
“If the doors of perception were cleansed everything would appear 
to man as it is, Infinite. For man has closed himself up, till he 
sees all things thro' narrow chinks of his cavern.” 
- William Blake

The cockpit was eerily silent, it always was this close to a jump. 

He checked the monitors one more time, subconsciously noting the 

visual cues that let him know that everything was working as it 

should, his conscious mind free to wander. This was his eighth 

trip through the gate, most people didn’t complete even one; lost 

somewhere beyond the jump, most who did return were not in a state 

to ever make a second trip, some part of their soul left behind on 

the other side, minds shattered by whatever it was that they had 

found beneath the red sun beyond the gate. 

He looked out the large canopy, taking in the familiar sight for 

what may well be the last time. Framed against the massive 

swirling clouds of jupiter, the violent storms seemed so serene 

from out here, Waypoint station floated gently, thousands of tons 

of steel suspended in space like a dandelion seed in the wind. 

He was getting anxious, nerves starting to play up. He slipped in 

to his old standby breathing routine, slowing down his heart-rate 

and composing himself. He focused intently on his reason for 

going, that was the key, as long as you never lost sight of the 

why you had a fighting chance of returning with your sanity 

intact, or perhaps you just avoided becoming more insane, he 

couldn’t discount that possibility. 
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The speakers came to life and a friendly female voice filled the 

small space. On his first trip he’d asked her for her name, 

because he had been nervous he’d asked a lot of things, she’d said 

it was Isabella. He was pretty certain that was’t her real name 

but rather the name they’d decided was best suited to his needs. 

You had to go through a rigorous psych evaluation before going 

through the gate and based on that they chose a gate controller 

whose voice and demeanor suited you perfectly, the authorities 

doing all they could to make you as relaxed about the trip as 

possible. So for a straight man like him, with his background and 

preferences, they had decided on Isabella. Her name and voice 

really had soothed him that first time. 

Nowadays he barely listened to Isabella, he knew what she was 

going to say and the sound of her voice was merely a soothing hum, 

most of its tailor-made-for-him magic had worn off by the third 

trip. He started the engines and the shuttle began to slowly move 

forward. She began the countdown meaning that the time was nearing 

13:45 earth standard time, the gate opened at exactly the same 

time every day, stayed open for a two hours then closed until the 

same time the next day.

Space in front of him began to ripple and then with a flash it 

tore, had there been an atmosphere for sound to travel in the 

sound would have been deafening but out here in the vacuum of 
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space it was chillingly silent. Crimson light spilled out through 

the huge black wound in the star specked background. He punched 

the throttle and the craft lunged forward, hurtling in to the gate 

and whatever waited beyond.

With a sucking sound space around him compacted, stretched and 

warped. Lights streaked through the shuttle, otherworldly shapes 

rushing past the window. Then, with a rumbling split second boom, 

he was tossed out. 

Warning lights flashed furiously all over the heads up display, 

the penetrating wail of warning sirens slicing through the air. He 

pulled furiously at the controls sending the ship in to a steep 

dive and it skimmed the surface of the massive hulking remains of 

an ancient ship in to the path of which it had been ejected. He 

just managed to narrowly miss colliding with an enormous piece of 

ancient hull only to find himself in the path of even more 

protruding wreckage. He pushed the controls down, the ship dove 

but not enough, the sickening sound of metal grinding on metal 

shook the ship then a crack, behind him he could see one of his 

left stabilizer flaps floating off together with the remains of a 

timeworn antennae of some sort. He decided to go for broke. 

Engines groaning under the strain the shuttle darted in to the 

skeletal remains of the massive ship’s carcass. It weaved from 

side to side, narrowly avoiding scaffolding and broken hull, here 
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and there it bumped in to pieces of the wreck, sparks flying off 

the tiny shuttle. And then silence.

The sirens went quiet, lights stopped flashing and behind him the 

huge wreck hurtled slowly through space oblivious of the tiny 

machine it had nearly obliterated. He breathed a deep sigh and 

slumped back in his chair. Before him lay a vast ancient 

battlefield, the remains of thousands upon thousands of ships the 

size of cities floating through space like the skeletal remains of 

massive sea creatures, the graveyard of a civilization so ancient, 

so vast and so advanced that it was incomprehensible to the minute 

human mind. It was all bathed in the ominous red light of a dying 

sun. 

Some went out here in search of their fortune, artifact hunters 

looking for the big score. Some came here to study the ancient 

wrecks, archeologists surveying the ultimate dig-site. Others yet 

came here looking for truth, worshiping at the feet of long dead 

gods. Sometimes they brought things back, long dead machines sold 

on earth for fortunes to collectors, stuck in labs for years while 

scientist examined them learning nothing, coming no closer to 

understanding them no matter how much they tried. Then very rarely 

someone managed to get back, mind intact, with a live one, a 

functioning device. Those weren’t allowed on earth any more. The 

first one brought home had been terrible, the state of Illinois 

was still uninhabitable fifteen years later. The second one was 
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now quarantined in a secure vault beyond the rings of Neptune, the 

first ten scientists to study it lay catatonic in an oceanside 

sanatorium in New Zealand. Since then all functioning artifacts 

were confined to research vessels in the outer solar system, 

mostly they did nothing but blink, hum or emit small traces of 

energy. Sometimes they did more, silent ghost ships floating 

through dead space were testament to that.

He grabbed the controls and set off across the battlefield. 

Occasionally he saw the glow of engines among the hulking shadows, 

the telltale sign of other humans out here, but his destination 

was not here in the debris field, oh no, where he was going very 

few had gone and none had yet returned.

As his shuttle swung past yet another huge wreck he suddenly found 

himself within touching distance of another shuttle, one very much 

like his own. Its engines were dead and it tumbled slowly on its 

own axis to the right of him. He tried not to to look, tried 

desperately to keep his eyes fixated on the instruments of his own 

ship, but he just couldn’t. 

There was blood on the inside of the canopy. Desperate smeared out 

lines of red and smudged bloody handprints. A black shape moved 

beyond the glass, bumped against the canopy and a face looked back 

at him. He recoiled in fear and revulsion. It was a face locked in 
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terrorized anguish, obscured by frost, dirt and blood on the 

canopy, like a gruesome watercolor.

It was impossible to make out any details of the dead mans face. 

What had he seen, heard, felt? What would make a man tare up his 

own hands trying to claw through ten inches of transteel? This was 

a mistake, he knew it was. He’d stopped the shuttle and was 

sitting here staring at this, this thing. He should’ve just kept 

going, ignored it, it’s not like he could do anything for the poor 

bastard, even if he’d still been alive there would have been 

nothing to do, and still... All he could make out with any clarity 

through the haze of ice and blood were the eyes, and they might as 

well have been his own staring back at him from the bottom of the 

abyss. 

The ship lunged forward, he had pushed down on the throttle 

without even noticing. The image of the eyes was still clear and 

burning in his mind. He turned his attention to the instruments, 

tying to get the image out of his head. This wasn’t the time, this 

kind of shit was dangerous out here. Don’t think about it, that 

was all there was to it. 

The tiny ship weaved it’s way across the battlefield, dodging and 

rolling out of the way of gently tumbling wreckage. And then there 

it was, at the very centre of the cloud of orbiting debris, a blue 
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and green pearl suspended in locked orbit around the red sun; the 

Planet. This was were he had to go, this was where his future lay.

The debris field was much denser this close to the planet and it 

took all his skill and focus to navigate it. Warning lights 

flashed, sirens blared, beads of sweat trickled down his face as 

he grit his teeth in anguished concentration. Behind the ship what 

had looked like wreckage suddenly flared to life, green circular 

engines igniting with a buzz. The vulture looking piece of living 

debris floated silently after him like a predator stalking its 

prey. It was now squarely locked on to him, matching his speed and 

every move. 

The first attack caught him completely by surprise, he was so 

focused on whatever was in front of him that looking back hadn’t 

even occurred to him. A beam of pure energy cut through space to 

his left, obliterating a piece of floating debris. He looked back 

and saw whatever it was that was following him seemingly charging 

up for another strike, green beams coalescing at a point a few 

meters in front of the thing. He pulled in to a steep dive, a 

large piece of metal tearing the paint off the right side of his 

ship, just as another beam obliterated yet another piece of 

floating metal. It must be some sort of still operational 

automated defense system he thought.  
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As he threw his ship from side to side, up and down in a desperate 

measure to escape certain annihilation he couldn’t help but 

wonder: How many others had this thing blown out of the sky? He 

knew that no one had ever visited the planet and returned, the 

question now became; had anyone even reached the surface alive? 

The sound was deafening. He had thrown the ship in to yet another 

desperate roll when the blast hit. The ship shook violently as the 

beam tore through one of his right engines, an electric fire broke 

out in a panel behind him and the automatic fire extinguishers 

began blowing supercooled nitrogen in large cloudy bursts to put 

it out. The next blast took out one of his left engines, and 

trailing smoke and fire, like a tiny comet, he cleared the debris 

field and barreled straight for the planets atmosphere, barely in 

control of the ship. 

His pursuer stopped at the edge of the planets atmosphere, some 

ancient mechanical intelligence satisfied that whatever threat 

there had been was now neutralized. 

The impact with the atmosphere was like plowing a car in to a 

brick wall. The melted remains of the left engine tore off with a 

crack, the ship shook like a leaf and the thunderous fire of 

burning atmosphere was blinding. Encased in a halo of burning 

oxygen he plummeted, out of control, towards the surface, tearing 

a hole through the thick layer of clouds that filled the upper 
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atmosphere. And so he was, for all he knew, one of, if not the 

only, human being to ever set eyes upon this alien world. For a 

second he stopped his frantic attempts at controlling his descent 

and took in the full splendor of the scene spreading out before 

him.

The sky above glowed in hues of red, orange and violet, like an 

earth sunset, and below a vast continent filled his view, bordered 

on each side by vast purple oceans. Massive white, circular, 

structures dominated the landscape, vast cities surrounded by and 

interlaced with the greenery of sprawling jungle. The ground was 

rushing towards him at an alarming speed. 

He was going a grueling twleve rounds with the controls of the 

ship. Teeth clenched tightly he struggled with flaps, four 

remaining engines, anti-grav units and unpredictable windpatterns. 

The ground was coming closer and closer at break neck speed and he 

wasn’t really making any headway in his efforts to avoid becoming 

a patch of forest fertilizer.

He had no idea exactly what he had done right but, with a 

horrendous grinding noise, the anti-grav came back online. His 

descent started to level out, he could atleast partly control his 

speed. A few more button presses and the remaining engines roared 

back to life, jolting the ship and making it wobble like a loose 

tire. Te ship was still too heavily damaged to make any sort of 
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smooth landing but atleast now he could control where he would 

crashland and he might just survive it. He aimed for the outskirts 

of one of the cities. 

The ship, still trailing smoke from its broken engines, skimmed 

the top of the trees and flew in over a deep trench leading in to 

the city. The trench was covered in massive slabs of white stone 

and metal plating, in a few places trees and boulders had fallen 

in but over all the trench was surprisngly intact, blue lines of 

energy pulsed in the cracks between the slabs and massive curved 

pylons towered above the sides of the trench. He was loosing 

height fast now and a stone and metal trench didn’t seem like a 

very good choice for a crash site. He veered off sharply and the 

ship disapeared in to the jungle. A few seconds later a loud crash 

shook the trees and plumes of dust and smoke rose above the 

treetops a few hundred yards beyond the edge of the forest.

He blinked. His ears were ringing and all he could see was a blur 

of shadows and light. There seemed to be a voice, soft and 

familiar, at the very edge of hearing.  He blinked again and 

started to fumble around inside the cockpit, looking for a way 

out. She told him to relax, it would all be alright, but there was 

no one here but him, he knew that. It felt like someone was 

pounding on the inside of his skull trying to dislodge his eyes 

from the inside, probably the same bastard who had done a number 

on every single bone and joint in his body. He found the hatch, 
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pressed the button he knew was left of it and was greeted by a 

surge of fresh air and the smell of forest. He practically fell 

out of the ship and dragged himself away from the wreck.

He rolled on to his back and just lay there breathing. Slowly the 

ringing in his ears subsided and his vision began to shift in to 

focus. Trees rose high above him and through the thick green 

foliage he saw hints of a sunset sky. He sat up and looked around. 

Thick primeaval jungle surrounded the crash site, his ship had 

come to rest half buried in the ground, leaving behind it a trail 

of broken trees and a deep furrow in the thick soil. 

He got up on shaky legs and stumbled over to the wrecked craft. 

Fire extinguishing gel dripped from the engines and fuselage, a 

testament to the efficiency of the emergency systems, black smoke 

rose in plumes from the smothered flames. He ducked in through the 

hatch and came back out with his pack. He didn’t even need to 

examine the craft, just looking at it he knew the damage it had 

sustained was far to great for him to fix out here in the jungle 

far from any spare parts. The realization was not nearly as 

disparaging as perhaps it should have been, on the contrary he 

felt rather elated by it, coming here had been his goal after all 

and now that he was here he could feel the city drawing him in, 

and he knew, without knowing, that it was where he would find what 

he had been searching for for so long. And he knew that once he 
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did he would somehow, in some way, find a way home. He set off 

towards the city.

Walking through the dense jungle was exhausting. High above leaves 

the size of parasols swayed gently in the breeze and in the 

relative shade below nature was a never ending war. Every single 

plant was either a parasite fighting for nourishment with other 

parasites or, as clearly evidenced by unidentifiable partly 

digested animal parts within strange flowers, carnivorous. Now and 

again he would catch a glimpse of strange creatures observing him 

cautiously from their hiding places within the foliage. 

He had no idea for how long he had been walking, the planet was 

held firmly in the titans grip of its host stars gravity well, 

tidally locked so that the side of the planet he was on had never 

experienced anything but never ending red sunset skies, the 

concept of time was different here than back home. But now he was 

here, standing at the edge of the massive trench leading towards 

the city. He sat down for some well deserved rest, cracked open a 

self heating ration pack, curry with rice, and ate in silence as 

he took in the sight. An eerie sound, somewhat reminiscent of 

whale song, drew his attention towards the sky. High above a flock 

of what looked like a cross between a jellyfish, a stingray and a 

helium balloon drifted slowly through the air, lazily flapping 

their wings, their haunting song lingering behind as they floated 

off in to the distance. 
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The rest and hot food had done him good. His bruises and his 

battered joints didn’t hurt as much and strength had returned to 

his tired muscles. He got up and walked along the side of the 

trench till he reached a section where the side had collapsed in a 

landslide. He unpacked the carbon nanotube rope from his pack, 

fastened it to a sturdy looking tree and began to lower himself 

down the slope, taking great care to stay as much as possible on 

the rock, soil, and dead treetrunks that made up the landslide. 

The energy pulsing through the trench was contained beneath 

translucent covers in between the massive stone slabs and in 

places the cover had broken, the unearthly blue energy spilling 

out in cold blue fire, dancing with a slow-motion gentleness. At 

one point he accidentally brushed against a flame and it clung to 

his arm in an instance and he almost lost hold of the rope from 

the fright, but there was no pain at all just the sensation of 

someone blowing gently on the arm and when the flames died out 

just seconds after they left no trace at all on his skin or hair. 

He clung to the rope and caught his breath before continuing 

downwards, making sure he stayed well away from the blue flames. 

They may not have left any signs or caused him pain but who knew 

what the strange blue energy was, or what it might have done to 

his arm without him feeling or noticing it?
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It took him far longer than he had anticipated to get down and he 

was panting and sweating when he finally reached the bottom. After 

catching his breath he took the time to look around the massive 

artificial valley he was now standing in. The sides where as tall 

as skyscrapers and hundreds of yards apart. At even intervals 

along its edge gargantuan pylons loomed, their shadows black 

against the white material of the trench. In the distance, towards 

the direction of the city, he could see a row of hollows in the 

canyon wall. They had small outcroppings above their entrances, 

like little roofs, and their insides were hidden in shadow. He 

began walking towards the hollows, his curiosity peaked. A barely 

audible hum drifted on the winds through the trench. 

As he walked along the trench floor he couldn’t help but wonder 

what its function had once been. A means of transportation? Part 

of some sort of complex energy distribution network perhaps? He 

feared that he may never know. The hum had grown louder, it now 

had a insectoid quality. He looked around for its source but saw 

nothing that he could attribute it to. He was now only a few 

hundred yards from the hollows and he could see something glinting 

inside. The sound was now no longer neither hum nor annoying bug, 

but a raging torrent, a flash flood of white noise. The air around 

him vibrated, every hair on his body stood on end and sparks of 

static jumped off his clothes. It also had a distinct direction. 

He turned around, slowly, and now he could see it, there far away 

on the horizon and closing on him fast was a massive wall of 
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crackling blue energy, a tidal wave of electricity bearing down on 

him at breakneck speed. He turned towards the hollows and ran.

He almost made it inside, it really was agonizingly close. Just as 

he jumped for the hollow entrance, in desperate hope that it would 

somehow shield him, the wave struck. He was hit below the waste 

and was thrown, smoke trailing off his burned clothes, with bone 

crushing force in to the wall inside. The impact knocked him out 

cold, and he lay there, sparks dancing on top of him in some 

macabre victory dance, as the wave rushed past and disappeared in 

the distance.

A hospital room. That unmistakable smell of antiseptics and 

disease hung in the air. He sat in a chair beside a bed. He’d been 

here before, a long time ago now. There was someone lying in the 

bed, a woman, blonde hair draped across crisp white sheets, her 

breathing was calm as she slept her chemically induced sleep. It 

was raining outside, the sound of raindrops beating on the windows 

mixed with the low rumble of the ocean waves crashing against the 

cliffs at the other end of the hospital garden. A pod of black and 

white orcas swam far out in the ocean, their melancholy song 

echoing across the landscape growing in strength until it reached 

a deafening crescendo, there was nothing now but that eerie and 

sad song, nothing in the whole world. 
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He grunted as he woke up and staggered to his feet. Probably at 

least one cracked rib he thought. It took a while for the world to 

once again float back in to focus. He had no idea how long he’d 

been out for. Could be an hour or a day, the damned motionless sun 

had made whatever biological clock he had near useless at this 

point. He looked around the inside of the hollow. The walls and 

ceiling were smooth polished stone and cold to the touch. The 

entire back of the room was dominated by a large sphere, at least 

twice as tall as him. It was perfectly round, colors swam across 

its metallic surface like oil on water. He stepped up to it and 

slowly extended his had, as he touched it his hand sank in to the 

thing about an inch and a rainbow of colors undulated off it, 

ripples flowing across the entire shell of the sphere. He stepped 

back and with a hiss the top half of the sphere opened up and 

unfolded like a flower. Its insides where white and empty but for 

a simple white chair at its very centre. To hell with it! He 

stepped inside and sat down in the chair. With a sigh the sphere 

closed around him. 

A gentle yellow glow radiated off the white walls on the inside of 

the sphere. There were no controls, no signs, nothing to indicate 

what, if anything, he was supposed to do next. Just as he was 

looking around sheepishly for some form of clue to what was next 

the sphere shook, the wall in front of him turned a foggy 

translucent and the thing began to slowly move. It rolled out 

through the opening and came to rest in the centre of the trench 

16



outside. With what he could only imagine was a rumble, the inside 

of the sphere was completely isolated from the outside world, the 

massive pylons sprang to life, blue energy crackling along lines 

in the stone, lightning dancing on their tips. Slowly the sphere 

rose off the ground, hovering a feet above the trench floor, and 

then it shot off like a bullet towards the city in the distance.

Gradually the slope of the trench receded until there was no 

longer a trench, he was now riding above what could best be 

described as a wide boulevard cutting through the city. All around 

him spires pierced the sky, some so tall that their domed tops 

disappeared in the clouds high above. Plants and trees grew in the 

space between buildings, some even clung to the sides of the long 

abandoned spires. Several buildings seemed to defy gravity and 

logic, their massive frames hoisted in the air on top of slender 

tubes like balloons. The city was vast, much more so than he had 

imagined when seeing them from the air, of course he had been on 

fire and fighting hard not to become a permanent part of the fast 

approaching ground at the time, so estimating the size of cities 

hadn’t exactly been a high priority at the time. But still, he’d 

been traveling through the city for quite a while now at 

incredibly high speed and his ride didn’t seem to be slowing down 

yet. 

Yet more time passed and now the landscape changed. The space 

between buildings increased, wide walkways overgrown with 
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vegetation spread out around him and up ahead loomed the largest 

building he had ever seen. It wasn’t terribly tall compared to the 

surrounding buildings, but it was unbelievably wide, completely 

dominating the entire centre of the city it must have had a 

circumference of god knows how many miles. It must be some sort of 

temple he concluded, it had that air about it. You could have 

easily fit the entirety of waypoint station within its massive 

domed roof. The sphere began to slow down, took a left turn as the 

wide boulevard ended, slowly floated along smaller roads and then 

came to a stop in front of the temple. The sphere unfolded as it 

had before and he got out. As he stepped on to the walkway the 

sphere closed up and with no more than a whisper it sped off back 

the way it had come. 

He stood on a vast plaza, he could only imagine what it must have 

looked like millennia ago when it was cared for, but even now 

after god knows how many thousands or millions of years of neglect 

it was no less impressive or beautiful. Trees and shrubs had 

broken through the pavement, lichen, moss and grasses grew in 

patches all over the expansive space. It struck him that for all 

this verdant greenery he had yet to see any signs of life within 

the city. No scurrying creatures hiding in the shadows, no 

creatures flying from building to building, nothing more than 

empty buildings and vegetation. The thought left him uneasy and 

awe gave way to a feeling of eery dread. There was nothing here 

save for the fleeting ghosts of the past. 
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He could almost hear voices and the sounds of busy city life as he 

made his way across the square, but of course there were no sounds 

here but the rusting of leaves in the wind. A sudden realization 

struck him and he broke out in a cold sweat. He went through his 

pockets in a panic, his breath shallow. Where was it? Had he lost 

it? He couldn’t possibly have lost it! Please, oh god please, 

without it he’d never make it! And then he found it. His fingers 

closed around the thick paper, the feel of its glossy surface on 

his fingertips and every familiar crack and crease were a huge 

relief. Getting it had cost him a small fortune. These things 

barely existed any more, hadn’t for centuries really, and paper 

wasn’t exactly cheap or for that matter needed these days. He’d 

managed to find a place who still made prints in a back alley in 

Shinagawa. 

He still remembered the day vividly. It had been raining, the sky 

was grey and felt as if it lay just on top of the tallest 

buildings. He’d wandered around for hours in search of the right 

place and then, suddenly, he just stumbled upon it. A tiny wooden 

sign with japanese characters, the old kind that barely anyone 

could read these days, hung above the door and as he stepped 

inside he was greeted by the ring of a bell, it truly felt like 

stepping back in time several centuries. The shop had been a tiny 

one man operation run buy a peculiar little white haired man who 

wore small round spectacles clipped to the bridge of his nose, the 
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old type with lenses made of glass, he’d never seen anyone wear 

those outside of museum mannequins. And then there were the 

pictures. They hung in frames on the walls, and in the back he 

could see rows hanging by clips from strings strung from wall to 

wall, the place was filled with paper photographs. He’d presented 

his picture to the little man and after transferring the, rather 

substantial, fee required he was told to come back in about two 

hours for the finished result. He spent that time at a hole in the 

wall restaurant a block away, eating Udon and drinking beer to the 

sound of the rain. 

When he returned two hours later the little man handed him a 

plastic envelope and inside lay his picture, printed on actual 

paper. He opened the envelope with shaking hands, he slipped the 

photo out carefully, almost not daring to even touch it. And then 

there it was, in his hands, an actual paper photograph, he’d 

barely ever touched paper in his life. He liked the feel of it, 

the rough back contrasted against the glossy front, felt good 

somehow, felt real. He thanked the little man and walked out to 

the sound of the bell ringing. Standing in the rain outside the 

store he slipped the envelope into his inside pocket. Now he’d 

always have her close, now he’d always know why.

He breathed a sigh of relief and the panic within him subsided. 

That had been close, way too close. Without the picture there was 

no way he’d ever make it out of this alive and with his sanity 
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intact. It protected him, it was his ward, his totem, guiding him 

through dark places, grounding him in reality when existence began 

to fray at the edges. Now he could keep going, now he would be, if 

not safe, then at least as safe as was possible here. 

He crossed the plaza and stopped in front of the massive temple 

gates. They were at least seventy five feet tall and made of 

white, polished, stone and with inlays of the same oily metal that 

had covered the sphere. He tried pushing on them. But the massive 

doors refused to budge even an inch and he realized how 

unbelievably stupid he had been to even try. A six foot tall man 

trying to push open a pair of massive stone gates as tall as a 

building was quite obviously never going to work. He attempted a 

new approach and stuck his hand in one of the undulating, oily, 

metallic inlays. His hand sunk in, as it had with the sphere, 

waves of rainbow colors rippled from it, and then nothing. He 

pushed harder but his hand couldn’t go any further in. He twisted 

it, still nothing. He pulled his hand out and stood there looking 

up at the massive gates completely at a loss for what to do now. 

He began walking along the side of the building, looking for some 

other way in.

It took him well over an hour of walking to find what he was 

looking for. A tree had managed, over centuries of patiently 

growing and trying to reach the sun, to break through the wall of 

the temple. He climbed up the trunk of the tree, the bark smooth 
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beneath him, and then made himself as small and slim as possible 

to squeeze through the narrow crack in the temples outer shell. A 

few cuts and bruises later and he was standing in the cool shade 

inside.

The room was, as could be expected, huge. How large had the 

builders of all these things been anyways? Everything was massive. 

The shipwrecks floating through space were enormous, the trench 

leading to the city had been humungous and every single building 

in the city made human buildings look like anthills. He was 

starting to grow tired of all this enormity, he’d give a lot for 

just one human sized structure or room in all of this.

The only thing that wasn’t massive was the red sun around which 

all this circled, and that didn’t help his mood in the least. 

Rows of columns filled the vast space, disappearing in the murky 

shadows above. Light spilled in through windows in the domed 

ceiling but that didn’t exactly do much good, the place was still 

murky and dark. At one point there would have been some sort of 

artificial light in here, of that there was no doubt, but it 

didn’t seem to be functioning any more. As he made his way across 

the room, the tall pillars around him making him feel about as 

large as a mouse, a feeling of lethargy swept over him, he stopped 

and rested with his back against a pillar. 
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It wasn’t that this place wasn’t amazing, it was, but the damned 

enormous emptiness that was getting to him. It wasn’t like any 

solitude on earth, it was so much bigger, it was the weight of the 

passage of a million years and an entire civilization of gods now 

gone and dust. It was an oppressive and heavy sort of emptiness 

and it wore on ones nerves. As he got back on to his feet he 

realized that he didn’t exactly know where he should go now. He 

found himself in a forest of huge pillars stretching out in every 

direction and the walls of the room were hidden somewhere out of 

sight amongst the shadows. The feeling was familiar to him. He was 

well and truly lost, as he had been before.

The smell of autumn forest, wet moss and dry leaves, was as 

pervasive and clear to him today as it had been then. He was ten 

years old and he was surrounded on all sides by never ending rows 

of ghostly white and anonymous birch trees, they all looked the 

same to him, in every direction uniform rows of trees as far as 

the eyes could see. He’d been out camping with his parents and all 

he’d wanted to do was to explore a bit and now here he was, lost, 

confused and all alone. He knew the lake was supposed to be around 

here somewhere and so had decided to just keep walking in a 

straight line towards where he thought it was. It hadn’t worked. 

He’d walked for what felt like an eternity through the ghostly 

forest and the scenery around him hadn’t changed a bit. It was all 

just straight grayish white tree trunks spreading out in all 

directions with no end in sight. He could still taste the fear in 
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his mouth and feel the knot of panic building in the pit of his 

stomach. He’d started running, desperate to just get away, tears 

running down his face and every breath a short, pained, gulp. 

Claustrophobia overwhelmed him, the lanky shapes of the trees 

closing him in like walls, he’d fallen to his knees and just sat 

there sobbing, a ten year old boy alone in the woods with no hope 

of escape. 

And then there she’d been, like an apparition of hope in the bleak 

maze that was the forest. He recognized her from the campsite, she 

was about his age and she and her family had put up their tent 

right down by the water. They’d shared glances but neither had 

made any attempts to play together or anything like that. And now 

here she was, she helped him to his feet and gave him a hug, he 

could still remember the smell of her damp hair mixing with the 

smell of the forest, she then took his hand and, without a word 

between them, led him through the winding maze of phantom trees 

all the way back to the campsite. For the rest of the week they’d 

been inseparable, spending every waking moment together, they 

didn’t speak much during that week, there wasn’t really much that 

needed saying, at least not then.

But that was then and this was now. He was, if nothing else, older 

and if not wiser then at least less prone to panic. And of course 

this time there was no one around to save him. He composed himself 

and tried to think, tried to formulate some kind of plan.
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If he just started to walk in one direction there was no way he’d 

be able to know whether or not he was walking in a straight line 

or if he was in fact walking around in large circles. A compass 

would have been helpful, but sadly he hadn’t been able to find it 

after the crash so that was not an option. He started rummaging 

through his backpack, looking for anything that might help him.

Amongst the clutter of things at the bottom of the bag he found 

what he hoped was his salvation: his old laser archeology drill. 

Drill was a bit of a misnomer, sure it did burn away stone but it 

didn’t do very effectively it functioned more like a brush, 

burning away debris at very close range. However over long 

distances it would work perfectly as a laser pointer. If he just 

shone it on a distant column and then followed the beam he would 

at least know he’d reached that column in a straight line, keep 

going like that and he should eventually reach a wall. 

The plan had sounded simple enough but even so it took him several 

hours to finally reach one of the walls. Now came conundrum number 

two: he had no way of knowing which way to go to get to the wall 

opposite the entrance. As far as he knew he might very well be 

standing against that wall now and by going the wrong way might 

end up walking the full circumference of the room before ending up 

where he wanted. Too hell with it, he thought, no way of knowing 

anyway so might as well just take a chance. He walked left. 
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Left might not have been the best choice. He took a break about 

halfway through the walk and ate some rations, stroganoff, and 

slept a while before moving on. Hours later he came to a raised 

platform, about a hundred feet square, extending from a doorway in 

the wall. A pearly white obelisk stood at the centre of the 

platform, the air smelled of ozone and burning circuitry. Glowing 

hieroglyphics lined the doorway and he could see a long corridor 

on the other side, this was where he had to go, he could feel it 

in his bones. If there was one thing he’d learned after years of 

traversing the unknown it was to trust his instincts, to go by the 

feeling in the bones. It had not always been so. 

More than a decade would pass until they met again. He’d been back 

camping in that same place with his parents a few times in the 

intervening years but she’d not been there again and it was now 

nothing more than a childhood memory, a sliver of nostalgia that 

rarely surfaced. He couldn’t even clearly recall what she looked 

like, the passage of time had faded the image, mixed it with 

emotion and dream to the point where she was now a no more than a 

blonde ethereal figure, radiating warmth and light. 

He’d been studying at the University of London, it was his second 

year and he hadn’t yet chosen a major. He didn’t really care all 

that much either. He was in his early twenties and in a new 

country and a new city, he wasn’t about to let worrying about the 

future interfere with his experiencing and enjoying the present. 

26



He was living in a ratty little apartment above an indian 

restaurant on Great Titchfield Street. The floor of the kitchen 

was several inches higher up than the floor by the entrance, 

placing the entire apartment on a sloping incline, a real nuisance 

when you dropped something in the kitchen or for that matter if 

you forgot to lock the bathroom door as it was prone to swinging 

open under its own weight when not locked. The sonic shower had 

something of a temper and he’d occasionally arrive at class red as 

a lobster from the beating it gave him in the morning. Only one of 

the self shading windows actually worked, the other was 

permanently stuck on full shade, and to top it all off it was most 

likely the only place in greater London where access to the net 

occasionally went down. All in all it was a quintessential London 

”flat” as those had always been throughout the ages. And his 

reason for staying in it was also the same as it had always been: 

Location. He was right in the middle of one of the world largest 

megalopolises, at the very heart of an urban sprawl encompassing 

much of the english east coast and populated by close to sixty 

million people. And he was in one of the old parts, in the real 

London where the houses and roads where still the same as they had 

been for centuries, where the modern was grafted on to and 

surgically inserted in to the old, a place both timeless and ever 

changing. He loved it.

That particular thursday he’d decided to skip the rest of the 

weeks lectures and go away for a few days. He hopped the bullet 
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down to Liverpool street, walked beneath the cast-iron and glass 

canopy browsing through travel destinations until he decided on 

where to go. He purchased his ticket, walked through the gate out 

to the boarding terminal, hopped on a transit shuttle that hovered 

out from beneath the old victorian arches and in to the London sky 

turning south, crossing the Thames, rising above the skyscrapers 

and arcologies on the south bank and shooting off across the 

endless cityscape towards Paris and the continent. 

He sat looking out the panoramic windows as the shuttle flew in 

over Parisian skies. Like London much of the centre of Paris had 

kept its historic look and charm. The Eiffel tower stood proud on 

the Champs de Mars, and although it still towered above its 

immediate surroundings much time had past since its glory days as 

the tallest building in Paris, these days the massive arcologies 

outside the city centre towered far above the tiny iron needle 

jutting out of its green park. The shuttle banked right and began 

its decent. 

He stepped out through the main entrance, the old stone facade 

still welcoming travelers and beyond it the vast expanse of 

transteel domes that made up the actual station, a cacophony of 

advertising messages still ringing in his ears he boarded a 

communal shuttle headed for Montmartre. As the shuttle weaved 

through the streets he leaned back, closed his eyes and silently 

enjoyed the cacophony of voices speaking of things he did not know 
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in a language he couldn’t understand, he felt free and rootless 

and he liked it. 

The hotel was a small place situated in a white townhouse on a 

treelined street, the name of which he could not remember anymore. 

After checking in he went to his little room, sat down on the bed 

and looked through the days lectures on his pad, there was nothing 

there that really interested him and he just memorized the 

headlines while absentmindedly looking out the window at Paris in 

spring. 

He spent the next few hours just walking the streets, immersing 

himself in parisian street-life, enjoying the sights and sounds, 

feeling that tinge of romantic longing that hits when one is in 

Paris in the spring all alone. He sat down at a table outside a 

corner café, ordered an éclair and a coffee and watched the people 

walking by, when he’d finished the coffee he put a call in to an 

old friend, Hugo, who studied zero-g architecture at the Sorbonne, 

they chatted a while about school, Paris, London, life and the 

past before deciding to meet up for dinner and then whatever the 

night might have in store for them.

They ate at a nice little bistro, him, Hugo and another american, 

one of Hugo’s university friends named John or Jack or something 

like that. After a dinner accompanied by generous amounts of wine 
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the three of them headed out to the Saint Denis arcology to a 

university party. 

And there she was. It had been twenty years and thousands of miles 

and then there at a party in a suburb of Paris, one that he was 

never even supposed to be at, she was standing by the windows on 

the two hundred and something floor of a rundown Parisian arcology 

looking out at the twinkling city lights spreading from horizon to 

horizon. He didn’t know what to do. His instincts told him to just 

go up to her, talk to her, reconnect. But how do you do that with 

someone you last met in a forest half a world and twenty years 

away? Would she even remember him? He couldn’t tell if she 

recognized him or not. She was beautiful, more so than he had ever 

imagined she would be. He realized he was staring, felt 

uncomfortable and looked away, pretended to look for someone and 

then walked off to find more wine, mortified by his own 

embarrassing inaction. 

He carefully circled around the edge of the platform. Something 

about the obelisk and that electric smell was worrying him and he 

wasn’t about to take any chances. A shaft of light shone in 

through the ceiling right next to the obelisk. As he looked 

closely he could see that what he had thought was merely dust 

floating in the air and glittering in the sunbeam was in fact tiny 

pieces of gravel and it wasn’t drifting around randomly but was 

steadily rising straight up, and high above at the apex of the 
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obelisk he could se hundreds of very tiny black and purple 

flashes. He picked up a small stone from the floor and lobbed it 

on to the platform. It stopped in mid-air, hung there for a second 

and then began to slowly move upwards until, twenty or so seconds 

later, it reached the tip of the obelisk and disappeared in a 

silent flash. Not good. He lobbed a few more stones on to the 

platform in an attempt to figure out what parts of the platform 

were effected by the obelisk. As it turned out it was all of it. 

Ok now what? There must be someway across, this must be some sort 

of test. A way to decide on the worthiness of whomever wanted 

access to the inner sanctum of the temple, a rite of passage. He 

began searching the the sides of the platform and the surrounding 

walls for clues on how to proceed safely. 

Several odd symbols adorned the sides of the platform and as he 

was studying them in an attempt to at least grasp their basic 

meaning something caught his eye, the glint of metal below a pile 

of collapsed wall. He began moving stones and sifting through the 

rubble and produced from beneath the broken stones and mortar a 

rod, about six foot long and made of a yellowish metal alloy, as 

he turned the thing in his hands it suddenly sprung to life, bands 

of glowing white spreading across it like cobwebs, and as a he 

kept moving and turning it the patterns made by the lines morphed 

and moved creating a constantly shifting mosaic of abstract stick 

figures. 
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This thing must have something to do with getting past the 

obelisk. That was hope and desperate desire talking. But he’d 

found it near the damned thing hadn’t he? Why else would it be 

here? No this was the key, he just needed to figure out how the 

lock worked. 

There were no holes or alcoves or anything like that to insert the 

rod in, a long search had made that painfully clear. Perhaps sound 

was the key? He tapped the rod on the ground. Nothing. He tapped 

it a few more times. The violent shock that knocked him to the 

floor as the rod hit the ground a third time answered that 

question. But at least something had happened, so he couldn’t have 

been entirely wrong. As soon as his muscles stopped spasming and 

he could form a coherent thought he’d have to try and figure this 

thing out. Perhaps some sort of combination of movement and sound? 

Something like a ritualistic dance. 

It took a while but finally his legs could once more carry his 

weight and his brain decided to get back in the game again. He 

began studying the symbols around the platform. If you thought of 

them as indicators of movement they suddenly started to make 

sense. These weren’t like any writing he’d ever seen on any debris 

or artifacts found amongst the shipwrecks floating around the red 

sun above, these were rather simple pictograms showing not 

movements of the body but movements of the rod. Why would the 

creators of this place choose to write the instruction in this 
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way? Why not in their own language? A language as of yet entirely 

impervious to translation by linguists and cryptologists on earth. 

A writing so complex and so alien that there was little hope 

amongst those in the know that it would ever be translatable. 

Instead they had chosen these pictograms, things so simple that 

even he, a being so inferior and so alien to what they must have 

been, was capable of reading them. Had this place perhaps been the 

home of not just the Gods of the red sun but of a variety of 

different races? The hub of some vast galaxy spanning empire held 

together by whatever religion or philosophy the temple was 

dedicated to. Were the pictograms perhaps created so that even a 

simple mind such as his would be able to attain whatever 

enlightenment was offered in the inner sanctum of the temple? Only 

one way to find out if he was right. He swung the rod as he 

believed he was supposed to from his interpretation of the 

pictograms. 

It took him a few tries before he’d managed to memorize every 

movement but finally he’d gotten them all down. He went through 

the motions ending in one forceful slam of the rod on the hard 

stone floor. As the rod struck ground the lines on it lit up and a 

white glow surrounded both him and the rod in his hands, a split 

second later he crumbled to his knees, pushed down by the weight 

of his own body as if gravity had just been increased tenfold. He 

could feel his bones flexing on the verge of breaking as he 

dragged himself across the floor and up on to the platform. He 
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breathed a sigh of relief as the strain lifted, canceled out by 

the effects of the obelisk, and he could once more walk upright. 

Upon reaching the other side the white glow faded off like the 

last flickers of a burning candle. He stood the rod by the doorway 

and entered the corridor beyond, the shadows of the past, both 

distant and recent, following him like wisps of dust.

There were voices in the air. Strange voices speaking in strange 

tongues. Or they seemed to be on the wind and in the air around 

him. Perhaps they were not, perhaps they were in his head? Dead 

voices speaking in lost tongues echoing through the vaults of 

memory and mind. They were saying something to him, but he 

couldn’t understand what it was. He was still walking he guessed, 

it was getting so hard to focus, so hard to know where he was or 

what he was doing, all he could hear and see were the voices, 

shadows dancing in the corner of his eye, glowing letters 

caressing the inside of his skull. He fell. Or did it just feel 

like falling? Shouldn’t he feel the floor hitting him soon? Was 

that perhaps floor he could see through the mists? Or wall maybe? 

The sirens song of a myriad voices filled him up, caressed his 

bones, clouded his mind and poured through his ears, words in an 

unknown language the meaning of which he couldn’t understand just 

feel. Time began to slip and with it him and the world, it all 

began to slip away. Then, guided by some automatic motor response, 
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his fingers closed around the picture in his pocket. His lifeline. 

His why.

Morning sunlight spilled in through the blinds, waking him up with 

its gentle kiss. He rubbed the sands of sleep from his eyes, 

voices and the sounds of stores and restaurants opening drifted in 

from the street outside. It was a sunny sunday morning, one of 

those perfect ones that you get at most a handful of in a 

lifetime. She stirred next to him, turned around and snuggled up 

close to him, her slim arms draped across his chest, her soft 

breasts pressed against his side and the sweet smell of her hair 

filling his nostrils as her head rested on his neck, her nose 

pressed against the flesh above his collarbone, her calm breathing 

rustling the hairs on his chest like a gentle breeze through tall 

grass. He smiled, almost starting to laugh at the almost unreal 

perfection of this brief moment. She opened her eyes and looked up 

at him, she smiled mischievously and pressed herself close to him 

kissing him deeply as her hand moved from his chest and down 

across his stomach until she found what she was looking for. She 

guided him inside her, her wet embrace hugging him tightly, she 

let out a guttural moan as they started moving against each other. 

Half an hour later they made love again in the shower before 

getting dressed, packing their bags and heading out on to the 

streets of London. They stopped a cab and headed off towards 

Liverpool street station and the Paris shuttle. A few hours later 
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they were eating breakfast at a café on the Seine, swallows diving 

and chirping in the warm spring air. That day was still vivid in 

his mind, a rare near-perfect moment. It also felt very, very, far 

away now, here in this place half a galaxy away.

The mists lifted and the voices receded to the back of his mind, 

still there but no longer overpowering. He was laying on the 

floor, cold metal against his skin, a rainbow of oily colors 

rippling through the metallic floor around him. He got up on shaky 

legs and leaned over with his hands on his knees to steady himself 

as he took a personal time-out, fighting the voices till he felt 

comfortable with moving forward. He’d been through this before, up 

there among the wrecks you sometimes heard the voices, but down 

here it was much stronger and infinitely more overwhelming. Up 

there they were faint, barely a whisper, like a nagging itch in 

your brain slowly driving you insane, he’d seen overconfident 

explorers who’d stayed too long on the other side of the gate 

reduced to disheveled human wrecks, now living out their days in 

padded rooms on waypoint station writing litanies on the walls in 

their own excrement. Down here it was a different animal all 

together, here they were loud, nearly corporeal ghostly visions 

ripping your sanity to pieces with tsunami strength, the gale 

force wind of whispers no longer wearing you down over time. He 

didn’t know how long he could hold on to his sanity under their 

constant assault, things were already starting to get jumbled in 

his mind, fragments of memories and thoughts fracturing and 
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crumbling to dust, his only hope was his why, his reason for being 

here. She was his beacon in the dark, the lighthouse to guide him 

through the mist of voices and if that went out he would be 

irrevocably lost, a prisoner within his own broken mind slowly 

starving to death alone on an alien world surrounded by the voices 

of long dead gods. 

She called him at the hotel the day after the party. They’d talked 

a bit the day before, but he’d been too drunk to remember it 

clearly. He didn’t know how she’d gotten the name of his hotel or 

for that matter how she knew his full name, but she did and he was 

glad for it. She asked him out for coffee. He showered and shaved, 

then spent a few minutes dunking his head in cold water hoping to 

at least lessen the effects of last nights wine. With one last 

nervous look in the mirror he walked out of his room and sauntered 

down on the town towards the café, trying a little too hard to 

look cool and collected. She was already waiting at the café when 

he arrived and she smiled and waved at him as soon as she saw him 

walking down the street, he waved back and felt his pretense cool 

crackle and fall off, she was stunning, breathtakingly so and he 

was a hungover bundle of nerves. 

The corridor split up. Not entirely surprising, corridors do tend 

to do that. Now to figure out which way to go. There were more of 

the pictograms on the walls here but he couldn’t make heads or 

tails of them, the damned voices were driving him insane and 
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making it completely impossible to focus his thoughts, he was 

close to ripping his hair out in frustration. The only reason he 

could figure out the meaning of the pictograms by the obelisk was 

because he had a frame of reference, the rod, without that he 

would have never been able to decipher them. Sure they were simple 

when you understood them but without some sort of rosetta stone 

there was no where to start and to decode them, especially like 

this with whispering voices in his head and without months of time 

to spare, was not humanly possible. So it would be left up to 

chance to decide it. He didn’t like that, the place was so damned 

large that if he made a wrong turn there was no telling if he’d 

ever find his way back or for that matter realize his mistake 

before it was too late. He sat down with his back to the wall and 

drank deeply from his water bottle, cold water caressing his 

throat, he buried his face in his hands and sighed, he felt a 

little better now, even though the smoke of voices at the back of 

his mind were actually starting to physically hurt now, like bees 

stinging his naked brain. Something moved to the right of him, at 

the very farthest end of the corridor. When he looked over he saw 

nothing but empty corridor stretching off in to the distance. 

He got up and walked a few paces towards where he’d seen the 

shadow move. There it was again! Far off something moved, a 

shadowy figure barely visible at this distance in the murky 

corridor. Was it just a mirage, a product of a fracturing mind, or 

was it something real, life within these dead halls? He started 
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walking down the corridor, his choice of path made for him. 

Probably not the wise choice, and possibly not one he would have 

made were he in possession of his full faculties, but curiosity 

got the better of him and if there was other life but him within 

these walls he had to investigate it. As he stalked down the 

winding corridor the voices vanished like morning mist, his mind 

was clear and silent for the first time in hours. Somehow this 

didn’t make him feel as relieved as he’d thought it would but 

rather left him with a cold sense of discomfort and even a slight 

hint of dread. 

Leaden clouds hung low outside the window, a cold and soulless 

rain beat on the windows. They’d had a fight the night before and 

now they sat silently eating their breakfast at opposite ends of 

the kitchen table. It had been about the same thing as the 

previous fifty times: her trip to Waypoint and that damned 

artifact. The things were dangerous. And to be separated for more 

than a year? That’s where it had all started and then it escalated 

from there. Apparently Greg, that was one of her colleagues, was 

leading the team and the thought of her and Greg on a space 

station together for a whole year filled him with jealous rage. He 

shouldn’t be so damned jealous and of course she had to go it was 

the chance of a lifetime, he knew that and the shame was killing 

him. They both left the house at the same time, sharing nothing 

more than empty phrases of affection as they each went off to 
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work. There might as well have been a universe between then, the 

memory of it made him wince. 

The corridor weaved and twisted, going first left then abruptly 

right sometimes it even seemed to be doing both at once. He could 

see the shadowy figure moving ahead of him, but it seemed always 

to be just out of reach, slinking in behind a corner or standing 

at the edge of visibility almost as if taunting him to follow. It 

started to slowly dawn on him that he was now irrevocably lost in 

this maze of corridors, the path had by now split up more times 

than he could even remember, and he had pursued what may well be 

nothing more than a figment of his own tortured mind with reckless 

abandon. He was wandering through a maze without a ball of string, 

his Ariadne but a memory and heaven knows what minotaur was 

waiting for him at its end. Perhaps this was all a trial, a test 

to see if he was worthy of the knowledge he sought, the long since 

dead on gods of the red sun pulling at his strings. Or was it just 

Dante’s descent in to hell without Virgil to guide him, a journey 

in to the heart of darkness that could end only in a kurtzian 

mental black hole. He noticed, to his own distress, that he’d said 

that last sentence out loud, effectively talking to himself. That 

was a sign of the diseased mind, wasn’t it? The chill embrace of 

terror gripped him, he found himself close to tears at the thought 

of losing whatever was him. Focus damn it, just focus!
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The shadow stood at the end of the corridor, it was standing 

upright now looking almost human, it shook as if laughing at him. 

He wiped the tears from his eyes and walked towards it slowly and 

with hand held up to appear as unthreatening as possible. This 

time it did not move, it just stood there looking at him without 

eyes, laughing at him without a voice, nothing more than swirling 

shadows and smoke made living. As he came closer it seemed to wave 

at him before walking slowly out of sight behind the next corner, 

leaving in its wake a trail of writhing shadows and the smell of 

wet leaves and withered grass. Every instinct he had was screaming 

at him to turn back, to give up his chase of this shadowy wight, 

but cutting through it all was a small voice, clear as a mountain 

stream, telling him that this was somehow important, that in order 

to find what he needed he had to follow through and see what the 

shade was leading him towards, and that was the voice to which he 

chose to listen. To hell with instinct and fear, he kept going. 

Around the corner was a large round room, a heavy rain fell down 

through the hole several hundred feet up where the ceiling should 

have been. As he walked into the room he came face to face with 

the shadow standing cloaked in silent menace in the middle of the 

room, every raindrop falling straight through it in a puff of 

black smoke before landing with a splash in the puddles forming on 

the floor. Natural light flowed in from above, painting the room 

in shades of muted red and far off, almost as if it were the 

lingering sounds of some distant dream, he could hear thunder. 
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It was more smoke than shadow when you got a look at it up close. 

Shades of black swirling around forming a human shape without any 

distinguishing features. It had no expression only an aura of, no 

not danger, but more of a latent malice, dread and callous 

disregard for life. There he stood silent and still, rain pouring 

down his face and down his back, his wet hair sticking to his 

face, the sound of rain and distant thunder the only noise. He 

very much regretted his decision to embark on this chase through 

the labyrinth, he felt like a mouse who’d successfully navigated a 

maze only to find that there was no cheese at the end, just the 

deadly claws and fangs of its mortal enemy staring down at it with 

a gleam of triumph in its feline eyes. And so they stood, a silent 

standoff in the rain, he was drenched to the bone but daren’t move 

or look away, and so he kept his gaze firmly fixed on the 

creature, breathing slowly and waiting for whatever would happen 

next, if anything at all. 

The shadow moved. Because of its intangible form it did not propel 

itself forward by the movement of its legs but rather by shifting 

its full form forward, where it had once not been it suddenly was. 

This gave it an eerily disjointed and jerky motion, like a 

creature from some old stop motion video. It stopped close and 

looking at him with non-existing eyes it began to speak. He 

couldn’t hear it, there was no mouth from which sound could 

emanate, but rather he felt it and it felt like someone dragged 

nails of ice across the blackboard of his soul. 
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She reached out her hand to touch him. Stars twinkled in the 

blackness of space behind her, she floated just out of reach. 

The vision was overwhelming, so real that it hurt. The shadow 

frayed at the edges then spread out enclosing him in a wall of 

shadows and suddenly it stood behind him. Black ice and bad dreams 

banging at the windows of his soul. 

He could see Jupiter out the window. And floating just outside the 

atmosphere in the distance was Waypoint, a tiny spec against the 

velvet blackness of space. She was saying something but he 

couldn’t hear her over the rain. The stars twinkled. The rain beat 

so hard on the window that it cracked, a hairline fracture in the 

transteel separating them from the deadly void of deep space. 

Turn back, it seemed to say. Go home. But he couldn’t, there was 

no going back, not until he’d found what he needed. He had to 

unlock the secrets of this place, he had to commune with the dead 

gods. The shadow moved again. 

The window broke in a silent explosion. A million glittering 

shards flying off in to space. She screamed but there was no sound 

but the merciless thunder of the rain, beating on the ship, the 

floor, Waypoint and space itself. She was sucked out of the room 

floating further and further away, panic written on her face in 
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big bold letters. He tried to follow but he couldn’t move, his 

feet frozen to the floor in lumps of ice. Her body froze in the 

cold of space, a statue of pure panic and agony drifting away. The 

rain beat down on her, whittling away the ice sculpture she had 

become. 

He was on his knees, pain rushed up his spine and exploded inside 

his head. It felt like someone had stabbed him through the temple 

with a white hot icepick. His whole body convulsed and he vomited 

violently till there was nothing left to vomit. He fell forward 

and lay on the rain soaked floor, retching pathetically, nothing 

left in him but yellow bile. 

Frigid moondust seeped up between his toes. He looked out over the 

vast lunar desert, in the distance he saw the peaks of the Montes 

Apenninus reaching towards the stars and above them, suspended in 

the black, the Earth. She walked across the dust of the Sea of 

Rains, she was angry, she always got that little wrinkle on her 

forehead when she was angry. And there he was. Filled with 

misguided arrogance and jealousy. They were screaming at each 

other. He watched himself screaming and raging and as the fight 

reached its crescendo he saw himself pick up the small and 

delicate glass globe from its place on a shelf and throwing it to 

the floor. It shattered in a sparkling shower of blue glass. They 

both went silent, just looking at each other. She’d loved that 

globe, he’d bought it for her on his trip to Lunar colony as a 
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gift to celebrate her new job at the Smithsonian. It started to 

rain, globules of blue glass falling from the skies and splashing 

in to the gray lunar dust. 

He got up off the floor, water running off him in streams as he 

stood on his hands and knees trying to tach his breath. He spat 

and hoisted himself up on to his feet. The shadow stood before 

him, radiating more pity now than malice. It spoke again, this 

time its words were like the gentle caress of ice-cubes slithering 

down his spine sending jolts of pained pleasure through his beaten 

body. Its message was still the same but now it was a plea rather 

than a threat. 

Warm water cascaded down on him, all the tension in his muscles 

melting away. He stood in the shower, it was early morning and he 

had all the time in the world. The shower door opened and she 

stepped in wearing only a smile. She pressed herself to his back 

and slid around him, their naked bodies squeezed tightly together, 

the water making them both slippery. She kissed him deeply and 

they stood there, eyes locked, for a long time doing nothing more 

than feeling the each other breathe. The late hours and intense 

work showed clearly in her face, a few lines here and there and 

subtle bags under her eyes were telltale signs. But the joy, pride 

and sense of fulfillment was also there, her eyes shining like 

torches with it all. He was so proud of her and he leaned in close 

and told her as much. Her effervescent silver laughter melted the 
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walls around them like candle-wax. As they floated weightlessly 

above Jupiter’s great red spot, their bodies as one, she leaned 

close to him and told him how happy she was that he would return 

with her, if only for a while. She would finally get to show him 

all that she had done, all that she had accomplished while they 

had been apart, no matter what happened after this she was happy. 

They plummeted towards the eye of the hurricane, holding each 

other tight.

This was all tricks. Dirty tricks and manipulation, digging 

through his memories and dreams in an attempt to make him give up 

and turn away. He’d had enough, no more! He looked down, angrily 

refusing to look at the fiend any more, and just walked straight 

through it, shadows parting and curling around him. He didn’t make 

it more than a few steps before the shadow shot out an arm and 

grabbed his head in a vice grip. It wasn’t mere shadow now but 

solid and shiny black like obsidian, its long claws wrapped around 

his head, cutting in to his flesh. And then the shadow screamed 

and it was the sound of a trillion agonized souls being ripped 

apart. His left eardrum popped, he cried out in pain and then came 

the electrocution. Blue lighting shot through the shadow and he 

was engulfed in arcs of crackling electricity, he fell forward 

landing face forward in the inch deep water now covering the 

floor. Tendrils of smoke rose from his clothes, his skin and 

seeped from the corner of his open mouth. 
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The smell of hospital. He was in that same room again, the rain 

still beating on the windows, the waves crashing beyond the 

garden, the sound of orcas drifting in through the windows. She 

lay in her bed, resting, peaceful. He got up out of his chair and 

walked over to her, ran his hand across her cold cheek. He tried 

to wake her, shook her gently, whispered in her ear. Outside the 

rain turned to ice, jagged shards pounding the window. It was the 

sound of razorblades on glass. The orcas song began to alter in 

pitch, from a deep soothing barytone to a screeching soprano, the 

windows rattled in their frames. She sat bolt upright in the bed. 

Her eyes opened, black as midnight. The windows gave in to the 

pressure of the ice and song, shattering in a million pieces, cold 

winds blew through the room. She opened her mouth as if to scream 

but no sound came out. She pushed as hard as she could straining 

to get a sound out, he could see the individual blood vessels in 

her eyes popping one by one, blood gushed from eyes that were now 

open wounds. Finally something in her gave way and she vomited, a 

violent stream of blood and ice cascading out of her mouth. Shards  

of ice flew through the room, carried by the wind and hit her like 

bullets. He tried to help her, tried to shield her but there was 

nothing he could do, the shards of ice simply passed through him 

and impacted her like arrows, her wounds bleeding profusely 

turning the white linen sheets red and sticky. He cried out in 

anguish as he felt her die in his arms.  
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He breathed deep. Water ripped in to his lungs. He coughed, 

choking and in pain. He lifted himself up, standing on his hands 

and knees in the six inches of water now covering the floor. Above 

him loomed the shadow, triumphant and haughty. Its disdain for the 

quivering mass of feeble flesh before it flaunted with arrogant 

pride. He couldn’t form a coherent thought. Blood seeped from cuts 

on his face and his mouth tasted like short-circuit. He blinked. 

He could see her face in the ripples on the water. Could see the 

pain painted in bold red in her eyes. Could see sickly death in 

the dried bloodied vomit on her chin. He was crying, or at least 

he thought he was, he could barely feel his own body any more. The 

shadow seemed now to laugh, silently and without joy. It rose up, 

growing like a plume of smoke, readying itself for the final blow. 

He had given up, he could no longer tell what was real and what 

was not. He saw water mixed with blood, he saw the shadow, he saw 

her die over and over and over again. Obsidian claws extended. 

Soon it would all be over, this was his journeys end, this far no 

further. And then, as what little was left of his mind had 

resigned itself to the thought of death, something drifted in to 

his field of vision like a tiny boat. He picked up the picture, it 

was a bit soggy but not ruined. As he ran his fingers across the 

picture a sense of calm filled him, running up through the tips of 

his fingers, along his arms and down his spine. The familiar sight 

of her warm smile, the errant strand of hair across her left eye, 

the floral pattern of her favorite summer dress and the large 

chestnut tree she leaned against was all he would ever need. He 
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was going to be ok. He smiled. He knew why now, and as long as you 

knew why you’d be ok, if there was one thing in all this confusion 

that he knew to be true it was that. He held up the picture to the 

shade, his hand steady, and smiled maniacally at it. Laughter 

bubbled up inside him and sputtered out in erratic outbursts of 

coughs and saliva. And so they stood. Shadow and man. Obsidian 

claws poised to strike, the shadow loomed over the tiny man on his 

knees in the water. Blood ran from cuts on his face and he 

laughed, holding up with both hands a tiny picture of a smiling 

girl leaning against a chestnut tree as if the picture would ward 

against all the evils of this world or any other. 

The claws retraced, becoming once more incorporeal. The shadow 

stood and watched him silently, the malice gone now and in its 

place only pity and sorrow. It reached out for him, black smoke 

weaving towards him like a slither of snakes. As the shadows came 

to rest on his shoulder a tingling sensation spread down through 

his arm, it felt like licking a battery. Failed. Futile. It wasn’t 

the actual words but rather their meaning and feeling that echoed 

through his mind with razor sharp clarity. He hugged the picture 

close to his chest, shaking with tears and subdued laughter. The 

shadow drifted slowly backwards and seemed to tilt its head as it 

looked at him with unseen eyes one last time. With a sigh the 

shadows and smoke dissipated in to thin air until the creature was 

no more. It left behind it a gaping emptiness and the sound of 

rain falling on water. He sat on his knees in the water for a long 

49



time rocking back and forth clutching the picture tightly in his 

hands. Around him the rain kept falling, waves and ripples 

spreading out across the submerged floor. Had he passed his test 

or failed? And if indeed he had triumphed was it but a pyrrhic 

victory, one that would ultimately be his undoing?

After what may well have been hours he got up off his knees, wet 

clothes clinging to his skin. It had stopped raining. When he 

couldn’t say, he hadn’t noticed. He carefully put the picture in 

his bag, taking care to make sure it lay safe and dry. He wished 

he could keep it in its usual place in his inside pocket but his 

clothes were soaked and if he kept it there it would inevitably be 

ruined beyond recognition. He looked around the room and saw no 

trace of the shadow anywhere, just the calm surface of the inch-

deep water covering the floor and the wet stone walls rising up 

towards the sky above. The shattered fragments of his mind began 

to reassemble themselves slowly but surely. He could form coherent 

thoughts again, and they felt like his own. He rubbed his tired 

bloodshot eyes, picked up his pack and continued his descent in to 

the bowels of the temple.

He didn’t know if it was hours, days or weeks since he last had 

any idea of where he was and where he was going and he no longer 

cared. He wandered blind now, moving through corridors and rooms 

without direction guided only by an almost manic desire and need 

to reach the heart of the temple and the answers he knew were 
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there. He didn’t even know where that idea had come from. He 

hadn’t even known the temple existed before he landed on this, 

literally, god forsaken world. And what if he had crashed some 

where else, near some other city. Would he then be wandering 

through some other ruin, the same goal before him? Or was none of 

this coincidence, was it destiny that brought him here? Were the 

gods of the red sun guiding his life to this place and this 

moment, the tendrils of their influence reaching him through the 

mists of time? He laughed at the thought, what did it matter. He 

was here now and he knew where he had to go, that was all that had 

ever mattered. He kept walking deeper and deeper in to the temple, 

his only company the overwhelming chatter of alien voices in his 

head. They were louder now than they had ever been and he 

suspected that he was now talking to them out-loud. He couldn’t be 

sure since his body felt alien to him by now and beyond walking 

towards their destination he was barely aware of whatever else it 

did. 

The world outside the window was covered in a thick layer of 

glistening snow, it was if everything had been draped in a layer 

of diamond strewn cotton. A fire was crackling happily on the 

hearth, the christmas tree was a glimmering vision of holiday 

perfection and underneath it lay a rainbow of perfectly wrapped 

presents. He stood, draped in a fuzzy robe, in the doorway soaking 

up the scene. The smell of christmas tree and eggnog mixed 

creating the perfect christmas atmosphere. A shower was running on 
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the top floor. It was a christmas morning so perfect it had to 

violate some fundamental law of the universe. The shower stopped 

and he could hear her wet footsteps as she walked down the hallway 

to get dressed. He felt more content than he ever had, and yet in 

the pit of his stomach he knew that something wasn’t as it should. 

Surely this can’t possibly have been how it was? Even hollywood 

couldn’t have come up with a christmas like this. As he began 

walking in to the room the was a deep, guttural, rumbling and then 

with a ear-shattering crash a huge pillar of white stone shot up 

through the floor and ceiling, disappearing in to the blue winter 

sky above. He walked in to it head first and fell on his back. The 

floor was hard, cold, stone and covered in a thin layer of fine 

white sand.

He dragged himself to his feet, reaching out and steadying himself 

against the cold and damp tunnel wall. It was dark and all around 

him voices spoke to him with words he couldn’t understand. Where 

was he, how had he gotten here? He stumbled down the corridor, 

perhaps somewhere in the darkness he’d find a way out. 

Where did the house go? Wasn’t it christmas? He couldn’t think 

with these damned voices beating down on him like hail. He yelled 

something at them, he wasn’t exactly sure what, but that didn’t 

seem to have any effect. He was thirsty. When was the last time he 

drank? He seemed to recall being somewhere really wet not long 

ago. Didn’t he drink then? Perhaps he’d brought a water bottle in 

his backpack. He checked and found that he had. He sat down and 
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leaned against the tunnel wall as he drank big gulps of luke warm 

water. The taste was marvelous. He sighed and offered a toast to 

the bodiless voices, he probably spoke to them a bit, but it was 

really hard to know what exactly his body and mind were up to. 

Whatever this part of him was it seemed to have fallen out of 

touch with the rest of him. His vision was getting blurry again. 

He was standing in the middle of a street, a mixture of rain and 

snow fell from heavy grey clouds above, thunder rumbled somewhere 

in the distance. His clothes were soaked, shirt clinging to his 

skin, and he should have been cold, but he wasn’t, he couldn’t 

feel anything. A door slammed, there was screaming but he couldn’t 

make out any words. Tires screeched and with a sound like a swarm 

of pissed off bees a car swung out of a driveway and whizzed past 

him. He caught but a glimpse of her behind the wheel. Standing in 

the window of the house, blurred by the rain on the glass he 

stood, looking out as she sped off, anger and profound sorrow in 

his eyes. Lightning flashed and all was white light.

He could feel the world surging back in to his head like an 

avalanche, no more voices and no more confusion, he had gotten 

himself back in the blink of an eye. His head was spinning, 

colored lights danced in front of his eyes and he could barely 

breathe, it was like vertigo, burning and drowning all at once. 

When his head cleared he found himself standing in the middle of a 

corridor, lines of blue light pulsating in the walls. He could 
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hear a humming, almost a song coming from just beyond the next 

bend. The voices where gone now, it was only him left and now he 

could remember. His life, her, the fights, the laughter, the only 

reason he was in this god forsaken place. The picture in his 

pocket felt heavy as lead as it pressed against his skin. 

The fight that day had been vicious. She’d called him selfish and 

it was true, he was and he had been. He’d wanted her to stay, not 

for her sake but for his own, just so he didn’t have to share her 

with anyone or anything else. It really was the opportunity of a 

lifetime for her, a functioning artifact. Scientist dreamed of an 

opportunity like it and for a grad student like her this chance 

would never ever come back. And he was scared, not of what the 

thing might do, but that her passion for her work would somehow 

overshadow her love for him. And of course he didn’t want to go 

live on some stupid space station in the outer reaches, he had a 

cushy life going right there on terra firma. She’d left, taken the 

car and gone. Sure he’d gone to visit her on the station after 

that, they worked on patching things up but it wasn’t ever the 

same again. And in the end it turned out he’d worried about all 

the wrong things. 

And now here he was, alone on a dead world beneath a dying sun, as 

she lay locked within her own mind in a New Zeeland hospital. And 

somewhere in here he would find the answers he needed, he just 

knew it. Whoever they had been, the gods of the red sun, they 
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would have known how he could fix her, fix it all. And that 

knowledge could not be lost, it just couldn’t. 

He began walking again the song growing louder for each step. It 

was soothing and majestic. And then, as he turned the final corner 

he stopped dead in his tracks, staring in slack-jawed amazement at 

the sight before him. 

The room he had entered was huge. Rounded walls reaching so far up 

that the ceiling was lost in clouds and so deep beneath him that 

sunlight never touched the floor. In the middle of the perfectly 

circular room floated a vast and massive machine. It was 

constantly shifting and moving, the very walls of reality rippling 

around it as extra dimensions tried to make squeeze their way in 

to the normal three of everyday existence. A tesseract of glowing 

crystal and morphing metal surrounded by wisps of ghostly blue 

light. The floor of the corridor continued on all the way up to 

the machine, a spindly bone-white bridge spanning across the vast 

chasm. 

He walked slowly across the bridge, the song growing and growing 

in volume, lights swirling around him. His very bones where 

reverberating in tune with the song. And then silence. Absolute 

deafening silence. He stood looking up at the vast, morphing, 

pulsating impossible shape hovering before him. What now? 
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He reached out and touched the machine. One solitary clear note 

rang out, filling the world around him. The walls faded away and 

suddenly he stood alone in empty blackness just him and the 

undulating machine. Stars began to swirl around him, huge balls of 

boiling plasma springing to life, burning for billions of years 

and dying violent deaths stretched over thousands upon thousands 

of years. All that time passing in full within the span of mere 

seconds, as if time had split in pieces around him. He stood naked 

as the day he was born before the insurmountable infinity of time 

and space. He could see everything and nothing. He saw the 

grandeur, the splendor and the futility of it all and it brought 

him to his knees. There he sat a tiny figure surrounded by white 

light on his knees before the great machine, the song of time 

filling every atom in his body as tears streamed down his face. 

This was where his search ended, deep within a ruined temple on a 

tiny planet orbiting a dying red sun. Clutched in his hand was a 

small paper photograph of a smiling girl leaning against a 

chestnut tree.

”You cannot conceive, nor can I, the appalling strangeness of the 

mercy of god.” - Graham Greene
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