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Аннотация
Within six months, all the human life on the rogue planet Way Station, meant as a second chance for a dying world, was wiped out, and nobody knows why. Doctors Eve Strauss and Isaac Federman are sent to the planet to investigate the deaths with no team, hardly any contact with home, and no idea what they�re getting into. What they are certain of is that they likely will not make it out alive.
These are the transcripts of Eve�s audio diary as they traverse a sunless world that they once thought was safe and calm, following strange storms, impossible noises in the dark, and a trail of bodies that spans the entire planet. Supposedly, they are the only living beings on the surface of Way Station, and they have to rely on each other to stay stable and on task when they�re otherwise surrounded by millions of years of death.


Dove Levy
WAY STATION


Landing

Audio autopsy reviews and diary of Dr. Eve Strauss, forensic pathologist on the rogue planet Way Station, investigating the deaths of the eleven research teams stationed there.
� � �
Dr. Eve Strauss, Research Facility A on the southern continent of Way Station, assisted by Dr. Isaac Federman. Walls are intact and the life support system is running at optimal capacity. Food storage and air supply are clean. Most of the research team was found in the recreation area, in addition to two bodies in the kitchen, one in the west end bedroom, and three in the lab. All areas show signs of struggle but the positions of the bodies don�t suggest that they were fighting each other.
Examination review of Irene Willis, ID number 1104, details in file. Full autopsy report in temporary file, pending transfer when communication channels open again. They were found clothed in the recreation room beside an elliptical, their right leg caught under one of the pedals, the shin shattered post-mortem, suggesting they had died upright and then fallen, their leg trapped as the pedal came down. No other external wounds found. Eyes cloudy.
Symptoms point to arsenic poisoning, however no traces have been found in the blood. Examination of stomach contents show nothing abnormal, nor are there any injection wounds on the body. No drink or dried food in the facility by the time of our arrival contains levels of any poison high enough to cause symptoms or death. Dr. Federman is in the process of testing the fresh foods delivered from Facility C, the tests halfway complete as of the time I�m recording this, and none are yet showing signs of tampering. Cause of death hesitantly put to poison, manner of death unknown. All members of Facility A are deceased. The entry log shows no visits from other stations for the past month, the last being when Facility C sent the monthly stock of food grown on their farm.
* * *
We�re disposable.
That�s why they sent a psychologist with me, I think. They said it was to help deal with this planet, with the darkness, with being surrounded by dead bodies in an otherwise dead world where the only life resides in the deepest parts of the deepest oceans. They said it was to make this mission run faster, to keep me from falling down into my own fears because no person had ever been in our positions before.
But frankly, I think that�s bull. Each facility�s main areas are brightly lit at all times, the light just like those in our labs back home and in the ship that brought us here, and the rest of the station�s lighting brightens and dims in a mockery of Earth�s days and nights to keep our internal clocks and our minds going right in a world that otherwise hasn�t see light in millions of years. These facilities were full of people, twenty to a hundred per team, and nobody was allowed to be alone for an instant. We needn�t deal with the darkness. We needn�t deal with the loneliness.
That they feign worry over my reaction to dead bodies, considering my profession, is laughable.
I told them all of this. �You can�t know how you�ll react until you�re there for a month,� they said to me. No matter what I asked for or what problems I brought up, they gave the same excuses, muddled in jargon and language straight out of a thesaurus that made it sound like they knew what they were talking about. They had more experience, they had the science and the reports from those who actually lived on Way Station, so they knew better than me, right?
I still agreed. Of course, I agreed. Only a few thousand people on Earth have ever set foot on Way Station, have ever set foot on another planet at all, and I could be one of them. This is my one chance to help my family, and my last chance. We have the largest space programs backing us, monitoring us through the facility systems, taking the small reports that can be given during the times the communication channels aren�t optimal and personally checking in with us when the channels are clear again. It would be fine, I told myself. I�m going to space.
When the excited child within you is yelling, it�s hard to listen to rational thought until you were already too far gone to turn back. Only when Dr. Federman and I were alone on a ship with the Earth falling out of view behind us did I look through the members of all the research facilities on the planet ahead and find that only two of them had psychologists, and both of those people had the necessary credentials in other needed fields for their teams. Neither were there to keep their colleagues stable.
They sent us alone, just the two of us. I�d be angry, but I�m too tired for it. Already I�m exhausted, and I�ve only been here a day. The anger will come soon, though. Neither of us is anywhere near the tops of our fields, neither of us has been to Way Station before like so many others who�d returned to Earth prior to the poor fate that befell the rest. They would have been more than capable of flying back up here and taking over the jobs assigned to us.
We�re only here because all the teams have died and they can�t risk anyone who�s actually worth something. So they preyed on the needy. Everyone does that, nowadays.
� � �
The darkness is so much fuller than I�d thought, though. That�s one thing they were right about. I couldn�t begin to imagine what it would look like, feel like, to be here.
I thought I was used to the darkness. I thought I liked it. I grew up in it, in a small house in a vast plain, no mountains or hills or other buildings in sight. At night, when the moon was new and clouds covered the stars, it looked like the night was endless, like I was the only thing in the world. I loved it.
But on those nights at home, in the middle of what looked like eternity, I knew the clouds would blow away eventually. I knew the moon�s crescent would appear the next night, the sun would come up in the morning, and though it would take many miles to reach the next living person outside of my family, they were always there, always available.
This station sits in the middle of a vast forest located nearly dead center on the southern continent, in a forest older than the mountains on Earth, and I can only see a few trees. Here, it�s just black. It�s nothing, and it will stay nothing until the day when maybe it will chance upon another solar system, thrust its way in with likely unspeakable damage to whatever sorry planets are in its way, and kick them out like it was kicked out itself. Then, the sun would rise in the mornings, and maybe some of the atmosphere would burn off and let the land see the light of the stars once more.
At least, I think so. I don�t really know much about how planets and atmospheres and solar systems work. Maybe the clouds above my head are so thick even sunlight wouldn�t pierce through. Maybe this world will forever stay in darkness.
I don�t want to talk about this. It feels useless to sit here rambling about whatever comes to mind. I could be looking back over the notes of the crew, helping Dr. Federman finish his testing, reading through the studies they�ve done on the surrounding area and listening to the messages between the stations. I�m no investigator, but neither is Dr. Federman, and they didn�t send any out with us to help us so we�re all we�ve got.
But Dr. Federman said that I don�t have long to journal what�s happening before the memories start to fade, and I have all the time in the world to read. �It�s not always a bad thing to talk just to hear the sound of your own voice,� he�d said. It�s a mental thing, supposed to keep me from losing it up in this empty and dead space where the only person to talk to is a man I don�t know who always seems like he has a stick up his ass. I thought my case reviews would be enough, the small files that can be sent down to Earth in the poor connection available between the monthly check-ins, but those don�t have any feelings, so apparently, they don�t count.
I don�t think Dr. Federman likes me very much. I don�t think I like him very much, either, but I don�t like most people very much. But he, I think, resents me. I don�t blame him. He was chosen as my assistant despite having the same credentials as I do, only because he�s had two years less experience. I would be angry, too.
Or maybe he also knows why we were the ones chosen to come here, and he�s just angry at those back home. I don�t know. He isn�t much fun to talk to either way.
� � �
Most of the research facilities have specialized focuses, but I think Facility A is the most interesting. It was the first to be set up on Way Station�� POGE, Dr. Federman calls it. I didn�t ask why, but you know what? It sounds cuter than �Way Station�. [ahem] It was the first to be set up on POGE and has the best connection to home for some magnetic reason, and so all the other stations on the southern continent send the basics of their findings over here before it�s shipped back to Earth to be picked apart. The more detailed reports are still sent from their respective stations, Facility A serving as an intermediary only for the smaller files like my case reviews, but even then, there�s so much here that it would take me months to go through it all. I would spend that long, if I had the time, but I don�t think folks back home would be happy with that.
So much, though. There are thousands of files from all over POGE, from details on the atmosphere to the tectonic activity to the composition of the dead forests to those tiny organisms far at the bottom of the sea. My bosses said this place would wear on me, pull me down and down with the emptiness of the land and of the space surrounding it, no planets or stars in sight. But they were wrong. It is so dark, so alone, but also so full, full of an alien history that my child self thought they�d never live to see, thought was hundreds of years in the future, if our civilization even survived that long. Even as a kid, I understood our planet was dying. That�s why my sights have been set on the sky, and that�s why the world jumped at the second chance that POGE gave us.
I could have happily lived out my life in just one of these research facilities, discovering in a few decades what humanity took millennia to advance enough to understand about our own planet. For a brief moment, taking a quick peek at the personal notes of the deceased, I envied them. They were so happy, so ambitious and successful in their ambitions, so taken with a childlike fascination with the world around them that, when mixed with their expertise, they became a part of history.
I don�t envy their fate.
� � �
I�m frustrated. More frustrated than I�ve been in years, than I�ve been since I first entered college and despite all that I�d researched online before applying, all that I�d studied, I couldn�t understand a damn word the professor was telling me, couldn�t spell any of the terms in my notes, and anything I did manage to retain from my studies once I passed the entrance exam were useless tidbits that never helped me in the slightest.
Because I�ve come far, since then. I�ve come farther than I ever thought I would. I don�t mean physical distance, though that�s true as well. My hopes were never to aim for the top, only to be good at what I do, and I am. I am great at what I do, amazing at what I do, and even though I wasn�t special, wasn�t someone of note, I wasn�t lowly, either. After my graduation, I was never the lost screw-up again. I knew what to do and I did it.
Now, I feel like I�m back in those first few weeks of college, back to sleepless nights spent hunched over my textbooks and notes forgetting all that I�ve ever known and trying to fill the gaps in my knowledge with even more advanced topics that seemed far beyond what I�d ever understand. All that I was capable of back home, back on Earth, has fled me. I understand this planet is alien, but I didn�t understand just how much.
Maybe if I can�t figure this out, if I can�t find the specific reason they all died, our bosses will realize that they sent the wrong people and they�ll take us back. Our best chance of surviving this world is to be pulled out before we�ve finished the job. In less than six months, the entire human population of POGE was wiped out one facility at a time. I don�t hold fantasies that the two of us will escape whatever did it.
They�ve already sent the payment to our families. It�s not like they can take it back if we fail.
But then, I don�t want that. I want to explore this world, even if I can�t see most of it, even if it�s by the meager light of a flashlight. I want to do well at my job, distinguish myself from my peers in the only place where I�ll ever be able to, and on the very first assignment, I�ve fallen flat.
� � �
The water tastes different here. I can�t really put my finger on how. It�s not sweeter, nor more bitter. I almost expected it to taste like metal or maybe decay, but it doesn�t. Not cleaner, either, because the filters they use here are the same ones they use back home, allowing in all the same materials and purging anything else. But still, it tastes different.
I�m not sure where Dr. Federman is right now. I thought he�d come in when he heard me yelling at myself; it feels like something a psychologist would want to deal with. When he didn�t, I went to look for him. I didn�t find him, but I did find the coffee machine.
No coffee beans are grown on POGE, of course. The only food grown is the nutritional necessities and a few experimental plants, mostly inedible but providing Facility C with information about the way our home plants react to the conditions presented here. All the coffee is pre-ground and imported, a luxury as fancy as wine in a distant place like this. Only a few packets had been used by the time we got here. I don�t think they�ll mind if I take some.
Coffee is one of those necessities of life, I feel. It was a constant companion on Earth, especially during the long nights of work when I didn�t even have time to eat, because bodies don�t just appear when it�s convenient for their examiners� schedules. I haven�t had it in a whole week since being put on the ship up here. I don�t miss home, not yet. It hasn�t been long enough. But it�s nice to know that there are ample supplies of my favorite part of Earth in each of these stations, just waiting to scald my throat.
[laughs] I�m drinking dead peoples� coffee. That shouldn�t be so funny to me.
� � �
I must hate myself. I don�t think I do, but then why else would I be doing this? I have the test results in my lap right now, swiped off of Dr. Federman�s desk. If he wants them, he can come get them. It wouldn�t kill him to take a short break.
No contaminants, each one says. No spores, no viruses, no bacteria, no poisonous compounds. Every single one of the researchers was killed from a poison that never touched them.
I think we reach farther than we can handle, humanity as a whole. Only a decade ago there seemed to be nothing out there, at least nothing for us, nothing in reach. And now we have research facilities on a rogue planet with who knows what kind of residue left over from its trip through the near-emptiness of space. Scientists sent out to carve our way into a future larger than I can wrap my head around, all dead now. Something is in the air, or the water, or the food, I don�t know. And it�s something we can�t pick up during testing. Ridiculous to think we would have been able to. Of course, our equipment has no idea what this is. Of course, we won�t understand.
There are trees outside, though. I know where I am, how far I am away from my home, but it doesn�t quite feel like that yet. I don�t feel the distance, as if this is just a vacation into the woods a few hours� drive from where I grew up. I know the trees are dead, long petrified into solidity like concrete from millions of years before I was ever born, but in the facility�s outside lights, they look like any old forest, looming in the darkness and both intimidating and comforting at the same time. The lights are just sheer enough that the details of the trees, the differences that make it obvious that these are not the ones I used to climb, are hidden from my view.
I don�t know why this place has a skylight. There are no stars to look at.

Pompeii

Dr. Eve Strauss, Research Facility B on the southern continent of Way Station, assisted by Dr. Isaac Federman. Walls are intact and the life support system is running at optimal capacity. Food storage and air supply are clean. All members of the research team were found in the excavation areas surrounding the facility, at least one in each area except for 11a, 11b, and 13. No signs of struggle found either within the station or where the bodies were located.
Examination review of Aiko Hamasaki, ID number 916, details in file. Full autopsy report in temporary file, pending transfer when communication channels open again. They were found standing, clothed, and in their walking suit, standing in the pit of excavation site 3. Cracks cover their helmet and pieces of the helmet have fallen out, and tears were found in numerous places on their walking suit, mostly in the front and above the waist.
Lacerations line their face and beneath each tear in their suit, with additional cracks spreading over the skin from them. Their body is frozen and solid from minerals. Samples taken suggest petrification like that of the trees on Way Station, a very sudden change that cannot have taken more than a few seconds. Logs taken from the facility show a storm passed through at the time of death, carrying vast amounts of dust and minerals with it, not flung fast enough to pierce the walls of the facility but fast enough to tear through the suits of the research team. Pressure must have been exceedingly high within the storm to have compressed the rock so quickly as to petrify them before they fell.
Cause of death is natural and caused by the storm. All members of Facility B are deceased.
* * *
Three days is a good length of time to work through your issues, especially when you don�t really have much else to do. At least, it�s enough to get me to stop feeling sorry for myself.
Dr. Federman tried to help, though I don�t know if it was him telling me, �A report stating an unidentifiable alien virus is more than useful for those back home,� that cheered me up or if riding in a cramped car on a bumpy road the headlights couldn�t light more than a few feet of kept me sufficiently distracted for long enough that I no longer cared about it.
Sleeping in a car during road trips is bad enough when you�re surrounded by loved ones, after long days of driving through picturesque scenery and stopping at gas stations that feel like their reality is just slightly out of sync with the rest of the world. It�s worse when the car isn�t a van, you have to sleep in your space su��� walking suit, still not used to that term�� you have to sleep in your walking suit in case the door gets opened somehow, and you�re stuck cuddling with someone you haven�t had conversation with that didn�t involve work in the few months you�ve known him because there was only one blanket and the back seat wasn�t even large enough for one of us to stretch out in.
Facility B feels like it would be a stop on a road trip, though, if ever POGE becomes a tourist destination. From what little the facility lights have illuminated, it�s one of those Grand Canyon-esque places. The surrounding area is a desert wasteland, a few trees here and there that were already stunted before they were ever petrified, and manmade pits pockmark the land between the natural valleys and canyons. We�re right on top of a fault line, too, and if I remember anything from my short stay in California, people just love to build their homes where the earthquakes will be.
Walking into the facility felt like entering a museum, and when I leave the bedroom or the examination room, it still takes me a moment to remember that people actually lived their daily lives here for years. Everything is spotless and organized, not a piece of equipment out of place, unlike Facility A, which was covered in forgotten clothing and dishes and actually felt lived in. Even the displays here have signs at the base and velvet ropes surrounding them, as if any of the team members wouldn�t know what they themselves had discovered, or would forget not to touch them. I think it was their way of having fun.
I�ve never seen skeletons like this. Or, shapes, I should say. They don�t quite look like skeletons, though they also don�t look like bug shells. They flow and twist like liquid frozen in movement, colors ranging from the bleached white of desert bones to a mosaic of pinks and greens and yellows. I can�t tell where the joints were supposed to be, how the flesh could fit over those bones. It was never an exact science, even in dinosaur exhibits on Earth, but at least those had a similar enough structure to the animals that do still exist that some pretty educated guesses could be made.
I can�t even tell if these things had heads. I tried looking into the team logs, but they only had speculation too.
It�s weird to think that there were animals here, however long ago it was. POGE once had solar-based life similar to that on Earth. It couldn�t have taken long for that all to stop when it was kicked out of its old solar system, but looking at these remains, sizes ranging from barely ankle-height to nearly scraping against the enormously tall ceilings, it makes me feel like they�re still right outside, like some of them survived.
The only life on this planet that hasn�t gone extinct are the chemoautotrophs, microscopic and making hardly a difference with no prey or predators, clustered around deep sea vents and not really going anywhere else. That�s not as exciting.
� � �
I recorded that before beginning the examinations, before Dr. Federman and I had spent the past few hours retrieving frozen team members from their standing graves. When you experience something, you should record it, he�d told me. It wouldn�t matter much to do it when the memory has started to fade.
I would like to return to my earlier amazement.
This time, I have sure knowledge in what killed them. That, at least, feels nice. The lack of an answer for my first assignment didn�t give me very much confidence in how well I would perform for the next few months, so certainty is a blessing.
Human motivation, though, can be very hard to figure out once they�ve already died, and that�s what�s eating away at me.
It would be normal for a few of them to be outside at any given time. Despite how enjoyable their jobs could be, they were still jobs, and these teams had full 24-hour schedules taken in shifts so there was never not somebody awake and working. Maybe one or two of these pits would be worked in at a time, probably those farther out that hadn�t been worked in as often as the ones right outside the facility.
But every single team member was outside. 23 of the excavation sites had at least one occupant. Nobody manned the communications channel, nobody worked in the kitchen, nobody slept. They were all outside. They were all outside with not a tool in their hands, facing the same direction, standing straight and tall without a hint of movement.
Weather patterns to a distance of 50 miles are automatically logged in the system, warnings given when they seem to be growing dangerous or heading towards one of the facilities. These warnings include the estimated size and velocity of objects within the storm, and are loud and blaring and there is no way to ignore them. From what the logs say, these warnings came to Facility B approximately an hour before the storm hit.
And yet, everyone was outside and facing it when it did.
Some of the rocks within the storm were as large around as my head, blown more than fast enough to crack someone�s skull, but at these speeds, everything bigger than gravel pebbles would easily shred our walking suits. It�s no wonder they all turned out like they did. The storm must have dissipated by now, but not before falling onto a path in line with our next stop at Facility C and then curving around the outskirts of E. There were no distress signals sent out from either of those locations, signals which would have reached all stations on the southern continent, but then, there were none from Facility B, either.
What had they seen?
� � �
I�m almost glad that POGE went rogue. Rhyme not intended. If we can�t even understand what poisoned those team members, I don�t think any amount of preparation would have prepared us for what these animals were like. From the remains, I can�t tell predator from prey, herbivore from carnivore, or even if they fell into those Earth categories. For all I know, they could have fed off dust, or breath, or blood like some kind of alien vampire. There is no knowledge of how strong they were, how they moved, if they were even capable of killing people or if this was a planet of complete peace where children could ride atop� whatever the hell I�m standing in front of right now.
This is one of the big ones. Its head nearly reaches the ceiling of the landing dock, which was the only place they had room to put it. Well over ten times my height, and nearly completely vertical. Its limbs twist and turn like tentacles, but the structure looks solid and stiff, no flexible vertebrae like on a spine or tail. Uneven, enormous, and I�m only assuming that what�s at the very top was where a head went. The bone just� ends there.
No remains with the flesh preserved have been found by this team, and if any of the other facilities have some, they hadn�t shared the information in time. Which really makes me wonder. There�s not much in this barren part of the land specifically, but all around Facility A and for much of the journey here, perfectly preserved trees and other plant life filled our surroundings, not quite dead by the time POGE was too far away from its old sun and certainly not rotted to stumps and shriveled leaves. None of the animals are in the same condition.
Maybe they�d all gone extinct long before the rest of POGE followed, like what happened to our dinosaurs, but without the time to develop the life that eventually would result in intelligence. Maybe POGE had its own Nemesis planet. I can�t say I buy the theories of a Nemesis at home, but it�s a fun thing to think about.
Could chemoautotrophs end up as prolific as, say, flies on this world? They�re nowhere near as energy-efficient as solar-based life. They get their energy from the changes in temperature surrounding heated vents at the bottom of the ocean floor, and it�s very little compared to photosynthesis. But I suppose that, without any other sources of energy, they could have the incentive to grow beyond what we have on Earth, streamline their biology to manage just fine without a sun. Fungi would be the most natural if they could get to the surface, with an entire planet of dead life to munch on until the world goes barren or a different form of plants and animals take over.
That�s a long way coming, though.
� � �
Dr. Federman repaired one of the malfunctioned weather detectors. It sat closer to the base and took the full brunt of the storm, leading us to assume that the storm developed not too far out from the farthest detector, growing steadily stronger and stronger as it came closer. This one was meant to relay the temperature and pressure within.
Temperatures exceeded 1000 degrees Fahrenheit, the pressure astronomically large. Almost no plant life was in the path when it hit here, but I went for a walk in the area, and all that had been in the way is completely flattened. The blood within the team members should have boiled and killed them long before the storm even touched them, and if they did make it to stand within its midst, their bodies would have, bluntly, caught fire.
Instead, they�re frozen.
� � �
These ones look fun. One of the members� bedrooms has multiple skeletal, for lack of a better word, displays scattered around, one small enough that they used it as a paperweight. These people really loved themselves some dead aliens.
The closest resemblance I can think of is a fish, though we�re still far inland without any sign of water for quite a while away. Most of the facility�s water comes shipped in from Facility C, as does their food, though their last shipment was a few months before the one that killed Facility A.
They have heads and little feathery bones along the sides like fins, or maybe the wings of a bat. Big, round bodies and empty bulbs at the top where a brain, or some similar organ, may have laid, and long, wispy tails. The fins don�t seem large enough to carry their bodies in flight, but I can�t know how much flesh was actually on these bones or how heavy the creature was before its body became a fossil.
Over here, these look like little disco balls, spheres with holes in random patterns and sizes but no fractures or cut marks around the edges of them. They naturally grew that way instead of being broken up over the years.
I feel kind of bad about snooping around in a dead person�s bedroom, but can I be blamed? Aliens!
� � �
Walks are supposed to ease your mind. I�m going on another one.
� � �
I�m sure this place is beautiful. I�ve only been to a few tourist destinations back home, many years ago when I still lived with my family and summer vacation was still a thing. We used to go on road trips all the time, though generally, they were to the same few places, cycling throughout the years. At the end, we�d camp somewhere for a few days and drive back home, but the point was mainly just for the four of us to sit in a car together for hours on end. Phones and books weren�t allowed, radio wasn�t allowed, and sleeping wasn�t allowed until the sun had set, so if we wanted entertainment, we had to talk to each other.
From the pictures the team has in their file, where I sit right now is more than fit to be one of those destinations. To map the area, the team set up huge lights so they wouldn�t just be taking pictures of flickering shadows from a flashlight. Grey and red and brown land all around me, filled with canyons and caves and mountains and looking like an enormous, crumpled piece of paper. I�m trying to keep those images in my mind right now as I look out in front of me, but I don�t even know where those pictures were taken. All I see is the few feet my flashlight shows me, and everywhere else, darkness.
The station is several miles behind me. That�s a bad idea, I know. This is dangerous. I don�t know the land, and I didn�t exactly tell Dr. Federman that I was leaving, instead just leaving a note on the dining room table. It�s not like walking away from a campsite, though. There are no wild animals here to hunt me.
We have to leave early tomorrow if we want to make it to Facility C in good time. I would have liked to go there first, but we had no way of knowing that the storm had hit them until getting here, as it was too far away from Facility A�s monitors.
The idea of finding more Pompeii statues doesn�t sit well with me. It�s my job, and I�m going to do it, but it�s hard even to look at them. I�ve seen many strange deaths in my work, but none that left me with the creeping feeling of knowing something else is out there that I can�t see.
I should go back soon, but the vastness of this empty place is far softer than helping Dr. Federman bury the statues we�d already found. I�m sitting on the ridge of one of the canyons, no idea how far below me the drop goes until it hits the hard, rocky ground. The shadows cast by my flashlight make it look like small creatures are stalking just outside my field of vision, but there is only silence all around me.
We are the only two people in the world. I think that�s starting to hit me.

Signs

Dr. Eve Strauss, Research Facility C on the southern continent of Way Station, assisted by Dr. Isaac Federman. Walls are intact and the life support system is running at optimal capacity. Air supply is clean. Dry food storage is clean, but the farms, fresh food supply, and water supply are contaminated. Most of the research team was found in the farm, the others scattered throughout the facility in the pattern of their work shifts. All areas show signs of struggle, but none of the struggles seem to be with their teammates.
Examination review of Latasha Gonzalez, ID number 1236, details in file. Full autopsy report in temporary file, pending transfer when communication channels open again. They were found clothed in the farm�s west sector on the shore of the lake, face down with one arm in the water. Hair is gray instead of the dark brown their file shows and flesh is soft and spongy, the bones flexible instead of stiff.
Their body is covered in translucent red bulbs, as are all the other bodies within the facility. Those who died in the farm have more bulbs than the bodies elsewhere, and with more clusters and larger sizes to those bulbs. There are some symptoms of arsenic poisoning but, as we�d found in Facility A, no traces of poison show up in tests. One long gash extends down the outside of their arm from the right elbow to the wrist, but blood loss was not the cause of death. A high concentration of the externally visible bulbs are within this gash.
The bulbs appear to be a kind of fungus. They pulsate irregularly and are the cause of the abnormalities in the flesh and bones as they decompose the body. These growths are found in largest quantities in the stomach and lungs. Cause of death is the spores that caused the fungi to grow. We have been able to find some, but most are too small to see, and those smaller ones don�t show up on any equipment. Dr. Federman has left to re-examine the bodies at Research Facility A. If they also show the fungi now that time has passed, we will know the cause of death of the team members of Facility A.
Manner of death is natural.
We have found spores in both the water supply from the lake as well as in samples from the farm and the storage that houses the farm�s fresh produce. Facility A was the only one to have received the newest shipment from Facility C that contained the contaminants. No current reason to believe the infection was intentional.
* * *
Ahh, it�s good to breathe direct air again. I haven�t taken off my walking suit in days. The system said the facility�s air was clean, but it also said there was nothing harmful in the food or the bodies, so you can never be too sure.
I�ve only been able to breathe without the walking suit in our cramped car, in which I�ve spent the past week straight. It�s so easy to underestimate distance on a map until you�ve actually been down these roads, and despite how fast we drive, pushing the boundaries of what�s safe, the stretch of road between the southern continent�s facilities B and C is longer than the United States is from coast to coast.
At least we stopped caring pretty quickly about having to cuddle for warmth each night. It�s practical. Awkward, the first few nights, but I think Dr. Federman is warming up to me. He�s even started to crack a few jokes about our sleeping arrangements.
Being apart is odd, now. Not even a month has passed since we�ve met, but� I hate to say this. Our bosses would give a big �I told you so� if they ever heard this, which, unless I manage to survive my time here and keep my diary from them, they will. But they were right, in a way. I hadn�t expected the emptiness to wear on me at all�� most of my shifts were solo night shifts, and I�d always preferred it that way. But POGE makes it all feel different.
I had to tell Dr. Federman, but that wasn�t as bad as I�d expected it to be. He�s been having issues as well and gave me ways to deal with it. Anything colorful. Most of these facilities don�t have anything other than monochromes and browns, and something different, something to give color and life, could be grounding, so he gave me a bracelet he�d brought with him, made of large plastic beads of soft pinks and yellows and blues. It�s comforting to have something cute on me, something unrelated to work. He has a lot of them, too. When he rolled up his sleeves to give me one, his arms were nearly covered from wrist to elbow.
The most important thing he told me, though, was that we had to stay together. So much for that.
In two days I need to start this car up. As a compromise, we�d decided that I would meet him on his way back from Facility A. There was too much work to be done to take a break for the both of us to make the trip like we wanted, but we also didn�t want to wait the entire five days until he returned. He�d left quickly to give us enough time to get our work done. We want to be at the coast by the time the communication channels open again in two weeks, or at least nearing completion of our work in Facility E. Bosses didn�t give us a strict timetable, but considering they sent us up here alone with no backup, we figured taking our sweet time wouldn�t be an optimal plan.
I don�t want to spend three days alone.
� � �
I can�t decide whether or not I like it here. It looks so much like home. The farm is enormous, easily three times the size of the ship Dr. Federman and I came up here on, and I�d thought that was extravagant. It stretches over a fourth of the lake�s shore, which doesn�t sound like much if you don�t know just how big this lake is.
Artificial sunlight lights the area. The lights in all of the facilities brighten and dim to mimic day and night, but the others all use regular laboratory bulbs. The crops seem more than healthy, flourishing here as they�d never done on Mom�s farm. The lake water is clear and sparkling under the lights, filtered through the station wall far away from me. Before arriving here, I�d wanted to taste it right from the source instead of the bottled water sent to the other facilities. But that�s okay. I�m used to disappointment.
Unlike the false familiarity I feel looking out at the trees through station windows, these are real, Earth-native plants.
I�m homesick.
� � �
The storm hit here the hardest. The vegetation is flattened in a miles-wide radius. Most of the trees are hard enough and strong enough to survive even the speed and size of the debris within the storm, but aside from them and the facility, everything else is laid to waste.
I finished all the tests an hour ago, and I still have a day until I should get in the car. It�s frustrating sitting here with nothing to do, and I hadn�t realized until now how comforting another human�s presence had been, even when we didn�t talk. We�ve checked in with each other over the facility radio, but I can�t help the crawling under my skin whenever I think about the distance between us and the fate of Facility B�s team.
I really, really hope Dr. Federman doesn�t end up a statue. I need him mobile.
All members were inside here, though. Whatever brought the other team outside when the storm hit them didn�t have the same effect here. There�s no real need, then, for me to get the storm data from the weather monitors, but I don�t know what else to occupy myself with.
Something had cut off their signal before it could reach the facility. I�d be lying if I said I was curious, but it�s a good thing to know, because if that short signal could be blocked, maybe it could affect the radios Dr. Federman and I use, and�
�Fungus.
There�s�
� � �
How the hell did fungus get here?
� � �
[ahem] Sent by Facility D. Subject: Update. Content: Studies are now conclusive. The chemoautotrophs on Way Station are still too primitive to leave their clusters around the sea vents. Sweeps have continuously scanned the water and surrounding land and no traces of any other life that could currently survive on Way Station have been found, and the preliminary surveys at the station being built in Sector 2 give similar findings. Reports from all stations concur. In our opinion, Way Station should be deemed safe to study and explore.
� � �
No way in hell am I staying here. I�m going to drive out to our meeting spot and wait there, where everything is dead like it should be. A crawling feeling has been scratching at my lungs. The thought of the spores somehow inside me is making me dizzy. I don�t want another look at the plants. I ran back to the garage before I�d found the cut off weather monitors and I�m not going back out to get it. That would mean I�d have to take it into the facility to patch up whatever damage it had sustained.
This isn�t� it shouldn�t be� I shouldn�t be freaking out like this. No, I should. No, I� I shouldn�t� I don�t know! I was expecting routine and concrete data and safety, above all. Not like� not real safety, I know we�re not safe here, everyone is dead. But safety from what should have already been dead and gone millions of years ago. There wasn�t supposed to be life. There are no recordings of life.
I remotely transferred as many of the available files sent from stations studying the life on POGE as I could onto my touchpad to read while I wait for Dr. Federman to arrive. Just sitting here in the car, still within the bounds of the facility�s lights, feels dangerous now. I don�t know if the spores are airborne or if they need to be ingested. I don�t know if they�ve gotten into my walking suit already, even though the air was added to the tank miles and miles out from Facility C and none of the contaminated air should have ever touched me. It�s not like I have any tests I can run for reassurance.
I need to get out of here. I need to breathe.
� � �
I fantasized about this job. That sounds weird, I know. Not about the planet, but about the work, about the bodies I�d have to examine. People don�t generally fantasize about dead bodies. I suppose I was too excited to get here to really care about that.
This should be my shining moment. I�m not helpless. I know how to take care of myself in a bad situation. I�ve been in plenty of them back on Earth, and most of those were due to living things. A place where everything is dead should be no problem. Under the assumption, of course, that everything actually is dead.
Feels like something�s following me. That�s ridiculous, right? That has to be ridiculous. If there were animals, actual animals, then there�s no way the stations wouldn�t have found out about them. They have to leave too many traces to go unnoticed for so long. Even if they couldn�t find fungus, they�d find animals.
Logic doesn�t help, though. Every little sound the car makes when it hits a pebble or root is magnified. Every jerk over a crack in the road is something falling down onto the car, every swish my suit makes when I turn the wheel is something slithering up against the walls. Maybe staying out in the woods for a day alone is less of a good idea than I�d thought, but the alternative is spending another night in the facility.
He might be early, too. He seems like the kind of person who would be early to plans. He�s meticulous in every other aspect of his job, and a better driver than I am. He�s also probably not on the verge of a panic attack.
I wish I could see the bracelet he�d given me. I need anything that might calm me down right now. But I don�t want to risk taking off my walking suit to get to it.
How nice it would be if he was already�
[yelp] [crunch]
� � �
[panting] That was a jolt back to reality. Didn�t think for a moment before I got out, and lo and behold, no monsters. Of course, there are no monsters.
The quiet stillness of POGE makes it easy to forget its potential for movement. Earthquakes are much more devastating out on the east end of the continent where the fault line lies, but there�s still a fair risk for them here, especially after such a severe storm. Severe by our standards, at least. I haven�t read up on how bad they can get here.
Road�s been ravaged since we last drove down it a couple days ago. The aftershocks must have hit the facility, but due to its design, we couldn�t feel a thing, same way the storm didn�t so much as make a crack in the outer walls.
The rest of the land does not have that protection, though, and looking at the� mess in front of me is a fair bit disheartening.
Car�s overturned after hitting a crack in the road that I couldn�t see due to the debris covering it� is what I wish I could say. Really, I was too caught up in thoughts of being stalked by some fictional creature out of a horror movie that I just didn�t pay enough attention. This is why Dr. Federman is the driver.
Front half is completely decimated, and if this were a planet with a generous amount of oxygen, the whole thing would probably be in flames right now and I could very well be dead, so there�s a plus. Dr. Federman is still far out of range of the portable radio, and the car�s radio is� unavailable, at the moment. If I want to reach him I either have to trek back to the facility, up to our meeting spot, or wait until he gets into range. Either direction is several hours of driving, and who knows how long of walking.
I hope he�s early.
� � �
He�s not early.
� � �
[radio static] H-hey, there�s been a problem,
� � �
When I asked him to take samples from Facility A, I didn�t mean dig up and bring back two entire bodies. He said I need to be more specific in my instructions next time.
Can�t tell if he�s teasing me or not.
We were right, though. The bodies are nearly identical now to those we�d found a few days ago. I�ll be updating my autopsy report before the communication channels open again now that cause of death is known, and I certainly won�t be eating a single thing that wasn�t dried and prepackaged back on Earth for the remainder of my stay here.
Dr. Federman seems almost cheery, which is� strange, but also a bit relaxing. His sense of humor is much drier than I�m used to, but the fact that he�s joking around at all takes a bit of the fear from me. And also makes me worry over how he�d managed alone. Sometimes the more outwardly happy someone is, the more they�re compensating. Hopefully, he fared better than I did. At least one of us needs to stay on top of the situation.
We�ll be leaving to Facility E soon on the way to the coast. Part of me is relieved to leave this place, but part of me doesn�t want to go. I don�t know if that�s because of the farm, how this building holds more of Earth than any other place on POGE, or if I just don�t want to get back in the car again, don�t want to feel like I�m going to snap at the smallest of sounds outside.
Fungus doesn�t mean there are animals, and certainly not ones large enough to hurt us.
Nothing is here with us. Nothing can be.

Calling

Dr. Eve Strauss, Research Facility E on the southern continent of Way Station, assisted by Dr. Isaac Federman. Walls are intact and the life support system is running at optimal capacity. Food storage and air supply are clean. All members of the research team were found between the 8- and 10-mile markers on the boundaries of the facility�s lighting, clustered around the eastern and southeastern side. No signs of struggle.
Examination review of Jerrell Conley, ID number 409, details in file. Full autopsy report in temporary file, pending transfer when communication channels open again. They were found standing and clothed in their walking suit 8.9 miles from the facility near a weather monitor by the eastern border in a similarly petrified state as those found in Facility B. Their right arm is broken off and their walking suit has large tears in the front and right sides of it, with many lacerations and cracks emanating from wounds below these tears along the face, torso, and right leg of the deceased.
All characteristics of petrification match those of the trees on Way Station and of the research team members of Facility B, though the damage is more extensive to those here in Facility E. Many of the bodies have more tears in their suits and lacerations on their persons than those in Facility B. About half of the research team is currently accounted for, and a third of those have missing limbs. Some bodies were so shattered we are unsure if a positive ID can be made.
Cause of death is natural and caused by the storm, which passed over the far border of the facility where the members were clustered. Their reasons for going outside are unknown, and no personnel had been inside at the time of death.
* * *
If I could go back in time, I would find myself right when I was offered this job and smack myself upside the head. Then, I wouldn�t be holding a staring contest with someone�s decapitated head right now.
This job feels much less creepy when I�m in a lab. Preferably my lab back home, but the facility ones here are fine, too, if I don�t think about how everyone else who�d set foot in them is now on the examination table. In a lab, it�s all work and routine and they�re just bodies, inanimate things, that I have to remind myself to respect because they used to be like me.
I thought it was a rock when I first stepped on it. Ugh.
What I�m sitting on right now is a rock, though. An actual rock. I made sure.
This would be easier with Dr. Federman nearby. He�s still trying to be cheerful, and I�m grateful for it, especially when we�re out here in between the mile-marker lampposts with only our handheld lanterns to try and find the rest of the bodies. But he�s a few miles away now, searching another part of the land. Splitting up is faster. There are still sixteen bodies unaccounted for, and we�ve been out here all day, combing as much of the eastern and southeastern edges of the facility boundaries as is reasonable to expect for two individuals with tiny lanterns and a time limit. I don�t know if it�s even possible to find everyone. Some of these bodies were shattered like ceramic pots, without any indication of how many individuals some piles hold.
At least this one wasn�t grinning when they died. That would have been too cruel for me.
The walking suit�s helmet is a few feet away from where I�m sitting, spiderweb cracks covering it and blood around the collar where it should have attached to the rest of the suit, but I can�t find that suit anywhere nearby. I�m picturing the grisly scene of this head being tossed about like the rest of the debris in the storm, coming to rest here with its future only consisting of being stepped on and then being the sole witness to my shrieking when I did.
Despite the lack of vegetation, the quiet of Facility B was still pretty, compared to the complete desolation here. There�s nothing for miles around, not even a bit of the underfoot greenery that seemed to serve a similar purpose as grass does back on Earth. No canyons, because this is one of the least tectonically active areas on POGE, and no shrubbery or mountains or anything but human equipment to give character to the land.
Still, even if it was the most beautiful place on POGE, I can�t stop myself from thinking of the drive from C to A, or the drive here. This job wasn�t supposed to be fun, I know that. But we also weren�t supposed to be reduced to shaking, inconsolable, terrified messes any more than once or twice. It really puts a damper on the whole experience.
Dr. Federman is almost as jumpy as I am now, and that�s a sure sign of a problem. His jokes grew forced after we�d finished in C and started on our way here. At least he hasn�t expressed fear over monsters out in the woods. I still feel silly for that.
� � �
There are a lot of caverns in this area, with drilling equipment stationed every half mile or so around the facility all the way out to the borders. Facility E was meant to study the composition of POGE�s crust and, eventually, interior, which is why it was built in such a barren place.
The scientists and engineers were at the tops of their fields, but I keep worrying that something will collapse under me and I�ll be the next body Dr. Federman examines. The holes around the drills are enormous, too, and sometimes it�s hard to tell whether something is land or emptiness when I don�t shine the light directly onto it. I should move faster, try to get as much ground covered as I can, but if I trip just once on the rubble littering this place�
We�ve decided to avoid the outermost edges. There are three bodies we�ve seen out there, but that�s where the storm hit the hardest according to what data survived the battered weather monitors farther out. Supports of the caverns below are likely compromised and can�� will�� send us tumbling to our deaths should we step in the wrong place. Even without that risk, the debris kicked up by the storm includes shredded drilling machinery meant to cut through rock the density of diamonds. Nobody wants that falling on them.
It� hurts to leave them there. Though I know we won�t be able to find every body and give them as proper burials as possible out here, with neither friends and family nor any religious officiators, us knowing their exact locations and just leaving them like they are isn�t sitting well with me.
This whole situation isn�t sitting well with me. The barren land, the petrified bodies, the repeat of what happened at Facility B. After finishing preliminary examinations on the two bodies we�d found on the road in and been able to bring in with the car, we searched the facility and its logs for what would have driven them all outside at once, just as we�d done in Facility B. And just the same as then, there was nothing. No internal or external factor could explain why nobody was asleep or working in the various other stations that needed manning at the time of their departure, and the only thing out of the ordinary at the eastern border was the storm.
They also would have known about the storm. Even those monitors destroyed when it hit were able to pick up and send the necessary data before the worst of it reached them. Here was near the peak of the storm, the danger of stepping outside, even miles away from the heart of it, enormous. These were the brightest scientists of our generation.
Nothing could be that fascinating as to kill everyone for it.
� � �
Had to send Dr. Federman back into the facility. He�ll be working on identifying the more difficult and damaged remains and testing for anything we may have missed.
He�s seeing things out on the edges of the light. Little movements, impossible movements, and despite how imperative it is that we split up and cover more ground, he came running all the way back to me, not even searching for bodies along the way, to tell me this. Not a warning; we both know there�s nothing actually there. But like my own episode a few days ago, the rational knowledge doesn�t help a bit with the fear.
[laughs] And he�s supposed to be the stable one.
I�m a bit worried, myself, but it doesn�t feel like I�ll fall back into that yet. I�ve got a job to keep my mind on instead of the mindless waiting from before, and it�s sufficient enough distraction for me until I can get back inside. I won�t find as many bodies on my own as we could have together, though. I hope they�re resting peacefully.
� � �
POGE has a molten core. It has to, to keep in enough heat for the oceans to stay liquid. Though a lot can be trapped by the atmosphere from the sun it once woke up to every morning, eventually that wouldn�t have been enough if there wasn�t consistent heating from within as well. It�s not like no heat can escape the thick clouds above me, only that it�s little enough to keep the temperature just shy of freezing in most places here. If I took off my walking suit, I could easily go around as I am right now, maybe grabbing a scarf and coat to keep out the chill. Just like the family trips to the mountains.
I mean, I would die pretty quickly if I had to breathe in the air here, so I�m not going to be trying it very soon, but it�s an interesting thought.
There�s a lot of technical stuff stored in these files, but I brought some of the more basic ones out here with me to read on my breaks. A fair amount of the composition is similar to that on Earth, though no Earth life would be able to survive here unassisted. There�s nowhere near as much oxygen as we need, and what does fill the empty sky is poisonous to us, but the similarities were enough to have trees, unlikely as that is.
Not trees like Earth trees, but they look enough alike. Solar based, with leaves and branches and bark, hit by facility lighting that makes everything look yellow instead of what it actually is, which, as I�ve seen from some of the files in Facility A, is more bluish than the plants back home. The trees have nervous systems, though, and more of the plants eat similarly to venus flytraps than those that don�t. Can�t imagine what the sentient life must have been like.
Still, the possibility of this place one day being a home to people other than scientists was real and could be again if Dr. Federman and I can put all the pieces together and find safer ways of existing here. With only a little work, the soil is farmable and the water purifiable, as evidenced by C�s POGE-grown food supply, though sensors would need to be made that could identify and purge the fungi and its spores from anything one would eat or drink. Walking suits aren�t that difficult to move around in once you get used to it, and larger stations could be made, more windows and softer lighting added around the outside so residents could see what�s really out there.
I wouldn�t like to live here, but many others would.
So long as fungus is the most inimical thing there is.
� � �
I got a lot of lectures as a kid. Seemingly everything I did got me into some kind of trouble. Not with my parents�� I wasn�t a child who misbehaved a lot, though I didn�t have a spotless record, either. But into other kinds of trouble, like getting lost in the woods, falling into ditches, climbing up on my friend�s horse that I thought was lonely and needed a hug but actually just really, really didn�t like people, or other horses, or anything at all that had a heartbeat. Including me.
Those were productive lectures. They felt terrible at the time, and I wouldn�t have believed anyone telling me I�d understand when I�m older, but I do understand now. Being embarrassed was better than being hurt or dead, and I respect the parents and teachers and, once, a park ranger, who had to put up with my whining and wishing on top of the harm my adventures brought me.
The one that stuck with me the longest was the one I don�t think was productive at all, and that was the only one that, at the time, actually felt right. That�s a good piece of information. If, as a kid, you�re comforted by a lecture instead of chagrined, then it probably means that lecture is a load of crap.
I got hurt a lot. Cuts and bruises, obviously, and a few broken bones over the years until I finally learned caution going into high school. But I also got my heart broken a lot, my hopes dashed. I hoped too much, Mom used to say. I hoped and cared too much, without giving any thought to the reality of the situation. I�d hold onto grief longer than my peers, my mood would drop dramatically at even the slightest frustration or disappointment on what I�d thought was a good day, and I would cling too hard to everything I had that even the thought of losing something or someone, that any little argument, had me paralyzed in fear.
Emotional management is an important skill for anyone to learn, especially when they�re young enough that they�re not yet making mistakes bigger than can be fixed, but I don�t think the answer is to just give it all up.
Mom told me I hoped too much, and that was why I hurt too much. If I would stop hoping, if I would look only at reality, then it wouldn�t be as bad. Reality was always colder and bleaker than the world inside my head, and so if I would just stop hoping, stop caring, it would be easier.
That�s not a good lesson to teach your kids. I know she meant well. She meant well in everything that she did, and she�s the reason I�m here today�
Scratch that. I could die here. I don�t want to blame my mom for that. No, she�s the reason I took a job I love, helping people find closure for their loved ones. She�s the reason I made it through all my problems and she always encouraged me in my studies and interests. But she�s not the reason I went to POGE.
I�m losing my train of thought, but�� yeah, yeah. Though she meant well, I think I would have much preferred feeling things as sharply and painfully as I did instead of retreating into this dullness. I did have hopes for POGE, but they were the dry, realistic hopes. I hoped to do my job, and I am. I hoped to set foot on an alien planet, and that�s not really much of a hope in the first place, because unless I got critically injured before the ship set off, as soon as I took the job it was certain I�d be standing on some really foreign soil.
If I was younger, or maybe if I hadn�t internalized what she�d said so much, I would have hoped for much more. I would have hoped to see gorgeous sights I would never have been able to make up, hoped to have an adventure, hoped to live. To survive this.
Even if I was disappointed on any of those counts, at least I would have had those moments of happiness. That�s better than the vague, fleeting pleasantness I hardly feel at anything kind here. I would have been ecstatic, had I hoped for it.
I passed a few flowers just now. Quote unquote, flowers. They were thick, with frozen little mouths at the ends. Accidentally crushed one under my foot, but it�s okay. Can�t feel anything when its nerves are already long dead.
This little discovery would have made me giddy had I allowed myself to be open for it, would have blown away the fear of these past few days. Instead, I�m still thinking of that head.
Oh, found someone.
� � �
Back in the lab. 8 bodies are still missing, but we don�t have time to go find them.
I think there�s a�
[coughing] [crash] [hurried footsteps]
� � �
There�s a very� interesting smell now coming from all the bodies. It�s outside, too, stronger in the direction the storm had passed. We couldn�t tell before, with the walking suits on, but we have the chemical makeup from the bodies now, and scans show traces of it left in the air.
It�s� weird. Almost like pheromones, and not matched in any station�s logs. Now, it�s rotten along with the bodies, its effects gone stale. We have to leave soon, and we don�t have the proper equipment to study gasses here in the first place, but there�s a theory.
Something called the station members outside, and they didn�t have a choice.

On/Off

Dr. Eve Strauss, Research Facility D on the southern continent of Way Station, assisted by Dr. Isaac Federman. Walls are intact and the life support system is running at optimal capacity. Food storage and air supply are clean. All of the research team was found in the viewing room and adjoining labs. These rooms have signs of struggle. Evidence indicates the struggle was not with each other.
Examination review of Naomi Thompson, ID number 161, details in file. Full autopsy report in temporary file, pending transfer when communication channels open again. They were found clothed in the viewing room to the underwater study locations alongside approximately half of the team members. Numerous puncture wounds, grouped in fours, are along the neck, wrists, backs of the knees, and feet. All the blood has been drained from the body.
Cause of death is the drainage of blood by � [ahem]. By some form of animal unknown to us. Heat signatures for them have been picked up on the monitors. There is no definitive evidence of what these creatures may be, if they came from the ocean or the surrounding land, and no remains or residue was left behind. We have not found any indication that they are still in the facility. All members of Facility D are deceased. The other bodies are in similar states; however, some of them have wounds from blunt force trauma on heads, arms, and chests, possibly from trying to kill whatever was attacking them.
* * *
I am going to break this bracelet if I keep grabbing for it. It�s fine. Dr. Federman has plenty of spares. I think he may have brought along the kit he uses to make them. I swear there are new ones on his arms every time we take off our walking suits.
We�d already decided it was a terrible idea for me to drive. Though each facility has multiple cars, on the road between it�s just us and the one we drive in together, and if we crash, we go the hundreds of miles to the closest facility on foot. I�d had an idea that we could each take a car and I would drive behind so I wouldn�t feel so alone, and so if I crashed I wouldn�t halt our progress, but that was scrapped quickly. �You�re not getting behind that wheel,� Dr. Federman told me. The sight of my last crash must have been gruesome enough that he wouldn�t even hear of it.
Fickle, that man is. I drove half the way here.
Nothing could have been on the road. We knew that. We knew that, and we told each other that again and again and again, but logic does not help when all of your ill-timed instincts are telling you you are about to die.
Something kept hitting us on the way. Or multiple somethings. At first, it was just once, a light thump on top of the car, and even in my nerves at being away from the facility lights, I hadn�t thought it was anything more than a branch falling, rattled by our passing.
That�s what I told myself the next time it happened. On the third time, I told Dr. Federman that. On the fourth, he repeated my words back to me.
On the fifth and on, we had a script. Whoever had the lesser reaction to any new noise said it to the other, and the other would say it back.
We are scientists. We are people who have built our careers on cold and hard logic. When the facts are presented, we work with them.
We were so sure something was chasing us that Dr. Federman almost crashed himself. I think it�s a sad time when it�s a better idea to put me behind the wheel.
He�s broken a few of his own bracelets by now. I saw their pastel beads in the trash earlier, but he didn�t seem too upset about it when I asked him. Snapping their cords got out his nervous energy.
Nothing could have been following us. Someone out here, somewhere on this planet, would have noticed animals moving around. Especially if those animals were wont to attacking strange moving vehicles holding people who were too old to be frightened at the thought of monsters in the darkness.
Yes, Dr. Federman is nodding at me. [off mic] Maybe that�s what we should�ve been telling each other. We�re too old for it.
[on mic] Wish he�d stop pacing, though. Maybe it calms him, but it�s having the exact opposite effect on me. We�re resting in the rocket�s landing bay before going in to see the bodies, a room turned into the garage now that Facility D won�t be hosting any more rockets anytime soon. I wonder how many cars we�d crushed when landing in Facility A.
Should go inside soon, I think. The storm didn�t come anywhere close to Facility D, so there shouldn�t be any statues. Maybe fungus, but that�s easy to think about now. I think I said something about that a few weeks ago. It�d be most natural for a kind of fungus to be the first to leave the oceans, considering the amount of death on POGE that hasn�t had the opportunity to decompose in who knows how long. It�s fine for that to be here. We know not to eat any food that wasn�t pre-packaged back on Earth by now.
Who knows, maybe they all died from the flu. That�d be a nice change of pace.
� � �
No, I�m not doing this. There is a lovely beach out there, and a nice safe walk down the cliff, with not a single cave on that cliff that some bloodsucking little creatures can hide in. I�m going down there and I am not moving until all these bodies up here are eaten through by fungus or by whatever cursed thing has been following us for the past hundreds of miles.
No, let go of me. I didn�t sign up for this. No, I didn�t. I signed up for poison victims and homicide victims and natural disaster victims, not this!
� � �
The water�s nice. Dr. Federman�s sitting on the rocks a few feet away from me.
He agrees. The water�s nice.
� � �
There is a tide here. POGE has a single small moon orbiting it, somehow still attached despite the rough exit and subsequent millions of years hurtling through a featureless void. That�s some commitment, there.
I don�t know what Dr. Federman was doing while we were out there. He didn�t talk and he�d turned off his flashlight after a few minutes, sitting too far away from my own light for me to see him. I could hear the clacks of his bracelets beneath his walking suit occasionally, and the crunch of sand, but otherwise he was quiet.
There�s something special about only seeing a few feet of the ocean. On Earth, you can see the horizon far away, and the emptiness of that stretch of water is both peaceful and terrifying. Knowing that�s out there here, but being unable to see it, unable to see even that false ending of the horizon, is so much more poignant, so much calmer and scarier and more imposing. What little my flashlight could illuminate showed clean and clear water, no blue sky or stars or moonlight to reflect. Facility lights are set up along this beach, but they�d been turned off before we got here. Instructions on the outer doors of the facility say to keep them off when not immediately required. Some of the plants down here are light-sensitive and apparently can still become damaged even when dead.
I think my old shrinks had the right idea, for once. Meditation works. For an hour, or however long it was, I hardly thought of anything. I don�t think I could have if I tried. For weeks, my mind has been racing, and these past days have stretched my nerves so thin I felt I would snap at any moment. I did snap, earlier, though not as much as I could have, the release too small for me.
I don�t think I can repeat the peace of that moment, no matter how many times I try to meditate again. Disappointing.
Back to work, though. Sensors did pick up these creatures, whatever they were. They carried their own strange little heat signatures, unlike the hidden presence of the fungi. None are left within the building or for miles around us.
I believe they came from the ocean. The retrieval area was the first place they popped up on the sensors, large numbers of them quickly spreading out until they�ve covered the facility and all its members. The team didn�t know they existed.
Of course, they didn�t. I don�t know why I keep expecting to find evidence of them in the members� journals. Nobody knew these were here. Nobody knew any of this was here, these monsters, the fungus. Whatever followed us.
We were followed. I�m sure of that now. I won�t talk with Dr. Federman about it; putting it into words would make it too real, too present. From the look on his face when he shared his findings after combing the system logs, though, he knows as well.
I feel remarkably calm for the subject matter, for the situation as a whole. I expect this will wear off soon. The more work I can get done in this time, and the more I can record of what�s going on, the better.
I can only imagine these came from those microscopic creatures at the sea vents. They streamlined themselves after all. It�s unlikely for anything here to have human-like blood for that to be their food source. The heat of the bodies must have attracted them.
I�d hoped they may have some kind of poison in their fangs, or barbs, or whatever caused these puncture wounds. Poison that would quickly kill the victims.
They didn�t. Not that far along in the evolutionary process, or they�d just never needed it in the first place. These people died slow, agonizing deaths.
� � �
Something�s outside. I�ve been watching the external monitors for an hour now. Dr. Federman had this job, but he was a bit too focused on it, too tense. I didn�t want anything to be ignored because that focus wasn�t spread over all the monitors, so. My job now.
I�m a bit too focused, too tense. We can take turns being ill-adjusted. I haven�t yet decided if it�s better for one of us to be in their right mind and the other broken up completely, or if it�s better for us to both be halfway here and halfway off the edge of the cliff behind us.
Tension is bad here, but focus is good. Focus is a distraction. My voice is a distraction, and this diary is a distraction. Dr. Federman can be one when he actually talks to me, but he likes keeping his half of the conversation to himself most of the time, when he�s not giving me advice, when we�re not trying to comfort each other.
Something�s outside. The blip is only a half second long before it disappears beyond the edges of the borders once again, to return several minutes later in a different place. Much faster than any living being has any right to move, in my opinion. It�s stalking around us, stepping within the boundary for just a moment before fleeing again. It must be intentional. It must know where these monitors are, by scent or sight or some other sense we can�t understand that lets it know there are intruders in its home, aliens in its forests and cliffs and beaches.
How could it have stayed hidden for so many years? How could all of these creatures have stayed completely undetectable for so long, when people all over the planet have been searching for them? And only now they show up, come out of hiding. Come after the scientists. Come after us.
Soon, the communication channels will open again. Dr. Federman and I will be face-to-face with our bosses�� or, I will. When I try to ask him what exactly we�ll be sharing, he shrinks away, changes the subject quickly. He seems to be against talking with them himself.
I don�t know how they�ll respond. Will they believe me? The data should all be there for them, but the likelihood is vastly small that any of this is actually happening. Maybe we�ve been seeing things. Maybe nothing is out there, nothing was in here, nothing but the most mundane deaths happened on this planet.
Will they take us home? Send a rocket down here, crush those cars in the garage, and let us go back to our jobs on Earth? Maybe I don�t have to underperform at all to be taken out.
�
No, they won�t. They knew what they were sending us into. They may not have known the specifics, but they knew how dangerous this mission would be.
If they do send a rocket to us, though� I don�t know if I�ll get on it. I don�t know if I want to.
No, that�s a lie. I want to. I want to get off of this planet so badly I want to cry. But I won�t. I�m already devoted, you know? This world is full of a mystery that Dr. Federman and I might�� will�� solve. It�s on me to bring answers and peace to the families of the deceased, and it�s on me to understand for myself, for my own sake. If I leave now, knowing there�s so much more out there than even these teams of top scientists had the slightest clue about, if I leave without learning all I can�� I�ll never be able to let go of it.
And I�ll be cursed if I let this� thing keep following us. Here, on the wide land and roads of the southern continent, there is ample room to avoid it. Here, our cars are more than strong enough to deal with its attempts to get to us. The outside of the car we took to get here didn�t have a mark on it despite the beating it took. And here, the facilities are even stronger, strong enough to not have even been dented by that storm.
But soon, we�ll be getting on a boat. A small boat. And we�ll be going to islands with much less room to avoid creatures bent on disemboweling us.
I don�t� actually know if that�s its goal. [laugh] Maybe it wants to make friends.
It�s not coming with us, though.
There are weapons in here, yeah? [shuffling] Yeah, a few of them. After POGE had been deemed safe and free of surface life, there wasn�t a need for weaponry, but the facilities have all been stocked with a few rifles and pistols and batons, just in case. It�s strange for luck to start favoring me again.
Will Dr. Federman come with me if I ask him?
Probably not.
Be right back.
� � �
[coughing] What�� [cough] what the fu-
� � �
[hoarse] Mom was always worried about me when I was a kid. One night, I�d be cowering under the covers, terrified of the monsters I believed were under my bed, or in my closet, or right outside my window, prowling the empty farmland and plains that surrounded our little house. And the very next night, I�d be outside with a flashlight and a kitchen knife, ready to fight off whatever it was. She called my mind a light switch, a quick flip between scared and furious at whatever I was scared about, between flight and fight, and when it switched to fight all thoughts of my safety would be gone in my need to remove whatever threat there appeared to be.
Hoo, boy.
� � �
I should think about what happened. I should talk about it. That�s what this diary is for, and the memory won�t be as fresh soon.
Dr. Federman actually almost yelled at me, can you believe it? I suppose leaving without notice and coming back with blood soaking my walking suit and my oxygen running out from the tear in it, blue in the face from holding my breath much longer than my lungs cared for, would make anyone angry.
�
Ah.
Ah� I-
I shouldn�t� leave him alone. He told me to think about what it would be like if he left one day and didn�t come back, leaving me all alone out here.
Uh.
Oh.
� � �
Don�t want to talk about. Don�t want to think about it. Maybe sometimes it�s better to wait a while before recording. I can�t quite latch onto the memory right now, even though I�m trying.
Sometimes it feels like I detach from this world. That�s what the light switch is, I think. One moment, I�m here, present and aware of all the dangers around me. The next, it�s as if I don�t understand danger, don�t understand the possibility that something could possibly hurt me.
Dr. Federman doesn�t forget that.
Shabbat shalom, diary. What a day of rest this has been.

Departure

Are we connected?
Yes, sir, I can hear you. Can you see me? Okay.
No, we haven�t found a way to keep this from happening. We planned to head immediately to the northern continent, where the first teams died, but there�s�
Yes, I understand that. But�� I agree, it is of the utmost importance. We were the ones who examined the bodies, sir, and we are not undermining the need. But�
Sir, of course, I don�t doubt your findings or those of the programs installed in these facilities. If possible, though, while we�re on the line together, could you run another scan for human life in all of the stations?
[sigh] No, I thought not. Sir, a few minutes before we connected, Facility D received distress signals from nearly all facilities north of the southern continent, save the unmanned one, each reading as a manual transmission as opposed to the automatic ones originally sent when the team members died. As they all came simultaneously, I don�t think there are people alive in each one, but there were numerous tech experts on these teams, and it�s possible one is still alive in one of these stations and programmed the others to send the alarm as well. Have there been any attempts at contact with Earth since the communication channel opened again?
Maybe they don�t know it�s open. It�s possible their facility took some form of damage. We aren�t sure what all the possibilities are, since we�d only just learned of land life existing here.
Yes, we will find out where it�s from. Facility H is the closest to the port. We will depart when the ferry arrives tomorrow.
After our last autopsy was sent in, we did confirm the existence of a larger, sentient form of life. I can�t describe it very well, as I encountered it beyond the reach of the facility lights, nor do I know how many there are, but it was about the size of a large dog, like a Husky or German Shepherd. We haven�t found the creatures that killed the team of Facility D, and I believe they live in the ocean instead of on land. Additionally, back at Facility E but after we�d sent the autopsy review, there was a pheromone-like chemical signature found in the data from the storm. We have nothing more detailed than that at the moment.
Yes, sir, I�ll wait.
[off-mic, whispering] Can you pull up the data on yesterday�s logging of the alien? And the chemical compounds attached to E�s monitor? Thanks.
[on-mic] I�m sending you what we�ve learned about what I just told you. Did the autopsies send correctly? Good. There are more details in those than in the reviews I�ve been able to send this past month. We don�t yet have a concrete solution for how to keep this from happening in the future, but we hope to have one compiled after we�ve been in more of the stations.
No, sir, I don�t believe there�s anything more. If you have more questions, I will be waiting here for another call for the rest of the time the channel is open. Goodbye.
[sigh]
Did he seem skeptical to you?
* * *
The automated ferry will come into port at noon tomorrow. When I first heard of it, I thought of how odd that was, that amongst all the people who lived on POGE, they couldn�t have found anybody to drive a boat back and forth over the water. Now, though, I�m grateful for it. It�s not like I or Dr. Federman know how to drive it.
How boring of a job would that be? To live on an alien planet where all your colleagues are making scientific breakthroughs, while you�re just steering a boat over a dead ocean.
I�d like to leave quickly, but it�s not here yet. There are only a few ferries on the whole planet, and a lot of ocean for them to cover�� it wasn�t much of a priority to make all that many of them, or to make them faster, so even though we sent for it about two weeks ago, before we even got to this facility, it�ll still be a bit before it arrives. It will take about that time as well, if weather permits, to cross to Facility H.
I don�t know if it will be better there, or worse. Maybe the southern continent is the safest place on this planet.
I�
� � �
I�m scared.
� � �
More storms are picking up around the continent. Odd heat signatures reside within the one by Facility C. I would have been curious a few weeks ago, might have even convinced Dr. Federman to drive us back there real quickly, see what�s up. I�m not curious anymore.
There�s�� tingling. A lot of tingling. Neither of us have removed our walking suits for anything more than necessity for the past couple of days since it started. Can�t see anything, any rashes or bumps or movement, but no matter how much I try to ignore it, it doesn�t abate. Feels like something�s crawling under my skin, a lot of somethings. Both of us feel it.
Even if it�s safest here, much as I doubt that, I want to get off. If only so this will stop.
� � �
Someone is out there. Someone is alive. I�ve made a living dealing with the dead. I�ve spent the past month on a planet of, presumably, nothing but the dead. The possibility of someone here, someone human instead of the creatures prowling about around the borders of the facility, that�s�� that�s�
�
Seven hours until the ferry arrives. It will arrive, that�s one thing I�m sure of. With what�s happened, I was scared something out at sea or in one of the other harbors would have damaged the ferry, kept it from making it here. Trapped us. But its incoming signal reached us a few minutes ago without sign of damage. It�s on its way, and soon we can leave.
The ocean is too big for us to chance across anything more until we hit land. I have to believe that.
Our friend out there, the one who made Dr. Federman try his hand at stitching up a living person for once instead of a still, numb corpse who never cried out or jerked away, has more. A pack, maybe. Or a spattering of different creatures. All I know is that they�re prowling together, but my light switch is firmly on OFF. I have a lot of trouble managing myself, but at least my meager survival instincts know that going out there with more than one to face will be suicide.
� � �
Something is scratching at the walls. It circles around the facility, scratching, scratching. It�s testing the structure, finding a way in. Hasn�t found the skylight yet, but it�s found the windows.
This baby can hold up against a storm ten times worse than anything Earth can throw at us. Nothing�s coming in, but�
The ferry will be outside, in plain view as it pulls into harbor. The harbor is internal, but if something finds it and sees it as a threat before it gets all the way inside�� or, heaven forbid, after we�ve boarded and are on our way out�� there�s not much protection on it. It�s decently secure, but nothing like the facilities or a warship. It�s not made for fighting.
Dr. Federman wants me to stop talking. Well, he can leave the room if he doesn�t want to listen to this.
�
[off-mic] I�m sorry. I didn�t mean that. Don�t leave.
� � �
Two hours until the ferry arrives. The scratching has increased. Dr. Federman left to go get us some food, and I�m trying to tell myself that it�s fine. He�ll only be gone for a few minutes.
He�s been drawing to calm down. Maybe an audio diary will be more beneficial for him than it is for me. Some of these pictures�
They freak me out to look at. I wish he wasn�t such a good artist. My nightmares are potent enough without these joining them.
� � �
One hour. Haven�t heard anything outside for the past twenty minutes. That�s good, right?
[off-mic] Don�t think like that. Who can hear it from this far out? It�s still a good fifty or more miles.
[on-mic] I hope these things can�t swim. More than that, I hope they don�t know that they can�t swim, and they try to get to the ferry, and they drown. The best possible medicine exists here, yet my arm still feels like it�s on fire if I so much as brush it against something.
I know I never talked about what it was I saw out there. I wasn�t exactly honest with the boss. But�
I think that�s for the best. It doesn�t need to be talked about. It needs to swallow the ocean and become someone else�s corpse to deal with.
� � �
They�ve come back. We heard loud scraping as soon as the ferry gate opened to allow it in. We�d worried one or more had made it on, but it�s safely inside now. I see a few scratches along the hull, but nothing untoward is below deck or in any of the cabins. It�s leaving that�s going to be a problem.
We�re about to push off. I hear them prowling around outside. We have a few guns on us, but I don�t know how much they�ll do. My little friend didn�t seem affected by the bullets, but maybe there�s some sort of head we can aim at to take them down. Or�� � [laugh] He says maybe I�d just missed. I�m not that bad of a shot.
Gate�s opening. Here�s hoping they can�t swim.
� � �
[panting] So� uh.
They can swim.
� � �
They�re on the deck. Glad, really, really glad that this thing is automated. If there was a navigation room, with the above deck view required of it, whoever sat in it would be dead by now.
I think I counted six of them. Doctor?
Oh, right. Five now. We took out one.
I must have been a bad shot after all, because guns certainly work.
Ugh. They�re just�� they�re just crawling around up there. Or walking. Or slithering. I don�t know what the right term is for things like this. They�re just limbs, gangly limbs that look and move like tentacles until one slams you in the stomach with all the force and sturdiness of a battering ram, whatever joints or similar structure they have locked into place before collapsing again.
[groans] They pack� a nice punch in them.
We have a week and a half, two weeks until we reach the island that houses Facility H. We can take our chances in trapping these things inside the harbor there, if they even survive that long. We don�t know what they live off of, if they even can survive away from land at all, but we also can�t assume they�ll just die off if we wait.
That�s a long wait, though. A long wait full of tension and fear that I don�t want to sit through. But I think a short break is fine. Food stores, fresh water stores, and plenty of necessary facilities under the decks. Don�t have to deal with it right away.
� � �
I can�t help but be intrigued. These things are�� not sapient, I don�t think�� I hope not. But they�re smart. Smart in the way dogs are, or rats.
Two of them found a way under the deck. Came upon us as we slept, the bastards. Dr. Federman took the brunt of it before we got our guns on them. Just thinking about them is�
The door on the deck has a turning wheel to unlock it and then a handle to pull up, and it�s heavy. Of the animals on Earth that may be able to figure out how to get down to us, very, very few have the strength or dexterity for it. Even then, after the ones we�d injured and driven off before we were able to open the hatch ourselves and get down, none of them saw us do it. They�d have to have figured it out all on their own.
I want to update my earlier statement. Even rats, the clever little things, couldn�t figure this out without seeing us exemplify it at least once. Apes, maybe. Gorillas. They�re smart enough to learn sign language.
Or these are, in fact, sapient, and then we�re probably screwed, right?
Three still left. They die as easily as anything else when shot in enough places. No head that we have been able to see, and it�s not like we had the time to experiment as to which areas were the fatal ones. I don�t mind the waste of bullets right now, though. With luck, there will be nothing on Facility H�s island, yeah?
� � �
Now is not the time for scientific curiosity, I told Dr. Federman. Now is not the time for scientific curiosity, I then told myself.
An alien corpse is stretched out on our kitchen table now, cut down the middle and pinned open. I�m not a very convincing person.
It is fascinating, though, now that we�re not fearing for our lives. The other three are still wandering around up there�� they must not have been nearby when these two figured out their way in. Or they were, and now know the choice to be fatal. It gives us time to think, and there�s really not much else we have but time. It hasn�t even been a day.
Neither of us has any training in veterinary sciences, and this is even further from humans than Earth animals are. I don�t know how much we�ll be able to learn, but any data is a start for whoever will come here afterward, yeah?
Its skin is translucent and colorless, like water. If not for the organs within, it would be nearly invisible. No need for coloration, I suppose, on a planet with no light. It�s what I would have expected from deep sea life, maybe with a kind of bioluminescence�� some of the creatures at the deepest parts of the oceans on Earth, where light hasn�t reached since the world first formed, have their own ways of making light. This has none, though.
No eyes, I don�t think. Unless that function rests within an appendage that we can�t recognize as eyes. No ears, no mouth, just� limbs. Six in total, three on each side like an insect, and long. Two of them, on opposite sides, are three feet long, the middle two are two and a half feet, and the front two are four feet. Or back two, now that I think about it. They could be for jumping while the three-footers are for balance, or the other way around. A mass of flesh connects them all.
I�
Ah.
I really wish I could learn more about this, but�
It�s like jellyfish, right? Jellyfish are mostly water, and they will evaporate after a sufficient amount of time and heat are applied.
I think this is similar. Its organs are turning to goo beneath Dr. Federman�s hands.
[cough] And emitting a� very distinct smell.
�
They�re at the hatch again. Not coming down�� the wheel is loud, we�d hear it. But they�re roaming around up there.
We have two weeks to deal with them. But Dr. Federman�s wounds are bleeding again, puckered and red and oozing despite the top notch medicine we applied earlier. My arm burns.
Hopefully, we�ll have two weeks.

Abandon Hope

Dr. Eve Strauss, Research Facility H on Nessi�s Island, assisted by Dr. Isaac Federman. Walls are intact and the life support system is running at optimal capacity. Food storage and air supply are clean. All areas of the facility, with the exception of the residential sector, show signs of struggle. No bodies were found within the facility or its borders.
Blood samples were taken from each separate area where a struggle had occurred, as well as skin and hair samples where some were found. There are matches for each member of Facility H�s team. The fighting happened amongst the team members instead of with an outside force. Seven out of ten of the guns were taken from the weapons cache, and impromptu weapons were found around the facility as well, examples including kitchen knives, scalpels, and blunt force weapons made from chair legs and lab instruments. Those weapons with discernible fingerprints match those on file for some of the team members, and the blood on them was not from those wielding them.
By the amount of blood found on the walls, floor, and furniture, I�d estimate that most of the team was dead or dying by the time they all left the facility, but the manner of that exit is not conclusive. Possibly they walked out, or a few survivors dragged out the bodies, but no blood was found outside the facility to tell us where they went. The footprints outside are numerous and we have no way of knowing which were from before the fight and which were after.
Much of the equipment within the station was destroyed, though we don�t know whether that was intentionally or unintentionally done. No signs of animosity are within the personal journals of the team members. While our equipment currently hasn�t picked up anything unusual in the blood samples we�ve examined or in the food and water supply, it is possible there was a poison, fungus, parasite, or another such thing that made its way into the team members, causing them to lose control. Currently, this is our only theory.
* * *
It�s been a while since I touched this. Wanted to, a few times, but I couldn�t think of anything to say. �Yeah, there�s just more water. Dr. Federman keeps drawing really creepy stuff.� That would bore even me. At least he threw all the drawings overboard when he was done with them.
Dry, solid land. Didn�t realize how relaxing it would be. That, and having freedom of movement again. It�s been just a day under two weeks since we left Facility D, and most of that was spent in cramped below deck rooms with the rocking of the water beneath us. I got used to it after a little while, but it took several bouts of seasickness and cornered panicking before I did. Dr. Federman wasn�t much better off than I was, especially when we got rid of the last three aliens and had nothing more to distract ourselves with. By the end of the first week, we�d more or less settled into calm, but it was an empty calm with hardly anything to do all day but sleep and eat.
I wanted to talk�� I actually wanted to have real talks for once, with another human being, my mom would be so proud�� but despite what we�ve already been through together, what we�ve already helped each other through, we still don�t know one another very well. Neither of us offered any personal information unless it was a necessary distraction from something terrifying, and those moments didn�t come when floating across an empty ocean in an empty boat.
The pain from our injuries died down after a few days. I worried at first that whatever poison was in the cuts would kill us, with how terribly it burned after two days had passed, but then it just faded away. I hope that means there�s nothing to worry about.
I�d wondered if we would see any marine life, now that we know it exists, but I knew how small the likelihood of that would be. What we�ve already seen is amazing�� if that�s the right word for it�� but all signs say it�s an exception to the rule on POGE. I still sat out on the deck for hours, though, legs through the railing bars and chin on folded arms, and watched the water. Or the sky. It was hard to tell the difference without light. Oftentimes we�d turn the ferry lights off as well, make ourselves inconspicuous to whatever might possibly be out there, and then it was as if I was floating in nothing. No stars lit the sky above through the thick clouds, no luminous life swam below. There was only darkness.
I imagined I could feel the sea breeze against me, the cold salt water splashing my legs and crusting my hair, but I felt nothing but a vague chill through the walking suit. And we saw nothing.
� � �
I don�t want to believe they killed each other. Objectivity is my strong point when it comes to my job, but this is�� it�s too much, too cruel. The bedroom I�m in right now is pristine, as are all the bedrooms, but outside it looks like a war zone. Like someone ran out of paint and tried to paint the walls with blood instead, some sick bastard tearing apart their teammates for fun.
Not for fun, I� I hope. We have no way of knowing. Security cameras are only in the sensitive areas�� the garage, the lab, the airlocks, and the control room. None of the carnage happened there, but even if it did, it wouldn�t have mattered. Someone took a chair leg to each of the cameras, sticking to the blind spots so we can�t even know who the aggressor was.
This would be easier if there were bodies. Easier on the job, obviously, but also easier on me.
� � �
Nessi�s Island is a nice place. The first people here, those who�d set up the station, had a sense of humor. They named it after the Loch Ness Monster for all the twisted, strangely-shaped trees growing in the middle of the lakes farther north. North is a prettier part of the island, from the pictures I�ve seen, but Facility H is in the desert south half.
The desert is pretty, too, though. Unlike the ones on the southern continent, this one is rolling sand dunes and rocky hills. There are mesas farther north, and then the mountains, tall and jagged like the sky was torn in half around them. Again, pictures. Even if I walked right up to the base of them myself, I�d have no idea what they�d look like without the lighted photographs the original explorers took.
Facility H is right against the beach, on the sand itself as opposed to the overlooking cliff Facility D sat on and in. This was built as one of the life study stations. There are more than enough lakes and forests on POGE, so study on the northern half of Nessi�s Island wasn�t quite necessary yet. When more funding arrives and there is less to learn in the already-established stations, scientists will probably head up there anyways, but we�re still in the first decade of exploration on POGE. Nowhere near far enough to spread out so thinly, or rich enough to send up materials for more stations and the scientists to man them.
No preserved animal specimens are here, either, but that�s to be expected. The team here had a similar idea to mine, that some extinction event took out all or most of the non-plant life long before POGE�s exile killed everything else. Much smaller skeletons have been found and studied around the station, with larger ones in the mesas, nothing yet found that�s as big�� or long, depending on how these things oriented themselves�� as a human being. Plant life was less of a focus until the more recent months, and�� �
[sigh] No, I can�t do this. I don�t care. Who does? Who cares what they were studying? One of their specimens may have made them kill each other.
� � �
So I�m not certain about this, but� well, we have plenty of free time for the rest of today and tomorrow as the ferry�s batteries recharge so we can head out again. We have learned that the distress signal didn�t originate on Nessi�s Island, nor has it repeated since that first time at Facility D. And there are no bodies. Nothing else to do but look for them.
A lot of tracks leave the facility�s borders. In many of the facilities, there was so much within the bounds of the station lighting to study that there wasn�t any reason quite yet to leave, but excursions were common here. There was just so much sand and so little in that sand, and it�s not like anything out there would�ve attacked them. [snorts]. The trick is to find which trail was the last one made, which trail would lead us to the bodies and any survivors that may still be around. If they are, I hope whatever brought them to kill their fellow scientists has worn off.
I double checked all of the food and water supplies just now, and nothing is missing that wasn�t logged for daily use, so anyone out there would be dead anyways. No survivors. That�s the norm here, but I can�t help but be disappointed. After all they�ve been through, they couldn�t have thought to leave with food?
Or maybe they had planned on returning after they did who-knows-what with the bodies, but something found them and made that an impossibility. They would have been more caught off-guard by inhuman sentience than Dr. Federman and I were, and whatever they�d been on that brought about the violence we�d seen wouldn�t be likely to leave them in a state of mind necessary to be faced with such a discovery and keep their wits about them during it.
Nessi�s Island is a fairly large place, about one-fifth the size of Australia, and so �island� doesn�t seem like a very fitting name for it. There�s a lot of space here for our newly-discovered guests to hide out in without detection for decades, even with the team leaving the station borders so often for their studies. I wonder what life here is like.
� � �
The plants look like� well, like desert plants. They�re spiky, small, thin, and long, their roots three times the size of the rest of them to soak up as many nutrients as possible. We have to keep a wide radius around some of the trees here. This one species is twisted and stunted, like those by Facility B, but to keep out competition, their roots have a defense mechanism that treats them like whips, taking out all plant and animal life that steps within their bounds. Most of the trees are too petrified to do anything to us, but the southern part of the island had enough tectonic activity during the time of POGE�s departure that not all of them are completely still. Not living, no�� they�re as dead as most everything else here. But it�s similar to how a chicken can run around with its head cut off. The trees can no longer hold whatever type of thought they used to be capable of, but their roots can still cause some massive damage.
Three of the team members died by them. I was reading one of the botanists� journals. Some of the still-dangerous specimens have been marked on a map, but nobody wanted to risk going close enough to any of the others to fill out warnings of the surrounding area. We�ll just avoid as many of them as we can.
� � �
Farther north, now. We�re close to the mesas. I have little to no confidence in the trail I picked for us to follow, but none of the other ones we saw gave us any more certainty. Likely, we�ll be spending our time picking trails at random and following them to their ends until the ferry�s battery is fully charged and we can leave. It�s better than sitting and waiting. We�ve had more than enough of that on the ride here.
There�s a grove right behind us full of plants that look like a mix between a rose, a venus flytrap, and the top of a palm tree. With how many of the flora on this planet have carnivoristic adaptations, I�m beginning to wonder if it was really the animals at the top of the food chain, or if that�s just my innate Earth-born assumption. It�s entirely possible that no mass extinction event was needed to wipe out the sentient life. Maybe the plants just ate them all.
� � �
Path number twelve. Still nothing. Still five hours till the ferry.
I can�t wait to get off of this island.
� � �
We found blood. Fourteenth time�s the charm, right?
It�s intermittent, starting about twenty feet past the southwestern edge of the border, and the space between the blood spatters is ten to twenty feet, uneven, like the bodies were carried on something that held in the blood and slipped every now and then. The boot prints look more recent than the other trails we�ve been down, but that might just be my imagination. Rural though I grew up, I�ve never been that great with tracking anything but the rampant destructive path my brother always made in the woods.
By now, the ferry battery should be fully charged and ready. It won�t hurt to leave it like that for a bit. Our schedule is completely made up by us, trying to comply with our bosses� expectations as best we can. POGE is unpredictable of late, and even they know they can�t constrain us to a time limit.
They also know that we know there will be consequences for delaying too long. But a few hours can�t hurt, right?
The trail is hard to follow. The members who made it take random turns at random places, sometimes going off the clear land and right into spiny brush. Dr. Federman and I keep having to backtrack and walk in large circles to see where it picks up again, making lucky guesses whenever the blood blends into the rocks or plants around us. Some of this blood is from the bodies, but a lot of it seems to be from those carrying them, especially farther down their trail where they went through bushes with thorns sharper than my scalpel. Scraps of clothing are snagged on the thorns. Their walking suits had been ruptured, which should have killed them in a few minutes. Yet they kept going.
� � �
Nothing more we can do. An enormous field of those spiny plants stretches before us, disappearing into a mountain pass far above. Even our strongest lanterns can�t illuminate any farther than the rocky face twenty feet up. If they�re not dead now, they will be soon. Trying to cross this patch will kill Dr. Federman and me faster than I can record it. They should have given us armored suits so we could traverse such terrain. An oversight.
The worst thing is, we know that we�re not far away. More smears of blood and scraps of clothing make an easy-to-see trail through the thorny brush, a trail partially trampled and partially pushed aside but still too narrow for either of us to make it safely more than a few feet. We know where the bodies are, or, at least, where some of them are. And we can�t find out what happened to them.
Maybe, if we succeed, we can convince our bosses to upgrade our walking suits, or make vehicles equipped for harsher land, and we can come back. It�s not like the bodies will be rotting anytime soon.
Time to go.
� � �
I swear I saw something in the clouds just now. Something bright, flashing, but only for a split second. Something far eastward, miles and miles and miles across the water.
Maybe I just imagined it.

Pause

Dr. Eve Strauss, Research Facility G on Minor Island, assisted by Dr. Isaac Federman. Walls are intact, but the life support system is no longer functioning. Food storage is perished and air supply has leaked. About half of the research team was found in the control room and the lounge area, with a few bodies in bedrooms and the food storage. The other half was found outside the northern wall of the facility. All areas within the facility show signs of flooding, but the water has since been drained. The land around the facility shows signs of a severe earthquake.
Examination review of Mike Noel, ID number 318, details in file. Full autopsy report in temporary file, pending transfer when communication channels open again. They were found clothed in the control room, beneath the main desk. Burns cover their hands and forearms, with a few burns on their face where they had fallen against the broken main control center.
The burns were not fatal. Fine froth is found in the mouth, and the lungs are filled with water, with more water in the stomach and intestines. The burns were likely from them trying to control the facility�s functions to contain or drain the water, but the water had heavily damaged the control station and cause part of it to burst.
Cause of death is drowning in a flood that filled the facility. All members of Facility G are deceased. Those inside have a consistent cause of death as Noel, and those outside were killed by debris from the earthquake.
* * *
I have never, in all my years, been so grateful for human error.
Bad phrasing�� I�m not happy they died. I�m not happy the facility is broken. Those are human lives, and that�s millions of dollars in building costs, and millions more in reparations, if the bosses decide they want to keep trying with this planet. But if they had to die, I am so, so thankful that it was to natural, normal, human error.
It would be ridiculous to think that the short decade that scientists have been studying POGE would lead to an expert-level understanding of anything on it. What I remember learning about the tectonic activity of POGE is that it�s one of the least-understood topics on the planet so far because of how few stations exist that study them in the first place�� how few stations there even are on POGE, which certainly aren�t enough to adequately study the amount of surface needed to attain a good understanding, even if they all devoted their focus to the plates. And there aren�t any weather monitors out at sea yet near Facility G due to some difficulties in transmissions over the sea separating the northern and southern landmasses. It�s why Facility G is here in the first place�� similar to Facility A on the southern continent, it�s a relay between the stations in POGE�s northern hemisphere, collecting basic data to send back to Earth until the channels can open again.
In this lack of understanding and lack of monitors in the ocean surrounding it, the earthquake wasn�t picked up until it was already upon the team, killing the half that had been outside and were, seemingly, running back to the station at their time of death. A few minutes following the earthquake, the tsunami struck, and from the wreckage of the surrounding land, it was a big one. As to how the water flooded the facility, there were a few bodies near the doors, and I can make an educated guess that facility workers inside had opened the doors and were trying to help their comrades who survived the earthquake make it in before the water hit. They didn�t time it right, and that�s why they�re all dead.
This place is a wreck. I wish I could take off my helmet, but the central air supply has been damaged, meaning even in the rooms still sealed, I won�t be able to trust what I�m breathing. The method for eating and drinking while inside a walking suit is damn annoying.
�
[happy sigh] Human error.
� � �
Unlike Facility A, G has a dual purpose with its relay responsibilities. Minor�s Island is almost completely mountainous, and very soon after its discovery was the discovery of gold and gems and other valuable metals and rocks within those mountains. While not as much emphasis was put on the mines than was on dealing with system issues and the vast amount of files sent over from Nessi, Telle, and the stations on the northern continent, there was still a large mining business here and regular shipments back down to Earth.
We need all the help we can get down there. I don�t know why Dr. Federman volunteered yet�� conversations with him are either one-sided, when I�m bored enough that I don�t mind his curt and one- to three-word answers, or they�re about work or comfort. But I came here mostly for these mines.
[sigh]
I didn�t think to ask the boss during our communication what�s going on down there. If the economy has gotten better, if the interactions with the powers-that-be have even marginally improved since we left. There was so little there when we departed. So much war and so little of anything else, anything good, without the money to facilitate the necessary programs that used to, if not work well, at least help a little bit around the world.
No money to help my family�s farm, either. No money means no house and no food, and no house and food means extra strain on me to provide for them in my cramped apartment in the city. Strain I couldn�t match. Even if I don�t make it up here, my new bosses will keep my family taken care of until they�re all gone. It�s all in the contract. And a lot of that aid comes from these mines.
I wonder how the world would react if they knew what was up here�� if they knew something was up here at all. It does take more than two hands to count the number of people who know about POGE, but, now that all these teams have died, no more than maybe three or four.
Would they care? I�m on the edge about that. Many would care, would completely oppose any more trips up here, no matter the benefits that could come from it. But many others, care or no care, would fight for this second chance for humanity, for the cleanliness and riches and food, away from the dirty air and starvation of our own planet. There�s so much empty space here. Empty, possibly habitable space.
I don�t know, myself, if I want the Way Station Project to continue or not. I don�t know if it�s worth the lives that could be lost.
� � �
[coughing]
He�
Hell.
Not the same earthquake. Been much too long for that. But another, somewhere off the coast. It�s been a half hour since the first hit came, and no terrible waves, so at least we won�t succumb to the same fate as the researchers [laughs].
Ahh, well. I can see the danger, now. If just aftershocks are enough to send us both tumbling down the hillsides, praying we aren�t about to be killed in another tragic, hilarious case of human error, it�s no wonder a full-on tsunami-creating earthquake killed so many.
Dr. Federman sprained his ankle and I dislocated my shoulder and took a nice beating to my back, paralyzing my lungs for a bit, but other than that, we�re fine to leave as soon as the ferry is charged again. We were lucky.
Still another day, though. There�s a place the miners called the Oasis here, nestled between three overlapping mountains with the fourth side against the ocean, a half day�s walk away. From their journals, it sounds beautiful, a place they go to when they want to relax. They�d set up sun lights there, to see the land as it should be seen.
But first, Dr. Federman has to rest his ankle and I have to set my shoulder. He found some crutches and is moments away from coming in here to help pop the joint back into place. Fun.
� � �
Why do they call this place Minor with an O instead of an E? There�s nothing minor about this island of ridiculously enormous mountains, but the place is full of mines.
� � �
Human error. I can�t get over that. Human error killed everyone here and I am downright giddy.
There�s no alien life. No bloodsuckers or jellyfish creatures, no fungus, no weird storms with bizarre chemical makeups, no statues, no oddities at all. I didn�t expect how much of a relief this would be, how kind normalcy can be after everything we�ve experienced so far.
Earthquake. Tsunami. The best things on POGE to me, right now. The best ways for someone to die, no leeches or poisoned food, no pheromones, no petrification.
I don�t want to leave this island. Next stop is Telle, and then the northern continent, which means a whole place where even stranger things can be found than what we�ve already seen down south. I expect it, now. Maybe more storms like the ones before, or more impossible alien life bent on devouring the poor research teams that were only here to make life for us Earthlings better in the future.
Even if people find out about POGE and decide they want to keep sending more teams, more scientists and planners, and even if they want to eventually live here instead of continue destroying our own planet, is that a good idea? With so much we haven�t anticipated, so many dangers that we�d previously thought impossible, is it in our best interests to keep sending people here? Keep subjecting them to the fates we�ve already seen, or worse? It certainly wasn�t a good idea to send Dr. Federman and me up, but they did it anyways.
This is beyond me. I wish I could allow myself the rest that this island should be giving me. I�ve gone through the pictures of the surrounding landscape from when it was lighted and mapped, and it truly is stunning. I was ecstatic just moments ago. I should still be happy, or at least at peace, but any time I feel this kind of respite I sabotage it. My mind comes up with all the terrible things that could be happening instead, or that could happen in the future, and then I spiral back into the pessimism I used to think was just being realistic.
I�m tired of being realistic. I�m tired of trying to figure out a puzzle when I don�t even have half of the pieces, and I�m tired of knowing that any time I go outside, I could end up the next body on an examiner�s table.
I�m tired.
� � �
Another three hours until the ferry finishes charging, but Dr. Federman doesn�t want to leave without going to the Oasis, so that�s where we�re heading. It�s okay to have a slight delay. Bosses shouldn�t get too mad.
The distress signal still hasn�t repeated. We should hurry to find it, I know, but it feels so far away, so unreal, that urgency is hard to come by. If its sender has survived this long, months after everyone else has died, they can survive a little longer, right?
I know I�m just trying to convince myself. It�s unprofessional of me, I know. I know. But just once, just for a moment, I want to rest. I want to just sit without worry, without the fear of being found by something, without trying to fit the puzzle pieces together in my head. I want to stop thinking about aliens, about fungus, about pheromone storms and death. I want to stop thinking about POGE.
So we�re going.
� � �
The lights are still on. They�re not the yellow facility lights, painting everything the wrong color. These are sun lights, a pretty blue that reminds me of Earth�s dawn, and everything beneath them looks as it really is.
I wish I could keep any pictures I take, to remind me, if I make it home again, of what the Oasis looks like, but anything I put on the tablet will be taken from me when we return, added to the already countless files about POGE in our bosses� archives. I hope I can describe it well enough to remember it by.
On three sides are mountains, their steeper edges facing us. There�s a thin, treacherous trail leading down the middle one that we arrived on, but it�s been walked so many times over the years that despite the steep drop on one side and the thinness of the ledge available to traverse, it�s fairly even and sturdy, with lights along the cliff walls above it to guide one�s way without needing to keep a hand free for a flashlight. Dr. Federman had a bit of trouble making it down in crutches, but not too much. The mountains are enormous from the pictures I�ve seen, over twice as large as those I used to camp in as a child, but the lights don�t even highlight a thirtieth of their size, and so I can only imagine what they look like in person.
The fourth side is the ocean, and this I can see. Stretching to infinity, the peace at its sight reminds me of my time at Facility D, the thoughtless trance I found myself in as all I could think of was the waves lapping at my boots. The beach is in a rough semicircle around this small port, mostly larger pebbles and rocks instead of fine sand, and petrified vegetation springs up through the gaps between the stones all around.
Washed up on the beach are long-dead, wilted sea plants that remind me of seaweed. I know I�m imagining their resemblance to living creatures�� the plants of POGE already are more similar to animals than the plants back home. When reading journal entries of the Oasis by crew members, they�d come to the same conclusion, similar but not the same. No animal life.
Describing the place out loud like this makes me realize just how plain it actually is here. And it is plain. But at the same time, it�s the most beautiful place I�ve ever been to. Dr. Federman is nodding at this. After being here for so long, after all the bodies and the animals, after all that POGE has offered us and in the thought of what it still will�� this is the most gorgeous place in all the universe.
Dr. Federman is pocketing a few of the smaller, more colorful pebbles. Most of this beach is gray and black, but there are some stripes of green, blue, red, and other colors on the stones around us. Says he�s going to make them into new bracelets for us, to replace the ones he�s already broken from stress.
We�ll have a piece of POGE to bring back home with us.
� � �
I tried to ask him again, why he�s here. He dodges the question every time. Sometimes, especially in the early days of our stay here, he just ignores me. I know now that that�s not a sign of rudeness from him. He just has a hard time with conversation. Now, later on, and, dare I say it, now that we�ve grown a bit closer, he does answer most of the time, but I know it�s not the truth. Not the full truth, at least. He tells me he�s here for discovery, for helping families find closure, for making POGE safe for humanity�s second chance.
That�s part of the reason. That�s part of my reason for being here, as well. But mostly, I�m here for my family. He�s here for someone as well, or multiple someones. That was the push our bosses gave for a mission that�s just shy of suicidal�� that we�d be helping humanity, and, most importantly, that we�d be taking care of the people we left behind if we took this job.
He won�t tell me who those people are for him. I won�t push it. I want to know, but I won�t push it. If he wants his privacy, he more than deserves it.
As for me, I feel like I�ve come to trust him, and I share more than I should when I trust someone. He already basically knows my life story by now [laughs]. At least, the big events. Nothing deep. Not yet. He told me at the Oasis that he finds my chattering amusing. Not in a making fun of me kind of way, but in an enjoyable way. At first, I was just as closed off to him as he was to me, and now I�m sharing anything I can at the chance to make conversation with him.
I figure, if we can�t talk to each other, if we can�t trust each other after all this time, we�re never going to make it through this. I don�t mind being the first to extend that olive branch.

Stargazing

Dr. Eve Strauss, Research Facility F on Telle Island, assisted by Dr. Isaac Federman. Walls are intact and the life support system is running at optimal capacity. Food storage is clean, air supply is contaminated. Most of the research team was found in the med bay, with about a fourth of the team in their respective bedrooms and three people manning the control station. No areas show signs of struggle.
Examination review of Ada Meyers, ID number 424, details in file. Full autopsy report in temporary file, pending transfer when communication channels open again. They were found clothed in the control room, slumped over in their chair with their upper body and head resting on the life support control panel. A cervical lymph node on the left side of their neck is swollen.
Testing showed a virus in the body similar to influenza, but much more deadly, ravaging the system faster and to a harsher degree than the flu would. The team members had a similar idea as to the nature of the virus, as they say in their journals, and they used all the medicine for such an illness that they were supposed to during the times of the sickness. Despite the existence of those drugs in the system of the deceased, it seems they were not as effective as they needed to be. The virus is long-lived and systems show it is still in the air of the facility. All team members are deceased.
* * *
Telle Island was a haven for life. Like the Galapagos, the sheer number and diversity of the species of plants, land animals, and marine life found here are incredible and so different from anything on the rest of POGE. Still, only skeletons remain of the sentient life, but even those number far more than the ones excavated around Facility B. If there was any place on POGE where something still lived, I would have expected it to be here.
So far, we haven�t found anything.
Right now, for the first time in a long time, I feel calm. The boat ride was completely uneventful, and we�ve found nothing other than what�s expected. Human error before, and now, here, a sickness. Still bad, of course, but anything other than statues or weird, malicious aliens is amazing for me. I�m still riding on the high of the Oasis, honestly.
[laughs] I didn�t mean any play on words.
The people here may have been killed by a terrible virus, but from what they�ve logged, they were happy during it. Not happy to die, of course, but happy in the way that smoking pot makes you happy. Happy and calm.
There was another storm here, but the chemicals within were different than the one that turned researchers into statues down south. It took a while for us to isolate the chemicals with how much time has passed, but there was still enough on the bodies and the exterior walls that we got it figured out. This one didn�t draw anyone outside, and, according to the weather monitors, all of which are intact, the storm itself was much less powerful than the other one. Even if they all were outside, it likely wouldn�t have killed them. Didn�t even knock over a single tree.
This one had a compound similar to THC swirling within it, and, simply speaking, they all were high off their rockers by the time the virus really started getting to them. They still were in right enough minds to know that they were sick and take medicine for it, but it probably numbed whatever pain they were feeling, working almost like a medicine in itself.
I almost want to stick around for another storm like that, but Dr. Federman suspects that the virus was blown here by the storm as well, as around the time the storm hit was when they all got sick. At least there�s a bit of a comfort here. They weren�t terrified or in horrible pain when they died. They were happy.
I don�t feel quite as cheery anymore.
� � �
I want to log just how peaceful it is here before we reach the northern continent. That place is harsh, from what we�ve been told. Harsh weather, harsh terrain, and plenty of chances to die if we make a single mistake. We�ll have to drive slowly and stop often. They�d cleared the roads as often as possible, but still, the weather made for constant blockages that needed to be dealt with several times on any one trip, and now it�s been months since any of the roads were cleared. It�s the most difficult place to be on POGE, and the thought of what awaits us makes me want to stay here for the rest of my life.
So, peace. Peace on this tropical island, a beautiful one from what we saw of the pictures taken by the mapping teams when people first arrived on POGE. Peace from malevolent watery monsters, peace from evil little leeches, peace from devastating storms, and peace from the uncertainty that�s plagued us at the wild deaths of the teams previous. For today, while the ferry charges, I don�t want to think.
� � �
I would live here if I could. Dr. Federman and I were talking just now, and he agrees. I know I said I wouldn�t want to live here no matter what, but that was before I saw Telle. �Saw� being relative, because I still can�t actually see very much of it. But I�m on my own kind of high right now�� and, yes, that one was intentional�� off the calm lately. It took no more than half a day for us to finish all the autopsies, and we�ve already buried the deceased in the station�s designated grave plot. That, too, is different about this island than the others. Nobody, until this storm came, had fallen victim to any kind of illness, accident, homicide, or any other kind of death here. This place was, truly, a haven, both before POGE left its solar system and up until the storm hit.
I�m not allowing myself to think of the storm for a while. That can come on the way to the northern continent, as we prepare for what�s next. I�m not thinking about the storm, I�m not thinking about the alarm�� whose origin, we now know, also didn�t originate on Telle�� and I�m not thinking about aliens. Only the island.
We were talking just now, as I already said. The stars look truly gorgeous tonight. I�m in the lobby, lying on one of the sofas, and looking up through the skylight at them. Dr. Federman was next to me just now, but in his absence as he goes to draw alone for a while, I decided it�d be a good time to just ramble. That is what I�m doing [laughs]. Rambling. I�m very good at that when I�m comfortable.
And I�ve found myself becoming more and more comfortable around him. It�s rare when that happens. I can�t deny that part of it is how we need to trust each other, rely on each other, because otherwise we�re both screwed. But he�s also a pretty good person.
There isn�t much of an opportunity to use them when it�s just us two here, but I remember that during our initiation and training, he never once messed up on my pronouns. Most of the staff, infuriatingly, called me �she� all the time, but Dr. Federman never used anything other than �they�. He�s pretty cool.
He still won�t talk all that much about his past, but he mentioned, under his breath, something about medical bills, and I can piece together the basics. How sad is that, that these days one needs to risk his life again and again up here just to pay the bills? The world is falling faster and faster towards destruction. Then again, it�s also sad that I need to risk my life up here just to make sure my parents and brother can live out of poverty for the rest of their days. Humanity preaches caring for its own, but really, nobody gives a thought to anyone outside of themselves and their own families. I�m no longer sure anyone would protest if they knew we were up here and why.
Maybe if we died, someone else who works under our bosses will listen to this diary and realize what�s so screwed up about the situation and they�ll share it with people who would fight against this. Though, then again, considering our treatment thus far, if that happened maybe our families, or whoever it is Dr. Federman needs to pay the bills for, will stop getting payments. These people have already shown their lack of care towards individual lives as opposed to the bigger picture, and if they�d send us up here in our current situations, I have no idea what they�ll do if they get angry.
No, no. No, Eve. This is supposed to be a happy day, a happy entry. No more of this crap. Just look at the stars.
� � �
Hold� on. Hold on. [off-mic] Doctor?
� � �
We shouldn�t be able to see stars.
� � �
[laughter]
Oh, these are beautiful! That�s the problem with an audio diary, is I can�t attach any pictures. I wish I could keep the pictures I did take, so if I get home I�ll have them on my computer and probably as my desktop background for the rest of my natural life. I don�t think I�ll ever forget them, though, so at least I have that.
We must really be out of it. We were talking about the stars for like ten minutes before, sharing stories�� well, he was listening to my stories�� and we didn�t even notice!
After the southern continent, I didn�t think I would be happy to find aliens, but here they are, and they�re bright and gorgeous and enormous! Oh, big beauties, you are.
The closest thing they resemble is slugs, but I�ve never seen a slug that looks like this, nor one so big. They�re easily the length of my entire upper body, my head included, nearly as thick around, and filled with bioluminescent pinpricks of light that look like little galaxies nestled within their amazing selves. We went outside and they were crawling all over the outside of the facility. They don�t leave trails like actual slugs, but they do leave behind this odd little powdery residue that sparkles under our flashlights.
I want to study one like we studied the gangly jellyfish things, but there is no power in this world that will bring me to kill and cut open one of these pretty little darlings. Oh, I didn�t realize how much I�d missed crawlies. First things I ever forced myself to conquer my fear of, you know that, Doctor? Was terrified of any kind of bug or spider, no matter how harmless I knew they were�� even flies and grasshoppers�� but there were just so many of them around my home that by the time I was eight or so, I decided it was too much for me to keep getting scared out of my wits every other day, and Mom helped me get over them to the point where I came to adore them all, even to keep some as pets over the years.
These are so much more gorgeous than any of those I�d loved back home. Never seen something like them. It really does look like whole universes within them.
If it wasn�t directly transmitted by the storm, these may have been the carriers of whatever disease killed the research team. Unless there are other critters out there as well who did. Alien mosquitos. There�s a sobering mental image.
We�re safe though, all secure in our walking suits, and so I have more than enough reason to continue letting these beautiful things crawl all over me [laughs].
There�s one on Dr. Fed�� on Isaac�s head. We�ve been together long enough that it sounds weird to refer to him so formally.
I think this is the first time I�ve ever seen him laugh. That�s a memory I�ll keep close.
� � �
This must be the most gorgeous place in all the galaxies right now, trumping the Oasis by a mile. Who knows which one of these creatures is the carrier, and who cares? We�ll be changing walking suits in the decontamination room in the next facility, like the station members here should have done but didn�t know they needed to, and won�t be taking them off until then, so who cares what gets on us, what�s crawling over us or flying around our heads?
There are so many more than just the slugs out here. It�s finally clicked together for me�� these storms, the abnormalities in them and their odd chemicals, are full of this alien life, bring it across the continents and islands and scattering aliens behind it in its wake. On the southern continent, it brought death, but this storm up here brought amazing and almost indescribable critters.
Some look so like bugs on Earth that it almost hurts to look at them, bringing up the homesickness I�ve tried so hard to push down these past couple months. Many, maybe most, I can�t quite tell, have a similar sort of bioluminescence as the slugs, zipping around through the air and skittering over the ground outside the facility with tiny galaxies swirling inside them. Dragonfly-like creatures, going so fast they seem to teleport. Bugs with large wings like those of a butterfly, but there are six wings instead of two, and their wingspan is longer than I am tall.
And then others, so odd it�s hard to make myself look at them without feeling the strangest mix of fascinated glee and utter disgust. One, that keeps knocking its head against Isaac�s helmet face like it�s trying to get in and not quite understanding that it can�t, just looks like a long tube. I have no idea how it flies, can see no wings on it, but it�s certainly airborne and quite deft at dodging his attempts to swat it away.
Oh, he looks annoyed now, but so far there hasn�t been a full minute that he wasn�t smiling. He�s just as enraptured as I am at the beauties around us, at the experience of being here to see all of this.
I don�t want to leave to the northern continent. All mountains and ice and all kinds of treacherous terrain, even on the defrosted parts of the continent, and I don�t believe there�s a single place there that could be described as temperate.
I�d live here my whole life, just studying these critters and naming their stars.
� � �
Leaving soon. We took pictures of as many of the bugs as we could for the bosses back home, and Isaac spent the past hour under one of the outside lights writing pages and pages of notes, complete with incredibly detailed sketches. I want to stay longer. I want to never leave. I haven�t felt this kind of longing in such a long time, and didn�t expect it to come about on POGE.
This happiness is so rare for me, for the pessimism I�d trained myself into, and especially for what we�ve already experienced here. I never thought the appearance of insects would excite me so much.
But that�s the problem. I got too excited. My heart still has its troubles sometimes, and about an hour ago I got palpitations to the point of losing my breath. Isaac had to help me inside, and we had to make sure all the critters were outside, where they can�t excite me too much again.
I feel woozy, too, like there�s cotton in my skull, and a chill came over me a few minutes ago. The thought of falling sick like the old station members terrifies me, but Isaac took a blood sample in the decontamination chamber, so I wouldn�t fall deathly ill by taking off my suit anywhere else, and that odd virus didn�t show up. It�s from too much excitement, is all. Still, an unsettling situation, considering.
So, we�re leaving. We�ll be able to see all the aliens, if they�re still around tomorrow, when the ferry is charged and we head out on the water, but until then, Isaac is making sure I�ll be staying inside and resting.
Funny, how the fear on the southern continent didn�t set my heart to its annoying jumps, but being happy does. Maybe pessimism really is the best lifestyle for me.

Expansion

Dr. Eve Strauss, Research Facility I on the northern continent of Way Station, assisted by Dr. Isaac Federman. Walls are not intact and the life support system is no longer operational. Food storage is contaminated and air supply is emptied. All members of the research team were found in the control room. No signs of struggle.
Examination review of David House, ID number 2116, details in file. Full autopsy report in temporary file, pending transfer when communication channels open again. They were found clothed at the control monitor for the air supply, fallen over beside the chair. Skin is tinged blue and bruises are found all over, especially on the face, neck, chest, and extremities. Eyes are cloudy and tongue is swollen.
Cause of death is natural by breathing in too much of the air outside the facility. The walls have been breached, and we found numerous holes all over the facility, some as small as a football and some the size of all the teammates combined. The entire facility has been contaminated with Way Station�s air, and all members breathed it in, none found in their walking suits. All members of Facility I are deceased.
* * *
I find it�s been a lot more helpful than I�d originally anticipated, using this diary, talking about what I see around me. It pulls me into the moment, though, admittedly, sometimes I want to be anywhere but in the moment. It puts my thoughts in order, and it can be a pleasant distraction, to talk about what�s here right now, to talk about the cases I�m examining, and therefore stop myself from over thinking everything, from falling into fear like I did too many times on the southern continent.
There�s a lot to be scared of, but getting it out of my system and into this diary makes it seem more distanced from me, sometimes.
Facility I is on the western edge of the northern continent, a few miles back from the harbor we docked in three hours ago, and it is cold. So cold it almost feels hot, so cold that during our trek out to the facility, which we had to do on foot because none of the cars had been left at the harbor, I could feel my fingers and toes and nose going numb through the walking suit. The landscape is frozen over with snow, a snow that, should we try to drink any of it, would kill us in about ten seconds. POGE is full of poison, and frankly, it�s a miracle that it took this long for everyone to die.
No, that�s cruel. I shouldn�t have said that.
It�s beautiful, though. I would be able to enjoy it more if I wasn�t on the verge of freezing to death [laughs], but even so I can see that from the pictures in the logs and what little we saw with our handheld lanterns along the trail. Snowy landscapes have always felt peaceful to me, utterly gorgeous despite only having a few colors, a few shapes. There wasn�t much snow where I grew up, and seeing so much of it made me ecstatic, at first.
The facility is another life study station. They hoped to find preserved sentient specimens in the ice, but so far, no go. There�s otherwise still a lot of information to be gleaned from what was in the ice, namely the plants found. They�ve dated several eras now by the age of the ice and the remains found within, learning a bit about the land around them and the evolution of the various plant species. No animals, not even bones, but that doesn�t detract from the wealth of information that is available.
I learned a lot of this on the trip, remotely copying some of the files from the facility onto my tablet, enjoying the landscape and the knowledge I found within them. And then we came in sight of the facility. This is where it gets weird. Weirder even than what came before this, than all that we�ve already seen.
Well, that may be a bit dramatic. Aliens are probably weirder, at least weirder-looking. This is its own kind of weird, though, and for me, it�s one of the worst things we�ve found.
Holes, all over the facility�s walls, opening up the inside to the elements. At first, I wondered why nobody had put on their walking suits until we got to the room where they�re all stored and found that an entire wall is missing. It likely was one of the first places to have been breached, and there are holes in the tanks as well, letting out the oxygen and letting in the poison. And after that, the erosion continued throughout the facility until it reached the control room, where all the scientists huddled together and died together.
These walls�� I need to stress this. These walls are made to withstand conditions ten times worse than anything Earth can offer�� than anything. Anything Earth could throw at us�� the worst storms, the most severe earthquakes, tsunamis, hurricanes, tornadoes, volcanic eruptions. Anything at all, these walls can hold up against it and then so much more. Pressures at the bottom of the deepest seas would be nothing to it.
And there are holes.
� � �
Isaac hasn�t talked much since we left Telle Island. I haven�t, either, but I�ve started growing accustomed to conversing with him on these past few islands, especially on Telle. We talked for hours after finding those bugs, just sitting outside the facility, shoulder-to-shoulder, exciting over the creatures there and their gorgeous patterns. We talked about home a lot, too.
I told him about where I came from. I told him about my family, about my farm house, about the town miles and miles away that we�d go into for synagogue services every Shabbat and for as many of the holidays as my parents had time for. I told him about my brother and how much of a gentleman the little rascal turned into, up to marrying a nice girl and actually settling down, to the surprise of myself and my parents and anyone who�s ever known him. I told him about the woods as far from my home as the town was, but in the opposite direction. I told him of vacations and school and what led me to my job. And then I told him why I came to POGE. Why I sentenced myself to death with no jury or judge, no picketers outside fighting for my life, no lawyer begging for mercy on my behalf.
He didn�t tell me as much as all of that, but I didn�t expect him to. I told him it was fine, and it is. All people have different levels, different times when they�ll be comfortable sharing so much with someone who was a stranger mere months ago, and while he�s reached mine, I haven�t yet reached his. And that�s okay. The fact that he told me anything, that he talked to me at all, is more than enough.
He told me little bits and pieces here and there, mostly small stories that connected with something I told him, using them to keep the conversation going when it seemed about to peter out. He wouldn�t talk of his family, but he talked of his friends, of childhood sweethearts and his roommate in college who always teased him for preferring dead bodies to people�� and here I couldn�t stop laughing for a good few minutes, because that�s the exact thing my roommate used to joke about for me. He told me about his first boyfriend and how he wished, now that he�s up here, that they�d still kept in contact when he was on Earth. He told me about his first Chanukah in college, when he almost got into a fight with his roommate for the fire hazard his menorah posed and compromised by buying an electric one. He told me about pets and plants he�s had, about how the ride up here to POGE was the first time he�s ever really seen the stars because he lived in the middle of one of the biggest cities in America and only ever saw a few stars at a time through the lights, no matter how clear of clouds the night sky was.
And then we just sat there, surrounded by creatures with galaxies inside them, and he laughed for the second time since we�ve been up here because I told him that he�s closer to the stars than anyone has ever been, in these creatures. We tried to find constellations in the slugs in our laps, as those flying around were too fast and never stayed still for long enough. When we ran out of constellations we knew�� which really were constellations I knew and told him about, because he only knew what the Big Dipper looked like�� we made up our own constellations.
After that, after my heart jumped a few beats and he helped me inside, all the aliens were gone upon our trip out to the ferry, and he was quiet again.
� � �-
Another storm came by here. Another weird storm, with its weird chemicals, and it led to dozens of people dying. Again. Just like before, just like on the southern continent, just like on Telle Island. This one eroded the walls�� this one had chemicals strong enough to do that, somehow.
With all the evidence now available, it doesn�t take my degree to realize the centrality of these storms in the deaths of so many, and in the spread of alien life all around the planet when before there was nothing for the decade humans have spent on POGE. The only questions are how, and why now?
At first, while I was thinking about this on the ferry ride over here, I wondered if maybe the storms spread seeds or spores from somewhere. That would explain the fungus we�d found down south, but then it doesn�t explain the chemicals in the storms, nor the differences between them, or the animals. Nor does it explain why now, of all times, the storms started up, or even if these were the first ones or not. Who knows how many of these have happened over the years POGE has been in exile, if they�re common in this world or not? Maybe humans just got lucky and came in the middle of a dry spell, and then our luck ran out.
�
[sigh]
� � �
I have to cut this entry short. I don�t know why I feel the need to apologize�� nobody is going to be listening to this but me. But still, sorry.
The distress signal came again. This one is way north, farther into the frozen land, miles out in the zone that the cars can�t traverse on their own without falling through the ice. It didn�t originate from a facility after all, but a small station meant for excavating specimens.
We�re heading out now.
Here�s hoping.

Siren Call

Yep, still freezing out here. Extremities are almost completely numb again, the joy of it. And, on top of that, it feels like we�re lost. The maps on our tablets work well enough out here, but it doesn�t change the feeling that we�re not coming back, that we won�t make it out of this white, featureless landscape the same as we entered it. Facility I is far behind us, as are our cars and most of our food, and though we did the math and brought as much as we should need, it doesn�t feel like enough.
At the very least, I wish we could drive out here. But the terrain is too unstable and there�s so much ice and collapsible snow that we�d die within an hour or two if we tried to bring a car.
There are the makings of a storm on the horizon. I can�t know what these strange storms look like, if they look any different from normal POGE storms, but I have to hope they do, because this one looks completely mundane and the last thing we need is for me to be wrong.
I�m exhausted, Isaac is exhausted, and we�ve covered maybe two miles in the past hour. At this rate, we�ll never reach the signal, if we can figure out where exactly it is in the first place. It�s somewhere within a five-mile radius about ten miles from where we are right now, the exact location uncertain as the farther north we get, the more distorted any signals become and the harder it is to pinpoint locations. I don�t want to have to scour five miles of mountains and switchback trails and the possibility of death at every step.
� � �
The storm�s closer, now. We�re hunkering down inside a cave we found, within the circle of where the signal originated. We have enough food to last us a week packed in our bags. We won�t need samples up here, I hope, and so we took out most of our tools. All we have is flashlights, bedrolls, water, and a lot of dried food.
Hopefully, the storm passes quickly. It�s almost upon us, now, and neither of us feels any calling, neither of us feels high, and I don�t see any bugs in there. I can hold out hope that this is mundane, that this won�t kill us.
I�m too cold and tired to feel scared, though. Just numb, inside and out.
� � �
First fire on POGE! Congratulations, Isaac. Congratulations, me. We just introduced fire to a whole planet. How the aliens will adore us and our advanced ways.
Nah, there must have been forest fires at some point. Forests need them to thrive, even weird animal-plant hybrid forests like we�ve been seeing all over. But the first man-made fire, that�s it. Bringing light back to POGE, one step at a time.
� � �
Storm�s here. It�s raging outside, a full-on blizzard, but nothing unusual so far. The edge just got to us, though, so who knows what will happen as the center of it nears.
Isaac�s sleeping now, back farther into the cave where he can�t hear me when I talk quietly like this. I hope he doesn�t mind me sharing this. He told me, just now, why he�s here. He opened up, and I won�t share all of it, because that doesn�t feel right. But we�re similar, him and I. We�re both here for our families.
Curse the world that led us here. That led him and I, two individuals with nothing special about ourselves, two people desperate enough to help our loved ones that we took on this mission, all the way up here, to end up cold, alone, and exhausted in a world of snow and ice and death, in the middle of a storm that could take our lives like similar ones took so many others.
Curse the people, hoarding resources. Curse the wars, curse the famine, curse the disease, curse the poverty. I made a good living for myself, but I couldn�t make a living for my two parents, not after my brother fell ill and couldn�t help me support them. Isaac could make a living for himself, but not for three parents and two toddler siblings. We were desperate, and our bosses capitalized on that desperation, just like everyone in power on that forsaken world has done to countless desperate souls.
The storm is growing worse. There was lightning, earlier. Lightning. I can�t believe it took me so long to figure this out, but of course that�s how life is spreading around the planet so quickly. Lightning will give enormous heat, enough to trigger chemical reactions in chemoautotrophs no matter how advanced they are or not. The things don�t just follow these storms, they need them, and their defense mechanisms or hunting mechanisms or whatever it is they have are chemicals swept up into the belly of it and dished out to all nearby. Pheromones, drugs, acid. This storm is just like all the others, and it�s getting steadily worse.
I have no idea what it will do to us.
� � �
It�s moved away a bit. It must be recently formed because I haven�t felt or noticed anything strange in myself or the world around me. No erosion, no odd feelings or sensations. We are only on the edge, and it�s heading steadily north, away from us and away from whoever sent the distress signal.
There are shapes in the clouds, though. Shadows of winged creatures. Small, but there are so many of them. I don�t want them to find us.
� � �
The amount of ground that had been inhabited by humans is so tiny compared to the size of the planet. Maybe the storms were always just as common as they are now, but ended up in places other than the stations. Or maybe they�re growing more frequent, more violent. I don�t know. I just know I�m watching aliens swarm in the clouds above me, dropping out of the sky and slithering across the ground, and some are close enough for me to see in my flashlight pointed to the valley floor.
We�re not too high up. They can find us.
� � �
Investigating, and then leaving. These aren�t aggressive, apparently. I could almost call them cute.
But on again. On, and on, into this wasteland. This entry will have to be short as well. It�s too cold, and I�m too tired for anything more than this. Sorry.
* * *
Dr. Eve Strauss, in the wastelands north of Facility I, on the northern continent of Way Station, assisted by Dr. Isaac Federman.
Examination review of Anne Smith, ID number 1045, details in file. Full autopsy report in temporary file, pending transfer when communication channels open again. They were found clothed in a cave on a mountain along the western edge of the Basin. Skin has a blue tinge, especially in the extremities. Three toes on the right foot and one on the left foot are black, as are all the fingers of their left hand and the index and middle fingers of their right.
Cause of death was natural from frostbite in several internal organs. The deceased recently passed away, within the last half a day to my estimate.
I�
I can�t.
We shouldn�t have delayed.
We were only hours too late.

Doctor Federman

Dr. Isaac Federman, Research Facility K on the northern continent of Way Station, assisting Dr. Eve Strauss. Walls are intact and the life support system is running at optimal capacity. Food storage and air supply are clean. The research team was found in the med bay, some on beds and some on the floor. The med bay, the lounge, and several of the bedrooms show signs of struggle.
Examination review of Christopher Murphy, ID number 601, details in file. Full autopsy report in temporary file, pending transfer when communication channels open again. They were found clothed on a bed in the med bay, their skin severely dehydrated and cracking. A dog�s bite mark is on their left hand, and there are marks that look like scratches from human nails down their left arm. No other external injuries.
Brain and spine are inflamed and throat is closed. Symptoms point to rabies, transmitted by the animals of the facility. All of the animals in the farm are dead, and all have signs of rabies within them. The livestock have bite marks from dogs. All members of Facility K are deceased.
* * *
It�s too quiet here. Feels weird to talk to myself, the exact opposite of what I�m here for�� but I told Eve to start these entries for a good reason. They do help. Didn�t realize how quiet it would be without them constantly filling the silences with anything and everything they can think to talk about, no matter how personal or unnecessary they may be.
Took a long time for them to start doing that. I suppose they must feel more comfortable with me now, and I do with them, but they find it so much easier to talk than I do. I�m almost jealous.
They�re inconsolable. I haven�t really shown it myself�� it�s hard, even when I�m comfortable, to show emotions properly on my face in a way that it makes sense to other people, but I�m still not over what happened. Though I�ve told Eve many times that it�s not their fault the last survivor is gone, that they couldn�t have known the hours were numbered, it�s what I feel as well. That it�s our fault.
My fault. I know they�re not the best at planning, I know they get distanced from this world sometimes. I don�t experience that, and so I should have insisted we hurry, insisted that finding the source of the signal and the person sending it was the absolute first priority. But I didn�t, because the Oasis made me happy, and the bugs made me happy, and the islands made me happy. It�s not solely my fault, but I take part of the blame, just as they are responsible for their part, even if it wasn�t completely under their control.
This is still weird. I�ll do this again soon, but first, there are tests to run, and talking to myself doesn�t make them go any faster.
� � �
We were followed all the way here, and now we�re surrounded. None of them have stepped into the light and given us a visual, but the sensors are picking up their traces all around the facility, staying just outside the cameras� fields of vision. They�re numerous and more than likely deadly, if their aggression and intelligence is anything like those of the southern continent, and they almost seem to be swarming.
Another storm here. I told Eve my hypothesis on the appearance of the aliens in connection with the storms, and they had come to the same conclusion on their own. Great minds think alike, as the saying goes. We�re nothing if not great minds.
� � �
Rabies, almost. Not quite rabies, though that was the simplest explanation and the easiest one to put in the autopsy review. Eve didn�t want to talk anymore, so I did the review this time, and they�re supposed to be short, right? Not much room to really explain our findings. But it was more similar to rabies than anything else from Earth, with similar symptoms and manner of spreading.
That came along with the storm as well, infecting the animals. Facility K is in the middle of a wasteland, complete emptiness for miles and miles, for as much of the world as we would be able to see had POGE orbited a sun�� Eve said it reminded them of home. A boring home, it sounds like. But inside, it�s full of life. There�s a farm, with soil brought all the way over from Facility C. In the middle of such dangerous terrain, it was difficult to ship food and water, and so they built their own way of surviving here.
And animals. I hadn�t realized how much I�d missed animals, but I was so excited for this station. Excited to see dogs and cows and pigs and chickens and cats and rats. They would have had their own access to the food and water on the farm, so even if the station members all died they could take care of themselves for months and months.
But all we found were carcasses. It started in the dogs and spread quickly to all of the livestock and then to the humans.
It was hard not to cry. Only barely was I able to keep back the tears, though I don�t know why I bothered. Eve has been more than obvious in how much they care for me by now, and I care for them as well. I don�t feel uncomfortable around them. But it still felt wrong for me to be the one to break down.
� � �
I don�t know how we�ll be able to leave the station. It was hard enough to get here in the first place. We couldn�t see them, not clearly, but we saw their shadows and their vague shapes in front of the car. Ran over a few, but most fled from the path and jumped at the sides, trying to claw their way in and get to us. Aggression or curiosity, I don�t think it matters. Either way, if they got in I don�t know what the chances of survival would have been.
Now, they�re all around the facility, and�
[crashes, Eve shouting]
� � �
[whispering] And one�s inside.
� � �
It looks like the deep sea version of a cross between a spider and a centipede that can fly, but scarier. I don�t know the best way to describe it. Words aren�t my strong suit. Talking about it at all with something other than Eve is difficult for me, even if the only person who�s listening is myself. It�s easier with Eve in the room alongside me, but still.
All colorless and translucent, partially transparent, like those that followed us onto the ferry. Most of them are like this, probably, though those on Telle had bioluminescence. They were cut off from the rest of the world there, though. For the rest, no need for eyes when there�s no light to see with, and thus no need for coloration, for any kind of visual camouflage. They stumble around in the darkness, swarming over one another, and while I have to think they have some sensory inputs that allow proper movement and avoidance of obstacles, this one didn�t show any signs of that. After getting into the facility, it just bumbled its way about, running into walls and sofas until I caught it in a box.
Maybe the light disoriented it, some part of it able to pick out the intrusive substance on POGE even without the eyes to understand it. Sensitive skin, maybe, unused to such a thing as light.
I�ve tried to cut open multiple places on it that look fatal, without damaging what looks to be important organs we could use to study, but all I�ve done is hurt it. If this next cut doesn�t do it, I�ll smash it, put it out of its misery. I don�t like seeing anything in so much pain, alien or no, vicious or no.
It was hard enough to see the dogs.
� � �
Smart. They�re so smart. All this time, intelligence like this was hidden away, waiting for the time the storms would really pick up, waiting for the time they could cover this planet once again, if they�ve ever done it before. The plants were smart, too, for plants, but these are nearly sapient.
We looked at the security footage from the airlock after our specimen dissolved into a puddle like the creatures on the southern continent did. Three of these spindly creatures, piled up one on top of the other, managing the airlock. How could they have known how to do it? Trial and error?
Eve isn�t nearly as excited as I am about this discovery, nor even as close as they had been on the first ferry ride. I can�t let that tamp down my own interest, though. My job is to keep both of us stable, not just them, and these creatures fascinate me like no other. Allow me some indulgence, yeah?
The internal structure of this creature was like no other I�d ever seen, and while the outside may look like a spider�s, the inside was nothing similar. Studying spiders was a hobby of mine for years, and I haven�t forgotten what I�d learned. All the organs were out of place, and some I couldn�t figure out what function they held in the limited time I had available to me. I took some pictures of it whole and cut open, but they�re hardly useful without a live specimen to see how it lives its life, or even the remains of one that won�t turn into a puddle after twenty minutes dead.
I don�t know if the swarm outside will stay or if it will move on, scattering across the continent. It will be good if they leave, so Eve and I can travel with ease to the next facility. But if they don�t, maybe the bosses can send another shuttle up to K with us, take some of them live to study.
Would they hurt these creatures, though? I don�t know if it�s worth the risk. Live animal testing sits badly in my stomach.
� � �
All across POGE, storms are brewing. Monitors are going into the red in all the stations this facility�s systems have access to, and they�re only growing worse and more numerous. We were unlucky, I suppose. Unlucky to end up here when we did, unlucky in the circumstances that led us here, and the facility members had the worst of the luck. I�m no meteorologist, and I have no idea what would cause so many of these storms to start in such quick succession, especially after a decade of almost complete calm across the planet. Maybe there�s some large stellar body passing by us, a comet or another rogue planet or an asteroid, or maybe this is a cycle common on this planet, years of calm before years of hardship, long enough apart that we thought it was safe for us.
Does any of what we�re doing matter? I know I won�t get an answer talking to a tape recorder, but I can�t ask Eve. I can�t put them through that, not right now. They�ll over think and overanalyze and it will only upset them more. But I need to say it out loud, make it real instead of the abstract idea in my mind that I haven�t quite been able to bring to the forefront. Saying it aloud means I have to face it, and so face it I will.
So. Does it matter? Does any of this matter? What will come of it? I can�t imagine the bosses will send anyone up here for such a sure death sentence as this, now that we know why so many have died, now that we know the true perils of POGE. It was hard enough knowing they�d send us up here despite what happened to the facility teams, but this is too much, I think. I hope.
They have grown desperate as of late. I would be, too, if I was tasked with finding a second chance for humanity�s existence, away from war and famine and economic depression. I might even be desperate enough to send up two hardly qualified scientists to hopefully give the news that what happened to everyone here was just a horrible fluke and that it really is safe to send ships of people up to live out their lives in a world without light, no matter what their chances of survival are.
No, that�s not fair. The bosses aren�t evil, aren�t malicious. They wanted to know what happened, wanted to know if it was something fixable, something we could move past and then we�ll all be okay. Eve is still angry with them, and I understand that, but I also understand their situation. People don�t want to spend money on false hopes. There wasn�t much they could do with the little funding they had but hire a couple of average scientists to hope for good news.
I hope they�ll choose the smart option and never send anyone up here again.
� � �
No more aliens have gotten in, and I�m almost disappointed. They�re fascinating, and while it poses a serious security risk to our livelihoods, the intelligence in these creatures required to get into our facility is astounding. In my spare time, I�ve set up a little obstacle course out of chairs and tables and some currently useless machinery, and I want to see how one of them makes it through. [laughs] Maybe I can train them like I trained Dad�s rats.
We no longer need to wait for the ferry�s battery to charge now that we�re traversing open land, but still, we�ve been here half a day longer than need be. Mostly my decision. Not just because of what lies beyond the doors�� the number of individual heat signatures isn�t comprehensible by the system because there are still so many they look to be merging into one being. Who knows, maybe these things can merge into one being. That�d be a treat. But also because I think we need the rest.
I�ve been tired, lately. My bracelets don�t help as much as they should, and it�s become harder and harder to bring myself to do my job, to eat, to move. All I want to do is sleep. It�s taken long enough for this world to wear on me, for the constant stress and the strain on my mind and my soul to take its toll, but I think it�s finally starting. The lights are too bright, the bodies so deathly pale, and the comforting darkness of the outside world is growing more and more inviting. We have antidepressants, but I haven�t used any of them since we�ve been here, and it�ll take weeks for any I start taking to have effect. I should have been taking them this whole time, just in case�� an oversight.
All I can think of is him. Would he approve of what I�m doing here if he�s seen the amazing things I�ve seen? Or would he still be fighting tooth and nail to keep me home?
It�s not like I had a choice. It was either POGE, or my family�s starvation. I hope he forgives me.

Extraction

Dr. Isaac Federman, Research Facility J on the northern continent of Way Station, assisting Dr. Eve Strauss. Walls are intact and the life support system is running at optimal capacity. Food storage and air supply are clean. The research team was found scattered throughout the facility, half in their respective bedrooms and the other half in their assigned places in the station. All areas show signs of struggle.
Examination review of Sara Rose, ID number 81, details in file. Full autopsy report in temporary file, pending transfer when communication channels open again. They were found clothed and dismembered in the lobby, their clothing torn and numerous deep lacerations and bite marks on their torso, limbs, and face. Their right arm is missing and we haven�t yet found it, and several of the wounds reach to the bone, the flesh torn away.
Cause of death is piercing of the heart. Many of the lacerations were made in a fight before death, while the bite wounds were made from being eaten post mortem. All members of Facility J are deceased.
* * *
Hot.
So hot.
I didn�t think I�d miss the freezing cold of Facility I, but here I am, wishing I was nowhere but that blissful, horrible chill by the western coast. At least in the cold, you can always bundle up more than before. In the heat, there�s only so much you can take off before it starts becoming weird.
And outside of the facilities, you can�t take off your walking suit, so we�re boiling right now. Wouldn�t be surprised if one of us came down with heat stroke by the time we arrive at the facility. Only a few miles away now, I keep telling Eve. �Only�. As if a few miles isn�t utter torture in this heat.
This place is thick with vegetation, towering trees, and tangled underbrush and if POGE had a sun, we wouldn�t be seeing it anyways. Probably about as dark down here right now as it would be no matter the brightness of any star, with the amount of overlapping foliage above us. Deep jungle, we�re in, and in the middle of a ring of active volcanoes and scattered hot springs. It�s a sauna, and the only reason I�m grateful for this walking suit is because the humidity I know is on the other side of the fabric would make my hair frizzy for the next several weeks, and I hate when my hair gets frizzy.
Eve just laughed at me. Hush up, it looks ridiculous. You should know. We have the same hair type.
� � �
Despite the terrible conditions of the northern continent, at least there�s plenty of information available. It seems the worse the weather, the more interesting the life that managed to make its home here. Up ahead, only one more mile�� just one more mile, we can do this�� Facility J sits waiting for us, along with as many alien remains as they could find and an abundance of data on the jungle surrounding us. This land was rich with life, and it�s bound to be just as weird and wild as anything else we�ve seen here.
Funnily enough, the aliens decided they�d leave us alone by the time we left, and despite how many places there are to hide here, the car hasn�t been accosted once. We�ve been allowed a peaceful and solitary trip, one which would be infinitely more pleasant if this car had air conditioning.
The most advanced science available on Earth was put into this mission. How could they overlook something as simple as a cooling system?
� � �
Of course, our luck would run out.
It�s going to be a challenge finding the cause of death of the victims. Scavengers have been at them, and we had to shoo them away and kick them out of the station before we could take a well-deserved rest. It�s a miracle we�re still alive, honestly, if these things are smart enough to figure out the air locks.
It�s a miracle we�ve been mostly left alone instead of ending up like the facility members. Maybe they figure we�re not enough of a threat to merit attack. Or maybe they�re playing with us.
I�d thought this would get harder with each day, each facility, each body. And it was, at first. On the southern continent, my nerves were shot, and I could feel myself giving up more and more with every passing day. The lack of sunlight, the lack of stars, the lack of living people. Eve was just a coworker, just someone I vaguely knew, someone I worked with, and nothing more. Home was so far away, my family and friends countless miles from here, and we were surrounded by corpses both human and not.
But then I got used to it. I got used to the darkness, used to the harsh yellow facility lights, used to the loneliness.
Used to Eve.
It started up again after we left the southern continent, the fear building with the proof of alien life, but then that faded, as well, long before we reached Telle and the amazing critters we found there.
It�s been too easy to get used to this world. It should be harder. The two of us should be off the deep end by now, considering all the stress we�ve been put under. There�s only so much one can prepare for when you�re about to be helplessly stranded for months, but I suppose we�ve been enough for one another, despite how little we knew of each other beforehand. Instead of falling, it�s become rote.
This has been less rote, though. These past few days are starting to take their toll, and finding this, being reminded of the uncanny intelligence of these creatures and their capability to slaughter us, it�s been bringing me little by little back over the edge I almost lost my grip on months ago down south. It�s always something new, something more. It�s loneliness and corpses, then it�s fungus, then it�s aliens, then storms, and now everything is piling one on top of the other to become a cloud of fear and depression that every day threatens to drag me up into it, sweep me off my feet and tear me apart.
Eve has been better these past few days, until we found the scavengers. It�s helping, a bit. Their constant chatter is slowly returning, but there�s a glazed look in their eyes that I know all too well.
I�ve spent too much of my life dissociated to not be able to recognize someone else falling prey to it.
� � �
Desperate. I�ve become desperate, and I can almost laugh at myself now because of it. I�ve never been like this, but I suppose circumstances like ours have a way of bringing out new sides to people like nothing else can.
I told them about Terry today. I told them something I haven�t even told my best friend, haven�t even told my parents. I told them about my first love, though he certainly wasn�t my last�� I told them about the last time we saw each other, the last things we said to each other, and then I cried. I honest to goodness cried in front of this person that, a year ago, I didn�t even know existed.
I feel better now. It�s been years since all of that, anyways. Years, and several other partners since him, all relationships that ended infinitely better than mine and Terry�s. It still hurts sometimes, though. Especially up here, so far away. We should have kept in touch.
And somewhere, unfathomable miles away, Chaim is still waiting for me. That was enough to calm me, to get me to pull myself back together. Even if we�ve broken up, even if he�s already moved on, he�s still my best friend, still the only person outside of my family who would mourn me should I perish up here. I should have let him know, more than I did, how much that means to me.
It�s so easy to locate all of my regrets when I doubt I�ll be going back home. But that�s okay. I�ve made peace with that long ago. This is worth it.
Communication channels open in a few hours. Been a long time since we talked to home. We�re going to ask for extraction, tell them the mission has failed. There�s no way to fix what�s going on here, short of complete annihilation of all life on this planet, if that�s even possible. I don�t want that. These creatures are smart, and this is their home, not ours. We don�t have the right.
* * *
[off-mic] Are you sure you�re not up for this? I really don�t want to do this.
Oh, it�s about to connect. Yes, I�ll make something up for you. Leave before he sees you and asks questions.
[on-mic] Hello, sir. Yes, I can hear and see you perfectly. Is the connection stable on our end?
Good. Unfortunately, Dr. Strauss is� finishing up some tests on the bodies we found here. We, um� we want to see if there�s any residue left on the bite marks, maybe saliva or spores, that can give us more knowledge on what kind of creatures they are and their biology, defense mechanisms, the like.
Ah, sorry, it slipped my mind. I have the files from the last few months up now, I�m sending them. Are they reaching you fine? Good.
I don�t have good news, sir. Dr. Strauss and I have discussed this at length, and taking into account the death of all the facility members and their causes, as well as the drastic increase in hostile alien life on Way Station, we have decided that the risk is too great to send more people up here. The storms that bring these creatures across the planet are getting more and more common and severe, and we don�t believe it safe to inhabit.
There is no fix to this that we can find. We have limited data and knowledge in these areas, but we believe that there is no fix, period. This is something natural for Way Station, and anything to change it would require extreme measures, measures that may not be possible at all, no matter how much funding is put into it�� and the funding would have to be astronomical, which you and I both know we don�t have. There are more details in the full files we just sent you than in the smaller ones we�ve been sending out, but even those smaller ones should contain enough to convince you of our conclusion.
We are requesting immediate extraction from Way Station. Our jobs have been completed in full�� there are no more manned stations on the planet, and we have concluded there is nothing to be done about the conditions on Way Station to make it habitable to humans without more money than we have access to. There is nothing more in our mission, and�
Sir?
Sir, that�s�
There must be some left over to send up a ship to us. It doesn�t need to be manned�� Way Station has stayed within the same sector, fairly stable after the meteor impact last decade, the coordinates shouldn�t have changed too much.
Yes, sir, I understand we�re short on money. Surely, this is important.
Yes, sir. Yes, we can wait. We are planning to spend our time in the empty facility on Breaker�s Island, awaiting extraction. We will wait for your response, but we urge you to end this mission and bring us home. There is nothing left for us to do.
Thank you, sir. Goodbye.
�
[door opening]
I�m worried. They�re running low on funding. People don�t care as much about this place when they learn it�s going to stay uninhabited.
What if they don�t have enough to bring us home?

POGE

No more bodies, no more autopsies, and I am so, so relieved. I didn�t think such a heavy weight was resting on my shoulders until it�s finally been lifted.
Facility L, the only unmanned station when all the others died. Funding was running low even before they sent Eve and I up here, and just as they�d finished the construction of the facility, they couldn�t afford to train anyone else, send up any more teams. It was scraping the bottom just to get us here.
Another farm station, with all the seeds and the earth and water and sun lights and everything needed to feed a team of thirty indefinitely. There�s more than enough to feed the two of us.
We shouldn�t need too much of it, though.
� � �
It�s been a week, and still no update from the bosses. We have to be patient, I keep telling myself. We have to be patient. It must take a lot of preparation for them to get a rocket ready and programmed to our location, and a lot of money. We just have to be patient.
Eve is truly talking, again, as much as they used to. But still no more diary entries, despite my pushes that it�s good for them. I suppose there�s no more reason for me to be making these entries, now that things are back to normal between us, but it�s become comforting to hear my own voice. I talk more to this than I do to them, even now.
I feel on the cusp of breaking down, so I�m keeping myself cheery. The happier I look, the happier I�ll feel, and the farther away from having a panic attack I�ll be. My bracelets are helping more than faking smiles, but the thought of my parents�
I hope they�re okay. I hope I�ll be home soon.
� � �
Storms are near-constant, now. We can�t go outside, even within the station borders, and I hate that. I hate that so much, I hate being forced inside, I hate the lights. I don�t want light, I don�t want to see anything, I don�t want to be reminded that we�re the only people here, that we�re up on this planet, that we might not be able to get home. I want to go outside, sit in the darkness for hours on end. The darkness is natural, easy, calm, peaceful. Comforting. More comforting than my bracelets. But we can�t go outside, not anymore.
The land is swarming with aliens, as common or more so than those in the wild parts of Earth, and these aren�t scared of humans. We don�t know which ones are predators and which are prey, and we don�t care to find out.
Several have gotten into the station by now, but it was nothing too eventful. We caught them, we studied them, they turned into puddles of goo shortly after death, and we still have next to no information about them and what their functions are, what niches they fit into, what the food chain is like or if there even is one.
I�m tired of hearing thunder.
I miss the stars.
� � �
Day 54 of our stay at Facility L. One day, one entry, but man, these things are becoming boring.
Status update: nothing has happened. Again.
Well, mostly nothing. There was a leak in the piping for the farm�s hose, but duct tape patched it up, and that�s about the most exciting thing that�s happened for three weeks. No fungus. Yet. I�m still not keeping my hopes up.
I don�t think they�re coming. Funding ran out. That�s the only explanation I�ll accept. They�re not sending anything up for us because there�s no more money to do that. People finally stopped caring about the space program, and if they tried to get pity money to bring us home, they�d then have to admit to sending us up here in the first place, and all the dangers they�ve put us in by not allowing us a professional team accompaniment. They won�t do that, so.
Day 54. Been almost two months since we got here. I�m coming to accept our situation. I�m done waiting.
� � �
Every day on this planet, my nickname for it feels more and more fitting. It started off as a joke, but it�s not anymore. I finally told Eve what it meant. Well, I would have told them a long time ago, but they never thought to ask until just now.
POGE. Proof of G-d�s existence.
There�s so much life here, despite the death that surrounds us all, despite no sun. No sun, and still a planet abounding in life.
And we�re still surviving. That alone is proof enough for me.
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