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        * * *

      

      “The sky people have returned,” said Naram-Sin, King of the Heavens, the Four Corners, and the Universe.

      He was afraid.

      His grandfather had founded the largest empire on Earth, and Naram-Sin considered himself to be a living god—but even in the oldest stories, gods knew fear, and Naram-Sin was no exception.

      “But why have we come here?” asked Enli, following close on his master’s heels. “Heathens have toppled the walls of Akkad, my lord. Your son stands at the gates leading an army that is not his to command. What could possibly take precedence, when the rivers of the sacred city run bitter with the blood of your subjects?”

      “The sky people have returned,” repeated Naram-Sin. He clutched the sacred object to his chest. It was not the greatest prize—that was hidden in the Temple of Anu—but the gods had entrusted him with its safekeeping. Now that the great city had fallen, he was tasked with hiding it from their enemies. It was by this right that Naram-Sin considered himself divine. After all, had he not ascended to the heavens, to break bread with creatures who were not men?

      “Why do you not simply ask the gods for help?” asked Enli. He flinched when he realized his mistake. “The other gods, of course, my liege.”

      “I have tried to speak to the other gods,” the king explained. “They do not listen. I fear that they cannot hear me.”

      The King of the Universe clutched his treasure to his embroidered tunic and hurried through the streets of Ur-An. A low droning noise from the sky made him look up. “They are here,” he said quietly.

      Enli recoiled. “Are they? How can you tell?”

      From the sound of their sky-chariots, the great king thought, but he knew that his envoy would not understand. Instead of trying to explain, he shoved the relic into Enli’s hands.

      “You must do as I say,” the king commanded. “You must take this, and you must go into the heart of the city. You must find a well, or a refuse heap, someplace the sky people will not think to look, and you must do whatever it takes to make sure that it will not be found. Afterwards you may flee, or do whatever you think best, but you must swear on the name of every god that you will not speak of where it is hidden. Do you swear it?”

      “I swear it,” said Enli, then lifted his eyes to the shadowed heavens. “As you say, your highness.”

      “Goodbye, Enli,” said the King of the Universe. Then he turned to face his enemies.

      The sky people and the gods were not the same, although they dwelt in the same dark, expansive firmament. The gods had tried to explain that they moved freely throughout the cosmos, making their homes among the stars themselves. Naram-Sin could not truly understand, although he had tried. The means by which they came and went were still as mysterious to him as magic, although he had learned to recognize the sound of the mighty fires that kept their sky-chariots aloft.

      Other things, he had understood better. When Enli was safely out of sight, Naram-Sin stood his ground, prepared to buy his servant whatever time he had left. Reaching into the folds of his tunic, he produced one of the two weapons given to him by the gods. He unslung the bow from about his shoulders, nocked one of their arrows, and waited.

      The first of the sky people’s vessels appeared over the low clay roofs, familiar silver behemoths ringed with blinking lights. As they passed above the houses, the fires that powered them blasted holes through the wood-and-daub roofs. Naram-Sin heard his people crying out for help within.

      Naram-Sin took aim, his bare arms glinting bronze in the afternoon sun. Planting his feet firmly, he raised the first arrow; there were only five. He would have to make every shot count.

      A second before he released the arrow, a ring of blue light crackled around the hooked tip. As the bowstring snapped back, the arrow flew true, striking along a seam where the segments of the sky-chariot met. A moment later, a bolt of what looked like lightning split the vessel in two. The resulting explosion forced Naram-Sin to duck between two nearby houses as what remained of the vessel crashed to earth.

      Four arrows left.

      He flung the bow over his shoulder and hauled himself up the side of the nearest structure, then ran from roof to roof, leaping over the gaps in between houses.

      You led your armies against the Lulubi, and they fell, he told himself, vaulting across the streets. You will fight until your last breath. As a second vessel approached, he straightened, his braided black hair blowing about his face under the force of the fire wings that the gods called “thrusters.” This time he aimed for them. The resulting blast sent him flying off the roof, landing heavily on the ground below. When he rolled to his feet, he found himself face-to-face with a pair of sandals.

      “It’s the king,” called a man’s voice. Naram-Sin pulled himself to his feet, still gasping for air following the force of the blast.

      “What has happened, Lord?” asked one of the men.

      “Akkad has fallen,” he told them. “The gods have cursed us.” It was easier to speak this way—they would understand his explanation, even if it was only half-true. He pointed to the sky, where the vessels now hovered above them. There were nearly two handfuls of them. Naram-Sin sighed. He had secretly hoped that the people of Ur-An might be spared. There was little chance of that now.

      “Shall we fight them?” asked one of the men, eyeing Naram-Sin’s bow.

      The king shook his head. “Take your families and flee the city. You are no match for them. I will do what must be done.”

      He didn’t know what they saw when they looked at him, but they seemed to believe him. Whether they thought he stood a chance, or were simply hoping for an opportunity to escape, the king did not know. What he did know was that the ships were still coming.

      Time. That was all that was needed of him.

      He was not as young as he had been; his son would have been better suited for this task. I do not think his reign will be a long one, thought Naram-Sin sadly. Such was the way of gods. They came and went so easily.

      He ran through the streets, ducking between the walls as people fled past, crying out in terror, dragging their loved ones and carrying what little they’d had time to collect on their backs. When he looked up to find himself centered beneath a vessel, he fired his third arrow; the damaged sky-chariot careened into the side of a temple, scattering the heavy stones across the sand.

      Seconds later, two fiery blasts arced above him, collapsing one of the gates leading out of the city. Naram-Sin heard the screams, but when he looked toward the blast, he was only half-aware of the people digging through the rubble to rescue those who were buried.

      The wall. He should go to the wall.

      It wasn’t easy to think quickly during a fight against demons, but the King of the Four Corners had faced greater challenges. He ran for the ladder, cursing mightily when a beam of green light from one of the vessels scorched his arm. When he reached the top of the wall, he fired on the vessel that had brought down the gate. As his arrow struck, he saw the look of surprise in his opponents’ eyes. Their features were inhuman, but the expression of a creature who saw its death coming was familiar enough. The sky-chariot careened into the sand before it burst apart.

      One arrow left. Ordinary arrows would have no effect at all; he had seen what happened when the people of Akkad fired on the sky ships. Once this last shot was spent, the king would have no recourse but to use the second and more deadly of the gifts he had been given. He drew a deep breath, calling on all the old divinities to stand beside him, although he knew it was futile. Like the great city where he had reigned for so long, his time was coming to an end.

      At least he was determined that he would not die alone. These whoresons and their vessels would follow him into the underworld.

      There was a whistling sound behind him, and the king turned, bow drawn, to face his enemy. The sky-chariot was already upon him, and the charged arrow burst across its hull; this time, when the airship blew apart, Naram-Sin fell as well.

      He hit the earth with a tremendous crack and felt his bones give way. When he tried to move, his limbs would not obey him. He could barely turn his head. He could feel the weight of the pouch at his waist, but he could not reach for it.

      No, he thought, I need more time. Just a little more time. I will sacrifice all I have built, Inanna, if you will only grant me this one final mercy.

      “My Lord?” asked a familiar voice. “Do you hear me?”

      “Enli?” asked Naram-Sin. His voice was weak; it hurt to speak. “I told you to flee.”

      “You told me to take the secret with me,” said Enli reasonably, kneeling beside the king. “Dead men cannot speak. Tell me, my lord, what more do you ask of me?”

      “In the pouch… at my hip…” the king breathed. He could already feel the life leaving him. “There is a weapon...”

      Enli’s hands fumbled at the pouch. There were so many ships in the sky now that they blotted out the sun.

      “This, my liege?” he asked, holding up the small box.

      “Open it.”

      Enli nodded, undoing the latch.

      “Enli?” asked the king. “Is the relic hidden?”

      “I did the best I could, Lord,” said Enli. “I found a place beneath the city, and cast it into a well, in a place belowground where the sky people will never think to look. And I prayed to the gods that the tablet would not be found in a hundred lifetimes.”

      Naram-Sin smiled; maybe Inanna would answer Enli’s prayers, since he still believed in her. “Open it.”

      When the other gods had shown Naram-Sin the stars in their sleek silver airships that danced along the edges of the night, they had tried to explain the box’s purpose. Naram-Sin did not understand the mechanics of it; only that it harnessed the energy like that of the day star. He did not know everything, but he understood that there was more at stake than his life, than his dynasty, even his kingdom. He must protect what had been entrusted to him, no matter the cost.

      Enli opened the box, activating the palm-sized device within. For a moment, there was silence as sound was ripped away into the vacuum. Then there was a burst of light, and every vessel around them blew apart, leaving Enli and his king at the center of a maelstrom that vaporized the flesh right off their bones, turning them instantly to ash.

      Within moments, the sky was empty, and Ur-An had been stricken from the face of the earth.
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        Scientists Go Ga-Ga Over Underwater Discovery

      

      

      
        
        ENCELADUS: Xenoanthropologists were presented with a rare treat this week when an unmanned submersible on Saturn’s moon Enceladus discovered complex amino acid chains that scientists say could be the dormant descendants of alien life that once existed on the tiny moon.

        “It’s going to change a lot of assumptions,” said MIT researcher Daisy Driskel, who was not associated with the finding. “If this holds up, it will be the first time we’ve found fully viable organic compounds anywhere outside of Earth.”

        Enceladus is an active moon that hides a global ocean of liquid saltwater beneath its icy surface, and has long been considered a potential environment for extraterrestrial life. The moon’s most distinctive features are its plumes—geysers of ocean water that extend hundreds of miles into space to form Saturn’s vast and spectacular outermost ring.

        “If Saturn is the solar system’s showpiece,” Driskel said, “Enceladus is the engine that makes it go.”

        This week’s announcement follows the recent discovery of an unusual ore deposit on the moon’s ocean floor. Researchers aren’t sure if the two findings are related.
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        * * *

      

      When Carpenter Lowell had applied to the United States Space Corps, he hadn’t pictured himself babysitting scientists at an archaeological dig. What was the point of scraping up the Martian surface, anyway? It was nothing but dust and rocks out here. One of Mars’ largest settlements stood only a few hundred kilometers away. If he’d been stationed there, Lowell would have understood.

      Two Chinese Space Corps hovercraft had been spotted scoping out the surface only a few days before. A lot of funding had gone into establishing a major colony out here, and heads would roll if they let a foreign military interfere with that investment. That should have taken precedence.

      And yet, here he stood, kitted out in his Corps suit, a low-grav rifle slung over his shoulder, watching a dozen archaeologists putter around a roped-off square of red soil on a remote section of the planet’s surface.

      “What are they looking for?” he asked his commanding officer.

      Lieutenant Larry Munroe shrugged. “Does it matter?” His voice echoed crisply through the speaker in his helmet.

      He wasn’t wrong.

      Lowell’s unit had only been established about eight months ago. Most of them had been hand-picked from other branches of the military, chosen because they had some outstanding quality that made the higher-ups take note. A lot of them were sharpshooters, and like Lowell himself, they were all lifers.

      Which begged the question: why would an elite squad of soldiers be sent all the way out here? Lowell’s last assignment had been in the Middle East; before that, he’d been stationed near a refugee camp in Jordan, charged with protecting the med-student volunteers. Now he was working with a unit of twelve men who took rotating shifts to oversee the dig.

      “So we get to stand around and watch a bunch of eggheads at play,” said Collins dismissively. He struck Lowell as the kind of man who would have spat a lot, if it weren’t for their helmets.

      Sometimes he was glad that he couldn’t see the other men’s faces. The helmets lent everyone a bit of anonymity.

      Lowell hadn’t exactly loved his old assignments, but he’d liked knowing that he was one of the good guys, and that the other Marines had his back. Sure, there had been guys who’d spike your coffee with laxatives, given half a chance, but they’d also cover you in a firefight, no questions asked.

      But things had felt odd since he’d joined Munroe’s team. Some of the guys could be real assholes, and Munroe almost never bothered to call them out on it.

      Vasko sighed. “I hate this. It’s a waste of time. They should have us out there taking pot-shots at the Chinese.” He jerked his thumb toward the sky. “I wouldn’t mind taking out a couple of their ships. That would teach ‘em a lesson, wouldn’t it?”

      “They’re our allies,” said Lowell evenly. “We might not like them hanging around, but if we fire the first shot, there’ll be hell to pay.”

      “So bait their fire,” said Vasko, shrugging. “You know what I mean? Taunt them until they slip up, then call it self-defense.”

      “Unless that’s what they’re doing to us,” added Collins. “I hear they’ve got a cloaking device in the works. If they wanted to sneak around, they could. The fact that we saw them tells me that they want to be seen.”

      “Damn,” muttered Vasko, “I hadn’t thought of that…”

      “We’re not in a war zone,” Lowell pointed out. “Nobody has anything to gain by firing shots out here.”

      “Christ, Lowell, you probably want to work with them,” spat Vasko.

      “Maybe I just don’t feel like I need to discharge my rifle to prove something,” Lowell muttered.

      If they’d been standing fifty feet apart in the desert, his words would have been lost in the wind, but he sometimes forgot that the radio link meant that his squad could hear his every word, no matter how low he kept his voice.

      “You wanna go, Lowell?” asked Vasko, whipping his head around. “I’ll throw down. Come say that to my face.”

      “Kinda proving his point, aren’t you?” Collins said amiably. He sounded like he was chewing gum, and Lowell had yet to figure out if he’d somehow found a way to keep a stash in his helmet with him, or if he just chewed the same piece all eight hours of their watch. “Besides, if the Chinese are scoping anything out, it’s the settlement. They don’t give a rat’s ass about these dorks.”

      Munroe was silent. It was times like this that Lowell wished he could see the lieutenant’s face to read his expression. Lowell would have bet all of his back pay that Munroe knew more about the mission than he’d passed on, and that there was more to it than met the eye.

      Vasko had started ranting again, but Lowell tuned him out. Something was happening at the dig site: one of the figures had raised their arm, waving frantically as they pointed to something in the dirt. Lowell couldn’t see what it was, but the person was obviously excited.

      Their squad didn’t have much interaction with the scientists, and the fact that they all looked the same in their suits made it impossible to keep track of which one was which. Only the dig lead, Samuel, stood out. He was tall with a bright blue helmet to make him easier for the team to identify. Samuel had chatted with the team a few times, and Lowell got the impression he was a nice enough guy, if a bit high-strung.

      Within moments, everyone onsite had gathered around, and Samuel stood above the rest. He appeared to be talking, waving his hands for emphasis.

      Lowell’s squad communicated on an encrypted frequency, and the dig team had their own, but they had a less restricted channel they shared with Samuel. The doctor looked up from the find and waved Munroe over, hailing them on the main channel.

      “I think we’ve found it, gentlemen,” he said. “Care to come take a look?”

      Munroe gestured for the men to hold their positions, and then jogged across the Martian surface, kicking up red dust as he went. He was able to cover the distance in only a few long strides—one of the advantages of Mars’ low gravity.

      So he does know what we’re looking for, thought Lowell. He had the sense to keep the observation to himself—this time, at least. He was used to only having the partial story on an assignment, but if that was the case, then whatever they were after was probably considered a state secret.

      Which meant that maybe Vasko had a point about not trusting their allies.

      Munroe bent over the dig site, peering down at whatever was there. “Well, I’ll be damned,” he said. “It is here. Good work, Doctor.”

      “What the hell is it?” asked Vasko over the private channel.

      “Not our place to know,” said Collins. “Mind your own business.”

      They were still turned toward the dig site, but the hair at the back of Lowell’s neck had started to prickle. In his early days, he’d been stationed in the jungles of the Philippines. It had taken him a while to get used to the sounds of all the animals out there, especially at night; but he’d learned that whenever they got quiet, something big was coming.

      There were no animals to alert Lowell in that moment, but there was something else, something neither seen nor heard, but felt, like the rumble of an engine reverberating through his bones. He looked back over his shoulder and saw a faint shimmer move across the sky.

      I hear they’ve got a cloaking device in the works.

      “Incoming!” cried Lowell.

      Less than a second later, the vessel opened fire.

      “What did I tell you!?” shrieked Vasko as he dropped onto his belly.

      Lowell still couldn’t see the ship, but he could see the place where it had passed. He fired two quick shots into the center of its mass, and he saw two accompanying bursts of sparks where the shots landed.

      The vessel was still firing on the dig, and the archaeologists scattered. If he’d been on the dig channel, Lowell was sure he would have heard them screaming.

      “Looks like you get to take your potshots, Vasko,” Lowell grunted. “Cover me.”

      The Martian landscape didn’t provide a lot of opportunity for cover, so Lowell didn’t bother trying to hide. Instead, he bolted toward their transport, running in zig-zags to avoid any intentional fire from above. The ship was still strafing the dig site, its gunner more interested in whatever was there than in targeting the soldiers.

      Bet they’re not alone, he thought. The report said there were two.

      Even as he thought it, another burst of gunfire kicked up plumes of red dust right on Lowell’s heels. He rolled under the armored transport just in time and felt the vehicle rock as it was pelted with artillery.

      One of the most frustrating things about space was how it robbed Lowell of his senses. In ordinary combat, he’d have listened for a break in the gunfire, or used the sound of engines to pinpoint his enemy’s location. Now, he had to rely on sight and feel alone—and only what he could feel through the suit, like the percussive blasts of gunfire striking the vehicle above.

      Screw it, he thought, rolling sideways until he emerged on the far side of the transport, and yanked the hatch open. If his senses were going to be limited, he’d have to rely on his instincts. He hauled himself up the ladder toward the top of the vehicle, where a glass dome enclosed the controls for the transport’s turret.

      Lowell’s grasp of physics had never gotten beyond a high school understanding; he’d shipped out with the Marines right after senior year, and never looked back. In the two months of debriefing he’d gone through before taking this assignment, he’d sat through an excruciating presentation about how munitions worked in Mars’ low gravity, and why carrying anything other than the approved guns could result in… well, all right, Lowell had zoned out for that part. Something to do with blowback, and how shrapnel traveled farther in the low grav.

      That didn’t mean that they were sent out unarmed. With an ordinary gun, the recoil presented a problem. The soundwave cannon on the turret could do a bit more damage; if he fired it directly at a person, it could vibrate the water in their bodies to the point that it would induce tissue shearing. The hull of the ship might protect the soldiers aboard enough to keep them from dying.

      Maybe. At this point, Lowell didn’t care either way. They’d fired on him first, and they were fair game now.

      “What’s the plan?” asked Vasko.

      “I’m going to see if I can knock out their cloaking devices,” said Lowell. “Can you get a bead on either of the vessels?”

      “You mean there’s more than one?” asked Collins. “Oh, hell yeah. Let’s take ‘em down.”

      “One at a time,” said Lowell.

      “Yeah,” said Vasko, “I got an idea.”

      While Lowell fired up the cannon, he saw Vasko stand up from the rubble of the dig site. He lifted one arm high over his head and hauled back, then lobbed something into the sky, close to where the last of the shots had been fired.

      Paint grenade, thought Lowell. Smart.

      It arced through the air until it hit something mid-flight, then burst apart, splattering across the side of the ship. Lowell grinned. They’d been using the devices in training, along with paintball guns, to get used to combat in Mars’ lower gravity. All the grenade did was burst open, leaving a splatter of blue paint across the ship’s hull.

      It also gave Lowell an easy target.

      “Gotcha,” Lowell muttered, and locked the cannon’s sights on the paint splatter.

      He felt the whole transport rumble beneath him as he fired. He could see when the shot hit, rippling off the surface of the other vessel and making the fresh splatter of paint across the side bubble and pop. The ship came into view as the sonic wave shut down parts of its engine function. Through the windshield, Lowell could see the pilot’s wide, bloodshot eyes just before the ship banked to the side, crashing into the ground. Lowell saw a gout of fire erupt within. The fire died within seconds as the hull was breached and Mars’ atmosphere smothered the flame.

      Collins whooped so loudly that the speakers crackled. “Yeah! That’s what I’m talkin’ about!”

      “One down,” said Lowell, rotating the turret. “One to go.”

      All of the archaeologists had taken cover by now, and the crew of the second ship must have realized how they’d targeted the first. They had the good sense to hold their fire.

      Maybe the other vessel had left when it had the chance, but Lowell doubted it. The CSC wouldn’t let one of their experimental ships fall into the hands of a US force without a fight.

      Common sense said that the two vessels were probably the same model, especially if this cloaking device was still in the experimental phases. The downed ship was small, probably a three-man crew at most. The smoking wreckage was covered with a thin, silvery material that had peeled back in places. If that, as Lowell suspected, was part of the cloaking device, then the other ship had three-hundred-and-sixty-degree coverage. It was small enough that firing randomly would be a waste of time and power.

      “I don’t see the other one,” said Collins. Lowell wasn’t sure where the man had holed up, but he wasn’t visible from the turret.

      Vasko, on the other hand, was still standing up, spinning around and around as he looked into the sky. “Me neither.”

      “Take cover, you idiot,” Lowell barked. “You’re making yourself a target.”

      The figure fell to the ground immediately, and he heard Vasko’s grunt through the channel. “Aw, Lowell,” he said, “I didn’t know you cared.”

      Lowell felt that prickle on his neck again, and he caught a slight movement out of the corner of his eye. It might have been nothing more than a reflection in the polished dome of the turret, but all he had was his gut to go on. He didn’t hesitate; he swung the turret to the left and slammed his palm down on the controls.

      The CSC ship came into view just as it closed in on him, opening fire as it did so. His aim had been good and the ship bucked pleasingly from the impact, but then it banked sharply lower than he’d expected. Instead of passing over him as he’d hoped, the ship was now careening toward the rocky ground just in front of him.

      “Jesus Christ, Lowell, get out of there!” screamed Collins.

      There was no time to make a clean exit. Instead, Lowell lifted his gun and fired a shot into the side of the clear dome, blowing a hole through it. Then he launched himself out only a second before the ship smashed into the side of the transport.

      He flattened himself as close to the ground as possible as the ship tore through the vehicle. He felt the impact echoing up through his chest, and flinched as bits of the wreckage collapsed around him. There was less danger of being crushed by debris than there would have been in a collision on Earth, partly because of the lower gravity and partly because of the protection offered by his suit. Still, if any of the metal shards did manage to puncture the suit or crack his helmet, he’d be dead inside a minute.

      He lay there, breathing hard, for a long moment. But the oxygen didn’t run out, and he didn’t die.

      “Lowell?” asked Vasko urgently. “Lowell, you okay?”

      “I think so,” he grunted.

      “You crazy bastard,” cackled Collins. “How did you even see that guy coming?”

      “Lucky, I guess,” he said, which was probably at least half-true. The rest was pure instinct.

      He tried to sit up, but a panel of the transport lay on top of him. It was hard to lift himself up enough to get any leverage. He didn’t have to struggle for long, however, before the panel was lifted off of him, and Vasko and Collins hauled him to his feet.

      “Damn,” said Vasko, “I take it back. You might be worth two shits after all.”

      “Likewise,” Lowell said. “Paint grenade was smart.”

      Collins nodded his agreement. “Yeah, Vasko, you’re not as dumb as you look.”

      Vasko gave him the finger.

      Lowell turned to look at the wreckage of the two small vessels. “So much for the new cloaking devices.”

      “Let’s make sure they’re down,” said Collins, patting Lowell on the back of his suit. “Nice work.”

      Collins and Vasko each ran off toward a different CSC ship to check for survivors. Lowell stood there for a moment, just breathing. He was punchy with adrenaline, which was why it took him so long to remember the dig.

      The scientists hadn’t hailed them. Nor had Munroe.

      That was odd. Lowell turned back toward the dig and switched over to the shared frequency. “Everything all right over there?”

      No one answered. “Lieutenant?”

      Still nothing. He jogged over. The ground was pockmarked from when the other vessel had strafed over the site, but he saw no sign of the scientists or Munroe. There was a little rise in front of him, and then a dip in the ground just beyond; he made for that, wondering if they’d managed to hide there.

      “Hello?” he asked.

      The channel was dead. He was just wondering whether he had gotten the frequency wrong when he tripped over a rock.

      Except it wasn’t a rock. It was a helmet.

      A sour taste rose in Lowell’s throat. Whoever the helmet had belonged to was dead; there were no two ways about it. He took another nervous, shuffling step forward.

      “Good work, Lowell,” said Munroe suddenly, and Lowell jumped. He looked up to see the other man’s figure cresting the rise. “Nice shooting. I’m impressed—but that’s why we hand-picked you, of course.”

      “Sir?” asked Lowell. “Where’s the science team?”

      Munroe shook his head, and his voice sounded sorrowful. “The enemy vessels opened fire right on the site. There was no chance for them to get away.”

      “But we saw them running for cover,” said Lowell. “Surely some of them must⁠—”

      “Those who didn’t die from their wounds were killed by exposure,” said Munroe. “Punctured suits. They’re gone, Lowell. All of them.”

      Lowell opened his mouth, then closed it again. He looked down at the helmet resting by his foot. Despite the film of red dust that clung to it, the paint underneath was recognizably blue. As much as he didn’t want to see a severed head along with the helmet, not seeing one was a bigger problem. It meant the helmet had come off at some point on its own. He could see the clasp on the back—it was intact and undamaged, yet partially removed from its housing. No Chinese strafing fire had done that.

      That helmet wasn’t blown off. It was taken off.

      “We’ll have to bring a team out here to clean up,” Munroe continued. “Maybe we can recover the artifact, but the loss of civilian life is our primary concern, of course. We’ll get the rest of the squad out here to help see what we can save.”

      “Of course,” Lowell echoed.

      Artifact. That must be the thing that Samuel had told Munroe about. He knew enough to bite his tongue this time to make sure that his thoughts weren’t accidentally broadcast to the lieutenant and his companions. But he’d been standing and staring too long not to catch Munroe’s attention.

      “Problem, Lowell?”

      Hell, yeah, there’s a problem, sir. Somebody used this attack as cover to kill at least one of these guys—probably more—and take whatever they found. And I’m starting to think it was you. Sir.

      “No problem,” Lowell said. “Just a shame.”

      He made a mental note of the location of the helmet and the approximate position of the other bodies. Lowell wasn’t naïve. Targeted killing was part of the business, so it was possible that Munroe’s actions were sanctioned. But this wasn’t a designated mission, and the lieutenant was clearly trying to cover his tracks. At the very least, Lowell had to report this.

      He felt Munroe studying him. He wished he could read his superior’s expression through the helmet as he held his gaze for a long second. Then two. Then three.

      At last, Munroe nodded in Lowell’s direction. “A damn shame.”

      He turned. “Do us both a favor and don’t try and grow a brain, Lowell,” he said over his shoulder as he strode away. “It’s bad for your career.”
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        FOUR YEARS LATER

        Ur-An, Iraq
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      In the three months since he’d arrived at the dig site in Southern Iraq, Peter Chang had visited every part of the ancient settlement.

      He’d spent his undergrad days dreaming of Çatalhöyük and Chichen Itza, signing up for every study-abroad opportunity that the university offered. He’d spent three weeks digging at a Roman port on the northern coast of Minorca; a weekend in Sbetlia in western Tunisia; a month in Athens mapping ancient grave sites beneath the modern-day Monastiraki Market; and one perfect, scorching summer in the Valley of the Kings, praying to stumble upon a hidden chamber that would put the discoveries of Howard Carter to shame. He had all but harassed the head of the dig at Ur-An to add him to the permit.

      And what had he found in those last three months?

      Pottery.

      Miles upon miles upon miles of pottery.

      “This is Nile clay!” said Jana, bouncing with glee as she held up three large sherds of a clay bowl.

      “Are you serious?” asked Amira, scooting closer to examine it. “Oh my gosh, do you know what this means?”

      “Of course we do,” sighed Connor, rolling his eyes. “We all have the same degree, you know.”

      Amira smacked his arm. “Then why aren’t you excited? This could revolutionize our assumptions about trans-Mediterranean trade from the era. Professor Keating might let us help with the research! Can you imagine what it would do for us to have our names associated with a groundbreaking paper on the trade? Peter, have you seen this?”

      “He doesn’t care,” smirked Connor. “He’s over there sulking because he doesn’t get to play Indiana Jones.”

      “I’m not sulking,” lied Peter. “May I see it, Jana?” He held out a gloved hand, and Jana gently placed the fragile sherd on his palm. Jana had a magnificent eye for pottery, and Peter was sure that a more complete examination of the piece would prove her right. That would be big news in their circles. Professor Keating would be thrilled with her find.

      The trouble was, Peter simply didn’t care. Connor might be a jerk, but he was right about one thing: Peter had gone into this field for all the wrong reasons, and there was no pottery sherd thrilling enough to hold his attention for long. A seal, a tablet, even an anachronistic ripple-flaked knife would have gotten his blood pumping, but he seemed to have found himself in the one Sumerian site where there wasn’t a single exciting item waiting to be discovered.

      Perhaps Keating had heard their commotion, because a moment later he strode out from their dig building. He loped over to them, wearing a long-sleeved button-down despite the heat, just as he always did. The man was hardcore, and he had a list of accolades a mile long. Someday, Peter hoped to achieve that level of badass-professor aura. Peter had worked as a TA last semester, and he doubted that Professor Keating put up with the same types of sloppy nonsense that so plagued the classrooms of the other profs.

      “Did you find something?” asked Keating, adjusting his glasses. The girls swooned as his arms flexed beneath his sleeves. The man was built.

      That’s because his dissertation is miles behind him, thought Peter, who couldn’t remember the last time he’d had the leisure to go to a gym. At home, his dissertation consumed his every waking thought. Out here in the desert, it was all he could do to keep up with his academic duties and drink enough water to stay alive.

      Jana took the pottery back from Peter and held it up. “Nile clay,” she said, fluttering her eyelashes. “What do you think, Professor? Good find?”

      “Excellent, Jana,” he told her, holding the sherd up to the light. “I’ll take this inside right away. You can do the honors later, all right?”

      Jana beamed.

      As Keating strolled back to the dig house, Connor let out a world-weary sigh. “Oh, come on, how come he’s never out here working with us?”

      “I know,” said Amira, pulling at the front of her shirt to fan herself. “I’d pay good money to have him out here.”

      “Oh, I think we’d overheat,” chuckled Jana. “He’s smoking.”

      Connor turned to Peter and jerked his thumb toward the girls. “Dude, what is wrong with them?”

      “I seem to recall you having the hots for Professor Gill,” said Peter, wiping a trickle of sweat from his forehead. If he’d had to wear long sleeves in this weather, he’d have dropped dead from heat stroke. He wouldn’t last half an hour.

      “That’s because she’s a cougar,” said Connor, growling. “She has a bangin’ bod.”

      “Gross,” said Amira, rolling her eyes.

      “How come it’s okay when you’re a creep, but not when I do it?” Connor demanded.

      Jana and Amira looked at each other, then slowly shook their heads.

      “Whatever,” said Connor, shaking his own head and getting back to work. “Oh, hey, look what I found. More pottery!”

      “Let me give you some suggestions about where you can shove that crummy attitude of yours,” said Jana, narrowing her eyes.

      Peter turned back to the soil, digging his gloved hands into the sandy ground. They were only irritable because of the heat and the long, repetitive days. If they found something good, their moods would bounce back immediately. Peter had seen it happen on more than one occasion at other sites.

      “That was a great find, Jana,” he said, wiping another rivulet of sweat out of his eyes. The salt burned. “Beer’s on me tonight.”

      “Yes!” cried Amira, pumping her arm in victory. “Maybe we’ll get something other than Stella for once.”

      “I meant for Jana,” Peter said. “But if either of you can one-up her, then sure, I’ll buy enough for everyone.”

      Buoyed by the promise of free drinks, the four of them got back to work with renewed vigor. Peter was silently promising himself that he would try to be more excited about his colleagues’ finds in the future, when his fingers struck something hard and cool beneath the sand.

      More pottery, he thought, sifting the grey dust aside.

      He was wrong. Lying in the sand, winking bright in the sun despite the four millennia it had spent buried in the earth, was something that Peter had never seen before.

      “What do you have there?” demanded Connor, peering over at his square.

      “I don’t know,” said Peter, reaching for his brush so that he could excavate more carefully.

      Peter would have been surprised to unearth a bit of iron, or even steel, within the ruins of Ur-An. Even a corroded copper ingot would have been an exciting find. Instead, the edges of the squared-off object glittered in the sun like freshly-burnished stainless steel or newly polished silver.

      “What the heck…?” Amira asked.

      “It looks modern,” said Jana, frowning. “How did it get all the way down here?”

      Peter had known from the moment he touched it that the thing beneath the sand would be a tablet of some kind. As he worked his way in from the edges, he gasped in delight. It was a long, flat sheet, into which tiny cuneiform writing had been etched. Most tablets were formed from impressions left in soft clay, dried in the sun for preservation. Sometimes the words were carved into stone. Peter had never seen one cut into metal before, and he’d never read about one, either. The material itself was strange. When Peter lifted it to shake the sand loose, he realized that the metal was nearly as lightweight as aluminum.

      “What is that?” Jana demanded, poking her head over Amira’s shoulder. “Is this one of your stupid pranks, Connor?”

      “Me?” asked Connor, looking up from the tablet. “What, you think I buried this here as a practical joke or something?”

      “Well, I didn’t do it.” Jana crossed her arms. “And I was talking with Amira last night.”

      “Which leaves Peter, too,” Connor pointed out. “Why not blame him?”

      “What if it’s not a prank?” Peter asked. His eyes were still fixed on the tablet. The words were rendered with all the precision of a laser cutter.

      “No,” said Jana suddenly. “Peter, if you say it, I will slap you.”

      “Like that’s going to stop him,” Amira snorted.

      “Let me guess: you think it’s aliens?” asked Connor.

      “But what if it is,” said Peter, eliciting a groan from the whole group. “People have reported encounters with extraterrestrial life for millennia. There are photographs.”

      “Told you,” said Amira smugly, looking down at Jana.

      The other girl had buried her head in her hands. “Every time,” she groaned. “Without fail. Why does it even surprise me anymore?”

      “No idea,” said Connor. “It’s inevitable. He can’t help himself. All right, Peter. Let’s hear the next great Chang Conspiracy.”

      “Or better yet, let’s not,” said Jana, pinching the bridge of her nose between her fingers.

      “Oh, let him tell us,” said Amira, winking at Peter. “I think it’s cute.”

      “Dude, we all know you guys hooked up at the start of the summer,” Connor groaned. “Get him to tell you as part of his pillow talk or whatever. We don’t need to see a cute side of Peter.”

      Peter scowled at him, brandishing the tablet. “You didn’t accuse Jana of sneaking out in the night to plant Nile-clay pottery. Why won’t any of you even consider that this could be the real deal, too?”

      “Uh, because the ancient Egyptians existed,” said Connor slowly, as though Peter was being willfully dense. “Ancient aliens did not. You see my point?”

      “Prove it,” said Peter. “Because I’m sitting here with evidence that they might exist, and you’ve already written it off.”

      “I haven’t,” said Amira. “I’m not saying that it proves anything either way, but I’m not dismissing you out of hand.”

      “Listen, there’s plenty of proof—” Peter began.

      Connor scoffed. “Let me guess. This conversation is going to drag on for three hours and include a lengthy description of ley lines, magnetic hotspots, ancient religions, little green men, and a bunch of other mumbo-jumbo. I swear, it’s like listening to one of your old man’s lectures. Can it, Chang. We’ve heard it all.”

      “Actually, I think greys are a lot more likely than LGMs,” Peter said. “Not that it matters, I suppose, because so many people describe UFOs as having a green light that they might make green skin look grey…”

      “None of it matters,” Connor snapped. “Unless you want to talk about probing. I’m down to hear about a good probing.”

      Peter snapped his mouth shut, but Amira put a comforting hand on his shoulder. “Can you read it?”

      “What, just free-reading?” asked Jana. She shielded her eyes with her hands; the reflection of the sunlight on the polished tablet was nearly blinding.

      “He’s really good at it,” said Amira encouragingly. “He’s a linguistics guru. Go on, Peter, what does it say?”

      Peter sighed. “You’re just humoring me.”

      “I’m not,” Amira insisted. “It’s impressive.”

      Bending over the tablet, Peter cleared his throat, only to be cut off by Connor. “Dear Ea-Nasir, your copper ingots are of poor quality…”

      “Shut up,” said Jana, elbowing him in the ribs. “Let him read it, at least.”

      “I’m already seeing problems,” said Peter, doing his best to ignore Connor. “The lettering is cuneiform, but the language itself is odd.”

      “It’s Sumerian,” said Connor. “Of course it’s odd.”

      “No, I mean…” Peter twirled one finger, searching for the right words. It didn’t help that the blazing sun above had all but fried his brain. “I mean, you know how even people who know the Roman alphabet can’t automatically read French? It’s like that. I know the letters, but some of the words are really strange. I think… I think this bit here says something about the Star Key. Or Stellar Key? Something like that. And this line might refer to an ice river, or a frozen sea… on the moon?”

      “Here it comes,” said Connor, flopping back in the sand. “Proof positive of life beyond our solar system!”

      “Can you really read that?” Jana asked, flipping her long dark braid over her shoulder.

      Peter nodded. “More or less. Like I said, some of the words are iffy.”

      The trouble was that even what he could read didn’t make sense. It almost sounded like the tablet was a map of some kind, but the directions that it gave were strange and difficult to follow. They also probably referred to ancient sites that didn’t exist. What, for example, was ‘the great plume’? Or ‘the giantess’ sister’?

      “Maybe it’s a ritual artifact,” suggested Connor. “Like, some kind of religious thing.”

      Amira snorted. “Anything people don’t understand gets categorized as ‘a religious artifact.’ How is that a better explanation than aliens?”

      Peter stood up abruptly. “I’m going to go talk to Professor Keating, okay?”

      “Aw, don’t go!” called Amira. “They’re just ragging on you.”

      “I know.” Peter clutched the find to his chest. He knew that Connor was right—it didn’t really bother him, either. He’d been teased about his obsession with aliens and government conspiracies since he was a kid, but he could take it. Even he didn’t believe it half the time, not like his old man did; it was just interesting. Fun to think about, fascinating to read about, and a good conversation starter in the right crowd. Even so, deep in his heart, there was a little boy who still wanted to believe. He’d applied for SpaceX missions, and had even made it to the first round of interviews to join the most recent mission to Mars. When he’d stated that he wanted to serve as the team’s leading xenoarchaeologist, the interview team had laughed him out of the room. He’d settled for an Iraqi dig site as the best alternative he was going to get.

      Maybe he’d have the last laugh, if this object turned out to be as important as he thought. Peter trotted off down the sandy path toward the dig house, taking a deep breath before he knocked on Professor Keating’s door. Hopefully the professor would be a bit more receptive to his ideas.

      “Come in,” the prof called, and Peter ducked inside. There was no AC, but at least there was a fan, and even the shade was a relief.

      “How can I help you, Peter?” asked Keating, looking up from his computer.

      “Oh, uh.” Peter shifted from foot to foot. “Well, we found something.” He held out the tablet.

      Keating’s reaction was instantaneous. He leapt up from his desk, blue eyes wide behind his glasses, and held out his hands. Peter surrendered the object, squashing a pang of reluctance to part with it. This was Keating’s dig, after all. The object belonged either to the university, or to the Iraqi government. If Peter got lucky, his name might go on a museum plaque someday.

      “Fascinating,” breathed Keating. Peter couldn’t help noticing that he brushed the Nile-mud pottery aside as he bent to examine it. “You found this at the site?”

      “Yes, sir,” said Peter. “What do you think?”

      Unlike Jana, Keating didn’t seem to think that its presence was a prank at all. Keating stared at the object and sucked his teeth. “I think you’ve found something very special, Peter. I can’t wait to translate it.”

      “I hope you’ll have more luck than I’ve had,” said Peter sheepishly, scratching the back of his neck. “I can’t make sense of it. I mean, what could it possibly mean by a ‘stellar key’?”

      Keating glanced up at him in surprise. “Pardon?”

      “The first line.” Peter pointed. “It says something about a stellar key, or a star key. The directions don’t make sense either, but if I knew the area better, I might be able to sort it out.”

      Keating tilted his head. “You can read this,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

      Peter had viewed Keating as an inspiration since the first time he’d shaken the man’s hand. He’d read Keating’s articles; the man had quite a reputation. Peter had always assumed that Keating would be older and greyer, the sort of man who preferred tweed coats with patches at the elbows and smoked a pipe just for the effect. To find that he was so young, relatively speaking, and trim and fit … Well, these days whenever Peter fantasized about his future, he imagined himself in Keating’s shoes.

      And if Peter couldn’t become him, the next best thing would be to join him.

      “Yeah, I can translate it all right,” he said casually. “I mean, not perfectly, but⁠—”

      “Show me,” said Keating, shoving the tablet his way.

      Peter bent over to examine it. “All right.” He scooted around so that he and Keating stood side by side. “It’ll be rough, mind you, but here goes.” He pointed to the inscription, following along with his finger. “The star key. At the, ah, no, on the floor at the heart, or maybe the core… of the ice sea… Hold on, let me think about this one.” He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to remember long nights spent poring through Perseus and Musgar, translating cuneiform into Greek into English, and then back again. “Object isn’t right. It’s more like… artifact. On the floor of the frozen sea lies the artifact.” He turned to him. “Does that mean anything to you?”
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