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CHAPTER 1

Austin hated this. “Don’t be nervous,” he told her. This part of the voyage was his least favorite, but he’d keep that to himself.

His twelve-year-old daughter, Carolina, glared at the bulkhead next to him.

“It’s not so bad, landing is really easy, almost fun,” he said, trying to sound convincing. No getting around it, she was nervous and being difficult because of it. He hated guessing what to do about all of her moods. Eventually, Austin chose water, so he filled a cup from the spout and brought it to her, sloshing the tiniest bit. They both needed a break, and that wouldn’t happen until touching down on the unexplored planet, Paphos. This was cabin fever, that’s all.

“Here, you should drink this. Planet entry takes a while, might get thirsty.”

Carolina ignored him. He exhaled, a long and deliberate move that kept him from getting upset. Her mother would know what to say. “We only have a minute before the ship starts. Don’t princesses like water?”

“Ugh,” Carolina rolled her eyes. Frustration swelled. Didn’t she like princesses? She used to, he knew that much, when she was four. Twelve-year-olds didn’t like princesses? Probably not, he guessed. He rubbed his head. This would only be for a few months; he could handle it. He had to handle it. At the end of the calendar summer, he and his research team would pack up and head home, and her mother would be well enough to take her back. And as soon as he thought it, he regretted it. He wanted this time with her; he wasn’t as involved as he should be, and this was his chance to make up for it. He swallowed the water and stowed the cup.

“Everyone, finish strapping in, this one’s choppy, lots of stratospheric winds,” their pilot and team leader, Dmitry, said over the intercom. The cruiser about to shuttle them planet-side was much smaller than the Orbiter that brought them here, a deep space rig that waited in a geosynchronous pattern for their return. Carolina was getting visibly nervous now, not just moody. Personally, he hated re-entry too. But for her sake, he wouldn’t let that show.

“Okay, we’d better get buckled now,” he said, fussing with her belts and latches. Once she was locked to the chair, he carefully slipped the helmet on over her head and secured it, being certain not to yank her long chocolate hair. As soon as he was done with her, he strapped himself in and struggled with the first wave of nervousness.

“I’m thirsty now.”

Austin gripped the armrests. “It’s a little too late for that, kiddo.”

“My throat is really dry,” she pleaded.

“Wait until we land.”

“I won’t make it,” she cried.

“I said no!”

He regretted it the moment it happened. He regretted it every time it happened. Did she do it on purpose? This wasn’t how he had pictured bonding with his daughter.

Now the cabin was too quiet, as if his crewmates silently cursed him for bringing young Carolina along. When he stole a look from the corner of his eye, she had her helmet angled down. The face he pictured was likely worse than the one she actually wore, but that didn’t make it any better. Okay, maybe he had enough time to get her water. Again.

With a grunt, he unlatched himself. Artificial gravity hadn’t kicked off yet; he could do this. He filled another cup of water and grabbed a straw.

He slid her visor open, as taking the helmet off was a real pain. He thrust the straw in the cup and handed it to her.

She wouldn’t touch it.

“What?”

“There’s a floaty.”

“Won’t kill you. Drink it anyway.”

“That’s disgusting,” she said as she crossed her arms.

Out of the six researchers here, one of them might be willing to babysit for the next three months. It would involve a bribe. Don’t even think it.

Austin slapped her visor shut and plopped into his seat with more force than he wanted, trying not to fling buckles or yank belts as he secured himself for planet entry. The last latch snapped in place just in time as the rockets engaged. They lurched with a drop in speed, and the ship angled slowly over its end for a standard reverse entry, guided by sporadic dazzles of popping thrusters. With that, his stomach yelled objection! Upside down and around, he was in it now. This was just how you entered a planet’s atmosphere.

He watched as the cup he forgot to stow floated in the air, the water dancing in a globule. Damn it… he ignored the glares from his team. Its contents fell upwards, and the cup rolled into the air.

There, natural gravity. The water and the cup felt it too. Something jarring about natural gravity when the faux-grav was all you knew for months. That first sensation didn’t always register smoothly. He prayed it did this time, especially for his girl. It wasn’t the worst, but he held his stomach just in case.

Breathing out was the trick as the cruiser started to shake. Shaking meant they were passing through layer after layer of atmosphere at speeds that sounded makebelieve. Every time his hands jumped, he exhaled long and slow, tightening his abdomen. Somehow, that made turbulence feel better. He looked over and found Carolina had gone pale, but her face was determined. Brave kid.

The vessel shook fiercely until it finally passed through the atmosphere. As the air thinned, the turbulence eased, and they coasted pleasantly after that. Austin knew where they would set down; he helped pick it out from the planetary photos. Despite his earlier frustrations, which stemmed from his guilt over his daughter, his thoughts now began swimming with some excitement. This would be his fourth planet to jot down in the books. They would explore and document another untouched planet for the archives back home, adding new plantae to their databases. No teams had yet logged animalia, those vicious alien lifeforms, or even non-vicious ones, just plants. But the plantae were exciting enough. Exciting enough for the archives and explorers anyway. Life was not uncommon, but the Kingdom Animalia of Earth remained an anomaly.

The shaking had subsided, and he gazed eagerly out the porthole. The horizon was blue and purple, and he could easily see the outer lines of Paphos’ rings. As they descended through cloud cover, rich green forests protected everything in all directions, changed only by mountains and brightly colored riverbeds that snaked like slain leviathans. Paphos was smaller than Earth, but it was similar in critical ways. Paphos was part of a single star system, and like Earth, it had neighboring planets in its system, most of them gas giants, all of them barren. Paphos’ tilt yielded tropical weather almost everywhere, and the air was a breathable cocktail of oxygen and nitrogen thanks to that lush forest.

Of course, they all carried personal air devices, just in case.

Paphos wasn’t the first of its kind, but it was still something to behold as the team took in the view. He hoped Carolina shared at least some of the excitement, as this was the particular moment he had been looking forward to with her. But when he gazed in her direction, her head was just down at her lap.

Dmitry was their pilot, a skilled pilot who could maneuver in any weather, but even a rookie could handle the Landers their company provided. Austin raised his hands out and then let them drop, feeling the effect. He couldn’t say how natural gravity was any different, but it just was. He had argued with Helena over it, as the popular vote seemed unable to distinguish between faux-grav and the real thing. The real stuff hadn’t jarred his equilibrium, thank God.

He looked out the porthole again to take in the view as planetary details became increasingly visible. Orange, purple, and green swirled in ponds dotting the forests below. He’d seen preliminary photos, but those weren’t the same. They’d be nearing the quadrohuts soon, their base of operations, which had been sent and constructed ahead of time via drones and automated robots. He spotted them a minute later. The lights were on, which meant they had electricity. Always a miracle to find the quadrohuts fully functional. Usually, the robots get stuck on the littlest things.

The vessel docked easily with popping stability boosters before gently settling down on flat ground. Carolina released a sigh of anxiety and eagerly rocked back and forth. She unlatched her helmet, her face red and sweating.

“It’s going to be a few minutes, kiddo, you need to put that back on,” Austin said when she started clawing at her buckles. Before he knew it, she was out of her seat and trying to open the emergency-release door.

“Carolina!” She didn’t hear him without her helmet. He flipped his visor open and yelled her name again, but she wasn’t listening.

He unlatched himself as quickly as he could. He knew what the crew must be thinking; yet another example of why family, friends, and kids shouldn’t come on expeditions. He set his helmet aside and fiddled with his latches.

“Calm down, we can’t open that yet.”

“I need out!” she cried, the telltale signs of panic as she tugged against the emergency release. Then the door hissed open and slid out, forming a ramp. Pollen-rich air filled their cabin, earthy and strong, warm, abrasive.

“Damn it!” Austin yelled above the protests of crew members.

Carolina was fleeing down the ramp. He wasn’t supposed to breathe this air yet; none of them were. There were safety procedures first. Officially, the air on Paphos was determined to be breathable, but this was a hell of a way to find out for sure. She disappeared down the ramp, her hair trailing behind. He sent the last latch flying and chased after her, raising his hand to block the intense light. So much for protocol, so much for safety tests. He almost fell down the ramp when the blinding light met him outside the ship. He wasn’t about to run, not with his balance still adjusting. This was going to get them both in trouble.

“Carolina!”

It was about as useful as the last time he said it.

“What happened?” called Dimitry. The other crew members groaned, not that Austin could hear them. But he felt them, felt their judgment. He rushed after Carolina, his equilibrium struggling. The protocol didn’t exist anymore.

For a twelve-year-old, Carolina was fast. The green and pink bushes were taller than she was, and she was getting far enough away that he could barely hear the rustling of her body weaving through them. If he lost her on this planet, her mom would never forgive him. He bolted into a sprint and almost toppled over a gnarled root. Between the foliage and his equilibrium needing to settle, it was tough to run. Cursing, he took a breath and tried again, willing his feet to get steady. Fresh, yet-to-be-named giant foliage parted as he ripped through them, but the sudden intake of pollen-heavy air was a little much. Foreign pollen and gravity, those things took time.

How Carolina was managing it, he could only wonder. He realized then that this was her panic mode. His eyes were sharp and focused now, having adjusted to solar lighting. He sped around a U-shaped tree, his legs feeling like clay. The ground was steady enough in this part, even if his legs weren’t. He’d never trampled on alien vegetation that he hadn’t studied yet.

Kids.

He found Carolina doubled over, hands pulling at her throat, gasping and choking. Foreign pollen danced in the air around them, kicked up by her commotion.

“Hey, it’s okay,” he said, scooping her into his arms. She gripped him with a strength he didn’t know she possessed. He hadn’t held her like that since, well, not since she was three and had woken up from a thunderstorm.

“Breathe and relax, you’re okay, calm, calm,” he soothed. The anger, the frustration, it wasn’t there anymore. When he saw her in need, everything else faded away.

Beams of sunlight pummeled through his sweat-matted hair; they needed shade sooner rather than later.

“Are you okay?” he finally asked.

She answered with a nod, standing upright with stiff shoulders. He’d been ready to throttle her a minute ago. Now, like an idiot, he realized he should have coached her on some first-time fears. He should have made it easier on her. Here she was, far from home, on an alien planet, with her dad, whom she barely knew, and she was just a kid. She was twelve, sure, but she was always going to be a kid to him. She took a few more deep breaths, each one slower than the last, as color returned to her face.

“I’m okay,” she said.

He put his hand on her shoulder, which suddenly seemed cold. “We need to head back, then.”

She replied with a nod. He scruffed her chocolate hair, but her mood didn’t improve the entire hike back.

It took him a moment to figure out where ‘back’ was, and he usually had a strong sense of direction. The trail of matted plants helped.

When he returned, he found the rest of the crew had disembarked, and he wondered how long he had before Dmitry yelled at him about this. He looked at Carolina.

“Seems you’ve inspired them. They usually take hours to get off the ship.” His smile didn’t seem to do much for her.

“I’m sorry, I just…” Carolina began before losing the words. She didn’t need to finish; he knew what she was trying to say. He didn’t know what to say either, and they both lingered in the silence.

“Do you smell that?” he asked, and then an unnecessarily loud inhale through his nose. “Rich and fresh, completely un-modified pollen,” he said with a champion smile. She raised an eyebrow.

“Not a single genetic modification or pollutant. You try.”

“Pollen?”

“It’s amazing, I swear. Nothing like it,” he said, drawing in another over-sized nose-inhale. One of the crew members shook their head as they walked by.

Carolina closed her eyes and pulled in half the inhale through her nose before gagging and coughing in small fits.

“Nope, you gotta go deep, get the full effect. Open those nostrils,” he said, showing off once more.

“Stop doing that.”

“Not until you try it.”

She closed her eyes and tried the most obnoxious nose-inhale she could. It gave him a chance to notice the dried tears on her face, cracked under a sudden smile. They both laughed then. He couldn’t remember the last time they laughed together.

“Come on, we may as well check out our headquarters.”

Ironically, after being cooped up for months, the first thing they all wanted to do was get inside. He stopped Carolina with a serious hand in the air. “No more running off. Deal?”

She nodded, brown eyes sincere. “Dad, it feels funny here.”

Austin gave a tiny smile. “That’s normal… because it’s not Earth, and it’s not the faux-grav we’ve endured for six weeks. But our bodies will feel normal in a day or two. We will adjust.”

Dmitry and the rest of the crew—who were Dublin, Orlean, Helena, and Athen—then mustered outside the door of the quadrohuts, waiting for the pilot to disable the security door.

Drop stations like this were standard and made nice dwellings. All manned expeditions used them, and they were auto-assembled by the drones that preceded them. The drones were still there, mostly gardening and performing basic maintenance for the remainder. Athen and Dublin, with whom Austin worked with last summer, were the team’s engineers and took care of the equipment. Analysis and documentation were handled by Orlean and Helena, the tedious but necessary side of this job. Every crew needed a specialized programmer, and Austin was the lucky one to get that role. Dmitry was in charge, serving as both the company representative, their medic, and pilot. They were a seven-person crew, counting his daughter.

Any family member was allowed to accompany a company assignment, provided their sponsor covered the expense. It was a seldom-used policy. Considering the time an expedition took, it wasn’t practical to bring family, but it made a great face for the company to offer it nonetheless. Most crew members never took advantage of it, because deep down it was viewed to be in poor taste, not to mention the cost involved. But Austin wasn’t as concerned with his career of late, and Carolina’s mother helped with half the cost. And while Austin was second in command, he knew he’d never have his own ship. He didn’t play the company game well enough, and more than that, he didn’t care. When Mom got sick, bringing Carolina made the most sense.

Carolina stayed by his side as they huddled outside the quadrohuts, taking in the alien vegetation of their surroundings, waiting for Dmitry to open the doors. He seemed to be having a hard time with the security password.

“We’re locked out…” he finally said. “I’ve never had that happen before.”

“Tis’ there a problem?” Dublin asked. He would gladly use a wrench to fix this.

Dmitry gave a frustrated grunt and tried the security code one more time. “It’s the right code, I don’t know why it won’t open.”

“So now what?” Helena asked.

“We all fly back,” Orlean smirked.

“Bloody hell! Let me at it,” Dublin cursed, digging into his tool bag. He pulled up something large.

“Stand down. We want the door to work.”

“I only break a wee-bit!” Dublin’s accent thickened when he got excited.

“Dublin…” Dmitry said, shaking his head. “One thing at a time.”

“That’s one,” Orlean whispered with a little smile.

“I guess I’ll have to reset the codes from the Orbiter; it will take me a minute. We’re off to a great start so far.” Dmitry removed a personal transmitter and began his interface with the Orbiter, entering override codes and finally resetting the door. The team waited, passing a few nervous smiles. This far from home, it didn’t take much to make you feel doomed.

The technical issue has been resolved, and the door is finally open. They all went inside and dropped off their gear with rehearsed precision, except for Carolina. Dmitry planted himself at the quadrohut’s internal computer and logged in for a diagnostic. Aside from the security issue moments ago, everything appeared in order.

Austin lay on his bunk, smelling the new foam of his mattress. He could close his eyes and get a little nap, somehow feeling zapped.

“What do we do now?” his little girl asked.

“We settle in and begin our documentations. A thorough study takes a few weeks, and then we fly back home.”

“So… what do I do?”

And that was the question for days.

Despite her initial excitement, Carolina grew bored after the first hour, and this feeling persisted for several days.

Now, a week after landing and settling in, she was still confined to the quadrohuts and the area immediately surrounding. There were a few trinkets to pass the time, but they soon grew old. She was only able to bring a little bit of luggage with her. She had clothing, a digital camera, a marker pen, and her camera lens. Mom wanted pictures, so Carolina took pictures. Lots and lots of pictures. It kept her sane while waiting for permission to explore the forest, which she still wasn’t allowed to do yet. She couldn’t go beyond the perimeter, at least not until dying of boredom first. Seriously, how many tests were they conducting?

She couldn’t get sick, or at least her dad said so. She had so many shots and vaccines put in her that it was supposedly impossible. There hadn’t been an outbreak since the first expeditions began; inoculations were good now. Genoscience, it was called, grown-up things always had names like that. And she didn’t have to worry about wild animals; her dad also said that. Things like that didn’t exist, just plants and microscopic stuff. No one ever found anything more than that. Nothing with a face, she was told. Dad always went on and on about how these unexplored planets had amazing plants and bacteria. Who cared about that?

Austin cared, of course. He had dreamed of such things ever since he was a boy. As more planets were explored, they continued to prove that Earth was an anomaly. Each expedition discovered amazing, exotic, and wonderful forms of plant life, but intelligence was still the missing factor. With solace, he knew he would never make such a find; his life was one without destiny.

When the crew was finally and completely ready, they began to explore beyond the initial perimeter. A month went by, and all Austin ever saw of his little Carolina was the back of her bouncing head as she traipsed off into the bush. She ventured at her leisure. It was the best way to keep from hating each other, and they all had their personal radios in case Austin needed her for something or if she got lost. She refused to acknowledge him, and he stopped trying to keep an eye on her because she just tried harder to lose him. How close was he supposed to watch her? She was eleven, after all, and her mother hadn’t left him any instructions. No, twelve. She was twelve. Pretty sure. In dealing with Carolina, he realized he knew much less about her than he thought he did. They used to have a lot of fun together… when she was entertained by puppets and spooky voices.

Carolina felt the same way, more or less. She found her afternoon adventures to be the only thing that caused the day to turn, and she had many more days to turn until she could get home. Mom was supposed to be better by then. And while the planet was a lush garden with a breathtaking skyline, and while the night sky shimmered like a cavern of gems, she was homesick. Completely and utterly homesick. Her digi-pad had long ago become a paperweight; she could only play so many puzzle games and read so many books. Without messaging and streaming, she hardly had any use for the device. She found herself drawing with the marker pen more than anything else; she mostly drew pictures of home. But she usually erased whatever she drew because it never looked right.

And so out of boredom, if not desperation, one afternoon she traveled far beyond the secondary perimeter. It wasn’t the first time. But it was the first time she saw something.

Deep into the hillside, behind a growth of brush and bramble, she found an obsidian, perfectly flat wall that stretched the length of a building.






CHAPTER 2

Carolina blinked. Not jungle, not earth, not rock.

This was definitely a wall.

If there was a building too, then it was buried in the hillside. Or the hillside was swallowing it.

Had she found an abandoned bunker or something? It looked old. Something other than bushes and trees was a welcome addition, but then her face rightfully changed. If they were the first ones on this planet, and no one had been here before, which she was certain they said, then who built this?

Carolina blinked again, trying to remember what the grownups had talked about. She was certain they said something like that. She went to scratch her head, but her hand froze when she saw something move, small and quick. She jumped, frightened by the suddenness of it. Waiting in stillness, she stared ahead, arms clutched to her chest. After a minute, she had to doubt whether she had really seen something move or not. It was probably a vine or a spindly bush guided by the often rambunctious wind.

She took a moment and tried to gather her composure, something her mom had taught her. She was always quick to panic, and her mom spent a lot of time getting her to slow down and just breathe. She was just a kid, and she knew there must be a logical reason for what she found. Obviously, someone had been here before, or the wall wouldn’t be there. She would just have to ask her dad, assuming she wasn’t in trouble for going past the second perimeter.

When her fear subsided, she followed the long stretch of black edge, which was hard and cold enough to be steel, to see where it went. The hillside lay over it like a blanket, and there wasn’t a window or door. She climbed around gnarled tendrils of foliage, thicker than her, and they reminded her of Earth’s ancient ruins. She didn’t understand how no one had seen this before landing; she thought they had different satellites that could read building materials and other things. She would ask her dad about it, and he would know. He always knew. He was the scientist.

The longer she walked along the wall, the more it felt like trespassing, as if she were being watched. She continued down the ominous wall another thirty meters, wondering when it ended. It would be easy to miss this, since the hill went over it and didn’t stop, like any other tiny mountain. Finally, the wall disappeared into the hill, and it didn’t resurface. She backtracked and stopped to analyze her reflection in the smooth, reflective black, surprised at the state of her messy hair. This was much farther beyond the second perimeter than she was allowed. “Time to head back, before I get in even more trouble.”

The hike back, a few kilometers long, offered no relief from the feeling of being watched. She walked with a jitter that would become an outright sprint should anything else move. She was thoroughly spooked; she had to admit.

Finally, the forest was recognizable, and another minute later, she approached the quadrohuts. Upon entering, she found the crew inside, all looking ill as they listened to Dmitry speak. Muster, they called it. Apparently, Dmitry wasn’t happy with their progress; they were running out of time to make good on key initiatives that the company had commissioned them for. So many big words, being an adult didn’t seem very fun. Carolina didn’t understand why they couldn’t just stay until the job was done, although she didn’t want to be here forever. Daddy mentioned something about a schedule, something about a launch window, gravity, alignment… he was never good at explaining simple questions.

Carolina paced; they would want to hear this immediately, but Daddy glared, so she waited. Dmitry was long-winded tonight. She sat down and, out of boredom, began to draw little circles and shapes on the wall next to her. Then, realizing what she was doing, she quickly put her marker pen away. She didn’t need to be in trouble for graffiti, too. All she could think about was what she had found, and when she’d go back. It wouldn’t be tonight; it was already getting dark. But she’d definitely go back tomorrow with her photolense and take some pictures this time. She wondered if she might not tell them about the wall… At least not yet?

It was hers, but telling them would make it theirs.

Dmitry’s voice droned on. It was exciting, knowing something that the others didn’t know, wondering what else was up there. When the meeting was over, Dublin and Athen sat in the tiny room called a mess hall and ate, while dad and the others took their meals to their dorms. Carolina followed him, first grabbing a package of ham slices and a juice. They ate in silence on the bottom bunk bed. She had a feeling he was in a bad mood. He had a faraway gaze that broke when he finally said something.

“Did you get enough to eat?” asked Austin.

“Yeah,” she said. He smiled. Carolina had forgotten that she had been giving him the silent treatment for two days now, although he hadn’t noticed.

“What have you been up to? Any new pictures?”

“No, I forgot to bring my camera today,” she replied, gnawing on her tongue. Should she tell him about it?

“We get to leave soon,” he added with a scoot to get closer. He smelled like lab equipment, like that sterile chemical smell, and his eyes were sunken under dark circles. He hadn’t been sleeping, staying up late to work. He had to redo some experiment because of organic contamination or something.

She heard about it yesterday, and out of pity, she considered ending the silent treatment then. She managed to stay firm, though, at least until today, when she forgot.

“That’s great, I can’t wait to see my mom. Uhm… want to guess what I found today?”

“An elephant.”

“No, duh.”

“A drive-thru? I could go for some burgers. I’m sick of space meals.”

“Daa-aaaad…”

“Okay, what did you find?”

“I found a wall! I think…”

“Oooh, that’s neat,” he said, stifling a yawn. Austin closed his eyes and leaned his head back.

“Yeah,” she said, her excitement gone. Perhaps it wasn’t actually important. “It’s just, you said no one was here before us.”

“Yep, that’s true, it’s just us, we are the first.”

“Then who made the wall?”

Austin blinked his eyes open. “Well, no one, it’s just a rock formation or something.” Another yawn.

“It’s steel, or another metal. It’s just past the second perimeter…”

Now his eyes were open. She bit her lip shut.

“You went past the second perimeter?”

“…yes, and I found a wall!” Didn’t finding a wall excuse breaking the perimeter rule? The silent treatment might be back on.

Austin stared quietly for a few moments. He was mad, but the little father skills he possessed said this was important to Carolina. “It can’t be a wall, it’s a natural formation, I’ve seen some strange things on other planets.”

“I’m not stupid! Let me just show you tomorrow?”

“I can’t go running around in the bush, honey. I’m way behind on my projects.” He gave her a nudge, trying to garner some understanding from her. “And besides, you’re grounded to the first perimeter from now on.” He didn’t like upsetting her, but she needed to learn.

She squealed in frustration. The silent treatment was definitely back on!

Austin stared at the back of her head. She was going to be angry until he said something; she was stubborn enough to go for days.

“Listen…” he said, not sure what to say. He chose to say nothing and climbed up to his own bunk. It wasn’t lights out, but it was late enough, and they were all tired enough.

When morning came, she was out of bed and dressed faster than anyone else. She bounded down the hallway and suddenly stopped because Dmitry blocked her way.

She didn’t like him. He wasn’t mean, but he wasn’t nice either. He was always serious, and he was even more so lately. She guessed he was that way because he was the boss, and bosses were mean.

“Good morning,” he said, nursing the rim of his coffee.

Carolina didn’t reply.

“You’re awake early.” It felt like a question. Dmitry smiled, holding his mug, still blocking the hallway.

“Excuse me,” she said, forcing past him and down the corridor past the equipment lockers. She took a moment to double-check the latches on her boots and verify the contents of her water pouch. She felt ready, standing in the vestibule, patiently waiting for the doors to open outside. She turned her gaze and saw him staring as the hydraulics shushed and a breeze swelled.

He didn’t need to know what she was up to.

Early light meant the forest would be shadowy. With a determined look she began her hike. The journey took less time than yesterday; she gauged it to be about two kilometers. There were no trails, but the terrain had easy-to-remember markers: a small river, some unique finger-branched trees, and a large mossy rock. Unfortunately, it was mostly uphill, and definitely beyond her groundation.

She approached her wall and slowed her walk. “Hello again.”

She wished it could talk back to her; she’d been waiting all night to see it again. Somehow it looked different today, perhaps because of the lingering shadows. She pulled out her photolense and took a picture. She took several pictures, in fact, before deciding whether there had to be a door or a window to this wall. Nothing yet, though there were occasional grooves.

Striking out and bored with her photos, she picked up a stick and pretended to be a wizard protecting her castle. Lunchtime came and went when she heard her name on a very crackly radio. Dad, calling for her. She was starving, hadn’t eaten breakfast out of excitement, and she had just now realized it. Carolina sped back to camp, dragging her photolens with her. Dad waited at the door to the quadrohuts.

“Where were you?”

She wouldn’t answer.

“I asked you a question.”

“I went to the wall again.”

His head tilted in disbelief. “But I told you to stay in the perimeter.”

She wielded her photolense. “Don’t you want to see it? I’m not lying!”

Austin snatched the photolens from her. “Nothing changes the fact that you did not listen to me, miss, and for the last time…”

He gazed at the picture on the screen. After a moment he looked at her again. “You altered this.”

“Daaaad.”

“Did you alter this?” he demanded.

“Just let me show you!”

Dmitry walked by. “Show what?”

Austin went stiff. “Just some phony picture,” he said.

“Phony?!” she cried.

Dmitry took the photolens and looked at the photo. “Take me there.”

“What about our workload?” Austin asked.

“It can wait,” Dmitry added.

“Here,” Austin said, handing Carolina the rest of his oat and peanut butter bar.

This time, the walk took forever, this time there was pressure. Maybe it was a natural rock formation. Maybe she made it all up. No, she had photos. She thought of mom’s breathing exercises and tried to practice them. It wasn’t working.

Her dad offered several excuses about why this was a waste of time. Maybe he was afraid of being embarrassed.

She ate her snack on the way and finished the water pouch, wishing there was more to drink. Her dad noticed and handed her his hydropouch, which was nice, but didn’t stop her from being mad at him. Why was the walk so hard this time? Her dad noticed that too, and hoisted her up on his shoulders. That made her giggle; she was definitely too big for that. Which made her miss the days she used to do this all the time. Maybe she wouldn’t give him the silent treatment after all.

“Where did you say this was?” Dmitry asked. He stopped to rest, a look of doubt prevalent.

“Uhm…” she looked around. “Maybe we passed it.”

Austin exhaled. “There’s nothing to look into…”

Now she wanted down off his shoulders. He sighed and lowered her. The three of them continued around the corner of a hill, stepping carefully around an orange root that crumbled under her weight. When they cleared the bend, they saw that Carolina was right. There was a wall, just like she said.

“Now do you believe me?”

“I…” paused Dmitry. “…I believe you.”

Austin stood still.

Dmitry approached the wall, but he said nothing. Austin followed, fixated.

“Is this a good thing, daddy?” She didn’t understand why they seemed upset. Dad looked at her, then again at the wall.

“Well, I found it first, so I get to name it,” she said, crossing her arms. She watched Dmitry reach forward and touch it, as if needing to prove it was really there.

“Dmitry…?” Austin asked.

“Yes?”

“We need to call the others.”

Dmitry nodded and activated his radio, sending a muster order through the team’s headsets.

Dad looked down at her and smiled, but she had learned to recognize mom’s troubled smile. Dad’s smile looked exactly the same.






CHAPTER 3

They arrived together, the five other team members all interrupted from their tasks, jabbering and wondering what was so important. They all carried locators, and it wasn’t difficult to hone in on any one of their locations.

A collective gasp followed by silence. Then the questions came.

“Ah grand… what is this?” Dublin asked.

“Is this…real?” from Athen. Dublin scoffed.

“It’s real,” Orlean answered. Two seconds of silence followed.

“Made by us?” from Helena. The others looked at her. Everyone knew what she meant by ‘us.’

“Nay. Bloody can’t be.”

“It’s definitely not,” Orlean said, reading the screen on his prosthetic arm. He carried a lab with him at all times. It required good handwashing, as many of the sensors were his fingertips.

More silence followed. Dublin walked up to the wall and gave it a hearty tap with his knuckles.

Carolina felt herself shrinking. They were too serious; it was all making her upset. She turned away and took those deep breaths, staring into the forest, trying to calm down the way she was taught. It at least kept the tears from swelling.

Austin noticed, and he squared his shoulders.

“This is a good thing, honey, it’s a good thing. You did a real good job,” he said. It took a few moments for her breathing to steady, but when she looked up at him, she smiled.

Austin addressed the team. “We had better get back and radio this in. Hand it off to a team, one properly equipped to study this.”

“No.”

Eyes fell on Dmitry. “Not until we know what we are reporting.”

“Aye, we don’ need to get the corpo in a tizzy by jumping the gun. We’d be the laughing crew for all time, sure and begorra.”

Dmitry and Dublin seemed to agree, though Austin couldn’t believe his ears.

Dmitry addressed the others. “Listen, this may be exactly what we think it is. And it also may be something entirely different.”

“Like what?” Austin asked. They needed to report this immediately.

Dmitry was unfazed. “Like a government project. Or a corporate experiment. This planet has been in the queue for a while, at least a year before our arrival. Either way, if we say we found proof of intelligent life and it washes out, we all get fired.”

He forgot to add ‘or we keep it to ourselves and get filthy rich’. The pit in Austin’s stomach grew.

“But… we are under contract.” That was Orlean, in the loudest way he would dare to protest. Under contract, any discoveries of value made during a financed expedition became the property of the sponsoring company.

“Aye, Orlean,” Dublin cut him off. “But jus’ think for a moment about what Dmitry is sayin’.”

Austin gave a look to his daughter before speaking. He could sense where this was going, and someone had to be the voice of reason. “Guys, we are under contract. An agreement is in place, we must report the find.”

Dmitry pursed his lips. “Absolutely. After we know what it is.”

“But the protocol states--” Austin began.

“--and my orders are that we research it first. Then, once we’ve made sure this isn’t a classified outpost, we can report what we know,” Dmitry smiled.

“Won’t take long to confirm. The material is unlike anything we would use,” Orlean whistled. The digital displays on his prosthetic struggled to compare chart after chart of known and unknown compositions.

Athen didn’t know where she would side. She was Dublin’s assistant engineer, so it wasn’t a stretch to see her leaning towards him.

“Is that understood?” Dmitry asked. He addressed the team, but his gaze remained fixed on Austin.

“Tis.”

“Sure, we can report it after we study it a bit,” Orlean chimed in. Athen nodded, as did Helena.

“Austin?”

What else could he say? “I got it.”

He didn’t have an issue taking orders, never did. And he didn’t need to make a fuss; everyone was just too excited to think straight. When Dmitry and the crew came to their senses, they would follow protocol. He had nothing to worry about.

“Good. Engineers—find me a door,” Dmitry ordered.

“Aye aye!”

“Researchers, get your files ready. This is a worksite now. No place for kids.”

At least Austin could agree on that. “Honey, head on back to the huts. I’ll see you in a few hours.”

“But daa-aad, by myself?”

“You didn’t have a problem going by yourself before; you won’t have a problem now.”

Carolina huffed, crossing her arms as she walked back to the quadrohuts. This wasn’t fair. She was the one who found the place, not them, and now they were kicking her out! She never should have told him!

She glowered all the way until the quadrohut door zipped. The details of her journey were lost in her tangent, but when she walked inside, she saw a blinking green light and smiled. Mom!

It was the weekly drop from the company, which also carried messages from home. She logged into the part she had access to and found her drop, a video message from her mom. Carolina watched eagerly as the video played. Her mother’s face sent pangs of homesickness, and she had to watch it twice. Mom looked better, not as sick. She transferred it to her dataPad, next to the other files, full of videos and pictures from home. It made her sad sometimes, because while she looked forward to these video packages, they also made her realize how badly she needed to go home.

She really missed her mom, but they wouldn’t be here for much longer. Another week or two. But then she wondered, what if they decided to stay now? No, they couldn’t, Daddy explained the whole launch window thingy. Finding the wall didn’t mean they’d stay longer; they weren’t allowed to.

“It’s my stupid wall anyways!” Carolina huffed. She decided then and there that she would go back; she could wait in the bushes or something. She had a legal right to it since she found it. Carolina grabbed a pouch of fruit slices and took her locator bracelet off. She could at least appear to be at the huts. She wouldn’t want her dad checking on her and not be where she was supposed to be.

This time, Carolina worked up a sweat. She was hiking as fast as she could, and parts of her were beginning to hurt. She stopped at a large mossy rock and held her side, waiting for the pain to go away. For a slight moment, she considered against this, but the thought of them finding something boiled her blood. Ten minutes later, she heard Dublin’s booming voice.

She took refuge behind a thick, sparse growth of heavy bush, slowly and quietly, if she could keep the leaves from rustling. As long as they kept talking, they probably wouldn’t hear as she found the best hiding spot.

Crouching behind a pineapple-shaped plant, Carolina sneaked over to a tree with shedding bark. The pale green trunk was wide enough for her to peek around without being seen. This was a good hiding spot. Peering through a web of branches, she found a window with the outline of her daddy and his boss. Dmitry was talking, her dad was just listening with a patient look on his face. She poked closer to hear what Dmitry was saying.

“…performance on the last mission was unsatisfactory. My report decides your future with this company.”

“I understand,” her dad said.

“Besides, you have your daughter to think about.”

Dad’s face twisted.

“What do you mean by that?”

Please don’t get in trouble again dad, please just do what he says, Carolina wished.

Dmitry smiled. “You need employment to support a family, don’t you?”

Dublin hollered, accent so thick she barely understood what he was saying, but she gathered that he still couldn’t find the door. Dmitry walked away, but Dad stood there for a while.

Carolina crouched to her left to peek over at Helena and Orlean. Moments later, Daddy joined them, or from what Carolina saw, pretended to join them. He simply stood next to them, occasionally taking a deep breath, every now and then glancing over at Dmitry. She hoped he wasn’t in trouble; she didn’t like it when her dad was in trouble.

Half an hour passed, and her dad still wasn’t focused on work. She could always tell when something bothered him. Orlean analyzed the same plot of wall now as earlier. Dublin and Athen were just banging with their wrenches, hoping. Dmitry stood with his arms folded, watching everything like a hawk. That was how she thought of him; like a hawk, always watching the mice.

Carolina blinked, staring at a jellyfish with eyes, perched in front of her. So close she could kick it.

She fell back, and it came after her on spider legs. She crashed into a bush, clamoring to her feet, terrified and shrieking. Where did it go?! She couldn’t see it anywhere!

Carolina’s chest pounded, but the jellyfish with eyes had vanished.

Something fell on her shoulder.

“AAAHHH!” Her shriek split the forest. Austin flew through the bushes after her, the others chased behind him. Then a shortened blood-curdling scream.

“Carolina!”

Austin ripped through the bushes, plowing through them and snapping branches out of his way. He found her with her hands at her side, unmoving and wearing a blank expression.

“What are you doing here? What’s the matter?”

“Tha’ did give me a heart attack! Thought she was at the quads!”

Austin put his hand on her shoulder. “Hey, honey, you okay?”

She wouldn’t move. Austin shook her by the shoulders.

“What?” Carolina said, blinking into the now.

“Why were you screaming?”

“Was I?”

“Did you see something?” Dmitry asked, pulling up.

Carolina looked around.

“Hey… you okay?”

“I am sorry. I am better now. I forgot to tell you, I found the door,” Carolina said.






CHAPTER 4

Aust shook his head. “There is no door, honey. Why were you screaming?”

“Follow me…” she said, following her own outstretched arm. Whatever had happened, she now appeared calm. He plopped a hand to his forehead before following her. Kids were so hard to understand sometimes. And now a door?

Carolina regarded the faces staring at her. “Sorry for screaming. I thought there was a bug on me. I was wrong. The door is right over here.”

“G’wan, you be the one to find it, and I’ll make you chief engineer!” Dublin laughed. If the head engineer couldn’t find the door but a twelve-year-old could, he might as well.

Austin put a fatherly hand on her shoulder, unsure of what to say, trying not to doubt her. “It may not be a door, kid, don’t get your hopes up.”

Carolina stopped in front of an inconspicuous piece of the wall, looking as unremarkable as the rest. There was a collective holding of breath until nothing happened. After a minute, Austin shrugged, and the others resumed conversation.

Except Dmitry, who continued watching this one mouse. It may have been a minute later when Carolina closed her eyes. A steady beam of light shot straight out from the ground. The blue light spread into thousands of beams, small and pinpoint, like a thin sheet that studied her from head to toe.

“Watch out!” Austin ran to her, but the blue light slipped away.

“It’s okay, Daddy, I wanted it to do that.”

“To do… what?”

As if to answer him, the wall rumbled. Austin grabbed her and retreated. All eyes watched as a section of the wall regressed inward and slid to one side. Dmitry’s icy gaze fell on Carolina.

“Whoa…” Orlean said, looking into the hallway that appeared. “How did she do that?”

Dmitry lowered his chin. “Report.”

Orlean raised his sensor-laden fingertips and started gathering his readings. The data on his forearm danced with charts and graphs. “I’m getting strange readings, strange energy patterns, unknown compounds.”

Helena was Orlean’s backup, reading the same graphs on her separate device. “But look at those levels, they’re off the charts. This has to be a power reactor for these numbers.”

Austin put his little girl down, wondering how she did that. He rested a hand on her shoulder and found heat coming through her jacket. He touched her forehead, then her glowing red cheeks. “Are you feeling okay?”

She was feverish, but that was not possible, not with the kind of vaccine cocktails they all had. She shouldn’t even come close to getting sick. Maybe it was time for a booster shot. “Let’s get some water in you. I think you might be dehydrated.”

“I am fine.” Carolina brushed his hand away and stepped towards the entrance that appeared.

Behind the entry, soft lights flickered. A stream of stale, aged air escaped.

“Jus’ let us take this one, miss, ye can’t get all the fun.”

“We have to be good for something around here. Whoa, you’re really burning up.” It was Athen who noticed this time. “Austin?”

“She’s just dehydrated,” he said, offering his water. Carolina ignored it.

“Nothing radioactive, oxygen remains breathable, we can advance,” Orlean said with a look towards Dmitry.

“We can?”

Dmitry gave Helena a smug little grin. “Helena, if you aren’t comfortable with this, I could use help standing watch at the quadrohuts.”

“N-no, I’m right behind you.”

“Talk to me,” Dmitry ordered to no one in particular.

Carolina moved as if to speak, but she stayed quiet. The lights were now fully powered, revealing a massive tunnel that stretched at least forty meters into the earth before disappearing downward. It was no mining cave; the floor and walls were not made of dirt and rock. As a group, they remained outside, staring.

“Suppose we do now?”

They looked at each other, waiting for Dmitry to give the command.

“We go in.”

The entryway angled down almost too steeply to travel on foot. Steady warm air flowed past them, evaporating up into the forest as if freed from confinement. Austin took the first step in, doing so carefully. The floor was incredibly smooth, to the point of being slippery. The boots they all wore were made for more natural surfaces and gave little friction.

“Not much grip on this,” Austin warned.

“I can see that,” Athen agreed, her hands out for balance. “We should get ropes.”

“Carolina, stay at the entry.” Austin glanced up to make sure his daughter listened when he heard a yelp. Athen had fallen and threatened to slide downhill.

“Athen!”

She flailed to stop herself, grabbing Orlean’s outstretched hand, but the momentum yanked him down too. Dublin leaned over and gripped Orlean by the scruff of his shirt, his thick forearm bulging. “Where ye’ think you’re goin?”

“Do you have them Dublin?”

“Aye, but I could use a little help,” Dublin said softly and controlled, his arm unwavering. Austin leaned against the slope, rooting himself to help steady Orlean on the other side of him.

“Athen, take your gloves off, and your boots,” Dmitry ordered. “Your skin will have more friction on that smooth floor.”

Athen, dangling from holding onto Orlean, tugged a glove off with her teeth. How Dmitry thought she was going to get her boots off was another thing. But her hand carried enough friction to hold herself from sliding. She spat the glove free and managed to get back to her hands and knees, lending a thank-you smile to Orlean for catching her. Or at least for falling with her when trying.

“Anytime,” Orlean smiled.

A sharp pop of electricity stole their attention.

“What was that?” Dmitry asked.

“I don’t know, but… where’s my glove?” A snaking line of white ash hovered where the slope leveled a meter below them. Athen’s glove was gone. “Where’s my glove?”

Everyone studied the area where the popping and snapping white ash was located.

“Could’ve been you, love,” Dublin said, suddenly reinforcing his grip and his stance.

“Okay… everyone get back to the top, carefully,” Dmitry ordered.

“That’s why we need to get another team here, guys,” Austin urged. Somehow, his words still fell flat.

“Whoa whoa whoa… I see it now,” Orlean cooed, scanning with his prosthetic hand. “There’s an intense field of energy down there. A security measure, I’m assuming. But we almost lost Athen just now. That field could annihilate us as easily as that glove.”

“Get me up!”

“Just relax, you can walk back up with the friction of your palms, just go slow and steady,” Austin said to calm her. It wasn’t that steep, but certain death added some fear.

“Get me up! Now!” she cried again. Athen clung to the slope like a cat.

“Just don’t move, we’re coming,” Austin tried calming her again.

Carolina stirred at the top of the walkway, dying to come down.

“Stay up there!” Austin ordered. No acknowledgement, just a determined face.

“Okay… okay… just hurry…” Athen quivered, gaining some control of herself.

Orlean had to climb out first, and his foot slipped an inch, causing a wave of gasps.

“Dublin?”

“Jus’ holding on from here, don’t want to go sliding myself,” Dublin added, calm but tense. The singed air served as quite a warning.

Orlean had climbed up, but Dublin was deadlocked, keeping Athen from sliding. Austin removed his boots, socks, and gloves. On all fours, he steadily went backwards down towards Athen.

“Can I come down now, daddy?” Carolina asked.

“Absolutely not.” What has gotten into her?

Austin moved slowly to ensure he didn’t go sliding down into the invisible field. Judging from the floating ash, his vaporization would be painless. He slowly went past Dublin and took hold of Athen’s hand. The floor was warm.

“I’ve got you.”

Athen smiled sheepishly. “I know I won’t slip, I’m just not ready to move yet. It was just those boots, right?”

Austin stood with caution and then slowly helped Athen to stand. She remained terrified, not that he blamed her. When her glove vanished, it seemed everyone could taste their sudden mortality. Austin kept his fear from getting to him this time.

Helping her to the top was easier than coming down, but by the time Athen could stand without worry, she crumpled to the floor in a sweaty mess. Carolina stood over her, expressionless. Kids handled stress in the oddest of ways. Dublin came back easily now that he wasn’t anyone’s anchor. Soon they gaggled at the top, but this time with some apprehension.

“It’s no wonder I didn’t see it at first. My scanners can barely process the energy output of the facility. I’m just now honing in on this room. I’m sorry,” Orlean apologized. Helena’s tablet copied everything Orlean’s prosthetic arm picked up; the two analyzed the same readings separately.

“If it’s trapped, then they didn’t want visitors,” Austin reminded everyone. He hoped this would be enough to drive some sense home; it was past time to go back and report this. They were barely a few meters in; who knew what other security traps were down there? Hopefully, everyone saw that now.

Carolina stepped away for a moment and came back, her hands full of dirt. She flung the dirt and watched as the field zapped and obliterated it. For the briefest moment, they saw the energy beams and discovered a gap leading towards what was basically a panel. The key panel disappeared when the commotion of dirt being annihilated finally settled, explaining why they didn’t see it until now. Austin considered it a key panel, but nothing certified that it was. It didn’t have the box exterior, buttons, and cables that he was familiar with, but it was definitely a panel for something. That observation aside, how did Carolina know to do that? Maybe she had explored more than she let on. He was going to have a long talk with her about this.

“Guys, enough is enough. We need to report this,” Austin pleaded as the group put their boots and gloves back on. Helena likely agreed with him; she looked downright green, but Austin didn’t see anyone else nodding. “Guys?”

“Our safety is of the utmost importance, naturally, but I’m confident Orlean can help us find a way in,” Dmitry said. Austin could have punched him. Had everyone lost their senses? Athen almost died just now, and still, they only saw treasure. If nearly losing Athen wasn’t enough to convince them, what would it take?
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