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Author’s Note
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It seems I’m not quite ready to say goodbye to Jack and Gemma from The Martian Archaeologist, despite leaving them with what I considered at the time to be a nice happy ending. However, the circumstances in which I left them were not entirely congenial, and I’m not just referring to their seven week journey back to Earth. They had, near the conclusion of The Martian Archaeologist, discovered the remains of an alien vessel on the Martian surface—a small scout ship constructed by a group of nomadic refugees who’d make their appearance in The Veya Child, coming to Earth in response to a signal that was accidentally triggered in the derelict.

I don’t consider The Veya Child a sequel to The Martian Archaeologist. The two are nothing alike for one thing and share none of the same characters for another. Yet, all the same, if Jack and Gemma lived through the events of that story, with a catastrophic war that turned large parts of the Earth to rubble, they could hardly help but be affected. So how then did they fare? 

Well, given the more upbeat tone of The Martian Archaeologist, there was never any question in my mind they’d still be alive and well when the dust had settled. But I still wanted to check on them just in case...
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1. Impending Apocalypses and Messed-Up Plans
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The world had ended and started over. 

It was surreal to say the least. More surreal was the nagging suspicion Jack Carter had that he’d been in some way responsible. He’d taken a seven week journey to Mars twelve years ago for an archaeological project and... How old had he been then? Forty-five? But it had happened twelve years ago. He and Gemma had found that derelict spacecraft buried in the Martian sands and as it was dragged under the dome of one of the Martian colonies for closer inspection, a prerecorded transmission from its long-dead occupants was triggered quite unintentionally—and a year and a half later, all the friends and relatives of these critters turned up. 

The experts reckoned these vagabonds, called the Veya, had been sitting somewhere in the Orion Spur of the Milky Way galaxy since around 1997, when their scouts crashed that ship on Mars. That accounted for the speed of their arrival in Earth’s orbit so soon after the transmission, since they were in the vicinity so to speak. And as for why they came, that was straightforward. They were looking for a new home.  

That everything after their appearance ended up such a mess was not surprising either. After being hastily assembled in direct response to the aliens’ arrival, the International Defense Alliance was never going to roll out the welcome mat. And with a renewed appetite for space colonization reaching fever pitch in some quarters, more than a few people in IDA had likely given the war a gentle nudge in order to capture some more Veya tech to reverse-engineer—after the derelict on Mars had whetted their appetites. In that way, they too could traverse distances in space at the speed these aliens could. In fact, there was widespread public speculation that a number of agencies sharing their technology, personnel and expertise with IDA had joined the alliance solely for that reason. As for the fact the Veya hadn’t found any other world to settle before arriving at Earth, this never fazed humanity’s enthusiasm for space colonization in the slightest. 

But however the war started, it culminated in a disaster when thousands of human-built colony ships launched into space while IDA distracted the Veya in orbit with a fusillade of nuclear warheads fired straight into their fleet. The surviving Veya responded in kind, taking out large swathes of Earth’s major population centers, before landing at various places around the planet and leaving the survivors—still a robust sized group—to try comprehending what had just happened. Most likely, it would take several generations for both humanity and the Veya to properly absorb the magnitude of the event. But after all that, Jack and Gemma’s expertise in archaeology was unlikely to be in demand for a while. People’s interests had shifted to more important matters like wondering what groceries and other products should be brought back into production, which ones weren’t worth the effort, and when they’d be able to watch their favorite TV shows again.

However, the transition for Jack and Gemma from being archaeologists to whatever-the-hell-they-were-now had started well before the catastrophe everyone remembered as Landing Day.

When the Veya first arrived, Jack and Gemma had been in Guatemala restoring the Mayan city of Tikal. Several years earlier, Gemma had been working on an excavation there alongside the renowned archaeologist Benito Figuero when the city had been badly damaged by General Guerra, a bandit in the region. Benito had been killed in the drama, shot by Guerra, and his loss had been mourned since. Gemma had been quite close to Benito but Jack had also worked with him in that same location years earlier still and had always regarded him fondly. Guerra had been shot later as well, but nobody who counted had been sad about that.

So given their connection to the place, their affection for the locals and the loving memory they shared for Benito, Jack and Gemma had decided—after the initial furor from Mars had quietened down—to go back to Tikal, hire a team of locals and put it back together as well as they could. Using their copious notes, photos and other reference material to make sure they got it right, they helped cement damaged sections of walls and put bricks back in place one by one. It was painstaking work, even with the sizeable team their sponsors had afforded them, but it was something they’d both talked about doing for months and neither of them regretted it—especially as they began to see the fruits of their labors.

Around midday after a couple of months on the project, Jack came into the shade of one of the gazebos scattered about the place, while Gemma was enthralling a rapt audience from their workforce with some of the city’s history. Checking his emails on his laptop, while gulping down the contents of his water bottle, he saw a message from his personal assistant Steph Bauer: 

Call me at the Toronto office when you get a chance. A TV network wants an exclusive with you and Gemma about the Martian derelict and the money’s so good, I can already hear Vancouver calling. The timeslot’s just two weeks away though and we need to decide by Friday if you want to do it, so there’s not much time to sit on this.

Jack chuckled to himself at the Vancouver bit. He and Steph both wanted their own place in Vancouver. But even combining his income with Gemma’s, Jack couldn’t afford it. Of course, Steph was exaggerating the network’s offer if she was implying it could get them all a dream house on the west coast—but if it was good enough to tear him and Gemma away from Tikal, it wasn’t anything to sneer at. Steph wouldn’t trouble him about it otherwise, since she knew they’d rather be there than doing a television spot. Particularly Gemma. And Jack knew if they wanted to keep doing projects like Tikal, they’d need money going forward—especially as the heightened interest in space-related nonsense translated to fewer sponsors for archaeological projects.

Jack called Steph back. “Hi. I got your message.”

There was the slightest pause at the other end and he imagined the young woman putting on one of her unreadable expressions. “And?”

Jack allowed himself another chuckle. “And what? You haven’t given me much to make a decision on here. Could I buy a place in Vancouver if I take this job or were you just exaggerating?”

“No-one can buy a place in Vancouver, Jack. You know that.”

Jack’s grin remained in place. “Now you’re exaggerating.”

“Not by much.” Steph’s voice took on a more earnest tone. “But I can tell you this could fund your restoration work down there for another four months. And I take it you want to finish the project?”

Jack wiped some of the sweat off his brow before he replied. “Yeah. We do.”

Another pause. “How’s it all going, by the way?”

“It’s going well.” As Jack glanced about at what the team had accomplished so far, he could already see the difference. “It’s going really well. I think Benito’s smiling down on us.”

“It can’t be easy abandoning it for a week or so to do this interview then.”

Jack sighed. “No.”

“Can your local hands keep things going while you’re away or would your absence bring everything to a standstill?”

“The head of the local team could keep some of it going,” Jack admitted, “and she knows where all our photos and notes are to help put everything back in the right place but...” He paused. “Do they want Gemma as well or could she stay here?

“They want you both.”

Jack frowned. He’d supposed as much but still...

“They know Gemma’s not fond of publicity, right? She downplayed every bit of her expertise when we were on Mars.” 

This was true. Aside from being an expert guide to getting around on that red planet, Jack had discovered she was an accomplished pilot, a knowledgeable source on orbital physics and—it turned out—a far better archaeologist than he ever could be. And yet, she’d kept her name off almost all her contributions to the field.

“They know,” Steph told him. “But whether she likes the limelight or not, she was on Mars with you and quite a lot of people know it. But look, if she’s uncomfortable with it, we don’t have to do this. Or if you’re uncomfortable. I can find other sponsors to keep your project going if I have to.”

That was true too.

“I don’t tell you this anywhere near enough,” Jack told her, “but I’m lucky to have you.”

“I know.” There was no audible chuckle over the phone but he pictured Steph smiling.

“Well, let’s try this television network arrangement first. I’ll talk it over with Gemma and get back to you.”
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How did Gemma always look so trendy, even on a dig? Jack had no idea. With her history lecture over and everyone on a break, she leant against the trunk of a tree having a cold drink. A black tank top, part of her usual ensemble, complimented her dark wavy hair well but her bare arms and legs were just as covered in dust and grime as Jack’s. Yet, as Jack glanced down at his ill-fitting dirty gray shirt and cargo pants, he couldn’t help but notice a dramatic divide between the level of elegance they both projected—with Gemma radiating sophistication to spare while he possessed none.

Gemma’s dark eyes lit up as he approached, no doubt catching the expression on his rather useless poker face. “What’s wrong?” she asked in a honey-like voice that still made Jack weak at the knees. 

She often had that effect on him. He adored everything about her, even down to the creases around her eyes, signs of all the years that had made her who she was. They were part of his wife’s story too.

“Oh, this shirt,” he muttered, forgoing any urges to wax lyrical in front of her. She was quite fond of romantic platitudes but not at all hours of the day. “It makes me look funny.”

“Your face does that, Jack,” she teased. “The shirt’s fine.” Leaning forward, she gave him a quick kiss that quietened any objections he may have raised over the quip. “What’s up?”

She listened as Jack relayed the conversation he’d had with Steph and, as expected, she didn’t like the idea. However, she also saw the benefit of the TV spot. Gemma had always been pragmatic that way.

––––––––
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Once they got back to Toronto, the network was kind enough to send them a preview of the questions they’d be asked and they perused them in their apartment.

Jack read one aloud. “Why do you think the alien scout ship you found crashed on Mars, given that it seems to be Earth that the aliens in orbit are interested in?” He looked at Gemma. “Not a clue. Mechanical failure?”

Gemma shrugged. “We can’t talk about what we don’t know. What’s the next one?”

“Um, let’s see. What could you tell about these aliens from your observations of the inside of the vessel?” Jack frowned. “From the two minutes we were allowed to look around? Seriously?”

Gemma however had something of the pensive look about her. “They’re a poor people. Desperate. The two occupants of that vessel were slightly built but even so, it was a cramped ship and it would have been difficult for them trying to scout this section of the Milky Way. The rest of the people must be equally desperate and who knows how long they’ve been wandering through space looking for somewhere to call home? The fact that the whole lot of them turned up almost straightaway after that transmission was triggered would seem to confirm that.”

Jack felt a little embarrassed. Gemma had given a thoughtful answer while he’d gone straight for a glib reply. He’d have to do better than that in front of the cameras. He jotted some of Gemma’s thoughts down. “All right. Let’s roll with that.” Looking at another item on the list, he perked up. “Oh, here’s an interesting one. Did General Guerra try to kill you?”

This was not the same General Guerra who’d murdered Benito but rather his son. This younger Guerra had staged a coup of his own on Mars, trying to take control of the three Martian colonies there for himself—and in the process, he’d sabotaged a shuttle Jack and Gemma had later taken for a trip beyond the protection of the colony domes. The flight out was fine but after they’d finished their excursion, they were unable to fly it back and were forced to return to the nearest colony on foot—and as their oxygen supplies almost expired before they made it, Guerra’s actions came pretty damn close to killing them. Fortunately, Guerra Junior was now doing time in a maximum security prison in the Hague, but it’d been a close call to say the least.

Gemma pursed her lips, frowning. “Well, if they want something juicy for this interview, we can tell them the whole story but if they want the short answer, then no. Guerra didn’t try to kill us. Remember, when we met him, he said we were welcome to go looking for finds outside the dome as long as we didn’t take them off Mars. He didn’t care what we were up to.”

“But he did sabotage the shuttle,” Jack reminded her.

“He sabotaged all the shuttles,” Gemma countered, without missing a beat. “Or at least his people did. But I doubt the plan was to kill anyone. They just wanted to make sure that the next time someone landed one, it wouldn’t take off again. It would slow everything done and limit the options for anyone trying to leave the colonies.”

They’d theorized all this before. Several times.

“Yeah, I know,” Jack conceded.

“In fact, I’d say Guerra forgot us completely after we were out of his sight.”

Jack made a quick note on his paper. “So no then. Still, maybe we can pad our answer to this one and skip some of these other questions.”

Gemma shrugged. “Well, we can discuss which questions would be best with the network. Steph said so.”

Jack nodded, his gaze still perusing the list. “Yeah, she did...” He smiled as he reached the last item. “I understand you two are married now. Do you think everything that happened on Mars brought you closer together?” Putting the list down, he put an arm around Gemma’s shoulder. “I’d say that was true, wouldn’t you?”

Smiling back at him, Gemma gave him an affectionate pat on the cheek. “Absolutely.”

––––––––
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The interview went well, which surprised Jack. Sure, he’d given talks before and sometimes there’d been cameras but he was still a little bedazzled when he and Gemma came out in front of a live audience.

Their instincts about the questions had been right. The host Kaylee Kalluk, a familiar face on the Canadian television scene from well back, opened the interview with some of the ones related to the alien’s tech—even though neither Jack nor Gemma could provide much information on it—but only as a preliminary to the more interesting stuff. As the world had never started a war with alien vagabonds before, it was an ever-popular topic of conversation around the water cooler and no television network would pass up the ratings that constant coverage of the IDA-alien standoff guaranteed.

However, once Kaylee got those questions out of the way and Gemma started on the story of Guerra and the shuttle incident, the audience was listening in rapt attention. And when—with a generous smile for everyone present—Gemma added that if it weren’t for everything that had happened on Mars they would never have fallen in love, the audience broke out into joyous applause. Jack for his part smiled at his wife and, a little shyly, at the nice people in the audience. 

He couldn’t have said that on TV; he’d be too embarrassed. But his wife, a career-eschewer of publicity, had nailed it. And for a few weeks, they were media darlings. Jack even saw pictures from the interview on the covers of some magazines.

But then the general mood regarding an alien armada in orbit got worse and public discourse moved on to weightier oppressive matters. That couldn’t be helped, Jack knew, and while being in the spotlight for a little while had been a lot more fun than he’d expected, it was only ever going to be a temporary state of affairs. And with everything in Toronto wrapped up for the time-being, it was time for him and Gemma to pack their things and head back to Tikal.

A couple of nights before the flight though, Jack got another call from Steph.

“Jack? I’m really sorry about this but you’re going to have to suspend the Tikal project indefinitely.”

“Why?” Jack asked, keeping his voice down so as not to worry Gemma unnecessarily. As she was making a coffee in the kitchen, he went to the living room window. “We’ve got the funding and the team’s waiting for us.”

“It’s IDA,” Steph explained. “They’re grounding flights in and out of the whole region. They say there have been multiple attempts by the Veya to land there.”

“The Veya? They’ve got a name now, do they?”

“IDA’s been listening to their conversations and they think it’s what these aliens call themselves, going by the frequency of the word. But who knows? Maybe ‘veya’ refers to us.”

“Or IDA, yeah. Still though, it’s nice to have something to call them other than ‘those aliens in orbit.’”

“True.”

“So they’ve been landing near Guatemala then?”

“They’ve been trying to, at least, and IDA’s setting up new bases in the area too. But the long and short of it is that no commercial, private, experimental or any other non-military flights are allowed in the area.”

Jack felt a knot in his stomach and a lump rising in his throat. If that was what was going on, it was soon going to be happening everywhere. His next thought was wondered aloud. 

“So what’s an archaeologist to do then?”

There was a slight pause, not long for Jack but plenty of time for Steph to give their mutual problem some consideration.

“Call Carl.”
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2. When Everyone Else is Going Crazy...
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Carl was a friend from way back when, even if Jack hadn’t realized just how good a friend he was until all the events on Mars. It was funny how everything went back to that red planet. 

To those who worked in paleontology or studied its various findings and developments, Carl had been seen as a prominent leader in the field—much as Jack had once been in archaeology—until the siren call of Mars had taken hold of him. From that moment, he’d become obsessed with the dream of discovering fossil evidence of life on the red planet, leading several near-hopeless expeditions there at the expense of investors who must have looked every bit as foolish as he did.

But he’d been the one who found the scrap of metal from the Vera derelict that had triggered Jack and Gemma’s own expedition to Mars. And when the remains of two Veya bodies had been found in the wreckage, Carl had been among the first experts to study them, an honor only possible because he’d been on Mars while his numerous peers had not. After that, neither Carl nor his investors had looked at all foolish. 

Steph was right. If Jack had paid more attention to things, he’d have known Carl had a constant stream of income flowing in from various appearances and interviews all thanks to the Veya in orbit. And if the public was clamoring for more about the Veya, he and Gemma could do far worse than follow his lead.

––––––––
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“So with everything that’s going on with the Veya, do you think maybe you’d be better off on Mars right now?”

Jack and Gemma had seen Carl a couple of times since he’d come back from the red planet but somehow, with all the Veya drama in the news, the last of those two meetings felt like a long time ago. Carl still looked younger than him, Jack thought, despite being older by a couple of years. His sandy blonde hair had fewer white streaks than his own mostly brown hair, assuming he wasn’t dying it of course. But the real appearance of unending youth was in his eyes and their earnest gaze. Jack had used to think there was something suspicious about that gaze and Carl’s enthusiasm for everything—it had seemed so artificial to him once—but he knew better now.

It was funny, he thought, gazing around the quiet Toronto café they’d chosen to meet up in with its calming dark walnut wood paneling and the windows by the entrance through which they could watch the other good citizens of Toronto passing by. A café and the hotel dining area had been their preferred hangouts on Mars as well. Of course, there hadn’t been a lot of choice; a day at the beach wasn’t an option there. But when he and Gemma had stayed on that harsh alien world, there’d been a certain comfort and security to be found in those things that had reminded him of home. The familiar. Which brought Jack back to Carl’s question about that same harsh alien world.

“Would I rather be on Mars?” he mused out loud, reaching for the inviting mocha latte on the table in front of him. “No.”

Carl chuckled, no doubt at Jack’s predictability and turned to Gemma. “What about you?”

Gemma smiled back. “I’d like to think I’m more open-minded than Jack but in this case, I’m with him.”

Carl nodded. “Well, I suppose it’s hypothetical since all travel to and from the place is indefinitely suspended, thanks to our friends in orbit. However, you’ll have to admit there’s a greater risk now in being here than there. The Veya haven’t exhibited any interest in Mars as far as we can tell.”

“I wonder why,” Jack said, seeing the obvious opening for a jibe and taking it. 

Gemma gave him a light jab in the arm for his efforts, though her attention was still on Carl. “I agree with that. Not Jack’s assertion that there’s nothing of value on Mars. But I think I’d feel guilty being safe on Mars if something happened here.”

Jack smiled, going for another jibe despite the fact Gemma most likely wouldn’t allow it. “Safe on Mars? There’s a—”

“No,” Gemma said in a firm voice, shutting him down. “And if something did indeed happen,” she told Carl, “it’s entirely possible I’d never be able to get back here again.”

Gemma was speaking Jack’s language now. 

“Well, I doubt it’d come to that,” he chimed in, trying for a bit of optimism. “The Veya hardly seem like an extinction level threat. And a planet’s a pretty big place.”

Gemma frowned. “You’d be the first to point out how much damage a handful of individuals can do to one. You’ve written articles ad nauseum about what corporate greed and government ineptitude have done to the world.”

Jack shrugged. “I suppose. But then the Veya could hardly be any worse, could they? Besides, if this is the end of the world, I’d rather go down with the ship than watch it sink from an ice float. Or a red ball of dust.”

Carl gave him a wry look. “So you’re a Terran, not a Martian then, Jack?”

Jack winced. “I hate that term ‘Terran’. It’s so tacky.”

“It’s better than Earthling though, isn’t it?”

“Debatable. What’s wrong with human?”

Her lips broadening in a smile, Gemma chided her husband. “But how would we differentiate ourselves from the Martians then?”

“Why differentiate ourselves at all?” Jack countered. “What’s a Martian but an Earthling on an interstellar vacation?”

“Well, technically it’s not an interstellar vacation,” Gemma pointed out, “since interstellar travel would be between stars. Now if they’d set up shop at Betelgeuse...”

Jack laughed. This was the playful Gemma he’d encountered when they’d first met. She was quite the multi-layered woman but he always liked her playful side. “Oh, stop it.” He turned back to Carl. “But putting your hypothetical question aside, since no-one’s traveling to Mars while that alien armada’s in orbit, we’ve got the more immediate problem of what a couple of archaeologists like Gemma and I are supposed to do. Not to mention Steph. I don’t want to let her go because I can’t afford to keep her on. I couldn’t find my shoes and socks without her.”

Carl’s earnest gaze morphed into a pensive one. “Well, if you can’t get to Tikal, what about something closer to home? Restoration work on one of Toronto’s oldest buildings or something like that?”

Jack grimaced. “They’re fine. Last time I checked, Scadding Cabin and Lavinia Cottage were in far better repair than the supermarket down the street.”

Carl chuckled. “Maybe you can restore that.”

“Maybe,” Jack agreed. “Someone should.” 

“But if that doesn’t work for you, another thing you could try is managing the Tikal restoration remotely—just talking over everything with the head of your team down there. I’ve done it before when I was down with a virus a few years back. It’s do-able.”

“Yeah, I suppose...” Jack agreed. “But we’ll hardly be able to keep that
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