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CHAPTER 1


8.39 pm: Sunday, 4 June 2023—Parkes, New South Wales, Australia.


The enemy ship exploded, showering Syed’s cockpit in a sudden burst of flame before the vacuum of space extinguished them. Theoretically, there was no sound to accompany the explosion due to the vacuum, but that would just be anti-climactic, so his cockpit produced a satisfying sound to accompany the defeat of his enemy. He could smell the sweat forming in his armpits after sitting in the seat for so long, the back of his shirt sticking to the leather seat uncomfortably; but he put that out of his mind.


With a quick flick of his thumb, Syed sent his over-burners to maximum thrust, his light fighter shooting forward towards the asteroid field. A quick visual scan confirmed what he was hearing over his team comms channel—his squadron was forming up behind him and advancing, following his lead without hesitation, just the way it should be. Syed cocked his neck, feeling it crack slightly, and rolled his shoulders. He was ready for what came next.


The asteroid field was vast, well beyond his fighter’s ability to navigate to its extreme, with rocks big enough to turn him into a fine cloud of exotic metals and organic matter with the slightest miscalculation. This was his favourite part. He checked the radar on the left of his cockpit console, the small circular blue screen showing an expected gap in the asteroid field ahead, several hundred kilometres in diameter, before adjusting his laser setting to maximum power.


‘Here they come,’ Syed whispered to himself.


A split second before the enemy’s sleek, oval fighters appeared from behind a large cluster of building-sized asteroids, Syed was firing.


‘Three down!’ he yelled, his needle-like starfighter tearing through the first wave of the sluggish enemy ships. The large proton cannons on them gave them significantly more firepower than Syed had available, but they lacked the speed and agility of his own fighter, the manoeuvring thrusters on his small wings giving him an edge. A bead of sweat rolled down his nose, but he didn’t have time to wipe it away, twitching his nose to try and shake it loose without success.


His left hand yanked the throttle back hard, cutting his speed violently, as he drifted the starfighter around one of the asteroids, and just as quickly, slammed the throttle forward to smash into the rear of the enemy. Syed’s blue lasers found their mark two times out of three, alien ships exploding as he screamed past their wreckage, smiling to himself at how easy it now seemed.


‘The plan is working, flight leader,’ he heard one of his wingmen say through his headset.


It was only another thirty seconds of dog-fighting before the next call came with the quota of enemy destructions being met. ‘Here comes the alien Ace, flight leader.’


Syed smiled. The pathetic oval-shaped fighters were disappearing back into the asteroid field, fleeing his fury, with his own squadron falling back to let him face his nemesis alone, exactly as planned. Everything up until this point had just been a warmup for him. This was the real challenge; one he had not been able to rise to before.


The diamond-shaped enemy ship was easily three times the size of his own single-man starfighter, but it shot towards him with a speed that Syed struggled to match. Unlike the mass-produced oval fighters the enemy grunts used, this ship was engineered to be the perfect weapon, combining speed, firepower, and agility. Thumbing his thrusters, he shot vertically—or at least vertical from his perspective—at max speed, narrowly avoiding the red lasers his enemy was liberally spraying in his direction. His palms started to sweat on the controls. Cutting to half thrust, he spun the starfighter on its axis to swing behind the enemy Ace, locking his targeting computer onto it with the click of a button. A small reticule traced the ship as he tried to keep up with its defensive manoeuvres, narrowly avoiding no fewer than three asteroids as he did.


Syed’s heart was thumping as he chased the diamond ship, his entire concentration bent on ensuring he did not lose it, waiting for that perfect alignment where he could fire. His eyes burned from the strain. If he fired too soon with his power adjusted for the fast, tight manoeuvre he was now performing, it would be minutes before he got another attempt, minutes in which he could lose the initiative. His hands were clenched tight around his controls, sweat covering them as he leaned forward in concentration, cramping slightly from the tension.


‘Almost,’ he whispered.


The enemy ship was about to cut into his sights.


A loud ringing cut through his concentration, jerking his clenched hands on the control and sending the starfighter sliding sideways through space. His tail clipped an asteroid and before he could recover, the enemy had spun to his flank and fired.


Syed’s ship exploded. The last thing he heard was his squadron screaming in lament for him.


Game Over!


Ripping off his VR helmet, Syed angrily grabbed his iPhone off the computer desk. That had been the closest he had come so far to beating the enemy Ace, after almost a week of spending all of his spare time trying. He sighed and ran a hand through his unruly black hair, pushing it off his forehead while wiping away the sweat on his brow.


‘Hello, Father,’ he said wearily to the balding old man that appeared on his phone. His own face also appeared in a smaller frame, his bushy eyebrows easing from a frown over his wide nose.


‘Why did it take you so long to answer?’ his father asked intensely in his heavy Pakistani accent. His own accent was long gone, disappearing during his early school years as he had copied the way other kids had spoken.


‘I was doing stuff,’ Syed answered, scratching at the three-day stubble on his face.


‘So, in other words, you were on that stupid video game, again.’


Sighing, he admitted as much and zoned out as his father started the standard lecture about wasting time on video games instead of finding a wife, and that he and Syed’s mother wanted grandchildren while they could still enjoy them. There was nothing new to this one-way conversation.


‘Yes, Father,’ he dutifully replied at the correct interval, running his free hand through his hair again, which thankfully did not appear to be thinning out as his father’s had at his age.


‘You are thirty years old and still spending all your free time playing video games. I didn’t work two jobs to put you through university so you could sit around and play games all day.’ Syed brushed crumbs from his chips off his superman T-shirt and jeans onto the dark grey carpet of his apartment, ignoring the feel of his podgy stomach under his shirt. ‘You need to focus more on your science,’ his father droned.


Standing from his computer desk, Syed skirted around the glass coffee table sitting in front of his L-shaped couch and walked through the doorway into the kitchen.


‘You will never attract a wife playing games.’


Cracking open the old second-hand fridge, Syed grabbed a can of coke, opened it, and took a chug before turning to lean on the kitchen bench. His elbow slid slightly across the fake vinyl counter-top, almost spilling his drink.


It was another ten minutes of the same lecturing before he could finally hang up the phone. Syed loved his father; he had worked hard since immigrating from Pakistan to give him and his mother a better life.


It’s not like I don’t want a wife, he thought to himself, grabbing a packet of chips from the pantry behind him. Syed would love to have a wife or even a girlfriend, but he struggled to talk to women, at the best of times, let alone the terrifying prospect of asking one on a date. And it’s not like women were throwing themselves at unsuccessful scientists like they were at rockstars. Despite liking science in high school, the hard work it had entailed after starting university quickly dulled his fervour, but his father had not let him switch to video game design when he asked. Now he was stuck working as a radio astronomer in the Parkes Observatory—a dead-end job where no real scientific breakthrough would ever propel him to a Nobel prize or fame.


He spat the first chip back into the bag, realising they had gone stale, somehow. His wide nose crinkled as he opened the bin, the smell of last night’s Chinese takeout containers assaulting his senses as he used the chip packet to squash them deeper into the already packed bin, shutting it quickly to cut off the smell.


That was my last packet, he sighed to himself before wandering back into his loungeroom. He considered starting up another game but decided he couldn’t be bothered going through the whole thing again. Besides, he had work in the morning.









CHAPTER 2


7.53 am: Monday, 5 June 2023—Parkes, New South Wales, Australia.


The McDonald’s on the route to the observatory was his favourite place to stop for a morning coffee. Not because the coffee was good, it wasn’t, but because of the cute girl who always worked the morning shift. Her name was Kylie. Syed knew as much from her name tag. He had managed to gather enough courage to say good morning to her a couple of times now but had never gone further than that.


Syed sighed to himself. Maybe Father is right.


He looked up at the news report that was playing on the flat screen above him in the waiting line, standing on the small floor sticker telling people to stay a metre and a half away from each other. He had to focus on the report, straining to hear it over the clang of activity from the kitchen, the whoosh of the barista frothing milk behind the coffee machine, and the dull murmur from the small group sitting at a nearby table.


‘The group known as the Last Plague has once again been involved in inciting riots on the streets of Washington, in the US,’ the reporter said in a typical monotone voice. Footage of the riot flashed across the screen. ‘The doomsday group continues to grow in popularity across the US as the economic situation worsens. Many US politicians are using this group as a sign of China’s interference in US politics, stating that the group is funded and supported by several shadow organisations linked to the People’s Republic of China.’


‘At least we don’t need to wear masks anymore,’ a lady commented next to him, following his eyes to the screen. She shuffled closer to him, the waft of perfume arising from her almost making him sneeze and overpowering the delicious scent of ground coffee.


Syed smiled in response and shuffled back from her, trying to escape both the conversation and the smell. He had watched his mother struggle to cling to life in a hospital bed and he did not appreciate people joking about the pandemic that had spread across Earth. Thankfully, with the successful rollout of vaccines, the death rate was now less than the common flu, but the impacts of the virus were still being felt. The next order was called before she could say anything else.


‘Order 42,’ Kylie called from behind the counter. She had a soft voice and Syed often imagined her singing, normally as he daydreamed about their future together.


Taking a deep breath, Syed made a snap decision. He stepped up to the counter and reached out to take his coffee cup, wishing he had taken the time to shave and wasn’t wearing his Incredible Hulk T-shirt.


‘Uh, Kylie,’ he said with a shaky voice as she started to turn to her next job. He felt his face flush and was thankful for his dark skin that would hide it.


‘Yes? Is there something wrong with your order?’ She asked with a dimpled smile, tucking a stray lock of red hair back under her cap.


‘No, it’s perfect, thanks,’ Syed muttered, his courage failing him. His shoulders slumped as he turned and trudged across the sticky floor to the door, sneakers squeaking on the tiles.









CHAPTER 3


8.35 am: Monday, 5 June 2023—Parkes Observatory, New South Wales, Australia.


‘Morning Syed,’ Joe said as he walked into the cramped break room. It was a small kitchenette down the hall from their office in the Parkes Observatory, with faded blue paint on the walls, an old trough-like sink, and a dingy old fridge that barely kept his lunch cold.


Joe was always sitting in the same plastic chair behind the plastic camping table when he got to work, waiting for Syed to arrive. He wasn’t sure where the drab décor had come from, but it had been there as long as Syed had worked at the observatory and no one seemed inclined to replace it with something nicer. Syed grunted a reply and headed to the coffee machine for his next cup.


‘Did you try to ask her out again?’ A sly grin was plastered on his friend’s face, almost hidden by the bushy brown beard that he refused to comb.


‘What do you mean?’ Syed asked.


‘Every time you try to ask out that girl at McDonald’s, you come into work grumpy as hell and, quite frankly, are a pain in the ass for days,’ Joe explained, taking a dramatic sip from his mug and leaning back into the uncomfortable plastic chair.


Syed sighed and dropped into the chair across from him. ‘Can’t hide much from you, can I?’


‘Nope.’ Joe ran his hand over his head, stopping to fiddle with the hair tie that held his ponytail in place. He had worked at the observatory as a radio astronomer for years before Syed had started there. Syed knew that he was only thirty-four, less than ten years older than him, but he looked like he was in his late forties. He guessed that it was because of the extra weight the man carried, significantly more than the small paunch on himself that even the extra-large hoodie he always wore could not hide.


‘Did you see the news about that crazy doomsday group in America?’ Syed asked, taking a cautious sip of his hot coffee.


‘All Americans are crazy, Syed,’ Joe answered, slapping his large belly. Ever since he had met Joe, he had wondered how the man got such a large beer-gut despite never drinking. ‘But yeah, they definitely took an extra big sip of the crazy juice that lot.’


‘Do you reckon it’s true?’


‘What?’


‘That China is secretly interfering in US politics.’


‘Of course, they are man!’ Joe exclaimed, rising slowly from the protesting chair as it strained under his weight. ‘Don’t you remember the craziness around Trump’s election and the claims that Russia interfered? Every nation on Earth is trying to interfere with everyone else’s political system for their own benefit—it’s human nature.’


‘That’s a pretty cynical and depressing view of the world,’ Syed commented. Joe ran a conspiracy theory YouTube channel and was always coming out with crazy theories for relatively normal events. Syed humoured him for the most part and just ignored the craziest of his rants for the rest.


They slipped out of the cramped break room and into the small corridor, the grey walls sitting empty and the old checker-patterned carpet bringing a faint waft of mould to his nose.


‘It’s realistic, my friend,’ he said with a short laugh, shoving his free hand into the pocket of his cargo shorts.


‘I don’t know, Joe, seems pretty farfetched,’ Syed said. They shuffled into their small office, which wasn’t exactly tiny, it just appeared so because of the number of computers and monitors spread across the room. ‘It’s not like they are at war or anything.’


‘Seriously?’ Joe asked incredulously, falling heavily into his overly large leather desk chair. ‘Haven’t you ever read Sun Tzu?’


‘What’s that?’


‘And you call yourself an educated man,’ Joe joked, spinning his chair to face Syed at his own desk on the opposite side of the room. ‘Your parents should ask for a refund on your degree.’


‘Unless it has something to do with astrophysics, I think their money is long gone,’ Syed commented drily, not exactly being in the mood for Joe’s humour after his failure with Kylie that morning.


‘You know … The Art of War, by Sun Tzu … he was an ancient Chinese strategist, and what China is currently doing is a classic Sun Tzu strategy. They are defeating the US before they send a single soldier into battle, if they even have to.’


‘That doesn’t make any sense,’ Syed said, absently starting to scroll through some of the data from the night before, the radio telescope having run automatically through the night.


‘That’s because you’re an astrophysicist, not a strategist.’


‘My parents will be relieved to hear that their money was not wasted then,’ Syed said snidely with a smirk. He turned his chair to face Joe, trying to ignore the swimsuit calendar that hung above the man’s monitor.


‘You should read it, Syed, it’s a good book, and some of the crap the news shows might make more sense afterwards.’


‘I spent a lot of time using all of my spare time reading books, I don’t particularly want to spend more reading a book by a dead Chinese dude.’


‘So, read it while you’re here,’ Joe answered like it was the most obvious answer in the world.


‘I don’t think the CSIRO would like to pay me to sit around and read, Joe.’


The big, bearded man barked out a sharp laugh. ‘That is literally what they pay both of us for, dude. We sit here all-day reading data from the radio telescopes, which is exactly the same as sitting here reading a book; only we read in numbers, not letters.’ As always, Joe was brimming with confidence and conviction at his idea, never one to let others’ opinions or conventional beliefs dull his enthusiasm. Syed envied that about him.


‘The numbers could be a scientific breakthrough, the old Chinese dude’s book couldn’t.’


‘Yeah right,’ Joe muttered sarcastically. ‘A scientific breakthrough from the Parkes Observatory, the epitome of scientific breakthroughs not only in Australia but the world.’


Syed let the conversation die, sipping the last of his now lukewarm coffee as he read through the data absently. He tried to pay attention to the numbers filling his screen but his horrible attempt at asking Kylie out and now his apparent ignorance of world events had him in a foul mood, which always led him to question whether he had made the right choices in life.


‘What the—!’ Joe yelled as a frantic beeping started coming from one of the computers.


‘Is that an anomaly alarm?’ Syed asked, jumping excitedly out of his chair to peer over Joe’s shoulder at the monitor.


‘I guess so,’ he answered, tapping at the keyboard to bring up the relevant data. ‘It’s not Friday morning, so it’s not the system test. I have worked here almost ten years and never actually heard one apart from the annoying tests.’


‘Well, come on, pull up the data.’ Syed scooted his chair across the small space between them, looking over Joe’s shoulder as the report flashed up on the screen.


‘What does it look like—’ Joe’s reply died on his lips, and he didn’t even realise he had knocked over his coffee as he sat back in his chair, as his eyes almost bulged out of his head.


The two men looked at the data in stunned silence, coffee dripping softly off the edge of the desk, soaking into an old pile of paperwork. The screen displayed reams of numbers with a timestamp, and on the left, the numbers displayed the results of the radio waves they were detecting. The majority of the data was what they would expect, radio waves from large objects such as stars or planets, but shining like a beacon in the middle of the data were a set of numbers that could not be generated by a natural body.


‘I … I have read theoretical papers about data like that,’ Syed stammered, eyes glued to the screen.


‘Yeah,’ Joe mumbled.


‘There is only one thing that could make numbers like that right?’


‘Yeah.’


‘So, does that mean …’


Joe tugged on his beard. He only ever did that when he was nervous. ‘Well, either someone is messing with us or we just found conclusive proof of sentient and advanced extra-terrestrial life?’ Joe answered with a question.


‘Yeah,’ Syed confirmed his own question.


‘We just broke it,’ Joe said. ‘We just broke The Fermi Paradox.’


‘What?’ Syed asked. He sat back in his chair, eyes glued to the data.


‘The paradox between the statistical certainty of extra-terrestrial life in an ever-expanding galaxy and the lack of proof of it,’ Joe explained. ‘We just found proof and broke the paradox.’


‘Uh-huh,’ Syed muttered. Maybe, I will be famous after all.









CHAPTER 4


10.13 am: Wednesday, 7 June 2023—Harry S Truman Building, Washington DC, United States of America.


‘Who would have thought getting your dream job at the US State Department would be so darn boring,’ Sara sighed to herself, closing yet another monotonous report about small political changes in the pacific. This one was about a minor official in Vietnam who was removed from office after proof was found that he was being bribed by the PRC. In itself, that event was neither surprising nor without precedent.


Sara leaned back in her chair, stretching her arms over her head as she groaned quietly in her small grey cubicle. Touching her red hair as she finished stretching, she quickly checked that there was no stray hair sticking out of her tight bun. She hated when things weren’t perfect, and she was always constantly checking her clothes and hair for any blemishes. People in college had said she had an obsessive-compulsive disorder, which might have been why she never had many friends, but her obsession with perfection had seen her graduate at the top of her political science class and land this job.


The cubicle was the same as every other one in the room; devoid of all signs of life and excitement, which meant that unfortunately, Sara fitted in very well. She was so invisible that even if she stood up, she would not be seen, standing just tall enough to peer over the top of the dividers, but only on her tippy toes.


‘Come on, Sharon,’ she heard Kelly say from the cubicle next to hers. ‘Let’s get a cup of joe.’


Trying to appear casual, Sara waited ten seconds and then snatched up her mug and followed the other women towards their kitchen. Thankfully, her long black skirt stopped her from taking longer steps, slowing her down so it didn’t look like she was rushing after them like a lost puppy, which she most assuredly was not. At least that’s what she told herself anyway.


The dark blue carpet in the open office was faded and had a patchwork of stains from years of countless spilled drinks. Sara knew it was cleaned every night but it still somehow always felt sticky under her heels, like it was somehow trying to grab her so she could never leave. She shivered at the picture of the floor sucking her in that appeared in her head. Hopefully, she wouldn’t have nightmares about it tonight.


It’s not easy making friends, she reassured herself for the hundredth time, as she strode between the cubicles and into the breakroom at the end of the office.


As she entered, Sara tried to appear casual by giving Sharon and Kelly a small wave. She may as well have not been there for all the reaction she got. She shuffled past them, being careful not to bump into them in the small rectangular kitchen, and dropped a pod into the coffee machine.


‘Those damn democrats are being too soft on the doomsday groups that are causing all this trouble,’ Kelly was saying, accompanied by sage head nods from Sharon as Sara turned on the coffee machine. ‘They need to arrest them all to make an example, then people will stop being pawns for China, mark my words.’


‘I think the media is just scaring a lot of people which is why they are joining,’ Sara said. Although she was a republican too, and yes, she saw the irony of working for a democratic government, she didn’t think the government could crackdown on these groups without impinging freedom of speech.


‘Excuse me?’ Kelly said in an offhanded way to Sara. ‘You can see we are talking here. Do you even work here?’ She rolled her eyes and scoffed before turning back to her conversation with Sharon, Sara was already forgotten, as the coffee machine made a whirring sound with the last drops falling into her cup.


Sara left quickly with her coffee, both women ignoring her again, and scurried back to her cubicle. She had been working here for almost six months since graduating from Stanford, and people still didn’t even recognise her. She might be short and petite, but surely the flaming red hair and freckled face made her at least slightly noticeable.


She went back to flicking through the boring reports, her forgotten and unwanted coffee slowly going cold beside her on the desk; the scent of the caramel flavour slowly fading. It was days like this when she missed her mother and father. If they were still alive, at least she would have someone to talk to. Her mother in particular had always understood her, being just as much a perfectionist as she was. Report after report flicked by on her screen, and the day passed slowly in a monotonous haze like it always seemed to.


Suddenly, something bumped into the back of her chair, causing her to let out an embarrassing little yelp.


‘Oh, I’m sorry, miss,’ apologised the man who had just walked into her cubicle. He placed down a stack of boxes as high as his head. ‘I was told this cubicle was empty and didn’t see you around the boxes. We are swamped with the system upgrades down in IT and I can’t keep up with all the computer replacements we are having to do.’ He waved a hand at the stack of boxes that Sara assumed contained the computers.


‘It’s alright,’ Sara said, flashing him a quick smile. ‘I guess they forgot to update the floor plan when I started.’ The man was young, only a few years older than Sara, and had a square jaw and piercing blue eyes behind his thick-rimmed glasses. Sara couldn’t help but think he was cute. ‘Do you need to replace my computer?’


‘Oh, no. Your supervisor told me I could use this terminal because it was free. I just need a computer on this floor because there have been issues with the printer and I need to check it while I’m here.’


Sara wasn’t shocked to hear that her supervisor had forgotten she was there. It felt like this was the story of her life.


‘Oh,’ Sara said, blushing with embarrassment, although she wasn’t exactly sure why.


‘I’ll go ask your supervisor for another one,’ the cute IT guy responded.


‘It’s fine,’ Sara said, welcoming the short break. ‘You’re here now, you may as well use my computer.’ It was nice to have someone to actually talk to for a change, even if it was by mistake.


‘Thanks, it shouldn’t take long.’


Sara quickly saved and closed the reports she was working on and signed out for the IT guy, whose name was Zachary according to his log-in screen. She absently watched over his shoulder as he pulled up several small black boxes on the screen, typing in commands at a rapid pace that she could not understand. She leaned against the cubicle wall, careful not to push it over, while she tried not to notice the sweet earthy smell coming from Zachary. Whatever he was wearing definitely had a blend of cinnamon and vanilla in it, and she couldn’t help but imagine the fae prince from her favourite fantasy romance novel.


After fifteen minutes, he finally broke his concentration from the screen. ‘I think that did it. There was an IP config error with the printer outside your supervisor’s office,’ he explained, or at least tried to. It made no sense to Sara.


‘Impressive,’ she mumbled, as he stood from his chair and grabbed the pile of boxes.


‘Not really,’ he replied with a shrug, picking up his stack of boxes. ‘I just need to make sure the test page is printing, and then, I will be out of your hair. I’ll be back in a second to log out.’ A ringing sound came from his pocket and he balanced the boxes on his leg as he fished it out. ‘Darn,’ he said, pinning the phone to his shoulder with his head as he stopped the boxes from tipping in his arms. ‘No, I’m on my way there now,’ he said into the phone. He smiled at Sara and raised a finger from the boxes as he hurried out of her cubicle. ‘I know we are running behind and the director isn’t happy.’ She could still hear him talking on the phone. ‘No, I don’t want to stay behind tonight …’


Sara watched absently as he rushed across the room to the printer, juggling his phone and boxes the whole way. He gave her a thumbs up as he held up the test page triumphantly, quickly shoving it into the bin nearby, and resuming his awkward shuffle as he managed the phone at his ear and boxes in his arms. She saw him stick his head into her supervisor’s office—a mean shrew of a middle-aged woman—before he quickly hurried away and jumped into the elevator. It was too late by the time she realised that he wasn’t coming back to the cubicle and that he was still logged onto her terminal. Apparently, in a rush to get away, he had forgotten about that.


The screen started to ping with notifications as she sat back at her desk. It looked like a job-logging system for the IT department was running and bringing up all the issues that were being reported by people. Sara was about to log out of Zachary’s account when she noticed that there was a job logged for the email account of the Secretary of State himself.


She knew she should log out. She knew she could lose her job. But she couldn’t resist looking at the job; just one little peak to stave off the boredom of her normal reports.


Clicking on the widget that had displayed the notification, the full details of the Secretary’s IT issue sprang up before her. It appeared that he couldn’t make appointments in his digital calendar.


‘Just when I thought something interesting might actually happen,’ she muttered to herself and clicked on a small blue link on the bottom of the job, curious to see what it did.


And just like that, Sara had access to the emails of the Secretary of State. An Outlook email application opened on her screen showing a full inbox of reports and correspondence, some even marked as from the Office of the President. Sara was thrilled, as she started to click through some of the more interesting-sounding emails. She resolved to be quick about her snooping before the IT guy realised his mistake or someone else decided to drop in unexpectedly. Her palms were sweaty as nervous energy thrummed through her, making her leg shake. A vast majority were about China, but one stood out to her.


‘Aliens?’ She mumbled, clicking on the email chain, expecting it to be about illegal immigrants.


It took a few minutes for Sara to realise what she was looking at, but once she was about halfway down the email, it sunk in. Then, she almost fell off her chair. Casting a furtive glance over her shoulder to make sure no one was watching, she re-read the email to be sure. It was from the US Ambassador in Canberra, Australia, explaining that scientists in an observatory there had discovered proof of advanced alien life-forms.


‘Oh, sweet baby Jesus,’ she said, her heart thumping in her chest, breath coming in quick pants. A quick scan through the email trail showed it had passed through several hands to reach the Secretary, the first being an internal correspondence from the scientists to their supervisor referencing some file attachments that were no longer there.


She really should not have been reading that email, but it was too late now, and she would never be able to forget what she had read. She knew she had to do something but she didn’t know what. Reassuring herself—as she was already in enough trouble to lose her job just for reading the email anyway—Sara quickly sent a copy of the email to her personal email address and deleted the sent item before logging out. She needed more time to work out what to do next.


Panic started to set in. She couldn’t stay here, not now.


Grabbing her coat and purse, Sara bee-lined for her supervisor’s office, determined to leave now even if it meant wasting a full sick leave day on a half day. Making it to the supervisor’s office in record time, despite her skirt, Sara quickly stuck her head through the door with a knock, but her hastily prepared monologue about being sick fell on an empty desk.


‘She’s at a meeting,’ a worker in a nearby cubicle called to her, explaining the supervisor’s absence.


‘Alright,’ Sara said, not sure what to do now. ‘Tell her I am taking the rest of the day off sick for me, please.’


‘Sure,’ the man said with an absent wave.


Sara was gone so quickly that she never heard him trying to ask who she was.
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