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Artemis
One

By Daniel C. Smith

 


"Houston… this is
Artemis One… we've
touched down-- we are back on the moon ladies and gentlemen!
Houston this is Commander Stuart Ullman requesting permission to
EVA… Houston do you copy? Houston… please respond…"

 


Sergeant Diane Johnson sat
listening to the recording for what seemed the millionth time since
leaving Earth-- the same transmission everyone else on the planet
had heard almost six weeks ago. And nothing had been heard
from Artemis One-- whatever
it was--
since. Of course, the International Space Agency
had never launched a ship for a lunar landing-- once the industrial
and security platforms had been built during the thirties the moon
and all of its dust seemed an unnecessary expense. Profit and
security as enforced by the ISA under the aegis of the United
Nations were the only reasons for the existence of a space program
at all. Humans hadn't been to the moon since the early 1970's, and
there had never been a ship registered as Artemis One. And so far, no one had
found anyone named Stuart Ullman, or anyone who matched his voice
print. After everyone started to consider the whole thing some sort
of elaborate hoax the story faded from the headlines.

Unknown to the general
public however, the ISA had indeed tracked a UFO landing in the
southern portion of the Sea of Tranquility, very near the sight of
the original Apollo 11 landing, just minutes before the world heard Commander
Ullman's triumphant hail from the lunar surface.

The ISA opted not to make this
information public (of course).

Once the powers that be
decided that whatever or whoever Artemis
One would prove to be, they were still
hiding in the lunar shadows, they dispatched Johnson and her team
on this mission.

This was not a rescue
mission-- Johnson was not qualified to lead a rescue mission. This
operation was strictly search and destroy-- her specialty. Another
of her specialties was following orders without question, in this
case orders that no one else on her team knew about. As for
Artemis One, she
couldn't care less what it was, unlike her crew, none of whom had
stopped theorizing for the last three hundred thousand kilometers.
Parallel and alternate universes, shifting timelines, time travel
and dimensional rifts, she had heard it all in the last twelve
hours.

And now she had heard
enough.

Danny Torrence, the
Alabama boy, was running his mouth, "We're gonna be the first
people to walk on the moon since Apollo
17…we're gonna be famous..."

She cut him off, "We're not going for
a walk, country boy-- and no one knows we're going to the moon, so
don't you be dreaming about any book tours."

"Why are we going,
Sergeant?"

That was Duval, the farm girl from
Illinois with a philosophy degree from somewhere they never heard
of in Johnson's neighborhood.

Johnson ripped her, "Because those are
our orders sweetheart, and we follow orders-- that's what good
Marines do. Any questions?"

Silence. Just the way Sergeant Johnson
liked it.

She continued, "Whatever
or whoever broadcast that message, command believes that they're
still there. Whatever and whoever they are, they ain't
us. and the only people
that belong on the moon-- is us. Any questions?"

Four faces, Danny Torrence, Michelle
Duval, Del Grady and Dr. Richard Halloran, stone silent. Just the
way she liked it.

"Everybody understands then. We land
in half an hour, how about some quiet time, huh?"

With that each member of the team
retreated into their own thoughts, giving Johnson the peace she had
demanded.

*

Their ship, the
Glomar Explorer, landed
smoothly and efficiently enough considering its remote-control
pilot sat in a chair a world away. Johnson and her team emerged in
the shadow Moltke crater, the Sea of
Tranquility spread out before them, an
ocean of micro-dust with no ripples or waves, only timeless
stillness.

Johnson barked, "Goober-- you got the
coordinates?"

She could see his face light up
through the faceplate of his suit, "We're less than fifteen hundred
meters from where Neil Armstrong…"

"Which direction country
boy?"

"Thatta way, ma'am," he
pointed.

She gestured for him to take the lead
and fell in line behind the rest of them, last but not
least.

"No chatter," she warned.
She knew that whoever was out there waiting for them must have seen
their ship land; the element of surprise no longer existed. Still,
silence was the golden rule marching into combat. Within less than
half an hour they had moved to within fifty meters of the signal
and she ordered them to form a flank line. Weapons at the ready
they marched forward and onward and yet nothing appeared before
them-- nothing that could be Artemis
One, and no remnants of the historical
landing now almost a century in the past.

Nothing.

And they were running out of
time.

When Johnson was sure that they should
have come upon something, anything, by now, she broke comm
silence.

"You sure you have the right
coordinates, Danny boy?"

Torrence was slow to answer, "Yeah…
I'm sure-- I've been double-checking the last few hundred meters--
I got the right coordinates alright. This is the place-- we
should've seen the LEM one of the old flags-- all kinds of
stuff…"

"I'm talking about
Artemis One you idiot!
Let's stay focused on the mission--"

"Sergeant! Look!" It was the doc,
already leaping towards whatever he had been pointing
at.

Johnson didn't like the
way things we're going. Whoever, whatever, Artemis One turned out to be they
were supposed to have been dealt with by now, as was her own crew.
She was the only one scheduled for a return trip; command had
assured that the lunar surface was a security issue and the fewer
survivors the better, and now she thought that maybe she was
beginning to understand why.

Soon enough the team reached Dr.
Halloran and his discovery.

At their feet lay an ordinary signal
relay buoy.

And, most responsible for
their collective stunned silence, the all-too-familiar corporate
logo that told them Artemis One
had indeed been a hoax. Somehow someone had
redirected a common relay buoy to land on the moon and broadcast a
spurious message to Earth.

But why?

"What are we doing here?" Duval
asked.

"They had to be sure," Johnson
answered. "Back to the ship…"

"How could they have missed someone
launching this to the moon…" Duval pressed.

"All the satellites are too busy
keeping track of what's happening on Earth, we don't even bother to
look outward anymore," Halloran answered.

"Where's the lander-- th-- the flag--”
Torrence stuttered.

Johnson said, "Someone must've removed
all of that-- who knows why and who cares-- let's haul ass back to
the ship."

They formed a line and
when the five of them were far enough ahead she ordered them to
spread out, an order they obeyed reflexively. It was the last order
they ever followed, and although she didn't know it yet their
executions would be the last order she would ever follow. She
stepped over their dead bodies one by one without a second thought;
she had to make it back to the Explorer-- she wanted to go
home.

Pretending not to
understand the why the walk back was taking even longer than the
hike to the supposed landing site she found herself in dangerous
territory. She was questioning the wisdom of her orders, for the
first time in her career, in her life. She understood why they were
sent-- command had to be sure that any threat Artemis One represented had been
neutralized-- what she didn't understand is why everyone had to
die. And why there were no remnants of the original
Apollo landing anywhere
to be found on the lunar surface. During the flyover before landing
she had witnessed plenty of evidence of human activity-- most of it
reminded her of abandoned mining operations-- like something going
on beneath the surface-- but still humans had been on the moon
doing something at some time.

But why all the secrets? What sort of
security did threat could a vacated lunar surface
present?

Unless under all the dust
there are more secrets… and what about all the other historical
markers that have brought us to this point?

That was the question that really
weighed upon her conscience.

How can we ever be sure we
know the truth about anything? All the assassinations and attacks,
the wars that that our so-called leaders profit from, those
ever-present thrusts looming in the shadows that can only be
countered by the slow erosion of personal liberties, all of it?
What's the truth of any of it?

Of course, the truth is always the
greatest secret of all. And the hardest to keep, which makes it the
most costly as well. With each step she took, that cost weighed
ever more heavily upon her shoulders. Too many questions left room
for too many answers, and Johnson had been a member of the special
forces long enough to know that the best dirt to bury the truth
with was answers.

She made it back to
the Glomar Explorer and once inside immediately tried to raise mission control,
but it proved fruitless. It was as if they were ignoring her; the
system was working, they just weren't answering. She started to
panic with realization.

They screwed
me...

It occurred to her that if she only
had more help she could get the ship operational without mission
control.

Which is why they insisted
on the execution of the team immediately after eliminating whoever
or whatever Artemis One
turned out to be…

As it stood, by herself
about the most she could do was to loop an SOS signal that would
only be ignored. Her eyes and thoughts were drifting around the
cabin when she noticed something under Torrence's bunk. Feeling
some need to know just exactly what it was she pulled out a half
open pack and the barely exposed silk fabric that had caught her
eye and pulled what she thought would be a blanket or even some
sort of tapestry. Her arms were stretched to their limit and still
the fabric hung slack. But it wasn't a blanket or a tapestry-- it
was a flag. Not one on the approved list certainly for she had
never seen it's like before: a field of pure white crisscrossed
with oblique crimson bars that she could easily imagine as crossed
swords-- and she could just as easily imagine why they were red--
and underscoring it all someone had embroidered the words with
golden thread: "We Dare Defend Our
Rights".

It didn't take any imagination to
understand why the swords were crossed-- every soldier knows that
the defense of our rights is a battle forever enjoined. At least
that is what she had been trained to believe, that the things she
had done had always been in defense of our rights.

But what about the battle for the
truth?

Country boy and his
flags, she thought, country boy I shot in the back…

She folded the flag with a reverence
and solemnity that she wouldn't have expected of herself less than
an hour ago, and then set to work. The comm system worked well
enough without help from home, just as it was designed. And just
because mission control had chosen to ignore her didn't mean she
couldn't attract attention, and since it was futile to try and
contact mission control, she would try to gain someone else's
attention.

Everyone else's attention, in
fact.

All that was necessary was
to widen the broadcast wavelength and replay the recording. Since
command had not told anyone that they had sent the
Glomar Explorer to the
moon, they couldn't very well claim that anything other than
something calling itself Artemis
One had landed on the lunar
surface.

And perhaps humanity's gaze would once
again turn outward.

It didn't take her long before she had
a much stronger signal, one that would last almost indefinitely (or
until someone showed up to shut it down). The first time planet
Earth had heard Commander Stuart Ullman's voice (at least the vast
majority) was through network replay, which only served to fuel the
controversy and conspiracy theories. This time Ullman's voice would
be streamed directly into the homes of over fourteen billion people
simultaneously. And there would be no turning it off. Command could
(and would) send another team who would have to step over the
bodies of her own team on their own journey into the living hell of
revelation.

And who knows what
decision that team's leader will make?

She hoped that it would be wiser than
the decision she made.

It's a thin line between
obedience and supplication…

She had oxygen and
supplies; she could possibly last for weeks. But the images of her
team were already making her head feel crowded, like too many
animals in the same cage, and with her weapon she blasted a small
hole through the hull of the Explorer causing a slow but certain
leak leaving herself only minutes before she flipped the switch on
the signal that would be heard around the world for a long
time.

Whoever you are Stuart
Ullman and whatever truths you think you might know, shout 'em,
shout 'em from the rooftops…time to kick away at the darkness 'til
it bleeds daylight*…

 


"Houston… this is
Artemis One… we've
touched down-- we are back on the moon ladies and gentlemen!
Houston this is Commander Stuart Ullman requesting permission to
EVA… Houston do you copy? Houston… please respond… Houston… this
is Artemis One…
we've touched down-- we are back on the moon ladies and gentlemen!
Houston this is Commander Stuart Ullman requesting permission to
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