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Humankind's first extraterrestrial contact
is not friendly, and the human species is not prepared.


Chapter 1

THE EVENING BEFORE DAY 1

CENTRAL NEBRASKA

 


 


"Look mom, a fire in the sky," said Jerry, a
precocious youngster of seven, to Jean, his mother, as she sat on
the porch of their modest bungalow in central Nebraska watching her
son do unstable handstands on the lawn.

A star-filled night sky had a quarter-moon
hanging above the eastern horizon. Crickets sang in fervor, filling
the air with energetic mating chirps, and a gentle breeze carried
the fragrance of freshly cut and watered lawns.

"Yeah, baby, I see it . . . Look, there’s
one more." She pointed, as another long-tailed streak of light
descended in a gentle arc over their heads. "It's a shooting star,
baby."

"Whooo." The youngster marveled as several
more appeared. "What is a shooting star?" he asked as the elongated
tracks of light increased in numbers.

"I don’t know, baby. I think they’re
meteors, or meteorites, or something like that. There sure is a lot
of them, isn’t there?"

"Me-tee-orr-ite," the young man said slowly
— preoccupied with the spectacle. "What is a meteeorrite, mom?"

"Aw, baby, it’s been a long time since I’ve
been in school, but I think it’s a rock floating in space. Let’s
see — if the rock stays in space, it’s a meteor, and if the rock
hits the ground, it’s called a meteorite, I think. Let’s watch the
show . . . It’s beautiful isn’t it?"

The pair quietly watched the sky fill with
more mysterious tails of light. There didn’t appear to be an end to
the spectacle that seemed to drop lower as time passed.

Jean became a little worried. She wondered
if her husband, a globe trotting traveling salesmen selling farm
implements, might be on a flight at that very moment and was in
danger. She had never seen so many shooting stars in one night. She
had watched movies about meteors hitting the Earth causing
catastrophic damage. In the back of her mind she wondered if the
shower was a precursor. She stepped off the porch and peered over
the house in the direction the streaks were coming, and saw many
more — some seeming to come straight at her.

"Come on Jerry, its time to get ready for
bed." She hurried back onto the porch and held the screen door
open.

"But, mom, it’s only — "

"I know what time it is. I said come in the
house right now, sweety," Jean insisted with a hint of panic in her
voice. She cast another weary eye toward the streak-filled cosmos
and noticed the crickets had suddenly quieted. She had an
unshakable feeling something unusual was happening and she wasn’t
wrong.

As Jerry stumped past her, his lower lip
extended, a large brown moth that had been fluttering around and
bumping into the porch light, abruptly began attacking her, its
assault focused on her head, causing her to duck and swat at the
bug as she let the screen door slam shut.

Jean watched the moth repeatedly hurl itself
into the door as it was joined by a larger mantis that flew into
the screen, smacking it so hard she stepped back and quickly closed
the interior door.

She stood watching the
assault through the small window near the top of the interior door
and was surprised to see several more insects join the
attack. What has gotten into those
bugs, she thought as she turned off the
porch light.


Chapter 2

DAY I

A SMALL APARTMENT IN ARLINGTON COUNTY,
VIRGINIA.

 


 


About to take another bite of his breakfast,
a leftover slice of everything pizza, Jim Baker's beeper began
blaring. "Jesus, what‘s this?" he said, dropping the cold leftover
back in the box. Of all the years he’d had the pager, this was the
first time it had gone off. Actually, this was the fifth version
he’d been given during the five years he’d held the position of
Chief Scientific Liaison to SETI, the search for extraterrestrial
intelligence. The device was intended for use only during a
national emergency involving a meteor threat or positive
confirmation of the discovery of, or contact with, extraterrestrial
intelligence.

For several moments he sat looking at the
vibrating and beeping pager, the small red light flashing and
demanding attention. He didn’t know what to make of it. When he was
given the device, he figured it was more or less a formality that
would never be used. Now, here it was trying to tell him something
he never thought would happen.

To be sure it wasn’t a false alarm, he got
up from his small couch and went to peer down on the street three
stories below his apartment in Arlington County, Virginia. Sure
enough, there was parked a medium-sized black limo with a man
dressed in black standing beside it looking up at him and holding
the limo' rear door open. The serious looking man held a cell phone
to one ear as if speaking to someone, but was listening to the
confirmation ring of the vibrating pager on Jim's coffee table.

"Oh my God, oh my God," Jim, a short middle
aged man with a round balding head, in near panic, said. He raced
around the room not knowing what to do. He picked up the beeper and
silenced it, which would at the same time send a signal to the
sender downstairs that he had received the alert and was on his way
down. He hoped he’d done it soon enough to prevent the man from
coming up. He ran back to the window to watch the sender drop his
phone into his jacket's breast-pocket, but continue to look up, a
stern none-smiling expression on his face.

Christ, Jim thought, is a life ending meteor
heading for Earth? Did we make contact with an alien race? I hope
it’s not a disaster in the making. Could it be possible we’ve
discovered an extraterrestrial intelligence?

He raced to the kitchen to
prepare a meal for his dog, Blacktoot, a jet-black overweight
one-hundred-and-fifty-pound, Labrador. Come to think about it, where the hell is that dog?
"Blacktoot! Blacktoot! Come on boy, time to eat.
I’ve got to go out for a while. Come on boy." A weak attempt to
whistle only managed to sound like a tire going flat. No response.
In the kitchen he removed a bag of dry dogfood from a cabinet and
filled a large dog dish to almost overflowing and set it on the
tiled kitchen floor. He filled a second dish with water and set it
next to the food. Knowing he wouldn’t have time to walk his
sometimes frisky seven year old companion, he spread several sheets
of newspaper on the floor in another corner of the kitchen. It had
been a while since he had the dog go on newspaper, but was sure the
intelligent animal would remember if things came to that. "Toot . .
. Blacktoot . . . " he called as he hurried down a hall toward the
bathroom to give his thinning hair a quick brushing before
leaving.

As he passed an open bedroom door, he found
Blacktoot standing next to his doggie bed. Jim stopped and stood
staring at his good buddy. Normally the dog would come racing from
the bedroom with all the enthusiasm it could muster, ready to go
outside and exercise. Instead, the dog didn’t budge. It stood
there, its eyes almost glowing red in the semi-dark, its head down
low near the floor, returning Jim’s stare. Its wasn’t growling,
snarling, or barking, just standing there almost as a statue with
its ears back, tail between its legs, and upper lip quivering. It
wasn’t what could be called a snarl, but the way the upper part of
its mussel was drawn back, showing a hint of its k-9 teeth, it did
look menacing.

Jim hadn’t seen this kind of behavior from
Toot before. From the beginning when Toot was a tiny puppy full of
life, Jim and the dog bonded. In the pet store, it was the only pup
in the litter of six that seemed to display an interest in him.
Those big dark brown eyes looked up at him, hinting at an
intelligence beyond its litter-mates. From that moment, Jim knew he
wouldn’t be alone again. Now, here he stood looking at a stranger.
Looking into less friendly eyes — reddish eyes warning him to stay
back.

"What’s the matter Toot? You sick or
something?" Jim maintained his distance.

The dog didn’t respond. It stood with its
head down low, watching Jim, and stare not wavering. Feeling
intimidated, Jim took a step back, bumping into the wall. The dog
took a half-step toward him, causing Jim to slide along the wall
until he could no longer see his pet. For the first time he feared
the animal and hoped it didn't come into the hall. Relieved Toot
didn't follow him, he ducked into the bathroom and slapped some
water on his face and nearly bald head, ran a brush through the few
strands of hair that remained, and gave his teeth a once-over with
a damp washcloth. After another glance down the hall, he dashed
back to the livingroom and before leaving, slipped on a slightly
wrinkled sports jacket with a rolled up tie in the pocket, grabbed
his briefcase, keys, and pager.

As he stood at the front door looking back
to make sure he hadn’t forgetting anything, Blacktoot came around a
corner, its head still low as if stalking a prey. When the large
dog saw Jim watching, it stopped, and stood staring back with more
of a red tint in its eyes. Jim felt a chill run through his body.
He wondered if the normally overly friendly dog had somehow
contracted rabies or something. Those blood-shot eyes sure
indicated something wasn’t right.

"Okay, Toot, I’ll be back in a while. I’ve
left you some food and water in the kitchen. I’ll see you later,
boy. Bye." Jim half expected the dog to charge him as he backed
through the door, keeping an eye on his pet. As he walked down the
hall to the stairs, he wondered how long he would be gone, and
whether or not his best friend would be better or worse when he got
back. In either case, he felt he had to take Toot to a
veterinarian.

Bounding down the stairs and reaching the
front security door of the building, he found another person
entering the small outside vestibule. It was someone he’d never
seen before.

"Hey, neighbor, will you hold the door for
me?" the leather jacket and weathered blue-jeans wearing man,
asked.

Jim didn’t respond as he stood and waited
for the man to get to the open security door.

"Thanks," the man said, moving to take Jim’s
place at the door. "I’m Earl. I've just moved into the building.
Pleased to meet you, and you are?"

"Oh, ah, just call me Jim," Jim responded
not stopping. "I’m sorry I can’t stop to chat right now, Earl. I’m
in a bit of a hurry, but its nice to meet you, also."

"I understand Jim, and thanks again for
holding the door. Maybe we can talk later?"

"Yes, Earl, and you’re welcome." Jim exited
the building, his mind still on Toot and where he was being taken
and didn't give his new neighbor a second thought. "Good morning,"
he greeted the stoic driver.

"Good morning, sir." The driver closed the
door after Jim was seated.

"Do you know the nature of the emergency?"
Jim asked the man who got behind the wheel.

"No, sir. I was told to come and transport
you to the Pentagon."

"Oh, okay." Jim sat back in his seat. "I
hope its nothing serious."

"I can’t say, sir." The driver made a right
onto Henry Shirley and then a left onto I-395, one of the many
access roads to the Pentagon. It was a short ride for Jim — maybe
fifteen-minutes or so.

As the car rolled into one of several
checkpoints, Jim became nervous. He had only been inside Pentagon
Village once before, but always felt proud of the world's largest
office buildings, the United States Department of Defense’s
headquarters. Located just over a half-mile from the Potomac river,
it could be seen from outerspace. He also felt apprehensive about
being summoned there. He knew he wouldn’t be called unless
something big was going on and hoped he was up to the task whatever
it was.

The fact the Pentagon was
the largest office building in the world was no exaggeration. With
6,500,000 square-feet of floor space, it housed 23,000 military and
civilian employees along with 3,000 non-defense support personnel.
A person would have to walk almost a mile to walk completely around
it. The complex also includes a five-acre central plaza shaped like
a pentagon which was informally known as Ground Zero. Ground zero is a
nickname originating during the Cold War and was based on the
presumption the Soviet Union would target the nuclear missiles
rumored to be concealed at the location.

Having passed through several checkpoints,
and ex-rayed, body searched, and questioned by the United States
Pentagon Police, Jim was finally allowed inside the imposing
structure. A young Marine Corporal met him in the huge reception
area and told him he would be his guide. He said Jim was expected
and waited on. The Corporal then took off walking at a measured but
quick pace. Jim almost had to run to keep up. They walked down
several maze-like corridors, through several doors, down an
escalator, and then to a bank of elevators.

Jim felt out of place seeing the many
uniforms of all the branches of the service, some with more
braiding, service ribbons, and stars than he could imagine would
fit on a uniform. All the civilians wore business attire. He wanted
to stop to at least put on his tie, but couldn’t figure a way to
get the charging Marine to slow down for a moment. It didn’t
matter. Not many people paid attention to him. They seemed to be on
their individual missions with preoccupied expressions on their
faces. A couple high-ranking Naval officers gave him questioning
glances as they passed, but otherwise he was no more than another
fly inside the endless corridors of a mammoth building. On the
elevator and the ride down, he had a chance to throw on his
wrinkled tie and pull it up.

Eventually, after another long walk, they
made it to a conference room deep in the center of the building,
several levels down from the main floor. There were many support
personnel entering and leaving the room, none so much as glancing
in his direction. The Corporal held the door open for two Airforce
Captains as they entered, and saluted them before leading Jim
in.

Inside, Jim saw a mixture of civilian and
military personnel. Several older gentlemen sat at the fifty foot
oval shaped table intently studying folders. Some of the older men
wore cardigan sweaters with white shirts and no ties. Jim
immediately relaxed. He wasn’t a scientist but he could tell these
guys had to be in academia or science, and weren’t high standing
government officials. He was with folks he understood. As a matter
of fact, the only reason he held the position he occupied was
because a senator happen to marry a long lost cousin of his. He had
a degree in political science, and was unemployed when his cousin
mentioned a search was on for someone to act as a liaison between
SETI and the government. When Jim asked the cousin to put in a word
for him, he didn’t expect to be considered, and was surprised to
get the job. He soon discovered he felt out of place communicating
with high up government officials, but managed to fake his way
through. Of course he, during the performance of his duties, had
occasional opportunities to rub elbows with the egg-head scientist
who were involved with SETI, but when they began talking in
scientific terms, he could only nod and pretend he half-understood
what they were talking about. Now, here he was, being asked to
attend a major meeting and didn’t have an idea what he might called
upon to talk about.

The young Corporal led him to his seat at
the table where he found a folder with his name on it. After
seating Jim, the Corporal went to the ranking officer in the room
from the Airforce and pointed toward him and left. The officer, a
two-star Airforce General needing to lose a few pounds, broke off
the conversation with a Major from the Army and went to his
position at the head of the table. The Major, a gruff looking man
of about forty, with thinning hair and horned rimed glasses, came
around the table and took his seat directly across from Jim, giving
Jim a curt smile. Apparently Jim was the last person they were
waiting on because all the chairs were taken, and the General was
ready to start the meeting.

"Okay, ladies and
gentlemen, quiet please," the General said. "I’m General
Westmire, Air Combat Command,
headquartered at Langley Air Force Base here in
Virginia. Welcome
to this emergency meeting called to discuss a worldwide phenomenon
taking place as I speak. To save time, I will speak in broad terms.
To begin with, the whole planet is being bombarded by billions of
strange objects that are falling from the skies. There is nowhere
worldwide the objects haven't fallen on including all the oceans of
the world. In front of you is a folder which reveals in greater
detail the magnitude of the unprecedented phenomenon. We have some
of the strange objects for you to view."

The no nonsense General
paused as he signaled for a team of technicians dressed in
Level C Hazmat suits to
bring in several large plastic cubes. Jim watched as the
transparent cubes, about a foot on each side which appeared to be
made of Plexiglas were carried in. Each cube held some kind of
metal object inside. The cubes were placed on the table at about
six foot intervals along the length of the table. Jim was slightly
alarmed at the sight of the men dressed in the hazmat suits. He
looked around, no one else seemed to be concerned, so he relaxed as
the cubes were being distributed.

The quiet inside the room was interrupted as
the people sitting around the table discussed the strange objects
inside the cubes. Several of the scientists got up to lean forward
to get a closer look at the multisided curiosities. The metal
objects were emitting streams of a gaseous substance from a small
apertures on one of their many sides. As the gaseous substance was
emitted, it seemed to disappear and didn’t fill the inside of the
cubes. Westmier waited for the drone of conversation to quiet, and
everyone to return to their seats before resuming.

"The objects you see before
you weigh about two-pounds and have no markings other than the heat
discoloration they acquired while passing through the Earth’s
atmosphere. We decided to call them decahedrons because they have ten
sides. As you can see, there is a mist of some kind being emitted
from small apertures on one of their sides. As far as we can tell
the mist is not toxic, but as a precaution we’ve taken steps to
contain the gas inside these Plexiglas cubes. As you will find in
your folders, these objects began entering the Earth's atmosphere
around nine last night and have fallen everywhere in the world and
are still coming down in some places. We have a team working around
the clock examining the objects to determine their composition,
purpose, the nature of the gas, and possibly their origin. There is
one thing we are sure of — these objects were not manufactured here
on Earth."

The comment about the objects being
extraterrestrial caused the quietly listening gathering to erupt in
muted conversation. One of the scientists, who sat on the right of
Jim, stood and directed a comment to the standing General.

"General Westmier, sir, are you saying these
objects were manufactured by an alien intelligence?"

Westmier looked down at the seating chart to
find the name of the person addressing him. "Mr. Ballawulinski of
Interfield, is it?"

"Yes, General. Please explain what you meant
by not manufactured on Earth? That statement strongly hints at the
admittance there is another intelligence in our galaxy."

"Yes it does, Mr.
Ballawulinski. But please understand the examination of the objects
is not complete. As of now we don’t know where these objects came
from. Hat creek observatory in northern California, the home
of SETI, reported
what appeared to be a mysterious cloud approaching the Earth from
outerspace several days ago. We believe that cloud was these
objects. I’m sure Professor Jim Baker, the SETI's liaison, is
better equipped to inform us of the details concerning the
discovery of the cloud. Stand up Jim, do you have anything to
add?"

Jim stood, and looked
sheepishly around, his round bi-speckled head hinting at his
meekness. He had no idea what General Westmier was talking about. Even though it was true he was the liaison
between the Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence,
SETI, and the
government, he was now also a professor teaching political science
at Potomac College, which consumed most of his time.
Because SETI rarely had anything new and exciting
to report, he seldom took time to attend staff meetings. Besides,
the meetings were held on site at Mt. Shasta, located north of
Redding California. To attend the meetings required a long flight,
and Jim wasn’t comfortable flying let alone having to spend the
night there before flying back to Virginia, and he didn’t
particularly enjoy having to talk to the scientist there,
anyway.

"Well, to be honest with
you General, I haven’t as of yet been briefed on any new sightings.
I’ll have to get back with you on any new information available,"
Jim said, smiling and glancing around the room as he sat down,
pushing his glasses up on his nose with one finger. He knew he’d
bluffed his way through again. I've got to
begin attending more meetings, he thought
as he tried to find what Westmire was talking about in his
folder.

"Okay, Professor," Westmier
said. "Now I want to introduce Major Capers, the Chief Executive
Officer of FEMA, the Federal Emergency Management Agency, who will inform us on any damage
these things are causing when they land. Major, you have the
floor."

"Thank you, General."
Capers stood, still looking at his notes. "I believe I should begin
by describing the paths the decahedrons are taking during their
decent. The objects are entering our atmosphere from the east and
traveling westward. I believe everyone here will be surprised to
know the objects are not just falling from the sky. From all
indications, the objects seem to be maneuvering while at the same
time falling and coming in at a constant fifteen degree angle. When
they land, they are not falling at terminal velocity as a meteor
might. They seem to decelerate just before impact. Wherever they
land, they never create a large crater. Furthermore, they seem to
be avoiding colliding with major structures. Out of the great
number of objects that have fallen so far, there has only been a
hand full of reports of them striking a building, house, or any
major structure. It’s as if they were being intelligently
controlled or had some sort of internal guidance mechanism. I did
receive a report of one of the objects striking the deck of the
Nimitz on maneuvers in the Pacific, and while slightly damaging one
of the HS-6 helicopters,
caused no major damage. I'm told after the object
struck the chopper, it landed on the metal foredeck of the carrier.
It was reported to have bounced and roll a couple yards, and then
come to rest. It appeared the object suffered no visible damage
from its collision with the helicopter or carrier’s deck. The
report also stated once the object came to rest, it oriented itself
until an aperture was on top, and then began emitting a gaseous
substance. If I may, I’ll illustrate the self orienting nature of
the objects with one of these we have in the cubes here. May I
General?"

"Please, Major," General Westmier said. "I’m
interested in seeing that myself."

"Thank you." Major Capers moved to pick up
one of the cubes on the table. As he picked up the cube, the
decahedron inside emitted another stream of gas. Capers ignored it
and carried the cube to the head of the table and sat it down in
front of Westmier.

"Okay, ladies and gentlemen," Capers
continued, "What you’re about to witness might be alarming but
please don’t be concerned." He picked up the plastic cube and
quickly turned it bottom side up. The object slid down one side of
the cube and came to rest on the side of the decahedron with the
aperture in it. Capers then slowly sat the plastic cube on the
table, and took a step back. Several individuals on the far end of
the table stood up to get a better look at the object. The General
stood up and backed away from the table. He didn’t appear to be
frightened, but didn’t seem to be comfortable sitting that close to
the object while not knowing what was going to happen.

The room was dead silent.
Everyone’s eyes were on the object. For thirty seconds nothing
happened. Westmier looked at Capers as if asking,
now what?

Capers, a thin medium
height fella, who sported a breast full of service ribbons, held up
one finger as if to say, hold on General —
just one moment.

Westmier folded his arms and looked back at
the static object. After another few seconds, the object suddenly
flipped over onto one of its ten sides. It hesitated and flipped
again. Westmier stepped closer — his nose almost touching the
plastic cube and peered at the object. The curiosity suddenly
flipped twice and came in contact with the side of the cube nearest
Westmier’s face. Westmier, being caught off guard, was startled and
leaped back almost tripping over an aide standing behind him. The
object didn’t stop its gyrations. After hitting the one side of the
cube, it changed direction and began to rapidly flip from side to
side, bumping off the sides of the cube until it came to rest with
the aperture on top. It then settled, seemed to vibrate and emitted
another stream of mist.

"Jesus, Capers, do they all do that?"
Westmier asked, pointing at the now unmoving object.

"Yes, sir."

"How? Is there something inside it?"

"Sir, we don’t know yet. It’s our best guess
they have some kind of internal gyro mechanism." Capers picked up
the cube and returned it to its previous position on the long table
before returning to his seat.

"Okay, Major. Be sure to keep me informed as
to what you find. Where are the examinations being conducted?"

Capers shuffled through several sheets of
paper in front of him, pushing his horn-rimmed glasses back onto
his face with his index finger. "MIT, Rice University, and the
underground research facility at Area-51, among others, sir."

"Very good, Major. Okay, ladies and
gentlemen, I’ll close this meeting unless someone else has
something to add?" Seeing no further comments, the General warned
everyone to not speak to the public or press about what transpired
during the meeting, and then turned to talk to his aide.

Jim looked around to see several people
gathering their papers and standing. The noise level went up a
decibel as many of the people began leaving the room and discussing
the strange objects. He looked around not knowing what to do next.
He would need someone to lead him out of the building and probably
give him a ride home. He turned to ask the General how to get
assistance, and found him already gone. He decided to follow the
rest of the men into the hallway.

"This way, sir," said a familiar voice as he
stepped through the glass doors of the room. It was the young
Marine who guided him through the complex.

"Boy, am I glad to see you," Jim said, now
relieved he had a way home.

"Yes, sir." The fit young warrior
immediately turned to take off with his quick, measured, pace.

Jesus, thought Jim as he hurried to catch up, do these guys ever walk anywhere? At
the exit, Jim was told to wait while his car was brought to him.
After a few minutes, the same black limo pulled to a stop, and the
driver got out to hold the door opened for him. Jim felt a little
out of place having the door held open. This kind of attention was
completely foreign to him.

I wonder if I can get the
driver to stop somewhere to let me pick up something to eat,
he wondered, as the shinny limo pulled through
the armed guard checkpoints, exiting the Pentagon‘s sprawling
grounds? I hope Toot is better when I get
home.

As they drove down one of the long access
roads, Jim noticed several hazmat dressed individuals in a field
picking up one of the strange objects with long tongs and placed it
into some form of container. They moved with deliberate,
controlled, actions, as if the object they were handling was more
dangerous than he and the other people were told. He settled into
his seat with a feeling this was something serious.


Chapter 3

DAY 1

SOMEWHERE OUT OVER THE ATLANTIC OCEAN

 


 


"Jesus, Captain, do you see that?" asked
Steve, the co-pilot of flight 347, a transatlantic flight on the
way to London England.

"Yeah, I see it. What is that, Steve? It
looks like a meteor shower to me, but there are so many of them. I
better contact the tower, and — "

At that moment, the radio came alive,
"Transatlantic Global Flight three four seven, heavy, this is
Heathrow traffic control, London, come in . . ." the radio crackled
with a touch of static.

"Heathrow, this is Global Flight three four
seven, go ahead . . ." Captain Walinski replied, looking at, Steve,
his co-pilot.

"Global Flight three four seven, we have
detected a massive meteor shower in your flight path, do you have
eyes?"

"Roger, Heathrow. I have visual. Please
advise."

"Three four seven, maintain present heading.
Descend to three-zero-thousand. Radar tracking shows all incoming
objects above your altitude, and circling the Earth. The shower is
too widespread to circumvent. Maintain three-zero-thousand at
six-two-zero-knots. You have another heavy one-zero-miles in front
of you at same velocity. We are asking all incoming traffic to
follow visual flight rules. Its going to be hectic until we can get
all unites on the ground. This shower seems to be covering the
entire planet. All flights worldwide have been canceled until the
shower has passed, so hang in there. Will contact you again
one-zero-zero miles from our location. Do you read?"

"I read — thanks Heathrow. Maintaining
three-zero-thousand at six-two-zero knots, on present heading."

"Roger Flight three four seven heavy."

"Do you have an idea of the nature of the
shower, control?" Walinski asked as he input the new heading into
the auto-pilot.

"Sorry, flight three four seven, negative.
I’ve heard the planet may be passing through the remnants of a
comet’s tail. Will update when more information is available, over
and out."

"Out." Walinski reached over to give the
flaps two degrees more angle. Checking the fuel gauges and airspeed
indicators, he decided they had enough fuel for several more hours
of flight. The jetliner on auto-pilot, he sat back in his plush
captain’s couch and watched the clouds pass below and the streaks
of lights overhead. With the sun behind, flying east posed no
problem. As he looked down, he saw several large albatross riding
thermals while trying to get to his altitude. It wasn’t long before
he left the large birds far behind. The flight, until now, and
except for the meteor shower, had been fairly routine — nothing out
of the ordinary and he didn’t expect any problems.

The whole time Captain Walinski talked to
the tower, Steve watched the meteor shower grow in magnitude until
it covered the sky above with streaks of light. He knew any one of
the falling rocks could seriously damage their plane if not bring
it down into the cold Atlantic ocean. "What do you think, Captain?
Don’t you think we should ask for permission to head back to JFK?
We’re still two thousand miles from London, and only a thousand
from New York."

"No, Steve, I think we should maintain our
present heading as asked by Heathrow. They’re already prepared for
our arrival. I’ll bet you dinner tonight JFK has more traffic than
they can handle."

"Yeah, I guess you’re right, but that’s one
scary sight above us, and it appears as if it’s getting lower. What
do you think? Is the Earth is passing through a comet’s tail as the
tower said? I’ve never seen anything like this before."

"I’ll be damned if I know what it is, but
one thing is for sure — we’re going to have a mess on our hands
with all air traffic grounded."

"Yeah, Captain, I agree. The hard part will
be getting thousands of aircraft back into the sky. Arrivals and
departures will be congested for a good while. I sure hope this
thing passes quickly. I don’t want to spend any longer in London
than we have to.

"I agree, Steve, I agree. Hell, I’ve got a
reservation to play Pebble Beach this weekend. It took me six
months to get spot. I don’t want to miss it." Walinski flipped the
PA toggle while preparing to try and calm the passengers whom most
assuredly had seen the shower above and probably wondering are they
safe.

"Taking the ball and chain with you?" asked
Steve.

"No. I offered, but Shirley said she didn’t
want to sit around in some hotel while the boys and I played golf.
Hey, its okay with me. We’ll probably catch a quick flight to Vegas
and do a little gambling after leaving the golf course. Hold on a
moment, I’ve got to make sure everything stays quiet in the back,"
Walinski said, flipping the switch to the intercom which would,
without picking up a microphone, allow him to speak to the five
hundred and fifty passengers in his care. "Good evening ladies and
gentlemen, this is your Captain speaking. If you look up through
either side of the cabin, you will see a spectacular show in the
sky above us. Please do not be alarmed. I have discussed the
fireworks with the control tower in London. I was informed the
beautiful light show you are now witnessing is cause by the Earth
passing through the tail of a comet," he lied. "You are lucky to be
above the clouds as we are, which gives you an unencumbered view of
what could be a once in lifetime event. I am also pleased to
announce we will arrive at Heathrow on time. Enjoy the show. You
will have a nice story to tell your children and grandchildren.
Your flight attendants will answer any questions you might have.
For the next hour, all drinks are on the airline. Enjoy the
remainder of the flight, thank you."

Captain Walinski flipped the PA off. "Jesus,
Steve, I hope none of those meteorites hit us."

"Me, too, Captain, me too," Steve said, as
he ducked his head, thinking one of the falling rocks was heading
for the windscreen of the jumbo jet. At the angle it was
approaching it sure looked to be on a collision course, but at the
last moment, it seemed to dive under the plane almost as if somehow
being controlled. "Wow, I thought we were hit for sure."

"Yeah, me too. That was
strange, wasn't it? Maybe it was an optical allusion?" Walinski
offered. He thought about asking the tower to be allowed to descend
another thousand feet, just above the clouds below, but changed his
mind. If we were in danger, they would
have advised, he thought.


Chapter 4

DAY 1

BAFFIN ISLAND

THE NORTH ARCTIC RIM

 


 


Natuck, the lead hunter of an Arctic Inuit
tribe, looked behind at the younger hunters who followed him a
couple hundred yards back as the men rode across the frozen Tundra
ice and snow of the northern Arctic. They were riding snowmobiles
on their way to their hunting grounds that bordered the partially
ocean. They zipped across the precarious ice of Western Baffin
Island near the Melville Peninsula, which was getting more
dangerous to navigate every year. Global warming had shrunk the
square miles of Tundra, and was making the ice he and his people
had traversed for generations, even more hazardous. Natuck could
imagine a time in the future when the ice would never freeze hard
enough to hunt on. The only good thing about the shrinking ice was
instead of taking several days to reach the edge, they could make
the trip in a day and a half.

Natuck slowed to let the
following men catch up. This was the first hunt for several of the
men, the youngest being thirteen. They were a little leery of
opening up their snowmobiles. Natuck understood, and didn’t mind.
He remembered his first time venturing out onto the ice. He could
remember how afraid he was when he followed his grandfather on dog
sleds back then. Now, after the death of his grandfather, he was
the lead hunter, and it was his turn to train these young impatient
men how to hunt and protect themselves. Over time, the sleds were
replaced with snowmobiles and the bow and arrow and lances, with
rifles. He had no problem with the guns, but he did miss being on
the ice with the obedient and watchful dogs. Sometimes, he often though,
change is not always for the better.

It was late winter, early spring, and they
were hunting walrus and seal, but would take a caribou or musk oxen
if they should come upon one. It was unlikely they would encounter
one of the larger animals because the once abundant herds became
fewer as the years passed. Most of the pack animals who liked the
cold were moving further north as the temperatures prematurely got
warmer.

It would not be long before the thaw came,
and to further supplement their diets, Natuck and his followers
would have to venture out onto the ocean in large canoes, and hunt
Beluga or Narwhal whales with their rifles and hand thrown
harpoons. It mattered not which fat laden whale they harvested —
either animal would help the village survive for another year,
particularly when the walrus was becoming less available. In any
event, he could see a time in the future, maybe during his
lifetime, when the village would be forced to move down south to
more conventional cities because the hunting was growing more
scarce every year.

As Natuck looked back at the approaching
hunters, he saw something unusual in the sky. It appeared to be a
shooting star. As he watched, several more balls of fiery light
shot across the sky and appeared to be coming down in the snow a
couple miles ahead. He turned to get a bearing on where the fiery
rocks landed. He had heard they sometime could be worth money to
the scientist in the States, depending on what kind of rocks they
were, and he was planning to gather them to take back to the
village. Once a year, the scientist visited his village and
requested his assistance as a guide when they went out on the ice
to measure the affects of global warming on the Tundra and ice
shelf. He was sure they would pay well to take a stone from the sky
back with them. With the extra money the village could purchase
another snowmobile, or maybe a couple rifles, either of which would
help the village get through another winter.

Watching the fire trail intently, Natuck got
a good bearing on where the meteors landed, and looking back to see
the following hunters getting closer, he set out toward the landing
sight. He hoped the meteor didn’t land so hard it punched too
deeply in the ice making it un-retrievable. He gunned his engine,
causing a rooster tail of snow to all but cover the sled he was
towing. As he got close to where he thought the meteors had landed,
he slowed to look around, which gave the followers a chance to
catch up.

"What are you looking for, are we near the
hunting grounds?" Palluck, one of the younger, first time hunters
asked, as he pulled alongside Natuck.

"No, young hunter, we have many more miles
to go before we reach the hunting grounds. While I was waiting for
you to catch up, I thought I saw a meteor come over your head and
land somewhere near here. I want to find it and take it home."

"Yes, I also saw the ball of fire. Why would
you want such a thing?"

"A good question, Palluck. I seek the rock
because it might be valuable to the village. Sometimes the
scientists who visit us give money for them. I’m hopping to get
enough to buy several more snowmobiles, or maybe a new boat from
which we can hunt larger whales."

"Oh, I see. Do you know exactly where it
landed?"

"No, not exactly, but it should be near here
somewhere."

The other two hunters rode up on their
snowmobiles, and cut their engines.

"You’re looking for the meteor aren’t you?"
Asked Sashsue, one of the older hunters who knew how valuable it
could be.

"Yes, Sashsue. It should be in this area
somewhere. Let’s spread out and search, but keep an eye on each
other. We will only search a couple hours and then continue our
trip whether we find it or not. It may have buried itself too
deeply in the ice to recover, but judging by the angle it landed, I
don’t think so. It may have hit the ground and skidded under the
snow, so watch for a mound of freshly disturbed snow that could
hide it."

The men split up to search in different
directions. They had only been searching about a half-hour when
Palluck found a crater in the ice. He fired off a shot from his
rifle to get the attention of the others. He hated to waste a
bullet he might need to defended himself against a polar bear
attack, but he didn’t want to leave the location while fearing he
might lose it. The other men heard the shot and immediately came in
his direction. They pulled up and dismounted their vehicles.

"Found it Palluck?" Asked, Natuck

"Yes, sir. It is at the bottom of this hole
in the snow, but it does not look like a meteor to me."

"What do you mean?" Natuck asked, as he
walked up and peered over the side of the four-foot deep,
eight-foot across, pit.

As he looked down, he saw a hunk of metal at
the bottom. It was obvious it wasn’t a rock. It was in the shape of
a polyhedron, with at least eight or more straight edged sides and
had what looked to be a small hole on one of its many faces. It
didn’t appear to be damaged from the landing. Natuck couldn’t be
sure, but he could almost swear it had a faint glow about it.

"Help me get down," he told the other men,
as he laid down on his belly and slid his feet over the rim of the
crater.

The men grabbed his hands and lowered him to
the bottom. He picked up the metal object and held it at eye level.
It was surprisingly heavy, and cold to the touch. It had an aged
appearance. The sides were scorched and discolored. Yet, other than
the discoloring, the multisided object seemed to be in pristine
condition. Its edges were sharp, not revealing a hint of the
journey it had been through, let alone its violent introduction to
Earth.

As he rotated the strange
object while looking it over it began to vibrate and tingle in his
fingers, but made no noise. Whatever this
is, it is not a rock from the sky, he
thought. He was disappointed it wasn’t a meteor. It had to be some
space debris from something in orbit, which wouldn’t be worth much,
he conjectured.

As he held it at eye level, it began to
shiver and suddenly rotated violently in his hands and then emit a
crystalline mist through an aperture, which completely enveloped
his head. The odorless mist was quickly picked up in the wind and
vanished. The sudden appearance of the mist startled Natuck. He
dropped the object and fell back against the side of the crater,
wondering if he had made a fatal mistake. When he dropped the
object, it fell with the opening down. It began to vibrate and
magically move under its own power. It rolled to a side, hesitated,
and rolled to another until it righted itself with the small
aperture pointing toward the sky. Once righted, it stopped
vibrating, and after a moment, emitted another mist that was
quickly whisked away in the Tundra wind.

Natuck watched the object move while rolling
in the snow blanketed bottom of the creator. The creator, being
shaped more like a funnel, didn’t provide a lot of room for Natuck
to stand. At one point, when the strange device was maneuvering, he
had to raise a foot to prevent the object from bumping into him. He
thought at time about leaving the object where it was. He had no
idea what it was and was afraid of it. He wondered if the mist was
dangerous, but felt no ill affects and figured he was in no
danger.

The other men seeing the object right
itself, all stepped back from the crater. They thought it might
blow up or something. When they saw Natuck wasn’t too alarmed, they
moved back in to lean over and study the object, but were still
weary.

"Come, Natuck," Palluck advised, "get out of
the hole. Leave it where it is. It might be dangerous in some way.
It is not a meteor and probably worth nothing."

Natuck looked up at his companion and then
back at the strange, now stationary, object. "No, Palluck," he
said, "I think I’ll take it back to the village anyway. It does not
look to be worth anything, but we can not tell. The way it moves on
its own could make it something the scientist might be interested
in. Give me a skin to wrap it in."

Palluck went to the sled Natuck was towing.
He removed a well-used caribou skin and handed it to Natuck who
gingerly wrapped the object in the skin and handed it to Palluck,
who, while holding it at arms length could feel it begin to vibrate
as he carried it to Natuck’s sled.

Natuck was assisted out of the crater and
went to bury the object deep under the other supplies on the sled.
He then climbed back on his machine. "Come, we must get going.
There is a blow coming our way, and I want to be at the campsite
before it gets here," Natuck ordered, looking out toward the
horizon and as he started the snowmobile’s engine and gunning it.
He waited for the other hunters to climb onto their machines, and
beginning slowly at first, headed toward the flat horizon.

As he rode, he saw several more streaks of
light flash across the overcast sky while darting in and out of the
clouds. They didn’t seem to be coming down anywhere nearby. He
ignored them and concentrated on not running his machine into a
fissure in the weakening ice. They still had another half-day’s
travel to the hunting grounds, but they would overnight on the
frozen Tundra. As long as someone maintained a watch for polar
bears, they would be all right. They were carrying provisions for a
weeks stay on the ice if necessary, and the bears could smell their
food over long distances on the wide open Tundra with the wind
blowing like it was, and was expected to increase in velocity
overnight. A bear watch was definitely a must while the men
slept.

Natuck slowed again, this
time to adjust the hood on his caribou skin parka. It was slipping
down to cover his eyes. He glanced behind him to make sure everyone
was okay. As he turned to plot his next move, he noticed two polar
bears standing in the distance watching the procession, their large
black nostrils puffing condensing breaths in the breeze.
That’s strange he
thought, the big white bear never comes
this far inland. It’s too far from their food source of seal. And
two bears together is not normal behavior for the usually solitary
creatures.

The bears only stood and
watched him, staring at him, and not looking around for possible
prey as they normally would. Maybe they
can smell the food I have in the sled, he
thought? This is very strange. They
normally move off at the first sight of man. Having been hunted in
this part of the world, the species has learned to stay away from
their only natural enemy.

He looked over his shoulder to see his
followers were catching up. He turned to take one last glance at
the bears to make sure they were keeping their distance, and gunned
his engine to continue the trip. As he moved on, he saw the bears
turn to move alongside him, but at the same time keeping their
distance of about five hundred yards. With their heavy breaths
condensing on the cold wind, they lumbered along, occasionally
glancing in Natuck’s direction. They weren’t running, but it was
obvious they intended to follow.

Natuck decided to pick up the pace. Maybe he
could leave the bears far enough behind to prevent them from
becoming a threat. The other riders saw Natuck speed up, and also
gunned their engines. They didn’t want to fall too far behind. They
too had seen the bears and when dealing with the lethal animals,
there was always safety in numbers and distance.

Another half-hour’s ride and Natuck decided
it was safe to stop and set up camp. He figured he had left the two
pursuing bears far enough behind they'd no longer pose a threat.
The following four men pulled up alongside him while knowing this
was where they would spend the night.

Palluck kept looking behind him. He wasn’t
absolutely sure they had put enough distance between he and the
large carnivores. "Do you think they’re still following us?" he
asked Natuck.

"I don’t know," Natuck responded as he
dismounted from his snowmobile and began unpacking. "But if they
are, it will take several hours for them to catch us. We’ll be safe
for a while yet. We’ll have to keep an eye out for them, but right
now we have to get camp set up. There is a cold coming soon. You
can take the first watch. You seem to want to look for them over
your shoulder, and you are afraid, and fear will keep you
alert."

The other men heard Natuck’s astute
observation, and laughed at the honesty of it, as they all joined
in with the unpacking of the sled. Palluck didn’t find the remark
funny. He was coming of age and wanted to be viewed as a fearless
hunter much as Natuck. He didn’t like being called afraid, although
deep inside, he was.

After setting up the caribou skin lean-to in
a manner that would deflect the stiff wind, the men settled in, and
after eating, tried to get several hours rest. Natuck hopped the
blow would pass quickly. It wouldn’t be much fun driving the
snowmobiles in a stiff cold wind. It would never become completely
dark, so they could see the bears at a pretty good distance if they
should follow all the way to the camp. The men were armed with
rifles. Maybe a warning shot would be all needed to keep them at
bay. It was a shame they couldn’t hunt the great white bears as
they had in the past. The scientist had told them the animals were
becoming scarce, and should be left alone to breed. After all, they
were an important element in the ecosystem and food chain, and
Natuck understood that. It was bad enough the global warming was
taking away the bear’s natural habitat — they sure didn’t need the
added pressure of being hunted.

The lean-to constructed, several layers of
skins laid on the ice to provide insulation, their bellies full of
muktuk, the men tucked in for the night. Before Natuck drifted off
to sleep, he glanced at Palluck who kept sticking his head around
the side of the shelter and squinting against the ever increasing
wind. He was looking back in the direction the bears would be
coming.

As Natuck pulled the heavy
hood over his head and before going to sleep while listening to the
whistling wind, he thought, with a smile on his face,
we will be safe. Those bears won’t get within a
mile of us without Palluck seeing them, but the young hunter won’t
get much sleep.

As he slept, the strange metal object, still
covered and secured on his sled, vibrated and emitted another blast
of mist that found its way from under the cover to be picked up on
the wind and carried to its destination.

 


# # #

 


It was a long night for Natuck who didn’t
get a solid night’s sleep. He was constantly being woke by Palluck
every hour or so, worried the bears had moved in closer.

Natuck raised up and looked back over the
lean-to and saw the bears with their backs to the wind, and
although closer, weren’t acting menacingly. He figured the large
animals were only curious and posed no danger at the moment. He
finally decided to calm the young hunter. "Relax, young hunter,"
Natuck told, Palluck, the youngest of the group. "If the bears were
coming to attack us they would be circling while moving in. They’re
only curious and probably smell our food. As long as they stay in
one spot and only stare at us, we’re in no danger."

Palluck knew Natuck was probably right, but
still couldn’t completely relax. He would lay down and try to
sleep, but couldn’t resist the urge to raise up every now and then
to check on the bear's locations. He found they were always a few
yards closer every time he checked, but were only watching. He
couldn’t shake the vision of being woke up by the crushing pressure
of the bear’s weight on his chest, and smell the fishy breath of
the beast as it ripped out his throat.

Deciding to check one last time before
trying to get some rest, Palluck raised up and looked over the
lean-to. The bears weren’t any closer, but there was more of them
this time including several large males. That, alone, was strange
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