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Section One

DI SCOVERY

1

August 16, 2017 16: 04 Universal Tine

240 Days Until Arriva

I nternati onal Space Monitoring Buoy Nunber Six was alone. Since it had left
Earth over three years ago, it had been alone, traveling through the depths
of

space to the seventh planet, Uranus, then settling into a wide elliptica
orbit.

For the past six nmonths, 1SMB 6 had faithfully done its job, taking readings
of

the surface of the planet, using its cameras and sensors and equi pnent to
expl ore the outer reaches of the solar system

ISMB 6 was a hardworking little craft, although fromthe outside it seened
like

little nore than a piece of space junk in an area devoid of anything el se
man- made. A silver craft, the dianeter of a small bedroom its surface was
cluttered with a nyriad of dishes, antennas, and measuring devices, nmaking it
ook Iike a spider. On the side of the craft, in one of the only small, open
areas of the main body, were the letters ISMB fol -l owed by the nunber 6.
Under

the letters were a dozen tiny stencils of flags, indicating the countries

t hat

had hel ped in the joint project.


www.randomhouse.com/delrey/

Qut here, everything fam liar seemed renote. Even the sun was nothing nore

t han

a distant hole of light in the nassive field of stars, not even strong enough
to

cast real shadows, or supply any real warnth.

Not that 1SMB 6 cared. It was one of seven buoys de-signed by American and
Japanese engi neers, and sent out-ward by a consortium of twelve countries,
al |

beli eving that the heavens needed to be nonitored as the seas were once

nmoni tored. The early scientists saw the | SMB systemas a twofold project: the
buoys woul d act as ways to gather infor-mation in deep space, and they would
al so serve as the markers of Earth's boundari es.

Surprisingly, the nations nmaking up the consortiumdid not want to consider

t he

boundary issue. To them having bounda-ries nmeant defending them sending
weapons into space, per-haps even developing a fleet.

Such things are not necessary, the politicians said, unless there is a

per cei ved

threat. And of course, there was no threat and no hint of one ever appearing.
The politicians believed we were alone. The scientists weren't sure.

So the consortiumtook its funding and built the seven buoys, |aunching them
over a three-year period. Three buoys orbited the three | argest planets in

t he

sol ar system Jupiter, Saturn, and Uranus. Two buoys were stationed over the
sun's pol es, holding positions above and bel ow t he pl ane of the solar system
at

a distance fromthe sun about the sane as Mars. The seventh was conpl eting

t he

| ast year of its flight to catch and orbit Pluto

Al seven sent a constant stream of data Earthward, pow ered by batteries
designed to last thirty years, even without solar reenergizing. The data was
received at stations all over Earth and relayed to a cl assroomsized area
three

floors under a conpl ex outside of Sydney, Australia. The conpl ex housed, at
times, upwards of a hundred scientists fromaround the world, studying
on-site

the information being sent back fromthe buoys.

At the complex, ISMB 6 was the only buoy that hadn't been assigned a

ni cknarme.

The ni cknames suggested by the English-speaking scientists were too crude to
use, even acci-dentally, at press conferences, and besides, the jokes did not

translate well into the conmplex's other approved | anguages. As a result, the
scientists who tried to create a shred of per-sonality in their tools
i magi ned

ISMB 6 as a serious, uninmagi-native little worker, who could be relied upon
at

all tinmes.

ISMB 6 wasn't aware of any of this. 1SMB 6 really wasn't aware of anything.
I't

sinmply went about its job, orbiting Uranus, sending telenmetry back to Earth.
It's entire mission was routine, as routine as a pioneering mssion could be
until 1SMB 6's third orbit of the day, a day artificially neasured in Earth
tine.

As I1SMB 6 rose slightly above and beyond the dark, cold surface of Uranus, a
bl ackness seenmed to loomnear the little craft, alnost as if an invisible

cl oud

of soot was filling space.
Then, with a weak, reflected flash of light fromthe dark-ness, all data
st opped

flowi ng toward Earth.



Al'l instrunents shut down.

ISMB 6, the faithful, hardworking little buoy, was dead.

August 16, 2017

4:56 a.m Pacific Daylight Tine

240 Days Until Arriva

Orange and yel |l ow bands of 1ight cut through the nmorning mst as the sun
peeked

above the Coast Mountain Range. The norning air had a thick danmpness that

felt

nore appropriate to winter than to August, yet by noon the chill would be
gone

and the tenperature would hit eighty.

Dr. Edwi n Bradshaw ducked out of his tent and pulled his jacket tight around
hi s

shoul ders, shivering slightly in the cool norning air. Amle to the west the
Pacific Ccean runbled as the surf hit the beach. He couldn't see the
wat er -t he

tall pine trees that surrounded himprevented that—but he could hear the
ocean.

Its sound was constant, sometines a | ow nurnur and sometines an angry

expl osi ve

poundi ng. And sonetinmes this runble.

He found that the ocean's constant conversation soothed him He knew he would
mss it, as he always did, when he had to go back to the Valley. He would

m ss

all of this. He was lucky to have ended up here, in Oregon, rather than sone
po-dunk university sonewhere, a place with no credentials and no budget to
send

hi m anywhere. Oregon State University |iked his background, despite the
controversies, and for the nost part, the admi nistration |left himal one. He
was

able to choose his dig sites, and his assistants, and use university funds to
continue his research. Fortunately for him his re-search centered on the
Native

American tribes of the Oregon Coast, and he got to spend his sumers, and an
occasional winter, in what he considered to be the nost beautiful place on
Eart h.

But he was getting older. The norning chill got into his bones these days. In
Sept enber, he would turn sixty, and lately, he had begun to feel it. Sleeping
in

atent, even with a thick sleeping bag and an air mattress (sonething he

woul dn't have considered in the old days), left himstiff and sore. It took a
few m nutes of movenent every norning be-fore his joints stopped creaking.

No one stirred in the dozen other tents around the small clearing.

Twent y-f our

Oregon State University students had signed up for this dig, nore than any

ot her

sumer. He was having trouble just keeping themall busy. The dig site wasn't
bi g enough for all of themto work at once.

He grinned. He al ways woke before his students. On the second day of the dig,
nost of them had groaned their way through the work, and he hadn't felt old
at

all. These days stu-dents got no exercise, except for the federally nandated
stuff in the public schools. Renmptes, handheld conputers, and the new
per sonal

assistants, which were little nore than headl ess robots, ensured that anyone
who

wanted to spend his life in a chair could do so without any effort at all
Bradshaw was an ol d-fashi oned guy, old enough to re-nmenber when kids spent
their



summer s outside playing baseball and kick the can until their parents forced
themin-side. Ad enough to renenber when color tel evision was an unusua

t hi ng.

A d enough to remenber only three tel evision channel s—all free—and changi ng
t hose channels by twist-ing a dial. Wen he was a little, little boy, it had
taken himtwo hands to go fromone channel to the other

Now sonme of his students brought their own televisions with them tiny things
that attached to the wist and changed channels with a soft verbal command.
O

the first day of the dig, he had Kelly Flynn, his graduate assistant, help
hi m

with what he called the Great El ectronics Search. He confiscated nost of his
students' "necessities"—generally, watches that served as small conputers,
with

tel evision, radio, gamng, and Internet capability. He wanted themto focus
on

the lives of Native Americans before white settlers found this beautiful

pl ace.

Hs theory was that if his students were able to think like the tribe that
filled this area, they woul d do better when they searched through the earth
for

remmants of that life.

He hated the day of the Great Electronics Search. It made hi mthe nopst
unpopul ar

man in canp for the first week of the dig. But he had done it often enough to
know t hat by the end of the summer, his students would thank him They woul d
say

things like "I really got to enjoy the woods, Doc. |'d never done that
before. "

And never woul d agai n, he woul d wager.

Most of those students would be angry if they knew that Bradshaw al ways

br ought

his own el ectronic equipnent to the dig site. They woul d be even nore upset

i f

t hey knew that he spent part of his evenings on-line, keeping track of
current

research. Hs favorite on-line site was a place he lurked, a place where sone
of

t he best archaeol ogical mnds of this generation argued theory in terns that
were as far beyond these students as conputers were beyond the tribes that
once

lived in this very spot. Bradshaw s only contribution to the site—for that
matter, to nmost archaeol ogi cal publications, print or on-line—was to list the
| ocation of his dig and the reason he was excavating the site.

| magi ne his surprise when he was awakened this norning by the vibration of
hi s

wat ch against his wist. He had only set that private computer alarmfor
nmessages mar ked urgent, be they phone, fax, or e-mail.

This one was an e-mail nessage, sent only a few hours after he had updat ed

t he

dig information for the archaeol ogi-cal site. It was fromDr. Leo Cross.
Cross

was not the world's nost fanous archaeol ogi st. Bradshaw had no respect for

t he

famous peopl e, the brand names, to whomrecognition was nore inportant than
research. They usually let their grad stu-dents handl e the hard work, and

t hen

took credit for the find-ings. No. Cross was the best-known archaeol ogi ca

hi storian among his peers. They all envied his intuitive ability. It was

al nost



as if the earth spoke to him revealing to himsecrets that none of the

ot hers

could ever hope to hear

The thing that made Cross so very very good was that he did the things that
ot her archaeol ogi sts hoped to do, and probably woul d never achieve. Cross
used

the nmyths of his-tory to find actual archaeol ogical sites. And Cross hadn't
j ust

done that once or twi ce. He'd succeeded dozens of times, which to Bradshaw
neant

that Cross had nore going for himthan just |uck

Cross worked at Georgetown University and had, in the last fifteen years,
devel oped its archaeol ogy department from one whose reputation was in decline
into one of the best in the world. Sonetinmes Bradshaw wi shed he were young
agai n, or young enough to justify going to Georgetown for sone post-doc work.
He

woul d have | oved to spend a senester listening to Dr. Leo Cross.

Bradshaw stretched, wi shing the tall pines let sone of the sun's warnth

t hr ough.

Later in the day he knew he woul d be thankful for those trees, but now he
want ed

just alittle of the norning sun to take the chill off.
But maybe the chill he was feeling had nothing to do with the | ack of
sunl i ght

Maybe it had nore to do with the nmes-sage he had received from Cross.

Al ready, Bradshaw could recite it from menory:

Dr. Bradshaw

Greetings. | see you are working a dig on the Oregon Coast this sunmer. Wuld
you please informme if you find a thin | ayer of black residue covering your
site at any level ?

Thank you for your consideration

Leo Cross

The nmessage had CGeorgetown's stanp, and Bradshaw used his Encrypti onChek
program

to confirmthat the nmessage al so used Cross's personal code. This had been
sent

by the man hinself, not sone automatic program sending a stan-dard e-nail
nmessage every tinme soneone updated a dig site on the archaeol ogical bulletin
boar d.

Cross wanted information, and before Bradshaw replied, he wanted to nake sure
he

had some to give

He gl anced once nore at the tents. No one stirred. Thank heavens. He really
didn't want to discuss this nessage with anyone, not even his indi spensable
graduat e assi stant.

Bradshaw wal ked quietly through the tents and down the worn trail toward the
site. The dig area was staked and roped off, carefully detailed so that any
di scovery woul d be exactly placed in a nunbered grid. Even the tiniest scrap
of

artifact could be traced back to an exact |ocation, both in direction and
dept h,

long after it was renoved

The site was under a rock bluff that had sheltered bands of Native Anericans
fromthe cold winds in the winter, yet al-lowed themto remain close to the
ocean and the nearby river. This dig was focused on the Tillanpbok, who were
native to the area. Bradshaw had chosen the area because he knew, from sone
of

t he aerial photographs and the migration pat-terns of the tribe, that his
students would find sonething here. But he didn't expect it to be anything

i mportant.



Bradshaw al ready knew a great deal about the Till ambok, and had excavat ed
several other sites relating to them one that got mired in yet another
controversy when his students discovered skeletal remains and the | oca
Native

American tribes, nmost of whom knew not hi ng about the Tillanmook and their dead
culture, had demanded that the dig end while they researched Till anook

cul tural

val ues to know i f Bradshaw was violating an ancient burial site.

He had al ready known that he wasn't violating anythi ng—the body had no

evi dence

of traditional Tillanmook death rituals. Instead, the skull was cracked and a
| arge section in the back was depressed, indicating that either this guy had
fallen and hit his head or that he had been nurdered. Eventu-ally Bradshaw
won

this argunent and continued the dig, but not w thout sone personal pain. The
fight with the local tribes had inspired The Oregonian to investigate

Br adshaw spast .

That was the thing that surprised himthe nost about the nessage from Cross.
No

archaeol ogi st with a good reputati on had spoken to Bradshaw in twenty years,
| et

al one asked for his help. He supposed he was flattered by Cross's nessage.
And

intrigued. But he felt something el se, sonmething he didn't want to feel
especially at his age: just a little bit of hope.

Br adshaw passed the dig site and crossed behind it, toward a thin Douglas fir
where he had had the students dig their first test hole. The test hole went
very

deep—this one went deeper than it should have, since the students were being
overly cau-tious. This was called a depth-gauge dig, and it was done so that
he

could exam ne the layers and see how deep the dig site had to go to reach the
i deal location for their search. Brad-shaw s students were going back three
to

five hundred years, but they had dug the test hole so deep that he figured it
went down five thousand years.

He smiled as he renmenbered doubl e-checking their work. "No need to go any
deeper," he had said. "Miuch of the North-west Pacific Coast culture was just
form ng right about the point you're at."

The students had stopped as if they had been burned. Ap-parently they hadn't
realized that you didn't have to dig five hundred feet down to get to five
hundred years. "This was why," he had said to his students on their first day
of

class, "you actually dig instead of read about digging. Archaeology is a
hands-on science, just like all the others. Knowi ng theory only takes you so
far."

Now he was gl ad they had gone down so deep. Because he renenbered ot her test
holes fromother digs in the area, and they all showed what he thought this
one

woul d show. the black Iayer Dr. Cross had been | ooking for. Only the |ayer
was

t housands of years ol d.

Bradshaw crouched, hearing his knees crack, and knowing it would take sone
wor k

to get out of this position. He peered into the hole, and saw exactly what he
renenbered: a very thin black |ine several feet down. He knew wi t hout
checki ng

that the five other depth-gauge holes would al so contain this black line. It
was

about an eighth of an inch thick and in the same |level in each hole.



Consi dering the depth of the line, his guess was that at |east four thousand
years ago somet hing had created this black |ayer. He knew fromthe | ook of

t he

| ayer that it was caused by an exogenic process, but he hadn't cared what

t hat

process was. It was outside his area of concern. Wen a stu-dent had asked
hi m

he had said that he thought, wi thout testing, that a massive fire had gone

t hrough the region. And that was all the thought he had given it, until this
norni ng' s nessage.

Bradshaw stared at the thin, black line cutting across the thick dirt of the
wal I . Why woul d sonmeone like Dr. Leo Cross want to know about such a |ine?
Tracki ng vol canic eruptions? Large regional fires? Neither seened |ikely,
considering Dr. Cross's reputation

But clearly sonething interesting to Cross had laid down that |ine of black
soot

four thousand years before.

Bradshaw shrugged and pulled his coat even tighter around his m ddl e agai nst
t he

chill. Then he turned and headed back to his tent. He didn't trust voice
conmands for this nessage. He wanted to make sure each word was the one he

i ntended, no m sunderstandi ngs, no msspellings. He would wite to Leo Cross,
and he would use his full-sized keyboard to do it. ~_

This was the cl osest Bradshaw had been to cutting-edge science since his

di sgrace twenty years earlier. And he was still ambitious enough not to want
to

screw this up.

August 16, 2017

9:23 A M Eastern Daylight Tine
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The bl ack racquetbal | flashed past, just out of Leo Cross's reach. He

tw sted,

hi s momentum sl amming himinto the hardwood wall, shoul der first. He rolled
along the wall, ending up with his back agai nst the wood, breathing heavily.
Sweat dripped fromhis forehead and down his bare arms. His T-shirt was
soaked

and his heart was beating like it wanted to get out and run away fromthe
torture of this racquetball court. Forty-six years old and he was nore out of
shape than he had ever been in his life. How had he | et that happen?

"Leo?" Doug M ckel son said, |eaning against the other wall, clearly breathing
and sweating just as hard. "You all right?"
"Yeah," Leo said. "I just can't believe you beat me. Have you been

practici ng?"

"As if | have the tine." M ckelson wi ped his forehead with the back of his
arm

and then shook his armonce. Leo was gl ad he was on the other side of the
court.

He knew that M ck-el son maneuver-he'd seen it on their first day of college
twenty-eight years ago in, of all things, a racquetball class they were

t aki ng

for an easy PE credit. They had been friends ever since.

"They don't have racquetball courts in Southeast Asia?" Leo asked. He had his
hands resting on his knees, and he was still breathing hard. Served him
right,

going after this gane as energetically as he had, after not playing for three
nont hs.

"I think the Sultan of Brunei has a racquetball court,
t hen, he can afford anything."

"You should know," Leo said. "Check it out. Research. Tell themwhile you're
handling the | atest diplomatic crisis that you need a racquetball break."

M ckel son sai d. "But



M ckel son grinned. It was the sane boyish grin he'd al-ways had, one that
hadn' t

been on his face nmuch since he'd been appointed secretary of state. "Yeah
right," he said. "And have you fly in at soneone el se's expense so | have
someone to play with." He gl anced down at his running shorts and filthy
tennis

shoes. "Somehow | don't think this is proper attire in Brunei."

"Have you ever been to Brunei ?"

M ckel son's grin faded. "I think it's the only place | haven't been.

t hought

I'"d love this job, | really did."

"And you do." Leo had finally caught a breath. He stood, already feeling the
wor kout in his nuscles.

"Not like I thought I would, Leo. Not when we were in school. Remenber those
nock debat es? Renember how hyped | woul d get?"

"I never understood why you liked it then," Leo said. "It seened dry to ne."
"I't's not dry." M ckel son picked the ball up and held it in his right hand.
"It's fascinating work. It always has been. It's just...so nuch is at stake.
So

much is al ways at stake."

They had had variations on this conversation before. It was one of the
benefits

of being old friends. Leo knew that M ck-elson talked to himin ways he
didn't

talk to anyone else. He couldn't.

"You knew that going in. Hell, you've been flirting around this |evel of
government for a long tine."

"Flirting around the corners is not the sane as being the one in charge.™

M ckel son gl anced at the ball. He seened about to say sonething, and then

st opped hi nsel f.

Leo watched him waiting. Leo was a bit out of his depth. He didn't entirely
understand the differences M ckel son was tal ki ng about. The kind of power

M ckel son had was some-thing that Leo couldn't get close to, and didn't want
to

even if he had the opportunity.

Then he shivered. If his research turned out, he m ght need to nake use of
such

power .

He shook off the thought. "Four nonths is a long tine to go fromcrisis to
crisis.”

M ckel son snmiled. This tinme it was the press briefing smle. "I was hone for
a

few days. "

"Not | ong enough to play racquetball."

"Long enough to call you and cancel." He shook his head. "Thank God for the
pl ane. You know, if | didn't have time on that jet to nmeet ny staff and
concentrate on the next country, | wouldn't know what time zone | was in, |et
alone what U S. interests were in the area.”

"You' ve al ways known what our interests are. Every-where," Leo said.

M ckel son nodded. "True enough. But going froma con-versation on the
International Cloning Treaty violations in China to brokering the |atest
economc crisis in GGeece re-quires a different set of protocols, different

know edge, dif-ferent skills. You know, |'mvery good with the Chinese."
"lI've heard."

"But the Greeks baffle ne every tine. You' d think I'd do better with them"
n W]y?ll

"Because of the influence of their culture on ours."”

"Their ancient culture," Leo said. The conversation had now nbved into his
specialty. "A hundred years nmakes a huge difference in our own culture.

| magi ne



tal king to someone who survived the influenza pandem ¢ of 1918 and trying to
expl ain how conditions helped it spread. You can't expect the Greeks to be
anything like their ancient ancestors."

"I suppose not." M ckel son sighed. "You caught ne on a bad day, Leo. | guess
we

shoul d have waited until | was back for a week before we had our racquet bal
date.™

"Only to have you cancel again because of another terrorist incident in

M I an?

No t hanks."

"I hope that never happens again." M ckelson started across the court. "I'm
supposed to be back for at |least a nmonth. Maybe as out of shape as we are, we
shoul d schedul e twice a week."

Leo smled. "Whatever you want, M. Secretary."

"You' re not goi ng anywhere?"

"Research is keeping nme hone." Leo stood up conpletely, and wal ked to the

gl ass

door. On the bl eachers sat Hank, the head of M ckelson's Secret Service
detail .

Two nore Secret Service officers stood outside the private door |leading into
t he

racquetball courts. Since M ckel son had beconme secre-tary of state, privacy
had

becorme a thing of the past.

At first Leo felt unconfortable even talking to his friends with the Secret
Service around. But M ckel son pretended they weren't there, and Leo felt that
if

M ckel son was comfortabl e di scussing personal matters around these nen, then

Leo could be to. Still, every tine he cane out of the racquet-ball court to
see

a burly man in a black suit, with the nost so-phisticated el ectronic

equi pnent

on his wist, and a gun in a shoul der holster ruining the line of the man's
j acket, he was astoni shed. Astonished because, in his mnd, he and M ck-el son

were still students at Colunbia, their theoretical discus-sions sinmply
continuations of all-night pizza sessions at the dorm the ups and downs in
their personal lives just nmore grist for the conversation nmill.

To think that, in twenty-eight years, Leo had risen to the top of his
pr of essi on

and M ckel son had risen to the top of his nade Leo feel |ike a grown-up. He
wondered if this was how his parents' generation felt when they woke up one
day

to dis-cover their friends were successful bankers and doctors, and a man
their

age was president of the United States.

Per haps that was what got Leo the nost. The president was only five years
ol der

than he was, and M ckel son—+he guy who had once called hinself king of the
nosh

pits, who had gotten his nipples pierced on a dare—was now secretary of state
for the United States. A nan who wore Saville Row suits because they told
| eaders of foreign countries that he was conservative and cautious despite
hi s

relative youth (forty-six, apparently, was consi dered babyhood in

i nternati ona

politics).

Leo hinmsel f had reached the age where anyone under thirty called him
"sir"—and

rightly so, since he could have fathered nost of them He hadn't fathered
anyone, however, and he hadn't nmarried. He had dedicated his entire adult



life

to his work, and he didn't see that changi ng. Archaeol ogy conbi ned t he best

of

all the sciences. He had to know chemistry and bi ol ogy and physics, as well
as

geol ogy and pal eon-tology. In the last year, he'd | earned nore about
astronony

than he ever thought he would, and he'd been to a I ot of classes and neetings
in

ar chaeoastronony, a growi ng branch of his own field.

Yet the nmore he learned the nore he realized he didn't know. And that worried
him He was beginning to think he was runni ng out of tine.

As Leo pushed the gl ass door open, he said, "Hey, Hank."

Hank nodded, just as Leo expected himto. In the years that Hank had been
assigned to M ckel son, Leo hadn't managed to get nore than a "Yes, sir," and
"No, sir" out of the man. There was no way of telling if he had enjoyed

wat chi ng

two middl e-aged nmen play racquetball for the past forty minutes. There was no
way of telling anything about Hank at all

"Dr. Leo," Hank said, and Leo started. Hank had never ad-dressed himdirectly
before. "Your conputer alarm has been buzzing off and on for the last ten

m nutes. "

M ckel son frowned. "You should have interrupted us. It mght have been
sonet hi ng

i mportant."

"No," Leo said. "Being ny secretary is not part of his job description.”

Leo grabbed his towel off a | ower bleacher and wi ped off his face and chest.
Then he w apped the towel around his neck and picked up the watch.

Wat ches weren't really watches anynore, but all the trendy names |ike

| nf onret er

by Swatch failed to catch on. Even though watches coul d do everything but
drive

your car (and Leo sonetines wondered why soneone hadn't devel oped a program
to

do that), they were still called watches. They were thick little creatures

t hough, and the ol der nodels, like his, were bulky. He just didn't believe in
upgradi ng every tine someone inproved the sound speakers. He sinply waited
unti |

t he upgrades were sonething he could use. And in the |last three years, no one
had t hought to upgrade the business programi ng.

He didn't buckle the watch onto his sweaty wist. Instead, he sat on the

bl eacher and called up his e-mail.

M ckel son stood beside him toweling off. "It's kind of nice to see soneone
el se

get the urgent nessage these days," he said to Hank

Hank, characteristically, didn't reply.

Leo stared at the e-mail response from Professor Edwi n Bradshaw i n Oregon
Par t

of him had hoped that he wouldn't get another e-mmil like this, but the
scientist in him the part that |oved discovery, was thrilled.

"Probl ens?" M ckel son asked.

"A pet project," Leo said. "A worrisone one."

"Somet hi ng you need to tal k about?" M ckel son was a good friend; he always
asked

that. And once or twi ce Leo had taken himup on it. But archaeol ogy was not

M ckel son's strong suit. He didn't understand how ancient civilizations had a
rel evance in nodern society.

This time, though. This time, he m ght need to know. But Leo would pick his
monent, and this certainly wasn't it.

"Actually, | mght need to talk to you," Leo said, "in an of-ficial capacity."



"You're not a head of state, Leo," Mckelson said, only partially joking.

"I know," Leo said. "But sonetines you open the doors you can, not the doors
you

shoul d. "

"And | suppose on that cryptic statenent, you're going to let this go."

Leo grinned. "Yeah." He flicked the watch to voice-activation. "Phone."

"You don't need to lean in like that," M ckel son said.

"You always tell me that," Leo said as the phone icon ap-peared on the tiny
screen. He leaned in again. "Ofice."

The watch dialed his office, and he turned the switch on the side back to

nor ma

function. The phone rang, and then his secretary Bonnie picked it up. Bonnie
was

an el derly woman who refused to give himher age. She had rai sed her own
chil-dren, and then her grandchildren, and then, two years before, had

deci ded

to rejoin the workforce. She'd had a lot of trouble finding a job;
secretaries

were a dying breed, replaced by au-tomation and computers. Leo hated doing a
| ot

of the work hinmself, even though it took nanoseconds instead of days, and he
had

convinced the university to find roomin the de-partment's budget for a
secretary.

Leo woul dn't have gotten that luxury if he hadn't been the centerpiece of the
depart ment .

He had interviewed nearly forty highly qualified wonen, nost of themelderly,
and had finally settled on Bonnie, not because she was nore qualified—there
wer e

others who were just as qualified as she was—but because she nade hi m | augh
"Dr. Cross's office,"” she said in her best school marm voi ce.

"Dr. Cross," he said, and she burst out |aughing. He had done that to her on
her

first day, and inadvertently launched her into a surreal conversation where
she

was trying to ex-plain that Dr. Cross wasn't available, and he was trying to
explain that he was Dr. Cross. Later she had called it an Ab-bott and
Costello

nonent, and when he hadn't understood the reference, she introduced himto

t he

joys of their "Who's on First" routine.

When she stopped giggling, she said, "I thought you were com ng back here
after

your racquetball gane."

"Change of plans," he said. "I need you to book me a flight to Portl and,

O egon.

| need to | eave as soon as possible.”

"Want me to bring your overnight bag to the airport?" she asked. Her question
wasn't an idle one. She was booking his flight as she spoke to him and she
was

efficient enough to use the conversation to gather information. Soneone had
once

pointed out to himthat in the time he spoke to her, he could have booked his
own flight. But he really hated that sort of work, nore than he admitted to
anyone, except Bonnie.
"Depends on the flight tine,’
office and pick it up."
"Good," she said, "because you were supposed to have stu-dent conferences
this

afternoon. It would be nice if you were to | eave the vid nmessage canceling

he said. "I might have a chance to stop at the



i nstead of ne."
He sighed. "If | have tine."

"You'll have tine," she said. Then he heard a slight ping on the watch.
"There.

You' ve got a flight leaving fromDulles in three hours. You'll have tinme to
stop.”

"Nothing earlier? It'll be late afternoon by the time | reach Oregon.™

"I can work mracles," she said primy, "but only on every other Thursday."
He | aughed. "Thanks, Bonnie," he said. "See you in a few " Then he hung up
M ckel son was still watching him "I thought you said your research was
keepi ng

you here."

"I't was," Leo said. "But things change at a nmoment's notice."

"I'n archaeol ogy?" M ckelson said. "If it's been sitting there for a thousand
years, what difference does anot her day make?"

Leo stared at himfor a noment, wondering if this was the time to broach the
subj ect. Then he shook his head slightly.

"You' d be surprised how much difference a day nmakes, Doug," he said. "You'd
be

really surprised.”

2

August 17, 2017

7:06 AM Pacific Daylight Tine

239 Days Until Arriva

The Oregon dig site, like nmobst student-run sites, was re-note. Leo Cross had
t he

choice of flying into Newport, the largest town on the Oregon Coast, and
renting

a car at a local car deal ership; commandeering a helicopter; or flying into
Portl and and taking the scenic route. He had tried to rent a car hi Newport
fifteen years before, and vowed never again. The helicopter ran the risk of
di sturbing the site. So he went di-rectly to Portland, and he was gl ad he

di d.

The flight had been del ayed due to bad weather in the Mdwest, and he hadn't
ar-rived late in the afternoon after all, but closer to one in the norning.
I't

was all he could do to stunble out of the Portland airport and find a hotel
room There he caught a few hours of sleep before starting his drive across
t he

Coast Mountai n Range

Leo had traveled all over the world, and had al ways en-joyed the unspoiled
beauty of Oregon's Coast Muwuntains. He timed his drive through the Van Duzer
Corridor so that he would go through it at sunup. He wanted to see the
reddi sh

bands of daylight touch trees so tall that he felt dwarfed. Ex-cept for an
occasi onal RY he was al one on the road.

On nornings like this, as the sunlight turned the dewinto a silver m st that
floated al ong the road, he wondered what his |life would have been like if he
had

chosen a true specialty, settled in an area, and continued to study the lives
of , say, the Chinook, or the Tillanmook, as Dr. Bradshaw had been doi ng. Wuld
he

be married by now? Have chil dren? Maybe even grandchildren? O would he stil
be

as obsessed, as driven?

The dig site was on the coast itself, near the town of C overdal e. O egonians
called Coverdale a town, but it was really a village, with fewer than three
hundred residents. The town's businesses huddled in a lunp on the North Coast
H ghway, al so known as 101. He passed a school, a veteri-narian's office,
three



restaurants, a church, and a general store. There were two T-shirt shops,

whi ch

appeal ed to tour-ists driving through, even though, from C overdale, the
ocean

was i nvi si bl e.

Leo hadn't been in a town like this since he was a child. No supermarket, no
video rental. Just a few shops and sone fa-niliar places to eat. If he had
tine,

he woul d have sl owed down and tried to see if one of the buildings still had
a

re-volving red and white barber pole outside. He would have | aid good noney
on

the fact that one of themdid.

He foll owed Bradshaw s directions, taking the old highway that went up what
he

woul d call a nountain, but what the lo-cals would call a hill. Halfway up, he
saw a faded sign that had the name of a town scratched off of it; a few miles
| ater, the highway became a narrow dirt road. Conmunities on the O egon
Coast,

particularly ol der ones built in the mddle of the previous century,

soneti mes

di sappeared wi thout warn-ing, swallowed up by the ocean. He knew of at | east
t wo

that had di sappeared like that, and if his menory served, he had just passed
a

road sign still giving directions to one of them

A shiver ran through him Even after all these decades of study, it stil
made

hi m nervous to think that a town, a city, a country, could di sappear wi thout
warning. Human life was a very fragile thing.

He took the turn marked by a red bandanna tied to a tree, a bandanna probably
| eft by Bradshaw or one of his stu-dents. Here the road became little nore

t han

a nmenory; weeds had covered nost of the dirt. Only the deep ruts on either

si de

showed that there was once a lot of traffic along this route.

As Cross foll owed the bunpy course, the car's conputer cane on, warning him
about the damage the road was doing to the shocks and telling him in a

rat her

rude tone, that if he had wanted an off-road vehicle he should have rented
one.

"Voi ce activation off," he snapped. He hated this part of the twenty-first
century. Conputers seened to think it was then-job to nmonitor adult behavi or
I't

was |like traveling every-where with his elderly parents.

He rounded anot her corner and saw five cars parked near sonme trees. Four of
t he

cars were battered and old. Two were rust-covered. Only one, an off-road
vehicl e

liberally coated in rmud, was new enough to be the professor's. Leo had found
t he

site.

He got out of his car and stretched. From here he could hear the shush-shush
of

the ocean and snell the salt on the gentle breeze. Several tents were pitched
to

his right, and he thought he saw a trail that probably led down to the dig
proper. A shout echoed from bel ow—sonmeone had seen him Mpnents later, a
solid,

gray-haired man cane up the rise, two students, both female, trailing behind



hi m

Dr. Edwi n Bradshaw | ooked nothing like the nman in the grainy newspaper

phot ographs and the yell owi sh video clips that Leo had | ooked at on his
flight

out here. Then, Bradshaw had a square-jawed, reedy |ook; the |ook of a man
who

spent too rmuch tine thinking and not enough tine eating. Now he had a slight
paunch around his belly, and his hair needed a good trim He wore a
dirt-covered

flannel shirt over a faded T-shirt with the words Grateful Dead stil

vi si bl e.

H s jeans were tucked into heavy workboots, and he carried thick gloves in
hi s

ri ght hand.

The students behind himwere dressed sinilarly, although their T-shirts
weren't

faded and bore nanes of mnusicians or vids that Leo knew of only vaguely,
because

his own graduate students had the sanme shirts and the sane tastes.

He wi ped his hands on his clean blue jeans, feeling slightly self-conscious.
He

had left in such a hurry that he had for-gotten his own workboots, and it had
been | ong enough since he had supervised a dig that his own cl othing nmade him
| ook I'ike a tourist anbng experienced | ocals. He reached into the open car
door,

and renmoved his pack, slinging it over one shoul der before he sl amed the
door

cl osed.

"Dr. Cross," Bradshaw said as he stepped into the parking area. "Edw n

Br adshaw. "

They shook hands. Leo studied the man before him He was shorter than Leo had
expected, and there were sorrow |lines around his eyes. He had been through a
| ot

over the years, and it showed in his face.

Leo renenbered studyi ng Bradshaw s work as an under-graduate. He al so
remenber ed

t he gl eeful debunking his pro-fessors had engaged in during graduate school
after Bradshaw announced his findings of a technol ogically advanced
civili-zation operating in the South Arerican rain forests. H's find-ings had
been based on several sites in one small area, and the tiny fossils he found
enbedded into rock fromtwel ve thou-sand years ago. Bradshaw t hought he had
proven, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that those tiny pieces he had found were
simlar to the mcrochips that ran conputers at the tine, only on a

nanot echnol ogy |l evel. Hi s story became an overni ght media event, and Bradshaw
had becone fanous.

It took a year, but his rival archaeol ogi sts exam ned the same evi dence and
found it lacking. Bradshaw s credibility was destroyed and he becane the

| aughi ngstock of the field. Leo had al ways t hought that a shane. Even if
Bradshaw s Sout h American hypot hesis was wong, his other work had been
stellar,

so much so that Leo had based some of his own early work on Bradshaw s

resear ch.

It had been a pleasant surprise to discover that Bradshaw was still in the
field, even in a limted capacity.

"These are two of ny students," Bradshaw said. "My graduate assistant Kelly
FIl ynn—=

The short, brown-haired wonan nodded. She had freckles across her nose and a
| ook of comnpetence to her

"—and an admirer of yours, Bet Canbridge."

Bet Canbridge was traditionally pretty, wi th high cheek-bones and bl ond hair



that Leo woul d have bet was dyed. Her blue eyes were a tad too bright as she
| ooked at him and he wondered if she'd seen those archaeol ogy docunentaries
he

had narrated, thinking they would be aired in schools only and that, to his
surprise, becane a popul ar Sunday ni ght pro-gram on nany PBS stations.
"Wwuld you like sone coffee, Dr. Cross?" she asked

He nade hinmself smle. He hated groupies, of any sort. "I've been up since
four," he said. "And |I'm already floating. Thanks though."

He turned to Bradshaw. "I'd like to see the site if | could.”

"Certainly." Bradshaw | ed them down a well-worn path, packed sand covered

with

pi ne needl es and | eaves. There was no grass poking through

Leo could hear the dig site before he could see it. The rustle of hunman

bei ngs

in a natural environment mixed with the exchange of soft conversation between
a

coupl e of the students. He thought he heard his own name come up once before
Bet

announced loudly that they were there. A flicker of annoyance crossed
Bradshaw s

face and di sappear ed.

Leo expected it. He hadn't come to watch students work. He had cone to see

t he

bl ack | ayer.

They went over a small rise, and suddenly they were upon the dig. Leo could
see

why Bradshaw was working this site. It was a |logical canpsite for the

Ti | I anook,

or anyone else who was living in this area. It was far enough to be off the
ocean, close to fresh water fromthe stream bel ow, and sheltered fromthe

wi nd

by the rock bluff. He was surprised that this site hadn't been worked before
NOW.

The area under the rock face of a shallow bluff had been conpletely roped off
and crosshatched in squares with ropes for reference points. Three
fifty-year-old pine trees were scat-tered over the site and were being used
as

anchors for the ropes. Ten students were carefully working different areas,
some

using only toothbrushes to help clean and | oosen finds.

Leo smled. The site |looked no different froma dig that he woul d have worked
on

twenty-five years before. Very few of archaeol ogy's data collection tools had
changed—at |east, not when it came to this kind of work.

Sone of the dig areas were only about two feet deep, suggesting a shorter
tine

span than the ones Leo had been working with. H's breath caught between his
teeth. Maybe his hypothesis had been wrong.

He hoped so.

"How far back are you worki ng?" he asked.

"Mostly just two to five hundred years," Bradshaw said. "Although we think
this

site mght have been a regul ar canp of a number of tribes farther back than
that."

A few of the students | ooked over their shoul ders at Leo, but none of them
st opped working. Usually when he visited a site, they all acted |ike Bet—not
just because of the docu-nentaries, but because so many of them had studied
hi s

book on nethodol ogy. It was the definitive work these days (and he knew how
| ong



that would last) on how to take information from various disciplines and form
ﬁypothesis, not just during the interpretation stage of a dig but throughout.
Bradshaw gl ared at one of the students who had stopped working, and he bent
ﬁrzrlittle area of dirt again. Even Bet had clinbed into the dig site, her
LSL; braced agai nst the snmooth wall of dirt, her right hidden in a corner

Kel ly

still stood beside Bradshaw. Apparently she was his right-hand nman, ready for
any special orders he mght give.

When the students all | ooked away, Bradshaw grinned at Leo, and Leo saw t hat

what he had mi staken for sorrow lines were really laugh lines. Wen he
smi | ed,

Bradshaw had a puckish face. Leo smled back, alnost because he couldn't help
hi nmsel f.

Bradshaw | ed Leo over to the extrenme edge of the roped-off area. Kelly
fol | oned

hal f a step behind. When Bradshaw got to a section, he crouched. Leo knew
exactly where they were and what Bradshaw was | ooking at. Bradshaw had used
t he

spot to sink an exploration hole, working back into the past through the
dirt,

i ke a tine machine.

This exploration hole was about three feet across and about six feet deep
into

the brown soil. The black soot I|ine was clear about four and a half feet
down,

ringing the hole like sonething had put a blanket flat in the ground and Dr.
Bradshaw s hol e had cut right through it.

Being that deep in the test hole was a clear sign the black ring wasn't close
to

the present, as Leo had hoped it would be. He forced hinself to take a deep
breath and not show his dis-appointment. If only he could find a soot |ayer
closer to the surface, he'd start sleeping at nights again. But this wasn't
to

be the pl ace.

"How far back is that?" Leo asked, know ng al nost cer-tainly what the answer
woul d be.

"I'"d say around four thousand years,'
of

soil in this area. 1'd have to run tests to be sure. You never know with sone
of

t hese coastal areas."

Four thousand and twel ve years, Leo wanted to say, but in-stead only nodded.
I't

was as he had feared. He didn't want to tell Bradshaw that if he went down
even

farther with his hole, he nmost likely would find anot her band at ei ght

t housand

and twenty-four years. The sanme soot bands, at those sane depths, had been

f ound

as far south as Bakersfield, Cali-fornia. This was the farthest north. So far
"We dug other depth holes outside the site," Bradshaw said. "After | saw the
ring."

"Do they all show the same thing?" Leo asked, know ng they woul d.

Br adshaw nodded.

"Was it a fire, sir?" Kelly asked. Her voice was husky and deep, confident,
and

not at all what Leo had expected. "Or did one of the vol canoes drop a ton of

Bradshaw sai d, "considering the buil dup



ash

here in one of those strange wind swirls that sonetimes bring debris fromthe
east ?"

Wt hout answering, Leo dropped to his knee and put his pack on the dirt and
pull ed out his mneral test kit. It was the size of a shoe box, large for
nost

conput eri zed devi ces, but sanples of varying sizes had to fit inside.

"Ww, " Kelly said. "I've never seen one of those."
Leo gl anced at her with some anusenment. "You still do the initial analysis
t he

ol d-fashi oned way and then confirmit when you get back to the |ab?"
"Qur archaeol ogy budget is fairly small," Bradshaw said before Kelly could

answer. "l've been saving to get one of those for nyself."
It was a shanme that one of the field' s nost em nent re-searchers, however
badl y

he had once been di sgraced, couldn't even afford what npost archaeol ogi sts
considered to be an essential upgrade in their data collection tools.

But Leo didn't say that. Instead, he said, "They are expensive."

He took a small spoon and dish fromthe case and eased hinself down into the
hol e, using the steps cut into the side. He was glad that the upgraded too
ki t

had drawn attention away from Kelly's question about fire. He didn't want to
an-swer it if he didn't have to.

The sandy, danp snell of earth was conforting, even if the depth of the black
band was not. Carefully, he scraped a sanple of the ring right out of the
center

of the one-eighth-inch-w de bl ack streak, naking sure to get none of the
sur-rounding dirt.

Then he placed his sanple in the top of his case and grabbed two nore

containers, filling themwi th the black sanples and sealing each. Then he
clinbed out of the hole and knelt in the dirt beside the test kit. As he
pour ed

the first sanple into the exam nation dish, he noved slower than he nornally
woul d, so that both Kelly and Bradshaw coul d see how t he new equi prent wor ked.
The conputerized test kit analyzed the soil sanple without destroying it. For
that reason alone, he preferred doing it this way. It allowed himto work on

t he

smal l est bit of data without losing it. The conputer only took a noment to
ana-lyze the sanple. He ran the second, to check his result, and then did the
third. The results were what he had expected.

"The streak is exogenic, as | expected, and partially or-ganic,’
Br adshaw.

Bradshaw nodded, but before he could say anything, Kelly frowned.

"So doesn't that confirmit was a massive fire?" she asked.

In her position, wthout any background, Leo would have thought the sane

t hi ng.

The nostly organi c conposition woul d have been a prelimnary confirmation that
a

fire had | eveled everything in this area. Cultural research and nore data
collec-tion added to or changed the result.

But it hadn't been a fire, Leo knew that nuch. And to forma

one-ei ghth-inch-wide ring at that depth level, a fire would have had to
create

al nrost two inches of ash. No fire dropped two i nches of ash uniformy over

t he

ground. Bradshaw hadn't said a word, but Leo suspected the man had thought of
fire and instantly ruled it out for that very reason. Plus there was another
very basic reason.

Nei t her Kelly, nor Bradshaw, had the benefits Leo had. He had sanples from
fifty

he said to



sites all over the world, and he had conducted extensive tests on those

sanpl es.

Not one site had shown any signs that heat had caused those black lines. Plus
there were large quantities of magnetite in every soot line, no matter what

t he

area around it contai ned.

But what bothered himthe nost was the consistency of every site. He had
visited

di gs where there was a soot line at 16,048 years and found the exact sane
elements in the sanple as one found half a continent away and severa

t hou- sand

years younger. Remmins fromnatural events, such as fire, didn't respond that
way. It should have been different in different time periods, different in
different parts of the world, different, for god' s sake, in different types
of

soil .

But it wasn't.

"Dr. Cross?" she asked. She wasn't going to let her idea go.

He suppressed a sigh. He didn't know what had caused the soot |ayers, so it
was

just easier to let everyone listening be-lieve it had been a fire. H's answer
woul dn't satisfy Bradshaw, but he hoped the ol der man had enough sense not to
say any-thing until the student was gone.

"It's a good theory," Leo said to Kelly. "But never junmp to conclusions unti
all the tests are in."

She smled. "That's what Professor Bradshaw al ways says."

"Now do you believe ne?" Bradshaw asked her

She shrugged. "That's not the issue," she said. "Sonething el se is happening
here, and you don't want nme to know. "

Leo gl anced at Bradshaw who had a slightly paternal smile on his face. He was
clearly proud of this student, and thought she had potenti al

She caught the glance, and smled. "It's all right, you know, " she said. "I
under stand how t hese things work. Someday I'lIl be the professor, and I'lIl be
able to torture lowy graduate students.”

"I already allow you to torture | owly undergraduates,” Bradshaw said

"And for that I'meternally grateful," she said. "I'll |eave you two to your
nmysterious black dirt." And with that, she wal ked away.

Leo wat ched her go. She spoke to one of the students in the dig site, and

t hen

crawled in herself. "That's a smart one," he said.

Bradshaw nodded. "I rely on her a little too much. Good students |ike that
don't

show up every day."

Leo brushed off his hands and folded up his kit. "I appre-date your help," he

said to Bradshaw, hoping to forestall the inevitable questions.

Bradshaw smiled. "You don't get off the hook that easily. W both know t hat
ring

wasn't caused by a fire."

Leo placed the nmineral kit into his pack. "That's right."

"And frankly, |I'msurprised you knew it would be here, es-pecially since you
didn't know nuch about the dig, the site, or how deep we woul d be going."
Bradshaw sat on the scrubby grass beside the test hole before going on

"Wi ch

means you' ve found this in other places. You ve seen it in other tine periods.
I

ran your site visits last night, Dr. Cross. You haven't been to a dig in
Oregon

since you were a student yourself. You couldn't have renenbered sonethi ng

i ke

that black line froma two-day dig twenty-seven years ago."



Dam, he was good. Leo should have known that Edwi n Bradshaw woul d put his
finger on part of the problemimre-diately. None of the other site managers
had.

A few had tested the sanple thensel ves and asked questions |ater, but none of
them had figured out the nost confusing part of all of this: that the black
soot

had turned up in a nunber of digs and a nunber of time periods. Bradshaw had
got

it in one.

It made Leo wonder if Bradshaw had stunbled on this before.

"I ran sone tests after | got your e-mail," Bradshaw said. He nodded toward
t he

pack. "Nothing as fancy as yours, but | learned a few things. There's no

car bon

or any other signs of fire in that layer. Trace elenments of a nunber of |oca
area mnerals, plus magnetite. There's no nagnetite anywhere near here. And
we

won't even di scuss the thickness of the layer."

Leo gl anced back at the students down the hill and the clean, carefully

wor ked

site. Cearly Bradshaw was a man who just might be trusted, and who could

t hi nk

on his own.

Leo woul d have to do nore investigating on Bradshaw s er-rors, to see if they
wer e reasonabl e assunptions based on the evidence and that the discrediting
had

cone from jeal ous col -1 eagues, or to see if Bradshaw had truly lost his
ability

to make reasonabl e deductions fromthe data at hand.

Leo had al ways assuned that Bradshaw s work had only been prelimnary and the
findings had gotten bl own out of proportion. If he was right, and Bradshaw s
nmet hodol ogy was okay, then he might hire Bradshaw to help him One thing the
man's work had shown was that he had a quick, ninble, and open nind

"Well, Dr. Bradshaw," Leo said

Bradshaw hel d up his hand. "Edw n."

Leo nodded. "Edwi n. As you have guessed, there's a lot nore to these black

layers. I'mcalling them soot |evels, even though 'soot' isn't really an
accurate term I'll wait for an official name until | know what |'m dealing
with."

"That's sensible," Bradshaw said. He | ooked expectant.
Leo woul d have to crush those expectations, for the mp-ment anyway. "R ght
now,

though, | can't tell you nuch be-yond what you al ready know. But give ne a
few
days and I'Il fill you in with nore. | promse."

The light in Bradshaw s eyes di mred. How nany archae-ol ogi sts had made the
sane

prom se to himsince he lost his reputation? Probably countless ones. Leo
felt

synmpathy for the nman and nore than a touch of worry. He might be facing the
sane

sort of reaction hinself.

Still, Bradshaw put a good face on it. He snmiled, even though the snile
wasn' t

as bright as it was before. "Since | ran those tests |'ve been | ayi ng awake
wonderi ng what caused that |ayer. So please don't keep me waiting too |ong.
At

nmy age | need ny sleep.”

"I won't," Leo said. "I'Il make sure you hear something quickly."

That rmuch he could prom se, because that pronise was one he could keep, then



he

gl anced back at the site. The stu-dents were still hunched over, gathering
evi dence. The fact that Bradshaw was here neant that Leo wasn't the only one
who

renmenber ed Bradshaw s past. Oregon State University had enough courage to
hire

him even though they took ad-vantage of his nisfortune and hired him at
one-fourth his old salary. Still, by giving hima haven, they were giving him
an

opportunity to rebuild, and it seened as if Bradshaw was taking it.

"Do ne one nore favor, would you?" Leo asked.

"If | can," Bradshaw said.

"It's going to ness up your sleep even nore."

Bradshaw smiled, and this time the | ook reached his eyes. "It's always nice
to

have something to ponder."

"Well, trust me, you'll ponder this a great deal," Leo said. "Take one of

t hose

outer exploration holes, and when you can, dig down a few nore feet, past the
ten-t housand-year level. Do this w thout student help or student observation
I

don't want anyone el se to know about this. Let ne know what you find, if
anyt hi ng. "

Bradshaw stared into Leo's eyes. Leo could see the con-cern in the ol der
man' s

eyes. Bradshaw had clearly put key el enments together quickly. He wasn't
surprised by the nen-tion of another |ayer at a deeper depth. Leo felt a

shi ver

run down his back. Bradshaw m ght just be the assistant he so very nuch
needed.

"I'"ll doit," Bradshaw said. "And | won't |et anyone know "

"Thanks," Leo said.

He shook Bradshaw s hand, then started up the trail alone. Leo wanted to get
away fromthe site. He was starting to feel twitchy, just as he had at the
previous sites. His inagination was very vivid. Wthout any effort at all, he
could see this whole area without a tree, without a plant, covered in black
soot

so thick that his feet would disappear in it if he walked through it. He
coul d

see it as clearly as if he had lived through it.

And he hadn't.

But he was afraid he mght.

August 23, 2017
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233 Bays Until Arriva

"You're workin' too hard, mate," said Thomas Ki ngsford. "You should do what
al |

good Yanks do when they're in over their heads. You should take a break."
Craig Stanton pushed his chair away fromhis nmonitor and glared at Kingsford,
only because it was expected. "No matter how hard you try," Craig said, "you

shoul d never use a phrase like '"take a break.' It sounds funny com ng from
t hose

Aussie lips."

Ki ngsford | aughed, a sound so rich and full it should have come froma man
three

times his size. "I"'mnot tryin' to be a Yank, mate. I'mjust tryin' to use
| anguage you' |l understand."

"Try harder,"” Craig said with a bit of an edge as he got out of the chair.

Ki ngsford was right. He did need a break. He wal ked through the large white
room



filled with nonitors and desks and an overhead screen that, at the nonent,
was

showing real-time pictures being beamed back from Mars. The pictures seened
fam liar even though he was sure they were new. The Martian | andscape had
becone

as famliar as his own, maybe even nore faniliar than the view outside his
wi ndow in that tiny apartnment he had found near the Hawkes-bury River.

No one had bothered to tell himhe would have to drive across half of Sydney
to

get home every day. Nor had anyone told himthat there was nearby housing
avail abl e at a reduced rate to people hired by the International Space

Moni toring Agency. He had discovered all of that after he had signed his

| ease.

Craig only minded when people like Kingsford brought the feeling back, the
feeling he had had his first weeks in Aus-tralia. It was as if he were truly
on

his own for the first tine in his life, even though he had been living on his
own for seven years. Australians, at |east those connected with the project,
had

a kind of survival of the fittest attitude. If a man nade a mistake, so be
it,

and if it cost hima lot of noney or a lot of time or if it hurt alittle,
wel |,

t hen, maybe he would learn fromit. Craig had al ways thought the American
West —particularly Woni ng, where he had grown up—was tough, but Aneri-cans
wer e

soft compared with their Australian counterparts.

No one person | ooked up as Craig threaded his way to the break roomto get
sone

of that swill they called coffee. In his old office in San Francisco, where
he

had worked for a multi-national conglonmerate, not an international agency
crammed into a university, the |unchroom had actually had a barista who had
been

enpl oyed there for nore than thirty years. Here, half the guys still nade
instant in the m crowave.

He shuddered involuntarily, and when he want into the break room he opened
t he

refrigerator and renoved a Coke instead. He gl anced at the ancient sandw ches
tucked anmong the fake lettuce in the glass case, then | ooked at the
dough- nut s,

whi ch had just arrived, and then glanced at the |unch he had brought. None of
t hem appeal ed. He didn't want food. He was just concerned about what he had
found. He went to the door of the kitchen and stared at the room

Dozens of people worked third shift here. The buoys didn't stop transmitting
data just because humans wanted to rest. And the buoys were transmtting so
nmuch

information it was keeping a hundred scientists busy around the cl ock

There had been an uproar when | SMB 6 had stopped trans-nitting al nost a week
before, nobstly fromthe international scientists who had been counting on | SMB
6

teaching themall they wanted to know about Uranus. But the agency di-rector
had

cal med them by rem nding themthat in its short six-nonth orbit around

Ur anus,

| SMB 6 had al ready sent back nmore information than they could process in
three

years. And that didn't count the information it had sent on its journey to

t he

pl anet. And, the director had rem nded them equipnment failed. No matter what



they planned for, equip-nment failed. A piece of space debris m ght have taken
t he buoy out, or sonething might be interfering with transm s-sion. The
current

team was hopi ng that the problemwas sonething they could fix fromthe agency
here in Australi a.

Craig wasn't so sure, and that was what had been bothering him He wasn't

part

of the ISMB 6 team at |east not the original assenbly team although he had
felt a small fondness for the buoy. It had been his job to nonitor that buoy
in

real tinme, and he had felt that they were conpanions, two crea-tures alone in
strange and sonetinmes hostile worlds.

And then ISMB 6 had died on him

Since |SMB 6 had died, the assenbly team and several other scientists had
been

called into try to reestablish contact with the buoy. They assumed it was
still

there, and that the problem was nothing nore than a glitch

He took his Coke back to his console. Kingsford was gone from his desk, which
was a good thing. Craig wasn't in the nood to tal k anynore. He pushed his
chair

i n and punched up the data he had been struggling with for the past four days.
The experts were wong—that was the conclusion he was comng to. They saw t he
problems with 1SMB 6 as internal or as something that could be fixed. He
didn't.

No matter which way he | ooked at the information, he came to the sane
con-cl usi on: Sonet hi ng external had happened to 1SMB 6 right before it

st opped

sendi ng—and it wasn't something ex-pected, like collision with space debris.
He

had been watch-ing the event happen in real time and he had seen a series of
patterns in the data streamthat he had never seen before. They had bli pped
past

himtoo quickly to analyze, of course, and at first, he wasn't even sure he
had

seen them So, after hesitating for two days, he finally decided to analyze

t he

twenty channels of data that had come through the buoy in the |ast eight
hour s

of its life to see if he could come up with what had stopped the
transmi ssi ons.

He hadn't asked permission and, in fact, no one seened to care that he was
not

foll owi ng the usual protocol. It nade hi mwonder if anyone watched over his
work, like the project manager had said they would do when he was hired. He
sus- pected no one did.

Even with that suspicion, though, he felt odd following this data trail. He

j ust

couldn't stop. He and I SMB 6 had been buddies for a long time, and even

t hough

he was supposed to work backup on ISMB 5 until |ISMB 6 cane back on line, he
couldn't bring hinself to do it. He had a hunch that 1SVMB 6 wasn't coning
back,

and he had to know why.

After four days of research, he knew a number of things. First, there had not
been a freak collision with space debris. Even if a rock had cone in fast,

| SMB

6's sensors would have spotted it. There had been nothing. Two days ago he
had

shared that information with the restoration team and they had appl auded,



si nce

t hey thought it meant they had a good chance of restoring contact with the
buoy.

But they hadn't taken the thought any farther. They had gone back to work
reestablishing contact with | SMB 6.

No one had even yelled at himfor turning his attention away from his new j ob.
Craig hadn't told themthe rest of his findings. He wasn't ready to. He had
di scovered a lot of things. He had elimnated the possibility of an

el ectri cal

spi ke through the system causing everything to shut down. Nor had the buoy
received a signal to shut down. Both of those events would have |eft clear
fingerprints in the last seconds of the data streams. Nei-ther was present.
On his nonitor, Craig punched up his chart showing the twenty data streanms in
the I ast second of transmi ssion. He had plotted each streamon a graph

show ng

intensity and clarity. All twenty streans, at the same nmonment, had down-ward
slants. They went from normal power to no power in one second' s tine.

| mpossi bl e, but true. The data streanms went from a neasur-able quantity to
zero

faster than he could blink. He had doubl e-checked his information. Al of it
was

exact. And that wasn't the creepiest part. The creepiest part was that they
al |

hit zero at the exact sane instant. Different CPUs, different back-pl anes,
three

separate battery backups—everything had cut out at the exact sanme tine.

Hs training told himsuch a thing wasn't really possible. It was as if
somet hing had covered ISMB 6 |ike a blanket cov-ered a bed, alnost instantly
draining the power. Yet within that instant, the signal had stopped in a
fam liar way: The chart |ooked the same as one he would do of a car battery
bei ng drai ned by a stuck horn. The battery got weaker and weaker. Yet on the
buoy, the drain of a very powerful set of prinmary, secondary, and backup
batteri es had happened within a second. It was only the high speed of the
dat a

sent that allowed himto even see the dimnishing power.

But what woul d have that effect? And did the buoy just get swall owed by
somet hing, as the last second of data trans-mitted Earthward seenmed to
suggest ?

He had nmentioned to the teamthe possibility that the batteries were drained.
They had | aughed at him

"Craigie, lad," said one of the scientists, "the batteries were to | ast
thirty

years. They've barely gone through three, and there were two backups."

He had had that thought as well. But his evidence showed that the power cells
were dead. And if the batteries were dead, the buoy was dead.

He knew he was right. He just had to prove it beyond a doubt. Craig had no

i dea

what woul d cause the drain. But he was sure any conclusion he came to was
goi ng

to be | aughed at by the others if he didn't present it carefully. And maybe
even

t hen.

He sat back down in front of his nonitor and went back to work. If he had to
be

| aughed at, he was going to make damm certain his information was exact and
correct. And if that took hima few nore days, then fine.

Not hi ng woul d bring the buoy back. O that he was certain. A few days didn't
matter either way.

August 24, 2017
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232 Days Until Arriva

Edwi n Bradshaw | eaned back in the cracked plastic seat of the cab, and stared
at

the dirty buildings of Washi ngton, D.C.

It had been a long tinme since he had been to this place, a long tinme since he
had been wel come. Even now he felt nervous. He really wasn't sure he should
have

cone.

But Dr. Leo Cross had sent for him Cross had paid for his plane ticket and
had

said he woul d take care of Bradshaw s | odgi ngs and nmeal s. They had made the
arrangenents by e-mail, but Bradshaw had been unable to let things rest. Just
before he had called an assistant professor to take his place on the dig, he
had

called Cross. To his surprise, the man had answered the phone hinsel f.

"Dr. Cross," Bradshaw had said without nuch preanble, "I amquite flattered
by

your offer to help you on this project—God knows, |'mintrigued—but |'m not
sure you know who | am ™"

"OfF course | do, Dr. Bradshaw," Cross said. "l've studied your work."

"But do you know about —=

"The advanced civilization scandal? O course | do."

"Forgive ne," Bradshaw had said, "but I've lived with that disgrace for a
very

long tinme. My presence on your project mght take it froma respectable realm
into the real mof tabloids and kooks."

"Your research has al ways been inmpeccable, Edwin," Cross said.

Bradshaw had been gl ad he was not using the video op-tion on his phone. He
had

to sit down when Cross said that. It was the reassurance he had been | ooki ng
for

froma col -1eague, a confirmation that Bradshaw had al ways done good work,
not

that he had nade a m stake and woul d get over it.

"I"mglad you think so," Bradshaw had said a beat too late. "But others m ght

not. | would conpronise your work."

"I'd be a fool if | said | hadn't thought about that," Cross said. "But
frankly,

| need you nore because of that 'disgrace' as you call it than if you hadn't
had

it."

"I"'mnot follow ng," Bradshaw sai d.

"I work on hunches, and the gathering of information froma variety of

sour ces,

just like you do. My tendency is to bull-doze ahead, even if doing so m ght
conprom se the work. The problemis that we may not have much time on this
proj-ect. | suspect you'll make sure I'mfully prepared before any of this
| eaves ny office.”

"I"ll do that," Bradshaw said. "But that still doesn't prevent the reaction
after it has left your office. I'lIl taint your work."

"That's one way of looking at it," Cross said. "Or | night be able to
rehabilitate yours. You still stand behind your re-search, don't you?"

"I don't discuss the case," Bradshaw said prinly.

"Discuss it with nme," Cross said. "Do you stand behi nd your work?"

"It was prelimnary data," Bradshaw said. "I put the infor-mation out there,
not

so that it would be criticized but so that others would evaluate it. So far
no

one has."

"And the press circus?"



"Was nmy naivete. | didn't realize how many people would latch on to ny
findi ngs

as confirmation of their own crazy theories."

"I'f you had, you never woul d have published that paper,
it

again last night, by the way. You were quite clear about the prelimnary
nat ure

of your research and, contrary to nedia reports, you never drew a single
conclu-sion. You only marked possibilities based on cultural con-texts, and

Cross said. "I read

you
outlined the need for further research. | think you' ve been in exile |ong
enough, Edwi n."

Bradshaw hadn't been able to agree nore. "lI'd feel better about this if we
kept

nmy invol verent quiet."

"Let's nmke that decision after you' ve seen what |I'm working on. You m ght
want

to go back to your beautiful dig site on the Oregon Coast." And with that,
Cross

had hung up

The conversation had reassured Bradshaw enough to get himon the plane, but

it

wasn't carrying himthrough the streets to the address Cross had given him
What

was getting himthrough this was his own curiosity. He hadn't been able to
get

those bl ack |ines out of his head.

The afternoon after Cross |left, Bradshaw had gone to an outer test hole and
dug

whi l e sone of the students were working and others were running errands into
Cl overdal e. Just as Cross had suggested, Bradshaw dug down and, at what woul d
have been right about twelve thousand years in normal depth, he had found
anot her bl ack soot ring, sanme thickness. He quickly took sanples, then rilled
the hole back up to its previous |evel so no student woul d ask questions he
couldn't answer. He wasn't sure that even Cross could answer the question of
what had caused two soot rings in the ground, eight thousand years apart in
tine.

Bradshaw did sonme tests, comng up with the sane results as the first soot
ring.

Exactly the sanme results—sonething he knew wasn't possible. He had e-mail ed
Cross with his find-ings, nore than |likely before Cross had even arrived back
in

the nation's capital. That night Bradshaw had received a sinple nessage in
reply.

Thanks. 1'1l be in touch shortly. Cross.

Two days later the offer to cone to Washington, D.C., had arrived

The cab pulled up in front of a stately brick home that was probably two
hundr ed

years old. In its day, it had been a man-sion, but by nodern standards it was
a

good-si zed home, well-maintained. It was certainly not what he had expected,
even though Cross had told Bradshaw that he would be coming to Cross's hone.
It was drizzling as Bradshaw got out of the cab, but the air still felt

sti cky

with heat and humidity. The cabdriver hel ped himget his bags out of the
back—€ross had told himto pack heavily in case they decided to work

t oget her.

He carried his bags up the wet brick steps and rang the bell.

A woman at | east twenty years ol der than Bradshaw an-swered the door. She wore
a



two- pi ece blue suit and a strand of pearls around her neck. She was

consi derabl y

shorter than Bradshaw, but she had a | ot of presence. She smiled when she saw
hi m

"Dr. Bradshaw," she said. "Dr. Cross has been expecting you. Cone on in."

He stepped into a hallway with a polished wood floor, paintings hanging from
t he

white walls, a chandelier that formed the centerpiece of the room and a w de
wooden stair-case |leading to a bal cony on the second floor. Watever he had
expected of Leo Cross's hone, this wasn't it.

He continued to hold his bags, afraid to set them down on the expensive wood.

"I"m Bonnie A dham" the woman said. "I'mDr. Cross's sec-retary. He's

wai ting

for you downstairs, but before you go, | think you should at |east have tine
to

freshen up. Constance—" That |ast was a bellow, so harsh that Bradshaw was
relieved it wasn't ained at him Bonnie O dhamgrinned at himas if she
expect ed

his reaction. "Raising children gives you a good set of |ungs."

A worman came out of the kitchen, w ping her work-roughened hands on a white
t owel .

"Where does Dr. Cross want Dr. Bradshaw?"

"The bl ue bedroom " Constance said. "I just finished get-ting it ready."
"You're about to go, aren't you, dear?" Ms. O dham asked. "Finish your

di nner

preparations. 1'll take Dr. Brad-shaw upstairs."

"Thank you, Ms. O dham" And Constance went back into the kitchen

Seei ng Bradshaw s startled | ook, Ms. O dham said, "She's his housekeeper
Dr.

Cross comes froman old, distin-guished, and very wealthy Virginia fanily.
He's

al ways been a bit sensitive about it, but that doesn't stop himfromliving
confortably. This part of the house, as well as the guest roonms and the
forma

living and dining roons, still reflect his nmother's tastes. The rest of the
house is all his. I think he keeps Constance on because he wouldn't eat
properly

if he didn't. Not to nention the fact that the place would be a sty."

She led himup the stairs and across the balcony into a wing. The bl ue

bedr oom

was done in royal blues, with a queen-sized mahogany bed as its centerpiece.
The

bed was an antique. It even had nosquito netting folded back as if the guests
were expected to make use of it during the night. Brad-shaw found hinsel f
wonderi ng how many generations of Cross guests had actually slept in here.
She opened a door. "You have a wardrobe through here," she said, "and a
bat hr oom

on the other side of that. The next roomover is the sitting room also for
guests. There's an en-tertai nment center as well as enough reading naterial
to

take you through the next century, if you're so inclined. |I've never figured
out

why Dr. Cross's guests leave. This setup is so much better than anything
have

at home. | keep waiting for himto invite ne to sleep over."

Bradshaw gave her a startled | ook and she | aughed. The sound was deep and
full,

so filled with [ife that he had to | augh too
"You'll just have to get used to nme, Doctor,’
t hi nk—and

she said. "I say what |



don't blane it on ny age, because | have al ways done so. Get freshened up

and

then go down to the basenment. The stairs are in a door off the hallway you
wer e

first in. It's the only closed door. You can't mss it."

Then she left. He stood in the center of this stately roomfor a nonent,
not i ng

the solidness of the antiques—o spindly French furniture here, just
wel | -bui |t

Ameri can pi eces, sone nore than three hundred years old. The paintings on the
wal |l were originals too, Arerican primtives all of them He was educated
enough

to recognize the style but not the painters. If sonmeone had told himthe week
before that he would be standing here, and not be in the mddle of sone

O egon

forest, he woul d have | aughed.

He picked up his suitcases and carried theminto the wardrobe. There he was
surprised to see clothing in various sizes. He had never before been in a
home

that provided outfits for the guests, should they find they needed
some-t hi ng.

Formal gowns hung on one wall, and formal nmen's attire right behind them
Shoes

were on the floor, and there were brand-new shirts on shelves, as well as a
variety of ties. He shook his head slightly. No. He hadn't expected to be

her e.

He unpacked quickly, then took a fresh shirt out of his bag and went into the
bathroom It was the only bowto the twenty-first century in the place. The
shower was conputerized and even had a dual head in case couples were staying
here. The toilet was an automatic flusher, and the sink had a notion sensor

i nstead of faucet handles. There he used the unscented soap fromthe basket

t hat

gave himnore choi ces than he dreaned possible. He snmoothed back his hair,
peered into the mirror, and thought that he didn't | ook as tired as he felt.
Then he took a deep breath and gripped the sides of the sink, moving back in
surprise as it turned on. "Dam," he nmuttered. There were benefits in the old
ways of doing things.

He wi ped his hands on the towel and shook his head. This was his | ast chance
to

back out. He mi ght be doing both Cross and hinself a favor

But he knew as clearly as he knew his own name that he couldn't back out. He
was

conmmitted fromthe nonment he read that first e-mail. This was an intriguing
nmystery, and nore than that, it was probably his |last chance to work on

somet hing | arger than a student dig.

He left the room and went down the stairs, not seeing anyone. He heard pots
bang in the kitchen, which neant that Constance the housekeeper hadn't |eft
yet.

Then he wal ked t hrough the hallway, past nore antiques, all Ameri-can

col oni al s,

fromthe pie shelf that was being used as pot-tery storage to the wig rack
near

the door. He found the closed door to the basenent beneath the staircase. He
pul | ed the door open and was surprised to see stairs car-peted in green shag.
Li ghts were on bel ow, and he coul d hear voices. Ms. O dham+aughi ng—and
Cross

sounding, well, slightly cross. "I thought you said he was here."

"He just got off a long flight, Leo. He needed a noment to hinself."

"I wanted himhere first. If he doesn't |ike what we're doing, he has a whole
day to hinself before he can fly out again."



Bradshaw nade sure he nmade a | ot of noise as he cane down the stairs, which
ended in a long but wide roomthat had a fireplace and a pool table in the
very

center. The cues were in a rack on the wall, which soneone had painted a

f or est

green to match the shag carpet. Fromthe wear patterns, Brad-shaw figured
this

carpet had been in place since he was a boy—ore than fifty years ago.

He crossed it and entered the open door. This room | ooked nore confortable.
I't

was well-lit and warm w th oak pan-eling on the walls and thick carpet.
There

were a few chairs and a couch facing a w de-screen tel evision that |ooked
like

it wasn't HDTV Clearly it was sone sort of famly roomor game room

Cross was pacing in front of it. "Edwin, at last," he said

"Let's try again,"” Ms. O dham said. "How about 'Hello, Edwin. Wl cone to ny
hone. | hope you had a safe flight.' "

Cross grinned. "Can you believe | pay her?"

"The university pays nme," she said. "You take advantage of that."

Cross wal ked to Bradshaw, and shook his hand. "Sorry about my rudeness," he
sai d. "Constance got you settled?"

"I got himsettled," Ms. O dham said.

"Good," Cross said. "Now that we're through the pleas-antries, let's get down
to

busi ness. "

Bradshaw felt as if he had been run over by a steamroller. He hadn't said a
word, yet he felt as if he had been the center of the conversation. H's hand
ached fromthe intensity of Cross's grip.

Cross nmoved to a closed door in the far wall and inserted a conmputerized key.
"We put the map room back here," Cross said. "It's safer than at the

uni versity.

W don't get questions we don't have answers for."

Bradshaw fol |l owed Cross inside. This was a working of-fice, conplete with
conput er plasma screens and digital fax machines. Printers |ined one wall

al ong

with a |large docu-ment printer for nmaps and architectural draw ngs. In the
very

center of the roomwas a cluttered table surrounded by sev-eral chairs. Sone
desks were pushed against the printer wall, and that was the only furniture.
There were no wi ndows. A second wall was covered with several two-drawer
filing

cabi-nets that |ooked as if they belonged to another era. But the wall
directly

in front of themwas bl ank.

Cross pressed a button on one of the conputers and several large flat
screens,

i ke most nodern tel evision sets, unfolded. He hit two nore buttons on his
keyboard and the screens sprang to life.

A three-di mensional map of the world appeared on the big-gest screen. Tiny
dot s

glimered as the world spun on its axis. Another screen contained a detail ed
nmap

of North America. Athird held a map of South Anerica. Europe and Asia each
had

their own screens as did I ndochina and Australi a.

Col ored dots covered each map in various |locations. OGther areas were entirely
covered in a light color, as if the entire space had been highlighted.

"Bl ack dots represent soot rings found at levels indicating it was |laid down
t wo



t housand and six years ago," Cross said.

"Si x?" Bradshaw said, glancing at Crossi No archaeo-logical site could ever
be

that accurate about dates without outside information

"I"ll get to that." Cross pointed to the South American map. "Red dots show
| ayers of soot at four thousand and twel ve years. G een are six thousand and
ei ghteen years. Your dig site, of course, shows red."

Bradshaw wal ked up to the North American map. His site, in O egon, |ooked
lonely. A red dot and orange dot side by side. There were no other sites with
markings in Oregon at all. The nearest was in California. And its dot was

bl ue.

"Blue is eight thousand and twenty-four years," said Cross, noting where
Bradshaw was | ooki ng, "and orange is twelve thousand and thirty-six."
Bradshaw not ed several orange dots in South America
"White dots mark fourteen thousand years and over,"
har der

to track exact dates."

Bradshaw stared at the maps, letting the information Cross had just given him
sink in. The soot |levels like the two he had found were a worl dw de
phenomenon.

He felt a slight chill.

This was some sort of recurring event.

Sonet hi ng external, something that could be predicted—at least inits

regul arity. Bradshaw stared at the markings. But clearly it didn't happen in
each place at the sane tine. It didn't spread all over the Earth when it hit;
just certain parts of it.

"I's the chemnmical analysis the same at all the sites?" he asked.

Cross nodded. "There's a slight variance for local mn-erals, but otherw se
it's

exactly the same. And each site is laced with nmagnetite.”

"Magnetite," Bradshaw sai d, shaking his head at the strangeness of it all.
Magnetite was a fairly common min-eral found around the world, with the

| ar gest

deposit being in northern Sweden. But it was never found in thin layers |ike
this.

Cross said. "They're

Cross only shrugged. "l've been putting this information together for the
past
two years and | still don't have even a guess as to what is causing this."

"What do the highlighted areas nean?" Bradshaw asked, wal king up to the North
American map and studying it. There was a red-tint covering an area
stretching

fromnear Los An-geles to Southern Oregon. A green one over nost of the
cen-tral

part of the country and a red oval in Texas and New Mexi co.

"Since we have the nost data on the events two, four, and six thousand years
ago, we tried to figure the extent of the soot cover. Last year we did al nost
a

hundred test holes in the central United States, |ocating the”araneters of

t he

three soot |evels.”

Bradshaw coul dn't believe what he was hearing. The green highlight covered
nost

of seven states, right out of the very center of the country. And the red

hi ghl i ght covered nost of the West Coast.

"Your dig extended the northern boundary on the four-thousand-year West Coast
area," Ms. Oddhamsaid. "W thought it stopped at the Siskious Muntains
before. "

Cross nodded. "Seens nountai ns nean nothing to what-ever is causing these
soot

| ayers. "



Br adshaw wal ked sl owy around the room noting all the work that had gone
into

tracing all the soot levels around the world. Only someone with Cross's
reputation and influence could gather this much data. It was inpressive al
by

itself, outside of the amazing facts it was show ng

"So," Bradshaw said after his mnd finally bal ked at | ooking at any nore.

" How

did you pinpoint the tinme so accuratel y?"

Cross sat down in one chair and slid a notebook toward Bradshaw. "W started
wi th carbon dating and worked back-wards," Cross said. "The

t wo-t housand-year-ol d events were the easiest to pinpoint." He pointed to the
bl ack hi ghlight covering part of central and northern South Anerica. "The
Sout h

and Central American cultures left us records that were hel pful. | found
references fromthe |zapas of the Guatemal an region as well as the Nazca
Peopl e

who had heard of the phenormenon all the way down in the area we now cal

Peru. "

Bradshaw felt a slight irritation at Cross's tone. Cbviously Cross had
expl ai ned

this to people who weren't famliar with these cultures, but Bradshaw was. He
peered at the South Anerican map. "Wat of the Mayas? They shoul d have had

i nformation you could have used."

"Their records call this the great blackness,"” said Cross. "It was ignored by
Mayan schol ars because no one knew what it neant. W still don't, but the
timng

can be worked al -nost exactly."

Bradshaw | ooked around at the maps. Large bl ack areas covered parts of China,
central Asia, South Africa, and North Anerica. He could see how, using data
from

hi storical records, those times could be pinpointed. There were a | ot of

Wi t nesses around.

"In all areas, the event is called the Tine of Blackness, or G ant Bl ack

C oud.

From what we've been able to tell, some-thing black cones out of the sky and
covers a large area, de-stroying everything it touches. And all occurred the
same year: nine a.d."

Suddenly the room seened to spin. He was holding his breath. Wat Cross had
been

telling himfinally struck home. Before he spoke, he made hinself breathe.
"You're saying the last event had been two thousand and six years ago?"
"Yes," Cross said.

"And that nmeans we're due this year for another?" Brad-shaw stared at all the
bl ack hi ghlighting that covered huge areas of the maps. Al taken together

he

figured it covered a size far larger than the entire North Anmerican continent.
If everything was killed inside that much area, billions would die.

"That's right," Cross said. "Watever caused this is due back anytinme now "
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The conference roomwas gray and dark. It hadn't been upgraded since the
buil di ng had been built in the late 1990s. One overhead fl uorescent was
sputtering; the other one was burned out. The only concession to the nodern
era

were the small lights built into the table by each chair. Craig turned his on
H s stomach was all acid, and it didn't matter how strong the stomach pills
he



took were, the acid wasn't going away. He rubbed his danp hands on his

chi nos,

and then doubl e-checked t he equi prent.

H s bosses were outside, getting coffee he had bought es-pecially for this
nmeeting, and the special cream cakes the bakery near his apartnent nade.
Craig

knew sci entists; they always appreciated a neeting that had food.

He couldn't eat, and nore coffee would burn a hole through his tortured
intestinal lining. He was normally in bed at this hour, but he couldn't very
well tell his bosses to neet himat the beginning of his shift. Instead, he
had

asked for, and been granted, this neeting.

He kept trying to tell himself that he had been through the worst. He had
told

his project manager that he hadn't been doing his assigned duties, that he
had

been investigating 1SMB 6 instead. Hi s manager, Tracie Smthers, had | ooked a
bit stern until Craig told her that he had found sonething, and then she had
asked what that sonething was.

It was she who called the three who were going to nmeet with himtoday.

One by one they cane into the room Vijay Du Bois, a slen-der man who al ways
wore white to set off his dark skin and even darker eyes, carried his
demi t asse

cup on his palm In his other hand, he held a half-eaten cream cake. Du Bois
had

been in charge of the original teamthat planned the buoy's m ssions. Since
| SMB

6 had di sappeared, he had headed the effort to get the buoy back on-line.
"Where did you find these cakes?" he asked in English so nmelodic that it was

clear it was not his native | anguage. "I have never had anything like them™
"A bakery near the Hawksbury River."

"You'll have to give nme the name," he said. "I will send a treat to the

engi neers."

Crai g nodded.

The second boss came in. Athena Terizopolis held a full-sized glass of the
instant coffee they served in the break room Craig could still see the
crystals

undi ssol ved through the side of the glass.

"Cream cakes," she said, patting her round thighs. "You could have thought of
somet hing | ess fattening."

"But then you wouldn't have eaten any, ny dear," Du Bois said.

Teri zopolis | aughed. She was short and round, with dra-matic features that
over power ed her face—except when she | aughed. Then those features worked
together to forma great beauty. Craig always felt as if he had to | ook away
at

t hose nonments. She was the on-site head of the International Space Mnitoring
Agency, the one who nmade sure relations with the scientists and the

uni versity

and the international agency sponsoring everything went snoothly. She
intimdated him and di scovering that he found her beautiful when she | aughed
made hi m unconfortabl e.

She sat beside himand called, "Martin, we're waiting for you."

A muffl ed response canme from outside the door, and then Martin Kell og
ent er ed,

wi pi ng some crunbs off his face with a napkin. Kellog was head of data
retrieval

and one of the few other Anericans on this project. Hi s bolero ties and
cowboy

boots clashed mightily with his afro, and sonetines Craig wondered if Kellog
wasn't trying to be everything Anerican to the Australians.



"Sorry," he said. "Didn't have breakfast. Those cakes are sinful."

Craig smled, and as Kellog slipped into a chair, he turned on the Iight
above.

Al three faces turned toward hi m expectantly.

He sighed. "I spoke to Tracie and she said it was inpera-tive that | talk to
you." Hi s voi ce sounded raspy and uncer-tain. He cleared his throat. In his
si X

nmont hs at | SMA, he had never nade a presentation before people as inportant
as

t hese.

"She said you were to talk about |SMB Six?" Terizopolis asked, alnost like a
pronpt .

"Yes," Craig said. He was the only one standing. He clasped his hands behi nd
hi s

back. "We're never going to make contact with 1SMB Six again. It's dead. And
instead of trying to contact the dead |like we have been doi ng"—he bl ushed,
hopi ng Du Bois wouldn't take that as an insult—"we need to treat this like a
nmur der nystery and figure out what killed the buoy."

"I do not believe the buoy is dead,"” Du Bois said.

"Cbviously, or you wouldn't be trying to revive it," Kellog said. He | eaned
forward. "Trade said this wasn't idle specu-lation. She said you had data to
back up your theories. Is that true?"

Crai g nodded and hit the button that rel eased the thin tele-vision screen. It
scroll ed downward. He then punched up one of the |large charts he had made for
this nmeeting. The computer displayed it on the screen. The chart showed al
twenty data streans transnmitted by | SMB 6

"On August 16, at 16:04:08 Greenwich Mean Tine, |1SMB Six was functioning
perfectly." Craig pointed to the beginning of the chart. "I have separated
each

data streaminto its pri-mary and secondary bands, just as we received it
here

al nrost two days later. | reconbined the data to formjust one line for each
dat a

stream and the power |evel of each received."

Al three scientists nodded. They | ooked interested. He felt the nuscles in
hi s

shoul ders relax slightly. He was used to doing this sort of presentation. He
had

done it all the time in San Francisco. Just not here, and not with such
strange

dat a.

"I'f the buoy had rerai ned functioning normally over the thirty years of its
projected life," he said, "the drain on the battery woul d have been evi denced
by

slow deterioration in power output, frequency sensibility, and anplitude

i nper-ceptibility, according to a standard I og curve, for the first ten
years.

Then the deterioration in power woul d have accel er-ated over the |ast twenty
years until we finally experienced transm ssion |o0ss."

Craig traced the transmission lines on his chart as they re-nained basically
flat for a time then curved down rapidly to the bottom of the graph

Agai n everyone nodded. Du Bois | ooked slightly inpa-tient. It had been his

t eam

after all, that had designed those batteries, and Terizopolis who had

appr oved

them Even the chart should have | ooked familiar. Craig had pulled this chart
out of prelimnary data done years before the first buoy |aunching.

Craig took a deep breath and punched up his other chart. It was bigger and
nor e

el aborate. He had overconpensated for his nervousness by making the chart



pretty. Next to the first one, it |ooked al nost fussy and he cursed silently,
wi shi ng he had seen that before.

"At 16:04: 09 G eenwich Mean Time, sonething happened to the buoy that caused
it

to start discharging its batteries."

"Drain its batteries?" Terizopolis repeated. "Wiy wasn't | told of this?"

"No one else found it, ma'am" Craig said. "I wouldn't have either if |
hadn' t

been watching the data streans when they cane in. Even then it registered as
somet hi ng unusual, nothing nore. | had to dig for this."

"You' re sure about the discharge?" Du Bois asked.

Crai g nodded.

"I't's not possible. Do you know how many fail-safes we set up within the
syst en?"

"It's space, Vijay. W don't know everything about it," Kellog said

Du Bois | ooked as if he were about to answer, but Teri-zopolis interrupted
hi m

"What drained those batteries?" she asked.

"I don't know," Craig said

"Are you sure they were fully discharged?" Du Bois asked.

"Yes," Craig said. "This is what | found."

He pointed at the chart that had the exact same downward curve to all twenty
data channels, only el apsed tinme was two seconds instead of thirty years.
It had been striking to Craig when he'd first discovered that both charts
wer e

exactly the same. He could only imgi ne how his audi ence was feeling.

No one spoke. So Craig said, "lI've docunented all mnmy re-search in an
encrypt ed

file that I can download to you if you'd like. |I'msure you're going to want
to

check it. But | think you'll find you' re wasting your time trying to contact

t hat buoy again. Sonething inside, or outside, that buoy sucked out the
remai ni ng twenty-seven years of its life in less than two seconds. | SMB Six
is

dead. It told us so itself."

"Thi s changes everything," Kellog said, nmoving up and exam ning the chart
careful ly.

"Yes, it does," Terizopolis said. "Before we send another buoy out there, we
need to know what happened to this one.™

"If your data is accurate,” Du Bois said, with a hint of chal-lenge in his
voi ce, "then can you tell us what drained the buoy's batteries?"

"I don't know," Craig said, sinking into his chair. "That, I'mafraid, it
didn't
tell us."
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Cross took the butter dish off the counter and placed it be-tween the basket
of

warm cornbread muffins and the plates Constance had | eft out. The coffeemaker
dri pped behind him

He grabbed the norning paper, still unread despite the | ate-ness of the
afternoon, and set it on the table.

Bradshaw sat down in the padded chair across from Cross and grabbed one of

t he

muffins. "This is the life," he said, putting the muffin on a plate and
pul I'i ng

it toward him "You have no idea how | ucky you are."

"Hmm " Cross said, scanning the front page of the paper. The usual politica
news. He really didn't read rmuch of it, only enough to keep up with



M ckel son.

Actual ly, he had an on-line clipping service that sent himall the Washi ngton
Post and New York Times articles that nentioned M ckel son (and there were too
damm many!) as well as articles that dealt with his own discipline. But he
didn't log onto the service every day. He did scan his paper every day—n
fact,

he felt as if he hadn't had a good day if he didn't. AOd habit. They said

t hat

t he nunber of actual newsprint copies of the Post had been declining in the
past

decade even though readershi p had been going up. The reason was that people
who

wanted to read an actual hard copy, one that snelled of ink and sneared on

t he

fingers, were dying off, to be replaced by people who self-selected their
news

i ke he did on-line.

Sonetimes, he felt, it paid to read everything.

"It's the two thousand and six years that's bothering nme," Bradshaw said.
Cross glanced up fromhis paper. The ol der scientist had buttered his muffin
heavily and the butter had nelted, drip-ping onto his plate as he took a bite
and then went on. "And the great blackness. | suppose you' ve | ooked at
ecl i pses

and how they nmani fested across the gl obe.™

Cross suppressed a sigh. He wouldn't get to the rest of his paper. Constance
cane in the back door, her arms filled with groceries. She smled at Cross
when

she saw t hem snacki ng on the muffins.

"Not too much now," she said. "I'mmaking a roast for your dinner. It's fun
to

cook for someone who appreciates it."

That | ast was directed at Cross and he knewit. He often ate the dinner she

| eft

for himand then couldn't renenber, the next day, what it was he had eaten
She

had | ong ago stopped aski ng whether he had |iked or disliked sonething. She
simply fixed his neals. In the week that Bradshaw had been staying here,

t hough,

the ol der scientist had conmplinented her on her cooking every time he saw her
"Muf fins are wonderful," Bradshaw said, right on cue.
Cross watched as her smile grew

"The bl ackness was not referring to a celestial event,
t he

i nterchange as best he could. The warm sweet snell of the nmuffins was getting
to

be too much for him H's stomach grow ed. He grabbed a muffin off the pile
and

didn't bother with a plate. "It was referring to the way the Earth | ooked
after

this event happened. As if it were covered with darkness, at |east that was
what

an assistant to King Mentuhotep of Thebes told the court when he returned from
a

I ong journey. | suspect the journey took himto Italy, if you |l ook at the

nmap,

but I'mnot sure, and the documents don't say. Cctavian received a simlar
report two thousand and six years later, this tinme about the British Isles.™
"I thought it came fromthe sky," Bradshaw said.

"A nunber of reports said that." Cross popped half the nmuffin in his nouth.
Const ance gave him a di sapprovi ng stare.

Cross said, ignoring



"How good is your archaeoastronony?" he asked

"Lousy," Bradshaw said. "It wasn't even a discipline when | was com ng in.
know enough about it to nmention it in my 101 classes, and then | don't touch
it

after that."

"I spent the last few years boning up on it precisely be-cause of this. The
heavens were very inportant to ancient peoples. They didn't have electric
lights, or cities that blotted out the skies. They saw things we don't."
"And what did you find?"

Cross sighed. "I was |looking for simlarities of descrip-tions. And that's

t ough

between cultures, let alone cultures that were thousands of mles and

t housands

of years apart. | found a few The bl ackness of the Earth being one, and the
mention of sonething in the sky. But that's it."

"What were you hoping for?" Bradshaw asked.

"Somet hing you could pinpoint." Cross put the rest of the nuffin in his

nout h.

"You know, sonething so unusual even the ancients would be able to
extrapol at e

fromit."

"Li ke Hal ey's Conet."

Cross stopped chewing. A shiver ran up his spine. "Huh?" he asked.

"Hal ey’ s Comet. You know—+

"Shit," Cross said, and pushed his chair back. He went to the sink and | ooked
out of the kitchen wi ndow. The sky was gray and hazy, covered with late
afternoon cl ouds.

An orbit.

O course. He was so damm dense soneti nes.

"What did | say?" Bradshaw asked.

"An orbit," Cross said, turning back to face Bradshaw. "I was so busy | ooking
at

t he ground, even though | knew the sky factored into it. | was |ooking for an
earthly event, sone-thing predictable. And even though |I was boning up on
as-tronomy, | never really thought about it. Damm stupid."

"Well, | haven't boned up on astronony. Tell me what you're thinking. Are we

dealing with a comet?"

"Maybe, " Cross said.

"But how woul d that affect the ground? |I've seen what me-teor and comnet
strikes

| ook like and this black ring isn't it."

"I know," Cross said. "Maybe sonething comes through the atnmosphere sonmehow,
or

we enter into some kind of dust cloud—+ don't know. But now |'msure we are
dealing with an orbit here. A damed | ong one. Two thousand and six years."
"Whi ch neans we're dealing with sonething big," Brad-shaw said.

"No," Cross said, shaking his head. "Just sonething regular. W can't

hypot hesi ze on what it is yet. W just know that it happens.”

Bradshaw had taken a second muffin and he was picking it apart.

"Here's what we know," Cross said, ticking off on his fin-gers as he went

al ong,

"we know that it appears every two thousand and six years. We know t hat

what ever

it is, it comes fromthe sky. And we know that it | eaves areas of the Earth
bl ackened. You doubl e-checked me. There was not hi ng endo-geni ¢ about this,
ri ght?"

"Ri ght," Bradshaw said.

"So the celestial event didn't cause earthquakes or vol canic eruptions.

What ever

caused this layer cane fromoutside, like a fire. But it wasn't a fire."



Bradshaw frowned. "So if it has an orbit, shouldn't we be able to track it?
W're not the ancients. W have stuff up there.”

"Buoys!" Cross said. He grabbed the paper he had been scanning. There it was,
bott om of page two, only a few col-ums |ong: space buoy | ost.

He had only seen the headline, hadn't read the article be-cause he thought it
hadn't concerned him But now he did.

The article said that the International Space Mnitoring Buoy Nunmber Six that
had been orbiting Uranus since early |ast year had suddenly quit
transmtting.

Scientists in the Sydney headquarters of the internationally funded research

organi zation were still working to make contact with the deep-space buoy.
The article went on to quote the costs to the United States and give a quick
background of the other buoys still func-tioning normally. It was the next to

the last line of the article that really caught Cross's attention

"U S. scientist Craig Stanton, who has been with the ISMA for less than a
year,

bel i eves that sonething caused the buoy's sudden mal function. 'W have
evi dence

of a sudden, massive power drain,' Stanton said.
that buoy to function again.' "

"What time is it in Australia?" Coss asked.
"It's tomorrow, " Constance said. "That's all | know "

"Bradshaw, you worked over there. Wat time is it?"

"Ei ghteen hours difference fromthe Wst Coast," Brad-shaw said. "Wich would
make it—=

"Fifteen fromhere, or about eight a.m" Cross picked up the house phone and
asked for the international operator. Wthin nminutes, he had the nunber for

t he

I nternati onal Space Monitoring Agency in Sydney, Australia. He had the
oper at or

ring himthrough, and when soneone answered, he asked for Craig Stanton

He was put on hold briefly, and then a young voice said, "Yeah."

"M. Stanton, ny nanme is Leo Cross. |'m an archaeol ogi st working on a project
that, believe it or not, your buoy m ght have relevance to. | really can't go
into the research I'mdoing now, but answer me one question."

"I'f I can," Stanton said, his voice sounding tired and very distant to Cross.
"The buoy, before its power drain, did it record anything unusual ?"

"You mean besides the rapid power drain itself?"

"Yes."

"Li ke what ?"

"I don't know. A comet, maybe, or an asteroid.”

"Not hi ng that gave us any clear picture,"” Stanton said. "Look, Dr. Cross.
I've

been working all night, and I'mlate getting off my shift. W're buried in
dat a

here, and since the Sydney news nets reported the story, we've al so been

buri ed

in phone calls fromreporters who want to know why we're spendi ng so nmuch
noney

sendi ng mal functioni ng equi pnent into space. So unless there's anything el se
I

can do—-

"What did it report before it went dead?"

"Not hi ng," Stanton said, with a sigh. "The power just drained."

"Not hi ng?" Cross repeated.

"Yeah," Stanton said. "All the sensors went black at the same tine."

"They went bl ack, or they ceased functioning."

"You're splitting hairs, Doctor." And in that one faintly an-noyed sentence
from

Stanton, Cross realized he was on to sonething.

["mnot sure we'll ever get



"So split themfor me," Cross said

"I'n the second plus that it took for the power to drain," Stanton said, "the
sensors continued to send telenetry as if they were working properly. But al
we

received, at least fromthe visual data streans, was a slight flash in inky

bl ackness. | don't know if you know, but—=
"Space isn't an all-consum ng bl ackness. | do know that, Dr. Stanton."
Cross's

heart was pounding hard. He had finally found it. He didn't know what it was,
and he didn't know how he knew he had found it. Al he knew was that he had.
"Tell me, Dr. Stanton, is such a blackness unusual ?"

"Yes."

"And that's all you know. "

"Yes," Stanton said.

"What woul d you say the bl ackness was?"

"I'f I could tell you that, Dr. Cross," Stanton said, "lI'd get a raise and
better

hours. Now |I'm headi ng home to bed."

"Thanks for your tinme," Cross said, but Stanton had al -ready hung up

"What was that all about?" Bradshaw asked.

Cross caressed the top of the phone, then clenched his hand in a fist. "I

t hi nk

we found it, Edwi n."

"Found what ?"

"The cause of those soot rings. | think it's near Uranus and headi ng toward
us."

"Froman article in a newspaper, a talk with a scientist hal fway around the
world, and the mention of orbits?"

"Yeah," Cross said, knowi ng how ridicul ous hunches sounded to peopl e who
hadn' t

foll owed the thought process to get there.

"So what is it?" Bradshaw asked.

"I don't know," Cross said. "But | finally think we have a chance to find
out."
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Just inside the orbit of Uranus, the cold and enpti ness of space seened

al nost

unt ouched by the distant point of brightness that was the sun. Yet the warnth
and life-giving rays of that distant star were having an effect on the tenth

pl anet of the solar system like an alarmgoing off after a long night's

sl eep.

The tenth planet was snall, nore than twice the size of Earth's noon, only

| arger than Pluto and Mercury in the brotherhood of planets. Now it hurtled
sunward, passing Uranus, sensing the weak light, like a flower turned toward
t he

nmorni ng sun. The tenth planet spun slowy, nmoving to get all sides facing the
sun. And as it spun, sensors buried in the thick, hard shell of the planet's
surface felt the slight increase in tenperature, the barely perceptible

i ncrease

i n energy.

The surface of the planet started to wake up

As the sun's energy washed faintly over an area, parts of the hard, thick
shel |

nmoved sl owl y aside and bl ack, solar panels depl oyed, covering every neter of
t he

surface. Before the planet reached Saturn's orbit, it would change froma
sur-vivor of deep-space cold and bl ackness to a highly efficient collector of
the sun's energy.

Then, inside the tenth planet, the awakeni ng woul d conti nue.



Agai n.
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Doug M ckel son cut hinself a slice of roast beef, piled nmashed potatoes on
hi s

pl ate, and heaped steamed broccoli in the remaining spot. Then he poured
gravy

all over it and tried to ignore his inner voice that |ectured hi mabout

cal ories

and chol esterol and fat.

"Mashed potatoes," he said to Cross as he sat down, "that's a twist.

t hought

Const ance usually roasts them™

"I mashed them" Edw n Bradshaw said. He was a nman who seened to be nearing
sixty, with unusually bright eyes and the deneanor of a child who had just
been

told he had a thousand Christmas presents and didn't want anyone to take them
away. "I think gravy is best with nashed potatoes.”

"Can't disagree there," M ckel son said, as he shoved a forkful in his nouth.
The

other two nen had finished eating, but he hadn't had a home cooked neal in,
what ?, four nmonths? He was taking seconds no matter how i npatient Cross was
getting.

And Cross was inpatient. M ckel son had known his old friend | ong enough to
see

all the subtle signs. Cross wanted to talk to himwhen he had cone in the
door,

but M ckel son had rem nded himthat he had been proni sed dinner. So they ate,
and Bradshaw had taken plates out to the Secret Service guarding the doors,
but

of course, they weren't allowed to eat on duty.

Cross had renmained relatively patient through all of that, but since

M ckel son

announced his intention to have sec-onds, Cross had been exhibiting all of
hi s

ol d bad behaviors. He had taken a piece of the blueberry pie that Constance
had

left for them put ice creamon it, and then proceeded to stir the entire
ness

on his plate. The fingers on his right hand tapped against the armof his
chair,

and his gaze kept going to the norning s Post.

The newspaper, to M ckel son, was the nost curious part. There hadn't been
nmuch

in the Post. The paper had covered the official events surrounding the
Japanese

prime minister's visit, and then there had been that wetched wite-up of

| ast

night's state dinner. Ral ph Ewers, the society columist, had witten a nasty
pi ece on the Wite House chef and his out-of-date cooking techniques. It was
al |

an attack on the First Lady, who was the first presidential spouse to keep
her

day job while her husband was in office. The crusty old guard of WAshington
hated it, and attacked the smallest thing.

"You know, you could tell nme up here," M ckelson said after he watched Cross
mash the blueberry/ice creanfpie crust mess into a pancake with his fork
"No, | have to take you downstairs."

M ckel son found hinmsel f | ooki ng at Bradshaw for confir-mation. Bradshaw had



an

apol ogetic smle on his face. "It is better that way."

"Well," M ckel son said, deciding his diplomatic skills were in order here,
"will

Constance kill ne if | eat downstairs?"

"Naw, " Cross said as he stood up. "She'll just kill me."

He headed toward the basenment without waiting for either of them Bradshaw

t ook

Cross's pie plate and put it in the sink. Mckelson took that moment to grab
a

roll fromthe plate in front of him and to put nore gravy over his potatoes.
Then he took a napkin and foll owed Bradshaw downstairs.

Carrying a full plate to the Cross basenent, after wal king through Ms.
Cross's

bevy of antiques, nade M ckelson feel like a college student again. For one
semester, Cross had lived at home-his nother was ill and wanted hi m near by—
and

so M ckel son often studied in the secret roomthat Cross had di scovered

behi nd

t he pool table.

He chuckl ed as he wal ked down the famliar shag-carpeted stairs. The basenent
snelled faintly of mldew, as it always had, and the pool table |ooked even
nor e

inviting than it used to on study evenings. He glanced |longingly at the cues,
but no one el se noti ced.

The door to the hidden roomwas al ready open, and for the first tine,

M ckel son

felt a pang. Part of his past was gone. Instead of being full of Ganme Boys
and

clothing covering all the unwanted furniture Ms. Cross had originally hidden
in

the garage, it had a real table in the center, desks on the side, and severa
screens already scrolling their way down the walls.

"Can you think and eat at the same tinme?" Cross asked as he kicked a chair
toward M ckel son

Bradshaw | ooked al armed at what nust have sounded |ike a rude question, but
M ckel son | aughed. Bradshaw didn't understand that parts of M ckelson's
relationship with Cross were stuck in their nineteen-year-old selves.

"I'f I couldn't think and eat," M ckelson said, "I would have lost ny job in

t wo

days."

He took the chair, propped his Gucci |loafers on the table-top, and rested the
full plate on his stomach. He had cone to Cross's house straight fromthe
State

Departnent, after Cross had told himthat he had an urgent matter to discuss.
At

first, Mckelson had thought the nmatter personal, but then Cross had reni nded
himof his cryptic conments the last time they had played racquetball

"I had been planning nmy first evening at home in several nonths," M ckel son
sai d.

"What were you going to do?" Cross asked. "Eat some-thing unhealthy, have a
gl ass of wine, and watch the pundits on TV until you fell asleep on the
couch?"

M ckel son | aughed. Cross knew himtoo well.

"Here you can have Constance's roast beef, a glass of wine, and listen to ne
for

two hours."

"Can | fall asleep on the couch?"

"Only if you agree to help me with my proposition," Cross said. He sounded
partially serious.



Cross had never inposed on their friendship before, had never once asked

M ckel son to do anything for him from hel ping himobtain funding to getting
visas to sone of the ex-otic dig sites Cross had gone to the |last few years.
O hers, who had less of a claimto Mckelson's friendship than Cross, had

i nposed for years.

M ckel son didn't mnd this request, although he had m nded the ones from

ot her

peopl e. He had been waiting nearly two decades to repay Cross. Cross had

gotten

hi mt hrough the re-quired science courses at George Washi ngton, not by
hel pi ng

hi m cheat but by finding ways to explain the concepts so they nmade sense.
"Well," Mckel son said, seeing that a hol ographic imge of a rotating Earth
had

appeared on the center screen. "lIs this my television viewing for the evening
or

will this get alittle nore risque?"

"Not risque," Bradshaw sai d.

"More like gloomand doom" Cross said. "I really need your help on this one
Doug. "

"I have to warn you," M ckelson said. "My scientific know edge hasn't
advancej d

much since Doc Flo's Physics for Poets class.”
"Not that that class hel ped you much anyway, "
with

me, because this will take sone explaining."
"Il listen," Mckelson said. "It'll give me a chance to con-sune anot her
fifteen hundred calories.”

Finally he got Cross to grin. But the grin faded as Cross turned toward the
screens, and then punched a few keys on his conputer. The other screens
sprang

to life, showing maps of various regions all over the world. M ckelson felt
t he

first twinge of indigestion. He had a hunch Cross didn't know how cl ose this
setup was to sonme of the neetings M ckelson had had with the president's
security advisers.
"Five years ago,"

Cross muttered. "Ckay, bear

Cross said, "while | was visiting an ar-chaeol ogical dig in

South Anerica, | noticed a thin, one-eighth-inch-wi de |ayer of a black
soot | i ke

sedi nent that had been dug through. |I figured, as the site |eader had
figured,

that it showed a large burn sonetime in the past. Normally, that type of
| ayer

woul d indicate a burn, but usually wouldn't | eave a | ayer so thick and
uniform"

M ckel son nodded, waiting. Cross was too serious for himto even crack a joke.
Cross went on.

"Two weeks later | was in Germany at another site, and saw a simlar |ayer of
soot. A week later, while in California, another layer. Al black, al

approxi mately one-ei ghth-inch thick. To be honest with you, if | hadn't been
to

three sites in such rapid order, | never would have noticed this. But three

| ayers, on three continents, got my curiosity up."

M ckel son set his enpty plate on the table, and then sat up. Sonmething in
Cross's tone told himhe needed to pay attention

"I took a sanple of the layer in California, then asked for sanples of the

bl ack

| ayers to be sent fromthe other two sites. They were all identical."

"That's weird, isn't it?" Mckel son asked, | ooking at Brad-shaw for
confirmati on. Bradshaw nodded.



"Yes,'
t hose
| at e- ni ght crammi ng sessions.”

"Not much," M ckel son said. "The state of the world was al ways nore
interesting." But he had a hunch this covered the state of the world. Those
di verse regions, and the various maps before him had attracted his attention
"Over the last five years," Cross said, "lI've spent nore and nore of mny tine
and

noney chasing these 'soot' layers. "Soot' really isn't an accurate term but

I

don't know what else to call them And | don't have the tine to think up a
proper nane."

"That's the second allusion you' ve made to a ticking clock," M ckelson said.
"

Cross said, "that's weird. Qoviously you remenber a few things from

still don't know how anything in archaeol ogy can have urgency today."
"I"'mgoing to get to that," Cross said, "but as | said, bear with ne. The
nor e

soot layers | found, another pattern started energing. They were all laid
down

at the same tinmes."

"I don't follow," M ckel son said, afraid that he actually m ght be
under st andi ng.

Cross noved over to the charts. "These black tinted areas indicate the

regi ons

where | think a soot |ayer was |laid down two thousand and six years ago."

M ckel son stared at all the massive area covered by black tinted color. If he
had to guess, it was a land area the size of the whole North American
continent.

"How do you know t he exact date?"

"Carbon dating," Cross said, "and coll aborating evidence found in nany
civilizations around the world. A nunber of cultures were conpletely w ped
of f

the planet by this event. Their dem se was recorded by the civilizations that
survived, or by the things that they left—+0 go into nore detail is to
ex-plain

archaeol ogy to you, Doug, and we don't have all night. Wat we do have are
enough references on all the continents to pin the date within the year."

M ckel son didn't Iike the | ook of those maps. "So what caused these soot

| ayers?

Fi re? Vol canoes?"

"That's what | thought at first," Cross said. "But the his-torical record
never

mentioned a fire like that, and the vol-canic activity that | knew of never
coincided with the timng." He pulled up a chair, turned it around, and as he
sat down, rested his arnms on its back. "What had ne intrigued was one ot her
thing. Most plant, and probably animal, life was de-stroyed in these areas.
Sonetimes it took hundreds of years for the area to return to normal.
Somet i mes

the area never re-turned to normal."

"Fires do that," Mckelson said, having just dealt with a | arge one that
devastated an entire city in Jamai ca.
"Fires | eave a certain kind of soot |ayer,"'
t he

frustration that Cross was beginning to show "Usually that |ayer is very

t hin,

al nost i measurable. But this one is thick by comparison. In all the sites
around the world it's the sane thickness. No fire drops two inches of soot
uniformy, which is what it would take to conpact down into an eighth of an
inch.”

"Al'l right," Mckelson said. "lIt's not a fire. Then what the hell is it?"

Bradshaw sai d, obviously seeing



"I don't know," Cross said. "I honestly don't. But | believe it's something
t hat

cones from space. There are a number of references to 'blackness fromthe
sky'

in ancient records fromthe time. | think it's nore than likely sonething in
a

t wo- t housand- and- si x-year orbit around the sun that causes this damage."
"You nmean |ike a neteor?"

"Orbit," Cross said. "Mdre like a conet. But | doubt this has anything to do
with comet or neteor inpact. It's far too uniformin its destruction."

Cross nmoved to the other maps, the ones of specific re-gions. "Red indicates
areas covered in soot four thousand and twel ve years ago. Blue are six

t housand

and ei ghteen. And so on."

M ckel son felt that very good dinner slowy turn in his stomach. "You're

ki ddi ng, right?"

Bot h Cross and Bradshaw shook their heads.

"I"mafraid, Doug," Cross said, "this thing returns every two thousand and
Si X

years."

M ckel son felt the nuscles in his back tighten. "And the |ast one was two

t housand and six years ago," he said softly, as the realization hit him
"That's

t he urgency you're tal king about."

Cross nodded. "We're due right now, this winter or spring, for a return of
what ever is causing this."

"And you have no idea what that sonething m ght be?" M ckel son asked agai n.
"None," Cross said. "Not even a wild guess."

M ckel son bowed his head, then ran his hands through his hair. This was
beyond

him Not for the first time in Cross's presence, M ckel son wi shed sci ence
came

easier to him |I|ike | anguages or diplomacy. He al so wi shed that Cross had one
other friend in government, sonmeone else to worry about this. M ckel son had
enough troubl e keepi ng peace in the Mddl e East.

He forced hinmself to | ook at the maps. Colored areas marked all of them and
t he

areas were large. He couldn't even conprehend that sort of destruction on such
a

huge scal e. Inches of black soot over the Mdwest, the South, Alaska. Al

pl ant

and animal life killed. H's mind wouldn't accept it.

"Now | want you to look at this, Doug," Cross said, as he laid the norning's
paper next to M ckel son's plate.

M ckel son | ooked down, hoping, for the first time since he took his cabinet
post, that the Washi ngton Post would save himfrom his thoughts. He knew it
was

a vai n hope.

Cross pointed to an article on a space buoy, one that M ck-el son hadn't even
noticed in his disgust over the treatnent of the state dinner. He scanned the
article, not sure why Cross wanted himto see it.

"I'"m guessing that whatever is com ng mght have some-thing to do with the

| oss

of this buoy," Cross said.

"Why?" M ckel son asked.

Cross shrugged and only smiled. "Call it a gut feeling."

"Shit," Mckel son said. He knew about Cross's gut feel-ings. Cross only

adm tted

to them under extreme duress. The horrible thing was that his gut feelings
wer e



never w ong.
M ckel son stared again at the maps. The rotating Earth was starting to
irritate

him On it were all the colors noving and flashing in accordance with a
little

time grid that kept crunchi ng nunbers on the side of the screen. Damm Cross.
He

had built a nmodel of his research, showi ng how the Earth changed over

t housands

of years as this phenonenon, what-ever it was, laid soot across the |and.
Cross was bringing this to him Cross expected some sort of help. But

M ckel son

was baffled. What the hell was he sup-posed to do now?

"Wio el se knows about this?" M ckelson asked, conscious of the serious
consequences a possible | eak on destruction of this magnitude could have in
t he

general popul ace.

"Not many," Cross said. "Edwi n and Bonnie, of course. A few others around the
worl d know there is sonething weird about these soot |ayers because | asked
t hem

to do sanmples, but as far as I know, I'mthe first one to put it al

t oget her.

It's taken ne years."

"Do you have any suggestions as to what we do next?"

"Until | saw that article this norning, | didn't," Cross said. "l just wanted
t he government starting to get involved in this. But now !l think we need to
get

some deep-space tel escopes pointed toward that buoy's last |ocation and see
what

we can see."

"Tel escopes?" M ckel son sai d.

"Yes," Cross said. "The Hubble and her sisters, if possible."

M ckel son knew enough about the | arge space tel escopes to know that they were
international affairs. One didn't just tamper with themon a whim

But if Cross was right, this whimmght save the Earth froma horrible event.
M ckel son could i magi ne hinmself trying to talk the rest of the government
into

this. It wouldn't be pretty.

"I"mgoing to have to go through channels on this,"” Mck-elson said. "Are you

willing to talk to the president's science adviser?"

"I"ll talk to anyone if it gets us nmoving on this."

"Great," Mckelson said. "I'll arrange it in the norning. Be prepared to make
this presentation to him He'll know where to take it fromthere."

O so M ckel son hoped. Because if the president's science adviser didn't,

M ckel son didn't know who did.
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The president of the United States had several science ad-visers. They had
different | abels and concentrated on dif-ferent projects, all coordinated by
t he

only person with the actual title of science adviser: Yol anda Hayes. Leo
Cross

learned this in his md-afternoon phone conversation with M ckel son. And he
was

gl ad M ckel son had warned him or he woul d have been shocked to see four
peopl e

sitting in Mckelson's formal office.

Cross had only been in M ckel son's office once, just after M ckel son had been



sworn in. Unlike the Wiite House, the State Departnent was not an open
bui I di ng.

In fact, Cross's visit had to be approved through security channels, and
Cross

had been assigned a handler, who nmet himat the security checkpoint outside
t he

doors.

The State Department was a long office building built in the middle of the
| ast

century. It had no striking characteris-tics. In fact, the current president
had

proposed demolishing it and replacing it with a nore nodern buil ding, but
architec-tural purists, who believed, apparently, that all historic

bui I d-i ngs
shoul d be saved, even the ugly ones, campaigned to keep the State Depart ment
bui I di ng.

M ckel son had conpl ai ned about that often, and Cross could see why as he was
| ed

down the wide corridors with bland doors off to each side. The air snelled of
m | dew and outdated recycling. Mst of the windows did not open due to
security

nmeasures instituted before M ckel son got his job, and that caused great
aggravation in the handful of beautiful days that the capital had during the
spring and fall. Right now, though, Cross was relieved that the
air-conditioning, however faulty, was on. He had worked up quite a nervous
sweat

in his sunmer suit.

He wi shed Bradshaw were here. He was getting used to the older man's wy
hunor

and his ability to put anyone at ease. Cross was too prickly and intense for
that; he was nore con-cerned with the work. But Bradshaw was on a short trip
to

check out a newy discovered soot |ayer in Canada, and then to return hone to
Oregon to retrieve sonme things. He would be back in a few days. Cross m ssed
him and Bradshaw hadn't been too happy about it either. He had said that he
wanted to hear all the details when he got back

Not that there were a lot of details, at |east about the |oca-tion

M ckel son's

official office was done in what M ckelson called "U S. government drab." The
carpet was a rich blue, the furniture expensive dark wood. A photograph of

t he

president filled the center of one wall, and the seal of the State Departnent
was di spl ayed on anot her. Leat her-bound books that probably hadn't been
opened

in fifteen years covered one wall; one of those permanently cl osed wi ndows,

reinforced with steel cross-hatching and an invisible security system

domi nat ed

t he ot her.

The conputer setup in the mddle of the roomhad clearly been brought in
especially for this neeting. Mckelson's conputers were in his working

of fice,

where he did not hold neetings—except with his senior staff. Several |arge
screens had been set up against the book wall. Cross placed his high density
video disk in the drive, and let it run

The science advisers had already taken their seats in the center of the room
and M ckel son had been talking to themsoftly when Cross's handl er brought
hi m

in. Cross had thought the neeting would start at seven; he started to say so
when M ckel son gave hima private grin.

"I asked the advisers here early to explain who you were,

he said. "Turns



out

nost of them al ready know. "

Unfortunately, Cross had no idea who the advisers were. The introductions
didn't

really help. M ckel son had told himhe would introduce the advisers in order
of

i mpor-tance. Yol anda Hayes was a tall |anky woman with dark hair and even

dar ker

eyes. Her bright red suit showed off her chocol ate-col ored skin to advant age,
and Cross was surprised to see, when she shook his hand, that her nails were
painted red to match. Most governnment officials he had met through M ckel son
didn't take the tinme on the de-tails of their appearance.

He was then introduced to a slender colonel, obviously air force, whose

cl ose-cropped blond hair and perfect posture belied the hunor in his pale

bl ue

eyes. This was Robert Shane, the head of the President's Special Committee on
Space Sci ences.

Next to Shane was an officious redheaded man whose nane Cross did not catch
who

was on the President's Special Committee on Biological Sciences. And next to
hi m

was an-ot her worman, this one so young that she could have been one of Cross's
students. Her name was Amanda somret hing and she was a geol ogi st who headed

t he

President's Special Gen-eral Sciences Comm ssion

By the end of the introductions, Cross's head was spinning. He didn't know
what

each of these committees and conmi s-sions did; he wasn't sure he wanted to
know.

He had asked M ckelson earlier in the day if these science advisers were
wor Ki ng

scientists instead of politicians, and he was assured that they were. Looking
at

them Cross wasn't so sure. Except for the officious redhead, they all seened
nore put together than the working scientists he knew

After the introductions were over, Mckelson turned to Leo's handler, and
asked

himto wait outside. Then M ckel son cl osed the door

"I want to thank you all again for conming," he said. "Let ne explain why I
brought you here. Leo Cross and | went to school together; we've been friends
ever since. Wen his re-search turned up sonething he believed the U S
government needed to know i medi ately, he called me because he didn't know
whom

else to turn to. He has convinced ne that we are facing an urgent problem
and

now I'd like himto talk with you. Wien we are through, I will need your help
and sugges-tions as to howto proceed with Leo's rather unusual request." He
turned to Cross. "All yours, Leo."

Cross felt like a Ph.D. candidate about to start his orals. He had nade
presentati ons before—eountl ess tinmes—but none with stakes like this.

The sci ence advi sers were watching himclosely, all except for Oficious
Redhead, who seened to have dismssed himfromthe start. Cross knew the
type,

and knew better than to tailor his presentation to him Instead, he would
tal k

to the other three, particularly Shane and Hayes, and let them work on

O ficious

Redhead

Cross punched a few keys and pulled up the maps that had convi nced M ckel son
Then he turned to his audi ence.



It took himalnost a full ten mnutes to describe his dis-covery of the soot
| ayers. The scientists |listened, but squirned inperceptibly—+the novenents of
peopl e who had already had a | ong day and wanted to go home. At one point,

O fi-cious Redhead gl anced pointedly at his watch. Cross had gi ven enough

| ectures over the years to know when he was about to | ose his audi ence, and
at

the nmonent, he was about to |ose this one.

So Cross junped to the first startling piece of information. "For al

practi cal

pur poses, the soot layers |I found in those first five locations around the
wor | d

were identical in size and content."

"That's not possible,"” Oficious Redhead said, putting his hands on his

t hi ghs

as if he were about to stand up

"Content is possible depending on the event," the geol o-gist, Amanda

what shername, said. "But in size as well, and in those regions—this is highly
unusual, Dr. Cross.”

"Yes, it is." Cross wal ked toward the screens. "The bl ack areas indicated on
t hese maps show the area we now believe the soot |ayers cover. Al the areas
here test virtually identical and were laid down at the sane tinme two

t housand

and six years ago."

Now Cross had his audi ence exactly where he wanted them Al four of the
advi sers were watching him M ckel son was too, as if he were review ng the
information for a test.

"You said each |ayer was an eighth of an inch thick?" Hayes asked.

Cross nodded. "All conposed of the sane organic remains, varied slightly by
regi on, plus magnetite in all sanples.”

"At two thousand years," the geol ogist said, "that would mean an ash | evel of
around two inches when it occurred.”

"That's right," Cross said.

"Your tests have to be faulty," Oficious Readhead sai d.

"It's his area of expertise, Andrew," Shane said. He had been foll ow ng
everything closely, but Cross could see the curiosity on his face as to why
he

was in this group. "It's not yours."

"But it is, Shane," the Oficious Redhead, who was appar-ently named Andrew,
snapped. "If we had an ash layer like that in our past, then all the

bi ol ogi ca

material in the area would be dead. And | know of nothing like that."
"Actually," M ckelson said, "there are records of this in sonme ancient

cul tures.”

Wrd fromthe secretary of state apparently silenced them The difference,
Cross

assuned, between a hi gh-1evel cabinet post and powerl ess advisers.

Thank you, Doug, Cross thought. He decided to nove on. He pointed to the

ot her

si x maps showi ng soot |ayers. He quickly explained that the different colors
meant different years. \When he finished, the science advisers sat silently,
staring at the charts.

"You're sure of the two-thousand-and-six-year period?" Hayes asked, staring
at

the charts.

"Yes," Cross said.

"Was this soot, as you're calling it," Andrew the O fici ous Redhead asked,
soundi ng sonmewhat subdued, "laid down over the existing plants?"

"Al'l the evidence | have," Leo said, "is that the soot was caused, in part,
by

the destruction of the plant and aninmal life in each area."



The scientists said nothing. They stared at the screens.

"The reason that | called you here," Mckelson said, "is that this matter has
some urgency."

"It's been two thousand and six years,'
"My god," Hayes whi spered.

"And | assune |'m here because this is not a terrestrial event,'
"That's right," Cross said.

"What ?" Andrew asked.

"Regul arity of that type, plus ny presence at this neeting,'
"means

that this was caused by something with an orbit. But what you' re show ng us
is

not classic neteor debris.”

Shane said. He had gone pale.

Shane sai d.

Shane sai d,

"No, it's not," Cross said. "It's sonething else entirely, and I'mnot sure
what
that is. But | believe I know where it is at the noment. | need your help to

confirmit."

"How woul d you know t hat?" Shane asked.

Cross explained the difficulties the buoy had by Uranus, and the inmage it had
projected in the nanoseconds before its power drained. Then he told them
about

how he wanted to turn the tel escopes.

"That's not scientific evidence," Shane said. "Do you realize the enornous
political and scientific inplications of nmessing with those tel escopes?”

Hayes hel d out her hand. "W can't authorize this," she said.

"I"mnot asking you to authorize,” M ckelson said. "I'masking you to confirm
I

need your scientific expertise so that when | ask, | won't be going out on a
linb. "

Andrew did stand this tine. "I'msorry, sir,
to

put my butt in a political sling. | work for the president, not you, and if |
m ght say so, you're overstep-ping your bounds. You should be working wth

t he

head of NASA in the least, and the president at best. Not al one here."

"I want the president out of this |oop at the monment," M ckel son said
"Deniability," Shane nuttered

Hayes nodded.

"I'f this makes you unconfortable, Andrew, " Hayes said, "you don't need to

st ay.

I, though, would Iike to examine Dr. Cross's information nyself before making

he said. "But you're asking ne

a
deci sion."

"So would I," said Shane.

"And me," said the geol ogist.

Cross stood conpletely still, watching themall. Andrew | ooked at them then
at

the maps. He shook his head.

"This is going to backfire on all of you," he said. "You're listening to an
archaeol ogi st, for god sake. He's not even a real scientist, just one of

t hose

pseudos. You can't make a de-cision like he's asking you to through back
doors

like this. It's not right. M. Secretary, | want nothing to do with this."
"Al'l right," Mckelson said, sounding completely unruffled. Cross stifled a
grin. When M ckel son sounded |like that, he usually was pissed. "Thank you for
your time, Doctor."

Andrew | eft, closing the door none too gently behind him Cross was about to
say

somet hing, anything to get the meet-ing back on track, when Hayes said,



"Sorry

about that. Every once in a while, we get soneone like himin the science

t eam

Oficious little prigs who neet the president a fewtimes, get their official
phot ograph, and let working in the Wite House go to their heads. They forget
al |l about science, which is the thing that gets themhere in the first place."
"It's all right," Mckelson said. Then he grinned. "I"'mused to it at State."
"I"d like to see this evidence," Shane said. "Particularly the information
from

t he buoy."

"I don't have that," Cross said. "I got it in a phone conver-sation. But |
can

gi ve you the nane of ny contact.”

"Pl ease, " Shane sai d.

"These soot |ayers have nme intrigued,"” the geol ogist said. "Can | see one of
your sanpl es?"

"Sure," Cross said, and then he spent the next two hours going over his work
in
m nute detail, answering questions, and thinking through the theory. M dway

t hrough, M ckel son ordered pizza and beer, all three scientists called hone
to

say they would mss dinner, and Cross felt the beginnings of a headache m xed
with a growing exaltation. At the end, he had convinced themthat he was
right.

Then they spent another hour planning how to get the tel escopes turned.
Cross was maki ng progress. Wiy then, he wondered, was he feeling even nore
nervous than he had before?

Sept enber 5, 2017

9:45 AM Eastern Daylight Tine

220 Days Until Arriva

Brittany Archer set her briefcase down beside her desk, then carefully put
her

tall doubl e cappuccino on the only enpty space anong a pile of papers. Her
office was cluttered with paper and books. A conputer stood on her credenza,
its

fan humming, its nonitor showi ng the current Hubble down-loads as its screen
saver. The blinds on her solitary wi ndow were open. Johns Hopki ns canpus was
full of new students this tine of year. The rhythm of canpus |life always made
her a little uneasy, nade her feel sonething |ike an interloper on canpus.
She

shoul d have been preparing | esson plans instead of managi ng an organi zation
She peered out the wi ndow. Two students were standing in front of a newy

pl anted tree near the coner of the Steven

Mul I er Building that housed her office, and they were comparing notes. Britt
couldn't hear them but she knew that the discussion between themhad to be
serious because they were ignoring the way the nid-norning sun fell across

t he

si de-wal ks and wel | - mai nt ai ned grass.

Al ready she was |longing to be outside, but she probably wouldn't be able to
spend nore than fifteen mnutes in the sun. The day prom sed to be a | ong one.
The night certainly had been. The proposal review com m ssion, which was
supposed to break up at ten, had only re-viewed one application by then. So
t he

ot her commi ssi on nmenbers voted against her and opted to stay until they had
reviewed at least three applications. At 2:30 in the norning, she had driven
to

her Greenbelt apartment and left an e-mail for her assistant saying she

woul dn' t

be in until ten.

She was a little early, only because the line at JavaJivin wasn't as |ong at



9:30 as it was at 7:30. She was thankful too, because today she needed the
caffeine. The comm ssion would neet again this evening, and probably the
next,

con-si deri ng how many proposals they had to go through

The nonthly proposal review was the worst part of her job, a job she
general ly

| oved. So many scientists fromall over the world wote to the Space

Tel escope

Science Institute re-questing anywhere fromten mnutes to three days on any
one

of three giant telescopes orbiting the Earth. The ol dest of the tel escopes
was

Hubbl e, | aunched on April 24, 1990. It was supposed to have been
deconmi ssi oned

about a decade ago, but the advisory panel, conposed of scientists from al
over

the world, opted to keep Hubble active until it could be re-placed with a
better

tel escope. That new scope had a sched-ul ed | aunch date of June 15,2020, and
Britt was glad she was not involved in that project. Managi ng the day-to-day
opera-tions at STScl, working with the university and NASA and the

i nternati ona

consortium plus review ng the proposals kept her busy enough

She pulled the top off her plastic cappuccino mug and sipped the still hot
liquid. Then she sat at her desk and pawed through the messages her assistant
had pl aced on her key-board. Britt stopped nid-paw. A message fromthe
presi-dent's science adviser? A nessage fromthe head of NASA?

"Patti ?" she called through the open door. "Wat's with the nessages?"

Her assistant |ooked inside, her close-cropped hair spiked and held in place
with green wire. Fashions of the young, Britt had nentally called the style,
knowi ng one day her twenty-one-year-old assistant would | ook at photos and
re-gret ever wearing her hair that way—ust like Britt regretted the fifteen
piercings and five tattoos she had gotten at the sane age.

"Yeah," Patti said. "lIt's |ike Honcho Day or sonething. Just before you cane
in

you got a call from'—-she gl anced at the paper in her hand—a Robert Shane."
Fromthe President's Space Commi ssion. Sonething was up. "Thanks," Britt

sai d.

"What ' re you worki ng on?"

"Got the downl oad from Goddard and |I'm naking sure their info connects with
ours."

Every norni ng, Goddard Space Flight Center, which shared sone of the
responsibilities for the tel escopes, e-mailed the next day's operations
schedul e

to see if it coordinated with the master observing plan issued by STScl. GSFC
al so sent over all data transm ssions fromthe tel escopes every twenty-four
hours, but they went to the various project nmanagers spread throughout the
five-hundred- person team

"Go ahead with that, then," Britt said. "I'Il call you when | need you. And
[ 11

get the phones or let voice mail take it."

"Thanks." Patti disappeared into her office. It wasn't part of her job to
answer

phones, although she often did out of courtesy. Britt didn't have the heart
to

tell her that voice mail and e-mail were a hell of a lot nore efficient. She
wi shed she had gotten voice mail fromthe "honchos" as Patti called them
Then

Britt would know what state of mind they were in.

She | ogged on, and was downl oadi ng her e-mail when the phone rang. She



answer ed,

only to hear a digitized male voice say, "Please hold for the secretary of
state."”

Startled, she said, "All right," and waited, her heart poundi ng harder. First
the two science advisers, then the head of NASA, and now the secretary of
state.

What was goi ng on here?

"Ms. Archer?"

She recogni zed the voice. She had heard it on CNN enough

"My name is Doug Mckelson. | amthe U S. secretary of state. How are you

t oday?"

"A bit startled," she said. "How are you?"

He | aughed, and she felt a small measure of relief. "I can understand why,"
he

said. "I'ma bit startled myself. |I'm spearheading a project that is slightly

out of ny league. But it came to me courtesy of an old college friend, the
archaeol o-gi st Leo Cross. Do you know who he is?"

"Vaguel y," she said.

"Well, he's discovered sonething, and presented it to the president's science
advisers last night. Later today, you should hear fromthem as well as from
Jesse Killius at NASA "

"They've already | eft messages," she said. "I haven't had a chance to return
them" Her hands were cold despite their grip on her cappuccino. "M.
Secretary,

what is this project?"

"It's not really a project, Ms. Archer. It's a matter of some urgency. |
assune

you're famliar -with the | ost buoy out by Uranus?"

"Yes," she said.

"W would like to convince you to turn a few of your scopes that way, if not
al |

of them"

"All of thenP" Britt said. She wondered if she were still in her confortable
gueen-si zed bed with both cats pressed agai nst her back, having a stress

ni ght mare. "Forgive me, M. Secretary, but that's sinply not possible. | was
up

until three a.m last night review ng proposals for projects that are two
years

out, all of themrequesting time on the scopes. Maybe one in ten will get

t hat

time, even though ninety per-cent of the requests are deserving. | can't turn

the scopes on a whim Nor can | turn themon the request of the United States
government. VWhile we are a NASA agency, we are coordi-nating the tel escopes
for

an international authority. W are sinply one of many here, M. Secretary."
"I"'maware of the political problens of this request," the secretary said.
"That's why | need you, and the others in charge of your project around the
world, to give Dr. Cross ten mnutes of your time. There's something you al
need to see so you can decide for yourselves the correct course.”

"Dr. Cross is an archaeol ogist," she said. "What would he want with space?"
"Let him make the presentation," the secretary said. "He made a simlar one

| ast

night to the science advisers, and con-vinced themof the need to take this
path. They'll talk to you a bit about it today, but they'll only confirm what
I"ve told you. It's inperative—not just for the United States, but for the
entire world—+hat we turn those scopes."”

She shifted in her chair. "You have ne intrigued, M. Secre-tary. But | mnust
warn you, this has to be sonething extrenely inportant for us to tanper with
t he

schedul e of one of the scopes, let alone all of them™



"I realize that," he said, "otherwise | wouldn't be naking this call. Can we
do

this meeting?"

"I will not promise that the result will be what you want."

"I understand," he said. "Just let Dr. Cross nake his presentation.”
She sighed. The last thing she wanted was to talk to the coordinating
committee.

But this was a high-level request.

"Al'l right," she said.

"Excellent. Dr. Cross will be driving up there this after-noon to show you
hi s
data personally. Then he will return to-nmorrow for the conference. You will
be

able to organize it by then?"

"Yes," she said, not certain if she could. But if she couldn't, she would
tell

Cross that afternoon. That, at |east, would give her an out.

"Thank you for your tinme," the secretary of state said. "W'Ill be in touch."
Britt hung up the phone and sat for a nonent staring at it, not really
bel i evi ng

it had happened. Then she stood, nearly knocki ng over her cappuccino. She
caught

it before it sloshed on the nearest pile of proposals, and went to her door
Patti was sitting at her desk, a split screen displayed before her. The

conput er
was doubl e- checki ng the next day's schedul e.
"Patti," she said, "I need your help."

Patti hit the pause conmand on her touchscreen, and turned. Wen she saw
Britt's

face, she frowned. "Wat is it?"

"I need you to get in touch with the people at the Interna-tional Space
Monitoring Agency in Sydney. Get me the exact last |ocation of their |ost

buoy. "

"It's the nmiddle of the night there," Patti said.

"I don't care," Britt said. "I need that information, and anything el se you
can

get ne about that buoy. Wiy they think it di sappeared. Everything. Now go."
"What about the schedul e?”

"I think the schedule will have to wait a few hours,” Britt said. "This is
nor e

i mportant."

She wasn't going into any neeting blind. And she certainly wasn't going to

t ake

the word of an archaeol ogist if she was going to put her career at risk.
Patti picked up her phone, and Britt went back to her office. She had a | ot
of

people to contact to see if a vid conference the follow ng day was even
possi bl e. As she returned to her desk she had, for sone reason, a sinking
feeling that nothing was ever going to be the sane.

Sept enber 6, 2017 12:15 p.m Eastern Tine

219 Days Until Arriva

Cross sat in the student union at Johns Hopki ns, won-dering why the |ast few
days had sent him back enotionally to his Ph.D. orals. Was this the last tinme
he

had felt such strain? O was it the pressure of giving information to people
who

could ignore it, and the severe consequences that would cause?

He hated this building. Student unions were supposed to be old funky pl aces,
filled with wooden tables covered with graffiti carved by bored students

usi ng



bal | poi nt pens. In-stead, this place was only a year old, and it stil

smel | ed

new. The tables were a reinforced glass-clear plastic amal gamthat didn't
al | ow

any defacing. There were skylights all over the place, and warm decorative

| anps

attached to the walls above the booths. The booths were also clear; the

cushi ons

were the only thing solid about them

There was no privacy in this place, no place to go to just hide and recover
like he used to do as an undergraduate after his poli-sci and history exans.
Sonehow, though, M ckel son always found him M ck-elson, who would tease him
about his ignorance of current events, and who would then buy hima beer to
settle hint down.

That was the other problem They did not serve beer in here. No wine, either
Not that he woul d have had any, mnd you. It was the mddle of the day, and
he

m ght still be called back for nore of his presentation, but he wanted the
fam liar odor of beer and popcorn to perneate this place. Instead, the
ventilation system nade even the snell of the [ong coffee bar behind him

di sappear .

He had taken one | ook at that coffee bar, and bought himself a D et Coke. It
was his generation that introduced the coffee culture to the rest of Anerica,
but he had never really been a part of it. Arebel his entire life, M ckelson
woul d say, and M ckel son woul d be right.

Cross bowed his head. For the fifth time he touched his pager, and felt its
warnth. It was still on. No one had both-ered to page him Wat were they
tal ki ng about? And why were they tal king wi thout hin®

The afternoon before he had nade his presentation to Brit-tany Archer in her
cranped office. She was a tall, dark-haired woman, with intelligent eyes and
a

no-bul I shit manner that he appreciated. She answered her own office door
listened to his presentation, asked several intelligent questions, and then
told

himto return at 10:00 a.m the next day to present his findings to the heads
of

the entire consortiumrunning the three scopes.

Later, Shane had called to see how the neeting went and Cross told him Shane
had whistled. "Sounds like you impressed her," he said. "And our lady Britt
Archer doesn't impress easily.”

Cross would hate to see how she acted when she was uni npressed.

Thi s norning, she had taken himto a conference room and he had nade the
same

presentation to half a dozen scien-tists all over the world. Again she had
been

cool and reserved, not endorsing himbut not criticizing himeither

He was beginning to hate politics even nore than he had before—and he thought
he

had worked in the nost political of all places, the sciences. He had never
realized that, when you conbined science with real politics, you got stress
like

this, not to nmention cool players like Britt Archer who didn't let a single
enoti on show. He wondered if M ckelson was |like that in his internationa

deal ings, and then doubted it. The few times Cross had seen M ckel son on

tel evision, he had seen all of Mckelson's passion laid bare on the screen
When Cross was done with his presentation, he had left the roomwth Britt
Archer. She had told himto go relax in the union—W don't have a rea

wai ting

area here"; she would page hi mwhen the neeting was done. But that was hal f
an



hour ago, and Cross had no i dea what was taking so long. Ei-ther his
presentation was convincing or it wasn't. Isolating himfromthe scientists
while they were trying to make a deci-sion was isolating themfromthe

i nformati on.

A group of students cane in, laughing loudly as one of themdid an inpression
of

their new English professor. They took the table next to Cross and he

eavesdr opped because he had nothing better to do. He wondered what his
students

said about him He hadn't taught a class in so | ong, because of this project,
that he doubted students even renenbered him

Then his pager vibrated against his hip. "Thank god," he nurnured.

He picked up his pack and tossed out the remains of his Diet Coke, then
headed

out of the wetched union build-ing at full lope. Archer's office wasn't too
far

away, but he found hinsel f dodgi ng students on the curving sidewal ks and
cursing

under his breath at how long it was taking himto get there.

Then he opened the door to Miuller Building and foll owed the corridor to
Archer's

of fice. Her door was open, and her as-sistant was gone. Archer was sitting at
her desk, her feet on top of it. She was holding a |l arge cup from Javaldivin
in

one hand—apparently she didn't get her coffee fix at the uni on—and she was
grinning at him

G i nni ng.

The expression made her into a conpletely different woman. Not the coo

prof essi onal who had been distressing himso nuch over the last two days, but
a

gam n-faced charmer whose grin nade himwant to grin also.

"Did you have lunch at the union, Dr. Cross?" Even her voice had a different
texture. It was warnmer, nore nellifluous than it had been in their first two
nmeet i ngs.

Her question had surprised him "No, | didn't eat there."

"Wse choice," she said. "There are several excellent restaurants just down
t he

road fromus. Wuld you like to go to one? My treat."

He sat down in one of her chairs, uninvited, he knew, but his legs didn't
support himany longer. "They turned nme down," he said.

"And lunch is the consol ation prize?" She | aughed, the sound running up and
down

the scale like a flute. "Much as |I think you'll enjoy ny conpany, | don't

t hi nk

it would make up for the fact that the conmm ssion turned you down. \Wich it
didn't. But it was going to."

It took hima nonent to parse out that last. "It was going to?"

"Yes," she said. "You don't know how much noney your little request was going
to

cost us, how many projects it was going to interfere with, how nuch
controversy

it was going to cause."

"I had a hunch,"” he said defensively.

"I doubt that," she said, taking a sip fromwhat had to be cold coffee. "But
lucky for you | listened to your friend the secretary of state—how does one
becorme old friends with the secretary of state, by the way?"

"He was just a skinny teenager when | nmet him" Cross couldn't believe this
conversation. He couldn't believe this was the sane woman he had net the day
before. Where was that grimline she had in place of a mouth? Were had this
sense of hunor cone fron? And why in god's nane did she gush? "So you



i stened

to Doug?"

"And he said that | should nmeet with you. Wiich | did. And after hearing your
presentati on—which is quite good, by the way—and checki ng your credentials in
ar chaeoastrononmy—whi ch aren't even in the sane | eague as your archaeol ogy
credential s—+ realized we had a twofold problem™

"Yes?" he asked, afraid of the answer.

"One," she said, "you may have found a very real threat to our planet, but
you

have no idea what caused it, and only, let's face it, a hunch backed up by

t he

flimsiest of evidence that it conmes from outer space."

He didn't answer that. He was afraid he m ght screw sone-thing up

"Two, " she said, "we had the nore i medi ate probl em of kicking astrononers
and

physicists with better astronomy credentials than you, and people who had

gone
t hrough our rigorous proposal procedures, people who have been waiting for
years

to get on these scopes, off the scopes and potentially causing an

i nternational —er several international—incidences. | know ny coll eagues.
They

really aren't hunch sort of people.”

Cross was getting confused. Hadn't she said they approved the project? "They
aren't?" he asked.

"And neither are you, frankly," she said. "I sifted through your evidence

| ast

night and |listened to your presentation again this norning. You ve done a |ot
of

research to get to this hunch stage."

"Thanks," he said. "I think."

Her eyes twi nkled. "So, |last night, | devel oped a backup plan."

"A backup pl an?" he repeat ed.

"Yes," she said. "I knew the consortiumwould turn you down—and they did.
They

didn't want a single scientist to |ose his scope tine."

"I thought you said they agreed.”

"To ny backup plan," she said and took another sip of her coffee. She watched
hi mover the rimof her cup. She re-mnded himof a cat playing with a nouse.
She was en-joying this.

And if he had to be honest, if he weren't so damm nervous, he woul d be

enj oyi ng

it too. Was she flirting with hin? God, he was in coll ege student node wasn't
he?

"What is your backup plan?" he asked.

"I thought you'd never ask." She took her feet off the desk and sat up

t ur ni ng,

before his eyes, back into the formal woman he had nmet the day before. "D d
you

know t hat even though the tel escopes operate around the clock, not all of
their

time is spent observing?"

"No, " he said.

"Some of the tine is reserved for housekeepi ng functions such as receiving
conmmand | oads or calibrating the equip-nent. | proposed that we take
housekeeping time to honor your request."

"I'f I had known about it, | would have suggested that,
brilliant."

Her smile was small, the patronizing one she had used the day before. He
preferred the grin. "Actually, you probably woul dn't have, because this

he said. "It's



didn't

resol ve one of our major problenms: turning the scope to find new targets.
That's

one of the housekeeping tasks. It's not easy noving these | arge scopes.”
"Al'l right," he said. "What did you do?"

"I checked what was going on with the scopes and gave you a scope order
You' |

get all three scopes, just not at once. Lucky for you, Hubble is pointed
cl ose

enough to your spot that, with some mnor calibrations, we'll be able to get
what you want. That will start later tonight. Tonorrow, after the current
project finishes on Clarke, we'll turn it for a series of scans in the area
of

the [ ost buoy. Then, tonorrow night, we'll turn Brahe that way."

"You proposed this to them and they accepted it?"

"Not at first," she said. "I let themargue the nerits of your case.

figured

it would be best to let them nake their own de-cisions. They were unnerved by
your presentation, but all agreed you would have to go through the proposa
stage, just like everyone el se. They vowed, though, that if you got your
proposal done, say, within the week, it would be reviewed pronptly and your
tine

woul d be schedul ed priority, before the end of the year."

He felt a flush rise in his cheeks, "Didn't they understand the urgency of

t hi s?

| explained that this could be back at any point, that it's probably on its
way—

"But you don't even know what it is, Dr. Cross, and you don't know how
sonet hi ng

fromouter space can cause those soot |ayers on Earth. These are peopl e who
i ke
certainty.'
t he

line, told them we coul d use housekeeping tinme, and showed them how, and they
approved it in an instant."

"Coul dn't you sinply have approved the housekeeping time on your own?"

She shook her head. "Those housekeepi ng tasks are i mportant. Hubbl e has

br oken

down twi ce since her |aunch, and you renenber the controversy when Brahe went
up, don't you?"

He didn't, but he wasn't about to admit it.

"A year or so ago, someone suggested cutting back on housekeeping tine, but
no

one el se would hear of it. That's very inportant equi pment out there, Dr.
Cross.

You' re lucky that we found a solution for you at all."

He took a deep breath. He was lucky. He knew it. That was why he had that
Ph. D.

feeling all along. He was afraid he'd flunk these orals, and the entire world
woul d suffer. At |east now they had a chance.

"I should be the one buying you lunch," he said.

Her grin w dened. "Yes, you should," she said. "But be warned. 1'll take you
to

t he nost expensive place I can think of."

"For lunch, how expensive can it be?"

"I don't know," she said. "Now you've presented me with a challenge." She got

Then she | eaned back and grinned. "So | took their fannies off

up
fromher desk, left her coffee behind, and wal ked toward him He stood. She
extended her arm and he took it, as if they were going to dance a cotillion

They wal ked toward the door, but they didn't fit through it, and they burst



into

| aught er.

It was the first lighthearted nonent he'd had in days, and he enjoyed it,
because he was afraid he wouldn't have many other |ighthearted nmonments unti
he

resol ved this ancient, ur-gent puzzle.

5

Sept enber 8, 2017

3:12 a.m Eastern Daylight Tine

217 Days Until Arriva

Br adshaw was dream ng.

Soot was falling fromthe sky in big lazy flakes, like the snowfalls of his
chil dhood. Only this was |anding on every-one he knew-his students, his
ex-wi fe,

hi s accountant—and they were trying to catch the sootfl akes on their tongues.
The nonent they did, they would start choking.

He tried to explain to them he really did, that this wouldn't do, that they
had

to stop. He tried to get help. He even tried to get the president to make an
address about the problem but it wasn't stopping. And the sootfl akes kept
fairing, faster now, and then even faster, and even faster than that. Finally
they were going so fast that they were buzzing and calling his nane.

In Cross's voice

Bradshaw sputtered awake. He had been drooling on his pillowa sign that he
had

been so sound asl eep that al nost nothing could have awakened him Only the
buzzer sounded again, and it came fromthe intercom beside the bed.

"Edwi n!" Cross said, and he sounded irritated. "Wake up!"

Bradshaw funbled with the buttons and finally found the correct one in the
dar kness. "What?" he asked, or thought he asked. The word actually canme out
as

"Whaa?"

"I need you in the map room"

Bradshaw squi nted at the digital clock on the nightstand. "Now?"

"In five mnutes. |1'll have coffee.”

"And bagel s?" Bradshaw asked.

"I"'mnot a mracle worker," Cross said, and the light on the intercomblinked
out .

Bradshaw rubbed his eyes. That dreamwasn't letting himgo. It had been
terrifying. This whole thing was terrifying, and it had gotten worse since
hi s

trip. The soot |ayer in Canada was exactly what they were | ooking for, and it
was in the six-thousand-year |evel. Then he had fl own hone and gone into his
garage. There, underneath the boxes of old clothes and his nother's things

t aken

from her house when she died, were his research notes fromhis disgrace al
those years ago. He hadn't had the heart to toss any of it, although the

di sks

were corrupted. He had only hardcopy now.

He packed that into an old carry-on and brought it back to D.C. with him

j ust

as Cross had asked. Bradshaw had tried not to | ook at the information, but
even

seeing the yell owed paper was hard. He renenbered when it meant so much.

He wi ped his hand over his face. No sense in being nmaud-lin. Since he'd been
back, Cross hadn't even asked for the docunents. Bradshaw had placed themin
hi s

cl oset and had gone on, listening to the report of Cross's adventures while
he

was gone



And now this.

He staggered into the bathroom washed up, and then got dressed. He stil
wasn' t

too wi de awake, but he was awake enough to make it down the stairs, through

t he

m nefield of antiques, and into the kitchen to grab one of yesterday's

bl ue-berry nuffins before goi ng downstairs.

Al of the lights in the basenment were on. Bradshaw hur-ried down the green
shag

stairs, and as he wal ked beside the pool table, he said, "Don't you know an
old

man needs his rest?"

"Rest later, Edwin," Cross said frominside the map room He sounded j ust

i ke

Bradshaw speaking to his students at a dig site.

Bradshaw st epped inside the room and stopped. A worman's inmage was on the nmain
di splay screen. She wore a pair of jeans and a crunpled top that |ooked as if
it

had been slept in. Her dark hair was pulled back in a makeshift ponytail

Behi nd

her were small maps and star fields. In her left hand, she clutched a cup of
coffee like a lifeline. She was clearly in real tine be-cause when Bradshaw
entered the room she sniled at him He was i medi ately charned. \Woever she
was, she got his vote

"Edwin," Cross said, "this is Dr. Britt Archer. | told you about her."

"You didn't tell ne about that smile," he said under his breath as he passed
Cross and headed for a chair. Louder, he said, "lIt's a pleasure, Dr. Archer."
"All mne, Dr. Bradshaw, " she said

"Ckay, Britt," Cross said. "W're ready." Even though he didn't | ook ready.
She

had cl early awakened himtoo. The hair on the back of Cross's head stood up
i ke

t he begi nnings of a mobhawk. He hadn't shaved and he wore a pair of sweats with
a

flannel shirt that had seen better days. Hs feet were bare, and probably
col d,

given the tenperature of the room

Archer frowned. "Is Dr. Bradshaw fam liar with—=

"Dr. Bradshaw has been brought up to date," Cross said. "Tell us what you
found. "

Archer nodded. "Over the past three days first Hubble then darke, in

mai nt enance time, have been taking pictures of images in the area of the sky
where Uranus is, using the Plane-tary Canera field."

A clear picture of a star field replaced her face on the screen. Her voice
went

on over the picture. "Here is one of the first day's pictures of one small

ar ea.

The scope took hun-dreds of shots just like this one of different areas of

t he

system around Uranus."

Bradshaw was amazed. There nust have been ten thousand stars on that picture,
so

much so that parts of it |ooked al nost hazy. And there were hundreds of other
pictures, and this was only a small section of the sky. Archaeol ogy suddenly
| ooked sinple conpared to astronony.

The screen flickered for a nmonment, then she said, "Now |l et me show you the
second day's picture of the same exact area.”

Bradshaw clearly couldn't tell if there was a difference, if there actually
was

a difference. He assuned he was | ooking for something to compare.



The picture flickered again, then Archer said, "And here's tonight's picture.
I"mgoing to overlap the picture fromtwo nights ago with tonight's."

Again the screen flickered. The two overl appi ng pictures | ooking Iike the
same

picture to him Thousands of dots of |ight agai nst a dark background.

"How big is this?" he asked.

"The phot o?" she asked, "or the section of space?"

"Anyt hi ng," he said.

"W took the photo at pinhead size if |ooked at fromthe ground."

Bradshaw sat down. Maybe he was dream ng. Space was so vast that it was

al nost

i nconpr ehensible to him

"You're going to have to point out to nme whatever you want me to see,’
sai d.

Bradshaw agreed, glad that Cross had spoken first.

On the picture a white nark appeared as Archer drew a tiny circle, smaller

t han

a dine, in one corner of the picture. Brad-shaw s traitorous brain thought of
the play-by-play lines that football comrentators used to make on tel evision
screens.

Cross

"See the small star inside the right side of the circle | just marked?" she
asked.
"Yes," Cross said.

"I"mpulling out the photo fromtwo days ago. Watch what happens.”

A flicker on the screen and the star vani shed right out of the circle.

"Cot it," Cross said.

"What ?" Bradshaw asked. "What caused that?"

No one answered him The screen flickered and the star re-turned as she put
t he

original picture back into place. Archer erased the circle she had drawn and
drew anot her one around another star close by the first. "Now watch the small
star in-side this circle as | renove tonight's photo."

"Ckay," Cross said.

The screen flickered and the star vanished. But the first star remained.
"Clearly I'"m an archaeol ogi st," Bradshaw said. "I don't get this."

"It's not as conplicated as you're making it, Dr. Brad-shaw," Archer said
"l f

you saw this in your line of vision on Earth, you woul d know exactly what
happened. "

"Somet hi ng bl ocked the star?" He blinked at Cross who was noddi ng.

"But this thing is noving. It eclipsed a second star too."

"That's right," Archer said.

"Have you checked all known asteroids and satellites?" Cross asked.

"We did that first," Archer said. "This is sonething near Uranus's orbit,
never

tracked before."

"What about the size?" Cross asked. "It nust be huge.”

"Yeah," Archer said.

Her word hung for a nonent.

Bradshaw | ooked at Cross. The man seened even nore in-tense than usual, if

t hat

were possible. This was what they were | ooking for. They all knew it, but

i nstead of being ex-cited about it, Bradshaw felt a shiver run through him
"What is it?" he asked again.

"I can't answer that exactly," Archer said. "But here's what | can tell you.
Qur

first guess is that we are dealing with some-thing about tw ce the size of
our

own noon. "
"That's huge,"

Cross said, whistling.



"There's nore," Archer said.

Bradshaw wasn't sure if he wanted nore at the nonent. He was having a hard
tine

graspi ng that something twi ce the size of Earth's noon was suddenly

di scovered

out there, right where Cross thought sonething m ght be.

"I can tell you it's moving inward, toward the inner planets and the sun,"
Archer said.

"How fast is it com ng?" Cross asked.

Archer's face replaced the picture of the stars on the screen. She | ooked
tired

and not at all overjoyed by this news. Brad-shaw wondered if she woul d have
rat her had Cross's hunch be nothing at all

"We don't know exactly how fast it's com ng," she said. "W should have the
rough cal cul ati ons tonorrow. "

"Cuess," Cross said.

She shrugged. "Guessing, it should be inside Mars by next spring some tine."
Now Bradshaw s mind was really sw nmmng. But Archer went on

"W ran sone prelimnary spectrograph shots on it. W can't seemto get much
of

a fix on rotation or chemical makeup. It's as if all light is just getting
sucked down into this thing."

"I's it a black hol e?" Cross asked.

"No," Archer said. "That nmuch we're sure of. It seenms to have normal nass, at
| east not enough to affect anything el se out there. It just has no real |ight
reflection that we can find yet. But realize, this is still early. W just
spotted this thing two hours ago. We'll turn Hubble's NICMOS on it tonorrow
and

that mght get us nmore data fromthe infrared."

"Nl CMOS?" Bradshaw asked, feeling so far out of his | eague that they could be
tal ki ng ancient Arabic. Actually, if they were tal king ancient Arabic, he
woul d

have a better chance at understandi ng t hem

Al t hough he was really afraid he understood enough al ready.

"It's the acronymfor the Near Infrared Canera and Milti- Qbject
Spectroneter, "

she said. "Anmong other things, it can detect |ight with wavel engths | onger

t han

the human eye limt."

"And that will tell us what?"

"I'f we knew that, Doctor," she said, "we wouldn't need it. There is just so
nmuch

out there that we don't understand yet. And, thanks to Dr. Cross, we found
one

nmore thing. Only | think this one is very inportant.”

"You think this one is our baby?" Cross asked.

"Don't you?" she asked.

"Yeah," he said.

There was a pause, and then she said, "But it could be sonething else. W

j ust

don't know at the monent."

Only her qualification came several beats too late to give any of them
confort.

Bradshaw stared at the screen. Sonmehow he hadn't thought Cross's hunch woul d
cone to anything. Up until this point, the entire thing had been an
archaeol ogi cal nystery that could cone into the present, not sonething that
actually tied to the cosnmps, like Cross had thought it woul d.

"Can you keep a lid on this?" Cross asked Archer.

She nodded. "For now only four of us here and two noni-tors at Goddard know,
and



until we gather a bunch nore data, nothing is com ng out of either place."
"Cood," Cross said.

"How | ong until we know exactly what this thing is?" Bradshaw asked.

"W hope to know size, nakeup, and path of the orbit in a week," Archer said.
"It mght take | onger, though, given those seemning |ight-absorbing properties
of

this body."

"A week," Cross said. "That seens |ike such a long period of tine now that we
know this thing is real ."

"We don't know that this body is what's causing your soot |ayers, Leo,
Ar cher

said gently, and her tone nmade Bradshaw wonder if they had nore fun at that

[ unch than Cross wanted to admit. "We just have confirmation that something
is

out there, like you suspected.™

"I know," he said.

"Don't get ahead of yourself. Get sone sleep, keep re-searching those soot
layers. We'll do what we can here."

Cross nodded.

"Sorry to wake you in the mddle of the night."

"No problem" Cross said. "I would have rather known."

"Good," she said, and signed off. The screen before them went bl ank.

"I would have rather waited until norning," Bradshaw said, picking up his
uneat en bl ueberry muffin.

"It's not ny imagination, Edwi n," Cross said, and he sounded a little
relieved.

"There's sonmething out there, just like |I knew there would be."

"If that's supposed to reassure me, Leo," Bradshaw said, "it's not working."
"It's reassuring ne," Cross said. "Know edge is always the first step toward
a

solution."”

"Let's just hope it's one we can live with," Bradshaw sai d.

Sept enber 12,2017 10:40 a.m Eastern Tine

213 Days Until Arriva

Cross staggered to the corner of the racquetball court and grabbed his towel.
He

wi ped the sweat off his face and neck, then picked up the bottle of water he
had

left there and drank until the bottle was nearly enpty.

It had been years since he played racquetball this badly. Every tine that
little

bl ack ball zoomed toward him he thought about its trajectory and rotation
and

the fact that it |ooked like a sphere fromouter space, a sphere that did not
reflect |ight.

"Ckay," M ckel son said as he | eaned his racket against the wall. "I can't

t hi nk

that you had a sudden change of heart and decided to help my ego by | osing
this

badly, and we're not playing for money, so | know that you didn't suddenly
want

to make me rich. All | can assume is that you' re so preoccupied that your
brain

is on Mars instead of in this court with ne."”

"Closer to Uanus,"” Cross said.

M ckel son rai sed his eyebrows. "If | didn't know you better, pal, |I'd take
t hat

as an affront."

Cross laughed. He hadn't realized how that sounded. "I neant ny brain. It's

cl oser to...oh, never mnd."



"I thought something was happening,'
i nforned, Leo."

"You had to nake a sudden trip to Beijing."
"I got back yesterday," M ckel son said.
"I figured it could wait until today."
and

finished the bottle.

"You gonna tell me, or do | have to pry it out of you?"

Cross sniled and hung the towel over his shoul der. He was short of breath and
his heart was poundi ng hard. These ir-regular racquetball matches were the
only

exerci se he got. He would have to change that, and soon. As soon as his tine
be-cane his own again. If it ever would.

"Those scopes found sonething, didn't they?" M ckel son asked.

Cross nodded. "It's prelimnary, but sonething about tw ce the size of
Earth's

nmoon just passed inside the orbit of Uranus and is heading inward."
"Somet hi ng?" M ckel son asked. "What is 'sonething ?"

Cross held up his hand to silence M ckelson. He was going to tell this his

M ckel son said. "You haven't kept ne

Cross braced hinsel f against the wall

way
or not at all. "It's going to come in, swing around the sun just outside of
Mercury's orbit and head back out. It will mss us and all the other planets,

both coming in and going out, by a wi de margin."

"Li ke a conmet?" M ckel son asked.

Cross | ooked at M ckel son with surprise. The man was smarter about science

t han

he let on. "This is simlar," Cross said. "But you have to realize that what
we're | ooking at is bigger than nost nmoons and two of our planets. It has a

regular orbit, so it wouldn't surprise me if it will be called the tenth

pl anet . "

"A tenth..planet?" M ckel son struggled with the word. "As in another Earth?"
"I doubt it," Cross said. "It's too far out to support life."

"But anot her pl anet?"

"Finding a planet isn't as unusual as it sounds," Cross said. "Pluto was
confirmed in the 1930s. No one knew nuch about Neptune until the 1980s.
That's

not what's uni que about this thing."

Cross closed his eyes for a noment. He had promised not to say anything. But
t he

conversation with Archer that norn-ing had rocked himeven nore than finding
t he

pl anet had. He had to tell M ckelson. M ckel son understood. And besi des,
Cross

woul d just feel better if his friend understood.

"Al'l right," Mckelson said. "Enlighten ne."

"It's the orbit." Cross watched M ckel son out of the corner of his eye.

M ckel son's expression froze.

"Remenber the soot |ayers?"

"OfF course,"” he said, |ooking annoyed at the question

Cross raised his eyebrows, as if that explained all. It had to him But

M ckel son didn't have a scientific brain.

"Al'l right," Mckelson said. "I'mmnissing the point. How could a planet have

anything to do with soot |layers here, espe-cially if it's not conmng close to
us?"

"I don't know," Cross said. "I wish | did."

"But.." M ckel son said, waiting.

Cross | ooked up at his good friend. "They worked out a prelimnary estimte
of

the new planet's orbit length." Cross took a deep breath, letting the sweat
drip



of f his forehead.

"No," M ckelson said, his eyes wide in disbelief.

"Yes," Cross said sadly. "This thing cones in close to the

Earth every two thousand and six years. Just like it is this year. There's no
doubt in ny mnd that whatever caused those areas of destruction in our

pl anet's

past came from or with, this tenth planet."

Sept enber 13,2017 13: 17 Universal Tine

212 Days Until Arriva

In the absol ute bl ackness and cold of the chanber of The First, a change
started, slowy. No light penetrated the thick walls, but with a faint click
t he

tenperature started to rise. It was only a fraction of a degree, but it was
t he

first nove in two thousand years. Using the faint energy gathered fromthe
di stant sun, tunneling the energy into this one small space no | arger than

t he

size of a human coffin, the tenperature again noved upward another fraction of
a

degr ee.

A dark figure, shrouded in black, dull material, lay frozen inside the
chanber .

For two thousand years the one known as The First waited, not realizing the
tine

had passed. For twenty-six passes of the sun he had had the honor of being
The

First, the one to be awken fromthe sleep of the cold be-fore even The
Leaders

of the Segnents.

H's job was to awaken before all others, and then watch over the awakeni ng of
the rest of his people. It was a great honor, and a great task, one that he
had

fulfilled without flaw for twenty-five passes.

The tenperature clicked upward slightly in the small space above The First's
body. The awakeni ng woul d be sl ow, only accelerating during the last few
hour s

of the sleep of the cold, as the precious stored energy flooded into his
body,

filling himagain with Iife. The process would take twenty-four Earth days.
Waen

conpared to the sleep of two thousand years, a twenty-four-day awakening
seened

qui cker than a single in-haled breath. Quicker, but just as inportant to
survi val

Section Two

FI RST CONTACT
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March 8, 2018

4:10 p.m Eastern Standard Ti ne

36 Days Until Arriva

Dr. Leo Cross set a Starbucks cup filled with nocha for himand a | arger cup
filled with cappuccino for Britt Archer on the fake wood conference table. He
didn't even bother with coasters. Nothing would destroy that surface. If it
had

survived fromthe eighties unmarred, it would survive an-other thirty years
in

t he sanme way.

He was the first to arrive. Britt was outside, conferring with Hayes, the
president's science adviser, and Jesse Killius, the head of NASA. Robert
Shane,



fromthe president's space sciences conmittee, had |left the conversation when
Cross had, although for a different reason.

Shane believed the planned mission to the tenth planet was ill-advised. He
bel i eved that human lives should not be put at risk this early in the
proceedi ngs, and he was quite passionate in that belief. The m ssion project
was

an international one, and Killius had gone with the consensus opinion: that
robotic probes would nake the first pass, and humans woul d proceed from

t here.

The di scussion had continued this norning, even though the decision was made,
and as Shane left it, ostensibly to go to the nmen's room he had nmuttered as
he

passed Cross: "Human m ssions in space have al ways been p.r. tools, and in
this

case, there's no p.r. to be had.”

The comment was still going around in Cross's brain as he entered the

conf erence

room Screens were down on all sides, covering the wi ndows, waiting for the
video uplinks all over the world. The entire international consortium was
meeting this norning to discuss that very issue: whether or not the tenth

pl anet's presence shoul d be made known to the general public.

Cross sank into his chair. It too was fromthe eighties, made of solid netal
and

uphol stery that needed to be re-placed. The governnent had nodern equi prent
in

these se-cret conference roonms—ef which he had been in several in the |ast
si X

nmont hs—but they never seened to see the need to update the furniture.

Thi s conference was being held in one of the several un-marked government
bui | di ngs near the Capitol. Cross had a hell of a time finding it the first
ti me—the building had a des-ignation known to governnent enpl oyees, and that
was

it. Fortunately, his instructions had been good, and the building he had
wandered into (a bit confused) was the one he wanted. He knew that when a
handl er nmet himat the security check-point and called himby nane.

He was getting used to these strange neetings. They had to be held in
bui I di ngs

like this because it was inportant that the video calls were scranbl ed, and
since they were bouncing off satellites, that required sone speci al

equi pnent .

Even now he felt odd about di scussing such sensitive matters on air-waves,
but

none of the news had broken in the six nonths these nmeetings had been held,
so

he was reassured that the |inks were somewhat private.

Voi ces rose and fell as the discussion continued in the hallway. Cross took
t he

lid off his nmocha and took a sip. Britt had gotten himstarted on this habit
about the tine he had stopped thinking of her as Dr. Archer. She was a | ot of
fun to be with, and if they weren't working together, he would con-sider

aski ng
her out. Then he smled. As if they had tine for that. During the |ast six
nmont hs, they'd barely had time to catch a neal, |et al one spend sone tine
al one.

On a day-to-day level, it felt as if things were changing rapidly on the
Tenth

Pl anet Project, which was what the group was unofficially calling itself.
Waen

Cross actually exami ned their acconplishments, it felt as if they hadn't made
any for-ward novenent at all



What they had learned in all this tine was that they didn't know nuch. Only
now

they had confirmati on of the things they didn't know.

The research into what the tenth planet was had turned out to be the npst
frustrating. It seemed the thing just didn't re-flect light, at any point of
t he

spectrum Not hing seenmed to cone off of it. No heat, no light, no energy. And
since it was still just outside the orbit of Mars, there was no way to tel
what

t he planet was even made of. The only way to get nore information, it seened,
was to go there. And doing that wasn't going to be as easy as it sounded,
consi dering the speed of the planet as it was coming in toward the sun

That was the center of the discussion outside the room even though what they
would do for a first attenpt was al -ready settled, and not to everyone's

sati sfaction.

Robert Shane canme into the roomand sat in his usual chair. He tenpled his
fingers and sighed. "I hate being in the m-nority," he said. "Especially
when

["mright."

Cross made a synpathetic noise but didn't say anything. He didn't dare. This
part of the work was outside of his expertise.

"W need to send out probes, do equi prent work. This ar-gunent that we don't
have enough time is bullshit."

Cross started. That was the first tine he'd heard Shane swear.

Then Shane snil ed sheepi shly and rubbed the bridge of his nose with his thunb
and forefinger |ike a man who was used to wearing glasses. "Sorry," he said.
"l

shouldn't bitch to you. Your group is the only one maki ng any progress on
this

t hi ng. "

"I'f you can call that progress,” Cross said.

"I do," Shane said. He got up and went to the back table where soneone had
put

out beverages. "Want anyt hi ng?"

Cross held up his nocha and shook his head. Shane turned his back and went

t hrough what | ooked Iike an el aborate tea ritual. Cross suppressed a sigh of
hi s

own.

After they had discovered the tenth planet—six nmonths ago to this very
day—they

had formed this advisory group. It had a |large contingent of Americans, who
represented various groups and interests, including Carissa Maddox, a nmenber
of

the Joint Chiefs of Staff who everyone knew spoke for the president. There
wer e

al so several international menbers, representing various governnents, the
head

of the Japanese Space Agency, the European Space Agency, and several smaller
space powers. The work was top secret, and Cross had had a bad nonent when it
| ooked as if his upper-level security clearance wouldn't go through. But it
had,

and he was here. Not that he always wanted to be.

But wi thout the panel, he wouldn't have had as nmuch suc-cess as he had in the
archaeol ogi cal part of this work. Through Hayes and Shane, he was able to get
nore than enough gov-ernnent funding to try to figure out what had happened
during the |last pass of the tenth planet.

They'd found out parts of it. Over these six nonths, they had managed to map
even nmore exactly the destruction areas coinciding with the tenth planet's

| ast

t hree passes near Earth. A large part of Eastern Asia had been destroyed,



al ong

with an eight-hundred-nile-wide circle in South Anerica, a six-state area of
t he

central United States, two large areas in Africa, and a small area in
Australi a.

There were no patterns to the destruction areas, and the only records of the
events fromnearby civilizations were a variation on that phrase he was

begi nning to hate: "A black death fromthe sky."

If that black death fromthe sky cane back to those exact areas now, hundreds
of

mllions of humans would die. Cross didn't want to even think about that
possibility.

What he hadn't been able to learn, and what frustrated himnore than he could
say, even to Bradshaw, was what had caused the destruction. In that area,
even

with twenty people doing research into a dozen ancient civilizations'
records,

Cross hadn't | earned much nore than he had before. He just had nore
confirmation. He had only beconme nore certain that sone form of destruction
cane

with the tenth planet. He, and all the others, just didn't have a clue as to
how

the tenth planet could have caused that destruction.

Cross took another sip of his nocha. He was about to get up and bring Britt
hers

when she cane into the roomand flounced into her chair.

"Now t hey' re argui ng about whether or not to nane the planet before we make
t he

announcement , " she said. "I sug-gested Proserpine, in keeping with

nyt hol ogi ca

names..!

"Nice," Cross said. Proserpine was the name of the m nor goddess who rul ed

t he

underworld as the wife of Pluto. She spent half her tine in Hades or
dar kness,

and the other half in the real world or light. It sort of fit the tenth
pl anet .

"But | think her G eek name, Persephone, would be better."

"Most of the planets use the Roman nanes—

"Except Pluto."

"Dis is a dunb nane for a planet,
had

to agree.

"I's that what they're arguing about? The nane?"

"No, whether or not the nane is the right thing to do at this point. Hayes is
worried about causing an international inci-dent. You know, the Japanese nmay
want to name her. | said, let them The |anguage is different enough anyway,
at

whi ch point they all junped on nme—=

"Saying you' d better not say that in the neeting." Shane sat down with a
smal |

she said, referring to the Roman word. He

grin on his face. "I heard that chorus. Pity they don't think you politic
enough

to understand that."

She smiled at him the wide grin Cross so enjoyed. "I'mjust trying to make
this

nmeeting interesting. W're going to rubber-stanp the announcenent. W
basical ly

agreed to it before we got here.”
"But we need the approval so that soneone doesn't complain,’

Hayes said as



she

cane in the door. Maddox of the Joint Chiefs was right behind her. Maddox was
a

solidly built, ath-letic woman who had posture so straight that Cross
bel i eved

he could put a level on her back and it would read perfect.

"At this stage," Maddox said as she took her seat at the head of the table,
"a

rubber stanp is fine with ne. I'mnore concerned with the upcom ng m ssion."
"Aren't we all?" Shane nuttered.
"Well, | have a concern," Cross said, partly because he wanted to forestall a

repetition of this conversation, and partly because he'd been neaning to
bring

this up for some tine.

"Does it need to be aired to the whole teamor can you tell us now, Dr.
Cross?"

Maddox asked.

Killius came in, started for the beverage table, and then, realizing that
somet hi ng was happeni ng without her, wan-dered to the table.
"I"d rather tell you now Then we can present a united front,'
Britt | ooked at her watch. "We have three mnutes."

"I's that enough time, Dr. Cross?" Maddox asked. She usu-ally ran these

Cross sai d.

nmeet i ngs.
She had a crisp no-nonsense attitude that worked well with the structure.
"Yes," he said. "AIl | was going to ask was that if-when—the announcenent is

made, we keep ny nane out of it."

"And why is that, Dr. Cross? W woul dn't have found the planet wthout you."
"I'n the beginning, | asked a | ot of archaeologists to report those soot

| ayers.

It won't take nmuch for themto put that orbit, my request, and those |ayers
toget her into something, and then we won't be able to control the infornmation
at

all.”
There was silence around the conference table as everyone thought of the
implications of that. Finally Maddox nodded. "I see no problemwth that.
Does

anyone el se?"
No one sai d anyt hing.
"Do we need a vote?"

"Perhaps in the rubber-stanped neeting," Killius said.
"Good idea," Maddox said. She glanced at her own watch. "I expect this to
t ake

no more than fifteen mnutes of our time. Let's hope I"'mright."

Cross certainly did. He hadn't had nore than four hours of sleep a night in
t he

past two nonths. He had too rmuch work to do, and that was conpounded by
nmeet i ngs

like this, meet-ings that sinmply confirmed and okayed what everyone al -ready
knew.

"Want nme to set a tiner?" he asked.

"I already have," Maddox said with a bit of a grin. "My goal is to be out of
here before Dr. Archer's cappuccino cools enough for her to drink it."
"Hey," Britt said. "It doesn't take me that long to drink it."

"Nope," Shane said. "Only to start.”

And the entire group chuckled at the | ook of nmock anger on Britt's face as

t he

screens flared into life around them The international nenbers of the
comittee

all looked a bit per-plexed at the levity, but Maddox ignored their confusion
and began the neeting with her usual authority.



And the screens went dark fourteen minutes and forty-nine seconds |ater,

obj ective acconplished. The tenth planet would be announced to the genera
public as an astronomical curi-osity, nothing nore, on the next day's news.
Dr. Leo Cross's nane woul d not be nentioned.

March 9, 2018 20: 39 Universal Tine

35 Days Until Arriva

The First finished his report to Commander of the South Segnent, as was his
duty.

No energy, no sound flowed around The First as he stood, the dozen tentacles
on

each side of his slender torso clasped in a |arge respectful bundle in front
of

his thickest warning robe. The dozen novenent tentacles beneath himfornmed a
single point on the netal floor, naking his stance hard to maintain. It was
preci sely that hardness, that difficulty, which nade the stance an honor to

t he

Commander .

The Conmmander was wat ching himcarefully. The First saw the Commander's
caution

dimMy, through all ten of his eyestalks. The First held themin an
unconf ort abl e

position as well. They forned a circle around his |long face, and he had to
keep

t hem not i onl ess.

The First hated giving this report to the Conmander. He had done so nany,
many

times, and each time he had felt a greater fear. One tine the Commander woul d
not approve.

They were alone in the Conmander's early neeting room It was located in the
sl eep bunker beneath the surface of the southern area of Ml nur. The sl eep
bunker's power sources were in a direct line along the surface and had ki cked
into ac-tion on schedul e, as they had done countl ess tinmes before.

Sonetimes The First wondered if he should be thankful for that. Survival
above

all else. But survival, for him meant these early nmeetings with the
Commander ,

and these early neetings never had good news.

The Conmander opened his upper tentacles, letting them spread out under his
bl ack robes as a sign that The First could stand at ease. The First did so,
rel axing only two novenent tentacles under himfor better balance, and two
topnost side tentacles for gestures. He kept all ten of his eyestal ks pointed
directly at the Conmander. To do ot herw se woul d nmean in-stant death.

Silence filled the room

Clearly the Cormander of the South was thinking of the report he had just
hear d.

The First was. He had been terrified of this report, nmore terrified than he
had

ever been in the past. This report had not been standard—f there was such a
thing as a standard Awakening report. Usually there were probl ens, but not
this

many. And not with this kind of range.

The First renmenbered how he felt as he put the informa-tion together, the
gradual wilting of his tentacles as he real-ized how much had happened during
their latest long sleep. Two of the planet's six thousand power-storage units
had been destroyed in an asteroid collision near the outernost point of the
orbit. Five thousand of the planet's residents would not be awakened this
orbit

so that repairs to the power units could be nade quickly and power saved,

bef ore

t he peak storage tinmes. The Commander of the South Segnment would be forced to



talk to the Commanders of the North and Center to divide the | oss of so many
wor kers. Any comuni - cation between the three Conmmanders was al ways a
troubl e- some occurrence.

Two of the North's harvest ships were al so damaged in anot her snall

col l'i sion,

and were being repaired quickly.

The West had | ost a hundred and six Malnmuria in cold sleep failures. The
North

had | ost seventy-two, and the South sixty. The total was only slightly under
t he

projected birth rate for this orbit, so the popul ation would remai n bal anced.
That, as always, was good news.

The npst di sturbing news was of the third planet. During the time of the | ast
sl eep, the two-1egged sentient creatures of the third planet had forned

anot her

civilization. It was the third time the creatures had spread out over their
pl anet since Malnuria had found this sun as a new home. During the | ast Sun
Pass

such expansi on had been forecasted for this Pass, but not thought to be a
threat. In the tine between arrivals in the past, the creatures had changed
habits and buil ding pat-terns before, but never to this extent.

Sonetime since the |last Pass, the creatures had di scovered technol ogy. They
wer e

no longer primtives. Their popul ati on had expanded, and they had made snal |
excursions into space. They were beconming civilized.

The First knew that was very disturbing news to the Com mander of the South.
The

news would also force himto comnunicate with his enenies, the Conmanders of
the North and Center.

"You have done well, First," the Commander said, ges-turing his approval with
nmoverents of his top two side tentacles. "Do you have a recomendati on about
t he

crea-tures who cover the third planet?"

The First was startled. Only twice in all the orbits had the Conmander asked
for

his opinion. After the first tinme he had nmade sure he was al ways prepared,
but

the question still sur-prised him

"Ignore their presence, Conmander," First said. "Prepare the ships to be

ener gy

shi el ded when near them a vast waste of power, but necessary. O herw se

i gnore

them™

The Conmmander did not respond, so The First went on. "It is all we can do. If
they do not know we cone, they cannot prepare to act against us. W will do
our

best to ignhore their population centers, but we nust accept some destruction
of

their society."

The ten eyes of the Commander seened to | ook right through The First, yet he
stood his position, looking directly back. After a short time the Conmander
waved two tentacles. "Sound advice," he said. "It agrees with ny opinion."

"l am honored," The First said.
"You have done your job well,k"
prepare for the next sleep.”
The First nmoved his top two tentacles in the sign of respect. He had just
been

given the job of being The First again next Pass. "I am honored and will do
as

you conmand. "

t he Conmmander said. "Qb-serve the Pass and



Then both turned away fromthe other quickly so that neither could see the
other's back. The report was over for another Pass. The First glided fromthe
room passing the Commander's three top generals as he went. He nade no

i n-dication that he saw them and they ignored him He did not fall under
their

power, nor did he report to them H s only boss was the Commander of the
Sout h,

and for another Pass, he was to remain The First, the nost honored of
positions.

March 10,2018 8:50 Universal Tine

34 Days Until Arriva

Dr. Bonita "Zi p" Juarez | eaned forward in the passenger seat of the
International Space Station shuttle and squinted at the space beyond.
Thousands

of unblinking stars littered the pure bl ackness above the blue, green, and
white

edge of the Earth's surface. She | oosened her |ap and shoul der harness just
enough so she could float slightly in the zero gravity, and turned to get a
better | ook outside.

The loworbit shuttle was nmoving over the Pacific at the noment and she coul d
see the swirling clouds of a tropical stormfornmng. But it wasn't the

i ncredi bl e beauty of the planet bel ow that she was | ooking at, but instead at
the tiny flecks floating in orbit ahead of them slowy growing in size as
t he

shuttle caught up to them

Home

She grinned. As much hone as she woul d ever have. She didn't dare tel

M ssi on

Control on Earth how much she hated being pl anet-bound. They would pull her
of f

any m ssion, order the standard psychol ogi cal batteries, and then say that
she

was just plain crazy. O course, none of the psychiatrists had ever been in
space, and few at M ssion Control had been there as |ong as she had. They
didn't

realize she was like a sailor of old, nore at honme on the sea than on | and.
The

stars were her playground, and zero g felt nmore natural to her than gravity
itself.

On this last visit planet-side, she actually had to work to hide her

di sconfort.

They' d call ed her down four nonths ago to help with the redesign of the Luna
shuttles, and to train in flying them Once she had said that the redesign
coul d

have been acconplished on the International Space Station; her comment had
been

received with such silence that she hadn't made the suggestion again. It
wasn' t

until soneone later briefed her on the secrecy of the mission that she had
under -stood: Not hing remai ned secret on ISS for |ong.

She wished it did. It would have been better than spending the |ast four
nont hs

in full gravity, listening to people call her Bonita or, even worse,

Bonni e—+at her than the nicknanme she'd gotten in Top Gun School . She'd been
called zip for the last ten years, and she answered to that, Juarez, or

Doct or.

And that was it.

Al t hough even she had to give up trying to reeducate every new bozo who cane
down to check on the shuttle's progress. For a top secret mssion, this one
had



a lot of rotating bozos.

The flecks grew bigger. The largest of themwas |ISS, her favorite place in

t he

sol ar system She had been assigned to ISS twi ce, once as an assistant in
docki ng and once as nman-agenent. She preferred piloting. She |liked the rush.
The International Space Station had been a dream when she was born. \Wen she
was

alittle girl, she remenbered watching her father downl oad information on the
joint ms-sion sponsored by sixteen nations to send up the first piece of the
stati on—what was now the outdated, and sonewhat dan-gerous, area they called
Zarya. She'd been in Zarya several times, when it was still functioning, and
she

had felt as if she were on holy ground—even if that ground was a badly
as-senbl ed station passageway whose docking port and fuel tanks had been shut
down because they were no | onger safe.

She had wat ched the ISS go up, piece by piece. They thought the station would
be

conpleted in 2004—n those days it only held three scientists and a | ot of
research. But just after the turn of the century, someone decided to nake the
I SS an interplanetary way station, home to space travelers every-where. Mre
nmodul es were added, and |ISS began to |ook like a free-floating jigsaw puzzle
put

toget her by a dyslexic child. Now it housed fifty permanent residents and
seventy-five nonpermanent ones.

She was going to be one of the nonpermanent ones, she and her crew of

ei ght een.

In less than twenty-three hours, her crew, split between the two nodified
Luna

shuttles, would head toward the tenth planet, what some of the team were now
calling Slingshot because no one had bothered to name the poor thing. They
wer e

supposed to chase and explore the tenth planet, nmeeting it alnost a ful

third

of the way to Mars.

The Luna shuttles had been towed up here before her. She could see themin

t he

functioni ng docking area of 1SS near the old Service Mdule. This wasn't the
mai n docking area; the shuttles were there in an attenpt to maintain sone
secrecy.

Secrecy. It was going to be hard to keep those babies se-cret. Earth | oved
heari ng about Luna shuttle mssions. That was why, in part, the scientists in
charge of the Tenth Pl anet Project announced yesterday that they'd discovered
a

tenth planet. It was the first stage of cover for her mssion. If sone-one

bl ew

the whistle, they would say that she was going to ex-plore the planet. No one
woul d nention the four-nmonth prep tinme, and all that practice.

Fortunately, the shuttles |ooked no different on the outside. She was al ways
struck by how simlar they were to the old Lunar |anders, LEMs, fromthe
Apol | o

m ssions flown ten years before she was born. God, she | oved watching that
old

footage. It had a patriotic, ancient feel to it, sonething that she thought

t he

country could never capture again. And she had an echo of that feeling when
she

| ooked at the shuttles. They were built |ike spiders, with legs on five sides
and a pointed top. These were a lot nore stable than the LEMs, and they were
designed to hold a dozen crew confortably. These particul ar shuttles had

fl own



repeated mssions to the noon over the past six years, doing research and
setting up a mning base there.

But now they were to be used for a conpletely different purpose. She pulled
on

the strap of her shoul der harness and eased back into the seat, buckling

her sel f

in. The secrecy of this damed m ssion bugged her. She had asked a | ot of
gues-tions in the four nonths she'd spent on Earth and didn't get any answers
until yesterday.

Now she wi shed she hadn't gotten nost of them

Yesterday she had had a face-to-face briefing with Drs. Leo Cross, Britt

Ar cher,

and Edwi n Bradshaw, none of whom she had met before. She didn't pay nuch
attention to them not with Yol anda Hayes present fromthe Wite House, as
wel |

as Jesse Killius fromNASA. It wasn't until they made her sit through Cross's
archaeol ogy presentation that she understood why this mssion was being kept
under wraps.

She didn't know how the hell she woul d determ ne what was causing this planet
to

chew up the Earth. She had a great grounding in the sciences, but she had a
hunch what they were |ooking for wasn't going to be obvious. And it wasn't
goi ng

to be sonething they'd encountered before.

Zip felt an unusual queasiness in her stomach—a rare sign of nerves. Usually
she

| oved it when everything rested on her. But in this case, the price of
failure

was too high. She was good at what she did, but she woul d have been happi er
if

they had years to find out what was going on. Cross insisted that they had
alnost no tinme at all. Not nore than a nonth.

And by the end of his damm presentation, she believed him She only hoped she
could find something. She hoped there was something to find.

7
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30 Bays Until Arrival

It was Cross's nmention of his previous work that got Brad-shaw into this

position. Otherwise, he'd still be in Oegon teaching, instead of being in
D. C

on indefinite sabattical. Bradshaw s hands were shaking. He sat alone in the
nmap

roomat Cross's house, staring at various inages on all the different
conput er

screens. One inmage was, of course, the soot layers, nulticolored and marked
for

their different years. Another was of the orbital path of the tenth planet,
and

athird was a map of Bradshaw s di scovery, his humliation, the end of his
productive life.

Until now.

Dam Cross. The nman shoul d have been a psychol ogi st in-stead of an
archaeol ogi st. He had known how to nmess with Bradshaw s mi nd and he had done
it

so subtly.

First the early comments, the nention that he had read Bradshaw s research
And

then the reassurance just as Brad-shaw was being hired: / read it again |ast
night. You were quite clear about the prelininary nature of your research



and, contrary to nedia reports, you never drew a single conclu-sion. You only
mar ked possibilities based on cultural contexts, and you outlined the need
for

further research. | think you ve been in exile | ong enough, Edwi n.

In exile |l ong enough. So subtle. So nice. So unconnected. And then, when
Bradshaw hadn't picked up on the hint, Cross had dropped anot her—six nont hs
ago,

when Brad-shaw had gone to Canada to check that soot |ayer:

On your trip, Edwin, why don 'tyou pick up your research ? Bring it back here
in

case we need it.

O course Bradshaw brought it back, but Cross never said another word about
it.

And Bradshaw wasn't going to bring it up. He had prom sed hinmself he would
never

think of it again. But touching it, noving it, digging his fingers through

t hose

hard copies in Oregon had brought it to the surface of his nind

Not thinking of it had becone inpossible.

He punched up the inage on the fourth screen. The rock was shown in

nm croscopi c

detail. Yet he wasn't looking at the rock itself, but at what he called the
fossil.

It was too round to occur naturally. That was what had at-tracted himin the
first place: its precision, and that of its seenm ng exoskel eton, which had
tiny

circles, perfect circles, like the fossil itself.

Hs first thought, all those years ago, had been that the fossil was

man- made

But that wasn't possible, not in the area he had found it, not as old as it
was.

In those days he had seen the resenbl ance to computer chips, but these days
hi s

nore educated eye saw sonet hing el se

He bowed his head and ran his fingers through his thinning hair. This
research

woul d be his ruin. It had al ways been his ruin. And no matter how many tines
he

went over this mate-rial, his reaction was still the sane.

Cross had to see this.

Bradshaw didn't want Cross to see it. He didn't want anyone to see it unti
hi s

findings were firm They never woul d be, though, because he al ways stopped in
t he sane place, the place he was now

For the past three nonths, after Cross had fallen asl eep, Bradshaw had cone
into

the map room and reviewed his re-search. At first he had scanned nost of it
in,

and then, using the room s upgraded conputer systens, he had cl eaned up the
pi ctures. And he now saw t hi ngs he had never seen before.

Si nce February, he had been checki ng and rechecki ng everything. If he was
goi ng

to show this to Cross, if he was going to open hinself to ridicule again, he
woul d do so with the facts firmly behind him

Maybe that neant a trip to South America. He could tell Cross he was checking
nore soot |ayers, because, in truth, he was. Many of these round fossils, and
he

had found thou-sands of them were in soot |ayers.

He bowed his head. Maybe he would sleep for a few days, get a clear nmind, and
then talk to Cross. But Bradshaw knew he was stalling, just as he had done



si nce

he reopened the re-search. He hadn't found anything new since Valentine's
Day.

That was when he realized that these fossils did not operate on a dual system
t he way nost sophisticated tools created by bipeds did. They operated on a
systemthat was based in ten: ten circles, ten branches off the exoskel eton
Even the round shape with its ten bisections showed the influence of a
base-ten

system The perfection of the circles, the base-ten system the soot

| ayer s—he

hat ed what he was t hi nki ng.

He nust have dozed, because he didn't hear the door opening, nor did he know
Cross was in the roomuntil the man put a warm hand on his back

" Edwi n?"

For a nonent Bradshaw didn't nmove. He felt |ike a high school boy again,
bei ng

caught com ng home after curfew by his father. H's head still buried in his
arms, he snmiled at the i mage and suddenly understood his own psychol ogy: He
had

been wor ki ng down here, night after night, hoping to get caught.

" Edwi n?"

Bradshaw sat up slowy and rubbed his eyes. "Sorry," he said. But Cross
wasn' t

listening to him He was staring at the screens before him

"This is your old research.”

"Yes," Bradshaw said wearily.
"I'd forgotten about it. | had wanted to review it before Christmas, but so
nmuch

had happened—

"No need to apol ogi ze, Leo."

Cross sank into the chair beside Bradshaw. Cross had | ost weight in the | ast
Si X

nmont hs and his eyes had permanent shadows beneath them Everyone on this

pr oj ect

was showing different signs of stress. Cross's were all physical —-and sonehow
easy for himto ignore.

"I'd forgotten about it," Cross said slowy, "but obviously you haven't."
"No," Bradshaw said. He'd been down here night after night, sometines only
twenty mnutes, sonetinmes hours. "But | was wong, Leo."

"Wong?" Cross turned to him a frown marring his face. "How could you be

wr ong?"

"They aren't conputer chips, or that sort of technology. My ignorance was
showi ng, just not in the way everyone thought. And | did do it right.

want ed

soneone to doubl e-check ne."

"W al ready agreed on that when you joined this team Edwin. How are you

wr ong?"

"Those | ook |ike sonme form of nanotechnology. |'mnot up on all the current
stuff, but | don't remenber anything that has that configuration. And

besi des,

it's not a natural human configuration."”

"Natural human..” Cross turned back toward the screen. He didn't say anything
as

he studied it.

For the first tine since they' d been working together, Brad-shaw felt that he
finally understood something Cross didn't.

"Even computer code is in binary, Leo," he said softly. "Wen humans nake
tool s

they usually have a dual function. A tomahawk has an edge and a handle."
"Advanced societies nake tool s whose usage isn't ob-vious," Cross said



sl ow y.

"These are clearly advanced."

"And their purpose isn't obvious," Bradshaw said. "But their configuration is
just not something any human soci ety has ever cone up with."

"What are you sayi ng?" Cross asked.

Bradshaw | i stened closely. In Cross's tone there was none of that skepticism
Bradshaw had heard from his coll eagues fifteen years ago. Nor was there any
condescension. Only sinple curiosity tenpered with sonething el se. Fear?
"Before | answer that," Bradshaw said, "let me show you a few other things."
He tapped a key on the conmputer and replaced the single fossil imge with two
of

hi s best inages of the nanomachi nes fossilized in the rock. The inmages showed
a

very intricate and alien-Iooking machi ne, cut through along an axis to get

t he

t wo- di nensi onal inmage. |If Bradshaw had had these two i mages years ago, his
career woul dn't have been destroyed. But he'd only managed to get such good

i mges using some of Cross's equi prment.

Cross whistled. "You found confirmation that these are technol ogy."

Bradshaw nodded. "I've gone back over ny work and checked everything. The
dati ng

of the stone they were found in puts themat a mllion years old."

Cross nodded as he | ooked at the inages on the screen. "Inpressive photos.
Coul d

you make out what they were used for? O where they cane fron®"

"I have no idea as to their purpose, or their origin," Brad-shaw said
car ef ul

not to let his voice shake. He didn't want to force out the conclusions. He
didn't want to nake Cross hos-tile to them Instead, he wanted Cross to cone
to

t he sane conclusions he had. "But | found a number of fascinating de-tails
about

what the fossils are nade of and about the stone | found themin. First, the
fossilization bl eached their color somewhat. Initially, | believe they were
bl ack. "

Cross's head snapped around and he stared at Bradshaw. It was clear that
Cross

suddenly saw exactly where Bradshaw was heading. "And the strata around then®"
Bradshaw swal | omwed hard. "The strata around them has the sane basic

conposi tion

as we're finding in our 'soot' layers. Only this one was deposited a | ong
tine

ago. The tenth planet has passed Earth five hundred times since then."

"My god," Cross said.

Bradshaw wai t ed. He knew what Cross was reviewing in his nmnd. Over the |ast
Si X

nmont hs they had found nore and nore evidence that the regul ar passes of the
tenth pl anet had been going on for a long, long tinme. The farthest soot |ayer
back they had found was dated just over three hundred thou-sand years ago.
But

both of them knew that finding a |layer over a mllion years old was very
possible. As far as they knew, the tenth planet had been passing the Earth
and

| eavi ng destruction since the formation of the entire solar system

"How many of these would it take to forma black cloud?"

"Billions," Bradshaw said. "No, trillions. You could get nore then twenty of
them on the head of a pin. But | want to be clear that there is no evidence
t hey

have anything to do with the |ayers. They may have been sinply trapped in a
| ayer."



He had to be cautious. He had to be very cautious. He didn't want to believe
that his discredited research was tied to this project.

Cross gave hima penetrating | ook. "Do you believe that?"

Bradshaw coul dn't | ook away. He couldn't lie to Cross. Cross had given him
this

chance, and sonehow, back in Au-gust, Cross had had one of his fanmous hunches
about Brad-shaw s research. Only it hadn't been a big hunch, like the one
about

the orbit. It had been a small one, and Cross had for-gotten it.

Until now.

"No," Bradshaw said, "I don't believe they are sonething that just happened
to
get trapped in the soot layer. | believe they caused it."

March 21,2018 23:18 Universal Tine

23 Days Until Arriva

General Garai stood in front of the Commander of the South, his novenent
tentacles all bunched in a tight point under him his ten eyestal ks focused
forward. Having all ten eyestal ks out hurt at this |late date. The energy
filtering through the stal ks was al nost unbearable in the cold.

He could hardly see the Commander of the South's head-quarters. He knew,

rat her

than noted, that the roomwas designed for |arger nmeetings than this one.
Warm ng robes hung on the walls and bal anci ng spheres were spaced at even
intervals all over the floor. The Commander of the South stood on a raised
sphere, his ten novenent tentacles at rest in the sphere's rel axation
depressions, staying warm Even so, he still stood higher than General Garai
as

was cust om

The Conmander nade a notion with two of his upper tentacles for Garai to
stand

at ease. Garai did not relax his novenment tentacles—+o do so w thout specific
order was tanta-mount to treason—but he did let six of his eyestal ks recede
into

their pockets. He closed the pockets so they would not offend the Conmander
Al

of this Garai did w thout noving the remaining four eyestal ks, keeping themin
a

makeshi ft circle around his | ong face.

"I's all in readiness?" the Conmander asked.

"The South will fly thirty-six ships," Garai said, proudly. "As it has al ways
done, since the time of the Geat Arrival and First Pass.”

For one thousand and ei ght Passes, since the planet had awoken fromits |ong
sleep in interstellar space, caught in a long orbit of this yellow star, the
South had flown the same nunber of ships in the Geat Harvest.

The Conmmander notioned that he was pleased. He knew that the Center GCeneral
could only fly thirty-five ships, and North had been flying thirty since the
time of the great acci-dent twenty-six Passes before. It was the reason why
Ceneral Garai woul d be the supreme conmander of the mssion, as he had been
for

the [ ast twel ve passes.

"Do you foresee any probl ens?"

"I do not," Garai said. And he did not. Even the popul ation of creatures on
t he

surface posed no great threat. There had been vast nunbers of the creatures
before and they had made no difference. He woul d just avoid their areas where
possi bl e, as he had done | ast pass.

"Are the Sul as ready?"

"They are," Garai said.

"Then it is time," the Conmander said.

Garai snapped back to one-point attention, bringing his hidden eyestal ks out



so

qui ckly that he al nost nade hinsel f dizzy. They made two novenent s—exiting

t he

pocket and encircling his face—and after that remained rigid. It was
dif-ficult

to keep themstill when he had noved so quickly.

The two Malnuria held the position for a nonment, neither speaking to the

ot her,

as was custom

Then, as one, the two turned away from each other, break-ing contact

simul taneously. Garai felt the surge of pride flow ng through himas he

gl i ded

out of the great room of the South and headed for his ship. Wthin a very
short

time he woul d again be | eading the nost inportant mssion his people faced
every

Pass. As in all the Passes before, he would not fail
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Britt sat at her desk and wi shed for coffee. Any kind of coffee. As long as
it

was good cof fee, of course.

She ran a hand through her |ong dark hair and sighed. Mght as well send her
new

assistant to the Union for sone Starbucks. Starbucks was so generic, though
In

the early teens it had been taken over by profit-m nded corporate types who
t hought it was the successor to McDonald' s, not the pur-veyor of excellent
coffee that it had been. Not that she had al -ways thought Starbucks the best.
Javadivin was the best she had tasted in this area.

But Javaldivin was closed as of an hour ago. Health code viol ations.

The t hought made her shudder. How did a coffee shop, which did no cooking on
site, get closed for health code vio-lations? She wasn't sure she wanted to
know. And what wor-ried her the nost about her reaction wasn't that she was
concerned for the baristas who were out of a job, or the man-ager who had
becone

her friend. She was worried about where she woul d get coffee, how she woul d
sustain her ritual

Maybe Leo was right. Maybe she was an addict. But he didn't seemto be
wor ri ed

about it. And he was slowy naking his |ikes and dislikes known. Their
friendship was growi ng, but she wasn't sure if it would becone sonething nore
than a friendship.

She hoped it woul d.

She thought Leo did too.

She grabbed her purse, took a prepaid twenty-dollar smart card out of her
wal let, and called in her assistant. He came to the door. He was a junior
assistant, a grad student assigned to STScl for just these sorts of things.
She' d been using himnostly for data conpression and fil e updati ng—dul

com puter work that should have been done a long tinme ago. She always felt
i ke

a bad boss when she had soneone do a per-sonal task for her

But this tine she really couldn't |eave the office. She had so nmuch work to
do.

Ever since the tenth planet had been dis-covered, she found herself doing her
regul ar job and the extra work that Leo and the Tenth Pl anet Project had
requi red of her. She hadn't been getting nmuch sleep and she'd been living on
Javaldivin's espresso. Maybe that was the reason for her upset stonmach—the
heal t h



code violations, not the ulcer she'd been worrying about.

She handed the plastic to her assistant and asked himto bring her a double
cappuccino with sprinkles. A treat, just be-cause she was taking the whole
Javaldivin thing personally. The manager had warned her that this m ght

happen.

He had said that the coffee bar m ght have to cl ose down, but she had assuned
it

was because of the econonic statistics she had seen on the little MSNBC
noni t or

she kept running con-stantly on her desktop: the coffee culture was sonething
only diehards like her now participated in. The kids were eschew ng al
caffeine, claimng health risks, cancer in rats, bad behavior on a caffeine
hi gh.

Her personal phone rang and she junped. Then she grabbed the edge of the desk
and took a deep breath to cal mherself. Her reaction had nothing to do with
caffeine. It was the stress. Only the stress.

"Archer here," she said, punching the hands-free button

"Britt?" It was Keith Ursa-Mchel, the chief astrononer and engi neer in

char ge

of CGoddard's Space Tel escope Opera-tions Control Center. "You on a secured
[ine?"

"No, " she said.

"Transfer me."

Wth two flicks of a button, she did. She picked up the handset. Her heart
was

poundi ng and she knew it wasn't froma caffeine high. It was because Keith
only

cal l ed when he had probl ens.

"I just spoke to White Sands," she said. "Everything is functioning snmoothly
there. They've reported no nore prob-lens with TDRS. "

The Tracking Data Relay Satellite system had been giving themfits for the

| ast

week, and it was the worst week it could have happened. Since the
announcenent

of the tenth planet, at |east one of the scopes was turned in its direction
at

all times. That informati on was downl oaded, after a suitable delay, onto the
Internet so that people around the world could track its progress.
Fortunately, the engineers had found ways to deal with the TDRS problens this
week, but Archer had been living in con-stant fear that things would get

wor se.

"It's not the TDRS," Keith said. "lI'mgoing to upload the | atest from Brahe."
Brahe was the scope currently trained on the tenth planet. Archer sw veled
her

chair toward the nearest conputer screen, and punched in her access code. She
had the capa-bility of |ooking at the downl oads fromall the scopes any-tine
she

wanted to. She used to lose a lot of time just staring into space-—titerally.
Now she didn't have the tine to | ose. She didn't know the |last tinme she had
done

this.

"Ckay," she said.

"Just watch," he said.

The seemingly enpty place in space grew in size as the tenth planet

appr oached

Mars's orbit. At this distance they should have been able to |l earn just about
everything con-cerning the snmall planet, yet they hadn't |earned a thing. The
surface of the planet was clearly made of a substance that just didn't |et
any

light escape, in any band. So, to the orbiting scopes, the tenth planet



| ooked

like a hole in space, blocking the stars behind it as it noved inward toward
t he

sun.

She stared at the inmage for a moment. It was an infrared i mage of the planet;
the enpty place on the i mage was where the heat fromthe planet should have
shown up.

"Watch first the | ower quadrant,
central and upper."

She did as she was instructed, growing slightly inmpatient until suddenly
there

was a tiny flicker, then another flicker, and another. Finally, there were so
many that the hair on the back of her head seened to stand on end. Three
swar s

of tiny flickers noved slowy toward each other and away fromthe pl anet.
"What are they?" Archer asked.

The i mage vani shed, then started to replay. "Those are," he said slowy, "one
hundred or more distinct heat sources. W have soneone here anal yzing it now,
but this is too big for us, Britt."

She wasn't ready to discuss what to do next. Not until he answered a few nore
guestions. "How long did this last?"

"It lasted for exactly sixty-four seconds and then stopped. W' re follow ng

t he

area where it happened."

"What woul d cause that?" Archer asked.

"I don't know," Keith said, and she could hear the exasper-ation in his

Voi ce.

Keith's voice said over the picture. "Then

"Hell; we can't even see the stupid planet. | have no idea what that was.
Sonet hi ng natural fromthe sur-face, nmost likely, as it heats up fromgetting
closer to the sun. | don't know. Your guess is as good as nine."

She squinted as she watched the heat sources flicker in the replay on her
screen. "This didn't get out over the Net, did it?"

"Nope," Keith said. "Delay gave us tine to block it."

"Thanks," Britt said. "See what you can |learn about this, and keep ne posted.
And | don't have to tell you to keep this quiet."

"I ndeed you don't," Keith said. "Hey, Britt."

"Yeah?" she asked.

"Do you find this beautiful?"

She understood the question. She and Keith used to have | ong di scussions
about

t he beautiful images that cane through the scopes.

"Not anynore," she said.

"Me, neither." He sounded disappointed. "I'Il let you know when we've got
somet hi ng. "

"Thanks, " she said, and di sconnected. She replayed the i mage several tines,
her

stomach twisting. This was it. She knew it. But she didn't know what to do.
O

what it was.

Her assistant was at the door, holding her double cappuc-cino. "Where do you
want it?" he asked.

She di med the screen. "The edge of ny desk," she said, wthout | ooking up
"Then you can go for the day."

He brightened, as if he'd been given a reprieve fromprison. He set her
doubl e

down, and wal ked out. She brightened the screen in time to see the swarns

di sappear agai n.

Al'l she could think about was Leo and those "soot" |ines he had been

st udyi ng.

It had led themto find the tenth planet in the first place, and she believed



that something fromthe planet caused them and the destruction that had
historically gone with them Maybe what they had just seen were the itens

t hat

caused the soot |ines.

She reached over and punched a button on her conputer. A noment |ater Leo's
smling face filled the screen. But the minute he saw her expression his
smile

vani shed.

"You need to get here," she said. "I think we just found the |ink between
your

research and the skies."

"Can you download it to ne here?"

She shook her head. "We need a secure line. Better to look at it here.”

"Be there shortly," he said and signed off.

Wiat she didn't tell himwas that she wanted hi m here be-cause she didn't
want

to be alone with this knowl edge. She didn't want to be the one to tell the
Tenth

Pl anet Project, and she didn't want to be the one to decide the next step
Not al one.

Because the threat they'd been tal king about had gone fromtheory to
sonet hi ng

real in the space of five mnutes.

She pi cked up her cappuccino, took off the lid, and stared at the sprinkles
floating on top like soot. Her stomach turned, and she replaced the lid,
setting

t he cup aside.

This whole thing was a nightnmare, one she hadn't wanted to acknow edge unti
now. But she knew, the moment she saw those heat signatures, that nothing
woul d

ever be the same again.
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April 3,2018

13: 00 Universal Tine

10 Days Until Arriva

Zi p Juarez checked her | ap and shoul der harness for a fifth tinme. Then she
gl anced at Mari ko Katae. Mariko was the pilot on this mssion—and she was a
dam

good one, even if she was the size of a delicate ten-year-old. She wore her
j et

bl ack hair cropped short, and it |ooked as if she had done it herself, and
her

flight suit was slightly |ooser than regul ation, but she didn't seemto mnind
No

one did. When Mari ko was at the helm nmagic things happened.

Ri ght now, though, Zip envied her and the copilot Serge Rechenko. They had
things to do. They were going through the flight check with Mssion Contro
whil e she waited. She was the one in charge of the mssion itself, but at
this

stage, she could only watch

It was the one point—the only point—n an inportant m s-sion where she
regretted

not piloting. But she had | earned, the hard way, that she was a good pil ot
and,

in sone circumstances, a great one, but those circunmstances had to fit her
ni ckname. In cases when she flew into an area and out quickly, it was always
better that she be at the helm On longer missions, like this one, nissions
t hat

requi red some finesse, Mariko was the absolute best in the world, bar none.
Serge, who was al so good, didn't even conpare.



He was muttering his way through the checklist, repeating after Mariko in his
thi ck Russian accent. On the last Luna shuttle mssion in which they had
served,

Serge had tried to convince Zip that his accent was nore Bal kan than

Prussi an,

but since he had tried to convince her that his accent was closer to pure
Russi an on the mnission before that one, she didn't believe him She was

begi nning to think he faked the thick accent because Americans expected it.
He

had that sort of m schievous sense of hunor.

He was a small man, although it was hard to tell when he sat beside Mariko.
Hs

hands were delicate for a man, and one of the other conmanders had once said
that Serge had a tech-nician's fingers. Zip appreciated that. Hi s fingers had
gotten them out of a few scrapes she'd never bothered to report to M ssion
Control .

Behind her the rest of the teamwaited, strapped into their seats with
not hi ng

to do until they arrived at the tenth pl anet.

The preflight check was finished, and the pilots had started the | aunch
sequence. Zip al nost checked her | ap and shoul -der harness again, and then
made

herself stop. It was a ner-vous habit, one she had gotten into when she

coul dn't

do the hands-on work herself. But she wasn't on this m ssion for hands-on
wor K.

She was on it for her brains, and her ability to command. One nice thing
about

her ability to think and act quickly was that she could process a | ot of

i nformati on that nost people didn't even see in half the time it took anyone
el se. She could make a snap decision and it would be the correct decision
havi ng weighed all the factors and risks while her crewsmart people all—were
still examining those factors.

The only difference was, on this m ssion, she was being asked to command both
Luna shuttles. Usually she only commanded the shuttle she was in. But this
m ssion was different, and had been fromthe start.

She watched the pilots finish the ast of the |launch se-quence. The count down
started from M ssion Control, the one inside |ISS, but she was the one who

i ssued

the launch order—er the abort order, if need be.

She felt tension in her back and shoul ders, always an odd experience at zero
g

when she was usually so relaxed. She did a quick check of the shuttle's
interior

and saw not hing am ss, no lights, no alarms. Through the w ndows behi nd her
she

saw t he edge of the old Service Mdul e's solar panels. Before her, the
unblinking Iights of countless stars.

Everything was ready. They were all waiting for her. She took a deep breath.
"Launch. "

Her word went out to this shuttle and their conpanion, Luna Two. The
secondary

conmander inside Luna Two woul d give the final |aunch order, just in case
there

were problens with that shuttle.

But there were none. She heard her command echoed in her second' s voice.

The conputers fired the main engines. The force took away the zero gravity
and

thrust her back into her chair. Awinkle in her flight suit dug into her

spi ne



under the sudden weight. A three-g burn was standard for the Luna shuttles as
they were shoved faster in their orbit around the Earth.

This part of the mission was standard. They woul d drop even slightly closer
to

t he surface, picking up speed as they went until less than a full orbit later
the two shuttles would be flung away fromthe Earth. The rel ease point
usual |y

ainmed the shuttle at the Moon, but this tinme the Mbon was nowhere to be seen
This time the Mbon was tucked on the far side of the Earth fromthe direction
they would release. This time they were headed for a point in space, enpty
now,

but where the tenth planet would be in tw weeks.

"Luna One," Zip said, aware that her every word was bei ng broadcast to
mllions

wat ching and listening to the launch of the mission to the tenth planet.
"Report

status."

Beside her, Mariko smiled. "All green, Commander," Mariko said, follow ng

nm ssi on protocol
"Luna Two, report,’
"Status green, Comander
Luna

Two, was as clear as if he sat beside her. "The engine burn is solid."
"Good," Zip said, glancing at the instruments in front of her. "Shut down in
five. Four. Three. Two. One. Mark."

Suddenly the pressure point under her disappeared as the engi nes shut down.
They

had done their first job, getting the shuttles started in a fast orbit around
Eart h.

"Ten mnutes until flight path insertion burn," she said. That burn would

t ake

pl ace when the shuttles were in the right position in Earth's orbit. The

engi nes' power woul d break the shuttles out of the Earth's strong gravity
wel |

and | aunch the shuttles toward their rendezvous point with the tenth planet.
At this point in the mssion, she felt silly speaking. But for the first tine
in

nearly ten years, this |launch was being broad-cast live. It was partly a p.r.
di spl ay, and she had to performlike a trained nonkey. She didn't nind

t hough.

It put her in the same | eague as the first astronauts, the ones whose tapes
she

had |listened to over and over again when she was a child.

Her crew knew what was going on, and they went through the notions as well. On
a

normal | aunch, they would be sit-ting back and joking at this stage, because
t he

conputers were now running the flight.

Zip glanced to her right at the speeding surface of Earth below, then to her
left at the Mbon, now coning into view She was glad they weren't going to

t he

Moon. She'd been there, countless times. This tine she was goi ng sonewhere
new,

t aki ng one of those "small steps for man, giant |eaps for manki nd" sort of
things. Zip had been trying to think of something profound to say.

She gl anced at the instruments in front of her, then at Mariko. She was

rel axed

but watching, letting the computers do the work. Slinging a speeding craft
around a planet and out of an orbit toward a distant point in space took nore
mat h than she cared to think about. Mre than even the best pilots could

Zi p said.
" The deep voice of Ennis La-tiner, the pilot of



handl e

wi t hout dozens of course corrections. If they were all going to get back in
one

pi ece, fuel needed to be saved, which meant the fewer course corrections they
had to make, the better they would be. That meant these first two burns had
to

be right on the noney.

From the readi ngs before her, it |ooked as if they would be. But she had to
go

t hrough the noti ons.

Zip grinned at Serge, who grinned back, his blue eyes tw nkling. As soon as
t he

br oadcast ended, he woul d say sonething terrible and witty, and they would

| augh
t hem sel ves sick. She could already see himgearing up for it.
Then she turned to Mari ko, who was still watching the instrunents.

"Luna One," she said loudly as if Mari ko were in the other shuttle instead of
ri ght beside her, "report."

"We are dead square in the cash," Mriko said, mangling, as she often did,
any

American idiomshe tried. A muffled | augh behind Zip told her that one of the
team had caught the nistake. "All systens are green."

Zip had to swallow once to clear the laughter fromher own voice. "Luna Two?"
"We're in the cash too," Ennis said, sounding very serious. Bless him That
woul d make Mari ko's mi stake sound like in-tentional pilot talk to the fol ks
at

hone. Zip could inmagine the comentators on the nets and TV broadcasts
pretendi ng they'd heard the expression before. "All systems are green."
"Good," Zip said. "Standby for insertion burn."

She shifted in her seat against her belts, noving to take out the winkle in
t he

flight suit before the next engine burn. Six humans in this craft and six in
Luna Two, heading for the first time to visit another planet. Her heart was
poundi ng even though she hadn't really exerted herself yet. It was just that
few

peopl e ever got the opportunity to make first contact with a new planet. In
fact, her crews were going to be the first ever to make this kind of contact
wi th a never-before-heard-of planet.

It was a first. And Zip had always |iked being first.

April 3, 2018

8:12 a.m Eastern Tine

10 Bays Until Arrival

Britt | eaned agai nst the couch cushions, her stockinged feet tucked under
her .

She was | eaning toward Cross, near, but not too near. In her right hand she
cupped her norning coffee, which she took straight, much to his surprise.
Cross held his own coffee and sat nmuch nore rigidly in the sofa. The renains
of

the I avi sh breakfast that Constance had prepared was on the gl ass-topped
coffee

tabl e before them

They were in a roomin Cross's house that he rarely used. H s nother had
cal l ed

it the novie roomwith a bit of pride; his father always corrected her and
called it the TVroomwith a bit of disdain. It was, actually, a bit of both,
a

medi a roomthat his nother had kept updating until the day she died. The only
change that Cross had made was to renove the Internet-only conputer

Cross had brought down all three large flat screens, de-ciding not to use the
smal l er ones. He'd al so made sure the sound system was working. He had



deci ded

not to dimthe lights. He hadn't watched a | aunch since Challenger blew up
back

when he was thirteen years ol d.

It felt odd to do so now. It felt even odder to have Britt be-side him

She came over at 7:30 that norning. She had asked himto watch the | aunch
with

her at STScl, but when he found out that they'd be using STScl's TV room with
a

single screen, he had invited her here.

He wi shed he had enough courage to invite her the night before.

The launch itself had gone snobothly, and so had the first burn. The
announcers

were currently reshowi ng earlier foot-tage as they waited for the second burn.
"...And it's going to take two weeks for the shuttles to reach the tenth

pl anet, "

said a new fermal e voice fromthe screen. The i mages were the sane. The
station

nmust have re-placed its anchors. "Then the shuttles will match the tenth
pl anet's speed and stay with it for a ride down toward the sun."

"It should be a fascinating ride, Carol," said an equally in-visible nale
announcer.

"That it should,"” Carol said a bit too brightly.

"And here's where we mute you!" Britt said, grabbing the renote and stabbing
t he

mute so hard that Cross wondered if Carol didn't feel it in her studio

somewhere. "l don't think | can listen to that chirpy voice again."

He | aughed and stretched. "Mre coffee?"

"I"'mfloating already," Britt said. "If it weren't for the second burn, 1'd
say

let's shut this thing off."

"I want to see it."

"Me too."

There was a long silence between them Cross felt as if he should do
sormet hi ng,

that Britt expected himto do some-thing, but he wasn't sure what.

"Where's Edwi n?" Britt asked. "I thought he'd be here.™

Her words startled him He hadn't told her about the fossils yet, the ones

t hat

Bradshaw t hought were tiny nanomachi nes. Bradshaw had nade hi m prom se not to
say a word until their suspicions were confirmed. Cross wanted to tell Britt,
but Bradshaw begged himnot to tell anyone.

"Edwi n had an appoi ntnent," Cross said.

She turned. Her face was only a few inches fromhis. "On this norning?"

He knew what she nmeant. This was an inportant norning. It was their planet

t he

Luna shuttles were going to, their discovery. Bradshaw shoul d have been

shari ng

it with them just as M ckel son should have. But M ckel son was in

Af ghani - st an

and Bradshaw was at his neeting.

So it was just Cross and Britt, alone.

"He has sone questions he needs answered as soon as pos-sible,’
"Feel s li ke sonmething |I should know about," she said.

"It is," he said, startled at his own honesty, "but Edwin swore me to secrecy
until after his neeting."

She raised her eyebrows. "I may have to force it out of you then."

Over her shoul der he saw t he engi nes di scharge. The second burn. She nust
have

seen the sanme thing over his be-cause they turned, in unison, toward the main

Cross sai d.



screen. Britt runbled for the renbte and turned the sound back on
"...out of orbit and heading toward the rendezvous point. First they wll

di scharge robotic probes that will photograph the tenth planet from space as
wel | as..

Britt nmuted the sound again. "I wi sh they'd say sonething new "

"They don't know what else to say." Cross sipped his now cold coffee and set

t he

mug down. "They don't have all the information we do."

"Even we don't have enough information," Britt said. She set the renmpte on

t he

gl ass tabl e beside his cup. On the screen above them the shuttles grew small
as

t hey headed away fromthe Earth. "You've had tine to think about those

fl ashes. "

"So have you," Cross said, not wanting to discuss them That brought himtoo
cl ose to Bradshaw s research. "VWat do you think they are?"

"Honest|y?" she asked, not | ooking at him

"Honestly," he said.
"Spaceshi ps." She whi spered the word and bent her head as she did so, al npst
as

if she didn't want to acknow edge it.

" Spaceshi ps?" he asked.

She nodded. Then she cl osed her eyes. "Engine burns. Ob-viously you don't

t hi nk

that's what they are.”

He swal | oned. He had a hunch he knew, but he couldn't tell her. Not yet.
"They're awfully small," he said, and wi shed he coul d ki ck hinself.

"I know." She sighed and opened her eyes, then she | eaned back on the couch
very close to his right arm "But it's pos-sible that other civilizations are
out there. You know that if you run the statistics, it's not only probable,
it's

certain that there's other life out there.”

"But not necessarily on the tenth planet,"” Cross said.

"Then explain how that thing would know to send flares of |ight when it was
this

close to our orbit, and wouldn't do so before this?"

"We don't know it didn't do this before," Cross said. "W haven't been

wat chi ng

it long enough.™”

"Don't play that ganme with me," Britt said. "W both know that something
happens

bet ween that planet and this one, and that sonething probably I aunched the

ot her

day."

"I hope it's not spaceships,” Cross said. "There's a hell of a lot of them™
"I know," she said. She was quiet for a monent. He thought about reachi ng out
and touching her, gently, just to see if her skin was as soft as it | ooked.

" But

tell me what kind of natural phenomenon produces that effect.”

"It's an alien world," he said. "And you're the astrononer."

Her smle was small. "You have no theories?"

"I have a lot of theories," he said.

"About ny spaceshi ps?"

"I confort nyself by thinking that no civilization can survive that

t wo-t housand-year orbit. How would they live? They go too far fromthe sun to
grow anyt hing on that planet."

"Anyt hi ng we recogni ze," she said.

"Anyt hi ng we understand," he said.

"But those were infrared heat signatures,"” she said.

"I know." He let his hand fall, like a teenager, his fingers brushing her arm



She | ooked up at himand sniled. "You can put your arm around ne," she said.
He felt hinmself flush. "That obvious?"

"It's taken that long." Her smle widened. "That's not a criticism W' ve
been

very involved with this tenth planet and we're scientists and—=

"What does being a scientist have to do with it?" he asked, putting his arm
around her and pulling her close. She was snaller than he expected and warner,
a

l[ittle radi ant sun.

"We're notoriously socially inept," she said.

"Are we?" he asked, bringing his face toward hers.

She tilted her nouth toward his. "Yes," she whispered.

"Prove it," he said.
"Al'l right," she said, and kissed him The kiss |asted | onger than he
expect ed.

She tasted of coffee and strawberry jam and sonet hing el se, sonmething her. He
brought his other arm around her and pull ed her against him

"I nept?" he whispered as their |ips separated.

"Him " she said. "I think this'|l take further experinen-tation."

And t hey kissed again.

April 3, 2018

9:03 AM Eastern Tine

10 Days Until Arriva

Bradshaw still did not like driving on his own outside of the Beltway. The

r oads

were old and poorly designed; they weren't wi de enough for the anount of
traffic

on them now. The start and stop driving, conbined with his natural ten-dency
to

run late, and the peculiar character of D.C. drivers, had |left his nerves
shattered by the tinme he found the office he was | ooking for

The buil ding before himwas a |ate-twentieth-century nonstrosity nade of

gl ass

and steel, designed at the time to | ook |ike sonething nodern but which
rapidly

| ooked dated. The corporate name—NanTech—was enbl azoned across the front in
red

glittery letters. Bradshaw sm | ed when he saw it. He renenbered the trademark
i nfringement |awsuit that had extended through the courts during the | ast
decade; it had nade every paper, broadcast, and Net news daily. He had

t hought

the whole thing mldly amusing then—who cared if the conmpany was call ed
NanTech

or NanoTech or Nantech? Qovi ously sone corporate w ggy-w gs did, but Bradshaw
had sinmply wi shed the news story would go away.

Who woul d have thought that, a few years later, he'd be wal ki ng through
NanTech's front door. Certainly not him

But he was goi ng there because the best nanotechnol ogy expert in the entire
country, maybe the entire world, worked for NanTech. Portia G oopman didn't
own

t he conpany; she didn't even start it. She had sinply been hired for it

strai ght

out of high school, by which tine she had applied for two hundred patents on
her

own. She was a hell of a kid. Home-less for the first ten years of her life,
nmovi ng fromplace to place with her famly. Taught by her parents—forner
teach-ers who had had no insurance, and who had | ost their home—she spent
nost

of those ten years in libraries, using library conmputers to access the

I nternet.



Sonehow her interest had gone to nanotechnol ogy.

She had read the works of Drexler by the time she was eight, had devel oped
theories of her own by the time she was ten, and had caught the attention of
some inportant nanotech types by the tinme she was el even. They got her a
hone,

got her into the right schools, and got her to apply for patents.

Apparently she chose the NanTech job herself, afraid to sur-vive on her own
nmerits, given her parents' experience. She wanted, she had said in one
Scientific Arerican interview, to make sure she had a roof over her head and
over her parents' heads, and if that neant trusting a corporation to do it,
wel |

t hen, she woul d.

Bradshaw had read that and his heart bled a little. It was trusting others

t hat

had gotten her parents into their pre-dicanment in the first place, but he
couldn't tell her that. She was only twenty, still too young to understand
some

t hi ngs about life.

He felt odd going to see an expert who was younger than nost of his students,
but he had been assured by everyone in the nanotech community that she was

t he

one to see. She has an instinctual grasp of the unusual, a friend of his who
had

speci al i zed i n nanot echnol ogy said. She's precisely the person you want.

So here he was, pulling into one of the visitor's slots, and feeling ol der

t han

he cared to admit. He renenbered the days when drivers on the road had a
certain

courtesy to each ot her—days so | ong gone that sonmeone |like Portia G oop-nan
probably thought of them as ancient history.

He went into the building, past the electronic security, punching in the code
Groopman had given himvia secured e-mail. The doubl e doors opened for him
and

suddenly he was in a pristine world of chrome and steel. A giant scul pture
st ood

before him and it took hima nmonent to realize it was supposed to be a human
formcovered with or created by tiny machines. He shivered once, wal ked

acr oss

the marble tile and got into an el evator

"Good nmorning, Dr. Bradshaw," it said in an androgynous digital voice. "Ms.
Groopman is expecting you."

And then it zoomed to the thirty-fifth floor so rapidly that he was stil
recovering fromhearing an el evator address himby nane as the doors eased
open.

He stepped out and gl anced back at the thing as if he had been burned. He
didn't

know how it did that, wasn't sure he wanted to know either, but suspected it
had

something to do with the keypad he had punched and the nane on G oop-man's
schedul e sheet. For the first time in his life, he worried about the little
bits

of DNA he dropped everywhere—fromthe surface of his skin onto that keypad,
for

exanpl e. He wiped his fingers nervously against his pants and turned toward
t he

directory in the center of the gray and chrome hal |l way.

Everything reflected here. The flowers in the vase re-flected, and up cl ose
he

realized they weren't flowers at all, but nanomachines in the form of
flowers.



God, he would hate working here. As he | ooked at the directory, its contents
fl owed, shifted, and re-forned.

Dr. Bradshaw. Ms. G ooprman's office is down the main hallway to your right.
Her

door will be open for you

He al nost said thank you, but didn't. He was really shaken now. He foll owed
t he

directions, careful not to brush any-thing, and entered the door that was
open.

Inside was an office twice the size of the president's office at O egon
State.

Unli ke the hallway, this place was lived in. Stuffed aninmals covered every
surface, and the couch, pushed up against the nearest wall, had a crunpled
bl anket on it, covered with Reese's candy bar w appers and a hal f-eaten

Sni ckers

bar. Five cans of M. Pibb stood on a glass coffee table, and an anci ent
conput er, decorated with string made to | ook Iike a spider web, sat in one
corner.

A girl sat behind the main desk. She wore rimess glasses tinted rose and had
her hair cut in an eighties angle wedge.

She wore no nmakeup, but she wore a dress, which surprised him Wen she saw
hi m

she snmil ed.

"Dr. Bradshaw," she said, and held out her hand.

He took it, hoping his wasn't too clamy.

"I was really looking forward to this." She sounded young and eager and
exci t ed.

"These things are incredible.”

"That's what | thought," Bradshaw said, |ooking behind himfor a chair.

"Ch, take Mpsy off that one," she said. Mpsy had to be the

| arger-than-1ife-size blue bunny that domi nated the stuffed | eather chair
besi de

t he desk. He picked the bunny up carefully and took it toward the couch
"Not there," G oopman said. "She m ght get chocolate on her. | haven't had
tine

to clean up."

He wondered if she sonetinmes slept here, then realized that she probably did.
He

slept in his own office sonmetines, when his research was going well. "Umm=
he

said, turning, |ooking for an enpty surface for the bunny.

"Put her on the other chair with Itchums," she said. "They get al ong."

He set the bunny next to a small stuffed gorilla who had to be Itchumns
because

of the placenent of its hands. Besides, G oopman didn't correct him She
wat ched, an adult | ook on her face. She was using the stuffed animals to test
him to see if he would judge her a child because of them He knew better
Peopl e who had no real childhood, like Portia G oop-man, often created a
childlike atnosphere in their adult lives.

Bradshaw sat in the enpty chair, and started to say sone-thing, but G oopnan
interrupted him

"l suppose you're still not going to tell ne where you found this sanmple,”
she

sai d.

"l can't," Bradshaw sai d.

She shook her head. "1'd love to see nmore of them Maybe even see the sanple
they cane from"

"I mght be able to arrange that," Bradshaw said.

"Good." She no | onger sounded like a young girl, but like a scientist, a
strong



and brilliant one. "I've never seen anything like this nmachine."

"Neither had |," Bradshaw said. "That's why | brought it to you."

She nodded. "I'mfollow ng your information on its composition, since | have
no

friggin' idea howto read fossilized stuff. | think it's weird that it's made
of

a material you can't identify."

"So do I," he said.

"And the configuration of the machine itself isn't logical. If we were
bui I di ng

a machine like this, we'd go about it completely differently.” Then she

| ooked

at himand grinned. "You saw the prototypes in the hallway. Wat'd you think
of

t hen®?"

"The directory was nanomachi nes?"

"Yeah," she said. "That's nmine. | like it. Every day when | conme up, it gives
ne

a phrase for the day."

"And it knows that you're you because..

"The security system feeds information throughout the building. Wen you

| eave

today, don't be surprised if the door says good-bye to you."

"Not hi ng could surprise nme after this norning."

She | aughed. The sound was warm and robust, a child' s de-lighted |laugh. "I
like

working in a place that's fun, don't you?"

"Yes," Bradshaw said, wondering how to turn the conver-sation back the way he
wanted it to go

"I"d like to keep working on these machines," she said as if she knew what he

was thinking. "I feel like |I've only scratched the surface.”

"What have you di scovered?" Bradshaw asked.

"Well." She | eaned forward and tenpled her fingers, |like he did when he was
gi ving sage advice and naking fun of hinself at the same tinme. "I'm guessing
a

| ot because |'m working off your conputer information, not a real machine that
I

can plug into our system Even if | could plug it into our system |'m not
sure

I'd get nore. So what |'mdoing is ana-lyzing this by maki ng some assunpti ons
that aren't neces-sarily true.”

"Li ke what ?"

"Like this has a function we understand." She splayed her hands on the table.
"This looks alien to me. | nean, really fromMars alien. So | have to assune
t he

culture that made these things has sonme things in comon with us. You know,
like

a knife nowwi th push-button bl ades and stuff-still has an edge and a point,
just like a spear tip did. That's the dif-ference between what you showed ne,
which is the equiva-lent of a push-button knife, and what we can do, which is
t he equi val ent of a hand-carved spear tip."

"CGot it," Bradshaw said, inpressed that she could talk his | anguage

"So with that in mnd, conparing this alien nanomachine with ours, | |ooked
for

simlar tenplates. And what | think is this: Your little machine here is
designed to break down or-ganic material and store its conponents.”

"What ?" Bradshaw felt cold. He didn't like the sound of this, but it nade
sense

with the soot |ayers.

She hit a button on her desk and a computer screen rose, knocking aside sone



stuffed kittens the size of his thunb. "lIsn't that cool ?" she asked. "I had
t hem

design it for me, |like those old nmovies."

A d novies, apparently, meant anything nade around the turn of the century.
The screen blinked on and an i mage appeared. It was one of the nanomachi nes.
"Remenber," she said, noving back to that adult tone. "W're |ooking at
somet hing so small here that it works on a nol ecul ar |evel."

Br adshaw nodded.

A tiny orange circle appeared on the front end of the nma-chine. "This area

| ooks

to ne like an intake area." The circle noved to a | arger section. "Breakdown
area." Several circles forned around smaller sections. "Storage areas."
Then a white line formed fromthe breakdown area to an untouched area. "Waste
di sposal . "

"But how could sonething like this break apart organic material ?" Bradshaw
asked.

She shrugged, making a strange I-don't-know face as she did so. "That's where
ny

anal ogy breaks down," she said. "A primtive guy can pick up our knife and
hi t

it enough to find the button that rel eases the blade. You got sonething
encased

in stone, something so small | can't touch it anyway. | know how it could
wor k

in theory, but not on this level, and not this small."

"Then what do you base your guess on?" Bradshaw asked, hoping, just hoping,
she

coul d be wong.

The conputer screen di sappeared into her desk and she re-placed the tiny
kittens

on top of it. "When |I first came to Nan-Tech, | worked on sonething very
simlar

to this. W nade nanites to clean up oil spills.™

"You' re kidding," Bradshaw said. "W can do that?"

"Not yet," G oopman said. "But we'll be able to by next year. W hope to be
abl e

to dunp nanites onto a spill, have themeat it, then separate the goo into
harm ess components, and go dormant. | think this is just a highly advanced
form

of the same thing."

"Ww, " Bradshaw said. The | onger he worked on this proj-ect, the nore he

| ear ned

about the other branches of science, and the nore inpressed he was grow ng.
"Is

t here anything el se?"
"Cood news, of sorts,’
there's

no chance that any of these could ever get away. These were produced one at a
time and nost likely they shut down when the storage areas are full."

"Do they nove on their own?"

"No," she said. "I'msure of that."

"What makes you so certain?" Bradshaw asked.

"These nanomachines are basically very sinple,"” she said. "A nanomachi ne t hat
performs several functions is very complex. Large or small, its interior
woul d

be vastly different if it perforned nore than one function."

"Even if we're talking a nore highly devel oped technol ogy?"

"Even if," she said. "I can guarantee that these machi nes only do one thing."
"Eat," Bradshaw sai d.

"To put it simply," she said. "These machi nes eat sone-thing organic, keep

Groopman said. "They aren't self-replicating, so



nost

of it, and spit out the rest of it. If there are a |ot of machines, you'd find
a

ot of waste."
"A 'soot' |ayer,
"What ?" she asked.

"Not hi ng," he said. Nothing except nightmares. A night-nmare that was getting
cl oser with each passing m nute.

9
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8:29 Universal Tine

7 Days Until Arriva

On the tenth level of the first ship, the command crew gath-ered. Cenera

Gar a

stood in the first balance circle, his torso tentacles at rest by his side.
He

wore a thin warmng robe because the atnosphere in the first ship was kept at
a

comfortable tenperature. The other ships of the Southern Fleet had to foll ow
prot ocol and not use nuch energy, but in his he could maintain a |uxurious

| evel

of confort, although he often chose not to. The levels fromthe Ancient Days
felt unusually hot to himnow The ship was kept at one one-hundredth the
Anci ent Days' recommended level, and still Garai felt as if he were using too
much energy.

He was too young to renenber the Ancient Days, the Days when his planet
actual l'y

orbited its own sun and had its own oceans, its own life. Only the w sdom of
hi s

first ascendants had saved his people. They foresaw the di saster, and
devel - oped

a way to survive it. He had lived nuch | onger than those who brought himinto
the world with his nine siblings in the egg-brood, but he had been awake only
part of that tinme. The years pass, and he did not live them He slept. His
life

woul d span countl ess years, but only a few generations. Such was the paradox
of

hi s peopl e.

Ni ne of his eyestalks were in their pockets. The tenth I evel had |ight
reflectors that made the anbient |ight seemstronger. It felt alnost sinful
to

| ook through a single eye, to see as nuch as he would see if all ten of his
eyes

were in use.

The nine nenbers of his senior staff stood in their posi-tions around the
tenth

| evel . Some had sensors floating around them Ohers were rooted into their
bal ance circles, noni-toring the space around them The exterior of the ship
was

shi el ded, and those who wanted to see space with their naked eyestal ks had to
press them agai nst the eyestal k holders built into the hull. It was a

danger ous

maneuver, particularly during deceleration, and not allowed on any but the
nost

rou-tine trips.

Sensor Watch Three brought all of his eyestal ks out of their pockets and had
themencircle his face. Then he rose on his novenent tentacles.

Ceneral Garai turned to face him acknow edgi ng Sensor Watch Three's desire
for

conmuni cati on. They were using standard protocol, often done when the ship

Br adshaw whi sper ed.



was
in no danger. Should the ship be in danger, and instant comruni cati on was
needed, Sensor Watch Three woul d have sl apped his two upper tentacles

t oget her

and hidden his face as he spoke.

"Proceed," Carai said

"The creatures fromthe planet have | aunched two vessels toward us," Sensor
Watch Three said. His fifth eyestalk vi-brated as if Three were struggling
mghtily to hold it still. The news disturbed himthen

"Bring forth images," Garai said. The command had to be on the record. Even

t hough the First ship was allowed to use Ancient Days power levels, it could
only do so on routine itens. Non-routine itens such as using a visual needed
to

be in the record.

A visual encircled him replacing the brown light of the tenth level with the
bri ght ness of space. Two vessels with a conical shape cut in the center and
five

spindly tentacles wth individual balance circles attached drifted agai nst

t he

bl ue- and-whi t e backdrop of the destination planet.

Strange, ugly, and useless was the first thought that came to his nind. But
he

had al ways thought that of the creatures' constructions. These were no
different.

"What is the course?"

"The ships will intercept our great home." Sensor Watch Three's sixth
eyestal k

started to vibrate.

"You have verified this information."

"Ten tines," Sensor Watch Three said, "and then ten nore."

"Wth checks fromnme and Sensor Watch Eight," said Garai's Conmand Second.
"The

information is accurate.”

Ceneral Garai stared at the inmages of the two five-1egged ships. They were
repul sive in their very look. He could not believe that the creatures that
had

groveled in the dirt at |ast Pass had cone so far

"Navi gati on One," Garai said.

The Malmuria in charge of navigation rose on his nove-nment tentacles, but

t ur ned

only nine of his eyestal ks toward Garai. The remaining stalk continued to
nmoni tor the ship's path, as he shoul d.

"What sort of energy shall we use should we decide to in-tercept these two
shi ps?"

Navi gation One slid a single tentacle toward his floating control panel. Wth
the touch of the tip, he worked the infor-mation, then checked it as he
needed

to. Hs tenth eyestal k swiveled and joined the others before he spoke. "There
will be mnimal energy usage. W will tap |l ess than one-hundredth of a

per cent

of our reserves, if we act now "

Garai turned his back on Navigation One, allow ng Navigation One to return to
his original position. "Sensor Watch One," Garai said, and watched as One
rose

on his novenment tentacles. "WII|l we receive an energy gain fromthese ships?"
Apparently Sensor Watch One was prepared for this ques-tion because he did
not

break protocol position. "W will re-ceive a small, but valuable gain, if

t hese

ships are sinmilar to the other ship encountered near the seventh planet. They



are bigger, the gain nay al so be bigger."

A val uabl e gain. Any energy would hel p. Survival at all costs needed energy.
"Command Second, use the broadcast |ight."

Three of the Command Second's eyestal ks spun toward himin surprise, then
slipped into their pockets as the Com nmand Second realized his horrible
breach

of protocol. Garai pretended not to notice. He had nmore inportant things to
do.

The broadcast |ight—a horrible waste of energy—tech-nol ogy that had existed
from

t he Ancient Days fornmed around Garai's bal ance circle. The light would send
hi s

image to the bridge of every ship in the fleet for the change in course. In
al |

t he Passes that he had been in charge of the fleet, he had never had to
resort

to such a thing. Never before had he changed plans mdflight. And now,
because

of the creatures on the surface, he nust alter the entire fleet's path.
This m ssion was routine no longer. His hopes for a sinple Pass had al ready
been

destroyed.

April 5, 2018

10: 12 a.m Eastern Tine

8 Days Until Arriva

"Everyone will cone to order.'
on

the Formica table. Leo Cross had to catch his half-enpty nocha cup as it
bounced

dangerously close to the edge.

They were in the sane secret neeting roomthey had been in for the |ast
sessi on,

and the entire U S. contingent of the teamhad arrived. Cross had brought
Bradshaw, who was going to present his findings to the Tenth Pl anet Project.
Bradshaw had tried to talk Cross into doing it. Then, that norning, he had
pl eaded illness, like a kid who didn't want to go to school

Cross enpat hi zed, but Bradshaw had to present the work. Hi s findings were
important, and if he didn't do the presenta-tion, he wouldn't feel the
vindi cation that was sure to cone.

Robert Shane turned from maki ng hinmself a cup of tea at the beverage table.
"You're fifteen mnutes early, darissa."

"We're starting early," Maddox said, "and when we're offi-cial, |I'm Genera
Maddox to you."

"Aye, aye, sir," Shane said with a grin.

Maddox gl ared at him Cross wasn't sure he ever wanted that | ook |eveled at
hi m

but he had to risk it. He had to buy sonme tinme for Bradshaw who was so

ner vous

that he had just disappeared to the nen's room for the second tine.
"Forgive ne, General," Cross said, "but won't it take some tine to get our
satellite uplinks ready?"

CGeneral d arissa Maddox pounded her coffee mnmug

"We're not doing this on satellite, at |least not yet. |'ve de-layed the
upl i nks

an hour."

Cross's mouth went dry. So she had heard of Bradshaw s reputation and was
trying

to protect the group? That was a silly assunption. O course she knew of it.
Cross had in-formed themearly on and expl ai ned the circumstances. Per-haps
she

was being cautious. But he had to know so he coul d briefBradshaw.



"I's there a particul ar reason?" he asked.

"Hell, yes," Maddox said. "I don't know about the rest of you, but let's
sinmply
say that the people |I've been answering to are a bit unconfortable with
maki ng

decisions the interna-tional way."

"The president doesn't want us talking to the other coun-tries?" Yol anda
Hayes

asked.

"Now, | didn't say that," Maddox said.

"No, you inplied it,"” Shane said, carrying his tea to the table.

At that noment, Britt cane in. Cross sniled at her. He couldn't help hinself.
They hadn't found any tinme al one since the norning of the launch, but that
nmor ni ng had been worth the long wait. He sinply didn't want to have anot her
wai t

l'i ke that.

"I's there a problen?" she asked.

"Sit," Maddox said. "W've started.”

"Should I get Edw n?"
"Il get himin a nmonent,"'
Britt

took it and frowned.
"Let's just say that we need international cooperation,” Maddox said as if
she

hadn't been interrupted, "but it's tine we, as the world's biggest

super power,

exert some |eader-ship. My orders are to make sure that we have nade
deci - si ons

before we bring themto the international parts of this organization."

"But that's not how this was designed," Britt said. "The

Europeans won't like it at all, not to mention the Japanese re-action and the
Russi ans—

"They won't know," Maddox said. "W've already shown that we can mani pul ate
this

di scussion and we will continue to do so. W sinply cannot suborn U. S
interests

to the inter-ests of other nations."

"I thought we were putting the world's interests first," Cross said.

"We are," Maddox said. "But we nmake sure that the world follows our |ead."
"I don't like this, darissa," Shane said.

"You haven't |iked rmuch about this organi zation, Robert," she said. "Should
have you relieved?"

"And that's why," he said. "W need to be able to have di al ogue.™

"Shoul d I cone back?" A voice fromthe doorway nade them turn. Bradshaw was
standing there. He was slightly green and Cross wondered if he had really
been

sick. Extreme stress did that to people sonetines.

"No," Cross said. "Join us, Edwin."

Bradshaw cane in and stood beside Cross. He snelled vaguely of nervous sweat
and

t oot hpast e

"I understand, Dr. Bradshaw, that you have findings that are very inportant
to

this group," Maddox said.

"Yes, ma'am" Bradshaw gl anced at the screens. "Aren't we supposed to be on
an

Cross said, and patted the seat next to him

upl i nk?"
"When you do the actual presentation,” she said. "At the nmonent, | want you
to

sumari ze for us."



Cross put his hand on Bradshaw s arm to prevent him from sayi ng anyt hi ng.
"Wait," Cross said. "C arissa—ceneral Maddox—you can't take control of this
group by fiat. W've let you run the neet-ings because you' re good at it. But
i f

you' re speaking for the president, then you need to say that. O herw se, we
vot e

on your proposal like anything else."

"I amthe highest-ranking official here," Middox said.

"Technically, yes," Shane said, "but we're an unofficial organization."
"And we could argue,” said Jesse Killius, "that | amthe highest-ranking
civilian official here. And then we run into nore trouble, General."

"I'"ll leave," Bradshaw said and turned to go.

Cross kept his hand on Bradshaw s arm holding himin place. "Should we

vot e?"

Cross asked.

Everyone stared at him Mddox gave him The @ are. And he was right; it was
as

bad as he thought it would be. But he didn't back down.

"Al'l right," he said. "Everyone in favor of having national secret neetings
before the international secret neeting raise your right hand."

Maddox rai sed hers.

"Those opposed. "

Everyone el se rai sed their hands, except Bradshaw, who merely | ooked confused.
"Looks |ike you were voted down, darissa," Shane said.

"This isn't a denocracy," she said. "My orders come fromthe top."

"This is a denmocracy,"” Killius said, "no matter how you cut it. And if we're
to

follow the president's orders, then he has to be courageous enough to go on
t he

record with them Right now he wants deniability. If something goes w ong
with

the Tenth Pl anet Project, he wants to claimthat he had no direct know edge
or

authority, aml right, darissa?"

"Nothing will go wong if you do this as | ask," Md-dox said.

"Don't speak so soon," Cross said. H s words nade every-one look at him "I
t hi nk we have a nmuch nore serious problemthan you realize." He glanced at
Bradshaw. "I guess you will have to sunmarize a little."

Bradshaw cl eared his throat. "W think we know what those hundred-pl us heat
flares were."

"You do?" Killius asked.
"W can't prove it, not yet. But | found fossils in some of the soot |ayers,
nanomachi nes over a mllion years old. | had experts | ook at these machi nes.

I't

seens that they come down here in huge quantities, eat just about everything
they come in contact with, store the useful parts, and spit out the rest—as
dark matter."

"Soot layers," Britt said softly.

Br adshaw nodded.

"And you think those have been sent already?"

"Yes," Bradshaw sai d.

"Can we intercept then?" Hayes asked.

"I don't know," Bradshaw said. "That's not my area of expertise."

Maddox si ghed. "What about our ships up there?"

"Good question." Cross answered that. "They could be in trouble.™

"So we abort the mssion," Maddox said, as if that were elenmentary.

"No, General," Shane said. H s expression had some compassion in it. "These
ki nds of missions can't be easily aborted. Space isn't like flying an
ai rpl ane

or driving a car. You can't just turn around.”



"Why not ?" Maddox asked.

"Fuel for one," Killius said. "Fuel weighs a |lot so we provide what's needed
for

the mission. During this mssion we gave those ships enough to get to the
tenth

pl anet, use that planet as a help in braking, then cone back with that

pl anet .

Not hi ng nore. We can't stop a ship dead in space |ike you see in the novies,
and

we can't just turn them around. They don't have the fuel for that, nor are

t hey

set up on the correct trajectory.”

"So what do you suggest?" Maddox asked.

"I suggest we hold the neeting as planned," Hayes said. "Those ships are on
an

international mission. | think we should keep it that way, and let the

i nternational conmunity decide howto play this."

"Do you think those human lives are at risk?" Maddox turned to Bradshaw as
she

asked that question.

He turned white, then he blushed. "I-1"monly here to re-port on the
nanomachi nes, General. | don't know anythi ng about space.™
"I do," Shane said. "But then, | always have. You know better than to send

humans on a risky m ssion. W should have been satisfied with the probes.™

"I think there is a place for people in space, Dr. Shane," Maddox sai d.

"So do I," Shane said. "But not on missions like this. W all knowwe did it
this way for the p.r. value, so that we could say our people went, |ike
Chri st opher Col unbus, to an un-known land. We all know it would have been
better

to send probes ahead, and then graduate to sonmething a bit nore

so- phi sti cat ed,

and then maybe, just naybe, send people.”

"There woul dn't have been tine to analyze the data,"” Kil-lius said.

"My point exactly," Shane said. "And now we're worried about hunman |ives when
if

we had done it ny way in the first place, we would only have to think about a
fewmnllion dol-lars worth of equipnent.”

"Recrimnations don't help," Cross said, but Britt glared at himand he

st opped.

What had he said that got such a reaction from her?

"Before we even start review ng past decisions,” Britt said with a bit of an
enphasis toward Cross. He took his hand off Bradshaw s arm and | eaned back so
that the focus wouldn't be on him "W have to realize that we're junping
ahead

here and making all sorts of assunptions that aren't based in fact. W can't
do

that. It's not fair. W need to |l et Edwin make his presentation.”

"And we will," Maddox said. "But tell me one thing, Dr. Bradshaw. If these

t hi ngs eat, what do you expect themto go after?"

Bradshaw cl eared his throat. "1'd rather wait, General, for the full neeting."
"I'"d rather you didn't," she said.

"I think we need to wait," Hayes said. "If any of this specu-lation is right,
the president will need his deniability. W need the whole world to work

together on this, and we really don't want to be in the forefront."

Maddox stared at Hayes for a nmoment. Then she | ooked at the others and

si ghed.

As she exhal ed, the stiffness left her back. She suddenly seemed years ol der
"l

think you're right," she said, "and off the record, | did argue against this
strategy nyself. Wen | get back upstairs, I'lIl tell the powers that be that



we
need deniability. So, to use Dr. Cross's words, the national neeting before
t he

i nternational neeting won't ever happen again."

"Cood," Cross said under his breath to Britt. She bowed her head to hide her
smile.

"But," Maddox said, "just to satisfy a scientifically illit-erate general's
curiosity, Dr. Bradshaw, a general who really hates to delay gratification
what

are those little machi nes com ng here for?"

"Food, " Bradshaw said.

"l understand that," Maddox said, "but what kind of food?"

"The last tines the tenth planet passed us," Bradshaw said, "just about
everything within those marked radiuses fromthose early charts, including
al |

organic life, disappeared.”

"Leavi ng the soot |ayer," the general said.

"Yes," Bradshaw sai d.

"So even people will go?"

"If they're there, yes," Bradshaw said.

"And if they aren't?"

"We'll still lose everything in the area,” he said. "lmagine all those |ush
New

Engl and hills stripped bare and covered with a thin [ayer of black stuff"
"Ch, my god," Maddox said. Her skin had turned as gray as Bradshaw s was.
Cross

wonder ed why she hadn't realized this possibility existed before. "Wat can
we

do about this?"

"Let me present nmy material to the full group," Bradshaw said, "and let's

hope
like hell sonmeone can prove me wong."
April 9,2018
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4 Days Until Arriva

Downtinme in zero g. Sonetimes Zip w shed these crafts had nore roomin their
wor ki ng conpartnments. She would | ove to organize a ballet. She'd had a nental
picture of it ever since her first long mssion: a crew, floating together
per-form ng noves rather |ike those of Aynpic synchronized swimteans. It
woul d

be fun and it would cut down on all the conplaining the crew did when the

m ssi on got | ong.

She used hand rungs built into the wall to pull herself toward a portal. The
tenth planet still wasn't visible—ot that it would be anyway, the way that
t hi ng absorbed Iight—-but she couldn't even see the blackness which blotted
out

the stars.

The ships were still two weeks away fromthe rendezvous. She could hardly
wai t .

Sonetimes it felt as if she were counting the mnutes. She didn't say
anyt hi ng

to her crew though. They needed to behave professionally, to feel as if this
m ssion were business as usual, which it very definitely was not.

Man, oh, man she wanted to do that zero g ballet, though. Something unusual
somet hing out of the ordinary. She was supposed to be resting; it was her
downtime. But every time she closed her eyes, she felt that new pl anet

| oomi ng

in the distance. Hurry up, she wanted to tell it. Hurry up

"Commander ?" Rene's voice echoed through the shipw de intercom "Sorry to
bot her



you, but | amgetting something weird here."

She pul l ed herself to the intercomand pushed the response button. "On ny
way, "

she said. Then she hand-clinmbed the | adder out of the deeper section of the
shuttle and into the pilot area.

Rene was monitoring the readi ngs. Serge was at the helm Mariko was resting
in

her quarters deep within the ship. Vladi, the Russian nenber of her team was
runni ng a check on the scientific equiprment below Zip wasn't sure where
Per-cival, the Englishman, was.

Zip drifted in beside Rene, studying the inmage on the screen. It was the star
field behind the |ocation of the tenth planet. Rene had outlined in white for
her the small, dine-sized i nage of the planet none of themcould yet see.

"So tell me what's happening," Zip said.

Wth a quick notion, Rene outlined an area of the star field just to the

ri ght

of the planet. "I amgoing to flash ten hours of photos. One photo was taken
every hour. Watch what hap-pens to the stars inside ny drawi ng."

The image flickered and she kept her attention focused on the circle Rene had
drawn. Inside it the stars seened to flicker on, then off, then on, then off.
Sonet hing was clearly getting between Luna One and those stars.

"Coul d that be the probe?" Zip asked. The unmanned probe was still out there,
but the nonent she asked the ques-tion, she knew that wasn't possible. It was
far, far too small and too far ahead of themto cause such an effect.

Rene shook his head. "I do not think so. It is in the wong position.
checked. "

Zip stared at the circle. "Take some tine-el apsed photos of that area. One
every

three mnutes for the next half hour, and see what we get."

"They are going to blur slightly, those photographs, with the novenent of the
shi p." Rene sounded concer ned.

Zip smled. "I know. We need the light nore than the clarity at this point.
Open

up the field and i ncrease the magni-fication too."

Rene nodded and went to work. Zip watched for a monment, then Rene gl anced at
her

over his shoul der. The nessage was cl ear: Leave ne al one.

She didn't want to, though. She let herself drift to the back of the conmand
area. She grabbed the handrail beside one of the computers and hooked her

f oot

in the catch so she wouldn't float away.

"Load the images over as you get them" she said to Rene, "and I'Ill work
them™

Rene nodded.

Zip filled her screen with the alnost white i mage of the stars behind the
tenth

planet. It was always startling to her how many stars were out there and how
really big the uni-verse was.

She studi ed the pictures. Rene had opened the field as she had asked and

i ncreased the magnification, so that now the tenth planet was a very bl ack
circle clearly outlined against the white of the tinme-elapsed star field. He
had

even managed to keep things fairly clear, considering what he was using for
t he

time-1apse.

She cl eaned up the i mage as best she could, then brought up the second and
did

the sane. After four inmages she couldn't wait any | onger. She overlaid the

f our

pictures, cre-ating an al nost white background with a clear, black circle of



t he

tenth pl anet.

"Ch, my god," she said. Clearly over the star field were small shadows,
seem ngly dozens of them like small black dots in the white.

Rene nmoved over and gl anced at her screen

"What can cause those?" she asked, pointing to the small dark dots in the
screen

of white.

Rene gripped the handrail beside her. He | ooked very se-rious. In fact, he
had

| ooked serious fromthe nonent he called her up to the command area. That
wasn' t

normal for him He should have found sonething to | augh about by now.

"I do not know what can cause those," he said. "Perhaps if you add in nore
pi ctures, they may vanish."

Zip did as Rene suggested. She cleaned up five nore i mages and overlaid them
on

the others. Now the black dots were even clearer. And they were clearly
novi ng.

There was no doubt in her mnd that sonething was ahead of them Many
somet hi ngs.

"Send these images to Mssion Control," she said to Rene. "Wke up Mari ko,
and

make sure the others are up here.

want everyone working on this. And keep doi ng what you're doing."

"Al'l at once?" Rene said, in a feeble attenpt at hunor.

"Al'l at once," Zip said.

He nodded, and returned to his own console. Zip floated forward and buckl ed
herself into her command chair. Serge | ooked over at her

"A probl en?" he asked.

"We have sone work to do," she said.

"Al'l right." He continued to nmonitor the ship's passage, waiting for her

i nstructions. She was focused on the computer screen in front of her. She
was

taking the image fromthe shuttle's main scope and magnifying it, focusing it
down and down until finally she had the i mage of one of the dark dots filling
her screen, only an outline of it against the back-drop of the stars.

"What is that?" Serge asked.

"Damed if | know," Zip said. "But there are a bunch of them between us and
t hat

pl anet . "

Serge swore to himself in what sounded |ike Russian

Zi p punched a comunications |ink. "Luna Two."

"Co ahead, Luna One," Ennis said.

"There're sone things in front of us. |I'm downl oading the |location to you
Now.

Track themand let's see if we can get a fix on how far away they are."
"Under st ood. "

For the next fifteen mnutes every crew nmenber aboard both ships worked to
di scover what was ahead of them downl oading the information to M ssion
Contr ol

Zip didn't like the feeling she had in her stomach. It was a faniliar one,
one

t hat suggested things weren't going as snoothly as she had hoped. Every tine
she

asked M ssion Control for an on-the-ground update, they gave her an excuse.
Waen

she asked what the orbital scopes were reading, they said they didn't have
anyt hi ng yet.

That much she believed. In order to get the data froman or-biting scope,



M ssion Control had to triangulate with the data fromthe two ships. It would
take time. And tine was what she was afraid they didn't have.

Seemingly slow, but actually fairly fast, they | earned nore. They confirned
there were many objects in front of them on a direct intercept course with

t he

two shuttles. How many they didn't yet know. The objects were clearly noving
at

them at a high speed, faster than the shuttles were noving. At the speeds the
objects were traveling, and the speed the two Luna shuttles were traveling,

t he

objects and the two shuttles woul d pass each other in less than thirty

m nut es.

Those in the shuttle would not see the objects coning, or be able to see them
after they passed, since the speeds were so great and the objects seened to
be

bl ack, reflecting no energy or light. The objects would actually be visible
to

t he naked eye for less than a tenth of a second.

"Are they ships?" Percival asked.

"Possibly," Mriko said, her voice al nbst a whisper

"Considering that they are flying a direct intercept orbit for Earth," Rene
said, "it is nore than likely. But what kind of ships? And what or who is
flying

t hen®?"

Zi p shuddered, renenbering the last briefing with Dr. Cross. He had hoped

t hey

woul d find what the connection was between those soot |ayers on Earth and the
tenth pl anet.

She had a hunch she knew.

But she didn't really know. She couldn't say exactly what the objects were,

or

why they were going to Earth. She just felt that the objects were ships,
headed

to Earth to cause nass destruction for some unknown reason. But belief was
dif-ferent fromfact. She needed fact, and she doubted she had time to get it.
If only she had the ability to maneuver this ship, |like the spaceships she'd
seen in countless novies and on television. To fly a ship |ike an airplane,
dodging in and out, going under or over, those objects com ng at her. That
woul d

be wonderful.

But she couldn't. Space technology was still primtive, even by Earth

st andar ds,

and she had only so nuch fuel. If she made a mi stake, or a miscal culation at
this point, she'd kill themall in a long, cold death in deep space, far
beyond

the solar system She didn't have the time to have the ship-board conputer do
all the math it would take to reconfigure burn ratios and changes, and get

t hat

approved by Mssion Control. There was no noving these Luna shuttles, at

| east

not qui ckly.

Besi des, this neeting was going to happen al nost in-stantly, with no chance

t hat

either side could slow down to even try to talk.

The only hope she had was that those things would nmiss her ships. The
conputers

said that none of the objects were on direct collision courses with the two
shuttles. But that neant nothing as far as Zip was concerned. She didn't know
if

t he objects had nore maneuverability than she did, and could change to strike



t hem

Maybe they were just going to pass, |like cars on a hi ghway, never know ng the
t houghts of the other.

Frantically, Zip and her crew worked to get all canmeras ready and focused,
wor ki ng on orders fromthe computers as to direction and focus. Whatever

t hese

objects were, it was clear now that they were heading for Earth faster than

t he

two Luna shuttles were heading for the tenth planet. Far, far faster

Her crew worked as hard as it could, getting ready, trying to find out nore
about what was headed their way. But as the time passed she didn't |earn nuch
nore than she had when the objects were discovered. They were sinply black
spots

agai nst the star fields.

She had al ways wanted a First Contact situation. She had dreaned what it

m ght

be like, being the first to nmeet another race. |If those bl ack shapes were
actually ships, this kind of First Contact hadn't been in her dream

Five m nutes before the shuttles reached the objects, she nmade her crews
strap

in. That limted their work, and some conpl ai ned, but she didn't answer them
She wanted her crew safe first. They had to get through this, and then go on
to

t he planet itself.

If these were ships approaching, that nmission to the tenth planet had just
gotten a | ot nmore dangerous. But they had no choice. There was no turning
around.

"Commander," Mariko said in her delicate voice. "W ap-proach themin twenty
seconds. "

"Stand by," Zip said, for Mssion Control's benefit nore than anything el se.
The magni fied i mages on the conputer screen before her were of a dark, al nost
flat shape that reflected no light. They were also huge, with a span that
woul d

easily cover any foot-ball field. She doubl e-checked. The images were being
sent

to M ssion Control

"They're like the black shadows of space," she said softly to Rene.

He nodded.

"Ten seconds," Mariko said.

"Systens functioning normally,"” Percival said.

G ven the rather strange conditions, Zip thought.

"Fi ve seconds."

Zip felt her fingers grip the edge of her chair. She just hoped those back on
the surface were enjoying the show She wasn't sure if she was. She'd anal yze
how she felt later.

"Three seconds,” Mari ko sai d.

VI adi sighed behind Zip, and in that sound, Zip thought she heard fear

"Two. "

Serge straightened his back, as if his posture would help himin the next few
nonent s.

"One. "

The lights seemed to dim

" Nowl "

Zip didn't know what she expected to happen. Perhaps she had expected to die
instantly. O perhaps she thought she was going to be hailed, |ike commanders

were in all those late-twentieth-century novies.

But she wasn't expecting the |loss of light.

And the inmense and sudden tiredness.

The lights went out, and the computer screen faded to a tiny dot, then went
bl ack. The normal hummi ng and clicki ng sounds, the faint reninders of



el ectroni cs, disappeared.

It felt as if every ounce of energy had been sucked fromevery part of the
shi p.

And Zip had never, in all her life, felt so totally exhausted, as if massive
amounts of her own energy had al so been sonehow drai ned

"Merde," Rene whispered beside her. He sounded weak.

Zip took a deep breath and forced down the instant panic of being plunged
into

total darkness, the only light com ng through the portholes fromthe stars,
since the sun was behind and bel ow t hem

"I want a verbal roll call,” she said. "Name and condition."

"Mari ko. Fine but tired."

"Rene. Tired too."

"Serge. Yeah, tired."

"Percival. Bloody fucking exhausted."

"Vladi. Very tired."

There was no response from Luna Two, and Zip really didn't expect one. The
radi o

was dead as wel | .

Zi p was exhausted too, but she wouldn't tell themthat. Let themthink she
was

strong. It helped to have sonething to be-lieve in.

First things first. She had to take care of them then the ship, then the

m ssi on.

"Can we get environment controls up?" she asked.

"Not hi ng doi ng, Conmander," Percival said. "Even the torch batteries are

dr ai ned. "

"The flashlights are dead?"

"Yes, ma'am" Percival sounded a bit nmore energetic than the rest, but he had
al so been the farthest away. O was he dis-playing classic British reserve?
"Are you getting that too, Mariko?"

"Yes," Mariko said, even nore softly than before. "So sorry."

Zip's eyes were beginning to adjust slightly in the faint |ight. She fought
down

the overwhel ming desire to fall asleep and made herself think. They were
totally

cut off fromEarth, drifting through deep space toward an unknown pl anet.
Sonet hing in the passing ships had drained all their power al-nost instantly.
There had to be a way to get sone of it back

"Does anyone have any piece of equipnent, no matter how small, working in
their

area?"

Toget her her crew nurmured nos.

"Can anyone see Luna Two?"

"They are dead too," Serge said, |ooking out the porthole at the ship floating
a

di stance beside them

The word dead echoed through the shuttle. She could al -ready sense the

i ntense

cold around them The warnmth of the sun was behind them shielded, with no
way

for themto turn the shuttle. Her breath would soon begin formng nmist in the
air. Wth all the electronics on board, the shuttles had passive systens that
bl ed off the normal heat fromthe electronics into space.

That heat-bl eedi ng systemtook no power to work

Now, slowy, the heat of their shuttle would bleed away, |ike a bad wound on
a

body. They woul d freeze to death |long before the air in the cabin became bad.
She couldn't re-nmenber the exact tinmetable, but she knew their lives were
measured in hours if they didn't get the power going.



"Ckay, people," she said, putting as nmuch energy in her voice as she coul d.
"W

need to figure out a way to get sone heat going. Any power at all. Report if
you

have any | uck."

She forced herself not to think about the coming cold, the conplete
exhausti on,

but to focus on the task. But the nore she thought, the nore she realized
there

was not hi ng she or anyone coul d do. Not hi ng.

Everyone worked in silence for what she guessed was a |ong ten, maybe fifteen
mnutes. Finally she called roll, asking for details of what they had tried.
Not hi ng had worked, from any of them The craft was conpletely dead of al
power. | npossible, but true.

And the cold was becoming a real thing around her, the air chilled noticeably.
"Keep working, people. There's got to be a way."

Two hours later, nore tired than she had ever renenbered being, she finally
forced herself to stop. Ice was form ng on much of the surfaces around her
and

no one had managed to even cone up with an idea that m ght work. The idea of
trying to go outside and turn the capsule, or rig up some solar panels, was
exciting for a short nonent, then rejected when it was discovered that even

t he

i ndependent systens of the space suits were drained of power.

"Maybe we shoul d huddl e together, for heat," she said.

"I cannot free ny shoul der harness,"” Percival said.

"Mne is frozen shut,"” M adi said.

"M ne too." Rene sounded as if he were speaking through nud.

They couldn't even touch each other for warmth. Not that it would matter

soon.

No matter how determ ned she was, she couldn't fight the cold.

There was not hing as cold as enptiness.

Qut side the Luna shuttle wasn't actually cold, sinply the absence of heat,
with

the heat inside the shuttle draining away.

In front of her in the faint light was a panel of dead instruments, as

usel ess

wi t hout power as a cenent wall. The shuttles hadn't been set up for solar
power ,

but ran al nost conpletely on batteries, with dozens of backups. But every
battery had been drained as the objects passed, |eaving every instrunment dead.
She had no idea how those objects that passed them could have done that, but
they did. And for just a noment she won-dered what woul d happen on Earth when
those objects ar-rived there. But she knew she woul d never know the answer to
t hat question. She forced that thought away.

Not i nmportant.

She bl ew on her hands, but her breath formed ice crystals on her fingers.

The air hurt as it went into her lungs. What had she been taught? That the
cilia

in her lungs, noist with her breath, would freeze and she would be unable to
breathe properly. Not that it mattered. By then she woul d be unconsci ous.
Deat h by freezing was the kindest death there was: sinking, slowy, into a
deep,

endl ess, uncontrollable sleep

But she didn't want to die.

She didn't want to sleep

She had to find a way out of this. She'd found ways out of tight spots before.
She couldn't hear the others. No one el se seened to be noving, speaking,
trying.

But she had to try.



She woul d get them started again.

This would be a tenporary thing.

She tried to unbuckle her lap belt, to get out of the chair, to nmove around,
but

her fingers had stopped working it seened.

Her breathi ng had becone shallow, the air thick. Did air freeze? She coul dn't
remenber.

Slow y, she turned her face toward the hal f-frosted port-hole. She could see
stars.

Wthout a crew and power to nmake corrective burns, the two shuttles would

m ss

the tenth planet and head on out into deep space. Mrre than likely, they even
had enough forward nmonentumto escape the pull of the sun. If that was so,

t hey

woul d drift forever anong the stars.

There was not hi ng she could do to change that now

She felt the lethargy in her body grow But she wouldn't sleep. She had vowed
she woul d never die in her sleep

She forced her eyes to stay open until the end, staring out at the distant
stars.

She so | oved the stars.
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Cross | ooked at the plate of scranbled eggs, bacon, and hash browns that
Const ance set before him The eggs were steam ng, the bacon was crisp, and

t he

hash browns | ooked lightly grilled, just as he liked them The coffee was hot
and smell ed heavenly, and the orange juice was freshly squeezed.

He wondered how he coul d get through the breakfast.

He had to eat sonething. Before Constance had left the day before, she had
asked

hi m how she could hel p himget through this rough period in his life.

"Make sure | eat," he had said to her.

And this morning, true to his w shes, she had given hima good, ol d-fashioned
br eakf ast .

He didn't have the heart to tell her that it turned his stonach.

Everything did. And the single daylong heartburn pill he took—the strongest
you

could get without a prescription, ac-cording to the ads—wasn't strong enough
H's stress levels had risen so high he was jittery.

He picked up the Washi ngton Post, reluctant to see what its headlines would
be

this norning. He had stopped listening to the radio and he couldn't watch

tel evision. The repeated footage of the Luna shuttles, their caneras going
dar k,

woul d haunt himfor the rest of his life. He even shut down the in-stant news
feed on his main conputer, and he stopped having his wist computer beep him
whenever there was a nmajor news story.

Maybe he was hiding, |ike Bradshaw had suggested, rather tentatively the

ni ght

bef ore, or maybe he was protecting hinself.

O maybe he was learning what life was really like for people like M ckel son
who made |ife and death decisions every day. Cross had never done that

bef ore.

Zip Juarez and her teamwere in space at his instigation. He hadn't sent

t hem



but he had started the wheels in nmotion to get themthere.

Maybe he shoul d have argued harder when the Tenth Pl anet Project started
pushi ng

for a manned space flight. Maybe he should have listened to Robert Shane, and
t hen pushed for the robotic probes.

Maybe.

Maybe.

Maybe.

"Your eggs are getting cold," Constance said gently. "Do you want something
el se?"

She knew how upset he was, and still she was trying to help him She was a
good

worman and he was a bad boss, never really giving her the tine of day,
forgetting, sonetinmes, to say hello in the nornings, or to ask after her

famly.
God, the guilt he was feeling over the shuttle mssion was spilling into
ever yt hi ng.

"No," he said. "The eggs are fine."

And as if to prove it, he took a forkful and ate them They were deli cious.
He

hadn't tasted anything that good in a long tine. Maybe his stomach was upset
because he hadn't eaten. How strange.

He took another bite, and then another, and then drank some orange juice,

whi ch

tasted heavenly. He kept the Post turned down, so he wouldn't have to see it
until he was done eating, so that he could continue enjoying the neal.

He knew what it would say anyway. It would regurgitate yesterday's headlines
and

then it would anal yze them News-papers had becone the hone of the anal ysis
story, the in-depth story that the headlines the day before couldn't cover
properly.

Yest erday' s headl i nes had been about the |ast inages Luna One had sent before
its cameras went dark. The tabl oid broadcasts were tal ki ng about aliens. They
showed the strange little craft, and then enlarged it so that it was little
nor e

than a dark-shaped bl ur

Aliens was the buzzword all day. Even the staid network newscasts had used it.
Cross had spent the day before in an angry huff. Someone had | eaked the

i mage.

He had peopl e searching for the source of the leak. He was afraid it had cone
fromthe Tenth Planet Project staff thenselves, but that was finally

di scount ed.

Britt said that nost likely the | eak had cone from NASA, where the imges had
been processed. She was doubl e-checki ng that now.

Wioever had | eaked the information had done themno fa-vors. The entire world
was in an uproar. They were frightened that little green nen woul d cone out
of

tiny ships and zap the entire planet. The Sci-Fi Channel had announced a
change

inits progranming: It was running all the alien invasion novies fromthe
decades-old Theml to last year's extravaganza Ren-dezvous wi th Rana.

Cross was very glad he had not attached his name to the tenth pl anet
announcement. |f he had, the archaeol ogi sts that he had contacted all over

t he

wor |l d woul d have put together the tenth planet, the death of the Luna
shuttles,

and the soot lines. And then the hysteria woul d have been even worse.

Cross was amazed no one had | eaked that information. Amazed and grat ef ul
Bradshaw was a bit worried about the girl he had contacted at NanTech. He was
afraid that she might put the pieces to-gether and contact the press. So he



was

talking to her at this nonent.

He had planned to talk to her a bit later in the project, to get a bit nore

i nformation, but now he was going to bring her into the secret nmeetings, if
she

wanted to join. If she didn't, he would have her sign sone paper that the

sci ence advi sers had drawn up, ensuring that she keep all the information
confi-dential. She was supposed to have called half an hour ago to report on
her

response. She hadn't called yet, and that too nmade Cross nervous.

Everyt hi ng was maeki ng hi m nervous. He hadn't slept well since the shuttles

| ost

power. He hadn't realized how people died in those sorts of circunstances. At
the neeting of the Tenth Planet Project, Shane told themall what the crew
woul d

have experienced. Deep intense cold at tenper-atures unfathomable for normnal
humans. Cold that killed over a nunber of hours, |ong before the oxygen woul d
run out. He did say that freezing was an easy death. They had sinply gone to
sl eep. But Cross couldn't imagine those |ast few hours, know ng they were
dooned, trapped in the dark in space.

The vi brant woman Cross had nmet, the wonman who had held out a callused hand
and

wi nked at himas she said "I'mZip," was now dead, a body frozen in a coffin
that would drift until the end of tine.

He woul d see her face for the rest of his |life. He saw it now, whenever he
closed his eyes. He saw it, and he woul d wake, apol ogizing to a wonan who
woul d

never ever be able to hear him

"Are you all right?" Constance asked.

Cross nodded. He pushed his plate away—he had eaten nost of the food, except
t he

toast—and he felt sonmewhat better. M ckelson had called last night to see how
he

was hol ding up, and Cross had expl ained his guilt over the deaths.

"It's something you don't get over," Mckelson had said. "So just keep going
forward. If you don't, there'll be a lot nore deaths. That's what you have to
t hi nk about . "

Good words. Words that Cross had to put into practice. He had to learn

qui ckl y,

how to be a man who constantly noved forward. He did no one any good in the
condi tion he was in.

Wth that in mind, he snapped open the norning' s Post, ex-pecting to see the
same damn pictures he'd been seeing for the last two days. Instead, the
headl i ne

read world | eaders advise all: remain calm

The body of the article tal ked about how all the probl ens were suppositions,
how

the shuttles weren't designed for the kind of use they had gone through, and
coul d have experi-enced an identical mal function, and how the i mages coul d
have

been spots on the caneras.

It was all bullshit; Cross had been at the neeting where sone of the words he
read had been invented. But it was nec-essary bullshit, and he hoped it would
have the desired effect.

O course, not all people were remaining calm The inside pages had story
after

story of riots in sonme city streets, of people who were calling psychic
hotlines, of groups getting together to neet the aliens. The business section
had several articles about the effect of the imges on the world's financial
mar ket s.



Cross hoped the world | eaders could keep some sort of order. The last thing
t hey

needed right now was worl dw de panic.

He set the paper down just as his personal phone rang. He hit a button on his
watch so that the call transferred to the |larger phone in the corner of the
ki tchen. Then he picked it up

"Yes?" he said.

Const ance noved beside him taking his plate, but [eaving his coffee.
"Portia will join the neeting at el even,"” Bradshaw said. "I'mgoing to stay
here

and hel p her put together a quick pre-sentation to make all this clear.”
"Cood work," Cross said. "Thanks."

"You' re wel cone," Bradshaw said and cut the connection

Cross | eaned his head agai nst the cool kitchen wall. Bradshaw got the girl to
hel p. The nore m nds worki ng on whatever was comng at themthe better. The
Tenth Planet Project's daily meetings hadn't acconplished nmuch. Al this

wor K,

all these years, and now, suddenly, he had a deadline that he didn't
under st and,

and he had to find a way to prevent sonething he wasn't even sure was Qoi ng
to

happen.

Move forward.

He woul d.

He had to.

April 12, 2018 20:49 Universal Tine

1 Day Until Arriva

Ceneral Garai stood on the balance circle in his private area on the sixth

| evel

of the first ship of the Southern Fleet. He had ordered the doors closed. H s
private area was dark and cool as nobst areas on the ship were. Only the tenth
| evel, the command | evel, was allowed nore conforts.

He wore two warmning robes, one over the other, and had all but five of his
tentacl es hi dden between themfor warnth. Hi s race's bodies were not evol ved
to

l[ive in such cold. Hs planet had circled close to its own sun. But that was
a

long tinme ago. He nust not think of it now

Al ten of his eyes were out of their pockets. He had to see the colors on
hi s

screens clearly and that was difficult in this dimlight. The sphere
represented

the third planet, and bl ack areas were the areas wi th popul ati ons of the
intelligent bipeds that had started giving the Malmuria trouble soon after

t hey

had first canme to the third planet.

The creatures had a short-term menory. The Ml nuria di scovered that early
on—f

they stayed too long, the crea-tures cleared what they could froma feeding
area

to stop the harvest. But the creatures had no | ong-term menory. The Mal nuri a
had

expected a fight on their second visit after first encountering the

creat ures,

and the creatures had acted as if they had never seen Mal nmuria before.
Apparently the length of the orbit was |longer than the historical record the
crea-tures kept.

Not that that solved his current problem The second sphere contained the
projection his harvesters had given him During the approach to the pl anet

t he



harvesters had studied, as they always did, the areas of highest yields on
each

| and nass. Sone of the areas, due to the tinme of the planet's rota-tion
around

the sun, were covered in ice, or had little growth. But it was still a very
rich

pl anet and each fleet would harvest one area of the surface. He was in charge
of

pi cking the areas, and it wasn't as easy as it had been in the past.

The projection in front of himnow showed the highest yield areas. He had
seven

to choose from not as many as | ast Pass. A few of the areas were the sane
ones

harvested last time. Usually he did not Iike to harvest the same area of the
pl anet two Passes in a row, but this time he would have no choice. The
creatures

who had spread out over the surface of the planet had destroyed many fertile
ar eas.

At first he had thought that to be a fatal problem Then he had cal ned

hi nmsel f

and | ooked agai n.

Using two tentacles, he conbined a blue, white, green, and bl ack sphere with
t he

yi el d sphere. They created a single sphere, showing the richest yield areas
and

the high habita-tion areas. He studied it for a nonent, and realized that the

situation was not as dire as he had thought. There was still plenty of space
with | ow popul ation densities or no real popu-lation at all. The deaths of
t he

sentient bipeds would be mninal .

He picked three areas, all the same size, all equally as rich in growh, and
al |

wi th m nimal popul ati ons. Then he put the Southern mark on one, the Central
mar k

on anot her, and the Northern mark on a third.

Then he opened the doors, and left the single sphere floating. Hi s chief
harvester cane in, balanced on his ten-tacles, but Garai did not |ook at him
That was not protocol. The harvester knew what to do. He would take the
sphere

and send the information to the other two fleets.

They woul d not acknow edge the receipt of the informa-tion, but their ships
woul d i medi ately turn slightly to show that they now had a destinati on.
Garai went into the pod and wapped two tentacles around the center pole, a
signal that he needed to be taken to the tenth level. Only certain Ml nuria
wer e

all owed on that level, and the pole would not let himrise if his tentacles
did

not fit prop-erly into the designed slots.

Slowy he rose and as he did, he felt the chill area around himgrow slightly
war mer. Sometinmes he wondered what it was |ike to have a contained life on a
single place, a place where food grew and where water was plentiful, where
war nth was sonet hing that was taken for granted

H s people had that once, |long before he was born. They did no longer. It was
too bad the third planet's atnosphere was poison to them or they could have
returned to the warnth. But that was not to be. Ever.

Soneti mes he wondered how he coul d m ss sonething he had never had. And woul d
never get.

April 13, 2018
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When vi ewed from above the trees of the rain forest, the cruise ship
Avent ur as

del Brasil (Brazilian Adventures) |ooked |ike a branch that was floating on
top

of the water. The ship's sleek design was a nmarvel of nodern engi neering and
of

noder n economi cs: nore passengers could fit, |ess space was wasted on

equi pnent ,

and there were a | arge nunmber of view ng decks all over the ship.

Aventuras del Brasil was full, stemto stern, on this trip, but only a
handf ul
of people stood on her decks. The heat, even in April, was intense, and

passengers usually sat in the air-conditioned cabins, watching the scenery

t hrough the wi ndows.

But not Archibald Spencer. Archie had spent a small for-tune for this trip,
as

he spent for every trip his wife schedul ed, and he was determ ned to squeeze
every farthing fromthe experience

He rubbed the sweat off his neck and | eaned agai nst the metal railing. Bugs
swar med around him and he wondered if he shouldn't apply nmore bug repellent.
The gui debooks said that the shots he had received should take care of any
exotic di seases, but he didn't quite believe it. He had never been in a place
where there had been so many bugs.

He stared at the snmooth brown waters of the Amazon. The crui se ship was going
relatively slowhe'd m ssed the an-nounced reason why, probably sonme rare

pl ant

the size of a pencil that the bevy of old spinsters on the top deck could see
with their conputerized binoculars. They woul d shout glee-fully when they
found

it, and he would squint, pretending he could see. He hadn't brought any

bi nocs,

conputeri zed or otherw se, and they cost over £50 in the ship's supply store.
He

wasn't going to spend double on something that he could get at hone, no
nmatter

what Penel ope said.

And she had a ot to say. She thought this the trip of a lifetime. She spent
much of her day indoors, in the air-conditioning, playing bridge with an
American threesone who were a bit too loud for Archie's taste. Wen the ship
docked, as it did way too often, she lathered himup with nore repellent and
dragged himinto the wilds. The last tine it was to see fire danage. The tine
before, he was in sonme sort of swanp. He didn't understand why they coul dn't
take a crui se somewhere cool —he'd heard that the Norway trips were gorgeous,
and

he'd al ways wanted to see Canada and Al aska—but the w fe planned the

vacati ons,

and she did so with her interests in nmnd. H's counted for nothing. Wen he
conpl ai ned, she said that he needed to broaden his horizons and open his m nd
Privately, he thought that he wasn't the one who was closed. But a nman didn't
say that, especially to a woman |ike Penny.

He turned slightly and froze. Dark shadows had swept down the river fromthe
north, suddenly making the bright day al nbst seemas if it were night. Archie
had never seen anything like that, and he didn't renmenber reading about it in
the brochures. Surely they would say if the Amazon had dark patches, or
sudden

st or is.
But this didn't look like a storm This |ooked like holes in the sky, dark
hol es, like something he would see in a novie. The bl ackness canme toward the

shi p, and he | ooked up, un-able to conprehend what he was seei ng.
The sky seened to be filled with huge, black shapes, all hovering above the



river and the jungl es beyond. He could see blue sky between the shapes, but
t he

shapes thensel ves seened to have no distinct characteristics besides their

bl ackness.

H s heart was pounding hard. He heard the old ladies up top exclaimin awe
and

shock. A woman's voice rose as she called for a cruise ship official

As if they could do anything about it.

Maybe they were used to this. Maybe they knew what to do. Surely they would
nove

the ship out of the way or nmove it against the river's edge or find a spot to
anchor until these shapes had passed.

Surely.

The day becane bl acker and bl acker.

Archi e stood, shocked, watching upward until finally he realized what he was
seei ng. The shapes had dropped a m st-1like, black cloud that was descendi ng
on

ever yt hi ng.

"Bl oody hell," he shouted as he ran for the first-class en-trance. He could
see

Penny inside, looking up at the sound of his voice, |ooking startled, setting
her cards down. But he couldn't get to her

The cl oud covered him black particles choking him fill-ing his eyes and
nout h

and lungs, covering his skin. Around himthe black mst swirled with his
every

noti on.

He staggered toward the door. Penny had gotten up but that bl oody Anerican
was

hol di ng her back, |ooking frightened. Archie reached toward the door, feeling
the bl ack dust on his skin. He couldn't think about it. He needed to get help.
And then the pain started, |like needles at first, and then grow ng and

gr owi ng.

He | ost the power to nove, although he tried. He tried to ignore the whole
thing, to keep going, but he couldn't. Surely sonmeone would conme out and help
hi m

Surely...

The pain intensified and he lost all rational thought. He sw ped at the bl ack
dust to get it off, and then he screanmed as his skin seemed to vanish off his
body.

Every nerve in his body felt like it was on fire.

Bl ood poured out of his skin onto the deck, only to be cov-ered with the

bl ack

dust.

The bl ack cloud continued to fl oat down, covering every-thing as Archie
wriggl ed

i n agony on the deck, then slowy stopped noving.

The ol d | adi es on the upper deck were dead too, and,the crowd inside wasn't
enjoying the air-conditioning anynore. It had shut off as the creatures had
gone

through it. More creatures covered the wi ndows, and the wood, working their
way

i nsi de.

Peopl e screamed. Sone ran. But no one escaped. They were quickly all covered
in

bl ack dust.

And they all died the way Archie had.

Soon the bodi es were gone, eaten conpletely by the black dust. The wood on

t he

ship was eaten through a short tine later, and the ship sank. Al that



remai ned

was the steel skeleton in the nud on the bottomof the river.

And for a hundred nmiles to the north and south of the weck of the Aventuras
del

Brasil, every living thing in the Amazon rain forest was | evel ed, reduced to
bl ack dust on the ground and floating in the river and streans.
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Ceneral d arissa Maddox stood, hands cl asped behind her back, as she stared
at

the screens around her. Sonehow she had known this noment woul d conme. She

j ust

didn't know what to tell the others.

They were in the nilitary briefing roomin one of the tun-nels bel ow the
Wiite

House. On the screens to her left, the news stations fromall over the world
chattered in various | an-guages about the darkness. The Net broadcasts were
on

t he next set of screens, and bel ow those, several junior mlitary officers
monitored witten Wb news reports.

In front of her, several |arge screens showed continuous live shots fromthe
secret mlitary satellites in orbit around Earth. Live images from spy planes
and, in sone cases, out-dated radar showed on various other screens.

None of the images | ooked good.

Thirteen mnutes earlier, the 101 objects that had left the tenth planet, and
that her secret Tenth Pl anet Project had been nonitoring, had arrived in
Earth

orbit. They had then split into three groups and descended over different

ar eas

of the planet, circling at a height of four thousand feet.

That sinple maneuver alone made it clear that the tenth planet had rel eased
shi ps. Spaceships with intelligent life be-hind them And now t hat
intelligent

life had dropped a | arge, black cloud of god knows what from every ship. The
bl ack cl oud destroyed everything it covered, and while the clouds were doing
their awful work, the ships retreated into space. Now they sinply hovered in
| ow

orbit over the areas they had attacked.

Maddox had been finishing a debriefing when the attack started. She had
hurried

to this room as had the other four menbers of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.
Several of the science advisers were here as well.

The room was conpletely silent.

Everyt hi ng they had been taught was w ong.

Maddox supposed she was in a better position than nost. She had been worKking
on

this project for nonths now. But she had been reporting directly to the
president, not to the other nmenmbers of the Joint Chiefs. Not even Jamal
Harrington, the chairman, knew what she had been doing, only that it was
somet hi ng ordered by the president.

And now it was too late to brief him

Ceneral Harrington was standi ng beside her, his position identical to hers,
hands behind his back, feet spread slightly, his nmouth open just enough to
regi ster his shock. Beside him Admral Kilyra and General Tucker had sinilar
reactions.

The Joint Chiefs often ran war scenarios, but they had never run a scenario
like

this one: not one with an eneny from space, and not one that involved a



t echnol ogy no one under st ood.

Maddox shoul d have spoken up sooner. She should have said that this was a
possibility so that some scenarios could be run, so that someone coul d have
seen

if anything could be nodified for alien attack from space.

But she hadn't said a word.

She had been too afraid of getting |laughed at. Aliens fromouter space. If
she

hadn't seen it herself, she wouldn't have believed it.

She woul d never have believed it.

"If these attacks weren't so orchestrated," Harrington said, his voice
slightly

shaky, "I would think they were random What could these things possibly want
in

t hose regions? Don't they understand that our weapons are in popul ated areas?
| f

they wanted to take out our power structure, this isn't the way to do it."
Maddox had been thinking the same thing. The aliens had dropped the clouds
over

a section of the upper Amazon, a sec-tion of Central Africa, and the large
rain

forests of Central Anmerica. The areas were all untamed and had no mlitary
val ue

that she knew about.

"Are there secret installations in any of those places? Things perhaps put
there

by the countries under attack?" Admral Kilyra asked, but there was no rea
force behind the question. If there were such installations, these five
peopl e

shoul d know about them The Joint Chiefs were the heads of all the branches
of

the U S mlitary. Mlitary intelligence reported to them

No one answered him

"Ceneral Harrington," said one of the officers assigned to the room "W have
a

secured line with the president."

"Clear the room" Harrington snapped.

The officials and nmonitors, all junior military staff fromthe various
branches,

quickly filed out. They knew better than to remain at a nmonent |ike this.
Harrington touched a button on the conputer before him and all the network
anchors w nked out. Fifteen copies of the president's face filled the
screens.

Each screen showed the sanme thing: a tired, puffy-eyed man who had aged ten
years in the two he had been in office. Maddox woul d have bet that the

presi dent

| ooked younger as recently as two days before.

The Joint Chiefs had been waiting for this monment. The president had been in
a

conference with world | eaders as to what to do about the aliens and the panic
t hat was sweepi ng sone areas. The president wanted a concerted worl dw de
ef-fort, with all countries agreeing on the sane thing. He had been worried
t hat

some countries would want a peaceful solution

But he needn't have worried. The neeting had only taken ten ni nutes—the
short est

wor |l dwi de summit in history. Maddox knew what the president was going to say
before he said it.

They were going to fight back.

Still, she stood at attention and |istened as Harrington and the president



spoke.

"W have decided on a worldw de effort to get rid of those things," the
president said. "You are authorized to use all means necessary, except
nucl ear,

to stop those ships fromcomng into the atnosphere again."”

"Yes, sir," Harrington said. "But, sir, sone of our nost ef-fective

equi pnent —

"The agreenent was no nucl ear weapons. They'll do too rmuch damage to us as
wel |

as those ships. W're not going there." The president's dark eyes narrowed.
" At

| east not yet."

"Yes, sir."

"Coordi nate your efforts with Europe and Asia when pos-sible. The Centra
American countries are already |aunching what weapons they have. W' ve got
t eans

trying to contact the aliens, and another teamthat is studying possible
alien

visits to this planet before. But for now, do what you can.”

"Yes, sir," Harrington said.

"Good luck." And with that the president broke the con-nection. The network
anchors reappeared and their speech, in all the various | anguages, sounded
like

babbl e. Harrington nuted them

Maddox' s heart was poundi ng. No nucl ear. That woul d make things nore
difficult,

al t hough she understood the ra-tionale for it. There hadn't been any

aut hori zed

nucl ear weap-ons tests in the atnosphere in twenty years, not since |ndia—er
was

it Pakistan?—perfornmed some tests to show their nmili-tary mght. No one knew
what a concentrated force of those things would do to Earth anynore. And no
one

really wanted to find out.

Harri ngton pushed another area on the conputer before him Maddox | ooked over
his shoul der. He was |ooking at their capability of striking at a fleet of
shi ps

inloworbit with-out using the old | and- and submari ne-based nucl ear-ti pped
intercontinental rockets. Maddox knew what he would find: dam little.
Fighting an alien fleet in orbit around the planet had just never been a
scenari o the Pentagon had taken seriously, let alone alien ships parked in
orbit

over Africa, South, and Cen-tral Americas.

Maddox | ooked up at the still photos of the alien ships that had been sent

| ess

than fifteen mnutes ago, when the things were hovering close to | and. They
wer e

bl ack shapes, barely discernible against the |ight of the sun. No openings,
no

wi n-dows, nothing sticking out of their dull blackness.

She shuddered. She had been taught by the best in the art of war. Yet in al
her

years, the world had been snmall enough and the U S. military powerful
enough,

that she had never had the problem of being able to see the eneny and not
reach

them She had never even envisioned it.

Until this noment.

April 13,2018
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Arrival

Britt Archer came up behind Cross and put a reassuring hand on his shoul der
They hadn't had any tine to talk since the events of that norning, and they
certainly couldn't talk here, at the neeting roomfor the Tenth Pl anet

Proj ect.

But he appreciated the sinple touch, and the warnmth it conveyed. He w shed he
had net her under other circunstances, w shed too that he had tinme nowto
bui I d

alife with her.

He wasn't sure any of themwould have a life to build. He had a hunch that
their

probl ems were only beginning.

He et hinmself into the neeting roomand saw Robert Shane tal king with

Br adshaw

and Portia Groopman. G oopman was a tiny thing with a cap of dark hair that
made

her | ook dainty. Wen she net Cross her nopod had been a m xture of

who- car es- about -t he-adults and curiosity. He could see the intelli-gence in
her

eyes, and also a frustration in them Everyone saw her as a nanotechnol ogy
geni us who had risen above her past. No one saw her as a twenty-year-old who
couldn't drink legally and who shoul dn't even be out of college yet.

And she certainly shouldn't be here, explaining to scien-tists one of the
ways

the world night end.

Everyone was here except C arissa Maddox. Cross wasn't sure she'd show at
all.

He' d heard, through the Project grape-vine, that the world powers were trying
to

make some sort of concentrated response to the attack

He just wasn't sure what kind of response they'd nake.

The lights blinked on the satellite uplinks, which, he had | earned, neant

t hat

they were ready to be flashed on as soon as this neeting convened. But who
woul d

convene the neeting if Maddox didn't show?

Britt took her place beside Cross. She covered his hand with her own,

seem ngly

uncaring about what the others thought. He put his free hand on top of hers.
She had an idea of what he'd been going through the | ast few days. He
suspect ed

she'd been going through the same thing. But ever since those clouds had

| anded

on Central Anerica, all the doubt he'd been feeling was gone.

He renmenbered M ckel son's words: If you don't nove for-ward, you'll lose a

| ot

nore |ives.

M ckel son was right.

The i mages coming through the tel evisions were horren-dous. Mst showed the
destruction at a nmerciful distance, filmtaken fromvideo caneras that didn't
have the capacity to see details. But one shot, taken with a | ong-distance
wi de-angl e | ens, was being replayed all over the world. Cross had seen it
dozens

of times already. It was of a woman in Africa caught at the edge of the bl ack
cl oud, her skin dissolving, dis-appearing, blood flow ng everywhere.

He squeezed Britt's hand and then let go. She smiled at him but her snile
was

distant, sad, as if she too were thinking about the imagery, thinking about
t he

deat h.



He was about to start the meeting hinmself when O arissa Maddox cane in. She
wor e
full uniformand her hair was pulled back so tightly it |looked as if it

t ugged

her skin.

"Sorry to be late," she said. "I am supposed to be con-ducting a secondary
briefing of nmy troops, but | thought this nore inportant. | only have a few
nmonents before | need to be back at the Wite House. So let's get this
nmeeti ng

under way and over with. Are the satellite Iinks still operating?"

"Yes," Yol anda Hayes said. She had seemed subdued since she cane into the
bui I di ng.

"Excellent," Maddox said. "I understand that there's been concern that these
ships woul d take out our satellites and the space station. This has not
happened

so far."

"Their interest seens to be Earth," Killius said. She was shuffling a few
paper s

before her. The calls to NASA, Cross had overheard her say, had been

i ncredible

since those ships appeared. People seened to believe NASA woul d have all the
answers. Killius | ooked exhausted and rather frightened. No one had any
answers.

"One of our mssions will have to be to protect our equip-nent," Mddox said,
nore to herself than to anyone else. "W lose that, we lose our ability to
conmuni cate on a world-wide level, and we really will be in chaos."

Cross shuddered. Britt |ooked at himas if she had felt that shudder too.
"It's her job," Britt whispered. "She needs to worry about defense."

He nodded as the satellite Iinks came on. The famliar faces of the

i nternational menbers of the Tenth Planet Project appeared on the split
screen.

Maddox expl ai ned again her short tine limt. Then she turned to Bradshaw. "I
understand you think these things are the nachi nes you found in the soot

| ayers. "

"I don't think so," Bradshaw said. "I knowit.'
swal | owed nervously.

Cross coul d see the novenent in her neck fromacross the table. Poor kid. She
was in farther over her head than he was.

"This is Portia Goopman," Bradshaw said. "She is proba-bly the worl dw de
expert

on nanot echnol ogy. She currently works with NanTech, but on this project
she's

all ours. She's been studying the fossils we found of these things. Portia?"
She stood, like a child about to give a presentation in class. She kept two
fingers fromeach hand braced on the tabletop and | ooked at Maddox, then at

t he

screens, as if she wasn't sure whomto talk to. Cross wanted to tell her to
speak to the group, but he was afraid he woul d destroy her already shaky
confi dence.

"The 'things' as Dr. Bradshaw calls them are nanoma-chi nes." G oopnman's voice
sounded tiny and wavery, not at all the voice of an expert. She cl eared her
throat as if that were the problem "They're doing exactly what | thought
they'd

do, only they're nuch nore efficient. They seemto eat alnost all matter, and
the soot, as Dr, Bradshaw calls it, is a by-product of the materials they
can't

use. "

"We understand that,"” Maddox said. "I want to know how nuch damage they' ve
done. ™

G oopman flushed and | ooked at Bradshaw. Neither of themwere prepared for

He gl anced at G oopnan. She



this.

"I"ll take care of that question in a minute, Ceneral,
| et

Ms. Groopman finish, and then I'll address the upcom ng problens.”

"Don't tell ne there are nmore problens, Dr. Cross," Md-dox said. "W have
plenty as it is."

"I know that, General, but—=

She held up her hand so that he woul d stop speaking and turned to G oopman.
"What el se can you tell us about these machi nes?"

G oopman gl anced at Bradshaw. He nodded to her. "I could show you
schematics, "

she said, "but you said you wanted to know qui ck. So— She took a deep breath
and went on. "l've been making a study of these things. They have only one
purpose. They eat. They conbine the raw parts down into a substance—probably
a

form of nol ecul ar paste—+that they can store. And then they shut off."
"That's it?" Maddox asked.

"Yes."

"How do they get back to the ships?" Britt asked.

"They don't," G oopman said. "They're a sinple design."

"Then what's the point of then?" Killius asked. "Wy gather materials if you
can't use them"

"The ships will have to cone back for them" G oopnan said. "It's the only
expl anation. "

Maddox let out a small grunt. Some of the international scientists asked
Groopman a few questions, but Cross didn't pay any attention. He was watching
Maddox. Her brain was working hard. Did she think they could attack those

Cross said. "Let's

shi ps

i n-side the atnosphere?

Cross waited for a pause in the conversation before he said, "I too think
t hose

shi ps' U cone back."

"And what do you base this on, Dr. Cross?" Maddox asked

"I think Ms. Groopman's analysis is excellent," Cross said. "l also think
there's a step she's |l eaving out."

G oopman frowned at himlike he was another student stepping on her
presentation.

"I think," he said, "that the ships pick up those machi nes, take the paste or
what ever the nutrients becone, fromthe storage, and then send the nmachi nes
down

again."

"I hope this is idle specul ation, Doctor," Maddox said.

Cross shook his head. He stood. G oopman remmi ned on her feet for a noment,

t hen

Bradshaw tugged at her arm She sat.

Cross went to the conputer where he pulled up a screen. It showed the
devastation that had occurred so far. Part of the upper Amazon was covered in
bl ack, as was a large area of the Central Anerican rain forest, and a big
section of Central Africa. Cross stared at Central Africa. He had been w ong
when he had said that there weren't a ot of people in these areas. MIlions
nmust have died already in Africa al one.

"That's what's going on now," he said.

"We know. " Maddox's voice sounded gruff, al nmost brusque. Cross was finally
begi nning to understand the mlitary m nd. They weren't brusque because they
were unfeeling; they were brusque because they didn't want to |l ose their
intellec-tual focus when faced with overwhel mi ng enotional facts.

Cross hit a button on the keyboard, and a | arge gray area covered vari ous

pl aces

on the map. "This," he said, "is the devastation fromthe last tinme the tenth
pl anet came near us."



There were gasps all over the room He didn't need to say nmore. Everyone
coul d

see it. The tenth planet's destruction the last time was four times greater
t han

it currently was.

"You think this nmeans they'll cone back?" Middox asked.
"When you put this map together with Ms. G ooprman's discoveries about the
nanomachi nes, yes, | do."

"Four times," Shane whispered. "If they were to hit a popul ation center—
"It's already bad," said one of the international nenbers. Cross didn't | ook
to

see whi ch one.

"And it's going to get a lot worse," Britt said.

"What el se do we have?" Maddox asked.

Her request for information was met with silence.

"Do we know what propels those ships? What kind of crea-tures we're dealing
wi t h?"

Si |l ence

"Way the hell can't we see what these things ook |ike?" On this last, her
Voi ce

rose slightly.

Si |l ence

"Damation," she said. "Get working on this, people. | need answers. W al
need

answers and solutions and we're out of time. | don't want nore neetings. |
want

i nformati on, and ways to keep these things fromripping up our planet nore
tinmes." She stood. "Dismssed."”

She turned and |l eft the roomalnost at a ran. The informa-tion was probably
enough for her to continue the mlitary planning.

Cross was still standing. "I don't think we have time for good science," he
sai d

to the entire group. "W can't postu-late, experinent, and then doubl e-check
Ve

need theories, we need creativity, and we need solutions."

"And General Maddox is right," Britt said. "W need it all now"

No one spoke for another nmonent, and then, as a unit, they started dividing
up

t asks.

It didn't reassure Cross, but at |east he was noving for-ward. And right now,
that was the best he could do.

H s best had better be pretty damm good. He gl anced at the difference in the
bl ack area and the huge gray areas attacked |last pass. MIlions and millions
of

people were going to die very quickly if they didn't stop this. And stop it
soon.

April 14, 2018
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Arrival: Day Two

Supreme CGeneral Garai settled into his balance circle on the tenth |evel of
t he

first ship of the Southern Fleet. He had watched, over the last few hours, as
all the fleets, Southern, Central, and Northern, released their Sulas and

t hen

retreated to low orbit. Both the Central and Northern commanders had broken
protocol to request perm ssion to use the energy fields on the strange netal
objects floating in orbit with them

Garai had denied the requests. His orders were firm get supplies, and get
supplies only. The objects seened to have no function that his staff could
di scern. They were not weap-ons. They were little nore than reflectors and



t oys

sent into space. The creatures below were so primtive that they did not
under stand, apparently, that things sent aloft should have a purpose.

Not that he should worry about them He had done what he could in attenpting
to

avoid them In fact, he had tried harder on this Pass than on any other
sinmply

because there were so many of them now.

But as his Command Second had pointed out, the fact that there were so many
of

them meant that the | ost ones wouldn't be missed. Garai hadn't even thought
of

t hem bei ng m ssed until the Second had nentioned that. Garai's worry was an
old

one; a nenory of carel essness by the Fifth Conmander of the North who had
forgotten that the creatures had the ability to recall things that happened
on

short notice. H s Sulas had been attacked with flame and burning sticks and
it

had created a short, nessy diversion that had destroyed nuch of the organic
material that the Northern Conmander had cone for

That Northern Commander had been relieved of his position

Garai did not want to nmake that sort of mistake himself. He did not want to
provoke those primtive creatures into making an attack that woul d destroy

t he

very things he had conme to this planet to harvest. The | ess the creatures
noti ced, the better off the Ml nuria woul d be.

He had been tenpted, though, to let the Central Com mander turn on his energy
field for that |arge station the crea-tures had built in orbit. That, he
knew,

had been the staging area for those pathetic ships. But, he felt, that would
give the creatures on the ground too much warning. He would attack the

st agi ng

area if he had to, but only then

The First Harvester had come up the pole and was standi ng on his novenent
tentacles, his eyestalks in position around his face. "W are ready to
retrieve."

Garai turned away fromthe Harvester in acknow edgnent. "Proceed," Garai said
to

his Command Second. "Put all en-ergy fields at full range."

Garai knew that the energy fields would not be functioning during the actua
pi ckup of the Sulas, but he had no thought the creatures would cause a

pr obl em

at that noment.

He watched as his fleet broke orbit and dropped into the thick, poisoned

at nosphere of the planet. How a race like the creatures could even develop in
such a mxture was a puzzle to him but the organic conpounds grown in the
air

could be eaten by his people, with processing, and that was all that was

i mportant. Wthout such a possibility, his people would have been dead | ong
ago.
"Ceneral,"’
us."

"Cbj ects?" Garai said.

"They appear to be weapons of some sort," said Sensor Watch Six.

"How much energy do they carry?"

Two of Sensor Watch Six's eyestal ks rose straight up in surprise. "A great
deal . "

"Use the energy field to retrieve the energy fromthem Do so with al

obj ects

sai d Sensor Watch Six. "The creatures are sending objects toward



the creatures send."

"Yes, sir."

Weapons. Garai let hinself feel pleasure. The creatures had | earned how to
make

less prinmtive forns of energy than the fires of their past. How wonderfu

for

hi s peopl e.

Per haps this Pass would be nore beneficial than any other.

Per haps they would gain nore than the Sul as' harvest. Per-haps they woul d get
ahead in energy for the first time in his lifetime, thanks to the "weapons”
of

the creatures.

What a victory for him

What a victory for themall.
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Arrival: Day Two

Cl arissa Maddox stood in the center of the war room her hands cl asped behind
her back. She hadn't slept in fifteen hours and she felt w der awake than she
had in nonths. She was angry, but she didn't showit. She was angry at
hersel f.

They were losing this battle, and it was her battle. She was one of the first
worren to graduate fromthe Air Force Acadeny, the best scorer in her class in
Top @un School, and the first femal e chief of staff of the air force. And

t hen,

based on her performance in those Mddle Eastern border skir-m shes ten years
ago, she became the first femal e general of the air force, and finally the
first

woman ever on the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

She had nmore medal s than anyone el se on the damm Joint Chiefs of Staff, and
nost

of them were conbat nedals. She had been known as creative and demandi ng.

And until today, she had never lost a fight.

She had never faced an eneny like this one, though. Not ever.

She stared at the satellite screens showi ng the alien ships.

She hated their blackness, the way they | ooked |like a heat shimer on a

hi ghway

on a hot summer day. A black mrage, sonething that would vanish if she

t ouched

it.

The mlitary satellites sent the visuals and even when she switched to
infrared

they didn't say mnuch

Her staff was looking tired. Fifteen people in this room nonitoring

equi pnent ,

her own chief of staff, Paul Ward, behind her, offering suggestions of his
own,

whi ch she was ignoring. Maddox was the commrander in charge of NATO forces—the
acting commander. The United States led the mlitary, through the president
who

gave his orders to Jamal Harrington. Harrington coordinated everything, but
he

put Maddox in charge of the actual day-to-day, noment-to-nmonent fighting.

In the |last day, Maddox had managed to get dozens of fighter craft into the
area

of the Brazilian and Central Ameri-can |ocations. NATO and South African
forces

had taken on the African site. They were at a di sadvantage: There were very
few



NATO bases in these areas. Fortunately, the | ocal governments were requesting

hel p, but still, deploying forces at this late date was so different from
havi ng
themthere. Al she could nmanage, at the nonent, were two hundred fighter
pl anes

fromfourteen nations in patterns around the alien planes, keeping their

di st ances.

Their armed forces covered the ground well and the air ad-equately. But they
didn't begin to understand space. And they should have. Now that she was
standing here, wishing her tired m nd would cone up with an alternative plan
she re-menbered all the warnings she'd heard fromscientists, all the science
fiction novels she'd read, the novies she'd seen, that had used statistics to
show that there would be, based only on the nunber of planets and the nunber
of

stars, additional life in the universe. Intelligent life. Know ng that, and
knowi ng that the United States had had spacefaring capabilities for nore than
fifty years, you' d think soneone woul d have thought up an outer space defense.
But no.

So she had to stand here and watch their ancient systens fail against these
bl ack objects. Mssiles rose, just like they did when she was a cadet,

wat chi ng

the Gulf War on CNN, only when they got close to their dark targets, the

m ssiles suddenly lost all power, and fell to the ground. They didn't even
expl ode there. The missiles were suddenly and compl etely usel ess.

How to fight an eneny that neutralized your weapons? It was as if they were
attacking tanks with bow and arrows, which, she was pretty sure, they were.
The

only way an arrow worked against a tank was if the tank's top were open and

t he

arrow went down inside.

Qpen.

She felt the first bit of hope she had felt in days.

"CGet me CGeneral Harrington," she said to her chief of staff.

Ward nodded, and within a nmonent Harrington actually cane into the war room
"Probl ens, Maddox?"

"Cbvi ous problens, sir," she said. "But | have an idea and | amrequesting
perm ssion to use nucl ear weapons."

Harrington put his arm around her shoul der and pulled her toward the corridor
so

the others couldn't hear the discussion. "The president has forbidden their
use. "

"I know that, sir, but | propose to use them on those ships when they pick up
t hose nanomachi nes. The ships have to be vul nerable at that point. There have
to

be open sonewhere to get the nachines inside, even if they're small openings.
I f

we hit themwith all we've got, then we m ght have a chance."

Harri ngt on shook his head.

"Sir, I'"'mproposing limted nucl ear use over an area that's already been
destroyed. "
"I know," he said. "I made a sinmilar argunent earlier." He smled at her, and

the smle was tired. "Although ny argu-nent wasn't nearly as creative.
didn't

t hi nk about those ships opening up to retrieve the machines. | sinply figured
we'd hit themin the destroyed regions and no one would care. But the
presi dent

does. And he says nmuch of the inter-national support cones fromthe fact that
we

aren't using those weapons."

"I don't see why we can't use our npbst destructive equip-nent,’

she sai d.



"The
conventional weapons aren't doing anything. And if we don't stop them now,
t hese

ships will do the sane thing nore tines. Imagine if they hit New York, sir,
or

Washi ngt on?"

"I have," Harrington said. "And so has the president. But for now the order
remai ns. "

Maddox shook her head. "Is anyone trying to talk to these ships? Speakee
Engl i sh

and all that?"

"We're broadcasting in all known | anguages, including the dead ones. W're
not

getting any response at all."

"Excuse me, sirs," Ward said loudly as he approached. "The ships are
reentering

t he at nosphere. They look to be re-turning to their original positions."
Where they had dropped the cloud. Maddox excused her-self and went back to
her

conmand position. "Tell everyone to hold their fire," she said. "These space
ships seemto be going lower this tine. W wait until they start sucking up

t hose nanomachi nes, and then we'll hit themw th everything we have, right in
their bellies.”

Harri ngton was behind her. "I'mgoing to notify the presi-dent about what's
happeni ng. "

"Let's hope this works," Maddox said.

Harri ngt on nodded and di sappeared through the door. He seenmed al nost relieved
that he wasn't conmanding the ac-tual fight, the bastard. Well, she'd show
hi m

And that weak-ass president. No nukes. |If she had nukes this would work, she
was

convinced of it. The trick now was to make it work w t hout the nukes.
"Everything in position?" she snapped.

"As nmuch as we can be," Ward said. "Sone of the alien ships are already
hovering, much | ower than before.”
"Picking up their little machines,"
pi ck

up their equi pment and defend thensel ves at the sane tine. Start the attack
Tell the pilots to target the openi ngs where the nanomachi nes are being

pi cked

up. "

Then she stood, hands behind her back, watching the dozens of |arge screens
on

the wall show her the nost inpor-tant battle she, and the planet Earth, had
ever

f ought .

April 14, 2018
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Arrival: Day Two

"Go for the belly, gentlenmen," Captain Thonmas Ezzel's commander rel ayed the
attack orders clearly and loudly in Ezzel's headset.

"Understood," Ezzel said, and banked his Blackwing Stealth Six fighter into a
low turn, the four g forces shoving himsolidly in his seat, a feeling he was
used to, felt at home with.

Around him four other jets noved with himin practiced ease, all staying in
formation. In the three years since the acadeny, he hadn't actually been in a
real conbat situation. Lots of scranbles, lots of drills. But never real

unti |

this nmonent.

He could feel tiny beads of sweat formng on his fore-head, and he focused on

she said. "Wll, let's see if they can



the job ahead, just as he had al ways done, letting the routine confort his
nerves. He would do just fine. He always had, and today would be no
excepti on.

Hs momand Julia, his wife, back in Arizona, would be proud of him He would
not |et them down.

Those big, black ships were Iike nothing he'd ever seen be-fore, but he knew
he

could do some damage. And the brass were finally giving hima chance to try.
That thought sent a little shiver through him He was shiv-ering anyway, not
with cold, but with excitenent.

He flipped his eyepiece over his eyes, and said, "CGoing to VRrode."

"Under stood. " Command's voi ce cane back strong.

The | andscape suddenly was outlined, all contours shown in graphic detail,
covered in grid lines, like an old conputer ganme he used to play in his

bedr oom

when he was a kid. Only VR had been invented for fighter pilots, since they
wer e

nmoving too fast to react to ordinary sight. VR allowed a pilot to see,

t hr ough

the conputer, for mles ahead, every bunp in the ground.

In essence, he was flying with his eyes covered, only seeing the images the
conputer sent him But these days he was nore used to flying with it on than
without it. It took himonly an instant to adjust, then he relaxed slightly.
This was hone to him flying at Mach Three a hundred feet over the ground,
virtual images flashing past. The advanced Bl ackwing Stealth Six felt like a
confortabl e | eather glove around him

A virtual reality control panel hovered in the air in front of himto his

ri ght.

"CGoing to visual targeting.”

He touched a place in the air where a virtual switch hov-ered. An orange

t ar get

site appeared in front of his dominant left eye, aimed where he | ooked,

rel ayi ng

di stance data con-stantly. Every missile he fired would hit where he | ooked,
| aser | ocked.

"Coming up on targets," the voice in his ear said.

"M ssiles arned and ready," he said. Now, when that target in front of his
eye

went to a point, the mssiles would fire automatically.

He didn't expect to feel this relaxed in his first real conbat m ssion. But
this

wasn't exactly the mission he had expected to be his first.

Julia, his wife, would be worried, and she would be yelling at himfor taking
this so lightly, but he wasn't really taking it lightly. This is what he'd
been

training to do since high school, fighting mssions like this to keep the
wor | d

saf e.

To keep his kids safe.

Ri ght now they'd be getting ready for school if this were a normal day. But
it

wasn't. He had no idea what Julia was doing with themin their small home in
Arizona. Playing with then? Letting them watch tel evision? Getting themready
for school as if the world were going to continue unchanged?

Thoughts of his famly calmed himfurther, rem nded hi mwhy he was doi ng
this.

He hoped to hell they'd never see what he was seeing, not in Arizona. Not at
horre.

And they wouldn't, if he was successful

On his screen were the images of the huge alien ships over the Amazon, thirty



mles dead ahead. O what was |eft of the Amazon. Now the area bel ow t hose
shi ps

was only a huge bl ackness, devoid of life. Nothing was left standing. It was
t he

nost incredible thing he had ever seen. The VR showed it all in clear detail,
covered in faint grid lines showi ng el eva-tion and di stance.

What kind of alien nonsters would do this?

"Pilots." Command's voice filled his world. "Break and engage eneny at will."
Ezzel was the third fromthe left of a wing of five. He went ten degrees left
and up slightly, as he was trai ned on break maneuver

The ot her four planes were instantly shown in his VR imging as snmall, blue
dots, moving into their break positions fromformati on. The conputer woul d
wat ch

themfor him warning himif any got too close.

Hs worry was dead ahead.

The conputer showed the alien ships as huge, football stadiumsized ovals. No
bunps, no obvi ous power source. The area under them | ooked |ike a canyon to

t he

conputer, formed between the ship and the ground. Lots of room

He visually targeted the underside of the one closest to his position and
noved

down, right onto the deck, skimmng the ground no nore than fifty feet above
t he

surface at twi ce the speed of sound.

He continued to focus on the underside of the alien ship as the distance

cl osed,

the square target in front of his eye be-coming snmaller, nore defined, as the
VR

took himin.

The alien ship was hovering at six hundred feet. Ezzel was coming in under it.
The target he held on the underside of the alien ship nar-rowed down to a

poi nt,

then flashed red.

"M ssile launch," the conputer said.

Two missiles suddenly appeared in his virtual inage, streaking at the
under si de

of the ship.

"Go babies," he said as he veered to the right.

The conputer VR display showed the missiles striking the ship. Direct hit.
Ezzel desperately wanted to flip off his VR controls and see the damage, but
he

didn't. Instead, he banked even harder right, the g forces snmashi ng hi m back
into the seat as he inmediately targeted the next alien ship twenty miles
downr ange.

He barely had tine to set target, armnissiles, and fire, but he managed it,
sending two nore arrows of supersonic de-struction into the underside of an
alien craft.

H s speed took himconpletely through the forty-mle area of destruction and
back over the green jungle. Taking as much g force as he could, he swung
around

in atight turn and headed back in. He had six nore missiles to deliver.

In front of himthe alien ships were starting to clinb. He targeted the

cl osest,

setting mssiles.

"Break off attack!" Command ordered

He flicked off missiles targeting and shoved the jet into a hard right turn
slammi ng his body into the seat once again.

But he was just a fraction of a second too |ate.

H s speed took himdirectly under one alien ship.

Suddenly the power to his entire jet shut down.



Bl ackness covered his eyes.

Bef ore he could even get his hand to his face to flip up his VR visor to go
visual, his jet flipped like a playing card in a high wind, end over end.
Shit, he thought, fighting to right it with a dead stick. How would he

expl ai n

this to Julia?

How...

The jet smashed into the black, soot-covered hill with a yellow ball of flane.

He died instantly, not even know ng what had happened. And not know ng the
extent of damage he had done to his un-known eneny.

April 14,2018
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Arrival: Day Two

Ceneral Garai pocketed all ten eyestal ks for a noment so he could think

wi t hout

interruption. Never before had a har-vesting been so unusual. The creatures
from

the planet had attacked before, in previous Passes, but they hadn't been
de-vel oped. And there had never been anything in the air around his ships.

It was annoyi ng.

It was distracting.

It was inconvenient.

He had to concentrate on retrieving the harvesters and maki ng certain he gave
the correct commands. In the dark-ness, being unable to see for just a nonent
gave himclarity. He wished he had tinme to go through the rest of the

cl ear ness

ritual, with all torso tentacles raised and novenent tentacles |owered.

But he did not have tine, and things were not as easy as he w shed. O

cour se,

t hi ngs never were. On the | ast Pass, before the |last sleep, the area they had
chosen had received an early freeze shortly before they broke into the

poi sonous

at no- sphere. They had to pick new sites quicker than they ever had before.
Those sites had been richer, and he had been praised, but it had been a near
error that had caused the success.

As it would be now

The thought calmed him and he raised all ten eyestal ks out of their pockets,
only to focus all of his vision on Sensor Watch Three, who was standing in

t he

near est balance circle on all of his novenent tentacles. Garai wondered how

| ong

Sensor Watch Three had been there, watching him and de-cided not to

repri mand

hi m

"You have news?" Garai asked, leaving his eyestalks to float freely as a sign
of

di spl easure

Sensor Watch Three's eyestal ks were all facing forward. "The creatures are
nmounting a nassive attack."

"And this, you felt, was not worth disturbing me over?"

"They have only just begun. | thought to give you a no-nent nore. It is
better

to have a clear conmander."”

Garai waved two torso tentacles in a dismssal. He grabbed the nearest sensor
sphere and | ooked for hinmsel f. Sensor Watch Three dropped his eyestal ks and
turned away, know ng that he had just been reprimanded for not follow ng the
proper procedure.

Fl yi ng machi nes hovered. The sensors showed massi ve power buil dups in areas
close to the destruction. Garai stared at those power buil dups, wondering if
he



could raid them as the ships came down.

He dropped four tentacles in an unconscious no. If he took additional risks,
he

m ght harmthe ships. And the ships were the key to their survival.

"How | ong until retrieval is conplete?"

"Ten decaunits," Harvester One said.

Almost no time at all. Garai hadn't realized they were so close. H s
concentration had i ndeed been broken

"WIl the creatures' weapons arrive before we are finished?"

"Yes, Commander." Sensor Watch Four was the one who answered this time. His
voi ce was soft, and although he did not turn around, he faced all his
eyest al ks

toward Garai in deference.

Garai stared at the sphere before him The power levels on the flying

machi nes

and the weapons were marvelously high. If he could think of a way of stealing
the energy while doing the retrieval, he woul d.

But while it was theoretically possible to do energy re-trieval and harvester
retrieval simultaneously, it had never been done. And getting the Sulas now
was

nore inmportant than stealing energy fromthe creatures' nachines. He woul d
try

to do that as his own ships returned to orbit.

"Continue retrieval,"” he ordered.

The words were barely out of his nouth when the first creature weapon, a |ong
narrow thing that | ooked like a Mal-nurian face, struck the second ship of

t he

Sout hern Fl eet and expl oded. The |ight and energy were absorbed by the ship's
skin at contact and there was no damage.

Five of Garai's tentacles rose with pleasure. He hadn't thought the creatures
woul d send their weapons to inpact the ships. He hadn't thought they would
cone

to him give himenergy without himhaving to use fields to retrieve it.

The Southern Fleet continued to retrieve. Another creature weapon hit the
second

shi p.
"They have striking capability," Sensor Watch One said.
"That is not possible," Garai said. "It would take nore ex-pertise than these

creatures are capable of. They do not have the mi nds for the cal cul ati ons.
Thi s

is sinple luck."

"Forgive ne, Conmander," said Command Second. "They have the minds to create
flying machines in the first place."

"Targeting and flying are different acts," Garai said. He watched as his

shi ps

were now i n position. "Continue harvest."

The entire ship shuddered as the weight of the full Sulas becane apparent.
Thi s

was the difficult part each Pass. Each Sul a wei ghed only a bit nore, but that
bit, conbined, made retrieval a tricky business. Done wong, it could danage
t he

shi p.

Anot her weapon struck the second ship, then another, and yet another. They
wer e

hitting the sane pl ace.

"The sixth and tenth ships are reporting hits as well," Sensor Watch Four

sai d.

"What ?" Garai hit his own sensor unit with a tentacle so that he could see

t he

ships of his fleet. And what he saw di s-pleased him Their absorbent skin was



not absorbing the en-ergy. The weapons were destroying the fine webbing near
t he

i npact sites. Sonme Sulas were actually being dropped. "Tell the fleet to
speed

up the harvest."

"Message sent," said Command Second

The weapons were hitting ships with increasing intensity. Sone even broke

t hrough the outer ring of ships and hit the first ship. It shuddered with the
i npact and the power flick-ered nonmentarily.

"How soon until retrieval is conplete?" Garai asked, clutching the

i nformati on

sphere.

"Two decaunits," said Sensor Watch Four, voice shaking.

"W have ten ships damaged, Commander," said Sensor Watch One wi t hout

bot heri ng

to turn his eyestalks.

"Continue retrieval," Garai said. He stared at his own in-formation sphere.
The

creatures' weapons were pelting the ships. Several nore were getting through
to

his own, and he couldn't evade. The ship rocked and he al nost lost his
bal - ance,

the first time in his entire life that six of his novenent tentacles at once
had

ever touched the floor outside of the bal-ance circle.

It was a bad onen.

"Retrieval finished," said Sensor Watch One.

Garai regained his balance. His left top torso tentacle was w apped around

t he

i nformati on sphere, squeezing it. He nade hinmself |oosen his grip. "Turn on
our

energy absorp-tion fields," he snapped, w shing he didn't have to order
everything to get his staff to doit. "Move to low orbit for processing."
The ship shuddered for a noment as the energy retrieval fields went on. Then
it

started to rise, sluggishly. The Sulas, in their holds, were not bal anced.
"Even out the Sulas, and renove the nutrients," he said. "W mnust be prepared
for our second harvest."

"Yes, Conmmander," said Harvester One.

Garai released the informati on sphere and watched as the creatures' weapons
wer e

again falling uselessly to the ground, their energy absorbed by their

i nt ended

victimns.

" Conmander . "

Garai turned. Hi s Command Second had his novenent tentacles splayed on the
floor, his torso tentacles flattened against his sides, and his eyestal ks

t ur ned

so that the eyes | ooked downward.

Bad news.

Hi deous news.

The kind of news that could cause Garai to order that Comnmand Second be
renmoved

and his body sent to the energy centers for recycling.

"Report,"” Garai said.

"W have | ost two ships, Comander.'
rose

slightly and then fell, in apol ogy.
"Lost?" Garai wasn't sure he'd heard the word correctly.

"Destroyed." Conmand Second sank | ower onto the deck. H s eyestal ks touched

Command Sec-ond's fifth torso tentacle



hi s

torso tentacles, sonething done only in nmonments of great shane. Garai wasn't
sure he had ever seen anyone make that novenment before.

"All lifeis lost," Command Second said. "Central also |lost two. Northern

| ost

three."”

Garai al nmost allowed nore of his tentacles to touch the deck again as he
reel ed

under the news. Seven ships gone for-ever. How could this be? He woul d be
forever known in the history as the commander who | ost seven ships in a
singl e

harvest. No commander had ever |lost a ship in a harvest. Ships were damaged
during the long sleep and had to be re-paired. They were not |ost.

Garai did not show his own shanme. He would do that when he returned to

Mal nur .

He had a mission to finish. The lives of his people were at stake.

"Rise," he said, and then turned so that he would not have to | ook on Command
Second again. "You have your orders. W have very little time. Informme when
the Sul as are ready for the second seeding."

He heard the slap of tentacles as Command Second stood. "Yes, Commander,"
Command Second said. Garai still did not |ook at him

I nstead, Garai grabbed a second information sphere, the one on which he kept
t he

map of the planet bel ow

The creatures had struck in defense of their planet. He understood that.

He had underestimated their ability.

He woul d not do that again. But his time as conmander of the fleet was al npost
fini shed. Wien they returned, he would be renoved in disgrace, and his body
recycled into energy.

He had done what he could. If only those creatures had a | ong-term nenory,

t hen

they woul d know that the Mal nuria meant themno harm In all the Passes, the
Mal nuria had worked to mnimze damage to the creatures

And now that the creatures had the capability of hurting the Ml nuria, they
had

done so, in a way so devastating that the Ml nuria would not be the sane.
Ever.

Seven ships. Seven ships |ost nmeant food would not be gathered, which nmeant
t hat

t housands and thousands of Mal-nuria would not survive di e next sleep.

Al'l because CGarai had been carel ess, because he had not realized that the
creatures had grown into tacticians. They were still primtive. Their weapons
woul d have been ineffec-tive if Garai had ordered the energy retrieval fields
on

whi | e harvesting. But he had not.

And he had given the creatures the idea that they could de-stroy Ml murian
shi ps.

He had to show themthat they could not do so. He would not allow the
creatures'

short-termnmenories to function, to cone up with another plan to defeat the
Mal muri a.

Garai had to retrieve nmore than energy. He needed to take honor fromthis
defeat. He needed to devastate the creatures as they had devastated him

Per haps

then they woul d not pre-sume to attack anot her Ml nurian ship.

He studied the map. There were many very fertile areas for harvesting food
near

hi gh- popul ation centers. He would find the best harvesting area, get the

ri chest

food, and show no nmercy to the creatures.



He woul d not regain his seven ships. But he would stop the creatures from
touchi ng any ot hers.

He woul d die in shame when he returned honme, but he would do what he could
now

to save his world and his people by taking as nmuch energy fromthe creatures
as

he could at the sane tine. They owed his people that nuch now. And he woul d
make

t hem pay.
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11: 26 a.m Eastern Standard Ti ne

Arrival: Day Three

Tax day. It was tax day, but Anericans were not talking about taxes. Cross
doubt ed any of them had thought of it, ex-cept for him

The only reason he had was because he was in the nedia roomw th Britt. She
was

in her position on the couch, only this tine she was in his robe and a pair
of

his slippers, and she | ooked nore tired than any human being had a right to.
Twel ve days before, they had been here together and it had been a gl orious
occasi on: The Luna shuttles had been launched to the tenth planet.

Only twel ve days before.

He hadn't expected so nuch to change in twelve days. Let alone |last night.

He and Britt had conme to the nedia roomto watch the battle on the three flat
screens. Bradshaw wasn't there. He had gone, with Portia G oopman and a few
others, to the edge of the Central Anerican destruction to see if they could
find some nanonmachines to study. Cross was worried for them but Bradshaw had
rem nded himthat they were all adults. They all had their parts to play.
Cross had tried not to think about it as he channel -surfed until he found the
best coverage—€NN, a Brazilian channel that broadcast in Portuguese, but it
didn't matter since all Cross needed was the inmagery, and the new British

all -news station that threatened to dwarf every other channel on the planet.
Each station was running different views of the battle: CNN had crews in
Africa,

Brazil was running views fromthe Anazon, and the Brits covered all three.

It had made for frightening, rousing television. He and Britt had watched in
horror as the ships had cone down, their blackness covering the destroyed

ar eas,

t he nanomachi nes floating back into the holds in clouds of blackness, sucked
fromthe ground by some unseen force.

And then the attack had begun, and he found hinself cheering as their

pl anes—Aneri can pl anes—destroyed one of the ships. O her weapons worked as
wel |,

but he finally felt patriotic for the first time in his life.

It felt so strange. He had no image of the kind of |ives that were being | ost
on

the alien vessels, and he actually found that he didn't care. They had

dest royed

parts of Earth and he wanted themto pay. The intensity of his enotion had
startled him

But the joy he had felt in that defeat disappeared quickly. The human life

| ost

became clearer as the evening wore on, and unlike the alien life, he had a
vision of this. He knew about grieving famlies and dead chil dren, and | osses
that coul d never be repl aced.

The nunbers that were being reported were horrendous: An estimated quarter
mllion dead under the aliens' first black clouds. Sixty-five fighter jets

| ost

in the attack that downed the seven alien ships. Seven down, ninety-four left.



Sixty-five pilots who gave their lives in defense of their planet.

Now the remai ning alien ships were sinply parked in low orbit, in three
groups.

And Cross knew exactly what they were doing. History had told him They were
preparing to drop the clouds again, to harvest nore of the planet. Their
first

drop had only been one-quarter of their harvest area fromthe previous Pass
of

the tenth planet. So, if Cross's facts were correct, the planet had three
nor e

destruction cycles to go through

At 3:00 a.m an exhausted Britt had fallen asleep, cradled in Cross's arns.
He

had | ooked down on her once, saw the flickering of the television screens on
her

skin, had even, once, seen the nunbers of the devastation flit backward

acr oss

her face. It was |ike an onmen, a bad omen, and he wanted to turn off the

tel evisions, but he couldn't.

He was nesnerized by all of this.

He was out of the loop at the nonent. Right now, he had to trust everything
to

peopl e |i ke Doug M ckel son and O ari ssa Maddox. Normally that woul dn't have
bothered him He had done it his whole life. National, international events
had

no nmeaning for him He felt they were things out of his control, things he
coul d

do not hing about, so he ignored them

But his research had brought themto this. He was tied in, and it felt
strange

to be out of the loop on the battle. It felt very, very strange.

He found hi nself aski ng what woul d have happened if he hadn't discovered the
soot lines. Where would Earth be now?

Startl ed beyond belief, even nore startled than it was now. The dark ships
woul d

have appeared, sunk into the atno-sphere and |eveled the three areas with no
warning at all. By the time the world even thought of retaliating, the ships
woul d have been gone.

Seven alien ships were destroyed because he had found this early. Seven ships
and sixty-five dead human pilots.

Sixty-five lives that could be attributed to him

Were sixty-five lives worth seven ships? He didn't know. He would be inclined
to

say yes, because he didn't know the people who had died. But then he thought
of

Zip Juarez and the excitenent he had seen on her face the one tinme he met
her,

and he knew that he would have felt the |oss.

He was shel | -shocked now. These aliens were nore pow erful than he had ever

i magi ned. And he was afraid things woul d get worse before they got better
This was only the first quarter of their harvest. He knew there had to be
three

nor e.

Around 6:00 a.m, CNN rounded up sone MT professor who was an accl ai ned

or bi t al

mat hemati cs specialist. The professor had argued, quite clearly, that the
aliens

only had two nmore days in orbit over the Earth before their w ndow for

cat chi ng

the tenth planet as it moved sunward cl osed, and they were stuck here for



over
six months, until the planet cane around the sun and started on its trip

out war d.

But that didn't nake sense to Cross and his know edge of how rmuch area they
harvested the | ast Pass. Their first cloud drop and pickup took just over
twenty-four hours. If the next took as Iong, they would be finished, as far
as

t he mat hemati-ci an was concerned, but only half done as far as Cross could
tell.

Ei ther he was wong, or the mathematician was. Cross hoped he was. It would
nean

a lot fewer people would be killed.

Cross had awakened Britt then, and had asked her what she thought. She had
bl i nked sleepily at him then frowned, got up and asked to use the map room
He

said that was fine.

She di sappeared for an hour.

He used the tinme to shower and fix them breakfast. It had been a long tine
since

he had cooked in his own kitchen. Constance woul d hate the nmess when she
arrived, but she woul d probably appreciate not doing the cooking. He nade
eggs

and bacon and cappuccino for Britt. Then he had brought it all to the map
room

on a tray.

Britt was sitting at his main conputer, her hair sticking up in spikes
because

she had run her fingers through it a dozen tines.

"I"'mnot an orbital mathematician," she said. "But |'ve been | ooking at this.
I

think he's right."

Cross set the food tray down, took a piece of toast off it, and started to
butter it. "But it doesn't nmake sense. They've only harvested a fourth of
what

t hey' ve done before."

"Maybe this was the prelimnary run," she said. "Muybe they take nore on the
second one."

He shuddered. It was an involuntary motion. If this was the beginning, the
next

few days woul d be hell.

He didn't know how right he was. And he didn't know how soon things woul d
change. He and Britt ate breakfast, then he shut off the computers, closed

t he

map room door, and spent some tinme with her, both of them seeking nore than
an

hour's pl easure, seeking sone kind of confort, some kind of reas-surance that
[ife would continue.

Then she had toddled off to the shower, and he had gath-ered the breakfast

di shes, taken themto the kitchen, and conme back to the nedia room

Where he stopped as the CNN announcer said the alien ships were com ng back
He

listened to the report, and then went to his bedroom Britt was just getting
out

of the shower. He handed her a robe.

"They' re com ng back," he said.

"W thought they would." She sounded calm but she didn't look it. Her hands
shook as she put on his robe.

"They're not going to the sane places. It looks |like they' re going el sewhere.™
She | ooked up at him her face freshly scrubbed and vul -nerable. "You...you
sai d



t hat woul dn't happen.”

"It didn't happen in the past," he said. And it hadn't. Al the evidence
showed

that the ships had harvested areas close by the first harvest areas.

"Where are they going?" she asked, her voice breathy.

"I don't know," he said. "I came to get you."

Because he couldn't watch it alone. He didn't want to watch it al one.

She stuck her small feet into a pair of his slippers and let himlead her
back

to the media room There, on all three sta-tions, were maps of the world. 't
The

shi ps had picked their targets.

One group of ships flew toward the west coast of North America. Another noved
into the fertile areas of central France, and the third toward South Vi etnam
Britt had led Cross to the couch, and they had been there ever since, Cross
t hi nki ng i nane thoughts about tax day, w shing things would be normal again
and

knowi ng they never would, Britt making small wounded noi ses in the back of
her

t hr oat .

CNN focused on California, the British channel on France, and Cross found an
Asian station that had live i mges fromVietnam But he couldn't take his
eyes

of f CNN.

Cal i forni a.

The United States.

Home

The ships took positions over California's fertile south-cen-tral coast, from
Monterey to San Luis Cbispo. Britt clutched Cross's hand. Hi s nouth was dry,
hi s

entire body taut.

The news reports were horrifying. Sone people tried to go into the ocean—en
ships, on rafts, on anything. OQthers got in their cars and drove. A few
headed

north, and several tried to go south, but everywhere, traffic, for niles.
Sonme put video caneras in the wi ndows, and local re-porters fed live reports
to

the networks. Cross heard the voices of people who thought they might die,
and

hoped t hey woul dn't.

Peopl e were goi ng underground, into basenments, into con-crete buil dings,
hopi ng,

hopi ng they woul d survive. And some were shooting guns into the air, as if
firing at black nothing-ness woul d sol ve anyt hi ng.

Cross let the imges fl ow

Britt's grip had cut off the circulation to his hand.

He didn't want to watch this, but he couldn't stop

The shi ps dropped the bl ack cl ouds.

Britt mpoaned and buried her face in his shoulder, but Cross did not |ook
awnay.

Not as camera crews filmed |ive shots of the clouds descending on them Not
as

the pictures turned dark, then the cameras were dropped and human screans
filled

t he airwaves before the networks cut it off. Cross didn't | ook away as
camner as

i nsi de buil dings recorded through wi n-dows. People |ooking up as the cloud
descended, then batting at the black clouds, then literally being dissol ved
into

dust.



The caneras didn't stop recording until the buildings around them nelted
away,

and then the casing of the canera itself.

I mpage after image: a boy cradling his younger sister, trying to protect her
with

hi s body; a couple running screanming for a building that was turning to dust.
I mmge after image: all ending with a black cloud, and then a blank screen

Di sconnect.

A moment of horror, and then not hing.

Finally Cross reached up, grabbed a renote, and shut off all three screens.
The nedi a room becane nmercifully silent.

Britt raised her head. She hadn't been crying, but she | ooked as if she

want ed

to. She stared at him

"What went wrong?" she asked.

"Seven ships,"” Cross said. He finally had his answer. He knew what woul d have
been different if he hadn't found the tenth planet when he did. The aliens
woul d

have harvested according to their normal pattern

The world had had tinme to defend itself, to destroy seven ships, and now the
aliens were nad.

"You think they did this in retaliation?" she asked.

He nodded.

"Isn't that a human reaction?"

He | ooked at her, then brushed sone hair fromher face. "I think," he said
slowy, "we've just found out that it isn't.”

"They've killed mllions of people because we destroyed seven ships."
"Yes," he said. And he wasn't sure he wanted to find out what the aliens

woul d

do if the world destroyed even one nore ship. What kind of destructive
capabilities did they have?

He was afraid they would all find out.

April 16, 2018

10: 42 a.m Eastern Standard Ti ne

Arrival : Day four

The devastation was horrible.

Cl ari ssa Maddox had once stood at Fisherman's Warf in

Monterey, staring at the majestic blue of the Pacific, thinking she was the
| ucki est woman in the world. She had been pro-noted, straight out of the Ar
Force Acadeny, and she had been standing there, on |eave, with a man whose
name

she didn't remenber, thinking that life was very, very good. It was a nmenory
she

used to go back to whenever she needed to feel relaxed, whenever she needed
to

be in a good nood.

Even the menory held nothing for her now Fisherman's Warf was gone.
Mont er ey

was gone. It had all vanished in a black cloud.

A cloud she hadn't been able to stop.

She rubbed her eyes with the thunmb and forefinger of her left hand, then

| eaned

toward Ward, her chief of staff. On the screens around her the satellite
phot os

showed dark areas of devastation. Her staff in the room had doubl ed, al
thirty

ex-tremely busy follow ng her orders. Everything was ready for this |ast

att ack.

She had even tal ked with Harrington, and begged for the ability to use
limted



nukes, but the president had bal ked.

Pansy-ass politician, still afraid of what m ght happen to himin a future
election if he ordered a nuclear strike and it failed, getting that junk into
t he atnosphere, destroying yet nore of California. O course he was afraid.
He

shoul d be. He was going to be throw out of office no matter what, that was
what

woul d happen to him He'd lost part of California. If the United States
survived, if the world survived, what people would remenber was that he'd

| ost

California and hadn't let his general fight the battle she wanted.

She wanted to use tacticals to bl ow those fuckers out of the sky.

Harrington had argued that it wouldn't work, not after the |ast attack. She
had

said the last attack didn't nean anyt hi ng.

It had been a ganble, she had told him and she had been right.

She had thought, incorrectly it turned out, that if the alien craft were

vul nerabl e when they were picking up those damed machi nes, they'd be

vul ner abl e

when they were drop-ping the machi nes off.

She had been w ong.

Very wrong.

The weapons and pl anes she had sent against the aliens when they dropped the
cl ouds of killing black nanomachi nes had done no damage at all. Wen she
fired

m ssiles and planes, they got within half a klick fromthe ships and dropped
to

t he ground4j ke stones. She had | ost a dozen good pilots be-fore calling off
t he

pl anes, and she finally decided to stop throwing mssiles at the ships as
wel I .

She had to wait.

God, she hated that.

The waiting had been awful too. The news nedia didn't help, broadcasting

t hose

i mges of destruction all over the world. She hadn't been able to shake the
one

of the scream ng children fleeing an engul fed bus, and neither, it seened,
coul d

the rest of the world. That was the image so many channel s were show ng over
and

over, and all the while those hypocritical reporters were telling people to
remain calm

Caln? Wth inmages like that? It was no wonder there were riots in London and
Seattle, that people were fleeing parts of China for the countryside. In the
M dwest, people were dis-appearing into bonb shelters built in the 1950s. She
hadn't even known any of those were left. There were runs on stores, and
banks,

and a | ot of people were heading out to sea, think-ing those creatures
weren't

going to attack over water.

Peopl e were never rational in these situations.

At least the mlitary—all of the mlitary, all over the world—aere remaining
calm Oherw se she'd be even nore worried. She trusted that the European
Uni on

and NATO forces woul d handl e the French | andi ng, and the Chi nese woul d take
care

of theirs.

She had to.

She was concentrating on California.



The plan was that Earth forces would again hit the aliens when they were
hovering | ow over the ground. The alien ships would be vul nerabl e again, just
as

they were the last tinme they picked up their machines. It had to be a flaw in
the works, sonmething the aliens hadn't foreseen when they de-signed those

shi ps.

And why woul d they? They clearly hadn't been attacked on Earth before. Earth
had

never had the capability of attacking them before now. She suspected,

al t hough

she was no scien-tist, that the energy drain the planes experienced was a

nor ma

by- product of the ships thensel ves, probably some-thing to do with that
darkness. It was |less of a defensive reac-tion than a natural one.

She was counting on that.

Ward had al ready asked her what she would do if the aliens could nodify their
ships, if they had been caught by surprise the first tine, and woul d be ready
this tine.

She had thought of that, and she hadn't answered him But she did have an
answer. She'd berate Harrington and the president. She'd get her nukes and
she' d

bl ast those goddamm shi ps out of the sky. That was what she'd do.

But right now, she didn't have nukes. So she was going to throw everything
she

had at the group that cane down over California, since they were in her own
backyard. She was going to hit the aliens with nore firepower than nany

nucl ear

bonbs comnbi ned.

"Here they come," said one of the |ieutenants down front.

Maddox | ooked up. The alien crafts were breaking orbit and slanting in, just
li ke she expected themto. Her heart was poundi ng. She wi shed she were out
there, so that she could go after them herself.

"CGet everything into position," she said, "and have everyone stand ready."
"Yes, sir." Ward snapped into attention beside her

She didn't even notice when he left. She was staring at the screens. The

bl ack

shi ps were bl otches against the sky. If only she knew what they were. If only
she knew their weaknesses.

She onl yi cnew one, and she was praying to god that they would get this second
chance.

Because she doubted they would get any nore.

April 16, 2018

7:59 a.m Pacific Standard Ti ne

Arrival : Day four

Bri an Hernandez stood on a hill overl ooking what re-mained of San Luis

oi spo.

It had taken himall night to get there and get set up, but the trek had been
worth it. Toni had driven through hell and back—good thing the station had
sprung for four-wheel drive on the equi pment van. Mose and Krystal were

al r eady

setting up caneras, and Toni was using the sound equi pment frominside the
van

to see if she could pick up any anbi ent noi se.

Brian's sources were guessing that the black cloud wasn't composed of alien
insects like other stations were reporting, but sone sort of nanotechnol ogy.
He

doubted there'd be chew ng sounds, but anything woul d work.

The devastation nmade his throat hurt. He'd done fires, se-rious fires, the

ki nd

that w ped out conmunities, but he'd never seen anything like this. The



trees,

the community, the buildings had been | evel ed. The |ast-mnute feeds from al
the caneras fol ks had | eft running had been ni ghtnmarish, and he knew i n that
sea

of bl ack dust ahead of himwere renmains of people as well.

What was the creepiest to himwas that the air snelled fresh and that the
gr ound

was flat. Only a layer of dirt or soot, as the other stations were calling
it,

covered everything. It had no snell. If anything, he could snmell the ocean
now,

even though it was a few mles away. The salt tang with a hint of fish made
hi m

t hi nk of better days.

He' d vacationed up here once; a friend of his had a house near California
Pol ytechnic Institute, and Brian had house-sat there for an entire sumer.
He' d

spent time on the Cal Poly campus, he'd driven to the ocean, and he'd
general ly

bumred around. That had been the sumrer his desires had crystallized. He had
spent half the sunmer witing an inves-tigative nmagazi ne pi ece on spec, and
had

been bitten by the journalismbug. Only no one read anynore. He'd gone to
Nort hwestern after that, then apprenticed at a few local stations. He'd

wor ked

his way up to daytine reporting for KTLA, and he'd hoped soneday to get an
anchor spot.

That dream was gone now. It seenmed petty in the face of what was before him
Sonetime over the last few days he re-nmenbered that he didn't want to be
anot her

pretty face reading the | atest governnent scandals. He wanted to tel
sto-ries

that would make a difference. And if he got what he wanted here, this one
woul d.

He scranbl ed over part of the hill. The silence in this place was unnerving.
Toni had ventured that there would be a barely audi bl e sound of munchi ng.
Krystal had thought there would be a high-pitched buzz like you' d hear when a
saw went through wood. Mose hadn't said anything, but then Mdse never did.
Brian

hadn't known what to expect. Al-though he hadn't expected the silence.

It was unnatural. There should at |east be wind through trees. But there
weren't

any trees. There wasn't anything.

He turned to Mbse. His hair was in |ong cornrows, done, he'd once said, so
t hat

he woul dn't have to think about it on assignments made his head seem
artificial

especially when it was pushed against the digital |ong-range canera they'd
t aken

fromthe station. The camera was the latest thing in spy technol ogy, or so
t he

stati on manager had sai d—+ong-di stance zoons that picked up things previous
caneras had mi ssed

Toni crossed the hill, her dark hair linp around her face, and handed Brian
hi s

ear and m ke chips. "I got the station on-line," she said. "I didn't tel

t hem

how we got here."
Those |l ast were a warning to him They'd bl own one police barricade so fast
t hat



the cops didn't seemto know what hit them It had been on a section of 101
near

Ni pomo where they sinmply didn't feel safe going off the road. They woul d get
in

trouble later.

If there was a later.

"Al'l right," Brian said, and put the chips in place. Toni hiked back to the
van.

He waited for her to get in before sig-naling Krystal. She turned her head
and

t he ol der handhel d toward him her blue eyes sonber. He'd been interested in
her

once, until he realized that she was interested in how things |ooked and
not hi ng

nore. She was perfect behind a camera. She thought in images and nonents, not
in

any sort of fluid way.

"Brian?" a tiny voice asked in his ear. It was Johnson at the studio.
"Yeah. "

"We aren't going to live feed you until the fighting starts. W're afraid
they' Il pull you out before that."

"Sensible," he said. "You' re getting stuff fromKrystal and Myse?"
"Yeah," Johnson said. "It |ooks barren there."

"We're just outside San Luis Obispo."

"1 know. "

"Brian." Toni's voice cut in. "W're getting something."

Krystal had al ready pointed her camera skyward and Mose, a few feet down,
foll owed. Brian | ooked up. The alien ships |ooked |ike black holes in the
sky,

where the blue sky seened to have been punched open. At just the sight of

t hem

Bri an shudder ed.

Suddenly around themthe ground seemed to explode as two stealth fighters no
nore than two hundred feet off the top of the mountain flashed past. The

i mpact

sent Brian sprawl-ing in the grass. He | ooked over, and saw that Mse and
Krystal were down.

Mose got his canmera back up and in position first, as Brian scranbled to his
feet.

"This is great stuffl!"™ Johnson shouted. "G ve me voice-over."

Brian indicated that Krystal should turn her camera toward him She did.
"This is Brian Hernandez for KTLA. |I'mjust outside San Luis Obispo where an
alien ship hovers overhead. You can see the destruction fromthat very ship
behind nme, and in the dis-tance, the roar you hear are two American Bl ackhawk
Stealth jet fighters..!

He continued speaking, describing everything in clear de-tail, as the two
jets

that had passed over themstarted a run up toward one alien ship.

Wth a movenent of his hand bel ow canera range, he indi-cated that Krysta
shoul d turn her canera skyward

He spoke al nbst on automatic, a skill he had devel oped years ago, and for
whi ch

he was thankful. It allowed himto distance hinmself fromthe scene in front
of

hi m

As he watched, the jets sputtered and then they sinply fell out of the sky,
like

a kid' s toy far too heavy to remain aloft. Their speedtook them bel ow t he
alien

ships into the side of a far ridge line, where they exploded in huge, orange



fireballs against the bl ackness of the ground and the alien ships.

"Je-zus," Johnson said in his ear. "Keep going, Brian."

Bri an hadn't stopped.

Nei t her had Mose and Krystal

Bot h canmeras were sendi ng back i mages that were just part of the nassive
battle

bei ng fought along a hundred-mle stretch in the area. One alien ship was
above

him and in the distance he coul d see three others.

Four fighters flashed past the news team flying between them and the alien
shi ps, again rocking the cameras with their sonic inmpact. Mse followed the
pl anes with his canera, while Krystal kept hers trained on the alien ships.
Bri an kept tal king, describing, shouting sonetinmes to be heard over the noise
of

the firefight.

He couldn't believe he was here.

He couldn't believe he was seeing this.

He couldn't believe this was a place where he had once |lived and enjoyed

hi nmsel f.

The scene that was playing itself out above himwas |ike something froma
ni ght mare. The planes swung high in a wide arc that took thema few niles
downrange. The alien ship turned and noved over the ground, slowy, part of
t he

bl ackness from bel ow seening to be sucked up into the ship as if the ship was
a

gi ant vacuum cl eaner.

"Two nmore fighters coming in fromthe south,” Mse said. "I'"mon them"

As he spoke, Brian watched as the four fighters that had swung north went

hi gh

and started down 0”1 top of the alien ship, like they were going to do a
strafing run.

The two planes fromthe south noved to do the sane thing.

"They're going in," Brian said to hinself.

"What was that?" Johnson asked.

Brian realized that his thought had gone out over the air.

"Those pilots," Brian said. "They're flying into the alien ships. It seens

t hat

they have decided if they | ose their power, they'll have their planes ained
at

the alien ships. They'll be nissiles, |like the kam kaze Japanese aircraft in
t he

Second World War. If the weapons won't destroy the target, the aircraft will.
These pilots are sacrificing their own lives for all of ours."”

H s voice shook. He could hear distress in it, sonething he would never
normal |y

allow. He prided hinself on his con-trol, but even that was breaki ng now.
Everything seened to go into slow notion

The four fighters conming in fromthe north were slightly ahead of the two
from

t he south. Suddenly, a good quarter nile away, the four fighters seened to
suddenly go linp in the sky, clearly their power gone, their jets nothing
nor e

than masses of hurtling nmetal coffins for their pilots.

Al most at the sane nonent, the two planes fromthe south also seened to die
in

mdair, their speed flashing themfor-ward toward the alien ship.

But seemingly instantly, the alien ship noved upward.

The collision of the six jets in the space where the alien craft had been a
nmonent before flashed to every working nmonitor in the country.

The expl osi on rocked the ground under Brian



The alien craft went back to slowy hovering over the ground, sweeping up its
deadl y nanomachi nes as if nothi ng had happened.

In the distance there were other orange fireballs as other fighters crashed.
Brian said nothing. There were no words for this.

Mose had managed to keep his camera trained on the de-struction. So had
Krystal,

but tears were running down her face, and she was gasping as if she couldn't
bel i eve what she was seeing.

He doubted anyone coul d.

This was not how it was supposed to have been. They were supposed to win this
battl e.

They were supposed to w n.

H s voice wasn't working. He felt himself sink to the ground. The earth stil
felt normal beneath him the tickle of newborn grass, the danpness of the
spring

dirt. Only a half nile away was bl ackness caused by sonething he didn't

under stand. Above him the black thing that was an alien spaceshi p was

di sappearing into the blue spring sky.

The battl e was over.

The aliens were getting away.

And Earth had | ost.
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April 16,2018

17: 07 Universal Tine

Arrival : Day Four

Supreme CGeneral Garai stood for the last tinme in the command bal ance circle.
I nformati on spheres swirled around him but he did not touch them He did not
touch anyt hi ng. Soon his touch woul d becone a rem nder of the disgrace.

The staff kept to their stations. Mst had five of their eye-stal ks pocketed.
There was no point in using all ten for vi-suals, and even less point in
usi ng

all ten to honor their commander. Garai was now i n disgrace, except they were
the only ones who knew it. They understood, though, that once they reached
Mal mur, the entire world woul d know. Garai was lucky they let himcontinue to
speak to them Perhaps they felt they had no choice. He was, after all, the
nost

expe-rienced anong t hem

They al so knew that if they were not careful, they too would be bl amed for
this

awf ul def eat.

"Harvester One," Garai said. "Have all the Sulas been retrieved?"

Harvester One did not nove a single eyestal k in acknow - edgnent. He kept the
base of his tentacles flat on his own bal-ance circle. "They have," he said.
Garai studied the information sphere before him the one that showed the
creatures' planet. He took an ol der informa-tion sphere, one that showed the
pl anet during the |ast Pass, and stared at them In the |ast Pass, the planet
had been bluer, the swirling clouds in the poisonous atnosphere whiter. The

I and

itself had been greener; there had been nore areas to harvest. Al of it had
been caused by the creatures' expansion

Garai had noted that in his initial approach to the planet, but he had

t hought

it inconsequential. He thought it inconse-quential no |onger

H s greatest problem now was comunicati ng what he had | earned to his own
conmanders before they gave him his punishnment. He hoped they counted his
past

sevent een per-formances in his favor. They needed to listen, or they would

| ose

nore to the creatures on the planet bel ow.

Garai had shocked those creatures on his second harvest, but he renmenbered



their

resilience. They would respond as angrily as he had. The conmander of the
next

harvest had to be even harsher

"Command Second, " he said, "have any nore ships been | ost?"

Command Second did not nove a tentacle. "No. Two fromthe Central Fleet have
sust ai ned slight damage."

Garai let the information spheres swirl. It was nearly over. Al of it.
"Return

to orbit and prepare for standard departure.”

"Acknow edged," Conmand Second said, as he would to an underling. H's
response,

ungr aci ous and unconprom s-ing, made Garai touch a single information sphere.
He

turned its inmage to his own planet, Ml nur.

He had served his people well over his time. His only nmis-take had been in
underestimating the creatures. And that nistake had cost seven ships. On the
next Pass thousands of his kind would not be able to wake up due to | ack of
ships to harvest food. Many nore this Pass would have reduced ra-tions,
maki ng

the I ong, cold sleep much nore dangerous. The birth rate woul d be reduced for
many Passes to cone, until a bal ance was again reached with the nunber of
harvester ships and the popul ation

Al'l because he underestimated the creatures.

He deserved his punishnent. H s people would pay for his mstake I ong after
he

was gone

He stood at his comand position until his ships were safely away fromthe
third

pl anet, then he took the pole to the coldest area on the first level. It was
a

smal | narrow puni sh-nent area, unused in all his years as conmmander, beneath
t he

storage sections. He let hinself in and waited.

He would remain there, in shame, until they |anded. Then he would attenpt to
i nform his superiors of the methods they needed to subdue the creatures. And
then he would await his punishnent. He would welconme it. In being recycled as
en-ergy, he would serve his people one final tine.

April 16,2018

12:17 p.m Eastern Standard Tine

Arrival: Day Four

C ari ssa Maddox remai ned standing, although it was only her training that
kept

her upright. She had been wong. The president and Harrington had been right;
nukes had not been the way to go. Only their reasons didn't really matter
either. The nukes woul d have hit that energy draining field and fallen to
Eart h,

just as useless as the conventional weapons had been

She had done her best against the alien ships, and she had | ost.

Now t hey were | eaving, and she knew it had nothing to do with her

Her own anal ogy kept coming back to her. It was like fight-ing tanks with
bows

and arrows. Only this time, the tank's hatch had remnai ned cl osed. This tineg,
t he

arrows bounced harnl essly away.

So many lives had been |ost.

And California...she shook her head. She kept seeing Fisherman's Wharf and the
bright blue of the Pacific. The Pa-cific would still be there, only this tine
she woul d have to stand on a flattened gray | andscape to see it.

"Ceneral ," said Ward fromthe front of the room "W've re-ceived



confirmation.

Ni nety-four alien ships have broken orbit and are headed on an intercept

cour se

for the tenth planet.”

Hs words were met with silence. No one cheered. No one coul d. Everyone knew
t hose ships were | eaving for their own reasons.

The images on the fifteen tel evision screens show ng vari ous channels, al

nmut ed, were of people standing in the streets staring at the sky as if they
could see into outer space. The silence seenmed to be a worl dwi de phenonmenon
No

one coul d believe the aliens were | eaving.

But they were.

Maddox wondered what Cross would say. He had said there would be four
attacks.

There had only been two. But he had al so said the areas would be cl ose

t oget her.

They hadn't been. She suspected that was because of the success of her first
m ssion. She had destroyed seven of those ships before the aliens put their
def enses back on. And they had nade the Earth pay.

"They're really gone," one of the junior staffers nuttered.

He had probably been talking to hinmself, but in the rooms quiet, his nurnur
had

sounded |ike a shout.

"You' d better hope they are, Mster," Maddox snapped. His words finally got

t hrough her own stupor. She couldn't act as if she had won. She had not. She
had

sat in all those briefings Cross and his people had done. The one thing that
was

clear was that these aliens saw Earth as their own personal green-house. They
didn't care what they leveled, so long as they took whatever it was that they
needed.

They were | eaving, whether for a short regrouping, or two thousand years. But
the key was that they would be back. And when they returned, Maddox woul d
know

how to defeat them |f she wasn't around to fire the weapons herself, she
woul d

make damed sure her descendants woul d know what to do.

"Well," she said. "Enough of this noping. W have work to do."

Then she turned and left the room Her first job was to con-vince Harrington
to

shore up the planet's defenses. Her sec-ond was to find the aliens

vul nerabilities. They had to have some. And she woul d do everything she could
to

find them

April 16,2018

12:17 p.m Eastern Standard Tine

Arrival: Day Four

Cross sat alone in the nedia room The television screens had been
rebroadcasting i mages fromthe horrific battles that had taken place in
France,

China, and California. The imges that came out of San Luis Cbispo were the
wor st. They showed again and again the jets tunbling out of the sky I|ike

t oys,

and then expl odi ng behind a rise.

Britt had left the roomin the mddl e of the repetition, as if she couldn't

t ake

it anynmore, but Cross had to stay. He wanted to know what woul d happen next,
and

he felt somehow that the news would tell himthat.

He was compl etely stunned, then, when the announcer broke in on CNN with news



fromthe International Space Station. Cross had watched the ships | eave Earth
and enter orbit. He had expected that. Wat he hadn't expected was the

f oot age

fromthe | SS:

The bl ackness that was the alien ships was sil houetted agai nst the unblinking
stars and then, suddenly, the ships broke out of orbit and headed back toward
the tenth planet. After the tape rolled, several experts comented that the
shi ps were gone for good.

Cone for good.

Cross felt a shudder run through himand then sonmething Iike joy.

He had been w ong.

The shi ps were gone.

The mat hemati ci an had been right. Perhaps the fact that people had attacked
had

shown the tenth planet that it wasn't worth harvesting here. O rmaybe they

al ways over harvest ed

O maybe, nmaybe, he had nisinterpreted.

He sat for a nonent.

After the alien ships had finished their pickup of the nanonmachines in the
three

areas, instead of going back into a |low, holding orbit, as Cross and everyone
el se had expected, the three groups of ships went into an accelerating orbit,
fi-nally accelerating away from Earth and slightly sunward

An orbital specialist from NASA appeared on MSNBC

and said the alien ships would rendezvous with the tenth planet just after it
nmoved inside the orbit of the planet Earth. It was the only window the alien
shi ps had of catching their planet fromEarth, w thout wasting a vast anmpunt
of

fuel in acceleration and braking.

Cross was too stunned to feel relief. He had expected nore of the
destructi on.

Sonehow he had thought that it would just continue.

The comrentary noved from expert to inane in a matter of noments, the
announcers

trying to cope with the significant changes that had happened to the world,
to

t he way people thought, in just the past few days. They couldn't.

He couldn't, and he had been prepared.

Then he stood, without turning off the renote, and went in search of Britt.
He found her in the map room She was bent over his main conputer and
muttering

to herself.

"They're gone," he said, wthout preanble.

"I know," she said. She pointed to the small television screen in the mddle
of

her |arger screen

"You don't seem happy about it."

She turned in her chair. "You were right, Leo.

He frowned at her. "I wasn't right. They were supposed to harvest tw ce as
much—=
"They will," she said.

He started to shake. She had to be wong. But he knew she wasn't.

"I"ve been working on the orbit ever since our conversa-tion yesterday. It
bot hered ne. "

She punched an image of the solar systemon the screen. It showed an orbit of
the tenth planet coming in fromdeep space and swinging in close to the sun
like

a conet, then noving back out into deep space. Cross had | ooked at this a
hundred tines before in the last few nonths, and it had al -ways bot hered him
t 0o.



Britt didn't look at him Instead, she added dotted |ines on the |argest
screen,

showi ng Earth's orbit, and Venus's orbit. Then she marked the tenth planet's
current position on its orbit with a white dot and Earth's current position
in

its orbit with a green dot.

"This is the position of the planets now," she said. "But watch what happens
when | put the screens in motion."

She hit a button, and as she did so, the scene changed.

"This is ten days el apsed time every second."

The dot that was the tenth planet nmoved in closer and closer to the sun,
novi ng

i nside Venus's orbit as it went around the sun, then started out.

In the meantine, the green dot that indicated the planet Earth noved al ong
its

orbit. At six nonths elapsed tine, Britt stopped the notion on the screen
Cross sat down. He let out a small sigh

He had been right.

He had been right and he hadn't known why. That showed the limits of

ar chaeoastronomny. The words bl ack death fromthe sky had occurred at

di fferent

ti mes near the two-thousand-and-six-year time span, and he had thought it
errors

in record-keeping. But it hadn't been

"It's going to be alnost as close to us a second tinme, on the way back out,"
Cross said. "They harvest comng in and going out. Two harvests."

Britt nodded.

"We have to call in everyone on the Tenth Planet Project,
don't

have nmuch tine."

On the other screen, MSNBC coverage had noved fromthe |ISS footage to

cover age

of the world situation. Riots were still going on in major cities. France was
barring footage of its destroyed areas.

"God," Britt said. "How are we going to tell thenP" She wasn't tal king about
t he

project. She was tal king about the world.

"I don't know," Cross said. "But they have to know. "

The tenth planet was com ng back

And this tine, Earth had to be prepared.

181 Days Until Second Harvest

' Cross said. "W



