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PROLOGUE
   
 January 2, 2034 - USS Jeremy Brandt, North Celebes Sea
“Sir, a message from NASA just arrived.”
On the bridge, Captain John Dillinger rolled his eyes. He rose from his chair to look over the shoulder of the specialist at the communications console.
“What do those eggheads want from us now?”
“They’ve marked an object in LEO. It’s approaching us at high speed,” Specialist Cooper told him, as he pointed at the telemetry data that had appeared on the screen below a NASA logo. “Eight meters long, one meter across. According to the trajectory, NASA has calculated the object should appear on the AMDR in a few minutes.”
“Just another one of their little meteorites,” Dillinger growled as he pulled his Navy baseball cap from his head. “Couldn’t they at least have waited for nightfall? Then we would have gotten to see it as a shooting star, anyways.”
“Negative, Sir,” the specialist in front of him countered with a shake of his head. His fingers danced over his touchscreen, and the display changed to a confusing mass of diagrams, lists, and vectors. “The object has an electronic signature. It’s weak, but the space twerps detected it.”
Dillinger started to pay attention, as did the rest of the people on the bridge. All of the various hushed conversations fell silent.
“Another North Korean missile test?” he asked, alarm in his voice, but to his relief the specialist shook his head.
“I don’t know, Sir.”
“Burke, do you have anything on your screen?” Dillinger asked, looking over at the young cadet monitoring local airspace.
“Aye aye, Sir! We’re starting to get data from the air and missile defense radar. The radar signature corresponds pretty well with the data from NASA.”
“So?”
“It’s not an ICBM, Sir,” she said, and a sigh of relief went through the bridge.
Another North Korean test missile would have made things difficult for him, an unwelcome event such a short time before his retirement. “Are you sure, cadet?”
“Aye aye, Sir. The object is decelerating.”
“It’s slowing?”
“Aye aye, Sir. You should be able to see it with binoculars by now, four klicks northeast.”
Dillinger walked between the sailors at their consoles to the bridge’s front window and took a position between his officers sitting there. He then grabbed binoculars from the hook on the wall beside the door to the exterior ladder, opened the door, and was immediately hit by the equator’s humid tropical air. It was so thick that breathing it felt like sucking in steam, and he felt sweat break out on his brow.
Maybe this was one of those new Chinese suborbital drones? He raised the binoculars to his eyes and used their electronic zoom to look up at the deep blue sky, where little clouds were slowly floating by like a flock of lethargic sheep.
“Further to the east, Sir,” came a voice from beside him, that of his adjutant, Lieutenant Solheim. Dillinger lowered his binoculars and looked at the blond officer, who was indicating the correct direction with an outstretched hand. “I just checked the exact bearing.”
“Ah.” He should have thought to check that for himself before entering the small space at the bottom of the ladder. These little reminders had started to annoy him, because they meant that, just like his ship, he was on the way out. He would soon be at the fleet academy, explaining to young cadets how to chart courses with a ruler and pencil. Still, each little reminder was a compliment—or so he tried to tell himself.
Dillinger searched the sky, spiraling with the two small circles of his view as he zoomed gently with the small wheel below his right index finger. Then, between two cotton ball clouds he saw it, at first just a reflection of the sun, dimmed by the binoculars’ electronics, then—with enough zoom—a cone-shaped object. A moment later, a small sun ignited out in front of his bow.
“A braking thruster,” he thought aloud.
“What do you think, Sir?”
“I think that we are here to make sure that the Treaty of Incheon isn’t broken. If the Chinese think they can provoke us out here with their tech, they’ll have to think again.”
“Do you really think the Chinese—” Solheim started to ask.
Dillinger interrupted him by pushing the binoculars against the lieutenant’s chest. “Yes, I think so. They are constantly provoking us with new maneuvers and weapons tests. We cooperate at a political level, but we still keep rattling our sabers, giving each other a scare. That there,” without looking, he pointed in the rough direction of the object, ‘is a suborbital drone, or I’ll be damned.”
“Aye aye, Sir.” Solheim nodded, took the binoculars at his chest from Dillinger, and looked through the eyepieces for himself. “Distance, thirty klicks. Oh! I think you’re right, Sir.”
“What is it?”
“A wing. It just extended or unfolded a wing.”
Dillinger snatched the binoculars away from his adjutant and looked for himself. The rocket-like drone had now turned into a small aircraft. Four wings, now—astonishingly large and long for the narrow flank of the object—brought it onto a new flight path, which was no longer a steep dive but instead a flat vector, heading directly for the ship.
“Activate Aegis, full combat readiness!” he yelled without hesitation, but he could sense Solheim tensing up beside him. “Get moving, man!”
“Aye aye, Sir,” the lieutenant said, voice high, as he ran through the door back onto the bridge.
Dillinger took another breath of sea air and gazed forward. In front of him, the sharp bow of his guided-missile destroyer knifed through the waves of the deep blue Celebes Sea between the Philippines and Indonesia. The gray paint of the Jeremy Brandt reflected the merciless sun intensely enough that he had to squint. Even though he was looking in the direction from which the drone was approaching, he couldn’t see anything. A heartbeat later, he heard the general quarters alarm.
A week before my damn retirement, he thought, and shook his head. This area of sea was patrolled every two weeks by Chinese, Japanese, European, and American warships to protect the new oil fields that were causing so much friction between the Philippines, which was supported by America, and Indonesia, which was under Chinese protection—in fact, half the country had been bought up by the Chinese. A tedious, simple job, which had been made easier for everyone involved by the amicable settlement of diplomatic trouble by the Treaty of Incheon. At least up to now.
And now this.
“Contact!” he yelled the moment he was back on the bridge.
“Object approaching at approximately six hundred kilometers per hour, Sir,” Burke said from her radar station. Her voice had a tone of cold professionalism, something it only had when she was under lots of pressure.
“Course steady?”
“Aye aye, Sir. Bogey’s adjusted course. It’s heading directly for us.”
“Target acquired?”
“Aegis combat system has acquired the target, Sir,” reported the fire control officer, Lieutenant Myers, from his console by the door.
“Sir!” yelled Specialist Cooper. “The bogey is transmitting a radio signal!”
“What?”
“I don’t know. Aegis is jamming. The signal lasted about a minute before it got shredded.”
“Distance?”
“Twenty-five klicks, Sir!” Burke called out.
“Switch off the jammer. Establish radio contact.”
“Aye aye, Sir,” Cooper confirmed with a wave of the hand as Dillinger grabbed the radio handset from the ceiling above his command chair.
“Let’s find out if anyone’s listening,” the captain said. “This is Captain John Dillinger of Destroyer Jeremy Brandt, United States Navy. Your presence is in violation of paragraph two of the Treaty of Incheon. Turn to the north and leave this sea zone immediately. This is your final warning.” He clicked the fist-sized handset back into its holder and looked through the bridge windows. He still thought he could see a reflection in the distance.
“No reaction, Sir. The object is holding course and still transmitting.”
“Okay. Reactivate the jamming. Lieutenant Myers, shoot it out of the sky!” Dillinger ordered. He moved a little closer behind the sailor at the console to get a better view through the window.
“Launchpad one, fire!”
Dillinger watched as, between the bridge superstructure and the bow below him, the right multi-cell missile launcher swiveled as fast as lightning to point forward. One of the square hatches opened, and a rapidly expanding cloud of smoke roiled around the cell as an elongated missile emerged. The plume of superheated gas from its rear was intensely bright as it shot forward, and the hiss was deafening, even on the bridge.
“Sea Sparrow has acquired the target. Splash in thirty seconds.”
The RIM-162 Evolved Sea Sparrow missile hurtled away like lightning, then inclined upward and started to rapidly gain altitude. It was soon so small against the horizon that Dillinger could only see the missile’s bright tail.
“Ten, nine, eight, seven... wait,” Myers said, interrupting his own countdown.
“What?”
“The Sea Sparrow has lost its target lock... now I’ve lost contact with the Sea Sparrow!”
“What have they set on us?” Dillinger muttered as he licked his lips. “Distance and speed?”
“Speed reducing, distance thirteen klicks. Aegis still has a lock on the target.”
“Not important,” Myers commented from his place at fire control. “R2-D2 will make mincemeat of the thing in a second.”
A snicker of agreement spread through the ten sailors on the bridge. Dillinger shook his head. Only inexperienced sailors released their tension with such boasts. Because the close-in defense system was directed by its own radome and not by the networked target acquisition of Aegis, all they could do was wait for the drone to cross the target threshold of the air defenses.
He went outside again and grasped the forward railing. He could now see the drone with his naked eyes, approaching two klicks to the northeast, as the two Phalanx CIWS rotary cannons mounted on the bow came to life. They were called R2-D2s in the Navy because, despite the gun having six barrels in a circular mount and a sizeable magazine drum below, the large radome looked like the famous movie character.
The two Phalanx mounts rotated lightning fast to face forward, their guns twitching upward, and suddenly there was a wave of deafening noise.
Hundreds of 20mm armor-piercing tungsten penetrator rounds were spat from the rotating barrels of the M61 Vulcan toward the drone at a muzzle velocity of 1,050 meters per second. The whir of the weapon was so loud that it made Dillinger’s ears ring, but it sounded like sweet music to his old Navy soul.
It took less than three seconds for the drone to be turned into a glittering shower of debris and shrapnel falling to the waves in the distance. The two Phalanx systems retracted their cannons and swiftly returned to their starting positions as if nothing had happened. Then there was silence, followed almost immediately by cheering from the bridge.
“When you sent that shit over from Beijing, you didn’t reckon with Phalanx,” Dillinger said, grinning contentedly to himself before opening the door and going back onto the bridge. “Message to Fleet Command. We have shot down an unknown bogey. Send them all the recordings. Don’t forget the time stamp.”
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PUTRA
   
 January 10, 2035 - Bunaken National Park, Indonesian Celebes Sea
Putra steered his boat toward the east with the outboard motor, heading for the south point of Bunaken, and peered over the small wooden spike at the bow. The sea was calm, glittering peacefully in the first sunlight of the day, and most importantly, there were no other boats around. That meant less competition, and no Coast Guard to chase him from the protected waters of the national park, or maybe even arrest him.
Near the long white line of the coast of the east island he saw the numerous stilt houses of the luxury hotels that had been there since the 90s. They were built deep in the sea, each a cube of dark wood torn from Sumatra’s rain forests where the palm oil plantations stood cheek by jowl. He sold his usually sparse catch at the market in Manado every Friday after the second morning prayer. There he saw the large transport ships docked to unload the massive logs that were technically illegal cargo.
The hotels’ well-connected owners could build their luxury resorts in the national park, but he wasn’t allowed to fish here. Of course, the reason was simple. He was a fisherman, which meant he didn’t have the connections or the necessary money to bribe the Coast Guard.
Putra turned swiftly as soon as he could almost make out the first pale-skinned figures sunning themselves on the terraces of the luxury bungalows, and breathed a deep sigh of relief when the resort disappeared behind a small spit of land. He asked himself, not for the first time, why tourists always got up so early. If he ever had a holiday he wouldn’t get out of bed before midday. But perhaps he only had this fantasy because his alarm got him out of bed at four every morning.
He had once heard that Westerners didn’t go to work until ten in the morning and then only worked for four or five hours. It sounded like a fairy tale—he didn’t believe they even had to work that much. Who would work four hours per day when they had so much money, consistently enough to eat, and free school for their children?
His son, Rudy, and his daughter, Binta, would perhaps one day find out if he could send them to their uncle in Jakarta. It was almost like in the West there, at least that was what he had heard. Bulan, his older brother, had gone there and become a used car dealer. He lived in a house with running water and electricity. He would know the best path for his children to take, to one day live the way he did.
But first he had to catch enough fish to pay for flights to Jakarta, which was as good as impossible in the over-fished coastal waters of East Sulawesi. Every morning, he came out here and hardly had time to cast his net before the numerous dive boats left the resort. If he got in the way of their excursions the diving base owner would make his life difficult, and the tourist police would most likely get involved. He didn’t have a license, after all, so they would undoubtedly confiscate his boat.
He looked up with a sigh, and his eye was caught by spray that made the sea around densely jungled Bunaken into a glittering and bobbing mass with his boat dancing among the waves. The noise of his ten-horsepower outboard motor, sitting at the back of the boat and directed to the left and right with a short handle, mixed with the smell of gasoline to form the melody of his life.
It was monotone, that was true, but it was the melody he knew, and it was somehow comforting. He felt almost relaxed out here, far from his wife, who every night put pressure on him to make more money, and the wide eyes of his children when he had to tell them that they couldn’t go to Manado to the Great Mosque. The relief didn’t last long, and was usually limited to the morning, but it was there.
He steered his yellow and blue wooden boat further into the narrow strait between the two southern islands and oriented himself by the white sandy beaches a few hundred meters to the left and right. He took a few last drags on his cigarette, then stubbed it out and stuffed the butt in the sliced-open soda can between his bare feet.
Putra hated that many of his compatriots polluted the ocean by throwing whatever they wanted to get rid of into the water. The currents perhaps gave them the feeling that everything would be carried away—out of sight, out of mind. But as a fisherman he saw the junk caught in his net every day, the garbage that was slowly choking the seas around his home.
He reached a tall coconut palm with a curved trunk that jutted out over the water of the north island and switched his engine off before casting his net. To do so, he had to clamber to the front of the boat, retrieve the net he had prepared in a spiral in the blue barrel between the two middle seats, and drag it over the smooth iron frame at the stern before sitting back down on his plastic box and starting the outboard motor with a mighty yank on the pull cord.
The motor rattled swiftly back to life. He rotated his hand gently for a leisurely rate of speed, then clamped the handle and started to rapidly pull the net over the frame. Whenever one of the fist-size floats slid over the metal, it made a ‘plop’ sound—22 of them in all, and then the net was out. Now all he had to do was wait.
Putra smoked another cigarette, then pulled his face mask back up over his mouth and drew his wide-brimmed hat slightly lower over his nose. He would typically now doze for a while, but he was worried that a Coast Guard ship might appear on the horizon, so he couldn’t relax. He climbed to the bow and kept watch.
Some time later he woke with a start from a sleep that had taken him by surprise. Putra hastily looked around. First he saw the white sandy beaches, then the sea. His heart pounding, he looked around again, but he was alone. He shaded his eyes from the sun and glanced up at it, just to make sure it was already midday. A very impious curse almost escaped his lips as he staggered to the stern—a little unsteady on his feet as the sleep only slowly left his body. He took hold of the tiller, removed it from its retaining clamp, and turned the boat, his hands refusing to stop shaking.
You shouldn’t have let that happen, you idiot, he thought. He stood up as tall as he could, looking for the red floats of the net. There they were! The swell had gotten a little worse, making the painted cork balls dance now and again behind the small peaks of the waves, but now he had found them and he headed directly for them.
He was only a dozen meters away when he clamped the tiller handle again and grabbed the repurposed broomstick with the hook on its end. Then he clambered to the other side of the boat, jammed his foot under the bench, and stretched over the low rail. He held the wooden handle with its hook far out into the water and carefully fished for the end of the net, which had floated into the shape of a beautiful semicircle.
“Sangat bagus!” he murmured as he hooked it at the first attempt and pulled both toward him. He felt stiff resistance when his hand touched the wet, swollen cord of the upper part of the net and pulled on it. “Tuhan itu Agung!” he yelled in pleasure and pulled ever harder and faster. My God, it is enormous! This is a big, fat catch!
He pulled and pulled until he noticed that the center of the net had tangled into a ball. Usually he would have hung one end of the net on the iron frame and sailed the boat in a circle to pull the net in like a bag, but the resistance showed him he had already caught something big. Maybe a barracuda or a small swordfish. Perhaps Allah had been gracious enough to send some tuna into his net.
Excited at the idea of, for once, not being the most unlucky fisherman in the world, he heaved and heaved with all his might. He could have used a winch, preferably electric, or even a hand winch, but being able to afford one would have meant making a catch, last year, like this one today.
The heavy section of the net came ever closer, and he could already see the familiar glitter of fish scales just below the surface. His strength had almost deserted him when he grasped the net with both hands, braced his feet against the side of the boat, and leaned back with the entire weight of his body.
He groaned as he heaved and heaved, until his catch finally toppled into the boat and all resistance was suddenly gone. Putra fell heavily on his back and coughed, half in fear and half because he was short of breath. He coughed again and rubbed his head. He would have a bump by tomorrow.
His eyes fell on his catch, dripping with salty water, and he frowned and squinted.
“What in Allah’s name is this?”
He had caught a piece of scrap in the green mass of his net. It was spherical, about the size of a basketball, and was completely smooth. He cautiously leaned forward and tutted in disappointment as he removed the scrap from the net.
Soon the sphere was sitting in front of him, and he noticed an ugly patina and several barnacles that had attached to the surface. So, it wasn’t completely smooth after all. It was only so on the parts that hadn’t become encrusted. After gazing at it awhile, he saw an indentation that went in a single line around its equator, very fine, perhaps half a millimeter across.
“You are not a tuna or a barracuda,” he said as his shoulders sagged in disappointment. All the risks he ran to fish in the national park, and all he got was this—a metal sphere!
Disappointment spread through his heart, out to his limbs, and into his mind. The thought of going back home was hardly comforting—it was quite the opposite. He felt even more miserable at the idea of having to explain to his wife that he was better at collecting scrap metal than catching fish.
“Oh no,” he said when he noticed several places in the net that had been torn where the sharp-edged barnacles on the surface of the metal sphere had cut it. That meant he wouldn’t be able to catch anything in the coming few days, either. Instead, he would have to spend time mending the holes in his net.
“First, let’s get rid of this.” He stood up and grabbed the sphere with both hands in order to heave it overboard. He couldn’t. It was too heavy. He went down on his knees and tried again, this time using his back, and managed at last to lift the strange piece of scrap.
“Why are you so heavy for such a small thing?” he thought aloud, and was about to heave it over the side with a swinging motion, but he stopped and instead lowered it slowly to the bottom of the boat. “Who would make such a massive lump of metal unless the shell had something valuable inside?”
If it was valuable, it wouldn’t have been tossed into the sea, he suddenly thought, but his gaze was becoming increasingly sharp as his disappointment slowly turned to hope. Maybe it was some kind of secure container? Or perhaps a museum piece that somebody would pay money for?
If I clean it up, it will look very nice, he thought.
Now determined to keep the sphere, he grabbed a scaling knife to scrape off the barnacles. He was pleased with his work, but then he jumped in shock like a startled rabbit. How could he be so careless?
He quickly pulled in the rest of the net, where a couple of fish were entangled, enough for supper and maybe the day to come, and then started the outboard motor again. He hurried to leave the national park’s waters and steered his swaying boat in the direction of his village, Badjo Kima.
Putra knew he had to be more alert and keep a lookout for Coast Guard boats, but his gaze kept returning to the strange sphere at his feet. It was rolling from left to right with the motion of the boat and sounded somehow both hollow and massive. Maybe there was something valuable inside it, so perhaps all he had to do was open the shell, like getting a pearl from an oyster.
Eventually he reached the bay at Badjo Kima, the village where his family had lived for so many generations and where he had been born. It sat at the central point of the bay with a chain of hills rising behind it, all hemmed in by dense jungle. The curved beach was strewn with large boulders that his neighbors used to tie up their boats. There were just about 30 brick huts with corrugated sheet-metal-roofing, interspersed with the more traditional bamboo shacks with banana-leaf roofs. Even from a distance he could hear birdcalls and the shouts of children at play, all against a background of the buzz and chirp of insects.
Putra steered his boat through the turquoise water and slowed down so that he didn’t disturb the familiar boats of the other fishermen, moored to small plastic-canister buoys. He only accelerated again when he was almost at the beach, to get as far out of the water as possible. Then he jumped from the bow, landing on the sand with a crunch, and with all his strength he pulled the boat farther onto the beach.
“Putra Buring Bule,” he heard somebody behind him say and turned exhaustedly around. It was his friend Roro, emerging from the shade of a coconut palm and waving to him. Wayan, the oldest son of the village chief, was with him.
“So, how was the catch?” Roro inquired.
“Don’t ask.” Putra waved the question away and grabbed the wet rope hanging from the ring at the bow of his boat. He took the loose end to one of the rocks, made a loop, and threw it over.
Wayan puffed on a cigarette. He was wearing a white prayer cap, like people in Manado did, along with pristine jeans. Perhaps that was why he always had a self-satisfied smirk on his face. “So, the same as usual,” he commented.
“Yes.”
“Leave Putra be,” Roro said in his friend’s defense, and slapped him on the shoulder. “Maybe tomorrow.”
“Yes, maybe tomorrow.” Putra pursed his lips and looked back at his boat. Roro and Wayan followed his gaze and went a few steps until they could see over the side of the wooden sloop.
“Hey, what’s this?” Wayan sounded more confused than spiteful, which didn’t happen often. “Is that a ball?”
“No, I think it could be a museum piece,” Putra replied with a shake of his head.
“A museum piece?” Roro frowned. His gaze seemed to add, ‘If you say so...’
“I know scrap when I see it. Your boat is scrap.” Wayan waved his hand casually in the direction of the metal sphere, which had a brown glow to it in the evening sun. “And that? That’s scrap too. ‘Putra Buring Bule, scrap fisherman of Badjo Kima.’ At least you’re the first one to have that title.”
Wayan took a puff on his cigarette and flicked the butt into the lazily breaking waves.
Putra’s gaze followed the remains of the cigarette, but he forced himself not to comment. The last thing he needed was trouble with the village chief, so he just shrugged and shook his head as Wayan went snickering away.
“Don’t take it so hard,” Roro said, attempting to comfort him, his crooked teeth splitting his dark brown, thinly-bearded face in half. He put a hand on Putra’s shoulder and turned him in the direction of the village. The first row of houses was right behind a narrow gravel road that went along the beach and had several old bikes and scooters parked alongside it. To the far right, next to the only two-story building in Badjo Kima—a minimart—was a rusty Toyota pickup.
“Oh, Mego is here in the village?” Putra asked in surprise. The mechanic from Manado didn’t come to the village very often—pretty much only when enough money had been scraped together to pay him to repair the power lines, for example, or something more complicated like the bridge over the river.
“He has offered to take me to Manado tomorrow. I’ll ask him if he can take you, too. Then you can show that thing to a scrap dealer.” Roro gestured at the metal sphere in the boat. “If it’s good metal, it might bring a fair price.”
Putra gave his friend a doubtful look, lifting his hands defensively.
“At least he’ll give you a price. You can’t say the same about uncaught fish.”
“You’re right,” Putra sighed as he climbed into the boat to heave the sphere out. “Thanks, Roro, you’re a good friend.”
“So, see you tomorrow?”
“Yes, thanks again. What time?”
“Eight o’clock! Don’t be late!” The other fisherman waved and went off in the direction of the road.
Putra’s family house was in the third row, a little up the hill from where the first huge almond trees of the forest spread their branches out over the edges of the village. A few macaques hurried overhead from branch to branch, quarreling in bleating cries, as he struggled with the sphere. He imagined he made quite a comic figure, with a smallish sphere cradled in his hands and forcing him to stoop and hurry, his face growing red.
He paused briefly at his door and lowered his burden to the ground. The pitted brick structure had a plywood door he had made a few years ago that was now turning green. The sheet metal extended outward a little, far enough to bring the roof over the shallow groove that took the runoff from the monsoon rains down to the sea. It was currently the dry season, so the channel was filled with leaves and plastic trash rather than water. He would have to burn it early the next morning before going to Mego’s pickup.
“Indah, I’m home,” he called out, and he smiled exhaustedly as his wife came through the door. She was just tucking in the last corner of her headscarf lengthwise under her chin, her massive body emerging from the building, as Rudy and Binta sneaked past her and raced toward him.
“Ayah! Ayah!” they yelled in excitement and threw themselves at him, each hugging one of his thighs.
His little Binta leaned her head back and grinned up at him. “Did you bring us something?”
“Yes, a ball,” he said, with a mysterious expression. Binta’s eyes immediately went wide, and he also captured Rudy’s attention when he pointed to the metal sphere beside him. With the same speed they had rushed to greet him, his children now let go and crowded around the new object of interest.
“Oh, it’s heavy,” Rudy remarked as he unsuccessfully tried to lift the sphere with his slender arms.
“Yes, because it’s full of gold,” Putra said, looking up at his wife, who was gazing back with raised eyebrows and a serious expression.
“Fish?” She silently mouthed the word. He almost imperceptibly shook his head as he suddenly remembered that, in all the excitement, he had left the two fish in the bottom of the boat.
Her gaze stayed on him a moment before she disappointedly turned away and disappeared into the hut. He knew she regretted marrying the village jinx, and she had for some time. This broke his heart, but there was nothing he could do about it. Sometimes he even believed that Allah had cursed him, but the imam always said that to turn away from hope was to turn away from Allah, and that he would never do.
“The sphere is worth something,” he said, only realizing he had said the words out loud when Binta gave him a quizzical look and clasped his hand in her small fingers.
“Really, Father?” she asked, a happy expression spreading over her face.
“Yes, really,” he promised, very much hoping that he hadn’t just lied to his daughter.
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MONTGOMERY
   
 January 10, 2035 - Washington, D.C.
Dr. Montgomery Reed left the Madison Washington Hotel lobby and turned up his coat collar with a shiver when the icy January wind whistled around his neck. He hated the cold of the capital city and its gray skies, and he hated the mix of criminal energy and political establishment that emanated from every concrete façade here. His heart belonged to his home state of Texas—where people might not be as open-minded as in other places, but at least it was hot and sunny, and it had some character.
His right hand was busy keeping his collar turned up, so he tried to use his left one to clumsily hail a cab. He had to hug his briefcase at the same time, and he almost fumbled it in the process.
One of the city’s fleet of GMC limousines pulled up, and he reluctantly let go of his collar and pulled open the rear door, just as his smartphone started to ring.
“Great,” he muttered as he tossed the briefcase inside and clambered in. He swiped the green accept-call symbol as he ducked—not quite low enough—and banged his head on the door frame.
“Hello?”
“Hello. Where to?” asked the taxi driver as his ex-wife started to talk on the other end of the line.
“Monty, we have to talk about Liza—”
“Not you!” he said exasperatedly as he rubbed his injured forehead. He was going to have an ugly bump.
“What? Yes, Liza caught measles in school and—”
“I wasn’t talking to you. I was talking to the taxi driver.” Montgomery nodded to the taxi driver. “I have to get to the University, the Department of Science and Technology.”
“That can wait. Our daughter has—”
“I wasn’t talking to you. I was talking to the taxi driver,” he sighed.
“Monty!” His ex-wife’s voice rose an octave. “Our daughter—”
“—caught the measles, yes.”
“She can’t go to school, and I have to get to work. You know how important that is to our finances?”
“Yes, but you fought for sole custody, and now you’re angry that you have sole custody,” he replied, further exasperated, as he kept glancing at the rearview mirror, aware of the driver doing his best to look as if he was not listening.
“How dare you say something like—”
“How about you ask your new friend Peter if he can help? Right now I have the most important meeting of my career. I had measles when I was a kid, and I’m still here. I’m happy to pick her up afterward and look after her, because it doesn’t sound like you will be able to, even though you have sole custody,” he barked at her and hung up.
Montgomery missed his little Tullaby very much, and the idea that she was in bed with measles made his heart ache. But he had to be there for this meeting. Otherwise his institute would be left high and dry over the coming few years, which would mean he would have to go back to teaching.
“Women, huh?” the taxi driver said, but Montgomery only nodded politely in reply and gazed out the window. He had no interest in going over his problems with a stranger, and never felt the slightest desire to share his problems with anyone. Luckily, the man took the hint and let it go. So he gave his full attention to gazing out the window, allowing the concrete buildings and terraced houses that drifted past to numb his senses, until everything became parallel stripes of blurry shapes and lines to him.
The Department of Science and Technology was located a little outside the main campus on Pennsylvania Avenue, near Ford Circle Park, within an eight-floor, ugly concrete building from the 1970s. The gray façade was blotchy with damp patches left by all the rain they’d had over the past few weeks, which felt to him like an omen—and not a good one.
The taxi pulled up at the main entrance, where a few students were smoking outside, and he gave the driver $5.00 plus the $30.00 displayed on the meter and climbed back out into the cold.
“Good luck with your meeting, mister,” the taxi driver called after him before the slamming door muted the last few syllables. Montgomery straightened his shoulders and strode across the weed-framed concrete paving, past the students, and through the glass doors.
The reception area was crowded with dozens of students and professors, all chatting, so he had to clasp his briefcase to his chest and force his way through the press of people.
“Excuse me. I have to get through, thanks.”
He reached the door to his small department’s auditorium, only to find two large men standing there in black suits and sporting earpieces. Bodyguards. So the undersecretary was already here! He cursed and glanced at his wrist, fighting to suppress a howl that was already battling its way up his windpipe to escape. He was late, only ten minutes, but he was late.
“Ah, hello! Doctor Montgomery Reed, the undersecretary is waiting for me,” he said, introducing himself to the two gorillas. He held out for inspection the pass he had received from the Secret Service a week after being interviewed by them.
“The meeting has already begun, Doc,” one of the men said, after taking his pass and briefly glancing at it, while the other man patted him down for weapons, then waved him through.
“Thanks,” he said curtly, opened the wooden door, and was slipping through when something abruptly stopped him. He noticed that the shoulder strap of his briefcase had caught on the doorknob. He exasperatedly shook it free and finally managed to enter the room.
It was an auditorium with space for perhaps 200 people. There was only a single long table on the stage with a dozen people sitting around it. One was Undersecretary of Defense Timothy Green, a tall, middle-aged man with graying temples and the penetrating gaze of a former FBI attorney. The rest of those present were doctors and professors from across the country, who had all more or less made themselves presentable, and were all now staring at him, the latecomer.
“Sorry I’m late, Mr. Undersecretary,” Montgomery said contritely, as he went past the empty row of seats to the only free chair, right next to the politician. “There was a jam on the interstate and—”
“Okay, Doctor... Reed, right?” Green smiled noncommittally, then gestured to the empty chair.
Montgomery nodded to everyone and tried to avoid the glares that came with being forced to beg for public funds. “Yes, Mr. Undersecretary.”
“Please,” Green made a dismissive gesture. “You don’t need to keep using my title. We’re not British.”
Restrained laughter spread around the table, more from tension than because what he had said was funny.
“Thanks, Sir.”
“You’re from LIGO, right?” The undersecretary folded his hands over a substantial stack of documents and gazed at him with interest. “What does that stand for again?”
“Laser Interferometer Gravitational-Wave Observatory,” he quickly explained, but stopped as he saw the laughter in the politician’s eyes. He was obviously just making fun of him. His hope fading, he decided to go on the offensive. “Sir, I know it must all sound awkward and theoretical, but additional financing for both LIGO observatories has many advantages.”
“Okay, Doctor, I didn’t want to make you angry. I still have,” Green glanced at his watch, “twenty minutes. Your peers are suggesting that the research money should go to various stem cell projects, and they obviously don’t know what the little red elephant on my pin means. The last twenty minutes are all yours.”
Muttering broke out around the table. Montgomery gulped, half in surprise and half prompted by the wave of antagonism that broke over him from the left.
“Thank you, Sir. Thank you very much!”
“I have a question before you begin. You measured the first gravitational waves in 2014. What good has that actually done us? Excuse me, but I haven’t noticed any great revolution in science or in public life.”
“It was 2015, Sir,” he reflexively corrected the politician, and then swiftly continued talking in the hopes that the undersecretary wouldn’t notice or take offense, “and that is a good and sensible question. The direct evidence of gravitational waves is not only another confirmation of Einstein’s theory of relativity, but it has also given us a new insight into the universe. You can compare it to Galileo’s invention of the telescope in the early seventeen hundreds.
“Before 2015, we observed the universe using infrared, microwaves, radio, and ultraviolet, which only revealed a tiny section. We could only ever see anything indirectly, as a simulation, you could say. You have to understand that the telescope revolutionized our view of the cosmos because we could show that the Earth was not the center of the universe, and demystify the true nature of the stars and galaxies, allowing us to take the step from a religious understanding of the world to the modern scientific method.
“Since then we have kept developing the telescope and can now see all kinds of electromagnetic radiation. We have put together our picture of the universe using all this data.”
Green looked at his watch, and Montgomery nodded eagerly.
“Okay. So, gravitational waves have fundamentally changed this view of the universe, because we can see beyond electromagnetic radiation. The part of the map that was black can now be discovered, you could say. Gravitational waves do not move through space the same way light or bodies do, for example. Instead, it is a part of space itself that the waves move through.
“This is important for the observation of all massive objects in our neighborhood, just to give one example. It is difficult to use electromagnetic radiation to work out the composition of a planet or planetoid because it is radiated and absorbed by normal matter. But gravitational waves are hardly influenced by them. They simply spread out through space as waves and carry the information about objects and events that caused them.”
“Like a tsunami?”
“Yes, something like that,” Montgomery nodded, although he hated that kind of comparison. Why couldn’t people just use the names of things? Why did they keep looking for ever more clumsy metaphors?
“That sounds like science fiction, Doctor, but what do you want me to tell the secretary that is going to persuade him to hand over hundreds of millions of dollars for your project? What does the U.S. taxpayer get out of this?” Green asked.
Can we use it to make weapons? Will it be the new Google? How can we use it to gain an advantage over other nations? How will it increase our economy? Montgomery thought to himself. He allowed his mind to follow the same lines as the man he was talking to and managed to suppress a tortured smile. It would kill him to have to tell his students that they would have to look for a new project.
“Look at it this way,” he said with a deep sigh as he tried a new approach. “We can use gravitational-wave observations to investigate the fundamental nature of space-time, and to compare the results with existing physics. These detectors are throwing open an entirely new window on the universe, with a potential cornucopia of possibilities and discoveries.
“Think about quantum mechanics. Thanks to Heisenberg, Pauli, Dirac, and quantum mechanics, an entire chain of theories and observations came into being that revolutionized technology. Today more than half of the world’s economy is based in one way or another on the discoveries of quantum mechanics. Including all of medical scanning, monitor screens, mobile telephones... The list is endless. Maybe gravitational-wave observations will also allow us to see and understand things entirely anew, things we lacked the tools to see before.”
Montgomery was scrutinizing the face of the now-tired undersecretary, and could see him slipping away, so he bit his tongue. He didn’t have many more aces up his sleeve, and the game was almost over. The way Green was looking at him, it was a wonder that he wasn’t outright yawning.
“Take CERN as an example. It has swallowed up billions and billions, and using the Large Hadron Collider to look for fundamental particles doesn’t sound like it’s going to have much in the way of practical applications for the economy, right?”
Montgomery attempted a polite giggle, but abandoned it almost immediately as he glanced at the grim faces around him. “Well, they invented the internet, pretty much as a side project, and touch displays, just to mention two.”
“That’s impressive,” Green admitted, nodding pensively.
Montgomery felt a glimmer of hope and started nervously waggling his right foot.
“Yes, Sir, if we use the LIGO—”
“Jog my memory, Doctor,” the undersecretary interrupted as he leaned a little closer. With his slack jowls, to Montgomery he looked a little like an owl peering at him from his perch on the stack of documents. “Where is CERN located?”
Montgomery gazed at the man in front of him in confusion, searching the politician’s face for some sign that this was a joke, but didn’t find any. “Erm, in Europe.”
“Right,” Greene said, and nodded as if having a confusing mystery cleared up for him. “Now tell me, Doctor, who today is making the most money from the internet and touch displays?”
“Well, we probably make the most from the internet, if you think about our big players in data and the South Koreans are famous for their touch display technol...” Montgomery’s words trailed off and his face darkened as he saw the wolfish grin spread across the face of the second most powerful man in the Department of Defense. He suddenly felt stupid for so easily being caught out by this empty suit, and that was what he was. The hate-filled glares from his peers from various universities and research institutes left no doubt about that.
“Okay, so now that that’s cleared up.” Green gathered his papers together, closed his file, and put a small tablet on top of the pile. He stood up, along with the others around the table, and Montgomery hurriedly did the same after a moment of being frozen in place.
“Thank you all for your suggestions, ladies and gentlemen. I will talk with the secretary and give him my recommendations. Now, if you would excuse me, I have another appointment to get to.” Green nodded and left with bodyguards in tow. Montgomery hadn’t even noticed them lurking in the shadows near the curtains.
The others gradually left the room as students came in to clear the table of the glasses and water pitchers, like ants returning the room to its normal state.
“I’m sorry, Monty,” he heard somebody say some time later. He raised his face from his hands and hesitantly looked up to see Melissa Goldstein, a tenured experimental physicist at MIT who was gazing sympathetically at him. She was tall, taller than himself, and her curly mane of black hair made her appear taller still, which he always found intimidating. But at the same time, he appreciated that she was very friendly and discreet, even if her straightforward manner was sometimes annoying.
“Oh, Melissa,” he said with a tortured smile. “I didn’t recognize you, sorry.”
“I was sitting to your left, behind the guy from Stanford.”
“Oh, it’s easy to disappear behind him if you don’t puff yourself up.”
“Yes, but even if he lost weight, there would still be his huge ego to get around.” She winked and casually sat down on the edge of the table. “It’s shitty dealing with these politician assholes, right?”
Her words made Monty glance around as if he’d been hit by lightning, but none of the students seemed to have heard her. They simply continued clearing the table and taking away the last of the chairs.
“Erm, yes.”
“What did you even have planned for the LIGO.”
“I wanted to upgrade the interferometer, to get over one thousand five hundred watts out of our laser,” he frankly explained. Now that his project was dead, there was no point in keeping any secrets. Who could blame him for throwing his weapons down after such a defeat? “We’ve been using the same hardware for twenty years, and we urgently need to increase the sensitivity of the system.”
“Didn’t you lengthen the arms in Hanford recently?” Melissa asked, a little surprised.
“No, the funding fell through on that, too.” He shook his head in disappointment and sighed. “We’ve been running in place for twenty years. First came the Nobel prize, but now all we get is an exhausted smile because there isn’t an immediate new economic application.”
“There used to be some vision, but now all people have in their eyes is dollar signs,” she agreed, rubbing invisible coins together between thumb and index finger.
“I have to go back to Hanford and tell my students that the project is dead.”
“I guess that means back to teaching for you?”
“Right.” He nodded in frustration and suddenly stood up. “And, my daughter has caught the measles, so if I haven’t slit my throat with a paper cut from the giant stack of research objectives by tonight, I’ll have to take care of a kid with a fever.”
“But you’re researching humanity’s future. Your daughter is part of that, after all,” Melissa countered, with a wide grin, no trace of malice in what she said.
“That’s true.” Monty smiled widely as he thought about his little Tullaby, with her deep dimples and chubby cheeks. Maybe this was all good for something. Perhaps it would be good if his ambitious research plans were pulled back a little so he didn’t miss his kid’s entire childhood. There was a reason that in recent years he had often struggled with himself and reproached himself over losing custody to Erica, and along with it, his daughter. He had always been married to physics, and that had cost him his marriage and his daughter, which hurt more than he liked to admit.
“Okay, Melissa. It was nice to see you!”
“Same here, Monty. Stay strong.”
He gave her a last nod and went to the exit, where he lowered his head and forced his way through the press of students. He made it outside and immediately felt cold again as he called a taxi via the Yellow app.
While he waited in the cold of the first day of January, he started to think about what his students would say. They were all in Hanford, waiting anxiously to hear from him, and they had almost certainly bought some champagne to celebrate the good news. How was he going to tell them?
The project was dead—it hadn’t been given the coup de grâce. But without more research funds, it would slowly expire like a mortally wounded animal, and all his plans and the high hopes he’d had for them over the last ten years along with it.
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RODEA
   
 January 11, 2035 - Miami
Rodea heard a deep, throaty voice purring in her ear, chasing away the dream she had been dreaming. “Good morning, Special Agent.”
Vague impressions of a white sandy beach below palm fronds and flying through the air among dolphins gradually faded. What remained was a pair of eyes sticky with sleep, stiff limbs, and a comfortable tiredness that only a long vacation could provide. She stretched with a groan and opened an eye.
“Hey, honey?” Jimmy, her husband, gazed at her with a wide grin as she grabbed his full beard and turned his head away.
“Stinky breath!” she snarled in disgust.
“I remember when you didn’t care!”
“I used to eat pizza in the morning, and shoot at cute animals with my service revolver on Sundays,” she countered with a groan, rolling her eyes as he snuggled closer. She felt him pressing more firmly on her hips. “Ah, vacation.”
“I think I might have forgotten how to do this,” he said.
She grinned when the bedroom door suddenly flew open, and their son Thomas came running in. The six-year-old’s blond curls bounced cutely as he jumped on the bed and landed on Rodea. While she goofed around with her son and pretended to bite his neck, which brought a storm of giggles, Jimmy threw the blanket around his hips and disappeared into the bathroom.
“What brings you to my secret cave?” she asked, putting on a deep voice as she began to tickle his sides vigorously. He kicked and cackled but she didn’t let go. Instead, she jumped on him and started to pretend she wanted to bite him all over.
“Mommmmm!” he protested breathlessly. “Mommmmyyyyy!”
“Anyone who comes into my cave gets eaten! Eaten! Aaarrrgh!” Rodea puffed out her cheeks and blew with all her strength on his tiny belly, making a sound like a long fart, which made him giggle again. Every joyful sound he made was like music to her ears, warming her heart much more than any day on the beach under the sun of the Florida Keys could. This was the best thing about her vacation—not spending time in the South, not the relaxed pace of life without anyone shooting at her, or being in another country and having to pretend to be somebody else.
“What do you two monsters think about getting breakfast at TGI Fridays?” Jimmy mumbled around his toothbrush. He winked from where he was leaning in the bathroom door.
“Yay!” Thomas immediately cheered and clapped his hands in excitement.
Rodea let go of him and frowned. “Since when have they been doing breakfast?”
“They’ve been doing a buffet on Sundays for a few weeks.”
“You should know,” she replied, gesturing at his considerable belly with a grin—one of the many signs that they were starting to get old.
“These are love handles, my love,” he mumbled, almost losing a gush of bubbly toothpaste from his mouth.
“Dad, what are love handles?” Thomas asked, eyes wide, and Rodea shot an evil glare at her husband.
“Oh, erm, your mom will tell you,” he replied as he disappeared back into the bathroom with impressive speed.
“Mommy, what is—”
“Go and get dressed, okay? The quicker you’re finished, the quicker you get milkshakes. Besides, I’m hungry, and if I can see you, then I might just decide to EAT YOU UP!” With pajamas on, she jumped from the sheets, spread her arms out, and made claws with her fingers. Thomas squealed like a piglet and ran screeching from her bedroom.
“And don’t forget to brush your teeth! Mama knows when you’re lying!” she yelled after him. She grinned at the indistinct squeals she could still hear. She stretched and heard a nasty crunching noise coming from her knees.
She could hear Jimmy clearing his throat in the bathroom, but she didn’t want to think about that, so she walked yawning to the wardrobe mirror and gazed at herself. Her long dark hair was mussed up like a lion’s mane, and she saw the first lines in the brown skin around her eyes and on her forehead, some left by her pregnancy six years before, and others by her advancing age. Before the vacation, she had hoped that it was just the stress of the previous year that she had spent searching for an ICBM that had disappeared from Alaska. But she couldn’t hide from the fact that she was going to turn 40 next year and—
“Honey, really?” She turned her head and there was Jimmy, standing in the bathroom door and shaking his head. “You are thirty-nine!”
“You have a baby and see what happens to your body. It’s no joke.”
“Do you want another one?” he asked with a grin, coming toward her with a wiggle in his hips like a drunken dancer.
“Why? So you aren’t the only one with a fat belly?”
“Hey, I only had a sympathetic pregnancy to keep you company.”
“And because you like TGI Fridays. And chips and beer, and—”
“Yeah, yeah, okay.” He lifted his hands in a dismissive gesture, took her by the hips, and pressed a kiss to her mouth. “Let’s get going to TGI Fridays.”
“Why do I love you?” she asked, with a shake of her head, but she gave him a warm smile.
“There’s somebody for everyone, I guess.”
A half-hour later they left their vacation apartment and blinked in the Florida sun. The air was as heavy as ever, both humid and hot, so she was soon sweating. But she had gotten used to it after a few days and didn’t miss the bracing cold of Washington. She had the feeling she could think more clearly there, and could breathe more easily, but she hadn’t come to Florida to think clearly—she had come to at last not have to think at all.
Rodea had fallen in love with the lively, casual, and exuberant atmosphere of Miami and the Keys over the last couple of weeks, loving the Latin American influence of the Pura Vida. South Florida still felt like another country and another life. People were more reserved in Washington, the political maneuvering making any blooming of the city’s own culture impossible.
Miami, on the other hand, was a major city—sunny, modern, and international. There were musicians on every street corner, singing in many different languages, women in bikinis frequenting the promenade cafes, and Porches parked beside fat bikes alongside the beach.
But the most important thing was that there were thousands of kilometers between herself and her workplace, which she loved, but not during her vacation.
“You’re grousing again,” Jimmy said while they were wandering through Margaret Pace Park a little later, swinging Thomas between them.
“That’s not a word.”
“Yes, it is. You should crack a dictionary sometime. It wasn’t invented specially for your sour face, but it’s there, in black and white,” her husband countered, pulling his shades down a little so he could gaze inquisitively over them at her as she raised her arm again to lift Thomas into the air. “What’s wrong?”
“Oh, nothing. I was just thinking about work,” she replied, not particularly keen to get into it all again and spoil their day.
“The thing in Alaska?”
Rodea nodded but didn’t reply—she couldn’t, and he knew that, so he let it go. She loved him for that, and she also knew that it wasn’t every man who would accept a life with a woman who had to keep most of what she did secret from him. Even so, the search for the missing intercontinental missile had pushed their marriage to the edge of destruction, with her hardly home for five years and having little contact with her family for security reasons.
Jimmy had put up with a lot and had loads of patience, but bringing up their son alone had pushed him to his limits, which she could well understand. This vacation was something like a new beginning, and so far, it was going astonishingly well. She had long feared, after working hard on a project that took her halfway around the world to North Korea, she wouldn’t be able to function anymore without all the stress and adrenaline, but the transition had been astonishingly easy.
“Want to sit a while?” she asked, gesturing to an empty bench near the green water. It had a view over the lagoon to Bayshore and the city center on its elongated island off the coast. The skyscrapers were like glass fingers against the bright blue sky, and she couldn’t help smiling at the sight of the enraptured look in her child’s eyes.
“It’s okay, you know,” Jimmy said when they were sitting on the bench watching Thomas chasing a butterfly across the grass near the water, giggling with excitement.
“What do you mean?” she asked, without taking her eyes off their son.
“Everything, my love, just everything.” He gently squeezed her right shoulder, upon which his hand had been resting, and she could hear the smile in his voice. “I enjoyed the years I spent with Thomas, and I don’t blame you. You love your job, which isn’t true of everyone—even if you always look tired after work. How many people can say the same? When I look at other people’s lives, I think it can’t be many. My job is okay, not particularly fulfilling. That’s why I eat so many donuts.”
She grinned as he pointed at his belly and leaned her cheek against his chest.
“But I’m not envious. I’m happy for you, really. It’s good for our son to have a parent who knows what it means to love her job, and that has to be a good thing. My calling is our son, and I’m happy to look after him. So don’t worry about it, okay?”
“I’m quitting next year and moving over to the FBI,” she said, making a sudden decision. She looked up at him as he went stiff. “What? I’m not going to leave you alone with our son. Otherwise he’ll end up living on donuts and falling asleep in front of the football game in the evening.”
Jimmy gazed at her for a while, then nodded as he slowly realized she was serious.
“That’s what I want,” she promised him as he kissed her softly on the top of the head.
“I’m already looking forward to spending time together.”
“Me too,” she sighed contentedly as her gaze wandered back to Thomas, who was still running around, and then over the skyline of Bayshore and the opposite side of the bay. Then her gaze rose to the blue sky.
And everything went dark!
Isolated lights flashed around them, as scattered as lost impressions in a sea of darkness. She thought for a microsecond that she’d had a stroke or some other catastrophic health event. She jumped up in terror and searched the dark grass for her son, but couldn’t find him.
“Thomas!” she yelled, her emotions churning. Rodea hastily fished through her wallet for her smartphone. More and more lights came on around her, creating an eerie atmosphere, as if hundreds of people with flashlights had been locked up in a vast dark room. Smartphones were switched on, their rectangular displays projecting weak beams of light. Lights went on in the distance, in the skyscrapers, and along the promenade, slowly at first and then faster until suddenly the scene was exactly like a dark, moonless night.
“Thomas!” she repeated, her voice a little higher, looking around frantically for her son. But all she could see were indistinct shapes in the light of her smartphone as it swept from side to side, and the dim illumination from the lights of the city behind her.
“There!” Jimmy yelped as he suddenly appeared beside her, and he was right. A small silhouette that she’d at first thought was a dog could also be a kid curled up in fear. The outline of the hair was a lot like Thomas’s.
Rodea set off running, reaching reflexively for her hip to ensure she was unarmed, before reaching the small shape with just four long strides.
“Thomas!” she yelled again, grabbing him by the shoulders. She hugged the child to herself and saw the familiar features of her terrified son in the light from Jimmy’s smartphone. They both hugged him protectively.
“Rody, what is going on here?” he whispered as they held their son safely between them. She turned her gaze from the deep darkness of the sky and looked him in the eye. The warm serenity that her husband usually exuded was suddenly replaced by deep unease.
“I don’t know,” she admitted, and forced herself to push her son into his arms. She lifted her smartphone so he could see it, and he nodded.
Rodea took a step back and selected a contact from her favorites list.
“Baker,” came the answer from the other end of the line.
“Phil, it’s Rody.”
“Rody, shit, where are you?”
“I’m in Miami and here... here it suddenly got dark, I... I don’t even know how to explain it,” she stammered as she turned slowly in a circle.
The lights on the other side of the street had now gone on, and the lights of the cars on the other side of the trees also went on, adding to the feeling of a city at midnight. Small groups of frightened people were sitting around them, visible in the glow of light from the city and the reflections from the water’s surface between them and Bayshore. Nobody was speaking above a whisper, and most of the movements she could see were fearful gestures at the sky.
“It is completely dark here, too,” Phil said, his words muted as if somebody was screaming at him while he covered the mic.
“Phil?”
“Sorry, Rody, but it’s chaos here. We have no idea what’s going on, but the phones are ringing off the hook, and the whole of Washington is losing their minds. You’d better get back to Langley. Now!” Phil sounded stressed, and that suddenly made her feel even more worried.
“Can you arrange a transfer?”
“Give me a couple of minutes, okay? I have to get things under control here, and then I’ll call you back!” Phil hung up, and she lowered her phone from her ear and stared in frustration at the display.
“So?” Jimmy asked, his face worried as he rocked their son back and forth to try to stop his floods of tears.
She just shook her head and looked up into the dark sky. There was no moon to be seen, no clouds to reflect the city’s light, and there wasn’t a single star. Just blackness. Deep, impenetrable darkness.
“Phil has no idea what’s going on, but this isn’t just a local phenomenon. Washington has also gone dark,” she said as she reached out to give Thomas a reassuring stroke of the head. “It’s okay, my little one, it’s okay. Mom and Dad are here.”
“Can it just suddenly be night?” Jimmy hesitantly asked.
Rodea didn’t reply. Instead she looked around again, looking at the terrified people around them. “We should get out of here,” she said, keeping her voice low so Thomas couldn’t hear her. She could see confusion in her husband’s eyes, so she gestured vaguely to left and right.
“Most people don’t react well to the unexpected. They do things they usually wouldn’t. Let’s get back to the apartment.” She was tapping her right hand on her hip, and he nodded in comprehension.
“Good idea.” Jimmy lifted their son’s head gently from his chest and whispered something in his ear before lowering him to the ground and wiping the tears from his eyes. They each took him by the hand and left the park as quickly as possible.
They ran between the glass towers of Bay Park Apartments that were lighting their way with their bright windows, staggering among the chaos of the wide Biscayne Boulevard. Cars had stopped at sharp angles everywhere, some pedestrians and drivers screaming at each other, while others were running fast in all directions. Most were standing among the cars, staring in complete incomprehension at the dark sky, telephones to their ears.
“It’s like New Year’s Eve,” she muttered.
“What?” Jimmy asked, voice raised above the screaming of the angry drivers.
“The phone network!” she yelled, gesturing at all the men and women who were trying to use their smartphones. “It’s going to fail at any moment if it hasn’t already!”
It looked for a moment like her husband didn’t understand and was about to say something in reply, but then he nodded and looked hurriedly around.
“There!” she yelled, pointing at the crossing to their right, where the cars were not as densely packed. Jimmy understood, and they ran across the sidewalk together, past an arguing group of youths and two police officers, who were starting to gather a crowd. They had to bunch up closer together to get around arguing people on the crossing. Finally they made it to the other side of the street and turned left through the parking lot of a small Checkers drive-in, just as the staff was pulling down the shutters.
“What now?” Jimmy asked, his breath coming in ragged gasps as they moved away from the noise and activity of the main street and ran through alleyways and back lots. She knew he wasn’t talking about how to get back to their vacation apartment.
“Nothing like this has ever happened before. I don’t know. If this is some kind of natural disaster, then the mayor’s crisis team will gather information over the next six hours. If it’s a threat to public safety that the police can’t handle alone, then they will declare a state of emergency and call out the National Guard,” she explained, as she helped first Jimmy, then their son over a chest-high chain-link fence, before following them over.
“I don’t think we should wait that long,” he replied as he went down on one knee beside Thomas. “Hey, little man. Somebody turned out the lights, but that means we’ll get some ice cream as soon as we get home, okay?”
“Yes, Dad!” Thomas said with a smile, but there was still fear in his eyes.
“We’re getting out of the city, as fast as we can,” Rodea agreed, as she glanced frustratedly at her smartphone.
“Come on, phone me back, Phil!”
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PUTRA
   
 January 11, 2035 - North Sulawesi, Indonesia
Putra sat in the old Toyota’s jouncing flatbed and gazed at the bustle of Manados around him. With its half-million inhabitants, the provincial capital always felt overwhelming whenever he left his village to come and take part in holiday prayers or brought one of his rare bigger catches to sell at the market. The noise of all the scooters and small cars of the city hummed in his ears like the reverberations of a never-fading gong, and the smog choked his lungs.
Everything smelled like gasoline, burning plastic, and an ever-present hint of feces and rotting vegetables. The streets were as narrow as those of his village, jammed with too much traffic forcing its way below the thick bundles of electric cables strung between the buildings.
“Don’t stare like a peasant,” Roro laughed at him from the other side of the pickup bed that had been battering their backsides and spines for the last few hours. Sitting among the tools and crates in the back of a pickup wasn’t exactly comfortable.
“But I am a peasant,” Putra said before stubbing out his roll-up against a toolbox that he had been using as an armrest.
The pickup took a few more turns, stopping from time to time to let other vehicles pass whenever it was too narrow for traffic to go in both directions, until they eventually reached the junkyard. Mego, the mechanic, banged on the window separating the cab from the flatbed. Putra saw walls of scrap metal along the sides and forming mounds around a tin shack. A stocky man sat in front, in deep and agitated conversation with a veiled woman.
“I’ll give you a hand,” Roro said as he climbed over a large pair of shears and a bag with work clothes to help Putra unload the sphere from the pickup. They humped the sphere over to the shack, where Roro slapped him on the shoulder and pulled out his smartphone. “Give me a call when you’re done and we’ll take the bus back together.”
“Thanks,” Putra smiled with a nod. He moved behind the woman, who was still arguing with the scrap dealer, then waved briefly at Mego, who was maneuvering his pickup back out of the yard, and waited.
“Hey, you!” It took him a moment to realize that somebody to his side was talking to him. He turned to the right and saw a wispy-bearded, young brown man looking at him with an appraising eye. “Can I help you?”
“Yes, I have something valuable to sell,” Putra said, then gestured to the sphere at his feet. It looked like a tarnished gray basketball, except that its surface was smooth after he had spent the night removing seaweed and barnacles by hand.
“This thing here?” the young man asked, and before Putra could wonder who the man was, the man hunkered down beside the sphere and gave it an exploratory tap on the top. There was a ringing sound. Then he tried to lift it up, forcing Putra to consider whether he was being robbed, but the man couldn’t properly lift his strange catch.
“Excuse me, but who are you?” Putra then asked, half annoyed, half confused.
“I’m the son, Arga,” the man said casually, without taking his eyes off the sphere. “This isn’t valuable.”
“But, it’s heavy!” Putra protested as he glanced over at the heavy-set man, apparently the father of the sullen younger man. But he was still busy with the woman, gesturing wildly and cursing about taxes or some such thing.
“So what? Lead is heavy, too, but it isn’t worth much,” Arga said, lighting a cigarette disinterestedly. “I’ll give you a hundred-thousand rupiahs for it.”
“A hundred-thousand rupiahs?” Putra shook his head in shock. “That’s nothing!”
That wasn’t true, of course. He could feed his family for a week on a hundred-thousand rupiahs, but he didn’t believe that so much heavy metal could be worth so little. The young man was trying to cheat him.
“I want twice that,” he replied at last, attempting to appear determined and firm.
“Ayah?” Arga yelled, and the stocky man raised a hand to interrupt the woman.
“Yes?”
“This guy here wants more for his scrap than I told him it was worth!”
“We don’t haggle!” the round-faced father barked, his blunt words making his fat cheeks wobble like the face of an old dog.
“You see?” Agra shrugged. “Take the hundred-thousand or get lost.”
Putra was about to say something harsh in reply to the man’s disrespectful attitude, but he was already pulling a red hundred-thousand rupiah note from his pocket with a triumphant grin.
Putra shook his head, and the man’s smile evaporated as his face went cold. “Okay. No, then. Get lost!”
“This is an insult,” Putra cursed as he gathered his sphere up and started staggering away from the junkyard. He reached the narrow road outside and waved to a tuk-tuk, built from an old Honda Wave with a driver’s cab bolted on and a plastic roof—an improvised sidecar.
“To the city museum,” he said to the driver, who nodded, put his helmet back on, and slotted back into the constant stream of traffic, the like of which could only be seen in Southeast Asia. They drove past the Grand Mosque, the few Western businesses, including Starbucks, McDonald’s, and KFC, and then a few side streets of a local residential area, with lots of chickens, dogs, and rats running around and fighting for dominance between the stinking open sewers and the rough shacks.
They had to stop twice because the Honda’s engine conked out during the journey, and the driver started yelling and cursing. By the third time he was in a rage.
“Does this happen often?” Putra asked, just to make conversation and to distract the man from his stream of invectives.
“No, I just bought this thing. It’s new!” the driver growled as he hammered at the ignition. Putra was about to say something else, but thought better of it when the driver shot him a warning glance.
The UPTD Museum Negeri Propinsi Sulawesi was an orange, two-floor building located among trees with a view of the mosque’s towers. He paid the driver, money that hurt to lose, and carried his sphere up the steps to the museum. He hadn’t fished this sphere out of the sea just to give it away. It was a lot of metal, and he could see it was an almost perfect sphere, now that he had cleaned it and smoothed it.
He couldn’t imagine it was worth as little as the young scrap dealer had tried to tell him. He also couldn’t understand why the dealers had gotten so angry when he hadn’t taken their lowball offer.
He didn’t like people thinking he was stupid, just because he came from a village with no running water. Besides that, he had come a long way and wasn’t keen on going back with almost nothing to show for his journey.
“Hello, Sir. Can I help you?” said the young woman at reception, her hair covered by a yellow headscarf.
“I would like to talk to the museum boss,” he said.
“You mean the curator?” the young woman asked, raising a friendly eyebrow.
He had no idea what a curator was, but he nodded and smiled.
“May I ask why?”
“I think I might have found an exhibit, and I’m looking to sell.”
The receptionist’s eyebrow hadn’t lowered, but eventually she nodded and gave him a polite smile. “Please wait here, Mister...”
“Putra Buring Bule.”
“Okay, please wait here.” He didn’t fail to notice the last look she gave him. He knew that look from other times he had left his village. It was an expression of contempt, perhaps because of his simple, dirty clothes, the fact he lacked a watch, or that he couldn’t afford partial dentures. To say it didn’t bother him would have been a lie, but he was used to it, so it didn’t hurt so much anymore.
It took more than 10 minutes for the woman to return and, with a fixed smile, she gestured for him to follow her. She crossed a short colonnade with peeling orange plaster, turned right into a small garden, then headed for a large office, within which there were six desks with boxy, old-fashioned monitors.
At one of the desks was an old man in a prayer cap and gray beard waving him forward. “Come in, Mister...”
“Buring Bule.”
“Ah.” The man gestured to an empty chair in front of his desk, the only desk in use. “I am the curator, Hasan Prasetyo. Is that what you found?” the curator asked as he pointed to the sphere that Putra had placed on the second empty chair with a grunt. The chair creaked under its weight.
“Yes, this is it,” he confirmed, patting his sphere almost proudly.
“I enjoy indexing finds like this.” Prasetyo didn’t even look closely at the sphere. Instead, he started tapping at his keyboard with stiff fingers. Putra wasn’t even sure if he was even typing anything that made sense.
“Erm, don’t you want to take a closer look at the sphere?”
“Why?” Prasetyo asked. He stopped typing and gave Putra a confused look.
“To see if it has a history.”
“Whether it has some historical value, you mean?”
“Yes.”
“Oh, the experts do that.” The curator made a dismissive hand gesture, and Prasetyo went back to typing as Putra was forced to wonder who the experts were if not the curator.
He suppressed his disappointment, unsure if he should be angry or sad at the man’s apparent disinterest, and he pushed his chair back. He was now sitting directly below the fan, which was gently clattering and turning in lopsided circles, blowing air into his face. He closed his eyes for a moment to block out the difficulties of his day and noticed that the flow of air gradually decreased. He blinked in confusion up at the ceiling. The fan was spinning more slowly, and was getting slower and slower all the time.
“Hmm,” the curator said.
“What’s going on?”
“Power cut,” Prasetyo sighed and let out a loud yell. “Wulandari!”
“Does this happen often here?” Putra wondered out loud, with a shake of his head.
“Yes, mister?” The woman from reception appeared in the door behind him.
“Find out if the power is out across the whole city or if we’ve just blown a fuse.”
“Of course.” Wulandari disappeared, and the curator leaned back, obviously annoyed. Without the air from the ceiling fan, it would soon become oppressively hot in the office.
“Probably just a fuse.”
“Sure.” Putra nodded, took hold of the bottom of his shirt, and started fanning himself with it. They sat in silence while the situation became more and more uncomfortable, because he realized that the man on the other side of the desk wanted to get rid of him. But Putra was not going to leave before he had been entered into the system—perhaps he would be referred to a different employee, somebody who could recognize the sphere’s actual value. But this, of course, would mean that the curator had input the correct data. He sometimes wondered why everyone in the city was so hurried and unfriendly.
“The fuses are all okay, but the buildings around us all have power,” the receptionist came back and reported after a while, eliciting a frown from Prasetyo.
Putra opened his mouth to say something but was interrupted by a high-pitched whine that caused him to pause in confusion. “Do you hear that?”
“What do you mean?” Prasetyo asked, making it obvious he hadn’t been listening, and now gazed at him in confusion.
“That high-pitched sound!” Putra leaned to the left and right, trying to work out where the sound was coming from, and came to rest above the sphere. The whine was coming from the sphere. It sounded a little like a radio tuned to the wrong frequency, but with a high-pitched sound instead of static. “I think it’s coming from the sphere!”
“Listen, Mister—”
“Buring Bule,” Putra growled, with barely contained impatience in his voice, and felt rage growing within him because he couldn’t hear the sound anymore.
“Mister Bule, I don’t need a sales pitch about some miraculous object from the jungle, okay? In the city, we no longer live in the middle ages, and we don’t need your superstition. You found a chunk of scrap in the sea, which looks like a ball, but that doesn’t exactly make it a museum piece,” the curator said with a roll of his eyes, and ended his rant with a shake of his head.
So that’s why he’s so angry! He thinks I’m some superstitious islander who believes in ghosts, come here to sell snake oil, Putra thought, and all the curator’s prejudices just made him even angrier.
“Listen up! I found something in the sea, and all I’m asking you to do is take a look at it and give me a straight answer. This sphere is very heavy for its size and for being hollow, and it was on the seabed for a long time—”
“The sphere doesn’t give that impression!”
“What?”
“Excuse me!”
“What are you talking about?” Putra asked with a shake of his head.
“It’s ‘excuse me,’ not ‘what.’” Prasetyo made a dismissive gesture of the hand and shook his head like a father giving up on correcting his young son. “It doesn’t matter. The sphere does not give the impression that it has been on the seafloor for a long time.”
“You see!” Putra said, intently, as he shuffled forward on his chair. “I scraped off the barnacles, and the metal looks like new. How many metals do you know that have been on the seafloor long enough to get covered in barnacles and then still look like new?”
“I told you, your islander superstitions won’t work on me, except—”
“Fine. Forget it!” Putra interrupted the man and stood up so suddenly that the curator flinched. “You should show people a little more respect. All I have done is to take up a little of your time, and you disrespect me. Because of what? My job? Because I was born in a village? You should be ashamed!”
Putra gathered up his sphere and grimaced as he carried it out. As he went out the door, he heard the computer start up and the fan start spinning again.
Why am I always so unlucky, he wondered as he left the museum grounds and sat down at the side of the road to roll himself a cigarette. He watched the ceaseless flow of cars and scooters for a while, feeling very alone despite the huge numbers of people all around him. Putra was like a fish out of water here, and he was ever more aware of it. It wasn’t just how unfriendly the people he met were. It was also the sheer number of anonymous faces, the overwhelming noise, and the stink of the smog.
At some point—he didn’t know exactly how long it took—he looked up because suddenly everything around him was silent. The silence slowly spread like a drop of paint in a pond. At first he couldn’t work out what was happening. Then he realized what it was. All the cars, scooters, and a small delivery truck in the area between him and the buildings on the other side of the street had suddenly gone silent, although they were still rolling. It was a moment of strangeness that lasted only a few seconds. However, it seemed to him to be happening in slow motion, and then the first vehicles started smashing into each other.
A man on a scooter right in front of him tried desperately to slow down, but hurtled at full speed with a silent scream on his lips into the flatbed of the delivery truck. The slapping sound of the impact turned Putra’s stomach. A car crashed head-on into another vehicle as scooters collided with vehicles in front of them that had suddenly stopped, and a giant pileup began.
The sound cut right through him—the crunch of metal on metal, the screams of shock from the injured and dying drivers and bystanders, all running around like headless chickens. The smell of ozone and rust was heavy in the air, and the strange beep of the sphere could be heard in the background.
My God, he thought. He had jumped to his feet without even noticing. He gazed at the chaos of impressions, unable to look away, then slowly lowered his head to look at the sphere. What is happening here?
“Help!” somebody screamed, and Putra shook his head to clear it before looking for who was yelling for assistance among the maelstrom of death screams. He found the woman that the voice belonged to very quickly. She was jammed between the wheel and wheel arch of a Suzuki pickup. Her upper body was crushed above the hip and twisted on its axis. Her head and bloody hair were draped over the wheel, forced forward by the wheel arch. Judging by her face, which was framed by a torn headscarf, she was very young.
Putra vaulted the two meters to her and held her trembling hands.
“I think I’m hurt,” she breathed, her eyelids fluttering, and he nodded weakly. He felt calm and focused despite the horror of the sight, instinctively knowing that he had to be strong for this woman.
“Yes, you’re injured, but I’m here with you. I’m here,” he promised her, and stole a glance at her hips before quickly looking back at her face to avoid vomiting or running away. But her eyes were already dead and staring by the time he’d brought his eyes back to hers.
Shocked and uncomprehending, he clambered backward, away from the chaos of people running to help the injured that were scatted everywhere in pools of blood, screaming and wailing piteously. He saw shattered windshields and bloody car panels that were crumpled into bizarre shapes, all overlaid with screams and wailing alarms.
Putra felt cold sweat on his brow, and the urge to vomit was becoming overpowering as he stumbled over something hard and, with a curse, ended up on all fours. He crawled around like a cornered animal and saw that he had fallen over the sphere. The high-pitched whine was gone, but something was different. Something like a ring of light had come on, forming a thin, almost hair-line equator around the sphere.
Fighting the urge to run away, he wondered, What are you? Instead he looked around, lifted the sphere, and moved away from the scene of the accident. This thing had already cost him too much to leave it lying here, and if he could show somebody the light, they might realize it was worth something. He thought he should go back to the scrap dealer and show it to him. Then he would see its value and maybe give him two-hundred-thousand rupiahs.
The day turned to night all at once, even before the chaos of the pile-up had faded behind him.



5

MONTGOMERY
   
 January 12, 2035 - Washington, D.C.
Montgomery was roused from a restless sleep by an uncomfortably loud noise from his belly. He had been dreaming about his long-dead father chasing him from a chicken coop, asking him why he had forgotten to put salt in the bread. Then some of the birds, who had the faces of Barbra Streisand, were suddenly released and flew away into the sky, and his mother had come over to ask him why the Swiss roll was red.
What had eventually shocked him awake was a throbbing headache between his temples that only faded into the background when overpowering nausea started battling its way from his stomach to his throat. He rolled out of bed, only to be hit by a wave of dizziness that left him slumped on the floor. As he fell, he hit his forehead against the bedside table and lost consciousness.
When he woke up again his mouth and neck were damp, and there was an acrid stink. He groggily staggered to his feet, felt his forehead, and saw sticky blood on his fingers. His nausea was gone, but the headache had just gotten worse. Then he saw the puddle of puke beside the bed.
“Somebody hurled on the floor,” he said, confusion in his voice, before slowly the realization dawned on him that he was the culprit. He was the one who must have vomited. He was in a hotel room. To his right was a king-size bed, to his left the door to the bathroom, beside it the entrance to the corridor, and behind the bed a wall of floor-to-ceiling windows with curtains drawn across them. “Oh, shit.”
Head spinning, he gingerly got to his feet, waited a moment to make sure he wouldn’t just fall back down again, then gave his eyes time to orient. The dizziness receded a little, and he moved slowly toward the bathroom, moved the door handle down, and entered the tiled room. He leaned against the rim of the sink with one hand and gazed at himself in the full mirror.
He saw the face of a man who was past his prime, with thinning, gray-speckled hair, bloodshot eyes, and three days of ugly stubble. What he was looking at was not the face of a 45-year-old, but the face of a much older man. It wasn’t just that he had been drinking that had resulted in him looking like a shadow of his former self, it was that he had tried to drown himself in booze.
Monty threw up again, this time in the sink, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, just to notice that half his face was caked in puke because he had slept in it beside his bed.
I’m lucky I didn’t choke on my own vomit! he thought.
With a groan, he dragged himself into the shower, set the water to warm, and let it play over him for a long time. Every movement sent new waves of pain through his head, even though he had thought it was impossible to suffer any more than he already had. Blood from his forehead mixed in the shower tray with the residue of the vomit to form a stinking and colorful abstract artwork of human bodily fluids, almost making him gag again, but there was nothing more in his stomach to come up.
He eventually staggered out of the shower and felt a little firmer on his feet, even if he hadn’t completely collected his senses. He hadn’t left the hotel room for two days, eating instant soup and whatever he could find in the minibar, in an effort to avoid having to phone his students or the dean. He couldn’t face having to explain that he had failed.
He also didn’t have the heart to tell Erica or his little Tullaby. He was at such a low ebb that he couldn’t immediately drive to them to look after his daughter, sick in bed with measles. He had given in to the urge to slink away and barricade himself from the world with hard liquor.
What kind of weakling would do that? You’re such an embarrassment, he thought to himself as he fastened the belt of his bathrobe and felt the urge to cry.
“But that’s over. You have a daughter and responsibilities,” he said aloud, staring grimly at his reflection in the mirror. He looked ridiculous with his gashed forehead and red eyes with dark circles under them, almost like a panda. But that didn’t matter. Not here, not now. What he saw in the mirror had no future. He knew that. At least not if he didn’t want to lose his last shred of dignity, and he couldn’t afford to do that—for Tullaby’s sake.
After one last long glare, he tore his gaze from the mirror and went back into the bedroom to be immediately hit by the acrid stench of vomit. Nose wrinkled, he went over to the long desk below the wall-mounted TV and grabbed his smartphone, intending to call Tullaby.
No network coverage? You have to be kidding! With a growl he restarted the phone, which admittedly wasn’t the newest model, and tried again. This time he had coverage. Just two bars, but that was plenty. He was in the middle of Washington, after all. So, with a gulp, he selected her number from his favorites and tapped it. He heard a ring tone for a second, but then the connection cut out.
“Hmm.” He looked at the display and saw that he had lost coverage again. He frowned and went to the curtains, pulled them aside, and gazed out at the beautiful 13th-floor view of the lights of Washington at night. He held the smartphone as close to the window as he could, but the reception didn’t come back.
Then he suddenly noticed the time displayed on his phone’s home screen: 1:15 pm.
“This thing has finally given up the ghost,” he sighed, and tossed it half-disappointedly, half-furiously onto the bed. Monty could feel that he had to do something to drag himself out of his pit of disappointment and self-hatred, so he went over to the fixed line on his bedside table and dialed Erica’s number by hand. He finally heard the call go through, but nobody picked up. The rapid beeps sounded more like what you might hear if there was no connection.
Is it the weekend already? Maybe they’re with Erica’s parents in Albuquerque? He rubbed his head to get the alcohol out of his sluggish thought processes and tried to remember her parents’ landline number. He hadn’t used a landline to reach anybody in ages, but his ex-wife’s parents were old-fashioned farmers of the type only Texas produced. The number popped into his head, and he dialed so hurriedly that he messed it up twice in a row before he at last got an answer.
“Hello?” came a voice that was clear as a bell.
“Tullaby? It’s Dad!”
“Oh, Dad, hello,” his daughter’s excited voice said, then she cleared her throat. “So how are you?”
Monty had to slowly breathe out to stop himself from bursting into tears at her asking him how he was—partly because he felt so moved, and partly because he was ashamed of the answer he would have to give her if he was to be honest with her.
“Sweetheart, I’m doing good, but how are you? Are you feeling better? Are you doing what your mom tells you?”
“Yeah, sure, but Mom says I’m not allowed to go out, and Grandpa says the same.” Tullaby sounded disappointed.
“You’re sick. You have to stay in bed!”
“No, I’m better already. It’s because the day won’t come back that Mom says we have to stay inside. I think Grandpa and Mom are scared. Can you come see us, maybe?”
“I... I... Right now I’m very far away, Sweetheart...” The rest of the words, which were about to roll off his tongue automatically, just faded away as he took a deep breath and came to a decision. “I’m on my way. I’m in the north right now, but I’ll take the next flight to you.”
“Yay!” his daughter yelped in glee, and the honest joy in her voice made his heart beat faster. He wanted to say something, but suddenly the connection broke off.
“Tullaby? Sweetheart?” He lowered the receiver in frustration and glared at it. Then he hung up and began to wipe up the vomit beside his bed with handfuls of toilet paper. It was a battle he couldn’t win, and sooner or later he would have to call reception and tell them, but he at least wanted to clean up a little first so that his humiliation wasn’t total.
‘We have to stay inside because the day won’t come back.’ His daughter’s words went through his head as he was working, making him pause. What was that supposed to mean? Did she still have a fever, and had he awakened her? But she didn’t sound sleepy?
Monty looked at the radio alarm on his bedside table and saw the time was 1:48 pm.
“That can’t be right,” he whispered, glancing back and forth between the radio alarm and window, where it was dark outside, and only the lights of the city could be seen.
The phone suddenly rang, making him jump. He quickly pulled himself together, scrambled around the big damp patch in the carpet, and answered. “Erm, yes?”
“Sir, we have a call for you, a man named Hulse. Do you want me to put him through?” came the voice of the Filipino receptionist.
“Mister Hulse?”
“Yes, Sir. He said he was calling from the Department of Defense.”
“Department of Defense,” he repeated as if in a trance, glancing around his room with a frown, unsure if he was dreaming or was delirious.
“Yes, Sir. I’ll put you through,” the receptionist said, disappearing from the line with a click.
“Doctor Reed?” asked a man’s voice.
“Speaking.”
“My name is Eliah Hulse. I work for the emergency task force at the Department of Defense—”
“The Department of Defense?” Monty asked sluggishly.
“Yes, Sir,” a hint of impatience now in the stranger’s voice. “The Defense Department has been given the mission of discovering how to destroy the barrier.”
“What barrier?”
“Sir?”
“What are you talking about?”
“The barrier that has darkened the sky, Sir,” Hulse repeated, now sounding almost indignant. “Our expert panel wants you to join them, to find out if gravitational waves can penetrate the barrier.”
“I have to admit, I’m a little confused. I—”
“A Defense Department helicopter is coming to pick you and your team up in thirty minutes. Move to the roof of your hotel and wait for extraction. Don’t go anywhere else, do you understand?”
“Err... Yes.”
“Excellent.” Hulse hung up.
Barrier? What is he talking about? What kind of barrier? He glanced again at the radio alarm clock, read the time, and then looked at the nightscape of Washington, D.C. What was going on?
He used the half-hour that the man on the phone had given him to brush his teeth, get dressed, drink a bottle of water, and search desperately for the box of Ibuprofen he had bought the week before. At last he found it in the front pocket of his backpack and took eight hundred milligrams in one gulp. Then he finished dressing, checked to ensure he had his wallet and phone, picked up his key card, and left the room.
Had the call been some kind of joke? Was somebody playing a trick on him?
Hundreds of thoughts were going through his mind all at once as he went along the corridor toward the stairs. Headed up, every footfall on a step sent a shock through his skull like a giant pendulum alternating between slamming into his left temple and then his right. He finally reached the top and was facing a metal door with a sign saying ‘No Access’ in peeling paint. He was about to turn around but instead followed an impulse to push the bar. To his surprise, the door opened.
The air that hit him was fresh and carried the incessant sound of city traffic that never slept, from 20 floors below. The roof was flat, bare except for a few satellite dishes and a fenced-off section with water tanks—and there was no helicopter. He glanced at the clock on his smartphone and saw that 35 minutes had already passed.
Had his students maybe caught wind of his failure and had become so furious they wanted some kind of revenge?
What am I supposed to do out here? The Defense Department is sending a helicopter to find out something about a barrier? Have I completely lost my mind, to believe a story like that?
He suddenly turned around and was about to go back into the stairway when he heard a low thumping noise behind him, slowly getting louder. At first he simply listened with a frown, but when there was no doubt that it was the sound of rotor blades, he turned around and saw approaching position lights blinking to the north. He stood rooted to the spot and stared at the aircraft, a tiltrotor craft with short wings that swooped past the roof in a tight turn and decelerated until it was directly above.
A blast of air tore at his clothes, and he had to keep his coat closed with his hands to avoid it being yanked from his body. The craft stopped about a meter above the roof, rotors spinning, and a door on the side was slid open. Inside he saw four rows of seats occupied by shadowy figures in massive headphones.
“Doctor?” somebody screamed above the thudding, and it was only then that he saw the soldier crouching in the door with one hand on the handle, waving energetically at him. “Come on!”
His feet automatically started moving before he knew what he was doing, and he ran in a crouch toward the soldier, eyes squinting into the artificial storm. The man, in a uniform of white and gray camouflage patterning, held out a helping hand and pulled him in with a groan.
“You sit up front! Doctor Osprey wants to give you the details personally.” The soldier came a little closer and handed Monty an aviation headset. He took it and was about to put it on, but the man stopped him and gave him a mistrustful look. “Have you been drinking, Sir?”
“Yes.”
The soldier let go of him and motioned him forward before yanking the door closed. Monty saw ten people in upholstered chairs, but he didn’t spare them much notice. Most looked somehow unsettled and worried as they stared at the floor or read tablets—he couldn’t exactly see what it was they were reading. So he put the headset on, moved the microphone to his lips, and sat in one of the two empty chairs in the first rank. To his right sat a man with gray, receding hair, who gave him a friendly nod. He was about to nod back, but then he remembered the soldier’s words and made the connection with the man’s face.
“Doctor Osprey?” he asked, astonished and relieved in equal measure at the silence, thanks to his headset filtering out the noise of the rotors.
“Yes,” the man confirmed, extending his hand. Monty shook it numbly. He was sitting beside the leading expert in gravitation research, a man who had won a Nobel Prize for Physics.
“I’m happy to meet you, Doctor,” he said, and was about to add a flood of other respectful pleasantries, but then he noticed the expression on the physicist’s face. It could have been fear, worry, or tension. Monty couldn’t be sure with his alcohol-dulled senses.
“I wish it was under better circumstances. I have read your work on gravitational waves, and I was determined to have you on my team. You have been doing outstanding practical work.” Osprey nodded to somebody else, and the soldier buckled into the empty seat to the left of Monty, and they lifted off. He suddenly felt nauseous.
“If I may, what are these circumstances?” Monty asked. “I just got a phone call, and I don’t know what to make of it.”
“Where have you been for the last two days?”
“I...” Monty thought for a moment, then sighed. “I was in my hotel room, drinking myself unconscious.”
“Ah,” was Osprey’s only response, though he didn’t seem too surprised. Instead, he handed over a tablet on which Monty could see the Earth and the moon, and a kind of sphere of tiny, orbiting points that probably indicated the positions of satellites. Then from individual pixels, a black barrier formed between the Earth and the satellites until the Earth became a black ball.
“It simply appeared two days ago, a barrier that keeps out all sunlight. One second it wasn’t there, and the next second it was, as if it had always been there,” Osprey explained.
Monty’s mouth went dry, as if he had swallowed a handful of sand.
“Right now,” the doctor continued, “we think the barrier is reflecting, not absorbing, all electromagnetic radiation. We know this because there has been a drop in temperature around the world, but this is because of a reduced amplitude of the global temperature, which is staying at the same level.”
“Wait,” he interrupted the physicist with a gulp. “Are you saying that we haven’t received any sunlight for the past two days?”
“Yes,” Osprey nodded. “Tidal forces are still present, however, which means that the barrier—whatever it is—is permeable to gravitational force. And if the moon still has an effect on us—”
“—we can use LIGO to see what is going on out in space,” Monty said, finishing his sentence. “That’s why you picked me up. But I don’t know if I’m going to be able to be much help to you, because I’m not sure right at this moment whether this is all a bad dream, or if I should throw myself out that door if it isn’t.”
“I understand. It’s where we all were yesterday morning. The barrier has been there now for twenty-seven hours. We don’t know anything about it, except that it reflects the entire electromagnetic spectrum, allows gravitational waves through, and is located below satellite orbits at an altitude of around a hundred and twenty kilometers.
“Don’t kid yourself that I have gotten used to the idea of what we are dealing with here. It feels surreal, to be honest with you, but this is the new reality. Yesterday morning I was sitting in a cafe with my son in Boston where he’s studying, and today the National Guard has moved into all the big cities to prevent mass panic and to support the police. The people are terrified. I’m going to be honest with you, so am I.”
“You’re right to be. If what you tell me is true and I’m not on ‘The Truman Show,’ we will soon start to have problems, end-of-the-world type problems,” Monty said, and his voice faded with every word. He had an ugly and heavy feeling in his stomach as he thought about the consequences of such a barrier.
“Yes, the president knows this, too. His emergency task force has directed the defense department to institute strict rationing of all fuel, including gasoline, diesel, and natural gas. Air traffic has been completely grounded because of the loss of satellites, and we will soon have problems with the food supply. The defense secretary asked me to contact our astronauts out in orbit, to find out if they know or can see anything more than us. We have exactly two days before—”
“They wouldn’t do anything stupid, would they?” Monty interrupted the physicist, who avoided his gaze.
“They will try to shoot a hole in the barrier with nuclear weapons,” Osprey admitted, and his face looked pained.
“That isn’t such a stupid idea. I mean, it isn’t particularly subtle, but at that height there is not likely to be much pressure, if any. I suppose the extreme heat that will be released could burn a hole in the material the barrier is made of.”
“That’s true. If it doesn’t work, all we will have done is caused a huge EMP blast and warmed things up a little. To my shame, I have to admit that I was the one who indirectly got the head of the emergency task force thinking about this when I convinced him that something like an energy barrier was physically impossible. So it has to be some kind of sphere of material. As soon as he heard that it could be engaged, he wanted to shoot it down.”
“So, what do we do next?”
“We get new equipment for your LIGO observatory, direct it, and try to contact our people out there,” Osprey told him as they flew above the lights of Washington, D.C. and thundered into the eternal night.
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RODEA
   
 January 13, 2035 - Langley
Rodea arrived in Langley, turned onto the Central Intelligence Agency site, showed her pass, and had her fingerprints checked. The security people on duty told her she couldn’t bring Jimmy and Thomas with her, so she made the young men call their superior, and their car was then waved through.
The parking lot in front of the ugly 1970s building was full to bursting, and it took her over half an hour to find a space, while Thomas’s griping got worse and worse. She was soon going through the detectors in the reception hall. Rodea was about to scan her pass when she was stopped by additional security. She again had to insist that they call their superiors before she and her family were allowed to enter.
The CIA lobby was packed, so packed that she was sure that all employees had been called back from vacation, furlough, and deployment overseas. She had spent half her life in different hot zones around the world, but when she had been here before, it had always felt eerily deserted. Not so, this time. If the world came to an end, it wouldn’t be for lack of people. So she shoved her small family through the chaos of agents who were yelling to one another.
It was complete chaos. They passed through administrative staff and analysts, all of them running in different directions, some with mussed hair, some with coffee-dulled eyes and dark bags that reached down to their cheeks. They arrived at her office on the floor below the director and his royal court, and she was worried that somebody might have claimed it. But it was as empty as when she had left it, apart from old pizza boxes, tall stacks of paper, and files waiting to be worked on.
Jimmy glanced at her with one eyebrow raised, and she just shrugged. “I’m a little old-fashioned.”
“And you hate paperwork.”
“That too, yes,” she admitted, as she shoved her husband and son toward the office chairs, which looked oversize in the small office. Rodea’s gaze was lost for a moment as she looked out the window, where all she could see was darkness, and it was only when Jimmy cleared his throat that she shook her head and plastered on a smile.
“I’m going to go and speak with the deputy director, and then I’ll be right back, okay? First I have to find out what’s going on,” she said, and was almost out the door when her husband stopped her with a shake of his head and surreptitiously glanced at their son, who was gazing at the floor, lower lip trembling.
“Hey, my little warrior,” she said, coming back and going to her knees in front of Thomas so she could wipe his cheeks. Her entire body was on edge because she wanted to get to her superior as quickly as possible, to get answers to her burning questions.
But, she reminded herself, my son is the priority. I promised myself that, and Jimmy, too.
“Mom is going to get something to eat, okay?” She stroked his hair and gestured to his father. “You and Dad will look after the office. You’re safe here, and no more bad people are going to come, okay? This place is like a castle full of knights, only these days they’re called agents.”
“Really?” Thomas asked, eyes wide and suddenly containing an excited sparkle. He looked at Jimmy, wanting to make sure this was true, and his dad nodded and grinned. “Wow,” Thomas said.
“I work here, so you can take a look at anything you can find, and play with it, too,” she assured him, thinking she wouldn’t mind if he ripped up these files. If nobody had come looking for them after two years, nobody was going to come now, unless she gave them back.
Jimmy seemed satisfied, and Thomas started to look around excitedly as Rodea hurried out the door and forced her way through the crowds in the corridor. A woman with a coffee cup in a paper holder almost ran into her, absently saying sorry as she hurried past.
She went one floor up in the elevator to find things were significantly quieter there. The entire floor was divided into rooms by means of glass walls, with the CIA’s shield etched into on them at regular intervals. Everyone was wearing a suit with an ID badge on their chests. She quickly glanced around, saw several meetings in progress, and walked past them all through the glass tunnels before stopping and knocking at the last door on the left.
“Come in!” came an angry and familiar voice, before it continued in a stream of invective. Rodea saw the deputy director through the glass, and her name, Alison David-Griffiths, on the sign on her door. She was screaming into a telephone.
Rodea’s immediate superior was a short and chubby woman in an ill-fitting pantsuit, her purple hair pulled back in a loose braid.
“You shut your damn mouth, or I’m gonna hurl. No, you may not,” she continued as she waved Rodea to come in with an impatient gesture. “I’m unfriendly? Me? You just told me I’m only going to get three planes. That’s not just unfriendly, that’s the biggest slap in the face since McDonald’s got rid of the Happy Meal, you asshole.”
She slammed the phone down so hard that the ebony desk shook.
“Ah, Rodea, my dear!” The deputy director stood up, her grim demeanor fading to be replaced by a broad smile that revealed her deep dimples. She came around the desk and they embraced, before she pointed at one of the two empty chairs and went back to her chair. Rodea knew that she was probably the only person in the CIA who wasn’t afraid of this woman—and that included the director.
“Darken!” The glass of the large office, empty apart from the desk and chairs, became translucent, and Rodea suddenly felt protected, allowing herself to relax a little.
“I’m so glad you’re here. I was worried something might have happened to you,” Alison said, exhaling with a hiss. “We couldn’t get hold of you.”
“I’m okay. It wasn’t easy to get here by car,” Rodea admitted with a dismissive wave of the hand.
“Tell me about it.”
“No, we don’t have time—”
“Nonsense!” her boss interrupted. “I’ve been arguing all day with bean counters who want me to fill out forms and follow procedure, even though we’re in the middle of a catastrophe. I want to know how you’re doing. How did you even get here?”
“I stole a car,” she started, and shook her head as Alison gave her a thumbs up and a wink. “The driver was busy robbing a supermarket, so I didn’t feel too bad about it. We drove north on state routes parallel to the interstate and bought enough gas with cash in small towns, enough that it would have taken us to Canada. Nobody was hoarding gas on the first day after the darkness came, because nobody thought it would stay.
“We reached Georgia the next day, and things started to get worse. We saw looting for the first time, and we tried to keep off quiet roads to avoid gangs. The next day we saw a large convoy of National Guard go past, with APCs and Humvees. My guess is they were sent to restore order in the cities, or to impose it.
“But there’s no protection outside the cities, I can assure you of that. People are scared, Alison. I wouldn’t be surprised if doomsday cults and religious fanatics start coming out of the woodwork. Then we’ll have even bigger problems.
“Yesterday we arrived in a small town in North Carolina, late in the evening, which was well organized and secured by the local sheriff and his deputies. They let us sleep in the police station, and in the morning, when we left town, we saw the first dead plants along the sides of the road. Just withered and brown. I was shocked by how fast it was happening. At our first stop I was about to get some gas from one of our canisters when two punks on bikes tried to steal it. I shot one of them.”
“That was the right thing to do. I can assure you there won’t be any investigation—”
“I know,” Rodea said, interrupting the woman who was her superior and her friend. “Thomas knows it happened, and he’s only six years old, Alison.”
“He saw it?” Alison’s eyes went wide.
“No, Jimmy worked out what was going to happen in time and covered his eyes, but kids understand a lot more than you think. He knows.”
“Has it changed anything?”
“I don’t know yet. I think he’s a little scared of me now.” Rodea grimaced and shook her head again. “We’re safe now. That’s all that matters. I brought them both inside with me because I don’t know how safe the city is.”
“You did the right thing. The only thing that we know for sure, right now, is that we are knee-deep in shit, and the shit is still coming,” Alison growled in her famously earthy way. “The internet went down this morning. The loss of all the satellites means no more Google searches.
“There is no longer an atomic clock in orbit either, and some synchronization routine or other has left small differences in time between the different servers, which mounted up and caused something like a search jam. First the internet got real slow, but now it’s as good as dead. International telephone calls are history, and the cell network is slowly going, as far as I understand it, for the same reason. You’ll have to ask the experts.”
Alison picked up her old-fashioned landline. Then she pointed at a busted smartphone in the corner behind her, obviously the victim of a fit of rage.
“It’s a good thing we still have the old landlines, and there was a load of obsolete hardware in storage. People downstairs used to get fired for not being able to get rid of it. Today I could kiss them. The entire government is now rushing to reinstall the old telecommunications infrastructure, but the situation is still bad.
“All the drones in action in the Near East have crashed. Civil aviation is no longer operating, shipping too, which means an almost complete economic crash. The President has imposed rationing and compulsory purchase of fossil fuels across the entire country. You can imagine how people are taking that. After all, it’s all coming out of nowhere, and they have no way of getting information. They don’t even have cable TV anymore. It turns out that even cable broadcasters use satellite to get their signal into the network.”
“Civilization without communications is no longer civilization,” Rodea said, with a sharp intake of breath. She felt the dull pain of tension between her shoulder blades.
“Is that a quote? Who said it?”
“I did. I told the Sultan of Brunei that when he turned off the internet to protect himself during the revolution.”
“And? Did that convince him?”
“No idea. A sniper from our backup team shot him before the negotiations were completed. A few heads rolled in Washington over that,” Rodea shrugged. “You know how it is.”
“I do.” Alison suddenly seemed pensive as she leaned over the desk toward her. “It’s good to have you here, Rody. I have a job for you.”
Rodea didn’t reply: First, because she didn’t take what her superior was saying seriously; second, because she wasn’t sure if she had heard right; and finally, because she noticed the earnest look on Alison’s face and she didn’t want to believe her.
“I know, I know. You wanted to cut down your hours and stop doing international missions, but nobody can do this except you.”
“Is that a quote?” Rodea asked, her words sour, as she emphatically shook her head.
“Yes, from me. I know, I know. That’s what I always say, but that’s because it’s true,” Alison continued, her right index finger hovering over a touch field on her desk. Instead of lowering it she gave Rodea a penetrating gaze. “Let me show you something and then you can decide, okay?”
“Do I have a choice?”
“Whether to take the job? Sure. We can’t force you. We can only fire you, but right now...” Alison raised her hands and smiled, “... let’s just say the paperwork would be difficult. I might just have to throw you out.”
“And do I have a choice whether I want to see what you want to show me?”
“Of course not.” The deputy director sounded almost horrified, and laughed so heartily that you might’ve thought the world wasn’t coming to an end around them. “I’m not sitting in this chair because I let my underlings make all the decisions.”
Rodea gestured for her to go ahead. “So, I really don’t have a choice.”
Alison pressed a touch field button that Rodea couldn’t see from her angle, and the glass behind the deputy director turned into a display wall. A section of the globe could be seen on it, showing a zoomed-out map of the Southern Philippines, the island of Mindanao, and the northern part of the Indonesian island of Sulawesi. The waters between were marked as the Celebes Sea.
“Cool, you want to send me on vacation? Can I take Jimmy and Thomas with me?” To Rodea’s surprise, her halfhearted joke didn’t provoke so much as a tired smile from her superior. In fact, Alison suddenly didn’t seem like her usual relaxed but cynical self in the face of crisis. She’d gone very serious, which raised Rodea’s level of uneasiness.
“You remember that diplomatic dispute with China last year, when we shot down one of their drones and they lied about contravening the Treaty of Incheon?”
Rodea nodded.
“This is the location where the Jeremy Brandt shot down the unidentified flying object.” A red dot appeared in the sea south of Davao City, the capital of Mindanao. “So far, so good. The incident was filed. But, we’ve gathered some strange information over the last few weeks. Since it was shot down we have had twenty-two incidents of unexplained power outages in the Celebes Sea.”
Numerous new dots—no, small circles—appeared on the sea, and they formed a rough line between the location where the drone was shot down and the north coast of Sulawesi. “This data comes from Indonesian Coast Guard reports—including distress calls and witness reports—from fishermen, container ships, and two military ships. There were also power outages in a resort in the Bunaken islands, off Indonesia’s coast.”
“Oh, hang on,” Rodea said, raising her hands in confusion. “This is something for Mulder and Scully.”
“There is a simple connecting factor. We compared the marked locations with data for ocean currents, provided by several regional oceanography institutes, and there is a strong current there.” Alison pointed behind her, and blue arrows appeared in a moving column along the red circles, going from north to south.
“Okay, so you think that the current carried wreckage to Indonesia from the supposed Chinese drone that was shot down,” Rodea said, having to control herself to prevent her impatience from becoming apparent. “Is this really important?”
“That isn’t everything.” Alison stood up and positioned herself in front of the display wall, where she swiped the map away. With the NASA logo in the upper right corner and the Earth and the moon in the center, a new image appeared. An asteroid appeared at the right edge, elongated and shapeless, before a piece broke off near the Earth and hurtled toward the surface. The more substantial part flew on past the Blue Planet. Simultaneously, the camera followed the smaller fragment that was screaming through the atmosphere, surrounded by fire, and then decelerated above a deep blue sea before heading toward a gray shape on the surface, which shot it down, causing it to fall into the sea.
“What did I just see?”
“NASA sent us new data four days ago from the asteroid that missed the Earth back then. I think it’s named Möbius, after the guy who discovered it, maybe you remember.” The image froze, and Alison tapped energetically with one hand at the impact point in the sea. “The NASA eggheads worked it out. It wasn’t a Chinese drone we shot down. It was a meteor.”
“Now this makes less sense than it did before,” Rodea replied, with a roll of the eyes. “Alison, just tell me what this is all about, okay?”
“Always to the point,” her superior snorted with a lopsided smile. “Our source in the Indonesian authorities in North Sulawesi found out, shortly before the barrier appeared, that the local unexplained power outages repeated, and it was on land.”
The image changed again, now showing Sulawesi, centered around the city of Manado. Red dots appeared in a small town called Badjo Kima and in Manado itself.
“You think that this meteor wasn’t a meteor at all, that it was something alien, something that is draining power from its surroundings, and you think that somebody has fished it out of the sea and brought it onto land,” Rodea said, summarizing what she had just heard. She looked closer at the image as she spoke. Then she looked Alison directly in the eye. “And you think that this artifact could have something to do with the barrier, and so you want to get your hands on it.”
“You’re right. It all sounds like something from the X-Files, Rody,” Alison admitted as she came around the desk until she was standing directly in front of her. “But, that is also true of this damn barrier, and yet it is very real. If the sun doesn’t get through to us again, it will mean starvation for a large percentage of the Earth’s population within weeks or months, to mention just one problem. We can’t afford to ignore any scenario as too unlikely. What we see here,” she pointed at the display wall without taking her eyes off Rodea’s, “is a lot of evidence that something strange happened there.”
“You’re right about that,” she agreed with the deputy director. Although Alison looked a little surprised, as if she had just experienced a miracle, this was nothing less than the truth. Rodea did not believe in coincidences, and when she saw a chain of evidence, she couldn’t just ignore it. “You probably want your favorite agent, who just happens to speak Bahasa Indonesian, and who spent two years in the special forces, to go and get your new toy for you.”
“I read you only played with guns until you had a parachute accident and had to give up active service,” Alison said jokingly. Her smile soon changed to a penetrating gaze that made her bright eyes twinkle. “I’ll fly you in with a black ops team. You stay inconspicuous, find out what you can about the artifact, and bring it to us. You’ll have a high six-figures sum at your disposal, and I have arranged to have the destroyer USS Walter Bonjarewski deployed to the region to help you recover the artifact, if necessary.”
“I haven’t agreed yet,” Rodea said, but she knew that she had no choice, and that the all-too-familiar switch in her head had been thrown. This was the switch that had always drawn her away, driven by curiosity and the feeling of excitement that went through her when she had a goal that she felt was important. When she was being honest with herself, she knew nothing else in life made her feel as alive and vital, even though she was usually plagued by her conscience when she thought too deeply about it.
“Yes, sure you did—the moment you came through the door,” Alison countered, giving her a friendly squeeze on the shoulder. She was right. “I’ll make sure Jimmy and Thomas get a cot each in my office and a guard around the clock to take care of the two of them. I still have a few people on my shit list who can make themselves useful. It’s a little quieter up here than downstairs in your office.”
“Thanks,” Rodea said with a deep sigh. The most challenging part was still to come, having to tell Jimmy she was going out on a mission without being able to tell him where or why. And Thomas… Thomas would not take it well, and his expression would cause her pain. But if there was just a tiny chance she could help find out anything about the barrier, or even do something about it, then she had no choice. There was no point hiding out here at Langley. It would just drive her crazy.
“When do we go?”
“We have a plane waiting over at Langley Air Force Base. The team is on board, and our local contact team in Sulawesi is already in Manado. The plane is fueled, and all the gear is on board.”
Rodea couldn’t help but laugh, even though she was almost frightened by the talk she had to have with her family. “You always get what you want, hmm?”
“Yes, and now I want that artifact, so make sure you get it for me, okay?” Alison winked at her and motioned her out of her office. “Good luck, Rody.”
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PUTRA
   
 January 14, 2035 - Badjo Kima, Sulawesi Utara, Indonesia
“I want that thing out of here!” Putra’s wife yelled, pointing at the glowing blue sphere under the wooden table that Putra had made. The illuminated blue band that divided its two halves bathed the room in a cold light, the sleeping corner, the low table, and the fireplace of their home.
But it was light in their abode, and they were the only ones in Badjo Kima who could claim to have that. The sky had been dark for three days, and naked fear had taken hold of their village since then. Some thought it was a punishment from Allah. Others talked of the return of angry nature spirits intent on punishing humanity for turning away from them. And then came the opportunists who had no interest in either theory, only what profit was to be made.
Wayan, the village chief’s son, had found out that some of the neighboring villages were deserted, and fighting had broken out further to the south, with many casualties. Putra didn’t know anything about it, and he didn’t believe it was a punishment from Allah. Quite the opposite. For the first time he was lucky, and all the others were unlucky. Apart from the two streetlights on the promenade along the waterside, there was nothing that shed even a little illumination, but he had his strange find that brought light into their house.
“Why do you want to get rid of it? We have light, Indah!” he said, shaking his head. “Why do you have to be so negative about this?”
“Have you even looked outside?” Indah went to the door, the only view of the outside, opened it, and pointed into the darkness. “Well?”
“The only reason I can see what you are doing is because of the ball that is giving us light!”
“Now you’re making jokes?” she jeered, furious with him, and closed the door again—the slam reverberating like a threat.
“No,” he replied in a conciliatory tone. “I was just saying that it isn’t doing anything to hurt us.”
“The children are frightened of it because of the strange sound it makes. Besides, the telephone hasn’t worked since we have had this thing.”
“It was no good even before then. Besides, we have the only home with a light source for many kilometers, if you can believe Wayan. How valuable do you think that is in constant darkness? Maybe it will be enough to send Rudy and Binta to a private school in Jakarta. Then they can get out of here and study, or something,” he said, hopefully, and felt his heart warm at the thought of his children getting better chances than he’d had.
“If this is a punishment from Allah, no amount of money will help us. Somebody will probably steal your precious ball or shoot you over it. What do you think people are going to do when the gasoline runs out and you are the only one with a full can?” Indah pointed to the tiny forms of their two children, lying on their futons in the corner. “You’re endangering our children. Get rid of that thing, okay?”
Putra shook his head emphatically. “Allah brought it into my net... Who am I to throw it away? I’ll make sure we profit from it, that Rudy and Binta profit from it, I promise.”
“How are you going to do that, hmm?” Indah asked, not sounding particularly convinced. Her hands were on her massive hips as she glared at him, her head tilted.
“I’ll think of something,” he answered as he snatched his lighter and pack of cigarettes from the table and left the house. His wife’s eyes bored uncomfortably into his back. He wasn’t angry with her because he knew she was just frightened. Worried people had different ways of dealing with emergencies.
He was worried, too. Of course he was. The sun had disappeared, after all, and the world had been plunged into darkness, but he had learned never to give up hope. Apart from his wife and children, hope was the only thing that made him take his boat out every day. His entire life he had gone hungry and lived in poverty. Still, his difficult situation meant that he had lots of experience exercising hope, which was a great help.
Outside in the darkness he heard the distant clatter of the diesel generator that supplied the two streetlamps at the water’s edge with power. Their weak, yellow light wafted between the roofs and trees to reach him—almost imperceptible, but the longer he gave his eyes to adapt, to work better in the low light, the better he could see. First he saw the silhouettes of the other houses along the steep dirt path. Then he saw the outlines of trees and branches that emerged from the darkness like a depressing painting.
He lit a cigarette, the glowing tip of which seemed brighter than the sun for a moment as he dragged on it, and wandered toward the beach. He would have to stop some day—tobacco was almost as cheap as water in Indonesia, but every rupiah counted. Right now, though, he had to clear his head, and he could do that best when he listened to the sound of the waves breaking, a sound that had accompanied him every day since the first time he had gone out with his now-dead father.
He could see a light burning in a nearby hut, most likely the fireplace, but most were dark. There had been no charged smartphones in Badjo Kima for days, and he wasn’t sure if the lack of power was because of his sphere, which seemed to be able to draw power from the environment. Since the darkness came, firewood had become so valuable that the tree line to the east had retreated a few meters.
Wayan had organized the men of the village to spend their days clearing forest for firewood. The palm and tree trunks were chopped up and dried in an old cowshed to provide enough light and heat to prepare food. Food, of course, was not a problem, because they could fish from the beach or the shallower water, where there was light from the two lanterns. Yet there wasn’t much to be caught there in comparison to the deeper waters further out.
They would have problems sooner or later if they couldn’t get rice from Manado. But if he could sell the sphere for a profit, then maybe he could go to his brother in Jakarta. The government would make sure that everything worked in the capital. The politicians didn’t care about the farmers or fishermen in the provinces. It had always been that way and it always would be, even though they grew the food for the cities’ inhabitants. But the economic hub of Jakarta—they would never give that up because it was the engine that kept the country alive.
Putra saw a shadow moving around under the light to the east when he arrived at the seafront.
“Salam,” he said, and started toward the figure. He came to a halt after just two steps, his cigarette falling unnoticed from the corner of his mouth as he began to scream. The person was dangling on a cord as thick as a finger from a broad branch of a bangkirai tree that hung over the lamp. The dead body swung in the wind, lit by the lamp. Unable to move, he stared into the face of the man, which had gone blue, and he recognized it as the face of Budi Darmawan, the village carpenter.
“It’s Budi!” somebody yelled, the sudden voice from behind making Putra jump. He spun around and saw his friend Roro, who was hurrying toward him, eyes wide. He was buttoning his shirt and staring in disbelief at the dead man. Putra looked around, but he couldn’t see anyone else coming out of their homes in response to his scream, which was even more unsettling than Budi’s body.
“He hung himself,” Roro said, his voice uncomfortably hoarse.
“What do you mean?”
“The sun is gone, and I think people are going to get sad and sluggish without light.”
“But suicide is a sin!” Putra didn’t know if he should be horrified at this sacrilege or sad at the loss of his helpful and friendly neighbor, who was leaving a big family behind. But at last sympathy gained the upper hand, and he shook his head mournfully. “We should get him down and bury him.”
“Yes...” Roro said with a nod, but he didn’t move. “Yes, we should.”
Putra looked around again, but they were still alone. The deserted houses of the village that surrounded them were bathed in weak beams of light that felt like a fragile dome, like they were in a ghost town.
“Where is everybody?”
“They’re frightened,” Roro explained, looking around with an uneasy gaze. “The last few days have made that clear. I don’t think a scream is going to make them feel any better, or bring them out of their houses.”
Putra suddenly changed the subject as he heard the distant sound of an engine. “Do you hear that?” It was almost imperceptible at first, drowned out by the sound of breaking waves. Soon it grew to a clattering hum that sounded familiar. “Mego! That sounds like Mego’s truck!”
“Hmm, yeah, you could be right.” Roro’s gaze was lost in the distance as he listened, then finally he nodded and added, “Maybe he’s bringing food and diesel!”
“Come on, let’s go to meet him,” Putra said. Together they hurried to the other lamp, which was located in front of the minimart, behind which was the gravel path from Manado to the waterfront. He felt guilty, but he noticed how much better he felt to be moving as quickly as he could away from the dead body that had terrified him.
The engine got louder and louder, and other villagers came out of their houses, or at least stuck their vaguely recognizable heads around the door. It wasn’t just Roro and himself who hoped for food from the city.
The pickup came around the corner of a house, and they had to shield their eyes from the headlights, which were incredibly bright compared to the streetlamps. Putra lowered his hand when he heard the vehicle’s brakes squeak, and the hum of the engine sounded deep and even. The pickup was now not even three meters away, between the minimart and a coconut palm, but it wasn’t ruby red like Mego’s. It was black. Four figures jumped down from the back, joining two others who had gotten out of the front.
“Who is that?” Roro asked, frightened and moving back as if at an unheard command until he backed into the lamp post and jumped in terror.
The six shadows behind the headlamps fanned, walking one after another through the beams. With every step they turned more and more from shadows to recognizable people. There were six men in ripped jeans and shirts with their sleeves rolled up. They all had shoulder-length greasy hair, but two of them had tied their hair back. Three had guns in their hands, and the other three had rusty machetes. Putra’s blood froze in his veins as it dawned on him who they were.
They’re premans from the FPI, he realized, almost choking on his own saliva, which seemed to be retreating into his throat from his terror.
The FPI had been the paramilitary arm of Islamist revolutionaries in the past, but they had since become a kind of mafia. Its operatives, the premans, were feared thugs and killers whom nobody wanted within a hundred kilometers of them. He’d heard that wherever they appeared, there followed articles in the tabloids with horrific pictures. The urge to run back to his family and escape with them was almost overwhelming, and yet he couldn’t do it—he couldn’t even wiggle a finger. He just stood there, frozen and unable to form a clear thought, as if drugged.
“We’ve heard you have something hidden here,” growled one of the men with a machete, scratching himself casually on the shoulder with it. His slow drawl meant he had to be from Java.
Before the man’s words penetrated Putra’s mind, the speaker was already standing right in front of him, looking him straight in the eye, his head tilted. Everything about him spoke of violence and aggression, like a predator that would strike at the slightest provocation.
“I... I don’t know...” he stammered in fear.
“I asked you, where did you hide the thing?”
“Putra, tell him-m-m...” Roro started, but his voice faded away into a gurgle.
Putra looked to the side, his eyes wide, and almost fell over when he saw that one of the other premans had slashed his friend’s neck with a machete, and then the guy swung the broad-bladed knife again. The body of his half-beheaded friend had already fallen to the ground, but the preman kept hacking at him. Putra didn’t see anything else because he stumbled to the side and started to throw up in mighty heaves. His knees were shaking so much that he could hardly stay on his feet, when somebody grabbed him by the chin and forced his head up.
The preman’s eyes sparkled with enjoyment, which left Putra even more horrified—and even more terrified. “Roro, um, you just... you just...” he stuttered, without being able to think anything clearly.
“This guy, here?” The preman kicked the still-twitching body of Putra’s friend. “He’s done for, nelayan. You have to decide if the same thing is going to happen to you or your family.”
Putra’s eyes widened involuntarily when the man mentioned his family, but he immediately regretted it.
“Oh, so you have a family. That makes things easier. We’ve heard that some dirty nelayan from the north fished something strange out of the sea, and it is supposed to have magical powers. How long do you think we’ve already been searching? Three villages to the south are already gone. How much of yours goes is up to you and whether you can tell me if we can find this ball in your shithole or not. If it is,” the preman said, pushing the tip of his machete into Putra’s chest, “I’ll leave you and your village in peace. If not, we will give you all the same treatment as your friend here. So, what’s it going to be?”
If I tell them, they’ll murder Indah, Ruby, and Binta. These guys are animals, he thought feverishly, and tried to concentrate on his options, but he was too mixed up, his mind gripped by terror. It was a sophisticated fear, made up of concern for his family and the legitimate fear of being killed on the spot. Before he could put his panic into words he heard spiteful laughter, and saw that the six hardly discernible faces of the premans were split by grins. He looked down at himself and suddenly worked out the source of their hilarity, and the reason his lap felt damp—he had wet himself in fear, and the damp, stinking stain had already spread to his shaking knees.
“I, I, I,” the preman mocked him, waving for the man standing over Roro’s body to come over and hold his bloody machete at his neck. Putra immediately stopped breathing and stared wide-eyed at the weapon that had so brutally butchered his friend. “You shouldn’t be thinking so much about yourself. You should be thinking about your family and your village. If you know where the ball we are looking for is, we will leave you alone, I promise. I’m not interested in your fish-stinking village.”
I have no choice, he thought in panic, and his resistance melted away quicker than an ice cube under a heat lamp. Of course, he didn’t believe a single word the mafia killer said, but he was sure that his family would be killed if he didn’t say something. But if he did speak, it would just buy him a few more minutes of life, and maybe the chance to warn his family in time.
“I have the ball in my house,” he said at last, his voice cracking.
“Oh,” the man said, his bearded face with its crooked teeth looking surprised for a moment. “Okay? Where is it?”
“In my house.”
“In your house,” the preman repeated, turning to his friends. “Did you hear that? That’s what I call a coincidence.”
“Allah will punish your sins,” Putra muttered, without realizing he had said the words out loud. His intense fear had overwhelmed his ability to control himself.
“Oh, will he?” the killer cackled, grinning a hideous grin that was more like the snarl of a tiger. “I think he is punishing all of us, so what difference does it make?”
“Take us to your house,” said another man to the left. Putra thought it was the one who had held the machete to his throat, though now he had lowered it again. His voice held none of the artificial levity of the man directly in front of him. This one was colder and more mechanical, which was more terrifying. “You go first.”
Somebody grasped Putra by the shoulder and turned him around. He put one shaking foot in front of the other, walking with bowed head along the dirt path that went uphill between the bakery and the laundromat. He looked at his bare feet and wondered if it would be the last time he saw them. With death just moments away, everything looked so precious that he felt he had to remember it all. He now realized that he hadn’t valued how important it was to have two feet. The sand crunched between his toes, small stones pricked his calloused skin, and from time to time, tufts of grass stroked his heels.
As if in a dream, he continued forward, hearing the dull footfalls of the premans behind him, who were otherwise silent as if they weren’t there. Then he was suddenly standing in front of his house, making him cringe in fear. He had intended to warn his family. He should have called out or screamed something to make them run away from these psychopaths with their guns and machetes.
“So this is it?” asked the man who had spoken to him before, and with his bloody machete, gestured at the wooden door Putra himself had made.
Putra didn’t react, but he didn’t have to. He was shoved so violently that he slammed against the plywood and fell into the room along with the door as it came off its hinges. He screamed in fear, and the shriek found an echo as Indah and his two children jumped up from their sleeping corner. In the sphere’s dim blue light, their faces looked bloodless and lost, like distorted cartoon grimaces.
Two of the premans ran over and grabbed first his wife and then his children by the hair, dragging them from the bed and brutally shoving them to the floor.
“Stop that, you assholes!” Putra screamed as his fear was swamped by overwhelming rage that almost robbed him of his senses but gave him the strength to jump up, despite the pain from being slammed into the door.
“Uh-uh-uh,” said the man with the machete, holding the blade so close to his eyes that they crossed and he saw two blades. Simultaneously, the two killers with his family cocked their guns and pointed them at his children. “Do you want to die a hero?”
“Here it is,” said the other preman, whom Putra guessed was their leader. He was the only other FPI killer. The others had obviously stayed with the truck. The man stowed his machete in his belt, then went over to the sphere and investigated it with his fingers. His next words sounded almost pensive. “A single light in the darkness.”
“Are we satisfied?” asked the humorless man with the downy beard and the cold eyes who was holding Putra in check.
“Yes, we are. I’ll take it, and we’ll head off to Manado before the stink of fish and coward makes me sick.”
“What about this guy and his family?”
“First hack off his hand, then cut his throat. I can’t stand these peasants. Look at this coward. He even betrayed his family to save his own skin,” the leader said, and smiled as Putra sank helplessly to his knees. He started to sob and reached desperately for his wife and his children, who began to weep and cry out in anguish. It almost broke his heart as shame and guilt threatened to engulf him, and tears flowed in streams down his cheeks.
“Ha!” the preman laughed, just one of four moving shadows to Putra’s bleary eyes. “This is pretty funny. Leave him be. He has almost died of fright.”
Footsteps scraped over the dusty clay floor of his house, and then there was silence. It was almost dark until a chink of light appeared at the open door frame, and Putra could again see outlines.
The premans had gone, but his wife, with his two children still pressed to her chest, was sitting there and swaying tearfully from side to side. He jumped up and ran over to embrace them and hug them tight.
“I’m sorry,” he sobbed in shame. “I’m so sorry. It’s all okay now. It’s all okay.”
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MONTGOMERY
   
 January 14, 2035 - in the air above Montana
The flight back to Hanford, Washington, was long. They had to land the tiltrotor plane on an Air Force base to change to a transport helicopter. The vast military area was a bright point in the endless darkness of the expanses of nature that they had flown over, like a beacon. The two runways were brightly illuminated and made a kind of cross against the omnipresent darkness, a darkness so impenetrable that there was no difference between above and below.
The many buildings and barracks were also lit up—every window a star in a sparkling sky. Only they were on the ground, which looked strange until they landed. Then everything changed because soldiers were running around everywhere, and they were herded to the helicopter by yelling men and women, all with their heads lowered against the wind from the rotors.
They strapped in and lifted off in the new aircraft, feeling like they had been transported into a dream—surreal and horrifying at the same time because everything had happened so quickly. Monty put on an aviation headset that was hanging beside his seat to block out the even louder thunder of the rotors. He was sitting in a row with half the scientists in what seemed to be his new team, with the other half sitting opposite.
There were no windows, only the two rows of seats in which they were thrown around as the helicopter was hit by turbulence. All types of boxes and sacks, held in place by tight netting, hung on the military-gray walls. There was a closed ramp to the rear and an open doorway to the two pilots in the front. The interior light remained deep red the whole time, as if they were at war—in actuality, he only knew scenes like these from war movies.
“Crazy, right?” the person now sitting to his right screamed in his ear—at least that was how it sounded, until Monty realized that the voice that went with the grinning face was reaching him via his headset.
“What’s crazier? The fact that we are locked inside a barrier? The fact that we are flying in an Air Force helicopter, or the fact I haven’t pissed my pants in fear yet?”
The man sitting beside him grinned even wider. At most in his early 30s, he had short brown hair and the easygoing gaze of a young academic who hadn’t yet humiliated himself pursuing research grants.
“All of it! I’m Johannes Bohr, Charles Osprey’s doctoral student,” the young man said, extending his hand, which Monty shook with a friendly nod, although he wasn’t in the mood to chat. On the other hand, the instinct to withdraw into himself would be very counterproductive at this particular moment. He knew he was a world champion brooder, and that had never worked to his advantage.
“Montgomery Reed, but everyone calls me Monty.”
Bohr nodded. “Then call me Johannes.”
“Where is your accent from?”
“Germany. I did my diploma in Hamburg, got a scholarship for Yale, then spent the last of my money on an old clunker, which took me to Doctor Osprey’s house in Wisconsin. Call me a stalker, but I got the postgraduate position that he didn’t even want to give away,” Johannes explained, with a contented shrug of his shoulders.
“But that doesn’t mean anything anymore,” he continued. “I have never had to summon as much courage as the moment I got into the car and bet everything on the turn of one card with Osprey. It’s hard to believe that a few days later, the world would end. If I needed any more proof that no god is looking out for us up there, then it looks like I have it.”
“The world hasn’t ended yet,” Monty countered, unsure whom he was trying to convince, himself or the young German.
“I guess... We’re still breathing. You’re right about that, but not for much longer. Plants need sunlight for photosynthesis. Without those, there is none of the sugar and oxygen produced by the conversion of carbon dioxide. That means we’ll very slowly suffocate.”
Monty contradicted the younger man. “That’s true, sure, but trees have such a big store of water and glucose that they can stay green and active for decades.” He had to force himself not to scream because the sound of the rotor blades from outside was an uncomfortable thunder even through his sound-deadening headset.
“But will that be enough?”
“Enough for the survivors, yes. The remaining air will be enough for centuries, even if it is not being replenished.”
“What do you mean, the survivors?” Johannes asked as he gestured to a scientist on the opposite bench to calm down because he was trying, with wild gestures, to attract his attention to a datapad.
“I mean, those who don’t take their own lives because they get too depressed from low vitamin D levels, those that don’t starve because of extreme food shortages, those who don’t fall victim to marauding gangs, uprisings, and crimes of violence—the list is long.” Monty made a dismissive hand gesture, and his words trailed off as he lost interest in completing the apocalyptic scenario.
But the doctoral student wouldn’t let it go. “Hmm, that’s right. The collapse of the apparatus of the state will take the whole of society with it. The internet is already dying, so the world is no longer networked. The loss of all the GPS signals is also a problem, not just because there are no more flights, pretty much trapping us in one place, the stock market couldn’t do any more futures trading and had to close. Without trade, the globalized world will sink into the stone age quicker than we think.
“The military, too, is pretty much cut off. Just think of the Navy, who don’t have contact with their surface ships anymore. How will we know we aren’t at war? How will commands be received in an international incident? What about nuclear weapons? With no eyes in orbit, nobody would know if some nuclear power was launching a first strike. Somebody could have the stupid idea that it is better to shoot first and ask questions later, to make sure they’re not the target.”
“That all sounds very pessimistic,” Monty said. He was astonished that there was somebody with a more negative outlook on the future than himself. He still felt like he was in a dream, torn between worry for his daughter—and to a certain extent for his ex-wife Erica—and his sense of duty that had forced him not to follow this fear and instead to help work at LIGO in Hanford on a solution to the problem. What they were going to be able to achieve there was still a mystery to him, but Charles Osprey was the Nobel winner on board, not himself.
“I’m not a pessimist,” Johannes said, sounding almost insulted. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t be sitting here on board, would I?”
“Why not? Is there somewhere else you’d rather be?”
“Touché.” The German grinned, and gave an appreciative smirk.
“Lieutenant DeBruyne here,” the pilot suddenly said over the radio, interrupting their attempt to distract themselves from the tension with conversation. “We have to lose a lot of altitude because we have clouds in front of us that we can’t fly through without GPS. The descent could get a little bumpy. Sit tight and keep your seatbelts fastened. DeBruyne out.”
“I must admit that I don’t like the thought of our pilot having to fly through the dark without instruments,” Johannes muttered as he checked his belt was fastened correctly just when the first turbulence arrived and started throwing them around.
“These are military pilots. They’ve been trained for this kind of thing,” Monty said as he closed his eyes at a severe gust and said a quick prayer he remembered from Sunday school. “Besides, we won’t fly into a mountain because there are enough lights from small towns and settlements with power here below the clouds to allow the pilots to see.”
“Thanks for that mental image,” Johannes groused.
“Okay, people, listen up,” Osprey said over the general channel. Monty saw him sitting in his military parka on the other bench, off to the right, waving a tablet. In the red cabin light he looked like a mummy. “We still have three-hundred kilometers to go before we reach Hanford. As soon as we have cleared the turbulence I will be handing out tablets. They are loaded with all the data relating to my plan and my suggestions for restarting LIGO.
“All the landline outlets should have phones attached by the time we arrive, so we should be able to talk to our team at the LIGO in Louisiana. I know it will be difficult to work as closely as before now that we’re without the internet, but we will find a way to make it work. If there is any chance to find out what happened or is happening out there, we have to take it, and that is what we are going to do.”
“Now all it needs is that we all howl in agreement,” Johannes sneered, after leaning over to Monty a little.
He was about to say something in reply, but he was pushed hard against his belt. It felt like the helicopter had been forced into a sudden and sharp left turn, the engines screaming so loudly that for a moment he thought something was going to explode. Then there was a thunderous bang, and he was thrown backward and forward even more harshly than before, until his belt was digging into his collarbone. His headset came flying off, and he heard a metallic screech as something white punched through the cabin, cutting it in two as neatly as a knife.
Before he could work out what had happened, his stomach was up in his throat as they plummeted from the sky. The front part of the helicopter had simply disappeared. In essence, a substantial hole now gaped where people had been sitting and the door to the pilots had been located, and despite the high winds, he could see through it to where burning wreckage was spiraling against the clouds. No, it wasn’t the wreckage that was spinning. No, they were spinning—he and the wreck he was securely fastened to by his belt were turning in circles.
His eyes wide and a scream on his lips, he grabbed his seat belt with both hands to ease the pressure a little. Suddenly he noticed that everything had suddenly gone silent, apart from the screams of the people still around him in the rear section, which was hurtling toward the ground. There was no engine noise, no thud of rotor blades. Nothing.
Then came the impact, and it was so sudden and brutal that Monty almost lost consciousness. They bounced like a stone, rear ramp first, which crumpled inward several meters into the interior space. Two men and two women sitting at the extreme left were crushed, and the sight of fountaining blood and flying body parts didn’t even shock him because his brain was only occupied with survival. The boxes and bags that had been secured in the netting flew from the wall as they ripped free, and for a moment caused a hurricane of objects and wreckage that sailed around his ears. Something cut deeply into his cheek, he heard a scream that was suddenly cut off, and then for a moment, it was silent as a grave.
It took a moment for Monty to work out that he wasn’t dead, because the silence and darkness were so total that he wasn’t sure if he even still existed. But it wasn’t silent at all. His ears were full of an uncomfortable whistling that only gradually faded, to be replaced by the sound of groaning and muted cries of pain.
“Is anybody there?” he called into the darkness and began with shaking hands to get a grasp of the belt buckle. It took him a long moment of fumbling until he had a grip on the button from two sides. He pressed it and immediately fell to the side, landing hard on the ramp floor, which was now within an arm’s length instead of meters away. He slid against something wet and knew that it had to be the man who had been sitting to his left, who had been killed by a flying box.
He hastily clambered to his feet on the metal ramp. It took a few seconds for him to work out that it was no longer fully dark, and that he could make out his surroundings. A small fire was burning above him, where the helicopter had been cut in two, and it was eating its way along some cables that came down. Toward him!
“Shit,” Monty cursed, his voice a screech. Although he was afraid of what he might see, he forced himself to look along the bench. If any of the others had by some miracle survived, he had to help them. To his right, he saw the man who had been sitting to his left, his head and chest so terribly damaged by the box that it was impossible to recognize the remains as human. Johannes, who was hanging further up like a lifeless marionette in his belt, had not been injured, as far as he could tell in the dim light, flickering now with the flames.
On the other side, the highest seat was empty and the belt open. Monty knew somebody had been sitting there, but he hadn’t fastened his seat belt properly because he was gone. Below that sat a figure with long blond hair, who was nodding over and over again. When Monty saw that she was staring wide-eyed, he recoiled and banged his head.
“I’ll help you,” he called out and ran over to the woman, who had a thin film of blood seeping from her nose. Her left foot was sticking out at a sickening angle, but she didn’t seem injured otherwise. “What’s your name?”
“Jane,” she whispered weakly through bloody strands of hair that were hanging in front of her face, giving her the look of a character from a horror film.
“Okay, Jane,” he said as he checked her harness and put his right hand on the buckle. “I’m going to undo the belt. You’re going to fall, but I’m here to catch you. It isn’t far to fall. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” she sounded exhausted, but the look in her eyes told him that she understood. So he pushed the button and she fell about half a meter into his arms. He was still shaky on his feet because of the adrenaline, so they ended up falling together to the floor, slamming his ass against it. Fortunately, Jane seemed to have escaped without any further injuries.
“SHIT!” came a shrill scream as he was climbing back to his feet and was about to take a look at her foot. He looked up and saw the German doctoral student hanging in his belt and looking around, wide-eyed. His eyes were so wide that he looked like a spooked horse that was starting to panic.
“We’ve crashed, and you’re in the helicopter wreckage,” Monty explained, and was surprised at how calm he sounded. He couldn’t remember much of anything from the first aid course he had done in college. He remembered, though, that it was essential to speak gently to accident victims, calm them, and keep them responsive.
A flood of German came burbling from Johannes’s lips. Then he looked at Monty and seemed to register his presence for the first time. “What happened? My head really hurts.”
“It’s probably whiplash or something,” Monty replied, then gestured to Jane that he would leave her lying on the floor a moment while he looked after the young man. She nodded, her face contorted in pain.
“Fuck, they’re all dead!” Johannes said, voice high, and Monty knew that he had to do something before the doctoral student, still restrained in his seat belt, started to panic.
“Are you injured?”
“I don’t know... My head really hurts.”
“Can you move your hands and feet?” Monty asked, and watched as Johannes first moved his feet in their heavy military boots in circles and then patted his upper legs with his hands.
“Good. Does your neck hurt?”
“No, but my head hurts like hell!”
“I’m going to release you and try to catch you, so you can land on your feet,” Monty explained as he took hold of the belt buckle and waited for him to nod in agreement before opening it.
This time they didn’t fall. Johannes slid along him but landed on his feet without falling on Jane. His eyes still looked unfocused and were darting around, so Monty grabbed him by the shoulders and pointed upward to the fire that had traveled further downward along the cables. It wouldn’t be long before it jumped to the seating. From the stink of oil, ozone, and burnt plastic, he knew they would lose consciousness and die if they didn’t get out of the wreck soon.
“I need your help, Johannes,” he said calmly, and took the man by his chin when his words didn’t seem to be registering.
“Hmm? What?”
“I need your help. You’re in shock, but I need your help to save this woman. Her name is Jane, and she needs us. Okay?”
“Oh, okay,” the German hurriedly said as he glanced at Jane, who rewarded him with a weak but thankful smile that was so fleeting Monty was worried she might die at any moment.
“The first thing we have to do is get out of here. Then we’ll take a closer look at everyone’s injuries,” he said, pointing at the square opening above them, with fire dancing at the left, through which they could see the starless night sky. Smoke kept blocking the view, and the smoke seemed to be glowing red as if it came straight from hell, making him suspect that fires were burning all around them. So they would have to be careful.
“What we’re going to do is I will climb up using the seats, then you help Jane to her feet and give her a boost while I pull her up from the edge, okay?”
Johannes seemed more focused now. “Okay!” It obviously helped him to have somebody else to concentrate on instead of the situation he was in.
Monty took a deep breath and forced himself to stand face-to-face with the half-crushed body in the harness. Then he grabbed the belt of the seat he had been sitting in and started climbing. The place where the cabin had been cut in two was about four meters above him, and the adrenaline hitting his system was enough to make him shake. Still, it gave him the strength to get where he wanted to go, astonishingly quickly.
He cut his hands and knees on jagged metal, but after a few minutes he was sitting with one leg in the cabin and one outside. He quickly took a look around. They were right below a massive wind turbine, its giant blades turning, illuminated by widely distributed fires like a monument. There was wreckage everywhere, with clothes, baggage, and burning pools of aviation fuel mixed in.
As each turbine blade descended toward him and then went back up, he heard a sound like somebody had aimed a fan directly at his ear. A glance at the tip of one of the blades confirmed his suspicion. There was a position light, but it wasn’t working. Also, the revolutions of the blades, each as long as a truck, were slowing.
“How does it look?” Johannes yelled from below.
Monty tore his attention from the depressing scene, then with both hands reached between his legs, where a protruding metal rib curved over the opening. He immediately started coughing as the toxic fumes of the cable fire hit his lungs.
“We’re still alive,” he croaked as soon as he got his breath back. Then he leaned down and found a secure hold for his right foot on the outside to allow himself to reach his hand down to Jane. She had climbed to stand on her uninjured foot with Johannes’s help and was now being lifted toward him from below.
Monty was surprised at how focused he could be on helping somebody else despite the catastrophe. The helicopter was in utter darkness, smashed below the rotating turbine blades, but he had, by some miracle, survived. The least he could do was help the other two, even if he had no idea what they would do when they had escaped the wreckage.
It was pitch black all around the crash site, with no light to be seen anywhere in the distance either, which made him worried that they must have crashed somewhere in the sparsely populated expanse of Montana.
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RODEA
   
 January 15, 2035 - Manado, Sulawesi, Indonesia
The journey to the far north of Sulawesi was more straightforward than they had been expecting. However, it had still been considerably more difficult than if there had been operational airlines and functional satellites. First they had been driven to Langley Air Force Base and transferred to a government aircraft in which they’d been the only passengers.
Obviously there had been a change of plans as the black ops team had already been transported to the Celebes Sea by other means as part of a significant redeployment of surface forces. A refueling stop at a Navy base with an airfield in South Kenya had been necessary, after which they had continued to the USS Gerald R. Ford, a massive aircraft carrier of the Gerald Ford-class. It was located as part of Carrier Strike Group Four just outside the twelve-mile zone around Indonesia, which had initially puzzled Rodea.
To her knowledge, there was nothing strategically important enough here to justify pulling CSG 4 from the waters between North and South Korea. The communications and logistics involved had to have been enormously tricky now that they could no longer use satellites. All messages had to be sent from location to location via radio. This took a significant amount of time, and it was easier for competitor powers—and superpower China—to intercept communications. But it had obviously worked, and by the time they landed on the deck of the Gerald R. Ford, she had no doubt that the battle group had been deployed here specifically because of the supposed artifact.
This fact alone was enough to tell her that Alison had been correct in thinking this object could be a piece of technology from space. Either the president or the Director trusted her judgment, despite how ‘out there’ the theory sounded. Not even the defense secretary could redeploy a carrier group without talking to the president.
She knew the decision-makers Washington wanted to retrieve the package without making waves, but they were willing to use force if necessary. This, in turn, made it clear to her that Alison had once again managed to get her way in Washington as to how things were going to be handled. And, she had put a lot on the line hoping Rodea would be successful.
If the highest levels of government were really convinced that an extraterrestrial object with alien hardware had been shot down one year ago by the USS Jeremy Brant, and that it was now in Indonesia, their first impulse would have been a military operation. She was no politician, and had always avoided politics even within the agency, but what must have happened was so evident that all you had to do was put two and two together. She was now hunting probably the most sought-after object in the world, which—once it had been found—could immediately become the most pivotal thing in the world, should there prove to be anything to it.
So they had agreed first to go along with Alison’s suggestion and send in their bloodhound for Southeast Asia and simultaneously park the iron glove of the Navy off the coast so that in an emergency they could instantly strike. She thought they had made the right decision, because military action alone would have caused the object to disappear faster than the admiral in charge could say thank you.
Indonesia still had an old-fashioned telecommunications structure, but it had now become one of the most advanced ones in operation because it was based on landlines. Only the more developed cities had used the considerably swifter 4G and then upgraded to 5G, just like most of the West. The narrow streets and the dense jungle provided environs where the U.S. military had in the past bitten off more than they could chew.
Even if Indonesia did not defend itself from a military attack, which it wouldn’t be able to do in the current situation, the Navy units would never be able to search the entirety of Sulawesi for an object no more than one meter in diameter. With daylight instead of this blanket of darkness, and without a worldwide humanitarian disaster, it would still be a task requiring several years.
So she was being sent in to find it before the iron fist descended and simply bloodied its knuckles, only enraging the Chinese, who would then feel encouraged to intervene more openly where their interests lay. If there had been a good thing about the last ten years, when China had become the economic and military equal of the United States, it was that the balance of power had meant that both sides had held back from international military action, each choosing to avoid setting a precedent that their opponent could use to justify taking action.
And now it was up to her to make sure things stayed that way, while simultaneously searching Indonesia in absolute darkness, even though she didn’t know what the object looked like, and also didn’t know how the environment had reacted to the darkness. It was entirely possible that the whole population of Sulawesi had been killed off by chaos, food shortages, or disease.
After a brief meeting with Fleet Admiral Ludmilla Konrad, during which the gaunt woman with the stern gaze had made it clear to Rodea that official orders were to wait exactly four days, and not a minute longer, they climbed aboard a small, dilapidated Cessna, where she met her team—two former rangers, who introduced themselves only as Boozta and Stinger, and Susan and Mike, two former Navy SEALs.
All four had the same impassive expressions and hard, immobile eyes as every black ops warrior she had ever met. The work of elite soldiers, in ever-changing clothes and with continuously varying missions meaning deployment to new and unknown locations, left its mark.
Boozta and Susan both had Filipino roots and wouldn’t stand out as foreigners. They wore baggy jeans that had been fashionable 30 years earlier, along with shirts with holes in them that would make it easy to blend in with the local population, as long as they didn’t say anything.
Mike and Stinger, however, had Chinese and Korean roots, respectively, which was problematic. Of course, she understood that the range of black ops people available was limited, and the problem wasn’t how they looked. There was a relatively sizeable Chinese minority in Indonesia, which covered Mike, and Stinger could pass for Chinese in most situations, although Sulawesi had the lowest Chinese population of any region except Aceh.
“Just stay in the background and remain in radio contact range at all times, which means stay in Manado while I do the legwork,” she said over the headset as they sat tightly packed together in the Cessna checking their pistols, fake passports, and money.
“Shouldn’t we stay close, to save your ass when you shit your diaper?” asked Susan, the surprisingly petite former Navy SEAL, earning approving grins from her teammates—Boozta and Stinger even exchanged fist bumps. Rodea let them have their fun and waited for the usual teasing before a mission to finish.
“How do you say, ‘change the diaper’ in Bahasa Indonesian?” she then asked them all, raising a questioning eyebrow when nobody could answer. Everyone avoided her gaze.
“Kamu Bajingan,” she said as if answering her own question, and smiling grimly at their blank faces. “That’s exactly why you stay far enough away that you don’t tread on my toes or trip over your own feet, and let mama take care of the important stuff. If there is anything for you guys to shoot, I’ll let you know, don’t worry.” She made a pistol with her right hand, kept her face impassive, and pretended she was shooting at Mike.
The four of them exchanged looks for a moment, obviously unsure from Rodea’s sober expression whether she was joking or if she was upset, but then her mouth curled slightly upward. They began to laugh and slap her on the shoulder.
“For a CIA gal, you’re hilarious, agent,” Susan said with an amused nod of approval. “I usually hate your type.”
“We don’t much like you guys either. You stampede around like a herd of elephants on the savanna when all we are looking for is a meerkat,” she countered. “But we all work for the same country, right? We should be like a well-organized toolbox and always be ready with the right tool for whatever happens. And I’m happy you’re here, because I have no idea what things are going to look like when we get there, or what is waiting for us in Manado.”
“You’re the boss,” Stinger said with a shrug.
Exactly. A little extra pressure can’t hurt, she thought, and looked out the window because something had caught her eye. At first she thought that the red lighting in the aircraft cabin had reflected from one of the guns and made a streak of brightness in her eye, but when she looked more closely, she saw that something had changed. The deep darkness—to the left, right, above, and below—was now tinted up ahead of them. The light was ghostly, as if it was being emitted like a gas and coming together to form a yellow cloud.
The others started talking again, but Rodea wasn’t listening. She was gazing more intently. The closer they came, the more clearly she could see that it had to be Manado. The city’s lights looked so diffuse that a thick layer of smog above the rooftops was illuminated from below. She allowed herself to be lulled by the drone of the propeller, almost entering a trance-like state, looking at the scattered lights below the clouds as they became ever brighter until Manado was a sea of lamps, illuminated windows, and sparkling lights all around.
The pilot switched off the cab lights shortly afterward and flew in wide circles over the city. They were lucky that the lights of the city illuminated the cliffs to the south enough that the pilot could see them and fly over them, because it was only after this maneuver that they saw a two-kilometer-long line of white points of light with an inviting flare at the end giving off red smoke. They flew lower and lower toward the runway, though complete darkness, so dark that Rodea wondered if any second they were going to crash into some tree that suddenly appeared in their path.
The pilot turned on the lights, and they saw the temporary runway coming closer. It was short and strewn with stones, and just looking at it made her close her eyes. There was a rattling and banging, and she was thrown around in her belt twice, but then the airplane came to rest. She gulped down the stomach acid that had come up into her throat and clambered out into the darkness with her black ops team. Two Indonesians in military clothes met them, armed with Kalashnikovs hanging casually from their shoulders.
“Thanks for your support,” she called out to them in Indonesian over the noise of the propeller, shaking their hands one after the other. Boozta, Stinger, Susan, and Mike did the same, only a little more reservedly. She couldn’t blame them, because they were trained never to trust anyone. Behind them, the Navy pilot turned the Cessna and taxied off into the darkness, where she supposed the plane would be hidden.
Rodea saw from the corner of her eye that some of the other people helping were already gathering the lamps that had been used to mark the runway. She didn’t want to know how much money or how many favors it had cost the agency to arrange all this.
“Happy to help. You people are still good payers,” one of the local team reassured her with a grin, a cigarette in the corner of his mouth. He spoke with the singsong accent of Aceh, the strict Muslim region in the north of Sumatra. “There’s a jeep waiting to take you to Manado. The driver is one of ours and has good contacts with the police. Nobody is going to bother you.” He looked over her shoulder at the four soldiers in plain clothes and frowned. “We’ll have to smuggle these guys in some other way. They look like tourists or killers, and all the roads into the city are blocked. We’ll think of something.”
“Thanks,” she said, then turned to face her team. “Don’t forget. Don’t leave the city, and don’t move a muscle until I call you.”
After everyone nodded that they understood, she followed one of the pair of Indonesians to a jeep waiting at the edge of the beam of light. Rodea said goodbye to him after getting the radio frequency of his cell. She clasped her backpack to her breast like a valuable treasure.
“If you need us, give us a call.”
“I hope it won’t come to that,” she replied, because she knew all too well how unscrupulous the groups of former freedom fighters, soldiers, and dissidents that the CIA bought could be. They were not a scalpel, like her black ops team. They were an ax that was only used if you had to chop down the whole tree.
Her driver, a young man with crooked teeth and long hair, introduced himself as Suparman, and hardly said a word for the entire drive. At one point he asked her how she spoke such good Indonesian, so she told him a little about her grandparents, who had moved to America from Bali. He didn’t ask any more questions, and since she wasn’t in the mood for small talk, they continued on in silence. The drive took them through the jungles of the mountain ridge on Manado’s outskirts and through two kilometers of small villages that looked ghostly and deserted in the brief glimpses seen in the jeep’s headlights. Even outside the villages the atmosphere was oppressive. Normally there were few corners of Indonesia where there were no huts, kiosks, or workshops along the asphalt streets. She only knew the land of her grandparents as full of people, the loud bangs of old exhausts, a vague smell of gasoline everywhere, and of course, the burning sun.
But everything seemed deserted, and even the frequent calls of the different jungle creatures and the chirping of insects making their strange noises in mighty choirs were rarely heard. Everything seemed dead, as if no creature dared raise its voice from the oppressive darkness, and she could understand how they felt. Not seeing any stars, no moon, not even the slightest sign that anything was up there, felt more horrendous than she would have thought. Now she understood why half the pack that had been prepared for her was vitamin D and fish oil. She even felt the lack of sun depressing her mood, and the knowledge that the shadowy jungle to her right and left must be half-wilted and full of hungry animals made her gulp deeply several times.
They reached Manado 10 minutes later, on a road that would once have taken over an hour to navigate due to heavy traffic. A military checkpoint with a machine gun nest and heavy APC blocked the access road at the outermost rank of buildings. At least a dozen soldiers were aiming guns at her, until an envelope and Suparman’s crooked grin were satisfactory and they were waved through. They didn’t even bother to look at Rodea twice. Obviously, their job was more about keeping large numbers of bandits away, reassuring the local populace that they were still under protection, and reminding them that they were kept in check.
As they drove through the city, she noticed that not every house had power, perhaps only every second house, or every third, and that there was light only behind a few windows. So electricity was being rationed, and many of the homes were disconnected from the grid, which explained why there were military or police units on every street corner. The people didn’t take such impositions into their lives readily.
The only comfort was that most Indonesians had large families and thus a societal safety network to assist them when in need. Of course, even this wasn’t helpful when everyone would starve in just a few weeks. Indonesia had much too small a rice-growing area for its huge population of over three hundred million people, which meant they needed high quantities of imported rice. Now there was no more trade, but that made no difference, because there was no longer any sunlight that would have helped the rice grow.
Rodea was riding through a dead city—the inhabitants simply didn’t know it yet, or didn’t want to admit it to themselves. The fact that the local power stations still had enough oil, gas, and coal to provide limited amounts of power was not enough to hide Manado’s fate.
“Are they still catching fish?” she asked the driver as they drove unhindered through the streets where, before, dense ranks of traffic had been pressed together, their drivers honking their horns at each other to hurry. Now she only saw the occasional car or a police jeep. Everyone else was on foot with fearful faces and gaunt expressions, walking the cracked pavement of the sidewalks along with packs of rats, all looking for anything people could no longer eat.
“Yes, some fishermen still go out because the mayor gives them diesel to catch food,” Suparman answered with a frown. “But the fish they catch have to be given to the police because the catch has to be meted out fairly. Of course they keep it all for themselves and for people they know.”
“And the fishermen let them take it because otherwise, they don’t get any diesel,” Rodea said with a snort. “Even in a crisis, the greatest enemy of people is other people.”
“What does that mean?” Suparman asked.
“That means we’re heading for the harbor. Preferably the harbor for private fishing boats, not the one for big trawlers and companies.”
“But the small boats don’t get any diesel, only the big companies with contacts.”
“Even so. I want to go to the local fishermen.”
The driver nodded and turned left at the next intersection, which soon took them to a small bay in the north of the city, alongside the smokestacks of two factories that had stained the peeling signs for textiles when the international trade in cheap labor had still been flourishing. Several long-tail boats had been hauled out onto the sand, while roughly the same number anchored in the bay could be made out by the dim light of the single streetlight of the promenade.
She gestured to Suparman to stop the car and let her out when she saw a group of men sitting in the sand, obviously smoking based on the fireflies she saw among them.
“I’ll wait here,” her driver said, but she had already jumped out of the passenger door. Rodea was heading for the fishermen who were talking among themselves in muted voices. They stopped talking as she approached, and quickly hid their shared bottle of spirits, because just owning one brought draconian punishment from the Indonesian Sharia under normal circumstances.
“Hello, reputable gentlemen.” She used the proper Indonesian form for men who were older than herself. She joined the men, all with gray hair and paper-thin skin stretched tight over their bones, doubtless the result of years working in the sun.
“What do you want?” the first one asked, a short man with knots of muscle and a hostile gaze.
“I have heard a few things, and I wanted to ask what you have heard,” she answered, seemingly untroubled, opening her backpack. “I have brought a few things that I hardly have any use for anymore.”
Rodea fished around in the backpack, pulled out her pistol, and heard the fishermen gasp, then shook her head and jammed the gun back inside with a frown. “No, that’s not it,” she said, and then, “Ah, here it is!” She pulled out a handful of small packs of AAA batteries with a friendly smile. “Batteries!”
The men’s eyes went wide as they flicked between the batteries, her, and the others. Some were already trying to work out how fast she could draw her pistol, but they were aware of how old they were, and how young Rodea was in comparison, and they could see she wasn’t dumb. They saw through her pretended naivety—and that was the point.
“Let’s play a game. I’ll say what I heard, and then you say if you have heard the same thing, and what you know about it and, if the game is fun, I’ll get going and leave the batteries here. What do you think?” she asked with a smile. Rodea dropped down into the fine sand with her hands behind her, while the sound of the surf filled the sudden silence.
“What do you want to know?” asked one of the men as he stubbed out his cigarette in the sand.
“There were some unexplained power outages here, shortly before the sun disappeared, right?”
“Yes,” answered one of the others. “Over in Deswao, there was a multi-car pileup as hundreds of cars suddenly had no power, so I heard! The entire city block had to hang white sheets in the window because of it.”
Rodea suppressed the impulse to roll her eyes at this superstition and instead just kept smiling. “Did any of you fishermen bring up anything strange from the sea in the days before?”
“Something strange?” the same man repeated with a shake of his head. “What do you mean?”
“A device, something made of metal?”
“No, we fish properly, and we don’t raise our sons to be junk dealers, like that albino,” the man laughed, and the others started cackling along with him.
“Albino?” she asked, already worried that this was more superstition. Then she remembered that the Indonesian word bule could mean albino, but it was also a man’s name. “Who is this Bule?”
“Oh, just some idiot who never catches any fish, but he does catch junk, and he wanted to sell some junk to a museum.” The old man, whom she could see had the bottle of spirits hidden behind him, snorted and shook his head.
Rodea tossed a pack of batteries to each of the three who had spoken and bowed. She held the remaining packages of batteries up in her right hand.
“Last question. This Bule, where does he live?”
She ignored the first two answers, because she knew all too well the mix of greed and uncertainty in the men’s eyes. She knew that they would say anything to get batteries, but one of the others, who hadn’t yet said anything, then spoke and she tossed the batteries to him.
“Badjo Kima, I think. I know a fisherman there, Roro is his name, and I think this Bule is his friend, because they went to the city together.”
Rodea ran back to the jeep without wasting another second. She indicated to Suparman to start the engine as she was still running, then leapt into the passenger seat.
“Banjo Kima, do you know where that is?”
“No,” Suparman replied as he stroked his sparse goatee. “But we’ll soon find it if it’s close by.”
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PUTRA
   
 January 15, 2035 - Badjo Kima, Sulawesi Utara, Indonesia
Putra stepped out of the water, knees shaking, dragging a bag of mussels that he’d gathered with great difficulty from the rocks of the bay over several hours. The water was calm and rocky there, and the little light from the remaining lamps in the village was just enough to see vague outlines under water through his leaky goggles. Scraping off the edible mussels with a kitchen knife and bringing them out of the water took a lot of time and energy.
His arms and legs were covered in gashes where he had cut his skin on sharp edges, and his left foot stung terribly. He must have stood on a sea urchin. Hopefully the little light given off by the fire at home would be enough for Indah to see the needles and pull them out. It wasn’t like he could go to the doctor.
Grimacing, he struggled through the low waves to the beach and tossed his bag in front of him onto the sand. Putra could hear the mussels clacking against each other. He could see that his outstretched arm was worse than he thought—at least three gashes were bleeding so actively that they would need dressing. There had been enough light when there had still been two lanterns, but now it was more dangerous to search for the only source of food available with his skills without going out to sea, and that would have meant certain death.
He shouldered the bag with a groan and trudged through the damp sand. His knees were still shaking, and the air was much colder than he had ever known it before. He guessed that a thermometer wouldn’t read any more than between 15 and 20 degrees.
He reached the stony harbor promenade, elevated above the beach behind a low wall, and looked up at the dark street lamp from which he had seen Budi’s body hanging. Half his neighbors and most of the village inhabitants had left for Manado after he and Roro had buried Budi. Now the only other people left behind were the village chief’s family members, who were reluctant to leave their property.
Eight other men, women, and children had died since then, primarily because of accidents at or around their homes because of the dim light. Two had been torn apart by an animal that obviously couldn’t find enough food in the jungle. The once-verdant foliage now gave off an ever-present aroma of decay, which was often so bad that it was almost more than he could stand. Without Indah and his children, he would have already given up.
His eyes went to the street lamp that was still illuminated, like a glowing teardrop at the tip of an arched wooden pole. It was clear he would soon have to decide if he thought, like the others, that life would be easier in Manado, or if he was safer here. If Manado didn’t have any light, a hell hole like that with half a million inhabitants was the last place he wanted to take his family.
At the same time, he knew they would be dead if the last lamp went out, and that would happen eventually, because Wayan’s store of fuel wouldn’t last forever, even if it was just keeping a low-watt bulb illumined. The bulb might even burn out eventually, and then everything would suddenly be so dark he wouldn’t be able to see his hand in front of his face—so what use would a spare bulb be when the fuel was gone?
With a slight shudder that raised tingling goosebumps down to his feet, he turned his gaze away and headed in the direction of his hut when he heard an engine and flinched at the sound. The image of Roro being beheaded flashed through his mind, and he immediately dropped his bag and ran like hell up the dirt track.
“Indah! Get the kids!” he yelled, gasping for breath as he rushed through the door, which he had fixed as well as the lighting would allow after the attack by the premans. His wife was dressing the two crying children and trying to calm them as he entered and looked around for her.
“A car?” she asked, eyes wide, and she snorted when he nodded.
Putra grabbed their son Rudy and yelled, “Let’s get behind the hut and—”
“What?” she asked in alarm when he suddenly froze.
“I can’t hear the engine anymore.”
“Bule?” somebody yelled, a female voice he thought, which for an instant he found confusing. There were no women in the FPI, except perhaps secretly, as prostitutes.
“Bule?” There was the voice was again. “Buuleee?”
“Who is that?” Indah asked, frozen in place, her eyes looking up as she listened intently.
“I... No idea. Let’s go. Time to disappear. Quick!” he urged her, and was about to turn to the door when she grabbed his arm.
“Those guys are psychopaths. They could do anything!” he countered as he held Rudy pressed against his belly with one hand, allowing him to grab Indah and Binta with the other hand and pull them after him. “Let’s go! Behind the hut! We’ll stay close to the stones. Then all we have to do is feel our way along in the dark.”
“But what if—”
“No ifs!” he angrily hissed as fear rose within him. Putra hurried outside through the door. A high scream escaped his mouth as a shape suddenly appeared in front of him, and he stumbled backward in shock, caught his heel on the threshold, and fell onto the floor inside the hut.
“Bule?” the silhouette in front of him said. She was a little taller than the women he knew, and she wore a veil casually pulled over her head. She was slim and wiry, and wore Western clothing, which looked even stranger to him.
“Bule?” she calmly repeated, and extended her hand to help him up.
“Who are you?” he asked, gazing suspiciously at her hand while he made sure, without taking his eyes off her, that Rudy hadn’t been hurt in the fall.
“My name is Rodea Stone. I might be looking for you,” the woman answered, with an accent he couldn’t quite place. She spoke fluently and chose her words well—that wasn’t it. She sounded a little like she was speaking with a handful of mud in her mouth, and her name was very unusual, too. At least I’ve never heard a name like Rodea Stone, he thought as he clambered to his feet.
“There’s no need to be afraid,” she added, when he didn’t move and instead pushed his son protectively behind himself. “I’m just looking for something you might have fished out of the sea.”
Putra’s whole body involuntarily went stiff as a board.
The woman switched on a giant flashlight and pointed it at the floor in front of him. The light was so bright it made his eyes hurt. She seemed to notice because she lowered the beam even more. “I see you know what I’m talking about.”
“I... I...” Putra looked to his wife for help, but she had retreated in fear, trying to hide Binta behind her body. His little daughter gazed at the stranger, big dark eyes wide, seeming more excited than afraid.
“I’m not going to hurt you, honestly. Here, take the flashlight. I brought some for you.” The stranger fished around in her backpack and held two flashlights out to him, both as large as his forearm, making them ideal as clubs. He hesitantly took them and gazed at the flashlights in disbelief until he remembered that he didn’t have what she was looking for anymore. He quickly ran to the bed and stuffed the flashlights under the musty blankets before turning back around.
“I don’t have it anymore,” he at last admitted.
“Don’t worry,” she said reassuringly, raising her free hand as if calming a dog. “You can keep the flashlights. Just tell me what you found, and then we can go from there, okay?”
“Do you work for the FPI? The premans?” Putra asked, and the next second felt he deserved a slap for his stupidity. Even if she was, she was hardly going to tell him.
The woman seemed to consider her response for a second, then shook her head. “No, I work for the CIA.”
“For the what?” he asked, and frowned as he tried to remember if he had ever heard those letters before. If he had, he couldn’t remember.
“For the American spy service.”
“Oh, like James Bond,” he said, with a nod of understanding.
“Something like that,” she replied calmly. “Can you tell me what you found in the sea, and then what happened to it?”
Putra looked over at Indah, but she was frozen in place and didn’t react to his silent question. So he turned his attention to the woman’s backpack, which apparently came from America and still looked very full. After a moment’s hesitation he told her about the day among the islands of Bunaken, but he didn’t tell her where. He told her about the perfect metal sphere that seemed to draw power from the surroundings and had provided light for him and his family. He also told her about the whistling noise from the sphere and how it had frightened his children.
Then he told her about the accident in Manado, and how he had tried and failed to sell the sphere for a profit. When he finally got around to talking about the premans and how just a few days before—he didn’t know how many because of the darkness—they had beheaded Roro and stolen the sphere, he began to sob. He couldn’t stop until little Binta came over to him and held his arm. Then he felt ashamed that she had seen him being so weak, since he as her father was supposed to be giving her hope and security.
“Premans from the FPI,” Rodea said after the long story was finished and he had calmed down a little. They were now sitting together at the dining table, on which there were piles of dirt and ash that they hadn’t even seen in the dim firelight that they had burning around the clock. “I’m sorry about your friend. Those guys are not nice people. It’s lucky they spared you and your delightful family. Do you think you could identify these guys if you saw them again?”
“Identify? What does that mean?” he asked hesitantly. He didn’t understand some of the words she used, but it seemed important that he should understand this one precisely.
“Know... would you know these people who killed your friend and stole the sphere from you?” Her voice was patient, even if there was an undertone in her voice that signaled she didn’t have time for this.
Putra hesitantly replied, “Yes, I think so.”
“Good. Let me suggest something. I’m going to put you and your family under my protection. We’re going to drive to Manado and take a look around the FPI areas there.”
“What?”
“What I’m saying is you and your family—”
“I heard you,” he interrupted, then ran his fingers through his stringy hair. “But that’s completely nuts! These people are dangerous. They’re stone-cold killers. I can’t go with you to Manado. They’ll kill me, and you, too!”
“Oh, we have enough backup, believe me. I have to use my radio,” she said, pulling a long radio from her backpack, “to show you how safe you are, but I don’t think it’s going to be a problem. If you just have a little trust in me I can evacuate your family here and now. That means they will be picked up by the military and taken to the United States.”
Putra’s heart leapt. The United States of America was everything he could ever dream of for his children. An escape from poverty, an escape from this place with no way out, an escape from darkness, then off to the other side of the world where there was so much money and light that they would never have any problems ever again.
“Okay!” he said immediately, although he still felt a hint of doubt about whether he was being tricked. So he decided to make one more demand. “I’ll go with you as soon as my family has been picked up.”
“We don’t have time—”
“Those are my conditions,” he said, determinedly, and prayed to Allah that she would agree, because his resolve was weaker than his voice implied. He stood there with cut arms and knees, ragged and cold, his children terrified, and his wife full of hope that they might somehow be saved, so there was no option.
“I agree,” Rodea said at last, then pressing a button on the side of the radio she was now holding at her mouth. She began speaking in fluent English, which he didn’t understand a word of, so he just waited. Silence slowly fell, and just as he wondered if she would receive an answer, static came from the handset, and a short burst of foreign words echoed around his hut. The woman answered and said what he assumed were some numbers before putting the radio back in her bag and nodding in satisfaction.
“A boat will arrive at the beach here in about twenty minutes. I have told my people our location based on a map my driver has, but we’ll have to go to the beach with the flashlights to help them find us. Traveling by sea is dangerous because there is no light to allow people to see obstacles, atolls, or islands along the way. So I can’t guarantee it will be exactly twenty minutes.”
Putra just nodded, wrapped Rudy in his jacket, and took his hand. Indah did the same with Binta, taking her by the arm, then they followed the agent out into the darkness. He stopped once more just before leaving the hut and got the flashlights from the bed.
Together they went to the beach, which looked white in the powerful beams of the flashlights. To the left, a light was on in the village elder’s house, and he saw a head disappear when he met the person’s gaze. The cowardice of his neighbors was almost more disturbing than the endless darkness that had overtaken them. He had imagined there would be more fraternity and solidarity. But they didn’t see any immediate threat, so they let the children down.
“What’s in the bag?” Rodea asked, gesturing at the bag of mussels he had dropped as they passed it.
“Mussels. You can just about make them out in the light of the lamp near the shore.”
“My grandfather was a fisherman on Bali before he followed his family to the United States,” she told him with a nod.
“So you’re a Hindu, right? The people of Bali are Hindus, aren’t they?”
“Yes, is that a problem?”
“No,” he hurriedly assured her, as he felt he had hit a sore spot. “Why would that be a problem?”
“The Hindu minority doesn’t have it easy in this country,” she replied with a dismissive gesture of the hand. “But that isn’t really important anymore, I suppose.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“Oh, nothing... It’s fine.”
He wanted to keep asking because it was apparent she was holding something back. When they had arrived at the beach, Indah pulled at his sleeve and came a little nearer so that the American couldn’t hear her. “I’m frightened, Putra,” she whispered.
“But why? They’re taking you to safety.”
“That’s what she says, but how do we know she isn’t lying?”
“We don’t know,” he admitted as he gazed at his two children, who were fascinated playing with the flashlights. He lowered his voice a little more. “But what we know for sure is that we are going to die here.”
Indah hastily glanced at her children, who were still playing with the button on the flashlight and speaking with Rodea, who was showing them how to aim the light.
“You don’t think—”
“You know it as well as I do,” he interrupted softly. “How long do you think the fuel will last? We won’t be getting any more. We’re freezing, and we’re hungry. Binta cries almost every night, and since the day before yesterday all we have left is rice. That’s after just a few days in darkness, so what do you think is going to happen after an entire week, hmm? And what if the premans come back?”
“You’re probably right,” she finally admitted, then began to cry silently. “Can’t you come with us?”
Putra sadly shook his head. He would have to hold up his end of the bargain, because he knew his family would be on the American ship as both a favor to him, but also something to hold over his head to make him stick to the deal. He might not have had much education—he had never attended a school—but he wasn’t stupid.
“It’s all going to be okay,” he said at last. “I’ll go with her and then come after you, don’t worry.”
His wife didn’t seem particularly comforted, but she dropped the subject and grabbed the bag of mussels. In Badjo Kima, nothing was wasted.
Later, after they had spent some time sweeping the beams of the flashlights from side to side across the sea, he heard the faint sound of a motor. A dark-gray boat with a small superstructure and a machine gun at the bow was coming directly toward their lights.
As if in a dream, he saw a half dozen soldiers in body armor and face paint rush the beach, assault rifles ready, and secure their position. A few other men and women in uniform helped his family aboard and wrapped them in heavy blankets. Then another soldier exchanged some words with Rodea, and the six armed soldiers returned to the boat.
It wasn’t even five minutes later when the boat was powering at full speed away into the darkness. It had all happened so fast that he hadn’t even been able to say goodbye to his family properly, and he had the painful feeling he might have just seen them for the last time.
“Okay, Putra,” Rodea said as she drew a pistol from her backpack and stuck it in her belt. “Let’s go get that sphere.”
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MONTGOMERY
   
 January 15, 2035 - somewhere in Montana
The effort to get away from the crash site had left Montgomery feeling bone tired. First he had made Johannes swear to stay with Jane, and to make sure she stayed awake. Then he had run here and there among the wreckage looking for survivors, but he didn’t find anything except clothing and scattered body parts. In particular, the two pilots, in their cockpit that had crashed head-on into a flat area scattered with rocks, were hardly recognizable as human.
He found a jacket in the debris field, which by some miracle was pretty much in one piece, several pairs of shoes that must have come off the dead, a cigarette lighter, and two chocolate bars, which must have been somewhere in the baggage. The rest of the clothing he found took him a long time to gather because it was mostly shredded, but he ended up with a large pile of fabric.
He also took the two pistols from the pilots, but forgot to look for spare magazines, which he only realized later. He didn’t want to go back because he didn’t know if he could endure another look at the horribly mutilated bodies among the burning wreckage.
He used ripped clothes and a branch to make a torch, and used its light to gather more branches from the forest that surrounded the tall wind turbine so he could make more torches. Then he returned to Johannes and Jane, noticing she was a little paler now, and he gathered the branches together to make a broad bundle that he could carry across his back. Neither man was very familiar with proper, up-to-date first-aid techniques. They carefully put two socks over Jane’s broken foot and wrapped it securely from mid-calf to toes with fabric strips, then used the remaining larger pieces of cloth and two long sturdy branches to make an improvised stretcher.
Before they set off, Monty used a piece of metal to dig a hole in the damp ground, waiting until a small pool of water had formed. Then he found a leaf, floated it on the water’s surface, pulled off a small narrow metal clip that had been a decoration on his shoe, and gently set the clip on the leaf. The leaf and its ‘passenger’ slowly rotated until the tiny boat settled into a fixed position, and he used it to work out where north and south were. They would have been going roughly westward from Washington, DC, in order to get to Hanford, and they had crashed in Montana, so they had to continue west, maybe a few hundred kilometers.
He had no idea how they would manage, because aside from the enormous distance they had to cover on foot, there were no landmarks visible in the darkness even with the dim illumination from their torches. And, the torches had no lighter fuel, which meant the cloth burned away quickly, leaving them with only glowing sticks.
Even with twenty of these improvised torches, they would only be able to see enough to work out if they were marching toward a tree, a chasm, or a cliff, at most for a few hours. But better torches or even flashlights wouldn’t have been much use because the utter darkness gave them no way to see if there was even a path in the direction they wanted to go. Without a path they could end up walking toward an impassable mountain.
Despite all the confusion, he remembered that wind turbines had to have an access road for the vehicles used by engineers and maintenance teams, and he searched the rock-strewn landscape until he eventually found it. He could only see a few meters around him, but there was no doubt he was standing on a paved road because he could make out the edges in the minimal torchlight.
So they set off, carrying Jane with them. She was incessantly whispering to herself. At first he thought she had a fever, but when he asked her if she was feeling okay, she told him she was just trying to distract herself from the pain.
Monty’s hopes were realized when, after a while, they came across an asphalt road. The asphalt glimmered wetly in the light from their torches. Because there was darkness in every other direction, its glittering looked almost inviting. He gestured to Johannes to stop, and they carefully put Jane down. He pressed the torch into the German’s hand, even though it was now little more than a fat glowing branch, and indicated that he should hold it close to the forest floor alongside the road. Then he dug a hole until he had made a puddle again, placed the leaf and metal clip on its surface, and watched the ‘needle’ rotate until it came to rest pointing in one direction.
“This is a stroke of luck,” he said as he pointed along the road, which headed to the northwest according to his improvised needle compass. “Not exactly our direction, but asphalt roads always go somewhere that is connected to the transport network.”
“A city, maybe?” Johannes asked hopefully. His face in the dim glow of the branch looked gaunt and pale as a vampire.
“A small town would be enough for me.” Monty looked around. The road was narrow, just wide enough for two cars to pass if they drove right along the edges of the road, but too wide to be able to see both sides in the dim illumination. “We’d better head along the road and hope to find signs with how many kilometers it is to the next town, or any other kind of settlement.”
“Okay.” Since the crash, Johannes was no longer the chatty and friendly doctoral student he had spoken with inside the helicopter. He was deeply shaken now that the problem of the omnipresent darkness was no longer something abstract and thus easier to deal with mentally. Now, it was right there and a direct threat. However, the most disturbing thing was not just the darkness, but the sickly-sweet smell of decay that surrounded them the whole time. It wasn’t particularly strong, but it was noticeable whenever the gentle breeze brought it to their noses.
So they continued in silence, for perhaps a few hours, where Monty watched his cold, condensing breath forming white clouds in front of his face. Whenever a torch first lost its flame and then its glow, they briefly stopped to light a new one. Each time it was a relief, because they could see amazingly far in the newly lit flames. They saw trees to the left and right, towering over them like startled giants but seeming to shrink away from the fire.
The shadows between the trees were deep and impenetrable as a black wall, although they could see that they were not surrounded by monsters, wild animals, or bandits—which all too easily filled their fearful human imaginations in such darkness. As the light from the torch grew dimmer Monty could see a meter or two at most around him, and then his imagination filled the darkness with horrors lurking just outside the circle of illumination where they couldn’t be seen. He felt like he was being watched by invisible eyes above bared teeth that would sink into his flesh if he were ever to forget to light the next torch in time.
When he lit the nineteenth—and penultimate—torch, and its light was unleashed, trees suddenly appeared and seemed to shrink away, and they could once again see relatively far. The grayish-brown grass at the edge of the road, as drab as a paper grocery bag, was lying lank on the ground.
But, suddenly, something was in front of him made him freeze, which Johannes didn’t notice, causing the stretcher to bash painfully into his lower back.
“What is it?” the doctoral student asked, his voice soft but filled with tension, which Monty very much understood.
“There’s something in front of us,” he replied, a shiver running down his spine as the hairs rose on his neck.
“There’s something? What is it?”
Monty could feel the branches of the stretcher shaking, and he wasn’t sure if it was his hands causing it or those of Johannes.
“I think it’s a dead deer,” he replied, gulping with difficulty because his throat was parched. He put one foot in front of the other and slowly moved toward the silhouette lying in the road. The nearer he got, the more obvious it was that this was the body of a forest creature, because the stink became ever worse and left no doubt that it was dead. It surrounded him and penetrated his senses, several times almost making him retch.
“Dude, we might not have any bars of chocolate left, but we’re not going to eat this thing, are we?” Johannes asked from behind him as they stopped beside the dead animal and inspected it. “Shit, I think I’m going to puke.”
“Don’t—it uses up a lot of energy,” Monty absently replied as he searched for any indication of what had killed the deer. He didn’t know anything about stages of decay, but he guessed the animal had to have been lying on the road for over a day. He couldn’t see any evidence of an accident or an attack by a predator.
“Maybe it starved?” Johannes asked hesitantly.
“Could be... I don’t know. Trees last a little longer than the ground plants, I think, and deer eat leaves, don’t they?”
“That doesn’t make any difference. Even if there is a lot left to eat, the animal won’t be able to find it because they just can’t see anything.”
“That’s right.” Monty shook his head and couldn’t help imagining the barrier suddenly disappearing, revealing dead animals and insects lying everywhere on the forest floor. Predators, herbivores, birds—all together, equal in death. Some with head wounds where they had crashed into trees, birds with broken wings, and insects everywhere between, like a lawn of chitin exoskeletons and mandibles.
The worst thing about this mental image was that it wasn’t fantasy. It was based on pure logic. Animals that lived on the ground would no longer be able to move around or find food. Birds could use the Earth’s magnetic field to find their way, but as soon as they wanted to land, unable to see anything, they would crash—either into a mountain, a tree, or flat ground—and die.
Bats with their radar might have an advantage, but he didn’t believe they ate carrion, and even if they did, the corpses would not last forever. If any animals did survive, and he couldn’t predict which because he wasn’t a zoologist, they would undoubtedly be killed by the diseases that came when the entire animal world died in a very short time. There weren’t even insects left to break down the bodies and keep the ecological system going.
The two men carried on in silence, neither feeling like speaking, accompanied by Jane’s incessant whispering. Eventually they again found their pace and encountered more dead animals. There were mice, an entire battalion of beetles, and two moles, which looked half-eaten.
Monty stopped when their penultimate torch was growing close to going out. “We should rest here. I’m completely exhausted,” he said, and they put the stretcher down. “Let’s go into the woods and collect some wood to make a fire. Otherwise we’ll freeze while we sleep.”
Johannes just nodded and was about to get going when Monty heard Jane clear her throat.
“No, don’t go, please!” she croaked out.
“We have to collect wood, Jane, or else we’ll freeze.”
“But the light! Don’t leave me behind in the dark, don’t leave me behind in the dark,” she begged, and every word was like a stab from a knife to Monty, she sounded so helpless and terrified.
“We’ll be very quick, I promise. We have to do it,” he forced himself to say as he turned away from the injured woman, eyes narrowed. With every step that he and Johannes took toward the trees at the edge of the road, she cried out in ever deeper panic.
I’m sorry, he thought, and the urge to run back to her to comfort her almost overpowered him, but he forced himself to continue walking. The forest then surrounded them, utterly silent and suffused with a sweet stink, making it even eerier than the road. The asphalt had given him the feeling that there was civilization. Here, there was only shadow and silence, bringing fear with it. This should have been a place of life, but now it was a cemetery that he was staggering through by what light remained from his glowing branch.
He always used to enjoy going for walks in the woods with Erica when Tullaby was younger. He’d loved the wind playing in the trees, the chorus of birdsong, and the sounds of the many forest dwellers he knew only from their calls. The forest had always been a comforting retreat for him, a place where he could clear his head, but now it had turned into a nightmare.
“Hurry—gather all the dry wood you can find,” he told Johannes, providing light for the younger man with the quasi torch. It hadn’t rained for some time, making things easier, but that also made it difficult not to cause a fire with their dim torch. He would likely have to use even more material, but they only had one torch left, and they needed the stretcher and the clothes they were wearing because the temperature didn’t seem to be much above freezing.
When Johannes had gathered a considerable pile they used Jane’s cries of pain to find their way back, relatively easily, to the road. The gravitation researcher was now crying uncontrollably. It was a quiet, desperate sobbing, which sounded ragged and helpless.
“Shh, shh,” he said when he got back, and leaned down to her to stroke her hair soothingly. She lifted her head and gazed at him with wide eyes.
“You came back?”
“Of course,” he replied, confused.
“I thought you had left me behind because I’m such a burden,” she said, sobbing, and closed her eyes. Her eyelids fluttered slightly. “I am a burden, aren’t I?”
“No!” he said, horrified, and emphatically shook his head. “We are not going to leave you behind, you understand?”
“Thanks,” was all she could say in reply, but her tone of voice made him doubt she believed it.
It took almost a quarter of an hour before they had the fire going because it was frighteningly difficult to use the glowing branch to light the piled-up smaller branches. When the fire was burning between them, he and Johannes each grabbed a branch and went back into the woods to find more firewood. This time Jane didn’t cry.
The fire now provided illumination and functioned as a beacon they could use to orient themselves, which meant they could collect wood more quickly and make a higher and higher pile. After around an hour, during which time they stumbled across the bodies of two foxes, a raccoon, and numerous birds and insects, the fire was burning brightly and the flames reached high. The flames licked greedily at the darkness and pushed it back many dozens of meters. The fire cast long shadows, and the darkness around them looked even more terrifying than ever before, but at least they had the feeling they had regained some control.
“One of us should always stay awake,” Johannes said, from where he was hunched close to the fire. “In case... I don’t know, in case something happens.”
“In case somebody rolls too close to the fire in their sleep,” Monty suggested, and allowed the fear of other things to remain unspoken between them. “I’ll take first watch.”
“Thanks,” Johannes said as he pulled his hood over his head and closed his eyes.
Monty joined Jane and held her hand. She was shaking. “We don’t have any torches for tomorrow, do we?” she whispered, her face contorted in pain. He hadn’t seen her face appear peaceful or at rest since the crash. The wrinkles looked etched in place, as if she had never appeared any other way, and he realized he hadn’t even noticed her back when they had been sitting in the helicopter on the way to Hanford. He somehow felt ashamed that he hadn’t paid any attention to this woman, who was now in such great pain and relying on him to take care of her.
“That’s right,” he confirmed with a slight nod. For a moment he considered lying to her, but it didn’t feel right to deceive her. She might be injured, but she still deserved the truth.
“You need a couple of long sticks to feel the asphalt in front of you in the darkness.”
“Me?”
“Yes. If the person in front has an improvised cane, like the blind use, to sweep side to side across the ground... But he won’t be able to hold the stretcher anymore. It worked with the torch because it didn’t matter if it was held straight or not. That won’t work with a cane,” Jane explained, her voice quiet but clear. Only her wise eyes betrayed the fact that every word she said was a struggle for her.
“We’ll find a solution,” he lied, even though he had spent the last few hours thinking about this very problem. There was no solution. She knew it, he knew it, and yet they were reluctant to accept the situation.
“It’s going to be hell, you know?” she continued, without reacting to his lie. She raised her head and stared through her damp and stringy hair into the eternal night above them. The yellow fire made her cheeks shine red, as if she were wearing makeup. As her face relaxed a little, she struck him as beautiful, though he couldn’t say why.
“Yes, it will,” he shuddered at just the thought of walking as if blind through the darkness. It was horrific to see nothing. It could drive a person to the edge of madness. He was now sure of that.
“I have always preferred heaven,” she said thoughtfully, and smiled wryly as he looked at her in confusion. “Not every scientist is an atheist. You should remember that.”
“That’s right,” he replied, because he couldn’t think of anything better to say. “A phenomenon like this thing that has enveloped the Earth, it does make you think.”
“I’m not going to make it into heaven. All I can choose between is the hell I can see and the one I’m promised,” Jane continued as if he hadn’t said anything, and a silent tear fell from the corner of the eye that she had turned toward him.
“What do you mean by that?” he asked as he tried to make sense of her words, but he had no idea what she was talking about. He put it down to the fact that she was in pain. His father had died of lung cancer, and in the end the pain had made him say a lot of strange things. He’d had to force himself to remember that it wasn’t his father saying these things, it was his pain-wracked brain.
“Nothing... It’s okay. You can get some sleep, I’ll be right here at your side, and I’ll keep an eye on you. I can’t sleep, anyway, with this pain.” He wanted to protest, but she made a vaguely dismissive gesture with her hand. “Go ahead. We need you strong and rested for tomorrow. If I get too tired, I’ll let you know.”
Monty considered protesting, but then sighed and decided against it, realizing he wouldn’t be able to stay awake much longer. So he pulled his coat closed, rolled close to the fire, and waited for it to heat him enough that the cold asphalt wasn’t draining away all the warmth from his body. He was hungry, so it took a while before he could fall asleep, but at last he was enclosed in the dark rhythm of sleep that brought nightmares and left him tossing and turning.
He jolted awake at the sound of a single loud bang, like a thunderclap, that brought him instantly to a seated position. He looked around quickly and clambered to his feet, his legs shaking, looking for danger. Johannes was already standing, gazing out into the darkness. The fire had burned down, but it was still glowing enough for them to see a long way.
Jane! he thought, and looked down at the physicist. She had a pistol in her hand with a wisp of smoke coming from the barrel. Her head was turned to the side, looking away from the fire. He rushed over to her, then recoiled as if slammed by an invisible hand when he saw her dead eyes and the gaping hole in her temple.
“Oh, no!” he said as he fell to his knees and started to sob uncontrollably.
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RODEA
   
 January 15, 2035 - Manado, Sulawesi Utara, Indonesia
“Stay calm, Putra,” she said to the completely hysterical Indonesian fisherman. Under normal circumstances she would have turned from the passenger seat and placed a comforting hand on his shaking knee. But she knew exactly where the religious culture of the region drew boundaries. The first rule was that if you weren’t very, very sure in such situations, it was better to be careful rather than casual. She should know, because she was the person who had put together the rules in the agents’ handbook for Indonesia, Malaysia, and Brunei.
“You haven’t seen what I’ve seen,” he replied, sounding almost hurt, but she didn’t take it too seriously because his blank staring eyes so filled with fear made her feel bad for him.
If you knew all the things I had seen, she thought, you would claw your own eyes out. Still, she plastered a comforting smile onto her face.
“You’re not alone. I have two teams in place for backup, and I promise you I’m not going to put you in any unnecessary danger,” she promised him.
“It’s fine,” he said, though he didn’t sound particularly convinced. He seemed resigned, as if he was going along with the inevitable, much like a submissive dog in a fight rolling onto its back and exposing its neck to the deadly bite of the alpha dog. “They need their father, you know,” he whispered, almost imperceptibly.
“And they will get him back. Just do exactly what I tell you, okay?”
“And what is it that you want me to do?”
“I’ll know that when we find what we’re looking for,” she replied, turning back around.
They were already driving through the first neighborhood of Manado, the brightly lit area in North Sulawesi. Just a few days earlier, the view of the city at night could have been called spectral, because lots of buildings were in total darkness, but now in the time of absolute darkness, even this erratic spatter of light was like a bonfire.
They drove in silence through the city’s once-claustrophobic roads that were now open, with hardly any traffic in them. They made easy progress, just like the drive to get there, but it also made them more conspicuous, and doing her business in the light had never been Rodea’s game. But there was no alternative if they didn’t want to risk the Navy turning the whole area into kindling as they searched for the artifact. So she told Suparman to drive to all the FPI hideouts he knew.
If the barrier’s appearance hadn’t changed things too much, the Indonesian mafia—which operated partially hidden and partially in the open, like a tolerated Islamic paramilitary faction—would still be honest about their areas of influence. Their power came from a population in fear, from secret financing from opponents of the government, and from the powerful who kept them plied with gifts.
As long as the mafia didn’t operate openly in the street, forcing the police to intervene, which would make waves, the premans could intimidate people in peace. Even a murder in a dark alley that was not reported by any citizen resulted at most in the reporting police officer getting reprimanded and then being reassigned somewhere doing paperwork so he wouldn’t ever see anything again.
Nothing had changed. Suparman drove to several hideouts after Rodea had ordered her American and Indonesian teams into the city center. She told Putra to look carefully at the figures she pointed out to him and remember whether one or more had been part of the attack. She had to reassure him several times that her teams were nearby and that he was safe in the jeep before he eventually agreed.
The first place was an old rice-milling facility, where chaff had been removed from the grains of rice before the grains were polished, when rice had still been coming from the fields of the country’s interior. Now a dozen thugs were standing there or sitting in front of the roll-up shutter door and playing cards, being more or less open about being armed. All their faces turned to look as the jeep drove slowly past, and they reached into their jackets or pants pockets, but nobody made any sudden movements. Putra shook his head and they drove on.
The second place was a Chinese restaurant on a street corner, decorated with a big dragon-shaped neon sign that was dark and looked pale and old. An old man sat in the window, surrounded by several young men, all nodding reverentially. They were easily recognizable as premans because they had similar tattoos to Russian vory.
This wasn’t organized crime in the shadows. It was an open display of power without fear of consequences, making them similar to the vory. But, here too, Putra shook his head at the garage, at the harbor, and at the tire dealership with a sign ‘Knalpot’ that indicated it also sold exhaust mufflers.
Only when they reached a second garage, with what looked like a restaurant above it and an entrance that wasn’t visible, did he suddenly freeze with such exaggeration she thought for a moment he was pretending to avoid exposing himself to danger.
“Are you sure?” she asked, from her position in the passenger seat, while Putra sank deeper and deeper into his seat.
“Yes,” he whimpered. “The guy with the long hair and the serious expression, he’s the one that... Roro... he...”
“It’s okay,” she comforted him. Looking back at the open chain-link roller door, with a shadowy workshop behind it, she observed some men in undershirts and long trousers pretending to work. She knew criminals often pretended to be ordinary workers, but these guys didn’t look like they even knew how to get the dents out of a body panel. Two other premans were standing around smoking. They didn’t seem to have even noticed their jeep, even though it was the only one on the road, or they were simply unconcerned. She didn’t care which it was.
“Good, I’ll go in and have a word with them,” she said, only to provoke a storm of protest from Putra and Suparman.
“Are you crazy?” Putra asked.
“You can’t be serious,” Suparman said at the same time.
“Why not?”
“They will kill you,” the fisherman said, absolute certainty in his voice, as he looked from her to the other side of the street and back like a frightened animal that expected an attack from either side at any time.
“Oh, I can look after myself. Maybe they’ll give me the artifact voluntarily. Then everyone can just get on with their day, hmm?”
“You are completely nuts! I’m riding around with a crazy person.”
“No, I’ve seen Blue Streak. If you want to rob somebody, the first rule is to see if the safe is open. You can still break it open later.”
She opened the door and got out. She ignored the muted protests of the two men left in the jeep and walked across the deserted road toward the six premans in the flickering light of a street lamp. Rodea ignored the four behind the open chain-link door pretending to be mechanics, and went toward the man with the long hair and cold eyes, who was smoking with his friend. He noticed her, nudged the man beside him, and flicked his cigarette away.
“Hello, gentlemen,” she said breezily, nodding to the two, one after the other. From the corner of her eye she saw the four men in the semidarkness inside the garage stop what they were doing, take a look at her, and then continue with their work. They obviously didn’t consider her a threat—because she was a woman, of course.
“We’re closed,” the long-haired man snarled. The other, a stocky man, was openly leering at her.
“Oh, that’s a shame. I wanted to get my car fixed.” She pointed at the jeep and sighed, as if she was half disappointed and half at a loss.
“Get lost, you old cow!” the long-haired man said, shooing her away. The light coming from a window one floor above was flickering. It was cold and blue, or maybe white.
Hmm, she thought. Interesting. “That’s a restaurant up there, isn’t it? Do you have Nasi Bungkus? I’m famished! The way up is through the workshop, right?” Before the others could say anything, she took a step past them toward the workshop, as the long-haired man almost threw himself in her way. The four pseudo-mechanics suddenly had pistols and knives in their hands, ready to pounce like a pack of predators.
Aha! What are they so keen to hide? “Got it, no Nasi Bungkus for me,” she said, with a shrug of the shoulders.
“Are you tired of life, you dumb bitch?” the long-haired man asked while his friends exchanged tentative glances and put their weapons away again.
“No, just hungry,” Rodea replied, and held his gaze, with which he intended to intimidate her. First he bared his teeth, but then her steady gaze seemed to make him lose some confidence.
He’s not stupid. Trigger-happy, a thug... dangerous, sure... but not stupid. He knows danger when he sees it, she thought, and winked at him before she turned away and returned to the jeep. She closed the door and gestured for Suparman to slowly drive off, watching the scene from the corner of her eye. The long-haired man and his companion began talking emphatically with each other. Then Suparman drove them around the corner and the garage was out of sight.
“Are you nuts?” her driver asked, voice raised. Then he snorted, “What were you thinking, riling them up like that. You were acting like somebody—”
“—with no fear,” she said, concluding his sentence. “I found out that these premans are prepared to shoot even a delicate-looking woman to keep her from going upstairs. I saw them break cover at the first step I took toward the garage, instead of asking me to leave like normal people would.
“I also saw that the long-haired man was no stupid thug. He knows tactics, and he is careful when he has doubts. He realized he was dealing with somebody that he shouldn’t underestimate, and I bet he is calling for reinforcements right now. If we drive by again in twenty minutes, there will suddenly be double the number of people. Want to bet?”
“Or they’ll take the sphere somewhere else,” Putra said.
She waved the idea away dismissively. “Too conspicuous. If that thing really sucks the power out of the environment, it can’t be easy to transport without being discovered by the police. And believe me, an artifact like that with artificial light beaming out of it in a place where it will soon get dark because there is no fuel refinery and no nuclear power station, is something everyone is going to want to have. Even the police won’t look the other way for that.”
Putra and Suparman fell silent at that, and they traveled in a circle through the same neighborhood, without driving past the workshop again.
Rodea used the time to coordinate her two teams, describing the rough location and approach from the harbor, which wasn’t so easy. She had always worked out her mission routes using smartphones with GPS. Agents from back in the 80s and 90s would likely have had fewer problems giving somebody a good description that they could use to find a location, even in a maze like Manado.
They drove past the garage 20 minutes later, as planned, and there were indeed double the number of premans in front of the chain-link door and the workshop, making the pretense of a regular business absurd.
“Okay,” she said with a nod. “More people at the entrance, fewer at the rear entrance.”
“There’s a rear entrance?” Suparman asked in amazement. “You know your shit.”
“There is always a back door.” She ignored the sarcastic tone of his voice and radioed to ask for her teams’ positions.
Although they didn’t know what to make of her imprecise directions, it helped her keep to standard procedures and stay focused. A quarter of an hour later, they met in front of a particularly distinctive statue, surrounded by wilted flowerbeds. They met the Indonesian team first, made up of five civilians, seemingly randomly sitting together with jackets open and old jeans. Of course she knew better, because she recognized them as veterans in the pay of the CIA and knew what was hidden beneath their jackets.
She went over to them and explained the plan to them in clipped sentences. The men nodded one by one before they left the area to get into position.
Rodea met the American black ops team 10 minutes later. Boozta and Stinger looked like they were on holiday in Hawaii as they sauntered into the sallow lamplight, and Susan and Mike followed them at a short distance and from different directions.
Rodea made sure that no police or curious locals were nearby and signaled to her team. They also nodded one after another and followed her to the jeep. Susan and Stinger squeezed into the back seat after shooing Putra out, and Boozta and Mike sat on the fender and held on to the hood.
“I’m not coming?” the fisherman asked, half-astonished, half-relieved, as he stood beside the vehicle and looked around with an uneasy expression on his face.
She thought he looked out of place in the city, and she almost felt bad as she shook her head. “No, I have another job for you,” she told him, spreading a hand, palm forward, in front of his face. “This here,” she pointed at the middle of her palm, “is the entrance to the garage. I want you to take the jeep there and pretend it needs repairs.
“When those guys start to chase you away, simply get on their nerves a little, to play for time. They aren’t particularly aggressive—I tested them myself. We will enter the building from the back while you do that, to secure the sphere. Two of my local assets will be waiting around the corner of the building, and they will intervene if things get difficult for you.”
“But I don’t even have a driver’s license!” he protested, rubbing his hair with both trembling hands.
“Have you ever driven before?”
“Yes, but just a pickup from—”
“Good, that’ll do. Suparman will let you take the wheel at the corner, and you just need to go fifty meters to the garage.”
“But the man with the long hair, Roro’s murderer, he knows me! He’ll kill me as soon as he sees me!” Putra shook his head, the white of his eyes visible, like a panicked horse.
“Believe me, that guy isn’t going to remember details like that. For them, every victim is just another face. Besides, it was and still is very dark. I wouldn’t be worried if I were you. If anything happens, my people are on your side of the building and under orders to intervene.”
“But why? Can’t you just force your way inside?”
“No,” she said with a shake of her head. “We can’t attract too much attention. Otherwise we’re never going to get out of this city. If this is going to happen, it has to be as quick as possible, so we are long gone before the police or FPI reinforcements arrive. The mission depends on that.”
“I can’t do it,” Putra said. He looked at the sky almost imploringly, as if he could find support there.
“Yes, you can,” Rodea promised him, and for the first time took him by the shoulder to force him to look her in the face. “You can, and you must. For your family, or have you forgotten?”
“I...” the fisherman hesitated, and she felt bad for him right now, but it was the best plan, and she had no interest in the second-best plan, because that meant people would die. “Okay. I’ll do it.”
“Excellent.” She nodded thankfully and pointed at a darker little street that went to the east away from the roundabout with the statue in the middle. “Go that way, and after four hundred meters, stop and wait. One of our assets will find you there. Suparman will drive us into position, and then he will pick you up. Do you understand everything I’ve told you?”
“Four hundred meters along there.” He pointed along the street, lined by leaning, two-floor buildings with thick bundles of electrical cables running between them. “And then with your... I don’t know what an asset is, but I have to wait there until Suparman picks me up. Then I take his jeep, drive up to the garage, and keep these murderers talking as long as possible.”
“Excellent!” Rodea got back into the passenger seat and motioned to Suparman to drive.
    
Rodea held her pistol a little tighter and nodded to Susan and Mike. Susan slowly pressed the handle on the door of the small, deserted minimart and, equally slowly, shoved it open. There was no squeak or creak, and the two slipped through the gap, followed by Boozta and Stinger. Rodea came last and looked around in the semidarkness cast by the streetlamps shining through the dirty windows. The shelves to left and right were empty, and the only signs that this was once a store were a busted cash register, and the packaging refuse strewn across the floor.
They avoided the crackling plastic sheets, mostly printed with logos for Korean instant noodles, and she followed the four black ops soldiers to the back door. They went between the two ranks of refrigerated shelving into a small alleyway, on the other side of which was a metal door that they could only make out as an outline. There was just enough light to see the massive iron chain that anchored the door handle to the wall.
Mike was already reaching to pull an explosive charge from his backpack, but Rodea put a hand on his arm and shook her head. Instead, she pointed at a window in the floor above, from which dim light leaked through the blind like water seeping through a fine-mesh sieve. The former Navy SEAL nodded, put the explosive charge back in his backpack, and with Susan’s help climbed up the wall of the building until he could see into the window. Then he nodded and moved to the right, in a maneuver as smooth as a snake, finally disappearing from her view.
“It looks like a sash window,” Susan whispered, and helped Boozta and Stinger up before offering her help to Rodea. She nodded thankfully and accepted the boost. She grabbed an overflow pipe that jutted from the wall, though it was cut off at the end and obviously dumped all its water into the alleyway. From there she grabbed the windowsill with the other hand. Then she was grabbed from above by the shoulders and pulled up before she knew what was happening.
Rodea was soon standing in a kind of living room with nothing in it except a collection of colorful sofas strewn around, now darkened by tropical humidity. There were swivel fans on the walls that were motionless with their pull cords clacking in a light breeze. A 40-watt bulb flickered above them, casting a murky light.
Boozta and Mike pulled Susan up and the team fanned out in a semicircle around Rodea. She reached into her bag and was about to screw on her silencer when the door opened. Two men in conversation and with machine pistols over their shoulders shuffled in. They froze as they saw the five armed people in front of them and reached for their guns, but before their plates had hit the floor there were several loud clanks, and the heads of the premans snapped back. They slammed into the door and slid to the floor, spurting blood and coming to rest in seated positions with blank, staring eyes.
The silencers did what their name implied, but the sound was only minimally silenced, transforming the roar of a pistol into a loud clang, as if somebody had banged two iron bars against each other. The main advantage was that there was no muzzle flash, but that didn’t help them right now because anyone still in the building would have heard the shots and the bodies falling against the door.
“Go, go, go!” Rodea yelled to her team, but the experienced soldiers were already in motion, rushing through the door with pistols outstretched and arms bent. Only Susan remained by the window, securing their escape route.
Rodea followed the broad-shouldered soldiers into a corridor with a staircase going directly downstairs. They heard muffled yells below, as if there was an argument, and the door in front of them opened. Boozta and Stinger fired before she had even seen that a man with a machete and a baseball cap had appeared there. The intruder fell, stiff as a board, backward into the room, and the two rangers and Mike rushed through.
A cold blue light surrounded their silhouettes, which she at first thought was an LED, like the ones people had once ‘decorated’ their TV or bed frames with, but when she looked around Mike’s hip she saw a sphere about the size of a basketball in the middle of the room. Again her team’s pistols clacked, but she only had eyes for the artifact because she knew immediately that she had found it. The thin, illuminated band around the sphere’s equator was the light source, perfectly fitting the description given by the fisherman from Badjo Kima.
“Secured!” Boozta called out from the room. At the same time, loud gunfire thundered from below. The whistling shots were like an endless echo through the staircase, and Rodea instinctively crouched to aim her pistol down through the rusty railings. Boozta and Stinger were swiftly at her side, joining her in gazing down the stairs, but nobody appeared.
“Mike, Stinger, you secure the artifact!” she ordered, voice raised above the sound of combat, without taking her eyes off the sights of her pistol. Then the chattering and roar of gunfire stopped, and there was suddenly silence.
“Entrance area secure,” somebody reported in Indonesian over the radio. It had to be one of her Indonesian team members, because nobody else knew the frequency.
“Those idiots,” Rodea hissed, starting down the stairs.
Boozta followed closely, hurdled the railings with a single bound, supported on one hand, and then slowly opened the door to the workshop before scanning it with weapon drawn. “Clear!” she said, then pulled the door all the way open and slipped through.
Rodea followed her, only to see a complete bloodbath. She recognized the workshop she had cased earlier when she had spoken with the man with the long hair. Now there were tattered and bullet-riddled bodies everywhere between the benches and toppled tool racks. The dark sheen of blood covered almost the entire floor. It was slowly flowing toward the street, with more dead at the feet of the four Indonesians from her local team, with their machine guns and rifles cradled at relaxed angles.
With a feeling of foreboding, Rodea scanned the faces of the dead. Wading through all the blood into the open front area, she found Putra’s face. The fisherman had been killed with a machete, his eyes gazing glassily and reproachfully into the night.
“Shit,” she cursed, and balled her hands into fists. “That’s just shit!”
“Sorry, boss. They chopped him to pieces before we could do anything,” said one of the soldiers, not sounding particularly concerned.
“It’s not your fault,” she said, without taking her eyes off Putra’s motionless face. She gazed at his expression, and she saw the faces of his wife and his children superimposed over his face, then sighed and shook her head.
It’s my fault, and my fault alone.
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MONTGOMERY
   
 January 16, 2035 - somewhere in Montana
“This barrier,” Johannes remarked. He had started thinking out loud for the umpteenth time, which seemed to help him tamp down the bitter taste of fear that had penetrated the bones of the two men. Montgomery and the German doctoral student had been walking through the darkness for several hours—or was it only minutes? Or maybe days? After Jane had taken her own life, they buried the guns with her. There was nothing either of them wanted except to escape this terrible place as quickly as possible, a place that had almost cost them their sanity.
The darkness and their slowly dwindling options for making light were oppressive enough, but the mangled head of the physicist had practically sent them over the edge. Monty had surprised himself when he had shaken the younger man and forced him to look him in the eye. Then he had given him a talking to, although every single word had been aimed at himself.
But of course things had only gotten worse. The last burning branch they had taken from the fire had finally gone out, and since then they had been walking in total darkness. When the final improvised torch began to glow they had briefly panicked, because they had not ignited a new branch. They had even tried setting fire to the entire forest, simply to avoid being swallowed up by darkness, no matter the consequences. But the ground and the wood were too damp and it hadn’t worked—the attempt had almost dowsed their last glowing branch, which had eventually gone out, anyway.
Since then, Monty had snatched a branch and walked ahead into the darkness with Johannes holding onto his belt. He swung the branch from side to side in a constant rhythm. The crackling sound of the wood against the asphalt was now their constant companion. At first it had almost driven them crazy, but the longer they had stumbled through the impenetrable darkness the more it had become a source of comfort, a kind of acoustic anchor that reminded them they were still alive.
Now and again their branch hit something, but if it wasn’t too big to go around, they ignored it and didn’t even try to find out what it was. It was unlikely to be anything good, because the stink of decay assaulting their noses was now everywhere and made them feel even more that they were marching toward death.
“This barrier,” Johannes continued from behind him, an unlikely sound of life in the middle of the night. “was created by aliens. One hundred percent. Who else could do it? Not even the Chinese can make something like that!”
“Mm-hmm,” Monty said. He had been keeping his eyes closed for a long time because they were no use to him.
Johannes seemed to take his reply as agreement. “Who does something like this? They could have just finished us off!”
“For example?” he asked, encouraging the young man who seemed to feel better when he could just talk and talk, and it also helped Monty resist falling asleep as he walked.
Johannes blew his cheeks out. “There are lots of options. Maybe with a bomb. Or with a parasite that eats chlorophyll. In no time, all the plant life on the planet would be trash, and no more oxygen would be produced, which would leave us with a lot of carbon dioxide. Even without the lack of food, you see the outcome.”
“Sure, I see the outcome.”
“They could also have just hurled an asteroid, tailored a virus to take us out, made the sun go supernova with a heap of iron—sure, it would have to be a huge heap, but it would still be easier than a sphere like this, which has to be complicated and difficult.” Johannes gave a loud snort.
“They could even have sent a small stone to hit one of our satellites and set the Kessler syndrome in motion. You know, the chain reaction that would cause a cloud of debris that in turn would clear the entire Earth orbit in no time flat, sending us back to the Middle Ages—a lot like now. No markets, no international trade, no exchange of goods, no internet, no navigation, no air travel, no international telephones—shit, it’s a long list. They could also have blown up the moon and sent the Earth tumbling. Any of that would be easier than a damn barrier that is causing us to slowly waste away.”
“Slowly?” Monty said into the darkness. “It hasn’t even been a week, and we’re already done for. The animals and plants are destroyed, and we’re just a part of the ecosystem that is breaking down around us.”
“That’s true, sure, but I still say it makes no sense. Why so much effort to kill us?”
“Maybe they aren’t trying to kill us?” Monty suggested, almost in passing, just to give Johannes more space to speak, while he was with his Tullaby in his mind, hoping she was doing okay.
“Whoever can make a sphere like this has to be pretty far ahead of us. Even on Epsilon Eridani, or wherever, a nice hello has to be better than putting up a death barrier around our planet,” Johannes said. “So much work for something that could be done so much easier.”
“Maybe they just never want to see us again.”
“I could even understand that. But wait a second... That’s not such a stupid idea. Maybe they don’t want to kill us, just lock us in.” The German sounded as if he was enjoying the taste of his own words on his tongue. Then he tutted as if he were on a trip and not in the middle of oppressive darkness and an ocean of silence. “But no, a civilization with such advanced technology would have to know better. If they hadn’t wanted to kill us, they would have warned us in advance.”
“Maybe they did,” Monty suggested.
“I didn’t hear anything, did you?”
“No, but I don’t hear anything either when I’m sitting on the porch and a bird sings. I just hear the background noise of nature. Maybe the bird is trying to tell me something, but I don’t understand it.”
Johannes snorted. “A civilization—”
“—that is so advanced... You’re repeating yourself,” Monty sighed, his cane incessantly sweeping from left to right. He didn’t know what they were doing out here. Montana was vast and sparsely populated. They could walk for days or maybe even weeks in any direction without finding a city or small town.
“I’m just trying...” Johannes started to say in justification, when Monty suddenly stopped walking and the German bumped into his back. “What’s going on?”
Monty wanted to answer, but he didn’t understand what had happened. It could have been just some strange flash in his retina, which he sometimes saw when his eyes were closed, except it had lasted longer than usual. Something illuminated the center of his closed eyes, like a bright point with a small corona. He slowly remembered that he should open his eyes.
“There’s a light!” he yelled excitedly as he made out a small bright point in the middle of the darkness right in front of them—or behind them? Beside them? Without any point of reference it was hard to tell.
“You’re right! But, there are two lights, aren’t there?”
Monty gazed more intently, and a moment later he saw that the doctoral student was right. There were two points of light slowly increasing in size.
“They’re coming toward us.”
“Yes,” Johannes agreed, but he didn’t sound so much excited as anxious. “Maybe we should hide.”
“Hide? If two lights are coming toward us, it can only be a car. Do you really want to feel your way into the trees and watch the car go by?”
“Good point.”
“Even if they’re bandits, like in a bad post-apocalypse move, I would prefer to be snatched and robbed than stumble forward lost in the darkness,” Monty said. He hesitated as images of ragged thieves he’d seen in various movies and TV shows danced in front of his eyes. At one time in his life he had spent too much time watching cable TV, using the terrible shows and films shown by various broadcasters to help him get to sleep.
All the stuff he had seen was now making him a little nervous. The relief and joy that two points of light on the horizon should have brought him were drowned out by the same fear that had been his constant companion since their journey through darkness had begun.
“They’re the good guys, for sure,” Johannes said, his voice trembling a little as he said it, and Monty could feel from the grip on his belt that he was trying to move to the right.
“We’re going to stand here and wait,” he said, surprising himself at how decisive his words sounded. He refused to be influenced by the horrific things he was imagining, hoping instead that the old saying, ‘nothing ever turned out to be as bad as you were imagining,’ turned out to be true. He was convinced that the idea that an existential crisis immediately turned everyone into gruesome animals was a Hollywood invention.
“Are you sure?” Johannes hesitantly asked, though there was also a note of hopefulness in his voice, as if Monty could assure him that these really were people who were going to help them.
“Yes,” he simply said. What else am I supposed to say?
“What makes you so sure?” The German’s words seeped away into the night like a breath of condensed air, engulfed by the atmosphere of decay that had them firmly in its grasp.
“Because it is the only alternative that helps me stay standing up and not doing something stupider, like running into the pitch-black forest and maybe falling over the dead body of an animal or bashing my head open on a tree,” he explained through clenched teeth.
Monty watched the two headlamps growing bigger and bigger. “Even if they didn’t find us and the car went past, we would still be sitting in complete darkness and might not even be able to find the road again. It might just be a few meters away, but the first step in the wrong direction would seal our fate. Then we would die of thirst.”
“We’re in deep shit,” Johannes said dryly.
“Yes, we are.” Monty laughed mirthlessly. “But now I would rather be shot by bandits than keep shambling through this darkness like a zombie.” The darkness swallowed his words as he stood still and listened to the slowly increasing sound of an engine approaching along with the headlamps. Like two intense suns, the lights came toward them, simultaneously so wonderfully beautiful and precious that he wanted to cry, and yet so ominous that he felt the urge to run away.
Then it was suddenly so bright that Monty had to shield his eyes with his arm because he had the feeling his retina was going to burst into flames. He could now see this was a pickup that had switched on a bank of lights that flooded the entire area with illumination.
“Don’t move!” came a hoarse yell. Monty and Johannes were already standing motionless beside each other, so they decided to raise their arms just to be safe.
“We’re unarmed,” Monty called out, squinting. He saw several vague shapes pointing what looked like rifles at them as the guys stood behind the open doors of the pickup. The radiance from all the lamps illuminated a dense ground fog around them, making the photons dance as they spread like a cloud in all directions.
“Keep your arms up, get down on your knees, and put your faces on the ground. I’m only going to tell you once!” yelled the same man as before. Monty thought the stern voice must belong to the figure with the wide-brimmed hat, standing like a corporeal shadow between cab and door, aiming at them through the gap.
Johannes was immobile with fear, so Monty nudged him with his elbow and lowered himself to his knees. The asphalt felt cold, and the dampness soaked into the fabric of their pants.
“It’s okay,” he whispered to the German, who was staring into the bright illumination like a rabbit in the headlights, moving slowly to his knees, following Monty’s example, then laying on his chest and pressing his forehead against the asphalt.
“Nobody move!” the voice continued as they heard dull thumping footfalls around them. Monty was grabbed aggressively by the wrists a moment later, and he heard a sharp metallic-sounding jangle. Then there was an uncomfortable tugging at his underarms. Somebody had handcuffed him.
“Why are you doing this?” he asked with a groan as he was roughly dragged to his feet and held by the arms. It had to be at least two people, each holding one arm tight.
The man who had been doing the talking from between the cab and the door came toward them, the lights at his back, with a shotgun held at a ready angle in his arms. “Who are you?” he demanded.
“I’m Doctor Montgomery Reed. This is Johannes Bohr. We’re physicists,” he answered, and tried to make out the man’s face through narrowed eyes. He thought he saw a grayish-blue uniform and a cowboy hat.
“I’m Sheriff Dean, and these are my deputies. What are you doing here, just outside Roundup?” The voice still sounded challenging and hard as stone, but no longer as threatening. However, it was still making Monty very apprehensive.
“Our helicopter crashed. Some wind turbines to the east didn’t have functioning position lights, and our pilot was flying blind,” he explained, the words coming out like a waterfall as if somebody had pulled out a stopper in his throat.
“A helicopter? Two physicists? How come?” the sheriff asked suspiciously, weighing his shotgun pensively in his hands. “I’m warning you. Roundup knows how to protect itself!”
“What? Roundup?”
“Our town, which is under my protection. If you are with those marauding—”
“No, Sir,” Monty swiftly assured the law enforcement officer and emphatically shook his head. “There were almost a dozen of us physicists on the way to LIGO in Hanford, Washington, to make contact with Unity Base, and if possible with the ARES mission. We were going to use gravitational waves to—”
A voice suddenly came from behind him, sounding young and restless. “Wait up a second. What the hell is this guy talking about?”
“The barrier,” Monty hurried to say, nodding in the direction of the dark sky. “It reflects electromagnetic radiation, but it is permeable to gravitational waves. That allows us to contact our people in space. Perhaps from their position they can see what is going on out there, and how we can make a hole in the barrier.
“Wait a second,” he interrupted himself, looking around at the deputies behind him. Somebody suddenly grabbed his head and turned his face back to face the sheriff, who stood there like a shadow become incarnate, surrounded by the light of the headlamps. “You don’t know anything about any of this!”
“Roundup never had a great connection to the internet, but the network has been dead for a few days. Television, cell phones—nothing works anymore. We don’t know what happened,” was the sheriff’s curt reply, before he gestured to his men to remove the handcuffs.
Monty and Johannes held their hands in front of their stomachs and rubbed their cut wrists.
“There is a wall, but we don’t know where it comes from or what purpose it was created for, and we have no idea who put it there. But we can use gravitational waves to contact our astronauts and hope they are listening and can tell us something we don’t already know,” Monty hastily continued, because he didn’t want to squander the progress he had made with these people. Beside him he saw Johannes restlessly glancing from him to the sheriff and back. “We and our colleagues were on the way to Hanford to one of the two LIGOs in the United States when our helicopter was hit by a turbine blade, as I said. After that, after we found the road, we were just trying to survive.”
“So that big fire, that was you?”
“Yes, erm, Sir. We were trying to keep warm and...” Involuntarily the image of Jane’s mutilated face, illuminated by firelight, came to his mind, and he gulped. “We are the only ones who made it.”
“I’m sorry about your people. There is still a good distance between here and Hanford,” the sheriff said as he gave Monty a wallet and identification that he’d been inspecting, as if it had come out of nowhere. Monty at first hesitated to take them because he didn’t realize they belonged to him—he hadn’t even noticed them being removed from his pocket. But after their IDs were checked, he and Johannes were both released from the grips of the deputies and could relax a bit for the first time.
Dean took a step forward, shouldering his shotgun. This brought him within arm’s reach of Monty, blocking out the glare of the bright headlamps with his body, allowing Monty to make out the police officer’s face for the first time. It was surprisingly fleshy for an otherwise slim man, and its lower half was dominated by a bushy gray beard above which two large, alert, penetrating eyes surveyed the scene. His gaze reminded him of a proud eagle.
“You can sit in the back. We don’t have much in Roundup, but we have a little left over that you can have. You don’t look like bandits, anyways,” the sheriff decided, and gestured to his deputies to return to the pickup at a trot, with weapons lowered.
“Thank you, Sir.”
“Call me Sheriff or Dean. We’re not in the military here. This is the end of the damn world, devil take me,” Dean snorted, then gestured to them to get in the truck after him. “It’s a shame we haven’t seen the National Guard.”
“I think they’re concentrating on the cities. The last I heard was that the police in the cities didn’t have enough officers to keep order,” Monty said, placing his foot on the rear wheel on the right of the giant Toyota and boosting himself up. One of the deputies grabbed him by the shoulder and helped him and then Johannes into the back.
“I can imagine,” the sheriff said as he nodded from below and placed a hand on the side of the pickup, allowing him just barely to see over.
He added a little more quietly, “When we get to Roundup, you’ll have to tell me what you know. The situation out here is bad, but you’ll soon see that for yourself.”
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RODEA
   
 January 17, 2035 - airspace over Nevada
Rodea was swaying from side to side in time to the light turbulence above the Nevada desert. She was sitting with Boozta, Stinger, Susan, and Mike in the huge Air Force turboprop airplane on the left row of seats, which stretched from the cockpit to the ramp in the rear. In front of them, secured to the transport plane’s floor, was the container that held the sphere.
Except for the terrible loss of Putra, the extraction from Manado had been surprisingly smooth. They had returned to Badjo Kima by jeep, with one enforced stop because the vehicle had lost power and refused to start up again. Still, they were on their way just 10 minutes later. Two large Zodiacs were waiting for them at the edge of the village, and the marines lurking in the undergrowth hadn’t escaped her practiced eyes.
From the Gerald R. Ford they were taken by helicopter to a secret Air Force base in the southern Philippines, where they and the artifact had been loaded into the Globemaster in which they were now sitting. Then they had flown to Hawaii, refueled, and had immediately continued toward Nevada.
The death of the Indonesian fisherman had left her dejected for a long while, but then she had once again found the switch in her head she used to suppress her guilt. She didn’t know how she had come by this ability, but it had often helped her during her 20-year career. She had done things much worse than using Putra Buring Bule in an operation like the one she had just commanded, and she would do so again.
Not everyone got the chance to do something meaningful and to serve a higher purpose. In his case, he had made the sacrifice for his family, who would otherwise have died in that village. Now they were being taken to America, and at least they would survive. Of course she would have preferred for him to go with them, but he had voluntarily taken her offer.
Before boarding the plane in the Philippines she had been given a tablet by a CIA liaison officer with the latest information from the agency. Rodea had gone through it thoroughly, and the picture it painted of her homeland was terrifying. Only six days had passed since the barrier had appeared but its effects were already enormous.
Because photosynthesis had ceased across the world, agriculture had collapsed within just two days.
It was now impossible to navigate the oceans, with no GPS and no stars in the sky, and air travel was also a thing of the past because the infrastructure used by all the airlines relied on satellites.
The markets had closed because futures trading was now impossible.
TV and the internet no longer functioned, cell phone networks had collapsed, and gasoline was being rationed.
There was unrest in all metropolitan areas, including bloody conflict between demonstrators and rioters on one side and police and National Guard on the other.
All livestock, which outnumbered the inhabitants of the United States by a wide margin, had either been slaughtered or put down, just like all the wild animals and insects, which had resulted in the first outbreaks of disease in Alabama, California, Virginia, Vermont, Washington, Colorado, North Carolina, and Pennsylvania.
No new medicine was being produced, so the reserve for use in disasters had swiftly begun to run out.
But the collapsing ecosystem wasn’t all.
In New York and Los Angeles, entire sections of the city had burned down without the fire department operating efficiently enough to prevent it.
Temperatures were reducing perceptibly across the country, and seemed faster than expected to be approaching the worldwide median that had been forecast by scientific advisers, approximately 15 degrees Celsius, meaning the average temperature soon would dominate everywhere across the Earth, from the poles to the Equator. Since there was no sunlight, there could be no expectation of variation because the energy level, in the form of temperature, was equalizing.
This, in turn, brought massive floods because of swiftly melting glaciers and polar caps. A problem expected to take decades to arrive was coming within a few years, or even months.
There had also been changes in the winds, because further falls in temperature amplitude caused much more gentle breezes across the world. They remained at this much lower level because the Coriolis effect was still influencing the air, keeping it in motion.
Rodea also learned from the CIA report that all reservists had been called up, and the government had decided to concentrate on securing urban areas. Rural areas had been left to themselves and their law enforcement officers, because it was assumed that there wasn’t as much potential in small towns for an explosion of criminality.
It was horrifying, but what was even more alarming was that Langley knew nothing about broad swaths of the United States. The information network functioned well using landlines, but only in the cities with offices and agents.
The NSA and the military had similar problems to deal with, which meant the government controlled no more than 10 percent of the country, in effect, those parts where information was available that they could react to.
A loud noise echoed through the cargo area of the plane, shocking Rodea out of her brooding. Instantly the sound of the propellers came to her attention, and it took her a moment to work out that the sound meant they were about to land.
“At last there is some real alien stuff to be amazed at,” Boozta yelled over the noise of the engines.
Rodea’s face displayed a wide grin, even though all the organs in her torso seemed to be pushed upward. She hated swift descents. “At last,” she repeated joylessly, having to concentrate to keep from vomiting.
She stared at the swaying wall nets above the opposite rank of seating and listened to the cries and groans of the soldiers to her right. Eventually, after much too long a time, a rumbling and a mighty shudder went through the plane, followed by the roar of extended air brakes. Then it became noticeably quieter, and they finally came to a stop.
The ramp slowly lowered, revealing a concrete expanse with two huge hangars, visible as two bright arcs of light against the black background. In front of the ramp stood a tall, uniformed man in a peaked cap, and behind him a forklift and ten other unarmed soldiers.
Rodea unbuckled herself and followed the four black ops soldiers out onto the brightly lit Groom Lake Air Force Base. The tall major, with a surprisingly open expression and gray stubble, shook hands and gestured for her to follow him. At the same time, the forklift and the soldiers went into the plane to unload the artifact.
“Welcome to Area 51,” the major shouted above the noise of the propellers. He put a hand on her back to direct her to a Humvee parked a little further away in front of one of the hangars. “I’m Major Cook.”
“Agent Stone,” she curtly replied, breathing out in relief, as the propellers behind her finally started to come to rest, leaving a comfortable silence.
“Good work, Agent Stone. We’re keen to find out what the first real artifact we have ever seen is all about.”
“Oh, come on! You’re going to put this thing right next to all the UFOs you’ve collected over the years,” she said, winking to make sure he knew she was joking.
“Our eggheads down there are going to work on it!” He gestured with an extended index finger in the direction of the concrete below their feet. Cook opened the back door of the Hummer for her when they at last reached the vehicle. “You got here just in time, by the way. I thought I was going to miss everything because I had to come to pick you up.”
“In time for what?”
“Well, for the ICBM launch from Hawaii,” he replied, seemingly confused by the question.
“What kind of ICBM launch?”
“I forgot you haven’t had any new information for twelve hours. The President has agreed with the secretary of defense that they should blow a hole in the barrier with a nuclear weapon—or at least try. The launch is happening in,” Cook glanced at his watch, “twelve minutes.”
“And is it being broadcast live on TV, which no longer works?” she asked, confused.
“Even better. It is being streamed live over the internet.”
“I didn’t think the internet was still working?”
The Hummer started moving to the west, racing with astonishing speed across the taxiway toward a huge lodge building that was reminiscent of an oversize summer camp, surrounded by large floodlights.
“Oh.” The major turned to her from the passenger seat, holding onto the backrest of the driver’s seat, to ride out the bumps as they drove over the seams between the concrete slabs of the runway. “We’ve set up a network exclusively for the military using the telephone network, like in the old days, when the internet was created by the Army.”
“The internet was invented in the European atomic research center, CERN,” was her offhand reply, as she looked through the narrow side window and saw another gray Globetrotter climbing into the sky like a giant silver bird. A second was taking off from another runway, and another dozen were waiting on the taxiway. Obviously the Air Force test base had become a kind of hub for the West Coast. In a few moments all the planes had disappeared into the constant darkness, and all that remained were a few position lights.
“Well, we were the first to use it,” Cook growled.
She ignored the disapproval in his voice. She never had any problem ignoring stupid military types. “Good for you,” she replied. “It has to make coordinating your forces a lot easier.”
“Yes, the massive troop movements of the last few days have been pure chaos. Even in daylight and with satellites, it would have been a mammoth undertaking. Under these conditions, it was a nightmare, believe me.”
“We need rays of hope like that. Do you think the network can be extended to private houses?”
“Sure, but it would take a lot of work and telecommunications infrastructure, and we don’t have anyone to do that work, nobody to manage it, no money, no daylight—”
“Obviously,” she interrupted him with a sigh. “What is happening with the artifact now?”
“It’s being taken to research and development, to be dissected by the scientists. If it even beeps, they’ll record it and decrypt it,” the officer answered, and something about his tone of voice caught her attention.
“You don’t really believe this thing is alien, do you?”
Cook turned around again and gazed at her a moment. They drove over a bump in the road, and his U.S.A.F baseball cap jostled slightly. “Of course not. How about you?”
“I don’t know. Do you think it is likely to be Chinese?”
“Yes.”
“And that thing there?” Rodea gestured casually out the window.
“The barrier.”
“Yes, that.”
“The Chinese didn’t do that. They don’t have the capability.”
“Exactly. So, if it wasn’t the Chinese, then who?” she asked, gazing intently at him, as his face betrayed his furiously working brain.
“Possibly a natural phenomenon that we haven’t seen before?”
“That’s not impossible,” she grudgingly replied as she gazed into the darkness, lost in thought. “But I can’t help thinking that another civilization being behind this is a little more likely than something that can be pretty much scientifically ruled out.”
“Even if that’s true,” Cook said with a shrug, “the eggheads will find out.”
The driver decelerated and drove in a wide arc in front of the building so that they could get out right in front of the entrance, which was flanked by two guards.
The major opened the door with a metallic click, stepped out, and held the door open.
“Thanks,” she muttered, and climbed out. When she left the plane she hadn’t noticed how cool the air was—perhaps she had instinctively thought it was the middle of the night, which could be very cold in the desert. But her watch said it was two in the afternoon, when she would typically be sweating under the desert sun.
Rodea sighed, swallowed her vitamin D and K tablets, along with a fish oil capsule, and followed the major into the large building. There was surprisingly little going on in the entrance area or the various corridors she was taken through. They encountered only a few people in uniform, who nodded and disappeared behind unlabeled doors.
They descended in an elevator and got out at sublevel 10, marked as ‘Operations.’ It was a large space reminiscent of a lecture hall, with soldiers sitting in the rows of seating working at consoles, seemingly overseeing and coordinating the entire West Coast airspace. She saw schematic representations of various flight paths, flight vectors, wind directions, and blinking symbols with long reference numbers that she was sure represented individual aircraft.
The 50 or so operators that she saw were speaking softly into their headsets. Rodea saw a lot of them secretly glance to the front, where a dozen older men and women were standing in front of a giant display. It had a bad-quality picture on it. Still, it was good enough to leave no doubt what she was looking at, a missile launch facility in a green mountain landscape, illuminated by four massive floodlights that were directed at the launch pad. There was a tall launch frame with a rocket towering above it, with white steam surrounding it. A countdown in the upper right corner had just reached two minutes.
“Follow me,” Cook said, tapping her on the shoulder.
“Hmm? Oh, yes, of course.” Rodea followed the major down some steps to the right side of the group of officers, who seemed to be deep in conversation despite all eyes being focused on the rocket’s image.
Cook introduced her to a few higher-ranking officers, whose names she didn’t remember because her attention kept drifting to the nuclear missile. The people to which she was introduced only nodded briefly, except for one—a woman with gray hair, a mousy face, and the eyes of a predator. She held Rodea’s handshake a little longer than the others.
Rodea brought her eyes from the display to focus on the woman, who wore the insignia of a brigadier general.
“Thanks for delivering the package, Agent Stone,” she said, finally letting go of Rodea’s hand. “Tell me, what was the situation over in Indonesia?”
“In Indonesia?” Rodea asked in surprise. Nobody had yet asked her about this, and she had supposed no one would. “Bad, Ma’am. I think much of the population is already dead, and huge areas of the country are suffering from the uncontrolled spread of disease. Indonesia is hopelessly overpopulated, and even under normal circumstances there is a lack of healthcare provision and poor energy infrastructure.”
“That’s a shame,” the general said, concernedly shaking her head. “I studied communications for a year on a military exchange course in Pulau Weh.”
“Oh, in North Aceh.” Rodea frowned in surprise. “Not a lot of Westerners make it there.”
“No. That was why the diving qualification cost almost nothing, and the groups were small. They are really friendly people, the Indonesians. Do you have family there?”
“No,” Rodea shook her head. “My grandparents—and after them, my parents—brought all my mother’s side of the family over to the States. We don’t have any contact with my father’s side anymore. My mother was Hindu Balinese, he was Muslim, and she didn’t want to convert, so it seemed better to break off contact with the family.”
“And what about you?”
“You mean my religion? Are you even allowed to ask me that?” Rodea asked, with a slight smirk to take the edge off her words. She didn’t know why but she liked the general.
“Yes—you’re not in the military.”
“I believe in expenses.”
The woman laughed briefly, but was tapped on the shoulder by another officer, who pointed at the display. Rodea stood to the side and saw that the countdown had reached the last few seconds. Silence suddenly descended on the operations center as, for the first time since the end of the Second World War, a nuclear weapon was being launched at a specific target.
The rocket engine ignited and spewed a blaze of fire downward, playing across the concrete of the launch pad like a donut of heat that drove it through dense clouds of steam almost unhurriedly higher. It increased in speed with every second, fighting Earth’s gravitational pull, and flew like an upside-down torch toward the uninterrupted black of the sky.
“Time to impact, six minutes and ten seconds,” came a voice over the loudspeaker.
“I wonder if this is really such a good idea?” Rodea muttered.
“The barrier is a hundred and twenty kilometers above us, which means it is outside the atmosphere or right at its outer edge. That’s closer than Starfish Prime in the sixties, but we are targeting a point south of here above uninhabited desert. Even if the effect can still be seen on the West Coast, the danger of an EMP is very low,” Cook explained from beside her, without lowering his head or taking his eyes off the point of light in the center of the display.
“If this doesn’t work, at least it’ll be a little warmer down here,” the general said, standing at Rodea’s other side. She surreptitiously glanced at the officer’s name badge: Blalock.
They stood in silence for a while, and then it happened, almost exactly to the second, but yet so suddenly and surprisingly that she flinched. A huge flash of light could be seen, then a red, spreading stain against a black wall, its edges straining outward.
As if in slow motion, a torus of radiating green light formed, surrounded by intense flashes of light that came in a staccato rhythm, then disappeared and appeared elsewhere. Through the raging hurricane of photons, first the barrier itself could be seen, as it was now being irradiated from below—a perfect wall curving away at its edges without any structure. The only evidence that it wasn’t pure darkness and thus composed of some material was the sharp edge of the heat and radiation caused by the ICBM.
“The shock waves are spreading roughly equally in all directions, because there is practically no atmosphere up there,” General Blalock said regarding the confused play of colors on the display. “The aurorae are formed by electrons that are incredibly light and race away from the epicenter very quickly. The Earth’s magnetic field influences a moving electron, so they fly along the magnetic field lines.
“What we are now seeing are those electrons that have descended into the upper layers of the atmosphere, where they are stopped. The atoms and molecules there absorb the energy of the electrons. That’s what makes them glow. That’s the aurora you are looking at.”
“How do you know all this?” Rodea asked, closing her gaping mouth when she realized she had been gawking open-mouthed at the display.
“I’m a physicist. The detonation also created heavy ions, atoms, in other words, that the electrons are torn from. These ions create the corona you saw just after impact as they encountered the upper layers of the atmosphere and were absorbed there. The bright part at the center, which looked like a windsurfer’s sail, was the tiny remnant of the rocket. The background glow came from the atoms above a hundred kilometers, oxygen atoms, hit by the heavy ions.”
The spectacle at the edge of the atmosphere had begun suddenly but was slow to fade away. The corona of strangely flickering light and constant isolated flashes continued to spread, but weakened until it eventually disappeared as the last photons were lost to sight beyond Earth’s curvature.
“Now what?” Rodea softly asked, her voice cutting clear across the tense silence.
“Now we know the test was a failure,” Blalock said, taking one last look at the display, which was so black it was difficult to know if it was still switched on, and then she left the room without another word.
The rest of the officers followed her obediently. A frustrated silence remained among the operators. They knew that the last of the government’s ideas of how to do something to stop the barrier, and the impending downfall of humanity, had just died in a giant ball of fire.
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MONTGOMERY
   
February 8, 2036 - Hanford, Washington
The dissonant and relentless alarm hammered at Monty’s eardrums, and every time he groped around with his hand, it became even more frustrating that he could not find the snooze button.
At last his sleep-numbed fingers touched a raised area of plastic, and the sound abruptly stopped. Monty had been back in Roundup, Montana, in his dream, where he and Johannes had been picked up by the sheriff. The dream was a mix of half-real, half-cloudy memories of the two evenings they had spent together, when they had tried to explain to the man what they were doing there.
He could still remember the attentive expression of Sheriff Dean, who had so carefully taken care of that small town, the apple of his eye. What Monty had seen in Roundup had deeply impressed him and had restored his motivation to press on, even in the face of so much he would never have thought possible, and despite the torment that had followed the crash. He had seen how the few hundred inhabitants had barricaded their town and formed armed patrols. He had seen how all the remaining fresh food, potable water reserves, tins, tools, and medicines had been taken to the town square.
They had voluntarily allowed the sheriff and his deputies to distribute it all equitably, and, despite the catastrophe of the darkened heavens, he had seen nothing but helpfulness and camaraderie. However, the most impressive part of the whole thing had been when the people of Roundup had given him and Johannes a car with extra gasoline, two guns, and enough food and water for the drive to Hanford.
“It’s okay. We aren’t just investing in your future, we’re investing in everybody’s future,” Sheriff Dean had said as they had been standing in the town square saying their thanks and goodbyes.
There was a knock at the door, and Monty shook the last tatters of dream and memory from his head, then raised himself onto one elbow. “Come in,” he growled blearily.
Johannes poked his head around the door. Yellow light from the corridor came in, too, through the crack, hitting Monty right in the face, causing him to blink and shield his eyes with his hand.
“I was told to wake you up after the last test was completed,” the German said as he reached a clipboard through the door and tapped on it with one finger like a woodpecker. “It looks good, and the people in Louisiana are ready.”
“I’ll be right there,” he promised, and shooed his colleague away. Johannes swiftly retreated, closed the door, and left him in darkness.
Monty switched on his bedside lamp and swung his legs out of bed, although every fiber of his being yearned to stay within its comfortable warmth. His gaze fell on his thighs and he sighed. They were not as muscular these days as they had been in high school. The strict rationing of food hadn’t meant any less of their important work. The portions provided by the military were made up of one hundred grams of test-tube meat from the laboratory farms of California every other day, and a protein bar, a pile of nutritional supplements, a couple of handfuls of vegetables, and an apple every day.
It was the first time he had ever gone to bed with a grumbling stomach, but now his body had become accustomed to the low-energy intake. He had to avoid sports and exercise, unlike the soldiers, who received more rations. Even so, the upgrades to the LIGOs in Hanford, and Livingston down in Louisiana, had required so much mental energy that he felt haggard and exhausted every day. But if Johannes had been telling the truth and the tests really had been successful, they could now detect significantly finer gravitational waves in space.
Communication with ARES or the Unity Moon Base had therefore moved tangibly closer. It was good news, and he needed a lot more of that because the year that had gone by had brought nothing but setbacks and bitter experiences. Nobody knew just how much more than 70 percent of the planet’s population had starved. Perhaps another 10 percent had fallen victim to the rampant diseases that had left decaying bodies everywhere.
The fact that the medicine reserves had very quickly run down had only accelerated the process, and soon the military had closed off all the cities to limit the problem. Extreme depression and the accompanying suicide rate had only been addressed by the government—with supplies of vitamin D and fish oil—after much time had passed. Today, almost a year after the catastrophe, the remaining 10 to 15 percent of Americans were either assigned to work centers in the big cities, where daylight lamps, medicine, and food were provided for them, or to jobs at the sterile test-tube meat factories and the vegetable farms—or they were in the military, which had taken over policing everywhere.
There was only one bit of good news among all the sorrow and pain, which was that large-scale uprisings or civil war had been avoided. Instead, in the early days of the crisis, many had volunteered to help, and residents of the cities had opened their houses and apartments to refugees from the countryside.
Cable TV, too—the kind fed directly into the cable—started being broadcast again after the third month, even if only to a limited extent. This meant that here in Hanford they only received the local Seattle broadcast, which, like all the others, received its information from the government or well-networked military.
Something approaching normality had started to return to their everyday lives. In his essential position, Monty had even been able to make sure that Erica and his little Tullaby were safe in emergency accommodations in Dallas. Without knowing this he wouldn’t have been able to concentrate on his work.
He brushed his teeth swiftly but still thoroughly over the little metal sink, quickly washed and dried his underarms, put on a fresh shirt, and left his room, tucking the shirttails into his trousers as he walked along the corridor to the control room. In reality, ‘control room’ was an overblown term for the slightly oversized office space, full of desks and monitors, in the heart of the facility.
More than 20 scientists were collected here at the moment, which was close to the entire staff of the Laser Interferometer Gravitational-wave Observatory. He had made Johannes one of his direct reports when he was made head of LIGO after Osprey’s death, and the younger man was hurrying excitedly from one workplace to the next. Here and there he gestured wildly at some data, shook his head, or made some comment.
“Okay,” Monty said to everyone, and the eyes of the ones who weren’t wearing headsets turned to him. Most of those present he knew from the time before the barrier, thanks to his time as deputy facility manager, and the contrast between images of that time and today couldn’t have been starker. For example, Barbara, a particle physicist, and Ralph, an engineer from Wisconsin, had both been very overweight back then. Now, they were beanpole thin—just like everyone else.
He was just about to continue speaking when he noticed a figure in a suit coming toward him, and he gulped. It was Timothy Green, the Undersecretary in the Department of Defense, who had once refused him research funding. He still couldn’t stand the man and had forgotten about Johannes telling him that the politician had arrived by helicopter from Seattle the afternoon before.
“Mr. Undersecretary,” he said stiffly, as Green extended his hand to shake.
“Doctor, just pretend I’m not here.”
And how am I supposed to do that, with you standing right in front of me, the only one in the room who can afford a potbelly?
“Of course,” Monty grunted. He looked past Green at Johannes before pointing at the three large screens where the data was projected in the form of EKG-like diagrams that recorded the laser’s amplitude. “As soon as you’re ready, we can get going.”
If this had been a movie, perhaps something exciting would have happened. Everything would have fallen silent, or everyone would have started shouting at once. Strange images would have appeared on the screens—but none of this happened. Nothing changed at all, except that he now knew that the lasers were switched on. The undersecretary didn’t seem to like that, because he first glared at the physicists in the room and then at Monty before clearing his throat.
“So when does it start?”
“Oh, it’s already begun. Now we’re listening for signals from outside the barrier. If the men and women out there can create strong-enough gravitational waves, we will be able to measure them.”
“And how likely is that?”
“Very unlikely.”
“I’m sorry?” Green said, and gazed at him like he had just said something funny.
“It’s improbable because they would need a very large mass,” Monty patiently explained.
“So why did I fly out here?”
“I don’t know.”
The politician growled in frustration and pointed at the monitor showing a graph with a flat line on it. “Can you explain how it functions?”
“Of course. You pick things up quickly, and it’s not that complicated, really,” Monty replied, keen to take advantage of an opportunity to pay the man back in his own way for refusing his budget request in the past. He was a careerist from Washington who probably thought a Mensa test was competitive eating, and he was the man who was deciding if this research was worthwhile. There was nothing more frustrating for a researcher.
“Okay. You have to imagine the structure of the LIGO as two lines that intersect at a right angle at the short end. At one end we have a thirty-watt laser that we fire through a mirror. This mirror lets the light through in one direction, but not back. It’s called the power recycling mirror. It boosts the power of the laser to over a thousand watts. Then the laser hits a beam splitter that sends each half into one of the six-kilometer-long arms, where a resonator is located, which is also constructed from mirrors.
“The light bounces back and forth between them maybe a few hundred times, which increases the effective length that the light travels before it hits the beam splitter again. This gives us around one thousand five hundred kilometers of effective length, which provides exceptionally high sensitivity. A photodiode measures the intensity of the returning light.
“We put an interferometer in the appropriate place so that the two parts of the beam that were divided by the beam splitter are subtracted, which means no light reaches the photodiode. If a gravitational wave hits the observatory or goes through us, this causes a phase shift because one of the arms can be lengthened or shortened. We can measure a relative distance of less than ten to the power of minus twenty-two meters.”
Monty looked at the more-and-more-lost politician and then added, “That’s a huge negative number, and if you take your shin as a reference point, it corresponds to approximately a twelve-thousandth of the diameter of a proton.”
“Oh,” Green eventually said, then nodded as if he had understood even half of it. “Now what?”
“Now we wait for somebody to say hello.”
“Can’t we say hello?”
“Yes, we could. We just need an enormous mass to do it. We could blow up the Earth, for example, if we could think of a way to do it, and they would be able to measure that.”
“That doesn’t sound like a simple solution,” Green said, attempting a grin. “I certainly don’t have the budget for that.”
There are no simple solutions here, Monty thought, and he was about to say something to that effect when he dropped his coffee cup. It clattered across the floor, and everyone’s head turned in his direction. He paid no attention, hurrying over to Johannes, who was standing between two desks in conversation with a man who was entering data into his console.
“Mechanical signal transmission!”
“What?” asked the German in confusion. He was looking at Monty as if his boss had lost his mind.
“If they are listening for us up there, just like we are listening for them down here, it could take forever until one of us thinks of a way to create gravitational waves strong enough. But they have LISA, the Laser Interferometer Space Antenna! The three satellites have two and a half million kilometers of length to their laser interferometer—that is very sensitive. What do we know about the barrier?”
“Erm, it reflects everything except gravitation?” Johannes’s words sounded more like a question than a statement.
“Yes! If they are smart, and they are—we’ve sent our best people up there—then they have put LISA on the barrier to increase its sensitivity. To do that, all they have to do is place one of the three interferometers on the outer surface. That means if we create a mechanical impulse, LISA will pick it up because the vibrations must be transmitted through the barrier. After all, it has mass. We could pretty much use it to send a message in Morse code,” Monty explained, almost manic in his excitement.
He grabbed a piece of paper from one of the engineers’ desks and took the pen from behind his ear. He hastily drew a semicircle, then below this another, to represent the Earth below the barrier, and joined the two with a dotted line.
“Oh man, Monty, that’s not such a stupid idea!” Johannes said, nodding in appreciation. “Having the Army shoot some kind of cannon at it from below would be enough. Maybe a railgun. That should have enough power to penetrate the gravity well and reach the required altitude. There’s just one problem. How do we listen for answers from outside?”
“No, that’s not a problem,” Monty countered with a shake of his head. “There are hardly any clouds anymore, as far as I know, and little in the way of wind, which means the sky is clear and it is going to stay that way, so—”
“—so we set up a high-power infrared laser on the planet’s surface, and we aim it at that point!” Johannes interrupted, shooing Bobby, who was sitting directly in front of him, from his chair in order to take over the space for himself. He started frantically typing at the keyboard.
“Can somebody tell me what’s going on? What are you blabbering about?” Green asked, approaching them hesitantly as if they might be so excited they could explode.
“If we point an infrared laser at the barrier and they knock... Well, before that we measure the distance the light travels, including reflection,” answered Monty. “Then, if—when—they knock, it will slightly change the length of the light waves, which will produce an interference pattern. The impulse just has to be rhythmic and modulated. That’ll do it. It’s as simple as that.”
Monty slapped his palm against his forehead. “Why didn’t we think of this before?” He looked at Johannes, who was programming the simulation with swift fingers.
“So? Will it work the way you think?” Green asked, caught up in their excitement.
“Oh, it’ll be a couple of days before we know, after we’ve written the program and run the first simulations,” Monty said, unavoidably disappointing him. “But you could give the Army a ring, or the Air Force, or the Navy, I don’t know, somebody with a railgun, or something just as big. It has to have enough oomph to leave Earth’s atmosphere. A pistol isn’t going to do the job.”
“I’ll see what I can do,” Green promised, clearing his throat with an apologetic expression on his face. “I, erm, have to get going. An urgent appointment in Seattle.”
“Oh, of course,” Monty said as he shook the politician’s hand, pleased to finally be rid of him.
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RODEA
   
February 10, 2036 - New York City
Rodea stood at the window of her apartment in Upper Manhattan and stared at the winter streets below. Dirt was smeared across the façades of the monolithic skyscrapers, and trash was piled alongside the streets far below, along which so few vehicles were traveling that you could imagine the city was under curfew. But it wasn’t—there were very few people left to get behind the wheel of a vehicle. The black sky was now such a familiar sight that she no longer looked up at it. Instead she concentrated on everything illuminated by streetlights and the windows with lights burning behind them.
Sometimes she had the feeling she could no longer remember what the real sky looked like. It had been blue in the daytime, sometimes gray, sometimes overcast, and sometimes in the night sky there had been stars and the moon. Yes, she knew that, and yet the memory was faded and unreal, like a film she had once seen.
The same was true of the streets, which had always been so busy, overpopulated, and bustling in Manhattan. It had been rare to travel the chasms between the buildings without being caught in a jam. Now the few cars, which were interspersed with military Hummers, had almost become an unusual sight.
Much earlier during the crisis, it had only been electric cars that were still running because the military had confiscated all of the gasoline. But the fossil-fuels crisis had soon been followed by the electrical power crisis.
Ironically, the United States had, for a while, been relatively unaffected because of its international lead in the use of nuclear power stations, which didn’t need sun or wind. Still, this advantage had quickly become a disadvantage. Staff shortages meant many reactors had needed to be powered down, which hadn’t been possible to do quickly enough—at least not fast enough to keep pace with the rate that people working at the often-remote reactors starved, were killed in accidents, or fell victim to disease.
From secret CIA dossiers, fed with information from the still active network of agents, she knew that since the crisis had gripped the homeland, there had been at least two meltdowns in the past year, one in Colorado and the other in Arkansas. Parts of these states were now radioactive, although the decrease in wind helped prevent the spread of the pollution. In fact, there was near-absolute calm these days.
She had at first thought the problem had arisen from the fact that not enough workers had been on site to react to difficult situations, or that the delivery of replacement parts, maintenance equipment, and the like hadn’t been happening. But the main problem appeared to be fluctuations in the power grid, which had been regulated via satellite before the crisis. Back then, they could implement precisely calculated supply plans, updated every minute to cover demand for power across the entire country according to current requirements.
The loss of the atomic clocks in orbit had resulted in extreme fluctuations, which had produced regional power outages. This had severed many reactors from the grid and, counter to what might be expected, there had been no backup systems in the form of, for one example, diesel generators, but there had been redundant systems that also fed the national grid, something like a second cable connected to the same source. According to the dossier, this meant that when the emergency power supply was also cut out, then the possible reasons for the catastrophes were numerous.
She knew from Atlanta that high levels of radiation had been measured. Still, it had been possible to ignore the effects to a certain degree. Usually they supplied rural areas, which had become blank areas on the map. These areas would remain empty because they had been unavoidably written off. Before the crisis, the land outside the cities had been considered to have a clear advantage in the event of a catastrophe. The lack of sunlight had reversed this assumption. Now the only areas to survive were where there was enough power and food, and no food now grew in the fields, only in shielded laboratories and greenhouses.
Rodea looked to the right, following the people walking on the sidewalks with collars turned up and hats pulled low over their faces in an attempt to keep out the cold, until her eyes reached the outskirts of Central Park. She had played with Thomas there, when he had just started walking. They had skated on the lake in winter. Tears welled up in her eyes, which she held back with sheer determination. She saw her face reflected in the window. In essence, the people in the park had become wrinkled and gaunt because of undernourishment, and her own eyes seemed to have sunken deeper in their sockets.
She heard a voice from behind her and watched in the window as Jimmy approached. “He’s not coming back, my love.” He wrapped her protectively in his arms, which now looked thin and fragile. Her once chubby husband had lost about half his body weight, and she didn’t even know if it was because of their tiny rations over the previous year or the grief they both shared.
“I know,” she said, her voice little more than a breath, as she took his hands, which were crossed over her belly. “I know.”
“A sergeant from the National Guard was just here. Our rations are going to be substantially increased starting tomorrow. It seems the underground farms have reached a level of efficiency that is bringing good yields.”
“That and the fact that only a fraction of the population has survived, so there are fewer mouths to feed,” she replied, with barely concealed bitterness in her voice.
“Are you sure it’s not time to return to work?”
“Why? So I can get over losing our son, the way you have? Should I start growing sweet corn in the old subway tunnels, too? So I don’t have to think about Thomas?” She regretted her words even before she had finished talking, and she sighed. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to say that.”
“Oh, yes, you did,” he replied, but he didn’t release his embrace, instead squeezing her a little tighter. “But it’s okay. Everyone deals with pain differently. But I mean it when I say that you have the option, unlike me, of going back to your old job. You don’t have to work in the underground farms.”
“At least it’s warm down there, and it’s useful work.”
“Yes. Sitting in the apartment and mourning our son, however, isn’t,” he reprimanded her, and he held her tight with surprising strength as she reacted in fury. “I mean it. Mourning is important and necessary, but giving your life to depression has nothing to do with honoring Thomas’s memory. Quite the opposite. He isn’t coming back, no matter how much we weep for him. What I do know is that he wouldn’t want his mother to destroy herself in his name.”
“How can you say that?” she growled, but she knew he was right. The fact that every word he said made sense was all the more annoying.
“Nothing is simple about this.”
“But what am I supposed to do? Go back to Langley? What about you? Will you come with me? Are you going to give up your new job as a farmer?”
“Hey, you can’t call it a job, since nobody gets paid anymore, right?” he joked.
“I’m being serious.”
“Yes, I’ll come with you if I can get some kind of job there.”
“It’s not possible anymore, and you know that. We call what we are given to do work, or a soldier comes to the door and we end up doing forced labor,” she said. “I’ve only been spared because Alison pulled some strings.”
“And that’s the problem. You need to do something. You could never accept being cooped up in the house, even before the crisis. You were always away on international missions. It’s no good for you to sit here and gradually fall apart,” Jimmy said, forcefully, as he turned her to face him, like a dancer twirling his partner, and looked her deeply in the eye. “You are a problem solver—you can’t become a problem yourself.”
She repeated the sentence he had so often said to her, “But then I could solve myself, and I would disappear,” and smiled weakly while she attempted to blink away her tears. “I mean, you’re right, but the agency isn’t what it once was.”
“No? So what is it?”
“We used to gather intelligence on other countries, but now there is nothing left to do overseas. With no way to communicate, our worldwide network has collapsed. We have lost fewer people than other departments who don’t get the same protection from the government, but still, only a little over half are left. And what do they do? They spy on our own citizens, like the NSA people who are now all working on the farms because there is no network left for them to get their claws into.” Rodea snorted contemptuously. “We’re like the new Stasi. An analog version of Big Brother.”
“You’re being too hard on them,” he told her with a shake of his head. “They are helping to maintain order and to ensure there are no attacks or shortages. We are building a kind of ark for a future without the sun, which means every cog is necessary for our survival and has to be protected. I, at least, am happy to know you and the soldiers are looking after us every time I pull some carrots or stroke my sweet corn down in the shadows.”
Rodea wanted to contradict him, but she knew he was right. The problem was more that there weren’t many problems, as far as she knew. The survivors hadn’t turned into a pack of wolves, as many had predicted—quite the opposite. They knew very well how they had returned to New York from Nevada and had seen the long lines of volunteers forming in front of registration centers.
“Fine. I’ll go straight down to our office, down on the pier,” Rodea promised as she glanced at her watch. “A little after nine, they should be open.”
“Ring from the lobby. They have a landline,” he suggested.
She shook her head. “No, I need some fresh air, anyway. Even if there isn’t any left.”
Jimmy continued looking her in the eye for a moment, then nodded and let her go. Rodea grabbed her coat from its hook in the corridor of their luxurious apartment, which—obviously—had previously belonged to a well-paid fund manager. Before the crisis it would have been the perfect aspirational dream of an entire generation, with lots of glass, spacious design, and an almost Zen-like austerity.
Only six million people were still living in New York City today, making redistributing property to the remaining population, consisting of city residents and refugees from the land, relatively easy. The skyscraper in which she and Jimmy lived had accommodations for high-ranking Secret Service and military employees, as part of an entire block that had been cleared for similarly employed people with high security clearances.
Rodea took the elevator to the lobby, where two soldiers were standing in front of the remains of reception, playing cards. The men flinched when they saw her and pretended they had been keeping watch the whole time.
“Have fun, guys,” she simply said as she walked directly toward the exit. Her steps echoed loudly from the crumbling marble floor, and she slammed the door behind her.
Outside, she stepped into the glow of the streetlamps in front of her skyscraper, the former Marriott Essex, and looked to her left and right along West 59th Street. Except for a few government electric SUVs in front of neighboring buildings, no vehicles were to be seen. She didn’t see very many pedestrians either, apart from a few figures moving toward the roundabout to the west.
Central Park was right in front of her, but was even more sparsely illuminated than the street, where only every sixth lamp was being provided with power. The gaps between them had grown every few months, and maybe the limited number still lit would have to go soon to cover the growing hunger for energy of the production facilities and underground farms.
To her right, where just a year before the barrier appeared there had been an entrance to the newest subway line, she saw the sizeable transparent tent that spanned the entrance stairs like a dome. It was illuminated from below, making it look like the set of a science fiction movie from the 1980s. Soldiers were keeping watch in front of the entrance, chatting at the moment with their guns held at a casual angle.
She had seen the farms down below for the first time in December, and was astonished at what had been made of the tube system that tunneled below New York over several levels. The tunnels had been divided into two separate floors at half their height to be able to grow twice the amount of vegetables.
The lower levels were all filled with sweet corn, which was relatively easy to grow, resistant, and undemanding. Rodea hadn’t seen what had been planted on the upper floors, but they were given carrots, cabbage, and potatoes every week.
Deep below ground it was easier to maintain the necessary heat, and to install and power the daylight lamps and mirrors effectively and efficiently. The entire area below the city was also kept antiseptic, as strict quarantine conditions were imposed to reduce as much as possible exposure to pests and contaminants.
The considerable reduction in population meant that entire sectors of the economy had disappeared, so that the usual flow of goods regulated by supply and demand was now unthinkable. The number of people who toiled down there was incredible. Hundreds of thousands of New Yorkers were laboring in the depths, doing backbreaking work trying to ensure the survival of every last person.
Others worked in the meat laboratories in Queens, where, in equally sterile conditions, meat was grown in Petri dishes, complete with the correct amino acid profile, and without the disadvantages of mass animal rearing, with the space required, the imbalance of energy because of feeding, and the necessary treatment of illnesses. The results were two cubes of meat—which looked like steak without a marbling of fat—per week.
Further large sections of the city’s population were involved with nutritional supplement production, primarily in nearby New Jersey. The laboratories there worked around the clock primarily to synthesize vitamin D, but also to produce a wide range of other vital substances essential to human survival.
Ironically, the people who had survived the crisis lived a significantly healthier lifestyle than when it was possible to eat whatever they wanted—in huge quantities. The important thing was that all human requirements related to healthy whole foods were covered to avoid illness, loss of work, or other problems. There was a wide margin for error in the newly planned economy.
Because it no longer held any value, money had been phased out soon after the crisis. Without an economy based on supply and demand, and the potential for constant growth, the collective faith in the worth of printed paper had faded away. Since then, technocrats had taken power in the government, which still had control under the command of the President of the United States.
But in coming years, questions would arise. How will we vote? Will this even continue to work? There were hardly any politicians, limited media, few newspapers, and no need for elected representatives. In fact, Washington governed using crisis powers in a permanent state of emergency that had never been officially declared—after all, who would have been there to hear the declaration?
There were no lawyers anymore, either, to insist on observing legal procedures. The United States had become an anthill as efficiently as possible, considering the situation, obeying the queen—in other words, the government and its apparatus. Nobody protested, perhaps because nobody had the time or energy to do so, but maybe also because there was no reason. Everybody knew that a government was necessary, and everybody also knew that every single life taking part in the giant battle for survival was much too valuable to risk.
On the other hand, the decimated remains of the apparatus in Washington worked extremely effectively and reasonably, at least in their own opinion. There were no patronizing equal rations for all, and no abuse of power by the military, who had admittedly gained the most in perks due to the crisis.
The Army leadership had obviously sworn their officers to be careful in exercising their new role as police over everyone, and that had worked astonishingly well—as far as Rodea could tell. The soldiers in the city had always been helpful and friendly since then, and she had never seen any of them abusing their power to get advantages such as more rations. But it was also true that she lived in a privileged block, so it was impossible to rule such things out.
All in all, the prospects were almost comforting. Humanity was acting in concert, subjugating their own needs to the public good, and the public interest served each individual, as far as she could see.
But this glimmer of hope in the darkness also hammered home to her that her son would never see it, because he was no longer with them. Only after his death had she realized how much meaning he had given to her life. She also remembered the feeling of guilt at having spent so little time with him.
Instead of being at home and looking after him as he learned to crawl and then walk, to laugh and talk, to eat with a spoon, or to play with Lego, she had been traveling the world, hunting criminals and terrorists, bringing influence to bear on the politicians of disagreeable countries, or forcing concessions from foreign governments. But what for? The barrier had revealed all of that as irrelevant games played by an immature humanity, who had allowed themselves the luxury of causing problems for themselves. It all seemed so absurd to her now.
She threw a last glance at the restless shadows of Central Park. Rodea turned up her collar before heading to the west, toward the former traffic roundabout, in the direction of Hudson Bay. Looking down at the streets from above, it was possible to vaguely make out the floodwalls that held back the rise in sea levels.
Rodea walked about 50 meters, passing a group of men and women in dark coats standing between the lobby of a former hotel and a dark electric SUV, greeting them with a nod, as was standard these days. In the old days, nobody in New York had known their neighbors. The Big Apple had been one of many cities where everyone had done their work, then binge-watched Netflix or did the rounds of the bars.
There was none of that anymore, only the daily battle for the future and the hope that as many people as possible would be there the next day. This knowledge welded them together, as did the knowledge that there was nobody who was unnecessary as a cog in the new survival machine.
“Hey, agent,” somebody called out, and her head turned to the side in confusion. An SUV was driving beside her at a walking pace, and a young woman leaned out of the driver’s side window. “Agent Stone?”
“Yes?”
“Director David-Griffiths sent me. I’m to take you to headquarters as quickly as possible,” the young woman explained above the sonorous hum of the electric engine. Her car came to a halt as Rodea stopped walking and turned to look at her.
“To Washington? Now?”
“Yes. An armed escort is waiting for you in New Jersey.”
“Can’t I just call her?”
“Negative, Ma’am,” the woman answered, in typical military lingo, while shaking her head. “It’s urgent.”
“I can’t. My husband—”
“The Director said you would say that. I’m supposed to tell you that the first results have come in from Nevada. You know what that means.”
Rodea suddenly froze. Nevada. Area 51. Results? Had the scientists really decrypted the artifact?
She was sitting in the back of the SUV before she had finished her thought, speeding through the deserted streets toward Washington.
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MONTGOMERY
   
February 11, 2036 - Hanford, Washington
“Okay, what do you think? Are we doing a good job?” Monty asked, first looking toward Johannes to his right and then Egon to his left. The once-ursine physicist now looked skeletal, sitting at the small table in the canteen. He shrugged and took a loud slurp of his coffee.
“I believe so. Johannes’s program looks good. We have worked up a good pattern that the people out there should quickly understand.”
“It’s just a simple Morse code message, which is still part of our education,” Johannes said as he sighed and stretched over the backrest of his old plastic chair. The canteen was empty because most of the LIGO team was asleep, and these three were taking the night watch. If a signal should come back, he didn’t want to risk that they only noticed it hours later. In their current situation, every minute, every second, could count.
“Has the undersecretary’s office been in touch yet?”
“Yes. The railguns of the Navy destroyers can do the knocking. There are four, two of which can currently be deployed. But two are in the Atlantic right now, and first have to be ordered to the Pacific. The whole thing will take several weeks,” Johannes explained, rubbing his face with tired hands.
“But it is an option. We knock once, read with the infrared laser whether there was an answer, and then fire a synchronized Morse code message with railgun projectiles. According to the information I have been given, the rounds will fly at seven to eight times the speed of sound, which means even at an altitude of a hundred and twenty kilometers, they should still be going really fast.”
Montgomery stood up and was about to go, but he instead looked down at the two physicists, who were looking back at him from eyes with dark rings under them. “Wait a minute. If one of the railguns is already in the Pacific, we should start firing. The point where we suspect the LISA interferometer has been installed should be somewhere above Hawaii, where thankfully, HEILA, one of the biggest infrared lasers, is located. While the two destroyers are moved from the Atlantic, we can at least start to attract attention.”
“But the muzzle velocity of the railguns will make it difficult to signal long and short pulses. The pause between shots is quite long,” Egon said.
“It doesn’t matter!” Monty said with an impatient wave of the hand. Then he pointed one finger in the direction of the suspended ceiling above them. “We just have to signal that we are here, and we’re listening, and show them this way of communication. Then we listen, because we can already do that. The weeks the destroyers will take to get to the Panama Canal could be useful and important for the people up there. According to what I’ve heard, Maxim Gontscharow is a clever guy, so maybe he can use the time to think of something. Every day counts for the people in the cities.”
“I’ve heard they are already getting two rations per day in the security zones of New York, Los Angeles, and Denver, so it’s worse for us out here in the country,” Egon said, a sour note in his voice.
“We’re still alive, so we have nothing to complain about,” Montgomery said, waving his hands to shoo his colleagues from their seats. “Let’s go. Johannes, you contact the Navy in Seattle and ask for a communications link to Hawaii using a radio bridge. If the team there at HEILA is ready to go, we will contact Green and ask for access to the internet. The landline access is ready for use, right?”
“Yes, we’re connected, and with the right clearance, so we should be able to chat with Hawaii,” Johannes confirmed.
He breathed out from puffed cheeks, his stress apparent. “Good, good, let’s hope it all works. Egon, you take care of coordinating with the Navy regarding the firing pattern of the railgun. Johannes, you take care of contact with Hawaii. Okay, let’s get to work.”
Montgomery clapped his hands and waited until the two men had hastily exited the canteen before rolling his tense shoulders.
“Gentlemen,” he said to himself, “now we really have begun.”
    
Five hours later, the control room was once again full of people working in real-time on the Hanford LIGO. Everyone was talking at the same time. The large, curved screen at the front of the room showed the interferometer’s calm blue and red lines, which weren’t displaying any peaks, but occasional hills and valleys caused by natural phenomena like tectonic microquakes.
Various simulations, analyses, newly generated datasets, and models were running on his team’s screens. Still, something remarkable was happening on two of them. A program in front of Johannes displayed a chat with Doctor Inu Bamouha, the head of the HEILA infrared laser in Hawaii. Another at Egon’s workspace beside the German showed a chat window with a Navy lieutenant, which was their direct connection to the railgun on the USS Zumwalt.
“How do things look?” Monty asked, moving to stand behind the office chairs of his two team members, holding the backrests to his left and right in a sort of embrace. He bent his knees and leaned forward, his upper body between them.
“The Zumwalt is ready. The target point on the barrier is south of Hawaii, at the edge of the range of the railgun, so there might be a slight deviation from the point we originally planned to hit, but that means it doesn’t have to sail to a new position and can be at anchor while it is firing.
“And this is our only way of communicating with the lieutenant—in a chat window,” Egon explained, tapping his monitor with a bony finger. “It’s significantly better than a crackling radio bridge, with constant noise and interruptions.”
“It was the right choice,” Monty confirmed. He looked up at Johannes. “And yours?”
“Bamouha is pointing HEILA at the point the Zumwalt is aiming at, on our orders, and is reporting all systems ready.”
“Good. Let’s go through the plan one more time.”
“But—”
“I don’t care that we’ve done it a thousand times,” he curtly interrupted the doctoral student. “We’ll just do it the thousand and first time. The undersecretary has made sure that this was put into practice immediately, and the people in Washington have high hopes for us, so we are not going to have any stupid mistakes in this process, okay? If we mess something up now, our next idea might not be put into practice so quickly.”
“Okay,” Johannes sighed, and shrugged his shoulders in surrender. “The Zumwalt will fire its S.O.S. in Morse code. The gap between shots is six seconds. If we use pauses of six and twelve seconds, hopefully Maxim and his people will realize that it is the gaps that represent long and short, not the vibrations caused by the concussions. That shouldn’t take them long, because that’s the only way the message makes any sense.
“Then, the Zumwalt will pause, and HEILA will record the vibrations to gather initial reference values. Using this data, we can do the fine calibration that will enable us to register any answer. All incoming data will be evaluated in Hawaii. Because of the limited bandwidth of the network of landlines, we will only be able to receive the results that they process for us. We’ll get it immediately after completion.
“The chat will remain constantly open with both the Navy and Hawaii during the entire project. Radio bridges to Pearl Harbor on Oahu and to HEILA in Hawaii are ready. They can be used as backup communication links, in case the internet is lost.”
“Good, very good,” Monty said contentedly, and grasped Egon by the shoulder. In his imagination, the control room should have suddenly fallen quiet, but everything continued around him as his team members focused intensely on their tasks.
“Let’s go,” Monty ordered.
Egon’s fingers flew over the keyboard, readying a message in the simple chat window. Monty remembered his childhood in the 1990s, when he had chatted with a friend using MSN Messenger on Windows 98, then later ICQ. It was embarrassing to see an equally archaic program design being used almost 40 years later.
“Fire order sent,” Egon said. A moment later he confirmed, “The lieutenant is reporting the firing of the first shot.”
Monty glanced at his watch, even though it had stopped a few weeks before, and he counted the six seconds in his head. He just couldn’t bring himself to get rid of the heirloom because that would represent a low point he wasn’t yet ready to admit he had reached. One day, there would be watchmakers again and he would be able to find someone who could repair it.
Part of him was annoyed that he couldn’t see what was happening. After all, the Zumwalt was firing the most potent kinetic weapon in the Navy’s arsenal. They were doing so in the name of science, which was both ironic and a victory for reason over the human condition. At that moment a five-kilo lump of metal was traveling at two and a half kilometers per second through the darkness toward the barrier. It would reach its target in around 50 seconds.
A faint voice in the back of his mind even hoped that with its monstrous kinetic momentum, it might be able to break through the barrier that was keeping them locked away from the universe, but after the ICBM test he didn’t really believe it. The entire setup of what they were attempting suddenly seemed so unrealistic to him that he could hardly believe he had been able to use official channels to achieve it.
As if a switch had been thrown in his brain, his hands suddenly started sweating, and his mind became a confusing mess of fear, critical voices, and the feeling that he should be ashamed. What if all this was just fantasy, cooked up when they felt helpless, and they were just embarrassing themselves? Shooting at an unknown barrier with a railgun? They didn’t even know what it was made of. Then to hope that LISA, or at least one of its three parts, had been placed on the surface, so that somebody out there could hear them—it all sounded more like hope than logic.
“The first pattern of eight shots has been fired,” Egon said, interrupting his dark thoughts. There’s no going back now.
“Hawaii?”
“Bamouha is reporting that HEILA has registered and recorded the first impacts. They are making adjustments using the new reference values, which should enable them to record significantly finer vibrations within the diameter of the impact zone,” Johannes said.
“Good, that’s good,” Monty replied, licking his lips. “I would love to know what kind of material can withstand railgun impacts.”
“Well, you see, normally the projectile is shot into orbit, which means it has already been considerably slowed because of gravitational pull. Its momentum only really starts to grow as it reaches the zenith of the parabola and falls back to Earth, toward its target,” Egon explained, without taking his eyes off the chat window. Monty was annoyed at himself for having asked the question out loud, as it made him feel like a school kid being taught something he should already know.
“But, what do you think it’s made of? The barrier, I mean?”
“Whatever it is, it isn’t pure energy like the idiots in the Pentagon think. Since when can energy maintain the form of a stable bubble?” Johannes snorted derisively. “My guess is nanites.”
“Nanites?”
“You bet. Nanites can be quickly coordinated, they can be connected to form flat surfaces that don’t even allow a monofilament to pass through, and they are very good at adapting. At least potentially,” the German continued. “I don’t know how exactly they can reflect electromagnetic radiation, obviously, but that doesn’t mean it is impossible in principle.”
“You can be sure absolutely nothing is impossible for somebody who can create a barrier like this,” Monty replied. He wanted to scream at the monitors of his two team members to finally give him the answer he’d been waiting for. But no new text appeared in the chat windows. All he saw were the blinking cursors that indicated the program was waiting for input.
    
Montgomery had a feeling of déja vu. He’d been tossing and turning in bed, and there was a knock at the door, which opened a crack allowing a shaft of light to strike him directly in the face.
Someone poked his head into the room. “Monty?”
“What... What’s going on?” he stammered exhaustedly, clearing his throat before pushing himself up on his elbows. “Johannes?”
“Yes. We’ve got our answer.”
“From Hawaii?” he asked, wide awake as he came to a seated position in bed as swiftly as a switchblade. After two days, he hadn’t been expecting one anymore.
“No, from the Unity team.”
“What?” Monty was stunned. He threw the bedclothes to the side and went to swing his thin legs out of bed. His left foot became tangled in the blankets, and he fell heavily to the floor. Johannes hurried over to him and helped him clamber to his feet. His knee hurt, but he didn’t give any thought to his physical condition.
Unity, of course. Maxim and his people must have needed some time to come flying to the barrier to make a knocking signal from their side. “They really answered? With a code of knocks?”
“Yes. Bamouha and his people have recorded vibrations that are Morse code, and have already decoded the message. It is from Maxim and his crew,” Johannes said as he handed Monty his clothes and shoes, which he had gathered up from the chair near the bedside table. “Here.”
“What did they say?”
“The thing is, it isn’t so easy to explain. It’s probably best if you see for yourself. We just got the message and wanted to tell you right away.”
“Good work, yes, outstanding,” Monty told him as he hastily dressed. He missed a button on his shirt but didn’t notice. He just hurried to the sink, brushed his teeth for a few seconds, and rushed past Johannes and out of the room.
The control room was empty except for a skeleton crew as most of the team were asleep, and they had only awakened him. Egon was still sitting at his computer, as were Tilda and Fabiola, further forward, near the screen that was showing all three of them the same thing—a long text message.
“Unity to Earth. Message received. Working on solution. Hole in barrier at South Pole. Antiprotons created by LISA, carried by Earth’s magnetic field. Unity out.”
“I thought the message would be longer,” Monty said, shaking his head again and again in an attempt to get rid of the last clouds of sleep. Antimatter ions? South Pole? My God, he thought.
“For Morse code sent via strong vibrations in what is possibly an alien barrier, that is certainly long enough,” Egon said.
Monty ignored him. “Antimatter ions,” he mused aloud. “The reaction would take a while, but if we send ions along the field lines to the South—”
“—the South Pole,” Johannes interrupted in a scream, almost like a eureka moment. “That’s where the field lines come together.”
“Yes, though at the South Magnetic Pole, not the geographic one. Tilda!” Monty yelled, directing his words to the front of the room and the redheaded physicist from Ireland. She turned her chair to look at him. “Pull up a map of the South Magnetic Pole on the screen.”
She nodded to acknowledge the order.
Monty turned to Johannes. “Contact Green. We’ll have to ready an expedition.”
The doctoral student’s eyes went wide, and he gazed at his boss as if he were a crazy person. “An expedition?”
“Of course! We have to get people and material outside the barrier. If the people up there can chew a hole in the barrier with antimatter ions, we must know about it. We have to have enough people and material there to react quickly enough to communicate with Maxim and the Unity crew. And we’ll need the Europeans.”
Now Egon turned to look at him, too. Both physicists were now frowning and staring at him. “Where?” Egon asked.
“There,” Monty answered, pointing to the map that had appeared on the central screen. It was a satellite image of the Antarctic, from before the barrier had appeared, when it was covered in ice. There was a red dot near the bottom, off the icy coast, near the South Magnetic Pole.
“The South Magnetic Pole isn’t located above the landmass?” Johannes asked, running his hand through his hair.
“No, and it will be even worse than we see here. All this ice has melted because of the equalization of global temperatures. That means the Antarctic has noticeably shrunk. If the plan with the hole works, we have to ensure the survival of Unity and ARES by sending material and supplies up to them. Only Arianespace in Europe has mobile launch pads for rockets,” Monty explained as he mentally ran through everything they would need. His head started to spin after just seconds. “I think we’re also going to have to speak to the Chinese.”
“I’d better ring the undersecretary,” Johannes said, then zoomed back in his chair until he slammed into the desk on the other side and reached for the receiver of the landline.
Monty turned to Egon. “Wake everybody up. We need everyone working at one hundred percent if we are going to make this happen.”
“But Monty, should we really do all that just because of a cryptic message from orbit? We don’t know anything at all about their plan. We don’t even know if the message is real because we can’t check it. The barrier itself may be equipped with some kind of AI that wants us to believe there is a hole in the South Pole. Isn’t it nuts to put all our hopes on some Morse code right now?”
“No,” he calmly corrected his team member, “it is the only hope we have right now, and that makes it the most helpful by a wide margin. Unless you have a better idea?”
Egon didn’t reply.
“I mean, if the barrier had wanted to speak to us, it could have done it long ago. At this point we have to grab for any chance we’re given, and if Max has worked something out up there, we’ll find out what it is very quickly, and we’ll do everything we can to support them as fast as we can. Now we’ll see how successful the government has been at its networking efforts and how much we can mobilize. If we really manage to make a big enough hole in the barrier—”
“—we could get sunlight again,” Egon’s mood rose a little as he now, with tentative fingers, seemed to follow the path in his mind. “I can imagine large mirrors that gather sunlight from orbit, bring it to the South Pole, and more mirrors that spread the sunlight on the South Pole.”
“Exactly. To make that happen, we first have to make sure that everything works and survives the conditions at the South Pole. Okay, let’s get to work!”
Egon turned back to his computer, and Monty took a step back, holding his hand in front of his mouth.
Hope.
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RODEA
   
February 14, 2036 - Washington, D.C.
“Ah, Rody,” Alison, the new CIA director, said as she came hurrying around her desk to briefly embrace her. Alison’s predecessor had died a few weeks after the appearance of the barrier. “How are you doing?”
“Not bad, considering,” Rodea replied as she looked around the unadorned office. “I never thought I would see the CIA headquarters in the same building as the FBI.”
Alison shrugged her shoulders and went back to her office chair with a sigh. “Since Langley was abandoned and the FBI was pretty much disbanded, a few clever people thought the building with the most landline connections in the city would be ideal.”
“Sounds logical. The driver said—”
“Would you like a coffee?” Alison interrupted. The once chubby but now emaciated director pointed to a small, futuristic-looking coffee machine with a bowl of colorful spheres sitting in front of it.
“Is that a—”
“Yes, it is. One of the perks that comes with power. A little abuse of power never hurt anyone, right?” her friend joked as she put two cups under the nozzles, put the capsule in, and pushed the button. The machine began to squeak and growl, and then a purr could be heard as two black streams flowed into the cups. An irresistible aroma of coffee spread around them, almost dispelling the grief in Rodea’s soul, even though it had been cemented in place there for months.
“I won’t tell on your crimes against the environment.”
“Well, that’s a relief,” Alison said as she folded her slim hands in front of her on the desk, which was empty except for a telephone with a few pieces of blank paper beside it. “I have a job for you.”
“I—”
“Yes, you don’t do this anymore, blah, blah, blah. All you have left is Jimmy, blah, blah, blah, and you should have done it all differently, blah, blah, blah,” her superior said, imitating her with a roll of her eyes. “Please spare me. Self-pity has never suited you, and I would prefer you to be tough and think logically.”
“I lost my son,” Rodea growled, and pure rage boiled up in her chest like a toxic mix of highly flammable liquids.
“I know. He’s one of the estimated twenty million people who have died because of a lack of medical treatment. That means there are twenty million families who have been through the same horror that you’ve been through. I don’t have any children, and I can’t even imagine how hard it must be for you, but that is no reason to bury your head in the sand. Almost forty million Americans are depending on us to protect them.”
“Don’t beat me over the head with all that patriotic crap. This glorification of America never worked on me.”
“Oh, you think that’s what all this is about? Oh no,” Alison replied, emphatically shaking her head. Her mood stayed serious, her gaze hard as steel. “Countries don’t matter anymore. You can depend on that. All that matters is survival. We are being ruled by the American government right now, and we have to tend our flock. Nothing has changed about that. Who would do that if we stuck our heads in the sand, huh?
“You’re not the only one who has been through a difficult time, as sorry as I am for you. Some of my closest colleagues here in the J. Edgar Hoover Building have lost parents, siblings, children, spouses... They have nobody left. And what do they do? They dedicate their remaining energy to making sure that as few people as possible experience the same fate in the future.”
Rodea was about to reflexively say something defensive in reply to justify herself or counterattack, but she realized that Alison didn’t have anyone to lose. So in the end she remained silent, her friend’s words echoing in her mind.
The pain of Thomas’s death had defined her entire life since it happened, accompanying every thought, every action, feeling, and dream. Before that, she had always been proud of her ability to separate thinking and feeling from each other and see them as two different things, but she had lost that ability when she had lost her son. She was no longer sure she would ever be able to get it back.
“What is all this about?” she asked at last.
Alison smiled, half sympathetically, half relieved. “It’s about the artifact you extracted from Sulawesi.” She pulled the tablet closer and activated the display. There was a picture of the sphere she had found in Indonesia and had only briefly seen because it was quickly covered and put in a container. But there was no doubt that this was the artifact that she had taken to Area 51.
The orb was about the size of a basketball, metallic, and perfectly spherical. There was one difference, however. It was now in two parts, held apart in clamps, as if a person was holding apart the two halves of a bisected orange. It was only when several people in white coats with U.S.A.F. logos came into the bare concrete room that she realized this was a video rather than a photograph.
Alison touched a button and the video started to fast forward. People in white came and went. Apparatus was set up and dismantled, cables attached and pulled out again.
Eventually Rodea started blinking as she tried to work out what was going on. “What am I looking at?”
“Air Force scientists took the thing apart and ran all kinds of tests on it,” Alison explained, turning the tablet back to her.
“After over a year I figured this had all been done already,” Rodea admitted, feeling a tingle of excitement running up and down her spine. There it was again, that old but familiar feeling of being confronted with a problem that needed her attention.
“Apparently it’s not so easy to study an alien artifact and discover its secrets.”
“Do you still think—”
“I’m going to interrupt you right there.” Alison tapped the tablet with an extended index finger because it had gone dark to save its battery. “I don’t think... I know.”
Rodea didn’t say anything, simply raising an eyebrow to indicate she was listening.
“Okay, first things first. The shell and interior both consist of known elements.”
“Of course they do.”
“Hmm?”
“The periodic table is quite simple. If you start with the first element on the scale and go up, you find at every step an atom with a proton more, until the maximum we know, which means the periodic table is, for now, complete. We aren’t likely to find many new elements in the universe any time soon. The maximum number of protons isn’t limited in principle, but the characteristics of the elements would then be very limited.” Rodea said with a dismissive wave of the hand. “Except perhaps in a Hollywood movie, but they don’t make those anymore.”
“Whatever,” Alison said in reply, a little annoyed. “It consists of four elements, which are listed in here somewhere, and I don’t give a rat’s ass. It’s a ceramic composite that is amazingly strong. The surface of the shell is sealed to the nanoscopic scale, which is so small that no saw could cut it, except at the center of a kind of seam. But here comes the interesting part. In the middle, the eggheads found huge amounts of data storage in the form of a kind of spool of microscopically thin plastic. And a radio transmitter.”
“A radio transmitter?” Rodea asked, surprised. “You mean it transmits on the normal frequencies we use?”
“Yes, it’s an, what the hell do they call it...” Alison cursed in her typically fluent way, as she activated the tablet with a frown of anger on her face, “...ah, a broadband frequency transmitter. Who comes up with these damn names?”
“So the tech is Chinese?”
“No!” Alison shook her head. “The data took so long to decrypt that we have only now managed to start reading it. Apparently it had to be optically read with an ultrafine laser, which they had to bring to Nevada from MIT. They found out that the data storage was based on binary code, and it wasn’t encrypted. Additionally, what they found was written in every language spoken in the world. I didn’t know there were several thousand of them.”
“So what did it say?”
“I’m getting to that. Don’t be so impatient!” Alison turned the tablet back to Rodea and pressed some buttons to make a simple English message appear:
To the inhabitants of planet Earth.
Alison took the tablet back and held up a restraining hand when Rodea was about to say something.
“That’s all of it.”
“Seriously? You dragged me all the way to Washington for this?”
“No, that’s all we could read from the message. The data store is badly damaged. The Area 51 people think it is something like the black box for the drone, which was shot down by the Jeremy Brandt over the Celebes Sea. It has a lot of other timestamps, including from the time the probe, which seems to have launched the drone, entered the heliosphere. That was exactly two years and two months ago.
“The eggheads found all this information in the log data, and it does suggest that this is an alien object, and that all its operations since entering Earth’s atmosphere were carried out according to its programming, and there is one particularly interesting thing.”
Alison gestured to her to lean her face closer to the display, then pressed her finger on a particular section that was covered in dates and times. “Here, on the second of January, a few minutes before its destruction by the Navy, the data store sent a large data packet in every direction, and it was only cut off one minute after the Jeremy Brandt disrupted it. One receiver sent an automatic confirmation of reception, a British monitoring station in South Mindanao.”
“The drone sent a data packet, and the Limeys have been sitting on it the entire time?”
“Oh, I don’t think they knew what they had. Don’t forget, our people took a year to decrypt the code of the black box. Maybe the soldiers on duty in a small listening post thought it was just scraps of radio traffic and didn’t think any more about it,” Alison said, gazing at the tablet like a hawk.
“Even if that’s true,” Rodea said, with a dismissive wave of her hand, “that doesn’t make any difference to us. If they thought it was unimportant, they most likely deleted whatever it was the drone was trying to tell us.”
“We can’t be sure. I asked around in the Pentagon, and according to our rules for listening stations, all data has to be kept for four weeks before being deleted. But—”
“—but the barrier appeared during that period, and it’s possible the soldiers never got around to it.”
“Exactly.”
“And now you want me to find the listening post, hunt out the hidden transmission, and bring it to you,” Rodea said as she gave her superior an appraising look.
Then at last Alison nodded and leaned back in satisfaction. “Bring me the transmission, find out for me what is in the data, and most importantly, who sent it.”
“I can’t imagine how I’m going to get there in the present circumstances.”
“The Europeans have reestablished contact with us using the transatlantic data cables,” Alison replied. “It looks like, just as we did, they have taken all internet sites down from the web and therefore pulled the plug on the jam of search inquiries and pings. From what I’ve been told, we should soon be in much closer contact with the Europeans. It looks like the European Union has survived. In what form, I do not know, but that means we can agree on beacons that we can at least use to coordinate military aircraft to get you and your team to Europe, and from there to Asia, either by ship or again by plane. We can work that part out later. I don’t have to tell you how important this mission is, do I?”
“No, even if I still can’t shake the thought that this is a game we have been playing with China since before the barrier, with us sitting here like a pair of dumb kids.”
Rodea stretched as she pondered the fact that a probe from the edge of the solar system had transmitted a mysterious message by radio before the Navy shot it down—a data storage system with a message in all the languages of Earth, but which was heavily damaged. It was all so far-fetched, all so fantastic, if only it weren’t for the appearance of the mysterious barrier shortly after it had happened, a barrier that reflected all electromagnetic radiation and shrugged off an assault with a nuclear weapon without a scratch.
Rodea wanted to give Alison a little more resistance, but she had to admit that she had already decided. Jimmy would understand, and he certainly wanted her to stop hanging around the house. Now she had that opportunity, even if she was sure that this wasn’t exactly what he meant. The only question was how he would cope when she was away, possibly for several weeks, with no way to know how it would all turn out.
“Okay, I’ll do it.”
“Good girl, Rody,” Alison said, beaming from ear to ear, even if there was no hint of surprise in her now sunken eyes. “Your job is to enter the former British listening post, tap into the data stored there, and find the transmission that was received from the probe. Alexa Svea from cryptography will go with you. Bring me that data and I will make you my successor.”
“What did you say?” Rodea asked, as she was beginning to stand up, but dropped back into her chair with a confused expression on her face.
“Oh, didn’t I tell you? It turns out I have cancer in both my boobs.” Alison grabbed her breasts and shrugged. “Now they’re just slack, dry things, if you ask me.”
“What did you say?” Rodea repeated, seeking the right words but unable to find them.
“I. Have. Cancer.”
“Alison, I didn’t know...”
“It’s okay. There are no more treatment options now that we hardly have any medicine left. The little that is left isn’t going to be wasted on somebody with stage four cancer,” Alison explained, her voice surprisingly calm, almost casual.
If Rodea hadn’t known her friend for as long as she had, she would have thought that she was in complete denial and was secretly on the edge of a breakdown. “Is there nothing they can do?”
“No, my old bones will soon be cremated. If you ask me, it’s better to be on the way out. You have to hold out in this dark shithole until it gets you, too, in the end.”
Rodea couldn’t help but smile at the director’s grim words, not a happy smile, but one steeped in loss.
“Do me a favor and get me that damn data, okay? Before I bite the dust, I want to know who the fucking asshole is who dumped us in this shit,” Alison said, rolling her eyes when she saw Rodea’s eyes become misty. “I mean it. I’ll be fine, you hear. I would be happier, however, if you accomplished your mission and I can make you my replacement before it’s time to go to the crematorium. Could you do that for me?”
“Hell, yeah!” Rodea smiled through her tears, then she stood up and went around the desk to take Alison in her arms.
“It’s okay, Rody.”
“Nothing about any of this is okay,” she growled, hugging her friend tight, with no intention of letting her go any time soon.
“If you think carefully about it, things are already improving. I believe we have come through the most difficult part. The new supply systems are working surprisingly well, there is enough electricity for those who have survived, and we are getting back into contact with our allies on the other side of the pond. Humanity is adjusting to the new conditions, which is what we have always done, and what we will always continue to do,” Alison confidently replied. “And several scientists have submitted a crazy idea to contact our people in space. Have you heard about that?”
“No,” Rodea answered, slowly releasing the director.
“Yes, they want to knock on the barrier and see whether anybody out there is listening. Doesn’t that sound nuts?”
“Yes. Somehow it does.”
“But if they manage it, maybe the people out there can tell us more about the barrier. Maybe something big, something important is happening out there that we don’t even know about down here.”
“Are you actually starting to hope?” she asked, astonished.
“No, I just wanted to make fun of those idiots,” Alison grinned and immediately shooed Rodea away with extended hands. “Get going... Get me my data. Otherwise I’ll tear you a new one.”
Rodea smiled as her superior resorted to her famous Alison David-Griffiths profanity, and she saluted mockingly before turning on her heel and leaving the office.
“Hey,” Alison called out after her when she was almost through the door.
She turned and looked back with a questioning gaze, just as the tablet was thrown to her, and she was barely able to catch it before it fell to the floor.
“All the info you need is there. Now, get going.”
Rodea walked along the busy corridors of the top floor of the former FBI headquarters and went through the data on the tablet. As was to be expected, a plane was already waiting at Langley Air Force Base, along with Alexa Svea. Alison had once again left nothing to chance. She hadn’t even considered the possibility that she might not accept the mission—or maybe she simply wouldn’t have allowed her to say no.
Alison always got what she wanted.
Rodea was supposed to wait at Langley for clearance from Europe and then depart. Boozta and Stinger, who had both obviously survived and volunteered for the mission, were also going with her. She felt a brief moment of happiness as she thought about the two former rangers she had recommended for further missions on Sulawesi. And she needed them, she saw when she looked at the satellite image of the British monitoring station on a headland surrounded by Philippine jungle. She didn’t think she would be able to move very easily between the trees and creepers, especially as it was pitch black.
“Okay, let’s get Alison her data,” she sighed. She switched off the tablet and made her way to the underground garage, where her driver was waiting for her.
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RODEA
   
February 17, 2036 - airspace above Europe
Rodea sat in the back of the long, narrow Learjet, next to the toilets. Her leather chair, one of eight, was as expensive as all the others on board, but she found it uncomfortable. It had nothing to do with its design. It was the fact that this jet was a change in plan upon which she had not agreed. She hated strategy changes.
Her flight to Ramstein Air Base in southwestern Germany, which was now operated by the European defense force, had been comfortable. She had spent her time reading information about South Mindanao. A lot had obviously happened between the EU and United States governments during their nine-hour flight, and she had been informed that a mission leader would be added to her team who would share command with her, along with two more elite soldiers.
Now she was sitting in the jet with Frank Brenner, a German GSG 9 officer, a Belgian foreign legionnaire called Jerome, and Kittala, a Swedish giant from the Särskilda Special Operation Group. The Swede was a powerfully built blonde who looked like she had escaped from a Viking movie, and always seemed to be about to tear somebody to pieces—and could quite easily do it. She sat at the front, sleeping in the seat next to Jerome.
Boozta and Stinger played cards in the row behind them, from time to time laughing softly and gesturing energetically across the narrow aisle between their seats. The next two seats belonged to their second pilot, sleeping, too, with a sleep mask and earplugs in place, ready to take over from the Luftwaffe pilot presently at the controls.
Alexa Svea, the cryptologist, sat on the other side, studying some kind of tables. Rodea couldn’t see what was presented in them, and probably wouldn’t understand it if she could. Alexa had turned out to be a very quiet and reserved woman, which seemed somehow strange because she was quite attractive, so Rodea had been expecting her to be an extrovert.
Brenner interrupted her brooding thoughts, leaning in her direction over the arm of his chair. “What do you think?”
Rodea blinked a few times and turned to the German police officer. He had to be over 50, but he looked wiry and spry, with close-cropped hair and a leathery face. He was serious but lively, had the gaze of an ascetic, and projected attention and alertness that reminded her not to underestimate him.
“I’m wondering why an elite police officer is leading two elite soldiers.”
Brenner shrugged. “The appearance of the barrier has thrown a lot of the old rules out the window.”
“Obviously.”
“You don’t like it that we’re here, right?”
“No,” she answered honestly, returning his gaze. He didn’t seem to be insulted or surprised, but rather as curious, which she took as encouragement to explain. “I like to work alone, and the more important the mission, the more I like to have a team at my disposal that I have worked with before.”
“I feel the same way,” he replied with raised eyebrow.
“So?”
“Sure. I don’t like to share my authority. That’s a very natural reaction for people like us. At least for people like me, who are used to leading men and women in action. Having to talk everything through takes time, and using time means using lives. In fact, it means wasting lives. But you’re a CIA agent, so you don’t command soldiers, do you?”
Rodea decided to ignore this little dig. “No, I’m only indirectly authorized to command if I’m on a mission. My strengths are local knowledge, languages, and the ability to blend into almost any situation. I solve problems, ideally without armed force, because that’s always the best option.”
“Very good,” Brenner grinned, revealing a row of white teeth that stood out against his brown, weathered face. “You know languages, and how to be diplomatic. I like that. There’s no doubt that my small team and I are all about armed force, but that doesn’t mean I’m stupid, Mrs. Stone. We have both been thrown into a situation that is not ideal for us, and that we are not used to.” He paused for a beat. “How about we make a deal? I’m in charge when armed force is needed, and then when strategy, diplomacy, or...” the German seemed to be searching for the right word, but without being able to find the perfect one.
She tried to help him with a sarcastic choice of her own, “... being sneaky?”
He smiled again.
“Agreed,” she said.
“Very good.”
“The time you spent working on that little speech was worth it,” she said approvingly. “Sharing a problem to build a shared foundation, then being ready to take a step backward first in order to gain an advantage. Perhaps not as subtle as you might think, so don’t put a star in your diary, but not bad for a cop.”
“I like you,” Brenner laughed, and seemed to be enjoying himself. “I just don’t want to be in combat with somebody countermanding me who only practices on the shooting range once a week, just like you don’t want me to tell you how to infiltrate a drug ring, or how to sweat information out of an informant.”
“Fair enough.”
“I think so, too.”
“What else did your people want out of the bargain?” Rodea had finally posed the question that had been on the tip of her tongue ever since the plane had left Germany.
“My people? Do you mean the EU Commission?”
“Yes.”
“I honestly don’t know. The information about this strange transmission comes from your Secret Service, which means the original recording, if we find it, also has to go to the United States, while we take a copy in exchange for our support as NATO partners and transatlantic allies.”
“Just because of an air bridge,” she growled.
“Well, it was your country who decided to give up all their surface bases and call all their soldiers back home,” Brenner sneered. “Your entire politics has become based more and more on influence than cooperation, and while you were still building your homeland landline network, we were at the same time trying to make contact with other countries as quickly as possible.
“As Europeans we are probably more used to cooperation, because of our history. Now we are going to be refueled on our journey and constantly directed by beacons across thirteen countries. We will skip calmly over to South Mindanao while your ships will hopefully already be there.”
“How was it in Europe? It was a real disaster for us,” she said, changing the subject because she didn’t want to be drawn into talking politics. Such discussions never ended in truth—much more often they led to conflict over that which each person only had a fraction of the relevant information.
“Grim,” Brenner replied, and his mood darkened perceptibly. “We were lucky with our energy supply, because we had a low demand per person and a Europe-wide energy mix that had enough supply from nuclear and hydroelectric power to cover the basic requirements—at least of the survivors.
“At the start it was difficult, but with fewer users, things, ironically, got better and better. Starvation took hold very quickly. I had never thought it would only take a few weeks before so incredibly many people were taken away. The dense population in many regions allowed a sort of mouth-to-mouth network to form, which perhaps helped. Still, we also lost many areas to rebellions.
“Things looked bad, I won’t lie to you, but it is also a paradox that the European Union today is more united than ever. The crisis showed many that we are all already so interconnected that we can no longer survive alone. Germany sank into complete darkness because they switched off all their nuclear power plants ten years ago, and a lot of other counties would have been in the same predicament if there hadn’t been a Europe-wide redistribution of power.
“It was done relatively easily because energy had been traded in internal markets in Europe for decades, and it could be sent here and there depending on requirements.
“Did you hear what happened at the South Pole?
“South Pole?” she asked, confused. “What is supposed to be happening there?”
“A joint project between the United States and the EU. It’s some new idea about a way to destroy the barrier. From what I’ve heard, they managed to contact Unity on the moon, and they had some kind of plan. I heard on the grapevine that the Commission is preparing an expedition to the South Pole.” Brenner’s neutral expression gave no clue whether he thought the rumors were crazy or believable.
“Hmm. I have no idea about any of that. Still, if we find the transmission in this monitoring station, it might give a clue about the origin of the barrier or the reason for its existence,” she said, with a dismissive hand gesture. “I’m concentrating on that. Everything else is just white noise that I tune out in order to focus.”
“I agree. How good are you with a parachute?”
“I’ll make it down alive,” she said evasively, causing Brenner to give her a moment’s appraising look before, with a brief nod, deciding not to pursue it, and then sitting back in his chair. Besides the high-pitched roar of the turbines, the only sound was now the subdued ribbing of Boozta and Stinger, which gave Rodea space to think.
Her last parachute jump had been ten years before, and her training, which consisted of 60 jumps, was 15 years ago, which didn’t make her hugely confident in the complete darkness. The plan involved her being dropped from 3,000 meters, which would mean 30 seconds of free fall.
Using a compass and the inertial navigation system, the pilot would be able to take them very precisely to the drop zone. As they fell, the ultrasound systems in their helmets would identify the beach on which they were supposed to land. However, they only functioned for a maximum of 600 meters, which wouldn’t leave much time to make adjustments. It was also certainly going to be challenging to get a clear idea of the environment from ultrasound.
But there was no other way. That much was clear. Hopefully the parachute had been properly packed, because she would only be able to deploy the reserve if she opened the main one and was still falling or spinning. She wouldn’t be able to visually check her canopy to see if it had filled to all its corners and if the lines were taut, with the slider below, because she wouldn’t be able to switch on her helmet lamps until the final moments, just 50 meters off the ground.
What could possibly go wrong after a gap of so many years, with little experience and under the worst possible circumstances?
    
One of the pilots gave Rodea her parachute. It was a beginner’s chute with nine chambers and a square shape, which meant she would descend slowly, and just a small tug on the steering lines would create almost too big a turn. At first, she thought it was because they were aware of her inexperience, but it turned out that everyone was wearing the large backpacks instead of the usual smaller ones used by special forces. In the dark, that probably made sense even for experienced jumpers.
The Learjet’s two engines were mounted on its sides, and the rear door could be opened without danger at 3,000 meters, after the pressure had been equalized. Although the risk of ending up in the engines was minimal, Brenner had decided they would dive headfirst with their arms held tight against their bodies, to be as safe as possible.
Rodea had wanted to protest at first, but then she realized that she might out herself as a beginner and undermine her position as joint leader of this recovery mission. Something told her it would work to her disadvantage to lose standing in relation to the German right from the very start of the action. So, she stood ready in all her equipment—a black jumpsuit with padded knees and elbows, her service weapon in a thigh holster, a backpack on her chest, a tightly buckled belt with all kinds of pouches and mounts, and her closed helmet.
The various adjustments to the vision of her high-tech visor could be selected using a control wheel on the right. The cabin lights had been switched off, and the rear door opened when they were still buckled in. A strip of red lights extending from the cockpit to the restroom in the back corner was the only source of light—weak, diffuse, hardly enough to allow her to make out the edges of the windows and the silhouettes of the others in the team. She wondered if at least Svea was as inexperienced as she was.
Brenner, tall and wiry as a muscular scarecrow, was standing in front of her. He began to speak over the radio. “Okay, guys, we’re sixty seconds from the drop zone. One second between jumps. When the guy in front of you is out, grab the doorway to left and right and dive out.”
“Yes, Sir,” came four answers, one with a strong French accent. Rodea just nodded, not because she didn’t like being ordered around by the police officer—she was nowhere near as childish as that—but because she was nervous and didn’t want to betray that with a quaver in her voice.
“Good. Don’t forget. Pull in one thousand two hundred meters. We want to have enough time to get used to seeing by using ultrasound, and to get our bearings. The first to land or to be sure they are over the landing zone, set off a flare,” Brenner continued.
Rodea looked around for Boozta and Stinger, who were standing behind her. Stinger was about the same height as she, and Boozta a head taller, making them look a little like Laurel and Hardy. There was no internal light in their helmets so she couldn’t see their faces, but she thought she detected a brief nod. Then a bell suddenly echoed through the cabin, loud enough to drown out the roar of the open door, which was still loud even through her helmet.
“Okay, let’s go,” Brenner yelled as he turned around and took a step toward the door. He grabbed the sides of the doorway and hurled himself out. He was swiftly gone, swallowed by the wall of impenetrable darkness. It was suddenly clear that nothing stood between her and this wall. She had to hurry because any hesitation represented a considerable distance from the landing zone, even though the plane was flying at extremely low speed, only enough to generate the lift it needed to stay in the air.
You can do this, you can do this, she told herself, as she grabbed the door frame to her left and right, her fingers on the exterior of the aircraft. She closed her eyes. Then she did it. She half jumped, half catapulted herself forward with her arms.
Suddenly all around her was black. The feeling of falling into nothing was uncomfortable for a second. Then the air started to tug at her as she fell through it at something like 200 per hour, racing down toward the surface of the Earth, which brought back a feeling of reality, even though she couldn’t see anything at all.
She started tumbling out of control and remembered that she had to change her posture to remain stable. Rodea bent her back, splayed her arms a little away from her body, and formed an angle of 90 degrees with her elbows. She kept her legs stiff, with slightly bent knees. She immediately turned face downward around her center of gravity, which was now around her hips and navel, and stabilized.
“Okay, Rodea,” she said to herself, behind her visor. Her heart was gripped by excitement, which seemed to be punching it in time with her pulse. “Find the hand deploy. Left hand in front of the head, right hand for the hand deploy.”
She did this and had almost pulled the small ball that was now in her right hand when a thought occurred to her, and she suddenly returned to her original position.
Altimeter! She turned her head slightly to look at her left wrist, where a very dimly illuminated altimeter was located—1,100 meters. Shit!
Rodea quickly moved her arms forward again, her right going to the ripcord, which she immediately tugged and threw away from her. The pilot chute came out of its flap, and a moment later, she had the feeling of being a marionette jerked upward by a giant. The harness of the parachute yanked viciously at her thighs and shoulders, and she had the feeling that everything was swaying, although she had nothing to judge her motion by except the altimeter.
Everything else was black. The ground could have been right under her and she wouldn’t have been able to see it. It was eerie and disconcerting, but she had to concentrate. So she felt upward with trembling fingers for her lines until she had found the toggles of her steering lines. Unhesitatingly she pulled the one on the right all the way down until her hand touched her hip, so that she would spiral down in a waiting pattern and swiftly lose height. This should also mean she stayed above the landing zone and didn’t drift too far from it, which could happen very quickly in the darkness. She thought it possible she might suddenly collide with Brenner, because she had opened her chute approximately 200 meters too late, but nothing had happened yet. Her altimeter now showed 500 meters, and she suddenly saw a point of light below her.
Brenner’s visor! Relieved, she moved her right hand, with the steering line, to her helmet and switched on her own light, which was also a position light for others. She had already decided not to draw attention to herself above 500 meters because she didn’t know who might see her. The chances were low that even a single insect was alive in a wide radius below them, but even if there was any chance at all, she didn’t want to take any risks.
So she continued to spiral down, orienting herself by the small circle of moving light below her and keeping an eye on her altimeter. After about a minute it showed that she was only 200 meters from the ground, and suddenly there was a bright light below her—a flickering red light. A spherical magenta fire had sprung to life that illuminated a long beach with white surf rolling in and a long line of palms and tropical trees.
Although she knew such scenes, it looked ghostly and unreal in the unnatural color of the light. But she now had a landing zone, thanks to the precision of the man who had gone before her. She still had 100 meters on her altimeter when she turned to the left. After 50 meters she turned in the direction of the flare, which now also had a lamp blinking beside it. A moment later, the light from the flare caught her eye and blinded her.
She blinked and cursed. Then the light was gone and her chute began to glow.
“Adjust your chute, with half deceleration to the right,” Brenner said over the radio, and it was obvious he was talking to her. Rodea even understood what he meant. She was a little too close to the forest. It was safer to land in the water near the shore than among the trees. “That’s good. Now leave your hands up. No more braking. That’s right, good. Eyes forward and keep them on a point beyond the flare.”
Rodea licked her lips and followed his instructions as closely as she could. It was challenging to judge her height when she could see so little.
“Good, Agent Stone. Now full deceleration!” Brenner yelled over the radio, and she jerked the steering lines down to her hips. Her legs extended slightly forward. She landed in the sand and immediately started running. She almost made it, but she was a little too fast and fell on her face at the last moment.
“Damn it,” she muttered, but she immediately knew that she wasn’t injured because she didn’t feel any pain, so she was quickly overwhelmed by a wave of relief.
“Everything okay?” she heard the police officer say from right beside her. She climbed to her feet and saw the tall German point to a large rock next to them. “You were lucky.”
“How did you know?” she immediately asked as the four lights of the others above them descended. She turned to her lines and wound them around her arms until she was standing in front of the chute and then casually bunched it up and threw it over her shoulder.
“You looked a little distracted at the meeting and, previous to that point, you had struck me as somebody who never daydreams in meetings,” he explained with a shrug. He was still wearing his helmet, and he looked to the side, in the direction of the edge of the forest. “Let’s make room for the others.”
The team landed one after another without incident—astonishingly—and bang on target. Even the cryptographer managed to keep her balance and not land in the trees. A short time later, they had the parachutes stashed between two trees. They unpacked and laid out their weapons before checking munitions, batteries, rations, and compasses.
Then, as they melted into the darkness of the Southern Philippine jungle, their vital mission began.
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RODEA
   
February 17, 2036 - South Mindanao
“Oscar to Widow, come in.” The words came over the radio so suddenly that Rodea almost stumbled over a tree root. She hated the jungle despite her Indonesian heritage. It had been a green hell that she’d disliked even when the sun had still been shining, with all its animals, the unidentifiable sounds, and the oppressive humidity that didn’t just hang in the air—it was also on the ground, on leaves, and on the skin of the jungle’s inhabitants that were creeping and crawling around everywhere.
Everything smelled of death and decay now, from the rotting biomass. But she knew that there was hardly anything left to rot anymore, because there were so few plants or animals. It was silent as the grave, and even the humidity was gone. The air was dry, just like the dead branches beneath her boots, through which they had been marching for half an hour.
“Widow here, nice to hear from you, Oscar,” she replied to the Navy destroyer, which was in position right off the coast. “We are on route to objective alpha.”
“Understood, Widow. We’re here if you need backup. Oscar out.”
There was silence within her helmet again, apart from the noises coming from the others who were marching into the darkness ahead of her, shadowy silhouettes between the even more shadowy silhouettes of the trees. She had taken her visor off after the jump and had attached it to her belt because it had started to mist up without the wind of free fall.
She could now more clearly see what the lamps on the left and right sides of her helmet were showing her, along with the outlines of her team, who were silently struggling through the jungle. There wasn’t much of it, just dead wood, withered leaves, and roots protruding from the ground. Even though the white light gave everything an unnatural hue, natural light would also probably not have given it much more of the impression of a jungle. It was just a dead ecosystem, like many others all over the world.
“This is normal for you, right?” she heard Brenner ask over the radio. She hadn’t even noticed him come up beside her.
“What do you mean?” Rodea asked as she looked up at the tall man, then quickly returned her focus to where she was going when she saw him flinch as her lights blinded him.
“To fly to a foreign country on the other side of the world, pull out your gun, and get hold of something you want,” he explained.
She waved him dismissively away. “Oh, come on. Spare me a political debate. You cultured Europeans have your noses in the air with your constant moralizing, even though your continent has the bloodiest history of any in the world. You reprimand us for what we did to the original inhabitants of our country—rightfully. But it was you who sent soldiers to South America in the fifteen hundreds, who exterminated pretty much the entire population in their greed for gold. There are plenty of examples if you just—”
“That wasn’t what I was getting at,” Brenner said, sharply interrupting her. “No country is innocent, and they all act to their own advantage as much as they can. That’s a sad fact. All I meant is that you have experience because it has been your country’s explicit policy for a long time.”
“Yes,” she said, unsure what he wanted and still a little suspicious that he was enticing her onto conversational thin ice.
“How important do you think small countries like the Philippines are in humanity’s battle for survival?”
“The Philippines is far from small, at least in terms of population. They had an economy that, before the crisis, was in the Next Eleven, and they had a strong electronics industry,” she told him as she rounded a tree that briefly separated them.
“You know what I mean.”
“My guess is that the entire equatorial region is dead,” she said with a subdued voice, swallowing down the bitterness she suddenly tasted in her mouth. “They are countries that weren’t designed for these cold temperatures, and they have no infrastructure of the kind which has allowed our governments to react. They can’t even create underground farms, erect floodwalls, or grow test-tube meat in industrial quantities.
“Take this place here, for example. The listening station is built on the edge of a dormant volcano crater, another three kilometers from here if our calculations are correct. The coast is two kilometers behind us. On the map I saw that it was forty kilometers away before the barrier. The flooding caused by the increase in sea levels is enormous, and what do you think happened in Davao City? The place is dead. That’s why we didn’t see any lights from the plane.”
“Do you think most people in poor countries tried to escape?” Brenner asked, his voice strange. She didn’t know him well enough to understand what it meant. It could have been sympathy, dismay, or nothing more than a professional making conversation.
“Of course they did, but given the circumstances, it just means they probably starved en route instead of at home.” she snorted bitterly. She imagined how a wide swath of the broadest part of the planet was completely depopulated. The mere thought made her nauseous.
“As a species, we’re now in intensive care,” the German replied with a sigh. “We are gasping our last breath, I think. Even if the United States, China, and the EU have managed to get used to the new circumstances, it’s still obvious to us all that intensive care is a difficult place to recover from. We’re still going to starve, as soon as we get the first shortages... of people, resources, or whatever.”
“You’re right,” she replied. “That’s why we’re here... That’s why we’re trying to get our hands on this transmission. Maybe it can give us an answer.”
“Or this strange mission to the South Pole, whatever it is they intend to do,” Brenner added. Then the people in front of them suddenly stopped, and Boozta, who had been in front, lifted a fist. They immediately crouched down and switched off their lamps. Rodea reacted the slowest because she couldn’t immediately find the button, but at last they were all sitting in total darkness.
No, the darkness isn’t total, she thought, as she noticed a bright light among some branches that she wouldn’t otherwise have been able to see. Looking more closely, she saw several small and clearly delineated lights, which allowed her to make out some of the contours around them. She thought she saw something like stony ground, a few trees, half of them torn up.
“Is that the monitoring station?” Kittala the Swede asked over the radio.
Somebody switched on a red flashlight. It was Brenner, alongside her, who shone it on his compass and nodded. “Yes, it must be,” he said.
“It looks like somebody is home,” Boozta growled.
“But that’s impossible,” Rodea said, obvious annoyance in her voice, as she started to think fast. A remote British listening station that didn’t even officially exist and wasn’t marked on any maps, which they only knew about because of the cooperation between the two countries, and somebody was here? It was both unlikely and illogical.
“But the building is occupied,” Brenner said. “Switch to passive night vision.”
There was a rustling in front of her as the order was obeyed. Rodea didn’t blame her team for obeying the man from GSG 9. She didn’t have the experience for this part of the mission, anyway, and she was pleased that she was being told what to do.
She put on her goggles and her vision was suddenly a mixture of gray and green. Someone tapped her on the shoulder. She turned around and saw Brenner standing there.
“What do you think our approach should be?” he asked, voice subdued.
For a moment she was surprised at his question, until she recognized that he was verbally extending her a hand of friendship, so she pursed her lips. She glanced up at the monitoring station, which now seemed to glow green at the windows, then looked back at Brenner’s face. He looked like a poorly rendered character in a video game.
“Maybe they had more than enough rations. Lots of military listening posts were set up after the Second World War in bunkers left over from fighting in the Pacific. That would make a rewarding destination for survivors, but this is a national park and a military exclusion zone. I doubt many people at all knew about this facility.”
“Government people, maybe? Senior military?” Brenner suggested.
“Or the original crew. We have no data on how many soldiers were stationed here, but it can’t have been many. Of course they may not have been evacuated, and so they dug in.”
“Allies, in other words.”
“At least they were before the crisis. Who knows what a year of darkness and isolation can do to men and women?” Rodea asked pensively before glancing at the monitoring station again. “We should definitely be careful and cynical in our approach.”
“A positive surprise is better than a negative one,” he agreed, cocking his assault rifle. “Okay, let’s do this. I will go first and surround the facility with soldiers. It looks like just a dome with a big basement. We’ll cut through the fence, take a look through the windows, and radio you and Ms. Svea to come after us. Stay right behind us at the extreme of visual range, okay?”
“Agreed. Look after yourself and our people.”
“That’s my job.” With that, Brenner rose from his crouch and went to the waiting soldiers. He started speaking with them in a calm voice, giving them their orders for the mission.
Rodea went over to Svea, who was leaning against a tree checking her waterproof laptop bag. “Agent Svea, everything okay?”
“Sure, fine. Please, call me Alexa,” the very shy IT expert replied, with a sigh like a steam engine.
“Okay, Alexa. I’m Rodea. Your first mission?”
Alexa nodded. “I switched to Langley from the NSA shortly before the crisis, and I haven’t had a lot to do since then except look after the landline network infrastructure. That actually wasn’t so easy, as you might imagine. Anyway, I don’t feel completely comfortable here.”
“No need to worry. Those guys,” she said as she gestured at the five dark shapes of their fellow combatants, in sharp relief against the green background, “will take care of any unpleasantness for us. When we get up there, just jack in and do your thing. Take your time. If there’s one thing we have, it’s time. It doesn’t matter if this takes a few days, more or less, if you ask me. We’ve made it through an entire year, so I don’t think we’re going to go extinct in the next few hours.”
Alexa lowered her gaze and smiled before nodding.
Then it was time. Brenner, Boozta, Stinger, Jerome, and Kittala lifted their weapons and started going up to the crater’s ridge. The incline wasn’t particularly steep, but it still presented a long ascent.
They all maintained radio silence as they went, and it took almost an hour, interrupted here and there only by a dry branch snapping beneath a boot, and then at last they were up. The passive light emitted by small buttons on their suits was enough to make out contours, but now that the last trees were behind them and they were in the open, the light coming from the windows had to be enough for them if they were not to be detected. At a gesture from Brenner, they switched their light buttons off.
Rodea grabbed Alexa by the arm and gestured to her to crouch. They were monitoring the soldiers’ progress from their position between two trees at the edge of the forest, as they skillfully and swiftly as leopards hurried to five points around the fence and used small, insulated snippers to cut holes in it. They took their time, but that was probably good because the fence might be electrified.
According to their information, the facility had electricity because of a small geothermal power supply system that the British used to tap the volcano’s energy below them. When the five gaps were big enough, the team stepped through the fence and ran toward the building with rifles aimed, in the typical swift approach of special forces.
The structure was a concrete cube with a bubble dome on top. A jeep was parked in front of the entrance, but Rodea couldn’t tell using night vision if it was still operational. Light pulsated restlessly into the darkness from three small arrow-slit windows on their side of the building.
“Fire,” she whispered. “That isn’t electric light... Probably torches or an improvised fireplace.”
Alexa didn’t say anything, so Rodea turned her attention back to the shapes of her team. Three had positioned themselves beside the slit windows, which were about chest height, while two disappeared around the building. Suddenly they heard a shrill scream, which was muffled by something, and then it abruptly went silent. She instantly froze.
“Was that a woman?” Alexa asked, fear clearly audible in her voice.
“It sounded like it, at least, but not one of ours.”
“I hope not.”
The radio came to life as Brenner gave the order, “Strike.”
The three soldiers at the windows reacted immediately, simultaneously smashing something against the windows that made them all shatter into showers of tinkling glass before poking their rifles through. Loud yells came from somewhere, but there were no shots.
“Secured!” Boozta called out, and many other voices confirmed this before Brenner spoke again. “Stone, Svea, the coast is clear.”
Leaving the safety of the edge of the forest, they carefully crossed the stony ground to one of the holes that had been cut in the fence and went through, trying hard not to touch the wires. From up close the listening facility looked like a gigantic mushroom, at least 20 meters wide at the base.
Jerome and Stinger left the windows and came running over to meet them and take positions at their sides to provide cover for them. The third shape—Kittala or Boozta—had disappeared. Around the corner, where a weathered and rusty jeep was parked, was a massive doublewide steel entrance, both doors of which were now standing open. The light was so bright here that they were able to take off the night vision goggles.
After a nod from Stinger, they went inside. As soon as they realized what they were walking into, they froze. The scene in front of them was so unreal that Rodea thought she was dreaming. Brenner, Boozta, and Kittala were standing in a group, their rifles hung at casual angles, along with a group of five men who were slapping the new arrivals on the shoulder and laughing and joking. They had shaved heads and ragged uniforms with tropical camouflage patterns, and all carried pistols at their hips.
The space was like a big entrance hall with several lockers, their doors hanging open, and a long bench. The walls were dirty, as was the floor, where dirt and withered leaves had collected.
“Erm, hello everyone,” Rodea said after clearing her throat, and everyone turned to look at her and Alexa, who was just then crossing the threshold.
“Ah, this is Agent Stone,” Brenner announced, bringing one of the joyous men over to her. He was gaunt, but still had knots of muscle and couldn’t have been older than 35 or 40. “Agent Stone, this is Lieutenant Stirling of the Royal Air Force.”
“Royal Air Force?” she asked, with a nod of recognition. “You’ve managed to hold out a long time here, Lieutenant.”
“Yeah, we’re sitting on a bunker,” the British officer replied as he pointed at the other men behind him, who were still talking with Rodea’s team. His British accent sounded almost exaggerated. She guessed he was a Londoner from the East End. “I hope you’re going to stay for dinner. I haven’t seen a woman in a long time, certainly not two, and both such attractive, friendly ladies.”
Brenner rolled his eyes and shook his head as Stirling took their hands, one after another, and placed a kiss on them.
“Seriously. We’re delighted to see you. We thought we were going to die here, man. Please be our guests, and tell me again what it is you need. You’ll get it.” Now the man’s expression was intense and imploring. “Only please, take us out with you when you’ve got it, okay?”
“Of course,” she assured him with a nod. “You’ll be extracted with us, naturally. We just need something from your data archive.”
“Good,” Stirling thought for a moment, then clapped his hands so suddenly she flinched. “We have to take care of our guests. Let’s eat! We have some nice crackers we can celebrate with. And instant filet mignon and as much recycled urine as you want.”
The lieutenant went over to his comrades with a chuckle and took them through to the room behind the hall, which had obviously once been some kind of office. Computers, monitors, and keyboards, all with a layer of dirt on them, were placed against the walls to the right and left. The desks that had once supported them had been pushed together in the middle of the room to form a table. On the table they saw loads of plastic packing, firearms, and ammunition boxes, along with a metal tube that looked like a makeshift stove, with a fire burning inside of it that gave off light and heat through holes in the metal.
“Well, it isn’t exactly the Ritz,” the lieutenant said, shooing his people this way and that to clear away the tatters of clothing, yellowed sleeping pads, and blankets from the floor. “But it is the end of the world or something like that. He-he.”
Rodea didn’t know why, but gut instinct made her dislike the man, instantly and intensely. She wondered how five soldiers, whose basic training was all about keeping order, had allowed their quarters to become so dirty. In other circumstances she might have thought they were local hustlers pretending to be the crew. Of course, she doubted that other British men had, coincidentally, been in the area. They might have been heavily impacted by the darkness—and who could blame them?
Stirling swiftly slipped away after telling them he would be back soon with the ‘feast.’ The other British soldiers began to hurriedly tidy up.
“What do you think?” Rodea asked Brenner after the two of them had moved to a corner, while their team relaxed and investigated the room.
“I think they have been on their own too long.”
“That’s obvious. We shouldn’t allow this meal to last longer than necessary, and then we should get the data.”
“I’ve got no problem with that. When we have what we want, we’ll get out of here and take these poor devils with us,” Brenner said.
“Shouldn’t we at least spend one night here? It’s warm and secure, and the journey here wasn’t exactly child’s play,” Rodea pointed out as she gestured at her team, who all looked exhausted because most of them hadn’t slept during the entire flight.
“Why not? But we should still set perimeter guards, and we’ll go back tomorrow, without taking any risks.”
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February 17, 2036 - South Mindanao
“That long?” Rodea asked, shaking her head, mouth open. “Sure! We had already been stationed here for two years before this bloody darkness came,” Stirling confirmed. The remaining bald British soldiers, sitting on the opposite side of the makeshift table from Alexa, Brenner, Boozta, and Stinger, all nodded. A considerable number of open cracker bags, cup-of-noodles containers, and half-eaten chocolate bars lay between them.
Jerome and Kittala were outside patrolling. She hadn’t thought it necessary, but Brenner had insisted. He persuaded her by pointing out, “We might not be the only ones looking for this missing transmission.”
“A shitty day for the end of our bloody duty,” Sergeant Meeks said, agreeing with his superior officer, who was sitting there in a stained vest, leaning back in an office chair, revealing his hairy armpits, hands linked behind his head.
“I’ve always loved the Philippines, don’t get me wrong,” Stirling continued, folding his hands back in front in an almost statesmanlike gesture. “The women here are the most beautiful in the world if you ask me, and the weather is great if you don’t count the thirty typhoons they have every year, but three years is a long time.”
“I don’t want to play the impolite guest by filling up on your admittedly horrible tasting, shitty ready meals,” Brenner said. The British soldiers laughed along with Boozta and Stinger. “But, how the hell do you have so much of this stuff after such a long time?”
Rodea closely observed the men sitting opposite her and noticed that they were always grinning and smiling, like lonely men who had finally manage to reconnect with the world, but there was something else going on. The enjoyment abruptly disappeared from their eyes, as if somebody had wiped it away, or as if it had never really been there. She didn’t think that the show of exuberance really suited their faces, either. In fact, they looked bitter to her when she saw them relax in moments when they felt they weren’t being watched.
“There’s a village nearby. I assume it has been taken by the sea, now,” Stirling said as his four men fell silent. The Londoner rubbed the end of his nose and shrugged his shoulders. “In the beginning we gave away a few handguns and ammo and bought an entire minimart, and we brought it all here when the people there thought this was all going to be temporary.
“Ha, yeah, the dumb bastards!” laughed one of the British men, a man whose name she had forgotten, as he merrily slapped his thigh until Stirling shot him a grim look. He immediately stopped and lowered his gaze to the floor.
“That’s not how we talk here, understand?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“What was that?”
“Yes, Sir. Sorry, Sir,” the soldier whimpered sheepishly, and hung his head.
“Good. Just so we understand each other,” the lieutenant said, his tone making Rodea’s blood freeze in her veins.
“You have your men well in hand,” Brenner said, with a smack of his lips. He had just finished off another chocolate bar.
“I have to. Otherwise all they do is shit. One toilet between five soldiers in such a small space is not a good thing.”
“I can imagine. Do you think—”
“I think we should take care of our mission now,” Rodea interrupted the German, her eyes on Stirling. “As I told you, we would like direct access to the data archives so we can look for a certain transmission.”
“This is all secret, actually.” The British soldier fell silent as Boozta and Stinger stiffened, and at the same moment, Jerome’s grim, unshaven face and the giant Swedish woman appeared in the door, their guns pointing down but at the ready.
“Oh, what the hell,” he continued, throwing his hands in the air. “You guys—and girls, of course—are the ones with the heavy weapons, and I imagine it’s no skin off the King’s nose, right? Maybe he’s upset because some of you are from the EU, but hey, I’d prefer to go with you, or to the United States, than stay on our island, which was on the way out even before the crisis.”
“Very good,” Rodea said, getting up and motioning to Alexa to do the same. “If you could show us to the terminal for the data archive, or where we can find the server.”
“No need for that,” Stirling said with a dismissive gesture of his hand, even though his gaze was anything but casual. Instead he seemed to be attentively observing the situation. “I’ll go and get the data from the period for you. Just tell me the date you’re interested in.”
“No, we’ll do that ourselves.”
“But it’s a bit of a mess down there. The time it will take to find—”
She casually interrupted him, acting as if they were just working out some tedious details. “One of you can come along and show us.”
Stirling started to make another counteroffer, “I don’t think that—”
Then Brenner jumped in. “She wants to go along with one of your people, so get on with it,” the German said as he gestured to the British soldier sitting on the extreme left, a younger man in a camouflage shirt, the only one wearing his dog tags, who suddenly looked up as if he had been caught doing something wrong. “He’ll go.”
“What, me?” replied the baby-faced soldier, eyes wide.
“Yes, you.”
“Okay,” Stirling said, raising his hands before turning to his subordinate and gazing at him. Unfortunately it was difficult for Rodea to see the expressions on their faces from where she was, but the silent interaction lasted a few seconds.
“While they do that, so the ladies can work in peace, tell me again how you managed to stay healthy eating food like this, and how you didn’t spend the whole time arguing?” Brenner gave Rodea a surreptitious wink, and she nodded her thanks before she and Alexa headed in the direction of the door to the bunker, which was located in the rear left corner of the room. The young, slightly insecure soldier also stood up and hurried over to the square metal cover, marked in faded letters as a fallout shelter. Boozta and Stinger also stood up and were about to follow her.
Rodea shook her head. “Just stay by the open trap door. If I need you, I’ll yell real loud. Just keep your eyes open, okay?” she told her black ops soldiers, who shrugged their shoulders and followed her orders. But first they took the young British soldier’s sidearm from his belt. He tried hard to pretend that he hadn’t even noticed.
“What’s your name, kid?” she asked him.
With his shaved head, smooth chin, and narrow face, he could easily have passed for 16.
“Erm, my name’s Max, Ma’am,” replies the soldier, who came from the North judging by his accent. He smiled a crooked little smile, as if he didn’t feel comfortable in his skin, then suddenly corrected himself, with a shocked expression on his face. “I mean, my name is Airman Maxwell Charles, Ma’am.”
“Nice to meet you,” she said, smiling a polite, motherly smile. “Take us to the server, okay?”
“Sure, Ma’am, I mean Ma’ams.” Max looked at Alexa as if she might say something, and when she didn’t, he bent down to the trap door. He grabbed the giant wheel in both hands, and the muscles in his arms flexed under his pale skin as he turned it and unlocked the trap door. Then, with Stinger and Boozta’s help, he opened it up and she saw a dimly lit tubular shaft with a metal ladder. It smelled like dust and musty air.
Rodea looked back at the table, and Stirling’s gaze fell on her just then. His eyes flicked back to Brenner so quickly that she thought—almost—she had imagined it. The conversation was still in full swing.
She and Alexa followed Max into the depths, eventually standing on the floor of a corridor no more than 10 meters in length, with a steel door at the right. She gave Boozta and Stinger the thumbs up, then she and the cryptographer followed Max off toward the door.
Through the door was a room of about the same size as the entryway on the floor above. One wall was covered in server cabinets, with green lights shining inside like constantly flickering stars. There were three computer terminals directly in front of her, which all looked to be offline, and obviously hadn’t been used in a long time.
There were two cots to the left, with dirty sleeping bags and pillows. The whole scene was illuminated by a filthy, hardly even translucent temporary light hanging from a hook. In the left corner beside one of the cots was a rug on the bare floor that looked like a rumpled bedsheet with a slight bump in the middle. It stunk of men’s sweat and stale air. She guessed that the ventilation didn’t work very well anymore, based on all the filth stuck to the slats of its cover.
“Chic,” she said sarcastically to break the silence. Max had been immobile since they had entered, as if he was listening for something.
“Oh, yeah, I mean no,” he snickered, rubbing his hands together in agitation. “It’s not—”
“—the Ritz, or anything like that,” she completed his sentence. She hated such set phrases. This one was probably dreamed up years ago by an inventive PR guy working for the hotel chain. “Can we use one of these consoles?”
Max followed her finger and looked ahead at the three computers. “Sure, they should still be working. We haven’t switched them on in a long time, but they should still function. They’re just ordinary computers.”
Alexa was already moving before he had finished speaking, and Rodea followed her. The cryptographer pulled her laptop out of its cover on the way. She arrived at the desk, wiped the dust bunnies away with her sleeve, and put it down. Then Alexa flipped it open and started it up.
“I, erm, I’ll just sit down?” Max said, his words sounding like a question.
“Oh,” Rodea said while shaking her head apologetically. “What we’re looking for here is secret. It relates to national security. Just wait in the corridor and close the door behind you, okay?”
“Of course.” Max hesitated a moment, seemingly torn, but he eventually couldn’t hold her gaze, so he retreated.
Rodea waited until the steel door had closed and they were alone. “Okay, Alexa, let’s go.”
“I’m way ahead of you,” the cryptographer said, already in the only remaining chair, and typing lightning fast at the keyboard. Then she stood up, unpacked her docking station, and started fumbling around with the three computers, unplugging cables and connecting them to the docking station. She finally seemed satisfied, nodded to herself, and called up an input program before entering numerous lines of code.
Eventually there was a final click of the keyboard, and she lifted her head. “What’s the exact date and time?”
“January two, 2034, sometime between fifteen and sixteen hundred hours,” Rodea said, words coming as fast as pistol shots.
“Good, that’s what I have to find.” Again came the sound of her tapping on the laptop’s keyboard, discreetly merging with the hum of the server. It took time, a long time, with Alexa inputting code, then making corrections, shaking her head. Then something changed, and the whole process began again.
Rodea spent the time pacing restlessly from side to side in the room as she gazed at the cots and wrinkled her nose at the appearance and smell of the dirty old sleeping bag. Then she looked at the rug in the corner, which looked like it had just been thrown there, until she moved closer and saw it wasn’t a rug. It was a sheet so stiff with filth she had mistaken it for some kind of carpet. With a sort of disgusted curiosity, she kicked it with the toe of her boot to see if the sheet would crack. Instead, something under the blanket moved away under the pressure of her foot. There was something metal under there.
“Whoa?” she muttered, with the clicking of the keys still coming from behind her. Frowning, she moved the sheet a little more to the side until she saw that it covered another trap door. “Well, take a look at this. Alexa, it looks like there is another room—”
“I have something here!” her teammate interrupted.
Rodea returned to her as if pulled in on a line. She bent over Alexa’s shoulder and looked for something interesting on the small screen, but all she could see were letters and numbers. “What is it?”
“A transmission, incomplete, fifteen twenty-one hours. Recorded on all radio frequencies.”
“Then run it past the Air Force decryption code! If it is every language again, concentrate on the English.”
“I’m way ahead of you,” Alexa answered, as her right index finger moved to the Enter key and hit it like a spearfisher who’d just seen a fish. “Done.”
“So?” Rodea asked breathlessly. Part of her was frightened that this would all turn out to be a hoax, that it would turn out to have been the Chinese after all. Another part was afraid that it was what they were looking for—a message from the stars.
“It says,” Alexa read, her face now so near to the screen that Rodea couldn’t see anything around her head anymore, and restlessly tried to peep through the woman’s hair, “there’s a part missing here, then it continues with... humanity, because of the existence of a danger. For protection, and to ensure the survival of the ecological system of the blue-white-cloud-stone protective screen. It looks like something is missing here, too. Hmm...”
“What comes next?” Rodea asked insistently.
“It will happen on the eleventh day of January 2035 Central European Time at midday. Attached to this remote transmission is a list of suggestions for a useful way to prepare for this change. It shall be in place for a period of... here it drops out again... the danger is over. Any attempt to destroy the barrier is accompanied by considerable danger because then there is the risk of discovery, which...”
Alexa shook her head in frustration. “That’s it. Chopped up and incomplete.”
“Wait a minute. A protective screen for our wellbeing?” Rodea would have liked to have picked up the laptop and given it a shake to make the missing places fall out. But either the decryption program wasn’t as good as the people at Area 51 thought after all, or the radio interference caused by the Jeremy Brandt had done excellent work. “The barrier is there to protect us?”
“Sounds that way. At least if this blue-white-whatever is supposed to be the Earth,” Alexa hoarsely said, gulping. “They warned us, and even seem to have given us advice, for how we could prepare for survival without light or satellites.”
“And we shot the thing down,” Rodea grunted as she folded her hands over her nose. Her voice sounded hollow as she continued talking. “But it says something about some danger, and that we shouldn’t destroy the barrier before the period has elapsed. What kind of danger?”
“No idea... That’s all that was decrypted.”
“Hell. Is there any indication of who wrote the message? Is there a digital stamp or something?”
“It came over the radio,” Alexa reminded her, with a shake of her head. “But I did notice something.”
“Me too. The language is a little strange, isn’t it?”
“Yes, it’s so stilted.”
“Or old fashioned,” Rodea suggested, and had Alexa read out the message fragments to her again. “Yes. Just listen to that. On the eleventh day of January and midday.”
“And remote transmission,” Alexa agreed, slumping back against the backrest of her chair. “That’s pretty antiquated. Maybe somebody in World War Two might have said it that way.”
“No matter what it is, we’re not going to find out any more here,” Rodea said, annoyed, as she clasped her teammate by the shoulder. “Download whatever you think is necessary or might be slightly relevant. Then we have to get home, and, with a little luck, the experts back home or the Europeans can get more out of it.”
“I’m on it!” Alexa said as she bent back over her keyboard and began to type.
In the meantime, Rodea returned to pacing the room, contemplating what she had heard. So it was aliens. Aliens had created the barrier... it looked like, to protect Earth’s inhabitants from something. But from what? And they had warned humanity, which meant they weren’t hostile.
Were they trying to protect the planet and its inhabitants from a cosmic catastrophe? Maybe from some kind of energy burst or an astrophysical phenomenon that they had never heard of before? From other aliens, that it wouldn’t be a good idea to attract the attention of?
They were locked in. That much was for sure. It could mean they wouldn’t be able to send out signals, but also that they were being prevented from seeing something. At the same time, there were still many satellites in orbit, which at least had signatures, even if they were only broadcasting in Earth’s direction. And the Mars mission and Moon Base Unity were out there, too. What about them? If these ‘good’ aliens were trying to silence us, to save us from ourselves, they should have maybe put a barrier around the moon, and Mars as well.
No, that’s not possible, because the NASA people are speaking with their teams up there, and they’re sending something down to the South Pole, she reminded herself, as she twisted her fingers in her hair, turning it into a messy braid until she noticed and stopped.
“Done!” Alexa called out at last, and Rodea shook her head.
“Okay, let’s do what we came here to do,” she said as she took the thumb drive from the agent, put it in the left breast pocket of her jumpsuit, and closed the zipper. “Good work, agent.”
“Thank you. I wouldn’t mind getting out of here now. This place is giving me the creeps.”
Rodea was about to agree when she heard a strange sound, and both women suddenly froze.
“Did you hear that?” she whispered, and Alexa nodded. They listened and heard it again. It sounded like a child crying, far away. Rodea instinctively looked at the metal door with the dirty sheet thrown on top of it and went slowly toward it.
“What are you doing?” Alexa hissed.
“It’s coming from there!”
They stood beside the trap door, shoved the sheet out of the way, and then drew their pistols. Alexa took hold of the handle after swiftly exchanging a glance with Rodea. Rodea took a step back and aimed her gun.
As the trap door came up with a soft squeak, they were looking into complete blackness, as dark as that outside. So she switched her flashlight on and shined it down into the room below, from which a disgusting smell now hit them, almost making them retch.
They stumbled away in shock when they saw what was in the room.
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RODEA
   
February 17, 2036 - South Mindanao
Rodea and Alexa shared a last look, then banged on the massive steel door. It was opened with a creak, and Max looked uncertainly at them, his demeanor that of a beaten dog.
“We’re ready,” she said, and she didn’t fail to notice that his eyes flicked to the dirty blanket, which they had put back over the trap door.
“Oh, yeah, yeah, sure! I’ll take you up. So, did you find what you were looking for?” the young soldier asked, a little casually, then absently nodded when she answered with a thumbs up.
Rodea gestured for him to go on ahead, and they both followed him along the concrete corridor. Their steps echoed eerily from the walls. Every dull thud of their boots brought horrific images to her mind, like relentless, burning hammering. Still, she forced herself to keep her expression neutral and made herself calm her breathing to slow her thudding heart.
They reached the ladder that went up through the short, square shaft, from where they could hear exuberant laughter and snatches of conversation coming down. Max stopped to let them go first, but Rodea shook her head. He hesitated a moment, then shrugged and went first. She shared another look with Alexa, whose face was still drained of blood as she kept looking back at the door, as if a monster were following her. In a way, it was.
The glances they exchanged said more than a thousand words, without a sound escaping their lips that might betray them.
I can’t do this, Alexa’s eyes said.
Pull yourself together. You have to.
I’m frightened.
Me too, but I’m more angry than frightened. Rodea’s eyes glittered, and, as Alexa nodded, Rodea put a hand onto the ladder and started the short climb.
Back in the former office, she dusted off her trousers and nodded to everyone, as all eyes were directed at her. The mood felt relaxed, and even Kittala’s face, otherwise as immobile as if carved from wood, had the ghost of a smile on it. The four former airmen of the Royal Air Force seemed to be in a good mood. But Rodea could read people well enough to know that their eyes—especially Stirling’s—were all calculating and tense.
“So? Did you find what you were looking for?” the lieutenant asked, in his broad Cockney accent and with a jovial grin.
“In fact, I did,” she replied while she came around the table. Alexa was about to follow her, as were Boozta and Stinger. She indicated that the three should stay where they were with an almost imperceptible shake of her head. She sat back down in her chair with a friendly smile and clapped her hands together. “How about we each eat another chocolate bar and then get going?”
“Good idea. I can’t wait to get out of this shithole,” Stirling said excitedly as he bent over the table where there was a whole box of chocolate bars. He grabbed the box and tossed one to everybody. “Do you have spirits on board?”
“Spirits?” Brenner asked.
“Aye aye. Alcohol!”
“Alcohol isn’t allowed on a Navy ship, I imagine.”
“Sure, but it’s the most common contraband in the military, no matter where or how,” Stirling said, with a confident grin at his men, who looked excited at the prospect of alcohol.
“Typical Limeys,” Rodea sighed, pursing her lips with a teasing look. “All you ever think about is drinking.”
“There’s also sunburn and tattoos,” Kittala said dryly, and her entire half of the table snickered. The British soldiers opposite hesitated a moment, but then Stirling forced a fake laugh, and his men joined in.
Rodea took advantage of the opportunity to draw her pistol from the thigh holster at her right side. She made sure that her upper arm, which could be seen above the table, hardly moved. Then she slightly bent her elbow and rested her hand and the weapon in her lap.
She leaned forward slightly to make eye contact with the Swede, who was sitting at her extreme left. Brenner and Jerome, the Belgian foreign legionnaire, leaned back a little to allow her to see, and as they did so, they saw the pistol in her lap. They were professionals through and through because they didn’t react at all, but immediately began to move their hands toward their weapons without drawing attention to themselves.
Then Rodea said calmly, “Kittala. Have you had bad experiences with British tourists?”
“Yes, I was on Ibiza a couple of times, and they wander in herds there, with their shirts off in the city, sunburnt and stinking of beer at ten in the morning,” the Swedish elite soldier replied, with a grin directed at the men on the other side of the table as she took hold of her pistol. It was a strange performance, sitting there, ready for action below the table, but appearing fully relaxed and in a good mood above the table.
“We’re drinkers, it’s true,” Stirling said with a grin and a shrug, but his broad smile didn’t reach his eyes. “I guess that doesn’t always go over well.”
“No, quite a few things don’t go over well,” Rodea replied with a pensive nod as she pointed her pistol forward, just above her right leg but below the tabletop. “Your young airman there,” she nodded in the direction of Max, who had sat back down on the extreme left, completing the row of British soldiers, “did you have to force him?”
Stirling went stiff. He frowned as he returned her gaze, seemingly confused. “What do you mean, Agent Stone?”
“Try again.” The lieutenant made an almost imperceptible move. She squeezed the trigger, followed a fraction of a second later by the roar of the weapons held by the people beside her. Boozta and Stinger, who were still standing by the trap door, had brought up their rifles lightning-fast and joined the death dance with fully automatic fire. Their five hosts twitched and jumped in a hurricane of spurting blood and splinters of wood from the table.
Rodea sprang to her feet and emptied her entire magazine into the man directly opposite her, only stopping when the gun was clicking and empty. She hadn’t even noticed that silence had descended again until Brenner placed a hand on her pistol and gently pushed it down. The British soldiers lay scattered either on the floor with toppled chairs, or slumped on what was left of the table, or sprawled on chairs that had rolled back and crashed into the wall. There were splatters of red blood everywhere.
Rodea took a deep breath and returned Brenner’s calm gaze before tossing her gun carelessly aside.
“It’s okay, they’re down,” the German said as he holstered his service weapon. “Are you going to tell us why we just shot soldiers of an allied country?”
She realized everyone’s eyes were on her except Boozta, who was going from dead body to dead body. “Thank you for trusting me without saying a word,” she said hoarsely. Then she pointed at the trap door to the bunker. “You should see for yourself. Then you’ll understand.”
She told Boozta and Stinger to keep watch, in case the dead weren’t the only ones here, and took the others through the trap door into the bunker. They entered the server room, where she pulled the blanket away and asked Jerome to open the trap door.
They all immediately clapped their hands to their noses and grimaced. Rodea forced herself to go first, even though she would have preferred to run screaming in the other direction, or at least to have stayed upstairs with Alexa. With every rung of the ladder, the stink of sweat, excrement, urine, and vomit increased. Clothes shifted on the floor and something rustled, but otherwise there was silence, until they reached the pull cord of the only lamp, which hung in the center of the room.
The dim illumination coming from above was just enough to locate it. Rodea pulled the cord, and sudden bright light flooded the room. The five figures she had just left behind flinched back like shy forest creatures—five girls, none older than eighteen. Their wrists were bound with cable ties that had bitten deeply into their flesh. Dirty and shy, they ran to the corner of the damp room, which smelled worse than a lion enclosure at a zoo. The others came down one by one and looked around in shock. There were five buckets in one corner, overflowing with excrement, and five dog bowls in another corner.
“Oh shit,” Jerome whispered in shock. Brenner stared with a concerned gaze at the five girls, who had to be young Filipinas from the countryside because they had the dark brown skin of the rural people who worked in the open air. However, it was hard to be certain because of the thick layer of dirt.
“Those fucking bastards,” Brenner growled, balling his hands into fists so tight his gloves squeaked. “It’s a good thing I didn’t see this before. Otherwise I would have spent a day making those shitheads eat their own hands.”
“They’re dead now,” Rodea said calmly, although her voice quavered slightly. She had seen a lot, but even she hadn’t seen such depths of depravity very often. “But these girls are still alive. Get blankets and food for them, and medicine if there is any here. We’re taking them with us.”
“We sure are,” he agreed, taking one last look with trembling eyelids at the terrified girls who were cowering in the corner. Jerome stood as if frozen. She clasped him by the shoulder, producing a cringe. “Help Brenner, okay?”
“Oui, of course,” he stuttered, and followed his commander up. Rodea thought it better if, at first, only she and Kittala—two women—stayed down in the room. The Swede was already approaching the girls, her hands extended in front of her, making soothing noises.
“We’re here to save you,” Rodea told them in Tagalog. She wasn’t as familiar with the Philippines’ official language as she was with that of Indonesia. Still, she knew enough to make herself understood. Some of the frightened faces with their black button eyes looked from behind the long strands of black hair and turned in her direction as they heard something familiar.
These girls can’t be any older than fourteen or fifteen, she thought, and she gulped.
“We’re with the military. Our mission is to get you out of here. The... the men that did this to you are dead. There were five of them. Do you know if there were more than that?” She looked inquisitively at the girls, whom Kittala was now kneeling in front of. One, gaunt and shaky like the others, lifted her gaze and slowly shook her head. “Only five?”
A hesitant nod.
“Okay. Let’s get you washed and give you something to eat. We brought a few soldiers with us. They’re good men. They’re here to protect you, just like us.” She gestured to the giant Swede and herself. “We’re going to take you with us to the United States or Europe.”
The girls now exchanged some shy glances with wide eyes before again bunching together and looking at the floor like worried altar boys. It took over three hours before the girls were washed and dressed, because their clothes had to be washed first and then dried by a tall fire outside the listening station. And they would only allow themselves to be fed or touched when the men were outside, which meant everything took twice as long.
At last, after the girls had eaten, they were all outside and ready to go. They had impressed on them that they had to hold onto the belts of Boozta, Alexa, and Kittala as they went through the darkness, while the men would go ahead. Each had been given one of the spare flashlights to look around for themselves and start to feel independent, which was something they couldn’t have felt for a long time. Rodea didn’t even want to imagine what the poor souls had been through. Just the idea made her shudder.
Finally they all marched through the roller door into the open air. The team worked its way down the crater rim, remembering that they had to call over the radio for extraction before reaching the first trees.
“Widow to Oscar, come in.”
It took a while before some static and crackling came from the radio. “Oscar to Widow, over.”
“Beginning descent to extraction point. Requesting extraction. Five extra, as I told you, over.”
“Understood, Widow. Oscar out.”
Brenner looked at her in the beams of his helmet lamps and cocked his head. “What?” she asked.
“Five extra?”
“You radioed that we were bringing five British soldiers when I was down in the bunker, right?”
“Yes.”
“Good. There are still five people. Only it’s the victims of those five British soldiers.”
They continued walking, significantly slower than the climb, so as not to lose the girls. It was easy, here and there, to miss a low-hanging branch or to become hypnotized by the restless shadows between the trees brought to life by the flashlights.
Nobody spoke much on the entire journey to the beach, lost in their own thoughts. The listening post where they had found the data they had hoped for, which, despite its gaps, had shed a surprising amount of light on the situation, had retreated into the background.
What remained was nausea and shock, and the feeling that they had been on the set of a horror movie, which nobody got over easily, even an experienced agent or soldier. Rodea had seen enough of the depths of the human soul and their results to know that nobody who had seen such things, and the images that came unbidden to mind along with the memories, would be able to forget them. A dark shadow would be cast on everything they did from now on, even if they all already had shadows from what they had previously experienced, that was for sure. The shadows they carried would undoubtedly be a little darker.
Each person’s character would decide what would happen next, whether the person would descend into cynicism or misanthropy, or rise to a life of doing good—people’s subconscious strategies were different. When they finally reached the beach they saw a red signal flare a few hundred meters to the south, burning at the center of dense smoke that also seemed to be aglow.
“That’s the Zodiac,” she called out, but two of the girls holding tight to her vest held her back.
“It’s okay. They are friends of the military. They have a ship with them that will take us away. Forever.” She gently pulled the girls along, and thankfully their resistance faded away quickly. They reached the signal flare, which smelled of gunpowder and phosphor. They found three soldiers in Navy camouflage with assault rifles held at the ready, standing in front of two long rigid inflatable boats with consoles for the driver. Two more seamen were waiting in each boat, standing behind the driver console, patiently waiting. The motors were gurgling softly.
“Agent Stone, Colonel Brenner,” an older officer greeted them, his face hardy discernible behind a broad helmet and balaclava. “Do you have the package?”
Rodea patted her breast pocket, where she had the thumb drive with the transmission from the alien probe. “Got it.”
“Very good,” the officer nodded said as he looked past her. His eyes narrowed when he saw the five terrified girls, who were doing their best to hide behind the four women. “We can’t take any refugees. You radioed that there were soldiers of an allied power.”
“Yes. But unfortunately, they’re dead.”
“How?”
“We shot them when we found the girls, who they were obviously...” Rodea’s words trailed off, and she took a deep breath. “We rescued them, and they’re coming with us. It’s non-negotiable.”
“That’s not possible,” the officer insisted, and his armed companions shifted uneasily.
“Hell, yes, it’s possible!” Stinger suddenly growled furiously. The former ranger pointed at the lights of the USS Walter Bonjarewski on the horizon. “Call the damn XO if you’re too small-minded to make the right decision.”
“Even if I ignore for a second the tone you just used to speak to me, sergeant, the Bonjarewski is still more than ten kilometers away because it is on the other side of the reef. That means no radio contact,” the officer growled. “The new guidelines are very clearly and precisely defined. We are not allowed to pick up refugees, not even a single one.”
“But we would have taken five British soldiers?” Boozta asked, taking a step toward the Navy officer, to be met by the two soldiers immediately raising their weapons to cover her. “You damn coward! You already know that five more people were coming. So now they’re kids who were in deep shit here. So what?”
“The rules obviously don’t apply to you, sergeant, which will put you in the brig as soon as we get to the Bonjarewski, and that’s a promise. They still apply to the rest of us soldiers.”
“You can’t be serious,” Rodea said as she pulled Stinger back. He was crimson with rage, even more so in the red light of the signal flare. “You aren’t going to leave these girls here to die.”
“The rations on board are low as it is. If we start picking people up here, where does it end? There are always going to be situations like this. Either we don’t take anybody, or we take everybody,” the officer insisted, and gestured to his people to lower their weapons as Stinger regained control of himself, his lips compressed into a thin line.
“I suggest you send one of the Zodiacs out and make a radio bridge,” Rodea said, feeling a giant lump forming in her throat as she realized she had already made her decision. “Tell the captain that either he takes the five girls or he doesn’t get the transmission.”
“That’s not your decision to make,” the officer snarled, waving her words aside.
“Oh, yes, it is. I’m a CIA agent, not military. Just try to discipline me.” She gazed challengingly at the officer and winked as she saw the barrels of the weapons flanking him came up.
The three Navy men shared an insecure glance, then their superior officer stepped in front of them and pulled the eye slit of his balaclava down to his chin. His face was wrinkled but hard. “You’re going to regret this.”
“Probably. But I would regret it even more if we left these girls behind. There are limits to what it’s possible to live with.”
The officer stared deeply into her eyes, then he turned away, spoke to the Zodiac commander, and shoved the boat away from the shore. They waited five minutes, now with weapons lowered. Nobody dared say anything until the radio at the Navy man’s shoulder crackled, somebody spoke softly, and he looked up.
“The captain is unwilling to distribute extra rations because the current supply is only enough to last to Hawaii, and he already has enough to worry about. If this is so important to you, he is willing to take the refugees. One way or another, only seven people are coming back with us, because only seven set off. If you don’t agree, my orders are to attempt to take the thumb drive by force.”
“I’ll give one of the girls my place,” Rodea instantly decided, without having to think about it, and she thought of Thomas. This way, she could save at least one child, even if she felt bad for Jimmy. But it was the right decision. She could feel that.
“Me too,” said Boozta.
“Me too,” said Stinger.
“And me,” Kittala added, and Jerome and Brenner also took a step forward.
“There are six of you, and we only need five spaces. One of you can still come,” the officer explained, but nobody moved.
“We decide together, and we stay together,” Brenner said, his chin jutting out, his mind made up.
“Alexa,” Rodea called out to the cryptographer, who had gone pale, putting the thumb drive into her hand. “Look after this like it’s your own eyeball, and get it to the director, okay?”
“Yes,” she promised, with a quiver in her voice, obviously overwhelmed by what was happening around her. “You can’t just stay! There’s nothing here!”
“There are chocolate bars,” she joked mirthlessly, her cheeks becoming warm, before the heat traveled to her tear ducts, but she took a deep breath and forced herself to stay strong.
The Zodiacs raced away a few minutes later. They disappeared into the darkness, leaving Rodea standing with Boozta, Stinger, Jerome, Kittala, and Brenner on the beach, looking at each other as the light from the flare became ever dimmer and slowly faded until darkness engulfed them.
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MONTGOMERY
   
April 22, 2036 - Southern Ocean, USS John F. Kennedy
“It’s started, right?” Johannes asked as he and Monty looked up into the darkness. It was a strange feeling to be on the deck of the most modern aircraft carrier of the Gerald R. Ford-class, precisely at the South Magnetic Pole, wearing just a regular coat. Like everywhere around the world, it was a moderate 14 degrees, with hardly any wind or waves.
The entire carrier group that the U.S. government had sent was floating calmly in the sea, right opposite the one sent by the EU that was centered around the mighty Charles de Gaulle, surrounded by European guided-missile destroyers, frigates, and science ships.
At the midpoint between the two fleets was the massive launch pad for the Ariane 7 rocket, which the ships circled like a maelstrom. It looked like a broad oil rig with four bulky columns and a flat superstructure where the tall scaffold of the tower was situated, used to either crew or load the capsule at the apex of the Ariane 7. At the moment, the rocket was still in the housing that was located in front of the launch pad, like a metallic greenhouse.
“I still can’t see anything,” Monty admitted, trying to shade his eyes from the many light sources. The sky above them remained black, as if somebody had spread a blanket over them—which was what actually had happened, in a way.
“This is our only chance, right?”
“Yes,” Monty said, frankly, as he looked at his assistant. The German sighed, so profoundly that his chest had almost risen to his chin as he breathed in before huffing out the sigh. They spent a little time looking around the deck of the aircraft carrier. Most of the aircraft were below deck, except for the six Raptor fighters that were flight-ready up top, positioned astern, behind the tower superstructure, and at an angle to the runway.
The rest of the flat expanse was covered by scientists making final adjustments to their many telescopes and sensors scattered everywhere. It looked like a colorful flea market, where intelligence quotient was being traded rather than inexpensive novelties. The occasional patrols of soldiers between them looked like foreign bodies among these men and women who were hurrying excitedly between one apparatus and the next, lost in deep discussion.
“It’s our last chance,” Monty sighed. “We only get one try. The deployment of all these ships and equipment here has undoubtedly swallowed more of our extremely finite resources than we can afford, but what we can’t afford is another year of darkness.”
“We shouldn’t have brought all these stupid warships here.”
“Then they would have been shitting themselves that the Chinese might turn up and ruin our day. If you ask me, we should have brought them in on this from the very beginning. It would have made things easier for us in the future,” Monty growled, his mood grim.
“What do you mean?”
“If this plan works, and the hotshots up there really burn a hole in the barrier, the South Pole will suddenly be the new Promised Land. The landmass isn’t huge, but it is still a continent of considerable size. If we put a mirror in orbit and one down here, it will get temperate enough to grow crops here—the new center of humanity. With mirrors, we can provide the entire planet with sunlight.”
“Mirrors on the interior surface of the barrier would be useful,” Johannes said dryly,
Monty peered into his face, looking for any sign that he was being sarcastic, but he seemed to actually mean it. “Yes,” he said, hesitantly, “but that would be a significant task, and we wouldn’t be able to complete it without the Chinese. How do you think they would react to such an offer if they were excluded from settling the Promised Land?”
“It’s still a dark land now, if you can call it land.”
“It’ll work.” It has to work, he silently added.
“Do you think it’s a mistake?”
“A mistake?” Monty had been watching an astrophysicist set up an infrared laser, cursing at his assistants the entire time. He frowned and looked back at Johannes, who looked a little worried, rubbing his hands together as if he was cold.
“The hole,” the young man said.
“You’re talking about the message from the alien probe.” Monty nodded and chewed his lower lip before nodding again. “Perhaps, perhaps not. In this situation, it doesn’t make any difference whether we do this or not—it will be a mistake either way. If we do nothing, people will die. If we do something, maybe everybody will die, who knows?
“I’m trying to base my opinion on what I know right now, and that is that we urgently need sunlight. Otherwise it is the end for us, anyway, and we don’t need to worry anymore about what the complete message said, or what the danger was they were talking about in their 1950s English. And the president and the EU Commission feel the same way, so it doesn’t matter what we think. We have to deal with the problem that is killing us right now. Then tomorrow we can deal with what is going to kill us tomorrow.”
“Sounds quite defeatist.”
“It’s quite logical.”
“If defeatism is the new logic, then the day after tomorrow we can deal with the problem that is going to kill us the day after tomorrow.”
“Good assistant—he’s finally got it,” Monty said laconically, punctuating it with a laugh. “What do you think of the plan? You should change the subject of your doctoral thesis and write about this instead. Then maybe more people will read it than just me.”
“Very funny.”
“I’m not joking.”
“It’s a bold plan, but it makes sense,” the German physicist said, leaning his head back and allowing his eyes to gaze into the darkness. “From Lagrange Point One, where LISA is located, to the South Magnetic Pole, where we are, is a long distance. One and a half million kilometers? I would call that a particle accelerator. If you manage to accelerate the protons so much that your iridium buildup up there crumbles, enough antiprotons should be produced.
“We don’t know what the barrier is made of, but it has to be protons, because that’s what everything in the universe is made of, right? Protons and newly created antiprotons destroy each other, and the energy released will be so enormous that the barrier won’t be able to stand the bombardment for long. ‘Even little green men have to obey the laws of physics,’ as my old professor in Heidelberg used to say.
“The antiprotons join the solar wind in falling along the field lines into the Earth’s magnetic field. That will be at the North Magnetic Pole.” Johannes pointed directly up, “and that moves around the Geographic South Pole.”
Then Johannes pointed to the west, far beyond the giant command tower of the USS John F. Kennedy. “That means the antiprotons will saw out a big circle, if you want to imagine it that way. At least in theory, we will cut a cap out of the end, and it will just fly away. Something like two thousand kilometers in diameter.”
“It sounds a little reckless, doesn’t it?”
“Reckless, but based on physics.” Johannes grinned, something he rarely ever did, so Monty sighed and attempted a wan grin of his own. But he was far too anxious, with noticeable swarms of butterflies in his stomach. They had swiftly translated the Unity crew’s idea into numbers, data, and facts, and they had concluded that the plan was nuts but well thought out. Otherwise, they would never have been able to persuade the president to bet everything on the turn of a single card—the joker.
The prospect that it would actually work, and that they would again see the stars in the sky, or even the sun, left him speechless. He no longer remembered what the sun felt like on his skin, to have the light just be there, every day, reliably at any time. Life-giving and joy-making. His pole star had shifted now to nostalgically looking back at happy memories, which were shared by living people, and which every person still alive yearned for with all their being.
“There!” Johannes suddenly yelled as he pointed, stabbing his finger into the endless night. “There! There! There!”
“What? Where? I can’t...” Monty’s words trailed away as he saw a single point of light sparkling in the darkness. A star seemed to have appeared in the firmament. It was shining boldly and indistinctly haloed in a sea of black, as if it had always been there. Applause and cheering broke out around them. They could even hear the loud celebration coming from the people gathered on the decks of their neighboring ships, like a hurricane of unleashed relief.
“I don’t believe it!” Johannes excitedly yelped as he ran the fingers of both hands through his shoulder-length hair. “Those damn bastards actually managed it. Even the annihilation rate calculated by the ESA was relatively precise.”
“That’s sunlight,” Monty whispered in awe. Although he knew it would take at least a month before a real, sizable hole had opened, they had made a start, and a flicker of optimism had come through the seemingly impenetrable barrier.
Until this point it had only been hope that had been keeping their heads above water, but from here forward, with a new star shining in the sky, they had something better.
A chance!





EPILOGUE
   
May 11, 2036, Southern Ocean, USS Jeremy Brandt
“Sir, I have several radar contacts. Bearing north-north-east.”
“What kind of contacts?” Captain John Dillinger asked from his command chair on the bridge.
“Fourteen ships, Sir. Aegis has identified eight as Luyang III class. One has a radar signature that could correspond to an aircraft carrier of the Shandong class. The other five are unknown,” answered Specialist Cooper.
The entire bridge crew fell silent. Dillinger was proud that his people didn’t become anxious, or at least didn’t display any nervous tension. After receiving the message that they had shot down an alien probe in the Celebes Sea, which had wanted to warn them about the barrier, the crew had been a little insecure. The ship had been blamed for the Earth sliding into chaos—if the near extinction of human civilization could be talked about in such understated terms. But he had built them up again since the message from military intelligence and brought them back on track. They had survived, and that was reason enough to make the best of their situation and not to bury their heads in the sand.
“Has the data already been shared with Aegis?” he asked, clenching and unclenching his fists that were resting on the frayed armrests of his chair.
“Yes, Sir.” The Kennedy is sending recon.”
“Are we the first within communication range?”
“Yes, Sir. ”
“Good. Open a connection,” he ordered, taking his radio handset from its hook in the low ceiling above him. “This is Captain John Dillinger of the USS Jeremy Brandt. You are on an interception course with NATO Special Maritime Group One. Stop all your units and declare your intentions. Do not enter the fleet operation zone. Repeat. Do not enter the fleet operation zone!”
He released the transmit button. Static came from the loudspeakers.
Then came a voice with a strong Chinese accent came. “This is Admiral Wu Jinlong of the People’s Liberation Army Navy, aboard the Shandong Two. We demand access to the extraterrestrial radio message you have received.”
Dillinger exchanged a glance with his first officer. “How do they know about that?”
“No idea, Sir. All information about it is exchanged via the encrypted Navy network.”
“But the fact is that they know,” he said, his face grim. “Call the admiral and give him this message from the damn Chinaman! Let him deal with it.”
    
May 11, 2036 - Southern Ocean, PLANV Shandong
“Comrade Admiral,” the communication officer said from his console.
Admiral Wu Jinlong looked up from his tablet, where he had been reading the latest messages about fleet readiness. “Yes, cadet?”
“We are being put off for another two hours. Apparently the request for a diplomatic meeting has first to be cleared with Washington and Brussels.”
“That’s a slight,” Wu snarled, annoyed. The Americans and Europeans always acted as if the entire planet belonged to them and their imperial version of freedom and equality. In essence, they wanted to impose their hegemonic interests everywhere their trading fleets sailed—which was everywhere. But these fleets didn’t exist anymore, and yet they had continued, also claiming the future of the whole world for themselves, even though he had made clear in his first message that he already knew. “Inform the ambassador and ask for clearance for my plan.”
“Yes, Comrade Admiral!” the cadet said before starting to speak into his headset, which looked like a black shadow below his white helmet.
On the aircraft carrier’s spacious bridge, surrounded by 13 islands of light in the darkness of the South Pole, which made up the support fleet, there was a tense atmosphere. Everyone on board knew that they had come with everything that the People’s Liberation Army Navy had left to offer. They were not in the same league as the NATO fleet, twice their size in terms of technology and numbers. But they could do a lot of damage, and they could let their opponents know that.
“What’s new on the other side?” he asked nobody in particular, as he called up the current deployment of the NATO units on his tablet. The American and European fleet had formed a kind of wall in front of the EU mobile rocket launch pad, upon which the Ariane 7 was now ready for launch. His advisors told him there couldn’t be much time left before launch because it had already been fueled.
“The opposing fleet is now in its defensive formation. We will stay at extreme range. All ships have confirmed that they are holding position, Comrade Admiral,” reported the cadet from the radar station, further down to the right.
“Comrade Admiral,” called out Cadet Ye Wenjie from his communication panel, “the ambassador has given clearance. You should do everything required to force them to the negotiating table.”
“Very good,” Wu Jinlong growled, snatching a radio handset from its holder on his chair.
It was time to tell NATO about the hostages he had on board.
    
May 11, 2036 - Southern Ocean, USS John F. Kennedy
“What do we know about the hostages?” asked Fleet Admiral Richard Franklin, as he looked around the conference table in the situation room of the John F. Kennedy at the heart of the tower. The secretary of defense, Jonas Heusinger, was there, along with the Military Attaché to the president, Jaason Simmons, the liaison officer with the Europeans, Major Dirk Ditzenbach, the EU commissioner, Océane Deraque, and several adjutants and secretaries.
The sudden appearance of the Chinese had caused a lot of unease and conflict. Franklin had swiftly taken control and put things in order. They would decide here and now what they were going to do, without clearing everything with their home countries, which would take many hours in the current circumstances. And besides, if the four hours that they delayed things were not enough to get on the same page about how to deal with the Chinese, then ten hours wouldn’t help either.
“We could identify them all except one person,” answered Heusinger, who was, strictly speaking, his superior, but was now sitting beside him, dutifully drafting a report. He pointed at his tablet and pressed a button on the display, which made them all pick up their tablets and look at the pictures that had arrived with the folder they had just been sent.
Admiral Franklin swiped through them and saw a woman with brown skin and the first hints of crow’s feet at her eyes—a CIA agent named Rodea Stone. The other images were two former rangers, whose status had been marked as ‘secret’ for the last eight years, which indicated they were likely to be black ops. There was also a Belgian foreign legionnaire, and a Swedish elite soldier who looked like a refrigerator with a blond wig on top and a face painted on it. Both files had the seal of the European armed forces. The last person in the picture was described with the single word ‘unknown.’
“These people...” Heusinger continued, as he swayed a little restlessly from side to side in his chair as if his next words were uncomfortable. “... these people are the ones who found and retrieved the message from the probe.”
“How is that possible?” Franklin asked, gazing in confusion at the defense secretary. “According to my files, at least the three Americans were reported missing in action, but the message was retrieved by Alexa Svea. Everyone in the Navy knows her name.”
“Yes, but that’s only half the story. We have only recently found out that the captain of the USS Walter Bonjarewski, who evacuated Miss Svea, forced her to lie about Stone and her team staying. We don’t know what he had on her to ensure her silence. He left the team behind because they forced him to go against regulations and take refugees on board. Apparently he was worried that his decision would turn out to be unpopular in hindsight, or could bring undesired consequences for himself.”
“I hope those consequences happened,” Jaason Simmons growled. “The president wouldn’t like that.”
“It doesn’t matter. The fact is that they have in their power the people we have to thank for our knowledge about the transmission and what it said. There is an Ariane 7 floating in the water behind us, just waiting to send medicine into orbit—to the people we have to thank that we can see a small section of stars,” said Commissioner Deraque indignantly. The French woman rolled her eyes and bent over the table, with all its papers and maps. “We have to ensure that we get those hostages back, because we owe them. Besides, the ARES is waiting in orbit for us to send up the Jules Verne with the Ariane 7. We have to relieve our people out there, and make sure we keep a foothold in space. That has the highest priority.”
“That’s self-evident,” Simmons said, raising both eyebrows. “So what do you suggest?”
“That we bring the Chinese in.”
The people present started talking at a low murmur, and Franklin saw a wave of shaking heads and disbelieving expressions.
“What?” Deraque asked, with a challenging gaze directed at everyone around the table. “Do you think we can keep this secret forever? The planet doesn’t belong to us, they’re right about that, and sooner or later they are going to work out what’s going on here.”
“The Chinese are too dangerous. They do whatever they want!”
“Are you nuts? Have you forgotten what they did in the South China Sea? Who says they won’t do the same thing here as soon as we let them in on the game?”
“Never! After all, we’re dealing with a dictatorship. They’re people you just can’t—”
“As long as they don’t know what is going on here and what we intend to do, they will eventually withdraw.”
“Silence,” Franklin yelled, almost surprised when silence descended around the table. These weren’t ordinary sailors, after all, but respected politicians and officers. “We should take the suggestion made by Commissioner Deraque seriously. The only alternative that I see is armed conflict with a superpower. We would likely win, but it would cost us, and certainly mean the failure of the Jules Verne’s plan—not to mention the long-term consequences. We are talking about crossing swords with a nuclear power here.”
“We should discuss it. You’re right about that, Admiral,” Heusinger agreed as he straightened his tie—a gesture Franklin hated. “But for that, we need more time.”
“I don’t believe the Chinese—”
“Listen,” the secretary of defense brusquely interrupted, forcing himself not to say something cutting. “We need to be cautious, and to not make decisions with the seat of our pants. If shooting starts, they get the upper hand, but now we have to discuss what makes the most sense diplomatically, and you aren’t exactly an expert at that, are you?”
“No, Sir,” Franklin growled grudgingly.
When he left the room, with discussion rising in volume behind him, he saw Deraque put her head together with the EU military attaché, who then followed him. He caught up with him in the corridor, as two marines saluted. “Admiral?”
“Yes, Major?” He turned to face the German, who was half a head taller than himself, and looked to see that the door behind him was now closed again.
“The commissioner would like to ask for the transfer of a few civilians from the science corps.” Ditzenbach handed him a tablet, where a list of names appeared. The man’s unsteady gaze told him that something fishy was going on, which made him glance at the names. His gaze came to rest on one of them.
“Montgomery Reed has asked to transfer to the Charles de Gaulle?” he asked, surprised. He had a suspicious frown on his face as he looked up again.
“Yes, Sir, that’s correct.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know, but the commissioner thought it would be for the good of the fleet,” Ditzenbach said meaningfully.
Franklin gave him a searching look, then sighed and signed the order with a thumb scan before turning on his heel and returning to the bridge.
Europeans! What were they up to now?
    
May 11, 2036 - Southern Ocean, PLANV Shandong
“Comrade Admiral, the NATO flagship has asked for another two hours to consider our request. We have also seen several helicopter transfers between ships,” the cadet at communications said.
“They still don’t realize how important this is to us. Are we still sure the Ariane rocket is not another attempt to blow up the barrier?” asked Wu Jinlong.
The cadet nodded. “Yes, Comrade Admiral.”
“And the few stars above us? Do we know what that is about yet?”
“It seems to be a hole in the barrier, but we are not receiving any signals. It seems we are being jammed.”
“Then we should show them that we are serious,” the admiral said, straightening his shoulders. He had hoped it wouldn’t come to this, but now it seemed there was no other choice. “Ready cruise missile. Launch as soon as the targeting is locked on the Ariane 7. Abort sequence at five seconds from predicted impact. We want to shake them up, not destroy the rocket.”
“Yes, Comrade General,” the fire control officer replied, and the general quarters’ alarm sounded piercingly through the bridge. The lights changed from white to red, and an echoing alarm blared through the flagship of the Chinese fleet.
“Launch confirmed! HQ One away!”
Wu Jinlong followed the illumination of the missile that had been fired by the guided-missile destroyer Winhan in front of him, a single bright point in the darkness ascending in an ever-rising arc toward the NATO fleet. They were playing with fire, with what could be considered an act of war—because their opponents couldn’t know they were bluffing—but they were out of options. Beijing’s leadership had made it clear before departure that merely taking a position nearby and watching was not an option, and they were making sure of precisely that right now. Maybe this would cause them to be taken seriously.
“Comrade Admiral,” someone called out from the consoles, which were arrayed in rows in the red lamplight in front of the narrow windows, displaying a hectic activity that gave the scene a diabolic aspect.
“What is it, cadet?”
“The enemy has launched interceptors and several aerial interceptor missiles. All ships are opening their weapons bays and are getting underway!”
“They’re more nervous than I thought,” he muttered in shock, then yelled orders for full battle readiness as he saw Lieutenant Shinfeng pushing buttons beside him.
“What is it?”
“Comrade Admiral, we are receiving a strange radio message. It’s coming from a small boat, maybe a Zodiac, which is between our two fleets, less than ten klicks away.”
“We don’t have time for this.”
“You should listen to this, Comrade Admiral.”
    
Monty banged the radio against the giant radio signal booster, which stood like a tower in the middle of his small, rigid, inflatable boat. Johannes was clinging to the wheel of the small console as if his life depended on it as fighter jets thundered overhead. They saw the lights of the Chinese fleet in front of them, and behind them, the NATO fleet, which had obviously decided to make a fight of it.
“Are they all really receiving this?” Monty asked nervously, even though he already knew the answer.
“Anyone who wants to listen can hear us.” He could hardly make out Johannes’s words because the jets were so loud. Their boat swayed slightly every time.
Monty moved from one side to another, although there were no waves. “Okay,” he said, mostly to himself, as he took a deep breath. Then he put the radio handset to his mouth and pressed the transmit button. “This is Montgomery Reed. I am the head of LIGO in Hanford, and was deeply involved in setting up communication with our people up there.
“To avoid this conflict, and because I see it as my duty as a scientist and citizen of Earth, I am taking this opportunity to send a message to the entire science corps of the expedition fleet, a message that is intended for everybody’s ears who wants to listen.
“We are working here for the continuation of our species—an endeavor that, according to estimates, ninety percent or more of humanity cannot participate in because they are dead. Everyone here deserves to know what we know.
“Two and a half years ago, an American destroyer intercepted a probe south of the Philippines, which was incorrectly believed to be Chinese. In reality, it came from outside the solar system to send a message in all Earth languages to warn us of the appearance of the barrier. If we had understood this warning instead of shooting it down, we would have had over a year to get ready for the barrier and the changes it would bring.
“We can assume that there is a civilization out there that wants to protect us, or at least has no evil intent. In the message there are also signs that this barrier, which we think is made of nanites or something similar, is for our protection from something as yet unknown. We have CIA agent Rodea Stone and her team to thank for this information, but they are currently in the custody of the Chinese Navy.
“We should learn from our shoot-first mistake in the Philippines.” Monty bit his tongue as he repeated a phrase often used by his dead professor from his university time. “It’s not stupid to make a mistake, but it is stupid to repeat it.”
He shook his head before continuing.
“Whatever the barrier is supposed to protect us from, it is still out there. Otherwise the barrier would likely be gone already. It looks like somebody locked us behind it for our own good. At least that is the current opinion of the scientific corps. Therefore, we should pool the energy we have remaining and equip ourselves for the future.
“With the removal of the cap above us, we have been given a chance. We can use huge mirrors to bring sunlight back to earth. We should ask ourselves what we want to see when we do so—a battlefield covered in thousands of dead, or a unified humanity moving into the future?
“The danger has not yet arrived, but it doesn’t come from here. It comes from the stars. And it will only be solved by science, just like there was only a scientific solution to the problem of the barrier. To this end, the three-plus-thousand-strong scientific community gathered here has decided on the following conditions, which, by the way, were agreed upon unanimously.
“We will only continue our work if all combat operations immediately stop. The Chinese are to be included in all plans. And all parties, including us, sit together at a table to decide what will happen next, to the benefit of all who have survived on Earth. If these are not agreed to, we will immediately stop our work until they are.”
Monty lowered the handset on the end of its spiral cord now that he had delivered the official part of the message and looked at Johannes, whose eyes were pointing at the sky, watching the aircraft. The jets came from both sides and passed each other in the middle—without firing. In the distance, the glow of the Chinese missile faded. With no explosion, no unleashing of hell—at least for now.
Maybe there was still a chance for reason, for which the world had fought so long. The future would reveal that. Monty had the unerring feeling that this future would arrive very soon, and that they would need everything and everyone to confront it. Perhaps even the warships around them.





AFTERWORD
    

Dear Reader,
Many thanks for coming with me on this journey with Putra, Rodea, and Montgomery, although that of Putra was a little briefer. But life is a roller coaster, and not every roller coaster is the same length. Only a few readers know it, but in 2017 I authored a short story about a father and daughter fleeing an unknown danger. Their objective is the tower of a great magician. The fascinating thing about this story is that it takes place in a fantasy setting after ‘good’ has lost, and ‘evil’ has snuffed out the sun. The story unfolds in complete, impenetrable darkness, where something shadowy and intangible lurks. Even back then, I thought that such a story could be set in my favorite genre, science fiction—although obviously without magic or demons.
This meant I was very open to science fiction author Brandon Q. Morris, who contacted me at the beginning of the year to talk about a joint project. We had known each other for a long time. We met at short notice in February in Bangkok, where it became clear to me that I could envision us working well together. He suggested writing about a mysterious barrier that reflected all electromagnetic radiation, and I was immediately reminded of my short story and hopped on board without hesitation.
Now the time has come, and you are holding my half of the work in your hands. From Brandon you will read The Wall: Eternal Day, which reveals what happens on the other side of the barrier. I very much enjoyed reading his story. Our perspectives on the barrier became very different—after all, Brandon was seeing it from the moon, and I was seeing it from Earth—which hopefully means there are always new facets to the problem of the barrier for our readers to discover.
Authoring this book was lots of fun, even though it was challenging for me as an author. Working without light is at least as difficult for a writer as for a theater director. But we grow from our challenges, and so ideas for the continuation of the story were occurring to me, even as Brandon and I were in the midst of writing our manuscripts. Whoever or whatever is responsible for the barrier has left a message, but what exactly does it mean? We will find out in the next part of the story.
As ever, I will inform you about new releases in my newsletter: www.joshuatcalvert.com
If you have enjoyed this book, I would very much appreciate a short positive rating on Amazon. It takes only a few minutes, and it is a big help. Many thanks!
Review it now on Amazon.
Yours in fiction,
Joshua T. Calvert
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AMDR: Air and Missile Defense Radar used by the U.S. Navy.
APC: Armored personnel carrier.
Badjo Kima: A village in Northeast Sulawesi.
CIA: Central Intelligence Agency, foreign intelligence service of the United States.
ESA: European Space Agency.
FPI: Front Pembela Islam, Islamic Defenders Front, a militant Islamic organization headquartered in Jakarta that maintains paramilitary units and is a kind of Indonesian mafia with extensive contacts in politics and business.
HEILA: High Energy Infrared Laser Array, infrared laser in Hawaii.
Humvee: All-terrain vehicle used by the U.S. Army, aka Hummer High Mobility Multipurpose Wheeled Vehicle (HMMWV).
LEO: Low Earth Orbit.
LIGO: Laser Interferometer Gravitational-wave Observatory located in Hanford, Washington, and Livingston, Louisiana.
LISA: Laser Interferometer Space Antenna, ESA gravitational wave detector in space.
NSA: National Security Agency, foreign intelligence service of the United States.
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Starfish Prime: U.S. project from the 1960s to test nuclear weapons at high Earth orbit.
Treaty of Incheon: treaty relating to the distribution of oil and gas fields in the Celebes Sea between the Philippines and Indonesia.
UPTD: Unit Pelaksana Teknis Daerah, Regional Technical Implementation Unit (Indonesia).
Vory: Vory v Zakone, (Thieves in Law) Russian mafia.
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JANUARY 1, 2035 – MOON BASE UNITY
 “Just go already, you stubborn mule!”
Maxim Goncharov pressed the accelerator down and clenched the handlebars tightly with both hands. Dense clouds of dust rose on both sides of the rover, but it wouldn’t budge from its spot. Nothing was helping! Maxim dismounted, swinging his left leg over the rear end of the vehicle, which looked something like a moped except that it had two seats and four wheels. He stood to one side and felt his boots sink a few centimeters into the moon dust.
Always the same story. How many times had he gotten stuck in this same trench? Continuous bombardment by radiation and meteorites from space had transformed the regolith—the loose, rocky covering on the moon’s surface —into dust. Gravity gripped the uniformly gray material and pulled it down the sides of Mons Malapert, which lay in front of him, and the stuff was continually accumulating in this trench that didn’t even have an official name because it was at most 20 meters deep and astronomers on Earth had never even noticed it before. And, the stupid thing was located right in the path between the moon base and the solar panels on the mountain’s summit.
“Ken, do you copy? Maxim here.”
All he could hear on the radio channel was noise. Why was he always counting on miracles? Since this side of the mountain had a protrusion that blocked a direct line of sight, he knew he shouldn’t have bothered trying to call the base. The moon has no ionosphere to reflect radio waves, so there was no way for his signal to reach the base without a direct line of sight.
Maxim took a few steps away from the rover. The ground was still very soft here, he noted with a deep sigh. Once again, this was going to be a lot of work. In the three months since beginning his stint at the base, he had already cleared the moondust from this trench three times. The solar panels on the summit supplied the station with vital energy, so one of them had to check the panels every day for signs of any potential problems. If those down on Earth would just keep their word and send them the equipment to set up a WLAN here, they wouldn’t have to drive out to the panels every day! But the repeaters they needed were still at some spaceport, waiting for their transport to be launched.
He would just have to call Kenjiro from some place higher up. The sooner he reported what needed to be done, the quicker he could get Yue in on the plan. How long would it take for them to get to him this time? Since they were constantly understaffed, they were behind by at least six months in upgrading the base. Actually, Unity should have been fully autonomous by now. But they were still a long way from that. How long could they survive without fresh supplies from Earth? Two weeks?
Maxim banged on the plastic of the handlebars. There was no sound—no atmosphere equals no sound. But as unfriendly to life as the moon was, at least its low gravity was sometimes helpful. Maxim positioned himself next to the rover. The vehicle had an Earth weight of about 200 kilograms. He found a grip under the rear seat cushion with his left hand, and with his right, he grabbed a handlebar.
“And... push!” he shouted to himself as he tried to move the rover out of the dust.
“Ow!” The right front wheel banged against his shin, causing Maxim to clench his teeth. That was going to leave a bruise. Even at a sixth of its weight on Earth, the rover was still no feather. There was a hissing sound in his helmet. His spacesuit had automatically activated the cooling system. Maxim tried to slowly walk backward, still clutching the rover and trying to drag it free. His arm muscles hurt. He should’ve been more faithful about his exercises. Yue, the master and manager of all the numbers, was always warning him about that.
Then he hit an obstacle. It must have been a stone hidden under the moon dust. The heel of his right boot banged against it. The backward movement that his body had been intuitively expecting was arrested in mid-step. Maxim had to react with his left leg—he needed to tighten those muscles as quickly as possible to stabilize himself, but he didn’t react soon enough. His center of gravity moved downward toward where his feet were. His knees buckled, he lost his balance, and he fell.
Everything happened in slow motion. Gravity wasn’t dragging him down as strongly as it would have on Earth, but it was just as relentless. Only a miracle of physics could have stopped him from falling. First, his rear end hit the ground. At least the moon dust cushioned his fall a little. He had instinctively let go of the rover so that he could try to catch himself by putting his arms behind him, but he hadn’t done it quickly enough. He wasn’t able to stop his fall with his arms. His whole body toppled onto the ground like a fallen-down tree, and the rover, which he had started to drag down with him before letting go, fell onto his abdomen and pushed him further down into the dust with its additional 35 kilograms of weight. Something snapped in his right arm.
This can’t be happening! He tried to pull his arm out from behind himself quickly—bad idea! The pain almost made him black out. His field of vision narrowed to a tunnel, and he felt the contents of his stomach making their way back up, but he quickly focused on his surroundings with all the energy he could muster.
He couldn’t lose consciousness. He must not vomit. Who knew what had happened to his suit in the fall? If he blacked out, he might never wake up again. The fear of that kept him alert. His pulse slowed. Maxim started breathing once more. He lay on his back and stared up into the blackness of space. The suit wasn’t giving him any warning signals, so it must not have been damaged. Everything was going to be okay. He would rest there for three minutes, and then he would slowly get up and make his way to the summit.
    
Three minutes turned into five, then seven. Maxim counted the seconds. He wasn’t about to move his arm to check his watch. Why did it have to be his right arm? He would have to gather all his strength. As soon as he moved, the pain returned. Carefully he moved his chin to his chest. There she was—Earth. The sides of Mons Malapert were among the few places on the moon that had nearly continuous illumination from the sun, and thus were almost always visible from his home planet. That was one of the primary reasons the base had been built where it was. The Earth was 385,000 kilometers away, just a short hop on the grand scale of space, but it was much too far away for them to reach. Irina was waiting for him there. They’d only gotten married two years ago. She had a birthday coming up and he had promised to be back with her for the one after that.
Maxim groaned and turned his head slightly to the left. The sun shined there like a white gemstone, lighting up the mountain nine out of every ten days. That was why the solar panels had been placed on the summit. He was supposed to be checking them in a few hours.
There, that would have to do. He closed his eyes briefly to collect himself.
One. Two. Three.
He used his left arm to support himself and sat up. The rover slid a little way downward and came to rest on his legs. Instinctively the muscles of his right arm tried to follow his movements. Pain shot upward from his lower arm to his right shoulder. He groaned again. At least Wayne was far away and couldn’t hear him. The American would’ve liked this opportunity to make fun of him. Nonsense. He would’ve been happy to see anyone—even Wayne—coming toward him on another rover at that moment, preferably on the cargo rover that they usually used just for moving the raw materials for the 3D printer. If he could make it into the back of the cargo rover, he wouldn’t have to move his arm.
But Wayne wasn’t there. Nobody was there, only the rover. He would have to use it, and with both of his hands. The handlebars wobbled too much whenever he had tried to use the rover with only one hand before.
First he had to get the vehicle off his legs. With his left arm, he pushed it farther down toward his feet. He hoped he wouldn’t be tearing holes in his suit. But the fabric didn’t tear. He had already fallen on the ground and the rover had landed on him. Nothing had happened to the spacesuit yet, so it would probably be okay. He pulled his legs up toward his chest. The rover rubbed against the air-filled fabric past his lower legs and got stuck briefly on the lip of his hard boot. After a good shove with his left hand, it landed.
Time to stand up, Maxim.
Now, go slow, don’t do anything else stupid.
Again, he’d need to use his left arm for support. He tried to put his broken right arm out of his mind, but the immediate jolt of pain made that impossible. Nevertheless, he was able to get to his knees.
Ugh. You’re almost there, Maxim.
He remembered how his father had pushed him relentlessly. He’d hated it when he was a kid. But it had eventually helped him grow beyond his own limitations, and was probably the main reason he had ended up a paratrooper and finally a cosmonaut in space. The best-paid job anyone could get in the military. He hadn’t flown to the moon for fame or out of curiosity. It had been purely about the money. He wanted to be a good husband for Irina.
Go, Maxim, stop thinking, just do it!
Maxim, don’t be a crybaby!
Get up, goddammit!
Maxim stood up. He used his left arm to support himself briefly on the tipped-over rover. He was standing. He was wobbling a little, but he was standing.
Ha! Did you see that, Dad?
Now the rover.
No, first a plan. He had to be realistic. With his broken arm, he wasn’t going to be able to get back down the mountain to the base. But even if he could reach base by radio, help wouldn’t get to him for at least two hours. He wasn’t alone on the moon. There were six of them at the base. He either needed to get past the protrusion on the side of the mountain below him, or he had to go farther up until he had a direct line of sight to the base again. But if he went down, he’d have to cross the trench again. And what if he got stuck again? Although everything was pulling him back toward the base, it seemed to make more sense for him to go up the mountain.
How far? He tried to solve the problem in his head. The base was on a plateau at an elevation of 3,000 meters, and he was currently located at about 4,200 meters. The protrusion was... No, he didn’t know enough. They would have to map out all the radio dead zones in their surroundings sometime. He couldn’t forget to have Yue put that task down on the plan.
So, the rover. The vehicle was still on its side. He clenched his teeth, which didn’t do much to help him ignore the pain. He pulled the rover up with his left hand, his right foot in front of the front wheel so that it wouldn’t slide away. The seat was full of dust, but that didn’t matter. He had to climb on somehow—one step at a time. Maxim positioned himself next to the rover, held tightly to the center of the handlebars with his left hand, and then swung his left leg onto the other side.
Ha, he was back in the saddle again. Anyone who saw him now wouldn’t have believed that he had just broken his arm. Maxim took a deep breath. He turned his body so that his right hand came to rest on the handlebar without having to lift his arm. Next he needed to grip the handlebar. Now! His hand opened and closed. The pain was unbelievable. It was so strong that he couldn’t even feel if he was holding on to the handlebar or not. He had to look down to convince himself. Yes, it should work.
Carefully he pressed down on the accelerator. Without a sound, the rover started moving. Only the motor’s vibrations, which he could feel underneath him, gave evidence that it wasn’t magic that was moving the vehicle. He drove faster. How far up the mountain did he need to go? Would 500 meters be enough? First, he selected the direct route. The rover had been designed to handle 30-degree inclines. The Germans had found some way to make that possible.
Neither the American nor the Russian rover prototypes had been able to handle inclines of more than 20 degrees. It had annoyed him at the time, because waiting for that technology had delayed the whole project. He blamed the Germans for wasting time and making it possible for the Mars colony to step in and take all their sponsors. Since then, nearly all the money was going to Mars, leaving only ‘crumbs’ for the formerly magnificent moon base.
But now here he was, sitting on the rover that could manage an unbelievable 30 degrees—a product of the legendary German automobile industry. Everyone in Russia wanted to drive a German car, and now he was driving one himself.
Then the rover started to slow down, even though he hadn’t let up on the accelerator. Even with large studs, the tires could no longer get enough traction on the smooth, slippery rock. The display on the handlebars showed an incline angle of 25 degrees. He shouldn’t try to overdo it. Maxim turned the handlebars slightly to the left. He could also make switchbacks across the mountain to get higher.
He almost immediately realized his error. A big mistake. He should’ve turned right. The base was to the west of the summit. To the north, where he was headed now, the inclinations were significantly greater than 27 degrees, in some parts even steeper than 32 degrees. To the south, he would have to deal with hills of 22 degrees at most. Shit. He had to go back. Maxim turned the handlebars as far to the right as they would go.
The rover skidded a bit, but the tires were finally able to find grip again. The rear end of the vehicle, however, continued to swing around. It was heavier than the front, and its inertia kept turning the entire vehicle so that now he was driving down at an angle. Maxim tried to brake, but the tires skidded. He turned to the left. The pain was unbearable as the rover continued to swerve and pull. Where was the famous German engineering when he needed it? Didn’t the stupid thing have anti-lock brakes or electronic stability control? He continued, without success, trying to stabilize the rover. He skidded back and forth, and then he came to a steep hill that dropped a hundred meters or so, almost straight down.
It was only a small crater. It probably wasn’t even visible on satellite images. But falling a hundred meters into a crater, that wasn’t going to turn out well. Maybe the chasm would turn out to be even deeper. Maxim couldn’t see how deep it was because the crater’s base was shrouded in eternal darkness. It could be as cold as minus 155 degrees in there. That was what they’d learned about such craters here at the South Pole when they’d been searching for water. Atiya had taught them everything there was to know about that.
He and the rover were careening down the crater’s slope before he’d even realized it. Maxim was amazed at how many thoughts could go through his head in such a short period of time. He tried to press the accelerator and the brake at the same time. That must’ve been the fear of death, the panic, overtaking him.
Not me, fear. You won’t get me that easily.
“Help,” he yelled.
Maybe someone was already out looking for him.
“Help! I’m falling into a crater north-northwest of the summit. Depth unknown. Total darkness at the bottom.”
That was all. Irina would never see him again. With every second, the rover was skidding faster downhill. Maxim was nevertheless still able to think objectively. If he wanted to survive this, he couldn’t let the rover fall on him again. He had to jump off to create distance between himself and the vehicle. It was crazy. He was falling into a crater!
‘Do it, Maxim, jump!’ he heard his father shout. ‘Now!’
He jumped.
Then he fell.
And finally, he stopped with a thud against the bottom. The pain was a dull ache this time.
Maxim blacked out.





JANUARY 1, 2035 – MARS SHIP ARES
“Hello?”
The voice from the loudspeaker was barely audible above the noise. The picture on the screen was choppy, streaky, and stopped repeatedly. Dammit. Judith had been so looking forward to the conversation, and now the connection was terrible.
“Lisa, is that you?”
She made a fist and looked out of the small porthole to her left. Just then, the black face of the moon moved to the right, away from the blue-white disk of her home planet. They were so far away that she couldn’t make out the greenish-brownish color of the continents anymore. But according to the calculations, Lisa and the kids would have just started their morning routine on the left edge of the Earth’s sphere.
“Lisa?” she said again into the microphone.
Please, Lisa, say something. Soon the signal propagation time would be so long that they wouldn’t be able to hold conversations anymore, and they would only be able to send recordings to each other.
“Ms. Rosenberg, can you hear me? It’s me, Marcia.”
She still couldn’t see anything on the screen, but the voice was unmistakable. It was the au pair, who helped Lisa three days a week, now that she wasn’t there to help out with the work.
“Can you get Lisa, please?”
They had agreed to a time, but Judith knew how it was. Three and five-year-olds didn’t hold themselves to agreements. Probably Max had just stubbed his toe, or Peter had another nosebleed. How much she would’ve given to be there now to hold a tissue on his nose.
“She’s upstairs with Max right now, but I’ll go switch places with her.”
Suddenly the screen showed a camera image. Judith saw Marcia’s back. The au pair walked up the stairs and disappeared from the camera’s view. Judith suddenly felt like a stalker, watching something she wasn’t supposed to. Or wasn’t supposed to anymore. It was still her house too—they had bought it together. But for the next two years, it would belong only to Lisa and the kids. She couldn’t do anything about it. And that was how she’d wanted it, too.
Two legs in jeans came into the camera picture. They walked down the stairs, and with every step she saw more of Lisa. Soon all of her was there in front of her. She looked tired. Maybe Max had suffered another stomachache last night. Judith felt her face break into a smile. She couldn’t help it. She noticed her smile on the little video display of herself that the communicator superimposed on the screen down at the bottom right. Every morning and every night, Judith sat in front of a mirror and contorted her face into grins and smiles. It was a mental health technique that she’d been taught to do back when she was in training. But it looked much different than the smile she saw at that moment in the miniature picture.
Lisa sat down and took a deep breath. Judith gave her some time. Her sweetheart had the more difficult job at the moment. Of course, Judith wished that Max and Peter would ask for her as often as possible, but at the same time, she hoped that she wasn’t too much of a burden on Lisa. Therefore, they had agreed that she would talk to the boys only when one of them explicitly asked for it.
“Sorry that I wasn’t down here at the right time,” Lisa said.
Judith shook her head. “Everyday craziness, I know what it’s like. Here I’ve got all the time in the world. Would later be a better time to talk?”
“No, I’ve got time. Marcia’s watching both of them now. I’m happy she’s here. That was a good idea. Max threw up last night just after midnight.”
“A virus? I hope Peter doesn’t get it too.”
“I don’t think so. He was visiting with old Mrs. Reynolds at her place for half an hour yesterday.”
“Did she feed him popcorn again?”
“Looked like it. I’ll have to have another word with her today.”
“Yeah, you’ll have to. I know the old lady means well, but if she can’t honor our agreements, Max shouldn’t be allowed to go to her house anymore.”
“Yesterday I wanted to go to the store, and he wouldn’t get into his car seat no matter what I tried. Mrs. Reynolds saw what was going on and offered to watch him while I went. At the time I was just thankful for her help. Last night, not so much.”
“I understand. I’m sorry.”
“I don’t want to complain. Marcia’s been a big help. And the boys are getting bigger every day, and slowly a little more reasonable. So, what’s new with you?”
Lisa was right. Max and Peter were growing and learning every day. She probably wouldn’t even recognize them when she returned in two years. Judith refused to cry. By no means was she going to let herself fall apart in front of the camera. This is what she had wanted.
Judith swallowed. “Not much going on here. Mike’s had his moments, like always, François’s working on his muscles, and Giordi’s upgrading the ship.”
“What’s Mike’s problem this time?”
Judith looked around, but she was alone in the command center. Michael was probably still sleeping in his cocoon. He was off duty this shift. “The New York Times did a long feature story about us. He feels like he wasn’t shown enough recognition or appreciation.”
“I read that yesterday before I went to sleep and thought it was very well-balanced.”
“He thinks I put myself too front and center. Since then he’s only talked to me when absolutely necessary.”
“You?” Lisa laughed. “I guess he doesn’t know you very well, then.”
“I think it doesn’t matter what I do. He simply cannot deal with the fact that he’s not leading this mission.”
“You’re probably right. I hope you’re able to not take it personally.”
“I’m trying. And I’m setting the shift schedules so we have to see each other as little as possible.”
“That’s a good idea, my dear.”
“I just have to not overdo it. Otherwise he’ll notice and have another reason to get upset about nothing.”
There was a high-pitched shriek from the loudspeaker. Lisa turned away from the camera. Marcia was apparently shouting something from upstairs.
“Oh, now Peter’s crying too. Marcia thinks he might’ve stepped on a Lego.”
“I guess you should get up there, Lisa.”
“I know. Can we talk tomorrow morning? I’ve got a meeting at JPL later and don’t know how long it’ll be.”
“With Whittaker? Tell him hi from me.”
“I’ll do that.”
Lisa turned around. “I’m coming, Marcia!” Then she turned back to the camera. “I love you.”
“I love you too.”
Judith tapped on the screen and ended the call.





JANUARY 2, 2035 – MOON BASE UNITY
Jonathan was kneeling on the ground. “He must’ve been here. Oh, look, he must’ve been kneeling right here. The tracks fit perfectly.”
“No shit, Sherlock,” Wayne said, “but he’s not here now, is he?” The American, who was still sitting on the rover’s driver’s seat, turned to his left and then to his right.
“The same thing that just happened to us must’ve happened to him too,” Jonathan said.
“You mean he was as stupid as the two of us, and got stuck in this damn dust-filled trench?”
“I warned you it might be too thick. The stuff really builds up here. We need to come up with a better solution. Maybe a bridge or something.”
“Hey, who’s the engineer here?”
“So, do your job, Mr. Engineer,” Jonathan said. “Then you won’t have to listen to any more stupid ideas from a dumb doctor.”
“You’re right, Jon. Now come here and help me get this thing out of this stuff.”
    
It took the two of them at least ten minutes to free the rover. Even without any load, the cargo rover weighed almost a ton.
“Now what?” Wayne asked.
Jonathan took a few steps forward until he was standing right in front of Wayne, whose face was no longer obscured by all the reflections from the sun and Earth. Wayne looked sad. He’d never seen the American look that way. He wasn’t giving up, was he? It was just after midnight. Maxim’s oxygen supplies would have lasted at least two hours—even longer if he were unconscious. And he had to be unconscious, because he wasn’t responding to their calls. Jonathan wasn’t going to consider any other reasons.
“Earth to Jon, I asked you a question, buddy.”
He winced. Of course. Where had Maxim gone from here? The tracks at the trench’s upper edge showed that he must’ve gotten his rover back on its wheels. Jonathan lit up the tracks with his flashlight. Then he knelt.
“Are we gonna say a prayer now?” Wayne asked.
He shouldn’t take him seriously. His colleague was only trying to mask his fear. Jonathan bent forward. The tire tracks began out of nothing. The moon had no wind or rain to wash anything away. This is where Maxim must’ve set the rover upright again. The tracks then went a few centimeters uphill. Then there was a slight shift. Ha! Here’s where Maxim got on, he thought. The tracks first continued upward toward the summit, but then they ended on the bare rock.
“He didn’t make it to the top,” Jonathan said, this time thinking out loud.
“You don’t say.”
Jonathan opened the toolkit on his thigh and took out a plastic-coated map of the elevation lines.
“A map? Why don’t you look on your display?” Wayne asked.
“The data on this map wasn’t licensed to NASA. It came from a private Israeli supplier, probably wanted too much money for NASA’s budget people. Your digital version has much less information.”
He could see Wayne coming closer out of the corner of his eye. He spread out the map so that the American could also see it. “You see, here you have the south side of Mons Malapert, our normal route. Completely safe, no incline greater than 20 degrees, no surprises.”
“That’s why it’s our normal route.”
Wayne was not understanding what he was trying to say. “By that, I mean that Maxim would have reached the top if he had taken the southern route,” he explained. “Conversely, that means—”
“He must’ve tried the northern side of the mountain,” Wayne interrupted.
Jonathan wasn’t annoyed, just relieved. The main thing was that Wayne finally got it. “And now look,” he said and pointed to an elliptical, bright red spot. “There’s a small crater very close to here. Its slope must be almost ninety degrees.”
“But couldn’t he have just gone around the crater?” Wayne asked. “The incline is only twenty-five degrees here at the top. Any rover could handle that easily.”
“What if he was injured from the first fall and was having trouble steering?”
“Then why wouldn’t he have just gone down again, back to the base?”
“Maybe he wanted to call for help by radio. I’m sure you’ve noticed that we can’t contact the base from here.”
“You’re good at this, Jon,” Wayne said. “If we find Maxim in that crater, I’ll build you a bridge.”
“I thought you were an engineer, not a dentist,” Jonathan teased.
Wayne climbed on the rover and invited him to take the seat behind him.
    
The crater was not far away. They stopped at a safe distance. Jonathan got off the rover, walked to the edge, and pointed the flashlight beam downward. The beam didn’t reach the bottom.
“Wait a minute. I’ll attach a rope to you, and then you can start climbing down,” Wayne said.
Jonathan didn’t like major heights or drops, and the others knew that. He nodded.
“Or do you want me to go?” Wayne asked.
“No. I’m the doctor. If he’s hurt, it’d be better if I got there first.”
He had spoken the last part to himself more than to his colleague, but Wayne nodded anyway. Jon hoped he’d still be able to help. More than six hours had passed since Maxim had left the base. Yue was the first to think that something must’ve happened to him. Maxim always followed the rules, so it had seemed very strange to her when he missed his hourly check-in call.
Wayne’s long shadow moved across the gray rock, the projection so precisely defined that Jon was reminded of a shadow play. Wayne got the rope out of the rover’s side compartment and attached the end with a carabiner to a hook on the rover’s rear end. Then he gave the other end to Jonathan, who grabbed it and hooked it onto a loop on his belt.
“The rover will hold you,” Wayne said. “But be careful.”
“It’s only a hundred meters.”
“Just a thirty-story high-rise.”
“Thanks for pointing that out.”
Wayne gave a short laugh. “My offer’s still good. But you’re right. It’d be better if you are the one. You’re the doctor. I wouldn’t be able to tell if we should move him or not.”
Move him? That wasn’t even the right question to be asking yet, Jonathan thought. If they couldn’t find and get to Maxim, then he was as good as gone. He pulled the rope taut with his right hand and coiled the remaining length of rope in his left. Then, slowly, he backed over the edge and began walking backward down the steep hill, keeping the rope taut. He looked up and counted his steps so that he wouldn’t turn around and have to look at the long, dark way down. He only weighed 15 kilograms here on the moon, so the rope cut into his hand less than he had feared it would.
    
He was making good progress. They had practiced rappelling in a canyon in Arizona during their training on Earth. It’d been the two worst days of his life. But here on the moon, he thought, he might’ve even been able to enjoy this—if the purpose of his descent hadn’t been this critical.
“You’re doing well,” Wayne reported.
“How far am I?”
“I’m guessing twenty meters, about.”
“Oh.”
He had counted a hundred steps. Apparently they’d been smaller steps than he thought. He’d never make it to the bottom like this. He’d have to start taking bigger steps immediately. He gradually started to sweat. The ventilation fan turned on. The sensor must’ve noticed the inside of his helmet visor beginning to fog up.
    
“Maxim, do you copy? It’s me, Jonathan.”
No answer. He was now 80 meters down in the crater. Should he jump the rest of the way? He estimated how fast he’d be going if he jumped 20 meters. About 30 kilometers per hour—that was much too fast. The value surprised him. He’d always thought of the moon’s gravity as harmless. What did that mean for Maxim? If he had fallen from the top and was accelerated by the moon’s gravity at 1.6 meters per second squared, he would have hit the bottom at over 60 km/h.
He really should stop doing so many calculations. A doctor who could calculate physical variables in his head had been deemed unacceptable by his boss at the hospital. But Jonathan had never understood why his boss thought it was better to just trust his gut instinct. Jonathan mentally replaced Maxim with an Olympic diver jumping into the water from the ten-meter platform. A good 50 km/h final velocity. Indeed, a nice thick layer of dust had collected at the base of the crater, and that could have cushioned Maxim’s fall. And maybe he hadn’t fallen from the very top. I should be concentrating on my own descent, he thought.
“Wayne, can you still see me?”
“Yeah, but you’re just about to disappear into shadow.”
“Good to know.”
It was getting dark around him. It seemed as if a ravenous shadow monster was climbing out of the depths to devour him. When the darkness reached his shoulders, Jonathan stopped briefly. It was a terrifying but also fascinating picture, just a head bobbing above a sea of shadow with a surface tilted by a few degrees. The shadow seemed to possess an almost physical force.
Jonathan felt the urgent need to take a deep breath before he submerged himself into the darkness. “Wish me luck. I’m going into the shadow now,” he said into the radio.
“You remember you’ve got a headlamp, right?”
Of course. He’d completely forgotten. Jonathan quickly turned on the lamp on his helmet, and the ghostly effect disappeared. He took a few steps backward. The lamp wasn’t able to completely get rid of the darkness. Now he felt somewhat like a cave explorer. Wherever he turned his head, a path opened up like magic.
Jonathan stopped again. It was time to face his surroundings. Slowly he turned around. The rope wrapped halfway around his body. He moved his head and scanned the bottom of the crater with the lamp’s beam. In the best case, he wouldn’t find anything at all. Maybe Maxim had already returned to the base long ago. Nobody would have been able to tell them if that were the case. They hadn’t been in radio contact for some time.
Then he stopped—the scanning light beam had just illuminated a leg. Jonathan turned his head to bring the light back to the leg and lifted his line of sight slightly. Now his lamp lit up a body in a spacesuit. Maxim! He was lying curled up like a baby down at the bottom, with his right arm bent unnaturally outward to the side.
“I found him!”
“How is he?”
“Just a minute.”
Jonathan started running down the slope. Suddenly it didn’t bother him anymore to be facing the steep drop. Down below, his friend was waiting to be rescued—at least that was what he hoped!
    
Jonathan knelt over Maxim. The suit appeared to have survived the fall, and the helmet glass didn’t show any signs of scratches or cracks. Carefully he took hold of the computer on Maxim’s wrist. It showed that the life support system was working. Maxim wasn’t moving and had his eyes closed, but he was still breathing and there was still oxygen.
“He’s alive!”
“That’s a relief,” Wayne said. “I was just imagining us wearing our uniforms and standing in front of Irina’s door to express our condolences.”
They had met his wife during training, when every candidate had been allowed two visits from family. Jonathan remembered a graceful, thin woman with an almost ethereal radiance, who would see Maxim again. The life support data showed that his state wasn’t critical, but that didn’t rule out broken bones or internal injuries.
Jonathan moved Maxim’s right arm in close to his side. He wanted to get it into a stable position.
“Mmm, carefurry... dere,” a voice suddenly slurred in his ear.
Jonathan jumped in surprise. Maxim was conscious! He put the arm down, and Maxim groaned.
“My righ...,” he mumbled.
“I know, your right arm’s broken.”
Jonathan looked at Maxim’s face behind the helmet glass. There was a thin, dark streak running down from the left side of his mouth. He must’ve been injured in the fall. In the best case, maybe he had just bitten his tongue. In the worst case... Jonathan didn’t want to think about it.
“Wayne and me, we’re going to get you back to the base,” he said in the calmest voice he could muster. “Everything’s going to be okay. Is anything hurt other than your arm? I can’t examine you here.”
Maxim moved his left arm and both legs, then shook his head.
“Good. I need you to try to stand up. Very slowly.”
“My righ... ar...”
“I know. I’m going to help you as much as I can.”
Maxim supported himself with his left arm and tried to push himself up, while Jonathan wrapped his arms around Maxim’s abdomen and pulled him up. After some effort, he was standing, wobbling, next to Jonathan.
“Anything hurt now?”
Maxim glanced at his right arm.
“Nothing else? Man, you were really lucky!”
Jonathan felt as if he could’ve run up the crater wall without a rope.
“Now we just need to get you back to the top. Probably best if you go in front of me, then I can support you from behind.”
    
“Okay, Wayne, we’re coming up now.”
“I’m already sitting on the rover to add a bit more weight.”
“Maxim? I’ll give the command,” Jonathan said.
His colleague nodded.
“Left.”
Maxim shuffled his left foot forward as Jonathan pushed against it with his left foot.
“Right.”
They repeated the movement on the right side. Like a caterpillar with only two pairs of legs, they shuffled their way up the steep wall. The right steps were somewhat shorter, because they had to be more careful due to Maxim’s broken arm. Maxim emerged from the shadow-filled sea first.
“Thaa-nk y... you. I th... thought I’d n... never see the su... sun again...”
“There it is, buddy. There it is.”
    
“One... two... three... Go!”
On Wayne’s mark, they lifted Maxim over the edge of the rover’s cargo bed. Jonathan had strapped Maxim’s broken arm to his belt, but the Russian groaned when they set him down. He had offered to administer an injection of painkillers, but that would’ve damaged the suit, so Maxim had declined.
“Now what?” Wayne asked.
“Someone’s got to go back and retrieve the rover,” Maxim said. “I hope it’s still usable.”
Ah, his speech is already improving—that’s a good sign, the doctor thought.
“For that, we’ll have to get you off this rover first,” Wayne said.
“We’ll drive as fast as we can to the base and unload you there,” Jonathan said.
“We should go to the summit. Someone’s still got to check the solar panels,” Maxim said.
That fit him. A job was a job. If the solar panels were supposed to be checked today, then they should be checked, no matter what.
“I’d rather give you a thorough checkup first,” Jonathan said. “Concussions are nothing to joke about.”
“Couldn’t you do that at the outpost on the summit too?”
The outpost was a small building right next to the solar installation. Its equipment included a portable emergency kit.
“I’d rather take you to my medical station,” Jonathan said.
“Do I have to pull rank on you?”
“I’m the doctor, and I’ve got the last word when it comes to medical questions.”
“Please, Jon? It’s just a small detour. A couple of hours won’t matter in the end. Then I’ll be able to sleep in peace. I promise I’ll take it easy for 24 hours after that.”
A 24-hour recovery after a serious fall sounded like a joke, but Maxim actually believed he was offering a fair trade. If his arm had suffered a complicated fracture, he’d probably never agree to surgery.
“Fine, we’ll go to the summit. But as soon as we get back to base, you’ll recognize my authority as the medical doctor and do everything that I tell you. Agreed?”
Maxim didn’t answer.
“Agreed, Max? Otherwise we will return to base right now.”
“Yeah, yeah, fine, I’ll do what you say. When we get back to base, my body’s yours.”
Jonathan nodded. He’d heard just how Maxim had said the word when, and he knew him well enough to know that now he’d try to delay that time as long as possible.
    
The view from the summit was stunning. At that moment, he was thankful to Max for talking him into coming here. To the north and west, he saw countless small craters. The land there looked like it had been subjected to a long-lasting bombardment. In contrast, to the east he could see the enormous Scott crater, which was more than 100 kilometers across. Because other meteorite impacts had significantly worn it down, the walls of the even more massive Demonax crater could only just be made out beyond it. To the south, Mons Malapert spread out into a plain that was almost 2,000 meters higher than the mean elevation of the moon.
This plain contained the Shackleton crater, which had a diameter of 21 kilometers. It measured as much as four kilometers deep, and was close to the moon’s South Pole. Laser links for data transmissions were long ago supposed to have been set up on its sides, which were about a hundred kilometers apart, had the moon base’s upgrading not gotten so far behind schedule. But the moon was no longer as glamorous or sexy as it had once been, before humankind had gotten its eyes set on Mars. Jonathan didn’t envy the four-person crew that was currently underway to the Red Planet. But if Unity had been given just half of that mission’s budget, the moon base could’ve been self-sufficient a long time ago.
“Are you coming?” Wayne asked.
The American was standing with an arm around Maxim in front of the airlock that led into the outpost, which resembled an oversized mushroom. It looked as if they were dropping off a drunken friend with his family.
“You make a lovely couple,” Jonathan said.
“Fuck you,” Wayne said.
He used the F-word often, but he didn’t mean anything by it. And he was always very careful not to use it if Atiya or Yue were within hearing distance, which contradicted his claim that it always just slipped out. Wayne probably just thought cursing was fun.
“Wasn’t there a famous cowboy with your name?” Jonathan asked.
Wayne pressed the button that opened the airlock. The door slid to the side. Thin tendrils of mist greeted them, the remains of the air inside the lock, its moisture immediately freezing.
“His name was John Wayne, but he was just a movie actor who played cowboys, not a real cowboy.”
It was tight in the airlock. He usually came here by himself. He liked it here. Not having to see another face for a few hours helped to relax and rejuvenate him.
    
“Get that suit off, Maxim, and lie down over there,” Wayne said and pointed to the only couch in the room. Relative to its outer dimensions, the outpost’s living area was surprisingly small. That was due to the thick insulation that humans needed as protection from cosmic radiation. The ratio of the outside diameter to the inside diameter was about the same as a cherry to its pit.
He helped Maxim over to the couch, took off his helmet, and pulled in a motherly manner at his suit. With a broken right arm, getting out of a spacesuit was very difficult. Wayne opened all the zippers and snaps. Then he pulled on Maxim’s left glove until his left arm was freed.
“Come here, Jon. Help him keep his right arm up.”
The doctor obeyed the request. Wayne pulled on Maxim’s right glove. The top part of the suit finally swung open.
“I’ll take care of the bottom part myself,” Maxim said.
“You sure?” Wayne asked.
“Yes, Mom.”
“I’d like to give you a dose of pain medicine first,” Jonathan said.
“I’ve got nothing against that.”
“I’ll report to Yue about what’s happened,” Wayne said, “and then I’ll go out and take a look at those solar panels.”
    
“I’ve got good news and bad news,” Wayne said when he returned to the outpost.
Jonathan put a finger in front of his lips and then pointed at Maxim. His patient had been sleeping for half an hour, and he had almost fallen asleep too while waiting for Wayne to return.
Wayne put his helmet back on his head. That’s a good idea, Jonathan thought, and he looked around for his helmet. They could talk to each other via radio without disturbing Maxim.
“So, first, tell me how he’s doing,” Wayne said, pointing to the injured Maxim.
“Well, as far as I can tell, it appears to be a simple fracture to the surgical neck of the humerus. He was really lucky because, other than the break, he only got a few contusions that’ll probably be sore for one, two weeks.”
“The ‘surgical neck?’”
“That’s the mechanical weak point of the humerus, right before the shaft, so just below the shoulder. I still need to check the nerves and arteries. There’s a small chance the fracture might’ve caused some problems there, but I’ll just have to wait and see.”
“How long will it take to heal?”
“If the X-ray doesn’t show anything else, he’ll have to keep the arm in a sling for three to six weeks.”
“He’s right-handed,” Wayne said.
“Yes, he’ll have to get used to some new ways of doing things. But walking away with nothing more serious than a broken arm after a free-fall of almost a hundred meters is a miracle, especially since he’d already broken the arm before the fall. Maxim’s got some crazy luck.”
“Well, Yue won’t be happy. This will just delay the work even longer. We wanted to be done with the greenhouse by the time the next transporter arrived.”
“I already talked to her. She doesn’t think it’s going to make any difference, anyway. Earth is just going to have to continue sending us supplies. It’s their own fault that they give us so few resources. But you said you had good and bad news for me?”
“Yeah, I’ve determined that the solar cells are degrading significantly slower than what was expected. But one of the fuel cell accumulators is leaking. That means we’re not harvesting as much energy as we could be.”
“But it’s still more than we need?”
“That’s right. But I guess the engineer in me is not satisfied with the loss of efficiency. So, I talked to Ken, and he had an idea on how I could fix the problem using just materials that are already here at the outpost now.”
“I’d like to get Maxim back to base first. Surely, we’ve got time to do that, don’t we?”
“Then it’d be at least two days before we could get back here.”
“But Maxim—”
“What are you two whispering about? I can see you saying my name.”
Shit, his patient had awakened. He needed more sleep than that. He removed his helmet and Wayne did the same.
“I told Jon that one of the fuel cells has a leak, but he wants to bring you back to base first.”
Thanks, Wayne. Jonathan already knew what Maxim was going to say next.
“The work’s got to come first, of course,” the injured Maxim said. “I’ll be fine here for a while. This couch is very comfortable. But you two will have to sleep on the floor, I’m afraid. There are emergency rations here, right?”
“Of course,” Wayne said.
“I’m worried about the nerves and arteries in your upper arm,” Jonathan said.
“Don’t forget our deal. I’m yours as soon as we get back to base.”
Jonathan cursed under his breath. He’d known Maxim was going to twist their deal to his own advantage. They probably wouldn’t see the base for several weeks now, just so Max wouldn’t have to go to the medical station.





JANUARY 2, 2035 – MARS SHIP ARES
“Giordi? I need you at the medical station.”
That’s Mike, our ship doctor, thought Giordano. But what medical problem does he want to solve now, and what does it have to do with me? He didn’t take his eye from the eyepiece. It had taken him long enough to get the strange object in focus. He didn’t want to get up yet.
“What’s going on? I’m busy right now. And I thought you were the doctor, right?”
“The robot. It seems to have gone on strike again.”
“The surgical robot? Who are you wanting to operate on?”
“I... uh, just come here, please. You’re the one with the magic touch.”
He might have a magic touch, but he also had eyesight that was slowly getting worse. He’d been so happy that he’d actually found something in the scope. Giordano sighed. He blamed the zero gravity. It flattened out his eyeballs and affected his retinas, so that images were getting less and less sharp. That was what Michael had told him. He couldn’t do anything to counteract it except for staying in his cabin in the rotating ring 24 hours a day, which was out of the question. But after they landed on Mars, the chances were good that his vision would normalize again.
“Okay, I’ll be there soon.”
He read the latitude and longitude values where he had found the object and recorded them in his digital journal. If he was done with the surgical robot quickly enough, the celestial body wouldn’t have time to move very far. He had already made some reasonable estimates on its motion and velocity from his previous observations. He didn’t have an especially powerful telescope on board, but he was significantly closer than astronomers on Earth, and most importantly, he didn’t have any interference from an atmosphere.
If he was lucky, he would finally be able to get his name in an astronomical publication. Since childhood, his dream was to make discoveries in the sky using a telescope like his countryman, Galileo. His parents, Mr. and Mrs. Bruno, who had named him, of all things, after the astronomer Giordano Bruno—burned at the stake as a heretic—would finally be proven prophetic.
Since the James Webb space telescope, still a work in progress after 30 years, was non-operational, there was really only one person who could dispute his discovery. Atiya Kabira was responsible for the telescope on the side of the moon facing away from the Earth. But even there the construction work appeared to be proceeding less quickly than the astronomical community had hoped. Ever since the Hubble telescope had to be decommissioned, there was no longer any universe-observing instrument that didn’t have to contend with atmospheric interference.
“Are you coming now?” Michael asked over the ship’s radio.
The question boomed loudly through the workshop module. Giordano had turned up the loudspeaker to full volume, because his hearing was also not working as well as it used to. Luckily it also didn’t disturb anyone, because JR and François were spending their off-duty time in their cabins.
“I’m on my way,” he answered.
    
The medical station was located toward the rear of the ship, along the main axis. He floated into the room. Michael was upside down, intently examining a small object that appeared to be fixed to the operating table. The arm of the surgical robot was suspended next to him. Giordano floated closer and rotated so that his orientation in the room matched Michael’s.
“What’s going on?”
“See for yourself.” Michael pointed to the robot’s hand. It consisted of three fingers that could be replaced by different surgical instruments. The middle finger was vibrating as if the robot were suffering a tremor.
“Ah,” Giordano said. He already had an idea about what the cause might be. But first he inspected the object, which appeared to be a vase that was mounted on the table. Giordano touched it. The material seemed to be very hard.
“Don’t touch that,” Michael said. “It’s very valuable.”
“What is it?”
“It’s a vase, can’t you see that?”
“On the operating table?”
“I wanted to clean it. It’s a family heirloom—my mom gave it to me before our launch. It’s stoneware. As long as it doesn’t break, I know I’ll get home safely.”
“Why didn’t she give you a metal vase then?”
“I don’t think you understand. If there’s no way it could break at all, where’s the significance?”
“I get it. So, what’s the vase doing here?”
“Like I said, I wanted to clean it.”
“With the surgical robot?”
“Well, at least it’d have a use then.”
“But our tin crew member is supposed to be available to save me if things go bad.”
“The likelihood of us having to use it for something like that is less than half a percent. We’ve all had our appendixes removed long before we started this mission, I’m sure. How many times have you had surgery in your life?”
“Um, once, to have my appendix out.”
“You see? Same with me. Our trip to Mars takes two years. What’s going to happen? And if something does, you’ll still have me.”
“Maybe we should let JR make that decision.”
“Please leave Judith out of this.” Michael put his hand on Giordano’s shoulder. “We shouldn’t bother her with such unimportant stuff.”
Unimportant, now. Michael didn’t want to argue with Judith about what he was doing. Everyone knew that he was jealous of her position. But Giordano didn’t want to make things bad between himself and Michael either. If he somehow damaged or destroyed the surgical robot with this ‘unimportant stuff,’ however, he’d have no choice but to tell the captain. But he didn’t think this faulty behavior was serious. He was almost certain that one of the muscle fibers of the finger had merely become stuck. Something similar can happen in human hands, too. A finger can’t move, and then suddenly it jerks out of position. He was amazed by how similar the problems in artificial and biological muscles could be.
“Take that thing away.”
Michael carefully released the anchorage. He lifted the vase with three fingers and caressed it with his other hand. Sometimes he acted very strangely. He was the most experienced astronaut here, but he wouldn’t have been the ideal candidate for the role of captain. Judith, or JR, as everyone else called her, was much better suited to the job.
Nevertheless, Michael wasn’t a bad astronaut. Quite the opposite, he had been one of the four best of the last twelve candidates. Maybe he would even be the one chosen to be the first human to set foot on a different planet. Officially that honor belonged to Judith, the highest-ranking officer, but she could also assign someone else, and if he knew her, she might feel like she should placate Michael’s ego somewhat by giving him the honor. Was that unfair? No. He didn’t care who the first was, and François had also already expressed something similar.
Giordano pressed a button on the surgical robot’s lower arm and then turned its hand to the left. Once, twice, and then he was able to remove the sensitive micro-mechanism. The muscle fibers were made from strands of organic material that contracted when a voltage was applied. They worked against tiny springs made from a very elastic and very lightweight alloy. Together with the springs, the fibers were assembled and encapsulated into cable sections that could be replaced if needed. If one of the cables got stuck on something, the fibers inside it would become squashed and shortened, which could cause the tremors that Giordano had observed before.
It usually was enough to free the fibers, but sometimes they bonded together. Then the section had to be replaced, which is what he thought was the case now. “It’s nothing bad, but I think I’m going to have to replace one of the muscle modules,” he said.
“Oh, that is bad,” Michael asked. “Can’t you just repair it?”
“Only under a microscope, and it’d never be like new again.”
“But then you wouldn’t have to take anything from storage.”
Ah, so that’s what he’s afraid of. JR might notice the part removed from stock and start asking questions. Such micromanaging was not her style. The inventory control system issued warnings automatically when certain supplies or replacement parts got low or ran out. He’d never needed to replace any muscle modules before.
“I’ll put in a new one and try to repair the old one later. Then you can do with it what you want.” Mike should have to do his dirty work himself, thought Giordano.
The doctor nodded his consent.
“Okay. I’ll get the spare part and put it in. But then you’ve got to leave me alone for the rest of the day.”
“What about the repair?”
“It’ll have to wait for tomorrow. I’ve got other plans.”
“Oh, yeah? You got a hot date or something?” Michael punched him playfully in the side.
“Yeah, with a mysterious, sexy celestial body.”
“Aha, I always knew you were the romantic type.”
    
With a hum, the hatch closed behind him. Finally, he was back in the workshop with his telescope. This time he would be able to work in peace and quiet. Carefully and without touching anything because he didn’t want to shift something accidentally, he closed one eye and put the other up to the eyepiece.
He didn’t see anything.
But that also made sense. He had been gone for almost an hour, meaning the object must have moved during that time. He called up the preliminary trajectory data on the computer, calculated a new position using that data, and oriented the telescope to the new position. There was still nothing in his field of view. He scratched his chin and concluded it was too early to worry. Preliminary trajectories were seldom right on the first try. Usually they were inexact, because they were missing some information.
He had the computer calculate other possible positions. He moved the telescope to each of these locations, sorted in terms of decreasing likelihood. He couldn’t find the object anywhere. Shit. He’d lost it, all because of Michael’s strange doings.
Just stay calm, Giordano. Maybe you should start over from the beginning. Where did the ELT in the Andes find evidence? He reset the coordinates again and then moved the telescope along the orbit. It was a long, tedious task, and it didn’t appear to make any sense. But he might have had made an error somewhere. The computer hadn’t placed any illuminated label over this barely distinguishable speck of light, which would have told him the name of the object. But the asteroid belt was still between the ship and the object. The risk that he had mistaken the object for one of the more significant asteroids wasn’t great, but it was still possible.
There! He hadn’t expected it, but there was a pinpoint of light in the field of view that shouldn’t be there. Giordano entered the data into the computer. It wasn’t any of the known asteroids. But the object that he had observed before would have already been much farther along its orbit. Had he found a new celestial body? He’d be far from disappointed. Finally, there would be an object in the universe carrying the name of his choice, the name of his mother, Paola Bruno. That was what he’d wanted ever since he was a kid.
The object moved out of the central area of focus and became blurry. But it hadn’t moved to the right as would be expected, and it traveled to the left instead. That didn’t fit at all with his earlier observations. One possibility was a previously unknown celestial body that was orbiting the wrong way around the solar system, that is, a real oddball. That would make it very fitting if it were to be named after his mother. Either that or the object had changed its direction of motion by somewhat less than 180 degrees. That would mean it wasn’t a celestial body at all. It would have to be an artificial object, a spaceship.
Giordano began writing a memo to the Minor Planet Center to report his discovery. But then he began to reconsider. He’d look like a fool if he sent a report that turned out to be just a spaceship. He hadn’t even checked what human-made constructions were flying around out there. Where was the Europa probe that was supposed to bring material from the ice geysers of Jupiter’s moon back to Earth? What other missions were still underway out beyond the Asteroid Belt? He really should check that before sending any reports. But, at the same time, he also knew that it would be a fruitless search. No probe made by man could have changed its course so radically within such a short amount of time.
He stopped his search in the NASA databases before he’d really even begun. Maybe he would be the biggest laughingstock among the astronomical community, but the risk of that seemed low. He decided he’d send his observations to the MPC. Let them decide what to do next and see what they could find. He sent his already recorded data. His stomach growled. It was time for dinner, but he didn’t want to waste his valuable time with eating. He stayed at the telescope.
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