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The Arrival

 

The spacecraft glides in silence through the blackness of the interplanetary expanse. Her skin bears the evidence of the long voyage she is about to complete - the weathering due to radiation from the sun, and the little pock marks from a myriad of impacts from micro meteors. On the side are decals of flags from several different nations, but the most prominent one is the United States flag in the center. Under the insignia is her name Earth United 1.

Inside the vessel, the lights are dim, and there is little sound coming from the ship's computers as they go about their various programmed tasks. One would think it is an unmanned probe, if not for the one area which is a galley.

The control center begins to brighten. An audible hissing signals warm; breathable air is filtering into the cabin. Computers that, moments ago seemed powerless, initiate the process of booting up. A computerized voice starts to repeat "Sleep cycle complete... sleep cycle complete..." Against the wall opposite from the data processors and the controls, are four upright pods. A light blinks on in one of them, and after a short while, the front of the compartment swings open. The man occupying the pod opens his eyes.

"Crap. Is it morning already," he thinks to himself. This is Jon Carson, the captain of the ship. He is a rather tall man, about 6' 4". His build is muscular, and his steely blue eyes match well with his thick, mostly black hair. The gray on his temples belies the fact he is only in his mid 40's

He leaves the comfort of his sleeping quarters. During the trip, he became used to moving about in micro-gravity and now seems to do it with relative ease. He makes his way to a console, presses a button and the announcement ceases. He puts on a headset and keys a mic.

"Good Morning, Houston. There is a beautiful Mars outside our window today." It is several minutes before he gets a reply.

"Roger, Earth United. Have a good breakfast," comes the response from Bill Harrington, the flight controller at Mission Control.

"I'll have one of those when I return home. Until then, I guess I'm stuck with what's here. I think I've been away from home too long. I'm starting to like the food here." While he talks, Jon flicks switches and presses buttons to check all the systems and ready the craft for landing. He opens the remaining three sleep pods while continuing his conversation with Houston.

"I'm glad the people at the propulsion lab perfected that EM Drive. It was bad enough having to deal with zero gravity for a month. I think I'd lose my mind if I had to put up with it for eight or nine months. I can't imagine how those guys on the ISS do it," he hits another switch, "Can you throw me a weather report?"

"Satellites indicate it should be clear for touchdown. Something is stirring up west of where you'll be landing. We'll keep you advised on this."

"I'd appreciate it. United out."

Jon makes his way back to the sleeping pods where the other crew members are now out of their chambers- two more men and a woman. Still a little sleepy as they float in the area for a few moments trying to wake up, they stretch and give one another the obligatory morning greeting.

"I don't know about you three," Jon says, "But I'm starved." He heads for the galley with the other three in tow.

Minutes later, the crew is buckled into their seats and sitting around the table in the center of the room. Each is eating the breakfast of their choosing. The delicious aromas of the foods fill the air. The eggs with bacon Jon chose, the buttery sweetness of the pancakes with maple syrup in front of Doug. The bacon and pork sausage of Doctor Doolan's Rasher and Bangers and the multi-grain Kasha Mikhail is eating. Even though all the food is stored on board and prepared in the on-board microwave, the sensations make everyone almost warm and fuzzy; as though they are at home. Almost overriding all the fragrances is the powerful perfume of freshly brewed coffee. The four astronauts savor the moment as they realize that once they disembark the ship, they will not ingest food tasting this good again for several Martian days. The silence breaks when one of the men speaks up.

"So Today's the day, huh," says Doug Johnson, the archaeologist.

"Yeah, Digger... today's the day," Jon says.

"Did ya hear that, Katy? Today's the day," says Mikhail. He is the navigator and the young woman sitting across from him, to whom he is speaking, is the ship's physician, Doctor Katherine Doolan. The gleam in his eye tells her what the Russian is thinking. Disgusted, she glares at him 

"Katherine. My name is Katherine," she says with her Irish Brogue "And I would thank you to keep your comments and thoughts professional, please," she scorns.

"If I don't, what ya gonna do... give me a needle in my ass," laughs Mikhail. 

"Miko," says Jon, interrupting, "I wouldn't upset the good Doctor if I were you." 

"Aw...I'm only kiddin' with her," he says as he turns to Katherine. "I'm sorry, Doctor. I meant no harm."

She considers him for a moment, her facial expression softening. "Apology accepted," she says.

"Your attention, please," starts Jon, "So as you all are aware, we'll be landing in a little while on Mars. Specifically, in the Olympus Mons region. Our mission is to explore the volcano and report back to earth our findings. Our duty here is purely scientific and nothing more," he shoots a slight grimace at the navigator.

"Why you looking at me," Mikhail asks, "I may be Russian military, but I know this is scientific mission, captain," then almost to himself, "I am well aware why we are here. Believe me."

Mikhail thinks about why his government chose him to be on this assignment. He is certain that it is not because of his experience as a soldier, but rather because of the deductive training he received as a biologist. His thoughts turn to his wife Natalya and their two children, Leonid and Maxim and he hopes he will be returning home to them once again.

Jon holds his gaze on Mikhail for a moment. 

"Now, you all know we're not expecting to find any life here. But, in the... unexpected... instance that we do, we are not authorized to fire upon it." He glances at Katherine, and his voice softens a touch. "After all, we wouldn't want to make Doctor Doolan go into uncharted territory, would we," he tries to suppress a smile.

"Yes, please," Katherine says. "I'm a physician, but my training is in Human anatomy only. Don't make me patch up a poor little green man," she lets out a slight chuckle. Jon turns his attention to the crew archaeologist.

"Digger."

"Thanks, Captain," Doug says. "You are all aware I'm part of the ATP, which is...uh...an archaeological project run by Penn State University. We have reason to believe Mars may have bee... .uh, let's just call it," he pauses, looking for the right word, "inhabited, a long, long time ago. So, what we're trying to do is either prove or disprove this theory. Our group at the dig is grateful to the cooperative governments for helping us out by providing this mission. I imagine you guys might think we're a little... um... crazy-"

"That is understatement," Mikhail says, interrupting. Doug stops talking for a brief moment and shoots him a look. 

"But," he continues, "you'll understand better when I give the briefing at Mons just how much sense it does make."

"As soon as we land," Jon starts, "we'll disembark and unpack the rover from its bay. Once we leave the ship, we won't be coming back until the exploration of the mountain is complete, so we need to make sure we bring everything with us." He studies everyone for a moment. "Rover can be pressurized, so we'll use it for sleeping and eating, since keeping our helmets on at all times with the visor closed when we're not inside it will be required." He eats the last of his meal.

"I suggest we also bring our EVA food with us," Doctor Doolan interjects "In case we become separated from the vehicle for any length of time. This way we can still ingest nourishment to keep up our strength." 

"Yeah. Good idea," Jon says, agreeing with the Doctor's suggestion. Being a military man from a military family, the captain is aware of the importance of being prepared for any situation. He also realizes it is this strong heritage of his which landed him the opportunity to be on this mission. A legacy he is very proud to have.

The conversation is interrupted when a tone rings out from one of the computers. Jon surveys the crew.

"Time to get ready to land this thing. Houston said our weather should remain clear for the landing, so this should be a snap." 

The other three rush to finish as much of their breakfasts as possible. Then, all four head out to the control center of the craft. This would be comparable to the "Bridge" of a ship here on earth, but there are only four seats. Mikhail and Doug strap themselves into the front two and Jon and Katherine settle in behind them.

"Entering orbit around Mars, Captain," says Mikhail. 

"Roger," says Jon, who relays the information to Mission Control. "Houston. Earth United One here. Orbit acquired."

"We read you, Earth United One. You are go for entry and landing."

"Copy," he turns to Mikhail, "Ok, Miko. Let's land this thing." Mikhail nods.

The red orb of the planet looms large outside the windows of the spacecraft. The crew, looking out the window, observe mountains and valleys. On the Martian horizon is an almost indiscernible thin atmosphere.

As they orbit the alien world and the landscape below them go by, a massive volcano comes into view.

"There it is," whispers Doug. 

"Aye. And the next time by, we'll be parking next to it," answers Mikhail. Then, talking to everyone, "Time for final descent." 

Mikhail begins to fire little bursts from the steering rockets to aim the lander. Doug is watching a computer screen in front of him, which shows the craft's angle and projected trajectory data. 

"Almost there. Give it four degrees pitch, two degrees yaw," he says to Mikhail, who, looking at figures on his monitor, holds up his hand.

"Everyone get ready," he says as he begins a countdown from five using his fingers. Five fingers... four fingers... three fingers... two fingers... one finger.

He fires the main rockets for a moment to begin the descent, and the crew is thrown back into their seats, but not hard. The scenery out the window starts to go by faster while the planet gets bigger as they rush downward. They enter the thin atmosphere, and the ship buffets a little.

"Readings are good, Earth United," says a voice on the radio. The man is referring to the crew's physical data - their heart and respiratory rates. "G's are minimal, about one and a half."

"Roger," Jon says.

 Katherine looks up at her captain, who glances down at her. He can see a little fright and worry in her eyes. As a doctor, her sense of self-preservation is adamant. He smiles to try to reassure her. She makes a facial gesture back at him  

"I always hate this part," she says, almost shouting, so as to be heard above the all the noise the craft is now making as it enters the atmosphere of the red planet. 

"No worse than a carnival ride," says Jon, in a factual sort of way. 

"I've been on carnival rides less frightening," she says, her attention on the action outside the window.

"Look at that," she exclaims as they pass through the terminator to the far side of the alien world,  "A Martian sunset." 

"Going to the far side, Houston. We'll see you in a few," the Captain says.

All the while, Doug keeps giving data updates to Mikhail. 

"Miko, we're at half planet," he says. 

"Aye... ready to fire retros," replies Mikhail. Doug remains glued to his computer screen. 

"Retros in five... four... three... two...... one... Hit them, Miko." Mikhail gives some short bursts of the retro rockets to slow the ship's speed. 

After what seemed like hours the crew now, at long last, can see the Martian sunrise. As they enjoy the sun coming up over the limb of the planet, they see the huge mountain that is Olympus Mons begin to rise above the horizon in front of them. 

"Houston, Earth United One here. We're back and what a beautiful view of the landing site."

"We copy Earth United One. "

"Ten Kilos," says Doug as Mikhail nods. "Nine Kilos," then a moment later, "Eight... seven... six... five... four kilos. Altitude five hundred feet. Three kilos... two kilos. Go for set down."

"I got it from here Digger," Mikhail says as he works the controls. 

The cliffs below the volcano's caldera fill the window as the ship touches down on Martian soil.  

"Contact," reports Doug. Jon chuckles to himself as Doctor Doolan lets out a very audible relief filled sigh. 

"Think about re-entry when we get back to Earth," he says to her, chuckling.

"Oh, yeah. Thanks for the reminder," she says, looking at him without turning her head. The captain turns his attention to the front seats.

"Miko. Let them know we've landed," Jon says. 

"Aye," Mikhail says, as he presses a button on the communication microphone before him "Earth United One arrival at Mons. All safe."

"It will take a few minutes for the message to get to them, but at least they'll know we all made it alive," Jon states as he unbuckles himself from his seat and starts to move toward the hatch. 

"I'd almost forgotten what it feels like to actually walk again. Come on, people. We gotta suit up."

The four make their way over to the area where their suits are stored and begin the long process of suiting up.

 

Preparation

	

A few minutes after touching down on the alien world, the team finds themselves preparing to exit the spacecraft. All four begin rubbing their visors with anti-fog compound, and donning the various parts of the EVA gear they must wear while here on the red planet and away from the protection of their ship. 

Wearing the suits is a necessity. Because Mars lacks the abundance of life giving oxygen and gravity of Earth, without a helmet and a space suit, a person would die a quick and painful death within minutes. This fact is not lost on the four as they contemplate going outside the craft. The crew breathes pure O2 to prevent nitrogen bubbles from building up inside them as they continue the process of putting on their suits. No conversation is going on as everyone is busy getting themselves and their equipment prepared as they had trained for months to do.

"Everybody ready," Jon asks. The other three double check their gear, close their helmet visors and give the nod and thumbs up. "Let's go. Cameras and mics live," he says, closing his visor and pressing the button to open the lander's hatch. 

"Houston. We're about to disembark," the captain says

"You are go," comes the reply a few minutes later. 

"Takes so long for a response; it's like having a conversation in slow motion," Jon says to the others.

The heavy door opens, and they walk out on the stainless steel ramp of the ship which leads down a short distance to the deep rust colored soil. The dust kicked up by the craft's landing is still airborne and falling back to the ground. Since Mars' gravity is only about 38% of Earth's, things don't fall as fast as on Earth.

The sunlight of the Martian day is only a little less than half as bright as the four are used to when compared to a sunny day back home. This is partially because of the small trace of dust in the atmosphere. Other than these small fragments of sand, the sky is fairly clear.

Jon stands on the ramp and gazes around at the scenery.

"Houston, are you seeing this?"

"Yes, we are, Jon. What a sight."

"Disembarking to the surface."

"Roger." 

Jon is the first to walk down the walkway. The importance of this moment is not lost on him. He thinks back to when he was a child and his father, whom he is so proud of, would come home and tell him about all the things that were happening at the Johnson Space Center in Houston, where he was stationed as one of the military personnel. How Jon wanted so much, as a child, to be an astronaut. He never dreamed he would one day be the very first human to walk on Mars. As he reaches the bottom of the ramp, he pauses a moment and closes his eyes. He thinks to himself "This is for you, dad," as he opens his eyes and takes the step off the ramp to stand on the alien world. "Mankind has left the Earth and makes the first human footprint on Mars," Jon announces. Everyone stops as he photographs the imprint for posterity and allows Mission Control back on Earth to have a visual on everything via his helmet cam. On his radio, he can hear all the cheering back at mission control. 

"Thanks for the show Captain Carson," the controller says.

"My pleasure."

Looking up at the crew he jokes, pointing at the footprint he made when he stepped off the ramp, "You know the first dust storm is going to erase that." Then, to the command center, "Houston, what's the word on the weather you told me about before? Any change?"

"Yeah, Jon. We show some wind is kicking up west of your location. Be apprised of the situation. Probability is high you are going to experience a disturbance."

"How far out?"

"The model is forecasting five hours at best."

"Copy. Thanks, Houston. We stand advised."

The astronauts study the Martian landscape and quickly realize they are basically in a big red desert. Rust colored sand is everywhere and rocks, both large and small dot the land. The season is summer now, and the temperature is only about 60 degrees Fahrenheit today. That does not bother the intrepid crew, however, as their suits will keep them comfortable. The sky itself appears to be scarlet with high, wispy clouds and a little dust - quite common on Mars.

The explorers turn their attention to Olympus Mons. The cliffs are extremely tall, and the volcanic dome seems to disappear over the horizon. 

"My God," Katherine says, in awe, "Could you imagine if that thing were to erupt?"

"Wouldn't want to be here," Jon replies, studying the terrain.

Mikhail turns to face the volcano and spots something odd in one of the rock outcroppings at the base of the enormous geological structure. He remains motionless as though transfixed. 

"What are you looking at, Miko," Doug asks. 

"What," asks Mikhail, suddenly aware he was staring. He becomes a little angry with himself for being so careless. "Oh... nothing. I was taking note of how high this mountain is," he smiles at the little intrusion and walks away. Doug studies him, curious, and looks up to the bottom of the palisade, right where his fellow astronaut was looking. As he stares at the rocks, something catches his attention briefly. 

"Is something moving up on that ridge," he thinks to himself. He squints to try for a better visual. He can't help but smile slightly thinking how silly he sounds to think like that. 

"Douglas, don't let your imagination run away with you," he chastises himself. Mikhail turns for a moment and glances back at Doug, reading the expression on his face.

"Da. That makes me happy, too," he whispers.

"Keep moving, people... we got a job to do. We can sight-see later," Jon warns. The crew walks over to the ship. They open the hatch located behind where the ramp comes down. They begin the task of removing all their supplies for the trip. The lack of gravity gives each one of them the sensation of moving in slow motion.

"The first order of business," Jon says, "survival." He hands everyone a weapon - an M4 carbine assault rifle. 

"Uh... we can't have those," Doug says, his nervousness showing in his voice. Jon glares at him and furrows his brow, as though looking at a child. 

"Excuse me? I said we couldn't harm any life if... and I do mean if... we find any. But, if we do find life and said life tries to hurt us, we need to protect ourselves." He makes a facial gesture at the weapon in his hand, and then at Doug. "I suggest you take the weapon, Digger."

Doug contemplates this for a moment and, reluctantly, slings the semi-automatic rifle over his shoulder.

"Alright. But only if we have no other choice," he says.  

"Only if we have no other choice," Jon says as he hands an M4 carbine to the others.

They go about the business of unloading and prepping the rover they will be using to travel up to and into the mountain. A fully enclosed, battery powered vehicle about the width of a typical "side-by-side" ATV and three times as long, this mechanism is designed to be not only their transportation but also their "campsite" away from the lander. The wheels are made of aluminum because of its light weight and durability. In the traveler, they put all the gear they will need. Food, shelter, communication devices, excavating tools, medical equipment, laptop computers, ammunition. 

Mikhail approaches the transport, his arms full of paraphernalia. The other three are starting to walk away to retrieve more, and his eyes follow them as they disappear inside the spacecraft. After they are no longer in sight, he quickly places a small, metallic device - which he had hidden by another piece of gear - under the electric chariot. 

"There ya go," he says, whispering to himself, "you'll be safe until I need ya." He presses a button on the side of his helmet and says calmly, in his native language, 

"They're here." 

"Acknowledged," comes the one-word reply, in the same tongue. 

Mikhail quickly rejoins the group. He tries to strike up a conversation with Doug as they are getting some equipment together.

"So. What, again, does this ATP stand for," he asks. Doug glances at him and answers 

"Oh, just an archaeological project. That's all." 

"Yes, Archaeological, but what do the letters mean," Mikhail presses, "I'm only... how do you say... curious." 

Doug begins to become a little flustered. He has no patience when he is under the impression he is being interrogated.

"Nothing important. ATP stands for Archaeological Training Project," he says. Mikhail laughs. 

"Oh. And you are going to train the little green man, yes?" 

"Yes," Doug says, chuckling "I'm going to train the little green man." Mikhail slaps Doug on the back. 

"You are good boy, Digger. I like you. I think we have good future together, yes?"

Doug does not answer, but makes a slight facial gesture. He is curious about exactly what his cosmonaut team mate meant by his last remark. 

"Come on, you two; let's stow the rest of this stuff on board," Jon calls over to them.

After a few more hours of loading and preparing, the expedition is finally ready to begin.

"Well, we can't use GPS to find our way back here," Jon says, "let's secure the ship, set the beacon and head out." 

"Roger," comes the reply from Mikhail.

All four go back inside the spacecraft for one final check and to start the necessary functions on the computers. After they finish and are leaving the lander, Jon tells the three of them to board the rover.

"Hey, Bill. We're going to leave the landing area and proceed to the mountain."

"Copy, Jon. Send us some good pictures."

"We'll do our best." 

Mikhail takes his place in the driver seat. He is, after all, the navigator. He clicks a switch, and says to Jon "Clear to receive." Jon presses a button on the console 

"Beacon set," he says. 

"Acquired," Mikhail says as a small dot appears on a screen he is watching.

With that, Jon exits the ship, closes the hatch and retracts the ramp. 

He walks over to the rover where everyone else had already boarded. He sits in the front passenger seat. 

"Miko. Seal and pressurize," Jon says after his door is closed. The air pressure inside the enclosed vehicle rises to match that of Earth. Once the cabin completes pressurizing, Jon opens his visor. The other three do the same. 

"Gentlemen... and lady, next stop... Olympus Mons," Jon announces in a factual sort of way. "Forward, Miko. That way," He says, pointing toward the cliffs. Slowly, the chariot begins the several mile journey to the crew's destination.

 

Road Trip

 

The sound of the high torque electric motors hum as the astronauts set out on their journey to the mountain. Not the smoothest terrain, the cargo of the transporter, both human and equipment, are bounced around as they proceed. Captain and crew are thankful the trip is not long. The horizon on Mars is a mere 3.4 km away, and their destination is well within that distance.

As they make their way, they study the landscape. Jon busies himself with photographing as much as he can. At a slow, painstaking pace, the cliffs come closer, looming ever so much larger than they appeared from the ship. As the rover reaches the point where nothing but the cliff is in front of them, the weather begins to change. The small decrease in light and the increase in the wind speed is quite obvious.

"Jon, there is a storm catching you. We advise cover," Mission Control reports.

"Copy."

Entering what appears to be a boulder field, navigation of the terrain becomes much more difficult. The tiny electric vehicle bounces as they pass over a large rock 

"Sorry, everyone," Mikhail says. 

"Jeez, this is almost as bad as the potholes in a New York City street," Jon jokes as he reaches for the hand hold above him. 

"Never been there, Captain," the navigator says. He is concentrating on trying to keep as smooth a ride as possible. 

"In case anyone gets motion sickness, I have Dramamine," Doctor Doolan volunteers. This remark solicits a facial gesture from the boss man in the front passenger seat.

"Leave it to a physician to give everyone medicine, eh, Doc?" Doug leans over and whispers to her,

"I might take you up on your offer."

"Miko. Stop," Jon commands. He is looking out his window, and his attention is drawn to something unusual a short distance away. "Out there," he says, pointing. "Do you see something by that large rock?" Mikhail slams his foot down hard on the brake, and their trip comes to a sudden halt, thrusting everyone forward in their seats.

"I see nothing," the Cosmonaut strains his eyes to try and make out what caught Jon's attention. "We should go." He is becoming a little impatient. 

"Wait. I think I do," Doctor Doolan says. "I'm not sure what you're looking at, Captain, but there is definitely something shiny." 

"I see it too," Doug chimes in. 

Jon closes his helmet visor in preparation to exit the safety of their transportation. The other three do the same. 

"Depressurize, Miko."

In response to the command, the navigator presses a button which opens a vent to allow the pressurized air to escape from the vehicle. He pays close attention to a gauge on his console. 

"Depressurized, Captain."

Jon takes his weapon and exits the rover. Mikhail rolls his eyes and mutters to himself in his native language. With their leader making his way toward the shining item, Doug and Katherine make their exit and follow him, weapons at the ready. Still sitting at the controls, the cosmonaut realizes this might be an important find he should not miss. He retrieves his carbine and, leaving the security of his seat, tags along. 

The four reach the target and realize their carbines, in this case, are useless. The shiny object turns out to be on, or rather - in - a rock. Jon is almost transfixed while he gazes at the highly reflective substance a moment and recognizes what this yellow colored material is. He reaches out and shades some of the area with his hand. The yellowish shine remains.

"Huh," he says, "What do you know. I think we found gold." 

"Well, yeah," Doug says. His archaeological and geological training shows as he ponders the cliffs soaring high above them, "this is the alluvial part of the volcano."  As the archaeologist speaks, Jon leans down closer to inspect something that catches his attention.

"Look at this," he says as he brushes some dust off the rock, "What are these marks? Almost like this stuff was," he stands up and studies the sheer walls, "mined."

"And who would have done that? Little green man," Mikhail says, trying not to sound nervous. Jon glowers at him and begins to open his mouth to say something, but is interrupted by Doug. 

"I don't know, Captain. Marks like that could be made when the boulder broke off from the cliff and fell." 

"Pretty jagged up there," Doctor Doolan agrees as she gazes at the mountain.

"I suppose," Jon says.

"Houston, are you seeing this?"

"Roger on the visual."

"Any idea what could possibly cause these marks?"

"That's a negative."

The four leave their discovery behind and begin to return to their transportation. The sunlight is now quite diminished, and some of the rust-colored soil is blowing around. Doug hangs back from the rest so he can make some observations. He gazes back down the slight hill they are on. He catches a glimpse in the direction of the craft they came from and is horrified to witness the ship disappear inside a huge, blackish red wall; like something from hell. To make matters even worse, this rolling monster is heading straight for them. 

"Aw, shit," he yells out into his helmet microphone. "Captain! It's here! Dust storm!"  The other three, almost in unison, turn to face him and they, too, can see the churning cloud of Martian soil coming. 

"Damn! Inside the transport and buckle up! NOW," Jon commands. All four are now racing quickly as they can to reach the perceived safety of their enclosed vehicle. Struggling with the unfamiliar alien terrain is bad enough, but the lower gravity gives the added effect of making everyone run in slow motion.

By now, the winds are increased to about the speed of a severe thunderstorm on Earth. The one saving grace for the crew now is the weather approaching from behind them. This provides a tailwind which is helping them move faster toward safety. 

The same time they reach cover, the storm reaches them. They hurry to get into the rover as fast as humanly possible. Three of the four hatches close, but one remains open. Its closing is being hampered by the almost hurricane force winds.

"I can't shut it," Doctor Doolan screams into her radio. She is pulling with all her might. Doug reaches over to help pull the metal and glass door closed. 

"I think the wind caught it and damaged the hydraulics," Doug shouts.

"Watch your feet everybody! Don't get them in the hatchways," Jon yells as he keeps pressing the master hatch control button on the console in front of him. 

"Not working Captain," Doug says, "it won't budge!"

"Bill, we're having a problem with our transportation. Can you assist," Jon asks. Then, almost to himself, "Aw, hell, by the time they answer, this storm will be over."

Jon forces his way out of the vehicle and starts putting all his weight on the hatch to close it. Not an easy task due to the proximity of the sheer rock walls and wind seems to be coming from all directions now, but it does seem he is making some headway. He has the sensation of walking in a cloud as the rover is now engulfed by the dust.

"Negative. Sensors do not indicate a close," comes the reply from Mission Control many tense minutes later.

"No shit," Jon shouts to make sure his voice is above the now almost howling wind.

Jon almost loses his footing as some soil on the ground slides past him. He is painfully aware of a dull rumbling sound that he can feel in his gut. To his horror, the rumble is getting louder, and it is obvious the noise can only come from one place... the very nearby cliffs. 

"Oh, Christ," he shouts, "now what?!" As he turns around, he feels someone or something pull on his arm. 

"Get your ass in here, Captain. Landslide," Mikhail bellows as he pulls Jon back into safety. From his seat, Jon makes out the forms of some large rocks bearing down on them. He yells into his microphone

"Brace!!"

The word no sooner leaves his lips when a huge boulder slams into the front of the buggy, shattering the windshield and sending the battery-powered transporter and its inhabitants careening backward down the slight incline. 

"Protect your visors," Jon commands. Everyone puts their head down and covers their helmet visor as best they can.

Looking down, no one is able to witness what is going on, but the destructive sound of rocks as they pummel the crew's chariot is deafening. Dirt and crag crash down, bending and twisting the metal skin and skeleton of the mechanism and breaking all the glass in its windows. The Doctor lets out a blood-curdling scream as they take an impact so hard the transporter is now hurtling through the air and tumbling one end over the other. This sickening ride seems to be nonstop, but at long last, the vehicle finally comes to rest on its side. Then, as fast as the storm began -  so, too, begins the calm and quiet. The four are thankful this happened on Mars, where the gravity is less than Earth. It results in lessening the impacts, and when the rover tumbled, it seemed to tumble in slow motion.

Doctor Doolan is the first to break the silence. 

"Is everyone alright," she looks up, and right in front of her only inches away, is Doug's face. His eyes and mouth wide open as though he is taking his final breath. His helmet covered in red Martian dust 

"Oh, my God," she screams, "I think Digger is injured!" She wrestles her way out of her seat as best she can to help him. His lips start to move, and she listens patiently while he is trying to speak, but can only muster a slight whisper. 

"What," she asks. "Louder, please. I can't hear you. Where are you hurt?" He winces at her and says, weakly, 

"Do you still have that Dramamine?"

Without warning, he turns his head away from the Physician. She knows, by the spasms of his body and the sounds she hears, she is glad he turned away, and she does not have to bear the sight of what is going on.

"Yes, I do," she says. He puts his hand up and says 

"Never-mind. I think I feel a little better now. But, I'm going to need a new shirt."

Now turning her attention to the other inhabitants of the vehicle, a thought comes to the Doctor; Jon and Mikhail have remained silent.

"Captain... Miko... are you two..." she starts to say.

"We're fine, I think," Jon says, interrupting. He glances at his front seat mate who signals he is uninjured. "We're in good shape," he reports back to the medic.

"Oh..." the Russian moans, "I need some good Vodka."

Their helmets crackle with the sound of Mission Control.

"Captain Carson. Come in. Is everyone still there? We lost everyone's metrics. Is anyone injured?"

"We're all fine. A little beat up, but none the worse for wear," says Jon. It seems like time stands still before Houston replies again.

"We copy. Glad for that. We're resetting everything."

"How's the ship? Did it take much damage," asks Jon.

"A big negatory, Jon. Lander is good."

"Great to hear. Thanks for the info, Bill."

"Well," Jon says after they all take a little time to collect their thoughts and become reoriented with their surroundings. "We should all go out and find out if we could right this thing. We need to know if it's still going to be able to take us anywhere again." The four gather themselves together and exit the vehicle. As they walk around to the top side, Mikhail glances down before joining them to make sure his device is still on the bottom of the chassis. He glimpses the boxlike mechanism in the exact spot he expected and smiles to himself, thankful no one else is aware of it. 

After some effort, they manage to right what is left of the transporter and step back to survey the carnage. Considering all the noise and the beating it sounded like the storm gave to the rover, the damage is not as bad as they thought. All the windows are broken, and the body is twisted and dented; almost making their transportation appear like something you might come across at an auto recycling yard on Earth. But, the wheels are fine and, the crew thinks, the machine as a whole still seems to be in drivable condition. As they contemplate their now damaged chariot, Doug speaks up with his dry sense of humor.

"Oh, look," he says, pointing to the stubborn, non-closing hatch, "it's closed. I guess a dust storm and a few boulders is all it needed." No one laughs.

"Well," says Jon, "this changes our plan a little. It's obvious we won't be able to pressurize the cabin now. Not with all the glass blown out. We can still sleep in it tonight, but we're going to have to keep our visors closed." He motions to a small outlet port on the side of the pod "We'll use the auxiliary ports to recharge our oxygen supplies in our suits." His attention shifts to Doctor Doolan 

"Guess you had good foresight in suggesting we bring the EVA packs, Doc." 

"Unfortunate, but yes," she agrees. 

"And I was so looking forward to dehydrated lasagna," Jon says, sounding whimsical. 

By now the damaging storm is passed enough for the sun to lend a little brightness - if one could call it bright - to the scene. The rust-colored Martian dust is still pretty thick and seems suspended in the atmosphere. Everything has an eerie red cast -- even more so than before the squall. The four clean the debris from inside the vehicle as best they can, return to their respective seats and make themselves comfortable. At least, as much so as one can be after going through such a windstorm as they have been through.

"We should get back underway while we still have light," says the Captain. 

"Agreed," Mikhail speaks up. 

"We don't want to be here if there are any life forms we don't know about out there. Let's find out if this thing is still going to work Miko," says Jon. Mikhail presses the button, and the electric chariot comes back to life. Gesturing down at the floor of the rover, Mikhail gets Jon's attention.

"Good and sturdy. They make this in Russia, you know." Jon smiles as their trip resumes.

As they continue their journey, each begins to think their own personal thoughts. Those of Doctor Doolan are of medicine, of course, and hoping no one receives any injuries she is not equipped to handle. Nervous about this, she fidgets in her seat. Jon is thinking about what they might find inside the mountain. Is the volcano dead, or will they find lava pits and poisonous gasses? Doug recounts the discovery that was made at the dig and how it led them all here. The hieroglyph appearing to show the solar system with Mars and, in particular, Olympus Mons. But did this, in reality, mean what they all thought?

Mikhail worries about when they first departed the ship. Did Doug witness what Mikhail did high up on the cliff? He almost hoped so because he didn't want to be premature with his announcement to his "superiors." This would not be a good thing. And, if Doug also saw them, then he knows he is right. 

"Better be right," he thought to himself, "or leader will say to me 'dasvidaniya.'" He glances at Jon, who is looking out what used to be his window, then makes a slight facial gesture at the bottom of the rover 

"I hope you are doing well, my little friend," he thinks silently about the small device he placed under the vehicle, "I will be needing you very soon."

 

Olympus Mons

 

They make their way the rest of the way up the hill to the base of the towering cliffs of the mountain. The rover comes to a stop, and Jon jumps out. His weapon at the ready as though expecting an attack, he surveys the area while the other three disembark.

They walk over to their captain, their weapons also in hand. After a few minutes, they put their carbines back on their shoulders. Digger regards his leader 

"What," Jon says as he starts back to the vehicle, "Never hurts to be careful." 

Doug shakes his head, making a disapproving facial gesture. "Well," he says, "we're here."

"We certainly are," Doctor Doolan agrees. 

"Let's take a gander around before the sunlight goes away," the captain says, surveying the landscape. 

"I think it best we stay out of caves for now, though," chimes in the crew archaeologist

"What you afraid of? Little -," says Mikhail 

"Green men... that's getting old," says Doug, interrupting him in mid-sentence, "No. I think we should wait until morning when... when we can... uh... well, the light will be better. That's all." He peers at his captain as though pleading with him to agree.

Jon gazes at him for a moment and says 

"All right. Let's investigate the area, but do not enter any caverns. Clear?" 

"Da," Mikhail says, using his native Russian, "Vyyasnyat, Kapitan."

"Let's pair up," the leader of the expedition says, "Doctor Doolan and I will go this way," he motions, "Miko and Digger, you two go that way. Anybody runs into a situation; you shout out immediately," he stresses as he glances at everyone for their agreement. "We'll meet back here in one hour." He turns his face skyward, "Should be getting close to sunset by then."

Jon and the doctor go off in one direction, Mikhail and Doug go off in the opposite. As they make their way, every boulder is examined. So many large boulders are around the two scientists, they only walk a few feet at a time. Digger investigates the rocks and  Miko studies him.

"You," the crew navigator remarks, "are more like geologist now than archaeologist." Doug glimpses up at him for a brief moment.

"I'm... uh... I'm a little interested in what is here," he says, examining one of the boulders, running his fingertips over the surface, "Almost like I... um... saw this kind of rock before." 

"Yes. So have I... several times." This last remark solicits a surprised glance from his field partner.

"On Earth, you found marked rocks like this," he asks. 

Mikhail smiles a smug sort of smile. "Yes, in places. Near my home in Russia. Why? Is that important?" 

Doug makes a slight facial gesture before composing himself. "No.  I guess not. I'm curious," he says as he goes back to his field work.

The Russian studies the American. Pleased he managed to ruffle the archaeologist's feathers. 

"I didn't think so," he says, as he also begins to examine boulders.

"Hey Doug," the familiar voice coming over the radio is the voice of Henry Weimer, a close friend of Doug's and a fellow archaeologist with the ATP.

"Hi, Hank." He uses his friend's nickname.

"Can you do me a favor and try to give me some variation of angles on those marks?"

"Sure thing, buddy," his attention turns to Mikhail, "Captain's right. This is like having a conversation in slow motion."

He moves to alternate sides of the rock so he can give his earthbound friend several different views of the markings.

"Thanks, Doug. I'm going to ask them to send us a copy of this video so we can analyze the marks at our lab. They may mean something, or merely be scratches."

"Mikhail, here, told me he found similar rocks near his home in Russia."

"Yes, we're aware of the Russian rock fields."

"Any more progress made at the dig in Egypt,"

"Yes. I'll send you the data."

"Roger. I'm anxious to study it. Digger out."

"You... uh... you married," Miko asks. Doug glances up at him, puzzled by the reason for the question. 

"No. I'm not. Why do you ask?" 

"I didn't think so. Is... how do you say... common knowledge how your government does things. If even a small chance of not returning from mission, they send people with no family to miss them." Doug nods, still studying the rock. 

"You," he asks, "you got a wife, Miko?"

The cosmonaut takes a few moments before answering, while his teammate scrutinizes him.

"Da," Mikhail responds, "Natalya. We have two boys. Leonid and Maxim. I'm officer in Russian Military, but still only 'Vasya Pupkin.'" The archaeologist astronaut furrows his brow, perplexed by the meaning of the foreign words. 

"I think you say... 'Average Joe.'" 

"Ah," Doug says, smiling. 

"Why would you think we would be on a one-way trip," Digger asks as it dawns on him about the inference being made.  

"Oh," Mikhail tries to brush the question off, "well... you know how it is." 

"No... I don't... uh... how 'is it'?" 

"Is space mission. Always full of danger. Things can happen," he pauses, "many things."

"Like what things," Doug is beginning to become a little testy. He is nervous about what Mikhail seems to be implying.

"Lots of things," the military officer says. He regards his exploration partner for a moment, "I tell you something," he says with a subdued tone of voice, "A few years ago, I am friends with another cosmonaut. Nikolay was name." 

"Nikolay Nikolovski," Doug interrupts "he retired, didn't he?" Mikhail drops his eyes for a second.

"Yes, Nikolay Nikolovsky. Was good man," he returns his gaze to his crew mate. "I tell you now what is true story that happened to Nikolay." Miko continues "He came back from mission. Was a simple operation. Orbit Earth and come back. We lost contact with him when he re-enters atmosphere. When we arrive at capsule and open hatch, Nikolay is dead. " 

"Any idea what caused it," Digger asks 

"All the air in vessel stopped, and he suffocated. Russian government made us swear to secrecy. We never told anyone. Only said Nikolay 'retired'." He turns and glares at Doug, "That is why I don't 'take for granted,' as you say, that we will always come back." 

"Oh. I... Uh... I'm sorry for your loss. I was unaware."

"Thank you. Was a long time ago." 

The two return to their task at hand. 

"I wonder what makes these marks," ponders Mikhail out loud as he rubs his hand over the surface of the rock. Strange impressions cover the surfaces of some of the boulders much like the scars on the ore with the gold they found earlier.

The captain and the doctor are a short distance away, both engaged in trying to find what may be the shortest and safest route to the base of the mountain. Their search does not seem to be going anywhere until Jon says;

"Katherine, are you seeing what I am," he is pointing to what appears to be a hole in the cliff face not more than fifty feet away from them. The cavern is large, and obscured by a boulder that is quite tall and so straight, it is almost unnatural.

"Yes. I think I do," the doctor answers, straining her eyes a little. It is not as bright as when they started out, and the hollow itself is in the shadows of the cliffs. "I think it's a cave or something," she says. Jon glances back toward the rover so he could "get his bearings," in a manner of speaking, on how to return to this spot from the vehicle.

Katherine is studying their discovery and an odd sensation comes over her. 

"Very strange," she says, sounding nervous. "I almost have the impression like someone is watching us." 

"Yes," agrees Jon, "I do, too. It's funny how your mind can play tricks on you." The two stand together for a few moments longer, studying the cave entrance. "I could almost swear there is some kind of marks on the rock. I'm sure it's only my imagination," he says as they turn to go. "We'll explore more when the light is better."

The two arrive back at the base camp to find their teammates have arrived and are there waiting for them.

"Gettin' dark," Doug says, looking around.

"Yeah," Jon agrees, glancing at the sky. "Guess we should break out the grub and after meal time, bed down for the night. We'll start first thing in the morning," he says as he steps to the damaged rover.

The other two men gather four large rocks for them all to sit on and place them in a group near the vehicle. 

"Dining room's ready," Doug jokes. The captain walks over to the crew,  the plastic bags containing their "dinners" in hand.  

"Yum," Jon says, laughing, "EVA Packs. My favorite." He pats his stomach.

Each one takes their pack and puts it on. The pack is similar to a bag a person riding a bike on Earth would wear on their back and sip water from. Since there is a straw going into their helmet for water, the device connects to a small control box on the front of their suit. Turning the switch on the unit one way, they drink water, and the other way gives them the protein shake. 

"I think the good doctor and I found a cave entrance." says Jon as he sips his meal.

"Yeah," Doug asks, "where? I guess it can't be far from here."

"No, it's not at all. It's up that way about a quarter click." Jon motions in the direction.

"We're going to need to explore it. I thought I saw some kind of markings on the rock at the entrance," he chuckles, "But I'm sure my eyes are playing tricks on me."

"Maybe is like what we find," Mikhail says, looking at Doug. 

"What did you find," asks Jon.

"Oh... Some rocks Miko and I discovered down that way," Doug gestures toward where he and the navigator explored earlier, "it could be nothing," He glances at the Russian, who turns away. 

"You know," Mikhail says, anxious to change the subject and pointing to the protein pack on his back, "this stuff isn't half bad. But I can't wait to be back in Mother Russia and eat a big, thick, juicy steak... A real one." He laughs, and the other three laugh with him.

"So," starts Doug, as he sips his shake, "what brings someone from Russian military all the way out here to Mars?" Mikhail gazes at him for a moment and ponders the question. 

"Well, you know how government in Homeland is. Like any other. If there is a possibility life exists here, we want to know."

"I understand that. The point I'm missing is why you? Why not send civilian scientists?" 

"I am scientist and I am most qualified," answers Mikhail, "I am doing what you call... study of Life. I am sent because if life is here, is matter of national security." He glances away 

Doug nods. "Oh," he says, "A biologist who can protect."

"Yes," the cosmonaut says as he rises to his feet not wanting to answer any more questions, "I'm going to get some sleep. Was long day today. Tomorrow will be more of same." He takes his leave, and Doctor Doolan stands up.

"I think I'll turn in, too." She says, and walks away to join her teammate in the rover. The two plug into the port so their oxygen in their suits will recharge overnight while they are at rest.

Doug moves over next to Jon, who makes a slight facial gesture. Digger motions, and holds up four fingers while turning a little knob on a device on his wrist. The captain understands this signal to switch to "channel 4" on the radio so they can converse in private. He follows suit and changes his frequency.

"What's up," he asks. 

"It's Mikhail," Doug says, "Something is not quite right with him." 

"What do you mean?" 

"I dunno. Can't put my finger on what it is, but he seems to be acting," he searches for the right word, "suspicious or something." He surveys the Captain as though trying to read his thoughts. "When we prepared to leave the ship, I caught him staring at the rock outcroppings in the cliffs." Jon is a little puzzled. 

"I don't understand. What's wrong with that?" 

"After he walked away, I tried to catch a glimpse what he may have been looking at, and it appeared like something moved on the ridge." the military man glances away for a moment.

"Something moving," he says, glancing back at his civilian crew mate, " You didn't think to mention it to me?"

"It happened so fast and only the slightest movement. I'm not even sure it was anything at all. I'm still not sure. I'm telling you, Captain," he leans a little closer, "we must be careful with him. He's up to something, and I don't think it's good."

"I'll take that under advisement," Jon states, not wanting to jump to conclusions.  He glares at the young archaeologist "You're not going to start with that ATP crap again, are you," he says.

"It's real, Captain," says Doug, now quite serious. "As real as you and me."

"Yeah... okay," Jon says as he stands up, "You know what else is real? I need sleep... that's real. You can stay here if you want to, but I'm gettin' some shut eye. Is there anything else you need to talk to me about?"

"No, I guess not." 

The mission commander turns his dial back to the original channel and walks away. After he plugs into the oxygen port, he slips into his seat in the rover.

Doug watches him go to the vehicle. He sits alone on his rock, looking at the Martian night sky, which is filled with so much dust high up in the atmosphere from the earlier storm. It catches the light of the sun, which, only hours ago disappeared below the planet's horizon, and reflects it. It gives the whole night an eerie perception. Doug relaxes there for almost an hour, enjoying the quiet.

While Jon and Doctor Doolan sleep, Mikhail decides to venture out of the safety of the metal enclosure they are in. He disconnects himself from the port and starts off in the direction of the mountain. He only gets a few hundred feet, when he realizes the area is glowing. As he recons his surroundings, he becomes aware he is not alone. Two creatures are standing behind him. He turns to face them and finds one "person" is a mirror image of himself. He stares in astonishment.

"What the hell," he starts to say. The creature points what appears to be a weapon at him and fires.

"You are not permitted here," the being says. He holds his hand over Mikhail and absorbs all Mikhail's memories and mannerisms. He disposes of the navigator's now lifeless body in a small crevice, turns and walks toward the rover. He becomes the Russian cosmonaut. The second creature seems to vanish.

While this is happening, Doug is still perched on the rock, taking in that he is now on Mars on a mission for the ATP.

"It's strange to be outdoors at night and not hear a sound," he ponders, "Not even a cricket. But, if Martian crickets did exist, I wouldn't even hear them with this helmet on." He scans the night sky, curious if he can recognize the constellations. He can, but they appear a little different than on Earth. He studies the surrounding landscape, and his gaze comes to rest on Olympus Mons. Peering at the cliffs, he is startled by a faint golden colored glow appearing to come from somewhere close to their location.

He closes his eyes for a moment, and when he opens them, the radiance is gone. 

"Must be my imagination," he thinks. After all, this is Mars. No one else is here, right? "I need sleep," he says to himself, tired. With that, he stands up and walks to the rover. He plugs the connector from his suit into the port on his side of the buggy. Brushing some more of the Martian dust off his seat with his hand, he settles in next to Doctor Doolan, who is, by now, fast asleep. 

As Doug begins to be comfortable and faces forward, he realizes Mikhail is not where he should be and is, in fact, missing. He surveys the area, trying to find if he can locate him somewhere nearby, but he doesn't seem to be anywhere. He makes the decision to exit the vehicle and make a search on foot to try and find the absent cosmonaut.

He grabs his weapon and exits the enclosure. He starts patrolling the area, searching for his missing crew-mate. After a few minutes, he spots Mikhail walking back from the direction of Olympus Mons. Doug walks up and decides to confront him on his whereabouts.

"Miko. Where have you been?"

"Ah, Digger, my friend. I was... exploring surroundings."

"At night?"

"Look around. It's not so dark." He is right. The Martian night is bright, by Earth standards. Some of this brightness is due to the light of Mars' two moons and also from all the dust in the atmosphere catching and reflecting sunlight.

"That's not the point. You know our training. We're not to go anywhere alone," Doug chastises him, "did you see anything out there? Anything with a... sort of... golden-ish glow?" 

This last question catches Mikhail off guard, and he does his best not to show he is startled.

"No. Nothing glowing. We should go to sleep now."

"You sure? I could swear I saw something," Digger presses for information.

"No," interrupts Miko, "I tell you there was nothing." The two men regard each other a few moments.

"I guess it's possible it was some kind of weird reflection," Doug concedes.

As the two make their way back to the rover, they are met by Jon and Doctor Doolan.

"What the hell are you two doing," Captain Carson asks, angered.

"Miko was gone so I went to search for him. I found him out there." the archaeologist points to where they came from.

"Mikhail. What's wrong with your sensors," then to mission control, "I located him. He's alright. His instrumentation must have been damaged in the storm or something."

"What are you talking about," Doug asks. Jon studies the cosmonaut as he answers.

"I got word from Bill a little while ago. He informed me our navigator here, is apparently dead or something. They said his sensors all show zeroes."

"Roger. Ask him why he isn't responding to our hails," Mission control replies minutes later.

"Houston is asking why you didn't respond to their calls to you, Miko."

"I received no calls, Captain."

"Bill, he said he didn't receive a hail. I think there may be something damaged with his gear. But, he's standing here right in front of me as alive as you and me."

"Roger."

"Alright, Miko. Run diagnostics on your suit tonight, so your sensors will be back up and running. They need that information back at the Center."

"Aye." 

"I don't want any more unscheduled sightseeing trips. Do I make myself clear?"

"Yes, Sir. It won't happen again," Doug replies.

"Captain, we should return to camp. We have a long day ahead of us tomorrow, and we need our rest," Katherine suggests.

Jon glances at her, and back to the other two.

"Alright. You heard the doctor. Let's head back to the rover."

They all walk back to the buggy and slide into their respective seats to settle in for the night.

 

Talk To Me

 

 

Morning arrives, and as the crew awakens, each one could hear the familiar voice of the computer in their helmet "Sleep cycle complete," the monotone voice says over and over. Jon taps his head gear as though annoyed. 

"I hate alarm clocks," he says. He touches a button to the right of his visor, and the annoying voice stops.

"Morning, Houston. Got today's weather forecast for us," Captain Carter says.

"Good morning, Mons Base. Model shows you should be having some pretty clear skies this day." 

"Roger. Thank you much. Are you receiving data on Mikhail now?"

After an excruciatingly long pause, he asks again 

"I say again. Are you receiving data on Lieutenant Borznekhov today?"

"Affirmative," control says, "but what's coming though is a little strange. Not quite right yet."

"Strange? How?"

"His heart and respiratory rates both seem abnormally slow. I'm sure this is most likely due to some kind of damage the sensors took in yesterday's storm. We'll keep running diagnostics and try to fix this."

Jon glances over at Mikhail, who is as wide awake as always.

"Roger. We'll talk to you in a while. Mons Base out."

"Copy."

The four exit the vehicle and set about donning their morning EVA packs. They sip their protein shakes in silence and think about what the day ahead might bring. All are excited because today is the day they will go into the volcano to begin the "nuts and bolts" of their mission. By the end of the day, they will find proof the planet had once either been inhabited or not.

The crew is enjoying a beautiful Martian morning. The sky is a deep scarlet color, except close to the area of the sun, where it appears bluish. Some dust remains in the air from the storm the day before, but at least the wind seems to be pretty still at the moment. Wispy clouds of carbon dioxide are high above Olympus Mons. 

Doug finishes all the protein shake he can handle for now and walks over to the rover to retrieve his equipment for the briefing he must give everyone today. Jon comes over and stands next to him.

"You two never told me what you two were doing out on your own last night," the captain says.

Doug turns and glances at him for a moment.

"I told you. Miko was gone when I came to bed down for the night. So, I went to search for him. I found him out there. By the time I did find him, he was on his way back. One more thing I should tell you," he pauses. "Right before I came back to the vehicle, I sat where you and I were talking, and I was looking at the stars. All of a sudden, there was this...  I dunno... sort of a golden glow or something, coming from right near where I ran into Mikhail. He said he didn't see anything, but I know I saw something. What it was I can't tell you, but I am certain there was something." 

"Possible it was a meteor, lighting up the place," Jon says, trying to venture a guess.

"No, this was no meteor. I'll tell you something else. Something is definitely not right with Miko. I think we should talk to him. He's not telling us something, and we need to know what he is hiding from us." Doug says as he finishes getting everything ready for his briefing. He sets up a table with a few small objects. Mikhail and Katherine see what he is doing and walk over. 

"Well," he starts, "I guess now's as good a time as any." Jon makes a facial gesture in agreement.

"Okay," the team leader says, addressing the group, "Listen up. Today we'll be going inside Olympus Mons. We're all aware this is the largest volcano in the solar system. We also all know it's dead," he surveys everyone, "at least, we all hope so." His small audience shuffles, nervously. "We don't know what we're going to find, so be alert. I don't particularly believe in 'little green men,' but things like poisonous gasses... lava pits... magma... do exist, understood?" He studies all three, one by one. "I can't say whether or not any life exists in the interior, but if it does, we can encounter it in any form... animal...... plant," he glances at the Doctor, "Even microbial. So stay on guard, we don't want to hurt anything or be injured ourselves. I'll let Digger fill you in on the rest."

"We're here to either prove or disprove this planet was, at one time, inhabited," Doug begins. "To that end, I want everyone to keep me informed. Shout out if you uncover anything... anything at all... that appears out of place, or even a little... uh... weird." 

"Like marks on rocks." Mikhail interrupts.

"Yes. Like marks on rocks. Any markings on any boulders, on any walls, on anything, signal me right away. You may have found something natural, or possibly not."

"So, what are we looking for," Katherine questions. "Are we searching for anything in particular? When I was chosen for this mission, I was only told this was a 'fact finding' operation, and a physician was needed to be on board as a precaution. I was advised I would be briefed on everything once we are on site." Doug glimpses at her, avoiding eye contact, 

"Yes. This is the briefing you were told about. We're not trying to find any... um... singular object. We need anything we can find," He answers. The other three give him puzzled expressions.

"I think, maybe, you are just like your government," Mikhail speaks up, agitated. "You don't give full story," he says, insisting. "I am aware what this ATP is that you are belonging to," he now glares at Doctor Doolan, "My superiors tell me truth. They tell me about Temple Project," the Russian military officer leers at Doug, "ATP is not a 'training project' like you said to me yesterday."

"What is that," the Physician asks, confused.

The archaeologist surveys everyone for a moment. Then he continues his briefing, appearing to brush aside Mikhail's accusation and trying not blow up on the cosmonaut for interfering.

"I'm getting to that, Lieutenant Boznekhov, if you will please bear with me," he says. He turns his attention back to his talk. "You were all given the 'government explanation' about why we are here, and that is 'to either prove or disprove this planet was once inhabited.' That's not the entire truth. We needed for you all to retain plausible deniability. At least the governments did for matters of national security. The letters ATP stand for Akhenaten Temple Project." He picks up what appears to be a small, flat stone from the table. "The project is a few dig projects centered around the Egyptian Pharaoh Akhenaten," He says. 

"I'm confused. What does that have to do with Mars," the Doctor questions. 

"Just this," Doug says, He gives the object he picked up from his table to Jon, who is standing in the middle of the three. All three examine the small article. "You are holding and examining a pottery shard. Originally from an urn, we found in a dig I was on recently in Egypt. This little chunk of evidence, if you will, is dated to be thousands of years old, " he says as Jon hands the minute piece back to him.

"Why did you show us this," asks Doctor Doolan. 

"I am showing you all this because we have reason to believe the item this came from may have originated," he gestures up to Olympus Mons, "There," he finishes.

Everyone turns and faces the mountain. 

"There," asks the Physician in disbelief. "You all think it came from a volcano here on Mars," she leers at Doug, who is nodding. 

"So, I'm standing here on this empty, cold, red planet. Millions of miles from my home and family. All because a group of people digging in the sand in a desert somewhere came up with some crazy idea that some little green men made pottery and came all the way to Earth to leave it so we would all come here," she scorns as she stares at him with fire in her eyes.

Doug glances around at everyone.  The way Katherine put it makes him feel a little silly.

"It's not as simple as you're making it out to be," he says, "we found a hieroglyph in one of the tombs that shows what we understand to be the position of a planet called Nibiru." 

"Nibiru," she asks. 

"The name of the planet the ancient people of Egypt believed a race of alien beings called Anunnaki came from." Digger glances down at the piece of pottery, "A lot of people... scholars, actually... believe Akhenaten was not human. He was Anunnaki or at least part Anunnaki. We did find evidence to support this theory, but I can't discuss that here." 

"So, where is this... Nibiru," asks Doctor Doolan. Doug hesitates a second, partly for dramatic effect and also because he questions how this next bit of news will be received by his peers. 

"We're standing on it," He says. "I can tell you that. So, that's why we need to make certain if there ever was life on this planet. And why it's so important for everyone to talk to me if anything strikes you as being even a little out of place."

"Da," Mikhail thinks to himself, "you are on the right track here. You will find your proof, Douglas Johnson; I guarantee you."

"So, here is what we found the hieroglyph we deciphered is telling us," Doug continues; "The glyph was translated by me and, independently, by several others. We all came to one conclusion; the planets Nibiru and Mars are one and the same. We believe this to be true because it shows the world to be fourth from the sun." He begins to pace a little, "There is a symbol in the script we interpret as a volcano," He studies the group for a moment, "this, we are certain, is Olympus Mons because of its size and position on the orb. It also contained a picture of Akhenaten showing his elongated skull, which was a trait of the Anunnaki. So we are sure Akhenaten truly is one of these alien beings. And... we are convinced that he came from right here on Mars."

After he stops talking, the other three remain silent for a few moments.

"That's unbelievable... absolutely astounding," Doctor Doolan says.

"So," Doug starts again, "in brief, here is what we are going to do. We are going to search the area around and in the volcano for any sign of past life. This will include all the rocks we could examine, along with the ground outside the cavern, the cave floor and walls inside the mountain. If you find anything at all that you think might be even the slightest bit unnatural, shout out and I will be there as soon as I can to study it with you." He gets a little excited now "We... us four... we may be on the brink of one of the greatest discoveries mankind will ever make."

"Everyone, grab your gear and let's move out." Jon commands, "Remember to keep your helmet cams on at all times," he says as he turns on his own, and reports to Houston. 

"Mons Base here. Got a copy?"

"We read you, Jon."

"Thanks, Bill. We're about to leave camp to head to target.  When we are ready to go into the dome, I will advise. Weather still looking good?"

"Still good. Everything is a go."

"Ya know... they found a better drive to get us here faster. Now they gotta do something about this communication thing. This three or four-minute wait between responses is killing us."

"Agreed."

"Base out."

They all walk to the rover and gather the equipment they will need for the search. A few shovels, some picks, buckets and their M4 carbines. Mikhail waits until everyone is busy and no one notices him retrieve the device he placed on the bottom of the vehicle. He quickly stashes it in a bag he is carrying and joins the group.

It takes about ten minutes, but the explorers begin the quest. 

"We should go to the cave you and Doctor Doolan found yesterday, captain," Doug says.  

"It was over this way," Jon answers, "I'll show you. Follow me." Everyone starts walking with him, examining rocks as they go.

As they approach the cavern, Doug stops. He realizes this is the area the faint golden light came from the night before. He is feeling uneasy as he continues to walk forward with toward the mountain.  

"Hold up." He shouts out. The other three stop in their tracks and turn their attention to him.

"You're going to think I'm crazy, but this is the spot where the glow I told you about emanated from, Captain."

"What glow," Doctor Doolan asks.

"Last night while I was sitting by myself... after you all left. I was enjoying the night sky. As I looked around, I could have sworn this area was bathed in a faint light. I closed my eyes, and when I reopened them, the shine was gone, so I didn't know at the moment if my eyes were playing tricks on me or not, but I soon realized I did see something." He surveys the surroundings. "I think we should be a little extra careful just in case."  He glances at Mikhail, "I can't believe you didn't see it, Miko. This is the sector you were in when I found you."

"I already said to you. I saw no glow." the cosmonaut says, beginning to become frustrated with the questioning.

"Alright," Jon starts "Before we go any further, we need to clear the air here. I want to know exactly what my crew is doing that I don't know about." He studies the Russian lieutenant, "Miko, what the hell were you up to out here alone after dark? You have one shot to give me the truth right now."

Mikhail glimpses around for a second, thinking.

"Alright. I tell you. I am biologist. My superiors give to me separate, secret mission. They want me to return home with," he hesitates, searching for words, "samples if we find any. So, I am checking if any small life forms are here at night."

Jon glares at him for a moment in disbelief

"What? You mean like bugs," He walks toward Mikhail. "You were out bug hunting? Is that what you're telling me?"

"Yes, captain. I was. That is what I am telling you," he eyes the angry astronaut in front of him, "Is matter of national security. I cannot tell you more."

"Do you realize how incredibly dangerous that stunt you pulled is? You put the whole team... the entire mission in danger just to find some bugs to bring back home." Jon is now face to face with Mikhail and seething with anger. "When we return, I'm going to have a few words with your superiors. From this point forward, you do not stray from the group.  That is a matter of our mission security. Am I clear?"

"Yes, captain. Quite clear," the cosmonaut answers, doing a good job of holding his temper.

"Control, did you catch our conversation," Jon asks

"Roger. We'll contact the RIO and find out what this secret operation is they have him on." The RIO is the Russian Interface Officer.

Jon turns his attention away from Mikhail and back to the task at hand. 

"Alright. Everyone together. Let's go." He again starts to lead the small troop toward their goal.

Along the way, they examine many rocks. As they approach the mountain, more and more boulders are exhibiting markings. It is hard to determine if the marks are natural or if they were put there deliberately. Doug photographs every mark on every rock and makes sure he shows as much as possible with his cam.

"Houston, is Hank there," the archaeologist asks.

"Yes, I am," comes the reply from Hank a few minutes later.

"Are you seeing this stuff?"

"Affirmative. Getting a good visual. The video from yesterday is still in the lab being analyzed. When they decipher it all, I'll tell you. These marks sure are like the ones in that video, though."

Doug becomes aware of one rock being particularly interesting because it has circular marks. It appears the stone may have been part of a larger boulder and the mark almost resembles the Native American spiral shaped Petroglyph for the galaxy or universe. He is excited while he photographs it.

"Now this is different," He says to Hank.

"Very."

When they reach the area where Jon and Doctor Doolan were the day before, the captain stops.

"Okay. This is the spot we were at yesterday. I suggest we start looking here. We're only about fifty feet or so away from our goal," He gestures to the cavern. When he looks at the entrance, he gets a surprise. He halts in his tracks and makes a facial gesture of bewilderment.

"I could have sworn there was a large rock there yesterday," He says. 

"I thought so too," Katherine agrees, "but then... it was getting dark. We could be mistaken." Jon glances at her for a moment, then back at the cave. 

"No. There was one there," he asserts, "but it's gone now."

 

In The Mountain

 

The four make their way to the cave entrance with Jon leading the way, slow and careful. He is certain a promontory was almost blocking the cavern opening yesterday and is gone now. They weren't awakened during the night by any loud sounds like a boulder that size would make falling down a hill, so, where is this tall stone guardian now?

They reach the passage and Jon lowers his weapon which he was carrying in a ready to shoot position. The boulder which, the night before, stood right in front of the cavity, now lay on the ground.

"There it is," he says, relieved, "Seems it fell over while we were asleep." The other three relax.

Everyone begins to examine the area. Almost every rock and promontory is marked, as is the cliff. Still, it is hard to tell if the marks are natural or not. Even Doug, who is an expert in hieroglyphics, can't tell. 

Doctor Doolan's voice rings out. 

"Digger! Come here! Quick," she shouts excited by what she discovered. The archaeologist rushes over to her, eager with anticipation 

"What? What is it," he asks, almost out of breath. She holds up a small chunk of what appears to be a flat stone. 

"I'm not sure. What is this?" She gives the object to him. He examines the item as best he could. 

"I'm not positive, but what you are holding in your hands may well be a pottery shard," he says to her.

"Houston. I'm sending you a picture of something Doctor Doolan found. I think it's a chip."

"Video received," comes the reply a few minutes later.

"Put this in your bag to bring with us," Doug says as he hands the piece back to the physician, "when we get back to Earth, we can examine this thing better in our lab." Katherine places the small object in her collection sack and returns to searching. 

Digger crosses the cavern entrance and steps inside to go around the boulder lying on the ground. Stepping in, an alarm sounds in his helmet, catching him off guard and startling him.

"What the hell," he says, He taps his headgear as he exits the cavity, and the annoying sound turns off. "Must be a malfunction," he thinks.

"Doug. Houston here. What did you do a moment ago? Our readings went crazy."

"I didn't do anything," Digger answers. "I had to step into a cave because the path is blocked by a boulder and a sensor went off. I think it may be a glitch in the system. I must apologize. I forgot my training and didn't verify which one was going off. Guess I'm too preoccupied with everything here."

"We copy. We'll run some diagnostics here. We can find out which one activated."

"Roger," Doug says, half absent minded.

He goes back to examining the rocks and the cliff walls. After a while, he realizes he is far detached from his fellow explorers and heads back. Turning to return to the group, the large promontory lying in front of the cavern catches his eye. Something is curious about the boulder, but he can't quite put his finger on what is so odd. Approaching, he keeps looking at it trying to figure out why this object seems so familiar. Upon reaching it, he performs a short visual inspection. He rubs his hand on the bottom. "Smooth as glass," he thinks.

"Doug! Do you know what that is," Hank's voice was filled with excitement. Even though it is lying on the ground, he can still recognize what this large object is.

"No. I'm not sure. I can tell you the surface almost feels polished."

"Can you give me a good view of the whole thing, please."

"Roger."

"To be this be smooth is not natural," He determines.

He stands motionless for a few moments, pondering this problem. Then, deciding it was time to re-join the team, he proceeds to walk around the object. As he once again passes into the cave entrance, the alarm in his helmet goes off, startling him once more. 

"What the hell is wrong with this thing," he mumbles. Again he taps his headgear as he exits the cavern and the sound stops. 

"They can send a man to Mars, but they can't make a good indicator system," he jokes to himself. "Damn. Forgot to verify the sensor again."

He passes through the cave and glances up and down the object laying before him. He moves almost in slow motion so as to give Hank a good view of the discovery.

"How's the view, buddy?"

"Good. If you weren't on Mars, I would swear this is an obelisk."

"We had another malfunction like the one a few minutes ago. What did you do, Doug?" asks Bill, the Mission Controller

"Nothing, like the last time. I think something is glitched in this sensor system or something. I neglected to verify again. Sorry." He now turns his attention to Hank "An obelisk? You think so?"

"I do. Move in a little closer. Are those hieroglyphics going down the side," He is excited by the possibility this presents.

Doug gets as close to the side of the object as he can, while still giving a good visual, and examines the marks his friend is talking about.

"You're right. I think it does appear to be some form of written communication," He moves to the end which appears to be the top, "and I can't believe I missed this before, but it comes to a pyramid-like point. Exactly what you would find on an obelisk."

"Beginning to think we're right, Douglas."

"We'll see, Hank. We'll see," Doug says as he surveys the area, "I can't understand how this thing can be like this without manipulation."

He re-joins the group and calls out to Jon 

"Ready to head into the mountain?" he asks. 

"Yeah," Jon replies. "Miko, Doctor Doolan," he says to the other two, "We're going in." 

The four walk to the cavern entrance. Doug enters, and he again hears the annoying beeping sound in his helmet. 

"Jesus," he thinks to himself, "Wait... this happened each time I walked into this cave. What alarm is this?" This time he remembers to glance at the controls on his forearm. A light is blinking. "What the crap," he says. "Can't be." the archaeologist says in amazement as he stares at the bright little diode. "Captain! Hold up," he turns and yells to Jon, who is still outside the entrance with the other two.

"What's the matter," Jon asks, concerned. Doug holds up his arm, so the blinking light becomes obvious to the team commander, whose eyes go wide in astonishment. "Breathable," he says, in shock. "Can't be. Must be something wrong with your sensor." Upon entering the cave, his alarm goes off. Doctor Doolan and Mikhail both share the same experience with their equipment.

"Mons Base. What is going on? You're all showing a nitrogen and oxygen atmosphere. The data we're receiving from your sensors is confirming that."

"I don't know," Jon says, bewildered, "but, affirmative. We all show that as well."

The four stand in a group inside the entrance, pondering the situation.

"Wait a minute," Jon says, stepping out of the cave and back onto the path. The instant he leaves the cavern, the annoying sound in his helmet ceases. He makes eye contact with Doug, takes a step back in and the beeping starts. He repeats this several times. Two steps into the cave... the indicator sounds. A couple of steps outside... the alarm stops. It happens every time. The small group stands there, not quite sure what to make of this phenomenon.

"Only one way to find out for sure." the captain says as he starts to open his visor. Digger glances at him, worried for his commander.

"Jon. Wait," Doug says, panicked.

"Mission control confirmed it. I should be fine," says Jon as he presses a button on the side of his headgear and the glass veil opens. He takes a breath and glances around, trying to tell if it is like Earth's atmosphere or not. After a few moments, he says "Well, I'll be damned. It's breathable. Stinks like hell, but breathable." The other three open their visors.

The "earthy" and "musty" odor of the alien cave fill their nostrils and attack their senses. They aren't ready for the sensation. 

"We're the first humans to breathe the air of Mars," Jon says, feeling proud of himself and taking a deep breath. 

"If we can breathe it," Doug says, correcting his colleague, "It isn't Martian atmosphere. The human species can't breathe that... or at least... uh... wouldn't last long if we tried." 

"You're right," Jon agrees, "God, this place stinks."

Doug becomes concerned over something else... it's warm. They're on Mars, and the temperature of the air touching their skin should be almost ice cold here in the cave. Jon realizes the anomaly also and becomes concerned.

"Alright, people," Jon whispers, "stay alert. The question about life here has been answered. Suffice to say this is not a natural occurrence. Not when there is a distinct barrier where atmosphere is, and is not, breathable." Everyone begins to scrutinize their surroundings. Tension is high. "Keep your head on a swivel, and no one wander off too far," Jon commands. The other three agree.

"Houston, we have a situation. Be aware we may not be alone here."

"We're aware."

"Are we clear to continue?"

After this question, there is a long pause before the reply comes back.

"Affirmative, but with extreme caution."

They begin to make their way deeper into the passage, their weapons at the ready as they go, Doctor Doolan stops and motions for Doug to come over to her. 

"What's the matter," Digger asks. 

"Look," she says, pointing to something on the floor of the cave. Doug picks it up and examines it.

His eyes grow wide as he realizes what he is looking at is not something of natural formation, but was created. He asks, excitement filling his voice, "Do you know what this is?" 

"No. What is it?" 

"It's a piece of a small statue. Only, not just any statue," he pauses, nervous because of the importance of the discovery. "This is Horus the God of Kings." Hearing this, Mikhail glances around, feeling anxious. He can feel some tension welling up inside himself, but resists the urge to expose his real being before the time is right.

"God of Kings," Jon interrupts, "What the hell would he be doing here?" 

"I don't know," Doug says, "but I have a feeling if we keep going deeper into this cave, we may find the answer to the question. It actually makes sense, given the hieroglyphic we found at the dig in Egypt."

Doug positions the piece so he can get a clear shot of it with his helmet cam. He holds it as steady as he could for a few minutes and slowly rotates it to make sure they get a good visual back on Earth.

"Nice," says Hank, "Very nice, indeed."

"Of course you recognize what it is Hank," says the archaeologist, "This is part of the proof we were looking for. Doctor Doolan found it."

"Good work, Doctor," Doug's counterpart at mission control says.

"Thank you, Mr...," she glances at Doug as though asking the name of the man she is in communication with.

"You're speaking with Hank. My friend and an associate with the ATP. He's one of the people who discovered the pottery shard and sent us here," Doug says.

"Thank you, Hank," She says.

"I dunno," Jon says, thinking out loud, "we know the probability of life in here is high, and there is no light the further we go. Turning on our helmet lights, we risk not only letting someone, or something, know we're coming, but we have no way of knowing if they're hostile or not." He studies Doug, "I think we need to think this through first, Digger."

"We have weapons, Captain," Mikhail speaks up, "how do we know they're not already watching us?" Jon ponders this for a moment. 

"We don't," he admits, "but, we also don't want to start an interplanetary war."

"Is too late." the Russian says, almost mumbling.

"What?"

"I said I agree, Captain," Miko says. 

Jon glares at him with a facial gesture. 

"If there is still life here," Doug interjects, "and they made this statue and the breathable air and the barrier to keep the Earth-like atmosphere in here, they must be not only intelligent but quite advanced. Most advanced civilizations don't tend to be warlike."

"So you think they're friendly... assuming they're still here," Jon asks, a pinch of sarcasm in his voice. 

"No. I'm not saying that at all, but I would say the probability is good that they aren't looking to start a fight," Doug answers. "I mean, let's face it," he gestures toward the cave entrance. "When we arrived, the ship wasn't exactly quiet. If they are here, they already know we're here, too. They had plenty of opportunities to attack if they were going to, and they didn't," he peers deeper inside the cavern, "I say we move on and if we encounter them, we cross that bridge when we get to it."

Jon thinks about this for a moment and regards the other two. 

"You agree," he asks. Doctor Doolan nods.

"I think we should go now," Mikhail speaks up. Jon glanced at Doug then turns to leer at the navigator.

"What," he asks, irritated.

"We already have proof. We had proof as soon as we came into cave. Now, we have more proof with piece of statue. We have accomplished mission. We must leave before bad things happen."

"What bad things," Jon asks.

"I don't know what bad things. Just bad things. We are aliens here, not them."

"He's got a point, Captain," Doctor Doolan agrees with Mikhail.

"No, he doesn't," Doug interjects, "we need to complete the exploration of this cave as per our mission." 

"Bill. What say you," Jon says, asking for Mission Control to intervene.

"We advise you to proceed with extreme caution."

"Are we clear to engage?"

"Affirmative, in self-defense only," comes the reply after a long pause.

"Captain, please," Mikhail pleads.

"You heard the man. On we go with extreme caution. Everybody lock and load. Keep your head on a swivel," Jon commands.

They once again move forward. Mikhail thinks, "I have tried to warn you. I have tried to help you. You will regret this decision you make. We are peaceful people, but you leave us no choice."

"Well. Makes sense to me," Doctor Doolan says to Jon. Doug inspects the piece of the statue he is still holding. 

"Why would Horus be here," he thinks to himself as he puts the article into his collection bag.

The four walk to where the light is too dim to see. All the while, they keep one hand on their weapons in case they need it fast. 

Jon says almost whispering, "We need helmet lights from here on." They all turn on their lights. The cave is illuminated as the explorers' bright beams pierce the darkness. They survey the area, each one's light illuminating a different part of the cavern, making it almost appear as a light show.

The beam from Digger finds a wall, and some marks come to his attention. As he studies them, it becomes obvious to him what they are. 

"Oh, my God," Doug exclaims. "Hey, guys! Come here! You need to see this!" The other three come rushing over. He steps back so he can illuminate as much of the surface as possible. As more markings become illuminated, everyone understands what is on the wall.

"God Damned," says Jon. "They're hieroglyphics." 

"Hank, I think it's safe to say we were right," Doug says.

"That's an affirmative, my friend." 

"One more thing," Doug says as he moves his head to the left just a few feet, illuminating a small structure.

"An entrance way," Jon says, puzzled. 

"It appears so," Doug agrees. 

Jon walks over to the opening and peers into the darkness. His helmet light pierces the inky blackness to reveal what appears to be a long, long corridor. So long, it seems never to end. He lowers his visor in preparation to cross into this space. 

"Can't be too careful," He explains. "Well, here goes nothing." 

He first braces himself against the two sides of the entrance way, as a person would do when getting ready to jump out of an airplane. He glances down to make sure there is no drop-off in front of him. With much caution, he steps into the passageway. He reviews the data from his sensor. Breathable air. He raises his visor and turns to his crew who are watching with great apprehension. 

"Clear," Jon states. The other three follow him.

Doug starts to study the walls as soon as he enters the room. They are filled with hieroglyphics. As they make their way down the long, narrow hall, they begin to encounter statues. Small ones at first, but as they travel deeper and deeper through the corridor, the gold icons become larger and larger until they are as tall as the room itself... which was quite high.

As he comes to each statue, Doug is sure to show as much as possible with his helmet cam.  

"I would say," Starts Doug, "Whoever did this also built the pyramids on Earth." Jon makes a facial gesture, puzzled

"Why would a Being carve out a mountain like this," he says. Doug glances at him and then says "We're not in a mountain, Captain." 

"We're in pyramid," Mikhail interrupts. Doug gives him a slight scowl for ruining the big news. 

"That's right. We're in a pyramid," Doug says as he studies the statue they are standing next to, "One that is much larger than the three on the Giza Plateau." His light finds the top of the figure. "Anubis," the archaeologist says, his voice somber and almost reverent. The four just stand together gazing upward and ponder what they are looking at.

"Yes. Definitely Anubis," Says Hank in agreement.

"Jon. We're not at all comfortable with what we see here," Bill's voice sounds nervous over the radio.

"That makes two of us, Bill," Jon agrees as he inspects the surroundings. "Are you advising we scrub?"

"Negative. Clear to proceed," comes the response a few minutes later, "again, with extreme caution. We believe it's obvious you're not alone there."

After a brief rest, the crew presses on their way. As they go deeper into the passageway, they begin to find more artifacts with gold in them. As Doug takes a small statue made of the shiny metal, Mikhail turns his attention away, viewing the archaeologist's actions as thoughtless and finding them to be disturbing. 

They enter a room at the end of the corridor. As they scrutinize the room, they drift apart. Doug goes to one wall and is amazed. The whole surface is covered in what appears to be hieroglyphics. Jon examines some statues he finds. Doctor Doolan is fascinated by a jackal-headed urn sitting on the floor in the corner of the room. After a few moments, Jon takes note and walks over to her. They both examine the small container. 

"Digger," Jon says, "Come here. Look at this."

Doug rushes over. 

"Canopic jar," He says, "that's a canopic jar."  He looks around the room. "Should be three more. Since this was in the corner, the other three should be in the other three corners."

"Canopic jar," Jon asks. 

"Yes," starts Doug "When the ancient Egyptians mummified someone, they removed the stomach, lungs, intestines and liver and preserved them in these jars in the belief that the person would need them in the afterlife. The jars were then placed in the burial chamber, one in each corner. Since the heart was believed to be the soul, that was left inside the body." 

He picks up the jar and examines it. "This head looks like Duamutef, so this would contain the stomach," he says.

"Duamutef," Katherine asks

"Yes. Each of the four jars has a head on it. They represent the four sons of Horus, and each one protects a specific organ. Duamutef, here, with a head like a Jackal, protects the stomach. Hapi has a baboon head and protects the lungs. Imseti, a human head and he protects the liver and Qebehsenuef; the falcon-headed son, who is the protector of the intestines."

"I see."

"This isn't ancient Egypt, Digger; this is Mars. Do you think these serve the same purpose?" 

"I dunno," says Doug, shrugging. "Possibly." He surveys the area "The odd thing is, they're supposed to be in the burial room with the sarcophagus, and I don't see one here."

All three search around the room for a sarcophagus that Doug just told them should be in the room. Just then, Jon detects what appears to be a faint golden glow coming from a doorway across the room. No one realizes that Mikhail is not searching, but is watching them instead.

"What the hell," he says puzzled. Everyone turns and observes the glow as well. 

"The same glow from last night," Doug whispers. As they approach the entrance way, the glow disappears.

 

The Discovery

 

The four approach the doorway with their weapons at the ready, Mikhail stops at the door. 

"Captain," he says with a voice sounding foreboding, "we should not go in there." Jon regards him a moment, confused.

"Why the hell not," he asks, "that's what we came here for." The Russian eyes him a moment. 

"Heed my words, Captain. Is not good idea."

"Yeah," the astronaut retorts, "Try and stop me." Without hesitating, he crosses into the next room with Doug and Doctor Doolan in tow. Mikhail, of course, does not follow.

"Exercise extreme caution," comes the warning from Bill on the radio.

"Don't worry. We all remember our training," Jon answers, then to the crew "Right?"

"Yes, sir," says Katherine.

Jon motions for them to spread out and search the room. They fan out, being quite cautious about everything in the area. The room is dark with a heavy, musky odor in the air. The three survey their surroundings, the lights on their helmets finding many shiny objects. 

"Holy shit," Doug exclaims, "look at all these gold statues!" His helmet light, at long last, finds the wall he is searching for and expected to find. 

"Captain," he yells out. "Hieroglyphics." Jon and Doctor Doolan come over to the archaeologist.

"What's it say," Jon asks, "Can you translate?"

"I can't translate the script word for word... uh... I would need time for that...," starts Doug, "But I can tell you there are depictions of the Egyptian gods Anubis and Osiris here. The text seems to be saying something about traveling a long distance, but I'm not quite sure... um... to where." He glances at Jon as though asking him for the answer and realizes his light is falling on something shiny under some rubble in the middle of the room 

"What is that," he ponders out loud. The exploration party walks over to the pile, which is about 8 feet long, 3 feet wide and about 3 feet tall and appears to be covering something made of gold. It strikes them as more than a little odd this is the only mound of debris they came across. After a few moments of looking at the mound in front of them, Doug says to Jon, "Are you thinking what I am?" 

"I have no idea," Jon says, examining the area, "It's weird that it's the only thing covered with rubble." He makes a facial gesture at Doug, "Kinda makes you think it's this way on purpose." He then realizes it's only him, Doctor Doolan and Doug present.

"Where the hell is Miko," he asks. 

"He stayed in the other room. He didn't want to come in here," the physician answers.

"Damned fool," says Jon, angered by Mikhail's failure to follow procedure, "He knows we're supposed to remain together. What's his fucking problem?" He starts for the door, and at the same time, Mikhail steps into the room.

"Miko," Jon shouts, "Get your ass over here. Now!" The navigator, not wanting to, heeds the commander and comes over 

"Stay with us. What the hell's your problem, "Jon says. "We found something here under this debris. Let's get this junk off, so we can investigate and get our asses back home."

Jon, Doug, and Mikhail begin to take the larger pieces off, and Doctor Doolan takes off what chunks she can. 

"Be careful, and don't hurt yourselves. My med bay is a few miles from here," She warns. They clean the debris from the item, and more of the mystery starts unfolding. With each piece of rubble removed, Doug gets more excited, and he begins to work faster.

Working near the bottom of the article, Doug uncovers the evidence he is looking for...  a bump. A bump which, as he expected, represents where the feet of a mummy would be. 

"Holy shit," He exclaims, "It's a sarcophagus." He peeks up at Jon, smiling like a kid in a candy store. "A God Damned, honest to goodness sarcophagus, Jon. I told you it was real," Doug cannot seem to hide his enthusiasm.

"We were right," Digger says as he starts to rush to get the rest of the rubble off the object. 

A few minutes later, all the major debris is removed. The four step back and find themselves in awe at the shining relic which does, indeed, prove to be just what the archaeologist said. Jon and Doug both make sure they provide good visuals on the coffer with their helmet cams. As Digger walks down the length of the funerary box, he describes in detail what he is seeing.

"This is a gold sarcophagus," his narrative begins, "that we found in Olympus Mons on Mars, for what appears to be an Egyptian Pharaoh. I can't tell yet which Pharaoh this is... or, um... was... but," he gets a little closer to the encasement, "It's starting to become familiar. We'll clean the object off a little better, and I hope I can tell who we have found."

He glimpses up at Jon with a smile of satisfaction on his face. Standing there, he realizes Mikhail, again, is nowhere to be found. 

"Where's Miko," he asks. Jon and Doctor Doolan perform some reconnaissance. "Miko," the captain shouts, "Where the hell are ya?" He searches the area and his light lands on Mikhail's face. He is poised about 10 feet away with a strange, menacing gaze in his eyes. 

"Right here, Captain," He says with an ominous tone in his voice, as he raises his hand. In the palm of his hand is the device the real Russian navigator kept hidden from the others all this time. 

"What's that," Jon asks, "A bomb?" He levels his carbine and takes aim at Mikhail. "Drop it, Miko, or I swear, I'll put a bullet right between your eyes and yours will be the first blood spilled on Martian soil." They glare at each other while the tension builds. "Borznekhov, don't make me do this," the captain warns. 

"No, captain, this is not an explosive weapon. This is a device which the one you call 'Mikhail' was given to steal our DNA to use for your own purposes." He crushes the metallic box in his hand and tosses it on the ground. The three stare in disbelief. 

"What are you talking about, Miko? That wasn't part of this mission," Jon says, confused, "And it wasn't what you told me your so called 'secret' mission from your superiors was."

"You are here to bring back proof of our existence which your planet is not ready for yet. We cannot allow you to do that," Mikhail moves forward, menacing. "Stay right there. Come any closer, and your head is history." Jon says, sounding as threatening as he could. Miko stops in his tracks.

"You're not making any sense Borznekhov," the captain says as his finger tightens on his weapon's trigger. Doctor Doolan and Digger follow Jon's lead and train their weapons on the Russian navigator, who studies all three. "I would not do that, Jon Carson. It is not advisable," he states.

"Who the hell are you," Jon asks. "What did you do with Miko?" The being just stands there, staring at him. "You better answer me, or so help me; I'll blow your fucking brains out... or whatever is in that head of yours."

Without warning, a shot rings out. Doug is so nervous he fires his weapon by accident. The projectile misses the target. In one motion, the creature turns to face him while raising his hand. This causes Doug to be thrown across the room, landing on the floor near a wall. "Stupid human," the alien says. Jon and Katherine duck for cover behind some large urns and keep their M4s trained on the being. 

"Doug, Doug. Are you okay," Hank is screaming on the radio as Digger regains his composure.

"Yes, I'm fine."

"Stay right there, you son of a bitch," Jon yells at the being, who is now starting to advance on him and the doctor.

"You asked for it," Jon says. He pulls the trigger on his M4 and with a loud crack, the shot leaves the barrel. The deadly piece of lead streaks to the head of the being, who stops in his tracks and makes a hand gesture. The bullet strikes the wall well away from him. Jon tries to fire his carbine again, but the weapon levitates by itself and moves toward Mikhail, who points to the ground and the gun falls. He leers at the other two astronauts who are still pointing their weapons at him and waves his hand. 

"Your weapons will no longer function," he states. As though testing what he was just told, Doug squeezes his trigger with no result. The being trains his gaze on him.

"What the hell?" Jon says, startled "How'd you do that?" The creature doesn't say a word. He turns his attention and stares at the lead astronaut then walks over near the sarcophagus. The captain prepares to rush him.

"I would not do that if I were you human," he warns, "I know you are planning to attack me. That would not be wise. I told you to heed my words and not come in this room, but you don't listen. You, like everyone else on your planet, are trying to learn things you are not ready for and cannot understand. We cannot permit this." His Russian accent is now becoming diminished as he speaks, and his voice rises in pitch, almost as if he were singing.

"I am not the one you call Mikhail," he continues, looking at the large gold object in front of him. "My name is Pawah. I am a High Priest. I am here to protect my Pharaoh." His face begins to change. "I am what you humans refer to as," he pauses for a moment while glancing at Jon, Doug and Doctor Doolan, who are now standing together, "Anunnaki." The astronauts gaze at him in disbelief as he completes his transformation.  

His head becomes elongated; his eyes are like large black almonds. His nose all but disappears, and his mouth is but a slit in his face.  His skin takes on a light gray cast. His clothes change from the Russian Cosmonaut suit to robes of linen, and his boots become papyrus shoes. This whole metamorphosis happens in mere moments. With the three astronauts in a state of shock, Pawah opens one of his hands, and a staff appears like magic. 

"Houston, are you getting this," Doug asks, whispering.

"Roger. Receiving loud and clear."

"The one you call Mikhail tried to come here last night. I stopped him. We are a peaceful people, but he, like you, would not take heed and I had to do things that are distasteful to me. His lifeless form is outside, near where you all slept in the darkness." The creature says.

"You alien son of a bitch," Jon says as he rushes at Pawah. Doug steps forward to stop him, but before he could, the high priest turns and raises his hand. In the blink of an eye, the alien's would-be attacker is levitated as if pulled up by the neck. The captain starts to gag as though someone is, indeed, using a choke hold on him.

"Put him down," Doctor Doolan screams. The alien allows Jon to remain suspended in midair for a moment while he speaks. The whole while, Jon struggles to breathe and grab at his throat, trying to gain his release. The being continues speaking;

"You are the aliens here, and I warned you your actions are not wise. You humans do not listen. You think you are superior to everything in this universe, but you are nothing. This is why your planet is in the state it is and also why we cannot allow you to show us to your world." He makes a hand motion, and Jon falls, limp, to the floor, coughing and gasping for air. The physician and Doug rush to him. "You are lucky I let you live for now," Pawah finishes, showing his disgust for the humans.

"Captain, are you hurt," The doctor asks as she reaches him. Jon rubs his neck.

"No, I think I'm fine."

Katherine checks his neck to make sure nothing is wrong. 

"Doesn't seem to be any broken bones. Can you breathe okay?"

"Yes. I said I was fine," he says as he gets on his feet.

Pawah turns his attention away from the astronauts and aims the top of his staff at the sarcophagus, causing the lid to open. After a few moments, a living creature steps out. The crew can see the new being is a male, with an elongated skull, but not quite the same facial features and skin tone as the high priest. This being's eyes appear almost Asian in nature; he has a thin face with broad, almost feminine, lips and a prominent nose. His midsection protrudes, something of a "pot belly" and he is wearing what appears to be a tall headpiece and white robes with gold trim. As he exits the crypt, the room begins to fill with a soft, golden glow. Doug realizes that he has seen this glow before, as does Jon and Doctor Doolan.

Pawah, who has a lot of respect for this being, helps him out of the casing and gets down on one knee in front of him. He turns to the astronauts who are still standing behind him.

"Down, insolent humans," he commands, "Bow before my Pharaoh." Forced against their will, the humans drop to their knees. From statues at digs and in museums, Doug recognizes this being that just emerged from the sarcophagus. He can't help but stare at him. "Akhenaten," he says almost whispering. He nudges Jon, "That's Akhenaten,"

"Silence," warns Pawah. "You are not permitted to speak in the presence of the Pharaoh unless he commands you." 

The creature - Akhenaten - peers at what he considers to be his human captives and considers them. He approaches them, comes face to face and one by one; he gazes deep into their eyes as if peering into their soul. His expressionless face does not change. His eyes are wide open and black. Almost appearing dead, as a shark's eyes. He walks almost like he is gliding on air. He retreats toward his sarcophagus and without saying a word, he catches the eye of Pawah. Glancing at his high priest, he motions at the explorers.

"Yes, my Pharaoh. I know," the Anunnaki says as he stands up. He addresses Jon, Doug and Doctor Doolan.

"We know what you have discovered on your planet, and you have come here to take that which is ours. You would travel back to your home world and tell others of your species. Soon, they will come, and this most holy of places will become desecrated." He lifts his hand as if bestowing a blessing. "We cannot allow this. We have been watching you destroy your own world."

As he talks, he points the top of his staff at the three astronauts, who begin to feel dizzy and a little faint. The room begins to spin as though they are drunk or losing their equilibrium. Pawah's words start to echo in their minds.

"What's happening," Doctor Doolan asks, frightened.

"I... I don't know," Jon stutters, "B... but I'm feeling... strange... funny." He glances around the room, "Seeing... things."  He finishes.

"Me, t... too," Doug stammers, reeling from the sensation. He leers at Pawah "What're you doin' to us," he demands. 

"You are joining us," the high priest states. 

"What does that... mean," Digger asks, holding his head. 

"We cannot permit you to go back to your planet. You will stay here... with us."

As he speaks, the three astronauts start to visualize images of Ancient Egypt; the pyramids of the Giza Plateau, the Sphinx and the "City of the Dead." Pawah begins to chant, and the images begin swirling about them and before their eyes. What they are seeing appears so real, they can almost reach out and touch everything. The impression is so powerful, the room they are in vanishes before them. In what, to them, is an instant, they are standing on a dirt road in the ancient city of Amarna, and yet, they are somehow disjointed from, and floating above, the scene. 

They witness Akhenaten and Nefertiti ruling over the land. They are with Tutankhamen as a child, playing as children do. The whole while, the sounds and aromas of the ancient land attack their senses. The odors of the spices and the camel dung are in the air. The hot wind of the desert touches their skin. They can hear the lapping of the Nile River's water as it flows and the cries of the shop keepers peddling their wares. The longer the experience goes on, the more real it becomes. All the while, they are aware of the drone of Pawah's chanting. Trying to talk, they begin to speak in Ancient Egyptian. 

At long last, they can see inside a pyramid in a strange land. It is familiar. It's the same pyramid they are in now. They have become separated from their bodies. They can see themselves lying motionless on a table. They are in horror as their lifeless figures go through the mummification process.  All three want this experience to end. It seems too real now. Then, without warning... silence and blackness.

Pawah stops chanting. He stands up and opens his eyes. He is pleased. The only things remaining in the room with him are his Pharaoh and three new sarcophagi. As Akhenaten turns to go back into his crypt, the high priest speaks;

"There will be others. I will be here to protect you, my Pharaoh." Akhenaten pauses but does not turn to look at Pawah. After a moment, he moves forward, then re-enters his sarcophagus. 

At this same time, on board the ship Earth United One, a computer monitor comes to life. There is a man with a headset on, talking, with a more than concerned expression on his face.

"Earth United One, come in... Earth United One... Respond, Jon. All your helmet cams are malfunctioning. What's happening there?"
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