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The Crossing


In the year 2113, James Redman opened the dark tower on Mars and inadvertently doomed the human race to extinction. They say curiosity killed the cat, but in this case, it wiped out several billion evolved primates who were blissfully unaware that evolution was plotting something extremely nasty behind their backs.

Contrary to common perception, evolution does not always move in small steps from the very simple to the highly complex. Occasionally, it hits a dead end, and the species in question must either make a quantum leap in a different direction or perish. Homo sapiens made just such a leap some two hundred thousand years ago. A sister race, the Neanderthals, reached the limits of their development and, unable or unwilling to find the next stage, either starved or were murdered by the emerging modern humans. Their future secure, man spent the next few thousand years spreading out all over the Earth until overpopulation forced the establishment of colonies on the moons and planets of the surrounding Solar System.

Unknown to the human race, however, Mother Nature – in her cruel, dispassionate fashion – had just placed man in the same position the long-dead Neanderthals had once found themselves in. The struggle does not end; it merely changes form, the chessboard re-set for yet another game. Another species lay in wait for just the right moment to challenge Homo sapiens for dominance.

Unfortunately, not a single human soul was aware of this vitally important fact.

Was it hubris to believe placing Earth at the center of a potential galactic empire would go unchallenged? Ships departed and arrived from the mother planet with little or no thought of the possible dangers lurking in the dark abyss. Modern-day humans assume that putting on a peaceful, benign face inspired negotiation and trade rather than violence; this is a somewhat naive point of view considering the number of bloody clashes differing human societies had to undergo before arriving at mutual understanding. But, argued the pundits, the higher knowledge required to master the art of surviving in the cold vacuum of space indicated control over baser, more primal instincts. Any discovered space-faring alien race would, logically, be more interested in friendly pluralism instead of violent assimilation or genocide.

It was a good argument, rational and appealing to the growing number of altruists worldwide, but—like all human beliefs—it more or less failed to convince Mother Nature to change her brutal plans.

***

On the planet itself, a cold, blue sky formed a backdrop to Colorado Spring’s Cheyenne Mountain; sharp stabs of yellow-red sunlight shot up over the horizon, trumpeting to one and all that the center of the solar system was about to begin its long, ponderous journey from East to West. The solitary road to the mountain boasted a single vehicle, which buzzed past the razor-wire fence and its military checkpoint without slowing, an onboard computer having already sent the authorization codes allowing safe passage. The entrance to NORAD, the seat of military power in the United States, loomed out of the side of the mountain, a foreboding entrance to an underworld few humans ever saw. The military had ceased allowing tour groups to stumble through fifty years prior when tensions between nations had brought the world to the crumbling cliff overlooking World War III. Humanity had gingerly tip-toed away from the valley of extinction and taken a different, safer road. However, the ever-suspicious military still believed their current path might someday lead to the same destination.

When the hover car touched down, Secret Service Agent Rick Ensor opened his door and slid out from the passenger seat. He scanned the area, first visually, then switched his dark glasses over to infrared and double-checked. The other agent, Ken Fredrickson, swung out of the driver’s side, adjusted his glasses to binocular vision, and swept the area for a third time, looking for things out of place or, in some cases, too perfect. Sometimes danger lurked in the most benign places, looking for all the world like an innocent person, someone who blended into their surroundings, unobtrusive and-

“Can I get out of the damn car now?” Maxine Stevens said. She’d cracked the window – against regulations – and was peering at her two burly protectors with exasperation and affection.

“We haven’t finished our sweep, Madame President,” Agent Ensor protested.

“I think we’re safe here,” Maxine said, dropping into the tone of voice made for making boys sit up straight and pay attention, whether it was her two young sons or the overgrown country boys in front of her. She opened her door, waiting for it to slide all the way up before slipping out, graceful as a cat. She missed the old-fashioned car doors opening from the side, but that design had finally disappeared thirty years prior, along with rubber wheels, oil, and gasoline. The auto industry crash in 2014 precipitated a rash of electric cars, eventually resulting in the hovering monstrosity she now rode in. Oh sure, they were safer, easier on the environment, and, with the autopilot feature, could travel hundreds of miles in a third of the time as their predecessors, but they lacked style. The utilitarian egg-shaped design of the hovercar left little room for personal expression. Maxine was in her late fifties, but she still remembered the roar of old-fashioned gasoline engines, the feel of sudden acceleration, and the thrill of tearing down a highway with her fun, if somewhat crazy, uncle behind the wheel. Her hovercar was silent and still; even at 300 miles an hour, the inertial dampeners made it feel like she was sitting still.

She thought this was a clear metaphor for life in the 22nd century: so many technological achievements, so few thrills. Had they forgotten the side of themselves that loved to feel the wind in their hair? Did building a better world necessarily mean turning it into a boring one?

Apparently.

Her secret service agents were still looking at her with displeasure. She sighed and held up her hands, “Boys, this is the most secure facility in the world. What do you think is going to happen here?”

To their credit, neither chose to argue. She was, after all, the first President in the history of the United States to make nuclear disarmament a reality, a feat she had accomplished through her exceptional skills in debate and negotiation. Financially, the world’s nations were so intertwined these days that going to war essentially meant attacking one’s own investments. The Global Trade Market had succeeded where governments failed: war was no longer profitable. Still, give a person a rock, and they’ll eventually be tempted to throw it at someone, so the U.S. had made it a goal to rid the entire world of nuclear weapons. Her predecessors had gotten close to total disarmament, but President Maxine Stevens had succeeded, the crowning achievement of her time in office. Nothing else she ever did could equal the feat of removing the threat of the annihilation of the human race forever.

Besides, it wasn’t as if all those bombs had gone to waste: the nuclear material was being used to help fuel the colonies. Disarmament had generated a profit once the conversion process had been figured out and wasn’t that the way to get people moving? Altruism was all fine and dandy, but nothing greased the wheels of progress more than stuffing credits in people’s bank accounts. One could have called Maxine’s attitude towards her fellow man cynical, but she preferred to think of herself as a realist. People look after their own interests first; they always have and always will. She hadn’t invented using a carrot on a stick to achieve progress, but she was more than willing to apply it to do good work.

She stood, looking as dignified as possible, wearing a black sweatshirt decorated with blue roses, and indicated for her escort to lead on.

A man in a crisp green military uniform met them at the door, a huge grin on his weathered features. He snapped a quick salute before holding out a calloused hand. Maxine shook it, feeling at ease.

“Madame President, I’m Colonel Teague. Welcome to Cheyenne Mountain. I’ll be escorting you to the War Room.”

“Are we having a war, Colonel?” Maxine teased. “I thought we’d done away with those?”

“Old habits die hard,” Teague said with a wink. “This whole facility hasn’t changed much since the days of the Cyber War. We add a few new gizmos here and there and slap a fresh coat of whatever’s fashionable on the walls every couple of years or so, but other than that? This place has represented American security for almost two hundred years, and security always resists change.”

“Don’t I know it,” Maxine said, glancing at her agents.

The sixty-year-old Cyber War had been fought with American and English remote weapons blasting away at Chinese and Iranian remote armaments, all the while military hackers on both sides tried to kill each other’s computers with viruses and worms. A perfect war with no human causalities, or so everyone thought, until a damned virus-ridden tank wandered into Tiananmen Square and opened fire on civilians. That little incident almost resulted in an all-out World War III, and only panicked negotiations and the eventual dissolution of remote-controlled weaponry prevented the first major global hot war since the 1940s.

“If you’ll follow me, Commander Cody and General Womack are waiting.”

“Do you have any idea what this meeting is about, Colonel?” Maxine asked the secret service behind them as they fell into step. Maxine could hear them clicking the view screens in their glasses, still searching for hidden enemies. She let them. It seemed to make them happy.

“No idea. It’s compartmentalized.”

“It better not be about that stupid comet. I didn’t skip church this morning to hear another wild story about the end of the world.”

Colonel Teague’s laugh was a little forced, “Well, we have been watching the sky pretty close these days. Ganymede base claims one of the larger rocks in the asteroid belt dropped off their scopes a few weeks ago. ‘Course, there are so many perturbations in their orbits that it could be anywhere. No reason to believe it up and decided to make a beeline in our direction.”

“Exactly,” Maxine said. The last few days, they had seen a firestorm of media coverage concerning rumors that a killer comet was headed straight for Earth. Maxine wasn’t worried. The United States annually contributed over $500 billion to a worldwide magnetic defense system to deflect meteorites, comets, and anything else floating too close to the mother hub. The only thing in the sky large enough to get past the shield was the moon, which seemed secure and happy in its orbit. People could babble about killer rocks all they wanted, but nothing would hit the planet. The magnetic shield had deflected almost a hundred small meteors since going live three years ago.

Despite the track record of such ideas, people seemed to need some kind of end-of-the-world theory to fret over. Y2K had been a big nothing, ditto with 2012. Life went on and on, oblivious to what human beings believed in. If doomsday was just around the corner, Maxine Stevens was certain human beings themselves would cause it, not divine intervention or cosmic chance.

Teague led her past the main control room and through a series of passages winding deeper into the complex. Despite Teague’s assertion that NORAD hadn’t changed much, it became apparent the military had been drilling deeper and deeper into the mountain, like dwarves searching for an elusive vein of gold. She idly wondered what lay at the bottom.

Finally, after wandering down a tunnel large enough to drive a truck through, they came to a single elevator. Colonel Teague fished a key out of his pants, inserted it into a lock on the wall, and twisted it. The door obediently slid open.

“What, no laser hand scanner? We’re going old-school with this one?”

“If it ain’t broke…” Teague shrugged. “We’re not really worried about high-tech security down here. The only way to get here is through a hundred armed troops, automatic guns in the ceiling, and five-foot thick blast doors. If you aren’t authorized, you have a better chance at winning the lottery than getting to this elevator.”

“Makes sense,” She stepped in.

Her agents moved to follow, but the Colonel stopped them. “Sorry boys, authorized personnel from here on out. Even I don’t get to go down there for this one.”

“With all due respect, sir-“ Agent Ensor started, but Teague held up a hand.

“I know, you’re supposed to go wherever she goes; this is the exception to that rule. I can promise you we’ll shoot anyone trying to attack her down there.”

“Stand down, boys,” Maxine said, sensing a conflict. “I’ll be fine. I’m in NORAD; what could happen? Go get a sandwich or something.”

“I’ll alert you guys when the meeting’s over, so you can greet her right here, deal?” The Colonel said.

The agents nodded, unhappy. Maxine smiled at them as the door closed on all three faces. The elevator, sparse and gray, lurched and started descending. Blank walls, no controls, no way to call for help if the car stalled. She assumed cameras recorded her movements in real-time, infrared and ultraviolet, detailing her body temperature and the type of pheromones she gave off. Hell, for all she knew, one of these damn devices told them when she’d last changed her underwear.

The elevator jerked to a halt, and the doors opened to reveal a soldier standing so straight Maxine worried he might fall over backward. She’d never met the man but knew him by reputation: Commander Steven Cody. Scuttlebutt had it He was a throwback to Cyberwar paranoia, a warrior born during a time when wars were no longer fought.

He presented a crisp and military-parade sharp salute. “Madame President,” He returned to attention.

“At ease, soldier. It’s Sunday. Let your hair down.”

Cody didn’t relax even an inch. Maxine figured he was the type to take it easy by buffing his shoes and working on a sharper crease in his pants. 

“This way, please.”

He turned, not quite clicking his heels, and led Maxine down a hall so narrow she could have held her arms out and touched both walls. Three doors graced the passageway, one on either side and the last at the far end. Maxine had never been here, although she’d spoken to General Womack – the man in charge – on conference calls from the hidden War Room. Cody strode without stopping straight for the door, which slid open at his approach. Maxine followed, feeling a little claustrophobic when the door shut behind her.

Banks of computer monitors lit the War Room, showing dozens of scenes across the planet and beyond to the 13 colonies spread across the Solar System. Why were these rooms always so damned dark? Did it mean you were more serious about military operations if you had to squint to read? It took Maxine eye’s a moment to adjust. The tall, gaunt form of General Womack appeared out of the shadows. In the flickering glow of the monitors, he looked haggard and worn out, as if he hadn’t slept in days, uniform wrinkled and dirty. Fast food wrappers and disposable coffee cups covered the surrounding tables. I guess even the janitorial staff isn’t allowed in here.

“Maxine, how are you?” The General extended a hand, and Maxine took it, grimacing at his weak grip and cold, clammy palm. He forced a tense smile from his normally gregarious lips. His posture—usually as ramrod straight as Cody’s—was stooped and bent, and his hair was grayer than Maxine remembered. What could possibly make a man as strong as Womack look this beaten down?

“Better than you, apparently. What’s going on, gentlemen?”

“You better sit down, Maxine.”

“It’s sit down bad?”

“It’s that bad.”

Maxine pulled up a chair, relieved to discover an older model with an actual base on the floor instead of one of the newer ones with an antigravity component in them, resulting in a seat floating on air. The manufacturer assured complete safety, but Maxine had no desire to end up sprawled on her butt if they malfunctioned.

“Hit me, gentlemen.”

Womack dropped into a floaty chair, which dipped but didn’t hit the floor. “You’ve been to the colonies on Mars,” It wasn’t a question.

“Yes. I’ve been to New Boston twice and just got back from a very pleasant two weeks in New L.A. The botanical gardens there are amazing. The fact that they could get plants to grow in Martian soil is astounding.”

“Yes, it is,” Womack said. “Here’s what you don’t know: There’s a third colony on the planet, Vulcan Base.”

Maxine frowned, “Where?”

“It’s well out of sight of the commercial flight paths, about a hundred miles south of Cydonia. It’s a military outpost designed to carry a small crew of about twenty-five people.”

“But there’s already a military outpost on Deimos,” Maxine said. “What were you doing at this new one you didn’t want anyone, including your current Commander in Chief, to know about?” She tried to keep her voice calm, but a shrill edge still crept in.

Womack didn’t answer. He turned and tapped the surface of the desk behind him. Obligingly, a tiny laser projected a red keyboard and trackball onto the steel surface. Womack pulled up a video and hit play. A three-dimensional hologram appeared in the air between them, showing the Martian surface. A tall, black tower, ancient and mysterious, stood out in stark contrast to the red rocks and sand around it.

“What the hell is that?”

“You tell me. We didn’t discover it until after New Boston had already been established. The primary function of Vulcan base was to study the tower. We don’t know who or what built it. It didn’t appear on any of our previous flyovers. It’s possible that it was put into place recently for purposes unknown.”

“Well, why didn’t you tell me?” Maxine demanded. “An unknown alien artifact shows up, and you decide to play coy?”

“You were nearing the end of the arms negotiations,” Womack countered, “If word had leaked out, every damned nation on the planet would have wanted to keep one or two bombs on hand ‘just in case,’ and before you knew it, the whole frakkin’ arms race would start up again. This wasn’t about secrets. It was just a precautionary measure.”

“Sounds pretty hollow, General.”

“Look, I was giving you plausible deniability, dammit!” The General said, exasperated. “If you had known about this, your peacekeeping efforts would have been compromised.”

“Okay,” Maxine said, clearly not convinced. “So, have you made any determinations about the tower?”

“Commander?” Womack cocked an eyebrow at Cody, inviting him to take over.

“There was an incident,” Cody said, somehow making the word ‘incident’ sound like the word ‘Holocaust’. “We’d sent out teams to study the tower on several occasions with no results. There was no way in; the artifact seemed made of one solid mass of stone. We’d begun to speculate it might simply be a sculpture and not a traditional tower until…”

“What?”

A look passed between the two military men. Womack gently tapped the laser keyboard again, and the holo changed to a video of six figures in form-fitting space suits moving around the base of the dark tower, which must have been nearly fifty feet in circumference. One team member knelt, taking samples of the soil around the base. Another held a tiny radiation detector, checking various points. One man didn’t seem to have a job: he stared at the tower, eyes open so wide his brown pupils almost disappeared into the whites.

“James Redman,” Cody said as if reading her thoughts. “He was the only civilian on the base, a psychologist-”

“-We brought him in because some team members reported strange dreams involving the tower,” Womack cut in.

“Indeed. His role was to compile the reports and see if they indicated a normal preoccupation or attempt to determine if the tower was somehow affecting people mentally.”

“And…” Maxine prompted.

“His initial reports were interesting but benign. Everyone on Vulcan base had the same dream: double doors would open at the tower’s base with a cool, blue light emanating inside. A woman’s voice could be heard, speaking in an unknown language. Besides the recurring dreams, Redman didn’t detect any notable changes in the mental states or physical performances of anyone on base.”

“Did you cross-reference those dreams with nightmares people have reported on the other colonies?” Maxine said.

“We did, but found no correlation,” Womack said. “The ‘space nightmares,’ as the press call them, are just a stress reaction to leaving the planet. Our studies indicate a bit of momentary panic from the most primitive parts of our brains. The dreams fade away with time. The constant warnings to return to Earth are the price we pay for venturing into space.”

“And not everyone has them,” Cody said. “People on space station Trinity have never reported unusual nightmares, so there’s no correlating data.”

“So the study of the tower was a bust?” Maxine said.

“Until the incident,” Womack said. He momentarily played with the laser trackball, fast-forwarding the holo ten minutes.

James Redman stood at the top of a short, wide set of stairs leading up to the tower base. “There appear to be symbols etched into the side, vaguely resembling hieroglyphics,” Redman’s smooth baritone boomed over the mic, a voice born to lecture. The cameraman came closer, zooming in on the etchings James pointed to.

“We’ve had experts from all over the world examine them,” Womack said. “They have no clear antecedent to anything found on Earth. However, some experts stated they resemble pictures from ancient Tibet and India.”

The zoom-in showed an etching of a complex geometric figure that could have been a flower blooming, an explosion, or none of those things.

“The interesting thing…” James continued. “…is if I lay my hand on the etching, I can feel some kind of vibration, as if some kind of machinery is operating deep in the tower. But I don’t feel that vibration by touching anywhere else.”

“That’s fuckin’ weird,” That must have been the voice of the cameraman.

“Watch your language, Private,” The camera swung around, and another man came into view—a sergeant, according to his stripes, and a disapproving one, judging from his tone. The military-grade black helmet obscured his face, giving him a somewhat bug-like appearance, but Maxine could imagine a harsh scowl on his face. “This is being shot for the brass back home. Some of them have tender ears.”

“Sorry, Sergeant.”

“Redman, what do you make of this?” The sergeant asked, turning away from the camera.

“I have no clue, Sergeant Miller,” James responded. “What’s odd is I also feel a bit of pressure on my forehead when I touch this glyph,” He laid a gloved hand on the tower wall to demonstrate. “If I close my eyes, I see explosions of colors, mostly blue, white, and purple, in the phosphenes.”

“What the hell does that mean?” Miller said.

“The phosphenes on your eyelids respond to electricity. This could mean that, on some level, this glyph is powered.”

“Then you should probably stop touching it,” Sergeant Miller observed.

“You might be right,” James said. “But it feels pleasant. If I stand here with my eyes closed, it’s like watching a kaleidoscope. In fact, it—“James suddenly stood ramrod straight, his hand glued to the tower.

“Redman!” Miller said. He darted forward, surprisingly quick for the low gravity, grabbed James Redman by the shoulders, and pulled. Nothing happened. “Give me a hand, dammit!”

Two other soldiers dropped what they were doing and ran over, not quite as graceful as Miller – each suit weighed over one hundred pounds to make up the gravity differential – and grabbed James Redman from each side. The three men, all taller and wider than the slight psychologist, pulled as if participating in a tug-of-war contest. Slowly, James’s hand peeled off the tower wall, and all four flew back, hitting the red dirt with a soft whoomp. Dust particles flew into the air, floating gently back down like red snowflakes.

The camera followed them down. “Holy shit. Are you guys okay?”

From under the pile came Miller’s voice: “Do I have to knock you upside your fool head to get you to watch your language? If I hear one more…” His voice trailed off as he stared at the place James had been standing, now off-camera. A blue light flowed over their black suits like a gentle ocean wave.

The private holding the camera swung around, the sudden motion making Maxine a little ill. The tower now stood open, two double doors appearing where none had been, a blue light emanating from deep inside.

“Just like in their dreams,” Cody said.

“Private,” The Sergeant’s voice called from off-camera. “Zoom in and see what’s in there.

The camera moved closer. Goosebumps rose on Maxine’s forearms, a cold trickle of fear working through her pelvis. She chided herself. It’s a holo, for God’s sake. There is no danger here, but her body reacted the same way.

The zoom showed fog, thick and alive, the strange blue light swirling and roiling like a documentary shot in the deep ocean.

The camera operator zoomed back out so abruptly that Cody, Maxine, and Womack jumped.

“I can’t see anything inside, Sarge. Just light.”

Sergeant Miller walked back into the picture, “Do you hear that?” he was addressing James Redman, who’d managed to stagger to his feet.

“I do,” Redman said.

“Holdman, is the cam picking this up?”

“No, sir. The only sound waves I’m registering are when we speak.”

“But you can hear her, can’t you?”

“Yes, sir,” The unnamed Private said, “She sounds…sad.”

“I don’t hear anything,” One of the soldiers called out.

“Redman!” Miller barked, “Back up!”

The camera swung around to catch James Redman standing in the doorway, his body a silhouette of black against the blue. He stepped into the tower; the blue fog quickly consumed him until only the shadow of his body could be seen.

Sergeant Miller and the two others dashed after him, shouting his name. The private carrying the camera followed. As soon as he stepped foot on the stairs, the picture began to fuzz out, growing more indistinct until the sound was the sole transmission still coming through.

“Redman, you damned fool! Get back here!” Miller called.

“Sarge, look!” a voice called out, undoubtedly one of the unidentified men.

“…she’s…beautiful…” the second man said.

“Stay…ack!” Miller called, his voice panicked as if he’d seen something the others hadn’t. “Out…ge…out! Fall back!”

One of the men shouted, short and sharp, full of surprise and fear.

“Did you see that…?!” The cameraman yelled, “Sarge… oh sweet Jesus…”

Then, all of them were yelling at once, the static making it hard to pick out individual words. The yelling turned into screaming, this time filled with so much pain and agony. Maxine couldn’t bear to imagine what could cause such a sound to arise from a soldier’s mouth. The short hairs on the back of her neck rose.

The video screen went black.

Womack switched the holo off, his face grim. “Commander Cody was in New Boston when he received a coded emergency signal from Vulcan Base, the signal indicating the base was under attack.”

“By the time I arrived, everyone on base was dead. All but one: James Redman.”

“Dead? How?” Maxine asked.

Womack hit another button and brought up an autopsy room. A doctor was examining a severely mutilated corpse. All that remained was a brown-stained skeleton with patches of slick putty that might have once been skin.

“The body has been drained of almost all liquids,” the doctor said, a bit too dispassionately for Maxine’s comfort. “The soft tissues have been mostly dissolved, although preliminary testing can’t determine what type of solvent was used. “

“What could cause that?” Maxine asked in a hush.

“We’re not sure,” Cody said. “There were no signs of violence anywhere on base. It was as if the people fell dead where they stood.”

“Ordinarily, that would indicate the killer, or killers, used some type of gas to knock everyone unconscious.”

“Ordinarily?”

“Bodies were found at their stations, in their bunks, in the hallways. They were killed wherever they happened to be. But what stumped our forensics team is there are no signs of how the mutilations were performed. The areas around the corpses were clean when they should have been a mess from the procedure used to melt the skin and drain the bodily fluids. The best we could come up with was that the people were gassed, taken somewhere – probably the tower – to be killed, then the bodies returned in the exact same position they were in before.”

“Jesus Christ,” Maxine placed a hand on her temple. “What about the psychologist?”

“We found him in the control room, unconscious and naked, no signs of his suit or of the team that entered the tower, all of whom are presumed dead. He stayed in a coma for nearly six months. He finally awoke a couple of weeks ago with no memory of ever having gone to Mars in the first place. His last clear recollection is packing for a trip, but he has no idea where he went or how long he’d been gone. We concocted a cover story of his having been attacked while on a research trip in Southeast Asia. As far as he knows, that’s where he was.”

Womack suddenly leaned forward and stared at Maxine with haunted eyes. “We didn’t call you here just for this. What you have just been told is merely background to the real crisis.”

“I can’t wait,” Maxine said. She was starting to get a little freaked out by their reluctance to come right out and say what the real problem was, as if having an entire military base murdered by an unknown alien entity wasn’t enough.

Womack brought up another holo, this one of the blackness of space. “A few months after the tower incident, this object was sighted moving past the asteroid belt and heading straight for us,” He flipped the screen to show a blue-white ball of fire, trailing a mix of gasses, light, and rocks; a comet, the largest Maxine had ever seen. “A previously unsighted and undocumented object. We’re not sure what it is, but it superficially resembles a comet. And it’s making a beeline for the Earth.”

A wave of tingling cold swept through Maxine, “But the magnetic shield-“

“-was designed to deflect normal-sized comets and meteors,” Womack interrupted. “This,” he indicated the comet, “won’t even be slowed down by the shield. When it hits, the planet’s entire surface will be scorched.”

Maxine slumped into her seat. She was staring at the death of the human civilization floating in space. “How long?” she asked finally.

“Two months, maybe three.”

“What can we do?”

“Evacuate as many people to the colonies as possible,” Womack said flatly.

“Not good enough, General,” Maxine said, starting to feel her fighting spirit reasserting itself. “I’ll get on a call with the other governments of the world. If we pool our resources, maybe we can strengthen the shield, or… rebuild our nuclear arsenal, throw everything we can at them.’

“With all due respect, Ma’am, we’ve already thought of those alternatives,” Cody said. “And again, if an ordinary comet were headed our way, we could conceivably fend it off. The strength of the magnetic shield was designed to ward off an object the size of Comet Hale-Bopp, whose nucleus is about 24 miles in diameter. But this is… nearly four times that. In two months, the Earth will die.”

Maxine stared at him, unwilling to believe the words coming out of his mouth. She briefly caught wildness in his eyes and understood that this man’s bravado was merely a façade; deep down, he was being eaten alive by fear.

“Evacuation is our only hope,” Womack said.

“10 billion people?” Maxine said, “Impossible.”

“Agreed.” Cody said, “We’ll have to figure out who will be allowed to leave and who won’t.”

“Allowed? I don’t like the sound of that, Commander.”

“We have no choice,” Cody said. “You can’t announce a general evacuation; the entire planet would panic. And at any rate, the 13 colonies scattered throughout the system couldn’t support that many people anyway. We have to figure out who is essential to the survival of the human race and quietly move them off-world. At the same time, we should move all non-essential personnel from the colonies back to the Earth, making room for others.”

“I don’t believe what I’m hearing,” Maxine said, her temperature rising with her voice. “I cannot… no, I will not arbitrarily decide who lives and dies.”

“I agree,” Womack said. “What other options are there, Commander?”

“Just this one,” Cody shrugged and calmly drew his firearm. A bright flash of blue light burned a baseball-sized hole through General Womack’s chest and into the chair behind. The General looked almost relieved as he slumped off the chair, exhaling his life in one last, long breath. His body hit the ground with a wet smack, smoke drifting from the gaping wound in his chest.

“Madam President,” Cody said. “I’m afraid I will have to relieve you of your command. Consider this a military coup.”

“You’re making a huge mistake, Commander,” Maxine said, anger burning away any fear she might have felt at being held at gunpoint by an obvious madman. 

“I’m just doing what I have to, Ma’am. Someday, the human race will look back and see me as their savior.”

***

The rural areas of Oklahoma had resisted the technological changes that had permeated the cities in the past hundred years. While it was true many of the trucks hauling hay bales had no wheels and floated several feet above the ground, the farmers used them grudgingly, not entirely trusting new tech until it had been around for at least a few decades. Few houses were new out here; most were at least fifty to a hundred years old, patched and worn, but well-lived in. One could almost imagine they’d stepped into the past when driving through the small towns that littered the back countries; people out here still wore flannel shirts and work jeans, topped off by a baseball cap or cowboy hat. The latest Parisian fashions - inspired by the uniforms used in the burgeoning space navy – were detested here as impractical and unnecessarily gaudy. If one wanted to peacock themselves, that was what a weekend trip to the nearest big city was for. Life in the country was about ensuring the work got done, just as it had for the last few hundred years.

Skiatook (pronounced by the locals as sky-took) was one such town that had remained almost frozen in time, as quiet and as quaint now as it had been for nearly a century. It boasted a few more strip malls now than it had in the past, and a Tallman’s superstore dominated the center of town, offering a little taste of the rest of the solar system at dirt-cheap prices. In Skiatook, kids still played baseball in the summer and football in the winter; parents complained about taxes and the cost of charging their hovercars, and life generally went on as it always had.

It was here that James Redman had come to recuperate after spending six months in a coma, supposedly the result of a vicious beating at the hands of Burmese thugs. He supposed he should be thankful: his guide, a lovely young woman named Tia, hadn’t survived the encounter, the thugs having found her body more enjoyable to play with than James’s. He’d woken up in a military hospital in San Francisco, where he’d spent the previous half-year in a dark, dreamless death.

The whole thing washed over his mind’s eye like a hazy dream. He didn’t remember the attack, or Tia, or even going to Burma in the first place. His last clear memory was of telling Rutherford Garvis – the president of San Francisco University, where James had taught Psychology – that he planned to take a few months and assist in a military-funded study.

But for what? He couldn’t remember precisely why he’d taken time off, and a post-hospital phone call to Garvis had revealed a plan to spend some time in Burma
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