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ORIGINAL ENDING



Chapter 17: End Game

 Teller woke to the sound of helicopters flying low overhead. There seemed to be lots of them. 
The deep, chesty thump of the rotor blades suggested they were military rather than the lighter, smaller 
civilian helicopters that were normally buzzing around throughout the day. He rolled over, trying to go 
back to sleep, when he realized he could hear the crack of gunfire in the distance. The light within his 
partition inside the sleeping tent came on, casting a stark white neon glare in his eyes. 

"I'm sorry, sir," said a young Marine. "Dr Mason asked me to wake you."

Teller glanced at his watch. It was five in the morning. His muscles ached. He hadn't got to bed 
until after one and he felt awful, like he'd been run over by a truck, which wasn't all that surprising 
given the accident in the Hummer less than 48 hours ago. As he got dressed, his muscles began to 
stretch and ease. He wondered what could be so important and figured he'd stop by the medical tent 
first and pick up some more painkillers. 

He walked out into the cool morning air as the first rays of dawn were starting to break the 
darkness of the night, lighting up the clouds on the horizon. 

Cathy was standing over by the research trailer, huddled under a blanket, trying to keep warm. 
Teller wandered over.

"Good morning, sunshine," she said, seeing the bags under his eyes. 

"Do I look like I feel?" he asked, running his hand through his hair, trying to straighten out the 
mess.

"Worse," she replied with a grin.

"Wonderful."

"What's going on?" she asked.

"I was hoping you knew," said Teller, looking around at the hive of activity. It was only then it 
struck him that the police and the National Guard soldiers manning the perimeter were gone. A couple 
of the burly Navy SEALs ran past carrying some kind of heavy machine gun.

Bates came out of the research trailer. He switched on one of the external monitors, saying, 
"You're going to want to see this."

The TV showed images of La Guardia airport. Flashes of light lit up the coarse image of the 
tarmac at night, showing military transports taxiing in the dark. Armored personnel carriers rolled 
through the streets in front of the main concourse. 

Teller blinked, trying to make out what was going on. It was only then he realized the military 
vehicles all had the blue UN symbol on the side of them. 

Bates brought up the sound. "... in Brooklyn. Authorities have confirmed that the JFK airport has 
also been overrun by UN forces. Reports are coming in of at least seven fatalities so far, including three 
police officers."

The image switched to a shot of dozens of heavy lifting military aircraft lined up at the gates 
normally reserved for commercial aircraft. A banner ran along the bottom of the screen, advising 
residents to stay indoors.

Finch came up beside them. For the first time in a week, he wasn't angling for a shot. His camera 



was broadcasting. A red LED on the eyepiece blinked, signaling a live feed, but Finch didn't care. The 
camera was pointing haphazardly at the ground.

"We're at war," he said

"With who?" asked Cathy.

"Everyone, I think."

The sound of automatic gunfire broke in the distance.

"I heard they've taken civilian airfields as far inland as Newark. There have been reports of UN 
troops coming through the Lincoln tunnel, the Lincoln goddamn tunnel."

"This is crazy," replied Teller. "They can't possibly win. What do they think they'll achieve by all 
this?"

"I don't know," replied Finch. "But holding several million Americans as hostages buys them 
some serious bargaining power."

The heavy drone of a low flying plane passed overhead. Cathy nudged Teller, pointing above the 
New York skyline. Black shapes sat dotted across the sky, drifting slowly on the breeze. There were 
hundreds of parachutes. From where they were, they could see the flare of muzzle flashes as the 
descending troops opened fire at the National Guard on the ground. 

Mason ran up to them, yelling. "What the hell are you still doing here? The last chopper leaves 
from the park in five. I want your asses on that flight."

Before anyone could respond he'd run off again, calling out after someone else.

A helicopter hovering above the river opened fire on a convoy of armored personnel carriers 
crossing the Queensboro bridge. Tracers lit up against the blood red sky. A rocket launch flared up on 
the darkened bridge. A thin glowing needle lashed out across the river, catching the chopper on the tail. 

Cathy watched in horror. Although there was a crack like thunder, she'd expected to see a violent 
flash, an explosion, but there was nothing. Nevertheless, the chopper lurched to one side and began 
spinning as it plummeted toward the dark waters below, smoke bellowing from its crippled engine.

Anderson walked calmly out of the research trailer. Cathy looked at him like he was mad. She 
was petrified, surely everyone was.

"I'm staying."

"Me too," added Teller without hesitation.

Why the hell did he say that, she cursed within herself, and yet, deep down, she already knew he 
was going to do that. 

"I'm in," said Finch coldly. 

"To hell with it," added Bates. "Me too."

"Let's get you to the chopper," said Teller, turning to Cathy.

"Now hold on a minute, cowboy," said Cathy. "Don't get all chauvinistic on me and just assume 
I'm going to run for the hills because I'm a girl."

"It's not safe," said Bates.

"Didn't seem to bother you," replied Cathy, her sense of pride prickling at the thought of being 
pushed onto a helicopter because she was a woman.



"Last stagecoach outta Dodge," said Finch.

Teller took her arm and gently pulled her aside so he could talk to her privately.

"Please," was all he could manage. For such an eloquent speaker, he seemed unable to express 
himself under emotional pressure. He was flustered.

"I am not leaving you," she insisted. She took his hand and added, "I won't do it."

I'm not leaving you, thought Teller, replaying her sentence in his mind. It seemed they were both 
staying, although for vastly different reasons. 

"It would really …." began Teller.

"Nope," she replied, cutting him off. The sparkle in her eyes and the smile on her face told him 
he had no chance of changing her mind. "I've saved your ass once before. I can do it again."

He laughed, which she appreciated. 

Finch was back on song, filming a firefight in the distance, but never straying more than fifty feet 
from them. Cathy didn't like the prospect of stray rounds heading their direction, but there was no way 
she was leaving Teller.

Mason ran back over to them. 

"What are you waiting for? The French?"

"Actually, yes," said Anderson, speaking on behalf of the remaining scientists.

Mason shook his head. Cathy was surprised to see he was somewhat speechless as well. She 
wouldn't have picked that. Mason always seemed so composed.

The captain of the Navy SEALs came up to them, addressing Mason. "We need to evacuate the 
remaining personnel by land. They're using Tow missiles to target close air support, so chopper flights 
are out."

"UN forces have broken through across the Queensboro bridge to our north and we're taking 
heavy fire from the Midtown tunnel on the south. We can't hold them out on two fronts. They've got 
light armor; we're on foot. It's just a matter of time."    

"Captain," said Mason, reaching out and resting his hand on his shoulder. "I'm about to ask you to 
do something that is in direct contradiction of your orders, something that will go against every notion 
you've ever had about armed service, against your ethos and sense of valor and honor, but I need you to 
do this for me."

The captain was silent.

"I'm going to ask you to withdraw your troops and leave us here."

"Sir," the young captain began. "I cannot do that."

"You must."

"We will fight to the last man …" the captain began, but Mason cut him off gently.

"And in so doing, you would inadvertently put our lives in even greater jeopardy."

"But …"

Mason held up his hand, signaling for him to stop.

"It's going to be a beautiful day," said Mason, looking up at the first rays of dawn stretching out 



across the sky. "But it's not going to be the day you die. This thing, this anomaly, traveled half way 
across the universe to find life. I don't want it to see your death or mine."

The captain swallowed hard. "OK. There are a few things you should know."

Mason listened intently.

"The force composition is primarily made up of NATO troops, with the Russians providing 
heavy lifting. Already, they're having issues with logistics. They commandeered commercial airlines 
for troop movements and brought in their heavy equipment in military transports, using commercial 
call signs for international travel. They caught us napping, but our fighters have shut down the Atlantic 
airspace, so they're effectively cut off. From what I've heard, the force on the ground is around five 
thousand strong, but they're primarily assault troops, with little in the way of resupply."

"It's suicide," said Teller.

"Maybe," replied the captain. "Maybe not. We don't know their end game yet. This may just be 
one more nail in the coffin as they apply pressure through other channels. Force of arms is, ultimately, 
a means of projecting political power. They're boxing us in politically and economically, trying to force 
concessions. They're all-in, having thrown all their chips onto this high-stakes poker table."

"Why isn't the air force targeting their troops?" asked Mason.

"They're using our Identification Friend or Foe frequencies, which means our air-power can only 
engage with visual confirmation or infrared markers. Without that, we have no way of telling US forces 
from hostiles. It's going to take some time before that is reset at our end, so don't expect much by way 
of air support. We're operating in a heavily built-up area, which makes it tough to get a positive ID on 
ground forces, but it's our town, so we have the advantage. The SEALs have been ordered to go 
guardian angel, which means we're going to establish forward observation posts, provide IR markers 
and conduct sniping to disrupt supply lines." 

The captain was pumped with adrenaline He shifted his weight, moving like a prize-fighter 
waiting to take the ring. "We'll stay silent, but we'll remain close by for as long as we can. If things go 
hot, we'll be able to provide you with cover fire, but don't expect the engagement to last much more 
than a few minutes. Their advanced teams are all special forces. Hell, we trained most of these guys. 
They know our tactics, they'll know how to route us, and they have numeric superiority and mobility on 
their side. It won't always be that way, but for the next six hours, at least, they have the tactical 
advantage."

Mason nodded.

"Gotta go," the captain added, hearing a message about advancing troops over the radio. He 
turned and ran toward East 46th Street.    

"It's not too late to go with him," said Mason, looking at the small group standing in front of the 
deserted research center. 

Finch ran over. "What the hell is going on? They're pulling out without a fight."

"At my request," replied Mason. 

"What the …" replied Finch, but Cathy cut him off.

"Have you got a handy-cam?" she asked. "As I suspect our new overlords are not going to be 
quite as amiable as NASA."

"Oh, yeah," said Finch. "Good point."



Finch swung the broadcast camera down off his shoulder and set it on a table, sending out an 
image of the empty street leading down toward them. In the distance, several armored personnel 
carriers drove cautiously forward, moving between the burning wreckage of network vans and 
broadcast trailers. Sporadic gunfire erupted, directed into the side streets.

Finch emptied a bag on the ground and rummaged through the camera parts.

"Cathy, can you toss me the battery from that charger?"

"Sure thing."

"What's the point?" asked Teller. "I mean, even if you switch to a smaller camera, surely they're 
watching the same live feed. They'll shut that down as well."

"Maybe," said Finch. "But this is the military we're talking about. Command and control 
structures have a way of fucking things up beyond all recognition. They're not renown for their 
efficiency, and that might just buy us some time."

"Just like the old days," said Cathy.

"Absolutely," said Finch. "I'm setting this baby up to stream to CERN via a separate feed. The 
battery's only going to be good for about an hour, but it should ensure something gets out there. The 
world needs to know what's going on here."

He bent down in front of the main camera. His face filled the screen as he said, "Phillip, Jose, 
please tell me you're not in league with this madness. Please pick up this feed and make sure it goes 
live."

"Do you think they will?" asked Mason, surprised by their ingenuity and pleased to see some 
innovation.

"I hope so. Switzerland's always been neutral. I can't see them breaking that," replied Finch. 

He handed the small camera to Cathy as the first of the UN vehicles pulled up in front of them. 
Finch grabbed his broadcast camera and walked forward, getting a good shot of the battleship gray hull 
of the armored personnel carrier with the blue UN symbol on the angular side plates. Troops started 
pouring out the rear of the vehicle, spreading out to secure the area.   

Cathy sat the handy-cam on the table. She angled the shot so it took in the edge of the anomaly 
looking out toward East 45th Street and the stretch of 1st Avenue next to them. She took the blanket 
from her shoulders and dumped it on the table, carefully obscuring the camera.



Chapter 18: Embassy

The broadcast camera was the first thing to go. One of the soldiers snatched it from Finch, threw 
it to the ground and crushed the metal casing with the butt of his rifle. It seemed to give him some 
satisfaction, noted Cathy. She stood to one side, blocking his view of the handy-cam, knowing that the 
audio feed alone told enough of the story. 

Mason tried talking to the French commander, but he didn't speak English, at least, that's the 
impression he wanted to portray. Mason didn't buy that for a second, demanding to speak to his 
superiors. Several of the soldiers crowded around them, bunching them together. 

Two more armored personnel carriers pulled up, securing the far side of the anomaly. The sound 
of gunfire resounded in the distance, but it seemed to be receding. As dawn broke, foreign troops 
flooded the area, busting in doors, checking the tents and trailers for any stragglers, working 
methodically through the surrounding buildings. 

"I want to speak to someone in charge," demanded Mason. "Article four of the Geneva 
Convention guarantees the protection and neutrality of civilians. You have no right to use force against 
us."

"Yes, yes," the French commander agreed. "Your protection. We are here for your protection. We 
keep you here to protect you, so you are not harmed in this conflict. Yes?"

The commander was preoccupied, talking in French on his radio. Mason wished he'd paid more 
attention to his foreign language classes in high school. He'd covered French for a term, but couldn't 
remember anything beyond polite greetings.

Cathy stood behind Mason, whispering as she translated.

"... Midtown is secure ... police requesting access across the front lines to allow for the passage of 
ambulances ... they've agreed ... something on the bridge ... coming across the bridge, something 
important on a truck ... they're expecting a counter-attack from the north ... something about four hours, 
to be complete in four hours ... OK, they're talking about us ... restrain, hold, delay, I'm not sure about 
that, but it doesn't sound nasty ... they know we're still transmitting, but they think it's from one of the 
scientific cameras ... he's been told to cut power to the site to kill the transmission ..."

"What is your intention?" asked Mason.

The commander looked surprised by the question. 

"Science."

"Your intention is science?" asked Mason. "You don't use military force to conduct a scientific 
experiment."

"To share science," replied the commander, gesturing with his hand toward the anomaly. "We 
share this science with all of mankind."

But they had no interest in the data collection, the research computers or the NASA monitoring 
equipment. From what Mason could tell, there were no civilians or scientists among the troops.

"What kind of science?"

"You will see," said the commander, walking off, waving his hands as he barked orders at the 
various crews.



Finch nudged Cathy, drawing her attention to some of the French special forces running by on 
the periphery.

"Fifty caliber sniper rifles. Those things are accurate to a couple of miles and will punch a hole 
through anything smaller than an M1 Abrams tank. Those boys are playing for keeps. They'll be 
heading for high ground."

"What about the anomaly?" asked Mason, turning to Teller. "How will it react?"

"I don't know," said Teller, looking for ideas from Anderson and Bates. They were both silent.

"Give me something to work with?" said Mason. "Your best guess."

Teller thought about it for a second, his eyes glancing over at the soft blue sphere rising up over a 
hundred meters in the air beside them. The density within the anomaly obscured his view of the center, 
but, by squinting, he could just make out the subtle shape of the small embryonic alien deep within.

"It hasn't reacted to the commotion around it. All this upheaval may be alarming for us, but I 
suspect the anomaly will work with whoever is willing to converse with it."

He paused.

"So?" asked Cathy.

"So it has probably been through all this before. We may not know what to expect, but it does. It 
probably expected petty squabbling among us savages at some point."

"But it won't do anything about this?" asked Mason, gesturing to the soldiers.

"I suspect this is similar to when we first met the Incas or the Micronesians, where there were 
power struggles between the various tribes. It's going to wait for a victor to emerge."

"So it's amoral," said Mason.

"Well, it's not going to understand our sense of morality," added Anderson, agreeing with Teller. 
"In the same way we fail to recognize the morality of bees or termites, even though they are both 
socially adept species. It doesn't understand our issues, it can't."

"Well," said Cathy. "Thank God it didn't land in Nazi Germany and give up its secrets to Hitler."

She was right, thought Teller, and her reasoning bothered him. 

"That's a good point," he continued. "It must know how disruptive its intervention is going to be 
for any globally dispersed sentient species. It must realize the diversity of values and cultures that 
would exist on other worlds and how its presence would cause turmoil and unrest."

"Yeah," said Bates. "Like it or not, it's going to realize it has a duty of care toward less advanced 
species, to assist and aid them, and not to allow its presence to tear them apart."

"Oh, yes," added Cathy. "That wouldn't go down well in their history books, now would it? Diary 
entry. Found humans today. Watched as they wiped each other out."

Mason seemed lost in thought. The others waited to hear what he had to say, seeing the look of 
concentration on his face.

"I think the Russians might have been right," he finally said. "I think we've got this all wrong. 
We've missed something fundamental, something that's been staring us in the face the whole time. It's 
no coincidence the anomaly landed here, before the United Nations. This isn't just the arrival of an 
alien spacecraft, it's the establishment of a foreign embassy."

It was a frank admission, especially as Mason was mindful of the broadcast carrying his 



comments to the world. 

Teller's mind raced at the thought.

"That would make sense," he added. "An interstellar species would have crossed many of the 
same boundaries and challenges we're facing right now. They would have gone through periods of 
global proliferation, faced the scarcity of resources, the abuse of the environment, the inevitable 
conflict of cultures. They would have fought wars and fought for peace. They would understand the 
need for diplomacy." 

"I can see that," said Anderson. "And by aligning the area within the anomaly with its home 
world it has, in essence, staked out a claim. It would see the occupied space as its sovereign territory, 
just like an embassy, so it transformed it into the environment it needs for life."

"So this is some kind of ambassador from the stars?" asked Cathy, pointing at the slowly forming 
fetus 

"Basically, yes," said Bates.

"So how will it react to all this?" asked Mason, knowing full well their conversation was being 
broadcast and hoping that both sides were listening.

"It's hard to say," replied Teller. "But I doubt it's going to remain idle. It will try to remain 
neutral, but it started all this, so I suspect it would be prepared to end it, if need be."

A semi-truck drove slowly down 1st Avenue from Queensboro. Its lights were still on even 
though the sun was up and the day had dawned. Its grinding low gear shifts told of the heavy load it 
bore. Behind the cab were two low-lying flatbed trailers. Large canvas tarpaulins lay draped over the 
equipment on the trailers. Already, soldiers on the trailers were working to release the strapping 
holding the covers in place.

The soldiers guarding the scientists were talking in animated terms. Cathy tried to translate as the 
rig pulled up. The truck turned to one side so the trailers lay next to the anomaly.

"They're saying something about another sphere on the truck, but I can't make out what it is."

"It's not French," said Mason. "It's Greek." 

"Bathysphere," added Anderson.

The soldiers pulled off the canvas covers, revealing a bright yellow deep sea submersible on the 
flatbed trailer. The crew from the truck lowered stabilizers, large pads extending down and out from the 
trailer to disperse its center of gravity. A hydraulic crane on the back of the truck unfolded itself, 
extending its arm out over the robotic probe.

"They can't do this," cried Teller.

"Will it even work?" asked Mason.

"In theory," began Anderson, "Yes. The density inside the anomaly is such that its atmosphere 
will behave like a fluid. The anomaly is probably right on the limits of what that mini-sub can bear."

"How will it respond?" asked Mason.

"How would you respond if someone threatened one of your kids?" replied Teller, telling Mason 
what he didn't want to hear. 

"We've got to stop it," said Cathy.

The French soldiers were aware of their rising interest.



"You stay," said one of them in his broken English, pulling back on the bolt of his assault rifle 
and loading a round into the chamber.

Mason protested, demanding he be allowed to speak to the commander. 

They watched helplessly as the truck crew hooked up a couple of chains to the submersible. 

"I've got to stop this," said Teller, under his breath. "The anomaly is going to see this as an 
intrusion, an attack on its territory."

"Even if you could get over there," Cathy whispered to Teller, "what could you do?"

"Do you believe in angels?"

She smiled, saying, "Just remember, you owe me for this. Big time."

Cathy stepped forward, pushing Mason to one side, taking him off guard. The soldiers reacted, 
closing ranks as she reached out and pushed one of them in the center of his chest, forcing him to step 
back.

"What?" she asked. "Do the French now shoot unarmed women?"

They seemed to understand that.

"Where is your sense of honor?" she demanded. 

The soldiers were baffled. Teller moved to one side, over toward the NASA research trailer.

Cathy stepped forward, grabbing the youngest soldier by his camouflaged jacket and pulling him 
in toward her. She planted a kiss on his lips, holding him close as he struggled to pull away. The other 
soldiers broke out in laughter. 

"I thought the French were lovers, not fighters," she cried as the young soldier stepped away, 
embarrassed. His eyes darted down, away from her and his comrades. 

Several other soldiers ran over, including the commander. Teller dropped to the ground and 
rolled under the trailer.

The commander demanded to know what was going on.

Cathy stood defiant, saying, "You ignored us, so I spoke out in a way only the French could truly 
appreciate, and it worked. It got your attention."

The soldiers seemed entranced by her audacity. Teller shimmied along beneath the trailer before 
slipping out and dashing over behind the couch. 

The commander swore at his troops in French, demanding they take this seriously.

"You can't launch that sub," said Mason.

"You are not in a position to tell me what I can and cannot do," replied the commander. 

"Listen to me," insisted Mason. "You were right. We were wrong. We've handled this all wrong. 
There, you have it. You have an admission of our mistakes."

The commander listened.

"This is not simply an alien entity. It is a representative from another world, another culture. It 
represents a foreign power. The anomaly is every bit as sovereign as the French embassy in 
Washington DC. If you launch that sub, you will be invading an alien world."

"And it's not just the intrusion," said Anderson, backing him up. "You will be inadvertently 



carrying billions, trillions of bacteria, protozoa, mites, pollens and dust-fines with you. We have no 
idea what impact that will have on an alien lifeform. You are violating a sterile zone. You could ruin 
everything." 

"And the pressure differences are vast," added Bates. "We don't understand the technology that 
maintains the separation between our worlds. You could rupture a membrane, causing explosive 
decompression."

The French commander waved his hand, refusing to be drawn into discussion. 

"I have my orders."

Teller was creeping between the couch and one of the armchairs when a soldier by the truck 
spotted him.

"Arreter! Stup!" shouted the soldier in his thick French accent.  

Teller ran straight for him. 

The soldier raised his rifle to his shoulder before Teller could cover the fifteen yards between 
them. The soldier's finger tightened on the trigger, but the back of his head exploded and he fell in a 
bloody heap to the concrete. 

The bullet came from one of the low-lying buildings along 1st Avenue. The other soldiers reacted 
immediately, forgetting about Teller for a moment and turning to face the incoming fire. Three more 
shots rang out from two locations within the same block of buildings. One of the rounds clipped the 
soldier guiding the submersible to the ground, sending him reeling to one side and clutching at his arm.

The soldiers surrounding the scientists knocked them to the ground, pushing them down on the 
rough concrete. Cathy looked out to see Teller knock one of the soldiers over as he ran headlong 
toward the yellow submersible swinging gently in its cradle, just a few feet above the road.

Another soldier took aim at Teller only to find himself cut down with a shot to the base of his 
neck, just above his body armor Automatic gun fire rang out within the intersection.

The French troops charged the buildings where the sniper fire originated, but the shooters were 
focusing solely on covering Teller as he ran forward, dropping anyone that turned a firearm on him. 

French soldiers stormed into the ground floor and began heading up to the sniping positions.

Teller reached the submersible. He picked up a wrench and started swinging at the mini-sub, 
trying to crack the glass portholes protecting the cameras and electronics within. The SEALs realized 
what he was doing and fired at the submersible, but their bullets ricocheted off the hardened steel hull, 
causing Teller to flinch. Then the firing ceased and Teller realized he was on his own.

It was hopeless, the mini-sub was built to withstand pressures far in excess of anything he could 
muster. 

One of the French soldiers crash-tackled him, sending him rolling across the concrete and over 
toward the edge of the anomaly. 

He struggled to get back to his feet as the soldier pounded him with his fists, striking him with 
blow after blow to his head. Teller was dazed, shocked by the brutal efficiency of each punch. He could 
barely think, let alone defend himself. His hands seemed feeble as he tried to protect his head.

Teller could feel blood trickling down his neck. Another soldier yelled at him, kicking him with 
his steel-capped boots. Yet another crushed his fingers under foot as he reached out to steady himself. 

Teller rolled on the ground in agony, catching glimpses of the blue anomaly behind him as the 



soldiers grabbed at him, lifting him by his shirt, raising him up only to punch him in the face and knock 
him back to the ground. 

Cathy was screaming. His ears were ringing. He could hear her, but she sounded distant, as 
though she were only the audio feed of a television turned down low.

More soldiers gathered around, striking him repeatedly with the butt of their rifles, breaking his 
right arm just above the elbow and cracking several of his ribs.

Teller vomited. Blood marred his face.

He curled up, trying to protect his vital organs as the blows and kicks continued to pound his 
body. 

Cathy continued to scream, yelling for them to stop and then, suddenly, they ceased. Teller lay 
still, curled up in a ball, with his knees up against his chest, waiting for the next blow to fall. He felt the 
cold steel barrel of a handgun pushed up hard against his temple as he lay on the ground, his right eye 
almost swollen shut. He peered up at the French commander through tears.  

"Levez-vous. Levez-vous. Up."

Teller staggered to his feet, holding his broken arm against his body. The barrel of the handgun 
stayed hard up against his forehead. 

Above him rose the soft blue curve of the sphere. Behind him, just fifteen feet away, lay the edge 
of two worlds, the crater that had once held a busy traffic intersection and the cold, compressed 
gaseous atmosphere of another planet.

He'd failed.

The commander dragged his handgun slowly around the edge of Teller's face, following the 
contour of his jaw, the barrel always pointing inward.

"Five of my men are dead," he began. "I don't like it when my men die. It is not good."

Teller was silent. His head hung low as he looked at the boots of the soldiers gathered around 
him. He was dizzy, disoriented. His body ached. His bottom lip was swollen. His lower front teeth had 
been chipped, sending a searing pain pulsating through his jaw.

"We have killed your sniper. He died for nothing. Just as you will die for nothing."

The commander pushed the barrel of his handgun into Teller's chest. The pain from his broken 
ribs forced him to stagger backwards.

"No," screamed Cathy in the distance. 

Teller looked over at her through his swollen eyes. Mason was holding her back. Several soldiers 
stood by, training their rifles on them. 

He wanted to say something to her. He wasn't sure what, but he felt she was due an explanation, 
an apology. He tried to speak, but no words came out. His lips were cracked, his tongue was split. 
Blood ran from the corner of his mouth and down his chin in a dribble.

The commander pushed him again. It took all the strength he had not to collapse in a heap. His 
feet faltered beneath him.

"You love your anomaly so much," said the commander. "You can join it."

The commander raised his leg, planting his boot firmly in the middle of Teller's chest and shoved 
him backwards. Teller stumbled, trying to keep his balance. His back grazed against something smooth 



and hard, as tough as granite, and he felt himself being sucked rapidly backwards and up into the 
anomaly.

Cathy watched as Teller disappeared into the blue fog. She saw a flash of white burst out within 
the anomaly in a broad fan, a fine radial mist exploding throughout the sphere. The swirling current 
within the massive sphere caused the fog to dissipate as it blended with the soft blue gases.

"I don't understand," she cried, turning to Anderson. "What happened?"

Anderson had a tear in his eye. "It's the fractured organics."

"What? No. He's not dead," she yelled hysterically. "There's no blood. There's no body. He can't 
be dead."

Mason held her tight, holding her head against his shoulder and comforting her. 

"It's the pressure," said Anderson, choking on the words. "It would crush organics into basic 
compounds within a fraction of a second. You wouldn't see blood as there wouldn't be any, not any 
more. It would break everything down at a cellular level into its basic components, just a handful of 
base molecules."

He felt like a heel, but he felt she should know. He felt he needed to be honest about what had 
just happened and not lie. The reality was, the pressures involved equated to the weight of several fully 
laden 747 airplanes crushing down across Teller's body.  

"No," insisted Cathy, trying to convince herself otherwise. "I don't believe it. He's not gone. He 
can't be."

Scraps of clothing, hair and patches of skin swirled by within the anomaly like rags. A shoe 
drifted past, close to the edge. Cathy buried her head into Mason's shoulder, not wanting to look. She 
sobbed uncontrollably.

Mason held her tight, wrapping his arms around her. There was nothing he could say to comfort 
her. He felt helpless, powerless, defeated.

The French returned to preparing the submersible for insertion into the anomaly, lowering it onto 
a dolly and wheeling it across toward the hazy blue sphere. One of the crew was running diagnostics, 
checking the on-board systems while another worked with the umbilical cord, preparing to let it out as 
the mini-sub was guided remotely within the alien environment.

At first, no one noticed, but a gap appeared between the edge of the concrete and the anomaly. 
After a few minutes, the gap grew to over a foot. A couple of the soldiers realized what was happening 
and looked up. The sphere that defined the anomaly was lifting up into the air.

The anomaly rose above them, its deep blue orb clearing the ground and leaving a hollowed out 
crater in the midst of the road as it sailed slowly up into the sky. 

Mason, Anderson, Bates and Cathy watched in awe as the anomaly cleared the treetops, slowly 
gaining speed as it rose higher. Finch held the handy-cam, broadcasting the last moments as the 
anomaly accelerated up through the clouds and out of sight.

The French were stunned. 

There was nothing left to fight over. 

The French withdrew with much shouting and yelling, leaving the scientists standing beside the 
muddy crater in the road.

Cathy slumped down in an armchair, unable to cope, feeling numb. Although the warmth of the 



sun bathed her body, she felt cold within. 

A handful of Marines appeared, running in around them, securing the area and looking to see if 
they could assist. The soldiers were in radio contact with the US command center in Central Park.  

Mason was silent, reeling from the implications of what had just happened, stunned by the 
sudden departure of the anomaly. He felt hollow, empty.

One of the Marines was over by the lip of the crater, looking down into the rocky bowl in the 
ground. He pointed, calling out, "Hey, get a Medic. There's someone down there."

Mason ran to the sharp edge of the broad crater within the intersection. There, lying in the muddy 
water at the bottom, was a body. Without thinking about it, he dropped over the steep concrete side, 
skidding down the rough gravel and into the waist deep, murky water in the middle. 

Teller was unconscious, but he was breathing. Mason cradled his head, keeping it above water as 
several Marines came sliding down the sides of the crater and waded through the muddy water to help.

Cathy stood there on the edge of the crater, her hands raised up over her mouth.

Mason looked down at Teller. Apart from the mud, he looked OK. There was no blood. His face 
wasn't bruised. His arms and chest looked dirty but normal. 

"He's going to be OK," he called out irrationally. He really didn't have anything to base his claim 
on, but he felt a sense of euphoria.

Several other Marines threw long heavy ropes into the crater. A medic clambered down with a 
combat triage kit. A few minutes later, an old canvas stretcher was lowered down.

Standing on the edge of the crater, Anderson put his arm around Cathy, saying, "It looks like our 
friend had one last trick up his sleeve."



Chapter 19: Dinner

Cathy heard the footsteps in the hall and got to the door before Teller could knock. He looked 
handsome, standing there in a pair of stonewashed denim jeans and a neatly ironed mauve shirt. He 
offered Cathy a bottle of red wine and a bunch of red roses. She tiptoed, kissing him on the lips and 
welcoming him to her apartment.

The first thing Teller noticed was the smell of garlic and butter simmering away over some 
mushrooms in the kitchen.

Cathy looked beautiful, he thought. She was wearing a strapless floral dress and had her hair up 
in a bun, highlighting the soft curves of her neck and shoulders. Her make-up had been studiously 
applied. Subtle brushes of blush and foundation brought out the natural highlights on her cheeks. Her 
eye-liner and mascara complimented the hazel in her eyes while a light, peach flavored lipstick sat on 
her lips. At least, he thought the flavor was peach, licking his lips.  

Cathy put the flowers in a vase and sat them on the dining table next to an already lit candelabra 
with six tall white candles. The lights were dim, but Teller could see family photos and a couple of 
science fiction novels on her bookcase. The title of one of them, Serengeti, caught his eye. It was a 
book he'd read a couple of years ago, a science fiction novel set hundreds of years in the future. It 
seemed a little strange for her tastes. He'd thought of her more as a Jane Austin fan.

The apartment was laid out in an open plan so Cathy could talk to Teller from the kitchen as she 
put two slices of rump steak on a hot grill.

"How would you like your steak?" she asked as the meat began to sizzle.

"Medium rare."

She set an egg timer, determined not to overcook his steak.

"Do you mind if I put on the television? Just for a moment?"

"So long as it's not on C-SPAN," Cathy replied, checking on the lime panna-cotta in the fridge. It 
was perfect, with just a little give to the touch. It would go well with a bit of honey brittle crushed over 
the top and make a nice dessert that was not too sweet.  

Teller turned on the television, keeping the volume down low as he switched to C-SPAN. Mason 
was already addressing the General Assembly.

"...in these last few days," he said, rounding out a point Teller had missed.

The camera shot panned around the hall as Mason spoke, catching the focused concentration on 
each face in the audience. Hundreds of delegates had gathered in the assembly to hear the first official 
address since the departure of the anomaly almost a week before.

"We weren't ready."

Mason paused for effect.

"Many people, on both sides of the Atlantic, are ready to apportion blame, to cast the first stone, 
to criticize and condemn, but the reality is, if there is any blame for what has happened here, it lies with 
us as a species, not with us as individuals, not with us as nations or cultures. We, mankind, were not 
ready to meet voyagers from the stars. We were not ready for ..."

Cathy switched off the television at the wall, saying, "You promised."



Teller looked at her sheepishly without saying a word.

"Oh, don't do that puppy dog thing with me," she said, looking at the sense of despair in his eyes. 

"Ah, go on, then," she conceded, hearing the egg timer ring in the background and realizing it 
wasn't worth ruining a couple of perfectly good steaks over such a trivial matter. 

Maybe she was asking too much of him, she thought. It was one thing to know you had to move 
on and leave the past behind, but it was another actually doing it. 

Cathy felt a bit guilty about being so rough over the television. The poor guy's life had been 
turned upside-down like that concrete slab, she realized. It's no wonder he wanted to hear the 
conclusion of the whole matter. So much for the romantic dinner she wanted, but it didn't have to spoil 
things, she thought, she just needed to be a bit more tender and understanding.   

After chiding herself, she disappeared into the kitchen, determined to bounce back.

Teller turned the TV back on and sat down on the couch.

"Turn it up," said Cathy, figuring if you can't beat 'em, join 'em.

"... outbound course took it next to the Sun, within the orbit of Mercury, and then out close by 
Mars, which is about to pass behind the far side of the Sun." 

"NASA was able to re-task the radar on the Archimedes satellite in orbit around Mars and caught 
a fleeting glimpse of the anomaly at a distance of two point four million kilometers as it passed by the 
planet out well beyond the orbit of Phobos. This allowed us to confirm the direction the anomaly is 
traveling It is departing our solar system on a bearing consistent with the galaxy designated NCG 4543, 
its assumed point of origin. Its rate of acceleration as it passed Mars was estimated at 2.2G, but we 
have no way of knowing if this is a constant rate."

On the screen, Mason took a sip of water. The camera panned to a wideangle shot. Anderson and 
Bates stood slightly back, flanking Mason. It was an interesting shift in strategy, thought Teller. The 
President and Vice President were conspicuously absent. Rather than representing a country, the three 
of them were representing science.

"It will take years, perhaps decades, to restore proper diplomatic relations between Europe and 
the US. It is one thing to reopen an embassy in Paris, it is another to rebuild the trust that has been lost. 
But the anomaly taught us something important in this regard, that, despite our different languages, 
different cultures and histories, the language of science is common throughout the universe. We must 
be willing to put aside our differences and speak this same language here on Earth."

"We have to learn from the anomaly, and not just in the scientific sense. We need to learn about 
ourselves. We need to learn about each other. Forgiveness lies in the acceptance of the past and a desire 
to change the future. We, as mankind, need to be willing to forgive ourselves and move forward."

Cathy leaned over the back of the couch, putting her hands gently around his neck and chest. She 
liked what she was hearing. Teller rubbed her fingers gently, realizing she appreciated his need for 
closure.

"And we must be willing to change," continued Mason, driving the point home. "We, mankind as 
a whole, must be willing to embrace the future. None of us has all the answers. We need to cooperate. 
We have to work together. We must accept that we are on a journey, leaving the ignorance of the past 
behind as we advance into the future. And we are not alone. We know that now. But what will we do 
with this new-found knowledge?" 

Mason looked out across the sea of delegates as he spoke.



"We will do what mankind has always done, for hundreds of thousands of years, since we first 
stepped out of the forests and onto the Savannah. We will learn and grow. We will make tomorrow a 
brighter day for our children. We will continue to advance to new horizons."

He paused, adding, "And one day, we will join our brethren among the stars."

Mason bowed his head slightly, adding a heartfelt, "Thank you."

The General Assembly broke in applause, with delegates from around the world standing as they 
clapped and cheered.

Teller sat there for a moment, soaking up the thunderous applause before turning the television 
off. He turned to Cathy, saying, "Sorry, I just really needed to hear that."

"You have nothing to apologize for," said Cathy, leaning over the back of the couch and kissing 
him on the cheek. "The steaks needed to rest anyway."  

Cathy plated their dinner and they sat down together to eat. Teller opened the red wine and 
poured two glasses. The steak was tender and juicy, so he complimented her on it as he tried some of 
the sautéed field mushrooms and creamy mashed potatoes.

"Have you been back to school yet?" she asked.

"I'm not due back till next Wednesday, but I stopped by yesterday and caught up with the kids 
and a few of the parents."

"How did that go?"

Teller laughed. "It was a bit over the top. They treated me like a rock star, which was a little 
embarrassing."

Cathy smiled. She'd had a similar reception at the TV station.

"Everyone wanted to know what it was like to stand on the slab."

"It's funny," she added. "I was asked the same question. And yet, through all this, I never set foot 
on it. I mean, I was inside the thing when it began, but I never had any interest in standing there as the 
anomaly did its whole Ferris-wheel thing and turned upside-down."

As vastly different as they were, Teller smiled as he realized they shared a lot more than common 
experiences. They shared the same outlook.

"Yeah," he replied. "As fascinating as that was, it was a sideshow to the main attraction."

Cathy suddenly realized she hadn't offered him condiments. Her faced dropped a little as she 
said, "Did you want some salt or pepper?"

Teller rested his hand on hers, appreciating just how much she cared.

"It's perfect," he said.

"Why did they keep you in hospital for so long?" she asked, taking a sip of wine. "They wouldn't 
let me see you. I kept calling Mason and he'd say you were fine, but he would not let me visit. I got so 
angry with him. I called him an ass-hole That probably didn't help things."

Teller laughed, saying, "No, it probably didn't."

"Oh, but I couldn't help it. He was so infuriating."

"You're telling me," replied Teller. "They were paranoid that I'd somehow been changed by the 
anomaly. They ran CT scans, PET scans, ECG scans, you name it. I felt like a pincushion. I had to 



undergo a psych evaluation, memory tests. Someone even talked Mason into an ESP test, thank God 
that came back negative. They even conducted a DNA test using strands of hair from my pillow at 
home."

"And?" asked Cathy, not quite sure what she was asking.

Teller smiled at her sense of fascination, saying, "Apparently, I am still me."

She pushed him playfully, adding, "Well, that's a relief." 

"Oh, but my fillings are all gone."

"Really?" 

"Yeah. And the scar from my right leg is gone too. I broke my leg falling off a swing when I was 
twelve and had a nasty compound fracture that required steel pins to hold the bones together. But 
there's no sign of the scar from the operation. Oh, and they tell me bone density changes after a break, 
but both legs are the same, so it's as though it never broke."

"So you are a brand new man?" 

"Yeah, I guess so."

"What do you remember?" she asked.

"Nothing from that day. The last thing I remember is kissing you goodnight in the early hours of 
the morning."

"Well, I'm glad you remember that," she added coyly. 

She held his hand.

"Do you think we'll ever see it again? The anomaly? Will it come back in our lifetime?"

Teller was silent. He sat there deep in thought. He seemed to be caught in a moment of 
indecision, thought Cathy, not sure quite what he was thinking.

"Can you keep a secret?" he asked.

"Oh, now that's a loaded question," she replied, trying not to laugh. "I'm a reporter, remember?"

Teller leaned across the table and whispered in her ear, saying, "It never left."

"What do you mean?" she asked, confused. "I saw the anomaly depart. We all saw it leave."

Sitting there across from her, Teller grinned like one of the young boys in this fourth grade 
chemistry class watching a catalytic reaction. 

He reached out and took one of the candles, being careful not to drip wax on his fingers. He held 
it out in front of him at arms length, waving it gently through the air, searching for something just 
above head-height, a few feet away. 

The candle flared slightly. 

Teller moved the candle gently and the flame flickered and flared again. The flame above the 
wax was transparent, with just a slight tinge of lime-green. 

"The color is from the paraffin in the wax," said Teller, as though he read her mind. "The flame 
itself is invisible and reaches up about four inches above the candle. If you look closely, you can see it 
shimmering in the air."

Cathy could feel a slight burst of heat as the candle flared yet again.



"What is that?" she asked, curious.

"It's hydrogen," replied Teller. "Don't tell Mason, but it looks like we're going to need more party 
balloons."

The Original End
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