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Riley dragged the blade in an arc down his left forearm and pulled horizontally before the drop. The bloody instrument clanked into the sink while he stood trembling under harsh fluorescence. The only sounds above his galloping heartbeat were a running faucet, a spinning fan, and the distant thrumming of maritime technology. He was alone. 

There was a delay, then an acute burning. He peered into the rouge groove of his new wound, then at the blade being cleansed by the water. The wound began to weep. Warm beads traveled over his skin, leaving trails that intersected near his elbow and dripped into the sink, their cadence quickening with each passing second. His face contorted, and he clamped his eyes shut as they flooded with hot tears. With his head back and mouth agape, he wept without making a sound.

“What ... what ...” he said.

The bronze nautical clock in the galley showed 1:38 a.m. Lightheaded, he searched the countertop. He spun out a mass of paper towels and applied pressure to the wound, which now seared.

His tears weaved through gray-speckled stubble. His forehead was damp, and it wetted the dirty blond hair strung with gray filaments that obscured his vision. In certain lights, people called him handsome and distinguished—but in any honest setting, he saw a gaunt figure with heavy shoulders and cavernous lines. He felt himself unbefitting of an oceanographer, a navy man, and least of all, a trailblazer.

He’d arrived where he stood through a series of compromises and acquiescence. He’d once enjoyed a film about ocean exploration. He’d shown some promise in the sciences, and this led to encouragement, and from there, the academy. On this path, things made sense. The billiard balls struck, and the world guided him along.

It could not be said that the act of violence was spontaneous, as he knew it had been a culmination. But before, it was only relegated to fantasy. It may have been the truest expression of his soul in many years, but nonetheless, it was a breach. He’d betrayed his code, and the levees had finally broken. What mattered most was not being discovered.

The bleeding was stubborn, and the towels began to sop. He rolled out a clean batch with trembling palms and tucked the rest in a receptacle, burying them under more conspicuous refuse. His thoughts charged. How deep is it? Did I stop short enough? What’s the procedure? Is this enough pressure? This cannot be called off. What’s going to happen?

He peeked under the paper towels after about a minute, feeling a dry prickle and the sting of shifting skin. The wound continued to bleed generously. With hesitation, he ran his wrist under the faucet and clenched as the cold water forced its way through the open skin.

A creak and a thud. A muffled conversation echoed off the steel walls of the mess hall. A panic like golden fire pierced through to his extremities as he grabbed the blade out of the well. He splashed the last of the swirling blood down the drain and turned off the faucet. He tried to control his breathing as he’d once been taught to do. The wound still wept as he squeezed, now with his bare hand. He shouldered into the bathroom, shut the door, and locked it.

He’d entered a new realm, a place he’d never trodden. A place where things could only escalate. He wondered, is there a way back? Would you ever forgive someone who harmed you like this? Who would? Where was there left to go?

Beneath the thoughts, he wished to God that whoever walked through that mess hall would pry down the flimsy door and discover him, and then he could finally collapse. Two voices. One was a woman’s he did not recognize, and the other was Chuck. The steps came closer. The lock jiggled.

“Who’s in the bathroom? Shit,” Chuck whispered. He knocked twice. 

“Hey,” Riley said, barely audible.

“Apologies,” Chuck said.

“Let’s go to the ...” the woman whispered.

Their footsteps faded off. Riley was in front of a rusted steel sink, a scratched mirror, bottles of Bayer, Lysol, and an old but well-scrubbed toilet. He’d once excused himself to this bathroom to flog his back with a belt, but that was several episodes ago. 

His heart rate slowed, and he observed the wound more thoroughly. A gash dipped from the top of his wrist toward his elbow in a slight crescent, then abruptly changed direction halfway down. The bleeding was less severe, but if he flexed his forearm, the flow strengthened. There were splotches on his white undershirt.

He found a proper first-aid kit on the top shelf behind the mirror, and he cleaned the wound, wincing through the process. He wrapped his forearm in gauze, washed his hands, pocketed the blade, and left the bathroom. No one around. He breathed. 

Standing in the galley, it occurred to him all the times he’d sought help. In sixteen years, he’d seen five of them. The first addressed fear, the next prattled on, the third was nothing but pleasant conversations; this was the one he’d spent the most time with. The fourth overprescribed. The fifth gave him some hope, but they were gone now, and the responsibility now rested with him. There was simply no one else to blame.

There was a moment in his youth. It was as though he’d fallen into a ditch or down a well, or he took some malignant left turn in his psychic space. He’d spent most of his time there since, veiled in the dark, hounded by the brutal entities, enduring lacerations and illusions while walking through the world with clear eyes. He looked out to others as if from a cold stone labyrinth, the sole citizen of an authoritarian regime that ruled him from the spark of morning consciousness to its fading into slumber. He’d tread valleys that would never be known to anyone. He sought freedom, but he was consumed, always.

And it had never come this far. He thought he’d hardened himself to these places—that he’d achieved a tolerance for them. How much time had he spent fighting? He didn’t bother to remember. Only the mission mattered.
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Episodes were like passing storms, and if he could keep himself safe long enough, the feeling would transform into something different. The clock assured him that he still had time, but sleep would not be possible. That was no concern. Today was the day, and he was the major player.

He walked to the table with a manila folder that rested in front of a pulled-out steel chair in the mess hall. The chair was covered by a dark-green navy bomber patched with an anchor- brandishing eagle, a US flag, S. Riley on the breast, and the insignia of the R/V Wolfgang Pauli. He sat and thumbed through the contents, resting his bandaged arm on his lap. His fingers still trembled slightly.

On July 11, 2041, the Pauli was to serve as the mother vessel for the exploration of the Sanguine Deep, a trench located off the Antarctic coast. Riley, for his merit, had been chosen for the voyage, which would commence solo.

A picture of the Pauli’s crew lined up on deck hung from the wall. Despite having been the front man for several previous excursions, Riley was tucked toward the back, smiling only marginally less than the rest. He recalled Chuck’s raving about his extreme competence and rigid adherence to protocol. With great discomfort, Riley realized long ago that he was their quiet inspiration.

Forty minutes had passed since he had crossed into the new realm, and he felt the wound finally settle. His eyes were tender, but he could blame that on lack of sleep. There was still an electric ember dancing in his gut, singeing his stomach lining. But it was tolerable—just some debris from the episode and mission nerves.

He had his duty. He would be honored, applauded, and praised––if he survived, which he believed he would. And then the days would go on. He slung his jacket over his shoulder and rose out of the chair, grating its feet against the linoleum. The crew would be up shortly. 

He returned to his bunk and tucked the blade into a utility belt. Then he showered, cleaned the wound again, and swapped out new gauze. He trashed his bloody undershirt and replaced it. Then he put on dark workpants and gray, waterproof military boots. Riley zipped his jacket to the neck and made his way to the office for more solitude. 

White tables and coffee machines. The lights were off, but a wall-mounted television gave the drab environment a blue aura that drew him in. He didn’t hit the light right away and shut the door behind him. The television displayed a young anchor delivering a report on MSNBC.

“A disturbing movement has been taking hold across the United States, particularly among young people. Sources estimate between one hundred fifty and two hundred people between the ages of fifteen and thirty-five have taken their own lives via overdose with Maeaszopril, an inexpensive over-the-counter medication for treating migraines.”

Riley’s gut twisted and his teeth gritted.

“Humanitarian organizations have been scrambling to try to get the message to seek help, but the numbers continue to climb. Experts say this is burgeoning evidence of suicide on a mass scale in the United States.”

While the screen transitioned to an interview with a pharmacologist, someone opened the door and walked in through the bright hallway. A strong discomfort came over Riley, and he favored his wounded arm, but he felt some relief when he heard Chuck’s voice.

“You forget the lights?” Chuck said as he flipped a switch. The bulbs flickered at varying rates until the room was illuminated. 

Chuck had cropped brown hair, and his cheeks did not sag. On his left ring finger was a dark-blue wedding band, adjacent to a creaseless, tucked button-down and a belt that never missed a loop. Riley figured he was about twenty-seven, and it was difficult to find him lacking enthusiasm. There was always a light emanating from Chuck. Riley was never sure how he did it, and he often hoped he could learn just by being around him.

“You hear about this?” Chuck pointed to the TV while holding a steaming mug and kicking in the doorstop. “I don’t know what’s happening anymore.” 

“I’ve been thinking that for a long time,” Riley said.

“Didn’t sleep?” 

“Some.” 

“How long you been up?”

“About thirty minutes.” Riley felt a constricting guilt in his stomach.

“Okay. How are you overall, though?” Chuck said. “Are you in for number four?”

“Yup. The show will go on.” He avoided eye contact. 

“I know,” Chuck said. He sighed, then walked to Riley’s side while looking at the television. “I hate seeing this shit. I hate hearing about it. I hate thinking about it.” He shook his head.

Riley felt a dense stone of pain in Chuck’s voice, and he turned to look at him. “Yeah, me too.”

“It’s like, everyone has problems, right, but this? This just doesn’t add up for me. I know there’s plenty to freak out about now, but ... what do you think?”

Riley could tell him nothing. But what mattered most was what would make him feel better. He wanted to give the perfect advice, to relieve Chuck of his turmoil and douse his emotional fire, but he did not have the words. In a moment of silent frustration, he could only summon a platitude. “You can’t beat yourself up about it.”

“I’m not beating myself up,” Chuck said, smiling, as if immune to such things. He leaned against the long white table they used for meetings. Riley felt baffled by the anomaly of Chuck’s discontent.

“I mean, look, I’ve eaten plenty of shit in my life. But not once, not ever, did I consider that. It used to piss me off, but now it just makes me sad. In my opinion there’s always some kind of” —Chuck flicked his fingers around his right temple— “biological reason. There’s always some brain tweak, some imbalance, something that prevents you from seeing what’s right in front of you.”

Riley felt a gnawing, but he continued to listen.

“I mean, that’s got it be it, right? I know life gets stressful, and I know things are fucked, but psychological help is not exactly hard to find these days. Everything is accessible now. You have so many resources. I don’t know. Is it something in the water?”

A sweat drop traveled down Riley’s sharp, sunken features, but his expression did not change.

“I don’t mean to talk your ear off. You don’t need that right now,” Chuck said.

“No. Rant away. I try to keep it casual before a dive.” 

Riley’s voice was low, just loud enough to break the mumble threshold. And he would never think of cutting someone off. Anyone who spoke deserved to be heard. Chuck seemed drawn to that attitude.

“Okay, well, these kids offing themselves, do they give reasons? What are they like eighteen, twenty-three, thirty even? Thinking things can’t change; that they’re out of time? I might be more understanding if a fifty-year-old thought that way. You probably have regrets by then. But even then, it’s just, it’s unthinkable.” Chuck looked at the floor.

“You good, Chuck?”

“Yeah, Riley. Well, look, can I tell you something right now?”

“Sure.”

Chuck took a long breath and put his coffee on the table. “Okay. Look, my sister, she took her own life three years ago. She was a graduate student at Duke. She was ... anxious, always wound up. But otherwise, everything was fine. She had a boyfriend, this golfer, good dude. We saw her every Christmas. I hugged her and spun her around. Everyone did. 

“But it’s like ... none of that got through to her or something. Every time she accomplished something, it never seemed like it mattered. Like anything she worked hard to reach brought her no joy. More than anything, the whole event left me feeling confused. It made no fucking sense. It still doesn’t.”

Chuck spoke softly now. “And I’m still ... angry. She was one of my favorite people, and she left me. She hurt me. Now I got this sharp pain that won’t leave. Me, my mother, my father, my brother, we’re all carrying that now.”

In that moment, saving this man from pain was more important than any scientific discovery, but Riley still had no answer. All he could do was listen, but the lingering tension Riley felt was starting to recede. He felt like a person, a person who counted. Just for a little while, the walls of the labyrinth softened.

“There could be a million reasons for this type—”

“No. I don’t think so. She had everything,” Chuck said, not making eye contact.

Riley felt a flash of pain in the core of his being, like glowing white steel pressed against tender flesh. It cracked through his expression.

“I’m sorry,” Chuck said. “I didn’t mean to snap at you. I haven’t spoken to anyone about this in a long time. I appreciate this, Riley. Really. You do very well, and you know we’re all behind you.”

Riley nodded.

“I’ve just accepted that I don’t think I’ll ever get it. All we did was laugh when we were kids. Then, it’s like something got lost in translation at some point. We separated, went in different directions. But if I could have, I would have reached in and pulled whatever mind cancer she had out of her, even if it killed me.”

Riley finally felt the right words coming. “I know you would have, Chuck. But I think, if she had a chance to tell you, the last thing she would want you to do is make yourself suffer. I bet she loved you.” 

Chuck stayed quiet for a moment, looked down, and said, “Yeah.” 

Riley hoped to God that his words helped and that he didn’t plant any seeds of doubt or pain.

“Thanks, Riley. I’ll try to keep that in mind.” He gave him a gentle smile.

Riley smiled back, and then a sudden curiosity took him. “Hey, Chuck, were you up this morning, like very early?”

Chuck looked back up quickly. “Yeah, why?” 

“You knocked on the bathroom door?”

“That ... was you in there? I thought you said you weren’t up.”

“I had an emergency,” Riley said, clenching.

“Oh, well, yeah. I was up.”

Riley saw something familiar in a flicker in Chuck’s eyes—shame. They looked at each other for a moment longer than was appropriate. Chuck would occasionally express, in subtle ways, that he was not always happy with the decision he wore on his finger. 

“I trust you, Riley. That’s why I bring this shit up to you. But, yeah, that’s what it was. She’s a new engineer.”

Disappointment flooded Riley’s stomach. “You ...”

“Yeah. Jules and I had a fight. She said a lot of nasty stuff. All over the phone. I love her, but God, it’s tough sometimes. Sometimes I feel like she’s doing the same. It’s these crazy ups and downs. The thing is,” he looked down again, “I don’t think I regret it. And I know I’m probably gonna do it again.”

Riley felt an enormous honesty rising to burst forth from his throat; no matter how she was acting, she didn’t deserve that. You can’t treat someone like this; you’re supposed to be above this. Then Riley heard, on a deeper and more forbidden level, the ghostly whisper of an intuition that Jules was not the problem. But he dammed it up before it could reach his lips. He looked at someone who admired him and said, “You must have been hurting pretty bad to do something like that.”

“Yeah, I was. I haven’t felt loved in a long time. Doing that, I hate to say, was what I needed. I know it’s wrong, but I can’t stop, I just can’t. I can’t stand feeling alone when I’m around—”

Striding boots echoed down the hallway.

“We don’t have time for this. It doesn’t matter right now. Let’s get this done, yeah?” Chuck said.

“Yeah,” Riley said. Chuck patted Riley on the shoulder and walked out. Riley stood alone with the white noise of the television. His wound ached.
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The Pauli was a modern research vessel designed for extreme deep-sea exploration, and the submersible for the mission, the Praxis One, had been customized to survive the direst conditions. It was floating four hundred miles off Cape Horn, entering the Drake Passage, and the trench itself was located along the border of the Antarctic Plate, just before the Scotia Plate dropped into the Antarctic seafloor. It had already been explored by unmanned submersibles in three previous missions, named The Manta Missions, so Riley knew he wouldn’t be traveling blind. 

While walking down the long hallway to get topside, Riley tried to remember what the point of all this was. He recalled that, aside from space, the sea was the only place left for man to manifest its destiny. Somehow, this would serve that end.

Riley arrived on deck. His boots squeaked across the wet steel, and he tasted a hint of salt as the early morning air touched his skin. The sky was a dark sheet, and the ocean was becoming upset, as if it held contempt for their audacity in trying to understand it. Floodlights illuminated the deck for a team of twenty-five men and women making the final preparations. 

The Praxis lay horizontal and cradled by four massive steel clamps. It was a vertically ascending/descending sub designed for traveling through great depths at high speed. The paint job was stark crimson, and it was further characterized by a prominent dorsal fin. At the peak of the sub was a large LED, and along the hull a battery configuration for powering hydraulics, life support, and comm systems. 

The Praxis would descend vertically to the bed of the trench via a system of 250-kilogram weights. When the planned six-hour mission concludes, Riley will drop the weights, and the sub will propel to the surface. The lower portion of the hull showed the entrance to the pilot’s chamber, identified by a large porthole. A hydraulically operated boom arm was tucked flush against it.

Engineers tweaked the nodes on the external battery systems while black support dinghies were deployed into the ocean. They tested and retested lights, propulsion systems, extra battery banks, and internal modules like radar, oxygen counters, and depth meters.

Riley walked toward the outer edge of the Praxis and helped the engineers make some last-minute assessments. The urgency in the air gave him a feeling of purpose, and for the moment, he was right there with them. 

“Now’s not the time for your bullshit,” he whispered to himself. 

Riley knew his life would be threatened in a hundred ways. He could suffocate in a fire. He could be crushed on all sides. A centimeter-sized hole could force the Southern Sea through his skull like a laser beam. But he’d faced these risks before, and now was a moment of absolute focus.

Everyone shuffled by him, and briefly, it felt like he was outside of everything, that it wasn’t him doing the mission, but someone worthy; someone with a vision and a glowing demeanor. This was a task to endure for the purposes of science, not a dream to be fulfilled. It was for the benefit and success of the team, and for progress, which rose above him like a pillar. He would do what he had to do, because that was what was expected of him.

He had no significant other to see him off. And Riley knew the crew was not expecting any grand speeches. But they also knew that the job would be done, and that was enough. As they carried out final procedures, Chuck walked across the deck. Riley greeted him with a slight grin and tired eyes, his hair rising and falling in the tailwind. The crew took their positions on the cranes. Within a matter of minutes, Riley became the last piece of the puzzle, and all eyes rested on him.

“Get this done, huh. We’ll be hearing you the whole way,” Chuck said. 

“Yup,” Riley said.

They looked at each other with understanding, knowing it was time and that there was nothing more to say. Chuck leaned forward and gave him an unexpected hug. Riley’s eyes widened, and his gut clenched; he was almost tempted to push him away. But Chuck let go and stepped away from the Praxis, leaving Riley to climb the metal steps.

Some crewmembers started filming with their phones. The entrance to the pilot’s chamber was about two-and-a-half feet wide, but the tight space did not faze him. After one last Godspeed from the latch engineer, Riley gave a slight wave to the crew, then slowly lowered himself into the chamber. The engineers performed diagnostics on the round steel latch, and it was lowered down via a series of winches, which clicked as the floodlights began to fade from the chamber. Compressed air whooshed from the sealed cap. Riley heard bolts being turned until they were ultra-tight, sealing him in.

He could hear voices still and felt the blue clamps around the sub begin to loosen and separate. Five straps had been attached to terminal points on the sub, and they began to snap taut as a crane made it levitate above the deck. In seconds, Riley felt his stomach shift, and he knew he was suspended above the choppy sea. The straps whipped as the momentum of the crane caused the sub to sway. Engineers yelled for steady, and then the Praxis was lowered gradually into the water.

Bubbles consumed the porthole window, then there was nothing but a dark expanse. Through a headset, Riley heard the first mission engineer speak.

“Praxis three minutes from drop zone.” 

“Copy,” Riley said without hesitation. “Carbon dioxide is 0.4 percent.” 

“Copy,” said the engineer. 

“You with me, boss?” Chuck said on the comm. 

“I’m with you.”

The sub was suspended by two balloons delivered by the dinghies. Then Riley reported to the Pauli, “Ready for drop.” 

“Copy.” 

His training would keep him safe, as would the failsafes. He felt a desperation welling up in him again, but before he could think, he notified the crew. “Release now,” Riley said. 

The balloons detached, and the Praxis began its descent.
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The Praxis charged into the depths at a swift 4.0 knots. Inside the cramped, dim chamber, Riley’s vision tracked across various monitors: sonar, diagnostics, a live external feed, depth meters, life support, and power.

He carried out safety checks with efficiency before meeting the depth milestones; toiling away, referring to checklists, reporting every action to the Pauli with clarity and authoritative diction. The engineers reported back sharply, but Chuck’s voice provided some comfort. The descent of the 32,000-foot trench was predicted to take approximately seventy minutes, and Riley was conscious of each passing second. 

At ten thousand feet, there were only the sounds of electrical hums and clicking gauges above his gentle breathing. The porthole was just under Riley’s legs, revealing nothing but partially lit bubble streams. The extravagant LEDs shot beams in all directions, and he turned them on and off intermittently to test power. He would often think to himself on dives that if there were some supreme oceanic being dwelling hundreds of miles out, and it happened to gaze in the direction of his descent, it would be like spotting a firefly in a bog. It would know exactly where to find him. But that thought had yet to materialize.

The descent counters were turning at a high clip, and he monitored them closely. The chamber was heated, and even with his jacket, he still felt the chill of the Antarctic waters that flowed not far from his body. He performed his practiced breathing exercises, smelling the metals and plastics of the expertly crafted nautical artifice. He continued to flip the pages of his checklists while he chewed a Nutri-Grain bar, the first meal of the day.

The Praxis passed 16,280 feet—the boundary of the Abyssal Zone. Most major tasks had been accomplished, and next came a period of waiting and monitoring. He knew he should be more worried, but somehow, he didn’t feel much at all. He was already deeper than he’d ever ventured, and physically, more alone than he’d ever been. 

He sank back into his cramped seat. The depth counter continued roaring downward, and there was simply nothing left to do. Soon, he would reach the bottom of an unexplored—yet previously photographed—trench, science would make its progress, and a small bit of history would be made, with Riley at the helm. The moment of that realization, something in him crossed a threshold.

Thoughts landed on his brain like mosquitos. How are you going to feel when this is over? Will it be anything other than relief? And how long would it last before it gets replaced again by dread and duty? He felt a sharpness in his solar plexus.

Is this what you’ve carved for yourself? Has every ounce of a life worth living been bled away by your neglect and cowardice? Do you realize how much time you’ve lost? You can see it on your face, in the lines below your eyes.

Riley was once taught to watch his thoughts, but this was more than passing thought; this was the bubbling of a torrent. Something black and horrid reached up and drenched him in acid.

Every relationship you built has bled away. You can’t rekindle them. You can’t get it back. You wasted time. Only to be down here; only to be in a place for someone else, living someone else’s childhood dream. It rent and tore.

You’ve fought? Who did you fight? You couldn’t fight back. You never did. You missed it. You’re as weak and pathetic as any cretin. You run is what you do. Everyone in the world walks with a sense of purpose. Everyone decides and acts deliberately. You’re a ghost. You exist on the outskirts. You aren’t even real. You feel nothing. You are nothing. You’ll never be free. You shattered the universe, and everyone knows it was your fault.

Riley pressed his hands against the walls of the chamber. He craned his neck backward. His headset was on, but he didn’t speak. What do you really want? What you really want is to hold your grisly, fucked-up arm in everyone’s face and see them be appalled and concerned. You want them to ask about it. You want them to know about it. You should write a book on your fucking arm. But you can’t even speak. You can only nod as they gush at you. Who are you going to hold? You’re rotten and rancid.

He could have sworn he saw a flash of light through the porthole. The LEDs? They were shut off. This is what you deserve. You deserve hurt. You should be stripped naked and beaten. Punished until time crunches inward.

Riley thudded his wounded arm against the side of the chamber. He rolled up his left sleeve and slammed it again against the hard wall. Blood started seeping through the gauze. Then he hit his own jaw with a closed fist, causing his head and neck to jolt. He kept hitting his cheek until it throbbed. His teeth clamped as the tears came back again. Then he screamed without making a sound.

The counter rolled by 24,650 feet. “Praxis. What’s your status?” 

“Approaching 27,000 feet. I ... I’m having a little trouble ...” 

“What’s the problem, Riley?” It was Chuck this time. “Your vitals are up and down. Are you dizzy?”

Tears cracked through the brittle foundation of Riley’s attempted stoicism. They hung from his trembling jaw, lingering until they fell free and patted his lap. His gauze was blotted with a hundred rouge dots. 

“I ... I can’t.... I can’t ...”

“Repeat, Praxis.”

“Riley!” Chuck said.

Take it to the end. Take it to its logical conclusion. What’s left? You can’t even speak. You’re where you belong.

Through his mind’s eye, he went somewhere else. A forest lake at dusk. The sky was lovely and pink at the height of the golden hour. Frogs croaked, and the moss was damp under his bare feet. He wore no clothing. He walked to the mouth of the lake, then went in slowly, one step at a time. He waded until the water was up to his neck, then above his head. The ripples reverberated until they reached perfect stillness.

The voice ceased, and for the first time in many years, he felt a serenity— a peacefulness that seemed to emanate across the sea. He didn’t have to do this anymore. In darkness, beyond any rescue or intervention, enveloped by the loving abyss, he didn’t have to do this anymore. There were no more weights to carry, no more attempts to be made. No more shame or labyrinths or mornings. There was a wonderful authenticity to it. It was him and God down here, and it’s not like He was going to stop him. Another flicker in the porthole. Thirty-one thousand feet sped across the counter.

“Praxis, respond!”

“Riley, please say something! C’mon! Where are you?” Chuck said. “You need to say something right n—”

All power cut. Black. Riley, in shadow, was wrenched back into a primitive survival state. He felt for the latch of the weight release, and after several clicks of the knob, the weights did not drop. 

All he could hear was his own breath, and all he felt was adrenaline masking the throbbing from the abuse. He was adrift. This was incomprehensible. There would be an impact at any moment. What could elicit such catastrophic failure? What could ...

Riley’s body jerked violently, and a searing shock shot through every chamber of his heart. His breath was rapid. He held tight to the release latch in the dark, clicking it until he felt the plastic start to bend. He felt the cold walls between the monitors, and the immensity just inches beyond them. 

Riley felt in his gut that he was descending. Forward. Another impact. He jolted ahead, less violently than before, floating forward, descending. Then an industrial grinding vibrated up his legs. A stone shelf. It had to be a slope. He felt the Praxis rise again, then continue to descend.

A light flickered by his feet, undeniable now. Had the auxiliaries come on? Was it a failed unmanned? They were retrieved and accounted for.

Then a light flashed so bright that Riley saw a heavily scratched porthole, and for a moment, barren rock. A minute passed; the longest he’d ever felt. Every second was a step into a new fire. Was this what he begged for? Had God answered? The light flicked again, then again. It was becoming rhythmic. He adjusted his body and oriented himself to look directly through the porthole.

He’d always expected that something physical would manifest out of his mind state; perhaps a marble-sized tumor pressing against a weary lobe, suffocating its veins and forcing his mind onto a new plane of reality. He saw the light again. It had no source he could detect. It was a low-frequency strobe. When it blinked, he could barely make out a gray, featureless slope. 

Physical space seemed to shimmer and vibrate. In flashes, he saw rolling dunes, stretching outward, the light receding back to the Praxis, then total black again. His dread rose and fell with each wave.

Some distance away, there was a moaning, or calling, like that of a blue whale. It had a throbbing timbre. Fire rose again in Riley’s sternum and slid to the base of his spine. This was impossible. 

He felt at once outside of his mind, as if his skin had become the hull. The feeling was invasive, involuntary, expanding to a painful degree. The further he expanded, the brighter the light became.

The Praxis landed at the base of the slope, and there it remained still. He could feel the curves of the dunes, the weight of the sea above, the invincible stone beneath. It all gave way to a grand blending. Riley’s eyes rolled forward and back, and his neck craned upward. The light flared through the porthole.

For an instant, he could see for miles around. It was a white, jagged wasteland. And from that place, he saw the Praxis standing upright like a pillar. Then the pressure started. It was greater than the weight of the sea, pulling from below. The groaning became louder. Riley’s being became inconsistent.

The Praxis quaked, suddenly drilling downward, descending, descending. The bedrock scraped and ground and shattered Riley’s body and twisted him beyond his capacity to breathe. Each atom spun at an accelerated rate, colliding with every atom around it, merging with light, creating a primordial ecosystem violent enough to form new elements.
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Riley felt nothing at all. Then his limbs regained sensitivity, and his mind woke into a dull ache. He was crooked sideways in the pilot’s chamber. The black matte screens gazed down upon him.

The walls were no longer cold. He felt a vague sting on his face, and he noticed he’d cut his cheek on bits of shattered glass. The lower end of the hull had been shredded off, and his right leg hung limp in open air. Through the damage, there was a light.

It was a fifteen-foot drop, maybe twenty, and at the bottom was carved stone. It was dimly lit by what seemed to be sunlight. A grooved pillar rose up the edge of a wall, but Riley could see no further beyond. The Praxis was somehow suspended. This did not make sense, and he turned his head from the anomaly to assess the rest of the chamber. 

As he shifted, pebbles and white dust from under his seat floated down through the shredded gap. The controls were mostly destroyed, and he felt the downward pull of gravity. Otherwise, there was stillness.

He felt his arms and legs, then his face. His headset had snapped. Comms were nonexistent. He looked down at the soiled gauze on his left arm. The hole in the chamber was about four feet wide, with gnarled edges torn with enough force to turn them into blades. 

He didn’t believe in an afterlife. Or rather, he did once, but mature logic tore it from him. Most often, he believed what he saw. But what was being seen? His heartbeat increased. He started to tremble. 

The base of the pillar below looked ornate and masterfully carved. He sat back again, and his chest became heavy. He breathed long and deep, long and deep. He waited in the chair for a while, then he figured he might as well see.

He shifted his body toward the opening and took one last look at the floor. If he leaned too far forward, his face would be cut open. He looked up and swallowed hard. Then he shifted his hips and fell through. 

About a second of airtime and his boots slammed stone, followed by knees. The fall jolted him forward, and he nearly kissed the floor. More pebbles followed him down, and his jacket became dusted. The pain in his knees was sharp, but it did not register on a level of high importance. He looked ahead.

It was an expansive structure marked with tattered banners and vivid artistry. The ceilings must have been fifty feet high. Beams of soft light marked the floor through arched windows arranged in a repeating pattern down a grand atrium. Stone arches marked the ceiling as well. The floors, the majority of which were caked with dust, were patterned with diamonds and navy-blue crescents, ornate as the walls and the ceilings. There was a great wooden door at the far end, and a long, straight path led toward it. Broken wooden chairs sat in a massive pile in the corner. Candelabra the height of small trees were also strewn about, some standing, some toppled. 

Riley was slow to process, but what drew his attention next was his origin point. The Praxis was lodged halfway up a pillar. It hung there, but by any rational account, it had no reason to. The top third of the hull was being subsumed by a portion of the Southern Sea. But the water was completely still, like the breath of a dragon captured in wax. Levitating droplets glinted against the sunbeams.

Passing under the Praxis, at the other end of the room, was an enormous bronze statue placed behind a half-shattered stone podium. It rose probably twenty feet, and there was a true brilliance to it. It was a muscular nude man carrying a bundled child in his right arm. The face of the man was not Christ, or Siddhartha, or any worshipped entity. It resembled a Greek bust, expressionless, looking down at the child, legs in a forward stride. Riley could not make out the child’s features, only that the man seemed to be caring for it. A work of this caliber would have been known throughout the world, but to his knowledge, nothing like it existed. 

The walls were consumed by painted images that conjured the Renaissance, although most were eroded. Riley ran his fingers along them and felt their grooves. The clearest images were depictions of beings. They were not terribly distinct from humans, but they seemed foreign in some fundamental way. Some of them had skin that was snow white, and others darker shades of gray. And in every depiction, they seemed somewhat broken and withered.

The most impressive work was a faded mural along the far wall. It did not seem like it had been maintained for many years, if years existed here. Fascination, like one would feel while becoming lucid in a dream moments before waking, was the only thing keeping Riley from collapsing into a heap. Thoughts of death were far away. He no longer knew what it was.

At the left end of the mural was a large stone inscribed with an unknown symbol. The stone emanated a rippling energy, and that energy fused into a hunk of light. It was a kind of sprite that shined and pulsed with vitality. As Riley walked along, the sprite began to move and play, leaving light in its wake. Other sprites appeared from the background and joined its travels. They floated through a land of green plains and plateaus, drifting until they reached a membrane that emanated waves in all directions. Contained within the membrane could only be described as a human fetus, curled and peaceful. The sprites danced around it until they took the form of the fetus themselves. 

After they emerged from their fetal state, the “men” and “women” walked nude in a staggered symmetry. Their faces were neither apelike nor troglodytic. Their nose bridges were prominent, and the whites of their eyes were black. Marching ahead of them were beings that looked like proper humans. They were adorned with jewelry, extravagant robes, and necklaces bearing the unknown symbol from the stone.

The procession followed the humans across lush plains and plateaus. The humans presided over them as they built structures, used tools, and fetched water from lakes. Some were depicted making love in fields. The furthest end of the mural showed the large profiles of two women: one human and one non. The human woman didn’t look like anyone of note. She was young with a plain face, brown hair, and generic features. A glow expanded from her head, emanating gold in all directions.

Below the human woman’s head was a profile of one of the female entities. Her skin was porcelain pale, completely devoid of pigment, and her eyes were so dark that they seemed to lack pupils. Streaks marked her face, but along the worn stone, it was hard to tell if they were natural ridges, tattoos, or elegant birthmarks. Her hair was a ghostly silver that seemed to vibrate with an energy that expanded outward like the human above her, suggesting sudden enlightenment or a surge of power. 

Riley leaned against one of the great pillars and sank to the ground. He waited for several minutes, alone in the holy silence. He pondered what his breath meant here. Brief waves of horror and panic shook his heart, then they receded. He looked to the statue and focused his mind, attempting to bend it back in place. If this was death, then he needed to get comfortable with eternity. If he found no one else, then he knew it was hell.
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Riley walked to the tall wooden door at the far end of what he’d realized was a nave. He gripped the cold iron handle and pushed against its formidable weight. The door ground along the floor, and Riley stepped through, leaving it ajar. What he discovered was a stretch of hallway just as grand as the space he emerged from. One hundred yards at least. The door’s dragging echoed through the arches in the ceiling, which were held astonishingly high by ornate pillars repeating at regular intervals. The light beams, which were too high to notice their source, shone through arched windows, giving the space an air of ceremony. Riley walked on, his feet crunching pulverized rock.

About halfway down, a hole had been bored in the right-hand wall. One of the pillars had fallen and split into large chunks by its opening and partially blocked it with debris. The collapsed wall shadowed another corridor.

Riley peered inside and felt a clasping hesitation. The hole opened into a dimmer space that still possessed a vastness. Light rays sliced through sporadic cracks in the ceiling, suggesting the room’s contours. Riley walked toward a smooth metal railing that overlooked lower floors. It was a pillared atrium, stacked in layers. Below was more rubble, and further down, the light’s reach faded into a black pit. 

Intent. Riley felt a hideousness at the level of thought present before him. There was an artistry to everything, and it had no familiar origin. The air had a sheen to it, as if from a dream. The house of a deity, or something else, at the bottom of the sea. Utterly foreign. His hands trembled over the railing. The silence became oppressive. 

Then, some distance away, a grotesque, phlegmy scream, like a pocked child wailing in pain. The walls seemed designed for reverberation, and the noise banged against his eardrums as if its source was already upon him. Riley’s adrenals erupted with flames that flooded through the canals of his sternum and burst into his limbs. He heard shuffling, stones moving, climbing. He sprinted back to the hallway.

He cleared the shattered stone gate and looked down the fading perspective of the architecture. At the hallway’s end, something stood with its back turned, searching. It was a tyrannical height, long limbed, thin, and naked. Something twinkling rested on top of its head, which sat upon a neck that stretched far above its shoulders. It turned at the echo of Riley’s footsteps. He could not see its eyes, but he knew where they rested. He bolted back toward the nave.

He charged through the door as he heard the same horrid squeal emerging from some inflamed throat. He grabbed the iron handle and dragged it closed, blood surging. He waited and heard stomping. Then he abandoned the door and sprinted toward the bronze man. The Praxis hung in still life above him. He was halfway across the room before a tremendous
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