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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and certain events and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead; business establishments; events; or places and locales is purely coincidental.

Dear Reader, this is a work of fiction. But its most controversial subjects regarding science and faith have been painstakingly researched. I encourage you to do your own study after finishing the final page of this novel. You just might find your eyes opened to a world that you never knew existed.

Want to take the red pill? Type “Goliath’s Footprint South Africa” into your favorite internet browser.

Yes ... it’s real.

To my wife, Tricia, boundless thank-you’s for the words spoken 

and the dreams brought into reality.

Alex and Lucie, thank you for encouraging the impossible.

Rich, thank you for the hours spent bringing form to the formless.

Dr. Richards, thank you for showing me a world seldom seen.
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September 2034: Mars Orbit

Navy Lieutenant Eli Edwards drew in a deep breath, trying desperately to slow the pounding in his chest. Beads of cold sweat dotted his forehead, leaving the lining of his helmet damp and itching like crazy. All around him, the rest of his SEAL team continued with their pre-drop preparations, launching one-liners at each other with indifference. They were old-timers and well accustomed to pre-mission jitters. Edwards just wanted to get through the day.

A digital clock hung above the team, displaying 120 in a blinking red font. Its two-minute countdown hadn’t yet begun. But Edwards knew it would only be a matter of time. A buzzer would eventually go off and those numbers would begin to tick away. When they hit zero, it was go-time. His first live jump would be underway.

A sudden bzzzzzz launched Edwards’s heart through the synthetic polymers of his spacesuit. Above his head, the readout began to move: 120 became 119 ... 118 ... 117 ... 

Edwards closed his eyes, refusing to watch. But a soft voice piping into his helmet wouldn’t let him escape: “... one hundred one, one hundred, ninety-nine,” the autonomous “she” counted away.

His temples thumped. There would be no more simulator runs for this mission. This was the real deal. He would soon be stepping out into space. 

“... ninety-one, ninety. Ninety seconds to gravity adaptation,” the voice purred.

Open your eyes, you idiot! Edwards suddenly screamed at himself. But his eyelids only squeezed tighter. 

“... thirty-one, thirty. Thirty seconds to gravity adaptation.”

He punched his thighs. You’re better than this! You’re a Navy SEAL. You’re supposed to be super BA, remember? You’ve simulated this drop a hundred times. You’re look’n like a damn rook right now!

Then the words Edwards had been waiting for echoed into his ears: “Gravity adaptation initiated.”

The weight of his bulky spacesuit began to lift, and an odd sensation took its place—the unsteady start to weightlessness. His insides swirled. 

Snap! Edwards felt his magnetic boots lock down onto the floor grates.

“Zero-g attained,” the voice announced. “Three minutes to airlock breach.”

A sudden burst of static crackled into his headset, nearly making Edwards jump. 

The voice of their squad leader, Lieutenant Commander Hector “Speedy” Ramone, filled his helmet on a private channel: “Butterbars, your heart rate is too high,” Speedy said without emotion. “Doc’s gonna make me drop ya from the mission if you don’t get control. And we need ya, so lock it up, sailor.”

Edwards clinched his teeth. Butterbars ... He hated that nickname. One of his squad mates had dropped it on him when he’d first arrived to join the team just a few months earlier. It had stuck ... hard and fast. Butterbars was military jargon for an untried, untested, junior wannabe officer. But he wasn’t some pissant ensign anymore. He had more than earned his lieutenant’s bars ... at least back on Earth. Here in outer space, well, Edwards knew he was, in fact, a rookie ... a boot. But he would overcome. He always did. And then he would demand a new call sign. 

“I’m good, Speedy,” Edwards fired back.

Edwards was the newest member of US Navy SEAL Team 14—the officially nonexistent team assigned to low- and zero-gravity missions. They were America’s elite space warriors with a simple goal: total orbital superiority. Over a series of highly classified missions, Team 14 had installed demolition charges on nearly all of the world’s satellites. They had even created a forward operating base on the abandoned International Space Station. Unknown to both enemy and ally alike, Team 14’s covert missions had ensured that, with a push of a button, the United States would have the only eyes in the sky.

Edwards and the rest of the SEAL squad waited for their latest mission to begin inside a boxy airlock suspended from Earth’s first intergalaxy ship, the USS Incipient. Designed to operate primarily within Earth’s solar system, the Incipient’s engine package enabled personnel and materials to be delivered to nearby planets within travel times deemed acceptable by the Navy. As announced to the public, the Incipient’s primary mission was planetary exploration and research. However, as with most groundbreaking projects, a specific military mission had been assigned to her. She would not be sending academics to other planets. Instead, the Incipient would secretly deliver a team of special operators into Martian orbit.

Inside the dimly lit airlock, Edwards gnawed on his lip and finally forced his eyes open. The most terrifying and yet excruciatingly beautiful sight he had ever witnessed stared back at him through the windows of the airlock doors: the fiery red surface of Mars. 

Enormous mountain ranges that dwarfed the mightiest peaks on Earth left eerie black shadows drifting across the broken landscape. Ancient, deep ravines cut jagged lines through the impenetrable rock. Huge craters reflected the sunlight, leaving the planet scarred with grotesque pockmarks. Everywhere Edwards looked, the strange red glow of Mars glared back. He saw no blue oceans or green forests ... just a never-ending sea of dusty red. The Navy’s simulator software had definitely failed to pull this off and Edwards felt his legs wobble.

He took an involuntary step backward when a steady hand on his shoulder stopped him cold. Standing next to him in line, Petty Officer Stanton gave him an inquisitive glance. Their eyes met, and Edwards quickly looked away. 

Once again, the voice of Speedy Ramone crackled into Edwards’s helmet, this time on an open channel: “The sats just completed their final sweep and this mission’s a go. Y’all know the drill. Once the gates drop, throttle to twenty percent. V-formation. Stay tight to your spot. And don’t forget, my little sparrows, the US spent 1.3 trillion dollars gettin’ us here. All the big dogs are watching. So mind your P’s and Q’s. Drop begins in two minutes. Remember, the only easy day was yesterday!”

“Hoo-yah!” Edwards managed to grunt along with the rest of the squad.

“Final weapons check and sound off now!” Speedy barked.

“Environmental check and sound off now!”

Rote training took over as the squad continued completing a series of drop checklists. Soon a green launch light flicked on inside Edwards’s helmet HUD—heads-up display. The airlock doors slid open, revealing the panorama of deep space just a few steps ahead ... and a two-hundred-kilometer drop down to a devilish red planet below. 

Edwards’s subconscious immediately bawled. Look down. You’re falling! But he bit his lip instead, drawing blood. He balled his hands into fists and then locked his jaw. He would not embarrass himself today.

To Edwards’s left, Speedy made his way down the line of SEALs, inspecting each with a curt nod and a punch on the shoulder. He paused in front of Edwards, looking into his helmet with eyes probing and cautious. Edwards held firm. 

“Good?” Speedy asked.

Edwards nodded back as an acrid taste of copper and salt trickled onto his tongue. Speedy waited another moment before punching Edwards on the shoulder. He then spun toward the airlock doors.

“Go, go, go!” Speedy announced to everyone.

The squad moved forward, with Edwards just a step behind. He paused at the threshold of the open airlock ... at the very edge of space. Edwards clinched his eyes shut one more time ... and then stepped out. 

There were no sounds, no winds rushing past, no shouts of warning. In fact, there were no sensations at all. 

Edwards’s eyes popped open. He wasn’t falling. He was floating. 

Tingles of relief shivered along his spine as his brain finally came to grips with the reality of space. He drifted for a few moments, letting his heart settle, before a determined grin slid from ear to ear. The first time was always the hardest. Now he could just focus on the mission. 

The majestic canyons of Valles Marineris slipped past far beneath Edwards as he engaged his suit’s propulsion system, gliding off to the edge of the squad’s V-formation. 

Speedy took lead as the team began to move forward. They were still ten kilometers above their objective, and the orbital descent would take the better part of fifteen minutes. At full propulsion, their suits could get them there in two. But caution was the order of the day.

Five minutes later, a bright red target box appeared on Edwards’s HUD, marking their bogey.

“Target identified and verified,” he heard Speedy announce. “Two minutes to visual. Look sharp, everyone.”

Edwards switched his attention to the red target reticle. At this distance, the bogey it bracketed remained invisible. But that didn’t stop him from imagining its shape and size, or even its color. One thing he knew for certain: this thing would forever change the world. Team 14 would be making history today—although none of them would probably ever be able to talk about it.

Brushing the thought aside, Edwards linked the target to his navigation system and waited for the computers to micro-adjust his trajectory. In two minutes, he would finally see it: the target of all their training.

Out of nowhere, a sharp pinprick ran through his right hand. Edwards caught his breath as it burned hot for just a moment before settling into a dull throb. The pain seemed manageable enough. But what just happened?

A small image of a spacesuit jumped onto Edwards’s HUD screen, and it began blinking furiously at him. A breach had occurred!

Edwards swung his attention to his hand. Streams of white gases and puffs of red blood surged from both sides of his glove. Something had gone right through. The brass had made one thing abundantly clear during their training: in space, only a lucky few would survive a suit-integrity event. He was in real trouble.

Trying to remain calm, Edwards pressed the damaged glove against his chest and covered it with his other. But with no gravity, the force he could apply was too little and the pressure inside his suit too great. Fabric and webbing began to tear away. He also noticed Mars beginning to spin around him. The escaping air from his glove must be turning it into a jet engine. Edwards slammed his hand against his chest a second time. But all he accomplished was sending himself into a cartwheel.

Speedy’s voice leapt into Edwards’s headset: “Stay calm, Eli,” his squad leader said, using his real name for the first time ever. “We see the alarm. We’re comin’.”

Nothing said “You’re in big trouble” more than hearing his actual name, and Edwards swallowed hard.

He attempted to regain control with bursts from his jetpack. But he only ended up making things worse. The Incipient and Mars soon whipped past as he became a spinning top. A muffled ringing filled his ears. 

“I can’t stop,” Edwards gasped as the g’s climbed higher and higher, becoming almost more than he could handle.

With his eyes closed, Edwards tried to focus on his limited options. The oxygen was hemorrhaging from his suit. It would only be a matter of minutes before his bottles ran dry and he’d die from asphyxiation. Even if he did somehow stop the air loss—which seemed unlikely at this point—the deep freeze of space would still get him. Inevitability stalked Edwards like a lioness. He had been trained to accept death. But not like this—not by accident. 

His pleading eyes caught a final glimpse of Speedy as the g’s became too much and he blacked out.

***
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Lieutenant Commander “Speedy” Ramone drifted twenty meters from Edwards inside a kaleidoscope of frozen micro-droplets of blood and oxygen. Speedy’s thoughts were resigned ... and grim. He had never lost a sailor to a mission before. But Edwards’s plight seemed terminal. He had no flight controls, and his oxygen was dropping fast. Edwards only had one chance: a race back to the Incipient.

“Spooky, Cheng,” Speedy growled across an open channel, “get the LT back to Mother on the double!”

Two sets of clicks came through his headset, and then Speedy watched as the pair of sailors rocketed ahead. But he ground his teeth. Edwards’s propeller-like spin was going to make catching him nearly impossible. 

Spooky and Cheng soon barreled into Edwards, and as expected, both were flung away with twisting legs and flailing arms. But the impacts slowed Edwards’s pirouettes. After regrouping, the SEALs made a second attempt. This time, the sailors were able to hold on, and well-timed blasts from their jetpacks brought back some semblance of control. Then the mad dash back to the Incipient got underway. Edwards’s failing suit sent them coiling and often somersaulting through space. But his oxygen supply depleted quickly, helping to straighten their flight path. Spooky and Cheng eventually crashed through the Incipient’s airlock doors with Edwards in tow. As gravity returned, his body slumped onto the ship decking—unmoving and unresponsive.

Speedy watched it all under a frown of inevitability. Space was deadly, and he and his team couldn’t have done anything more for Edwards. The doctors had him and that was that. His survival was up to them now. 

But what about Speedy’s own mission? Was it about to become a casualty too? Navy regulations would require new spacesuits for Spooky and Cheng after going through the re-pressurization cycle back aboard the Incipient. That would take time. So much so that the rest of the team wouldn’t have enough oxygen supply to wait it out. With only five operational SEALs then remaining, would command scrub the mission? The answer seemed an obvious yes. And it would all be under his watch. He would be the commander for Team 14’s first failed mission—their first black eye—and that really ticked him off. It was all just terrible luck, of course. But that wouldn’t stop a blemish from going onto his nearly spotless service record. 

Speedy let out an angry, resigned sigh as the brass on board the Incipient suddenly piped into his helmet: “Continue the mission, Commander,” came their unexpected order. “Adjust your time frames as necessary. But your objectives stand. Please confirm.” 

Speedy’s eyebrows lifted. Somebody important must not want to wait. But he knew his team would be okay. Five SEALs should be more than enough to complete their mission ... especially since they weren’t expecting contact. Perhaps his service record just might stay intact after all. 

He flashed a thumbs-up back to the ship. “Roger that, Mother,” Speedy said, the curve of his mouth revealing a hint of a smile.

Then, with a quick puff from his jetpack, he turned to face the remainder of his squad. “Okay, SEALs,” he said, “there ain’t much more we can do for Butterbars. He’s in the docs’ hands now. But we still have a job to do. This mission’s still a go. Engage propulsion to twenty percent and get back into formation.”

More clicks came through his helmet, and Speedy once again took lead as their orbital descent resumed. It didn’t take long before the SEALs saw their first evidence of something unusual in orbit: a bright pinprick of light glinting against the Martian backdrop. As they advanced farther, the pinprick graduated into a silvery, mirror-like object. The sun’s rays skipped off its surface, making it almost impossible to determine its shape. 

“Drop thrust to ten percent,” Speedy ordered, his voice becoming hushed. 

The target continued to grow larger and brighter, until Speedy finally drew the team to a halt at fifty meters. Directly in front of them, enveloped in stunning, dancing reflections, an alien spacecraft floated in orbit.

The ship looked fairly small, at least by Incipient standards. She ran less than a football field in length and had a polished, aluminum-like hull. Her bow was blunt-nosed, with hull lines sweeping up to a flat, raised bridge. Her aft featured two engine nozzles—blackened by use—and stacks of small spheres that everyone assumed held fuel. A blocky superstructure connected the space in between. Although the reflections coming from her hull looked beautiful, no one in their right mind would consider the vessel a pretty ship. She looked more like a tugboat than an advanced alien spacecraft.

Speedy found himself staring at her in quiet disbelief. The US had known about this ship since August of 1993 when the Mars Observer accidentally plowed right into it. NASA had buried the truth immediately, blaming the loss on some sort of technical glitch. Then a very select few within the department’s upper echelons put into motion a new plan. They knew it would take decades to pull off—and would require technologies not yet even in existence. But in the end, this alien mother lode would be NASA’s. They successfully placed their next spacecraft—the Mars Global Surveyor—right next to it in September of 1997. Since then, as far as the world knew, nothing was up there but the Surveyor. Now, after thirty plus years of propulsion development, Speedy would finally be the first human to touch it. Trepidation tingled in his fingertips ... he would be the first.

The whispered voice of his wingman, Petty Officer Stanton, came into his helmet on a private channel: “You okay, Commander?”

Speedy snorted and then began barking out orders: “Willy, Seesaw, take covering positions here. Chachi, I want you at ten meters. Stanton, you and I are headin’ inside. Let’s roll.” 

The team split up, with Speedy and his wingman aiming directly for what the satellites had shown as a probable exterior hatch on the hull superstructure. They touched down moments later with a dull, metallic thud.

“I’m reading twelve percent hull ferromagnetics,” Stanton whispered. “That’s just above borderline for our boots. We should be okay to walk.”

Speedy double-clicked his mic and then engaged his mag-locks. A sudden snap secured him to the ship.

Beneath Speedy’s feet, four lines formed a rectangle roughly two meters wide by three high. Rows of alien script ran across it, along with a series of small black arrows all pointing in one direction. Panels, about the size of shoeboxes, were located below and to the left of it. Painted bright red, their function seemed obvious: push here and the hatch would open.

Speedy’s heart rate began to creep up as he shot a glance toward Stanton. He gave his wingman a quick nod and then repositioned to the lower of the two panels. It was time to find out if this thing still worked.

“All personnel,” Speedy announced, his stomach fluttering, “I’m engaging the hatch now.”

Dropping to one knee, he placed a gloved hand over the panel. Speedy’s eyes flicked one last time toward Stanton before he gently pushed down. The hatch retracted, and he found himself staring headlong into a gaping, pitch-black hole inside the ship.

Speedy’s thoughts ran wild:

Is this ship empty?

A morgue stuffed full’a rotting alien bodies?

A bomb?

Fear sent a tremble through his legs. But Speedy swallowed it down ... hard. Emotions were dangerous, especially in space. They made operators weak and unable to perform. And that was the last thing he could afford. 

Speedy leaned over into the opening and turned on his external floodlights. Reflections from millions of microscopic ice crystals floating just inside the doorway met his gaze. Incipient scientists had warned him about this possibility. If the ship had been abandoned, whatever it was these aliens breathed would likely freeze in the deep cold of space. With no gravity, the frozen crystals would make for some challenging visibility.

“Aye yai yai,” Speedy said, letting out a groan. 

He could barely see anything through the dancing ice. However, he could definitely make out the floor of a small room beyond the hatch.

“I’m headin’ in, Stanton,” he eventually spoke.

Speedy disengaged his mag-lock boots and used several puffs from his jetpack to swing himself around to face the doorway. Then one more propelled him inside. 

“Hold your position, Commander,” came a sudden order from the Incipient’s comms officer. “We just intercepted a transmission and are investigating.”

Speedy’s head swiveled around, taking in his surroundings as adrenaline poured into his veins. He was hovering just inside a small, seemingly empty chamber. A tiny bench sat in one corner, and he could only see two doors: the one he’d come through and another that led farther into the ship. He had nowhere to hide.

Years of training launched Speedy into action. He slung out his rifle and fired his jetpack to get his boots onto the floor. He locked them down, ensuring any trigger pull wouldn’t blast him backward out into space. Then he began his combat breathing: long breaths in through the nose, three-second releases through the mouth.

What felt like an eternity passed as Speedy waited, ready for anything. 

Finally, his headset crackled to life: “Commander,” the comms officer began, somehow sounding like it was just another day at the office, “we intercepted a broadcast from the ship as you crossed the hatch threshold. However, the analysts think it was only an automated location beacon. You are clear to proceed.”

Speedy shook his head, wanting to punch the guy for giving him a heart attack. But he kept his reply professional: “Confirmed, Incipient. I think I’m in some sorta pressurization chamber. I’m bringing Stanton in and we’re movin’ forward.”

“Roger that, Commander.”

Speedy shouldered his rifle and waved Stanton inside. “Click ’n’ stick,” he said to his wingman, pointing down to the floor. While they had planned on using jetpacks for this part of the mission, the alien transmission had Speedy spooked. Secure footing now seemed way more important.

Stanton’s ghostly form soon drifted into the tiny space, and Speedy waited to hear the audible snap of his wingman’s mag-locks before he stepped up to the interior door. 

Just like outside on the spaceship’s hull, another push panel sat next to the doorframe. Speedy wet his lips. The aliens certainly made it easy to get around. But then again, why wouldn’t they? 

“Proceedin’ forward,” he said, pressing the large button.

The door slid open, and Speedy’s jaw dropped. The ice crystals beyond had formed into a veritable whiteout. He couldn’t see more than a few meters, and his throat went dry. They were going to be operationally blind. 

But Speedy willed himself forward, taking two tentative steps into the blizzard. His suit lights reflected brilliantly off the ice, leaving him feeling like he was driving through a snowstorm with his high beams on. With no reference point for his eyes to settle onto, Speedy began to feel off-balance. He reached back to the wall behind him and paused to recenter himself. Then he pushed off for a second attempt. This time, he made it a few strides deeper before he again had to stop. This was madness. Reconning without the ability to see was incredibly high on his stupid-thing list. His imagination also began to scurry ahead with images of aliens just beyond the range of his limited vision.

“Speedy?” Stanton’s tight voice erupted over comms. “Did you notice the size of the hatches? They’re all our size, man.”

A shiver ran down Speedy’s spine. Stanton was right. Everything about this ship really was human-sized. And that made his skin crawl.

“Screw it, Stanton” he growled. “If something was gonna attack, it would’ve done so by now. Get on my back and pull out the spotlight. Put it on full lumens like the eggheads said. The heat should melt these damn crystals.”

Speedy turned to give his wingman access to his backpack when he noticed a tiny pinprick of green light shimmering through the snowstorm. He couldn’t tell for certain, but it almost looked like he was its target. Speedy lifted his glove, and sure enough, there it was, flickering on the fabric. There was no question. He was in someone’s crosshairs.

“Back!” he yelled to Stanton, pushing the air like it would somehow hurl his wingman into the safety of the pressurization room.

Stanton hurried his retreat, sidestepping behind the wall and disappearing from sight. Speedy only had a few steps to join him. But it may as well have been a mile. Every nerve fired in expectation. He was about to get hit. 

Adrenaline kept his magnetic boots clicking—one terrible stride after another—until the doorframe was suddenly there. Speedy grabbed it, and momentum catapulted him inside the tiny pressurization room. The walls came up fast. He whacked one with an “Ummph!” and his knees buckled. But his boots kept him secured to the floor.

Speedy shook his head and then called out, “Incipient, we have contact! We have contact!”

Low-level lighting flicked on overhead, and a deep rumble shuddered through the ship’s floor. An air-circulation system fired up, drawing the ice crystals away through unseen vents. The ship had come alive. 

Speedy hefted his rifle once again, and Stanton knelt on the floor next to him with his own drawn. Both stared down their sights with hearts pounding through their chests. However, as the ice cleared, the details of the room beyond their own began to materialize.

Blackened floors ... scorch marks ... layers of soot ... 

Speedy turned an inquisitive glance toward his wingman, and then he lowered his weapon. Before them lay firsthand evidence of every Navy serviceman’s deepest fear: fire. The entire place seemed charred black. What might have once been furniture or computer terminals now littered the floor in heaps of melted plastic and scorched metal. Streaks of some unknown, viscous liquid had run down the blistered walls and frozen in place. Entire sections of the ceiling had bowed inward from what must have been an intense heat. Speedy knew in an instant that the ship had to have been abandoned. Nothing could have survived this.

He let out a low whistle and then gingerly stepped into the room. Stanton followed on his heels. But the words “Engage hostiles!” coming over comms from the Incipient snapped Speedy’s attention back.

“Incipient, there are no hostiles!” he radioed. “I repeat ... no hostiles. We’re okay. But this ship ain’t. She’s had a bad fire, and I’m guessing her crew had to abandon her. The good news is some of her mechanicals are still working. We have both lighting and ventilation right now. But I really don’t think anyone’s home. I’m gonna bring the rest of the squad in and start clearing her room by room.” Speedy glanced up at Stanton and saw him nodding back. “Give us fifteen minutes and I think you’ll be fine to send over Squad 1 with the analysts. They’re never gonna believe this.”

But Speedy’s shoulders suddenly dropped, remembering that he may have lost a man today. He swallowed and then asked the question he was dreading: “What’s Edwards’s status? Did he make it?”
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August 2052: La Jara, New Mexico—US Navy Central Space Command Center (CSCC)

Admiral Eli Edwards—one of the youngest ship admirals in US naval history—sat in his posh office at the Navy astro-shipyard in La Jara, New Mexico. With a strong jaw, broad shoulders, trim waist, and a slightly graying but full head of hair, Edwards oozed strength and confidence. His only physical flaws were on his right hand and arm, which had been injured in a highly classified mission eighteen years earlier. The doctors had repaired the damage as much as possible. But vivid scars still remained. 

Edwards sat behind his desk with his feet up, lost in thought. In just a few hours, the planet’s final star cruiser, the USS Vulcan, would lift off from La Jara and Operation New Genesis would conclude. After eighteen long years of research, development, and construction, New Genesis had finally brought Earth a defensive star fleet. That realization left a hollow feeling inside Edwards. He’d been involved in one way or another since the very beginning. From that fateful day in Martian orbit—where his soon-to-be lifelong friend Speedy Ramone had saved his butt—all the way to today’s launch, Edwards had been there. Now his proverbial “kid” was heading off to college and everything would change. A wave of nostalgia washed over the admiral, and he kicked his feet off his desk. Edwards pulled out his keyboard and began typing into his personal diary:


I was hit by a single grain of sand that day as we approached our objective. Orbital garbage was always one of our biggest concerns, and I was the unlucky one. It went through my hand like a hot knife through butter. If not for the efforts of Spooky and Cheng, I would certainly be dead. But I did end up missing the greatest military mission in human history—the mission that recovered our first intact alien spacecraft (only the living and working areas were burned). 

Somehow the US kept her a secret ... at least for seven years. During that time, our scientists uncovered a wealth of new materials and technologies. Alien propulsion systems were reversed engineered and added to our space programs. Improved weaponry—especially of the lasing variety—went into our arsenal. But the higher-ups had to admit there was one huge problem looming: aliens did exist. They had incredible technologies, and they likely knew where we lived. When would they be back? And would they be hostile?

The US recognized the need for a space-capable battle fleet, and thanks to the alien vessel, we had a really good blueprint for one in our possession. However, the monetary investment would just be too massive for any single country to shoulder. And even if the US did somehow figure out a way to fund it all, what would the rest of the world think about a fleet of US Navy warships orbiting overhead?

Ultimately, the government approved Operation New Genesis—making the captured spacecraft and all of her advanced technologies available to other nations, contingent upon two firm stipulations. One: the ship would remain secret from the general public. No one needed a global panic over what the world would presume to be an impending alien invasion. Two: all nations would help fund the creation of the Earth Security Forces, the ESF—a multinational defensive unit consisting of ten battle cruisers and a series of orbital gun platforms. The offer was hastily accepted by all, and soon we introduced “Uncle Martin,” the name we gave our captured ship.

Eleven more years passed as governments designed, planned, and built the ESF. But as time ticked away and no further contact was made with the alien species, politicians began to demand cutbacks. They all seemed to have the same message: Why do we need the wildly expensive fleet when we have the much cheaper orbital guns available? Sadly, only six of the planned ten cruisers were ever built. 

The final ship, USS Vulcan—which was paid for exclusively by the US—will lift off in five hours and will put a wrap on all ESF construction efforts. After she completes her space trials, the Vulcan, along with myself as her admiral, will transfer from US command to the ESF. I still find this hard to believe. But my career with the US Navy is just about over. 

Fleet Admiral Eli Edwards

US Navy CSCC, August 2052



Edwards sighed as he stared unseeing at the computer screen in front of him. He could not remember his life outside the US Navy. Now he would be voluntarily leaving it just because he wanted to stay with his ship. He could have said no and would have been transferred to another US space force. But the Vulcan and her crew ... well, they were his. He wasn’t going to abandon them, even if that meant transferring to the ESF. 

A sudden knock came at his office door. Edwards looked up as his administrator cracked it open and peeked her head inside. 

“Sir, Fleet Grand Admiral Nevsky is here to see you,” she said before pulling the door back closed behind her.

“Greeeaaat,” Edwards whispered under his breath.

Nevsky was the leader of all ESF space assets—and he’d soon be Edwards’s new boss. A long career within the Russian Navy had left the man harsh and demanding ... and very effective at getting whatever he wanted whenever he wanted it. A visit from him just hours before launch had to mean some sort of trouble was brewing. 

With a yawn and a big stretch, Edwards shut down his computer and climbed to his feet. He walked to the door and opened it. Grand Admiral Nevsky burst right through.

Nevsky was a short man with powerful arms and legs. Although a bit thick around the waist, no one would ever consider him flabby. He was a bull of a man with a reputation to match. The look on his face made it clear that he did not want to be meeting with Edwards.

“Admiral Edwards,” Nevsky began, his voice gravelly, his accent thick, “I would like you to move up your launch window. We’re picking up unidentified signals on the Mariner again, and I want to be there to monitor things for myself.” He paused and locked eyes with Edwards. “One of these days, our jackass analysts are going to figure these signals out. There’s no need to sow fools, Eli. They’ll come up of themselves,” he added with a scowl.

Edwards nodded back in silence. Over the prior two weeks, ESF cruisers had begun capturing unknown signals from deep space. And thus far, no one had yet figured out how to decrypt any of them. The Mariner, which housed the fleet’s most sensitive antenna array, was always the first to intercept the signals. She also just happened to be the grand admiral’s flagship, which resulted in him continually being interrupted. 

“And let’s be honest,” Nevsky went on, “the world no longer cares about these launches. At last check, only two media outlets have registered for coverage.” His lips curled. “How quickly they all forget, eh? Eli, I’m not ashamed to admit that I’m tired ... tired of all the politics, the funding problems, the staffing problems, the stupid governments all fighting over command and control. I’ll be happy when you’re in orbit and all of this BS is over.” 

Nevsky sighed. “What I really need is a drink. Do you have any of that Red Army left over?”

Edwards chuckled. Returning to his chair, he pulled a nearly frozen bottle of Red Army vodka from the minibar under his desk. He popped off its distinctive artillery-round bottle cap and poured two glasses. Edwards slid one of them across the desk toward Nevsky and then surveyed all of the Vulcan’s prelaunch checklists. They were well ahead of schedule.

He downed his drink and looked at the grand admiral. “We can pull our launch forward by approximately three hours,” he confirmed. “All of our launch indicators are green, so we just need our people on board. Personnel were ordered to remain on base until launch. So we should be able to get them back quickly. Let’s call it ninety minutes. We’ll start our ground launch procedures at that point.”

Edwards took one more look at the green indicators before continuing, “Assuming that’s all acceptable to you, I’ll contact ground control and make them aware of the earlier window. I can also handle all of the dedication ceremonies if you want to return to the Mariner.”

Nevsky smiled, tight-lipped, and then nodded. “You’re a good man, Eli,” he said, lifting his glass. 

The grand admiral gulped down his drink and rumbled out of the office like a freight train.

Edwards gathered up the two empty glasses before calling in his senior officers. A return-to-ship notice was soon posted to all Vulcan crew:

Return to ship IMMEDIATELY. Launch schedule adjusted. Liftoff begins in 90 minutes.
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August 2052: New Hope, Wisconsin

The morning sun had just begun to peek over the horizon, giving promise to yet another sweltering summer day. Its shimmering rays of gold and amber filtered through a copse of elm trees squatting along an odd bump of a hill. The hill—which was really more of a large mound—sat in the center of a flowing field of wheat and seemed to be the only landmark around. This was Wisconsin’s farm country ... fertile and flat.

Four people gathered at the base of the mound, enjoying a cup of coffee before their day’s work began. Archaeologist couple Harold and Rose McCreedy—both professors at the University of Wisconsin—chatted with their new graduate assistant, Poppy, who was always just “Poppy.” A few feet away, stationed on a fallen stump like the whole place belonged to him—which it did, in fact—landowner Adolphus Hanson sipped his coffee in silence. 

The McCreedys were a typical middle-aged, middle-income couple. They were good-natured and friendly, but also somewhat unremarkable in their field of archeology. They attended all the big conferences. They knew all the right people. But they’d never had that one defining moment. In fact, most of their colleagues considered them B-team players. However, the McCreedys knew that today would change everything. A few stupid laws would likely have to be bent, or maybe even skirted. But that was just how things got done. Every archaeologist knew that recognition far outweighed any risks.

Poppy was in her midtwenties—thin, athletic, and attractive, but not in the super-model kind of way. She was lean and tough as nails. As a spring transfer into the university’s postgraduate archaeology program, Poppy had begun working with the McCreedys on an almost daily basis. Their relationship blossomed, and by early summer, Poppy had accepted their open graduate assistant position.

Landowner Adolphus Hanson was a crotchety octogenarian farmer and widower with no children left to take over the family lands. Lonely, and with little to do other than overseeing his crops, Adolphus often found himself drawn to his strange little hill, popping right out of his flat hundred acres. Why is it there? he asked himself endlessly. Adolphus spent hours in research at his local library, providing him with many possibilities. But the one that intrigued him the most was the idea that the hill could be an ancient Indian burial mound. Apparently, there were mounds like his all across the American Midwest ... with one state park even claiming ten of them on-site. Was it possible that his hill was one too? No matter how unlikely that seemed, the prospect gave Adolphus something to get excited about. The year’s fall wheat harvest came and went before his backhoe was finally able to hit the ground. When it did, he quickly found himself on the phone. There was definitely something buried there.

The winter passed slower for Adolphus than he would have liked. He made plans for excavations with the McCreedys, who sounded just as excited as he was. But the ground was frozen, and they would all have to wait. Spring’s thaw seemed to take forever. But it eventually came and the group of four got to work. The McCreedys insisted on proper dig site methodologies, and to Adolphus, their progress felt plodding at best. April slipped past with just cutting down trees and pulling up stumps. May, June, and July focused on scraping away centuries of soil and grime from a section of the hill that measured fifteen feet tall by twenty feet wide. But everyone’s exhilaration grew. Row after row of expertly fitted white stones were exposing themselves daily. They had discovered a dome.

Work continued five days a week, and everyone’s stomach fluttered when they eventually hit the foundation. They could finally go inside. But how? What was the best way? And who would they tell when they did? 

The answer to that last question ended up being easy: they weren’t going to tell anyone ... at least not yet. America’s National Museum had a long history of bullying its way into archeological sites not directly under its control. And the McCreedys simply refused to let that happen. This was their time to shine. Rose swore everyone to secrecy. But to answer their first question—how to get inside safely—Harold contacted his friends at the university’s Civil Engineering Department. Computer modeling showed the best method would be to simply remove three stones—two from the base layer and one from the row above—and then just crawl inside. Now, with the late-summer corn only a few days from harvest, they were ready. The ancient mortar had been chipped away from all of their targeted stones. Today they would pull them back, and if all went well, the dome would share its secrets.

“We ready?” Adolphus grumbled, using his first words of the day. Impatience twinkled in his eyes.

Poppy glanced up at him. “Yes, sir,” she said with a nod. 

After tossing her mug onto a pile of dirt, Poppy slipped on a pair of well-used work gloves. She paused, her eyes swimming with sadness, before walking over to the dome. 

“I hope this thing doesn’t fall on our heads,” she mumbled, dropping to her knees.

The McCreedys gave her a “Seriously?” look as Poppy began wiggling the first stone out of place. It was heavy. But she was more than up to the task. Minutes later, Poppy had all three removed. She then drifted back, giving Harold the first look into the black depths beyond.

Harold got down onto all fours and peeked his head inside. He stayed there for a few breaths before speaking to Rose over his shoulder: “I’ll wait for you inside,” he said, a blend of nerves and excitement in his voice. “When I say go, we lift our flashlights together. Okay?”

Rose smiled. “I’ll be right behind you, honey.”

Harold flicked on his flashlight, choosing its dimmest setting. “Only enough light to get inside safely,” he said. Then he dropped to his belly. “This is finally going to be our day, Rosey.”

Harold began shimmying through the gap. He was halfway through when Rose began to follow. The temperature quickly fell around them as the sunlight disappeared. 

“I think that’s far enough,” Harold whispered once he judged they’d gone six or seven feet in. They should be able to stand now.

Rose excitedly tapped his shoe and then slithered up next to him. Together, being cautious not to hit their heads, they climbed to their feet.

“Hon, do you smell that?” Rose asked, grabbing his hand.

Harold drew in a deep breath. The cold, stagnant air smelled of dry earth and crumbled leaves. Then recognition washed over him. Nothing was rotting. The dome had kept its seal. Whatever was inside here would be well preserved. Excitement threatened to burst through his chest.

“Please let there be something ...” Harold murmured to himself. Then he began a countdown. “Three ... two ... one ... go!” 

The McCreedys lifted their flashlights to reveal the greatest archeological find of their careers. 

Twelve human skeletons were laid out on the earthen floor ahead like spokes of a wheel flowing away from a large, central stone slab. Covered in dusty fragments of clothing, the bones seemed to be in a state of almost perfect preservation. But a shiver ran down Harold’s spine. Wooden stakes had been
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