, please continue our work. All of you, with Sakko as your figurehead, please continue our work of restoring order and greatness through consent and education.”
Sakko, even more stunned by this than the others, couldn’t hide his shock. “If there’s a risk you won’t make it back, you can’t go. It’s—”
“The Architects just visited Earth,” Leesha revealed.
Now, stunned was most certainly an insufficient word for the expressions that he and Meli saw all around them.
“One spoke to Dan,” he went on, “very extensively, and it shared its best understanding of the workings of the gate. Dan will tell us absolutely everything you would ever wish to know, but give him time. The key thing is this: the Architects are willing to eliminate the gate, with no harm to anyone, as soon as I have attempted to recover Billy, but the risks increase the longer I wait. After this, whatever happens, we will never see or hear from the Architects again unless we explicitly wish to. There are no other gates; other than the connection we wish to maintain with Earth, we will be free to develop entirely without intervention or the threat of it.”
“And they won’t close the gate unless you go for Billy?” Sakko asked.
Leesha hesitated.
This wasn’t a condition laid out by the Architects, but he knew that in placing the ‘blame’ on them for his supposed need to recover Billy, Sakko’s natural resistance to the risk was likely to fade.
“Correct,” Leesha eventually said, feeling no shame or guilt for white-lying to one close friend in order to potentially save the life of another with no additional risk to anyone but himself. “The humans have done more for us than we can ever repay, especially Dan, and Billy is waiting for me. He voluntarily stayed behind to gather data before any of us knew anything about the time aspect of this gate, and his bravery does not deserve abandonment.”
No one disagreed.
“I will be back soon,” Leesha said, “unless a return is not in my cards. Whatever happens, Billy is blameless. Trust our friends on Earth and trust yourselves. Together we are stronger.”
Meli and Kajeel, the youngest individuals in the room, were the most visibly moved by Leesha’s words. Even the grizzled old Squadron commanders, however, couldn’t hide their emotions.
As Leesha prepared to leave, Sakko stepped forward and shook his hand in a gesture adopted from their human friends. “We will honour you with—”
“Honour me with optimism,” Leesha interrupted. “Honour me with hope.”
With that, he was gone.
The gate awaited, and beyond that… Sanctuary.



Part 8



RESOLUTION





“You cannot do a kindness too soon,
for you never know how soon
it will be too late. ”
Ralph Waldo Emerson
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THE OTHER SIDE
SANCTUARY
Step one, Leesha thought to himself as the world of Sanctuary came into view following his second successful outbound crossing of the gate.
He did all he could to push out of his mind any thought of what might or might not happen on the way back, for none of that was useful right now.
What counted was finding Billy and getting out of there as quickly as possible, with a very much secondary sub-focus on capturing observation data for future study.
Even though future contact with the Smalls would be impossible once the gate was harmlessly closed forever by the Architects who had created it, Leesha’s time with the humans had impressed upon him that observation and study could have benefits down the line that were unforeseen at first.
In an effort to replicate the events of his first arrival to save time, since he naturally didn’t know his way around Sanctuary and wasn’t keen to try teleporting within this unknown environment unless it became absolutely necessary, Leesha exited the gate-crossing mothership in its smaller saucer-shaped craft and hoped for a powerful magnetic force to kick in.
Come on…
And then, barely ten seconds later, it did.
Leesha breathed a deep sigh of relief. Recalling that this force had been activated and deactivated manually rather than automatically, with the say so of the Smalls’ leader who they knew as their Principal, which had to mean they knew Leesha was back and wanted to see him.
Eased by this and aware of how little time it would take to reach the majesty of Solar City and the pyramids and towers that surrounded it on either side, Leesha ensured that the craft was capturing as much data as possible — visual data included, this time — and simply took in the incredible landscapes.
It was a beautiful planet, and he was glad the Smalls were able to live out their days on it without having to wrestle with any intellectual or emotional difficulties that might have come if they knew they were essentially lost in the future, relative to the ‘baseline’ time point their ancestors had left.
They had always been isolated from other races prior to the Architects’ species-saving if imperfect intervention, in any case, and really were no worse off for it.
The Architects had opted to tell the Smalls’ ancestors they were evacuated to another planet rather than another time, and another thing Leesha had learned only too well from his engagements on Earth was that pulling the rug from under an entire species’ belief system — particularly when no meaningful benefit beyond an abstract value placed on candidness as confused with the more well-intentioned and complex notion of truth — could be not just unwise but also, to a very real extent, selfish and damaging.
Leesha felt physical confusion in his brain when he tried to fully wrap his head around the time-based aspects of the gate, but as he passed over an area charred by volcanic activity, which was surely a sign of the impact the Architects had effectively carried the Smalls beyond, he couldn’t avoid thinking about it.
Part of him felt like they deserved to know, even though it couldn’t really help them in any meaningful way to know they were on their ancestral home world since unlike New Kerguelen its landscape had been ravaged and its cultural relics truly lost in the volcanic destruction of the past.
It wasn’t like on New Kerguelen, he considered; for there was no equivalent to his kind’s city of New Birchwood, with cultural artefacts having been hidden away.
The Architects hadn’t deceived the Smalls to anything like the same extent as they had the Messengers, and the lie those immensely powerful beings had told on Sanctuary really did seem to be as white as the fluffy clouds in the planet’s picturesque sky.
Despite that consideration though, Leesha couldn’t shake the fact that the truth wasn’t guaranteed to hurt them, either, and that it was perhaps unethical for him to continue the—
No, he decided in that moment, firmly and beyond doubt. As sudden as it was decisive, the thought was final: he wouldn’t tell the Smalls anything they didn’t already know.
Leesha hadn’t expected to do so when he left New Kerguelen, and hadn’t even thought it would be something he would find himself considering like this, but on reflection he recalled something Dan had told him once, having realised it himself through personal experience: that sometimes there was nothing more selfish than needlessly telling a hurtful truth.
If the only benefit was clearing your own conscience or taking a weight from your own shoulders, Dan had said, telling the truth was not an act of kindness.
These thoughts had seen the journey so far feel shorter than Leesha expected, likely also because this time he had some idea of how long it would take — unlike on his first visit when he and his three human friends had no clue where they were being pulled to or indeed what by.
Before long, Leesha’s craft was touching down in the same spot in Solar City’s landing site where it had so recently. The windows didn’t black out on this occasion, and the sound of small feet walking up the ramp once it descended didn’t strike fear in his heart.
The planet’s tiny Principal, flanked by the deputy known as Dep and several other Smalls in their matching ragtag ‘outfits’, wore an expression of sorrow.
To Leesha’s utter amazement, the Principal addressed him vocally in the language of the Messengers.
“Loo, bree nahh saaan,” he said, singing the words that stunned Leesha to his core. “Haanso gan flooo… shree cannla.”
The way these words reached Leesha was incredible enough, since the Smalls’ ability to vocalise in any language once they had established a mental connection with their communication partner was something Dan had understandably not seen as an absolute priority to share when time had been so tight and there had been so much to say, but what hit Leesha even harder was what these words meant.
Sorrow was perhaps too weak a word, and even the sight of Billy Kendrick lying lifeless on the ground near the bottom of the ramp could hardly hurt Leesha more than the words already had.
Had Dan been present, the words would have come in English, but in any language they were just as painful: “Your friend has fallen, and we cannot help him.”
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LANDING SITE
SOLAR CITY, SANCTUARY
Leesha stared at Billy Kendrick, relieved to at least see that his sternum was rising and falling.
It went without saying that he wasn’t okay, however, and Leesha’s heart was in his mouth as he rushed down the ramp.
“What happened?” Leesha vocalised in the language of his kind, no longer even thinking about how remarkable it was that he was able to do so and be understood.
“We had to sedate him,” the diminutive Principal stated. “He was a danger to himself and to others, but we expected him to wake up by now. The dose was not intended to last so long.”
“What?! What happened?” Leesha repeated with even greater urgency.
“His mind fell into a manic state when his eyes fell upon our Mother of Sacrifice.”
“Praise be upon her!” chanted the herd of Smalls. They also did so in Leesha’s language, with the harmonic incantation having a poetic sound to it: “Bassa lo tree-a ho!”
“You sedated him?” Leesha snapped.
“He accused us of lying about our Mother of Sacrifice!”
“Praise be upon her!”
“Enough!” Leesha boomed at the suddenly irritating herd. His intensity scared them, sufficiently to cause many to back away. He didn’t apologise. “Tell me what happened here and tell me how we can fix it.”
The Principal walked towards Billy. “He may still come around, but my hope is fading. Earth’s doctors, or perhaps your own, may be better equipped. His mania began when he saw the statue. He knew her name — Emma — and began to speculate that your crew must have come from a time beyond reality. It was senseless.”
Like never before in his life, Leesha was perplexed into an all new level of shock. There were so many questions and he almost felt ready to fall into a manic confusion, trying at the same time to appreciate how much more jarring and unsettling it must have been for Billy — alone on this impossible world — to come face to face with a statue of Emma and for that to have been how he learned there was some kind of time-based factor at play.
Before leaving with Billy, there were things Leesha felt like he quite simply needed to ask. There were subjects to probe and answers to seek, but in doing so he knew he would inevitably have to make the Smalls themselves aware of the time issue he understood better than Billy but which they had no suspicion of at all.
For all the reasons Leesha had considered while being pulled to Solar City’s landing site, the last thing he wanted to do was selfishly dump this bombshell on the Smalls. After all, Billy was proof if proof were needed of just what could happen when unpalatable or even simply unexpected truths were startlingly revealed.
Leesha lamented the fact that there was no way for him to press for details without—
A thought in his own mind cut him off, just before he gave up.
Thoughts of Emma, of Clark and most recently of Godfrey’s selfless willingness to take the risk of utilising a certain dangerous but powerful tool sent Leesha’s hand into the rear pouch of his tunic.
With a degree of subtlety, he placed the red deep-diving Telepathy patch on the back of his neck.
One final selfless risk, on top of the colossal one he had already taken in coming back for Billy at all, was the only option Leesha had left to try to make sense of this madness and this was the only chance he would ever have.
Before he could think himself out of it, Leesha gulped away his doubts and began to explore the Principal’s mind.
    
Almost immediately, Leesha found his mind struggling to keep up with its own attempts to piece things together.
His deep-dive was a short one, bringing forth no physical symptoms strong enough to concern the Smalls, but it quickly proved fruitful.
In essence, through a mixture of information and insinuation, all of which would come to be backed up by minds more adept in these matters than his, Leesha learned and realised that had he and Dan not crossed the gate to Sanctuary with Billy and Tara when they did, the Architects would not have been sufficiently impressed by Dan’s bravery to seek to communicate directly and particularly with him when they arrived in New York to prevent a nuclear escalation.
The information Leesha garnered from the Principal’s mind related to the tales passed down from the Smalls’ ancestors, in turn supposedly seeded by a group of human visitors.
Knowing what he knew of the highly imperfect dual-spectrum space-time gate the Architects had created, which was based only on what Dan had communicated either intentionally or by having it at the forefront of his mind in the few rushed minutes after the Architect left, Leesha just about understood that depending on the relative position of the planets at the time, a group of humans crossing from New Kerguelen in Earth’s relative future could arrive in Sanctuary’s relative past.
The aha moment came when Leesha pieced things together in a way that made his brain feel somewhat light, a new and telltale sign that he had landed on the right answer.
Effectively, he considered, his group’s action in crossing the gate when they did had prevented another possible future on Earth — one in which the arriving Architects hadn’t sought out Dan in particular and in which Emma, as an excellent speaker and debater, might have stepped forward either instead of or as well as Dan to converse with an Architect.
What the Principal had said about Billy’s mind being overpowered made sense to Leesha in the context of him never having been UpLifted in the way Dan had; truly, Dan alone seemed to have a brain capable of sustaining what would have been a fatally overpowering influx of information to any other human.
Leesha naturally didn’t know and couldn’t guess what had happened next or why Sanctuary had been in danger prior to Emma’s intervention in Earth’s alternate timeline, but he did feel like he knew that further down that timeline in Earth’s alternate future, humans reached Sanctuary with tales of Emma’s bravery and, due to the truly confounding issue of the gate’s imperfection, met with Smalls from what was effectively Sanctuary’s actual past.
No harm had been done in this case, but Leesha could see only too clearly that the Architects had come to the right conclusion: time, even more so than nuclear weaponry, was not to be messed with.
Interaction between beings of or in different times had tremendous potential for harm, Leesha knew, and he was glad that the decision had already been made to close the gate upon his return journey’s completion.
He removed the patch, just before his eyes turned red enough to really scare the onlooking Smalls, and placed it back in his tunic’s pouch.
“Praise be upon her,” he said, appealing to their idolisation of the Mother of Sacrifice in a bid to prevent any difficult and unwanted questions about what had just happened.
“Praise be upon her!” the Principal and his herd of followers replied with wide smiles.
Leesha then amazed and impressed the Smalls by telekinetically lifting Billy into the small craft and placing him gently on a bed-like bench near the back.
As he gazed at their shocked faces, Leesha light-heartedly wondered for a moment whether there might one day be a statue of him on Sanctuary, a new god revered for his ability to move without touching.
He then ironically wondered when a human or Messenger crew would have to cross from New Kerguelen to see such a thing, what with the gate’s imperfection making a mockery of linearity and traditional logic as it did, but he consciously relegated such thoughts to the back of his mind where he would attempt to lock them away forever.
No one would ever cross the gate again, to everyone’s benefit, because the gate would soon be closed.
But whatever had or hadn’t and would have or wouldn’t have happened on any given hypothetical timeline, Leesha was glad to be able to leave the Smalls to themselves, content and happy on their ancestral home planet without even knowing it.
The complicating truth on this occasion quite simply was not Leesha’s truth to tell, and no one would have benefitted from its telling.
With that in mind, Leesha crouched as low as he could and extended a hand outwards to the Principal. The two aliens from different worlds and effectively of different times then engaged in one of the most human gestures of all before parting ways: a warm handshake.
Leesha would make sure to gather the probes and mapping drones he had sent out last time, all of which he knew would be ready, and then it was full steam ahead.
Knowing that the gate would close imminently, once and for all, as soon as his craft was through, Leesha could only hope and pray that both he and Billy Kendrick would live to see the other side.





P minus 3
INFIRMARY
NEW BIRCHWOOD, NEW KERGUELEN
Unsure whether they had been closed for a moment or a month, Leesha forced his eyes open and tried to sit upright. Over an initial relief to be home — he had made it — a wave of surprise and confusion kicked in.
He was in New Birchwood’s infirmary building, one which had survived the flames of chaos, and his body was restrained.
“Relax,” a kindly doctor said, rushing over to calm him. It was Meli, trusted above all others with the care of New Kerguelen’s leading figure. “Everything is under control, Leesha. You are stable and—”
“Where’s Billy?” he asked, blurting out the first question in his mind as soon as the worst of the brain fog cleared and this all-important thought pushed its way forward. “Is he okay?”
“Seems to be,” a friendly voice replied.
Leesha turned his head to the left, as far as his precautionary bracing would allow, and saw Billy Kendrick already sitting upright on the bed next to him, looking for all the world like a man who had just gotten back from a walk in the park rather than a near-fatal trip through a choppy ocean of both time and space.
“Of course I’m okay, Leesha,” Billy smiled at him. “With friends like you, who wouldn’t be?”





FOUR MONTHS LATER
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MESUT DEMIR MEMORIAL VISITOR CENTRE
DÖRTLÜ TEPE, TURKEY
Three men stood before a ceremonial red ribbon at the new Dörtlü Tepe Visitor Centre, named in honour of the man who fronted the site’s initial dig team, while one alien held the scissors.
Alongside Timo Fiore, Billy Kendrick and ICA Chairman William Godfrey, Leesha smiled with pride at the honour which had been bestowed upon him as he cut the ribbon to warm applause from the gathered crowd.
“The road has been rocky,” Godfrey’s strong and authoritative voice announced, “but together we overcame. We overcame challenges brought about by the discovery of this site, and as you all now know the Messengers overcame the discovery of a mysterious second gate in their planet’s sky. We did it with their help and they did it with ours, and I feel tremendously honoured to serve as Chairman of the International Contact Agency which has facilitated and will continue to facilitate cooperation between our planets and peoples. Ladies and gentlemen, I hope all of you and as many of the world’s population as possible enjoy this visitor centre, and I’d like to remind everyone watching at home that virtual tours are available free of charge so you too can walk in the footsteps of our early ancestors and marvel at the carvings and artefacts they left behind. I give you: the Mesut Demir Memorial Visitor Centre.”
Further applause met Godfrey’s words.
By now, the entirety of Dörtlü Tepe had been excavated by a Turkish-led international team of archaeologists.
Interest in the pillars had remained steady in the four months since an Architect walked on Earth, with people of all nationalities keen to see what early humans had recorded besides the initially revealed pillar which only showed initial contact.
Since recorded footage of Dan conversing with the terrifying-looking creature had been shown around the world so many times, that initial pillar was less impactful than it had been at first.
Some of the remaining the pillars, however, told other parts of an important story.
While the second and third pillars to be excavated had featured carvings of animals and other relatively unspectacular things, the fourth told a more illuminating but unsettling story.
With individual images on each side of the pillar combining into a story in the same manner as on the first pillar, the direction each faced relative to the sun serving as the clue as to which order they were to be observed in if any clue were needed, this pillar very clearly relayed the tragedy of the Architects’ initial contact with humans.
The human in the carving was first connected to an Architect, and was then seen dead on the ground while the cable remained attached to his neck even as the Architect retreated towards its saucer-shaped craft.
In the third carving, several other human figures were present; one tended to the fallen contactee while the others threw spears at the alien and tried to prevent its departure.
In the fourth, the alien was gone and the humans, not unlike in some famous images of modern-day tribespeople gesturing furiously at unwelcome helicopters, threw rocks and waved their arms in anger.
Dan, upon his own first viewing of this pillar’s carvings a few hours before they’d gone public, had reached the same conclusions as the archaeologists.
He had by then revealed in public interviews almost all of what he discussed with the Architect, including its race’s longstanding view of humanity as unpalatably aggressive.
Leesha, for his part, had been responsible for sharing his understanding that Dan was the exception rather than rule in terms of having been able to converse with the Architect.
Like everyone else in New York had been overwhelmed by a sonic force the Architect might not even have known it was emitting, and like the Mother of Sacrifice in an alternate timeline had been overwhelmed by a connection to the Architect, the non-UpLifted contactee in the carving had quite literally been unable to live with the power of its visitor’s mind.
The Architects were technologically advanced in a way Dan and Leesha didn’t dare to assume their own species would ever match, but what was clear now was that their understanding of other races and what kinds of connections they could handle was far from perfect.
Imperfect was the key word in Leesha’s consideration of the Architects, who he still resented for the great deception but no longer furiously detested, just as imperfection had been the word in Dan McCarthy’s mind when his earlier contact with the Messengers had left him slightly disappointed that they weren’t as all-knowing and all-powerful as he had once assumed.
No other pillar matched the significance of that which retold the early human’s death — a death by something like immediate mental exhaustion, as best anyone could tell — but some others showed excellent representations of a very familiar and very enormous mothership.
The site at Dörtlü Tepe was now open to the public, with a state of the art visitor centre named in honour of the archaeologist whose team unearthed the first pillar, and William Godfrey took care not to sully what was a happy event by mentioning the disgraced individuals who had thankfully been held to account for Mesut’s death.
In the greatest scandal of their or any other generation, citizens of the world had seen the remarkable and rapid fall from grace of the Western world’s two most powerful national leaders in Valerie Slater and John Cole, with the latter facing life behind bars along with Jan Gellar in a fate already experienced by the equally deserving Jack Neal.
There wasn’t enough evidence to pin any serious crimes on Slater, and those closest to the matter had truly come to believe this was because she hadn’t been anywhere near so closely involved as the two scoundrels she had so foolishly and desperately worked with, albeit for a short period, in an effort to ultimately position herself as Godfrey’s successor when it had appeared as though he might never return from an initially unexplained abduction.
Political over-ambition had destroyed many, but never as spectacularly as it destroyed Valerie Slater.
Dan McCarthy and his inner circle certainly didn’t hate Slater like they hated those more directly responsible for Phil and Mesut’s deaths, but none shed any tears at her fall from grace.
Her cooperation with legal proceedings, while transparently self-serving, might have played a slight role in this, but at the heart of it she was less despised quite simply because she was less worthy of such scorn.
Like there had been in the even more machiavellian Richard Walker, there was some good in Slater that simply didn’t exist in a Cole or a Gellar or a Neal, and as such there was a degree of regret that she had taken the route she had.
On a symbolically important day when Mesut was being honoured in his home country, meanwhile, Phil Norris was set to be honoured by his friends in Birchwood while Leesha had also seen to it that the renewed city of New Birchwood on his home planet would play host to a ceremony of its own.
After so many difficulties — to say the road navigated by the humans and Messengers alike had been ‘rocky’ was an understatement to end all others, as far as Leesha was concerned — a unified day of celebration was just what everyone needed.
No one wanted to forget the past, and much of the festivities were very directly occurring in honour of those who had selflessly assured the rockiest of roads’ navigation. A balance had to be struck, however, as everyone realised, and the focus was very much on a new future.
With concepts such as the past and the future in mind, all of those who stood at the ribbon and knew the full story had eternally vowed to keep to themselves the one secret they could never tell, for everyone else’s benefit, about the time-gate that took four brave explorers to the world of Sanctuary.
In the course of many deep conversations with Dan McCarthy over the past few months, and because the Architect who touched down in New York had directly likened the two technologies, William Godfrey had come to consider the Architects’ development of time-manipulating technologies as something like humanity’s earlier scientific discoveries that led to the development of nuclear weapons.
Some of the geniuses responsible for the latter had gone on to lament their work and to wish their genie could be put back into its bottle, and Godfrey was not alone in feeling glad that the time bottle had been cast into the ocean for good, tightly sealed and carried far beyond human hands by purifying waves.
Attempting to fully understand what the Architects had and hadn’t achieved with their research and experimentation into time manipulation had humbled the minds of those humans close enough to the issue to know about it, but all of them were glad it ended there.
Unlike the Architects themselves, who had lost many lives in the course of their experiments, time hadn’t humbled humanity as a whole.
That bullet had been dodged, and tight lips would keep the ship afloat.
Timo Fiore fought back tears when a Turkish journalist shook his hand and thanked him and Billy for coming out to honour Mesut.
“He was a good man,” the Italian said. “I wish he could have seen this day, to read the final pages of the story he discovered all those months ago, but I’m sure he’s looking down with a smile on his face.”
“I am sure of it, too,” the man said.
Billy, who had been on Sanctuary while Mesut was killed, chimed in with the final word: “I knew Mesut well, too, and he wouldn’t want us to be sad today. He spent a good life pursuing what he loved — truth and human understanding — and he died a hero’s death defending those same things. He deserved better, but he would be proud of what he achieved. And let me thank your country for its hospitality, because from the moment we identified some sites here, I felt at home thanks to people like Mesut.”
The journalist shook Billy’s hand while Godfrey watched on, pleased by the words, at the same moment Leesha sent a message to Godfrey via the patch that was no longer a secret but which would never be mass produced or reverse-engineered for as long as Leesha was keeping an eye on things.
“I must attend to matters closer to home,” the alien told him, purposefully speaking out loud in the soothing tones of his native language but ensuring Godfrey could understand it telepathically.
Enjoying his position as translator, which he considered befitting of an ICA Chairman, Godfrey relayed that Leesha would be leaving soon. He would be back soon enough, to assist discussions over a formal diplomatic structure being developed at the ICA which would see a permanent human presence on New Kerguelen and a permanent Messenger presence in Buenos Aires.
An extensive international human crew had recently assisted in repairing damaged buildings in the alien city of New Birchwood, much as they had assisted in the repair of what was previously considered the Messengers’ Great Shelter but which was now known by all on Earth to have been a cage created by the Architects.
Dan, Emma and Godfrey, along with the others, had deemed it wise to get almost everything out into the open so people were under no illusions as to how the current situation on New Kerguelen had come about.
For cooperation to thrive, true understanding was needed.
And largely because of the obvious resentment people felt towards the Architects for not only the destruction they had thoughtlessly if not deliberately brought upon New York but also the cruelest of tricks they had played on the well-liked Messengers, Godfrey had recently spoken of the Architects as little as possible.
The prospect of future engagement with the Architects, which the visitor to New York had very much left in Dan’s hands, was, to that end, very much a topic for another day.
What was certain was that the future on and between Earth and New Kerguelen was cooperative and bright, like the flash that briefly filled the Turkish afternoon before leaving the scene one body lighter, and the smiles on every face as the teleportation occurred told a story of just how far things had come.
“To Leesha and to Mesut,” Godfrey announced, raising a hand as though it held a glass.
On cue, and like Smalls reacting to the words of their Principal, everyone present replied in unison: “To Leesha and Mesut.”
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STEVENSON FARM
EASTVIEW, COLORADO
The unreliable but unmissable alarm call of an excitable puppy woke Clark and Tara bright and early on a day they’d been waiting for. The sun was shining through a gap in the blinds that Clark kept forgetting to fix but this was simply a signal of the warm day to come and nothing to be annoyed about.
Tara smiled as she rolled out of bed and followed the sound of little Prince, the couple’s newly adopted labrador.
She had named him, as the clear runt of his litter, after the tiny Principal of Sanctuary. Clark liked the name, especially compared to her alternative suggestion of Dep, and there was certainly something ironic about calling ‘Prince’ after a clumsy puppy who was rarely out of trouble.
Phil Norris’s old farmhouse, left to Clark in the will which was formally read out at a well-attended funeral, was all the better for the presence of a dog.
Like Rooster before him, who had first been Richard Walker’s and then Dan and Emma’s for the final few years of his long and joyful life, Prince spent most of his indoor hours looking outside and most of his outdoor hours patrolling the edge of the tall cornfield as though he would have been a threat to anything.
Clark rolled over to grab his phone and turn off the real alarm — two more hours… thanks, Prince — and took a quick glance at the news headlines.
The opening ceremony of the new Mesut Demir Memorial Visitor Centre at Dörtlü Tepe had gone well, by the look of things, and Clark was already looking forward to the small part he would be playing at a similar but lower-key ceremony in Birchwood later in the day.
With New Kergrillin’ Bar & Grill doing well under Henry’s management but now tending to mainly attract and serve an older clientele on all but major alien-related anniversaries these days, Clark had taken it upon himself to open a small café at the top of Hawker’s Hill, to be known simply as Phil’s.
A new children’s play park had been built on the site, along with picnic tables and a heated beer garden. It wouldn’t compete with New Kergrillin’ for customers, but Clark knew that Phil would have found it hilarious to think of him and Henry going head to head for Birchwood’s casual dining business.
Unlike the old days, the family certainly didn’t want for money; so as long as the costs were covered and the town residents were happy, it was all good.
“Oh, can you grab Dan’s box from the floor at my side of the bed?” Tara called back from the kitchen door as she let Prince out for his early morning sniff-around. “I don’t want to forget it, and I might if I leave it in there for too long.”
“Yup,” Clark replied, walking round and picking it up.
He knew what was inside, he knew the larger surprise it represented, and he knew how much Dan was going to love it.
When he got to the hallway of a home that was everything he’d ever wanted, he paused to truly take everything in: the sight of Tara standing at the back door in his T-shirt, the smell of the coffee maker, and the sound of Prince picking a fight with whatever kind of insect had landed near his water bowl this time.
There had been ups and there had sure as hell been downs, but Clark McCarthy couldn’t help but think that life hadn’t turned out too bad.
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CENTRAL PLAZA
NEW BIRCHWOOD, NEW KERGUELEN
After four months of hard work and interspecies cooperation, New Birchwood had been restored to the height of its former glory — and then some.
The rebuild and renovation had given much needed purpose and direction to a planet so ravaged by lies and discoveries of late, and it had begun almost immediately after the gate to Sanctuary was permanently closed.
New Kerguelen’s general population now knew about the Architects’ visit to Earth and had in fact been shown footage of their arrival on a giant projector brought by the vast human construction crew for that purpose.
Messengers of all former castes were humbled by not only the sight of the Architect who walked on Earth but perhaps even more so by the bravery of their human idol Dan McCarthy in willingly confronting that enormous beings in the flesh.
Leesha and Sakko, along with the former Squadron commanders who Leesha always took great care to include in his executive decision-making processes, had listened attentively to many calls from their public to erect a monument to Dan and also to Tara at the centre of New Birchwood. This was most often suggested for the spot from which the humans had once addressed a crowd angry and scared about the gate, and whose most hostile members looked back on that day in shame.
Leesha mentioned the suggestion to Dan, who unenthusiastically said he didn’t really like the idea but wouldn’t speak against it if Leesha thought it would bring some kind of continued unity.
Foundation and salvation myths were often important to social stability, as was collective adulation of one or more god-like figures who weren’t present in everyday life. Dan heard and accepted these arguments; particularly from Sakko, who saw value in the idea of the city containing a constant reminder of how much Dan and Tara had given of themselves, hoping, essentially, that it would keep the planet’s citizens in line under the statues’ watchful eyes.
When Tara first heard the idea, however, she shot it down immediately in favour of one that everyone immediately agreed was a much better one.
And so, on this day of the city’s official reopening, Leesha had begun the morning by thanking his planet-mates for the cooperation with the voluntary lockdown that had seen them return to the Great Shelter while New Birchwood was revitalised.
The planet’s leader by consensus had then ventured to Earth for a symbolically important ceremony, leaving a small group of individuals led by their Planetary Historian Boon to bring Tara’s idea to life before their own ceremony began.
The idea, as simple as it was brilliant, involved the city’s subterranean Hall of Memories and a series of incredible artefacts that had been found within it.
The artefacts in question were a remarkable series of eighty-four ancient statues which had been lost for thousands of years under the Architects’ distant and deceptive control of the planet. Many were decked out in beautifully bright tunics, with each one having been created in honour of a particularly respected citizen.
Tara, Dan and Billy Kendrick had been utterly stunned by the colours of the statues, whose intricacy was far beyond any Earthly sculptures from before the classical era.
When New Kerguelen’s citizens began streaming back into the city, the perfectly restored buildings and newly landscaped plaza — as attractive and wonderful as it all was — received almost none of their attention.
All anyone took in were the statues: the beautiful, ancient, remarkable statues.
Leesha had prepared a speech but quickly began to think that he wouldn’t even need it, such was the enthusiasm and warmth in the air.
His planet-mates lined up patiently and walked around the new open-air museum of their ancestors with wide eyes and wider smiles.
All Leesha wished was that Tara had been there to see how perfectly her idea had played out, but he knew she had plenty of other positive things on her plate on what was a busy day in Birchwood as well at Dörtlü Tepe and on New Kerguelen.
What the reception to these statues showed was that there was no need for a myth when New Kerguelen had such a rich history of its own, and no need for the Messengers to save their adulation for anyone from another world when their own had given birth to so many wonderful individuals.
Boon, their proud Planetary Historian, beamed the biggest smile of all as he watched children and adults alike walking around the statues that he had discovered and protected within the underground Hall of Memories.
At Boon’s personal suggestion to Leesha, reading education had been ramped up of late. This was already bearing fruit to the extent that many children were able to read the text on the plaques to their less able but extremely proud parents, who hadn’t been fortunate enough to grow up in a time when reading was taught.
This generational shift, Leesha considered with pride as well as hope, signalled an escape from his people’s externally imposed dark ages and a return to enlightenment.
Now that the Messengers were free from the restraining caste system imposed via the radio-based ‘Elders’ they had been deceived by for so long, more expressive creativity of the type seen on the statues’ tunics surely lay in wait.
As Leesha watched the children of his kind giddily skipping around the plaza, he did so safe and proud in the knowledge that some of them would one day be immortalised in a similar fashion.
Leesha, the popular leader of New Kerguelen’s Messengers who was respected just as widely by most on Earth as he was at home, would never wish for a statue of himself.
But in the far-off future when the day came for his soul to return to the stars, his valour and goodness would be remembered far and wide.





Phil’s
HAWKER’S HILL
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“Phil would have loved this,” Emma said with a warm smile, taking in the excellent turnout of children and adults alike as every area of the café and its surroundings teemed with citizens.
They were all citizens of Birchwood and surrounding towns for this opening day, since that was the kind of thing Phil would have done and indeed had done when demand for spaces inside New Kergrillin’ Bar & Grill outstripped supply on days of particular extraterrestrial significance when Birchwood was back under the microscope and in the thoughts of too many tourists to count, much less accommodate.
Piper, whose remarkably advanced abilities of speech had come on leaps and bounds in the past four months and who had celebrated her first birthday in the interim, played happily in a sandpit with Tara and some slightly older children.
Phil’s did a roaring trade on its first day, even winning a visit from Henry just before closing time, when he was helped up the hill by Mr Byrd and the welcome sight of Chip Petrovic.
“I’m going to have to confiscate your free meal card,” Henry said to Clark. “You know, now that you’re a rival café trying to run us into the ground.”
“The next thing I might buy for this place is a giant drive-in screen,” Clark replied, laughing along with his old man. “I dunno, though, do you think anyone in Birchwood would be interested in a drive-in?”
They shot the breeze for a little while, and after closing time passed and no one else was around, Clark gave each of his family and friends a free ice cream — “one time only!” — which they all enjoyed until the Colorado sun started to set.
Henry and Mr Byrd left as soon as they were done, thanking Clark for the hospitality and more seriously telling him that Phil would have appreciated the idea, the hustle, and the fact that Clark had named the new business after him.
It was especially rare for Henry to ever say something remotely sentimental, which was simply a reflection on his character rather than a criticism, so Clark appreciated it in turn.
Shortly after they were gone, Emma lifted a small box from the lower storage part of Piper’s stroller and gave it to her. “Remember?” she asked the toddler.
Piper happily took the brown box and passed it on to Dan. “For you, Dada!”
“Thank you, sweetheart,” Dan said, just as gladly receiving it.
He noticed only then that a small gift tag, immediately familiar, adorned the box. It had a cartoon spaceman on the front, and Dan already knew the message on the back before he looked:
“Aim high and enjoy the stars, Dan McCarthy! Never look down, never look back. Love, Emma.”
“From my telescope,” he smiled, sentimental at the years-old memory but also more than a little curious as to what it represented. The box wasn’t large by any stretch, maybe big enough for a pint glass and little more.
“You should probably open it before it gets dark,” Clark said after more silent seconds than Dan realised. “Although, actually, it’s something that’s better in—”
Tara coughed to cut Clark off before a potential spoiler spilled out of his unthinking mouth. He got the message.
Dan then opened the box and grew even more confused to find a nondescript black remote control. “Uh… is there a TV I can’t see?”
For now, no one gave anything away.
“Wait…” Dan said, his eyes lighting up. “Clark, did you really get something like a drive-in screen? Does it come out of the ground, like how a remote brings our projector down from the ceiling?”
“Just press it,” Emma smiled, relaxed about the gift given that she knew Dan would like what was about to emerge even more than the admittedly cool-sounding screen he had just speculated about. “And this is from all of us… not just me.”
Without further ado, Dan pressed the large green button in the centre of the remote control. Moments later, his eyes didn’t just light up — they almost popped out of his head.
“No way!” he beamed.
The first thing to catch his attention was the sound, and when he turned his head towards its apparent origin — the ‘storage shack’ behind the main café building — he saw that he had been well and truly duped in the best possible way.
For this was no storage shack at all; it was a dedicated observatory pod with a fully retractable exterior and a huge built-in telescope.
He could hardly contain his excitement and didn’t even try. Like a child with a new trampoline, he sprinted over and looked all around it before getting in.
“There’s a box in there that we got you, too,” Tara called to him. “An extra thing I thought of at the last minute, to help you see more stuff.”
Dan spotted this box and opened it with less fanfare or delay than the first, by now giddy and keen to see what else they had gotten him.
“Sweet!” he called back when his eyes fell upon the mini red-hue flashlights, designed to allow him to read something or look around in the dark without ruining his night-adapted vision like a regular flashlight or phone would.
“You guys are the best,” he added, walking back over. He went to Emma first, knowing that realistically this had been her idea and probably mainly her execution, too.
Tara and Clark were next to leave, going with the idea of giving Dan and Emma some time in the mini observatory, but they made it only a few steps before Tara raised the suggestion of taking Piper with them. “It’s going to get cold,” she said, “and this way you guys can stay as long as you want. We’ll take her to your place. Piper, what do you say? Will we take you home and have a nice bath?”
“Ooh, bath,” Piper said from the stroller she had been sitting in for only a few minutes after climbing into it of her own volition. She climbed straight back out. “Mama?”
“Be good,” Emma said, waving a hand and feeling her heart melt as Piper did her own usual wave in reply, which was less of a moving ‘wave’ motion and more of an opening and closing of her hand.
Within a couple of minutes, Dan and Emma were lying inside the shell of the pod’s retracted walls, next to the telescope’s base.
“The stars always make me think,” Dan said when far more than a few were visible in the still-darkening sky. “And this is a great spot. High, dark, quiet.”
“What are you thinking?” Emma asked him.
“Right now? Right then, I was thinking: if you could see five years into the future…”
“Definitely not,” she said. “Seeing the future without having any control to change it is what drove Billy to madness on Sanctuary and made the Smalls sedate him, and the only reason he ended up okay was that he got to come back and see that it wasn’t, you know, ‘real’ or however you want to think about the whole gate thing. That was some weird timeline corruption.”
Dan breathed slowly and deeply. “I know. I guess I wasn’t thinking about that side of everything, more just thinking about what I’d think of this scene if I saw it five years ago. I wouldn’t have believed any of it!”
“All we ever have is right now,” Emma said, shuffling closer. “Even later… when we get there, it’s going to be a new right now and that’s where we’re going to be. Life is one long rolling now. Live the life you’re in, love the ones you’re with. That’s the way to go, Dan. We’re doing it right.”
“I figure I must have done something right,” he chuckled, wriggling his upper arm slightly to nudge Emma’s head and make it clear that he was talking about ending up with her.
“More than you know,” Emma said, turning to peck him on the cheek. “So much more than you’ll ever know.”
Silently, peacefully and perfectly, they gazed up and up and up at a million stars and a billion worlds with infinite stories to tell.
Both knew that their world would be nothing but a speck from any other, with distant viewers having no idea of the lives and loves and lies and losses playing out on this wonderful planet of Earth.
And there it was, under the light of untold pasts and the windows to untold futures, that Dan and Emma McCarthy lay quietly together for the rest of the night; all by themselves, but never, ever, ever alone.
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