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Foreword

Mankind has always looked to the stars, seeking
explanations for the burning lights in the sky. Some thought they
were gods, or spirits watching over humanity from the great beyond.
Eventually, mankind discovered that the stars were just like our
own sun, but that did nothing to deter our fantasies. What might
live amongst them? What ancient civilizations could be watching
over us from afar?

At some point, we learned to differentiate the
planets in our own system from those stars. This changed everything
– no longer was Earth the only world in
the universe. New imagination was sparked; what if there was life
on other planets? What secrets could they hold? What if, someday,
mankind could reach those planets, examine them, even set foot on
them?

This novel is written in that spirit. Even now, as of
this writing, people seek to colonize our neighbor planets, Venus
and Mars, turning them into outposts of our civilization. Some see
this development as the only defense our species has against a
cataclysmic extinction event.

I want to thank all those who have ever looked to the
sky, with their eyes, binoculars, telescopes, or other instruments,
and wondered what might be there, wondered what it would be like if
we were there.

 



 


 


 


October
17th

 


“Dr. Riley!”

Jacob Riley looked up from the notes he was
examining. His eyes squinted in the Antarctic sunlight; snow
blindness was a real risk here, but his goggles made it hard for
him to read. He slipped them back over his eyes as the young woman,
a graduate student on-station with an academic program, trundled
through the thin layer of snow covering the ice.

The older man scowled at the student. “What is it? I have more of these analyses to deal
with.” He rolled his shoulders and neck,
trying to work out the stiffness. “As if
any of this crap matters anyway.”

Her breath pumped in and out as she spoke.
“Dr. Riley, we found…something. We need you to come take a look at
it.”

Jacob’s eyebrow
crooked. “What? Did you find a baby seal
or something? We’re in a
Godforsaken climatology station in the goddamn Antarctic. What
could possibly be so important that you had to…”

“Just come with me.” Behind
her goggles, Jacob saw that her eyes were wide, almost panicked.
“We need you to come see this
now.”

The urgency in her voice startled him. “…All right.” He went into
the nearby tent, drew on his heavier coat, snow goggles, boots.
“What is it?”

Several other team members were now watching the
pair, pausing in their work.

“This way, Doctor.” The grad
student turned away, heading toward one of the excavation sites the
team used to dig for and analyze ice samples. Once they were away
from the main group, Jacob reached for her shoulder.

“Okay, Genesis, what’s going on?”

Genesis did not turn nor stop walking. “Everything was normal, and we were taking another ice
core sample, when we hit something.”

“What? A gas pocket? A buried meteorite?” Jacob shook his head. “You
know we don’t have time for
nonsense around here. Just tell me what happened.”

“I’d really
rather not say, Dr. Riley. We…we
aren’t sure what it is and I
don’t want to…” She paused for a minute. “…I don’t want to sound crazy.”

“Look, I really don’t like surprises.” Jacob
sped up so he was walking next to Genesis, his feet making
crunching sounds in the snow as he overtook her. “What do you think it is?”

“Well…” she licked her lips, which were covered in balm to
protect them from the cold. “It…it seems like some sort
of …artificial object.” She paused. “And we have no
idea where it came from.”

Jacob stopped, mid-stride. “Is this some kind of joke, Genesis? Because if it
is…”

The young woman turned and grabbed hold of one of
Jacob’s hands, tugging it
with her. “It’s just over here. Come on!”

Jacob found himself getting excited as he continued
to follow the student. What if she’s right? What if there really is some sort of
...no, it couldn’t be.
But what if it is? Imagine! Imagine what that would mean! I could
finally -

“It’s right
here.” Genesis led the chief climatologist
over a small rise. “We covered it up so
that no one else would see it.” She
laughed, but there was a nervous energy behind the sound.
“I guess it wouldn’t get damaged if we left it out in the cold,
though, huh?’

“I suppose not, if it’s been here for a while already. I guess
we’ll see.” They crested the rise. For a moment, the glare
blinded Jacob, and he shaded his eyes once more to allow them to
adjust. Below, about a hundred yards from their position, was a
small group, four members strong. They had scientific and
excavation equipment: thermometers, borers, and ice core
extractors, and they were surrounding a tarp stretched tight over
something on the ground, with stakes holding down the corners. The
researchers were huddled together, murmuring and whispering, but
they snapped back to attention as Jacob arrived.

“All right, take it off.”
Jacob motioned with his hands. “I want to
see it.”

Without a word, the assembled students and
technicians each pulled up a stake and took a corner of the tarp
into their hands. They walked backward, revealing the secret hidden
beneath.

The artifact was a cylinder, about a foot long and
three inches in diameter. It was clearly metal, silver in color
with script carved into its surface; the carvings were neat and
clean, laser-cut rather than hand-made. There was some sort of
strange transparent material, pitted in places and burned off in
others, that sheathed the metal. Jacob walked toward it and knelt
down beside it.

“Dr. Riley! Shouldn’t you…”

Jacob shook his head, and the other man fell silent.
With slow-moving, careful hands, he brushed ice and snow off the
surface of the cylinder and leaned in closer.

“Oh my God.” Then, louder, “This thing
is…could be a housing of some
kind.” He traced the seam in the metal
with his finger. “There might be something
inside it.” He panned his gaze across the
small crowd, trying to conceal the excitement he felt straining in
his voice. “We need to get this out of
here and back to the States for examination.”

“Yes, Doctor. I’ll get on the radio to our people.” Genesis started running back toward the camp as
Jacob turned to the others.

“The rest of you, I need shipping materials and a
manifest written up for this immediately. I’ll be taking the…the
object back myself.”

“Wait a minute!” One of the
researchers, a middle-aged man named Rick, stepped forward.
“We found this. We should get credit for
finding it.” He crossed his arms.
“This could be the biggest scientific
discovery in history that we’ve got here, and –“

Murmurs of assent rose from the other three until
Jacob silenced them with his glare. “We don’t have anything yet, Mr.
Cruz.” He raised his voice. “This goes for all of you. If you run around telling
everyone that you ‘found an alien
artifact’ and you turn out to
be wrong, then we lose credibility and you risk starting a panic.
That’s why I’m going with it and you’re staying here.” Then he
chuckled. “Well, that and I’m the one with the PhD. When you finish
with your thesis, Mr. Cruz, you can write the journal
articles and get them published.”

Half-hearted laughter from the workers.

Riley turned back to the cylinder, caressing it once
more with his gloved fingers. “Did we get
samples of the ice that was surrounding the object?”

“…Yes, sir.” Rick brought up
the container which housed the sample. “It
was properly prepared before we went back in after the artifact.
Cataloged, tagged. We should be able to tell how long
it’s been buried in
there.”

Jacob nodded. “Well done.
All right, not a word about this to any of the others, no matter
how well you think they might keep a secret. For those of you
looking for credit for the discovery, the worst thing that could
happen is the government swooping in here and seizing control of
the entire site.” He looked at Rick as he
spoke.

After a few seconds, Rick nodded, followed by the
others. “Not a word.”

Jesse, another graduate student with thinning black
hair peeking out from under his parka, nudged Rick in the ribs.
“As if anyone would believe us
anyway!”

“After all, it’s probably nothing. Probably just some science
experiment some kid launched off that ended up in the Antarctic. On
a weather balloon or something. Right?”

Nods and assent all around.

“Okay, then. I’ll wait here while you all get the packaging
materials. Genesis should have already gotten in contact with
McMurdo and I’ll be on the
next flight back to Christchurch. Any questions?”

Headshakes.

“Get to it, then.”

The group dispersed, heading back through the
Antarctic wastes to the Amudsen-Scott station. Jacob watched them
leave, then his face relaxed, allowing the excitement to show
through.

“My God.” He resumed his
kneeling position, bringing his face closer to the cylinder.
“What if they’re right? What if …?” He brushed his gloved
hand over the burnt shielding. “Looks like
it’s some sort of
…I
don’t
know...hydrocarbon based polymer, maybe. Almost like a riot
shield.” He poked the jagged edges where
the coating had been burned. “This
metal…it looks like steel. Or titanium,
maybe, or an alloy. No telling until we get it to a lab, I
guess.” He traced his fingers over the
markings. “These…these look almost like letters. And words. Yes! They
have spaces and what seems like…”

“Dr. Riley?”

Jacob straightened up, his face suddenly warm
underneath the thick clothes he wore. His fellow researchers had
returned with packing materials and were looking at him,
expressions difficult to see under their hoods and goggles.

“All right.” Jacob knelt
down again and picked up the cylinder in both hands. It was heavy
for its size, at least ten pounds, and lifting it elicited a grunt
of effort from the scientist as he extracted it from the snow and
walked it over to the shipping container. It thudded amongst the
foam before he packed it tight and locked it in. Standing, he
nodded and looked at his colleagues.

“Okay, then. Let’s get this going. The plane should be here soon, I
hope.” The group walked back to the
station, most of them heading inside to warm themselves up after
their extended expedition in the Antarctic cold; even during
summer, one had to be careful.

Jacob, however, went to gather up his equipment and
gear for the ride back to civilization. He laughed to himself.
At least I don’t
have to serve out my full sentence. Much rather be back in the
States than here at the bottom of the world. His eyes strayed
several times to the case, part of him wanting to take it out,
examine it, but he resisted the temptation.
Wouldn’t make a
difference anyway – need good gear
to check something like this out and we just don’t have that here.

A few minutes of getting his notes ready for the
climatologist who would replace Riley as project lead led up to the
arrival of the transport aircraft. Jacob shoved the last of his
equipment and clothing into his bag and headed out to the
airstrip.

“What’s going
on?” called one of the analysts.
“Where are you going, Dr.
Riley?”

“Nothing to worry about, just a personal emergency.
Dr. Taliesin is going to take over the remainder of the summer
projects. He’ll be here
tomorrow or the day after. Good luck!”

The analyst seemed flabbergasted as Jacob hopped on
board the plane. The climatologist passed by several workers
offloading supplies and returning with research materials to be
cataloged. One of them passed by his seat.

“Good morning, Doctor. Excited to be heading
home?”

Jacob Riley smiled, his hand touching the container
beside his seat. He nodded.

“Yes. Very excited.”

 


October 31st,
2015

A young boy came running around the corner,
brandishing a plastic sword and adjusting his armor. “Dad! Come on! You’re supposed to be getting your Halloween costume
on!”

“In a minute, in a minute. I need to finish these
lesson plans.” Cameron Mitchell stood up
from his laptop and office desk. He stretched, making a yawn that
seemed as if he had not slept in weeks, and looked down at his six
year old boy.

“What’s the
rush anyway, M&M?” He leaned to the
side, tousling his son’s
hair. “It’s not even dark yet.”

“I know.” Mike
Mitchell paced around the small office dressed in a medieval knight
costume. “But I love seeing you in your
Halloween costume. It’s
awesome. Please? Pretty please?”
Mike clasped his hands together and did his best to give his father
goo-goo, Puss-in-Boots eyes. Mike just laughed; the contrast
between the eyes and the armored helmet was too much for him to
take.

Mike deflated a bit. “Why
are you laughing at me? I just want to go trick-or-treating with
you.”

Cameron knelt down and hugged his son. “Hey, I’m not
laughing at you, Mike. I’m laughing because you’re cute, because I love you. You want to go
trick-or-treating?”

Mike’s eyes
shone. “Yeah! All right!”

“Have you taken your medication?”

Mike rolled his eyes. “Yes,
Dad. I don’t forget that, you
know! Mom made sure I wouldn’t.”

At the mention of Cameron’s wife, both went silent for a few seconds. Cameron
cleared his throat. “And you remember why
it’s so important that you
don’t
forget?”

Mike scrunched up his face as he thought.
“Because…because
you don’t want me slamming my
head against the floor?” He leveled
serious eyes on his father. “Don’t worry, Dad. I don’t want to do that either.”

Cameron nodded, wiping away embryonic tears with the
heel of his hand. “Okay then,
I’ll just put on my suit and
we can get going.”

“Yaaaay!” Mike danced around the room, pumping his arms up and
down as Cameron exited. Kids. I remember when I got that
excited about Halloween. He opened his closet, eyes lingering
on the Army dress uniform, festooned with ribbons and medals, that
still hung there even though his discharge had been over a year
ago, then pulled down his costume. He smiled again, remembering the
day they had gone shopping for these.

Cameron had been tired; it had been a long day at
work and his son had been playing in an impromptu kiddie football
game that ran late into the evening. When it was over
(Mike’s team had won in a
close match), Mike asked if they were going to celebrate like they
sometimes did.

Cameron had forced a smile. “Sure, M&M. What did you want to go
do?”

His son had thought for a few seconds, then threw his
arms up in his booster seat and shouted, “Let’s go get
Halloween costumes!”

So they had gone to the big Halloween stores, looking
through the costume sets, and Mike had picked out a very well-done
medieval knight costume, complete with helmet, shield, and sword.
After two hours of searching, though, they hadn’t found anything for Cameron. To be fair,
Cameron had found several things – a
pirate, a samurai, even a nice forest-god costume—but Mike had vetoed each one, saying they
weren’t “right.”

“Hey, Mike,” he had said,
rubbing his face and suppressing a yawn. “I’m really
tired; maybe we can find mine later?” He
had glanced into the mirror as he spoke.

Mike’s face had
fallen. “Dad…”
Tears had welled up in his eyes, overshadowing the joy which had
shone there moments ago. “You need to have
a Halloween costume.”

“Why, big man?”

“Because Halloween was Momma’s favorite.”

There it was. Cameron’s wife, Suzanne, had been a huge fan of Halloween,
and had always turned it into a big production. No one was able to
escape her makeup brush come October 31st; she would
spend months planning each costume, and a significant portion of
their budget would be spent on prosthetics, fabrics, and
paints.

“All right, buddy.” Cameron
had nodded. “We’ll keep
looking.” At this point, he was
willing to pick up the next thing that fit, no matter what Mike
said, when…

“Right there, Dad! Right there!”

Cameron had whipped his head to the left; there was a
thrift store, locally owned, with a big sign reading Halloween
Specials! 50% off!

And in the window…was
Godzilla, looming over a miniature cityscape with Lego figures
running in terror. The same Godzilla costume that Cameron was now
forcing himself into, complete with giant head, eyeholes in the
neck, and detachable, button-on tail. It was big, it was
heavy…and his son had adored it, so they
had bought it.

Costuming complete, Cameron stomped his way out of
the bedroom, making big growly sounds and raising his arms at his
son. Mike squealed, pulling out his costume sword as if to fight
the giant reptilian monster. With a lunge, Godzilla surged forward
and swooped up the miniscule knight in his arms.

“Dad!” Mike squirmed in his
father’s arms. “Lemme go!”

“Dad? There is no ‘Dad’ here!
There is only…Godzilla!” Cameron started tickling his son under his armpits,
leading to increased squeals and squirms.

“No! No!”

“Godzilla not eat little boy?” Cameron held his son for another moment before
lowering him to the ground. “Well…all right.” Cameron let Mike go; the boy was still giggling.
“Are you ready to head out?”

“You bet!” Mike ran into the
living room and grabbed his pumpkin-shaped Halloween basket.
“We’re gonna get tons of candy this year, huh,
Dad?”

“Tons and tons, kiddo. Go buckle in; I’ll be right there.”

Mike sprinted out of the front door and towards the
car. Cameron watched him go, smiling even as his eyes misted up. He
turned toward the family portrait on the wall and reached out one
hand, grazing the image of his wife. Her beautiful face and dark
hair were frozen in printer ink, but he couldn’t help but return the soft smile.

“As long as I have him, you’re never really gone.” He
kissed his fingertips and touched them to her mouth, then headed to
the car to join his son. Mike was already buckled in, his sword in
the seat next to him, smiling his gap-toothed grin and watching his
father.

“Okay, M&M, what do you think?” Cameron took off his costume head and tail, stowing
them in the passenger seat. “Should we hit
that neighborhood we went to last year, or should we try somewhere
new first?”

Mike’s eyes
went wide, like an owl’s
reflecting the moonlight. “Is that the
neighborhood that had the house with the really spooky zombies in
the front yard and the ghosts in the trees?”

Cameron laughed as he turned the key in the ignition.
“You mean the one that had the guy hiding
in the zombie costume on the bench that jumped out and scared us
half to death?”

“Yeah!” Mike’s head was nodding up and down so much
that it made his seat shake.

“That’s the
one.”

Mike clapped his hands. “Can
we go there, Dad? Please please please?”

“Okay then.” Cameron turned
on the satellite radio as he backed the car out of his driveway.
“Now, what’re the rules?”

Mike took a deep breath, like a performer before his
solo. He extended one finger at a time, ticking off the points.
“No eating candy until you’ve had the chance to check it out. Say
‘thank you,’ no matter how much or how little candy I get.
Don’t ask for
more.” He beamed a smile at his
father.

Cameron frowned. “There’s one
more rule, you know.”

Mike’s smile faltered.
“…What?”

“Have fun!” Cameron’s grin
burst forth, and Mike laughed.

“You scared me for a second, there, Dad! I thought
you were mad at me!”

“Nah. Not today, M&M. Now, let’s go get some candy!”

“Yeah!”

~~~

Halloween night had been a rousing success.
Mike’s favorite house had
outdone itself; in addition to the creepy zombies and flying
ghosts, the owner had hidden inside of a fake grave setup under the
ground and shrouded by a fog machine. Mike had tiptoed up the
walkway, expecting to be scared at any moment, but the man had
waited until the boy was on his way back with his candy to lunge
out of the ground and grab Mike’s ankle. The child had screamed loud enough to
shatter glass, and Snickers and Kit-Kats had scattered everywhere,
but when the man had climbed out of the grave and taken off his
mask all the fear gave way to laughter and joy.

Now, Mike was asleep in his chair, his mouth slack,
cheeks smooth, and his pumpkin of goodies was propped at his side
with his sword and shield resting atop it. Cameron kept glancing in
the rear view mirror, marveling at the blessing that was his.

I wish you were here to see him right now, Suze.
You’d be proud of our
little guy.

His favorite radio station changed over from music to
news. Cameron rolled his eyes and moved to turn on his CD
player.

“…the entire staff of the Antarctic research facility
were found dead this morning.”

Cameron paused. What the
hell?

The talk host continued. “According to my sources, the pilot of the supply
plane that found them was taken into custody for questioning, but
the FBI has no other leads at this time.”
The voice on the radio gave a mirthless chuckle. “See, what I don’t understand is why? I mean, what do they do
down there? Melt ice, see how fast ice is melting? Hey, guys,
how’s that ice doing? You
know? Easy to make fun of, but then, you find out that the
scientists and staff were found all over the complex, having just
fallen over and died in the middle of their work.” Another sad laugh. “It’s like God
just said, ‘Hey, you’re right, they are
pointless,’ and just wiped
them out.” A pause. “So far, there has been no statement about the
incident, but I’m sure that
they’re just pissing in their
pants trying to figure this shit out up at the White
House.”

“Holy hell.” Cameron
continued listening, but the host turned to mocking reports of the
Mars Omega operation and its selection of the first teams of
potential Mars colonists, so he turned it off, shaking his head.
“Crazy damn world. Whole station just gets
killed like that? Who does something like that?” He shook his head, sighing.

The headlights of his Toyota lit up the bumpy road to
his house, and he turned in. He coasted down the path, avoiding the
potholes and dips that come with unpaved roads, and guided the
vehicle into his driveway. Parking the car, he turned off the
ignition, opened the rear passenger door, and extracted his son
from the back seat. Mike murmured and turned his face into his
father’s chest, a sight that
caused Cameron’s heart to
melt once again.

“It’s all
right, little man.” Cameron kissed his son
on the forehead as he laid Mike in his bed and tucked him in.
“Daddy’s here. Everything’s going to be all right.”

Mike stirred, shifted, settled. A sleepy mumble
escaped his lips. “Love you,
Momma.”

A pang tore at Cameron’s heart; he switched on his son’s Mickey Mouse nightlight, casting a soft
orange glow across the room. “Goodnight,
Mike. Momma loves you too.”

Jacob Riley, October 31st

 


The dreams are getting worse. I
haven’t been sleeping,
and I…I’ve been having them when I’m awake now. I’ll just lose an hour and there
she’ll be, staring at me.

I’m
still not sure what it all means, but it’s bad. God, is it bad. I can’t write it here in case this gets
lost; if the wrong people find out…but what is it? I’m not even sure.

Heard it on the radio today, but I’m not really surprised. Everyone else
is dead. All of them, without an explanation. Not that simple.
Coincidence doesn’t
stretch that far. Never has.

God, I need sleep. Never thought I’d be running like this. Guess it
could be worse. Could be dead. Could have had my head taken off.
No. Can’t think like
that. Have to move.

I need to find out who’s behind this. Or what. Need to find a way to
get this out in the open. But…what
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