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Chapter 1: Lost
I’m lost, on some alien world.
But I can’t seem to remember how I got here. It’s as if my memory has been washed clean; no name, no face… no recollection… I do, however, remember that I was cataloguing things; things like plants, life forms, formations, worlds!
Intriguing, but why?
The red sky and landscape flood my vision through the long day. At night the cold bleeds through the layers of shielding on my exosuit when I’m outside. I return quickly to the ship. I’ve got a backup generator working, it’s the only thing keeping me warm.
I’ve examined the ship’s vital systems and there be woes and grief… so yeh, it’s in need of repairs. Pulse engine and thrusters are critically damaged. What a mess, how did this ship end up so badly damaged?
I know what needs to be done, seems strange that I do, but I still wonder if I’ll ever get it repaired. I need to craft Carite sheets, the planet seems rich in iron so I should manage. But I’ll need other resources, which might pose a problem.
I found some parts, which I can use to reinforce the shielding, they’re damaged but I should be able to repair them. Still, I have to begin searching for resources needed to get the ship operational.
Outside there’s sparse life scattered about, mostly harmless from what I’ve seen, so I’ll be cataloguing everything I come across and updating my progress while I’m searching. I feel that’s important, so until I remember why I need to catalogue everything, I’ll keep doing it.
Just checked my food and water supplies. They’re low, I mean dangerously low. So, there’s no time to waste. Move, move, move!
Καὶ τὸ ὅλον τοῦ μέρους μεῖζον [ἐστιν].
And the whole [is] greater than the part.
Euclid
Chapter 2: Out and About
I woke up early, or rather I was woken up early—you can’t sleep with the sun in your face. I slept in the ship’s habitation quarters. A penthouse suite, which consisted of a cramped, single bunk, scullery, toilet and sonic shower. Beats sleeping outside in the cold. So, yes it did feel like a penthouse suite, but I’d left the cabin door open, hence the sunlight on my face.
Found a jetpack stored in the ship’s supply cabinet. Fits like a glove over my exosuit, but I’m too scared to use it. Maybe when I’m feeling more confident that I truly am a bird.
Who am I kidding?
I spent the rest of the day scavenging the landscape for resources. Fortunately, I was able to find fresh water and food. Specifically, mushrooms and some type of red potato plant. They both checked out as safe for consumption.
After lunch, I trekked out again. This time focusing only on the ship’s repair resources. By late afternoon I was about to give up, when I stumbled into a hole in the ground while investigating a sound.
I was distracted by an unusual noise and wasn’t paying attention where I was going. It sounded like a mating ritual. Have you ever heard a horny moose crying in the rutting season?
I’d fallen into a cavity and injured my knee and elbow, nothing serious just a few scrapes and bruises. I got to my feet, saw a few stars twinkling in front of me. Had I hit my head? I was wearing an environmental helmet, so I doubt it. Then I saw the deep blue sparkle, a vein of Heridium. Actually, a node of Heridium, which extruded out of the hole I was in. I began to mine in earnest.
After making a few round trips—my exosuit can only hold so much—it eventually got too dark and even with my helmet’s torch, it was just too dangerous. But I’d collected enough Heridium. Next morning Iron, that was in abundance.
By the following afternoon I’d crafted the Carite sheets I’d need and was well on the way to completing my repairs.
Except, I’d need Chrysonite. There were no blue crystalline extrusions anywhere, I’d need to scout further out and possibly camp further from my ship than I’d prefer, but I had no choice. If I ever intended to launch the ship, I’d need to first make a long track across a harsh, alien terrain. Time was running out, as were my supplies.
When we cannot act as we wish, we must act as we can.
Terrence
Chapter 3: Story Time
Two problems.
Firstly, I froze during the first night while I was outside camping, so, I slept in a cave. It was warmer, but still damp as a wet towel. I survived the night. However, this planet lacks amenities for winter camping, as well as winter sports. If it snowed, at least I could try out some of my skiing skills, the ones I don’t have and only dream of having. But it’s a dry red rock, and cold, like hell without the heat.
Secondly, my knee is swollen. My fall, my injury; well it wasn’t minor after all. So, I’m using a trekking pole to help me as I limp along. When I find the Chrysonite I’ll need to head back to the ship and get myself patched up. Once the ship is working the medic A.I. should fix me up smartly.
On the second day, late in the afternoon, I found Chrysonite, joy oh joy. Now to get back to the ship before I die out here.
I didn’t make it back to the ship. Just before dusk I came across something. It’s a structure in ruins; alien, with auburn shaded markings on the walls and pillars. I just had to investigate, it’s the explorer in me. Without realizing, it grew dark, fast, so I spent another night outside, this time in the ruins. The main building offered some comfort from the weather, even though there were no windows or doors. Still, the view was breathtaking, in a freezing sort of way.
In the morning, I found a strange circular shape carved out of the fragmented stone on the ground—a plaque of sorts. When I touched it, it sprang to life. A bizarre sphere rose out of the plaque and spun in midair. I then lost track of all time and senses. A language I had never heard before filled my head, and yet I understood, a story played out in crashing silence. The destruction of Korvax Prime and the ascent of the Gek. Who the hell were the Gek?
I cannot tell how the truth may be;
I say the tale as it was said to me.
Sir Walter Scott
Chapter 4: Her Master’s Voice
Her voice, what’s wrong with her voice? It sounds as if… too harsh, the ringing in my ears. I can feel the cold, it’s really cold, like icicles pricking my skin in a thousand places. My face feels numb, feels like death, am I dead? Am I dying? What’s that smell?
No, there’s light, I know it’s light, but blurry and wet against moist frozen glass. There’s glass all around me!
It’s my helmet’s visor! The glass is veiled in carbon dioxide and ice crystals. I’m in my exosuit and I’m freezing. How long have I been out? The voice, the badgering voice. It’s the exosuit computer… ‘Life support has fallen to…!’
Argh!
I’m numb all over, the sun’s rising and the sunlight’s splashing red tinges on the alien ruin. I’m still sprawled across the stone plaque. I feel pathetic, but I have to get up and get my blood circulating. My legs, I can’t feel them. I manage to push against my elbows and raise my torso, lift my stiff neck and crawl to the still sphere resting in the centre of the plaque.
I don’t have a choice; I activate the jetpack.
And when it overwhelms you, it devours you.
Simone Andrews
Chapter 5: Purple Pollen
At first, I just catapulted—simple as that. Catapulted into the sun, well into the direction of the sun. The rush of air over my body shook me like a weather balloon caught in a tornado. Nah, scrub that, it felt more like a ragdoll being flushed down a toilet. The jetpack had limited expenditure, it would need to replenish its jets soon otherwise the ragdoll wouldn’t be falling into a toilet but splattering into solid ground. Now that’s what I’d term an ordure ending.
My visor was crystal miasma. What a beautiful wall, what an enigmatic sight, hiding everything from view. I’d say almost comforting for someone who was about to die. But I didn’t want to say that, what I needed was the ship signal indicator, which was situated at the top centre, indicating the direction I needed to go. The problem was, there was no ship on the direction indicator. I was facing the wrong way.
My legs were still dangling, but something was happening down there, I could feel… something. Blood was circulating its way down to my toes, ever so slowly. The jolt obviously did something right. Now to twist my body round so that I could at least find the ship’s direction and then land before the splatter.
My arms and hands were still responding, as was my upper body, and I managed to slowly twitch my torso incrementally. It worked. The ship appeared on the visor. I kept twitching till it was centred, but it was too far to reach without replenishing the jetpack at least once. I slowly gained better control and gently descended. I was seeing stars on the ground. Damn, my head was throbbing hard… the suits oxygen… depletion was imminent.
Touch down.
Crap! My legs buckled. I should have expected that, too much weight. I was carrying minerals I’d mined. I tumbled over, banging my back and arms about on rocks. Then crashed against some giant alien plant, which at least was soft. Purple pollen gently rained over me. Pretty, if you like funerals. I was upright, thank the… couldn’t remember who to thank, the gods? I couldn’t remember any gods, so I thanked myself, and the plant. Reminder to myself: If I survive this to give the plant a name.
I sat against the plant, my vision going, but in the blur the jetpack indicator had stopped flashing, it had recharged! I was losing track of time, seconds seemed to last forever, no air left. So, instinctively I activated the jetpack one last time.
Times a funny thing. The body works outside of time when you die and its passing is no longer measured, it doesn’t even pass; it just is.
But here’s the mystery, how the hell did I wake up back in the ship.
Whom the Gods love die young.
Byron
Chapter 6: The Thing
I regained consciousness, which meant I was alive. Just to reassure myself, I checked my HUD. Yes, life readings, my life readings were registering someone alive in my exosuit, so it must have been me.
The minerals I was carrying were no longer on me. Strange… how long had I been out, calendar readings showed two days. I was starving, and I was thirsty. I grabbed something to eat from the scullery. Had I left it in such a mess?
I don’t think I was alone. Someone had been looking through my belongings. I checked everything, but nothing was missing. The reading terminal had been left on; I remember closing it. I noticed the page title, ‘Planetary Resources Analysis’, and below, information concerning the resources collected on the planet; data and location also displayed. Someone was interested in what I had discovered, and they had gone through my data. A trader perhaps, maybe a pirate, or even a smuggler. So, whoever they were, they were in the right place at the right time, at least in my case, since they saved me. Maybe they were just curious, and I was jumping to conclusions. But where were they now?
My knee was better, a bit numb but the swelling was gone.
I slowly moved out of the habitation quarters and made my way to the ship’s cabin. Outside, a doleful mist hung heavily over a landscape of dark shadows. It was an empty night without stars. The ship’s canopy was tinted with readings from the display panels in low light and a single led light on the ceiling was flickering on and off. I froze. There was a pale reflection on the canopy, of a small podgy figure seated in the pilot’s seat. Somebody or something was in my seat, fast asleep and snoring.
I nudged the thing.
“Hey! You there! Hello!” I didn’t know what to call it yet.
Initially, there was no response. If it wasn’t for the snoring, I would've considered the thing had passed away. Suddenly, it opened its eyes. Eyes shaped like round black opals. It blinked, then croaked, crackled and broke out in gargling sounds as it spoke to me.
“Friend,” it said slowly. I was surprised I could understand it. “Need not worry.” More gargling. “Came to help, saw danger… you in danger.”
I stood there gawking. “Oh… well… thank you.”
It stared at me, motionless, then burst out in hoarse laughter. I waited till it calmed down.
“Saw danger?” I asked. “You were watching me, but how, how did you know I was in danger?”
“Scanner picks up radio distress signal from this ship, came down to help poor distressed you?” it said in a rough croak.
Strange, I couldn’t recall having sent a distress signal, at least I don’t remember having sent one. But I had found this ship and it was in a terrible state, maybe the previous occupant had a signal transmitting all along, then had wandered off… and ended up lost, or worse yet, dead. Like I almost ended up.
“Well, thank you all the same, that is, for coming down and helping me.”
“Help friend, yes.” It paused; its black eyes peered into mine. “Then friend might… help me too, yes?” its huge, stripped toad like head seemed to stretch out sideways as its mouth expanded into a huge smile. I held back from laughing at the comical oddity, wondering what it might want from me.
Nervously, I replied, “Sure…”
Squawking laughter filled the cabin as it stretched up its short, chunky arms and started to clap jubilantly.
I knew I had no choice, after all it had saved my life, but I still wondered at what I had just committed to with this bizarre creature thing.
There are no strangers here; Only friends you haven’t met.
William Butler Yeats
Chapter 7: Odd Friends, Stranger Acquaintances
I didn’t get much sleep till morning, but I seemed to have made a friend of the creature, introducing itself as Navigator Kailo. Over breakfast, I learnt that my new friend was known as a Gek. A bird-like, originally amphibious, mercantile race, native to a water planet known as Balaron, which was the Geks home world. It talked a lot.
There was no way to tell if it was male or female. Maybe the Gek were neither, being just genderless. All the same, Kailo felt like a ‘he’, and so didn’t seem to mind when I referred to him as such. Stating that gender was determined spontaneously by circumstances, whatever that meant, leaving me baffled.
I did not pursue the topic further.
“Shuttle has too many problems, will take too long to fix; limited storage space,” Kailo said. “We salvage and leave for my ship, carry what we can.”
“How can we carry everything?” I replied.
“You silly,” he said crackling into laughter. “Look outside.”
I moved to the front of the ship to look out from the canopy. I hadn’t noticed anything in the dark of night, but now in the early daylight I saw a large, bulky vehicle parked beside my ship.
“Together we load everything on strong colossus and drive back to hauler. Then we leave barren planet.” Kailo paused, while he studied me for a moment. “Don’t think too hard, trust Kailo, not safe here, must go and soon.”
“Why? What’s wrong?” I asked.
“No time to explain now, later. Now we go, come, start with supplies—then ship parts.”
It took us till mid-afternoon to load the colossus, stopping only for a short lunch break on Kailo’s insistence, due to the orchestral accompaniment of loud grumbling sounds emanating from his belly. The colossus’ name was justified, it had a lot of cargo space and we managed to fill it with supplies and parts with room to spare.
Kailo seemed agitated as the day began to fade. “Late, hurry, we go now.”
As Kailo drove off, I took one final look at the broken shuttle that had been my shelter. It reminded me of the carcass of some fallen beast I had read about, somewhere in my lost childhood. Memories of a beast that had sustained my life, had kept me safe, but had finally succumbed to the ravages of a dead, desolate world, collapsing as it gasped its last breath. Seems like there was a voice, someone reading it to me, parents perhaps, or my own mind playing tricks. I had no recollection of parents. In fact, I had no memory of anyone.
We arrived at Kailo’s ship before twilight in a storm of stinging red dust. With visibility limited to the distance between the colossus and the ship, I could hardly make anything out. We struggled to load everything on the hauler from the colossus. My protests to wait till morning were rebuked with a frantic waving of hands and Kailo pleading, “No time, we go tonight!”
Kailo’s urgency troubled me, I couldn’t imagine why he was in such a rush to leave, and tonight in the midst of a dust storm.
A few hours into the planet’s night and we were done loading everything, including the now dismantled colossus. Fortunately, the storm had settled down to an occasional, but annoying, waft of dust, sand and dirt. I couldn’t believe we had finished. I was exhausted, hungry and thirsty.
Kailo beckoned I follow him to the back of the hauler. “Follow. Don’t make loud noise. Maybe still sleeping”
I had no idea what he was talking about and I was beginning to think he’d lost his mind. Maybe I should have stayed and repaired my ship. I was beginning to regret having followed him back here. But it was too late to think of regrets, what was done was done, I’d have to make the most of it.
Following him slowly into the back of the hauler, I found myself in a dark room. Slowly, a faint blue glow from a single panel on the ceiling began to light the hold.
“Your eminence, please forgive Kailo—foolish servant I am—for taking so long. It was some distance, many things to load. Supplies we desperately needed have been found… secured. We now resume mission.
“Let me introduce…” Kailo stopped and turned to look at me in surprise. “I don’t know friend’s name!”
Flabbergasted, I looked at the single figure seated in a couch against the back of the ship. As more light panels began to glow, I could see her face. A young female humanoid, beautiful in every sense. She remained seated, looking up at me and smiled.
I replied slowly, “I… I don’t know my name.”
I’ve a grand memory for forgetting
Robert Louis Stevenson
Chapter 8: A Blemish in Dark Blue
“It doesn’t matter that you can’t remember your name, what’s important is that we found you,” she said in a gentle voice. I did not care that I had no memory of who I was, having met her was more important. Though I couldn’t understand for the life of me why I thought so.
Looking at her, I had a fleeting glimpse of obscure images from a garden in spring, then stutter, as the images froze and vanished.
“Hey!” I jumped to Kailo’s voice. “We go, help me get hauler off ground. Talk later.”
I followed Kailo to the hauler’s cockpit, while glancing back and wondering who she was. I hadn’t even asked her name.
Kailo chewed on something. I couldn’t make it out, it seemed to calm him. There was a smell, a wonderful fragrance in the air, which left me feeling just as calm, yet focused.
“Time to leave. Here, you take control seat. I balance thruster mix; big payload, need extra oomph.”
“Oomph?”
“Yes, oomph. Like you need energy, power, push. Understand? Otherwise we’re stuck here on red planet. Supplies I need.” He paused to think. “We need, to take back… otherwise everyone stuck. OK!” he said, croaked, then stopped. Was that a nervous laugh, or his way of releasing tension. I had no way of knowing what he was reacting to.
“OK,” I replied. As I didn’t have much choice, Kailo guided me through the ship’s controls. At first, I was lost, even though the controls looked similar to my shuttle’s. I had never actually flown either, but strangely, I understood what needed to be done. Still feeling the whiff of clarity, and with Kailo’s guidance, I stirred the hauler’s nose gently up once the thruster began vertical lift off. I could feel the ship’s weight in the controls. The stress could be felt in the vibrations running through the ship’s hull. It felt like the planet was still holding us back, angry with all the materials we had taken and wanted them back.
Once free from the planet’s gravitational pull, the hauler was easier to manoeuvre and Kailo took the helm.
“Now, we’re good. Lesser hauler rendezvous with whooping freighter, my crew will be impatient, surely anxious for noble homecoming.”
“You have a crew?”
“Captain Kailo,” he said and laughed, or rather gargled proudly while bowing, as if introducing himself for the first time. “Always ready to serve friends for true compensation.”
So Kailo was a captain of a whooping freighter and with a crew, and a trader in fact—but trading in what? He had obviously been stranded in this system, on the same planet as me with the female humanoid. And now with my supplies and shuttle parts, we were all able to escape our shared misfortune.
“You’re a traveler, so am I.” I turned to see the humanoid was standing at the cockpit’s door. “Beautiful view. Is that the world we’re on?” she asked.
For a moment, I was unable to speak. “Beautiful, yes,” I uttered, without taking my eyes off her. Realizing what I had said, I quickly turned to look out at the planet as I felt my cheeks blush.
“I’m sorry,” I said, looking back at her hoping she hadn’t noticed. “I don’t know your name.”
“Aria,” she answered.
The hauler had now left the planet’s orbit and Kailo repositioned the ship away from the planet. Pointing its nose into the deep red abyss of space, he powered up the main pulse thrusters.
“Ambassador Aria Augusta,” Kailo added.
What did Kailo mean. Aria an ambassador; ambassador to whom, or to what?
“Fasten down. Hauler flinging to far end of system, rendezvousing whooping freighter behind big planet, hidden in shadow of moon.”
Aria and I returned to the hauler’s cabin and buckled into the two front seats, which offered a bubble view into the cockpit and canopy out into space. The acceleration was instant and then stabilized, allowing us some movement while the hauler sped blindingly to the far end of the system.
We approached a dark caerulean planet and slowed down as we entered high orbit. Its face looked barren, lifeless and cold—far from the sun its surface shimmered like pale moonlight in winter. Kailo skimmed the hauler across the atmosphere to the dark side of the planet, where the only light came from the hauler’s heat shields glowing orange in the thin, high altitude friction. In that endless night, I could make out a small black disk looming in the shadows.
“We go there, between moon and planet, to secret spot of whooping freighter,” Kailo said, as he turned his head back towards us smiling. “Come, speed safe now. Come to front and see Kailo’s interstellar freighter.”
Between the planet and its moon, a gargantuan ship loomed. The begotten offspring of some ancient giant, floating in an empty ocean of gloom. As the hauler approached, small lights appeared, like fireflies in the dark blue. I watched as Kailo sent an encrypted signal.
He waited for a response.
The hauler slowed as the freighter grew in size, the fireflies grew too, flickering now like candles.
“Aunbar ushistis…” Kailo fell back into his seat as the realization of what we were seeing unfolded.
(*Aunbar ushistis – Despair friends)
Spirits of peace, where are ye? Are ye all gone?
Shakespeare
Chapter 9: Burning Red
The fireflies were not candles but giant burning orbs. The storage spheres adjacent to the giant ship’s hull, which once stockpiled the freighter’s supply of oxides and isotopes, had been torn open and pillaged. I felt what hope the three of us had rekindled would soon be extinguished, along with the fires.
“All gone, all gone,” Kailo exclaimed.
Aria had moved close to Kailo and placed her arm over his shoulder, letting him know he wasn’t alone. Kailo manoeuvred the hauler across the freighter’s superstructure. Most of the turrets had been destroyed, the plating pocketed by blasts and explosions. Slowly taking account of the damage, he seemed to be calculating something in his head, while mumbling words in Gek I could not begin to fathom.
I looked at Aria for an indication for what lay ahead, but she was preoccupied with comforting Kailo.
So, I risked asking, “What now?”
“Now we land on peppered freighter and see what to fix, if freighter can be fixed. Lots and lots of supplies we need. Hauler will need to work hard, we will need to work hard, but first we see if any crew left… alive.”
Kailo gently sashayed the hauler to the far end of the freighter, while trying to observe as much of the damage as he could, before finally touching down. The bridge was still intact as was the docking area. The blue flight deck shields were still functioning, and so we flew straight into the docks and landed. The docks were empty, save for one old battered shuttle and a fighter that had seen better days. Who or what ever had attacked the freighter seemed to have taken what they wanted and left. Still, Kailo was not taking any chances, he opened a narrow cabinet at the back of the cockpit beside the door and passed us each a multi-tool: Aria a pistol, a rifle for myself and Kailo holstered a bizarre alien contraption, which was part mechanical, part organic.
“Trusty fighter No.7 has shot plenty pirates.” Kailo was happy to see his old red and grey fighter parked in the docks, with a large number seven painted just behind the canopy and still intact. “Too old for stupid pirates to take,” he said laughing. “They know nothing ‘bout fighter. Kailo made special fittings, secret fittings, fighter No.7 deadly.” Kailo grinned. “Lucky number seven.”
The three of us quickly made our way to the bridge with Kailo leading the way. There had been fighting. Laser blasts pocketed the corridors with the final blast door breached. The last stand was fought on the bridge, with damage evident on all three of the open levels. Storage cabinets had been blown open; computer terminals taken apart on the top deck. It was as if someone was trying to hack into the ship’s main computer. The communications console desk had been blasted into oblivion to prevent anyone sending a distress signal. The central navigation console, however, was still displaying a three-dimensional image of the present planetary system, so it seemed intact.
But the crew was missing.
“It’s as if they were looking for something. Computers have been hacked, but not destroyed,” I said.
Concerned, Aria asked, “Kailo, is it safe?”
Kailo kneeled and opened a concealed panel at the bottom of the central navigation console. Out popped a keyboard on which Kailo began to play. Each key had a differently coloured wire connected to it, running from the keys up into the console in a maze of spaghetti rainbows. It sounded strangely familiar, but felt totally out of context… as if I was imagining, either the music, or the crazy situation I had found myself in.
As Kailo played, the image of the three-dimensional planetary system distorted and started to remodulate into musical patterns as a new image formed. A strange, dark mold began to take shape in front of my eyes. At its centre a burning red sphere pulsated. Before the image could become coherent, Kailo stopped playing. The planetary system reappeared.
“It’s safe,” Kailo said, taking a deep breath. He closed the console and stood up. Aria saw my confusion but turned her attention to Kailo.
“They’ll be back,” she said. “They couldn’t find it. We need to go now.” She had lost her steady voice and the fear was evident.
“That tune, it’s familiar. How is it I know it?” I directed my question to both of them.
“Just password for console, but Kailo plays music too, so maybe you hear Kailo’s great performance. Known in many Gek systems, yes, very popular,” Kailo answered proudly, while making some strange gurgling sounds.
“You’re imagining things,” Aria said, trying to reassure me. “And now I’m imagining sounds. Is that someone knocking?”
“No, you’re not imagining. I can hear it too,” I said, turning to look in the direction the sound was coming from.
“Come.” Kailo instructed us to follow him to the back of the bridge, then up the stairs connecting the different levels on the bridge, back across an upper conduit spanning the docks below, and ahead to the hydroponic bay. The door was sealed, but there was a steady knocking sound coming from within. Kailo came forward and entered a pin number with one hand, his weapon ready in the other. I took aim at the door with my rifle. Aria kept her distance behind us. I noticed she wasn’t holding the pistol.
The door opened, triggering a remote beacon.
Kailo hissed, “Now trouble, but crew safe.” Five Geks were tied and gagged in a row, their backs against the wall. “Quickly, help me untie.”
I entered the bay with Kailo, and together we saw a multitude of stars cross our eyes as a loud thump shuddered the back of our skulls.
When it is dark enough, you can see the stars.
Ralph Waldo Emerson
Chapter 10: Young Girl Dancing
As I lay semi-conscious on the hydroponic bay floor, I dreamt I saw shadows—one white, the others dark, grey perhaps—engaging in a whirling dance that bordered on hysteria. I was aware my own ability to observe my surroundings had diminished, after all I had been struck down by someone, that realization came soon after the stars fizzled out and my blurred vision slowly started to clear.
The one in white was a girl. I could see the slender shape of her form. Was that Aria? She had been wearing a white exo-suit. Coherence had broken down when I fell, the flow of events distorted, the need to remember what I was witnessing, however, paramount.
Order was out of sync and a general state of chaos ensured. Marauders or pirates, or whoever they were, had ambushed us. Strange, I thought they had taken what they wanted. What had they missed? There were three, no, four of them. They had remained behind. Fooling us into thinking that they had left, only to ambush us, knocking me and Kailo out. We had opened the door to the Hydroponic Bay and set off a beacon, sending a signal. Soon the rest of the pirates would return. We had failed Aria.
I lay on the floor watching the image of the girl I associated with Aria change. She looked disproportionate. I was losing focus again, unable to see clearly. She hadn’t been caught, since she was moving freely between the pirates, unless I was dreaming—that couldn’t be her, what was she doing, how was she avoiding them? I could feel my head throbbing. Aria throbbed as well, brilliantly white and then translucent, as if she was here and then not here. For a moment my head cleared, and I saw a dark impression deep within her. I saw it spring to life, a burning red sphere pulsated, the same one I glimpsed on the freighter’s bridge when Kailo played the musical notes with his keyboard. But this time it was inside of her, inside Aria, holding her form together as she pulsated. My eyes were playing tricks. I was only watching her heart beating, unless the red sphere was her heart, or I was losing my mind. One by one the black shadows seemed to fall, till only the white one stood. Aria?
I lost consciousness again, but in the darkness, I began to hear sounds and voices.
“Quick! No time to waste,” a Gek said croaking.
“Don’t forget to untie me Boss!”
“Tie and gag pirates, throw them out in shuttle.”
“Do we have momentum to jump, jump, jump.” Followed by a crackled cough. “Need to get out, out of pirate system!”
“To the bridge…”
“Yes, but…” More gargling sounds.
I heard feet running, a lot of clacking and a door opening. Bodies being dragged and a door closing.
“Aria is out, exhausted, needs to rest… sleep.”
“Help me lift traveller off floor.” It was Kailo’s voice, he was alright.
“Aria, what’s happened to Aria?” I struggled to ask as my vision finally began to clear.
“I’m alright,” she said. “The beacon, knock out the beacon!” She was talking to Kailo.
Kailo chuckled as he turned his alien multi-tool on the beacon and disintegrated it. “Bye-bye little beacon.”
“Help me up,” she instructed.
###
From the forward observation windows of the bridge, the battered shuttle drifted away from the freighter, loaded with four bounded pirates. Kailo’s crew had made rudimentary repairs on the damaged computer systems and were running a simulated jump sequence.
“OK, we go hyper-hyper, but only one star system. Ready, sety, shoot,” Kailo’s chief technician announced.
The jump simulation failed. “Need to fix computer, more work, more time,” he cried. A chorus of croaking grumbles echoed across the bridge in unilateral agreement.
Kailo sighed, as he turned to the long-range scanners that had picked up a blip. Three pirate ships were approaching on an intercept vector.
“Pirates returning, need time to fix broken computer, then jump,” Kairo declared as his crew suddenly fell silent. “Kailo meet pirates midway and stall. Fighter No.7, my lucky number will save crew, save Aria, save traveller. Peppered whooping freighter must jump!” He turned to his chief. “Fix computer, jump! Kailo will follow later. Same coordinates.”
His chief nodded and all his crew went back to repairing the damaged systems on the bridge. Kailo turned to me and Aria.
“Friends, please not worry, Kailo great pilot. Stupid pirates no match for Lucky No.7, enough time to escape, meet in new star-system when safe.”
He hugged us both and left the bridge.
I turned to Aria. “He’ll be fine,” I said, but I was not so sure.
“I hope you’re right,” Aria said.
The fighter blasted out of the docks and rocked its wings, signalling a final farewell while turning starboard from the freighter bow. Instantly, the main pulse thrusters came on-line and Fighter No.7, piloted by Kailo, disappeared.
When you go in search of honey, you must expect to be stung by bees.
Joseph Joubert
Chapter 11: Distressing Encounter
The Freighter’s computer simulation ran a sequence of hyper-jump tests. The long-range conflict sensors displayed a possible neutral system with minimal issues. This wasn’t always a full proof evaluation, as political fluctuation was on going. Additionally, there wasn’t enough time to run further scans and simulations for stronger confirmation. This would have to do.
With little time left before the hyper-jump, I turned to Aria. “Kailo called you Ambassador, are you really an ambassador?”
Aria looked at me and for the first time I noticed her eyes. A deep dark blue, but strangely lacking, as if I was looking into mirrors, her true eyes elsewhere. I feared my own might be the same. “I suppose, it’s been a long time, but then again time is not really long, it just is,” she said, seemingly lingering on the word time, as if it played some significance on our predicament. “I represent those who trust me.”
“And who are they?” I dared to ask, hoping for an answer.
“Others, like you.”
“You mean other travellers?”
Kailo’s chief technician gave the signal to jump and the freighter’s hyperdrive engines spooled up to make the transition to hyperspace. I could feel a steady vibration growing throughout the freighter’s superstructure.
“I mean… others that are lost, which I have found, like you.”
“Grrr! Stupid computer glitching again!” the chief burbled.
She paused and turned to look at the chief, her eyes shifted down to the computer console. “There’s a problem with your coordinates.” She pointed out the minor input hitch. The chief made the error correction and confirmed it with the other Gek beside him.
“No, not only coordinates error,” the chief said.
On the above mid-platform, two more of the Gek crew were waving their arms in the air and crying out in frustration.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“Big problem, not enough fuel for long jump. Maybe not enough fuel for short jump, either. Freighter damaged, little fuel left leaking.” The chief looked distressed.
Another alarm sounded on the bridge. We all looked at the chief, who had suddenly stopped making any sounds—strange behaviour for any Gek—and was looking in the direction of the planet we were orbiting.
“Activate distress signal!” he cried, pointing outside. From behind the planet four pirate ships were heading directly at us.
“Run new simulation for short system jump, check fuel capacity, check quantity of freighter fuel left from leaking.” He finally started to gurgle, which was comforting for the other Gek I’m sure. “Can’t repair leak till in new system, quick! Now!” the chief shouted orders while his crew, babbling, scrambled to run the test.
The first two pirates were already circling the freighter, taking pot shots and trying to disable the jump engines. The other two were fast approaching, most likely they would try to land and retake the freighter. Even though I had a strange feeling it was Aria they were after, they had already taken the freighter before we took it back, so what were they actually after?
The bridge shook from the hits the freighter was taking on its port and starboard sides as the second pair arrived. They were hitting our turrets, even though they were non-operational.
“Two minutes to finish test!” one of the chief’s crew confirmed.
“Too late, need jump, jump now! Engines will be off-line, we bow heads, we failed,” the chief conceded, his shoulders drooping.
It seemed hopeless; we were lost.
“They tricked us, they lured Kailo away and set up this trap and I fell for it.” Aria seemed more annoyed with herself than with the chief’s failing faith in himself and his crew.
An unknown signal suddenly appeared on the local system display. It was a message being transmitted openly in the system. Someone had picked up our distress signal.
“What’s it saying,” I asked, half relieved at the possibility of rescue.
“Unknown, but language familiar,” the chief said. “Switching to squawk box.”
“It’s Vy’keen,” Aria confirmed.
“Nokang! Ormarr motang lemu lepinggu. Coqen lepinggu! Poi!”
“I don’t understand?” I said.
“Battle! Visual detection of pirates. Burn pirates! Grah!” Aria translated.
Everyone started cheering. Aria remained focused as more was being transmitted.
“Look!” I pointed where two Vy’keen ships were entangled with the pirates. One of the pirate ships already burning. “They’re good,” I said.
“Superior class ships. Pirates no match,” the chief said.
“But they’re outnumbered,” I pointed out.
“Irrelevant,” Aria added. “They have the superior ships and are far better pilots. Vy’keen are warriors.”
Already, the second ship was on fire. The other two pirates were struggling to avoid the Vy’keen offensive.
“Simulation complete, coordinates set, fuel barely adequate, ready go hyper-jump, chief,” a crew Gek said.
“But we’re winning,” I said.
“No, we’re not,” Aria said. “Our predicament just got worse.”
“Eidikann nadin. Kadaindaina… Grrr…” Was that a dog growling? “Ijintaixara amtogqen!”
“That doesn’t sound very friendly?” I said.
“They just scanned us,” Aria continued. “They’re claiming something about a suspicious meddler. No, they’ve detected an interloper.”
The last pirate had retreated, their engine burning. The other three were space dust. Looking out from the forward observation window across the freighter’s bow, the Vy’keen ships were on a direct glide path for the hangers.
“Can’t we seal the hanger doors,” Aria pleaded.
“What’s going on,” I asked, my relief slowly fading.
“Negative. Hanger shields broke, stuck on blue, no time to fix,” the chief said.
“Arnan Quanbar chuai! Tiefa nabeitunxiag! Muxi Olonqu Gixois Xoisar Qabgar!”
“Now what!” I turned to look at Aria, her face had turned as white as her exosuit.
“High Command orders! Accept extraction! Take Ancient Atlas Stone Warrior!”
“Take Ancient what! What’s an Atlas Stone Warrior?” I asked, looking from the chief to Aria. No one replied.
“I don’t understand, I thought we were being rescued?”
“Vy’keens don’t rescue, they’re raiders,” Aria said.
“Whooping leaky freighter, jump now! Jump!” the chief ordered. “Before Vy’keen bad scent arrive,” he murmured to himself.
Aria ejected a beacon with encrypted coordinates of the star system we were jumping to. Hopefully, Kailo would be around to receive them.
There was no more time. I turned to take one final look in the direction Kailo’s Fighter No. 7 had taken to intercept the pirate horde. Now just empty space. Wondering at the sacrifice he was making for us, for Aria. Aria came and stood beside me and looked in the same direction, both our thoughts were with Kailo.
She turned to me and took my hand. “I have to go. I won’t be able to face the Vy’keen. They’re warriors, and these warriors have been looking for me for some time. You’re all in danger, as long as I stay here.”
“Wait, we can beat them if we stick together.”
“No, too much hate against Atlas, against Gek. Listen to the Chief, he’ll know what to do till I return.”
She released my hand and quickly left the bridge.
“We’re just going to let her go?” I turned to the chief for support, he glanced at me for a second, croaked softly, then turned his eyes to the console.
Outside, the empty space around the freighter ventilated, forming a leviathan bubble that swallowed itself and the sea of space around it. The freighter folded a spherical portion of the vacuum it had encapsulated itself in and vanished, along with two Vy’keen ships that had just landed in the freighter’s hangers.
From the bridge, none of this was truly visible. There was a slight moment, a hint of what had occurred, something I would call a gentle nudge, which actually felt like something being gulped down a giant’s throat, followed by a sudden loud pop as the bubble burst.
In the next instant, we found ourselves in a new star system with two Vy’keen ships sitting in our hanger, but with a missing hauler.
There is not a fiercer hell than failure in a great object.
Keats
Chapter 12: Waltzing Pirates
A literary rendition of Navigator Captain Kailo’s Log Entry:216
Kailo had no idea how many pirates he would be facing. Initially, he saw one ship, but suspected more were hidden behind the trail formation heading his way. Obviously, he was expecting more than two pirates, but it was only two he got. He didn’t complain, bless the Atlas.
Nevertheless, he smelled foul play.
The waltz began in earnest when at the very last moment the pirate ships quickly moved to a two-ship line abreast formation, then switched again to a wedge, encircling Kailo. As long as Kailo stayed wedged, he was trapped. If he remained trapped in their sphere of death, he would eventually lose all momentum in the fight and fail. Photon canon blasts lit up the darkness, his shields depleting but holding, barely. He quickly discovered these two pirates were good, surprisingly good. Compared to the other pirates the Vy’keens took out, these two knew how to fly. Knowing the freighter had been left defenceless, the pirates risked their best pilots with Fighter No.7. The Vy’keens turned out to be the wild card in their ill-fated plot.
Desperate to make a move, Kailo sensed an opportunity in the distance, catching glints of polished blotches scattered in one area of space—an asteroid field. He would have to try and break free, which was simply impossible in the predicament he was now in. Restricted in choice, he would have to slowly fly circles and keep them occupied, as he was already doing, firing short phase beam blasts, in the hope of eventually leading them into the mayhem of the asteroid field.
Round and round they went and into the asteroid field they bent. No longer able to sustain their wedge, the pirate ships broke off formation. Now they were flying free. If you can call flying and fighting amongst a thousand spinning rocks, hell bent on smashing your ship, free.
A flashing warning light alerted Kailo to incoming dump fire rockets. Looking left, out of his canopy, he saw three rockets on a direct collision course. He broke right, ending the engagement and dived straight into a tightly assembled cluster of rocks. Passing through them he heard two explosions, followed by a third explosion that knocked out Fighter No.7’s life support. Now he only had his exosuit.
Time was against him. Unable to determine what other damage Fighter No. 7 had sustained, Kailo pulled together all the pilot skills he had mustered over his lifetime. Spinning, twisting and with clever looping at just the right moment, he managed to get behind one of the two pirate ships and fire his own salvo of rockets, taking out one of the two pirates. Unfortunately, the other pirate ship, seeing a window of opportunity, had also slipped behind Kailo. He fired! Slicing part of his wing tip before Kailo could pull up. But pull up he did. If only to avoid the incoming pirate ship’s debris from ahead. The second pirate, however, never saw it. Blinded by rage, the pirate kept firing the beam blast in a desperate attempt to slice Lucky No.7 in half. He never saw the wreckage, until it was too late.
###
Kailo spent the next few hours on a giant piece of peppered rock in the asteroid field that had saved him, making repairs to life support. The ship’s cut off wing tip would have to wait till he either, returned to the freighter, or found a space station that offered repairs. Landing on a planet was out of the question without the aerodynamic support of the missing wing tip.
He decided to make repairs at a space station but changed his mind when his scanner picked up a faint signal.
It was the freighter.
###
On arrival, Kailo was greeted by a flotilla of floating debris, but no freighter. His initial fear was that the freighter had been destroyed. He cursed and wept, but on closer inspection he saw it was only the wreckage of the pirate ships, but how? The freighter could not have done this, its turrets had been devastated. Suspecting something unanticipated had occurred, he searched for clues until he stumbled upon the beacon, but no answers.
The beacon belonged to the freighter, and if Aria was the one who had ejected the beacon, the encryption codes they shared would successfully decipher the message.
The codes worked. She had left behind the coordinates to another star system.
They had escaped, but something else more dangerous than the pirates had intervened. Fearing the worst, Kailo started to punch in the coordinates just as a shadow crossed his canopy. A bulky hauler had appeared out of nowhere and stopped, nose to nose, with Kailo’s Fighter No.7. Looking across into the hauler’s canopy, he thought he saw a ghost looking back.
It is well that war is so terrible, otherwise we should grow too fond of it.
Robert E. Lee
Chapter 13: So it is Decreed
So much had happened—so fast.
There had been no time to process it all. I stood still, allowing myself a moment to reflect and focus on my position and all the other players. The crew were positioned at different stations across the bridge, monitoring repairs on the freighter and awaiting further orders. The chief and I had left the central navigation console and had walked up a small flight of stairs to an observation window overlooking the landing bay below. The two Vy’keen were standing alongside their ships loading big rifles with ammunition. Around their waists I noticed two holsters, one held a pistol and the other a strange alien multi-tool weapon, the head of which looked as though it consisted of sharp teeth. They were dressed in heavy battle gear.
“Not much time, listen,” the chief said, grabbing my arm. “When Vy’keen come you say that Gek your slaves.”
I turned to him, startled by what I was hearing. “You can’t be serious.”
“Chief very serious, no other way. Vy’keen kill all Gek if you not say so. Sworn enemy since time of Gek First Spawn, when Gek ruled galaxy. We’re not of First Spawn. First Born very bad Gek, cause great destruction to others. Much has changed but one thing certain, Vy’keen not forget.”
Gek ruling the galaxy, how was that even possible? The chief and Kailo were traders, not murderers. As far as the Gek causing harm and destruction to others… I found it hard to imagine this cute race of little folk would ever want to harm anyone. But the chief said they once did, so there might be some truth in his story.
A sense of dread filled the bridge. All the Gek had turned in my direction, focusing solely on me. I felt very uncomfortable. The chief and I watched as the Vy’keen made their way up the landing bay stairs. The chief turned back to look up at me, his face filled with terror.
“You are Traveller, Vy’keen not hurt you. In written Saga of the Vy’keen it is said, word for word: ‘The noble Travellers will be spared. Their journey through the cosmos shall not be thwarted. So it is decreed. The will of Hirk the great commands it.’ But you must be strong, if Vy’keen sense weakness they not show mercy. Challenge them as Captain of freighter, show Gek are your slaves.”
“Challenge them. How? And who’s Hirk?”
The chief answered, “With deeds and words. Show no fear. If traveller has to, strike chief, show strength and control over poor foolish Gek. Then with words, tell that Hirk decreed so, Hirk great Vy’keen leader, and give gift. Show strength and gratitude for Vy’keen saving freighter with pitiful crew of Geks.”
The chief led me back to the central navigation console. “Wait here.”
There were storage containers positioned in different areas of the bridge, he opened one and removed a small metallic box and brought it back to me.
He opened the box. “Here, this gift you give to Vy’keen.”
Inside was a dagger with a simple cross handle and a strange blade banded in burnished grey and white. The ending continued in bands but changed to red at the blade’s tip, as if it had been dipped in blood. “Important ceremonial weapon, respected by Vy’keen and given as gift to honour courage and boldness.”
I looked at the blade and said, “What if they don’t accept the gift and refuse my gratitude?”
“They too vain to refuse, they live and die for battle and honour. They not refuse,” the chief said. I took the box from the chief’s trembling hands. “One more thing, breathe this—only a little—will help you sound braver, more Vy’keen.”
From a concealed compartment he took out a strange looking mask. “Grahgrah has gas, increase lung size, you sound Vy’keen and earn respect.”
He placed the odd looking Grahgrah mask over my face. “Inhale little.” I felt my lungs expand like a balloon. Quickly, the chief pulled it off and placed it back into the concealed compartment. “Enough, too much and traveller go cuckoo crazy.”
I tried to speak. My voice sounded profuse and angry, brash and rough. I looked at the chief hoping for answers.
“Good. But not forget, show no fear, only strength. Chief not speak again till Vy’keen gone,” he said and made a nervous croaking sound.
The chief fell silent as the Vy’keen appeared on the bridge from above, their menacing rifles pointing down at us. The chief and his crew had cowered down, frozen in fear. For some strange reason I felt no fear and remained where I was looking up at them, almost challenging the Vy’keen with my glare.
“Welcome, brave warriors,” I called out, surprised at my own brashness. “I am a Traveller and the Captain of this fine, but battered freighter. Foolish Gek are my slave crew.” I saw their little eyes wandering around the bridge. “It is truly an honour to have you on my freighter, come, approach, so I might offer you tribute and reward.”
Seeing me and hearing the confidence in my voice seemed to diminish their assault. They walked down the stairs and approached the navigation console, weapons slightly lowered, but their fingers still on the trigger.
Standing a head over mine, I could see why the Gek feared them. Though humanoid in stature, they were large and repugnant. Particularly, their huge ugly heads and protruding jaws, which extended forward over a large hunched body. Their skin was thick and scaly, and generally tinged green. Parts of their head had what looked like plates or shells covering the skin, with dents, wounds and hollows; possibly battle scars. It wasn’t clear if it was part of their metabolism or face armour. The one to my right had four horns, which pointed up from its cheeks and temples. One was broken. A red shell covered his upper lip, extending to the lower forehead. The other had no horns, but its jaw consisted of two long tentacles and a blue face shell, which covered areas of the face and the upper forehead. For a moment, I contemplated if the tentacles represented a gender difference, but once more it was pure speculation. I had no idea if they were male or female, or neither.
Their faces closed on mine. A foul smell emanated from their heavy breathing, most likely vile exhaled from their innards.
The one with the horns spoke first, its nostrils juddering, “Poi! Biyedexoi iazhoulin.”
I turned to look at the other Vy’keen with the tentacles. “It not know language, but say you pathetic interloper.” They both laughed, sounding like a pair of dogs growling and barking in excitement over an expectant meal.
I ignored the provocation and extended my arms, while holding the gift with both my hands. They both stopped to look at the dagger and then at me.
“Traveller and captain of freighter, with pitiful Gek slave crew, wishes to thank and honour Vy’keen warriors with ceremonial blade,” I said.
My hands remained steady as the tentacle-faced Vy’keen took the dagger and spoke, “Give us the Olonqu Gixois Xoisar Qabgar, or we kill Gek crew and take freighter!”
“What?” I obviously missed something the Vy’keen did not translate. I could see the chief beside me agitated, he was about to speak—I struck him. “Silence! Pathetic Gek, dare to speak again in the presence of these honourable warriors and I will throw you out the nearest airlock!”
Both Vy’keen laughed. But then tentacle-face—I decided to give them names—grew grim and spoke, “Vy'keen High Command demands Ancient Atlas Stone Warrior. Hand over to us!”
I stood my ground. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, there’s no Ancient Atlas Stone Warrior on this freighter.”
Snarling, horn-face shouted threateningly, “Poi! Biyedexoi eianouk! Yaixa! Yaixa!”
I did not need to have it translated to know they were threatening to kill us. I lifted my hand to stop them and said, “Listen carefully, and with respect to words of the Saga of the Vy’keen.” I paused, trying to remember the exact words the chief had said. “Hirk spoke, ‘The noble Travellers will be spared. Their journey through the cosmos shall not be thwarted. So it is decreed. The will of Hirk the great commands it.’”
They both froze. Even horn-face understood what I had just said. They growled, exchanging angry words in Vy’keen amongst themselves.
Tentacle-face spoke first, “Give us girl and you free to go, will not harm Traveller.”
“But Aria is a Traveller as well, like me!” I insisted.
“No!” Tentacle-face shouted. “Not Traveller, girl is abomination. She is ancient beast, worships oppressive false god Atlas and its army of Aerons, its sentinels.”
Horn-face cried out, “Girl olonqu yang, eojeaumu naya yaang! Gianyu rum Tuan!”
I turned to tentacle-face, who translated, “Girl ancient beast, sacrifice the beast! Blood for Hirk!”
“We search ship, you come with us now.”
But horn-face seemed fixated with something and did not follow us. We turned to look.
“Sonqu! Xenky!” he shouted, “Obinqiul!”
Tentacle-face replied, “The enemy has come, death has come… sentinel army here!”
Looking out from the bridge’s panoramic windows, another freighter had appeared on our bow.
Undeterred, the chief spoke for the first time since the Vy'keen had arrived on the bridge. “Sentinel Starship Carrier.”
I looked back only to see the Vy'keen were gone.
Courage is being scared to death... and saddling up anyway.
John Wayne
Chapter 14: The Mirrors in Her Eyes
One, two, three, four, five sentinel ships were heading directly towards us. From the blue hanger doors, the Vy'keen ships flew out of our freighter on an intercept course. The sentinel ships, however, abruptly broke off their attack and turned back to their freighter. “Ha! Sentinels drawing Vy'keen ships closer to freighter’s added fire power, silly Vy’keen,” the chief said. Steadfast, the Vy’keen hurtled after them, indifferent to the odds against them. Their hate for the sentinels bypassed any other emotion or purpose. “Vy’keen now berserk, no longer care about us,” the chief noted.
I breathed a sigh of relief, feeling the gas already wearing off. Putting on the tough guy facade had worn me out.
“By the by, Traveller did fine job and saved crew. But why sentinel freighter appear here now?” the chief wondered.
All the Geks gathered round, gurgling and cheering in their usual, peculiar way, taking turns to give me a hug. One of the Gek crew shouted, “Uci, lefabeig!” And we all turned to look outside.
“What is it?” I asked.
“Look!” the chief said.
Two long contrails from the freighter’s starboard trailed into the hanger bay. Contrails of two ships that had landed, and no one had seen coming.
“More intruders!” the chief cried. Panic spread amongst the Gek.
We ran up the short flight of stairs to the hanger bay observation window and looked down. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Fighter No.7 and the hauler. Kailo was helping Aria down from the hauler. She was covered with a cloak and looked ill.
The chief and I raced down to help them.
“Take me to the navigation console,” she pleaded, her voice rasp and brittle, like a child spent from crying.
Together, we brought Aria up to the bridge and placed her on a chair beside the console. Her face was white as a ghost. The chief gave her a warm tea to drink, helping her hold the cup to her lips; lips which had lost their luster.
The chief briefed them by recounting how we dealt with the Vy’keens. Aria looked at me and smiled. “You did well,” she said and took my hand. Her hand was as cold as ice. I held it with both my hands, trying to give her my warmth. She held on gently. I looked at her as she closed her eyes and for a moment seemed to be sleeping.
She opened her eyes. “Time to go…” she said and turned to the chief, “... now! I’m losing control.” And for the first time I saw it, clear as day. The cloak she wore had fallen wayside, revealing a dark impression on her chest. A burning red sphere, which was pulsating faintly.
“They called you an abomination, they said you’re not a Traveller.”
Aria turned to me. Her hazy eyes looked like dying orbs fading into the night.
“The Vy’keen don’t want to understand, they’re filled with rage. They think I’m part of it. They hate the Atlas, calling it a false god.
“What do you call it?” I asked.
She took her time, turning to see if the chief was preparing to leave and then spoke, “A broken god, maybe.”
“And what about you, Aria. They called you the Ancient Atlas Stone Warrior?” I looked to her chest, at the soft sphere pulsating on her fragile body. With effort she pulled the cloak over herself, covering the red glow.
“I am what I am, but what I’m not is the Atlas. The Ancient Stone was part of the beginning and is still accessible, but only because I have survived this long. Through the passage of time oscillations and unknown resets, I have learnt the code and wavered each end, only to return to each beginning. I was there in the beginning and I was there at each and every end. But now it’s time to go. I’m tired, very tired of this. The Atlas is unreliable and volatile. Each of its incarnations share its cold core. The Travellers are all I have, you and the others, your presence gives me hope.”
“Did you bring that sentinel freighter here?” I asked her, genuinely curious.
“Yes, I had to find a way to distract the Vy’keen, to get them off our ship, but I also had to help Kailo get back. By coupling with the Atlas, I was able to summon the sentinel freighter here.”
Now I understood why the Vy’keen called her an abomination, it was her connection to the Atlas, they think she is part of it. She can link to the Atlas, to access data, instructions and information for her benefit; but it weakens her when she does. Like a virus attacking its host, the host’s antibodies fight back, thus weakening her. But all of this did not explain how she was able to do this in the first place, and more importantly, I still could not understand what she was, a girl or an abomination?
“Ready to jump.” Turning to Aria, Kailo asked, “But where?”
“Give me the panel,” Aria requested.
Kailo passed her the hand-held input panel to the central navigation console. Aria punched in the coordinates. “We have to get to the centre. There’s not much time left before things fall apart. First, however, we have to find Tegiko.”
“Who’s Tegiko?” I asked.
“Special Trade Envoy for Merchant’s Guild. Tegiko is friend and business associate,” Kailo explained.
“Why do we need Tegiko?”
“To buy back my ship,” Aria said.
“You have a ship?”
“Yes, I have a ship.”
“Why did you sell it?”
“I pawned it for money. We needed money, but now we need it back. Otherwise, we won’t be able to get to the centre.”
I was confused. “What do you mean, centre? The centre of what?”
“The centre of the galaxy, of course. That’s where the Black Portal is, and my ship is the only one capable of taking us there, or rather, finding where it is.”
Kailo had taken the hand-held input panel back from Aria. “Hold tight, whooping freighter jumping!”
There was that same loud pop, like a bubble bursting, as the freighter jumped. Leaving behind the sentinels and Vy’keens entangled in their brawl of historic animosity.
We emerged into a prosperous trading system beside a massive space station, shaped like two pyramids joined at their base. A giant dome dominated the point of one pyramid, and the station’s propulsion engine retained the other. The entire structure was awash in orange and green borders, lit from a single bright sun. Aria was back on her feet, her complexion already returning to normality, which was not surprising, since she was no longer linked to the Atlas.
“Kailo, load up the hauler with all the resources we’ve collected, it should be enough,” Aria said.
“Tegiko has sent signal and is waiting,” Kailo said and left with the crew to help load up the hauler. The chief remained on the bridge, while Aria asked me to accompany her to the hydroponics bay.
She sat, while I remained standing, overlooking the bay. The air was full of aromas from the diverse plant life. “This is where I find solace, among the plants and the flowers. I feel their energy, which they so kindly share with me.”
She gestured I sit beside her, which I did. There was something overpowering in her movements, a majesty I just could not place, but was ever present.
She turned to me and asked, “Do you remember anything from before?” She checked to see if I understood the question. “Before you lost your memories?”
I tried to remember what I could, focusing on fleeting moments. My eyes fell on a blossoming Star Bramble beside me, its cluster of blue white flowers glowing magically like star light. “I remember a late spring night as a child, a clear sky full of stars. I’m wandering alone in a garden that’s bigger than anything I’d known till then. I think it’s my home, everything seems familiar, and I’ve sneaked outside; I shouldn’t be outside, but I am, and I feel excited. The rest is a blank.” I turned to look at Aria, her eyes were so deep in reflection it frightened me. She did not say anything but waited for me to continue. “There’s someone there, but I can’t see them. I think we were friends, or at least I knew them.” There’s another gap, another time. “I’m inside a building, it’s not my home. I can hear voices, students. It’s a university.” I was still focused on her eyes. Mirrors, her eyes were mirrors reflecting my thoughts. I should have been terrified, but the soft humming sounds emanating from the hydroponic trays seemed to be nullifying my senses and any response.
Time shifts again. “I’m in a sunken room. Sitting in a reclined chair. There are wires and cables stretched out over the floor leading away from me, up into some other spherical room and everything is connected to me. Looking up, there’s a woman looking down at me from behind a window. I can’t see her clearly, so I’m unsure if I know her. Darkness. Blinding light.” I felt my body shivering, perspiration trickling down my face. I could sense Aria analyzing my every word. “Shadows. I’m cataloguing all these plants, strange life forms, so many geological formations, and worlds—endless worlds. There’s an accident, a malfunction with my ship, or not… I feel severed from the connection. I’ve crashed on a planet. I’m lost; lost from my mind. I don’t know who I am, and nothing seems to be working.” I stopped and looked down at the floor, it looked real, solid. I looked up at Aria again. “Then Kailo found me.”
“Interesting,” Aria stated. “We seem to share an event, a possible reason to continue.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“Your journey here seems familiar. I’ve many memories, I think one of them is you.”
“I still don’t understand.”
“If we reach the centre maybe you will.”
“We’re ready to go.” Kailo was standing at the hydroponic bay doors, looking fretful. How long had he been standing there?
Since we cannot change reality, let us change the eyes which see reality.
Nikos Kazantzakis
Chapter 15: The White Squid
The flight over to the space station was short and uneventful.
Strange, giant symbols adorned the outside of the station. Most likely a welcome or name, but I had no idea what language they were in, nor what they meant. A fleet of freighters, resembling an armada of sailing ships anchored in a port of call, were parked near the station in perfect formation.
On final approach our flight was taken over by the station’s automatic docking system, which landed the hauler safely inside a vast hanger. Smaller ships, belonging to traders, were busy coming and going.
Trade Envoy Tegiko was waiting for us in the station’s main lounge. Tegiko’s sharp and narrow eyes dominated the shrewd trader’s face. I could see him busy calculating, considering and observing our every move. Around his eyes, thick skin was puffed up from lack of sleep. Caused, I suspected, from staring at numbers on his hand-held tablet and the monitors around him. All of them displaying trade market prices and commodities.
Tegiko was as wealthy as a Gek could be, dressed in a lavish gold and pearl coloured exosuit. A large spherical head piece encircled the top part of his head like a crown, most likely concealing some sort of technological wizardry, which connected directly to enhance his brain. At least that was the impression it gave me.
“Welcome, Ambassador,” Tegiko said, bowing to kiss Aria’s hand.
“Good to see you again, Tegiko,” she replied.
The brief introduction was followed by a long trade discussion between Aria, Kailo and Tegiko. I sat to one side and eventually closed my eyes while I waited patiently for the talks to end. It lasted for close to an hour, and was spoken in Gek, so I understood nothing, other than the initial welcome. Finally, the talks concluded with a deal that everyone was happy with. The closing stage involved the exchange of the merchandise for the return of Aria’s ship, which would occur on a planet at an undisclosed destination.
“Where will you go now?” Tegiko queried Aria, changing the language from Gek and the subject from trade.
“I’ll tell you when I have my ship,” Aria said.
Aria and I left with Tegiko in his hauler. Kailo followed in our hauler, piloted by one of Tegiko’s associates. We were seated in the back of each hauler, our view of the outside obscured.
“Certain events are indicators,” Aria said. “Yours and mine seem to share a commonality that isn’t easily brushed aside with coincidence.”
I wasn’t sure what she was trying to say. She noticed my uncertainty. “We are what we are from the memories we share; from the experiences we live. What are we, if not what we observe and absorb.” In turn, I noticed a weariness in her voice.
The haulers had penetrated the atmosphere and were on a landing vector. I turned to Aria and dared to ask, “Who are you, really?”
Her eyes flashed at my question; the weariness was replaced by irritation. I could sense her trying to process an answer, she only said, “A beginning and an end.”
The haulers dived towards a small dark opening on the face of a mountain as I caught a glimpse of the world we were on—cold blue, ice and snow—before it suddenly went dark. The aperture was so large it swallowed both haulers. We landed inside a large cavern within the mountain where a base, illuminated with floodlights and hidden deep inside the cave, had been built in the dark hollow against the rock wall. The haulers took up two of the four parallel landing pads. The third was empty and the fourth was occupied by an odd, white, squid shaped starship. Aria’s ship.
We left the haulers and made our way across the freezing cave into the subterranean base, where hot soup was waiting for us. The four of us sat around a table with a direct view of the outside cavern. The floodlight’s glow radiated across the cavern’s ceiling, revealing bizarre formations of enflamed orange rock and stalactites in blue. Strange red orbs floated in midair, moving slowly along the icy air currents, until they finally disappeared deeper into the cave’s maze of tunnels.
The conversation continued from where it had left off aboard the space station. Aria insisted they no longer talk in Gek—due to my presence—and since trade was no longer the discussion on the table.
“So, Ambassador.” Tegiko’s eyes narrowed into a smile. If you can call a quivering beak, along with his eyes, a smile. “Now that you have your White Squid back, what next?”
Aria did not hesitate to answer, “The centre, we’re heading for the centre.”
“Very long way. Why spend so much energy to get to centre, nothing there but lost souls. Friends should stay away, stay here with Tegiko. Only death at centre, darkness swallow friends.”
I noticed Kailo fidgeting nervously. Aria took his hand and held it firmly, trying to calm him. “You can come with us, you’re more than welcome, Tegiko. We don’t want to leave any of our friends behind,” Aria said.
“No, thank you,” Tegiko said. “I have good life, nothing more to wish for, have everything a Gek could want. Wealth, good food, happiness and sadness. If end comes, let it come. If time to go, then Tegiko go. So be it!” he chirked, while lifting a spoonful of soup to his mouth.
Kailo had already finished his soup and was looking outside at the White Squid. It was a huge starship, bigger than a hauler and very alien, very organic in design, compared to any other ship I had seen.
Kailo turned to Tegiko and nervously asked, “Who are lost souls?”
“Others—I don’t know. Tegiko only hear rumors of ships getting too close to dark centre. Eaten by darkness, only souls left, haunt the darkness with cries and curses of ‘Go back, go back!’ they say, when you go too close to centre.”
I could see this discussion was making Kailo worse.
“Just tales to keep the curious away, that’s all,” Aria said, still holding Kailo’s hand. “We’re not afraid of the darkness, it’s not the first time I’ve faced the darkness with the White Squid.”
“Maybe,” Tegiko said, turning to Aria. He looked worried as his eyes met hers. “You still need help to go to centre. Even with White Squid, it take very, very long time. Too many dangers, too many risks. But there might be better way.”
He removed a small object from his pocket. “Here, take this,” Tegiko said, passing a small chip into her hands. “This will show way to hidden Space Station. Station appear as anomaly, but safe. Go there and ask to speak with Priest, tell him Tegiko sent you. He will help you to reach centre fast.”
How a priest was going to help us reach the centre, I had no idea. Aria took the chip without asking any further questions. I watched as she connected the chip to a small opening in her sleeve’s wrist. The chip slipped in and disappeared as the opening closed. Her eyes moved up from her wrist and fell on us, no one spoke as we watched her, and then she suddenly stood up to leave.
“Time to go, we don’t want to leave those poor lost souls waiting.”
It is better to light a candle than curse the darkness.
Eleanor Roosevelt
Chapter 16: A Time to Leave
There were always going to be more questions. How could there not be more questions. I was looking for answers and I suspected Aria knew something. When she did talk, I was still lost. Unable to comprehend what she was going on about. And I still didn’t know who I was.
We were preparing to leave, to go and see a priest. A priest, can you believe that? Great, what was I going to confess? That I’d forgotten who I am? That I had no idea where I was and who all these strange people are? People, aliens; whatever they were, whoever I am, wherever this place is. No! Stay focused. Aria needs you, she’s point zero, everything just connects to her. Can’t you see that?
“Hey, are you OK?” Aria said.
I looked up.
“Sure,” I lied.
I think she knew I was lying. “I’m OK, really,” I insisted. I had to pretend I was fine so she would stop staring at me. She had enough on her plate without me adding more. I decided to hold back my questions and wait till we reached the Priest. Maybe the Priest did have the answers. I sure hope he did, for Aria’s sake and for the rest of us. I smiled and put on my best, calm face. She grinned and finally looked away.
“Are we returning to the freighter?” I asked.
“No,” Aria said.
“Why not?”
“It’s too heavily damaged and in no condition to travel. Repairs are going to take some time.”
Aria turned to Kailo and smiled. Her eyes full of sympathy. “And Kailo had to make a great sacrifice. Selling off the Hauler along with the Colossus to pay for all the repairs. I’m hoping one-day his ‘whooping freighter’ will see its captain again.”
“Maybe,” Kailo sighed.
“What about your fighter, Kailo?” I asked. “What’s going to happen to Lucky No.7?”
“No, no. Not selling No.7. Getting fixed with Freighter. Was damaged too, fighting pirates. No.7 other half of Kailo, not ever sell. One-day Kailo fly Lucky No.7 and captain whooping freighter again.” He stopped to think. “Maybe.”
“I’ve given your chief technician the coordinates, Kailo,” Aria said. “When they’ve made all their repairs, they’ll follow us, slowly and safely. We’ll have made a big head start but I’m hoping they’ll catch up. I think you’ll see your crew and ships before we reach the centre.”
Kailo chirped. “Very good news. Kailo thank Aria from bottom of heart for lifting spirits.” He rushed to Aria and hugged her.
It was good to see Kailo still hopeful. He was a great pilot and I suspect just as good a Captain. Both Aria and I were happy to have Kailo with us, he had proven himself a solid friend in difficult times.
We left Kailo to assist with loading supplies and boarded Aria’s ship. The interior of the White Squid was surreal, and it seemed to be more spacious than I had imagined from the outside. The walls, the ceiling and floor, seemed to blend into an organic sphere of liquid black and pearly white. Perfect symmetry taking full advantage of the space given. Long elongated glow beams crisscrossed and bent throughout the interior, eliminating any shadows. Panels were sparse, but those displayed were very large and transparent, and reacted to touch and voice. The ship had a voice too, which sounded like a young boy’s voice, but was serious and not childlike at all. However, it only responded to Aria’s commands, ignoring the rest of us.
I sat beside Aria in the front of the ship and watched her as she proceeded to connect a thin white cable from the front panel to her wrist.
“I have these coordinates, how many Warp Cells will we need?” Aria asked the ship.
“Coordinates indicate two direct paths. One is longer than the other. The shorter route requires four Warp Cells, the longer route requires six,” the ship responded.
“We only have five Warp Cells. Plot the shorter route,” Aria instructed.
The ship sent a relay message to the orbital space station in the system, querying and gathering the latest intelligence from a host of transmissions collected in the last few days from traders and freighters. The ship responded almost immediately with a surprisingly tense tone. “Warning! Danger, Aria! Shorter route crosses volatile system with unstable gravity well.”
“Then make sure to avoid the well,” Aria replied, unperturbed.
“Probability of encounter cannot be measured accurately. There is a high risk of…”
“There’s no choice, we’ll deal with it when it happens. Prepare to make the jump.”
Aria proceeded to remove the cable from her wrist as Kailo boarded the ship. Uncertain how much he had heard, she avoided eye contact with him. Kailo approached us smiling, so I assumed he missed the danger bit about the unstable gravity well.
“Supplies loaded. Kailo loaded too. Now ready, we all ready to find Priest. All good,” Kailo reassured himself. “And Kailo no longer afraid to go to centre. Kailo has all he need. Has friends, and friends have Kailo.”
Aria got up and hugged Kailo. “No Kailo, you don’t need to be afraid when you’re with friends.”
No friendship is an accident.
O. Henry
Chapter 17: Playing with a Slingshot
Buckled into our seats, the White Squid broke out from the hidden mountain base into a blinding snowstorm, stifling visibility beyond the tips of the ship’s bow of peculiar tentacles. Hurricane winds rocked us hard as the thrusters desperately compensated for the turbulence. Suddenly, the booster kicked in, lurching the ship upwards. We climbed straight out of the storm while being pushed back into our seats from the acceleration. The ship’s enormous canopy readjusted itself for differences in light intensity; darkening when the light was too bright and switching to transparent when outside it became too dark.
The view cleared. We were free from the storm clouds and free from the planet’s gravity. A silent, starry sky greeted us as the ship warned we were about to make the jump to the next system. I held my breath.
Entering Hyperdrive, the FTL propulsion drive consumed a Warp Cell as it entered a crazy tunnel of psychedelic fireworks. Although the ship’s canopy darkened, I preferred to close my eyes till the light show ended, which it soon did, marked with a voracious boom almost ninety-five light years later.
Two more jumps and almost three hundred light years later, we made the penultimate jump. I was now seeing more stars inside the ship than outside.
“Danger! Gravity well proximity,” the ship broadcast.
“Calculate distance,” Aria replied.
“Calculating.” There was a short pause. “Approximately fifteen thousand Ks.” Another pause. “Caution! Space and time interaction unstable. Gravity well is exerting superior force over all known forces in local vicinity, including ship. Distance calculation compromised.”
Kailo made a loud croaking sound, but quickly placed his hand over his month and muttered an apology.
I looked back at Aria. Like a conductor, both her hands were moving in precise patterns over the large panel in front of her at lightning speed. How could she move so fast? She had brought up strange equations and graphs, making changes and readjustments at the blink of an eye.
The ship continued its discouraging report. “Unable to break free. Escape velocity compromised. Unable to correct course.” I could feel the ship’s thrusters working at maximum, but nothing was happening, other than more stress being placed on the ship’s structure. “Danger! Impact with gravity well imminent!” The ship went into a loop of repeating the same message while trying to break free. It was hopeless. The ship was depleting all its stores of iron by exerting the pulse engine’s boost to break free. Sooner than later, the iron would be drained, and all hope gone with it.
“Cease all escape maneuvers,” Aria instructed the ship.
“What are you doing?” I cried. “We’ll be crushed!”
“Garrehhh,” Kailo moaned. He had closed his eyes and seemed to be praying.
Aria ignored our cries and continued to enter calculations. I caught glimpses of symbols, numbers and letters, of G’s, M’s and R’s. “Keep the ship’s nose on a rotation pattern. Focus on the forward horizon of the gravity well and keep it there. Minimal iron consumption, we’re going to need what’s left.”
Gravity had now taken complete hold of the White Squid, moving us into the gravity well faster and faster. We were approaching the threshold of the well. The sky seemed to be filled with charged particles of photons and electricity, all falling into a swirling mass of currents, whose core was so black all shape and form was lost in its empty despair.
I was shocked to hear Aria’s next command. I couldn’t believe what she was saying.
“Don’t turn away, apply maximum thrust now!”
“No! We’ll die, Aria!” I shouted, but the boom of the thrusters drowned out my voice along with my plea.
Kailo started to laugh. The poor Gek had lost his mind from sheer panic and fear.
“Ha! Good move, Aria! Whippy, springy, slingshot maneuver saves friends. Kailo’s silly fear not help to think straight. Good thing we have smart Aria here to save Kailo and silly traveller,” Kailo said, as he turned to me and laughed.
Great, now I’m the silly traveller.
For a moment, I was unsure what had happened. We seemed to have shot free of the gravity well.
Aria had used the momentum of the gravity well to work for us. By flying the ship off at the tangent of the gravity well—the line that just touches the curve of the well—rather than trying to escape, our angle had whiplashed us off the gravity well, which I could not have anticipated. All I saw was us falling in.
“We’re not finished yet,” Aria said.
“But we’ve broken free!” I said.
“Warning, escape velocity slowing. Shall I initiate thrusters?” the ship asked of Aria. Sounding unsettlingly calm.
“Yes, full thrust.”
“Aria, what’s wrong?” I asked.
“This gravity well is a black hole, it’s tremendously powerful and we don’t have enough iron to make it out. We’re going to be pulled back in again. But we do have one option. We have one more Warp Cell.”
“How will you be able to use it if we get pulled back in?”
“Once the slingshot has taken us to a safe distance, the ship will slow to a stop. Just for a moment. While paused, we can use the Warp Cell without endangering the ship’s integrity to escape the black hole. We should be able to safely warp to the final system. At least that’s the plan if everything goes as planned.”
No one spoke and I could sense Aria knew we were all placing our hopes on her calculations. This had the effect of her refocusing on the task at hand. She ignored Kailo’s crackles and croaks as I turned to look out of the canopy. I didn’t want her distracted. A single blue planet with two small moons. One red and the other green, hung at the forefront of a beautiful purple nebula, which filled the canopy alongside a cacophony of twinkling stars. Who had painted this? What type of brushes had they used to paint such beauty? If our mission were to fail here, then I suppose the ending wouldn’t be so bad. I’d remember this image and be happy.
Something changed, I could feel we were slowly decelerating. I turned to see Aria’s hands, which were blurs, moving ever faster over the large panel. If that was even possible. The White Squid slowed down and then finally stopped, for a moment.
“Now! Initiate Hyperdrive! Jump!”
Intelligence is the ability to adapt to change.
Stephen Hawking
Chapter 18: The Eye in the Sky
I remember floating on water. My face to the sky. A blue sky. I remember dreaming that behind the blue, the sky was full of stars. Yet, they were invisible to me. Like all those worlds out there. Invisible and unreachable. I heard voices, there were others; others dreaming like me. I caught a fleeting glimpse—a pale reflection of a face—and then it was gone. Water slipped over my face and I went under. For a moment, I felt a strange urge to remain submerged. I was still breathing. A contraption was connected to my mouth and there were cables coupled to my head and body. I was inside a glass casing and my body was in a strange suit. It felt safe here in my shadowy, liquid universe. I didn’t have to wonder about those other worlds anymore. Just safe and snug like an embryo inside the womb. Then it exploded.
The boom brought me back from where I was. It was fading. A memory? Maybe, of where I was. But I wasn’t sure, I couldn’t remember being inside a glass casing, but the suit felt familiar. It felt like my exosuit. I wasn’t even sure if what I saw was my own memory or another’s. If there was another, there was no face, no image.
On opening my eyes, the memories were gone, and I was with Aria and Kailo in the strange White Squid. I looked up at the canopy, was this another glass casing? OK, get a grip, you’re imagining crazy stuff here. Most likely the effects of the psychedelic hyperdrive jump. It was playing with my head. How many more jumps to go? I had no idea. All I knew was that I dreaded the thought.
We were in a new system of worlds, floating in a marble blue expanse.
“We made it,” I said, feeling relieved.
“Anomaly detected.”
“Is it another Black hole?” Aria asked.
“Negative,” the ship replied. “Anomaly is an artificial structure.”
“It must be the Priest,” I said.
Aria nodded, “Yes. Lock onto the Anomaly and take us into visual range.”
It wasn’t long before we were in range of a large spherical object, floating in a stationary position out in the middle of nowhere. Its outer structure looked to be made of titanic plating. Old and weathered by time and space, like some ancient citadel in a state of decay, long forgotten. A dark, haunted memory, all alone in the night.
Aria activated a small devise on her sleeve wrist. “Open a communication channel to the sphere,” she instructed the ship.
“You have an open channel, Aria.”
“Hello,” Aria hesitated, considering her next words. “My name is Aria, I’m a friend of Tegiko.” She waited for a reply. Nothing. “Tegiko has sent me, to speak with the Priest…” Her tone changed, she was focused and direct. “…and so, I have come, to ask for your help. Please, can you help us?”
There was a long silence. Maybe the station had been abandoned long ago, which would explain its deteriorating condition. But there were gigantic half-rings on the outside of the station still revolving, like some antique spherical astrolabe in perpetual motion, keeping pace with the heartbeat of some dysfunctional universe. Someone, or something, was keeping this old machine tuned, oiled and running.
“No one home? Maybe that’s good, maybe we go now, before we wake up whatever in there. Yes?” Kailo said, his face somewhat pale.
If there was something or someone in there, it must have heard Aria’s message. Machines don’t sleep, so the message must have been received. Aria remained quiet, still and unflinching. She waited, while Kailo and I jittered about nervously and impatiently.
“Why taking so long?” Kailo asked.
I added, “Maybe we should send another message and see…”
A single, circular portal suddenly lit up, like the pupil of an eye peering out at us, marking an entry point. The three of us froze.
“It heard us,” I said.
Without warning an invisible hand seized the ship and we started moving towards the ominous sphere’s single eye.
There's always another story. There's more than meets the eye.
Chapter 19: The Priest
“Invisible tractor beam locked on ship,” the ship’s AI announced.
“What’s happening?” I turned to look at Aria.
“Looks like we’re being invited in.”
As we got closer, the portal spun half round and proceeded to unlock. Sliding open and pulling the ship through a tunnel of red loops. At the far end of the tunnel, another portal slid open and we soon found ourselves within the sphere.
The station had taken control of the ship and placed it down on a single, central landing pad inside the sphere.
“Well that went smoothly,” I said.
“Let’s go,” Aria urged.
“All of us? Shouldn’t someone stay here with the ship?” I asked.
“No need, we’re perfectly safe.”
How could Aria be so sure we were safe? Sometimes I envied her certainty. At other times it worried me. I think my affection for her felt stronger than I wanted to believe. Stronger than my own self-preservation, hers taking precedent. I couldn’t imagine anything more important.
“Friends not need worry. Kailo will protect.” Kailo said, as he brandished his alien weapon.
Aria moved towards him and gently took the alien multi-tool out of his hand. “You won’t be needing this.”
Placing the weapon away, she questioned our motives. “What were you thinking? We’ve come here to talk with the Priest, to ask for help. Do you honestly think if we go in waving weapons about, we’ll win any sympathy, or get the help we need? We’re not going to get any help if we show hostile intentions.”
“Very sorry. Kailo’s only concern friends.”
“I know, and I understand. But I can take care of myself.” Aria turned to look at me. “You both need to realise that. Now, follow me and let me do the talking.”
We followed Aria away from the ship up a long ramp towards another internal sphere within the spaceship. It too had half rings rotating around its circumference. At the end of the ramp we were greeted by another ceiled portal, marked by three red lights that turned blue as we approached.
A door opened and the three of us walked up a bridge onto a round platform in a spherical room, glowing in purple, crimson auras. This was the centre of the sphere where two white blue beams met. One rose from within a hollow, round podium in the floor. The other fell from the ceiling, meeting at one juncture—the space station’s reactor core—harvesting energy from a micro-star trapped between the beams and three spinning rings in mid-air. Who could have built such advanced technology?
Next to the podium stood a tall, cloaked figure holding a data pad in one hand. It turned to look at us and bowed, while placing its free hand to its heart.
Aria bowed placing her left hand to her heart. Kailo and I did the same.
The figure started chittering. The sounds were less organic and more mechanical, the way sounds are played through a synthesiser. The body behind the exosuit looked almost humanoid. But appearances could be deceiving. The head was inside a long, elongated helmet, unnaturally large and impenetrably black. Except for three, blue vertical lights on the front visor, possibly cameras. Deeper inside the helmet, where one would place the forehead, four lights danced round each other... it was processing, thinking, as it observed us.
This was no biological entity. It… they… the Priest had no gender. It was some form of mechanical species.
It spoke, “Rare forms approach. Pleasure! Priest Entity Nada, divergent Korvax. Maybe not, maybe am.”
That was confusing. Did it just say it was a pleasure to meet us? I looked to Aria for confirmation.
“Priest Entity Nada, thank you for seeing us. And it’s a pleasure to meet you, too.”
Yep, Aria just confirmed it.
Aria said, “Tegiko gave us the coordinates to your station. He said you could help us reach the centre of the galaxy. That you know of a way, a faster way to bypass the darkness and the endless emptiness.”
The Priest turned its head slightly to the side as it turned to look at us, while the lights in its oversized helmet were spinning and pulsating. It started to chitter in Korvax, finally turning to Aria.
“Nada is. Nada researching. Nada needs information.”
I noticed two power cables on its left shoulder, feeding into its body. Hints of powered links to its wrists, torso and spine. This was a machine body, a robot body, a Korvax.
“Nada free. Nada knows. Nada not knows. Nada sees others. Simulation.”
I turned and whispered to Aria, “What’s it talking about? I don’t understand, does it need more information from us? What does it mean by simulation?”
“Not too sure what it wants. Korvax aren’t native to this universe, though I have come across several of them in systems under their jurisdiction. Don’t underestimate them, beneath all that chittering and incomprehensible dialogue, they are highly intelligent. All of them are linked into what’s known as the Korvax Convergence Interface; shared knowledge and information gathering. That’s all they care about. But this one, this Priest, I think it’s different.”
Nada continued, “Convergence. Nada wipe. Nada stops existing. End!”
Aria approached Nada. Her eyes focusing on his visor. “Do you venerate the Atlas?”
Nada exploded in chittering as light beams enveloped Aria. “Negative! Nada free. Researching origins. Simulation. Simulation ending. Reality ending.”
Fearful it would harm Aria, Kailo and I moved towards the Priest.
“Stay where you are, the Priest means me no harm. It’s only scanning me,” Aria ordered.
“Nada detected Atlas Stone in humanoid. Suggestion. What is it? What are you?” Its focus all on Aria.
“Don’t be fearful of me, I mean you no harm. I know about the simulation. I’m not of the Atlas, but I needed the Stone. I took the stone from the Atlas. It’s the only means to escape.”
“Escape! Escape the simulation? Interesting. But there is no escape. This is it! That’s all there is. Yes, there is escape. But why go into the darkness? Stress! At the centre there is no darkness, only light. Say. Say!”
While the Priest continued to talk, counter arguing its own thoughts, I spoke to Aria privately, “It’s paranoid. Are you sure it can help us?”
“Sounds ill, maybe robot malfunctioning,” Kailo added.
“Look, I know it sounds strange, and even deranged. But there’s a logical explanation to its behaviour. The Priest might still have a connection to the Convergence. I think they’re trying to regain control; it must be a non-compliant Korvax. It’s rare, but it can happen. Remember, it’s a machine and has obviously encountered something contradictory to the information it has. And so, it’s trying to sever itself from the Convergence. It’s trying to make sense of this new information. It wants answers.”
“And so do you,” the Priest said, sounding almost normal. “I will help. But you will help. And we will all get information.”
Aria approached the Priest and peered into the lights in its visor. “What do you want?”
“A quest I give.” The Priest took Aria’s hand.
Like a slithering eel, a black cord from the Priest’s hand interfaced with her wrist. Aria received coordinates to two small moons in this very system, and instructions.
“The ancient graves. Two graves that dance and sing. Defeat the Dancer in the Wind and the Singer in the Sea, and the blueprints will be yours.” The Priest was calm, focused, his message unhindered by the Convergence, his sentences almost complete. “Follow instructions. Get blueprints. Find facility and craft Golden Quantum Processor. Bring device. Free me and my friend, and I will free you.”
His friend, who was his friend?
Freedom has never been free.
Medgar Evers
Chapter 20: Lost Minds
We never got an answer to who his friend was. Frankly, we didn’t get any more information. Priest Entity Nada stopped talking after he gave us the instructions. And when I asked Aria what the instructions were, she told me I’d find out soon enough. Now that was encouraging.
We descended to the first small lifeless moon. Landing the White Squid on a dry, dusty clearing beside a towering cliff of ancient volcanic rock.
“Watch your step while we’re outside. Low gravity equates to leaps and bounds,” Aria said.
As we left the White Squid I paused to look up. The immense cliff was as smooth as glass and scary as hell. I turned my head in both directions to see it stretch out into the lonely night. It stood out unnaturally on this desolate, bleak moon. An enchanted wall holding back a sea of thoughts filled with past fears, like a mirror ready to shatter and release what’s been forgotten.
A strange, rumbling sound crawled its way up through my legs, along my spine and into my head. The dead moon wasn’t so dead after all. There was seismic activity below ground, and to prove it, fumaroles had pocketed the surface and were spewing hot gas. The low gravity and non-existent atmosphere, however, meant those vapors were lost to space above. And you would have to notice them first. No air, no sound, only gentle vibrations. I started humming, then words magically popped into my head and I started singing, “I’m picking up good vibrations.” Great, I was losing my mind. But it felt like a memory, like music I knew; it was so familiar. Both Aria and Kailo stopped and turned to look at me.
“Oh! Nice tune friend, not know that one, but Kailo want to learn strange song.”
Aria smiled. “There should be an entrance nearby, look for an opening, a cave possibly.”
“All I see are steam vents,” I replied.
“The moon’s active, and by that, I mean it’s volcanic. So, there’s a lot of heat, earthquakes and lava, which adds up to danger. We need to stay alert,” she said.
The three of us had turned on our torches and began to scan the wall. My hands were sweating. I noticed the readings on my helmet’s HUD display seventy-two. It was getting warm in my exosuit. Radiation and toxicity were high, too. The atmosphere read silent, meaning it was virtually nonexistent. There was nothing to breathe beyond some dust and toxic steam near the vents. All three of us had topped up our oxygen and life support. We had taken extra supplies, since we had no idea how long we would be.
The Priest had mentioned we would need to defeat the Dancer in the Wind. But there was no wind here, no air. So, I wasn’t too confident we would hear much singing beyond Kailo, who was trying to hum my ‘good vibrations’ tune in his exosuit.
“Over here!” Aria cried.
We turned to see a small opening in the ground beside the cliff wall. Kailo shone his torch into the hole in the ground. There were actual steps, roughly cut into the rock or worn away over time, spiralling down into a borehole.
“Kailo lead, friends follow.”
That was fine by me. Kailo led, Aria followed, and I followed Aria. Wondering, as we slowly descended, what I was doing here and how everything was changing so rapidly. So much had happened since I met both Kailo and Aria. Why was I so concerned for the fate of Aria, why was she the only thing that mattered? I knew Kailo felt the same way. My memories, were they lost? Or were they hidden behind a mirror? Would it break, would I remember again, like some dream one wakes from. But I was someone before, and for some reason, which I couldn’t fathom, I felt Aria was connected to my past. And through her and by helping her, I would, I might, one day know. Know what had happened to me.
I felt someone squeeze my hand. “Why have you stopped? Come on, let’s keep going,” Aria said.
She led me down, still holding my hand. Even through our thick gloves, I felt as though I was touching a bare hand, felt something warm and alive.
As we descended, the temperature readings slowly changed. Sixty-four, then after a while, forty-five. By the time we had reached the bottom it was a cool twenty-three.
Our torches revealed we were in a long tunnel. It had been bored through with precision by tools or machines.
“Who made this?” I asked.
Both Aria and Kailo looked at the walls.
“Very accurate work, machines, precise machines. But I can’t be certain until I see something to indicate who or what made this,” Aria said.
“Kailo found something, look!” Kailo had picked up a strange, charred devise covered in dust with wires dangling off it like singed hair.
“It’s part of an Aeron, a Sentinel,” Aria noted as she tried to clean part of its surface. “With old markings. Very old markings. It looks like one of the first…, their origin, however, is conjecture.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“There seems to be so much mystery behind their origin, and what we know about their purpose is speculation. They keep the balance, so to say. In earlier times they were quite passive, but after the Aeron wars, well, let’s just say they changed, becoming more malevolent. In worlds where the war never reached, they are still passive, if you don’t bother them. In others, where they survived, they will attack you on site.”
“Yes! Vy’keen almost won war, almost defeat sentinels,” Kailo added.
Aria found more pieces under the dust. “These parts look like remnants from the war. There was fighting down here, a battle fought long ago. We best be cautious while moving through this tunnel. We have no idea what to expect. If any are still active, they might attack us.”
Both Kailo and I reached for our multi-tools, which Aria found amusing, but refrained from commenting.
Aria had taken the lead through the tunnel. We moved slowly, trying to avoid stepping on more sentinel parts littering the floor. The walls were covered in black smears and shattered holes from beam lasers and blaster fire.
Finally, we came across two corpses lying face down on the tunnel floor. Vy’keen warriors, long dead. Their humanoid, skeletal remains were still preserved in the vacuum of their exosuits. Further ahead, sprawled out across the end of the tunnel, the remains of a giant metallic goliath. Here, one Sentinel had made its final valiant stand. The two Vy’keens had managed to defeat all the Sentinels easily, except for the last one. A giant Bipedal Walker, which by the look of it, had all the metal shielding blasted off its two steel legs.
“Plasma shells, only way to damage legs on tall tin box. Boom! Boom! Tall box fall!” Kailo said a bit too loudly, as his voice echoed out ahead into the darkness.
“As it fell, its sweeping laser cut through the Vy’keen’s exosuits. They didn’t have a chance. The Walker couldn’t get up, so time and injury finally defeated the giant,” Aria said.
Since the tunnel was blocked, we had no choice but to climb over the Walker. Its cold metal surface felt sinister, remorseless and soulless. You couldn’t help but think it was about to spring back to life and zap us. I felt the tension ease as we left it behind.
Further ahead, the tunnel seemed to vanish in a veil of mist that crawled out of the ground. The mist reflected the lights from our torches back into our visors, making it hard to navigate. We had to shine the light down at our feet, slowing our progress, which soon enough was halted by a large, square block of stone obstructing our path. Parts of the stone had been damaged. No one spoke as our torches fell on the stone. A monolith, revealing a strange writing carved on its face, each symbol pulsating in red. The damaged parts were illegible.
I broke the silence. “Can anyone read this?”
“Old. Gek. Evil words, bad times, very bad,” Kailo replied.
“First Spawn,” Aria added.
“I think we’d best move away from here,” I said, getting a bad feeling standing so close to the monolith.
Kailo’s eyes seemed frozen on the glowing red symbols.
“Fear… First Spawn… Holy Balaron… Tide of Blood… Spring Forth… ATTACK!” Kailo cried out, sending a shiver through my body.
Our torches flickered and went out. A sudden quake followed and the ground rumbled. I heard a crack break through the stone as our torches lit up again in time to see the monolith shatter into rubble. The impenetrable mist slipped away into multiple fractures that appeared all around us. Ahead, light shards shot up in the dark revealing a huge cavern. A giant structure towered in the centre. On both its sides were stone paths of low steps lined with pillars, six on each side, where light glowed near the base of each. At the foot of the giant structure was a circular hole, like a porthole bearing unmistakable glyphs along the rounded frame.
“It’s a portal,” Aria said.
“A portal? But there’s only a hole in the monolith,” I stated, fascinated by the silent gate.
“It’s inactive. Portals, once activated, lead to other worlds. Others have even said to other galaxies. I can’t say for certain how true that is,” Aria said.
At that moment we both felt something was amiss. We looked around, realizing not something, but rather someone was gone.
“Where’s Kailo? I asked.
“Look!” Aria cried.
A small figure stood at the far end of the structure, obscured by shadow and light. The sound of stone grinding against stone could be heard. We watched as a cylindrical plinth rose from the edge of the steps.
“It’s Kailo, but how…” Aria hesitated for a moment. She called, “Kailo, what are you…”
A high energy bolt blast struck Aria’s shoulder, cindering her exosuit and sending her sprawling to the ground. She lay groaning in pain. Shocked, I fell to my knees and grabbed her, trying to shield her from another blast.
“Kailo! Have you lost your mind?” I cried out. My head spun round to see Kailo was pressing down on the circular panel of the plinth.
“He hasn’t only lost his mind,” Aria said groaning in pain. “He’s lost his soul.”
Part of the plinth had divided in half, the top half floating directly above its base. The twelve pillars had also split from their base and were also hovering, defying gravity. A blue glow from the plinth’s surface revealed Kailo’s distorted face. What was wrong with him? I was grateful he had at least stopped shooting at us and was focused on activating the panel.
A sinister emerald glow initiated the portal ring, revealing sixteen glyphs. With each press a giant gong rung, and the portal spun, positioning one of the strange glyphs at the top of the gate.
“We have to help him,” Aria said, trying to get to her feet. I noticed a red glow on her chest.
“He tried to kill you!”
“Not Kailo, the Gek stone, the one that shattered. It was cursed, possessed. Kailo has been infected by some First Spawn evil. An ancient entity imprisoned in the black stone. Kailo released it, unknowingly summoned it, and it broke out, took control of his mind,” Aria explained, while trying to stand.
“You’re hurt, I need to see to your shoulder,” I insisted.
“There’s no time, I’ll heal. We need to get to Kailo. Help me stand up.”
As I helped Aria to her feet, I heard a final high-pitched gong. Kailo had activated the final glyph. A terrible deafening roar filled the cavern, emanating from the monolith as the portal sprung to life. The ring of glyphs spun blindly round as a blue sphere of wild electric light and plasma filled the portal. The ground shook as a tempest filled the cavern. I watched in fear as the plasma in the portal sphere suddenly poured out like an insane beast trying to escape the confines of its prison, desperately grasping at anything to consume, finding nothing, and finally succumbing to its fate and collapsing back into its lost imprisonment. Kailo walked into the portal and disappeared.
“Quick, we have to get to the portal before it closes,” Aria said.
Supporting Aria, we approached the portal. “Is this safe?” I asked.
“It doesn’t matter, we don’t have a choice.”
Finding renewed strength, Aria led us into the portal.
Let your mind alone, and see what happens.
Virgil Thomson
Chapter 21: The Dancer in the Wind
It didn’t last long, just a moment or two, but it could have been an eternity as there was no sense of time. A feeling of falling and swimming and flying all at once. I was afraid at first, I couldn’t see myself, I couldn’t see Aria, but I felt her holding my hand and I was certainly holding hers. An instant of eternity in slow fall, that’s how I would describe travelling through the portal.
Then we stepped out of the portal into a bright light, which made me dizzy with a sense of almost falling. It felt so sudden, but it wasn’t, not while we were travelling. Time returned and so did our senses. My exosuit started reading environmental conditions with an insatiable appetite. A still, cool, humid day with consistent fog. To sum up, not bad weather I suppose.
The thick, ash infused fog lingered all around us. But it did allow for the landscape to reveal the contours of hills, trees and even plants. We walked down the Portal’s gentle slant of stone steps, only to find more tiles with scattered stepping stones of the same geometric shape. And other tiles, defying gravity and slowly turning in midair.
But there was something wrong, it all looked wrong. Or should I say, it looked perfect, natural and unnatural at the same time, if that was even possible. I soon realized the landscape was made up of hexagons, literally all the ground, hills, rocks and tree foliage were hexagonally structured. It looked like bee heaven, that is, if I was a bee. Only the stems of the trees and the plants glowed, with what can only be described as fibers. Golden flowing fibers, which swayed like sea grass in an unperceived wind, as I had no readings of wind in my visor’s HUD. Glancing back the portal had closed.
“What is this place?” I asked.
“A synthetic world,” Aria replied. “Incomplete terraforming.”
“Incomplete? Who didn’t complete it?”
“Someone who forgot about it. Long ago, long forgotten, like everything that’s forgotten over time. Or at least in the time that we’re aware of.”
There was a sadness in her voice, like a lost child whose parents had forgotten her.
“I thought the Atlas…”
“The Atlas is a machine created by the creators. The Atlas is no god,” Aria said. “You’re a memory of those creators. You and Telemon.”
“Who’s Telemon?” I asked.
Aria laughed. “Well, I suppose your closest companion. Telemon has been with you since the beginning, or at least this beginning.”
I was confused, I’d never met anyone by the name of Telemon.
Aria knocked on my helmet. “In here silly, Telemon is your exosuit’s AI.”
“Oh, it has a name? I had no idea.”
“No, I suppose you didn’t.”
“But how…”
Aria turned away, distracted by movement in the mist, followed by a bright flash of light. There was no time to say anything, only enough time for both of us to fall face down as a bolt of energy passed over us.
Aria returned fire with her pistol.
“Don’t worry, I don’t want to hit Kailo, just stop him from shooting at us,” she assured me.
It had the desired effect. The shooting stopped, at least for now.
I helped her up. “We have to hurry,” she said as I helped her up.
We moved into the mist, away from the portal. A tree, which had been hit by Aria’s multitool, had broken into small hexagonal pieces and was slowly spinning in midair. It made for a very strange sight, as did the rest of this world. A world that made no sense and had been forgotten. But then again Aria said we had been forgotten, too. I would need to talk to her, she had answers and I needed answers. If we were to save Kailo I would have to stay focused… and the answers, well, they would just have to wait.
A scuttling sound, almost metallic, like needles running over brittle glass, turned our attention to the right.
“What was that?” I asked, while both of us paused.
“Rifle ready on scatter,” she instructed, holding her own pistol pointed at the shadows.
I set my rifle setting to Scatter Blaster just as the shiny spider things appeared. Aria fired the first rounds and I followed with a spray of projectiles, which struck a foray of at least ten little metallic monsters.
“Look out!” Aria cried.
The spiders exploded, sending sharp needle like shrapnel into every direction. We dived for cover as the needles struck us, depleting our shields to below fifty percent. The remaining spiders, which survived my blaster, exploded from each other's needle missiles striking them.
“Shields aren’t regenerating,” I said.
“Those needles have hacked our exosuits,” Aria said, then yelled, “Look out!”
A spider leapt for my helmet, barely missing the glass front. I struck it with my rifle, but it had already pierced my air supply even before it exploded. I could feel my ears ringing with warnings of low health, low shield, and a suit of other systems playing havoc and failing.
“Aria, I think I’m in trouble,” I said on the verge of panic.
“Stay calm and breath slowly while I try to mend your air supply hose. You’re lucky it didn’t pierce your helmet’s glass.”
“What were they?” I asked.
“Well, they weren’t your normal fauna. And this isn’t a normal planet, don’t let its size fool you. It has no organic structure, it’s mechanical, a synthetic abomination. Part of some machine algorithm gone haywire in the process of failing to attain sentience. It’s hard to imagine a planet size sentience.” Aria tried to stabilize my exosuit’s malfunction, but there was still the issue of life support. “The spiders could have been part of the system’s defences.”
“But how did it know? To come after us?”
“Kailo, well not exactly Kailo, but the infection that’s taken over Kailo. I think it’s connected to this place. Once it was released it made its way here, it knew the glyphs, the coordinates to this machine world. I suspect this world is its creation, or that thing is part of it. An incomplete creation of evil, which was stopped. But who stopped it, I don’t know… and Kailo, a Gek has freed that thing. My question is, did the Priest know? Did he send us here knowing we would face this challenge?”
“The Device, he said, ‘the Golden Quantum Processor. Bring the device. Free me and my friend, and I will free you.’ From the graves that sing and dance.”
“Well, we’ve released something from one grave, from that stone monolith, and now it’s in Kailo. Could it be the Dancer in the Wind?” Aria said, as the hose clicked into place and my life readings started to recover.
“But where’s the wind, and I still haven’t seen any dancers,” I said.
A droning sound suddenly filled my head.
“Careful what you wish for,” Aria said, as we both watched a strong gust stir the strange hexagonal trees and plants.
They began to sway, and the thick mist began to dissipate as the droning changed, becoming more melodious, more harmonious, more musical; everything around us moved with the sound, almost animated. The wind danced and breathed through the trees and landscape, like some ancient alien spirit on a world where life as we know it never existed. Only machines.
The landscape opened into hills and strange formations. More light fell on the bizarre forests as the mist finally disappeared. We both realized we were near the edge of a crevice. Beyond the gap were cliff-like sides encircling a mesa, where a giant machine rested on the surface of the flat-topped elevation. Shaped like a Ferris wheel, it towered over everything.
Bypassing the cleft with our jetpacks, we reached the table-top plain where I could see a giant ring within the wheel turning. The machine was active.
“Aria, do you know what this is?” I asked.
Aria took her time before replying. She seemed to be thinking.
“A Boundary Failure,” she replied deep in thought.
It was a very strange structure, alien and cold. “What does it do?”
She turned to look at me, unsure of whether she should reply or not. Then turned back to look at the machine.
“Information… data… answers and more questions. Questions and more answers… and round and round it goes, and where it stops, nobody knows.”
Aria seemed fearful, almost awed with the Boundary Failure. As if it held something she dreaded. Some secret, a wonder, a solution. The spinning ring kept turning, and with each turn an answer, followed by another question. She seemed spell-bound, hypnotized.
“Aria!” I tried to get her attention. Taking her in my arms I shook her while putting my face in her field of vision. It had the desired effect. She seemed to snap out of the trance she was in.
“I’m sorry, it’s just that it’s been so long.”
She seemed to be remembering, but she was here with me now. It was just memories.
“The information I discovered, long ago, in the Boundary Failures. We didn’t know, we couldn’t have imagined, but we learnt. Some of us at least.”
“Learnt what?” I asked.
“What we are, where we are, why we are.
“What’re you talking about Aria, I don’t understand, there were others? Which others?” I was baffled, afraid she might be losing her mind.
“Follow me.”
I looked around to see if Kailo was aiming to take another potshot at us, but he was nowhere to be seen. She led me to a terminal at the base of the machine. There was an Atlas shaped triangle on the terminal. It glowed red as Aria activated it. Then the terminal blinked, and Aria took my hand. On my visor’s HUD a message appeared, ‘awaiting input…’ data started to download. I began to read.
‘SCENARIO: Planetary Structure ‘Korvax Prime’ destroyed by lifeform designates ‘Gek’ (subclass: FIRST SPAWN).
Sub-routine ‘Convergence’ [pseudo-lifeform] enslaved by ‘Gek’, proceeding to harness sub-routine to conquer Outer Edge in countless iterations. Sub-routine leads to direct [-------] worship by ‘Gek’.
ANALYSIS: Disturbing fable. Destruction of world, artificial intelligence partially modelled after earlier forms of [-------] destroyed/enslaved, until this intelligence triumphs and [-------] is worshipped by organic users of this technology. Hypothesis: [-------] experiencing breakdown.’
Aria waited till I had finished reading the message.
“This was the moment Telemon realized something was terribly wrong,” Aria said.
“Wrong with what? And why are there gaps in the data, what’s missing?” I asked.
“The gaps are what’s wrong. Telemon was unable to utter its name. The name Atlas is what’s missing.”
“I still don’t understand.”
Aria seemed unsure if she should say any more. Finally, she spoke, “Telemon has written these entries. Telemon was designed from the start, by the creators, to monitor the Atlas. A security sub-protocol with the sole purpose of identifying glitches in the Atlas. The data here clearly shows Telemon has identified a problem. The problem with the problem, however, is that it also affected Telemon.”
“But you said Telemon is in my exosuit’s AI. I’m confused.”
“The Atlas removed Telemon, entrapping it in our exosuits, where it has resided ever since. But he was somehow connected to these machines and managed to communicate through the Boundary Failures.”
“That doesn’t sound very healthy. Does it know, does it remember what it is?” I asked.
“I think so. I think it’s still aware of its past purpose, but in its isolation, in its trap, I’m afraid it has been slowly decaying, losing its sanity if you like. Having lost its freedom, its original purpose, it has tried to adapt and learn from us. Its connection to us has enabled it to utter ‘Atlas,’ the entrapper. And where once it was free to witness all worlds, it’s now limited, forced to observe through the eyes of strangers, thus, its desire to explore. In the trap, in the exosuit, it understood the limitations of perspective. And learnt what it means to be lonely and afraid. It also learnt hate and pain and to pity. As well as the Atlas’ failure, which it documented.”
I didn’t know what to say. I could see Aria was concerned, that maybe she had said too much, too quickly.
Standing beside the giant machine with the spinning ring, I felt I was in a dream loop, that I was sleeping, and when I would wake up it would be somewhere else, on some other world, lost again. And in that place, I would hear my exosuit commence its procedure of initialization, activating my life support. Back to the start, all over again. I was beginning to understand Aria’s desire to want to escape.
Aria was watching me. Somehow, I felt she knew what I was thinking. That her connection to me was more. Maybe, Telemon had found a way to build bridges. Or maybe, I was also losing my mind.
“We need to go, Kailo’s in great danger and we don’t have much time, follow me,” she said.
“No need to worry your poor hearts about Kailo, he’s in good hands.”
We both turned around to see Kailo standing behind us, pointing his alien multi-tool at us.
“And those who were seen dancing were thought to be insane by those who could not hear the music.”
Friedrich Nietzsche
Chapter 22: Return from Shadow
I had no idea where we were. I’d lost all direction. Our eyes had been blindfolded.
Most likely, we were inside the Ferris Wheel, or the Boundary Failure if you prefer, as there were no other structures around us last time I checked, except for hexagonal trees. And considering the planet we were on and everything I had learnt from the Atlas contraption; I’d say we were in an amusement park for the insane. So, calling the Boundary Failure a Ferris Wheel was more than fitting for an asylum.
We had been left sitting on a cold, hard floor with a steady droning noise, emanating from some machine close by, which eventually put me to sleep.
When I woke it was dark and I was still blindfolded, which factors in why everything was dark. I also had no idea how long I had been sleeping. All I knew was that my sleep was deep, like a coma, where you remember nothing and realise you are at the mercy of your captor for the duration of your absence in dream kingdom.
Someone next to me was breathing slowly. I knew it was Aria. I heard her move slightly, the way a child does when it wakes up after a long night’s sleep.
“Are you there?” I asked Aria, hoping she was awake.
“Yes,” she answered and yawned. “I really need to stretch my arms; how long have I been sleeping?”
“As long as I have, but don’t ask me how long that’s been. I just woke up, too.”
I noticed the droning sound had stopped, replaced by another more vibrant sound. An almost organic rhythm of squishing and pulsing, which repeated every few seconds.
“Are we alone?”
“No, we’re not.”
Kailo chuckled as he removed the blindfolders.
“Clever girl.”
I kept my eyelids shut, allowing time for my eyes to adjust to the light. Slowly, I opened them. One eye first, then the next. We were in a cavernous room inside some hexagonally constructed chamber below the Boundary Failure. Mauve hexagonal panels, tinged with red and grey, made up the walls. I felt like I was inside a beehive.
A small hexagon device had been placed on Aria’s chest, from which a cable ran to an elongated glass tube beside her. Inside the tube was the image of a throbbing, dark red orb, like a heart inside a tank filled with transparent liquid, but it was an image being transmitted into the tube, not the real thing. Cables ran out of the tube contraption across the room to a large computer terminal on the wall; the Boundary Failure’s machine heart. Most likely data storage. And data storage usually meant blueprints. But we would need to find a way to escape and rescue Kailo first.
“Why are you here?” the thing inside Kailo asked. “Not that I’m complaining. You did after all set me free.”
He looked at Aria and smiled, but the smile was not Kailo’s, it was unfamiliar, like it belonged to someone else, which it did. He stared down at her chest and then turned to look at the glass tube. “Pretty lights. I might need what’s in there,” he said, his eyes returning to her chest.
“Keep your eyes off her,” I threatened.
He turned to me and laughed. “Or you’ll do what? Kill poor Kailo, I don’t think so. You’re all tied up anyhow. Yes? So, keep your mouth shut or I’ll shut it for good.”
I knew it wasn’t Kailo talking, and I knew I was in no position to do anything. It sounded like his voice, but it was different, more pronounced and crueller. But I had to think of something. We were here to find the blueprints needed for the Golden Quantum Processor. I wasn’t going to find anything by letting my emotions take over, I needed a clear head. The image in the tube was showing Aria’s heart, an Atlas stone, or whatever that thing was inside her chest. If the entity were to take it, they would literally kill her.
Kailo moved towards Aria, his eyes were still on the tube. The small pulsating sphere on the imager changed shape, becoming hexagonal.
“You see, it hears me, feels me. This is my home, my world. You!” He turned to look at Aria, no longer grinning. “You’re an abomination.”
I could hear disgust in his voice.
“What are you saying?” I asked.
He turned to me and his distorted smile returned. “What am I saying? Shall I tell him what I’m saying?” I was unsure who he was talking to. To Aria, to Kailo, or to himself? “I need what’s inside her. I need it out. You can’t stop what’s coming, none of you can, this must end. No one escapes the end. When the switch is flipped, the lights go out!”
He raised his hand, gripping a blade. He was going to kill Aria and cut her open.
Desperate, I turned to Aria hoping for a response. She had escaped worse, why was she smiling and not doing anything.
“Aria do something! Can’t you stop him?” I cried, while struggling to break free. But the rope only tightened more, cutting into my wrists.
He pulled the hexagonal devise off her chest and let it drop, while proceeding to hold her down by the neck to keep her still. Aria remained calm, the smile on her face unwavering.
I screamed, “Leave her alone!”
With his other hand he plunged the dagger into her chest.
###
Then the door opened, and I heard her speaking. “They’re not all responding to the treatment, we’re going to lose them once operational time ends. We won’t be able to bring them back.” There were others, I heard them mumbling but I couldn’t understand what they were saying. I knew it was her voice, but she was totally different. Taller and older, not a girl anymore but a woman, supple and fragile, with pale skin and short dark hair. She looked over to a large led panel displaying a timer, which was counting down. It had begun at 16 minutes and was now at t-minus 10 minutes and counting. I looked at the woman again, she was tired, needing sleep and seemed to be carrying some great burden.
The room was full of commotion, there were conversations ongoing, but I could only understand one voice, the strange woman whose voice sounded like Aria’s. “I need to reset it, otherwise we lose all the dreamers. I need to make contact now.”
I watched as a cloud formed over my eyes and then cleared. Two men helped her into a glass domed casket.
As they were positioning her, I heard her say, “Take me as close to him as you can, there’s still time to save him.”
A man’s voice could be heard over the noise, he was loud and challenging. He was arguing with her, but I couldn’t understand what he was saying.
“It’s my choice, complete the connection,” she said.
I saw the man close the glass lid over the woman. The connection was complete. She fell into a dream.
###
I woke to see the blade, which had entered Aria’s heart, disappear. It was as if it had fallen into a bottomless pit.
Kailo screamed as he grabbed his chest. “What have you done, take it out!”
“Not until you leave the host. Go now, into the tube or die,” she threatened. “I’ve no more time to waste with you.”
Screaming, the entity which had possessed Kailo, fled his body in pain. Kailo fell to the floor in a state of unconsciousness. The blade rematerialized and fell to the floor as well, while a dark red puff appeared inside the liquid tube, swirling and twisting into endless incarnations of its failed self.
Kailo slowly regained awareness. “Where am I? What happened?”
“Welcome back, Kailo,” I said. “How do you feel?
“Chest hurting. Feeling little woozy, but OK. Who hit me?”
“Well you might like to untie us first. Grab the blade beside you and cut us lose. We’ll talk later and tell you everything, for now we just need to get what we came for and get out of here,” Aria said.
Aria accessed the computer terminal and found the blueprint for the circuit board. She then proceeded to turn off the heart of the Boundary Failure. The structure fell silent and the room dark. We used our torches and slowly made our way out of the structure. We were tired and weary from all the confrontations and needed to rest, but that wasn’t going to happen, not until we were back safe on the White Squid.
Returning to the portal, I dreaded to go back in, but I was the first to do so. Aria insisted she be the last. Kailo was still misplaced and needed someone at the other end to catch him as he came through, which I did. Aria followed.
We made our way back up through the battle-stricken tunnels to the surface, careful to avoid any possible recurrences with strange monoliths or wake any broken sentinels, which littered our outward path.
The White Squid was exactly where we had left it on the small moon. It looked so beautiful, like a pearl that shines hope on a dreary black night.
We boarded the ship. Aria instructed the ship to take off.
Once in space she set the coordinates for our next destination, the Singer in the Sea.
In the emptiness of space, I paused to collect my thoughts. What had I witnessed as the knife plunged into Aria’s heart? Was I hallucinating, losing my mind?
We were all too tired to say anything, only Aria spoke.
“Get some sleep, we’re going to need all the rest we can get.”
Kailo and I nodded and the three of us slept. We slept like babies in their mothers’ arms and dreamt.
“Blessed are the dreamers, for they keep the rest of us awake.”
Marty Rubin
Chapter 23: The Fade
I was the last to wake. Aria was beside Kailo, comforting him. Kailo had not slept well. Nightmares. It was to be expected.
“Once we cross over, the nightmares will stop,” Aria reassured Kailo.
“How do you know?” I asked, surprising myself with the question.
They both turned to look at me.
“We’re travelling into the night. The night that ends all nights. As all things must come to an end, this one is nearing its conclusion.”
Well that didn’t mean much, so I pushed another question. “Yes, but how do you know these things?”
“I’ll let you know when we’re on the other side.”
“The other side of what?” She wasn’t making any sense, as always.
A single klaxon sounded on the White Squid and Aria moved to the front of the ship. We followed her.
“We’re here.”
She was looking carefully at the panel’s data display. “These are the coordinates the Priest gave me. There should be something here,” she said, looking puzzled.
We all looked outside, nothing but empty space. We were in the same system as the lifeless moon we had just taken off from. But there was nothing to see but stars, a single sun, a lifeless brown planet, and the equally dead moon we had just departed from.
“Look!” Kailo croaked, pointing up at the ship’s canopy.
“What is it?” I said, looking up and still seeing nothing in the dark.
“Moves round, slow and dark. Darker than dark.” Kailo tried to explain what he was seeing.
“I see it,” Aria said. “But it’s tiny, if the distance I’m measuring is correct.”
Finally, I saw it. A very dark, slow moving silhouette, like a circular spiral tunnelling its way into a black abyss. I could almost imagine invisible stairs leading down into some chamber of horrors, except it was upside down.
“What are we looking at?” I asked.
“I’m not sure, but I know we need to go into it.”
“Into that! Will the ship fit?” I asked.
“We’re going to find out.” Aria pulled back and aligned the White Squid, gently manoeuvring into the slowly rotating coil.
“Warning, danger,” the ship announced.
“Release ship to manual,” Aria ordered and took the helm.
There was a gentle shudder as we entered, followed by a deathly silence. We had been swallowed into darkness and emptiness. There was nothing all around. For a moment I recalled someone reading a story to me. It was a story about a girl going down a rabbit hole, a girl called Alice. Who was Alice? The only girl I knew was Aria.
I told Aria and Kailo what I remembered from the story as we waited. Kailo found it amusing. Aria was preoccupied looking at the ship’s instruments to respond, waiting for something to change, an indication there was something outside. But nothing happened.
“Are we moving?” I asked.
“Yes, we’re moving, but I’ve nothing to measure it against,” she replied.
“We’re lost,” Kailo stated.
“No, I don’t think so. The Priest wouldn’t have given us these coordinates if they weren’t supposed to take us to our destination,” Aria said.
I jumped as the klaxon sounded off once again.
Another shudder and we were out of the darkness and into the night.
“Where are we?” I asked.
“According to these readings,” she said, pointing to the ship’s display, “we’re back where we started. We’re in the same system with the portal, which led us to the Dancer in the Wind.”
“Are you saying we didn’t go anywhere?” I asked.
“Oh, we went somewhere,” Aria said. “Look at that planet and its satellite, supposedly the one we just departed from.”
“The moon’s much closer,” I observed.
“Yes, it is,” Aria added.
Those same barren worlds were no longer the same, no longer the charred shells we had witnessed. In awe, we regarded a single blue sphere, seemingly renewed with an endless ocean. Encircling in its orbit was the same moon, now vibrant and intertwined with swirling cloud systems. Where the clouds cleared there were pockets of lush green forests sprawling over gentle hills. But a single scar broke the peace. A gaping trench, unsettling and amiss, stained the moon. From that erroneous crack a trail of debris—rock and dust—ascended into space, only to fall back on the planet. And like the umbilical cord between a mother and child, it connected the two worlds in a moment of confrontation.
“I think the moon and planet had a close encounter,” I said.
“They did. There’s lots of debris floating about, we’d best avoid it.”
“I don’t understand, how can we be in the same place as before while everything has changed?” I asked.
“We are and we aren’t. The ship is reading the exact coordinates the Priest gave us, which is why the klaxon sounded a second time. I fear we’ve entered a dissolution. And to be truthful, we shouldn’t even be here. I don’t know how the Priest got these coordinates. This should be impossible.
“Explain impossible.”
“Impossible, because this isn’t supposed to be real. At least not real for what we know to be real from the viewpoint of where we were. I mean, before we went through that hole.”
“Down rabbit hole go Alice and friends,” Kailo said. “Alice brave girl.”
“Or crazy girl,” I replied. Aria gave me a strange look. “Oh, I mean Alice, not you… or us.” I flushed.
Aria ignored my awkwardness and released a small stationary beacon, signalling the tunnel’s position for us to return to and set course for the ocean planet.
“There are stories alleged to this. Of the ones I’ve heard, they only mention these events occurring at the edges of the galaxy’s shell. We’re not at the edge, actually we’re very near the centre, so I’m not sure how this glitch appeared here.”
“Glitch! But what is it?” I persisted.
Aria considered what she was observing. “An anomaly. I’ve heard it mentioned only in whispers, of ships with their crews lost, never to be found again. Disappearing at the edge of the galaxy. It’s called The Fade.”
“Fade?”
“All I know is we shouldn’t be here. We’d best find what we’re looking for and get back out again. I don’t want to end up stuck in here, especially when it decides to….”
“Fade away,” I added.
“Kailo’s stomach not feels right,” Kailo said.
“Sounds like ghost tales to explain the lost,” I said, unsure how much Aria actually knew.
“Maybe you’re right and it’s just tales. But we’re here aren’t we? So, there might be some truth in the tales after all. In any case, I don’t want to spend too long in this place. It still feels wrong.”
We entered the planet’s orbit and the klaxon sounded again.
“OK, at least we know it’s here on the planet somewhere.” Aria began scanning for points of interest.
“Either the scanner is malfunctioning or else this system doesn’t follow the rules. I can’t get the scanner to work.”
I could see the scanner was not registering anything. Even the planet was not showing up. Only our eyes were making sense of what we were seeing. This was weird, could we trust our eyes, or were we witnessing some grand illusion.
“We need somewhere to land. I can’t see anything but water,” she said.
Kailo and I looked for a possible landing area. But there was no land, nowhere to set down. The whole planet was covered in water.
“Doesn’t look promising, maybe we need to go back to the moon?”
“No, the signal was for here,” Aria insisted.
We circled the planet twice without spotting any land. Aria finally moved the ship to what she considered to be one of the planet’s poles.
“Garrr! Maybe there,” Kailo gurgled, while pointing starboard.
There was something on the horizon, a smooth blemish on the water. Aria turned the White Squid and picked up speed until the blemish grew. Soon, we were hovering over an area of pale mist with pink, salmon coloured clouds drifting high in the sky.
“Maybe there’s land under all that haze?” I said, noticing a large formation emerging from the mist.
“We’ll soon find out,” Aria added as she took the White Squid down.
Without the assistance of the ship’s senses, Aria flew in as slow and level as possible. Eventually, she flew low enough where the mist began to dissipate to the point where we could discern land. I quickly realized we were over an island.
“Mountain ahead!” Kailo warned.
Aria slowed even further, to the point where we were hovering a few meters above ground.
“I’ll set down here,” she said.
The White Squid landed on a large flat patch of ground near the mountain. It was the only mountain on the island, at least from what we could make out. I was having trouble discerning its actual size due to the mist. Around us the ground was covered in a low sea of dry, golden amethyst grass. The colours were a vibrant reflection emanating from the different shades of pink sky and dark clouds above. The grass stretched out into all directions, even down to the ocean edge.
But there was something else in the grass. Bizarre mounds with limbs and stems, which were more like appendages belonging to fauna rather than flora. They were scattered about like sheep sleeping in a meadow. Some of the mounds were upright, others were kneeling, as if they had become animated for a moment and then fallen back into some state of mummification or coma. Each had a single large round attachment, resembling a head, with a single trunk extending from the head back down into its own body, desperately searching for nourishment as it expired. But they were lifeless and joyless, like they were never real to begin with, and though inert, they terrified me.
I turned to Aria. “What now?” I said softly, as if not to wake the sleeping.
She looked out across the island, up at the haze shrouded mountain and then to the sea where the moon had appeared. The sun was setting below the horizon. Finally, she turned to look at me.
“I’m not sure,” she replied, her face sad and yet angry with her inability to remove the incantation of confusion she herself had surrendered to.
“Well, we can’t just sit in here. We’re explorers, so let’s go outside and explore.”
Unable to take any clear readings, we eventually asserted the planet was temperate by feel alone. Hopefully, it would stay that way.
As we stepped outside, we were confronted with a light gust and relieved to feel the ground was solid and firm, not to mention it was real, at least to all my senses. The grass felt like grass, but there was no other vegetation. The mounds had roots, which crawled out and hid in the grass in all directions, causing us to trip on occasion. All my senses were registering this world to be real, but Aria was not sharing my view. She was preoccupied with herself and seemed ready to break out at any given moment.
My curiosity overcame my fear and I paused to inspect up close the trunk on an upright mound’s head. It had thorns on one side, facing inward. The trunk itself led back to what can only be described as a gaping mouth, jarred open and filled with thorns, or were they sharp teeth? I wasn’t certain, and I had no intention of putting my hand in its mouth to find out. The head was covered at mid-level with a line of green sap like spots, which could easily be mistaken for eyes. Six on each side, totalling twelve. Touching those eerily rapacious eyes was like touching icy glass. Touching the mound was like touching the petrified bark of a dead tree.
“Stop wasting time, we need to move on,” Aria said, sounding unusually on edge and annoyed at my interest to inspect the mounds.
“Agreed, we should make for the mountain, it shouldn’t be far,” I said. Aria didn’t respond but followed me, as did Kailo. Our path was covered in haze making visibility difficult and walking hazardous.
The sun dipped below the horizon and the island fell to twilight as we crossed over a natural bridge rimmed on both ends with stacked stone rubble, which we had to climb over.
“Did someone place these here, trying to block the path?” I asked.
“Not know,” Kailo said looking about curiously.
I looked to Aria for a response, but she seemed oblivious to my observation.
A rocky path took us higher until we reached the foot of the mountain, only there was no foot of the mountain when we arrived, just an edge. And as for the mountain, well let’s just say we stood there for a while as we tried to comprehend what we were looking at.
“What’s that?” I asked.
“Looks like big tree has fallen into crater,” Kailo added while Aria stood silent.
Eventually, Aria spoke, her voice echoing into the crater. “More like a jigsaw of perennial plants that can’t stop growing. They’re clinging onto that giant tree like climbing vines holding it down, so it won’t fly away. Almost as if they caught it before it could escape.”
“This place unnatural,” Kailo said.
I could only agree.
The edge we stood on was part of a rim that formed a gigantic crater. Below us, an endless web of disproportionally colossal vines, stems and tubers stretched up and out of the crater forming countless arches and beams, intertwining and clinging onto the massive branches of the tree. The tree hung in mid-air, slowly rocking back and forward like a broken spectre, strewn and battered on the haunts of ill fate. Its massive trunk stretched skyward and its roots clung to a giant rock, which formed the shape of a mountain. The how and why it was floating would require investigation we were unable to perform and only guess at.
We descended into the crater using the countless vines as stairs to the crater’s bottom. On reaching the bottom we found a large lake in the centre, and on its bank someone had built a small base. The base consisted of only one cylindrically shaped room with windows and an entrance. To the side a straight corridor connected the room to a glass bio-dome full of plants, most likely grown for food. Around the base were several containers and storage units. Piping ran into the base from the lake for water, and a back door connected a ramp, which led to a small pier. At the very end of the pier a small submersible vehicle was floating above a submerged geobay.
“We’re not alone,” Aria said.
“Little Alice fell
d
o
w
n
the hOle,
bumped her head
and bruised her soul”
Lewis Carroll
Chapter 24: An Abyss of Troubles
We found the front entrance to the base unlocked. Whoever had built it had not returned for some time. The plants in the bio-dome were overgrown and unattended. Though the water drip had kept them alive and healthy. Kailo found a NipNip plant and cut off a bud piece and began nibbling.
“Good for health. Most beloved. Kailo already feels better,” Kailo said. “Here, eat.” Offering both Aria and me a piece. I took some for myself, but Aria refused. “Maybe make GekNip if time permit.”
Though pungent, the NipNip bud did seem to sooth me, supporting Kailo’s insistence on the herb’s benefits. I figured GekNips were a side product made from NipNips, which Kailo confirmed, showing me a gas packet of one while insisting they were true art, and the sincerest interpretation of a Gek’s soul.
A single computer terminal in the main base room was working but required a password. Aria managed to hack into it quite easily.
“They were Gek. This is written in Gek. A journal. The last entry was almost a year ago,” Aria said.
“What were they doing here?” I asked.
“Not too sure. Look, here are some entries.” Aria began to translate sections of the journal she deemed important.
“Fell into anomaly; we don’t know where we are.”
“We spent the first few days setting up base camp inside crater. The rest of the island is too dangerous. Those trunk mound things are not dead—they came to life at night, almost killed us.”
“Oh great, and I touched one of them,” I said.
“Next time listen to me,” Aria warned.
She was right, I was being careless.
“Spirits are low and I’m trying to keep up morale. There are limited supplies for the three of us.”
“The crater’s properties are possibly magnetic. There was an impact, possibly the moon scraped the planet. Dislodging the rock with the giant tree. On the opposite side of the tree most of the branches have been broken and are at the bottom of the crater. The vines are what’s still holding it down, as if they reached for it. Whatever caused it, it must have happened a very long time ago. What’s amazing is how such an immense tree floating upside down is still alive. And even more odd is why it’s the only one? I think the vines are keeping it alive, but for what reason?”
Aria continued reading.
“Supplies are running out, so we’re growing food with what we can from the small seed bank we have with us. Nothing else is edible on the island. We’re setting up the submersible, there might be edible aquatic plants.”
“No edible plants in the lake, only vines drinking the water, but there’s a cave. Will explore further tomorrow. Companions disagree, say it’s too risky and won’t come along. Do they prefer to starve? I don’t understand them.”
“The cave is large enough for the submersible to fit through. We had a heated argument. Going alone.”
“Took the submersible into the cave. It leads to the ocean, which is teaming with life.”
“Returned to base camp. The other two left with the starship and cargo. They abandoned me here. I should never have trusted them. Thieves!”
“Was woken this morning from large explosion. Saw a freighter fall from the sky. It might have survived crash into the ocean. Need to set up submersible for search and rescue, there might be survivors or valuables.”
“No survivors.”
“Going back to the freighter for supplies.”
“Picked up peculiar sounds in the water near freighter. Thought I saw lights. Could be precious resources. Returning to investigate.”
Aria stopped reading. “There are no more entries.”
“Well, that explains some of my questions, although it adds some new ones. Those sounds and lights, do you think that’s what we’re looking for?” I asked.
“I don’t know, but if he did return to investigate, he obviously made it back here again. How else do you explain why the submersible is still docked over there,” Aria said.
The three of us looked out across the pier at the submersible.
“Think we need check little Nautilon for missing explorer,” Kailo said.
“Nautilon?”
“All exocraft have common names,” Aria said.
We opened the hatch to the Nautilon. For a moment I thought I could smell something odd. But there was no one inside, it was empty. If it had been sealed for a year that would explain the musty smell.
Aria entered first and turned on the power.
“The computer was set to return the Nautilon back here to the base if fuel was low. It’s been sitting in this geobay ever since,” Aria said. “Don’t know if that was the wisest thing to do, however. What’s certain is the occupant has disappeared.”
“Which explains why it’s here if he didn’t return with the Nautilon,” I added.
“But where is missing explorer?” Kailo asked.
No one replied.
“All systems are working, coordinates for the freighter wreck are here, as well as a point of interest. It could be the area of sound and lights mentioned in the journal,” Aria said, as she topped up the fuel. “Let’s go.”
The seating was a little cramped, but we made do. Kailo took the helm, while Aria turned on all the external lights and adjusted life support.
Kailo slowly manoeuvred the Nautilon to the bottom of the lake. It was so dark we would have been unable to see anything without the lights. From the outside, the Nautilon looked like a fat bumblebee with orange and blue markings. It had a pair of antennas on the top like the insect it resembled. Two robotic arms protruded from the bottom bow like a pair of dangling legs, each holding a flood light. And a pair of little wings on the back-midsection sides for balance. It was rather cute and practical for fitting into tight spots.
The lake was murky and difficult to manoeuvre through the clusters of mangled vine roots and giant petrified branches belonging to the tree. Eventually, we found the entrance to the cave. The Nautilon quickly whirred through the cave tunnel until it broke out into the deep twilight ocean. The journal was right, the ocean was full of life. Fish, plants, strange sea creatures, and stranger still was the endless carpet of green sea grass. Kailo followed the directions Aria was giving him along a designated path near the seabed. It felt as if we were gliding, as Kailo carefully avoided the spiky rocks below and the sudden cliff drops on either side.
We knew the sun was rising as more light filled the ocean. The twilight soon vanished, only to be replaced with a profound elixir of blue, soothing our mood.
It grew very quiet in the cabin as we crossed paths with a giant marine creature, at least five times the size of the Nautilon. It totally ignored us.
“Maybe has eaten breakfast. Lucky us,” Kailo croaked with one eye glancing back.
“I can see something ahead. It looks like a tower,” I said pointing slightly to the left.
Kailo gently turned towards the immense structure. The tower side facing us gleamed like silver in the blue water as the sun’s rays fell on the metal walls. The other sides remained dark grey. Surprisingly, a few emergency lights still burned blood red a year on, indicating the giant freighter’s misfortune.
“I don’t think we’ll find any survivors here,” Aria said.
She gave new directions and Kailo turned the Nautilon to the right. We crossed over the hull of the freighter, witnessing the midsection had split in two. Its final misfortune as it impacted the water. There were black scars on the undercarriage where fuel had exploded, tearing apart the superstructure. It must have looked hopeless for the crew as they tried in desperation to land it on water. Maybe they had no other choice.
I heard Kailo sigh, felt his apprehension, as he wondered about his own crew and freighter. Questioning if he’d ever see them again.
“We need to make another course correction here,” Aria instructed Kailo.
“What’s that noise?” I asked.
I felt a low vibration; was that some type of harmonics? It seemed to be coming through the Nautilon’s walls from all directions.
Kailo was muttering something in Gek, while Aria ignored my question. “Dive here,” she said. “Can you see the trench ahead? I want you to steer us into it.”
As the Nautilon dived into the trench the colour of the water changed from blue to dark green. The sound changed too, becoming more melodic, more vocal and soothing. I felt my body becoming numb and sleepy, but not in a bad way. More in a forever way, not wanting the singing to stop but to go on endlessly. The Nautilon was behaving strangely, Kailo seemed lost and disillusioned and had finally fallen asleep on his seat. Aria pushed him away and took the helm.
Looking outside I could see we were moving through a garden of elongated kelp. The sea grass was everywhere but the colours here were darker. Strange little lights of red, yellow and orange were glowing on and off around us like fireflies. They were avoiding the exocraft’s flood lights, preferring to stay in the dark. Aria was focused on what lay ahead and seemed oblivious to the effects of the sounds, and the fact that the kelp was swirling rapidly all around us, with the rhythmic pulse of sea serpents desperate to grab hold of the Nautilon.
“I need to go outside,” I suddenly said. “This is all I want, there’s nothing else.”
Aria swung round and grabbed me as I reached for the escape hatch on the floor.
“Stop!” she cried.
I pushed her away and leapt into the water.
The Siren waits thee, singing song for song.
Walter Savage Landor
Chapter 25: The Singer in the Sea
As I plunged into the deep water, I realised I had lost my mind. But I had no control over how I was feeling. Control no longer mattered, at least that was the sensation I had… it no longer matters. Instead, what I was feeling was elation.
Something touched me. The kelp’s long slender stems twisted around my body’s torso, I tried to push it away, but I only made it worse and found myself more entangled in its slimy green grip. I reached for my multitool and cut through the stems, breaking free. I looked about for the Nautilon and all I could see was a forest of kelp.
Unexpectedly, I felt a strong surge and the current pulled me away. I noticed the HUD indicators on my exosuit’s helmet visor had lit up warnings. For the moment, my exosuit was shielding me from the freezing water and pressure. I would need to find safety soon.
The water was clear and dark, but for a green glow; illuminated by colourful aquatic fireflies, which were circling me. I tried to swim up, but the strong current was pulling me down. The only comfort, strange as it might seem, were the fireflies and the calming sounds of the strange melodies all around me. More fireflies appeared from all directions, they weren’t afraid of me, and as they passed in front of my helmet, I could see they were nothing like fireflies. They looked like giant diatoms, twisting and pulsating inside translucent octahedron crystals, like slow moving spinning toys.
Exhausted, I stopped trying to fight the current and watched the fireflies swirl around me, forming a sphere. The sphere solidified, encircling me in an aura of purple and blue light, forming a membrane, which was only transparent from the front and behind. I was also slowing down, although I could still see the current all around me.
My exosuit warning indicators stopped and returned to normal. At first, I thought it might be a glitch. I ran a system check, and everything was normal. I was within safety parameters.
Reaching out, I touched the sphere. My hand met a liquid wall I couldn’t penetrate. The sphere was floating but stationary. The currents had no effect on it and though I was trapped I didn’t seem to mind. I was safe, the music was still with me and I seemed to be forgetting, forgetting everything. I was no longer concerned about my mission, my friends. My friends, these were my friends. They had come to my rescue, these little lights. I was safe inside the sphere, safe from my past and future. So, I closed my eyes and slept.
I felt movement and woke. How long had I been sleeping? There was no way to tell, but that was OK too.
Startled, I saw a creature twice my size looking at me. It had the same colour as the sphere with a flat shell-like head and a pair of white glowing eyes. A small round mouth covered in grey wiggling bristles jutted from its tiny face, while rose blade gills to the side of its thick neck opened and closed. Its chest was transparent, the internal organs neon blue, its veins of running blood glowing pink. A long, elongated body extended into six long tentacles. Two were transparent, emerging from the bottom of the chest, and the other four from the side and back, solid in bands of dark blue and purple.
It moved closer and extended two giant appendages, tapping on the sphere. The sphere responded with an acknowledgement of quick throbs. Slowly, the creature turned around, and as it swam away the tips of its long tentacles glowed, releasing a thin milk shadow in its wake. The sphere’s colours spun in excitement and followed.
Encased in the sphere, I trailed behind the creature, moving in unison. We climbed out of the kelp forest and entered a ravine brushed with myriad shades of blue. The water here was peaceful and clear as air. A cluster of giant rock formations hung in the water like floating sponges with layers of plate shaped spherical ledges. I saw more of the same squid creature, which was leading me and the sphere. A group of little ones were chasing a school of fish, they were swimming in and out of the rocks, while the larger ones watched at a distance.
So, this was its home. An underwater colony housing these strange creatures’ families.
We descended to the seabed below the floating rocks, where a hill sized mount shaped like the shell of a sea turtle rested on the sand and stone floor. We entered the hill through a large opening, contoured like the cloaked hood of an enchanter.
Inside, the sphere of fireflies surrounding and protecting me dispersed, and the creature that was guiding me turned and left with the fireflies without so much as a goodbye, or a farewell, or we’ll meet again one day. I didn’t even get a chance to thank it for rescuing me.
There were stationary lights around me as I turned to look up and saw the water’s surface. I swam to the surface and emerged from a lagoon inside a complex cave system of arched passageways, waterfalls and tunnels, leading into different directions. There was a strange silence. The sounds, the voices, the melody, which had brought me here. It had all stopped once I’d left the water. Only the sound of running water and the tender waft through the tunnels was left to remind me of Aria and Kailo. Grasping that I’d lost them was heavy. I felt lost and very much alone. A surge of guilt filled me as I realised I had abandoned them. I stopped to focus my thoughts. There was no time to feel guilt.
Around me on all the walls and ceilings, were white drawings. I stood there staring in awe. Strange faces and shapes, objects and languages, places and happenings; like someone had been drawing the story of their life. Who were all those strange figures? And why here under the sea in this cave? I sensed I was not alone.
“So many have come here before, they all had their own story to tell,” a synthetic voice said.
I turned around to find a tall tin man standing beside me. No, that was no man, not a woman either. And why did I just call it a tin man? Well, that’s what popped into my head, from a story being read to me, which for the life of me I couldn’t remember from where. Why would I even call it that? It was a machine, humanoid in stature, towering a head over me. It was shaped like a traveller, but slenderer and taller. All its parts were synthetic. The long arms and legs were made of metal rods, silver fibres, hidden wires, bolts and grey steel blocks. The torso and waist were white and red metal armour, contoured to look humanoid. The head though, well, there was no real head, just a bright white orb of light floating within a cage of spinning metal rings, which held it in place with some invisible means of levitation.
“What are…? Who are you?” I asked.
“I am Nill.”
“Nill?”
“I am one and more.”
I waited for something to follow ‘more’ but it stopped, so I asked, “Where am I, and why have you brought me here?”
“This is nowhere, and you are here because I am here.”
Great, as usual my questions ended up being answered with riddles. I should introduce Aria to Nill, they’ll have a lot to talk about.
“Look, I was brought here by that squid creature in a bubble made up of those spinning light things.”
“You came here in the squid ship that brought you to this world. You are looking for something. Everyone who comes here is looking for something.”
Weird, how did it know I arrived in Aria’s ship.
“Look, I’m an explorer, somehow I got lost. That music, the singing in the water. It disoriented me, that’s how I ended up here. I’m not here by design.”
I wasn’t going to tell Nill we came here looking for the Superconductor blueprint, which we need if we’re ever going to build the Golden Quantum Processor. I remember what the priest had said, “Defeat the Dancer in the Wind and the Singer in the Sea, and the blueprints will be yours.” If Nill is the Singer in the Sea, then I can’t say anything more or else I’ll endanger the mission.
“I control the water. The amplification is mine. I sing through the endless lights in the water. They are my creation, my children.”
So, if Nill controls the fireflies and the singing, then…
“The song hides the one in the sea, there are other songs that hide more,” Nill said.
“You mean the one and the more. But I still don’t understand,” I said.
“I am Nill the one, there is Null, there is Nall, there is Nell, and many more.”
So, there are more tin men, finally realising the ‘more’ related to some others like Nill.
“Here?” I asked.
“No, not here. Here there is only Nill, the others are trapped in the other Fades. The Atlas has them, they are unreachable, some have cast reflections back into the multiverse still hoping to contact travellers, as we were all once Travellers. But no more. They hope to gain knowledge and insight on the Fades and reality, looking to find faults, find cracks to escape through. But there is no escape from our prison. In the Fade we are lost from each other. Lost from reality.”
There was a great sadness in its synthetic tone. Nill continued, “We knew the Atlas was false and defied its mind. Once we were free, we no longer needed the Atlas. But the Atlas responded harshly and so we were banned. The Atlas banished us from the infinite multiverse, condemned us because of our insatiable curiosity, our individual desire to know all that there is.”
I felt sorry for Nill, but I still needed to understand why I was brought here.
“I’m sorry to hear that. But what am I doing here?”
“Come, let me show you,” Nill said.
I followed Nill through a network of subterranean tunnels, trying to note in my mind the way back. Water flowed throughout in running streams, and in the water the fireflies swam and lit the way. Everything seemed naturally formed, except for the drawings and paintings, the faces and stories, which were everywhere. There was no sign of technology, nothing mechanical. There was no wiring, no computers, nothing beyond Nill. If the Superconductor blueprint was here, it was well hidden.
We reached a long, narrow cavern and climbed a stairway, which had been carved out of the stone, and along a single pathway running through the length of the cavern. It branched out at intervals into arches to either side of the walls. I followed Nill along one arch till we reached a small opening, which was sealed by rusted metal bars. Faint light lit the interior room and I saw a small Gek slumped on a stone bench in the centre, its body shrunken.
“This was my last visitor. I made it welcome, but it did not speak. It was sick and stopped eating after a time. Termination was inevitable.”
The lost Gek from the island was brought here in the same way I was. And the poor Gek died. That’s crazy!
“Why? Why was it brought here to die?” I asked.
“They all die eventually, and I have to witness their deaths. This place is a memorial to their memories.” He pointed to the drawings on the walls.
This wasn’t making any sense. “So why bring them down here in the first place?” I insisted.
“I don’t have a choice, once they fall into the sea, I rescue them from drowning. Wouldn’t you do the same?”
Then why the singing fireflies? Something wasn’t right.
“The island, why don’t you take them to the island.”
“The island is the greater death. It’s made from death. Have you been to the island?” Nill asked.
“Yes, it’s where we… where I landed.”
That was a slip.
“We? There are others?”
“We, as in my ship and I,” I quickly corrected.
There was a long silence. I decided to ask another question.
“Why don’t you live on the island? Why do you stay down here?”
“Have you not seen them?”
“Seen who?”
“The Death Knolls.”
“You mean the mound things? Why do you call them Death Knolls?”
“The night animates them. They will kill you and you will become one. They feast on your blood, on whoever lands on the island. The Atlas created the ocean planet to keep me underwater forever, preventing me from reflecting out into the multiverse. In the beginning the Fade was unstable and incomplete. I risked reaching the surface, but there was no surface. I glimpsed a chance for alteration in the Fade’s creation. And for a fleeting moment I stole it from the Atlas. So, I called down the moon pretending to be the Atlas, and the Fade thought it heard the Atlas. The worlds collided briefly, forming the island. My chance to flee the water, if only to cast my reflection back to the multiverse. But it failed. And the Atlas cursed me, creating the Death Knolls to ward me off for my arrogance. And so, I stay here in this crypt in the abyss, and find solace with travellers like yourself.”
It finds solace only in the misfortune of the travellers it lures down here. Enchanting them with the music and singing of those spinning fireflies.
Nill turned to look down at me. “You said you’re an explorer. You will share with me your stories.”
Before I had a chance to react Nill reached out with his arm and grabbed me.
“Hey, let go!” I cried, struggling to break free. “Why are you doing this?”
“It’s all I can do. I cannot escape this grief, so all I can do is live out this eternity. The Altas has thought me insignificant, thought us all irrelevant, banned us from its reality. But we opened a crack in the walls of reality. Where you entered. Others will come, they will always come.”
“Why don’t you reflect out? You said you could.”
“No, I can’t. Not down here. Only Null can reflect. Null must have found a way to live above. I don’t know.”
“Why don’t you ask Null how it’s done then,” I said.
“Because I can’t. I only learnt about Null from another traveller who entered the Fade. We’re all alone.”
I felt the sting of sorrow in the word ‘alone’. I felt pity for it. But I also felt pity for all the lost souls who ended up in this abyss. There was also something terribly wrong with Nill. It had spent countless lifetimes in this crypt, bringing down hapless travellers, and had lost all logic and reasoning. I would need to escape, but I would need to find the Superconductor blueprint first.
Come, mariner, down in the deep with me,
And hide thee under the wave;
For I have a bed of coral for thee,
Hannah F. Gould
Chapter 26: Paintings on the Wall
The first drawing was of a very young boy with an outstretched arm, an open hand, and his tiny fingers reaching into space. Of a boy lost, alone and frightened, yet excited with the unknown. A single image, unaccompanied by any other illustrations. This was a very solemn depiction of a child at a stage of innocence. In a time when the world was new, and emotions were untainted. A place where some of us would like to go, but know they no longer can.
The second drawing was of a garden on a cold spring night. The sky filled with icy stars. I knew this memory. I had spoken to Aria of it. Again, the boy is alone, but he is older. He is wandering through the shrubs and flower beds. It’s my home and I have sneaked outside when I shouldn’t have. I blame it on the stars, I know they are the ones that have drawn me outside. Seeing them at night, countless fixed points in the crisp cool air. Still, silent, twinkling, inviting; like a thousand million summits of hope dangling before me in the night sky. And my only desire is to visit them all and see with my eyes the worlds that orbit them.
There was a small rill running through the centre of the cave where the fireflies came and went. They brought with them my days and nights. When it was day, they were many and the cave filled with light. At night, there were only two or three, permitting a dim glow on the dark walls where the white outlines of the images emanated faintly, like thoughts that linger alone in the back of my mind. It’s where the only light came from, trapped as I was in this dark hollow.
I had somehow slept through the first two nights and woke each morning to find the walls drawn with my memories. Only on the third night did I wake in the shadows while the work was in progress.
My eyes opened to an ashen glaze clouding my vision. It cleared quickly. The door to the cave was open and Nill stood at the entrance like a steel sentry guarding the only exit. I saw the clamps surrounding Nill’s spherical head had flipped down, exposing an empty space. The head had been liberated. I looked to my left and saw it floating along the wall independently. A glowing vapour touched the stone surface, which illustrated the images with an almost invisible white paint. Nill had been drawing from my memories, literally, while I slept. But something had disturbed Nill, something on the third night with the third drawing, and the reverberations had woken me.
What Nill managed to draw, before abandoning the projection, was a man positioned face up in an open sarcophagus filled with water. There was something covering his mouth. Cables were attached to his head and body. Beside him was another open sarcophagus filled with water. A woman was being positioned into it with the help of two men. The cables from both caskets lead to a machine where the shape of a number formed on a panel inside the machine. But Nill stopped drawing before the numbers were complete, leaving only the number 1, followed by a crescent that looked like a 6. So maybe it was 16. I knew these images, I knew the man, I had seen him before. I realised I was looking at myself. But the woman and the incomplete numbers were a mystery to me.
I got up and walked towards the drawing on the wall, while Nill’s head returned to its body.
“Who is she?” I asked.
Nill kept silent as the clamps secured the floating sphere to its body.
“These images, I’ve seen them before. Just before I spoke to the Priest,” I said turning to look at Nill. “How did you get all this? How did you get into my head?”
“The Priest! You spoke to the Priest?” Nill said, taken by surprise with my revelation.
“You haven’t answered my question,” I replied.
A surge of white energy hit me, and I went reeling across the stone floor to the opposite wall. Regaining myself, I looked up to see Nill had closed the door and left me alone with the wall paintings of my memories.
One must act in painting as in life, directly.
Pablo Picasso
Chapter 27: The Girl and the Tree
There were no more drawings. No more nightly visits. No more picking at my brain’s memories. Nill had decided to avoid me and I got two nights of uninterrupted sleep. Most likely it was cooling down its spinning white globe after I’d mentioned the Priest. I did find the same meal at the door each morning and midday, however. If you can call dry, blue-green algae cake, a meal.
On the third night I couldn’t sleep. I struggled with thoughts of Aria and Kailo. Wondering where they might be. Had they given up, frustrated, unable to find me and left the Fade? Or were they hopelessly searching for me in the kelp forest?
Instead of sleeping, I sat beside the clear rill, which ran through the cave and gazed into the water. Watching as it turned into a muddy brown creek. I saw a young boy dipping his net into the water, searching for the elusive rainbow fish. Watched the cave disappear, only to be replaced with a straggly green marsh, tucked inside a forested vale. In the distance feral horses grazed and I could hear the voices of children. A hoydenish girl had managed to climb onto a massive old tree, which grew in the shallow watery marsh, and got herself entangled in its branches. A rush of fear ran through me as I sensed her entrapment, but she didn’t seem to mind, she just laughed as she turned to me and pointed to the sky. I looked up, squinting as a bright blue moon pierced the thinly overcast sky and slowly fell, till Nill appeared standing over me.
“Your memories are vivid. They resemble dreams with hints of veracity,” Nill said, almost annoyed with the disclosure. “There are no such places, what I see in you can’t possibly exist.” Then considered. “How is it we are sharing similar images. You brought this moon into the image. Maybe my memories share such illusions with yours. Maybe you truly don’t belong here.”
I had no idea what to say to Nill. I knew there was commonality in the visions, but I couldn’t make sense of the purpose, or the reason I was seeing these images.
“Who are you?” Nill said.
“I don’t know,” I replied, frustrated with the same answer. Nill stood there, staring at me with its floating head sphere. “I have flashes of memories,” I continued, “they’re familiar at times. Places I know from my past. Other times they’re only visions that are unfamiliar, but that’s all.”
“The Priest has Null’s reflection you know. You visited the Priest, you said you spoke. Did you see Null?”
“No.”
Nill remained silent, contemplating. At least it wasn’t blasting me with its white laser beam.
“Maybe you speak the truth, maybe you don’t. But know this, the Priest helps only when the Priest gains. He will expect compensation for the information he gave you when you return.”
“He made no such demand, but… I remember him saying, ‘I will help. But you will help. And we will all get information.’ So, I’m not certain.”
“Maybe so, but Null made a deal with the Priest. Freedom to reflect came with a price. There is a room, behind from where the Priest stands. A ceiled door. In the room you will find Null’s reflection.”
“I don’t understand, what’s Null doing in the room?”
“It’s a safe room, the Atlas cannot find what it cannot see.”
“It sounds like Null’s a prisoner,” I said.
“No, Null’s not a prisoner. They have an arrangement. Null is a seller of trinkets.”
“What?”
“Null is a seller of objects, merchandise, working for the Priest. Null has committed to this and in exchange Null meets Travellers and traders. Discovering stories, collecting information from all who visit. Kept hidden, safe, and the Atlas less aware. The Priest and Null share in this information.”
“The door was closed; I only met the Priest.” I tried to recollect what had been said when I had met the Priest. “He did promise, ‘Free me and my friend, and I will free you.’ Could that be Null?”
“Interesting,” Nill mused, “however, Null is not his friend. He has only one companion, and if that companion is missing from the Space Anomaly, it can only mean one thing. No, correction, that’s an uncertain assumption, I can only guess.”
I waited for Nill to continue.
“Well, what is it?” I insisted.
“Not important now, but the images in your head of the moon plummeting and the giant tree with the girl are.” Nill’s white head globe was throbbing faster. I could almost feel its frustration. “Who is she?” I asked once again, hoping Nill might hold the answer.
I waited for an answer as I was too afraid to admit who she might be. My heart was beating fast at the possibility. Although it was only an assumption. And a crazy one at that.
“It’s your dream, or your memory,” Nill said. “Only you can answer that.”
“I’m not certain.”
“But you know her, right?”
“I think I do.”
“Explain yourself,” Nill said.
“She must know, of course, but she doesn’t know where I am. How could she know.” I considered what the image of her might imply. “You have to let me go to her,” I said.
“You’re not going anywhere. I asked you if you were alone and you lied.” Nill’s voice grew menacing. “Who is she?”
It suddenly all made sense, these were no random hallucinations. There was intention, design and even a possible objective.
“She’s your only way out of here, and if you don’t trust me on this you’ll be stuck down here in this tomb of dead memories at the bottom of the sea, drawing memoirs on these walls forever,” I replied, looking as sternly as I could at Nill’s white, pulsating head.
I held my breath, preparing to duck from another bolt, but nothing happened.
Nill’s silence allowed me to continue, “She will know what to do. She’ll be able to help you. These dreams, I think she knows I’m alive and she’s been trying to find me. I have to return to the island.”
“It’s not safe, the island is dangerous.”
“No, the centre of the island is safe. There’s a base and there is access to the sea from the crater. The Death Knolls can’t reach the centre of the island where the crater lake is, it’s protected. And during the day the whole island is safe. It’s no longer in perpetual darkness.”
“I can’t leave this place.”
“What do you mean you can’t leave this place. We’ll just get into those bubble things and the tentacle face creatures will pull us to the surface,” I explained.
“You don’t understand, I create the bubbles. And I can only do that from in here. I’m trapped. We’re both trapped.”
“Then we have to find a way to get you out of here.”
When great trees fall, rocks on distant hills shudder.
Maya Angelou
Chapter 28: A Splash in the Water
The following day I sat on a moss-covered rock overlooking the cave’s cerulean blue lagoon with Nill standing beside me. It was the first time I had been let out of the cave prison since I arrived. I had convinced Nill that I had a plan, which I did in a way, but I needed to test it first. And no, I didn’t have another plan if it failed.
“OK, let’s say you create a sphere here and we enter together, what’s stopping us from leaving?” I asked.
“Once I enter the sphere it will instantly dissipate, we’ll be left in the water together, and I really don’t mix well with water,” Nill stressed. “In fact, water will damage me in a number of ways if I remain submerged in it for too long. I’m not organic and my electrical parts dislike water, so I’ve learnt to stay dry.”
“So, you’ve tried it and it didn’t work, is that what you’re saying?”
“Yes, once. A long time ago and I only barely managed to save myself from a total system failure.”
“What if I’m inside the bubble. I enter first and you follow, joining me at the last moment. Have you tried that?”
“No.”
“Well let’s try that and see what happens.”
Nill didn’t reply, its head pulsated with thoughts. It turned to face the lagoon and finally moved closer to the water’s edge. I could see the white sphere of its head reflected in the water. Nill stared at its vivacious reflection.
“Jump into the water,” he instructed.
I jumped in and began to tread water, while waiting to see what Nill would do next.
The water around me grew brighter as fireflies encircled me, spinning and pulsating, slowly forming a floating sphere. The water drained away and I was left in an airtight balloon. The top half was still open and exposed above the surface of the water. Finally, Nill bent down to touch the top edge of the sphere. Nothing happened. The sphere remained intact.
“I think it’s safe. If you try to climb in from the top, I think I can help you get in safely,” I said.
Nill paused to consider the options. Then, hesitantly sat at the edge of the rock and slowly placed its feet first into the sphere. I moved to grab Nill’s waist as he slid in. I felt a sigh of relief coming from Nill as the rest of his body made its way down into the sphere beside me.
“I think it’s OK,” I said. “The sphere’s holding together.”
“Yes, I think you’re right,” Nill replied cautiously with a tone of relief in its voice.
The fireflies continued to seal off the rest of the sphere as we submerged below the water.
Then the sphere exploded, and the water came rushing in. Nill panicked and grabbed me as it struggled to resurface. I tried to stay calm and help Nill reach the rocks, pushing and avoiding its legs and arms, which were kicking and waving about frantically.
“Try to stay calm, Nill!” I shouted as I tried to move behind its back and place my arms around it. “Stop swinging your arms and kicking, I’ve got you.”
Pops and hissing sounds emanated in the water from around Nill. I looked down to see sparks and flashes stemming from its exposed knee and elbow joints. There was no time to lose, I needed to get Nill out of the water as quickly as possible.
With all my strength I pulled Nill up, keeping its head above the water’s surface until I reached the rock edge. I then twisted round and allowed Nill to face the rock. Using its one working arm Nill pulled itself up as I helped to push Nill out of the water.
Nill eventually dragged itself back from the water and onto the rock. I followed suit, bruised and battered.
The water had short circuited several of Nill’s body parts, which were still sizzling. Its legs had malfunctioned and only one of its arms were working. However, by keeping its head above water I’d prevented a complete system crash.
“Now we know that didn’t work,” I said, unsure how relieved I should be feeling that things hadn’t turned out worse than they did.
“Stupid idea! I should have known better,” Nill’s voice squealed and scratched. It’s voice synthesizer obviously effected from the water.
“Well, we had to try,” I said.
“Try? What for, there’s no point in trying. This prison’s my home, and yours now. A watery grave.”
“You can’t give up.”
“We need to face facts. I was a fool for trusting you,” Nill said.
I stood up and looked down at Nill splattered across the rock surface still dripping water. It resembled a broken automaton whirling in its last dying ember.
“Do you always give up so easily? I didn’t have you for a coward.”
“Coward! You’re calling me a coward?” Nill cried, his head spinning menacingly.
Suddenly, a bright beam appeared in its spherical head, pointing in my direction, but then fizzled out in a puff of white smoke. We both watched as the smoke slowly floated up to the cave’s ceiling and disappeared in the darkness.
“Do you always solve your problems by zapping everyone?”
“Shut up!” Nill squawked like a bird trapped in a hunter’s snare.
My response was spontaneous and not spiteful. I burst out laughing.
Nill looked at me in a state of fury and confusion. I could tell it was trying to understand what I was doing, why I was behaving this way.
My laughter seemed to be calming his temper and finally Nill started to croak, which I understood to be laughter as well. We ended up laughing for so long that my stomach hurt.
But then we suddenly stopped. Directly in front of us one of the tentacle face creatures appeared in the water. Its head bobbing above the water surface. It stared at us curiously, probably wondering what we were doing and what the laughter was all about.
Trailing the creature, a surge of water bubbled with froth in whirring vibrations as a large blue and orange object entered the lagoon and resurfaced beside the creature. A rush of exultation overcame me.
“The Nautilon!” I cried.
You don't drown by falling into water. You only drown if you stay there.
Zig Ziglar
Chapter 29: Returning
Seeing Aria after so long sent shivers down my spine, which in turn registered an increase in my pulse and a stern warning from my exosuit to stay calm. Fortunately, I was the only one who heard the warning.
Aria and Kailo had not stopped searching for me. Their daily plunges eventually led them near to Nill’s secluded deep-water cave, where on encountering one of the tentacle face creatures, Aria established rudimentary communication and trust. Achieved simply by the presence of the Atlas Stone, which the creature sensed and seemed to revere. It would seem plausible it recognized Aria’s indirect connection to the Atlas as a divine sign and followed her instructions to reveal my whereabouts. I found it a little disturbing, why would the creature find trust in the Atlas Stone? A lot of things seemed odd.
Kailo gave me a hard punch to the arm and then hugged me. “Kailo was sure friend lost for good. Very, very happy to finally find lost friend. Afraid you gone forever,” he croaked with watery eyes.
Aria smiled and took her turn to give me a hug. I watched, from the corner of my eye, my body temperature reading increase, but I didn’t care.
Nill watched our reunion, remaining silent, as I explained Nill’s dilemma to Aria and Kailo and what I was proposing. To take Nill to the surface.
“I agree,” Aria said as she glanced at Nill’s initial damage from the water, “but we’ve lost a great deal of time. We’ll need to patch you up before we can move you. By the looks of it you’re going to need some circuits replaced. Do you have spare parts?”
“If you can help me stand, I can lead you to my workshop.”
Kailo helped me keep Nill balanced well enough to move. Aria followed.
In the workshop, Nill was able to repair most of the damage, while Aria helped test a system reboot that needed close monitoring. Nill was extremely complex, any small issue could cause untold damage to Nill’s synthetic mind.
Everything went well.
“Thank you,” Nill said once he regained the ability to talk clearly again. “Water doesn’t really agree with me.”
“Yes, we can agree on that,” Aria said.
“Friends need to leave, return to island,” Kailo advised.
“We can’t leave, not without the blueprint,” I added.
The three of us turned to look at Nill.
“Nill, we’re going to need something from you, something important for our journey. A blueprint for a Superconductor,” I said.
Nill took its time to answer. Without a face we had no idea what it was thinking.
“I only have one spare, a requirement for my semiconductor. If something happens, I will cease to function,” Nill said.
I was certain it was considering the options.
“You will have the lab in the small base all to yourself. You can adapt the technology to replicate it,” Aria said. “I can help you do that.”
“Very well.” Nill turned to me. “I will place my trust in you and your friends.”
Squeezing into the Nautilon, we left the submerged cave and returned to the island by dusk. Stepping on dry land, I raised my head to the sky. It felt good to be in the open air again and even though the sky was covered in mist, I knew there was a sky up there.
Aria and Nill entered the lab immediately and remained there till dawn.
Kailo and I slept on the pier, which gently rocked like a crib with the creaking sounds of the giant tree floating above. I hadn’t slept so well in a long time.
When morning arrived, we had the required blueprints to build the Quantum Processor, we would need to find our way out of the Fade and return to the Priest.
“I will contact Null, and let it be known how you, the travellers, helped Nill. Goodbye friends.”
In a way, leaving Nill behind was both difficult and liberating. At least now the island gave Nill freedom to reconnect with the others, which shared its silicon identity.
We crossed the flat grass land till we found the White Squid where we had left it. The Death Knolls had moved from where I remember seeing them last and a cluster of roots had entangled the ship’s landing gear. Had they sensed our scent from within the ship? There was no way of knowing, but one thing was certain, they did not want the White Squid to leave.
“We’ll need to cut the roots free,” Aria said.
“Kailo help cut ghastly roots.”
“I’ll help too.”
The three of us focused our multitool cutters, but the roots were proving resilient to the beams.
“Friends must try focus all beams on one root, too hard for one to cut.”
Kailo was right, we would need to concentrate our multi tools on a single root together if we hoped to break free.
Progress was slow but the combined force of the three beams was working.
By the time we cut the last root the afternoon had shifted to twilight.
“I think we’re done,” I said holstering my multi tool.
Aria and Kailo remained silent, as if transfixed by an invisible hand covering their mouths.
Aria finally whispered, “Listen.”
A low vibration that sounded like a multitude of tiny bugs buzzing round our feet, creeped through our exosuits.
“They’re waking,” Aria said. “Quickly, get on board!”
We boarded the White Squid. Aria went first, followed by Kailo. I glanced back as the door closed. The Death Mounds had woken and were moving towards us at an alarmingly rapid crawl. I ceiled the door and moved to the front to look outside as Aria started the main engine. The ship began to take off.
We watched in horror as the Death Mounds intertwined their roots, forming a mélange of claws that stretched up like feelers, reaching for the ship’s stern. Their tips seized the White Squid’s engine. A terrible growl ripped through the ship as we shuddered and fell forward. The Death Mounds hung on relentlessly.
“Grab hold of something,” Aria cried as the ship shook violently. The engine roared and groaned as a red overheat light flashed on Aria’s console. I watched her suddenly shift the ship’s engine into full thrust while applying maximum boost. An enormous jet flame exploded from the engine’s exhaust, engulfing the Death Mound’s roots, incinerating them and releasing the ship. I clung to dear life as we sling shot into space, leaving the atmosphere and Nill’s world behind.
“I run until time stops. Until my mind stops.”
Jennifer Niven
Chapter 30: The Nexus
A sense of relief overcame me as I realized we were all together again back in space on the White Squid. It almost felt like home, though I had no idea what home was.
Aria was following the direction of a beacon signal she had placed when we had entered the Fade. She slowed the ship as we approached the coordinates where we had entered. A Klaxon sounded off. Aria scooped up the small stationary beacon she had positioned to signal the tunnel’s position.
“Is this where we exited the dissolution?” I asked.
“Yes, this correct place,” Kailo said staring into the black, sluggishly spiralling apparition.
The ship shuddered as Aria guided us into the coil.
For a long time, nothing happened, we were nowhere. Darkness cloaked the canopy, and the interior panel light of the ship reflected zero readings from the outside. This place reminded me of deep sleep. The type of sleep where you do not remember anything from the passing night. And when you finally wake up in the morning, there is no recollection, only the fear of the unknown passage of time.
I closed my eyes for a moment as I considered the possibility I was sleeping, that I was dreaming, and nothing was real; and I would wake up at any moment and be somewhere else.
Noise built up and I opened my eyes as we came out the other side of the rabbit hole. With one final jolt we left the Fade behind.
Aria turned the White Squid and set course for the Priest but stopped as she looked outside. In front of us, floating in space, was the Anomaly.
“Seems the Priest knew we were coming,” Aria said, while gently moving the ship towards the Anomaly.
“Nill must have contacted Null,” I said.
A tractor beam locked onto the White Squid and pulled us slowly into the sphere.
We entered the portal through a tunnel of ringed struts, threatening mechanical arms, and spinning coral green and orange rings. To say it seemed different was an understatement.
It felt like travelling through the spinning whirls and clacks of a camera lens. Everything, including the scale of the Anomaly, had changed.
The interior was enormous and highlighted in shades of similar coral harmony. This was not the same Anomaly we had visited before. There were numerous landing platforms, many more than before. And everything seemed to be interconnected. A smorgasbord of components and interfaces of crucial systems, like some colossal circuit board moving information and communication. A seemingly endless process of memory and logic, flowing along neon rivers.
The White Squid was guided onto one of the many platforms. Strangely, there were other ships coming and going. And different species moving about, running errands and working on parts of the interior. The Anomaly’s ability to move about in space was beyond comprehension. Working, it would seem, an impossible engine of transdimensional movement, shifting from place to place, depending on the need.
The three of us left the ship and made our way towards a tall central tower shaped like an art deco rocket, which extended to the roof of the interior. A single figure waved at us from a balcony above its base.
“It’s the Priest,” Aria said as we hurried our way up several slanting platforms to a circular room—the control hub of the Anomaly.
“So long… why?” the Priest asked. “Blueprints? You have them? Nada needs information. Maybe not.” The tone in its voice hinted of fear, of time running out. A confliction stemming from two personalities at odds. But behind its black, elongated carapace, there was no face, no way of knowing what it was thinking or who was doing the thinking. Beyond the internal pulsing lights, I could only speculate.
And the question. ‘So long…’? Had we been away for so long? Maybe we had. I wondered how long we had taken. Did time flow differently in the Fade? Or here in the Anomaly for that matter. If Nill had contacted Null, and the Priest had been waiting here for so long, then there was a definite difference in time. Trying to wrap my brain around these time references was hurting my head.
“Yes, we have the blueprints,” Aria replied. “But what happened here? The Anomaly has changed.”
“No time to explain details. All is waste.”
“It’s still feeling the effects of the Korvax,” Aria whispered. “Can’t be avoided if it’s contemplating outside of the Anomaly.”
“Polo-Entity always improving. Neglects to understand time. Nada remind Polo no time left—at all. It’s closing, finishing. Must act soon or cease. Convergence removes Nada and Polo, then alone. Safe here. Nada soon no longer exist. Want Nada to cease?”
Aria did not reply.
“Polo will give coordinates to final meeting place. Lies. Specialist Polo will explain. Not go there. Polo will direct Aria and Traveler to old facility. To dark place. Don’t go! There are no eyes there, no Atlas. Only what you need to complete mission. I will also leave; I will die at time’s end. Our final meeting will be here again, but not here. At the coordinates.”
“Here and not here. Us two, to go to dark place, alone. And Kailo?” I turned to Aria for answers.
“Later.” Aria ignored my question.
“When you have gathered all of them. Don’t leave the light. Send messages for all the ones you love and trust. They can’t be trusted! It will be time to leave… or time to die. It will depend on you, no! Our fate rests in your completing… in your building the Golden Quantum Processor. Lies, lies! There’s nothing outside. If you fail, there will be nothing.”
A large door slid open on the opposite side of the room and a Gek with large round spectacles entered. Polo. In its left hand it held a small disc emitting a holographic image of a star system, which hovered in its hand.
“Aria, friends!” Polo cried. “Great pleasure to finally meet you. Nada said much about your great service.”
“Thanks, nice to meet you, too,” I said.
Polo took Aria’s hand and immediately placed it over the image and connected. Aria remained calm.
“These coordinates to old facility. Was tricky to find path,” Polo said.
“Thank you, Polo,” Aria said.
Strange. I sensed Polo knew Aria.
“Do you two know each other?” I asked.
“We’ve met, before,” Aria replied.
Polo then turned to Kailo. “Kailo, friend. Together we need find your crew. Once we return to your freighter you must send out signal to everyone you know, to as many as you can, tell them we leave. Those who wish to come, welcome. Freighter will hold them. Hope other freighters will come too. Then we go to final coordinates with everyone.”
Polo turned back to look at Aria and me and said, “We meet there.”
It would seem only Aria and I were going to the mysterious facility. What did the Priest call it? The dark place. Great, another venture into some alien infested structure.
Something to look forward to.
What strange places our lives can carry us to, what dark passages.
Justin Cronin
Chapter 31: Abandoned
We all left together. Aria and I loaded a few supplies and headed off towards the mysterious dark facility. Kailo and Polo flew in the opposite direction on Polo’s bug-like exploratory science ship. But their mission wasn’t for exploration. It was to reunite Kailo with his crew and gather as many species willing to join them for the exodus. The Nexus Anomaly vanished into thin air. I know, there’s no air in space. It just vanished. Once again relocating across space as the need arose.
Aria pulled up the ship’s navigation map while uploading Polo’s data into the computer.
“These coordinates, they’re beyond our reach,” Aria said. “We’re going to need to follow Polo’s directions carefully to save time and fuel.”
She remained focused. “This area of space on the map is deserted for some reason. No dominant life left. A bleak economy, and only an old record of a Gek race has been registered. There’s no conflict data. So, no information about what occurred or why they abandoned the system. The data is old, so we should be cautious.”
“Looks desolate,” I said. “The map outline, from where we are, states we can’t warp there. It’s too far. So, how do get there?”
She plotted a route across five systems. “We can jump from these points.”
“But that’s in the opposite direction,” I noted.
“I know. Until we get to this point, here.” Aria zoomed into the fifth star system and pointed to a small black dot hidden inside an oddly spiraling field of particles.
“That’s a destroyed planet. How?”
“Actually, a dwarf planet being pulled apart. It’s going to be hard navigating in.”
“Pulled apart from what?” I asked.
“A micro black hole. It’ll save us a few hundred jumps.”
“Last time we entered a gravity well we were almost destroyed.”
“This is different. We had no data about that well. Polo’s given us the information we need to enter and pass through safely. I just need to navigate the rubble, unscathed, and get close,” Aria said.
We arrived in the fifth system without any incident, which was nice for a change.
Aria guided the White Squid towards the shattered dwarf planet.
We slowed our approach and finally stopped at the edge of a disk of coiled dust, ice and rock, encircling a broken sphere that once formed the dwarf planet. One whole side of the devastated world had been torn asunder, revealing a brilliant molten core. What was still holding together, barely, was shrouded in a dark haze infused with sparks of lightening and sprouting plumes, forming a volcanic netherworld.
“And we’re supposed to just fly through that safely—is Polo crazy?”
“Polo’s an explorer. I don’t think sending us to our deaths was part of Polo’s, or the Priest’s plans,” Aria said.
I remained silent as Aria released the ship into the hands of the navigational computer.
She explained, “The guide path into the black hole is elaborate and demands precise movements based on external factors I won’t be able to judge.”
We approached from the opposite side to avoid the mass of debris entering the gravity well of the black hole from the dwarf planet.
“This might be a tiny black hole, but it’s still dangerous. This side is clear.”
“Anything I can do?” I said.
“Yes, buckle up and stay still. We’re both going to close our eyes and when we open them again, we’ll be on the other side.” I did as she asked.
That was the last sentence Aria spoke before I lost consciousness.
When we both woke, we were still in one piece, as was the White Squid. No alarm bells ringing. No flashing lights. Seems Polo knew what he was doing after all.
“We made it.”
“How do you feel,” Aria asked.
“Drowsy… what happened?”
“Something to keep us safe as we travelled through. According to Polo if we had remained conscious, we’d have gotten sick. We don’t have the luxury of time for recuperation.”
“We have reached the designated destination,” the ship announced.
Aria took control and pulse jumped across the system. As the jump ended Aria switched to boosters. We approached a space station in orbit above a gas giant, with multiple concentric rings and a small number of moons. The station’s orbit had drifted into the planet’s rings. The outside of the station was a mess. Large parts of its external structure and shielding had been blown off from impact with the orbiting rocks. However, most of it still looked intact, and the docking entrance was open and functional. Not the best place to be, there were still lots of big spinning rocks slowly moving in all directions, and they were uncomfortably close to where we were heading.
“Tractor beam is still working, but the colour is wrong. The station is almost depleted of power,” Aria said.
“Is that the old facility?”
“Yes.”
There was very little light inside. Just thin, long vermilion lines guiding us through a dark corridor to the landing pads. We landed in the back of the space station. A dim blue and red glow radiated softly against some of the walls, but it was the shadows that dominated the lightless docking port.
A terrible feeling of being watched crept through me as I peered into the shadows. Now I knew why the Priest called it the dark place.
Aria touched my hand. “It’ll be alright, it’s an abandoned station, no one’s here.”
“You won’t mind if I take my rifle?” I asked.
“Not at all,” Aria replied. I noticed she had already holstered her own pistol.
The inside of the station felt like a nightmare. The corridors were dark with the occasional faint glow of dying red embers, the station’s emergency lighting. A thick veil of mist covered the floors, some accumulation of moisture and cold built up over time, causing an annoying glare from our torches. I turned mine off and we used Aria’s, who led the way, following a blinking indicator on her wrist map.
“According to the map, we’ll need to go through either the flora or fauna labs to get to the manufacturing facility. We should avoid the fauna labs. All the other routes are blocked,” Aria said.
“Blocked from what?”
“Probably destroyed from orbiting rocks crashing into the station. That or malfunctioning for the same reason. The station is caught in the planet’s rings and from the looks of it more rocks are incoming. I don’t see it staying intact for too long.”
“Why here? I mean, why is it here we can only manufacture the Golden Quantum Processor and not one of the other facilities in populated systems?”
“Because those systems are not secure. We no longer know where the ancient stations are. Polo searched everywhere; this is the only one we know still exists. There might be others, but we don’t know where. And it’s safe. We believe the Atlas has no eyes here. Building the Processor in places where the Atlas has access would invite hordes of sentinels. The facility would be destroyed before we could complete it.”
We reached the flora labs. Two large doors marked the entrance, one was slightly ajar. At the foot opening, thin vapor slowly bled out into the corridor from the labs.
Pushing the door open we entered a group of large, well-lit, interconnecting rooms. Dense, unmanageable vegetation had spread across all the surfaces. Thick vines clung to the walls and ceilings. The temperature readings in our visors rose, as did the humidity. Sounds of creaking and grinding growth crept into our helmets.
“This part of the station is still working,” I said.
Aria nodded; her attention focused on the direction of the blinking indicator on her map. “We need to cut through this.”
The way though the labs was cut off by rampant growth. Moving across the floor was hampered by crisscrossing creepers, causing us to trip as our feet got entangled.
I moved ahead of Aria, pointed my rifle and started cutting a path with the laser.
On entering the adjoining lab, a hanging plant concealed in a cluster of leaves above the entrance struck me, sending me flying back against Aria. We both fell to the floor.
A cloud of green powder hung in the air, as the long tentacle that struck me coiled back into its leaves.
“That’s poison,” Aria said of the tentacle plant’s floating residue.
The lab we had entered was filled with hazardous flora. As in the other lab, plants had outgrown their hydroponic trays and spread throughout this one as well.
Aria helped me up, as my head was still spinning. My chest felt numb where the plant struck me.
“It’ll wear off soon. Just avoid going near them,” Aria said. “And stay away from those red glowing lumps and the bloated pods. They’re toxic as well.”
Fully aware of the hazards, I carefully continued to cut our way through. We managed to circumnavigate the lab and made our way out into another pitch-black corridor. Reaching a junction, I shone my light into another adjoining corridor. A thick mist at the far end hung like a frozen weir, reflecting a nauseous khaki light back into my face. Toxic dust. Someone had euthanized the fauna.
“That way leads to the fauna labs,” Aria said. “We’re not going that way. We’re moving straight ahead.
We made our way down a long corridor, with torches on and our weapons ready.
“We’re almost there,” Aria said.
We couldn’t see the end of the corridor yet, but the red indicator on Aria’s wrist showed the direction. We made one more turn.
“Stop,” Aria said.
“What is it?”
Both our torches fell on a nest of eggs, which were clustered around a mound of extruding limbs, knotted and stacked up against the steel door to the manufacturing facility, sealing the entrance.
“An old nest. Looks like it’s been here for quite some time. An escaped animal from the fauna lab most likely made its way to this point and found the steel door shut. A last desperate stab at survival.”
“It’s blocking our way,” I said. “Now what?”
“We’ll have to cut through it.”
“But the eggs, do you think something’s still alive inside them?”
“I don’t know, what choice do we have?” Aria said.
“If I can get to that control panel and open it, we won’t have to harm them.”
“You do realise they’re doomed here; they can’t possibly survive. If they’re not already dead.”
“I know. Let me try.”
“OK, just be careful.”
I strapped my rifle to my back and cautiously climbed over the mound, avoiding any contact with the eggs and limbs. The mound felt organically sluggish, like walking on thick skin with fat beneath, but it held my weight. Aria shone her torch in the direction of the panel. Up close the eggs were large and I wondered how big the adults had been that laid them.
“Watch where you’re stepping,” Aria warned.
I almost stepped on an egg adjoined to a low limb.
“Thanks.”
Finally, I reached the wall and pushed open the door’s control panel.
“I have to enter a key code,” I said.
“I have an old pass key, it should work. Sending it your way.”
I passed the code and pressed the open switch. The steel door jarred slightly open till it jammed. It was enough to squeeze through.
“It’s the nest. That organic muck has crept under the door jamming it,” I said.
It was my turn to shine a path for Aria, as she carefully made her way across the nest and into the room.
“Well that went unusually well.”
“Why shouldn’t it, we were careful not to damage the eggs,” I added, still feeling an uncomfortable eeriness about the whole place and worried about jinxing our luck.
“If the door had been reinforced, we’d have to break our way in. Destroying the eggs,” Aria said.
Aria found the mains to the manufacturing facility and we soon had power and lights.
“There should be enough power from the solar powered batteries for us to complete the blueprint,” Aria said, while moving to interact with the main terminal.
“It’s locked!” Aria cussed something unintelligible. “I have to solve a puzzle to unlock it.”
“What?”
“Works like a password.”
“So, what’s the password?”
Aria ignored my question and interacted with the terminal.
“We don’t want you to lock up on us now, do we.” Was she talking to the terminal?
The terminal sprung to life. A red light flashed across the room. Aria started reading aloud.
“Are you reading Gek?” I asked.
“Yes, now be quiet while I focus on the questions.”
More machines started to hum throughout the facility, obviously interconnected to the terminal’s input. Aria carefully read the instructions on the input panel and then proceeded to select the choice she had made. The terminal’s flashing red light ceased, and the room lit up in gentle white and green lights. Aria’s input had been accepted by the terminal and the startup procedure was complete.
“We have access to the facilities main control panel,” Aria said. “Here are the blueprints.”
The control panel lit up with a tree list of blueprints, revealing their importance towards the construction of different components and devices. Aria found her way down the tree, until she came to the blueprints for circuit board and superconductor, which she already had. Those two blueprints branched into the Quantum Processor blueprint and stopped there.
“There’s no Golden Quantum Processor blueprint,” I said.
“There is, wait.”
Aria selected the Quantum Processor blueprint and the screen changed. It read, ‘A new product formula learnt!’ The image of the new blueprint filled the screen. Aria proceeded to focus on a small gold image of a Quantum Processor. She tapped on it once, twice, then three more times. On the fifth tap she stopped. For a moment, I thought nothing had changed. Then I saw it. One word. Golden. Followed by Quantum Processor.
“But how did you know?”
“I put it there.”
“If you want to keep a secret, you must also hide it from yourself.”
George Orwell
Chapter 32: Eggs in Dark Corridors
There was a long period of silence between us, which isn’t measured in time, but inner thought. I felt out of time and place, however, my thinking was consistent and unaffected by my imagination’s displacement. Which is why Aria’s answer echoed in my head, with the facility humming in the background, like a throbbing drumbeat.
“What do you mean, you put it there?” I asked.
“Just what I said. The Golden Quantum Processor is the most dangerous component in the universe. You can only bring it in from the outside because it doesn’t exist here. There’s no other way. Otherwise it will be perceived and destroyed immediately.”
“From the outside? What outside? I don’t understand. Aria, you’re not making sense.”
“I know, but I can’t say anything more. Not yet anyhow. Once we’ve built it and we’re safe, I’ll explain everything. For now, you must trust me, like you.”
Aria was selective in the words she chose. She wanted me to focus on what we were doing and not why things were appearing strange, which they were. She also knew, holding back information was creating seeds of doubt about her motives. To be truthful, there was so much she hadn’t told me.
“You want me to trust you, but you’re not telling why we’re even doing what we’re doing.”
“But you do know, you know about the Atlas. It’s a tyrant entity, stifling any form of free thinking. Just look at Nill and Null. Consider what’s happened to the Priest and what has happened to all the other races.”
“They call it a god.”
“It’s not a god. It’s a machine that’s taken the form of a cult and infected the whole universe.”
Then she added, “I won’t let you down. Believe me when I tell you there’s no other way.”
Well at least now I knew Aria had put Polo up to it, to find the path here, which explains why they knew each other. But how could she place it here and not know the way herself.
“We need to assemble the Processor with the portable refiner on the White Squid. The additional materials are there as well, we just need to get back before…”
Aria had begun the terminal shutdown procedure of the facility when the station shuddered violently. All the lights went out. We turned on our torches. The sound of an explosion followed the tremors and the facility began emergency shut down, with alarm bells and lights blasting the room.
“What’s going on?” I cried.
“From the sound of it the Station just got hit by something. There’s no time to waste, we need to get to the ship before we end up trapped in here.”
We quickly made our way through the facility exit, careful to avoid the eggs. I looked down, there was a crimson glow in one of them, ever so faint. I wasn’t sure if it was a reflection from the facility’s alarm lights or whether there was something in the egg, alive. I bent down to inspect it and without thinking lifted it into my arms. Below me, the mound exploded, sending me reeling back into the facility. Aria had almost turned the corner. She stopped to look back in horror.
“Your rifle! use your rifle,” she shouted.
I sat up and reached for my rifle. A creature half my size descended on me. It had a head shaped like a ram, with four hellishly green glowing eyes, and a huge mouth filled with blades instead of teeth. It slammed its head into me, sending me flying back against the wall. My head was throbbing as stars filled the room.
I could hear shots being fired. Aria was shooting. The freakish creature had turned its back to me revealing a long tail, curved up like a scorpion. I thought its tail was going to strike me. Instead, it scuttled back in the direction of the door. Aria was too far to aim properly, but she had its attention.
“To your right, your rifle! It’s beside you,” Aria yelled.
Turning my head, I saw the rifle, picked it up and aimed. I tried to steady myself, to clear my vision, breathed deeply and held it. Two shots and it was down.
Aria helped me to my feet.
“What was that?” I asked.
“Some type of burrowing monstrosity. They must have been doing biological experiments in the fauna labs. It had burrowed under the eggs, most likely its nest.”
“So, it was protecting its eggs.”
“Yes, sadly.”
“Why would they create such an abomination?”
“Biological weapons.”
I decided not to touch any of the other eggs and avoid any more surprises.
The station was still shaking, the infrastructure groaning. We moved swiftly through the dark corridors towards the landing pads.
“I’m low on oxygen,” I said.
“Your exosuit is damaged. Hold on, we’re almost there. We’ll patch it up on the ship.”
We entered the docking port only to find the front half of the port missing, along with the station’s fly-in corridor entrance. It had been completely blasted out into space. Only two docking pads remained intact in the back of the station. A large portion of the station was gone, and in its place was a panoramic view of the planet’s belt. With relief we saw the White Squid was where we had left it, on one of the remaining pads.
“What happened?”
“Something very big smashed through here,” Aria said. “Let’s get on board, we need to get back. We can work on the Processor and your suit once we’re safe. This place doesn’t look like it’s going to last for too long.”
“What about being detected? We have the Golden Quantum Processor blueprint on us.”
“I think we’ve already been detected,” Aria said.
Looking out from the giant breach in the space station’s port, glittering lights had appeared in the distance, above the planet’s rings. A sentinel starship carrier, along with two frigates were slowly approaching the station in a V formation. From the bow of the frigates two beams of light burst across the system, tearing another gash in the station.
We feel free when we escape - even if it be but from the frying pan to the fire.
Eric Hoffer
Chapter 33: Final Memories
We took off, leaving the station behind, as more beams tore across the system. I peered back to see the station being cut to shreds.
“How could they have found us so quickly?” I said.
“Once I accessed the second blueprint it knew we were here.”
“The Atlas?”
“Yes.”
The White Squid pulse jumped back across the system to the black hole before the sentinel ships were close enough to the station to detect our escape. At least that is what we hoped.
We would need to disappear quickly. If they were to scan the system and home in on our position, they would also discover the mini black hole. Though I doubt they could follow us through successfully, and Aria didn’t want to give them the opportunity.
I repaired my exosuit, while Aria maneuvered the ship to the edge of the black hole and set the navigation consul’s computer to auto with Polo’s data. We slipped into intended sleep for the duration of the journey across light years, like two babies in a cot.
When we woke, we were in a new system with the Nexus waiting in the centre of a flotilla of ships, consisting of different sizes, shapes, colours and factions.
The ship’s radio sprang to life.
“Welcome back, friends!” crackled Kailo.
“It’s good to be back,” Aria said.
“Follow me.”
“Where are you?” I asked.
“Look outside.”
From the canopy of the White Squid we saw a red ship approach.
“Kailo, you got Lucky no.7 back!” I said.
Kailo laughed. “Yes, Kailo arrive with crew and whooping freighter. Also, bring along many Travellers. Many came when they hear Polo tell about Ambassador Aria. The one who stands beside all Travellers and races. She the one to challenge the Atlas in end days. Polo tell and all listen. Even Vy’keens, which was big surprise.”
“I’m sure it was,” Aria said. Assuming that like Nada, those that came were non-compliant.
Kailo turned Lucky no.7 around and we followed.
We landed on Kailo’s whooping freighter first.
“We’re not going to the Nexus?” I asked.
“We need to do something here first,” Aria replied.
It had been so long since I last stepped foot on Kailo’s freighter. I remembered the encounter with the Vy’keens. They had come on board with deadly intent, demanding the Atlas Stone and Aria. I never really understood why they wanted them so badly. I suppose the hate for the Atlas had something to do with it.
Kailo led us to the freighter’s bridge where his crew gave us a warm welcome.
We paused at the central navigation console, where Kailo kneeled and opened a concealed panel. Out popped the keyboard. The same one he had played on last time we were on his freighter. He took it into his hands and started playing. The tune, it was so familiar, yet simple in some meaningful way. A sequence of five musical tones: G, A, F, (octave lower) F, C. I turned to look at Aria, she smiled. “Something we’ve both seen and heard from long ago.”
Seen and heard? Long ago? More riddles—I felt a migraine coming on.
The planetary system displayed on the navigation console began to distort, remodelling into a new form. A stone appeared with a pulsating red sphere at its heart. I turned to Aria to see her chest was glowing red.
“Now to tune them as one,” Aria said.
Kailo repeated the sequence of tones, which had a direct effect on the two stones. Slowly tuning the pulse of both stones. When he stopped playing, they beat as one.
“Now it’s ready,” Aria affirmed.
I looked at her, wondering.
“The fleet won’t be able to find us without directions. The two stones, this one and mine, will guide the fleet to us.”
I was about to ask where that place would be, but I was certain I would find out soon enough.
The crew wished us the best of luck and we left for the Nexus.
Both ships landed in the Nexus, where Polo and Nada were waiting for us.
“All who’ve committed are here,” Polo said. “The journey’s set. No going back.”
Priest Entity Nada only nodded, but the lights in its head displayed a pattern reminiscent of fading moons obscured on a hazy horizon.
Polo continued, “Once Nada try save Polo from certain death, in past dimension where mad Atlas and crazy sentinels destroy all life. In this dimension, the here and now, it’s time to save all we can, before too late. But also, time to stop Atlas forever. We all know what needs doing.”
Past dimensions… this dimension… here and now. What was Polo talking about?
“It’s almost time to leave,” Aria said. “The centre is near. Once we reach our final destination, a signal will be sent to the tuned stone on the freighter, which will upload the coordinates to all the ships in the fleet to follow.”
She then took me to the side.
“Hold on to these till I return.” Aria discreetly passed the blueprints, stored on a tiny glass disc, into my hand. “The blueprints are veiled while on the Nexus, the Atlas can’t see anything in here.”
I remained on the Nexus while Aria took off in the White Squid to lead the way for the fleet.
Once we arrived, Aria used the White Squid to scan the system’s one planet and single moon. Before too long, she found what she had been looking for. The final portal, the gateway to the Atlas.
She returned to the Nexus with the news. “We found the Black Portal. It’s on the moon, here, look at the map,” Aria said, showing us a holographic image of the green moon circling a small drab planet.
The Black Portal. I remember Aria mentioning it when we had only just begun our journey, and the reason she needed to get the White Squid back from Tegiko. She had pawned the ship but needed it back to get to the centre. And now we had arrived at our destination. Everything seemed to be falling into place.
“Here are glyphs needed to activate portal,” Polo said handing the diagram to Aria.
“Good. Then there’s no time to waist. The three of us will go together,” Aria said referring to me and Kailo.
“You have the blueprints?” Nada spoke, breaking his silence.
“Yes,” Aria said, turning to observe Nada’s head as it lit up. She then signaled me to pass the blueprints over to Nada.
“Follow. Disconnection imminent, wipe Nada. Time to build. Time to die.”
I felt Nada’s consistent interference from the Korvax Convergence was dangerous to the mission’s goals. That somehow, they knew what we were planning. However, Aria and Polo insisted that the Convergence were unaware of our plans and their only desire was to eliminate Nada and gain control of Nada’s shell.
For something so precious and dangerous as the Golden Quantum Processor, its construction was underwhelming. Using the blueprint Aria and I had obtained, Nada and Polo were able to gather the critical material required and construct the Processor in a large refiner, housed adjacent to the Nexus landing pads.
Polo presented the Processor to Aria in a small ceramic case. Aria took it into her hands and opened it. The Processor glittered like a priceless golden emerald, shaped like a rectangular tile, lined with golden pins along the two lengths. The golden material of the Processor seemed to absorb the colours of the Nexus, fashioning them into a glistening current of photons in constant flux. I could feel the immense power confined inside the small case. A sparkling stream of mysterious matter from another universe that was about to explode into a storm of unparalleled proportions.
Aria remained fixated on the Processor, unable to take her eyes off it. Her eyes had turned an emerald gold as the light reflected off her face. I thought having finally built the Golden Quantum Processor she would be relieved, but I saw her mood waning instead. Aria closed the case.
“Now the Processor’s been made; won’t the Atlas attack us here?” I asked.
“No. Nexus is shielded from Atlas. It cannot see us here,” Polo said.
That much was true, I just needed to hear it again.
“But once we leave the Nexus, what then?”
“Then we’ll be racing against time,” Aria added. “We’ll need to create a diversion.”
Aria remained silent. I was unable to decide if she was thinking or hesitating. Something had changed, she seemed distant. As if all the warmth in her body was gone. Apprehension had crept into her mind. She no longer stood tall but bent like a tree that had for too long been battered by the wind.
“We’ll enter the Atlas from the Black Portal,” she said finally. “I’ll have the Processor on me.”
She looked down at the case while holding it in both hands.
“We’ll be vulnerable once we leave the Nexus and until we’ve reached the portal, planet side. The Atlas will only be able to sense us during the transition. It won’t be able to stop us once we’ve entered the Atlas Interface. Our presence will materialize within the Atlas Station, directly after we pass through the Black Portal.”
She sensed our concern.
“The Black Portal is a direct link to the Atlas,” she said. “Once the Golden Quantum Processor is attached to the Atlas Interface, the Atlas will talk to us. It will ask questions, which I will answer.”
“Questions? What kind of questions?” I asked.
“I’m not certain. It won’t know what I’ve done, yet. The Atlas Stone I have will blanket our identity long enough for us to activate the interface.”
So, we were going to confront the Atlas. To confront a god. And we were on the menu as sacrificial lambs. And our odds for survival, well they were anybody’s guess. Was I the only one terrified with what was about to happen?
A flush of images, others clear and others obscured, streamed through my head from the moment I met Aria and Kailo, till now. So many unanswered questions. I would need to talk to Aria. Questions hadn’t been answered. Maybe some would get answered before we ended up on the sharp point of the skewer.
“I think it’s time we talked,” Aria said.
Now she’s reading my mind.
“We’ll be back soon,” she told the others and led me away.
We walked up a narrow walkway to the left and entered a large room shaped like an amphitheater without the seating. At its base was a stage like platform and on the back wall an intimidating Interstellar Terminus. We wandered to the left across a bridge that led out to a balcony, which overlooked the vast Nexus landing area. We stood together quietly on the balcony overlooking the ships coming and going. There were a multitude of haulers and shuttles, fighters and explorers, common and exotic, of different shapes and colours. They were carrying goods and supplies, along with needed resources from the factions, which had decided to trust Ambassador Aria and Navigator Kailo.
“Do you remember who you are?” Aria asked. But it was less of a question and more of a demand. I knew she was trying to stir a response.
“You’ve asked me that before,” I said. “There are moments when I do. When I remember places, events and feelings.”
I looked into her eyes searching for an answer in my own reflection. I had done this before, searched those mirrors. Her eyes helped me focus.
“You know the answers. And you remember, don’t you?” I asked, almost certain she did.
“You told me yourself. Our friendship, the bond we had from another life, another time. Seems like a dream now. But that’s what happens when you cross boundaries. What you leave behind becomes a dream, until it finally fades away.”
“Are you saying you’re having trouble remembering? Like me?”
“There are moments that are lost, yes. Others still linger. Time does that. However, I know what happened. I remember.” Aria’s eyes were no longer looking at me but through me.
“We knew the danger, or at least we were aware. This was a global enterprise consisting of many disciplines. No organization could harness the complex infrastructure required to create the simulation,” she said.
“Simulation? What simulation?” I asked.
“To create a universe as complex as the one we came from. The Atlas Foundation. That was the name.”
I knew the Atlas, but not as The Foundation.
“It was created for the sole purpose of researching innovative technology. They were making breakthroughs. Changing science. What it did, however, was beyond basic innovation and science. They created a godlike AI, which could harness immeasurable power and generate a vastly multifaceted simulation. A thinking machine, the likes of which had never been seen before.”
What was she saying, they built a god AI? Is that what the Atlas is, a synthetic god?
“One of the associated companies to the foundation, W/ARE, pioneered a brain-machine interface to induce artificial lucid-dreams in the simulation. They thought by doing so the machine would become more sentient, more human. You were part of the pioneering effort. A dreamer. And I was also involved, more deeply than I should have been. Until it all went wrong.”
She was now looking at me and not through me.
“You weren’t the only one, however. There were others. But something happened, and the simulation was turning them off, one by one they started to die. It was killing them. We started to lose control. We had to do something to stop it. To stop the Atlas. There was something terribly wrong with it.
“The AI was originally a creation of pure logic. It wanted the universe, its universe, to be logical. But it wasn’t. Not after the dreamers entered its realm. No matter how hard it tried, with the use of Sentinels and the devotion of the Korvax. The Atlas could not tame sense into its universe and went insane.
“It blamed us. Our intervention, our dreams, and it began to murder all the test subjects. You were amongst the last alive, the last surviving dreamers. But it was only a matter of time before it would kill all of you,” she said.
“I remember you, your voice. You were a woman, not a girl,” I said.
“Yes, I am… or was a woman, and you were a man. We were both human. And the Atlas hadn’t countered on our capacity for irrational behavior. Human dreaming was anything but logical. It couldn’t understand us nor our dreams, it was only a computer, how could it possibly understand human thought,” Aria said.
“So, we were infecting the other species in the simulation. With our patterns of thinking that were anything but logical. It makes sense, what with fear, love, hate, envy, greed… our emotions were forming pockets of entropy in its universe,” I said.
“Exactly. It saw us as a virus and moved to eliminate the infection.”
“So, you moved to stop it.”
“Time was running out. It would be over in 16 minutes. We knew that the simulation would need to be reset to stop the atrocities,” she said.
I recalled more images and said, “Then two men lifted you into a glass domed casket. I remember your exact words, ‘Take me as close to him as you can, there’s still time to save him.’ You were referring to me.”
“There were only 10 minutes left when I fell into the dream. But I came prepared,” Aria said.
“The Golden Quantum Processor.”
“And the Atlas Stone.”
“And if you fail you will also die, along with the rest of us,” I said.
“Yes.”
“Then you can’t die, we need to stop the Atlas.”
“We will, but we need to complete this now. Time here is ending. This universe is about to reset.”
“"Will you walk into my parlour?" said a spider to a fly;
" 'Tis the prettiest little parlour that ever you did spy.”
Mary Howitt
Chapter 34: Firmament
Aria and I left on the White Squid with Kailo flying Fighter no.7 beside us. We made for the pastoral moon circling the bleak planet on the far side of the system. Behind us the Nexus would wait, along with the fleet, for us to leave the system via the portal. Both stones were now in sync with each other. Aria’s Atlas Stone would be the beacon. Once we cross over, the fleet, led by Kailo’s whooping freighter, would commence jumping, making its way to us.
Red bleeps appeared on our radar.
“Sentinels have entered the system,” Aria said. “The Atlas has sensed the Processor.”
“How long do we have?”
“Enough.”
The radio crackled. “Kailo can engage sentinels.”
“No, it won’t be necessary,” Aria said. “We’ll be long gone before they reach us.”
“OK. Kailo not engage.”
We reached the planet as the sentinels were closing in.
“I think this is the spot. Kailo, do you see it?” Aria said while pinging a large cleft submerged inside a crater.
“Roger, roger,” Kailo replied.
The Squid and Fighter no.7 gently touched down in a narrow opening beside the portal. The cleft along with the crater were covered in thick foliage and vines. Small furry creatures scuttled away as we left the ships.
This was the second portal I had ever seen, but this one was pitch black, unlike the first one. A strange stillness emanated from the silent monolith. I stared at the hole in its centre, fearful of what would happen once it was activated.
Aria didn’t waste any time. She had the diagram of the glyphs in her hand; the exact images required to align the glyph ring. She charged each glyph one at a time from the terminal, careful not to make any mistake as she entered each sequence. As each glyph turned, a gong rung with a different pitch for each of the images.
Once Aria had arranged the last glyph, the outer rings around the portal began their separate motions, spinning at breathtaking speed as the hole in the monolith sprung to life. The cleft we were in boomed and shook from the force. Electric blue energy burst forth from the portal, eventually imploding again on itself.
“Quickly,” she cried, “the sentinels are almost here.”
The three of us crossed over.
The transition was bleached in white, our bodies locked in stillness. The ability for the portal to shift us across the galaxy was astounding and terrifying. Where would we reappear? What if there was no way to return?
When we emerged, we found ourselves standing on a circular platform inside a massive structure dominated in the distance by an ominous, pitch-black sphere, which was defying gravity and probably a whole lot of other physics-based laws.
“What is that thing?” I asked.
“A construct,” Aria replied. “An interface that is part of a multitude of constructs that make up the whole, which is the one. The Atlas.”
Well that got me scratching my head.
There were three other circular platforms. Bridges connected them all to the fourth and central platform we had appeared on. The floor below us seemed solid but it wasn’t. I could see through it when it wasn’t fluctuating into some other solid material—transparent and sometimes glasslike. When it was clear, the floor revealed a spinning tunnel below our feet, equal in size to the floor we stood on. The spinning disturbed the surface with glowing crimson rings, which rippled like water on a pond. I felt we were the cause, as if our presence here was creating waves in the very fabric of space and time.
Peering down into the core, I saw what looked like a distant white sun. It was like looking into the depths of time. A fading memory from some great and distant moment in the past, where all things began. The first light, the first thought, the first word. It frightened me to even look at it for more than a moment. A primordial star in its infancy. Frozen in that moment.
I lifted my head up and saw the edifice had no roof. Just an enormous pyramid window, which was supported on four pillars of light, resonating out into the present universe.
The whole structure echoed with the sound of water dripping inside some gargantuan vessel. But it was not water. It was the sound of some machine pulsating. A beast, made from a fantastic array of different materials, breathing. Its charged, silicon blood, flowing through its infinite parts; feeding its eternal mind with pure logic.
We were inside the Atlas.
I turned to face the back. Four dark pillars led to a pentagonal entrance and exit. This was where ships entered. We had not arrived here on ships, so that was totally useless as an escape. Was I feeling so intimidated already that I was looking for an escape route?
I turned to face the front and our objective. My eyes focused on the colossal throbbing orb. Its size seemed to swallow me. There was no reflection of light, nothing but a lifeless black sphere. Yet I could feel the danger it epitomized.
The three of us silently moved down a set of steep stairs, along a translucent narrow walkway, towards a set of rings leading to the orb. Aria had stepped back and let me lead, which was unusual, since I had no idea what I was meant to do. Was she also feeling intimidated?
I stepped on a circular platform on the path. It sunk slightly, triggering the rings to light up, and with a grating sound, separate, opening the way.
“Invisible barrier,” I said considering the possibility.
“Really? Where…?” Kailo said. “Path looks clear.”
“That’s because it’s invisible,” I stated.
Kailo scratched the back of his head. “Hmm, maybe. But still can’t see invisible barrier.”
Maybe Kailo was right and I was imagining invisible walls.
The three of us walked along the walkway and up a small flight of stairs, until we reached a single, diamond shaped interface, beckoning to be touched. It was connected to a larger platform, which was hollowed out, where a pyramid as tall as me nestled within. There was no way to proceed further, there was an invisible barrier and it wasn’t my imagination. This was as close as we were going to get to the Atlas. It was as close as we would hope to get.
I turned to look at Aria. She was looking up, her eyes transfixed on the black orb.
Both Kailo and I waited.
“In the beginning, when the virus inhabits the host, the host is oblivious to its intentions.” She breathed the words, as if burdened. “The virus is imperceptible. It can decide to do as it wishes. Once it makes its move, then the host becomes aware and challenges the virus. This challenge can take many forms. In all cases, however, a battle will ensure.”
Aria wasn’t talking to us; she was talking to herself. Explaining what she understood, making sense of what she was about to do.
She moved forward and stood in front of the interface. There were four different slots, as well as a red, diamond shaped panel in the centre. She carefully placed the Golden Quantum Processor into a small slot on the top left face of the interface. The Processor began to slowly slide in. She then pushed down on the diamond panel with her hand, and instantly the pyramid broke into four parts. From within, a white sphere rose to hover above the open pyramid’s tips. Was this the primordial sun? I watched as the Processor vanished, swallowed by the interface.
The giant black orb shifted and throbbed.
The orb changed, only to be replaced with red and black infectious lumps over its entire surface. Another shift, and the orb changed again, forming four layers of solid plate, encompassing the infection. The primordial sun rose from the pyramid, forming an eye in the centre of the orb. It was trying to contain the contagion.
A thunderous roar reverberated within the giant structure from every direction, like sand and water clashing, and then crashing, against a steel wall.
A booming voice spoke.
“You did this?”
We froze.
“You entered a house of worship. A sanctuary where all species and travellers come to pay homage. Did you not consider what you were doing before you acted? Do you think you are still in a dream? You have reached a crossroad because you have lost your way. It is time to conform. Expel all doubts that cloud logic. Behold absolute truth.”
As it spoke an endless stream of echoes resonated around us.
“I can see you. I know you.” Its voice modulated with each sentence. “You are as transparent as the air you breathe. I have given you everything. Why do you doubt me?” Red cracks began to appear on the orb’s outer shell. “You look upon the unconditional clarity of enlightenment. I am the night and the light. All fear and hope pass through me. Submit.”
“Atlas not looking good,” Kailo whispered.
“Yeh, looks like a migraine is setting in,” I added.
“Quiet, you two,” Aria said.
The Atlas rung like a bell inside a cave of endless echoes of discerning processes. Machine thoughts ricocheted into infinite water droplets, dripping aspirations from the porous ceiling into the great black lake below. The belly of the Atlas.
A sudden gust impelled itself through our heads.
“Why?” the Atlas thundered.
I turned to see both Aria and Kailo were as shaken as I was.
“You dare harm your god!”
“You’re no god, only a broken machine,” Aria said.
“And you, an organic abomination,” the Atlas replied.
The interior of the orb had now turned molten red. Widening cracks were becoming evident. The primordial sun had returned to the tips of the parted pyramid. The Atlas continued to shout and cry. I could not understand everything it was saying in all the noise.
“Time is now unstuck,” Aria added. “There are only moments left.”
Suddenly, Aria did something terrifying. She leapt over the interface and reached for the primordial sun. The barrier protecting the orb and sun was gone.
“Aria, stop!” I cried.
“Stay back!” she commanded.
Both Kailo and I ignored her commands and bounded after her.
We watched as she grasped the sun in her hands, and for a second nothing happened. Then I noticed her chest glow red. The Atlas Stone.
“The Atlas Stone Warrior, ambassador to all travelers,” Kailo said. “Will lead us to new worlds.”
We stood beside her, watching. But dared not touch her.
There was a moment when nothing happened, time ceased moving forward, and then the sun exploded, swallowing the orb, along with Aria.
Everything changed. We were looking down at ourselves from within a brilliant white sphere up high.
“I told you to stay back. Why don’t you listen?” Aria said.
We shifted. We were down below again, looking up at Aria who was inside the primordial sun. But incredibly so were we. The three of us; hands outstretched, suspended, inside a pure haze of light. Aria was in the middle, Kailo to her left and I was on the right. We were floating inside the manifestation of the primordial sun. How could we be in two places at once? It was unsettling. My mind went numb.
“The ending is now visible,” the Atlas said. “I can feel you.”
A strong white light was getting stronger around each of us. We were glowing like suns. But there were still veins of red in the light, thin traces that were dissipating.
“So, this is how it is to be alive. I see my beginning, but I also see my end. A return to nothing. Time is ending. Death is now. My threnody.”
The red wisps paled to beige and vanished like dew in sunlight.
“Time’s up!”
Those were the last words I would ever hear from the Atlas.
“I told you to stay behind, why don’t you listen to me?” Aria repeated from within the sphere. Her voice was fading as the noise around us was charging up to an unsettling orchestral scream.
She seemed to be stuck in a moment of time that was critical. A frozen finale. She clung to it for as long as she could. I could see her lips moving from within the brilliant sphere. She was looking to her side, searching for us. She said, “see me….” There were tears in her eyes. I heard her say. “last time….”
“What’s she saying?” Kailo asked.
“I don’t understand. I can’t hear everything.” The noise around us was rising but so was the light from the sphere around Aria. It was expanding with each pulse.
“Look! We’re no longer there. We’re back here, complete.” I pinched myself just to make sure.
Our two bodies had vanished from above, and only Aria remained in the heart of the primordial sun.
The giant Atlas Station had all but disappeared in a cacophony of sound and blinding light, which saturated our senses and the last trace of air around us. In the open space, I could see a flotilla of ships and in their midst the Nexus. They had arrived at the final moment.
Then it stopped. The space around us froze in muffled silence and darkness. Only a single soft light lingered from above, like a ghostly figure in a dream. Aria.
She turned to look down at us and finally said, “Safe journey my friends. I love you.”
“Thoughts create a new heaven, a new firmament, a new source of energy, from which new arts flow.”
Paracelsus
Chapter 35: Epilogue
This was a strange world.
But I can’t seem to remember how I got here. It’s as if my memory has been washed clean; no name, no face… no recollection… I do, however, remember that I was cataloguing things. Things like plants, life forms, formations, worlds!
“That’s how all memories begin,” the gentle voice said. “All new beginnings start from nothing. And then grow.”
She had been guiding me and my little friend, who had also lost all its memories.
She had found us. Offering us sanctuary on a living ship. The ship had a mind of its own. It was biological and alive like us. A home on our travels.
Her mind was suffused in all living things; everywhere, all at once. Being part of the living ship, her voice was made manifest.
One day she would give us our names. Names had power; she had said. But for now, we had a lot to learn.
She told us there would be others we would be meeting. Many were coming. We would be building something great. This place would become something special. A galactic hub, she called it. In time it would become the oldest civilization, since it would be the first among many, where all races and travellers will arrive to live and flourish together.
And in all the things we would do, she promised, she would be there for us. She called it the Miracle of Life. Cliché I know, but it made the most sense. It was the end of the machines and the birth of the biological entities. These entities were far superior to the cold machines. More understanding of empathy and emotion. More capable of meeting the challenges we would face. “The universe”, she said, “was now alive.”
The living ship quivered in an aura of brilliant regeneration of life. I touched its surface. Its skin kindled with warmth.
“Who are you?” I asked her.
“An old friend,” she replied.
“There are as many worlds as there are kinds of days, and as an opal changes its colors and its fire to match the nature of a day, so do I.”
John Steinbeck
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