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Some facts to consider...
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While Woman EX is a work of fiction, there are certain facts and truths which form the weave of this story:

	There exist 15,000 (or more) documented nuclear warheads in arsenals, 90% of which are in the hands of the United States of America and Russia. These bombs are many times more powerful than the atomic bombs dropped on Japan at the end of World War II. 

	Studies show that roughly 10% of the world’s nations, as of this writing, are headed by women, and none of those nations possess weapons of mass destruction, nor are they major players in the global military arena.

	The Taurids is a meteor shower that happens annually, originating from a comet called Encke. The meteor shower is the result of pieces of that comet breaking off and burning up in our atmosphere as Encke passes by. 

	Astrophysicists have been warning us about the potential of large rocks someday coming our way. It is theorized that the Ice Age was the result of just one large meteor striking the Earth and enveloping it with so much dirt and particulates that it literally blocked the sun’s warming rays and plummeted temperatures to freezing. 

	Krakatoa, the volcanic eruption which occurred in 1883 in the archipelago of what is now known as Indonesia, is still considered the most powerful natural explosion in known history. It resulted in climatic changes and darkened the skies around the globe for upwards of five years.

	Hundreds of reputable engineers, scientists and demolition experts around the world have provided creditable material showing that the incident known as 9/11, when two planes struck the twin towers in New York City on the 11th of September 2001, could not possibly have destroyed those towers as the US government claimed.  Additionally, the 3rd building which fell that same day, known as building 7, a forty-seven-story structure across the street, was never even hit by anything, and yet, it too crumbled to the ground in perfect-demolition-style – an incidental occurrence which was generally accepted without question because US officials claimed it too was the victim of the attack.  
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The Tree of Life


[image: ]


The tree had withstood the test of time.

In fact, even before time was measured, the tree was already a strapping youngster, that is, as far as trees go.

The world had circumvented the sun more times than could be counted, during which, the seedling had become a towering and mature adult, and it measured that passing time by the rings which formed around the girth of its broad trunk.

It was a proud and dignified tree, and every day that the sun rose was a joyful day in the knowledge that it provided life to the forest all around it; and by night, security and protection, warmth and cover to the creatures who lived beneath and within it.

It stood strong, bearing its leaves, and providing nourishment and life-giving oxygen to the world around, while its roots provided the means of existence for creatures beneath the soil. 

As it lifted its leaves to the rising sun, the air was thick with a wondrous scent – the smell of the most tantalizing bouquet of all – life itself! 

A small shudder trembled within its boughs, a joyful quiver that quaked to its living soul and reached out to the very tips of its leaves which now twisted upwards to embrace the life-giving rays of morning light.

A bird landed and perched on one of its great arms. Its head rocked back and forth in search of something to eat. It was a ritual that Tree loved.

Suddenly the bird froze. 

What could it be, thought Tree? 

The forest seemed calm enough, the air was gentle – nothing was out of place; but as Tree listened, it sensed it too; a disquieting feeling, a strange dissonance in the taciturnity. 

An unsettling trembling soon touched its roots, a tangible vibration passed along through the network that trees used to talk with one another. 

The trembling grew and waxed, rattling the forest.

Suddenly the sky lit up with a brilliant and explosive light, hot and scorching, it screeched outward like a million bursting suns, sending a shuddering and ground-breaking thunderous shockwave that shook Tree to its very core. 

Seconds later, the air burned incandescent, and Tree watched in horror as its leaves turned from brilliant green to deathly withered black, as its countless life-giving tendrils and arms were scorched beyond recognition, and as its very bark began to blister and bubble under the assault of the living flames that consumed it.

The roar of a raging wind bent the stout tree, threatening to pull it from the ground, the place it had stood for generations; and only by the force of sheer will to survive did it hold onto life. 

As it shouldered the horrendous attack, it watched as the forest around it was blighted beyond recognition, as companion trees who had stood their ground as long, or longer, were shredded and burned to lifeless stalks of black.

When the storm passed, the scent of death was everywhere, and a black acrid smoke choked the very air.

In the distance, a massive cloud mushroomed upward, pressing into the heavens, like a beastly horror from another world.

Tree sighed as apathy replaced vibrant life, and slowly, irrevocably, it slumped and soon died in silent agony. 
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The mood was high amongst the crew of Dauntless. 

It had been over sixteen years since they left Earth on a trip that spanned millions of kilometers to reach Europa and then back again. 

Just one of sixty-six planetoids which orbited Jupiter, Europa had been their base for almost three of those years, while the rest of the time was spent in Hyper-Sleep-Stasis, or HSS, that is, six years there and six years back inside sleep-pods. 

Had it not been for the launch of the Hubble2 Deep Space Telescope, and the James Webb Space Telescope, the Jupiter Mission would not have come into existence. 

They changed everything, providing ground-breaking and breathtaking images and spectral scans showing that there was water beneath the icy plains of 

Europa, which meant a high probability of finding life under its frozen wasteland. 

While Mars missions were already eagerly being pursued, and corporations were lining up like soldiers outside a brothel in the hopes of being the first to harvest the red planet’s resources, others saw Europa as having far more profound implications for the future of our race. In fact, with geopolitical events escalating as they were, and the continued threats of nuclear assaults bouncing like ping-pong balls between America, North Korea and Russia, NASA regarded Europa as a critical step toward its dream of colonizing one of several exoplanets which had been found over recent years and which showed signs of being habitable. 

No one really considered Europa a candidate for mass-colonization, but those involved in the project did see it as a high probability in providing answers to the question – is there life out there, and if so, what is it? And with that question answered, it could serve as a springboard to launching humankind to the distant stars.

While stupid men played Russian roulette with the future of humanity, brighter minds at NASA and ESA, the European Space Agency, were racing against the clock.

The Dauntless, the largest spacecraft ever conceived, was designed, assembled, and put into orbit around Earth in record time – the direct result of the collective effort of many nations. NASA was elected to oversee the mission, but the matrix of the Jupiter Mission was a collaborative one.

The ship measured the length of three large school buses placed end-to-end. 

The HAB, the unit its crew would live in while on Europa’s surface, was a detachable appendage to the lower hull of the Dauntless. And while the ship was often humorously referred to as the Dill because of its shape which resembled a pickle, the HAB was entirely devoid of any aesthetic qualities whatsoever, appearing more like a shipping container, with squared features, and having minimalistic navigational acuity required to land it on Europa, and then take off again where it would couple with the Dauntless which would remain in orbit high above.

It was a bold move, but those behind the program went ahead with the mission despite the groans of an American leadership more interested in military parades, Twitter likes and sterilizing and protecting America from the undocumented immigrants “infiltrating” it – in fact, much of the funding came through ESA’s pipeline, not America’s. 

Tanner McNeal, its captain, sat quietly watching the Visio - a holographic display of their trajectory back to Earth, as a toothpick idly floated between his lips. 

He could hardly believe his eyes – Earth was now in view of the ship’s telemetry – not just a digital schematic, but an actual pinprick of light, one that was now perceptible in the sea of countless white dots on the screen ahead. 

When they had set off on the mission, he and his crew had been younger men and women – most of them in their mid-twenties – himself being the oldest, having just turned twenty-nine the day after the launch. 

After coupling with the Dauntless, which had been put into orbit months before and was already stocked and ready for their journey, three women and seven men, himself included, went into Sub-Sleep-Stasis two weeks into the voyage. It was a necessary, but dreaded and terrifying aspect of the mission, because for six years they laid in a slimy goop, one which keep their bodies at just the right temperature, while a cocktail of sedatives slowed their physiological processes down to an induced state of comatose, as close to death as sustainably possible. It was a shadow-dance with the Grim Reaper, who stood toe-to-toe on the other side of a very thin line, while a tenuous life-support system provided their sedated bodies with a protein based-saline solution fed directly into their veins, keeping them fed and hydrated. 

Now, so close to finishing their mission, the longest ever endeavored by any star navigator, Tanner afforded himself the luxury of daydreaming, unleashing his mind from the rigors required of him as captain. 

There was still a major hurdle ahead of them, he knew that, but it felt good to let the mental steam bleed off. 

A boisterous laugh emitted from behind him, yanking Tanner from his mental maundering. 

“I wonder,” began Camilla, a native Venezuelan who specialized in microbiology and bioengineering, and was also known for her skills as an IT-guru, cyber pirate, and master computer hacker, “if our years away from Earth will categorize us as cosmic dummies?”

Petar, the ship’s geologist and mineral expert, an out-spoken Serbian who often said exactly what was on his mind without concern for the consequences, responded. “You mean we’re going look culturally retarded to everyone back home – is that it?” 

“Not retarded, but certainly uninformed.”

“Ahh,” Petar raised a brow, “like Robinson Crusoe coming back to civilization after being stuck on an island?”

Camilla shrugged. “Look how fast technology changed between the Millennium and when we fired off to Jupiter. In the last sixteen years since we have been gone, it could have advanced exponentially, we do not know, especially since we have had no communication with Earth for most of our mission.”

Rose, a Brit, the ship’s physicist, and quantum specialist, known for being confrontational at any opportunity, chimed into the discussion. “Oh, you mean the fact that the very last transmission we received was that some ass-fuck in North Korea was threatening to start World War III?” She said with a sneer and a raised brow.

Camilla, being a consummate optimist and diametrically opposed to Roses’ disposition, shrugged. 

“We really don’t know if that happened.”

Rose cast her another look of challenge. “And, what if it did? What if that is the reason for the com-blackout?”

For a long moment, the crew went silent as the haunting visions filled the void, the informational abyss that followed whenever the subject of the com-blackout was broached.

Matis, a Lithuanian and the ship’s engineering and electronics specialist, not to mention the fix-it-all-guy, entered the dialogue now. “Let us not dither on the negative, ladies. I prefer to think that they finally mastered cyber-dolls,” he smiled with a mock leer and a playful flick of his brow.

Michael Brenner, the native Texan, ship’s horticulturist and cook, raised a finger to the air as if on cue. “That would be cool.”

“Oh, for god’s sake!” exclaimed Rose. “Get your fook’n hormones under control guys. That’s disgusting!” she announced with an affected look of repulsion, accented by her Welsh dialect.


Brenner waved her off with a flick of his hand. “You’re just jealous.”


“Of you?!” She cackled. “If you want to have sex with dolls, be my guest. I prefer the real thing.”

Tanner cracked a smile. The banter was good. It would help them deal with the mental challenges they would all soon face. 

The big question that had plagued them during the entire mission, since the day they had awoken from HSS as they neared Europa, was why the connection with NASA, for that matter, Earth, had ceased. It was an impossible question to answer, because without that link, it was all guesswork.

Compounding that issue was the fact that NASA psychologists had warned him that his crew would very likely have to endure SDD, Severe-Discontinuity-Disorder, a member of the Post-Trauma-Stress-Disorder family of mental conditions that had first been diagnosed in veterans of war, who, upon returning home, found themselves besieged by the horrors of war, and feeling disenfranchised from the society they had left. 

Telanthia, usually referred to as Tel by most, sidled next to where Tanner sat. 

Her sudden appearance caused his heart to skip a beat. 


“I have been meaning to ask you a question.”


Tanner looked up at her perfect face. The Icelandic native, with silver-white hair cascading to her shoulders, like icy water pitching from a glacier, and those azure eyes and skin a hue of cream, smiled down at him. 

As always, Tanner felt as if she was a goddess who had crash-landed on Earth. Since first seeing her, back at Johnson Space Center, that face, those eyes, the entire package, still had the same effect on him. 

“Why the toothpicks, Tanner?” she asked, her head lightly bobbing as her eyes followed the sliver of wood precariously perched on his lower lip.

“Why not?”

“Because we’re eating puree and powdered food, it’s not as if you need to pick your teeth after a steak dinner.”

Tanner grinned. “Call it a coping-mechanism.”

“Interesting. Seems to me like you have a toothpick fetish,” she said with a playful grin and flick of her brow.

“Sure, put a Freudian spin on it if you like.”

She reciprocated with her usual Mona Lisa-like smile – both beautiful and alluring somehow.

“Captain,” the voice rocked Tanner from his light flirtation. He turned to Mav, his 1st Officer, who had a look of deep concern rippling across his face. Mav tipped his head at the console. 

The discussions in the control room suddenly ceased as the undercurrent of apprehensive anxiety which had kept a constant grip on the crew since coming out of HSS, now caused them all to turn and look at the holographic display.

“What the hell is that?” asked Tanner as he leaned forward and peered at the strange code streaming across the screen.

Mav shrugged. “Looks like Earth is finally talking to us, Cap.”
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“Mission Control, this is captain Tanner McNeal of the Dauntless.”

The line remained deathly silent - again. 

Frustrated, he turned to Matis. “You’re absolutely sure the ship’s com-link is intact?”

“I tested it five times, Cap,” answered the man. “I even bounced signals off a Sat-dish on the moon, and each time, our telemetry picked up the return signal without error.” He paused to nod toward the screen. “The problem is Earth-side. They are not answering us.”

“I just don’t get it,” said Tanner, his frustration mounting. “First, we get this strange code, but then no one answers.”

Mav leaned back, crossing his arms with a grin fixed to his lips. “Maybe aliens finally took over.”

“That would be an upgrade,” announced Rose, who listened in nearby.

Tanner sighed. Seventeen years ago, during their final training sessions at NASA, they had been briefed on all the possible contingencies, a mental safety-net to prepare them for the fact that the planet they returned to might not be the same place they had left. The mad escalation of nuclear weapons at the time they lifted off for Jupiter, the mushrooming military forces assembled along borders between East and West, the global-warming, et al, all of it was a sign that if a madman started the domino-effect, it could very well end with Earth spiraling back into a regressive state. 

Sobering as the briefings had been, none of the crew, himself included, really considered that anyone would let things go that far south – but ever since the com-blackout early in their mission, that mindset had changed – and now, this radio silence was inviting the worst possible visions to infiltrate his mind.

Tanner swiveled his chair to face the rest of his crew. A cocktail of pent-up emotions was clearly etched on their faces; like roads crisscrossing a landscape, the full gamut, including excitement, worry, doubt, dread, anticipation, fear, a force that pounded inside each of them, like waves smashing into a beach. 

Tanner had pondered over this day, hoping it would never come, hoping that somehow, NASA would re-establish contact with them – but that day never arrived – and the absence of communication for years now, piqued a cognizant sense that whatever was happening back on Earth, it was not good.

“We have to assume the worst-case scenario at this point,” said Tanner to the rest of the crew.

“And what is your take on the worst?” asked Deptha, the Indian and geological specialist from Mumbai, the seventh member of the male crew.

Tanner shrugged. “I don’t know, Dep, use your imagination.” 

“I assume,” began Telanthia, taking the opportunity to exert her role as the group’s behavioral specialist and matron, “that we are invoking contingencies for the possibility of a hostile reception?” 

“Definitely,” responded Tanner. “I have activated Mandate 666. The ship’s computer is locked to any outside access. If things go sideways, it will be hard for anyone to access our research records or the ship’s log without at least two of us entering the passcode.”

Petar shook his head, a look of vacant confusion painted on his face. “What about Footprint?”

All faces turned to Tanner. “Until we know what the scene is on Earth, Footprint remains a secret.”
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Like brittle ice on the verge of shattering, tensions were at an apex as the Dauntless swept into orbit around Earth. 

The entire crew stared in utter silence as the African continent, framed between an azure ocean of water on all sides, slid by. 

The Sahara, the grand master of deserts, in all its primordial beauty, capped the continent like tawny leather; and within seconds, the Nile, its gaping mouth fanning out into the Mediterranean, broke the tarnish of endless desert with a wash of lush and fertile green that merged into the waiting arms of the Mediterranean. It was a mesmerizing sight, during which not a word was spoken. 

They had not seen Earth for over sixteen years, and though no one ever showed it, or said it, it is doubtless that each of them wondered at some time during their mission if they ever would. But now, as they looked down on this one in a billion beauty in the fold of the cosmic expanse, it haunted them with specters of a cataclysm – was it war, or disease – why was Earth not talking to them? 

What could explain this hellish silence echoing up from a world of billions of people?

Tanner was now reminded of a duty incumbent on him as the captain, one that he was not looking forward to doing. He would have to contact Brett Pearson’s family once they landed. The New Zealander and ship’s astrophysicist, had been their only casualty, reminding him, that despite her allure, the enchanter, space, was a merciless bitch when it came to compliance to her terms of engagement. Brett had turned his back on her, an incautiousness moment when he tripped and fell into a cavity during one of their excursions into the unknown realm of Europa. A jagged edge of a protruding rock tore his suit, exposing him to the icy grip of space, and before anyone could get to him, she had sucked the life from him, leaving a frozen cadaver in its place. 

Tanner was no stranger to death. As a test-pilot in the Netherlands, before joining up with the European Space Agency, he had attended more than one funeral of men who had crashed their planes. And while he did not fear death, the frozen eyes of Brett Pearson staring up at him through his visor on that day, reminded him that death’s grip was irrevocable – you could not turn back the clock on it. 

He turned to Mav, who sat next to him at the ship’s console. 

“You still hailing NASA?”

“Yup! She ain’t sing’n yet, Cap,” answered Mav with a playful lilt. “What do you want to do?” 


Tanner thought for a time before answering. “Fuck it, take her down.”


Mav confirmed the coordinates one last time, ensuring that their glide-path was precise. If they came in too acutely, the friction could burn through the ship’s protective shielding and kill them all. Come in too low and they would bounce off the atmosphere, careening back into space, and with all the space-junk and abandoned satellites floating in that graveyard around the planet, it opened the door for a fender-bender, or worse. 

Mav manually nosed the Dauntless downward, touching the outmost layer of the atmosphere. With no beacon coming from NASA, it was unlikely that the ship’s autopilot would function as it should. Nonetheless, as with every other NASA pilot before him, he had been trained for just such a manual re-entry. 

“Hold onto your privates,” he announced with a wide grin as he rolled the ship to the left and then gently eased the Dauntless on a steeper angle. Within seconds, the roller-coaster ride began. The front of the ship lit up as the friction between metal and air sparked a brilliant display of yellow, orange, and red – as if someone had a blowtorch to its nose. 

The G-force accelerated rapidly, crushing them into their seats with more gravitational force than they had experienced since taking off from Earth years before. Muffled groans escaped their lips as their chests and ribs felt the pressure, evoking even more muted sounds of pain. 

The ship began to rock, like a kite in a blistering wind, as the forward portion now glowed as bright as the crimson of red-hot iron being heated to molten metal.

“Now entering lower atmosphere,” announced the computer. “ETA three minutes and three seconds.”

As the Dauntless broke through the final layer, sounds of relief followed as the pressure eased. Mav lowered the speed, skillfully navigating the ship into a sweeping and graceful turn, arcing it out over the coastline. The waters of the Pacific Ocean gleamed and greeted them. It was a sight that caused a sense of awe to pervade the crew.

“Approaching final glide path,” said the computer as Mav incrementally brought the ship in line with the stretch of runway ahead, a mere sliver in the high desert that bordered the Mojave beyond. 

“Landing gear down,” commanded Mav to the computer. The holographic projection showed the wheels lowering and locking into position, the first time they had been activated in over sixteen years. 

Everyone sighed with relief.

The terrain swept by, just a blur of shapes and colors, as the Dauntless kissed the asphalt with the tenderness of a lover’s touch. “Chutes deployed,” announced the computer, and with that, the ship lurched backwards, as if a giant had suddenly clutched it in the palm of its hand. It slowed from its landing speed of over 550 kilometers and within seconds, it coasted to a stop.

“Welcome home,” flashed the words on the panel ahead.

Tanner rolled his eyes at the irony of the statement. Home?! 

He unbuckled, stood, and suddenly felt a strange sensation, one he had not experienced for over one and a half decades - Earth’s gravity. 

Taking a cautious step – he teetered, like a baby taking its first steps. He had to remind himself that after so long in either zero-G of space or the reduced gravity of Europa, that his muscles had atrophied; and despite the exercise regimens they had done in preparation for this moment, their bodies would still have to endure a re-acclimation period.

“Everyone okay?” he asked. The question was met by pale looks and faces covered in sweat, testimony to the strain they had just endured – but at the same time, their eyes betrayed their growing excitement.

Telanthia was busily assessing the atmosphere outside. She looked up at Tanner with a curious and dumbfounded look, “I’m not picking up anything unusual.”

“Good! Open main hatch,” he commanded the computer. 

A series of clicks and hisses followed as the thick metal door snapped open with a loud pop, and instantly, the differential between the ship’s internal pressure and that of Earth accosted their ears. 

Like water rushing into an empty well, the ship’s-controlled atmosphere flushed out to meet Earths’, while a wave of warm and sultry air flushed inward, filling the ship with the scent of dry desert sage, the acrid taste of dust and sand, the pungent odor of asphalt heated by the burning sun, all of it the very perfume of Earth herself. It was an olfactory overload, like a sudden injection of heroin streaming through their veins and causing a euphoric feeling of ecstasy.

Tanner gingerly poked his head out into the world and squinted. It was the first time he truly felt warmth and the stark glare of a sun, since leaving on the mission. It felt wonderful. 

With a quick glance back at the anticipating eyes watching him, he gingerly stepped down the ladder, rung by rung, the muscles in his legs screaming at every step, finally landing on the runway, and feeling, as he had already felt, the firm grip of Earth’s gravity pulling him into her embrace. 

The rest of the crew did not wait a second longer, and despite their weakened muscles and teetering legs, the sounds of pleasure emitting from them sounded like that of young children excitedly jumping in puddles of water. 

Despite the overwhelming relief of being back on Earth, Tanner’s sense of wariness was exacerbated by the strange silence. As much as he loved its embrace, in fact, regarding silence as his greatest therapy, this was not the right time for it. 

Where was everyone, he thought?

They had just returned from the most daring mission ever embarked upon – certainly, there should be someone to meet them? 

Dread began to fill his soul, like water brimming the top of a glass, while the cognitive voice deep inside was telling him that something was very wrong. 

As he walked, he focused his eyes on the distant foothills which shimmered and vacillated through a veil of heated air that diffused and played with the light. 

Sage brush gently rolled by in the distance, bouncing and careening along the ground like players in a game. 

A group of buildings and hangers shimmered on one side of the runway. It all looked much the same as he remembered it to be, but the silence filled him with a dystopian sense of bewilderment.

Mav approached, raising, and lowering his feet like a marionette controlled by a puppeteer. “Wow, this feels so weird,” 

In the distance, a flickering phantom caught their eyes. “Looks like we’ve got company, Cap,” said Mav pointing to a cluster that morphed and grew, soon manifesting as a column of vehicles racing toward them at high speed. 

Reflexively, Tanner gripped his weapon, slipping the safety off. Mav did the same, as did the rest of the crew, who now gathered around with their hands poised near the guns strapped to their sides. 

They watched with anxious eyes as trucks came to a screeching halt in a cloud of dust, and as uniformed figures poured out with their weapons trained on them. 

It was as if their worst nightmares were now coming true. 

This was not a reception, clearly, it was a confrontation.

With a soldier-like stride, a woman advanced to within a meter of Tanner. “You are Captain Tanner McNeal of the star ship Dauntless, correct?” Her words broke the torrid air with a harsh military cadence.

“Yes.”

“And these are your crew?” she tipped her head at the others.

“They are?”

“Then, I must inform you that you and your crew are hereby placed under arrest.”

Tanner felt a wave of shock







d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
\

The human rac :

An Existential Thnller by

REAL LAPLAIHE





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





