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The angle of the external cameras made Mercury look like a solitary drop of ink suspended in a pool of molten gold. Silhouetted against the bright star, the tiny planet seemed to hover in front of the huge sphere. Jamie Borgia, navigational officer and co-owner of the Mariner III, watched fascinated as orange solar flares rippled around the sun, softening its edges as they twisted outward in veil-like swirls. 

In her mind, Jamie visualized their ship, which was a hundred thousand times smaller than Mercury, bustling behind the planet like a boxy insect as it rushed to catch up with Mercury’s orbit. Anticipation building, she gazed at the scene displayed on her hand tablet for a moment longer and then pushed a button on the side of the wafer-thin tablet and watched as it folded itself up to the size of a playing card.

She slipped it into her pant pocket and looked across the small galley table at her husband. Long hauls had never suited Dan. His upper and lower lids were puffy, his dark grey eyes blood shot. She probably didn’t look much better herself after travelling for two months across the solar system.

“In thirty minutes we initiate grav assist,” she said, finding it hard to contain her excitement. In four hours, they’d be slow enough to be captured by Mercury’s orbit.

“So far so good,” Dan said, talking around a mouthful of noodles.

“Yeah. We haven’t blown up yet,” Jamie teased.

“Hey that was the unmanned prototype,” Dan protested mildly. This was a joke they had shared many times before. “And it did what a prototype is supposed to do.”

“Explode?”

“No. Let me know what needs to be changed.” He swallowed and reached for a drink pouch. “Mariner III is perfect, if I do say so myself.” 

Abandoning any pretense of eating, Jamie stood up, holding her plate in one hand. 

“Should have called her Ice Mole.”

“No one would invest in an aerospace project called Ice Mole,” Dan said, swirling the liquid in his drink pouch. “What’s Ivan up to?”

“Checking diagnostics on the velocity change.”

Jamie moved to the recycler and scraped her uneaten lunch into the chute. Dan stood up and copied her, sliding the remains of his noodles into the round opening. Squeezing past the table that took up half of their galley, he walked to the doorway. 

Smiling, Dan gestured with an open hand. “Shall we?”

Jamie stepped behind Dan as they walked single file down the narrow corridor towards the main cabin of the ship, which they optimistically called the command deck. The hallways of the Mariner were so cramped that two people couldn’t walk beside each other, nor could two people pass each other without someone turning sideways. If Jamie stretched both her arms out from her body, she would easily touch both sides of the corridor walls without extending her arms to full length.

The Mariner was a small exploratory research ship, barely the size of a cargo hanger on a medium sized space station. Dan had poured over the schematics for months, cutting out every useless square inch. Because wasted space was wasted weight and wasted weight was wasted fuel. It had become their mantra during the last year and a half as they’d tried to build the Mariner with very little external funding.

Over the past two hundred years, humankind had worked hard to launch itself off the planet that had given birth to it. At first, space exploration had been the realm of governmental agencies and then it had become a hobby for the obscenely rich owners of multinational corporations. The ultra-rich had competed to create sustainable biodomes first on the moon and then further out on the planets. In time, the biodomes became beautiful playgrounds for the powerful.

Eventually the ability to explore and mine the outer reaches of the solar system became financially viable, and mankind had never looked back. There were hundreds of biodomes on Earth’s moon alone, as well as on the moons of Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, and Uranus. Four million people now lived on the many space stations spread throughout the solar system ready to refuel, resupply and fix the multitude of ships travelling back and forth. There was even a smattering of colonies in the far reaches of the Kuiper Belt.

The largest spaceships mined ice from the moons of Jupiter and Saturn. They then made the four to five month trip back to Earth, supplying water to the planet that was becoming too arid and hot to sustain life in most latitudes. Other spacecraft mined the moons, planetesimals, and asteroids for minerals and precious metals. 

However, mining the minor celestial bodies was difficult. One of the chief difficulties was the thick surface ice on many of the moons and asteroids that made penetration impossible. Dan and Jamie were hoping that the new Valkyrjur laser would change that.  

Jamie followed Dan onto the command deck. This was her favorite spot on the Mariner. They had splurged on good quality insulating panels for this area and as a result the cabin was slightly warmer than the rest of the ship. They had also spent a lot of money on a large viewing screen which posed as a window. At the moment, the external cameras were facing away from the sun, revealing billions of hard-edged stars against a velvety backdrop. The green, amber and blue console lights gave the cabin a festive look.

The third member of their crew, Dr. Ivan Vladimir Stonsky, was seated in his consol chair, looking down at his station monitor. Jamie could hear the tiny sound of Russian voices coming from his earphones as she walked past him to her chair. She wondered if he was watching a feed for work or pleasure. Even after two months together in the close quarters of their ship, Jamie didn’t know much about their geophysicist.

Ivan worked for Silas Aerospace, the space subsidiary of the parent corporation, Silas Enterprises, which had agreed at the last minute to sponsor their exploratory mission to Mercury’s North Pole. She and Dan suspected he was on the Mariner partly to ensure that Silas got its exclusive rights to anything they found in the Prokofiev crater worth extracting.

With his unassuming demeanor, distracted air and stooped shoulders, Ivan looked like the academic he was, with his doctorates in geology and physics, as well as a teaching position at the University of Bondar on Mars. But as Jamie squeezed behind him to sit down at her station, she noticed, not for the first time, the bulge of powerful neck and back muscles visible beneath his top, which were at odds with the impression of a modest professor.

The navigational console chimed an alert. They were approaching the sunny side of Mercury. The light grey planet was now the size of a golf ball on their wall viewer. Jamie checked the external temperatures of the Mariner. As they moved closer to Mercury and the sun, they would pick up speed and the ship would heat up. Happily, so far, the external readings were all within the green zone. One of the new innovations Dan had designed for the Mariner was an extreme temperature shield that could withstand the 800 degrees Fahrenheit of the sunny side of Mercury as well as the nearly minus 300 degree temperatures of the north pole. Therefore, entering Mercury’s magnetosphere should be easily within the ship’s parameters.

Jamie’s stomach began to roll. The trouble with a prototype ship was that nothing was completely predictable. She glanced over at Dan; she could tell by the loose way his fingers moved across his display screen that he was relaxed. Her stomach settled a bit.  

Data showing velocity, orbital insertion, altitude and radiation levels began to spool down their screens like colorful waterfalls. Looking for a distraction, Jamie opened a separate window on her console.

Immediately the screen was filled with the deep green of a rain forest on the west coast of North America. The docufeed camera showed a close up of water drops slipping off the tips of cedar branches, then shifted to an aerial shot of rocky shores dotted with small green islands, blue water, and soaring white birds. The camera moved underwater, and she watched as a large group of sea lions swam through the ocean, graceful and golden. Jamie moved her index finger, and the bright turquoise water of Indonesia was suddenly in front of her, the sun blinding as it bounced off the white sand.

She relaxed in her chair. This was the way Earth had looked a hundred and fifty years ago. Still did, if you had enough money to live in the right latitudes. 

For the next few hours Jamie spent her time glancing back and forth between the colors of the ship’s data and the colors of Earth, while Dan and Ivan ran diagnostics on their descent. She lifted her head when she heard Dan clear his throat.

“Ten minutes until we intersect with Mercury’s orbit. If anyone needs to go to the heads, now’s the time to do it. Otherwise, buckle up.”

Mercury was getting larger now on the viewing screen as the Mariner slowed down to match the planet’s velocity. Bright lines stretched from the north pole to the south pole like silver spider webs.

“Prekrasanyy,” Ivan said. “Beautiful.”

Rattling and shaking, the ship entered the magnetosphere. Ivan was humming a Russian nursery song. Jamie gritted her teeth. She took several deep breaths and tried to swallow the knot in her throat. Dan looked over at her and winked.

Jamie enlarged the sensor panel on the navigational console, converting it into a holographic image with an upward movement of one hand. After taking a moment to consider the image, she said, “We’re in stable orbit. Thirteen minutes until we’re over the Prokofiev crater.”

“We’re descending through the exosphere,” Dan said. “Hold on.”

The Mariner started to roll and jerk as it was buffeted by the solar winds.

“Descending to eighteen thousand feet,” Jamie said, her voice rising.

The Mariner cork screwed nastily to one side, forcing Jamie to brace her hands against the console in front of her. She could now see the divots on the planet’s surface racing past them. The black mouth of the Prokofiev crater was in front for a moment and then they were in complete darkness as they entered a part of Mercury that had never been touched by the sun.

“Retracting antennas.”

With a twist of envy, Jamie noted that Ivan’s voice sounded unrattled, calm.

“Deploying hydro flaps,” Dan responded.

Jamie’s diagnostic panel confirmed that the waterproof protective covers had slid over the airlocks and hatches.

“Covers all deployed. All green.”

“Brace yourselves. I’m putting on the breaks.”

Dan turned the reverse thrusters to full. Jamie felt her body slam against her restraints as Dan slowed the ship down, allowing the lasers the ten seconds necessary to open a passage in the ice. The Mariner shuddered under the strain as the thrusters pushed against the ship’s inertia, cutting into the immense forward velocity that had been propelling the ship towards the surface. Jamie could hear the exterior plates groaning softly. 

“Transferring power from battery systems, activating the Valkyrjur laser,” Dan called out.

Heart beating rapidly, Jamie wiped her sweaty palms on the knees of her pants. This was the moment of truth. If the lasers worked they would pass through a sheet of ice almost one hundred meters thick and plunge into the ancient water of the crater. If the lasers failed, they would crash onto the surface of Mercury in a brief explosion of fire and ice.

There was a burst of white light which illuminated the ice crust coating the crater. Jamie caught a brief glimpse of large crests and ridges, then there was nothing but dark grey as they slid and scraped down the chute the lasers had just made. Five heartbeats later, they were through the surface ice and plunging into the water below. 

“Shielding stable. So far so good,” Dan said. 

The wall monitor showed a wall of blackness as the Mariner ceased its frantic movement and glided smoothly towards the bottom of the crater. On her console screen Jamie could see the six landing legs extend from the underside of the Mariner, reaching out for the crater’s floor.

“All legs extended. Commencing shut down sequence,” Jamie said.

Ivan looked up. “Thermal readings are in the safe zone. Pressure levels also.”

There was no sound except for the quiet ticking of the ship’s systems. Ivan shifted in his seat. Then Dan whooped and they all leaned forward to slap each other’s hands. Smiling with relief, Jamie unbuckled her straps and exhaled through pursed lips.

“Now as long as we can get back.” 

“O ye of little faith,” Dan said. 

He turned on the ship’s external lights and a fan of light illuminated an area in front of the ship. The water was a deep amethyst purple, perfectly clear except for the clouds of disturbed silt caused by the ship’s landing which floated a few meters above the floor like smoke.

Dan swiveled his seat around and regarded Jamie and Ivan happily. “Two whole weeks to collect samples and record everything we can find.” 

Unbuckling himself, he got up and moved to Ivan’s station, studying the readouts of raw data that were already coming in from the external sensors. 

“Traces of nitrate, sodium, manganese, platinum, rhodium, nickel,” he read off the screen. “Looks promising. The mining should be as good as everyone hoped. I believe our fortunes are made my friends.”

“Congratulations Dan. Everything performed within the parameters you predicted,” Ivan said, a buzz of released tension and excitement accentuating the soft inflections of his accent.

“Even though I ran the models hundreds of times, it’s still a huge relief to know it all actually works the way it’s supposed to,” Dan replied, running a hand through his dark hair. “Let’s send out the bot and start getting water samples.”

Ivan tapped on his display. “Hydrobot exiting the ship.”

For a few minutes they watched the little snub-nosed drone heading away from the Mariner, leaving a trail of bubbles in its wake, then Dan arched his back, stretching his arms and shoulders.

“The Mariner will alert us if there’s a system error or any anomaly. I think we can relax a bit. I’m going to celebrate with some real coffee and some real sugar.  Do you want me to bring back a mug for you guys?”

“Het, but thanks.” Ivan’s gaze remained locked on his screen.

“I’ll come.” Jamie stood up. 

As soon as the command deck’s pressure door closed behind them, Dan pulled Jamie into his arms and kissed her, his lips making an exuberant smacking sound. Grinning, he grabbed her around the waist, lifted her up and spun them both around in a circle. 

One of Jamie’s ankles hit the corridor wall. “Ouch.”

“Sorry. Are you all right?” He placed her back down on the deck, his expression sheepish.

“Just a new bruise to add to my collection. Too bad we couldn’t afford that nice soft anti-spalling coating for the walls.”

“That’s for ships that think they’re going to be shot at.”

She kept her arms around his waist. “I’m so happy for you Dan.”

“Be happy for both of us. This’s been a team effort.”

Gesturing for Jamie to walk in front of him, they continued to the galley. Once back in the galley, he took two mugs from the rack and carried on with the conversation as though there had been no interruption. 

“Not even counting the bonus we’re bound to get from Silas, the money from the patents on the shielding and the laser will set us up. We’re going to be able to build a proper research vessel. We can go to Europa and check out the subsurface ocean like you’ve always wanted.”

“That would be great, though right now I’m having a hard time just grasping the fact that we’re going to be solvent.”

A wide smile was crinkling his eyes, making Jamie grin in return. A sudden wave of relief and thankfulness swept over her.  All the frustrations and setbacks, penny pinching and worry, had been worth it.

Dan turned to the food dispenser. “Coffee. Times two.” He passed her a mug and poured a white stream of sugar into his coffee.

Jamie watched him, her lips curving. “I’m amazed you bother with the coffee at all.”

“Coffee is better with lots of sugar.” He took a noisy slurp. “This is the last of it. We’re running low on everything. We’ve three more days of real food. After that, I calculate seventy-four days of preferm until we get back home.”

Jamie grimaced. Preferm, short for precision fermentation, was made by extracting the carbon dioxide emitted by humans and the ship’s machinery from the recycled air. When the resulting flour-like powder was mixed with water, nutrients, and fermented for a while, what you had at the end was technically protein. It was great when you ran out of animal or plant protein, and it was free. But no matter how many flavors were added or how realistic the shapes were that came out of the dispensers, it still tasted like old cardboard. Old, pre-chewed cardboard.

Dan took a sip of his coffee. “I wish we could’ve brought more protein cells, but it won’t be forever. We were lucky to get financing at all.”

She nodded. No one wanted to send survey ships to Mercury. The gravitational pull of the sun made it so a lot of fuel was required to slow ships down. As a result, it was one of the most expensive planets to explore. And even though Dan’s high energy laser would be a game changer, sponsors had been scarce.

Fortunately for them, Silas Aerospace had been interested in what resources could be found under the waters of Mercury. If the call from Silas had been even a month later, there would have been no Mariner III. With the creditors literally knocking on their door, they had been about to start selling the ship off, piece by piece.

Dan put an arm around Jamie and looked down at her, eyes shining. “But we did it. The laser worked, everything worked, and now we’re going to see things that no one has seen before.”
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The middle of the second week found Jamie alone on the command deck supervising the hydrobot and customizing a classification program for data collection. Dan was in recycling trying to fix their sewage dehydrator and Ivan was getting a few hours of sleep. 

Leaning back in her chair, Jamie looked up at the wall monitor which was currently showing live footage from the high-resolution cameras on the nose of the hydrobot. She had programed the drone to collect samples from an unexplored corner on the west side of the crater.

The drone didn’t need supervision. It would automatically move back and forth within the grid parameters set for it. Each of the hydrobots’ four legs had both a hose to siphon up samples of water and regolith, the soil like substance of Mercury, and a manipulator claw to pick up small pieces of rock that littered the bottom of the crater. Its external sensors would send back information on the chemical composition of the water. However, Jamie liked to have the option of switching to manual and moving the hydrobot around with an old-fashioned toggle if she saw something interesting.

Listening to the orchestral music of a Tchaikovsky symphony playing softly on her earphones, she rested her chin in her hand and watched images of the crater floor flowing past on the large screen. Grey mounds, irregular and softened by silt slipped past in the purplish luminescence created by the drone’s light. She moved a finger, and the camera switched to rear view. Streams of bubbles flowed behind the little machine. Swirling delicately in the current made by the hydrobot, they seemed to move in time with the violins and cellos. After a few moments, Jamie turned off the music and started to read the data that was spooling down her screen.

She sat up abruptly.

Jamie forced herself to wait, to make sure it wasn’t an anomaly. Then she reached for the toggle and adjusted the thrusters of the hydrobot by gently squeezing with her thumb and forefinger on the stick-like control. She directed the drone into the darkness towards a location that the Ladar indicated was a deep hole or tunnel. With her other hand she opened a connection with Dan.

Immediately, the screen on her hand tablet was filled with a close up of Dan’s nostrils, beyond which she could see his eyes and forehead. He was lying inside a wall panel, the tablet close to his face. Pipes and heavy electrical conduiting were visible above him.

“Hey. I’m kind of busy,” he said, voice muffled. “I can’t understand how the replicator makes a Y valve exactly like the original, yet it doesn’t fit.” 

“I’m pretty sure I found it,” she said, her words clipped and fast.

“Remind me what we’re talking about?”

“The meteorite. I think I found it. In the northwest corner of the crater. The iron and nickel are through the roof. Thousands of times higher than the preliminary readings from our landing eight days ago.”

“That’s great.”

“You don’t sound very excited,” Jamie said, disappointed with his lukewarm reaction.

“Well, we had a pretty good idea where the meteorite landed based on the info from the scopes as well as the thinness of the ice.”

Around a hundred and fifty years earlier a meteorite had crashed into Mercury, creating a funnel of thin ice over the western edge of the Prokofiev crater. Knowing it would be easier for the Valkyrjur laser to pierce the thinner ice, Dan had chosen their landing site close to where he believed the meteorite rested. 

“Yeah but still. My God. We’re going to study a new celestial body. Well pieces of it anyway. We might even be able to figure out where it came from.”

Jamie was even more excited about examining the mineral composition and chemical elements of the mysterious meteorite than of Mercury. 

“Ivan will be happy.” 

“There’s more ...”

A sudden loud clang interrupted their conversation. Dan’s hand tablet slipped sideways, giving Jamie a blurred shot of his shirt. 

“Shit. Lots of it. Gotta go.” The screen went dead.

Jamie stared down at her console, tapping her fingertips against her mouth. After a few minutes she raised her head, automatically looking up at the ceiling, as if that was where the consciousness of the Mariner was located.

“Ship open a comm link to Ivan’s cabin.”

Immediately a pleasant, slightly husky female voice answered, “Comm link to Dr. Stonsky’s cabin, activated.”

Jamie rolled her eyes. Since the days of the seafaring navies of Earth, ships had always been referred to as females. As a result, it was usual to give a spaceship’s AI a feminine vocalization. Dan had thought it funny to program the Mariner with a seductive woman’s voice, but after two months, the joke was wearing thin. 

“Hi Ivan. Sorry to wake you.”

“Not a problem. I was already awake. Have you found something?”

“Yes. But come to the command deck and see for yourself.”

While she waited for Ivan to arrive, Jamie tried to analyze her feelings, to understand why she had hesitated to contact her fellow geologist just now. There was no logical reason to explain why she often felt uncomfortable when alone with him. 

She sometimes wondered if Ivan’s heterochromia made her uneasy.

But it wasn’t this physical idiosyncrasy that set her teeth on edge, she told herself. There were contradictions to Ivan, and a weight to his silences, that suggested secrets. 

The door to the command deck swished open and the subject of her contemplation entered the command deck, his hair spiky and disordered from sleep, an expression of anticipation on his round face.

Feeling badly for her negative thoughts, Jamie quickly converted the information on her monitor to holoview, raising the three-dimensional image a foot into the air to allow Ivan to see it better. He leaned forward and studied the readings.

“The concentrations of nickel and iron are increasing exponentially. Where is the drone?”

Jamie pointed at the coordinates on her screen. “Here. I have it exploring this gap in the crater wall, zone C-895, tunnel 11. I think it’s pretty clear that we’ve found the meteorite.”

She looked into the alert, keen eyes of Ivan, one blue and the other brown. “And look at this.”

She indicated a thin stream of data flowing downwards on the right-hand side of the hologram. She waited for Ivan to digest the information.

When he raised his amazed gaze to her, she grinned at his reaction, her reservation towards him forgotten in the moment.

“I know, right?”

“Organic molecules.”

“Yup. Formaldehyde, hydrocarbons, amino acids.”

Simple organic compounds, the basic building blocks of life, had been found on a few asteroids, Saturn’s moons, as well as Venus and Mars, but they weren’t so widespread that this new discovery wasn’t going to make a big splash in the scientific world.

“When will the drone be back with the samples?” 

Jamie glanced at her display. “Batteries are almost at half. It’ll turn back in thirty minutes.”

“We should begin analysis as soon as the samples are back.” 

He stood up, already moving for the door as he continued to speak, “I’ll prepare the spectrometer and gas chromatograph.” 

Jamie nodded. “I’ll meet you in the lab when the hydrobot starts back.”

Hands clasped behind her head, she settled back into her seat, reading the information that was coming in live from the drone’s sensors. 

Fifteen minutes later, she was mentally composing the introduction to a paper she intended to write on their meteorite, when a flashing alert caught her attention. She examined the new data that was rapidly filling up her monitor’s screen.

“Huh.”

She blinked and looked again. This had to be a mistake. But no, there was the amber warning flashing beside the data, the AI alerting her to the unusual nature of the information.

Her eyes tracked the information top to bottom and then back to the top again as she reread it. She wiped her upper lip with the back of her hand and then tapped her hand tablet.

“Dan. I need to talk to you right away.”

“Go ahead. I’m listening.”

“I mean, I have to show you something. Can you meet me in the lab now?”

“Sure. What’s up?”

“I’ll explain when I see you.”

Disconnecting the comm link with Dan, she continued to stare at the holographic display. Then she closed the image with a downward motion of her hand, transferred the data link to her hand tablet, and hurried out the door.

The science lab was squeezed between a maintenance airlock and the small medical bay. As Jamie came down the corridor, she met Dan coming from the opposite direction still wearing his dirty coveralls. 

“What’s up?” he asked again, looking concerned.

“I’ll show you.”

Jamie stepped into the lab and walked past Ivan, who was sitting at a small table in front of his computer. She swiped a hand across her tablet, transferring the data onto a wall monitor at the back of the room. 

Turning, she faced the two men. “Look at this.”

The room was quiet as Dan and Ivan examined the information. Dan, whose forehead had been crinkling in a frown, brightened.

“Oh, I get it. Organic molecules. Fantastic. You guys must be over the moon. Too bad you both have a couple of PhDs already. You’re going to be in line for another.”

Ivan understood. “Robho.”

Ignoring the expletive, Jamie concentrated on Dan. “Look closer. This is from the water just inside tunnel 11.”  

After another moment, Dan shrugged. “I’m sorry guys, I’m an engineer, you’re going to have to explain this one to me.”

Moving closer to the monitor, Jamie pointed to the chemical formulas highlighted in amber.

“What we’re looking at right here is more than simple organic compounds. These chemical symbols indicate carbohydrates. Carbohydrates,” she emphasized. “Like in sugars, starch, even traces of chiton.”

Dan looked confused. “Which means...?”

“Carbohydrates indicate the presence of life. An organism. And considering that we’re not on Earth, that means an extraterrestrial organism.”

In the charged silence that followed, Jamie noticed Dan give a quick sideways glance towards Ivan. 

“You mean like in an extraterrestrial fossil?” he asked. 

“No. A fossil doesn’t have organic matter like this.” Jamie took a deep breath. “This is alive.”

“You mean there are live aliens out there,” Dan asked incredulously, gesturing with his hand at the walls of the ship.

“It’s not like we’re going to see serpent-like creatures with glowing green eyes, swimming around the Mariner,” Jamie said, laughing, a bubble of excitement rising. “These are microscopic. Possibly bacteria. But live, extraterrestrial bacteria.”

She turned to Ivan, “What do you think?”

“We won’t know what we have found until we’ve run samples through the PCR and cytometer.”

Jamie nodded and looked around the laboratory, mentally taking stock of the autoclaves, centrifuges and pipettes. When she’d first stepped into the lab, full of anticipation and hope, she had thought they wouldn’t need half of the expensive supplies and equipment provided by their sponsor, Silas. Now she was extremely thankful for the corporation’s largesse.

A thought came to her as her eyes fell on the fume hood sitting to one side of the room.

“We’ll need to maintain a sterile environment and we’re going to have to wear environment suits with biohazard protection whenever we’re working with the samples in the lab.”

Dan was still looking at the lines of data moving rapidly down the large screen. 

“I’m going to double check the decontamination protocols for the hydrobot and anything else we’ve sent out there,” he said. “We don’t want something foreign slipping through the floor of the equipment bay into the machine shop or the cargo hold. It’d be a problem if something got loose on the ship. We’d never get the Mariner out of quarantine.” 

A stillness settled over the room at Dan’s words.

One of the cheap white diodes embedded in the ceiling chose that moment to flicker spasmodically. The scintillating light made the folds underneath Ivan’s eyes seem to twitch up and down and turned Dan’s naturally pale complexion into the uneven greyness of a corpse. 

Jamie shivered, rubbing the skin on her arms as goosebumps moved upwards; the hairs at the back of her neck prickled.

“Hey. You okay?”

Dan’s words were faint, as if her ears were stuffed with cotton balls.

“I’m fine. It’s just the air recycler.” 

Someone has just walked over my grave, she thought, the old Earth expression coming suddenly to mind. 

The words and accompanying imagery of graveyards floated unbidden into her consciousness like a grey mist, abruptly dampening her jubilation.

***
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The next seventy-two hours were extremely busy as Jamie, Dan and Ivan worked feverishly, collecting the last data and samples, eating ship’s rations on the run, often bumping into each other in the corridors. Jamie’s eyes felt gritty from lack of sleep, her nerves stretched thin. Dan had developed an annoying habit of singing the first line of a song over and over again under his breath. 

Ivan’s shoulders were slumped more than usual, the circles under his eyes large and dark. The happy camaraderie that had occurred in the first hours after the discovery of extraterrestrial life had slipped away in the following days. Jamie could almost see the drawbridge rising and the portcullis lowering, as the normally taciturn Ivan stopped talking altogether.

Five hours before the Mariner was due to leave Mercury, Jamie entered the galley. The night cycle was half over, and she would normally have been asleep for hours, but with the launch happening soon, everyone was making do with catnaps.

She walked over to their small hydroponic garden placed beside the food dispenser and plucked a mint leaf, savoring the sweet smell as she crushed it between her fingers.

Jamie turned to the dispenser. “Tea, Earl Grey. Medium hot. Strong.”

Then, grabbing a tiny pouch and opening it with her teeth, she sprinkled a pinch of white protein powder into her tea. 

She sat at the galley table and continued to roll the fuzzy leaf back and forth between her fingers, inhaling its fragrance, letting the steam from the drink warm her face. Jamie closed her eyes and took deep breaths, in and out, as she imagined green, leafy places, warm tropical air and flitting insects.

Dan came through the doorway a few minutes later, looking tired and cranky, three days’ worth of stubble on his chin. He grabbed a mug of black tea and sat beside her.

“Okay. I’ve decontaminated the hydrobot and the smaller drones three times, and they’re all stowed. I’ve completely sealed off the compartment in the hold, so even with landing legs retracted, nothing should be able to dribble out of it. How about you and Ivan?”

“All samples are contained and secure. We’ll start a proper analysis once we’re on our way home. The equipment we have is more suitable for analyzing minerals and metals than exobiology, but we’ll manage until we get back to Yuri.”

Jamie placed her hand tablet on the table in front of them. She tapped it twice and the tablet expanded until it was the size of a large plate. “There’s something I want to show you.”

Dan leaned close; his arm warm against hers.

“These,” Jamie pointed to a column in orange, “show the chemical formulas for the complex organic compounds that indicate the presence of carbohydrates, lipids, proteins and nucleic acids. All the things that tell us we’re dealing with a life form.”

“You’re talking about the alien bacteria?”

“It’s probably something like bacteria, but we won’t know until we code the nucleic acids. But that’s not what I wanted to show you.”

Jamie divided the screen on the tablet to show three tables all covered in oranges dashes.

“Look. This table shows the concentration of organic matter in the water around the mouth of tunnel 11, two and a half days ago.”  

The figure showed a scattering of dashes.

“This table,” she said, moving her index finger to the second grid, “shows the concentration in the same place at the beginning of today’s day cycle. As you can see the concentration is way higher. It’s tripled in less than three days. And this one,” she pointed to the third insert, “shows the concentration of organic matter in the water around the Mariner, two kilometers from tunnel 11, as of three hours ago.”

The last screen was thick with orange dashes. There was barely any white background visible.

Dan whistled softly and looked up, his gaze meeting Jamie’s. “The alien bacteria are reproducing?”

“Reproducing isn’t really the right term. It’s called an amplification of organic matter.” 

“Well, the bacteria like things are ‘amplifying’ all through the crater.  It’s like we’re sitting in a bowl of alien soup.”

“I’m wondering if we knocked something into the crater. From the meteorite when we landed,” Jamie said. 

She looked thoughtfully at the screen. “The spread and distribution of the biomass suggests that the organic matter originally came from the meteorite rather than from Mercury...,” her voice trailed off as she considered the implication of this discovery.

“Well, I’m glad we are leaving ...” Dan checked the time, “... in four hours, thirty minutes and ten seconds. Speaking of which, I could use your help. I’ve got a prefight checklist a mile long.”

“Sure. But wait.” Jamie put a restraining hand on Dan’s forearm as he started to stand. “There’s something else.”

Dan sat back in his seat. “What?”

“Ivan’s blocked me from some of his files. I checked with him, and it wasn’t an oversight. Then I told him that as his colleague and as an owner of the ship, I had a right to see anything relating to the information we’re gathering. It was really awkward.”

“What did he say?”

“He said the files only contains his personal reflections. Nothing else.”

“Even owners don’t have the right to read personal communications.”

“They’re really big files, Dan. I think he’s planning on sending Vincent all the raw data we’ve collected as soon as we’re clear of Mercury. Which he has no right to do.”

Dan looked at her earnestly, the backsplash of the screen bathing him in an orange light.

“Unlike us, Ivan is directly employed by Silas. He’s going to be sending Vincent reports.”

“You don’t see that as a problem?”

He ran a hand across his stubbled chin. “You’ve really got a thing for Ivan.”

“What do you mean by ‘thing’?” Jamie asked, hating the defensive tone in her voice.

“You’re always looking at him out of the sides of your eyes like you expect to see cockroaches crawling out of his ears.”

“You don’t feel like he’s hiding something?”

“He’s just a quiet guy who doesn’t talk much. All this stuff,” Dan waved at the glowing screen on her hand tablet, “it’s pretty intense. Honestly, I think you’re tired and a little paranoid.”

He slipped his arm around her shoulders. “Have you been doing your meditation?” 

She gestured to the crushed remains of the mint leaf lying beside her mug of tea. “As you can see.”

Above, the high-pitched whine of an imbalanced scrubber wove in and out of the normal thrum of the galley air recyclers. Jamie pinched her forehead with a finger and thumb. A headache was forming behind her eyes. Maybe Dan was right. 

With a stab of alarm, she remembered that paranoia was one of the first symptoms of space psychosis, a psychological condition that affected approximately ten percent of people on long flights. 

As if reading her mind, Dan squeezed her shoulders and then stood up, speaking briskly.

“Let’s get going on the checklist. You can help me with the nitrogen containers and then double check my math on our water.”

Taking a deep breath, Jamie followed Dan out of the galley. After taking a few steps, he turned sideways and pulled her into an awkward hug.

“Everything will be better once we get some sleep.”

Jamie nodded, her cheek scratching against the bristles of his neck. She was overworked and getting distracted by the wrong things.

“You’re right,” she agreed. “The trip back will give us more than enough time. Two months to get a handle on what we’ve found. We’ll be able to organize all the data, do some preliminary analysis, prepare our reports.” 

She tilted her head to look into Dan’s face, a smile forming as she imagined it all. “It’s going to absolutely blow everyone away. And we’ll be famous. Our names will live forever in the history feeds.”

She returned his hug and stepped back. “Nothing’s going to be the same.”
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​Chapter Three
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Eight days before they were due to dock at Yuri Station, Jamie was putting the finishing touches to the presentation she would soon be sharing with the Research and Development branch of Silas Aerospace. She had decided to start with the mineral and precious metal deposits, move on to the chemicals and chemical elements, and end with the organic molecules. The piece de la resistance.

Her heart fluttered as she read over the data results once again. The evidence of proteins, lipids and nucleic acids, including DNA were indisputable proof of alien life. And even more exciting were the anomalies they’d found - evidence of multicellularity, and the way the cells responded to environmental stress, creating an aggregate of fruiting bodies. It seemed to be acting more like a blastocyst, the first stages of an animal embryo, than a single-cell bacteria.

The sultry voice of the ship interrupted her thoughts.

“Dr. Borgia, there is an incoming message from the head of Silas Research and Development.”

The time stamp indicated that the message had been sent only four hours ago; they were getting close to home and the time lag was shortening. Guessing that the director was responding to the draft report she’d sent him two days ago, Jamie pressed the play button.

Immediately the striking face of Vincent Oserman filled her screen. He looked middle-aged - though he was probably older if the docufeeds were to be believed - and impeccably dressed. The silvery grey suit accentuated his salt and pepper hair and his dark blue eyes. 

“Jamie. Thank you for the draft report on your and Dr. Stonsky’s findings. The preliminary data on your findings is particularly fascinating. Everyone here is very excited about your discovery.” 

I bet, she thought, amused. Company profits will be going through the roof.

“We have a team ready and waiting to continue the work you have so successfully started.”

Jamie’s smile turned into a frown. 

He paused for a moment and then smiled, his full lips pulling back to reveal perfectly straight white teeth. He cleared his throat and continued.

“I will take the time now to remind you of Silas’ proprietary rights, as per our contract, to anything found in the Prokofiev Crater. The board of directors has decided that we will not be sharing any of the information gathered by you, Dr. Hamilton and Dr. Stonsky, both non-biological as well as biological, with the wider scientific community in the foreseeable future. Neither yourself, your husband or Dr. Stonsky have permission to discuss anything related to this mission with anyone other than myself or the directors of Silas Aerospace.”

He leaned forward until only the top of his shoulders and head was visible.

“The board of directors will not be pleased if you deviate from this directive.”

He leaned back and rearranged his face into a friendlier expression, waving a hand gracefully as if to dispel any threat still lingering in the air.

“But I wish to say again how pleased we are with the success of your mission, and you will be amply compensated. I have sent a similar message to Dr. Hamilton and Dr. Stonsky so there is no misunderstanding. I’m looking forward to meeting you in person very soon.”

His hand moved into the frame and the message winked out.

You bastard.

They’d been given a bloody gag order. There would be no papers published, no presentations to the International Science Council. Silas was going to keep all the information about the extraterrestrial under wraps for as long as possible while they worked out what uses it might have, what profit and power could be gained.

“Arrogant prick.” 

Jamie stabbed at her hand tablet, opening up a comm channel to Ivan. When he answered she spoke without preamble.

“Did you know about the gag order from Vincent? I mean before today.”

As Ivan looked into the camera, his face inscrutable.

“Mr. Oserman mentioned his desire to restrict public access to our data during his last message to me.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?”

“I thought it best if Mr. Oserman informed you himself of his decision.”

Coward, she thought uncharitably.

“What’s the point of all our work? The report? The presentations?”

“Silas is paying us for our research, Jamie,” Ivan said.

“Whatever,” she muttered under her breath, disconnecting the comm link without saying goodbye.

She heard the swish of the door and swiveled in her seat, one elbow hooked over the back of her chair, facing Dan as he entered their cabin.

“Did you get the message from Vincent?”

“Yes.” He sat on the edge of their bed, his knees almost touching the legs of her chair. 

“I can’t believe he’s muzzling us. Threatening us. I mean, what can he do?”

After chewing on her bottom lip for a moment, she answered her own question. 

“I guess he means he could withhold the money he owes us.” 

She waited for Dan to say something, but he continued to sit on the bed, hands pressed together in his lap, his face serious. 

Jamie gestured towards her hand tablet. “Of course, Ivan’s not surprised at Vincent’s message. He already knew.”

As she looked across the small space at her husband, something that had been bothering her, swirling in her subconscious for weeks, finally surfaced.

Jamie got out of her chair and sat beside Dan on the bed.

“I know you’re going to say that I’m being paranoid again. You’re going to say he’s stoic and doesn’t express himself, but it’s bothered me for a while now the way Ivan didn’t seem very surprised when we found evidence of organic matter. Come to think of it, he didn’t seem very surprised by any of the findings. It’s like he suspected, or knew, that we’d find something in the crater. But that’s impossible. Because no one has been able to break through the ice on Mercury until now. We were the first to land there. Right?”

The word “right” seemed to drop into the stillness of the cabin like a bead into honey. It was the merest twitch of Dan’s facial muscles, but Jamie understood even before his eyes filled with guilt. 

“You knew,” Jamie whispered.

“I didn’t know anything, really,” Dan responded.

“You knew about an alien for God’s sake.” 

“No.” He took one of her hands in both of his. “All I knew was that Silas had received information that the meteorite on Mercury came from a planetary body that, ah, though it’s orbiting our solar system now, might have come from somewhere... beyond our star system.”

“The meteorite came from a different solar system?” Jamie sputtered, pulling her hand free.

Dan spoke quickly. “Vincent said that there might be unusual mineral compounds and possibly alien fossils deposited by the meteorite. I got the impression he thought it was a long shot. But that’s all he said. You have to believe me. I had no idea that there would be live alien organisms there.”

“But why didn’t you tell me? I would have been ecstatic.” 

He looked down at his lap. “Then I would’ve had to tell you that this mission was being done on the sly. Vincent didn’t clear the mission with the UNPG Transport Union.”

Jamie’s breath caught in her throat. “But that’s illegal. How could you even think about getting involved in something like this?”

“I had to. Sartel Holdings was ready to foreclose and take the Mariner away for parts. All my work broken down and sold off in batches of air recyclers and laser disks. It was our one chance.” Dan’s face was flushed, his expression defensive.

“Besides, Silas controls a good proportion of the Union anyway.”

“That doesn’t matter. If it’s not a registered mission ... if we so much as talk about it... if anyone finds out, we’ll be thrown in Detention so fast our heads will spin. And Vincent isn’t going to let me work with the data. I’ll be completely cut off from my own research.” 

To Jamie, at that moment, this seemed almost the worst consequence of all.

“What if Silas uses this as leverage? How could you put us in a situation like this?” Jamie could hear her voice becoming high-pitched and shrill. 

“We’ll have another ship soon. We’re going to have enough credits that we won’t need to worry about fuel and weight. We can go on any mission we want to. Properly sanctioned assignments. And you’ve always dreamed of a place on Earth. Maybe we can live in Alaska after all?” 

Dan’s voice was pleading, all defensiveness gone. He looked stricken. Jamie felt herself torn between anger and sadness.

“Is that it? What else are you keeping from me?”

“Nothing. Obviously.”

“Nothing is obvious to me at this point except that I can’t trust you.”

Jamie made her voice hard to stop him from reaching for her or saying anything gentle and conciliatory. She turned and left their cabin.

With no clear destination, she hurried down the corridors towards the stern of the ship. Eventually she stopped in front of one of the four portholes that had been designed as a redundancy feature in case the external cameras ever failed.

She rested her forehead against the cool window. Looking though the porthole directly at the billions of stars, some so bright and close it felt like you could touch them, others just an unblinking powdered brilliance, was different than looking at them on a screen. Usually, the endless beauty of the universe comforted her, but now her thoughts went around and around in a restless loop.

She kept seeing Vincent’s smug smile, the almost pitying expression in Ivan’s eyes as she, the clueless one, finally caught up with the others and realized that everything they were doing was covert, illegal and - from her point of view - a waste of time. Everything would be taken from them as soon as they arrived home.

But what bothered her the most was that not only had Dan and Ivan both known that what they were doing was unlawful, they’d also known for months that there was a chance they could discover evidence of extraterrestrial life, and they’d kept both things from her, even after they’d left the station. The fact that Dan had shared these secrets with Ivan and excluded her felt like the worst form of betrayal.

Then she remembered the shame on his face as he had tried to justify his actions, and her feelings weathervaned in the opposite direction. This was the fault of Vincent, and the whole corporation of Silas Enterprises, which along with its rival, NyxTech Industries and the UNPG created the triumvirate that ruled the solar system.

A handful of grotesquely rich and powerful people controlled the lives of billions of ordinary people and had made it nearly impossible for someone like Dan, who didn’t have corporate connections, to get ahead despite the long grinding years spent achieving academic success. She remembered the many late nights that Dan had pored over proposals, drafting and redrafting them in the hopes that he could persuade stakeholders that his innovative ideas were worth financial backing. They had forced a decent person like Dan to twist his principles in order to save both himself and Jamie from ruin.

Bastards

Jamie closed her eyes. She took two long breaths and then opened them again. She was going to copy all the research. She’d put it on a quantum drive. The drives were small enough that they could be hidden anywhere. 

There was no bloody way she was going to leave empty handed.

She turned away from the porthole and headed back towards the crew cabins and the laboratory. 

“Ship, where is Ivan right now?”

“Dr. Stonsky is in the science research laboratory.”

Damn.

Pivoting round, Jamie slipped into the closet sized workshop beside engineering. She placed her hand tablet on the tall metal table that Dan used to fix machinery on the ship. 

It didn’t take her long to find Ivan’s restricted files on the ship’s net, but they were, of course, password secured. 

She stood in front of her hand tablet, biting down on her bottom lip. Knowing Dan would disapprove (some irony there, she thought bitterly), she directed her AI assistant to analyze Ivan’s encryption, looking for weaknesses in the algorithmic structure. When that didn’t work she asked it to try bypassing the authentication entirely and create a backdoor. But after many minutes had passed, Jamie realized that Ivan had well and truly locked up the information in his personal files.

“You’re protecting something way more important than your diary entries Ivan,” she murmured to herself.

For several minutes, Jamie stood still, thinking, barely conscious of her fingers drumming on the padded edge of the table. She knew that by now Ivan’s own AI would have alerted him to the fact that she was trying to break into his protected files. There was no going back, and her time was running out. 

Rolling her neck to loosen her shoulder muscles, she leaned forward and directed her AI to look for common trends in Ivan’s past passwords, to mine the data on his social networks and communication records which might contain favored words and predict possible passwords.

Her AI assistant found it on the fourth try. It was the name of a Russian poet: Pushkin

Jamie opened his files. Her AI had already flagged sections for her to read. As she scrolled down she could see most of the alerts were for correspondence with Vincent Oserman, but there were also two short recordings less than five minutes each.

Throat suddenly dry, Jamie opened the first recording which had been taken at twenty-three hundred hours, nineteen days previously.

It was a shot of the laboratory taken from a ceiling camera. She could see Ivan standing beside the PCR machine, the pale pink skin of his scalp visible through his thinning hair.

Something was out of place, but she couldn’t immediately grasp what it was. She watched Ivan go about the normal procedures for DNA analysis. Using a delicate micropipette, Ivan was dropping miniscule amounts of liquid into the tubes. Then casually, he reached up and scratched the back of the head.

Her stomach gave a lurch. It was like a lift had suddenly dropped out from under her. She understood what was wrong. Ivan’s head was bare. He wasn’t wearing the square blue helmet that went with his environment suit. 

Jamie knew firsthand how poorly the helmets vented, often steaming up, but that was no excuse to share the same air with an unknown life form. 

Then she watched Ivan pick up a beaker and hold it to the light, swirling the fluid inside the beaker with the pipette. She watched him bring a hand up to his face; the startled response of someone who had got something in their eye.

Oh fuck. 

Pressure building in her chest, Jamie rewound the feed and zoomed in. Once again she observed him looking up at the beaker, saw him blink as a drop of opaque liquid fell into his eye. Whether by accident or design, Ivan had contaminated himself with water from the crater. 

With a cold tingling of premonition, she scrolled to the next recording and hit play. She stood still, watching the movement on the screen. When the recording ended she watched it three more times, zooming in as close as the footage would allow. Then she stepped back.

She contacted Dan on a personal comm link. “Are you still in our cabin?”

“Yes. Where are you?”

“I’m coming back. Wait for me.”

Hoping she wouldn’t run into Ivan on the way, Jamie hurried back towards the nose of the ship and their quarters.

When she entered the cabin, Dan looked up from his own hand tablet. He closed the hologram floating above it and stood up.

“I’m so sorry. I was an ass. I freely admit it.”

“There’s something important I have to show you.”

“More important than me acting like an ass?”

“Look.” She put her hand tablet on the table in front of them and played the first recording.

Dan didn’t say anything for a minute. Finally he looked at Jamie, his expression appalled.

“Am I right in thinking Ivan just contaminated himself with the alien soup?”

“Yes. And ...”

He was looking at the time stamp. “Jesus. That was nineteen days ago. We have literally been rubbing up against him as well as eating with him for almost three weeks.”

“Dan, I need to show you something else.”

He froze, one hand stuck midway through brushing back his hair, his face tense.

“What?”

Jamie selected the second recording and hit play. An object wiggled across the screen.

“Shit.” Startled, Dan pulled back from the screen. 

The creature was moving in a sideways motion, pushed along by delicate hairs positioned around the outside of its kidney shaped body. Jamie stopped the recording.

“The image we’re looking at is magnified to an order of fifty million times.”

“Is that one of the bacteria?”

“No. This isn’t a bacterium. Bacteria move with a whip like tail. This thing has something similar to cilia, see the silk-like tendrils?” Jamie pointed at the screen. “And its big compared to a bacterium. Bacteria - at least those on Earth - never get any larger than, say, ten microns. This organism is three times that big, almost the size of a grain of sand and it looks more like an amoeba.” 

“But what is it?”

Jamie swallowed. “I don’t know.”

“It was in the water?”

She shook her head. “The alien matter taken from the water in the tunnel and the crater is smaller than this, and it’s spiral shaped. This is shaped like...”

“... a bean.” Dan finished for her. “So where did it come from?”

Jamie knew she’d been postponing this moment, holding back, because once it was out in the open, there would be no going back. She understood intuitively that this was one of those defining moments. From now on their lives would be divided between before this discovery and after.

“See here.” She pointed to the label displayed in the top left corner of the image. “It’s taken from a blood sample.”

“A blood sample but... whose... how?” Then his face slowly paled as he understood. “When?”

“Seven days ago.” 

“Fucking hell.” 

Jamie watched anger igniting in Dan’s eyes as he understood that Ivan, realizing he’d exposed himself to the alien, had surreptitiously tested himself for contagion, removed the incriminating camera footage, and even after he’d known the results of the test were positive, had continued acting as if everything was normal.

“He’s known for a week. And he didn’t tell us? Didn’t go into quarantine?”

“I know. It’s as if he wanted to turn the Mariner into a petri dish.” 

“But why did he keep these recordings? Why not destroy them? He must have known there was a chance we could get at them.”

“To keep for Vincent? As part of the experimental model?” Jamie shrugged helplessly. 

“Where is Ivan now?”

“In the lab.”

Dan opened a ship commlink with visual. Ivan was standing over his desk, massaging his shoulders while he looked down at his hand tablet,. 

“Ivan.”

He lifted his head and looked at the ceiling camera. 

“We know what you did. Everything. Was it on purpose? Did you deliberately infect yourself?” 

Dan waited for a response, when none came he said, “You need to go to the medbot right now. I want it to run a full physical and chemical diagnostic.”

Ivan continued to stare up at the camera, his gaze impassive. Finally, he said, “Het.”

Dan gritted his teeth and continued, “Once you have been examined, we’ll decide on the treatment.”

“Sorry, but I’m not going to do that.”

“For Christ’s sake.” 

Dan brought up a new screen on his display and pushed a button. The word LOCKED flashed in red across the screen. He leaned in towards the camera on his hand tablet. When he spoke, his voice was hoarse with suppressed anger.

“We have control of the ship Ivan. If you refuse to be examined and decontaminated, we’ll keep you confined.”

Disconnecting the comm link, Dan turned to Jamie. “I’ve locked him in the lab for now, but we could confine him to the medical corridor. There are emergency rations in the medical containers. He can eat those for the next eight days.”

Realizing that her hand was pressed hard against her mouth, Jamie pulled it away and placed it firmly in her lap. She needed to stay calm.

“We need access to the medbot first. We’re going to have to test ourselves for contagion before we turn the medical bay into a quarantine area.” 

Dan nodded, his expression grim. “This is all my fault. I fucked up.”

“How could you know that Ivan would infect himself. Or that an extraterrestrial organism could survive in a human body.” 

Unable to sit still any longer, Jamie stood up and started pacing back and forth between the foot of their bed and the cabin door. 

“After we’ve tested ourselves, then what?” she asked.

“We hold our breath until we get back to Yuri.”

Jamie stopped pacing. “We should knock Ivan out now. Release an airborne anesthetic. Then we can take blood samples. Run a diagnostic. Study him and then kill the parasites.”

Dan was silent, his eyes focused on the ceiling, fingers tapping on the table. Then he shook his head.

“No, that could be considered assault, illegal constraint, unauthorized extraction of body fluids. We could be sent to Detention or even the Hub. The Mariner would be confiscated.” 

“Jesus. Let’s worry about that later.”

“No, we’ll just watch him for now,” he said, standing up. “I’m going to go start my report. We can send it ahead. That way station authorities will be prepared and have a quarantine station ready for Ivan.”

“They’ll want to quarantine us as well.”

Dan stopped at the doorway and looked back, his lips pressed tight. “Yes.”

For the next few days, the three of them declared a stalemate. Ivan stayed locked in the corridor that contained the science lab and the medical facility while Jamie and Dan occupied the rest of the ship. Jamie felt an immense weight slide off her shoulders when she read that neither she nor Dan showed evidence of exposure to a foreign biological entity. The diagnostic screenings revealed no anomalies suggestive of parasitical infiltration. Yet despite this reprieve, they moved around each other tense and silent, both worried about what could happen when they reached the station. 

Jamie spent much of her time sitting in their cabin at her desk, watching Ivan through the ship’s cameras. She noticed that Ivan was sleeping more. There was an increase of between 60 to 82 minutes each twenty-four-hour cycle. The ship’s monitors indicated he was also running an elevated temperature. Sleep and fever. Two age old signs of an infection.

Jamie sometimes kept Ivan company, talking to him through their monitors. If she was being honest with herself, she knew she was studying the external changes in Ivan. 

His face was slowly getting puffier, losing definition, the folds under his eyes reaching towards his cheekbones. Water retention caused by an antidiuretic hormone most likely. But why, she wondered, frustrated by the inability to do a proper examination.

Three days before their arrival at the station, she was listening to Ivan, who in a rare moment of candor was describing his childhood in Ustnera, Northern Russia. Slumped over his monitor, Ivan described photo-hunting trips up the frigid and steep slopes near his town, pursuing the wild mountain sheep as well as their natural predators, the grey wolves. Jamie felt a pang of envy at this rare opportunity to observe a predator-prey ecosystem.

“The Russian wolf is magnificent.” 

“Did you ever examine one?” she asked.

“Yes. When I was young I used to be a guide for the scientists from Yakutsk. Every three years they would come and take two samples of the sheep, musk deer, wolverine and the wolf. A male and a female. Sometimes they would let me help.” Ivan’s accented voice was soft, soothing.

“The grey wolf’s pelt is so thick you can sink your arm in up to your elbow. Some of the males are six feet long and stand almost four feet at the shoulder. But the females are the most dangerous. They are voracious hunters and will never give up if it means feeding the pack.”

Ivan coughed, a wet phlegmy sound. “Every year I would watch the scientists leave, go back to Yakutsk, and I would wish with all my heart that I could go with them. And then one year I did.”

He paused for a long time. Jamie thought he’d lost track of his story, but then he coughed again and continued.

“The people of Ustnera are very isolated. Forgotten by the modern world. Mostly that’s a good thing, but the town is also extremely poor. The weather is harsh and often the very old and very young do not live through the winters. There is no opportunity for the ambitious to leave Ustnera and find a life outside. But Silas gave me that opportunity, gave me hope.”

Jamie noticed that he looked feverish; his skin was flushed and there were drops of perspiration across his brow. He had a temperature of one hundred and three degrees. She leaned close to the microphone, interrupting him.

“You’ve got to let the medbot treat you Ivan. Now. We need to deal with this while we still can.” 

Ivan looked at Jamie, making direct eye contact for the first time since the start of the conversation. She noticed the dark red of broken blood vessels in one eye, covering the sclera like a stain.

“I didn’t do it on purpose; it was an accident. I was tired and sloppy. But afterward,” he cleared his throat, “afterward, I saw what an opportunity it could be. I contacted Vincent and he agreed.”

“What are you saying? That you volunteered to be a lab rat. That Vincent wouldn’t want you to get medical treatment?”

His expression was gentle, almost pleading. “I know you could render me unconscious and treat me. I’m asking you not to do that Jamie. Leave it for just a little longer. Until we get to the station. My family is also very poor.”

This was a different Ivan from the man she’d known for the last four months. Jamie felt reluctant respect as well as pity move through her.

“Vincent has promised I will be rewarded.”

“How do you know he’ll come through with the money?”

“He’s an honorable man.”

“Don’t be naïve. You, me, Dan we’re nothing to these people.”

“The alien is transforming. It has moved from a cyst sage to something like a miracidium,” Ivan said.

“I’m aware. Don’t try to distract me. As soon as we get back to the station you’ll be whisked into isolation, and they’ll do a complete biological decontamination. What’s the point of waiting and taking a risk that you’ll have permanent damage?”

“I’ll have done my duty.”

Jamie was hunched close to her computer, completely engaged in this, her first honest conversation with Ivan, when she froze.

Ivan was still talking, chin cupped in one hand, facing the camera. She saw it again: a slight movement across his left cheek.

It’s a muscle spasm, a facial tick, she told herself. But then the tick seemed to swell, growing larger. She zoomed in with the camera. Half of the lump stretched to the left and then pulled the rest of its body behind it, slithering across Ivan’s cheekbone. Jamie watched in fascinated revulsion as the lump undulated towards his left ear and disappeared around the side of his head. 

“Did you feel that? On your face?”

Ivan looked disoriented; he brought a hand to his cheek. “What?”

Dazed, Jamie stood up. She heard herself making an excuse to him. “I’ve got to use the heads.”

She hurried to the bridge. Dan took one look at her face. “Ivan?”

Without speaking she reached for his monitor and played back the last few minutes of her conversation with Ivan. Dan watched the recording. When he got to the end, he played it two more times then looked up, his eyes wide.

“It’s gotten a lot bigger.”

“Dan, listen. I think it entered his body when it was microscopic - an egg or newly hatched. Then it developed into something else. On Earth there are flukes and flatworms that enter a host as an egg and then develop into a small larva, a miracidium - which is what I think we saw in his blood. They feed and continue to grow until they develop into a third stage. I think that’s what we are seeing now on Ivan’s face, the next stage. It’s called a cercariae.”
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