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CHAPTER 1




TOMMY PATTERSON ALWAYS looked forward to Friday nights. It was a chance to finally spend some quality time alone with his dad. And he relished every moment of it. Sometimes it was watching their favorite movie together with a tub of popcorn between them on the couch. Other times, they played a board game or two. But this Friday night was the one he looked forward to the most; when they took their rods and reels to the small lake at the edge of the woods and fished for catfish. To a ten-year-old kid, this was like heaven.

At half-past seven, Tommy rushed out to the garage, where his dad, William, had just finished restringing the line on one of his reels. “Is it time, yet?” he asked anxiously.

William looked up at the evening sky for a second, scrutinizing the angle of the setting sun, and then down at his far-too-eager son with a soft smile, “Almost. It’s still a little too light out right now. Give it a few more minutes and then we’ll be ready to go.”

Tommy nearly stepped on his bottom lip as he stood there, pouting.

“Hey,” William said. “Don’t go getting all upset like that. The fish won’t bite if you’re upset.”

“You’re joking, right? I’m pretty sure my feelings have nothing to do with fishing.”

William snickered. “Sure, they do. Remember, animals can sense emotion; even fish.”

“Yeah, you’ve told me before. I just don’t get how it works.”

William ruffled Tommy’s hair and chuckled, “Don’t worry about it too much. What do I always tell you?”

Tommy replied, “Don’t sweat the small stuff.”

“And...?”

“It’s all small stuff.”

William smiled back at his son, suddenly realizing how much he had grown recently. “Just try to remember that,” he said. “Life will be much easier. Now help me load the rest of the gear into the truck and we’ll be ready to go.”

Tommy grabbed his dad’s tackle box and lifted it onto the open tailgate. When he turned around to get his own, smaller tackle box, he was annoyed to see his little sister, Kate, standing there holding her pink Barbie fishing pole in her hands. “What are you doing here?” he asked, his voice clearly irritated at her presence. This was supposed to be their special time alone, just him and his dad, and now his sniveling sister was trying to barge in.

Kate replied matter-of-factly, “I’m going fishing with you?”

Tommy turned around so he didn’t have to look at her, knowing his temper would probably get the best of him, and then he’d do or say something that would probably get him in trouble and ruin the whole night, or worse. “Dad?” he implored.

William looked at Kate and smiled. She’s so determined to grow up, he thought. “I’m sorry, Little Lady, but you’re not quite old enough to be out so late.”

Kate protested, “But I’m almost six years old!”

Tommy replied nastily, “So? I didn’t get to go until I was eight.”

“Well, that was you. Everybody knows girls are better than boys.”

Tommy threw his tackle box into the truck and turned around, his face scrunched up as his eyes burned with anger, “I’ll show you who’s better than who.”

William cut in between them, “Hey, that’s enough of that.”

Tommy argued, “But she started it?”

“And I’m finishing it,” William stated firmly. He then turned to Kate, “Listen, next time we go fishing it’ll be during the day so you can go too.”

Kate’s eyes grew misty for a second from disappointment until she finally gave in, “Promise?”

“I promise.”

“Or maybe we can go sometime early in the morning when the frogs are still out?”

Tommy couldn’t stop himself when the words quickly slipped off his tongue before he realized what he was doing, and said, “You look like a frog.”

Kate stomped her foot and held her finger firmly jabbed in his face, “You take that back!”

When his dad looked at him sternly, he knew that an apology was the only thing that could still save their fishing trip. “Okay,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

William looked at Kate expectantly. After a moment, she finally said, “Fine. Pology accepted.” Then, to show off to Tommy that she was dad’s favorite, she went over and gave her dad a big hug in front of him, a wide smirk spread across her lips.

After a minute, William said to her, “Now go in and get ready for bed.”

Kate trudged off, still carrying her fishing pole. On her way out of the garage, she looked back at Tommy and stuck her tongue out at him when William wasn’t looking, before turning and running into the house.




***




Melinda was sitting on the small swing that ran along the back of the patio, slowly sipping a cup of tea, when William turned the corner. She didn’t see him at first, so it gave him a minute to admire her as she sat there, her back against the soft pink glow of the setting sun.

She turned to him and smiled, “Are you spying on me, William Patterson?”

“Of course I am—any chance I get.”

“I guess that means I better be on my best behavior, then?”

“You better. I’d hate to have to punish you for acting up.”

“Oh, really?”

“Yes, really.” Then he nuzzled up close to her and softly nibbled on her ear.

Melinda responded with a soft moan, before nudging him away and saying, “Don’t you have a fishing trip to get to?”

William smiled, “I’d rather do some other kind of fishing.”

“As tempting as that sounds, I think you better get ready to go. You already have a disappointed little girl on your hands. If you blow this off, you’re going to have to deal with your son as well. And we both know he doesn’t handle disappointment well.”

William snickered, “You got that right.”

She smiled back at him seductively, “Plus, when you get home, we can always pick up where we left off.” After a passionate kiss, she pulled away from him, “You better get going before he starts getting antsy.”

“One more,” he said, and gave her a last, quick peck before he walked back into the house.




***




When William climbed into the driver’s seat, he wasn’t all that surprised to see King, their four-year-old Golden Retriever, sitting next to Tommy. “And what’s this all about?” he asked.

Tommy said matter-of-factly, “King wanted to come too.”

“Oh, he did, did he?”

“Yep, he sure did.”

In reply, King let out a soft bark that made William chuckle as he scratched behind the dog’s ears. “Okay, fine. You can come too. But you better not scare the fish.” King barked eagerly in agreement.

William put the keys in the ignition, and a minute later they were pulling out of the driveway. Their neighbor Harvey Stratton, was sitting on his front porch drinking his evening beer. He was an older man in his sixties, who had lost his wife to cancer three years earlier. The alcohol was his attempt at erasing the pain of his suffering.

Harvey waved at them as they pulled away. Tommy gave a small wave back and then said to his dad, “He’s a strange old man.”

William chuckled, “He’s not so bad.”

“But he smells bad.”

This time William laughed out loud, then said, “You should give the guy a break. He’s been through a lot these last few years.”

Tommy grew silent for a minute. At his age, he’d never really thought about how much Harvey had dealt with when his wife died. Instantly, he was embarrassed at the way he had acted. “I guess you’re right. I’ll be nicer to him from now on.”

William added, “Plus, you have to admit that his jokes are pretty funny.”

Tommy chuckled this time, “Yeah, he is kinda funny.”

Then they were out of their neighborhood, heading toward Lake Cahuilla, and what he hoped would one of their best fishing trips ever.

Ten minutes later they reached Cahuilla Park Road, and followed that around the edge of the lake to W Access Road. William pulled the truck over and stopped at a little clearing about forty yards from the water’s edge.

Tommy jumped out of the truck before it had had a chance to come to a complete stop. King bounded out after him.

When William joined them at the back of the truck, Tommy was struggling with the tailgate. William reminded him, “Remember, it sticks a little sometimes. You have to push it in while you lift the handle.” He then demonstrated the trick and dropped the tailgate down.

It took a couple of trips for them to carry all of their gear down to the bank. Dusk was giving way to night, which prompted William to turn on the battery-operated lantern so they could see what they were doing. A soft yellow glow spread out over the small area.

For all of his eagerness to catch fish, he was still squeamish when it came to baiting his hook with chicken liver. “God, I hate this stuff,” he exclaimed.

“I know, pretty gross, huh?” William replied. “But it’s the best bait to catch catfish with.”

“I just wish it didn’t smell so bad.”

“What’s with that nose of yours? It seems like everything smells bad to you.”

“Hey! I can’t help it if my nose is sensitive.”

“Fair enough. Let’s get these lines out there and see if we can hook onto Big Bertha?”

Tommy asked, “That’s just a story. She’s not real, is she?”

William replied, “Oh, she’s real, alright. I saw her once. Must have been nearly five feet long and a hundred pounds.”

Tommy was shocked, “Wow! I bet it’d be awesome to hook onto something like that.”

William agreed, “I’m sure it would. Maybe tonight’s our lucky night?”

William got up from his camping chair after he finished baiting his hook and cast his line out toward the center of the lake. The bait plunked into the water about forty yards out. He let it sink to the bottom and then turned the crank a couple of times to remove any slack. When he was satisfied, he propped the rod up on a y-shaped stick he had pushed into the ground.

Tommy went after him. His effort wasn’t as good as his dad’s, but was still impressive for a boy his age, landing about ten yards in front of his dad’s.

William said, “Nice cast, Tommy.” 

“But it didn’t go out as far as yours.”

“It doesn’t matter how far it goes out, Tommy. The important thing is to find where the fish are.”

King decided at that moment to knock over the bucket filled with bait, sending chicken guts spilling across the ground in a grotesque cascade. Though it seemed like an accident, the sight and scent of the raw meat triggered his instincts, and he immediately lunged for a mouthful.

“King, no!” William's shout pierced the air.

King froze, his ears drooping as he laid down, still chewing his prize. Seeing the look of hurt in his eyes filled William instantly with regret.

Tommy’s face turned green at the mess. “Thanks, King,” he muttered, barely suppressing his urge to vomit.

William sighed, regretting his outburst. “It was an accident,” he said, shaking his head. “That tail of his is like a wrecking ball sometimes.”

“I know, but it’s still gross!” Tommy retorted, looking away from the mess.

“Yeah, but the fish won’t mind.” William bent down, using his pocket knife to scoop the guts back into the bucket. “Help me clean this up before it starts attracting bugs.”

Tommy was about to protest when a faint light streaked across the sky. “Look, Dad, a shooting star.”

William looked up, his eyes narrowing. “That’s not a shooting star.”

“How can you tell?” Tommy asked, puzzled.

“Because it’s getting bigger. And it’s heading this way.”

They both watched as the fiery orb hurtled toward them. William’s heart pounded as he realized its trajectory would take it right over the lake and into the surrounding woods.

“We need to get this gear into the truck now!” William said urgently. They began reeling in their lines as fast as they could.

As the meteor streaked over the lake, debris splashed into the water, causing it to hiss and steam. The air grew still, as if a vacuum had enveloped them. A tremendous boom followed as the meteor crashed into the woods, the ground shaking violently beneath their feet.

King barked incessantly at the commotion. William grabbed Tommy and shoved him into the truck, with King leaping in after him.

“We need to check it out,” William said tensely. “There might be campers out there.”

He backed the truck up and drove around the lake toward the woods. Fortunately, because the heat of the desert summer creates a slow season for the park, they had closed the campsites for renovations. 

They reached the entrance to the woods and took a narrow trail just wide enough for his truck to squeeze through. After a quarter mile, they reached the edge of a massive crater, about a hundred yards wide and three feet deep. The meteor had landed in a clearing, minimizing damage to the forest and its inhabitants, but still leaving a trail of destruction. Steam rose from the ground, creating an eerie fog.

William left the engine running and the headlights on, illuminating the area as he got out. “Get the flashlight from the glove box,” he instructed Tommy.

The air was thick with smoke and the acrid stench of fire and ash. “Smells like burned hamburgers,” Tommy said, covering his nose. King jumped down, immediately burying his nose in his paws.

A strong breeze blew through a moment later, making the odor bearable. William and Tommy pulled their shirts over their noses and walked the crater’s perimeter. William’s flashlight beam revealed a watermelon-shaped rock at the center, crackling like ice cubes thrown into a hot drink.

“That little rock did all this?” Tommy asked, incredulous.

“It was much bigger before it hit the atmosphere,” William explained. “Most of it burned up on the way down.”

They climbed down into the crater, moving closer to the rock. The crackling grew louder, followed by a hissing sound like the valve on a pressure cooker opening to release its pent-up steam.

“Don’t get too close,” William warned.

They were about twenty feet away when King growled, his hackles raised as if a threat were nearby.

“It’s okay, Boy,” Tommy said.

No sooner had he spoken those words, than the meteor exploded, sending a shower of rocky shrapnel mixed with a black, oily substance flying. The blast, though not lethal, was powerful enough to send stone fragments tearing at Tommy’s face and arms. The flashlight flew from William’s hand, and King yelped before he scampered away into the woods.

“King!” Tommy shouted urgently, but the dog had already vanished.




William retrieved the flashlight, checking Tommy for serious injuries. “Are you okay?”

Tommy nodded. “Just a few scratches.”

William examined a cut on Tommy’s cheek. “We need to get you home and cleaned up.”

“But what about King? We can’t leave him here.”

“He’ll be okay. He’s probably just scared. He knows the way home.”

“I hope you’re right,” Tommy said reluctantly.

They trudged back to the truck, brushing off clumps of grime and debris. Once inside, William maneuvered out of the woods. As he did so, Tommy peered into the darkness, hoping to catch a glimpse of his four-legged friend, fearing that he might never see him again.








CHAPTER 2




JUSTIN'S EYES WERE glued to the screen, his fingers flying over the keyboard as he tried to calculate the trajectory of the meteor that had just crashed. The tension in the control room was palpable; the other four meteors that had been clustered with this one had mercifully disintegrated upon entry into Earth's atmosphere. But this fifth one—larger and much more deadly—had broken through. His heart raced as he imagined the potential damage it could have caused on impact.

He was so engrossed in his work that he didn't notice the subtle shift in the room's atmosphere. Suddenly, the pungent odor of cigarettes and stale coffee assaulted his senses, snapping him out of his concentration. He stiffened, realizing too late that the NEOP director, Dr. Patrick Leonard, was now standing right behind him. The man’s presence was oppressive, his breath hot on Justin's neck, as if the weight of his scrutiny alone could alter the course of events displayed on the screen. Justin swallowed hard, the taste of dread mingling with the acrid scent that clung to the air.

“What’s the status, Justin?” the Director asked.

Justin replied, “Four of the five objects disintegrated upon entry, sir.”

“What about the last one?”

“It looks like it came down somewhere in Southern California.”

“Can you narrow down the point of impact?”

Justin slid his chair over a few inches and turned to another monitor, and began typing rapidly. “I’m pulling up satellite imagery right now.”

After a few seconds, an image filled the screen. He zoomed in tight and peered closely at the screen. “It looks like it went down in a town called La Quinta. The crash happened in a wooded area surrounding Lake Cahuilla.”

Dr. Leonard turned his stocky body around quickly and addressed the six other technicians manning stations of their own, “I want a field team mobilized within the hour.”

The technicians began feverishly working at their keyboards, and within seconds, the room was filled with a myriad of voices. After a few minutes, Darcey, a young intern fresh out of Berkley, spoke up, “A team is gathering at Ames shortly.”

Dr. Leonard said, “Good. Who’s heading the team?”

Darcey replied, “Samuel Greenburg.”

The Director nodded his approval. Greenburg was a good man in his book. A little intense but he certainly knew his stuff. They had even been roommates for a semester at Caltech. Then, after graduation, he had remained in California, getting a job as a research scientist at NASA’s Ames research facility. Now, ten years later, he was head of the Space Biosciences Division.

Leonard was a little disappointed he hadn’t stayed in contact with Samuel, especially after Samuel’s wife had died in a car accident a few years ago.

“What’s their ETA for arrival at the crash site?” he asked.

Darcey replied, “Their plane is currently on standby. It’s a thirty-five-minute flight to Palm Springs International, and from there a forty-minute drive to the crash site.”

“Good. Tell me when they’re ready to be briefed.”

“Will do,” Darcey stated and then focused her attention back to her computer terminal.

Dr. Leonard turned back around to Justin, “Can you zoom in closer?”

Justin replied, “Sure,” and hit a couple of keys so that the image zoomed tighter until they could make out a truck pulling up to the site. The picture was filled with smoke, but they could make out a man and a boy getting out of the truck and walk toward the center of the crash, with a dog trotting beside them.

The Director muttered, “Christ! I hope they don’t do anything stupid.”

The words had no sooner left his lips, when they watched the meteor explode on the screen, sending the man and boy reeling backward.

“Shit!” Leonard cried. “That can’t be good” 

He turned back to Darcey, “Call Samuel back. Tell him he needs to step on it.”

He turned back to the screen just in time to see the truck pulling out of the area. “See if you can track that vehicle, Justin.”

Justin replied, “I’m on it,” and began feverishly typing at his keyboard.

For a quick second, as the Director looked closely at the satellite image of the crash scene, he thought he saw something in the woods. But then it was gone.

“I have a bad feeling about this,” he mumbled to himself.




***




The fact that Samuel was a chronic insomniac was a blessing in disguise when the phone rang at eleven o’clock. The reason always hovered around thoughts of his wife. This night was no different, and he was silently grateful for the distraction.

At first, he thought about not answering it. When he was in this kind of mood the last thing, he wanted was human contact of any kind. Then the ringing stopped and he breathed a soft sigh of relief. That didn’t last long, because a few seconds later, his phone started ringing again.

“Well, at least they’re persistent,” he muttered as he reached over and grabbed his cell phone off the night stand next to his bed. A quick look at the source of the call caused him to sit up quickly. He knew instantly that something big was going down.

He pressed the accept button on to connect the call and tentatively said, “Hello.”

Darcey answered, “Dr. Greenburg?”

“Yes?”

“There is a serious situation that’s come up. We need you to gather a team and assemble at the Ames main conference room in thirty minutes. You will be briefed upon arrival.” Then the phone went dead.

An exasperated huff issued from Samuel, “You gotta love NASA’s directness.”

He scrolled through the contact list on his phone quickly, selecting three colleagues that would provide him with the broadest range of skills, given the fact that he didn’t have a clue what their actual mission was.




***




The first name he thought of was Andrea Melborne, one of the leading scientists in the Astro-biology Division. She was a spunky woman in her late thirties, whom he had had the pleasure of working with on a number of projects. Her vast knowledge would prove to be invaluable. Plus, there had been a little bit of a spark between them. His fear of intimacy with another woman after his wife’s death had prevented him from acting on it, something he still regretted to this day.

Samuel’s thumb hesitating over Andrea's number before he pressed it. The phone rang a few times, each ring amplifying his anxiety, until she answered in a groggy voice.

“Hello?”

“Andrea? It's Samuel,” he said, his voice wavering slightly. “I'm sorry to call so late, but we have an urgent situation. I just got a call to get a group together and meet at the Ames main conference room in thirty minutes. Of course, the first person I thought of was you.”

Andrea yawned. “You do realize it’s eleven at night, right?”

“Yes, I’m aware. Believe me, I’m not happy about this either.”

“What's going on? Is everything okay?”

Samuel took a deep breath, trying to steady his racing heart. It had been a long time since he’d talked to Andrea, yet his stomach was still filled with butterflies, as if he were a kid back in high school. “I don't have all the details yet, just that they said it's serious. We need your expertise, Andrea.”

“And my expertise is all you need, Sam?”

Samuel was silent. The conversation had turned precisely the way he hadn’t wanted it to go and now he was tongue-tied.

Andrea’s tone shifted, as if she could sense Samuel’s uneasiness on the other end. “Alright, give me ten minutes to get ready. I'll be there.”

“Thanks, Andrea. I knew I could count on you.”

“You realize you owe me big time for this, Samuel? You know that, right? I expect to be paid back for this in the very near future.”

As he hung up, Samuel felt a slight sense of relief knowing Andrea was on board.




***




Samuel dialed Kelvin Knepler’s number next, his hand shaking slightly. Even though Kelvin could be a hot-head there wasn’t a better environmental scientist alive. The phone rang several times before a gruff voice answered.

“Who the hell is calling at this hour?”

“Kelvin, it's Samuel,” he said, trying to keep his voice steady. “We have a situation. I need you at Ames main conference room in thirty minutes.”

Kelvin groaned, his frustration evident through the phone. “Do you have any idea what time it is? This better be important.”

“It is,” Samuel insisted, his voice urgent. “NEOP called. It's something big, and I need your environmental expertise. Please, Kelvin.”

Kelvin sighed heavily. “You know I hate being dragged out of bed for these things, Samuel.”

“I know, but I wouldn't ask if it wasn't critical. You're the best at what you do, Kelvin,” Samuel pleaded, his desperation evident in his voice.

There was a pause before Kelvin spoke again, a clearly agitated tone in his voice. “Fine, I'll be there. But this better be worth it.”

“Thanks, Kelvin. We’ll meet at the Ames main conference room in thirty minutes,” Samuel said in relief.

“Yeah, yeah. See you soon,” Kelvin replied, hanging up with a grumble.




***




Last on the list was Simon Wright. Formerly a brilliant neurobiologist, Simon had shifted his passion to the camera and had become quite an accomplished videographer. His camera skills would come in handy as they documented their findings, whatever they may be. Plus, he was also Samuel’s best friend.

Simon picked up almost immediately, answering in his usual cheerful voice.

“Sam! What's up, buddy?”

“Hey, Simon,” Samuel said, trying to mask the urgency in his voice. “I need your help. We have an urgent mission. Can you be at Ames main conference room in thirty minutes?”

“Wow, middle-of-the-night call, huh? Must be serious,” Simon replied, his tone turning more serious.

“It is,” Samuel confirmed, his voice wavering. “And we need to document whatever we find. Your camera skills are essential.”

Simon chuckled, trying to lighten the mood. “You know I love a good adventure. I'm in. Anything else I need to know?”

“Not yet. I know as much as you do,” Samuel replied. “We'll be briefed when we get there. Just bring your gear. I really need you on this one, Simon.”

“Got it. See you in thirty, Sam,” Simon said.

“Thanks, Simon. You're a lifesaver.”

“Always here for you, buddy. See you soon.”




***




As he hung up, Samuel took a deep breath, feeling a sense of calm amidst the chaos. His team had come together a little better than anticipated. He hoped it would stay that way.

Quickly, he jumped into the shower and got ready for what he knew was going to be a long night. After throwing on some clothes and grabbing a slice of cold pizza from the fridge, he was out the door and on his way.

The drive to the facility was almost exactly fifteen minutes, giving his mind a chance to make up all sorts of weird scenarios that he was about to walk into. An urgent call late at night usually signaled either an approaching disaster, or that one had already happened, and he certainly hoped that the latter wasn’t the case.

Thirty minutes later he was walking down the hall, heading toward the Ames main conference room. When he entered the room, he saw that Kelvin and Simon were already there. Kelvin glared at him for a moment, while Simon merely nodded and went back to sipping his cup of coffee.

Samuel took a seat next to Simon at the table. “Thanks again, guys,” he said.

Simon replied, “Any word yet on what’s going on?”

Samuel shook his head. “Not yet.”

Kelvin muttered, “Figures.”

A minute later, Andrea entered the room, followed by the Deputy Director of the center, Ashton Brown, an older man in his fifties with white hair who looked like a cross between Albert Einstein and Colonel Sanders. Behind him walked a young man in his thirties, who was dressed more like a mafia hit man than a scientist. The stranger took a seat at the table opposite everyone else, and just sat there silently observing.

Ashton walked to the corner of the room and pressed a button on the wall, which caused a panel to slide open, revealing a large screen. “Gentlemen... and lady,” he said in a southern drawl that seemed totally out of place in California. “We have a serious situation that needs our immediate attention.” He pointed a small remote at the screen and a second later the image of Dr. Leonard appeared.

The Doctor got right to the point, “Recently, a small cluster of meteors suddenly appeared out of nowhere perilously close to Earth’s orbit. We were hoping they wouldn’t pose a threat. We were wrong. Approximately forty-two minutes ago, they entered Earth’s atmosphere. While most of the meteors disintegrated upon entry, one of them survived and crashed down in a wooded area near Lake Cahuilla, approximately thirty miles southeast of Palm Springs. Local authorities have already been contacted to secure the crash site until you arrive.”

Kelvin spoke up, his grumpiness magnified even more, “So, this is nothing more than a simple bag-and-tag expedition?”

“Not quite,” Leonard said. “Shortly after impact, the object exhibited some unusual behavior.”

The group looked skeptical. “What kind of behavior?” Andrea asked.

Leonard simply said, “It exploded.”

Samuel stated, “That’s not uncommon, given the extreme temperature the meteor endured during its descent.”

“This is true,” the Director replied. “But this happened with civilians present, and they were exposed to some kind of substance when the explosion happened. We need to get there and analyze the site ASAP Once we’ve identified the civilians, we’ll let you know so you can follow up with them.”

The screen went blank, and then Ashton addressed them once more, “NASA has placed this mission at the highest level of importance. Clause here has been hired as your driver and guide. He’s familiar with the area and will be there to assist you in case there’s any trouble.”

Kelvin quipped, “What kind of trouble could there possibly be?”

“The biggest problem may come from the media, as they try to get a closer look at the crash site. But you may also run into some wildlife out there.”

Andrea asked nervously, “What kind of wildlife are we talking about?”

Clause replied, “Mainly coyotes, but there could also be bobcats running around. Usually they stay away from humans, but something like this could cause them to behave erratically.” 

Ashton interrupted, “No need to worry everyone needlessly, Clause. I’m sure everything will go as smoothly as possible. Now, we need to get you on the road right away. Your plane is scheduled to depart in twenties minutes. A truck will be waiting for you in Palm Springs with all of your necessary equipment. We’ll maintain constant communication during the entire mission.”

With that, he turned and left the room. As the rest of them filed down the hallway toward the hangar, Samuel couldn’t help but think that there was more to this ‘simple’ mission than what they were being told.








CHAPTER 3




AFTER WILLIAM NAVIGATED past the deserted camping area, he turned onto Jefferson Street, the tires of his truck crunching over gravel. With the meteor crash looming in his mind like a dark specter, the night turned thick and oppressive, the kind of darkness that seemed to swallow the truck’s headlights whole.

As he rounded onto 58th Avenue, a sensation like searing fire ants erupted across his skin, burning and itching as if his flesh were being devoured alive. He looked over at Tommy and saw him squirming in his seat, clawing at his arms.

“What in the world is this stuff?” Tommy exclaimed in a panic. “It itches like crazy!”

William fought to keep his voice steady. “We’ll be home in a few minutes, then we can get cleaned up,” he said, though his mind was churning with unimaginable possibilities. Whatever it was, it wasn’t from this world, and God only knew what that meant.

“It feels like I have bugs crawling all over me!”

“I know. Me too. Just try not to think about it.”

Tommy fell silent, as he tried to ignore the immense worry hammering through his heart. After a minute, he said softly, “I hope King’s okay.”

“I’m sure he’s fine,” William replied, though he wasn't entirely convinced. “Remember, this isn’t the first time he’s run off, only to come crawling back home a few hours later.”

“I guess you’re right,” Tommy said.

The drive home seemed to take forever, but soon enough, they turned onto Salida Del Sol and pulled into their driveway. The truck had barely come to a stop when Tommy sprang from his seat and bolted out of the truck, sprinting into the house with a pained look plastered on his face. William followed behind, his body aching and his mind swirling as he tried to process the events that had just transpired.

Melinda met him on the porch with a worried look on her face. “My God, William!” she gasped. “What on earth happened to you?”

“It’s a long story,” William said wearily. “I’ll tell you all about it after I get cleaned up.”

“Where’s Tommy? Is he okay?”

“He’s fine. He ran in through the back door to get cleaned up too.”

Melinda's eyes narrowed when she realized they were missing someone. “Where’s King?”

“He ran off,” William said. “That’s why Tommy’s upset.”

“Again?”

“Yeah. Something happened at the lake tonight that spooked him.”

With the mysterious substance clinging to his skin, William trudged up the steps, the weight of the night pressing down on him hard.




***




Tommy scrubbed feverishly at the tar-like substance smeared across his face and arms. Hand soap, body wash, even shampoo—all proved useless. The black goo clung to his skin, refusing to budge. He opened the medicine cabinet and spotted a bottle of rubbing alcohol. Desperately, he reached for it, just as Kate shuffled into the bathroom, rubbing her eyes.

“What are you doing up?” Tommy snapped.

Kate blinked sleepily. “You were making so much noise you woke me up.”

She squinted at him, looking closely in the grime smeared over his skin. “Ewe, what happened to you? You look disgusting! And you smell bad too!”

“I don’t know what this stuff is,” Tommy replied. “It came from some rock that crashed down in the woods.”

Kate's eyes widened. “Wow! You mean it crashed down from outer space?”

“Yep. I bet it came from Mars, or maybe even farther away, like Jupiter or something.”

Kate's expression changed to doubt. “Nuh-uh.”

“I bet it did,” Tommy insisted, his voice rising.

Kate just rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Just finish cleaning up so I can go back to sleep.”

Tommy shot her an irritated look and turned back to the sink. He was about to splash the rubbing alcohol on his arms when the black, oily stuff began to disappear, almost as if being absorbed into his skin. A few seconds later, he was clear of the mysterious substance.

“What in the world just happened?” Kate asked nervously.

Tommy shrugged, bewildered. “Beats me. At least it’s gone. Now you can go back to bed and quit bugging me.”

Kate stuck her tongue out at Tommy and flounced back toward her room. Tommy decided he was clean enough for now, turned off the bathroom light, and followed her into the hall. Suddenly, he cried out in agony as a crippling pain shot through his stomach, bringing him to his knees.

Kate rushed back, her eyes wide with worry. “Tommy, what’s wrong?”

“It’s my stomach,” Tommy gasped through clenched teeth. “It hurts bad. Hurry and get Mom.”

Kate dashed toward the living room, finding it empty. Panic rising, she sprinted to her parents' bedroom and burst through the door.

Melinda looked up, startled. “What are you doing out of bed, young lady?”

“It’s Tommy! He’s really sick,” Kate blurted out.

Melinda jumped from the bed and followed Kate out of the room, leaving William alone in the shower. She reached the bathroom just as Tommy finished emptying the contents of his stomach into the toilet.

“My God, Tommy!” she exclaimed, rushing to his side. She grabbed a towel from the rack and began wiping up the black mucus that had splattered onto the floor.

Tommy looked up, his face pale. “I don’t feel too well.”

Melinda pressed a hand to his forehead, her worry deepening. “Oh, you poor thing. You look terrible.”

Kate stood nearby, her eyes wide. “I bet it was the space rock.”

“Space rock?” Melinda asked, confusion mixing with fear. “What in the world are you talking about?”

“Tommy said it crashed down into the woods and exploded. That’s where all of that black junk came from. It was over his skin and then it just disappeared.”

Melinda glanced at the towel in her hands and gasped. The black substance was moving. She quickly flushed the toilet and threw the towel into the bathtub, her heart pounding.

“Here, let’s get you to bed,” she said, her voice trembling as she helped Tommy to his feet. “A good night’s sleep should get you feeling better by morning.” But inside, she wasn’t so sure. She had no idea what was going on, and was afraid to find out.

Tommy was asleep almost instantly when his head hit the pillow. Melinda bent down to kiss his forehead and recoiled in alarm. He was burning up. 

She rushed back to the bathroom and returned with a cold, wet washcloth, placing it gently on Tommy’s forehead. She tucked his blanket up to his chin, hoping to battle the chills wracking his small body.

Then she turned to Kate, “Okay, little lady, time for you to get back to bed.”

Even though Kate usually acted like she hated her big brother, at this moment, seeing him in agony, she couldn’t help but feel bad. “Is Tommy going to be okay?” she asked.

“He’ll be fine, dear. He just caught a flu bug or something.” But Melinda wasn’t quite so convinced.

Quietly, Melinda ushered Kate out of the room, closing the door behind her with a soft click. A minute later, she was tucking Kate back into her own bed, smoothing the blankets over her daughter’s small frame.

“Try to sleep, sweetheart,” she whispered, brushing a stray lock of hair from Kate's forehead, before she kissed her goodnight.

As Melinda walked back toward her bedroom, a sense of unease gnawed at her. The uneasy feeling morphed into cold, hard fear when she heard a loud thud echo from the shower. Her heart leaped into her throat.

She rushed to the bathroom, her breath coming in shallow gasps. The sight that met her eyes was a waking nightmare: William lay sprawled on the shower floor, twitching uncontrollably. Water still beat down on him from the shower head, mingling with the wriggling, black mucus being sucked down the drain. Melinda's stomach churned when she saw the smear of blood on the wall where the back of William’s head had struck the ceramic tile.

Panic threatened to overwhelm her, but she forced herself to act. She reached in and turned off the water, then grabbed a towel and gently placed it under William’s head. His skin was clammy, his eyes vacant. She found another towel in the cabinet and draped it over his shivering body, her hands trembling nearly as much.

The shaking stopped after a minute, and Melinda kneeled beside him, her voice wavering. “Hold on, Hun. You’re going to be okay. I’m just going to call an ambulance really quick, and I’ll be right back.”

She sprinted into the bedroom, her fingers fumbling as she dialed 911. The operator’s voice was a lifeline. “911 emergency. How can I help you?”

Melinda cried into the phone, “It’s my husband! He fell in the shower and hit his head!”

The calm, male voice responded, “Just try to stay calm, Ma’am. We’re sending help right away. What’s your location?”

“I’m at 1215 Salida Del Sol. Please hurry!”

“We’ll be there as soon as we can. Don’t attempt to move him until the paramedics arrive.” The line went dead, leaving Melinda in a tense, agonizing silence.

She rushed back to the bathroom, relief flooding her as she saw William’s eyes flutter open. His mouth moved slightly as he regained consciousness. A streak of black ran from the corner of his mouth and down the side of his cheek—the same vile substance Melinda had seen on the towel earlier. She watched in horror as the ooze dripped from his face and disappeared down the drain.

Suddenly, William’s hand shot out, grabbing her arm with surprising strength. “A meteor,” he stuttered. “Something’s wrong—”

Melinda hushed him, her voice soothing. “Shhh. It’ll be alright. I’ve already called for help. They should be here soon.”

William’s eyes closed, and he drifted back into unconsciousness. As Melinda looked down at him, a shiver ran down her spine. She had a strong feeling that the worst was yet to come.








CHAPTER 4


NORMALLY, THE BLOCK surrounding the La Quinta Police Station—tucked in the corner between City Hall and the La Quinta Community Services Building—was bustling with activity, as assorted charities, businessmen, and entrepreneurs filtered in and out in a consistent parade of bureaucracy. But at this late hour, after the establishments had closed for the day, only the police station buzzed with activity: officers answering phones, typing reports, and chatting over cups of coffee. The walls were adorned with community service awards and photographs of local events, giving the place a homey, albeit busy, atmosphere.

Captain Gerald Harrison, a tall, muscular black man in his fifties, was in his office reviewing reports, wishing he had listened to that little voice in his head earlier that had told him to go home for the day. Instead, he had glanced at the mountain of paperwork on his desk that had seemed to be mysteriously growing by the minute. With a deep sigh, he grabbed the file off the top of the stack and flipped it open.

As he finished signing off on the report a minute later, the phone on his desk rang. “Captain Harrison speaking,” he answered.

Dr. Leonard’s voice came through urgently, “Captain Harrison, this is Dr. Leonard from NASA. We have an emergency situation that requires immediate attention.”

Captain Harrison sat up a little straighter. “NASA? What’s going on?”

Dr. Leonard didn’t waste any time. “A meteor cluster entered Earth’s atmosphere about forty-five minutes ago. Most disintegrated, but one crashed down near Lake Cahuilla. It exploded upon impact, releasing an unknown substance. We need you to secure the area immediately while we mobilize a team of scientists to investigate the site.”

Captain Harrison’s eyes widened. “An unknown substance? Is it dangerous?”

“We’re not sure yet, but we can’t take any chances. We need you to keep everyone away from the site until our team arrives. This is critical.”

Harrison nodded. “Understood, Doctor. I’ll secure the area right away.”

He hung up the phone and stood, his imposing figure commanding attention as he stepped out of his office. He spotted Officer Drew Hanson at his desk, sorting through a pile of paperwork.

“Hanson, get a couple of officers on the phone ASAP. We have an emergency situation at Lake Cahuilla. A meteor crashed and exploded. NASA needs us to secure the area immediately. Sanchez lives close by. Let her know she’s on overtime effective immediately. And radio Rodriguez to join her.”

Hanson’s eyes widened. “Yes, Captain. I’ll get on it right away.”


***


Officer Maria Sanchez was enjoying a rare, quiet evening at home. After a long day at work, she had just settled onto her couch with a bowl of popcorn and a movie she’d been looking forward to for weeks. Then her phone buzzed. She groaned as she reached for it reluctantly.

“Officer Sanchez, this is Hanson.”

A deep sigh issued from her lips. She knew before
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