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For Heather. Thank you for your words of encouragement and the many hours you spent helping me bring my vision to life.
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Grandpa Al reached down and stroked the creature softly. The three of them were distracted by the spalding and they failed to see a blue, electrified orb hurtling through the sky. The light streaked over their heads and it landed a hundred feet behind them. A blue bubble of light emanated from where the orb hit. It collapsed instantly and exploded. The shockwave from the explosion blew past the three of them. Then, another orb streaked overhead and Neil could see hundreds of alien creatures standing in trenches, silhouetted by the exploding orb. The creatures held black weapons that were aimed in their direction. Then he heard a sharp whistling sound cut through the night sky and when he looked up, he saw an orb rocketing right at them.

“RUN!” he yelled.

The three of them ran off in different directions. Neil chose to run away from the creatures with the weapons and he dove head-first behind a rock just as another orb exploded. He covered his head as dirt and rocks rained down on him. When the dust settled, he looked up and saw the spalding standing in front of him. He poked his head above the rock and he saw Marie taking shelter inside a crater. He started to stand up when he felt a heavy hand push him back down. He whipped his head around and saw a short, stocky creature with black and grey, rock-like scales staring back at him. 
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Stephen Webb sat in front of a weak fire and stared into its dancing flames. He wore a puffy red cold-weather suit. He breathed rapidly, his lungs unable to get enough air. A moan came from a yellow sleeping bag lying on the littered ground to Stephen’s left. The figure rolled toward Stephen. It was Dr. William Lowell. His were eyes closed and beads of sweat pooled on his forehead. 

“Water,” said the figure from inside the sleeping bag.

Stephen got up and pulled out a hose hanging from his Camelback water pouch. He extended the hose to Dr. Lowell’s lips and squeezed five drops of water onto his friend’s extended tongue, swollen with dehydration. Just then a distant crack echoed throughout the darkened shelter. Stephen stood up and walked through the darkness until he came to a black wall. A deep roar enveloped the cavernous room and it was getting louder. He ran his hand along the wall until he found what he was looking for. There was a sharp screeching sound as Stephen turned the rusted handle of a heavy, iron door and he pushed it open.

Stephen barely opened the door when it was ripped from his hands and he was nearly sucked out of the opening. The roaring sound ended abruptly, and Stephen fell to the ground. He got up slowly and walked outside the door. He scanned the dim horizon and saw the lightning flashes from a retreating storm. Soon, all sound had dissipated. There was no light and no signs of life. Stephen looked up at a sky full of unknown stars and a spiral galaxy was visible in the southern sky. 

Stephen took several steps outside of the building. The entire area was flat, brown and dead. A glinting ray of light ahead of Stephen caught his eye. He walked to where the light originated. He bent down and saw that it was a pool of water reflecting the moonlight. He took off his gloves and reached into a deep pocket on his left leg. He pulled out a long, plastic package. He ripped it apart and pulled out a thin pipette. Stephen stuck the tip of the pipette into the surface of the pool and withdrew a tiny amount of the water. He pulled up the sleeve of his left arm and on his wrist was a large, square smartwatch. He released two drops of water from the pipette onto the face of the smartwatch. 

“Other than a higher-than-nominal amount of iron oxide, the water is drinkable. I would advise boiling before consumption,” said a voice coming from the watch. The voice was from Stephen’s AI companion, RALPH. 

“Where did this come from? It wasn’t here before. And what about the storm?” Stephen asked himself, unconscious to the fact that he was talking to himself. “And how can there be storms here? The sun is too dim and it’s too cold.” 

“Air temperatures have increased eight degrees Celsius, forty-six degrees Fahrenheit,” RALPH said from Stephen’s watch.

“How?” Stephen asked, his voice trailing off. 

Stephen took as deep of a breath as he could manage on the oxygen depraved world. He exhaled a faint mist in the cold air. His breath glimmered in the moonlight. Moonlight. Stephen turned around and hanging above the structure was a full moon that occupied a quarter of the dark sky. Its blue light shined down faintly on the desolate world. 

“But if there’s no sunlight, how can there be moonlight?” Stephen thought to himself. 

He looked back toward the west and strained to find the dim sun in a darkened sky. He saw a sliver of white light just above the horizon. He stood watching the light for hours and if the light expanded, Stephen couldn’t detect it.

He turned and walked back toward his shelter. He went in the door and back through the darkness. Stephen had trouble navigating his way to where Dr. Lowell laid by the fire. The world outside was just bright enough to compromise his night vision. He stopped and stood still for several minutes until his eyes acclimated to the dark. He could just make out the fire ahead of him. When he arrived back at the camp, he saw that Dr. Lowell had opened his sleeping bag. The shadows of the dying fire danced across his bare, bloodied chest. Stephen went down onto his knees. He once again pulled out the hose to his Camelback and released several drops of water onto Dr. Lowell’s lips. Dr. Lowell’s tongue reflexively licked his lips to retrieve it. Stephen sat just behind his dying friend.

“Why is there water?” Stephen asked himself again, out loud.

“Because the ice melted,” said a weak voice coming from the sleeping bag.

Stephen scrambled over to his friend and he saw the Dr. Lowell’s eyes were open and alert.

Dr. Lowell looked up at Stephen, “I know I’m going to die bro and I’m ok with it. But we need to get you home,” he said.

“Will, you’re not going to die. Neil is on his way and he’s going to be here any minute,” Stephen said, trying to hide the lie in his voice.

“C’mon dude. We both know that’s not true,” Dr. Lowell said, smiling. 

Stephen didn’t answer.

“We gotta get you home. While I’m still alive I will do everything I can to get you back to your boy,” Dr. Lowell said.

Two tears streaked down Stephen’s dirt-covered face.

“There is water because the ice melted, “Dr. Lowell said. “The real question is why did the ice melt?” 

“Could be geo-thermal. Volcano nearby perhaps,” Stephen said, looking off into the dark shelter. “But I heard a huge roar coming from outside. When I went to check it out I was almost swept away by a huge storm. On top of that, the temperature has gone up forty degrees.”

“It’s the sun,” Dr. Lowell replied.

“Why do you think that?” Stephen asked.

“Unless I was hallucinating, I heard you say that there was a sun, but it’s really dim. What if there’s something blocking it and this planet’s orbit is moving past whatever is obstructing it?” Dr. Lowell said. “Suddenly, the sun comes out, it warms up the planet and melts the ice. Get enough water and you have a storm,” Dr. Lowell said.

Stephen contemplated Dr. Lowell’s theory.

“You know what?” Stephen asked. “When I was out there I could see just a sliver of light from the sun. Maybe we are moving into sunlight.”

“Got anything to eat,” Dr. Lowell asked.

“I have a chicken soup M.R.E. I was hoping to give you. But I was running out of water,” Stephen said, pulling a silver pouch from his back pack. “I think finding water on a dead planet is cause for celebration.”

Stephen tore into the M.R.E., poured its contents into a pot of heated water and then began spoon-feeding his friend. Talking and thinking drained Dr. Lowell of his energy reserves, his eyes fluttered then closed and he fell back to sleep. Stephen was once again by himself, but this time he felt something that he hadn’t felt in days. Optimism.
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