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​Part One: Mission to Mars
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Brad Walsh wanted more from life, but he didn’t exactly know what was missing. 

Blessed with good health, a beautiful family, an enviable home and rewarding career, Brad possessed all the certainties that people aspired for during a lifetime and that defined an individual’s success in society. His present situation should have made him a very proud and gratified man. However, it seemed that these ambitions, now that they were attained, shimmered like mirages through his days. They were beautiful to behold and contemplate, reassuring to his ego, but they camouflaged the scorched desert growing in his mind. 

At times, he wondered if his accomplishments were simply a question of fortuitous providence. Did life simply happen because people eventually settled with whatever destiny tossed at them? After all, come a certain point in life, a misfortunate person was condemned to grudgingly accept fate and live out his life with whatever existence yielded. If not, life became a meaningless effort, much like a vagrant, disillusioned drifter that couldn’t even recognize that little the world had to offer. If life was just a matter of coincidence, then Brad had been advantaged. Life had dealt him a good hand and he had made the most of it by embracing his fortune to pursue those goals that society valued and compensated.

What if, though, this apparent life of comfort and well-being was a hindrance instead of a blessing? What if it had prevented him from making certain choices as he lived enamored with his own status quo? Until now, he had been perfectly content sailing the calm seas ahead of him, steering away at the first signs of choppy waves and dark clouds of stormy horizons. Had this been an error? Had not challenging himself and his spoon fed reality led him to this inexpressive serenity? He already knew the answer – which irritated him even further. He had left life shape him instead of battling for his own ideals. That had been the price of his success. 

Brad sighed as he glanced at his watch while mechanically sipping his coffee. He noticed that he always took two consecutive sips before resting his cup back on the table. It was a habit that he developed at work and brought home. Brad, just relax, he told himself as that inexplicable angst threatened to overwhelm him. A part of his mind, the organized and structured part, told him that the quietude he sought was an idealistic concept and impossible to attain. His responsibilities did not permit him to be any different than the man he was. 

He had obligations at work, to his family, and to the lifestyle he had painstakingly created after many arduous years of building it up. There was little time to be creative when so much mental maintenance was involved in being accountable. There was little time to risk the impossible when the impossible rarely paid back. Every thought had to be planned out and followed on cue. Every action had to lead to a concrete purpose... 

... and Brad missed that impulsive, creative spark very much. He missed that wild rush of bold, irrational and irresponsible thoughts from which crazy ideas bubbled. He craved that unbound, naive freedom of believing that he could actually change the world with a single thought. 

What happens to that freedom? When did he realize that he was a simple drop of water and that one drop cannot dictate the depth of an ocean? How did he become like everyone he knew when he swore to himself that he would be different? He had stopped struggling, stopped swimming against the current of complacency. He had become so... realistic.

Jessica Walsh groaned as their four-year old son grinned mischievously back at her. 

“I said put your socks back on!”

The child wasn’t listening one bit. He had found something else that grabbed his attention. He jumped from his chair and bolted into the adjacent room. A few seconds later, the playful dog came barking into the kitchen with the boy chasing gleefully after him. Sarah, their seven-year old daughter, started shrieking as the clever dog took advantage of the situation and poked his nose over the table, eyeing her bagel.

Sarah grabbed the dog’s snout. “Shoo! Go away Ralphie!” 

Exasperated, Jessica turned to her husband. She was worried. Brad had become increasingly quiet during the last few months as the Mars mission approached the red planet. During the last few days, however, he had also become notably absent in their everyday life. Now that someone finally landed on Mars, he seemed even more somber, as if he wanted to seclude himself from the rest of the world with his unfathomable grief.

“Brad,” she uttered in a soft but demanding tone. “Brad, is everything fine?”

Despite the surrounding confusion, Jessica’s concerned and soothing tone instantly grabbed Brad’s attention. In a matter of minutes, Brad’s household returned to a more manageable state. Finished, he hastily pecked Jessica on the lips and soon afterwards was driving on the highway leading to work.

It was a bright morning and traffic was rather scarce as Brad made his way to the office. An awful lot of people, he contemplated, must have taken the day off to follow the mission’s first steps on Mars. He had deliberately asked his wife not to turn on the TV, not even risking a glance at his text messages or roaming the web for fear of getting caught up in the emotional moment. Today, he just wanted to be left alone. 

He even resisted the urge to turn on the radio as he drove, even if, he had to admit that a part of him was overly excited about the historic mission. There was a greater part of him, though, that he couldn’t ignore. That part ached so deep that he didn’t know how to climb out of the sorrow that weighed him down. Nor was he sure that he wanted to feel less pain at that moment. 

Part of the problem was that he couldn’t fully grasp why the emotions he hoarded inside were so intensely painful to confront. Was it envy, as Jessica had hinted? Was he actually conceited enough to think that he could’ve been the one walking on the surface of Mars today? Could he be that egocentric? Or was it that he feared of getting old, of having lost too much time doing nothing really special with his life and that it was all slipping away much too fast? 

Brad couldn’t tell. All that he knew was that somehow, somewhere, he had lost the opportunity to be much more in life than the man he was. During the last few weeks, within his mind and heart, he had started to question the life he had been leading as the excitement of the mission mounted. Was this really him? No. He didn’t feel fulfilled. Was it fair to his family to feel like this, however? Of course it wasn’t, and yet, all he yearned for at that very moment was to be with Bob Ross. Bobby. 

His mind flashed back to his last year of high school as he thought about Bobby. It was curious how vividly those memories were surging in his mind. He thought that those days were forever submerged into the deep obscurity of his conscience. Bobby’s journey to the red planet, however, brought them all back clear and crisp as if he was reliving the summer before college all over again. Bobby never forgave him for stealing Jessica away and Brad never fully explained himself. 

Looking back with the wisdom of his years, Brad regretted his immaturity. He should have handled the situation differently. He should have had the courage to face Bobby and work to recuperate their friendship instead of severing the bond. Bobby had been his childhood friend, his best friend, the brother he never had and the only person he would’ve gone to the end of the world with. They both fantasized of becoming astronauts. In the end, Bob pursued the dream. He didn’t. Brad, instead, married his best friend’s girl, and in many ways, it still left a bitter taste in his mouth. He loved Jessica, but felt tremendous guilt even if years had passed. He had betrayed Bob’s trust. Bobby’s trust.

Brad turned into the parking lot and made his way to his reserved parking space in front of the company’s entrance. He frowned as he shot a glance across the grounds to the other side where most of the employees parked. He could easily count the vehicles. The lot should have been teaming with cars at that time of day. Where was everyone? He must have greatly underestimated the impact the Mars mission would have on the general populace. 

As he was about to close his car’s door, he turned on his cell and the messages started pouring in. His cell suddenly rang. It was Jessica. She was hysterical. Her shrill voice broke often as she described the events of the morning. 

Brad opened his mouth in quiet astonishment and leaned against his car, hardly believing what Jessica was telling him. He glanced up towards the direction where Mars would be and despite the warmth of the sun, an icy chill spread over his stalled mind. It couldn’t be, he kept repeating to himself, unable to fathom any other thought. It was impossible. 

Simply impossible.
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Bob Ross paused for a split second. His six-wheeler Scorpion was having a rougher time than anticipated rolling over the rocky terrain of Mars. He slammed his foot down on the pedal and accelerated with all that the little engine could muster.

“Slow down, Robert Ross.”

Bob cracked a smile from behind his helmet. He was having so much fun that at times he thought he was daydreaming. He had waited a lifetime for these moments and there was no way anyone was going to wake him up and dictate what he should or shouldn’t do. Especially on Mars. If this was a dream, he would keep on dreaming it his way.

“I don’t see any cops around, Ted. Do you?”

Ted Louis was the second member of the crew. He had remained in the orbiter, circling high above Mars, collecting and monitoring the data received from the ground before relaying it back to Earth. 

“Just to remind you, Bob, that if anything happens down there you’re too far away from the lander for anyone to come and haul that heavy ass of yours back. Knowing how fond you are of such things, you wouldn’t want to miss the welcome back party on Earth now, would you?”

They heard a chuckle. The third and final member of the crew, Samantha Mikado, was back at the Mars landing module carrying out various soil analyses in proximity of the landing site. She had been unusually quiet since they touched down, thought Bob, and it was good to finally hear her participating.

“Rumor has it that a couple of nightclubs are about to close down since the Grissom sisters quit partying. Poor girls – they simply don’t know how to have a good time on Earth without your presence, Bob!” she quipped with her usual pointed, sarcastic tone which at first could seem harsh to a stranger, but which in the end simply highlighted her great sense of friendly humor. “Honestly, I wouldn’t mind if you did remain. Just the thought of all that extra leg room on the long journey home...”

She didn’t finish her sentence as Bob’s bellowing laugh drowned out her voice.

“Tell you what. If I did have extra oxygen, food and a nice Martian girl or two to keep me company, I would be more than willing to wait around for the next crew to arrive. I would be ecstatic!” 

“O.K. down there,” interrupted Ted. “Let’s get our minds back to business, please.”

The next few minutes passed by in silence. Bob glanced back at the trail of fine dust that the buggy lifted high over his head. The reddish powder seemed momentarily suspended in the air, sparkling before falling back to the ground like a slow, rolling fog. It was simply beautiful.

“Distance, Ted.”

“About two miles, Bob. Straight north.”

“Acknowledged.”

Bob’s eyes narrowed and peered ahead as far as he could see. He should be able to spot it soon, he told himself while hardly containing his excitement. He was but a boy when Curiosity landed on Mars in 2012 and sent back those stunning pictures of the red planet. From that moment on, he knew exactly what he wanted to do with his life. 

A brief shadow crossed Bob’s mind as Brad appeared in his thoughts. It was impossible to detach his boyhood memories from him. They had been inseparable. He thought back at those endless days spent at Brad’s place going over every magazine, browsing the web, and collecting every image they could get of Mars. They had both dreamed of setting foot on the red planet together, even timing their steps as they came down the tree cabin that they pretended was their space ship. 

Now that he had succeeded, he wished that Brad could share the moment with him. He wished he could go back in time and somehow fix things between them. He wondered if Brad was following the mission. I have to go see him, he told himself as if he finally understood what his next mission should be. He was surprised at how content that sudden thought made him feel. 

What would he say? Not that he needed to worry. With Brad it would be easy to regain that boyhood feeling again. Bob just knew it would. He would certainly shed a few tears in his arms and hug him like a long, missed brother. It was the thought of seeing Jessica, however, that paralyzed his mind. He didn’t know what to tell her. He feared that repressed feelings would surface again... and then what? The truth was that he had never loved anyone as much as Jessica and a part of him knew that he would never find anyone quite like her again.

Bob took in a long breath as he stared across the red horizon. The loneliness of the barren landscape was terribly attractive, but at the same time made him ache for companionship. I will bring Brad back a Martian rock, he thought impulsively, as if he had to travel as far away as Mars to find a solution to mend their friendship. The time had come to put an end to years of hurt and indifference between the three of them. In his mind, he even imagined the scene and the first words he would tell Brad: I’ve come to take Jessica back with me, and by the way, here’s a cute rock from Mars! Enjoy!

His daydreaming was suddenly interrupted by Samantha’s voice.

“Ted... there's something strange here. Ted? How long until Mission Control joins in?”

Ted's puzzled voice came back. 

“There's about fifteen more minutes left until we go live. Why?”

There was a long pause. Bob slowed down his vehicle. He called out to Samantha, seeking clarification.

“Samantha, what do you mean by strange?” 

Samantha was usually very precise and so detail oriented that the vagueness of her words put him on edge. 

There was another moment of hesitation before Samantha reluctantly responded.

“I don't know, Bob. I don't really know how to say this. You’ll both think I'm crazy. I'm about a thousand feet from the landing module... and... ”

Samantha paused again, taking in a deep, long breath before continuing. She was so absorbed by what she saw that it seemed to Bob that she was speaking to herself.

“This can’t be. It simply shouldn’t be here. What are these things? I mean, I know what they are... at least they seem like... but, this means that...”

Again, Samantha stopped talking, deliberating how to best describe and lend credibility to what she was observing. Bob heard Ted's concerned voice reach them.

“Samantha, can you be more specific? Is there something wrong? Do you need assistance?”

Samantha's reply was prompt as she reassured them that her life was not in any danger.

“No! I don't need assistance! I’m fine. It's just that... how can I put this? I’ve found something that leaves no room to interpretation.”

Bob relaxed as Samantha’s voice came back, reassuring them that she was not in danger. Although intrigued, he could hardly contain himself as he light heartedly interjected.

“Samantha, you found a little green Martian girl for me?”

Samantha sighed in frustration. Bob was simply being himself again. She knew, however, that one of the reasons Bob was chosen as the commander for the historic mission was because of that easy going but dead serious personality. Bob never panicked. He had no concept of stress. He was the same quick, intelligent, humorous person in any situation. He never seemed to take anything at heart even if he was the most caring person she knew. 

“Bob, I don’t know what color Martians are supposed to be, but it seems that one of them left footprints behind.”

There was a sudden, eerie silence between the three of them. Ted was the first to speak out.

“Are you certain? It has to be something else, like perhaps some unexplained natural phenomenon that may look like a footprint?”

Samantha had expected the question.

“Impossible. These are regular patterns, each roughly five feet apart. They indicate normal bipedal motion. They proceed in a straight line until they reach an obstacle and then shift to the left to go around the boulder before resuming their initial trajectory. There's more, though. The imprints indicate a highly specialized foot or footwear that adapts to the terrain. They seem to have three toes in the front and four in the back that leave behind impressions of uneven depth from one step to the other, possibly indicating that they have the capacity to vary the pressure on each point as they walk or run. Very efficient.” 

Bob regained his voice. He had been thinking rapidly while Samantha exposed her observations. 

“Samantha, return to the ship at once. It’s an order. Do not take any more samples. Leave everything as is and get back inside the landing module. Now!”

“OK, Bob. Got that.” 

Then it hit her too. 

“Oh my God! The sandstorm! Two days ago!”

“Exactly. The tracks should be covered up. The prints are not more than forty-eight hours old. I’m turning around and coming back to the landing module. Samantha, prepare the module for take-off. Ted, activate emergency escape procedures. Inform Mission Control on secure line and ask for guidance. We are aborting the mission. Over.”

There was a stealthy silence as Ted failed to reply. When he finally did, his voice was as unflinching as cold, hard steel.

“Hold everything as is, Bob.”

Surely, thought Bob, Ted had misinterpreted him.  

“Ted? Did you just say no? This is not open for discussion! These are direct orders.”

“Bob, I’m truly sorry, but I’m taking control of this mission as of this moment.”

For a split second, Bob was caught off balance. This sudden turn of events was not only unexpected, but highly surrealistic. Was this really happening? Was he hallucinating? Then he heard Samantha’s anxious voice calling out to them.

“What’s happening? Ted, what do you think you’re doing? Bob is in command of this mission! Ted? Are you there?”

“Samantha, I am taking control of this mission. Bob, code gamma dash six nine green twenty three. Proceed as normal towards Curiosity. Samantha, step away from the footprints and continue sampling the soil at a safe distance from the anomaly. It is strictly forbidden to say one word about this find. As far as we are concerned, these last few minutes never happened and you are both prohibited to talk about this event until we return back to Earth and I give permission to do so. I know it doesn’t make much sense at this moment, but our very lives depend on it.”

A few doubts that Bob had on Ted from the very beginning were starting to click into place. Ted wasn't part of the space agency. He was imposed by a special branch of the military to be part of the Mars mission even if there were much better qualified candidates available. Bob had always suspected that there must have been an ulterior motive that he was unaware of for imposing an inexperienced astronaut to be part of such a delicate mission. He had even voiced his concern when the final two astronauts were chosen, but they had reassured him that Ted had qualities that separated him from the pack. Bob hadn’t insisted too much at the time, preferring not to create any waves of malcontent.

The gamma code that Ted invoked was intended to relieve Bob of command in case he became psychologically unstable during the long voyage or if Mission Control found him incapable of making sound decisions. Bob was instructed to obey without question the person uttering the command code. As far as he knew, only four people possessed the code. He had just discovered that Ted was one of them.

Samantha was still demanding an explanation from Ted, but it was in vain as he continued drowning out her voice by referring to regulations. By her shrill tone, Bob sensed that she was near the point of panicking. Samantha needed to get back to the ship, not only for her own safety, but in order to calm down and regroup her thoughts. Bob interrupted Ted rather forcibly.

“Ted, you listen to me and listen to me well. Samantha will be safer and better protected in the landing module. In case something ungodly does occur, she will have a chance to escape this planet. Do you hear me, Ted?”

Ted was unflinching. “Bob, you know your oath and duty. Don't make this more difficult than it already is. Remember that the whole world will soon be tuning in. We only have minutes left until contact is re-established with Mission Control and we go live around the world. I want both of you to proceed as established by protocol with your respective tasks. I will explain as much as I can when you both get back to the orbiter. It’s the only concession I can make. I hope you both understand my position.”

“Ted! Get Samantha out of here!”

Bob startled himself as his fury erupted. For one of the rare times in his life, he felt absolutely useless. He was obligated to blindly obey. It crossed his mind to disregard Ted’s order, but it might put the mission in peril. Experience had taught him that disregarding field rules usually meant worsening a situation. He didn’t understand the motives behind the command code, other that Ted had articulated it as soon as Samantha detected, what seemed, an alien presence. If he didn't understand what had pushed Ted to take command, he could not envision the consequences a refusal to comply with orders might have on the mission. Unless otherwise warranted, it was better to continue being cautious and submit to Ted's orders for the time being.  

“Samantha, Ted’s in command,” Bob reluctantly conceded. “Follow his instructions. We’ll clear this up later. I also intend to have a nice talk with mission control on a private line.”

Samantha’s reply sent goose bumps up Bob’s spine. He could sense a desperate urgency in her voice as anxiety gripped her. 

“I hear you, Bob. Just don’t leave me out here alone for too long, will you? I want to get off this planet. Fast.”

Bob focused on keeping his vehicle on target while ignoring his gut feelings. He knew that the right thing to do would be to return back to Samantha’s location. He knew her well and was grateful that she was chosen for the mission. She was a keen observer and he trusted her intuition. She also possessed one of the best scientific minds that he knew. She did not speak lightly and would never reveal her discovery as being alien if she wasn’t convinced of it. 

He only hoped that whatever had left those footprints was no longer on the planet. Even if he had always taken an avid interest in the debate over extraterrestrial life, he was not prepared to encounter an alien species. He didn’t want to risk misinterpreting any peaceful gesture that might lead to grave consequences for humanity. On the other hand, if ever the alien’s intentions were antagonistic, there was not much any of them could do to counter back. They had no chance whatsoever of coming out of a hostile alien encounter alive. 

However, Bob also understood the peculiarity of the moment. Humanity had finally reached Mars after dreaming about the red planet since the time of cavemen. Since the very beginning, humankind had looked up at the sky and been captivated by the red wanderer above their heads as they toiled the land and wondered about their place in the universe. Now that the eyes of the world were riveted on them, the dreams of generations gone by had finally been fulfilled. They were pioneers to an evolving humanity despite the problems on Earth. Humanity had been able to look beyond their present existence and use their minds to achieve what had once seemed prohibited. 

If man could think about going to Mars for centuries and make it happen, then anything was possible for tomorrow. The step between thinking and doing didn’t seem nearly as big anymore. In a way, Ted was right. They couldn’t abandon their mission and return home half defeated. They had to follow through and show the world that dreams were worth pursuing, because dreams eventually did come true, if not for ourselves then for our children.  

Bob’s thoughts were interrupted by a sharp tone indicating that they had re-established contact with Earth. Ted’s voice was hard, confident and crisp as he greeted headquarters.

“Mission Control, this is Oasis Orbiter. Gamma procedures are in place. All is functioning smoothly. Over.”

There was a long pause. Despite the enormous distance separating the two planets, Bob could almost see the stunned faces of Mission Control back on Earth. For the moment, as far as the population at large was concerned, Bob was still in command of the mission. As long as Mission Control felt that the situation was in hand and that Bob was cooperating, they would not reveal to the press that they had a command issue. It would be perceived as a tremendous setback after all the hard years of planning that had gone into the selection of the three astronauts. 

Bob froze in his tracks as a sudden thought hit him. Did someone know what they would find on Mars? Did Ted know about the possible presence of aliens? Or was it a personal decision that had absolutely no ties with Mission Control? Maybe, Ted had simply flipped! The trip to Mars had been amiable and professional and they had melded well as a unit. He knew, though, that Ted was deeply religious and didn’t believe in the possibility of alien intelligence in the universe other than man – but would he go as far as taking command of the mission because he didn’t want it known that God had also populated the stars? Was the gamma code still valid in this case? Or had Ted been instructed to take command as soon as an alien presence was detected? 

Surely, this could be why the special branch of the military wanted their man on this historic mission. Did they suspect an alien life form on Mars? Bob was short of answers and not even his intuition provided much help as he volleyed ideas back and forth in his mind. 

“This is Mission Control. Acknowledged. Gamma code is in effect. How is the mission proceeding, Bob?”

Bob knew that Mission Control wanted to assure itself that he was collaborating and hadn’t become a liability. For the moment, Bob adhered to protocol. He needed to find out more about the situation before assessing his next move. He had to know what Ted had in mind.

“It’s a beautiful day on Mars. Not a cloud in the sky. I’m proceeding with the mission and am within seconds of spotting Curiosity.”

Satisfied, Mission Control turned to the other crew member. “Samantha, this is Mission Control.”

“I hear you.” Samantha’s voice was uncharacteristically tense. The concern and fear in her voice was undeniable. 

“O.K... we’re going live around the world. Turn your video cams on.”

Bob activated the camera on the top of his helmet. Moments later he heard Ted’s voice. The confidence was no longer present as his tone crackled with nervousness.

“Mission Control, we’re having technical problems. Samantha’s live feed is down. Voice down too. I’m trying to re-establish contact.”

A knot formed in Bob’s stomach. He would never forgive himself if something happened to Samantha. It must have been Ted jamming the signal, he told himself. Ted was surely adamant about not providing any proof of the alien presence back home and couldn’t risk Samantha accidently filming alien footsteps during the live feed. Ted had a seven second delay to cut off the stream from the orbiter, but if Samantha’s feed was transmitting, it would put an additional stress on him to be vigilant while he performed his other chores. If the proof was as clear as Samantha implied and beamed through, no natural phenomenon would be able to explain the images. It was the only viable explanation which would explain Samantha’s silence, reasoned Bob as he struggled to keep his thoughts logical. Then why was he so afraid for Samantha? 

Bob clenched his teeth. He wanted to speak out. He wanted to yell to the world that they found something alien, but he knew that his message would never reach Earth. Ted would use the time delay to his advantage and cut off the signal. Bob sighed with half frustration as his heartbeat slightly increased. There didn’t seem to be much he could do at the moment but continue his journey towards the probe. 

Bob was still searching for answers when Curiosity appeared before his eyes. It was astonishingly beautiful, a tribute to the glorious vision of mankind. The sight of the fragile, manmade object so far from Earth brought a lump to his throat. The sight of it was better than anything that he had ever fantasized during his youth. Until that moment, the mission to Mars had been an adventure shared with the whole world. Now it became something much more. For an instant, his life was complete as no man’s life has ever been. He had no more wants, no more dreams, no more needs. He had reached his life’s goal. Nothing else existed but that special bond with the object in front of him. You’re not alone anymore. We’ve come back for you, little one. A few moments passed before Bob remembered that he was in communication with Earth.

“Mission Control. Can you see it? Isn’t it incredible?”

A frown started to crease Bob’s face as he approached Curiosity. Something was wrong, terribly wrong. He had been sent to enhance the unit and make it operational again, but he soon saw that it was going to be impossible. He circled close around it, making sure that the camera was well pointed towards it. Bob didn’t say a word. He didn’t want to alarm Ted and prayed that it would take him more than seven seconds before realizing what he was staring at. By that time, the signal would already be on its way to Earth and seen by nearly eight billion people. 

Surely, Bob thought to himself, they wouldn’t think that the missing two wheels came off by themselves? Surely, someone would be able to spot that pieces were missing and others disassembled? How would any skeptic be able to explain the pieces neatly lined up to the side of Curiosity? As far as Bob was concerned, there was only one possible conclusion. 

Someone had been there, but it wasn’t man. 

***
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Ted tried again. He had lost all contact with Bob and Samantha. He didn’t know what made him feel worse – the fact that he couldn’t re-establish contact with his fellow astronauts or that he hadn’t been quick enough to recognize the gravity of the images being transmitted to Earth. Mission Control had tried to jam the signal, but it had been picked up by spy satellites and the images had already leaked to the press. 

“This is Mission Control to Oasis Orbiter. Any new development, Ted?”

“Negative.”

“Standby.”

There was little Ted could do but wait. They had prepared him for this eventuality, but he had never seriously considered the possibility of intelligent life outside the Earth. He didn’t understand how God could allow it. If man was created in God’s image, in whose image would an extraterrestrial be made from? 

As he thought about humanity’s place in the universe, he tried thinking of what could have possibly happened to the two astronauts on the planet’s surface, but he feared to think too long. He refused to imagine their end. 

What if something attacked him too? He shivered. What he desired most was to turn the orbiter around and head back home. Every second that passed was a second too much. He never wished to go to Mars in the first place. Ted hadn’t joined the space program to discover unknown horizons. As odd as it might sound, that had never been his motivation as an astronaut. He was a lab scientist. He would have been perfectly content with a short, scientific mission on the orbiting space station for a few months and then settle into an academic position to live off the prestige of having been an astronaut. 

Unfortunately, he was assigned to the Mars mission by a secret part of the government in order to impede information from reaching Earth in case extraterrestrial life was discovered on Mars. He had failed, but at least he was still alive. 

Ted hoped that the signal to break orbit would reach him soon. He had never felt more vulnerable or alone in his life. He clutched his bible hard with his unsteady hand and stared at it. For the first time ever, Ted Louis was unable to read one line from its pages. 

***
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When Brad arrived at work, he didn’t find anyone on his floor but a recently hired secretary. 

“Ah, Brad! What do you think of this nonsense?”

Brad turned around. He should have guessed. If he had to wager on one person who’d be at work come any situation that may it would be Allan, his boss, the senior vice president of marketing. Allan followed Brad to his office. 

“I know Robert Ross,” Brad muttered aimlessly, trying to reorganize his numb thoughts. He refused to talk about Bobby as if he was no longer alive. 

Allan didn’t bother to reply. He walked over to the window panes covering Brad’s office and stared over the desolate, concrete landscape below him with his usual arrogant pose. Brad followed his gaze. Glancing past the smaller edifices, he could see the deserted highways in the distance. It was an eerie sight reminding him of improbable apocalypse scenarios of science fiction. 

Brad placed his briefcase on his desk and didn’t open it. He doubted he would get any work accomplished that day. Furthermore, it dawned on him that it might as well be meaningless. The world they knew could be in its final days. What he should be doing was getting back home, but he was still reeling inside from the sudden shock of the last minutes. He needed to piece himself back together again before retaking the road, but for the moment he simply couldn’t keep his scattered thoughts off Bob. What had happened to Bobby? What had happened to the mission?  

Allan finally turned around towards Brad and waved his hand towards the city.

“Can you believe this nonsense? There’s nobody working! Can’t people think straight anymore? This is all crap! All I’ve heard since this morning is aliens here, aliens there, aliens everywhere. What aliens? As far as I’m concerned this is all a government conspiracy!”

Allan continued his monologue in a relieved, buoyant and convincing tone as if he had been waiting all morning to find someone in the office to vent his contorted theories to. 

“There’s been an accident up there and the government is using it to their advantage. The establishment is trying to put the blame on something that doesn’t exist, but people are so gullible about extra-terrestrials that they’ll truly believe. You know why, Brad? Because the government has to justify more military spending, that’s why. The military folks need a reason for the people to support big taxes. People will dish out the money without complaining if they think that aliens are at our doorstep! The government will hand out huge military contracts where everyone will get rich, everyone except ordinary people like you and me who pay those darn taxes! You think anyone will complain? Of course not! They’ll be too scared that aliens will come and grab them at night. In the end, when the aliens don’t show up, we’ll all be led to believe that it was our strong national security and the great weapons that we developed with our tax money that scared them off.”

Allan, who had been pacing while talking, stopped momentarily in front of Brad’s desk and put his knuckles on the surface and leaned forward. Brad stared bluntly back.

“Allan, it doesn’t make much sense. You are implying what? That they had already planned for the astronauts to have an accident? They went all the way to Mars to justify a tax increase? Come on, be serious.”

Allan’s eyes lighted up.

“Why not? I wouldn’t be surprised if the two astronaut’s suits were trapped with explosive devices! One small signal from the orbiter and poof! Anyway, I’m going for coffee. Want to join me?”  

Brad shook his head as Allan left the room. He held his breath for a few seconds and exhaled slowly. His mind searched for any possible explanation he could think of. Could Allan be right? Were aliens a fabrication of a few powerful men who, to achieve their goals, would stop at nothing? 

Brad remained for about an hour sifting through the major media sites around the world. There was a general trend of incredulity and helplessness underlining each article he read. Certainties about life were already changing. The last images transmitted by Bob were hauntingly sinister. There was no doubt in Brad’s mind that Curiosity had been tampered with. 

Still, there were many, like Allan, who refused to believe anything that they couldn’t accept. It was as if their denial would make the world remain as it was. They tried to find any explanation that seemed plausible. Try as he might, Brad could not ignore what the facts pointed to, even if he was reluctant to admit it. He had always been a supporter of those who believed that life existed on other worlds, but he never thought the question would be answered during his lifetime.

The next few days were surreal. The whole world moved in a stupor as people tried to comprehend and anticipate what could happen next. Various hypotheses were put in circulation by the media and experts to explain the images that were transmitted from Mars. Most of the world’s population refused to believe that there had been an alien intervention. People invented all sorts of reasons to try to justify what seemed obvious. These ranged from simple explanations like strong winds, even if the pieces weren’t scattered but arranged neatly in rows, to more elaborate ones like a secret mission from China that landed on Mars before Oasis. Had the Chinese been to Mars and dismantled the probe? This last hypothesis was becoming more and more popular even if the Chinese government fervently denied it. 

It didn’t make much sense to Brad either. First, why would anyone waste precious time on Mars analyzing outdated technology? Second, why would anyone keep such an historic moment secret from the rest of the world? If China had been the first nation to arrive on Mars, they would have reaped tremendous benefits both politically and economically. Brad was convinced that China never sent a secret manned flight to Mars as some opined – unless, of course, one took Allan seriously. He suggested that the Chinese were building a secret base to launch to the stars.

“It makes perfect sense that they don’t want us to know what they’re up to. What are they going to do with over a billion people? You’ll see, Brad. By the time we go back a second time we’ll find a Chinatown built right on the spot Curiosity used to be. And they’ll even turn a quick profit by selling us tickets to go visit our own relic on Mars!”

The explanation that most of the world accepted was the official version of the space agency. In a statement released to the press, they stated that Bob had already been at the Curiosity site an hour before the live feed and was repairing the probe. He had then left Curiosity to collect soil samples and was approaching Curiosity again the moment they went live. Some skeptics wondered why the agency waited two full days to get this information public. By that time, the damage was already done. 

Still, the most detrimental evidence that something sinister did occur on Mars was Mission Control’s inability to get in contact with the astronauts shortly after their feed went down. Was it just a pure coincidence that they lost contact with both astronauts at about the same instant those eerie images were being transmitted? Or was it, as the agency said, a problem of transmission due to unspecified damage to the lander during entry? If it was only a case of a communication malfunction, it was assumed that the astronauts were proceeding along with their two-week mission and would get back in contact with the orbiter as soon as the problem was identified and fixed.

The world held its breath during that time as a sense of normality slowly returned. No evidence of aliens had been uncovered and most people were starting to believe that it was, after all, as the space agency reported. Communication between the orbiter and the landing module must have malfunctioned. The astronauts were surely alive and proceeding with repairs. 

It wasn’t until the end of the two weeks that it finally dawned on everyone that the mission to Mars had become one of the biggest tragedies of space exploration. The orbiter had not been able to re-establish contact with the two astronauts on the red planet. 

When the landing module failed to return to the orbiter as scheduled, it was evident that the astronauts were stranded. The orbiter remained an extra three days. By that time, it was a mathematical certainty that the two astronauts were dead. They wouldn’t have had any oxygen left if they had survived that long. As feared, the Mars landing module must have been damaged beyond repair on entry and was unable to lift-off. It was the only valid explanation. Ted Louis, the only remaining survivor, was finally instructed on the fourth day after the two week period to break orbit and come back home. 

The days following the tragedy were rather somber. It was as if everyone had been thrown in a meditative haze debating on existential questions that were too difficult to answer with any clarity. As the weeks passed, however, other problems emerged. The world slowly shifted its attention away from the Mars mission. The space agency’s future missions were suspended until a full investigation was conducted. This time, the wait for man to travel beyond Earth was going to be longer than usual. Not even the private ventures were ready to go as far without any substantial government participation and other nations were still very far away from embarking on such an ambitious project. 

Furthermore, many people thought that along with the excessive costs, the rewards heaped for the sole purpose of exploring hostile space was not worth the further sacrifices of lives. Funding was slashed significantly as the space program was slowly phased out. All ambition man had to reach the planets was postponed to another era. A few thought that those involved had simply given up and that this was very unrepresentative of a country which had built its image on overcoming adversity. 

However, it was foolish to continue when the astronomical amount of money needed to attempt another Mars mission was better served elsewhere. There was the aging population that needed attending to, there was the educational system that needed restructuring; in short, there were so many other important issues that needed to be addressed before even considering the Mars space program again.

Brad, instead, entered a more serene phase of his life. He started to value himself more. Unfortunately, as it usually happens, it had taken a tragedy to make him appreciate the life he led. He had been brooding on his missed boyhood ambitions and dreams instead of feeling satisfied with his accomplishments. 

Simply because, he reasoned, reality was more attainable than dreams didn’t mean it was less desirable. Reality happened, and one learned to adapt and cope. Dreams, on the other hand, were flights of the imagination in an endless blue sky. They were wonderful to behold and chase, but once those dreams disappeared over the horizon, a person could waste an entire lifetime pursuing the unattainable. 

As with most of the population, Brad learned to rationalize his feelings with time, and glancing back, he told himself that it had been such an ambitious project that the risk of something catastrophic happening during the mission had been significant. The thought of there ever being aliens to explain the mission’s failure had become somewhat ridiculous with time, even if some events remained unexplained.
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Huifang looked over her husband’s attire and nodded approvingly. She couldn’t help but fuss over his shirt. Exasperated, he strained his neck away from her fingers. He took a quick glance at his watch while she continued bending his collar. He grumbled as he looked down into his wife’s loving, fretting eyes.

“Enough! Enough now, Huifang!”

She sighed, agitated, as a small smile crept over her lips. 

“Chen Yang, this is the fourth most important day of your life and I know that you will not disappoint... if you continue to listen to me that is!” 

He stopped struggling and frowned. She took a step back and looked at her sharp man with an admiring gaze.

“OK,” he said slowly, reflecting. “The first two are evident. The birth of our son and the day we wed. The third? When we celebrated your first birthday together? Or that day at the zoo when we bumped into each other?”

Huifang shook her head and laughed as she jumped lightly into her husband’s arms.

“Nooo! It was when my father said yes!”

“Ahh...”

With his arm wrapped snugly around her waist, he tiptoed quietly into the bedroom where their two month old son slept. He kissed him tenderly on his forehead before heading back to the front door. He was ready. His wife squeezed his hands tightly. He smiled at her with that easy, happy go lucky, reckless smile of his which had the ability to stop her heart.

“Chen, even if it doesn’t go well...”

He shook his head and put his hand on her soft lips.

“First there were a thousand, then a hundred, then twenty and now only five of us remain. It has already gone well, whatever happens.”

She nodded. Her husband was among the remaining five for the three final taikonaut positions destined to go down in history. Even if he appeared aloof about it, she knew he would be greatly disheartened if he wasn’t chosen. They were going to be the first Chinese crew to land on the moon. 

He looked at her with amused eyes as she seemed lost in her thoughts. 

“Well? No last minute reminder this time?”

Her face lighted up.

“Now that you mention it, there is! Don’t speak if you aren’t spoken to! Remember to be confident and humble. Remember that Ru Sun will be present!”

Chen nodded. He had a few butterflies thinking that the greatest living scientist and archaeologist, Ru Sun, administrator of the Chinese Academy of Social Science, was going to be present at the event. Chen, an avid history buff, had read all his books on his field work as well as countless other articles exposing his unique insight on Chinese history. Chen could hardly believe that on the defining day of his career, he would also be in the presence of Ru Sun.

He kissed his wife passionately and was out the door of their modest apartment. His heart was beating with excited anticipation. 
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An imposing figure, Ru Sun stood about ten steps directly in front of Chen. He had a hint of a smile on his composed, distinguished face as he scrutinized the five taikonauts standing in line facing him. Despite his subtle roaming eyes, Chen felt his gaze bearing down on him as if he was guilty of something he didn’t realize.

For a moment, his knees went weak and a queasy feeling overturned his stomach. Did he really do something dreadful on his tests – something that Ru Sun was made aware of? He hoped that he wasn’t about to get reproached by his great hero in the presence of Space Administrator Ling. Chen remained disciplined and did not yield to the temptation of sneaking a peek at Sun as he remained staring straight ahead.

Administrator Ling, who was facing the four men and one woman line, came slightly forward. Her quiet, diminutive footsteps were very misleading. Of small stature, she had a fist of iron, with the ability of not only crushing people, but of churning them psychologically and emotionally until they crumbled in her hands. In these months of training, Chen had seen many strong people reduced to putty, crying in front of her as she exposed their incapability to meet her standards.

She came within inches from his colleague and competitor, Chang, who was one of the finalists. He also happened to be his best friend. Her velvety smile was very motherly and would instantly have deceived anyone who didn’t know her well.

“In a few hours there will be a general meeting with the three chosen taikonauts I am about to name. For those three, you will be called upon to serve our Republic and bring greatness to our people,” she softly whispered in a calm, disarming tone. 

Her tone became suddenly cold, but surprisingly kept its softness. She had that innate ability to contrast the tenor of her words to suit whatever mood she wished to display at the moment. 

“For the other two, it will be a lesson in humility so that the next time, if there is a next time, you will not disappoint me.”

She hammered the last five words like whistling bullets. Chen sensed her intense stare as she stepped his way and stopped squarely in front of him. He saw her eyes inspect his collar. From the corner of his gaze, he seemed to distinguish a glint of approval and felt relieved.

Ling abruptly turned her back to them and went to stand next to Sun. It could well have been the oddest couple Chen had ever seen. Ru Sun was twice her size, but even if he literally dwarfed over her, they seemed equally larger than life. The hall, despite the fact it could hold over one hundred people, seemed much too small to contain both of those icons.

“Cai, Ji, Long,” Ling rattled off as if she was dictating a grocery list. “Step forward.”

Chen’s bottom lip stiffened. He had not heard his name! A hard lump swelled up from his chest and became stuck in his throat. He kept his jaw firmly clenched for fear of an uncontrolled sob escaping his lips. He hadn’t heard his name, his mind numbly repeated. His thought flashed to the admiring and loving eyes of his wife and he felt disappointment, disappointment for not having fulfilled her dreams for him as well.

“Congratulations.” 

Coming from Ling, her words sounded almost like a warning as she scrutinized the three chosen ones.

“You are the three taikonauts chosen for the moon mission. Step into the other room. You will be prepared for the conference.”

The three taikonauts turned sharply to the right and proudly stepped away. Their elation was clearly evident from the buoyancy of their steps.  Chen couldn’t help but turn his head slightly to see them off as he held back his frustration. His eyes wavered.

“Chen!”

Ling’s voice was sharp and harsh and Chen gulped as he straightened up. There were a few moments of still silence as both Chen and his friend Chang waited to be dismissed. 

“Relax,” Ling finally said in the same authoritative voice which defeated the purpose of her intention.

Chen moved his neck slightly as he looked into the fallen face of Chang who briefly crossed his gaze. They remained as they were as Ling stepped towards them. This time, Ru Sun came along with her. Chen bowed respectfully, showing his full esteem for Ru. He hoped Ru would say a few words so he would have an opportunity to express his admiration for him. It would at least give him something positive to remember in his old age when he thought back on this disappointing day.

Chen turned his sight on Ling. He caught her staring deeply into his eyes as she dropped the full weight of her gaze on him. Madness, intelligence, and purpose were all melded together in that unique stare. It was difficult to tell her age. Forty, fifty, sixty? It wouldn’t have surprised him one way or the other.

“Congratulations,” she said with a particular sparkle in her pupils. “You two have been chosen for the other moon mission. It is a mission that could very well decide the fate of our people and the future of our nation. Not one word is to be uttered of this.”
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Huifang Yang stared wide eyed into Administrator’s Ling benevolent gaze. It was a tremendous honor to have her at their humble home, yet she would have preferred if Ling would never have set foot in it. 

“You can be very proud of your husband.”

Huifang nodded, even if she understood little of what was happening. The movers around her had crated up their few belongings and were already carrying them outside. She had been waiting for a phone call, watching television for the news conference, daydreaming and fretting nervously while pacing back and forth in the apartment when she was interrupted by a knock at the door. 

As soon as she heard it, her heart plummeted. She knew it was not good news. Chen would not have been back so early if he had been chosen. Furthermore, she was expecting him home after the news conference, not before. She put on a brave face and walked to the door, ready to smother her husband with comforting kisses, but instead she found Administrator Ling.

“You will be separated from your husband for four months. Everything has been planned and you will be staying at a high security complex where you and your child will be well taken care of. It is important that Chen is focused and has the peace of mind to execute his tasks to perfection. Knowing that his family is in good hands will liberate him from these preoccupations.”

“I cannot see him for a few seconds only?” asked Huifang with longing, hopeful eyes.

“No”, replied Ling with firmness behind a kind smile. “The risk of a security breach, even if unintentional and infinitesimally minimal, exists. Protocol must be strictly followed at all times. No deviation is allowed. Ever.”

When Huifang closed the door to her apartment, an ominous feeling overtook her. She did not panic, as she held her son in her arms, but she did look back desperately at the warm home that she had so happily shared with her husband. I will never walk in here again, she thought with nostalgic melancholy, already grieving the passing of the most beautiful period of her life.
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Lift-off was scheduled for the next morning, under a rainy sky in a remote part of China hundreds of miles away from any civilized outpost. 

Administrator Ling looked at the two men sitting in front of her. Chang was overly calm, not a good sign. In her experience, people who were too calm panicked easily when confronted with unusual situations. Still, he had shown the second highest marks in the aptitude tests and there was no reason to assume that he would not perform as required should they meet the particular situation that awaited them.

She turned her eyes on Chen and they lighted up. He was special. If it weren’t for the fact that this mission was the most important priority for China, he would have been the first Chinese man to step foot on the moon. She hoped she would be able to make up for it in the future, even if she had her doubts. It was very clear to her what the mission would reveal, even if most of her peers hoped otherwise. Ru Sun had shown her the historical data and the predicted trend. According to him, China was about to disappear. Forever.

“I will outline the final details and instructions,” she stated in a quick, clear voice.

The two men nodded as they waited for her to continue.

“Officially, your launch is classified as an inconspicuous event carrying a communication satellite in high orbit over China. The Americans might question the heavy rocket boosters used for such a routine launch, but they are too busy following our first moon mission which lifted off yesterday to pay any real attention to a routine satellite launch. Even if they do, they will simply classify it as a test of a new propulsion system. The capsule that will lead you to swing around the moon is insulated not only to deflect any possible new radar technology the Americans have, but also to prevent any echo from leaving the cabin that can be picked up accidentally through space. Your heartbeat, your breathing, and your body heat cannot be detected.”

Ling’s words rang out with indisputable pride as she gloated over the American’s incapability to detect Chinese technology. She turned her attention to the details of the mission.

“There are no communication devices of any kind on board. In other words, there will be no communication possible between the capsule and Earth. Your flight will not even be traced or followed by central control. You will fly in complete silence and darkness.” 

She paused as if to let them understand that there would be no guidance, no help from anyone should anything malfunction. She continued.

“Once the capsule swings around the dark side of the moon, you will each record your observations by hand in written format. There are no electronic devices supplied. You will report everything you see and that you experience in your notebook exactly as perceived. Your written logs must be placed in a specially built fire resistant safe before the capsule re-enters the atmosphere and locked. In case the capsule disintegrates on re-entry, the logs will be recoverable. However, if all proceeds as planned, your capsule will land back on Earth at the designated area 138 hours and twenty-two minutes after lift-off. The capsule will only be opened once it is brought back to this base. Once the capsule is opened, both of you are strictly prohibited to speak to anyone. You will hand the safe directly to me when I ask for it. You will each be led to solitary confinement and will remain silent until I summon for you. Any question?”

Chang was puzzled. “Why are there no recording devices allowed?”

Ling’s reply was abrupt. “An electronic device poses a security risk because it leaves behind evidence. The only evidence I need is from your eyes and mind.”
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“Will we ever be able to say that we almost touched the moon?” Chang asked softly, admiring the rather bleak lunar landscape as they hurtled over it in an elliptical approach. 

“I doubt it,” Chen replied back with an unfocused tone. He then sighed. “I’ve never been this far apart from my wife and son.”

Chang stared at him with half disbelief. “Are you serious? With much respect, is this all you can think of at this moment? Chen! We’re about to circle the moon!”

Chen thought about what Chang had just said. He broke out into a smile. “As the proverb says, when a finger points at the moon, the imbecile looks at the finger.” 

Chang chuckled. He knew his friend was inseparable from his family and that the last four months of training had been particularly difficult. Chen was even reproached by Ling for writing love letters to Huifang that were too emotionally charged. Not that Huifang ever received those ones!

“There should be glory in your words, Chen!” Ling told him one evening as the three of them dined together. “Your wife should feel proud of you and walk with her head held high. You should not make her feel the weight of the separation! Your letters burden her with too much love which will only make her depressed for not having you near. I will write you a prototype of a sentimental letter with a balanced approach that will teach you how to address her. You are strongly encouraged to use it as a template.”

At least, thought Chang, he didn’t have that problem. Then again, he didn’t have a girlfriend. Come to think of it, if anything did happen to him, there really wouldn’t be a soul to commemorate him. He had always been alone – born an orphan – and had always sensed that he would die alone too. 

Perhaps, that was the fundamental reason why the moon attracted him and why he had put all his efforts in becoming a taikonaut. The moon seemed as lonely as he was in a dark sky while everyone else was as distant as the stars.

“You know,” said Chang philosophically, “I would like to be buried on the moon one day. It has guided and consoled me through my entire life. I even speak to it at times. I feel it’s almost like the mother I never had. She’s always there for me.”

Chen was not in a talkative mood and Chang desisted. A few moments of silence went by when Chen finally motioned to the safe. 

“Chang, it’s time to take our notebooks.”

Chang sighed as he leaned over, opened the safe at his side, and handed Chen one of the thin pads. “Wow! Cheap quality. These things must be made in the USA! By the way, what are we supposed to write? What are we supposed to see?”

Chen shook his head tersely. He had no time for Chang’s usual chatter. Too many questions about this mission had been left unanswered and made him feel uncomfortable. Chen was an explorer and as such embraced the unknown, but not that which was knowingly hidden from him. There was a subtle difference. Ling surely had her reasons, but he failed to understand the secrecy, especially when their lives could be in danger because of it.

“What can be so important that they send us to circle the moon in complete secrecy?” continued asking Chang as he tried once more rationalizing his thoughts. “There already have been two crews that have circled the moon in the past. Furthermore, if the moon mission went as planned, Cai and Ji are walking on its surface at this very moment. What can we possibly gain from this trip?”

“There have been two crews that we know of,” corrected Chen. At this point, anything was possible, including other secret missions. He glanced at the planned trajectory on his screen one more time. He had been staring at it ever since lift-off with a troubled air. 

“This flight course is very peculiar, Chang. It swings too far back. We’ll only have seconds to fire the thrusters once we reach the apex and the risk of either crashing on the moon or overshooting Earth is significant if we miss our window of opportunity.”

“Almost like a suicide mission,” added Chang in a lighter tone. “Maybe Ling wants to get rid of us?”

This time Chen couldn’t help but chuckle. “No. She would have written it in a protocol and we would have known about it in the briefing session. Then she would have tested us to verify that we completely understood her last instructions and die as intended!”

Chang bellowed a hearty laugh and tapped his friend affectionately on the shoulder. They remained silent as their capsule swung to the back side of the moon. 

“1959. Luna 3 probe from the Soviet Union is the first to photograph the far side of the moon. American Apollo 8, 1968. The first humans to look directly at the moon’s far side surface.”

“Don’t tell me that you’re going to tell me the whole history of moon exploration?” inquired Chen in an exasperated tone. 

“I don’t see anything”, retorted Chang. “What am I supposed to write on this pad? Plus, where am I supposed to look? At the moon, in space, at you?”

Chang suddenly laughed out loud as a thought came to mind. “Imagine if we came all this way and the pens don’t write?”

Chen shook his head as he continued looking through the narrow window of the small capsule. A slight smile creased his lips. “Chang, I have no idea how you managed to fool all those psychologists, sociologists, and especially Ling in leading them to believe that you are a serious representative of the establishment. You’re a nutcase.”

Chen’s eyes suddenly grew wide and Chang, seeing the expression on Chen’s face, looked straight ahead of him at the exact point Chen was staring at.

“There’s something there. Do you see it too?” asked Chen with growing astonishment.

“I see...” Chang did a double take and blinked a few times. “What is it?”

“You see the faint glow then?”

“Yes! It seems to have edges!”

“Then the middle is solid?”

“It’s huge!” exclaimed Chang. “We’re going to hit it!”

Chen glanced quickly at his screen. “Not sure!”

“Thrusters, thrusters!” yelled Chang in an excited but fearful voice.

“No!” Chen barked back. “If we do, we’re lost!”

“But we’re going to hit it!”

“Not sure! But if we use thrusters now, we might as well hit it! The outcome will be the same!”

Chang didn’t agree. “We can compensate later and recalculate!”

“Won’t take the chance!” 

Chen brought his pen to his notebook and motioned at Chang to do the same. Chang remained gaping at the slightly glowing, jet black object. As they neared it, there could be no doubt. It was a spaceship – a spaceship beyond human engineering.

“Chang, your observations! Write them down!” commanded Chen with a harsh voice.

Chen started scribbling down what he saw while the semi shocked Chang remained gaping at
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