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KERGUELEN





“Nothing weighs on us
so heavily as a secret.”
Jean de la Fontaine
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C minus 99
MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“I am hurrying,” Clark McCarthy grunted as he reached into the drinks section of the family’s new mega refrigerator. He could still hear the ads roaring from the TV, despite his father Henry’s repeated warnings that the game was about to start.
Henry, a year clear of a life-threatening and life-changing accident, had long ago come to terms with the reality that he would never walk again. He now felt lucky to be home at all and paid more attention to his health than ever, as evidenced by the quality of the food in his easily reachable section of the refrigerator.
Clark grabbed a packet of muffins from his own section after getting the beers. His pile of junk food wasn’t exactly a picture of perfect nutrition, but it was better than the half-eaten takeout meals and double-strength energy drinks that dominated his younger brother Dan’s section at the bottom.
The first time Clark saw these energy drinks, he asked whether Dan realised how badly the additives could interact with his anti-anxiety pills. “I don’t need those anymore,” was all Dan had said in reply, and Clark was glad to hear it.
Dan had seemed pretty happy and relaxed in the several months since then, with Clark’s only concern being the amount of time he was spending in his new bedroom in the recently converted basement which had no natural light and no real flow of fresh air.
But given everything Dan had been through, and especially given the suffocating weight of the secret that had been dropped onto his unsuspecting shoulders, Clark deemed it wise to let him be and leave him to deal with everything in his own way. There was no doubt that their secret — the ultimate secret — weighed far heavier on Dan than it did on Clark or the only other person who shared the burden: their close friend and neighbour, Emma Ford.
As well as being wired differently than Dan’s sometimes cripplingly conscientious mind, Clark and Emma’s minds also had the benefit of being kept busy, Clark with his police work and Emma with the extremely lucrative gig-by-gig PR consultancy business she conducted from her mountain-facing home office in the house next door.
Dan, on the other hand, filled his days with whatever got him through them. He got up early every morning and kept both himself and his surroundings tidy, largely because Clark and Henry’s respective backgrounds in the military and fire service meant that they wouldn’t tolerate anything less. But in more general terms, they both went easy on him. Henry openly stated that he was happy to put up with Dan doing nothing productive with his time since his earnings over the last year had funded the major home modifications required to accommodate Henry’s new needs, and particularly since he was still bringing in excellent money through endorsements Emma had set up many months earlier.
What Henry didn’t state openly was that he also understood that the global media attention Dan endured during Henry’s time in the hospital, made bearable only by constant support from Clark and Emma, had taken an almost unimaginable emotional and energetic toll.
But thanks to Dan’s selfless decision to protect his father from the weight of the secret, Henry didn’t even know the half of it…
    
“Just one?” Henry asked when Clark placed a single cold beer on the table in front of his own chair after placing two in front of Henry’s.
“I think it’s time I started watching my figure,” Clark replied, dodging the real reason for his apparent lack of thirst. “It was two beers and no muffins or one beer and one muffin.”
The truth was that Clark had an unbreakable agreement with Emma: neither would ever have more than one drink in anyone else’s company unless the other was there to keep watch. Although neither had any conscious desire to spill the secret, they both understood that the potential consequences of doing so were so great that no chances could be taken.
“I think you’re a few years late to start watching your figure, son,” Henry quipped. “What is it they say about closing the stable door after the horse has bolted?”
Clark sat down and patted his stomach. It might have been a little bigger at 29 than it had been at 19, but at a muscular 6'4" he carried it better than most would. He then groaned impatiently when the commercials ended and the Blitz Sports studio analysts announced that the game was going to be delayed by ten minutes to allow spectators to reach their seats after a problem with the stadium’s electronic entry system.
When the studio crew cut to a sideline reporter and the music playing in the arena began to filter quietly through the TV’s speakers, Clark’s groan gave way to a silent head-shake of disbelief.
An all too familiar song was playing:
“So while you’re out there in them old boots,
running from your rags to riches;
Spare a free thought for the dead man,
who gave them boots their stitches.”
Henry placed his beer down after a long gulp and turned to Clark, smiling slightly. “You know, I don’t think I’ve heard that song for thirty years.”
“Last year, I used to hear it all the damn time,” Clark said. “Dan noticed it, too, separately from me. Some stupid old song we’d never even heard, then suddenly it’s like it was everywhere we turned.”
“Maybe it was in a movie or an ad or something like that? Beats me. All I know is that it used to be your Uncle Pete’s favourite song.”
Clark didn’t know what to say. No one ever talked about Pete — especially not Henry. Clark had always reckoned that every family had one thing they all quietly understood not to bring up, and Uncle Pete’s suicide had always been theirs. The look on Henry’s face after mentioning him in passing suggested that he wouldn’t welcome any follow-up questions, and Clark was only too happy to leave it there.
Back on the TV, which the McCarthy men were now watching in awkward silence, the sideline reporter stopped talking halfway through a sentence and adjusted her barely visible earpiece.
“Uh, folks, I’ve been asked to pass on a piece of information here…” she said, evidently waiting for the next line. “Apparently a major news incident is currently developing. Viewers can of course stay up to date on that over on our sister station, Blitz News. And, uh, as for tonight’s game, as you can see I’m now joined by…”
Clark reached forward to pick up the remote.
“No,” Henry said. “If it was important, they would have told us what it was. I’d bet dollars to donuts it’s just some run-of-the-mill political bullshit. Blitz News is dying on its ass now that there’s no pressing fear to keep everyone’s eyes glued to the screen, so they’re just trying to grab some of the millions of viewers who tuned in for the game and are sitting at home like us, waiting out this delay.”
Clark put the remote down and leaned back. “Makes sense,” he said. “Sneaky bastards.”
The fact that the reporter casually dived right into a time-filling interview with no further mention of the supposedly major news incident added further credence to Henry’s theory, because Clark knew that she wouldn’t have been able to concentrate so easily if she’d been told that something truly serious was going on.
But just as Clark reached his arm forward again, this time for his beer, a sudden noise caught both his and Henry’s attention.
“Claaaaark!” Dan bellowed, his voice distant and tinged with pain. Physical pain.
Clark jumped from his chair to run towards Dan’s basement, but Dan reached the already open door before he did.
Dan stood there grimacing, his right hand clamped to the back of his neck.
“It’s okay, man,” Clark said, helping him to the couch. “Did you have a weird dream?”
Dan shook his head weakly.
“What the hell’s going on?” Henry asked. “Dan? Are you alright, son?”
As Dan’s grimace began to fade and he slowly lifted his hand from the easing pain at the back of his neck, he ignored the questions that hadn’t even registered and asked Clark one of his own: “Where’s Emma?”
“I dunno, man. Why do you need her?”
“Clark…” Dan said, widening his tear-stained eyes and lowering his voice to a whisper so that Henry wouldn’t hear. “I think they’re coming back.”





C minus 98
PORT-AUX-FRANCAIS RESEARCH STATION
LA GRANDE TERRE, KERGUELEN ISLANDS
Over 2,000 miles from the nearest civilian population base, Billy Kendrick and the tourists under his watch sat in a quiet dining hall awaiting the arrival of their main breakfast course. The local delicacy of scurvy-busting Kerguelen cabbage had gone down well in a warming soup, with Billy’s excited tourists listening to his expertly delivered stories and theories as they ate.
Billy, a once-respected archaeologist who had long ago turned his back on an academic world he deemed guilty of “rejecting reality for simplicity’s sake”, became well known to the public as a self-styled disclosure activist during a decade spent trying to expose what he saw as the greatest cover-up of all time: the cover-up pertaining to government knowledge of intelligent extraterrestrial life.
Popular and affable, Billy was more delighted than anyone when Dan McCarthy’s initial bravery eventually led to the discovery of the spherical alien artefact which forced the government to admit a truth he had long held as self-evident. The precise timing of the moment when President Slater reluctantly spoke the four magic words — “we are not alone” — had been utterly perfect for Billy, coinciding as it did with his ET Weekender in Myrtle Beach. That event’s festivities had attracted tens of thousands of enthusiastic supporters, but the organisational headaches which lay behind its success paled in comparison to those Billy had encountered when planning his latest and most ambitious venture yet.
The tourist group Billy was currently regaling with Kerguelen-related trivia and anecdotes from various stages in his colourful life had already been travelling with him for over a week, and they had plenty of time left before their Great Tour came to an end.
Ever since Disclosure Day, as it had naturally come to be known, the locations mentioned in the documents which led to the modern rediscovery of an alien sphere off the coast of Argentina had become some of the most desirable tourist destinations in the world. Billy’s tour began gently enough at Lake Toplitz in the Austrian alps, which Hans Kloster’s infamous handwritten letter had pinpointed as the site where an alien craft was discovered by Nazi officials in April of 1938. The second stage involved a very short and very pleasant journey to Salzburg, where an alien artefact had recently been rediscovered in a storage locker belonging to the late Karl Heilig, an amateur treasure hunter and prominent archaeologist who Billy had known of professionally but not personally.
From there, each of Billy’s groups proceeded to Lake Namtso in Tibet, where an alien sphere was said to have levitated from the water and into the arms of the expedition team sent to find it following Kloster’s successful decoding of a map found in the alien craft.
Trips to the three remaining sites of the Nazis’ sphere discoveries then followed, beginning with a voyage to Kerguelen before the tour groups ventured as close as reasonably possible to the inhospitable Antarctic coastal area once known as New Swabia and continued on to the tiny southern island of Bouvet.
The Great Tour concluded in the coastal Argentine city of Miramar, where the famous sphere which contained two world-changing artefacts had been lifted from the ocean just over a year ago; some 70 years after a surrendering U-boat crew was said to have dumped it in the ocean in order to ensure it never fell into Allied hands.
Each of Billy’s groups contained 120 tourists, 40 of whom enjoyed a full-day land tour of Kerguelen during each of their first three days docked at the remote island. He told his adventurous and wealthy tourists to make the most of their time on dry land, since landings at Bouvet — their next port of call after passing New Swabia — were notoriously challenging and rare, typically requiring helicopter transportation from the ship.
And although Billy had fought hard to overcome countless obstacles in arranging his ambitious Great Tour project, his insurers’ refusal to cover any terrestrial activities on Bouvet Island ultimately spelled an end to his hope of including a land expedition in the itinerary. This mattered more to Billy than his tourists, who knew that the island was uninhabited, anyway, and that the established history held that a Nazi crew had found the Bouvet sphere while conducting tests around the island rather than on it.
Billy’s eyes and body regularly drifted towards a large window during his breakfast-time talk, as he never tired of the bizarre island’s sights. The area immediately outside was relatively flat, in stark contrast to the eye-catchingly harsh peaks and rolling landscapes which defined other areas of Grand Terre, but there was something magical about the island that made Kerguelen the place Billy always looked forward to returning to most of all.
In Billy’s eyes, it was a one-of-a-kind destination worthy of all the attention it had recently garnered and more. One relatively trivial novelty which proved popular for tourist photographs were the warning signs at areas where animals regularly crossed over marked roads. Tourists took delight in posing next to these signs because the animal inside the red triangle was not a deer nor even a bear, but rather a large seal. To some, this was symbolic of Kerguelen: home of one idiosyncrasy after another.
To the surprise of many, there were deer on the remote southern island — several thousand reindeer, to be precise — following their introduction along with sheep and the less welcome proliferation of ravenous rabbits and seabird-troubling cats.
Billy’s tourists, meanwhile, were always warmly welcomed by most of the island’s research staff; Billy was respectful in ensuring that his tourists behaved impeccably, while the money he brought in had aided many researchers by enabling upgrades to their ageing equipment and transport vehicles.
By far the least welcome Kerguelen residents were another group of recent arrivals: several dozen staff representing the Global Space Commission.
The GSC had initially formed as the Global Shield Commission when the opening of the Argentine sphere revealed two engraved plaques, whose messages many perceived as warnings against the imminent arrival of a hostile alien race or a threat from an incoming asteroid. When the third plaque almost entirely quashed these fears upon its discovery in Salzburg, the GSC’s politically shrewd Chairman, William Godfrey, wasted no time in rechristening the young organisation as the Global Space Commission in a successful bid to maintain its relevance.
Under Godfrey’s leadership, the GSC brought the Earth’s powerful nations together, pooling their resources in pursuit of a truly collaborative brave new era of space research. The past year had seen a tremendous centralisation of decision-making power, with all national space administrations soon to be confined to history and full integration procedures well under way.
With an orange GSC flag now the only one flying over Port-aux-Francais, a handful of self-important GSC observers were never far from view. These observers were officially there to oversee the operations of staff from France’s National Centre for Space Studies, who had conducted research on Kerguelen for decades without the need for such oversight. But given the highly visible GSC deployments at every location linked to the alien revelations, including at Lake Namtso where no space-related research had ever been conducted prior to their own arrival, this official line fell apart under even the slightest of scrutiny.
The GSC observers had always stayed out of Billy’s way and he had always made sure to stay out of theirs. He told a few jokes at their organisation’s expense every now and then, which usually raised smiles on the faces of his tourists and drew stronger laughter from the station staff who understandably harboured intense resentment towards the outsiders who recorded their movements and activities as if they were convicts rather than dedicated researchers.
After one particularly barbed joke about William Godfrey, Billy saw several of his tourists’ faces react in visible shock.
“Come on, it wasn’t that bad…” he chuckled. But even as he spoke, the way the expressions of shock spread around the room told him that they were reacting to something else. Within another second or two, Billy noticed a change in the room’s light.
At that moment he turned to the window behind him, and at the very next he ran towards the door, immediately calling everyone to follow as quickly as they could.
Outside, Billy Kendrick and his lucky tourists gazed up in awestruck silence at what was by far the most incredible thing any of them had ever seen: an impossibly bright fireball in the crystal clear sky above Kerguelen.
The doors of other nearby buildings were thrown open and slammed closed as people ran out to see the incredible meteor streaking its way across the morning sky.
As almost all of the tourists reached into their pockets to grab their phones in an attempt to capture some all-important selfies with the mesmerising meteor in the background, only Billy and a few others were paying full attention at the most spectacular moment of all — the moment when the meteor exploded in an unfathomably powerful airburst.
The screams began quickly, in reaction to the flash blindness some experienced when a previously beautiful sight in the sky suddenly gave way to a near-total flash which appeared dozens of times brighter than the sun. The medics stationed on Kerguelen and the doctors on Billy’s ship were in for a busy day, but no one would have any lasting problems.
After the flash, a smoky trail developed in the sky. Many tourists understandably ran inside in a natural defensive reaction to the tremendous explosion, but Billy stood in astonishment at the beautiful moment which had been bestowed upon him.
Billy knew his history; he knew his impact events and he knew his bolides. All bolides — exploding meteors — were spectacular sights to behold. But observing a bolide of this magnitude? Well, that was stupendously rare.
Like everyone else on Kerguelen, Billy also knew that he was slap bang in the middle of nowhere, somewhere between Antarctica and Madagascar and countless miles from anyone else. The odds of seeing something like this were astronomically long, and the odds of seeing something like this somewhere like this were even longer.
But for it to happen while Billy was in this specific “somewhere like this”… not just any tiny island where he was only spending a few days, but one so central to the world-changing events surrounding Dan McCarthy’s leak and the long-overdue Disclosure it brought about… well, to Billy’s mind, there weren’t enough digits in a telephone number for those kinds of odds.
And then came the sonic boom, after what he thought must have been comfortably more than a full minute. The majority of the few tourists who had so far remained at Billy’s side now hastily fled for shelter, even more understandably running from a near-deafening sound which could easily have been mistaken for a heavy bombardment.
One tourist with whom Billy had grown friendly during the preceding week — Janice, a retired lawyer from New Zealand — walked slowly to his side. The woman, still shielding her tender eyes despite the fireball’s smoky trail being all that was left, had one simple question for the guide whose intellect and instincts she trusted greatly: “What the hell was that?”
A serene smile spread across Billy’s face. “Janice, my friend… that was them.”





C minus 97
MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
The presence of their father prevented Clark from pushing Dan for details on what gave him the idea that “they” were coming back, but he knew only too well who Dan was referring to.
As Clark studied Dan’s changing expression, which had begun to relax when the intense pain at the back of his neck ceased and was now veering towards something that looked more like excitement than fear, their front door swung open in a rush of motion.
Emma Ford, still dressed for work, ran inside and headed straight for Dan. “Have you seen it?” she asked, wasting no time. “Do you think it could be, you know…”
Clark forced a cough. “None of us know what you’re talking about,” he said, repeatedly raising his eyebrows and subtly tilting his head towards Henry in an effort to stop Emma from saying too much. “Is something wrong? We can talk in the kitchen, if you want. My dad is trying to watch the game.”
Emma nodded then looked back to Dan, belatedly noticing the drying tears under his eyes. She squeezed his hand and silently asked him what was wrong. He responded by briefly touching the back of his neck with his other hand. Emma’s free hand then instinctively reached for her own neck, which had a small remnant of a scar in exactly the same place as Dan’s, but she shook her head to tell him that she hadn’t felt anything.
“Hold on a second,” Henry’s deep voice boomed from his spot beside the couch. “Look!”
The standing trio stopped on their way to the relative privacy of the kitchen and glanced at the TV. Below the familiar sideline reporter, a breaking news banner now filled the bottom area of the screen: “BREAKING — DEVELOPING INCIDENT AT KERGUELEN”.
“Kerguelen…” Henry continued, reaching for the remote. “Dan, did you see something about this downstairs? Is this what freaked you out?”
Dan stammered. “Uh, I, uh… yeah. I just saw something on my TV. Yeah. That’s how I knew something weird was happening.”
With Henry busy changing the channel and Clark impatiently staring at the screen to learn the nature of this developing incident, Emma continued trying to read Dan’s expression. “You really think it was them?” she mouthed without making much of a sound.
Dan shook his head and replied at a similarly low volume: “Whatever just happened, I know it was them.”
    
In an interesting quirk caused by the phenomenal speed of the meteor and the reliable efficiency of satellite communication, footage of the meteor’s initial atmospheric entry had been shared around the world before the sonic boom from its explosion reached the ground.
The McCarthys caught the looping footage midway through its third airing, after the flash but before the explosion. When the moment came, the TV’s soundbar filled the room with a bass-heavy boom that physically startled everyone. Even Emma, who knew it was coming, hadn’t been prepared for the level of this sudden burst of sound; she could only imagine what it must have sounded like in person.
She turned once more to Dan, keen to see his reaction to the surely unexpected revelation that an exploding meteor had apparently been responsible for the mysterious twinge in his neck that told him something was happening before he saw or heard what it was. He looked remarkably calm, which helped to ease Emma’s uncertain mind.
Unfortunately, when Sarah Curtis — Dan’s least favourite Blitz News anchor — returned to the airwaves beside a half-screen version of the footage after its third full airing, calmness was in short supply.
“Already,” Curtis began in her best fear-mongering tone, “speculation is rife that the location of this extraordinary incident, which is so obscure and remote that coincidence seems implausible, may indicate that this is some kind of deliberate message from the Messengers themselves. And if that is indeed the case, it certainly seems difficult to consider that a destructive fireball from space could possibly be construed as a message of peace.”
Emma lifted her phone from her pocket and quickly tapped her way through a few menu options. Seconds later, she tilted the screen towards Dan. It displayed data from her Social Media Meta Analysis app, and with a single glance Dan could see that the incident wasn’t going down well. The main mood cloud was filled with two large words: panic and fear.
When Emma scrolled down, the positive-negative pie chart was a wash of red apart from a tiny sliver of green and a slightly larger slice of uncertain blue. The straightforward trend list, which highlighted words which were being used far more than normal, contained some specific terms which didn’t surprise Dan given the nature of the aggregate reaction-tracking data he had just seen: Kerguelen, bolide, GSC, Messengers, meteor, Godfrey, plaque.
The final word in this trending list was the one which gave Dan pause.
Henry’s continued presence made it impossible for Dan to candidly discuss any of this with Emma and Clark, the only others who shared his secret, but in the confusion of the moment he didn’t know what he would have said even if he had been able to speak openly.
Sarah Curtis and her studio guest, a man who had been there to talk about something else and whose identifying caption Dan had missed, wasted no time in ramping up the fear factor even further with a word that hadn’t been spoken much in the last year: hostility.
“I think this is undoubtedly going to reignite the hostility debate,” the unknown studio guest said, “a debate which we have complacently assumed to be settled ever since the third plaque turned up in Salzburg. I also believe that attention will inevitably — and rightly — turn once again to Richard Walker and his indefensible role in keeping the truth from humanity for so long.”
Henry McCarthy sighed at this comment and wheeled his way around the couch. To Dan’s frustrated bemusement, Henry had often voiced his view that Walker had been unfairly vilified for covering up the truth for so long during his time as head of the now defunct Interspace Defense Agency. Henry had no love for Walker following his frequent personal attacks on Dan, but in broader terms he accepted that the disgraced politician had done what he’d done for unselfish and patriotic reasons.
Dan held his tongue for very different reasons whenever this subject came up, but he knew full well that Henry’s views on Richard Walker and the IDA would be significantly less dispassionate if he knew the whole truth… the real truth.
“I think I’m actually going to head to the grill,” Henry said, making his way towards his bedroom as soon as he announced this new intention. “I haven’t seen Byrd in a few days and he’ll be watching the game there. Clark, you in?”
“Not tonight,” Clark said. As the trio quietly understood, Henry’s departure would finally give them a chance to talk openly about the remarkable situation at Kerguelen.
Dan pointed towards his basement, telling Emma and Clark that he’d be waiting for them down there.
But no sooner than Henry had entered his bedroom to get ready, he came right back out with his wallet and phone in his hand. “I’ll be late,” he said on his way to the front door. “Nice seeing you again, Emma. Stop by for dinner sometime. But next time…” Henry trailed off and knocked three times on the open door. “Knock.”
“Unless it’s an emergency,” she replied.
“Maybe if it’s a real emergency. But if it’s another glorified shooting star…” he trailed off again, knocking another three times on the open door before going outside and pulling it closed.
The second the door was closed, Emma threw her arms around Dan and hugged him tight. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
“I’m fine.”
Emma then gently ran her hand across the back of Dan’s neck and stepped behind him to take a look. “Dan, it’s bright red.”
“I was kind of clawing at it,” he said. “Pretty hard. It felt like the scar was going to burst open. I was just sitting at my desk and suddenly it was like…”
This time it was Dan who trailed off. He then opened his right palm very suddenly, fully extending his fingers. “You know, like the scar was going to do that. My legs, my arms, everything felt stiff. And I couldn’t scream. When I opened my mouth to shout for Clark, it was like my jaw was locked shut. Then it all stopped, just as quickly as it started. Did you really not feel anything?”
“Nothing at all,” Emma confirmed. “I just saw the news and I ran here to make sure you were seeing it, too.”
“Listen, Dan…” Clark began, his ordinarily gruff voice evidently trying to be softer than normal. “I’m not saying you’re crazy, okay? I know we got into some crazy shit last year… but this? Feeling it in your neck? This is batshit. Are you sure you didn’t have the radio on or something? Are you sure you didn’t see or hear a little snippet about a meteor at Kerguelen and it set something off?”
Dan shot a disappointed glance at Clark before turning to Emma. “We should talk about this in the basement,” he told her; only her. “It’s more secure than the kitchen.”
“Come on, man,” Clark said. “Don’t be like that. Just try to be rational. Why would you feel something but not Emma? They put the same kind of neural cable thing in her neck, right? So if you think you’re gonna feel something if they come back, why wouldn’t she feel it, too?”
“Who did they call to the cornfield?” Dan snapped, anger crossing his words for the first time. “Who did they call to Lolo? They didn’t even let you on the craft! You didn’t even see them, so don’t talk to me like you know how they operate.”
“Enough,” Emma said, quietly but firmly. “We’re on the same page here, and we’re the only three people on this page. We’re in this thing together. Why don’t we just sit down right here, turn off the TV and talk through the possibilities?”
Dan shook his head. “Basement. It’s more secure.”
Emma shrugged and followed Dan as he stepped towards the closed basement door.
“Leave your phone up here,” he said.
“Why?”
“Security.”
With Dan’s expression giving little away, Emma glanced at Clark. He was already in the process of taking his own phone from his pocket and placing it on the arm of the couch. He silently encouraged Emma to do the same, thinking there was little point in getting into any arguments over small things when there was a much bigger thing to worry about. Somewhat reluctantly, Emma switched off her phone and placed it beside Clark’s, locking the front door to make sure it would be safe.
Having never been inside Dan’s ordinarily off-limits basement, Emma was surprised to see a second door made of thick metal after he opened the first. She was even more surprised as she watched Dan unlock this inner door by placing his fingertips on its surface. The metal door then slid sideways into a recess in the wall and he set off down the stairs.
Combined with the phone issue, this was too much for Emma to let slide. “Okay…” she said. “What exactly do you have down there? Why do you need so much security?”
Dan turned around and called up the stairs in reply, answering both of her questions at once: “This is where I keep my research.”
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FIORE RESIDENCE
VARESE, ITALY
Alone in his stately home, Timo Fiore sat wrestling with a time-sensitive decision.
For years, Timo had been seen by the general public as little more than an unrelatable fat cat; a playboy billionaire who had been born into wealth rather than having earned it. Recent beneficial market fluctuations, allied with some good advice he wisely followed, now placed Timo as the second wealthiest individual in the world by most measures; by other measures which weighted liquidity over complex stock arrangements, he was comfortably in the lead.
Understandably, not everyone held particularly fond opinions of Mr Fiore.
But within communities of space enthusiasts, astronomers, and especially those involved in research relating to the search for extraterrestrial intelligence, Timo had long been held in high regard for his consistent and significant investment in their fields of interest. While other rich individuals had at times funded telescope time for researchers, Timo — now a personal friend of both Billy Kendrick and Dan McCarthy — had built several state-of-the-art observatories around the world, with a particular focus on providing facilities for researchers engaged in SETI: the search for extraterrestrial intelligence.
A year earlier, Timo had hit the headlines harder than ever when he put up a $100 million bounty for any government employee willing to leak concrete evidence which could eventually lead to Disclosure. That bounty ended up proving unnecessary and going unclaimed, but since then Timo had stepped forward once more and offered an even more generous reward for the discovery of the elusive fourth and final alien plaque.
Despite these highly public actions, Timo knew without doubt that his next space-related move would be by far his biggest yet. His eyes flicked back and forth between a small calendar and a wall-sized television, considering the circled date on the former in relation to the potentially world-changing event being replayed on the latter.
After much deliberation, the decision was made: the circled date was too far away.
“Alessandro,” Timo said, speaking into his phone after calling the main office of the Cavalieri Observatory just a few hundred miles east of his home. “Why are you in the office? Where’s Louisa?”
“In bed. Do you know what time it is, Timo?”
Timo chuckled slightly. “Oh, of course. But you are working hard, I trust? Taking in the news, I imagine?”
“I don’t know what to make of it,” Alessandro Bonucci replied. “Even leaving aside the peculiarity of the location, the size of the blast is remarkable in itself. We see something like this only a few times per century.”
“It is a truly remarkable event, for sure, but it is not the reason I am calling at this time of night. Well, it is the reason, but it is not my focus. Do you have any update on my delivery?”
“The delivery?” Alessandro asked, surprised Timo was talking about this when something so much more pressing was going on. “It’s here. It arrived this morning.”
“Is it finished? Completely?”
“To our exact specification. But why the sudden urgency? We have eight days until the reveal.”
Timo gazed again at his calendar. “That’s the reason I ask. I’m moving the announcement forward.”
“Why?”
Timo ignored the question. “I need you to contact whoever puts the details together and ask them to get everything ready to do it on Friday.”
“Friday?! Timo, you do realise that it’s Wednesday night?” Alessandro asked, glancing at the clock in the corner of his computer screen. “In fact, to be more accurate, we’re already into Thursday morning! The media invites went out weeks ago. The turnout will be terrible if we move it forward with so little notice.”
“They will come, don’t worry about that.”
Alessandro stayed quiet for a few seconds. “Are you talking about moving the announcement forward, or are you talking moving everything forward? And whichever it is… why?”
“Everything,” Timo replied, once again dodging the other question. “I’ll see you on Friday,” he added with a smile. “In fact, to be more accurate… since we’re already into Thursday morning, I suppose I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Alessandro sighed. “See you then. But I have to ask you one more time… why don’t you want to make the announcements next week, like we planned all along?”
Timo couldn’t help but grin slightly at Alessandro’s persistence, even though the answer to the question he kept asking wasn’t exactly positive.
“Well? There must be a good reason? After all, you’re the one who picked the original date and it’s only a week away.”
“There is a good reason,” Timo said, relenting at last. “After what just happened at Kerguelen… in a week’s time, I fear the world will already be a very different place.”
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MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
The first thing Emma saw when she walked into Dan’s basement was a long digital display mounted at the top of the wall in front of her. Known as a trend-ticker, it looked almost like a ticker from the stock exchange. She had seen similar things for sale and knew that they could be set up to display all kinds of online feeds and personalised data. Judging by the current content of Dan’s, it was evidently set to the default setting of displaying exceptionally popular comments from any online discussions which matched his keyword list.
The message currently running along the trend-ticker’s display was a popular comment suggesting that the Kerguelen meteor might have been a guerrilla marketing stunt to promote an upcoming blockbuster movie about the search for the fourth alien plaque. Dan had been approached to make a cameo in this movie — imaginatively titled The Fourth Plaque — with the studio hoping that his previous appearances alongside Hollywood A-lister Kaitlyn Judd on Focus 20/20 and in a Lexington Cola commercial would sway him towards accepting the lucrative offer. They didn’t.
Back when Emma first showed up uninvited at Dan’s door as a strictly-business PR representative, she had expected to find newspaper cuttings stuck to the walls and pizza boxes littering the floor. During her first descent into his newly converted basement as a very close friend, she expected the same thing. But like she had been back then, when Emma reached the bottom of the basement’s stairway she was pleasantly surprised to see that the whole place was clean and tidy.
The sterile decor — or more precisely the complete lack of decor — wasn’t to her taste, and she didn’t like the air. But the perfectly made bed was large and comfortable looking, which momentarily made her wonder what she could do with this extra space in her own identically shaped home next door. She then noticed that Dan had an open notebook and pen at each side of his bed, as well as another on his desk and several eye-level whiteboards with magnetic pens attached.
“Why so many pens?” she asked.
“In case I have to write something quickly,” Dan said.
“You mean a message? Have you ever had to? Since Lolo, I mean.”
Dan shook his head and held his hand out towards a giant desk which looked something like a dinner table crossed with a meeting-room table, encouraging Emma and Clark to each take one of its four seats.
As Emma pulled a seat out from under the desk, she belatedly noticed the extensive security centre which filled the door-side wall. Several large screens not only relayed live footage from the house’s many external cameras, but also footage of cars passing by the old drive-in lot on the main road in and out of town. Emma knew the McCarthys were close to the lot’s owner, Phil Norris, and also that he was enthusiastic about security, so the origin of this remote feed was no mystery.
“Phil gave me a hook-up to the drive-in’s cameras,” Dan said, mistakingly reading Emma’s concern at his paranoia as confusion over the feed’s source. “He gave me a lot of advice on this place, especially the caging.”
Emma hesitated, almost afraid to ask. “Caging?”
“Yeah. When I got this place done, Phil said that if I wanted privacy I should look into having the whole room shielded against all kinds of signals. Anti-eavesdropping measures, EMP resistance, everything like that. All of my security and computer connections are securely wired to a control box in the corner of my dad’s new bedroom upstairs. There’s no Wi-Fi or phone signal down here. It’s safer that way.”
Clark shared a brief glance with Emma. Having heard all of this before, he wasn’t surprised or concerned by Dan’s borderline obsessive living arrangements. He understood why Emma might be, but they both knew there were more important things to think about right now.
Emma took a deep breath, still uncertain about the quality of the air, and patted the desk twice with both hands to indicate that it was time for business. “Okay… nothing is off the table here. Anyone can say whatever comes into their mind, no judgement. Is that clear? No judgement.”
“Okay. So can someone tell me what the hell a ‘bolide’ actually is?” Clark asked, starting off in the spirit of non-judgement. “When the headlines say ‘Kerguelen bolide’, does that mean part of the meteor actually landed on Kerguelen?”
Dan was happy to field this easy starter. “Basically — very basically — a meteor is a chunk of rock that becomes visible when it enters our atmosphere. They burn up on their way in, and meteorites are the small parts that sometimes reach the ground. Some meteors can be so bright that they look like fireballs, but there doesn’t have to be an explosion for there to be a fireball. With me so far? A bolide, specifically, is a meteor that actually explodes in the air. The fireball from a bolide can look way brighter than the sun, even if it happens in daylight, and the sonic boom can be insane; the one at Kerguelen will be detected by instruments on the other side of the world, easily. But after an explosion like that, the meteorites that turn up are usually tiny.”
Clark looked like he more or less understood. “So does that mean there can’t be anything like a sphere or a new plaque lying on Kerguelen right now? I’m not saying I think that’s what’s going on here, but I mean in terms of physical possibility… nothing like that could reach the ground?”
“It looked like the explosion was miles and miles out to sea, anyway,” Emma chimed in. “I’ll be surprised if they find any meteorite fragments on land at all.”
“So what do you think is going on?” Dan asked her, straight to the point.
“The way I see it, there are four possible options,” she replied, positioning her hand to raise one finger with each point. “In no particular order: random chance, publicity stunt, false flag, and, you know…”
“Aliens,” Clark said. “You’re allowed to say it. But who would do this as a publicity stunt? And what does ‘false flag’ even mean?”
Dan interjected. “A false flag is when a person or group, usually a government, does something that forwards their goals and is done in a way that makes it look like someone else did it. Like bombing your own hospitals to justify a war you want to start for some other reason… stuff like that.” He spoke quickly and dismissively, evidently thinking little of this option’s credibility, then turned back to Emma. “And I’ll tell you in a minute how crazy it is to think this could be random chance, but as for the publicity stunt option… do you seriously
think that a movie studio would, or even could, do something like this to promote a new release?”
“That sounds an awful lot like judgement,” Emma said.
Dan held his hands up, quite literally. “Sorry. But really…”
Emma accepted the apology. “But really… I didn’t even mention a movie studio. There are already posts from people saying Billy Kendrick might have faked this for publicity, to sell his tours. That’s obviously not what’s happening, but we are trying to cover all possibilities here. I think a publicity stunt is way less likely than a false flag, because the kind of people who would benefit from a publicity stunt don’t have the same resources as the people who could benefit from a false flag. For all we know, this could be Godfrey cooking up a new threat to justify more powers and funding for the GSC, or it could be someone who wants to make the GSC look weak by showing that it can’t even defend us from small meteors, let alone alien laser beams or whatever else. And if you’re looking for leaders of countries with a grudge against Godfrey, well, pick up an atlas and choose a page at random. Again, I’m not saying this is what I think. I’m just saying: don’t rule anything out. When you’ve seen behind the curtain, you learn not to rule anything out — however crazy it sounds.”
“Seen behind the curtain? I’ve been behind the curtain,” Dan said.
“Dan…” Emma said, trying hard not to smile, “for almost ten years, I was the damn curtain.”
Clark leaned back in his chair. “My mind keeps swinging back to random chance. It makes the most sense. Stuff falls from space all the time, right? Maybe this time it just happened to fall over Kerguelen.”
“Emma mentioned an atlas,” Dan said. “If I printed out a map of the world right now and gave you a hundred darts, you could throw them all night but none would land inside Kerguelen. Do you want to know why? Because the point of the dart would be too big. That’s how small Kerguelen is… and you’re telling me this is chance? One of the most powerful bolides on record — probably in the top five of the last century — and you’re telling me it just happened to show up at Kerguelen?”
No one replied.
“And none of this is even factoring in the point that I felt something,” Dan went on, slapping the back of his neck over and over again. “Are we all forgetting that part… the part when I felt a shooting pain at the exact moment this happened, and in the exact spot where the Messengers connected their interface cable? They wanted everyone to notice this, but they wanted me to know that there’s definitely more to it than meets the eye. That’s what’s clear here, more than anything else: this is important. This means something.”
“But what?” Emma said, genuinely asking. “What do you think this means?”
Dan tried to choose his words carefully. “It could be like a harbinger, or a beacon. Kerguelen makes everyone sit up and take notice, naturally. But I think something else is going to happen, and where it happens is what’s going to count. Equilateral triangles and squares were both used on the first two plaques. So if the Messengers give us two locations, we could then narrow the X-mark to one of two more locations, because obviously a triangle only has three points. But if they give us two more locations to go with Kerguelen and those locations form three corners of a square, we’ll know exactly where to look.”
A new kind of silence circled in the basement until Clark broke it by sharing a sentiment he didn’t like but couldn’t avoid: “Dan, I’m hearing you out, okay? But all I’m hearing is the kind of stuff that if someone said it in public, they’d be locked up in a padded cell.”
“The truth doesn’t care what people think,” Dan retorted. “I’ve been inside a spaceship. I’ve spoken to aliens. You really think this is crazier than that?”
Clark wiped his brow uncomfortably. “Don’t take this the wrong way, man, but I think you should maybe start taking those pills again.”
Dan said nothing for several seconds, then let out a slow and deliberate chuckle. “How could I possibly take that the wrong way?” he said, in a very sharp tone wholly at odds with his forced laughter.
“Have you forgotten that the whole thing was a hoax?” Clark asked, minding his volume out of habit more than necessity but sounding as exasperated as a quiet man could. “You’re talking about what was on the first and second plaques? Walker and Kloster made those things in Argentina and dumped them in the sea! How in the ever-loving fuck can any of that mean anything? It was fake! All of it was fake. F A K E…. fake!”
“Clark…” Emma whispered under her breath, touching his shoulder.
“It’s okay,” Dan said. He sat calmly in his chair despite the barrage, looking straight into Clark’s eyes. “Let it out. Better out than in.”
Dan’s calmness disarmed Clark and impressed Emma. He had been impressing her a lot lately, always dressing well and keeping his hair smart; and more generally, whenever she saw him, he always seemed to be far more on top of everything than he had been a year earlier when they first met. He wore the maturity well.
“But if you’re finished…” Dan said. He waited for Clark to react and was satisfied when a nod eventually came. “Good. Because it seems like there’s a disconnect here about what’s real and what’s not. I’ll tell you what I mean if you feel like you can listen without talking. Can you do that?”
“Don’t talk to me like I’m an idiot,” Clark said.
“Then stop acting like one!”
“I’m listening,” Emma chimed in. “And so is Clark. Tell us exactly what you mean. No shortcuts.”
So for the next few minutes, Dan did just that.





C minus 94
PORT-AUX-FRANCAIS RESEARCH STATION
LA GRANDE TERRE, KERGUELEN ISLANDS
“You can’t do this,” Billy Kendrick protested, fighting to free his arms as two burly GSC Security Corps officers held him against a wall while several more escorted his frightened tour group outside to be taken back to their waiting ship.
“This is a French island and I’m an American citizen,” Billy yelled. “Your made-up flag has no authority here and your stupid uniforms have no authority over me!”
Half-eaten breakfasts lay around the room, along with the many jackets and backpacks which some less aggressive members of the island’s multilingual GSC contingent had promised to bring to the ship once more pressing matters were dealt with.
Billy felt annoyance more than fear, knowing that these people truly did have no legal authority to do what they were doing. But with two large men bearing over him, and with his disdain for their employer anything but secret, there was a natural element of unease.
“You’re going to hear from my lawyers about this,” he said, his voice lacking verve after several previous failures to elicit any kind of response.
One of the officers then roughly forced his hand into Billy’s pocket, pulling out a wallet and handing it to his colleague.
“Any recording equipment?” the man asked, a strong but unplaceable accent in his gruff voice.
“What do you mean?” Billy replied, hoping to draw a longer answer which would give him more to go on.
Instead, the men glanced at each other before pushing Billy’s stomach into the wall and forcefully commencing a thorough search of his entire person.
When their search came up empty handed, one of them spun Billy around and pointed to a chair.
With fear having long since overtaken annoyance, Billy followed the officer’s silent order. He sat in the chair as the men stared at him and conversed quietly with their hands covering their mouths.
No answer would have come, so Billy kept the next question to himself:
What the hell is going on?
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MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Given the length of time that had passed without any of them talking about it, and since Dan wanted to make sure that Emma and Clark were as fresh on the details as he was, he began with an explicit rundown of the nature of Richard Walker’s gut-wrenching hoax; a hoax which had been so internally consistent and so carefully woven around real and verifiable events that no one had questioned it, even a full year after Disclosure Day. This was in no small part down to the way the lie had been presented, dressed up as a secret with Walker expertly leaving a trail of breadcrumbs that made it look like he had been caught red-handed.
The whole world had read the details of the supposed find in Lake Toplitz, which Hans Kloster’s letter had meticulously spelled out. The whole world was likewise familiar with the sequence of events which led to the discovery of two supposedly alien plaques off the coast of Argentina, whose vivid engravings were now as cross-culturally familiar as the Mona Lisa. There was still uncertainty as to the meaning of the 280-year timescale established on one of the plaques through basic algebra and astronomical representations, but the initially acute public fears over the meaning of a representation of Earth dissected by a crosshairs-like symbol had long since faded thanks to a more recent discovery.
As Dan went to great pains to make absolutely clear to Emma and Clark, Walker’s hoax ended there. What came next, while indelibly tied to the hoax, was as true as true could be.
The trio’s strength and sanity had been pushed to breaking point on the fateful night when the lines became blurred — on the fateful night when Richard Walker’s guilt-ridden assistant turned up at the McCarthys’ home to confess that Walker had used Dan as a pawn to convince the world that aliens existed, ostensibly in a desperate effort to halt China’s then-imminent plans for a permanent lunar colony and a Martian research base.
Without the irrefutable evidence they were given, they would never have believed it. But with photographs of Kloster creating the supposedly alien sphere and plaques, with alternative versions of his letter, and with two blank plaques the hoaxers had retained in case of emergency, Dan, Emma and Clark, who had all worked tirelessly to expose what they thought was a genuine government cover-up, had no choice but to accept the horrible truth: they had bought a lie and sold it to the world.
Utterly broken, Dan had told Emma and Clark that there was no way he could keep it quiet. They had seen the pain in his eyes and they had known that he meant it. The future looked impossibly bleak.
But then came Lolo.
Dan perked up during his recap when he reached the part about the day he was called to a cornfield in which he received a subconscious instruction to travel to a location which meant nothing to any of them: a relatively nondescript spot in the wilderness of Lolo National Forest some thousand miles away.
“You both thought I was crazy then, too,” he said, throwing in a rare side-comment amid his focused recap.
At Lolo, both Dan and Emma were invited into a bona fide alien spacecraft where they came face-to-face with two humanoid extraterrestrials. Via a cable connected to his neck at one end and an alien’s hand at the other, Dan learned that the aliens — the Messengers — sought to maintain harmony through what they consistently referred to as minimal necessary intervention.
The Messengers admitted having interfered to curtail the launch of DS-1, a GSC-administered defensive space station which would have ultimately been armed with nuclear weaponry. DS-1 only existed because of the hysteria whipped up by Walker’s hoax, so Dan had no problem in accepting the justification for this intervention. He also learned that Richard Walker had been briefly abducted and advised in no uncertain terms that any attempts to destabilise the world by gloatingly admitting to his incredible hoax would draw a second and final personal intervention.
“This is the heart of it,” Dan said. “The Messengers went to serious lengths to do what they had to do in a way that was consistent with the narrative of the hoax, but these
aliens are real. It doesn’t matter that the aliens in Walker and Kloster’s story were totally made up, because these aliens aren’t. You know that lying doesn’t come easily to me, but this isn’t a lie. Okay, a hoax got the ball rolling… but the Messengers are real. They deliberately intervened in a way that didn’t expose the hoax, and that’s the only reason I can live with this secret.
“But our secret isn’t that everything was a hoax,” he went on, “it’s that everything started with a hoax. They wouldn’t have had to intervene if the hoax hadn’t led to DS-1, but everything since then is legit. And remember the main part: they actively decided to engrave the third plaque in a style that matched the other two. That’s the most important thing of all, because they’ve now shown that they’re willing to use the communication symbols and methods that Walker and Kloster established first. To put it as simply as I can: the Messengers are willing to speak to us in the language of those first two plaques, just like they’re willing to use Kerguelen as an important site. They want to communicate with us again, but they want to do it without exposing the hoax.”
As Dan intimated, when the third plaque had been discovered in a Salzburg storage locker the day after Dan and Emma conversed with the Messengers, the plaque’s location and the identity of its lucky finder had made perfect sense within the context of all that went before. The third plaque — created by Walker and Kloster, but truly engraved by intelligent extraterrestrials — provided convincing context for the first two, and it was a context which explicitly quashed all fears of hostility.
“The lie came true,” Dan said. “I know it was a lot easier when everything was black and white and all we were trying to do was expose what we thought was a cover-up, but this is the situation we’re in. I don’t want to get too caught up in terminology, but I can’t just sit here and listen to you tell me that it was all a hoax. Because these aliens are as real as the nose on your face, and they’re coming back.”
Clark nodded slowly. “I obviously know they’re real, man. Fair enough, I didn’t get into their craft, but I was at Lolo, too. I know the message on the third plaque was engraved by real aliens and that even though it wasn’t part of the hoax, it was inspired by the hoax. What I don’t get is why you think they would do something like this at Kerguelen.”
“There’s something they need to tell us,” Dan said. “We know their MO: minimal necessary intervention. They don’t care about human constructs like truth and lies, and I can’t imagine they give much of a shit about our stupid politics. We don’t know if minimal necessary intervention is part of an unbreakable moral code, an edict, or whatever else… all we know is that they live by it. Planting a third plaque was the least invasive way to calm the shit-storm caused by Walker’s lies and it was the least invasive way to make sure we wouldn’t feel like we had to try to launch another nuclear-armed space station after DS-1 failed. That’s why they planted it. This bolide at Kerguelen was so public and so visible that it can only mean they want to get everyone’s attention, and quickly.”
Clark looked at Emma. “Do you get what he’s saying?”
“There’s not all that much to get,” she said. “I was face-to-face with them just like Dan was, and it’s definitely true that they went out of their way to stop the DS-1 launch without revealing themselves.
And it’s also definitely true that after Lolo, they went out of their way to calm everything down without destroying everyone’s sense of reality. That’s a word Dan didn’t use, but it’s an important one. This whole narrative has been the basis of everyone’s reality for the past year. When one person finds out that their entire concept of reality is built on a lie, that’s a very difficult thing to take. But when a whole planet finds out…”
Dan leaned back. “So you’re both finally coming round to the reality that this wasn’t random chance, it wasn’t a false flag, and it wasn’t a PR stunt? You’re coming round to the reality that they really are telling me something?”
“It looked to me like they were trying to tell everyone something,” Clark said. “An explosion over Kerguelen isn’t exactly subtle.”
“Emma?” Dan asked.
“I’ve got one question,” she said. “You said that if the Messengers do something that hints at other locations, you’ll know where to look. Yeah?”
Dan shrugged. “Yeah.”
Emma held his eyes. “Look for what?”
Dan rose to his feet, stepped behind the desk and pressed his fingertips against the wall. It parted at the centre to reveal itself as a false wall, and in doing so it exposed a room-length magnetic whiteboard which was overflowing with scribbled notes, rough drawings, and paper printouts.
As Emma and Clark looked up at it all in stunned silence, Emma’s hand covering her mouth and Clark’s eyes darting around uneasily, Dan sat back down beside them.
“I knew something like the Kerguelen bolide was going to happen eventually,” he said, drawing a line in the air from one side of the wall’s annotated workspace to the other. “That’s why I’m ready.”
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DRIVE-IN
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Henry McCarthy passed under a giant arched “DRIVE-IN” sign as he neared the entrance of New Kergrillin’ Bar & Grill.
The old drive-in lot, which had been officially rechristened Birchwood Plaza following its ascent to global renown as a popular location for news reports and grand speeches in the aftermath of Dan McCarthy’s alien exposé, had since been renamed ‘Birchwood Drive-in’ with minimal fanfare.
Locals had always known it simply as ‘the drive-in’ while out-of-towners who came to visit the famous site knew it as ‘the Birchwood drive-in’; and Phil Norris, a McCarthy family friend who purchased the empty lot for next to nothing many years earlier, ultimately accepted Emma’s advice that it was time to stop fighting the tide and embrace a full rebrand.
Given the evening’s events, Henry had a feeling that Phil would be glad he hadn’t also changed the name of New Kergrillin’, a play on the common designation of the aliens’ still-unlocated home planet as New Kerguelen.
While Phil had wisely kept the giant screen and makeshift scaffold stage in place from the previous year, keen to retain the iconic backdrop to draw as many photo-hunting tourists as possible, several popular outlets had moved into the storefronts of the U-shaped lot. These included flagship branches of Mansize Clothing and Beanstox Coffee, both of which sought to capitalise on the expensive commercials they had shot featuring Dan the previous year. The coffee shop was brimming with customers as Henry headed for the grill, and a young couple were happily posing for pictures against the world-famous backdrop.
Birchwood was thriving like few could remember. Town pride was high, too; locals no longer said they lived “just south of Colorado Springs,” and many who lived in-between now gave their location as a few miles from Birchwood rather than a few miles from the city.
Everyone in Birchwood had benefitted from the tourist income, but few if any had done as well as Phil Norris. The rejuvenation of his long-dormant drive-in lot had enabled him to get out of the pawn shop game, watching on indifferently as his old shop’s new owner turned it into an alien-themed tourist trap which sold everything from tiny meteorite fragments to expensive life-size replicas of the Messengers’ engraved plaques. These kinds of tourist stores were common in and around Birchwood, with another large concentration near Richard Walker’s old IDA building in Colorado Springs.
Phil caught sight of Henry’s arrival and walked right over to greet him, grinning like a mouse in a cheese factory. “Can you smell the money, Henry Boy? Business is about to explode like a meteor!”
Henry laughed as he made his way to the bar. Phil’s entrepreneurial spirit was hard to beat, but he certainly wasn’t the greedy or selfish man many might have assumed after a short meeting. He’d always been generous to the family and by all accounts had been very accommodating during Dan’s undesired spell in the public spotlight, when Henry was hospitalised and unable to help. Phil had done well out of Dan’s spotlight too, of course, and Henry could once again see dollar signs spinning in his old friend’s eyes.
An even older friend, Walter Byrd, then turned to greet Henry from his seat at the bar. “How’s Dan?” was the first thing the softly spoken man asked. Henry knew that his longtime neighbour had been even more helpful than Phil during the roughest months of the previous year, going beyond the call of duty by inviting Dan into his home and sticking by his side on live TV when a televised hypnosis went wrong.
“He’s doing okay,” Henry said. “Got a hell of a fright when he saw the news, but Emma and Clark are there.”
Walter, a former sheriff’s deputy known as Byrd to his close peers and Mr Byrd to everyone else, looked concerned. “What kind of fright? Does he think the meteor might have something to do with, you know…”
“Aliens?” Henry scoffed. “Nah. It will be strange for him to see Kerguelen and Kendrick back in the news, but I don’t think he was bothered by the anchors talking about hostility and Walker and all that crap. It was just a shock to see Kerguelen.”
“It’s better not to watch the news,” Mr Byrd said after a long and slow sip of his beer. “Negativity for breakfast, fear for lunch and dinner.”
“Speaking of dinner…” Henry said, pointing over his shoulder towards the dining section of New Kergrillin’.
Mr Byrd patted his stomach. “I ate at home. We don’t all have one of those free meal-cards, you know! McCarthys only.”
Henry laughed. “I’ll be quick. You sticking around for the whole game?”
“Looks like it’s over already,” Mr Byrd said as he glanced up at the lopsided scoreline. “But yeah, I’ll be here.”
Henry then took his spot at the dining area’s McCarthy table, where regular customers could sit for an exorbitant fee during certain times of the day. The genuine manila folder Dan had found on the street outside the IDA building adorned the wall in a high-security frame. It was empty, with Hans Kloster’s handwritten letter and all of the other contents stored even more securely in Phil’s impenetrable vault, but the word KERGUELEN on the front of the folder was enough to draw visitors from near and far.
Phil would never forget Dan’s kindness in donating the folder to the grill, and even after this many months it still seemed like the public would never tire of looking at it.
In the bustling dining area, one TV showed the game while the other, muted, was tuned to Blitz News. A short feature was coming to a close, on the topic of a widely disliked group of self-styled extremists known as Antidotalists, an offshoot of an already radical anti-natalist pressure group whose manifesto described humanity as a scourge on its unfortunate home planet.
The Antidotalists, who presented themselves as non-violent and drew their name from their belief that humanity was a virus to which deliberate self-destruction was the only antidote, were known for direct action including intimidation campaigns against life-extension researchers and industrial-scale agricultural sabotage intended to bring about localised famines.
Billy Kendrick was one of many outspoken critics of the group, repeatedly arguing that they hid behind the term ‘environmentalist’ and risked tarnishing it beyond repair. “These people are not environmentalists,” he had said a few months earlier, in an interview Blitz News had now decided to rerun in reaction to the fact that prominent online Antidotalists were currently celebrating the Kerguelen bolide as “a harbinger of a potentially imminent and long overdue cataclysm.”
“Egotistic, nihilistic, solipsistic… yes,” Billy said, “but not environmentalist. Apologies in advance for the flippancy and potential insensitivity of my next comment, but these people belong in the environs of a mental hospital, and that’s the end of my thoughts on the matter.”
After Billy’s face left the screen at the end of this brief feature, it was replaced by the trademark scowl of Joe Crabbe, a radio shock-jock turned media commentator who had been vocal in his opposition to William Godfrey’s GSC for longer than anyone else. The subtitles below Crabbe’s face relayed his usual talking points — “GSC power creep”, “American sovereignty”, “the road to tyranny” — and the blood vessels in his neck looked fit to burst through the skin. When prodded on the subject of Richard Walker, Crabbe then reverted to his usual role as an IDA apologist.
Although almost everyone else in Birchwood detested Walker with a burning passion, Henry McCarthy didn’t see the world in black and white. He had supportively followed Walker’s political career for decades, admiring his storied military background and his refusal to bend whichever way the wind was blowing. Henry and the rest of the world now believed that Walker was responsible for a cover-up — the far-fetched idea of a machiavellian hoax didn’t even enter anyone’s mind — but Walker’s motive of protecting American interests above all else was one close to Henry’s heart and one which somewhat tempered his anger over the deceit.
Mr Byrd, on the other hand, was firmer than anyone in his disdain for Walker, to the extent that his normally placid demeanour tended to go out of the window whenever Henry expressed anything less than full-on hatred for the man responsible for piling so much misery on Dan. Mr Byrd insisted that Henry would despise Walker more than anyone if he’d been there in person to see what Dan had gone through a year earlier, when Walker brazenly took to the airwaves to call him an opportunistic liar and accuse him of being a Chinese agent spreading anti-American propaganda.
As Henry read Crabbe’s next comments, Phil arrived at the McCarthy table with a giant smile still etched on his face. “You know what, Henry? Tonight, your meal-card is even valid on the lobster. What do you say?”
“Did you bang your head on something back there?” Henry asked.
Phil roared with laughter and dived into a brief and nostalgic conversation about the glory days when his lot had been the backdrop for countless daily news reports beamed into hundreds of millions of homes. “And last time out,” he said, “the lot’s storefronts were pretty much all empty. Think of the business we’d do now if something else happens and this Kerguelen story picks up speed…”
“Just don’t expect the boys to get involved in any more of that media crap,” Henry said. “And not because I’m back in the picture, just because they’ve had more than enough of that for one lifetime. You would do well, for sure, but don’t expect them to be here talking to anyone. Not Emma, neither. She’s got a good thing going with her consultancy.”
“I dunno about that,” Phil said, still smiling. “Emma Ford… now there’s someone who reminds me of myself, Henry Boy. You know what I mean? I don’t think that girl ever met a revenue stream she didn’t like.”
Henry shook his head. “The last thing any of them want is to get caught up in any more publicity. Trust me. Dan especially. He’s probably over this whole meteor thing already. But either way, he’s not going to do or say anything that would put him back in the public eye.”
“If you say so…” Phil said, backing away. “Anyway, one lobster coming up.”
“Get one for Byrd, as well,” Henry requested.
“Meal-cards are only valid for the named holder,” Phil winked.
Henry shrugged. “In that case, how about getting two for me? And if Byrd happens to come over…”
“Just this once,” Phil grinned, sighing in mock defeat. “After all, your boys did build this place.”
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Emma and Clark both rose to their feet, still staring in silence at the remarkably thorough research that filled an entire wall of Dan’s basement.
He watched them, studying their initial reactions. Clark pulled his head back slightly and furrowed his brow, almost squinting as though looking at something much further away.
Neither Clark nor Emma asked again what Dan thought they might soon have to look for; his extensive research, they could immediately tell, centred around his preparation for the Messengers’ planting of the fourth and final plaque.
Emma moved first, heading for the leftmost section of the huge whiteboard. Her eyes were immediately drawn to this section by its huge poster of the third plaque, much of which was densely annotated and covered in enough geometric shapes to suggest that Dan had evidently spent many hours searching for spatial relationships and mathematical clues that just weren’t there.
But more eye-catching than the fear-busting planetary representation which the Messengers had engraved at the bottom of the third plaque was what they had engraved above it. This was the engraving that had captured Emma’s attention just as it had captured the world’s imagination: two accurately scaled representations of the very extraterrestrial beings that she and Dan had encountered in person at Lolo.
Emma stared and stared. Even in this relatively crude metallic engraving, their startling eyes were evident. The large size of this poster brought the memories back more vividly than ever, and Emma could now picture the beings as if they were really there. All over again, the aliens’ large primate-like eyes struck her as not only intelligent, but kind.
She eventually moved to the right, shifting her focus to the central section of the whiteboard. A series of maps filled this section, and Dan’s annotations made it very evident that he was tracking search-traffic in certain areas which had been particularly popular with the millions of citizens who gleefully took up the hobby of hunting for the fourth plaque every weekend. As well as the United States, and Colorado in particular, there were a handful of maps of the broad region around Germany and Austria which some saw as the fourth plaque’s most likely hiding place.
There was also one very large and very detailed world map with prominent pins marking the key hoax-related locations and smaller pins holding variously coloured pieces of string, forming all kinds of carefully measured shapes between all kinds of carefully chosen places.
Clark, meanwhile, had by now moved to the rightmost section of the wall. There, he stared uneasily at an incredible number of press clippings and handwritten notes about Karl Heilig, the late archaeologist whose daughter had found the third plaque in his abandoned storage locker.
To Clark, the level of attention Dan had paid to Heilig and his family was less impressive than disconcerting. “This is the kind of thing you see when they catch a serial killer,” he said, gazing at headshots and short biographies of Heilig’s distant relatives as well as a detailed record of his employment and travel history. “Seriously, man… what’s with all this Heilig stuff?”
“I think Heilig might be a lot more important than we think,” Dan said. “The engraving on the third plaque is the only real physical alien message we have, so there has to be a lot more to it than meets the eye. I’m not the only person who’s looking for a hidden mathematical code and I’m definitely not the smartest person looking for one, but no one else is paying enough attention to Heilig. As far as I’m concerned, Heilig is part of the message. They chose him for a reason.”
“But didn’t they put the third plaque there because that’s where Emma suggested?” Clark asked.
“I only suggested Austria,” Emma jumped in, recalling the surreal moment when her mind had interpreted a communication with an extraterrestrial being as a question as to what she saw as the best way to deliver the third plaque’s necessary message in a manner consistent with what had gone before. “We didn’t exactly speak to the Messengers, it was more like we could hear their thoughts in our own inner voices. And when I heard the question about where I would put the plaque, all I said for sure was Austria. I might have said something about a locker but it’s difficult to say… it wasn’t anything like regular talking. Right, Dan?”
He nodded. “But when we got out of the craft, you definitely said something out loud about Austria, and that was before the plaque turned up. Austria is a pretty big place, though, and that’s why it doesn’t make sense for us to shrug our shoulders and think they chose Heilig at random. That’s why I’ve been looking into his life and work. I think he’s a clue, and I think they want me to work this out.”
Clark moved slowly towards the centre of the board. “And these maps?”
“A lot of people are already looking for the fourth plaque,” Dan said, “especially since Timo put up the huge reward. Obviously we know that the hoax’s narrative isn’t true and that the real Messengers held onto the fourth plaque in case they’d ever need it — which I think might be what’s happening now — but it’s important for me to know where people are looking.”
“Why?” Clark asked, beating Emma to the punch by a fraction of a second.
“Because if and when the Messengers plant the fourth plaque, they might want to plant it somewhere where they know it will be found quickly. They could be tracking the searches just like I am, so I need to make sure I stay on top of this.”
Clark no longer looked overly concerned, as he had when taking in Dan’s Heilig research, but he was still hesitant. “Listen, man, I understand all of that. I really do. And I’m trying to understand all of everything. I just think that we shouldn’t get ahead of ourselves. Pretty much every ancient and modern religion in the world has been waiting for someone or something to return. It’s the most natural thing in the world to want. I’m just… I dunno. I think I’m trying to say that you’re not crazy for thinking this could happen, but that doesn’t mean it makes sense to expect that it will happen.”
“How is this the same thing at all?” Dan asked. “I’m not waiting for God or for a prophet. I’m not waiting for anything. I’m actively looking for the truth, just like Emma said.”
“When did I say what?” she chimed in.
“Remember at Walker’s, on the way home from Lolo? You said: ‘You didn’t luck out and land on the truth by accident, you tracked it down and went after it.’ That’s exactly what I’m doing now.”
“You still remember my exact words?” Emma asked.
“Of course I do.”
Clark held his hands up, palms out. “Sorry to break up this little memory contest, and I’m sorry to say this at all, but Dan… back then, you were so focused on finding the truth that you ended up falling for a lie. I know, I know, it came true. I’m just saying: when people are desperate to believe something, they’ll believe anything.”
Dan couldn’t be angry at Clark; he couldn’t help being sceptical, and he wasn’t being overly argumentative. But Dan didn’t feel like defending his position against a point that didn’t merit a response, so he ignored it entirely.
Instead, he turned back to Emma and spoke directly to her: “Earlier tonight, when we first came down here, you said that no ideas were off the table. No judgement, you said. Remember?”
“Go on…”
“Okay,” Dan said. “I never want to be a public figure ever again. But if I can assist in the search for the fourth plaque — once we know it’s definitely on Earth — I have a duty to help. Maybe we could work something out to help Timo or someone else find it, without us having to be publicly involved. We could maybe work out a way to tell him some of the real truth without dumping the whole secret on him; just enough to help him find the plaque.”
“I don’t want to go back to the craziness of last year, either,” Emma replied. “No more courting publicity. We’re one hundred percent on the same page there.”
Dan nodded, glad to hear it. “And what about the other part of what I said?”
Clark then walked over to Dan, surprising him by placing a gentle hand on his shoulder. “It’s been a long day,” he said. “No judgement, like we said, but I think you should get some sleep and come back to all of this stuff when your head is clear.”
Clark’s words were spoken quite softly, and the tone Emma used next was even more gentle. “I totally get that you want to look for new angles,” she said, “and I know you’re trying to make sense of a million things at once. But if the Messengers want to tell you something specific, they’ll make sure you hear it. Try to get some sleep, okay? Don’t stay up all night.”
“I won’t,” Dan said; he was pleasantly surprised by their muted reactions to an idea he’d been thinking about for much longer than the hour or so since the Kerguelen bolide hit, and he knew when to stop talking.
“Good,” Emma nodded. “And remember, Dan: what’s meant for you won’t pass you by.”
“It would if I lived my life with my eyes closed,” he said.
“Your eyes were closed when they called you to the cornfield,” Emma retorted.
A smile, touché-tinged, crossed Dan’s face for the first time all night.
Halfway to the stairs, Emma put her hands beside her head in the universally understood sign for sleep and gestured with her head towards his bed. “Sleep tight, Dan McCarthy,” she said, talking in the deliberately annoying chirpy tone he remembered from the first few times they’d ever met.
He couldn’t help but laugh. “’Night, Emma.”
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10 DOWNING STREET
LONDON, ENGLAND
In the early hours of the British morning, Prime Minister John Cole was toasting a long-overdue good day alongside his most trusted associate, the inimitable Jack Neal.
After what had been their best day in a while thanks to the low turnout at a high-profile but rain-disrupted march against Cole’s recently introduced measures to beef up digital surveillance and extend policing powers, the pair’s mood had risen significantly further with the recent newsflash from the remote island of Kerguelen, an isolated and once esoteric location whose name was now as familiar to the majority of the world’s population as London or Beijing.
“What do you think that thing is?” Cole asked, watching the footage of the meteor’s atmospheric entry for the dozenth time. He spoke relatively slowly in his newly moderated accent, the introduction of which had been one of Jack’s first orders of business in his bid to increase the Prime Minister’s aura of gravitas.
Jack, the machiavellian PR guru who had broken Emma Ford into the business a decade earlier before turning his own attentions to the even murkier world of political strategy, looked away from the screen and flashed his usual devious grin at Cole.
“It doesn’t matter what it is, boss,” he said, pausing again to take a sip of his late-night espresso. “What matters is what we can do with it.”
“We use it against Godfrey,” Cole said, as though answering a question. “We paint the GSC as impotent. The question is: how and when?”
“And the answer is later,” Jack replied. Much of his work with Cole involved tempering the Prime Minister’s instincts to relentlessly and thoughtlessly attack all perceived enemies; few could strike fear into their opponents as effectively as John Cole, but no one could channel Cole’s aggression like Jack. “It doesn’t matter who hits first; what matters is who hits hardest.”
Cole nodded. Jack had a way with words and his instincts were rarely wrong.
Not a day went by without Cole feeling grateful that Jack had left President Slater’s side to join the then-ascendant Godfrey, and he was even more grateful that Godfrey had since discarded Jack as unnecessary after moving out of the political limelight to concentrate on his job as GSC Chairman.
For like Cole, Jack Neal now bore a grudge against William Godfrey; and as Cole had always known, a powerful ally with a shared enemy was the best friend a boy could have.
“My only concern is what happens if the media pull McCarthy back into the picture,” Cole said. “Everyone else we can predict and deal with, but what if he gets pulled into this and chooses the wrong side? Do we have any emergency ammo there like we do for Godfrey and Slater?”
“Don’t worry about that, boss,” Jack said with a sycophantic wink. “We don’t have much ammo to hurt McCarthy himself… but as long as Emma Ford stays by his side in Birchwood, I’ll have a million times more than we could ever need.”
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Upstairs, Emma sat pensively at the kitchen table while Clark rooted around in the refrigerator.
Her eyes kept being drawn to the back door at the far end of the room, the same door that Ben Gold had desperately pounded on the night of the DS-1 launch disaster when he arrived to tell Dan that Richard Walker had lied about everything and had just mysteriously disappeared.
Ben went on to kill himself later that night, and for a horrible while Emma had feared that Dan might do something similar. It all worked out okay after Lolo and she hadn’t thought about any of it in a long time, but this night’s events — and particularly the discussion topics that followed — brought it all back only too clearly.
This was the first time Emma and Clark had been alone together in a while, as both were always busy with work and didn’t normally have all that much to talk about. Both were much closer to Dan than to each other, but they were bound for life by a common bond that no one else but him could ever understand.
As Clark gleefully tucked in to a huge plate of wings, Emma couldn’t help but notice that he’d put on more than a few pounds. He was big enough to hold them pretty well, but Emma knew that if he was still in the public eye there would have been plenty of magazines and gossip websites picking up on it with close-up pictures and snide captions highlighting the offending areas around his cheeks and his jawline. Having seen herself mocked more than once for having a few hairs out of place on a windy day, she knew how it went.
When Emma first arrived in Birchwood, the fact that Clark and more importantly Dan were relatively presentable had made her initial job slightly easier than it might have been. The intervening year hadn’t been nearly as kind to Clark’s appearance as Dan’s, partly since Dan’s original hairstyle and general presentation allowed so much room for refinement, but largely because of Clark’s complacency surrounding the fact that the physical demands of his police career didn’t come close to those of his earlier military days and private security work. And although both were the kind of men who were occasionally described as handsome in passing when being discussed for more important reasons, neither regularly had their looks highlighted up front.
No one had ever spoken or written of “Emma Ford and her handsome client” in the way they’d often spoken and written of “Dan McCarthy and his bombshell PR guru,” for instance, but new paparazzi pictures of Dan which featured in semi-frequent ‘Where Is He Now?’-type articles did tend to include captions complimenting his recent appearance.
“Are you worried about him?” Clark asked very suddenly, mid-mouthful rather than between mouthfuls. “You look worried.”
Emma pulled her eyes away from the door. “Are you?”
Clark appeared to think deeply about this for several seconds, as though he hadn’t expected the simple question to be turned back on him. Eventually, he shook his head very slightly. “He’s not going to tell anyone anything.”
“But are you worried about him?” Emma asked. “You know, his state of mind? If he’d shown me that whiteboard yesterday, I would’ve been seriously concerned. You said it: that stuff about Heilig and his family did look like something you’d find in a serial killer’s place.”
“But he didn’t show us it yesterday,” Clark said. “He showed us it tonight, right after something weird as hell happened in the most conspicuous place it could have possibly happened. So what do you think now?”
It was Emma’s turn to hesitate. “I think we need to support him without getting his hopes up too much… and especially without putting any ideas into his head about telling anyone else what we know. He’s just so unselfish,” she said, almost sighing out what should have sounded like a compliment. “Sometimes I don’t think he understands what would happen to us if it ever got out that we’ve known about Walker’s lies for this long without exposing them. Obviously that’s nowhere near the worst bad thing that would happen in that scenario, but it is one bad thing. We would be absolute pariahs. Our lives would be over.”
“There’s no sense in worrying about something that’s never going to happen,” Clark said, clearing his plate in near-record time. “The secret’s safe with Dan… every little bit of it.”
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PORT-AUX-FRANCAIS RESEARCH STATION
LA GRANDE TERRE, KERGUELEN ISLANDS
Over the course of a painfully long hour, Billy Kendrick had spoken only a few times to the GSC Security Corps officers who were holding him in the eerily quiet room where he had been entertaining his tour group just a short while earlier.
“You idiots have no more authority to call the shots on the whole of this island than you would to call the shots in the whole state of Florida,” he snapped after several failed attempts to get any information out of them. “Having a few staff in a space-related research station doesn’t mean that everything else in the vicinity of that station falls under your control!”
The men ignored these comments as totally as they had ignored every other before them, leading Billy to reluctantly resign himself to the fact that all he could do was wait for someone smarter than these idiots to show up. As yet he had seen no activity on the other side of the room’s window, through which the incredible bolide had announced its arrival earlier in the morning.
Billy was starting to strongly suspect that the GSC staff on the island were as clueless as he was about what would happen next, and that the organisation’s top brass had probably told the grunts on the ground to keep him under close observation until further notice. He imagined that such notice would come at the moment when someone with a brain finally realised that he didn’t know anything about the bolide that hadn’t already gone around the world via dozens of recordings made by his tourists and the island’s resident researchers, but there were still no clues as to how far away that moment might be.
The two officers in the room weren’t even looking at Billy, and he felt confident that he could have easily made it to the door and ran outside had there been anywhere to run. Unfortunately there wasn’t, since without ground transport there would be no easy way back to the safety of his ship and the friendly faces of his many tourists.
Just as his boredom was building to a level of physical discomfort, such feelings long having replaced annoyance and fear as his primary state of being, a large wired telephone to Billy’s left began to emit a dim red flash.
It wasn’t ringing out loud, but a call was definitely coming in. The men, paying no attention, were none the wiser.
The building Billy was sitting in had nothing to do with the French National Centre for Space Studies, and as such was supposed to be free from direct GSC oversight. The officers also had radios strapped to their waists, so Billy thought that whoever was calling was more likely to be friendly than hostile, and quite possibly someone from the ship who knew which building and room he’d been inside when the meteor arrived.
Nothing to lose, he thought, reaching slowly towards the still-flashing handset.
He trod a careful a line between being quick enough to answer before the caller gave up and being subtle enough to not startle the observers until he had the phone in his hand and could reveal that he was being held against his will.
Billy shifted his chair slightly and reached further.
Just a little further…
The two men began to laugh heartily at a joke Billy didn’t hear, both of them looking the other way and paying even less attention than before.
Almost there…
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Fed up of listening to uninformed speculation about the Kerguelen bolide and fed up of hearing second-hand analysis of footage he could see as clearly as the people discussing it, Dan decided to try and get a first-hand report from someone who had witnessed the incredible event for themselves.
He reached across his desk and picked up the telephone, which was wired to a line upstairs like all other connections in the signal-blocking basement. With the phone in his hand, Dan dialled the long number he’d been given by Billy Kendrick many months earlier.
It rang and rang until eventually someone on the ship answered. It wasn’t Billy, but rather a member of the crew who kindly agreed to transfer Dan to the building where Billy was supposed to be. The crew member told Dan that she didn’t know if Billy was still there or not, since there had been no contact from his group since the bolide. She didn’t sound concerned about this, adding that she’d been told the island was under lockdown to make sure everyone was safe and that they’d all be reunited before too long.
And so it was that Dan once again sat with the phone to his ear as it rang, and rang, and rang… and stopped.
The silence on the line wasn’t total; it definitely sounded like someone had picked up.
“Billy?” Dan asked, very tentatively.
“Dan?! Is that you?” Billy replied, his voice loud but distant.
Another distant voice then entered the fray, this time one Dan didn’t recognise. It echoed Billy’s: “Dan? Dan McCarthy?”
The man’s accent sounded European, maybe Dutch, but Dan couldn’t be sure. He was equally unsure of the more important question: who was he?
A third individual provided the answer only too soon; much louder and much closer.
“This is GSC Security Corps Kerguelen Command,” his gruff voice boomed. “State the reason for your call.”
Dan didn’t speak; his mouth was frozen.
“Mr McCarthy, state the reason for your call!”
Once again, Dan’s voice failed him. He didn’t know what was going on and wouldn’t have known what to say even if he’d been able to speak. Try as he might, all attempts to force out a reply came up short.
“Don’t worry, Dan; I’m safe,” Billy called, still distant. “I have over a hundred international tourists and a full crew sitting on a ship on the other side of this island. Godfrey’s blackshirts can’t keep me here for long. Don’t worry about me, Dan. I’ll be out of here soo—”
Mid-word, the line went flat.
Helplessly listening to the uncomfortable sound of a dead tone from a basement on the other side of the world, all Dan could do was hope that Billy was right.





THURSDAY







C minus 86
WHITE HOUSE
WASHINGTON, D.C.
For several hours, President Valerie Slater steadfastly resisted growing calls to issue an official comment regarding the Kerguelen bolide.
Like other leaders, Slater was a strong public supporter of the GSC. But just like those same other leaders, she hadn’t missed the general feelings of resentment that had been building among her citizenry towards Chairman Godfrey’s organisation.
As laid out in the New York Agreement, signed at the United Nations to create the GSC a year earlier, non-intervention from national leaders was a foundational principle of the truly supranational organisation and was utterly required for Godfrey’s position to retain the authority and credibility necessary to keep so many moving parts in check. There had never been anything like the GSC, which had already structurally consumed all former national space agencies and now exercised arms-length control of their daily operations while setting the broader agenda and working towards total integration, and a united front among the governments of its member states was something of which they all understood the importance.
Internally, many in Slater’s government considered the most important result of the New York Agreement to be that China’s near-term space ambitions had been halted. Few, however, had much confidence that the GSC would be around to hold back the Chinese plans for a lunar colony and Martian research base for very long; indeed, many held tremendous scepticism that the GSC would exist in even a decade’s time.
Balancing the competing national agendas of the GSC’s primary member states and handling truculent populist leaders from elsewhere was a difficult task and one that few expected any willing candidate other than William Godfrey could ever prove capable of performing. And since the GSC’s charter restricted any individual to only one single five-year term as Chairman, many expected that the post-Godfrey leadership contest would inevitably descend into mud-slinging which would bring to the surface all of the latent divisions that Godfrey alone could control.
Only one year into its life, President Slater had been strongly advised to begin preparing for life after the GSC. China and Russia would already be doing the same, she was told, and the subject of a joint venture between private enterprise and the public sector was one that interested many in Washington and beyond as a way for the United States to regain top spot in an era when blowing China out of the water with public investment alone was no longer a feasible or realistic proposition.
Slater had already received countless requests for a few minutes of face-to-face time since the Kerguelen bolide, with some anti-GSC interests calling for her to twist the knife into Godfrey over the lack of advance warning and others more simply stating that the incident served as a reminder of the foolishness of ceding sovereignty over any security-related matters to a supranational organisation. Of course, the security experts who made the latter point and suggested how Slater should respond to the bolide didn’t need to worry about the extremely delicate politics of the GSC.
And, as if it was needed, reports that an American citizen had been forcefully detained by GSC Security Corps personnel led to even greater calls for an official comment. It didn’t matter that the citizen in question was Billy Kendrick, a man widely detested in political circles for his tireless attempts to find a conspiracy in everything he ever saw — all that mattered was that GSC goons had roughed up an innocent American civilian.
More than any celestial event, this was the kind of thing that made it difficult for President Slater to stay quiet. A bipartisan call for condemnation ultimately pushed her into authorising a simple statement which expressed great concern at the precedent but took care to remind everyone that Billy Kendrick wasn’t just any old tourist and that a research base on an isolated island wasn’t just any old place; the incident wasn’t as black and white as a plethora of headlines were making out, Slater said, and that was an important point to bear in mind.
This kind of deft touch in the face of loud voices calling for strong responses to relatively minor issues of the moment had kept Slater high in the polls and out of any major controversies over the past year, allowing her reputation to recover from the horrendous few months after the IDA leak.
Slater couldn’t help but notice that Dan McCarthy had also stayed quiet about Kerguelen so far, keeping himself out of the public eye as he had consistently tried to do for so long. McCarthy’s willingness to move on from some unsavoury incidents and keep to the fringes showed Slater that he was more mature than she’d initially believed. She also knew, however, that his sensible restraint was likely to be at least partially attributable to the influence of Emma Ford, who the President begrudgingly recognised as a potent message-manager.
The celestially intriguing and politically unfortunate incidents at Kerguelen, while admittedly newsworthy, weren’t in themselves anything that posed much immediate difficulty for President Slater. But amid whispers that early observation data seen by American GSC personnel was already raising eyebrows about the bolide’s true nature, she wasn’t foolish enough to think that things weren’t quickly going to get a whole lot more complicated.
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GARDEN OF THE GODS PARK
COLORADO SPRINGS, COLORADO
An excited ACN reporter stood in front of a spectacular sunrise next to the equally spectacular Balanced Rock, a worthy backdrop for everything from a Kaitlyn Judd movie poster to the sun-faded family photo which had survived several changes of refrigerators to remain a constant feature of the McCarthys’ kitchen for as long as anyone could remember.
The fantastical landscape was the kind anyone might have readily believed to be part of an alien world if they hadn’t seen it before, and Dan had taken delight in imagining just that when he had visited as a child and gazed at the majestic sandstone pillars and logic-defying rock formations.
As birds chattered in the distance and the most eager of the day’s many human visitors arrived, the reporter continued in a serious tone as she cited unconfirmed reports that all GSC command centres were operating at the highest alert level.
For viewers at home, her report cut to a snippet from a brief radio interview GSC Chairman William Godfrey had conducted overnight. His face filled one side of the screen with his words transcribed on the other as he spoke.
Godfrey refused to be drawn on claims that Billy Kendrick, now safely aboard his tour ship and heading towards New Swabia, had been detained without justification by GSC staff for several hours.
“I can’t think of anything less worthy of our time than that man’s transparent attention-seeking,” Godfrey said in an almost disinterested tone. “That said, Billy’s make-believe detention probably is the most newsworthy thing to have happened at Kerguelen in recent times. The airburst was an unexceptional event which happened to occur in an exceptionally scrutinised region, and that’s really all there is to it. I’d like to take this opportunity to assure your listeners that despite the corporate media’s typically sensationalist reporting of the incident, there truly is no reason for alarm or even for any particular excitement.”
But despite Godfrey’s typically statesmanlike comments, alarm and excitement were the only two moods of the moment.
Massive crowds were widely expected to form at Lake Toplitz and Lake Namtso in anticipation of something extraordinary, while vastly increased attention was also being paid to the less accessible sites of Bouvet Island and New Swabia.
As the ACN reporter revealed on her return to the screen, staff and volunteers at the picturesque Garden of the Gods Park behind her were also expecting today to be their busiest day ever and for the weekend to break that record once again; recent numbers had been great thanks to the park’s appearance in Kaitlyn Judd’s new movie, but the frenzied media speculation surrounding the Kerguelen bolide was sure to ramp everything up to all-new levels.
But this park wasn’t the only nearby spot where major crowds were expected, as illustrated by an advisory police notice which had been issued to warn citizens against travelling to the highest-traffic Fincher trails to the west of the city.
The so-called Fincher trails, with which everyone was familiar, owed their name to the recent re-emergence of a 19th century prophecy which some believed to hint at the location of the fourth plaque. The relevant words had been penned by Humphrey Finch, an undistinguished English art collector, in a self-published pamphlet entitled ‘The Prophet Finch’ which was read by almost no one until recent events appeared to add credence to one particular prophecy. It had also been noted with intrigue that precisely 140 years had passed since the pamphlet’s initial publication — exactly half of the 280-year timescale established by the alien plaques and thus, according to some straw-clutching analysts, perhaps the precise time needed for a one-way journey between their world and Earth.
The key passage in question was by now known to almost everyone over the age of ten:
“A triad of great discoveries will bridge the gap between soil and star, arising from the shadow of the Alps to delve the depths of the Silver ocean and gaze upon the Rockiest peak that lies beyond.”
And as anyone who hadn’t been living under a rock for the past year could attest, the revelation of a Nazi-era discovery at Lake Toplitz, high in the Austrian alps, had directly led to two alien plaques being found off the Argentine coast. As soon as the rediscovery of Humphrey Finch’s prophecy was reported in a small English newspaper along with a note that Argentina’s name was derived from argentum, the Latin word for silver, the story went global.
It didn’t matter that nothing else in the pamphlet’s twenty pages had been correct; Finch’s words, which no one could deny were noteworthily coincidental, sparked great and long-lasting interest.
Some called it Fincher Fever, some called it plain old hysteria. But whatever it was called, the phenomenon had caused a deluge of plaque-hunters to descend upon the areas around several Rocky Mountain peaks and many of them now devoted a great deal of time and energy to locating the plaque based on Finch’s prophecy.
The imprecision of Finch’s final words — “and gaze upon the Rockiest peak” — was a source of great debate among the community of plaque-hunting enthusiasts who had themselves come to be known simply as Finchers. Some insisted that “Rockiest peak” was not necessarily synonymous with “peakiest Rocky”, and thus that prominent peaks as far afield as Mount Robson merited as much attention as the obvious choice of Mount Elbert, the highest of all.
Some name-conscious Finchers were drawn to Argentine Peak, which owed its name to an initial silver discovery which preceded the Colorado Silver Boom of 1879 by a full fifteen years. Other plaque-hunters, who understood that the fourth plaque couldn’t possibly be found in the wilderness and that it must instead have already been in someone’s possession like the third had been in Karl Heilig’s, diligently researched potentially forgotten collections in silver boom towns like Leadville, Creede and Aspen.
The often romanticised Pikes Peak Gold Rush of the late 1850s attracted even greater research interest. Pikes Peak, despite being the specific site of no gold discoveries for several decades, proved enduring as a beacon-like symbol of hope for old-time prospectors due to its visibility from great distances to the east. To many, this made it the natural candidate for the designated “Rockiest peak” in a prophecy which had already explicitly established a westward direction of travel. And for the prophecy’s many committed proponents, this logic opened up several major cities which owed their foundations to the Gold Rush, including the likes of Boulder, Denver and Colorado Springs.
More than a few Finchers believed that the final part of the prophecy referred to the plaques falling into the control, if not possession, of Richard Walker and his Colorado Springs-based Interspace Defense Agency. These Finchers, whose internet forums Dan McCarthy paid keen attention to, spent their research hours retracing every step of Walker’s political life with a particular eye for any conspicuous meetings in the vein of his infamous rendezvous with Hans Kloster in Bonn.
But when it came to the other sub-groups of Finchers who were literally searching in the mountains, Dan couldn’t for the life of him understand why they thought the plaque could be there. He could only roll his eyes when he saw people moving across the country and setting up camp near the high-traffic trails as though participating in the real gold rushes of the past.
The senseless nature of this treasure hunting didn’t bother Dan personally until a young online celebrity fell to his death while live-streaming his own attempt to find the fourth plaque and tragically paying too much attention to his phone and too little to his footing. Another two Finchers had died since then, and Dan struggled with the guilt of knowing that people were dying in their attempts to search for something that wasn’t there. Emma and Clark calmly but firmly reminded him that the chaos that would result from lifting the veil on Walker’s hoax would significantly outweigh a handful of isolated accidents, but logic didn’t always trump emotion.
Another individual who wrestled with his conscience over these deaths was Timo Fiore. Following a short-lived bidding war with a Silicon Valley hotshot, Timo’s remarkable $1 billion bounty for the plaque’s discovery was responsible for a great deal of the recent fervour. He nonetheless refused to bow to political pressure to revoke his offer, insisting that someone else would still offer a high enough amount to ensure the searching continued as zestfully as ever. In a rare public interview, Timo explained that he saw it as the responsibility of a man in his fortunate position to ensure the plaque ended up in safe hands — i.e. his own — but that as far as he was concerned, the responsibility ended there.
Such a serious amount of money had naturally attracted some equally serious search expeditions, ranging from organised teams of civilians to venture capitalist types and even rich athletes who deemed investing in a search team to be a shrewd move given the size of the prize.
Dan and Timo both imagined that state interests were looking, too, but the impenetrable secrecy of such groups meant that there was nothing to follow on that front. President Valerie Slater, for her part, had thus far maintained a firm and unbudging position that William Godfrey’s GSC had no business searching for anything within the borders of the United States, which put many individuals at ease that the fourth plaque wouldn’t end up in Godfrey’s questionably-motivated hands.
For Dan, this was the crux of his keen interest in the existing search. He had no reason to believe that the fourth plaque was currently anywhere on Earth; but wherever and whenever it arrived — and for all he knew, the Kerguelen bolide may have been a sign that the time was now — he had to find it before it fell into the wrong hands.
Dan didn’t yet understand why the Messengers would risk such a thing, but he understood that it would be more than a little egotistical to assume they would deliver any message into his lap when it was meant for the whole of humanity. All he hoped was that they were smart enough to drop it far enough away from the laps of any self-serving liars like Godfrey and his kind.
All around the world, Fincher-like search parties had sprung up. Anywhere even tangentially linked to the key sites became a point of concentrated interest, with every location ever visited by anyone implicated in the supposed cover-up quickly seized upon by locals keen to get in on the plaque-hunting fun.
But one key site in particular was about to emerge at the forefront of the world’s attention, and the surprised look on the ACN reporter’s face suggested that some unexpected news was currently filtering through her earpiece.
The general story she was hearing, which regarded a security incident at Lake Namtso, was newsworthy enough. But if some of the specific details were correct, the political fallout would be immediate and could possibly eclipse even that from the Kerguelen bolide…
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LAKE NAMTSO
TIBET AUTONOMOUS REGION, CHINA
The idyllic region around Namtso — one of Tibet’s three holy lakes — had for the past year been feeling the strain of an unprecedented and unexpected explosion in visitor numbers.
Tibet’s relative physical accessibility in comparison to other key sites of alien-related interest, namely those in the far south, made Namtso a hugely popular destination despite the region’s delicate diplomatic situation.
A handful of appropriately gargantuan Western-style hotels had already opened following fast-track construction ordered to deal with an influx that was far too vast for the existing guest houses to accommodate, and many more were almost ready.
Several hours before Thursday’s sun rose over North America, its setting over Namtso signalled the end of the most frenzied day in the resort’s history. Excitement over the Kerguelen bolide was more feverous here than anywhere, with many visitors not just hoping but expecting that something incredible would happen at any moment.
Nothing incredible or even noteworthy had come to pass, but that wouldn’t stop anyone emerging from their hotels the next morning with similar expectations and a fierce determination to obtain a good view.
What thousands of sleeping tourists didn’t know was that the lake’s immediate vicinity would be under full lockdown before they had the chance.
A member of one small tour group, returning to his hotel after an exhausting day-long excursion, spotted something as his bus turned a corner and its lights briefly illuminated what appeared to be a sizeable group of people.
“Look,” he called. “What are all those guys doing?”
When the bus drew to a halt, several of its passengers used their phones’ flashlights to light up the area at the side of the road. They saw a large stationary truck, with six men behind it busily placing a crowd-control barrier directly across the entry point of one of the main tourist paths which led to the lake.
“They can’t be closing the lake without any warning,” an American tourist said, quickly making his way down the aisle to get outside and ask what was going on. “My camera is at the time-lapse photography point! I need to get it.”
Inevitably, and despite their local interpreter’s request, a handful of other tourists followed the first. The driver seemed far less concerned about this than the interpreter, and was himself gazing with great interest at the uniformed men. He opened the door and followed the tourists outside.
Immediately, two of the uniformed men approached the group and firmly instructed them to stay back.
“Stay… back,” one of the men demanded in heavily accented English. To the Western tourists, he and his colleagues looked Chinese. But theirs was not the uniform of the state or local police force; it was the uniform of the GSC Security Corps.
“My camera is in there,” the American tried to explain. “You know, at the place where you can leave them to get a time-lapse? That cost me twenty bucks and the camera was four hundred! How am I supposed to get it back if you block all of the entrances?”
“Phone down,” the same GSC employee barked at another tourist. “No… photographs!”
The phone-holding tourist, a young French woman, continued to move her hand in a slow sideways motion as she captured a video of what was going on. “They are locking us out of the entire area around the lake,” she narrated in English, the language of her tour. “As you can see, they are—”
“Phone down!” the man repeated, firmly enough to frighten the woman and simultaneously beckon his entire group to his side.
One of his colleagues, noticeably older than the other five and apparently in command, stepped to the front.
“You must go,” he said, pointing down the road in a calm and relaxed manner. “You must go now. No trouble.”
The French woman held her phone steadily — defiantly — and zoomed in on the GSC badge on the commander’s uniform.
“He said go!” the first man snapped, losing patience and pushing his hand into the woman’s phone.
She stumbled backwards, losing her balance, then fell to the ground. In the seconds before the back of her head hit the ground, her still-recording phone captured the scowling face of a GSC employee staring down at her.
Immediately, the commander verbally reprimanded his foolish underling and pushed him away in anger; however uncooperative she was being, it didn’t take an expert to realise that first-person video footage of a Chinese GSC officer pushing a female Western tourist to the ground was not going to go down well with anyone. Chairman Godfrey and Chinese Premier Ding Ziyang’s relationship was frosty at the best of times, and the embarrassment and trouble that this incident was sure to bring both could only test it even further.
The fallen woman, dazed but not obviously injured in any serious way, slowly rose to her feet with the help of her local interpreter.
The commander began speaking quickly and angrily to the interpreter as soon as he noticed the man’s presence, clearly lambasting him for being stupid enough to let the tourists leave the bus. He pointed down the road again, far more forcefully than before, at which point the interpreter told his tourists that they really did have to get out of there and travel the last few hundred metres to their hotel as quickly as possible.
“I still need my camera,” the American tourist insisted. “I’m not going home without—”
“Do you want to go home at all?” the interpreter asked, physically ushering the man back onto the bus despite his repeated protestations.
The young French tourist, gingerly retaking her seat at the back of the bus, rubbed her head on the spot where it felt like a bruise was sure to develop and then inspected the back of her phone for damage. Like her head, it was more or less fine aside from a small mark near the top.
She then turned it around and looked at the front. She navigated to her most recent video recording, tapped to select, and posted it online.
By the time she reached her hotel, the footage would be everywhere.
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MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
A flashing notification on Dan’s wall-mounted trend-ticker alerted him to a piece of footage which was going viral at a remarkable pace. The incident — a run-in between Western tourists and GSC staff near Lake Namtso — didn’t strike him as overly important.
A storm in a teacup, he thought.
Dan cared far more about the recent news that Billy Kendrick was now safely out of the GSC’s makeshift holding cell, news he had heard directly from Billy in a short but friendly phone call in which Billy shared every detail he remembered of the remarkable bolide. His tone was almost euphoric as he spoke about the “beautiful” and “life-affirming” sight of the meteor as it sped to its death high above Kerguelen.
There had also been a piece of news about Dan’s friend Timo Fiore, who had supposedly moved a major announcement forward by a full week and would soon be addressing the world’s press to reveal something that he promised would exceed their expectations.
But what Dan had been most interested in throughout the night was the emergence of hard observational data regarding the Kerguelen bolide itself.
The best estimates, so far reported only by journalists rather than authoritatively published by any GSC facilities, placed the meteor at fifteen to eighteen metres in diameter and stated its estimated kinetic energy to have been around twenty times greater than the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima. Both of these numbers were slightly below those of the incident at Chelyabinsk which captured the world’s attention in February of 2013, but Kerguelen’s was nevertheless a bona fide superbolide ranking comfortably in the top five modern examples.
Obvious media comparisons were made throughout the night to not only the Chelyabinsk superbolide but also to the less understood but highly intriguing Tunguska event of a century earlier.
Closer to home, The Great Daylight Fireball of 1972, an Earth-grazing asteroid which passed within 35 miles of the planet’s surface before escaping the atmosphere 1,000 miles from its entry point, was cited as a similarly awe-inspiring event. But as interesting as the grainy images of that fireball were, the clear skies and unobstructed vistas around Kerguelen — allied with massive advances in mobile photography — ensured that the footage of the previous day’s superbolide was the best ever seen, effortlessly blowing any billion-dollar special effects budget out of the water.
Dan rolled his eyes a few times when the news media exhibited their penchant for fear-mongering, lacking concern partly because he had a first-hand understanding of how they operated but mainly because he knew there was nothing to be scared of. He understood that fear itself could become a problem at some point if people became hysterical amid the media’s best efforts to revive the narrative of potential hostility, but this concern was mild; after all, he had to believe that the Messengers were too smart to ever let it get to that stage.
Several requests for interviews arrived in Dan’s dormant social media accounts, but his desire to engage with anyone could not have been lower. Via the Social Media Meta Analysis software on his computer — a purchase inspired by the powerful app he’d first seen on Emma’s phone — Dan could track how often he was discussed across all platforms. He saw a few very noticeable spikes from the previous twelve hours, with the highest coming after a name-check by Joe Crabbe during the professional agitator’s appearance on Blitz News.
It pleased Dan that his discussion-based popularity now spiked when other people mentioned him, rather than the other way around as used to be the case. His efforts to maintain a low profile throughout the past year had evidently paid off, and he didn’t normally mind the occasional mention from someone like Crabbe; because as the long-term trend graphs showed, the attention always faded quickly enough.
This time, however, he had a feeling it would be different. This time the attention wouldn’t stay faded for long, he thought, because something told him that the Kerguelen bolide was just the first stage of a much broader happening.
Dan couldn’t pretend he wasn’t disappointed that nothing else had happened overnight, whether it was another bolide or whatever else, but he still refused to even consider the possibility of coincidence. Kerguelen was too remote for that, as pretty much everyone else seemed to agree, but he had an even stronger reason to be confident.
To Dan, the near-paralysing twinge in his neck during the incident could only mean one thing: the Messengers had intervened.
The Messengers, without doubt, were close.
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10 DOWNING STREET
LONDON, ENGLAND
“Surely now?” John Cole said, pointing to his television and no longer even trying to hide his exasperation at Jack Neal’s repeated calls for patience. “Chinese GSC guards intimidating Western tourists? It writes itself!”
To Cole’s mind, the time to hit Godfrey had been immediately after the Kerguelen bolide. It was written in the stars, he told Jack, citing the near-blinding irony of the fact that Dan McCarthy’s decision to leak the infamous IDA documents in the first place had coincided with a march against Godfrey’s leadership just as the bolide had coincided with one against Cole’s.
The big difference was that Godfrey had been forced to seize upon McCarthy’s leak out of sheer desperation in the hours before a huge protest was set to close down central London for the day, whereas Cole had now been presented with an opportunity to entrench a relatively strong position just one day after a well-timed downpour had saved his own blushes by postponing his detractors’ big day out.
Cole, never one to miss an opportunity to look strong, had stood defiantly in the storm and promised the handful of hardy camera crews outside Number Ten that no act of God, man or nature would ever hold him back from doing his utmost to keep Britain safe. With no umbrella or jacket, Cole was soaked to the bone in a T-shirt emblazoned with the faces of several recent victims of terrorist attacks; a T-shirt he wore despite most of those victims’ families pleading with him not to.
And since then, to Cole’s mind, his position had only gotten stronger. “If the time’s not now, when the hell is it?” he asked.
Jack Neal stood his ground: “Soon.”
Jack was playing a difficult game in attempting to temper the worst of Cole’s impatience without tipping him over the edge, and on some occasions this required exaggerated words. One such instance had come only a day earlier when Jack boasted that he had more than enough ammunition to hurt Dan McCarthy via Emma Ford should Dan involve himself on the wrong side of certain issues.
Despite their differences, Jack had no desire to hurt Emma, his former protégé, and he considered his raising of the possibility to be a regrettably necessary way of stopping Cole from diving head-first into anything foolish, as he might if he ever came to think that Jack was unwilling or unable to act decisively.
“I swear…” Cole moaned, “if Slater gets in first because you make me wait too—”
“She won’t say anything firm on this, boss,” Jack insisted. “She probably won’t say anything at all; you know how she’s been lately.”
It was certainly true that both President Slater and Chairman Godfrey had been very reserved in their public manner over the last few months, almost as though they were deliberately staying out of all difficult controversies in the expectation that with enough rope, Cole would eventually hang himself. Another posited reason for their lack of personal engagement, referenced by the media on both sides of the Atlantic, was that everyone by now knew that it was impossible to come out of any spat with John Cole looking good.
Indeed, when Cole had on occasion directed testing jabs in the direction of his former mentor, Godfrey had brushed them off and overtly asserted that he knew better than to wrestle with a chimney-sweep and expect to come out clean.
President Slater, meanwhile, mentioned Cole as rarely as possible. Her approval ratings were too high to risk getting drawn into any petty spats, and most balanced observers now tended to consider her a competent president who had been tremendously unlucky to be in office during the tumultuous months of Richard Walker’s self-inflicted fall from grace.
“So how soon is soon?” Cole asked, champing at the bit to make Godfrey’s life difficult by driving a well-placed wedge between him and the Chinese government over the potentially combustible situation at Namtso.
The combination of a flair for controversy like Cole’s and a PR intellect like Jack’s was tailor-made for the prevailing political climate — one in which any idea that couldn’t be condensed into a quotable five-second soundbite was widely seen as one not worth having — and Cole saw every moment when they weren’t making the most of their synergistic gifts as a moment wasted.
Jack leaned back in his chair. “Boss, anything we say in the next two hours will have a shelf life of two hours.”
“What are you talking about?”
“This came in from one of my Italian sources,” Jack said, flicking through some photos on his phone and settling on the right one. “A courier transported it to the Cavalieri Observatory a few days ago.”
“Is that Fiore’s place?” Cole asked as he reached for the phone.
“The very same. I don’t know what he’s going to talk about when he addresses the media in two hours, but I think it’s safe to say that if it’s anything to do with this photo…”
“Godfrey’s going to have a shit-fit,” Cole beamed, his eyes wide in delighted surprise. “He’ll be all over the place! Distracted. Vulnerable. Ripe for the picking!”
Jack nodded slowly and put his phone back in his pocket. “One of these days, you’re going to realise that I really do know what I’m doing, boss,” he said through a thin smile.
Cole said nothing, but he had never been more glad to have Jack Neal at his side.
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MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
At 8am, Clark pressed the intercom button on the basement door to tell Dan that Emma was there to see him.
Dan opened the door to find Clark in his police uniform and Emma dressed even more smartly than ever.
“I don’t have long,” Emma said, walking down the stairs. “I just wanted to see how you’re doing and tell you that I’ll be in the city all day. I’ve gotta deal with some stupid campaign emergency. Not even my client… it’s a favour to someone I owe more than a few.”
“It’s going to be a long day at the precinct, too,” Clark said. “No one will shut up about Kerguelen from the minute I get there.”
When Clark had started his new job, the presence of someone moderately famous had been a novelty for his colleagues. To his relief, that novelty had faded quickly enough; but now, just like general interest in everything else related to the Messengers, Clark himself was going to be a focus of attention all over again in the aftermath of the Kerguelen bolide.
“So how are you doing?” Emma asked Dan. She didn’t sit down, clearly serious about not having much time. “Have you been awake all night?”
Dan shook his head. “I got like three, maybe three-and-a-half hours of sleep,” he said, speaking without irony as though this was comfortably enough.
Emma then glanced up to the scrolling trend-ticker, seeing a new and rapidly trending post from Billy Kendrick which plainly stated his firm belief that the bolide was a deliberate sign from the Messengers and which ended with the upbeat sign-off: “It’s a good time to be alive!”
She pointed up to the scrolling text. “See? I’m willing to accept it was them. Okay? You felt it. I believe you. But look at that: Billy thinks it was a sign. Pretty much everyone does. If this was a message for you, like you think it is, why would it be so public? They could call you somewhere, like before. Or even if, for some totally unknown reason, they were determined to use a meteor to catch your attention… why wouldn’t it be somewhere like Lolo? Somewhere that we know is relevant, but somewhere no one else cares about?”
Dan pursed his lips and nodded slightly in recognition of what were undeniably fair and measured questions.
“She’s right, man,” Clark chimed in. He too was nodding, taking another long look at Dan’s in-depth Heilig research, at his many densely annotated maps, and at his large posters of the three already-discovered plaques. “And the aliens are on our side. So even if they did want to tell us something important and to do it specifically through you… why would it be so cryptic?”
Henry’s voice played over the intercom before Dan had a chance to answer. “Emma,” he called.
Dan turned to face her. “Are you getting a cab into the city?”
She shook her head.
Dan then held the intercom button to speak to Henry. “What is it?” he asked.
“Her phone is ringing,” Henry replied.
As Dan and Clark both knew, an extremely small number of people were whitelisted to be allowed straight through on Emma’s phone outside of business hours.
“Tara,” Emma suddenly said, clicking her fingers as it hit her. “She’s due back in town tomorrow.”
“Oh, goodie,” Clark said under his breath.
Emma laughed, hearing Clark’s words and wordlessly sharing his lack of enthusiasm.
“What’s wrong with Tara?” Dan asked. He had only met Emma’s younger sister a few times, but she’d always seemed nice enough. “Hurry up and pick up, anyway. She might need something.”
“She always does,” Emma said. “That’s the point.”
Henry was holding out Emma’s phone when she opened the door. “It stopped,” he said. “I didn’t want to answer it.”
Emma took it from his hand. “Thanks. Did it say it was Tara?”
He shrugged. “I didn’t unclip the case.”
After looking at the screen for several seconds, Emma handed her phone back to Henry and asked him to put it back on the coffee table. “It’s nothing important. Thanks again, though.”
“Sure thing.”
When Emma re-closed the basement door and turned around, Dan spoke first. “You could at least call her back and say you can’t talk right now. She’ll be sitting somewhere wondering why you didn’t take her call.”
“Get your shoes,” Emma said, pointing to the pair on Dan’s floor. “Clark — yours too, wherever they are. We’re going to my place. My phone won’t work down here and we can’t call him upstairs when your dad’s there.”
“Call who?” Clark asked, this time beating Dan to the punch. “Who’s the him?”
“Starts with T…” Emma said, turning back to the door. “Rhymes with Nemo.”





C minus 80
FORD RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“There’s just no way this house is the same size as ours,” Clark said, repeating a frequent thought as he sank into the plush circular couch in the corner of Emma’s spacious living room.
Emma and Dan, more focused on the issue at hand, wasted no time in getting down to it.
“Do you know anything about the thing Timo is doing today?” Emma asked.
Dan shrugged. “I know he’s doing it, and I know that it was originally supposed to be next week. The fact that he’s bringing it forward must mean it has something to do with Kerguelen, right?”
“It doesn’t have to mean that,” Emma said. “Obviously today is a good day to publicise anything remotely linked to Kerguelen or aliens or anything like that, but it’s also a perfect day to bury bad news. You know Timo as well as I do, and that guy has his fingers in a lot of pies… he could be closing a company or announcing a sell-off or something like that.”
“Why would he invite the press for that? And why would it be at the observatory?”
“To try and spin whatever he’s doing as a good thing, probably. That might be why he wants to talk to me: for some last-minute advice. Maybe he’s closing the observatory? Maybe he’s selling it? We’re about to find out.”
Emma then held a finger to her lips as the phone rang.
“Ah, Emma!” Timo said, greeting her as warmly as he had when he welcomed the trio into his second home at Lake Maggiore a year earlier. “I’m so glad you called back. How is everything? Dan, Clark, Birchwood? All well, I hope.”
“Everything’s pretty busy,” she replied. “I actually have to leave in a couple of minutes. Did you need something urgent?”
“In that case, I will be brief. I’m coming to New York on Sunday, Emma — for a Focus 20/20 taping. I want you to be there.”
“Are you sure about that?” she asked. “You weren’t listed in the preliminary lineup I saw last night.”
“They’ll find a space when they see my surprise in a few hours. So, can I count on you?”
Emma turned to Dan, who held up his right thumb. “So long as you’re definitely on the panel and you’re willing to meet my fee,” she said. “Sure thing.”
“How much is your fee?”
“Timo… if you have to ask, you can’t afford it.”
He laughed heartily down the line. “I’ll try to scrape some funds together from somewhere.”
“Can I speak?” Dan mouthed silently.
Emma gave him the phone.
“Hey, Timo,” Dan said.
“Dan! What a pleasant surprise. And do I have a surprise for you, my friend. I only wish you were here to see it for yourself.”
“What is it?” Dan asked, not even trying to hide his childlike excitement. “Did you find something out about the bolide?”
Clark jumped up from the comfortable couch and moved towards his younger brother, ready to grab the phone if he sensed Dan’s words heading in a prohibited direction. Dan tried to shoo him away with his hand, nodding and mouthing “I know!” to make it clear that he wasn’t going to say anything he’d regret.
“No, no, no. It’s nothing like that,” Timo said. “I just wanted to make the most of some fortuitous timing.”
“So what are you doing at your media thing? What’s the surprise?”
“Oh, nothing much,” Timo said with a boyish tone of his own. Dan could almost hear him smiling all the way from Italy. “Just unilaterally ending William Godfrey’s illegitimate monopoly on deep-space research and exploration.”
Dan’s eyes lit up like the bolide itself.
“And that’s not all, Dan. I have been working on something else; something for our Messenger friends.”
Having heard these words through the phone, Clark now moved even closer to Dan, ready to grab it at any second. It wasn’t that he thought Dan would say anything on purpose, but the danger of a slip-up was always there.
“I really do need to get going,” Emma interjected.
“At least give me a clue,” Dan said to Timo, ignoring the hint. “The announcement isn’t for two whole hours.”
Timo chuckled warmly at Dan’s enthusiasm. “One clue,” he agreed. “And then I hang up.”
“Deal,” Dan said, leaning away from Emma as she spun her finger in the air in a ‘hurry up’ motion.
“I am looking at it right now,” Timo said, sounding almost like a proud parent. “And I am calling her… Reciprocity.”





Part 2
RECIPROCITY





“Truth is the only safe ground
to stand upon.”
Elizabeth Cady Stanton
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CAVALIERI OBSERVATORY
TRENTO, ITALY
“I’m glad that you could all make it,” Timo Fiore said, addressing the few dozen reporters who had rushed to his flagship observatory at very short notice. He sat alone at a long desk in the observatory’s lavishly decorated media room, dressed in a pastel blue suit and a white shirt. “And I can assure you that you will be glad you did.”
To his left, a large object lay covered by many national flags. The reporters, from their vantage point, could only see the handful of flags on one side of the object: those of the United States, the United Kingdom, China, Russia, Argentina, Norway, France, and Italy.
Timo’s suit-and-tie combination bore more than a passing resemblance to the Argentine flag, which in turn evoked strong memories of the moment when a mysterious sphere, discovered off the coast of Miramar and raised from the ocean in a shark cage, had been wheeled into public view with that very flag draped over it until the grand reveal. The symbolism was so overt that no one had to ask whether it was intentional, but Timo had firmly instructed the reporters to focus on his words until the time came for the object to be unveiled.
“I will waste no more of your time on introductions, ladies and gentlemen, and I will be as brief as I can. I have gathered you here today to document my announcement of nothing less than a privately funded but publicly minded space program. Our program is ambitious and intergenerational in scope. Through a not-for-profit umbrella organisation to be known as Fiore Frontiere, distinct divisions will research, fund and develop tangible technologies to both expand humanity’s reach in the universe and safeguard our planet.”
Excited murmurs began to spread among the reporters.
“The Global Space Commission, regardless of the good intentions surrounding its formation, has proven unfit for purpose. The list of tangible achievements that the GSC has made in the last year is not just indefensibly short, it is practically non-existent. The GSC has centralised a lot of funding and united a lot of smart people under one banner, but it is without doubt the most bloated institution I have ever seen. Take RS-1, the research station Chairman Godfrey announced in the wake of the third plaque’s discovery. Here we are, a year later… yet here we are, no further ahead. And the same goes for DS-2.
“For operational reasons, I am limited in what I can divulge right now in terms of Fiore Frontiere’s specific initial focuses. But I can, in no particular order, touch on three of our planned projects. One such project will see tremendous resources devoted to the development and construction of an intergenerational ark capable of transporting a viable human population to a distant planet.
“The second project I can currently reveal, which will be physically realised in years rather than decades, is our Tinia telescope. Named after the Etruscan god of the sky, Tinia will become the cornerstone of an extensive orbital observation platform.
“Tinia has been designed and its construction will begin imminently. However, both the name and the final design of the larger orbital observation platform are open to suggestions and will be the subjects of a global contest with a generous prize for the chosen winner in each category.
“But while only two winners will emerge from that contest…” Timo continued, rising to his feet and walking towards the large flag-covered object, “the third project I can announce today is participatory in nature and is, to my mind, the most immediately exciting of the three. Aside from the utility of this third project, it will also serve as something for humanity to unite around at a time when good news is at a premium. There will be cynics and there will be naysayers, as always, but I haven’t cared about them so far and I’m not about to start doing so now.
“Ladies and gentlemen of the press; citizens of the world; without further ado, I give you… Reciprocity.”
    
Timo whisked away the mosaic banner of national flags to reveal a full-scale model of a capsule-like space probe. As reporters oohed and aahed while positioning themselves to capture the best images, Timo crouched to the floor and lifted two large plaques from underneath the Reciprocity probe.
“Like Voyager before it,” he said, walking back to his desk with the plaques in his hands, “Reciprocity will traverse the solar system and continue forth carrying messages from humanity. The difference this time, of course, is that we know we are not alone. This time, we will send messages based on those we have already received. The content of our messages, engraved on plaques compositionally similar to those we have received, will not build upon humanity’s previous outgoing messages. Instead, we will build upon the incoming messages which have come to light in recent times.”
Timo carefully stood the two large plaques on his desk, revealing their example engravings of various detailed shapes, symbols, and text. The mundanity of the placeholder content momentarily disappointed the attendant reporters, but their level of intrigue over the broader project was more than sufficient to ensure that these feelings didn’t last for long.
“Symbols and scales for representing distance and time have already been established by the Messengers, and we will compose our reply with that in mind,” Timo continued. “Another core difference from previous active SETI efforts is that rather than sending masses of information about ourselves and our planet, we will be focusing squarely on facilitating future radio contact with the Messengers. If I want someone to contact me, I don’t draw them a picture of every room in my house and tell them all about my hobbies and my family. No… I give them my phone number.
“And I should add something: this is a long-term project. We cannot be certain when Reciprocity will reach its recipients. Indeed, we cannot be certain who those recipients will be! Little over a year ago, we did not know of the existence of any intelligent extraterrestrial races. We now know of at least one. At least one. For this reason, we will be consulting with experts in several disciplines to make our messages as universally clear as possible, including mathematicians and linguists.
“On the subject of language, the written messages we include will be in one language only. I am a man who cares about languages and speaks five of them. But whenever I want to communicate with someone who only speaks a sixth… which of mine do you think I try first? English, of course. Cultural dominance by no means indicates cultural superiority, but it is my view that previous active SETI efforts using small snippets of various languages have been ill-advised and motivated more by a desire to be seen as inclusive than by a desire to communicate effectively.
“In other areas, we are going to invite suggestions via our website as to what non-essential information should be represented in the limited space available for that purpose. Civilisational and technological progress — our move from mud huts and igloos to cities full of skyscrapers in the course of a few thousand years — is the kind of thing I am looking for. Nothing negative will be included; no mushroom clouds, no famines, no flattened rainforests. For those who would rather introduce humanity to an extraterrestrial race by putting our worst foot forward, I politely suggest that you fund and develop your own probe.”
Derision dripped from Timo’s words during this part of his announcement, as though he had already had these kinds of discussions behind the scenes.
“The inclusion process will not be democratic for the simple reason that I do not want it to turn into a childish popularity contest,” he went on. “There will be ways to highlight and support other people’s ideas, but I will make the final decisions based on merit rather than popularity.
“For those at home asking the obvious question, the answer is no: we do not yet have a set target destination. But as with our highly ambitious intergenerational ark, we see little sense in postponing preparations until the precise destination is known. This is more crucial for the ark, since the propulsion technologies and physical development of such a craft are admittedly beyond the realms of current science, but it is also true of Reciprocity. We will act as if we know where we are heading; that way, when we do know, we will be ready. Needless to say, Tinia and her sister telescopes will tirelessly search for signs of the planet many already speak of as New Kerguelen, and our search for that planet will be exponentially deeper and better-funded than any comparable endeavour of the past.
“And speaking of the past… in the recent past, the chief obstacles for our space-related ambitions have been political rather than technical. Today, I will no longer allow political challenges to prevent scientific progress. My message to our many supporters around the world is a simple one: the petty squabbles of self-interested and power-addicted politicians will no longer be allowed to stand in humanity’s way.
“Details relating to the location of our production bases and launch facilities will be forthcoming, but my final announcement of the day is that Fiore Frontiere will be headquartered at the old IDA building in Colorado Springs. Securing the building wasn’t cheap, but we considered the investment worthwhile given the historic symbolism of the location. In a building where one man worked for so long to suppress evidence of the Messengers’ existence, we will work twice as hard to usher in a harmonious future of active engagement and cooperation with those very same Messengers.
“I will now end with the immortal words of my good friend, Dan McCarthy,” Timo said. He rose to his feet.
“‘From truth comes hope, so here’s to the truth.’”
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GSC
HEADQUARTERS
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
In the administrative headquarters of the Global Space Commission, the building where he now spent almost all of his time, GSC Chairman William Godfrey sat at the head of a long glass table in the company of his bloated inner circle of scientific and media advisors.
None of them had previously known a mood like it, with compounding difficulties continuing to pile up and Godfrey deciding that maintaining what he deemed a dignified public silence was the best way forward for now.
The Kerguelen bolide alone presented a significant challenge, raising as it did many troubling questions about the GSC’s current abilities to detect and defend against incoming planetary threats.
Since then, a regrettable flare-up between international tourists and the GSC Security Corps officers stationed at Lake Namtso had piled on even more pressure. This posed a very different but no less difficult challenge than did the bolide, particularly with Ding Ziyang having already expressed his strong displeasure that the GSC employees in question were being widely reported as “Chinese guards” following Godfrey’s clumsy description of them as such before he had been fully briefed on the incident.
But Timo Fiore’s recent statement of his intent to launch several space-based projects took the biscuit, posing nothing less than an existential threat to the GSC. As several members of Godfrey’s inner circle were insistently telling him, they simply couldn’t be seen to let Timo get away with it; no one was legally entitled to launch anything into space without explicit approval, and an announcement of plans to disregard that cornerstone of the GSC’s charter was an overt challenge to the Commission itself.
“I’ll deal with Timo personally in New York on Sunday,” Godfrey said, referring to his own as yet unannounced appearance on Focus 20/20 in three days’ time. “Namtso will have blown over by then, and he’s not going to do or say anything else beforehand.”
Ever since Jack Neal had scampered off to John Cole’s side like the little rat he was, Godfrey had given up listening to too much of what any single media advisor told him. Trust was an issue, of course, but more generally Godfrey had come to detest his own increasing dependence on Jack prior to cutting him out. In one particular moment of clarity, Godfrey realised that he had been succeeding in politics for long enough without a PR-focused nobody at his side, and that such nobodies were better suited to working with weak role-fillers like Cole and President Slater or accidental celebrities like Dan McCarthy.
For all of the old man’s flaws, Godfrey had never seen Richard Walker — weak in no one’s eyes — walking around with a manicured yes man on his arm. He likewise had no memories of any of the bygone British politicians he admired so much ever changing their minds based on news cycles or media analysis. They were strong enough to stand on their own two feet. They didn’t need Jack Neals or Emma Fords, and neither did he.
“You have to be strong on this,” said one of the faces in his crowd. The young woman was English, like most of the media advisors.
“It takes strength to take your time,” Godfrey replied.
“Silence is weakness!” she insisted.
Godfrey pointed to the door. “Get out.”
“You can’t be serious?”
“Out!” he bellowed, slamming his fist against the desk firmly enough to elicit physical recoils from most of the people sitting around it. “And that goes for anyone else who wants to question me!”
None of the young media advisor’s colleagues joined her as she sulked out of the room with her tail between her legs. Nor did any of them ask why they were there if Godfrey didn’t want their input, even if they couldn’t help but wonder.
The science advisors, meanwhile, sat just as uncomfortably.
“Now, if we can forget about the side issues and get back to the bolide?” he said, almost petulantly and with one eye on the tablet computer in his hand. “In fact, all of the media people… out. This isn’t for you.”
They looked around at each other, as though unsure whether he was serious.
Godfrey answered this question by walking to the door and holding it open. “Hurry up. You’re not all fired — only her. The rest of you, I just need you to get out. Go and work on something to take the shine off our friend Timo’s little Reciprocity shenanigans. One of you mentioned the cultural insensitivity of what he said about civilisational progress, I believe? Latch onto that. Get an outrage campaign up and running with some over-the-top clickbait. If all goes well, we might even snare Cole by working him into siding with Timo… and there we have it, all of our enemies lined up in a row.”
Thirty seconds later, Godfrey closed the door and returned to his seat. The room was now sparsely populated by six of the GSC’s science advisors, who acted as go-betweens to ensure that Godfrey was always up to speed on important developments at any of the Commission’s worldwide facilities.
“Okay, so the latest data was not what I expected and it raised some new questions,” Godfrey said. “Do we have any new answers?”
“Yes, sir,” said a middle-aged Argentine. “An hour ago, I reported that analysis of the meteor’s initial entry showed it to be ‘highly irregular’, in the collective words of our senior analysis team. They wrote this in an official memorandum which also stated that they were awaiting comparative data from elsewhere which would either strengthen or challenge their assumptions regarding these apparent irregularities.”
“Your expression says it strengthened them,” Godfrey observed.
The man nodded, an extremely uneasy look on his face. “Sir, in the last few minutes, their description of the event at Kerguelen has changed from ‘highly irregular’ to ‘observably unnatural.’”
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FORD RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
After a long day apart due to Emma and Clark’s respective work obligations, Emma brought the trio back together by inviting both of the McCarthy brothers over as soon as she was home.
It made sense for them to talk at her house, as she explained; she wasn’t very comfortable in the enclosed basement, for starters, and they couldn’t risk speaking elsewhere in the McCarthys’ house in case Henry overheard anything.
Henry himself had spent the day like he spent most others — doing bits and pieces of administrative work for the fire department. He had taken to the desk job easily enough; and certainly far better than Clark had taken to his, back when a respiratory problem ruled him out of active military duty and ultimately led to his move into high-risk but highly-paid private security work with everyone’s understanding and best wishes.
Since being gravely injured in the act of saving a child from a collision with an oncoming car, Henry had tried to remain philosophical by thinking himself blessed to be doing any kind of work at all after the near-fatal crash left him in a coma for eighteen days. “I’d rather be sitting on my ass in this wheelchair than lying on my back in a casket,” he sometimes said, “and those are the only choices I’ve got.”
At Emma’s, the obvious and immediate topic of conversation was Timo Fiore’s remarkable and brazen announcement that he intended to launch his own space program based at the old IDA building in Colorado Springs. His proposed Reciprocity probe had garnered most of the resulting headlines, partly because the presence of a full-scale model made it feel more real than his future plans for an orbital observation platform and even an intergenerational ark.
Dan, despite knowing that much of what everyone else believed to be true was in fact part of a hoax devised by Richard Walker and Hans Kloster, couldn’t help but feel excited about the Reciprocity probe. He couldn’t help but imagine the inhabitants of an alien planet discovering the probe and wondrously examining its contents, largely because he couldn’t help but agree with Timo’s comment that there might well be multiple intelligent races scattered through the vastness of space. And just because the Messengers’ race was already aware of humanity, Dan figured, that didn’t mean they all were.
As well as generating excitement and interest, Reciprocity also reignited the dormant debate over the wisdom — or otherwise — of actively trying to communicate with anyone. As the news media’s reaction to the Kerguelen bolide underlined, some still feared aliens even in a post-Disclosure and post-Salzburg world. Timo’s optimistically spoken point about the possibility of there being multiple alien races was turned on its head, with critics arguing that sending instructions on how to reach Earth was foolish and would likely prove fatal if those directions ever fell into the hands of a hostile race.
Ever since the existence of one alien race came to light, many had considered it likely that others would follow. And to this day, many still feared that those others could well turn out to be conquest-driven beasts rather than information-sharing allies. The argument was as familiar as it was simple: “Just because we know that some aliens are friendly, that doesn’t mean they all are.”
Though Dan had no one to argue with, he quietly understood that the distances involved, particularly relative to the small probe’s likely speed of travel, meant that it would take thousands of years for Reciprocity to reach another star system. Like the Voyager Golden Records, the real value in the discussions over the messages to be included on Reciprocity’s plaques was the value of such discussions as a frame for useful thought experiments and as a means of bringing people together.
For much of the long day, Dan had been so caught up in the excited reaction to the Reciprocity announcement that he temporarily postponed his own theorising over the meaning of the Kerguelen bolide. He was surprised that Godfrey still hadn’t said anything outside of one short overnight radio interview, either about the bolide or about Timo, but it was not a disappointed kind of surprise.
“There’s something I’ve been thinking about,” he said to Emma after a general discussion of the day’s events. “You’re going to be with Timo in a few days… so what if we tell him some of the truth without telling him anything about the lie? He talked about looking for New Kerguelen, and there are two things we know that could really narrow the search parameters. The first thing is that the Messengers could walk and breathe without suits in an environment where we could do the same, which tells us certain things about the kind of environment they evolved in. And the second thing — the main thing — is that they told me we have a name for their home star but not for their home planet. If we told Timo that I met the Messengers…”
Clark responded first, with some general obscenities colouring his disbelief at Dan’s suggestion.
Emma raised a finger to ask him to be quiet. “Dan,” she said, “I thought we were on the same page about this?”
“We are. I didn’t say we should say anything about the hoax, just that we could maybe tell Timo that we met aliens and that they told us a few things. And I said Timo, okay? Not everyone. Not Cole or Godfrey or anyone else. Not even Billy or my dad. Timo. He’s the only guy who could take the info we have and act on it in a positive way.”
“What even makes you think they’d let you tell him?” Emma asked. “They told us they’d interfere if Walker tried to talk.”
“Exactly! They didn’t say they’d interfere if I did.”
“Because we didn’t ask, Dan. We weren’t stupid enough to be thinking about that. Just listen to me for one minute, okay, because as soon as any part of this is out, it’s all out. Don’t kid yourself on that. And the second you told someone, you would wish you hadn’t. This thing is a weight we have to bear — we didn’t ask for it, but we’ve sure as hell got it. And if you told someone, you would immediately realise that the weight wasn’t lifted, it was just dumped onto them too. Do you think this would be more difficult for the two of us if Clark didn’t know? Do you think this would be easier for the three of us if your dad knew? No. It would just be equally as difficult for more people, and you would never sleep again because you’d be worried that they would spill it. We can trust ourselves and we can trust each other, and that’s it. That’s all. Okay?”
“Okay,” Dan said, quite brightly.
Emma raised her eyebrows. “Dan…”
“I said okay. No big deal.”
“Well, it kind of is, which is why I need you to promise. I need you to promise me that you’re going to stop thinking about this. Can you do that?”
“I promise.”
Emma turned to Clark. “Are you happy with that?”
“Do I look happy with that?” he groaned. In turn, he looked at Dan. “I swear to God, man… if I hear you talking about any shit like that again, you’ll wish I hadn’t.”
“Jesus,” Dan sighed. “Last night you say nothing is off the table; no judgement; say whatever you think. Then today Timo makes a big announcement and I have an idea directly related to that, so I say it. I say it to the two of you, in here, in private, and now suddenly it’s like judgement judgement judgement. I didn’t say I’m gonna tell him, did I? I said ‘what if we did?’… but Emma said no, so that’s it. You don’t need to be such an asshole.”
“You think this is me being an asshole?” Clark asked. “Then you really don’t want to see what happens if I hear you suggesting anything like that again.”
Emma butted in. “Clark, that’s enough.”
“No it’s not. If someone has an idea as stupid as that, you call it out. If you don’t, you’re just encouraging him to have more stupid ideas.”
“If he has ideas, I want to hear them,” Emma said. “Whether you think they’re stupid or not, if he’s gonna have them, I want to know what they are. You want to just leave everything stewing in his head? You want him to tell someone else because we don’t listen and the thoughts drive him crazy?”
“Uh, I am standing right here…” Dan said.
Emma put her hand around his back and rested it on his shoulder. “I know, sorry. But Clark, cut him some slack. However hard this is for us, we’re not the ones who felt physical pain when the meteor came in and we’re not the ones who got called to the cornfield last time, okay? Stuff like that changes your perspective. So when Dan has an idea, he can tell us — without judgement.”
Clark paused, then closed his eyes for a second and nodded slowly. “I’m sorry, too, man. But at the same time, try and see it from my side. If you were me and I was suggesting something like that…”
“I’d probably lock you in the basement with no computer and no phone line,” Dan said, laughing as he spoke.
Emma lowered her hand from Dan’s shoulder after suddenly noticing that it was still there. “Don’t give him any ideas, Dan.”
“Anyway, I’ve got an early shift tomorrow,” Clark said, clapping his hands together. “Dan, you coming?”
Dan nodded, then turned to Emma. “What are you doing tomorrow? Do you need to go into the city again for work?”
“No, that was a one-time thing — campaign emergency averted. Actually, I might have to go into the city to pick up a little something for your birthday next week, but that’s it. Apart from that I’ll just be working from home and I don’t have much booked in. Why, what about you?”
Dan shrugged. “I’ll see what comes up.”
“Cool, well… I’ll probably catch you sometime tomorrow, right?”
“Definitely,” Dan said. “See you later.”
As Dan walked to the door, Emma pulled Clark back very subtly. “Be nice to him,” she mouthed. She was smiling, but Clark wasn’t.
“The softer you get, the more I have to overcompensate,” he whispered. “Don’t make this more difficult than it already is.”
He was gone before she could reply.
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WHITE HOUSE
WASHINGTON, D.C.
Many in and around President Slater’s administration had been keeping extremely close tabs on Timo Fiore’s space-related investments and research projects for a long time. His decision to bring his various astronomical interests and facilities together under the new banner of Fiore Frontiere was more than a mere rebranding, however, and allied with the strength of Timo’s comments it showed that he really did mean business.
Like Timo, several high-profile former NASA officials and employees had recently been growing acutely frustrated with the direction in which Godfrey had been taking the GSC. The glacial pace of any real progress beyond one admittedly impressive project was a constant source of annoyance, and some contended that the laudably short period of time taken to design and construct the Unity 1 rocket which would ultimately launch Research Station 1 was less of a feather in the GSC’s cap than it was an indication of the kind of progress that could have been simultaneously made on many distinct projects if the Commission was more efficiently run.
Respected voices within the security community had for many months stressed to President Slater the importance of ensuring that Timo never developed a direct cooperative relationship with either the Russians or the Chinese. There was no solid reason to think he ever would — Timo had never made any secret of his conviction that Western economic and democratic ideals were the foundational basis of human prosperity, and bribery couldn’t tempt him any more than a snorkel could tempt a basking shark — but it remained unknown whether, and how, he could ever be tempted to work with any national governments at all should the GSC ultimately disintegrate as so many predicted.
In a post-GSC world in which international competition returned, it struck most political observers that Timo Fiore could well be the kingmaker whose cooperation with one reinstituted national space agency would decisively set it apart from the others.
Timo’s decision to headquarter Fiore Frontiere in the United States gave Slater reason to be hopeful as to which path he would ultimately take in such a post-GSC scenario. Nothing could be taken for granted, however, so she reaffirmed to her staff the importance of refraining from making any comments critical of Timo while also avoiding any public criticisms of the GSC.
Slater had walked tighter ropes at greater political altitudes, but striking an expedient balance between long- and short-term considerations of these issues was anything but straightforward.
Glancing at transient headlines on her computer screen, President Slater considered the point that the calls for comment on these issues were at least far less vociferous than the calls for comment about the IDA leak had been a year earlier. This time, there was no media circus in Birchwood or anywhere else; and even more importantly, this time there was no lightning rod in the mould of a Dan McCarthy for the public to march behind in their call for truth.
And no Emma Ford to play the press like a fiddle and make my life a thousand times more difficult than it has to be, Slater reflected with an ironic grin.
But as she thought back to the previous year and recalled just how friendly Timo had gotten with the troublemakers in Birchwood, Slater’s grin faded. The fact that Billy Kendrick, another of their allies, was already wrapped up in the Kerguelen incident only increased the potential for an unwelcome change in the direction of current media narratives, and Slater didn’t like some of the possibilities that arose in her mind.
Ford and McCarthy are nowhere to be seen for now, she thought. But how long is for now…?
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MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
In the small hours of the night, Dan went upstairs to get a drink from the refrigerator. He didn’t bother switching on the kitchen light, which was why he noticed a light outside the back door.
Intrigued, he opened the door and stepped out. Several thoughts went through his mind, with the worst being that he would find one or more intruders sneaking around. He didn’t think of this until the door was already open, but fortunately the fear was quickly proven to be unfounded.
The light was coming from Emma’s place, from a large motion-activated floodlight above her back door.
“Dan?” she said, responding quietly to the sound of the door, no louder than necessary in the silence of the night.
He walked over to the high white fence; their houses were around ten metres apart with two driveways and a flowerbed in-between, but at the back of their homes only this fence separated the properties.
The light from next door was enough to illuminate the recently reinvigorated vegetable plot on Dan’s side of the fence, as well as the new stone pathway in the middle of the relaid lawn leading to a shiny new toolshed built on the site of the rickety and leaky old one which had stood for decades.
“What are you doing out at this time?” he asked through the fence. It struck him as the obvious question.
“Couldn’t sleep,” Emma said. “I thought I might as well look at the stars instead of my bedroom ceiling. What about you?”
“Are you asking if I’d rather be looking at your bedroom ceiling?” Dan deadpanned.
Emma laughed heartily. “Oh, Dan Dan Dan. When did you learn to tell jokes like that?”
“It’s really weird talking through a fence,” he said, focusing on the suddenly dominant thought in his mind rather than on Emma’s previous comment.
“Do you want to come round to talk for real?” Emma asked. “I don’t have to be up early tomorrow.”
“What do you want to talk about?”
“Hold on until I check my list of topics…” she said, laughing again. “I dunno, Dan, just whatever. It feels like I’d barely seen you recently until this Kerguelen thing, and now it’s like that’s all there is. We didn’t always need there to be something to talk about, did we?”
“Kerguelen is a big deal, Emma. Everyone is getting distracted by Timo and Namtso and all that stuff, but the Messengers are coming back. They’re coming back soon.”
“I hope so. At least it’ll give us something new to talk about,” Emma said. There was only a hint of a chuckle in her voice this time and Dan didn’t really know how to read it.
“I’m going to go back inside,” he said. “It’s freezing out here. Don’t stay out too long, okay?”
Emma looked up again at the stars overhead, imagining what it would look like when they did come back, and especially if they came down with their craft uncloaked.
“Can you imagine if their craft—”
Her question was interrupted by Dan’s door closing behind him as he re-entered the kitchen.
“’Night, Dan,” she sighed.
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STEVENSON FARM
EASTVIEW, COLORADO
Three miles south of Birchwood, Richard Walker sat pensively at the kitchen table of the cottage which had once been his second home and was now his only refuge from a hostile world. The picturesque cornfield vistas and relative privacy despite its proximity to the city had been Walker’s motivations for choosing this cottage over his other options, and he had never regretted the decision for a minute. Only a handful of people knew where Walker lived, and he was equally confident for varying reasons that each would stay quiet.
The first was Joe Crabbe, a long-term ally who continued to deliver essential supplies every two weeks. Joe knew where Walker lived, but he didn’t know what had happened there. He didn’t know anything.
Joe didn’t know that Walker’s cover-up was a hoax, much less that his lies had come true when real aliens furtively sabotaged DS-1’s launch to prevent the nuclear weaponisation of space. And Joe certainly didn’t know that those aliens had taken Walker — the man whose lies led to the launch of DS-1 in the first place and thus necessitated the initial intervention — and told him that any attempts to destabilise the world further with an admission of his lie would result in a second and permanent abduction.
As time passed, Walker had grown progressively less sure that the aliens had been serious about their threat. It struck him as highly unlikely that they were still keeping tabs after so much time, but he hadn’t yet felt an urgent need to test this in any way. On occasion he had been tempted to bring Joe in on the secret to ensure that the option of revealing it didn’t die with him, but on reflection he realised that Joe had so little mainstream credibility that he would have been as well scrawling “WALKER LIED — IT WAS A HOAX” in brown paint on the wall of an abandoned warehouse.
The only other three people who knew Walker’s current location were the same three who knew everything else: the McCarthy brothers and Emma Ford. All three continued to surprise him greatly by remaining strong enough and selfless enough to keep it all quiet.
Events of the last few days had left Walker feeling uncomfortably and intolerably impotent. For decades he had enjoyed real power in frontline politics, first as a congressman and ultimately as the long-standing head of the Interspace Defense Agency, but right now those days seemed a long way away.
His elaborate plan to sell a hoax by dressing the lie up as a secret had succeeded in its primary goal of halting China’s ambitious plans to colonise the Moon and walk on the surface of Mars, two developments which to his mind would have unacceptably ceded the ultimate high ground and, in his famous words, surrendered the “well-earned national security advantage” of the United States.
The unfortunate side-effect of the hoax, from Walker’s point of view, had been the creation of the GSC — a truly supranational organisation which brought all national space agencies together under one umbrella. Power creep had always been his main concern when it came to such organisations, and the one saving grace in his eyes was that the GSC at least had a strongly pro-West leader in the form of William Godfrey, whose occasional anti-American comments of the past Walker knew to have been strategic rather than authentic.
Nevertheless, Walker wanted the GSC to die — yesterday.
When a meteor entered the Earth’s atmosphere and exploded with tremendous force high above the island of Kerguelen, the people of Earth had been powerless to stop it. And with the United States fully signed up to the GSC’s charter, all unilateral defensive measures were out of the question. It disgusted Walker that a rich European like Timo Fiore was doing more than President Slater to safeguard the people of the United States and the world at large.
Walker didn’t buy the theories that the Kerguelen bolide was anything but a coincidence. He also didn’t buy the theory that it was a “close call” as many had been calling it. Like Tunguska and Chelyabinsk, he saw it instead as a warning for humanity to get its act together.
A meteor today, and what tomorrow?
Walker was asking the question, but it seemed to him like no one else was. And if things continued the way they were going, with a corrupt and bloated GSC prohibiting anyone else from doing anything to protect the planet while its mechanisms did the square root of nothing, he would have no choice but to do something.
At 4am, he decided it was time for a test run.
Walker coughed dryly, grimacing and holding the throat which had recently begun to fail him so completely. His loyal old dog, Rooster, walked to his side as he always did when the coughing got bad. Walker patted the dog’s head and told him it was okay.
He then picked up his phone and dialled Joe Crabbe’s number. It rang and rang, but there was no answer.
“One of these days…” he said after the beep, coughing again to clear his treacherous throat and in doing so destroying his initial effort to sound intimidating. “One of these days or nights… I’m going to need you to answer on the first ring so we can set up an urgent live interview. You know I don’t have many days left, Joe. What you don’t know is that there’s something I want to get off my chest before the last one comes.”
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With Henry and Clark at their respective workplaces, both motivated by their shared need to do something productive rather than any pressing need for money, Emma and Dan sat in the McCarthys’ living room talking openly about an offer she had received overnight.
Emma had awoken to dozens of missed calls on her phone, all of them from Timo Fiore. Unlike Dan, who had once again spent most of the night awake and paying too much attention to the news, Emma was unaware of Timo’s problem until he finally got hold of her.
At that point, his pleas for assistance were immediate as he told her of his inability to deal with the sudden and massive flood of negative media attention that had recently come his way.
On the back of some innocuously intended comments during his Reciprocity announcement, Timo explained that he now stood accused in the court of social media, with the charges ranging from cultural chauvinism to intentional insensitivity. The story of the outrage had grown arms and legs in the few hours since the first posts went viral, and Emma could hear in Timo’s voice that he was personally hurt by the criticisms more than he was concerned about their effect on his project.
The chief complaint centred on Timo’s use of humanity’s move “from mud huts and igloos to cities full of skyscrapers” as an example of civilisational progress; the specific charges, he gloomily relayed, were of wilfully erasing the experience of everyone who didn’t live in a Western city and of stigmatising the living arrangements of millions of people. His insistence on using only English in written captions and communications was another easy target for those with time on their hands and axes to grind.
Timo had made no public comment as yet, but insisted to Emma in a weary tone that he intended no cultural bias. He cited the fact that he included several Emirati buildings in his example materials, despite his well known dislike of the governments and building practices behind them, and said that he did so because the buildings were technically impressive and that all he was looking for were the best examples of human construction. Emma let him talk for a while without interrupting.
He had also faced criticism for his refusal to leave Reciprocity’s plaque-design process to a truly open vote, and particularly for using the word “herd” in reference to the general public. This was indefensible, the critics claimed, and “a clear sign of Fiore’s elitist detachment from reality.”
Eventually, Emma spoke. She told Timo that the best course of action was to do and say nothing, explaining that no one beyond the fringe of the fringe was truly upset by his comments; the cookie-cutter headlines claiming that he was “under fire” and “being blasted” for comments that had “sparked fury” were nothing more than the dying echoes of desperate clickbait-peddling media outlets. Unlike in the bygone days when news outlets survived by earning repeat custom through quality content, Emma told him, the new model’s goal was to generate clicks at any cost.
“It’s like an arms-race of who can push these clickbait headlines furthest,” she said. “Today it’s just your turn to be the target.”
Timo was quiet for several seconds. “You know I trust your instincts,” he eventually replied. “But this feels different. I have said some foolish things in my time, Emma… far more foolish than this. I have also collected a lot of enemies over the years, some earned and some not, but no one has ever thrown these kinds of accusations at me. I have never seen a reaction like this. The articles are calling for apologies, boycotts, you name it. It’s hysteria!”
“Exactly,” Emma said, “it is hysteria. So why take it personally? Aside from a tiny tiny tiny handful of people who have picked this as the thing they’re going to be offended about today, most of what you’re seeing is purely driven by so-called news sites that make money every time someone clicks a link. That’s all it is. I know it’s difficult for you right now, but it’s a pretty simple thing to understand and this isn’t something that’s going to last.”
“My media team at Fiore Frontiere are telling me that no one had mentioned any of this until around six hours ago,” Timo replied, his tone calmer than before but his concerns not yet abated. “And apparently it happened in one sudden moment: a barrage of identically worded posts went out from various accounts on various platforms. Then, as soon as the ball was rolling, the new accounts which posted the first comments were deleted. I think Godfrey and his people did this, and I want proof.”
“It might have been astroturfed outrage,” Emma conceded, with strong emphasis on the ‘might’, “and it definitely wouldn’t be the first time I’ve seen something like that. But seriously, Timo, in the grand scheme of things it doesn’t matter what started it. I’ve seen this situation a million times with a million clients and my advice is always the same: turn the other cheek. I know it’s hard to keep perspective when people are throwing accusations at you, but honestly… no one really cares about this stuff. Ninety-nine percent of people will roll their eyes at it, but they still click the headlines. That’s the new game: the gutter-dwelling ‘journalists’ write the stupidest headlines they can, and then regular people get annoyed at what they think other people are offended by, but no one except a tiny handful of people were even offended in the first place! I’ve had to think about this stuff a lot because social media changed the PR game just as I was learning it. I don’t know how else to put it except to say that saying nothing is the quickest way out. Seriously: the only way to win is to not play.”
“We can’t let them win,” Timo protested. “We can’t let him win.”
“Timo… they’re not winning anything. They’re crawling around in the mud and trying to pull you down there with them. You’re taking this personally because you’re a nice guy and you’re not the things they’re calling you, but what I’m telling you is that no one actually thinks you are. Just stay dignified and it’ll blow over.”
What had become clearer and clearer to Emma with each of Timo’s comments was that he really was more upset by the personal nature of the accusations than he was concerned with the effect they might have on his Reciprocity project.
But while she had been trying to comfort him, Emma had also been scanning the most recent related articles. Only one development troubled her in relation to its possible effect on Timo’s public image, but it troubled her a great deal.
Already, barely missing a beat, John Cole had performed an uninvited and unwelcome leap to Timo’s defence with a series of typically brash and deliberately inflammatory assertions.
“Reciprocity is a message from civilisation to civilisation,” Cole had said in a short televised interview. “And what the thought police who have been badgering poor Timo have to accept is that the sender is Western civilisation. We want to show skyscrapers, athletes and physicists; not mud huts, cannibals and witchdoctors. If people have a problem with that, I don’t know what to tell them.”
As Emma told Timo after reading this, John Cole was the only part of this problem that wouldn’t fade away on its own. Jack Neal had clearly advised Cole that latching on to the Reciprocity controversy was a good way of leeching some of Timo’s goodwill with the public, and Emma knew that the skunk-like taint they could leave on Timo was something that had to be actively dealt with.
“The good news is that we can take care of Cole once and for all on Sunday,” she said. “Jack is going to be on the Focus 20/20 panel as a proxy, so we’ll deal with him then. And if anything comes to light about Godfrey being behind this little outrage storm, we’ll have the chance to take care of him in New York, too. You can let your people look into that, just as long as they don’t make any strong comments until they run it all by us. And in the meantime… don’t let this run you down, okay? I’ll see you tomorrow in Denver when your plane touches down.”
“About that…” Timo said. “How would you feel about coming back with me to Italy for a few days after the show on Sunday? I have some important press engagements to take care of before my move to Colorado, and they would be much easier if you were here.”
“You’re moving here?”
“Of course. Fiore Frontiere isn’t going to run itself, and the old IDA building was the obvious choice for our global headquarters. I would say ‘you can’t buy that kind of symbolism’, but it turns out that you can.”
Emma was quiet for several seconds.
“I know you don’t like flying, Emma, so you must know that I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t need you. It will only be for a few days, and I would be delighted if Dan wants to come with you.”
And so, minutes after taking Timo’s call, Emma had ended it without committing either way.
She brought the offer to Dan as soon as Henry and Clark were gone for the day, and much to her surprise he wasn’t totally against the idea of her going.
“You can come with me, too,” she said. “That would be better.”
To her even greater surprise, Dan was totally against this suggestion. When she asked why, his answer — “I have to be here in case something happens” — only led to another obvious question:
“Like what? What do you think might happen that you’d need to be here for?”
Dan shrugged. “Another bolide, maybe. Or maybe something more direct if they finally plant the fourth plaque. They might call me somewhere, and I doubt it would be in Italy.”
“What makes you think they might call you somewhere? Have you felt anything since Kerguelen?” Emma asked with an interest bordering on concern. “You know, in your neck?”
“No, nothing like that. It’s just a strong hunch. But you don’t have to worry about anything… you can leave all my fancy birthday presents wrapped somewhere I can find them, and Clark will be here if I need help with anything. And Tara will be here, too, right?”
After laughing at Dan’s comment about the birthday presents, Emma’s expression turned to stone. “I’ll pretend you didn’t just say that last part.”
“I didn’t mean I’m going to tell her,” Dan said with a slight smile. “I like Tara too much to dump this on her, even if I wanted to. Clark will be here if I need help with anything like that… I just meant that Tara will be here, too, so it’s not like I’ll need to keep a close eye on your house while you’re gone.”
“Ugh,” Emma sighed, leaning back in thought. “I hadn’t even thought of that. When Tara is home alone, someone does need to keep an eye on things. I’ll ask Clark. And I swear, if she tries to have any parties while I’m gone…”
“So you are going?”
“If you’re sure you’re okay with that? It’s not like I’m desperate to go or anything; I wouldn’t go for free and I wouldn’t go at all if it wasn’t to help Timo, but if you think that you might need help here then obviously I—”
“It’s okay,” Dan said. “Go.”
“Definitely?”
Dan nodded slowly. “I will miss having you around, but Timo is on our side. Even though he doesn’t know everything, he’s always been on our side. If we can help him — if you can help him — I think we should. Remember how much he helped us?”
“Of course I do. But if you do need help with anything, whatever it is, day or night, you call me, okay? My phone is always on and you’ll always get straight through. Day or night.”
“Day or night,” Dan said. “Understood.”
Emma smiled. “And for the record: I’ll miss you having me around, too.”
A few seconds later, she returned Timo’s call and told him she was in.
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Dan was grateful when a mundane phone call from Clark broke up his afternoon, consisting as it had of staring at his wall-length research board in the hope that the missing piece of the Kerguelen puzzle would flow from his mind in a flash of inspiration.
It hadn’t.
With Clark still at work and Emma now home after a short trip to the city but apparently not answering his calls, Clark asked Dan to pop next door and pass on an invitation. It came from Phil Norris; upon hearing that Emma had only one more night in Birchwood before heading to New York and ultimately Italy with Timo Fiore, he had kindly invited everyone to the bar for some free drinks to see her off.
Dan agreed to pass on the message. He waited until four o’clock, when Emma’s usual at-home workdays came to an end, then began the fifteen-second walk from his home to hers. He had been counting down the minutes until four o’clock even before Clark’s call, keen to catch up with her for what would be one of the last times in a while.
Dan didn’t take any notice of the old blue car parked right outside; subconsciously he knew that Emma’s sister Tara was due back in town soon, and he wasn’t paying nearly enough attention to notice that it didn’t look shiny or expensive enough to be something she would be seen dead driving.
He knocked twice on the door, as he always did, and was surprised by how quickly Emma answered. He was also surprised by her noticeably flustered demeanour.
“Hey,” she said, trying to force an upbeat smile. “What’s up?”
After saying a few words about the message he was supposed to pass on for Clark, Dan noticed something over Emma’s shoulder: a young man of around his age, sitting on the couch in a well filled-out black muscle shirt.
“Is something wrong?” Emma asked.
“I’ll, uh… it was nothing,” Dan replied, backing away. “I didn’t know you were busy.”
Emma watched in confusion for a few seconds as he turned around and began to walk away. She then glanced back to the couch and understood. “Dan, wait!”
“It’s fine,” he said. “Really, you don’t have to—”
“He’s here for Tara.”
Dan stopped. “Oh. I didn’t know she’d arrived.”
“Come on inside,” Emma said. Her expression, having gone from confusion to amusement as the misunderstanding developed, quickly turned sour. “She hasn’t arrived yet, and that’s the whole thing; apparently she told this guy she’d be here an hour ago and that I’d be happy to let him inside if she was late, which sure sounds like her.”
Dan grinned slightly. From the few times he’d met Tara, that did sound like her.
Emma leaned in to whisper before they stepped inside. “But don’t worry, I searched and scanned him.”
“For what?” Dan whispered back.
“Bugs, obviously. I took his phone, too. You do understand why we can’t let random people into our houses, right?”
Dan nodded, pretending he would have been so thorough. He made a mental note to make sure that he was next time, not that he ever had visitors.
As soon as Dan stepped inside, the young man on the couch leapt to his feet.
“Holy shit, it’s Dan McCarthy!”
“Sure is,” Dan replied. He then looked at the man’s outstretched hand and tried to act like he was familiar with the odd angle of a sports-style handshake.
“I’m Jay. My sister loves you, dude. I mean, I like you too, but, you know… not like that! Not that there’s anything wrong with that, you know, I just mean, like, it’s…”
“Relax,” Dan said. He himself had turned into a bumbling or dumbstruck idiot on a few occasions when he met people he knew from the TV — his meeting with Richard Walker during a school trip to the IDA building around eight years earlier jumped to mind as a good example — but it still didn’t really compute in his mind that he was now the person from the TV whose presence drove other people to either freeze up or ask for autographs and photos. “So how long have you known Tara?” he asked, trying to settle the poor guy’s nerves.
Jay hesitated and scanned the room for a clock. “Probably like six or seven hours,” he said.
“And she invited him into my house,” Emma said to Dan, as though Jay wasn’t there. “And you wonder why I give her a hard time?”
“I can leave…” Jay said.
Emma motioned with her hand for him to sit back down. “It’s not your fault; I didn’t mean that. Besides, you’ve already waited this long.”
“Thanks,” Jay said. He then turned back to Dan. “So, uh, my sister would kill me if she knew I was here and didn’t ask this. Do you remember her? Debbie Butcher?”
“Debbie Butcher?” Dan echoed. “Of course I remember her, she was in almost all of my classes! If she’s your sister then I think I remember you, too. Jay Butcher… you played football, right? You were only two years below me.”
Jay’s eyes lit up and he looked up at the ceiling, shaking his head in disbelief before talking more to himself than anyone else: “I cannot believe Dan McCarthy knows who I am.”
“Why did you cut your hair?” Dan asked. “I would have known you straight away with the long hair.”
Emma gently pulled Dan’s arm, encouraging him towards the relative privacy of the kitchen.
“So do you want Debbie’s number?” Jay asked.
“Yeah, Dan,” Emma said, teasing him with a parroting tone and a gentle elbow in the back. “Do you want Debbie’s number?”
“Oh, shit… sorry,” Jay said. “I didn’t know you guys were…. yeah. My bad.”
Dan and Emma looked at each other silently for several seconds. Dan didn’t know what she was thinking, but he guessed it was the same as him and that she didn’t want to be the one to shout “we’re not” in a way that could only offend the other.
“Do you want to say it or should I?” she whispered through a smile, confirming that she was indeed thinking more or less the same thing.
Dan tipped his head forward slightly.
“We’re not,” Emma said, eventually getting it out.
Jay didn’t even try to hide his confusion. “So was that a yes to wanting my sister’s number?”
“I’m not really looking for anything like that,” Dan said. He was then relieved by the sound of the front door opening to save him from any awkward follow-up questions.
Tara Ford, with all the effortless presence of her older sister, walked inside with the handle of a wheeled suitcase in one hand and an expensive-looking bottle of coconut water in the other. “Sorry I’m late,” she said, only to Jay.
“No problem,” he said, standing to greet her.
But Tara then noticed Dan, standing next to Emma at the entrance to the kitchen, and seemed to forget all about Jay as she hurried over towards them. “Dan!” she said with a warm hug. “There’s my favourite person-who-lives-in-Birchwood.”
“Resident,” Emma said. “The word you’re looking for is resident.”
Tara let go of Dan and turned to Emma. “And there’s my third favourite!”
Emma mocked a smile. “Very good. Put your suitcase away and wait in my room. There are a few things I need to make sure you understand.”
“What crawled up your ass and died?” Tara asked.
Emma took the suitcase from Tara’s hand and carried it away.
“So anyway,” Tara smiled, holding her hands out and moving them until they were several feet apart. “I still have a list of names this long, Dan. And they’re not just models this time… some of them are nice girls like me.”
As Tara flashed a smile, Dan couldn’t deny that she certainly had her charms; it wasn’t difficult to see why she was doing well as a model, but even she couldn’t have denied that she’d benefitted a lot from the notoriety of her last name as well as by looking a lot like a younger version of her universally recognised sister.
The biggest difference between them was the accent, and this had been what Dan noticed most the first time he met Tara. Despite having been raised by the same parents while living in Georgia for her whole life and despite not having spent ten years in the upper echelons of New York’s cut-throat publicity industry like Emma had, Tara’s voice barely had a hint of a twang in contrast to Emma’s soft but strong southern accent. Dan could only assume that she had ditched it on purpose.
“I meant now,” Emma said firmly from her bedroom door.
“I’ll just be a sec,” Tara called to Jay, signalling that she hadn’t forgotten about him.
He nodded in acknowledgement.
“I’ll see you again soon, Dan,” Tara said, hugging him again. “I’m gonna be in town for a while.”
“That’s nice,” Emma said, walking back over. “Where did you say you were staying, again?”
Tara let out a mock sigh in Dan’s direction as she headed to Emma’s bedroom for her imminent reprimand. She then held out her hands again, reminding him of the length of her list.
Back at Dan’s side, Emma asked if the message he had from Clark was too private to talk about right now.
Dan shook his head briskly, only then remembering that he had a message at all. “It was just that Phil is offering free drinks for everyone since you’re leaving tonight. Clark wants to go, obviously. He said he couldn’t get hold of you on your phone.”
“It’s just because his number doesn’t get straight through during work hours. I guess I should change that. But yeah, definitely… I could do with blowing off some steam. Are you coming, too?”
“No,” Dan said, very flatly. He didn’t have to explain why — Emma knew that he hadn’t been comfortable being around more than a few people at once ever since the weight of the secret landed on his shoulders — and the presence of Jay meant that he couldn’t have safely done so, anyway. “But I’ll see you tomorrow, when you’re going to the airport.”
“Definitely,” Emma said. She walked with Dan towards the front door.
“See you later,” Dan said to Jay.
“Yeah, dude, I hope so. Before you go, can I just ask, like, personally… what do you think this Kerguelen thing is all about? Everyone is sort of moving on from it already but it can’t be nothing, right? I mean, that place is so small. And for Kendrick to be there at the exact moment it happened? I dunno. Do you think there’s more going on than we understand?”
Surprising everyone, Tara interjected from halfway across the house. “I think someone understands it,” she said. “I definitely think there’s something that someone’s not telling us.”
Emma shrugged dismissively. “And since you’ve never been wrong before…”
At that point, Jay chimed in again after a momentary silence to redirect the question squarely at Dan: “So what do you think, dude?”
“Your guess is as good as mine,” Dan said, and he left it at that.
Emma opened the door and very briefly joined Dan outside to deliver a firm piece of advice that tonally came close to being more of an order than a suggestion: “I don’t want you talking to Tara until I get home.”
“Why?” Dan asked; it was the obvious question.
“You heard her: she thinks someone knows something. And if she has even the slightest, tiniest suspicion that the someone might be you, she’ll get the something out of you before you even know what’s going on. She is so much smarter and sneakier than she lets on. If you let your guard down around Tara for a second, whoever you are, she’ll get whatever it is that she wants from you and you won’t even know she’s got it.”
Dan’s expression conveyed his doubt with no need for words. The last time Tara had come to visit, Emma had encouraged him to think about what his actions of the previous year had ultimately done for Tara’s career; by making Emma famous, it was the IDA leak that had in turn given Tara something to capitalise on by virtue of sharing Emma’s last name and looking uncannily like she had ten years earlier. Dan still didn’t really think this was why Tara was always nice to him, but he hadn’t forgotten the words.
“I know you don’t see any of that craftiness when you look at her,” Emma went on, “but you don’t see it when you look at me, either. You only see the good in people. That’s not a bad thing, Dan, but it can be a dangerous thing. Okay? And I’m not saying Tara would do anything to hurt you — to hurt us — but I really really really don’t want her to know. Being worried about who she might tell is the main reason, but I also don’t want her to have to bear this weight on her shoulders. Sure, she’s difficult, but she’s still my little sister. I still care about her.”
“So do I,” Dan said. “That’s exactly what I said this morning: I like Tara way too much to bring her in on this. She doesn’t deserve to have to deal with any of this.”
Emma nodded keenly. “Okay, however you want to frame it. Just as long as she doesn’t find out.”
“You’ll only be gone for a few days, anyway,” Dan said.
“That’s right,” Emma smiled, putting her hand on the door to go back inside. “I’ll be halfway back before you even know I’m gone.”
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Alone again with his impatient thoughts and his extensive  — some might say obsessive — wall-length research board, Dan McCarthy was starting to get physically uncomfortable.
It was like an itch he couldn’t scratch; like a question with no answer.
He had too much faith in the Messengers to think they would ever test him like this on purpose by getting his attention and then making him wait two full days for a follow-up, and his frustration became self-exacerbating when he began to consider that perhaps it was him who had to make the next move — that he was missing something that was already there, and that no second clue was coming.
At this point, the absence of new supporting evidence even had Dan questioning his most basic existing assumption: that the Kerguelen bolide was the first event in a series which would lead to the discovery of a new message engraved on the famously elusive fourth plaque.
The media, evidently disappointed by their broad failure to turn the Kerguelen bolide into a fear-inspiring event, had almost entirely moved on. A few minutes here and there was the extent of the airtime the event now received, usually when a new piece of tangible information about the meteor’s composition or trajectory was officially announced.
Several high-profile Antidotalists, a group of self-loathing humans who saw their species as a scourge to be eradicated, had taken to the internet to lambast Timo’s plans to spread the human virus into space through his Fiore Frontiere venture. No one paid much attention to these individuals, who were roundly dismissed as smug pseudo-intellectuals with too much time on their hands and not enough brain cells in their heads, and Dan considered the fact that they were getting so much coverage as indicative of the lack of tangible news to report.
Some leading American reporters had decried in increasingly firm terms the lack of dialogue coming from once-communicative facilities in Texas and Florida, contrasting the coordinated silence of today with the relative openness of the halcyon days before the NASA signage gave way to the GSC’s logo and flag.
But in the last few minutes, one particular public figure had gone significantly further by uttering a simple phrase that was already going viral: GSC cover-up.
The man was Billy Kendrick, and Dan’s mood was lifted.
As Billy broadcast a live podcast from his ship, currently somewhere deep inside the Antarctic Circle, Dan nodded his head in stronger agreement with each passing word.
Billy dismissed the “supposedly newsworthy diplomatic fallout” from the clash between GSC security staff and foreign tourists at Lake Namtso as a “deliberate diversion tactic.” He even went as far as to question the wisdom of his friend Timo Fiore’s decision to announce the extensive Fiore Frontiere space program when he did; in Billy’s words, Timo’s press conference had been “a positive development and eminently well-intentioned, but a distraction nevertheless from the main issue at hand.”
That main issue, as Billy saw it and as Dan quickly agreed, was that the GSC’s absolute monopoly on space-based observation meant that they alone were privy to the true details of the bolide’s behaviour. “I trust William Godfrey about as far as I could throw John Cole,” Billy quipped, “and I trust his GSC about as much as I trusted Richard Walker’s IDA. I know what I saw on the island of Kerguelen, and all the fake data in the world can’t change what I saw and what I felt.”
Dan now realised that without knowing the true nature of the explosion above Kerguelen, he couldn’t know anything else. If Billy was right, this could be the missing piece. An objective analysis of the meteor itself could provide all kinds of clues, with countless variables ranging from its material composition and explosive yield to the precise times and locations of its entry and explosion all potentially being part of a larger coded message.
“I believe that a cover-up of almost unprecedented proportions could well be underway in Buenos Aires as we speak,” Billy said. “I don’t have to explain why I’m using the term ‘almost unprecedented’, and right now, just like at the IDA, all we need is a smoking gun. All we need is a new Dan McCarthy; someone willing to put their neck on the line and get the truth out there, whatever the personal consequences might be. I understand that Timo can’t put up an offer for information this time, at least not without sending himself to jail, but right now I’m making a moral appeal to everyone at the GSC. My appeal is simple: tell the truth. If you know something, tell someone. For all we know, everything could depend on it. Godfrey wouldn’t lie for you, so stop lying for him.”
Stirred by Billy’s words and even more so by what they meant — that the answers to the questions plaguing his mind might already be out there, just waiting to be found — Dan rose from his chair and approached his research board with newfound energy.
His first move was to pick a new black pin from the box and place it as close as he could to the GSC’s impenetrable Buenos Aires HQ. He then walked to the right-hand side of the long board and lifted a magnetic portrait of GSC Chairman William Godfrey from the pile of potentially important figures.
Dan pinned Godfrey’s smug face right next to Kerguelen then stepped back and took it all in.
Billy might not have the answer just yet, Dan thought to himself, but he’s asking the right questions…
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Inside the relatively quiet bar area of New Kergrillin’ Bar & Grill, Emma and Clark sat alone at a small booth in the corner while Henry and his friends chatted merrily at the bar.
The whole group had spent a few hours together, making the most of Phil Norris’s offer of free drinks as Emma tried not to show her annoyance at the constant questions about what was really going on and what Timo Fiore was going to do about it. She understood the curiosity but struggled to hide her disappointment that a rare night out she’d hoped to use to blow off some steam had gone in this direction.
Fortunately for Emma, as the night wore on and the beer kicked in, the trio of Henry, Phil and Walter Byrd had gradually lost interest in all of that and returned to their usual intra-group ribbing and loud retellings of familiar stories from years and decades gone by. Clark would have been happy enough to stick with the guys but saw the bored look on Emma’s face and immediately announced that he wanted to move to the booth for a while to give his back a break from his barstool. “We’ll leave you old boys to your old stories for a while,” he said.
When he got Emma alone in the relatively private booth — the other patrons knew better than to get too close without asking — Clark repeated several times that he wasn’t too hot on the idea of her going to Italy without him there to act as her security. He was also completely unwilling to leave Dan alone in Colorado and well aware that Dan wouldn’t entertain the idea of going to Italy, so it took a phone call with Timo to ease his mind with assurances that sufficient security would be in place. Emma appreciated Clark’s concern but told him that she wasn’t stupid and would stick to the same rules as on their last visit to see Timo, including never getting inside a vehicle without him.
Timo asked Clark a few general questions during their brief call and played coy when Clark asked him about Billy Kendrick’s recent claims of a GSC cover-up.
“It is true that they have all of the data gathered from orbital equipment,” Timo said, “and it is true that I am not in a position to safely offer a bounty for a leak like I did last year. But having said that, Clark… I think we both know by now that the truth has a way of getting out, don’t we?”
Emma and Clark didn’t discuss any of that business between themselves, focusing instead on more domestic matters like how Clark was settling into his police work and later on the firm rules that Emma had laid down for Tara.
While picking up some empty glasses from another booth, Phil Norris overheard part of a laughter-filled story Emma was telling about Tara and pulled his barstool towards them. Phil noticed Clark looking over at the other two empty barstools and explained that Henry and Mr Byrd were ordering some food from the grill.
Phil, apparently starting to feel the effects of his own generous hospitality, waved his finger between the two of them while smiling like a loon. “You know what’s funny…” he said, chuckling long before he got there. “Now that Tara is back in town, if you all paired off… you boys could end up being brothers and brothers-in-law! Same for Emma and Tara… sisters and sisters-in-law!”
“That kind of thing might fly where they’re from,” Clark quipped, “but Birchwood ain’t Georgia.”
Emma kicked him under the table, begrudgingly laughing along with him. “It might sound hard to believe,” she said, “but Tara has done a lot worse than you.”
Clark, still a long way from feeling any loosening effects from all the free drinks, looked confused. “Obviously none of this is real, but why are you suddenly pairing me with Tara? She’s pretty much the same age as Dan. Surely in Phil’s imaginary world it would make more sense for me and—”
“I’ve gotta have some standards,” Emma cut him off.
This sent Phil into a fresh fit of roaring laughter, but Clark sat quietly and wondered whether Emma had just let something slip. He got his answer before too long, shortly after his decision to call it a night around fifteen minutes before closing time, when his better judgement told him that Emma was in danger of reaching a point where she might let something else slip.
Phil handed them an almost empty bottle as they left and said that they might as well finish it. Clark shook his hand and thanked him for the free night, while Phil merrily thanked him in return for sticking to the cheap stuff instead of ordering champagne or expensive whisky.
After the very short cab-ride home, Emma saw that the light was on in her living room and invited herself into the McCarthys’ house. “I can’t handle Tara right now,” she explained, slightly unsteady on her feet as she followed Clark inside.
“Do you want some water?” he asked as she took a seat at the familiar kitchen table.
She shook her head, still holding the almost empty bottle. “Phil gave us this, and it was only supposed to be free for this one night.”
“Fair enough,” Clark said. A few minutes later he broke a silence that was awkward only from his relatively sober perspective by asking the most general question he could think of: “So what’s going on with Tara, anyway?”
“I already told you. She invited a guy to my house without asking,” Emma said. Her eyes then widened in a sudden but oddly tired kind of way. “Wait a second. Do you know anyone called Debbie Butcher?”
“I know of her,” Clark shrugged. “I think she was in Dan’s year at school. I didn’t know her back then, obviously, because when I was their age they were in middle school. I heard she moved back here from Texas or something last year. She left again, though; just to the city this time. Why are you asking?”
“Does Dan ever talk about her?”
Clark let out a half-laugh-half-groan and reached across the table for what was left in Emma’s bottle. “I think we’ve had enough of this for one night. Water?”
She nodded sleepily.
“Good choice,” Clark said. “And I’m only going to say this once, okay? I’m only going to say it once because it isn’t exactly my area of expertise, and I’m only going to say it at all because I care about both of you. So here it is: none of us are in middle school anymore. If you’ve got something to tell Dan… you’ve gotta tell Dan that thing. But only if you mean it. Okay?”
Emma didn’t answer.
Clark turned around from the sink, glass of water in hand, and saw that her eyes were closed and her head was tipped peacefully forward. He gently lifted her from the armless kitchen chair and laid her down on the couch with her head propped up by two cushions.
Henry returned from the now-closed bar just as Clark was doing this.
“I think she just had a little bit too much at the bar,” Clark explained.
Henry was grinning from ear to ear. “So did Phil,” he laughed, holding up an unopened bottle of whisky. “He wouldn’t let me leave without taking this!”
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GSC
HEADQUARTERS
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
William Godfrey, maintaining an outward expression of calm despite the troubles which were piling up around him, once again stood at the end of the long table in his meeting room.
This time, his audience consisted solely of media advisors.
There were no science advisors, who he had politely asked to stay away until they could bring him something concrete and who were all under close watch having been asked to stay quiet about Kerguelen. All they knew so far was that an internal memo from the GSC’s senior analysis team had described the Kerguelen event as “observably unnatural”, but Godfrey knew that such knowledge was more than enough to cause problems should it fall into the wrong hands.
Godfrey had little faith in the memo writers’ objectivity and expected that the decisive data he was waiting for — whenever it came — would pour cold water on what he saw as subjective speculation. They wanted it to look unnatural, he told himself, and that was why their findings thus far were supposedly consistent with such a notion.
What Godfrey had even less faith in, however, was the silence of the many people who had seen the memo before he quietly ordered a halt to its dissemination. Thinking back to the previous year, he saw only too much irony when considering Richard Walker’s hand-waving statement that it could never be possible to cover something up within an organisation as large as his IDA. Given that the GSC employed more staff by several orders of magnitude, Godfrey could only hope that he’d managed to close the stable door before the memo-carrying horse had bolted.
And as if he needed another thorn in his side, Billy Kendrick had just publicly called on any GSC staff with illuminating information about the Kerguelen bolide to come forward.
This was on Godfrey’s mind as his media advisors happily discussed their success in tainting the discourse around Timo Fiore’s newly announced space program by accusing him of cultural insensitivity. The greater victory, as they made sure Godfrey knew, was that John Cole had been baited into replying just as they’d hoped; thus aligning Godfrey’s enemies and making them easier to take down in one fell swoop when the time came.
“The only disappointment so far is that we haven’t been able to force an apology out of Timo,” one of the advisors said, “or even a defensive reply. If he doesn’t say anything and instead chooses to rise above it, there’s only so much mileage in this.”
“We have tried to ramp it up,” another advisor added, “with calls for boycotts of the firms he works with and all the other usual tactics. But nothing so far has been enough to bait him.”
“It never will be,” Godfrey replied.
“What do you mean, sir? Why do you think he isn’t saying anything about this?”
“Because someone a lot smarter than any of you is telling him not to,” Godfrey said. He straightened his tie and looked pensively out of the window. “And I have a pretty good idea of who that someone might be.”
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MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Dan didn’t see the funny side of anything when he walked out of his basement in the middle of the night to go to the bathroom; Henry and Clark were laughing loudly at something on TV, Clark was obviously drunk, and Emma was out for the count on the couch.
“Clark,” he said, speaking quietly but with a firm enough tone to usher him over. When Clark was standing in front of him, he continued: “What the hell is going on?”
After a few seconds, Clark shrugged dismissively as though the obvious answer was “nothing”.
Dan then pointed to Clark’s room and made a zip-across-the-lips gesture.
Clark knew what he meant — go to bed before you say something stupid — and he was tired enough to think that it wasn’t worth arguing. “Sure thing, boss,” he said with only a hint of sarcasm.
Dan walked over to Emma and tried to wake her up, starting quietly and saying her name progressively more loudly.
“What are you doing?” Henry asked. “Look at her, she’s peaceful.”
“I’m taking her home. She doesn’t want to wake up here,” Dan said. He looked around at the empty cans and food containers; Clark would clean it all up in the morning and do a good job of it, like he always did, but the place was a pigsty in the meantime. “A cockroach wouldn’t want to wake up here.”
Henry laughed again, while Dan kept talking in Emma’s ear and tapping her cheek with his finger until she woke up.
“Huh?” she said, squinting. “Oh… Dan. Where have you been all night?”
“Let’s just get you home,” he replied. “You’ve got a flight in less time than you want to know.”
Emma was fairly steady on her feet despite sounding less lucid than Dan had ever heard her, but not steady enough for him to let her go alone. She didn’t fight him on that, gladly letting him guide her outside and then into her own dark house.
Dan left her at her bedroom door and went to get her a glass of water for the rest of the night. When he returned, she was still fully clothed and lying on the bed rather than in it.
“Don’t go yet,” she said as Dan moved to the door after placing the glass on her bedside table. She sat up — which took a visible effort — and patted the bed beside her, encouraging Dan to sit.
He did. “Why?”
“Just because,” Emma said. She wrapped her arms loosely around his neck and clasped her hands.
Dan was laughing at how glazed over her eyes were until they closed; he was laughing until her lips tightened and moved slowly towards his.
At that point, he pulled her hands away from his neck and stood up in one quick movement. “No,” was all he said.
Emma lay back on the bed and looked at him with wide but tired eyes. “Why?”
“Because you’re wasted.”
She rolled over to face the wall. “Is that the only reason?”
“Just get some sleep, okay? I’ll see you in the morning.”
“I won’t remember any of this in the morning,” Emma said.
Dan laughed slightly — awkwardly — in the absence of a suitable reply.
“Unless you remind me,” she added, her voice growing distant in the final moments before she fell asleep.
Dan closed the bedroom door most of the way and walked towards the front door.
“Boo,” a soft voice called from behind him.
He turned around. Tara.
“Don’t worry, I didn’t hear any of that,” she said, walking out from her own room, just next to Emma’s. “I only heard all of it. You’re a good guy, you know that?”
“How long have you been here?” Dan asked, too surprised to think of any other reply.
“A few hours. I wasn’t out for long. That guy was almost okay, but, well… not so much. You know when someone turns out to be nothing like what you expected?”
“Not really.”
Tara’s face brightened up. “That’s what I like about you. Anyone else would just say ‘yeah, I know what you mean’, but you’re so straight-down-the-line, all the time. My life would be so much easier if they were all like you, Dan McCarthy.”
The light-hearted way Tara said his full name was more than a little unnerving to Dan; it was so like the chirpy sing-song voice Emma used to use when she was working for XPR and trying to gain his trust, it may as well have been a recording being played back. It seemed to him like Tara’s natural accent was creeping back in now that it was so late and she wasn’t thinking about it.
“Do you want to stay for a drink or something?” Tara went on.
Dan inched towards the door and shook his head. “I’m pretty tired. Maybe some other time.”
“I’ll hold you to that.”
“I said maybe some other time.”
Tara laughed. “You know, sometimes I can’t work you out.”
“There’s not a whole lot to work out,” Dan said.
“See! That’s what I mean. Has anyone ever told you you’re too honest?”
“Not as often as you might think.”
Tara grinned. “So are you gonna tell her what just happened? What just, you know… almost happened?”
Dan shook his head. “The guy who owns the bar was giving her and Clark free drinks all night. She didn’t know what she was saying. I don’t think she even knew where she was.”
“So you’re not always honest…” Tara said.
This time, Dan hesitated. He was by now standing on the doorstep. “Sometimes telling someone the whole truth isn’t always the right thing to do. Are you going to tell her?”
“I’m really good at keeping secrets,” Tara replied, throwing in a mischievous wink for good measure. She then broke into a very honest laugh. “Especially from Emma. Lifetime of experience, you know? Anyway… ’night, Dan. Stay sweet.”
She closed the door quietly but quickly, saving him the trouble of a reply.
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10 DOWNING STREET
LONDON, ENGLAND
Unable to sleep, John Cole paced his office like a caged bear.
Now that William Godfrey was on the defensive following not only Timo Fiore’s statement of intent to compete in the arena of space research but also Billy Kendrick’s claim that the full details of the Kerguelen bolide were being hidden from the public, Cole was more desperate than ever to publicly prod the GSC Chairman.
Recent comments from Billy, normally no ally of Cole, had captured the public’s imagination and nudged the narrative’s direction towards that of the kind seen a year earlier; now, to Cole’s delight, there was talk of cover-ups and leaks as well as comparisons between Godfrey’s GSC and the pariah-like Richard Walker’s IDA.
Dan McCarthy hadn’t yet waded in to pile further pressure on Godfrey, but Emma Ford’s presence at Timo’s side ahead of Sunday’s Focus 20/20 panel offered Cole a modicum of hope that this might change. Jack Neal, Cole’s right-hand man, was currently on the way to New York to take his own place on that very panel and Cole had high hopes for how it would all turn out.
For very different reasons, Godfrey was a common enemy of both John Cole and Timo Fiore. And as the panel drew nearer, Cole felt quietly confident that Emma would encourage Timo to take a pragmatic approach along the lines of the famous old axiom: my enemy’s enemy is my friend.
Godfrey, as an apparent concealer of truth, was also an enemy of Billy Kendrick — another panelist, who would be appearing via satellite — and more importantly of the individual with more public goodwill than any other well-known figure Cole could think of: Dan McCarthy.
Jack was an expert at forging profitable alliances, however temporary, and he had already encouraged Cole to take heart from the fact that Timo hadn’t distanced himself from Cole’s supportive comments over the Reciprocity controversy.
Cole glanced at his alarm clock and saw that the morning’s hour was no longer all that small; it was now an hour which could be fairly described as either very late or very early.
It’s still late, he decided, crawling into bed for a better-than-nothing rest.
A devious smile then crossed his face; for whatever the hour, Godfrey’s days on top were well and truly numbered.





SATURDAY
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INTERSTATE 25
EN ROUTE TO DENVER, COLORADO
Dan insisted on driving Emma to the airport; a cab wouldn’t have allowed them to talk privately and, although she surprised him greatly by looking and sounding as fresh as a daisy with no visible after-effects of the night before, Emma was the first to admit that she probably wasn’t safe to drive.
Clark, most definitely feeling the effects of a night which had gone on for several hours longer than Emma’s, sat quietly in the back seat throughout the journey having come along so he could talk to Timo before his private jet left for its one-night stopover in New York before continuing on to Italy.
Tara wasn’t invited and didn’t offer to join them, though she did wave them off while earnestly promising that she would be responsible and take care of the house in Emma’s absence. She didn’t even tease a reveal of what she’d overheard the previous night, which led Dan to believe that she really was good at keeping secrets… not that he had any desire to test that out with anything less personal and more serious.
Conversation was scarce and light as Emma took care of a lot of things on her phone while Dan drove. She relayed that Timo had arrived in Denver and was waiting in his plane, keen to leave for New York as soon as Emma reached him.
Dan could hear both sides of the call and it was evident from Timo’s tone, as well as his words, that the controversy surrounding certain elements of his Reciprocity probe’s suggested plaque engravings had really gotten to him.
From Dan’s perspective it seemed like Timo was being almost as overly sensitive as the people who’d written long essays about his clumsy but innocuous choice of words in a language that everyone seemed to forget wasn’t his first. The mainstream media attention Dan had seen regarding Reciprocity was almost universally positive, including interviews with school teachers who spoke from their classrooms to glowingly describe the excitement of their students when they were given the task of preparing the kind of messages they thought should be sent to an extraterrestrial race.
Because a model of the Reciprocity probe had been physically present at Timo’s announcement along with some example plaques, it was little surprise to Dan that the media — and indeed the public at large — were more interested in Reciprocity than Timo’s far grander plans for an orbital observation platform and ultimately an intergenerational ark capable of transporting a large human population to the distant and as yet unlocated planet known colloquially as New Kerguelen.
The way Timo had structured his news conference left Dan in little doubt that he had wanted the public to focus on Reciprocity, but the way he was talking about the overblown social media controversy suggested that he regretted this decision. The most interesting thing Dan overheard was Timo’s repetition of his belief that staff at William Godfrey’s GSC were responsible for what Timo called “a deliberate smear” on his public image. Emma reiterated her position that it didn’t matter who started it; what mattered was how Timo reacted.
Dan knew Emma far better than Timo did, and well enough to conclude from her tone that she firmly believed Godfrey was indeed responsible. As soon as Emma’s call with Timo was over, he asked her why she was downplaying the possibility of Godfrey using dirty tactics.
“What Timo wants is for this controversy to go away,” she said. “That’s his priority. And the whole thing is a sideshow, so I don’t want it to drag on for any longer than it has to, either. Everyone knows he’s on a different page from Godfrey, and even if we could prove that Godfrey did this… it’s hardly the worst thing that’s ever come out about him. The way Timo is going — with all the big things he says he’s going to do — he’s really going to need to pick his battles. Jack used to say ‘if you’re having doubts about a battle, it’s not worth picking.’ And when we get to New York, Timo’s hands are going to be full enough with Jack and Godfrey as it is… the last thing he wants to be doing is getting dragged into another low-priority battle on Godfrey’s terms. Sometimes the high road is the smart road to take.”
“So why don’t you tell him that?” Dan asked. “Why not tell him that Godfrey probably is responsible but that calling him out would be playing into his hands?”
Emma paused for a moment to think of the right words to get her point through to Dan.
“Timo hired me to do a job,” she eventually said, “and that job is to help him with some media stuff over the next few days and to protect his image against exactly the kind of thing we’re talking about. He didn’t hire me to tell him the truth no matter what. He hired me to help him, Dan, and telling him that Godfrey is probably responsible wouldn’t do that. Telling him this truth would not help him. Not all truths are equal that way.”
Dan said nothing.
“Did I explain that right?” she asked, taking a sip of bottled iced tea. “I can’t pretend I’m feeling a hundred percent. Good thing my gig with Timo doesn’t officially start until tomorrow!”
“Loud and clear,” Dan replied.
If Emma had been looking straight at him instead of side-on, she would have seen the glint in his eye.





C minus 65
DENVER INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT
DENVER, COLORADO
The members of the public the trio passed on their way to Timo’s plane were, as usual, universally friendly and largely respectful of their personal space.
Dan held a large bar of Timo’s favourite American chocolate in his hand, a gift he had almost left behind in the car. He quickly caught up with Emma and Clark after returning to get it and they walked the rest of the way together.
Timo rose from a comfortable seat in his jet, smiling warmly to greet them.
Dan took one look around the interior — plush, but still surprisingly small — and was immediately transported back to the last time he had seen it, on the journey home from Italy during which he had looked down from above the clouds while President Slater delivered capital-D Disclosure with the four words he had been longing to hear for as long as he could remember: “We are not alone.”
Nostalgia was perhaps an insufficiently strong word to describe the painful ache Dan felt when he thought back to the honest simplicity of such times, when all he had been doing was trying to get the truth out. Since then, the truth had turned out to be a lie which turned out to come true — partially, at least — and the weight of the secret Dan had selflessly kept for so long had changed him in ways he didn’t like to think about.
Lying still didn’t come easily to him, but hiding the truth had become troublingly natural. While others like Tara could innocently laugh and joke about how good they were at keeping admittedly less explosive secrets, Dan could barely look at himself in the mirror.
For 22 years Dan McCarthy had seen truth and lies as polar opposites; black and white with nothing in-between. But for the past year, he had tried to make the best of life in the purgatorial grey zone where secrets were kept for the greater good.
Emma reclined in her own spacious seat after saying quick goodbyes to Dan and Clark, telling them that she couldn’t do the longer kind without running the risk of ruining her makeup.
“Just remember that planes are safer than cars and that Timo has the best pilots money can buy,” Clark said, paying more heed to Emma’s long-held fear of flying than he had in the past.
Emma, facing them from her seat, forced a genuine smile at Clark through her unease and waved slowly at Dan. Timo sat down, ready to depart.
Dan then breathed the deepest breath of his life and walked over to Timo’s seat. “I wanted to give you this,” he said, handing Timo the bar of chocolate.
“How thoughtful,” Timo said. His smiled then morphed into a look of mild confusion as he felt something stuck to the underside of the bar.
Dan hurried to the exit, pushing Clark aside and stopping only briefly to look at Emma. “I’m sorry,” he said, blurting it out. “But this truth will help him. And if Godfrey really is covering something up, then Timo’s the only person in the world who can help us.”
Emma’s mouth fell open. “He wouldn’t…” she muttered to Clark, with Dan now already halfway down the plane’s stairs. She unbuckled her seatbelt but Clark silently held out a hand to tell her it was wiser to stay put.
Beyond intrigued, Timo turned his chocolate bar over and untaped the small piece of paper that was stuck to it.
A note.
“I’m going to kill him,” Clark grunted. He pointed firmly at Emma’s seatbelt, telling her to put it back on. “Emma, I wish you didn’t have to deal with this, but you do. I’ll deal with Dan.”
“Catch him,” she said with a rushed nod, permitting Clark to bail out. For the next few seconds she held onto a faint hope that Dan hadn’t just put her in the worst position of her life; a faint hope that he knew better than to do this; and a faint hope that even if he was going to do it, he cared about her too much to do it like this.
Those hopes, faint as they were, were instantly and simultaneously shattered when Timo looked up from the note after reading its several lines of hastily scrawled text.
The last time Emma had been on Timo’s plane, President Slater had spoken four words that changed the world forever.
And now, with a look of absolute bewilderment that left no room for anger, Timo Fiore disbelievingly uttered four others which held just as much power:
“It was a hoax?”
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TECH ITALIA NEWS STUDIO
MILAN, ITALY
In a small Italian news studio, an experienced host was putting viewers’ questions to the spokesperson for a speculative research division which was one of many to have recently been consolidated into Fiore Frontiere.
This spokesperson, Natalia Ricci, had been with Timo for a long time and was authorised to talk about whatever came up. Natalia was far more corporate and far less maverick in style than Emma Ford; but when it came to choosing people to hold down the fort in Italy when he was out of reach, a safe pair of hands was exactly what Timo wanted.
Despite the ostensibly tech-based nature of this weekly show, almost all of the viewers’ questions put to Natalia so far had related to the content of the plaques Timo intended to send into space inside the Reciprocity probe. Having paid careful attention to the heated social discussions regarding the probe, Natalia was ready for these questions and included all manner of detailed data points in her answers. She also mentioned some of the early crowd-sourced ideas which had been voted to the top of the to-be-considered list, including images of things like full sports stadiums and people with companion animals.
“But as Timo made quite clear,” she said, “our focus is very much on the goal of establishing a reliable means of contact by including instructional materials relating to radio communications and things of a similar nature.”
“And am I right in saying that Mr Fiore is ultimately involved in every decision made on these matters?” the host asked.
Natalia paused to choose her words carefully. “Timo is more hands-on than most people think,” she said, “but Fiore Frontiere is not a one-man show. He has put structures in place to streamline previously cumbersome inter-departmental cooperation, and he has certainly never been stubborn in the face of advice from those he trusts. Timo would be the first to tell you that his most valuable contribution to space-related technological development, by far, is not his direct personal involvement but rather the incredible levels of funding he provides.”
The host nodded. “And speaking of people he trusts… can you confirm whether there is any truth in the reports we’re receiving that Mr Fiore has recruited Emma Ford to assist him with his imminent appearance on Focus 20/20, and also to deal with the social media storm which has surrounded his comments during—”
“Manufactured outrage,” Natalia interrupted. “Low-level analysis has strongly hinted that the breeze you call a ‘storm’ was started by GSC staff, but Timo has since told the people who were looking into that to forget about it. These tactics don’t work anymore, so at the end of the day it doesn’t really matter who was behind it. Although again, for the record, the data I’ve seen suggests that those responsible were almost certainly GSC employees working under direct orders from Chairman Godfrey.”
“And as for the rumours regarding Emma Ford?” the host prodded.
Natalia smiled slightly. “Chairman Godfrey is flying to New York with a plane full of expensive advisors and spin doctors. Is anyone asking him about them?”
“We’ll take that as a yes,” the host said, “and unfortunately that’s all we have time for. Our thanks again go to Natalia Ricci from Fiore Frontiere. Thanks for joining us, Natalia.”
“My pleasure,” Natalia replied, satisfied with her performance. “And don’t forget to watch the panel tomorrow night. I get the feeling that five planes full of advisors couldn’t save Chairman Godfrey from the truths that are coming his way.”
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DENVER INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT
DENVER, COLORADO
When Clark reached the plane’s door, he saw Dan running as quickly as he could; at one glance, he knew Dan had enough of a head-start to render a chase pointless. Fortunately he also knew there was nowhere Dan could go other than the car, and that there was no way he would drive away and leave him stranded.
For this reason Clark opted to walk slowly through the airport, the only thought in his mind that he didn’t know what to think.
After a walk that felt at least twice as long as it had in the other direction, Clark eventually reached the car to find Dan sitting behind the wheel with his hands on his face. His head wasn’t in his hands; instead, he was sitting bolt upright with his hands fully covering his face.
Now, the only thought in Clark’s mind was his wondering as to what Dan was thinking. After this initial mental movement from anger to concern — given the way Dan was sitting, it was impossible not to be worried about him — Clark’s thoughts turned to Emma and the impossibly difficult position Dan had just put her in. He had no idea what he would have done in her situation; but the one thing he did know was that if anyone in the world could successfully impress upon Timo how important it was that no one else found out what Dan had just told him, it was unquestionably Emma Ford.
Clark got into the car and said nothing.
Dan did nothing to acknowledge his presence, and for four minutes the brothers sat in absolute silence with Clark staring at the radio’s clock and Dan staring at the pinkish hue of his own palms as sunlight tried to get through the gaps between his fingers.
Eventually, Clark spoke: “Well?”
Dan lowered his hands and exhaled deeply. He hadn’t been crying, but there were visible marks from the pressure his hands had been applying to his face. “It had to be done,” he said, and that was all.
Clark opened his door.
“What are you doing?” Dan asked.
“Getting a cab,” Clark replied, his voice still deep but devoid of its usual intensity. “Go home, stay home, keep your mouth shut and try not to think about how badly you just fucked Emma over and how much trouble you just caused for everyone. Got that? Do you still understand how to follow basic instructions?”
Dan started the ignition. “This was the only safe way to tell him.”
“There was no safe way to tell anyone,” Clark retorted, stepping outside and getting ready to slam the door behind him. “That was the whole point.”
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PRIVATE JET
DENVER TO NEW YORK
Timo read Dan’s handwritten note several times before he handed it to Emma.
She scanned it, sometimes having to squint to make out the words thanks to Dan’s almost non-existent line spacing:
“Walker and Kloster hoaxed everything but the lie came true -- real aliens stopped DS-1. Ben confessed to us hours before he died. WE DID NOT KNOW UNTIL THEN. Later we met real aliens and they planted the third plaque. I have more evidence than you would ever want to see. Kerguelen bolide is definitely a sign that something else is coming. Emma will explain but seriously: DON’T TELL ANYONE.”
After reading it, Emma glanced up to meet Timo’s intense gaze.
“Talk,” he said.
Emma ripped the note into tiny strips then cross-shredded it as best she could. As the plane began to taxi down the runway, she looked out of the window in unwelcome anticipation of her least favourite part of the flying process: take-off.
“Talk!” Timo repeated, far more forcefully than before.
This time Emma looked right at him. “Or what?” she said, much more calmly than he could understand. “I’m looking at your hands here, Timo, and I don’t see them holding many cards.”
“Emma, we are on the same side. I apologise for my tone, but you must understand! All I want is some detail. Dan’s note said you met aliens! And they planted the third plaque. So it’s real, at least? That’s what they really look like?”
In a very real sense, Emma was tremendously relieved that Timo’s response was of this nature — he seemed far less interested in the hoax itself than in what had come next.
“From my perspective, this doesn’t change much,” he went on. “All that matters is—”
“Listen,” Emma butted in, “because I’m only going to say this once. I’m going to feel dirty saying it, but it has to be said.”
Timo leaned back in his chair. “Go on…”
“You are never going to tell anyone about what you just read. You are never going to so much as hint at what you just read. And if you go against what I say and turn this into something that’s bad for Dan, I will snap my fingers and turn this into something that’s worse for you than you could ever imagine. Like I said, Timo, I really don’t want to say this. But don’t forget that you’re paying me a lot of money to be here because you’re not good at this stuff and I’m the best. You already know that if you go into this Focus 20/20 panel against Godfrey and Jack without me, they’ll eat you alive. But what I also want you to know is that if you go against me…”
“Why would I do anything that’s bad for Dan?” Timo asked, ignoring the threatening undertone of the rest of Emma’s warning. “Dan has been nothing but good to me, and my association with Dan has been nothing but good for me. I can hardly imagine how difficult it must have been for him to live with this for so long. I can hardly imagine how difficult it must have been for all three of you.”
Emma briefly looked out of the window to think. She hadn’t expected Timo to be so amiable, much less so philosophical about the situation, and her level of surprise was so great that the normally frightening sight of the ground getting further away barely registered in her mind. She certainly didn’t regret her firmness — the stakes were so high that he quite simply had to understand that she was in charge — but she did regret some of her word choices.
“We need to get through tomorrow without thinking about this,” she said. She then turned her back to Timo, moved her hair to the side, lowered her collar, and ultimately pointed to the small scar on her neck. “If you want to know what the aliens said when they linked a communications cable to my neck the night before they planted the plaque in Salzburg, you’ll stay quiet until we get back to Colorado. And if you can keep all of this to yourself until then, I’ll take you to Dan and we’ll tell you and show you everything.”
Timo grinned and shook his head. “The carrot and the stick,” he said, chuckling dryly. “So basic, yet so effective.”
“It’s almost like I know what I’m doing,” Emma said.
This time, Timo laughed more fully. “Almost.”
“So we’re on the same page? You understand that we’re sticking to the plan we had twenty minutes ago, which is talking about Kerguelen and Fiore Frontiere and the GSC… and not talking about Richard Walker?”
Timo nodded. “I assume he’s the only other person who knows? What are you doing to keep him quiet?”
“He is, but there’s no need for us to do anything on that front,” Emma said. “Someone else is taking care of that.” She pointed upwards, towards the sky.
Timo’s eyes widened. “But do you know where he is, in case you ever have to reach him?”
“He’s closer than you would believe.”
“Close to Birchwood?”
“No further comment,” Emma said, grinning slightly for the first time. “Not until you hold up your end of the bargain and stay quiet tomorrow. I hate Dan right now for what he just did, running away like that and leaving me here after he told you, but he understands the stakes. For him to tell you this, there has to be a reason; and if you do what I say, I’ll make sure you get to hear it.”
“So what did he mean when he said that the truth would help me and that I’m the only person who can help you? To me, that sounds too urgent to ignore. Does he think we’re in some kind of danger from these aliens?”
Emma shook her head. “This is the last thing I’m going to say for now, just so you know… okay?”
“Okay.”
“They’re friendly,” she said. “They said they would never intervene again unless they had to. And since they intervened at Kerguelen, that means they had to. Dan thinks they’re leading him to the fourth plaque and that it’s going to tell us something… something that’s important enough to merit intervention.”
“Like what?”
“We don’t know,” Emma replied. “Right now, Dan is just focused on making sure that we find the plaque before it falls into the wrong hands.”
“Godfrey’s?” Timo asked.
Emma lifted her bag from the floor and produced a small binder. “The very same. And speaking of Godfrey, do you want to get right into our prep for tomorrow? I have a strong idea of the kinds of things he’s going to try to attack you on and the kinds of things Jack is going to say to try and look like your friend, and there are some key lines you can use to disarm and embarrass both of them.”
“Okay. First, let me just press this ‘forget’ button on the side of my head and pretend I don’t know what I know,” Timo replied. His tone was light-hearted, but his concern about being able to move on was real.
“As soon as you’re face-to-face with these guys, you’ll wish you were more prepared for what they’re throwing at you,” Emma said. “And as unlikely as it might sound right now, you’ll be too busy dealing with them to think about spilling this. So what we’re going to do now is prepare for tomorrow as best we can, what we’re going to do in Italy is deal with everything we have to deal with there, and what we’re going to do when we get home is talk about this.”
Timo nodded then pressed the imaginary ‘forget’ button above his ear. “Okay, let’s do this,” he said. “Godfrey first…”
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HEADQUARTERS
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
“Is this absolutely confirmed?” William Godfrey spoke into his phone. He stood alone at his office window, looking down at the sprawling streets below.
“Yes, sir,” the voice on the other end of the line replied. “Multiple individuals saw it and several uploaded pictures and videos. She got on the plane with him and they’re on their way to New York.”
Godfrey sat down and thought for a few seconds. He had long suspected that Emma Ford was advising Timo Fiore; and while this confirmation was anything but welcome, it at least presented an opportunity to react. “Does that mean her house is empty?” he asked.
“No, sir. We have multiple local sightings of a Tara Ford, her sister, as well the sister’s own personal social media posts and location data which corroborate that she is currently residing in Birchwood. But can I ask why Emma’s involvement with Timo seems to have come as such a surprise? You posited this very idea yesterday.”
“There’s a difference between advising him and flying to New York with him,” Godfrey groaned, frustrated as usual by the slow thinking of his underlings. “Ford hates flying, and God knows she doesn’t need the money… however much he’s paying her. There’s a lot more going on here than you realise. They’re either up to something big, or they know something big. Either way, I intend to find out.”
“We’ll do what we can, sir.”
Godfrey rose to his feet again and returned to the window with a spring in his step. “With the sister in Birchwood — and especially alone in Birchwood — we finally have a weak link,” he said. “Now do your job and exploit it.”
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DRIVE-IN
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Clark had far less patience than usual with the well-meaning cab driver’s delighted surprise — “You’re Clark McCarthy!” — but he tried as hard as he could to be polite.
He was pushed to the limit when the driver later grew curious and asked why he was going home from an airport with no luggage. Clark came up with the perfunctory but convincing lie that he’d driven someone to the airport and left the car so they could drive home when they returned.
“Who were you driving?” the persistent driver asked. “Was it Dan? What does he think about all this Kerguelen stuff, anyway? Has he said anything?”
“Listen, man, I’m pretty tired here. It wasn’t Dan and he hasn’t said anything about anything, okay?”
The driver nodded, message firmly received, and didn’t speak again until Clark asked him if he knew the old drive-in. “Everyone in the world knows that drive-in,” the man replied with a warm grin.
It had been a long time since Clark last arrived in Birchwood in a car he wasn’t driving. He passively took in his surroundings; the sights included the indistinct turnoff that led to Richard Walker’s secret home, and later the ‘Proud Home of Dan McCarthy’ notice at the bottom of the ‘Welcome to Birchwood’ sign. Once again, he couldn’t help but wonder what must have been going through Dan’s mind, both when he made the unilateral decision to tell Timo everything and also in the aftermath when the magnitude of his actions started to sink in.
Given the hour, New Kergrillin’ Bar & Grill was far quieter than it had been the previous evening. Clark headed straight for the bar instead of the busier dining area. He saw Phil Norris sitting at the bar — his bar — and focusing on a newspaper’s crossword puzzle as he so often did. Clark then silently signalled to the bartender with two fingers, indifferent as to whether Phil would turn around and see him or if he’d make it to an empty booth unnoticed.
“There you go, Mr McCarthy,” the bartender said, settling that particular issue.
Phil saw the two beers and turned around expecting to see two people. “Thirsty?” he laughed when he saw only Clark. “You do know that drinks were only free last night, don’t you?”
“It’s my day off,” Clark said, pulling up a stool next to Phil.
Phil folded his newspaper. “Did Emma’s flight get away okay?”
“She’s on the way to New York,” Clark replied, choosing his words carefully. He was glad that Phil didn’t ask any further questions and instead joined him in indulging in a full day of much-needed distractions.
They ate twice, watched a few games on the big screens, drank a few beers and played some cards with the bar’s motley crew of Saturday regulars. It didn’t make Clark forget what had happened at the airport or stop worrying about what might happen next, of course, but it was a better day than he would have had if he’d gone home with Dan.
It was dark outside and both Henry McCarthy and Mr Byrd had arrived at the bar by the time Clark finally decided to make a move, and he opted to walk home rather than get another cab mainly because he didn’t want to face another excited driver. The mere thought of going home had brought the full weight of reality crashing back down onto his shoulders, and it was hard enough to keep himself together without any more prying questions.
“Spare any change, Mr McCarthy?” a croaky voice asked from the side of the steps outside New Kergrillin’.
Clark turned to see a rough-looking man around his own age, evidently homeless but not obviously under the influence of anything but hunger.
“I don’t have any cash,” Clark said. “You want something to eat?”
The man nodded gratefully. “Even better.”
Clark quickly returned inside and told Phil that he’d changed his mind about going home right away and now fancied grabbing a bite to eat before he left. He had taken leftovers home before, so it would be easy enough to order too much and pretend he was full.
“Just you?” Phil asked, folding his newspaper and picking it up.
Clark pretended to look around for a lost dining partner. “Uh, I think I came here by myself…”
Immediately, Phil’s demeanour changed. “Give me your card,” he snapped.
“What?”
“Deaf as well as stupid, are we?”
Clark couldn’t hide his confusion. “Phil, what are you talking about?”
Phil grabbed the sleeve of Clark’s coat and pulled him to the door. Clark could have planted his weight if he wanted to, but he didn’t know what was going on and went along with it for now.
At the door, Phil led Clark outside and pointed up to a security camera before motioning towards the homeless man. “Do you think I zip up the back? You think I’m running a charity here and that you get to decide how to spend its money?”
“Phil, the guy’s starving out here.”
“Give me your card,” Phil repeated.
Clark reluctantly handed over his meal-card, knowing there was no sense in holding on to it since it would be utterly worthless without Phil’s willingness to honour it.
“You can come in for a bite just this once,” Phil told the other man. “Just this once.”
The man keenly hurried inside, patting Phil’s arm in thanks as he went.
Once Clark’s wallet was back in his pocket, one card lighter, Phil smacked him across the side of the head with his newspaper.
“What the hell, man?” Clark protested, backing away.
“Lie to me again,” Phil hissed. “See how that works out for you.”
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BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
This is just a dream, Dan told himself.
The scene before him was familiar; a valley etched forever in his mind. A valley in Lolo National Forest.
There was nothing and no one around him in any direction, and the only thing more unnerving than the absolute tranquility was his unprecedented lucidity.
Dan had never felt anything like this, aware that he was dreaming but in control of his dream-time thoughts and even his dream-world movements. The closest feeling he could think of had come many years in the past when he had dreamed of looking down at his sleeping body, but even that was nothing like this.
This time he was experiencing a fantasy in first-person, somehow both immersed in the dream and aware that it was, ultimately, just a dream.
He looked up — he decided to look up — and there he saw the most awe-inspiring night sky he had ever seen. The depth of colour was like something from an astronomy textbook and the breadth of star coverage was breathtaking.
Breathtaking, however, was an insufficient adjective for what came next.
First came a sudden and total flash, less like the Kerguelen bolide than the full-screen camera interference that had been caused by the Messengers’ previous Earth-based interventions.
When the brief flash faded, an extremely prominent triangle filled a small area in the central part of the sky.
Dan made an effort to remember its apparent size, as well as its position relative to the waxing moon and some of the most immediately familiar constellations.
As quickly as the flash had faded, it returned. And this time, it brought Dan back to reality.
I’m not dreaming anymore, he thought, suddenly feeling very different.
The next thing he was aware of was a cold and wet sensation on his cheek, immediately followed by a more general feeling of being freezing cold.
Wait, I’m not even in my bed…
Dan’s vision then returned as his eyes shot open, only to be temporarily blinded by a bright but localised light source.
He instinctively raised a hand against the beam, and was straight away able to make out the shape of a dog right beside him. A spaniel, by the look of it, which had been happily licking his face until he came to.
Dan repositioned his hand and saw that this was not just any old spaniel. The feeling under his other hand was that of flattened corn, and it didn’t take long for his mind to fill in the blanks.
The flashlight beam quickly moved away, allowing his eyes to adjust and in doing so to confirm that he was indeed sitting in a small but neat crop circle. The holder of the flashlight then held it at arm’s length and pointed it back towards himself. The man’s other hand, by his side, was holding a shotgun.
The beam slowly moved up to the man’s face, confirming what Dan had already assumed to be true but had hoped to be wrong.
Dan closed his eyes momentarily and took a deep breath in preparation for whatever was coming next. Whatever that might be, he knew it couldn’t be good.
Because right there, stern and intense at the edge of the circle, stood none other than Richard Walker.





Part 3
SECOND CONTACT





“To one who has faith,
no explanation is necessary.
To one without faith,
no explanation is possible.”
Thomas Aquinas
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STEVENSON FARM
EASTVIEW, COLORADO
Uneasily, Dan watched Richard Walker and his flashlight beam heading off towards the edge of the cornfield and the cottage that lay beyond.
The night sky was overcast, in stark contrast to the incredibly clear sky Dan had seen over Lolo in his… well, dream didn’t seem like the right word.
Nor did vision, or hallucination, or even message.
Dan didn’t know what it was, but his mind quickly turned to the need to record as much of it as he could remember.
He began to move, shortening the distance between himself and Walker. This grew more difficult outside of the crop circle when all he could do was push the high corn aside with his hands, and because he had evidently left home in an unplanned rush — or an unknowing stupor, to be more accurate — he didn’t even have his phone to use its screen as a light.
Rooster, Walker’s ageing spaniel who had briefly fallen into Dan’s care when Walker was abducted a year earlier and whose animal instincts had played an important role in locating the precise landing spot of the Messengers’ forcefield-protected craft in Lolo National Forest, ran in slow but happy circles around Dan, excited to see an old friend.
At the edge of the field Dan thought very briefly about running away, but he was in no mood to back down. He didn’t consider it likely that Walker would have had a second interaction with the Messengers but pondered the possibility nonetheless; after all, Walker was leading Dan to the cottage and clearly wanted to talk about something. And aside from this, there was a fresh crop circle in the cornfield.
Dan saw no reason to fear Walker. Minutes earlier, he had been sitting in a daze while the old hermit stood over him with a shotgun; he knew that if Walker wanted to hurt him, he would no longer have been around to think about anything.
As it went, by the time he reached Walker’s door the only thing he was thinking about was the triangle in the sky.
When Dan reached the cottage, Walker was standing at the door. “Something tells me I’m not who you came here to see,” the old man boomed, his voice still as effortlessly resonant as ever. “But we need to talk.”
“I need a pen, paper, and two minutes of silence,” Dan said.
Walker raised his eyebrows and tipped his head back, looking down his nose at Dan for several seconds before holding out his hand to invite him inside.
A small table sat next to Walker’s shoes in the narrow hallway and Dan stood beside it while Walker fetched him a pen and paper from the kitchen. Dan didn’t look at anything but the table, concentrating instead on his mental image of the moon and the prominent constellations he had seen minutes earlier. The image of the triangle was etched in his mind, but what mattered was its position relative to everything else.
When Walker returned, Dan drew quickly while covering the image-in-progress with his other hand.
“What do you think I’m going to do?” Walker complained.
Dan ignored him. The end product of his efforts certainly lacked the precision and quality of the savant-like map to Lolo and the representation of the Messengers’ craft his hands had produced the previous year when he wasn’t in control of them, but it was a serviceable enough attempt and he was satisfied that the skyscape on the paper was fairly close to the one he’d seen.
With the drawing finished, Dan immediately folded it and put it in his otherwise empty pocket. He handed Walker the pen. “Thanks.”
Walker eyed him carefully for several seconds then returned the pen to the kitchen. Dan watched him this time and noticed that his limp was much more pronounced than he remembered. In the light of the house he also saw that Walker, wearing a grey dressing gown, had lost a serious amount of weight since their last meeting a year earlier.
Rooster lay comfortably at Dan’s feet, and Dan’s moments alone in the hallway were long enough to bring back memories of the fateful night when he had walked the very same hallway with not just Clark and Emma but also Ben Gold, who had just arrived in a panic at Dan’s door to confess his part in the hoax and to tell them that Walker was missing.
Dan looked along the short hallway to Walker’s bedroom door, remembering how Rooster had gone crazy whenever anyone touched the handle. He thought back to finally going inside and finding an empty bed, only to later see the security camera footage of Walker disappearing in a seven-second flash of light which coincided perfectly with the precise timing of the DS-1 launch disaster.
His eyes also flitted to the other doors, to the other rooms he had searched with Clark in the minutes before Ben Gold drove home for the last time to fetch the box of hoax evidence he would go on to dump at Dan’s house before killing himself in the IDA building’s parking lot.
It was a nice old cottage, but Dan’s memories of it weren’t exactly warm.
“Come on through,” Walker called.
Still feeling no fear, Dan accepted the invitation and walked quickly to the kitchen. Rooster thought about staying put in his comfortable spot beside the front door but ultimately followed his old friend.
“The GSC is a grave threat to the United States of America,” Walker said, wasting no time in getting to his point. “Godfrey is in charge for now, fine. He is a strong pro-West figure. But then what? Cole is already in Ding’s pocket, chipping away at Godfrey’s authority every chance he gets so that Godfrey is undermined and a Chinese appointment can fill the void.”
Despite his face being gaunt and his skin pale, Walker spoke with all the verve of his infamous press conferences from years gone by. Dan didn’t know why Walker was directing these comments at him, but he had nothing else to do but listen.
“And as you well know,” Walker went on, “the GSC has an absolute monopoly on launching anything into orbit, be it exploratory or defensive. But why should we believe that they’ll protect us? They hate us! After Godfrey’s gone, if something bigger than the Kerguelen meteor was heading for Dallas or New York — something big enough to flatten a city but not endanger global life — do you really think they would stop it? Do you really think they would give up the chance to put us on our knees? And give it twenty years for the technology to progress… if they ever discover that something is going to pass close by or maybe even land in the ocean, who’s to say they won’t knock that something off-course, straight into the continental US?”
Dan leaned back. “And people used to say I was paranoid.”
“And they were wrong,” Walker said, “because there was something going on at the IDA. Just like there’s something going on at the GSC.”
“Why are you telling me this?”
“Stick with Fiore,” Walker said. “I know Ford is with him, so you’re all clearly on the same page. Fiore is different from Cole and that rat-faced shit-stain Jack Neal, because Fiore’s actions are weakening the GSC as a whole and not just Godfrey’s position as Chairman. Billy Kendrick knows there’s something going on in Buenos Aires, too, and I never thought I’d be on the same side as that idiot.”
“You’re not on the same side as any of us,” Dan said. “Your lies are the whole reason the GSC exists.”
“An unfortunate side effect of halting Chinese expansion,” Walker sighed. “We do what we can in the moments when we have to act, McCarthy. If I hadn’t initiated the leak sequence I set up with Kloster all those years ago, they’d be halfway to Mars by now.”
Walker then coughed violently for several seconds, as though trying to bring up something that wasn’t there.
“Are you okay?” Dan asked.
Walker stood up and poured himself a glass of water, then opened a pillbox next to the sink and swallowed a few pills. Slightly further along the counter, Dan saw a small cardboard box with several warning stickers covering most of the side. He could make out the word morphine.
“Are you dying?” Dan asked, not trying to be blunt but not trying not to be.
Walker almost smiled. “Everyone is dying, McCarthy; some of us are just further along than others.”
“What’s wrong with you?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
Dan wasn’t going to get an answer and, as cold as it may have sounded, this wasn’t exactly the main thing on his mind. “So what’ll happen to Rooster?” he asked, moving on to something he did care about.
“Joe should come straight out here if I don’t push that button within any 72-hour period,” Walker explained, pointing to a red button on the wall next to the refrigerator. “Joe Crabbe, that is; the only other person who knows where I am. When the time comes, he’ll take care of Rooster.”
“What do you mean ‘take care’ of him?”
“Jesus, McCarthy!” Walker snapped. “Give him a good home, what the hell do you think? Joe and I might be a lot of things, but that doesn’t mean we go around ‘taking care’ of innocent dogs! But anyway, we both know that this is bigger than me. You can look at the airburst at Kerguelen as a lucky break, just like the idiots have always looked at Tunguska as a lucky break since a blast that large could have flattened a city, but we should be taking it as a warning. That’s not to say we couldn’t have been even luckier at Kerguelen… if that meteor had come in a few miles further east, right over the island, Billy Kendrick might have been out of our hair.”
Walker grinned at his own joke, the thin scar between his lips and ear more prominent than ever thanks to the paleness of the surrounding skin.
“But seriously, McCarthy,” he went on, “we’re not going to be lucky forever, and the GSC isn’t going to keep us safe when that luck runs out. Hell, they’re working right now to turn the luck around and wipe us out.”
“Kerguelen wasn’t a warning from nature,” Dan said. “It was a message from them.”
Walker’s bloodshot eyes narrowed in focus. “A message about what?”
“If they wanted you to know, you would know.”
“Do you know?”
Dan hesitated. He thought he knew — he thought he knew it was a clue about the location of the imminent fourth plaque — but did he truly know? “I know more than you,” was the response he settled on.
“Well I know that that crop circle sure as hell wasn’t there yesterday,” Walker said. “And I’m assuming they called you here tonight?”
“Let’s just say I didn’t come for the hospitality.”
Walker tapped the table and laughed heartily. His smile then faded as he looked at Dan, and his expression quickly morphed into something between sorrow and pity. “I wish it hadn’t had to be like this,” he said. “I wish we didn’t have a president so weak that the only way to stop China was to push the emergency stop button we came up with all those years ago in case the Soviets ever got the upper hand. Call me sentimental, McCarthy, but even though I had to do it, I wish I’d picked someone else. I probably could have made it work with Kendrick, and he would have deserved all the mess that came his way. I picked you precisely because you were so naive and straightforward… the very traits that made it so difficult for you to deal with everything. And to be blunt about this, I don’t think it would have even worked with you if Ford hadn’t shown up to help you out when she did.”
“Was that supposed to be an apology?” Dan asked, surprised to hear anything like it from Walker but an eternity away from ever forgiving him.
Walker shook his head. “No. I just want you to know that I didn’t fully consider the effect this would have on you. And if I’d thought for a second that they were actually real, I would have done things very differently.”
“I think it’s time for me to go,” Dan said, rising to his feet. “Thanks for the pen.”
Walker and Rooster both followed Dan out of the kitchen. “Do you want something for your feet?” Walker asked, noticing only now that Dan had walked the whole way from Birchwood in a barefoot daze.
Dan shook his head. “Thanks for the offer, but I’m not walking a single step in your shoes.”
“Suit yourself. But listen carefully, McCarthy: I want you to realise that you have an emergency stop button at your disposal, just like I did. If things get dirty with the GSC and our country is in trouble, you’ll always have the nuclear option of telling everyone what really happened. You’ll always have the nuclear option of capital-F, capital-D… Full Disclosure. I would do it myself, but I’m not convinced they would let me and I’m not convinced anyone would believe me, no matter how much evidence I presented.”
Dan didn’t say anything; he knew that Full Disclosure was decisively off the table and he certainly didn’t need to ask who Walker meant by ‘they’.
As Rooster lay down again, Walker opened the door. “I have nothing to apologise for,” he said, placing a large but frail hand on Dan’s shoulder. “But just remember: when the time comes… neither do you.”
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“He knew the rules,” Phil Norris insisted, ignoring Mr Byrd’s attempts to soften his position regarding Clark’s recently revoked meal-card. “I don’t care how much he’s done for this place, he knew the rules and he chose to break them.”
Mr Byrd, always softly spoken, sighed lightly. “Come on, Phil. It’s not like he was taking extra food to sell it or even to stash it at home, he was trying to give some food to a bum.”
“Phil was right to take the card,” Henry McCarthy interjected, sick of listening to an argument that was going nowhere so late in the night. “Clark did know the rules. All I’ll say is that from experience, I think keeping hold of it for a few days will be long enough to make the point. He might not be as book-smart as Dan, but he’s better at learning lessons. If it were me, I’d give him back the card sometime next week.”
Phil and Mr Byrd both appeared to see merit in Henry’s middle ground, and nothing else on the subject was said.
“And speaking of me being right,” Phil said with a gloating chuckle, pointing towards the TV as an ad ran for the following night’s Focus 20/20 panel. “See that, Henry Boy? There you were on Wednesday night telling me that Emma wouldn’t get involved in any of this — what was it you said? — ‘any more of the media crap’… and here we are three days later and she’s in New York with Timo Fiore. You can take the girl out of the business, but you can’t take the business out of the girl!”
Mr Byrd, who felt that he knew Emma a lot better than Phil did, shook his head slowly. “She’s helping Timo out, that’s all.”
“Exactly,” Henry said. “No one in Birchwood except you and your bank manager wants any more media bullshit, Norris. Emma’s not doing this as a publicity thing and even if she has to put herself in front of a camera once or twice, there’s no way the boys are going to get sucked into any of that. So yeah, you’re about as right as you usually are… i.e. wrong.”
Phil watched the end of the ad, taking in a lineup which included Timo, William Godfrey, Joe Crabbe and Billy Kendrick; all highly familiar faces from Dan’s highly public misadventures of the previous year. “We’ll see,” was all he said. “We’ll see…”
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GRAVESEN HOTEL
MANHATTAN, NEW YORK
In the small hours of the night, Emma sat on the edge of her plush bed in one of the New York Gravesen’s most expensive suites. Timo, footing the bill for both this suite and his own, had called it a night several hours earlier after an intensive research and prep session ahead of his high-pressure appearance on Focus 20/20 the next day, but Emma still had several more working hours ahead of her.
Every now and again she took a break from analysing recent comments from the rest of the panel’s lineup and looked down at the cold streets she didn’t miss, where she had spent many busy years working at the XPR agency founded by her former mentor Jack Neal.
Jack was set to be among Timo’s fellow panelists, as the frequent TV ads and giant billboard displays made sure everyone knew. Emma and Timo passed two digital billboards advertising the show on their way to the hotel, and analysts were already predicting that this upcoming episode of Focus 20/20 would draw viewing figures only previously seen by the record-breaking episode immediately preceding the UN meeting which led to the GSC’s creation a year earlier.
Recent events — chiefly the Kerguelen bolide and Timo’s announcement of his plans to unilaterally break the GSC’s worldwide monopoly on space-based research — made the network’s pre-announced decision to have a GSC-themed episode look extremely timely, and the makeup of the upcoming panel bore more than a passing resemblance to the record-breaker of the previous year, with five of the six participants returning.
Joe Crabbe, Jack Neal and William Godfrey would all be in the studio once again, while Timo Fiore would this time be present in person and Billy Kendrick would appear live via satellite as Timo had last time out. Only newspaper editor Jan Gellar had not been invited to return; this was primarily because she was no longer personally relevant, which she had been during coverage of the IDA leak, but it was also in part due to her frequent hawking of The Daily Chat and other Blitz Media properties while appearing on the rival network which broadcast Focus 20/20.
Every time Emma looked out at the lights of Manhattan, the only place she wanted to be was Birchwood. A giant cosmetics ad featuring none other than her sister Tara was visible from one part of the corner suite’s huge window-like wall, and this only made the longing stronger.
Despite their differences, Emma liked to see Tara doing well — but that didn’t change the fact that she wasn’t overly comfortable leaving her next door to Dan, particularly given his indefensible decision to pull the rug out from under Emma and Clark’s feet by going against everything they had agreed and unilaterally deciding to bring Timo in on the secret.
It didn’t matter that Timo’s response had been just about as positive as it could have been; what mattered was that Dan had betrayed her trust not merely by telling Timo, but by telling him at a time that left her with nowhere to go and no option but to play hardball with the richest man in the world. And while Dan saw Timo as a fun guy to be around, Emma understood that with money came power, and just as pertinently that anyone as willing as Timo was to stand toe-to-toe with the might of William Godfrey’s GSC was not someone to be taken lightly.
Fortunately, her carrot and stick approach seemed to have worked, and her decision to promise Timo the full details only once he made it through Focus 20/20 without saying the wrong thing certainly appeared to have won his cooperation. Like her, Timo was now aching to get back to Colorado, so much so that he had already made arrangements to squeeze his Italian media engagements into a single day and night to enable the promptest possible return.
But while Timo eagerly wanted to get back to candidly discuss everything with Dan — who he believed must have had a very good reason to keep quiet about the hoax for so long — Emma’s current view of Dan was somewhat less favourable, to say the least.
She similarly knew that Dan must have had a very good and very specific reason to tell Timo when he did, presumably related to his vague “he’s the only one who can help us” comment, but nothing could excuse the way he had gone about doing it. She could only imagine that Clark’s anger was similar to her own, even though he hadn’t been the one left in the firing line aboard Timo’s private jet when Dan handed over his handwritten note and ran away before its impact was felt.
Emma’s phone told her that Dan had tried to call twice, no doubt with a too-little-too-late apology at the ready, but her decision to remove him from the virtual receptionist’s all-hours whitelist ensured that he would have to hold onto it until she was back in Birchwood.
Both her focus and Timo’s had repeatedly been tempted to drift elsewhere throughout the evening, but Emma knew that anything other than full concentration on the next day’s showdown with two of the slickest and slimiest men in politics — William Godfrey and Jack Neal — could only end one way.
For now, they were the focus.
For now, Dan and Tara could wait.





C minus 55
MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Dan’s feet were too cold to feel any of the stones and twigs he’d stood on during his long walk home from Stevenson Farm, and all he wanted to do was get inside and warm them up in the bath.
If anyone had seen him on his way to the cornfield, his daze-like demeanour would have doubtless led them to think he was sleepwalking — just as Emma and Clark had naturally assumed when he first entered the same kind of trance-like state a year earlier. On his way back from the cornfield, Dan’s full consciousness enabled him to all but eliminate the chance that anyone would see him now by staying away from the main road.
And despite his numb feet and the awkward run-in with Richard Walker, Dan walked the long way home with a smile on his face.
At last, he absolutely positively knew that the Messengers were close. And more than that, he absolutely positively knew that they weren’t finished with him. As soon as he got home and could feel his feet again, he’d have some game-changing new leads to follow; star maps and moon phases would be his first ports of call in his bid to make sense of the triangle in the sky.
Although there was a long way to go before everything was clear, Dan already felt like his faith and confidence in the Messengers had been vindicated. Kerguelen was an attention-grabbing message to the world — there was no denying that. But this personal call to a fresh crop circle in the familiar cornfield where it all began, and more importantly the vivid if un-straightforward message that followed, had been delivered solely to Dan.
Whatever understandable doubts Clark and Emma might have had and whatever unanswered questions were rattling through Dan’s own mind, he now knew this much: the Messengers were talking to him… absolutely positively.
But as Dan entered the final and shortest stage of his journey, approaching his house slowly and with great care to be quiet and avoid activating any security lights, a slow but bright flash caught his eyes. It was coming from next door.
“Dan McCarthy,” a chirpy voice called.
He looked over and saw Tara standing at Emma’s front door, slowly covering and uncovering her phone’s flashlight. She put the phone in her pocket and took a few steps towards him. “You know, Dan, I wouldn’t keep catching you sneaking around in the middle of the night like this if you didn’t keep sneaking around in the middle of the night like this.”
“I wasn’t sneaking,” he said.
“Seriously, though, where have you been? I checked the cameras when I woke up an hour ago, because I’m not used to being on my own like this and I don’t exactly like living in an empty house with a dirt path and creepy woods right behind it. The cameras had picked up a few incidents; there was one of your dad getting home from the bar about an hour ago, and before that there was another one triggered by you… walking back there, by yourself. Then I tried calling you, but you weren’t picking up your phone.”
“It’s inside,” Dan said, relieved that his home’s security console was now located in the basement rather than the kitchen and hence that Henry wouldn’t be alerted to any suspicious incidents like Tara had been. There was no doubt that Henry would be sleeping by now, a full hour after getting home so late, so Dan felt extremely lucky that the timing had worked out fortuitously enough to ensure that their paths didn’t cross.
“Why would you go out without your phone? Do you even have a flashlight?”
The darkness and his empty hands answered for him, leaving Dan stumped as to what he could say to get out of this. “I just needed some air,” he eventually said.
Tara pointed to his house. “What’s wrong with your back door? Or your front door?”
“I just needed some thinking space.”
“It’s no quieter back there than it is in your back yard.”
“I needed thinking space,” Dan said, “not just quiet.”
“What were you thinking about… all the Kerguelen stuff, or personal stuff? The thing with Emma last night?”
“There’s a lot going on at once,” he replied noncommittally. “I just needed a break and right now I feel like I just need some sleep, so I’m going to go to bed. I’ll see you later.”
“Well I’m here whenever you need to talk, okay?” Tara said, sounding very genuine and perhaps slightly concerned. As with the last time Dan had spoken to her late at night, her natural accent was quite noticeable and sounded very much like Emma’s, if a little higher pitched. “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow?”
“Maybe,” Dan said. He then stepped towards his door as soon as Tara returned inside. His first step — just one more step — was enough to engage the security light above the door. Illuminated by the bright lamp, Dan glanced down at his bare feet and the various dirt-marks the cornfield had left on his trouser legs. If he had taken this single extra step either just before or just after Tara announced her presence, she would have seen it all and asked questions too difficult to dodge. The field of view of Emma’s side-facing security camera didn’t quite reach this far, and that only made the lucky escape even more fortunate.
That was close, Dan thought as he headed inside to warm himself up and reflect on an incredible few hours. Too close.
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In a labyrinthine studio complex whose corridors she had walked only too many times in the past, Emma fastidiously ran through her key points from the previous night’s prep work and made sure that Timo knew how to deal with anything that might come up during his imminent high-pressure appearance on Focus 20/20.
They had nothing to worry about from longtime ally Billy Kendrick’s appearance via satellite, while shock-jock Joe Crabbe wasn’t taken seriously enough by anyone to pose any kind of meaningful threat. Almost everything Emma and Timo discussed related to the complex relationship between GSC Chairman William Godfrey and Prime Minister John Cole, the man who once served as his deputy. Cole himself wouldn’t be on the panel, of course, and would instead be represented by the proxy of his senior advisor Jack Neal, who both Emma and Godfrey knew only too well.
There was no love lost between any of them, but Emma repeated herself several times in telling Timo that his priority was making sure that Jack didn’t manage to link Cole to Timo in an effort to leech some of his public goodwill. Emma knew that Jack would sycophantically fawn over Timo’s recently announced ambitions to develop new space-related technologies via his Fiore Frontiere program, and she drove the same point home over and over again until she felt sure that Timo understood that any association with Jack — and by extension Cole — would prove toxic in the long run.
Timo admitted to having paid little attention to British politics during Cole’s first year as Prime Minister, but even he knew very well that Cole certainly wasn’t without his detractors at home, with critics ranging from traditionalists within his own party to all manner of outsiders. One senior party figure, speaking for many, had even publicly commented that Chairman Godfrey’s otherwise stellar legacy would be “forever stained by his decision to handpick a successor who isn’t fit to be the chairman of a county darts league.”
Indeed, some had gone so far as to posit that Godfrey picked a bad successor on purpose in order to make it easy for him to reclaim the party leadership when his GSC term-limit expired.
Although Godfrey himself said very little about Cole as an individual, he also made no secret of his intention to return to domestic politics when the time came. And since anyone with a pulse understood perfectly well that a leadership challenge from a returning William Godfrey was not one that John Cole could hope to survive unless Godfrey’s name and image were irredeemably tarnished in the meantime, it had come as little surprise to anyone that Cole had seemingly gone out of his way on several occasions to make Godfrey’s life as difficult as he could.
The only personal comment Godfrey let slip was his view that John Cole and Jack Neal were “a match made in heaven”, and even then he left everything else to subtext.
What wasn’t publicly known was that Godfrey remained personally affronted by Jack’s snakelike decision to renege on a handshake agreement that he would never work with Cole after leaving Godfrey’s side.
Emma knew that Godfrey would be biting his tongue in an effort not to snap at Jack during the panel, and that Jack would likely be doing everything he could to bait him.
The instruction to Timo was simple: stay out of it.
In the other direction, Cole still bore an intense grudge over something that had happened in China on the night of DS-1’s ill-fated launch. It had been bad enough that Godfrey chose to pose with President Slater and Chinese Premier Ding Ziyang with Cole watching from the sidelines, but the second snub cut Cole even deeper. This snub had come when Godfrey sent Cole to conduct an interview with some of the attendant press, only for Jack to later reveal that Godfrey had asked him to make sure the press weren’t recording and wouldn’t share any of Cole’s words.
Knowing that Godfrey had considered him a liability was all the motivation John Cole would ever need.
What Emma made clear to Timo was that Godfrey’s behaviour and political tactics, while often distasteful, were consistent with an age old power-for-its-own-sake philosophy and tended to stay within certain loosely defined bounds of acceptability. Cole, meanwhile, thrived on chaos. Emma used the metaphor of Godfrey being a particularly venomous snake and Cole being a particular virulent pathogen; both were dangerous, but the latter’s behaviour was altogether less predictable.
With Jack Neal present in New York as nothing more than a mouthpiece for Cole, a wariness of their bull-in-a-china-shop approach was crucial to Timo’s hopes of surviving the night untainted and unscathed.
Timo, for his part, had impressed Emma throughout the day by remaining focused on the advice she gave him and making no mention of the blockbuster secret Dan had shared with him regarding Richard Walker’s hoax. Like a character actor getting deep into a role, Timo seemed to recognise that consistently acting like nothing had changed was the only way he could make it through the panel without saying the wrong thing by mistake.
As Emma was about to skirt that rule by quickly checking that Timo still felt okay about staying quiet, the voice of a young studio intern called through the door after three quick knocks: “Um, Ms Ford?”
“One second,” Emma said to Timo. She opened the door. “Yeah?”
The intern gulped and blinked several times. He didn’t look overly intimidated by Emma’s presence — she knew that look well, and this wasn’t it — but he was clearly uncomfortable with whatever he was about to say.
“Spit it out,” she said.
The intern nodded quickly, as if trying to shake away his hesitation. He then spoke just as quickly: “Mr, uh, Chairman Godfrey asked me to give you a message. He told me to say that you’re on the wrong side, but that he won’t hold it against you as long as you play by the rules.”
Emma turned to Timo. “I’ll be back in a minute.”
    
The same young intern again knocked on the door of an occupied room within RMXT’s Manhattan studio complex. This time, however, the panelist on the other side was William Godfrey.
“I have a message for Chairman Godfrey,” the intern said when someone else opened the door.
Godfrey’s voice replied, increasing in volume as he moved towards the door: “What did she say?”
The intern glanced uneasily at something out of Godfrey’s view, prompting the GSC supremo to step out of the room to see what he was looking at. Immediately, Godfrey recoiled very slightly in instinctive surprise at the unexpected sight of Emma Ford. Though his eyes were still and focused on hers, his facial muscles moved in the subtle way a trained observer like Emma recognised as telltale signs of being unpleasantly surprised.
“Well if it isn’t Emma Ford,” Godfrey eventually began. “What brings you—”
While shaking her head, Emma raised a single finger in the air between them. She counted the longest five-count of her life, ignoring the triple-quick heartbeats thumping in her chest, and then lowered the finger.
Godfrey stayed quiet, somewhere between amused and confused.
Emma inhaled deeply and shook away her lingering doubts. “The next time you feel like threatening me,” she said, very firmly, “at least have the balls to say it to my face.”
At that, she walked away.
“Wait,” Godfrey called after her.
She ignored it.
“Emma, please!”
This gave her pause; a please from William Godfrey was rare indeed. “What?” she asked, stopping in her tracks but not yet turning around.
“There’s something I want you to see. I promise, it’ll take no more than a minute.”
When Emma finally turned to face him, Godfrey curtly dismissed the lingering intern with a decisive hand gesture before beckoning Emma towards his room.
Curiosity carried her to the door. “This better be quick.”
“Oh, it will be,” Godfrey said. He then opened the door, revealing several stunned faces all staring at Emma.
She looked around the room, taking in the countless tablets, laptops and printed charts on every surface and in almost every hand. She heard the last voices dying down towards the back of the room as the hush filtered its way across. Her eyes continued to dart around, looking for something meaningful in this beehive-like roomful of aides.
“Twelve Emma Fords,” Godfrey said. “Each as disposable as the last, each as self-important as the next.”
Some of his aides looked to the floor, some looked at each other, and some pretended to keep working on whatever they’d been looking at before Emma arrived.
None were as uncomfortable or embarrassed as Emma.
“You think you’re so special,” Godfrey said, addressing Emma directly but still speaking loudly through the wide-open door. He waited for her to look at him; when she eventually and reluctantly did, he shook his head. “Dan is special,” he continued, his words now positively dripping with derision. “You were just the first shark who smelled his blood.”
Emma felt her face reddening. There was anger; there was embarrassment; and there was a swirling combination of the two, far more potent than the sum of its parts.
Godfrey’s eyebrows seemed to rise halfway up his forehead as he tilted his head back and dismissively flicked his hand outwards, as he’d done to the nameless intern moments earlier. “You can go now,” he said.
Rendered speechless, Emma put all of her effort into trying to make sure that her expression didn’t reflect her feelings.
“Oh, and here’s a little piece of advice for the road,” Godfrey added, leaning in close. “Don’t start fights you can’t win.”
Godfrey then closed the door, leaving Emma stunned and alone in the corridor wondering what had just happened.
She closed her eyes for a few seconds, which proved long enough for the embarrassment to fade and anger to take over completely. At first there was an element of anger at herself for playing into his hands by walking back when he called her, but this was nothing compared to her all-consuming rage directed squarely at Godfrey himself.
When she arrived back at Timo’s dressing room, he asked the obvious question: “What did he want?”
“Change of plan,” Emma said. “Godfrey wants a war, and that’s exactly what he’s going to get.”
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Feeling a mixture of trepidation and excitement, Dan sat down on the couch next to his father’s wheelchair in preparation for the big Focus 20/20 panel.
Clark was still nowhere to be seen after a full day doing overtime at the precinct, if the story he told Henry was true. He had been gone when Dan first went upstairs in the morning and hadn’t so much as called since then, so he knew nothing yet of Dan’s unplanned excursion to Richard Walker’s cornfield.
Emma had way too much going on for Dan to try calling her before the show; and since she hadn’t taken any of his calls the previous day, he didn’t think she would have been in much of a mood to talk to him, anyway.
Throughout the day so far, as well as during several sleepless hours after returning home from Walker’s place, Dan had been working frenetically in his basement, invigorated by his new information and even more so by the overnight reaffirmation that the Messengers really were close. Although none of Dan’s new and speculative leads were yet firm enough to act on, he no longer felt a crushing mix of helplessness and impatience in his chest.
The Messengers had indirectly but overtly communicated with him the previous night, and he had every faith that they would do so again extremely soon. This wasn’t to say he was prepared to rest on his laurels, however; and even as he sat down next to Henry, he was thinking about his next research moves.
Momentary fear had struck him on a few occasions during the day, always concerning whether or not Timo would be able to make it through the panel without letting any of his new knowledge slip. Dan had no doubts at all that Timo would be trying to keep the secret to himself — Emma’s powers of persuasion were never in question — but he understood that there was an inherent risk in having brought Timo in on the full truth when he did, right before Timo was about to appear on live TV and spar with some hostile fellow panelists.
Dan thought back to how he had felt prior to his own ill-fated appearance on Marco Magnifico’s live hypnosis show, when he was desperate to keep the existence of Hans Kloster’s explosive handwritten letter to himself for a few more hours. He had succeeded in the end on that occasion, largely thanks to Emma and Mr Byrd, but he was under no illusions that keeping quiet about a partially translated letter was in the same league as keeping quiet about a world-changing truth like the one Timo now knew.
Despite these thoughts, Dan didn’t regret his action for a second. He regretted the way it had to go down, and particularly the difficulties it had caused for Emma, but he had felt and still felt that he simply had to bring Timo in. And since it naturally wouldn’t have been safe to do so over the phone or via any other electronic method of communication, the one-off opportunity of a face-to-face handover of a short written explanation was literally too good to miss.
“20/20 ain’t what it used to be,” Henry mused in the moments before the show began. “Even when it’s something big like this, it’s all politicians. Back in the day, they had athletes… movies stars… you name it.”
“Kaitlyn Judd was on the panel when I appeared via satellite,” Dan said.
Henry shrugged. “The exception that proves the rule. You know what I mean. I think I’ve just gotten old enough to see through the posturing and soundbites. You know I wish I’d been here last year when you were going through everything, but one thing I’m glad I missed living through in real time was all the political crap that went along with the leak.”
“I get that, but this is totally different,” Dan replied. “Last time, the political posturing took weeks and it came in dribs and drabs. This time, the main players are all sitting in the same room at the same time and getting ready to fight for position in a no-holds-barred, forty-minute slugfest. This is huge.”
Short of telling Henry what was going on behind the very curtain which Dan had endured such pains to keep in place, there was no surefire way of stressing just how important the next forty minutes could be.
This, as well as Henry’s comments about not having lived through the IDA leak as it happened, sharpened Dan’s focus as to why the curtain had to stay between them.
The trio of Dan, Clark and Emma had gone through it all together, living each revelation and counter-revelation in real time; an experience no one else could ever understand. They had stood together in turmoil in the kitchen when Richard Walker’s now-dead assistant arrived in the middle of the night to reveal that the supposed cover-up was in fact a lie dressed up as a secret by way of an unbelievably intricate hoax; they had stood together in awe in Lolo National Forest as the real Messengers arrived to make the lie come true; and they had stood together in the old drive-in lot to draw a line under the whole thing in front of the media’s cameras. No one could ever understand what they had gone through together — not even Henry.
Aside from that stood Dan’s second consideration. When they had learned it was a hoax, it was more than hard enough for any of them to take. But for Henry it would be a heart-wrenching double-whammy to learn that not only had Richard Walker lied to the world, but that his own sons had known this for a year and had been lying to him about it ever since.
Allied to this, one of Henry’s mottos had always been “don’t drag other people into your problems”. And given that sharing the secret with Henry would achieve nothing except easing Dan’s conscience and driving the family apart, he had no intention of ever doing so. Making the secret public would be bad for the world, as Dan and the others understood very well, but it would be positively crushing for Henry McCarthy.
As the long-running Sunday evening show’s entrance music began, still marked in the recesses of Dan’s mind as the unwelcome soundtrack to the end of his weekend and an imminent return to school, he settled comfortably in his seat.
All he wanted was to see Timo make it through unscathed.
As far as Dan knew, the next forty minutes provided an opportunity to lose a lot and gain very little, so a non-event would do him just fine.
What he didn’t know was that Emma had very different plans.
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“Welcome everyone to a very special edition of Focus 20/20,” said Marian de Clerk, the show’s long-running and universally respected host. “As I’m sure you’re aware, today’s show is as live as live can be, coming at you from the heart of New York City. Now, let’s get right to business and meet our esteemed panel.”
Timo Fiore, first to fall under the camera’s focus, gave the simplest introductory remark of all: “Hello, everybody.”
Jack Neal gave a half nod when his turn came next, looking fairly disinterested. “Thanks for having me back, Marian. We have a lot to cover, so I’ll join my esteemed friend Timo in wasting none of our time on smart introductory remarks. All I’ll say is that I’m here in a personal, quote-unquote unofficial, capacity. I’m not here to speak on anyone else’s behalf.”
“I’m not your friend,” Timo said, speaking out of turn. He took the resultant rebuke from de Clerk on the chin, having listened carefully to Emma’s advice and thus understanding that he couldn’t let Jack get away with any comments like that.
“Well, I am Timo’s friend, and I’m extremely happy to be there in spirit via satellite,” Billy Kendrick smiled from a giant screen on the wall of the studio, visible to everyone on the panel. “Truth be told, I’m happy to be anywhere other than the room on Kerguelen where Godfrey’s GSC goons illegally held me against my will for several hours with no food and no phone call. But in any case, thanks for having me, Marian; it’s always a pleasure.”
Unsurprisingly, William Godfrey’s opening remarks ignored Billy altogether and were instead a direct and undisguised jab at Jack Neal. “It’s a shame that Prime Minister Cole has sent Jack to do his bidding,” he said, “much as President Slater did a year ago on this very show. I certainly hope, for the sake of the viewers, that Jack is better prepared on this occasion and won’t wilt like a daisy in the desert as he did last time.”
Godfrey had been around for long enough to know that politics had been more spectacle than substance for decades, but it often irked him that the spectacle had now morphed into little more than a mosaic of attention-catching soundbites. His philosophy had always been simple, however; whatever the game was and however he had to play it, he was there to win.
Joe Crabbe, last in the line, then grunted his introductory remarks at no one in particular: “Like de Clerk said, we’re in New York City. We’re doing a show for American TV, yet here I am surrounded by a billionaire Italian playboy, a corrupt British politician and an American PR guru who sold himself out to become another corrupt British politician’s right-hand man. This is a symptom of the wider problem: our national leadership is so weak that our voice has no hope of being heard inside a bloated supranational organisation like the GSC, let alone an organisation led by someone as rabidly anti-American as ‘Chairman’ Godfrey.”
Godfrey sighed and rolled his eyes, successfully masking the smug grin which momentarily crossed his lips. Despite what Crabbe seemed to think, he liked the ‘Chairman Godfrey’ address. He knew it sounded Maoist to some and ridiculous to others, which was why Crabbe said it with such derision, but to Godfrey it was a powerful prefix suitable for a man of his position. And just as importantly, it was his alone.
Marian de Clerk interjected as she sometimes did when conversation drifted off-topic, pointing out to Crabbe that there were no British parliamentarians on the panel. “Chairman Godfrey is here in his position as head of the Global Space Commission,” she said, “while Jack Neal was invited primarily in his capacity as a former high-profile advisor to President Slater, who was unable to accept our invitation to join the panel due to the understandably intense demands on her time.”
“Precisely,” Godfrey nodded, expressing gratitude for the clarification. “And as for the laughable personal accusation of anti-American bias…”
This time, Joe Crabbe interrupted. “People talk about a GSC cover-up,” he said, pounding the desk and getting into his flow. “But they aren’t even thinking about what could be going on behind the curtain. We all know how disappointed I was in my old friend Richard Walker when it came to pass that he really had been covering up the existence of alien life. But what I want us all to reflect on now is that the past year has absolved Richard of everything. On Crabbe Shoot Radio he spoke of ‘apocalyptic politics’ and a ‘toxic agenda of unification’ among the Eurocrats driving for a ‘one-world government’. Do you all remember that? And when our discussion turned to how we could best protect ourselves from space-borne threats, Richard said ‘we do it ourselves or we don’t do it at all’, or otherwise the aliens would be ‘the least of our worries’. Ladies and gentlemen, when I point to this man — this creature — who calls himself Chairman Godfrey, I don’t think I have to say any more. The globalists have already castrated our national space agency, and every other country’s to boot. If you don’t think our national militaries are next, you’re not paying attention!”
As Crabbe’s aggressively delivered words echoed in the studio, de Clerk held a hand towards Godfrey to invite his response.
“Well, for those of us in the real world,” he began with a barely disguised chuckle, “we are of course still waiting for Richard Walker to apologise for his indefensible decision to unilaterally hide the truth for so long. Joe, I imagine a lot of people would be more willing to listen to your viewpoints if you would take a few seconds to apologise on behalf of your old chum. If you had any decency you certainly would; but then, as with Walker, I suppose decency would be a lot to expect for a man of your… what’s the word… persuasion.”
“I have nothing to apologise for,” Crabbe snapped. “And even if I did, I’ll start swimming to the Moon before I start apologising to the likes of you. When your mouth opens, lies come out!”
Marian de Clerk tapped her desk twice. “Now that we’re all reacquainted… we have approximately seventeen commercial-free minutes to discuss ‘Fiore Frontiere: the future of space research?’ before moving on to our second topic, ‘Transparency at the GSC’. Despite the closer than normal subject matter of our two pre-set topics, both of which may entail elements of a discussion around the Kerguelen bolide, I will enforce a division between the topics as far as possible. We’ll begin now with some direct reactions to Timo’s recent announcement of his plans to develop a private space program under the name Fiore Frontiere. Chairman Godfrey, I expect that you might have something to say on this?”
“I know we’re getting to Kerguelen,” Godfrey said, “and I’ll respect the division of topics by addressing my own organisation’s transparency in due course. But this Fiore Frontiere nonsense doesn’t exist in a vacuum, and any discussion must begin with a word on the timing of his announcement. During a period of uncertainty over the nature of the event at Kerguelen, Mr Fiore wasted no time in making grandiose promises of outcomes he’ll never have to deliver, as is his way. Isn’t it, Timo? Someone with his level of influence should know that he has to be more responsible, but I suppose we shouldn’t expect too much responsibility from a man who has never done an hour’s work in his life and would rather waste his inherited fortune on ridiculous vanity projects than use it to alleviate poverty in the poorest regions of this planet he claims to care so much about.”
Timo’s expression gave little away in the face of Godfrey’s verbal onslaught; Emma’s practice techniques for keeping a poker face were already paying off.
“The ark, the observatory… you know, I can almost shrug my shoulders and say there’s no harm in being ambitious,” Godfrey went on. “We will do those things in time, of that I’m sure. But Reciprocity? A probe of that nature is nothing but a transparently colossal waste of money, and it simply cannot be justified when so many people are starving. Just like Voyager before it — 40,000 years for those Golden Records to reach the nearest star! — this is nothing more than another back-slapping endeavour by an out-of-touch scientific elite and a slap in the face for those who do so much to stretch limited resources in their efforts to feed the hungry and house the poor.”
“Chairman Godfrey,” Timo sighed, shaking his head slowly in disbelief, “don’t act like we don’t know where you came from. Don’t act like we don’t know about the decades you’ve spent fighting to protect the advantages of your friends at the top.”
“Exactly,” Jack Neal sycophantically jumped in.
“And you can wipe the smirk off your face, too,” Timo fired at him. “No one has forgotten how willingly your man Cole sold out his voters and supported this shark’s attempts to destroy the British health service last year.”
Marian de Clerk cleared her throat. “As I said, Timo, it’s important that we keep to the correct topic. These kinds of political points don’t belong in either of today’s segments.”
“Point taken,” Timo acknowledged. “Sometimes a little background is necessary, that’s all. But I will touch on Voyager, since he mentioned it. Despite my view that certain things could and should have been done differently, it’s important to remember that when we look at Voyager we’re looking decades into the past with the benefit of hindsight. It’s also important to remember that the Golden Records themselves were very inexpensive in relation to the cost of that mission as a whole, which everyone with the slightest interest in space knows has provided us with mountains of priceless data and imagery. So I wholeheartedly disagree with Chairman Godfrey’s comment, and I stand firm in my belief that we should always do the best we can with the resources available to us at the time.”
“Waste of money then, waste of money now,” Godfrey muttered under his breath.
“And there it is again,” Timo said, pointing his finger at Godfrey. “On the broader point of Reciprocity’s cost, I want to stress that my proposals are the polar opposite of the GSC’s research model. By that I mean that rather than allocating public money to companies aiming to develop proprietary technologies, at Fiore Frontiere we will privately fund the research and development of projects which will benefit the public. Secondly, this kind of thing is propaganda, plain and simple. Pre-GSC, I had a lot of friends in the Indian space sector. And whenever they launched or even announced anything, the news reports in the West would unfailingly include a few lines about poverty rates in India; you know, just to remind us of the pecking order. But whenever NASA launched something in Florida, did the European press talk about homelessness rates in the US, which are higher than those in India? Of course not. You see, there’s a powerful agenda working to maintain the status quo. Unfortunately for that status quo’s current beneficiaries, I’m not going to put up with it any longer.”
Godfrey made a show of rolling his eyes at Timo’s reply.
“And very briefly,” de Clerk said, “it would be remiss of me not to at least touch on the social media storm surrounding some of your recent comments, Timo.”
He knew this question had been coming, and Emma’s lines were fresh in his mind. “Well, there was no storm. But I do know what you’re talking about, so I’ll say this once: I have all the time in the world for genuine struggles for the dignity of minority groups of all kinds. What I have no time for is the clickbait media’s shameless tactic of drumming up hysteria and manufacturing outrage where no real offence has been taken, much less intended.”
“And would you like to take this opportunity to apologise?” de Clerk asked in a neutral tone.
Timo made sure to sit up straight and hold his chin high. “No.”
No one was surprised when Jack Neal again jumped to Timo’s defence, just as unwelcomely as the last time. “Personally, I want to applaud you for standing up to the censorious thought police who have tried to derail your Reciprocity initiative,” Jack said. “And that’s one position the Prime Minister definitely does agree with.”
Timo shrugged. “Personally, Jack, I don’t care what you think and I don’t want your support.”
Jack’s expression recoiled slightly at the unexpectedly fierce rebuke, but he glanced at his notes and continued anyway with a pre-written passage he clearly wanted to get across. “Well, uh, since we’ve been talking about the Voyager Golden Records, I think it’s worth pointing out that the massive technological advancements since the 1970s mean that being representative should be infinitely easier today than it was back then, when they did a great job in difficult circumstances. Logistically speaking, it’s much easier now that everything required can be gathered with a click of a mouse rather than an intercontinental flight and a visit to a distant library. But sociologically speaking, it’s now become literally impossible to be sufficiently representative. As Timo has seen, it doesn’t matter what you say, what you mean, or even what you do. It’s more difficult than ever due to the new and overwhelming need for tokenistic inclusion of everyone and everything, no matter the broader relevance or lack thereof. That’s all I want to say on that.”
“Good,” Godfrey chimed in, “because you’re boring us all to tears.”
Timo clenched his teeth to avoid grinning automatically at Godfrey’s put-down. Like every other piece of advice from Emma, this one worked, too. “My own last word on this is that Reciprocity is far from the most important thing we’re working on,” he said, “but I do firmly believe that attempting to capture a snapshot of human civilisation in a message for our extraterrestrial friends is a worthwhile endeavour. And in case I need to make this any clearer than it already is, I won’t allow the project to be hijacked by Jack Neal’s shallow and predictable rhetoric.”
William Godfrey grinned from ear to ear; there was no clenching of teeth at his part of the desk. Then, with undeniably impressive ease, his expression turned suddenly serious. “But moving on,” he said, firmly taking charge of the discussion as Marian de Clerk opted to let things flow. “The Global Space Commission has been criticised in recent days for being too quiet. To that charge, I say this: at the GSC, we devote a great deal of our resources to issues of planetary defence. Just because we don’t hold self-serving press conferences every few days, that doesn’t mean we’re not working tirelessly on threat analysis, on research and design, and on all manner of emergency protocols. An effective public agency is one that does its job well and one that does its job quietly. I understand that for a publicity hound such as Mr Fiore, particularly one who turns up for a serious discussion with the likes of Emma Ford at his side, the concept of taking pride in a job well done with quiet humility may be entirely alien, for want of a better word. But for some of us, our public duty is more important than our public image. And even if we collectively decide that it makes sense to actively send messages into space, why should they be physical messages targeted to a specific destination? Well-spread signals make far more sense.”
“You couldn’t be more wrong about spreading the signals,” Billy Kendrick interjected. His voice resonated through the studio as the other panelists turned to face the giant screen which showed his face. “You’re talking about whispering in the vague direction of every house in a neighbourhood and hoping someone hears you; Timo is talking about knocking down the door of the one house we have reason to believe is occupied.”
“Why one house?” Godfrey retorted. “Yes, we know of one alien race. But for all we know, there could be dozens! The GSC has no official collective position on this, and nor should it on any speculative matters, but my personal belief is that the universe is likely to be teeming with truly Earth-like planets which host complex life.”
The giant screen relayed Billy Kendrick shaking his head. “I know that the ‘scientific elite’ you pretend not to be part of likes to rabbit on about how unspectacular our planet is, Chairman Godfrey, but to them I say this: Earth is an unspectacular ball of rock in the same way that the Amazon rainforest is an unspectacular collection of trees. An almost impossible convergence of favourable conditions allows for the incredible biodiversity within that particular ecosystem, just as it does across our extraordinary planet as a whole. And I think I heard the weakest word in the world in there, too: Earth-like. What does that even mean? A golf ball is pretty damn egg-like from where I’m sitting, but only one of them has an embryo developing inside it. And it doesn’t matter how many egg-like golfballs you find… if you want a bird, you need an egg.”
Jack Neal, surprising some, visibly agreed with Billy. “And let’s not forget that intelligence is rare even on Earth,” he said; a harsh observer may have quipped that this was the first intelligent thing Jack had said all day. “Think about it. Look at the number of species, for one thing, yet only one has ascended to any real level of technological development. And it goes further: within our incredible species, look at the number of civilisations which have risen and fallen throughout history. But how many ever came close to achieving space travel? Chairman Godfrey seems to be falling back on the old Copernican principle of mediocrity, which is no surprise given how many people today view humanity itself as mediocre. I can’t exactly blame them, either, because all of us have been browbeaten from infancy to view humanity as bad. Particularly here in the West, we’ve been shamed since youth with ideologically-driven teachings that our forefathers were somehow uniquely evil; that they were and that we are bad, and that our very existence is something to be ashamed of. As within any worldview built around a concept of original sin, it is therefore perfectly understandable for us to cling to a belief that there is — that there must be — something out there that’s better than us. From there it’s no great leap to expect there to be many things better than us, but I’m with Billy on this one: every instance of life in this universe is a miracle, and to my mind the proven existence of one other intelligent race does not increase the likelihood that there may be a third, much less multiple others.”
“Right is right,” Billy said, apparently less insistent than Timo on distancing himself from Jack. “And for once, the idiot is right.”
Timo didn’t have to hide his grin this time; he was certainly allowed to openly agree with Billy.
“That’s enough of that, Mr Kendrick,” de Clerk admonished him. “Please refrain from the insults.”
Billy held his hands up, so close to his camera that they filled the studio’s giant screen. “My apologies. But if I can shift things along to Kerguelen, I want to make the point directly to Godfrey that—”
“Chairman Godfrey,” he butted in.
“I want to ask Godfrey why no official data regarding the bolide has been made public in the four days since it occurred,” Billy continued, unperturbed by the interruption. “I was one of very few people who saw that meteor’s entry and explosion with my own eyes, and I know that it was a spectacular event worthy of the world’s attention. But we’ve heard nothing official from Buenos Aires — not a peep. Godfrey and his cronies want this story to go away, and I want to know why. What are you hiding?”
Godfrey feigned exasperation. “What do you want me to tell you, Billy? That it was a spaceship disguised as a meteor and that the aliens are currently being interrogated on Kerguelen?”
“Here comes the laughter curtain,” Billy said. “Right on cue. But I’ve got some bad news for you, Godfrey: it didn’t work for Walker on Dan McCarthy and it won’t work for you on this.”
“No, no, no, no, no,” Godfrey said. “Listen, Billy… I’m not Richard Walker. And I hate to break this to you, but you’re certainly not Dan McCarthy. You’re a hack and a charlatan who never met a spotlight he didn’t like. I understand that you have books and tours to sell, but you have to understand that I have a planet to keep safe. Your tiresome paranoia and your pathological need to frame every temporary mystery as a deliberate conspiracy are not healthy for anyone. The best scientists in the world have studied and analysed all available data, and among the many smart people I trust very much, the consensus is that the bolide was nothing out of the ordinary and poses no reason for alarm.”
“First the laughter curtain, and now the c-word?” Billy said, grinning through the words. “Wow. If I didn’t already know you were hiding something, I sure as hell would now. Before I explain that, I want to encourage everyone out there to retain and utilise their own logical faculties through all of this — don’t just listen to the established authorities or any other predominant figures, including myself.”
“Get to the point, Billy,” Godfrey sighed.
“As you wish. But let me tell you this: when you try to substantiate an idea by throwing the word consensus at anyone who disagrees with it, I’m not just sceptical of your assertion… I’m suspicious of your motive. Facts are facts and evidence is evidence, and if yours were as convincing as you pretend they are then you wouldn’t need to do this. If the data and facts could stand on their own two feet, you would let them. I don’t care how many of your people share the same interpretation of the data. I want to see the data.”
“I fully agree,” Jack Neal said.
Wisely, Billy ignored Jack altogether. “There is an agenda at play when it comes to what data is allowed to become public, but this is deeper than that,” he continued. “To put it simply, we have lost our humility. We, as a culture, have come to believe two very dangerous things. Our first dangerous belief is that we know everything there is to know. And our second, even more dangerous belief, is that everything we know is correct. Across all disciplines, we have lost our desire for discovery and discarded it in favour of a craving for confirmation. That’s why today, whenever any kind of intellectually challenging discovery or dogma-smashing breakthrough is posited, people like Godfrey shout it down for daring to question the consensus. These are the hallmarks of a civilisation in decline, and it’s important that we catch them before they get away from us.”
As everyone turned to Marian de Clerk to see who would be invited to respond first to Billy’s impassioned comments, Focus 20/20’s well-respected host shifted in her chair and looked down at the unseen tablet computer built into her desk. “With less than a minute remaining in our first segment, I’ve just been alerted to a truly extraordinary development,” she said. “I’m told that the document you’re all about to see has been verified by several extremely senior GSC employees, and the network has clearly seen sufficient evidence to feel confident in encouraging me to air this. Mr Kendrick, your feed will temporarily disappear from the screen as I show this document to our panelists, but your voice will still be heard. You will see the document, too.”
“Interesting…” Billy said.
“So without further ado,” de Clerk announced. She then tapped a menu option to initiate the change on the giant screen. Sure enough, Billy disappeared. In one sense that was a shame, because the document that took his place raised an incredulous smile on his face that could have become an iconic reaction image.
In the studio, William Godfrey tried to hide a scowl as he looked immediately and instinctively towards Timo Fiore. Timo likewise tried to hide a grin as wide as Billy’s.
“As you should now be able to see,” de Clerk addressed the viewers at home, “a leaked memo from the GSC’s headquarters has come into our possession. And as you can imagine, the second part of today’s panel will now focus squarely on its content. Join us after these short messages for what is sure to be our most explosive segment ever.”
“I knew it!” Billy’s voice rang through the studio. He then quoted the leaked document in a mocking newsreader-like tone: “‘It is our belief that the Kerguelen event was not just highly irregular, but observably unnatural.’ Game over, Godfrey. The GSC leak is out!”
Timo glanced across the desk at Godfrey and winked in victory.
One Emma Ford was all he needed.
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MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Eighteen hundred miles from New York, Dan McCarthy sat in the same kind of speechless shock as the Focus 20/20 panelists who had just learned that William Godfrey had indeed been covering up data-informed suspicions that the Kerguelen bolide was an unnatural event.
That something about the bolide wasn’t natural came as no surprise to Dan; thanks to the painful jolt in his neck during the event, he had known that something unnatural was going on before he even knew what it was. It did surprise him that GSC researchers had seen enough to voice their controversial scientific opinions, and it amazed him that their collectively signed memo had now become public despite Godfrey’s best efforts to suppress it.
If Dan could have changed anything, he would have changed Focus 20/20’s rules to allow Timo and Emma to talk strategy backstage during the commercial break. If he had known that Emma and Timo had set the leak in motion with some help from Alessandro Bonucci and Dan’s other old friends in Timo’s Italian observatory, he wouldn’t have worried about this.
During a short commercial break in which Henry said very little — a point Dan didn’t mind, given his desire to avoid any conversations that could lead to an accidental slip of the tongue — Clark finally arrived home from his overtime session at the precinct. He walked in wearing his police uniform and with a brown briefcase in his hand.
Dan had barely ever seen Clark holding so much as a pen, let alone a briefcase, and if his mind hadn’t been otherwise occupied he would likely have laughed and made a quip about how he looked like a gorilla dressed up as a police officer on the first day of his new job in the big city.
“How are you guys doing?” Clark asked. Still annoyed at Dan for telling Timo without clearing it with him and Emma, he looked only at Henry despite addressing the question to both of them.
“Not bad,” Henry said. “This thing is getting more exciting than I thought it would be.”
Clark looked at the TV, still airing ads, then to the clock on the wall. “Shit, I didn’t even realise the time. I’ll grab a drink and you guys can catch me up on what’s happened so far.”
“Someone at the GSC leaked a memo about Kerguelen,” Henry said, seeing no sense in waiting until Clark was back from the kitchen. “Apparently they have data that makes them think the bolide wasn’t a natural event, and apparently Godfrey has been actively trying to cover it up. Looks like Kendrick was right. Who’d’ve thought it, huh?”
Clark emerged from the kitchen with no drink in his hand, staring at Dan to try to read his mood without saying anything in front of Henry.
In the absence of any knowledge of actual sign language, Dan resorted to the clearest gestures he could think of. First he pointed to an imaginary watch on his wrist and quickly held up two fingers followed by a circle shape for zero. Twenty minutes. He then pointed to the basement before making a talking sign with his hand. We need to talk.
Clark shrugged, with palms as well as shoulders, then mouthed the word “why?”.
As subtly as he could, Dan put his hands together in a sleep sign beside his head then tapped the back of his neck. This wasn’t accurate in the strictest sense — this time, he had been summoned to the cornfield in his sleep without having felt any jolts in his neck — but it got the point across.
After standing with wide eyes for several seconds, Clark held out his right hand with the thumb outstretched, alternating between a thumbs-up and thumbs-down.
Dan gave a thumbs-up.
Clark went back into the kitchen and quickly returned to the couch with beers for him and Henry and a giant energy drink for Dan. His anger over the Timo incident seemed to have faded, for now at least, and Dan was glad to see it.
“Okay,” Clark said, opening his beer as the show returned from the commercial break. “Time to watch Godfrey squirm.”
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STUDIO #1
MANHATTAN, NEW YORK
Given the lack of a live studio audience, there was no hubbub or commotion when the Focus 20/20 panelists returned to tens of millions of screens around the country.
What there was in the studio was a decidedly changed atmosphere. Billy Kendrick couldn’t have hidden his beaming smile had he wanted to, while even William Godfrey’s best efforts to look calm in the face of an unexpected reveal weren’t up to the task. Godfrey had expected the stupid memo to leak at some point, but the timing — while he was on live TV, surrounded by gloating rivals and with nowhere to hide — could not have been worse.
On the show’s return to air, Marian de Clerk announced that the second topic, already delightfully titled ‘Transparency at the GSC’ would now commence. She pointed towards the giant screen which was now split to show Billy Kendrick on one side and the leaked memo responsible for his cheery demeanour on the other.
“This revelation that senior GSC scientists have advised you of their belief that the Kerguelen event was unnatural changes everything, Chairman Godfrey… does it not?” de Clerk asked. “It certainly appears to vindicate the earlier claims of a ‘GSC cover-up’ we’ve heard from Mr Kendrick and others like him.”
Godfrey cleared his throat. Heads would roll for this — he would see to that — but right now he had a job to do. A brief discussion with his roomful of aides and advisors during the commercial break would have been most helpful, but the schematics of the studio complex would have made that impossible even if new rules hadn’t recently forbade panelists from accessing any external information from the first to the last minute of the taping. This gave live-via-satellite guests like Billy Kendrick a tremendous advantage since they could do whatever they wanted off-screen, but Godfrey knew that raising the issue of this particular unfairness would have made him look weak in a moment which called for strength and poise.
“There is absolutely nothing decisive in this memo,” he said, “which is precisely why there have been no announcements. Yes, I have seen it; and yes, I have taken it into consideration. But there’s something everyone has to understand here: it’s okay for the likes of Timo and Billy to demand comments from me on every little thing, but there is a bigger picture that they don’t have to think about. Stability, security, continuity… these are the things they’re clearly not thinking about when they make incendiary comments about cover-ups and baseless comparisons between the GSC and the IDA. Tell me, are the police and the courts covering something up when they’re too busy investigating a missing person’s last recorded movements to host a press conference every five minutes? No! And are we covering something up when we do the equivalent? Of course not!”
Godfrey’s tone and body language made it clear that he wasn’t finished.
“This so-called leak is not a problem,” he continued. “This is merely a symptom of a teething problem I have been trying to mitigate for months: the problem of deep-rooted self-interest within certain GSC departments and divisions whose staff oppose the democratic will of the member states who unanimously voted, just around the corner from here at the UN, to select me as the inaugural GSC Chairman. Any organisation as ambitious as the GSC is bound to encounter these kinds of teething problems simply because there are so many competing interests within our organisation, even more so than there are within a national government. I’d go as far as to say that the GSC’s broad member base has more agendas than a meeting room table. Unfortunately, in this case our existing instrumentation hasn’t been firm enough to curtail the self-interested signatories of this speculative memo. What I can promise the citizens of our planet today is that I will purge the GSC of those individuals and groups who value their own agendas more highly than this planet’s safety and stability. They’ll be watching this now; smiling at each other, clinking their champagne glasses, thinking they’ve got one over on old Godfrey. Well… we’ll see how that works out for them, won’t we?”
“Purge is a very strong word,” Marian de Clerk said, prodding Godfrey to expand on his surprisingly aggressive defence.
“This is a very serious situation,” he replied, “and my anger is very strong. Our recent collective history places us in a very peculiar moment in time; for given how fresh our memories of the IDA leak remain, it would be extremely natural for people to jump on this and think that the same kind of thing is going on all over again. But in the simplest terms: I am not Richard Walker and the GSC is not the IDA. There was a cover-up in Colorado Springs, as we all know. What I can categorically state right now is that there is no cover-up in Buenos Aires; no cover-up regarding the Kerguelen bolide, and no cover-up regarding anything else.”
Timo Fiore, whose last-minute actions with Emma Ford had made him hopeful that some information would leak from the GSC during the show, hadn’t even dreamed that it would be anything so clear-cut as a memo which outright contradicted Godfrey’s earlier comments and was signed by several respected scientists. It had been a simple appeal, with Timo’s trusted staff at his Cavalieri Observatory doing the grunt work of contacting their many friends around the world who worked in previously national observatories and facilities now administered by the GSC. Before long, two distinct but anonymous employees who had seen the well-circulated memo within the GSC’s Buenos Aires HQ shared it with Timo’s staff. Minutes later, it was on Marian de Clerk’s desk and countless screens around the world.
And given the number of GSC employees of various seniorities and nationalities who had already publicly questioned why the observational findings which led the signatories to call the bolide “observably unnatural” hadn’t been shared with all research facilities as was explicitly mandated by GSC protocol, it was starting to look like William Godfrey wouldn’t have many employees left if his promised purge extended to all of the openly insubordinate.
Jack Neal wasn’t sporting as wide a grin as Timo might have expected, instead taking care not to outwardly support the leaking of classified information even though it weakened Godfrey tremendously. Inside, however, he was nothing but gleeful.
“If you’re willing to cover this up…” Joe Crabbe snarled at Godfrey. “Hell, I’m starting to think you really might be up to something big. Your men — and women, before any precious pansies jump down my throat — they’ve already detected a serious unnatural incident within our atmosphere and tried to hide its unnaturalness from all of us. If you go on to detect something even more serious, why should we believe that you’d be ready or even willing to deal with it?”
Godfrey shook his head and looked at Marian de Clerk. “This is the kind of hysteria I’m talking about: paranoid fantasies mixed with baseless fear-mongering. Your network should seriously consider the kind of guests you invite for serious discussions; responsible broadcasting is more than a buzzword, it’s a necessity.”
At last, Timo broke his post-leak silence. “You speak again of responsibility, Chairman Godfrey. First you call me irresponsible for announcing my Fiore Frontiere venture, and now you accuse the network of being irresponsible for inviting guests who dare to give you a hard time. But only one person on this panel is guilty of acting with reckless irresponsibility — not just recently, but over the past year — and it’s neither myself nor even Joe Crabbe. With unprecedented funding pooled from the combined budgets of every national space agency your organisation has consumed, topped up even further with vast additional contributions from your primary member states, you have developed almost nothing beyond an ostentatious HQ complex. At this point, you don’t even appear capable of fulfilling the original Global Shield Commission’s remit of protecting Earth from external threats!”
“Fear-mongering,” Godfrey said. “Again. Gather round children, here comes Mr Fiore to tell us all that the sky is falling. And I wonder who just so happens to be the only man who can save us?”
“Regrettably, that may be the case,” Timo replied. “Among those with the means, who else has the desire? You can call me crazy, you can laugh at me for saying the sky is falling, you can say what you like. The subject of planetary defence is indeed one part of Fiore Frontiere’s long-term focus, but I chose not to let it dominate my announcement because, well, to be blunt, people don’t like to hear about this. But that doesn’t mean the threats aren’t real, Chairman Godfrey; you know that as well as I do.”
Godfrey nodded slightly, as though deciding it was wise to be seen to agree with at least part of what Timo was saying. “For once, Mr Fiore, you are making some degree of sense. The difference between us, again, is that I have to act and speak responsibly. Just because you don’t see what we are doing behind the scenes, that doesn’t mean we’re not doing it.”
“And I would like nothing more than for my scientists to cooperate with the many great minds whose national agencies have been consumed by the GSC,” Timo said, “but unfortunately, thanks to people like you, that is proving politically impossible.”
Godfrey shook his head, quickly past agreeing with anything Timo said. “I think you mean fortunately, Mr Fiore. At its core, the GSC is democratically governed, and there is a very good reason that checks are in place to prevent repulsively wealthy individuals such as yourself from being able to dictate to heads of governments as you see fit.”
From the giant screen, Billy Kendrick interjected: “No one is dictating anything! Timo wants to throw private money at public problems which at some point we are going to have to address, and you’re standing in his way.”
To the discomfort of some viewers and panellists, Timo and Billy spent the next few minutes rallying for serious investment in planetary defence by discussing specific threats Earth could face in the foreseeable future, some considerably more plausible and potentially catastrophic than others.
“And if I could just have one last word on that,” Timo said, reacting to Marian de Clerk’s body language which made it clear that she wanted to bring the other panelists into the conversation. “Chairman Godfrey, a serious investment in our planet’s future has to be made. And if you won’t do it, I will. Yes — right now, you are standing in my way. But neither I nor the citizens of this planet will stand idly by while you hide behind the legal clauses your friends included in the GSC’s charter to forbid private groups from launching anything into orbit. You can try to stop me, and you can even succeed. What I want you to remember is that you can stop a man, but you can’t stop a movement.”
“I shouldn’t be surprised,” Godfrey groaned, “but for some reason I am. What we have here in the form of Timo Fiore is a narcissistic billionaire with an origin story that would put any comic-book super-villain to shame. Born into the most grotesque level of privilege anyone could imagine; living with an unearned fortune greater than the GDP of many countries; and now seeking personal power through strategic control of space, the ultimate high ground? Let’s not forget, we’re dealing with a man here who just named a space program after himself. When I proposed the creation of an organisation like the GSC, the G didn’t stand for Godfrey. That’s the difference, and we’d all do well to remember it.”
“Do either of you two have any perspectives to add?” de Clerk asked the quiet pairing of Jack Neal and Joe Crabbe. While Crabbe shook his head quickly and decisively, Jack was evidently weighing up whether to share the final thought rattling through his mind. After a few seconds, he exhaled sharply through his nose and glared at Godfrey like a mongoose staring down a cobra.
Jack then glanced briefly at his notes, revealing that what he was about to say had at least been considered and hence evidently cleared with Prime Minister Cole. “Timo is not necessarily the answer to anything,” he said, speaking slowly and calmly. “I’m certainly not saying he is. But just because he may not be the answer, that doesn’t mean there are no questions worth asking. Chairman Godfrey, a lot of people in a lot of countries really are concerned that your organisation is not doing enough to ensure the long-term safety of their populations. If we consider the analogy of a national government — a state — we all recognise that a state is supposed to protect its citizens against internal threats from bad people and against external threats from other aggressive states. We all agree on that. And if a state can’t do those things, the social contract is broken and the state loses its monopoly on the legitimate use of force. Again, we all agree on that; this has been the foundation of our political world for hundreds of years.
“So when your organisation claims a legitimate global monopoly over all aspects of space-based defence and observation systems,” Jack went on, well into his stride, “you need to understand that the responsibility is on you to uphold your end of this new social contract. Because if the people of this planet understandably feel that you’re not doing enough to safeguard their futures, your monopoly is going to be challenged — not just by Timo, but by the member states themselves. A year ago, you accused Richard Walker of committing ‘a crime against humanity’ for leaving us less prepared to deal with a potential threat than we would have been if he had acted openly and responsibly. Today, Chairman Godfrey, I hope that particular irony is not lost on you.”
Marian de Clerk, as stunned as anyone by Jack’s remarkable stance, invited Godfrey to reply.
“Even for you,” Godfrey began, pausing for several seconds to let the words sink in. “Even for you… I can’t pretend to be anything other than astounded that you would stoop so low and risk destabilising everything just to score political points and continue a childish personal grudge. For everyone else, let me reassure you that the United Kingdom is and always will be a primary member of the GSC, long after this parasite is out of the picture and long after the clock strikes twelve on John Cole’s accidental career in politics. Fortunately, in the real world, the two nations truly capable of challenging the GSC’s status quo happen to be governed by reasonable individuals in the form of Valerie Slater and Ding Ziyang, both of whom are as firmly behind this cooperative global endeavour as I am. If Jack and John want to threaten to pull out, I invite them to do so at their earliest convenience. We’ll see how the British electorate reacts to that.”
“And unfortunately that’s all we have time for,” Marian de Clark said, trying to stay on top of the unexpected and explosive developments which had closed the final segment of the show and which she knew could end up having even more far-reaching consequences than the GSC leak which had opened it. “Stick around for a special bulletin on the recent revelations from Buenos Aires and what the apparent split between leading figures may mean for the future of the GSC itself. And, as ever, tune in next week for another exciting edition of Focus 20/20.”
As the lighting in the studio changed and the panelists removed the microphones from their shirts, William Godfrey stared a hole through Jack Neal. “You have no idea what kind of game you’re playing here,” he said, quickly switching his gaze to Timo and hissing out the words. “Either of you.”
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FORD RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Despite some of the panelists’ grim tones when discussing long-term threats to Earth, Tara was naturally happy that the evening’s Focus 20/20 panel looked to have gone pretty well for Timo and by extension for Emma. The happiness, however, ended there.
The early stages of Tara’s stay in Birchwood, which was intended as a palette cleanser of uncertain duration following a very trying last few months in New York, had not exactly been what she had in mind. Emma was gone, for one thing, having agreed to leave with Timo after telling Tara she had no plans for the next few weeks. And while the suddenness of the event at Kerguelen was no one’s fault, that didn’t make Tara’s boredom any easier to deal with.
‘Boredom’ was the word she liked to apply to her low mood, but she knew that ‘loneliness’ might well have been closer to the mark. The easy-going groups of unfocused partiers she used to effortlessly attach herself to wherever she went, including on previous stays with Emma, were no longer an option now that there was always at least one person in any group who recognised her. And given that she’d burned a lot of bridges with the old friends she left in Georgia and had never really been accepted by the fake ones she found in New York, loneliness was a tough word to avoid.
She had her phone to keep her company, of course, but the degree of visual celebrity created by her high-profile billboard and magazine campaigns for premium cosmetic products was of the difficult level that seemed to invite cruel comments without generating a dedicated fanbase large enough to counter the negativity. Tara had long ago learned not to search for her name, but there was little she could do to avoid seeing the comments when they came in the form of tags or even direct messages.
The app which now saw most use on Tara’s phone was a cartoonish farm simulator on which she could easily spend upwards of twenty dollars a day without thinking anything of it. A psychologist might well have called this an addiction and an accountant would certainly have called it a problem were Tara not financially comfortable on the back of her modelling success, but it passed the time.
Ironically enough, the relative solitude of Birchwood had been exactly what Tara had been looking forward to when she decided to take an indefinite break from a vacuous modelling world full of fake friendships and ruthless backstabbing. As she had told Emma on the phone when begging her for a place to stay, Tara felt like her career had turned into something from a bad early-2000s TV show. In her words: “drama dot com, forward-slash more than enough.”
She knew there was something tragic about someone so outwardly successful sitting alone on a Sunday night, eating cold pizza and feeding cartoon sheep the fake grain she’d just bought for them with real money.
On more than a few occasions, Tara was tempted to call Dan just to see what he was doing and to ask if he wanted to come over to kill some time; but having seen him walking around outside in the middle of the night in an effort to clear his own head, she knew that he was going through a lot of stuff and would probably now be busy trying to make sense of everything that had gone down on Focus 20/20.
A little while after the show finished, Tara texted Emma to ask how everything was going.
When a single-word answer came back — “Fine” — she didn’t try again and instead went back to the cartoon sheep.
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MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“They called me to the cornfield,” Dan said, blurting it out as soon as his basement’s door was securely locked. “Last night.”
“Walker’s cornfield?” Clark asked, his jaw suddenly slack. “Did he see you?”
Dan nodded indifferently. “He invited me inside and we talked for a few minutes, but that’s not the main thing.”
“It sure as hell sounds like the main thing! What happened?”
“Well, I don’t remember getting there so I must have been sleepwalking or whatever you want to call it… just like last year. There was another crop circle, as small as the last one. I was inside it. And when I woke up — or ‘came to’, I guess — Rooster was licking my face. Walker was standing at the edge of the circle with a flashlight in one hand and a shotgun in the other. I could hardly run away.”
“Did he threaten you? Did he hurt you?”
“It wasn’t like that,” Dan insisted. “He probably just picked it up when he heard a noise outside or saw his security light or something, before he knew it was me.”
Clark rubbed his forehead, trying to digest everything. “So what did he say?”
Dan shrugged. “Not a lot. He’s dying, so I guess there’s that. He didn’t really say anything except that the GSC is a threat, and he almost apologised for getting us caught up in his bullshit. He said that telling the secret — Full Disclosure, as he called it — is our emergency stop button in case we need it against the GSC, just like the leak sequence that kicked off the hoax was his emergency stop button in case he ever needed it against the Soviets… or the Chinese, like it turned out. He said he would do it himself — tell the truth of Full Disclosure, to stop the GSC — but obviously the Messengers warned him that they’d step in if he tried.”
“So you don’t think he’s a problem?”
“I don’t think he’s relevant,” Dan said. “Listen, Clark: I saw something last night. I thought I was dreaming, but I could control where I looked and what I focused on. I was at Lolo and there was nothing else… no noise, no movement, nothing. Just me, under the stars, right in the spot where we met them. There was a flash, out of nowhere, and when it died down there was a really prominent triangle in the sky. I drew it as best I could, in the right place relative to the Moon and to the most obvious stars.”
At that point Dan placed his hands on the false wall that shielded his wall-length research board, holding his fingertips in place momentarily until they were recognised.
The wall parted to reveal a sight that was largely familiar to Clark but for the abundance of overlapping hollow triangles cut from paper and stuck to various areas of the world map. Far more prominent than the previous shapes made with pins and string, the points of the largest of these triangles fell upon Kerguelen, Miramar and Salzburg while another touched the same two latter locations but used Lolo National Forest rather than Kerguelen as the first point. Many smaller triangles lay entirely within North America, most of which used Lolo and either Birchwood or Colorado Springs as two of their three points.
Clark said nothing as he took in this sight.
“Remember the night of the bolide?” Dan went on. “I told you and Emma that the engravings on the first two plaques established triangles and squares as ways of sharing information. And I pointed out that even though those plaques were fake, the Messengers chose to engrave the third plaque — the only real message so far — in a way that didn’t invalidate the others. You thought I was crazy, and maybe I was. But they showed me a triangle last night. Let me rephrase that: last night, they showed me a triangle. A few days ago I said that Kerguelen was a message for everyone and that the next thing would be a message for me. Well, here we are, man. Here we are.”
“So what are you thinking?” Clark asked. “Kerguelen is one point, Lolo is another point, and you’re going to find the plaque at the third point? Where would that even be?”
“Kerguelen probably isn’t one of the points,” Dan said. “That was a message for everyone, remember? And I think it’s just too far away for the distances to make sense. At Kerguelen, they physically intervened to get everyone’s attention; and they did it in a way that would get the point across without hurting anyone on the ground, just like when they halted the DS-1 launch. But to be honest, I think that’s where Kerguelen stops being relevant. Lolo is probably one of the points, since that’s somewhere no one else knows is important, but I don’t know yet for sure. Anyway, you can call me crazy as much as you want, but in the next couple of days I think there’s going to be at least one more major incident and maybe even two. What matters most is where they happen.”
Clark couldn’t hide his confusion. “Okay… I can’t even remember if it was me or Emma who asked this first, but if they’re leading you somewhere then why are they being so cryptic about it? Last time, when they wanted us to go to Lolo, they called you to the cornfield and something inspired you to draw a map. Easy as that! Why are they screwing with your head this time? It doesn’t make sense.”
“Two real-world things are going to happen,” Dan said. “But because I’m the only one who saw the triangle, I’m the only one who’s going to know that the third point is the key.”
“Triangles, triangles, triangles… Dan, we’re going in circles here! If they want you to find it, why are they making it so difficult?”
Dan pointed to his board. “It’s not difficult. The last few days have been difficult because I had to be so patient, but this is it. Trust me, Clark: in a week, max, the fourth plaque is going to be found and we’re going to know whatever they need us to know. You can take that to the bank. Depending on where it is, it might not make sense for me to find it. Maybe we could use Timo, we’ll see how it goes. See? Timo might fit in right there… that could be the reason why I had to tell him. Everything’s falling into place. You just have to trust the dots, then when we look back we’ll see how obviously they all fit together.”
“I don’t know where you get your faith, man,” Clark said, patting Dan hard on the back. “But if this second contact last night was good enough for you, I guess it’s good enough for me.”
Dan grinned. “Second contact… I like that. Uh, there’s one other thing, though: Tara saw me coming back.”
“She what?”
“I took care of it,” Dan said. “She didn’t see me in the light, so she didn’t see that I didn’t have any shoes on, and I told her I was outside because I needed some space to think. She bought it.”
Clark breathed an audible sigh of relief. “So, have you heard from Emma at all?”
“No.”
“It’s probably smart if you give her some time,” Clark said. “I was pissed off by what you did. I am pissed off — don’t think that’s gone — but she was stuck on that plane with him. I mean… I know she’s good, but that’s not an easy situation to handle.”
“It worked out, didn’t it? You saw Timo. He’s on board.”
“You’ve got some serious making up to do when she gets back… that’s all I’m saying. Anyway, I’m going to catch up with Dad. And joking aside, is there any way you can rig up a bell or an alarm or something so that I would wake up if you leave the house in the middle of the night again?”
“That’s a good idea,” Dan said. “I’ll work something out, just in case.”
Clark set off up the stairs. “I always was the smart one.”
“Clark, wait,” Dan called.
“Yeah?”
“When you walked in earlier with that briefcase, you looked like a gorilla dressed up as a police officer on the first day of his new job in the big city.”
Clark laughed involuntarily. “Dan, the only reason I took that bullshit paperwork shift today was so I didn’t have to sit here with you all day and try not to kill you. Seriously… just because you’re our conduit to the Messengers, that doesn’t mean you get to treat people like that and pull the kind of shit you pulled on the plane.”
“It had to be done,” Dan insisted. “Timo had to know.”
“Just smarten up and think of a better line than ‘it had to be done’ before Emma gets back, okay? Otherwise something tells me she won’t be sticking around for much longer,” Clark said, speaking as bluntly as he felt he had to. “Got that? And fix up the alarm thing before you go to bed, but make sure you do get some beauty sleep tonight; you know what Mr Byrd is like with his birthday portraits.”
“I’m already doing it,” Dan said, clicking away on his computer and ignoring the rest of Clark’s message. He had forgotten that it was his birthday the following day and didn’t share the view that Emma would be all that angry with him when she got home, so neither point seemed particularly urgent.
Clark stopped at the door and crouched for one last look at Dan’s triangle-covered wall. “You really think we’re only a few days away from the fourth plaque?” he asked.
“There’s no think,” Dan said, speaking fairly robotically as his eyes and hands focused on the new alarm system he was already configuring. “I know it.”
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GSC
HEADQUARTERS
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
From the elevated perspective of his meeting room, William Godfrey disdainfully looked down at the tiny people on the ground as they swarmed around the perimeter of the GSC compound in a fast-growing protest. It didn’t really matter whether they were protesting against his leadership of the GSC or against the GSC itself; either way, this was not a good start to the day.
Blitz News played on the huge TV behind him, giving a live view of a reporter on the ground moving quickly through the growing hoard in search of English-speaking protestors to interview.
“It’s impossible not to think back to the scenes outside Richard Walker’s IDA building last year,” the reporter yelled to her cameraman, raising her voice to be heard over hundreds of others. “And just as Walker defiantly showed up to work even when evidence of his cover-up began to emerge, my sources suggest that Chairman Godfrey is indeed somewhere inside the imposing compound behind us. We’ve had no public comment from him today, and as you can see: the mood is growing restless.”
“Idiots,” Godfrey muttered under his breath, turning slowly towards a table which had far more empty seats than during his other recent meetings. Many desks elsewhere in the building were also unoccupied following the initiation of Godfrey’s purge, a ruthless take-no-prisoners attempt to ensure that whoever leaked the Kerguelen memo to the press would never again be in a position to see any sensitive communications. Anyone who had ever so much as looked at Godfrey the wrong way was gone and this aggressive approach to rooting out the traitors had the full support of other senior GSC officials, all of whom understood the need for classified documents to be handled confidentially.
“The hysteria will die down in a few days, sir,” said one of Godfrey’s few remaining media advisors. “This really isn’t anything like the IDA leak. No one thinks you know some grand secret, and there have been more than a few balanced articles which point out that keeping tentative conclusions from the public until they can be verified is part of your job. Walker knew something big and chose to do everything in his power to hide it. Rational people can see the difference.”
Godfrey glanced up again at the TV, which currently displayed a speculative headline: ‘GSC leak: first crack in a larger cover-up?’
“Rationality is in short supply these days,” he groaned, gesturing first to the TV and then towards the protestors outside. He threw his hands up in an uncharacteristic display of exasperation. “And what do they even think we’re covering up? A meteor entered the atmosphere and exploded after exhibiting some unusual characteristics, fine. What else do they think we know?”
Another advisor replied — this time Manuel, the only remaining Argentine within Godfrey’s inner circle. “Well, sir,” he said, his voice bearing a slight but noticeable accent, “judging by their signs and chants as well as broader social media discussions, the idea of a cover-up is not the main concern of many of the protestors, let alone the only concern. Since Timo’s comments yesterday, there has been a sharp rise in discussions regarding planetary defence and a parallel rise in hostility towards our organisation as a whole. People are calling for action, sir, and they are calling for us to either do it ourselves or get out of Timo’s way.”
Manuel was right: the protestors did have multiple concerns. And to Godfrey’s chagrin, they also appeared to have multiple buzzwords.
Earlier in the day, Billy Kendrick’s calls for what he termed ‘Full Disclosure’ had immediately led to that particular buzzword gaining prominence. But on the streets of Buenos Aires, another old slogan was back.
“Ah, look what we have here!” the reporter’s voice boomed through the TV. Godfrey turned towards it and saw her stop beside a group of college-age friends, all of whom wore matching ‘Ahora Ahora Ahora’ T-shirts.
Godfrey rolled his eyes as the reporter recounted the story of the Now Movement, a loose-knit protest group which swept the world and provided a catchy slogan and chant for angry citizens to unite around in support of Dan McCarthy’s IDA leak: ‘Truth, Truth, Now Now Now’.
‘Now Now Now’ T-shirts had been ubiquitous during huge marches on every populated continent and were still regularly worn by all kinds of people, while the Spanish-language ‘Ahora Ahora Ahora’ variant had become extremely popular in Argentina in the days before a supposedly alien sphere was lifted from the ocean due east of Miramar.
During the furore around the IDA leak, Godfrey had revelled in the catchiness of the slogans used by the millions who protested against Richard Walker and campaigned for capital-D Disclosure. Now that the shoe was on the other foot and those on the street were calling for Full Disclosure while protesting against Godfrey himself, it seemed a lot less humorous.
“What law enforcement agencies will be watching carefully is how the mood in various parts of the world develops in the hours and days ahead,” the reporter continued, moving away from the main throng of protestors and reverting to a more normal volume of speech. “We are already hearing of planned gatherings outside GSC facilities in the United States and Europe, and the tone of those gatherings is likely to dictate the approach and response of local police forces. In the difficult days between the reveal of the first two plaques — which many believed to suggest hostility, as we all recall — and the announcement of DS-1, desperate citizens took to the streets under the new banner of ‘Action Now’ as they demanded protection. The tone of those marches was very different to the tone of the initial marches when people were calling for Disclosure — suddenly there was a primal tension in the air, and that’s the same vibe I’m getting here in Buenos Aires. For the majority of demonstrators, it seems like they don’t view this GSC cover-up as the be-all-and-end-all issue but rather as a telling symptom of the organisation’s unwillingness or inability to keep our planet safe. And if these concerns aren’t addressed by Chairman Godfrey before they gather momentum, things could get very ugly very quickly. For Blitz News, I’m Lisa Belmont.”
Something Lisa Belmont did not report but which Godfrey had been briefed on was the very recent split within the so-called Antidotalists, the fringe group whose vividly expressed raison d’être was to facilitate humanity’s demise. The split arose from one high-ranking member’s public statement that he would welcome the kind of hypothetical planetary threat that Timo Fiore had alluded to on Focus 20/20, and more precisely from that member’s vow to do whatever it took to block any future attempts to defend Earth whether or not they involved launching weaponry into space.
The term ‘Welcomers’ was immediately coined and attached to a splinter group who supported this sentiment of welcoming the destruction of Earth rather than the mere extinction of humanity, but most Antidotalists forwarded the contrary argument that humans had already done so much damage to their home planet that they at least owed it to Earth to protect it from any external threats. Many internet users derided this second position as “hypocrisy at its finest”, arguing that self-preservation motivated the supposedly selfless Antidotalists who were always quick enough to talk about the need for immediate population reduction but never so quick to volunteer their own heads for the chop.
Other onlookers, including William Godfrey, were extremely wary of the language used by the so-called Welcomers. The Antidotalists were already an extremist offshoot of a radical but genuinely environmentally-minded group, and the Welcomers were a tight-knit group who viewed the broader Antidotalist movement as insufficiently assertive. The one positive in Godfrey’s mind was that he could blame the Welcomers for the ballooning anti-GSC protests around the world and in doing so try to taint the general media perception of those gatherings, but this wouldn’t be easy given how small the groups in question really were.
“Even after seeing that report and even knowing what these ‘Welcomer’ idiots are saying, do you still think this will fizzle out if we keep our heads down?” he asked Manuel, the advisor who had earlier provided greater insight than the rest.
Manuel responded with a relatively convincing nod.
“I hope you’re right,” Godfrey replied. “Walker kept turning up for work at the IDA and everything would have blown over if McCarthy, Ford and their friends in the media hadn’t kept drip-feeding new information; the letter, the videos, all of it. But now, for us, there’s nothing else to come out. This is a storm in a teacup and our focus quite simply has to stay on maintaining harmony within the GSC. On that note, I’m told that President Slater has been persuaded to say a few words, at last, in a call for calm and a gentle rebuke of Jack Neal’s irresponsible words in New York. And Ding, for his part, has been placated by my public criticism of the Western tourists who caused last week’s incident at Namtso.”
“What about Timo?” asked Manuel, quickly becoming Godfrey’s firm favourite of his remaining advisors.
In response to this question, Godfrey blew air from his lips. “Well, I can’t pretend that I expected him to talk so firmly about planetary defence, so I can’t pretend to know what he’s going to say next. More to the point, I can’t pretend to know what she’s going to tell him to say next. Do we have any new ground intelligence on their plans for the next few days?”
“Their return flight now leaves Milan tomorrow, sir. They’ve cut the trip short by several days and no one knows why.”
“Interesting,” Godfrey mused. “Good work, Manuel. And from everyone else’s silence I assume we have nothing on the sister? Tara, was it?”
“Indeed,” Manuel said, now apparently speaking for everyone. “She has engaged in minimal social media activity since arriving in Birchwood, and none of our attempts to engage her in conversation with dummy profiles have had any success. Given the security and scrutiny of her location, sir, with it being not just Emma Ford’s house but also the house next door to Dan McCarthy’s, we’re unusually limited in what we can do. Traditional information-gathering techniques are out of the question.”
Godfrey shrugged. “Understandable, I suppose,” he said, surprising everyone with an uncharacteristically tame reaction. “Don’t give up on that completely, but I expect you’re right in thinking that it will prove to be a dead end. For now, I’ll need the room to myself. I have a call with the Strategic Committee in Washington to discuss some amendments to our Arrival protocol.”
Godfrey’s advisors, spread thinly around his large meeting-room table, glanced at each other in shock and confusion. Again, Manuel did the talking: “Arrival protocol, sir?”
“Of course,” Godfrey said with a smile. “A lot of people I trust are now telling me that the latest Kerguelen data really does suggest that there may have been some kind of — well… we can say it, can’t we? — some kind of alien involvement. So if these Messengers are close, distance wise, their arrival may also be close, time wise. And if they ever decide to show up, I have to be properly prepared to greet them.”
No one said anything.
“Disclosure was so last year,” Godfrey continued in a dryly ironic tone. “Something tells me it’s time to get ready for Contact.”
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WHITE HOUSE
WASHINGTON, D.C.
The morning after an explosive Focus 20/20 panel in New York, President Slater authorised a short and succinct statement:
“The United States condemns in the strongest possible terms all politically motivated attempts to destabilise the Global Space Commission and stands firmly behind the GSC’s goals and leadership.”
No one in the American mainstream media paid much attention to the finer details of this statement, but politically astute observers didn’t miss the fact that it had been ‘The United States’ doing the condemning; not Slater herself.
That the simultaneous rebuke to Jack Neal and John Cole and supportive nod to Chairman Godfrey had been delivered via a written statement, rather than directly from Slater’s mouth as many might have expected, only served to add a second layer of impersonality.
In the face of mass anti-GSC protests and speculation as to Slater’s position on Godfrey’s leadership, issuing this kind of statement had been the only responsible course of action.
But in seats of power from London to Buenos Aires, some read more into what wasn’t said than what was.
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MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“Happy birthday, son,” Mr Byrd said as he shook Dan’s hand at the front door. “I got you a little something.”
Dan took the gift and invited Mr Byrd inside.
It had been a disappointingly low-key day for Dan so far; not in terms of it being his birthday, which was something he’d never gotten particularly excited about, but more so because nothing related to the Messengers had happened all day, just as nothing had happened overnight.
Dan had been quietly glad to see the growing protests against the GSC’s lies and inaction in various major cities, but the birthday present he really wanted was another message or sign.
So far he had received an aquarium ornament from Clark, in the shape of a little green man. Within an hour of being unwrapped, it was already in there with Skid and the rest of Dan’s easily pleased fish.
Henry, meanwhile, had gone for the simple option of a $30 gift certificate for Mansize Clothing. It was the gift card variant that had Dan’s face on it, along with the words “I shop at Mansize Clothing, and so should you.” Henry laughed heartily when Dan opened it, and Dan saw the funny side while reminding Henry that the embarrassing commercials he reluctantly shot a year earlier had paid for the wheelchair ramps, widened doorways and other modifications that allowed Henry to stay at home.
Tara came over from next door in the afternoon with a handmade card, apologising for her lack of a gift and explaining that she only knew it was Dan’s birthday because it said so on TV. She stayed for just a few minutes, during which time she asked if Dan had been okay since his late-night walk on Saturday and then whether he knew that Emma was now going to arrive home very late the next night having decided, along with Timo, to cut their Italian stay short.
“I’ve not looked at my phone today, but I think Clark said something about that earlier,” Dan had replied, keen to avoid getting into any discussions about why Emma might not be talking to him.
Clark got the feeling that Tara was keen to hang around, but Dan’s lack of engagement — which Clark assumed was borne of his reluctance to risk saying the wrong thing — suggested that he either failed to pick up the same vibe or chose to ignore it. Either way, it ensured that she didn’t stay for long.
Now, meanwhile, as Dan got round to unwrapping the gift from Mr Byrd, his eyes fell upon a remote-controlled drone modelled after the sphere raised from the ocean near Miramar; the very sphere which had contained the two supposedly alien plaques that caused so much fear until the third was found in Salzburg and provided calming context.
The toy sphere, which had been a top-seller during the previous Christmas season, functioned like a basic drone with the workings hidden inside a lightweight sphere-shaped exterior. Ads still ran for the toy every day, often showing it flying out of bodies of water above a tiny written warning that it wasn’t actually waterproof.
“Thanks,” Dan said. It was the thought that counted.
“No problem,” Mr Byrd replied, reaching into his pocket. “And before I forget, Phil sent this.”
For the first time all day, Dan’s eyes lit up when he saw what was inside the envelope. “It’s my cheque!” he beamed, holding it out for Clark and Henry to see. “The $85 cheque for the first article I ever sold! Remember when I had to cash it last year, to buy the stuff Trey picked up to help me translate the letter? Phil must have hung on to it for all that time.”
“He’s a good man,” Henry said.
No one disagreed out loud, but Clark was still less than pleased that Phil had revoked his meal-card and hit him with a newspaper for trying to use the card to get a free meal for someone who needed it. Phil had told Henry, who unsurprisingly sided with him over Clark, and Dan hadn’t seemed to care either way on any of the several occasions Clark had complained about it since.
“That reminds me!” Henry continued. “Man alive, she would’ve killed me if I’d forgotten this. Dan, Emma left something for you. It’s in my room. Byrd, fancy helping me bring it out here?”
Dan looked at Clark, who gave an honest shrug.
“Wait in the kitchen and don’t look,” Mr Byrd called. The brothers followed the instruction.
A minute or two later, Dan had to fight back his emotions as he stared at the large telescope in the middle of his living room — exactly the kind he’d always spoken about with Emma but for one reason or another had never gotten around to buying. He walked over for a closer look and ran his hand up and down the smooth black surface of the wide optical tube. A small gift tag dangled from the focusing knob, with a picture of a cartoon spaceman on the front and a handwritten message on the back:
“Aim high and enjoy the stars, Dan McCarthy! Never look down, never look back. Love, Emma.”
There were five kisses, written in black like the rest of the message, along with a large red heart.
“It’s perfect,” Dan said. He turned to Henry. “Thanks for holding on to it.”
“No sweat. But I don’t think it’s me you should be thanking; that thing is almost as wide as a beer keg and I looked up how much it cost. The answer was a lot.”
Dan nodded. “I’ll call her. And Mr Byrd, thanks again for the sphere.”
“Enjoy,” the old man laughed. “Henry, are you coming to the bar?”
“Would you mind?” Henry asked Dan.
“Knock yourself out,” Dan said, already on his way outside to try calling Emma. He hadn’t gotten through on his last attempt, but that had been on Saturday — just hours after he told Timo the secret — and it had come as little surprise that she didn’t want to speak to him then.
He hadn’t tried at all on Sunday given how busy he knew Emma had been in New York, and throughout Monday so far he had been living in the faint hope that she might have called him. But while that hadn’t come to pass, he was very hopeful of getting through this time.
As soon as he dialled the number, he could tell by the tone that she wouldn’t pick up. It was the same tone he’d run into on Saturday: the tone that told him his number was no longer on her whitelist.
“No luck?” Clark said as Dan glumly walked back inside. Henry and Mr Byrd were gone. “You could always call Timo, or maybe try from my phone?”
Dan shook his head solemnly. “She doesn’t want to talk to me. I’m still off her whitelist.”
“To be honest, man, I think you’re still on her shit-list. That was pretty rough, what you did on the plane… dumping the truth on Timo like that when she had no way out. You know I’m always going to be on your side, but if anyone else did something like that to someone I cared about, I’d never forgive them.”
    
A few hours later, well into the evening, Clark banged loudly but with futility on the thick basement door. “Come up here,” he yelled into the intercom when he realised his banging wasn’t getting through.
Dan hurried up the stairs and was surprised to see Tara standing at Clark’s shoulder.
“It’s okay, her phone is on the table beside mine,” Clark said. “There’s something we need to talk about.”
Dan closed the door and stepped out of the basement. “Not down there. Dad’s not here, anyway.” He led the way to the couch, staring daggers at Clark for bringing Tara so close to the basement and the secrets within it. “What’s going on?”
“Some weirdo came to my door — Emma’s door — and he left this,” Tara said. She handed Dan a small box with his name and address handwritten on it in neat block capitals.
“What kind of weirdo?” he asked, not overly concerned since it now looked like a case of a birthday gift innocently delivered to the wrong address, rather than someone intentionally targeting Tara as he had initially feared before learning that the package was addressed to him.
She shrugged. “He was on a motorcycle. He had a helmet and everything — you’ll see it on the camera footage. But he didn’t even knock, he just left this box on the doorstep. I heard him arriving, but he was back on the bike by the time I got to the door so he maybe didn’t hear me calling to tell him it was the wrong address. Couriers and delivery guys don’t normally use motorcycles around here, do they?”
“It sounds weird, but they actually do,” Clark replied. “One delivery company, at least. Thanks for bringing this over, Tara, but it’s nothing to worry about.”
She sighed with relief, picking up her phone to leave. “Good. I was hoping it was just a birthday present. So many things are different around here, it’s hard to keep up.”
As soon as the door closed behind her, Dan began to open the box. “Why did you need me for that?” he asked as he ripped the sticky tape from thepackage.
“She wanted to talk to you,” Clark said. “It was easier to just call you up here than to say you were too busy, otherwise she might have wanted to hang around until you weren’t.”
Dan removed the box’s lid and dropped it to the ground. Inside, he saw a torn-up piece of paper.
“What the hell is that?” Clark asked.
Dan immediately tipped the pieces onto the coffee table beside Clark’s phone and turned them all right-side-up. Fortunately there were only nine pieces, so it took him only a few seconds to put them together.
Less fortunately, the content of the handwritten message was highly disconcerting:
‘Three can keep a secret if two of them are dead.’
“That has to be from Walker,” Clark said. “Right?”
“It better be from Walker,” Dan replied. “Because if it’s not…”
Clark picked up his phone then grabbed his car keys and coat. “Come on, man.”
“Seriously? Shouldn’t we tell Emma first, either via Timo or on your phone, like you said?”
“Emma’s not here! Listen, Dan: I’m not going to sit here and let that asshole mess with your head any more than he already has. You can come with me or you can stay here, but I’m going to get some answers — right fucking now.”
Dan stood up and walked to the door.
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EN ROUTE TO STEVENSON FARM
EASTVIEW, COLORADO
Dan held the pieces of the torn-up note in the palm of his clenched fist as Clark began the short drive towards Richard Walker’s farmhouse.
“It has to be from him,” Clark said, sounding very much like he believed his own words and wasn’t just trying to ease Dan’s mind. “You said you met him on Saturday night, so you’re obviously fresh in his mind.”
Dan didn’t say anything. Walker was the only sender who made any kind of sense, and the threatening note itself only really made sense as an attempt to nudge Dan towards revealing the full truth of the hoax. Given Walker’s earlier framing of Full Disclosure as a de facto “emergency stop button” capable of halting what he saw as the GSC’s endless and dangerous power creep, the motive was equally clear.
After just a few songs on the radio, Clark turned off the main road and onto the narrow trail that led to Walker’s cottage. “I haven’t been here since we brought his dog home on our way back from Lolo last year,” he said. “When you were here on Saturday night, did you notice if there were any new security systems?”
Dan shook his head. “I didn’t notice anything when I arrived; I was… you know, not exactly present. But when I left, the main floodlight definitely came on. Same as last year: motion-activated.”
“Okay… well, we’re here to talk to him, anyway, so it’s not like we don’t want him to know we’re coming.” Clark pulled up around sixty feet from the house and took the keys from the car’s ignition. “So how do you want to do this? Walk straight up to the door, or maybe honk the horn so he comes out and knows it’s us? You said he was carrying a shotgun, right?”
“I think he wanted us to come,” Dan said. “If this letter is from him — which it is — it was bait. And if he did want us to come, it’s because he wants to talk to us; not hurt us. Well… he wants to talk to me. I guess he might not be expecting you to be here, so maybe you should wait in the car at first?”
“No way, not happening. I’m coming out there with you when— oh, shit! Dan, get down!”
Dan squinted at the house, trying to see if Clark had been spooked by a sign of the door starting to open or by something else. Clark then forcefully made him lower his head, and after a brief moment of confusion Dan saw the problem.
As problems went, this was a big one: headlights, approaching from behind.
“Who the hell is that?” Clark asked, not exactly expecting Dan to know, either.
Now ducking for cover of his own accord, Dan replied more quietly than necessary: “He said Joe Crabbe is the only other person who knows where he lives. Maybe Crabbe’s just doing his usual supply run? He definitely doesn’t know anything about the hoax.”
“Well whatever he’s doing and whatever he already knows, he’s going to have some questions when he sees the car and comes over to check who’s inside. You think I should drive into the field or something before he gets too close?”
Dan glanced in the wing mirror. “The lights are almost here; he’s already way too close for you to go anywhere without him seeing us.”
Sure enough, within a few more seconds the car was in plain sight. When it came close enough for first the shape and colour and then the license plate to become evident, Dan’s face fell into his hands.
It wasn’t Joe Crabbe.
“What the hell is she doing here?” Clark groaned as Tara stepped out of Emma’s car and walked towards them. “And what the hell are we going to say when she asks us the same thing?”
With no answers and no options, Dan reluctantly rolled down his window as Tara approached.
“Hey,” she said, reaching into her pocket. “I’m glad you weren’t driving somewhere further away. Clark… I picked up your phone from the coffee table. I tracked mine to here; you must have it in your pocket.”
Clark tried to play it cool. He handed over Tara’s phone, an identical model to his own, and made a joke about how he should have known it wasn’t his on account of all the weird calls it kept getting.
“So what are you guys doing out here, anyway?” she asked.
“Uh, this is our uncle’s place,” Clark said. “We always stop by on either of our birthdays.” This immediately struck both him and Dan as the kind of lie that wouldn’t stand up to much scrutiny and would quickly collapse if Tara ever mentioned it in passing to Henry or anyone else, but right now their only concern was that it lasted long enough to get Tara back into Emma’s car.
Fortunately, she bought it.
Unfortunately, it lasted all of the few seconds until a light illuminated the farmhouse’s porch as the door opened and an instantly recognisable figure appeared.
Tara Ford’s mouth fell open. “Clark, that is not your uncle…”
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STEVENSON FARM
EASTVIEW, COLORADO
“Tara, you need to get out of here right now,” Clark said. He didn’t bark it as an order but his tone was as full of urgency as the words themselves. “Listen to me: I know this doesn’t make any sense, but Emma knows what’s going on. He’s not our friend… there’s just something we need to talk to him about.”
Finally, Tara looked away from Richard Walker and into the car. “Damn right it doesn’t make any sense!”
As Walker stood like a statue in the doorway, Rooster dashed out from behind him and bounded towards the car. Tara recoiled despite Dan’s insistence that he was friendly. She calmed down slightly when the dog innocently sniffed around her feet and then Emma’s car, apparently wondering as to the whereabouts of the Ford sister he was already acquainted with.
“You really do need to leave,” Dan said, more softly than Clark’s earlier attempt at making the same point. “We’ll explain everything later, but you’re not safe here. And you can’t tell anyone where we are or who lives here, okay? None of us would be safe if you did. Emma is supposed to be home tomorrow night, so if you can just forget about this until then…”
“Are you coming in or not?” Walker boomed from his doorway.
Dan and Clark both opened their doors to step out of the car.
Tara immediately grasped onto Dan’s arm. “I’m scared,” she said, very simply.
“You should be,” Clark said. “This isn’t a game and that’s why you need to go. But I’ll tell you what, okay? If you go home now, we’ll be there in like… twenty, twenty-five minutes at most. Can you do that?”
Tara nodded quickly and gulped. As her frightened eyes looked away from Clark and into Dan’s, it struck him for the first time that beyond her appearance and sometimes her accent, she really was nothing like Emma. Just like the McCarthy boys, the Ford girls were built for different things; evidently, Tara wasn’t built to handle a situation like this without Emma any more than Dan was without Clark.
Rooster thought about making an attempt to enter Emma’s car when Tara opened the door, but in the end he walked side by side with Dan towards his waiting owner.
“Who was the girl and why was she here?” Walker demanded as they reached the doorstep and the car pulled away.
Clark stepped forward and grabbed Walker’s collar, pressing his nose against the old man’s. “When I want you to talk, you’ll know.”
“Who was the girl and why was she here?” Walker repeated, perfectly parroting his initial tone. “I know it wasn’t Ford, because I know she’s busy cavorting around Europe with Fiore. Kudos for moving on so quickly, Dan.”
“Shut up,” Clark spat at him before briefly turning to Dan. “Ignore him. And as for you, what’s this game you think you’re playing sending stuff to our house? Bringing your shit to our doorstep?”
Walker pulled Clark’s hand off his collar and stepped back, naturally only being able to do so with Clark’s cooperation. He looked at Dan. “I have no idea what he’s talking about.”
“Don’t give me that crap,” Dan said. “No one else could have sent them. I didn’t know the first package was from you until the second one arrived, but then it made sense.”
“What second package?” Walker blurted out, his eyebrows raised. “Uh, what packages?”
Clark let out an exaggeratedly smug laugh and patted Dan on the back. “Nice one, man.”
“Touché, McCarthy,” Walker sighed, not sounding or appearing overly disappointed to have let it slip. “Now come inside and sit down.”
Clark held Dan back. “No.”
“No?”
“Walker, this isn’t a discussion,” Clark said very firmly. “This is a warning. Next time you try to mess with us, I’ll be back here — alone — and there’ll be no more warnings. Got that?”
Walker gave up on Clark and focused solely on Dan. “Just remember what I told you about Full Disclosure,” he said. “You have an emergency stop button, just like I did. President Slater finally said something today. Did you see it? Did you hear it? Did anyone see or hear it? After all that’s happened, all she puts out is a press release reaffirming her support for the GSC’s goals and operations? You see: that’s what we’re up against.”
“Stop talking like we’re on the same side,” Dan snapped. “We’re not allies. You’re the reason my life turned to shit! Your lies are the reason I can’t sleep at night, and now you’re going to stand there and pretend like we’re friends?”
“I didn’t say friends…”
“This is the last thing I’m ever going to say to you,” Dan said, “so I need you to hear it. If we thought that exposing your lies would be good for the world, we would have done it the night we found out. We don’t care about your politics or your grudges or your Cold War power fantasies — why can’t you get that through your head? The reason I live with this every single day is that there would be anarchy if I didn’t!”
“For a time, perhaps,” Walker said. “But things would die down eventually. Heads would roll far beyond the GSC’s walls, granted, but the world would bounce back. It always does.”
Dan shook his head and turned around to leave. There was no sense in trying to discuss it any further; he understood what kind of consequences would come with an exposé of the hoax, even if Walker pretended not to.
He knew that ripping the rug of reality from under the world’s collective feet wasn’t the kind of thing that could be bounced back from so easily — not when people would naturally suspect that their governments and leaders had been in on the double-twist all along. Especially now that the Kerguelen bolide had turned all kinds of planetary threats into water-cooler talk and headline topics, the revelation that society’s elected protectors were either complicit in such a hellish deceit or so complacent as to have been hoodwinked by a godforsaken hoax would lead to burning cities and chaotic uprisings.
Emma had once told Dan that people tended to riot when they were angry rather than scared. More recently, she had impressed upon him the unwelcome point that public order could flat-out collapse if people were suddenly struck with the levels of both which they would feel at the precise moment the hoax ever became public knowledge.
“Who was the guy on the bike that brought the package?” Dan suddenly asked.
“A regular courier,” Walker replied. “Don’t worry; I was careful. The pickup wasn’t here.”
Dan certainly didn’t need any convincing that Walker could keep things under wraps when he had to. Satisfied with that if nothing else, he then turned away and set off towards the car, prompting Rooster to bark in disappointment.
Clark crouched down and patted the dog’s head in a final farewell. “Thanks for your help at Lolo, little guy,” he said. “We won’t forget you.”
Clark then walked away to join Dan in the car.
“Don’t forget me, either,” Walker called after him, a certain spark back in his voice. “I’m not dead yet…”
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FORD RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Unsurprisingly, Tara was waiting outside when Dan and Clark returned home from Stevenson Farm. The confusion on her face was still tinged with fear over who she had seen standing in the doorway, rather than any anger over Clark’s initial lie that they were visiting their uncle or over their refusal to tell her what was going on there and then.
“Well?” she said. “What’s the big secret? How in the hell do you two know where Richard Walker lives… and why in the hell were you there?”
The brothers had already decided how to answer these inevitable questions, having hotly debated it on the short drive home. Clark wanted to say nothing on the matter and simply tell Tara to forget about it until Emma’s arrival back in Birchwood, now only around twenty-four hours away, at which point she could direct any questions to her. Dan, meanwhile, knew that wouldn’t fly. He insisted that they had to talk to Tara for at least a few minutes to make absolutely sure that she understood the importance of staying quiet.
Dan’s idea won out in the end, with Clark reluctantly agreeing to join him in case he accidentally said too much.
“Can we come in?” Dan asked.
Tara immediately opened the door, keen to get some answers and glad that they seemed willing to talk.
A huge projector screen greeted Dan as he stepped inside. It filled the whole height of the wall opposite Emma’s couch and was currently paused on a TV show he recognised. “When did Emma get this?”
“It’s pretty much always been there,” Tara said, pointing to the recess in the ceiling where the screen hid until it was called upon. Two days after arriving from New York, Tara’s previously entrenched habit of hiding her soft southern accent was now a thing of the past. “But I don’t think that really matters right now, do you?”
Clark tried to make some small talk about the show — American Treasure — which he watched fairly often and knew more about than Dan. Ironically enough, the show starred a familiar team of Australians who Dan knew better from their earlier show, Treasure Trawl Titans, in which they travelled the world in pursuit of lost treasure. Their production company, 3-T, had first come to his attention when he saw its name on one of the letters in the infamous folder he discovered outside the IDA building.
With an attention to detail typical of their incredible hoax, Richard Walker’s ally Hans Kloster had sent a letter to 3-T warning them against diving in Lake Toplitz — the supposed site of the alien discovery made by Kloster and his Nazi colleagues in 1938 — due to the presence of “volatile materials” in the lake’s depths. There were no volatile materials, of course; but like so many other carefully scattered breadcrumbs, Kloster’s correspondence with 3-T went on to add weight to the lie that he and Walker so successfully dressed up as a secret.
Indeed, that letter had been sent a full eight years before Walker initiated the leak sequence by dumping a folder full of fake evidence on the street for an unsuspecting Dan McCarthy to stumble upon, and the breadcrumb technique played an undeniable role in making the hoax look like a dedicated long-term cover-up.
In American Treasure, the guys from 3-T ditched their high-risk explorations and instead travelled around the United States looking for rare finds in unlikely places. It was very much geared to an Australian audience but was always respectful of the history, culture and traditions of everyday Americans and their small-town communities, which made it a hit on American TV, too. The show had a warm low-key feel compared to its more glitzy American-made equivalents, with less of the faux-drama and the heartbeat-style sound effects.
“I didn’t know you liked stuff like American Treasure,” Clark said, pointing to the giant screen whose currently paused image showed one of the 3-T guys assessing some vintage advertising signs. “I don’t think I’ve seen this one.”
Tara picked up a remote control from the couch and pressed a button which first killed the picture and then caused the screen to roll up and disappear into its impressively concealed ceiling-based recess. “That’s not exactly what I want to talk about,” she said.
“Emma will be home tomorrow night,” Clark replied, very flatly.
Tara threw up her hands. “And? I saw you two at Richard Walker’s house tonight! I want to know what’s going on!”
“You think you do,” Dan interjected. “This is the kind of thing that you might think you want to know, but as soon as you did, you would wish you didn’t. Trust me: you wouldn’t thank me for dropping this on you.”
“So you admit that there’s a secret, and I’m supposed to thank you for keeping it from me?”
“It’s not like that,” Clark said. “Until Emma gets back, we’re in over our heads. It’s hard enough with two of us… and three wouldn’t be easier, it would be harder. Don’t bother Emma tonight, either; her and Timo have been trying to fit about four days worth of media stuff into one day and one night, so she can’t deal with this right now. Just know that Walker isn’t a threat to us. The only threat we’d face is if you tell anyone where he is, or especially that we were there.”
Tara turned to Dan, dissatisfied with Clark’s comments but looking like a new thought had just entered her head. “Is that where you were the other night? When I caught you outside, coming back from somewhere?”
Dan hesitated long enough for her to draw her own conclusions.
“You walked all that way?” she went on. “Why would you walk?”
Dan gulped. “It’s complicated. Please just wait until Emma gets home, okay? If I told you any more, I doubt she’d ever speak to me again. And it’s not like you’re the only person who we have to keep in the dark here; you already know more than anyone else. Not even my dad knows anything about Walker living there, let alone how we know or why we would ever go there.”
“Okay…” Tara began, “but here’s the thing: I do know that he lives there, and I want to know how you know and why you went there.”
“Come on, man,” Clark said, opening the door as he unilaterally decided that it was time to go. “We’re not getting anywhere and she already knows how dangerous it would be to tell anyone about any of this.”
Dan was left face-to-face with Tara. “We would all be in worse trouble than you could ever imagine. And Emma will be home tomorrow,” he said, leaving it at that.
Tara sighed, her expression now more disappointed than anything else. “Friends keep each other’s secrets, Dan. Friends don’t keep secrets from each other.”
“Friends don’t burden friends with secrets like this one,” he replied, slowly following Clark outside. “Trust me.”
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CAVALIERI OBSERVATORY
TRENTO, ITALY
As the sun rose in Italy, an exhausted Emma Ford sat with an equally exhausted member of staff at Timo Fiore’s flagship observatory. Alessandro Bonucci, a charming young astronomer with a flowing mane of jet-black hair, was even more glad of a break from the cameras than she was.
Unusually for Alessandro, he had spent much of the day being wheeled out at Timo’s side to answer technical questions from the press during a whirlwind tour of media engagements.
Now, while Timo was dealing with some final administrative details before heading to Colorado for the foreseeable future, Emma and Alessandro were relaxing in the facility’s ring-shaped lookout tower.
Alessandro had suggested this spot, keen to show Emma the vast array of radio telescopes visible from one side of the tower. Once there, he fondly recounted Clark’s comment of the previous year: that the view made it look like the facility’s staff were “growing a crop of giant satellite dishes.”
He then led Emma to the other side of the tower for a look at the awe-inspiring “Big One”, whose 400-metre diameter now only earned it a place as the second largest radio telescope in the world but whose sheer size still made it a truly incredible sight to behold.
Despite being nowhere near as much of a space enthusiast as Dan, Emma didn’t have to feign interest as she asked what kind of findings the telescopes on both sides of the tower enabled.
Alessandro was happy to answer this but was unsurprised when Emma’s attention quickly turned to the more topical and headline-grabbing subject of what kind of progress had been made at the observatory’s sister facilities which focused more excitingly on the search for previously undetected exoplanets. She didn’t need to say the words “New Kerguelen” for Alessandro to read between the lines; by now, he was very accustomed to addressing similar queries.
He sounded less happy when it came time to answer the exoplanet question, because the answer wasn’t one he liked. “We are still making discoveries, but things on that front have become very difficult,” he said. Like Emma remembered, Alessandro spoke perfect English but with an accent many times more pronounced than Timo’s. “Because as you know, we no longer have access to any space-based telescopes or any official access to data from those who do, which makes confirmation and classification much more difficult than it should be. The old way of doing things has gone out the window; now, if someone makes an observation through a GSC telescope — which is to say any telescope formerly controlled by any public space agency — their observations are no longer shared with anyone outside of that system. We do have state-of-the-art ground-based equipment, and some of our sister facilities are focused squarely on the search for distant planets, but like I said: politics is getting in the way.”
“Do you personally see all the data from Timo’s other observatories?” Emma asked.
Alessandro, now sitting with his legs resting on a control console overlooking the Big One, put his hands behind his head and nodded a few times. “Yes, of course; whenever I want to access their data, I can do so. And more than that, I can remotely control the equipment at some of our dark-sky locations from here.”
“So if we knew where to look for something, you’d be able to find it?”
Alessandro turned his head without moving his chair, keen to face Emma who was still standing. “Emma… do you know something I don’t?”
“I know a lot of things you don’t,” she replied light-heartedly, “just like you know a lot of things I don’t. But I don’t know anything about this, no. I’m just wondering, with the GSC’s monopoly on space-based observation, whether or not we’d be able to see something if they wanted to keep it quiet.”
“What kind of something?”
She shrugged. “I dunno, let’s say they spot a candidate for New Kerguelen and the location leaks out. That hasn’t happened, by the way; I’m just spitballing. But if it did happen and if we knew where to look, would we be able to see it, too?”
“That question has as many variables as the sky has stars,” Alessandro said, looking back down at the colossal radio telescope that had so totally captured Dan’s imagination a year earlier. “But in all honesty… this GSC monopoly has been in operation for a year, give or take a few weeks, but with the way things are going, I can’t see it lasting another year. Can you? I know a lot of astronomers, as you can imagine, and no one is happy. This is politics trampling on science, which is something scientists don’t like. When Fiore Frontiere is up and running, there will be a stampede of the best minds in countless disciplines — because whatever Godfrey and the rest say about Timo, and whatever people think about him, he has a well-earned reputation for staying out of the way. He pays the bills and he would always have the final say if there was any kind of argument, but he lets us do our thing. So on one side we have a globalist public body restricting its employees, and on the other side we have Timo doubling their salaries and offering total freedom. And, and…”
Alessandro tapped a touchscreen on the control console and navigated through a few menu screens until a series of photographs appeared.
“Then we have this,” he continued, pointing to images from some of the day’s anti-GSC protests around the world. “The GSC’s leadership is reeling. Kerguelen has exposed them. More to the point, their attempt to push what really happened at Kerguelen under the carpet has exposed them. But that’s not to say that this many people would be out on the street if Timo and Billy had not dived head-first into their discussion on planetary defence during the show in New York. When people know they’re being kept in the dark about some general thing, they have an abstract opposition to that. But when people feel like their leaders aren’t doing enough to keep them safe from something, that is visceral. To be honest, Emma, I am not overly supportive of the idea of spreading fear, but in the spur of the moment — coming straight after the leak of the memo about Kerguelen likely being an unnatural event — I can see why Timo and Billy used the topic of planetary defence to twist the knife into Godfrey. Did you plan that? When Timo took things in that direction and stayed there for several minutes, was he working to a strategy you devised?”
Emma shook her head and belatedly took a seat in the empty chair next to Alessandro at the Big One’s side of the lookout tower. “One look at those pictures shows that it’s working out for us,” she said. “But no… I didn’t plan for the discussion to go that way and I didn’t want the discussion to go that way. I don’t like talking about that stuff because I don’t like thinking about that stuff. But from where I was sitting it seemed like Timo had too many specific talking points for me to believe he was winging it on the spot. He must have been thinking about saying it. Does he ever talk to you about any of that stuff?
“This is a radio observatory and my work is here,” Alessandro said, “so I don’t usually deal with anything quite as exciting as any of that. Does Dan have much interest in this kind of thing?”
The door on the lookout tower’s cylindrical elevator then slid open, seconds before Timo announced his arrival with a loud clap of his hands. “At last,” he said with a relieved sigh. “At last, everything is taken care of. Alessandro, you have earned the day off, for sure. But Emma… I am afraid we are not so lucky; we have a long drive to our final engagements and then a longer drive back to Milan for our flight. Unfortunately we really do have to make a move. I hope you two weren’t talking about anything too exciting.”
“We had just started talking about Dan,” Alessandro said.
Timo couldn’t hide his delight. “So you’re back on speaking terms?” he asked Emma.
“I haven’t spoken to him since Denver,” she replied, rising to her feet with more than a little annoyance at Timo for asking this in front of Alessandro, who then asked the natural question:
“Is something wrong between you and Dan?”
Emma glared at Timo, silently telling him that his mouth had gotten them into this corner and that it could get them out of it.
Timo waved his hand to dismiss it as a trivial point. “A trifling thing. It’ll be forgotten by the time we land, won’t it, Emma?”
“Good luck with the planet-hunting,” she said to Alessandro, ignoring Timo altogether. “I’ll let you know if we get any new info that could help out with that.”
“You mean from the GSC?” he replied.
“Or somewhere else,” she said, stepping into the elevator and sending a wink Alessandro’s way. “Who knows?”
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10 DOWNING STREET
LONDON, ENGLAND
Jack Neal arrived back in London expecting a reasonably warm reception from John Cole. Within seconds of seeing Cole’s face, however, he realised he should have known better.
Cole pointed to the desk, at an open newspaper. A cartoon filled the top section of the page, showing both himself and Jack Neal as poodles trying to hump Timo Fiore’s leg while Timo shooed them away with a newspaper.
“Explain,” Cole said.
Jack hesitated. “Uh, do you want me to explain what it means?”
“I know what it means, you idiot! I want you to explain why you put us in a position to look like… this! I want to know why the people who the public adore — Fiore, and by extension Ford and the McCarthys — now look like our opponents.”
“I thought Timo would be too focused on Godfrey to pay much attention to us,” Jack said in an open and almost vulnerable tone, “and even then, I didn’t think the attention he’d pay would be so critical. But Emma had him drilled to keep distancing himself from us whenever I tried to back him up, every single time. Even though Timo is attacking Godfrey at the same time we are, with Emma’s attitude being what it is there’s just no way for us to bring them onside or even make them look indifferent to us. She wants to be against us.”
“Are you telling me there’s no way to bring them onside, or that you can’t do it?”
Jack hesitated.
“Or…” Cole went on, “are you telling me she’s always going to tell him to distance himself from us precisely because we are an us? After all, you’re the one they all hate.”
“Boss, the panel went better than you think it did. Look at the protests! Look at Slater being forced to come out against us and in defence of an organisation the world hates! The core of this narrative is the GSC, which people hate, and right now we are defined in opposition to it. That’s the right place to be. Forget about those fools in Birchwood for now. You saw Godfrey squirming when the leak about the bolide came out; that was a powerful moment.”
“And you’re taking credit for it?” Cole scoffed. “Tell me, Jack: since it was quite obvious from Timo’s face that he and Ford were involved in the reveal, why the hell was she able to find that memo before you? You want to talk about powerful moments, well I wouldn’t have minded flashing that bloody memo to the photographers outside before anyone else had seen it!”
Jack sat down uneasily. “I have friends in Beijing, in Moscow, and in seats of power all around the world. Fiore will sometimes get things like this before us because he has friends in observatories. Which kind of friends and contacts would you prefer?”
“Both!” Cole roared, pounding his fist on the desk and angered as much by Jack’s insolence as his failings. “And it sounds like what you’re really telling me here is that Fiore has Ford while I’m stuck with you. She has the same kind of friends you have, and she knows how to make the most of her client’s contacts, too. That seems to be the difference, doesn’t it?”
“But boss, with respect… what contacts do you have that I don’t?”
Cole stood silently for several seconds. “Respect? You’re going to sit in my office and address me in that tone, and then you’re going to talk to me about respect?”
Jack struggled to maintain eye contact.
“You’re here because no one else will have you,” Cole said, very flatly. “Don’t think I don’t know that, and don’t think I don’t understand what this is. None of your precious friends in Beijing or Moscow would ever truly trust an American and you’d be just about as welcome in Washington or Buenos Aires as you would be in Birchwood. You’re here because you’re addicted to the scent of power and because I’m the most powerful man who’ll have you. And do you want to know why I wanted you here, Jack, instead of settling for the procession of robotic spin doctors in London who love the scent just as much?”
Jack stayed quiet and didn’t make any obvious gestures, correctly assuming that he wasn’t supposed to answer.
Cole continued: “Because ever since I got into this game, all I heard about Jack Neal was that he was the man who was prepared to do the things that other men weren’t. Back when you were with Slater and even in the time you spent with Godfrey, no job was too dirty for those little hands of yours. But now?”
“Give it one more day to see how this plays out,” Jack said, not quite pleading but not far from it. “The writing is on the wall for Godfrey and Slater is going to look weak for having backed him. This is like last year when Godfrey got on the right side at the very beginning by backing McCarthy… remember? Remember how you were the only person who stepped forward to tell him that was a good idea? And this time you’re the one who got on the right side first. Slater is hedging her bets, and we’re all-in. You know how this story ends.”
The momentarily pensive expression on John Cole’s face turned placid, his mood greatly lifted by the historical context in which Jack had just placed the current situation. “We’re on the right side of history,” he said, nodding approvingly. “Jack, that’s the smartest thing you’ve said all day.”
Jack forced a grin as Cole laughed and slapped him on the back. “Exactly, boss,” he said. “The right side of history…”
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MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Flat on his back and frozen to his bed, Dan McCarthy tried and failed to scream for help.
Every time his dry lips parted and his mouth opened to shout “Clark!”, no sound came. After the sixth or seventh try, movement returned to Dan’s equally restricted limbs and he suddenly rolled out of bed and onto the floor as though a spell had been lifted.
He clasped the back of his neck with one hand — he’d felt a tingle, but nothing like the shooting pain of the night of the Kerguelen bolide — then ran upstairs and bounded straight into Clark’s room.
Clark lurched out of his bed and immediately reached for the lamp next to it. “What’s going on, man?” he asked. He then saw that Dan’s hand was resting on the back of his neck. When he did, the initial concern on his face gave way to a more hesitant confusion.
With his free hand, Dan beckoned Clark down into the security and privacy of the basement. As soon as the door closed behind them, he blurted it out: “Something is going to happen at Lolo.”
Still confused, Clark nodded slightly. “Something to do with the triangle you saw?”
“Not exactly. I had another dream,” Dan said, sitting on his bed and pinching the top of his nose between his thumb and forefinger as he closed his eyes in thought. “It was nothing like last time. Last time I wasn’t dreaming, I was actually sitting in Walker’s cornfield and it felt like I was at Lolo. This time I was in bed but it felt like I was in the cornfield. Remember the map I drew that led us to Lolo? That map was in my hand. And I was wearing my watch. It wasn’t like last time when I was in control. This was more like a regular dream — you know? — when stuff just happens. And on my watch it said it was 2:28 AM on the twenty-first.”
Clark looked up at Dan’s giant Wall Street-like trend-ticker and saw the time and date in its upper right corner. “Seriously? That’s only twenty-two hours away!”
“I know,” Dan said, opening his eyes again and looking up. “But when I looked away from my watch, I was back here. Something is going to happen at Lolo tomorrow night — or technically tonight — but I don’t think I have to be there. I think they’re telling us to pay attention.”
“We can’t go,” Clark said. “A) someone might see us, and B) how are we supposed to explain going away for the day and a half it would take us to get there and back?”
“I know. I literally just told you that they weren’t calling me there, anyway. If they were, I would have felt it. I can’t explain it, but it’s like there were thoughts in the dream and then there were thoughts when I woke up… and none of those thoughts were telling me that I need to be there. But I think someone does. Something is going to happen that either explains the triangle or tells us for sure that Lolo is one of its points, and I don’t know if it’s definitely going to be something publicly visible like the bolide at Kerguelen. It might be, but it might not. You believe me, right? Last night I told you that stuff was going to start happening soon, and this is it. This is it.”
Clark leaned back in his chair, at the end of Dan’s long work desk. “Of course I believe you, man,” he said, sighing out the words. “But it’s not about whether or not I believe you, it’s about whether or not you’re clear about what’s going on and what we have to do about it.”
“I’m trying my best to be as clear as I can,” Dan replied. “And what I’m telling you is that I think someone has to be there, right at the very spot where we met them. Something is going to happen and someone has to see it.”
Clark snapped his fingers as an idea came to him: “Can’t we just tell Timo’s guys to point some telescopes or satellites or whatever in the right place?”
“It doesn’t work like that. Only the GSC has any telescopes in space and they oversee all formerly private satellites, too, so we couldn’t do that even if we thought it would work. We need someone on the ground. Maybe we could give an anonymous vague tip or something?”
“You mean online, or to one specific reporter?”
At that idea, Dan’s eyes lit up. “Trey!”
“Trey Myers?” Clark echoed. “Does he still try to film stuff before anyone else gets there then sell his footage to the different news networks?”
“Exactly! Trey Myers, who believed me about the IDA leak before anyone else did — even you and Emma. Trey Myers, who made his baby’s middle name Daniel. Trey Myers, who drove towards our house with a camera rolling while we were in Italy and Slater’s Feds were raiding the place. Trey is the most loyal guy ever, and last time out he was willing to help me with something before anyone else knew about it. He kept that quiet even though he could have made a lot of money by ratting me out.”
“What was that, again?”
“The Kloster letter, remember? He bought the digital translator and the calligraphy book for me so I could make sense of the writing, and he kept quiet about the letter for four full days even though the whole world was going crazy for every piece of info about the leak. He’s our guy!”
Clark wasn’t totally against it; Dan could see that. “But Dan, how can we possibly explain this? When we tell him something’s going to happen, and especially if something does happen, how can we explain how we knew ahead of time without telling him everything? Because obviously we can’t tell—”
“I know that,” Dan interrupted. “Trey’s like Tara: I like him way too much to want to tell him a single thing more than we have to. But how does this sound… I could tell him that I’ve detected a pattern within a meteor shower or something like that, and I could say I know for a fact that there’s going to be the most amazing scene ever in this specific place at this specific time.”
“I don’t like the sound of ‘or something’, man. If you’re going to tell him anything, we need to nail it down. And if he’s going to get there in time he’s going to have to leave in like four hours, max.”
“You’re right,” Dan said. “We need to call him now so he can get ready, then we’ll meet him and explain as little as we can get away with. But I’ve got a feeling that he really is going to get some priceless footage of something amazing, so it’s not like I need to lie about that.”
Clark pointed to the wired phone beside Dan’s computer.
Dan found Trey’s number in his computer’s contact list and dialled. Unsurprisingly, given the time of night, it rang a number of times before Trey picked up.
“Hello?” a tired and startled voice answered.
“It’s Dan. Dan McCarthy.”
The line was quiet for several seconds. “It’s nothing, honey,” Trey said, reminding Dan that it might not be straightforward for him to disappear for a day and half without a good reason, either. “It’s just a fresh lead. I’ll be back in a sec.”
Dan heard some muffled sounds as Trey walked out of his marital bedroom towards a more private area where he could talk. “Time is tight,” he stressed.
“Okay, okay,” Trey said. “What’s going on?”
“Meet me outside the drive-in as soon as you possibly can,” Dan replied. “I’ll be there in five minutes. I wouldn’t call you if this wasn’t big, and I’m seriously counting on you.”
“Dan… let’s take a step back here and start—”
“Trey, you can’t tell anyone but this is related to the Kerguelen bolide and it’s very time-sensitive. I’m not going to answer any questions over the phone, so don’t ask. Will you be there?”
“Kerguelen?” Trey said, lowering his voice. “I’m on my way.”
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DRIVE-IN
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Sooner than they could have reasonably expected, Dan and Clark saw Trey’s familiar Blue Dish Network van coming towards their parked car at the edge of the drive-in. Clark flashed the headlights twice to make sure he saw them.
Trey pulled up behind them, at which point the brothers stepped out and joined him in his van. Dan wasted no time in handing over a scrap of paper which contained the precise coordinates of the very spot where he and Emma made the step across an invisible threshold that brought into view the Messengers’ gargantuan craft — the craft they had then proceeded to enter before coming face-to-face with two awe-inspiring humanoid extraterrestrials.
“You said I couldn’t ask any questions on the phone…” Trey said.
Having already looked around and seen several flasks and food containers, as well as a backpack which complemented the mountain of equipment that lived in the back of the van, Dan already knew Trey was in. He didn’t have to reveal or tease anything else to persuade him, but there was no harm in letting him ask. “Go on…”
Trey’s question, really a double-question, was very simple: “What’s going to happen and how do you know?”
Counting on Trey knowing precious little about astronomy, Dan fell back upon the slightly flimsy explanation he’d previously suggested to Clark: that he had identified a pattern in a meteor shower and could accurately and confidently predict that a major event — but not a dangerous one — was going to occur at a certain place and time. “It might not be a meteor and it might not even be natural,” Dan said, “but it won’t be dangerous.”
Trey didn’t dismiss the explanation out of hand, which was all Dan needed. If he wasn’t in before, he certainly was now.
Dan then impressed upon Trey the importance of keeping quiet about both his destination and the reason for his trip. He also insisted that Trey promise to share no footage he might record with anyone until he had brought it back to Birchwood to be studied. Dan promised a large payment for Trey’s effort, whatever the result, as well as gas money and expenses for the long trip.
Although Trey was grateful for this and didn’t argue, by now he had heard enough to have been willing to do it for free.
“It’s not about money,” Trey said, almost glowing with excitement. “Dan, you had me at ‘might not be natural’. I remember when I helped you out with the letter before I knew what it was, and that changed everything. If this ends up being even one-tenth as important as that…”
“We owe you, man,” Clark said. “Keep in touch, yeah? And take a few breaks; it’s a long-ass drive.”
“What did you tell your wife?” Dan asked. “Because it is a long way. By the time you have a rest, you probably won’t be back until Thursday morning.”
Trey smiled. “When I told her I had a hot lead from Dan McCarthy, she pretty much kicked me out of the house and told me to chase it until I catch it. She knows to keep it on the down-low and she knows I wouldn’t be leaving like this if it wasn’t big. Besides, all the stuff you guys helped me out with last year — letting me put the Blue Dish logo on the big screen, Emma sending me the footage of everyone celebrating at Timo’s observatory and letting me use it as an exclusive, all that stuff — that literally paid for our new house in Lipton. You don’t owe us anything… trust me on that.”
“And you’re okay finding the exact spot of these coordinates?” Clark asked, keen to make sure.
“Yeah, I’ll just use my phone once I’m out of the van,” Trey said. “I’ve got backup power sources piled up in the back. I’ve got everything I’ll need and more. For now, the van’s navigation system will get me into the general area. Let me just type it in…”
As Trey typed the coordinates in the absence of an address, his eyes widened in surprise when the screen displayed the nearest parking spot.
“Lolo National Forest?” he read aloud. “And damn, that’s a real walk from the van. I’ll be limited in what kind of equipment I can carry.”
“Seriously,” Dan said, “we just need some footage. Video from a phone’s camera would be better than nothing. The point is that with the way things are these days, only the GSC can gather data from space. We only have what we can gather from the ground and there are no private facilities anywhere near Lolo. We just need to see what happens. I just need to see what happens.”
Trey nodded, his expression growing intense. “This is about the cover-up, isn’t it? This is about Godfrey turning into the new Walker and hiding truths he doesn’t like. Dan, tell me straight up: is this really about a meteor shower, or is this about, you know… them?”
“It’s going to be worth the drive,” Dan said, with enough of a smile to encourage Trey’s excitement. “But remember: whatever you see, you tell no one and you show no one until you’re back in Birchwood for a debriefing. That’s almost as important as getting the footage, okay?”
“It’s a two-part mission,” Trey replied, “understood. My job isn’t just getting the footage, it’s getting the footage back here — unseen by anyone else.”
Clark patted Trey on the back. “Bingo.”
Trey then held his hand out for a sports-style handshake, the same kind Dan had struggled with a few days earlier with Tara’s short-term male acquaintance. He handled it more smoothly this time.
“Good luck,” he said, closing the van’s door after stepping out.
Trey rolled down the window and waved, calling out as he pulled away into an early morning full of promise: “Luck is for losers, dude. I won’t let you down!”
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TOUR SHIP
SOUTHERN OCEAN
Longing for the warmth and comfort of his new home in Myrtle Beach, the site of his famous and fondly remembered ET Weekender, Billy Kendrick was once again broadcasting live to his loyal podcast viewers from a tour ship in the middle of nowhere.
Hundreds of thousands typically watched the live video and several million more typically downloaded the audio version once it was uploaded, but on this occasion Billy’s live viewership was well into seven figures.
This increased interest was attributable largely to Billy’s participation in Sunday evening’s headline-generating Focus 20/20 panel, and he didn’t surprise anyone by criticising President Slater’s meek response to the news that senior GSC figures had tried to silence researchers who suggested that the Kerguelen bolide was not a natural event.
Billy was his usual animated self during the sixty-minute recording, touching on a number of subtle angles and openly expressing his support for the massive demonstrations against the GSC which had been sweeping the world.
“All I ask is that we keep it peaceful,” Billy stressed, fully aware that he couldn’t control the serious troublemakers but hopeful that many of his largely youthful audience would heed his words. He also re-stressed his great dislike for the “cretinous losers who call themselves Antidotalists” and used particularly firm language in slamming the offshoot group of so-called Welcomers who had recently vowed to sabotage all future attempts at planetary defence.
To close, Billy shared his admittedly unsupported belief that something else akin to the event over Kerguelen was going to happen very soon. “I don’t know exactly what’s going on here, but the big answer is coming,” he said in a deliberately upbeat tone. “Maybe not now now now, but definitely soon soon soon…”
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MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
During what were without doubt the slowest-passing hours of his life, Dan McCarthy looked at the time so frequently that the numbers began to lose meaning.
He knew he should have preferred waiting for a specific time to arrive over hoping that something would happen at some undefined point in the near future, as had been his situation in recent days, but the focus on the clock certainly made his impatience more pronounced.
This was a jittery impatience rather than mere anticipation, for sure, of the kind that caused stomach pains as the ostensibly slow passage of minutes and hours played havoc with his digestive system.
The clock seemed to be toying with him, and on more than a few occasions he began to think that it really must have been broken, only for one minute to finally tick over to the next. On just as many occasions, he envied Clark’s position of having a day job to occupy his body and mind.
Even the things Dan normally longed for more time to enjoy didn’t appeal — the TV box-sets he wanted to catch up on, the books that had been on his to-read list for months — and sharing his frustration, either with Henry upstairs or with Tara next door, was naturally out of the question.
But when he went upstairs to go outside in an effort to clear his head with some fresh air, he finally caught sight of an effective distraction in the form of the wonderful birthday gift that had been pushed out of his thoughts by the rapid events of the previous night: his brand new, long wished-for, high-quality telescope. Calibrating its viewfinder and getting to know the workings of its GoTo mount killed a few hours, and also had the welcome side-effect of recalibrating his thoughts to be more positive.
It did this by refreshingly moving his focus on to what he was waiting for, rather than the painful waiting itself. Although this was a slight mental distinction, it not only made a noticeable difference to Dan’s mood but also abated the previously palpable stress-induced feelings in his stomach.
He was really waiting on two things: neither were straightforward, but, to his mind, both would be very positive. He understood that his reunion with Emma might be more than a little frosty at first due to what he’d done immediately before she left, but he had still been looking forward to her return from almost that very moment.
And judging by the air-traffic tracking website he’d visited countless times throughout the day, Dan knew that Emma’s arrival back in Birchwood and the second thing he was waiting for could well end up happening within minutes of each other.
The message on the gift tag Emma had attached to the telescope encouraged Dan to “never look down, never look back.”
All Dan could think about now was what Trey would see at Lolo when he looked up, and just what it might mean moving forward.
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PRIVATE JET
MILAN TO DENVER
If there had been any question about Emma Ford’s level of exhaustion, it would have been decisively answered when she fell asleep in her welcoming seat on Timo’s plane prior to the take-off process which normally had her on edge.
Timo, who had been lucky enough to catch a few more hours of shut-eye than Emma had over the last few days, informed her that President Slater had made a second comment in support of the GSC following yet another day of medium-scale protests in various locations.
“It’s another indirect comment,” he called back from his own forward-facing seat. “I don’t want to say that Slater is hedging her bets… but if she was fully committed to supporting Godfrey and fully confident that he was going to stay in power, don’t you think she would be saying these things on camera instead of in low-key statements through her press office?”
A few seconds passed.
“I know she’s been deliberately avoiding getting drawn into anything with either Cole or Godfrey, but I can’t help but think we can read between the lines here,” Timo went on. “Don’t you agree?”
After this second question, only really asked because Emma hadn’t immediately replied to his first, Timo turned around and belatedly realised that she was fast asleep. Despite having told her on several occasions that she didn’t have to work quite so hard during their short stay in Italy, he couldn’t help but feel guilty for her tiredness. Jet-lag was an additional issue that she had been wrestling with, and upon considering this he then couldn’t help but feel admiration for how long she had lasted before finally nodding off.
“I’ll wake you when I see the Rockies,” Timo whispered, despite knowing she couldn’t hear him. “Just like you asked.”
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INTERSTATE 90
PASSING THROUGH MISSOULA, MONTANA
With a thousand miles gone and only a few more in front of him, Trey Myers had never been more excited in his life than he was as he passed through Missoula on the final leg of his long, long, long journey to Lolo National Forest.
The chain hotels he saw advertised at the side of the road seemed like appealing alternatives to sleeping in the van before driving back to Colorado. He then smiled as he passed the airport, thinking that a flight seemed like an appealing alternative to driving back at all.
The next few miles posed the only part of the long, three-break drive which required Trey to pay attention to his van’s satellite navigation system, as the small parking area he was heading towards was not well signposted. The same screen which showed him the way also told him the time and temperature. He had the better part of two hours until 02:28, in which time he only had to park and walk for around thirty minutes. Time would be tight, but not too tight; just as the air would be cold, but not too cold.
The parking area proved easy to access and was delightfully vacant on Trey’s arrival. This was unsurprising given the time, but Trey breathed a sigh of relief nonetheless.
He fired a quick text to Clark, as requested, to let the McCarthys know that he’d arrived in good time. After that he made light work of the three sandwiches that had been tempting him since his last stop in Billings, but he thought better of washing them down with any more coffee.
At 01:09, Trey decided it was time to get his field equipment ready and make a move towards the precise location of Dan’s coordinates.
On one hand, standing outside in the cold and dark middle of nowhere for forty-five minutes after a half-hour walk didn’t sound like the best of ideas. But on the other, he knew that Dan wouldn’t have sent him all this way if something incredible wasn’t on the horizon and that he would never be able to forgive himself if he missed it for the sake of a few more minutes in the reassuring warmth and safety of the van.
Better to be forty-five minutes early than forty-five seconds late, he figured.
Outside, he pointed his supremely powerful flashlight towards the area of woodland he would have to pass through to reach Dan’s spot. It hadn’t seemed like a wide stretch in the satellite images, but from the ground it looked more than a little too imposing for a comfortable solo pass at this time of night.
This better be worth it, Dan, Trey thought to himself. He then smiled broadly as he locked the van. Who am I kidding? Of course it’ll be worth it…
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MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“Emma just got home and Timo’s not there,” Clark announced, his deep voice booming through the unseen speakers of the basement’s intercom. “That’s her at the front door now, man… she just knocked. Are you ready for this?”
“Yeah, send her down,” Dan replied. He unlocked the basement door and glanced up at his clock — the moment of truth at Lolo was getting close. “And tell me as soon as you hear from Trey again, okay? He should be at our spot by now.”
Twenty seconds later, Emma made her way down the last of the stairs into the basement. “Timo’s at the Gravesen, before you ask,” she said. Her voice was hardly warm, but it wasn’t quite as fierce as Dan had feared.
“Hey,” he said. “Thanks for my telescope. And sorry about what happened on the plane.”
“In that order? Really?”
Dan paused. “Ascending order.”
Emma tried not to smile. “This doesn’t mean I’m not still angry, you big idiot…” she then said, moving in to hug him. With her head on his shoulder, she then whispered in his ear: “But seriously, what were you thinking?”
“I had to tell him,” Dan said as they separated. “Timo can make things happen and we’re going to need his help. He can put up bounties for information, he can put pressure on the GSC if that’s what we need to do… there are all kinds of things he can do to help us. This isn’t an excuse, it’s an explanation, okay? I’m sorry. I didn’t weigh it up and decide that it was worth putting you in that spot, because I didn’t even think about that. I knew you’d be able to tell him what he had to hear — which was that he had to keep it between us — but I didn’t think it would be too difficult for you. For anyone else it would have been, but—”
“That’s the whole thing,” Emma interrupted. “You have me on this pedestal where you think I can just snap my fingers and deal with anything. Sure, locked inside a plane, alone with the richest man in the world who just found out we’ve been lying to him and everyone else about the most important thing ever… a day before he’s going to take me to a country where I don’t speak the language, and where the only person I know is him… why wouldn’t I be able to deal with that?”
Dan hesitated. “But you did. You did deal with it, and I did have to tell him.”
“So tell me first!” Emma yelled, properly shouting at Dan for the first time he could ever remember. “This isn’t just about the unbelievably stupid risk you took — it’s not even mainly about that. It’s about you lying to me when you said you agreed that this had to stay between us; it’s about you going behind my back and telling him the way you did. I’m angry, Dan, in case you can’t tell, but I’m also upset. Since when do we lie to each other? The world is a messed up place; I’ve known that for a long time and you’ve known it since the day you found that folder. Sometimes we have to lie. But since when do we lie to each other?”
Dan didn’t say anything, partly because he didn’t want to interrupt but largely because he just didn’t know what to say. She was right, on all counts; as he himself had already alluded to, no explanation could excuse the way he’d done things, however necessary it might have been to do them.
“Do you want to know what I was thinking on the way to New York?” Emma continued. “I was thinking that I’ve more than done my part here and that if you were so desperate for Timo to know, you could call him next time you need help. That’s the angry part. But then I was thinking that’s not the only reason I’m still here, and that’s the part that made me upset. Because it’s not just about, you know… this. It’s about us. I thought the us was bigger than the this, but you put this before us when you went behind my back.”
Dan glanced up at the time display on his giant trend-ticker.
“Are you even listening to me?” Emma asked. “Why do you keep looking at that?”
“I’m listening and I’m sorry,” Dan replied, “but I’m expecting an important call, any second now.”
“From who?”
“Trey.”
Emma’s expression fell. “Dan, seriously… please don’t tell me you told—”
“I didn’t tell him,” Dan interrupted. “All I told him is that something big is about to happen, and where it’s going to happen.”
“What are you talking about? What’s about to happen?”
“That’s what he’s there to find out. A lot of stuff happened when you were gone, and you wouldn’t pick up your phone. We had to deal with some things without you.”
Before Emma could ask another question, Clark’s voice filled the basement via the intercom once more. “He’s there, man. He just texted me again to say he’s on the spot. Open up and let me down.”
Once Dan reached for the button to remotely unlock the door, Clark rushed down the stairs and was sitting on the bed within seconds.
Emma looked at Clark. “What have you done?” she asked, her tone sharp.
In turn, Clark looked at Dan. “You didn’t tell her yet?”
“Tell me what?” Emma interjected. “Dan, where have you sent Trey?”
Dan smiled; it was a serene smile, but nowhere near as reassuring as he intended. His mouth then slowly opened and spoke the last word Emma expected to hear: “Lolo.”





Part 4
LOLO





“It is dangerous to be right
in matters on which
the established authorities are wrong.”
Voltaire
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LOLO NATIONAL FOREST
MONTANA
There’s nothing here, Trey thought to himself.
He thought this over and over again in the minutes he stood motionless in the empty valley, so much so that he began to doubt the accuracy of Dan’s coordinates.
The silence and darkness of the night had made Trey’s walk through the small but dense wooded area between his van and this spot sufficiently creepy that the starlit valley felt positively welcoming in comparison. But as time ticked on, his mind grew fearful of every distant animal’s call and every creak and snap of every nearby tree and twig.
An alarm sounded on Trey’s digital wristwatch at 02:27, alerting him that there was now only one minute until the moment of truth. His equipment — as much as he’d been able to carry in an oversized backpack and an additional briefcase-like container — had been fully set up for several minutes and was already recording. He had multiple cameras and microphones positioned close by, ranging from basic models to a recently-purchased motion-tracking camera which he had very high hopes for. In addition to those, he also wore a head-mounted night-vision camera and tightly grasped his primary handheld camera.
Next to his watch he wore another wrist-strap, this one containing a single button which could remotely control the small but powerful floodlight he had placed five metres to his right. If the ‘big thing’ happened in the sky, the floodlight would hinder the acuity of his footage; if it happened on the ground, the floodlight would prove worth its weight in gold.
This better be worth it, Dan…
Trey’s eyes were on his watch as 02:27 ticked over to 02:28. After that, he didn’t look down again. He counted steadily as the seconds ticked by, something he was very good at doing accurately, and by the fifteen-second mark he noticed how much more quickly his heart was beating than it had been just moments earlier.
Now that the time had arrived he felt anticipation rather than impatience, but each passing second saw unwelcome doubts creep in as he couldn’t help but start to wonder whether—
And then, in response to an astounding flash of light low in the sky, Trey’s jaw quite literally dropped as an altogether different kind of wonder took over.
He kept his head perfectly still as he stared at the light source which had first appeared in his peripheral vision, and he fought a shaky hand to point his handheld camera towards the light.
The flash had been far from total and it neither blinded nor dazed Trey for even a second. Instead, it had been a localised flash in the distance which heralded the arrival of a small and faint dot of light which was now zipping across the sky.
From Trey’s perspective, the dot appeared to be rising as it grew larger and brighter.
It’s coming towards me!, he dared to assume.
There was now no fear, only excitement. Dan hadn’t sent him all this way for nothing, and he knew that if this really was what he was starting to think it might be, it would have been worth driving a thousand times further than he had.
By now, Trey had naturally stopped counting. If he had kept counting or glanced at his watch when the initial flash occurred then again when the dot came close enough for his eager eyes to make out some detail, he would have known that it took only seventeen seconds for the precise shape of the craft to come into view.
It was round — more discus than saucer — and although Trey’s mind was shot, he could see enough detail on the underside to know that it was passing overhead lower than a plane. From the apparent scale, he inferred that its diameter couldn’t be much greater than the length of an average passenger jet. It was also utterly silent, which he didn’t appreciate fully in a moment when an incredible sight was the only sense he could focus on.
These observational thoughts were brief and secondary to the childlike amazement Trey felt as his eyes and hand followed the passing craft. It was remarkable, incredible, awe-inspiring…
No single word nor even a collection of words could come close to describing Trey’s emotions. The one word which echoed in his mind more than any other had grown in prominence as the light approached and he slowly came to realise that it really was what he thought and hoped; that it really was an alien craft; that it really was… them.
Even as the discus-like craft continued to arc into the distance before disappearing behind a line of trees, the detail of its underside remained imprinted in Trey’s mind so clearly that he may as well have still been looking at it.
I just saw a UFO, he thought to himself, smiling widely and freely. He then paused to consider that it wasn’t really all that unidentified, since he knew exactly what it was. I just had a close encounter!
A new thought then entered Trey’s mind, less positive.
Long before he ever met Dan McCarthy, Trey had followed up on several alleged UFO sightings in the hope of capturing a few seconds of decisive footage which would have made him a comfortable man for the rest of his life. On one occasion he had arrived at a supposed hotspot to find that another would-be eyewitness was already on the scene. That seemingly reasonable man, who Trey had barely thought about for several years, insisted that he had once seen and recorded a series of inexplicable lights in the sky over Denver… only to find minutes later that none of them showed up in any of his footage.
The man’s description of several bright and distant lights performing “conspicuous manoeuvres”, as he had put it, didn’t fit with what Trey had just seen. But recalling the rest of the man’s experience — the experience of the incredible sight he witnessed not showing up in any of his footage — caused Trey’s heart-rate to soar all over again.
Trey clicked his floodlight to life, instantly illuminating a small circle around him, then stopped recording on his primary handheld camera and navigated through its touchscreen menu to replay some footage. When he realised he would have to fast-forward through many minutes of nothing on this camera and that his motion-tracking camera would provide a far quicker answer by either reporting a tracked event or not, he moved towards it instead.
He walked with his fingers crossed, hoping and praying that the footage would be there. If it was, nothing would ever be the same. If it wasn’t… well, he didn’t even want to think about that.
Either way, his own perspective on the Messengers would never be the same and he would be sure to get an answer from Dan as to how he had known something was going to happen where and when it did.
He also knew that Dan would live up to his promise of making the exhausting trip to Lolo financially worthwhile — Dan always lived up to his promises — but that would do little to ease the crushing disappointment should the craft prove to have been unrecordable.
Trey didn’t want to think about this, but he couldn’t help it.
The will-it-or-won’t-it-be-there question felt like the only thing in the world as it circled and spiralled in Trey’s mind with each of his steps towards the motion-tracking camera. It circled and spiralled, faster and deeper, until something else blew it out of the water.
This something else slackened Trey’s jaw all over again and sent his fingers fumbling to both kill the floodlight and reactivate his handheld camera.
For high in the sky, in roughly the same area from which the extraordinary craft had first appeared, a meteor-like trail was rapidly forming as something — some unknown thing — pierced through Earth’s atmosphere and either plummeted towards the surface or burned up towards its death.
Trey stood only a few feet from the motion-tracking camera and heard its small motor whirring as it turned to focus on the new visual stimulus its sensors had detected.
That same new stimulus brought a new word to the front of Trey’s mind as he focused his eyes and handheld camera on the ever-extending trail of fire: Kerguelen.
Whatever was falling from the sky looked passably like the meteor which had exploded over Kerguelen; and although Trey was perfectly placed to capture unobstructed footage if this object exploded, it looked close enough for him to hope and pray that it didn’t.
To his relief, the object burned up very quickly and died with a fizzle rather than a bang, leaving a relatively short and unusually vertical trail in its wake.
Trey felt confident that his readiness meant that he would have the best footage of the object’s short-lived appearance within Earth’s atmosphere, but he also knew that its brief brightness combined with the prominence and longevity of its trail would ensure that there would be plenty of eyewitnesses to turn it into another media event. And coming so soon after Kerguelen, questions were bound to be asked as to whether there might be a connection between the two incidents.
But what would normally have been the biggest sighting of Trey’s year was a distant runner-up to what had come moments earlier, and as soon as he was absolutely sure that no sonic boom was looming he switched his handheld camera off again and finally got down to the all important analysis of the motion-tracking camera’s footage.
Trey Myers had seen a UFO — he had seen an alien craft — and nothing could ever take that away from him. But when it came to sharing it with the world, everything rested on whether his cameras had been able to capture the amazing sight of the low-flying vessel or whether some kind of cloaking mechanism or electrical interference would result in the footage containing a heartbreakingly empty sky or even an error message about corrupted data.
Trey pushed a button to stop the motion-tracking camera’s ongoing recording and then held his breath as he instructed it to play back the recording from the first sky-based visual stimulus it had detected.
On the small screen, a bright flash appeared and soon became locked in the centre of the picture as the camera tracked its movement.
Don’t disappear, Trey pleaded as the small light grew closer. Please don’t disappear.
His heart-rate reached all new levels with each passing moment until a throaty laugh of disbelief escaped his open mouth when the craft came close enough for the detail on its underside to come into clear visibility.
Trey fell to his knees and threw his hands to his head in a display of unprecedented joy, casting a silhouette that might well have struck an outside observer as that of a man in despair rather than one who had just hit the jackpot.
The global significance of what Trey had just recorded was not lost on him, but he couldn’t help but think primarily of what it was going to do for him and his young family. While Emma and Dan had generously rewarded Trey’s loyalty in the past, recent months had been lean for the Blue Dish Network business he ran with his wife. Their business model, based on being the first professionals on the scene of developing news incidents and selling their footage to major networks, was being squeezed tighter every day by the total market penetration of HD smartphones and the near-total spread of fast mobile internet which allowed everyone to live-stream such incidents from almost anywhere.
But tonight at Lolo, Trey wasn’t just the first responder of the media world; he was the only show in town. He was too caught up in the joy of the moment to think much about why the Messengers were back and how Dan had known they were coming, much less why their low flight over his head had preceded what looked like the arrival of another sizeable meteor.
For now, while Trey Myers gathered up his equipment and the priceless footage contained within it, only one thought rose high above the others in his mind:
Thank you, Dan.
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Dan began his explanation as to why he’d sent Trey to Lolo with a brief recap of his own trip to Richard Walker’s cornfield, during which he had seen a clear vision of a triangle in the sky over the familiar valley and after which he had conversed with Walker himself.
Emma was stunned from the very beginning.
“You spoke to Walker?” she asked for starters. “After they called you there again, without you knowing, just like last year?”
Dan nodded and continued to the more recent part, when only twenty-two hours ago he had received a second message of sorts in the form of a dream which told him the precise time when something big was going to happen at Lolo.
Emma’s next questions for the brothers were the obvious ones: why hadn’t they discussed any of this with her before now, and why had they sent Trey rather than themselves?
Dan automatically recited the answers, obvious in his mind: she hadn’t picked up his earlier calls, and he hadn’t been called to Lolo like last year; this time, he had been alerted to Lolo. Clark butted in to repeat what he’d told Dan about the difficulty they would have faced in reaching Lolo themselves without being seen and without struggling to justify a sudden and unplanned two-day road trip.
“We didn’t make this decision behind your back,” Clark said to Emma. “Your back wasn’t here.”
To Dan’s mild surprise, Emma didn’t display any outward signs of disagreeing with their course of action. Indeed, just a few seconds later she voiced her support: “Trey was probably the best choice you had; we can trust him to come to us first with whatever he sees, before he goes public with it.” A grin then crossed her face. “And at least you didn’t send Tara.”
Dan and Clark shared a quick and uneasy look, as though wordlessly discussing whether or not this was a good time to tell Emma that Tara had seen Richard Walker after following their car to his place for an innocuous reason. Since it hadn’t directly involved the Messengers or any other external developments, Dan hadn’t even mentioned this second trip to Walker’s in his brief recap of recent events and now very subtly shook his head to tell Clark that this wasn’t the time to tell Emma anything about Tara; all of that could wait for tomorrow, once Tara was awake and Trey had reported his findings.
But despite the subtleness of Dan’s head-shaking signal, the silent exchange which preceded it had gone on long enough for Emma to notice.
“What was that look?” she asked. “You didn’t ask Tara to go before you asked Trey, did you?”
“Of course not,” Dan said, surprised Emma would even ask. “We—”
A sharp intake of breath cut off Dan’s words and a pained grimace suddenly took over his expression. His hand shot to the back of his neck; no other part of his body moved at all.
“Dan!” Emma yelled, rising from the bed and stepping towards his chair. “Are you—”
This time, Emma’s words were cut off by a cry of pain, somewhere between a yelp and a shriek, as she fell to the ground as though her legs had been swept from under her. She clasped the back of her own neck with two hands and let out a low bellow. Her legs and spine appeared to have stiffened while her hands moved slightly as though trying to claw something out of the small scar where the Messengers had once connected their communications interface.
Clark’s eyes flitted between the two of them for a few panic-filled moments before he crouched down to help Emma, who was clearly feeling the effects of whatever was causing their neck twinges far more acutely than the more accustomed Dan.
Emma writhed in pain for several seconds until her body relaxed and her expression returned to something approaching normal. She took one hand away from the back of her neck, revealing more than a little blood where her fingernails had been digging into the soft skin. She wasn’t crying, but there were tears of pain in her eyes.
“Emma, are you okay?” Clark asked, trying to sound and look calmer than he was in an effort to relax her. He glanced quickly at Dan and saw that he too was now past the worst of the pain but was also still holding one hand against his neck.
Dan, having felt the initial burst of pain slightly earlier than Emma, only then realised that she was on the floor. He leapt to his feet, knocking his chair backwards, and hurried to her side. While Clark was reluctant to move her too much or too quickly, Dan wasted no time in helping Emma upright. He told her he was going to move her left hand, which was still pressed against her bleeding neck, and then gently did so. With a silent tilt of his head, he asked Clark to go upstairs to get something to clean her up. Clark got right to it.
“It’s okay,” Dan whispered softly. “The first time is the worst. I don’t know if you felt it because you’re with me, because they wanted you to know for sure that I’m not crazy, or because whatever they just did at Lolo was a bigger intervention than the bolide at Kerguelen. All I know is that everything is okay.”
“You’ll get it on your hand,” Emma replied weakly as Dan tried to move her blonde hair away from the surprising amount of blood on her neck.
“That’s okay, too,” Dan said. He then carefully wiped the tears from under her eyes with his other hand. “Don’t worry; this one is clean.”
Emma quickly used the scrunchy around her right wrist to tie up her hair before leaning forward and resting her head on Dan’s shoulder. “I’m sorry I didn’t totally believe you about Kerguelen right away,” she said, “when I said it could be a publicity stunt or a false flag or even random chance. If I’d known you’d felt something as painful as this, I never would have doubted it for a second. How the hell were you so calm after it?”
“Because I know they’re on our side,” Dan said, and that was all.
Clark returned through the unlocked door with a briefcase-like first-aid kit in one hand and his phone in the other.
“Phone!” Dan said.
Clark hesitated for a second before it clicked in his mind. “Oh yeah,” he said, quickly running back up and placing it outside the door. “Sorry, man. I just got a text from Trey. He said something like ‘Holy shit, double happening… unbelievable… I’ll call when I’m in the van and it’s safe to talk.’ He didn’t say what it was, but it sounds like we’re about to find out.”
Dan took the first-aid kit from Clark and dabbed Emma’s lightly bleeding scar with an antiseptic wipe.
“Thanks for the warning,” she said sarcastically, recoiling at the sudden and sharp stinging feeling.
“The anticipation is the worst part,” Dan replied. He then turned to Clark and asked him to check on the TV and computer for any live news streams or current trends which might hint at what had just happened, encouraging him to pay special attention to anything related to unusual lights in the sky. So far, the trend-ticker had reported nothing of note.
Emma used her hands to push herself to her feet, slowly shaking out the stiffness in her joints. “You should check it out,” she told Dan. “I’m okay now.”
Dan didn’t need to be encouraged twice. He lifted his laptop from the desk and carried it over to the bed where Emma had just taken a seat. Clark sat at the other side of him, looking keenly at the screen.
Within a few clicks, they had their answer.
“Is this Kerguelen: Part Two?” Dan read aloud from the Blitz Online headline. “Fear and excitement as multiple eyewitnesses in northern Idaho and western Montana report spectacular meteor.”
The only photograph in the article was a low-quality image from a driver’s dashcam, but it was enough to bring a smile to Dan’s face.
“That’s what he must have meant by double happening,” Clark said. “First Kerguelen, now Lolo. But if so many other people saw it, why did the Messengers make you think we had to send someone?”
“We’ll find out exactly what he saw in a few minutes,” Dan said, clicking away from the article to search for some more eyewitness reports and images. “They didn’t give me advance notice of this for nothing, so Trey’s footage might show some important details no one else could see.”
For once in his life, Dan McCarthy had no idea just how right he was.
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Back in the safety and seclusion of his van, Trey leaned back in the driver’s seat and shook his head in joyous disbelief.
If he didn’t have the footage of the alien craft flying overhead, he knew that he may well have doubted his own sanity and memory. Slightly more troublingly, he likewise knew that he may have had some doubts about the footage had it been someone else’s rather than his own. The subject matter was so explosive… so incredible… that the burden of proof was as high as could be.
But the clarity of Trey’s footage, as well as the multitude of angles from his various cameras, led him to believe that in this case it really would be enough. Just as many people would probably try to disprove the footage as defend it, but he knew that the truth was on his side.
This must have been how Dan felt last year, he thought to himself. He knew it was real, so he knew the doubters would run out of ammo eventually.
Trey reached for his phone and dialled Dan’s number. He didn’t know that the call would be routed through a cable into Dan’s signal-proof basement, but he still didn’t have to wait more than a few rings.
“Trey!” Dan said when he picked up, just as excited as his faraway friend.
“Are you alone?” Trey asked. “You might want to be sitting down for this…”
Dan didn’t have to invite Emma and Clark to crowd around his wired phone to hear Trey’s words — they were already doing so. “I’m ready for it. So what was the double happening? What did you see apart from the meteor?”
“Them, Dan… them! The aliens. They were right here at Lolo!”
Emma and Clark both instinctively turned to Dan, but his eyes remained fixed on the surface of the desk. “The aliens, or the aliens’ craft?” he asked. For reasons he didn’t fully understand in the moment, he firmly hoped it would be the latter.
“The craft,” Trey replied, giving Dan the answer he wanted. “It was flying, but it was so clear. I’ve got different angles from my different cameras, from beginning to end. This is real proof, dude, and we can’t ignore the fact that they were there right before the meteor. I don’t know exactly what this means for Kerguelen or what it means going forward, but it sure as hell means they’re back!”
Before Dan could reply, Emma muscled in to take control of the phone. Dan was interested to hear what she had to say, so he didn’t protest.
Her orders were simple: “Trey, you need to start driving and you need to come straight here. You need to guard this footage with your life and you can’t say anything about it to anyone. We need to talk about how we’re going to manage the—”
“What is there to talk about?” Trey interrupted. “This footage is dynamite! I don’t think anyone else will have seen the craft, but the meteor was high enough to make sure a lot of drivers will have picked it up on their dashcams. That footage won’t be half as good as mine, but quality doesn’t count if I’m not allowed to show anyone! Time is money on this. How about if I trim some of the meteor footage? I’ll keep everything else under wraps until I’m back in Birchwood — promise.”
“You don’t need to promise anything,” Emma said. “I know you’re too smart to ignore what I’m telling you, which is that you can’t do anything with any of the footage, craft or meteor. Until you get here and we can talk properly, you’re just going to have to trust me when I tell you that what’s really going on here is a lot bigger than some lights in the sky. Okay? And I don’t want to alarm you, but if you don’t follow my instruction to come straight to us with this — if you do anything that lets anyone know where you just were, let alone what you just saw — your life could be in serious danger. This is big, Trey. A lot bigger than you realise right now.”
“Jesus…” Trey groaned. He leaned back again and rubbed one hand against the stubbly hair at the back of his head. “Dan, are you still there? I’m getting the feeling that you know something I don’t, dude… something you want to say but can’t tell me until I get there?”
Emma handed the phone to Dan. “It’s complicated,” he replied. “Just get here soon, okay? And make sure none of your cameras are set to upload any footage to cloud backups or anything like that. No one can know about any of this until you get here, and you can’t risk any slip-ups. You’re not going to be in any trouble or anything like that, so long as you don’t do anything stupid. I stayed safe last year by doing what Emma said, and we’re both here to help you now, man. We just need to know that you’re going to help yourself by keeping this stuff quiet. It’s just like me last year: you need to concentrate on doing the smart thing, and then the good things happen later. I know you’d make a lot of money from—”
“Dude… it’s not the money,” Trey interjected. “It’s never the money. I just don’t know why you want me to keep this quiet. Isn’t this what you wanted me to see? You did somehow know they were coming back, didn’t you?”
“I can’t say too much right now, but the reason I chose you is that I trust you more than anyone else. I know that you’re a newsman and a businessman, but I also know that you’re a good man and a loyal man. And most importantly I know that you believed me from the start, before literally anyone else, and that you kept quiet about the Kloster letter even when you could have sold me out. I’m a loyal man, too, Trey. You’ll do well out of this, but right now all that matters is that you bring the footage here without letting anyone else know what you saw or even where you saw it.”
“I’ll be there as soon as I can,” Trey said.
“Good. I’ll see you tonight, I guess.”
“Maybe the early hours of tomorrow,” Trey replied after doing some quick mental arithmetic. The hotel signs at the side of the highway were no longer calling, but a short rest or two to avoid serious fatigue would be necessary to ensure a safe drive. “But anyway, Dan… thanks for this, dude, seriously. It’s going to be a real life-changer.”
Dan put his phone down.
“Hopefully not too much of a life-changer,” Clark said, speaking for the first time in a while.
“He’ll be fine,” Emma said.
Dan looked away from the phone at last, turning to Emma. “What are we going to tell him? Everything?”
“Definitely not,” she said. “That’s why he’s going to be fine.”
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In the minutes after Trey’s call, the implications of his remarkable double-sighting began to sink in on Dan.
If Trey’s impromptu journey to Lolo had ‘only’ resulted in an unobstructed view of a spectacular bolide-like event, that alone would have been enough to externally vindicate Dan’s belief that the Messengers really were leading him to something. The neck twinges had been enough to convince him, but given the fact that he had now successfully predicted the time and place where a Kerguelen-like event would occur — a time and place communicated to him via familiar but scarcely-understood channels — no one could have any doubts any longer.
But the fact that Trey’s journey allowed him to capture excellent footage of not only the Lolo meteor but also a bona fide alien craft… well, that elevated Dan’s proof to another level entirely. Although there was a necessary element of conjecture behind his thoughts, Dan felt that Trey’s sighting indicated that the Messengers weren’t just leading him to something — they wanted it to be undeniable.
As generally seemed to be the case recently, things were nowhere near as clear cut as they had been the previous year, when all Dan had to do was push for official disclosure of what he had then believed to be the truth. It now struck him that things weren’t exactly straightforward for the Messengers, either.
Dan, reluctantly but necessarily returning to conjecture, knew that the Messengers could have publicly announced their presence with trifling ease by appearing over a densely populated area and hovering for a few minutes while the world’s eyes turned to face them. Of course, they could also have remained in the shadows altogether by not appearing over Lolo while only Trey was there to see them.
This brought to Dan’s mind the wider point that the Messengers could have remained in the shadows even more totally by not causing the Kerguelen bolide in the first place and not presciently alerting him to the similar event at Lolo. This also tied in with the idea that whatever they wanted to tell him wasn’t something they could just tell him directly… or, perhaps, it wasn’t something they could risk merely telling him directly.
If Dan was right — as he had been so far — and if the triangular treasure map that was taking shape really was building towards his imminent discovery of the fourth plaque, there had to be an excellent reason for the information engraved on its surface to be delivered via that medium rather than directly to Dan. The only conclusion he could draw was that the imminent message was not a message for Dan McCarthy but a message for the whole world; one which the Messengers trusted him to deliver, but one which they couldn’t risk being dismissed as a figment of his imagination.
He had spent a lot of time over the past few days trying to predict what the message was most likely to be, principally by thinking about what kinds of things they may have come to wish they’d told him during their first and only face-to-face meeting. A new question crossed his mind at that moment: the question of why the Messengers couldn’t just call him to a meeting spot and drop the newly engraved fourth plaque in his hand, just as he had delivered the blank third and fourth plaques to them a year earlier.
When Dan thought too much about these questions, he felt a growing physical unease in his stomach similar to the kind he had felt in previous days. He had also read more than enough science fiction novels and watched more than enough movies to know that he shouldn’t really try to analyse the actions of an intelligent extraterrestrial race in relation to human patterns of thought and logic, but right now he didn’t have much else to go on. Complicating things further, of course, was the fact that the Messengers themselves were interacting with Dan based upon their own assumptions of human logic and understanding.
The Messengers were evidently highly intelligent without being all-knowing about humanity, as highlighted by their evident mastery of space travel coexisting with their evident need to ask Emma’s thoughts on the least invasive way to plant a third plaque which could calm the shit-storm  — her words — that had been whipped up by Richard Walker’s hoax and the Messengers’ regrettably necessary intervention against DS-1’s launch in China.
You just have to trust the dots, Dan thought, recalling his own earlier words to Clark. Then when we look back, we’ll see how obviously they all fit together.
“Can you look up the number for Timo’s Cavalieri Observatory?” Emma asked. “Alessandro will be at work by now, and I want to ask if they have any info on the Lolo meteor. Coming so soon after Kerguelen, and especially coming over the continental US, this is going to be a huge story in its own right.”
Dan’s fingers were typing as soon as Emma asked the question, and the phone was ringing seconds later.
It wasn’t Alessandro Bonucci who answered, but he was on the other end of the line before long. “Emma! How are you?”
“Pretty curious about what just happened over Montana,” she said. “What do you know?”
“Less than I would like to,” Alessandro replied, “you know, given our total lack of access to space-based equipment. But I still have some friends on the GSC’s side of the fence, and I already know that they just lost track of a rogue satellite which was supposed to burn up over the Pacific in around thirty-six hours. With as much certainty as my current position allows, I can tell you that the ‘meteor’ everyone is talking about was in fact the satellite in question. As soon as better footage comes in, experts will appear on TV to dissect the images and say it doesn’t look like a meteor, then by the end of the day something will leak out of a GSC facility somewhere. This was an old Chinese satellite, so my money is on it being a Chinese facility. Bad news for Godfrey, needless to say. The GSC failing to stop potentially dangerous meteors from exploding over an island in the middle of nowhere is one thing… the GSC failing to stop a Chinese satellite from falling towards the United States is something else entirely.”
“And what’s bad for Godfrey is good for Timo?” Emma said. “That’s your take?”
Alessandro chuckled. “Without wishing to put too fine a point on it, that is more or less what I was getting at.”
As Dan mouthed the words “anything else?” to Emma, she passed them on to Alessandro: “And have there been any reports of anything else near the meteor? Uh, satellite, I mean?”
“Like what?” Alessandro asked, his voice perking up with interest.
“I don’t know exactly, we just saw a few comments about a possible double flash.”
“Hmm, that’s news to me. Probably just the different stages of the burn-up, but I’ll keep my eye on things. I could certainly ask around to find out if anyone else has—”
“Don’t ask around about anything,” Emma interrupted, briefly closing her eyes and cursing herself for saying too much… and for almost saying far too much. “I’ve spoken to Timo about this and he doesn’t want any contact between his staff and Godfrey’s staff on this, however unofficial, otherwise Godfrey could try to paint it as interference.”
“Oh, okay,” Alessandro replied. “So is Timo with you now?”
Emma shifted her feet and leaned forward, clearly ready to end the call. “No, he’s staying at a hotel in the city. Anyway, thanks for the info on the satellite. I’ll talk to Timo about this in the morning; it’s really late here.”
“Of course. Both of you must be exhausted after the last few days and then all of your travelling. If anything major comes through the grapevine, I’ll let you know as soon as I hear it.”
“Thanks, Alessandro. We’ll touch base tomorrow, whatever happens in-between. Bye for now.”
“What do you think is going to happen in-between?” Clark asked as soon as Emma hung up.
She shrugged. “I just meant that I’ll talk to him tomorrow, whether or not he contacts us again overnight. Why, what do you think is going to happen?”
Clark glanced at Dan, immediately saw that he wasn’t on the same wavelength, and just as quickly decided that the only way to do this was to blurt it out: “Well, you’re going to have to explain some stuff to Tara pretty soon, because she followed us to Walker’s place and she saw him.”
“Her phone and Clark’s phone got mixed up,” Dan added, concerned by the silence which followed Clark’s words. “She picked up Clark’s by mistake, and we had left for Walker’s by the time she noticed… at which point she tracked her phone’s location to where we were, which was Stevenson Farm. She saw him, but we sent her home and told her you would answer every question she had and that the most important thing in the world was that she didn’t tell anyone anything about where we were or who we saw. That was on Monday evening, about thirty-two hours ago, and she hasn’t said anything. I think you’re going to have to tell her everything, because the only other way out would be some other complicated lie that I would have to remember.”
Emma’s reply was a simple one: “Did Walker see her?”
“He asked us who she was,” Dan said. “He saw her, but we were a good distance away and our faces weren’t lit up like his was. So much has happened tonight that I can’t even remember if I told you this yet, but Walker is dying — like, soon — and he was talking like he felt bad about everything he dumped on me last year. Death will do that to you, I guess.”
Emma nodded slightly and turned back to Clark. “Don’t worry about it; it sounds like it was her fault, if it was anyone’s fault except mine for letting her stay here without me, and I know she’ll never spill it. It’s like you two with your dad: the main reason I’ve kept her out of this is because I love her too much to bring her in. I’ll sleep on it, but right now I don’t see any way out without going the whole way in; like Dan just said, if the choice is another huge lie — a big, active lie — or telling her everything, telling her is almost definitely safer. She knows some pretty big old family secrets that she’s kept even when the people they’re about really tried to screw things up for her, so I know she’ll understand. And if I have to play firm at first like I did with Timo, I know she’ll respond to that, too.”
“How firm were you with Timo?” Dan asked.
Emma shrugged. “Basically I just told him that he really didn’t want to make an enemy out of me and that he wasn’t holding any cards. Saying that now, it sounds ridiculous… but he has this idea of me as being an unstoppable super-powered guru, because that’s all I’ve ever let him see. He’s on our side, too — all-in, fully on-board — but for the next little while I want to keep him pretty close, just so I can stay on top of everything.”
“If you want to keep him closer than the hotel, he could always stay here,” Dan said. “I could sleep either upstairs or maybe at your place. You know, just until you didn’t need him so close anymore.”
Clark, standing behind Dan, made a stupid face at Emma, his eyebrows raised high and his mouth open in a shocked circle.
“Too close is the last place I want Timo tonight,” Emma said, ignoring Clark and smiling more broadly than she realised. “The Gravesen is where politicians and hotshot arms executives have always stayed when they’re in the city for business, so he’s safe with their high-security set up and he’s happy enough in his suite. But, you know, you’re totally welcome to stay with me if you want to get out of this basement for a night. I know I would. Tara won’t bother us.”
“The basement is fine,” Dan said. “I just meant if Timo wanted to stay here. If he’s happy at the hotel, I don’t have to go anywhere.”
Clark’s eyebrows fell, his expression deflating as his younger brother’s signal-reading skills lived up to their billing as the worst in Birchwood and quite possibly the western hemisphere.
“Yeah,” Emma said. “That’s what, uh… exactly. It’s all good; everyone is happy right where they are. So I guess I’ll see you guys tomorrow. Good work with Trey. And Clark… don’t worry about Tara; accidents happen. At least you defused it before she learned anything else.”
“Do you want me to see you out?” Clark asked as Emma moved towards the stairs.
“I’m okay,” she said. “See you tomorrow.”
“’Night,” Dan called.
Emma stopped at the top of the stairs before closing the door. “’Night, Dan.”
Clark stood still as the door locked, quietly looking at Dan.
“What?” Dan asked, returning his gaze.
“If you could look away from your computer and the rest of this stuff for two minutes and just pay some attention to the world around you… right in front of you… maybe you’d have a clue what was going on.”
“What are you talking about?” Dan asked, evidently very genuine in his confusion.
“I’m not getting involved, man. I just want you to know that this…” Clark trailed off, gesturing at Dan’s research-covered wall, “all of this… it’s not the most important thing in the world.”
Dan hesitated for a moment, as though doing a second processing check on a sentence he couldn’t have disagreed with any more strongly than he did. “Clark, this is more important than everything else in the world put together! Wherever this thing is going to end, it’s telling us something huge. You think the Messengers are messing around here? We’re going to have the fourth plaque in a few days and it’s going to tell us something big, about New Kerguelen or a huge new technology or something on that level.”
Clark sighed and softened his expression, as though ready to try a more gentle tack. “I know this is important, and maybe right now it is the most important thing. Okay? I know that. We know that. But you need to try to open your eyes to the little things, too. Life will pass you by if you don’t, man. Fast. People will pass you by. And… okay, I know I said I’m not getting involved. But people like Emma?” Clark paused to snap his fingers. “They pass you by like that. Someone like Emma and someone like you… seriously, outside of TV shows written by a roomful of scrawny nice-guy losers, this is a once in a fucking light-year kind of thing. You are a nice guy, Dan — scrawny as a twig in November, but passable enough on the physical front — but there’s a world full of guys like that. I’ve been around, man, and I’ll tell you this: however far you go and however hard you look, you won’t find another Emma… let alone one who’s looking at you.”
“A light-year is a unit of distance,” Dan said, blurting it out immediately after Clark stopped speaking. “A year is a unit of time and a light-year is the distance that—”
“Jesus,” Clark interrupted. “You know, if you were an actual robot, at least I could turn you off to give my self a break, or maybe update your firmware or expand your emotion centre or some shit. And don’t tell me robots don’t have firmware, okay? No one cares.”
“They definitely don’t have emotion centres,” Dan said. He then smiled slightly as Clark groaned. “I’m just messing around, man; I heard what you said. And I’m not as much of an idiot as you think. I know we’re not on TV, and I know that the hot one and the weird one don’t end up together anywhere except on TV. But we’re real people… we’re not one trait and we didn’t just bump into each other in an elevator. Still though, unless Emma has told you something she hasn’t told me, I don’t see it. The night before she left for Italy didn’t count because you got her so wasted that—”
“Dial back,” Clark said, involuntarily raising his pitch in surprise. “What happened the night before Italy? And I didn’t ‘get her wasted’, I let her get wasted. I also brought her home before the end of the night and made sure she had some water. I don’t normally care about specific wording, but the way you said that has certain connotations, you know? That’s not me; I’m not that guy. But anyway, the night before Italy…?”
Dan shrugged. “Nothing happened. I didn’t know if she even meant what she was saying. And then when she said she’d forget it all by the morning, I started to think I was right to doubt that she did. So like I said: unless she’s said anything to you…”
“It wouldn’t be fair for me to repeat anything I might or might not have been told in confidence,” Clark said, “but I’ll tell you what I told her: this isn’t middle school. In the grown-up world, people—”
“So you were talking about it,” Dan interjected.
Clark covered his face with his hand, having genuinely tripped over his own words. “See what I mean? I never was any good at this stuff.” He then performed an exaggerated gesture of zipping his mouth closed before starting up the stairs. “Okay, I’m leaving. Get some sleep, man.”
“I’m not tired.”
“It wasn’t a suggestion,” Clark said firmly, turning to face Dan from a few stairs up. “Get some sleep. Emma has to deal with Tara tomorrow, and we all have to deal with Timo and Trey.”
“Trey has done his part and he’ll be easy to deal with,” Dan replied, shaking his head slightly while holding Clark’s eyes. “And I’ve got a feeling that by the time he gets here, we’ll all be looking somewhere else.”
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William Godfrey sat alone in his high office, where he had been sleeping as well as working over the last few days. The harsh ringing of his phone was an unwelcome sound in the early hours of an already difficult morning, but the voice on the other end of the line was a whole different level of bad news.
“Explain yourself,” was all the caller said.
“Valerie,” Godfrey said, forcing a smile in the hope it would come through in his words. “What a pleasant surprise.”
President Valerie Slater, battle-hardened by a brutal few months spent denying that there was any truth in Dan McCarthy’s leak and then humbled by the necessity of admitting that Richard Walker’s one-man cover-up had hoodwinked her along with everyone else, was not the same person Godfrey had prodded and mocked so relentlessly back then.
There was quite literally no other leader in the world who had ever survived anything close to the humiliations Slater had endured, and by now Godfrey was not alone in reluctantly conceding that she clearly had a lot more going for her than many had previously thought — that she maybe really was there on merit after all, rather than “because she ticks the right boxes for the diversity crusaders” as her long-term foe Richard Walker had once not-so-tactfully put it.
A year on from her darkest days, Slater was riding high in the polls on the basis of doing the basics well and overseeing relative economic and social calm.
She had drawn praise for making an open decision to avoid the kind of “petty, personal grudges” which had overshadowed high-level relations between certain other Western leaders of late.
She didn’t have to name Godfrey and Cole, much less the man behind the curtain in the shape of Jack Neal, but she had publicly stated that she would not be making any subjective comments on GSC-related issues for at least the remainder of her first term. The GSC was bound to have teething problems, she said, and there were bound to be serious complaints from formerly high-ranking personnel who saw their roles greatly diluted if not rendered obsolete by the fast-tracked merging of the world’s existing national space agencies.
Slater had serious reservations about both Godfrey as an individual and also some specific elements of the GSC’s charter, but the will of the people and nations of the world had spoken in clear support of a collaborative future for space research, spearheaded by the truly supranational Global Space Commission. Most certainly, the GSC was something she tolerated rather than supported.
“Explain yourself,” she repeated, with no time for Godfrey’s attempts at geniality.
“Well,” Godfrey exhaled deeply, “if you’re calling about the recent incident, I expect you already know that it wasn’t a meteor as the media are prematurely reporting.”
“Spare me the bullshit,” Slater blasted. “You’ve got three minutes to tell me why a Chinese spy satellite just burned up over Montana. Three minutes.”
“It was a junk satellite, Valerie. From what we can tell so far, an unexpected collision with a small piece of debris altered the expected entry point.”
“Two minutes fifty.”
“For goodness’ sake, will you at least listen to me here? We knew this was coming; we just expected it to happen a little while later. We’re talking hours rather than days. There really is nothing to worry about; this kind of thing happens with satellite re-entries from time to time. It’s not ideal, but it happens.”
“Oh, it happens, does it? Tell me, William, when was the last time an American spy satellite burned up over China?”
“Well, I could consult the records, but I expect your question is rhetorical.”
“What gave it away?” Slater groaned.
Godfrey didn’t reply.
“Well if you’re not going to say anything, at least listen carefully: when your impotence and inaction was threatening Billy Kendrick and a few seals or penguins or whatever else inhabits that godforsaken island, I was willing to stand back and tell everyone that you were dealing with it. But when you’re so obviously not dealing with it — when Billy Kendrick, Timo Fiore and Emma fucking Ford are stitching you up like they did in New York — that makes my life difficult.”
“Valerie, I—”
“I’ll tell you when I’m finished!” President Slater yelled. “Because you need to hear this, William: when you’re seen as incapable of doing your job and things start falling from the sky above my country, well, that’s the point when I can’t keep standing behind you and telling everyone that everything is fine! Okay…. you can talk now.”
“Have John and Jack been trying to get to you?” Godfrey asked.
“I’m not with them on this,” Slater replied. “Jack is a snake, and I’m not with Cole on anything. This is about the safety of the United States and nothing else. If you don’t step up and deal with this, don’t think we won’t pull out and do it ourselves. I can understand why someone like you might think that stability is more important than security, but that’s not a view shared by my government or my citizens. We need answers about what just happened over Montana, and we need them now.”
Godfrey said nothing. He had never liked Slater, but he would have long respected her a lot more than he did if she’d always had this kind of fight in her.
The GSC Chairman was loath to let anyone talk to him in the manner and tone that Slater had adopted during the call, but unfortunate political realities meant that he had to keep her sweet and tolerate her disdain in much the same way she had previously had to tolerate the obstinate and frequently belligerent Richard Walker. But while Slater had tolerated Walker to avoid unnecessary difficulties, Godfrey had to tolerate Slater to protect the very existence of his Global Space Commission.
It was no secret to anyone that the GSC’s headline achievement to date was fostering an unprecedented level of cooperation between American and Chinese scientists, and it was likewise no secret that the Commission’s life as a meaningful entity depended entirely on the continued support of those nations’ governments.
This unwelcome dependence was why Godfrey had choked out a statement which condemned “foolhardy Western tourists” and praised the “laudable restraint of our Chinese-born security officers” in the hours after an unfortunate clash at Lake Namtso, a mealy-mouthed comment which drew derision on both sides of the Atlantic and nothing more than a cursory nod from Beijing. That had been uncomfortable, but Godfrey liked Ding Ziyang a lot more than he liked Valerie Slater, and diffusing a potential powder-keg of a situation by any means necessary was a lot more palatable to him than listening to the barely concealed glee in Slater’s voice as she spoke to him like he was an intern.
“Valerie,” Godfrey sighed, “we’re not sitting here doing nothing. We are doing our utmost to get to the bottom of this so that we can issue some reassuring words before the media runs wild with its usual nonsense. Everyone at the GSC — everyone — is looking for the answers you want, because we want them, too.”
“Then look harder! Look smarter! With the budget at your disposal…” it was now Slater’s turn to sigh, very audibly. “Is it really too much to ask that you know what the hell is going on in front of you? Is it too much to ask that you know how to use all of the equipment we pay for?”
“Things take time, Valerie. It’s barely been an hour! As I said: everyone is working on this, all-out. You’ll have more details as soon as we do.”
“Oh, I’m counting on that. You’re going to give me a full report on this tomorrow,” Slater said, “or you won’t like where this goes next. Get to work.”
Abruptly, the line went dead.
Godfrey launched his phone across the room, acting out of full-blown rage rather than frustration or helplessness.
You’ll get your damn report, he thought to himself as he stood up to gather the broken pieces. And then you’ll get the rest of what’s coming to you.
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Clark, having been on his way upstairs, stopped dead on the spot at Dan’s comment that they would all be looking somewhere else before Trey got home. “You really think the next meteor-type thing is coming in less than twenty hours?” he asked.
Dan nodded without saying a word.
“Any ideas where?”
Dan replied by holding his hands in the shape of a rudimentary triangle, thumbs touching and fingers diagonal. When Clark very evidently didn’t get it, he added some words. “I have some ideas. They showed me an equilateral triangle, remember? I still think that Kerguelen was the attention-grabber, not one of the points, but Lolo undeniably is the first point. So when they give me one more point — the second — I’ll know the third. I don’t want to get too technical with someone who doesn’t know what a light-year is, but obviously the third could be either of two possibilities, one on each side of the line between points A and B. I think one of the options will make a lot more sense than the other, like if one is in the ocean and one is in Colorado or D.C. or something like that, but the worst-case scenario is that we have to look in two places. With Timo’s money, we could look in two hundred.”
“You really still think the plaque could turn up in Colorado?” Clark asked. He more or less followed the rest and took Dan’s light-year jab in the intended spirit, but this part jumped out at him. “You don’t think that would be too, I dunno, easy-looking? Almost suspicious?”
“Walker has lived here for decades and more people have looked for the plaque in Colorado than any other state or country. Pikes Peak, all the old silver and gold towns, Argentine Pass… millions of people clearly already think it’s here, so it’s not like the idea is far-fetched. The devil is in the detail, and we saw how much attention to detail the Messengers paid in Salzburg. Maybe they’re going to lead us to another Heilig. All I know for sure is that they’re leading us somewhere, and we’ll be there a hell of a lot sooner than you think.”
“I hope you’re right,” Clark said, reaching the top step.
“When have I ever been wrong on any of this stuff?” Dan replied, speaking light-heartedly but with a firmness that left little doubt as to how certain he was.
“You should plug yourself in to your little robot charger and download a humbleness update while you’re installing that new emotion centre,” Clark jibed. He was gone before Dan could think of a suitable retort.
Dan then glanced up at the trend-ticker on his wall, which was currently scrolling through an immensely popular recent status update from Kaitlyn Judd, star of the fortuitously timed and record-breaking movie The Fourth Plaque:
“Okay guys… leaving aside the movie for now (just remember: I didn’t write it!)… WTF is actually happening out there? First Kerguelen and now Montana? It seems like the Messengers are trying to tell us something and we’re not listening. Why is Godfrey so quiet? Why is no one asking Dan McCarthy what he thinks? And how about this one… where the hell is President Slater? Like, hello… stuff is falling towards us from space. Maybe it’s time to do something?”
Dan knew that a massive spike in social media attention was coming his way, as it always did after a mention from someone like Kaitlyn. He hadn’t seen her latest movie and never would; Billy Kendrick, a consultant in the early stages, had given up a pile of money over what he called “typical Hollywood bullshit” and what he considered an unacceptable narrative decision to paint the Messengers as ambivalent to humanity rather than friendly. But despite having no interest in seeing it, Dan now very much wanted to know how the movie ended and what exactly was engraved on its eponymous fourth plaque.
He almost threw up in his mouth when he read that the movie ended with the fourth plaque, discovered after an action-packed and death-defying treasure hunt through ancient libraries and lush rainforests and every other clichéd location on the usual check-list, revealed itself to be a stark warning to humanity against emitting certain quantities of certain gases.
His issue was not with this bludgeoning heavy-handedness so much as it was with the movie’s proposed solution: the expansion of the GSC into a broader organisation capable of setting and, more crucially, enforcing limits on the offending emissions. After a few more clicks, Dan saw that the last few days had seen a full-on social media shit-storm surrounding The Fourth Plaque, with countless powerful celebrities and millions of ordinary users lambasting the GSC’s inability to handle its current mandate and openly questioning just how bad things would be if even more sovereignty was ceded to Chairman Godfrey’s bloated bureaucratic beast.
It had been a rough few days for the typically uncontroversial Kaitlyn Judd, who was highly charitable and had been almost universally well-liked before the movie painted her as a GSC shill and before the last few days of Godfrey’s inaction and lies had turned the GSC into the IDA resurrected in the public’s eyes. Kaitlyn had been kind to Dan during his appearance on Focus 20/20 when he’d been at the centre of his own storm, and she didn’t deserve this. He typed a short private message of support and almost sent it her way to tell her that everything would blow over soon when people realised that none of it was her fault, only stopping when he remembered Emma telling him that celebrities didn’t normally manage their own social media accounts.
Kaitlyn would keep a supportive private message from Dan to herself, but he suspected that her handlers wouldn’t be quite so discreet. He deleted the message before sending it and instead settled for silently sending her some good vibes.
When he gazed again at the ticker, its new scrolling message was a simpler headline about the geographic spread of sightings of the recent meteor event. Still, no one anywhere was talking about a second flash or a double happening, much less a low-flying alien craft.
The Messengers don’t make mistakes, Dan thought to himself as he turned out the light and lay down in the faint hope that some much-needed sleep would come soon if he closed his eyes.
He had a mental quirk too mundane and stupid to ever share with anyone else; one which involved mentally repeating any given short phrase over and over again in moments of silence, with a different word emphasised each time. In instances when this grew tiresome, which took longer than anyone would believe, Dan’s mind would then alphabetise the words if he was still awake, before sorting them by their number of letters and syllables.
As it had countless times over the years, the first part of this familiar mental sequence sent Dan to sleep after a few dozen repetitions. The last version in his mind before his consciousness slipped was the best one, with the emphasis falling in just the right place:
The Messengers don’t make mistakes.
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In the space of no more than three hectic minutes, Dan was roused from an unusually sound sleep by the basement’s intercom and quickly found himself standing next to Emma while Tara sat on her couch next to none other than Timo Fiore.
Emma whispered to him that Timo had just arrived and that she hadn’t realised Clark would have to leave for work so early, but Dan agreed that Clark’s presence wasn’t strictly necessary for this. He wasn’t missing anything pleasant, and he would probably thank them for doing it without him.
Timo rose enthusiastically to greet Dan, smiling as warmly as he always did upon seeing his good friend, but Tara remained rooted to the couch with the expression of someone who had just thrown up.
Given what he assumed Emma had already told her, Dan wouldn’t have been surprised if Tara actually had been physically ill; her face certainly looked far more worried and frightened than it did angry or upset.
“So it’s true?” she asked, her voice a quivering shadow of itself as she directed the question to Dan. “Everything was a lie?”
Dan briefly glanced at Emma, who gave a slight nod to encourage him to talk. “Everything Walker said was a lie,” Dan qualified. “We thought everything we were saying was true, right until the night of the DS-1 explosion when Ben Gold came to my house and told us it wasn’t. A few days later, me and Emma were standing in a spacecraft communicating with the real Messengers. Everything Walker ever said was a lie, Kloster did actually write the letter but his whole story was a lie, and neither the sphere that was found off Argentina or the messages on either of the plaques inside it were real. The message on the third plaque was real, and Emma more or less told the Messengers where they could dump it to calm everyone down without revealing that the rest was a lie. That’s what I really need you to understand, Tara: the aliens didn’t want to expose Walker’s hoax, they just wanted to undo its damage. Their big thing is ‘minimal necessary intervention’. There’s so much to tell you that I don’t even know where to start, but we have proof of everything and later today we’ll have irrefutable video proof that their craft flew over Montana last night, exactly where we met them. And I want you to know that we didn’t just keep this from you, we kept it from literally everyone. The guy who we sent to get the footage last night doesn’t even know.”
Before Tara could ask any questions, Timo excitedly blurted out two of his own: “What footage from last night? And who did you send?”
“Dan sent someone he trusts completely,” Emma said, stepping in to field this one. “He knew something was going to happen at a specific time, and he wanted someone there to record it. Seconds before the junk satellite entered the atmosphere and burned up, a craft flew across the sky directly above our friend’s cameras. He’s a professional, and he told us that this footage is incontrovertible.”
A barrage of questions then flew at Dan from both Timo and Tara, covering all of the expected topics from how he knew something was going to happen to what the Messengers’ recent return could mean.
Among countless surprising revelations, one which Timo was having particular trouble getting his head around was the fact that an intelligent race of extraterrestrials had placed an engraved plaque inside a sealed storage locker.
Dan quickly re-explained the point that the Messengers wanted to share the Salzburg plaque’s engraving without invalidating the broader picture; a picture within which an avid collector’s storage locker in Austria made at least as much sense as anywhere else. He then promised both Timo and Tara that he would get to all of their questions in due course but told them that he couldn’t cover everything at once.
Dan himself was quite surprised by how little Timo seemed to know, but on reflection he considered that it had made a lot of sense for Emma to tell him as little as she could get away with until they got back to Colorado.
A question from Timo about Dan’s conversation with the Messengers at Lolo led to Dan mentioning the potentially important revelation that humanity already had a name for the Messengers’ home star but not yet for their home planet. Timo nodded excitedly at this, hoping it could prove useful in the search for New Kerguelen; at the very least, it ruled out a lot of previously suggested candidate planets.
Only Tara asked the big question of why Dan and Emma were so committed to keeping quiet about the hoax in the first place; indeed, Timo so fully understood the chaos that a reveal would unleash — chaos which would be particularly unpalatable given that it would be balanced by no positive outcomes other than the GSC’s immediate demise — that he took it upon himself to answer the question on their behalf.
Tara accepted the nods of agreement that came from Dan and Emma when Timo spoke, already knowing that theirs was an entirely unselfish silence and now understanding the underlying necessity behind it.
“The first few days after the leak were more difficult than I thought any days could ever be,” Dan said, “but every day since I found out about the hoax has been a million times more difficult than that. Every day for a year I’ve woken up and part of me has wanted to run outside and scream the truth into the air, just to get it out of my head. It’s been like a virus, or maybe a parasite, eating away and eating away and eating away at me, every single day. Emma and Clark would probably tell you the same thing. This secret has torn us apart… a secret like this tears you apart from the inside like nothing else can. But even worse than that, it tears you apart from the other people who know it. If you’d asked me before this who I would have wanted to share a huge secret with, it would have been Emma and Clark because those were the people I trusted more than anyone else. But now I would probably pick two people who I hate, two assholes like Godfrey and Slater or someone else like that, because this isn’t the kind of thing you want to have in common with people you care about.”
“What do you mean?” Tara asked. Her voice was relievingly gentle; she had clearly been floored by Emma’s initial revelation, and she was just as clearly sympathetic to the trio’s plight rather than angry at them for keeping such a big secret from her for so long.
“It’s hard to explain,” Dan said. “My dad doesn’t know, because there was no reason to tell him, but I don’t think about the secret when I look at him or talk to him. My relationship with him is probably pretty close to what it would have been if we hadn’t found out about the hoax. Sure, if I’m sitting next to him and a news story about the IDA leak or the Messengers or something like that comes on TV, it crosses my mind. But for the last year, every time I’ve looked at Emma or Clark it’s been the first thought in my mind, because I know they’re going through the same turmoil as me. It’s not good when every time you look at the people you care about most, you feel something terrible. It’s not good when you look at the best people and all you can think about is the worst thing; the terrible thing that no one apart from you and them could ever understand.
“Sometimes I think it might have been even harder for Clark because he didn’t get to meet them so he only has our second-hand descriptions,” Dan went on. “The engravings on the third plaque really do show what they look like, but he doesn’t even have the solace of having met them. Honestly, I just would not wish this on anyone. Tara, that’s why I lied to you. The night you saw me outside, I’d been at Walker’s place because the Messengers called me there. That’s when they gave me the first sign that told me something was going to happen in a certain place last night. And Timo, I wouldn’t have dumped this on you on the plane if there had been any other way, but the Messengers are categorically leading me to the fourth plaque and we might need some serious resources to handle the discovery in a way that makes sense, or maybe even to discover it in the first place.”
Understandably, neither of them said anything immediately.
“It’s a lot to take in,” Emma said. “But just imagine sitting in Dan’s kitchen a few hours after DS-1 exploded, with Ben Gold standing over you and telling you that the truth you worked so hard to spread was actually a hoax all along… that Richard Walker tricked the whole world and played you like a fiddle to help him on his way. That’s the most galling part: we did the dirty work, Dan especially. He stood on the front line being ridiculed every day until we exposed enough of Walker’s fake evidence to tip the balance; and when the sphere and plaques led to Disclosure, he became a hero in everyone’s eyes — just like that. I can’t speak for Dan, but I sure as hell feel like a fraud when people stop me on the street and thank me for everything I did to get the truth out. It doesn’t matter that I thought it was the truth back then; my inner voice is way too critical to care about any nuance like that.”
This tangent led to a good question from Timo about how exactly Richard Walker had been able to trick the team of international scientists who analysed the supposedly alien sphere in a high-security Argentine compound, which was the one part of the remarkable hoax he still didn’t quite grasp.
Emma answered in words that were still familiar to Dan as she quoted Ben Gold’s answer to their very same question, largely verbatim. “The magic word was context,” she said. “Everyone had already decided it was all real because of the way Walker had concocted it all to look like he’d been caught with his pants down. And all the team actually said was that their final findings were, and this is a direct quote, ‘consistent with the notion that the sphere is extraterrestrial in origin’. I hate him with every fibre of my being, but in terms of social manipulation and political instinct I’d say that Richard Walker is one of the smartest people in the world. The story he cooked up with Kloster had all of the limitations built into it; the spheres didn’t need any impossible tech or magical alien magnetism, because according to the story it was the magnetic rings that somehow attracted the spheres out of the water… and those rings were all conveniently lost. To quote Ben quoting Walker, the story had ‘all the right details in all the wrong places’, and that’s why it worked.”
“So where exactly did Ben Gold fit in to everything?” Timo asked.
Dan fielded this one: “Well, he only found out about the hoax a few days before Walker initiated the leak. He’s the guy who dropped the folder I found on the street. Walker told him that going ahead with this plan was the only way to stop China from taking control of space. Walker hid his motive in plain sight because that really is what motivated him; he dreamed up the hoax as an emergency stop button in case the Soviets ever got the upper hand, then he finally slammed his fist into the button when China announced their plans.
“But that wasn’t enough for Ben,” Dan continued, “so Walker also told him that this was the only way to usher in peace. I remember Ben telling us that. He said that even though the hoax was horrible, it did usher in unprecedented cooperation, just like Walker promised him. Walker wants to stop the GSC now that he thinks American interests are being eroded, but the Messengers will never let him come clean. I don’t know if Emma told you this part, but he was abducted when DS-1 exploded and I think they pretty much warned him that any further attempt to destabilise society would be the last mistake he ever makes. He’s really ill, anyway. I think he’s looking at weeks rather than months.”
“Take me to him,” Timo said.
Emma answered before Dan could. “Not a chance in hell,” she said. “No good could possibly come of it.”
Timo didn’t pursue the point, leading to an awkward silence which proceeded to circle the room for several seconds.
“So who did you send to get the footage last night?” Tara asked. “Anyone I might know?”
Dan answered with another question: “Do you know Blue Dish Network?”
“I think I heard that name last year,” Tara replied.
“Trey Myers?” Timo interjected. “He was one of the guys who filmed Slater’s agents raiding your place, wasn’t he? And I seem to recall that Emma sent him some celebratory footage from my observatory on the day they found the sphere, in return for his earlier assistance. A sensible choice, and given his silence so far it looks like a wise one.”
“Trey is a real stand-up guy,” Dan said. “That’s why we’re not going to tell him any more than we have to. I’m not sure how little we’ll get away with — he’s going to have a lot of questions — but I don’t want to pull him in any deeper than we have to.”
Timo nodded. “So, Dan… you never did expand on what you said about the Messengers leading you to the fourth plaque. First of all, if they can communicate with you then why don’t they just deliver the message directly? Why is a plaque necessary?”
“Maybe so other people can see it,” Dan said. “And maybe also because the idea of an alien message coming via a plaque is consistent with what’s gone before, which is what they want.”
“And what precise means are they using to communicate with you?” Timo pushed. He was intrigued rather than dubious, but Emma — reverting to something close to her default position of client-protection — had heard enough of the forceful questions.
“I think that’s enough of an interrogation for now,” she said. “All of us are all-in with this now, so there are no secrets between us. And I can’t speak for Dan but I know that my brain is fried, so we’ll get back to that side of things soon but take a break for now, okay?”
“Come to my basement,” Dan said. “Tara… you, too. It’ll be easier to explain when I can point to the visuals.”
“Absolutely,” Timo said. “And as for how long it will take, are we talking minutes or are we talking all day? What I mean is: should I prepare to be here in Birchwood for a while? My driver is outside.”
“I think you should stay here until this is all finished,” Dan said. “It won’t be long, and things are going to start moving quickly. It’s easier and safer to be together. You could ask your driver to get some of your stuff from the hotel and then you can stay in my basement. It’s as secure as anywhere.”
Timo grinned. “Sounds cosy.”
“It’s no lakeside villa,” Dan laughed.
Tara then rose to her feet and announced that she was going for a shower to clear her head. She briefly hugged Dan and whispered “thanks for trying to keep me out of this.” She then hugged Emma for much longer and sobbed out an apology for making her life difficult over the past year, ruefully swearing that she would have been a better sister if she’d known what Emma was living with. Emma whispered some gentle words too quietly for Dan to hear and Tara wiped her eyes and walked away just a few seconds later.
Dan turned to Timo. “Can we have a minute to talk about something? Don’t worry, the something isn’t you.”
“Of course,” Timo said. He stood awkwardly for a moment. “But, uh, I don’t know where to go. I’ve never been in this house before.”
Emma pointed to her own bedroom door and Timo dutifully made his way towards it.
“What’s up?” Emma asked as soon as he was gone.
Dan held his breath for a few heartbeats, as if deciding whether or not to say anything at all rather than merely choosing the best words. He exhaled sharply. “Okay… there’s a world full of confusing stuff going on that’s way beyond our control, so I really can’t handle being confused about anything else like what people mean when they say certain things. Last night, Clark said I wasn’t paying enough attention when you said I could stay here if I wanted a break from the basement. I thought you were literally just offering me somewhere to sleep, but—”
“Dan… don’t overthink it. Like you said, a lot of things are crazy complicated right now. We’ll still be here when they settle down.”
“So we’re not one of the complicated things? I wouldn’t think we were if something hadn’t happened, but the night before you went to Italy, when I helped you into your—”
“There’s a security camera on the outside of my bedroom door,” Emma interrupted. “I know what happened, I know what I said, and I know what you said. I know you said ‘no’ and that when I asked ‘why?’ you said ‘because you’re wasted’, which was pretty accurate. I said I would forget it all unless you reminded me — and I would have forgotten if it wasn’t for the camera — but what I don’t know is why you didn’t remind me. The way I see it there are three options: either it was because you’re not interested and didn’t want to embarrass me, because you knew you were going to dump me in that bad spot with Timo a few hours later, or because you didn’t think I meant it.”
“I didn’t think you meant it,” Dan said, starting his answer almost before Emma finished suggesting it. “I don’t know how much you’d had to drink that night, but you were pretty far gone. Clark said you’d been trying to keep up with him for most of the night, and he can’t be far off two-and-a-half times your weight.”
Emma was quiet for several seconds. “You know when you said this secret felt like it was tearing us apart? I know exactly what you meant. Have you ever thought about what might have happened by now if Ben hadn’t turned up that night? If we were still, you know, blissfully ignorant about everything?”
“All the time,” Dan said.
“And what did that future look like? What did we look like?”
“Pretty much the same as we loo—”
“I didn’t literally mean what we would look like, Dan,” Emma said, laughing through the words. “I meant, you know…”
He tipped his head back slightly in belated understanding. “Oh. To be honest, I didn’t think about it in much detail because I always feel like it doesn’t make sense to torture yourself by picturing things you can’t actually have. It’s hard to explain, but it’s like I try not to think about what things would be like if my dad hadn’t had his accident. You know what I mean? Imagining him walking isn’t going to undo what happened, so I don’t imagine it.”
“I totally get that,” Emma said. “But in this context, when the thing you wanted in the future isn’t something that the past has definitively taken away… what makes you think you can’t have it?”
“Well, Ben did turn up that night. The secret did tear us apart. And remember: until the night before you left for Italy, I had zero reason to think there was any chance at all that you were even possibly on the same wavelength.”
Tara emerged from the bathroom covered by at least two towels, with a huge one wrapped around her body and either one or two smaller ones around her long hair. She was heading towards the kitchen but stopped when she glanced over and saw that Dan and Emma were still standing while they talked.
“Why are you weirdos still standing in the middle of the floor? And where did Timo go?” she asked. Her expression then transformed as she saw the looks on their faces, and she changed course towards them with a grin. “So what are we talking about here, anyway? Anything I might be interested in?”
“Since when would any of someone else’s business not interest you?” Emma retorted light-heartedly. “And just so you know, I know what you heard that night. Now go and get dressed; you look like a mummy who’s dropped the part that covers its face.”
Tara rolled her eyes. “Don’t forget, Dan, I still have that list…” she said, signalling the length of her arm to playfully reference the metaphorical list of potential girlfriends she’d mentioned several times in the past.
“Timo,” Emma called, very loudly. “We’re ready.”
He returned to the living room right away. “Everything okay?” he asked.
“Yep,” Dan said.
“Good. So there’s no disagreement about where to go from here?”
“Looks that way,” Emma said, subtly glancing at Dan. “We’re on the same wavelength.”
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10 DOWNING STREET
LONDON, ENGLAND
For once, and despite the malcontent which was intensifying within an increasingly vocal wing of his party over his “troublemaking anti-GSC stance” and his recent leadership in general, John Cole was a happy man.
The wolves were quite literally at William Godfrey’s door, with yet another ever-expanding and symbolically powerful protest on the streets of Buenos Aires currently attracting most of the global media’s attention even as numerically larger gatherings took place in other major cities.
Incoming news footage from nearby British cities warmed Cole’s heart even further. Countless children had evidently been pulled out of school for the afternoon’s protests and just as many university students unsurprisingly wasted no time in joining the multitude of marches taking place up and down the country, some of which had been organised over the previous few days and some of which were spur-of-the-moment copycat demonstrations.
People from every strata of society marched side-by-side in scenes reminiscent of those seen in the days immediately prior to the New York agreement, when millions upon millions of citizens had taken to the streets across the globe to voice their anger at their governments’ inaction in the face of an apparent extraterrestrial threat.
The GSC’s promise of a defensive shield had calmed things down prior to the discovery of the third plaque, which decisively quashed fears of alien hostility and returned the general mood to something resembling normality, but anyone watching today’s live news broadcasts with the sound turned down would certainly have been forgiven for thinking they were watching a replay of those pre-GSC marches.
Large banners and placards bearing the ‘Truth, Truth, Now Now Now!’ slogan of the Now Movement were present at multiple protests, while the simpler ‘Now Now Now’ T-shirts made famous by Dan McCarthy and Emma Ford were genuinely ubiquitous wherever the news cameras pointed.
No one on the street was smiling. Those interviewed uttered understandable phrases like “we deserve to be protected” and “how can Godfrey justify the GSC’s budget when our health service is on its knees and all the money we’re sending to his Argentine palace can’t even keep our skies clear?”, with the second of these comments giving Cole an idea for a highly promising line of attack.
Further music to Cole’s ears came when the reporter stated that she had encountered precisely zero citizens willing to speak in support of the GSC’s handling of recent events, even during a morning spent on a busy shopping street many miles from any protest sites.
“Fervour is the word that comes to mind as I walk through this throng of concerned and angry citizens,” she said, speaking loudly into her microphone to be heard over the commotion, “and we should bear in mind that these scenes are positively tame compared to those being reported elsewhere.”
On cue, the screen cut to images of violent scuffles outside GSC buildings in other regions, chiefly India and southern Europe. The contrast of a peaceful vigil outside Timo Fiore’s Cavalieri Observatory was then presented as another damning moment for Godfrey’s GSC; within a few hours, there would be similar scenes outside the infamous old IDA building in Colorado Springs, where the new Fiore Frontiere lettering was due to be installed later in the day.
“The only conclusion to be drawn from today’s events is that Chairman Godfrey’s position is under very serious threat,” the reporter continued. “The size and power of the Kerguelen bolide woke many of these protestors up to just how exposed to celestial threats our planet truly is, but the news that a decaying satellite fell unexpectedly towards the mainland United States last night has kicked things up by more than a few notches among a global populace which was already questioning the GSC’s ability to keep Earth safe. And needless to say, the self-evident political challenges arising from this satellite incident are the last thing he needs right now.”
Cole looked away from the TV briefly, to study Jack Neal’s reaction. Jack was always less expressive than Cole — borderline robotic, in the Prime Minister’s eyes — but even he was smiling today.
“Without the leaked memo, this would have been all about fear,” Jack said. “But now that everyone knows Godfrey tried to quash all discussion of the idea that the Kerguelen bolide might have been an unnatural event, it’s a plateful of fear with a mountain of anger on the side.”
Something which hadn’t escaped the media’s notice over the past year was that a steady minority of citizens, unbowed by prevailing opinion, held onto a strong fear that the Messengers might be hostile. A small handful of vocal media commentators had maintained this position from the earliest days of Dan McCarthy’s IDA leak, arguing that the plaque found in Salzburg was nowhere near decisive enough to be taken as an absolute indicator of peaceful intent, but recent events had made their particular brand of alarmism far more popular than ever before.
And although John Cole himself had no idea what might come of the suggestion that aliens had been somehow involved in the incident at Kerguelen, this didn’t stop him from enjoying the chaos of the moment; he didn’t have to closely analyse this stick or any other to know that it was one he could use to beat Godfrey.
The precise details regarding the Chinese satellite which had recently burned up over the Western United States were as ill-defined in Cole’s mind as the precise nature of the Kerguelen bolide. Via Jack Neal’s impeccable Chinese sources, Cole did know one thing that the general public didn’t, but it was hardly illuminating: in short, he knew only that the junk satellite’s earlier than expected entry — one which saw it burn up over the United States rather than the vastness of the Pacific Ocean — had come as just as much of a surprise to the Chinese government as it had to everyone else. No one in Beijing was happy about the political headaches the incident was causing for everyone involved, least of all Premier Ding Ziyang.
As Godfrey’s troubles mounted and the wolves howled at his door, John Cole was indeed a happy man.
A patient man, however, John Cole was not.
“What’s that look?” Jack asked, uneasily gazing at Cole’s focused expression.
Cole thought in silence for a while. “We’re still operating on the assumption that Ford and Fiore had something to do with the GSC leak coming out when it did, aren’t we?” he eventually asked, largely but not completely rhetorically.
Jack nodded. “Like I said before: given that Timo and his staff have so many friends in GSC observatories, it certainly seems that way. But what does—”
“I want them to be more involved,” Cole interrupted. “They hate Godfrey, we hate Godfrey. We all want the same thing.”
“I’ve tried,” Jack replied. “But you saw Timo on Focus 20/20; the ‘enemy of my enemy’ thing would only work if they didn’t hate us even more than they hate Godfrey. Emma has very clearly convinced Timo of the need to distance himself from us and we have nothing to offer them that could change that. We have nothing they want, boss; there’s no leverage.”
Cole leaned back and raised his eyebrows in confusion, the sudden shift of his substantial frame causing his chair to creak. “Jack… do I seriously have to tell you, of all people, that negative leverage is the best kind? We don’t need to have something they want. There are things they care about — each other, for instance — and that means there are things we can do to encourage their cooperation.”
“Boss, if you’ll pardon a candid word…”
“Spit it out.”
“Well, it’s my opinion that you really don’t want to risk needlessly provoking them. It pains me to say this but Emma knows exactly what she’s doing, and Timo has the means to do pretty much whatever he wants.”
“Are you telling me that she knows more than you?” Cole asked, crossing his arms and tipping his head back to quite literally look down his nose at Jack. “Are you telling me that I have a second-rate advisor while Timo has the best in—”
“Of course not,” Jack interrupted, visibly flustered. “I—I—I’ll see what I can find.”
Cole uncrossed his arms. “Good. Do you still think the sister is a dead end? She strikes me as the perfect weak link.”
“The deadest of all ends,” Jack said. “I had Tara trailed quite closely last year, particularly when she was staying in Colorado, and, well… let’s just say that what you see is what you get: model, bimbo, airhead. Emma is far too smart to ever tell her anything.”
“And what about their other acquaintances? Anyone with grudges, anything like that?”
“Birchwood is one of those backwards little hick-towns where people smile in the street and leave their doors unlocked when they go to the store,” Jack said, disdain dripping from his words. “The McCarthys are hick-town royalty; no one has a bad word to say about them.”
“What about recent visitors?” Cole pushed, getting impatient.
Jack shrugged. “Well, Timo is there, but you know that.”
“What do you mean ‘there’? Colorado Springs?”
“Birchwood,” Jack said. “He was this morning, at least. It’s a small town; one road in, one road out. We are extremely limited with what we can do in terms of at-home surveillance — Dan in particular has spent serious money on electronic security — but we have fairly reliable knowledge of who comes and who goes.”
Cole didn’t look impressed. “I’m not asking you to wait and see who comes and goes,” he snapped. “I’m asking you to make something happen! Do you understand what I’m telling you here? Nothing is off the table, Jack. If they don’t want to be with us, you know what that makes them.”
During his many years in PR and politics, Jack Neal had heard the phrase “nothing is off the table” from more impatient leaders than he could count. Few meant it like John Cole.
Jack nodded meekly.
“I’m serious,” Cole went on. “And if I see sentiment getting in the way — if I think for a second that you’re going soft on them because of some one-way sentiment you have for Ford — if that happens, you’re gone. And listen to me when I say this, Jack, because I’ll only say it once: when I get rid of someone, it’s not like when Slater or Godfrey get rid of someone. You won’t slither away from me like you slithered away from them. Understood? When I get rid of something, it’s gone.”
As referenced in Cole’s threat, Jack had worked for and with some extremely powerful individuals. None of them, however, had struck fear in him like Cole did. It was perhaps partly down to Cole’s size — mass might have been a better term — but it was primarily because Cole just wasn’t like them.
While they had planned their political careers since adolescence, he had fallen into top-level politics on the back of a single-issue electoral campaign that struck the right nerve at the right time. And while they operated under a globally common understanding that certain lines were never to be crossed, Cole saw rules as things for everyone else to worry about.
A threat from John Cole felt very different to a threat from any of the other powerful individuals Jack had dealt with on a daily basis for the last fifteen years. More than any other single word, a threat from Cole felt legitimate.
“You have nothing to worry about on that front,” Jack eventually squeaked out. “I won’t hold back, boss. I’ll get something we can use, one way or another.”
“Good,” Cole said, very simply. He pushed himself forward from his reclined position until he was sitting upright again. “I believe in you, Jack. Don’t let me down.”
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MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
As evening fell in Birchwood, Dan’s recently expanded inner circle of Clark, Emma, Tara and Timo were all sitting in his basement eagerly awaiting the arrival of Trey and his potentially world-changing footage.
Belatedly, Emma commented that the air felt less oppressive than it had during her first time in the basement. Dan pointed to a box-like device on the door-side wall, next to his security centre, and explained that it was some kind of air purification thing he’d searched for online and purchased on the back of Emma’s previous comments so that she wouldn’t be uncomfortable.
“Well it seems to work,” she said, smiling warmly at the small kindness.
As time ticked by, Trey’s arrival drew ever nearer. He had made only one rest stop for a short nap, breaking the seventeen-hour drive home from Lolo into two more manageable but still gruelling legs, and his very recent phone call to Dan revealed that he was now back in his nearby home and would be in Birchwood imminently.
Emma ensured Trey was fully aware that he couldn’t divulge any of what he had seen the previous night to anyone, and more specifically that this ‘anyone’ included the wife with whom he jointly operated the Blue Dish Network business. Emma had also been the one who suggested that he make a short trip home before coming to Birchwood with the footage, chiefly so that he could leave his heavily branded news van behind and drive to Dan’s in his far less conspicuous personal car.
Dan had openly shared his expectation that the Messengers would give him another sign before Trey’s return, but this hadn’t come to pass. As the day progressed he started to reason that the third and decisive sign would likely come during the American evening or perhaps overnight — in line with the pattern established by the Kerguelen bolide and Trey’s sightings at Lolo — so the lack of action so far wasn’t overly concerning.
Clark had spent the day at work while Emma spent most of it answering all manner of questions about both Walker’s hoax and the real Messengers whenever Tara and Timo thought of them.
Dan, meanwhile, focused on where he thought the next attention-grabbing event might occur; so much so that the new giant map he unfolded and stuck to his wall-length research board in the morning was already positively covered in speculative triangles by the early afternoon. He knew beyond doubt that Lolo was one of the points, and although he admitted it was more of a hunch than an empirically grounded expectation, another belief he had already stated — that the all-important fourth plaque was ultimately going to be discovered somewhere in Colorado — was growing firmer by the hour.
Emma wasn’t convinced by this assumption and didn’t hold back in sharing her view, but she didn’t object to Dan’s speculation since it wasn’t going to influence any imminent decisions. All Dan was really doing was passing the time by using every clue and idea in his mind to try to predict the location of the third sign, and there was no harm in that.
With Lolo as one of the triangle’s definite points, Dan predicted potential sites for the next event by using various locations in Colorado as plausible places for the plaque to be found. Stevenson Farm, the area around Pikes Peak, the IDA building in Colorado Springs and even the Gold Rush towns of Denver and Boulder were among his potential sites. The distances between these plaque-related locations led to natural and equivalent distances between the areas where he projected that the next event might occur. Rather than a single definitive site, Dan thus ended up with what he called “corridors of expectation” where he thought something was about to happen.
Timo and particularly Tara paid increasing attention to Dan’s wall-based workings as his corridors developed. He shared his thinking and explained that if he was correct, the triangle’s third point would fall in either California or North Dakota. At this point, Tara raised the understandable question of how Dan could narrow it down to two small corridors which were so far apart.
Rather than verbally explaining what he meant, it proved easier for him to visually demonstrate why he thought the triangle’s third point would fall in one of these two distinct locations; all Dan had to do was draw a straight line on an empty part of his whiteboard, point to it, and say: “See? We know where this line starts and we know where it ends. And since we also know that all three of the triangle’s sides are going to be the same length, we know that the third point can be either here on the left, or here on the right… it’ll be vertically centred, on one side of this line or the other.”
“And ‘one side or the other’ means either somewhere in your California corridor or somewhere in the opposite corridor in North Dakota?” Tara asked.
Dan had nodded and left it at that.
But now, much later in the day and with both Trey’s arrival and the hopefully imminent third sign growing closer by the minute, Dan took a moment to return to his whiteboard and urge caution by telling both Tara and Timo that he wouldn’t be concerned if the third event happened somewhere else entirely.
“This isn’t like when I knew something was going to happen at Lolo,” he said. “They haven’t told me this; this is me actively looking for somewhere that makes sense, with no input from them. This is all on me. The third sign could appear anywhere, and when we line up a triangle using Lolo and this new location as two of the points, the third point could be somewhere I haven’t considered but which makes total and immediate sense. What really counts is Lolo, because no one else knows that’s an important place since it wasn’t all that close to the exact point of the satellite’s entry. So even if anyone else was trying to map a relationship between these recent events, they’d be using the location of where the satellite entered the atmosphere instead of our spot at Lolo. That’s the difference; it’s not huge but it’s enough to put their final point in the wrong place, and I think that’s why the Messengers called me to the cornfield to tell me about Lolo.”
“Well, that and the footage,” Timo said. “Because they evidently wanted you to either be there to see the craft, or for you to send someone who would record it.”
“About that,” Tara interjected. “What exactly are we going to tell this Trey guy, anyway?”
Timo spoke first: “For starters, I’ll buy his silence… however much it costs.”
“We won’t have to do that,” Dan said. “We’ll make sure he does well out of this, because that footage would make him a very rich man if he took it anywhere else. But it’s not a case of buying his silence. He’s not like that.”
Timo glanced at Clark and then Emma, both of whom he knew to be less idealistic than Dan.
She nodded. “With Trey, it’s really not like that. It would be just like if Dan found something. In fact, it’s just like when Dan did find something; it’s just like when he found the Kerguelen folder outside the IDA building and decided to post its contents anonymously online instead of selling it to the media. Trey is the same. The money won’t be an issue… I think the hard part is going to be justifying why no one else can see his incredible footage.”
“Trey’s a good guy,” Clark added, straight to the point.
“So like I said…” Tara said, “what exactly are we going to tell him?”
“I don’t mean this in a bad way,” Emma replied, “but you’re not going to be part of the ‘we’ when it comes to dealing with Trey. Neither you or Timo are going to talk to him unless he asks a very simple question which I think it’s safe for you to answer. You two just aren’t as used to watching what you say about this stuff as we are.”
“So you’re not telling Trey about the hoax?” Timo chimed in.
Emma shook her head. “Telling him would benefit no one. All it would do is make his life unnecessarily difficult, and increasing the number of people who know would only serve to increase the chance of someone accidentally slipping up.”
“But we obviously need to tell him everything else…” Dan said, almost-but-not-quite inflecting it into a question.
“Of course,” Emma said. “We’ll be totally open about everything that came after we found out about the hoax. So that’s everything about our direct interaction with the real Messengers; the very same ones whose craft Trey saw and recorded flying over Lolo last night. Remember when you wanted to tell Timo that part without mentioning the hoax… I think you called it a ‘partial tell’ or something like that? Well, that’s the plan with Trey. Make sense?”
“One hundred percent,” Dan confirmed. “We do definitely have to tell him about what happened with the Messengers last year, why Lolo is an important place and how I knew something would happen when it did. But the hoax should stay in a locked box, where it can’t hurt anyone else.”
“And are you happy to be the one who tells him how you knew something was going to happen at Lolo? You know the exact sequence of events better than anyone else.”
Dan nodded again. “But you’ll be listening, right? Ready to jump in if I look like I’m about to say the wrong thing… just like old times?”
“That’s my job,” Emma replied with a slight chuckle.
“And I’m her backup,” Clark said with a grin.
A slowly flashing light on the security centre adjacent to the basement’s stairs then alerted Dan and the others to the arrival of a car. Dan glanced at the camera feed which showed the driveway and saw Trey stepping out of his car.
“Show time,” Timo said.
Dan and Clark rose and hurried upstairs to greet Trey at the front door while the others waited in the basement.
“Hey,” Trey said, immediately aware of Henry McCarthy’s presence by the TV and equally aware that he thus had to watch what he said.
Henry turned around to see who it was. Having been far more surprised to see Timo Fiore earlier in the day, he wasn’t overly interested in the sight of Trey — who he only vaguely recognised — but he did take the opportunity to ask just what the hell they were all doing down there.
“We’re just trying to make sense of what’s been happening,” Dan said. “Trey has his ear to the ground.”
“I try,” Trey said, choosing his words carefully.
“Come across anything interesting lately?” Henry asked.
Trey felt Dan and Clark’s eyes staring at him far more than he felt Henry’s. He thought for a few seconds then shrugged. “It’s difficult to know what to believe.”
“Tell me about it!” Henry said. “Oh, and Clark, don’t forget: the big game is starting soon.”
Clark sent a thumbs-up his father’s way. “Sure thing.”
As Henry turned back to the live pre-game build-up and the trio approached the basement, Emma’s phone began to ring. It sat in the new shelf-like container which Dan had ordered online and installed in a few minutes; it was fully enclosed and compartmentalised so that no one would ever again mix up whose phone was whose, even if the models were identical as was the case with Tara’s and Clark’s.
Emma had asked whether Dan’s ban on phones in the basement was really necessary and, as well as telling her that it was, he reminded her that the physical structure of the basement had been designed to block all telecommunications signals and hence that her phone would have been useless down there even if he let it in.
“Oh yeah, you need to put your phone in here,” Clark told Trey.
Meanwhile, Dan opened the container to grab Emma’s phone then opened the basement door to call down and tell her it was ringing.
“I’m trying to hear this!” Henry groaned from his spot by the TV.
Dan then glanced at the phone’s screen and saw the caller’s name. His expression stiffened immediately.
“What’s up?” Clark asked. “Who is it?”
“I need you to stay down there with Tara and Timo,” Dan replied.
Clark didn’t push for a clearer answer, knowing both that it would come soon enough and that Dan might not want to say it out loud.
“Hold up,” Trey interjected. “Did you just say Timo? Timo Fiore is down there?”
“I said I’m trying to hear this!” Henry repeated, more loudly and less patiently than before.
“You stay with me,” Dan told Trey, ignoring Henry’s irritable complaints.
Emma’s phone stopped ringing just before she reached the top of the stairs. Dan pointed outside, telling her where they should go before returning the call.
“Who was it?” she asked, already walking with Dan as Trey, utterly confused, followed his instruction to go with them.
Dan handed Emma her phone. Then, making sure Henry wouldn’t hear anything, he answered as quietly as he could:
“Jack Neal.”
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JACKSON HIGH SCHOOL
SANDALWOOD, CALIFORNIA
While much of the nation’s sporting attention was focused some eighty miles north of the small town of Sandalwood, the local grudge match going on under the lights at Jackson High meant just as much to the kids involved as the big televised game meant to its millionaire participants.
If anything, this finely poised game meant even more to the parents of the players than it did to the players themselves, and the small bleachers were packed with excited families.
Some observers were slightly less excited and interested in the on-field proceedings than others, such as the young girl who paid far less attention to the game than to her alien action figures and the sphere-and-plaque combo toy she had received free with her burger and fries earlier in the afternoon as part of the fast food chain’s link-up with Kaitlyn Judd’s recent movie, The Fourth Plaque.
During a particularly tense passage of play in which her big brother was heavily involved, this young girl pulled on her father’s arm in an attempt to get his attention.
“One minute,” he said, focusing firmly on the game.
The girl was unrelenting. “But Daddy… Daddy, look at the sky. That plane is on fire!”
This caught the man’s attention. He looked up, initially frustrated by the interruption, and his mouth fell open as soon as he saw it. For all the world, it looked like his daughter was right: the brilliant fireball, trail and all, did look passably like a burning plane.
Others had by now spotted the incredible sight and were urgently calling their sons off the field.
The object in the sky wasn’t falling and looked instead like it was passing overhead at tremendous altitude. Some parents reached for their phones to record the incident while others ran down from the bleachers in a second and firmer effort to persuade their focused sons to forget about the game and run for cover.
“Why is the plane on fire?” the young girl asked, fiddling with her sphere-and-plaque toy as she gazed up in wonder.
“It’s not a plane,” her father said as he scooped her up to join the growing mass of players and spectators huddling under the back of the bleachers. “I think it’s a meteor.”
No one knew whether the presumed meteor was going to explode, ala Kerguelen, and no one knew how high it was and how much protection the school’s cheaply constructed bleachers might offer if it shattered into pieces and small meteorites shot to the ground like shards of glass.
“Justin!” the man yelled, calling his son over as the boy slowly meandered off the field with some of his equally blasé teammates.
The teenage boy sulked over, took his helmet off and shook his head in frustration. “That play was going to come off,” he lamented.
“Well I don’t want your head to come off if a meteorite falls onto the field,” his father replied. “The game will restart when it’s safe.”
“When all our momentum is gone,” Justin moaned.
“Maybe the aliens just wanted to see the game?” his little sister suggested.
“Don’t worry, Hayley. It’s not the aliens,” Justin said, lowering himself to her level and speaking gently. He then looked at his father and raised his eyebrows twice, silently but clearly encouraging him to say something to the same effect.
“Yeah,” their father said after a long pause, during which the commotion of countless frightened families cowering under the bleachers filled the silence. “It’s probably not the aliens.”
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As soon as she was safely outside and Dan had closed the door behind himself and Trey, Emma returned Jack Neal’s call.
“You should hear this,” she said to Trey as it rang. “This is going to illustrate why no one else can ever see what you recorded at Lolo.”
Trey couldn’t hide his confusion but he didn’t speak, respecting the finger Emma held up to indicate that Jack had answered the call. She then beckoned Trey and Dan over with her hand, so they could listen in.
“Emma, I won’t waste your time,” Jack began. “I’m just going to tell you this straight up: we know that you and Timo were behind the timing of the GSC leak and John wants in on whatever else you have on Godfrey. He knows you must have something and he’s willing to compensate you for it in whichever way you desire, but we’re already getting to the point that he’s telling me to feel free to use negative leverage to get it out of you. John isn’t someone who holds back on the stick when the carrot doesn’t work, Emma. He doesn’t follow the same kind of playbook as the people we’re used to dealing with.”
Emma rolled her eyes. “Is this the part when I’m supposed to be scared? You’re already wasting my time, Jack. I don’t give a rat’s ass how desperate your master is for info on Godfrey or how much trouble you’ll be in when you go back to him with nothing, but I sure as hell don’t appreciate your threats and I sure as hell have better things to do than play your stupid games. So if that’s all you called for, this conversation is over.”
“I didn’t make any threats but I do need you to understand that John isn’t playing around,” Jack said. “And Emma, you really shouldn’t assume that we don’t have anything on Godfrey. You know me better than that.”
“I’ll tell you what I know,” Emma said firmly. “If you had anything that could hurt Godfrey, you would already have done one of those transparently fake ‘leaks’ you’ve been doing for the last six months.”
Jack laughed slightly. Emma knew him well enough to know that it was a defensive laugh. “Don’t believe everything you hear,” was all he said in reply.
“Oh, don’t worry about that,” Emma retorted. “When it’s coming from you, I don’t believe any of it.”
Emma had long known better than to trust a word Jack said, but his recent penchant for brazen duplicity had only served to sharpen her scepticism.
For in recent times, Jack Neal and John Cole had become somewhat obsessed with the tactic of releasing beneficial information in the form of ‘leaks’ which they pretended to resent. They weren’t the only leaders to have used such tactics since having seen how ravenous the public’s appetite for the IDA leak had proven, but unlike other less media-savvy individuals they at least seemed to understand that the subject matter of a leak and the manner of its release were both crucial factors.
The recent GSC leak, facilitated by Emma and Timo, had been by far the biggest of the year largely because its content mattered to people, but the timing — coming as it did during a live Focus 20/20 broadcast from which William Godfrey had nowhere to run — made it all the more impactful.
Cole had likewise managed to gain much-needed political capital on several occasions, usually when he was struggling with some domestic crisis or another, by arranging his own ‘leaks’ with content certain to generate enough headlines and social media chatter to be worthwhile.
The most famous recent example was the “string them up and feed them to the dogs” case, when anti-Cole British newspapers had splashed that very headline across their front pages without realising that this was exactly what Jack and Cole wanted them to do.
Despite the many inconsistencies of his often pliable positions, John Cole was extremely and unwaveringly tough on crime, and terrorism in particular. Unlike most of his positions, this wasn’t something he had to pretend to believe in; Jack’s work in this regard was usually related to making sure Cole didn’t say anything too strong in the wrong context.
But during a particularly difficult few days amid a party conference at which some junior ministers had been whispering to the press about their dissatisfaction with Cole’s leadership, Jack tactically leaked a recording of Cole addressing party strategists. As well as making it look like Cole had been the target of the kind of sniping that made the public hate career-minded politicians so much, both the content of Cole’s private comments and the media storm which followed strengthened his position among his support base.
The subject was an easy one for him: terrorism. In a discussion about the deft touch needed in extending policing powers, an issue which was already in the headlines after the last-minute foiling of a large terrorist attack which had been plotted by a suspect who’d been released by police just weeks earlier when they had been unable to justify extending his detention, Cole stormed into a rage at the “soft touch” approach desired by too many of his colleagues. It was at that point that he uttered his now infamous words: “Next time, I don’t want the bastards to be released… I want them strung up! Hung, drawn and quartered! String them up and feed them to the dogs… alive. That’ll teach the rest of them. A deterrent is what these animals need, not a bloody lawyer and a court order to set them free!”
When the predictable demands for an apology came, Cole stood firm. His instincts were consistent with Jack’s advice; more than anything else, the public hated weakness. This episode also enabled Cole to present himself as the victim of machiavellian infighting as well as affording him the opportunity to attack his opponents for being more concerned with the delicacy of their words than the decisiveness of their actions.
The success of that faux leak prompted several more, some of which were so obviously orchestrated that Emma couldn’t understand how the British press kept falling for them. She could only think that Cole’s opponents were too worried about being painted as crazed meta-conspiracy theorists, as they may well have been had they suggested that Jack was behind any of the ‘leaks’ which always looked at first like they would hurt Cole but invariably ended up helping him.
The fact that there had been no leaks of any description in the last few days about Cole’s relationship with Godfrey or anything else of that nature told Emma one thing: Jack had nothing.
Godfrey was down and it didn’t take a genius to know that Cole would have loved nothing more than to kick him hard enough to make sure he could never get back up, so his failure to do so very strongly suggested an inability to do so.
“Like I said…” Jack groaned down the phone, filling a lingering silence and trying to sound less frustrated than he was. “We know that you and Timo played a part in getting the truth about Kerguelen from those GSC scientists who wrote the memo. And since the two of you obviously have contacts in Buenos Aires, we know you must have something else.”
“Must we?” Emma asked, making no effort to hide her contempt.
“So you’re actually telling me you have nothing?”
“I have nothing for you,” she qualified.
Dan watched on uneasily as Emma dealt with Jack. He knew, courtesy of her, how important it was to never convey weakness when dealing with people like Jack, but her current confrontational approach wasn’t one he was overly comfortable with.
Emma, for her part, was going easy. In preparation for Timo’s appearance alongside Jack on Focus 20/20 the previous weekend, she had warned him that it was both unwise and dangerous to try to take the high road against the likes of Jack and Cole.
Her words had been stark: “Because while you’re taking the high road, they’ll be busy crawling through the sewers like the rats they are, planting TNT underneath the foundations of your existence. If you don’t get down there with them and stop them before they do what they set out to do, they win. It’s as simple and as dirty as that.”
On this occasion she was merely having to respond to Jack’s requests for information with firm rejections — there was no need for any dirty tactics yet — but keeping her composure was absolutely crucial.
“John isn’t going to like this,” Jack said.
Emma tried not to laugh. “Jack… for all I care, Cole can take a long walk off a short pier.”
Trey couldn’t help but laugh quietly at that, while Dan smiled despite still feeling uneasy.
“Is this really the way you want it to be?” Jack asked. “After all we’ve both been through… after all we’ve been through, you want to let Godfrey win?”
Emma rolled her eyes for the second time in the conversation, this time almost sending them to the top of her head in reaction to Jack’s kindergarten-level attempt at persuasive psychology and even more so at his pathetically desperate “after all we’ve been through” line.
But moments later, instead of a reply, she uttered a sharp and sudden cry of pain.
Emma’s phone fell from her hand and she crouched to the ground in agony. At her side, Dan also doubled over in pain with one hand on the back of his neck.
“What’s going on? Are you guys okay?” Trey asked, panicking at the mysterious suddenness of whatever was hurting them and with no clue as to what was going on. He then yelled much more loudly: “I need some help out here!”
Through a pained grimace, Dan’s eyes were the first to reopen.
Trey focused then on Emma, who seemed to be feeling whatever she was feeling a lot more acutely than Dan was. “Emma, what do you want me to do?” he asked. “Is this something to do with—?”
“Shut up!” Dan blurted out. With one hand still on his neck, he reached for Emma’s fallen phone with the other and disconnected the call.
“I… I’m okay,” Emma said.
“It’s nothing to worry about,” Dan added to ease Trey’s worry while he himself was concerned by how much Jack had heard but relieved that he at least hadn’t heard any more. He then moved to help Emma, whose eyes were now fully open again having been tightly closed during the sharpest moments of the intense short-lived pain in her neck.
“It sure as hell didn’t look like nothing!” Trey said, his voice full of concern.
Dan held a finger to his lips and pointed to the kitchen door, through which he could see that the inside light had been turned on. He couldn’t see Henry moving towards the ramp to find out what all the commotion was about, but he knew he was coming.
Dan also knew that it would be easy enough to say something like “Emma fell” — she would think of the right words, like she always did — so keeping Trey quiet was his only real challenge.
Dealing with these momentary concerns dominated Dan’s focus, but he didn’t completely lose sight of the bigger picture: the Messengers were back — again — and his all-important triangle was likely now just one news report and a few minutes away from completion.
Dan pulled Trey close and whispered in his ear to ease his mind: “This is what happens when they’re close,” he said. “It happened to us both last night when you saw them at Lolo and it happened to me when the Kerguelen bolide hit. We met them last year and they put something in our necks… something that flares up when they’re close.”
Behind Dan, Emma stretched her facial muscles and quickly wiped small tears from her eyes in preparation for Henry’s inevitably imminent questions.
There was no longer concern on Trey’s face; now, there was only full-blown fear.
“Dan… I don’t want to get involved in any of this,” he said.
“Sorry, Trey,” Emma interjected, already sounding almost fully back on top of things, “but it’s way too late for that.”
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On their way back to the basement, with Henry’s curiosity satisfied by a simple and harmless white lie about a moment of acute light-headedness brought on by a fluctuation in Emma’s blood sugar level, the returning trio passed by the TV which was tuned to the big game.
Play was stopped as everyone, including the players, gazed eastward at an incredible fireball in the night sky. “Jeez… looks like another one,” Henry said.
Dan glanced at the screen for a second but didn’t know enough about sports to know what the abbreviations in the top corner stood for. “Where is that stadium?” he asked, longing for the answer to be either California or, less likely, North Dakota.
“San Francisco,” Henry replied.
A smile crossed Dan’s face; Henry was facing the TV, so there was no need for him to hide it.
“Bingo,” Emma whispered in Dan’s ear as they descended the stairs to reunite with the others.
As soon as the door closed tightly behind Dan, he heard Tara’s voice.
“California!” she shrieked excitedly. “Your corridor of expectation!”
“Who was calling?” Timo asked, turning to Emma.
“Jack,” she said. “Nothing to worry about, he was just desperate for some info from inside the GSC. They have nothing and they seem to think we have a lot more than we actually do on that front.”
Tara and Clark remained glued to the TV, but Dan was looking at Trey.
“Are you okay?” he asked, noticing for the first time just how scared he really looked.
Trey shook his head and handed Dan the small backpack he’d been clutching since his arrival. “This is all the footage I got, of the craft and of the satellite. Dan, thanks for everything… but I can’t be involved in any of this. I’m not running away and you know where to find me if you ever want to talk about anything, but right now I need to be home with my family. Jack Neal, those neck pains you guys felt out there… I just really, really can’t. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t apologise,” Emma said. “And obviously you’re free to go whenever you want, but I need to know that you understand the importance of silence here. That’s what I meant when I said it’s too late to back out and that you’re already involved, okay? I just need to know that you’re going to keep all of this on the down-low. All of it.”
“Are you kidding me?” Trey said. “Of course I am! Like I just told you, the last thing I want in my life are threats from Jack Neal and convulsions from alien implants or whatever you guys just went through. I’m never going to speak a word of any of this to anyone. Dan, thanks again for the heads-up on the footage, but you can keep it. I know you wouldn’t bring me into anything dangerous on purpose but I don’t like the look of any of this… not for one second. I appreciate what you—”
“Don’t worry about it,” Dan interrupted, saving Trey the trouble of defending a position which Dan was delighted he had decided to take. “It’s okay. You’re not in any trouble and you don’t have to apologise for wanting out. Just as long as you really do understand how important it is that you never say a word of any of this to anyone. Ever.”
Trey held his hands up, palms out. “I wouldn’t dream of it, dude. But just between us, before I go… do you actually know what’s going on here?”
“They’re leading me to the fourth plaque,” Dan said, very simply. “I think I’ll have it in a few days and I think you’ll see what’s engraved on it before much longer. Everything should settle down after that.”
Trey’s eyes widened, his mouth almost forming a smile. “For real? And you think the message is something good?”
Dan nodded. “For real. And yeah, it’s going to be good. A big part of me thinks it’s going to show us where to find New Kerguelen.”
“Woah,” was all Trey said.
Clark approached Trey then patted him on the back and shook his hand. “Till next time, man. We’ll see you right for your help and for all the gas money. Just remember to keep everything quiet, and when this is all over, I’ll buy you a beer at the grill.”
“I think you can spot me more than one,” Trey said with a fairly relaxed laugh.
While Tara and Timo remained largely focused on the TV footage of the recent Californian incident with one ear on Trey’s departure, Emma stepped in to make sure that Trey had given them absolutely all of the footage he captured at Lolo.
“I triple-checked every camera,” he confirmed. “I didn’t record anything on my phone, and I’ve given you every second of footage from every single one.”
“And you didn’t copy anything?”
“Not a thing. Emma, seriously, I want to keep myself out of this just as much as you want me to keep quiet. In fact, I want it more.”
Emma shook Trey’s hand in acceptance of his word and there were no further drawn-out goodbyes; thirty seconds later, his presence was a memory.
“Well that was easy,” Emma said, having been prepared for what she had thought would be a difficult task in telling Trey that his craft footage could never be shared and that he couldn’t even distribute his excellent footage of the falling satellite. That satellite footage, he had told them, was significantly better than any which had been seen elsewhere given that he was fortunate enough to have had several pieces of professional recording equipment already pointing at the sky when it happened.
She had expected that Trey wouldn’t have understood why the satellite footage in particular couldn’t be used, and that she would have had to explain that computer programs and forensic analysts would almost certainly have been capable of determining his ground location  — their secretly crucial spot at Lolo — based on the images of the sky he captured.
For Dan, the fact that Trey didn’t want to get involved or even ask many questions about the Messengers removed every modicum of guilt he might have felt about his earlier plan to keep the hoax part of the story from Trey while telling him the rest.
Too curious not to, Dan then began to load the footage from Trey’s primary camera onto his computer while the others crowded around the news footage from California.
More than anyone else, Tara in particular was entranced by what the anchors were already describing as “the most spectacular incident of a spectacular week.”
When Dan glanced again at the TV while the huge video files copied to his hard drive, that one glance was enough to see why.





C minus 20
GSC
HEADQUARTERS
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
Chaos.
There was, quite simply, no other word to describe the frenzied scenes inside the GSC’s imposing headquarters as staff members of all levels of seniority reacted to Chairman Godfrey’s demand for a tireless and immediate damage-limitation campaign in the aftermath of yet another highly visible celestial event over the mainland United States.
Only a few hours had passed since he sent President Slater the report she’d requested about the previous night’s satellite incident over Montana, but the immense visibility of the even more recent incident in California meant that the GSC was under more scrutiny than ever before.
Godfrey’s meeting room was the only scene of relative order in the building, with a select handful of analysts and advisors gathered around his long table. More seats were empty than occupied following his ruthless post-leak purge of suspected moles and saboteurs, and the GSC Chairman’s rabid intensity made many of those present wish they hadn’t survived it themselves.
“Enough is enough,” he said, slamming his fist on the table and rising to his feet. “First Kerguelen, then the junk satellite, and now this? Someone is trying to make us look weak. Someone is trying to make our people feel unsafe.”
“Sir…” one brave young advisor chimed in, “what exactly are you suggesting? Covert military engagements? Psychological warfare? We could seed those ideas in the media, but where are you pointing the finger?”
“I didn’t say anything about pointing fingers,” Godfrey snapped in response. “And what I’m ‘suggesting’ — which is a choice bloody word, I’ll tell you that! — is that you all start doing your damn jobs and find out what the hell is going on here! Why don’t you start by looking for relationships between the locations and timings of these incidents?”
“What kind of relationships?” asked a more senior data analyst, taking over from the scolded and cowering young advisor.
“I’m not here to hold your hands,” Godfrey moaned. “Use your imaginations. But for the record, in case your imaginations fail you, I’m starting to think that perhaps these Messengers of ours are trying to tell us something. If they are… whatever the message is, we need to work it out before anyone else does.”
No one chimed in this time.
“I also want a prompt strategic analysis of how this could fit into a pre-invasion distraction scenario. I don’t care who does the report — it’s on all of you to make sure that someone puts it in my hand within the next few hours.”
“Invasion? An invasion by who?” the senior analyst asked, knowing full well that he was risking a firm rebuke. “You don’t really mean… them?”
Godfrey’s volume reached new heights: “Who the hell else could I mean?! This is the GSC, not a national government or military. How could any other force invade the planet, you idiot?”
Not only did no one else address Chairman Godfrey… now, no one even risked making eye contact.
“Get to work!” he yelled, dismissing them all at once.
The stampede as Godfrey’s staff escaped as quickly as they could wasn’t quite on the level of school children running out of their classroom as the final bell of the school year signalled the beginning of summer, but it wasn’t far off.
On Monday, some of Godfrey’s staff had heard him mention the possibility of imminent alien contact. None had taken it too seriously, but his repetition of the same idea — allied to the admittedly eyebrow-raising timing of recent events in Montana and California — caused many to realise that he was serious and to wonder if he just might be right.
With his lackeys dismissed, Godfrey wasted no time in turning back to the live American news reports which had so far proven far more useful at keeping him in the loop than had his well-paid staff.
One thing Godfrey had been told by his staff was that the California Fireball, as it had already been simply christened, was very likely an Earth-grazing asteroid. Nevertheless, the word bolide — a word which hardly anyone had been familiar with until a few days earlier — was being thrown around by the media despite being obviously incorrect. This fireball certainly didn’t explode and nor did it burn up on entry in the manner of a more typical meteor; instead, it very clearly exited Earth’s atmosphere around two minutes after entering.
It came, and it went.
The fireball was less brilliant, in the most literal sense of the word, than the Kerguelen bolide. This was easily understood; early data suggested that the asteroid had passed spectacularly but relatively unscathed through Earth’s atmosphere around 55km from the surface, whereas the Kerguelen bolide had exploded with tremendous force at an altitude of just 30km.
In terms of societal impact, however, the Californian incident was on a different scale entirely. Unlike the Kerguelen bolide and Montana satellite, both of which had been observed directly by very few people, this fireball appeared to be an excellent contender for the titles of the most observed, most recorded and most discussed of all unforeseen celestial events in human history, despite being far from the most extraordinary in strictly astronomical terms.
Some ten minutes after the event, news networks were already drawing comparisons to 1972’s Great Daylight Fireball, which had also been referenced in media features in the aftermath of Kerguelen. But whereas that bygone event had been seen by thousands of eyewitnesses who took hundreds of photos, the immediate dissemination of breaking news combined with the total market penetration of smartphones ensured that the California Fireball had been seen in the flesh by millions of snap-happy eyewitnesses taking tens of millions of photos, as well as ultra-HD video footage from all conceivable ground-based locations.
As was always the case, many eyewitnesses were already exaggerating aspects of their sightings; some young observers would even later swear that the asteroid had been no higher than a helicopter, such was its stunning nature and their level of awe.
A map then appeared on Blitz News, with a rough rectangle indicating the extent of the area in which sightings had been made. It was a large area encompassing a huge population base, with the four corners taking in Los Angeles, San Francisco, Reno and Las Vegas.
A smaller red circle then appeared within the rectangle, north of Fresno and east of San Jose. The newsreader in the studio explained that the circle was an automatically generated ‘heat spot’.
“Tonight we’re lucky enough to have unprecedentedly vast swathes of live social media data to pore through,” she said, “and we’re looking at a level of data which would have been unimaginable just a decade ago. I’m reliably told that photographs which have been shared and messages which have been posted are all being fed, millions at a time, through systems which are far more complicated than anyone in this newsroom could ever hope to understand. I’m also told that this nice little heat spot corresponds to the area where unfiltered photographs show the fireball to be brighter than in photographs from elsewhere and also where the language used in related posts is more excitable than in posts from elsewhere. Like I said, folks: it’s more complicated than we can grasp, but the boffins are telling us that this circle will very probably turn out to include the precise spot where this fireball was at its closest point to our fragile planet’s surface.”
Though it was a trivial annoyance in the grand scheme of things, the unnecessary tossing in of the word “fragile” irked Godfrey, who knew that people were going to be hysterical enough without nonsense like that making it worse.
In any case, a sequence of photographs introduced as “postcard-worthy snaps” then appeared one-by-one on the right half of the screen while the map remained on the left with the exact size and position of the red heat spot changing in real time. Just like with that heat spot, Blitz News had to do no work of their own in collating this handful of viral images, all of which had already risen above the mediocre millions via the streamlined machinations of various social media platforms.
There was an unmissable flippancy to the tone of the comments attached to most of the heavily-shared photographs of the fireball, in contrast to the total fear felt by most of those who didn’t encounter it first-hand; and while many on couches around the world watched on with concern, a huge number of in-person observers had snapped pictures of themselves smiling with the fireball in the background. Godfrey internally linked this phenomenon to a video he’d seen on the news just a few weeks earlier of two rhinos charging at a safari Jeep — scared or not, modern man’s first instinct in any novel situation was evidently to reach for his phone and record whatever came next.
All of the spectacular images appearing on TV came from within the rectangular zone which had been identified minutes earlier, although the fact that many came from the extreme edges made Godfrey unhappily think that the rectangle should probably have been larger than it was. The very first of the images was beautiful in its simplicity, with a fireball streaking across the otherwise crystal clear night sky above the Sierra Nevada. The second featured the fireball framing the Golden Gate bridge, while in the third it cut an equally photogenic shooting-star pose above the Hollywood sign. The fourth and final image in this short sequence saw the fireball “outshining the Vegas Strip”, as the Blitz News anchor put it.
It was easy for Godfrey to see why these particular images had proven so popular — they were skilfully composed and made clever use of angles to show the fireball positioned in relation to certain landmarks in ways that weren’t entirely representative of what people on the ground really saw — but he knew that the sheer scale of the number of sightings was what could well ensure that this incident might prove to be a watershed moment of the worst kind for his already precarious GSC leadership.
“I’m sure you’ll agree that each of those images was more impressive than the last,” the anchor beamed, striking Godfrey as inappropriately flippant, “and who’s to say that some even better ones won’t be with us in the next few moments.”
For William Godfrey, on the other hand, it seemed that every day lately had been worse than the last. He would have loved to think that this was as bad as it could get, but he had been in politics long enough to know better than that.
Little did Godfrey know that in a small farm cottage some 6,000 miles north of his Buenos Aires home, a defiant old foe was conspiring to make this wretched night a whole lot worse than he could ever imagine…
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“Joe, it’s me,” Richard Walker calmly said, speaking into the relatively new phone which Joe Crabbe himself had delivered along with a new computer after Emma Ford and the McCarthy brothers wisely took everything on the night of the DS-1 launch disaster and Walker’s simultaneous disappearance.
Joe and the rest of the world knew nothing about that episode, of course, but the California Fireball had now convinced Walker once and for all that it was time for that to change.
“I want to do a live video interview,” Walker continued. “There’s something I need to tell the world… something I’ve wanted to get off my chest for a long time. It shouldn’t take much more than twenty minutes.”
“Of course,” Joe enthusiastically replied, fondly remembering the exponential spike in viewing and listening figures he had enjoyed after Walker appeared on Crabbe Shoot Radio around a year earlier to defend his decision to cover-up all proof of the existence of intelligent extraterrestrial life. Naturally, Joe had no idea of the palpable irony of the topic Walker intended to broach on this occasion. “Can I have twenty minutes to get everything ready?”
“Certainly. But Joe, I need you to make me a promise. I need you to promise — promise — that you won’t cut this interview off.”
“Why would I do something like that?” Joe asked.
Walker hesitated, choosing his words carefully. “Because you’re not going to like what I have to say,” he eventually said. “No one is going to like what I have to say.”
“Well, I absolutely promise that I’ll let you say it; every single word.”
Walker hung up without saying goodbye.
He then poured himself two glasses of whisky, as was his way. Some visitors over the years had no doubt thought he did this for show — to make people talk, as he often liked to do — but they didn’t know the truth. It was more of a family custom than a habit; one Walker had picked up from his own father, a stoic man who died too young. Franklin Walker had always poured himself two glasses, and he explained to the inquisitive young Richard that he did so in tribute to his own late father with whom he had shared many a glass.
“One day that second glass will be yours,” Franklin had told his son, and on the boy’s fourteenth birthday he proved true to his word. From that day onwards, the two glasses were shared between them. Franklin unwaveringly poured and drank an extra glass every night during the harrowing spell when Richard was held captive in Vietnam, and Richard had maintained the custom every time he’d sat down for a drink since the night of Franklin’s untimely passing.
Richard hadn’t expected to reflect on this after calling Joe, but the thoughts were there and they quickly turned to regrets that he had never had a son of his own to slide that second glass to like his father had slid it to him. This particular regret didn’t last long when Richard reflected on the state of the world and the sickening weakness of its leaders; he wouldn’t wish eighty years in a world of Valerie Slaters and William Godfreys on his worst enemy, much less a child of his own.
“Here, boy,” Walker called, beckoning his loyal dog, Rooster. “If they do something to stop me, Joe will be here soon. Joe. Remember Joe? Joe will come to get you. But if they come back, you can go outside. Outside, okay?”
Rooster looked up at him like any dog would, wondering what the hell his owner was saying and how the hell he expected him to understand it.
Walker stood up and placed a large bag of dog food in the hallway, open at the top and tipped on its side. He then filled three water bowls and opened the external doors at both ends of the house. This had the dual effect of creating a wind tunnel and confusing Rooster even further. “Stay,” Walker said. “Unless they come back.”
Stay was one word the dog did understand, of course, but the rest meant nothing. He sat obediently on the kitchen floor.
“Good dog,” Walker said. He walked towards his bedroom, computer in hand, then stopped at the door and looked back. “You always were a good dog,” he added, quickly going inside and closing the door behind him before he got emotional. He firmly trusted that Rooster wouldn’t leave unless something spooked him, in which case Walker would hate for him to be trapped, so the possibility of him making a thoughtless exit in pursuit of a passing bird or whatever else might appear outside was a risk that had to be taken.
Inside his bedroom, Walker set the computer down on his bedside table and opened the chat window where Joe Crabbe would appear as soon as he was ready.
Richard Walker didn’t fear many things, but his heart was beating fast.
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Within around twenty seconds, Dan realised that his computer’s estimate of how long it was going to take Trey’s primary ultra-HD video footage to be copied from the memory card wasn’t incorrect and wasn’t going to change; it really was going to take the better part of an hour.
“Time is against us,” he said, walking away from the computer and joining the others in gazing at his giant TV. “Trey’s footage isn’t going anywhere and we need to nail down a specific location for this fireball as quickly as we can.”
“Look at that rectangle where people have seen it and look at that heat spot,” Tara said, still the most excited member of the group in the wake of Dan’s prediction that something was going to happen in either California or North Dakota having come true in such spectacular fashion. “The heat spot couldn’t be any more central within your corridor of expectation!”
Dan then glanced between the TV and his wall. Tara was correct, but what bothered him was that none of his illustrative triangles had a point inside the exact area of that heat spot. Those speculative triangles had their third points — the potential location of the plaque — falling on places like Denver, Colorado Springs and Pikes Peak. At a very rough estimate, it looked to Dan that if the second point was indeed within the heat spot shown on the news, the plaque might be somewhere to the northwest of Birchwood, around halfway to Aspen.
Mount Elbert — which many saw as the likely identity of the “Rockiest Peak” mentioned in Humphrey Finch’s infamous prophecy — was the closest location to that point which Dan had considered, but even it wasn’t perfectly aligned.
“I need something more precise than this heat spot,” Dan said. “Timo, will there be anyone in the observatory at this time of night? I know it’s not exactly business hours in Italy right now.”
“Someone is always there,” Timo replied. “It may be too early for anyone to have extracted information from any old friends at the GSC, but we can always try. And that information is certainly coming, because Godfrey is a lame duck; from what I have heard, the discontent at some facilities has already been shifting towards insubordination, and after this it’s bound to start tipping over the edge towards full-blown mutiny.”
As Emma authorised Timo to dial the observatory’s number from Dan’s wired phone, Dan heard the words “Earth-grazing asteroid” spoken on TV for the first time since he’d been paying full attention.
“That makes three completely different kinds of widely observed lights in the sky,” he said. “Kerguelen was a superbolide, Montana was a dying satellite, and this is an Earth-grazer. I don’t know what the difference between the nature of the events means, but it has to mean something. Obviously the Messengers are leading us to the plaque, but they’re also putting on a show for everyone else and none of the details are random.”
Tara, previously entranced by the incoming photographs of the California Fireball alongside all manner of famous landmarks, joined the conversation at this point. “What if this is like that whole ‘boiling a frog’ thing you guys have talked about before? You know, the thing when someone reduces the impact of something big by slowly turning up the heat with smaller things along the way? Maybe the aliens are going to show up and before then they want to do some stuff to make everyone pay attention to different kinds of things arriving from above, so that their final arrival isn’t such a massive shock when it comes?”
“Hmm,” Clark said, turning away from the TV as Tara said this. “That sounds like something that could actually be true.”
“Maybe I’m smarter than I look,” Tara said with a wink.
“Just as well,” Clark quipped, immediately earning himself a punch in the arm.
“I think that sounds as plausible as anything else,” Dan said. “Because if they do ever decide to openly show up, I can’t imagine it would be sudden or unannounced. They would maybe send an unmanned craft which could be discovered and studied, and even that would be after they’d started slowly boiling the frog with uncloaked flights over populated areas and stuff like that.”
“Alessandro!” Timo boomed, delighted by the identity of the astronomer who answered his call after so many rings that he’d begun to think no one was there after all. “I am so glad it’s you. I’m with Dan, and he has some questions.”
Dan hurried to the phone. “Is this confirmed as an Earth-grazing asteroid?” he asked, wasting no time or words.
“That much is clear,” Alessandro Bonucci said, happy to be speaking to his old friend for the first time in too long but immediately understanding that brevity was the order of the moment.
“I need precise coordinates of its perigee,” Dan said. “Its point of closest approach. I need to know exactly where it was passing over when it was closest to the ground.”
Understandably, this caught Alessandro off guard. “Why?”
“Because I do. Do you have that information?”
“Dan, of course I don’t. The GSC won’t even have solid data on that yet; they’ll have data, but they won’t be confident in it. Remember Chelyabinsk? It took NASA weeks to publish the authoritative report that included their confident assessment of the location of its peak brightness. And it’s been, what, fifteen minutes since this asteroid passed through?”
“Weeks?” Dan echoed incredulously.
“I should have a fairly precise perigee in less than a day,” Alessandro said. “I was just trying to make the point that official things don’t happen quickly. I’ll have the info for you as soon as I can get it. So far, my own tracking of the most detailed eyewitness reports regarding the points of atmospheric entry and exit — which can typically be determined more quickly than the point of closest approach — well, that tracking so far leads me to think that the perigee was very likely at a point that’s fairly consistent with this so-called heat spot that’s been all over every news station. Have you seen that? It’s maybe also worth mentioning that we had solid information about the size and equivalent yield of the 2012 Sutter’s Mill meteorite, which was also fairly close to the locations we’re looking at tonight, within no more than a day or two. So like I said: the kind of precise data you need will be here soon. But again, I have to ask: why do you need it?”
“What’s the thing about Sutter’s Mill?” Dan asked, focusing squarely on that tangent. “Is that the same Sutter’s Mill where the California Gold Rush started?”
“Yes, that’s where the meteorite’s name came from. It was a daytime bolide which occurred in April 2012 and it was relatively well-observed for that kind of incident. No fragments any larger than 200 grams were found, but those who saw the meteor spoke of a long bright trail. Let me just check… yes, it possessed between three and four kilotons of energy before it broke apart around 50 kilometres from the surface. A pebble compared to what we saw at Kerguelen, for sure, and it was certainly much less exciting and lower-profile than what we’ve seen tonight. With the unprecedented level of observation and public interest, we’ll know everything about this latest fireball extremely soon. So, Dan, I may as well try one more time… why is this so important?”
Timo, listening in, took the phone from Dan after silently asking for permission. “Alessandro, the situation is complicated,” he said. “What I ask is that you provide me with regular updates of your most precise estimate of the perigee. Let’s say you have a circle… as you receive and analyse more data, it should get smaller, shouldn’t it? Please let me know every time it does.”
“Will do,” Alessandro said, apparently having given up on seeking any answers of his own. “Out of interest, would precise location data on the junk satellite which fell over Montana be of any use to you? Something tells me that this fireball’s location isn’t important all on its own…”
Dan, hearing these words, spoke into the phone while Timo held it: “We already have what we need on that front,” he said, tacitly confirming Alessandro’s suspicion.
“Okay,” the astronomer said. “My estimate is that I’ll have something useful in a few hours and something definite by the time you both wake up. Is there any estimate on when you can tell me what this is all about?” he added, laughing slightly.
“Just as soon as we have a definitive answer, Alessandro,” Timo replied with a chuckle of his own. “As soon as we have the answer.”
Moments after the call ended, a loud and sudden chime startled everyone. It sounded like it came from the basement’s ceiling, and only Dan knew what it meant.
“Ticker,” he said, pointing to the Wall Street-style trend-ticker which, rather than stock prices, scrolled an endless loop of exceptionally viral posts related to accounts and keywords Dan followed. When a post achieved truly extraordinary levels of sudden viral penetration, which happened perhaps once a month and usually only when someone died, the ticker emitted a loud chime. The threshold for this chime was user-customisable and Dan had set it to only kick in at the most important moments of all.
Events like the Kerguelen bolide didn’t register because news of them was never spread by a single post like the breaking news of a death more typically was, which was why none of the recent celestial events had led to this kind of chime. Dan knew that whatever it was all about had to be seriously big, and his best guess was some kind of official and strongly worded post from President Slater, who had so far kept almost suspiciously quiet over recent events.
“Oh, fuck…” Clark said, immediately jumping to his feet.
Dan hadn’t caught the start of the post on its first loop, only seeing “… it’s going to be BIG! #UNMISSABLE!”
As the message looped again and Dan saw the first part, he fully understood Clark’s response.
“Post by Joe_Crabbe_USA: Huge news coming straight from the horse’s mouth --- tune in for a live and exclusive interview with RICHARD WALKER in twenty minutes… there’s something he has to get off his chest and he promised me it’s going to be BIG! #UNMISSABLE!”
“Go!” Emma said, responding to Clark’s approval-seeking expression.
“Go where?” Timo asked.
“Walker is only three miles away,” Dan answered. “Clark, I’ll come with you.”
“No you won’t,” Emma and Clark both replied, shooting this particular idea down in perfect unison.
“Everyone just wait a second,” Tara said, not quite yelling but speaking just about as loudly as she could. “Just one second, okay? I’m guessing the three of you are worried that Walker is going to confess about the hoax, yeah? But why not just let him do it? He’s not going to cloud things by mentioning anything about you. If he’s doing this, he’s doing that emergency stop thing. Dan, remember all the stuff you told me that he told you a few nights ago? And you said he was pretty nice to you that night. Why would he bring you guys into this? He’ll just say that he tricked everyone because he felt like he had to, and now he feels like he has to come clean because… you know, all that American sovereignty stuff and all his fears about the GSC.”
No one said anything for several seconds. In the last five minutes, Dan and Clark had both come to realise that in terms of deep thinking and astute observations, Tara had a lot more in common with Emma than they’d previously thought.
“This could be your way out of all the stress of the secret,” Tara continued. “Maybe this is all part of what’s meant to happen.”
Emma turned to look at Dan, successfully catching his eye. She hadn’t said anything yet, but he could tell that she was about to do so if he didn’t.
“No,” he said. “It’s a good idea, but this isn’t just about us. If it was, Walker confessing like this would be perfect, because I really don’t think he would mention us, either.”
“It’s about stability,” Emma added. “Tara, I can’t remember if you were there when I said this, but belief in the content of the IDA leak is a core part of reality as experienced by everyone on this planet except for Richard Walker and the five people in this basement. If that rug of reality was pulled from under everyone’s feet at once, that would be a very dangerous thing. But for that to happen at a time when people are already so angry at their leaders and so frightened by this surge in talk about bolides and fireballs and satellites and, yeah, even aliens… that would be deadly. There would be riots everywhere. People would die — tonight — and it would be our fault for letting Walker talk.”
Tara nodded. “Okay. I was just—”
“You don’t have to explain,” Clark said, standing at the bottom of the stairs and getting ready to run. “Seriously, it was a smart idea. But they’re right: this is so much bigger than us. Even if it was absolutely guaranteed that Walker wouldn’t mention us, I would never forgive myself if I let him do this. I don’t think the Messengers would actually let him say it, anyway… but just in case they’re not still keeping an eye on him after all this time, I have to stop him.”
“Go,” Emma said.
“Clark, I have to say…” Timo began. “I am a human being so I had my doubts, but this puts to bed the idea that your collective silence over the course of the last year has been anything other than a selfless struggle.” He turned to Dan. “It’s one thing to say that you are bearing a difficult load for selfless reasons, but it’s another thing altogether to maintain that load when circumstances present an easy way out of your difficulties.”
“Thanks, man,” Clark said, “but we should probably save the reflections for later.”
Emma, equally as focused as Clark, implored one final precaution: “Whatever happens, make sure you take all of Walker’s security camera footage. All of it.”
“Good thinking,” he replied. “Anything else?”
“Just be safe,” Tara chimed in.
Emma shook her head. “Nothing else. Good luck.”
Clark, itching to run, looked at his silent and pensive younger brother. “Dan?”
Eventually, Dan spoke: “Whatever it takes, you have to stop him.”
Clark nodded before hurrying up the stairs.
“Whatever it takes,” Dan called after him. “No half measures.”
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TOUR SHIP
SOUTHERN OCEAN
Despite a growing tiredness that was beginning to approach exhaustion, Billy Kendrick sat in a quiet cabin looking into his computer’s webcam and tried to appear energetic as he conducted his ninth live interview of the day.
Of all the important players in the complicated history of the IDA leak that many observers believed was somehow related to recent events, Billy alone had been physically present to see the Kerguelen bolide. As such, his views on the California Fireball were at the top of the wanted list for countless news stations around the world.
“I don’t know where Montana fits in,” Billy admitted for the fourth time in an hour. “Maybe it doesn’t, since that was a man-made satellite in a decaying orbit rather than a space-borne wanderer. And you can call me crazy for saying this, but the timing of this satellite thing doesn’t feel like an accident.”
“So what does it feel like?” the interviewer asked, persisting with the tactic of staying out of the way as much as possible and prodding Billy with open questions only when necessary.
“Like something big is going on,” he replied. “I think it’s high time for President Slater and other conscientious national leaders to press for a full audit of the GSC. What exactly are we paying for, here? What exactly is really going on in Buenos Aires? Because whether this is some sleight of hand by Godfrey to push for more power or whether it actually is second contact in the form of a coded message or maybe even as a precursor to direct contact, the one thing we can count on is that Godfrey knows more than we do. I’m not here to call for further protests, but the question I’d ask is a simple one: are we okay with this?
“Are we really okay with a career politician running a global space agency that’s funded by national governments — or, to be more accurate, one that’s funded almost entirely by American and Western European taxpayers — yet answers to no one? If nothing of note was going on in the sky, this would still be an important question. But with everything that is going on, this could literally be life or death.”
“Well, Mr Kendrick, we certainly don’t want to strike a tone of alarmism or—”
“Listen to me,” Billy interrupted. “If you can sit there with a straight face and convince me that we have any reason to believe that the GSC is doing everything possible to make sure we’re safe… well, then and only then will I let you throw around words like alarmism. But how about realism? How about we start throwing that word around?”
The interviewer fumbled over a few words while receiving instructions in her earpiece. “Live? Uh, now? Y-yes, okay. Uh, Mr Kendrick, I’m afraid we’re going to have to leave it there for now but—”
“Of course you are,” Billy sighed, only too accustomed to this kind of thing happening whenever he moved towards topics which the news networks would rather avoid.
“Really, Billy,” the interviewer replied in a more urgent and focused tone. “Richard Walker is about to begin a live video interview with Joe Crabbe.”
Billy’s eyes widened. He hadn’t seen any headlines for several hours so had no idea this was coming, and it was just about the last thing he’d expected to hear. He chuckled slightly through a half-smile.
“Just very quickly, I want to let it be known that I support the growing calls for the US to withdraw from the GSC with immediate effect,” he said. “Something tells me that Walker might be about to say something similar, so I just want to get that in first. But yeah, thanks for having me on tonight, and let’s hear what the old bastard has to say…”
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STEVENSON FARM
EASTVIEW, COLORADO
With his visual attention shared between the road, the time, and the speedometer, Clark made the short drive to Richard Walker’s cottage with only one thought in his mind: no half measures.
Those had been Dan’s final words before Clark left the basement, and they rang true. By any means necessary, he quite simply had to prevent Walker’s live interview with the odious Joe Crabbe.
Taking the semi-concealed turn onto the narrow road to Stevenson Farm didn’t feel as odd as it would have if Clark hadn’t been there with Dan so recently, but it still brought back some uneasy memories of the night when they found Walker’s bed empty while his dog went crazy in the hallway.
As he approached the cottage, going right to the doorstep instead of parking further away to avoid wasting too much time on foot, Clark noticed that the front door was wide open. This didn’t exactly ease his mind, but there was no backing down.
Rooster came dashing out of the house as Clark made the few steps from his car. Fortunately the dog was excited to see him rather than spooked by anything other-worldly, as had been the case a year earlier, and Clark led him back inside before closing the front door.
“Walker?!” he called, with no way of knowing that the old man already had his noise-cancelling headphones on.
Clark then saw that the back door was open, too, and he hurried to close it before Rooster could run out that way. As he did this, the thought hit him that Walker would also be considering that the Messengers might intervene; almost certainly, the doors were open precisely so that Rooster would indeed have a way out.
“Don’t worry,” he said to the oblivious dog. “I’m here.”
Clark then looked at Walker’s bedroom door and put his hand on the knob.
“Ah, Joe,” Walker boomed. “At last!”
Clark heard this through the door. He immediately opened it while crouching down — being seen on camera would be a disaster that even Emma would struggle to clean up — then desperately looked around the room for something to throw at Walker to capture his attention.
While untying his own shoe in the absence of any better options, Clark felt a sudden and unbelievably powerful force as a bright flash filled the bedroom and something threw him backwards against the wall on the other side of the narrow hallway. He could immediately feel a pounding in his head and for several panicked seconds he struggled to inhale any air as pains shot up and down the side of his body.
Rooster, for his part, sprinted into the kitchen and began knocking things down all over the place as he desperately searched for a way out.
Clark caught his breath at last and pushed himself to his hands and knees. A faint humming noise filled the air, but Clark couldn’t be sure whether or not it was all in his head following a serious full-body impact with the wall.
The threshold between Walker’s bedroom and the hallway was consumed by a total light that defied all logic; it didn’t spill into the hallway, but it utterly concealed the bedroom despite the door being wide open.
“Do it,” Walker said, as clear as day over the faint hum. “And at least finish the job this time, you bug-eyed sons of bitches.”
“Walker!” Clark roared. Through severe aches and pains, now most pronounced in his ribs and neck, he forced himself to his feet. Whether or not Walker heard his words, no reply came.
The humming, previously so obvious, ceased as quickly as it had begun — faded wasn’t the right word for this kind of instant change — and Clark took a long, deep breath as he gazed at the light in the doorway.
Following the disorienting events of the last twenty seconds, Clark gave no further thought to the webcam inside Walker’s bedroom; fortunately for him, the computer was no longer functioning.
As the same kind of animalistic survival instincts that were still driving Rooster crazy encouraged Clark to turn and run away, his mind turned to Dan and Emma… to how they had unquestioningly trusted him with this task, and to how they were so fully counting on him to be thorough.
Clark McCarthy didn’t know what was on the other side of the threshold and was anything but sure that he wanted to find out, but there was no one else to do the job.
He held his breath and charged at Richard Walker’s bedroom — towards the door, and into the light.
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MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Dan pushed himself to his feet, reeling from the most intense neck pain yet. There were tears in his eyes and there were tears in Emma’s; both had endured an almost unimaginably intense sensation — like a spike being driven deep into their skin — at the precise moment when the feed from Richard Walker’s live interview had been consumed by a total white flash before cutting out completely just milliseconds later.
Tara, seeing them deal with this kind of pain for the first time, was almost hysterical in her concern. Timo didn’t feel much more comfortable but in an odd way the extent and intensity of Tara’s panic had forced him to be calm. He held her back while Emma convulsed — a mercifully brief part of the incident — but if Dan and Emma had remained in their helpless and frightening state for much longer, he had no idea what he would have done.
Fortunately they hadn’t, and Dan helped Emma to her feet just after rising himself. As seemed to be typical, he didn’t suffer quite so badly as she did; he didn’t know why and there wasn’t much in it, but it was something they had both noticed.
Tara wrapped her arms around Emma as soon as she was lucid, but Emma pushed her away after barely a second. “You two go next door,” she told Tara and Timo. “We have to go and see what happened.”
“Who else knows where Walker lives?” Timo asked.
“No one,” Dan said. “But who cares? Clark could be in trouble!”
“If anyone else knows where he lives, they’re going to be on the way there right now,” Timo said. “Are you sure that—”
“Joe Crabbe and no one else,” Emma said. “And he’s hundreds of miles away. There’s a small chance he might call the emergency services if he tries to call Walker and can’t get hold of him, but why would he? If you don’t know what we know, that would have looked like a computer failure or a power cut.”
Dan ran up the stairs.
“Dan, act cool,” Emma called. “Your dad…”
Dan tried to compose himself as he walked through the house towards the front door.
“Are you watching this shit?” Henry asked from his usual spot by the couch. “Crabbe was supposed to be interviewing Walker but the feed cut out. Total bullshit if you ask me. Typical Crabbe to promise something and not deliver.”
“Yup, typical Crabbe,” Emma said. “Anyway, we’re just going next door to check something on my computer.”
Henry raised a hand of acknowledgement without turning away from the TV.
Without telling anyone else, much less asking if he could, Timo broke the script and walked over to Henry. “Mr McCarthy, before I go, I just want to congratulate you for raising two good men of such moral standing.”
Henry nodded, quietly grateful for the comment, then grinned. “Have you definitely met Clark?” he asked.
Timo patted him on the shoulder before joining the others at the door where Dan was putting on his shoes. Emma, unimpressed, pointed towards her house and ushered Timo outside.
“Be really really careful,” Tara pleaded as Emma and Dan walked to the car.
“We can’t just leave him,” Emma said. “We don’t know what happened.”
Tara nodded weakly.
“But if there are any risks, I’ll take them,” Dan said. He meant it — he would insist on being the one to take whatever risks were required — but he said it out loud mainly in an effort to ease Tara’s concerns over Emma’s safety.
“I was telling both of you to be careful,” Tara replied. An attempt at a smile crossed her lips. “But thanks for trying.”
Dan got in the passenger seat of Emma’s car and fumbled to buckle his seatbelt. Emma tore out of the driveway and drove like they were being chased by lava. This fast was perhaps too fast in the eyes of the law, but it was nowhere near fast enough as far as Dan was concerned.
Throughout the short journey, Dan tried calling Clark over and over again. Every time, it went straight to voicemail. Disconcertingly, this suggested that Clark’s phone may have fallen victim to the same forces as Walker’s computer.
Dan thought back to their fateful night in Lolo National Forest, when Clark’s phone had exploded in his pocket and badly burned his thigh. He also recalled Clark’s persistent inability to pass through invisible thresholds which Emma and Dan could pass through unfazed; for whatever reason, the Messengers had never afforded Clark the same status. Dan didn’t know quite what this different status entailed, but the word ‘protection’ was bouncing around his mind.
“Dan, what are we going to find when we get there?” Emma asked, speaking for the first time during the drive and speaking in a genuinely helpless tone for the first time Dan could ever remember.
“They wouldn’t hurt him on purpose,” Dan said, convinced by this at least, “and I really don’t think they would take him.”
Before long, Emma made the turn onto the narrow road which led to the all-too-familiar cottage. “When this is over, I don’t want to waste any more time,” she said.
Dan turned sideways to look at her for a clue as to what she meant, but just as he did so a bright light entered the car from up ahead.
It was a beam rather than a flash, and it was getting brighter.
“His car!” Emma yelled excitedly. She flashed her own headlights several times then pulled up at the side of the narrow road.
The rapidly approaching car skidded to a reckless halt, and Dan quickly saw that the plate was indeed Clark’s. “It’s definitely him,” he said.
“Obviously,” Emma said with a relieved chuckle.
They ran outside and straight towards Clark’s door.
In too much pain to step out unnecessarily, Clark rolled down his window as they approached.
Dan arrived first. “What happened?” he called as soon as he saw that the window was open.
Clark reached up towards the light-switch next to his rearview mirror. Even this small action sent an ache running through his shoulder, and speaking hurt like hell. “They got to him before I did,” he said, flicking the switch to illuminate the car’s interior.
Dan’s mouth fell open just as Emma arrived beside him; not because of what he heard, but because of what he saw.
Wearing a blunt look of exhaustion mixed with uncharacteristic distress, Clark McCarthy’s face was absolutely covered in blood.
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10 DOWNING STREET
LONDON, ENGLAND
As John Cole caught a few hours of sleep, Jack Neal sat wide awake in the middle of the British night.
Jack had spent the last hour following up on a lead which he hoped would be the one to get Cole off his case; he’d been handed a sizeable slice of luck and had known straight away who to contact to make the most of it.
Now, at last, the off-the-books intelligence specialist had called him back.
Jack held his phone in his hand, imploring it to give him some good news. “Well?” he asked, answering the call.
“Good news, Mr Neal,” a digitally disguised voice replied. “We have a decisive match, and it’s going to interest you greatly.”
Jack closed his eyes and breathed a sigh of blissful relief. After a few seconds spent basking in the warm glow of this fortuitous breakthrough, he snapped back to life and sat bolt upright. “Send me what you have,” he ordered. “And pronto. I need to get started on the real work.”
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STEVENSON FARM
EASTVIEW, COLORADO
“Oh my God!” Emma yelled when she caught sight of Clark. His nose was badly bent out of shape, and almost his entire face was enveloped in a bloody crimson mask.
“The short story is that I ran face-first into an invisible wall,” Clark said, pre-empting the inevitable questions. “A forcefield.”
“Are you okay?” Emma asked.
Clark nodded slightly, moving his neck muscles no more than he had to. He then cracked his lower jaw back into place with his hands; this hurt for a second, but it made speaking far less painful. “And don’t worry, there was no blood on the floor or walls or anything else when I left.”
After inspecting Clark’s facial injuries, Emma glanced into the back seat and saw Rooster. “So Walker is gone?” she asked, deducing as much but keen to be sure. “He was taken?”
“Yeah. I heard him talking to Crabbe. I opened his bedroom door but then there was a flash and a massive force threw me back against the wall on the other side of the hallway. The dog was going apeshit and this weird humming or buzzing sound started. The door stayed open, but there was a white light. Then I heard Walker again, talking to them, and then everything was quiet — no humming, no buzzing… nothing. I ran towards the light in the doorway and that was it: bang. Face-first. Walker’s computer was dead but I don’t know exactly when it died. How much did you see on Crabbe’s interview feed?”
“Nothing,” Dan said. “Walker was there for a few seconds but there was no flash or anything, it just cut out. One second he was there on the right-side of the screen with Crabbe on the left, and the next second it was Crabbe on one side and an empty black square on the other. That’s what Tara and Timo said, anyway. Me and Emma felt it in our necks again — the worst yet — so we didn’t see anything. The last thing I remember was Walker saying ‘Joe, at last!’, and then it hit me like a brick had fallen onto my neck from the top of a tower.”
Clark thought for a few seconds. “So no one has any reason to suspect that something happened to Walker? That means we found something out — the Messengers are keeping a close eye on everything — but that no one else learned anything. I’m pretty sure my nose is broken in at least two places and it sounds like you guys had a rough time, too, but this could’ve ended a lot worse.”
“And you definitely positively got all of the security camera footage?” Emma asked. “The part when they came will just be a flash, but obviously the part when you arrive will be there.”
“One hundred percent,” Clark confirmed. “I’ve got all the memory cards in my pocket, I’ve got the dog, and I’m still alive. Now we need to hurry up and get the hell out of here.”
Emma hurried to the car and returned quickly with a small first-aid kit. “You can’t go home looking like that,” she said, handing him the box.
Clark opened a pack of antiseptic wipes without looking at the label and wiped the blood from his face. He groaned and grimaced more than a little at an extreme stinging sensation he hadn’t expected having not realised that they weren’t regular baby wipes.
With the blood gone, the extent of the injury to Clark’s nose became even clearer. Dan didn’t say anything about it — there would have been no point — but he did offer to drive Clark home.
“Thanks, man, but I’m good,” Clark said. “It’s a lot less painful for me to drive than it would be for me to get out of this car and get back in on the other side. My back, my shoulder and especially my ribs took a serious hit when the initial force threw me against the wall. Those fuckers don’t take any prisoners when they’re putting up their forcefields, I can tell you that.”
Clark rolled up his window in a clear sign that it was time to go. He let Emma turn her car around to lead the way home.
Despite the craziness of the last half-hour, Dan’s mind turned towards California as Emma drove towards Birchwood. Clark tailed them until an unfortunately timed traffic-light change created a break between their cars which was filled by a few other vehicles, but they knew he wasn’t far behind.
Emma didn’t say anything at all until they reached her driveway, which Dan would have registered as more than a little unusual had his mind not been fully occupied with so many other things.
“I’m going to get Rooster out of the car and take him into my house as soon as Clark gets back,” she said, getting out of the car to wait for their arrival.
Dan walked around to her side of the car and leaned back against its door. “Are you okay?” he asked.
“This is a lot to deal with,” she said, also leaning back and gazing up at the stars.
“Yeah, I guess I’ve had a few quieter Wednesday nights,” Dan quipped.
Emma smiled without laughing and turned to face him. The smile then faded as she shifted her feet, gazed into his eyes, put her hands on his cheeks, and softly kissed his lips.
Softly… unexpectedly… perfectly.
The revving of Clark’s approaching car broke the serenity of this moment too soon, leaving Dan staring dumbly at Emma and wondering if this crazy Wednesday night could even be real as she turned towards the increasing noise and accompanying headlight beam.
She then squeezed Dan’s hand and looked at him again. “I’m scared,” she said, uttering those words for what he thought must have been the first time in all the time he’d known her. “And when I don’t know what tomorrow is going to bring, I don’t want to keep wasting todays.”
As Dan McCarthy looked into Emma Ford’s eyes, he was feeling a lot of things. Scared wasn’t one of them.
Clark’s car pulled into the McCarthys’ driveway, at which point Emma made an immediate move to get Rooster from the back seat. Standing alone, Dan then turned towards the sudden sound of a fist knocking quickly and repeatedly on glass. He saw Tara standing at Emma’s window, grinning like an idiot and pointing two fingers at her own eyes before gesturing them towards Dan.
I saw that.
He didn’t reply, instead turning to help Clark out of the car.
Rooster was understandably quieter and less energetic than normal as Emma led him inside, but he looked calm enough; certainly compared to the manic state they’d found him in after the Messengers’ first intervention at Walker’s cottage a year earlier.
“Your nose is really messed up,” Dan said, no longer able to keep this thought to himself as Clark slowly stepped out of the car.
“It was like a fucking wall,” Clark lamented. “Just absolutely solid… and I ran right into it, face-first, because I didn’t even know it was there.”
“Are your teeth okay?”
Clark opened his mouth and felt around to check, which obviously meant that they were. “Seems like it. My forehead took a bit of a hit but my nose definitely bore the brunt of it, because I was lurching forward into the room. Seriously, man… if this was you, you’d still be squealing like a pig.”
Dan shrugged. “So what did you hear Walker saying the second time, anyway? When you said he was talking to them?”
“You know when you hear stories of what one guy says when another guy is holding a gun to his head, right before he’s executed?” Clark said. “And you know how you can never be sure if it actually happened like that? Well, this did happen, because I heard it. He said ‘Do it. And at least finish the job this time, you bug-eyed sons of bitches.’ That was the last thing he said. Those things were right there in his room, man, and he was talking to them like he was in charge. I’d like to think I would be so strong in that situation, but who knows. Richard Walker is a different breed. Well… he was.”
There was no denying that, and Dan replied with a distant nod as he saw Timo and Tara coming over.
“Emma said she’ll come next door in a few minutes, once Rooster is settled,” Tara explained right away. She turned to Dan. “So… anything exciting happen with you guys since you left?”
“Clark’s hurt pretty badly,” Dan replied, knowing fine well what Tara was getting at.
“It’s not that bad,” Clark said.
But Tara’s playful smirk faded in an instant and her eyes widened like dinner plates when she belatedly looked at Clark and saw his misshapen nose. “What the hell happened to you?!” she shrieked.
“I lost a fight with a forcefield,” Clark replied, trying to downplay it with a hint of humour and pointing towards his house to encourage Tara to start walking. “But listen: be cool and don’t say anything until we’re in the basement, okay? I don’t want my dad to see me like this tonight, or at least until I can think of something to say when he asks why I look like I’ve just gone twelve rounds with a pissed-off silverback.”
Very subtly, Timo pulled Dan back as Tara and Clark approached the front door. He kept walking at Dan’s side but slowed the pace to ensure they stayed out of the others’ earshot.
He then leaned towards Dan and spoke quietly: “Alessandro called when you were gone. He has a confident estimate of the perigee which is far more precise than what he had when you left.”
“Really?” Dan said, barely able to control his volume in the excitement of this revelation. “How sure is he of his analysis?”
“Alessandro is very sure, but this isn’t just his analysis,” Timo replied. “This has come from a very reliable friend inside the GSC’s Argentine complex.”
“Perfect!” Dan said.
Timo’s expression and tone, however, were far more measured. “But that’s not all that our contact told Alessandro,” he said. “Apparently, Chairman Godfrey has ordered his top minds to assess the relationships between recent high-profile incidents, both in terms of the phenomena themselves and also their precise locations and timings.”
“He’s specifically looking for relationships between the locations?” Dan asked, suddenly far from happy. “Why?”
Timo answered very bluntly just as he and Dan stepped through the front door: “Well, Dan… it seems to me that he knows the aliens are sending us a message. Our saving grace for now is that he doesn’t know anything about Lolo, but we really need to get our hands on this plaque as quickly as we can.”
“This perigee completes the map,” Dan replied with a slow nod, wearing an expression of total focus. “Now it’s time to find our treasure.”





Part 5
TREASURE





“There comes a time
in every rightly-constructed boy’s life
when he has a raging desire to go somewhere
and dig for hidden treasure.”
Mark Twain
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MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Dan had long feared that it was only a matter of time before others — powerful others — began searching for relationships between recent events which could no longer be dismissed as ordinary.
But even though his group alone had the advantage of knowing that a certain spot in Lolo National Forest was a crucial piece of the puzzle, this made it no more palatable for Dan to learn that GSC Chairman William Godfrey was now asking questions about extraterrestrial involvement and looking for answers in the right kinds of places.
“Alessandro has informed us that GSC staff are working on the basis of the perigee point being near the northern shore of Huntington Lake,” Timo announced as soon as he and Dan entered the basement. He didn’t mention the part about Godfrey’s recent alien-related enquiries, leaving it for Dan to decide whether this was something that Tara and Clark would benefit from knowing right now.
Emma buzzed the basement’s exterior intercom just moments later, returning far sooner than expected and reporting that Rooster had settled in her house immediately. “He obviously remembers the place from his visit last year,” she said. “It’s like he never left.”
With everyone reunited, Dan decided that they should all know everything; he wasted no time in bringing Emma up to speed on the perigee and then revealed what Timo had just told him about Godfrey. Despite Emma voicing a thought similar to Dan’s about Lolo being a crucial detail that no one else knew anything about, Tara and Clark were visibly unsettled by the news that Godfrey was closing in on the truth about the recent incidents.
Dan, meanwhile, closed the computer folder containing Trey’s Lolo footage for now and got straight to the urgent work of seeking more precise measurements than his printed maps and hand-drawn triangles would allow.
Other than Clark, who was recuperating on the bed, everyone gathered round as Dan opened a mapping program and selected a menu option to place a transparent equilateral triangle over a map of the Western United States. Trusting the program to account for the curvature of the Earth in a way that his earlier and cruder approximations had not, he then moved one of the triangle’s three points to his particular spot at Lolo and went from there, slowly rotating and resizing the overlaid shape until its second point fell on the northern shore of California’s Huntington Lake.
“Here we go…” he said as he zoomed out from there and then zoomed in on the third point to see where exactly in Colorado it fell.
Rather than falling to the northwest as it had when he was working with the social media heat spot, using the perigee point gleaned from a source at the GSC caused Dan’s third point to fall only seventy-five miles west of his Birchwood home, in the immediate vicinity of a small town called Salida.
He turned away from the screen, looking primarily at Emma. “We need to find a precise location that makes sense — a store, a street name, an interesting resident, something like that — either in or near Salida. The exact point I’m getting is just to the northwest of Salida, but we’re talking a mile, mile-and-a-half at most, so I definitely think Salida should be our starting point. Right now, so soon after the fireball passed through, we definitely can’t assume that the perigee we have is accurate to that kind of level. Each side of this triangle is over 700 miles long; one mile here or there is absolutely nothing.”
“But what’s in the exact spot of the triangle’s third point?” she asked, understanding Dan’s point but simultaneously thinking that it was worth being as precise as possible with the data they had. “Anything with a name?”
Dan looked again and zoomed in even further. “Uh, there’s a tiny little place… there we go: Smeltertown.”
From nowhere, Tara barged into Dan’s shoulder and knocked him away from the computer’s keyboard and touchpad. “Smeltertown?!” she echoed with a level of excitement no one could understand in the slightest. “Smeltertown, Colorado? No way! Let me see this…”
“Uh, anything you want to share with the rest of us?” Emma asked, at least as confused as Dan.
“American Treasure!” Tara said, like this made any more sense. She had by now opened a web browser and started typing something into the address bar. “I don’t know what little town the guys were in but one of them was looking at a map while the other drove, and he mentioned that there was a place called Smeltertown nearby. They were laughing at the name and then later in the show, whenever they made a deal, one of the guys kept making jokes like ‘We smelt it, we dealt it’ and stuff like that.”
Timo was the first to react. “American Treasure? Isn’t that the new show from the same Australian guys who came forward to confirm that Hans Kloster sent them a letter warning against exploring Lake Toplitz, back when they were doing Treasure Trawl Titans? I must say… that is some kind of coincidence.”
“Coincidence my pretty little ass,” Tara said. She pointed to two images from the episode in question which were placed among a synopsis on the show’s official website. “This is deliberate. In fact… Dan, that was the very episode I was watching when you and Clark came over to try to calm me down about seeing Walker! It was literally paused on Emma’s projector while you were sitting on the couch. There was a tiny little antique store somewhere nearby but the family who owned it had outbuildings full of junk they said they hadn’t even looked at since the old collector guy died. I’m telling you: the plaque is gonna be sitting right there in one of those buildings!”
“Right under our nose,” Timo said, grinning from ear to ear.
“And American Treasure is a pretty new show, like you said,” Dan added. “That episode can’t have been filmed all that long ago, so the people will still be there. It’s… it’s so perfect. It’s in Colorado, and the idea of it being in a hoarder’s outbuilding fits like a glove with the storage-locker theme from Salzburg. And that’s without even thinking about how weird it is that Tara recognised the name Smeltertown straight away because she watched this specific episode so recently. Don’t you think?”
Dan’s final words were addressed solely to Emma, who was yet to give anything away in regards to what she made of Tara’s eureka moment.
“I’m not saying this isn’t it…” she began, flicking her eyes between Tara and Dan. “But are you actually telling me that you think the Messengers were controlling which episode of some Australian reality show was going to be repeated on American TV that night?”
“It wasn’t airing that night,” Tara said. “I downloaded it the night before. I searched for episodes where the guys visited Colorado and that was the top result, probably because they were here for the whole hour instead of just one segment.”
Emma didn’t relent. “So are we saying that the aliens told you to download it?”
“Don’t be mad at me just because, for once, you’re not the one who worked it out,” Tara replied, losing patience. “This is it, and you know it as well as I do. You should be saying thanks and I should be saying you’re welcome.”
“We’re wasting time,” Timo said. Emma was smiling slightly at Tara’s latest comment — this was no serious sisterly argument — but Timo was firm and correct in his assessment. “What we all know as well as each other is that this place ticks all of the logical boxes, it falls perfectly on the point of Dan’s triangle, and something that Tara saw just a few days ago could well be leading us to the exact family we need to talk to.”
“I still have the episode downloaded,” Tara added. “Do you want to check it out?
“Definitely,” Dan said, “but let’s quickly check out this footage Trey shot at Lolo. It’s all finished copying over.”
Everyone crowded round the computer again, except for Clark who only shifted on the bed to make sure he could see. Quite understandably, the sight of a bona fide alien craft in glorious high definition elicited awestruck responses from Tara and Timo, while Clark’s greater distance from the screen prevented the details from reaching him so clearly. It equally understandably did less to excite Emma and Dan given that they had encountered the Messengers’ larger craft up close and in person, but it was nevertheless an incredible thing to see.
Minutes later, Dan asked whether Clark was coming next door to check out the plaque’s potential resting place in Salida — right now, this was the footage Dan really wanted to see — or if he didn’t feel up to it.
Clark groaned like an injured bull as he rolled over. “I’m coming.”
“You should probably see a doctor in the morning,” Tara said.
“No way,” Clark replied. “There might be some weird trace of the forcefield or something. I’ve been beat up worse than this and been back on my feet the next day. And I already had tomorrow booked off work, so at least there’s that.”
Timo made his way up the stairs first; it made sense for him to lead the way to pose a distraction in case Henry was there, since Henry seeing Clark’s injuries would lead to a conversation best avoided. Dan extended an arm in an offer to help Clark up from the bed, and he wasn’t too proud to accept it.
“After you, Sherlock,” Emma said to Tara, holding her hand out towards the stairs.
Tara stood still and shrugged. “You know I’m more of an Inspector Clouseau kind of girl.”
“Ugh,” Emma sighed. “Fine… after you, Clouseau.”
“That’s better,” Tara said as she began climbing the stairs. “You can be Miss Marple. She’s only a few years older than you, isn’t she?”
“If that’s the way you want to play it,” Emma laughed. “I hope you packed your bathing suit, though, because if I see any smelters in Smeltertown, you’re going for a swim.”
As the sisters disappeared out of the basement, taking their playful bickering with them, Dan McCarthy slowly helped his injured brother up each step.
“Thanks for doing what you did,” he said. “Trying to run into Walker’s room before you could even see what was going on in there… not many people would have done that.”
“Whatever it takes and no half measures,” Clark replied. “That’s what you said. And I know you would have done the same. I saw you crossing that threshold at Lolo. I remember.”
Dan didn’t say anything until they reached the top step, when he turned to look directly at Clark. “We’re this close,” he told him, holding his thumb and index finger an inch apart. “This hasn’t been fun, but it’s all going to be worth it. I promise. The Messengers have led me this far and they’re going to take us the whole way. I believe in them.”
“And I believe in you, man,” Clark said, bravely limping towards the front door. “I believe in you.”
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FORD RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
From the comfort of a plush couch, the huge HD video image displayed by Emma’s projector allowed the group to see every little detail of the unexpectedly important ‘Colorado Gold Rush’ episode of American Treasure.
They watched the whole show — forty-seven minutes with no ads — including the banter between the two Australian hosts as one repeatedly fell back upon his favourite Smeltertown-inspired “We smelt it, we dealt it” joke… over and over and over again.
It was easy to see why Tara had remembered it.
At one early point, Emma commented that she couldn’t believe Tara could put up with these guys, let alone enjoy their show. Clark stepped in to defend them, stating that he was also a fan because they were easy-going guys who always hunted down some cool stuff.
The relevant moments came in the third of four main segments, during which the hosts introduced the Feather family of Salida, Colorado. The segment began with a look through the family’s unspectacular antiques store, which survived only due to their outright ownership of the small plot of land it was built upon and the older brother’s keen eye for valuable coins.
A few minutes were devoted to the coins he had on display, some of which the astute hosts purchased for fair prices that would still leave room for profit. The remainder of their time in the store itself was spent exploring items of local interest, including original signage from the Gold Rush era.
The show provided some fairly in-depth information about events and places Dan knew very well from his interest in the various groups of so-called Finchers who were already searching for the fourth plaque in the spirit of Humphrey Finch’s infamous prophecy.
The direct mentions of Pikes Peak and other eminently familiar things made Dan feel overwhelmed; it was all fitting together almost too neatly for his mind to process.
Attention then turned to the Feather family’s home, which was comprised of two adjoining properties converted into one to house two adult brothers, their very elderly mother, and the younger brother’s wife and daughter.
A few views from inside some of their outbuildings filled the screen as the hosts commentated over the footage. “This building is overflowing with metal advertising signs,” one of the hosts said, “but as the Feather brothers were quick to tell us, these aren’t the right kind of signs for making money. Whichever way you turn, you can pretty much see that their old man also bought and held onto any other scraps of metal he could get his hands on.”
The younger brother then commented that some of the outbuildings contained piles of junk that they’d never even searched through. “That’s mainly because I’d need a tetanus shot,” he laughed, “but also because there are five other piles in the way of each of them! Some of the buildings are literally full, like a fairytale giant dumped all his stuff from above then put the roof back on, and that stuff is actual junk — broken bikes, rusted scrap, you name it. Our old man wasn’t exactly the organised type.”
A brief camera shot showed one such outbuilding, and the previously determined hosts admitted defeat as soon as they saw the scale of the clutter.
The brothers, both in their thirties or thereabouts, then guided the Aussie treasure hunters through the best organised of their outbuildings; one of which contained some of their late father’s favourite wartime items. They explained that he had served in Austria during and after the war, making more than a few trips back in his later years long after his final official placement in 1946.
“We never really talked about it,” the older brother said, “but he lived here his whole life and I sometimes think that maybe the mountains over there reminded him of home. He saw more than a few places and Austria was always his favourite. There was definitely something about the place that captured his heart, that’s for sure.”
“This is almost frightening,” Timo said at that point, breaking a long silence in Emma’s living room and prompting Tara to pause the episode. He continued once he had everyone’s attention: “Salzburg was in the US zone of occupation after the war. Of all the places, that’s where this man was: Salzburg.”
“We couldn’t have made this up if we tried,” Emma said.
Dan smiled at her. “Good job we didn’t have to.”
No one said anything during the final few minutes of the segment, which saw the hosts pose for a photo beside the brothers’ pride and joy, a large and original “Pikes Peak Or Bust” sign that they refused to sell even when silly numbers were thrown their way.
When the next segment began, focusing on a hoard of classic cars in Denver, conversation resumed. More specifically, now that it seemed so extraordinarily likely that the plaque would indeed be found at the Feathers’ property, talk turned to what the plaque’s exact message might mean.
“Well, the Messengers would only use the fourth plaque if it was absolutely necessary,” Emma said. “That might sound obvious, but using the fourth and final plaque means that they won’t ever be able to deliver any more messages in a way that’s consistent with the pre-existing story — i.e. the hoax — which is a story they’ve been determined to protect so far for the same reason we have: global stability.”
“That’s not necessarily true,” Dan replied. “The fourth plaque is only the final plaque in the context of Kloster’s story about a craft being found in Lake Toplitz. Another plaque-carrying unmanned craft could turn up anywhere in the world — for real, this time — whenever the Messengers decide it’s necessary.”
“It’s a fair point,” Timo said.
Emma nodded in concession. “But that would be a larger intervention than they seem keen to make…”
“No arguments there,” Dan said, “but all I’m saying is that if it ever became absolutely necessary to deliver a fifth message, they could do it without exposing everything. But anyway, the main thing we have to deal with now is the Feathers. We need a plan for how we’re going to get into their outbuildings to look for the plaque; we need a way to justify why we think it’s there.”
Silence circled for a few seconds until Clark spoke up: “What if we say that either you or Timo bought a diary that was supposedly Karl Heilig’s — you know, the guy in Salzburg whose locker the third plaque turned up inside — and that he wrote in it that he met an American collector who claimed to have seen a similar plaque to the one Heilig had already acquired. We could say that you followed it up and eventually worked out the American collector’s identity: their old man.”
“We’ll keep thinking,” Dan replied, “but that just might be the smartest thing you’ve ever said.”
No one voiced any immediate objections; Clark had indeed presented a solid foundation for a workable plan.
“And I’ll be able to talk them into letting us look around,” Emma said. “It might not be easy and it definitely won’t be free — that’s where Timo pulls his weight — but I’ll manage.”
Timo laughed heartily at the straightforwardness of Emma’s words. “I’ll do my part in that regard,” he said. “Don’t worry.”
“I’ll call them first thing in the morning,” Emma added. “I won’t say who I am or exactly what it’s about; I’ll just say that I’m seriously interested in something I saw on the show. They probably wouldn’t believe it was really me calling, anyway, and obviously we don’t want them to tell anyone else about our interest until I’m there in person to get our point across.”
“And what about once we find it?” Tara asked. “How do we deal with that? Even if we buy the Feathers’ silence, how do we explain to everyone else how and where we found the plaque?”
“Hmmm,” Timo murmured. “I couldn’t really say it was sent to me anonymously, because no one would forego the bounty I’ve put up, and that kind of money isn’t exactly easy to hide.”
“That’s a high-class problem I’ll be happy to have,” Dan chimed in. “A few hours ago, we had nothing. Now we have every—”
“Don’t count any chickens just yet,” Emma cautioned, her tone gentle but her message clear.
As the illuminating episode of American Treasure came to a close with the hosts towing a classic car behind their heavily branded touring van, Timo rose to his feet. “Well, friends, it is late. I should think about calling the hotel to send a driver.”
“You can stay in my basement,” Dan suggested. “My old bedroom is my dad’s room now, and his old room is an extra bathroom, but the basement is plenty big. I’ll disarm the entry and exit restrictions for the night, so you’ll be able to get in and out.”
“I guess it’s not like Dad could walk down and see anything, anyway,” Clark said, not intending for his words to come out sounding anything like as insensitive as they did.
Timo’s expression, meanwhile, indicated that he was more than keen on this idea, which certainly beat waiting for a ride to the Gravesen in Colorado Springs; his suite was a lot plusher, for sure, but at this time of night there was a lot to be said for the convenience of proximity. “That’s a very kind offer, Dan,” he replied. “But what about you?”
“Yeah, Dan,” Tara butted in with a mischievous tone. “What about you?”
“There’s plenty of space for Dan here,” Emma said, turning to Tara.
Dan looked at Timo. “There’s space for me here,” he said, as though Timo hadn’t just heard Emma say exactly the same thing. “I’ll come over and disarm those controls for you. And I guess I don’t need to tell you not to touch anything… not because I don’t trust you, but because there are pressure-sensitive alarms on my research board, all of the computer equipment and pretty much everything else, and the sensors would know that it was someone else touching them.”
“Don’t worry, Dan,” Timo said with a warm smile as they walked outside, both assisting Clark as they went. “After the night we have just had, I will only be touching the bed and the pillow.”
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10 DOWNING STREET
LONDON, ENGLAND
“Morning, boss,” Jack Neal said, sycophantically smiling as he handed John Cole his usual newspapers.
“Tell me something I want to hear,” Cole replied gruffly. “God knows I need it.”
The previous twenty-four hours had been tough for Cole, with his longtime party rival Diane Logan publicly distancing herself and attempting to distance the entire party from the anti-GSC rhetoric that he and Jack Neal had been using of late. Logan’s intervention coincided with the increasing willingness of backbench MPs on Cole’s side of the House to step out of line and question his stance.
Some UK media outlets suggested that Cole, who could no longer say whatever he wanted with little recourse, was at last getting a taste of his own medicine having himself risen to prominence by attacking the likes of Logan when her position as Deputy Prime Minister had restricted her ability to respond in certain ways just like his position as Prime Minister was doing now.
“In that case, I’ve got just what you need,” Jack said. A trademark snakelike smile crossed his face as he lifted his phone from his pocket and navigated to a year-old photograph of Dan McCarthy standing at the Birchwood drive-in next to a man in a Blue Dish Network branded polo shirt.
“What am I looking at?” Cole asked.
“The previously unknown individual who I heard speaking at the end of my call with Emma last night,” Jack explained. “I got a positive ID on the voice analysis and this is him: Trey Myers. I’ve seen him in person, on the night they locked me in an office like a criminal before Emma and Dan revealed the Kloster letter. The question is: why are they still rolling around in the dirt with a newshound? This is the slip-up we’ve been waiting for, boss. How’s that for something you want to hear?”
“Bloody brilliant work,” Cole boomed, patting Jack on the back with far too much force for the smaller man’s comfort. It was rare for Cole to effusively praise anyone or anything, but Jack had really come up trumps in identifying Trey Myers as a new person of interest and a potential weak link in the Birchwood chain.
“Oh, that’s far from everything,” Jack said, swiping through more images on his phone before turning the screen to Cole again. “Here’s our man Myers at a gas station… in Montana.”
Cole’s broad smile slowly faded to an expression of confusion. “And?”
“And he lives a few miles away from Birchwood and doesn’t normally travel north of Denver. This would be suspicious even if we didn’t know he was with them last night. But since we do know that, it’s a lot more than just suspicious given what—”
“Aaaah,” Cole said, waving a finger as it came to him. “Montana is where the satellite came in. So what’s the thinking, that he went looking for something? To interview a witness we don’t know about… something like that?”
Jack’s grin grew wider and wider as he shook his head. “Myers had driven for around fourteen hours to reach this gas station, but here’s the kicker: this gas station is a four-hour drive from the site of the satellite’s entry, and this image was captured five-and-a-half hours before anything happened. He drove there to see it. He drove there to film it. He knew it was going to happen!”
Cole’s jaw slackened. “But… how?”
“That’s the difficult part,” Jack admitted. “This could mean a few different things. But whichever one it is, Trey Myers knew where and when that satellite was coming in. And since we know he was with Emma Ford and Dan McCarthy a matter of hours ago, it’s a safe assumption to say that they knew it, too. Like I said, I got this from a phone call, and that phone call ended with Emma and Dan feeling some kind of sudden pain. And boss… that happened at the exact moment when the California Fireball entered the atmosphere. When it arrived, they felt it.”
“This is fucking big,” Cole said, even more straightforward in his words than usual.
Jack nodded slowly. “Huge. My opinion, boss, is that we should let Godfrey worry about California — Slater is going to give him enough heat over that — because we need to focus on this. We need to find out what’s going on in Birchwood, how the hell they knew something was going to happen in Montana before it did, and why something happened to them when the California Fireball came in.”
“This is great work,” Cole beamed. “This is why I brought you in. But tell me: if all of these events of the last few days… Kerguelen, Montana, California… if they’re not natural — if they really are something to do with, you know, them…”
“Yes?”
“Well,” Cole continued, uncharacteristically hesitant to finish his thought. “To me, if these events aren’t natural, the fact that this friend of theirs was in Montana in time for the satellite’s descent makes it seem like McCarthy and his little gang are somehow, well…”
“In contact with extraterrestrials?” Jack said, jumping in to finish the incomplete sentence.
“I know how it sounds,” Cole replied.
Jack shook his head; it was a head-shake of support. “It’s not crazy, boss. At this point, we can’t rule anything out…”





THURSDAY
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FEATHER’S ANTIQUES
SALIDA, COLORADO
Just a shade after 9am, an excited group of five piled into Emma’s car for the drive to Salida. She had already called the number she found on the Feather’s Antiques website, and the Feather brothers were thus already expecting a visit from someone interested in purchasing a high-value item they’d seen during the store’s featured appearance on American Treasure.
The Feathers certainly weren’t expecting Emma Ford to show up — let alone with Dan McCarthy and Timo Fiore in tow — and the true reason for her group’s visit would surely come as an even greater surprise.
Emma drove, with Clark beside her in the front passenger seat. He would normally have offered this seat to Tara, hoping she’d say no given that his frame would so obviously benefit from the extra space, but on this occasion his aches and pains from the incident at Stevenson Farm came before his deeply entrenched sense of chivalry.
Clark’s nose looked noticeably better than it had the previous night, as everyone pointed out, and he explained that he had tried to “fix it” like he’d seen countless guys do after boxing matches during his military days. Although it was no longer so obviously bent out of shape, Dan pointed out that it was more than a small stretch to call it fixed. Nevertheless, Clark insisted that only his ribs and lower back were still giving him any real problems, as they had borne the brunt of his impact with the wall of Richard Walker’s hallway when the Messengers’ forcefield unceremoniously threw him backwards into it.
“I’m reading about the Feathers,” Timo said, mainly to Dan. “Did you know that their father’s middle name was Zebulon?”
“Is that an alien planet or something?” Clark butted in.
“Not quite,” Timo said. “I am only familiar with two Zebulons, and something tells me this man was named after the explorer, rather than the biblical son of Jacob.”
Clark turned to face Timo, no longer feeling any stiffness in his neck or shoulder. “What explorer?”
“Zebulon Pike,” Dan answered. “You know, Pikes Peak? How can you live here your whole life and not know that?”
“Who’s the Broncos’ all-time leading receiver?” Clark replied with a question of his own.
Dan shrugged. “Who cares?”
“How can you live here your whole life and not know that?” Clark quipped. “And that’s recent. Your mountain man was what, like 500 years ago?”
“Riiiight,” Dan said, trying to keep a straight face. “Because modern American explorers were all over Colorado in the early 1500s.”
“Are you sure you guys are definitely brothers?” Tara asked, laughing in the seat next to Dan. “And you definitely went to the same school?”
The journey continued in a similar vein.
As they neared their destination, Tara casually and knowingly whispered a question to Dan, asking if he had gone home during the night after offering to let Timo sleep in the basement. “Because I got up for a drink and it was the weirdest thing,” she said. “See, the couch was empty.”
“Grow up,” Emma said, her tone somewhere between indifference and the mildest of annoyance. This comment revealed that she had either heard Tara’s whispers or — more likely — that she could deduce their content from the impish look on her younger sister’s face.
“What’s happening?” Clark asked. “Who’s growing up?”
No one answered for a few seconds, but Dan’s silence and Tara’s face combined with Emma’s words to tell him all he needed to know. A slow gasp automatically followed the eureka moment. “Seriously?” he said. “You two… last night?”
“Perhaps this is one of those discussions best kept for after we have the plaque in our hands,” Timo interjected.
“I guess it’s hardly the shock of the century,” Clark said, turning around to face forward once more. “Even if Dan is reaching about fifteen levels above his natural—”
“Do you want to walk the rest of the way?” Emma interrupted, now tending more towards the annoyance end of the spectrum.
There was no real anger or tension for the short remainder of the drive, with everyone very much understanding that Timo was right when he said that the plaque was the only thing they should be focusing on.
The plan was simple: visit the Feather brothers in their antique store and convince them to allow the group to search through the outbuildings at their nearby family home.
Stage one commenced when Emma parked outside the store and Tara, the least recognisable of the group, entered first to check that there were no other customers milling around.
There weren’t, as everyone had fully expected, and Tara gave a quick hand signal to call the others forward.
The whole group were soon inside the small store, familiar to them from the TV show, and the Feather brothers looked on in stunned shock as they caught sight of just who was paying them a visit.
The brothers shared a relative resemblance to Dan and Clark in one sense, with one being far more substantially and athletically built than the other. But both were more than a few inches shorter than the tall McCarthys; and in the Feathers’ case, the more wiry of the brothers — identified by his name-badge as Andrew — was the elder.
Andrew’s thin-framed glasses were very much in keeping with his own thin frame, while a plain white shirt with the sleeves rolled up — also seen on the TV show — seemed to be his standard uniform of casual dress.
Michael, the younger and stockier of the two, meanwhile sported dark blue jeans and a brown T-shirt emblazoned with the familiar logo of a locally brewed and internationally known brand of beer.
Although first impressions weren’t always accurate and appearances could be deceptive, in this instance no one was surprised when Michael stepped forward and immediately positioned himself as the talker and decision-maker. There was equally little surprise in the brashness of his first question:
“What the hell is this?”
Dan opened his mouth, getting out only the word “we” before Emma drowned him out. This wasn’t an interruption as such since Dan hadn’t been speaking first; it was more a case of Emma being her firm and forceful self, effortlessly being heard over his deeper but quieter voice.
“I have a contract for you to sign,” she said, addressing her words primarily to Michael, who she had already identified as being the key to gaining entry. “It’s extremely lucrative, and I need you to hear me out before you do or say anything. Okay?”
Michael’s eyes widened. “Go on…”
And go on Emma did; not with a slow-burning, frog-boiling description of the reason for her visit, but rather with an explicit statement: “Well, Dan thinks the fourth plaque is in one of your outbuildings and we came here to find it.”
Dan watched uneasily as Michael’s eyes narrowed. He had hoped for excitement, but suspicion was a better word for what Michael seemed to be feeling.
Michael turned to his older but smaller brother.
“Let’s hear them out,” Andrew said, stepping forward to Michael’s side. “So Dan… what makes you think it’s here?”
“And what makes you think you can have it?” Michael interjected.
Andrew nudged him in the side. “Ignore him,” he told Dan.
Emma in turn nudged Dan, more gently, encouraging him to field the question with his well-practiced answer. Dan proceeded to deliver his white lie with word-for-word accuracy, telling the Feather brothers that he had read a diary entry written by Karl Heilig which mentioned an encounter with a collector from Colorado who apparently visited Austria on several occasions and who claimed to have found a plaque similar to Heilig’s own.
None of this was true and Dan didn’t like having to lie, but the ‘having to’ part of the equation helped him through it.
“We watched you guys on American Treasure and we know there are buildings you’ve never even searched inside since your dad passed away,” Tara said, interjecting exactly as they had rehearsed.
As Andrew Feather began to reply, Michael cut him off. “Andrew, close up the store,” he said. “I’m going home to find it. The rest of you… thanks for the tip.”
Michael walked towards the door.
“You don’t want to do that,” Timo Fiore said, speaking for the first time.
Michael stopped halfway to the door and squared up to Timo. “Oh yeah, rich boy?”
Clark gently moved Timo aside and gazed down at Michael, whose eyes barely reached his chin. “And you really don’t want to do that,” he said. “What you want to do is step back, calm down, and take us to your old man’s hoard.”
“Give me one good reason,” the cantankerous man replied.
Clark looked over Michael’s head at his older and wiser brother, Andrew. “Is this guy for real?” he asked.
Andrew stayed out of it.
“You want one good reason,” Timo said, remaining calm at Clark’s side. “Well, Michael, how about one million good reasons?”
At this, Andrew stepped forward to pull his brother away from Clark. “Is that a serious offer?” he asked Timo. “A million dollars, just to look for it?”
Emma took over. “If you keep quiet about this and let us look for as long as we want, a million dollars is yours,” she said. “And if we find the plaque, Timo will add another two million.”
“On the condition of strict confidentiality,” Dan stressed.
Momentarily, the air was thick with tension. Silence circled as a lot of eyes took turns to look at each other.
“But you offered a billion,” Michael eventually said, his tone firm. “That’s a lot more than three million.”
“That was if someone else found the plaque and put it in my hand,” Timo said. “And that was without the offer of one million dollars guaranteed, whether the plaque is found or not; that was without a million dollars for nothing.”
“For nothing?” Michael snapped. “You mean for letting you into our house, for letting you search through our dad’s stuff, and for giving up the right to a billion if it’s there?”
“The billion is off the table,” Timo replied. “The hard work is done, so if—”
Sensing that things were moving in the wrong direction, Emma stepped in to cut Timo off. At the same time, Andrew likewise stepped in to try to reason with Michael.
Emma then relayed the offer, very calmly, and encouraged the Feathers to think and talk it over. She also encouraged them to step back, which they duly did.
“One million dollars, guaranteed,” Andrew stressed. “Even if they don’t find it!”
“They wouldn’t be here and they definitely wouldn’t be offering that kind of money if they weren’t confident of finding it,” Michael replied. “If we shake their hands, we could be screwing ourselves out of an absolute fortune.”
Andrew shook his head and sighed in frustration. “Michael, you heard him: the original bounty is off the table. Besides, where we are right now, three million might as well be a billion; it would change everything.” He then lowered his voice significantly, but not quite significantly enough for Dan and his group to not hear the words: “And let’s be real here for a second… it’s Timo Fiore. You really think he’s not going to get what he wants? We need to do a deal with him that makes sense for everyone, not turn him into our enemy.”
Dan didn’t like watching this and he didn’t like hearing it. From what little he had seen of the Feathers’ home during the American Treasure episode, it looked to him like they had about as much money as his family did a few years ago, before Clark started bringing in the danger pay for his private security work in Iraq.
The Feather brothers’ refusal to sell their father’s pride-and-joy “Pikes Peak Or Bust” sign from the Gold Rush era despite their financial position also reminded him of his own reluctance to cash the $85 cheque that had adorned his wall for so long after he received it as payment for the first ever article he sold.
The figures being discussed, substantial as they were, didn’t even amount to a rounding error for Timo. ‘Mere’ millions meant little to a man considered the world’s wealthiest by some measures, but they could clearly be beyond life-changing to these everyday hard-workers.
Dan would never offer one man’s money to another, but he turned to Timo and insistently whispered a request for him to up the guarantee to five million.
“Two,” Timo whispered in reply.
Dan held firm. “Five.”
“How about this,” Timo said loudly, drawing the Feathers’ attention as intended. “Three million if you let us in, eight if we find it.”
“Five and ten,” Michael replied.
Timo shook his head. “Three and eight.”
Michael stepped forward again, less aggressively than before but still showing that he was in no mood to back down. “You say your bounty is off the table, fine. But don’t forget that you weren’t the only person putting up money for the plaque. Don’t forget that the only reason your bounty got so high was because you wanted to outbid the Arabs and Silicon Valley guys who were putting up almost as much. You ain’t the only show in town, Timo.”
“Five and ten,” Timo agreed, keeping his words straight to the point and delivering them without expressing any annoyance.
“Paid in regular instalments,” Emma added, “for as long as you keep this quiet.”
“At least at first,” Dan interjected. “A lot depends on what the plaque says. You might not have to keep totally quiet about everything, but the point is that you can’t say anything about anything until we say so. If you don’t understand that, there’s no deal.”
Dan didn’t feel at all conflicted — much less at all guilty — about stating this so firmly; after all, his intervention had just led to the Feathers’ guarantee rising to five million dollars and their final bounty to ten.
Michael held out his hand and decisively shook Timo’s. “You got yourself a deal, rich boy,” he said, smiling as he spoke in a far warmer tone than he had earlier, with even the ‘rich boy’ term of address tinged with something close to friendliness.
“A wise decision,” Timo replied.
Michael then walked to Dan to shake his hand, too. “And you really think it’s here?” he asked.
Dan nodded. He came close to spilling more than he intended to — the words “they wouldn’t have sent me here if it wasn’t” almost escaped his lips — but he managed to hold back and instead gave a reply which, while still true, was less revealing: “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.”
“I know guys who have been up and down these mountains looking for that thing,” Michael said with a slightly rueful grin, “and goddamnit if it ain’t been right here all along! Ten million dollars… long way off a billion, but it sure as hell beats throwing Dad’s scrap metal out for nothing without even knowing what was hiding in beside it.”
Andrew, the thinner and quieter of the Feathers, offered a word of caution similar to Emma’s from the previous night: “Let’s not count any chickens just yet.” A huge smile then crossed his face, as though the full nature of the deal had just sunk in. “But even if those chickens don’t hatch and the plaque is somewhere else, five million is a pretty nice consolation!”
Michael returned to the area behind the cash register and crouched down to get something from a low compartment. He rose to his feet holding several pairs of thick gloves. “There’s a shitload of rust in some of those outbuildings,” he explained. “And maybe some, uh, wildlife, too.”
“Rats?” Tara shrieked.
“Maybe,” Michael said, tossing her a pair of the gloves.
Tara looked at them for several seconds, as though deciding whether or not to throw them back and say that she wasn’t searching through any buildings where rats might be crawling around. “I’ve come this far…” she eventually decided, holding on to them.
Michael also threw gloves to Timo, Clark and Emma. He handed a pair to his brother Andrew and carried Dan’s pair to deliver them by hand, too.
As all of the others walked out towards the car, Dan was smart enough to know that Michael wanted to tell him something. He waited for the gloves, wondering more with each passing second exactly what Michael was going to say.
“I know you told Fiore to raise the offer,” Michael said. He gently patted Dan on the back and handed him the gloves, smiling all the while. “Now let’s find your plaque and double my money.”
“Sounds like a plan to me,” Dan replied, sporting a relieved grin of his own as he stepped outside. “Sounds like a plan to me.”
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MYERS RESIDENCE
LIPTON, COLORADO
“One second,” Trey Myers called, hurrying to reach the back door of his house where, for one reason or another, someone had just banged several times on the glass.
Had it been dark or had his wife and young son been around, Trey would have been more concerned than he was over the question of who was there. As it went, he was primarily confused.
The answer, more mundane than he’d expected, came when Trey opened the door to find a young courier grasping a shoebox-sized package.
“Delivery,” the courier said, handing over the box.
Trey took it. “Why didn’t you go to the front?”
The young man pointed around the side of the house. “I did. You mustn’t have heard. I was gonna leave this out here, somewhere safe, but I thought I should try the back door. You know, since there’s a car in the driveway. And hey, listen, I know this is weird… but could I maybe use your bathroom real quick? Number one.”
“Left at the top of the stairs,” Trey said as he scanned for a brand name on the box or label in an effort to remember what he’d ordered. The courier politely took off his shoes and hurried upstairs.
“Wait a second…” Trey called. “This is for a ‘T Miles’ at 1142. I’m Trey Myers and this is 1242. Wrong house, dude!”
The courier stopped near the top of the stairs. “Seriously? Goddammit, the assholes at the sorting office are making more of these mistakes every single day!”
Trey placed the box on the doorstep and waited at the bottom of the stairs until the courier returned a minute later.
“Sorry about this bullshit,” the young man said. “And thanks for the hospitality.”
“We have different ideas of the word hospitality,” Trey laughed. He saw the courier out and closed the door.
Outside, the courier returned to his rental van and placed the box on the seat next to him. He drove away quickly, approaching the address written on the box but then continuing straight past it without slowing down.
When he was safely clear of the surrounding neighbourhood, he pulled over and lifted a very basic cellphone from the van’s glove compartment. He sent a short and simple text message — “Done” — to a number he knew by heart.
After checking that no one was looking, he then threw the phone out of his window and drove over it. He reversed for good measure before driving over the phone one last time as he sped out of town.
Easy as that, he thought to himself.
Easy… as… that…
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FEATHER’S ANTIQUES
SALIDA, COLORADO
By the early afternoon, no rats had presented themselves in any of the outbuildings at the Feather brothers’ quaint but spacious family home — really two adjoining properties converted into one — but nor had any plaques bearing engravings of extraterrestrial origin.
The outbuilding identified as the plaque’s likeliest hiding place was positively overflowing with scrap metal. There were no pristine advertising signs to be seen inside, only an endless collection of largely worthless junk and some other incomplete items which may have held some value if they were still in one piece, or at the very least if all of their pieces had been present.
The first third of the small hangar-like building — the section nearest its door — was so far the only area with any clear floor space whatsoever. Further in, dangerously sharp and rusted examples of everything from manhole covers to car-doors littered the floor in a haphazard manner that really did make it look as though they’d all been shaken to the ground by a giant dropping them from an enormous box.
Clark, easily the strongest member of the search party, began the day by lamenting his injury-caused inability to be of much help. Andrew, the glasses-wearing and quieter of the Feather brothers, naturally asked what kind of injury Clark had suffered and what its cause had been.
Understandably reluctant to explain that he had been thrown against a wall in Richard Walker’s hallway by a forcefield which shielded the old man’s abduction by aliens, Clark uncomfortably stuttered over his answer until Emma jumped in with an effortlessly convincing white lie about an on-the-job run-in with a perp that Clark wasn’t allowed to talk about.
Since then, Dan and Emma had been working their way through the crowded outbuilding. Initially assisted only by Michael Feather while the others looked elsewhere, they were joined by the rest of the group just before noon when those others had finished searching through the more accessible of the previously unexplored buildings.
“It definitely wasn’t in the part we’ve already cleared,” Dan said, by now slowly moving scattered items from the central third of the floor. This exercise had been taking a great deal of time and care, and the mood among the searchers had fallen precipitously when their moving of the largest items revealed a second layer of smaller and generally sharper items underneath.
“This stuff is actual shit,” Michael complained to his older but smaller brother who stood with a surprised and disappointed look as he surveyed Dan’s group’s lack of progress. “You guys might be wondering how the hell the plaque could possibly be here because you probably think we must have looked through everything a hundred times to try to get that bounty… but look at this stuff. Broken pieces of bikes, crowbars, broken fences… it’s literally scrap. I don’t know what the hell Dad was thinking keeping all of this. Now that we’re past the first section of crap I can see a big multi-compartment shelving unit with organised boxes, which I didn’t know was there and which might be somewhere worth looking, but there’s still so much crap in the way before we can get there.”
“It’s like he started out as a collector and turned into a hoarder somewhere along the way,” Tara said. Her comment was of the obliviously blunt kind that Emma and Clark would more often expect to come from Dan, but he had so far had the tact to keep a very similar thought to himself.
“Bingo,” Michael said, unoffended. “That’s exactly it. God knows I loved the old guy… but if he hadn’t dumped so much shit in the way, we would have seen that unit the first time we came in here and we could’ve had a run at the full bounty.”
“Well, we know he must have had the plaque for a while,” Andrew chimed in. “After all, the diary of Heilig’s that he was mentioned in was pretty old… right, Dan? That means it’s going to be in with the stuff from his collecting phase, before he started piling up this junk like he was making a nest, so the unit makes sense.”
Michael shrugged in exasperation. “We know that, genius,” he sighed. “That’s why we’re talking about it. But do you want to try walking over this stuff in-between here and there without killing yourself or getting tetanus? There’s rusty spokes from broken bike wheels sticking up from the floor, I can see some wooden fence posts wrapped in goddamn barbed wire, and God only knows what could be under there in the places we can’t even see yet. The good news is that now that everyone’s here, it should only take us another hour or so to clear enough of the floor to get to the shelves, and then we could finally be in business. Timo, you can go inside and start writing that cheque if you don’t want to get your hands dirty.”
Timo chuckled and raised his hands, revealing that his gloves had indeed been getting dirty during his fruitless searching with Clark, Tara and Andrew.
“Touché,” Michael said with an impressed expression. “In that case, feel free to stick around.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t miss the moment when we find the plaque for anything,” Timo replied, stepping forward to get to work.
As the pace of that work picked up and the floor was cleared of dangerously sharp metallic objects piece by piece and inch by inch, Michael began asking Timo a lot of fairly specific questions about his planned projects at Fiore Frontiere. Having dominated the global news agenda shortly after the Kerguelen bolide, these plans for a privately funded but publicly minded space program had since fallen from the headlines.
Indeed, even Timo had barely thought about the imminent ceremonial opening of his new headquarters at the old IDA building in Colorado Springs, which had been long-planned but only recently announced. His various businesses and organisations were generally well-oiled machines which could operate without the need for his direct involvement, and the surface-level renovation of the old IDA building’s facade and of Richard Walker’s infamous press room were days away from being ready. Ceremonial was the key word when it came to the imminent opening — no real research or development would be carried out within the building during the several months it would take for the full refit to be completed — but at this point Timo wasn’t sure how big of an event the ceremony would be.
That, like so much else, depended on what the plaque would reveal. Dan’s dream scenario that the plaque would point the way to the as-yet-undiscovered planet commonly spoken of as New Kerguelen — generally considered as either the Messengers’ home world or a habitable second home for humanity — was also Timo’s deepest hope. And if that did indeed come to pass, Fiore Frontiere’s grand opening would be the perfect time to reveal it to the public.
“I’ve seen some photos of the new signage at Walker’s old IDA place,” Michael said, speaking as he carefully lifted the wheeled base of an office drawer unit from the cluttered centre of the room and placed it nearer the door, in an area which was itself becoming inevitably crowded with relocated garbage. “It’s already looking way better with the Fiore Frontiere sign. But what I want to know is whether all of the stuff you said you were planning is actually going to happen. You know, the giant space-based telescope for spotting faraway planets, an ark for taking people to New Kerguelen once you find it… is all of that stuff real, or were you just trying to push Godfrey into doing more?”
“And is that why there was so much focus on planetary defence when you were on Focus 20/20?” Andrew chimed in. “Were you strategically fear-mongering so that Godfrey would hurry up and do something?”
“We all have more questions than answers,” Emma said, cutting Timo off before he could reply. He didn’t take it personally; they were on the same page, and all she was doing was minimising the risk of anyone saying the wrong thing. “But I do have one new piece of info that isn’t public yet: Slater is having a press conference tonight to address the California Fireball. I have a lot of contacts who are very close to Slater but not quite in her inner circle, and even they have no idea what she’s going to say.”
“Do you think she might say we’re pulling out of the GSC?” Dan asked, hearing this news for the first time. “Either that or a demand for immediate GSC action?”
“She’ll say something calming,” Emma said. “It’ll be a cold day in hell before I start liking Slater after everything she did last year, but she’s a lot more responsible in what she says than Walker, Cole, Godfrey, anyone like that. Whatever she’s pushing for, she’ll be pushing behind closed doors. Tonight will probably be something about her having sought and received assurances from the GSC that they’ll step up their game on certain things, and I imagine she’ll say that Godfrey has her full support. There might even be a light jab at Cole and Jack, telling them that the GSC needs commitment from everyone and that it would be reckless and irresponsible to let politics get in the way. Obviously I don’t know what she’ll say, but if I was in her corner then that’s what I’d be suggesting.”
While the rest of the search party were turned to Emma, pausing for a moment to pay attention to her take on what could be a very important development, Tara very carefully lifted a large but light sheet of thin metal which turned out to be an extremely worn-out advertising sign from a soda fountain. There was nothing else underneath this sign, which had been diagonally propped up against other items and thus looked like it was resting on top of another layer of dangerous junk.
“Guys, look: there’s pretty much a path to the shelves,” she proudly announced.
The others turned and saw that she was right; only a four-foot stretch of shallow-piled junk now stood between their clear section of floor and the many organised boxes which lay invitingly beyond the lake of scrap metal, neatly stacked on each of the wide shelving unit’s several levels.
“I could put that sign on top of the rest of the stuff and walk over it,” Michael suggested.
“I’m the one who’s looking in those boxes,” Dan said. Rather than any egotistical desire to be first, he was driven by the practical need to see the plaque’s unknown and potentially explosive engravings before the Feathers. “But yeah, I’m up for walking over the sign. Kind of like a bridge.”
Clark stepped forward to study both the large sign in question and also the shallow pile of relatively harmless-looking items which stood in Dan’s way. Satisfied that it was safe, he encouraged Tara to hand the sign to Dan.
“Be careful,” Emma said.
Dan smiled warmly. “I will.”
With refreshing ease, Dan took two steps on the large sign and reached up for the highest box on the left side of the shelving unit.
“Pass the boxes back,” Clark said.
Paying little attention to anything but his own actions, Dan placed the first of the deceptively heavy boxes on some of the junk next to his makeshift bridge and crouched down to look inside it.
“The real treasure is never in the first chest, anyway,” Michael said with a laugh.
Dan heard this but nevertheless rifled through the varied contents of the box, moving aside some oversized key-rings and a very old-looking cow bell. With those out of the way, his hand then felt the smoothness of the next item before his eyes saw it. His heart-rate immediately quickened; there was no mistaking what he was touching.
Before he even turned the previously elusive plaque around to see what was engraved on the front, Dan McCarthy excitedly yelled to the others: “It is! It’s in the first chest!”
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GSC
HEADQUARTERS
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
To say that GSC Chairman William Godfrey was disappointed in his staff would have been an understatement on the level of saying that his relationships with national leaders in London and Washington were somewhat strained.
For despite clear instructions to carry out what he considered a straightforward task, his team had utterly failed to establish any kind of meaningful spatial or temporal relationship between the recent celestial events which had cast such a shadow over his organisation and which were fanning the flames of a hysteria that could threaten its very existence.
Mathematical and geographical analyses by both human experts and supposedly intelligent computer algorithms had given him nothing; two of the precise locations that his experts had suggested as potentially relevant — the dying Chinese satellite’s entry point over Montana and the perigee point of the Earth-grazing asteroid observed across a huge stretch of California and western Nevada — lay such a tremendous distance from the other key site at Kerguelen that nothing made immediate sense. Temporal analysis came up equally short, with more than one senior figure in more than one GSC facility reporting that it seemed as though a key piece of the puzzle was missing… if there even was a puzzle to solve.
During the few hours before the California Fireball, Godfrey had experienced a period of relative calm. President Slater accepted the data-backed conclusions in the GSC’s report about the Chinese satellite, acknowledging the verified and time-stamped statements and reports from GSC personnel around the world — including former NASA officials — which backed up Godfrey’s claim that the satellite was always expected to burn up and never posed a threat, and that the only surprise had been its slightly early entry.
This calm had been transient, of course, and was decisively pierced by a wandering asteroid which served only to massively amplify and exacerbate pre-existing fears. Protests on the street, though highly unwelcome, were something Godfrey could live with; more pertinently, they were something he could outlast — something he could survive.
But in the face of political whispers about a high-profile withdrawal from the GSC — the highest-profile withdrawal possible — William Godfrey’s prognosis was far less positive.
If Slater pulled out, the show was over. All attempts to reach anyone at the upper end of her administration had so far been utterly blanked, and the recent announcement that a White House press conference would take place later in the day already felt like the final nail in Godfrey’s coffin.
He knew that with no American presence, the Global Space Commission would share a level of legitimacy and potency with the League of Nations; he knew that with no American presence, the organisation he had worked so hard to build up would be lucky to see out the month.
Some of Godfrey’s staff remained frightened by his words from the previous evening on the subject of a potential alien invasion. The strategic reports he had been given on that front were about as useful as the reports he’d been given on recent celestial events, but Godfrey cared little about any of that now.
If the aliens were coming, part of him was beginning to spitefully hope that they were hostile. They could blitz the planet with laser rays for all he cared; because for William Godfrey, a life without power was no life at all.
But if they didn’t come — or at least until they did — he would fight tooth and nail to hang on to what he had.
And if fate should insist that William Godfrey was going down, he sure as hell wasn’t going down alone.
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Before any searching began, and at Emma’s strict insistence, the Feathers had signed a quickly edited version of the contract she prepared before leaving Birchwood earlier in the day. In exchange for their cooperation and silence, the discovery of the fourth plaque meant that the Feathers were now due to receive a cool ten million dollars from Timo Fiore.
The instalment-based payment schedule would hold back the majority of the money for long enough to ensure that the brothers would indeed stay quiet for a period of many years, and it would also simultaneously temper the difficulty of explaining the source of their newfound wealth to anyone who might enquire.
“Laundering” was perhaps too strong a word, but Timo understood the concern and assured Andrew that there would be no problems on that front; he exaggerated only slightly in saying he had more moneymen on his payroll than he had bones in his body, and he was upfront in sharing his assessment that the brothers’ antiques business presented an ideal cover story for significant cash influxes given the eternal plausibility of big finds and equally big sales.
What the contract did not afford the Feather brothers, as Michael was now learning to his palpable frustration, was a guaranteed right to see the plaque’s engravings. Dan would have had no problem in showing them and no great precautions had been taken thus far — after all, the Feathers had participated fully in the search — but Emma cautiously encouraged him to keep the plaque to himself and to not even look at the engravings until it was safely back in the car and on its way to Birchwood.
Dan ran his hand over the smooth rear surface of the plaque. “We need to check it’s actually engraved before we leave,” he said.
“Check in the car,” Emma replied. “We don’t want to involve them in anything we don’t have to. Especially when we wouldn’t know what the anything is until it was too late.”
“I’d say we’re already pretty involved,” Michael protested. “After all, we did help you find the damn thing! And what exactly is it that you think could be on there that you don’t want us to see?”
Emma didn’t back down. “You’ll be paid millions of dollars per hour for that help once the plaque’s origin is verified,” she said. “And as for your second question, I’ll refer you to what I just said: we don’t know what it’s going to say… that’s the point.”
Andrew Feather encouraged his brother to drop this point, telling him that Dan wasn’t going to keep the plaque’s message a secret for long and that they would see the engraving when everyone else did. Michael eventually accepted this without looking too pleased.
Clark directed Tara to an old shopping bag on the floor and asked if she could hand it to Dan; his own injured ribs weren’t happy with the idea of him bending down to pick it up. Tara rolled the bag into a loose ball and tossed it to Dan.
“Put it in there without looking at the front,” Clark suggested.
Dan hesitated. “You really think I should carry a message from aliens in an old shopping bag?”
“Well…” Andrew Feather interjected with a high-spirited grin, “the Argentines did lift an alien sphere out of the ocean in an old shark cage.”
This comment broke the tension and prompted Dan, laughing in the absence of a suitable riposte, to do as Clark said. He surprised himself greatly by not sneaking a look at the engraved side of the plaque — however much anyone else wanted to know what it said, he needed to know even more — and this self-restraint came as a result of his understanding that Emma was right when she said there was no sense in involving the Feathers any more than they already were. His inevitably expressive reaction, one way or the other, would likely have left little to their imagination and made it more difficult to convince Michael to be patient.
While the contract didn’t guarantee that the Feathers could see the engraving, it likewise didn’t expressly state that they couldn’t. Dan nevertheless opted to keep it from them, however, loath to cause Emma any more headaches and equally reluctant to make the Feathers’ job of keeping their mouths shut any more difficult than it had to be by sharing with them the nature of the Messengers’ latest engravings.
With the plaque safely in the bag, Dan lifted the box it had been found inside back up to the empty space on the shelving unit. He then carefully made his way across the makeshift bridge back to the relatively clear side of the overflowing outbuilding. Once back on safe footing, he made a point of shaking both of the brothers’ hands and thanking them for their help.
If Michael had borne any resentment over not seeing the plaque, it faded in this moment. “Honoured,” he said, very simply.
Andrew encouraged Dan to hurry up and get home so the plaque could be shared with the world sooner rather than later. “Because if you think I’m going to sleep before I know what it says…” he said with a laugh.
After a quick group photo taken by Michael at Dan’s request, the rest of the group’s goodbyes were short and sweet. Andrew Feather’s final words came as he pointed out how weird it was that the plaque’s discovery in the tiny little mountain town of Salida was so in keeping with the final line of the prophecy taken as gospel by countless plaque-hunting Finchers:
“A triad of great discoveries will bridge the gap between soil and star, arising from the shadow of the Alps to delve the depths of the Silver ocean and gaze upon the Rockiest peak that lies beyond.”
From Toplitz to Miramar to Salida, it had all come to pass. Dan, understanding a lot more than the Feathers about the nature of the first two discoveries, had no idea whether the Messengers had paid any heed to this prophecy or whether the fourth plaque had turned up in the Rockies because they were on his doorstep and hence easily reachable.
On the one hand, it made sense to him that the Messengers might have played along with such a prevalent theory so that the location of the plaque’s eventual discovery didn’t seem completely random. But on the other, he knew how dangerous it was to make any assumptions about alien motives, thought processes or philosophies — particularly when it came to considering how the Messengers might act based on their own potentially imperfect observational assumptions about how humanity might react to any given action.
What counted for now was that the plaque was safely in Dan’s possession, so he put such thoughts to the side and held the bag tightly.
Outside, everyone quickly retook their seats in Emma’s car in the same positions as they had for the outward leg of their trip. At Clark’s sensible suggestion, Emma drove a few hundred metres away from the Feathers’ home before pulling up and telling Dan that it was safe to open the bag and take a look without having to worry about stifling any visual or vocal reactions that might follow.
“No one watch when I first look,” he said quietly, a request rather than an instruction. “I don’t want everyone staring at my face.”
“You want me to grab that bag and look for you?” Clark asked. “Just look!”
The others afforded more respect to Dan’s request, although Emma did briefly gaze into the rearview mirror to gauge his reaction and Timo did strain his eyes looking to the side as his head faced the window. Dan could hardly blame them — Timo had been through almost as much as he had, and he knew that he wouldn’t have survived a week of the IDA leak without Emma — so he didn’t repeat his shy request even though he noticed their peeking. Clark chose to stare rather than peek, while Tara both turned her head away and closed her eyes.
An intense feeling of anxious anticipation grew and tumbled around in Dan’s stomach. He had felt this only once before, when he’d stood on Winchester Street and gazed down at a manila folder with a label marked KERGUELEN. With every fibre of his being, he hoped that the object he now held in his hands would not prove to be another Pandora’s box; beyond anything else, he hoped that the message on this plaque would finally and decisively clean up the mess he had unwittingly unleashed by first picking up that wretched folder and then anonymously sharing its contents online.
Everything came down to this.
With no further fanfare and no dramatic pause, Dan lifted the plaque from the bag and immediately turned it around to see the front.
“It’s real!” Timo said, betraying his furtive peeking.
Dan ignored this neutrally-toned comment and took in every detail of the message he was looking at. It took almost no time for the obvious conclusion to be cemented and for his lips to part and share the news.
“I was right!” he said, unable to contain his excitement. “It’s a star map with two scales… one showing the brightest stars as we see them from Earth and the other zoomed way in to show more. Timo, look: there’s a square on the zoomed-out version, and the zoomed-in version shows everything inside that square in more detail. But then there’s a small triangle on the close-up, showing us exactly where to look — exactly where to go! Emma… I was right!”
Emma turned to gaze directly at Dan. There had been no gloating in his voice and there was nothing but joy in her eyes.
Almost rendered speechless, Timo gently rubbed his fingertips over the small engraved triangle. “Is this… is it really…”
“Damn right,” Dan McCarthy boomed, smiling the widest smile of his post-Disclosure life so far. “It’s the way to New Kerguelen!”
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DRIVE-IN
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“Word on the street says this announcement Slater is about to make is that we’re pulling out of the GSC,” Phil Norris said, sipping a beer alongside his two best friends and customers.
“What street?” Mr Byrd laughed. “Don’t get me wrong, it could be about that, but don’t act like you have some insider info.”
“I’m no fan of Slater but I hope this is the withdrawal announcement,” Henry chimed in. “Global anything is a bad idea. Guys like Godfrey, whichever side of all the left versus right crap they pretend to be on, these guys just want to be in control. And when the thing they’re fighting to be in control of isn’t the government of one country but the government of every country… the government of the whole damn world… somehow we expected that to go well?”
“No disagreements from me on that one,” Phil said. “The other possibility, as I see it, is that some American astronomers or data analysts have found something big. There are still some good private observatories here that don’t answer to Godfrey’s goons, so maybe someone has found a hole in his story about everything that’s going on?”
Henry, who had been midway through a long hospital stay when President Slater made the famous Disclosure announcement a year earlier, shrugged and blew air from his lips. “I guess. All I know is that if someone has found something new, it’s going to be no good for anyone if they take it to the GSC…”
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WHITE HOUSE
WASHINGTON, D.C.
For the first time since the Kerguelen bolide of seven days earlier, President Slater stood in front of the nation’s press to address growing concerns and anger over the absence of a decisive GSC response to recent events.
She had been pressed for comment on countless GSC-related issues throughout the past year, opting to keep out of disputes over everything from the precise funding formula to the occasionally aggressive actions of the organisation’s Security Corps whenever she reasonably could. Other national leaders had respected the spirit of the New York Agreement by maintaining the same detachment, with the notable recent exception of the provocative words delivered via the British Prime Minister’s widely detested proxy, Jack Neal.
By and large, Chairman Godfrey had kept things in check from his operational base in the heart of Buenos Aires. But in the face of his greatest challenge yet, the ball had well and truly been dropped. And at a time when GSC buildings in some regions of the world were being defended with water canons and rubber bullets, dignified silence in deference to a handshake agreement was no longer a responsible course of action.
“My fellow Americans,” Slater began, looking and sounding far stronger than she had during the Disclosure announcement which remained the defining moment of her presidency despite an economically successful and socially cohesive year in the interim.
“I do not need to remind anyone that we live in a post-Disclosure world. I do not need to remind anyone that I sat here just a year ago, joined by many of the same journalists who are here again today, and that I delivered to this great nation the difficult news that we are not alone. The news was difficult not primarily because of its intrinsic content, but rather primarily because of the circumstances surrounding it; because of the secrecy surrounding the initial discovery in Lake Toplitz, and because of the outright obstructiveness and unforgivable duplicity of a certain Richard Walker.
“I am here today to address the great deal of speculation and conjecture which has engulfed our country and our planet over the last few days, much of it whipped up by irresponsible media reporting, about the nature and meaning of recently observed celestial events. I have personally seen a thorough internal GSC report on Tuesday’s unexpected satellite re-entry and what I can reveal today is that this report has satisfactorily addressed our concerns regarding the national security implications of that particular incident. As for yesterday’s extraordinary fireball in California, I have been informed that, as visually spectacular as it was, this kind of incident isn’t as spectacularly uncommon as many of us think.
“But given what we now know about our place in this universe, what I will not stand here and do is pretend that the timing of these events, particularly when considered alongside the location of the Kerguelen bolide, is something that we can dismiss out of hand as a mere curiosity of random chance.”
Although the attendant reporters were already paying attention to Slater’s words, this comment caused more than a few ears to prick up and more than a few surprised glances to be exchanged.
“It occurs to me that the anti-GSC protests in which many upstanding citizens have participated have been driven by two compounding factors: anger, and fear. Anger at a perceived lack of action in Buenos Aires is perfectly understandable. Perfectly understandable. What frustrates me on a personal level is that this understandable anger would not be manifesting itself if the GSC’s public-facing communications were fit for purpose. I know that Chairman Godfrey is overseeing meaningful research and development into defensive projects as well as exploratory ones, but the culture of secrecy which pervades at the GSC ensures that members of the public — again, quite understandably — tend to confuse a lack of updates for a lack of activity.
“I do not consider the anger that the GSC has faced to be misdirected or misplaced; I consider it to be the fault of poor communication. I consider it to be avoidable and, more positively, I consider it to be highly remediable. Without wishing to diminish the broadly held feelings which I have repeatedly stressed that I consider quite understandable, the ease with which the problem of anti-GSC sentiment can be solved means that I am not overly concerned by the recent outpouring of public anger. I will say more on the GSC in a moment, but first I want to touch on something which does concern me: fear.
“If we are not careful and if we are not proactive, fear can consume all. Each and every one of us will recall the difficult weeks and months which followed our initial analysis of the first two plaques and which came to a head following the failed launch of DS-1. None of us need to be reminded of the violence and chaos which blighted some regions when understandable but incorrect conclusions were drawn from the engravings on those plaques, and none of us need to be reminded of how greatly that violence was exacerbated when the media pushed a narrative that our last hope of defending our planet had died with DS-1.
“What I believe many of us do need to be reminded of is how quickly the discovery and analysis of the third plaque quashed everything. When the context provided by that plaque eased so many fears in the blink of an eye, it became clear that all we ever had to fear truly was fear itself. And if the peace that has followed the discovery of the third plaque in Salzburg has shown us anything, it has shown us that we have nothing to fear from any further messages we may discover or indeed receive from our extraterrestrial counterparts.”
Once again, this comment excited several reporters. No one called out any questions — of late, Slater had been commanding a lot more respect from the press than she used to — but she couldn’t miss the change in their expressions as eyebrows rose all around the room.
“For a year,” she went on, “we have known that we are not alone in the universe. We have known this in an abstract way, with no direct contact or real-time observation. But given recent events, beginning with a powerful bolide at a location so improbable and apposite as Kerguelen and continuing with these similar incidents so soon afterwards, we cannot fully rule out the notion that we may be on the verge of a real-time observation sooner than many of us expected. For a year, we have known in an abstract sense that we are not alone; and what I wish to stress today is that there is no reason for fear as we reflect on the possibility that one day soon, we may also know it in a more immediate, more physical sense.
“In the meantime,” Slater continued, raising her pitch slightly and picking up the pace, “we should all afford the GSC the time it needs to analyse these recent events. Where I differ from Chairman Godfrey is in my view that we should give a reasonably fair hearing to any private groups with the competence and finances to assist in productive space-related endeavours which can and will benefit humanity as a whole. Cooperation rather than conflict is the order of the day — today and every day — and I sincerely hope that such cooperation will prevail.”
A few hushed murmurs greeted these wholly unexpected comments, which could only be taken as a highly public attempt by President Slater to pressurise Chairman Godfrey into reconsidering his policy of freezing out Timo Fiore’s well-funded and highly ambitious plans for Fiore Frontiere.
Some had believed that Slater might rebuke Godfrey’s leadership more generally or even announce a once-unthinkable US withdrawal from his crisis-stricken GSC; none had believed that Slater might half-heartedly support Godfrey with one breath before pushing him towards an embarrassing Timo-related climbdown with the next.
“But leaving all of that aside, I want to close with an important reminder that regardless of what we ultimately find out about the possibility of a pattern behind recent events and regardless of what we find out about the specific causes of each individual incident, the crucial thing to remember is that not a single person has been physically injured.”
The gathered journalists had watched and listened to Slater enough times to recognise the shift in tone which suggested that she had reached the end of her speech, but each continued to pay rapt attention in anticipation as to the nature of her closing remark.
Slater paused for effect and gave a very slight smile of confident reassurance before delivering her final line: “Ladies and gentlemen… if this is a precursor to Contact, then Contact is nothing to be feared.”
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BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“I can’t even pretend to understand what just happened,” Emma said, reacting to President Slater’s comments as the rest of the equally confused group, other than the thoroughly preoccupied Dan, waited eagerly for her interpretation. “She’s doing what’s popular by criticising the GSC’s culture of secrecy and saying Timo should be allowed to contribute, and she’s doing what’s safe by diplomatically supporting Godfrey’s position… but I really don’t know what’s going on with the Contact stuff. It was almost a tease, like she knows something.”
“Maybe the craft Trey recorded was seen by others?” Timo suggested.
No one knew any more on this point, of course, and Dan’s trend-ticker displayed an appropriate scrolling post from Billy Kendrick which simply restated his belief that “a lot more is going on here than any of us know right now.”
Dan, for his part, was busy on his computer looking for named stars which, when viewed from Earth, fell within the relatively small zone revealed on the alien plaque. He had barely taken his eyes off it during the drive back from Salida and he had barely spoken a word to anyone since getting it down into his basement.
The few words he did speak were to Alessandro Bonucci, who had been entrusted with detailed photographs of the plaque and who was already remotely controlling powerful telescopes housed at some of Timo’s isolated and well-positioned facilities around the world.
While Dan was poring through lists of stars already known to be orbited by other exoplanets, Alessandro was stepping up the detection process. He and countless other astronomers had publicly stated on several occasions that one of the greatest obstacles to detecting exoplanets or alien signals was, quite obviously, knowing where to look for them. With a specific target now in hand, he was able to point much of the world’s most expensive and most advanced deep-space observation equipment towards an area of the sky which both he and Dan McCarthy now believed to house New Kerguelen’s home system.
Observation would hold the answers, but one step was necessary before they could pursue off-Earth observation of New Kerguelen and ultimately justify the focused development of the technologies needed to reach the distant world: before any of that could come to pass, they had to prove it was there. The plaque’s map was one thing, but direct and replicable observation was something else. Dan wasn’t concerned that Alessandro hadn’t reported any findings just yet, since hardly any time had passed.
President Slater’s televised words had gone in one of Dan’s ears and straight out the other, as had Timo’s reasonable suggestion that she might have been informed that the Messengers had briefly flown over Montana in the moments after the widely observed satellite burn-up.
“Dan,” Clark called, finally getting his attention. “What do you think?”
He looked over and saw a series of confused faces, some of their expressions bordering on concern. “Uh, what do I think about what?”
Emma walked over to Dan and sat in the chair next to him before succinctly recapping Slater’s key points.
“What I think about that is that she doesn’t know about this,” he replied after hearing it all out, more relaxed than anyone else. “If the Messengers were spotted by anyone else, they wanted to be. They don’t make mistakes. They wanted us to find the plaque first, and we did. But see, that’s the thing: they wanted there to be a plaque. They could have just told me where to look for New Kerguelen, or made me draw this star map like they made me draw the roadmap to Lolo. Remember? In the cornfield? And they wanted there to be a plaque because they want everyone to know this came from them. This way, there’s no debate… there’s no one saying I’m crazy or an attention-seeking publicity hound or anything else like that. I don’t know why we had to find it first and I don’t know why they didn’t just leave it at Walker’s place when they took him — that way we would have had it without needing to get the Feathers involved — but what I know for sure is that the Messengers don’t do things for no reason and they don’t make mistakes.”
“It could be a trail of credibility or something like that,” Tara said.
Dan nodded. “Maybe. We don’t know, but they do. That’s what counts.”
Timo, still partly running on Italian time, found himself gazing at Dan’s bed as Slater’s face left the screen and the Blitz News analysis team took her place. “So, as for tonight, should I call a driver at the hotel, or…”
“No need,” Emma answered.
“Oh really?” Clark interjected, a boyish lilt in his voice. “So where will Dan be spending the evening?”
Tara tried not to laugh.
“Give us a break, man,” Dan said. “Things are complicated enough. Just… dial down on the Clark, okay?”
Emma gently squeezed Dan’s hand, despite the others’ attention rather than because of it. “This isn’t complicated,” she told him, looking into his eyes before turning to Clark. “But yeah, dial down on the Clark, Clark. We’re not in middle school.”
Clark chuckled dryly at having his own words of several days earlier fired back in the opposite direction. He then turned more serious as he looked at them; it was an awkward kind of seriousness, and one he wasn’t at all used to. “And, uh, obviously I care about both of you a lot,” he said, his voice less resonant and sure of itself than normal. “So just, you know, be careful not to get hurt or whatever.”
They knew what he meant and understood the sentiment behind his words, as inarticulate as the words themselves may have been.
“And Emma, be careful,” Tara added with a wink, greatly elongating the word “careful” for the sake of light-hearted emphasis. “Because, you know, at your age…”
“Thirty-two?” Emma said, rolling her eyes at Tara’s attempt at humour.
Tara held a finger to her lips and whispered: “People can hear you.”
A hint of a grin appeared on Emma’s face, despite her best efforts not to let Tara know that her joke had landed a hit. “Anyway… we’ve all had a long day. A long week.”
Clark stood up, able to do so without too much pain as his injuries from the previous night continued to fade. He struggled to believe that only twenty-four hours had passed since he ran into the Messengers’ forcefield, and Emma’s mention of a “long day” was putting it lightly to say the least.
“It’s so weird going to bed knowing that we found what we were looking for,” Tara said. “Like… what do we do now?”
“Sleep?” Clark suggested.
“Good plan,” she replied, heading for the stairs while Dan, as exhausted as anyone else, once again disabled the basement’s access controls for Timo’s benefit before powering down his computer and picking up the plaque to keep it safely by his side.
“Alessandro might call this phone if he has any status updates,” Timo said. “Should I answer it?”
“Yeah, if it’s him,” Dan said. “No one else should call — hardly anyone even has the number — but if they do, don’t pick up. Call me and I’ll come over.”
“What if I see anything important on TV?” Clark asked. “Do you want me to call you, too?”
Dan shrugged. “If by important you mean something we actually need to act on, then yeah; obviously. But not if it’s just the usual crap on the news.”
“Nothing much will happen tonight,” Emma predicted. “Alessandro is doing his thing and Slater’s sideshow is probably going to kick off in the meantime, with everyone talking about what she might know about Contact. But that’s what it’ll be for now: talk. Alessandro sounded pretty confident that he would have something quite soon, so I don’t think there’s going to be time for any major trouble to get going before he does. I think the worst is over.”
“Oh, definitely,” Dan stressed, climbing the stairs. “I’d even say that all of the bad stuff is over, not just the worst of it. Well, maybe except for some neck pains if or when the Messengers ever finally feel like showing up for real.”
Emma laughed.
“I wasn’t joking,” Dan said, lowering his voice. “I still think they’re coming back.”
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When his classmates had dreamed of scoring the winning goal in the World Cup final, Alessandro Bonucci had dreamed of a night like this. The discovery of any exoplanet had seemed unlikely in those days, but a discovery like the one that was now within his grasp — the discovery of a planet which was either the current home to intelligent extraterrestrials or a hand-picked second home for humanity — well, a discovery like that had been beyond his wildest dreams.
Timo Fiore trusted Alessandro more than anyone else, and Alessandro didn’t take this trust lightly. He followed every protocol and every instruction to the letter, ensuring that other workers who had to know he was up to something wouldn’t know what that something was.
Alessandro knew what he was looking for and he knew why it had to be kept quiet for now.
Observable confirmation of New Kerguelen’s existence and location was the jackpot, but Alessandro didn’t dismiss the possibility that what he might come across was a new kind of message in the form of a signal. For that reason, he keenly directed all manner of telescopes at the target zone and pored over the incoming data like a day trader analysing fifteen screens at once.
Even the radio telescopes at his home facility were involved in the search for something meaningful in the target zone, along with faraway telescopes designed for deep-space observation for planetary defence purposes and of course those housed in Timo’s several exoplanet-hunting facilities around the world.
Despite all of this data being fed directly to Alessandro, for many hours there was nothing of note.
Nothing, nothing, and a whole lot more nothing.
But then, suddenly, there was something.
A pop-up window containing a barrage of new data fields flashed up on one of the screens, immediately capturing his full attention. He wheeled his chair down the long line of screens until he was directly in line with the pop-up, at which point his eyes took in the incredible data.
“Oh my God…” Alessandro said out loud. He quickly moved to another screen which relayed data from the same kind of telescope at a different facility and typed in a series of commands to direct the second telescope to the precise focus of the first.
He waited, waited, and waited some more, obsessively rechecking the first screen and fidgeting impatiently until a familiar pop-up appeared on the second.
And there it was.
The observations were distinct and the result was replicable, no two ways about it.
But beyond merely reporting that two telescopes had found the same distant thing, the two screens contained identical data as to its precise nature and meaning.
“No,” Alessandro said, speaking out loud as the reality of what he was looking at slowly sank in. “No way…”
The words and numbers before Alessandro’s eyes were not the kind he had dreamed of. Instead, these observations and the meaning of this find were the stuff of nightmares.
His head fell into his hands.
“No no no no no…”
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“All truths are easy to understand
once they are discovered;
the point is to discover them.”
Galileo Galilei
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Some time between four and five in the morning, Dan was abruptly awoken by the sound of his phone vibrating its way across Emma’s bedside table.
He tried to reach it before it woke her, too — she was exhausted — but it fell to the floor before he got there.
“Who the hell is that?” she groaned.
Dan picked up his phone, glad to see the screen in one piece, and saw Timo’s name. “It’s Timo,” he said, swiping his finger to take the call.
“You’re awake,” Timo said. “Good; I need to tell you something important. I’m outside.”
Dan flicked the switch on an overhanging wall lamp and pointed to Emma’s bedroom door, silently telling her that Timo was outside. They both stood up.
“Is everything okay?” Dan asked.
Timo hesitated for long enough to render a verbal answer unnecessary. He eventually replied with a simple “No”, but Dan reached the front door to let him in before any elaboration came.
Rooster, doubtless confused as to why everyone was awake so early, lazily watched on.
Having thrown on a satin robe, Emma had already taken an impatient seat on the couch to hear what was so important at this hour. But although no one looked their sharpest, she rose to her feet immediately when she saw the paleness of Timo’s face. Her impatience dissipated in an instant, replaced by palpable apprehension.
“Is someone dead?” Dan asked. Given Timo’s expression and pallor, this was a reasonable enough question.
Timo stepped inside and briefly closed his eyes and gulped several times as though fighting vertigo. He then inhaled slowly but deeply and took a seat on the now empty couch.
Dan and Emma shared an uneasy glance as Timo leaned back and looked upwards.
“Alessandro found a comet,” he eventually said, speaking the words to the ceiling. “To be precise: a previously undetected, multi-kilometre, long-period comet.”
“How far away?” Dan asked. “When’s the next pass? How close will it come?”
Timo looked down from the ceiling and met Dan’s eyes. He said nothing.
“How close?” Dan repeated. “What kind of effects are we looking at? Is this something we can observe or is this something we need to worry about?”
From where Emma was standing, Timo’s manner had already answered Dan’s second question better than any words could. And still, words eluded Timo.
“Timo!” Dan snapped, sharpening his tone rather than raising his voice.
Timo nodded several times — almost rocking rather than nodding — then finally spoke again: “If it’s left to approach unchecked, the destructive effects will be unprecedented. You asked how close it will pass. The answer from Alessandro is that it won’t.”
Now, it was Dan’s turn to fall silent. Now, it was Dan’s turn to turn pale.
“And not just Alessandro,” Timo continued. “Unfortunately, my staff are insistent that if this comet is left unchecked, there will be no passage at all. In Alessandro’s words: after multiple distinct observations, our computers, the best in the world, have calculated the impact probability as ‘effectively one hundred percent’.”
“The data is wrong,” Dan said, his voice weak. “Tell them to check again. Are they factoring in—”
“They’re factoring in everything,” Timo butted in. He took no pleasure in interrupting, but he saw no sense in allowing false hope to develop. “The models have come on leaps and bounds in the last few years and those models are unanimous.”
Dan turned away, as though burned by the heat of a fire.
Emma took over. “So when you say ‘long-period’, what exactly does that mean? The time it takes to loop around the sun?”
“Exactly,” Timo said, slightly more at ease now that he had spat out the basics of the horrible discovery. “It means it takes a long time to orbit the sun. In standard usage, ‘long’ means anything over 200 years. For some comets, it can reach millions of years.”
“So what about this one? How long does this one take?” Emma asked.
“The current estimate is an orbital period of 90,000 years… something in that range.”
Emma perked up. “Estimate? In that range? So none of this is definite?”
“The important parts are definite,” Timo replied, shaking his head gloomily. “Given the distances and timescales involved, even extended observation won’t give an exact orbital period. But we know where it is, we know where it’s going, and we know how fast it’s moving.”
“So how long do we have?” she asked.
Dan turned around to face Timo again. “And how long do we need to do something about it?” he added. “Because there must be options… maybe something bigger and stronger than DS-1, or even any of the speculative technologies other people talked about last year when some people thought the first plaques were warning us about an asteroid. Anything. Bearing in mind that the whole world will be working on this, that money will be no object, and that we won’t be wasting time on safety checks or testing… how long would you say we need to have a chance?”
“Well,” Timo sighed, blowing air from his lips. “Knowing what I know about the status of the kind of projects you mentioned, and being realistic rather than optimistic… I would say that to develop anything capable of dealing with something of this size, we would need around three years if everything went smoothly. But the problem we face is—”
“And how long do we have?” Emma repeated. “Unchecked, when would it hit?”
Timo’s voice fell to a whisper as he delivered the most painful blow of all: “Nine months.”
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“Nine months?” Dan said, speaking breathily in disbelief. “Months?”
Timo nodded; it was the nod of a defeated man.
“Two questions,” Emma said. “One: is this data absolutely infallible? And two: how many people know about it?”
“The data becomes firmer with every passing minute,” Timo said. “But Alessandro is a man of science and the words he chose to convey the impact probability, even at this early stage, were ‘effectively one hundred percent’. As for your second question, at this point I’d say the number is probably around ten.”
“Probably?” she parroted. “And probably around ten? So by the time you wake me up, the horse has already bolted?”
“Emma, I just found out! These people are astronomers, not politicians. And one observer can be wrong. Multiple observers at one facility can be wrong. Alessandro showed this to his colleagues — people you’ve met — and when they told him he wasn’t crazy, they asked staff at some of our other facilities to perform their own observations and analysis. Only then, when it became decisive, did he bring this to me. But politicians or not, everyone who works in my facilities understands the importance of a delicate touch here. The news won’t have left those facilities. Not yet.”
“Not yet,” Dan echoed. “Exactly. This isn’t the kind of thing we could keep secret if we wanted to, and it’s not the kind of thing we should try to keep secret.”
Emma was nodding. “That’s not even an option. But there are certain ways for bad news to come out. And seriously, when the news is this bad, the way it comes out can be the difference between sporadic riots and the total collapse of society.”
“Right. But there is a distinction to be made,” Timo said. “There is a difference between passing this information on to people who can use it and announcing it to the public without any thought for what happens next. If Godfrey had found this before we did, or if NASA had found something like it a few years ago, they would have begun preparations long before the public found out. Of course there is a chance of amateur observation, and of course that becomes inevitable as time passes. But for as long as possible, preparations must be carried out under the radar. This is a case where early public knowledge could be absolutely fatal for public safety. If this is on the news in a few hours, I fear that we are done for. Chaos in the streets, looting and rioting, shelves empty, banks closed, utter lawlessness when the police and security forces stop turning up for work since money means nothing if there’s not even going to be a world in nine months… just absolute anarchy. So Dan, do you see why not everyone can know about this, at least for now?”
“Obviously,” Dan said. “But you literally just said that we have nine months and need three years. What are you going to prepare, a seating plan for who gets to sit in the front row when this thing crashes into us?”
“I estimated that we’d need three years to prevent an impact,” Timo clarified. “You already know that I have paid attention to this kind of thing over the past year — the field of planetary defence — but there are distinctions to be made between avoidance, mitigation, and all manner of other measures. Unfortunately, unless the GSC has a lot more than I think, physical interception is completely off the table.”
Dan, who had always been interested in this kind of thing, already firmly suspected that the timescale was too short for a Hollywood-style mission to take out the comet before it got too close.
Emma, who had seen all of those movies, was immediately reminded of a conversation between Timo and Billy Kendrick on Focus 20/20, in which Billy had specifically mentioned a long-period comet as being among the likeliest extinction-level threats that could emerge when it was too late to act. Being reluctant to spread fear, Emma hadn’t liked the fact that they had talked about such things; and now that those fears had been proven well founded, she liked it even less.
And although she was no defeatist, if the chance of doing anything effective in nine months was as slim as Dan seemed to think then Emma couldn’t see how a nine-month societal descent into apocalyptic chaos was any better than having no warning at all; in her professional opinion, it seemed only too likely that the mere revelation of the comet’s approach could destroy humanity long before the impact had a chance.
Nine years would have been doable; nine seconds would have been merciful; nine months would be hell.
“But…” Timo went on, “even with only nine months, there are certain things we can do. Dig, for one. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if significant emergency bunkers already exist in this country and elsewhere, but I can certainly try to either expand those or construct our own. The alternative to going down is going up. I’m not going to pretend that I’ve looked into this particular option very much, but it seems reasonable to explore whether we could survive within Earth’s atmosphere if we were in a high-altitude vessel on the other side of the world when the impact hit, to see out the worst of it.”
Dan shook his head, almost imperceptibly. Timo’s heart was always in the right place, but Dan couldn’t so easily turn his mind towards solutions that could, at best, save a tiny portion of the world’s population.
“How long until we can see it with just our eyes?” Emma asked.
“I didn’t ask,” Timo said. “Perhaps something like four months. But I would be stunned if it’s not independently observed long before naked-eye observation becomes possible. You’re the expert and something tells me this isn’t going to be up to either of us, anyway, but my take would be that the public has to find out through official channels so the message can be managed. It then becomes a trade-off of how long to wait; the ideal time is as long as possible before an amateur astronomer spots it. Even a month would give us some time to get around a table — ‘us’ being my staff and all the old NASA, ESA, CNSA and Roscosmos teams at the GSC — and that would at least give us a chance to talk about how to keep things stable while we pursue whatever we can pursue. Alessandro is waiting for me to give him the green light to bring some GSC personnel in on this, because they and only they have access to any space-based observational equipment. The major telescopes can be pointed towards it, and distant probes can be redirected towards it to give us more information about its composition, which is going to be crucial if we have any chance at all. We’re way past politics now and we really do need to bring them in on this ASAP. So… green light?”
Emma nodded. “Dan?”
“Go for it,” he said. “But even I know there’s no such thing as being ‘past politics’. The comet could be five minutes away and those idiots would be arguing about who gets to give the last speech.”
Timo heeded their agreement, sending a brief text message to Alessandro to authorise the sharing of his observational data with high-ranking GSC officials who reported directly to Chairman Godfrey.
“What about the plaque?” Dan asked when Timo was finished. He aimed the question at no one in particular. “Are we going to tell anyone else how Alessandro knew where to look?”
“Not yet,” Emma answered, simply and decisively. “One thing at a time.”
Dan was glad to hear this answer; both parts. As the initial gut-wrenching shock of the comet news had begun to sink in, his mind had started wondering about the nature of the plaque’s message.
The previous year, those optimists who didn’t see the first two plaques as warnings of a potentially disastrous rendezvous with an asteroid or comet argued that it made little sense to think that the Messengers would care enough to warn the citizens of Earth but not enough to protect them. The technology required to traverse the stars and deliver a series of plaques implied an ability to shunt off-course or otherwise disturb a would-be impactor, they argued, and as such the warning hypothesis made little sense.
Those plaques were fake, as Dan McCarthy knew only too well. But the fourth plaque, only too real, brought up the same question in his mind: Why would they warn us when they could save us?
Even more perplexing was how the Messengers’ stated doctrine of minimal necessary intervention fitted in to this. It struck Dan as fairly obvious that the most minimal intervention in this case would have been no intervention at all, and that the fact one had been deemed necessary clearly implied that the Messengers had deemed humanity worthy of protection. The problem, thus, was logically circular.
It also struck Dan that even assuming humanity had been deemed worth protecting and that intervention was thus necessary, preventing a potentially catastrophic impact without alerting humanity would have been considerably less invasive and destabilising — i.e. more minimal — than alerting humanity of a problem it had insufficient time to deal with.
In turn, this consideration of the timescale raised yet another question: Why the hell did they leave the warning so late?
“I’m with Emma on that,” Timo said. “The plaque has to wait. It’s done its part. And for now, we’ve done ours. I’m sure we’ll hear from Alessandro in the next few hours as updates come in.”
Emma sat down again as a ponderous silence circled. “I’m glad we know,” she said, breaking it very suddenly. “It’s better to know.”
“And we’re definitely telling Clark and Tara,” Dan said, looking at Timo as he spoke.
“Definitely,” Emma concurred.
Timo gave a half-nod-half-shrug; he didn’t look too concerned either way, and knew he would have been outvoted by Emma and Dan and powerless to stop them, anyway.
“So what’s it called?” Dan asked. “Comet Bonucci, after Alessandro?”
For the first time since arriving, Timo broke into a slight smile. “No, he wanted nothing to do with it! Do you remember Louisa and Francesco from your time at the Cavalieri Observatory? Louisa Conte, the observatory’s director, and Francesco Abate, its senior researcher? They were the first to corroborate Alessandro’s findings, so it’s going into the books as Comet Conte-Abate. Unofficially, Alessandro has christened it Il Diavolo.”
“I’m guessing that means ‘the Devil’ in Italian,” Dan said, half-asking.
“You guess correctly,” Timo confirmed. “Il Diavolo is the most potent foe of all.”
The silence that followed this statement lasted far longer than any before it.
Dan sat down next to Emma before long; her head rested on his shoulder as soon as he did.
“Do you think we should wake Tara and Clark to tell them now?” he asked.
“No,” Emma said, speaking very quietly as she listened to his heartbeat. “I know I said it’s better to know but there’s literally nothing either of those two can do about this, so we might as well let them have a few more hours. Ignorance is bliss and all that.”
Timo stood awkwardly next to the couch. “Uh, Dan, do you mind if I go back to the basement?”
“Knock yourself out,” Dan said. “But if you see Clark, don’t let on. I’m telling him.”
“Understood. And Emma, I’m sorry to have woken you at this hour. Needs must, as they say.”
Emma almost let out a slight laugh at Timo’s unexpected apology. “Don’t worry about it.”
And with that, Timo was gone.
After a few minutes of thinking Emma had fallen asleep on his shoulder, Dan felt his own eyes closing.
“They’re not really going to leave us all to die,” she suddenly said, jolting them open again. “Are they?”
“No,” Dan replied, gently kissing the top of her head. “We know what they told us at Lolo and we know they’re on our side. If something like this doesn’t merit a decisive intervention, I don’t know what ever could.”
Dan was desperate to believe his own words, but they sounded a lot more convincing to Emma’s ears than his own.
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GSC
HEADQUARTERS
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
William Godfrey stood in his office, face-to-face with a worried-looking advisor. This man, Manuel, was the closest thing to a confidante Godfrey had left within his ever-shrinking inner circle.
None of the fake tidbits of relatively trifling information Godfrey had shared with Manuel throughout the previous year had ever come back to him in the form of second-hand gossip, which was more than could be said of similar information he’d shared with others to test their loyalty. Manuel was a straight-shooting family man who firmly believed in the GSC’s mission and possessed keen instincts which Godfrey had come to trust almost as much as his word.
Today, Manuel wore an expression of concern like none Godfrey had seen on him in the past. He arrived clutching a single sheet of paper which he handed to Godfrey when asked, then stood quietly as the GSC Chairman read the short message.
“This is verified?” Godfrey eventually asked, after reading the impossible words for the fourth time.
“Fully, sir,” Manuel confirmed. “By staff at several facilities.”
“And the original tip came from Fiore’s people? They sent their data to us… no strings? I haven’t missed some public announcement, have I?” Godfrey asked, scrambling to turn on the wall-mounted TV.
Manuel gestured towards the memo. “This is all I know, sir.”
There was nothing on Blitz News about an extinction-level comet hurtling towards Earth, so Godfrey breathed a sigh of relief that the situation was under wraps; for now, at least.
“Manuel, right now I need you to make sure that everyone who knows about this also knows how important it is to keep it under wraps until we can get on top of things. I’ll make sure everyone understands that very soon, but can you get the ball rolling in the meantime while I take care of something else?”
“Absolutely, sir. Only those with high clearance in relevant departments have seen this, but I will ensure that the consequences of loose lips are fully understood. And sir, can I offer any assistance with the ‘something else’?”
Godfrey opened the door for Manuel, an upstanding individual of the kind he would have loved to have a building full of, and politely ushered him outside. “Thank you, Manuel,” he said, gently patting him on the back. “But that’s all for now.”
With Manuel gone, Godfrey sat at his desk and picked up his phone to call reception. His single spoken order was a simple one:
“Put me through to Timo Fiore.”
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FORD RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
When Tara woke early to find Emma and Dan curled up on the couch, quiet but awake, Emma stuck to her earlier decision to afford Tara a few more hours of blissful ignorance.
“Watching the news” was a sufficiently convincing explanation as to why they were there — Emma’s bedroom contained no TV, and Dan had recently switched on the living room’s projector — and Tara didn’t pay enough attention to their expressions to know that anything was wrong.
It wasn’t until Timo arrived with Clark, not long before noon, that blissful ignorance’s time finally ran out.
“So what’s the big secret?” Clark asked immediately upon entering Emma’s house, evidently on the basis of what Timo had told him so far. Dan wasn’t annoyed by this; the main thing was that Timo hadn’t told Clark what the secret was.
Emma called Tara into the room, as keen as Dan to get this over with and to make sure they only had to do it once. This time, Tara did notice their tellingly grim expressions.
“Alessandro found an extinction-level comet when he was looking towards the area the plaque told us to look in,” Dan said, spitting it out in layman’s terms. “If nothing stops it, it’s going to hit Earth in nine months.”
“What?! Why don’t they stop it?” Clark asked, diving straight into the heart of the dilemma and verbalising a thought Dan had been wrestling with all morning. “If they’re on our side, why warn us when they could save us?”
“I don’t know yet,” Dan said, throwing in the ‘yet’ for his own benefit as much as anyone else’s. He then turned to Tara to see how she was taking it; the colour had drained from her face and she had already sat down, so the answer seemed to be ‘not well’.
“What if it’s maybe not actually a comet?” she said, trying to clutch on to some faint hope. “What if it’s the Messengers? Maybe it’s their ship?”
“Doesn’t their craft travel at the speed of light?” Clark asked.
“No,” Dan said. “Well, I guess there’s a chance, but we don’t know that it does. What I know for sure — what they told me — is that their craft is powered by light. That doesn’t mean they move at the speed of light. Think of a remote-controlled car with a solar panel on top for recharging the battery… powered by light, but that’s all. Their craft could be the same.”
“So it could be them?” Tara asked, her tone now bordering on desperation.
Dan deferred to Timo, who shook his head.
“The observed size and the early composition analysis are quite conclusive on that,” Timo said. “But Tara, none of this is to say that we are helpless. There has to be a way to deal with this, and my team is going to work with the GSC to find it. You don’t have to like Godfrey to recognise that the existence of the GSC framework is going to be a big plus here in terms of facilitating and hastening the kind of scientific and political discussions we need to have, so it really could be worse.”
“Here’s the other thing I don’t get,” Clark blurted out, his tone tinged with an angry kind of confusion more than helpless fear. “How does this fit in with everything else? Dan, you think they gave us a plaque so it was undeniable that the message on it came from them, right? But how does this fit in? It’s just a star-map that showed us the way to one system, and even I know that comets move fast as hell… so surely this plaque is only a relevant warning at this specific time. How does that make any kind of sense in the context of Kloster’s story about the craft being found in Toplitz eighty years ago? And without exposing the hoax, which they don’t want us to do, how the hell can we ever explain that this came from a plaque? Are we even going to try?”
Clark’s was a question Dan had already thought about, but that didn’t mean that he had come to any real conclusions. He had concluded that they would likely share the plaque, particularly if complacent thoughts that the Messengers might stop the comet became prevalent, but the issue of how its content made sense was a difficult one to deal with. If the plaque’s star-map had led to the discovery of New Kerguelen as initially hoped and expected, everything would have been a lot more straightforward. As it was, straightforwardness was in short supply.
“It is possible to fit this new plaque into the existing narrative,” Dan said. “It’s kind of like if I told you to look towards a certain tree in the distance so you could see a bird that was about to fly in front of it. There are limits to how far away a given object can be observed from, so I don’t think it would be too much of a stretch for people to think that the Messengers knew this comet’s long-term path and knew that we would first see it by looking in this one specific direction.”
“Hopefully that ends up being the kind of thing we have to worry about,” Emma chimed in. “Message management is something I can handle. If we hear some feasible solutions from the GSC in the next few days, I’ll be happy to worry about fitting the fourth plaque in with the rest of the story.”
“So we’re telling the GSC about this soon,” Clark said. This wasn’t a question, but rather an approving statement.
“We already have,” Timo replied, “via the observatory. There’s no time to waste. Alessandro and the others he’s spoken to won’t say a thing in public — they understand as well as we do that this has to be handled delicately — but if weeks begin to pass with no progress behind the scenes, there’s only so long that silence can last. And if this news gets out the wrong way…”
Very suddenly, Timo’s phone began to ring. Its high-pitched tone was so loud and shrill that it irritated Rooster into an uncharacteristic fit of barking.
“The call is coming in from Argentina,” Timo said as soon as he lifted the phone from his pocket and silenced the obnoxious ringtone. Rooster calmed down in an instant.
“Take the call,” Emma said, very firmly.
Timo swiped his finger on the touchscreen and put the phone to his ear. “Hello?”
“Mr Fiore,” a familiar voice said. “I’m glad I got hold of you.”
“Chairman Godfrey,” Timo replied, confirming what the others already suspected.
“I’m calling to thank you for handling this comet business privately and to check that it really was just discovered,” Godfrey went on. “I won’t bear any further grudges, but it’s important that we have the full story here.”
Emma, listening in beside Timo’s ear along with Tara, Dan and Clark, encouraged him to answer affirmatively. Timo did so, stating that he had authorised his observatory’s staff to share the data with Godfrey’s people within hours of being informed.
“And can I ask if you’re still with Emma Ford?”
Emma nodded.
“I am,” Timo relayed.
“Is she there now? May I have a word?”
Timo handed the phone to Emma.
“Shouldn’t you be having meetings with your researchers or something?” she began. “Time isn’t exactly on our side.”
“Our side…” Godfrey mused. “You see, that’s the thing. Because I’m assuming you were in on this from the moment Timo found out, and I can’t pretend I’m not amazed that you went through the proper channels. This news would have finished me if you’d gone public with it.”
“If I’ve ever given you the impression that I care about what happens to you, I can only apologise for the misunderstanding,” Emma replied sharply. “I care when you’re in my way or in the way of other people I care about. But this? This is much bigger than you. And right now, a strong GSC is the world’s best hope. I’ve been around long enough to know that this story is going to come out, but—”
“But it has to come out in the right way,” Godfrey interrupted, on the same page. “Exactly. And that begs the question—”
“Of what the right way is,” Emma butted in, returning the favour. “If you’re asking me, which you obviously are, I’ll cut to the chase and say that a carefully worded simultaneous announcement from national leaders is the best way to break this, just like on Disclosure Day. And just like back then, those announcements shouldn’t be rushed; they should come only after an international team gets around a table and goes over every inch of this thing. First of all, every speck of data needs to be analysed and corroborated. And then the team needs to turn towards solutions: every option, every pro, every con, every cost, every one-in-a-million shot, every last little thing. Once we know where we stand and how we’re going to react, that’s when it goes public. It has to be announced before someone else spots it, but not before we have some kind of plan. If you go to the public with a viable plan, you’re maybe looking at food shortages and a run on the banks. But if this message isn’t managed and the public suddenly finds out that we have nine months left, you’re looking at a global economic and societal collapse.”
“You’ll find no disagreement from me there,” Godfrey said. “And fortunately, on this occasion, we have a pre-assembled international team in the form of the GSC itself.”
“Uh, the GSC is going to be part of the international team,” Emma corrected. “The reason you’re in Argentina, and the reason Argentina got to sit at the power table last year, is because that’s where the sphere happened to be found. So if you think Fiore Frontiere isn’t getting a seat at this table after finding the threat in the first place… well, maybe we’re not on the same page after all.”
Godfrey was quiet for a few seconds. “Ms Ford, this isn’t a hostile negotiation. Timo can throw as much money into the kitty as he wants, and his astronomers and researchers are welcome in Buenos Aires anytime they like. The baseless hysteria over recent events gives us an ideal cover story for high-level meetings in the coming days and weeks, and President Slater’s call for public-private cooperation — which the leaders of other primary member states have already echoed — likewise makes it easy for me to extend an olive branch to Fiore Frontiere without looking like I’m flip-flopping arbitrarily. The situation is grave and our task is difficult, but it could be worse. Meaningful work on this kind of thing was underway long before we brought together the world’s national space agencies, and that meaningful work has continued in our planetary defence division. We’re not ready for this and I can’t pretend otherwise, but it’s also not something that’s never crossed our minds as a potential scenario. Everything that can be done will be done; beyond that, only time will tell.”
Although Emma didn’t share Godfrey’s philosophically relaxed outlook, she was pleasantly surprised by his uncharacteristic acquiescence. Nothing like a giant comet to knock the belligerence out of someone, she figured.
The confirmation that “meaningful work” had been ongoing within the GSC’s planetary defence division — the confirmation that Godfrey’s earlier public comments to the same effect weren’t just spin — also afforded her a modicum of hope that a timely human solution to the comet problem was merely highly improbable as opposed to flat-out impossible.
“Okay, well, keep us up to date on those meetings,” she said. “We’ll make sure no one at Fiore Frontiere speaks a word of this to anyone and I trust you’ll do the same at your end. Rumours wouldn’t be fatal; if a story comes out that someone’s friend works at the GSC and says that a comet has been detected, recent incidents mean that it could easily be dismissed as a misunderstanding based on the asteroid that grazed over California or even as a paranoid ‘two plus two equals five’ kind of thing. What could be fatal is a direct comment from a GSC employee or official.”
More glad than ever of his recent purge, Godfrey replied confidently: “It’s under wraps.”
“Good. And like I said, keep us informed; I’ll be paying attention. Anyway, here’s Timo again,” Emma said, handing his phone back.
“I look forward to doing whatever I can to help,” Timo said. “Goodbye for now, Mr Godfrey.”
“Goodbye,” Godfrey replied. “Oh, but Timo…”
“Yes?”
“Chairman Godfrey,” he corrected. The line went dead.
Timo rolled his eyes and put his phone in his pocket. “The fate of the world is in that idiot’s hands,” he sighed.
The others said nothing.
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WHITE HOUSE
WASHINGTON, D.C.
The news reached President Slater during an important economic roundtable. It really couldn’t wait, the interruptor insisted, so she excused herself for a moment.
Her anger at the interruption quickly and inevitably turned to horror at the reason behind it.
At the start of the day, “comet” was not a word that Valerie Slater had hoped or expected to hear. Some of the others which now came her way were worse still — “impact”, “extinction”, “inevitable” and particularly “months” — and just like that, the important meeting she had just left suddenly felt like the most trivial thing in the world.
“Have our own people fully verified this?” she asked after a long and ponderous delay. “Because if it’s come to us from Godfrey’s people…”
“It’s all been verified, Madam President, but this comet was discovered by Timo Fiore’s people.”
Slater’s expression changed in an instant. “And they took their findings to the GSC?”
“That’s correct. Timo has nothing capable of dealing with anything like this, so for once it looks like something trumped his ego: self-preservation.”
“So are you implying that the GSC has something? I know that NASA made various impact-prevention pitches over the years but none were ever funded. Whose technology are we counting on to stop this… the Chinese? The Russians?”
“Madam President, for a threat of this size coming in on this timescale, no one has anything.” Although no one else was present to eavesdrop, the man instinctively lowered his voice. “Based on our reports about the mood in Argentina, it looks like…”
President Slater waited for a few seconds as the man gulped and stumbled over his words, but her patience could only stretch so far. “It looks like what?”
The man blinked several times and eventually gathered his composure. “Well, Madam President, it looks like we’re counting on the aliens.”





C plus 4
FORD RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
As a gloomy afternoon in Birchwood finally gave way to the full darkness of night, Dan sat attentively on Emma’s couch with Tara by his side. The wall-sized image from Emma’s projector illuminated an unusually messy living room — empty pizza boxes, soda bottles and all — but no one cared. Rooster made a home for the night next to one of the boxes, settling for the better-than-nothing smell of pepperoni after eating his own comparatively boring dinner.
Emma was in her bedroom, face down in the dark but passively awake despite Dan and Tara’s full belief that she was asleep.
Clark had gone to the bar with Henry, not having decided to ignore the ‘no drinking in public without the other one present’ rule that he and Emma used to live by, but instead having understandably forgotten about it following a trying day marked by such horrible discoveries. Dan remembered the rule and told Clark to make sure he didn’t say “anything about anything… to anyone,” but he knew Clark wouldn’t so much as open his mouth to discuss anything besides football and the other standard fare among Phil Norris and his bar’s regulars.
Timo Fiore, for his part, had by now had the entirety of his extensive luggage delivered from the Gravesen Hotel in Colorado Springs given his preference for staying with his new inner circle in Birchwood rather than alone in the hotel’s plush suite. Dan McCarthy’s basement was certainly a great deal cosier and significantly more spartan than the standard of accommodation Timo was used to, but the bed was extremely comfortable and his friends were nearby.
Until such time as things calmed down and he could check out potential homes near the Fiore Frontiere headquarters in Colorado Springs, Timo was content to stay in Birchwood for as long as Dan would have him.
His long-term reservation and the hotel’s discretion ensured that the media believed Timo to be holed up in a suite at the Gravesen, while the security offered by the signal-blocking properties of the basement’s layered walls helped him sleep more soundly than usual for reasons he didn’t give much thought.
Dan’s wired connection to the rest of the house meanwhile gave Timo full internet access on his own secure laptop, to which all calls and messages intended for his phone were automatically forwarded while it lay in a secure compartment on the outside of the basement’s door.
Tara was disinterestedly playing around on her own phone, feeding virtual farm animals and harvesting virtual crops. She would make a joking or biting comment about someone on the TV every now and again, drawing a smile or a laugh from Dan.
Dan was finding Tara increasingly easy to be around, which made sense given that she came from the same genetic pool and nurturing environment as Emma. The relationship dynamic between the sisters had initially confused him with Emma seeming to have very little time or patience for Tara, but both that impatience and Tara’s apparent penchant for saying things to try and get a rise out of Emma had steadily faded over the last few days before the news of the comet ushered in a full détente.
As Dan skipped through the ads on a recording of the previous Sunday’s Focus 20/20, an episode whose threat-related discussions now seemed chillingly prescient, a commercial featuring one of Tara’s former close colleagues caught her eye. She asked Dan to pause the recording and leaned back.
“That was supposed to be me, you know.”
“Yeah?” Dan said. He didn’t know anything about high-end cosmetics, but even he recognised both this brand name and the model advertising it. “What happened?”
Tara shrugged, a somewhat regretful look on her face. “I didn’t want to do it. This might sound shallow or whatever, but I think I’m one of those old-fashioned people who’s happy to be rich without being too famous. A year ago I wouldn’t have believed there was such a thing as ‘too famous’, but even the tiny little bit of fame I had in my industry changed how people treated me, and that’s without even thinking about all the crap I get online. I honestly don’t know how I could live like you or Emma, with every single person recognising me… wherever in the world I went to try to get away from it. I look a lot like her if you look for the similarities, or obviously if I’m deliberately made up to look like her, but random people don’t stop me in the street and say ‘hey, are you related to Emma Ford?’ or anything like that. So yeah… I didn’t want to do it. I mean, part of me did, because it’s not always easy being in her shadow all the time.”
“I wouldn’t say you’re in Emma’s shadow,” Dan said. “It’s not like you’re in the same industry or anything.”
“Yeah, but there’s a lot more to it than that. I don’t know how it was with Clark or anything, but Emma has had her shit together since she was, like, 17. Then she just moved away, went for what she wanted, and got it. That’s not exactly easy to follow. And obviously I’ll be happy if I’m still alive in a year’s time once this comet is out of the picture one way or another, but I have literally no idea what I’ll be doing if I am. I burned so many bridges when I was in New York, there’s no way back on that front.”
Dan didn’t know what to say — this wasn’t exactly his forte — but he could see why Emma had spoken to him a few days earlier about how Tara seemed to have grown up a lot in the past year. Emma explained that Tara used to be a real challenge to keep in check, which was why she wasn’t initially too hot on the idea of her coming to town for an extended stay, and Dan could definitely see something of a change in Tara even though he hadn’t previously known her very well or for very long.
“I’d say you’re doing more than okay,” he eventually said. “And you were smart enough to know what you didn’t want to do, which is a lot more than most people can say. You’ll figure something out soon. And don’t worry: we’ll all be alive to see it.”
“And if I don’t figure something out, I guess I could always just stay here and sponge off you guys,” Tara replied, laughing out loud as she brightened up and encouraged Dan to unpause the TV.
The subject matter on Focus 20/20 really did hit close to home, with Timo himself having spent much of the second segment stressing the potential dangers of an impact from space. The great irony, of course, was that he — along with everyone else who knew about Il Diavolo — now desperately hoped that he’d be proven very wrong in his claims that the GSC was woefully unprepared for such a threat.
The discussions seemed so prescient that Dan imagined that when news of the comet was eventually released, members of the public would have a difficult time believing that Timo hadn’t known about it before appearing on this panel.
“The GSC isn’t ready for these types of threats and they’re not necessarily far-out,” Timo’s voice rang through the projector’s unseen speakers as the recording played. “In the last few years, we’ve seen a comet pass within one-thirtieth of a solar distance just two months after its initial detection. And as for Chairman Godfrey’s recent claim that the GSC has ‘mapped all potentially dangerous asteroids’… well, if that’s not the height of arrogance, I don’t know what is. Anyone could say they’ve done an extensive survey of their garden and that they’re confident they’ve detected every squirrel inside the property boundary. But what about the wolf on the other side of the fence, just out of sight? What about the cheetah on the other side of town, who could be here in five minutes? You can count the sparrows who sit in the tree all afternoon, but what about the vulture who flies overhead once a day? Acting like you can map all space-borne threats is madness of a kind I can barely fathom. If this is what other people think then Billy was right: we truly have lost our humility.”
Billy Kendrick then spoke up in support of Timo’s stance, and his comments hit even closer to home: “An asteroid coming in from behind the sun would elude standard detection measures, and that’s before we even talk about comets! With our detection capabilities being what they are, a long-period comet with the right kind of orbit — or the wrong kind, more to the point — could come in pretty much before I finish this sentence… and, well, that would be it. Finished. Here lay the human race. No one thinks about comets; in popular culture, we see great comets going past the Earth and think that they always will, whereas whenever we hear the word ‘asteroid’ we start worrying about where it will land.
“We probably all remember Comet Hale-Bopp,” Billy went on. “That was widely considered the comet of the century, but it was discovered just ten months before it became visible to the naked eye — and the people who discovered it first were amateur astronomers. The sky is a big place… a big, big, big place… and things move quickly. For smaller threats that could cause serious damage and widespread death without destroying our whole world, there’s really very little reason to assume we’ll have any warning at all. Just a few years ago, the Chelyabinsk meteor in Russia exploded with far more force than the one we saw last week at Kerguelen. That Russian meteor was the biggest natural object to enter our atmosphere in over one hundred years, but we didn’t even see it until it was already here!”
Dan couldn’t miss the irony that Billy, something of a forgotten man in his consciousness of late, was yet to learn just how right he had been in suggesting that it was unwise to ignore comets when discussing possible threats from above.
One panelist who either knew already or would find out very soon was Jack Neal, by virtue of his sycophantic attachment to the leader of a GSC primary member state. Dan expected that Jack, a man he would love to forget about forever, was sure to climb down on his threat that John Cole would pull the UK out of the GSC if Godfrey didn’t get his act together; for now that a real threat had emerged, a détente between Godfrey and Cole was almost as necessary for global stability as that which had already occurred between Godfrey and Timo was for the planet’s very existence as a viable ecosystem.
The panelist whose rationality Dan felt least confident in depending on was Joe Crabbe. A longtime ally and friend of Richard Walker, Crabbe’s shock-jock instincts knew no boundaries.
To date, Crabbe had stayed quiet about the botched interview with Richard Walker he’d attempted to conduct a few days after this episode of Focus 20/20 first aired, and the media had long since moved on having dismissed it as a cheap publicity stunt for Crabbe Shoot Radio.
But a throwaway comment Crabbe had made during his Focus 20/20 appearance, which no one took seriously, was illustrative of the kind of paranoid and potentially dangerous nonsense he was willing to spread: “Does anyone really trust Godfrey’s GSC not to divert an asteroid our way to get rid of the troublesome American thorn in their side?”
People like Joe Crabbe, of whom there were mercifully few, thrived on attention and would say whatever they had to say to attract and retain it; should the comet’s approach become public knowledge, Dan knew that these could prove to be the most dangerous people of all.
But the part of the show which troubled Dan most on this second viewing was a part which had sparked feelings of vindication at the time: the public revelation of an internal GSC memo whose signatories claimed that their analysis of the Kerguelen bolide suggested it was an “observably unnatural” event.
Rather than the content of that so-called GSC leak, what bothered Dan was its very existence. The glee in Billy’s voice as he gloated about this leak, one which Emma and Timo had actively facilitated, would certainly not be in keeping with the type of reactions which would follow if anyone inside the GSC leaked knowledge of the approaching comet. Troublingly, Dan wasn’t sure whether the hatred some GSC staff harboured for Godfrey would be enough to push them towards a spiteful public revelation.
Every time Dan now heard Billy calling for Full Disclosure, the phrase ‘be careful what you wish for’ lingered at the front of his mind.
Dan himself wrestled with the dual meaning of the term Full Disclosure quite often. While Billy and his ilk used it in vague reference to some unspecified data they believed the GSC was hiding, Richard Walker had previously and independently used it to refer to a hypothetical public revelation that the IDA leak and the supposed cover-up which surrounded it were in fact component parts of the greatest hoax ever devised. Dan had never imagined that anything would come along which could cause more societal damage if revealed to the public than the hoax, but the discovery of Il Diavolo was quite possibly just such a thing.
He hoped beyond hope that anyone with sufficiently high security clearance to be in the loop would be intelligent and responsible enough to bite their tongues for at least the week or so it might take for the GSC’s primary members to desperately hammer out some kind of plan, but Dan’s own time in the spotlight during much of the previous year had taught him that intelligence and responsibility couldn’t always be reasonably expected from those in positions of authority or entrusted with combustible information.
“How long are we going to keep the plaque quiet if nothing happens?” Tara asked as soon as the closing music hit and the credits rolled at the end of the show.
Dan turned to her, surprised by the suddenness of the question.
“Because there might be a lot of complacency if people think the Messengers are going to help,” she went on, “and people might expect them to help since they don’t know as much as we do. They don’t know we found this thanks to a warning from the Messengers.”
“I know what you mean,” Dan said. “And if nothing quickly comes out of whatever discussions the GSC member states are going to have, we’ll do what we have to do. Timo isn’t sure but he thinks Godfrey is going to announce a formal GSC summit tomorrow morning, without saying what it’s about. Everything like the California Fireball and the protests about the Kerguelen memo he tried to suppress actually provide a pretty good cover for having top-level political and scientific discussions about the comet.”
Tara nodded slightly. “Obviously I hope they come up with something, but I’m glad to hear you’re not totally against ever telling people about the plaque. Because if people don’t know it’s a warning then they could be hoping for some deus ex machina moment of the aliens coming down from the stars to save us at the last minute, which we know isn’t exactly likely. I mean, from what I can see, they’re not coming to save us.”
Dan shifted in his seat, suddenly deep in thought.
“I went to college for four months,” Tara continued with a smile, thinking he was impressed by her turn of phrase. “And that’s four months longer than you, so don’t look so surprised when I start breaking out the Latin.”
“Deus ex machina is Latin but it comes from Greek,” Dan said. “It means something like ‘God from the machines’ and it’s from old theatres where—”
“Where the guys playing gods were hidden above the stage,” Tara interrupted. “I know, I know. They would hang on strings, out of sight. Then at the end they would come down and take care of everything to wrap the story up, all nice and neat. Latin, Greek, whatever. And obviously the real aliens aren’t gods, but if people think they’re going to come down and rescue us then it’s pretty much the same. Hoping for that isn’t necessarily a bad thing, but expecting it?”
“If that kind of thinking comes up, we’ll put it down,” Dan reaffirmed.
After a long pause, Tara asked another question: “Do you think they’ll save us? If it comes to that, I mean.”
“I think they might,” Dan said, “but we really can’t count on it. It could go against their notion of minimal necessary intervention. I mean, I don’t know why they would warn us but not save us, but to them it might make some kind of sense. That’s the problem… it’s not just a case of us trying to make sense of what they’re doing by assuming things about their psychology. The compounding factor here is that whatever they’re doing is based on their assumptions about our psychology. They said they had never taken anyone before Walker — the first time they took him, that is — so that means the only people they’ve ever directly communicated with are Walker, me, and Emma. So if they’re trying to judge how we’ll react to this, I don’t know whose psyche they might be assuming is normal. Mine? Emma’s? Walker’s? Or maybe a broader view, based on their general observations of how groups of people have dealt with certain things in the past? There are so many assumptions, on both sides of the question. It’s like… I don’t even know. It’s not like anything. It’s just a giant mess.”
“But still…” Tara mused, her tone suddenly slightly more upbeat. “At least they warned us.”
Dan’s expression softened at the simple truth of Tara’s statement. “I’ll tell you what, though,” he said with an ironic grin, “I sure as hell wouldn’t mind if someone from Fiore Frontiere turned up at the kitchen door and came inside to tell us that the comet is a hoax.”
Tara laughed for the first time in too long. “Seriously, though,” she said. “If you’re getting down about what’s happening, you need to remember something: without you falling for Walker’s hoax, and without you and Emma and Clark and Timo pushing so hard last year to get the story out and to make people believe it, we wouldn’t know about the comet. Il Diavolo would still be coming, but we wouldn’t know. The Messengers wouldn’t have come here at all if it wasn’t for DS-1, right? Because they only got involved to stop us from putting nuclear weapons in space? Then after that, they had to clean up the mess, so they called you to that cornfield. And without that line of contact, they couldn’t have quietly told humanity about Il Diavolo. Do you see what I mean? I dunno, this makes sense in my head. Like you said, I’m trying to make assumptions about them but it’s impossible to know what they think about us.”
“Don’t forget that without you recognising Smeltertown from that episode of American Treasure, we might not have found the plaque as quickly as we did,” Dan said. “And one thing we know for sure is that every day counts.”
“I just wish there was something else I could do,” Tara sighed. “Something else we could do.”
Dan wished the same thing with every fibre of his being, finding his current level of frustration worse than any he had known before precisely because it was such an oppressively helpless kind of frustration.
The previous year, when he believed that the hoax was a cover-up, he had at least understood the selfish motives of the people he was up against and had woken up every day with a burning desire to show them up for the liars they were. That things had turned out to be a lot more complicated than that didn’t change the fact that Dan had been able to follow a sequence of steps, difficult as they were, with reasonable expectations of what might come next.
But now? Now, none of that could be said. Dan couldn’t begin to understand the Messengers’ motive for warning humanity without actually helping, and from where he was sitting there was no obvious path forward.
Deep in thought, he said nothing.
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GSC
HEADQUARTERS
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
“I’ll keep this short and sweet,” William Godfrey began, “because I know you all have headlines to sensationalise and quotes to take out of context.”
A few uncomfortable laughs came from the mass of gathered reporters in the rarely used press room of the GSC’s Buenos Aires HQ.
“But in all seriousness, some of the reporting I’ve seen in the last week has been nothing short of disgraceful. I’ve invited you all here today in good faith that you will accurately relay my words to your viewers and readers, and this is the last chance some of you will get.”
The discomfort in some areas of the room was now palpable as individual reporters began to fear being called out by name. Fortunately for them, Godfrey’s point had been made and he had bigger fish to fry.
“The announcement I want to make is that a strategic summit will commence on Monday, right here in Buenos Aires, as we seek to forge a unified path forward beyond what has been a very testing and troubling period. While the Global Space Commission itself has faced tremendous pressure from various angles, within these walls we have remained firmly focused on performing our core functions. Admittedly, it is now clear that our horizons must be broader.
“So while analysis of recently observed phenomena and recently gathered data will continue and indeed intensify among research teams from across the globe when they gather here next week, I am excited to announce that senior governmental representatives of our primary member states will also gather to address the larger issues of… well, let’s call it what it is: anti-GSC sentiment. They will discuss how to best manage sensitive data in order to avoid the kind of unnecessary public disorder which has blighted many of their nations over the last few days, and they will discuss all possible implications of recent findings.
“If some in the media want to call this an emergency summit, as I’m sure they will, there’s not a lot I can do to stop them. The same is true if they wish to write their own stories between the lines of my announcement; all I can do is encourage the world’s population to retain its critical faculties. What I will say to preempt certain sensationalist news outlets is that if we wanted these meetings to be secret, I wouldn’t be announcing them. And when I mentioned managing sensitive data, that’s not newspeak for sweeping it under the rug. But a point that’s too often missed by the corporate media is that there is a middle ground between sweeping potentially unsettling findings under the rug and leaking half-baked analysis to the media as happened in the wake of the Kerguelen bolide.
“The final thing I’d like to stress is that the Global Space Commission has always provided an excellent framework for bringing nations and citizens together to address truly global issues. And in light of recent suggestions from several of our primary member states, I have decided to temporarily grant a team of scientists from Fiore Frontiere the status of official observers for the duration of this summit.”
As Godfrey had expected, this revelation drew surprised expressions and prompted some hushed mutterings among the press pack.
“Past differences between myself and Timo Fiore have never been a factor in my prior reluctance to extend such an invite,” he went on. “My concern on this has always been related to the difficult precedent of allowing wealthy individuals access to what is, after all, a Commission composed of politically sovereign member states. For this summit, however, Fiore Fron—”
“What about other wealthy individuals?” a reporter near the front blurted out, cutting Godfrey off mid-word and drawing gasps from the rest of the room. The question came in clear but locally accented English, and Godfrey’s deathly stare didn’t seem to frighten the young male reporter who raised it. “Is it one rule for Timo and one rule for the rest, or does this mean that anyone else with enough money will also be allowed to participate in GSC operations going forward? Is Timo Fiore a special—”
“You know my history with the man,” Godfrey interrupted, “so you know there is no special or preferential treatment. And Timo won’t be here. This is what I mean when I talk about accurate reporting; I said that scientists from Fiore Frontiere have been invited to discuss recent findings with their GSC counterparts. Words have meaning, so please pay attention to which ones I use. Timo won’t be brushing shoulders with the governmental figures who come here to discuss higher-level issues relating to the GSC itself.”
“So will scientists from other private groups be able to participate?” the daring man probed, seeking a clear answer.
Godfrey shrugged very slightly. “As soon as any other groups with a record of productive astronomical research present tangible proposals to invest billions of dollars in planetary defence projects, with full funding in place, we’ll be happy to draw up some more invitations.”
Another voice from much further back yelled out in reply: “Chairman Godfrey, have you found something else? Can we expect a new GSC leak in the coming days?”
This question, unaccented, came from a voice vaguely familiar to Godfrey. But the penny didn’t drop until the crowd parted to reveal a blonde-haired Blitz News reporter he recognised from her sensationalist coverage of the recent protests.
“Lisa Belmont for Blitz News,” she proudly continued. “So, are you aware of any other potential threats to Earth, imminent or otherwise? Natural or otherwise?”
“I don’t remember inviting any questions,” Godfrey replied with no effort to hide his annoyance. “This will be the last one I acknowledge, and only to point out that this ‘natural or otherwise’ nonsense really does have to stop. Upon its atmospheric entry, the meteor at Kerguelen did behave in ways we haven’t seen before; that much is true. But the two huge caveats are that we haven’t been scientifically observing meteors from above for very long, and that the memo which has been built up into this so-called ‘GSC leak’ actually amounts to nothing more than a sloppy subjective analysis of a highly complex event.”
In front of a TV in Birchwood, Colorado, Emma Ford quietly noted that Godfrey had taken care not to lie outright about anything given that the reason for the summit was almost certain to come out eventually. She also couldn’t help but tip her hat to his masterful evasion of the most dangerous and difficult-to-dodge question of all — “have you found something else?” — by focusing on another difficult but more manageable issue in the form of the infamous Kerguelen memo.
Whatever anyone thought of William Godfrey in a personal sense, no one could deny that he was good at what he did.
With four security guards looming, Lisa Belmont from Blitz News didn’t risk another question. The crowd of reporters un-parted, welcoming her back into their fold.
“I was almost finished, anyway,” Godfrey said, pretending to look through his notes to find his place. This drew some laughs, breaking the tension in the room as the security guards returned to their posts at each wall. “But more seriously, I am finished. I hope you all enjoy your week, and we’ll have a full report on the summit once it’s concluded. Thanks for coming along.”
As news stations around the world cut away from the announcement and back to their studios, most settled on the main talking point of whether allowing Fiore Frontiere scientists at a GSC summit amounted to Godfrey caving in to President Slater’s very recent calls for private-public cooperation in the troubled space sector.
Some stations focused instead on Godfrey’s direct reference to the Kerguelen memo, about which he had previously been reluctant to comment. Others, meanwhile, made inevitable comparisons between the upcoming summit in Buenos Aires and the previous year’s UN summit in New York at which the GSC itself had been created in the wake of concerns that the first two plaques were warnings of potential threats from above.
Today, no one was talking about any specific newly discovered threats.
No one in the media knew that this summit had also been called in the wake of concerns about a specific threat from above, and not even Godfrey knew that the fourth plaque had illuminated that very threat.
As the global media debated trivial minutiae, almost no one on Earth knew just how precariously their world hung in the balance.
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In the hours after William Godfrey announced the GSC’s first ever unscheduled summit of leading scientists and government representatives from its primary member states, the world continued as though nothing extraordinary was going on.
No one could bank on how long this calm would last, but the first full post-detection day had passed without any hints of public suspicion and Godfrey had successfully made it through an announcement which Emma had identified as something of a banana skin.
The announcement pleased rather than surprised Dan, who had received a heads-up from Timo via Godfrey himself. Dan — again via Timo — had also been kept in the loop on matters relating to the continued observation of the approaching Comet Conte-Abate. This semi-officially designated name was already falling by the wayside, however, as Alessandro Bonucci’s Il Diavolo name spread from the Cavalieri Observatory and quickly came into common usage among those in the know.
Some of the new observational data shared with Dan came from Timo’s various ground-based observatories, but he was more interested in that which came from the GSC’s orbital telescopes of the kind Timo had long wished to emulate and exceed with his proposed orbital observation platform.
Dan knew that the infamous 1908 blast at Tunguska, the force of which had flattened trees across an area of some two thousand square kilometres, was widely believed to have been caused by an incoming meteor no larger than two hundred metres in diameter. He also knew that the dinosaurs were widely believed to have been wiped out by an asteroid with a diameter of around ten thousand metres.
While awaiting a firm size estimate from the GSC, Dan had prepared himself for news that Il Diavolo’s size would likely fall closer to the dinosaur-killer end of the spectrum than the tree-flattening end. What he hadn’t prepared himself for was the revelation of just how close to dinosaur-killing proportions Il Diavolo would be; what he hadn’t prepared himself for was word from the GSC that its length was “on the wrong side of eight kilometres.”
“At least when they make the movie of this, they can’t quite say the usual thing that it’s the size of Manhattan,” Clark had quipped in an effort to lighten the mood. But in truth, Dan’s mood hadn’t shifted greatly despite the shock of the GSC’s size estimate. To Dan, it was like the difference between being stabbed in the heart with a four-inch blade and being stabbed in the heart with a six-inch blade; either way, he’d be dead if the knife got in… what mattered was parrying it away before it got too close.
With the energy of the impact sure to be heightened by the fact that the comet was approaching at a significantly greater speed than the average asteroid, it wasn’t a case of choosing the strongest adjective among the likes of catastrophic and cataclysmic to describe the level of destruction; if Il Diavolo wasn’t stopped or at least diverted off-course, its impact with Earth would spell destruction that was nothing but total.
The other troubling update, which again changed little in a tangible sense, was that the GSC’s initially calculated impact probability of 99.2% had been increased to 99.7%.
Alessandro’s “essentially one hundred percent” comment, which Emma in particular had quietly hoped to be a frightened exaggeration, was now supported by independent deep-space observation. Alessandro’s 90,000-year estimate of the comet’s orbital period was also well within a reasonable margin of the GSC’s estimate of 95,000.
The description of Il Diavolo’s orbit as “highly eccentric” was a brief source of hope for Emma, Clark and Tara until Dan and Timo clarified that in an orbital context the word eccentricity had nothing to do with erraticism or changeability but rather related to how much an orbit deviated from being perfectly circular.
The data was sound and the conclusions were clear: Il Diavolo was gargantuan and it was going to hit — hard and fast.
Aside from the new data, the main news of the afternoon was that Alessandro Bonucci himself would be among the Fiore Frontiere delegation in Buenos Aires. He was the only name Dan recognised on a list of six which was mainly composed of staff from Timo’s small planetary defence team regularly stationed in South Africa, to whom Alessandro had sent his initial observational data before anyone else.
In a broader and more general sense, Godfrey’s definitive announcement of an imminent summit also removed some of the helplessness-induced anxiety among Dan’s group; the only sensible course of action at this point was keeping quiet about everything while the summit took place. While this didn’t do much to assuage their acute and natural fears about the colossal comet heading their way, the fact that an external one-week timescale was now in place did go some way towards reframing the problem as one which could potentially be addressed in a manageable and linear manner.
This was certainly true for Dan, though he may have overestimated the difference it made to the rest of his inner circle.
Outside of the Birchwood bubble, Saturday’s anti-GSC protests in various cities failed to build on previous turnouts as the announcement of a meaningful summit took the wind out of the protests’ sails in the eyes of many. Godfrey’s concession to allow Timo to send a delegation, meanwhile, had convinced many others that the GSC was ready and willing to change on the back of its recent negative publicity. The issue of the Kerguelen memo wasn’t one which would go away on its own, but no one in a position of informed authority was any longer paying attention to it; as far as they were concerned, it was, if anything, a useful distraction from the real issue.
The afternoon and evening news cycles were dominated by discussions of the upcoming GSC summit and particularly the game-changing invitation that had been extended to a Fiore Frontiere delegation.
Some other exceedingly wealthy individuals who half-heartedly harboured space-related ambitions queued up to bemoan what they saw as a double standard in the fact that one private enterprise was welcome in Buenos Aires but others weren’t. The scale of Timo’s historic investments in the space sector and the sheer amount of money he was willing to throw at planetary defence didn’t seem to register with these individuals as relevant variables, and news networks across the world were frustrated by a day-long failure to reach Timo himself for comment.
Timo had spent much of the day with Dan while conversing with the chosen members of his delegation as they began their journeys to Buenos Aires. None of them knew what the coming week would bring, but all were leading experts in their hyper-specialised disciplines and many politically-neutral senior figures at the GSC were delighted to have them on board.
It would have been a gross exaggeration and an inaccurate statement to say that anyone had truly relaxed when the summit was announced, but there was at least no longer an all-pervading sense of aimlessness about the comet-stopping endeavour.
An invitation to appear on the next night’s GSC-centric episode of Focus 20/20 was swiftly and soundly kicked into touch by both Emma and Dan when the call came, with neither having the slightest desire to participate.
A little while later, with Clark and Timo next door and with Tara having retired to bed, Dan and Emma sat together on the couch watching mindless TV in an effort to forget the world for a few hours. They were doing fairly well at this until he went into the kitchen to fetch a drink and suddenly asked if she had eaten anything all day.
She hadn’t, and she didn’t lie.
Responding naturally, Dan then asked if she was feeling okay.
She wasn’t, and she didn’t lie.
Although he didn’t have to ask what was wrong, the fact that Dan wasn’t used to there being anything wrong with Emma left him racking his brains for a response. He had seen her angry more than a few times and sometimes scared for a few quickly-passing moments, but never deeply troubled like this.
“We’re going to make it through this,” he said, back on the couch. “Think about all of the smart people at the old national space agencies that are under the GSC banner. I don’t mean the Godfreys and the other politicians, I mean the scientists. I mean the astronomers and the military tech kind of guys. They’re all on the same side, with a budget of all the money in the world. We’re going to make it through this.”
When Emma looked up from the floor to meet Dan’s gaze, there was a slow-moving tear in her eye. “I just don’t understand why they would do this to us,” she said, her voice a shadow of its usual forceful self. “Why would they warn us about a problem we can’t solve instead of just solving it? Who does that?”
“It’s way too early to say we can’t solve it. The summit hasn’t even started yet.”
“And why did this have to happen now,” she went on, paying little attention to Dan’s attempt to lift her spirits, “right when we’re finally, you know… when things are finally so good between us?”
Dan watched as Emma’s hand briefly covered her eyes and as a multitude of new and faster-moving tears appeared when she lowered it again.
“I don’t want to see you like this,” he said.
“So don’t! I’m not asking you to look at me.”
Dan hesitated, trying to choose his words more carefully. “That’s not what I meant. I don’t want you to be like this. No, wait… that’s not what I meant either. I don’t want you to feel like this.”
“Feel like what?”
“This! Upset, scared, angry… whatever this is. Feelings like that aren’t going to help us. They’re not useful.”
“I’m not a robot, Dan! I can’t sit down and decide what I’m going to feel based on which feelings are going to be useful. This is me reacting to a giant comet coming towards Earth too fast for us to stop it,” she said, her tone growing acerbic. “Okay? So I guess what you’ve learned tonight is that I don’t react to this particular situation in a very helpful way. Oh, and this is also me reacting to us being abandoned by a bunch of asshole aliens I used to think were on our side. Sorry if that’s not useful enough for you.”
Dan slowly rose to his feet. “Emma, we’re not doing this.”
“I’m not angry at you,” she replied, sighing out the words in a softer but still deflated tone.
“I know. I’m not angry at you, either.”
Emma shifted in her seat, moving more upright. “Are you angry at them?”
“Get your coat,” Dan replied, an indirect yes. “We’re going to the cornfield.”
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Shortly after midnight, with a note left for Tara to explain that they had gone out for a while to clear their heads, Emma and Dan drove slowly out of Birchwood with their headlights dimmed and made the short journey to Richard Walker’s isolated cottage.
They brought Rooster along for the ride, keen to make the most of his well-proven ability to sense that the Messengers either were or recently had been present in any given area. Rooster’s knack for this had first been seen on the night of his owner’s initial disappearance and had gone on to prove priceless in marking out the Messengers’ invisible thresholds in Lolo National Forest on the fateful day that Emma and Dan came face-to-face with the aliens themselves.
A repeat of that day was exactly what Dan was hoping for; a chance to both ask the Messengers what the hell they were playing at with the cryptic clues leading to a warning humanity was ill-equipped to do anything about, and more importantly a chance to ask them to intervene.
On reflection, Dan didn’t know if “ask” was the right word. Part of him was ready to pull no punches and demand a decisive intervention, while a larger part knew that — given the stakes — he wouldn’t be above pleading or even begging.
It was only as the car turned off the main road that Emma raised a question Dan hadn’t even considered: “What if Walker’s here? What if they put him back again, like last time?”
The reason Dan hadn’t considered this question was that he was so sure of the answer. “Walker is gone for good this time,” he said. “There’s a small chance he might be dead in his room, but they’re not going to keep stopping him from talking then putting him back. He had his warning and he ignored it. One chance.”
Emma was quiet for a few seconds. “You think we’re going to find his corpse?”
“Well, no… because we’re not going inside.”
“I am,” Emma said. “While we’re here, I want to make absolutely sure that Clark took everything important. Joe Crabbe is going to be back here with Walker’s usual supplies before long, and there can’t be anything lying around.”
“Crabbe…” Dan thought aloud. “Walker said that if he doesn’t push a button in his kitchen within any 72-hour period, Crabbe will get a notification or something like that. How long has it been since they took him… three days?”
Emma did some quick sums. “I think it must be around 76 hours. Crabbe couldn’t get here in four hours, but now that you mention it… he was doing an interview with Walker when it happened, so he is going to be wondering why he hasn’t heard from him since. He might have already been here. If he hasn’t, we’ll press the button.”
As the house came into view with no parked cars anywhere to be seen, one thing Emma and Dan were at least relieved to be sure of was that Joe Crabbe wasn’t there now.
“Crabbe must have a key for this place,” Dan said, “so if the front door is unlocked, it means that no one has been here since Clark left. That’s what we want.”
Rooster became excited in the back seat as the car drew to a halt near the house.
“He’s not here,” Emma told him. “But will we see if we can find you a toy? Toy?”
The old dog’s tail wagged like a puppy’s.
As Dan stepped outside, his mind ran through the possibilities. He consciously stopped it, not keen on where it was going.
“Well, Rooster seems happy enough to go inside,” Emma commented, reacting to the dog’s lack of fear as they stood at the front door.
Dan attempted to open it and breathed a deep sigh of relief as it swung inwards. It was unlocked, as Clark had left it.
“Walker?” Dan called into the hallway. Unsurprisingly, no reply came.
Rooster then wasted no time in approaching Walker’s open bedroom door. He hesitated at the threshold, as if remembering what he had felt a few nights earlier but no longer feeling it, and eventually went inside. He walked around the bed and back again a few times before ultimately returning to Dan’s side.
While Rooster picked up an old chew toy and carried it to his cushioned bed in the corner of the kitchen, Emma couldn’t resist checking for herself that Clark really had taken care of all of the security footage from Walker’s camera system. She was pleased to find that he had and likewise relieved to see no other potentially incriminating objects lying around and none of Clark’s blood splattered anywhere following his face’s losing fight against what he described as an alien forcefield.
Dan didn’t like the empty feeling of the house, and particularly the kitchen. Only a week had passed since he’d sat at the table with Walker after being spotted in the cornfield, when Walker had looked and sounded far more vulnerable — far more human — than Dan would have ever thought possible from the titanic man.
Now, two empty whisky glasses sat alone on the table’s rustic wooden surface.
“We should get out of here,” Dan called, seconds after pressing the red button next to Walker’s refrigerator. “I don’t like it in here and this isn’t what we came for.”
Emma entered the kitchen having checked everywhere else, then locked the back door and clicked her fingers to encourage Rooster to get moving. As Emma carried the bed, the dog slowly led the way to the front door. He paused at Walker’s bedroom and let out a low groan of what sounded a lot like sorrow.
“I’ll put this in the car while you’re taking care of him,” Emma said, shuffling forward with the large bed in her hands.
Dan crouched down to Rooster’s level and patted him on the head in an effort to pry him away from the spot outside his longtime owner’s bedroom; the spot where he was so used to waiting every morning in eager anticipation of the door opening. Dan opened the door again now to show Rooster that Walker really wasn’t there, and after a few more sniffs around the room, the dog finally seemed to get the message.
Emma returned from the car with a leash and quickly clipped it onto Rooster’s collar. He didn’t mind this and actually seemed to like it, evidently keen on the idea of a midnight walk. Emma had also picked up a large flashlight from the car, and she now handed this to Dan. He stepped outside and pointed it towards the cornfield.
“Well,” he mused, “this is what we came for…”
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10 DOWNING STREET
LONDON, ENGLAND
William Godfrey’s invitation for a Fiore Frontiere delegation to attend the recently announced top-level GSC summit left Prime Minister John Cole feeling decidedly suspicious.
He had by now been looped in on the cometary threat, but the feeling that something wasn’t right wouldn’t leave him. Cole’s paranoid tendencies had been coming to the fore too often and too acutely for Jack Neal’s liking as of late, and he had even privately expressed to Jack his doubts that the comet was real.
Jack responded to Cole more firmly than usual upon hearing these doubts, insisting that people he trusted on a personal level — including several high-ranking Chinese officials with little love for either Slater or Godfrey — had already independently observed and verified the existence of Comet Conte-Abate.
“Something’s still not right,” was Cole’s stubbornly suspicious reply. “And why the hell haven’t you got anything on this Trey Myers guy yet? How did he know where and when that satellite was going to fall? He’s with Ford and McCarthy and they’re with Fiore, so this is obviously all linked. Why aren’t you doing your bloody job and finding that damn link!”
Jack didn’t have much of a comeback to this; it was obvious that the motley crew in Birchwood, Colorado knew something he didn’t. What troubled Cole most of all was the possibility that Godfrey and Slater were in on it, too, as such a situation could quickly make him look like an idiot left out in the cold by the self-appointed political masters of the English-speaking world.
The Prime Minister’s global frustrations were heightened by an increasingly difficult situation at home, where Diane Logan had gained significant support in her opposition to Cole and was now being widely encouraged to mount a formal leadership challenge which he knew he would struggle to survive.
He needed something big, and he needed it fast. In uncharacteristically blunt terms, Jack had already shot down one all-or-nothing idea Cole proposed as a way of turning the situation on its head in a desperate attempt to stay in power.
That idea had been sidelined for now, but Cole’s patience was running thin.
“I’m doing everything I can to find everything there is to find,” Jack said, feeling the heat, “but Trey Myers hasn’t said anything remotely interesting since our man planted the bugs on Thursday. The internal bugs are in place on both levels of the house, and between those and the external bugs we have full coverage. We’ve heard every word he’s said since they were planted — I can show you a transcript, if you like — but there’s been absolutely nothing to report. As soon as there is, you’ll hear about it, boss.”
Cole, as unimpressed as he was desperate, stared a hole through Jack. “Well you better bloody hope you’ve got something worth telling me soon,” he boomed, the words dripping with menace, “because my arse isn’t the only one on the line here, Jacky Boy. Don’t forget that.”





C plus 9
STEVENSON FARM
EASTVIEW, COLORADO
Dan led the way through the faintly compressed path of corn which led to the small crop circle he had found himself inside exactly one week earlier.
On that occasion, Rooster had been standing beside him when he returned to consciousness after the dream-like experience which paved the way for his discovery of the fourth plaque and ultimately the harrowing discovery of Il Diavolo, Comet Conte-Abate.
On this occasion, Rooster entered the small crop circle at Dan’s side. The dog hesitated briefly at the threshold but continued without prompt.
“What now?” Emma asked.
Dan sat down, crossed his legs like he was meditating, and looked up at the multitude of stars that lit up the clear night’s sky. Within a few seconds, Emma joined him.
Rooster, not wishing to be left out, also settled on the neatly flattened corn.
Dan closed his eyes and tried to clear his mind of everything; if they weren’t going to show up, he was at least hoping for some kind of message.
Emma, who had never been called anywhere and had never fallen into any kind of daze to receive a message, watched Dan’s expression. She hoped it would change to indicate that something was happening, but her hope came to nothing.
When Dan reopened his eyes after four of the slowest and most frustrating minutes of his life, Emma was still looking. “Sorry,” he said, shaking his head.
“For what?”
“Getting your hopes up, I guess.”
Emma shifted onto her knees and hugged him tight. “Don’t be,” she said. “High hopes are better than low hopes and low hopes are better than no hopes.”
“There’s always hope,” Dan replied, “even if it’s low. Nothing’s over until it’s over.”
Emma lay back and pulled Dan down with her. They were both gazing up. “So where is the stupid thing, anyway?” she asked.
“About there,” Dan said, pointing towards the area which had been highlighted on the fourth plaque and using some of the most prominent stars as guides to help Emma find the right spot.
The night was so still and the sky so clear that a few satellites were visible like distant slow-moving fireflies. “What about that old Japanese laser idea for defensive satellites?” their appearance prompted Emma to ask. “Remember, from last year?”
“There are a lot of ideas,” Dan said, his tone relatively upbeat. “I don’t know if or how they could work with something this big, but pretty much all the crazy plans you’ve seen in movies are at least partly based on real ideas. And then there are newer ideas like a gravity tractor to deviate its course, but I think the timescale rules that out. There are probably some ideas that no civilians know about at all, and a lot of smart people will be working round the clock on those ideas right now.”
Emma nodded slowly, a pensive expression on her face.
Before much longer, Dan sat up. “We should get going,” he said. “It’s unlikely, but Crabbe could show up anytime if he was already on the way here before I pressed the button, and we could sure do without having to explain why we’re here.”
Emma couldn’t disagree with that, and it did look like the night was going to end in an anti-climax no matter how much longer they waited. She called Rooster over and stood up to lead him back to the car. “Thanks for this,” she said to Dan. “Even though nothing happened, I’m still glad we came.”
Dan put on a brave face and pretended to agree, but deep down he felt very differently. He had entered the cornfield with one question: were the Messengers going to help?
As he stepped out of the cornfield with nothing more to show for his visit than the wet patches where his clothes had touched the ground, the answer was only too clear:
We’re on our own.





SUNDAY
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FORD RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“A week ago, we were in New York,” Timo Fiore mused to Emma as he and the others watched the end of the night’s Focus 20/20 broadcast on her giant projector. “We weren’t even on the way to Italy yet. It is truly crazy how much has happened since then.”
Dan and Emma had both been invited to appear on the show via satellite but both had soundly rejected the offer. No one from the previous week’s panel was present this week, in keeping with a long-established tradition, and the whole show had an oddly low-key feel to it as the panelists looked back at the California Fireball and discussed the upcoming GSC summit with no hint of what it was really about.
There were no secrets being kept; the panelists just didn’t know the truth.
Low-key was the word of the day in Birchwood and beyond, with no anti-GSC protests of note occurring at all and life more or less going on as normal.
Timo was right: an incredible amount had happened in the last week.
And with the GSC’s week-long summit set to begin the following morning — an event which would increase both the chance of a solution to the Il Diavolo problem being found and also the chance of the problem’s existence leaking out into the public sphere — Dan McCarthy couldn’t help but wonder what the world would look like in another week’s time.





ONE WEEK LATER
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MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
The following Sunday evening, GSC Chairman William Godfrey quietly announced that the summit in Buenos Aires was being extended by a few more days. He presented this as a positive development, stressing that “unprecedented cooperative progress” had already been made “in several key areas.”
The great relief in both Birchwood and Buenos Aires was that the public remained unaware of just what those key areas were. This was one secret Dan McCarthy had no qualms about keeping from anyone, for he understood perfectly well that public order could break down almost immediately if the news broke in the wrong way. Chaos was not conducive to progress, as he understood just as well, and as such it was paramount that fast-tracked efforts to prevent or mitigate Il Diavolo’s impact with Earth could get underway while the world’s economic and social structures remained functional.
A handful of developments from the summit had filtered down via Timo’s Fiore Frontiere delegation, which included Dan’s friend Alessandro Bonucci as well as several planetary defence experts from Timo’s facility in South Africa, but there was so far nothing tangible.
Dan couldn’t be sure whether Alessandro’s external communications were being monitored and that he thus had to measure his words or whether there were simply no major breakthroughs to report. He hoped beyond hope that it was the former, but Timo didn’t seem to share his optimism.
The whole week had felt like something of a purgatorial twilight zone for Dan. Some news commentators drew inevitable parallels between the GSC summit and the UN summit of the previous year, at which world leaders had convened to discuss how to deal with the apparent threat or warning suggested by the crosshairs-like symbol which intersected Earth on the first two plaques.
There was one obvious similarity in the simple fact that leaders and scientists were once again gathering to establish a common response to a threat discovered on an alien plaque. The main difference in Dan’s mind was that this time, the threat was real. And this time, although precious few knew that the comet had been discovered thanks to a plaque at all, the engravings which led to its discovery truly were alien.
Global media personnel camped outside of the GSC compound in Buenos Aires in fewer numbers than they had outside of the United Nations building in New York, largely because they didn’t understand the true enormity of what was really being discussed inside. National representatives were forbidden from leaving the compound and forbidden from participating in open interviews with any reporters. In this regard there were parallels between the summit and the previous year’s highly secretive initial analysis of the first two ‘alien’ plaques, which also occurred in Argentina.
In that instance, the nature of the international team’s analysis had been public knowledge but their location had been kept secret to avoid invasive media attention. The reverse was true in this instance, when everyone in the loop knew that every ear and every eyeball around the world would have been obsessively and disruptively focused on Buenos Aires had the real reason for the summit been disclosed.
But the real reason wasn’t public knowledge, and for this reason life largely went on as normal. The anti-GSC protests which filled the streets outside the compound were now no more than memories, and each passing day’s Social Media Meta Analysis graphs clearly showed that previously acute fears over potentially imminent threats from space were fading and fading and fading.
The immediate aftermath of the California Fireball had been a period marked by borderline hysteria; but as pages were ripped off the ‘days since a major celestial event’ calendar and the number of days without incident rose, people began to consider that perhaps the rapid-fire trio of events which began with a bolide at Kerguelen and continued with an unexpected satellite re-entry in Montana was just that: a trio.
After California, eyes around the world had been trained to the sky in trepidation. Now, hindsight was beginning to make a majority of people realise that their palpable dread had been an unwarranted if understandable overreaction. It helped that the signatories of the infamous Kerguelen memo had publicly climbed down from their initial analysis of the bolide as “observably unnatural”; needless to say, the level and nature of the persuasive pressure those individuals faced was not a matter of public record.
The main media story from the summit had been a credible bomb threat on the third day, which led to a full evacuation of the GSC’s headquarters and halted the time-sensitive proceedings for an entire afternoon. Unsurprisingly to most, responsibility was claimed by the so-called Welcomers, a group whose numbers were inexplicably growing and whose focus was on sabotaging all Earth-defending measures in an effort to ensure that the scourge of “the human virus”, as they saw it, would be eradicated when the external universe saw fit.
“Why can’t those assholes just do a mass suicide like what happened at Hemshaw last year?” Clark had asked angrily when he saw this news. “If humans are so bad and should be eliminated, why don’t they start with number one?”
No one had offered any kind of argument or defence on behalf of the odious Welcomers, whose chief skill seemed to be uniting the rest of the world against them.
The week’s edition of Focus 20/20 briefly touched on the issue of the Welcomers and their ever-growing zeal, but in general the episode was illustrative of the fading fears over celestial threats as only one of its two segments focused on the summit while the other was devoted to a completely unrelated trade deal which President Slater had recently managed to hammer out.
Every few hours, the irony slapped Dan in the face like a sea lion’s flipper: just when public fears over space-based threats were dropping towards pre-Kerguelen levels, the greatest threat humanity had ever faced was drawing inexorably closer by the day.
If the purgatory-like week of silence did anything, it vindicated Dan’s long-held belief that big power really could keep big secrets.
For years, naysayers had told him that there could be no alien cover-up because the human beings involved in it would slip up before long. His ability to say “I told you so” had died when he learned that Richard Walker’s cover-up was in fact an elaborate hoax, but the fact that at least a few hundred high-ranking politicians and scientists around the world now knew about Il Diavolo proved once and for all that an alien cover-up could have been kept under wraps. The comet wasn’t exactly water-cooler talk at the GSC — only those who had appropriate clearance and worked in relevant departments were in the loop — but the national leaders of all the GSC’s primary member states were also in on the secret, and between those leaders and their inner circles of advisors the numbers quickly added up.
He shared this point with Emma in a light-hearted way, and her reply was that the situations weren’t really as similar as Dan thought; in this case, everyone understood that keeping the comet secret, for a while at least, was an objective necessity. In short, people really were being kept in the dark for their own good. That wouldn’t necessarily have been the case with aliens, she said, since that secret leaking out wouldn’t have inevitably led to immediate global disorder and chaos which could very plausibly reach anarchic proportions within days.
Having received their first payment from Timo, the Feather brothers in Salida had relieved everyone by keeping perfectly quiet about the fourth plaque. Needless to say, the Feathers still had no idea what was engraved on the plaque found in their late father’s hoard, let alone what kind of discovery its engraving had led to.
Clark, meanwhile, had gone to work on five of the last six days. His nose still didn’t look right after its run-in with an invisible wall at Richard Walker’s house, but the aching pains in his ribs had more or less disappeared. While Dan admiringly wondered how Clark could focus on anything, Clark wondered how Dan didn’t go crazy doing nothing.
Emma also worked remotely with a few high-paying clients over the course of the week, shut away in her home office and trying to keep her mind off things just like Clark was.
Timo spent his days in Dan’s basement liaising non-stop with his staff around the world, some of whom were exploring highly theoretical solutions to the comet problem. His regular presence prompted Henry to enquire one day about what was really going on and why Timo was hanging around all the time. Henry didn’t mind, but he wanted to know. Timo satisfied his curiosity with a spur-of-the-moment reply that his presence at the Gravesen Hotel in Colorado Springs had been reported and widely circulated, that public knowledge of which suite he was staying in invalidated his insurance coverage, and that he would be out of Henry’s hair as soon as he sourced a long-term home near his soon-to-open Fiore Frontiere headquarters at the old IDA building. Henry bought the white lie and insisted that he wasn’t trying to force him out.
Timo was more evasive when Henry asked a less expected question:
“So, is something finally going on with those two?”
Timo pretended not to know that “those two” referred to Emma and Dan, and he shrugged as convincingly as he could when Henry clarified the question. Henry didn’t buy this answer quite as readily as he’d bought the first.
Henry also belatedly became aware of Rooster’s presence next door, prompting the group to stick to the previous year’s story — that he belonged to Emma’s aunt — with an additional line that he was now there for good. Having been out of the picture during Rooster’s previous brief stay in Birchwood, Henry expressed his surprise that the dog was a cocker spaniel and insisted that someone had told him he was a Labrador. No one knew where Henry had gotten this idea from, and he eventually accepted that he must have misremembered.
Dan and Tara kept each other sane largely by competing endlessly at a newly viral mobile game which was supposedly based on an old Russian card game. The app had taken social media by storm thanks to its simplicity and addictiveness following a big-budget TV campaign featuring none other than the movie star Kaitlyn Judd. They both spent more money than they realised on in-app purchases, but all things considered it was a small price to pay for the amount of time the game filled. When Dan’s eyes widened as he saw the total cost of his purchases, Tara quipped that it was barely any more than she’d normally spent managing her virtual farm in the course of an average weekend.
When Dan saw Timo in the mornings and evenings, they tended to talk about nothing but the comet. Dan and Emma, on the other hand, barely talked about it at all. Both seemed to understand that it was important to insulate themselves as a couple from external stresses that would have torn most apart. Tara’s presence was a benefit in this regard, too, as she insistently steered discussion to any other topic whenever Il Diavolo cropped up as it inevitably did from time to time.
Emma worked very late on Sunday night, firefighting on behalf of a regular client who had stepped on a social media landmine with some poorly worded comments about how his firm’s recent charitable endeavours had provided “million-dollar exposure for a tenth of the price of traditional marketing.”
When she finally left her office in the early hours of Monday morning to find Dan and Tara still playing their stupid game on the couch, an exhausted Emma squeezed in between them and fell asleep on Dan’s shoulder within minutes.
None of them could have imagined that just a few more minutes later, the calm would be over and the storm would begin.
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10 DOWNING STREET
LONDON, ENGLAND
“We have no comment on Diane Logan’s leadership challenge and we have no news to share on the summit,” Jack Neal told the gathered throng of British reporters as he walked towards a waiting car with John Cole at his side.
Cole clutched a clipboard-like folder tightly to his chest and forced a smile to some of the early-morning news cameras. “It’ll all come out through the proper GSC channels,” he added.
Jack subtly pulled Cole’s arm, discouraging him from engaging with the press. But Cole, a far larger man, stood firm.
“I didn’t mean that there’s something to come out,” Cole said in his well-practiced and most proper voice, minimising his natural accent as Jack had taught him so many months ago. He opened his arms in an exaggerated shrug and held the pose for several seconds while he spoke. “All I meant is that when there is something to be said, Chairman Godfrey will be the one to say it.”
An experienced photographer, positioned in amongst the TV cameramen, zoomed in close on the open folder in Cole’s left arm. Although Cole’s forearm and hand covered most of the white page, some small sections of printed text were clearly visible.
Jack Neal, as experienced as any of those wily photographers, stepped in front of Cole and ushered him away with less subtleness than before.
“I don’t know how much more clearly either of us could have put it,” Jack said, maintaining a calm tone. “But for the benefit of the hard of hearing: Buenos Aires is the place to direct your questions on these matters. Thank you.”
Their car made its way through the gate, leaving the reporters largely disappointed with their morning’s haul. But a few spoken words were more than some had expected and Cole had seemed noteworthily evasive, so they at least had something to show for their efforts.
“Jesus Christ!” the lone photographer loudly exclaimed in a broad cockney accent. Knowing that others had captured HD footage of the same thing and that the chance of an exclusive was hence well out of the window, he looked at his photograph of the document Cole had been clutching and read aloud the visible words for the benefit of those around him:
“252 days… Comet Conte-something… discussions are ongoing in hopes of avoiding a seemingly—”
The photographer stopped abruptly while reading the longest of the visible lines.
“Fuckin’ ’ell…” he went on, tearing his eyes away from the camera’s screen and looking at the bemused faces around him.
“What?” a TV cameraman asked. “Seemingly what?”
The photographer shook his head at the live camera and finished the line: “seemingly inevitable… extinction-level impact.”





MONDAY
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FORD RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“Are you
fucking kidding me?!” Emma screamed into her phone just minutes after waking up, apoplectic at what had happened in London while she’d been asleep and more than a little surprised that Jack Neal had even picked up. “Do you idiots have any idea what you’ve just done?”
Dan leaned back on the couch with his hands on his head as Emma furiously paced the room. Tara was beside him in a similar state of shock, but the absence of Timo and Clark suggested that they hadn’t yet heard or seen the news that was already splashed across TV screens and news websites around the world.
On the other end of Emma’s phone, Jack said nothing. For whatever demented reason, he and Cole had evidently considered it politically expedient to ‘accidentally’ leak the news of Comet Conte-Abate’s relentless approach to the public.
What Jack hadn’t factored in was that unlike his previous bosses, John Cole had all the acting ability of a wet paper towel.
The media focus was of course very much on the alarming if unconfirmed news of the impact threat itself, but there had already been countless comments about how obvious it seemed that Cole had deliberately exposed the sections of his printed page which mentioned the comet. Still images and slow-mo shots of his exaggerated shrug and awkward facial expression were so incriminating that even typically restrained news outlets, which usually stuck to concrete facts, openly speculated that he had done it on purpose.
For Emma, already well aware of Cole’s penchant for fake leaks, these images only confirmed what she already knew.
“You might think you’re getting one over on someone with this shit,” she continued, still yelling, “on Godfrey, or me and Timo, or Slater, or whoever the hell else you’re holding grudges against… but this isn’t a game, Jack! This isn’t politics, this is real life! What do you even gain here?”
At last, Jack replied: “Emma, I didn’t know he was going to do it.”
“Oh, of course you didn’t…”
“I didn’t! If I was telling Cole to leak this news, do you really think I would have made him look like such an idiot? I would have told him to get behind a podium and say he had something to share with the world because the public deserved to know! If I wanted to get ahead of the cycle on this, that’s what—”
“‘Ahead of the cycle’?” Emma interrupted. “You really don’t get it, do you? This is the end of the cycle. We were all standing on the edge of a cliff and you just pushed us off! And don’t think I’m buying your ‘I’m innocent’ bullshit… you’re trying to cover your ass because Cole executed your stupid idea so badly. You’re going to pay for this.”
“Is that a threat?” Jack asked, abandoning his lie.
“No, asshole; it’s a promise.”
Before Jack could reply, Emma ended the call. She very nearly launched her phone at the wall but reeled in her anger at the last second. John Cole and Jack Neal had just started a fire that even she couldn’t hope to fight, pouring gasoline over the lives of billions for reasons she couldn’t begin to comprehend, and the coming hours and days were not going to be pretty.
Emma glanced at the TV then looked at Dan and Tara, just two of the hundreds of millions of people obliviously waking up to the most ominous headline any of them had ever seen: “GSC Comet Bombshell: 252 Days To Live!”
There were, quite simply, no words.
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RMXT
INTERNATIONAL STUDIO #1
MANCHESTER, ENGLAND
In Britain, where news of the comet had now had a full morning to spread and sink in, reports were already circulating regarding incidents of violence in supermarkets and banks as citizens desperately sought to stockpile cash and essential supplies before ATMs and shelves went empty.
For several hours, John Cole’s whereabouts had been unknown to the press and also to MPs, two groups who were champing at the bit to grill him over his bizarre early-morning actions.
GSC Chairman William Godfrey, a native Briton and Cole’s former superior, issued a short written statement which urged calm and promised that he would give a more substantive response to the morning’s “distressing events” once the continuing summit in Buenos Aires wrapped up for the day. The statement neither denied nor confirmed the veracity of the leaked threat, which was naturally taken as a tacit admission.
RMXT’s main British studio, located in the city of Manchester, was a hive of activity. Outside, many citizens had gathered at the huge window behind the backs of the news anchors in the main studio, like teenagers trying to sneak a peek at their favourite popstars. Inside, guests from various disciplines and spheres of society had been coming and going all day to talk about various aspects of the shocking revelation.
One of the highest profile guests was Diane Logan, a well-respected politician who one year earlier had been cast aside and replaced by John Cole as Godfrey’s Deputy Prime Minister following her refusal to fall in line with Godfrey’s opportunistic politicking over the IDA leak. Logan, who was in the city to officially open the redeveloped maternity wing of a hospital just a few miles from the studio, stopped by for a brief statesmanlike appearance during which she reminded everyone that nothing was confirmed at this point.
Logan, in the midst of a bitter power struggle with Cole and his handful of loyal supporters within the party, didn’t have to pretend to be unsure about the comet; she really didn’t know.
Of the hundreds of individuals around the world who did know that a giant comet really was on the way, none broke rank. The cat was out of the bag, for sure, but everyone with a brain still understood that coordinated disclosure would be preferable to a chaotic melee of sporadic admissions.
After Diane Logan’s brief appearance, a professor of criminology joined the anchors to offer his views on what could be expected if and when the comet’s existence and apparently inevitable impact trajectory were confirmed.
“Awareness of the future plays a key role in shaping human behaviour,” he said, “and although that sounds like the most obvious thing in the world, it’s an important point to grasp here. If, for example, we take humans and chimpanzees, we’ll find that one key difference lies in our consideration of the long-term consequences of both regular and one-off actions. Our past informs our present, and we broadly act with consideration of the future. We know that actions have consequences — good and bad, short-term and long — because if there is one thing we’ve always been sure of it’s that the future is coming. But now? If there’s no future, what exactly is left to separate man from beast?
“And what kind of deterrent is a ten-year prison sentence in a world that expires in nine months?” the professor continued. “And this is before we even consider the reality that many prison guards, police officers, court officials, and people in every other occupation may well stop turning up for work before long. Because what use is money when tomorrow’s not coming?”
Midway through the professor’s appearance, several security guards entered the news room and ordered everyone to evacuate due to growing disorder in the immediate area around the studio. Within a few hundred yards, two side-by-side ATMs had just run out of cash and the bank they were outside had already closed its doors a few hours earlier to avoid an inundation of the very same desperate and impatient customers who were now trying to force their way in.
The broadcast feed was cut and the sudden influx of so many security guards alarmed the people standing on the other side of the huge window.
“This is going to get seriously bad, seriously soon,” the professor said as he was led to a secure exit.
“It already is,” a security guard replied.
The professor blew air from his lips. “Trust me, this isn’t even the prelude.”
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GSC
HEADQUARTERS
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
At the end of a day of frenzied and panic-stricken discussions centred around how to deal with the chaos into which John Cole had inexplicably thrown the world, Chairman Godfrey emerged from the GSC summit to deliver a message to the agitated mass of reporters outside.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, speaking in a tone as strong as he could muster. “After much discussion it has been decided that the national leaders of all of our primary member states will make a simultaneous announcement this evening regarding the decisions made during what has been a very productive summit. As GSC Chairman, I will directly deliver the announcement to the citizens of all other countries. In the meantime, I wish to applaud the generally restrained public response to today’s alarmist reporting of a kind we’ve all come to expect from certain segments of the corporate media.
“Further, following a severe breach of GSC protocol and with the support of a majority of our member states, I am left with no option but to formally announce the full expulsion of the United Kingdom from the Global Space Commission with immediate effect. My message to the citizens of the United Kingdom — my message to my fellow citizens of the United Kingdom — is that this decision was not taken lightly. I also want to make it clear that the document which John Cole held before the media’s cameras today did not originate from any GSC personnel. More details regarding its specific content will be shared imminently, but for now I am willing to state that Mr Cole has attempted to paint a deliberately false picture.
“In his actions today, Mr Cole has disgraced himself, he has disgraced his party, he has disgraced his office, and he has disgraced his country. It gives me no pleasure to see my home nation reduced to the status of an international pariah, and on a personal level I must admit to feeling intense regret for the part I played in Mr Cole’s political ascent. One final point I can clarify at this stage is that many British scientists will remain valued members of our team, participating as independents in the same manner as those from the handful of nations who are not full signatories to the New York Agreement.
“And as ever,” Godfrey concluded, putting on the bravest face he could, “I’d like to thank you for your time and for your responsible reporting.”
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FORD RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Disclosure.
In Dan McCarthy’s mind, the simultaneous announcements that were set to air in a matter of seconds couldn’t be about anything other than a disclosure of the threat posed by Il Diavolo.
Worst still, thanks to John Cole and Jack Neal, it was going to be pants-down disclosure… the most difficult kind for those in power to deal with.
No one, least of all Dan, would this time take any pleasure in watching President Slater squirm.
He was sitting alongside Clark and Emma as the countdown to the announcements neared zero, just as he had been at 30,000 feet during President Slater’s fateful and ultimately ironic capital-D Disclosure of the previous year, but this time Tara and Timo were along for the bumpy ride.
Just like back then, the public’s mind was already made up: the comet was real. But just like back then, for natural but difficult to articulate reasons, almost everyone wanted to hear the words straight from the mouth of their elected leader.
“Wanted” was perhaps the wrong word — no one would have liked anything more than to hear Slater convincingly insist that John Cole’s cometary data was utterly baseless — but as was often the case in times of genuine concern or emergency, many people took a certain comfort from deferring to a legitimate authority.
The global viewing public’s seatbelts were well and truly fastened; and when this disclosure was complete, Dan McCarthy had little doubt that the rest of the journey was going to be a whole lot more turbulent than last time.
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WHITE HOUSE
WASHINGTON, D.C.
“My fellow Americans,” President Slater began.
Her announcement, coinciding with those from other world leaders, had gotten off to a false start in the press room as all pretence of etiquette went out of the window when experienced reporters who should have known better began jostling for position and shouting over each other — and the President — in a desperate effort to have their concerned questions heard.
The number of attendant reporters and their uncharacteristic resistance to follow polite instructions from White House security led to some unsavoury scenes and prompted a last-minute change of plan.
Rather than standing at her preferred podium, which she had always seen as conveying strength, President Slater was now seated at her desk in a room with one camera and no reporters. The silence between her words was deafening, both for her and for the enraptured millions watching at home.
Slater stared directly into the camera and spoke more quickly than normal, keen to get it over with.
“Our planet faces a threat of a kind humanity has never before encountered,” she said, her tone hushed but authoritative. “Eleven days ago, astronomers at Timo Fiore’s Cavalieri Observatory discovered a distant but fast-moving object on an orbital path which places it on a direct collision course with Earth. The individuals in question, Louisa Conte and Francesco Abate, immediately shared their findings with GSC officials. Further GSC observation has regrettably confirmed that this object, Comet Conte-Abate, is indeed on course to collide with Earth in eight-and-a-half months’ time. Due to the size and speed of the comet, such a collision would be decisively destructive for our species.
“However… since the moment this threat was verified, world leaders and the foremost experts in several relevant fields have been engaged in the tireless exploration of all viable options. Formulating a global response to this global threat required a high degree of discretion in order to avoid media-driven hysteria over worst-case scenarios, which is why this was initially kept from the public. But one point which must be stressed is that contrary to false information circulated throughout the day, an impact scenario is not inevitable.”
President Slater paused deliberately after this sentence, which she understandably considered the most important of the whole announcement.
“Once again, the pursuit of highly promising solutions is going to require extreme discretion to ensure the maximum possible chance of success. Several solutions are being pursued in tandem and the mood in Buenos Aires today, other than understandable frustration with John Cole’s irresponsible politicking, has been one of increasing optimism. The level of discretion required in the earliest stages of project development is such that I myself am not fully aware of every detail, but what I am fully aware of is that the greatest minds on our planet are working together around the clock to safeguard its future.
“United by urgency in the face of a common threat, humanity will prevail. In the meantime, I wish to make it clear that local and federal law enforcement agencies will stamp down firmly on any instances of opportunistic looting which may arise in the coming hours and days. Any other actions which threaten to destabilise communities will be equally firmly dealt with, as will instances of exploitative price gouging and the unreasonable hoarding of essential goods. Should current levels of uncertainty persist, broader rationing procedures for essential goods will be explored and, if necessary, they will be put in place.
“Procedures are already in place to manage emergency scenarios on the ground, and my many friends at the GSC ensure me that preparations are very much underway with a view to enacting the kind of defensive procedures required to safeguard our planet.
“To close, it’s impossible not to draw some parallels between our current situation and that which we faced a year ago when I relayed the verified discovery of an altogether different truth. Many reacted poorly to that announcement, only for their hysteria to be proven needless and foolish through the clarifying lens of hindsight. Given the unprecedented human and economic resources being devoted to this new challenge, I encourage each and every one of you to exercise foresight and to trust in yourselves; to trust in ourselves; and to trust above all else that humanity, united, will prevail.”
President Slater raised her chin very slightly and forced a thin smile.
“May God bless America.”
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MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
If a tree fell in the woods and no one was around to hear it, Dan McCarthy didn’t know for sure whether it really would make a sound.
But within minutes of President Slater’s outright admission that a killer comet was hurtling towards Earth, he knew for sure that no one had listened to anything else she said.
Dan was by now back in his own house following a phone call from Henry to check that everyone was safe and indoors. The exhausting stress of the last few weeks sometimes made Dan forget that Henry didn’t know anything; nothing about the hoax, nothing about the plaque, and — until Cole’s leak and Slater’s public confirmation — nothing about the comet.
It quickly became clear that Henry — along with Walter Byrd, who had crossed the street to join him as soon as the news broke — was more concerned with the short-term security of his family and their property than he was with the long-term security of their planet. The McCarthys’ particularly quiet residential section of a generally quiet town was just about the last place in the world where disorder was likely to kick off, but the two salt-of-the-Earth old timers’ fiercely self-sufficient natures ensured that they wanted to be ready to deal with anything that might come their way.
They weren’t nearly as attuned to the prospect of the shit hitting the fan as their good friend Phil Norris, the full-on prepper who owned New Kergrillin’ and the rest of the drive-in lot, but some of Phil’s philosophies had certainly rubbed off on them over the years. On the back of how much Henry’s boys had done for Phil’s business interests, Phil had more than once promised to let them share in his stash should the need ever arise. Henry knew that Phil was the kind of man who would sooner die than go back on his word, but he dearly hoped it would never be necessary for any of them to dip into the emergency supplies.
As soon as Dan walked through the door, Henry suggested that everyone should stay together in one place. Everyone was there when he said this — Tara and Timo as well as the old trio of Emma, Dan and Clark — and they all agreed. Rooster, who had less say in the matter, looked more than happy with the temporary move as he explored every accessible corner of the house.
Although Birchwood remained peaceful, no one was overly surprised by how quickly things went to hell elsewhere; the looting was immediate and the rioting close behind. Both were widespread and both overpowered law enforcement officers by virtue of the sheer scale of the disorder.
Reporting on incoming footage from coast to coast, certain news anchors chose their words carefully when trying to make the point that many of those who had taken to the streets didn’t look like so-called “typical looters”, and it was certainly true that gentrified and suburban areas which were typically insulated from such disorder had no such luck on this occasion. Some commentators on social media were quick to point out that this was because, for once, the issue behind the disorder affected everyone equally rather than falling primarily on those in often-stigmatised low-income neighbourhoods.
Social media itself became a news story as the night wore on and several high-traffic sites buckled under a sudden surge of users, falling offline for longer than anyone could remember and certainly for far longer than had been the case following the DS-1 launch disaster. This sparked conspiratorial thoughts in many people’s minds that President Slater’s government may have pulled the plug on them in an attempt to stop coordinated disorder, a well-used and conceptually proven tactic in less open democracies around the world. But these theories couldn’t be broadly shared until the sites returned, by which point they were obviously moot, so the outages didn’t cause any real problems beyond heightening the helplessness and fear felt by millions of Americans.
Even when there was no one in the basement to see it, Dan’s trend-ticker scrolled through a variety of messages ranging in tone from despairing to conspiratorial.
Some commentators, chiefly Joe Crabbe, floated a conspiracy theory based on the point that a threat like Comet Conte-Abate was just what the ill-defined “powers that be” had always wanted: a huge problem which demanded a huge solution, and one which would inevitably involve the consolidation of more and more wealth and power into fewer and fewer hands.
Crabbe’s words were reported on several networks and appealed not only to citizens who distrusted their government, often for very valid reasons, but also to the broader mass of people who were desperate to grab hold of any coherent theory that justified some hope that a comet wasn’t on its way to destroy their world.
Dan knew that Crabbe’s ideas were ridiculous and quite possibly dangerous, but unlike some media commentators he would forever argue that tolerating stupid and dangerous ideas was an important thing to do. Having been on the other side of this kind of thing when dismissed by almost everyone as an attention-seeking lunatic in the immediate aftermath of the IDA leak, Dan was only too aware of the dangers of letting some pedestaled authority subjectively decide which views merited discussion and which should be shut down as dangerous.
As the night wore on, an unsettlingly nihilistic tone became an increasingly common element among the most shared social media posts. And rather than quickly die off, the looting got progressively worse as more and more people from all social strata began to realise that things were never going to be the same again; that tomorrow’s deliveries probably weren’t coming, and that the shelves quite possibly weren’t going to be restocked.
While a degree of looting had been seen in the hours after DS-1’s failed launch a year earlier, the scale was simply incomparable.
Live footage from some inner-city areas showed instances of communities policing themselves to some extent, with a small number of individuals forcibly dissuaded from taking more from the ransacked stores than others saw as justifiable. To the disappointment of some reporters who had been instructed to get footage to fit certain narratives, no one was opportunistically grabbing luxury or electronic goods from their shelves. Instead, the core staples of food, bottled water, batteries and hygiene products were the order of the day.
News of the night’s first confirmed looting-related fatality came from outside a high-end grocery store in Beverly Hills, but few doubted that others had come before and would soon come to light.
“What we’re seeing tonight is a far cry from the mass protests of recent weeks,” an on-site Blitz News reporter incisively observed. “These scenes are more akin to an every-man-for-himself post-apocalyptic melee. Or perhaps pre-apocalyptic is the more appropriate term.”
“Seems like the time for puns,” Walter Byrd sighed from the kitchen chair he had placed behind Dan’s couch.
“These fuckers in the newsrooms want to make it worse,” Henry grunted in reply. “They don’t care how bad this is going to get, as long as it brings in the ratings. And that goddamn John Cole…” he said, turning specifically to Dan. “See, this kind of shit is exactly why I said I can see where Walker was coming from with his cover-up. I never said I agreed with him, but sometimes there’s a reason why some things have to be kept under wraps: the world can’t handle them.”
Dan walked away, biting his tongue and trying not to shake his head too much. On more than a few occasions since picking up Walker’s godforsaken folder on Winchester Street, he had experienced physically unsettling stress and anxiety of a kind he had never known before. It had often felt like his stomach was spinning, like something inside his head was physically swaying like a canoe in a rough tide, and like the ground under his feet was pulsing. But tonight it was different; tonight it was stronger — more of an all-consuming, skin-crawling unease.
He walked through the kitchen and out of the back door. He didn’t look up at the stars and he didn’t look down at the ground. His eyes were open but he wasn’t really looking anywhere until he heard the door open again behind him and turned to see Emma, alone, walking out to join him.
“Do you know what I was just thinking?” he said, his voice barely more than a whisper.
Emma silently shook her head.
“If there was a button I could push to fast-forward time and just end everything right now, I almost feel like I would push it.”
“Dan, I never want to hear you say anything like that ever again.”
“I did say almost…”
Emma’s expression was firm. “And I said never.”
She walked back inside without another word, leaving Dan alone again under the stars.
Tonight, he didn’t feel like they were shining down on him; tonight, he felt like they were taunting him.
His eyes were naturally drawn towards Il Diavolo’s hiding place, from which it would all too quickly emerge. They then scanned the rest of the sky, as familiar as the back of his hand. He knew where the comet was, but that wasn’t what was getting to him.
Fear was gone. In its place, anger reigned supreme.
Dan pinched the back of his neck, digging into the scar with his fingernails in the vain hope that it might work both ways and somehow facilitate contact with the indefensibly absent Messengers.
Nothing.
It was difficult for Dan McCarthy to feel anything but abandoned, so he took a few more deep breaths of the fresh night air and walked back inside to be with the only people he could still count on.
Clark was in the kitchen when Dan stepped inside, walking the other way to check on him. “You okay, man? Is that blood on your hand?”
Dan looked down and wiped a small amount of blood from his fingertips and then from his neck. His T-shirt was black, at least, so he didn’t think anyone else would notice.
“Did you feel something?” Clark asked, his eyebrows and tone both rising in hopeful excitement.
Dan shook his head and finally spoke the words he’d been trying to avoid accepting for so long: “They’re not coming back.”
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MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Dan McCarthy lay quietly in his bed, uneasily listening to news anchors surveying the damage from an unprecedented night of chaos as Emma Ford lay just as quietly by his side. The general story was the same across the country: police forces had simply been overwhelmed by the sheer number of looters, a problem compounded by the geographical spread of the disorder which made it physically impossible for law enforcement agencies to keep on top of everything.
Tough militarised crackdowns had worked in some places where looting had descended into full-on rioting and arson, but on a nationwide scale President Slater’s promise of swift and effective responses to all instances of looting had been proven ill-founded.
Dan sat up straight to see the pictures more clearly when he heard that a news helicopter was flying over one particularly badly hit area. “It’s not so much that police have retaken these streets,” the reporter said, “but more like the people have given them up and gone home.”
Although Birchwood itself had stayed peaceful, it had been a long and difficult night for everyone. No one argued with Henry’s suggestion that they should all stay safely under one roof for the night, and it was agreed that Tara would have the couch and Timo the armchair, while Henry and Clark slept in their own bedrooms and Emma joined Dan in the basement.
It had been well into the early hours when Emma turned off the living room TV and told everyone that whatever tomorrow was going to bring, they had to be awake and alert enough to deal with it. Dan agreed and joined her in the basement to try to catch a few hours of sleep. But although the others hadn’t protested, it took only a few minutes for them to turn the TV back on.
Ultimately, only Dan and Emma had gone to bed at all.
Like millions of Americans, the others had been helplessly glued to their seats as the world they knew not-so-slowly crumbled all around them.
Now, as the main breakfast hour on the news stations drew to a close, Dan flicked from ACN to Blitz News and stayed there for the promise of “expert analysis” on the potential societal effects of the comet beyond the much-reported looting of the previous night.
Before that analysis began, the newsreader read a joint statement from Louisa Conte and Francesco Abate in which the two media-shy individuals officially credited with discovering the comet broke their public silence to simultaneously hit out at John Cole’s irresponsibility and call for calm.
Blitz then took a quick look at some of the more out-there theories which had gained a lot of social media attention overnight. A particularly popular one, a tamer variant of which Tara and Clark had briefly toyed with, posited that the comet might in fact be a misidentified alien mothership carrying hostile forces who would launch an unstoppable ground invasion upon its arrival on Earth. The natural counterpoint that any hostile race capable of travelling that kind of distance would surely have some kind of cloaking mechanism, however rudimentary, was met with the response that the mothership might in fact have been disguised as a comet to misdirect humanity’s attention and defensive resources ahead of the surprise invasion.
More serious online discussions had focused on a very simple and familiar question: why weren’t the Messengers helping? Although the details differed slightly, with the general public’s belief that the Messengers were friendly being based on the harmless content of the first three plaques, Dan’s fuller knowledge of the Messengers left him wondering exactly the same thing.
As he thought about this, Dan found his mind likening the situation to a human cameraman who might encounter an antelope being killed by a lion and choose to stay out of it. But the metaphor didn’t hold up for more than a few seconds; after all, the metaphorical cameraman in this case had already established his willingness to intervene by firing a warning shot into the air to give the antelope some kind of chance. Why would he help at all if he wasn’t going to help decisively?
No… Dan thought. It’s worse than that. They destroyed DS-1, our best chance of saving ourselves from something like Il Diavolo, and they still won’t help! This is more like the cameraman breaking the antelope’s legs, then firing a shot to warn it about a lion it can’t run away from. And all the while, he just sits there and watches.
Amid the fear in Dan’s soul — or perhaps above that fear, to be more precise — anger was well and truly building.
At last, after another commercial break, Blitz News finally got around to the long-promised analysis of the comet’s broad societal effects. For all the station’s faults, Blitz was normally good at this kind of thing; and as soon as the commercials ended and the studio returned to his screen, Dan could tell that the upcoming segment would be well put-together. He recognised the popular scientist Penny Holmes and thought that the other guest looked vaguely familiar. When the host introduced her as a retail analyst and pointed out that she had been on the station in a similar capacity at the peak of the previous year’s alien hysteria, Dan remembered it all.
Back then the retail analyst had acknowledged that shelves had been cleared of many essential goods while reassuring everyone that there would be no ongoing problems with the just-in-time delivery networks that so many stores and by extension citizens depended upon for their very survival.
Today, her reply to a question on this topic was far less optimistic: “Well, right now the stores aren’t open and the truck-drivers aren’t showing up for work. And as for sales of products last night… yes, I’d imagine that ammunition and everything else you’d expect to go quickly has indeed gone quickly. I imagine this, rather than know it, because this morning we can’t lean on the systems which normally give us live data on buying trends and sales spikes… because looting isn’t buying, and what use is all of that fancy sales-tracking software when no one is paying for anything?”
Dan was slightly annoyed to be hearing more looting talk when the opposite had been promised, but fortunately this was the last time the topic was discussed.
Penny Holmes, known to millions for her weekly astronomy show and occasional cameos elsewhere, offered some historical context regarding the public mood around the 1910 approach of Halley’s Comet. Penny didn’t pretend that the cases were equivalent — Halley’s particularly close passage that year was never considered a threat by mainstream astronomers — but she argued that lessons could be learned from the hysteria of the time. “Comet pills, comet insurance and a million other scams are likely to pop up in a bid to separate you from your financial resources,” she told the viewers directly, “so it’s going to pay to stay rational and it’s going to pay to stay vigilant.”
The mention of money saw the retail analyst invited to comment on the breaking news that spending on all major credit cards had been blocked within the last few minutes. Evidently, this was the first she was hearing of it. Her response was that people had to get ready to accept that the situation regarding this absolute credit freeze, along with the continued plummeting of stock prices across the board, was “probably not going to get better any time soon.”
The host continued to direct questions to Penny and the retail analyst in turn. Penny’s next was a request to explain the concept of orbital periodicity and impact threats “in the simplest possible terms.” She rattled off a well-practiced and graphic-assisted explanation:
“Let’s say you walk around a parking lot once an hour, following an identical path. Now let’s say someone else tips a bucket of water from the sky onto the same specific part of that path every fifty-nine minutes and fifty-nine seconds. It might take a while, but sooner or later… splash.”
Dan didn’t actually consider that to be as good an explanation as Penny thought, but the Blitz News host was happy enough with it.
“And there are some who think large comets like this have passed by extremely close in the relatively recent past,” Penny went on. “It’s not my view, but there are a handful of more-or-less reasonable academics out there who think that perhaps the only reason we don’t have records of these long-period comets in the way we have records for short-period comets like Halley is that when the big boys pass by too close, those records — and their keepers — are eliminated. It’s certainly true that indigenous groups in various parts of the world have ancient legends relating to comets as harbingers of doom in the shape of climate-related catastrophes.”
“Uh, and another thing experts expect is that a decline in long-term thinking will once again lead to a precipitous decrease in things like mortgage applications and an increase in risky behaviours,” the host said, following an earpiece-delivered instruction to shift away from Penny’s crazy talk and get back to some less controversial retail analysis as quickly as possible. “Well, I suppose the news of the credit freeze answers the mortgage question, but what of, say, marriage rates?”
As the analyst began to answer, Emma rolled onto her side and looked up at Dan. “Did you ever want to get married?” she asked.
“What do you mean ‘did’?” he replied, turning away from the TV to look at her.
“You know what I meant. It’s just like they’re saying: long-term commitments aren’t really on the table for most people when there’s no guarantee of any long-term future.”
“I guess,” he shrugged. “But whatever ‘most people’ think, the world hasn’t ended yet. So anyway… why do you ask? Do you want to get married?”
Emma chuckled. “Isn’t there supposed to be a ring?”
“I could get one,” Dan replied, so quickly and with such a straight face that Emma was completely lost for words.
She didn’t want to say anything as potentially harsh as ‘I was joking’, just in case he wasn’t. There was hard to read, and then there was Dan McCarthy.
“I reckon all the jewellery stores are going to be closed until the future is a little more clear,” she eventually said, opting for an element of humour. Dan’s laugh, on cue, convinced most of her mind that he had been joking; in the less convinced part, she wasn’t entirely sure that she wanted him to be.
On the other side of the basement, Dan’s wired phone suddenly began to ring. This prompted him to dive across the bed and lurch towards it to make sure he got there in time. When he reached it and saw the name of the caller, he paused and turned to Emma. “Uh… it’s Trey.”
“Pick up,” she sighed, rolling out of bed and massaging the area between her eyebrows with her thumbs as she often did to get into a focused mindset for important phone calls. She outstretched her arm to receive the phone and Dan handed it over a few seconds after taking the call.
Trey’s eager voice was already coming through the headset, mid-sentence, when Emma first put it to her ear: “… hear what I’m saying? It’s me, dude. Are you there? Listen, we need to—”
“And this is me,” Emma interrupted. “What’s up?”
“What’s up?” Trey parroted, his tone a lot less calm than Emma’s. “Are you serious?”
She chose her words more carefully before replying again: “Okay… specifically, why are you calling?”
“Maybe I should be asking the damn questions, like what the hell is going on?! Did you guys find the plaque? Did they lead Dan to it and then point him to the comet? Is that what this is? And can you just hand over the phone so I can ask him myself?”
As unwelcome as they were, Trey’s questions — and the tone he delivered them in — were only too understandable. “Well, yeah,” Emma said after giving up on the search for a better answer. “We found the plaque and it showed us where to look, but it doesn’t seem like they’re going to help us out with this.”
“And they haven’t contacted Dan since the night I was with you? Neither of you have felt any more of those shooting pains in your neck?”
“No. We have tried to communicate with the Messengers — we went to the place they’ve called Dan to before — but no... nothing.”
Trey was quiet for a few seconds, in which time Dan asked for the phone back and Emma gave it to him. “It’s me now,” he said. “Just wait a sec.”
“Okay,” Trey sighed.
Dan covered the phone’s mouthpiece and turned to Emma. “If they were going to come back, they wouldn’t have let things get this bad,” he told her. “Right? So I think we should show people the plaque. Maybe even just knowing that the aliens knew about this before us could tell some genius scientists something useful. I dunno… a shot in the dark has to be better than no shot at all. We’ve given the GSC time to come up with something but no single project jumps out as a workable solution, and this could be a relevant variable.”
After some hesitation, Emma gave a half-nod of authorisation and Dan told Trey of the fledgling plan.
Trey liked the sound of it. “And what about my footage of the craft? Are you going to show that, too? Do you want me to be there, to explain how you have that footage and how it didn’t get out before now?”
“He’s asking if we want him to be there when we show it, and if we’re going to show the footage, too,” Dan relayed to Emma, who was getting increasingly frustrated by the lower-than-normal volume of the inlet speaker in Dan’s wired handset which meant that they couldn’t both listen in at once. She took the phone and replied directly to Trey.
“We’re going to do something,” she said. “When I know exactly what that something is, I’ll tell you. Just try to stay cool about this, okay? Don’t act weird or tell anyone anything. You know something majorly big, but you have to remember that knowledge is power and power is responsibility. We only need to look at Cole to see what happens when the truth comes out the wrong way.”
“Cole’s a piece of shit,” Trey said, venom suddenly crossing his lips. “I would never do anything like that; I’m not talking about going into business for myself here. I know you know that already, but seriously… fuck that guy, and fuck Jack Neal. But what kind of location are you thinking? If it’s online and the media can’t actually see the plaque for themselves, they won’t believe it. Maybe the drive-in? Do you want me to take care of the projector and everything we had last time?”
“The drive-in isn’t exactly the most secure site,” Emma said.
“It was always fine before,” Trey replied. “Besides, we’re talking about Birchwood here. I’m guessing you guys didn’t see a whole lot of rioting last night.”
Dan tapped Emma on the arm and quietly shared an idea as soon as it entered his mind: “What about the old IDA building? You know, where Timo is going to have the Fiore Frontiere HQ. The main entrance is ready and the press room has been refitted. The rest of the building isn’t open for business yet but we could definitely do something in the press room if we wanted to.”
“Definitely not the drive-in,” Emma reaffirmed to Trey while nodding at Dan. “I’m going to look into the logistics of somewhere else. I’ll let you know.”
“Today?” Trey asked.
“I’ll let you know today, yeah. But we only get one chance at this and I need to find a way to frame everything, so we’ll say tomorrow for the actual reveal. Last night was bad but the first night was always going to be the worst, at least until it becomes visible to the naked eye. I know a lot of people won’t be at work or school today, but a lot of people will be and they’ll be back again tomorrow. The world hasn’t ended yet.”
“Keep me in the loop,” Trey said. “And stay strong over there, okay?”
“We’ll give it our best shot,” Emma replied. And with that, she hung up.
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10 DOWNING STREET
LONDON, ENGLAND
Of all the political missteps, of all the political embarrassments, and of all the unsalvageable political situations, there had been none like this.
John Cole had seen a lot and Jack Neal had seen a lot more, but neither had seen an outlook as bleak as this one. Cole knew that he couldn’t reasonably blame Jack for what had happened — it had been his own idea to run with an ‘accidental’ reveal and Jack had openly expressed his own reservations so strongly that Cole had initially agreed to put a pin in it — and this only served to amplify his regret.
At the precise moment Chairman Godfrey expelled the United Kingdom from the GSC, John Cole’s position as Prime Minister became untenable.
That the expulsion came shortly before a series of simultaneous official announcements which disclosed the existence of Comet Conte-Abate made the whole debacle even harder for Cole to take. For while concerned Americans tuned in to hear President Slater and equally concerned Chinese citizens hung on Ding Ziyang’s every word, tens of millions of Britons tuned in to see not their elected leader but his predecessor: Godfrey.
Cole was furious and embarrassed at how things had played out, and the morning’s general public mood did nothing to lift his own.
A new spin on the familiar ColeDog political caricature had already been shared online a record number of times; the cartoon showed Jack Neal lying mauled by his out-of-control attack dog and much of the world flattened as the rabid and slobbering beast rampaged around the globe in pursuit of a giant sausage which hung down from an approaching comet. There wasn’t a particularly deep or incisive meaning behind the sketch, but it covered the main bases.
Another pair of well-known and less family-friendly political caricatures, first seen in a four-page comic strip titled ‘Arse-Cole and Jack-Ass’, were also given a fresh lease of life in the aftermath of Cole’s public embarrassment. In this image, an extremely overweight and unkempt version of Cole sat atop a tired and scrawny donkey with Jack Neal’s face. Cole struck the pose of a deviant flasher, sporting a menacing grin as he held open a long overcoat to reveal rolls of paper with the word “COMET” scrawled in huge letters on every line.
The opinion pages of the morning’s newspapers contained more serious criticisms of Cole’s transparent and reckless politicking. Some commenters understood why the comet’s approach had been kept under wraps, while others harboured a degree of anger at the world’s governments for keeping the truth hidden. But even from those angry at the secrecy, Cole received not so much as a word of praise or thanks; after all, rather than bravely break rank to deliver a message he felt the citizens of Earth deserved to hear, he had presented the revelation as an accident.
The newspapers’ front pages, meanwhile, both reflected and perpetuated the main reaction of terror among the general population. These front pages were plastered with understandably alarmist headlines and vivid artists’ impressions of catastrophic impacts and some of the expected results; mocked-up tsunamis lent themselves particularly well to this kind of thing.
In political circles, the calls for Cole to resign were already deafening, with both rivals and colleagues insisting that he should save himself the embarrassment of a vote of no confidence and go now. This was no soon-to-pass social media firestorm like the kind Cole was used to riding out. The scathing words of his former allies were far from hollow, as evidenced by the fact that several of his ministers had already resigned and that all of the obvious replacements had already ruled out the prospect of ever joining a cabinet led by Cole; by mid-morning, it was readily apparent that even the most publicity-seeking of career-minded climbers knew that seizing this particular opportunity would do them more harm than good.
Even the longstanding ministers who refused to resign out of principle issued statements and gave interviews to decisively distance themselves from the Prime Minister, who now found himself with no support from any angle. Party donors wanted him out, the party membership wanted him out, the opposition wanted him out, the public wanted him out, and, most painfully, even the handful of colleagues he had considered close allies now wanted him out.
To make matters worse, the blood drones which had embarrassed William Godfrey so much a year earlier had returned to Downing Street overnight and left their mark in the form of a giant red X in the middle of the street.
Cole didn’t care what the X was supposed to mean — that he was a target, that he was finished, or whatever else the idiots were trying to say — and unlike those tasked with keeping him safe he didn’t even particularly care about the alarming breach of Downing Street security. Cole cared only about what such an affront signified: that, like Godfrey’s back then, his position was no longer respected.
Cole had at least avoided the ignominy faced by Jack Neal some twenty minutes before his arrival, when one of several eggs thrown towards him from a distance hit him square in the face as he stepped into a car.
For all the man’s occasional spinelessness, Cole felt that Jack deserved better than that. Partly for that reason and partly because no one else in the world was still bound to his own political hip, he had decided he would go easy on him.
But when Jack arrived, he looked anything but humiliated.
“What the hell are you so happy about?” Cole asked.
Jack lifted his phone from his pocket. “Good news, boss. It’s about Trey Myers.”
Upon hearing this, Cole’s glum demeanour quickly lifted. “Go on…”
“He called Emma,” Jack said, his hand hovering over a play button on the phone’s screen. “I have a full recording of Trey’s side of the conversation, and I think you’re going to want to hear what they were talking about…”
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FORD RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
In a huge and expensive coup for Blitz News, Marian de Clerk, the long-term host of Focus 20/20, joined their mid-afternoon team in the studio to take viewers’ calls for the better part of an hour.
Although Tuesday afternoons normally saw some of the lowest ratings of the week, this was anything but a normal Tuesday afternoon; concerned citizens from coast to coast had nowhere else to turn for information but their TV sets, and this audience was as captive as they came.
The primary source of the particularly pronounced mid-afternoon ratings spike, however, was not Marian de Clerk. Rather, it was Dan McCarthy.
Still much loved by the public for his relentless and selfless pursuit of the truth a year earlier, Dan’s views on all manner of topics were courted by media organisations on a regular basis. One analysis of why Dan’s popularity transcended generational bounds like few others’ was that people liked him for different reasons; youth audiences admired him for ‘sticking it to the man’, while older audiences respected the dignified way he had handled things when the man fought back. This analysis wasn’t the most nuanced, but Emma had always thought there was at least some truth behind it.
So when Emma received a call from Blitz News asking if Dan would be willing to share some calming words, both of them were willing to go along with it. Neither were under any illusion that Blitz cared more about calming words than stellar ratings, but the invitation presented an opportunity to organically draw attention to their planned revelation of the fourth plaque without the need to court publicity with the old ‘announcement of a future announcement’ tactic Emma had repeatedly used to maintain and maximise attention during the rocky days after the IDA leak.
Trey’s call earlier in the day had generated much discussion among the whole group, and the idea of publicly revealing the fourth plaque and Trey’s crystal-clear footage of an alien craft flying over Lolo met universal agreement.
Timo, in particular, strongly concurred that it was time to do something to shake things up. Earlier in the morning he had received further updates from GSC insiders as well as his Fiore Frontiere staff who had been present at the summit, all of whom confided that the optimism President Slater tried to get across about the likelihood of suitable defensive measures being developed and launched before it was too late was, quite frankly, not founded in reality. Nothing revolutionary had yet been proposed, and nothing non-revolutionary could do the job.
Emma coached Dan for two solid hours before he was set to go live on Blitz News via a video call in her home office, where she promised to stay right by his side in case he needed any help at any point or came too close to revealing exactly what they were going to show the world the following day.
Henry, who had been at New Kergrillin’ for several hours discussing things with Walter Byrd and Phil Norris, wouldn’t know that Dan was going to be on live TV until he either saw him on screen or heard about it later. Dan and Clark had briefly discussed whether they should tell Henry about the plaque and footage between hinting at them on TV and revealing them to the public the next day, and both agreed that they should.
Neither brother raised the prospect of Full Disclosure — telling Henry or anyone else about the hoax at this point could have done no good whatsoever and wasn’t even on the table as a rational option — but the last thing either wanted was for Henry to endure the embarrassment of only learning that his sons had been keeping their possession of the fourth plaque from him at the same time everyone else found out about it.
When the time came for Dan’s interview with Marian de Clerk, he looked into the small webcam above Emma’s computer and couldn’t help but imagine the tens of millions of people watching live and the hundreds of millions who would eventually see his interview.
He thought he was ready.
“Hello, Dan,” de Clerk said. “The world has been waiting to hear your take on…”
All of a sudden, the words stopped registering in Dan’s mind.
As his heart pounded in his chest like it was trying to burst out, time seemed to stop and the world seemed to fall silent. Without any real thought and without knowing how many seconds had actually passed, Dan covered his face with his hands then stood up and stepped out of the webcam’s line of sight.
“I can’t,” he said, loudly enough for everyone to hear. “Emma, I can’t do it.”
Emma instinctively sat down in the empty chair and told de Clerk that she would take over from here.
Clark, watching live on Blitz News in the adjacent living room, quickly hurried through to check that Dan was alright. He saw Emma in the chair — she hadn’t yet sat down when he left the TV, so he hadn’t known she was going to take over — and quietly encouraged Dan to leave her office so she could continue without too much distraction. Dan shook his head. He wasn’t leaving, so Clark stood at his side.
“The reason people wanted Dan to do this today is the same reason he can’t,” Emma said to de Clerk and her untold millions of viewers around the country. “He didn’t want to do this… I talked him into it because I know that his words have meaning to a lot of people. But I think all of you in the studio know as well as I do that Dan isn’t built for this kind of thing. He’s not built like us, with our effortless ability to switch between emotions as the situation demands, with our endless supply of snappy one-liners, with the way we can brush things off with a dismissive laugh while our stomachs are in knots.
“But the main difference between Dan and us is that Dan can’t lie with a straight face, like it’s nothing. I wanted him to come on here today and tell everyone that everything is going to be okay, because that’s what people need to hear. But Dan couldn’t do that — he couldn’t say that — because it’s not true. What people need to hear doesn’t change the objective reality that everything is already not okay, and where Dan McCarthy differs from us is that he doesn’t share our ability to pretend that it is.”
Emma quickly qualified her statement about nothing being okay by explaining that she was talking in terms of societal stability rather than Earth’s long-term safety. She stressed that the word coming from Argentina was positive on that front — precisely the kind of white lie Dan had ultimately realised he wouldn’t be able to deliver — and went as far as to paraphrase Franklin D. Roosevelt in saying that fear itself posed a greater danger to humanity than the “eminently preventable” apocalypse that everyone quite understandably feared so much.
As Dan watched on, more in awe than ever, Emma proceeded to answer every question de Clerk asked. Much of the detail of their conversation passed him by, however, as his mind remained unfocused and overwhelmed. He had never felt anything like this, even when standing at the drive-in a year earlier and directly addressing the world’s media. In fleeting moments of mental clarity he reflected that this was probably because the previous year’s task, however difficult, had been straightforward in terms of what he had to do: pursue the truth and share it with the world.
This wasn’t the first time that Dan had internally or vocally lamented how much more complicated everything had become since Ben Gold came clean on Walker’s hoax, but it was definitely the most acutely he had appreciated the difference.
The trickiest part of Emma’s fairly brief appearance came when she had to inform the world that Timo would be hosting a press conference in the new Fiore Frontiere headquarters in Colorado Springs the next day. It wasn’t easy to get across the point that Timo had something important to say without inviting angry questions about why he hadn’t said it already or why he couldn’t at least say it today, but Emma called on her years of high-level PR experience to get the job done. In hindsight she was beginning to realise that this really would have been a lot for the far less experienced Dan to handle, and with that realisation came guilt for putting him on the spot in the first place.
As soon as the interview was over, Emma disabled her webcam and apologised to Dan for not insisting on doing it herself all along. She hugged him; but although he reciprocated and told her not to worry about it, she sensed that his mind wasn’t quite there.
“Are you doing okay with this, man?” Clark asked. “You’re allowed to say no.”
“I think this might make a difference,” Dan replied, giving a slight nod that required more effort than he let on. “I don’t exactly know how, or why, but I’ve got a feeling that Timo’s press thing with the plaque is going to speed things up somehow.”
“Let’s hope it turns things around instead of just speeding them up,” Emma said with a slight chuckle. “I mean, what with all the looting and the financial crash and all of this mass panic, I’d say things are kind of speeding towards the edge of a cliff right now.”
Dan saw the funny side and smiled for the first time in a while. “So I guess you and Timo should probably start thinking about how tomorrow is going to go down, right?”
“Yup,” Emma said, squeezing Dan’s hand before kissing him on the cheek and opening the door to head out towards Timo and Tara. “No rest for the wicked…”
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10 DOWNING STREET
LONDON, ENGLAND
Not before time, Jack Neal’s identification of Trey Myers and illicit bugging of his house had finally delivered something tangible.
Thanks to the bugs and the audio recording they provided, both Jack and his boss John Cole were now in the uniquely privileged position of knowing several incredible truths.
It had been remarkable enough to receive confirmation of their previously discussed idea that Dan McCarthy may have been in contact with the Messengers. The revelation that Trey had travelled to Montana not to film the falling satellite but to film an alien craft was more explosive still, but even that didn’t come close to the key takeaway: the fourth plaque had been found, and the idiots in Birchwood were preparing to share it with the world.
Cole was greatly affronted by the way Trey spoke about him, taking particular umbrage to his “fuck that guy” comment, but Jack remained laser-focused on the task at hand.
With Cole’s political career in tatters and Jack’s credibility inexorably tied to it, the nature of this task was urgent damage-limitation.
Although Emma Ford’s announcement that Timo Fiore would share something important with the world in Colorado Springs meant that Jack didn’t have to wait for another conversation between Emma and Trey to know where the reveal would take place, the news that it would occur so soon gave him precious little time to think of the right move, let alone to set the wheels in motion.
His ultimate suggestion was for Cole to steal Timo’s thunder by spoiling the surprise of the plaque’s discovery — something he insisted he could spin into a beneficial narrative — but Cole was having none of it.
“We have to stop them,” Cole said, straightforward and decisive. “This is the only way back. But spoiling the surprise is no good; we need to steal the surprise. If we can find out what the engraving signifies then we can be the ones to come forward with something huge, but first of all we have to get our hands on that plaque. If we can do that, we can—”
“They’re hardly going to give it up,” Jack cut him off, speaking in a higher-pitched tone than normal.
Cole stared at Jack for several seconds, amazed by the temerity of his interruption.
“I’m sorry,” Jack went on, “but really, boss… they’re not.”
Cole took a long, slow breath. “Call your man in Colorado and tell him the bugs were all well and good, but that we need to step things up. If he’s not the man for the job, find a man who is. Understood?”
Jack gulped.
“Understood?” Cole pushed.
After a long and uncomfortable pause, Jack eventually gave a reluctant half-nod. “Understood.”
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Throughout the day, both Emma and Timo were contacted by a lot of people. Media outlets reached out to Emma in the hope of securing their own interviews or even an inside scoop on the following day’s press conference, while Timo received many calls from his staff asking what exactly it was that he knew but they didn’t. Neither engaged much beyond offering cursory canned answers intended to downplay what was coming.
They had wisely preempted inevitable questions from political leaders, with Emma reaching out to representatives of both President Slater and Chairman Godfrey to stress that the event was more of a morale-booster than anything else and would primarily involve Timo publicly sharing some details of one ambitious survival plan that had been developed in his South African facility and discussed in Buenos Aires.
Pragmatism came before truth here, as had necessarily been the case only too often in recent times, as Emma wouldn’t even entertain the notion of letting anyone know about the plaque ahead of time for fear of how they might try to spin it to serve their own agendas. Neither Slater nor Godfrey were on the John Cole level of selfish irresponsibility or even close to it, but when push came to shove they were still power-driven and image-conscious politicians.
The day’s most surprising request for conversation came not to Emma or Timo, however, but to Tara.
Michael Feather, the younger and bolder of the brothers who had assisted with the group’s treasure hunt in Salida, reached out to Tara online via a direct message when he had no success in getting hold of anyone else by any other means. His message, inspired by the rampant speculation about what Timo was going to show or tell the world the next day, contained a double question about whether the plaque had anything to do with what was going on and whether that was what Timo was going to reveal.
Tara wisely took these questions to Emma, who wasted no time in calling Michael.
Emma began by thanking Michael, and his brother, for keeping everything so quiet during a very difficult and uncertain period. She assured him that neither he nor his brother would be mentioned at all in public and confirmed that the event at Fiore Frontiere HQ would involve a public presentation of the plaque.
Keeping Michael in the dark regarding how Dan located the plaque was no longer a viable option given that the truth would be revealed so soon, and to this end Emma was actually glad that he had reached out.
She told him that she and Dan had misled the Feathers for their own good, to keep them out of a complicated situation. The story they spun about an old diary written by Karl Heilig wasn’t true, she said, before stating as calmly and nonchalantly as possible that Dan had been directly contacted by the Messengers more than once and that they had led him to the plaque which had in turn led Timo’s astronomers to the dangerous path of Comet Conte-Abate.
Unsurprisingly, Michael Feather was stunned into silence for several seconds. “So let me get my head around this,” he eventually replied. “The Messengers knew about this comet way back when they left the plaques, and they knew which part of the sky it would be in when we would first be able to see it? Is that right? And then, now, when it’s almost here, they had to make sure the warning was out in the open instead of hidden away in a pile of old metal… so that we’d at least have some kind of chance of dealing with it?”
To Emma, Michael’s sensible questions summed up precisely why they had no option but to reveal that Dan had been led to the plaque by the Messengers; without the contextual revelation that the aliens had acted to make sure the fourth plaque was seen at this moment in time, so long after it had supposedly been left on Earth, it didn’t make a lot of sense for the engraving to point towards where the comet could be detected now.
The deeper context of Richard Walker’s hoax was one that no one had any reason to know; not even Trey, who unlike Michael Feather would be present at Timo’s press conference to introduce the remarkable footage he shot in Lolo National Forest.
When evening came, Dan and Clark belatedly told Emma of their firm desire to loop their father in on everything that was going to be revealed the next day. She understood their position and saw no problem with it. And given that the press conference’s early start would likely have left no time for Henry to be told anything in the morning, his late-night presence at New Kergrillin’ encouraged the trio to venture to the drive-in to tell him there. Dan also wanted to loop in Walter Byrd and Phil Norris, both of whom had helped him a great deal and both of whom he felt deserved to find out about the plaque before the general public, so this was a three-birds-with-one-stone kind of deal.
Phil’s bar was closed to the public but he threw the doors open with a wide smile when the trio arrived. Timo and Tara, who lacked local knowledge as to just how quiet and insulated Birchwood really was, were too reluctant to go out so late when further scenes of looting were already filling news reports around the country and instead opted to stay home with Rooster.
Walter Byrd was his usual welcoming self while there were no signs of any hard feelings between Clark and Phil over the incident with the revoked meal-card.
Dan wasted absolutely no time in getting to the point of his visit, rattling off an efficient retelling of everything that had happened from the moment a dream told him when and where something was going to happen — the alien craft’s appearance at Lolo, recorded so clearly by Trey — all the way to the eventual discovery of the comet-revealing plaque in Salida.
To Dan’s immeasurable relief, there was still no sign of any hard feelings. Instead of asking why all of this had been kept from them, the three men followed up on their initial reactions of silent shock by asking about Dan’s remarkable-sounding ‘message in a dream’ and only then asking Emma about the timing of their decision to go public with the truth.
Before Emma could deliver an answer, Dan jumped in. “It made sense to give the GSC a week to try to cook up a plan,” he said, “but from what Timo’s guys have said it doesn’t sound like there’s one specific idea that stands out as a surefire bet. Now, there’s not a whole lot to lose by revealing that we found the plaque and that it pointed to the comet. And maybe when everyone knows that the aliens warned us about this and when everyone is praying and begging for them to do something to help us… maybe, just maybe, they actually will. When everyone knows they’ve been here so recently and that they care about our survival enough to give us a warning, maybe someone will think of a way to persuade them into doing something.”
Given his previously growing pessimism over the prospect of the Messengers returning, Emma was more than a little surprised to hear Dan say this so convincingly. He had succeeded in safely delivering a conscience-easing partial tell — i.e. sharing the full truth of everything but the hoax — and he had done so in a surprisingly hopeful tone.
As Dan’s words of hope sank in, a hanging lightbulb above the bar flickered off and on. Seconds later, every light in the bar went out for a brief but disconcerting moment. Even when they flashed back on and stayed lit, a feeling of unease circled.
“I have a generator,” Phil said. “If that happens again, for longer, we’ll head to my vault.”
The TV behind the bar didn’t automatically turn back on. By the time Phil walked around to press the button, a reporter was relaying breaking news of widespread power outages in various parts of the country.
When Phil started talking about the possibility of this being the beginning of some kind of military or terrorist attack, Henry wasted no time in telling him to “pipe down with the paranoia.”
“This would sure as hell be the time to do it,” Phil insisted.
Live ‘heat spot’ maps, not unlike those which had been used to visually represent the most vivid sightings of the California Fireball, quickly appeared on the screen to reflect the regional concentration of social media posts which referred to blackouts or power outages.
“If that was an attack, it didn’t do a very good job,” Walter Byrd mused. “Lights flickering on and off? And if it was one of those EMPs you’re always talking about, no one’s phones would still be working, either.”
Large areas across the Pacific Northwest were very clearly the worst hit by the outages, and the news report quickly cut to incoming footage from several cities in the midst of full-on blackouts. Streetlights flashed back on during one live report, and within a few more minutes it seemed like everything was back to normal.
Fortunately the episode was merely unsettling rather than disastrous, but Phil Norris remained far from convinced that it was as innocuous as the others thought.
“I think we should call it a night and head home,” Emma said, looking to Clark for some vocal support.
“Yeah,” he said. “Early start tomorrow.”
Dan turned to Emma and tipped his head in a gesture which was less subtle than he realised, asking if she still wanted him to say the other thing they had discussed telling Henry, Phil and Mr Byrd while they were all in one place.
She nodded quickly and mouthed “if you want”, a lot more subtly than Dan’s initial gesture.
“Before we go…” Dan said. “And just so you all know… we didn’t want to make anyone’s life any more complicated with everything that’s been going on, but me and Emma are, uh, together. We have been for a little while.”
“Shit, well you coulda fooled me!” Henry grinned, sarcasm positively dripping from his words.
Mr Byrd glanced at them in turn and smiled warmly.
“Well I say the world needs as much light and positivity as it can get right now,” Phil said, raising his glass. “So here’s to a long and happy future for both of you, together.”
“How about a future for all of us,” Clark chuckled dryly. “But yeah… you two out in front.”
“That’s what we’re shooting for,” Emma said.
“And Timo is a smart man,” Mr Byrd chimed in, his voice slow and warm. “Even if tomorrow doesn’t change anything right away, he’ll think of something if no one else does.”
Clark nodded firmly. “One way or another, this’ll work out.”
“Failure is not an option…” Henry McCarthy said, raising his glass to begin a second toast.
At Dan’s side, Emma gladly took Henry’s cue to finish it: “… so here’s to success.”
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Dan woke up next to Emma not for the first time, but for the first time since making their relationship ‘official’ by announcing it beyond the small inner circle who had been too close not to know. It didn’t really feel any different, but this morning in general had a more hopeful vibe to it than either of the last two.
It felt good to be doing something proactive and Dan couldn’t wait to get to Fiore Frontiere HQ. Only Emma, Trey and Timo were planning to speak, but Dan and Clark would be there watching along with Tara.
Despite another night of looting in some areas, the morning news cycles all began with anticipatory countdowns to Timo’s upcoming press conference. No one was anticipating it more than Dan, and he was ready to leave as soon as Trey arrived.
“Are you nervous?” Dan asked him.
“Not really,” Trey said, sounding very much like he meant it. “I just have to tell the truth, dude. Easiest thing in the world.”
Dan nodded supportively, immediately growing even more relieved that he didn’t have to say anything. Timo and especially Emma were far more adept than he was at keeping certain things to themselves in high-pressure moments, and he certainly didn’t envy their task.
Spilling the hoax now would likely be the final nail in society’s coffin, obliterating any remaining trust citizens had in their governments and particularly in a GSC which would be exposed as being founded on the basis of an outright fabrication.
Dan, Emma and Clark had lived through the truth being exposed as a lie and the lie coming true; and through Ben Gold’s long explanation and literal boxful of evidence, they also knew that Walker and Kloster truly had masterfully pulled the wool over every eye in Washington and beyond.
But what they knew just as well was that no one else would so readily believe that their national leaders and intelligence agencies had been so utterly hoodwinked. Most particularly, few would be able to even entertain the notion that William Godfrey hadn’t been in on the hoax; he had simply gained too much political capital from the IDA leak and resultant capital-D Disclosure for such good fortune through someone else’s nefarious politicking to be dismissed as a coincidence. The world was already in trouble and society was already reeling, but Dan knew that the kind of anger that would likely be directed at Godfrey and the GSC in the aftermath of the hoax being revealed could prove decisively fatal for humanity’s collective efforts to save itself from Il Diavolo.
Emma was in the zone from the moment she woke up to the moment the group arrived at their destination in Colorado Springs. She ran through everything one last time with Timo and Trey, the latter of whom would have a full written speech to fall back on.
As expected, a large crowd of both everyday citizens and reporters who didn’t quite make the invitee list was gathered around the old IDA building. A number of Clark’s police force colleagues were on duty but the crowd seemed well-mannered and supportive of the soon-to-arrive group. Across the street, the smashed windows of several recently-looted stores provided a stark reminder that this kind of relative calm was very much a daylight-only deal.
Emma, keen to get everyone inside and stay well clear of the countless photographers and cameramen gathered at the scene, made sure that Dan didn’t stop for a single second to look around at anything while they walked through the unfinished parking lot towards the building’s deserted rear entrance. Emma and Clark, both having to drive given that Trey’s presence brought their group’s number beyond one car’s capacity, had opted to park on a nearby side-street rather than next to the main entrance in a successful bid to avoid as many prying eyes as possible, and the short walk proved as untroubled as they’d hoped.
Although the building’s redesigned facade and brand new welcome plaza were absolutely fit for a future-focused organisation like Fiore Frontiere, the mid-renovation main internal reception area was little more than a building site. Parts of the ceiling were bare and numerous wires ran across the main walkways, but all attendant reporters were there on the understanding that this didn’t matter and was not to be reported.
Fortunately, as Timo’s group had repeatedly been reassured by his staff in charge of the project, the press room was fully complete and ready for action.
Dan had toured this very press room as a child during a school trip, and just a year earlier he had watched from home as Richard Walker stood at its old podium and tried to eviscerate his character in front of the world’s media. It conjured up mixed emotions, to say the least, but the minor renovations were certainly for the better.
The group had timed their arrival so as to not have too long to wait around, so none of them were surprised to find the press room already packed to the rafters with reporters when they stepped inside. Hushed conversations and murmurs greeted the group, but no reporters yelled out any out-of-turn questions.
Dan, Tara and Clark took their reserved seats in the front row, next to two very familiar and friendly faces in the form of Maria Janzyck and Kyle Young from ACN. Along with Trey, these had been the most helpful and supportive media personnel during the fallout from the IDA leak, and Dan was glad that Emma had made sure they got such good spots.
“Any early scoops?” Kyle asked, more in hope than expectation.
Dan chuckled. “I think you can wait another five minutes.”
At a desk-like table on the elevated stage at the front of the room, Emma took the middle of three chairs. Timo placed his briefcase containing the all-important fourth plaque in front of the seat to her right, then briefly stepped away to talk to someone about the harshness of the overhead lighting.
Trey, meanwhile, produced his laptop from its carry case and inserted the memory card Dan had returned to him less than an hour earlier. Between his footage, Timo’s plaque and Emma’s way with words, Trey knew that the next twenty minutes could prove crucial in not only calming the current levels of societal unrest but also increasing humanity’s long-term survival prospects.
At least, that had been the plan.
Timo Fiore, the space enthusiast and billionaire philanthropist on whose shoulders rested a great portion of the weight of responsibility for humanity’s very survival, thanked the reporters for their attendance and approached his chair from the side of the room. “I think you’ll all be very glad you came,” he said. “You can begin broadcasting in three… two… now.”
But as Timo took his seat in front of the live cameras, his weight triggered a hidden explosive on the underside of the chair. The resulting blast, impossibly loud without giving off much visible light, rocked the Fiore Frontiere press room and sent much of the crowd fleeing in horror.
Dan leapt out of his chair and took two steps in the wrong direction — towards the stage — before Clark roughly tackled him and hauled him to his feet.
“Get out of here!” Clark bellowed. He handed Dan to Kyle Young, the fairly well-built ACN reporter, and implored Kyle to get Dan out of the room. A bottleneck of frightened attendees was going to make this a lot more difficult than Clark realised as the narrow doorway to the press room’s only exit struggled to cope with the sudden surge of panicked onlookers.
Clark pulled out his phone, ready to dial 911, until his ears kicked in and heard at least a dozen other witnesses doing exactly the same thing. The building’s central location meant that ambulances would be there any second; right now, the priority was making sure that no one tripped any more explosives.
Kyle Young, hardly willing, restrained the entirely unwilling Dan as Clark had instructed.
Trey Myers, limping and bleeding, lurched forward with cumbersome steps. The room was emptying as quickly as most people could leave, but a small number of Trey’s colleagues nearest the front offered him assistance.
“Tara, get back!” Clark called as he belatedly noticed her standing with her head in her hands at the side of the table. “Seriously! It’s not safe! Everyone else, too: stay back!”
Tara neither moved nor replied. Clark hurried around and lifted her away. She didn’t protest, she just stared straight ahead.
Clark asked Maria Janzyck to take care of Tara, which was an easier task than Kyle’s given that Dan was still trying to wriggle free. He then ran back to attend to Timo and Emma as best he could until the emergency medical personnel arrived.
But after his first proper glance at the fallout, Clark’s stomach fell.
Timo Fiore was seriously injured with very visible wounds on his legs. His eyes were tightly closed and his face was straining in pain, but his loud gasps at least confirmed that he was conscious.
To Clark McCarthy’s horror, the same could not be said about Emma Ford.





Part 7
BREAKDOWN





“Never was anything great
achieved without danger.”
Niccolò Machiavelli
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LONDON, ENGLAND
“Jack,” John Cole whispered, staring in disbelief at the images on his TV. “For the love of Christ, tell me that wasn’t us…”
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Violently thrown from her now broken chair, Emma Ford lay motionless on the press room floor. One side of her face and more worryingly her neck was a mess of shrapnel cuts while her head rested at a very disconcerting angle. The way she was lying made it look as though her head had taken a serious impact, likely on the edge of the table or perhaps via a thud to the hard floor.
Timo looked in far worse shape in terms of visible injuries, but Clark could immediately tell that he wasn’t going to bleed out and he didn’t seem to have suffered any head trauma. Emma’s complete lack of movement and consciousness, on the other hand, unquestionably made her condition the greatest cause for concern.
When Clark crouched to the ground, he caught a glance of the underside of Emma’s fallen chair without touching it; and in doing so, he saw a false bottom just like that which had concealed the improvised explosive device hidden under Timo’s.
That IED was small and crudely put together compared to others Clark had encountered during his years of active duty, but it had proven capable of packing a real punch and the false bottom on the underside of Emma’s chair suggested that a second IED had likely failed to detonate… so far.
Clark had lost friends and colleagues to IEDs in the past — the calling card of the coward — but not for one second did he ever think he’d see a day when they came to the heart of Colorado Springs. He looked over towards Trey’s chair, which was also tipped over but well out of the way, and unsurprisingly he saw a third false bottom.
“Everyone stay back!” he yelled, though no one other than Dan and Tara had been trying to do anything else since his first warning. “And put your fucking cameras away!”
He then checked for Emma’s pulse, finding one glimmer of relief at last, and immediately pulled her well clear of her chair and its undetonated IED. Even though he knew what precautions to take to minimise the risk of neck injuries and related problems, moving her like this with no equipment and no help was far from ideal.
Just moments later, the remaining reporters parted to clear a pathway as the first medical staff arrived and hurried to Clark’s side. He warned them about the two undetonated IEDs before stepping away to give them space.
“Which hospital will she be at?” he asked.
The reply — McKinley-Dwyer — was all he needed to hear. “Come on,” he said to Dan and Tara. “There’s nothing we can do here that they can’t and it’s not safe to stay for a second longer than we have to.”
“I want to go with Emma,” Tara said, now more mindful of her surroundings than she had been in the immediate aftermath of the explosion.
Clark nodded, conceding to what he saw as a reasonable request. “Okay, but wait outside,” he said. “We really do all need to get out of here.”
Tara agreed to that.
Dan, however, did not. Kyle Young let go of him when he stopped trying to struggle free, but as soon as Dan was loose Clark had to grab him again to stop him from running to Emma.
“Listen to me!” Clark boomed in his face. “You’d be putting yourself at risk and you’d be getting in their way, putting her at risk, okay? We’ll see her at the hospital.”
“But what if—”
Clark put his hand over Dan’s mouth.
“I’ll go in Timo’s ambulance,” Trey choked out from a little distance away, where his painful but comparatively minor injuries were being assessed by some of his colleagues who knew basic first-aid. “And Clark, wait… grab my laptop and Timo’s briefcase.”
Clark was more than grateful for this interjection from Trey, on both counts. He told Dan he was trusting him to stay still while he gathered the important items, and Dan finally got the message about the danger — for both parties — of any further attempts to get to Emma in her current position.
Kyle Young stepped forward to help Trey towards the now cleared doorway while Clark guided Dan and Tara, who was now sobbing with every step. The police had already done a good job of clearing the building’s semi-renovated reception area and also a buffer zone outside, where two ambulances were waiting.
“Just come with us,” Clark said to Tara. “We’ll be at the hospital before she is.”
Tara shook her head. “I have to stay with her. You two go.”
Clark gave Tara a very quick hug and Trey a very gentle pat on the back. Tara and Dan shared a longer, more emotional hug which continued until Clark reluctantly repeated that they really did have to get out of there.
Trey, hurt without being seriously injured, offered Dan a hand in place of what would have been a painful hug. Dan shook it and thanked him for going with Timo, then apologised for getting Trey involved in the whole sorry mess.
“Less of that crap,” Trey said. “Whoever’s fault this is, it sure as hell ain’t yours.”
Dan walked to Clark’s nearby car, which was parked right behind Emma’s, but Tara grabbed Clark’s arm as he turned to follow. “Don’t lie to me,” she said, putting on as brave a face as she could. “Is she going to be okay?”
“Emma’s a fighter,” Clark said. “And that’s the truest thing I know. See you soon, okay?”
Tara nodded, no more or less soothed by the words than she had been without them.
Dan was already sitting in the car when Clark got there, and he had chosen the passenger seat. Clark drove away as soon as he could, greatly aided by the police force’s emergency traffic-management procedures which were in place to let the ambulances out when they were ready to leave. He drove silently until the car was well clear of the immediate area, before unexpectedly pulling over just a minute or so later.
His head then collapsed onto the steering wheel. His leg began to bounce — it wasn’t both legs and it wasn’t shaking, it was just one leg bouncing faster and faster.
Dan put his hand on Clark’s leg to stop the unsettling movement.
Clark, speechless, shook his head several times and eventually raised it. This revealed that he was crying, something Dan had never seen.
Growing up, there had been more than a few instances when Dan had cried when bad things had happened to Clark, mainly losing particularly dirty schoolyard fights. There had also been more than a few instances of Clark trying to console Dan when things had happened to both of them, be it a family death or finding out that their mother wasn’t coming back, but it had never been this way round.
“Are you okay?” Dan asked.
Clark nodded once, gave himself two fast slaps on the forehead, and set off again towards the hospital.
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In an otherwise empty waiting room, Dan sat in dejected silence with Clark and Tara. There had been no news beyond what Tara had been told in the ambulance, namely that things didn’t look great for Emma.
Trey Myers, who had accompanied Timo to another nearby hospital, glumly reported that Timo was currently in surgery and very likely to lose his right arm and require extensive skin grafts elsewhere due to bearing the brunt of the razor-like shrapnel ejected by the small IED on the underside of his chair. As bad as things were for Timo and as much blood as he had lost, there was at least no suggestion of any serious threat to his life.
No medical staff had said anything out loud about the severity of Emma’s injuries, but between Tara’s report from the ambulance and the initial look on Clark’s face at the scene, Dan thought the outlook was bleak. He tried to ease his mind by falling back on the logic that a head-knock bad enough to kill someone would do so right away, but he didn’t know enough about this subject to convince himself of anything.
A muted TV, mounted high on the waiting room’s wall, displayed the headline “Carnage In Colorado Springs!” alongside a live report from the scene. No one could bear to look at it.
Time was a blur, marked only by the obnoxious strobe-light effect of a perfume commercial which ran on Blitz News every fifteen or twenty minutes. No one else entered the waiting room until shortly after this ad’s seventh airing, when Clark saw someone approaching the automatic doors behind Dan’s back.
Clark, facing the door, told Dan who was coming: “It’s the doc.”
The answers as to whether Emma had woken up and whether they could see her soon would come before a word was spoken, for they all knew that someone delivering this kind of news could wear only one of two expressions.
When the door slid open and Dan McCarthy turned to glance at the doctor’s face, he saw the wrong one.
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William Godfrey stood speechless and alone in his cavernous office. The mood following the terrible events in Colorado Springs was one of utter dejection; without doubt, the sombre scenes throughout the GSC’s headquarters were far worse in Godfrey’s eyes than the chaotic mania of other recent times.
An assassination attempt on Timo Fiore was a direct attack on humanity’s hopes and plans for survival. And if the worst of the unconfirmed rumours about Timo’s condition were true, the attack was likely to prove a fatal blow to the world’s already slim survival prospects.
Even more so than within the GSC, the managerial structures at Fiore Frontiere and Timo’s other businesses were built around one man. As well as acting as a figurehead for his staff to rally around, Timo had been known to provide near-dictatorial guidance whenever he saw fit and all personnel within his organisations were very accustomed to working under such oversight. Another concern for Godfrey was the admittedly coarse but unavoidable financial question: if Timo was gone, who would decide which of his projects would receive sufficient funding to continue and thrive?
With no children or siblings and no public declarations regarding how his fortune would be handled when he was no longer around to pull the strings, Timo’s death would have posed extreme challenges for any kind of project he was heavily involved in at the time. But when the safety of Earth quite possibly hung on one of the projects in question, these difficulties were amplified exponentially.
Only making matters worse, Godfrey had already heard reporters using the attack as proof that society’s inevitable descent into lawless disorder was already past the point of no return. “We now live in a world where not even Timo Fiore is safe,” one reporter put it. “A world where law enforcement and private security can’t even protect the wealthiest man on Earth.”
This was a worthwhile point, Godfrey reluctantly conceded. The possibly fatal attack on Timo, which Godfrey was less upset to learn had perhaps claimed Emma Ford as collateral damage, undeniably did show the public that the world was already unsafe because of the approaching comet; this was no surprise to anyone, but such a brazen and costly attack had more impact on the average psyche than did scenes of general chaos and looting.
And if they knew just how much we were counting on him… Godfrey thought to himself. If they knew just how paltry our member states’ proposals at the summit really were, and if they knew that some of the tech Timo’s teams have been working on really is the only hope we have…
And that was the primary point, as Godfrey saw it: quite simply, Timo could no longer help. This was the point weighing on his mind and this was the point he feared would drive everyday citizens into nihilistic hopelessness.
Many members of the public had tuned in to Timo’s press conference in the hope that he was going to present a major breakthrough. Timo and Emma had quietly told Godfrey that this wasn’t really the case and that they were instead going to exaggerate the novelty of one much discussed but previously unpublicised plan for defending Earth against the comet. This plan involved the repurposing of what would otherwise have become RS-1, transforming it into a craft capable of trying to deflect the comet using the ‘cannonball method’ of bombarding it with kinetic impactors — a method Timo’s staff had been exploring since long before Il Diavolo emerged as a specific and imminent threat.
Research Station 1, known as RS-1 and the GSC’s first flagship project since DS-1, was essentially ready to launch. The usual lengthy testing and safety procedures could be cast aside and, through necessity, would be cast aside. The difficulty would come in the repurposing and the real difficulty would come in the timing and scale of the bombardment. The one big positive was that the GSC had already developed a rocket booster capable of launching something far heavier than RS-1, which meant that there was plenty of wiggle-room to make the necessary amendments — particularly once RS-1 was stripped of the equipment and life-support systems which would be wholly unnecessary for an unmanned one-way trip towards the comet.
But without the direct input from Timo they were used to, let alone the colossal funding he provided, Godfrey didn’t know how effectively Timo’s planetary defence team would be able to act upon the research and planning they had been quietly conducting for so long.
Very suddenly, the TV in Godfrey’s office then flashed red before the screen was filled with a bullet-point breakdown of potential suspects and motives for the attack.
The absence of a visible suspect or culprit, although tremendously frustrating, was at least peculiarly beneficial in that it prevented the media from dividing along tribal and partisan lines based on which narratives the attacker’s profile fitted best; thus far, the entire media had remained united in horror and despair.
There was anger, for sure, and it was aimed largely at the bizarre group who called themselves Welcomers and had recently attempted to carry out attacks at GSC sites around the world. Although the Welcomers were almost universally described as terrorists, saboteurs would have been a more accurate term since their goal was not to spread fear but rather to directly prevent the successful development of any Earth-saving defensive measures.
Not for one second did Godfrey believe that John Cole and Jack Neal might have played a part in what happened, despite a handful of commentators semi-seriously floating the idea. The notion that they may indeed have been involved grew arms and legs within an hour or so of the attack, to the extent that the speculation ultimately prompted Godfrey to issue a video statement urging calm.
He also took the opportunity to assure the world’s citizenry that humanity was “stronger than the soulless scoundrels and bottom-feeding scum-suckers who call themselves ‘Welcomers’ could ever understand.” Somewhat extending beyond his jurisdiction, Godfrey then promised to respond to the attack with unprecedented force. This statement didn’t mean all that much in real terms, but Godfrey had been around for long enough to know that it was what people needed to hear.
The GSC’s inaugural Chairman concluded his brief video statement with another few lines he knew that people both wanted and needed to hear: “We owe a lot to both Timo Fiore and Emma Ford, and all I can say regarding their individual situations is that they are in the hands of the finest medical experts in the world. And thanks to the planetary defence research that Timo’s staff have been quietly conducting for several years, the fate of our planet remains in our own hands. It would be inappropriate for me to get into specifics at this difficult and trying time, but rest assured that nothing is on hold and that everything Timo was going to announce today will be announced in due course. Until then — and I know this is easier said than done — what we all need to do, fellow citizens, is keep calm and carry on.”
Ten minutes after issuing this statement, Godfrey remained alone in his office. His words had gone down well; and while no one could be described as anything close to calm, the general tone of the media’s discussions was certainly less frenzied than it had been before he spoke.
But whatever his words did for everyone else, they did little for Godfrey.
For however convincingly he could lie to the world about humanity’s chances of survival, he couldn’t lie to himself.
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The doctor took a visibly deep breath, his chest rising and falling very slowly.
“Well?” Tara said, rising to her feet.
The doctor tried to force a small smile. “Well, she’s not yet conscious, but she is stable,” he said.
Although Tara was somewhat eased by this — it wasn’t the news she had really feared — Dan and Clark shared an uncomfortable look. After Henry McCarthy’s serious accident the previous year, “stable” had been every doctor’s favourite word; but within a few days, the brothers came to realise that it wasn’t always a good one to hear. The wrong kind of stability saw months go by before Henry even opened his eyes, and his life was never the same from then on out.
But so great was their concern, Dan, Clark and Tara would all have gladly taken a similar outcome to Henry’s if it was offered up. Right now, all they wanted to hear was that Emma was going to make it.
Tara wasted very little time in asking this outright, cutting short the doctor’s rundown and catching him off guard. He opened his mouth to reply then closed it again to rethink his words. No one could ever accuse Dan of being an expert on reading body language or facial expressions, but the doctor didn’t look comfortable.
“The scans have revealed some head trauma,” he eventually said, “but I’m more optimistic about your sister’s prospects than I was before I saw the results.”
“So she will be okay?” Tara pushed, putting him firmly on the spot.
Again, he chose his words carefully: “At this stage, it’s too early to say anything so definitive.”
Tara went again: “But I’m asking if she’ll make it.”
“Well, as I said, it’s very early. What I can say is that of all our scans — and there have been several — none have revealed anything else of immediate concern. There were concerns about a direct injury to the abdomen but fortunately there’s been no organ damage.”
“Did the scans show anything on the back of her neck?” Tara asked, her tone suddenly changing.
The doctor shook his head. “It’s the head trauma that’s concerning us.”
“So nothing showed up on her neck?” Clark asked, quickly seeing that Tara wasn’t asking about a potential neck injury but rather a potential trace of something extraterrestrial in the spot where Emma and Dan felt pain whenever the Messengers were close.
The doctor, looking more than a little confused by why they kept asking about Emma’s neck, reaffirmed that there were no concerns about either a neck injury or arterial damage from the shrapnel.
“There won’t be anything to see and she won’t have felt anything there,” Dan said, talking aloud mainly to himself and not giving a thought to what the doctor might hear. “I didn’t feel anything. They weren’t there. They let it happen, but they weren’t there.”
“Uh, what’s this?” the doctor asked.
“So when can we see her?” Tara butted in, not to halt Dan’s over-sharing but purely because she was desperate to know. “I want to see her.”
The doctor sat down and told them that it would be best for everyone if they all went home to await more information. Emma was under extremely close observation, he said, and not in an area designed to receive visitors. He said that even if or when she regained consciousness there would only be room for one visitor at most, and that frequent switching between them wouldn’t be possible. The man was curt in his words, neither kindly nor dismissive, and spoke to them exactly as he would have spoken to anyone else.
Clark turned to Dan. “You okay with that?”
“I’m staying,” Tara answered for him. “He said one visitor will be allowed when she’s conscious and I want to be here so she’s not on her own when she wakes up.”
“We’ll stay with you,” Dan said.
Tara shook her head. “It would be different if you could see her. What about Timo? You could visit him. And don’t take this the wrong way but since you can’t see her anyway, I sort of want to wait here by myself.”
Again, Clark looked at Dan. This time Dan relented; he wanted to be there when Emma woke up, too, but the doctor had made it clear that only one person would be allowed in and he couldn’t exactly barge her little sister out of the way.
“Thank you for your understanding,” the doctor said as he walked back towards the door he’d come from. “We’ll keep you informed of all developments.”
Clark told Tara to call him if she needed anything at all — they wouldn’t be far away — then encouraged Dan to get up. The news could have been a lot better and it could have been a lot worse, but rather than relief or concern on Dan’s face, Clark saw anger. He himself felt a burning rage at whoever had planted the IED and he wouldn’t rest until they faced justice, but he was surprised to see that a similar feeling was also getting the better of Dan’s other emotions.
“At least we know it wasn’t them,” Clark said as they stepped outside. “Like you said… because otherwise you would have felt something, wouldn’t you?”
Dan stopped walking. “Why would you even think it might have been them?”
“Maybe because we were going to show the plaque and they didn’t want us to? Or the footage maybe?”
“Then why the fuck would they give us it?!” Dan snapped.
Clark was slightly taken aback; he knew the anger wasn’t directed at him, but it was more than rare to hear an F-bomb coming out of Dan’s mouth.
“I’m just thinking out loud, man,” Clark said. “When Tara asked about Emma’s neck and you said you didn’t feel anything, that was the first time I thought about them at all. You’re the one who said they weren’t there.”
“That’s the whole point,” Dan scowled, his volume low but his tone fierce. “They weren’t there. They jump in like it’s nothing when Walker is about to say the wrong thing in an interview, but they do nothing when Timo and Emma are about to be blown up? What kind of bullshit is that? They could have stepped in. They could have saved her. So why didn’t they?”
Clark had no answer to this. He hadn’t been asking himself the question, but now that Dan had raised it he could understand the anger on his face and the venom in his tone.
Dan’s heart was filled with rage at the terroristic and nihilistic Welcomers he saw as almost certainly responsible for the attack, but his most pronounced anger lay at the door of the supposedly friendly extraterrestrials who had decided to let it happen.
Nearing their parked car, Dan knelt down on the tarmac and threw out his hands. “Where are you?” he bellowed. “Huh? Where the hell are you? Why didn’t you do something? Why didn’t you save her?”
Clark saw a woman looking down from an open window on the hospital’s third floor. She wasn’t filming them, at least, and he figured that to an uninformed bystander Dan’s words would surely sound like they were aimed at God rather than a group of selectively non-interventionist extraterrestrials.
It didn’t take long for Dan’s head to fall and for his eyes to start letting out the tears he had been holding back for so long. As more people gathered at the overlooking windows, Clark helped Dan to his feet and into the car; the onlookers were almost certainly sympathetic to what they were seeing, but that didn’t mean Clark wanted them to see any more of it.
“We should take this stuff home to the basement before we go to see Timo,” Clark said, gesturing to Timo’s plaque-containing briefcase and Trey’s footage-containing laptop which both lay under a blanket on the back seat.
Dan nodded. “It’s not a lot of use to us now, anyway,” he said, looking despondently through his passenger-side window.
The sky was clear and empty; beyond the slightest of doubts, he was alone.
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Although there had never been anything on any level close to this, after previous unexpected events Dan and Clark had grown only too accustomed to asking Emma what to do next.
They had grown only too accustomed to asking her who might be behind some scheming action or another; only too accustomed to asking for her expert take on the behind-the-scenes angles; and only too accustomed to asking what they themselves should do in response.
But now that the worst action of all had left Emma not just unable to help them understand an event but fighting for her own life because of it, they had no one to turn to but each other.
The trend-ticker on the wall kept cycling through two posts, both pointing the blame at John Cole. If Emma had been at his side rather than in hospital, Dan felt sure that she would have dismissed this out of hand. Both Cole and Jack Neal had proven themselves irresponsible and irrational with their comet-leaking fiasco, but a multiple assassination attempt in front of the world’s cameras was a step too far. The maniacal group of terroristic eco-nihilists who called themselves Welcomers were a far more likely bet in Dan’s eyes and had indeed already claimed responsibility, but the relative lack of drama inherent in that story saw it relegated to occasional mentions by the orgiastically sensationalist news networks.
Timo’s suitcases lay on the floor beside the bed, which he’d made perfectly every morning of his stay and most recently just hours earlier. A small yellow scrunchy from Emma’s hair was lying in the opposite corner of the room, repeatedly catching Dan’s eye.
Rooster sat upstairs, no doubt wondering why he was suddenly back in this house and not in the empty one next door, where it didn’t look like anyone would be home to take care of him anytime soon.
It was impossible for Dan not to think of all the time the group had spent in the basement in recent weeks, first trying to make sense of the Messengers’ signals and then finding and interpreting the cursed and godforsaken fourth plaque.
He looked across the basement at the wall-length research board he had been working on for the better part of a year. Initially his work had been relaxed and almost enjoyable as he tracked other groups’ searches for the plaque they had erroneously believed was already on Earth, but ever since the Kerguelen bolide of three weeks earlier his work had been more urgent; more consequential; more stressful.
The weight of the hoax felt a long way away; a distant feather compared to the weight of Emma’s condition and Il Diavolo’s relentless approach.
Clark saw Dan walking towards the board with his shoulders slouched and couldn’t help but think back to the night when Ben Gold’s revelation of the hoax had left Dan literally curled up in a ball on his bed. That night had been the worst either of them had known up to that point; but however bad their situation had been back then, Timo hadn’t been maimed and Emma had been by their side rather than unconscious in a hospital bed.
And of course, back then, while Ben Gold’s midnight revelation might have turned Dan’s whole world upside down, that revelation hadn’t come close to the shattering news that a giant comet was unstoppably hurtling towards it.
When Dan reached his research board — still completely covered with printed maps and photographs, neatly hand-written ideas, and a veritable bounty of more recent plaque-locating triangles and scribbled theories — he pulled his shoulders back, took a deep breath, and snapped.
He ripped down paper, clawed at the board, and even ripped some of its fixings from the wall.
Clark stood back, letting him get it all out.
“What’s the point in any of this shit?” Dan yelled, turning his attention to the security centre on the back wall and throwing his chair at the many screens. When only one of the screens cracked, he picked the chair up and threw it again.
The look on his face reflected nothing but a full-on rage directed at anything and everything related to the Messengers he saw as having let them all down so badly.
Clark stepped in only when Dan moved towards his computer; this was the line, Clark decided, since it contained data that couldn’t easily be replaced.
Dan didn’t struggle or hit Clark when he was restrained, at least not beyond an initial attempt at flailing his way free.
“That’s enough, man,” Clark said. He then felt Dan’s body go limp as all of the anger and fight went out of him, leaving only deflated defeat. Clark let him go, and he immediately collapsed onto the bed.
Dan didn’t curl into a ball or vomit like he had in reaction to learning of the hoax — could’ve been worse, Clark dryly thought to himself — but his deflation this time seemed even more total and definitive.
“Are you coming to see Timo?” Clark asked.
Dan, face down, shook his head without looking up.
“Well I am, okay? Don’t break that computer. And do I need to risk taking the plaque and the footage with me, or can I trust you not to do anything stupid to them, too?”
Dan turned his head to the side. “I’m not going to do anything,” he said, before quickly re-burying his face in the mattress, a move which muffled his next words: “What’s the point?”
Keen to both check on Timo and also loop Trey in on the minor update Emma’s doctor had given on her condition, Clark set off up the stairs.
He stopped halfway to look around the trashed basement then back down at Dan. He had also felt like trashing everything and now felt like collapsing on the bed, too, but he didn’t think his ability to keep going made him any better or any stronger than Dan — they were just built differently, in the same way that Emma and Tara were and the same way that any other siblings could be. “I’ll be back soon,” he said.
Dan replied with the least enthusiastic thumbs-up ever, a gesture designed less to reflect any positivity than to acknowledge Clark’s words without having to expend any more than the minimal possible amount of energy.
Clark sighed and walked out.





THURSDAY
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Time meant nothing.
Dan McCarthy lay awake for hours which sometimes felt like minutes and minutes which sometimes felt like hours. The only break in his solitude had come when Clark returned home with the welcome news that Timo was on the right side of his emergency surgery and was going to make it with all his limbs in place, albeit with some major skin grafts and some serious and lasting restrictions in movement. Dan was glad to hear most of this, of course, but in the absence of any similarly positive news about Emma it did nothing for his mood.
Clark let him be after making sure he was staying hydrated, and since then Dan had been alone again. He didn’t know if it was far enough past midnight to be tomorrow, and he didn’t really care.
Little changed in his mind until he flicked on his bedside light to make sure he didn’t step on the glass of water he knew was lying around somewhere when he stood up to go to the bathroom.
There was no glass on the floor; but when he picked it up from the bedside table, he caught sight of a printed group photo of everyone at the Feathers’ place in Salida — a photo taken just after they had found the fourth plaque and before Dan had even looked at its engraving. Tara was smiling widest, right in the middle, and photogenically looked every inch the successful model she was.
Unfortunately, Dan couldn’t stop his thoughts from making a binary shift to Tara’s decidedly less upbeat expression in the moments after Emma was knocked unconscious to the ground by the explosion at Fiore Frontiere. She had looked five years younger in that moment, just as she had sounded five years younger when simply commenting “they’re not coming to save us” while she re-watched the discussion of planetary threats from Timo’s Focus 20/20 appearance.
Their earlier conversation about deus ex machina, which had faded from Dan’s mind, returned only too strongly now. He pondered Tara’s comments on the actors who played gods and hung safely out of sight, ready to swoop in and save the day.
A matter of hours earlier, hope had descended into Greek tragedy and Dan McCarthy now felt like he was alone on the stage, gazing up and hoping. Gazing up and waiting.
He closed his eyes and turned away from the photo. When he reopened them, their gaze fell upon Trey’s laptop. The footage it contained, of the Messengers flying over Lolo, was like nothing the world had ever seen. But the broader significance of Lolo and the broader truth of both what had happened there a year earlier and of what hadn’t really happened at Lake Toplitz in 1938 was something even Trey didn’t understand.
Until very recently, six people in the world had known the full truth. Since then, Emma Ford and Timo Fiore had been critically injured and Richard Walker had provoked direct extraterrestrial intervention while trying to disclose the truth of his own lie.
As the magnitude of this final thought sank in, Dan McCarthy stood bolt upright.
His head immediately shot round to the hiding place of his own secondary computer, which contained irrefutable evidence and proof of a truth so explosive that he had endured untold inner torment to conceal it.
It was a truth, it was a secret, and it was a lie.
But more importantly than anything else, it presented an option.
Even considering this thought was in itself a sign of utter desperation, but on every conceivable scale from personal to planetary, Dan McCarthy knew that there truly was nothing left to lose.
Not out of spite but rather out of desperation, he made the decision there and then.
He wanted to do it
He had to do it.
Dan took a deep breath, walked over to gather his secondary computer, and quickly navigated to a folder he hadn’t opened since first locking the computer away a full year earlier.
Too many thoughts ran through Dan’s mind for him to make sense of them all, but one he noticed rising above most of the others was the memory of sitting in a video booth in the Baker Street Public Library and leaking Richard Walker’s secret files to the world.
Dan’s decisions and actions in that booth hadn’t led to the danger that Earth was now in — the comet would have come, anyway, and with even less advance warning — but they had ultimately kicked off a long and winding series of events which had culminated with Emma and Timo being so gravely injured.
Staring again at those same original scans along with the stomach-churning files and images which Ben Gold had delivered on that fateful night, Dan felt a sudden and near-crushing responsibility to finish what he’d started.
Because if the gods wouldn’t come to him, it was time to grab hold of the strings and pull them down from the sky.





Part 8
FULL DISCLOSURE





“I do not believe in a fate
that falls on men however they act;
but I do believe in a fate
that falls on them unless they act.”
G. K. Chesterton
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MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Early on Thursday morning, Clark spoke into the basement’s intercom to let Dan know that he was about to open the unlocked door and come down to check on him.
“Come on down,” Dan called as soon as the door was open, surprising Clark with the strength and energy in his voice.
Even more surprisingly, when Clark looked across the room from halfway down the stairs he saw Dan busily working at his desk.
“Have you heard from anyone at the hospital?” Dan asked before Clark could question the nature of his work. “I tried calling Tara a few times but—”
“She was asleep when I called the hospital, too,” Clark interrupted, “but reception put me through to one of the doctors — a different one from the guy we met — and she said the brain activity and all that kind of stuff looks fine. Until Emma comes to, they won’t know how clear her head is, but things don’t look quite as bad as they did.”
“Anything on Timo?”
Clark hesitated. “I called his hospital, too. He’s had some major skin grafts and his pelvis is really messed up. He’s not getting out anytime soon. I think he’s looking at months.”
“But he’s okay?”
“I mean…” Clark shrugged, hands upturned. “You know what I mean? I wouldn’t say he’s okay, but he’s not going to die from the injuries.”
Visible relief crossed Dan’s face. “Hurry up,” he said, beckoning Clark over with his hand. “I didn’t want to wake you but I’ve been working on this for a few hours.
“And what is ‘this’, exactly?”
“I want to go to the drive-in today and show everyone the plaque and footage, like Emma and Timo were going to do at Fiore Frontiere yesterday.”
Clark gave a half-nod-half-shrug as he walked over to see the details of what Dan was doing. After only a few steps, however, he noticed that there were two computers on Dan’s desk instead of one. He didn’t have to ask why this was the case, and he knew exactly what it meant even before he saw which photo was filling one side of the second computer’s screen.
It was an image Clark hadn’t seen in a long time and one he’d hoped to never see again: a photograph of a much younger Richard Walker, proudly standing next to a blackboard covered in scribbled drafts of what would eventually become the engravings on the two supposedly alien plaques that he and Hans Kloster covertly dumped a few miles from the Argentine coast.
“And once I’ve done that,” Dan continued, “I’m going to call the Messengers out.”
Clark looked more closely at the second computer, which Dan had never lied about and on which he securely stored evidence and proof of the biggest secret of all. This computer was never connected to the internet, was hidden in a physically locked compartment, and was digitally protected by military-grade encryption. For a full year, Dan had taken no shortcuts in ensuring that the secrets it kept would never see the light of day unless an emergency required him to access the files.
Evidently, that time had come.
Clark saw that Dan was making a slideshow presentation. A row of thumbnails underneath the featured image brought back memories of the first time Clark had seen these photos, back when Ben Gold delivered a box full of evidence to back up his astonishing revelation of the hoax. One thumbnail showed the famous sphere in which the first two plaques had been found, midway through its construction process and with Nazi rocketeer turned NASA physicist Hans Kloster standing beside it with a smile just as proud as Walker’s in the blackboard photo. Another showed several variations of the long handwritten German letter in which Kloster had ‘confessed’ his involvement in the fabricated discovery at Lake Toplitz in 1938. In short, as when Ben had delivered the same evidence a year earlier, there was more than enough to decisively prove the point.
While Clark gazed at the computer, Dan glanced up at him and tried to read his expression. Clark then sat down next to Dan and slowly tore his eyes away from the screen. “So…” he said, pausing for a few long seconds. “What are we thinking?”
Dan breathed a deep sigh of relief that Clark was onside; never had there been such a difference between the words “you” and “we”.
“Well, everything is on here,” Dan said. “This computer has all the videos from last year, from all the various devices we had — your phone, our security cameras, Walker’s cameras, the dashcam we had at Lolo, all of them.”
Dan went on to quickly list some of the videos in question: the footage of Ben arriving in the middle of the night to confess his role in the hoax; the footage of Dan himself sitting entranced in the cornfield while he drew the detailed map that led the brothers and Emma to Lolo in the first place; the footage of the two thresholds revealed by the varying sensitivity of the trio, Rooster and the resident wildlife; and of course the camera white-outs at both Lolo and Richard Walker’s farmhouse during the moments when the Messengers were present.
“So basically, what I’m going to do first is show everyone the plaque and the footage that Trey shot when the craft flew over Lolo a few weeks ago,” Dan said. “Then I’ll talk about what happened to me and Emma at Lolo last year when we actually met the Messengers, and then, if it gets that far, I’m going to try to make them intervene by threatening to spill the hoax.”
“So you want them to interrupt?” Clark asked, thinking he knew where Dan was going but keen to make sure. “You don’t actually want to say anything about the hoax, right? You just want it to look like you’re going to say it, so they’ll come and stop you like they stopped Walker?”
Dan sat up straight in his chair, leaning away from the computer. “Bingo. I mean, they must have the tech to deflect the comet… that’s not even something to worry about. Right now, they just don’t seem to have the will.”
Clark leaned forward, resting his elbow on the desk and his chin on his hand. “So if you’re only preparing this slideshow about the hoax in case they don’t stop you, what’s the point in preparing it at all? If they don’t stop you, just don’t say it. There’s no need to get any of this stuff ready to show people.”
“But the Messengers have to think I’m going to say it! That’s the point. They didn’t stop Walker until he was actually on Crabbe’s show, right when he was about to say it.”
“Yeah but that’s the whole thing,” Clark said. “Walker actually wanted to say it. He wasn’t bluffing. For all we know, they know what you’re thinking, man. For all we know, they can… you know… read our minds.” Clark almost whispered the last part of this thought, as though he knew it sounded crazy even midway through a discussion about the capacities of an actually existent alien race.
“Clark, think about what you’re saying. If they could read my mind, why the hell would they have had to connect a cable to my neck to talk to me?”
“Maybe so you could understand them? That doesn’t disprove the idea that maybe they can understand us without a cable.”
Dan shook his head. “No, because they were asking Emma stuff. Remember, about where to put the third plaque? If they could read her mind then why—”
“Because without the cable, she wouldn’t have known what they were asking her,” Clark said. “Listen, man, I’m not saying I’m right… I’m just saying I might be. They might know you’re bluffing.”
“I’m not bluffing,” Dan said, very flatly. “If I have to say some of this, I will. Like I just said: they didn’t stop Walker until he was already on Crabbe’s show and ready to blurt it out.”
Clark placed his other elbow on the desk and positioned his hands in front of his nose with his eyes closed, deep in thought but looking more like he was deep in prayer. “Okay,” he eventually said. “But people are going to be angry — at us — if you have to say any of this, so you have to justify it. You have to be ready to explain what happened, not just describe it. Try to think about what Emma would tell us if she was here: it’s message management, man. All the way. No half measures; if we’re going to do this, we have to full-on go for it.”
Needless to say, Dan had already been thinking about and applying everything Emma had taught him and everything he’d picked up from watching her operate. Message management was the term she always used when talking about presenting the truth in the best light, which in this case meant being ready to say “we met the aliens, but Walker’s story about them isn’t true” instead of something substantively similar but emotionally different, like “everything was a hoax and we lied about it all, but we did actually meet some aliens… and even though we lied back then, we’re telling the truth now.”
“So you know what you’re doing with this slideshow?” Clark asked, rising to his feet. “Because if you’ve got this, I should start with the logistics of getting the drive-in ready for this ASAP. Are you almost ready?”
“I’m on top of it,” Dan said. “If the drive-in can be ready in two or three hours, I will be, too. The first slideshow, which is the one I’m actually going to show, is totally done. The three people you could call for me are Trey to work the projector, Phil to let us use the lot, and either Maria or Kyle at ACN to make sure some media people show up. Oh, and maybe get some police on hand to control the crowd.”
Clark nodded. “I don’t think the police chiefs will be too happy about the short notice but it’ll be on Phil’s private property, so that’s not make-or-break. Trey should be home — he wasn’t hurt too bad — and obviously he’ll play along. Actually, wait… Trey still doesn’t know, man! He doesn’t know about the hoax.”
“He only has to press start on the slideshows,” Dan said. “If we get to the second one I’ll make him promise not to stop it, no matter what, but it’s not like he has to keep controlling the projector. It’s just the initial setup and then pressing start.”
Clark was satisfied enough with that. “And I’m sure Phil will give us the all clear,” he said. “He’s been a grade-A shit-stick recently with my card and everything, but when it comes down to it he’s always on our side. It’s the security I’m thinking about. I’ll call in and try to get as many bodies down to the drive-in as I can, but like I said: the notice is so short.”
“Yeah but the notice is also too short for those Welcomer assholes,” Dan said, hissing out the final words with a venom rarely present in his tone. “And besides… even if there was a real threat, we’d still have to do this. Clark, we have to try this. No one else can.”
Clark nodded firmly in agreement and set off to the stairs, ready to make some calls. “I’ll deal with the logistics, you deal with managing the message.”
“Thanks,” Dan said.
Halfway up the stairs, Clark stopped and called down: “This is going to work.”
Dan half-expected a “but even if it doesn’t…” comment to follow, but none came.
Clark exited the basement and left Dan to finish his work.
With much positivity if not quite true confidence, Dan got back to the final preparations.
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10 DOWNING STREET
LONDON, ENGLAND
When the news had first broken that a small cell of anti-humanity Welcomers had claimed responsibility for the botched Fiore Frontiere attack, nowhere was it greeted with such delight as it was in London.
The relief for both John Cole and Jack Neal was palpable and almost joyous; Jack’s man on the ground in Colorado, who had successfully bugged the home of Trey Myers but met less success in his efforts to somehow obtain the fourth plaque, really hadn’t been involved in the assassination attempts on Trey, Timo and Emma.
The shadowy fixer had been working on some less than legal attempts to gain possession of their precious cargo, but none had proven workable given the levels of security and public attention surrounding his targets.
Never had John Cole been happier to have been let down, and a great weight had been lifted from both his mind and Jack Neal’s. As soon as the welcome news came through, however, the two unlikely bedfellows reached a mutual agreement to part ways that was as quick as it was inevitable.
Once upon a time, the fact that no job was too dirty for Jack’s hands had been precisely why Cole liked having him around. But after the previous day’s concern that Jack was lying about his possible role in the highly public attack at Fiore Frontiere, Cole had come to realise that he could no longer tolerate working with someone he thought capable of such a thing.
For his part, Jack was only too glad to be gone; John Cole was going nowhere but down, rendering him useless to a perpetual climber and hanger-on like Jack.
Jack was now present to gather the few things he typically left in Cole’s office. During this final brief visit, they and the rest of the world learned that Dan McCarthy would address the media in just a few hours to reveal what Timo and Emma had planned to reveal the previous day.
Courtesy of the bugs they’d had placed in Trey’s home, Cole and Jack alone knew that this reveal would involve the recently discovered fourth plaque, as well as previously unpublicised high-definition footage of an alien craft.
Cole’s game was over to the extent that he didn’t even spend a few minutes considering how this would impact his political rivals in Washington and Buenos Aires, much less what it might mean for humanity’s chances of surviving beyond Comet Conte-Abate’s ever-approaching arrival date.
“The next two hours would be a good time to resign,” Jack said before leaving, intending this as real advice rather than any kind of jibe.
Cole didn’t respond for several seconds, which was enough to tell Jack that he was already thinking the same thing. “It’s a good bloody day to get the bugs out of that Myers character’s house,” he eventually said. “Get on the line to your man and get it done before anyone else finds them, then cut all ties. And needless to say: neither of us can ever mention a word of what we learned about McCarthy and the aliens to anyone. If that ever got out, the way we found out would get out, too. It’s bad enough that I’ll have to move out of this place, but there’s no way I’m going to jail over any of this bullshit.”
“I’m already dealing with the bugs, boss,” Jack replied. He then paused and let out a very slight and ironic chuckle, realising his error. “Force of habit. I’m already dealing with it, John.”
Neither amused nor annoyed, Cole pointed to the door and watched his former right-hand man leave for the last time. An unwelcome thought circled in Cole’s mind: as much of a scumbag and as widely disliked as Jack was, he almost certainly had the brighter future of the two.
It was difficult not to be bitter.
But as stubborn as the disgraced Prime Minister himself may have been, he knew futility when he saw it.
With a heavy heart and a steely resolve that his enemies’ time would come, John Cole sat down, entirely alone, and began to draft his resignation.
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DRIVE-IN
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
By the time Dan arrived at the drive-in and approached the familiar stairway to the makeshift stage beside the giant screen, the lot was as busy as he had ever seen it.
He shouldn’t have been too surprised by this; word got out fast, as evidenced by the chime notification he heard from his trend-ticker when Maria Janzyck’s social media post announcing his imminent public appearance spread like wildfire within seconds.
Maria herself was there at the front of the densely packed crowd, alongside her ACN colleague Kyle Young and several other faces Dan knew but couldn’t attach names to.
Most of those reporters had been at the drive-in many times during the previous year’s IDA fever, and many of them had witnessed in person the assassination attempt at Fiore Frontiere barely twenty-four hours earlier. Dan had to applaud their commitment to their jobs and was glad they were here to document what he hoped would be a truly game-changing happening.
Trey had arrived in plenty of time and was waiting in his old spot to receive his own laptop along with the memory card which contained Dan’s slideshow presentations.
“You only have to click two buttons,” Dan said, laser-focused on the task at hand. “Press start when I give the signal to start the first slideshow, and then do the same again after it ends, but only if
I give a second signal. Okay? Only if I give the second signal.”
“Got it,” Trey said.
Dan pulled him in close to whisper. “I need you to promise that if I tell you to start the second presentation, you will start it. And I need you to promise that if I tell you to start it, you won’t stop it — no matter what.”
“Why would I stop it?”
“Do you promise or not?” Dan pushed.
“Of course! I won’t stop it, dude. Promise.”
Dan thanked him and continued to the stairs. Clark stood guard at the bottom as he had on previous occasions when Dan addressed the world’s media from this makeshift scaffold stage, the most recent of which had come on his way home from Lolo after meeting the Messengers in the flesh. If this address ended with a similar scenario, the immense stress which was physically manifesting itself in the form of a heightened heart-rate and unsteady feet would all be worth it.
The greatest difference, of which Dan was acutely aware as he climbed the stairs, was that on this occasion he stood alone before the media’s cameras. Where Emma had once and always stood by his side, ready to step in and take his place if things ever went south, there was nothing but an empty space.
There was no one beside Dan to squeeze his hand or whisper “game face” if he started to struggle, and there was no one else to deal with any unwelcome questions which might be thrown his way from the mob below.
Dan McCarthy would have given anything to have Emma Ford by his side, but he knew that it was now time to stand on his own two feet. From the moment she first appeared at his door with a cheery smile and a business card, Emma had been making him a better version of himself; she had gotten him this far, and only he could take things forward from here.
It was time to sink or swim, and Dan knew fine well that what he was about to do was tantamount to throwing himself into the deepest of deep ends with nothing and no one to grab hold of should the water get rough.
Wearing the same ‘Now Now Now’ T-shirt he had sported during happier moments on the same stage, Dan looked out at the crowd and beyond it to the news vans and satellite trucks parked at the edge of the lot. Further away still, a large group of regular citizens had gathered on Hawker’s Hill for a view of the big screen. Nostalgia wasn’t quite the word, but Dan was momentarily soothed by memories of better times, both those he’d spent with Clark on that very hill and those he’d spent with Emma on this very stage.
Back then, the truth had been a simple thing and all Dan had ever wanted to do was show it and tell it to whoever would look and listen. He now understood only too well what Emma had told him from the very beginning — that the truth was a complicated thing — and reflecting on this made it impossible for him not to miss those simpler times.
He raised a hand to silence the crowd, surprised and more than a little empowered by how effective this gesture proved. He then tapped the microphone on his collar to check it was working and stepped forward.
“You have to listen carefully to everything I say,” he said, “because parts of it might not make sense until the end.”
Countless red lights were now staring back at Dan, signalling that he was going out live to untold millions of scared and desperate viewers around the world. He in turn gave Trey the signal to hit play, which immediately caused a fifteen-second countdown to appear on the giant screen.
“You might not like some of what I have to say, but you have to hear it and there’s no one else left to say it. This is not a confession,” Dan said, pausing to take several deep breaths. “And this is not an apology.”
After someone in the crowd yelled out “So what the hell is it?” and Clark firmly told them to shut up and stop calling out, Dan glanced down at his older brother and got one final no-going-back nod of approval.
Dan McCarthy then looked back out at the sea of cameras and answered the heckle:
“This… is Full Disclosure.”
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GSC
HEADQUARTERS
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
Alone in his office with the door locked and his phone disconnected, William Godfrey stood directly in front of his TV watching a live feed of Dan McCarthy standing in the Birchwood drive-in — the very drive-in where Godfrey himself had shaken Dan’s hand a year earlier and quietly thanked him for giving humanity a fighting chance to defend itself.
It seemed like too much to expect that the Full Disclosure McCarthy now spoke of could do the same in the current dire situation, regardless of what his allies had been ready to show the world before they were attacked by the cowardly Welcomers.
But however unlikely he considered it that any meaningful progress could come from Birchwood on this occasion, Godfrey clutched on to a faint hope that Dan McCarthy, former scourge of the IDA, might just have one last joker up his sleeve…
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“I never wanted to be anyone’s hero,” Dan said, gazing at the giant screen as it played the familiar-to-everyone dashcam footage of the moment when he stumbled across the infamous Kerguelen folder outside of the old IDA building in Colorado Springs. “I fell into all of this when I picked up that stupid folder on Winchester Street, but I’m also no villain. Someone once told me that sometimes doing the right thing is more important than being a slave to the truth, and a large part of me still believes that.”
Maria and Kyle from ACN, the friendly media faces Dan chose to focus on, looked predictably confused by his opening gambit. He hadn’t expected anything else but had wanted to get this thought off his chest, and with the introduction complete he moved on.
“In any case, I’m here to show you the two things that Timo and Emma — and Trey Myers — tried to show you yesterday. I’m doing this live so no one else can twist it, and I’m doing it at all because… well, doing something is a lot better than doing nothing.”
Dan opened Timo’s briefcase and lifted out the fourth plaque. He held it up while the slideshow transitioned to a close-up image of the engraving.
“We found the fourth plaque,” he said as simply as he could, sending many in the crowd into a frenzy of jostling and drawing stunned expressions from the rest. “Clearly, the Messengers were telling us where in the sky to look for something. From the moment we found this, we thought it was going to lead us to New Kerguelen. You all know that Timo owns a lot of telescopes, but what you don’t know is that we found Comet Conte-Abate because this plaque told us where to look for it.”
Voices rose and bodies pushed forward. No one was trying to get at Dan, but every slight push from the back of the sardine-like mass of reporters had a knock-on effect which destabilised many cameras and caused tensions to flare up along with the rising levels of amazement.
Dan moved on quickly, trying to stay detached from the moment-to-moment crowd reactions and knowing that the important thing was what would happen when he finished these initial reveals, all of which were incredible to everyone else but meant little to him or humanity’s chances of having any future beyond the next eight months. The relentless progress of his timed slideshow kept him on pace, and he followed along with his carefully written notes to explain that he was able to find the plaque itself only because the Messengers told him where to look for that, too.
The next slide would contain Trey’s footage of an alien craft flying over Lolo, and Dan fully expected it to generate the loudest gasps and most widespread jostling yet.
“I don’t think the fourth plaque’s location had anything to do with that old Fincher prophecy a lot of people believe in,” he said, “but I did find it in a mountain town, and one not all that far from where we’re standing now. Anyway, I knew where to look for it because something happened in Lolo National Forest. The California Fireball’s perigee was another signpost, but I’ll get on to the significance of Lolo in a few minutes. First of all, I want you to see what happened there, just seconds after the junk satellite burned up over Montana.”
As the footage played, irrefutable given its quality and the variety of Trey’s camera angles, Dan’s predictions of how the crowd would react quickly came to pass. Although a large part of him thought that he personally would have been more interested in the plaque had he been on the other side of the situation, he could understand that this footage was more viscerally powerful than the sight of the fourth plaque, which was, after all, very much in keeping with the three plaques the public had seen before.
This footage, on the other hand, was the very first real footage of a bona fide alien craft. “UFO” wasn’t really the right word since Dan knew exactly what it was, but most of the crowd were so used to this term that it was the one at the front of their minds.
“And as for the significance of Lolo…” Dan said, waiting for the slide to change. “I’ve been there before.”
A video of Dan drawing a map to Lolo while sitting entranced in a crop circle then filled one half of the giant screen; a still image of the map filled the other. It was at this point that Dan caught sight of Phil Norris and Mr Byrd for the first time, off to the far edge of the lot on the other side of the crowd from Trey. He didn’t know why his father wasn’t with them, but the slideshow’s relentless march meant that he didn’t have time to think about it.
“Last year, immediately after the DS-1 disaster, I was directly contacted by the Messengers,” he said.
It seemed now as though everyone was all gasped out; they were now simply entranced, appropriately enough, by everything they were seeing and hearing.
“I spoke to them through a cable they attached to my neck, and they told me what they had done: they destroyed DS-1, and they did it because it was the first stage of a project which would have eventually put nuclear weapons in space. The Messengers are a non-interventionist race and they threatened no harm, but they saw sabotaging that launch in China as the minimal intervention necessary to keep those weapons out of orbit.
“They’ve intervened on a few occasions since then, all very recently. First came the Kerguelen bolide, to get our attention, and then came Montana and California. All of this was to lead us to the plaque, which ultimately led us to the comet. How that worked isn’t the most important thing right now. If you’re anything like me, what you want to know is why these things happened.
“And if I had the answer to that question, I would share it with you all in a heartbeat. But I can’t pretend to understand why they were willing to intervene to show us the comet but why, at the same time, although they cared enough to show us, they haven’t done anything to protect us. I can only assume — and it’s my assumption alone — that physically interfering with another celestial body is too great an intervention. I can also only assume that the Messengers very wrongly thought that we were in a better position to deal with this ourselves than we actually are.”
There was no longer any jostling. Various images and videos from Dan’s trip to Lolo had the crowd enraptured as they listened to his words despite none of his group’s cameras having picked up the cloaked mothership on the other side of the threshold, but the slideshow was now mere seconds away from reaching its conclusion.
“There’s a reason I haven’t talked about any of this before,” Dan said, starting to get a little twitchy that it had gone on this long, “and that’s precisely what I want to address next.”
From an already elevated level, his heart-rate increased greatly as soon as he said this.
As the very last slide appeared — it showed more images of the Lolo threshold Clark had marked with his heel, along with some footage of Emma and Dan venturing bravely beyond it — he looked down at Trey and very clearly mouthed “not yet”. Because the second presentation, if Dan was right, wouldn’t be needed.
He then moved on to the final part; the part he hoped he wouldn’t have to finish, and the most difficult part of all. He knew the Messengers had left it extremely late with Walker, so it wasn’t yet time to panic.
Slowly, Dan began to spit it out: “Everything you knew about the Messengers before I started talking… everything that was in the folder… everything Walker ever said and everything he ever denied… every little bit of it…”
The gaps grew longer between each of Dan’s reluctant utterances. He looked down at Clark, the only person present who had any idea what he was going through. Clark’s face reflected the kind of torment Dan was feeling, and Dan knew that Clark must have felt even more helpless down there.
Dan closed his eyes.
He couldn’t understand why or even believe that the Messengers were leaving it this late, but he again tried to focus on the knowledge that they didn’t stop Walker until after his interview with Joe Crabbe had begun, seconds before he was going to spill it.
Dan’s heart was beating like never before as he stood at the precipice. He didn’t know where his next step would take him or what exactly he was on the edge of, and the only way to find out was to try to force the words out.
He braced himself to feel an intense pain or see a flash or perhaps even be abducted when the long-verboten words touched his lips.
“All of it was… it was all…” he stammered again, once more struggling against his own doubts.
With his eyes still closed, Dan then forced his mind to think of Ben Gold standing in his kitchen a year earlier, leaning against the wall and spitting out the same words for the greater good without knowing what would come next. If Ben could do it…
“It was a hoax,” Dan said, booming out the words at twice the volume of anything else he’d said so far. “Every single bit of the initial story was a hoax by Walker and Kloster and every single one of us fell for it. It was all a hoax.”
Opening his eyes and praying to see a total white light, Dan instead saw hundreds of expressions like none he’d seen before.
There was no flash; no pain in his neck; no abduction.
The words were out, and nothing had happened. Dan McCarthy wished for the world to swallow him up as he muttered two more under his breath:
“Oh, shit…”
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COLORADO SPRINGS, COLORADO
Tara Ford watched on from Emma’s bedside with her heart in her mouth as Dan’s words poured out of the TV on the wall.
Of all the things she had expected to hear him say, the last—
Another unexpected sound then abruptly cut off Tara’s thought, shifting her focus from the TV to its source: Emma.
A grimace flashed across Emma’s face, accompanied by a second and longer groan. Tara called for a doctor as Emma’s expression grew more and more pained and her hands began to shake spasmodically. Mercifully, it was all over within a few seconds and Tara was overjoyed to see Emma’s eyes opening as the pained expression slowly faded.
Through tired eyes, Emma looked up at Tara and opened her dry mouth. “Where’s Dan?” she asked weakly.
Tara placed one of her hands on Emma’s and pointed to the TV with the other.
A headline had already appeared underneath the live pictures of Dan:
“McCarthy: ‘It was all a hoax’”
Emma’s eyes widened, suddenly fully awake.
“It’s okay,” Tara said, far from sure that it was but knowing that it was important to keep Emma’s stress levels as low as possible.
Emma didn’t reply, and Tara continued to watch her as she watched Dan. And although it wasn’t obvious and certainly wasn’t expected, Tara was sure that she saw something:
A hint of a smile, slowly spreading its way across Emma’s face…
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Message management, Dan thought to himself, deriding the uselessness of the phrase in his current situation. How the hell am I supposed to manage this?
For a brief moment he thought he felt a slight twinge in his neck, but the fact that it was followed up by a stronger shooting pain in his stomach was enough to defeat the hope that his plan had worked; the pains, he figured, were inevitable and physically-manifesting symptoms of stress as he faced a ‘fight or flight’ scenario with nowhere to run.
It wouldn’t be so much of a fight as a desperate attempt to survive against a crowd almost sure to turn hostile, but all Dan could do was try to defend himself.
The second slideshow he had half-heartedly prepared wasn’t as extensive as the first, which was itself as bare-boned as he thought he could get away with, and there was understandably little enthusiasm in the gesture Dan sent Trey’s way to ask him to press play.
Unlike countless other faces in the crowd, which Dan tried to avoid, Trey looked more disappointed than disgusted. Trey had been closer to the full truth than anyone else and Dan could understand why he might feel personally betrayed, but a promise was a promise and Trey clicked the option to begin the second slideshow without meeting Dan’s eyes. A countdown of fifteen seconds appeared on the screen.
Kyle Young and Maria Janzyck, Dan’s longtime allies from ACN, were the only people he focused on. They looked shell-shocked more than anything else, and Kyle in particular looked willing to hear Dan out.
Dan didn’t look down at Clark, but he had already heard him yell several times for people to stop pushing and to shut up so that Dan could be heard. There was an element of self-policing within the crowd as many reporters and cameramen — understandably requiring steady video footage and clear audio — showed no patience whatsoever for the more boisterous among them.
“That’s right,” Dan said, doing everything he could to dissociate from the moment and focus on his notes in the hope that there would still be some pieces of his family’s reputation left to pick up by the time he reached the end. He was suddenly glad that Henry wasn’t present to see this, and this thought quickly caused his head to turn towards Phil Norris and Mr Byrd.
Where they had been standing, Dan now saw only Mr Byrd. He couldn’t be sure whether Phil was too angry at him to even watch or whether he had moved out of sight in anticipation of serious disorder, but Mr Byrd stood steadfastly with an expression of concern etched on his face. He gave a rolling hand gesture for Dan to get on with it and keep talking. This in turn sent Dan’s thoughts shooting back to his most difficult public-facing moment prior to this one, on the night he had been relentlessly mocked on live TV by Marco Magnifico. Emma had been behind the studio curtain that night and Mr Byrd, whose position at the edge of the audience allowed him to see her peeking out, had passed on some basic signals to tell Dan whether or not he was on the right track.
Mr Byrd couldn’t channel Emma on this occasion, but Dan knew beyond any doubt that she would have been telling him exactly the same thing: hurry up and get this over with.
“Talk!” Clark shouted, taking Dan out of the comparative refuge of his own thoughts and bringing him back to reality in an instant.
The second slideshow had now begun, opening with a video of a very flustered Ben Gold appearing at Dan’s house just hours after the DS-1 launch disaster. There was no sound — the crowd naturally couldn’t have followed both that and Dan’s words at the same time — but the context of the footage was clear.
“That’s right,” Dan said, repeating himself as he scanned his notes as quickly as possible in an effort to stay on track. “I fell for a hoax, and so did all of you. We didn’t know any of this until long after Disclosure, right up until Ben told us just after DS-1’s Límíng module exploded in China, and there are good reasons why we kept it quiet. The real Messengers wanted us to keep it quiet, as I’ll show you in a minute.”
Dan’s voice was steady, impressing even himself. His attempts to dissociate from the moment were working better than expected, aided by the fact that he could fall back on the experience of having explained the very same sequence of events to Timo and Tara a few weeks earlier. Justifying his prior silence was just as important as recounting the blow-by-blow details, as it had been then, but for now Dan was focusing on what had happened rather than why.
Key bullet-points appeared on the screen to sum up his main spoken points, and the silence of the disbelieving crowd made his voice easily heard through the lot’s many speakers. Dan held nothing back, beginning with a detailed recap of everything Ben had told him about how and why Walker dreamed up and carried out the hoax; given how often Dan had thought about this, and particularly given that he had told the same thing to Tara and Timo, he found it easy to reel off the facts about the magnetic rings mentioned in Kloster’s letter being conveniently lost, about the trail of breadcrumbs the devious duo had begun dropping decades earlier to make their lie look like a secret, and about the manner in which they dumped the ‘alien’ sphere in the ocean.
Dan saw people shaking their heads in revulsion as the screen displayed the photos of Walker and Kloster during the planning stages of their incredible scheme, with the partially completed plaques and sphere clearly visible in decidedly terrestrial surroundings.
Covering Walker’s motives was an equally straightforward matter for Dan, but what came next was the hard part. Indeed, he struggled to get the words out when it came time to justify why he, Clark and Emma had kept this to themselves for so long. He didn’t cry — not beyond a few teardrops settling in the corners of his eyes, at least — but Dan’s voice creaked several times as he talked about the inner turmoil he had endured for so long.
“We didn’t even tell my dad,” he said, “because we didn’t want to burden him with this secret. I don’t know if this is going to sound selfish when there are so many more important things to say, but I really need everyone to hear that all I’ve ever done is what I thought was right. That’s it. And the reason I thought the Messengers wanted me to keep this whole thing quiet is that they tried to keep this quiet. They planted the third plaque after engraving it in a way that was consistent with the fake ones while also showing us that they weren’t hostile. And yes, they do really look like the pictures they engraved of themselves. Walker was going to confess on Joe Crabbe’s show — Crabbe doesn’t know, either, in case anyone gets the wrong idea on that — but they intervened to stop him. They didn’t want this to come out. I thought maybe if I started telling everyone, they would stop me and then I could try to persuade them to help us with the comet. I thought that—”
A glass bottle, thrown from the crowd, smashed against the wall behind Dan just eighteen inches from his face. Every head in the crowd turned towards the thrower, following the initial few who had caught him in the act. The young-looking man at the centre of everyone’s focus, standing in the second makeshift row, held no camera or microphone and bore no press credentials. He shifted uneasily as though regretting his action but then raised a middle finger to Dan and called out: “Who the hell do you think you are deciding when we—”
Clark, having momentarily abandoned his post at the bottom of the stairs, tackled the thrower to the ground in a fit of rage. Before he landed any real blows, another member of the crowd rushed to the bottle-thrower’s aid and delivered a barrage of stiff punches to Clark’s upper back. Clark turned around and took one look at this man — old enough to know better and big enough to cause a problem if he lunged forward — then floored him with a single decisive right hook.
A different kind of gasping sound filled the air as the assailant went down like a sack of potatoes. No one else rushed at Clark, who quickly lifted the bottle-thrower to his feet, restrained him with no more force than necessary, and delivered him to the arms of a nearby uniformed officer. He then returned to the base of the stairs.
Dan, less surprised by what had just happened than those who didn’t know Clark as well as he did, resumed talking. Trey, having been alert enough and cooperative enough to pause the slideshow during this interruption, now clicked the option to resume it.
“Like I said,” Dan continued, relatively unflustered, “all I’ve ever done… all we’ve ever done… is what we thought was right. We kept this from everyone because we knew it would have caused political chaos and distrust like nothing the world has ever seen. Who here would have trusted that Slater didn’t know? Or especially Godfrey, who has benefitted more than anyone. Even Cole, who got where he is because he backed Godfrey’s stance on the IDA leak. But none of them knew. No one did!”
The slideshow was almost finished, but Dan wasn’t.
“From the very moment we found out, Emma and Clark knew that this was a cross we would have to bear forever, even when I said I couldn’t live with it. I couldn’t have lived with it without them to help me through, and I couldn’t have kept this quiet — no matter the effect of coming clean — if I didn’t know that the Messengers wanted me to keep it quiet. The reason they called me to Lolo is that I had the blank third and fourth plaques. Sure, they could have taken them without my help, but I would have talked. They called me to Lolo so that they could talk to us, so that they could get Emma’s viewpoint about how to calm things down in the least invasive way, and — I think — so that I would understand how important it was to keep quiet. If for one second I’d ever thought that they wanted me to tell this to the world, I—”
For the second time in a matter of minutes, Dan stopped mid-sentence. Clark, already on edge, stepped to the side to get a good look up at Dan so he could see if something else had been thrown.
It hadn’t.
This time, the interruption was not caused by an unruly crowd member. This time, the interruption was caused by the most intense pain Dan McCarthy had ever felt. He fell to the ground, clasping his neck in an open-mouthed silence borne of his agonised inability to scream.
In the space of the three seconds it took Clark to register what had happened and turn back towards the stairs in preparation of a desperate sprint up to the stage, the worst pain of Dan’s life had passed — gone as rapidly as it had come.
Almost instantly, Dan was sitting up and gazing into the distance. His mouth was still open but the pained expression was gone, replaced by one of absolute incredulity.
The crowd gasped, yelled and murmured; many reporters fled in all directions and some stood frozen in amazement.
Clark looked away from Dan and out towards the crowd. Above them, he saw an uncloaked alien craft approaching from the area behind Hawker’s Hill. It looked exactly like the craft Trey had recorded flying low over Lolo, with only one crucial difference:
This time, the craft wasn’t flying over anywhere.
This time, it was landing at the edge of the Birchwood drive-in.
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MCKINLEY-DWYER HOSPITAL
COLORADO SPRINGS, COLORADO
Seconds after enduring a brief but almost impossibly intense sensation in her neck, Emma Ford was sitting bolt upright for the first time since the attack at Fiore Frontiere.
A doctor, responding to Tara’s second call for help — the first having come during the far milder twinge which awakened Emma prior to Dan’s extensive rundown of the IDA hoax — arrived in Emma’s room as quickly as he could. He saw that she was sitting up and looking as fresh as a daisy, took one glance at the supporting readings on the bedside equipment, and then turned towards the TV to see what she and Tara were so utterly entranced by.
For the life of him, he couldn’t believe what he saw. “Is that…”
“Yeah,” Emma said, beaming widely without turning away. “He did it!”
Staring at a bona fide alien craft just a few miles from the hospital and having missed most of Dan’s speech, the doctor neither shared nor understood Emma’s joy.
Tara, meanwhile, watched on with some degree of trepidation. She understood the desperation behind Dan’s actions and supported what he had done, but she couldn’t help but fixate on the part of the story about the Messengers’ repeatedly expressed desire for the hoax to stay under the carpet.
Unilaterally, Dan had brought everything out into the light.
Tara kept her concerns to herself, hoping beyond hope that the aliens would be surprised rather than angry.
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DRIVE-IN
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
The drive-in descended into absolute chaos as a discus-like alien craft gracefully landed just beyond the entrance gate.
A small ramp then rapidly extended from the craft’s main body to the ground, causing many of those in its vicinity to follow the countless others who had already fled in terror.
It was a small craft, its diameter appearing no greater than the length of a commercial jet, and it rested flat on the ground. Both of these physical characteristics placed it in stark contrast to the enormous mothership-like craft Dan had encountered in Lolo National Forest, which had dominated the valley and rested upon a retractible metallic pillar at an odd angle.
In the seconds before the visitors from another world emerged from their vessel, a question crossed Dan’s mind:
What if these aren’t the same ones?
Around a third of those present in the drive-in were already gone, running as fast and as far as they could. Dan looked beyond those who remained and watched disbelievingly as two bipedal aliens, side by side, smoothly walked down their gently angled ramp and touched down on Earth.
Even across the full distance of the drive-in lot, he could tell: it was them.
The Messengers stopped at the base of their ramp, both of their gazes trained firmly on Dan. Some reporters flashed their cameras, while the largest number yet turned and ran to join those who had already fled. The aliens, just as Dan remembered, wore a seamless white fabric which covered all of their bluish silver skin other than their bulbous heads and slender hands. Those reporters brave enough to have remained near the ramp could now make out the large, primate-like eyes which dominated the Messengers’ neotenous faces.
One of the Messengers raised a hand — it was composed of two wide finger-like divisions and one highly dextrous thumb — and at this, the remaining mass of humanity within the drive-in lot immediately began dividing into two sections. Dan watched as everyone else directly in front of the Messengers, including Clark, covered their ears and ran one way or the other.
Forcefields, Dan realised. They’re clearing a path.
Even the assailant who Clark had flattened with a stiff blow now rose to his feet and stumbled out of the otherwise deserted zone as quickly as he could, leaving a totally empty area between Dan’s elevated position and the two Messengers. Some cameras and other recording equipment littered the area, but the intensity of the sound waves within the zone prevented anyone from trying to get back in.
Anyone, that was, except for Clark, who gritted his teeth and made a laudable effort to reach the stairs and protect Dan. But for the first time in Clark’s life, pain truly got the better of him; the intensity of the sensation he experienced on the wrong side of the threshold forced him to retreat and left him standing helplessly at the edge of the vacant walkway along with everyone else… stuck on the outside looking in.
Even more clearly than had been the case at Lolo, this forcefield was explicitly marked by the effect it had on those who tried to cross it. And while the walkway was relatively narrow, perhaps only fifteen feet in width, Dan’s perspective made it impossible not to think of Moses and the Crossing of the Red Sea.
As the Messengers began walking towards Dan, he made his way down the stairs and took a few tentative steps towards them. When he was past the first of the abandoned cameras, he knew that he alone was permitted on this side of the mysterious threshold. He stopped again and watched the expressionless Messengers walking slowly but steadily towards him.
They were here. They were really here.
Dan’s expression, however, was not the most welcoming.
They were here — a day after Timo and Emma had almost been blown to pieces. They were here — weeks after indirectly warning Dan of an approaching comet without doing anything to help humanity deal with it.
They were here — far too goddamn late.
“Where were you yesterday?” Dan yelled, the anger boiling over in his voice and expression. “You can come to stop Walker from talking, but not to stop Emma and Timo from being blown up? And the comet! Why won’t you just stop it?! Divert it! Why the hell would you only tell us about it when you know there’s nothing we can do about it?”
And with that thought, Dan’s walk turned into a run.
The Messengers continued, still expressionless, until Dan came within reach and lunged forward to lash out.
At that point, one of the Messengers raised a hand, bringing forth a sudden force which pushed Dan backwards through the air and sent him to the ground with a rough thud.
“Vee pat… laa. Mees loptak… soo,” the same Messenger vocalised. Its tone fell abruptly at the end of each short and melodic phrase, in precise keeping with the vocal pattern Dan recalled so vividly from his prior meeting with the Messengers at Lolo.
Dan tried again to lunge forward, displaying a near-vitriolic rage at the Messengers which he hadn’t expected for one second. But unlike the path-clearing threshold which Clark had been able to cross for a few seconds, this was a hard barrier more in keeping with the forcefield Clark had run into, face-first, in Richard Walker’s house. Dan’s hands pushed against the invisible barrier in a manner akin to a performing mime.
“Stop hiding behind your stupid forcefields,” he yelled before unthinkingly running towards them again. Unlike Clark, he had a reason to see the impact coming and should have known better than to collide with the equivalent of an invisible brick wall. But just like Clark, the collision earned him a bloody and likely broken nose.
Dan fell backwards, clasping his face, before pushing himself to his feet once more and staring at the approaching aliens with fury in his eyes.
Dan’s injury prompted Clark to dash forward again, momentarily forgetting the ear-splitting pain he would bring upon himself by doing so. As before, he only made it a few steps. The same Messenger that had created the initial forcefield then held an open palm towards Clark, freezing him to the spot on the safe side of the threshold.
Clark couldn’t talk, but the awkwardness of his stance and the utterly static expression on his face left no one in any doubt that he had been involuntarily immobilised. Reacting to this, an attendant police officer attempted to raise his firearm in the Messengers’ direction but found his hand unable to grasp it; he too was frozen and silenced, but no one was paying enough attention to notice.
As he looked across the drive-in lot in the direction of his helpless brother, Dan couldn’t believe his eyes. “What the hell are you doing?” he yelled at the Messengers. “What do you—”
Mid-word, Dan’s body was similarly paralysed by the same Messenger’s outward facing palm. He tried to move and tried to talk, but nothing happened. He could look around and he could blink — his eye muscles were unaffected — but that was the full extent of the physical control he could now exert over his own body.
“Lesh nam tee… coo,” the Messenger said, its singsong-like tone somehow soothing Dan’s intense discomfort. “Benno slaad… heek.”
The second Messenger then placed its hand on the leader’s back — footage would later reveal that it was reaching into a small pouch-like opening in the apparently seamless fabric of the full-body garment — and produced a thin metallic cable.
Dan knew what was coming next, but the moment when the cable was connected to the back of his neck was far more painful than last time. He couldn’t move or talk, but he could certainly feel… and never in his life had he felt anything like this.
Many of the remaining crowd, terrified of what they were seeing, could no longer look.
But when the leading Messenger connected the other end of the cable to its own hand, all of Dan’s pain disappeared. The world disappeared.
Now, it seemed like there was nothing in the world but him and the extraterrestrial being which stood not three feet from his face.
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Be calm.
Dan McCarthy was standing in the Birchwood drive-in, but he truly felt as though he was nowhere. Time and space were nothing; the only thing in the world was the Messenger standing before him.
And immediately, after just two words, Dan realised that he could hear this Messenger’s thoughts far more clearly than he’d been able to last time. He had already noticed that the cable was smaller, and it now seemed apparent that the communication interface had been greatly refined.
Like the out-loud alien vocalisations he and Emma had heard on the craft at Lolo, Dan had written extensive notes on the nature of the pseudo-verbal two-way communication he had experienced. He had ‘heard’ everything in his own mental accent, as though conversing with himself or recalling thoughts that weren’t his own. During that first conversation a year earlier, he had grown into the flow of it and come to realise that asking questions with yes or no answers was the best way to get a reply that wasn’t a jumbled collection of thoughts he would struggle to comprehend.
But this time, already, it seemed very different.
Still, the alien’s words came to Dan as though he himself was thinking them. There was effortless clarity, however, where once there had been a cloud of confusion.
That was our first ever direct communication. Improved understanding of human brain activity and speech processing, through analysis of the first attempt, has improved our interface.
“You can say that again,” Dan replied. Strictly speaking it was a thought rather than a reply, but in this situation the terms were atypically synonymous. The relatively long but perfectly clear ‘thought’ he had just ‘heard’ from the Messenger — these really were the only inexact terms in which his human mind could frame it — was markedly more vivid than any he had heard at Lolo. “But where the hell have you been?” he pushed.
We recognise that the path of the comet is highly unfortunate.
“And?”
And this is why we alerted you of the path of the comet. We recognise that it is highly unfortunate. This is why we alerted you.
“Stop repeating the same thing,” Dan said, again feeling as though he was saying the words while actually only thinking them, but now starting to wonder just how improved the interface actually was. He would take repetitive and clunky over vague and evasive any day of the week, however, so he continued on the path of asking questions more complicated and direct than the ‘yes or no’ kind he’d had to settle for at Lolo. “Why didn’t you just divert it?”
This is an extremely complicated intervention.
“No it’s not! We could do it if we had the tech. Kinetic bombardment and gravity tractors might sound complicated, but you’re telling me that slightly changing the course of a comet is more complicated than making forcefields? You’re telling me it’s more complicated than freezing people to the spot?”
It is complicated in a regulatory sense, not difficult in a practical sense.
“Regulatory?” Dan asked, starting to get the impression that some of the words and phrases he was hearing weren’t entirely precise, almost like those he’d encountered during attempts to translate Spanish sentences one word at a time while studying for school exams. This time, of course, the linguistic chasm between his native language and the Messengers’ was more than a little wider. “What does that even mean?”
We have intervened to assist as fully as we were permitted to do so. We led you to the plaque and showed you the comet’s path. We flew this small uncloaked craft overhead and allowed a recording to be made. We have intervened to assist as fully as we were permitted to do so.
“So? What was the point of flying over Lolo? What was that supposed to achieve?”
To confirm the relevance of that particular location in your search for the plaque’s location.
“But Trey only had to see it. Why did you let him record it without doing the stupid interference thing you usually do? And why mention that as if it makes any difference to anything?”
Camera interference may have prevented others from accepting that you were correct about guiding them to the plaque.
“What are you talking about? What others?” Dan asked. “Everyone? Or Clark and Emma? Because they already knew. And who cares? Just stop the comet!”
We wanted to give you an option.
“Option? So now you suddenly care about giving us options? You really want to talk about options? How about the comet — how about leaving us with no options… with no chance to save ourselves? Why didn’t you just move it without telling us? How does what you did make any kind of sense? You caused way more disruption than you would have if you’d just diverted it at the beginning! You think all this crap was less of an intervention?”
Even in the heat of the moment, Dan wondered whether the number of questions he had asked at once would result in some being lost in the shuffle or none at all being understood.
“Why did you tell us but not save us?” he asked, focusing on the gist of it.
In regulatory terms, the physical intervention of altering a cometary body’s orbit is—
“Enough with the ‘regulatory’ bullshit!” Dan interrupted. “And all this minimal intervention stuff is your rule. You made it, so you can break it!”
It was not easy to justify our warning as a necessary intervention. We pushed for further permission to intervene directly, but influencing the orbit of a cometary body alters its effect on other bodies. Altering those effects, even slightly, was deemed beyond a reasonably minimal level of intervention in the views of the Elders. This is the source of our regulatory difficulty.
“Elders?” Dan asked. More than with any other specific word he had ‘heard’ so far, he got the feeling that this wasn’t an exact translation of the term the Messenger was trying to get across. “Do you report to these Elders? Do these Elders decide what kind of intervention you can make? Are they your leaders… your regulatory leaders?”
Yes. To all questions: yes.
“I want to see them. Take me to the Elders.”
Out of the question. It would not be physically possible.
“Then ask them this for me: why did they let you come here today and show yourselves now, but not last year? Why didn’t you just arrive and tell everyone you were peaceful?”
The Elders recently insisted that open contact could only occur when the truth about certain human-driven issues came to light. The Elders deemed that humanity’s confusion about the true nature of our existence was an obstacle to peaceful contact.
“Hold the show…” Dan said, disbelieving what he was hearing.. “Are you actually telling me that your Elders wanted everyone to know that the stuff we fell for last year was fake? Seriously? If they wanted the hoax to get out, then why the hell did you stop Walker when you did? He was going to spill everything that night!”
He was the source of the confusion. There was a firm edict that he must not be allowed to further cloud—
“But he wouldn’t have been clouding anything,” Dan interrupted, essentially cutting off one thought with another. “He was trying to clear it all up!”
That was the edict.
Although Dan had been looking directly into the Messenger’s eyes for almost all of the conversation so far, his gaze suddenly intensified. “Put him back,” he demanded.
He was very ill. He did not survive the removal from Earth.
“Put… him… back,” Dan repeated. “Dead or not, you’re going to put him back.”
Yes, he is dead. So why do you want—
“We might not be perfect,” Dan butted in, “but we lay our dead to rest. Even him. I don’t care how much trouble he caused for you or how much trouble he caused for me. And when Crabbe sees that there’s no body at Walker’s place, then what? Everyone will know you took him away. Is that what you want?”
For the first time, the fact that the Messengers or their Elders apparently hadn’t considered the issue of Walker’s missing body firmly planted a seed in Dan’s mind that they really didn’t understand humanity nearly as well as he had always assumed; they hadn’t thought about what Crabbe would or wouldn’t find, and they didn’t seem to have any concept of a funeral.
He will be returned, but he is not alive.
“You already said that,” Dan replied. “Anyway, thank you. But I still don’t understand why you stopped him.”
We had an edict to silence him, but that was before humanity knew of the comet. That was also before we knew that some humans would try to sabotage other humans’ defensive measures. That was something we did not expect.
“Then you really don’t know us very well,” Dan said.
Today, due to the truth now being clear among humans, we were permitted to return. We are now permitted to offer direct instruction on possible methods of disrupting the comet in an effort to—
“No! Screw your possible methods!” Dan snapped. His mind was now firmly on the galling point that Clark had forcefully made on several occasions, so he took the only chance he would ever have to raise it in a situation where it could possibly make any difference: “And you’ve got some brass neck talking about sabotaging our defensive measures! If you hadn’t destroyed DS-1 seconds after it launched, maybe we would have had a chance. Instructions are no good. We don’t have time and in case you haven’t noticed our society isn’t exactly doing very well at dealing with this. If you wanted to give us instructions, why weren’t they on the fourth plaque? Where were you with these instructions when I went to the cornfield with Emma, begging you to show up? Where were you then, before everything went to total shit and before it was too late for instructions to be of any goddamn use to anyone? None of this had to happen! I was trying to talk to you. We were trying to talk to you!”
For once, no reply came Dan’s way. He saw slight movement on the Messenger’s typically expressionless face as its primate-like eyes widened slightly, as though it was now having to think rather than respond automatically.
“See! You didn’t even think of that, did you? Your genius Elders decided to let you destroy DS-1, an intervention which created tension within the GSC and set us back years… but for some reason they’ve decided that now’s the time to take a hard line against any more major interventions, even to undo the damage you did last time?”
The risk of unintended consequences is precisely why we intervene minimally, as a rule. However, given the unforeseen effect of the initial intervention, in this case…
In another first, the Messenger’s communication stopped mid-thought. It seemed to Dan almost as though it was again thinking in a manner the cable couldn’t relay, or perhaps that it was silently communicating with its companion.
“Hanosaan… neee,” it called out loud, disproving Dan’s suspicion of silent communication. “Manno plen… foom.”
In response to this comment, the second Messenger turned towards the craft and extended its hand, holding out its two thick finger-like appendages as though sending or receiving a message.
Fifteen or twenty long seconds later, it lowered its hand and replied in a slightly deeper but similarly melodic tone: “Babillo… vee. Yeptan saal… caloo.”
The Messenger in front of Dan then finished its earlier thought:
In this case… a corrective intervention, even one of some astronomical significance, has been approved. It is approved.
It was, now, Dan’s turn to be lost for words. How fast do these Elders operate?, he wondered to himself. If all of his facial muscles other than his eyelids hadn’t been frozen in place, his mouth would have been agape and his eyebrows raised. “So you’re going to stop it?” he eventually asked. “You’re really going to do it?”
Not stop; divert.
“I meant stop it from hitting us,” Dan qualified. “I couldn’t give a rat’s ass where else it goes!”
Yes. It is done.
In the face of this most casual confirmation that the Messengers or their Elders would indeed intervene to save Earth, Dan was almost too surprised to be pleased; too flabbergasted for the magnitude of what he had just been told to truly sink in.
“Slow down,” he said. “Rewind… I want to get this right: you couldn’t come here and show yourselves until humanity understood the full truth about what was real and what wasn’t? Is that right? For now I’ll even ignore all the reasons you gave me to think that you actively wanted me to keep quiet about the hoax, I just want to check that I’ve got this right so far…”
You have got this right so far.
“Okay. And directly influencing a comet is something you weren’t allowed to do… but you’ll be allowed to do it now that your leaders understand that a planet of seven billion intelligent and mostly peaceful beings would otherwise be wiped out, all because you destroyed its best chance of defending itself the last time you were there?”
Yes. Essentially, yes.
If it had been able to move, Dan’s head would have been shaking in disbelief. “So if I hadn’t told everyone about the hoax, you wouldn’t have come back? And even once you were here… if I hadn’t reminded you that our being so unprepared was pretty much your fault, your friend here wouldn’t have been able to make that case to whoever makes the ‘regulatory’ decisions, and they wouldn’t have said yes?”
Essentially, yes.
“And what about Emma?” Dan asked, immediately shifting focus with no time to celebrate.
Her condition does not seem serious. It is not a serious concern.
“That’s not what the doctors say!”
It will not be a permanent concern. She will recover. And Timo.
For some reason it surprised Dan to hear a name, even though he knew he was ‘hearing’ the Messenger’s thoughts in his own mental accent, and even though the Messengers had obviously been watching everything closely enough to know who was who. “But why didn’t you intervene before they got hurt?” he asked. “Did you know it wouldn’t be serious? Permanent, I mean.”
No. We did not know that, but the situation was not of the kind which merits intervention.
Dan didn’t like this answer, but in one sense he respected it; it would have been easy enough for the Messenger to lie.
“How early did you know that the comet was on course to hit Earth?” he asked, changing the subject.
Just before the Kerguelen bolide.
Dan was grateful to learn that they had started trying to warn him right away — as soon as they knew there was something to warn him about — but this really did settle it in his mind that the Messengers weren’t the supreme and all-knowing beings he once thought. And in light of the methods they had chosen to alert humanity of the comet, he reflected that — not entirely dissimilarly to himself — they had spent the last few weeks trying to understand a distant species which was equipped with vaguely similar physiology but vastly different psychology.
The Messenger could hear these thoughts, of course, and in reply it dispassionately defended its species’ abilities:
Our cross-cultural communications and understandings are continually improving.
‘Cross-cultural’ was another word that felt particularly inexact, but Dan knew what it was getting at. He didn’t give this much thought, anyway; his mind was now too busy considering the bigger picture.
His anger towards the Messengers for not intervening earlier had now turned to a more blameless kind of disappointment, but even that paled in comparison to the relief that was belatedly sinking in.
Thanks to the Messengers, Earth was safe. They weren’t all-knowing, and they weren’t perfect… but they were here.
They were here — they had travelled untold miles out of their way — and they were here for no reason other than to help. As Dan looked into the intelligent but emotionless eyes of the Messenger before him, he felt a sudden flood of gratitude joining relief in his body and mind.
A reply quickly came to this thought, which he hadn’t consciously shared but which the Messenger had picked up loud and clear:
When we can help, we do what we can.
Whether this was a perfect translation or not, it struck Dan as a perfect summation of a laudable philosophy.
We will now remove the cable.
“Are you ever coming back?” Dan asked.
Only if necessary.
This was better than no answer at all, but Dan pushed for more: “What would make it necessary? Nuclear war? Another comet or asteroid? Some kind of massive terrestrial disaster?”
Each instance will be judged on its own merits, but planetary independence and peaceful technological progress is greatly encouraged. I will now remove the cable.
“Are you going to take out or disable whatever it is that makes my neck hurt when you’re close? And Emma’s? And how come she didn’t feel it the first time? Is hers less sensitive than mine? Were you further away when you caused the Kerguelen bolide than you were for the other interventions, and she only feels it if you’re slightly closer?”
No answers came to these final questions as the Messenger moved behind Dan’s still-immobilised body; the conversation was clearly over, and there wasn’t a lot he could do about it. As soon as the cable came out, his body relaxed and he stumbled backwards before quickly catching his balance.
Then, very surprisingly, the Messenger extended its hand in a sign of peace… just like it had seen humans do.
So soon after being forcibly frozen on the spot, Dan wasn’t exactly feeling overly friendly towards the Messenger despite its promise of a better-late-than-never comet intervention. After glancing around at the concerned faces on those brave enough to have remained in the drive-in lot, however, he was aware enough of the world around him to know that everyone everywhere would see this moment, most of them live on TV and the rest before long.
Dan couldn’t have possibly imagined the messianic pedestal he would be placed on by some in the days and weeks to come, but he was conscious of the unprecedented position of responsibility he had fallen into as humanity’s sole point of contact with an intelligent extraterrestrial race.
He imagined Emma standing on the other side of the forcefield which was still keeping people on either side of the wide walkway, and he knew exactly what two words she would have been mouthing his way: game face.
With that in mind, Dan McCarthy stood up straight with his shoulders back, looked firmly into the Messenger’s eyes, and shook its hand.
Some people cheered while most continued to watch in stunned silence.
The Messenger turned away, beckoning its companion to follow its lead in setting off down the otherwise vacant walkway. A thinned herd of brave humans, still pressed as tightly to either side of that walkway as they could be, then watched on in awe as the Messengers reentered their craft without so much as a backwards glance.
Dan saw that Clark was no longer frozen, either, but he was still stuck on the other side of the forcefield. He no longer looked as concerned as he had at first since Dan was now free to move around, but he clearly wanted to reach him.
As Dan watched the alien craft take off, he suddenly felt extremely drowsy.
Intense stomach pains then hit, of a kind he vaguely remembered from when he woke up next to Emma after their shared contact experience at Lolo. Both had been physically ill on that occasion, and Dan thought that the same thing wasn’t far away now.
Next came a dull pain in his neck — not as sudden or intense as previous twinges, but a somehow heavier kind of sensation that forced him to his knees.
Now he felt sick.
He saw the craft flying away over his head, higher and higher in a steady ascent. A police officer in the crowd was yelling about how he, too, had been frozen to the spot, but few were looking in his direction.
Dan then looked back down and saw Clark running towards him across the now traversable lot.
But before Clark arrived, Dan lost consciousness.
In full view of countless reporters, most of whose cameras were naturally focused on the departing alien craft, Dan McCarthy lay collapsed in the centre of the Birchwood drive-in, truly exhausted in every sense of the word.





C plus 42
GSC
HEADQUARTERS
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
William Godfrey had no clue what the remarkable events in Birchwood would mean for his future as GSC Chairman, or indeed for the future of the GSC itself, but right now that seemed like just about the least important thing in the world.
Even for the power-driven Godfrey, the sight of two bona fide extraterrestrials not merely landing on Earth but communicating with a human being in front of the media’s cameras was one which transcended political concerns.
Despite the personal embarrassment of being so utterly bamboozled, Godfrey also couldn’t help but tip his hat to the machiavellian genius of Richard Walker’s elaborate hoax, which had, after all, taken in the rest of the world just as fully as it had taken in Godfrey.
In the few hours since the contact site had been cleared and secured by US federal agents, excited reports had come from lower floors of the GSC headquarters; the conclusion was understandably tentative given the huge distance and the short period of time involved, but the personnel responsible for tracking Comet Conte-Abate were insistent that the small orbital deviation they had already detected was unprecedented and highly significant.
If they were correct, the comet’s course had changed and would no longer carry it to a collision with Earth. If they were correct, the Messengers had indeed decisively intervened.
Godfrey gazed at the TV screen as it showed yet another repeat of the incredible moments when a statue-like Dan McCarthy had been connected to one of the Messengers by a metallic cable at the back of his neck. It was by now assumed as a fact that Dan and the alien had been conversing, and the data Godfrey was privy to but which hadn’t yet reached the media gave him a strong clue as to what had been said.
“Dan McCarthy,” Godfrey said to himself, a rare natural smile crossing his face, “… you beautiful bastard.”
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EN ROUTE
DESTINATION: UNKNOWN
An unknowable amount of time after losing consciousness at the drive-in, Dan McCarthy awoke with a pounding headache. With no real points of reference for this kind of feeling, all he could liken the sensation to was that of a murderous hangover.
He looked down and saw that he was positioned on a plastic stretcher with a thin pillow under his head.
What the hell?
Several medical sensors were stuck to his skin, hooked up to a screen full of readings, and he was definitely moving in some kind of ground-based vehicle. Despite these typically telltale signs, however, it certainly didn’t look or feel like any ambulance he’d ever seen.
Seriously… what the hell?
Fortunately, Dan’s acute panic dissipated when he turned around and saw Clark in the dim light, sitting on the bare floor next to the stretcher.
“It’s okay, man,” Clark said gently. “Just relax.”
Dan carefully pushed himself up to a sitting position and asked the obvious question: “Where are we going?”
“They wouldn’t tell me,” Clark replied.
“Who wouldn’t tell you? Who’s driving this thing? GSC guys?”
“It’s just the Feds,” Clark said, far more calmly than Dan could understand. “They closed off the whole drive-in, gave you some sedatives and did a lot of pathogen tests at the scene. Now they need to question us at this facility we’re going to. But listen, man, right now you really need to relax. You’ve been through a lot, but everything’s okay.”
“Okay?” Dan echoed. “Okay? What exactly is okay about being sedated and locked in the back of a van, without even knowing where it’s taking us?”
“Dan, I already talked them into letting me stay with you at all times. I asked if they wanted a mob of thousands of angry people outside every federal building in the country, because that’s what they would have gotten if I’d had to post something about you being taken away and held against your will. But listen to me: sure, these really aren’t the kind of people we can say ‘no’ to… but the fact that they let me stay with you at least tells us that they’re not our enemies. I’ll be with you the whole time, and they said it’s just a few more physical tests and then some questions.”
After glancing again at the readings on the screen next to his stretcher, Dan’s gaze suddenly shot towards Clark as his mind cleared. “How’s Emma?” he blurted out, patting his pocket for a phone that had long ago been confiscated. “When did you last speak to Tara?”
“Yeah, they took everything,” Clark said, watching Dan looking around for his phone. “But they let me call Tara before we left. Emma was awake; she’s going to be okay and she saw what happened at the drive-in. Can you remember any of that? Can you remember exactly what they told you?”
Dan was silent for several seconds. The news about Emma was music to his ears and he could remember everything perfectly — of course he could — but he knew that his every word was doubtless being listened to and recorded by whoever was driving the vehicle. With this in mind, he didn’t want to say too much until he knew what was going on and where he was being taken.
“I’m really tired,” he eventually said. “We’ll talk about it later.”
With these words, the vehicle drew to a gentle halt; surely, they both thought, this was no coincidence.
To confirm this suspicion, a man entered the rear section of the vehicle via a small and previously concealed doorway-like hatch connected to the front. The agent, who looked to be in his late forties or early fifties, had reddish blond hair, freckles, and features far less harsh than Dan would have expected.
“Mr McCarthy,” he said, before looking between the brothers and realising that this wasn’t much of a qualifier. “Um, Dan…”
“What?” Dan said, instinctively disconnecting the adhesive sensors from his skin and moving from the stretcher to the security of the spot beside Clark.
“Can you contact them again?” the man asked, a surprising straightforwardness that bordered on innocence in his voice.
Dan chose his words very carefully: “If they wanted to talk to you, they wouldn’t go through me.”
“Well, we would very much like to talk to them.”
“It takes two to tango,” Dan said.
“I’m sure it does,” the agent said, giving little away in his expression. “For now, Dan, if you don’t mind, I’d very much like to ask you some questions about what happened earlier today.”
Dan shook his head. “Me first. You answer my questions, and maybe I’ll think about answering yours.”
The agent held out an upturned palm to invite Dan’s questions. “Although,” he said, “I can make no promises that I’ll be able to answer them.”
“Where are we going?” Dan asked, wasting no time.
“Unfortunately I’m not able to—”
“What’s your job title?”
The agent took a deep breath. “Again, unfort—”
“Who do you report to?”
This time, the only reply Dan got came in the form of a weak sigh.
“You’re not very good at this,” Dan said.
The agent raised his eyebrows and wrinkled his nose in a nervous-tic kind of way. “Dan, it will save a lot of time for everyone if you cooperate by answering some questions now so that the physical tests can begin as soon as we arrive.”
“What physical tests? I haven’t agreed to anything.”
“I can assure you it’s nothing invasive. But we have several hours until we arrive, so—”
“I want a phone call,” Dan said, his demeanour changing instantly. “If I’m going to be in this vehicle for hours, I want a phone call now. And you can tell whoever is driving that I’m not cooperating with anyone or anything until I get it.”
The agent looked at Clark, hoping to find some reason.
“You heard him,” Clark said firmly. “One phone call.”
“Look, if I could give you that, I would… but it’s just not possible.”
“Fine,” Dan shrugged. “If that’s how you want to play it…”
“It’s really not my decision. If you would just be willing to—”
“Like I said,” Dan spoke over him, “… fine. It’s you who has to go back to your boss and tell him you failed.”
The agent, looking defeated, sulked back through to the front of the vehicle. He hadn’t struck Dan as typical of the kind of person he would have expected, and he couldn’t help but wonder whether they’d deliberately sent someone so non-threatening to ask the questions and whether their next attempts might not be so gentle.
Equally aware of the certainty that their conversations were being recorded, Clark winked at Dan. He was pleased and more than a little proud of him for holding his ground and showing that he wouldn’t be pushed around; while he wanted Dan to cooperate, it was important to have a backbone and show that they wouldn’t back down from any plainly stated and reasonable demands.
A long, boring drive continued in near silence for almost an hour — neither brother wanted to say too much — until the vehicle drew to another gentle and unexpectedly early halt.
Dan’s initial assumption that they had arrived proved to be premature when the same non-threatening agent returned through the same doorway-like hatch with a phone in his hand. He gave it to Dan.
“One call,” he said, trying to sound more intimidating than he was. “And make it quick.”
Dan grinned.
“Don’t gloat,” Clark whispered. “Say thanks.”
“Thanks,” Dan said, taking the unfamiliar phone and immediately dialling Tara’s number. He had always been effortlessly good at internalising numbers; this rarely came in handy, but when it did, it did.
Pick up, pick up, pick up… he pleaded, desperately hoping that Tara would be willing to answer a call from an unknown number. He was even more desperate to confirm that Emma was still awake and okay, and as soon as the ringing stopped he got a positive answer to both concerns.
Emma’s voice answered, full of hope despite the unknown number the call was coming in from: “Dan?”
“Yeah,” he said, smiling broadly. “Are you okay?”
“Oh my God, are you? I saw everything!”
“I’m fine,” Dan insisted. “But what about you?”
“Been better… but they say everything is going to get better, so it could be a lot worse. Seriously though, how are you doing? Where did they take you?”
“We’re still on the way and I still don’t know where to,” Dan said. “The back of whatever kind of vehicle we’re in doesn’t have any windows and they won’t tell me anything. They finally gave me a phone call, but only because I said I wouldn’t talk to them until they did.”
“Just cooperate, okay? They’re not going to hurt you. Please, just do what you have to do to get home.”
Dan hesitated.
“Dan… promise me you’ll get home as soon as you can,” Emma said, the insistent timbre making her sound something more like her normal self.
“Okay, I promise. And I’ll tell you everything the Messengers said when I get home, but the main thing is that Il Diavolo shouldn’t be a problem anymore. They said that because their initial intervention set us back so far—”
“You haven’t heard?” Emma butted in, genuine surprise in her voice. “Natalia Ricci from Fiore Frontiere reported it first and Godfrey has confirmed it: the comet’s course has changed. It’s going to miss us! Dan, whatever you told them… it worked. You did it!”
Dan looked at Clark, who was close enough to hear every word of the phone conversation. Clark wore a joyous expression perfectly befitting a man who had just learned that his life, along with every other on Earth, had been spared.
Dan, having taken the Messengers at their word that they would ensure the comet didn’t hit, was less emotional but no less relieved. “I think the credit for that has to go to them,” he said.
“Don’t you sell yourself short, Dan McCarthy,” Emma replied, warming his heart with the chirpy tone of old. “Don’t you ever sell yourself short.”
Clark briefly glanced at the agent, sensed the man’s impatience, and tapped his own wrist to pass the silent message to Dan.
“I have to go,” Dan told Emma.
“Okay, I’ll see you soon,” she said. “And Dan…”
“Yeah?”
“I love you.”
Momentarily, Dan felt frozen once again; an altogether different kind of frozen than during his experience in the drive-in, but frozen nonetheless.
“I love you, too,” he eventually said.
“The message is on-point, but I think we could work on the timing and delivery,” Emma replied, putting on her best work voice.
Dan couldn’t help but laugh. “I’ll be there as soon as I can,” he said, ending the call.
The agent cleared his throat. “So…”
“Okay,” Dan said, turning to face him. “I’m ready for your questions.”
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UNDISCLOSED LOCATION
FOUR HOURS FROM BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
During the final stages of Dan’s journey to the facility where he would undergo physical and psychological analysis, his anticipation grew. He had heard stories of secret facilities relating to alien research — everyone with any interest in the subject knew these stories — and the fact that he was mere minutes away from walking inside such a facility saw anticipation conquer trepidation in his mind.
To his disappointment, however, the vehicle was already parked inside a nondescript hangar when he was allowed to disembark. He scanned the area, seeing nothing but several large black SUVs. He now knew what kind of vehicle he’d been brought there in, at least, but there were frustratingly few clues as to where there was.
In fact, there were none.
And despite having cooperated fully with the agent’s extensive and repetitive questioning during the drive, Dan’s persistent questions about where they were going had been blanked at every turn.
It quickly became clear to Dan that no one was going to tell him anything, but he would scarcely have believed that other than a few doctors, this single agent from the car — who insisted that the McCarthys call him Harris — would in fact turn out to be the only person they would see during their time inside the mysterious facility.
Leading the way to the far side of the eerily vacant hangar, Harris took the brothers through an unmarked doorway which led immediately to a downward stairway.
“What’s down there?” Dan asked, reasonably enough.
For the first time all day, a hint of a smile crossed Harris’s face as he replied: “Everything. For over seventy years, this site has been home to researchers involved in the collation and evaluation of all supposedly extraterrestrial phenomena witnessed on Earth,” he explained as he walked quickly down a long corridor.
Keen to hear every word, Dan kept pace and pretty much stuck to Harris’s hip while Clark followed behind.
“But the implications of what happened today…” Harris said, trailing off and pausing in thought. “Well, I don’t think I have to tell you. Let’s just strip away the dressing and get down to business here. Strip away the joyous relief about the comet, strip away the political feeding frenzy that’s going to come out of all this hoax stuff, and strip away the fact that your life is never going to be the same again. Okay? All of that, we’ll put it over here in the corner while we focus on the meat of this thing: earlier today, aliens walked on Earth. They arrived, they landed, they disembarked, they — for lack of a better term — telekinetically immobilised three people and penned hundreds more behind some kind of forcefield. I’m not going to lie to you guys… part of me still feels like I’m going to wake up any second and realise that I dreamed the whole thing.”
“I’ve been half-expecting to wake up for the last year!” Dan said, far more at ease with Harris now that they were out of the claustrophobic space in the back of the vehicle and conversing more openly. “The folder, Lolo, Emma… I could never have imagined any of that being real. If I didn’t have all the proof of Lolo, in particular, I really think I might have doubted myself some days.”
“Speaking of which, we will need you to hand everything over,” Harris said. “All of the footage, all of the documents, all of the everything.”
“Can I keep copies?” Dan asked.
Harris chuckled and looked at Clark. “He is an honest one, isn’t he? Just like they say.” He then turned back to Dan. “Can you keep copies? Officially? No. But pragmatically? Well… I’ll leave it at that.”
“We’re going to need to see some serious proof of who you are before we give you anything,” Clark insisted. “I haven’t even seen a badge since we got here.”
“Of course,” Harris said. “Well, I won’t be showing you any badges, but what you could do is hand all of your documents and evidence to any public official with the requisite clearance, and then you’ll know that they’ll only reach us if we’re as legitimate as we say we are. Hell, you can hand it all to President Slater herself if that’s what you want.”
“I want to see the research you guys have, too,” Dan said, more in hope than expectation.
Harris laughed, quite warmly. “Prepare to be underwhelmed! But seriously… I won’t lie to you, Dan: the physical exam you’re about to undergo won’t be very pleasant. I don’t know everything but I do know that a local anaesthetic will be applied to the insertion point on the back of your neck prior to, well, analysis, and also that you can expect full-body, um, analysis.”
“No way,” Dan said, abruptly stopping in his tracks.
Harris looked to Clark for support and was pleasantly surprised to receive some.
“I’ll be at your side, man,” Clark said. “We’ll get this over with and it’ll be done forever.”
“I know what ‘full-body’ is code for,” Dan complained at greatly elevated volume.
“Dan…” Harris said as softly as he could. “Hours ago, an alien being hooked you up to a bio-interface. These tests have to be carried out, and I can assure you that they will be as non-invasive as possible. And before you protest again, let me just say that they didn’t send me along with you today to set up some good-cop bad-cop kind of deal, okay? You and I have both lived lives motivated by a desire to prove precisely what you have just proven beyond all doubt: truly, undeniably, we are not alone. And because I see something of myself in you, I don’t want to say these words, but I feel like I have to: this is happening, Dan, and there really are only two ways it can be done. One is with your cooperation, and the other is despite your resistance.”
“No choice, man,” Clark whispered.
Dan sighed. “Once I do this, I can go inside any room I want. Deal?”
Harris placed his hand on Dan’s back and prompted him to resume walking past the handful of locked doors on both sides of the subterranean corridor. There weren’t all that many, but still enough to pique Dan’s curiosity. “Dan… once this is done, you can go in every room you want.”
    
Dan had previously undergone one full medical check-up in his life, and other than a few extra scans inside fancy-looking machines and a single painful procedure during which the insertion point on his neck was thoroughly examined with a variety of equipment he preferred not to look at, the one he underwent in this top-secret research facility was no more invasive.
It helped slightly that Clark underwent most of the same procedures following his own temporary paralysis at the Messengers’ hands — procedures which the other police officer who had also been immobilised after reaching for his firearm had apparently undergone elsewhere — but Dan was on his own for some of them.
“Why does this place even have all of that medical stuff?” he asked Harris when it was over and the psychological section of the analysis was about to begin.
“For this very situation,” Harris replied. “To analyse a verified contactee.”
Dan’s expression changed at the sound of this word. “Have there been other contactees?”
Harris shook his head. “I’ll show you the archives after the psychological analysis and general questioning, but like I told you earlier: there isn’t anything anywhere close to as exciting as what happened today. We have images of a craft that we firmly believe is either the exact one that landed in Birchwood today or is part of the same fleet, but we have nothing on a verified landing or any plausible stories of contact.”
In Lolo National Forest, during his first conversation with one of the Messengers, Dan had been told that their small uncloaked craft had indeed visited Earth on at least one previous occasion but that they had never directly interacted with anyone. He wasn’t surprised that Harris’s archival data was consistent with this, but it did reassure him that Harris and his colleagues would likely have some other interesting images or data that he hadn’t seen.
Like a child in a restaurant, Dan sat down at a square table ready to force his way through the vegetables and get to the dessert.
Only Clark and Harris were present with him in the room, but it didn’t take a genius to realise that the mirrored wall was concealing direct observers on the other side. A lie detector sat in the centre of the table, prompting Harris to tell Dan that this was also non-negotiable. Several other voices, audible through overhead speakers, then thanked Dan for cooperating.
Dan didn’t object to the lie detector, but he did object to the seemingly endless string of introductory questions, unrelated to the aliens, which reminded him far too much of his experience with the psychiatrist who long ago misdiagnosed him with schizotypal personality disorder. Even Clark lost his cool and stepped in at one point when Dan’s annoyance peaked after a particularly loaded question about their family history, telling the unseen questioners to “skip all of this bullshit and get to the fucking point.”
With encouragement from Harris, the rest of the bullshit was skipped and Dan was then asked to talk freely about the events which had culminated in the Messengers’ ultimate decision — their eventual decision — to alter Comet Conte-Abate’s orbital path sufficiently to ensure that it would closely but safely pass Earth in just over eight months’ time.
“I’ll say the whole thing once and only once,” Dan said. “You can ask whatever specific questions you want, but I’m not going to repeat the whole thing. Here goes, so listen up: Humanity launched DS-1 because of the two fake plaques that Walker hoaxed. Remember that? The Messengers then made a rare decision to intervene because the broader DS-1 project was eventually going to put nukes in space and that wasn’t something they were prepared to allow. With me so far? Then, almost right away, they saw that their intervention caused chaos since we all felt defenceless and exposed. So, because of that, they tried to reset everything by planting a third plaque that was consistent with the first two — the fake two — but which also let us know that the aliens we were all so worried about weren’t actually hostile. That worked, and a year went by pretty smoothly. That brings us to the Kerguelen bolide.”
Dan paused for breath.
“When the Messengers saw a comet coming, they decided to warn us about it so that we’d have a chance to save ourselves. Contact had been established, through me, so an intervention to show us the comet, through me, was deemed sufficiently minimal by the Messengers’ Elders who make those calls. Events in California and Lolo, combined with a vision they showed me of a triangle in the sky over Lolo, led me to the plaque. The guys whose house we found the plaque at didn’t know anything and they still don’t know anything more than everyone else does, but once again the Messengers put that fourth plaque somewhere that made sense in the context of the hoax.
“We found out that the plaque was a comet warning and we gave the GSC and Timo’s people a chance to deal with it. We told the GSC immediately. But after nothing came out of the summit, I started to have serious doubts… and then after what happened to Timo it was pretty clear to me that we had no realistic chance of saving ourselves — our only hope was for me to somehow get the Messengers to come back.
“I thought that threatening to spill the hoax would bring them back, because with the way they went about planting the third plaque they had shown that they knew exposing it would cause chaos, and I especially thought it would work since they intervened when Walker was going to spill it a few weeks ago. Obviously that didn’t exactly go to plan and I ended up spilling the whole thing. But once the truth and the lies and the secret were all out — once humanity’s view of them was no longer clouded by the hoax — the Messengers’ Elders allowed them to come back to offer some technical information on how to protect ourselves from this comet. They didn’t realise that the timeframes involved were way beyond us, but the Elders wouldn’t let them carry out a hands-on intervention as big as influencing a comet’s orbit since something like that could have potentially major knock-on effects elsewhere.
“As you should already know, since I’ve already told all of this to Harris, I told them that their initial sabotaging of DS-1 last year was the main reason we couldn’t defend ourselves today. And then, obviously, they took that point of view to their Elders and got a green light. Did they feel guilty? Do they even know what guilt is? Do they have a moral imperative to undo harm once they know they’ve caused it? I don’t know; all I know is that they wanted to help us and they did.
“We’re all sitting here trying to make sense of their setup with the so-called Elders, of their rules about minimal necessary intervention, and of every other little thing. But how can we reasonably expect to make sense of this? This is humans trying to make sense of what aliens did while the aliens were trying to make sense of what humans were doing. They don’t understand us perfectly, but they were trying their best… just like I’m trying my best to understand all of this right now and just like I’m trying my best to help you understand it, too. But if you’re going to ask me to try to give you anything more than the factual sequence of events I’ve just laid out, I don’t know what to tell you.”
Clark nodded approvingly in support of Dan’s relatively succinct rundown of a true story crazier than anything either of them could ever make up.
“I can confirm that this is exactly what Mr McCarthy told me in the vehicle,” Harris said, nodding along with Clark. Dan’s rundown had certainly been a lot briefer than the one he’d given Harris, likely due in no small part to practice making perfect.
At least three voices other than Harris’s proceeded to ask Dan a series of easily answerable questions for the next hour or so, none accompanied by a name or any platitudinal remarks.
Some of the questions were better than others, but some of those others — particularly towards the end — truly tested Dan’s patience.
“I wish you could just stick a damn cable in my neck and download my thoughts,” he groaned after repeating the same thing for what felt like the dozenth time. “I’ve told you absolutely everything I asked the Messengers and absolutely everything they told me… at least twice, and that’s after I told Harris everything in the car. Do you people need me to write it down? Draw you a picture?”
Clark put a hand on Dan’s shoulder to try to calm him down, but he himself was growing increasingly impatient after almost two hours in the dark and uncomfortable room.
A good deal of the time had been filled by Dan recounting both of his conversations with the Messengers in the fullest detail he could. None of the follow-up questions surprised him and none suggested any esoteric knowledge on the part of his questioners, and he was particularly unsurprised that the one part of his testimony which drew the firmest questions from several of the voices was the part concerning the Messengers’ initial decision to destroy DS-1’s core module moments after its launch.
That the Messengers had done this to prevent the eventual orbital placement of nuclear weapons seemed to cause great unease on the other side of the one-way mirror. On sporadic occasions during the past year, Clark had spoken of his own mild concerns in this regard, insisting that it was a basic rule of life to “never trust someone who doesn’t want you to be able to defend yourself.”
This was a point of view Dan had once been able to understand perfectly well without necessarily agreeing with it, but he now saw the Messengers’ better-late-than-never deflection of Comet Conte-Abate as sufficient once-and-for-all confirmation of their non-hostility.
“And its not like the Messengers forced nuclear non-proliferation or anything like that,” he said. “They didn’t negotiate or bargain with us. They didn’t set any conditions for their intervention… they just saved us. If that’s not a sign of peace, what is?”
The questioners were also keenly interested in Dan’s revelation that, as the Messengers told him during their first meeting at Lolo, humanity already had a name for their home star but not for their home planet. They were quickly disappointed by his honest insistence that he knew no more than that, but some thought that this knowledge — particularly when combined with a careful study of the Messengers’ physiology which could reveal much about the atmospheric conditions they evolved in — could ultimately prove important in the search for New Kerguelen.
The final few questions that came Dan’s way related to his own “gut feelings” about the Messengers and what form any future contact might take.
“They said that they’ll only come back if it’s necessary and that each situation is judged on its own merits,” he said. “Just like I told you, for the second time, literally five minutes ago. I’ve been here for hours, I’ve told you everything, and all I’m doing now is repeating myself. Harris, I don’t know what else these people want from me, but I’ve got nothing left to give them.”
Harris nodded. “Thank you for your cooperation,” he said.
The other voices, decidedly less friendly and more businesslike, extended their own perfunctory messages of gratitude.
“I’ll see you all again next time,” Dan said, attempting a joke that only really registered with Clark.
Back in the corridor, Harris stayed true to his word. “Pick a door,” he said.
Dan pointed to the first door on the left. Harris entered the passcode and looked into the retinal scanner, prompting the door to open. Inside the room, Dan saw nothing but filing cabinets. “I picked the wrong one,” he laughed.
“I’m afraid they’re all like this,” Harris said, laughing slightly himself. “Some of them have more interesting files than others. Ironically enough, this particular room contains old articles and images of reports which turned out to be hoaxes. There are normally patterns in such accounts. Needless to say, Walker’s IDA leak doesn’t exactly fit the mould!”
Six out of six rooms later, Clark was bored out of his skull and even Dan felt like he had eaten enough dessert for one lifetime. The extensive secret files on controversial events such as Roswell and Tunguska, both of which were perpetual themes in conspiracy circles, were the highlight of Dan’s visit, but he couldn’t help but feel like there must have been more to see in other less accessible parts of the facility.
“I wish Billy had been here to see this,” he said as they walked up the stairs at the end of the corridor and back into the hangar where it had all started several hours earlier.
“Billy Kendrick?” Harris asked with a dry chuckle. “When his big breakthrough book came out way back when — you know, How and Why: Five Scenarios For Disclosure — this place was closed down for two weeks! There was some hyper-specific stuff in there that some higher-ups thought only the staff here could know, and we were all interrogated about it. They never did find a mole, but that’s one of the reasons Kendrick has been on so many watch-lists over the years: he finds things no one else can.”
“Almost no one else,” Clark said, patting Dan firmly on the back as they approached the vehicle.
Dan tried to sneak his way into the front section by engaging Harris in conversation, hoping to see outside and figure out roughly where this secretive facility was located. The plan might have worked were it not for the vigilance of the driver who rolled down his window and told Harris in no uncertain terms where the brothers had to sit.
They were given water and some basic snacks for the return leg of their journey, and both were all but certain to have a much-needed sleep before they arrived back in Colorado to whatever kind of hysteria might be waiting.
“Thanks, guys,” Harris said as he prepared to crawl back through his hatch to the front of the vehicle after ensuring they were settled in. “For everything. You made my job today a lot easier than it could have been.”
“No sweat,” Clark replied. When Harris disappeared, he then leaned towards Dan and whispered a question he’d been wanting to ask for hours: “This is Area 51… right?”
“I’m going to buy you a map when we get home,” Dan said. “And if you can find a car that could drive us to Area 51 in the time we were on the road today, I’ll buy you that, too.”
“Smart-ass,” Clark hissed, only slightly exaggerating his chagrin as he settled into a comfortable position.
The vehicle slowly made its way to the edge of the hangar, then sped up and headed for Birchwood.





C plus 45
EN ROUTE
DESTINATION: BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Towards the end of the drive back to Birchwood, the agent known to the McCarthys only as Harris showed his gratitude for their cooperation once again by waking them in time to watch a late-night announcement from the White House.
Joining them in the back of the vehicle, Harris held a large tablet computer at arm’s length with Dan and Clark on either side of him.
The video statement from President Slater was very brief and had been prerecorded at her desk with no reporters present. In it, after confirming the already universally understood news that Comet Conte-Abate no longer appeared to be heading for Earth, she publicly and personally absolved Dan McCarthy of any guilt anyone may have attributed to his secrecy regarding Richard Walker’s hoax while also vowing to launch a full investigation into the events surrounding the hoax itself.
She also told the nation, and indeed the world, that Dan had spent the day liaising with “specialist personnel” and undergoing both physical and psychological testing following his “extraordinary interaction with an extraterrestrial being.”
More details would be forthcoming, Slater said, but the long and short of it was that Dan’s ultimately successful attempt to draw the Messengers back to Earth and his equally successful attempt to persuade them to alter the comet’s trajectory had “quite literally safeguarded the immediate future of our planet.”
Dan could never truly like Slater after her actions of the previous year, but his position on that front was gradually softening.
President Slater stopped tactfully short of speculating on what the day’s events would mean for the GSC, but she did take a few seconds to acknowledge John Cole’s earlier resignation as British Prime Minister — an incident which normally would have been the biggest thing to happen in any given month but which had today been utterly cast aside by the breathtaking events which occurred in Birchwood just a few hours later.
“It would be remiss of me not to mention John Cole’s resignation,” she said, working hard to conceal the smile that seemed determined to break out, “and I’d like to take this opportunity to express my support for the acting Prime Minister, Diane Logan, who many feel was unfairly replaced by Mr Cole as Deputy Prime Minister prior to William Godfrey’s move to the GSC. History sometimes has a way of correcting its mistakes, and in the potentially tumultuous weeks and months ahead, a steady hand and firm ally of the United States is exactly what the United Kingdom, and indeed the world, needs more than anything.”
It struck Dan as more than a little odd that Slater spent around a fifth of her time talking about a political story that he imagined hardly anyone in London was even talking about given the epoch-defining events at the drive-in, but he by now understood only too much about the charade of frontline politics and knew that Slater, like the rest, really did care more about getting one over on her rivals than she did about anything else.
Slater signed off with a call back to her initial Disclosure speech, which despite having been issued under false pretences would never be a source of real embarrassment given that every other world leader had also simultaneously issued their own.
“A year ago,” she said, “I signed off with the message that we may no longer be alone, but we will always be united. A year is a long time in politics, as today’s developments in London have further underlined. But what today’s developments in Colorado have underlined is that there is no ‘may’. We can no longer consider ourselves the only intelligent and technologically advanced race to have walked on Earth, and we can no longer consider ourselves the only intelligent race prone to altruistic empathy. Tonight, we will celebrate the intervention of those we know as the Messengers; we will celebrate the news that Comet Conte-Abate, christened Il Diavolo by its first human observers, will miss our planet entirely. But tomorrow, I hope, we will take a moment to learn from the Messengers’ example.
“Not every action has the desired result, and the knock-on effects of a good intention can be positively grave. But with the desire to do good — to enhance, to uplift, and to protect — there is no mountain too high, no valley too deep, and no comet too diabolical to overcome. The weeks since the comet’s discovery have been more trying than any we can remember, but the resolve of this great nation and its fine citizenry has never wavered. We have made it through the darkest days and we have emerged stronger and more united than ever.
“Ladies and gentlemen… we are not alone. And because of that, we are safe. We are united, we are together, and we are past the darkest days. Tonight, tomorrow, and always, may God bless America.”
Harris powered down the tablet as soon as Slater’s statement concluded. No one reacted vocally to her words, which were fairly uncontroversial and would likely strike the right chord among most of the watching public.
“We’re almost back in Birchwood,” he said. “And so you don’t get any surprises, I should tell you that the town is essentially locked down. This isn’t like last time with local cops and plastic barriers; this time there are full roadblocks at the main entrance to Birchwood and no private vehicles are getting in or out, no exceptions.”
“So the roadblock is before the drive-in?” Clark asked.
“Yes. The drive-in is in Birchwood, after all. You’ll see what I mean when we arrive.”
“Hmm,” Clark said. “In that case, could you guys drop us off in Colorado Springs instead? My car is on the wrong side of the roadblock but Emma’s is still parked at Fiore Frontiere.”
“Do you have the key?” Dan asked.
Clark reached into his pocket for his own car key, which Harris had returned when he arrived with the tablet. “Her spare is on here and our spare is on hers.”
“That should be fine,” Harris said.
Clark nodded and turned back to Dan. “This way we’ll have one car on each side of the roadblock, so whenever we need to go somewhere we won’t need to walk all the way from the edge of town.”
Dan wasn’t really listening, too focused on something else. “Speaking of Fiore Frontiere,” he said to Harris, “what’s happening with the investigation into the explosion? Was it really those Welcomer assholes?”
“Yes, to the best of my knowledge,” Harris confirmed, “and I have been kept abreast of the developments. The renovation crew was compromised by a rogue individual who modified the chairs before moving them inside from the delivery truck and placing them on the stage. But the press room was fully fitted out several days ago, so the attack was intended for the first press conference in that room rather than the specific press conference you planned for yesterday morning. The device under Timo’s chair was not remotely detonated when he sat down, as many in the media have been thinking. All three chairs were rigged to explode when a certain amount of weight was first placed upon them, but sloppy workmanship ensured that the first two failed. Without wishing to downplay what happened, it could have been a lot worse than it was.”
“The IED did look like shit,” Clark said. “Thank God for amateur hour, right?”
Harris lifted his phone from his pocket to check their current location and immediately knocked on the division between the large vehicle’s front and back sections. He opened the doorway-like hatch and informed the driver of the new drop-off point, which was less than a mile away, then finally reunited the brothers with their phones.
“Your phones are fully functional,” Harris said as he handed them over, “but all recent location-based data has been scrambled, which may affect the short-term performance of certain apps.”
“I’ll survive,” Dan said.
Harris then offered his hand, first to Dan and then to Clark.
“I wish I could say it’s been a pleasure,” Clark jibed as he shook it firmly.
“Well,” Harris said, “if you ever want to join us again at Area 51, you know who to ask for.”
Clark turned to Dan. “See, it was Area 51!”
“He’s messing with you, man,” Dan laughed.
Harris laughed even louder and winked at Clark. “It’s been a pleasure.”
Outside, the night-time city air hit the brothers like a welcome splash of water on a hot summer’s day, reinvigorating them after far too long cooped up in the back of the oversized SUV.
The streets around the Fiore Frontiere headquarters, once the IDA building from which Richard Walker had tricked the world, were no busier or quieter than normal. The building itself was surrounded by a large cordon covered in police tape, with several lights shining from the inside and two forensics vans parked as close as possible to the main doors.
Emma’s car, which she had parked on a nearby side-street to enable an easy entrance and exit through the building’s rear doorways, was safely clear of the cordoned-off parking lot. Clark clicked the key to remotely unlock the car and Dan got inside first.
The smell of Emma’s perfume hit him so immediately and conjured up so many automatic thoughts and feelings that Dan’s eyes closed of their own accord as his lungs inhaled deeply.
Clark could smell the perfume, too — ridiculously strong, in his opinion — and he knew it would mean something else to Dan. “Five more minutes,” he said, checking his mirrors and hitting the gas. “Five more minutes and we’re there.”
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MCKINLEY-DWYER HOSPITAL
COLORADO SPRINGS, COLORADO
Parked in the same spot where everyone had looked down at him from the hospital’s high windows as he yelled into the sky at the end of his last visit, Dan McCarthy stepped out into the parking lot with a spring in his step.
The security guard at the door and the receptionist inside both said hello to the brothers but looked at them with slightly unsure eyes, knowing full well that they had been physically immobilised by extraterrestrial beings and that Dan had been physically connected to one less than twenty-four hours earlier.
Dan continued into the familiar waiting room, but with a completely different feeling in his stomach; this time, it was anticipation rather than dread.
“Hey,” he said, more than a little surprised to see Tara sitting alone in one of the many comfortable chairs.
His surprise was nothing compared to hers, and she immediately bounded over and wrapped her arms around him. She gently touched his neck to check it was okay before finally giving him some space to breathe.
“Just… woah,” was all she said, moving to Clark for a far more restrained greeting.
Dan was slightly worried as to why Tara was here rather than with Emma, but her upbeat tone and expression suggested that there could be no major bad news. He asked, anyway: “So why are you out here?”
“One of the doctors wanted ten minutes to talk to Emma. She’s feeling fine, though; if it was up to her, she’d be coming home in a few hours.”
Dan’s eyes lit up. “Is—”
“But she won’t be home for a few days at least,” Tara jumped in, mercifully cutting off the hope she saw on Dan’s face. “How did the rest of your day go once you left Birchwood, anyway? And what exactly happened with the Messengers?”
Dan explained everything — he was getting more efficient at running down the conversation each time — and when he finished the retelling, Tara made it clear that he didn’t seem as happy as she thought he should have been.
“Why aren’t you smiling more?” she asked. “Look at the TV: I don’t know what city that is, but people are partying in the street like that all over the world, wherever it’s daytime. Dan, the comet’s not going to hit! I’m not saying that everything you’ve gone through has been easy, but it has been worth it. If you hadn’t picked up that folder, this comet almost definitely would have killed us. There never would have even been a DS-1 for anyone to destroy and we would have been starting from scratch whenever someone eventually saw the comet coming.”
“I know,” Dan said, appreciative of Tara’s efforts to make the point. “I understand that, I just feel like I don’t really get it yet.”
“And don’t forget the other half of this,” she went on, “which is that if you hadn’t picked up that folder and stuck to your guns, the world still wouldn’t know that aliens were real. That was always your big thing, wasn’t it? To get the truth out? It was a long path with some horrible turns, but you got there in the end. The whole truth is out, every dirty little bit of it, and the world is safe.” Tara pointed again to the TV, which now showed a second celebratory gathering, this one conveniently captioned as being in Moscow.
After a busy and difficult day, Dan’s witnessing these scenes of sheer joy allowed the magnitude of what he had done to sink in at last.
“And… don’t forget that if you hadn’t picked up that folder, you never would’ve met Emma,” Tara said. “Or me, more importantly.”
Clark, feeling more philosophical than normal, offered his own thoughts: “Everything that’s happened is just a perfect slice of what life is, man. The highs and lows and lessons and everything else all boil down to exactly what life is all about: sticking with the people you care about, and not trusting anyone else for a goddamn second.”
“I don’t know about that,” Dan said, taking issue with the second part. “I didn’t trust Emma at first. Trusting Trey and Maria was important last year, too, and that’s without even mentioning Timo. There’s nothing wrong with trusting the right people.”
“Yeah, but you don’t know who the right people are until you know who the wrong ones are, and by then it can be too late,” Clark said. “That’s the point.”
“If you’re looking for the point…” Tara offered, retaking her seat.
Clark held out his hand. “Shoot.”
“The ‘point’ is all the little things you do along the way, all the people you meet, all the smiles you put on their faces and all the smiles they put on yours. All the hurdles you clear and all the ones that trip you up on your way… because that’s the point: even when they trip you up, you keep going. And you keep going right until the end, when you look back at all of those hurdles — the ones you cleared and the ones you knocked over — and you realise that none of them stopped you. Because as rough as it got, you made it. All of us… we made it.”
Dan nodded slowly, moved by Tara’s words.
“Anyone ever tell you you’re smarter than you look?” Clark asked.
She exaggerated an offended expression. “Why? How smart do I look?”
Clark laughed heartily and was more than a little relieved to see the doctor approaching, saving him from having to reply. The familiar man, a real stickler for the rules, announced that Emma could receive visitors for only five minutes, one at a time, and that any longer visits would have to wait for another occasion.
“You go on through,” Tara said to Dan.
Dan stood up, following the doctor and listening to a list of yet more rules about what he could and couldn’t touch and where he could and couldn’t stand. “Two minutes,” the man said when they reached the doorway.
“You said five,” Dan complained.
“Sir, please don’t raise your voice.”
Of everyone he had spoken to since taking the stage at the drive-in, from mysterious federal agents to bona fide alien beings, Dan never would have expected Emma’s doctor to be the least tolerable.
As Dan studied the man’s impatient face, he remembered the look it had worn when delivering the initial news of Emma’s serious condition. He then considered that he, Tara and Clark had enquired about Emma’s neck without explaining why, and he finally understood the doctor’s coldness; they had withheld potentially important information about his patient, however good their reasons might have been.
Part of Dan wanted to apologise, but he thought this was best left in the past.
The attentive but austere doctor opened the door and then knocked — an odd order to do things in, Dan thought — before firmly asking Emma to remain on her bed.
“What do you mean?” she asked, turning to see the doctor and in doing so catching a glimpse of Dan towering over his shoulder. She understood now and sat up straight. “Oh my God, Dan… I didn’t know what was going to happen to you.”
“Same,” he said, gently pushing his way past the literally obstructive doctor. “I was so worried about you. Everyone was. Clark is here, too, but this guy said we could only come in one at a time.”
They then warmly but briefly embraced as the doctor stood guard, hawk-eyed in his efforts to ensure that Dan didn’t touch any of the sensors or equipment he had been warned to avoid.
“I saw everything from the moment you mentioned the hoax,” Emma said. “Even before they came back, I was so proud of you for doing the reveal… not even because you did it so well, just because you did it. And that wasn’t a bad choice of T-shirt, either,” she laughed, pointing to Dan’s chest and the famous ‘Now Now Now’ logo she had thrown together in a couple of minutes a year earlier in a very successful effort to give the then-fledging Now Movement an easily identifiable uniform.
At no point in Dan’s all-too-brief visit did Emma ask him to recount his conversation with the Messengers or his experiences of being questioned at a secure facility. For most of the time, neither said anything at all. Each was too happy, too relieved, and too thankful to see the other again to say much — Dan having been gravely concerned that Emma wouldn’t wake up and Emma having had no idea what kind of wrath Dan might have invited when he lunged at the Messengers for not hitherto intervening to protect either her or the planet as a whole.
“I’m going to be home really soon,” she said, breaking a short but blissful silence. “You know how it is with head trauma, they’re always ultra careful. Have you guys been to see Timo yet? Tara said she’s spoken to Trey about him and he’s stable but pretty messed up.”
“I think we’re going to see him after this,” Dan said. “But yeah, that’s exactly what I heard. His doctors told Clark that his body is in a bad way, but that he’s not in any real danger, like you said. The opposite of you, basically… you looked mostly fine except for the cuts, but everyone was so worried about your head — your brain. It was almost like my dad last year.”
Emma lifted her feet, wriggling them under the covers. “I was a lot luckier,” she said solemnly.
“I think that’s enough exertion for now,” the doctor said, reminding them that he was there.
“I can’t wriggle my feet?” Emma asked.
The doctor turned to Dan. “Mr McCarthy, you’re welcome to return tomorrow, as I said.”
“You’ve got a funny way of making people feel welcome, man,” Dan replied, drawing soft laughter from Emma. She pulled him in by the hand and kissed him goodbye.
    
A quick drive across the city took Dan and Clark to a second hospital, where a refreshingly friendly doctor told them they were more than welcome to visit Timo’s private room. This hospital was considerably busier than Emma’s, which Dan understood to be because it housed a state-of-the-art trauma ward for dealing with major physical injuries too grave for standard emergency rooms and as such treated patients from far and wide.
Dan entered Timo’s room first.
“Here they are!” Timo said, delighted to see them.
Unfortunately it was not quite so easy for Dan to be happy while looking at Timo, such was his condition. His head was propped up and extensive bandages covered vast areas of his skin.
“Jesus,” Clark said, for once less able to keep his thoughts to himself than Dan was.
Timo raised his eyebrows, his face one of the few areas visible between the bandages. “Tell me about it. Depending on how this turns out, I might have to turn myself into a cyborg!”
Neither Dan nor Clark laughed nearly as much as Timo did, but they were glad that he was at least maintaining a sense of humour.
“It is not actually that bad,” Timo went on. “My spine and my neck are fine. To be honest, I don’t know exactly what has been done already and what is next, but I think the skin on the base of my neck has been grafted and that’s why I can’t put any pressure on it yet. I can imagine that it looks like I’ll never walk again, but they tell me I should. Really, it is not as bad as it looks.”
“Good thing,” Clark said, “’cause it’s not looking too hot, man.”
Timo laughed again, his threshold for comedy lowered somewhat by the strength of the painkillers. “They also told me we are lucky that the culprits were so incompetent; the IED was poorly constructed, relatively weak, and did not detonate in a single instantaneous bang. I may have misheard but I think that is what they said, and it is the only reason I sustained no significant internal injuries. The base of the chair shielded some of the initial explosive impact, so I suffered mainly secondary injuries from a delayed detonation once I’d been knocked off the chair by the initial force. Something like that, in any case!”
“An agent we spoke to said it was the Welcomers and that the guy who rigged the chairs put them there days before our press conference,” Dan said. “All three chairs were rigged to explode as soon as someone sat on them, but the other two failed completely.”
“Really?” Timo asked with wide eyes and a slight smile. “The incompetence knows no bounds! But enough about me, Dan. Fill me in on what happened with you. I’m sure you’ve already had to tell the same long story a hundred times today, so to save you some time… was everything Slater said true?”
“Yeah,” Dan said. “I was questioned and tested, and I did tell them what Slater reported. I was at a facility where they kept all the evidence of old alien stories and stuff like that. I don’t know where it was, but you would have loved it. Billy, too.”
“Sounds like it!” Timo said. “And what was the feeling you got from talking to the Messengers? Obviously they are tremendously advanced in technological and perhaps evolutionary terms, but did we overestimate their ability to interpret and predict human behaviour? To me, looking in from the outside, that is what I see.”
Dan nodded in total agreement with Timo’s point. “Exactly. I don’t know what the best word is to describe it. They’re sympathetic and altruistic, for sure, but I think they’re not as empathetic as we thought, in the literal sense that they don’t understand our thoughts and feelings as well as we thought they did. They mean well and they’re obviously way ahead of us in technological terms, but they’re not supreme beings. They didn’t know that the comet was on a collision course with Earth until right before they used the Kerguelen bolide to get our attention, and they didn’t seem to have any idea of how badly they’d handicapped our defences when they destroyed DS-1 last year. The main thing I can say is that they’re definitely not the all-knowing, ultra-rational, robotic decision-makers that I kind of thought they were. I don’t know how else to put it. They’re just… friendly aliens.”
“Just friendly aliens who just saved our asses,” Timo said. “With a little push in the right direction from a certain someone, that is. And to me, Dan, the fact that they chose to help us — the fact that they are not ultra-rational, robotic decision-makers, as you put it — that only makes it mean more that they did.”
“I didn’t mean that their un-robotic-ness was a bad thing,” Dan said, agreeing with Timo’s point and getting too tired to rely on real words. “And I know what you mean. For you especially it would have been nice if they’d come a little earlier, but they showed up when it mattered most.”
After twenty minutes which felt more like two, Clark’s deep yawn led to Timo insisting that the brothers should get home and get their heads down for some well-earned rest after the longest and most significant day of their lives.
“We’ll visit again soon,” Dan said. “And I just want to say: thanks for all your help. Right back at the very beginning, you and Billy were the first people to stand up for me without doing it to gain political capital like Godfrey did. I really don’t know how things would have turned out if you hadn’t done that, because I was in a bad place during those first few days before Clark got home and when Emma still had to do whatever the bosses at XPR wanted.”
“Well, I probably wouldn’t have been blown up,” Timo said with a dry smile.
Dan and Clark both laughed as they turned to leave. And two minutes later, after a whistle-stop tour of the city’s most advanced and expensive medical facilities at the end of what had unquestionably been the most eventful day of his life, Dan McCarthy was finally on his way home.
Before long, as the car neared Birchwood, a thought entered his mind for the first time and he immediately shared it with Clark: “What do you think Dad’s going to say about us hiding the truth for so long?”
Clark shrugged while focusing on the road. “I texted him as soon as I got my phone back from Harris, just to say we were back in town and going to visit Emma and Timo before we’d be home. No reply, though.”
“I don’t think he’s ever sent a text in his life,” Dan said, “so we probably can’t read anything into a non-reply, right?”
“Damn, Harris wasn’t lying about that roadblock!” Clark exclaimed suddenly as the impenetrable structure came into view at the edge of town, manned by a large number of conspicuously and heavily armed guards.
Clark parked Emma’s car a short distance from the barrier, right alongside all of the other helplessly abandoned vehicles, and led the way towards a point marked “RESIDENTS’ ENTRANCE” where those with a legitimate reason to pass on foot were allowed to do so.
The three guards at this checkpoint didn’t even blink when they saw whose IDs they were checking, too focused on their important roles to break concentration for a second.
No other civilians were anywhere to be seen given the lateness of the hour. The brothers walked the short distance to Clark’s car at the outskirts of the drive-in lot, which they found to be not merely closed off but positively surrounded and in fact covered by a thick inflatable-looking structure.
To Dan, it looked like a house being fumigated, or a park when the circus was in town. More armed guards surrounded the perimeter and several large black SUVs were parked beside the structure’s sealed entrance point.
“They’re not taking any chances,” Dan said as he got into the car.
“Can you blame them?” Clark replied. “They’ll be analysing the hell out of the lines where those forcefields were, and especially the spot where the craft landed. That’s why they’ve closed off that section of the road. I guess the news guys who parked their vans and equipment too close are shit outta luck, unless they were allowed to move before it was closed off. But I’ll tell you one thing that’s positive: at least it’s the Feds who are on top of this thing and not the GSC.”
During the very short drive from the roadblock to their house, the brothers’ thoughts and conversation returned to the question of how Henry was going to greet them. Clark ended this discussion by saying that he would ideally be asleep. Dan knew how unlikely that was, and his doubt was proven well-founded when they pulled up in the driveway and saw that the lights were on throughout the house.
Clark went inside first, allowing Dan to hear Rooster and the two old friends in Henry’s company before he saw any of them. Rooster then bounded over, more excited to see the brothers than ever; it had been a very turbulent time for him, too, as Dan considered when he crouched down to pet him.
“What time do you call this?” Phil Norris asked with a husky, smoker’s laugh.
Mr Byrd’s voice came next: “Better late than never… just like our friends in the spaceship!”
When Dan made his way towards the couch, Henry spoke at last. “Busy day?” he deadpanned, his expression only cracking into a smile after laughter from everyone else.
“Barman… beer,” Clark said to Phil, pointing to the kitchen.
“Make that two,” Dan said as Mr Byrd patted him on the back and Phil willingly played his familiar role.
Henry McCarthy had always been a man of few words when positive ones were in order, but his proud expression said it all. After a predictably wordless few moments he then surprised Dan by breaking into an amused smile and tipping his head back slightly. “You know something, Dan?” he began. “If someone had told me that one of my sons might just’ve saved the whole damn world — again…”
“You would’ve guessed Clark,” Dan said, preempting a familiar punchline.
Henry shook his head and briefly glanced at Clark. “No offence,” he laughed before turning back to Dan, “but not this time.”
When Dan asked about Henry’s absence at the drive-in earlier in the day, Henry explained it by saying that he couldn’t have faced being out there if things went sour given that he would have been physically unable to step in.
“I couldn’t even face watching it live on TV,” he said. “I was in the grill, fifty feet away, but I knew less about what was going on out there than pretty much anyone else in the world.”
Henry didn’t say any of this with a smile on his face and Dan couldn’t imagine the helplessness he must have felt at the time, but Clark responded with a light-hearted comment: “You want to talk about being out there and being physically unable to step in when things went sour? Try being the guy frozen to the spot on the wrong side of the forcefield!”
This re-lifted the mood just in time for Phil to return with a tray carrying five full pint glasses.
Clark immediately lifted his in the air. “To Dan.”
“To everyone who played a part,” Dan said, slightly embarrassed by the focused attention.
Everyone raised their glasses.
“But especially Dan,” Mr Byrd added in his usual warm tone.
Dan laughed along with everyone else; he would settle for that.





THREE DAYS LATER







C plus 47
MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Cities around the globe ground to a halt for a refreshingly positive reason in the 72 hours after what was already being called Contact Day, with impromptu celebrations revelling in the fact that the world wasn’t going to be destroyed by an enormous comet often turning into multi-night street parties.
There was no more looting, and familiar analysts returned to the airwaves to discuss the immediate economic boom caused by “the return of long-term thinking.” The shock of the comet’s initial discovery had led to untold and unprecedented economic issues from which it would take years of concerted effort to fully recover, but day-to-day consumer decisions had already returned to something close to normal.
“Expect a spike in births right around nine months from now,” one analyst said, moving on to other societal upshots, “and expect Daniel to make a strong comeback in the annual baby-name rankings.”
Emma was still under observation at the hospital despite her repeated insistence that she was fit to go home. Dan had visited her again on each of the last three days and had stopped by at Timo’s hospital on one of those occasions for a second visit. Timo was looking at a long stay, his doctors confirmed; one measured in months rather than weeks, for sure. His spirits remained high, however, and he called Dan every few hours to discuss all kinds of things that cropped up in his restless mind.
Trey Myers also called Dan, telling him there were no hard feelings about the hoax and going so far as to say that he was glad Dan had kept him out of it. Dan cared about Trey’s feelings regarding the hoax more than anyone else’s other than Henry’s — Trey had been extremely close to the group, the rest of whom all knew the whole story — so this call came as a great source of relief.
The other individual who called Dan was Il Diavolo’s true discoverer, Alessandro Bonucci. A friend who Dan wished he saw more of, Alessandro was the only person to directly thank him for what he had done. This meant a lot, and Dan once again expressed his gratitude for the role Alessandro had played in discovering the comet so quickly and also in keeping it quiet for the greater good while potential solutions were sought. Dan also expressed his hope of visiting the Cavalieri observatory again sometime soon and was delighted to hear that Alessandro would be coming in the opposite direction to oversee some redevelopment work at the new Fiore Frontiere headquarters in Colorado Springs while Timo was unfortunately unable to do so himself.
Louisa Conte and Francesco Abate, Alessandro’s colleagues who had taken credit for the discovery with his enthusiastic blessing, didn’t call Dan but did issue a joint statement to convey their delight that the comet no longer posed a direct threat to Earth. Both thanked the media for respecting their privacy and stated their desire to return to something approaching professional normality as soon as possible.
The world at large was almost wholly supportive of Dan, to the extent that his main concern was no longer of being resented but rather of being held up by some as the messianic saviour of humanity. The iconic image of Dan standing alone at the drive-in, sporting a ‘Now Now Now’ T-shirt as he stared down the Messengers among a parted sea of humanity, was certainly one which lent itself well to such narratives; as, of course, did the bottom-line fact that Dan had quite literally acted as a conduit for beings from another world who ultimately acted to save Earth at his personal urging.
Clark told Dan that this kind of stuff would die down, and Dan could only hope he was right.
The only other person whose view Dan really cared about in a personal sense was Billy Kendrick. Although Billy hadn’t called and Dan didn’t want to reach out until things at home returned to something closer to normal, the tone of Billy’s comments on his live podcast recordings left little doubt that he, like most, bore no resentment towards Dan.
During one call-in segment, Billy directly defended Dan against a caller who argued that he didn’t deserve any accolades and that the Messengers didn’t deserve any thanks given that they had taken out DS-1 in the first place.
“First of all, Dan’s not asking for any accolades,” Billy said. “And yeah, fine, maybe it is reasonable to say that we might have had a small chance to deflect Conte-Abate ourselves if the Messengers hadn’t destroyed DS-1 last year. But let’s not forget that there wouldn’t have even been a DS-1 if Dan hadn’t done the right thing when he found that folder and leaked those files to the public. Tell me, caller, would you have taken that risk?”
“Uh, well…”
“Exactly,” Billy said. “It’s easier said than done, and you can’t even say you would have done it.”
Billy also talked extensively of how, in his view, humanity had been “positively humbled, once and for all,” by the remarkable events of Contact Day. He expressed hope that the Messengers’ planet-saving intervention would prove a watershed moment to usher in a more rational era, making the case in his typically passionate manner.
“They could have flattened us at any moment and they could have saved us at any moment,” he went on. “And if that’s not humbling, I don’t know what is. An important point I want to make to qualify this is that the past few weeks have also shown us that nihilism can be just as bad and just as dangerous as hubris. To that end, I’d encourage every self-loathing human being out there to bear in mind that an advanced race just deemed us worthy of salvation. We shouldn’t need that kind of external validation, but for those of us who do… well, there it is.”
Dan agreed with everything Billy said, but the part he cared about most was definitely Billy’s repeatedly expressed understanding of why Dan had felt the need to keep the reality of Richard Walker’s hoax in the shadows.
And on the subject of Richard Walker, one of the main media stories of the last few days had revolved around Joe Crabbe’s discovery of his body during a worried visit to his isolated and undisclosed home. For reasons Dan only partially understood, Crabbe, the executor of Walker’s will, exercised great discretion in announcing the funeral arrangements without publicly revealing where the controversial man had been living. The coroners knew, of course; but given that discretion was a central part of their job, there was no chance of the location being leaked to the press.
Henry McCarthy caught Dan off guard with a passing comment that Stevenson Farm was up for sale — Crabbe wasted no time on that front, either — and even suggested that it might make a nice place for him and Emma. Dan, deciding there was nothing for anyone to gain from his sharing of Walker’s prior address, kept the straightest face he could while answering that they weren’t looking for anywhere right now.
The funeral was set for Monday of the next week, and Dan McCarthy had been quite firmly encouraged to attend. This encouragement came from an office no lower than that of President Slater, who deemed it an excellent opportunity to draw a decisive line under the unfortunate business of the IDA hoax.
Dan agreed to make an appearance, but he wasn’t exactly counting down the days with glee.
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BIRKDALE CEMETERY
COLORADO SPRINGS, COLORADO
When the day of Richard Walker’s funeral arrived, Clark accompanied Dan in Emma’s continued absence. She was now home, at least, but she remained under strict instructions to stay there and avoid any stressful situations.
For Dan, nervously anticipating the funeral had largely ruined what should have been a pleasant enough week. Societally, things were edging ever closer back to normal, but he was too preoccupied with a blunt and unfocused kind of trepidation to pay much attention to any of that. Emma and Tara both tried to tell him that it wouldn’t be as bad as he thought, with Tara in particular telling him it was a classic case of building something up into a massive challenge when in reality he would get there and realise immediately that he’d been worrying about nothing.
Dan didn’t even know what he was worrying about, he just didn’t really want to go.
Clark tried the opposite tack, telling Dan to man up and accept the obligation that had fallen upon him. Though no fan of President Slater, he said that she was right about presenting a united front at the funeral being the best way to draw a line under everything, and told Dan that it was going to happen whether or not he worried about it in the meantime.
Clark worked all day on each of the four days prior to the funeral, once again preferring to be out in the world doing something useful over battling his own thoughts at home. He was more recognised than ever following his part in the remarkable Contact Day scenes at the drive-in, but this didn’t bring any problems to his colleagues and his work ethic and willingness to do undesirable tasks made him welcome at the precinct whenever he was able to help out.
And sure enough, Tara’s prediction for the funeral proved well founded; within minutes of stepping out of the car and walking a media gauntlet to reach the relatively quiet area where Walker would be buried, Dan quickly realised that he really had been building it all up into something difficult for no good reason.
Security was off the charts at the service, largely due to the presence of President Slater, who approached Dan as soon as she saw him. She thanked him for coming and made sure to stand next to him long enough for some photographs to be taken. Dan didn’t realise what was going on at first but it quickly became apparent that a queue was forming among those with a similar idea. Most were politicians Dan recognised but wouldn’t have been able to name, and he had no interest in helping any of them out with a photo op in any circumstance, let alone at a funeral.
“It’s like you’re the widow or something,” Clark whispered as Slater moved away to mingle. “Everyone wants to come over and talk to you. The difference is, none of them are even pretending to care about the dead guy.”
Dan scanned the area. Away from the publicity hounds, he saw some groups of more appropriately behaved attendees, some of whom looked as though they could be classified as genuine mourners. It surprised him slightly to see William Godfrey standing near the graveside in quiet conversation with the reverend. With Clark in tow, Dan walked over and stood at a short but respectful distance until Godfrey finished talking and turned to see them.
“Ah! Long time no see, Mr McCarthy,” he said, his volume low and his tone understated. “A terrible business, isn’t it? And it certainly seems to have brought the cockroaches out from under their rocks.”
“What happens next?” Dan asked, with little patience for small talk. “Are you going to disband the GSC? Relaunch? Quit?”
Godfrey blew air from his lips and spoke candidly: “Well, we certainly won’t be relaunching. Truth be told, I expect to be back in my old job this time next year. I think the party’s choice of Diane Logan to replace Cole was a transparent and frankly desperate invitation for me to ride in on my white horse and get back behind the wheel. How about you? With all of this hero worship, have you ever thought about politics?”
“You mean positively?” Dan asked.
Godfrey let out a slow and refined laugh. “All I’m saying is: you would win. What with your name on the ballot and with the campaign advisor you’d have at your side, you could hardly lose if you tried.”
Dan shook his head. “The only way to win is to not play. If someone like Timo or Billy Kendrick ever ran for anything, I’d endorse them. But that stuff’s not for me.”
“Suit yourself,” Godfrey said, getting ready to move to his allocated spot for the service. “But I have to tell you: I can’t pretend I wasn’t a little jealous that you were the contactee they chose. I wouldn’t have minded if real life was like the old ‘take me to your leader’ movies I grew up with, but I suppose I ought to look on the bright side… at least it wasn’t Slater!”
Neither Godfrey nor any other public figures spoke during the low-key graveside service which followed, and Walker had no immediate family members to share their memories. The presence of certain politicians who had been vocal opponents of Walker long before the IDA leak didn’t sit well with Dan, who had known the man well enough to know that he would have welcomed their presence at his funeral about as keenly as he would have welcomed a Chinese flag on Mars.
The crocodile tears shed by the most shameless among them got under Dan’s skin and sent his thoughts in the morbid direction of his own hopefully distant funeral. He pictured the worst people he could think of — the likes of the former Daily Chat editor and muckraker extraordinaire Jan Gellar, as well as the even more repugnant Jack Neal — and shook his head at the thought of them putting on their saddest faces for the cameras and pretending they hadn’t done everything they could to make his life hell when it suited their agendas.
Clark nudged Dan gently in the arm, encouraging him to stop shaking his head. Dan was glad of the notice, having not realised he was doing it.
In any case, while Dan considered Richard Walker in far from heroic terms, he held him in far higher esteem than the Gellars and Neals of the world. Since learning of the hoax and particularly since conversing with Walker far more recently, Dan had come to see that the man was not the comic-book villain some had painted him as. Whatever the merits of his beliefs and actions, there was no denying that Walker had lived and died a patriot and had held true to his convictions in a manner positively alien to the multitude of career-driven politicians whose views changed with the wind. More than anything else, however, Dan didn’t have to agree with Walker’s motives or tactics to recognise that he had selflessly chosen a difficult and reputationally ruinous course of action for reasons he believed in.
As the reverend neared the end of his short service, he introduced a quote on this very subject; one first uttered by Hans Kloster and quoted by Walker himself midway through his remarkably executed long con:
“Forget what the onlookers think, for a man’s thoughts die with him. Remember instead that the children of tomorrow will view today with the clarity of hindsight. All lies will be revealed and all truths will emerge. So jettison your preoccupations with the respect of your peers in favour of a promise to do right by generations unborn. The present has passed before we can touch it, but the future is ours to shape. Serve posterity, not power, and hold legacy before ego.”
Even without the contextual relevance, this was a powerful quote. It drew gentle nods from several elderly mourners who had arrived together in full uniform and laid a memorial wreath far less decadent and far more dignified than the ostentatious examples placed by some of the more image-conscious attendees.
Dan imagined that some of these men quite likely approved in hindsight of Walker’s machiavellian plan to protect the country’s well-earned national security advantage via a fabricated extraterrestrial scare. He also imagined that some of them definitely wouldn’t have approved, but that all of them would have warm memories of Walker as a younger man full of hopes and dreams for the future.
Dan’s eyes then moved along the line of mourners until they rested upon the unexpected sight of Joe Crabbe fighting back tears, a spectacle which left him unexpectedly moved.
Crabbe, known to most as a shock-jock and reviled as a hate merchant by those with a penchant for stronger vocabulary, was a man widely and wildly disliked. He had certainly been no friend of Dan’s at any point, but the sight of him mourning Walker reminded Dan that, deep down, everyone felt the same things; Crabbe had a family, he had friends, and he had a heart. He was just as mortal and as vulnerable as everyone else who had turned out, despite the view they all had of him.
When the short ceremony was over, Dan approached Crabbe and extended his hand. “No hard feelings.”
Crabbe tilted his head back slightly, weighing up the situation, then eventually shook Dan’s hand. “You’re a stand-up guy, McCarthy,” he said. “I can see why Richard chose you for the whole fake leak thing… that’s exactly what he needed. Whatever anyone else thinks of him, I know he was doing what he thought was right. But I can also see that you were doing the same, and I’m not too big a man to say I’m sorry for some of the things I’ve said.”
“Apology accepted,” Dan replied. “But you need to realise that the things you say have an effect on people, man. You’re smart, you’ve got a good voice… surely there must be better ways for you to make a living then tearing people down all the time?”
Crabbe looked as though he was really thinking about this for a few seconds until his expression changed. “Do you have the dog?” he asked, a sudden urgency in his voice. “You knew where Richard was and someone pressed the button in his kitchen a few nights after the interview, so I’m hoping you drove out there…”
“We pressed the button and we have the dog,” Dan confirmed.
“Good,” Crabbe said, gradually inching towards his car and gesturing with his hand to indicate that he was leaving. “Anyway, McCarthy, I’m glad you came. He wouldn’t have wanted most of these bottom-feeding leeches to be here throwing themselves in front of the cameras, but something tells me he wouldn’t have minded seeing you.”
Dan watched Crabbe leave, and while doing so hoped that some of his words might have gotten through. No pictures of their brief conversation would be published, because no one had any interest in presenting Joe Crabbe in a positive or even neutral light. Dan sometimes wished he could revert back to a mental state in which he didn’t understand these kinds of media machinations — the world was a nicer place when some things went unnoticed — but he ultimately took comfort from Emma’s oft-cited maxim that seeing the bullshit was a prerequisite for slicing through it.
As soon as Crabbe was gone, Clark led Dan away. They stopped at the grave for a few moments of reflection and then walked the gauntlet of authorised media crews on their way back towards the waiting car.
From the back seat of the chauffeur-driven car, Clark looked out at the politicians and other public figures swanning around the cemetery like they were at some kind of charity gala. “You know something, man?” he said with an expression of visceral disdain. “If I was an alien, I don’t think I would have saved this place. Look at them.”
“That’s not the real world,” Dan replied, waving a dismissive hand at the surreal scene. “That’s what you get when your structures of power reward the worst kinds of traits. The real world is farms and forests and, I dunno, kids playing at the park or whatever. Looking at those idiots and saying the world isn’t worth saving would be like looking in a trash bag and saying all of our stuff is garbage. Life is too short to let those creeps ruin it, man. Stop looking in the trash… look at the nice stuff instead.”
“You might be on to something there,” Clark mused, turning away and looking out at the trees on the other side of the road. A bird landed on a high branch, carrying a twig longer than its whole body and adding it to a semi-constructed nest.
“See?” Dan said, catching sight of the same bird. “That’s the real world. That’s where to look.”
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FORD RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
An alarm sounded on Dan’s phone, telling him that it was time to go.
“Thirty minutes until the comet is as close as it’s ever going to get…” he called to Emma, disabling the notification on his Diavolo Tracker app. “We need to get going.”
“I’m glad it’s night-time,” Tara said, standing up from the couch beside him and stretching her legs. “Better view.”
In the eight months since Contact Day, Tara Ford’s life had finally begun moving in directions she was happy with. A career change from the world of modelling into the world of fashion design was the headline difference, and she couldn’t have been more pleased with how it was going so far. Her initial involvement had been restricted to the licensing of her name and image — extremely lucratively, and without too great a cost in terms of her daily privacy and low-key lifestyle — but her ultimate intention was to become more and more hands-on in the design stages as time passed. Happily, the excellent initial sales of her first line made it very likely that she would be able to call a lot more shots when it came time to renegotiate the licensing terms.
She had also moved into a contemporary apartment in Colorado Springs, close enough to still spend a lot of her free time in Birchwood but far enough away to satisfy her independent nature.
For Dan, the welcome trajectory of his own life could be best expressed by his main graph on Emma’s Social Media Meta Analysis app, where his key metrics now followed less of a roller coaster-like pattern and more of a constant and gradual downward return to something approaching normality. His level of celebrity continued to far exceed anything he had known prior to Contact Day, of course, but the madness of the first few post-Contact months had steadily subsided.
Being revered as a prophet and messiah was less fun for Dan than it might have sounded to many, but he was able to grin and bear the obsessive attention he still received from some quarters largely because he had come to accept it as the inevitable price of doing what had to be done.
This kind of fame had been the last thing Dan McCarthy had ever wanted, as everyone around him knew, but he would have done everything the same way one hundred times over if that was what it took to get the truth out and safeguard humanity’s very future. He likewise quietly endured the monthly medical check-ups he and Emma were required to undergo at approved federal facilities, none of which had detected anything unusual in their necks or anywhere else.
Emma had been questioned extensively by Harris and his colleagues following her release from the hospital, but no one was overly surprised that she couldn’t tell them any more than Dan already had.
The couple’s undoubted highlight of recent times had come when they enjoyed a much-needed two-week vacation in the Seychelles around a month earlier, revelling in the privacy of the closed resort and seizing their chance to put everything else to one side for a while.
With things between them having gone as well as they had in the meantime, Dan had thought about bringing a ring with him but decided against it just before they departed. Another tourist at their resort had the same idea and proposed in front of them during a romantic dinner, and it seemed as though almost all of the other couples they encountered were there on their honeymoons.
There were many moments which could have been awkward and would have been if Emma and Dan didn’t share the same sense of humour, regularly joking with others that she wanted to wait until the comet was “absolutely definitely gone” and that he wanted to hold off until they could honeymoon on New Kerguelen, or at the very least on one of Timo’s planned space stations.
Tara looked after Rooster while they were gone, and although the old dog was now arthritic, he had the best care money could buy. He was also still as energetic and as playful as ever, even if his old joints couldn’t keep up with his young heart quite as well as they once could.
Another individual who had been engaged in travel of late was Billy Kendrick, whose ever-popular tours no longer visited some of the outdated locations of old and instead now took in both Lolo National Forest and the Feather brothers’ antique store in Salida.
The Feathers’ store had been included ever since Michael called Emma and asked if they could go public now that secrecy didn’t matter. Seeing no harm in it, she agreed with Timo and Dan’s full support. The Feathers certainly didn’t need the money from the greatly increased footfall — Timo’s large monthly payments would continue for a long while yet — but the brothers felt a pride in the part they had played and wanted it to be known. Additionally, everyone understood that the tourist income certainly wouldn’t hurt their local area.
The world at large had changed less in the last eight months than Dan had imagined it would, with the main development being the dissolution of the GSC in its current form and William Godfrey’s return to frontline party politics in London. Godfrey was currently midway through a brutally divisive challenge to Diane Logan’s leadership, and Dan McCarthy was currently doing everything he could to avoid ever seeing or hearing anything about it.
It took no such effort to ignore Jack Neal, who was no longer in the media’s eye having made a reluctant return to commercial PR work, while his former boss John Cole was equally out of the picture having followed the tried-and-tested route paved by other disgraced Western leaders in opting to undertake inexplicably lucrative consultancy work for questionable governments in less liberal parts of the world.
The GSC’s founding charter had included procedures for dissolution, and it wouldn’t take long for the national space agencies it had once consumed to return; their buildings, staff and funding all remained, for the most part, and strong public and political will in both Beijing and Washington ensured that levels of investment would continue to increase for years to come.
One benefit of the GSC’s tumultuous existence was that ground-level scientists from around the world had grown used to cooperating in their day-to-day business; this, combined with the inevitable perspective provided by the Messengers’ incredible landing in Birchwood, ensured that there would no longer be any major stand-offs or insurmountable barriers to cooperation in mutually beneficial endeavours between Chinese and American agencies, even though the air was rife with the scent of competition.
Timo Fiore, recuperating in Italy following his release from hospital and now almost walking unaided, had not given up on his big dreams for Fiore Frontiere. The organisation’s flagship HQ in Colorado Springs had been fully renovated under the watchful eye of Alessandro Bonucci, and it was now staffed by dozens of highly qualified scientists all working towards goals as lofty as the Tinia telescope and an intergenerational ark. The once-exciting Reciprocity probe, on the other hand, was understandably no longer in Timo’s plans now that humanity had been openly visited by the very extraterrestrials with whom it had intended to communicate. Dan was happy to have met with Alessandro on several occasions, but media obligations meant that he wouldn’t be joining Dan’s group for their comet-viewing party.
A great deal of media attention had also focused on the short investigation into the Fiore Frontiere attack, during which a handful of the Welcomers who were responsible for planning it brazenly came forward to state that their only regret was their lack of success.
Clark’s vow of vengeance found a useful outlet in his police work, which afforded him the opportunity to analyse some low-level evidence such as communications data between members of the demented cult-like group. Ten years earlier, Clark would likely have flown to Norway to take care of things in his own way when he successfully identified an individual who had offered ‘anonymous’ technical advice to the already-imprisoned man who planted the IEDs. When he actually did identify that individual, however, he passed the name up the chain of command, never mentioning anything about it to Dan or the others, and let the law do the rest. It felt good.
Around a minute after Dan alerted her to the time, Emma hurriedly emerged from her bedroom.
“You didn’t say we were getting dressed up!” Tara moaned when she saw the decidedly form-fitting blue and black contoured dress Emma had chosen.
Dan recognised it in an instant as the dress she had worn, out of necessity, during his appearance on Marco Magnifico’s TV show just days after he got the ball rolling with the IDA leak.
“Well, what do you think?” Emma asked him.
Dan grinned. “Magnifico.” He himself was more smartly dressed than normal, thinking the occasion deserved it. Tara meanwhile, wore a casual white blouse with her own brand’s name on the label; despite likely costing as much as Emma’s dress, it certainly didn’t have the same pizazz.
The plan for the comet-viewing party was for the three of them to drive to meet Henry, Phil Norris and Mr Byrd at the nearby house Phil had recently bought at auction. Clark was making his own way straight from an extra shift at the precinct where he had really settled into a nice groove, and Dan expected that he would beat them there.
Dan’s telescope would not be going with them; it had proven very popular with everyone in recent months as Comet Conte-Abate drew near, but the comet now appeared so bright and so large that nothing could beat a naked-eye perspective.
Phil’s ownership of the drive-in lot where the whole world had seen alien beings converse with Dan had allowed him to monetise New Kergrillin’ Bar & Grill and the surrounding units like never before, with interest in the location utterly dwarfing that which had been seen during its initial heyday when a media frenzy over the IDA leak had first delivered images of the lot into homes around the world. Phil’s purchase of his new home had been small beans compared to the kind of cash he had made of late, but its just-out-of-town location was right up his alley thanks to the privacy and convenience it was able to simultaneously provide.
While not quite to the level Dan had indirectly helped him, Phil had aided Dan in one regard by paying for and overseeing the removal of the signal-shielding material within the walls of Dan’s basement. There was nothing left to keep secret and Dan agreed with Emma and Clark’s view that this was an important and symbolic thing to do to draw a line under what had been a difficult time in their lives when fear and paranoia had been all too prevalent. Dan had been staying at Emma’s, anyway, so the work caused little disruption to his life.
“I’m way underdressed,” Tara said, pulling at her blouse as she looked at Emma and Dan.
“Tara…” Dan replied, “you could literally wear a potato sack and look well-dressed next to Phil and my dad. And we’re just going to watch the comet pass by; no one else will even see us. There’s definitely no time for you to go home to get changed, anyway.”
Tara ran into Emma’s bedroom to rake through her clothes and grab the first acceptable outfit she could find at short notice.
“We will leave without you…” Emma warned her.
“Come on, boy,” Dan then called to Rooster, clapping his hands and trying to tempt the dog to follow him and Emma to the door. “We’re going to visit your old home.”
Rooster tipped his head; he knew that word.
“That’s right,” Emma told him. “Home…”
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STEVENSON FARM
EASTVIEW, COLORADO
As comet-viewing parties took place around the world, many of them billed as survival parties, Emma’s car pulled up outside Richard Walker’s old refuge at Stevenson Farm.
The new owner, Phil Norris, knew nothing of the property’s major role in the events which had allowed this day to come to pass; he had no idea that without Dan being called to the adjacent cornfield, no direct contact with the Messengers would ever have been established and Comet Conte-Abate would now be wreaking apocalyptic havoc on Earth rather than passing spectacularly overhead at a safe but still astronomically minuscule distance.
Everyone was already outside, relaxing on the porch as they gazed up at the incredible view of a once-in-an-epoch comet which was already as close as it was going to get in terms of human perceptibility. Dan’s app, which would alert him again one minute out and then vocally count down to the precise moment of the comet’s perigee, now told him that only seven minutes remained.
“Woah,” Clark said when he caught sight of Emma and her dress. His eyes widened again when Tara stepped out of the car in something less flashy but equally eye-catching, and even Dan looked pretty fetching in his Sunday best. “Well, thanks for telling me we were all dressing up!”
Dan went inside to grab some drinks for himself, Emma and Tara. He could hear the TV playing an old classic movie about an incoming asteroid, in keeping with the theme of several stations which had recently gotten into the habit of showing just about every planetary disaster movie ever made. For reasons Dan didn’t quite understand, millions of viewers had been oddly keen to tune in for a healthy dose of planet-killing drama.
Kaitlyn Judd, having survived the critical panning of her role in The Fourth Plaque, had already been cast to star in a remake of the most famous impact movie of all as studio executives banked on the public’s appetite lasting beyond the perigee. Il Diavolo would naturally remain easily visible to the naked eye for a few more months as it made its way towards the sun to begin its next 95,000-year orbit, just as it had been visible during the final few months of its approach, so it seemed like a safe bet that the new movie would do well given that the subject matter would be at the front of everyone’s mind whenever they looked up at the stars.
“You know what warms my heart?” Emma said a few minutes before the big moment, not leaving a gap for anyone to guess. “Thinking of the Welcomers. You know, all those sad creeps who’ll be cursing under their breath as the comet glides past like a firefly in July. They’ll be sitting at home, crying into their cornflakes, trying not to look outside while all the cool kids are partying in the streets. I mean… it’s not like I’m bitter about them trying to blow me up or anything.”
Humour was the only way forward, and no one had to force their laughter at Emma’s comments.
When the final countdown began, everyone stood well clear of the house and looked up at the awe-inspiring galactic wanderer. Clark opted to carry a chair with him and plumped it down next to Henry’s wheelchair. Henry noticed this and put a silently appreciative hand on his eldest son’s shoulder.
The thoughts and feelings the sight evoked in Dan’s mind changed by the second. But when the countdown reached ten, his mind shifted elsewhere.
At three, he stepped back deftly enough to evade anyone’s notice.
When a sound best described as a royal trumpet played through Dan’s phone to announce the moment of perigee, Emma glanced to her side and saw that he wasn’t there. She then turned around and saw why.
There he was: down on one knee, with a ring in his hand.
Tara reacted more visibly than Emma when she saw what was going on, hurrying to Emma’s side and clasping her hands tightly in excitement.
Emma instinctively covered her face with one hand for a brief moment to hide the tears she could feel building, then shook it away.
“We made it,” Dan said, looking up at the most perfect sight he’d ever seen as the comet passed by over Emma’s shoulder and her wide eyes stared right back down at him, “and all I want to do now is spend the rest of my life with you. I know they say that adversity can bring people together, but I also know that what we went through would have driven most people apart. But after nearly two years of drama, here we are… still. I didn’t plan to say this much so I’ll stop now and get to the main part: Emma Ford, will you marry me?”
“Dan McCarthy… of course I will!” she said, throwing herself on top of him before her mouth closed behind the answer.
Mr Byrd started a slow clap while Henry looked on with a tear in his eye.
Clark, meanwhile, took another look at the fancy outfit Tara was wearing and pointed a playfully accusing finger at her. “You knew,” he said.
“Come on, do you really think I would have come here without a full camera crew hiding in the cornfield if I knew he was going to do that?” she retorted.
Phil went inside and quickly returned with the expensive champagne, prompting Clark to ask why the hell they’d been drinking the cheap stuff to celebrate the fact that the whole world hadn’t been destroyed by a massive comet.
“I was keeping the good stuff for a time like this,” Phil said. “And it’s a good job I did!”
Toast after toast was made until it became clear that no one would be driving home until the morning. As the night wore on, a gradual and natural division emerged with Henry, Phil and Mr Byrd ending up on the porch while the others and their chairs floated around various points from the middle of the driveway to the grass at the edge of the cornfield. Comet Conte-Abate still lit up the Colorado sky, looking just as big and just as bright as it had during the beautiful moment when it had stopped getting closer and started getting further away.
“I hope everyone made a wish when it went past,” Tara said at one point, loudly enough for both sub-groups to hear.
“Yup,” Mr Byrd called. “But remember: it’s bad luck to tell anyone what you wished for!”
“Mine already came true,” Emma said.
“Ugh, pass me the bucket,” Clark groaned with a mocking grin.
“Me first,” Tara laughed.
“I’ll tell you what, that dog of yours sure seems to like this place,” Phil Norris yelled from the porch, watching as Rooster rolled around in the dirt like he was a puppy again. “It’s almost like he’s been here before.”
“Dogs just like farms,” Henry said. “Always have, always will.”
Dan saw the subtle grins on the faces around him as Tara, Clark and Emma shared knowing glances. “Do you think we should tell them?” he asked, his voice low but his tone light-hearted.
Emma and Tara shared another look before shaking their heads at the same time.
“Nah, man,” Clark said, patting Dan on the back as firmly as ever and chuckling through the words. “What’s life without a few harmless secrets between friends?”





Author’s Notes
Thanks for reading Not Alone: Second Contact!
This story and its characters mean a lot to me, especially Dan and Emma, and I know from the many messages I’ve received that a lot of you have come to care about them just as much.
At the end of Not Alone, I thought the story was over. When people asked if a sequel was coming, my answer tended to be something along the lines of “never say never, but don’t hold your breath.” Before its publication I hadn’t even considered the idea of a sequel, and Not Alone’s breakout success then made it quite an intimidating project to think about.
It wasn’t until around 18 months after Not Alone’s initial publication that I had an idea for taking the story in a direction that I really felt could do it justice. That idea ultimately became Not Alone: Second Contact, and I hope this book has been as much fun to read as it was to write.
And if you’re looking for more, I’ve got some good news…
‘Not Alone 3’ is in the works.
I didn’t give any thought to a third book until Second Contact was with its first readers, principally because I wanted to give this book the real ending it deserved and I didn’t want to risk subconsciously holding anything back for next time. It was only then, with the whole 415,000-word saga-so-far fresh in my mind, that I began thinking about ‘what happens next’ in this well established story world, and particularly in the lives of these characters we’ve come to know and love (or know and hate,
in some cases).
I don’t want to give too much away at this stage, but rest assured that the core cast of characters will return and some major surprises are in store.
‘Not Alone 3’ will be finished by the end of 2018 and although the publication date isn’t set in stone, I’m hoping it will be in December.
If you enjoyed your time with this book, it would be great if you could spare a few moments to share some of your thoughts with other readers by leaving an Amazon review. Reviews really do matter, and even a single sentence would be greatly appreciated.
Either way, thanks for taking a chance on Not Alone in the first place and thanks for sticking with me for Second Contact. I hope to see you again soon!
Craig A. Falconer
Scotland, May 2018
    
For updates on ‘Not Alone 3’ and my other future books, you can sign up to my author newsletter.
    
www.craigafalconer.com
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