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0.  Endings
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Before ‘They’ found her, Galina Agafonov was the captain of the Pallas starship. It would be her who would make first contact with the pyramid out in space. And it would be her who made the final decision to flee, diverting the doomed vessel through the asteroid belt if the aliens turned out to be hostile.

On paper, this was the least likely outcome to their mission. But the thought of it kept Galina awake at the academy long before she stepped into the rocket. It kept her in the simulators well into the early hours of the morning. It kept her staring at the ceiling of the academy bar, focused only on the plastic recreation of the object as it swayed against the air conditioning, jostling nearby paper planets made by visiting schoolchildren. It kept her fixated on the tiles of her bedroom, dreaming they were hiding some unsolvable electrical problem aboard the ship. But above all the idea of that ultimate failure, of death out in space, had made Galina into a liar; Her son had once asked if she was afraid of going to Jupiter, and Galina had said no, lying to him for what felt like the first time.

The backup trajectory was a nightmare scenario. It signified the utter devastation of every other possible worldline for the crew of the Pallas; that something should go so wrong so quickly during first contact that the humans picked to initiate that terrifying, tentative step, should be sent running back home, their ship half dead.
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1.  Starwoman
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Galina, EM, Clance, and Jeven had convened at the academy bar. Galina and Jeven were interlocked arm in arm, dancing to the instrumental end to The Human League’s Don’t You Want Me Baby. Clance was watching them from the bar, perpetually adjusting his hair and pretending not to look over at EM, who was again scribbling something in her notepad.

Once the song ended, Galina and Jeven found their way to Clance.

“Karaoke ended forty-seven minutes ago,” Clance told them.

“We’ve been dancing very fast,” Galina said, her temporary Russian American accent loosened by the alcohol. She put on an impression of Clance’s Texan drawl.

“So for us, honey, it’s still Ten of the Pee Em.”

Jeven bent over laughing, leaving Galina to lose her anchorage on him. She grabbed onto the bar, sidling up close to Clance and smiling.

“Time dilation,” she added.

“I got the joke,” Clance said. “Your last drink before the big day. You sure you want to make it excessive?”

“You forget my mother was Irish,” Galina said, pouting. “And anyway, you’re becoming a grandfather. We have to celebrate.”

“Is that true?” Jeven looked at Clance over Galina’s shoulder. The shorter man shrugged, found his way to the bar, and ordered something quickly.

“It is indeed,” he said. “He’ll be a year old when we get back.”

“Or two, if the aliens are talkative,” Jeven said.

Galina sidled back to the dance floor, picking another song to sing on the laptop behind the DJ booth, before trying to Riverdance her way back to her fellow astronauts. She looked up at the ceiling, at the homemade solar system decorations that visiting high school students had donated some years before. Amid them all, just beyond the inaccurate orbit of Jupiter, a grey plastic tetrahedron, formed of four triangular sides, loomed. She stared up at it, watched as disco lights cut into its grooves.

“Inaccurate,” Clance said, looking at the arrangement of planets.

“Inspiring,” Galina replied. She turned her body around looking for something in the amateur sky above the dance floor, trying to piece together constellations from glow in the dark stars, glittery nebulae, and scrunched up craft paper asteroids.

“Is that his?” Clance pointed to a toy spaceship behind Mars, just out of Galina’s eyesight. She bent down slightly, shifting her perspective.

“Yes! There he is. My Viktor.”

“He’s a good kid,” Clance said.

“I know. I told him, get good grades and you’ll be making paper planets for a cocktail bar on the day I come back home. He laughed at this; said he wants to become a poet.”

“And will you let him?”

“He’s a person, not a dog. Poet, astronaut, doesn’t matter.”

Clance raised a large, cartoonish eyebrow.

“As long as he’s happy,” EM interjected. During the conversation Jeven had retrieved her from her outpost, bringing her back to the group.

“Precisely,” Galina replied. “As long as my Viktor is happy, I am happy.”

Jeven nodded, waiting for an opening. Galina drunkenly watched disco lights playing through his auburn mop of hair.

“I’ve been thinking about the manoeuvre,” he said. “If the pyramid is hostile, we’re going to need to turn around faster than anyone’s planned for.”

“They’ve run us through this,” Galina said.

“I know but, EM has an idea.”

At this point EM nodded. “I propose we stray from planned trajectory by five degrees, give ourselves room to drop out of orbit more quickly if things go wrong.”

“And if they go right?” Clance asked.

“If they go right, we’ll be fine.”

“No, we’ll be five degrees off.”

There was a silence between them, interrupted from all angles by the last moments of Don’t You Want Me Baby.

“It is worth the risk,” Galina chimed in. “Good idea EM. But we don’t need to change, everything is worked out. If the pyramid isn’t dead, if it really is alien, if it is hostile, we will simply keep on flying until we go back around Jupiter, coming home quickly and with as much data as we can gather from a safe distance.”

“It’s dead,” Jeven added, his fair eyebrows forming a V shape. “But we all know it’s artificial. The chances of natural rock being beaten into that shape are... miniscule.”

“Not dead,” EM added. She closed her notebook, and for a split second the rest of the group caught a glimpse of one of her drawings: An astronaut shaking hands with a triangular robot out in space, Jupiter in the background, with Saturn and her rings looming further still.

“Are we supposed to have that pyramid here, in the bar?” EM asked.

“They’ve got documents, fakes, to leak,” Clance explained stoically.

“Let me guess, it’s a prototype spaceship, one of ours,” EM asked.

“Exactly. The public don’t need to know yet. Anyway, they wouldn’t believe anyone who said there’s a depiction of an alien vessel in a kid’s craft project.”

“They should announce it when it speaks to us,” Jeven said.

“The Callisto probes talked to it, but it didn’t reply.” Galina took a sip of her drink.

“Maybe it doesn’t like us,” EM said.

“Maybe it’s dead,” Jeven repeated.

“It’s still warm,” EM said.

“I’m not sure heat indicates life,” Galina said. “The thing could be an engine, or more likely, it’s a fragment from some collision.”

“Then why hasn’t it cooled down?” EM asked. The next song on the Karaoke machine began to autoplay, Duran Duran’s Invisible, and Galina very quickly finished her drink.

“Could be a new material. We’ll find out soon enough.” She took EM by the wrist and led her to the stage.
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2.  Down In The Park
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Galina laughed and grabbed onto a lamppost, spinning herself around, stumbling onto a new trajectory. She went off course, her glittery heels scraping now into loose gravel, grass, and the edges of the academy pond. Above them, above the simulators and the desert and the eagles and the sky and the delicate membrane of Earth’s atmosphere, the faint light of Jupiter pulsed in the sky.

“I am so drunk,” Galina said. “It is like I could trip and slip,” she laughed. “And fall and fall and fall until I rolled into her, up there.”

“Well don’t,” Jeven said. He held his friend back from the pond’s edge, watching the moonlight cascading off from it.

“Each photon a stone skipped. Each light a new trip,” he said.

“Always the poet,” Galina wrapped her arms around him. He rejected her drunken attempt to kiss him.

“Maybe tomorrow,” he said. He stood stoic, helping her put a high heel back on. Galina thought the moonlight made his jawline sharper.

“You look like a vampire,” she said.

“Thank you.”

“So easy to slip down here,” Galina said. “And up there too.”

“Even easier,” EM replied. She was lying on the grass by the academy pond, meticulously taking apart a beef burger. Clance had long ago gone to bed.

“It is precisely four in the morning,” EM continued.

“And how do you know that? Stars plotted against the tops of the workshops from this precise vantage point?” Jeven asked. EM smiled and
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