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AUTHOR’S NOTE

I am (as you should be, if you’re reading this) a huge fan of John W. Campbell, Jr.’s classic novella, “Who Goes There?” and its many incarnations.

I first encountered the Thing at age 17, in high school, when my mother took me to see John Carpenter’s classic The Thing the opening week in the local movie theater. She knew I loved science fiction, and she patiently sat through the blood and gore and mayhem so I could see the movie. By the time the final credits rolled, I was forever hooked on monsters and John Carpenter films. Who wouldn’t be?

Of course, I already knew who the author of the original story was: John W. Campbell, Jr. one of my heroes. (I was a weird kid. My heroes were mostly editors: John W. Campbell, editor of Astounding Science Fiction magazine, which was now renamed Analog; George Scithers, editor of my favorite magazine, Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine; Donald A. Wollheim, editor of DAW Books, my favorite book line; and H.L. Gold, former editor of Galaxy magazine, whose back numbers I obsessively collected since finding a long run of 1950s issues in an antiques barn in South Dakota a few years before.)

Over my now 40-plus-years career, I was fortunate enough to have met Don Wollheim (and had a few of my short stories appear in anthologies he published); correspond with Horace L. Gold; and sell my own fiction to, work as an assistant editor for, and ultimately co-edit the legendary pulp magazine Weird Tales with George Scithers. The only childhood hero I missed was Campbell, who passed away at age 61 in 1971. But in many ways, he was the most important to me.

Why? Because Campbell single-handedly ushered in the Golden Age of Science Fiction. Almost every novel and short story I loved growing up had Campbell’s fingerprints somewhere on it. Fritz Leiber’s Fafhrd and the Gray Mouser series? Check. Isaac Asimov’s Foundation series? Check. Frank Herbert’s Dune? Check. A.E. Van Vogt’s Slan? Check. Robert A. Heinlein? Poul Anderson? Arthur C. Clarke? Orson Scott Card? A thousand checks! He edited and published them all—and hundreds more—over his career.

At his height, he completely dominated the science fiction scene and set the standards for everything that followed. Astounding’s circulation reached heights that no SF magazine comes anywhere close to these days. It wasn’t till the 1950s that he had serious challengers as best editor in the field, with the launch of new, well-funded magazines like Galaxy and The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction.

One thing people often forget, though: before he became an editor, Campbell was an author—and one of the best the field had produced up to that point. “Who Goes There?” (which introduced the Thing) was originally published in the August, 1938 issue of Astounding (although Campbell became editor in 1937, the story had been purchased by his predecessor; it appeared under a pseudonym, “Don A. Stuart,” to immediate fanfare and became an instant classic.) Since then, “Who Goes There” has been reprinted dozens of times, translated into a score of languages, adapted into at least four film versions, and spawned one of the science fiction field’s iconic monsters. Very little published before or since comes close to having this one story’s impact on science fiction and popular culture.

Cut to the present.

Today, I am privileged to help John W. Campbell’s daughter and grandchildren manage the Campbell literary properties—and one of our plans is to build on his literary legacy with new projects. To that end, I have already published Frozen Hell, a long-lost, alternate version of “Who Goes There?” (with an extra 45 manuscript pages of previously-unseen story) and Short Things, a collection of short stories by leading science fiction authors, in which they played with Campbell’s iconic monster in new and surprising ways.

This new novel—the first of a trilogy—kicks off what Campbell would have called a “thought experiment.” In writing it, I asked myself this question: What if John W. Campbell had heard about actual events that happened in Antarctica and crafted his original story around them?

That makes the events in his classic story (or, rather, a version of them) real in our world, and it places them into our history. It also allows the Things some leeway to differ from Campbell’s vision of them. (He was, after all, writing fiction. You know how these creative types are, always playing fast and loose with facts.)

So, readers, take note: in the universe of The Things from Another World, Campbell’s story appeared in Astounding in 1938. John Carpenter filmed it as The Thing in 1982. But those were fiction.

This is reality, set the day after tomorrow, when the first manned mission has reached Mars. Despite that, the world is little changed from today. Life goes on, as it always has.

When another spaceship is found in Antarctica, it sets in motion events that—well, I’ll let you find out for yourself!

I had a blast writing it. I hope you enjoy it, too.

—John Betancourt

Cabin John, Maryland

November 16, 2023
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PROLOG

The Pentagon

Arlington, Virginia

General Artemus Wu bellowed for his secretary. Instead of Lieutenant Kirby, though, Colonel Bloch entered his office, shut the door, and quietly approached his desk. Bloch, with his beak of a nose and watery blue eyes that seemed to look through rather than at you, had never impressed the general as anything more than a pencil-pusher, the tiniest of cogs in the U.S. military machine. He was the sort of bland little career officer who rose slowly but steadily through the ranks, competent at every level but no more than that.

“Sir,” Bloch said. His face remained stony.

“I assume from your presence here,” said Wu, gazing at him over the black frames of his glasses, “that you are responsible for this?” With a blunt index finger, he thumped a stack of papers.

Typed on thin, age-yellowed paper, with a rusting staple in one corner, the report—dated October 29, 1938, and bearing the rubber-stamp marks of a dozen government agencies, plus a faded red CLASSIFIED across the top—clearly had been written by someone either crazy, on drugs, or both. A UFO buried in the ice in Antarctica…conveniently blown up, so no evidence remained? A telepathic monster that could absorb—and assume the shape of—any creature it encountered…also conveniently destroyed? Ridiculous.

“If you will allow me to explain—”

Wu sighed. “Explain what? How LSD made it to a military base in Antarctica? How some wise-ass wannabe sci-fi writer put his wet dreams down in a report for a lark? I’m less than a year from retirement, Ben. I don’t have time for games.” He threw the report at Bloch, who caught it. “Consider me pranked.”

“They found a second one, sir.”

Wu paused. “A second what?”

“Spaceship. In Antarctica. In the ice.” Col. Bloch stepped forward and held out a manila folder. “The details are here. I wanted you to see the original report first to prepare you for this one.”

Wu sighed again but accepted the new folder. Could it be real? Bloch had never struck him as the least bit imaginative. And his secretary, Kirby, wouldn’t have had the balls to prank him.

Adjusting his glasses, Wu opened the folder, tilting his head back to study the satellite photograph on top through the bottom half of his bifocals. Antarctica, clearly. It had a geological map overlay, and an area two hundred miles east of the Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station had been circled in red. He flipped forward. More photographs. A dark shape deep in the ice, estimated—according to notations in the corner—at 148 feet long and 51 feet at its widest. Not a saucer. Sonar imaging showed a featureless oval. Thermal imaging showed nothing—the object was as cold as the surrounding glacier. Then came charts with technical calculations that he couldn’t follow. A report on a core sample of the ice around the vessel finished up, dating it back almost 19 million years.

“If this is some kind of joke, Ben—” Wu began in a softer voice.

“No, sir. Never.” Did Bloch actually sound offended?

Wu took off his glasses, rubbed his eyes. A year from retirement, and this had to fall into his lap. For now, he had to assume the report was true. And if it wasn’t, God help Bloch, Kirby, and everyone else involved.

“How many people have seen this new report?” he asked.

“Six, sir. Three on my staff, two on the survey team. I am the sixth. You make seven.”

Six others. Too many to keep this a secret long term.

“Has anything leaked out?”

“Not yet, sir. The survey team first reported it as a meteorite. Now they’re not so sure. They are requesting confirmation from Caltech and NASA.”

“A meteorite,” Wu said. He put his glasses back on and leaned back in his chair, gaze distant. That sounded plausible. He nodded. Yes, that would be the cover story. “All right. We’ll go with that. Get NASA to confirm it. Just a freak of nature, like the canals on Mars.”

“Yes, sir.”

The general held out his hand. “Give me that 1938 report again.”

Bloch returned it to him, and Wu stuck it in the manila folder with the new report. He’d go through them both in detail again after lunch.

“Why haven’t I seen this before?” he asked. It should have been in the officers’ “funny file,” which got passed around at meetings and parties. Letters from cranks, fake reports, FBI profiles of the president’s cabinet…a UFO would have fit right in.

“It was misfiled, sir. Only came to light six months ago, during a records sweep under the Freedom of Information Act. It was a week short of being released…” His voice trailed off.

The general gave a bark of a laugh. Figured. Damned reporters were trying to release everything under the Freedom of Information Act. Good thing it hadn’t gotten out. What a field day UFO crackpots would have had. For once, luck was on his side.

“How long does it take to get to Antarctica from here?” he mused.

“I’m not sure, sir. Three or four days, I would imagine. It’s high summer in Antarctica, so conditions are optimal for travel.”

“Find out.” Wu leaned back. “Arrange whatever transportation we need. I want to see this thing for myself. You will join me, along with every member of your staff who knows about it. This must be contained. And lock down that survey team. Get them on our payroll. I don’t want them communicating with anyone other than you and me…as a matter of national security. There should be enough money left in the discretionary expense fund to cover whatever it takes to buy their services. Civilian consultants. You know the drill.”

“Yes, sir.” Bloch hurried out.

Antarctica… Wu sighed. His wife would not be happy.

But if it’s real…


CHAPTER 1

Army Corps of Engineers

Special Operations Base 1, Antarctica

“I didn’t sign up for this,” groaned Terry O’Reilly, throwing down his pickaxe and twisting first to the left, then to the right to stretch his back and shoulder muscles. “Months of digging, and all I’ve got are pains where I didn’t know I had muscles.”

“You and me both, brother,” said Clay Washington. He had been—until three months ago—head of the Antarctic Geo-survey Team, as well as Terry’s boss. They had both signed on with General Wu’s team, helping to dig down through the glacier toward their discovery—whatever it turned out to be. A meteor? A spaceship? A frozen dinosaur whale (the wildest theory so far)? One guess was as good as another at this point.

He turned and gazed up the ice tunnel. Fifteen feet wide, ten feet high, with steel beams bracing the roof every six feet, it seemed to stretch to infinity, though he knew it only ran six-hundred feet to a switchback. The tunnel turned there, ran almost seven hundred feet more, then switchbacked again before finally reaching the surface, with its three semi-permanent buildings over the tunnel mouth.

Arc lights and space heaters set every thirty feet ran the entire length of the tunnel. Between the lights, the heaters, and the heavy digging equipment a hundred feet farther down, the tunnel temperature sometimes reached a toasty 30 degrees Fahrenheit, though mostly it lingered around 28. A series of wall-mounted fans hummed like a swarm of killer bees, circulating the air but doing little to relieve the months-old stench of human sweat and motor oil and exhaust fumes.

Terry sucked in a few more huge gulps of air. For a minute he paused to watch uniformed men with jackhammers attacking the wall of glacial ice at the end of the tunnel. Ice-dust and ice-chips flew. He and Clay had what the others called “the easy work,” smoothing out the roughest parts of the walls so the mini bulldozer and the golf cart could pass each other in the tunnel with comfortable safety margins.

The glacial ice grew harder the deeper they penetrated. We’re measuring progress by the inch, not the mile, he told himself. Even so, progress was steady.

A string of curses erupted behind him. He glanced over his shoulder at the team of Army engineers, struggling to reinforce a set of steel girders that had begun to buckle. No one wanted the tunnel to collapse before they reached their goal.

The clatter of the jackhammers abruptly ceased. Terry turned his attention back to the men who had been working on the wall. The mini bulldozer roared to life, zipped over, and began scooping up debris. It would ferry everything up to the surface and dump it a hundred yards from camp.

We must be getting close, Terry thought. He squinted at the rough wall of ice at the end of the tunnel. How much farther? The Army Corps of Engineers had mapped out a 7-degree downward ramp, and the team had turned the final corner two weeks ago. It should be smooth sailing the rest of the way.

Excited shouts rose from the men by the bulldozer. The driver cut its motor and climbed down from the cab. Everyone gathered in a circle, talking excitedly, but Terry couldn’t make out the words.

Clay craned his neck. “I think they found something.”
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