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Chapter one

The Moon





Atlus Frost watched the Moon’s pockmarked surface glide by through the virtual glass window from the pilot seat of his rented shuttle. The desolate rocky landscape stretching out before him, unchanged, except for the occasional meteor strike, for billions of years. His gray eyes examined each new feature as it came into view. Each rock formation, crater, and ancient lava flow was scrutinized. None of them hid what he was seeking. 

To most Sol system natives, Earth’s moon was nothing special. Colonized centuries ago, it was now home to roughly two billion people who couldn’t care less about its place in history. Atlus, not a native of the Sol system, born in the sixth colony world of Sedona, thought of it as where everything got started. The Moon landing, humanity's first steps into the galaxy. Today, a thousand years after those first steps onto another world, interstellar travel is commonplace. Humans have spread across the galaxy. Today, the Moon will play a part in changing human history, and Atlus will be the one to change it.

If he’s right.

It's a big IF.

“We’ve yet to reach the beginning of the search grid," the disembodied voice of Ned, a Level 4 artificial intelligence, said from the shuttle's speakers. “I’ll let you know when we’re there. Please use this time to relax. Maybe take a nap? I know you didn’t get any sleep last night.”

Atlus shook his head and smiled. ”Thanks, Ned. I always appreciate you looking out for me.” His longtime friend flew the shuttle while monitoring sensors, communications, and, most importantly, Atlus’s wellbeing. “But, it doesn’t mean we’ll find it there. It doesn’t mean I’m right or my math wasn’t wrong.” Atlus adjusted the flight controls, lowering the shuttle's altitude. “So, I’ll keep my eyes open just in case.”

Ned was silent for a moment. “Your math wasn’t wrong. I checked it—twice.”

"Only twice?" Atlus chuckled. “Such faith in my abilities.”

By age five, both of Atlus’s parents had walked out of his life, leaving his older sister, Bellona, to care for and raise him. She was twelve years older than him and a genius mechanical engineer. Her skills were offered to any who would pay her steep asking price, which many did, and the two siblings lived well. But this also meant she was away a lot of the time. 

When Atlus was eight, she purchased Ned to help run the household. He kept track of household supplies and schedules and helped Atlus with schoolwork. More importantly, he kept Atlus company while she was away for extended periods. And despite Ned only being a Level 4 AI and not being an actual self-aware, sentient being of a Level 5, something Atlus doubted on many occasions, Ned became Atlus's most trusted friend.

“Thanks, buddy. When we don’t find anything, I'll know I got that much right.” 

The entire trip was a long shot, and he knew it. Digging around a junkyard on Mars, Atlus found an old shuttle, a simple planet hopper, unable to do more than ferry people and supplies around the solar system. It dated back more than eight hundred years, and incredibly, the memory stored in the ship's computer had not completely degraded. He plotted a reverse course back to a spot on Earth’s moon, the Jules Verne Crater, from just shreds of life support and fuel consumption data.

“There’s no official record of anything being out here,” Atlus said. “But accurate records from that time are hard to come by. That shuttle came out here for a reason, and I know it's a long shot, but I bet that reason is one of the missing lunar archives.”

An initiative was started in the 2160s to safeguard all of human history. As time marched forward, much of the ancient and modern world disappeared. The continued decay and loss of physical works—entire libraries of books, documents, and historical sites such as the Great Pyramids—threatened to be lost forever. Digital archives were constructed in secret locations on the Moon. 

Over a dozen locations, the actual number of facilities lost to history, had been constructed on the Moon’s far side. In these archives, humanity's entire digital existence was divided up. Every book, piece of music, image, movie, TV show, document, and digital content was stored. The locations were kept secret to all but a few. Every decade, the archives were updated with civilization's new contributions.

Only eleven archives had been located, providing an incomplete picture of the past. Atlus was betting he was on to one of the missing ones. If correct, he would fill in the gaps in human history, securing his place in it.

“If you won’t rest,” Ned persisted, “then at least eat something.”

“I had breakfast,” Atlus said, unsure why he had just lied.

“You didn't even comb your hair.”

Atlus ran a hand through his unkempt blond hair. "I had a glass of pineapple juice.” 

Ned would not put up with Atlus being moody from lack of food and sleep. Mistakes happen that way, and in space, or as in this case, an airless moon, mistakes can kill. “I ordered food before we left. There is a ham sandwich in the storage compartment behind you. Eat.”

Atlus frowned. “What kind of ham, Earth or Sedona?”

“Sedona.”

“Good. Earth ham tastes strange.”

Ned could not argue with him about taste, having never eaten before. He could only offer logical insight. “It probably has to do with the hundreds of years of living in an alien world that has contributed to a “taste” difference between those on Sedona and their Earth-bound cousins.” 

Atlus rummaged around in the compartment and found the sandwich. Unwrapping it, he took a big bite. His mouth was full, and he tried to say the word “probably,” but the sound he made resembled it poorly. He knew Ned would be rolling his eyes figuratively. He swallowed. “Sorry. Good sandwich.”

“You and your sister are just the worst to eat with.”

He wiped crumbs from his mouth with the back of his hand. “Manners are for strangers, not family.” Bellona had said this on many occasions, often with food falling out of her mouth. 

“I’m just glad I didn’t order any soup. You only have one set of clothes.”

Atlus stifled a laugh and kept eating.

Finishing his lunch, he returned his attention to the view outside. Old and abandoned things fascinated him. As a child, he would explore deserted houses, places people had called home for years who then, one day, walked out of, never to return—sometimes leaving all their worldly possessions behind. His most haunting discovery was found in a child's bedroom. A little table set for tea time. Two little chairs, one empty and the other taken by a small stuffed animal. A once-cherished toy left behind, forever waiting for its child to come back and hug it.

This fascination took him to Earth, where he studied archeology, specializing in what made interstellar civilizations possible—starships and, to a lesser extent, space stations and fringe outposts. He loved exploring an old wreck that saw battle in a great war or an abandoned ship that once served as the home for a space-faring family for six generations. He always needed to know what had happened, to see where the people had gone. To understand why they left.

In comparison, the lunar archives didn’t offer much exploration. All were constructed the same: an airlock leading to stairs that led to a sealed room where the computer archive was housed. None of the excitement Atlus sought. But it would open up doors for him. Only being twenty-three and his name on a find of such significance would get him resources for any expedition he wanted. It would show everyone who had ever tossed him aside how wrong they were. He would show them what they gave up when they walked out on him.

The communication console lit up. “Incoming call,” Ned informed.

“Is it Dr. Mander?” Atlus asked.

“No. Voice-only communication from Earth, not Mars.”

“Damn it.” Atlus had been expecting a call from Kerwin Mander, the director of the Lunar Archive Society. The archives are off limits without special permission, and for the same reasons, they were kept secret in the first place to prevent tampering. Atlus wanted to go through official channels and work with the society on this find. He wanted to be sure he got the credit, and everything was on the up and up so that no one could question or take anything away from his accomplishment. He still hadn’t heard anything from the society, and it had been over two weeks since he first tried to contact them. The silence both annoyed and worried him.

“Answer it.” The light turned green. “This is Atlus Frost.”

“Hi, sweety,” a female voice said. “It’s me.”

“Hey, Kamila.” Atlus’s girlfriend, botanist, and horticultural engineer. They met while attending B.J. Simpson University on Earth. “Is everything okay? What’s with voice only?”

“We’re calling from one of the undersea cities in the Pacific. I can’t get a video feed to you from down here. Carter’s with me.”

“Hey, buddy,” Carter said. College roommates turned into best friends. He, too, studied archeology but with a focus on galactic civilization, only going as far back as the Third Age. “How’s the Moon?”

“Airless, unchanged for billions of years, and kinda beautiful. Why are you guys underwater?”

“It’s whale-watching season,” Kamila said. “I know you are afraid of the ocean, so we took advantage of the opportunity since you are up there for the next few days and wouldn’t want to join us.”

“I’m not afraid of the ocean,” Atlus protested. Muffled laughter filled the line. “If one of those domes breaches, you’re both dead. Just bobbing in the sea, corpses being munched on by fish. Disgusting.”

“Dude, if your ship breaches or your suit, you’re just as dead,” Carter said. Atlus could hear Kamila still giggling. 

“Maybe, but I will leave behind a beautiful, perfectly preserved corpse for all eternity. One that will remain un-munched by the horrible nightmare creatures you are now surrounded by, lurking in the ocean's gloom.” Atlus shuddered, thinking of all things with tentacles and teeth waiting to drag him down into the cold, wet depths.

“Spoken like a desert dweller,” Carter teased.

“Sedona is not a desert,” Atlus protested. “It’s just a little drier than Earth, and we don’t have large oversized sea creatures waiting to eat you,” Atlus recalled images of sea life on Earth. “Enjoy fleeing from those shark creatures, things you think are so neat.”

“Okay, boys, enough. I just wanted to call and see how you were doing. You didn’t sound good last night.” Their conversation the night before had been short, and Atlus's anxiety about the upcoming search had been apparent. 

“I’m fine,” waiving her concerns aside. “Just obsessing over every detail, as usual. But now I’m more concerned about you two. Sneaking off together again and having fun without me.”

There was silence on the line. A silence that lasted just a little too long.

“How could we take you away from that junkyard?” Kamila said, breaking the strained silence. “You were so excited to dig around out there.”

“Well, yeah,” Atlus said. “How could you not be?”

“I kinda wanted to go, actually,” Carter said. “Digging through old Mars, you can learn a lot, and you sure as hell found something.”

“Well, now, this is the first I’ve heard you complain about not joining him, Carter,” Kamila said with mock betrayal. “Go, leave, I don’t want you here anymore. Go play with Atlus.”

“I didn’t say I wasn’t having fun here, too,” Carter said.

“And it’s too late,” Atlus said. “You both had your chance, so now this find is all mine. Enjoy your whales while I rewrite history.”

“I hope you do, Atlus,” Kamila said with a sincerity that touched him. “How long do you think you will be gone?”

“Probably another two days, maybe three. I have a large area to cover and want to be… thorough.” An unusual shape in a crater below caught his attention.

“Atlus, you still there?” Kamila asked.

“Yeah, yes, I’m here. Ned, focus the viewer on this location.” Atlus pointed to the section of the virtual glass window that had his attention. “Bring us in closer.”

“Everything okay?” she asked. 

“I’m good, I’m good. Hey, I got to go. Talk to you soon; love you, babe.” Atlus ended the call before hearing a reply. “Bring us around more, and let's see if we can get some lights on that. Where are we exactly?”

“Just south of crater Jules Verne G,” Ned said, highlighting an area on a map displayed on another screen.

The unusual shape sat in the shadow of the crater. While this part of the Moon was experiencing daylight, countless shadows did their best to conceal secrets. He saw it only because he had been looking at that area of the crater when the shuttle passed over. 

But what was it?

Ned brought the shuttle closer to the surface and stopped a dozen meters away from the object. Atlus sat forward in his seat, eyes wide, as the strange shape took a familiar form, and a chill ran through him.

“Is that a body?”
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