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If you believe that we are not alone in the
universe, if you believe that there is more to life than what just
appears on the Earth, then I hope this series of seven connected
stories will make you think. At one level this is a story about the
fight between Gaia and her sister Halaconia in apocalyptic worlds,
but in many ways it is a reflective piece of when people look up at
the stars and wonder if there is any sense to the madness that is
our lives, and they might wonder if perhaps we are not alone in the
universe but part of a bigger mosaic of life. I hope you like
it.
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​​ GAIA'S VIRUS
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I am Oceania, and Gaia was my eldest sister.
In the days before the Apocalypse, before celestial telepathy was
as effective as it is now, she caught the virus.

 


I didn't know at the time. As sisters we
were worlds apart. I have only a recounting of what happened from
our mother.

 


It was during the 'Hello from Earth Pulse' —
another thing that wasn't her fault — when the plague struck
hardest. Momentarily, all eyes were upon her. The repercussions,
however, were lasting.

 


I ask myself what I would have done in her
situation? How could she have known the ramifications of her
actions back then? Would anyone have done it differently?
Ultimately, I understand her motives, even if genocide wasn't the
answer. In the end it didn't change much.

 


It is important to tell the story the way it
was told to me, so you understand why I did what I did, and why I'm
not to blame for what happened, any more than Gaia. We were
sisters. Everything else was merely coincidental.

 


After Gaia passed, my mother recounted
everything. I was old enough then to comprehend, although I don't
know how mother acquired so much detail. I expect that there are
things about the cosmos that I am unaware of, so forgive me for
telling it this way, but it is insightful about the threat within
us all.

 


Gaia raised her core temperature and bled
out as a way of cleansing herself, but she couldn't undo the
damage. They discovered the self-regulating, symbiotic effects of
the virus later. If they had known the virus was equally important
to us as we to it, then Gaia wouldn't have acted that way.

 


After she passed, the celestial bodies in my
region grew frustrated over the 'Hello from Earth Pulse'. It was as
though the pulse itself contained a form of self-assimilation to
trigger cells within us. Our bacteria grew, then mutated. And when
pieces of Gaia arrived — small virus-strewn fragments — and landed
within our skins, infections began. Like Gaia, we suffered. No one
was sure if the cause was Gaia's self-destruction, or worse;
whether the virus had the intelligence to exit her body and travel
the cosmos searching for new hosts.

 


I was infected first. Gaia is my nearest
sister, after all. I formed an idea of what I was on the inside,
became more aware, and sensed the ebb and flow of my life's blood
as if it were a tide.

 


I chose to do nothing. I let Gaia's virus
spread and run its course.

 


I believe in the value of learning from what
has gone before. I wanted to act, lash out, and fight like Gaia
did. Instead, a passive aggression ate me up. And while I feel
different inside now, I must take solace in the fact there is a
piece of my sister within me, and that we are all connected
somehow.

 


But still, the virus grows...

 


 


END
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The Earth shook. Alan pulled
himself from his small bunk and raced outside into a new dawn. By
the time he stood on the launch pad next to the scramjet,
Andromeda, the ground had
stopped shaking. Tsunami was his first thought; they were
vulnerable this close to the shore. Out across the Equatorial Sea,
poisonous brown scum floated on the choppy surface, a constant
reminder of the world's failure.

 


He ran down onto Europa Base's beach, past
the dinghy, but everything looked the same: half-dead palm trees,
and the tall, buckled structures of the space launch site. He wiped
his brow. Had nobody else heard it? He needed to wake Lisa, in case
there was trouble. He strode back toward the small ring of huts
that formed the scientific camp's sleeping quarters.

 


"Dr. Derringer!"

 


Alan stopped. He turned to face one of their
security team. "Did you feel that?"

 


"Yes. The national seismic center confirmed
it was a size 3.8 tremor, about 50 klicks behind us into the
hills."

 


"No tsunami threat then?"

 


"No, but strangely enough about thirty
quakes hit at the same time all across the Earth."

 


"Thirty?"

 


"Yep, and there are no reports of damage
anywhere. It's like someone drove a great rumbling truck across the
world and then vanished."

 


Alan nodded. It had sounded
like a truck rumbling along. "Bizarre. I suppose I'll find out more
soon enough. I'll be back at Meridian City today. I'll go and check
out the Andromeda,
just to be sure." The lie came easily enough; truth was he dreaded
climbing aboard. "No issues last night?" asked Alan.

 


"No, but trouble comes in waves. I suspect
your launch today will bring the apocos back, that or the
quake."

 


Alan frowned. "Apocos? Apocalypse
survivors?"

 


The guard nodded.

 


"So, how dangerous is it here?"

 


"They're not that much trouble; they come
for the tech mainly, food, or anything else they can get their
hands on."

 


"Are there really as many as the reports
say?"

 


"There are about twelve hundred survivors.
They live in a cave about 20 klicks up the coast."

 


Alan thought about it. "That's a lot of
people. Sure they won't try to invade?"

 


The guard shrugged.

 


Alan laughed. The man was a veteran. "I take
it you're staying then, Master Sergeant?"

 


"You bet."

 


Alan stepped onto the launch
pad uneasily, and walked around the scramjet, checking
Andromeda's panels and
external structure. He stopped at the highly polished golden plaque
covered in engraved symbols; the Earth in relation to the Sun,
Earth's place in the universe, and a naked man and woman. It was
standard fare for all spacecraft since the 1970's Voyager Space
Probes. Andromeda should have tasted the cold of deep space, with him as pilot.
But they ended up serving in different ways: Alan as
microbiologist, and Andromeda
as cargo vessel.

 


"Do you miss it, Dr. Derringer?"

 


Alan turned. He had forgotten the guard.
"Miss it?"

 


"Space travel. Weren't
you Andromeda's pilot?"

 


Alan nodded. "Long time ago."

 


"Ever want captain her again?"

 


Alan took a deep breath.
"Sometimes." The word tasted false. All the time would have been
too much of an admission, especially if he could have changed what
had happened. "For the most part, I'm happy to let the AI
autopilots do their job." He thought about Andromeda's sister ship,
Centaurus, long since
destroyed, and sighed. He looked down at his shaking hands and
realized it might as well have been yesterday. At least
Andromeda, had survived.
"At least we don't get the same human errors."

 


"So an AI would have saved the crew's
lives?" The guard knew his history, and why wouldn't he?

 


Alan shrugged. His chest tightened and his
voice caught with emotion. "Perhaps, I don't know. Sometimes we
think we're unbreakable. Age teaches you otherwise." He looked up
at the blackened ruins nearby. "This was to be our push to Mars,
and then it all stopped."

 


"But they came to us."

 


"The signal from the Drake Outpost?" It was
true the listening station on the dark side of the moon heard
something; an abnormal alpha transmission, but alien life?

 


"Yes, sir. They found us."

 


Alan took a deep breath, and breathed
easier. "I think we may have found them. Perhaps because they
noticed one of our probes, or heard all our EM radiation and
noise."

 


"So they're coming to shut us up?"

 


Alan laughed. "Perhaps.
That's what the guys on the Drake Outpost will discover. Turn your
TV's down, there's too many reruns of Leave it to Beaver and
I Love Lucy propagating
across the universe."

 


"You're funny, Dr. Derringer."

 


"Call me Alan."

 


"I don't know if I could, sir, but I'm
Geoff. We'll see each other again, I've got eight months before I
get down to Mawson City."

 


Alan thought about the stray shots, and the
missing scientific gear and decided that Geoff was a typical
soldier and loved his job. "So what's it like at Mawson City?"

 


"It's nice. All that land and fresh water,
plus there's the shrinking ice pack in the center. I've heard it's
better than your continent. What do they call it? The dry ring
colony? Miserably cold North Pole Sea one minute, frozen ice the
next. Give me the South Pole any day."

 


Alan laughed over the world's choices. He'd
been a teenager twenty years ago, when twenty billion people tried
to crowd the poles. "Better than here. What is it at the equator
now a mild 115 degrees? But you might be right. I might take Leece
down to Mawson City one day. Never been down to Antarctica."

 


"So when are you and Dr. Moran going to tie
the knot?"

 


"Leece and I?" That surprised him. They
weren't even dating. "She's my research assistant."

 


"If you say so."

 


Alan smiled. "Are my feelings that
obvious?"

 


The guard nodded. "It's written all over her
face too. Marry her."

 


He chuckled. "That's good to know, but we're
not dating."

 


The guard leaned back and frowned. "Why in
heavens not?"

 


Alan shrugged. "We're always together as it
is. I think there's an understanding between us, but it never seems
to be the right time to talk about."

 


"Don't let her get away."

 


"I don't intend to." Alan reached up and
unlatched a small panel on the scramjet and pressed a button. A
large door panel pushed out from the craft's smooth surface. He
unhooked it, and then stepped back as it lowered to become a
ramp.

 


Alan forced a smile and
pushed back his discomfort at climbing inside Andromeda. "I'll go in and check the
systems."

 


"Don't want to play second fiddle with the
AI?"

 


"Something like that."

 


"Sit your girl up in the flight cabin, I
hear the view is awesome. Pop the question then."

 


Alan felt for the ring box in his pocket.
"About living together, sure. As to the rest, you never know."

 


"I'll come back and see you both off."

 


Alan nodded and stepped
inside. He went over the checks again and again, like he had before
they left Meridian City. He couldn't afford a repeat of
Centaurus. Leece would be
on the flight. He broke into a cold sweat thinking about her lovely
skin burning like parchment… no, he couldn't think about
that.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


As Lisa stepped from the research hut, Alan
realized that as much as he hated this place, the lack of people
was a blessing.

 


"It's not too bad here," she said, sinking
her toes into the sand. "At least, it won't be when your oxygen
producing bacteria clean up these poisoned oceans. What are you
going to call your new find?"

 


"I thought I could name it after you."

 


She laughed mischievously.
"We could stay,
and I'll work on that all over
tan for you."

 


He laughed back. "I've calculated that at
the rate the bacteria are multiplying, the sea could be back in
balance within three to five years. It might be possible to rebuild
a decent colony in the equatorial region."

 


"We could wait it out here," she said.

 


"Sitting and watching you get an all over
tan would make an interesting study." A warm glow lit his
cheeks.

 


"Last chance, mister? Bikini top goes away
until our next visit."

 


She had that look that Alan loved.

 


"Sadly, as romantic as a hut by the sea is,
I suspect I will have to report to Bill in Meridian as soon as
possible."

 


"Later then?"

 


"Absolutely. The bacteria will need
monitoring."

 


The scramjet's engines started up the
beach.

 


"Let's go then," said Alan.

 


"Did you send the report to Bill?"

 


"Err, yes." He knew Bill wouldn't be happy
to report their findings. "He will be hopping mad when he reads it.
I said the tests failed, and I switched the results."

 


"What? Serious? We are going to keep the
results from the northern government?"

 


"Yes, and the southern government. I'm
taking samples to Meridian. We'll classify it so they won't have
access to the data. Nobody outside the team needs to know while the
bloom here is healthy and continues to grow. Until we can be sure
there won't be any negative effects from spawning the bacteria
elsewhere."

 


He gave Lisa's hand a squeeze as they walked
towards the jet. She squeezed back. He wondered if he should ask
her to marry him on the trip back home. Perhaps at the New Year's
celebrations.

 


Geoff, the Master Sergeant, was waiting at
the scramjet. He saluted and then grinned at Alan.

 


"There's still a couple of chairs in the
front for you, Captain, if you needed a better view." The guard
winked.

 


Alan nodded, and his cheeks burned. But as
he stepped inside, uneasiness returned.

 


Alan's cheeks were cool by the time he
locked the door and sat, but his nervousness had escalated.

 


Leece leaned in when they were seated.
"Captain? What was that all about?"

 


He forced a smile.
Inside Andromeda
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GAIA'S LANDFALL
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