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Chapter 1 - The Prologue.
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In 1977, we received a signal that challenged explanation. It became known as the 'Wow!' signal, detected at 1420.4556 MHz and stood as a significant point in the search for extraterrestrial life.

It came from the direction of the Sagittarius constellation, up to 26,000 light-years from Earth.

Physicist Stephen Hawking warned against transmitting our presence, saying, "Meeting an advanced civilisation could be like the Native Americans encountering Christopher Columbus. That didn't turn out very well."

He did agree with passive listening, however.

Between 2022 and 2028, two radio telescopes called the Square Kilometre Array were built. One section in Australia and the other in South Africa.

They were designed to answer the biggest questions in astronomy, including whether life exists beyond Earth.

These systems were the most sensitive antenna arrays ever developed at the time. They were capable of picking up airport radar 50 light-years away.

Despite everything, there was still only one planet with intelligent life capable of communication technology. Only one planet in the entire known Universe... Earth.

We had no evidence to change our minds until March 27th, 2032. Monitoring equipment at the SKA in South Africa recorded an unknown signal on the S band at 2.483778 GHz.

The S band carries airport radar, household Wi-Fi, satellite communications, space telemetry, Bluetooth and more. The detected signal was a carrier and appeared to come from a small rocky planet orbiting a red-dwarf binary star. It was 2971 light-years away.

Its name was OGLE-2013-BLG-0341L B b in the constellation of Sagittarius.

Per detection protocols, the signal was heavily analysed by several planetary scientists, astronomers and astrophysicists. They used multiple methods to assess it... And they all agreed it was from an intelligent source.

Theories were offered, and papers were published. They were debated, debunked and argued over repeatedly.

Years passed, and no one could agree on whether the signal was from an intelligent source or just some kind of cosmic buzz. The Sagittarius constellation wasn't positioned well that time of year, which made the analysis more difficult.

The issue remained as mysterious as the 1977 Wow! signal.

Then it happened again; September 13th, 2042, with the Sagittarius constellation in perfect alignment with the SKA in South Africa.

That made a difference because this time the message contained words.

They were words that we could understand, and it said...

"We see you!"
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Chapter 2 – Panic.
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“What the actual fuck?” the President blurted when a reporter shouted an unsolicited question in the James S. Brady Briefing Room. The outburst aired live on television, radio, satellite, and streaming platforms carrying the press conference.

He shot a furious look at his media adviser. Either she hadn’t told the press to hold questions about OGLE-2013 until he called on them — or they’d ignored her.

The room fell silent.

President Mallory Jackson shifted his glare from Mindy Jenner to Belinda Trope of The Washington Post, who’d lobbed the unauthorised question bomb.

He forced a smile, drew a breath, and said, “Thank you, Belinda, but I’d like to brief you and,” his voice rose, “THE REST OF THE WORLD before we take questions, Belinda!”

“Of course, Mister President,” Belinda said, still smirking.

“I’ll call on you last,” he added.

Belinda’s smile disappeared.

President Jackson was not popular for many reasons. He was old and not particularly charismatic. He was also short in stature and short-tempered. His rotund physique was cannon-fodder for cartoonists and late-night TV talk show hosts and comedians... Well, anyone really. Jackson had a George Costanza hairstyle that made him look more like a character from that old sitcom than the president of a global superpower, and he was nearing the end of his second turbulent term in office.

Jackson was a soft target for these, and many other journalists, and he should have lost the last election by a landslide, having failed overwhelmingly to deliver on any of his party's policies. He failed at the negotiation table, never resolving any of the international disputes that ravaged his time in office. It didn't help that he had a minority in Congress and a hostile Senate during both terms. Everyone called him Mallard Jackson because he was a lame duck President for almost eight years.

But a catastrophic faux pas with an open microphone at a rally in Florida during the last Presidential race saved his sorry career. His main opponent, James Bixby, was heard to say that his press secretary was the 'Best lay he'd ever had.' He didn't know that the lapel mic, that had just been clipped to his collar, was already live, and he wasn't even in the auditorium yet.

So, America and the World got good ole' Mallard back, and he was sinking as usual.

But... he didn't care. In fact, he thought that this one incredible event in human history might deflect the bullets for a while. That wasn't the case now, thanks to Belinda Trope.

He did, however, have one thing going for him. Despite everything, he was seen as an honest man who tried his best. It wouldn't look good on a headstone, but it was the truth.

Thunder stolen and the World waiting, he spoke.

"At 0137 today, Eastern Time, a message was received through the Square Kilometre Array in South Africa. It briefly interrupted all global services. As most people watching TV, listening to the radio, or even listening to music over Wi-Fi and terrestrial cell phone signals know now, it said, 'We see you' in multiple languages. Someone wanted us to hear it."

He took a sip of water before continuing, ignoring the media throng, who were already talking or yelling over each other with questions and comments.

He waited for them to calm down before continuing.

"The message was thought by many to be fake, and some still believe that. I do not! It is not fake! The SKA has identified the signal source. It came from a planet known as OGLE-2013."

The media stirred again, some journalists raising their hands in an attempt to gain the President's attention, but Jackson ignored them, particularly Belinda Trope. He continued.

"We don't know what 'We see you!' means, but it doesn't take a genius to conclude that an extraterrestrial civilisation has indeed sent us this message."

More noise from the media, but they were ignored again.

"The other telling factor is that we now believe it came from the same source as a signal detected in 2032. That cannot be a coincidence. This was a premeditated, transmission delivered with purpose and precision. They know we are here, and we now know they are there."

He took another sip of water and waved off more raised hands.

"I know what you are thinking. Who are they? We don't know. Why are they contacting us? We don't know. Are they a threat? We don't know that either. And before anyone speculates, we need to study the data. Get our ducks lined up."

Despite the seriousness in the room, a few people laughed.

"Yes, very funny," Jackson said, "Look, I want answers as much as anyone, but I'm not the expert, so I'll hand over to the Director of NASA, James Pickering, to explain what we know so far." He turned to his left, "James, if you please."

Pickering nodded and walked towards the President. He shook the President's hand as he approached the White House press room dais. He was nervous, clearly, with sweat stains erupting around his armpits. Pickering was a tall, slender man, pushing 70 with short, thinning grey hair together with an equally grey moustache, and spoke eloquently despite a nervous vibration in his delivery.

"Good morning. I agree with President Jackson. The signal was received seemingly from an intelligence approximately 2900 light-years away in the Sagittarius Constellation." He took a breath, then added, "We are not alone."

He expected gasps of surprise, but the journalists just sat there, and the pregnant pause quickly became awkward. Realising his revelation wasn't new information, Director Pickering continued.

"Um... OGLE-2013-BLG-0341L B b is the only planet that we know of in this particular star system. We would refer to this as a Super Earth, being roughly 1.8 times the size of the Earth. It was never considered a likely candidate for hosting life because it orbits a red dwarf star. In fact, the star system is a binary, so this planet orbits one of two red dwarfs which in turn orbit each other. As such, life should find the conditions hostile, but clearly that is not the case."

"Why would life struggle there?" came a call from the press gallery.

The President leered at the man but let it go as Director Pickering picked up the question.

"Well, I was going there anyway, so allow me to say that red dwarf stars are not ideal for life. The conditions are harsh, with high levels of radiation and the likelihood of tidal locking, which means one side of the planet may always face the star and thus would be exposed to intense X-ray radiation and powerful winds. It would not be a nice place at all."

"And yet, you are saying there is not only life, but highly intelligent life on the planet. Is that right?" asked another journalist.

"That appears to be the case. Just because they orbit a red dwarf, it doesn't exclude life. If the star system is old enough, conditions would stabilise over time and life could develop and adapt. If the planet is tidally locked, it's possible that the civilisation lives just beyond the Sun's effect and is protected from the radiation. If the planet does rotate and even if there is radiation, they may live underground, as our civilisations do on the Moon and Mars today. In simple terms, they have found a way to thrive despite the circumstances."

The questions were coming regularly now, and there seemed to be no point in trying to stay on script.

"What might these people be like?"

"You assume they are people," said Pickering. "They may not be hominid at all, but it's likely they are, although they would look nothing like us; there's no point speculating. We simply cannot know at this stage. In fact, it would come down to what they want to tell us, if they ever transmit again. The big question is, when did they send the message? 2900 light-years is a long way, and a signal would take at least 2900 years to reach us, probably longer due to gravitational lensing and so on. They may well be extinct, or they may have sent a Hail Mary message and then forgotten about it. It could have been a High School prank from across the galaxy. We just don't know, and we may never know," Pickering said.

Everyone fired questions now. They sounded like a gaggle of geese, but Pickering got the gist.

"Life on a planet orbiting a red dwarf would have adapted to a very different norm. Life on Earth has adapted to a mid-sized yellow star, and thus we have skin pigments that allow light in depending on our heritage. White skin in low light areas of the planet, black skin where the radiation is harshest and variations of that all over the planet...red, brown, yellow and so on." He had to take a breath and a swallow of water before continuing.

"On a planet like theirs, they would almost certainly have very dark skin, black probably, or it might be purple. The radiation from their sun ensures that. They may even have exoskeletons, shells, or other thick coverings to protect their bodies, or they may be more like us and live underground or in other protective habitats. Who knows? Maybe they crawled up from the sea and built mud huts, and now they have super-shielded cities on the surface. Anything is possible."

"Would they be like turtles?" The question drew much laughter.

"Maybe. A humanoid life form on the planet would likely be larger than us and yet appear squat-like. That would be because of the hostile atmosphere. High winds, radiation, etc. They would evolve to be tough. And they would likely be long-lived and therefore gain more wisdom during their lifetimes, which would accelerate their intellect and technical abilities, although that's just a theory. But, yes, they could look like a turtle or a gorilla or something like that."

Finally, someone in the press gallery asked an intelligent question, which was a relief to Director Pickering.

"How old would a civilisation have to be to endure a hostile world and reach a point of communicative intelligence?"

It was a great question, and Pickering smiled.

"They would have to be ancient. Hundreds of thousands or even millions of years old and probably ahead of us in every way. I would say they started to appear long before we did."

"You said the signal 'appears' to have come from OGLE-2013... why can't you be definite about the origin?"

"Because over that distance, a signal would move around due to gravity. It's called the inverse-square law. Things like plasma, dust, and gas... even the cosmic background noise could factor in," Pickering explained.

The journalist asked a follow-up question.

"So, the signal might not have come from OGLE-2013 at all, correct?"

"That's also possible... but we're confident that it came from OGLE at this stage."

"What does that mean? At this stage?"

Pickering kept his head despite the avalanche of enquiry.

"Because future analysis might change things or confirm the signal source absolutely, but let me be clear, regardless of the exact source, this was from an intelligent race. That is the significant factor here."

"Would they be capable of interstellar travel?"

Pickering didn't hesitate, "It's only my opinion, but I would have to say yes."

That set off the media. They hit the Director with a tirade of questions. He didn't know it, but when you suggest that aliens might be able to visit us, which he unwittingly did, people tend to panic.

The President raised his arms, waving for the journalists to settle down, while urging the Director to step aside. Jackson resumed his position behind the microphone.

"Settle down, people!" he boomed. "There's no point speculating. This whole affair may just be a one-off dot point in Earth history, and we'll never hear anything again."

The President was not happy with Pickering's remark. The popular press had a way of getting clickbait out of a stone, and Pickering just gave them a home run.

"For crying out loud... SHUT UP!" yelled the President.

What did it matter now? He was already unpopular, and he didn't much care about being polite. The journalists calmed the fuck down... eventually.

"Thank you," he said. "As I have already suggested, there's no point over-reacting to a thought or an idea. No disrespect, Director." The President might have lost a bit of respect for the NASA boss, but then briefing the media on this kind of thing was brand new to everyone. He couldn't be too hard on Pickering. "We will be putting our best people on this. We will monitor the radio spectrum and let you know if any future communications occur. For now, stay calm."

It was like telling a child to ignore a cupcake; he knew, but he had to say it.

"What do you think the message means, Mister President?" asked Belinda Trope, completely ignoring the President's previous threat.

He just glared at her, but then decided to answer the question, because he knew that's what any one of them would have asked.

"We don't know. It could just mean what it said... we see you, just like we can see their planet. It might just be a message into the unknown. We did that too in the 70s," he said.

"Could it be a threat, given there were two messages received? Maybe they want to instil fear or intimidate us," Trope added.

"And it could just be the way they talk. It might mean nothing at all. As for the number of the messages, we think that was designed to help us realise there was intent and it came from one source," explained the President.

Trope couldn't help herself.

"Or it could be perceived as a threat. We are aware of you now, and we're coming for you!"

That set off a few other journalists and things got rowdy as they all fired off a salvo of questions at the President.

"You are just speculating and scaremongering. It won't help anyone to hyperinflate the situation."

"Will you be sending a return message, Mister President?" asked someone up the back.

The President sneered at the man and said, "A message that will take 2900 years to get there. Hmm, let’s see? No, we won't be sending them a message. That would be ludicrous, Steve, given our technology and the time it would take."

"So, what are you going to do?"

"We are going to analyse the data. If we receive another message, we'll deal with it then. For now, there's nothing else we can do."

But that didn't appease anyone, and by the end of the following day the media had turned that one message, 'We see you,' into an alien invasion.

The World was freaking out, and they were right to!
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Chapter 3 - The Summit.
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A week after the alien message was heard by almost everyone on the planet, no one had calmed down. The story remained the hottest topic on all media outlets in all countries, and it wasn't losing traction.

Newsrooms around the globe lined up so-called 'experts' to explore what 'We see you' might mean and what might happen after that.

For every objective story, there were ten more that made it sound like the enemy was at the gates or walking amongst us already. It was pure pandemonium.

This was the biggest story in human history and rightly so, but it was being treated like any other major story. Angles changed constantly, most with absolutely no credibility whatsoever, but the business of selling news wasn't going to miss a golden opportunity like this, and they poured it on thick and fast. Every nutter on the planet seemed to be getting airtime.

News platforms of all kinds saw a 1000% increase in subscribers. People couldn't get enough of the story, regardless of what the media was shovelling.

President Mallory Jackson was under intense pressure to respond to the message, despite the impossible time scales involved. People just didn't get it, but sending a response and waiting for a reply took almost 6,000 years. It was simply out of the question.

He called on the United Nations and other world leaders to gather in New York for frank and open discussions about the message and the tabling of ideas for a response, if that was even possible, which it wasn't.

Before that, though, Jackson met with the Joint Chiefs of the United States Department of Defence at Camp David for an 'in camera' parley, away from the prying eyes and ears of the media. This meeting would be totally blacked out.

Given the media turmoil, the meeting was hastily arranged, and all the Joint Chiefs were ordered to drop everything to attend. It took two days to get them together.

The meeting was chaired by President Jackson as the Commander in Chief. The Chairman was Senator Daniel Kowalski, while the Vice Chairman was the second-highest-ranking military man in the United States, Admiral Omar Riley. Also in attendance were the heads of the US Army, Navy, Air Force, Marine Corps, the National Guard and, for better or worse, the Chief of Space Force.

The President also invited the Director of NASA. Even though they were strictly a civilian organisation, he felt it important to include them in the discussion given their expertise in space travel and habitation. Other notable attendees included astrophysicists and astrobiologists, who were selected based on their published papers on habitable worlds.

The President opened the meeting with a statement.

"Greetings, ladies and gentlemen. I know I don't have to say this, but I do so for the record. None of what is discussed here today is to be repeated, published, recorded, broadcast or otherwise conveyed to anyone outside this room." He looked around at all the faces looking at him and added, "Not even your dog!"

That broke the ice.

Having had no military experience, he wasn't overly popular with this group. It wasn't a big deal in the scheme of things. Having a President without field experience made life easier for the Joint Chiefs because they could often get their way with a civilian in charge. This topic, however, was out of everyone's league.

The President continued, "I don't have to explain where things stand at the moment with the message we received. It's all over the news in various forms of fact, fiction and fucking bullshit!"

Most of the group laughed.

"The truth is, we don't know anything about these... what do we call them? People? Yes, let's go with that for now. We need to know who they might be, why they contacted us and what kind of response, if any, is available to us."

The room remained quiet as he spoke.

"Furthermore, I would like to investigate options for defending the planet, should that even come into question."

People shuffled awkwardly in their seats at the remark, which Jackson noticed.

"I know. I know. It seems ridiculous, but what if they are hostile? We don't know their capabilities, or how advanced they are. They saw us before we saw them. Remember that. To my way of thinking, we've got a lot of catching up to do, and it might be prudent to come up with a plan. A plan that I hope we will never need," Jackson said, and a few military types nodded in agreement.

"So, let's nut this out. I have a basic agenda, but these are unusual circumstances, so I'm happy to open the discussion to the floor for starters and see how you're feeling and what you're thinking. My agenda is simple. At the end of the day, I want to be able to table something with the UN, so have at it," he said.

There was an awkward silence before Admiral Omar Riley spoke.

"Thank you, Mister President. I don't think any of us ever expected to be having a conversation like this. Sure, we've found microbial life on Enceladus and confirmed bacterial life once existed on Mars, but to now learn of an intelligence in our midst is, frankly, very disturbing. I, for one, have always believed that we're better off preparing for something that might not happen rather doing nothing and being caught napping. We need to investigate a planetary defence system, and we need to start yesterday!"

Senator Daniel Kowalski jumped straight on that, "And who pays for that, Admiral, and what will it cost? Do we even have the technology to make it happen? I think we're being hasty," he said before adding, "Take a breath for Pete's sake."

Admiral Riley didn't like the Senator. They've been going at it for years, and the Admiral saw red.

"I would remind the good Senator to shut the Hell up!"

The senator retaliated.

"You jack-booted, pompous, past your use-by date excuse for a human being.

"How dare you!"

The President interjected, "ENOUGH already! This isn't a school yard, and you two need to take a pill. Hell, take the whole bottle. This is no joke! So, I will change the parameters of this conversation. Every person will state their case, and no one, and I mean, NO-ONE, will interject." He looked at both the Senator and the Admiral to make sure they got the point. They didn't say another word. "Thank you. Admiral, please continue."

"Thank you again, Mister President. We all remember 9/11. We ignored the warnings. Not only that, but we had all the information we needed to respond to that threat, and we didn't. The rest is history. I'm not saying these... 'aliens' are going to come in guns blazing... but what if they do, and we are not prepared? A global defensive system should be our first consideration. At the very least, it will be a deterrent; at most, it will provide us with a shield. As far as cost is concerned, I feel it should be a global effort. Everyone will have to pitch in with manpower, resources, and funds. We need to deal with this as a civilisation. That's it. That's what I think, Mister President. Assume the worst and hope for the best."

"Duly noted, Admiral. We will add that to the discussion points. Thank you."

The President skipped the Senator for now, just to avoid the possibility of another jibe, or worse. He was hoping against hope.

"Perhaps we should hear from one of our academics next. Professor Julia Arkeen. You have published several papers on the possibility of life elsewhere. You even postulated life beyond our Solar System in specific star systems, have you not?" asked the President.

Professor Arkeen was an Astrobiologist with the University of Washington. Her reputation was held in the highest regard.

"Yes, Mister President. I do believe there to be life elsewhere in the Milky Way."

"What kind of life?"

"Well... until now I would have said, probably microbial, but that's clearly an underestimation, assuming it's not a hoax."

The President smiled. "It's not a hoax."

"Clearly not," Julia said, "So, my theories are a bit out of date, but we can assume that by now they are far more intelligent... No. That's not right. They are far more advanced than us."

"What makes you say that?" Jackson asked.

"Because the message took almost three thousand years to get here, meaning they saw us before Jesus was born! You can now add three thousand years to their technological capability, and that's after their being able to transmit messages across space. You almost certainly have highly evolved beings. We probably aren't even close to that by hundreds of years at least," Julia explained, then said, "In fact, they may see us as quite prehistoric in real terms."

There was a reaction from the Chiefs that you would describe as mildly concerned.

The President continued. "Go on, Julia. What kind of threat matrix are we looking at?"

"This is uncharted territory, but, assuming certain known limitations, they couldn't possibly get to us. It's almost 3000 light-years away. To travel that distance using conventional means would take them," she hesitated while she calculated the timeline, "anything from 50 million to 87 million years."

There were a few sighs of relief, but the President looked at Julia's expression and said, "But you're not assuming they have stopped technological advancement?"

"No. You can almost guarantee they have solved many things that we can only theorise, maybe even 'Faster Than Light' travel and hyper AI quantum computers. There's no limit to what they might have achieved, and if they have developed technology to accelerate to half light speed or faster, then they could be here much sooner. Say, 5000 years. Perhaps less."

"Jesus," cried Senator Kowalski, ignoring the President's non-interjection order. "Why are we wasting our time on this? We'll all be long dead by then."

Admiral Riley couldn't help himself and muttered, "Typically short-sighted."

"What did you say?" Kowalski sneered.

"For fuck's sake, you two!" yelled President Jackson, but he wanted to know where Riley was going and urged him to speak some more. "What's your point, Admiral?"

"Mister President. We must think beyond today and the next several generations, for that matter. We need to be thinking about the longevity of humanity. Fobbing this off because we 'won't be around ' is short-sighted. It's our duty to ready humanity for whatever they turn out to be and assume they might be hostile."

"That's a fair point, Admiral." The President turned to Professor Akeen again, "Julia, I know it's a big ask, but how would you respond knowing that these people have now, seemingly, reached out?"

"Mister President, I'm no anthropologist, and maybe you need one here, but if the history of humanity is anything to go by, then we must assume they would see our planet as the 'new world’, and they will be motivated by conquest. Look back at what we have done throughout time... South America, North America, Asia, Africa, Europe, Australia, even England many times over. The more powerful people rode roughshod over the native peoples and made it their own. We would be foolish to think that the same thing wouldn't happen across space and time." And then she added, "I agree with the Admiral. We need to ramp up our technology and build a shield defence system, starting now."

Senator Kowalski scoffed at that, which forced the President's hand. Better to get his opinion on the table now so it's at least on the record, even if it's a wanker's opinion, which it most likely would be.

"Go ahead, Daniel. It's your turn to speak," said Jackson, hoping the use of the Senator's first name might calm the beast. It didn't.

"You should hear yourselves. You have all but decided that these... things are coming here to wipe us out and take over Earth. It's comical really. We don't know anything about them, and we don't know if they could ever make the journey. What was it? 80 million years?" he asked. "Come on. Let's be real. This is pure fantasy, and we are wasting our time on a maybe that is running at longer odds than winning the Powerball jackpot."

"And yet," added Admiral Riley, "People win Powerball every other week."

A few people laughed out loud because most in the room thought the same about the Senator as Admiral Riley did. He was a wanker, but he also had a point which the President conceded.

"You're right. We don't know much, but when the native people of South America saw the Spanish galleons, they thought they were Gods, and we know what happened next." President Jackson looked around the room. "Look. We're not here to decide what to do about this, but we are here to put everything on the table for the UN summit, so Daniel, your point is duly noted and will be in the packet for the UN delegates."

That did seem to appease the Senator, and the discussion continued around the table. There was a clear split between people on the issue. The military representatives all agreed on creating a defensive shield, but the politicians believed it a waste of time, resources and, of course, money. That left the scientists, who knew who funded them, non-committal. That was until the NASA Director spoke up. He'd been quiet during the proceedings, no doubt a bit gun-shy after the press conference a couple of days prior.

James Pickering had been listening to everyone and understood their respective positions on the issue. He chose his words carefully.

"Mister President, if I may?" asked Pickering.

"Of course," replied the President.

"I've heard what everyone has been saying, and it occurs to me that we've overlooked one significant point."

"And what's that?" asked Senator Kowalski.

"The timing. The message came from 2971 light-years away. If they say, 'We see you,' then they're either lying, or the origin of the message was not from that many light-years away."

"I don't understand," said President Jackson.

Pickering pinched his chin, as he tried to think of a better way to explain himself. He was an academic and extremely intelligent, but, as was often the case with people of his ilk, he couldn't often articulate his thoughts well.

"OK, think of it this way. They said, 'We see you.' But what did they see? 2971 years ago, we were in no way technologically advanced. If they had observed our Sun and our planets back then, they might well have seen them as uninhabited, including Earth. There would be no indication of technology or industry, and no radio signals to intercept. I don't believe they 'saw' us at all," Pickering said.

The remark left all the representatives of the joint chiefs and the invited experts silent.

Pickering then added, "It's possible they could have seen that something might be happening here in terms of life, but, at best, they would have seen Earth as 'maybe' containing life. They would not have had a hope of knowing what kind of life it might be. Even though life 1000 years BC was still regarded as complex by our standards, it's also likely they would have attributed the gases in our atmosphere to something else. Volcanic activity, UV photolysis of water or CO2, or any number of other natural chemical reactions. The bottom line is there is no way they could have known of our technological progress if they sent that signal all those years ago." He paused and then said, "I think there are only two possibilities. This is an elaborate hoax, or that aliens have indeed messaged us and augmented the timing of the message somehow... to give us a false impression."

Admiral Riley then asked, "So where does that leave us? Do we just pack it in and go home?"

"Sounds like a plan to me," added Senator Kowalski.

President Jackson was deep in thought as everyone talked among themselves for a moment.

"Is there anyone here who can explain to me how an alien race could alter a signal to make it appear that this message came from 2900 light-years away, when it wasn't?"

One person spoke up. His name was Dr Neil Zenos, an Astrophysicist specialising in Radio Astronomy.

"Mister President. It is possible to fake a signal initially, but the ruse would become obvious very quickly. It can be exposed using several standard techniques. Real-time cross-observation, which we didn't achieve in this case. That would have revealed a fake in a few hours. Interferometric localisation, multi-wave follow-up, propagation signal checks, etc., all of these cross-checks can take days."

The bewilderment of the President's face was intense. "And we're only hearing about this now? Have we been wasting our time here?"

"I don't think so, Sir," said Zenos.

"Why not?" asked the President.

"Because I have just received a message. The signal did indeed come from 2971 light-years away."

"Meaning what?"

"It is alien, sir," said Zenos.

"OK, so that's confirmed. And given what Director Pickering said, can we then conclude that this was just a speculative shout-out with no expectation of a reply?" asked the President.

"No, sir. I don't think so."

"Why not?" asked the President.

"Because we noticed something else, and this was pure luck. The way this signal was delivered was elaborate. Much more elaborate than we are capable of. We don't really understand, but it appears they have achieved the impossible. The signal might have come from 3000 light years away, but it got here instantly."

"Instantly?" the President repeated.

"Yes, sir."

"What does that mean?" asked Admiral Riley.

"We don't know," said Zenos, "but if they can send a radio signal that fast, it stands to reason that they can do the same thing with matter."

"When you say matter, you mean... what?" asked the President.

"A spacecraft, possibly a fleet of them, Sir."

President Jackson looked at the faces of everyone before saying, "That means we don't have any time at all. They could well be on their way here already."

"Or they’ve already arrived," added Zenos.

The room fell silent.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4 - Special Emergency Session.
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Delegates of every United Nations member country and the delegates of all other non-member nations were invited to an emergency session at the UN in New York. The OGLE signal, as it was now being called, was an unprecedented event in history, and the World had to make a serious decision about how to deal with it. Particularly in light of the new revelation that it was a real-time signal!

The goal of the session was simple: to pass a resolution based on the results of a series of summits held by all nations. How they conducted the process was left to each nation. The deadline was set for December 1. There would be over 200 submissions. From there, a formal resolution would be drafted, negotiated, debated and ultimately voted on.

Some suggested that any resolution should go before the UN Security Council, but it was argued that the Security Council's role was International Security. As the OGLE signal was of an extraterrestrial source, it was outside the Security Council's charter.

So, the first item on the agenda was the formation of a UN Space Security Council to oversee Earth's safety. The special resolution was passed without a vote. Members of the Space Security Council were chosen by the General Assembly.

Haste was a factor in the process. It was unanimously agreed that the current UN Security Council members would constitute the majority of the new UN Space Security Council. One addition was a delegate representing parts of the World without a voice.

The process took up most of the first day, which for the UN was a fast decision.

The new UN Space Security Council consisted of delegates from the existing UN Security Council. The United States, the Russian Federation, China, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, African and Asian States, Eastern Europe, Latin America and Western Europe, Sweden, Oman, the Czech Republic, Korea, Australia, Japan, the UAE, South Africa. One additional seat was created for a delegate to represent the rest of the World, with New Zealand taking on the role. Russia fought hard to install its own delegate as Council President, but in the end the French delegate was appointed.

And it was done.

Bureaucracy at its finest.

The next day there was one item on the agenda which was multifaceted. The reading and tabling of all resolutions from all delegates from their respective local summits; the discussion of the same, followed by recommendations, debate and, hopefully, a path to a resolution.

The UN Secretary General opened proceedings.

"Good morning, everyone, and thanks for coming. We appreciate that it was a huge effort for most of you... to pull up stumps and get to New York for this historic gathering," said Sir Nigel Cornish. His reference to cricket went over most people's heads but drew some stifled laughter from a few delegates.

"We are here today, and no doubt, for the next several days, to decide on this planet's response to the OGLE signal. This unprecedented event has been a shock to many and has seen much debate around the World. We must decide on what to do next," he said. He continued to read the brief.

"The United Nations is charged with determining the response to the signal received from OGLE-2013-BLG-0341L B b, which said, 'We see you'. This special summit will decide on an appropriate response to that message. As it stands, there are no resolutions, but each of you holds the wishes of your people, and together, we will decide what happens next. I'm very proud of how the World has come together on this momentous occasion. I am also very hopeful... No. I'm confident that we will deliver a result that will be acceptable to all peoples of this planet."

There was much agreement to the statement. Then the Russian delegate raised his nameplate. Vasily Gurin immediately stifled the excitement in the room and the Secretary General, who was Chairman of the Summit, called on the Distinguished Representative of the Russian Federation to address the Chair.

"Thank you, Mr Chairman. These are incredible times and, as a key operator in Space, we have a significant investment to protect. I'm sure our partners in China would agree, as would those in the United States, India, Great Britain, and Australia. All have permanent habitats on the Moon and Mars, several Space Stations in Orbit, and many telescopes and mining interests across the solar system. I therefore wish to table a resolution from the Russian Federation, and call for an immediate vote, if it pleases the delegates?"

"Thank you," answered the Chairman, then cleared his throat, knowing what came next might not sit well with the Russian representative.

"The Delegate from the Russian Federation is recognised; however, I will remind the Russian Federation that a resolution must go through the proper protocols before a vote may be considered. 24 hours' notice before a plenary meeting, and while the offer of expediency is welcome, we cannot circumvent the process. However, as a major 'player' in Outer Space, we would be most pleased to have the Russian Federation be the first to table their summit's recommendation," explained the Chairman.

He wasn't happy at all because this was a typical Russian tactic. To take centre stage and present themselves as saviours of the World. It didn't matter because everyone would get a say in the end.

"Of course, Mister Chairman," replied Vasily Gurin.

He took another sheet of paper from his briefcase and held it up for all to see. Those close enough noticed it contained one sentence and was signed by the President of the Russian Federation with several other names, probably the Politburo or General Staff of the Russian Armed Forces... or both.

"This document is from the People of the Russian Federation," he said. It wasn't, though, because civilians had no say in drafting the document. There was no public summit held in Russia.

"We the People of the Russian Federation are in full support of developing a global defence system and will commit funding and personnel to that effect. Signed His Excellency, Nicoli Andreez, President of the Russian Federation and Comrade Commander in Chief," announced Gurin.

The Chairman was surprised by the brevity of the resolution. "Um, thank you. The Chair accepts the Russian Federation's position. Is there anything more you wish to add?"

"Only a question, if I may, Mister Chairman. Once the decision is made to complete this defence system, we ask that the Russian Federation be an active participant in its design, construction, and staff augmentation."

Cornish was hardly surprised by the request and responded in a typically British manner.

"There will be plenty of time to dole out the roles and responsibilities of any such defensive system once a decision is made, as I'm sure the Russian Federation will appreciate. The new UN Space Security Council will see to that, of course. However, I accept the Russian Federation's proposal as tabled."

As it turned out, most of the delegates were just as brief. When you think about it, they were asked to meet and decide whether to build a giant thing around the planet to shoot space invaders. So, it became a simple answer in the end; either yes or no. Most delegates kept it short because that's all they were asked to do. The majority made short statements of intent and tabled their decisions.

Surprisingly, many Middle East nations voted no, as did some African countries. It was clear that they based their decisions on economics.

The submissions were tabled one by one after being announced by their respective delegates and were collected and collated.

As these were 205 summit documents forming a global decision, the UN required a two-thirds majority in the affirmative before a formal resolution could be drafted, meaning that 137 yes votes were required to take the plan to the next phase. If not, it would go no further.

In the end, yes proposals gave the required number, most coming from richer Western and Middle Eastern nations. 'No' votes were primarily from poorer states, but they were assured that they would not be crippled by the cost, whatever that turned out to be.

No one really knew how long it would take to build, either. No initial designs had been developed, and much of the technology for such a massive undertaking would have to be invented. It was also thought that the system could be upgraded over time as technology developed.

Before any of that could happen, though, a formal resolution had to be drafted and submitted to the United Nations for an official vote, which is at least 24 hours away. It took much longer than that. It was also agreed that the resolution should be written by the UN Space Security Council.

The process required that a member state or group of states be designated as the Penholder, who would lead the drafting of the resolution. After an initial draft, a process of discussion, negotiation
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