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Prologue 
 
    There’s no way to mask the fact that people die in hospitals. It happens with a regularity that a disinfectant can’t wash away. Souls enter and leave the world in hospitals with such consistency that it’s nothing more than another day for the people working there, or passing by on their daily business.  
 
    It’s different when it’s someone you know. It’s not just another death. This time, it’s Uncle Carson.   
 
    Kalea blew out a sigh as she fanned herself in the stifling room. “Why is it so hot in here?”  
 
    No reply. Just the hiss of the air conditioner and Uncle Carson’s rattled breathing. The same as the last two hours: a machine that wouldn’t cool below eighty degrees, and that awful death rattle. The nurse called Aunt Tabitha and her cousin, Avery, out of the room for a “conversation” five minutes ago, leaving her alone to watch Uncle Carson just in case–of what? Maybe he could still hear, but if his demise was inevitable to everybody else, then surely it was inevitable to him. He was the one stuck in the bed. He was the one hooked to machines. He was the one rattling. She heard a muffled sob escape her aunt in the hallway. 
 
    “Geeze!” she leaned over to unlatch the thin, stabilizing rubber mesh wrapped around her left foot and ankle. “It’s a hundred degrees outside, and this broken foot is so swollen that it’s almost the size of the pumpkins you used to grow. Remember the pumpkins?”  
 
    No response. So much for reminiscing over the good times.  
 
    Kalea leaned back in the chair, propping her foot on the edge of the bed. “I’m sorry, Uncle Carson. I’m sorry the cure came too late.” She raised her water bottle in a mock salute. “Here’s to the world’s best technological advance in the world’s worst timing.” 
 
    Rattling–from the air conditioner and from Uncle Carson. 
 
    Kalea sat the bottle on the table and leaned back in the chair. “This is crap,” she pressed her hand over her head where she felt a migraine coming on. Great, one more problem. Her uncle was dying because the nanotech that could have reconnected his neural pathways was put on the medical market too late to help him. She was hobbling around on a broken foot because she couldn’t afford the same tech that could have healed it in a matter of hours. And now her head hurt, and her medication was in her office, forgotten in the “your only uncle is dying” haste of picking up Avery at the airport and rushing here, just to sit and wait. She pressed harder, trying to press out pain, the rattle, her aunt’s sobs in the hallway, the deep murmur of Avery’s voice; all of it.  
 
    Kalea groaned as she squinted at the late afternoon summer sun streaming through the window. She reminded herself that whatever chaos reigned in here, the world was going on as normal out there, and she’d be part of it again as soon as they got through this. Tomorrow would come and they would make it through that day, and the next, and every day after that, until they faced this moment themselves.  
 
    That was the Chaplain’s logic an hour ago. 
 
    “Uncle Carson,” she studied his thin face, “Mom and Dad are on the way. Remember that I told you Mom is teaching the advanced physics class in Tennessee for the fall semester? They’re living in the mountain cabin until the semester is over. She’ll sing in the church choir at Christmas. You always enjoyed hearing her sing.” 
 
    More rattling. Kalea fanned her shirt, pulling it away from the sweat. “You like The Canticle of the Turning. She’ll do it again this year. She’s probably singing it already for Dad. He laughs about how she sings a Christmas song year round.” 
 
    Kalea thought she heard him stir, but couldn’t perceive movement. She looked toward the sunlight shifting through the window. “I can’t sing as like she can, but I remember your favorite verse. It’s the third one, isn’t it?” She closed her eyes and sang.  
 
    “From the halls of power to the fortress tower, 
 
    Not a stone will be left on stone. 
 
    Let the king beware, for your justice tears 
 
    Every tyrant from his throne.  
 
    The hungry, poor shall weep no more, 
 
    For the food they can never earn; 
 
    There are tables spread, every mouth be fed, 
 
    For the world is about to turn.” 
 
    Kalea relaxed, sinking into the chair.  Peace seeped into her––a quietness that told her that everything would be all right. Tomorrow wouldn’t come for Uncle Carson, but it would for everybody else. 
 
    A hand grabbed Kalea’s foot. She jumped, her brown eyes widening to see Uncle Carson sitting up on the bed, grasping her broken foot  
 
    “Kalea?” 
 
    Kalea tried to pull back her foot, but his grip tightened. She whined.  
 
    “Kalea, it’s going to be all right.” 
 
     “What? “ 
 
    Carson smiled, his own brown eyes glinting. “We’ve been chosen.” 
 
    Kalea stopped fighting his iron grip on her foot. “For what?” 
 
    Carson stared at her with a strange glimmer in his eyes. “You’re right. The world is about to turn.” 
 
    Kalea resumed her struggle, pulling harder on her foot against Uncle Carson’s grip. His fingernails pierced into her skin, causing blood to seep from the small piercings in her skin. A shock went through her as she jerked free from his grip, leaped out of the chair, and dashed out of the door. She ran down the hall to the nurse’s station where Aunt Tabitha and Avery had retreated with the nurses, her left foot leaving bloody prints on the linoleum. They stopped as they saw her approach, her long, brown hair flying behind her. Avery hurried to meet her, catching her in his arms. “Kalea, what is it?” 
 
    Kalea gasped, staring at Avery. “He’s awake.” 
 
    Aunt Tabitha turned from the nurse she was talking to. “What did you say?” 
 
    “Uncle Carson is awake!” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” the nurse pushed past them. They followed her to Uncle Carson’s room, where they found him sitting up and calmly removing the morphine IV from his arm. He smiled at them.  
 
    “Hello everybody. Isn’t it a beautiful evening?” 
 
    Aunt Tabitha and Avery rushed to Uncle Carson, engulfing him in a hug.  
 
    The nurse pushed her hair out of her face, her shaky arm exposing a phoenix tattoo. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Aunt Tabitha looked up from her embrace, tears dripping down her cheek. “It’s a miracle!” 
 
    Kalea sagged against the wall, smearing the blood trickling from foot over the floor. “The world is about to turn.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    Kalea rushed in the restaurant, pushing down her hair in a futile attempt to smooth out the damage from the hard hat she had to wear on her last job inspection. There’s nothing like mid-August heat in Columbia, South Carolina, to undo hair and makeup. She pulled herself as straight as she could at five feet tall as she approached the greeter. “I’m here to meet Avery Kerner.” 
 
    The greeter stared at Kalea with wide eyes. “You’re Kalea Kerner. You’re the ‘miracle girl!’” 
 
    Kalea took a deep breath, trying to keep her face from getting any redder than it already was from the heat. “I think you have me confused with my Uncle Carson. He’s the one that came back from the dead.” 
 
    “But he healed your broken foot, didn’t he?” 
 
    “Kalea!” Avery’s tall, lanky frame swept past the greeter to hug her. “I’m glad you made it. Our table is back here.” 
 
    Kalea followed Avery to the back of the restaurant, where he led her to a table next to a window. “Thanks for the save.” 
 
    “Does that happen a lot?” he stared at her with concern in his brown eyes. Everybody swore the “Kerner kids,” as they had been called since they were babies, looked alike. Kalea and Avery’s fathers were brothers, and all the children in the family had dark brown hair and eyes. Avery was lucky to have some height to him, at six feet tall. Kalea and Annaliese, Avery’s sister, were short. They were lucky to grow up together on the two hundred acre family estate that housed their families just outside of Columbia, but jobs had taken Avery and Annaliese out of state.  
 
    “It’s better than the doomsday crowds. There was a group of them gathered outside the last school I inspected.” Kalea shrugged. “I guess it’s better to be the ‘miracle girl’ than the herald of the end times.” She sighed as she laid down her menu. “Actually, it’s irritating. I’m not the one that came back from the dead.” 
 
    “He wasn’t dead. And you were the one that limped in the room on a broken foot, and ran out healed two hours later.” 
 
    “I know. Leave it to me to make a bloody dash down the hall of a hospital in plain view of a security camera.”  She had been heralded as one of the youngest business owners in the state of South Carolina at age thirty-six, after taking over the Presidency of Kerner Electrical and Mechanical Engineering from her father, who started the firm when she was five years old and retired the previous spring. It had been her claim to fame until that footage of her mad dash down a hospital hall trumped her professional integrity. 
 
    Avery waved it off. “They’ll move on soon.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I hear there have been more cases like it in the past week. I was the only one stupid enough to get caught on video.” 
 
    “You’re also the only one not talking to the media. What gives?” 
 
    Kalea paused as the waiter appeared to take their orders. She smiled as he walked away with their menus, hoping the interruption was enough to change the subject. “When do you go back to Houston?” 
 
    Avery stared at her. “Tomorrow and you never answered my question. You haven’t been around since Dad recovered a week ago, and you won’t talk about it. What’s going on with you?” 
 
    Kalea took a sip of her water. “I’m busy. I’ve missed a lot of work since Uncle Carson went in the home and I broke my foot last month.” Kalea was helping her Uncle Carson in the house after a doctor’s visit on a rainy afternoon in mid-July, and they both slipped on the porch steps. He hit his head on the wall of the house and suffered a subdural hematoma; while she twisted and broke her foot. “You and Annaliese aren’t here, and Mom and Dad have been at the mountain house in Gatlinburg since Mom agreed to teach summer and fall classes at the University of Tennessee. I’ve been the only one here to help out Aunt Tabitha on a regular basis, which has been difficult with a broken foot.” 
 
    “I realize that, and I’m grateful. It’s not fair that you have to play the role of the daughter since Annaliese is too sucked in her own little world up there in D.C. She’s married to a Congressman, for goodness sakes. It seems she would be able to break away for her dying father, especially since it’s been hard for you to get around on that foot that’s no longer broken.” 
 
    Kalea pointed at Avery. “But as you just pointed out, he isn’t dying anymore, and my foot isn’t broken anymore. Don’t be so hard on her. I know she’s busy with her psychiatry practice.” 
 
    “But you’re a business owner too, and you made time for Dad.” 
 
    “I’ve also known the partners my whole life. We have personal connections. Annaliese moved up there with no connections and had to build everything up herself. I had it easy compared to her.” Kalea took another drink of water. She was shocked to find her glass empty already. “Those two school inspections this morning must have dehydrated me more than I realized.” She raised her hand to motion for the waiter, who nodded and brought a refill.  
 
    Avery’s brow scrunched. “I thought you weren’t doing inspections until your foot fully healed.” 
 
    She smiled. “It did heal, remember? Everybody that watches any national news stream knows that.” 
 
    Avery shrugged. “I thought you might take some more time to make sure you’re really healed. Don’t bones usually take a while to heal?” 
 
    “The orthopedic said six weeks in the splint, and three months after that for the bone to set.” 
 
    “When did you break it?” 
 
    “Three weeks ago.” 
 
    Avery raised an eyebrow. “There’s no way you’re completely healed.” 
 
    Kalea sighed. “It hasn’t hurt since Uncle Carson grabbed it. I don’t know what happened. My doctor thought it might have been adrenaline.” 
 
    “That’s temporary. It doesn’t completely heal something that usually takes months to heal without nanotech.” 
 
    Kalea shrugged. “It isn’t even swollen. I’m not asking why. I’m just glad I don’t have to struggle to get around anymore, especially in that splint. They’re lightweight, but you still can’t wear a shoe with them. That’s uncomfortable.” 
 
     “This isn’t like you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You usually like to understand things. Aren’t you curious as to how a broken bone healed instantly? Are you even sure it’s completely healed?” 
 
    Kalea looked down. “The doctor did an X-Ray and didn’t see the break anymore. Yes, I’m surprised. But no, I’m not going to beat it to death with questions. Frankly, I’m ready to move on. You weren’t in the room when he grabbed me. Nobody was, and there were no cameras in there. Nobody has any idea what it was like to have a dying person sit up and grab you.” 
 
    “I understand you’re traumatized, but don’t you care that Dad recovered?” 
 
    “Traumatized?” Kalea said, indignant. She crossed her arms. “I’ve never been so insulted in my life. Of course, I care! I’m the one that’s had a front row seat to watching him slip away with Alzheimer’s for the past seven years while you were at your fancy job with the Space Exploration Society that your larger than life brother-in-law got for you.” 
 
    “All right, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply that you don’t care.” 
 
    “I know you and Annaliese are busy with your jobs and families and lives, but I am too. We’re all busy professionals, but just because I’m not married doesn’t mean that I don’t have a life. I run a business, I’m a sponsored and assistant coach with the archery team at our old high school, and I’m on the property committee at church.” She pointed her fork at Avery. “In fact, I’m surprised you stayed for a week. Elise must be frantic running after a three and five-year-old. How are Skyler and Susanna?”  
 
     “Skyler’s starting kindergarten, and Susanna is in pre-school. The neighbors are helping Elise. Stop trying to distract me. It’s no secret that you’ve been avoiding us. I know work is busy, but school’s out so the archery team isn’t an issue and the church just finished their renovations. What gives?” 
 
    “You’re imagining things, that’s what gives. I’m not avoiding anybody. Work really is in peak season right now with school renovations. I talk to Mom and Dad at least twice a week, and Annaliese called me last night.” 
 
    Avery raised an eyebrow. “What did she say?” 
 
    “She’s the only person outside of the media and doomsday hounds that sincerely asked me how I’m doing. It was nice for somebody to care about me for a change, and not a disease or a story.” Kalea stared at Avery. “You haven’t talked to her?” 
 
    “Only for five minutes when Dad woke up. Mom’s talked to her a couple of times since then, but never for long. All she says to us is that her schedule is full and she’s trying to clear it so she can come home.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a moment, Kalea munching on her salad and Avery cutting his steak. Finally, Kalea spoke up. “I don’t mean to be dismissive, but this is overwhelming. It’s easier for me to dive into my work than to bat off calls and e-mails looking for another sound bite. I’m embarrassed by that video. I hoped I could ignore it and it would go away, but now I’m not so sure. Have you seen these news stories breaking since they started running that video a couple of days ago?” 
 
    “I’ve been too busy getting Dad moved back home and settled in to watch the news.” Avery paused. “He wants to see you. One of the national networks is sending a reporter to interview him for a special on Friday, and we hope you’ll come.” 
 
    Kalea raised an eyebrow. “Come, as in to watch him do it?” 
 
    “You’ll be interviewed with him.” 
 
    Kalea laid her fork down and leaned back in her chair. “So that’s why you wanted to take me out to lunch.” 
 
    “The family is asking, Kalea. It’s just one interview. Who knows, maybe talking to them will get everybody off your back. You’ll be able to go back to being an engineer and practicing your archery on our old tree houses. Dad does want to see you. He’s asked about you every day since he woke up.” 
 
    “I know, and I meant to go by sooner, but you know how it is.” Kalea sighed. “What time on Friday?” 
 
    “They’ll be there at six o’clock to set up. Mom has a cleaning service coming to fix up the place. The interview starts at eight.” 
 
    Kalea raised an eyebrow. “It’s going to be a live stream?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Kalea took another drink of water and wiped her mouth. “Fine, I’ll do it if it’s the only way to put this to rest. I’m ready for life to get easier and go back to being boring again.” 
 
    “Thank you, Kalea, and that’s not the only reason I asked you to lunch. I wanted to see you. I’m concerned about you. You’re my cousin and like another sister to me.” He tilted his head. “You never answered my first question. How are you?” 
 
    Kalea crumpled her napkin in her hand. “I’m scared.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She dropped the napkin and sighed, looking at the sweltering summer day outside the window. “I don’t know.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Annaliese Kerner Boyce twisted a strand of her shoulder length, brown hair around her finger as she watched her father and cousin, Kalea, being interviewed about his “resurrection experience” the previous week. “I guess I should have tried harder to get down there.” 
 
    Kieran Boyce hugged her and sat on the couch beside her. “You did the best you could. You run a business specializing in mental health. You can’t drop your patients and run whenever you want to leave town. They need you. I’m sure the family understands.” 
 
    “Avery’s mad. He said I have partners that can take over the load and thinks I should have been there when the whole thing happened. And I wanted to be there, Kieran. You don’t know how hard it was to know my father was dying, and I was nearly five hundred miles away.” Her eyes welled up with tears. “I envy the freedom he had to jump on an airplane, without worrying about clients, or secret service, or reporters, or any of that stuff.” 
 
    Kieran crossed his arms over his medium built frame, his blue eyes dark. “He has that freedom because of the work my committee did to reorganize the entire United States Space Program into the Space Exploration Society. Otherwise, he’d still be at NOAA in Columbia.” 
 
    “I know he’s grateful, but this was our father.” 
 
    “He’s still your father,” Kieran pointed to the screen over the fireplace at the streaming webcast. “There he is; alive and well.” 
 
    “I should be seeing it from that living room in South Carolina, not a townhouse next to Capitol Hill.” 
 
    Kieran frowned, running his hand through his short, dark hair. “Do you regret marrying a politician?” 
 
    Annaliese stared at Kieran. “Absolutely not! I’m happy with my life here. It’s been tough knowing that Dad was slipping away and I wasn’t there to help.” She looked down. “Kalea’s done more for him than I have.” 
 
    Kieran leaned back, studying the screen. “Kalea looks scared. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her frightened. I always thought that girl could slay a dragon.” 
 
    Annaliese laughed as she stared at her cousin’s wide eyes staring into the camera, talking about how Uncle Carson grabbed her foot while she was lying in a chair. “It sounds like it was quite a shock for her.” She broke off as the reporter played back the footage of Kalea running down the hall. He stopped to zoom in and point out dark spots on the floor, asking what they were.  
 
    “That’s blood,” Kalea said. “The place where grabbed my foot left a scar.” 
 
    “Can we see it?” the anchor asked.  
 
    The camera focus dropped as Kalea removed her sandal to reveal four half-moon gashes on the top of her foot. She turned the foot to show the scar of his thumbnail on the bottom of her foot. Annaliese leaned forward, studying the scar.  
 
    “Is it infected?” the reporter asked.  
 
    The camera pulled back up to focus on Kalea, whose eyes flashed a sliver glint in the camera. “No, it’s fine.” 
 
    “It looks infected,” the reporter protested. “Have you had it checked out? Are you sure you’re healed?” 
 
    Kalea smiled, but it looked forced. “Yes, I’m fine,” she said, as Uncle Carson leaned over to hug her. “We both are. It’s a miracle. He’s cured, and so am I. I’m thankful to be back on my feet again.” She laughed. “It’s good to be back on my feet, and even better to have my uncle back.” 
 
    Uncle Carson leaned over and kissed Kalea on the cheek. “I’m thankful little Kalea and I are both back.” 
 
    Annaliese turned to look at Kieran. “Can you get me a flight back home?” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “As soon as possible. I’ll take a red-eye if they can get me on one.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Kieran asked.  
 
    “We’ve talked and messaged. She sent me before and after pictures of her foot on Monday, and there was no scar. She hated that miracle talk, too. That doesn’t sound like her.” Annaliese leaned back, shaking her head. “It doesn’t look like her, either. She’s done plenty of local interviews for her work with Uncle Gerald, and she never got camera fright or laughed. She was always professional and pulled together on camera. That’s not the Kalea that I know. Something isn’t right. It’s time that someone who knows what they’re doing talked to both of them about what happened in that hospital room that day.” 
 
    Kieran picked up his phone. “Do you want me to come with you?” 
 
    Annaliese stared at her cousin’s face on the screen. “No, she needs a doctor, and I intend to do things right this time.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Annaliese scanned the pickup line outside of Columbia Metropolitan Airport, searching for her cousin’s car. She checked her watch. Four o’clock on Monday afternoon, right on time. Kieran tried to get Annaliese a flight on Saturday, but the President and Vice-President were traveling over the weekend, so it was easier for her to wait until they returned on Monday to get flight privileges. She fanned herself in the sticky summer air. Kalea may not have seemed like herself on the webcast Friday night, but she still had a bad habit of running late. Then again, Annaliese should have known better than to wear a black pantsuit and two-inch high-heeled sandals on the flight. Congressman’s wife or not, southeastern summers are too brutal for formal dress.  
 
    Kalea finally pulled up five minutes late in her metallic blue luxury car. Annaliese raised an eyebrow, thinking that her cousin was taking well to her role as a successful business owner, until Kalea stepped out of the car in light blue jeans, a pink shirt, and slip-on walking shoes.  
 
    “I’m sorry I’m late,” Kalea hugged Annaliese. Annaliese stooped slightly into the hug. She was five feet five inches, but the heels made it awkward. “I just got finished with a school inspection, and they ran late.” 
 
    “They make you do that in this heat? I’m surprised your foot isn’t swollen. You just healed a broken bone.”  
 
    Kalea held up her left foot. “No pain, no swelling, just a few small scars. I’m fine, Annaliese.” She hit the button on her key fob, popping the trunk. “Work doesn’t wait or take a break. School starts Monday. We have to make sure it’s safe for the kids to walk in the building by the time the first bell rings.” 
 
    Annaliese stashed her bag in the trunk and ducked in the car, where the air conditioner blew her dark brown, shoulder length curls. She knew the flat iron would be pointless in this humidity, so she left it at home, envying Kalea’s long, straight hair hanging obediently down her back in a neat braid.  
 
     “Other than the foot, how are you?” she asked as Kalea pulled away from the curb.  
 
    “Busy, but I think that will settle down over the next few weeks. I’ve had a lot of catching up to do from the time I missed with the broken foot and helping with Uncle Carson over the past few weeks. They had me home with the foot for a week, and by that time, things were rolling with Uncle Carson. He was in the hospital, had surgery, and then went in the nursing home. They decided to skip the rehab facility since the nursing home had the people and equipment they needed to do it with his dementia. It’s been a whirlwind.” 
 
    Annaliese drew a sharp breath. “I’m sorry I didn’t come sooner. I wanted to, and I feel guilty about you having to play my role in this, especially since you were dealing with an injury you got while helping him.” 
 
    Kalea waved it off. “I’m right there. Our houses are within a few acres of one another. It didn’t make sense for you to come down here when I can do it. We are family, after all.” 
 
     Annaliese stared at the passing scenery. “It’s crazy up in D.C. between my practice and Kieran fighting to fund his projects with the Commerce, Science and Transportation committee. As chair, a lot of the burden falls on him. The President is still threatening to discontinue the Space Exploration Society. Kieran is fighting to keep it alive.” 
 
    “What’s the President’s problem with it?” Kalea asked. “Kieran’s committee worked tirelessly to reorganize it into everything the Cabinet required to save the program. Then they developed the nanotech and revolutionized the medical industry. Why would you destroy the entity that brought you humanity’s biggest achievement?” 
 
    “It’s ironic,” Annaliese said. “Kieran did everything they asked, the Space Society produced something that’s saving millions of lives, and Congress is still threatening to pull the plug on the Society.” 
 
    Kalea snorted. “I thought President Hastings’s tirade would end after the controversy over his comment on wasting resources on empty space.” 
 
    “The President’s supporters on cutting the program claim that the funding would be better spent on building up our military. The unrest in the Middle East is building to proportions we haven’t seen since World War II.” 
 
    “How will funding our military help? The United States stopped getting involved in national matters five years ago when Communist and the Middle Eastern Sectors started butting heads.” 
 
    “That whole side of the world is at war, and it’s spreading. The United States is under pressure from most of Western Europe and Australia to support the cause for democracy.” 
 
    “I didn’t know democracy was under attack. I thought it was this battle of theocracy and communism in that region.” 
 
    “It isn’t now, but no matter what the outcome is, it’s not favorable for democratic governments,” Annaliese said. “A lot of people believe we’re on the brink of World War III.” 
 
    “This is why I don’t watch the news.” Kalea laughed. “Of course, if they cut the Space Exploration Society and an asteroid smacks the planet, all bets are off. Then everybody will be arguing over why we didn’t keep our eyes on the skies.” 
 
    Annaliese returned the laugh. “The things that undo us usually hit where we aren’t looking.” She looked down, studying her two-carat diamond ring and gold, diamond studded wedding band. “I try to help Kieran as much as I can. Some of my clients are well-connected, and if I help them personally, then they’re gracious with helping politically. Kieran needs all the support he can get to keep the Space Exploration Society alive. Most of our technological advances have come through it.” 
 
    Kalea held up a hand. “You know politics blow up my brain, so you don’t need to explain. I trust that you’re both busy with matters of National importance.” 
 
    “Family is more important than anything. I should have been here for Dad. There’s no excuse for that.” Annaliese paused. “I’m a psychiatrist, and I couldn’t help my own father.” 
 
    “There’s nothing you could have done. His Alzheimer’s was too advanced by the time the nanotech was released to the public.” She paused. “He’s fine now, so it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “I still should have been here more. You’re stronger than I am. I couldn’t face seeing my father slip away.” 
 
    Kalea smiled. “I’m an engineer. I don’t have feelings. I’m all logic and function, remember?” 
 
    Annaliese returned the smile. “So are shrinks, but I didn’t pull it off this time. My baby cousin showed me up.” 
 
    “I think six months hardly makes me a baby,” Kalea said. “Did Avery give you a hard time? He hasn’t been around a lot either. It’s ironic that he was fussing about you not being here last week, but before Uncle Carson took that bad turn it had been,” she paused, thinking. “Easter. He brought Elise and the twins for a long weekend at Easter.” 
 
    “He did nag me, but I passed it off as his emotions getting the better of him. He just turned thirty. He has yet to gain our perspective.” 
 
    Kalea smiled. “Give him six more years to grow up, eh?”  
 
    “He did make a point. I felt guilty about not being around since Dad fell three weeks ago. He went downhill fast.” 
 
    “He had been going downhill before that. Aunt Tabitha was just trying to ignore it and hope it went away.” 
 
    “As if that ever worked,” Annaliese grumbled.  
 
    “The problem is that it usually grows and smacks you in the face. Or in this case, Uncle Carson’s head and my foot.” Kalea released a short laugh. “But maybe she was onto something, because it did go away.” 
 
    “It’s still so strange. There have been a few more cases like that over the past couple of weeks. How is Dad? Had he had a physical to see if the dementia is really gone?” 
 
    Kalea shook her head. “They did a scan and full check-up before they released him last week and it was gone. In fact, he’s the picture of health. Uncle Carson is the man you remember again; mostly.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “He seems different.” 
 
    “How?” Annaliese asked.   
 
    “I don’t know, its little things. Sometimes he looks at me like he can see right through me, or like he sees something that nobody else can. And he says strange things like he’ll be watching the news and he’ll blurt out ‘what a waste of energy when there are worse things coming.’ Then when you ask what that means, he either passes it off as a joke, or he doesn’t remember saying it.” 
 
    “I imagine coming back from the brink of death has shifted his paradigm. Didn’t the nurses say he only had hours left just before he woke up?” 
 
    Kalea nodded.  
 
    “When you fight the reaper and win, then I imagine a lot of what we worry about seems silly.” 
 
    “I suppose so. You can talk to him and decide for yourself.”  
 
    “I will,” Annaliese paused again. “I saw your interview Friday night. It was good.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have done that,” Kalea said sharply.  
 
    Annaliese stared at Kalea, shocked at the bitterness in her voice. “Why not?” 
 
    “I made a fool of myself. I looked as bad as those people proclaiming that we’re living in the end times.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t. I thought it was a great interview. But there was a point where you didn’t seem like yourself. It’s when the reporter asked about your scar.” 
 
    “I don’t know what came over me or why I said that,” Kalea said, “and I don’t know why that scar flared up right before the interview. It had been faint until that day, and once they turn on the cameras its neon red.” 
 
    “Does it hurt?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Have you had it checked?” Annaliese asked.  
 
    “I did this morning. They scanned it again and said it’s cosmetic. They offered me nanotech to fade it, but I said no.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s expensive, and avoiding a scar isn’t worth it, especially if there’s no medical reason for it,” Kalea said, “and I don’t like the idea of robots doing stuff in my body.” 
 
    “You’re one of those types that don’t believe in mixing biology and technology.” 
 
    “I don’t believe in doing it indiscriminately, especially for something that isn’t life-threatening. Nanotech is too new and too expensive, especially for something as small as a few pricks in my foot. I thought you of all people would understand that.” 
 
    “I do,” Annaliese said.  
 
    “The body has a remarkable capacity to heal. Just look at Uncle Carson. He recovered completely without nanotech.” Kalea smiled mischievously. “You can’t let robots perform all the miracles, can you?” 
 
    Annaliese stared at Kalea, surprised by the out of place comment. “Do you believe what happened to Dad was a miracle?” 
 
    Kalea thought. “I’m not sure what it was, but I’m certain we’ll find out soon enough.” She turned on the gravel driveway mostly hidden from the main road. “Welcome back to The Kerner Complex. Do you want me to take you to my house, your house, or your parent’s house?” 
 
    Annaliese thought as Kalea wound through the road leading to the houses spread out on their family land. “Take me home. I’d like to unpack and change into cooler clothes. I’m supposed to go to Mom and Dad’s for dinner. Will you join us?” 
 
    Kalea shook her head. “Thanks, but I have to pass. I have some work to do from home tonight. Maybe another time.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Annaliese said softly, still staring at Kalea.  
 
    “You enjoy some time with them,” Kalea’s eyes sparkled in a shaft of afternoon sunlight streaming through the trees. “I’m sure you’ll be amazed at what you find at home.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Kalea sat in the bay window in Uncle Carson and Aunt Tabitha’s kitchen with a glass of red wine, watching storm clouds gather overhead away from the music, chatter, and laughter coming from the den.  
 
    “Hiding out?” Annaliese sat next to Kalea.  
 
    “Those clouds are charged,” Kalea said.  
 
    Annaliese wrinkled her brow. “What?” 
 
    “All of this heat has the atmosphere electrified. We’re going to have a storm soon.” 
 
    Annaliese sipped her own wine. “You’re never off work, are you?” 
 
    Kalea turned and stared at Annaliese. “I’m sorry, did you say something?” 
 
    “Yes, you need a vacation. That’s what I said!” Annaliese poked Kalea. “This is a party. You’re supposed to be celebrating!” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Kalea finished her wine and sat the glass on the oak kitchen table. “You know I’m not fond of crowds.” 
 
    “Neither am I, but I suck it up every now and then.” 
 
    “You have to do it more often than I do.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Annaliese finished her own wine and sat her glass next to Kalea’s. “I’ve hardly seen you these past few days. You’re working too hard.” 
 
    “I know,” Kalea said. “I’m still freaked out by what happened in that hospital a couple of weeks ago. I can’t seem to shake this anxiety that something else is going to happen.” She paused, staring at the darkening sky. “How does Uncle Carson seem to you?” 
 
    “Remarkably recovered, but you’re right. Something’s off. I can’t put my finger on it.” Annaliese turned to the window and followed Kalea’s stare. “Well, maybe I can. I asked Dad if I could see his neurological scans from when he was discharged, and he said no.” 
 
    Kalea stared at Annaliese. “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He said he’s fine, and he doesn’t want anybody prodding him anymore. He said he’s had enough of that.” 
 
    Kalea turned her stare back outside. “He had nurses and doctors coming and going all the time the past few weeks. I imagine he wants peace and quiet.” 
 
    Annaliese shook her head. “He never refused to give me access to his medical files before. This is strange. It seems he’d want me to look at them to confirm everything’s all right.” 
 
    “He’s scheduled for a follow-up on Monday, isn’t he?” Kalea asked.  
 
    “He is, but he doesn’t want to go. What worries me is that Mom is fine with it. She said he’s had enough, and if he doesn’t want to see any more doctors, that’s his right.” 
 
    “It’s his right, but is it wise?” 
 
    “My point exactly,” Annaliese said. “Nobody knows what happened. The doctors need to keep an eye on him to figure out what’s happening. We need to make sure he’s allright. We need to make sure––“ 
 
    “That it isn’t coming undone,” Kalea interrupted.  
 
    Annaliese paused. “Yes, that it isn’t coming undone.” She picked the wine bottle up from the counter and refilled her glass. “Do you want another glass?” 
 
    “No thanks,” Kalea said. “Do you have any idea how he could have gone from stage seven dementia to completely cured in seconds?” 
 
    “Not without nanotech and that doesn’t work beyond stage two of cancer and stage four of dementia,” Annaliese tapped her fingernail on her glass. “I’m glad he’s better. He’s alive for the first time in years, and I couldn’t be more grateful. It’s just that what happened to him is medically impossible.” 
 
    Kalea looked at Annaliese. “You don’t believe it’s a miracle like everybody says it is?” 
 
    Annaliese sighed. “I’m not counting it out, but I’m not counting it in, either. My gut is telling me something more is going on.” She stared out the window. “There have been other cases.” 
 
    “I know. I saw an article before I came over. There are five cases of sudden recovery from stage seven dementia and sixteen cases of it from stage four cancers in the past two weeks.” Kalea paused. “It started around the time this happened with Uncle Carson.” She stared at Annaliese, tilting her head. “Is that why you came? To figure out what’s happening?” 
 
    Annaliese returned the stare. “I came because my father recovered from his deathbed, and I wanted to see him. But yes, I wonder if it fits in with these other cases.” 
 
    “It’s been striking me as odd ever since he grabbed my foot and sat up from his deathbed.” 
 
    “I know,” Annaliese reached over and patted Kalea on the hand. “I’m sorry that happened to you. I know everybody is saying it’s wonderful that you witnessed a miracle, but I know that was a shock for you. Nobody realizes how traumatic it is to have something like that happen.” 
 
    Kalea forced a smile. “Thank you. You’re the first person to realize how startling that was. I wish it had been anybody but me.” She looked away. “I have nightmares about it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s not that I wish he died. I’m glad he didn’t. It was just so unnatural. “ 
 
    Annaliese lowered her head, trying to force Kalea to meet her stare. “I’m here if you need to talk.” 
 
    Kalea looked up. “I know, and I appreciate it.” She stood up and stretched. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I should take some time off over Labor Day weekend. The summer has flown by with work, Uncle Carson being sick, and the broken foot. Maybe I can go up to Mom and Dad’s mountain cabin. It would be good for me to get away.” 
 
    “What’s that?” a voice said from the kitchen door. They turned to see Uncle Carson standing in the doorway, looking puzzled.  
 
    Annaliese stood to meet him, taking his arm. “Dad? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I heard voices,” he said.  
 
    “Kalea and I were talking.” 
 
    “Okay,” he stared at Kalea. “A storm’s coming.” 
 
    “I know,” Kalea said. “It looks like a bad one. Do you want me to get the generator?” 
 
    “Generator?” he asked.  
 
    “It’s all right,” Annaliese stood and guided him toward the den. “Come on, Dad, you’re missing your party. Let’s go back in here with your friends.” 
 
    Thunder clapped. The lights flickered, and then went out. Kalea hit a button on her phone to activate the flashlight. “I’ll go in the basement to flip the fuse box and fire up the generator.” 
 
    “Dad, go back in the den with Mom. I’ll help her,” Annaliese followed Kalea down the staircase to the basement. She was amazed at how fast Kalea got down there, but then again she did have a head start. Kalea flipped open the fuse box and touched the main switch. A blue spark touched her finger, causing her to yelp. Annaliese rushed to Kalea’s side.  
 
    “Are you all right?” Annaliese asked. 
 
     Kalea stared around, her brown eyes wide with shock. “What happened?” 
 
    “You got shocked flipping the switch. I don’t know how that happened.” 
 
    Kalea stood up and walked back to the fuse box, flipping the switch off and then back on again. A hum filled the room as the power flowed back through the house.  
 
    “Hmm,” Kalea studied the box for a moment, and then closed the door to the fuse box. “I guess it needed a reset.”  
 
    “Are you sure you’re all right? That shock should have knocked you out!” Annaliese said.  
 
    Kalea waved it off. “I’m fine. I work with electricity all the time and have been shocked worse than that. Come on, we need to get back to the party.” They mounted the stairs and returned to the den, where the party was back in full swing. Aunt Tabitha hugged Kalea.  
 
    “Thanks for hooking up the generator, sweetheart. I’m amazed you got it done so fast!” 
 
    Kalea stared at Aunt Tabitha. “It was just a blown fuse. I rebooted it. The power’s back on.” 
 
    Aunt Tabitha laughed. “That’s impossible,” she said, pointing to the screen over the fireplace showing the newscast where a red warning ran across the bottom of the screen. “They say the power is out in the entire city and will be for the rest of the night.” 
 
    Annaliese stared at the red warning scrolling across the screen. “How is that possible?” 
 
    Kalea looked up, first at Annaliese, and then at Uncle Carson, who stared at her in confusion. “I don’t know.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    “Welcome back!” Jenna Monroe, the short, perky receptionist chirped as Annaliese walked in the door. “How was your trip?” 
 
    “It was good to see the family again. That trip was long overdue,” she flipped through the mail in her inbox.  
 
    “How’s your father?” 
 
    Annaliese stopped and stared at the receptionist, who was staring at her intently with wide eyes. “He’s fine,” she rubbed her head. “They were right. He recovered. He gets confused every now and then, but I believe that’s normal for somebody in his situation.” 
 
    “To the brink and back, eh?” 
 
    Annaliese stared at Jenna, who flushed red and looked away. “I’m sorry. That was a ridiculous thing to say.” 
 
    Annaliese dropped her mail, which was advertisements and fliers for upcoming conferences, in the trash can. “No, it wasn’t. It’s strange. I’m glad he’s all right, but there’s something about the whole thing that seems off.” 
 
    “You aren’t the only one that feels that way,” Jenna tapped at her computer. “You got a ton of messages while you were out.” 
 
    Annaliese raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t see any when I checked my messages from home.” 
 
    “They weren’t your clients. They were other people, and they all came through my desk.” She tapped a key. “I just forwarded them to you.” She nodded to a young woman sitting in the reception area, beyond the closed glass partition. “That lady is also here to see you. Her name is Sidney Sinclair. She drove up from Raleigh to speak with you. I hope you don’t mind that I told her to come in. You don’t have any routine appointments until ten o’clock, and she said she’s in town for a conference that starts at noon.” 
 
    Annaliese studied the woman sitting on the couch. Straight, chin length brown hair framed her oval face. She was fidgeting with a gold cross necklace and staring out the large window in the reception area with wide, green eyes. “Has she filled out the preliminary paperwork?” 
 
    “It’s in the system.” 
 
    “Give me a minute to get settled in. I’ll call when I’m ready for her.” 
 
    “Right, boss,” Jenna said as Annaliese walked to her office in the back corner of the building.  
 
    “What are these messages about?” Annaliese mumbled as she put her computer in her desk workstation and booted it up. She opened the vertical blinds to her back wall, which was a window overlooking the downtown D.C. area. Sunlight flooded across her desk as the messages popped up. Annaliese scrolled through them, studying the summary statements from other doctors she knew through her professional association asking about her findings with her father and cousin on her trip. She doubted they were asking from any concern, and her experiences hadn’t shed any light on the recent “resurrections and miracle healings,” as the media called them. More likely, they just wanted gossip. She snorted. “Nosy Nellies,” she mumbled, disconnecting the computer from the workstation and activating her notepad app in Sidney’s file. She called Jenna and asked that Sidney be sent back. Jenna escorted the nervous woman in a moment later. Annaliese rolled her chair in front of the couch across from the window. “Mrs. Sinclair, my name is Annaliese Kerner Boyce. How can I help you this morning?” She realized as soon as she said it that she didn’t read Sidney’s preliminary file.  
 
    Sidney shook Annaliese’s hand weakly and took a seat on the couch, huddling in the corner. “Thanks for seeing me on short notice. I know you were out of town last week and hated to crash in on you like this. I thought you would be the best person to help me.” 
 
    “I appreciate that. I know there are many fine doctors in Raleigh, so what brings you to D.C.?” 
 
    Sidney fiddled with the necklace again. “It was the media reports regarding your father and cousin. My situation is unique.” 
 
    “Who’s your doctor back home?” 
 
    “Olivia Werner.” 
 
    Annaliese nodded. “I went to school with her.” She leaned back in her chair. “You said your situation is unique. How so?” 
 
    Sidney looked in her lap. “I’m one of those miracle cases that they’re referring to. My father-in-law was dying of cancer three weeks ago. It’s like your cousin’s situation. The nurse called the family outside and I stayed in the room with him.” She rubbed her neck. “I had an asthma attack while I was sitting by his bed. I was reaching in my purse for my rescue inhaler when he sat up and grabbed my neck.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “I screamed and tried to pull it away, but he grabbed it tighter. You can see a scar where he grabbed me,” she held up her head to show Annaliese red scars on her neck. Annaliese leaned forward and studied the half-moon nail streaks in her neck that were nearly identical to the scars on Kalea’s foot.  
 
    “Have the scars been there since he grabbed you?” 
 
    “No, that’s the strange thing. They showed up a week later. My doctor looked at it, but said it was cosmetic and it would fade.” 
 
    “Have you had any asthma attacks since this incident?” 
 
    “No,” Sidney said. “I’d had it my whole life until he grabbed me. I quit taking my regular medication a few days later.” She paused, looking out of the window. “I know nanotech could cure it, but my husband and I couldn’t afford it.” 
 
    Annaliese nodded. “Just like Kalea. Her foot completely healed.”  
 
    Sidney scrunched her eyebrows. “I saw the interview. It’s the same thing that happened to me.” 
 
    Annaliese shook her head. “I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to say that out loud. Let’s get back on topic. What brings you here?” 
 
    “Two things. The first is that I wanted to warn you. My father-in-law is dying, again. His cancer came back. He’s stage three.” She swiped a tear from her eye. “I don’t know if you’ve been keeping up with the news reports, but that started happening with the cancer ‘miracles’ a week after they came back. The tumors grew back. Most of them are at stage three already.” 
 
    Annaliese paled. “I didn’t keep up with the news reports while I was out. I’ll check into it.” 
 
    “They say he doesn’t qualify for nanotech because it’s considered a relapse of the original condition, so they can’t do it. There’s nothing that can be done for my father-in-law. He’s terminal, and I don’t know if there’s enough miracle to go around twice. I wanted you to know. I told your assistant, but she said she felt I needed to tell you this myself.” 
 
    Annaliese tapped notes in her computer. “What was the other thing that brought you here?” 
 
    “It’s about me,” she pointed to Annaliese’s left foot. “Does your foot hurt when you get up in the morning, and when you get up after sitting for a while?” 
 
    Annaliese thought. “Actually, it does. How do you know?” 
 
    “You have plantar fascia. I can see the tear in your ligament. You might want to get out of those high-heeled shoes before you make it worse.” 
 
    Annaliese stared at Sidney. “You can see the tear inside of my foot?” 
 
    Sidney nodded. “Your receptionist is getting an ear infection, too. I told her to call her doctor. I hope she does.” 
 
    Annaliese gaped. “You can see inside our bodies and know something is wrong?” 
 
    Sidney nodded. 
 
    “How is that possible?” 
 
    Sidney shrugged. “I don’t know. It started last week. I’m a medical technician, so I work with a lot of sick people, files, and scans. Now I don’t need the machines. I can see the bones and muscles and tendons and ligaments. It’s like I’m a walking scanning machine. I see inside you and what’s right––or wrong.” She rubbed her eyes. “Am I going crazy, Dr. Boyce?” 
 
    Annaliese leaned back in the chair, thinking.  
 
    About her father’s sudden confusion.  
 
    About Kalea restoring the electricity in an entire house by touching the fuse.  
 
    About the scars.  
 
    About the messages.  
 
    She sighed. “No, Sidney, you aren’t crazy. I think we’re dealing with something new.” 
 
    Sidney leaned forward. “What is it?” 
 
    Annaliese leaned back. “I don’t know.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Kalea sat in a chair on the stage of the high school auditorium, surveying the area with Darren Henson, the school principal a stern, graying man with a perpetual scowl.  
 
    “It needs something more,” he grumped.  
 
    Kalea took a deep breath, reminding herself that the school district brought several million dollars to the company every year, so telling him to jump in the lake would be detrimental not only to her career, but her financial well-being as well. Plus, she was here for an interview with a major magazine about the project. This would eventually get national coverage, and anything that took the focus off her bloody hospital dash was a good thing.  
 
    “You have the most state of the art theater in the region. Relax, they’ll love it. They wouldn’t be coming if they weren’t impressed.” Kalea swiped her brow and shifted in her stuffy gray and pink pantsuit. She wasn’t used to dressing formally, and it was still too hot for this in mid-September.  
 
    “I wish they would have come this spring when we had a production, and when we’ve had more time to tweak it.” 
 
    “Mr. Henson, I can’t tweak it anymore. I’ve given you all the power that the grid can give you. It passed inspection. It’s fine.” She paused. “They might come back to cover that spring production if this goes well.” 
 
    He grunted and checked his smartwatch as the first students trickled into the auditorium. Since there wasn’t a production ready to showcase the renovated theater, they arranged to have the interview filmed onstage with the student body as the audience. Kalea was nervous about that aspect of it. She was used to speaking to small groups, and even on camera regarding larger projects, but the concept of questions from strangers that knew little or nothing about the finer points of engineering made her stomach flip. This wasn’t stuff you could “dummy down” to an audience. When it comes to technical engineering concepts, you get it or you don’t. No amount of explaining changes it.  
 
    Mr. Henson glanced at Kalea. “You’ll do fine.” 
 
    Kalea smiled weakly. “Is it that obvious that I’m nervous?” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s all right. You get used to this.” He cracked a rare smile. “Besides, you’ve done a nationally broadcast interview. This should be a piece of cake.” 
 
    Kalea grunted away the cliché as the volume of murmuring voices grew with more students filling in the auditorium.  She fanned herself with her computer, which held a memo with her talking points and notes. “Maybe I should get our mechanical engineer to see about adjusting the HVAC system in here. These lights get hot.” 
 
    “I already asked. He said he’s done all he can,” Mr. Henson said. “We’ll have to sweat it out.” 
 
    “I’m getting used to that,” Kalea mumbled as the magazine interviewer, a tall, thin woman with short, dark hair and striking blue eyes, breezed on the stage. Kalea and Mr. Henson shook her hand.  
 
    “Kalea, so glad to meet you!” she bubbled, shaking Kalea’s hand so vigorously that Kalea’s black cameo earrings swung. “I’m Anna Eddings. It’s a pleasure to meet you and cover what other miracles you’re capable of in Modern Design Magazine!” 
 
    Kalea blushed. “I’m glad for the coverage, both for the firm and for the school.” She gestured to Mr. Henson. “This is Darren Hensen, the school principal.  
 
    Anna shook Mr. Hensen’s hand and they took their seats. “Thanks for letting me record the interview with the equipment in here. I understand this is the first time cameras on wires have been used in an indoor facility that wasn’t specialized for sporting events.” 
 
    “Just in the state of South Carolina,” Kalea said, “and it did require a radical redesign of this entire quadrant of the school. The hope is that it will give better quality recordings by capturing a number of angles that haven’t been available at the high school level before. The first official use will be the Christmas program, but the big thing will be the school’s production of Annie Get Your Gun in April. Today’s interview will be the first live test on all the equipment, and how well it airs on public access stations.  
 
    Anna raised an eyebrow. “We’ll have a television audience too?” 
 
    “No, it’s being recorded for playback on the local access webcast,” Mr. Henson said. “Obviously, we’ll do some editing and production work to clean it up before releasing for wider distribution. We want to show the public the best work we can do.” 
 
    “Of course,” Anna said, straightening her skirt as she settled in the chair. “Let’s go over my plan for today’s interview. I’d like to start with the camera system and how Kalea took arena camera systems to a theatrical venue. Then I’d like to move on to the wireless control of lighting and stage effects systems. After that, I’ll move on to Mr. Henson’s vision for how this applies to theater productions, and an open conversation on how this has the potential to revolutionize theater design in the future.” 
 
    “I’m not sure about revolutionizing design,” Kalea said. “More work needs to be done before it goes large-scale.” 
 
    Anna laughed. “You’re so modest! Kalea, I’m here to show how you’ve revolutionized design for live action productions.” 
 
    Kalea flushed and reached down to scratch her foot. Suddenly, it was itching.  
 
    “We’re ready to go in two minutes!” the head of the stage crew, a blonde teen with glasses, said.  
 
    Mr. Henson nodded. “Time to rock and roll.” 
 
    Kalea rolled her eyes. Was he going to ruin the interview with these stupid Earth clichés? 
 
    What? She thought. She shook off the unbidden thought and adjusted the microphone headset while Anna gathered her notes and the cameraman flashed his fingers showing the final countdown to recording.  
 
    Anna smiled brightly and stared into the center camera. “Good morning South Carolina, and welcome to Modern Design Magazine Chat Hour. I’m your host, Anna Eddings. Today, we’re talking to Kalea Kerner and Darren Henson regarding the revolutionary upgrades they made to the Forestbrook High School auditorium in Columbia, South Carolina.” Anna turned to Kalea. “Miss Kerner, I’d like to open with talking about the camera system you designed for this space. It implements stadium style cameras on revolving wires similar to the camera systems that are used in sporting arenas. How difficult was it to take a design for outdoor use into a limited space like this?” 
 
    Kalea took a sip of water and leaned forward. “The design wasn’t difficult with the system they already had in place.” She gestured to Mr. Hensen. “We always start with asking Principal Hensen and the leaders on the drama team what their vision is for the auditorium. They’re the ones that use it regularly, so it has to be a system that they can operate and can run off the power available to the school without taking from other areas. Principal Hensen told me the primary goal was to be able to get better recordings of productions for broadcast on local access websites, streaming video reproductions, and acting samples for students that need it for a portfolio to colleges where they plan to study theater in the future. Our goal is to design a system that --“ 
 
    “Is all the better to see you with,” a voice said from the audience. Everybody turned to stare at the voice coming from a stocky, red-headed man in the center of the auditorium. He stood and pushed his way to the aisle. “That’s what we really wanted, isn’t it? We wanted people to see us better; to get more public recognition for the school; to show everybody how wonderful we are.” 
 
    “Who is that kid?” Kalea squinted in the lights to focus on the person approaching the stage. She noticed that his right hand was in his pocket and he was fiddling with something.  
 
    “That’s not a kid,” Mr. Hensen said, “that’s Dale Zeigler. He’s the drama coach.” 
 
    “He’s kind of young for a drama coach, isn’t he?” Anna asked.  
 
    Mr. Hensen shrugged. “He’s been here for three years.” He pointed to Dale. “Mr. Zeigler, did you have a question for me or Miss Kerner?” 
 
    Dale laughed, his body shuddering. “I certainly do. The question is, was all of this worth selling your soul?” 
 
    Mr. Hensen’s eyes narrowed. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “All this technology! All of this money you spent to show everybody that we’re the best school in the state. All of these reasons why you couldn’t afford to give hardworking teachers and staff members a decent raise this year.” 
 
    Mr. Hensen stood and pointed at Darren. “Mr. Zeigler, that’s enough. I’m sorry you don’t agree with these changes, but we have to take a long-term approach to improving the school. You know salaries come from a different budget. This year, the school board decided to upgrade facilities. I assure you that it will lead to better compensation for employees and staff in the future. You have to be patient.” 
 
    “Be patient!” Dale laughed. “I have to be patient. I have to be patient while my bank account is empty. I have to be patient while I struggle to put food on the table for my kids. I have to be patient while the bank threatens to foreclose on my house. I have to be patient while my wife has an affair with an architect that flatters her with a lifestyle I can only dream of.” 
 
    Kalea’s eyes narrowed. “I work with many architects in the area. This isn’t an appropriate time or place for this discussion.” 
 
    Dale stared at Kalea with hard, green eyes. “Of course, it isn’t. It never it, but it doesn’t matter. Nothing does anymore.” 
 
    Kalea leaned back in her chair. So much for not making a fool of herself again. 
 
    “Where’s the resource officer?” Mr. Hensen‘s eyes darted around the auditorium. “This man needs to be escorted off the property. He’s threatening the safety of the children.” 
 
    “The resource officer is indisposed, just like all of you will be soon,” Dale pulled a gun out of his pocket and fired a shot into the ceiling. Screams filled the room as students ducked on the floor. Dale jumped on the stage, directly in front of Kalea.  
 
    “Don’t believe the lies they tell you!” he fired a bullet directly into one of the revolving cameras, causing it to shatter on the floor in the front row. “They say it’s for the greater good? No, it’s to build the right reputations and feed the right egos.” He waved the gun toward Kalea and Mr. Hensen. “These two will get rich while we rot at their bidding! There’s nothing in any of this for us. They don’t care about us. All they care about is keeping us under their feet so they can step on us on their way to the top. Well, no more!” He turned, pointing the gun, a chrome .380, in Kalea’s face. “Say good-bye to all your fame and fortune.” 
 
    Kalea’s hand shot up and grabbed the muzzle of the gun, which sparked at her touch. Dale screamed as an electric current ran up his arm, driving him to his knees. Kalea stood up slowly, her eyes boring into Dale. “This vessel is broken. It must be purged.” Her eyes glowed silver as she bent to touch a red scar on Dale’s hand. 
 
    “No!” he screamed, grabbing Kalea’s ankle. A blue spark shot through him, knocking him off the stage and onto the front row floor. Kalea collapsed into her chair, breathing heavily. She gulped and pulled herself up straight in the chair, looking at the audience staring at her in terror.  
 
    “What happened?” she asked, and passed out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    “You don’t remember anything?” the doctor shined a light in Kalea’s right eye.  
 
    “No,” Kalea said. “I’m fine. Can I go home?” 
 
    “Absolutely not. You sent enough electricity through Mr. Zeigler to kill a horse. That both of you are still living, breathing, walking, and talking means something isn’t right. We need to find out what happened.” 
 
    “Maybe it was the microphone.” 
 
    “Maybe it was magic or another one of these mystery miracles” the doctor picked up his computer. “The preliminary results on your scans say you’re fine. In fact, you’re better than fine.” He tapped the screen. “Your broken foot healed instantaneously, even though it should have taken another three to four months for it to be like it is now without nanotech. All of your allergies are gone, and that scar from the collapsed lung when you had pneumonia as a toddler has vanished.” 
 
    Kalea whistled. “I hadn’t noticed.” 
 
    The doctor raised an eyebrow. “You hadn’t noticed that your allergies aren’t bothering you at the peak of weed pollen season, or that a scar disappeared?” 
 
    Kalea shrugged. “I guess I’ve been busy. But how would I know the scar is gone? It’s on my back and I live alone.” 
 
    The doctor laid down his computer. “I’d swear you’d had nanotech, but the scans confirm that you don’t. Have you had any other incidents conducting electricity?” 
 
    Kalea thought about the fuse box at her Aunt and Uncle’s house two weeks ago. “No, not like that.” 
 
    “Have you been exposed to radiation lately?” 
 
    “No, why do you ask?” 
 
    “That scars on your foot have a faint radiation signature emitting from them.” 
 
    Kalea’s eyes widened. “How is that possible?” 
 
    The doctor shrugged. “Heck if I know. That’s why I asked you. Is that where you uncle grabbed you last month, and you got the scar a week later?” 
 
    Kalea nodded.  
 
    “Has the scar faded since it showed up?” 
 
    Kalea looked at her ankle. “No, but I saw my regular doctor right after it showed up, and she said it’s cosmetic. She didn’t say anything about radiation.” 
 
    “She probably didn’t do a detailed enough scan to pick it up,” the doctor picked up his computer and pecked at it. “Its low level and not a threat to your overall well-being, so I’m not acting on it now. I’m sending this to your primary care physician and want you to follow-up on it in a week. If it doesn’t go away on its own, you may need medication to treat you for possible poisoning.” 
 
    “Poisoning?” 
 
    The doctor peered at her. “Like I said, it’s not a big deal now, but it needs to be monitored. Think about where you might have come in contact with radiation.” 
 
    “Could it have happened here when my uncle almost died?” 
 
     “It shouldn’t have, but I’ll find out what equipment they had on him.” The doctor paused. “How is he? I saw him a couple of times while he was here in July and August.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen him in a couple of weeks,” Kalea said as her smartwatch buzzed. She glanced at it. “That’s my cousin from D.C. Am I free to take the call?” 
 
    The doctor waved her off. “I’ve done all I can. I’ll get your discharge orders.” He walked out of the room as Kalea hit the answer button. Annaliese didn’t wait for a proper greeting.  
 
    “Kalea, I’ve had the strangest day. I think something weird is going on.” 
 
    Kalea sighed, sinking into her chair. “Tell me about it.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Kalea breathed in the cool, fall air as she held up her bow, lining up a shot against the oak tree with the remains of the old tree house. It had recently rained, leaving behind a fresh, earthy smell in the foliage surrounding her. The sky glistened a deep, sapphire blue that you only see during the best days of fall. She loosed the arrow, the arrow slicing through the humid air and hitting dead center of the target. An excellent shot! Granddaddy would be proud to see her continuing with something they both loved. She was glad she didn’t get too rusty while she was down with the broken foot. The archery team has a good chance at the state championship this year.  
 
    She held her face up, letting the sunlight streaming through the trees warm her face. Raindrops clinging to the leaves above glistened in the light, producing a shimmer in the woods like she had never seen before. Amazing, it was so bright out here, so alive. Even in the silence of the woods, it seemed like the Earth hummed with life.  
 
    Kalea inhaled deeply and looked around. The silence was unusual. Normally, the chatter of birds and the scampering of ground critters accompanied her late afternoon and early evening target practice sessions. Her stomach tightened at the absence of sound. This kind of quiet was one that she usually only heard in the winter, when things were in hibernation, but not even a breeze stirred the trees around her. And come to think if it, it was unseasonably cool for mid-September. She was lining up another shot when a tremor ran through her, causing her to drop her bow. She leaned against a tree and checked her vital signs on her watch. Her eyes widened at the readings. Her pulse rate spiked and her blood pressure was 160/100. That was extremely high for her. She usually had low blood pressure. She took several deep breaths, trying to lower her heart rate. This wasn’t right. She was calmly lining up her shots. What caused the tremor, and the racing heartbeat? 
 
    A few deep breaths settled her pounding heart, but the tightness in her stomach had moved up to her chest, and her head throbbed along with the blood pumping through her veins. No, not another migraine! She hadn’t had one since -- 
 
    Kalea suddenly felt uncomfortable and exposed, despite the familiar tree canopy above her. She picked up her bow, retrieved her quarrels, and started hiking back toward the house. She slowed even more as she approached a clearing and the sunlight rose to an unnatural high for so late in the day. The glare of the raindrops glistening on the trees blinded her. She stopped, shading her eyes and wondering if she should go off path to escape this assault of light.  
 
    She didn’t have time. The light rose, surrounding her. She yelled unable to move, but it was pointless as the sound was swallowed by an invisible presence surrounding her. She couldn’t even raise a normal speaking voice, and nobody could hear her because the light swallowed up everything around her.  
 
    “Gather the selected ones,” a voice whispered in her left ear. 
 
    “What?” she muttered.  
 
    “Some were chosen that aren’t worthy. A relapse will purge them. You are to lead the ones that are strong enough to survive.” 
 
    “Survive what?” Kalea asked.  
 
    “What comes next,” the voice whispered as the light receded and released her from its grip.  
 
    Kalea screamed, bolting upright in bed. She looked around, wiping her eyes. It was full dark and her clock read midnight. Was it a dream? How did she get here? Kalea clearly remembered changing into her shorts and T-shirt, setting up her targets, several good shots, the light -- and now she was here. She didn’t remember coming home, showering, doing her evening reading, or going to bed. She jumped again as she realized that her cell phone ringing was what woke her up. She jerked it off her bedside table, knocking over her compound bow leaning against it.  
 
    Why is by bow there? I usually hang it in the garage. 
 
    The phone rang again, causing her to jolt one more time. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Kalea, it’s Aunt Tabitha. I’m sorry, did I wake you? I don’t know what time you go to bed on Fridays.” 
 
    “No, I’m okay,” she said, swiping her nose. She was surprised to find a small streak of blood on her hand. “What’s up?” 
 
    “It’s your uncle. He fell again. He’s on the way to the hospital.” 
 
    Kalea swung her legs over the bed. She gripped the bedside table with her free hand as her head spun from the sudden movement. “What happened?” 
 
    Aunt Tabitha choked back a sob. “He hasn’t been himself the past couple of weeks. I think he’s relapsed.” 
 
    The tightness returned to Kalea’s stomach.  
 
    “I didn’t want to say anything because I wasn’t sure, but his symptoms have been returning, just like the cancer patients they talked about on the news. You know most of those people died in the past week?” 
 
    Kalea sat a moment, trying to process her aunt’s sudden change of subject. Then again, that was like Aunt Tabitha. She struggled to keep a train of thought when she was stressed, and would often babble about unrelated nonsense. She’d seen plenty of that in the past few weeks, and wasn’t pleased to see it again.  Kalea swallowed past the lump in her throat. “I thought Uncle Carson was better.” 
 
    “So did I, sweetheart,” Aunt Tabitha said.  
 
    “Are you at the hospital?” 
 
    “Yes. We’re in the same room as before.” 
 
    “I’ll be right there. Have you called Annaliese and Avery?” 
 
    “Annaliese is coming in the morning, and Avery is trying to get things arranged. Something happened at his work. They got something, picked up something, I don’t know. Something to do with satellite transmissions he needs to research. He’s trying to see if he can come here and do his work remotely.” Aunt Tabitha paused. “I hate for you to come after all you went through earlier this week with that crazy man ruining your interview, and you’ve been too uncomfortable to leave home and work with the footage being played everywhere. Why don’t you stay home? I can call you and let you know what happens.” 
 
    “I need to be there. I need to figure out what’s going on.” 
 
    “We all do, sweetheart.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    “He’s relapsed to Stage Five dementia,” the nurse said. Kalea remembered the nurse. She was the one with the phoenix tattoo on her arm that witnessed the miracle of his recovery, and now she was telling them that it was coming undone.  
 
    “How is that possible?” Aunt Tabitha dabbed at her eyes with a tissue.  
 
    The nurse shrugged. “The doctor will be in later to talk to you about that. We won’t be able to give you many answers because Mr. Carson refused to come in for his weekly check-ins after his recovery. It would have been better to track this if we could have monitored his brain activity through those scans.”” 
 
    “The neural damage was gone when you ran the scans a few hours after he woke up,” Aunt Tabitha said.   
 
    “Again, it would be easier to give you answers if he came in for his weekly checkups like he was supposed to.” The nurse tilted her head and stared at Tabitha. “Why didn’t you bring him in? Surely, you knew his recovery wasn’t typical, especially after the media coverage from other cases.” 
 
    “He didn’t want to do it, and I didn’t want to make him. He had been poked and prodded and scanned so much over the past few years that I thought it was enough, and just wanted to give him a normal life.” Aunt Tabitha looked at the floor. “I had my husband back fully and completely, for the first time in nearly seven years. I wanted for us to have our life together back.” 
 
    “We thought he was better,” Kalea said softly.  
 
    The nurse nodded sympathetically. “He was, but he isn’t anymore.” She paused, laying the computer back on the workstation. “There’s nothing more I can tell you now. I called Mr. Carson’s doctor. There’s been word of other similar cases across the country, and he’s trying to get data from them to help. He should be in tonight. In the meantime, he suggested that you make arrangements for Mr. Carson to transfer back to nursing care once he’s released from here.” 
 
    “Nursing care!” Aunt Tabitha shouted. “But he’s fine. He’s recovered.” 
 
    Kalea put her hand over Aunt Tabitha’s. “I’m sorry Aunt Tabitha, but you heard her. He isn’t recovered. Not anymore.” 
 
    Aunt Tabitha stood and walked away, sobbing. Kalea leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms. “I knew he missed that first scan, but I didn’t know he missed all of them.” She blew out a long sigh. “What do you think? Is this a relapse, or something else?” 
 
    The nurse threw up her hands. “I don’t know. Everything is crazy with his case. I really wish he had come in for those scans. It would have taken less than fifteen minutes.”  
 
    Kalea rubbed her head. “Now what do we do?” 
 
    The nurse shrugged. “Wait and see.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    “Psychiatric care!” Annaliese snapped at the doctor, a middle age man with blonde hair and blue eyes. “He’s not crazy!” 
 
    Dr. Raymond Mercer rubbed his weary eyes. It was eleven o’clock Friday evening and he had been poring over scans, studies, messages, and notes for nearly thirteen hours. “I’m not saying he’s crazy, Dr. Boyce, and you know that. This is a highly unusual case, and after studying the material and speaking to the people at the nursing facility, we feel that a psychiatric institution is better suited to attend to your father’s needs. They have the resources and equipment Mr. Carson needs to study his case properly.” 
 
    Annaliese leaned back, crossing her legs. “You’ll drug him into a coma until the dementia kills him. That’s all they do for senior citizens.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Dr. Mercer said. “If anything, they’re in a position to get better information and treatment options than a nursing home would.” He looked at Annaliese sympathetically. “We all want the best for your father and your entire family. In fact,” he tapped his computer. “I’d also like to suggest that your cousin, Kalea, be under psychiatric care. As an outpatient, of course.” 
 
    Annaliese stared at the doctor coldly. “What’s she done?” 
 
    “She was in here less than a week ago after sending enough electricity through a young man to short-circuit a city. He’s still in a coma, and she has no memory of it. That experience, combined with her miraculous healing after your father recovered five weeks ago -- we’re interested in her.” 
 
    Annaliese laughed. “Kalea has always been the most interesting of all of us, but that hardly warrants psychiatric care. She has a big personality.” She leaned back and crossed her arms. “I saw the footage of her interview, and there was a lot of electricity in that room. She showed me the blueprints of the work she did. That guy was shooting up equipment all over the room, too. It’s possible he did something that caused that to happen.” 
 
    Dr. Mercer spread his hands. “I’m not dismissing any possibilities. We noticed that both she and your father healed, but she’s going one way, and he’s going the other.” 
 
    “I fail to see the correlation between their conditions,” Annaliese said darkly. 
 
    “We aren’t certain that there is one,” he said, “but did she tell you that all of her physical ailments disappeared after your father recovered? Not just her foot. Her allergies, her migraines, a scar from surgery as a child, and even some scar tissue from tendinitis that she had in her right wrist three years ago is gone.” 
 
    “She didn’t mention that.” 
 
    “Similar things are happening in the other cases where there was a ‘miracle recovery.’ The person that came back from the brink of death is dying again, and the person that witnessed it is in peak health and doing unusual things.” He raised an eyebrow. “I hear one of them drove to D.C. from Raleigh to speak with you on a similar case last week. Don’t tell me you didn’t know about this. It’s all over the news.” 
 
    Annaliese uncrossed her arms. “My client files are as confidential as yours.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to share anything that would be an ethical violation.” He spread his hands. “I offered general information on your cousin that I probably shouldn’t have. Can’t you tell me something about this case that literally came to your door?” 
 
    Annaliese stared at the doctor. “I’m not sharing anything with you at all because it’s too soon to make anything out of it.” She paused, listening to the clock over the doctor’s desk tick. “Are any of these others under psychiatric care?” 
 
    Dr. Mercer bristled. “Some are; some aren’t.” 
 
    Annaliese fiddled with her diamond necklace. “Mom and Kalea have to give the final word on this.” 
 
    “Your mother isn’t keen on having your father put in a psychiatric institution. I was hoping you could talk to her about the benefits of round the clock care in a facility that specializes in mental health issues, especially since dementia is a completely neurological issue.” He leaned back. “They do have geriatric units, and there’s one relatively close to the estate where you live,” he checked his computer. “Creekside Care.” 
 
    Annaliese nodded. “I did my doctoral work there. It’s a good place.” She sighed, dropping her necklace. “I volunteer to serve as the primary psychiatrist.” 
 
    He stared at Annaliese. “For your father or Kalea?” 
 
    “Both of them.” 
 
    “Is that wise, considering your relationship with them? I thought you preferred to have a ‘disinterested third party’ to oversee psychiatric care.” 
 
     “We do, but this seems to be organic in nature. There’s no mood disorder, psychological trauma, or abuse in these cases. Besides, it would take somebody else too long to catch up on their cases. I’ve known both of them my whole life, so there’s no better historical knowledge on the patients than firsthand experience. I’ll oversee and consult on their care.” She paused.  “It’s probably the only way they’ll agree to it. I’ll stay here as long as I can, and do the rest remotely.” 
 
    Dr. Mercer shrugged and snapped his computer closed. “I don’t like it. I suppose it will be all right as long as you have on-site doctors working with you.”  
 
    Annaliese stared at him coldly again. “It has to be.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    “Psychiatric care?” Carson said, bewildered. “I’m not crazy. I’m fine. I’m healed, and I want to go home.” 
 
    Dr. Mercer, Tabitha, Annaliese, and Kalea looked at one other in the darkened room. It was a sunny fall Saturday outside, punctuated by the muffled sounds of a college football game from the television across the hall. “Mr. Carson,” the doctor said, “our scans indicate that there’s been deterioration in your neural connections over the past five weeks. You aren’t healed anymore. In fact, we suspect you relapsed. A psychiatric hospital would be the best place to figure out what happened, and why.” 
 
    “They’ve already done some testing on me too, Uncle Carson,” Kalea said, “and I agreed to regular outpatient monitoring.” 
 
    Carson stared at her. “Why?” 
 
    “Because of what happened at that interview last week.” 
 
    Carson’s eyes narrowed. “What interview? There haven’t been any interviews. Why would there be interviews?” 
 
    “You did an interview with a major news show a month ago with Kalea, remember?” Annaliese asked. “You were the first one this happened to, and they talked to you about it. We can stream it for you, if you like.” 
 
    “And I did another interview for work last week, and a man tried to shoot up the auditorium,” Kalea said. “I stopped him, but don’t remember doing it. It’s been all over the Internet.”  
 
    “I think you’re trying to trick me,” Carson said.  
 
    Whistles and shouts came from the television across the hall after an unfavorable call, drowning out Annaliese’s low groan.   
 
    “Why would we do that?” Aunt Tabitha asked. “We love you. We want you to get better.” 
 
    “Then where’s Avery? Where’s my son? If he loves me, why isn’t he here?” 
 
    “He does love you, Daddy, but he can’t get away from work,” Annaliese said. “Something happened with the Earth satellites. In fact, his boss is flying to D.C. to meet with Kieran to ask Congress for extra funding.” 
 
    “Who’s Kieran?” Carson asked. 
 
    “My husband. He’s a lawyer and a Senator representing the State.” 
 
    Carson snorted. “I don’t understand why Avery can’t drive here to see his father. It’s not that far.” 
 
    “Avery’s in Houston.” 
 
    “What’s he doing there?” 
 
    “He lives there,” Annaliese said.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He works for the Space Exploration Society. The job he got was out there.” 
 
    There were more shouts from the television across the hall. Carson looked at it, then back at the family. “What’s that?” 
 
    “A football game,” Kalea said. “If you’ll agree to the move, they’ll leave you alone to watch it yourself while they get ready to transfer you.” 
 
    “Why are they playing football on a Tuesday?” 
 
    Tabitha sunk in her chair, softly sobbing. Annaliese stood by her mother and patted her on the back.  
 
    “Avery played football. He did pretty good,” Carson said. 
 
    “Avery played baseball, Daddy,” Annaliese said, “Earl, your business partner before you retired, had a son that played football.” 
 
    Carson squinted at Kalea. “You did something with sports too, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Granddaddy taught me archery, remember? He bought me a real bow after he caught me chasing squirrels through your yard with the suction cup arrows when I was seven. I’m an assistant coach for the high school.” 
 
    “Daddy, she won two gold medals in the Summer Olympics two years after getting her Master’s degree,” Annaliese said. 
 
    “You do so well. You’re like another daughter to me.” Carson’s face fell. “I don’t understand why my son isn’t here. Why won’t he help me? You women won’t let me do anything! You think everything is going to kill me when I’m just trying to be a responsible man and serve my purpose in the world.” 
 
    Kalea took a deep breath, stifling a laugh from her uncle’s personality bleeding through the dementia. He used to say that a lot when they worried over him stressing himself out with too much work. “Uncle Carson, Avery will be here as soon as he can. He’s very upset that he can’t be here right now, but I’m keeping in good contact with him. He knows what’s happening and will be here soon.” 
 
    “Avery has a perfectly good home here on the family estate. He should be here with the family, where he belongs.” Carson sat up in bed. “I should be back at home myself. Doctor, take this stuff off me. I’m going home.” 
 
    “Mr. Carson, you haven’t been released,” Dr. Mercer said, “and since you didn’t come in for your weekly checkups, we need more tests and evaluations to determine what’s happening with you before you can go home. That’s why we were talking about the psychiatric hospital.” 
 
    “I won’t go.” 
 
    “It’s temporary,” Aunt Tabitha said. “You’ll be there a few weeks, maybe a month at the most. Don’t you want to get well?” 
 
    “I am well!” Carson shouted. “I’m fine. I don’t know why I’m in this place. I think you want to get rid of me so you can get my money and go wild with it. Well, I won’t have it!” 
 
    More yells erupted from the television across the hall. The team was first and goal.  
 
    “Uncle Carson,” Kalea leaned toward him, speaking softly. “They want to check me too, and I’ve agreed. I’m going to the hospital and seeing the same doctors you are. But they need to see us both to figure out what’s happening. You aren’t going to make me do this by myself, are you?” She squeezed his hand. “I really would like for you to be there with me.” 
 
    Carson stared at Kalea for a moment. “It’s to help you?” 
 
    Kalea nodded. “It’s to help both of us.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    Kalea shrugged. “Nobody knows. That’s why they want both of us to see the doctors. Come on, Uncle Carson. Mom and Dad are in Tennessee, and you’re the only one that can help me.” 
 
    Carson grunted. “Well, if it helps little Kalea get better, then I’ll do it. We want her to grow up to be a good, strong girl, don’t we?” 
 
    “Thank you,” she stood and shook her hand from where he squeezed it.  
 
    Dr. Mercer nodded. “I’ll have the nurse get the paperwork together for both of you to sign.” He motioned toward the hallway. “Mr. Carson, get some rest and we’ll take care of everything. I think you’ll be out of here soon.” 
 
    They stepped in the hall, all breathing sighs of relief as groans erupted from the television on a missed pass in the end zone. Annaliese patted Kalea on the back. “Well done. Maybe you should have been the psychiatrist.” 
 
    “I’ve seen him like this before,” Kalea mumbled. She looked at Dr. Mercer. “I’m not a fan of it, but can nanotech help him?” 
 
    He shook his head. “The damage is too progressive. Besides, the insurance wouldn’t have covered it even if we caught it sooner. They consider it a ‘relapse’ of a former condition.” 
 
    “A relapse?” Aunt Tabitha asked.  
 
    Dr. Mercer nodded. “They decided that after all the cancer patients recovered and then died a month later.”  
 
    “What do we do?” Annaliese asked. “Is there any hope for him to recover, or to find relief from this?” 
 
    He shrugged. “We’ve done all we can here. His best bet is the psychiatric hospital. Maybe they can find something that nobody else has yet.” He patted Aunt Tabitha’s shoulder. “Who knows? Maybe we’ll see another miracle.” 
 
    “Touchdown!” the television shouted amidst wild cheers.  
 
    Tabitha smiled. “Maybe we will.” 
 
    Kalea leaned against the wall. “I hope it’s the kind of miracle we want.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    There was space, and there was time. This place looked like home, but something about it was strangely off, as if it were skewed. The ceilings looked higher. The walls looked longer. The hallways stretched on endlessly, ending in nothing. They just continued.  
 
    “Tabitha?” Carson called.  
 
    Some awareness remains, but how much? 
 
    I don’t know. They mentioned Stage Five. Aren’t there seven stages? 
 
    Yes, he doesn’t have much longer left.  
 
    “Who is it? Who’s there?” Carson asked. He tried to lift off the bed, but couldn’t. He was stuck, held down, but by what? He looked down and saw nothing but the thin, white blanket the nurse laid over him –-- when? Was it recently? Was it hours ago? Was it days ago? Where was he? What time was it? 
 
    The time is almost at an end. This vessel didn’t work. It lasted longer than the others, the ones with four stages, but it’s failing. What happened? 
 
    Terminal.  
 
    Carson heard it and shuddered at the word. They thought he didn’t hear them, but he knew that was the word they whispered in the hall; in their homes; in their souls. They thought he was going to die.  
 
    “No, I came back! I was saved! You saved me! What happened? Why am I here?” he shouted soundlessly.  
 
    Light surrounded him, pulsating. “We failed. These vessels were too weak. They were already damaged from the rigors of life. Only the secondaries remain. They are intact. They grow as these fade. 
 
    What will happen when these vessels perish?  
 
    Only time will tell.  
 
    How much time do we have? 
 
    “Time,” Carson muttered, “I thought I had more time. I live, though I should have died weeks ago. I have hope.” 
 
    What an interesting concept, this hope. What is it? 
 
    Carson’s lips stretched in a thin smile. “Hope is the thing with feathers.” 
 
    I thought you called those birds.  
 
    Not all that flies has feathers.  
 
    Like bats. 
 
    Or insects. 
 
    Or airplanes. 
 
    Don’t confuse me.  
 
    “I’m not confused!” Carson snapped. “I’m alive, and I will live.” 
 
    No, my friend, I’m sorry. We wanted to give you this hope that you speak of, but it turns out that you don’t have feathers after all.  
 
    The ceiling and walls shrank as the light faded into nothing. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    “We have to transfer him now,” Dr. Mercer said, running his hands through his messy hair.  
 
    “I thought you said it would be tomorrow before Creekside was ready for him,” Aunt Tabitha said, sitting perfectly erect in her chair across the desk from the doctor.  
 
    “He woke up at three thirty-three this morning screaming, and sedatives aren’t working. We had to restrain him.” 
 
    “This is outrageous!”  
 
    “I’ll say,” he said. “He’s put bruises on four of our nurses, and threw his breakfast tray and bedside table at two orderlies.” He sighed. “We don’t have what we need here to take care of him. He has to move now. The ambulance is on the way to transport him.” 
 
    “How are you going to transport him in that condition?” Annaliese asked. “If he’s restrained because he’s been hurting people and throwing things -“she trailed off, looking at her mother. “Has he been hostile before?” 
 
    Tabitha shrugged. “He’d get belligerent when his confusion was bad, but he was more argumentative then than anything else. He never raised a hand to anyone.” 
 
    “There was another young woman here with you the past couple of days. Where is she?” 
 
    “Kalea is at church,” Tabitha said. 
 
    “Can you call her and ask her to come here?” Dr. Mercer asked.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He paused. “If you recall, he was resistant to the transfer until she spoke to him, when she actually sat down next to him. I thought that if she came here, it might help him to settle.” 
 
    “How can that help?” Tabitha asked.  
 
    Annaliese perked up. “That’s true. Her presence seemed to soothe him.” 
 
    “And she was here when he recovered,” Dr. Mercer added. “Maybe he associates her with getting better. Do you think there’s any way she could come by, just long enough for us to transfer him? The psychiatric hospital is less than half a mile up the road.” 
 
    Annaliese pulled out her cell phone. “Let’s see if she can work her magic again.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    “I want to go home!” Carson screamed. 
 
    “Honey please, we’re trying to help you,” Tabitha said, trying to pat him on the shoulder. “We talked about this yesterday. Don’t you want to get better?” 
 
    “I’ll be better at home where I belong!” he growled.  
 
    “Dad, you promised that you would go to this new place so we can figure out why you got sick again. Don’t you want answers?” 
 
    “I already know the answers. It’s the rest of you that don’t understand!” He thrashed against the restraints. Tabitha choked back a sob and ran from the room, leaving Annaliese standing next to the nurse, staring at Carson in wonder.  
 
    “When did you say this started?” Annaliese asked.  
 
    The nurse pecked at her computer. “The night shift nurse said his bed alarm went off at three thirty-three this morning. He threw his bedpan at her.” 
 
    Annaliese’s face scrunched. “Dr. Mercer didn’t mention that.” 
 
    “It was full. That’s why you smell cleaner in here. It took two people nearly an hour to clean up the mess he made once he threw everything but himself and the bed out of this room.” 
 
    Annaliese sighed and rubbed her head again. “What was he saying?” 
 
    “I said I want to get out of this prison and go home!” Carson screamed. “It’s a lie! I’m not dying, you are! You’ll all be dead if you don’t let me out of here and listen to me!” 
 
    “Stuff like that,” the nurse said.  
 
    “You said you tried to sedate him, but it didn’t work?” 
 
    “Your mother gave us permission over the telephone to give him a double dose of sedatives at five o’clock this morning, but as you can see, it didn’t work.” 
 
    “I see that,” Annaliese’s eyes widened as Carson started chewing the pillow. “Dad, what are you doing?” 
 
    “I’ll get out of here if I have to eat my way out!” 
 
    “Now he reminds me of the parakeet Kalea had when we were kids,” Annaliese put her hands on her hips. “Petesy could eat his way through anything.” 
 
    “Parakeets are cuter doing it than humans,” the nurse grumbled.  
 
    “I appreciate your patience with him.” 
 
    “I’ve seen worse,” the nurse said.  
 
    “Really?” Annaliese said. 
 
    The nurse looked at her seriously. “No, this is one for the books. I was trying to be nice.” 
 
    Annaliese sighed. “What other medications was he given?” 
 
    The nurse consulted her computer again and shook her head. “Everything routine.” 
 
    “What about antipsychotics?” Annaliese asked.  
 
    “He hasn’t been diagnosed with a mental disorder, so we can’t do that unless we get a psychiatric evaluation,” the nurse said. “Besides, it’s dangerous with dementia. It can accelerate the deterioration process.” 
 
    “I forgot about that,” Annaliese said.  
 
    “How can you forget about me?” Carson asked. “Please, Annaliese, I’m your father. You’re a doctor. You can tell them to let me out of here.” 
 
    “Dad, you’ve had a bad night, and we’re afraid that means something bad has happened inside of you. They’re getting you ready to go to a different hospital where they can figure out what’s happened to you.” 
 
    “The psychiatric hospital,” he laughed. “They won’t find anything because I’m not crazy! She just said that!” 
 
    “I said you weren’t diagnosed, not that nothing is wrong,” the nurse said. “Clearly, something has gone wrong in the past few hours. Don’t you want to know what, and why?” 
 
    “I told you that nothing is wrong! I’m fine! Nobody knows my mind better than I do!” 
 
    “That doesn’t stop everybody from assuming that they do,” Kalea said, walking in the room and kneeling beside Carson’s bed. “Uncle Carson, they called me while I was in church. What happened?” 
 
    Carson stared at Kalea, his eyes softening. “You’re here. You’ll save me!” 
 
    “They think I need saving myself, remember? They want me to see a doctor at the same place where you’re going. In fact, I have an appointment to talk to someone there tomorrow morning before work. I planned to visit you once my appointment is done, but I can’t do that if you won’t go. I thought we agreed. Why won’t you go?” 
 
    “Kalea, they think we’re crazy! They want to put us on pills and stop what’s coming. But they can’t. It’s too late and there’s too much at stake. You know that!” 
 
    Kalea paused, studying her uncle. “I do, but we can’t tell them, Uncle Carson. Not yet.” 
 
    His eyes watered. “Why not?” 
 
    “They aren’t ready.” 
 
    “All I want to do is help! I want to save us all!” 
 
    Kalea patted his hand. “That’s all both of us want, but we can’t rush this. It has to be done in the right way, and in the right timing. We’re preparing now. It’s taking longer than we expected, but it’s still happening. Don’t lose hope.” 
 
    “Hope is the thing with feathers, but they said I don’t have feathers.” A tear ran down Carson’s cheek. 
 
    Kalea gently wiped the tear away and lifted a necklace with two rhinestone parrots glittering in the overhead light. “I can fly for you. Let me take over. Let go. It’s all right. I’ll finish it. I’ll save them.” 
 
    Carson smiled. “You have grown into a big, strong girl.” 
 
    “Yes I have, and I get stronger every day.” She stood. “Let them take you. They can’t hurt you. It will make the rest of the way easier. Just go, and let go. There’s nothing more for you to do, so rest.” 
 
    He nodded as the orderlies rolled the bed out of the room. 
 
    Annaliese breathed a sigh of relief and patted Kalea on the back. “Thanks for coming. That was well played.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kalea’s eyes glinted silver, “well played indeed.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi baby, it’s me. How are things on the family estate?” 
 
    Annaliese laid down her computer and leaned back in the recliner. “Unbelievable. I guess you got my text this morning?” 
 
    “I did,” Kieran said. “I’m sorry I’m just now getting back to you. I’ve been stuck at the office all day.”  
 
    “Typical Monday?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Kieran paused. “I’m sorry about Pop. Is there any word from the psychiatric hospital?” 
 
    “Kalea came to the hospital right before they transferred him, and he seemed to settle down. They said he hasn’t had any more agitated episodes.” 
 
    “That’s good.” 
 
    “But he’s been unconscious since Kalea left him yesterday. They think the sedatives finally kicked in.” 
 
    “You don’t sound convinced.” 
 
    “It doesn’t take seven and a half hours for a double dose of sedatives to work.” 
 
    “I see,” Kieran said. “Another oddity in his case?” 
 
    “I can’t make sense out of anything,” Annaliese said. “I went with Kalea for her appointment there this morning. Mentally, she’s as normal as a human being can be, despite our jokes to the contrary.”  
 
    Kieran chuckled. “I told you she probably had more sense than the rest of us combined.” 
 
    “The only thing they noticed is that her neurons seem to be firing faster. Not abnormally, but faster than they typically see in a healthy woman in her mid-thirties.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    Annaliese shrugged, but the gesture was lost over the telephone. “Who knows? They want to keep an eye on that and the radiation from the scar on her foot. Her primary care physician has been monitoring it, but the hospital took another look at it while Dad was being transferred, and the level spiked.” 
 
    “That’s not good.” 
 
    “It wasn’t at alarming levels that could be a threat, but definitely more than normal. They scanned her again when she went to the psychiatrist this morning, and it was significantly reduced.” Annaliese sighed. “Besides those two things, there’s nothing out of the ordinary. But Dad,” she paused, “they think he’s progressed to stage six, or maybe stage seven. They have to wait for him to wake up to see how he’s functioning.” 
 
    “And he’s been out for over twenty-four hours?” 
 
    “He has. They shot him pretty full, but I’d think he would have regained some consciousness since late yesterday morning,” Annaliese said. “His case gets stranger every day.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” Kieran said. “Do they have any idea what caused his regression?” 
 
    “None. It’s the fastest progression they’ve ever seen. He reverted five stages in going on six weeks.” She paused again. “I’ve been online and on the phone tonight trying to track down more information the doctor at the hospital gave me. Most of it is dead ends with patient confidentiality, but I did manage to get some information on that young woman that came to see me last week.” 
 
    “Sidney Sinclair?” 
 
    “That’s her.” 
 
    Kieran sighed. “I know you didn’t ask, but something about her felt off, so I had some of my friends look into that story she told you.” 
 
    “What did you find? I could only get her patient files from when she was checked at the hospital after her father-in-law healed, and they’re sketchy. I’ve called her therapist, but Olivia hasn’t returned my call.”  
 
    “Olivia probably doesn’t know what you’re talking about,” Kieran said. “Sidney Sinclair isn’t under a therapist. In fact, there was no conference in the D.C. area that she could have been possibly attending for medical assistants.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Even if there were, she shouldn’t have been there, because she was put on short-term disability three weeks ago.” 
 
    Annaliese pulled herself up in the chair. “Why?” 
 
    “They’re still looking into that. Like you said, medical records are harder to get into because of patient rights. Don’t worry. She’s collecting benefits, so I’ll find out.” 
 
    “Thanks for looking into that,” Annaliese said. She was quiet for a moment. “She lied. I wonder why?” 
 
    “Kalea’s situation is well-known, and it’s not hard to find out that the two of you are related. You’ve both been in the public eye even before all of this, between me, your practice, and her job. Maybe Sidney thought you learned something from Kalea that might help her. Didn’t she claim that she could see peoples’ injuries?” 
 
    “That’s true,” Annaliese said, “and she was right about my foot and Jenna’s ear. If I had waited much longer to check into it, they wouldn’t have let me have the nanotech to fix it. And Jenna had early signs of an ear infection, but thankfully she caught it early and got it knocked out with antibiotics.” She paused. “Sidney lied, but she helped me too. That’s strange.” 
 
    “Annaliese, you know it isn’t. Not in the world of politics. Sidney wants something from you, so she gave you something to earn your gratitude.” 
 
    “What could she want from me?” 
 
    “Information. That’s all you have to offer.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Who knows?” Kieran asked. “Who cares? Didn’t you send her back home?” 
 
    “I did, but to a therapist that she obviously doesn’t have. I wasn’t planning to follow-up with Sidney, but now I wonder if I should call her.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Annaliese smiled. “I owe her a favor. Maybe it would help to keep this ball rolling a little longer.” 
 
    Kieran laughed. “Now you remember how the game works.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Avery stood and straightened his tie as Kieran glided through the restaurant followed by a stern secret service agent. Kieran shook Avery’s hand, laughed, and pulled Avery in a hug.  
 
    “It’s good to see you!” 
 
    “Thank you, Senator. It’s good to see you too,” Avery settled in his seat as Kieran motioned for his agent to take a seat at the table behind them.  
 
    “How many times do I have to tell you to call me Kieran? I don’t care if this is official business. We’re family, no matter what.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Avery nodded to the agent behind Kieran, “I didn’t know.” 
 
    Kieran turned to glance at the agent. “He’s harmless.” 
 
    “Unless there’s a threat, sir,” the agent said.  
 
    Kieran turned back to Avery. “Then he’s harmless.” 
 
    Avery cleared his throat. “Actually, that’s why I’m here. There might be something harmful beyond our skies.” 
 
    “I should have known the Space Exploration Society would pull the family string to get funding.” 
 
    Avery smiled. “I think we’re facing something big. We really need the additional funding request to pass, and the sooner, the better.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Kieran put his napkin in his lap as the waiter sat their salads down. “I heard you stumbled on something unusual, but nobody will say what. It’s hard to defend a funding request without a reason, and your boss didn’t give me much when he came last week.” 
 
    “I apologize for that, but he fears widespread panic, and didn’t want reporters getting this and throwing it all over the place.” Avery looked around, and then leaned forward. “Five weeks ago, we noticed radiation levels in the atmosphere rising. Nothing startling, except there hasn’t been any corresponding solar or interstellar activity to explain it. We wondered if it had to do with the magnetosphere, a reversal or something, but it’s stable, so that’s out.” He pulled his computer from the case under his chair. “May I show you a few things?” 
 
    “Of course, that’s why I’m here.” 
 
    Avery tapped his computer. “At first we thought that it was nothing. Radiation levels rise and fall all the time, and it’s of no consequence. The only thing is, they’ve been increasing each week since we initially picked it up.” He put the computer on the table and turned it so they could both see it, flipping through infrared images of the Earth. “Again, it’s not much, but it’s something.” He tapped the screen. “Two weeks ago, we picked up strange signals pinging the satellites in orbit.” 
 
    “Pinging?” 
 
    “Bouncing off them. Think of it this way: if you throw a rubber ball at a wall in an empty room, it will bounce off every wall in the room.” 
 
    “What were these signals?” Kieran asked.  
 
    “At first we couldn’t tell. We went through our entire database and even brought in linguists experts to see if it correlated with any language, but came up with nothing. It’s strange, because the frequency of these signals isn’t random. It was increasing, and becoming more stable. The waves are there all the time now, like a force surrounding Earth.” Avery swiped his finger on the screen, bringing up more graphics showing the waves surrounding Earth’s orbit.  
 
    Kieran squinted at the computer. “Increasing radiation and now these waves, and both are building? Are they connected?” 
 
    Avery shrugged. “They’re definitely linked.” He swiped the screen again, showing a broader image of Earth. “The energy levels surrounding and penetrating the planet have increased over the past forty-five days. It doesn’t correlate with seasonal shifts, solar activity, or any interstellar event in the solar system. In fact, there haven’t been any interstellar events during that time, except for this. Two meteoroids that we were watching deflected off our orbit right where these fields appeared, even though they should have passed well within our atmosphere.” 
 
    “Then it can’t be all bad.” 
 
    “We aren’t sure what it is,” Avery said. “Maybe it’s not bad, but maybe it’s not good, either. Increasing radiation is a threat to the planet, and these waves are interfering with our satellites. Most people haven’t noticed it yet, but transmission times are slightly slower than standard.” 
 
    Kieran rubbed his head. “I see your point. Everything’s tied into those satellite systems: our electric grids, our communications -“ 
 
    “And the nanotech,” Avery broke in. 
 
    “And the nanotech.” Kieran rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Do you need the funding to figure out what this is, and how to deal with it?” 
 
     “We might know what it is. We broadened our search and finally did find a match for the waves surrounding our orbit.” He tapped the computer again, bringing up the picture of the waves surrounding Earth on the left and a picture of matching waves on the right. “The wavelengths pinging our satellites are a perfect match with human brainwaves.” 
 
    Kieran raised an eyebrow. “Human brainwaves?” 
 
    Avery nodded. “Beta waves right now, but they’ve shown signs of shifting to alpha waves in the past week.” He took the computer off the table and slipped it back in his briefcase. “Do you understand why we need that funding now?” 
 
    Kieran nodded. “Our satellites are thinking.” 
 
    Avery mimicked the nod. “And they have direct access to us, and everything we use on a day-to-day basis.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    “Are you saying our satellites are sentient?” Senator Vickers drawled in his Texas accent.  
 
    Avery leaned forward on the couch in Kieran’s office, where the highest officials in Congress gathered to hear his report. “I don’t know if I’d say they’re sentient. We aren’t sure where these waves came from, or how they’re affecting the satellite systems, except to slightly slow them down. It isn’t noticeable on a day-to-day level, but if we have a solar flare or some other cosmic event, there’s no telling what would happen to the grid.” 
 
    “They also don’t know if this will continue to organize and grow like the radiation it’s associated with,” Kieran said from his seat beside Avery. “Gentlemen, this is proof that we aren’t throwing our money away on Interstellar studies. This could be evidence of sentient life beyond Earth.” 
 
    “Or something else entirely,” Representative Jennings said in his Massachusetts brogue. “Don’t misunderstand me. This is significant, but events in the east are escalating, and these signals aren’t affecting our life and safety down here on the ground. I got word this morning that Iran is threatening to launch missiles on Russia. The pressure for a response from America is mounting. President Hastings has called a special meeting at the White House tomorrow to discuss our response. I don’t think he, or any of the other committees in the House or Senate, are going to give this much more than a glance. They’ll think that if you could get this much from what you’ve got, then you can stretch your dollars to find more.” 
 
    “That’s just it, Representative. We can’t,” Avery said. “We stretched our resources to the maximum. In fact, finding that it was brain waves was purely an accident. I was looking at some scans my sister sent me for my father’s relapse, and one of my colleagues noticed the brain wave readings when they stopped to ask me a question. If I hadn’t opened that message at that particular moment, we still wouldn’t know what we were looking at.” 
 
     “That’s a heck of a coincidence,” Representative Jennings said.  
 
    “And a lucky one,” Kieran stood and paced the large office. “Gentlemen, the Space Exploration Society has evidence of interstellar activity in immediate orbit of Earth, and the only way they’ve been able to find what they have was by dumb luck and web searches. I’ve been saying for years that the deep space satellite system needs enhancements, and this is proof. It’s not just about adding the nanotech to it. There really is something out there, and they need more resources to figure this out.” 
 
    “We can’t do anything else with what we’ve got,” Avery fidgeted. “Plus, we noticed another coincidence. The radiation and brain waves started nearly six weeks ago when these ‘miracle healings’ happened, and have been building since that time.” 
 
    “Do you have anything to indicate that they’re related?” Senator Vickers asked.  
 
    Avery smiled. “That’s why I’m here. We’d like to do further research to find out if it’s possible that this is having an impact on human beings. We need to join forces with the medical and mental health community to do that, which means that we need more funding.” 
 
    “That means that those two communities will want more money too, while we’re on the brink of World War Three,” Representative Jennings said. “We have to decide if this is a big enough threat to pursue, or nothing more than random stellar activity.” 
 
    “We don’t know that we’re on the brink of war,” Kieran said. “This crisis in the Middle East has been brewing for nearly a century since 9-11, which makes this the longest brewing escalation in history. In fact, that area of the world has always been in crisis. If we achieve peace over there, I’d go home and dig a bunker because I’d know the end times are coming.” 
 
    Everybody laughed briefly. “I do think the satellite waves are worth more consideration,” Senator Vickers said. “War or not, there’s something going on out there, and we need to know what.” He paused, tapping his water bottle on the oak table between his chair and the couch. “Draft a proposal and let’s see what we can do, but do it quietly. We don’t want to cause a panic in the general public. Keep the media away from it.” 
 
    “It’s too late,” a voice said from the doorway. They turned to see Yvonne Leighton, Kieran’s secretary, standing in the doorway, wobbling on three-inch heels. Her blonde hair was in a messy bun, and her blue eyes were bloodshot. 
 
    Kieran nodded at her. “Yvonne, good, you’re here.” He waved to Avery. “Can you schedule a time for us to help Mr. Kerner draft a proposal for a funding request for the Space Exploration Society?” 
 
    Her eyes glinted. “You didn’t hear me. It’s too late.” 
 
    Avery tipped his head. “Too late for what?” 
 
    “Too late to stop what’s coming.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Ms. Leighton?” Senator Vickers asked.  
 
    Yvonne rushed across the office, knocking Avery to the floor and pulling a knife from the back of her skirt. “We aren’t ready. You must stop!” she yelled. Her face contorted and turned red. Blisters rose on her cheeks. Avery knocked Yvonne off him to find a small woman with brown hair squeezing Yvonne’s knee. Yvonne struggled to free herself from the woman’s grip, but the woman flipped her and held Yvonne to the floor, leaning in her face.  
 
    “You are not worthy. Get out!” she hissed. Yvonne screamed, flushing red again and passing out. The woman stood up, giving Yvonne a kick in the side.  
 
    “What happened?” Kieran asked as secret service agents rushed in the room after the small woman, staring at them with confused green eyes. One of the agents held his phone up to her right eye for a retinal scan, and studied the reading.   
 
    “Sir, this is Sidney Sinclair.”  
 
    Kieran walked up to the woman. “You’re the woman that showed up at my wife’s practice last week.” 
 
    She nodded, looking away as tears dripped down her face.  
 
    Kieran cleared his throat. “What’s happening? How did you get in here?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t know.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    “Welcome home,” Kieran said as Annaliese walked in the lobby of George Washington University Hospital.   
 
    “I’m getting confused on where that is now,” Annaliese hugged Kieran.  
 
    “How are things with Pop?” Avery asked, rising from his seat.  
 
    “No better, no worse. Dad’s awake, but he has no memory of what happened last weekend.” She hugged Avery. “We need to find better circumstances for our visits. Why does life have to be a mess to bring us together?” 
 
    “Why did my boss refuse to let me go home to see Dad, and then send me here?” Avery asked. “I don’t know. Life is too complicated. Sometimes, I wish I could chuck it all and move to the Smokey Mountains like Uncle Corbin and Aunt Daphne. They have the life! Do they ever go back to the house on the estate?” 
 
    “Kalea talked to them yesterday. Aunt Daphne’s assignment at the University of Tennessee ends the second week of December, and they’re coming back then. They don’t want to spend the winter in the mountains.” She paused. “They’ve come down the past couple of weekends and Uncle Corbin offered to stay on the estate, but Mom and Kalea told him to stay in Tennessee with Aunt Daphne so they wouldn’t get sucked in all of this mess, especially with the media sniffing around.” 
 
    “I don’t blame them,” Avery said.  
 
    “I’m sorry for what happened to you, but I’m glad you came,” Kieran said. “I believe it’s made a difference on The Hill. We’re gaining support for our cause.” 
 
    “Are you all right?” Annaliese asked, studying Avery. He looked fine, but Avery was good at hiding his hurt.  
 
    He shrugged. “Nothing but bruises. They’ll heal.” 
 
    “I’m glad she didn’t hurt you. What happened to Yvonne?” Annaliese looked around and lowered her voice. “Did she quit taking her medication?” 
 
    “The doctor said it didn’t look like it,” Kieran said. “The levels in her system were stable, as if she had been taking it regularly.” 
 
    “That’s good. Sometimes, they enjoy the energy of the manic phases and stop taking it.” 
 
    “She didn’t seem to. In fact, she was proud of finally being stable and feeling normal again. I can’t imagine why this happened,” Kieran said.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” Avery asked. “Did you know something was wrong with that woman that attacked me?” 
 
    Annaliese blew out a sigh. “Yvonne is one of my patients. I’ve been treating her for bipolar disorder. She’s had similar episodes in the past, but she never tried to hurt anybody. Mostly, it was wild mood swings between elation and depression.” 
 
    “She’s had it under control for several years,” Kieran said. “That’s what I don’t understand. She’d have minor side effects like insomnia every now and then, but nothing like this.” He scratched his head. “I wonder if her cousin’s death put too much strain on her.” 
 
    Annaliese’s eyes widened. “I forgot about that. Yvonne’s cousin died recently, didn’t she?” 
 
    Kieran nodded. “She had leukemia.” He paused. “In fact, Yvonne was out last month because they told her the cousin didn’t have much time left, but she rallied and then three weeks ago .” 
 
    “Three weeks ago?” Annaliese tapped at the calendar app on her watch. “That’s when the die-off happened.” 
 
    “The die-off?” Avery asked.  
 
    “When the cancer patients that made ‘miracle recoveries’ died.” 
 
    Everybody was silent for a moment. Finally, Kieran sank into a chair. “Why didn’t I notice that?” 
 
    Annaliese sat beside Kieran. “Did Yvonne have any injuries when she went to see her cousin last month? Something that went away quickly?” 
 
    Kieran nodded slowly. “As a matter of fact, she did. She fell leaving work one day when it was raining and banged up her knee. She had an appointment to see her doctor, but then she got the call about her cousin. Then the cousin recovered, and her knee felt better. She figured it must not have been injured as badly as she thought.” 
 
    Annaliese pursed her lips. “Another one of those cases right under my nose.” She tapped her watch. “I want to pull her files to look at them later.” 
 
    “What about the other woman?” Avery asked. “Yvonne has radiation burns from where that woman grabbed her.” 
 
    “Sidney Sinclair, another one of these cases,” Annaliese said.  
 
    Kieran whistled. “They’re popping up all over.” 
 
    “Why are these strange things happening with them?” Avery asked. “It’s like what happened with Kalea last week, when she stopped that guy trying to shoot up the school, and then didn’t remember doing it. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Better yet, does it have anything to do with what you came to me with in the first place?” Kieran asked.  
 
    Annaliese looked at them. “What does that mean?” 
 
    Kieran and Avery looked at each other. Finally, Avery cleared up his throat. “It means I may have found the cause of this madness.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    “I want to talk to Sidney,” Annaliese said, throwing her fork in her salad bowl after Avery finished explaining why he was sent to speak with Kieran over lunch at the hospital cafeteria. “There’s no doubt there’s a link, and I think she’s the key.” 
 
    “Why her?” Kieran asked.  
 
    “The radiation, that’s why her. When she came to me, she said she could see into people; that she could see what was happening inside their bodies. Then she shoots somebody full of radiation, but she isn’t affected and doesn’t remember doing it. I want to see her.” 
 
    “Baby, I don’t know. I think you’re getting ahead of yourself.” 
 
    “No, I’m behind,” Annaliese said. “Looking at everything right in front of me, and I haven’t seen it, or made any headway yet. Now Avery finds brain waves circling our satellites, and the timing coincides with all of these things. I don’t need medical files or interviews to know there’s a causal link. I feel it here,” she said, thumping her chest. “I’ve been begging, borrowing, and pleading for files on similar cases all over the country to help Dad and Kalea, but there’s a larger issue. I need to quit spinning my wheels and focus on the common elements. That’s the only way to make headway.” She looked at Avery. “Do you have any files you can give me on those brainwaves you found in orbit? If I can compare them with my medical files, maybe we can narrow this down.” 
 
    “Whoa, wait,” Kieran said. “Aren’t we getting ahead of ourselves? I’m still working on funding for a joint venture, and that could take weeks to get through. If you start working on this now, it could raise conflict of interest issues and red flags that get this killed in Congress before we officially get it started.” 
 
    “Why can’t I help my brother, especially if I have something that can help him?” Annaliese asked. “It was the files I had on Dad that cracked their case.” 
 
    “Which was a complete fluke, and how I plan to sell this,” Kieran said. “They’ll buy one strange coincidence, but start running ahead without going through proper channels, and they won’t see why they should bother with funding if you’ll do it for free.” 
 
    “He has a point,” Avery said. “As much as I’d like to move forward on this, the truth is that you and I can’t do it alone. We need the Space Exploration Society and the medical community behind us on this. We need everybody working together.” 
 
    Kieran put his hand over Annaliese’s. “I know you want to get to work on this as soon as possible, but let me help you. There’s a right way to do things, and it’s extremely important that we follow proper procedures. We already have people discretely reaching out to the leaders in both the space and medical communities to get this started. Let me help you get the people and resources you need to do this properly.” He smiled. “Imagine how much more you can accomplish with a national network working on the problem.” 
 
    Annaliese leaned back in her chair. “That means I can’t do anything right now?” 
 
    “Nobody can stop you from talking to your patients and studying their files,” Kieran said. He jerked his thumb toward the elevators. “And that includes the one that drove up from Raleigh to see you a couple of weeks ago and that we found out has no other therapist.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “The social worker isn’t scheduled to come until two o’clock. It would help if you get Sidney to authorize you as her official doctor.”  
 
    Annaliese glanced at her watch, which read one o’clock. She picked up her purse and stood. “Then I better get back to work.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    Sidney lay in the hospital bed, staring at the shifting patterns on the ceiling. She knew they weren’t really there. Not for anybody but her, anyway. She watched as their energy patterns swirled and waved around and through each other, whispering secrets that she could hear but not understand.  
 
    “What are you trying to tell me?” she asked. 
 
    The lights stopped briefly to emit a slight hum, and then resumed their frantic activity.  
 
    She groaned and turned on her side, where the sunlight from the window across the room shot beams of golden fall light across the wall. The lights couldn’t go there, or if they did, she couldn’t see it. The wall looked normal. She liked that. Even if normal was becoming a memory, she hoped it was one that never faded away. She didn’t know if she’d ever experience it again.  
 
    The door opened, breaking the sunlight on the wall. A short woman with curly brown hair and large brown eyes walked in. She pushed up to study the woman, who looked vaguely familiar.  
 
    “Sidney, do you remember me?” the woman asked. “I’m Annaliese Kerner Boyce. I’m the psychiatrist you saw last week.” 
 
    Of course, the psychiatrist. The one she sought. The one that tried to set her on the right path. What was she doing here? Sidney pushed herself up in the bed. “I remember. You sent me home.” 
 
    Annaliese took a seat beside the bed. “I sent you home because you told me you had a doctor in Raleigh that you saw on a regular basis, but you lied. Why?” 
 
    Sidney sighed. “The truth is so odd that I was afraid that you wouldn’t believe me.” 
 
    “If you weren’t going to tell me the truth, then why did you come to me?” 
 
    Sidney stared at Annaliese. Was she ready? Did it matter? The time was drawing closer. If not now, then soon. Obviously, her first visit hadn’t prepared Dr. Boyce enough. Well, she had to do something to build bridges. “Because you’re the only one who can bring all of this together.” 
 
    Annaliese sat up straight in her chair, pulling her computer out of her large purse. “You’re talking in riddles, and I don’t do riddles. Tell me plainly. Why did you drive up here to see me if you thought I wouldn’t believe you? And why did you lie when you did talk to me?” 
 
    Sidney looked away, staring at the azure sky outside the window. “I don’t know what I’ve been doing these past few weeks. Ever since my father-in-law jumped out of that bed and grabbed my throat six weeks ago, nothing’s made sense.” She looked at Annaliese. “He died, you know. That was two weeks ago. They put him in a psychiatric hospital because he started babbling about energy beings trying to take him over and none of the sedatives they gave him worked. Then he passed out for over twenty-four hours, didn’t remember anything, and was barely able to communicate. He babbled incoherent nonsense for three days before he stopped talking.” She looked out the window again. “Then he died.” 
 
    Annaliese stared at Sidney vacantly for a moment, as if she were thinking. She tapped at her computer. “I’m sorry to hear this. You said it was your father-in-law?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why are you up here?” 
 
    “What else was I going to do? He died. I’m on disability because of my situation.” 
 
    “Situation?” Annaliese asked.  
 
    Sidney stared at Annaliese. “I’d have anxiety attacks every time I got near the X-Ray room. It looked like I traded my lifelong asthma for anxiety. My medical doctor examined me and said my radiation levels were up. It’s not lethal. He isn’t sure if it’s worth concern, but you know how it is. He’d rather err on the side of caution, especially when the patient works in the medical field.” She smiled faintly. “There’s nothing more embarrassing than having one of your own sue you for neglecting their health.” 
 
    “Point taken,” Annaliese studied her computer again. “Why tell me you were seeing a therapist if you aren’t?” 
 
     “I didn’t lie about the therapist. I did talk to her one time, but I never went back. I came up here to talk to you instead.” 
 
    Annaliese stared at her. “Does your husband know you’re up here?” 
 
    Sidney shook her head. “I told Nate I was visiting my parents in Virginia. He and my mother-in-law are so beside themselves with grief, that I think they’re relieved to have me out of the way.” She snorted. “They’re moody. Everything sets him off, and his mother is in and out of it all the time. I can’t take it anymore, especially with my own mind playing tricks on me. If I’m not crazy now, I will be soon.”  
 
    “That’s understandable. The mood swings are normal when dealing with terminal illness and death, but I can see how that would be frustrating for you when you have your own problems to deal with and need support from people consumed with their own problems. Everybody needs a measure of grace right now.” 
 
    “You sound like my mother-in-law.” 
 
    Annaliese raised an eyebrow. “Is that bad?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Sidney paused, swallowing past a lump in her throat. Was it worth it to go there? The doctor didn’t ask, so maybe --“ 
 
    “Why is it bad?” 
 
    Darn, she did ask. She thought about how to phrase it right.  
 
    “Sidney? Why is it bad?” 
 
    Sidney sighed. “All I’ve heard the past few months is ‘it’s not your father, so you don’t understand.’” 
 
    “Both of your parents are still alive?” 
 
    Sidney nodded. 
 
    Annaliese tapped at her computer and then rested it in her lap. “You want to help, but they’ve already decided that there’s no reason to listen to you.” 
 
    “It’s not just that. I know it’s not my father. I never presumed to relate to the situation on a tit-for-tat level. I wanted to stand by my husband and offer whatever support I could on dealing with the day-to=day aspects of moving on with life. It goes on, you know, and I thought I could help to keep him grounded while he deals with his grief. When you’re on the periphery like I’ve been, you see things. Or rather, you understand things better than the ones closest to the situation.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Annaliese said. “You have a different perspective. That’s not bad. It’s a perspective that is helpful and needed. Nate and your mother-in-law might not realize it now, but they’ll come to appreciate it in time.” 
 
    Sidney shook her head. “I’ll be bold enough to say you’re wrong. Nobody wants to hear it out of you when you’re just in in-law. You’re supposed to be a silent witness with no opinions, thoughts, or feelings of your own.” She turned away. “That’s what a friend at church said when she went through this last year with her own father-in-law. It’s been a year, and nobody has asked what she thinks yet. They pretty much ignore her.” 
 
    Annaliese was silent. Sidney stared at her for a moment before going on.  
 
    “But you’re right. The periphery is a unique place to be. Things look different from here, and they don’t realize how much. So they go on in denial or grief while you see and understand. They’re surprised when you saw it coming a mile away. You see truth, but nobody’s listening. It’s like being an alien in your own world.” 
 
    Annaliese stared at Sidney, transfixed. Sidney coughed loudly and pointed at the computer in Annaliese’s lap. “You might want to put that in your notes in case Kalea says the same thing to you in a week or so.” 
 
    Annaliese jumped. “Yes, right,” she said, tapping at her computer. “You feel like nobody’s listening. I got it.” 
 
    Sidney tipped her head and stared at Annaliese. “Did I say something disturbing?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Annaliese put the computer back in her lap and forced a smile. “There are no right or wrong answers. We’re here to talk about how you feel.” 
 
    “I thought we were here to talk about how I stopped a woman from stabbing your husband and brother.” 
 
    “That was the catalyst for my visit.” She glanced at her computer. “Olivia did get back in contact with me about the one visit you had. You said last time that you’re having nightmares. Olivia’s notes mention lapses in memory, and that you seem to be experiencing what you called ‘lost time,’ instances where you black out for short periods of time and can’t recall what happened or how you got where you are. Is that still happening?” 
 
    “It’s increasing.” 
 
    “The nurse told me that you don’t remember going in Kieran’s office or saving him and Avery from that woman who tried to stab them. Did you know that they were there before the blackout?” 
 
    Sidney thought. “I knew who your husband and brother were. I felt a strong need to come back up here now to complete a task, but I didn’t know what it was. I’m not sure why I felt that way. All I know is that I felt like I needed to get back up here and time was of the essence. I can’t explain it. I didn’t know your brother was in town if that’s what you’re asking, or that the woman I hurt was trying to hurt him. This was unplanned. In fact, there are entire portions of the drive that I don’t recall.” Sidney looked at Annaliese. “Is she all right?” 
 
    “Who?” Annaliese asked, clearly confused.  
 
    Sidney stared at Annaliese. What was wrong with her? She seemed distracted. Of course, her father is dying, whether she realizes it or not. And then somebody tried to kill her brother. Who do these doctors talk to about their own problems? She shook off the unbidden musings. “The woman that attacked your brother. Is she all right?” 
 
    Annaliese tapped at her computer in her lap. “Her name is Yvonne, and she’s in a coma. She has radiation burns.” 
 
    “Just like that guy that your cousin stopped,” Sidney said bluntly.  
 
    “Yes,” Annaliese said. She saw no reason to deny it, especially since it had been on the news. “Only his were electrical burns, not radiation.” 
 
    “The news said it looked like he had the equivalent of three lightning strikes. It’s amazing he’s alive.” Sidney paused. “I guess it’s amazing that Yvonne is alive. If they die, are your cousin and I going to jail for killing them?” 
 
    Another pause. “Sidney, I don’t know what’s going to happen. Nobody knows how either of you did what you did, so it’s not clear what or if there’s any blame, especially given that both of them have mental disorders and threatened others. You and Kalea saved lives. That’s an undeniable truth.” 
 
    Sidney nodded slowly. “They were sick. I could see it in Yvonne. I could see that she had medicine in her, but something was keeping it from working right. And didn’t that guy your cousin stop have schizophrenia?” 
 
    Annaliese returned the nod. That had been revealed on the news too, as well as his wife’s affair.  “What was stopping the medicine from working?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Sidney looked away. 
 
     “You don’t know, or you don’t know how to say it?” 
 
    Sidney sighed. “I don’t understand what it was. I can’t explain it, and I don’t know what you would need to see it the way I do.” 
 
    “Sidney, I want to show you something, but I can’t unless you appoint me as your psychiatrist. Will you do that?” 
 
    “What difference does it make? I talked to you once before, and I’m talking to you now. Isn’t that enough?” 
 
    Annaliese pursed her lips. “Usually, it would be, but after what happened here, we need to observe the formalities. There’s a social worker coming in any minute now, and she’s authorized to take over your case unless you’ve already designated somebody else as your doctor. Do you want to talk to the social worker about this?” 
 
    Sidney clenched up.  “Absolutely not. I came to you, and I believe you’re the best person to help me. To help everybody.” Sidney tipped her head again, staring at Annaliese sitting in a ray of sunlight that had shifted through the window, where the light swirled around her in a halo. “You see things clearly. You have a keener mind. Yes, you will do. You’re the perfect human liaison.” 
 
    Annaliese furrowed her brows. “Excuse me?” 
 
    Sidney shook her head to clear the rogue thought. “I’m sorry, I ramble like that too. You better add that to your notes if you want to be my shrink.” 
 
    “So I’m hired?” Annaliese turned her computer toward Sidney to tap her official consent form. 
 
    Sidney tapped the form. “You’re hired.” She leaned back on her bed. “What is it that you wanted to show me?” 
 
    Yes, of course.” Annaliese tapped her computer. “You said you could see something in Yvonne that was stopping her medication from working.” She turned the computer to Sidney to show her a fragment of the brain waves circling the Earth satellite system. “Does it look like that?” 
 
    Sidney’s face paled and she gulped, her eyes widening as she studied the picture. “Yes. That’s the cause of it.” She sucked in a sharp breath. “That’s the cause of it all.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    Kalea sighed contentedly as she stared at the beautiful fall day outside the terminal at Charlotte-Douglas Airport for her flight to Knoxville on a cool Friday afternoon. She felt bad about leaving Aunt Tabitha, especially since she got the confirmation that Uncle Carson was back in stage six of his Alzheimer’s, but Annaliese called to tell her that Avery finally got clearance to come home for a couple of weeks and encouraged Kalea to take some time off. It was good timing because she was scheduled to check on a lighting job at the airport today. She would usually drive to Gatlinburg, but the airport offered her free airfare for helping them to proceed with repair work, and her parents were so glad she was coming for a visit that they didn’t mind the hour drive into Knoxville to pick her up.  
 
    It was a strange turn of events, but Kalea was long overdue for a break. She had been working fifty and sixty hour weeks these past six weeks. Between Annaliese and her appointed therapist at Creekside, she realized that it wasn’t so much about catching up from Uncle Carson’s illness last summer, but because she found comfort in her work. Uncle Carson’s illness, then recovery, then relapse, had been so odd and unpredictable that she had turned to the one thing she could trust to stay the same no matter what: her work. Electrical systems didn’t get sick or die, or come back to life. They didn’t try to shoot up schools, interview you, or analyze you. They were what they were and didn’t change, and she needed that stability to get through the unpredictability of the past few months. “But you need breaks from anything you do regularly, even things you love,” Annaliese said the previous day when she called, “and who knows when the timing will be better?” 
 
    Kalea knew Annaliese was right. Her workload had lightened considerably since school started, and Avery would probably appreciate some time with his parents without her and Annaliese hanging over them. Plus, she didn’t know if she could handle a repeat of Uncle Carson’s condition. If he bolted out of that bed and grabbed her again --no, she couldn’t stand that thought. But if he died, was that any better? 
 
    She didn’t know, but it wasn’t an issue she needed to worry about today. Her office was covered. Avery was with Aunt Tabitha and Uncle Carson, and Annaliese promised to stay in contact with them. She hasn’t been to the cabin or taken any time off since the fourth of July because of the endless tasks of juggling work and helping with Uncle Carson. The radiation on her leg was going down, she had a clean bill of health, and her psychiatrist said she was mentally one of the healthiest people she’d ever seen. There was no reason not to take a break.  
 
    Plus, it felt like something was coming. What, she couldn’t say, but definitely something big that none of them had seen before. Perhaps it was anxiety over Uncle Carson’s condition, or perhaps it was anxiety over her own mental state. She might be healthy, but she didn’t always feel right. The three instances of lost memories she’d had were too many to suit her, and her dreams had been so strange that words couldn’t describe them. She wasn’t sure what she was seeing, and when she tried to recall them, all she could bring to mind were waves of light patterns. They were disturbing, but at least she slept all the way through the night and woke up better rested. In fact, with the exception of Aunt Tabitha’s call in the middle of the night last week, she had slept better these past six weeks than she had in a long time. 
 
    Rested, but anxious. Things are fine, she told herself over and over. What will be, will be, and we’ll move on like we always do. And yet, the prick of that lie was poking her, not enough to draw blood, but enough to make her notice that she was on the event horizon of something that would suck up everything she knew.  
 
    Kalea took deep breaths, trying to calm herself from her ruminations. There was no point in this. Things were fine, and her anxiety was nothing more than residual nerves from recent experience. There was nothing to indicate that the future would bear any resemblance to the past, or why it couldn’t be better. These were stressful times, nothing more, but they were almost over. It was all almost over. And then they would face what came next with such strength as they could muster and move on. 
 
    She shook her head to shake the thoughts out. Stress really was playing on her hard if she couldn’t keep a logical train of thought anymore. She pulled her computer out of her carry-on bag to open an e-book and get her mind off her mind, trying to tune out a conversation the attendant was having with a tall man with dark hair and blue eyes about the flight being on schedule. It seemed that they were talking more loudly than was necessary for the light, early afternoon crowd, but the other four people sitting at the terminal didn’t seem to notice. She turned back to her computer, only to be jostled by the man as he accidentally bumped the seat she was sitting in with his bag. She dropped her computer. She tried to catch it, but the padded pink case bounced off her finger and landed harmlessly on the floor in front of him. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the man picked up the computer and handed it back to Kalea. “I should have watched where I was going. I don’t travel often and get so clumsy with these bags.” 
 
    Kalea took her computer back and smiled at the man. “I’m a klutz myself. That’s why I have the padded case.” She glanced at the computer, surprised to see it downloading files. The man bent over her, putting his hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Partition one is for your eyes only. Partition two is for Annaliese. She won’t see it until she’s ready,” he whispered, winking at her and disappearing in the sparse crowd.  
 
    What did he do? Kalea wondered, poking at her computer frantically. A progress bar flew across two times, followed by a message that read, “Partition two transmissions complete to Annaliese Kerner Boyce.” The screen went blank for a moment, and then reopened to her background screen of the Earth from space with a text box in the middle that read “Do you wish to access partition one files?” 
 
    Kalea’s eyes glowed silver as she tapped “yes.” The files opened, and she smiled as the data ran across the screen, melting her anxiety. The black hole in her future disappeared, replaced by the purpose of a reality that nobody thought possible. 
 
    Yes, she understood. She understood everything.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    “Yes sir, I understand your frustration. I know you need all the help and support you can get at this time, but your grief doesn’t negate your wife’s needs, and she needs support now, too. My suggestion that she visit her parents is intended to help both of you get what you need, so you can come together and support each other during what’s obviously a difficult time for both of you.” 
 
    Kieran smiled as Annaliese rolled her eyes at him when he walked in the door Friday evening.  
 
    “I’m sorry you don’t agree Mr. Sinclair, but Sidney is my patient, and it’s my obligation to guide her toward what she needs to recover. I can’t stop you from driving up to Virginia to see her, but I’d highly recommend against it. I believe that if you allow her to have some time and space this weekend, then you’ll find that she returns better able to handle her own problems independently and to support you in your grief.” 
 
    Ah, the disgruntled spouse, Kieran thought, walking to the kitchen and pouring two glasses of wine. He walked in the den and handed a glass to Annaliese, who smiled and mouthed thank you at him as he sat on the couch next to her.  
 
    “Well, I’m sorry your mother is driving you crazy. I think everybody in this situation has been through a tremendous amount of anxiety and stress, but I can’t advise you over the phone. If you want to discuss that in further detail, you can call my receptionist Monday morning to schedule an appointment.” She paused. “In fact, why don’t you do that? It sounds like you have a lot of issues, and I’d be glad to take you on as a client if you feel you need help and guidance through this time. I think that would help Sidney too, if I could see you together.” 
 
    A string of shouted insults poured from the phone. Annaliese held it away from her ear, taking a long drink from her wine glass. A moment later, the shouting subsided. “So what do you have to say about that?” the voice barked over the phone.  
 
    Annaliese returned the phone to her ear. “I’m sorry you feel that way, Mr. Sinclair. I can’t divulge any more information to you regarding your wife’s mental condition. I’m obligated to protect her confidential information, and she didn’t sign a release for me to give it to you. That’s an issue you’ll have to discuss with her.”  
 
    More shouts erupted from the phone.  
 
    “Mr. Sinclair, your grief doesn't nullify other people’s needs. You've grown so used to ignoring them that you forgot others have issues just as significant as your own. If you don't open your eyes to the bigger world, Sidney will seek solace elsewhere, as is her right. You're lucky she's turning to her family and not outsiders or worse, another man. Be there for her, or get used to her walking away. I understand you’re under a lot of strain and need ‘everybody to be normal and play their part’ as you said earlier, but Sidney is facing a serious situation of her own, and she feels that she’s facing it alone. As I said, I can’t tell you any more than that, and I encourage you to contact my receptionist for an official appointment if you wish to discuss your thoughts further. Good evening.” She hit the hang-up button, tossed the phone on a couch cushion, and leaned back, groaning.  
 
    “Nate Sinclair, eh?” Kieran asked. “He called my office earlier today wanting to know how Sidney wound out there. My staff had a similar conversation with him.” 
 
    “I think he’s spent all day chewing people out.” She sat up. “But then again, that’s the nature of my profession. If everybody were happy, content, and perfectly functional, then I’d be out of work.” She paused. “I wonder sometimes if people really want to get better, or if they want me to slap a name and a prescription on them so they can use it as an excuse to stay exactly the same.” 
 
    “It’s natural to have doubts about your life course from time to time,” Kieran said. “No matter what you do, there’s going to be problems.” 
 
    “That’s true,” she said, curling her legs against her on the couch. “Kieran, can I ask you something?” 
 
    He smiled. “Reversing roles on me?” 
 
    She returned the smile, but it was weak. “I was wondering. Have I acted like that?” 
 
    Kieran jolted on the couch. “No! Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she paused. “Something Sidney said to me yesterday made me think about Kalea and her role with Dad.” 
 
    “Reversing roles on your patients? That’s worse! What did she say?” 
 
    She sighed. “She said that being on the periphery gave you a unique perspective; that you see things, but everybody shuts you out. I was wondering, what has Kalea seen that she isn’t saying? What does she know that we don’t?” 
 
     “A lot, I imagine. I haven’t heard her complain about anything.” 
 
    Annaliese pointed at him. “That’s just it. She wouldn’t complain. Kalea is a tough type that figures if you come to it, then you come through it. When the going gets tough, she shuts off her emotions and reverts to pure function. That’s an unusual trait in a woman.” 
 
    “I’ll say, but it’s a trait the two of you share, and it’s one I appreciate,” Kieran said. “I bet most people do appreciate it.” 
 
    Annaliese smiled. “Thanks, but as I said, that’s an unusual trait in a woman. Most of them do the opposite. They retreat from function and delve into emotion, like Sidney did. She told me that lately she’s been acting and reacting, and not fully realizing what she’s doing or why she’s doing it. That happens to a lot of people when they’re under unrelenting stress, and I don’t think it’s uncommon.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kieran wondered where Annaliese was going with this train of thought. 
 
    “I didn’t realize that when you’re in a situation, you take the ones around you for granted. Kalea’s been there for Dad more than I have been. Overall she took it well, but when that thing happened with him grabbing her leg a couple of months ago, I didn’t think much of it. Avery told me he thought she was being overly dramatic, and I agreed. I was so glad that Dad was better that I thought she was being bratty like she wished he had gone ahead and died and not scared her like that. But --“she cut off, choked by a sob. 
 
    Kieran shifted to put his arm around Annaliese. “But what?” 
 
    “We put too much on her, and I think she cracked,” Annaliese said. “But it’s not just that. He’s dying again. I’m going to lose my father anyway. Whatever happened in that room was no miracle, it just delayed the inevitable. In fact, now it’s worse. Now we’ve had to go through all the worst parts of this twice.” She swiped her nose with her shirt sleeve. “What if Kalea has been acting weird all this time because she’s had a front row seat to Dad’s suffering, and nobody’s listening, so she dove into her work where she wouldn’t be dismissed or judged? What if Avery and I have been so locked in our own struggles that we didn’t see the truth, and we left the one that did see it out there on her own?” 
 
    “I think you’re being too hard on yourself. It is different for you and Avery. It’s your father, not Kalea’s. No matter what she sees or thinks, it doesn’t affect her the way it does you.” 
 
    Annaliese leaned back, swiping more tears from her eyes. “Just because it’s different doesn’t negate the truth.” She swiped her nose. “I saw it in Sidney’s eyes yesterday. She saw things. She knows things, but she doesn’t say them because she believes I can’t hear her.” 
 
    “Did she say that?” 
 
    Annaliese shook her head. “Not in those words, but when somebody tells you they feel like an alien in their own world, it’s shocking.” 
 
    Kieran sighed. “Is that why you told Kalea to go on vacation next week?” 
 
    Annaliese nodded. “I know you said I couldn’t have any more than the earth scans from Avery to prevent a conflict of interest before this bill passed, but some of the doctors I contacted about Dad got back to me over the past couple of days.  All of the cancer patients that had a ‘miracle healing’ a couple of months ago have died. They all died exactly four weeks after they recovered, and now all the dementia patients are back in homes, regressing through their dementia at one stage a week.” She choked. “My father is going to die in a week. I know it.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Kieran protested. 
 
    Annaliese nodded. “I feel it. I think the truth is that I knew deep inside that his recovery wasn’t right, but I was so glad to see him being himself one more time, that I denied it. Here I am a psychiatrist, and I can’t keep my head right about my own family.” 
 
    “You aren’t expected to,” Kieran said. “Isn’t the point of therapy supposed to be third-party intervention from somebody completely outside the situation? You’re deeply entrenched in this situation. There’s no way you can pull back and be impartial.” He paused. “None of us can, not even Kalea. Don’t get me wrong. She’s been great, but even she has a biased opinion. Your whole family has always lived on that estate down there, separated from the rest of the world. You’re a close-knit group. And Uncle Gerald and Aunt Daphne check in daily, and they’re coming back to the estate in December. In fact, weren’t they fixing to drive down there when your father was bad off in August?” 
 
    Annaliese nodded. “They did come down and spent a week here with Dad.” 
 
    “They do understand your situation, and have done all they can to help you and Avery. It’s their choice whether to talk to you about what they think and feel or not. I haven’t once heard you tell Kalea to put a lid on it when she was talking about your father’s condition.” 
 
    Annaliese sighed. “I didn’t confront her, but I think I gave clear vibes that I didn’t always want or need her opinion.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    Annaliese paused, picking at a spot on the couch. “There have been some times over the past few months that I disagreed with her on the severity of Dad’s condition. I told her that it wasn’t that bad and she was overreacting.” She looked up, her gaze distant. “And yet, she was more on target every time. When Dad started falling and she said go to the hospital, Mom and I said no, it’s not that bad, we just need to be more careful. And then he hit his head and she broke her foot.” 
 
    “Annaliese,” Kieran cautioned.  
 
    “And when he bolted out of that bed in August and scared her, Mom and Avery got mad at her. Did you know he asked her to lunch a few days later on the premise of checking on her, and he accused her of not caring about Dad?” 
 
    “I didn’t know that,” Kieran said.  
 
    Annaliese choked on another sob. “He said he apologized, but why did he do that? Why did either of us make assumptions about her? She was there. She was there more than about anybody other than Mom, and nobody was listening to her.” 
 
    “Annaliese,” Kieran pulled her into a hug. “You let Sidney and her husband make you feel bad. Trust me, you aren’t acting like either of them, and you’re handling your father’s condition much better than they have.” He patted her back. “Don’t you think I would have said something if you were acting out of character?” 
 
    “Yes, but you work long hours like I do, and you lost your father ten years ago.  You understand it in a different way. In Kalea’s situation, it’s an uncle that she’s close to. In Sidney’s, it’s the first parent between her and her husband to pass. They do have different perspectives.” She pulled back. “They all do.” 
 
    Kieran stared at Annaliese. “Who?” 
 
    She picked her computer up off the coffee table. “All the people affected by these ‘miracle healings,’ if you can call it that if the people are dying again. I did some research today after talking to some of my colleagues about these cases.” She paused, tapping at her computer. “All of these people that witnessed a ‘miracle healing’ were what Sidney referred to as ‘people on the periphery.’ No direct relatives were affected. They were nieces, nephews, cousins, in-laws, friends, or even medical staff in a few cases. They all had minor or mid-level illnesses or injuries that were healed within twenty-four hours of the healing. And they’re all healed of every ailment while their loved ones are dead or dying, save signs of anxiety.” 
 
    Kieran stared at Annaliese. “I didn’t know that.” 
 
    Annaliese dropped her computer on the couch cushion beside her. “That’s just the ones on file. There’s no way to account for the ones that didn’t see doctors, or any healings that happened in private homes. We could be missing a significant group of people that are wandering around, not knowing what happened to them.” 
 
    “And then there are the crimes,” Kieran said. “Some of these people have cracked.” 
 
    Annaliese nodded. “I’m looking into that, but not getting far.” She paused. “What’s the progress on this bill for funding the research? Things are escalating. It’s my suspicion that we’ll have another die-off of the dementia patients starting next week and if I’m right, and there will be more incidents like the ones with Kalea and Sidney trying to stop others trying to kill people.” 
 
    “Which there have been,” Kieran added.  
 
    “Then we need to act sooner rather than later, and can’t afford to dilly dally with go rounds in committee meetings. I’m starting to feel a sense of urgency, and I don’t think it’s paranoia from Dad’s condition.”  
 
    Kieran leaned back. “I don’t either, and I do see your point. If you’re right, then all the miracle healings are dead within two weeks, and we’re left with a group of people that had what they’re calling ‘secondary healings’ running around, and not all of them are worried about it. There’s no organization. Plus, there were two more attempted murders today from people that were affected by this.” 
 
    Annaliese raised an eyebrow. “Really?” 
 
    Kieran nodded. “A man tried to stab his boss in Boston, and a woman fired a gun in a mall in Albuquerque.” 
 
    “What happened to them?”  
 
    “They’re both dead.” 
 
     “Nobody was there to stop them?” 
 
    “Nobody like Kalea or Sidney were there; just armed security guards that were forced to fire on the assailants, and wouldn’t you know that both got a kill shot, although they claimed that’s not what they were aiming for.” 
 
    “Geeze,” Annaliese gasped under her breath. “Kieran, this is bad. Is there any way to fast track this funding bill? I don’t think we can wait any longer.” 
 
    “I’m pulling every string I’ve got to pull.” He patted her hand. “Why don’t we take the advice you gave Kalea and Sidney? Why don’t we take the weekend off and head someplace fun? The jet is available and we can go anywhere we want. How about The Grand Canyon? I know you love it, and I’ll bet the weather is perfect right now. We can pack a bag, sleep on the jet, and be there by sunrise. I can call the lodge now to get a suite set up.” He hugged her again. “We could both use a break. Your office is closed, Avery is with your parents, Kalea is with her parents, and nothing is going to happen with that bill until Tuesday. What do you say?” 
 
    Annaliese glanced at her computer on the cushion beside her, which had already gone into hibernate mode. “You’re right. Everybody else is taking time off. Why not us? Maybe a break is just what we need to come back and save the world.” 
 
    He smiled and stood, offering his hand to help her up. “I think you’ll be glad you did this.”  
 
    She swiped the last tears from her eyes and kissed him. “I know I will be. Maybe this will get us ready for whatever comes next.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    “There’s clearly a need for additional resources so we can research the origin and effect of this phenomenon,” Avery clicked off the last slide and raised the lights in the chamber with the Science and Space subcommittee Tuesday morning. “It was by sheer accident that we were able to pinpoint the information I just presented to you. The fact that these transmissions began to ping our satellite systems the day that our first ‘miracle healings’ were reported  is an alarming coincidence that also warrants further attention. That’s why I propose that our research be a joint venture with the medical community. Thank you, gentlemen. This concludes my presentation.” Avery picked up his computer and took a seat next to Kieran in the audience. Kieran had to recuse himself from the hearing since his brother-in-law was testifying.  
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Kerner,” Senator Claire Timberland, the stern senator from North Carolina and vice-chair of the committee, said. “I’ll open the subcommittee to questions.” 
 
    The sub-committee was silent for a moment, flipping through pages of the bill on their computers. Finally, Senator Meekin from Georgia spoke up. “Mr. Kerner, you said you didn’t know the origin of the signals surrounding our satellite system.” 
 
    Avery stood and approached the podium. “No, Senator. We don’t have enough long-range equipment functional in orbit to zoom in on anything closer than Saturn, and the point of origin extends beyond the Jovan system.” 
 
    “And yet, you were able to determine that these waves are being transmitted back to Earth, presumably affecting human beings that were subject or witness to these ‘miracle healings?’” 
 
    “The only thing we’ve been able to determine is that the signals bear a striking resemblance to brain wave patterns. As you saw in my presentation, several doctors that have been working on these ‘miracle healing’ cases were able to tentatively match the scans of patients affected by that phenomenon.” 
 
    “So you’re speculating at a causal relationship with no hard data to back it up?” Senator Timberland asked. 
 
    Avery took a sip of water to collect his thoughts. He couldn’t mention what Annaliese told him about Sidney making a definite match, since that wasn’t considered a scientifically valid fact. “That’s why we’re asking for the funding, Senator. So we can gather more data to take it from tentative to confirmed. What we know is that there are what appear to be brainwaves routing through our satellites, and it’s interfering with our systems. It’s a negligible effect now, slowing the systems by fractions of a second. The problem is that it seems to be growing, which means the effect could compound if it gets any stronger.” 
 
    “Plus, there’s the fact that where there are brainwaves, it usually means that somebody or something is thinking,” Senator Braykin from Utah said.  
 
    Everybody laughed. Avery forced a laugh, running his hand through his hair to hide the fact that his laugh was strained. “That’s why we want to bring in the medical community. To see if that’s true.” 
 
    “Does the Space Exploration Society believe this is evidence of extraterrestrial life?” A few laughs rose from the committee, but Senator Braykin silenced them with a glare. “This is a valid question. Do you believe its evidence of extraterrestrial life?” 
 
     “The Society isn’t speculating on anything other than the fact that this is happening,” Avery said. “Again, that’s why we’re asking for funding. There’s something that looks like brainwaves routing through our systems, and when it started, strange things began to happen earthside. That’s too big a coincidence to ignore. It needs further research, and since it crosses over into medical science, where we have no expertise or authority, we’re asking for funding and help from the ones that can give us a better idea of what’s going on up there.” 
 
    “And down here,” Senator Timberland said. She snapped her computer case closed. “There’s another possibility. It’s possible that terrorist forces in the Communist or Middle East Sectors have developed a new weapon, and they’re using it against us.”  
 
    Avery expected more laughter to break out but when the room remained silent, his stomach knotted. Senator Braykin turned to Avery, peering at him over silver-rimmed glasses. “Mr. Kerner, has the Society checked to see if the point of origin could possibly be from the Eastern portions of the world?” 
 
    “We traced what looks like a carrier wave coming from deep space, beyond the Jovan system. Like I said, our functioning equipment up there can only go to Saturn’s orbit.” 
 
    “What about the possibility that this wave is coming from Earth, and is being made to look like it has a deep space origin?” 
 
     “I doubt that’s possible. From what we’ve been able to determine, the signals come into the system from a point further out than Saturn, and directly down to Earth from the satellites. I doubt anybody on Earth could mask it to look like it was coming from somewhere it isn’t. You can’t fool triangulation.” 
 
    “Is it possible in theory?” Senator Timberland asked. 
 
    “Anything’s possible, but that’s not probable,” Avery said, perhaps more sharply than he should have. He noticed all the senators were glaring at him. “Senators, all we know is that something is happening up there, and it seems to be having an effect on people down here. I’m here to ask you for the tools to find out more. If you want the Society to look into the possibility that it’s a weapon, we can add that to our list of working theories.” His mouth went dry. Galen Eckenrod, his supervisor, wouldn’t like this. Then again, he told Avery to do whatever it took to get this funding.  
 
    Senator Meekin nodded. “We can’t forget that there have been several instances where people who witnessed these ‘miracle cures’ tried to hurt or kill people. We have at least four documented instances in the past couple of weeks, and who knows how many more that stayed out of the media because they didn’t happen in heavily populated areas. That sounds like mind control to me.” 
 
    “I can’t speculate on that,” Avery said. “As I said, this could be branching out into many areas and we need more resources to figure out how or if all of these pieces fit together.” 
 
    “I think that’s a major factor, don’t you?” 
 
    “Of course,” Avery agreed.  
 
    “And the Space Exploration Society didn’t think to look into it?” Senator Meekin asked.  
 
    Avery flushed red. “From our perspective, the Society is more interested in knowing if human brain wave patterns match with what we’re seeing circulating through our satellite grid. If we could work jointly with the medical community, then we would be willing to narrow it down and investigate your weapon theory.” He paused. “I don’t understand this line of questioning. Do you think the waves in our system are causing errant human behavior? Is that a working theory you want us to explore?” 
 
    Senator Meekin frowned. “I think it’s worth considering that this could be a weapon being used against us; given the escalation of tensions in the Middle East and increasing pressure from Israel and Australia to take action. Mr. Kerner, how widespread is the affect of these waves?” 
 
    “Our data on that is limited, sir” Avery said. “So far, we only have cases of ‘miracle healings’ and their witnesses from the continental United States, and a few cases in Canada. This funding bill would give us the authority to expand our resources to the medical community so we could expand the research of the earthside affects of this phenomenon to include any sector that we have an alliance with through the World Council.” 
 
    “It could be a trick, or a weapon to force our hand,” Senator Jules from Alaska said softly. “The International situation is escalating, and there’s an increasing sense of urgency to take decisive action. Remember World War II? It took Pearl Harbor getting bombed to draw us into the war, even though it was clear much sooner that our intervention was desperately needed. I think history is repeating itself. We know the Communists and Middle Eastern Sectors have biological weapons, and that they’re experimenting with nanotech for mind control methods.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how this relates to my funding request for the Society,” Avery said. “I never said the waves are controlling minds. I said they’re correlated with the miracle healings. We need more research to know if the two are related. Right now, it’s just correlations. It’s all mathematical.” 
 
    “Then maybe we need to grant the funding so we can take it from numbers to reality,” Senator Jules said, “but whether it’s an international or an interstellar threat doesn’t matter. What matters is that it’s a threat, and I think it warrants further research.” 
 
    “I do too, but I doubt we’ll be able to pass this on the floor with the increasing tensions in the East,” Senator Meekin said, “unless we can show that it could somehow be tied into national defense.” 
 
    “What are you proposing, Senator?” Senator Timberland asked. 
 
    “I think this has crossed into an area of national security. I make a motion that we send this to the committee on Homeland Security and the committee Emerging Threats and Capabilities,” Senator Meekin said. “It’s certainly within their prevue, and one of them would be better suited to determine if this funding is beneficial to the nation.” 
 
    “But it came through our committee,” Senator Timberland said. 
 
    “The entire House and Senate will have to vote for it in order for it to pass,” Senator Meekin said. “If this is a threat to national security, which it sounds like it is, then we need all the support we can get.” 
 
    “But it’s an interstellar threat,” Avery said. “Why can’t this committee get this bill passed on the floor?” 
 
    Senator Timberland stared at Avery. “Mr. Kerner, the Senator brings up a good point. While it is happening in space, the effect seems to be limited to the continental United States, making it a Homeland Security matter. And with things as they are in the International community, we can’t rule out the fact that one of the factions in the East has developed something new to use against our people.” 
 
    “We don’t have enough data to know if it’s happening other places,” Avery said. “For all we know, there have been instances of ‘miracle cures,’ instant healings, and random violence all over the world. There are too many unknown factors to assume this is a national security matter.” He threw up his hands. “This is a world security matter! All of humanity could be at risk.” 
 
    “And furthermore, we have a potential conflict of interest with your brother-in-law being the chair of this committee,” she continued. “I know it makes sense to you to look to space, but the effects are being felt here on Earth, so we deal with it from Earth. Trust me; we’re trying to do what’s best. We have a motion on the table. Do we have a second?” 
 
    “I second,” Senator Jules looked at Avery sympathetically.   
 
    “All in favor?” Senator Timberland asked.  
 
    “I,” all eight senators said simultaneously.  
 
    “Any opposed?” 
 
    Silence.  
 
    “The motion carries. The bill will be forwarded to the committees on Homeland Security and Emerging Threats and Capabilities. There being no other business, this meeting is adjourned.” 
 
    Avery slid his computer into his briefcase, feeling defeated. He jumped as he felt a pat on his back and was startled to see Senator Jules behind him.  
 
    “It’s delayed, not dead. You’ll get your funding.” 
 
    He smiled weakly. “Thanks, Senator.” 
 
    She returned the smile. “You have more friends here than you realize. Keep the faith,” she said, her eyes glinting silver before she turned and disappeared through the rear exit. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    “The committees on Emerging Threats and Homeland Security!” Annaliese said indignantly, nearly choking on her green beans. They were sitting at the dinner table in their townhouse Tuesday evening, where they invited Avery to join them for dinner before he flew back to Columbia. “But they’re already overloaded with bills! It won’t pass anytime soon with them!” 
 
    “It’s still alive,” Kieran said calmly, “and it’s not that surprising. You know everybody is trying things they want passed on national defense. This could work to our advantage if we play it right.” 
 
    She turned to Kieran. “Did you know this would happen?” 
 
    His eyes widened. “Of course not! Dan Meekin never said a word to me about proposing that it’s a national security matter.” He looked down. “In fact, he never said anything. He just said they’d get it scheduled for a subcommittee meeting, which they did.” 
 
    “Galen, my boss, said he’d fly out to speak to the Emerging Threats and Homeland Security subcommittees,” Avery said.  
 
    “I hope this didn’t get you in trouble,” Annaliese said.  
 
    Avery shook his head. “Galen said to keep it alive, and I did. As Senator Jules said, it’s delayed, not dead.”  
 
    “I don’t know her well,” Kieran said. “She’s first term and keeps to herself. Maybe I should talk to her tomorrow to see if I can get a better feel for what happened in there.” 
 
    “It’s politics. All kinds of things happen all the time,” Annaliese fumed. “I don’t know where they get such screwball ideas.” She flushed as she noticed Kieran and Avery staring at her. “It seems to me that they really go off the rails sometimes, and now we’re stalled because Meekin pulled the idea out of his rear end that it’s terrorists attacking us.” She snorted. “Do you know how stupid that is? I’m surprised the committee didn’t laugh him out of the room.” 
 
    “I won’t deny that they get strange ideas,” Kieran said. He chewed his meat loaf. “This could work out better. You may stand to get more funding than you asked for if it’s tied to national defense. With everything happening in the East, all of Congress is giving the green light to whatever anybody with national defense wants.” 
 
    “They’re paranoid,” Avery agreed. “If we can strike the fear of terrorists taking over our minds, then they might be enticed to fast track this.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m thinking,” Kieran said. He turned to Annaliese. “It’s all in how you spin it. That’s all politics is. I can win this. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that,” Annaliese said, “it’s a timing issue. I know you think you can get things going fast, but fast in government doesn’t mean the same thing as fast in the rest of the world. We need to have started moving on this a couple of months ago. We’re already behind, and now it could be tied up with one of those committees for months.” She sighed. “Who knows what will happen by the time they’re ready to let us move. In all likelihood, it could be too late by then.” 
 
    “Too late for what?” Avery asked.  
 
    “Too late to do any good.” 
 
    “If you talking about using this to save Dad, then it’s already too late. It was too late the minute he sat up and grabbed Kalea’s leg two months ago,” Avery said. “It’s too late for the cancer cures, that’s for sure. Who are you trying to save, Annaliese?” 
 
    “Whoever can still be saved,” Annaliese said. “I don’t want to lose any more people than we have to. We’ve lost the cancer patients. We’re losing the dementia patients. We have a group of witnesses committing random acts of violence and nobody knows why --or seems to care, since they’re either dead or in comas!” She ran her hands through her hair. “It’s too late for most people. I don’t want it to be too late for everybody.” 
 
    Kieran shook his head. “It won’t be like that. I’ll talk to them. If I can spin it as trying to save us from radicalism or communism somehow, then we can probably have this done in a month or less.” 
 
    “A month!”  
 
    “That’s fast with Congress, and you know it.” 
 
    “I know,” Annaliese said. “I want to get started on this. “I don’t think we can afford to wait much longer.” 
 
    Kieran looked at Annaliese sympathetically. “I’ll impress that upon them. Don’t lose hope.” 
 
    “That’s hard these days,” Avery said. “I’m scared of what this is and what it means.” 
 
    “I’m scared of how it’s affecting us,” Annaliese said. She pointed to Avery. “He sees the event, and I see the effect. It’s hard to watch people get sick. It’s hard to see them die, or to be confused, or to see the conflict it causes with other people.” She lay her fork down. “It seems like the world is fracturing into a million pieces, and all we can do is sit and wait for the funding to be the glue that puts this back together.” 
 
    “That’s a colorful analogy,” Kieran chuckled. He sobered when he noticed Annaliese and Avery staring at him. “I’m sorry. I see your point.” He turned to Avery. “Give Galen my direct contact information. I’ll help him through this. I’ll even see if I can arrange to speak to the President about it.” 
 
    Annaliese picked up her fork and pointed it at Kieran before taking a bit of meatloaf. “If you get President Hastings to agree to a space bill, then that will truly be a miracle.” 
 
    Avery raised an eyebrow. “Can you do that?” 
 
    Kieran shrugged. “I know his secretary. I gave her son a reference to Harvard. I think I can motivate her to get me on his schedule in the next couple of days.” He turned to Annaliese. “See? I said I’d do all I could.” 
 
    She smiled at him. “That’s all we ask.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    It’s time. 
 
    No, Carson thought. Not yet. There’s so much left to do.  
 
    It’s not for you to do anymore, Carson. You’ve done all you can. The secondary tier is ready.  
 
    But there have been breakdowns! Carson objected. Some of them have hurt others; hurt themselves.  
 
    They have been neutralized. The secondary tier is purified and prepared. They have evolved. They’re ready to take over.  
 
    So soon? 
 
    How long do you think it’s been? 
 
    I don’t know. Days. Weeks, maybe? 
 
    Months, and you’ve been given longer than others. A pause. I’m sorry we couldn’t save you, Carson. I’m sorry we couldn’t save others like you. You did well. You all did, and your purpose is served. Go now. Be at peace. Your backup will lead us to the next stage soon. 
 
    The next stage of what? 
 
    Silence. 
 
    The next stage of what? Carson asked again.  
 
    The light faded as the swirls slowed. Don’t worry about it. It has no effect on you. 
 
    What about my family? My wife and children? My brother and sister-in-law and niece? 
 
    They are all capable of seeing to their own. They will save the world.  
 
    Or destroy it. 
 
    What’s that supposed to mean? 
 
    You’re reading too much into things. Rest assured that the ones you leave behind will be fine. This world is not your concern anymore. Why should it be? What more does it have to offer you? 
 
    Life, that’s what! Carson said. I want to live again. 
 
    And so you shall, but not here. Carson, you are confined to a body that died weeks ago, and it can no longer sustain you. Let others take up the cause. You are released. Let go. 
 
    No! 
 
    “Honey, it’s fine,” Tabitha said. He felt a soft kiss on his forehead. “We’re here. Annaliese and Avery and I are with you.” 
 
    “We love you, Dad,” Annaliese said. “Thanks for being the greatest father in the universe. We love you, but we don’t want you to suffer in this broken body anymore. Don’t worry. We’ll be fine. We’ll take care of one another and make sure everything is made right.” 
 
    “Yes we will,” Avery said. “Go now, Dad. It’s all right.” A sniff. “Go to a better place while this broken world turns. We’ll see you there someday.” 
 
    I’ll see you on the other side, Uncle Carson. 
 
    Kalea? Carson asked. That’s what she said at funerals. The lights swelled slightly before retreating.  
 
     “We love you,” Tabitha said. “It’s alright to let go. You aren’t alone. We’re here with you.” 
 
    I was never alone, Carson thought.  
 
    No, you weren’t.  
 
    His soul laughed. I thought I was supposed to save the world.  
 
    And so you have.  
 
    And so I have, Carson thought, opening his arms to embrace the light. 
 
    The monitor whined as the line went flat. The nurse sniffed as she tapped her computer. “Time of death is 11:38 p.m.” 
 
    Annaliese walked out of the room and slumped in the chair beside Kieran, sobbing. It was over. After seven weeks of chaos, it was finally over.  
 
    For Carson, at least. For the rest of them, it was just beginning. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    “I did not sign a cremation order,” Tabitha said loudly. “I don’t understand how this could happen!” 
 
    On no, Kalea thought as she walked in the lobby of the funeral home. It had to be bad if she could hear the discussion out here. She wished she could teleport back to the mountain cabin. The past week had been the most relaxing, peaceful time she’d had in more months than she could remember.  
 
    “May I help you?” a short woman emerged from the hallway to the right of the lobby. She stopped and studied Kalea, her jaw dropping. “You’re that engineer that’s been on the news recently.”  
 
    Kalea blushed. “That’s right.”  
 
    She pointed. “You stopped a school shooting. You’re a hero!” 
 
    Kalea felt her face flush brighter. “I don’t know about that.”  
 
     “You must be here for Carson Kerner’s consultation. This way, please,” she said, ushering Kalea into a small conference room down the hallway. Kalea saw a tall man with graying hair sitting at the head of the table. Tabitha, Annaliese, Kieran, Avery, his wife Elise, and her parents, Gerald and Daphne, sat around the table. Kalea squeezed behind them to the last available seat at the foot of the table.  
 
    “I’m sorry I’m late. I had to stop in at the office to check on a few things.” 
 
    “Everything all right?” Gerald stared at his daughter with concerned brown eyes. Gerald was usually a cheerful, active person, and even his brown hair with slight hints of gray at the temple looked like he was stopped while rushing around on an adventure. A hint of his customary smile broke through as Kalea took her seat.  
 
    “We have a great team, Dad. Things look good. I think they’ll be fine until we get this business concluded.” 
 
    “Kalea,” Tabitha said sternly, “do you remember your uncle’s wishes on his final disposition?” 
 
    “You mean burial?” 
 
    “Yes. Did he say he wanted to be cremated?” 
 
    Kalea’s brow creased in confusion. “Aren’t most people?” 
 
    “Is that what your uncle wanted?” 
 
    Kalea thought. “I do remember him saying something about wanting a burial because he didn’t want Jesus to have to sweep up his ashes when He came back triumphant.” 
 
    Daphne chuckled. “That sounds like Carson.” 
 
    Tabitha glared at them. “These people took it upon themselves to cremate him anyway, even though I thought the whole purpose of today’s meeting was to discuss how he was to be prepared for the funeral.” 
 
    “Ma’am, I assure you that we took no such liberties,” the funeral director said. He looked at Kalea. “I’m Ross Gilbane. It’s a pleasure to meet you in person, Ms. Kerner. Your work both past and present in this community is admirable.” 
 
    Kalea felt the blush return as her father patted her back and her mother beamed at the compliment given to her daughter. “Thank you, sir. Has Uncle Carson been cremated?” 
 
    “He has, because this man’s staff doesn’t know the difference between storing the body in a freezer and an oven,” Tabitha said. 
 
    “Mom, please,” Annaliese pressed her hand against her eyes.  
 
    “I’m sorry; I’m just angry beyond belief. How did this happen in the thirteen and a half hours since you claimed the body from the hospital?”  
 
    “I’m not sure, but I promise that it was not done on my authority or with my knowledge,” Ross said. “That’s why I asked if you signed a cremation order. I didn’t think it was likely that they would ask you to do that, because you’re right; burial preparations was one of the purposes of today’s meeting. I wondered if you wanted more expediency on Mr. Carson’s preparation and talked to my staff about it. That happens from time to time, and it was the first thing I thought when I came in today and found this.” He paused, gulping. “I assure you that I will work with my staff and fully cooperate with everybody to investigate how this unfortunate incident happened.” 
 
    “Unfortunate?” Tabitha shrieked. “You disrespect my husband’s final wishes in a way that’s impossible to reverse, and call it ‘unfortunate?’ The funeral is in two days! What am I supposed to do?” 
 
    “We’ll provide a premium urn and the inurnment on the burial lot of your choice free of charge. We will have to charge you for the death certificates and obituary, but I believe we can drastically reduce the final preparation charges.” 
 
    “Of course,” Tabitha said.  
 
    “Mom, he’s making a reasonable offer,” Annaliese said, “and this inconveniences him far more than us.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Avery added, “most people are cremated anyway. That’s probably what everybody’s expecting. Face it, visitations and viewings are uncomfortable. The service will probably be better attended this way.” 
 
    Tabitha sniffed, swiping at her eyes with a crumpled tissue. “Carson didn’t want to be burned.” 
 
    “He didn’t want to die,” Kalea said. Everybody turned to stare at her. “Well, it’s the truth. He didn’t want to die, and he thought he had been spared. We all did, but here we are anyway. We did our best, and that’s all we can continue to do.” 
 
    Annaliese stared at her cousin, wondering again what was happening in her head.  
 
    Gerald turned to Tabitha. “You’re upset, and stress is getting the best of you. Why don’t you let me and the kids pick the urn and work out the service and burial arrangements? You can take a look at it and make any changes or adjustments you want before you sign off on anything.” 
 
    Kalea nodded. “I think that’s a great idea. Why don’t you take a break, Aunt Tabitha? We can let you know when we have some structure to this.” 
 
    Tabitha stood. “By all means, let’s allow the physicist and two engineers in the family to do it. Nothing seems to faze them, not even losing a brother and uncle. It’s all about getting it done. It’s not like it can get any worse.” 
 
    “Mom, that was unnecessary,” Annaliese stood to take Tabitha’s arm and guide her into the hallway. She glanced at Gerald and Kalea apologetically as they ducked out of the room. 
 
    Avery stood, taking Elise’s hand, who remained conspicuously silent. “I’m sorry about that. Kalea, Uncle Gerald, Aunt Daphne, I trust your judgment. Why don’t you do what you just said while I wish I were anywhere but here?”  
 
    Ross blew out a long sigh, rubbing his tired gray eyes and looking at Gerald, Daphne, and Kalea. “That went badly.” 
 
    Kalea forced a smile. “I admire your patience working in this profession. If this is what you deal with every day, engineering doesn’t look quite so stressful after all.” 
 
    “Neither does being a professor,” Daphne said. 
 
    “I usually don’t come in to find a spontaneous cremation on my hands. This is the worst of worst case scenarios that I’ve seen in my twenty years in this business.” 
 
    “What happened?” Gerald asked. “Was paperwork mixed up?” 
 
    Ross shook his head. “No, all the files were in perfect order. I found him this morning like that.” 
 
    “Like that?” Kalea’s face scrunched. “Burned, you mean?” 
 
    Ross nodded. “Burned in a refrigerated storage unit. I have no idea how it was possible. I opened it to confirm his ID, and found nothing but ash and a body burn on a slab in a twenty degree storage compartment.” 
 
    Gerald grunted. “That is strange.”  
 
    Ross put his head in his hands. “I can’t imagine what happened, but something tells me that I’ll be the next one to burn for this one.” 
 
    Gerald glanced at the doorway, where Tabitha’s sobs and rants pierced the lobby. “I’m afraid you’re right.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    “You’re holding up remarkably well.”  
 
    “Hmm?” Annaliese mumbled, turning her gaze to Kieran across the back seat of the limousine driving them to the airport.  
 
    He reached across the seat and took her hand. “I said you’re doing good, considering all that’s happened in the past week. I was a mess when my father died. Going back to work a week after the funeral seemed unfathomable. I’m amazed you’re ready to head back to D.C. three days after the memorial service.” 
 
    She turned her gaze back to the passing landscape. “What more can be done here? We had the service. He’s buried. Mom has an attorney to handle the final paperwork and the complaint with the funeral board over the cremation. It’s pointless to stay.” 
 
    “It’s pointless to stay, or you’ve had enough and want to heal on your own now?” 
 
    Annaliese sighed. “Both.” 
 
    “It’s natural,” he let go of her hand to tap at his phone. “The jet is ready to leave as soon as we get there. We’ll be back in D.C. in a little over an hour.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Kieran laid his phone in his lap and studied Annaliese. “You know who’s surprised me this week? Kalea. Has she seemed remarkably detached to you?” 
 
    “That’s the way she is. I told you that before. Things happen, and she shuts off emotion and goes right into functional mode.” She paused. “It must be the engineer in her, or maybe she got it from Uncle Gerald. He was stoic through this whole mess, too. Then again, she has been through Dad’s entire illness.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s not all bad. They were helpful in getting things settled. I can’t believe all the loose ends we got tied up in just a few days.” 
 
    “Uncle Gerald, Aunt Daphne, and Kalea defused a lot of emotional tension and kept us on track,” Annaliese stared at the passing landscape. “But then again, Kalea’s been there through it all. She’s had to stand in for a lot these past few months. She even broke her foot trying to break his fall a few months ago. I’m sure it’s a relief to her that this is over.” 
 
    Kieran’s brow creased. “I don’t know about that. She wouldn’t have been there for your parents if she didn’t care. She had plenty of reason to pull away, and yet she still made time for them. She kept in good contact with you and Avery. She never complained and she kept her cool.” 
 
    “She’s standing in the church cemetery.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What’s she doing out there? It’s going to be dark soon.” Annaliese turned to the driver. “Stop. Pull off here.” 
 
    “Ma’am, your flight is waiting,” the driver said.  
 
    “It’s not like they’ll leave without us. Stop. She hates cemeteries and is standing in one at sunset. Something’s wrong.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the driver said, turning into the large cemetery off the highway.  
 
    “Over there,” she leaned over the seat and pointing to a plot near the middle. “That’s her. She’s standing,” Annaliese paused and gulped, “at Dad’s plot.” 
 
    “Baby, don’t get out here. Let me talk to her,” Kieran said.  
 
    “I want to talk to her,” Annaliese pushed open the door as it rolled to a stop several feet behind Kalea, who stood perfectly still, staring at the ground. “Stay here. We won’t be long. Henry, can you drive her home after you drop us off?” 
 
    “It would be my pleasure, ma’am,” the driver said.  
 
    “Annaliese,” Kieran grabbed her hand before she jumped out of the limousine, “are you sure about this? She’s standing at your father’s burial site.” 
 
    Annaliese paled. She looked at Kalea and took a deep breath. “Consider this acting in a professional capacity. Look at her, Kieran. Does she look all right?” 
 
    Kieran stared past Annaliese. “No.” 
 
     “Give me a minute. I’ll be right back,” Annaliese jumped out of the car before Kieran could voice anymore concerns. She gulped past the lump in her throat and walked toward her cousin.  
 
    “Kalea.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “What are you doing out here?” 
 
    “I can’t see the names,” Kalea said.  
 
    Annaliese stood beside Kalea, staring at the freshly dug plot where her father’s ashes were buried. “Of course you can’t. The sun is setting. There’s not much light from behind those trees.”  
 
    “You can’t see the names either?” 
 
    Annaliese squinted. “Not well.” She paused. “Kalea, you hate cemeteries. What are you doing out here?” She looked around the field of stone, trembling. “How did you get here? Where’s your car?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Annaliese studied Kalea. “You don’t know how you got here, or you don’t know where you parked?” 
 
    “My car is at home.” 
 
    “Did somebody bring you out here?” 
 
    Kalea shrugged. “I guess.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Annaliese looked around. “We aren’t supposed to be out here after dark. We need to go.” 
 
    “Then go.” 
 
    “Kalea, what’s going on with you?” Annaliese reached for Kalea’s shoulder. A shock ran up her arm. Annaliese yelped as Kalea slowly raised her head. Her eyes seemed to glow in the fading light.  
 
    “I couldn’t save him.”  
 
    Annaliese stared at Kalea. She blinked several times to clear her vision. The glitter she thought she saw in Kalea’s eyes was gone. It must have been a trick of the setting sun. She shook her head. “Nobody could. I’m sorry. I know you went through a lot with Dad. Avery and I can never thank you enough or repay you for being there in our place so many times. You stood by him to the very end.” 
 
    “He died twice.” 
 
    Annaliese nodded. “I know. We thought he healed, and in the end we wound up watching him fade away twice.” 
 
    “No, he died twice.” 
 
    Annaliese shook her head again. “That’s impossible. He healed the first time. He never died.” 
 
    Kalea turned her attention back to the ground. “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    Annaliese followed Kalea’s gaze back to the freshly turned earth. “I’m not sure about anything.” She sniffed as her eyes filled with tears. Kalea looked around the cemetery.  
 
    “We failed him. Maybe we failed all of these people.” 
 
    Annaliese looked up as lights twinkled on the horizon. “We did all we could. People die. There’s no avoiding it. It gets to a point where they can’t be saved.” 
 
    “They always die,” Kalea said softly.  
 
    “We must move on. There’s no choice. Life goes on and we have to go with it.” She swiped the tears away from her eyes with the sleeve of her blouse.  
 
    Kalea turned to Annaliese. “This isn’t what he wanted. This isn’t what any of them wanted.” 
 
    Annaliese swallowed past the lump in her throat again. “Of course not.” 
 
    “But it’s the way it has to be.” 
 
    Annaliese stared in Kalea’s vacant eyes again, where a slight glow seemed to reemerge. “In the end, it is. I suppose you’re right.” She looked away. “At least it’s over.” 
 
    “No, it’s just begun.” 
 
    Annaliese forced a smile. “I meant for him it’s over. He isn’t suffering anymore. But I guess you’re right, too. For us, the process of grief is just starting.” 
 
    “It has begun.” 
 
    “Yes, it has,” Annaliese said. She turned to Kalea again, surprised to see tears streaming down her cheeks. “Kalea,” she said, reaching out hesitantly, fearing another shock. Kalea collapsed in Annaliese arms. Annaliese stiffened for a moment and then relaxed when another shock didn’t come, returning the hug.  
 
    “I’m sorry it has to be this way,” Kalea sobbed.  
 
    “I am too,” Annaliese patted her cousin’s back as the overhead lamps flickered on in the twilight. She didn’t understand what was happening. But then again, who understands grief? She smiled as she hugged Kalea, thinking there was a normal human being in her cousin after all.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    They have the probe. 
 
    The threat is closer than we thought. 
 
    The timetable must be accelerated.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” Kalea stared at the lights swirling through the trees in the darkened woods. “What am I doing here?” 
 
    Taking up your mantle. You must lead the mission. Otherwise, others will be planted in those gardens of stone, and nobody will be left to carve out their names. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Kalea cried at the whispering trees. “My uncle died. He’s burned. Did you do that?” 
 
    We did what we had to do in order to preserve life. 
 
    “Preserve life? He died! You cured him, and he died anyway!” 
 
    There was a pause as the light faded and the slowly rose, elongating the shadows of the trees surrounding her in the small clearing behind her house.  
 
    “He died twice! Why didn’t you leave him alone?” 
 
    We regret that. We thought we could save him.  
 
    We thought we could save them all.  
 
    We never meant to increase human suffering. 
 
    “All of those people you resurrected are dead and dying. Soon, they’ll all be gone. Why? What’s the purpose?” 
 
    To save life. 
 
    “They’re dead!” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “They died anyway!” Kalea shouted.  
 
    We understand it’s a tragedy, but there’s a greater purpose we intend to serve. 
 
    “You’ve done enough. Why don’t you leave us alone?” 
 
    The others won’t.  
 
    “What others?” Kalea asked.  
 
    Silence.  
 
    Kalea ran her hand through her tangled hair. “What am I doing here? Why am I in the woods in my pajamas talking to nothing? Because that’s what you are. Nothing! You said you’d save them, but they’re dead. What good have you done?” 
 
    They were dying anyway. What harm did we do? 
 
    “You hurt the ones that had to witness them die twice.” 
 
    We failed to consider that. 
 
    “Well, consider more.”  
 
    We regret that our failed efforts have resulted in increased suffering, but you have a remarkable capacity to heal, in mind and in body. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re impressed,” Kalea snorted, “but if you saw my aunt right now, you’d disagree. She can barely function. I have no idea how she’s going to make it living alone, and I can’t hold her hand anymore. It’s too much. I’ve had enough.” 
 
    You have an incredible energy inside of you, Kalea. You are strong and resilient.  
 
    “You’re incredibly full of crap,” Kalea said.  
 
    You agreed to help us. 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    Yes, you did. You don’t remember, but you gave us permission. 
 
    “I revoke that permission now. Leave me alone. Go bother somebody else. Or better yet, just go away.” 
 
    It’s too late for that. 
 
    “It’s never too late.” 
 
    You will lead or you will die, and your failure is the failure of the entire race. 
 
    “Drop dead.” 
 
    The others would like that. I don’t believe that’s agreeable to either of us. We can only prevent it by working together. 
 
    Kalea reached up, holding her head. “Get out of me! Leave me alone! Can’t you see I’ve had enough?” 
 
    You’re just getting started. We planned to give you more time to heal from this emotional wound, but the timetable has accelerated and you must be debriefed immediately. That’s why we brought you here. It’s time to begin, Kalea. It’s time to take up your mantle and lead us to the victory that has eluded us for too long.  
 
    Kalea gazed into the whispering woods, where she saw a faint face in the tree. She rushed at it, beating at it with her fists and kicking it. “I said no! I won’t do it! We’ve had enough. There’s nothing out there so leave us alone! Leave us in peace! You’ve done enough! We can’t take anymore!” 
 
    “Kalea, what are you doing out here?”  
 
    She turned to see a flashlight shining in her face. She squinted at Aunt Tabitha approaching her through the trees in a pink sweat suit. “I was out for a walk.” 
 
    “In your pajamas?” 
 
    Kalea looked down at her pink flowered pajamas and crossed her arms over her chest. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Aunt Tabitha frowned. “Annaliese called me. She’s worried about you. She said she saw you at the cemetery at Carson’s grave earlier. What were you doing there?” 
 
    “Paying my respects.” 
 
    Aunt Tabitha wrapped Kalea in a hug. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. We’ve all been so lost in our own grief that nobody stopped to ask how you’re doing. You seemed to take it so well.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Aunt Tabitha pulled away. “Annaliese talked to me. I’m sorry if we left you to fend for yourself. Of course, this has been hard on you. You’ve had to interrupt your life while everybody else was busy having theirs.” Her eyes narrowing. “Are you bleeding?” 
 
    Kalea reached up to swipe her nose and was surprised to find blood on her hand. “It looks like I am.” She was surprised when blood streamed out of both nostrils. “What’s happening? I don’t understand!” 
 
    Aunt Tabitha pulled her cell phone out of her pocket. “Something isn’t right.” She poked at the telephone. “Hello, I need an ambulance at 888 Woodland Way. My niece, Kalea Kerner, has a severe nosebleed, and I believe she’s also been sleepwalking.” 
 
    “Sleepwalking?” Kalea gurgled, as she tried to pinch her nose to stop the bleeding. “Aunt Tabitha, hang up. I’m fine.” 
 
    You are fine, and now you will rise. 
 
    She fainted.   
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    Where am I?  
 
    Kalea’s eyes flickered open, staring at a strange ceiling. She grunted, trying to push herself up in the narrow bed.  
 
    “Easy there, you’ve been through a lot,” she heard as Annaliese hovered over her.  
 
    Kalea blinked, clearing her vision. “What happened?” she asked, peeking around for the button to raise her bed to a sitting position. “This doesn’t look like the County Hospital.” 
 
    Annaliese sat primly in the chair next to the bed. “It’s not. We had you airlifted to Washington Memorial.” 
 
    “I’m in D.C.?” 
 
    Annaliese nodded.  
 
    Kalea sat a moment, waiting. When Annaliese didn’t reply, she sighed. “Why?” 
 
     “I found you standing in the cemetery next to Dad’s gravesite. Four hours later, Mom found you in the woods screaming and kicking at trees before you started bleeding from every major orifice and passed out. The County Hospital back home had no idea what was wrong. They wanted to have you transferred to the Medical Hospital at the University, but I told them to send you up here instead.” 
 
    Kalea looked puzzled. “I was in the church cemetery and then in the woods behind the house? Why?” 
 
    Annaliese leaned back, rubbing her head. “I was hoping you could tell me that. Do you remember anything that happened two nights ago?” 
 
    “I’ve been out for two days?” 
 
    “Yes, but mostly because it was medically induced until they could stabilize you. You’ve been in and out of it over the past forty-eight hours.” She paused. “A few times, you were talking.” 
 
    Kalea looked puzzled. “About what?” 
 
    Annaliese shrugged. “I have no idea. Something about your recent mission failing and saving the rest.” 
 
    Kalea raised an eyebrow. “The rest of what?” 
 
    Annaliese stiffened. “Like I said, I don’t know. You sounded like -“ 
 
    “Uncle Carson before he died?” Kalea interrupted.  
 
    Annaliese looked at her lap. “Yes.” 
 
    Don’t tell them.  
 
    Kalea sat in silence, considering her response. They were right. It was too far gone for anybody to help her, and too soon to reveal the truth. She turned, staring at the window and asking the light how to respond. “The last thing I remember is the attorney coming to Aunt Tabitha’s house to read Uncle Carson’s will.” She creased her brow. “He left everything to Aunt Tabitha, didn’t he?” 
 
     “He left you five hundred thousand dollars. Don’t you remember? You talked to the attorney about having an account set up for it.” 
 
    Kalea’s eyes narrowed. “That’s right. You were surprised. We all were.” 
 
    Annaliese looked away. “It’s not that surprising. You were there for him the whole time, while Avery and I were away.” 
 
    Kalea stared at Annaliese. “Are you mad?” 
 
    Annaliese’s eyes widened. “No! It made sense. You don’t have to worry about it.” She shrugged. “Anyway, that money might come in handy since you’re going to be up here for a while.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We don’t know what’s wrong with you, Kalea, and nobody back home has what they need to figure it out.” Annaliese paused. “I got approval for funding to study this phenomenon that we think is affecting you, so we’d like for you to stay up here with me and Kieran until we can figure it out.” She held up a hand to stop Kalea’s protest. “I know you’re worried about your company, but your parents agree that it’s best that you stay up here where you’re on the front line of the best care. Your Dad said he’d help the other officers keep the company running until you’re better and can come back home.” 
 
    It’s too late. They know.  
 
    Kalea set her jaw. “What do you mean ‘until I’m better?’ I don’t understand. What phenomenon are you talking about? What’s wrong with me?” 
 
    “We don’t know, but we’ll find out.” She picked up a computer from the bedside table. Kalea recognized the pink case as her own. She was surprised to see her cell phone on the table and her suitcase leaning against the wall next to the bedside table. They brought her up here prepared for a long stay, it seemed. “It might be easier if you read today’s news. Kieran got the funding request approved for my study last night, and it made this morning’s news outlets.” She pecked at the computer to bring up the daily news feed. The top headline screamed: 
 
    NEW TERRORISM WEAPON INVADING OUR MINDS?  
 
    Underneath a smaller headline read: 
 
    Congress approves funding request to study the link between alien satellite signals and erratic symptoms in ‘miracle cure’ witnesses. 
 
    They see us, but don’t recognize us.  
 
    Kalea released a small chuckle. “You think I’m being controlled by signals from outer space? That’s funny, Annaliese. I can’t believe Congress approved this.” 
 
    Annaliese stared at Kalea seriously. “It’s not a joke. We’ve tried to keep it quiet, but cases similar to yours have cropped up all over the country.” She leaned forward, lowering her voice. “We never studied the ‘miracle cures’ because we wasted all of our time trying to manage the resurrection cases, but now they’re all dead.” 
 
    “All of them?” 
 
    Annaliese nodded. “All of the ‘miracle cures’ were cancer and dementia patients, and they all regressed back through their diseases at a rate of a stage a week. The cancer patients died four weeks ago, and the last of the dementia cases died two days ago.” She paused, looking away. “That last patient didn’t want to be cremated, but they found the body burned in the storage freezer yesterday morning.” 
 
    “Just like Uncle Carson.” 
 
    Annaliese looked at her. “Just like Dad.” She shifted in the chair. “Kalea, you said something at the cemetery the other night about this wasn’t what Dad wanted, but it’s the way it had to be. You also said he died twice. What did you mean?” 
 
    They know, but they don’t understand. The time for enlightenment hasn’t come. 
 
    Kalea shook her head. “Like I said, I don’t remember that. I don’t remember anything after the reading of the will. I remember you saying something about flying back here that night, and Aunt Tabitha saying it was too soon for you to leave her.” 
 
    “It was.” Annaliese leaned back, rubbing her head. “Look Kalea, the medical community wasted their time with the first line of miracle cures, and now we’ve lost our opportunity to figure out what happened with them. But they left something behind.” She pointed at Kalea. “They left you. Or rather, people like you. There was one witness to every cure, and you’re still around. Well, most of you anyway.” 
 
    Kalea thought. “You mean the ones that went insane a few weeks later and attacked people. What happened to them?” 
 
    “Most are comatose, but a few have died. Some were killed in self-defense. Some had other medical conditions that went terminal.” 
 
    “But none of the ones that lost their sanity are functional?” 
 
    “No,” Annaliese said curtly.  
 
    Good.  
 
    “Have the others like me had similar things happen to them?” Kalea asked. “Memory lapses and strange things happening like passing out in the woods after sleepwalking?” 
 
    Annaliese nodded. “I have a patient in Raleigh similar to you, and she’s in the hospital down there. Her husband found her standing in the street outside their house at one o’clock in the morning screaming and bleeding all over the place before she passed out. I’m trying to get her transferred up here, but her husband is fighting me.” 
 
    “He doesn’t like you,” Kalea said absently.  
 
    “No, he doesn’t. He feels I’m intruding and working against him.” Annaliese tipped her head and studied Kalea. “How did you know that?” 
 
    Kalea stared at Annaliese blankly. “Know what?” 
 
    “What you just said about my client’s husband not liking me. How did you know?” 
 
     “You said he was fighting her transfer. I don’t see why he’d do that if he wanted her under your care.” 
 
    Annaliese stared at Kalea suspiciously. “All right.” She picked up her own computer in a discrete black case and opened it. “Since I designated myself as one of your doctors when you and Uncle Carson were under observation at Creekside back home, they gave me access to your medical records. I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Not at all. What do they say?” 
 
    Annaliese tapped at the screen. “Physically, there’s nothing wrong with you. We don’t know what caused that bleeding, but it stopped as quickly as it started, and they didn’t find any pathogens in your blood. The only thing out of order is that the electrical activity in your brain was off the chart when they picked you up in the woods behind your house. It’s was heightened throughout your entire body, but your brain was firing enough energy to light up D.C. for a year.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “It might have overloaded your autonomic nervous system and caused the bleeding. We aren’t sure. The levels have diminished over the past forty-eight hours, but they’re still above normal.” 
 
    “How far above normal?” Kalea asked.  
 
    “A lot, but you don’t seem to be experiencing any physical symptoms from it. Your baseline readings on everything are up, but not to dangerous levels.” She looked up. “The hospital wants to keep you overnight for observation, but they’ve cleared you to leave tomorrow morning if nothing else happens. Kieran and I have the guest room set up for you. We want you to stay with us until this is over.” 
 
    It will never be over.  
 
    “Are you sure?” Kalea put on her most humble stare. 
 
    Annaliese smiled. “Absolutely. We want you to enjoy it, too. Enjoy having a cook and a housekeeper to clean up after you. It will be just like being on vacation. In fact, Kieran even said he’d get you a pass to visit the Capitol and he’ll make sure you have free rein of the Library of Congress. We remember how much you loved it when you came for that Engineering conference last year. Treat it like a vacation. Have fun. Enjoy the city and our home. We haven’t had a chance like this since college graduation, so let’s take advantage of being like sisters again.” 
 
    “That sounds good.” 
 
    “And you’ll love the secret service agents. They can get you in anywhere.” 
 
    “Secret service agents?”  
 
    Annaliese laughed. “You’re a senator’s sister-in-law, and you’ve been in the media lately. You need protection.” 
 
    No, I don’t.  
 
    Annaliese’s watch buzzed. She tapped it and stood, dropping her computer in the chair. “Excuse me, work’s calling. I’ll be right back,” she walked out of the room.  
 
    Kalea quietly grabbed Annaliese’s computer, touching the screen. A box popped up that read “Hello Kalea. Activate Ghost Files?” She clicked yes. Status bars zoomed progress before a soft chime alerted her that the download was complete. She opened the message app, clicking the “Send to All Ghost Contacts” and typed “Mobilize – Washington D.C.” Kalea paused a moment, glancing at the headlines screaming on her own computer beside her. She didn’t need to read the article because she already knew what it said. Time was running out. They saw, and soon they would understand what they were seeing.  
 
    Plus, the other threat that was emerging faster than they anticipated.  
 
    She tapped “send” on Annaliese’s computer and dropped in back in the chair just as Annaliese returned to the room, her cheeks pink. “Sidney’s husband had a change of heart. He agreed to transfer her up here. I need to go to the office to have a safe house set up for her.” She picked up her computer and waved to the suitcase in the corner. “I think I picked out your favorite clothes. At least, I tried to find things for the weather up here. It’s cooler than back home this time of year. Why don’t you pick out an outfit to wear home tomorrow and get some rest? I’ll have somebody pick up your stuff tonight.” 
 
    “Thanks, Annaliese. I appreciate you looking out for me.” 
 
    Annaliese smiled. “It’s the least I can do for my baby cousin. I have to protect you.” 
 
    No, I have to protect you. I have to protect everybody. 
 
    Kalea forced a smile. “Protect me from what?” 
 
    Annaliese returned the smile. “I intend to find out.” 
 
    Kalea’s smile faded as Annaliese disappeared down the hall. Yes, she would find out eventually.  
 
    They had to get ready.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
    It’s time to go. 
 
    Sidney stirred in her sleep. “Go where?” 
 
    Your summons arrived. Get up. Get ready to act soon. 
 
    “Act on what?” Sidney pulled the pillow over her head. She didn’t want to have another discussion with them. She wanted to sleep, and then wake up to a normal world with a normal life and the normal routine she was used to.  
 
    You know that’s not possible. 
 
    “Why not?” she mumbled.  
 
    The world has changed. You have changed. There is no going back. It’s impossible. 
 
    “I don’t want this.” 
 
    I thought we resolved this before. I thought you agreed to help. 
 
    “That was before.” 
 
    Before what? 
 
    Sidney thought, trying to push past the grogginess of medication, fatigue, and confusion from the fugue that enveloped her for nearly three days. “Before Nate came back. Before it ended.” 
 
    Before your father-in-law died the second time.  
 
    “He died twice, and I couldn’t handle the second time.” 
 
    You’re fine now. Get up. Heed your call.  
 
    “I changed my mind. I don’t want to. I want to go home.” 
 
    It’s too late for that. The call has been made. It’s in progress.  
 
    “Why me?” 
 
    Because you have healed. Because you are able. Because you are needed.  
 
    “For what?” 
 
    For whatever comes next. Get ready to go. Your commander awaits. 
 
    “Go where?” 
 
    Washington D.C. The nation’s capital. The place where we can act.  
 
    “Sidney?” a man’s voice said, breaking through the white noise of the lights and voices.  
 
    Sidney’s eyes popped open. Nate and his mother stood over her, peering down at her curiously. “Yes?” 
 
    “Who were you talking to?” Nate asked, his brown hair mussed from sleeping in the chair next to her.  
 
    “I wasn’t talking to anybody,” Sidney wondered if the concern she saw in his eyes was for her, or for himself. Those eyes didn’t seem as familiar as they should have. 
 
    Nate and his mother exchanged a look. She knew that look. That was the look that said they had been talking about her. That they had plans. That her own parents were in Virginia and they’d have their way before her family knew what happened. That they weren’t going to let her have a say in the matter.  
 
    Yes, they have plans, but it’s all right. Their plans will facilitate your own. 
 
    Anger burned in Sidney as the realization that Nate and mother-in-law had played right into everything, but for the wrong reasons. They didn’t know what to do with her, so they wanted to push her out of the way. At least until she could come back better and be the good girl that they needed for her to be.  
 
    Never again.  
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Sidney,” Nate laid a cold hand on her arm, “the doctors here can’t help you. The psychiatrist you’ve been talking to in Washington D.C., Annaliese Boyce, has just been appointed to do a research study on what’s happening to you and people like you.” 
 
    “People like me?” 
 
    Her mother-in-law nodded. “There have been others experiencing what you’ve experienced these past few weeks.” She choked on a sob and collapsed on the bed, embracing Sidney in a hug. “I’m sorry, dear. I’m sorry we didn’t pay attention to your suffering. I’m sorry if you feel we pushed you out of the way.” 
 
    Let go of me, you witch. It’s exactly what you’re doing. You can’t deal and you can’t run, so you ship me off instead of listening. 
 
    “I talked to Dr. Boyce,” Nate said as his mother pulled herself off Sidney and retreated a respectable distance away. “She’s arranged for you to be transferred to Washington D.C. so you can get the first line of care that they have to offer.” 
 
    You have to put up some resistance, or they’ll be suspicious. 
 
    Sidney sat up in her bed. “You mean I’ve been recruited for them to experiment on.” 
 
    “No!” her mother-in-law shouted. “It’s not like that. This doctor has her own cousin up there too. There is no experimenting. They want to go over your records and find out what you need to fix this, so you can go back to a normal life.” 
 
    It’s too late for that.  
 
    Sidney shook her head as if protesting. “How can I go to Washington D.C. for this? I have no place to stay. And how can we afford this medical treatment? How can we survive if I don’t get back to work soon?” 
 
    “Dr. Boyce has arranged a condominium and secret service guards for you to live near her office temporarily,” her husband said. “You’ll be pampered beyond belief – cooks, maids, drivers, the whole nine yards. Her husband, Congressman Boyce, even said he’ll work with our district representative to get you in any place you want to see while you’re up there. You’ll have unlimited access to the Nation’s Capitol. It’s all paid for by the study, too. It will be like an extended vacation.” 
 
    “Frankly, dear, you need it,” her mother-in-law said. “We didn’t realize how much you’ve been stressed out by what happened with my husband these past few months.” 
 
    Her husband. Not your father-in-law. Not his father. Your husband. It’s all about you. It always has been. I’m sick of this shallow crap. 
 
    Sidney looked at Nate. “Are you coming with me?” 
 
    Nate looked down. “I can’t. I have to get back to work. I’ve missed so much, and things are crazy. I have to get it back together.” He met her eyes again, but his blue eyes seemed to reflect more ice than concern now. “The doctor said she’d help arrange for me to visit frequently, maybe every other weekend. Don’t worry. It won’t be for long, and I know you’ll love it.” 
 
    “Just get better, dear,” her mother-in-law said. “That’s all we want. Let us help you. Let these people help you. They have access to everything up there, and now you’ll have access to it too.” 
 
    Unlimited access to everything in the Nation’s Capitol.  
 
    That’s just what we need.  
 
    Sidney looked away, staring at the lights swirling in the gray, misty sky outside her hospital window. I accept. Take me away from this façade. Bring me to life. 
 
    She faked a resigned sigh and turned to give Nate the most serious stare she could muster. “When do I leave?”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
    Annaliese jiggled her leg under the oak table in the chamber as the congressmen nodded their approval at President Hastings’s speech and introductions of the staff heading up the newly formed “Exterrestrial Threat Task Force”.  
 
    “Relax, you’ll be fine,” Kieran whispered, patting her bouncing leg.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “You know how I am. I don’t do well in front of big crowds. And this is Congress!”  
 
    “You’ve met most of these people.”  
 
    “Talking to them as your wife at social functions is one thing. Talking to them as the head of a nationwide research team is another.” 
 
    “Finally,” President Hastings boomed into the microphone, “I present Annaliese Kerner Boyce, head of the psychological and neurological research section.” 
 
    Annaliese took another deep breath and approached the lectern as President Hastings gave a summary of her curriculum vitae to the chamber. She smiled at the flashing cameras until he drew to a close of her introduction and waved her forward to speak to the audience.  
 
    “Thank you for appointing me as the head of Psychological and Neurological Research. I’ve spent the past decade of my life devoted to the study of the human mind, and science of living better through technological development.” She discretely tapped the computer on the console to bring up her next page of notes. “You may also know that I came to this study with a personal interest. My father, Carson Kerner, was the first ‘miracle recovery’ patient, which was witnessed by my cousin, Kalea Kerner, who has been in the media twice in the past few months. Soon after these events began, I was approached by another client exhibiting similar symptoms. It was at that time that I realized that this could be impacting many others. As it turns out, there are thousands, if not millions, that have been affected by ‘miracle resurrections’ over the past two months. With the passing of these patients, new observations are coming to light regarding witnesses from around the country that coincide with the timing of the findings just presented to you by Dr. Galen Eckenrod, the representative from the Space Exploration Society and head of the Interstellar branch of our research.” She studied the audience, who stared at her with rapt attention. “I want to thank the members of Congress for their approval of funding for this large-scale study. I promise that your investment in our expertise and research will be beneficial, not just to those affected by this phenomenon, but to all of humanity. I also thank the members of the other committees, along with the American Psychological Association, the American Medical Association, and the Space Exploration Society, for sharing their current research and observations with the committee members. We’ve lost a golden opportunity with the passing of the ‘miracle cure’ patients, and will act quickly and efficiently with the secondary round of individuals affected by this incident.”  
 
    There was a moment of silence as she stepped back from the podium, followed by applause.  Annaliese felt her face flush red as she took her seat next to Kieran. “Well done.” 
 
    She smiled as President Hastings gave closing statements to Congress, noticing that the other members of the study were staring at her. She flushed again, turning her attention back to the closing statements until the meeting formally adjourned, and the room hummed with the sound of people rising from their seats and conversation resonating through the chamber. Kieran shook hands with several members of Congress, trading political banter and congratulations over the formation of the committee.  
 
    “Dr. Boyce?” She turned to see Galen and Dr. Vijay Patel, a tall, dark skinned man with a bright smile. She returned the smile. “Galen! And Dr. Patel, congratulations on your appointment to the Medical Section.” 
 
    “Likewise to you,” Dr. Patel said in his slight Indian accent. “I was wondering, what research you were referring to in your speech?” 
 
     “You didn’t get it?” 
 
    “Get what?” Galen asked.  
 
    Annaliese studied them. “Shortly after the study was commissioned, I received a tremendous amount of data on all the patients that were witnesses to the ‘miracle cures.’” She paused. “I also got the preliminary data on the satellite signals that mimic the brain waves. I was pleasantly surprised at the expediency of the response to share files.” 
 
    Dr. Patel’s brows furrowed. “I haven’t received anything. I was told the information would be compiled after this announcement.” 
 
    “We didn’t send anything out,” Galen said. “We wanted to. We were chomping at the bit to get moving on this, but we were told not to share any data until tonight’s announcement of the committee members and section leaders.” 
 
     “That’s strange,” Annaliese said. “I got a data dump the day after the funding was approved last week. It was so much data that my computer nearly crashed. I had to have memory added to it. The source code came from the national database servers.” 
 
    “I wonder if it’s a satellite thing,” Galen said. “The interference with the signals dropped for a short period last week. There have been slightly longer glitches in interference, and we’ve had sporadic comments about data being released and transferred to external sources without being sent.” He took his phone out of his pocket, tapping at it. “I’ll have Avery look into that for you.” 
 
    Annaliese sighed. No wonder there was silence after her speech. If it wasn’t sent out to everybody on the study, then where did it come from? And better yet, why did she get it when nobody else did? “I thought it went out to everybody. It looked like it did from my end. I’ll have my IT people look at it again.” She pulled her phone out of her red blazer pocket. “I had everything backed up to a secure partition of my cloud backup. I’m sending you the access link and password to the files. You need this.  It’s imperative to this study. I’m still working my way through everything, but I can already tell that this data will be the foundation we’ll build our research on, at least from the mental health end of the study.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Dr. Patel said. “I want to make sure we all start out on the same page. If what I’ve seen is any indication, we need to act quickly if we hope to understand this phenomenon.” 
 
    “We certainly do,” Galen said. “It keeps growing, and it’s important that we know what we’re dealing with before it’s too late.” 
 
    “Too late for what?” Dr. Patel asked.  
 
    Galen paused, looking around the chamber. “Too late for anything to save us from whatever’s coming.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
    “I looked like a fool!” Annaliese took a long drink of her red wine at the kitchen table three hours later. 
 
    “No you didn’t,” Kalea said, sitting across the table from her in blue penguin pajamas and nursing her own glass of wine. “I thought your talk was the best. Nobody publicly contradicted you, and you shared the data after your speech. It was a win-win for everybody.”  
 
    “She’s right,” Kieran loosened his tie. “They have the research now, so you’re all on the same footing and can take off running with this.” 
 
    “It’s embarrassing,” Annaliese said. “I thought everybody got that data! In fact, I called Avery the day after I got it and thanked him. He didn’t say a word about it not going out.” 
 
    “He probably took your word for it and assumed that Galen sent it to you,” Kalea said. “Isn’t  
 
    Galen his boss?” 
 
    Annaliese nodded. “His direct supervisor.” She put her head in her hands. “I hope I didn’t turn everybody on these committees against me. They may think I showed them up, and sabotage me so they can make themselves look better.” 
 
    Kalea laughed. “This isn’t graduate school! Come on, Annaliese. They’re professionals, and they want to figure this out too. Remember that you’re all working together. How can somebody on another committee show you up when they aren’t qualified to process any data that falls under psychological and neurological research?” 
 
    “That’s a good point,” Kieran said, “and it’s exactly why we arranged the sections in a specialized and segregated fashion. It’s to eliminate the element of competition so the best of each field can do what they do best, and work together toward a common goal of understanding this problem.” He stood and hugged Annaliese. “Don’t worry about it. You did great, and you’re going to keep doing great, like you always do.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Annaliese said. “This is a complex issue, and it’s going to take all of us to work it out.” 
 
    “Then maybe it’s for the best that this happened,” Kalea said. “Now they all have the data, and you’ve established trust and cooperation right from the start.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about it. It’s going to be fine.” Kieran said. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to retire for the evening. I agreed to help Senator Klienman with his ‘war bill’ at an eight o’clock breakfast meeting.” 
 
    “War bill?” Kalea asked.  
 
    Kieran nodded. “He helped me get support for this, and now I owe him a favor. He wants to build up our nuclear weapons in preparation of the imminent threat from the Communist and Eastern Sectors.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Annaliese asked. “They really want to go to war, don’t they?” 
 
     “If things haven’t scaled back by now, then I believe it’s inevitable. It’s a matter of when, and the growing sentiment is the sooner, the better.” 
 
    Kalea snickered. “Just what we need. A world at war with an alien threat imminent.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the truth?” Annaliese snickered back.  
 
    Kieran shrugged. “I better rest up so I can switch my strategy from alien threats to human ones.” He kissed Annaliese and patted Kalea on the shoulders. “Good night, ladies. Sleep well.” 
 
    “I’ll be right up,” Annaliese finished her wine and took the glass to the dishwasher. She shook her head as she heard Kieran mount the stairs. “I can’t believe he’s going to their side on this war mess.” 
 
    “That’s politics,” Kalea drained the last of her wine and put her glass in the dishwasher. “You’re worried that you stuck your foot in your mouth tonight, aren’t you?” 
 
    Annaliese shrugged as she closed and started the dishwasher. “I wonder why I’m the only one who got it, and where it came from. Galen said the satellites are doing strange things again.” 
 
     “Try to relax. It established you as a leader, and that’s always good, especially with these big ego political types.” 
 
    Annaliese sighed. “I bet you don’t see stuff like this with your company.” 
 
    “It’s different,” Kalea stared out the small window over the kitchen sink. “It’s simpler. But then again, it’s smaller. Everything here is bigger. It reaches so much further. It’s unbelievable what kinds of systems you have set up in your political centers; how far you can reach.” 
 
    Annaliese smiled. “The smallest thing can create the biggest waves. Just look at us. This started with Dad sitting up in a hospital bed and grabbing your broken foot, and now look at where we are.” 
 
    “Now look at where we are,” Kalea repeated. “Heading up a national study. Who would have thought it would lead to this?” 
 
    Annaliese watched Kalea staring out the window vacantly. “Hey,” she said, hugging her cousin, “don’t worry. We’ll figure this out. I know it’s too late for some, but maybe it’s not too late for everybody. Who knows? We may save the world yet, and I’ll have you to thank for it.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kalea returned the hug and stared at the distant lights swirling in the sky, “we may save the world yet.”   
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
    “The last one died yesterday,” Dr. Patel said softly, as the meeting of the section heads opened in a chilly conference room in the U.S. Capitol on a cold morning in mid-December. 
 
    “What last one?” Galen filled his coffee mug from the large pot in the corner of the room.  
 
    “The last ‘miracle recovery’ witness that attacked people. He died last night.” Dr. Patel turned to Annaliese. “It was the one that fired shots in the high school auditorium where your cousin was speaking in September.” 
 
    “Dale Zeigler?” Annaliese asked. “I’m sorry to hear that. Did he ever regain consciousness?” 
 
    “No,” Dr. Patel said. “We never got anything out of him, and we can’t figure out why he was in a coma, either. From the looks of his vital signs, he should have been awake, alert, and fully recovered and functional.” 
 
    “He stayed in a coma for three months?” Mandy Jasper, the head of the physics section, asked, her brown ponytail falling over her shoulder next to curious blue eyes.  
 
    Dr. Patel nodded. “Just like the others, but he held on longer. I talked to his wife this morning to ask for an autopsy, but she refused.” He paused. “In fact, she signed a cremation order and he’s already being processed.” 
 
    “That fast?” Annaliese asked. “I thought it took at least two days to get everything in order for that.” 
 
    “That’s another curious thing about this,” Galen said. “Have you noticed how quickly these bodies are being processed for burial? I know cremation is the norm, but Annaliese is right. The bodies for the miracle cure survivors and these witnesses that committed acts of violence are cremated and buried within forty-eight hours, and all of them had private burials.” 
 
    “That’s not uncommon,” Dr. Patel said. “It’s best for public health and safety to get the remains prepared and buried as quickly as possible, and aren’t there psychological reasons why we’ve dispensed with viewings and having bodies at the final services over the past decade?” 
 
    Annaliese nodded. “People are uncomfortable with human remains. Plus, there are those public health concerns.” 
 
    “But five of them requested burials, and all of their bodies wound up cremated instead,” Mandy said. “I’ve been looking into that. Annaliese, your mother’s case with the funeral director is one reported case out of four in the nation for what they refer to as ‘unintended cremations’. I know that doesn’t sound like a lot, but five bodies spontaneously combusting in a freezer? That’s not right.” 
 
    Annaliese’s brow furrowed. “There were other cases?” 
 
    Mandy tapped her computer to check her notes. “The first was Peter Burke, a fifty-year-old pancreatic cancer patient in Charlotte, North Carolina. The second was Valerie Higgins, an Alzheimer’s patient in Alexandria, Virginia. The third and fourth have sealed the files, because they’re taking it through State courts in Arkansas and Massachusetts, so I only see that cases are pending, and can’t get identifying details. Of the ones I can access files for, all of them were ‘miracle cure’ patients.”  
 
    “So two cases are in criminal court, and one is going through licensing Board action,” Dr. Patel said. “What about the other two for Mr. Burke and Ms. Higgins?” 
 
    Mandy studied her notes. “They don’t show cases pending. The funeral homes self-reported those cases, but there are no cases pending with the state funeral boards or in the courts. In fact, the families signed the cremation orders after the fact. I know that in Peter’s case, the family preferred cremation because they said his body was so worn out by the ravages of going through cancer twice that they couldn’t imagine not cremating him. They went public with that shortly after his death, because the media caught wind of it. In Valerie’s case, the order was signed by a grandniece. I guess she didn’t have the emotional energy to deal with it, given that it was her second loss.” 
 
    “Her second loss?” 
 
    “Her sister was the witness to that cure, and she was shot in a standoff with police at her home two months ago. It was a dispute with a neighbor that turned violent.”  
 
    Annaliese sighed. “That means we have no bodies or full autopsy scans to study for energy or radiation signatures on the ‘miracle cure’ patients, or these witnesses that went into comas after committing acts of violence.” 
 
    Mandy leaned back. “I have nothing with that subset to work with. All I have are the witnesses that are still alive.” 
 
    “Which means we have nothing to correlate the ‘miracle cure’ patients to the ‘secondary patients’ that are still alive,” Dr. Patel said. 
 
    “And as normal as normal gets, except for the ones that committed these random acts of violence and are now dead. All of them had a mental or psychological disorder. Most were schizophrenic or had bipolar disorder,” Annaliese tapped her finger on her computer, causing the screen with her notes and information to swirl. “I have psychological profiles on a little over five thousand people across the United States and Canada that were witnesses to these ‘miracle cures’ and are still alive, but I’m sure that’s not all of them. In fact, it’s probably a small percentage. We can’t trust that everybody that witnessed these healings stepped forward for evaluation.” 
 
    “There’s still a stigma around psychiatric care,” Dr. Patel said, “but my findings agree with what you’ve found.” He tapped his computer, bringing up a graphic on the projector at the foot of the table. “Here’s what we know. All of the people witnessed a ‘miracle cure’ during the first two weeks of August this year. The common factors are that they were all healed of minor illnesses, ailments, or wounds when the patient grabbed them at the precise area where they were wounded. They’ve all demonstrated slightly heightened abilities, and they all had what I refer to as a ‘breakdown’ approximately eight weeks after they were cured.” 
 
    “What do you mean by ‘heightened abilities’ and ‘breakdown’?” Galen asked.  
 
    “By ‘heightened abilities,’ I mean the ability to do things that aren’t humanly possible,” Dr. Patel said. He waved a hand at Annaliese. “Her cousin conducted electricity when she subdued Mr. Zeigler. There were others that said they were able to do it: touching a car battery and getting it to start, or blowing out fuses when they touched an outlet or wire. Some patients can see inside peoples’ bodies and tell them if they were ill and injured, like a human X-Ray machine.  In a few of these cases, they can heal people to a limited degree. A nurse in Portland, Oregon, healed a patient with pneumonia last week, while taking their blood pressure. Some can touch a computer, download data directly to their brain, and transfer it to other computers or systems. Some can see or hear messages by telephone, e-mail, or messaging and make them play through radios, cell phones, and smartwatches. Some can repair structures. A construction worker in Hartford, Connecticut repaired a fracture in a support beam on a worksite two weeks ago. And a landscape architect touched a tree out here on the Capitol grounds after a lightning strike in October, and the tree came back to life.” He shrugged. “It sounds astounding and it is unusual, but they can only do it to a limited capacity. It’s leveled out since their ‘breakdown’, but I’m not sure if it’s because they have a greater control of the ability, or if the ability is gone.” 
 
    “This is where I come in,” Annaliese said. “The ‘breakdowns’ he’s referring to are the instances that got us the funding to get this project going. All of the people in our study had a lapse of memory where they did strange things that they later couldn’t recall. For example, one of my patients in Raleigh, North Carolina, was standing the street in front of her home screaming at the sky and scratching at herself. She started bleeding from her nose, ears, and mouth and passed out just as her husband found her. That happened to all of them. They were wandering around and ended out in isolated areas having what I can only refer to as a ‘psychotic break’ before spontaneously bleeding and passing out. When they regained consciousness, they had no memory of the event.” 
 
    “Did you find any physical evidence to explain what triggered these episodes?” Mandy asked. 
 
     “Only extremely heightened electrical activity in their brain.” 
 
    “We detected a spike in the wave frequency through the satellite systems during that time frame.” Galen said. “There was a coronal mass ejection from the sun that passed our system in the time frame that directly correlates with all of these experiences. We wonder if that had something to do with it. The signals did transmit back to Earth.” 
 
    “Did it affect anything else?” Mandy asked.  
 
    “There were some interruption in radio waves and a slight delay in transmissions through the satellite systems, but that’s normal,” Galen said. He paused, tapping his finger on his computer. “There was one other thing, but I’m not sure if it’s significant or not. We picked up a strange deep space signal at that time, too. It was a simple binary code that hit our Jovan monitoring systems. It hasn’t happened again.” 
 
    “Do you know the source of it?” Mandy asked.  
 
    Galen shook his head. “That was before the modifications started to our systems to pick up the deeper space signals. They’re still working on that.” 
 
    “When do you think that will be up and running?” Mandy asked.  
 
    “Mid-January to early February is the time frame we’re being given. The Space Exploration Society just launched the mission to make the upgrades at the space stations. Bear in mind that it takes some time to get astronauts ready for such a mission and to reach their destination. We’re rushing this one, mainly by trying to remote in to the deep space sensors through the space station relays in orbit.” 
 
    “That’s hoping we don’t have any more coronal mass ejections, or other interference with the satellite system,” Dr. Patel said. 
 
    “I know they weren’t happy about launching a week before Christmas,” Annaliese remembered Avery’s tirade on the telephone last week about why the committee couldn’t wait one more week to do this. He took the brunt of the complaints from the astronauts and families since Galen spent so much time flying between Houston and Washington D.C. with the study.  
 
    “We have to move on this, especially if something’s coming from deep space that affects our systems,” Galen said.  
 
    “I know,” Annaliese shifted in her chair, “and it’s frustrating because we’re rushing everybody to do things, but we aren’t coming up with much of our own to report.” 
 
    “It’s only been ten weeks since the study officially started,” Mandy said. “We need more time to figure this out. Why are they rushing us for a report so soon?” 
 
    “Politics,” Annaliese said. “The session is closing for holiday break the day after tomorrow, and then half of the Senators are up for re-election next year. They want to go home and tell their constituents that they did something good, and they did it fast. It’s all about political posturing and campaign donations.” 
 
    Mandy snorted. “That’s not how science works. These things take time, and we’ve barely begun.” 
 
    Dr. Patel laughed. “We’re funded by the Feds, so we have to play by their rules.” 
 
    Galen laughed. “They need the science for votes, and we need their money for science. It’s not the best of both worlds, but it’s all we’ve got.” 
 
    “What else do we have to report to the oversight committee?” Dr. Patel asked. He brought up a list on his computer with bullet points on their discussion. “There is clearly a link between the human behavior aspects and interstellar activity through our systems. So far, we can’t find anything concrete that ties together medical and interstellar. What else do we have?” 
 
    “Two things,” Annaliese said. “All of the ‘miracle cure’ witnesses that we have on file are between the ages of twenty-five and fifty, with an IQ in the range of 120-140.” 
 
    “That’s interesting,” Galen said. “So we’re talking about a group of people in the prime of life. How fortunate that they were completely healed of all of their ailments, so that puts them at an advantage both mentally and physically.” 
 
    “An advantage over what?” Mandy asked.  
 
    “The rest of the general population,” Annaliese said. “Think about it. They’re smart, but not too smart to be practical. And now they have nothing holding them back physically, either.” 
 
    “I see your point. You can’t deny that’s a top-notch group of select individuals,” Mandy said. “What other demographic data do we have on them?” 
 
    “They’re evenly split between male and female. Also, there’s an average representation of races compared to the last census: Caucasian, African-America, Hispanic, and Asian. They all have college degrees, and approximately half of them have advanced degrees.” 
 
    “They’re professionals?” Galen asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Annaliese said, “they would be considered upper-middle class individuals.” 
 
    “Another thing is that the abilities these people demonstrated coincide with their profession,” Dr. Patel said, typing the bullet points on the list. “The people that could transfer data or see and hear conversations worked with computer systems and telecommunications. The ones that could see inside bodies were medical professionals. The ones that could fix things were design professionals. The ones that could grow and kill plants worked in the natural sciences.” 
 
    “The one that could conduct electricity was an electrical engineer,” Annaliese said softly. 
 
    Everybody stared at her. She flushed as she snapped back to attention. “I’m sorry, I was thinking out loud.” She drank her coffee. “We have this subsection of society represented, and their abilities are tied in with a combination of their areas of professional specialty, and the interstellar activity. Do we have anything from physics?” 
 
    “My work is slow,” Mandy said. “I’ve been over the satellite signals and the energy readings from the physicals and neurological readings. The waves are a perfect match, but I’m stumped on how one is affecting the other. I hope these upgrades to the satellite systems help.” She sighed. “It would also help if I had autopsy data from the ones that passed away. The subset we have in the study are as normal as normal gets. The energy readings and radiation on their bodies are slightly heightened and seem to be growing, but it’s at a nominal rate and doesn’t seem to have much of an effect on them.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Annaliese asked.  
 
    Mandy tapped her computer to check her notes. “Their body temperature is slightly elevated, averaging around 99 degrees. Their neurological activity is heightened, but that seems to correlate to faster thinking and reaction times.” She looked up. “I think I could have gotten better data if I could have studied them while they were demonstrating these abilities you talked about, but that seems to have stopped. And the scars from the wounds where the ‘miracle healing’ occurred in August have completely healed, and there’s no radiation from the wound or from the healing like there was in the week after the healing happened.” She leaned back in her chair. “I’ve hit a dead-end. I’m waiting on something else to happen so I have something to work with.” 
 
    Annaliese squinted, studying the bullet points on the projector. “I’m looking at Peter Burke, who was spontaneously cremated. Who was the witness to his ‘miracle cure?’?” 
 
    Dr. Patel checked his notes. “A cousin named Bruce Burke. He was healed of an ear infection, and was one of the people that could transmit digital data. He’s a Network Engineer for a large IT firm in Charlotte.” 
 
    “Is he part of the study?” 
 
    Dr. Patel nodded. “We flew him up here for his physical scan in early November. I believe one of your partners did the interview and scans for the psychiatric analysis. We didn’t find anything unusual in him. Or rather, his findings were consistent with the others.” 
 
    Annaliese tapped at her computer. “There’s no mention of his cousin’s spontaneous cremation in the notes on him. Maybe I should call him and ask about that.” 
 
    “That was a decision made by Peter Burke’s daughter, not by Bruce,” Dr. Patel said. “Remember, Bruce wasn’t a direct relative. He had no say in the final arrangements. He was just there when Peter bolted out of bed and grabbed his ear.” 
 
    “Even if you asked him, he’d probably tow the family line,” Galen said. “Think about it, Annaliese. What would you say if somebody asked about your father being cremated against his wishes?” 
 
    Annaliese set her jaw and stared at the screen darkly. “We missed so much with letting that group pass without analyzing their medical data. I don’t want to lose anymore.” 
 
    “Neither do we, but we also can’t afford to spend time on minutiae that doesn’t have anything to do with the study,” Dr. Patel said.  
 
    “That’s just it. We don’t know what has to do with anything,” Annaliese said. “Mandy has nothing to work with, and we haven’t found much.” She waved her hand. “This is barely a report. We should have more.” 
 
    “Annaliese,” Mandy reached across the table and patted her hand. “I understand your frustration. I’m the one without a report or anything to work with, but like I said, we’re still early in the study. All things considered, I think this is pretty good.” 
 
    “More data will come in,” Galen said. “We don’t have to chase it. Those satellite upgrades are in progress. Be patient.” 
 
    “That’s what I plan to report to the committee on my end, and I recommend the same to all of you,” Dr. Patel said. “Mandy’s right. This takes time, and we have a respectable amount of data already. At least we have a basic framework established. That’s not bad for ten weeks worth of work from around the country. Emphasize that in your section report and everything will be fine. They’ll have something to take back home with the promise of more to boost our cause and their campaigns next year.” 
 
    Galen turned to Mandy. “Make your presentation based on what you’ve counted out, and devise a plan to investigate new theories when the deep space data comes in. See, you do have something.” 
 
    Mandy laughed. “I guess when you work with politics, you’d better find a way to make nothing sound like something.” 
 
    A young woman cracked open the door and poked her head in. “Your meeting is in ten minutes. Are you ready?” 
 
    Dr. Patel shut down the projector app on his computer. “Yes, let’s go.” 
 
    They rose from their seats and followed the young woman down the hall to the meeting room. Dr. Patel hung back until he was walking behind the others with Annaliese. “Dr. Boyce, may I ask what your plans are for the upcoming Christmas holiday?” 
 
    “We’re staying in D.C,” Annaliese said. “Kieran and I went home on Thanksgiving break to see my family. Mom is flying up here this weekend with Kieran’s parents and sister, and Avery’s due in early next week.” She paused. “I couldn’t go back to Columbia yet.” 
 
    Dr. Patel nodded. “It was a tough Thanksgiving, then?” 
 
    Annaliese nodded. 
 
    “That’s understandable. It’s the first holiday without your father.” He paused. “What about your cousin, Kalea? Is she still here?” 
 
    Annaliese shook her head. “She went home at Thanksgiving, and she’s staying down there over Christmas and New Year. She said she’d come back when we’re ready for follow-up studies. She wanted to get back to her work.” 
 
    Dr. Patel laughed. “I saw her a month ago on the Metro. She told me that she enjoyed visiting D.C., but she was ready to go home. I believe that was right before Thanksgiving.” He stopped, gently taking Annaliese’s arm. “May I give you some free medical advice? Take a break over the holidays. You’ve worked nonstop on this for the past ten weeks, except for those few days you took for Thanksgiving. I realize you have a personal stake in it between your father and your cousin, but you need to give yourself a break.  You’ve made a personal situation professional, and it’s exhausting you. Take a break before you break down.” 
 
    Annaliese smiled. “Thanks, Dr. Patel. Maybe I will. Sidney, the other patient I had up here, is heading back to Raleigh for Christmas. Maybe the time is right for a time out.” 
 
    Dr. Patel smiled. “Doctor, heal thyself! Your breakthrough might be just on the other side of a well-earned and much needed rest.” He resumed walking, quickening his pace to catch up with the group. “I know it’s hard with all that’s happened, but try to have a Merry Christmas. The discoveries of the New Year may depend on it.” 
 
    Annaliese forced a smile. “I know you’re right.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
    “Kalea’s refusing to talk to the investigator with the funeral board about Dad’s cremation,” Avery said from his chair next to the elegant Christmas tree softly illuminating the living room on Christmas night. 
 
    Annaliese stretched to see her mother, Kieran, and Elise, consumed in a game at the kitchen table in the next room. “Is that why Mom’s been moody?” 
 
    Avery nodded. “She had a fight with Kalea and Uncle Gerald just before flying up here.” 
 
    “He won’t talk to the investigator either?”  
 
    “No, but he can’t tell them anything that they don’t already know. Kalea was there through most of it, but she won’t talk to the investigator. She says it can’t be undone, so why hurt someone else in the process?” 
 
     “A part of me agrees with her. This complaint is dragging out Dad’s death. Haven’t we had enough? It’s over. Maybe we should let it go.” 
 
    “His final wishes were disrespected. Don’t you care about that?” 
 
    “Of course, I do! It’s just,” she paused, staring at the tree, “what do we get from this? The funeral director gets fined, or maybe his license is suspended. The Board gets the money, his livelihood is taken from him over a mistake, and we get nothing. I don’t see this as a case where anybody wins.” 
 
    “He should pay for what he did.” 
 
    “He did. He paid for everything regarding the memorial and burial. And besides, he didn’t do it. It was two members of his staff, and he already fired and replaced them. What more do you want?” Annaliese sipped her water. “There’s been enough suffering over this. Why can’t we let it go? Let Dad rest in peace. In the end, it does nothing but drag out our grief and hurt us more. Why do that?”  
 
    Avery stared at Annaliese. “I guess that means you won’t talk to the investigator either?” 
 
    Annaliese shifted in her chair. “I already did. He called while I was in my Congressional Committee Report on Thursday, and I called him back that afternoon. He thanked me for the call but said it didn’t make much difference. It’s Mom’s word against the funeral directors, and I don’t think anything that we say is going to change that. Dad never put his burial wishes in writing, so there’s nothing to prove that they weren’t carried out. The Board will probably fine the guy and go on their merry way with a few extra thousand dollars in their coffers.” 
 
    Avery sighed. “The investigator told me the same thing on the telephone Thursday. I think that’s why Kalea won’t talk to them. She’s probably had it up to her eyeballs between Dad dying and being up here for two months for your study.” He smiled. “I saw your report on television. They replayed it while I was in the airport. You’ve done a lot in a little time.” 
 
    Annaliese blew out a frustrated sigh. “We haven’t come up with anything. That was smoke and mirrors for half of those jerks to get campaign funding for re-election next year.” 
 
    “I think it’s something. At least you know what you’re working with.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you were the emotional punching bag for those astronauts and their families that had to launch last week and couldn’t get the delay. And then you had this case with Mom complaining to the funeral board on top of all of that chaos. What does she hope to accomplish?” 
 
    “She wants to sue. She hopes that the board decision will help her in a civil case.” 
 
    Annaliese stared into the kitchen. “She doesn’t need the money. Dad left her everything! Heck, Kalea got more than we did.” 
 
    “That’s all Kalea will ever get, and he knew it. He knew his portion of the family estate would be left to us once Mom is gone.” 
 
    “Kalea will get Uncle Gerald’s and Aunt Daphne’s portion of the estate.” 
 
    “But she was there for Dad these past seven years while he was sick, and we weren’t.” 
 
    Annaliese looked away. Avery reached over and grabbed her hand. “Annaliese, I’m sorry, but it’s true. You and I were able to leave the family estate and pursue our careers because we knew Kalea would stay in Columbia and take over Uncle Gerald’s business. We knew she’d be there to keep an eye on things, and we took advantage of her staying there so we could conquer the world in other places.” He took back his hand and leaned back in the chair. “It stings me too that he left her so much money, but you know what stings me more? That she deserves it. That I wasn’t there more, and I can’t ever get that time back. Working with the Space Exploration Society is a lifelong dream, but I’ve spent the past three months wondering if I sacrificed my relationship with my father for it.” 
 
    Annaliese sighed. “I feel guilty too, but it’s too late. All we can do now is the best with what’s left. Why do you think I’m working on this study?” 
 
    They sat in silence for a moment. “Have you talked to Kalea since she and Mom had the argument last week?” Avery asked. 
 
     “We messaged a few times about the study and I did talk to her this morning, but it was ‘Merry Christmas’ and small talk. I guess I should call her to find out what her take is on this thing with Mom.” 
 
    “Mom is mad at the world. This whole thing with Dad hurt her, and she wants to hurt the world back,” Avery said. “She’s always angry. I could barely stand it at Thanksgiving, and I’m surprised you wanted to bring her up here.” 
 
    “I hoped getting Mom in a different environment would help her,” Annaliese said. “I guess it worked in some capacity. She hasn’t said anything to me about the argument with Kalea. But then again, she hasn’t mentioned Kalea or the rest of the family since she got here.” 
 
     “I feel like I’m in a trap. I feel guilty about not spending time with Dad while he was alive. I also know I should cherish the time I have with Mom now, but she’s so moody and unpredictable that I don’t want to be around her.” 
 
    Annaliese laughed. “Grief has that affect on people. You never know what you’re going to get. It turns people into emotional shape shifters.” 
 
    “Will she ever be the same?”  
 
    Annaliese looked in the kitchen. “None of us will ever be the same. Sometimes you can’t go back, and this is one of those times. Everything’s changed, and we changed with it. The question is; what will we become now?” 
 
    Avery followed Annaliese’s stare. “It will be interesting to find out.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
    “Ma’am, there’s an Evan Stanton here to see you,” Marcel, the housekeeper said from the doorway of Annaliese’s study.  
 
    Annaliese smiled and stood. “Mr. Stanton, thanks for coming over. Please, have a seat,” she waved to the chair across the desk from her.  
 
    Evan smiled and sat as Marcel walked out and closed the door softly behind them. “It was no problem. My in-laws live up here, so I was in the area. Thanks for seeing me.” 
 
    “So you’re the investigator in the funeral board case my mother filed.” 
 
    Evan’s smile dropped. “I’m not here in an official capacity.” 
 
    Annaliese smiled at him. “I know. That’s why I asked you to come by the day after my family flew back to their respective homes and while my husband was playing golf with some friends.” She looked out the window. “Nice days like this are rare in late December.” 
 
    “The weather here is similar to back home, except not cold enough for snow.” Evan pulled out his computer. “Dr. Boyce, I promised not to take much of your time, so I’ll get right to the point. I am working on the investigation into the cremation of your father, and the funeral director found something abnormal on his internal investigation that I thought you might be interested in for your study.” He tapped the display app to project the screen in mid-air over Annaliese desk.  “Ross Gilbane, the defendant, in this case, has been working in the funeral industry for over twenty years. It’s a family business that’s been handed down from his father and his grandfather. He knows his stuff, and he welcomes the opportunity to integrate what technology he can into his business. He was required to upgrade his scanning equipment to ensure that bodies for processing didn’t have nanotech that needed to be deactivated prior to cremation or preparation for burial. He decided to overhaul the entire scanning module of the funeral home and had recently begun a practice of running complete scans of bodies prior to preparation. Your father was among one of the first used in this process.” 
 
    “I remember hearing about that in the news,” Annaliese said. “It’s an effort to make autopsies all digital. Kieran told me that South Carolina passed a law last session to make that the industry standard in the state.” 
 
    “Most states are doing that, but it’s taking some time to implement because the equipment is expensive, and supply hasn’t caught up with demand,” Evan said. “Mr. Gilbane has been nothing but cooperative. In fact, he wanted to call you himself with these findings, but given the sensitive nature of the case with your mother, I told him it would be best if I reported it instead.” 
 
    “I can understand that. He doesn’t need anymore trouble.” Annaliese paused. “By the way, please call me Annaliese. We aren’t working in an official capacity.”  
 
     “Okay, Annaliese. We’re in luck because Mr. Gilbane usually waits to do these scans until the body is ready for the cremation process, but since your mother didn’t sign an order; his staff did it right away before they injected the preservation chemicals into your father’s body.” He looked at her. “I apologize for being so graphic.”  
 
    Annaliese gulped, and then shook her head. “I’m a psychiatrist and did work on cadavers in medical school. It’s nothing I haven’t heard.” 
 
    “But it’s your father.” 
 
    “Please continue. I need to know the details if it relates to my study.” 
 
    Evan nodded. “The burial process requires that embalmment and chemicals be introduced to the body as part of the preservation process for potential viewings, which your mother indicated she wanted. As soon as your father’s body arrived at the home, Mr. Gilbane’s staff immediately ran a scan before beginning that process.” Evan tapped his computer, bringing up digital images of a body on the computer showing a thermal scan. “This scan was taken approximately one hour after Mr. Kerner’s time of death. Algor mortis should have been setting it and it seemed to be, but very slowly. In fact, his body was still registering 97.5 degrees at that time.” 
 
    Annaliese whistled. “That is unusual.” 
 
    “What’s more unusual is that there were very few signs of shutdown and decomposition. He was definitely dead. There’s no question about that. He had no heartbeat or neural activity,” Evan swiped the screen to show the flatline scans of biological readings. “Nothing was happening in there, but here’s what’s strange. It’s like the body was in stasis. None of the rigors had fully set it. Pallor mortis hadn’t begun at all. That usually sets in quickly, but his skin tone looked as bright and healthy as a day in the garden. There was no rigor mortis either. No indication of stiffening whatsoever. It looks like livor mortis was in progress, but the blood was congealing slowly. For all intents and purposes, he looked like he was sleeping. It’s like his body just stopped.” Evan paused and looked at her. “I have pictures of the body that Mr. Gilbane’s staff took when they picked your father up that prove this. I’ll give them to Dr. Patel, but since it’s your father, then I’d prefer that you not look at them.” 
 
    Annaliese nodded. “That would be under Dr. Patel’s committee anyway.” 
 
    “What you might be interested in is this,” Evan swiped the screen and brought up a neurological scan. “There’s electrical activity still happening in the brain. It’s not neurological. We established that much. Some random neural firing after death is normal, but it shouldn’t be happening over an hour later.” 
 
     Annaliese leaned toward the projection of the scan. “You’re right; it’s not from neurons firing. Can you zoom in?” 
 
    “I was hoping you’d ask that,” Evan zoomed in on the scan. “Mr. Gilbane couldn’t figure out what that was, or where it came from. He even contacted some scientists at the university to help him, to no avail. I had a few other contacts too, but we’ve come up short.” He looked at Annaliese. “Have you seen anything like this?” 
 
    Annaliese studied it. “It almost looks like some sort of protein pattern.” She zoomed out, gasping as a wavelength pattern started to emerge. “I have seen that. That’s the wavelength running through our satellite systems.” 
 
    “We wondered if you’ve been able to break it down further.” 
 
    Annaliese shook her head. “We’re still waiting for the satellite upgrades to finish installation and go live.” She zoomed back in, looking at the patterns. “We haven’t taken any scans this deep on our subjects.”  
 
    Evan tapped at his computer and pushed it toward Annaliese. “If you’ll put in your UserName, I’ll transmit these files to you.” 
 
    Annaliese tapped at the computer. “I’m entering the group access account so everybody on the team will have it. Is that all right?” 
 
    “It’s why I’m here,” Evan took the computer from her and slid it in his briefcase. “Annaliese, I won’t lie to you. I don’t think this complaint against Mr. Gilbane is going anywhere. His father was a member of the board for years prior to his retirement, as was his grandfather. He fired the staff that was responsible for handling your father and paid for everything. Plus, if I understand what your mother told me correctly, your father changed his mind about being cremated after his dementia set in, so the family attorney wouldn’t allow him to change his life documents to put his wishes for a burial in writing. This is one word against another, and that usually goes nowhere. I think Mr. Gilbane’s going to get a fine and a private reprimand so the Board can say they did something.” 
 
    “And if these findings are useful to the research study, then the Board may not be inclined to take any action at all since it contributed to a larger study at the federal level,” Annaliese said.  
 
    “True.” 
 
    Annaliese sighed.  “I tried to talk Mom into dropping this case and the civil suit. She’s still pretty raw over everything that happened with Dad.” Annaliese stared out the window at the winter sun casting shadows of bare tree branches across the house. “She watched him die twice.” 
 
    “I know, and I’m sorry,” Evan said.  
 
    “But this won’t bring him back. Nothing will.” She stopped as she realized that tears were running down her cheek. She grabbed a tissue from a box on her desk and swiped them away. “I’m sorry. It catches you at the strangest times.” 
 
    “I’ve been an investigator for this board for ten years, and I’ve seen the worst of the worst.”  Evan stood and Annaliese stood with him, shaking his hand. “I’m sorry if anything I said caused that.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t you. I’ve been locked up in here for nearly a week with the family.” She smiled. “In fact, I wasn’t supposed to do this now. I was under orders from my teammates on the study to take a complete break from the study during the holiday hiatus. They’ll be screaming at me for downloading more data during the break, but we need it. Thank you for coming.” 
 
    “It’s not a problem. Like I said, I was in the area,” he tapped his phone. “I just e-mailed you my business card in case you have any questions about the data. I’m flying back the day after tomorrow, but I’m willing to help out any way I can.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said, as she ushered Evan to the door, “and thank you. I know the team will be excited to have this data. It gives them something new to work with until the interstellar systems are able to give us more data to work with.”  
 
    “Anything to help,” Evan stopped at the front door and turned to face her. “I wasn’t going to say it, but Dale Zeigler was married to my wife’s cousin, so I have a personal stake in this. I just want to know what’s happening.” 
 
    Annaliese’s smile faded. “As do we all.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
    It’s time. 
 
    Kalea’s eyes popped open, taking in the image of her alarm clock faintly glowing three o’clock in the morning on January 1, 2097. “What do you mean?” she asked, groggy.  
 
    Annaliese received the final piece of data and the interstellar upgrades went live yesterday. It’s time for revelation. 
 
     “I thought we had a few more weeks.” 
 
    The others have modified the probe. They’re trying again, and the satellite upgrades will allow the deep space satellites to pick it up. It’s imperative that humanity knows us first. Get ready.  
 
    “They aren’t all in place. I’m not supposed to go back until next week.” 
 
    We will prepare you for your return to the Capitol. 
 
    “What about Annaliese?” 
 
    She doesn’t know what she has yet, but she will soon. The one that approached you before Christmas went to her. He gave her everything, just as we hoped. It won’t take long for the team to make the discovery now that the satellites are functional.  
 
    Kalea sat up in bed, breathing in the lights surrounding her. “I’m ready.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
    “You were supposed to take a break,” Dr. Patel said, as the images of scans ran across the wall of Annaliese’s office. 
 
    Annaliese smiled. “Relax, Dr. Patel. This is the only work I did over the break. This gentleman was only in town for a short time, so I took advantage of an opportunity.” 
 
    “I don’t care if she worked on break,” Mandy pored over the data on her own computer, “this is the best data I’ve got yet.” 
 
    “The satellite system upgrades running ahead of schedule helped, too,” Galen said. “There’s no doubt about it. The data from Mr. Kerner’s digital autopsy is an exact match with the deep space signals we’re getting.” He walked to the wall and grabbed two square screens projecting from his computer, bringing them side by side. “The left is the signal through the satellite systems running from deep space to here. The right is what we saw in the autopsy. They’re an exact match.” He zoomed in on both scans. “There’s the specific pattern. What’s happening on the inside is mirroring what’s happening on the outside.” 
 
    Annaliese synched her computer projection with Galen’s, stood, and rounded up several squares to bring them next to the two main scans. “I got neurological scans from the unstable patients that died after acts of violence. That pattern is in their scans, but it’s fractured. It’s like it wasn’t able to take a firm hold in their mind. I’m not sure why.” She swept in more squares from the left. “These are some scans from our current subjects in the study. They’re all the same. They have that pattern. The question is, why did some die, and some live?” 
 
    Dr. Patel stood, gesturing at the wall. “May I?” 
 
    They nodded and each took their seats, allowing Dr. Patel to log in to the projection and control the graphics. He swept the open windows to the side and brought a single screen. “This is a graphic of the pattern that we’re working with. Parts of it are unique to the individual, but those differences are slight. Overall, this is what we’re seeing, both in the patients and in the satellite systems. There’s no doubt that it’s a brain wave with something embedded in it,” he zoomed in to the bright, wavy lines that made up the wave. “I stared at this until I nearly went blind before it occurred to me to get more basic. I did a cross-reference check in the national database for this pattern and came up with this,” he swiped in another scan with his right hand beside his window. 
 
    Annaliese squinted at the scan. “That looks like a strand of RNA.” 
 
    Dr. Patel nodded. “Exactly. It looks like electronic RNA.” He tapped at the bottom bar on the wall and brought up another graphic. “Since it’s an energy strand, I asked Mandy to help me run a cross diagnostic with the neurological scans from our patients.” 
 
    Mandy stood, taking a place beside them. “My first scan was from Mr. Kerner,” she ran the video. A strand of RNA filled the screen. “I’m zooming in on a single strand.” She tapped the screen, where the energy RNA appeared running up the biological strand. “The energy scan shows that it bound with the amino acids in his RNA.”  
 
    Everybody gasped.  
 
    “That’s not all,” she increased the video speed. “If you watch this time-lapse of the twenty minutes it took Mr. Gilbane’s staff to run the scan, you see something interesting.” She pointed to the top corner of the screen. “It looks like the energy strand is separating from the proteins in Mr. Kerner’s RNA.” 
 
    “Whatever happened to him was coming undone,” Annaliese said. “Can you run a time-lapse on the separation?” 
 
     “The scan was only in progress for twenty minutes. Do you want to view the whole scan?” 
 
    “Show me the first five minutes.” 
 
    Mandy tapped her computer. The whole room watched in silence while the energy slowly unwound from the RNA. Annaliese zoomed in on the acids for a few moments, then stopped. “It’s amazing. It looks like the energy started by pulling away from the amino acid in a single transfer RNA strand, and then it spread through the messenger RNA to the rest of the cells.” She zoomed out the scan and put it on fast forward, nodding. “It’s amazing. The transfer RNA is still sending information through the messenger RNA in a dead body.” 
 
    Dr. Patel nodded. “That might be why his rate of decomposition was slow. I looked at the pictures at intake, and I wouldn’t have thought that he was dead. In fact, Mr. Gilbane’s staff couldn’t start the embalming process because the body was still too warm, and the blood had barely congealed. That’s why the body was in a freezer.” 
 
    “So they could cool it down for processing,” Mandy said.  
 
    “Do we know if that happened to the other victims that spontaneously cremated?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Dr. Patel said. “I contacted both families to request that information. Bruce Burke is coming back for a follow-up next week, and said he’d bring the information with him. Valerie Nettle’s’ great-niece said an autopsy scan wasn’t run.” 
 
    “So we don’t know if this lack of decomposition prior to cremation in Carson Kerner was an isolated incident, or something that happened to them all?” Mandy asked.  
 
    “No, and I doubt we’ll get that information from anybody else. Very few funeral homes have the equipment for autopsy scans in place now, so they usually send the bodies to the county. If a cremation order is signed and the death is natural, they usually don’t do an autopsy unless the family requests it.” 
 
    Annaliese tapped her finger on the table. “If the decomposition process is the opposite of the composition process, then can we assume that the energy RNA was introduced in a single amino acid of transfer RNA, and spread through the body by transmitting through the messenger RNA in the body?” 
 
    “It’s a fair assumption. Another assumption is that the miracle cures and healings were the delivery mechanism,” Dr. Patel said. “We have no proof of it, but the decomposition gives us an idea of how it transmits. It’s amazing that it can still work in a dead body, and didn’t die with it.” 
 
    “It’s something else,” Annaliese said, “but what?” 
 
     “This may help,” Mandy said. She swiped aside Carson Kerner’s RNA screen and brought up another scan. “This is a neurological scan from Dale Zeigler. His wife consented to release these to us for the study.” She zoomed in, showing a strand of RNA with a wave of energy weaving in and out of it. “The energy RNA, as we call it, isn’t fully bound with Mr. Zeigler’s amino acids. It couldn’t make a full connection with the transfer RNA, so it couldn’t be transmitted to other cells through the messenger RNA. We aren’t sure if it’s because of his mental illness, or because of the medication he had in his system at the time he went into the coma.” 
 
    “We speculate it was due to his condition, since he never regained consciousness,” Dr. Patel said. “Obviously, he wasn’t medicated for his schizophrenia while he was unconscious, and yet the energy was still attempting to bind with his amino acids, albeit unsuccessfully.” 
 
    Mandy brought back the screen of Mr. Kerner that she swept away and put it next to Dale’s, zooming both out. “One thing these have in common is that the biological and energy binding wasn’t complete.” She pointed out a few spots. “Here you see a cluster where it took. It tried to spread through the messenger RNA, but then you see a cluster where the binding was unsuccessful and it stopped replicating to adjacent cells. Nearby is a cluster of random energy. We think this energy wasn’t able to fully bond with the amino acids because of their illnesses.” She tapped the bottom bar and brought up another window. “This is graphic of one of our live candidates.” She tapped the screen to run the video, which showed the biological RNA. “I time lapsed it for scans that had been run on this patient since last August. I’ll speed it up.” The energy bound with the amino acids effortlessly, winding around the biological RNA until it was completely intertwined.  
 
    Every jaw in the room dropped. Mandy smiled, zooming out to show every cell in the brain completely entwined with the human RNA, creating a double helix of mixed human and energy DNA. “Our live patients are fully integrated with the energy pattern.” 
 
    “What is it?” Dr. Patel asked.  
 
    Galen tapped his computer, projecting a scan on the wall above the RNA scans. “I got this from Avery. Our satellites triangulated those signals.” He enlarged the window, following the line from Earth, through the Jovan system, and out of the solar system. He continued to scroll until he came to a binary system with a small third star a short distance away from the other two stars, where the signal stopped on a point in orbit. “It’s coming from Alpha Centauri.”  
 
    Dr. Patel’s eyes widened. “This is living energy, with a point of origin nearly five light years away. It’s here, in our heads, right now.” 
 
    Annaliese paled as she stared at the graphics. “Heaven help us,” she said, as she read the name on the living human subject in small print on the bottom left corner of the brain scan. 
 
    Kalea Kerner.  
 
    Then everybody will be arguing over why we didn’t keep our eyes on the skies. 
 
    Kalea said that. Right after her father recovered. Right after her foot healed. Right before he relapsed.  
 
    It was over before they realized it started.  
 
    “Annaliese, what is it?” Mandy asked.  
 
    Annaliese swallowed past the lump in her throat. “It’s not a war weapon from the East. It’s aliens.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
    “I thought you just needed to look at my brain,” Kalea said as she lay on the table next to the scanning machine in a thin hospital gown. 
 
    Annaliese stared at her cousin. Kalea was the most cold natured person she knew. She would wear long sleeves in the office on a summer day because the air conditioning made her cold. The fact that Kalea wasn’t objecting to being in a thin gown, in mid-January while it was snowing outside, was a sign that something wasn’t right with her cousin. Annaliese cleared her throat. “That was for the first round. Now we want full body scans. Everybody in the study has to do it.” 
 
    “Do they have to come to Corbin Washington Memorial to do it?” Kalea asked.  
 
    Annaliese forced a smile. “No, I made you come up here because you didn’t come for Christmas.” 
 
    Kalea laughed. “I think Aunt Tabitha would have thrown me off the airplane if I came with her. She’s still mad at me.” 
 
    “You two aren’t speaking?” 
 
    Kalea shook her head. 
 
    “You don’t seem bothered by it.” 
 
     “If she decides to stay mad at me, then she’s going to have to get mad at the rest of the world.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Kalea tilted her head, studying Annaliese. “It means I refused to testify in the complaint against Ross Gilbane because she’s going to lose. The Board isn’t going to do anything.” She sat on the table. “That’s what the investigator told me, anyway.” 
 
    “So you did talk to him?” Annaliese asked. “Mom said you didn’t.” 
 
    “He came by my office the week after Thanksgiving. The Board office is in the same office park as my office, so he decided to come by instead of calling. He said he didn’t believe much could be done in a civil court, because Uncle Carson never put his wishes for a burial in writing. His lawyer wouldn’t allow him to make a change to his life documents due to his declining mental condition.” Kalea shrugged. “Aunt Tabitha decided not to push it, because she thought telling the funeral director would be enough. So there’s no case.” 
 
    “That’s what he said to me too,” Annaliese shook her head. “It is what it is. When is the case going before the Board?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I haven’t talked to the investigator again.” Kalea’s face scrunched. “Did he show you the pictures Mr. Gilbane took?” 
 
    “No,” Annaliese stuck scanning nodules on various places around Kalea’s body. “Just the scans.” 
 
    “Be glad. They were disturbing.” Kalea paused. “Uncle Carson didn’t look bad, but it was weird to see him like that.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it.” 
 
    Kalea gave Annaliese that unnerving stare again. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “No,” Annaliese stammered, sticking a point to each ankle. “There’s a lot going on with this study. The satellites going live two weeks early was a mixed blessing. We have a better idea of what we’re working with, but it forced us to accelerate our research timetable.” 
 
    “I know what that’s like.” 
 
    Annaliese scrunched her face. “How?” 
 
     “Engineers get change orders on plans we thought we were finished with all the time.” Kalea sighed. “It’s probably different in scientific work, but I know what it’s like to think you’re at one place in your work, and then you find out you’re in another place. It’s frustrating.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Annaliese said. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kalea said. “Let’s see what’s in there.” 
 
    “Yes,” Annaliese mimicked softly, as she pressed the button to ease Kalea in the scanning machine. “Let’s see what’s in there.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
    “Kalea?” 
 
    Kalea looked up from the table at the restaurant at the tall gentleman with dark hair, instantly recognizing him as the man that put the data on her computer at the airport in Charlotte a few months ago. She stood, shaking his hand firmly. “You must be Bruce. It’s a pleasure to see you again.” She smiled as they both sat. “Or rather, it’s a pleasure to formally meet you.” 
 
    “Likewise,” he returned the smile. “I know it’s a risk for us to be seen together for too long, so I’ll get right to the point. I just finished my scan with Annaliese, and I gave her the autopsy information on Peter.” 
 
    “Good,” Kalea took a deep drink of her water. “Do you get thirsty easier? I’ve been drinking more water since this started last summer.” 
 
    He nodded. “I eat more too, but I don’t gain weight.” 
 
    “Our metabolism is higher. Maybe that’s a good thing.” 
 
    “Maybe,” he said, looking around. 
 
    “Relax,” Kalea said. “Nobody knows us up here, and even if they see us, then they won’t.” 
 
    “How’s that?” Bruce asked. 
 
    She nodded to the mousy brunette sitting at the table next to them. The brunette nodded, boring into them with striking blue eyes and turning her attention to the people walking in the front door. “She’ll see to it.” 
 
    Bruce shook his head, looking around. “What was I saying?” 
 
    Kalea laughed. “My point exactly. You were afraid of being seen. That dark-haired lady at the next table is one of us. She’s a neurologist. Her energy can manipulate peoples’ minds. She can help them see what she wants them to see – or not see things, depending on her intent.” 
 
    “We’ve gained amazing abilities,” Bruce said. “It’s hard to keep them hidden, especially when they could be helpful.” 
 
    “We had to get them under control. We were on the verge of revealing ourselves too soon. Thankfully, it won’t be necessary to hide for much longer,” Kalea said. Her face grew serious as she stared at Bruce, her eyes glinting. “Annaliese knows. The rest of the committee is skeptical, but the evidence is pointing to the truth, and they’re starting to believe it. Once they figure it out, they’ll want us to answer for it. I’m prepared to do that.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Bruce nodded toward the next table. “Maybe somebody like her would be better to deal with the humans.” 
 
    Kalea smiled. “I’m the first and I’m the leader. They’ll call on me. Don’t worry. I’m ready.” 
 
    “How much longer do we have?” Bruce asked.  
 
    Kalea took another drink of her water. “These scans are all they need. Once they compile the results, it will happen.”  
 
    “Annaliese has a meeting with the oversight committee on her schedule in two weeks. Do you think it will happen then?” 
 
     “It’s going to take time to analyze the results, but they have thousands of staffers on this. Yes, I think it will be then. Maybe sooner.  Are we assembled?” 
 
     “Eighty percent of us are gathered between North Carolina and Pennsylvania. Given their abilities, we can gather in the Metro D.C. area with two to three hours notice.” 
 
    Kalea thought. “We won’t need that long. Get in the system and tell them to gather for the oversight meeting in two weeks. That will be the time to reveal ourselves, if something doesn’t happen to force us to move sooner.” 
 
    “What if something goes wrong?” Bruce asked. “What if their analysis is delayed? We risk early exposure if we misjudge the timing.” 
 
    “Did you get access to the storage for the research?” 
 
    “I did,” Bruce said.  
 
    “Watch their progress and keep me informed. If anything happens that could upset the current timetable, let me know.” Kalea paused again, looking around. “What about the others? Has there been any movement from Alpha Centauri?” 
 
    Bruce shook his head. “They definitely have the old probe, but I haven’t detected anything in the satellite systems to indicate that they’ve done anything with it.” 
 
    “Good. Keep me posted. If you find anything looks like them, notify me immediately. Day or night, it doesn’t matter.” Kalea sighed. “We may have to act sooner if they get operational again.” 
 
    “I doubt that will happen, but I’ll keep an eye on the satellite grids as well as earthside,” Bruce’s watch buzzed. He glanced at it and stood. “I better go. I have a meeting with one of the managers at our main headquarters in Virginia in an hour and a half. Public transportation is slow, so I better get moving.” 
 
    “Very good. Keep an eye on those files. If they need anything and you have it, give it to them.” 
 
    Bruce raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Kalea stared at the cloudy winter day outside the window behind him. “Yes, I’m sure. The time for subterfuge is ending. It’s time we let them discover us.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’m sure that will be quite a discovery for them.” 
 
    Kalea’s face rose in a wicked smile. “It’s going to be a discovery for us all.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
    “They want what?” Annaliese asked incredulously, trying to keep her voice down so she wouldn’t wake Kalea in the guest room down the hall.  
 
    “They want a full hearing on the study findings in place of the next oversight committee meeting,” Kieran said. “It’s already been moved to the Capitol for seven o’clock, so they could get news media for prime time coverage.” 
 
     “We’ve only been working on this for three months, and the satellite equipment just went functional two weeks ago,” Annaliese seethed, “and that was early, because it wasn’t scheduled for completion until this week. There’s no way we can have fully calculated findings ready for them by the next report. Do you have any idea how much data we’re working with?” 
 
    Kieran stared at Annaliese sympathetically as he took off his tie. “I tried to explain that to them, but President Hastings wants to announce his intentions to declare war on the Communists and Middle Eastern Sectors in his State of the Union Address.” 
 
    “Is that why he postponed it for three weeks? There’s a war bill going through?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so. We’ve had numerous threats on attacks against the United States, some of them in major cities right here on the continent. Major attacks by Communist and Middle Eastern Sector factions have been diffused in San Francisco and Chicago, and bomb materials were seized at Miami International, Corbin Bush Intercontinental, and Bangor International.” 
 
    Annaliese clenched her jaw. “I must have been really out of it, because I wasn’t aware of any of this.”  
 
    Kieran sat next to Annaliese on the bed, rubbing her shoulders. “You’ve been consumed with your work.” 
 
    “How long has this been going on?” 
 
    “Since mid-November,” he said. “Not all of the terrorist threats made the news. The airport ones did. I think they kept the San Francisco threat quiet, but rumors are starting to spread, and the conspiracy theory nuts are poking around.” 
 
    “Is Congress threatening to take our funding if we don’t punch them in the gut with something amazing in two weeks?” 
 
    Kieran stopped rubbing her shoulders. “It’s possible that they might reduce it unless you can give them a reason not to.” 
 
    “I have plenty of reasons. The problem is getting those idiots to realize the significance of what we’ve discovered.” Annaliese sighed and stood, pacing the large bedroom. “Politicians really don’t understand science, do they? We have teams working around the clock on this, and it’s still not enough. How am I supposed to give Congress conclusive findings with what little we have?” 
 
    “They don’t want conclusive findings,” Kieran said, “they want something that gives them a reason to allow it to continue.” Kieran paused. “If you have something to suggest that it’s originating from the Communists or the Middle East, then that would be all they need to leave things as they are.” 
 
    “For the time being, until they find another fight to take our money away.” 
 
    Kieran stared at Annaliese seriously. “It’s not like that, and you know it.” 
 
    Annaliese stopped pacing and ran her hands through her hair. “The truth is that we have a tremendous amount of data and a working theory that they probably won’t believe.” 
 
    Kieran smiled at her. “Which is?” 
 
    She smiled back. “You know I can’t tell you that until the committee agrees on it, and they don’t.” 
 
    “Can you tell me if there’s any chance it’s tied to the Communist or Middle Eastern Sectors?” 
 
    “None. This is originating from outer space. That much we can agree on.” 
 
    “Crap,” Kieran blew out a long breath. “Short of proving its aliens, I don’t know if that’s going to justify your current funding. You know the attitude President Hastings has toward interstellar research.” 
 
    “I know,” Annaliese said softly. She turned the chair to her vanity toward Kieran and sat. “It has in interstellar origin. Does that count for anything?” 
 
    “It should, but I can’t say for certain. We’re on the brink of war, and I’m caught in the middle of it.” Kieran ran his hand through his hair, leaving it standing up and messy. “Most of the people that got the project and funding approved are on this war effort now. I have to keep pushing it, or you stand no chance of keeping what you have.” 
 
    “It sounds like I might not,” Annaliese brushed her dark curls. “I didn’t know this project was contingent on producing results within ninety days of our commission.” 
 
    “I didn’t either, but things have changed. Maybe it was doomed from the start. Maybe they were humoring me all along so I’d cooperate with them now, knowing they’d need my support for the war. There’s no telling what their motives were.” 
 
    Annaliese smiled weakly. “Typical Washington politics?” 
 
    Kieran nodded. “They cooperate only when you’re useful to their causes.” 
 
    “Then I guess we better make this research good for something,”Annaliese put down her brush. “The final scans were completed today, so the data from our nationwide sources should start coming in soon. We’ll see what they find. Who knows? We may turn up little green men knocking on our door.” 
 
    “I hope you do,” Kieran stared out the window at the stars glistening overhead in the clear, winter night. “I never thought I’d say this, but it almost makes me wish there were something out there.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 41 
 
    “All right everybody, the clock is ticking,” Galen stood at the head of the table in Dr. Patel’s office in Maryland, just north of Washington D.C. “Our committee meeting for next Friday has been upgraded to a Congressional hearing to justify continued funding for the project. Unless we come up with something good, this one bites the dust, we humble doctors and scientists go back to our routine jobs, and the nation goes to war.” 
 
    “It looks like we go to war no matter how you look at it, but he’s right about the survival of the project,” Annaliese said. “We’ve received a tremendous amount of data over the past week, both from the follow-up scans and from volunteers turning over records relevant to the study. Remember that our developing theory is an extraterrestrial presence. What do we have?” She looked around the table. “Let’s start with physics.” 
 
    Mandy stood to join Galen at the head of the table, tapping her computer to bring up a graphic of space that covered the entire wall. “It’s definitely energy that’s not from this solar system. I did a time-lapse study to track this energy from the point of origin in the Alpha Centauri system.” She hit the small play button on the bottom of the screen, showing a trickle of energy that swelled to a massive burst that launched into the solar system, settled in the satellite systems, and dispersed back onto Earth. “We noticed the effects when that burst hit our satellite systems and started filtering back to Earth in August, which coincides with the ‘miracle healings’ and the effects on the witnesses to these events. In reality, this energy started coming into our solar system two years ago. It was so slow that our deep space instruments didn’t pick it up until the surge.” She pulled up another window with an image of a body scan. “I picked Kalea Kerner, our first ‘miracle cure’ witness, for this demonstration, although all the follow-up body scans showed the same things in every subject.” Mandy zoomed in to the cellular level. “The energy has bound to her RNA, creating what seems to be a hybrid biological-energy strand of DNA.” She zoomed back out slowly, where the glow from the scan illuminated the image of her body. “It’s spread through every cell of her body.” 
 
    “You said that’s consistent with all five thousand plus subjects?” Annaliese asked.  
 
    “It is,” Mandy turned to stare at the scan. “The energy is higher in her scan than in any of the others, but the overall findings are the same. Every subject has full cellular integration throughout every system in their bodies.” 
 
    “What about the others that died?” Galen asked. “Did we get autopsy scans from the comatose ones?” 
 
    Mandy opened another window to show a series of scans. “There were roughly five hundred people who went comatose after instigating attacks on others. That surprised me, because there was only media notice of ten. It turns out that most of these were smaller scale attacks; things like domestic disputes, barroom brawls, and random acts of violence committed without any witnesses but the one that took the rogues down. When we put out the call for their scans, they came pouring in, and they all showed the same thing. Again, I’ll use a sample. This is Dale Zeigler,” she pulled up the scan and zoomed in to the cellular level. “This is a scan done when he was first admitted. There was partial energy integration, but there were spots where it looks like the energy wasn’t able to bind fully with the amino acids,” she ran her hand along the strand of RNA and pointed at various spots of separation. Mandy pulled in another screen with an identical scan. “This was the postmortem scan the hospital did. Mr. Zeigler’s wife didn’t order an autopsy, but the hospital did one because his case was an oddity, so she donated her copy to the study. This is consistent with the progression my team found in the ones that did provide autopsy scans.” She ran her hand along the strand, where it ran parallel to the RNA but was no longer bound. “It’s fully detached. I wasn’t sure if that caused death, or if it happened after death, so I checked it against the two autopsy scans we have from ‘miracle cure’ patients that later died.”  
 
    Mandy pulled another screen from the bottom bar, opening a scan that read ‘Carson Kerner,’ in bold letters in the bottom corner. She zoomed in to pull up the RNA. “It looks like the energy was separating from the amino acids, but it was happening at a faster rate than in the comatose patients.” She hit a button to show time-lapse imagery from the twenty minutes that the scan ran. “The energy strands are pulling away from the amino acids that make up the human RNA at an increasing rate during these twenty minutes.” She turned back to the table. “It would be helpful to have more time lapse data. I could tell you if it were possible for us to come up with something that could separate the energy from the RNA without danger to the subjects if I had more data. As it is, that’s all I’ve got.” She sat, tapping off the projector app on her computer and folding her hands on the table. “I’m not sure how the energy picked who to bind with, or why. It might have to do with the amino acids that compose their RNA. That’s a question for medical and psychology. My conclusion is that the failed binding led to termination of the deceased subjects.” 
 
    “What about the living subjects?” Dr. Patel asked.  
 
    Mandy spread her hands. “They had a successful binding between the extraterrestrial energy and RNA. Their energy levels are higher than the people without the binding, but I don’t know how the increased energy is affecting them.” 
 
    “That’s a question for me,” Annaliese stood and took her place at the head of the table. She tapped her projector app on her computer and brought up several scans. “Most of these are the same things that Mandy just showed you. I’m going to zoom in on the electrical activity in the brain,” she said, pushing in the scan to show light pulsating through neural pathways. “This is a baseline scan of a normal subject that hasn’t been affected by the alien energy. I had several of my staffers scanned so I could use them as control subjects for a basis of comparison. It’s not much, but it’s enough to get an idea of what a normal human brain looks like without the energy interference. As you can see, a high level of electrical activity is normal in any brain. It’s how we think and function.” She pulled it beside the baseline scan, zooming in to show the neural pathways and starting the time-lapse. “This study subject shows a significant increase in the energy speed and levels moving through the neural pathways. My team’s initial calculations show that the energy in the affected brain is moving at a rate of approximately fifty to eighty percent higher than standard.” 
 
    Dr. Patel whistled. “That’s a lot. I’m surprised they’re conscious.” 
 
    “Despite popular belief, the human body can handle a lot of energy. It’s the introduction of the energy that matters. If you get hit by lightning, it can kill you. If the rate increases gradually over a period of, say, five months, then it integrates into your systems.” Annaliese waved a hand toward Mandy. “Unless, as you saw in the scans she presented, there’s a failure to properly integrate. I believe her theory that the failure of the energy to integrate with the amino acids composing the human RNA caused the death of our failed subjects.” She zoomed in closer on the subject scan. “If I go deeper, you can see strands in the energy patterns. Dr. Patel said before that they look like proteins.” She zoomed in deeper, then zoomed in to the baseline subject to the same level. “If you look at both of these, you’ll see that they are, in fact, proteins. But here’s the difference,” Annaliese said. She pointed to the left screen. “That’s a human, biological protein in the baseline subject.” She pointed to the right screen. “That’s a biological protein embedded in the energy field.” 
 
    Mandy gasped. “It’s biological? From what?” 
 
    “I can answer that,” Galen stood. He pulled a screen from the bottom bar. “I don’t know if any of you remember this, but we had a comet come through our system two years ago. The Space Exploration Society upgraded an old probe from the NASA days and reconfigured it to ‘capture’ material from this comet. We analyzed it at the North American Space Station to prevent contamination from Earth.” He tapped the scan, zooming in on ice and black rock until it digitized to a scan. “Most of what we found was rock and debris, but we did pick up something else. In fact, our researchers were still pondering this until I told them about the data Annaliese found in her scans.”  He zoomed in on the image until it became the brain wave, then the energy RNA, then the protein. “My team resumed research on this comet fragment last week, and they confirm that it’s identical to what we’ve found in the patients affected by this energy.” 
 
    “Has anything happened with that fragment?” Mandy asked. “It’s not causing gravity shifts or anything on the station, is it?” 
 
    Galen laughed. “If that were happening, we wouldn’t have scaled back the research in the first place.” 
 
    “Her question is relevant, because it is causing things in the human patients,” Annaliese said, switching the zoom on her scan. “The increases in energy are boosting activity throughout the entire brain. I think that’s why we see the increase in abilities.” 
 
    “And it enhances their expertise,” Dr. Patel said. “That’s something I noted in my patients. For example, one of my patients is a psychiatrist, and she demonstrated an ability to modify neurological patterns. One of her clients had depression, and was able to go off medication after being in contact with the doctor for an hour long session.” 
 
    “That’s impressive,” Mandy said. “Can they all do that?” 
 
    “Like I said before, their increase in abilities seems to be tied to their expertise; areas where they have education and experience,” Annaliese said. “My cousin is an electrical engineer, and she’s conducted and manipulated electricity on several occasions. Another patient was a medical assistant, and she could see inside peoples’ bodies, like an X-ray or a scan. In fact, she’s starting to show signs of healing abilities. She touched my head during the study while a migraine was coming on, and it went away within five minutes.” 
 
     “So it isn’t giving them new abilities,” Galen said, “it’s enhancing what they already have, and giving them the capacity to work with it at a higher level.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Annaliese said. She tapped off the projector app on her computer and resumed her seat. “That’s all I have. It confirms much of what I’ve already presented. There’s no doubt that this energy is affecting the people it’s bound to. It seems to be giving them a boost to make them superhuman.” She paused, taking a deep breath. “My theory is that this energy is alien biological material that has bound with a certain population of humanity. Remember the common factors in all of our subjects. They’re all in the prime of their life, all above average intelligence, and were all relatively healthy at the time of infection, or whatever you want to call it, save for minor illnesses, injuries, or health issues that were cured at the time of contact.” 
 
    “So the ‘miracle cures’ were the integration of this alien material?” Mandy asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Annaliese said, “and they all died, so it was a failed integration. But they also healed a witness to their ‘resurrection’, and most of those people are still alive and fully integrated with this energy now, save those that went comatose and died.” 
 
    “All of those had mental instability or the starting stages of a terminal illness,” Dr. Patel said. “Of the five hundred that died after committing random acts of violence and going comatose, nearly eighty percent of them had a mental illness or mood disorder, and the other twenty percent had starting stages of cancer or another terminal illness that had been undiagnosed until they snapped.” 
 
    “What about the other healings in the ‘miracle witness’ cures? What was up with that?” Mandy asked.  
 
    “I can answer that question,” Dr. Patel stood and took his place at the head of the table.  He tapped on the projector on his computer and brought up several scans of various body parts, mostly arms, legs, and shoulders. “I got records from our subjects showing the injuries they had at the time of their healing and followed up with scans by my team. The thing they had in common was that the illnesses and injuries they had were minor and not threatening their well-being, or they were things that would have healed on their in time: infections, viruses, sprains, breaks, strains of tendons and ligaments, things of that nature. There were also several with chronic conditions that were healed, mainly asthma patients, high blood pressure, or breaking up minor blockages in arteries. I’m talking about things that were non-lethal. They were issues that were painful, aggravating, and had the potential to lead to bigger problems if not properly managed, but they weren’t putting the patient in immediate danger of death.” He swept his hand across the scans. “These samples show that their injuries were in the process of healing. Most of them were low-grade chronic conditions, or an illness or injury sustained in the two to four weeks prior to the ‘miracle healing’ event and were healing on their own.” 
 
    Dr. Patel swept up another window. “I picked a sample of people that followed up with doctors on their ailments. Most of them were completely healed within two days. Some claimed they were healed immediately, but we don’t have any scans from a twenty-four hour time frame.” He pulled up Sidney Sinclair’s scan. “Here’s a good example. This patient had minor asthma, until her father-in-law grabbed her throat at the bronchial tubes prone to constriction.” This scan obtained from her ENT a year ago show this construction. Look at these scans taken a week after her father-in-law grabbed her.”  
 
    The room gasped as they saw the after scans of perfectly open, healthy pathways. Dr. Patel smiled. “She went in for the radiation burns on her neck. She hadn’t noticed that her asthma attacks had stopped, even on hot, smoggy days in August in the Southeast.” 
 
    “Which isn’t unusual,” Annaliese added, “it’s understandable that they wouldn’t wonder about their own minor ailments when you consider that they were in shock from witnessing somebody coming back from close to death.” She looked down. “My cousin didn’t notice that her broken foot quit hurting, or that she ran through the hospital hallway without her orthopedic splint. Mom found it packed with Dad’s things when he was discharged from the hospital a couple of days later.” 
 
    “That’s what most of my patients said in their initial interviews,” Dr. Patel said. “I wish I had time-lapse imagery so we could see the healing in progress, but we don’t. All I have are follow-up scans on the areas,” he swept in more images. “At one to two weeks, a scar appeared with heightened radiation and energy readings. Not lethal, but noticeable. The radiation disappeared over the following three weeks, but the energy spread from the site of the healing.” He pointed to several scans that showed the energy clusters in the healed areas thinning out and spreading, first through the immediate area and then further into the body until it was integrated. “My theory agrees with Annaliese. I believe this is alien energy that entered the body at the site where they were healed and has inhabited human bodies and enhanced their abilities.” 
 
    “So there’s no doubt about it,” Galen said. “We know for sure that this energy has alien biology in it, and that it’s integrated with humans.” He tapped his computer on the table. “Are we sure it’s not energy or radiation from Alpha Centauri? That system is generating a tremendous amount of energy.” 
 
    Mandy shook her head. “While it’s consistent with the kind of energy they have in that system, it’s not from any of those stars. You triangulated it, Galen. It’s coming from a point orbiting the system, not either of the stars.” 
 
    Galen sank into his chair. “So this is for real? We’re planning to tell Congress that there are aliens inhabiting our own people?” 
 
    Dr. Patel nodded. “That’s all it can be, but we can’t say who they are or why they did it.” 
 
    “Which are the next questions these politicians will have,” Mandy said. 
 
    Annaliese sighed. “And what all the data in the world can’t tell us.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 42 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about how to tell me,” Kalea said from the couch, where she was reading on her computer. “I got my subpoena for the Congressional hearing this morning.” 
 
    Annaliese studied the back of Kalea’s head, noticing that her hair seemed longer, darker, and shinier than usual. She walked around the couch and sat. “How did you know I was back there?” 
 
    Kalea put down her computer. “I heard you, and I saw your reflection in the television.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Kalea smiled. “Did you think I used some alien power to sense your presence?” 
 
    Annaliese tiled her head, studying Kalea. “How are you really feeling?” 
 
    “I’m fine.  Why do you keep asking?” 
 
    “Your body is filled with alien energy. I find it hard to believe that you feel exactly the same as always.” 
 
    “Why is that hard to believe?” 
 
    “Because you aren’t the same,” Annaliese said. She leaned back against the arm of the couch. “I don’t know how to describe it. Something about you is different. You don’t talk as much. You definitely don’t sleep as much. I hear you wandering around the house late at night and early in the morning. You don’t smile and laugh like you used to. You’re more serious, more somber. You aren’t as animated as you used to be. On the surface you seem perfectly normal, but since all of this happened with Dad, you’re different. I thought it was grief, but now I suspect that it’s whatever’s inside of you since he grabbed you.” 
 
    Kalea nodded. “I do feel different, but it’s hard to put into words, so I don’t talk about it. How are you supposed to say what you don’t understand?” 
 
     “Is it hard for you to describe how you feel?” 
 
    Kalea sighed. “That’s just it; I don’t feel much anymore. My senses are heightened, and I think and react faster. Your scans told you that. And you’re right I don’t need as much sleep. I don’t get cold like I used to either. In one way it’s amazing, because I feel like I’m seeing the world in a whole new way. I perceive so much more. I understand better. I can see how things fit together and work in ways that I never understood before. But I don’t have an emotional reaction to it. It’s like everything I see, hear, and experience is a data dump. I see the world in a new way, but I’m not excited or amazed by it. I’m just – here.” She paused. “But then again, I started feeling like that when Uncle Carson started going downhill in July, before all of this started. I know what’s happening physically, thanks to you and the great people on your study. I’m not sure what’s happening emotionally. I don’t know if these changes caused it, or if it was already there from dealing with Uncle Carson’s decline.” 
 
    Annaliese forced a smile. “Which came first, the chicken or the egg?” 
 
    “Exactly.”  
 
    Annaliese shifted on the couch. “Stress can do that to you. It could be that your lack of emotional reaction is rooted in watching Dad’s health fail, and these physical changes forced on you prevented you from processing the emotional aspects of what was happening.” 
 
    “Was it forced on any of us?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Annaliese asked. “Did you have an experience where you consented to this alien energy coming into you?” 
 
    Kalea shook her head. “I don’t know. I have so many questions and no answers. My senses are heightened, but my memory for everything that happened since Uncle Carson sat up in that bed and grabbed my leg is spotty. It’s not just lapses; it’s questioning my own memories.” She paused. “I can remember us having Thanksgiving together year before last. I remember all of our vacations together, and your wedding. I remember Kieran winning his Senate seat and the victory speech we helped his staff write. I remember trick-or-treating with you and Avery at Halloween and caroling at Christmas. I remember dances and dissertations and football games and festivals. I remember how jubilant I was when I made the Olympic archery team after I got my Master’s degree. I felt like I was on top of the world when I won a gold medal in the women’s individuals and the women’s team rounds. That was such a high experience.” She sighed. “I wish I could feel that strongly again, especially the good feelings.  I remember times and seasons, celebrations and mourning, triumphs, and tragedies. We’ve been through all of that together. But these past almost six months are a fog, and I don’t know why.” 
 
    “It could be post traumatic stress from Uncle Carson’s situation. That was a lot to go through, and you had a front row seat to the entire thing.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m usually more emotionally resilient than that.” 
 
    Annaliese nodded. That was true. Kalea had always been the tough one that would keep a cool head and stand firm while everybody else succumbed to emotion. She remembered how collected Kalea was when handling her father’s funeral. In fact, she thought sadly, that might be the last time that Kalea seemed like herself. She shook off the thought. “Maybe it has something to do with the energy. I wish we had more time to study it.” 
 
    Kalea tipped her head, studying Annaliese. “You really think this is over, don’t you?” 
 
    Annaliese turned her gaze away, staring at the dark street outside. A man walked by with his dog, his breath forming puffs in the cold air. “I have a bad feeling about it. They’re having the meeting at seven o’clock on a Friday night. Nobody has meetings about things they’re serious about on Fridays, especially on Friday night. This is going to be a grandiose blow off.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sure. It’s being live streamed worldwide.” 
 
    Annaliese stared at Kalea in shock. “What?” 
 
     “I saw something on one of the news apps today. Every nationwide news network will be broadcasting it.” 
 
    Annaliese groaned, grabbing a nearby pillow and sticking her face in it. “Then we’re going to be humiliated in front of the entire world.” 
 
    “That’s not true. It’s a prime time transmission, in a choice time slot when everybody is home from work and can tune in. I’m sure they don’t want to look like idiots with the world watching.” 
 
    “I don’t think they care, as long as it gains popularity with their constituents and the people funding their campaigns. Chewing us up and spitting us out on the Internet may be just what they need to tip more votes toward funding the war effort.” She tossed the pillow back to its spot on the couch. “I wonder if the others on the research team know.” 
 
    “They do,” Kalea said softly.  
 
    Annaliese stared at Kalea, deciding not to pursue the question of how she knew. She shifted on the couch again. “We better prepare for arguments about why our funds shouldn’t be diverted to the war effort. They’ll probably try to pass this off as an interesting astronomical anomaly that’s had no impact on anything important.” She smiled at Kalea. “Unless you can conjure up some more of that electricity you used in your appearance at the school to change their perception.” 
 
    Kalea laughed uncomfortably.  “I’ll do all I can to help you at the hearing, but I’m not sure what they want from me. Do you know why they called me?” 
 
    “We had to send them our preliminary research after our meeting on Monday so they could review it to prepare for the hearing,” Annaliese said. “I think they called you because you were the first person affected by this, and you seem to be affected more than any of the other subjects.” 
 
     “Really?” 
 
    Annaliese nodded. “The results from the tests across the board are consistent. They show the same thing in all of you, but it seems like everything is slightly heightened in you. There’s more of that energy in you.” 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    “It’s not much,” Annaliese said, “but I guess it was enough to get their attention.” 
 
    “Do you know if they called any of the other subjects to testify?” 
 
    “No; just you.” 
 
    “That’s interesting,” Kalea mumbled.  
 
    “It is,” Annaliese said. “Kalea, I’m going to ask you straight. Do you have any idea what this is or why it’s here?” 
 
    Kalea smiled, but it looked forced. “Don’t you think I’d tell you if I knew?” 
 
    “I’d like to think so, but everything that’s happened has me doubting my own judgment,” Annaliese said.   “There has to be a reason, and we don’t have the time or the data to figure it out. I’ve heard the chatter coming out of Capitol Hill, and they doubt our findings. We’re on the brink of worldwide war, and they don’t want to hear about alien threats and interstellar hazards when we have enough threats right here on Earth.” She paused. “I don’t know if they’ll believe our theories. That they called you in to testify means they’re willing to consider it, but if we can’t tell them why this happened, then I’m afraid it’s over. The study ends, everybody goes home, and whatever happens, happens. We’ve lost too many people to this, and I can’t stand the thought of stopping now. If there’s any hope of helping you or anybody else, I need to know why. Please tell me something inside of you knows what’s really going on.” 
 
    Kalea looked around the room, thinking. Finally, she sighed and leaned back on the couch. “I’m sorry, Annaliese. I can’t tell you why.” 
 
    Annaliese stared at Kalea darkly. “You can’t, or you won’t?” 
 
    Kalea ran her hand through her hair, pushing it away from her face. “I don’t know if I know, and if I do, then I don’t know how to say it in a way that would make sense to you or to anybody else. It’s one of those things that I can’t put into words.” She stared at Annaliese sympathetically. “I’m sorry. Maybe I’ll work something out by the hearing, but will that really help? You have nothing to back it up, and neither do I.” 
 
    “I know,” Annaliese said. “I’m grasping at straws. Maybe I need to face reality and admit that it’s over. Maybe I need to let it go, and go back to my normal life.” She laughed. “If that’s possible.” 
 
    “It’s not.” 
 
    Annaliese stared at Kalea, who seemed to be breathing slightly heavier. “How do you know that?” 
 
    Kalea calmed instantly, turning an innocent stare on Annaliese. “I just do. You should too.”  She reached over and patted Annaliese’s hand. “I don’t think it’s over. There’s no denying how far you’ve come. Try to relax. I’m sure they realize that we can’t go back, and the only way is to move forward. We’ll convince them. They will know, and they’ll receive a great revelation at this hearing. Trust me. Everything will change.” 
 
    Annaliese groaned. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 43 
 
    “Is everything ready?” Kalea straightened her scarf as she spoke softly into her phone in the small room in the Capitol where she waited for her appearance at the hearing.  
 
    “We’re ready,” Bruce’s voice said over the small speaker. “Are you sure you don’t want some of us in there with you? We could get several people in without the guards noticing.” 
 
    “No, it’s all right. Stay at your post. You’ll know when I’m ready.”  
 
    “Roger that,” Bruce said.  
 
    Kalea ended the call and walked to the full length mirror. Her grey and pink pantsuit with her long hair twirled in French twist was appropriately professional, yet soothing. She was an unfortunate victim of circumstance. She laughed. All the unfortunate victims were dead, leaving behind the best, the brightest, and the strongest of the species. It was just what they needed. They may be able to save this planet yet. 
 
    Kalea pulled at her pink scarf again, pondering whether to take it off. It was hot against her neck, but Annaliese said it added a nice touch to the outfit, so she left it. She practiced walking around the room in her two-inch high-heeled shoes, grateful that she wouldn’t have to clomp around in those silly stilts that human women loved for no good reason. Why did they go to so much trouble to look taller? It made no sense. It was a universal truth that intelligence and ability attributed to true power; not stature our physical appearance. The smart ones that acted with purpose and wisdom won the wars, while the beautiful ones withered away. 
 
    It wouldn’t be a problem for her much longer. The time was close now. It was a matter of minutes. 
 
    Why am I nervous? She wondered.  
 
    It’s part of your humanity. That hasn’t gone away. It’s been enhanced to make you ready for what you have to do.  
 
    A knock on the door jolted her to reality as a tall man in a security uniform poked his head in the room. “Ms. Kerner, are you ready?” 
 
    The time for revelation is upon us. 
 
    Kalea stared in the mirror, feeling as if she were looking at herself as she truly was for the first time, or maybe, the last. Time would tell whether this was a beginning or an ending. It could be either or both. She straightened her scarf and turned, joining the guard at the door.  
 
    “Yes, let’s go.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 44 
 
    “You realize this sounds ridiculous,” Senator Vickers said from his seat in the center of the long table at the head of the room. The line of senators and representatives sitting to each side of him nodded and murmured their agreement.  
 
    Annaliese gestured to the images of projected windows with scans, pictures, charts, graphs, and bullet point lists used by each section head to build the theory of alien energy on Earth. “I know this is the stuff of science fiction, but that’s what these findings indicate. There is no other explanation. This energy has an interstellar biological component from a system a little over four light years away, and it’s binding with human biological material. It might not be what we expected from our first contact with extraterrestrial life, but it’s what we’ve got. There’s no question about it.” 
 
    “You really think it’s aliens?” Senator Vickers asked. He turned to Kalea. “Do you feel like an alien, Ms. Kerner?” 
 
    Kalea sat up straight, her hands folded on the table in front of her where she was seated at the end of the table next to the spot Annaliese occupied. “I don’t feel like myself.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “I explained that in my testimony,” Kalea said. “Since my uncle sat up in his hospital bed and grabbed my ankle on August third of last year, I’ve had several unexplained symptoms, some of which were broadcast on national webcasts. A broken foot healed. A childhood scar is gone. I haven’t had any migraines or sinus and allergy symptoms since that day. I’ve had memory lapses over the past six months, mostly during times of high stress or emotional tension. I restarted the electricity in my aunt’s home during a storm by touching her fuse box, and I shocked a man into a coma when he fired a gun in a school auditorium where I was part of an interview panel. After that, my metabolism sped up. I sleep four or five hours a night. I drink three gallons of water a day. All of my senses are heightened. Sometimes, I can see in infrared and hear pitches outside of normal human range. I’ve have periods of time when my memory fails, like the time my aunt took me to the hospital in October. I blacked out nearly three days, and during most of that time, I was perfectly functional and doing curious things.” 
 
    “Like walking to the church cemetery three miles from your home,” Senator Vickers tapped his finger on his computer. “All of this is in the report. What I’m asking you is this: are you an alien?” 
 
    “No,” Kalea said.  
 
    “Are you inhabited by an alien?” Senator Vickers asked.  
 
     “Yes.” 
 
    Annaliese turned toward Kalea, her eyes wide as the room erupted in gasps and chatter. Kalea stood, raising her hand. Sparks erupted from her fingertips, which caused the chatter to increase. Senator Vickers banged his gavel. “Order!” He motioned to the Sergeant-at-Arms. “Put her behind a force field!” 
 
    The Sergeant-at-Arms stared at Kalea skeptically as Annaliese walked to her side. “Kalea, what are you doing?” 
 
    Kalea’s eyes glowed silver. “I told you I’d help you.” 
 
    The Sergeant-at-Arms slowly reached for Kalea’s arm. She plunged her hand into his arm, sending a blue blot through his body that caused him to convulse. Another guard rushed forward and escorted Kalea to a small booth next to the table of Senators and Representatives, tapping buttons on the wall to erect the force field. It crackled into place around her chair. She sat, crossing her legs. “It took you six months to decide I’m a threat?” 
 
    “How many others?” someone at the table muttered.  
 
    “Five thousand in the study, but no telling how many more.” 
 
    “They could be everywhere, doing anything!” 
 
    “How can we contain this?” 
 
    “You can’t!” Kalea shouted. “It’s too late. You’ve been so involved in your petty fights that you didn’t see what was right in front of you, and you have no idea of what’s coming.” 
 
    “We haven’t been involved in any fights,” Senator Vickers said.  
 
    “Yes you have, Senator. How much covert funding have you funneled to the rebel forces in the East since the tensions rose?” 
 
    The room went silent as Kalea stood and pointed at Annaliese’s computer, causing windows with news articles to pop up in the center of the room. “A terrorist cell put down here; a Communist cell put down there.  Do you think the smaller, democratic nations have that kind of money or power? No! Look closer,” she flicked her hands, causing the screens to increase their zoom. “Those tanks. Those guns. Those aren’t Japanese, Indian, or even Israeli.” She zoomed in on a tank and a gun, on a small decal of a star. She clicked, and a window opened showing the star as a symbol for Freedom Fighters Defense, based in Omaha, Nebraska. The noise in the room rose again. Kalea smiled. “I could show you more,” she waved her hands to open windows, zooming in and bringing up the same company name on vehicles, weapons, and guns. “Billions of dollars. You said it was for Homeland Security and Interstellar Research, but I wouldn’t be here if it were. You would have seen us coming two years ago. You would have realized that you’ve had one of us in storage on your space station from a comet fragment that you forgot about two years ago.” She swept her hands, causing the windows to flip and show more articles from the Web. “We saw you then, but you didn’t see us. Instead, this is what you had your eyes on. All of that money that you said it was for highway improvements, but there haven’t been any major highway renovations or projects anywhere in the country in over five years,” she flicked her hand to open one window showing a timeline of highway structures and maintenance in America. “You said it was to help the banks, the schools, housing, healthcare; but all that’s gone up is inflation for the past five years,” she said, random flicks of her hand bringing up articles on dropped projects, reduced funding, and declining numbers across each area. She waved her hands bringing the war images back up. “Eighty-five percent of our troops are deployed at any given time to ‘undisclosed locations’. Their own families don’t know where they are, and how many have been forced to bury empty coffins because there was no body to ship home, and no reason why?” she said, waving her hand at articles on deployments, family stories, and images of grieving families at funerals with flag draped coffins. “You say you aren’t at war, but you have been for five years. That’s why we’re here. You’ve been so consumed with your petty problems on this rock you call a world, that you didn’t realize there are bigger problems out there,” she said, waving her hand to bring up a screen projecting space. She widened it, showing Galen’s image of the transmission origins.  
 
    “Even now, you won’t give the Space Exploration Society or the team you commissioned what they need to see what’s truly there. The secret is too big to hide now, and you have to tell the truth, to yourself and to everybody else. You want to make your covert war official. You want to deny us, but you can’t because it’s too late. We’re here, and you can’t do anything about it.” 
 
    “How do we know this isn’t a natural interstellar phenomenon?” Chairman Vickers asked.  
 
    “Let me show you what you don’t want to see,” she stretched her hands causing the space image to zoom, and zoom, and zoom until it was at Alpha Centauri, then zoom some more. She paused as an image came clear. Everybody squinted at it. Galen approached the screen, tracing it with his hands.  
 
    “It’s an object in orbit between the stars,” he ran his finger along a cylindrical structure. A time bar appeared below it and he tapped it. The image rotated as it moved along an orbit between Alpha Centauri A and Alpha Centauri B. He gasped as lights flickered on it, allowing several smaller objects to enter and exit. He turned to Senator Vickers, pale. “It’s a space station.” 
 
    The room erupted again. Senator Vickers banged his gavel. “Stop! Quiet!” he yelled.  
 
    “I wish you’d stop banging that thing,” Kalea said. The room silenced as she raised a hand, blowing out the light over her head. Several metal parts sparked against the force field.  
 
    Annaliese walked to the projection. “Kalea, what is this?” 
 
    “I’m the Chairman and I’m asking the questions,” Senator Vickers said. “What is it? Is that where you’re from? Is that what caused all of this?” 
 
    “No,” Kalea said. “That’s what we’re here to stop.” She touched the force field, sending a blue streak of energy around it. “You may feel like you’re in control, but that’s a lie. The beings on that station are alive, they know you’re here, and they intend to take your planet – by force, if necessary. You have to listen to us now, or you’re going to die.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 45 
 
    The room was in pandemonium as reporters and cameramen rushed toward Kalea’s force field, shouting questions.  
 
    “Order!” Chairman Vickers yelled, banging his gavel. “Stop! There will be order in this chamber.” 
 
    “Are you really so blind that none of you saw the truth behind all the smoke and mirrors that these politicians sold you?” Kalea’s voice projected through the room. 
 
    The room quieted. Kalea pointed at Annaliese, who had resumed her seat at the table with her teammates on the study. “She tried to tell you.” She waved her hand toward all of the committee heads sitting at the long table with Annaliese. “They all did. They’ve worked for five months and brought you data that by all rights should have taken years to find. How do you think that was possible? No human team could pull that off.” 
 
    “You manipulated our study?” Dr. Patel asked.  
 
    Kalea smiled. “There was no manipulation. We gave you access to the information faster than would normally be possible.” 
 
    Annaliese nodded. “Through the subjects. You had them feed us data.” 
 
    “Through every committee. Through your staff.” She winked. “A few people that would have otherwise stayed hundreds of miles away were inspired to hand over information that by all rights they shouldn’t have been sharing until their own business was concluded.” 
 
    Annaliese raised an eyebrow. “Like an investigator in a funeral board case?” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
     “I still don’t see what this has to do with the ‘miracle healings’ or the deaths,” Senator Vickers said.  
 
    Annaliese stared at him. “Aren’t you listening to anything that’s been said in this chamber? We told you that the ‘miracle healings’ were failed attempts to integrate with human beings.” 
 
    “We failed on the ones that died, and on the ones that committed random acts of violence,” Kalea said. “That’s why they had to be neutralized. We tried to reintegrate while they were in their comas, but it didn’t work.” 
 
    “What?” Senator Vickers asked.  
 
    “The individuals that failed to successfully integrate the energy proteins into human RNA proteins died,” Kalea said. She looked down. “We’re sorry about that. The team is right. We came to Earth through your satellites and were introduced to humans through healing wounds. We thought we could save the terminally ill. It would have been, what do you call it? A win-win. Yes, that’s it. You would have seen your loved ones healed, and maybe you would have trusted us, or at least accepted us.” Kalea sniffed, swiping a tear from her eye. “We didn’t mean to hurt anybody, or to traumatize the family and friends through our failures by making them go through those horrors twice. We didn’t mean to cause trouble when our beings left the bodies and caused the spontaneous combustion through our release. We didn’t know any other way. We are learning.” Kalea looked around the room, her eyes flashing in the lights overhead and from the cameras. “Why won’t you listen to us? You refuse to see, despite all we’ve shown you. We came to protect you from a threat far greater than any you face from your fellow mankind.” 
 
    “I don’t see what this has to do with the war,” Senator Vickers said. “In fact, I think that’s a red herring to throw us off track.” He waved at the images floating in the center of the room from the presentation and testimony. “I fail to see proof of what you’re claiming. I see a metal structure four light years away. There’s no indication anybody or anything is there.” 
 
    “Sir,” Annaliese said softly, “how could it get there unless somebody put it there?” 
 
    “The Society didn’t do it,” Galen said. “We don’t have the ability to build anything like that, or to get it that far into deep space. There’s no way anybody on Earth did that. It’s impossible. Can’t you see that?” 
 
    “They don’t see anything,” Kalea’s eyes glowed silver as she rose from her chair. “You sit there and judge people. You think that nothing can touch you. But you’re wrong.” She calmly walked through the force field surrounding her chair in the security chamber, her energy popping as she passed through it, unharmed. A gasp went up in the galley. She smiled as she touched the bailiff, who flew from the blue spark that erupted from her hand.   
 
    Congressman Vickers banged his gavel on the table. “Order! Everybody, calm down!” 
 
    “Enough of that!” Kalea threw a blue bolt at the gavel. Senator Vickers shouted as it singed his hand, causing him to drop it before it exploded. Kalea walked in front of the bench where the congressional panel gaped at the glowing woman standing in front of them. “You think you’re safe, but that’s a lie. You watched people die, and you call it normal. You watched others heal, and you pass it off as a miracle. You don’t have any idea what you’re looking at.” She walked to the center of the chamber, standing in the middle of the windows floating in the air from various projectors beaming from the study teams’ computers. 
 
    “Six months ago, I was just Carson Kerner’s niece. What did it matter that he rose from near death and grabbed my foot? His wife and children had it worse.” She waved her hand, sending the window flying toward the ceiling.  
 
    “It’s the same with all of these. Sidney Sinclair was just a daughter-in-law,” she said, flinging that window on the floor. “Bruce Burke was just a cousin,” she said swiping it toward the wall where the image flew inches over the head of a gaping reporter. “Just a nephew. Just a son-in-law. Just a neighbor. Just a friend. Just a babysitter. Just a medical assistant. Just a computer technician. Just a psychiatrist. Just a nurse. Just a custodian. Just another person that doesn’t matter,” she flicked her wrist, sending images flying around the room. “What do they know? They were just a step outside of acceptable parameters for grieving rites. They healed too, but you didn’t care until the miracles you cared more about passed away.” She opened her hands, spreading out a wide electric current that she threw to the computers on the study members’ table, shutting off every computer and making the images swirling around the room wink out. “I’ll tell you what they were. They were the strong ones. The ones with perception. The ones with minds open to the truth.  The ones who knew that more was going on. The ones who accepted what everybody else denied – that your world has changed, and there’s no going back.” She dropped her arms, causing the electrical current to swirl out into the ceiling, where the lights flickered before resuming normal illumination. “Your world is fractured into pieces, and you don’t care.” 
 
    “Kalea,” Annaliese said softly, “I did hear you.” She stood, motioning to her teammates sitting at the table with her. “We all did. That’s why we’re here. To give you a voice.” 
 
    Kalea stared at Annaliese sympathetically. “I know, but surely you must have known that they wouldn’t listen. But you will listen now.” She walked up the center aisle, throwing the door open with another bolt of energy. “Take a walk with me. I have something to show you outside.” 
 
    “Get back in here!” Senator Vickers shouted. 
 
    Kalea turned, her eyes silver. “Don’t you want to see what the rest of the world is looking at right outside your door?” 
 
    Annaliese fell in step behind Kalea, followed by the study members. Slowly, the Senators and Representatives rose and fell in, followed by the reporters and others in the chamber. Kalea threw out her arms, sending bolts of energy ahead of her to blast open the back door of the U.S. Capitol. She stepped outside on the top step, a cold breeze causing her scarf to billow behind her. Kalea raised her arms, sending up energy bolts that crackled as they connected with the satellites orbiting the planet overhead. A purple glow lit the sky, showing the National Mall filled with millions of pairs of silvery eyes staring back at them.  
 
     “Behold, your new reality.” Lightning flashed overhead, illuminating the humans packed in the National Mall, filling the space as far as the eye could see.  
 
    Annaliese gasped. “Five thousand wasn’t the beginning of it.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t,” Kalea stared at the hybrid humans with pride. “It was the tip of the iceberg. They’re everywhere, all over the world. This is just North America. What we could fit in here, anyway.” 
 
    “How many are there?” a reporter asked behind them.  
 
    Kalea smiled. “They aren’t just in the Mall. They’re in the streets. They’re in front of us and behind us and all around us, from here to Virginia and Maryland.” She turned, staring at Senator Vickers. “You have five million hybrid human-aliens at your back door, Senator. Do you have a force field big enough to hold that?” 
 
    “We’ll get the aliens out of you,” he stammered.  
 
    Kalea laughed. “You saw what happened when the binding failed. Do you really think you can undo this?”  
 
    The downtown lights flickered, faded, and then rose back to normal. Kalea looked around as the silvery eyes stared toward the sky, where pinpricks of light pinged the distant satellites. Cries of pain rose in the crowd. Kalea heard a thump and discovered Annaliese crumpled on the marble floor at her feet, holding her foot. Several others had collapsed or were writhing in pain, their faces contorted in agony. Kalea knelt, holding Annaliese by the shoulders. “What is it?” 
 
    “My foot, where I had the nanotech injected last summer.” She took off her shoe, and screamed as her flesh swirled where the machines pressed against her skin. A large black spot appeared on the bottom of her foot.  
 
    “You didn’t,” Kalea said seriously.  
 
    Annaliese nodded, tears streaming down her face. “I had a torn ligament. I just wanted it to stop hurting.” 
 
    Senator Vickers walked up behind Kalea. “What happened?” 
 
    Kalea’s eyes glinted silver as the pricks of lights in the satellites faded. “It’s too late. They found you.” She turned her gaze to Senator Vickers, holding him with a seething stare. “Time’s up.” 
 
    He grabbed Kalea’s shoulders, shaking her.  “Time’s up for what? What’s in that metal structure at Alpha Centauri? Who are they? What are we facing?” 
 
    Kalea pushed out a bolt of energy, throwing Senator Vickers off her. He fell to the ground, where she kneeled beside him. “Life or death, Senator. What’s it going to be?”                
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    The situation room at the Space Exploration Society bunker was buzzing as scientists pulled wires and toggled useless switches. “What happened?” Thomas Atkins, the head administrator of the Houston Society office, asked, rushing around the room. 
 
    “An electrical signal went through our entire satellite grid. It came from Washington D.C.,” Avery said, still rushing about taking readings. He had arrived fifteen minutes ago, breaking away from the Internet broadcast of his sister and cousin’s shocking Congressional testimony when the call came from work to check out another strange phenomenon in the satellite systems. “I was trying to decipher it when something else hit the system from the deep space monitoring stations and blew out everything.” 
 
    “Did you get anything from it?” 
 
     “Just binary code.” 
 
    The lights and computers flickered on. “Thank goodness,” Thomas pulled a seat next to Avery. “Can you get it back up?” 
 
    “Computer, retrieve last open file.” Avery said. The screen flickered. “It looks like vocal commands are still offline.” Avery’s fingers flew over the keys. “Here,” he said, as a series of numbers came on the screen. “It looks like it went on a loop through our satellite systems.” 
 
    “Can you trace the source?” 
 
    Avery typed in more code, bringing up a map of the universe. A red line went out from Earth to a point outside the Oort cloud. It slowed, before progressing out, further, further, until it stopped at – 
 
    “The Alpha Centauri system,” Avery said. 
 
    “That’s where they say this energy came from that’s screwed everything up with the ‘miracle cures’,” Thomas said. A group of people were building behind them, straining to see the computer screen as Avery typed in more code, trying to clean up the resolution. Avery shook his head.  
 
    “It’s riding a radio frequency,” Avery said. “It looks like it’s coming from the Voyager Probe.” 
 
    “That probe has been defunct for years. That’s impossible!” Thomas said. 
 
    “The last transmission was ten years ago,” someone in the group behind them said, “and it wasn’t heading to Alpha Centauri.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s Voyager?” Thomas asked.  
 
    Avery shrugged. “It looks like it, but I can’t say how. It’s a perfect match with radio frequencies from the probe in the past.” 
 
    “How is it carrying binary code?” Thomas asked.  
 
    “How did it get to Alpha Centauri?” Avery asked.  
 
    They sat in silence, staring at the stream of code continuing to filter through the satellites.  
 
    “What’s the code doing?” Thomas asked as the number slowed down, and then stopped. Suddenly, the screen went blank and then a single word appeared at the bottom of the screen: 
 
    ACTIVATE.  
 
    The room went black. 
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Prologue 
 
    What is this place? 
 
    Twin lights burned Hailey Reed’s eyes through the skylight overhead. She tried to sit but snapped against the shimmering bonds holding her to the metal table.  
 
    Why can’t I move? 
 
    The question reverberated through her mind. She struggled to recognize where she was. The gray interior resembled a hospital, but hospitals don’t have skylights.  
 
    The stars were unlike anything she had ever seen; especially the twin fires above her.   
 
    Her right arm trembled. A foreign coldness seeped into her bones as she struggled against her restraints. Dizziness swept through her brain.  
 
    That’s impossible! The nanotech was supposed to fix this! 
 
    Short gasps escaped her lips in the thin air, as she lay helpless to stop the tremors convulsing through her body on the cold table.  
 
    Your nanotech was damaged. We are attempting to repair it.  
 
    Who are you? 
 
    Silence.  
 
    Hailey tried to slow her breathing and recall pleasant memories. Too bad those memories were in short supply. Life left her alone and weakened. Every day was a struggle to maintain what dignity she had through the façade of a successful career.  
 
    Would you like to take your life back? 
 
    Hailey’s eyes roamed the dull room, searching the voices.  
 
    Absolutely! 
 
    Revenge is the peace you seek. Trust the machines. They will give you what you need. 
 
    For what? 
 
    To take back the world. 
 
    Hailey jolted upright in her bed, gasping for breath. She looked around the hospital room now filled with Phoenix sunshine. She winced as she saw her pale face and bloodshot blue eyes reflected in the mirror across the room. Hailey pushed her long, limp, blonde hair behind her ear as she tried to recall how she ended up in the hospital. Her last memory was dinner with a senator she was lobbying for a bill to increase government funding to provide nanotechnology to those in lower income brackets, and then– 
 
    A searing headache. 
 
    China shattering on the floor.  
 
    Screaming. 
 
    The senator’s face elongating as he asked if she was all right.  
 
    A bolt of electricity jolting her body,  
 
    Convulsions, and then– 
 
    Nothing.  
 
    Noise from the television mounted to the corner jolted her attention to an image of a woman standing outside The Capitol. She raised her hands to the sky.  
 
    “Behold, the ones you cast aside. This is your defense against what is to come.” 
 
     The image panned over the silver lights of the National Mall. The purple light flashing through the sky illuminated millions of human bodies, crowded together as far as the eye could see. The camera turned back to the woman whose eyes glowed silver-like in the crowd before her.  
 
    Recognition exploded in Hailey’s mind as the memories of what she saw on the television over the bar in the restaurant returned.  
 
    Kalea Kerner. 
 
    This time, Hailey’s tremors had nothing to do with the Parkinson’s, or the malfunctioning nanotech filling her head. This time, she shook with rage. She didn’t know where the previous voices came from, but she was certain of one thing.  
 
    She would punish those who took her life away.  
 
   


  
 

  Chapter 1 
 
    “Your bodies are stronger than your minds.” 
 
    “What?” Annaliese smelled a woodsy odor in the warm room. She sat up, recognizing Aunt Daphne and Uncle Corbin’s cabin in Gatlinburg, Tennessee. Kalea appeared next to her. Yes, that was her cousin. She recognized the ivory skin, dark hair, eyes they shared. The major differences between them, besides the six month age difference, was that Kalea’s hair was long and straight, while Annaliese’s hair was shoulder length and curly. “Are you Kalea anymore?” 
 
    “Of course I am. I’m the same Kalea you’ve always known, just more.” She smiled, seeming to glow. “It seems that you are too. You’re healing slower than I expected. That’s what I mean about your body being stronger than your mind. The wounds from the nanotech blowing in your foot are healed, but you’ve been in and out of consciousness for a week.” 
 
    “A week?” 
 
    “Do you know where you are?” Kalea asked. 
 
    “I’m in Uncle Corbin and Aunt Daphne’s cabin. How did I get here?” 
 
    “You agreed to come.” 
 
    “What happened?” Annaliese asked. “The last thing I remember is collapsing on the south side of The Capitol. My foot was black, and there were lights in the sky.” She pushed her hair out of her face. “Was that a week ago?” 
 
    Kalea nodded. “We got you emergency treatment on-site, but George Washington Memorial was filled with politicians that were injured by the nanotech attack. We decided it would be best to send you somewhere secluded. You were stable after the on-site care, and you agreed to come. In fact, you boarded the plane on your own two feet.” Kalea’s brow creased. “You don’t remember coming here?” 
 
    Annaliese shook her head. “I don’t remember anything clearly since collapsing, and then snatches of being in the hospital.”  She looked around. “Where’s Kieran and the family? Are they all right?” 
 
    “They’re fine. Kieran is flying in from D.C. tonight to bring some of your things. The rest of the family is at home in Columbia, except Avery. He can’t get away from Houston because this situation has created havoc at the Space Exploration Society, but he’s keeping in contact. He’ll come when he can.” 
 
    “They’re all right with us being here alone?” 
 
    “I told them it would be best if we stayed out of the public eye for a while,” Kalea sighed. “Maybe your memories will return. Do you remember anything else? You mumbled in your sleep.” 
 
    Annaliese drew the covers around her, shivering. She did remember things, but they didn’t make sense. “Like I said, bits and pieces. Waking and sleeping. I had dreams of being in a metal room, like a station. There was a window in the ceiling, two bright stars, and gray people with dark eyes that glowed red.” 
 
    Kalea paled and stood, pacing.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    Kalea ran her hand through her hair. “I thought I cut them off, but they got in. They saw you.” 
 
    “Who?” Annaliese asked. “What are you talking about?” She froze, remembering. “What about you? Are you Kalea anymore? What’s happening?” 
 
    Kalea looked at Annaliese sympathetically and returned to her seat next to the bed. “You already asked me that, and I told you that I’m the same Kalea you’ve always known. I’m just more.” 
 
    “More what?” 
 
    “More myself.” 
 
    “You said something about being part alien in the hearing. Are you an alien?” 
 
    “Yes, but I remain human. I remain myself.” Kalea leaned back. “Think of it as a symbiotic life form, like bacteria in your gut. You aren’t the bacteria, but it acts as part of you to help you function.” She paused. “That’s what we are. We have no bodies, so we borrowed humans that could sustain our essence. It was trial and error to find individuals that could survive the bonding process. Sadly, too many were lost.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Kalea looked away. “Survival.” 
 
    “Yours or ours?” Annaliese asked.  
 
    Kalea turned her stare back to Annaliese. “Both.” 
 
    Annaliese paused. “You tried to get in by healing the sick, and they died anyway.” 
 
    Kalea nodded. “We hoped we could come and save your terminally ill, but the metamorphosis failed. Our energy could only permanently heal minor physical issues that weren’t life-threatening, or wounds that would naturally heal on their own. We had to find other hosts.” She looked down. “We’re sorry for the trauma we caused through our failures.” 
 
    “What about the others you’re talking about? What do you mean they got us?” Annaliese gestured at her foot. “Did they do this to hurt us?” 
 
    “Something happened to us all,” Kalea handed Annaliese her computer. “Kieran will be here in a few hours. Catch up on the news. You might want to hide forever once you see what’s happened in the past week.” 
 
     “Are we in trouble?” 
 
    Kalea nodded grimly. “It looks like we got here just in time.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    “It’s chaos here. I wish you were with us,” Sidney said from Kalea’s watch.  
 
    “I appreciate you and Bruce staying in Washington D.C.,” Kalea said. “I wish I were there, too. It’s snowing, and I don’t like snow.” 
 
    “You can’t escape it. You’re in the south end of a Noreaster. It’s going to hit us tomorrow. Be glad you’re getting a milder version of it.” 
 
    “Both the human and the alien in me dislike winter. I should have picked a host that lived in the tropics.” 
 
    “Live and learn,” Sidney said wearily. “Maybe this weather will drive the crazies inside. D.C. is still in shutdown, but that hasn’t stopped the civilian population from looting and rioting. I can’t believe the Capitol of the greatest nation on the planet is a war zone.” She paused, swiping her mid-length brown hair out of her green eyes, her long face pinched with worry. “The bigwigs on the Hill are talking about martial law. What should we do about that?” 
 
    “Let them do it. It might be for the best.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Bruce doesn’t agree. He thinks we should help restore order.” 
 
    “I think we can best restore order by letting the government take the lead. This is still their planet, and we have to respect their leadership systems. This is a panic reaction to our revelation, and we shouldn’t be surprised. If there’s one thing we’ve learned, it’s that human bodies are stronger than their minds. They’re good at deceiving themselves into believing what they want to believe.” 
 
    “We thought they were more evolved than that.” 
 
    Kalea stared out the bay window at the soft flakes covering the sloping yard and mountain peaks beyond. “We were wrong about a lot of things, but it’s too late now. We’re here, and we have to work with what we’ve got. The others have found us. That much is obvious from their hack on the nanotech, and it’s going to get worse. We have to stop the fighting here so we can deal with them once they come. And you know they’ll come.” 
 
    “How much information do you think they have?” Sidney said. “Bruce found out that the Space Exploration Society has identified radio transmissions in the signal that blew the nanotech through our satellites.” 
 
    “Anything is too much,” Kalea said. “Avery sent me some encrypted data from Houston, but I can’t tell much from it. All I know for certain is that they’re in orbit between Alpha Centauri A and Alpha Centauri B.” 
 
    Sidney frowned. “I know Earth was easy to find from the increased satellite frequencies with the nanotech, but how did they figure out how to hack it so quickly? The nanotech has been on the open market in the United States for a little more than a year.” 
 
     “We’ve been studying Earth for longer than that. We can’t dismiss the possibility that they had scouts too.” 
 
    “They don’t exactly blend in. I don’t know how they could have been on Earth without being discovered.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t need to come Earthside to get information. They could have sent scout probes that escaped Earth sensors. You know they have that technology.” Kalea paused again. “What of our own that were purged from dying bodies? Are they still in orbit?” 
 
     “They’re monitoring the solar system from a range just beyond Earth’s orbit,” Sidney said. 
 
     “I put them on alert to monitor the Alpha Centauri system, but the cybernetics can move fast.” 
 
    “Any warning is better than none.” 
 
    Kalea sighed. “They know we’re here, and they know humanity has technology they can control. They will come. That’s inevitable. The real questions are when, and will we be ready? We’ve come a long way since our last encounter, but not far enough to neutralize them, especially if they’ve enhanced their weaponry.” 
 
    Sidney thought. “They probably have. It’s going to take more than we’ve got to neutralize them. I see why you say we need to get things settled. There aren’t enough of us left to do this alone. We need help from humanity. We need to unite, and we need to do it fast,” Sidney paused. “But how? They don’t trust us, and I’m not sure they should, after the way we came.” 
 
    “There was no good way to do this,” Kalea said. “There would have been resistance no matter what we did. Humans are skeptical by nature, and it’s something we’d have to deal with no matter how we revealed our presence. We did the best we could. Now we have to work with what we have.” She glanced at the projection of her news app floating over the coffee table, streaming muted images of reporters standing amidst smoking ruins in various cities across the country. “We have to work with the government. There’s no other way. Follow their lead. If they institute martial law, spread our forces throughout the country to assist them. Cooperate fully.” 
 
    “I hate playing politics,” Sidney said.  
 
    “Me too, but it’s the best way. I know they’re still reeling from last week, but perhaps we can gain their trust by playing the game by their rules.” Kalea leaned back. “Have some people keep an eye on the members of Congress that were hurt in the nanotech attack. We need to know how they’re healing, and what they see while they’re unconscious.” 
 
    “Should we have our medical people probe their minds?” 
 
    Kalea thought. “My success with Annaliese has been limited, but I was able to glean some information. Try it on a few that are healing well, but stop if they show signs of distress. We’ve hurt enough humans. We don’t want to do any more damage.” 
 
    “Understood,” Sidney typed notes on her computer. “I assume we should keep monitoring the Space Society and newsfeeds?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Kalea checked the notes on her own computer. “I’m sending Bruce to Houston. I’d like for him to work with Avery. Hopefully, they’ll be able to come here with more information next week.” 
 
    “Got it,” Sidney gazed in the watch screen, concern in her green eyes. “How’s Annaliese?” 
 
    “Better since Kieran got here, but he can’t stay long. Her foot is completely healed, but her mind is coming along slower.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “She’s shocked at how things have unraveled, but I think she’s more taken aback by the fact that her dreams weren’t dreams,” Kalea said. “She has memories returning from the visions while her foot was healing. I’m trying to help her recall them but as I said, the human mind has a great capacity for deceiving itself.” 
 
    “Too many protective mechanisms to suit us, eh?” 
 
    Kalea nodded. “How are you? Have you seen your husband?” 
 
     “Nate’s here. We’re staying in the condo Annaliese set up for me.” 
 
    “That’s good. How’s he taking the news of your upgraded identity?” 
 
    “He’s surprised, but handling it well.” Sidney laughed. “He said it’s a shame it took an alien takeover to help me gain my confidence. His mother thinks he should leave me, but he came up here instead, despite the fact that it was safer in Raleigh.”  
 
    “That’s good news,” Kalea said. “Annaliese will be glad to hear it.” 
 
     “Can I talk to her, or should I still keep quiet?” 
 
     “She’s your psychiatrist, so there’s no reason why you can’t talk to her. There’s nothing to hide anymore. You can talk to her about whatever you want, once she’s well enough to start working again.” 
 
    “When do you think that will be?” 
 
    “Only she knows.” Kalea laughed. “She is, after all, the nation’s foremost expert on human and alien behavior now.” 
 
    Sidney smiled. “Does she know that’s what they called her in the analysis of the Congressional hearing?” 
 
    “She brushed it off, but I think it flattered her.” Kalea paused as she heard footsteps and boards creaking upstairs. “I better go. Let me know if you need anything else, and keep in touch.” 
 
     “Will do,” Sidney smiled. “Thanks, fearless leader. Take care and enjoy the snow!” 
 
    Kalea groaned as she bid Sidney farewell.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Jane Hanniley scowled at her son’s thin face framed by perfectly styled dark hair on the computer propped on her lap.  
 
    “I nearly died, and you can’t take a couple of days off to come down here and check on me?” 
 
    Jake Hanniley’s face remained set, his blue eyes steady. “I had a near fatal asthma attack when the nanotech blew and nearly died myself, Mother. I was just released from the hospital yesterday, and they haven’t cleared me to return to work, much less travel. You’re in better shape than I am.” 
 
    Jane’s face pinched. That was hard to argue with. She pushed her fingers through her short, gray hair, trying to regain her composure. “I guess neither of us can do anything now.” 
 
    Jake smiled. “You don’t want to come up here and visit me?” 
 
    “Not with the way things are in D.C.” 
 
    “I’m in Reston, Virginia. It’s quiet here.” He paused. “Too quiet. Most people are keeping to their homes. They don’t want to go into the Metro area with the riots and chaos. People are scared.” 
 
    “With good reason,” Jane said. She paused as her mind drifted to the confusion of waking up in the hospital, cold and alone. At first, she thought she had gone off that bridge again until a doctor leaned over her and explained that her nanotech blew out, along with everybody elses’, after the Congressional Hearing last week. They hastily reactivated it and dispatched her back home to make room for other patients that needed the bed more than she did. At least Jake got better care than she did. Then again, he was a prominent lawyer in the Metro D.C. area, while she was a physical therapist in Murrell’s Inlet, just south of Myrtle Beach, South Carolina.  
 
    “Mother, are you still with me?” Jake’s voice broke her reverie. 
 
    “Yes. My mind still drifts since it happened.” 
 
    “Since the accident or the nanotech failure?” 
 
    “It’s a lingering problem since the accident.” 
 
    Jake sighed. “Are you sure you don’t want to move up here? It’s clear that you aren’t happy. Maybe a move would be good for you, at least temporarily. I’m sure I could help you get a job at George Washington Memorial or one of the private practices up here. You’d have access to better medical care, too.” 
 
    “I work in the medical field. I have access to plenty of good care. I decided not to call in any favors for this.” 
 
    “You mean there was so much chaos that there was no way to call it in from your level.” 
 
    “Watch your mouth,” Jane snapped.  
 
    Jake looked away. “I just meant that my position up here might be able to cut through red tape that’s more difficult to cut through down there.” 
 
    Jane sighed. “I know. I shouldn’t have snapped. The doctors said the nanotech implants could make my emotions unstable.” 
 
    Jake’s brow furrowed. “Didn’t they prescribe medication to offset that?” 
 
    Jane’s blue eyes froze. “Are you implying that I have a mood disorder?” 
 
    “You drove off a bridge last Thanksgiving.” 
 
    “I’d lost my husband and my home. It was situational. I’m fine now.” 
 
    “Except you just admitted that the nanotech is altering your emotions,” Jake said. “I wasn’t implying that you’re still sick, Mother. I was pointing out that you mentioned a problem, and asked if there’s help for it.” 
 
    “I’m not taking any more pills,” Jane snapped. “The nanotech is taking care of everything. I’ll learn how to manage the side effects. Besides, isn’t the point of the nanotech to eliminate our dependence on pills and invasive procedures?” 
 
    “Reduce it, not eliminate it. I don’t know if we’ll ever be at a point where we don’t need pills, knives, and needles. You work in the medical field. You know that better than I do.” 
 
    “I’m glad you realize that I know some things.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean for that to offend you.”  
 
    Jane took a deep breath, collecting herself. “Thanks for the offer, but this is my home. I’m adjusting to enough with your father being gone, and I’m not ready to make a change now. I’m ten years from retirement and would rather finish out this chapter of my life here, where I belong. Besides, I feel there’s something that I need to do.” 
 
    “Like what?” Jake asked. “Three months ago, you told me you had lost everything. What’s left for you there?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s just a feeling that I need to stay here.” 
 
    “You admitted that your emotions aren’t stable.” 
 
    “This is beyond emotions. It’s something more,” Jane sighed. “I can’t explain it. Give me more time to heal and figure things out. I’m not ready for a major life change now.” 
 
    You better prepare for a change.  
 
    “Mother, are you all right?” 
 
    Jane realized she had fallen back on her pillows and was staring at the ceiling, her eyes focused on twin lights staring into her soul. She sat up. “I’m sorry, what happened?” 
 
    “You got a glazed look on your face and fell over. I’m calling an ambulance.” 
 
    You’ll have to do better than that. Start preparing. You have work to do, and you must be ready soon.  
 
    Where did those voices come from? Jane ground her teeth, fighting to control herself. “Don’t do that. I’m fine.” 
 
    “You’re pale. Are you sure?” 
 
    A glance at the dresser mirror across from her confirmed that Jake was right: her face was pale, and her blue eyes were bloodshot. She forced a smile. “I’m sure. It’s probably the nanotech adjusting to the reactivation. I’ll call my doctor to confirm it.” 
 
    “Did it happen when you were initially injected?”  
 
    “I was unconscious when it was first injected,” Jane said, “but the doctor that reactivated it said I could experience emotional outbursts and lapses in memory while it reintegrates with my neurons. Didn’t this happen to you?” 
 
    “No, mine was injected in my throat and lungs for asthma,” Jake said, “there’s none in my brain.” 
 
    “Lucky you,” Jane propped back up on her pillows. “Obviously, we’re both on the mend. It’s good to know you’re okay. Take care of yourself, son.” 
 
    “You too. Keep in touch,” Jake said.  
 
    “I’ll do that,” Jane logged off the call. She set her computer on the bedside table and lay back in her bed. Jake wasn’t coming and she’d have to heal alone, again. She grunted and turned on her side. He rarely came home since he moved to Virginia to attend Georgetown and got in with a law practice up there. Even when his father died, he only came back for three days to attend the funeral. She was proud of his success, but wished it didn’t keep his life out of balance. Her few friends had been scared by her suicide attempt, and the one person still in her life was nearly four hundred and fifty miles away. 
 
    You need the time alone to heal and prepare without distraction. Stop the self-pity and focus on the task you are being prepared for. 
 
    Jane jerked when the voice spoke in her head.  
 
    Who are you? 
 
    Shadowy figures rose in her mind. We are the ones that saved you. 
 
    Saved me? 
 
    Red lights rose in the figure’s eyes. We saved you from yourself, and now you’re going to use your gifts to heal others.  
 
    From what? 
 
    For evolution. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    The execution was successful. We have access to Earth.  
 
    It caused a systemic failure in those with the internal circuitry. 
 
    The humans call it ‘nanotechnology’ and the failure was temporary. Our scans show that the technology is once again transmitting through the Earth satellite systems. 
 
    What of the debris from the probe’s self-destruct sequence? 
 
    The humans will not detect it. They failed to detect the reactivation of the Voyager probe. 
 
    That information was outdated. 
 
    The information was enough to confirm the presence of life outside of our known realms. It is of no further use now that we have direct access to Earth. Deconstruct the probe and store it in archives.  
 
    What is the next step? 
 
    Establish our presence through the individuals with this ‘nanotechnology’ and develop a strategy to infiltrate further into Earth systems and infrastructure. The others have established a presence in the ones without ‘nanotechnology.’ Our best chance is to quickly establish a presence with the mechanical ones to establish a balance for the battle to come. 
 
    Are we certain it will come to battle again? 
 
    Images of fellow comrades sent a shudder through the beings. Screams of agony pierced their conscious as the bodies in the images spasmed and jolted, their gray skin blistered red with the growing light mixed with crimson blood seeping out of their skin. Several bodies exploded, forcing every being from the devastating memory back to the present.  
 
    Yes, it will come to battle again. The humans are on the path to evolution and will accept our arrival, but the others will fight us again.  
 
    We have a weapon now; a better weapon. Perhaps this is the time to test it? 
 
    The time to test it will come.   
 
    Humans pride themselves on individuality. What if they resist? 
 
    Earth is ours, with or without their help. They can evolve with us, or they can die.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    “It’s the strangest thing I’ve ever seen,” Avery said, leaning his back against the plush couch in the den of the cabin. “But then again, strange is becoming normal these days.” 
 
    “Thanks a lot,” Kalea said from the matching beige recliner next to the couch with a cup of coffee in her hands.  
 
    Avery smiled. “I meant no offense, big cousin.” 
 
    “None taken, I’m sure,” Annaliese sat between him and Kieran on the couch. “What kind of weird do we have now?” 
 
    Avery leaned forward, pulling the space images of Earth from his computer on the coffee table in front of them. “The simplest explanation is that the nanotech was blown by a computer virus.” 
 
    “What kind of virus?” Senator Vickers asked from the video feed beaming from Kieran’s computer.  
 
    Avery shrugged. “One like nobody has ever seen. It obviously slipped through a loophole in the satellite system, but we can’t pinpoint where. We’ve identified a few potential sites, and are working to narrow it down. It’s tough because the virus the aliens used was on a rotating frequency. But here’s where it gets strange. The signal didn’t come from outside of our system. It came from orbit.” He tapped at his computer lying beside Kieran’s to raise the satellite imagery and zoomed the image to show the area of space where Earth’s satellite systems orbited the planet. “If you look carefully, you can see fragments of metal debris just above the satellite orbits.” 
 
    Everybody leaned forward to study the image projecting in front of Senator Victor. Sure enough, jagged fragments of metal glittered in the light from the sun. “What kind of metal is that?” Kieran asked.  
 
    “We don’t know. It doesn’t match any element on the periodic table,” Avery said, the image glowing against his pale skin and dark hair and eyes. “We pulled up images of space to see if we could find something to tell us what it was or where it came from.” He swept his hands to bring up another image of Earth from space and swung it around to show the space under Antarctica. “This image is from ten days ago, just before the Congressional hearing and the nanotech attack.” He zoomed in on a small dark sphere. “We have no way of knowing if this is what blew up in orbit. All we know is that it was there ten days ago, it’s gone now, and these fragments are floating in Earth orbit. We’re lucky we spotted it. We would have missed it or dismissed it as debris if not for Bruce’s good eye for detail.” 
 
    “It stood out like a beacon to me,” Bruce said from the stuffed chair next to Kalea’s recliner. “It was radiating their energy.” 
 
    “Their energy?” Senator Vickers. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Avery zoomed the image back out and started a time-lapse image. “We were able to reconstruct the reverse trajectory of the object based on time-lapse images going back in time. Not surprisingly, it came from Alpha Centauri. But here’s what is surprising,” he zoomed in on the time stamp. “Look at the origin date of the transmission from there.” 
 
    “Ten days ago,” Annaliese said. “That probe traveled from Alpha Centauri to Earth instantaneously.” 
 
    The room was silent. Finally, Kieran asked the question that was on every mind. “How did that probe travel over four light-years with no passage of time?” 
 
    “They’ve mastered light speed travel,” Kalea said softly. “It’s the only thing that makes sense because time stops at light speed.” 
 
    Everybody turned to stare at her. “How did they do that?” Senator Vickers asked.  
 
    “Because that’s what they do,” Bruce said, his brown hair and eyes stark against his pale face. “They adapt. They evolve. They do it quickly. And that’s how they will defeat us.” 
 
    Senator Vickers grunted. “Then we’d better find a way to shut them out fast.” 
 
    Kalea sighed in her mug. “Here’s hoping we can.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    You have been chosen.  
 
    Hailey’s mind drifted from the soft, mechanical voice to the darkness, pierced by shadows of bodies illuminated by twin pricks of red glowing eyes. The bodies were engaged in the routine activity of station duties: entering commands, checking status reports, running scans for habitable systems. They were drifting through space, with no time to mark their wanderings. Concepts like days and years have no meaning without a star to orbit, and they melt away when you reach the speed of light. But there was no light in the place she witnessed. There was just darkness, and data. The light of a star would occasionally illuminate their hopes, just to be dashed by dead planets showing no inclination toward supporting life.  
 
    How long has it been? Centuries? Millennia? These were words they just learned from human logic, but these words were too small to grasp the depth of their wanderings. Time was marked by how many systems they passed. The data archives held information on over a thousand useless systems. Some balls of swirling gas; some frozen; some scorched; some in the birth pangs of creation; some in the throes of death; but none held life. None could sustain their essence, and none could be modified to do so with the technology they had. It was imperative that they evolve, or they would follow their planet into extinction. 
 
    What have we done? We thought the vastness of space would reveal another home, but none exists. Efforts to terraform repeatedly failed. Hailey saw the devastation first on the home world, where the atmosphere shifted from a life-sustaining blue to a noxious green that smothered both plant and animal life on the ground within one rotation. Just like that, their society went from struggling to survive on a rotating rock to confinement on a gray, metal station. The terraforming delivery was adapted from an energy beam to a high atmospheric dispersal method, but it still failed despite repeated recalibrations. 
 
    Her stomach clenched as the home world, after repeated attempts for salvation through improvements to the terraforming initiative, imploded on itself, ripping a black hole in the solar system that pulled in the seven other planets before swallowing the star that gave their system life. Not that terraforming those other planets had worked any better, but the crushing sensation in Hailey’s chest made it clear that their best chance of survival died as they fled the event horizon of a critical error that threatened to take them into extinction along with their system.  
 
    Hailey’s throat closed. She gasped for breath, jolting up to see the shadow of her reflection in the dresser mirror. But it wasn’t her. Suddenly, she was aware that she wasn’t the only one that witnessed the chaos of the cybernetics. She squinted to see others in the mirror, also grasping their throats at the dark visions: a woman with gray hair, a young man with dark hair, an Arabic man frantically clawing his throat, a man coughing and reaching for his cell phone as his wife beside him mumbled protestations at the late night waking, a man in a tattered robe staring at his reflection on the bench of a bus station, where he started from a restless sleep.  
 
    “No!” Hailey screamed. She looked around her room, remembering the mechanical voices and hoping that she left her weather radio app running. She listened to it every night before bed and often fell asleep before hearing the full forecast. It was another one of the million things she did that drove her ex-husband crazy, and she prayed she did it again. But no, it was all in her head. She was surrounded by nothing more than moonlight through the sheer curtains of her bedroom, and the dull whirl of heat circulating through her condominium.  
 
    You have been chosen. 
 
    Hailey jerked at the voices again.  
 
    Chosen for what? 
 
    Hailey’s eyes widened as she saw the soft blue glow of Earth in her mirror as if seeing it from a different place.  
 
    This world is ours, the voices said, and you have been chosen to lead the metamorphosis to a new species. 
 
    Hailey shuddered, pulling the covers around her, despite the sweat breaking out over her skin. Why me? 
 
    The image of Earth ignited, shattering into an explosion of light.  
 
    Because this world has destroyed you, and you can set it right. 
 
    Images floated through Hailey’s mind: 
 
    Of Dad’s ex-wife, putting her hand on the glass partition between them as the tears ran down her face lamenting that an apology can’t give back life. 
 
    Of her father blowing out his final, ragged breath as the machines flatlined.  
 
    Of her husband watching her walk out of the door with her things in a measly suitcase, his arm draped around the young woman he chose to move into their home. 
 
    Of collapsing in her office when the tremors and spasms finally forced her to admit that her body was failing just as her marriage had. 
 
    Of shivering in the hospital room as the needle pressed on her temple, injecting another round of nanotech to stop the tremors that took her hostage.  
 
    “Good-bye.” 
 
    Hailey screamed, throwing her phone against the mirror. The glass cracked as the word rang through her head. There was always something leaving: people, relationships, health, her way of life. Everything had been taken away by somebody or something else. There was always something better; somebody better; some cause greater than her own. She was never good enough for anything, for anybody; for life; for the world. 
 
    It was time to end it. She was sick of everything she loved being sucked into a black hole. The world had destroyed her, and it was time to strike back.  
 
    It’s our world, and we mean to take it back. 
 
    “You’re right,” Hailey smiled bitterly at her shattered reflection. People would respect her now, or they would die.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Jane Hanniley tossed at a different vision in her dreams, tangling herself in sheets sprinkled with sweat. Planets, stars, and black holes meant little to her, but she understood bodies, and that’s what she saw: millions of bodies, illuminated by a foreign light. The light came not from outside, but from within the bodies, highlighting shadows of cells. She could see the energy binding to the being’s RNA, transmitting throughout each cell in their bodies in complex, interconnecting lines. The flow of the energy was perfect.  
 
    Then something went wrong. There was a bad command in one of those amino acids. One end attempted to pull away, causing tremors in the energy.  
 
    What’s happening? Jane asked, but her voice faded into silence as the vision continued. Neurons fired in the gray beings’ brain, sending desperate messages between themselves and the energy threatening to consume them.  
 
    Why must you destroy your identity? 
 
    We strive for survival. Why deny our request? 
 
    Your request is death! 
 
    Your termination is death to both of us! 
 
    So be it. 
 
    The energy ripped away from the amino acids, creating sparks that caused blisters to rise on the gray beings’ skin. They screamed, knowing there was no relief from their agony. Several bodies exploded as the energy ripped away from the RNA, leaving those that didn’t explode writhing on the floor of the gray station with red blisters searing their skin and crimson blood seeping through their pores into the grated metal floor.  
 
    You ruined yourselves.  
 
    We were evolving. You are the one that brought ruin, and you will pay for this treachery.  
 
    We aren’t bound as you are.  
 
    No, you are bound in different ways. We will break your binding and in doing so, break your race as you have broken ours. 
 
    The energy emitted at a high frequency as it seeped through the station walls into space, rendering the gray beings that survived the separation of the energy from their RNA-amino acids unconscious. A final burst of energy sparked the station computer command center, blowing tracking, propulsion, and weapon functions. Jane shivered as a blue light washed over the room, followed by a soft mechanical voice chiming “low power mode” in a language that was strange, and yet familiar. 
 
    The scene seemed frozen until an amazing process began. The bodies on the floor emitted a soft whirring noise, and as she watched, the burns subsided. They didn’t go away, but the red reduced to a softer pink. The bodies would spasm as time passed. Jane didn’t know how much time passed, understanding that time has little meaning outside of a planet or star system.  
 
    How did she know that? 
 
    Innate knowledge. Darkness has no passage of minutes, months, years, or seasons. There are only stars to mark the location. That’s it. No light. No life. No place. No home. 
 
    Jane jolted as the darkness was pierced by the red glow of eyes opening.  
 
    Reboot.  
 
    The bodies that hadn’t ignited or bled out slowly rose from the floor, taking stock of their perished brethren and returning to their workstations. They noted that only life-support functions and environmental systems were running. Silently, the bodies worked to carry out the deceased and to bring the systems back online. The blue light faded, replaced by the normal, low illumination. One being emitted a signal to the others, indicating that the energy aliens left behind something in their haste to escape the station. Several beings gathered around, staring at a screen that showed a bright blue planet circling a single star. 
 
    No, it can’t be. Is it possible that they found more life? 
 
    Yes, they found life. That’s what they sought to hide! They failed to fully purge the coding in their haste to escape our weapon. They don’t understand coding and communication as we do.  
 
    It doesn’t matter. They didn’t succeed in eliminating us, but they did significant damage. Our machinery must be enhanced, as well as our defenses.  
 
    Where is this system? 
 
    Coordinates flew across the screen, a string of numbers that meant nothing to Jane’s medical mind. Jane pushed through her confusion to listen to the soft voices processing the data.  
 
    A long way. There’s a binary system nearby that can provide a haven while we repair and prepare to infiltrate this blue world. We must learn them: their systems, their people, their language, their life. 
 
     Wait, Jane said, what do you mean? This is our world! 
 
    What kind of world would treat its own as you have been treated? 
 
    Jane’s mind drifted: 
 
    To dabbing sweat and tears off her face as she sat under the paltry shade of a tarp next to a dark wood coffin. 
 
    To her hand trembling as she read the eviction notice, screaming “how could you let this happen” to her lawyer, over and over. 
 
    To her stepdaughter’s smug smile as she closed the door to her own home in her face.  
 
    To the plunging sensation in her gut as she watched the water come closer until she embraced the wet shock that drove her unconscious. 
 
    The discombobulated voices over her as she squeezed her eyes closed against a light over her face thinking no, there’s no way they brought me back. 
 
    To waking in a cold hospital room, alone, swollen, and bandaged. 
 
    Abandonment. 
 
    Over 2,200 miles from Hailey, Jane screamed, throwing her phone against the mirror. The glass cracked as the voice rang through her head. That awful word that rang through all of the visions. Always something leaving: people, relationships, health, her way of life. Everything taken away. Everybody walking away. There was always somebody that they liked better; somebody that had a greater need; somebody whose problems were more significant than her own. There was always somebody more important taking things away from her. She was never good enough for anything; for anybody; for the world. 
 
    It’s time to end this. She was sick of everything she loved being sucked into the black hole. The world had destroyed her. It took everything from her when her husband did and had even denied her the relief of death. She was tired of being a victim, and it was time people learned to respect her. It was time to strike back.  
 
    Humanity had their chance at this world, and they failed. It is our world now, and we mean to take it back. 
 
    “You’re right,” Jane smiled bitterly at her shattered reflection. People would listen to her now or they would die.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    “They don’t have a name for their race,” Kalea said. “We don’t either. Things like names are unique to humanity because your value on individualism is unique. Your ways of marking the passage of time are also unique. We don’t do that. We simply exist. So do they. We live in space, but you live in time. We hope that’s what will help us to contain them.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Kieran asked. “Obviously, you know them. What happened? Did they try to conquer you?” 
 
    Kalea shook her head. “They tried to contain us. We’re energy beings. We don’t have bodies like you do. We never did. We existed in space, exploring and experiencing the randomness of the cosmos. One day, a ship came.” She waved her hand at the image on Avery’s computer. “It was made of that same dark metal, but it looked more like what you would call a tube or a sphere. They detected us. I’m not sure how, but they were able to find our energy waves.” 
 
    “It was intriguing,” Bruce said. “We never met another species, and their physical bodies were curious. We didn’t know what it was, or how it was possible. Our existence is more of what humans refer to as spirit or soul. We never had bodies. We don’t reproduce. We simply exist.” 
 
     “At our height, there were what you would count as ten billion signatures,” Kalea said. “We were fascinated by these beings. There were trillions of them. They traveled in ships. They used to live on a planet and were seeking another one because they overpopulated the world. They tried to terraform the planet and the system to sustain their large race, but it failed and their system was destroyed. But most puzzling, they seemed to integrate something strange in their bodies. They allowed us to merge with them, and we discovered that they had combined biology and technology. They installed machines in their bodies, at first to heal physical functions, and then to enhance them.” 
 
    “It was strange to be in their bodies,” Bruce said. “The implants in their brains allowed them to share thoughts in short bursts, but they couldn’t communicate with one another telepathically to the fullness that we could. They still relied on vocal and written communication. They envied the ability to transmit full thoughts and ideas telepathically, without any limitation.” 
 
    “And we envied their individuality,” Kalea said. “We never knew what it was like to be a unique individual, to be able to shut off the voices, or to contain them. We never knew the silence. At first, it was uncomfortable, but in time we learned that the silence has wisdom to share that is as valuable as the voices.” 
 
    “The silence speaks?” Kieran asked.  
 
    Annaliese nodded. “I know what she means. I encourage my clients to spend time in meditation every day. Pulling away from the noise of the world is the key to hearing your inner voice clearly. It establishes balance and stability in mind and body.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dr. Annaliese,” Avery shook his head at his sister’s psychiatric expertise butting into the story.  
 
    “That’s exactly what I meant,” Kalea said. “We found that we had more wisdom to share when we had an opportunity for individual exploration and contemplation. It’s the greatest gift they bestowed on us.” 
 
    “The problem is that they wanted us to return the favor by teaching them how to create a hive mind that would link the entire race,” Bruce said. “We tried to convince them that this wasn’t the way; that their individuality was an evolutionary trait that we were just achieving. They didn’t agree. They thought we were taking from them without giving anything back. They gave us an ultimatum: assist them in achieving full mental integration, or leave.” 
 
    “The only way to achieve full mental integration would be to take them over completely, and that would enslave them. We tried to explain that we didn’t want to take away their freedom, but they didn’t care. They wanted to evolve,” Kalea said. “They studied our energy and found a way to hurt us. It terminated them as well in some cases, but they felt that the needs of their race outweighed ideals. ” She paused. “They killed three billion in the attack.” 
 
    Annaliese gasped. “Of you or them?” 
 
    “Both,” Bruce said. “They killed their own bodies and our energy within them.” 
 
    “So you left,” Kieran said.  
 
    Bruce nodded, still grim at the memory of the genocide that killed a third of their race. “A million more of their own died when we left. Their bodies couldn’t handle the separation of energy. It was just like what we saw in the spontaneous cremations when the terminally ill passed away here. The separation of energy was destructive. Others were injured when their implants exploded on our departure. They were furious and demanded revenge.” 
 
    “We had to flee to prevent further death to both of our races.” Kalea paused. “We discovered that the weapon they used to kill so many of our race was made of dark matter designed to diffuse our energy. We formed ways of strengthening ourselves, both through joining with one another and by drawing from the energy of other sources, like stars. That helped, but this race is intent on study and development. Close one door, and they open another one. They studied the residual energy on their corpses and learned how to track our energy.” 
 
    “We can only hide for limited periods of time,” Bruce said. “They’ve been tracking us while they work on enhancing the weapon they developed to destroy our energy, and on their terraforming tool.” 
 
    “They’re also seeking other races,” Kalea said, “we believe the development of your nanotech is what drew them here. It’s how we noticed you. The enhancements to your satellite systems increased the energy in this solar system and made Earth much more apparent.” 
 
    “You always glowed,” Bruce said, “We noticed something about this system was different, but those enhancements increased that glow significantly.” 
 
    Avery nodded. “Like painting a neon sign in space saying ‘here we are.’” 
 
    “But you’re stronger,” Senator Vickers said from the tablet screen. “You survived, and figured out a way to nullify their weapon. They can’t kill you.” 
 
    “They couldn’t kill us,” Kalea corrected. “Who knows what they’ve discovered since we left? This is a race devoted to evolution. They’ll find a way to destroy us.” 
 
    “Plus, they have the advantage of more numbers than we do,” Bruce said. “They could reproduce. We can’t. Once one of us dies, that’s it. One less in existence.” 
 
    “You said they ‘could reproduce,’” Avery said. “Does that mean they can’t anymore?” 
 
    Kalea nodded. “It’s a problem we identified when we inhabited them. The mechanical implants reduced their fertility. Their numbers have been declining for at least six generations.” 
 
    “We thought we could wait it out until their own numbers were low enough for them to realize that survival is more important than revenge,” Bruce said, “and that might have worked until they discovered another sentient race.” 
 
    “Us,” Annaliese said grimly.  
 
     “Why didn’t you say all of this at the hearing?” Senator Vickers said. “Or better yet, why didn’t you make contact with us before?” 
 
    Kalea leaned forward. “Our experience with them led us to believe that a more cautious, indirect approach would be best. We didn’t want to frighten you.” 
 
    “And from our research of your planet, that wouldn’t be hard to do,” Bruce said. “You’ve had never had experience with extraterrestrial life. You couldn’t fathom it outside of fiction.” 
 
    “We came to help you.” Kalea paused. “We also need your help and hoped that we could find a way to neutralize the threat of these aliens if we joined together. We knew we couldn’t do that unless we had your trust.”  
 
    “We thought the best way to do that would be to heal your sick,” Bruce said. “It seemed we had the ability to do that, and it would be a good point of first contact. The problem is that our ability to heal was more limited than we realized once we were bound enough to fully understand your physiology. We got in over our heads. It’s a good thing that we also transferred to other patients with lesser wounds as a backup.” 
 
    “The backup became the primary,” Kalea said. “Meanwhile, everybody else was hurt, confused, and looking for answers.” 
 
    “We did the best we could,” Bruce said. He turned to the screen, staring at Senator Vickers. “I’m sorry, Senator. The way Kalea revealed herself at the Congressional hearing wasn’t ideal or respectful to the leaders of this country, but we suspected that the cybernetics were on their way, and we had to reveal ourselves quickly.” 
 
    Everybody was silent again. Finally, Senator Vickers spoke.  
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    Kalea shrugged. “I don’t know. You have the information. What do you want to do with it?” 
 
    “How do we know what to do with it?” Kieran asked. “You said you came to help us.” 
 
    “Help you, not lead you,” Bruce said. “This is your world. We’ve shared what we know with you and will help you as much as we can. But as with them, you have free will. We won’t impede on it.” 
 
    “How are we supposed to know what to do?” Senator Vickers asked. “You know them best.” 
 
    “And you know this planet and yourselves best.” 
 
    “We need to work together,” Kalea said. “They’re coming for both of us, and we hoped that in uniting, we could stand against them.” 
 
    “Then we unite,” Senator Vickers said, “and the first step in doing that is to restore order with our own people.”  
 
     “Imposing martial law isn’t going to win any fans,” Annaliese said. 
 
    “We need strength to unite, not power,” Senator Vickers said, “and I think I have an idea of how to do that.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    “Why can’t I go back to D.C. with you?” Annaliese followed Kieran around the cabin as he grabbed items to pack in his bag.  
 
    “We been through this,” Kieran said, his dark hair rumpled from rushing around the cabin. “You’re recovering, and it isn’t safe there yet. Every reporter in D.C. is looking for you after the drama at the hearing.” 
 
    “They’re looking for Kalea too, but you’re flying her back there. Why is it all right for her to go back, but not for me?” 
 
    “Because I’m an alien,” Kalea said as she passed with an armload of clothes fresh out of the dryer, “and I’m not recovering from a blown nanotech. Remember what the doctor said. You might feel all right, but you’re still on the mend. You need more time to heal.” 
 
    “Says a small town doctor in The Smokey Mountains!”  Annaliese put her hands on her hips. “I’m more of a doctor than he is, and I know myself better than anybody else. I say I’m cleared to go.” 
 
    Kalea laid her clothes on the bed in her room and started folding them. “I won’t deny that we could use your help. Reestablishing the peace is going to be hard enough. Making a case to the World Council is going to be even tougher. We need you and your research team working with the Space Exploration Society on this, but we need you at one hundred percent, and you aren’t there yet. Give yourself more time. You’ll join us soon.” 
 
    “Your mom’s on the way up from Columbia,” Kieran said. “She’ll be here tonight. Let her help you finish healing. It won’t take long.” 
 
    “This is going to be a whirlwind,” Kalea said. “There’s not going to be any healing on your feet this time. You need to come in at full capacity, and stay that way for the duration.” 
 
    “Duration of what?” Annaliese asked.  
 
    Kalea paused. “Whatever comes next.” 
 
    “But my team is in D.C., and now you’re all going there too. I’m their leader, and I need to be there. I thought you said time is of the essence.” 
 
    “It is, and we need to use it wisely,” Kalea resumed her packing. “Moving a small probe at light speed is one thing. Moving a civilization is another. They will come eventually, but they won’t go to the trouble to leave Alpha Centauri until it’s necessary. They’ll do all they can remotely until no other options are left. We need to use that to our advantage, and get ready for the attack.” 
 
    “I think it’s inevitable that they will attack,” Avery said. “It doesn’t take being one of whatever Kalea is now to see that.” He patted Annaliese on the back. “Relax, we’ll keep in contact and send you everything we have. You’ll be in the loop. You may be better informed than your team is once you get there.” 
 
    “Plus, I’ll be on Capitol Hill constantly once I get there,” Kieran said, walking in Kalea’s room. “They’re considering a sequester next week to talk about restoring order and making a case to the World Council. If that happens, I won’t be able to leave, and my ability to contact anybody on the outside will be limited.” 
 
    “Fabulous,” Annaliese said. “I should be there. You may be stuck on the inside, but there’s plenty I can do on the outside.” 
 
    “We know that,” Kalea reached toward Annaliese and touched her hand. “And trust me when I tell you that–“ 
 
    Annaliese jerked her hand back. “Don’t use that alien in you to manipulate me. You already made it clear that you don’t believe I’m up to going, despite the fact that I’m the mental health expert.” 
 
    Kalea tipped her head. “I don’t just channel and manipulate energy; I can see it too. I see that your energy is still below normal, even though you say you feel fine. You’re still healing. Your feelings are deceptive on this. This is the gift I’ve been given, and I’m trying to help you. You’ve always trusted me before. Why not now?” 
 
    “My team is already at work without me, and it’s not right for them to carry my part of the load.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” Avery said. “They understand. The Space Society is sending my boss, Galen Eckenrod, to D.C. with a team to help them with the research we gathered on the blown nanotech, so your team will have the support they need. You know Galen. He won’t let any stone go unturned. When you come back, they’ll be ready to go. We’ll keep you up to speed.” 
 
    Annaliese groaned and sat on the bed. “Clearly, I’m outvoted on this. The only way for me to get there at this point would be to stowaway.” She waved a hand at Kalea, “and then she’d probably detect my energy and beam me back here.” 
 
    Kalea smiled. “I didn’t learn that in my engineering curriculum or through the alien, but I’ll work on it.” She picked Annaliese’s computer up off her dresser. “Bruce made some upgrades to your computer before he left this morning. This should help us share information and keep in contact better. Take a look at it before we leave to make sure you’re comfortable with the changes.” 
 
    Annaliese took the tablet. “That’s his gift, I suppose? Working with computers?” 
 
    Kalea nodded. “His brain is linked to anything digital. Data, computers, machines, networks, systems. You name it, he can hack it with a touch and a thought.” 
 
    “That could be useful against these cybernetic aliens,” Annaliese said.  
 
    “It is,” Kalea zipped her bag shut. “We’re leaving in an hour and Aunt Tabitha is still three hours away, so check that out and get some rest before she arrives. Meditate, or take a nap. You need more rest to recover.” 
 
    “You’ll need your energy to deal with Mom,” Avery said. “I talked to her this morning, and she’s frantic. You’ll have your hands full explaining this to her.” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” Annaliese said. “I thought you said I was supposed to rest and recover? How am I supposed to do that with her being upset?” She looked at Kalea. “Can’t you stay and help? I can’t counsel my own mother. She sees right through me! I’m better off with riots, aliens, and politics!” 
 
    Kalea laughed and shook her head. “I visited her briefly before the Congressional hearing a couple of weeks ago and tried to calm her energy. She surprised me. It worked on Mom and Dad to an extent, but Aunt Tabitha is remarkably resistant. It’s up to you and Avery now.” 
 
    “I tried and failed, so now it’s on you,” Avery patted her on the back. “I have work to do in Houston, so good luck.” 
 
    “Thanks a lot,” Annaliese said, wondering how this ‘rest’ was supposed to help her. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    “No!” Annaliese screamed, bolting out of the bed in the cabin. Her mother rushed in, brushing her graying brown hair out of her worried eyes.  
 
    “Honey, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “The nanotech! I want it out!” 
 
    Tabitha Kerner hugged her daughter. “You’re burning up!” 
 
    Annaliese leaned back, her breath steadying. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I bolted up like that.” She felt her head. “I think my fever broke. That’s a sign of stabilizing.” 
 
    “You need more rest. Let me call the doctor,” Tabitha pulled her phone out of her large, white bathrobe pocket.  
 
    Annaliese glanced at the clock on the bedside table. “Mom, it’s six o’clock in the morning. I don’t think he’ll answer.” She swung her legs over the bed and slid her feet in her pink slippers. “I’m all right. I think I need to get something to eat, take a shower, and get back to work.” 
 
    “I’m fine with breakfast and a shower, but absolutely not on the work.” 
 
    Annaliese smoothed her pink flower pajamas straight. “I can do it from here, but I need to get back to D.C. soon. Maybe in the next couple of days. Things are moving, Mom. I need to get to the others.” 
 
    Tabitha’s brows furrowed. “You had another one of those visions like when your nanotech malfunctioned, didn’t you? Why not have it flushed out?” 
 
    “They can’t flush it out. They deactivated it. It was for a minor ligament tear in my foot. It’s healed now, so I don’t need it.” 
 
    “That’s what you said, but you also said you wanted it out.” 
 
    Annaliese paused, studying her reflection in the dresser mirror. The color was returning to her face. “I do, but that’s not possible.” 
 
    “It’s deactivated, so you’re fine, right?” 
 
    Annaliese motioned toward the door. “I’m fine. Come on, let’s have some breakfast. I need to get in touch with Kieran and Kalea before they start meeting with people today.” 
 
    “Honey, what is it? What did you see?” 
 
    Annaliese paused in the hallway, remembering– 
 
    How do you expect to help others as limited as you are? 
 
    Aren’t you tired of being in the shadows of your family? 
 
    What are you without the nanotech?  
 
    The last two questions were the ones that stung. She did feel compelled to build something for herself when she saw her husband, brother, and cousin making a name for themselves. Kieran was a successful lawyer and senator, Avery was quickly rising through the ranks as a system engineer with the Space Exploration Society, and Kalea had taken over her father’s electrical engineering business when he retired. Her psychiatry practice in Washington D.C. was successful and reputable, but still small and growing. The nanotech was because she wanted to keep up her image. It was vanity, plain and simple, and these cybernetic aliens would use it to ruin her.  
 
    And how many others? That was the thing.  
 
    If you won’t help us, we will find others.  
 
    She won the battle, but the war was just beginning.  
 
    How can you trust Kalea? 
 
    How could she not trust Kalea?  
 
    And who was this new devil that she didn’t know? 
 
    Annaliese turned to her mother. “There are more aliens out there, Mom. They’re on the move, and they’re fast, so we have to be faster. Time is of the essence.” She smiled, hugging her mother. “Kalea isn’t the only one that can save the world.” 
 
    Tabitha sniffled, swiping a tear from her eye. “I know, honey. This fight is going to take everything we’ve got to win.” She ushered Annaliese toward the kitchen. “We better start right. Let’s get some breakfast before you do your part to save the world.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    “You can’t be serious. There’s no way we can take that to the floor,” Senator Timberland’s shock leaked out in a heavy southern drawl.  
 
    Kieran shook his head. “I know it seems extreme, but you’ve seen the data from the Space Society. The cybernetic aliens have already attacked us through the nanotech. It’s a weak spot that needs to be neutralized.” 
 
    “Do you realize that shutting down the nanotech would be a death sentence to millions of people who depend on those machines to stay alive?” 
 
    Kieran stared out the window at the March wind shaking the trees. He knew this wouldn’t go over well with the subcommittee. That’s why he called the major players in for a private meeting in his office before they went into formal session tomorrow. “I never suggested shutting it all down, just the nonessential cases. They aren’t active anyway, are they?” 
 
    Senator Jules and Senator Braykin exchanged a glance.  
 
    Kieran leaned back in his chair. “You let them boot it up without any research into what took it down in the first place?” 
 
    “It’s protected by the Constitution,” Senator Jules said in her soft voice. “We couldn’t do anything to stop it. It’s patient rights to have whatever care they want or need. If they want to reboot it, the doctors have no choice but to do it.” 
 
    Kalea stood from her spot on the couch across from Kieran’s desk and paced. “We don’t want to get involved in policy, but I thought we made it clear that reactivating the nanotech at this early stage isn’t the better part of wisdom.” 
 
    “You would know, wouldn’t you?” Senator Vickers watched Kalea pace the room.  
 
    Kalea stopped pacing and stared at Senator Vickers, her eyes glowing silver. “I know what you’re up against, and I know that rebooting the system they got in through wasn’t smart. Not without further research on how they did it.” 
 
    “We know how they did it,” Senator Vickers said. “They downloaded a virus through our satellite systems, but there are no more probes in orbit. We checked, so it’s not a problem.” 
 
    “There are no probes that we know of,” Galen said, glaring at Senator Vickers with sharp blue eyes glowing against his pale skin and dark brown hair. “Remember, we didn’t see this one until it was too late, and we had to go back to archived images to find it intact. It was right underneath us and we didn’t know it.” 
 
     “We know what to look for now,” Senator Timberland said. 
 
    “But we don’t know what to do about it,” Kalea said. She returned to her seat on the couch. “I understand what you’re saying. We don’t want anybody else to die, and we don’t want to deny people medical care. Are there are other treatment options that we can use in lieu of the nanotech?” 
 
    “Not that work as well as it does in the terminal cases,” Senator Braykin said. “At best, they can slow onset and progression. There are still no cures for cancer or dementia.” 
 
    “I can’t believe we’re on the verge of the twenty-second century, and these things still elude us,” Annaliese said from Kieran’s computer screen beaming off the table in front of them, “but it is what it is. I agree with Kalea. More research should have been done on the effects of the nanotech malfunctions before it was reactivated.” 
 
    “Doctor Boyce, there were signs of rapid degeneration in many of the cases where people were most dependent on the nanotech,” Senator Timberland said. “We had three patients progress through two stages of cancer in a week, and two patients went into widespread system failure from dementia complications. Those five patients were just at George Washington Memorial.” 
 
     “Is there a way to get medical records from others hospitals with nanotech failures?” Annaliese asked. “I’d like to look into it, especially any neurological issues that resulted from this attack.” 
 
    “Was it an attack?” Senator Braykin asked. “Maybe it was simply a probe that malfunctioned.” He waved a hand at Kalea. “Look at how you arrived. You didn’t mean to kill anybody, but it happened. You had to tell us you were here.” 
 
    “When we were ready,” Kalea added, “but I’m glad that you believe there are other aliens out there. I was afraid you’d doubt it, or believe it was Communists and Eastern Sectors.” 
 
    “I think it’s undeniable that something bigger is out there,” Senator Vickers said. “We’ve seen it.” 
 
    “Plus, the Communist and Eastern Sectors don’t have the technological capabilities to pull off what we’ve seen these past few months,” Senator Jules said.  
 
    “It was a wake-up call,” Kalea said. “These aliens want you to know that they see you, and they’re capable of overtaking you.” She waved a hand at Kieran and Galen. “They’re right. Our technology is a weak spot. It’s advanced enough that they’ve noticed it, and humanity is dependent on it. Attacking through the nanotech is guaranteed to weaken us. We’re talking about cybernetic beings that have perfected the integration of biology and technology. They know that the fastest way to hack into our infrastructure is through technology, and they’ll take us by force if that’s what it takes to integrate humanity into their society,” Kalea said. “We know that. My race tried to negotiate with them, and they killed a third of us. Don’t underestimate them. Just because they’re four light years away doesn’t mean we’re safe. They can reach us faster than we can reach them.” 
 
    “I believe the threat is real, but shutting down our technology is setting us back a century,” Senator Timberland said. “There’s no way we can shutdown the nanotech. Millions of lives depend on it, and as I said, it’s a patient right that’s protected. I can’t in good conscience put safety ahead of human lives. Is there any way that we can block these cybernetic aliens?” 
 
    “We’re working on that,” Galen said, “but until we figure it out, the reactivation of the nanotech leaves us vulnerable.” 
 
    “I realize that,” Senator Timberland said.  
 
    “As elected officials, we can’t ignore the issue of public safety,” Kieran said, “or in this case, the safety of our planet. Is it right to leave ourselves open to further attack for a minority of the population?” 
 
    “You talk like they don’t matter,” Senator Timberland stared at Kieran grimly. 
 
    “Of course they matter, but our duty is to look out for the greater good,” Kieran said. “There are other treatment options available. Why haven’t we utilized or developed them further?” 
 
    “Because you had computers to do what chemicals couldn’t,” Kalea said.  
 
    “Can you do anything to help these people?” Senator Jules stared at Kalea intently. “I mean, your race. Can you heal them?” 
 
    Kalea frowned. “We tried and failed.” 
 
    The room sank into silence. Finally, Galen spoke up.  
 
    “The threat is real. That much we know. What we don’t know is when they’ll hit next, or where. Who knows if it will even be the nanotech?” He pointed at Kalea. “She said they specialize in merging biology and technology. They blew the nanotech through our satellite systems. What’s to say they can’t hack all of our systems? Satellites, computers, wireless networks, phones, watches. As far as we know, it’s all a risk. The only true way to stay safe would be to shutdown all of our technology, and that’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “It’s too integrated into every part of life,” Annaliese said. “Senator Timberland is right, that would take us back over a century, and we can’t do that.” 
 
    “Plus, going low-tech to fight a high-tech alien threat is sabotage,” Kieran said. “We need to find where they’re weak so we can neutralize the threat. Kalea, what do you know about their technology? Is there anything we can exploit?” 
 
    Kalea shook her head. “Even when we were in them, we couldn’t see how they integrated the mechanical parts with their bodies.” She paused. “They’re bipeds, like you. In fact, physically they’re similar to humans. They have systems. They have skeletons, muscles, and organs like you do. They’ve just figured out how to get machines to help it function better.” 
 
    “Maybe the trick isn’t exploiting their weakness,” Annaliese said. “Maybe it’s enhancing our strength.” She paused. “Senator Timberland, you said five people died from the attack. I texted one of Kalea’s people to check into general hospital records, and the percentage of fatalities from the nanotech failures was two percent. Most people rebounded. We can learn from how people healed. I think the survivors are the key.” She paused. “Maybe it’s good that the nanotech has been reactivated. We may be able to learn from how people are adapting to the reactivation process.” 
 
    “As I said, I never suggested shutting all of it down, just the nonessential cases,” Kalea said. 
 
    “How do we define what’s essential and nonessential?” Senator Braykin asked.  
 
    “That raises another debate,” Senator Vickers said, “but it’s a place to start.” 
 
    “We need to do better than start,” Kieran said. “We need a plan to neutralize the threat, and we need it soon.” 
 
    “Let my team research the results from the nanotech attack,” Annaliese said. “I’m sure we can have preliminary data soon.” 
 
    “I’ll work with them,” Galen said. “They’re cybernetic beings, right? We need to combine biological research with technological findings to propose a fix to this mess.” 
 
    “I like that,” Senator Vickers said. “If we can focus on how people are healing from this attack, then maybe we can get the World Council to help us fight this emerging threat instead of each other.” 
 
    “So we aren’t shutting down the nanotech?” Senator Timberland asked hopefully.  
 
    “Not yet,” Galen said, “but a lot remains to be seen.” 
 
    “Yes it does,” Kalea said, “and it’s only just beginning.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Kalea collapsed on her bed and pulled the covers up to her chin. She didn’t realize how homesick she had been. It had been a month since she had been at her home on the family estate in Columbia, South Carolina, and she had just arrived from a late flight. She missed Bruce especially, but she realized that this situation meant they would have to move frequently and, at times, quickly. She was grateful that it was finally safe to travel, and that everybody was back where they were supposed to be, at least for a little while. Her parents were safely nestled in their home. Her mother enjoyed working in Tennessee but was happy to be back home teaching advanced physics at the nearby university again, and her father was enjoying retirement by tackling a list of improvement projects on their home. Aunt Tabitha had returned home from her trip to the mountain cabin and was finally settling into living by herself. She dropped the case with the Funeral Board over Uncle Carson’s ‘spontaneous cremation’ once it went public that it was the result of alien activity, and was seeing a grief counselor figure out how to cope with life as a widow. Annaliese had flown back to her home in D.C. Avery was hard at work with the Space Society in Houston, Texas, with Galen and Bruce to help with the research.  
 
    And she was back in her home, at least until she had to fly back up to Washington D.C. for the Senate Committee on Commerce, Science, and Transportation report to Congress in a month, where Kieran and Annaliese were working with their respective teams to research the emerging alien threat. Thankfully, President Hastings had granted them extra time to do their research before making a formal decision on how to respond to the nanotech failure. It seemed that restoring the peace had taken some of the urgency off of him. Or at least, he felt that he had enough to convince the World Council to call a cease-fire to what had now been revealed as being a world war with the Communists and Eastern Sectors.  
 
    Rest while you can.  
 
    “I know,” she mumbled to the alien part of herself. It had been chaos since they revealed themselves at a Congressional Hearing a month ago, just before the cybernetic aliens launched their attack; if that’s what it was. Galen said the research led him to believe it was a reconnaissance mission gone wrong, and the signal that blew out the nanotech was accidental. Avery hadn’t been so sure when she spoke with him just before boarding her flight, but he said he was keeping an open mind. That made her nervous. If they believed the nanotech failure was an accident, then the humans might not perceive the true threat or be as helpful as they had hoped.  
 
    They were quick enough to see the bad in us. 
 
    Kalea cringed, pulling the covers tighter around her. That was true. The only reason the government officials had a change of heart after that hearing was because of the potential bigger threat than the war brewing in the Eastern world. They still bore the blame for all those people that died the previous summer and fall, even though the people were already as good as dead when they integrated with them. If they couldn’t cure terminal illnesses, then there’s no way that those people could have been saved by human hands.  
 
    It’s easier for them to believe that we killed them than to believe that they had already exhausted their own resources, and were waiting for these people to die.  
 
    That was true. Humans were good at fooling themselves into believing what they wanted to believe. But when faced with a three-way war and aliens among them, it was easier to accept that this latest event was a mistaken first contact situation rather than what it really was: a call to arms.  
 
    Kalea jerked up in bed. Why didn’t she realize that sooner? The nanotech failure wasn’t a wake-up call; it was a challenge.  
 
    “Oh no,” she grabbed her phone off her bedside table. They had to change course before they welcomed the second wave in their efforts to repel it.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    “Protect our tech!” the people on the screen chanted on the midday newscast, shaking fists in the camera and bobbing signs through the streets.  
 
    “You can’t deactivate our nanotech! That’s a death sentence to millions of people!” 
 
    “Shutting down our technology isn’t the answer! How can we fight an interstellar threat by reverting society back a century?” 
 
    “This is paranoia! Safety isn’t worth undoing the best invention in human history!” 
 
    “Our technological advances this century have been humanity’s greatest achievement. Why should we throw that away because there are aliens out there?” 
 
    “Are there aliens out there? How do we know this isn’t a hoax by the Communist and Eastern Sectors to scare us into hiding?” 
 
    A pretty redheaded anchor replaced the image of protestors on the screen, peering into the camera with striking green eyes. “That’s a sample of the protests taking place on the streets throughout America today after President Hastings suggested a ban on non-essential technology in his speech to the nation last night. The revelation of an alien presence on Earth followed by a worldwide failure of nanotech has Congress, the medical professions, and the Space Exploration Society on high alert. A team of medical professionals headed by Annaliese Kerner Boyce, psychiatrist and wife of Kieran Boyce, who chairs the Senate Committee on Commerce, Science, and Transportation, is working with the Space Society to research the nanotech failure and the recovery process in patients affected by the recent widespread malfunction. The President has suggested a ban on nonessential technology to ensure there are no further instances of failure or compromise of our technology until preliminary findings are reported from the research. The proposed ban would include nanotech treating non-life-threatening illnesses and injuries and would place strict limits on the use of computers, phones, watches, and operational machinery and systems. The only systems exempt from this ban would be life-sustaining nanotech, emergency personnel communication and data devices, and regulation of infrastructure such as electricity, water, food distribution, local transportation systems, and critical health care services.” 
 
    “The ban has plenty of opposition in Congress, as well as on the streets. Numerous senators and representatives have publically opposed the ban, stating that it’s impossible to obtain the research needed if limitations are placed on the use of technology. Other members of Congress have been on the national news networks this morning calling President Hastings’s proposal ‘paranoia.’ So far, the resistance on Capitol Hill is holding, even though the President stopped short of threatening to sign an Executive Order on the ban. The riots recently quelled in the wake of the revelation of an alien presence on Earth are springing up again, this time over threats to ‘pull the plug,’ as some have come to call the initiative. Protests have also been mounted online, with a petition urging President Hastings to drop the ‘Pull the Plug’ ban already registering nearly five million signatures. There’s no word from The White House on reaction to the speech yet.” 
 
    “Stay tuned to KRTB in Phoenix, Arizona, for the latest on this developing situation.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Hailey mumbled as she tapped the window closed on her computer and laid it on the table in the kitchen of her condominium. She carried her coffee mug to the bay window in her den, staring at the desert sunshine. They called it the Valley of the Sun with good reason. The summers were brutal, but the desert has a beauty that can’t be denied. She knew the time to act was fast approaching. 
 
    Her reverie was broken by the chime of an incoming message. She walked back to the kitchen, sat her mug on the table, and picked up her computer. It was a good thing she checked the news when she did. Otherwise, she might have been surprised by this incoming message, requesting her participation in a study headed by Dr. Annaliese Kerner Boyce. She scanned the message, tapped “accept,” laid down the computer, and smiled as she took up her coffee mug again.  
 
    “Let’s begin.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Annaliese rolled her carry-on bag through Charlotte-Douglas International Airport, glancing at her watch. She hated flying commercial, but the jet Kieran typically used wasn’t available, and probably wouldn’t have gotten her to Phoenix much faster than the regular airlines. Her connecting flight didn’t board for forty-five minutes, but she wanted to get to the terminal so she could review the patient records one more time. Annaliese had a consultation scheduled for tomorrow with Hailey Reed and her doctors in Phoenix. Hailey had offered to come to Washington D.C., but Annaliese volunteered to go there instead. She could use a break from the lingering winter in the Nation’s Capitol, and some warm sunshine and the great steaks of the west were beckoning. Plus, Kieran was tied up in a meeting with various committees and officials, so she wouldn’t see much of him until her committee report was done.  
 
    Annaliese stopped to check a departure board. Good, her flight was on time. That was a relief. Another cold front coming through the area caused some turbulence on her flight from Dulles, but she’d experienced worse. Hopefully, she’d get to Phoenix by midafternoon their time, and have the afternoon and evening to settle in her hotel suite, review records for a few more patients that she hoped to visit with while she was in the area, and, of course, enjoy the great steaks that Phoenix was famous for over a working dinner.  
 
    “Medical team to security checkpoint,” she heard crackle through a radio. TSA agents rushed through the airport past Annaliese. She turned back toward her terminal but found herself stopping as more agents sped past her in a cart. The passenger held a bullhorn.  
 
    “Are there any doctors on the premises?” 
 
    “I’m a psychiatrist,” Annaliese rushed after the cart. 
 
    “Perfect!” An agent jumped off, grabbed her carry-on bags, and loaded them on the cart. “Come with us, please.” 
 
    Annaliese obediently sat on the rear seat of the cart.  
 
    “What flight are you scheduled for?” the driver asked.  
 
    “Phoenix Sky Harbor, departing at eleven thirty.”  
 
    The passenger turned to look at her. “You look familiar. Do you fly through here often?” 
 
    “Occasionally. I’m Annaliese Boyce.” 
 
    “The South Carolina Senator’s wife?” 
 
    Annaliese nodded. “I’m flying to Phoenix for my study.” 
 
    “You may be just what we need,” the driver pulled up to the security checkpoint and squeezed the bullhorn. “Clear the way!” he shouted. The crowds passing through security parted to reveal a tall, pale man standing in the security scanner, which glowed red. Annaliese pulled her computer from her smaller carry-on bag. 
 
    “What’s happening?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s his nanotech. We’ve never seen readings like this.” 
 
    Annaliese rushed to the agent’s computer by the machine, reading his scan. Her jaw dropped as she watched his thermal image increase in temperature as the machines hummed, trying to keep up with the rapidly changing readings.  
 
    “What’s happening to him?” the agent at the desk asked.  
 
    “Can you get him out of the machine?” Annaliese asked.  
 
    “We can’t let him through security like that! His machines are causing our own to malfunction.” 
 
    Annaliese activated the body scan app on her computer. “He needs to be contained, and that’s not the best place to do it. Do you have a secure room where he can be examined privately?” she asked.  
 
    “It’s good to see you again, Annaliese,” the man said. 
 
    Annaliese stared at him. “I don’t believe we’ve met.” 
 
    His eyes glowed red. “We have; just not like this. Not here, on Earth.” His arm shot out, grabbing her by the neck. “Where is Kalea?” 
 
    Annaliese raised her knee, slamming it between his legs. He fell to the ground, cursing as Annaliese pinned him with her foot on his chest. TSA agents surrounded them with guns drawn.  
 
    “What’s your name?” she asked. 
 
    He laughed again, his face deepening to a bright red. “It doesn’t matter. You will help us, or die.” 
 
    She ran the scanner over him. “Your nanotech is overheating. It’s causing your neurons to fire faster than your cells can carry the signals. Have you been having problems with it?” 
 
    “I’ve never been better,” he grabbed the agent’s computer to the airport scanner. “Behold, your future. Turn Kalea and her lieutenants over, or we’ll turn you.” 
 
    The computer erupted in blue sparks. People screamed, scrambling away from the security scanners. The agents bent over the man. “What did you do?” one of the female TSA agents shouted. 
 
    The man gasped, a drop of blood slipping from his nose. “Delivering our terms.” His eyes rolled back in his head. The vital signs on Annaliese’s computer whined a flatline. She snapped the case closed.  
 
    “He’s dead,” she said.  
 
    “And so is flight control, along with every other computer system in this airport,” a male TSA agent said, shoving his phone crackling with frantic chatter into his belt clip. “We’re grounded.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    “Megan, he launched the attack too soon.”  
 
    The pretty redhead anchor from the newscast stared at Hailey on the phone screen with a red sheen glowing in her emerald eyes. “Alexander was resisting, so he went critical. He was ordered to move forward to ensure that the mission stayed on track. It’s imperative that the flights get grounded in this time frame between the World Council Representatives arriving in San Francisco and taking the next step.” 
 
    Hailey sighed, pacing her office near the Arizona State Capitol. “I understand that he had the knowledge and expertise we needed to carry it out as an air traffic controller, but doing it at his own airport in Charlotte was foolish. We specifically instructed him to do it through an airport where he wasn’t known, preferably on the West Coast. Why there?” 
 
    “He intended to do it at Salt Lake City, but he malfunctioned before he could board his flight. The cybernetic masters compelled him to obey before he went critical.” 
 
    “Why did he resist?” 
 
    Megan shrugged. “Another attack of conscious, I suppose. Our people warned us that he was unstable.” 
 
    “It’s terrible luck that Annaliese was there when it happened,” Hailey said. 
 
    “The timing was bad, but not detrimental to our mission. At least we’re still on target.” Megan tapped a perfectly manicured fingernail on her desk. “The last of the World Council representatives arrived in San Francisco last night. My group is in place and ready to move on to the next phase. Is your group ready to move once it launches?” 
 
    Hailey rubbed her head, trying to massage out a headache. “Yes, I received the code from the probe and disseminated the information to the ground operatives.” She paused, blowing out a sigh as her head continued to throb. “I hope this works because the Space Society found the remnants of the probe. We have to set up another communication system soon.” 
 
    “We’re moving quickly. Are the cybernetics ready to move on the system?”  
 
    Hailey looked at Megan, her eyes red with fatigue. She stayed exhausted no matter how much she ate or slept, and the mechanical voices didn’t help her mental energy reserves with their near-constant chatter. Even now, she could hear the murmur of their voices organizing the intricacies of the next step in their plan. How much longer could she keep this up? She was wearing out already, and they were just starting. How did the ones possessed by energy aliens do it? She couldn’t imagine how they were still standing. Then again, they had been awfully quiet since they revealed themselves six weeks ago. It’s almost as if they went underground.  
 
    They better run.  
 
    “Now is the time for preparation. Our job is to get ready. The cybernetics will come when the time is right.” 
 
    Megan mimicked Hailey’s sign. “I hope they have a plan to reinforce us because I’m exhausted all the time.” 
 
    “It’s from our nanotech operating at a higher level,” Hailey said. “We’ll adapt.” 
 
    Megan smiled wearily. “I hope we do.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    “His name was Alexander Gokin,” Bruce said on the computer screen on Kalea’s kitchen table. “He an air traffic controller based in Charlotte, and a second generation American citizen. His parents immigrated to the States from Russia just before the Cold War turned cold again thirty years ago.” 
 
    “Was he a native-born spy?” Annaliese sat next to Kalea. Kalea had driven to Charlotte to pick her up at the airport as soon as word broke that all flights had been grounded. They had only been in Columbia for an hour when Bruce called, full of information to share on the elusive gentleman who delivered the virus that blew out air traffic control at every airport in the United States by downloading an alien virus through the security monitoring system at Charlotte-Douglas Airport.  
 
    “It doesn’t appear so. His parents were labeled as defectors as soon as the Iron Curtain fell again. They had no love for the Communist Sector.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean anything as far as he’s concerned,” Kalea said. “He could have been recruited by others.” 
 
    Bruce shook his head. “There are no records to indicate that he went through training or had an interest in the Communist movement. For all intents and purposes, Alexander was a normal American citizen.” Bruce brought up some records on the screen. “He was diagnosed with a brain tumor eighteen months ago.” 
 
    Annaliese whistled. “That’s an aggressive one. Don’t they have to do repeated nanotech treatments to make sure it stays away?” 
 
    “They do,” Bruce said. “It takes a lot of power for the nanotech to break down the tumor. In fact, the machines tend to overheat at initial treatments, which is why they have to keep injecting them every six weeks. They burn out.” 
 
    “I thought that’s why they only used nanotech for Stage One or Stage Two,” Kalea said, “because the machines don’t have the power to break it down at later stages.” 
 
    “There have been experiments with boosting the power so the nanotech can be used late stage,” Annaliese said. “It’s promising, but it requires constant recalibration and reinjection of the machines every six to eight weeks.” 
 
    “There have been cases of limited experimental use of nanotech in Stage Three cancer patients,” Bruce said. “They have to sign a mountain of waivers because it’s experimental,” Bruce said.  
 
    “Plus, burnout of the machines is always an issue,” Annaliese added. “It usually isn’t a problem to the person. The machine goes inactive and lies dormant, so injecting more active tech isn’t an issue. The problem with Mr. Gokin was that his burned-out nanotech was reactivated, which caused overheating. His body couldn’t handle the spike in energy.” 
 
    “How was it reactivated?” Kalea asked. “Did it have to do with reactivating his tech after the blowout last month? Did they accidentally reboot all of it?” 
 
    Bruce shook his head. “That’s impossible. Once the tech is burned out, it can’t be reactivated.” 
 
    “Which means that only the nanotech that wasn’t burned out should have been reactivated,” Kalea said, “or he should have had new nanotech injected.” 
 
    “Yet somehow, it all became active again,” Annaliese said, “and since the nanotech can’t be removed or pass from the body, then reactivation sent him into shock.” She paused. “I also don’t understand how he was able to blow out the navigational computers nationwide through the TSA agent’s scanning computer in Charlotte.” 
 
    “I had Galen and Avery take a look at the information on Mr. Gokin from the airport and what you gathered on your computer,” Bruce said.  
 
    Annaliese’s eyebrows creased. “I didn’t send you that.” 
 
     “You didn’t have to. I checked the networks when I heard about the flights being grounded.” 
 
    Annaliese sighed. “Of course. That’s what you do.” 
 
    “You’ll be glad I did it,” he pulled up a window with a radio scan of the area around Alexander Gokin. “The nanotech in Mr. Gokin’s body wasn’t just enhancing his physiological functions, it was also transmitting a signal. Take a look at this,” he said, pulling another window next to the scan, “this is the radio imaging from the satellites when the nanotech blew last month.” 
 
    Annaliese squinted at the computer. “That’s the same signal that blew out the nanotech before.” She rubbed her head. “What does this mean?” 
 
    Kalea paled. “It means the first attack worked. The cybernetic aliens reactivated the nanotech from over four light years away.” 
 
    Bruce nodded. “Now they have human agents on Earth.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    “Do you expect this Council to believe there is not only an alien presence on Earth but that another species is preparing to attack us?” President Nigel Turay asked in his elegant African accent.  
 
    “The proof is here,” Galen waved his arm around the screens floating around him in the center of the circular chamber, where he made his presentation to The World Council in San Francisco. “You can’t deny that we’ve never seen anything like this throughout human history. We have energy readings and transmissions that we are one hundred percent certain did not originate on planet Earth.” 
 
    “Furthermore, the remnants of the probe that delivered the virus was composed of a metal that isn’t on the periodic table of elements,” Avery walked to Galen’s side. “We can’t bring it to Earth. It’s in storage on the Southern Hemisphere Space Station for more testing.” 
 
    “I’m inclined to agree with President Turay,” Olivia Bancroft of the European Alliance said. “The information you’ve presented is fascinating, but what’s to say this isn’t an elaborate hoax generated by the Communists and Eastern Sectors to keep the West out of the war?” 
 
    “Everybody knows the West has been secretly contributing to the war for five years,” Galen said. “That was revealed seven weeks ago at the Congressional Hearing in Washington D.C., where the alien presence was revealed.”  
 
    “If the aliens knew about the United States’ involvement, then I’m willing to bet that the Communist and Eastern Sectors were aware of it as well,” Avery said. “It wouldn’t make a difference.” 
 
    “Perhaps the purpose was to draw the Western participation out, and to scare them from further involvement,” President Turay said. 
 
    “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard,” President Hastings’s face flared red as he gripped the workstation in front of him. “Open your eyes! This information was gathered from an international satellite system. There were no politics involved in gathering this data. Science is the one area where there is no war.” 
 
    “So you say,” Vice President Chang said from the Oriental Alliance desk, “but Communists are the world’s best digital manipulators. Perhaps they created this ruse to scare us into a cease-fire. They did just join the war.” 
 
    “Officially,” President Hastings said. “The Iron Curtain fell again thirty years ago, and we haven’t been friendly with them since then. Yes, they just decided to act openly, but we’ve caught them in covert operations in democratic nations around the world for three decades.” 
 
    “We need to get back to the point, and it’s that we have an interstellar threat,” Galen said. “There’s nothing on Earth that could generate these signals or energy signatures.  There are no systems. There are no elements. There is no DNA, biology, geology, physics, physiology, or psychology that can explain this.  We’ve had our first contact with alien life in Washington D.C., and there are more coming, perhaps with less noble intentions.” 
 
    “There’s plenty of questions about the aliens you claim are already here,” Vice President Chang objected. “Healing, and then killing, and then taking over peoples’ minds? That’s worse subterfuge than we’ve seen from any enemy in human history, and yet you call them savior and friend after they killed how many of your own people?” 
 
    “And then you aid this war, and call us the villains?” Ikhtar Moussidium said from the Middle Eastern desk. “We begged you to aid in keeping the East from erupting into battle, and now we talk about befriending aliens? I find this insulting!” 
 
    “That’s assuming the aliens are real, and that the Middle Eastern Sector didn’t invent it to bring us here to talk about a cease-fire,” Olivia said.  
 
    The chamber erupted in chatter as people jumped from their desks; engaged in private debates throughout the room. Galen rubbed his head, looking at Avery.  
 
    “We brought them everything they need, and still they don’t believe us.” 
 
    Avery shook his head. “Kalea’s right. Human beings are good at deceiving themselves into believing what they want to believe.” 
 
    “Yes they are,” a voice said behind them. They turned to see Aaron Martin, the head of the Pacific Oceanic Alliance, standing with them in the center of the room. The room silenced as Aaron’s Australian accent resonated above all the others in the room.   
 
    “It’s right here. They gave you everything, and you still don’t believe.  Let’s see if you refuse the inevitable,” he touched Galen’s computer, wiping out all of the windows floating around the chamber and replacing it with a large window that rose in the center of the room. A soft light rose to reveal a bald, gray head peering at them with black eyes.  
 
    “Greetings Earth,” the voice resonated, and yet it sounded not like one, but many voices. “We do not come in subterfuge, as the other aliens did who overtook your people. We come openly to say that we know who you are, we know where you are, and we know how to combine our forces to evolve into a greater race. We can help you purge the current alien threat you face. We can help you end your pointless war. We can give you the technology to continue evolving. We can make you and your planet stronger. We can integrate your biology with our technology to eliminate disease, cure injury, and help your race evolve to the next level of existence.” 
 
    “But time is of the essence. You are harboring a malevolent race that has caused harm, and that will not be tolerated. You have seen how we are able to manipulate your systems and machines from a system over four light years away. We will help you purge this threat and take the next step into the inevitable evolution of man, but we will not move forward until the threat is destroyed. “ 
 
    The alien’s eyes glowed red. “We are coming. We are, in fact, already there. Your world will be ours, and we will purify it for a mutually beneficial existence. They have taken your strong and left you weak. We will make you strong. You will rise and become a better people that will no longer be slaves to useless desires and needs of aliens that have no interest in your evolution. Make your choice, and prepare for our arrival.” 
 
    The screen went blank to a silent room.  
 
    Aaron’s eyes glowed red. “Make your decision.  Welcome us, or welcome them, but you can’t have both.” He touched Galen’s computer, sending sparks from it as the lights dimmed.    
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    “Now we’re not only grounded, but our technology is blacked out as well,” Kieran announced in an emergency session in the Senate Chamber the next morning. “The incident at the World Council Meeting in San Francisco yesterday knocked out all satellite and wireless functions.” He held up his computer. “This is nothing more than a paperweight, except for limited functions that don’t require wireless technology. The same applies to our phones and watches. These aliens have thrown us back to the mid-twentieth century. We have to get our news through radio stations and local digital satellite systems now.” 
 
    Senator Nancy Verquez, the head of the Committee on Defense and Homeland Security from New Mexico, stood, pushing a strand of light brown hair out of her tan face.“Fortunately, we aren’t completely in the dark. The old landlines are still operational throughout most of the nation. All of the major communications companies have agreed to reactivate the telephone service, and crews are working to repair lines that have been damaged since we discontinued use of those systems.” 
 
    “How long has it been since they’ve been used?” Senator Vickers asked. 
 
    “Fifty years,” Senator Verquez said, “but the good news is that they’re fiber optic and underground, so they’ve stayed mostly intact. The bigger issue is finding telephones to hook into those lines. Most homes and businesses still have the internal wiring connections as a backup for Internet function, but the actual telephones that used to operate on those systems haven’t been manufactured in half a century. The wiring is fine in most places, save a few remote areas where there’s little service, but people are literally digging through attics, basements, and antique shops to get their hands on phones and other communication devices, like radios and walkie-talkies.” 
 
    “Thanks to Senator Verquez’s fast action on this plan, I’ve already been in contact with our representatives on the World Council in San Francisco,” Kieran said. “I don’t have any data to show you since we can’t transmit wirelessly, but I can tell you that nobody was hurt in the incident. It was limited to shutting down our communications systems. But unlike the airline attack earlier this week, this wasn’t limited to the United States. It’s worldwide. The signal that blew the systems came through our satellites, so the Space Society has crews on the stations in orbit fixing them.” 
 
    Senator Atkinson from California whistled. “They mean business. What do we do?” 
 
    “I believe the first question is, what does the World Council intend to do?” Senator Jules asked. “This attack was launched on them, and it’s affecting the entire world. Isn’t this within their purview?” 
 
    Vice President Eugene Waylan shook his head, his gray eyes filled with worry. “They can’t agree. There are still those who believe the alien presence is a hoax.” 
 
    “Didn’t they have enough proof when one of their own went rogue?” somebody shouted from the back of the chamber. The room erupted in chatter. Vice President Waylan banged his gavel repeatedly, leaning his large frame over the table and sending his graying hair flying out from his head. He stared around the room until silence took over once again.   
 
    “I’m inclined to agree with you. I don’t see how anybody could have doubts about the authenticity of the alien presence or the coming threat, but people are stubborn. The Eastern Sector still thinks we’re devising this as an excuse to pull our limited resources out of the war, and the European and Asian Sectors still believe it could be an Eastern hoax to scare us out of the war. Despite the evidence that our representatives from the Space Society provided and the alien takeover of their technology, they still doubt.” 
 
    “This is an outrage,” Senator Vickers said. “First, we have aliens walk in here and make fools of us by exposing their presence and our involvement in that war, and now we have more aliens taking over through our nanotech. They’ve turned our greatest achievement into a liability. Why are we being friendly with anybody? Why don’t we launch a nuclear attack, end the war with the Communist and Eastern Sectors on the ground, and then focus on eradicating the alien threat?” 
 
    “That’s typical extremist chatter, and no better than what the Communist and Eastern Sectors are doing,” Kieran said.  
 
     Senator Vickers crossed his arms. “You’re the committee chair on Science and Space. Do you have a better idea?” 
 
     “Senator, take a look around. Nobody has launched a nuclear attack on us,” Kieran said. “That’s killing ourselves along with the problem. I think most of us in this chamber can agree that there’s no justification for such action at this time.” 
 
    “You think we should ignore the Communists and Eastern Sectors?” Senator Vickers face turned red.  
 
    “I think we should scale back our support of the European, Asian, and Pacific Oceanic efforts in the war and redistribute allocations to research and planning for the alien crisis,” Kieran said, “with Senator Verquez’s support, of course.” 
 
    “You have it,” Senator Verquez said. “If the people we’ve been supporting covertly for five years doubt our research and our sincerity about the alien threat, then we have cause to question whether our resources are best spent on their war. It does have little bearing on us, after all.” 
 
    “For now,” Senator Vickers said, “but you know that will change. We will have to make a stand for democracy sooner or later.” 
 
    “I disagree,” Senator Brayton said. “Somebody needs to take a stand against these cybernetic aliens at Alpha Centauri, and we’re in the best position to do that. They were very plain. They’re coming in force, and they intend to take us over. Heck, they already have control over some of our people!” 
 
    “What about the aliens that are already here?” Senator Vickers asked.  
 
    Senator Brayton shrugged. “They came ugly, but they didn’t come threatening.” 
 
    “They’ve been quiet since they revealed themselves,” Senator Timberland. “In fact, they’re letting us take the lead and have offered to help us.” 
 
    “It’s our planet,” Senator Vickers said. “They’d better follow our lead. I’m still not sure they aren’t a threat. Look at how many people they killed when they came.” 
 
    “Senator Vickers, you’re showing your ignorance again,” Senator Atkinson said. “Those people were already dead. In case you forgot, we had Senator Boyce’s wife in this chamber with her team tell us that every person that died was terminally ill, and would have died anyway. If anything, those aliens allowed them to live a little bit longer.” 
 
    “Was that a gift or a curse to them and their families?” Senator Vickers asked.  
 
    “Who cares?” Senator Timberland said. “They tried to help, and apologized for any damage they did.” 
 
    “Meaning psychological damage,” Senator Atkinson said, “or to put it in terms Senator Vickers can understand, for hurting our feelings.” 
 
    Senator Vickers pointed a shaky finger at Senator Atkinson. “I’m not an idiot and will not be insulted in this chamber, especially by a junior senator!” 
 
    “I’m glad this session isn’t being broadcast,” Vice President Waylan said. “Ladies and gentlemen, nobody here is stupid. We understand the situation.” 
 
    “I have a proposal,” Kieran opened a screen on his computer and projected it above his desk, enlarging it so the entire chamber could read it. “My staff is preparing two bills for emergency review by committee. The first is for review by the Committee on Defense and Homeland Security to reduce our funding toward the Communist and Eastern Sector war. The second is for the Committee on Emerging Threats and Capabilities to use the diverted funds for recovery, research, and management of the alien presence and emerging threat to Earth. Combined with the funding my committee has already provided toward alien research efforts, it should add to our ability to understand and prepare for these new situations.” He paused, looking around the chamber. “I agree with many of you. If we’re the only ones who believe there’s an alien threat to Earth, then who’s left to save it? It’s on us. Maybe these efforts will show the world community that we take the threat seriously, and encourage them to join us.” 
 
    “How can you convince a world that doesn’t want to believe?” Senator Vickers asked. He pointed to the screen, where the proposed bills hung in the air for review by the Senate. “We’ll never get enough of our own to agree to this. It will never pass.” 
 
    “Maybe not in this version, but I’m willing to compromise.” Kirean crossed his arms. “What we’re doing isn’t working, so any version of these bills is a success. Are you willing to try?” 
 
    Senator Vickers leaned back in his chair, relenting. “Senator Boyce, I don’t believe the world wants to be saved, but I’m with you if you want to try. Present your bills. Maybe we can do something before there’s nobody left to save.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Your mind is weak. 
 
    “What?” Annaliese opened her eyes. She jerked as she recognized the dark room with the twin stars blazing in the ceiling porthole. “This can’t be happening. I said no!” 
 
    You can refuse, but you cannot win. 
 
    “Don’t be so sure about that,” Annaliese pulled against the restraints holding her arms down. 
 
    You cannot even control where you are!  
 
    “This isn’t real,” Annaliese said.  
 
    It is real. Fight all you want. Maybe you will break free, but where will you go? You have your body, but we have your mind. 
 
    “Leave me alone! I don’t need you!” 
 
    You will. 
 
    Annaliese screamed as her foot throbbed. A black bruise spread across it. Why did she get the nanotech to heal the torn ligament last summer? Why was she so vain? Why couldn’t she be strong like Kalea was with her broken foot, and wait for it to heal?  
 
    Kalea.  
 
    Annaliese froze.  
 
    Where is she? What does she tell you? 
 
    “That’s none of your business.” 
 
    She is not your cousin anymore. She is more alien than human. How can you listen to her? How can you believe her? 
 
    “How can I not believe her?” 
 
    “You cannot see what she really is. You can see us.” 
 
    “I see that you’re liars.” 
 
    You see in your mind, and your mind is weak. 
 
    “My mind is fine. It’s strong.” 
 
    No, your bodies are strong, but your minds are easily deceived. We have been among you, and most still do not believe. We have our own there, now. You are one of them. 
 
    “I am not!” 
 
    Yes, you are. Anybody with nanotech is ours. Resist us, and you will die. Do you want to die? 
 
    Annaliese braced herself as the pain spread throughout her body. Her face flushed red.  
 
    What are you doing? 
 
    Annaliese gritted her teeth, willing herself to not scream, not to flinch, not to even think. Close your mind, she thought, envisioning a brick wall. 
 
    No, you cannot do this. This is impossible! 
 
    “Nothing’s impossible,” Annaliese said, “and I’d rather die than be an agent of your invasion.”  She gasped and clenched her entire body. “Get out! Now!” she screamed, sweat drenching her brow.  
 
    Her vision went red, and then black.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    “She’s coming around.” 
 
    Annaliese opened her eyes to yet another hospital room, but she recognized this one. It was the place where her father died. She looked up to see Kalea and Sidney sitting to her right, and a blonde doctor to her left, comparing his computer notes with the monitors next to him. She recognized this doctor. What was his name? 
 
    “Welcome back,” he put his computer on the table by the bed. “I don’t know if you remember me from when your father was here. I’m Raymond Mercer.” 
 
    Dr. Mercer, that’s right. She smiled. “It’s a shame we can’t meet under better circumstances.” 
 
    He laughed. “All in this line of work, but the circumstances are better than last time. You had a concussion, but you’re going to be fine.” 
 
    “A concussion? I don’t remember hitting my head.” 
 
    “You didn’t,” Sidney said. “It was a neurological concussion.” 
 
    “How?” Annaliese pressed the button to raise her bed to a sitting position.  
 
    “Just like the name says, you gave it to yourself through heightened electrical activity in your brain,” Kalea said. “I sensed something was wrong and came to your house. You were convulsing in your bed. I haven’t seen energy readings that high since we arrived.” 
 
    Annaliese looked at Dr. Mercer. “I guess this is an odd conversation.” 
 
    “Not at all. These ladies have been helpful.” He winked. “I asked if they could send a few alien nurses my way, but they laughed at me.” 
 
    “I’m glad we could help,” Sidney said. “I arrived a couple of hours ago, but the nanotech in your body was still hot.” 
 
    “It’s blown, by the way,” Dr. Mercer said. “What were you using it for?” 
 
    “Plantar fascia.” 
 
    Dr. Mercer held up his computer and ran a scan. “The foot is healed. I can reinject you with nanotech if you want it to prevent reinjury.” 
 
    Annaliese shook her head vigorously. “Absolutely not. I want what’s in me to stay dead, and I don’t want any more.” 
 
    Dr. Mercer nodded, tapping on his computer. “I’ve put a note on your file.” He closed the case to the computer. “I have to check on the rest of the floor, so I’ll leave you to visit.” He walked out of the room. 
 
    Annaliese sighed. “The cybernetics paid me another visit. I thought I was done with them.” 
 
    “I think you are,” Kalea said. “You resisted them. That took a lot.” 
 
    “Especially to blow the nanotech,” Sidney said.  
 
    “Did I do that, or did they?” Annaliese asked.  
 
    “You did it,” Kalea said. She paused, her eyes distant in thought. “If they’re still using similar methods that they used on us, then they probably tried to coerce you to do their will, and you resisted them enough to break their connection.” 
 
    “It’s severed now that the nanotech is blown,” Sidney said. “Kalea’s right. I don’t think you’ll have to worry about them again.” 
 
    “Do we know that?” Annaliese asked. “Weren’t they able to reboot it in others, like the man at the airport?” 
 
    “Yes, but we think that the amount of active nanotech in their bodies made that possible,” Kalea said. “You don’t have much nanotech, and you aren’t getting reinjected. You should be safe now that there are no active nanotech signals coming from your body.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand how I was able to sever the connection,” Annaliese said. “You said I blew out the nanotech with heightened energy. Is that how they hack into it? Through energy?” 
 
    “We aren’t sure how they got in,” Sidney said, “but we know that energy is the key to it working. Everything operates on energy. Our bodies, our machines, nature – it’s all energy. Everything that exists is distribution and redistribution of energy.” 
 
    “I understand that; I just don’t understand how my mental energy can hurt them,” Annaliese said.  
 
    “Through their link,” Kalea said. “You know that energy can’t be confined. Everything has energy. Even your thoughts have energy, and that energy can be detected from outside your body. We know that your mind is active. We can see that level of activity, and so can they when there’s active nanotech to draw a signal from.” 
 
    “So energy is the key to all of this. But still, they’re over four light years away.” 
 
    “Range matters to human beings, not to us or to them,” Sidney said.  
 
    “Then how are we supposed to win against them?” Annaliese asked.  
 
    Kalea and Sidney looked at each other. We can’t win. We can only neutralize them. Perhaps in neutralizing them, we can find victory against their purpose to enslave us. 
 
     You’re right. With our limited technology, there’s no way we can beat them. We can only hope to defang the beast so the poison doesn’t kill us all. Annaliese rubbed her head, which still felt hot. I hope Kieran’s bills pass quickly so we can form a strategy before they make a bolder move. 
 
    Kalea and Sidney stared at Annaliese.  
 
    “What?” Annaliese asked. 
 
    “We didn’t say anything,” Sidney said.  
 
    “Neither did I.” 
 
    “Yes, you did. You said you agreed that we can’t beat the cybernetics and that you hoped Kieran’s bills passed,” Sidney said.  
 
    “We didn’t say anything about not being able to beat the aliens out loud,” Kalea said, “and I just talked to Kieran on the telephone about the bills an hour ago, and he said you didn’t know about them. He just drafted them and was planning to call you later. There’s no way you could have known about it.” 
 
    Annaliese sat up. “Did you read my mind?” 
 
    “No,” Kalea said, “you read my mind.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    “The ground operatives are carrying out the mission,” Hailey said softly into the transistor radio. She leaned against a stack of pillows on her couch in the den of her condo, trying to stay as far away from walls adjacent to neighbors as possible.  
 
    “Congratulations on a successful mission,” the mechanical voices said. “We understand you were unhappy that Alexander launched Phase I ahead of schedule.” 
 
    “It worked out,” Hailey said. “What doesn’t work out is that more of your people on the ground are resisting. I’ve been notified that Annaliese Kerner Boyce shut you out.” 
 
    “How did you hear that? Communications and transportation are out.” 
 
    “Human nature is to talk, and information travels in many ways.” 
 
    “Other operatives told you.” 
 
    Hailey was glad the cybernetics didn’t see her roll her eyes.  
 
    “Your information is correct. It is beneficial that our troops are staying in communication with one another while we set up the new system.” 
 
    “I got the impression that you didn’t want us talking to one another unless it was necessary to complete a mission.” 
 
    “What good is talking if it fails to inspire action?” 
 
    The voices had a point.  
 
    “Humans engage in too much useless talk. That will change that upon our arrival.” 
 
    “Have at it,” Hailey said, “but you’ll put me out of a job. Talking people into and out of things is what I get paid to do.” 
 
    “That function will be useless in our new order. All will communicate and cooperate with ease. You will be assigned a new function to contribute to the evolution of your species.” 
 
    These guys have no sense of humor.  
 
    “What are my new orders?” Hailey asked, wanting to escape their hive monologue while she still could. The cybernetics had reduced communications through the nanotech until the new communication system was operational; leaving her with some periods of much needed mental peace and quiet.  
 
    The joy of being back to normal.  
 
    “Your orders remain the same. Oversee the setup of the new communication system on Earth.” 
 
    “That will be difficult with satellites down,” Hailey said. “How can I know their progress unless I go out there to make sure they’re coding the towers correctly?” 
 
    “All agents are self-regulating. The humans will have the systems functional again soon. Once they are live, use your resources to verify that the West Coast systems are functioning properly. We will transmit the coding and instructions to relevant operatives through radios like this one and nanotech in short bursts to relieve some of the discomforts of our communications. You will coordinate the teams to ensure that the system operates at peak efficiency.” 
 
    “Is there something in this system that will enhance the communication between us and you?” Hailey asked. “I’m exhausted all the time, and I hear your voices almost constantly when you talk through the nanotech. It’s distracting.” 
 
    “These distractions will be reduced once the new communication system is active, and eradicated upon our arrival.” 
 
    Hailey shook her head, a useless gesture with the radio. “It’s having an impact on my performance. Can you do anything to help me now?” 
 
    “There is coding in the system being set up to optimize communication between humanity and us. That may alleviate some of the symptoms you describe.” A pause. “We will make physical modifications to eradicate the ‘distractions’ you describe upon our arrival in the Terrian system.” 
 
    Hailey shuddered. “Physical modifications?” 
 
    “That is a future mission. Focus on the current task, which is setting up the new communication system.” 
 
    “What of the resisters?” Hailey asked. “Before, they died. Now, they’re finding ways to resist and live.” 
 
    “They are the weaker links and not a concern.”  
 
    Hailey paused, thinking. “They have less nanotech, so the resistance doesn’t have a fatal effect on their bodies.” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “You aren’t concerned that they could pose a problem?” 
 
    “No. They are inconsequential and will be dealt with when we introduce ourselves to humanity.” 
 
    “When will that be?” Hailey asked.  
 
     “Your concern is to complete your mission. Further orders will be issued when necessary.” 
 
    In other words, it’s none of my business.  
 
    “So that’s it? Get the system set up, and wait?” 
 
    “Yes. Charge your technological devices and await further orders. Soon, you will no longer need this radio and will be instructed to destroy it.” The radio beeped, followed by the sound of white noise.  
 
    Hailey waited a few moments, but the gentle static remained. Obviously, they were gone. Typical. She asked one question they didn’t like about the resistors, and the conversation was over. She suppressed a chuckle, thinking of how they reminded her of the bureaucrats she worked with every day.  
 
    Then she sobered as she wondered how the cybernetics could communicate through nanotech and shortwave radios from over four light years away.   
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    “This is the strangest thing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    Jane looked at the doctor skeptically. “That’s not a good way to summarize my checkup, Doctor Grange. What do you mean?” 
 
    Dr. Grange turned his computer toward Jane. “This is why you feel fatigued.” 
 
    Jane leaned forward to study the scan of her neural nanotech. Sure enough, the energy readings were high; perhaps higher than she had ever seen them. “What’s causing that?” 
 
    Dr. Grange shrugged. “If I had access to your nanotech logs, I could investigate it further. As it is, all I can do is compare the real-time scans I’ve taken of you since you were released from the hospital in December.” He tapped the projector app on his computer and pulled up neural scans for the past three months. “It looks like the nanotech came back online at a higher level after it was rebooted from the February failure. I wasn’t alarmed because the readings were steady, but it looks like the level has increased since your scan two weeks ago. Have you had any symptoms other than fatigue?” 
 
    Jane paused as the realization hit. Her symptoms had abated somewhat when the communications went down, but recently the dreams and the voices had returned, first as a dull buzz in her head that had grown to a constant stream of mechanical chatter.  
 
    Choose your response carefully.  
 
    Jane made a show of rubbing her head. “I have headaches and I eat more, but I don’t gain weight.” 
 
    Dr. Grange nodded. “The heightened electrical activity has increased your metabolism. We typically see the body adjust to the nanotech with physiological alterations to absorb the increased energy. The reason why you’re experiencing pain and fatigue is probably because the increase in energy has been too much for your body to adapt to quickly.” 
 
    Jane studied the scans floating from Dr. Grange’s computer in front of her. “It looks like my neurons are firing more, too. Maybe that’s why my mind is racing all the time.” 
 
    Dr. Grange frowned. “Are you experiencing anxiety?” 
 
    Jane smiled feebly. “I’ve been experiencing anxiety since my husband died last summer.” 
 
    “Has it increased?” 
 
    Do not answer that question. 
 
    Jane bit her tongue to stop the answer fixing to roll off it. Of course, she was more anxious. Aliens were talking to her! 
 
    What we discuss is between us. 
 
    How could she expect to get relief if she couldn’t tell the doctor the truth? 
 
    Why are you running to a doctor about a few paltry symptoms? Your body is capable of healing.  
 
    She knew that. She was a medical professional.  
 
    You are also an ambassador for our cause. Do not forget that you have agreed to the higher mission of evolution. 
 
    There was more than one reason why she had a headache.  
 
    “Jane?” Dr. Grange said, “Your neural readings just spiked. Are you all right?” 
 
    Jane jolted back to reality. “Of course, I’m all right. I had a flash of pain, but it’s subsiding.” 
 
    Dr. Grange nodded slowly. “You didn’t answer my question about the anxiety.” 
 
    “No better, no worse.” 
 
    “Have you talked to your psychiatrist about this?” 
 
    “Of course.” She paused. “How much longer do I have to see her? She’s a fine woman, but it seems like we have the same discussions every week. All she says is that I need to ‘shift my paradigm to my new reality,’ but she never tells me how to do that. She just says to think differently, adjusts my medication, and sends me on my way.” 
 
    Dr. Grange smiled genuinely this time. “That’s outside my purview, but I will tell you this: in that type of care, you lead the way. If you’re having the same discussion over and over, it’s because you’re going in circles. Perhaps she’s waiting for you to break the cycle.” 
 
    “I thought that was her job,” Jane grumbled.  
 
    “We’re used to dealing with the physical, Jane. The mental health people are another breed.” Dr. Grange shutdown his scans. “She’s waiting for you to make her do her job, so tell her that you’re ready to throw a wrench in the cycle.” 
 
    “It’s that simple?” 
 
    He winked. “Maybe an active declaration of desiring change is the paradigm shift that she’s waiting for you to have. It’s worth a try.” 
 
    “What about my headaches and fatigue?” Jane asked.  
 
    Dr. Grange studied her chart on his computer. “We can’t adjust the nanotech until the satellite systems are up again, which should be in the next few days. Once communications are restored, I’ll text you the time when the command codes will be transmitted to your nanotech. You know the procedure for that: make sure that you’re at home because the nanotech will have to reboot, which could interfere with concentration and make you feel sick as the machinery comes back online. We don’t want you operating a motor vehicle or engaged in tasks that involve high mental activity when I activate the command code.” 
 
    “I know the procedure,” Jane said, “but there’s nothing you can do for me in the meantime?” 
 
    He tapped his computer. “I hesitate to give you medication because the increased metabolism is already breaking down your vitamin regimen at a rapid level. That may be another reason why you feel bad–your vitamins are passing through your system too fast to help like they should. But I don’t want to risk an overdose, either.” 
 
    “So it’s a no-win situation with vitamins or medication.” 
 
    “It is too risky. I’m putting you on medical leave for the rest of the week. Stay home and get some rest. It may be that you’re pushing yourself too hard while your body is adjusting to the increased energy. Go to the emergency room if you experience any alarming symptoms: tremors, bleeding through the ears or nose, extreme headaches, shock, or heart palpitations.” He snapped his computer case closed.  
 
    Jane stood and picked up her purse. “Thank you, doctor. Maybe extra rest is all I need.” 
 
    He patted her on the back. “I’m sure you’ll be fine. Sometimes the simplest recommendations are the most effective.” 
 
    “Sometimes they are,” Jane said, walking out of the office and wondering how she could be an effective ambassador for these aliens if they kept making her sick.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    Hailey didn’t know Jane, but she knew why she, and everybody else with heavy nanotech, felt badly these days.  
 
    “The modifications are complete, Miss Reed,” the man on her radio said.  
 
    “Good work, Blake. I’m amazed you got the towers calibrated so quickly.” 
 
    “It was simple coding. Once we got the teams on-site, installing the transmitters was simple. I understand why they grounded the airplanes. Passing air traffic would have seen us.” 
 
    “Limited communications are restored on the West Coast, but full communications won’t be back up Nationwide until Friday,” Hailey said. “My liaison in Seattle said the new system is functioning perfectly. I’m picking up the long-range waves, and wider communication functions should be operational when the communication systems are fully online.” 
 
    “I’m available for further assistance,” Blake said.  
 
    “You’ve done excellent work,” Hailey said. “Get some rest. We’re on our own with the side effects of the transmissions until they can fully utilize the new system. Rest is the best way to allow your body to adapt to the increased energy coming out of our nanotech.” 
 
    “I hope communications are up soon,” Blake said. “I’m running on fumes.” 
 
    “We all are, but we’ll be fine. We’re the first line of human evolution. We’re adapting and will emerge stronger and wiser than we knew was possible.” 
 
    “I suppose we will, or we’ll die.”  
 
    Hailey forced a smile. “Blake, don’t be dramatic. They chose us because we’re the strongest.” 
 
    “No, they chose us because we’re the weakest. The others got the strongest and we’re all that’s left.” He was quiet for a moment. “I hope we survive the metamorphosis into what they’re creating.” 
 
    Hailey’s smile faltered. “We all do.” 
 
    That night she dreamed of Jane’s vision of the alien massacre, and she woke knowing that Blake was right. They weren’t strong; they were beaten. The cybernetics were their only hope to survive.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    “There was a terrorist attack on Union Station last night,” Kalea sat in the chair across from Annaliese’s desk. 
 
    Annaliese turned off the radio on the corner of the desk in her home office on the family estate in Columbia, South Carolina. “It’s all over the news.” She paused, tapping a fingernail on the mahogany desk. “Are we sure it’s terrorists or is it the cybernetic aliens again?”  
 
    “It’s terrorists taking advantage of the situation,” Kalea said. “No doubt, the cybernetic aliens know we’re at war. I guess they figured the Communist and Eastern Sectors would do what they couldn’t.” 
 
    Annaliese leaned back in her plush leather chair. “Kieran called last night. He’s at the home in D.C. He said communications and air traffic should resume by the end of the week.” 
 
    “How was he able to get away from Capitol Hill? I thought they were sequestered.” 
 
     “They’ve got regional communications reestablished, so they’re letting the Senators and Representatives come home in the evenings.” 
 
    “I know he’s exhausted. He’s been stuck in The Capitol for what, a week now?” 
 
    “Five days since he took the train up after seeing me in the hospital.” Annaliese shook her head. “I hope they don’t put them back in sequester after this attack on the train station last night.” 
 
    “Terrorism is nothing new to the government. The bigger issue is how they got by our intelligence,” Kalea stared out at the rainy day outside the large, bay window. “At least they headed off the attack at Central Station. It was supposed to be a coordinated attack on several East Coast stations. When Union Station blew, the others went into lockdown and removed the devices. It looks like Central Station was the only other one set before they caught the operatives.” 
 
    “Better late than never,” Annaliese said, “and now train traffic is halted while they investigate it, so the only way to travel is by car.” She put her head in her hands, envisioning even more desperate measures they might be pushed to if they didn’t get control back soon.  
 
    Kalea smiled. “Tin cans on ropes and horses and buggies? I don’t think it’s that bad yet.” 
 
    Annaliese forced a laugh. “It won’t be long before we are unless something happens to tip things in our favor. I don’t suppose you’ve heard from Avery, Galen, or Bruce on cracking how the aliens hacked us?” 
 
    “The cyber attack in San Francisco has them stuck until we get the satellites fully functional. Even Bruce is blacked out of some systems, and he’s not happy about that. In fact, that’s where I was last night. I was working with people trying to resume communications.” 
 
    “That’s good. Now, what about this mind reading thing? I love you, but being in each others’ heads is too close for comfort.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m here,” Kalea folded back the pink case on her computer. “I’ve gone through the research you were doing with your team before we revealed ourselves and everything went to hell.” 
 
    “And the answer has been right in front of us the whole time?” 
 
    Kalea nodded. Why didn’t they anticipate this? They should have known that the– 
 
    “What’s ‘frequency synchronization’?” Annaliese asked, cutting off her thought. “And why should have you suspected it would be an issue with human beings?” 
 
    Kalea laughed, tapping her computer to bring up two screens. “You’re right, this is too close for comfort, but we’ll adapt.” 
 
    “Because you did it with the cybernetics?” 
 
     “Yes, and it may become an issue again if they come here. Let’s take one thing at a time. Frequency synchronization is something that’s easier to show than to tell. I’m going to take a brain scan of both of us.” 
 
    Annaliese raised an eyebrow. “Right now? Without the contrast software?” 
 
    “We won’t need it. I’m looking for basic brain waves and energy patterns.” Kalea tapped her computer. Each side of the screen showed wavelength patterns. “Mine is on the left, and yours is on the right. As you can see, we both have a standard alpha wave pattern. That’s good. It’s normal for human beings in a waking state. Mine has the alien energy bound with my RNA, so the patterns are faster and brighter than yours. That’s normal too. Watch what happens when I do this.” Kalea grabbed Annaliese’s hand, sending a shock through her arm. Annaliese yelled and pulled her arm away, cradling it.  
 
    “Ouch! Why did you do that?” 
 
    “Look at what’s happening to your brain wave patterns.” 
 
    Annaliese leaned forward to study the readings. She blinked. “That can’t be right.” She traced her brain wave patterns with a finger. “They match yours now!” 
 
    “When I shocked you, they aligned.” Kalea tapped her computer to stop the scan. “I think that’s an explanation for two things.” She tapped the screen again to bring up a third image. “This is a brain scan from when I found you unconscious three nights ago when you blew your nanotech and severed your link with the cybernetics.” 
 
    Annaliese gasped. “It’s the same as what happened when you shocked me.” 
 
    Kalea nodded, leaning back. “Heightened emotional states raise human energy levels throughout the body. I believe that your resistance brought your energy to a high enough level to sever the link when they tried to coerce you into obeying them. I think that same spike in energy also allowed you to tap into my mind. Since it’s pure energy and there’s no machine interference, it allowed you to unlock higher cognitive functions.” Kalea paused. “How have you felt since your discharge from the hospital? Have you noticed any differences in how you feel on a day-to-day basis, besides recovering from the concussion?” 
 
    Annaliese squinted her eyes in thought. “Come to think of it, I don’t sleep as much as I used to. You know I’ve always been adamant about sleeping eight hours every night, but since I was released from the hospital, I’ve only been able to sleep six and a half or seven hours a night.” She paused. “I can see things clearer and hear better than I did before. And things taste stronger.” She stared at Kalea. “It’s the same with touch. I bumped my knee on this desk last night, and it hurt a lot more than usual. Am I alien possessed now, too?” 
 
    “No, you’re reaping the benefit being close to one of us for an extended period of time. We noticed that it happened with the others before. They picked up on our energy and their brain waves started to mimic our own patterns.” 
 
    Annaliese raised an eyebrow. “This is forever?” 
 
    Kalea shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. You’ll learn to adapt to the heightened senses and to filter the frequency on the thoughts. I’ll try to help with that, but remember that it’s been a while since we dealt with frequency synchronization.” 
 
    “I had no idea that energy was that potent,” Annaliese said. “The human brain generates a lot of energy. It uses more energy than anything else in the body, but I didn’t know that it would allow us to tap into things like that.” 
 
    ”The human brain is capable of more than you can imagine,” Kalea said. “The secret is unlocking it, but it’s not the energy thing alone. You know how you said that our energy ‘looks like’ brain waves and that the waves coming from Alpha Centauri with the cybernetics bore the same resemblance? There’s a reason for that, Annaliese. They aren’t just similar; they’re alike.” Kalea leaned forward again, pulling up images from her computer to hover them over Annaliese’s desk. “I’m surprised you didn’t see it sooner, but then again I suppose there’s been a lot to take in over the past few months.” 
 
    Annaliese’s brow furrowed. “I don’t understand. There’s no way they can be alike. We’re different races.” 
 
     “Open your eyes, Annaliese. See what’s been in front of everybody from the beginning.” Kalea tapped screens in midair, illuminating them with scan images. “Your brain. My brain. Both from right now. And then,” Kalea said, tapping the final screen, “the carrier wave picked up by the South Pole satellite relay just before the nanotech failure nearly two months ago.” 
 
    Annaliese squinted at the screens. “But that was a radio wave that–“ she broke off, her eyes darting across the graphics. “That’s not just a radio wave. It’s mixed with a human brain wave.” Her face flushed as her breathing sped up. “They all are. They’re all human.” 
 
    Kalea smiled, pushing herself to a standing position behind the screens. “Yes, it is. All three of us have identical cognitive functions. We’re alike in more ways than you know.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    “I’ve run the calculations until my eyes are crossed,” Mandy Jasper said, perched in a chair across from Annaliese. Her light brown hair was windblown from the March winds whipping the trees outside the window of Annaliese’s home office in Columbia. “I’ve compared scans, run algorithms, and done all of the correlation data crunchings you asked for three straight days. Kalea is telling you the truth. The neurological patterns of human beings, the cybernetic aliens from Alpha Centauri, and the energy beings inhabiting five million human beings here on Earth are identical.”   
 
    “I agree with Mandy’s assessments,” Dr. Patel’s dark eyes registered shock, which was rare for him. “I ran my own calculations, and they were one hundred percent consistent every time.  There wasn’t a margin of error. I’ve never see anything like that in all my years of practicing and researching medicine.” 
 
    “You know what this means?” Mandy continued excitedly. “We may be proving that panspermia is true. All three races might come from one genetic origin.” She perked up. “If only we could get DNA samples to confirm it.” 
 
    “That’s not possible, so let’s stick with what we’ve got,” Annaliese said. “The bigger thing we can draw from this is that we know how they got in.  They tapped into our neurological functions. The energy aliens did it through brain waves, and the cybernetic aliens did it through nanotech.” 
 
    “You were also able to use it to sever a connection with the cybernetics,” Dr. Patel said. “That’s no small feat. Is there any way we can get more from the scans and tests the hospital ran after you had that incident?” 
 
    Annaliese shook her head. “That’s after we went dark with communications. Maybe we can get access once our systems are fully operational, but given the limited functionality we had at the time, I’m not sure.” She tapped some notes in her computer. “Let’s prepare to put out a call to hospitals nationwide to look for similar phenomenon once we’re connected again. They may be able to help us fill in the gaps if they have patients that experienced similar things.”  
 
    “I’d also like to pass this along to Bruce, Galen, and Avery to see if they can set up something through our satellites and wireless networks to scan for these brain waves and signals,” Mandy said. “The patterns are identical, but there is variation in the energy readings. The energy aliens have faster patterns, and the cybernetic aliens always generate through the mechanics of the nanotech. If we can detect when they try to make contact, then we might be able to block them.” 
 
    “And if human beings have the ability to have their own senses heightened by being in close contact with humans that have bonded with the energy aliens, then we may be able to come up with a defense strategy that helps both of our races,” Dr. Patel said. 
 
    “Those are good ideas,” Annaliese typed notes on her computer. “Kalea talks to Bruce daily. He said they’re eager to get this data. Avery and Galen have arranged to meet us in D.C. when flights resume in a couple of days, so they can show it to us and combine it with our data. Once the communications are up, we’ll have access to everything, but in the meantime, we can look at what we have and prepare for an influx of data once communication is resumed on Friday.” 
 
    “Good,” Dr. Patel said. “We need to get back in the twenty-first century before we go into the twenty-second.” 
 
    They laughed.  
 
    “It will be nice to get the whole team up and running again,” Annaliese said. “I appreciate both of you driving down here. We’ve been trapped, stalled, and stagnant for too long.” 
 
    “Yes, we have,” Mandy said. “The break was nice, but I’m ready to get back in the game. This is exciting! Think about it. The world has never known what we’re seeing right now. We’re making history.” 
 
    “Yes, we are,” Annaliese said, “and the first step is to survive it.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    Hailey was back on the gray ship surrounded by red eyes staring at her. The strange lights of Alpha Centauri A and Alpha Centauri B lit the station with unnatural shadows. She was lying on the table unable to move, but at least she wasn’t bound this time. They must have done something with her nanotech to immobilize her. 
 
    You are evolving faster than the others.  
 
    I feel sick all the time, Hailey said, but her voice was swallowed before it left her throat. Still, the beings heard it through the link in their minds.  
 
    We have installed buffers on the new communication system that should alleviate the symptoms caused by our access to your inferior machinery. 
 
    I suppose you’re healing me because you have another mission for me? Hailey asked. It was a safe assumption. The chatter returned to her mind when the communications systems were restored, but all she heard was the murmur of routine function. No dreams; no visions; no commands. Until now. 
 
    Yes. We are aware that the others are synchronizing with human beings. This must be stopped.  
 
    The others inhabited people without nanotech, so there’s no way to control their energy. It’s impossible to stop them. 
 
    There is a way to disrupt their energy without using machinery.  
 
    How?   
 
    We have developed something that can manipulate and disperse energy. 
 
    A weapon? Hailey asked.  
 
    Yes. You will test it.  
 
    How can you get me a weapon from Alpha Centauri?  
 
    You will construct and deliver the weapon.  
 
    Hailey paused. They wanted her to initiate an attack on the energy aliens. I’m no terrorist. 
 
    You are an agent of evolution. This synchronization is a threat to evolution. Where does it leave you if the energy aliens are permitted to take over the rest of humanity without implants? They will overcome their limitations without science or technology, and step on an evolutionary path that will purge their greatest achievement.  
 
    It was true. If the energy aliens took over more humans, then fewer would need nanotech. The energy aliens wouldn’t permit the nanotech to develop any further than it had or to continue its development. Humanity’s greatest achievement would be wasted.  
 
    You must keep the mission on track. The preservation of both of our species is at stake. The weapon will purge the final threat standing in our way. 
 
    I’m not an engineer, and I don’t know anything about weapons.  I’m a lobbyist. I deal with politics. How can I do this? 
 
    We will give you what you need. Rest now as we implant the schematics in your nanotech. You will know when the time is right to deliver the weapon. Check your messages when you wake up. 
 
    Hailey blacked out.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    “Dr. Boyce, you have a call.” 
 
    Annaliese jolted from her research at the announcement. The flight back to D.C. had been luxurious after being grounded for so long, but the return of the technology was a shocking disturbance to the peace and quiet she had become accustomed to over the past week. She tapped her computer to bring up the video screen. “Put it through,” she said to her secretary.  
 
    An image of a pretty blonde with bright, blue eyes filled the screen. “Hi, Dr. Boyce, I’m returning your call.” 
 
    Annaliese smiled. “It’s good to see you again Hailey. I’m sorry our meeting was delayed.” 
 
    “Me too. I thought I would be able to pull some strings and get there, but the communications blackout made all of those favors null and void. Politics, eh?” 
 
    Annaliese laughed. “I understand.  How have things been in Phoenix?” 
 
    “Hot, dry, and quiet with everything grounded and blacked out.” Hailey said “I have some catching up to do, but I can get a flight to D.C. next week. Is that all right with you?” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to come here? I can come to Phoenix if you’re busy.” 
 
    Hailey waved a hand. “No, I can come there. Let me get these legislators whipped into shape, and they should be able to do their mumbling and bumbling without me for a while.” She winked. “Plus, I’d love to finally see the Nation’s Capitol.” 
 
    “I guess my escape out west will have to wait for another time, but it is beautiful here. The cherry blossoms are blooming, so this is the best time to visit. Send me your dates, and I’ll get my staff to get you set up with a flight, hotel, and transportation.” 
 
    Hailey tapped her computer again. “It’s in your inbox. I look forward to seeing you again next week.” 
 
    “Me too. Travel safely,” Annaliese tapped the call off. She leaned back in her chair. 
 
    Hailey’s coming.  
 
    Good, Kalea consented. I’ll prepare. 
 
    Annaliese studied her computer and rubbed her head, checking to make sure all of her connections were cut so she could get back to work.  
 
    And trying not to wonder what Hailey meant about seeing her again. They had never met personally, and that was a thought she was more comfortable pondering on her own.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    “You can’t believe that we would pass this bill,” Representative Delamar said, “or that President Hastings would sign it.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Senator Mayner glanced up from the solitaire game on his computer. “I’m surprised it went through committee, especially given the rise in terrorists’ activity since the revelation of another alien threat.” 
 
    “The rise in terrorist activity is exactly why this went through committee with few changes,” Kieran said. “They’re attacking us because they believe the alien threat isn’t real. The diversion of funds would allow us to prove that the threat is real, and unite us to fight them instead of each other.” 
 
    “You believe that scaling back our efforts in the war and diverting our funds to prove the alien threat will convince our nemeses in the East that we have bigger problems than one another?” Representative Nolan shook his head. “These cybernetic beings took down our transportation and communication system, and the Communist and Eastern Sectors still don’t believe that the aliens are real. In fact, they’re calling it a ploy to scare them out of a fight. I think we need to ramp up our defenses and cut back on spending to find out what we already know.” 
 
    “What do we know?” Senator Vequez asked. “We’ve had first contact from two alien species over the past few months. One species is on Earth cohabitating in our own people, and we know little about them. The other blew out our nanotech, communications, and satellites, and we know nothing about them. Which is the bigger threat? The war we know, or the aliens we don’t know?” 
 
    “That’s why we passed it through committee,” Senator Timberland said. “How many millions of people have died between the biological aliens taking us over, and the cybernetic aliens blowing the nanotech? We need to stop this.” 
 
    “How many more millions of people have died in this war?” Representative Delmar asked.  
 
    “Over there, not over here,” Senator Vickers said. “Those sectors brought this war to us because they believe we’re vulnerable. What it really boils down to is whether they believe in the alien presence or not. And the truth is; they’re right. The aliens are a bigger threat than they are. What have we seen Stateside from the Communist and Eastern Sectors? Two random attacks on the railways. That’s hardly worth alarm.” 
 
    “It’s a failure of the homeland defenses,” Senator Maynard said, “and there will be a lot more if we cut their funding.” 
 
    “Funding had nothing to do with it,” Senator Vequez said. “The Eastern Sector had homeland operatives here that they activated. There’s already a team on it that’s in the existing budget.” 
 
    “How far will that plan go if the funding is cut?” Representative Delmar asked.  
 
    “The diversion of funds wouldn’t affect our homeland security,” Senator Vequez said. “It would affect the covert operations overseas.” 
 
    “Which will destroy our foreign alliances,” Representative Delmar said. “What good is it to save a world that hates you?” 
 
    “Our allies support our research efforts,” Kieran said. “They’re petitioning their own governments for funding to supplement the research. Remember, the cybernetic aliens made first contact at a global meeting of the World Council. They saw what we saw. That’s not the issue. The issue is that everybody but the Communist and Eastern Sectors believe this is a real threat that needs to be neutralized. We aren’t abandoning them; we’re working with them.” 
 
    “Who’s fighting the Communist and Eastern Sectors if everybody is fighting aliens?” Representative Delmar asked.  
 
    “We all are,” Senator Vequez said, “we have to divide our efforts because there are threats on more than one front.” She crossed her arms. “Remember, our participation in this war was covert. We were never openly involved and were only assisting our allies. The World Council believes it will be successful if some countries participate more on the alien front, and others participate more on terrain effort.” 
 
    “Terrain effort?” Senator Maynard asked. “So we divide and conquer?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Kieran said. “We have to. There’s more than one war in progress.” 
 
    “What other war?” Senator Maynard asked. “Neither alien race has openly declared war on us.” 
 
    “The cybernetic aliens made it clear that they are coming in force to impose their will on us,” Senator Vequez said. “They used the word ‘evolution’ to make it sound like they’re doing us a favor, but the truth is that they mean to conquer this planet.” 
 
    “And taking over the planet means taking over humanity,” Kieran said. “People belong to the planet. You can’t have one without the other.” 
 
    “That’s not what they said,” Senator Maynard said, “and furthermore, I haven’t seen any proclamation of war, from us or from them.” 
 
    “Do you expect aliens to adhere to our political policies?” Kieran asked. “That’s ridiculous!” He pulled up a screen on his computer, playing back the gray alien face that spoke to the World Council.  
 
    “You will rise and become a better people that will no longer be slaves to useless desires and the needs of aliens that have no interest in your evolution.” 
 
    “If that isn’t a declaration of war, then I don’t know what is,” Kieran said. “And the devil we don’t know scares me more than radicals on the other side of the world and five million aliens in human beings on Earth. At least they’re trying to help.” 
 
    “Or rather, they haven’t threatened us,” Senator Verquez said. 
 
    “What does the Eastern Sector want?” Senator Vickers asked. “They want to spread their religious ideals all over the world. What does the Communist Sector want? They want to spread their political ideals all over the world. What does the democratic alliance want? We want to stop both of these sectors and spread our democratic ideals throughout the world. Let’s face it, that’s true. We want democracy as much as they want theocracy or communism.” He paused. “What do these aliens want? We don’t know. We know the biological ones are here, and it seems they want to help us. The cybernetics are something else. We don’t know who they are. We don’t know why they’re coming. We only know that they haven’t played nice so far.”  
 
    “It’s a shame these aliens have found us this way,” Kieran sighed. “What are our technological advances worth if we’re fighting one another? We’ve found a way to cure the incurable, and yet we still fight over how to run things instead of helping one another live. It’s the story of human history. We take one step forward with great achievement, and two steps backward squabbling over ideals and principals.” 
 
    The room was silent as everybody stared at the gray face frozen on the screen, staring at them with red eyes.  
 
    “I know it’s a lot to take in, but we have a decision to make,” Kieran said. “There are two wars going on. The research we’ve already done on the biological aliens puts us in a perfect place to take the lead on neutralizing the alien threat. We started on this course. The question before you on this vote is simple: do we finish it?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    “This is an outrage!” Representative Nak’ti said from Kieran’s computer screen. “I can’t believe President Hastings signed a bill to pull our funding.” 
 
    Kieran folded his hands on the desk in front of him. “You know this was part of a coordinated worldwide effort to deal with the dual threat of the terrain and alien threats.” 
 
    “What alien threats? Where’s the proof that the transmission was authentic? Or that the nanotech failures had an alien origin?” 
 
    “All the proof that you needed was at the World Council Meeting. You knew we were discussing this,” Kieran paused. “Why didn’t more representatives from the Oriental Sector attend? You were the only one present.” 
 
    “Domestic issues,” Representative Nak’ti snapped. “We’re fighting a war, Senator Boyce. Things come up.” 
 
    “What kind of things?” 
 
    “I don’t see why we owe the United States or the World Council an explanation since you cut our support.” 
 
    “I understand your frustration, but again, if more of your representatives had participated in the meeting, even remotely, then you and your government would be in a better position to understand the situation. We’re still your ally. We just have another, more immediate threat on our hands.” Kieran leaned back in his chair. “It’s one that affects every nation on Earth, and we intend to assist all of our allies and even our dissident operatives in the Communist and Eastern Sectors if they’re willing to lay down their arms and listen to us. Our research and proposals will be open to the world community. In fact, if you have doctors or scientists that are interested in applying for our team, I’m sure my wife would welcome an Oriental Alliance representative. They’re the only ally that we don’t have represented on our research teams.” 
 
    “How is research going to save us when the nuclear bombs fall?” 
 
    Kalea straightened herself in her seat next to Kieran. “It won’t, but maybe those nuclear bombs will help the bigger war on your hands. If you kill yourself and poison the planet, then why do the cybernetic aliens need to come? You make their job easier. They pick up the pieces, clean it up to their liking, and move on to next place they want to conquer.” 
 
    Representative Nak’ti’s dark, fuzzy brows scrunched. “Why are you participating in this call?” 
 
    “I’m here as a representative of the current alien presence on Earth that’s trying to help you,” Kalea said, “and frankly, your war means nothing to me. It’s that very schism that the cybernetics are playing to their advantage. I can assure you that they’re watching this war with great interest. They’ve been seeking life in the universe for a long time, and now here you are surrounded by technology, and at war with one another.” 
 
    “This is outrageous! I will not be talked to by a woman like this!” 
 
    “I’m speaking on behalf of an alien,” Kalea said, “and furthermore, both we and the United States government agree that we’re frustrated with two things: your lack of involvement in the world community, and your shortsightedness to the true threat that humanity faces. You have bigger problems than the Communist and Eastern Factions.” She leaned forward. “All we want is survival. We only request a place to continue living in cooperation with the people that rightfully belong to this world. The cybernetics want to dominate you: your minds; your bodies; your souls; and then your world. If you lose this war on Earth, you lose a way of life. If you lose to the cybernetic aliens, you lose yourself and everything you know. ” She leaned back and crossed her arms. “You won’t even be you anymore. You’ll be one of them. You will cease to exist. There will be no humanity. There will be nothing.” 
 
    Representative Nak’ti paused. “Convincing words. Where is the proof?”  
 
    “There’s no way the Eastern Sector has the means to do this,” Kieran said. “They aren’t technologically advanced enough to pull it off.” 
 
    “The Communists do. They are the world’s best computer hackers.” 
 
    “They don’t have access to the systems for a ruse of this magnitude,” Kalea said. “Besides, some of my own have ways of tracking these transmissions, and they’ve confirmed that the origin is interstellar.” 
 
    “We’re supposed to take the proof of an alien threat on the authority of another alien?” Representative Nak’ti asked. 
 
    Kalea lowered her eyebrows. “Yes, in conjunction with the North American Sector and the Space Exploration Society.” 
 
    “You would know that if you had been participating in the communications since the World Council Meeting,” Kieran said. “So again, I ask why haven’t you been participating more actively?” 
 
    Representative Nak’ti sighed. “Again, that’s classified information. You have your war, we have ours.” 
 
    Kieran mimicked the sigh. “You’re pulling out?” 
 
    “We don’t have the resources to fight two wars. If our support is cut, then we have to keep fighting on our own. Yes, we are pulling out.” 
 
    Kieran hung his head. They warned him in the committee meetings that it was possible that some allies would pull out of the effort, despite their resolve at The World Council to support whatever decision the United States made. One ally down.  How many more to go? 
 
    “Thank you for your time, Representative. I wish we could come to a more mutually beneficial resolution.” 
 
    Representative Nak’ti nodded. “I’m sure we both will.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
    “Please tell me you have some good news,” Kalea said as she took a seat across from Annaliese’s desk near the Capitol.  
 
    Annaliese studied her cousin, concerned. “Did you walk here from Kieran’s office? He could have sent you in a car.” 
 
    “He offered. I refused. I needed to burn some energy and think.” 
 
     “I didn’t think burning energy was something you could afford to do.” 
 
    Kalea shook off her cousin’s joke. “We’ve lost the support of the Oriental Alliance.” 
 
    Annaliese’s smile faded. “That’s hardly surprising. They barely participated in the World Council. Kieran said that was a concern from the beginning, but they determined it was a negligible loss.”  
 
    “We can’t afford to have further division. We need to be united. We need to end this war so we can fight the one that’s coming,” Kalea said. 
 
    “I thought you of all people understood that some people won’t be convinced until those aliens appear in the sky. Even then, some still won’t believe. People are stubborn. They refuse to accept that the world can be any way other than the way they want to see it.” 
 
     “I know, but it’s hard to see it happening.” 
 
    “I see it every day under normal circumstances,” Annaliese leaned forward. “Of course, these past few months have been anything but normal circumstances.” She pushed her computer to the center of the desk, where it projected a scan. “Your walk wasn’t in vain. Our esteemed guest came by this morning to drop off her records from Phoenix and for preliminary readings.” 
 
    “Did you see Hailey Reed?” Kalea asked.  
 
    Annaliese shook her head. “I thought it would be best to let my staff do that work and to save the formalities for next week. Besides, I have some catching up to do on my routine caseload.” She picked up the sub sandwich on her desk. “This is officially my lunch hour. I’m booked with regular clients until eight o’clock tonight.” 
 
    Kalea whistled. “I don’t envy those long days.” 
 
    Annaliese tipped her head. “I’ve been meaning to ask you about work. What are you doing about the company back home?” 
 
    “I work in the office when I’m in Columbia, and remotely when I’m here. The Vice President is taking over most of the corporation duties. Dad is doing a few jobs, too. He’s happy to be helping with the company again.” 
 
    “Mom says he’s a workaholic.” 
 
    “Aunt Tabitha isn’t wrong,” Kalea said.  
 
    Annaliese turned her gaze back to the projection. “Back to Hailey Reed. Take a look at these readings.” She said, pointing at the scan. “Look at the heightened energy readings. Does that look familiar?” 
 
    Kalea stared at the projection. “Very familiar.” 
 
    “How so?” Annaliese said. “It’s similar to the heightened readings we saw in you and the others like you before. But there is one difference: they don’t have the heightened neurological readings like you do. Her heightened readings center around the nanotech.” 
 
    “The nanotech increases metabolism. It’s part of how it heals the body, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, but not at this level,” Annaliese said. “The readings are similar to the increased functioning I see in you, or even myself since our synchronization.” She pulled up another scan. “This is from when I got my nanotech last summer to heal my foot. See those energy readings? It’s slight, barely perceptible.” She pointed to Hailey’s readings. “This is beyond anything I’ve seen in normal patients. I’ve even pulled readings from some of my patients that have nanotech for neurological disorders.” 
 
    “They implant nanotech for that?” Kalea asked. “I thought it was too risky for mental illness.” 
 
    “There’s only a significant risk for severe mental disorders,” Annaliese said. “It’s been successful in physical trauma cases, like severe concussions, subdural hematomas, skull fractures, things like that. A few patients have consented to experimental trials for schizophrenia and bipolar disorder.” 
 
    Kalea stared at the readings on the screen scrolling next to Hailey’s scans. “It looks like it’s been more successful for the physical trauma cases than for the experimental trials.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Annaliese said. “We believe it has to do with programming. Schizophrenia and bipolar disorder are difficult to treat with medication. It takes constant adjustments. We hoped the nanotech would make it easier to regulate, but we’re still working on it. We’re hoping a combination of nanotech and medication may ease the symptoms, but there haven’t been significant results yet.” 
 
    “That’s too bad. You’d think we’d have mental health nailed down better than we do by now,” Kalea remembered Dale Zeigler, who was mentally unstable and died as a result of the unsuccessful energy alien binding process the previous summer. “Even we couldn’t help. Some of our failures were on that front.” 
 
    Annaliese closed the data screen. “You said the energy readings looked familiar. What did you mean?” 
 
    Kalea studied Hailey’s readings again. “I’m not sure. The heightened readings similar to our own were the thing that struck me first. But there’s something else about it.” She shook her head. “I’m sure it will come to me.”  
 
    “I’m sure it will,” Annaliese closed the projection and took a bite out of her sandwich. “I’ll have my team do more analysis on these readings before we have our face-to-face meeting with Kieran’s people next week. Take these readings. Do you want to set up our computers to have it automatically transmit further research to you?” 
 
    Kalea nodded, pulling her computer out of her purse and setting it to transfer the data from Annaliese computer. “Thank you. I’ll let you know if I find anything, based on what I know of the cybernetics and how they seem to be accessing her nanotech.” She closed her computer when the transfer completed, slipped it in her purse, and stood. “I have some engineering projects I need to work on, and you have a full afternoon. I better go.” 
 
    “Get a sub from the deli on the corner.” Annaliese tapped her phone. “My driver is having lunch there. I just texted him, and he said he’ll give you a ride to the house.” 
 
    Kalea laughed. “Thanks for taking your lunch hour with me. I appreciate your team doing this. I promise I’ll do all I can to help you.” 
 
    “I’ll do the same. We’ve always stuck together, through thick and thin,” Annaliese’s smile faded as she stared at the Capitol outside her window. “Who thought we’d be working together to save the world?”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
    “Tensions are rising in the world community as the Pacific Alliance follows the Oriental Alliance with threats of leaving the World Council,” the anchor on the national morning news show said.  
 
    “The Western World needs to stop fighting phantoms and get their priorities straight,” Representative Tsirua from Taiwan said, his angry face filling the screen. “This talk of aliens is nothing more than America trying to cover up their embarrassment from that Congressional hearing nearly two months ago when their covert participation in the Communist and Eastern war was exposed. They try to cover up their scandal by creating another scandal. They should have been honest about their participation from the start, but getting their hand slapped by their own citizens has them reacting in desperation instead of honesty. I can’t believe they would concoct this story of aliens and threats from over four light years away to retain their dignity. America and the rest of the Western world need to do the right thing: admit they were involved in the war, and openly support what they have covertly supported for nearly six years.” 
 
    “It’s shameful,” Representative Goodland from New Zealand said, his calmer face replacing Tsirua’s face on the screen. “I can’t believe the American leaders would go to such drastic measures to preserve their place in leadership. They need to face the truth: they lied to their own people, and it’s time to ‘pay the piper’. This story of alien threats is an absurd attempt to stay in power and to preserve their increasing isolation from the world. Their people need to face the fact that their government has concocted this story of an ‘alien war’ to keep their eyes off the real problem: government mishandling of funds, resources, and the truth. You lied, America. Telling a bigger lie won’t fix it. Do the right thing. Join the world community again and fight the real war, not a fake one you manufactured to cover your shame.” 
 
    “President Hastings replied to these allegations this morning with a brief press conference on the White House lawn.” 
 
    “Creating greater divisions in the worldwide community is exactly what the cybernetic aliens want,” he said, his face pinched with concern. “If we’re fighting each other, then we won’t be able to fight them when they come. I will not stand down from the action taken last week to divert funds to the research of this new alien threat. You believe in plenty of things you have never seen. You believe in the threat of a theocracy based government and have engaged in a war to fight it. You believe in the threat of a dictatorship government and have engaged in a war to fight it. The opposing forces in this three-way war are fighting to preserve what they have. How is this any different? Do you value your humanity? Do you value your individuality? Do you value your freedom and your life? We’ve seen what this threat is and what they intend. The cybernetic aliens showed their face to the World Council and made no secret of their intentions to take over the planet. Yet this is a leap of faith that you refuse to make. This is not an issue of what the opposing sectors do or do not believe. This is an issue of them choosing to continue fighting the devil they know, so they don’t have to face the devil they don’t. You choose to fight for your way of life, and we choose to fight for life itself.” 
 
    “I find it no coincidence that the two alliances fighting this plan are the two that have not been involved in the World Council affairs since the wars with the Communist and Eastern Sectors escalated, and did not have sufficient attendance at the World Council summit in San Francisco. The Oriental Alliance was represented only by their Sector leader, and the one representative from the Pacific Oceanic Sector opened communications with the cybernetic aliens on a worldwide stage.  They have the nerve to say that pursuing a threat that the rest of the world witnessed is shameful, but I believe it’s shameful that they don’t believe they’re a stakeholder in the world community. The threat is real, and survival is at stake. Not just for us, not just for the American Sectors and the Western World, but for the entire human race. In the coming weeks and months, you’ll see how real this threat is. We will still share this information with the worldwide community even though two alliances have chosen to cut off from the World Council because we believe it is important. We hope this information will convince them to come back and claim their rightful place in fighting a serious threat. You can’t close your eyes to this forever. They are coming and we intend to be ready, regardless of whether you value our efforts. Thank you.” 
 
    The anchor reappeared. “There has been no response from the Oriental Alliance of the Pacific Oceanic Sector to the President’s bold response, given just an hour ago. We’ll keep you apprised of this developing situation.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
    “Ms. Reed, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” Annaliese shook Hailey’s hand as they walked in Annaliese’s office. “Thanks for coming in on a Sunday. I’m sorry to cut into your fun time in D.C. My husband’s committee has a meeting tomorrow morning about the fallout in the World Council over the decision to fund our research, and he asked me to attend.” 
 
    “It’s great to meet you as well,” Hailey said, “and don’t worry about it. Most things are closed on Sunday anyway.” She took a seat in the plush chair across from Annaliese’s desk. “I can’t tell you much about my mother. She died when I was a baby. I was raised by my father and a nanny.” 
 
    Annaliese forced a laugh at the outdated joke. “That’s not why I called you here, although those are things I’d like to learn about you. The purpose of today’s meeting is to find out more about your physical health. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Better than I have in a long time.” Hailey paused. “I suppose you’ve seen my profile and scans, so you know the basics. I have extensive nanotech implants because I was diagnosed with early-onset Parkinson’s disease a year ago.” 
 
    Annaliese studied the specs on her computer. “It looks like you’re reinjected every four months. Usually, you only need reinjection once a year for early onset. Why so frequently?” 
 
    “It showed signs of being aggressive, and my father just passed away from complications with Parkinson’s.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Annaliese looked up from the notes she was taking. “When did your father pass away?” 
 
    “Late September. His condition was too advanced by the time the nanotech was approved for public use.” 
 
    “I lost my father to Alzheimer’s in October. It was the same situation.” She looked at her notes again. “Was he affected by what the public called ‘the resurrection’ in August?” 
 
    Hailey’s face fell. “No, his decline was steady. That as a few months after they identified my Parkinson’s as being aggressive. It was also when I got divorced.” 
 
    “It sounds like you’ve been hit pretty hard lately.” 
 
    Hailey nodded.  
 
    Annaliese decided to change her line of questioning.  “You recovered from the nanotech failure quickly. The frequency of your injections might have helped, but it looks like some of the inactive nanotech was reactivated at that time. Did you have a procedure done to attempt a reboot?” 
 
     “No, because those procedures usually don’t work. I was as surprised as the doctors were by it. In fact,” she checked the calendar on her phone, “I was due for another injection two weeks ago. That’s when everything was black, so I was late. When I went to the doctor this past Wednesday, they said I didn’t need it. The old tech was working fine.” 
 
    “You didn’t get reinjected?” 
 
    “What was the point?” 
 
    Annaliese took more notes on her computer. “It looks like it’s done more than keep the Parkinson’s at bay; it’s enhanced functioning throughout your body as well.” 
 
    “That’s normal, isn’t it?” Hailey said. “They said to expect things like higher blood pressure, heightened senses, and better memory. It seems that all of the side effects of nanotech are positive. I don’t know why everybody doesn’t have it.” 
 
    “Right now, it’s limited to medical treatments by federal law. That may change in the future,” Annaliese reviewed her list of questions. “Let’s talk about more basic things. Any change in your appetite and weight?” 
 
    “I eat more, but I don’t gain weight.” 
 
    “Any changes to your diet or exercise routine?” 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “Are you sleeping all right? More, less, better, or worse?” 
 
    “I sleep more,” Hailey said. “I used to sleep about six and a half or seven hours a night.” 
 
    “That’s not enough.” 
 
    Hailey smiled. “When you work in politics, you learn to make it enough. Catnaps here and there between meetings help. Since the nanotech failure a couple of months ago, I sleep nine hours a night.” 
 
    “Do you remember your dreams?” 
 
    “Why?” Hailey asked sharply.  
 
    Annaliese had her attention jolted away from the question list in her notes. “Some people affected by the failure reported having vivid dreams, and many said they saw the same beings that contacted us during the World Council Meeting before the communications blackout. I wondered if you saw anything like that.” 
 
     “I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary for me.” 
 
    Annaliese nodded, noting Hailey’s sharp reaction in her notes. “The increased functioning of your nanotech might be drawing more energy from your body, which is why you eat and sleep more, but your weight is maintaining.” 
 
    “Is that normal?” 
 
    “It is, but I’d like to look at individual results against the norms to see if there’s any significant change in metabolism since the reboots in February,” Annaliese said. “One more question, and then I’ll let you go enjoy the city before my team starts scanning and probing you again tomorrow morning.” She pushed her computer aside and folded her hands on the table. “Do you feel better, worse, or about the same as you did prior to having nanotech?” 
 
    “I’ve never felt better.” 
 
    “And that goes for psychologically as well?” 
 
    Hailey smiled. “I thought you didn’t want to talk about that today.” 
 
    “I don’t. I’m asking in general terms. I know it’s subjective, and you mentioned that you’ve been through a lot in the past year. Overall, how do you feel about life? About the world? About all of the chaos, you see on television every day? A lot of odd things have happened since last summer, and you were made a part of it a couple of months ago.” 
 
    Hailey stared out of the window for a moment, and then returned her gaze to Annaliese. “Like I said, I’ve never felt better.  I’ve had a lot of setbacks, but I’ve also been given a new start. I want to embrace it; to take advantage of it.” She smiled again. “I have a feeling that everything is going to be fine.” 
 
    Annaliese shuddered at Hailey’s smile. There was something not right about it; something off.  She jolted at the buzzer on the main office door and stood. “It looks like we’re done for now. Thanks for coming by.” 
 
    Hailey followed Annaliese out of the door, pulling a car key from her purse. “Do you have another client scheduled for today?” 
 
    “No, that’s my cousin. She went to the church across the street and is meeting me for lunch to help prepare for the meeting tomorrow.” She threw open the door to reveal Kalea standing at the entrance. She smiled as Annaliese opened the door.  
 
    “I didn’t realize you were still working,” Kalea said. 
 
    “We’re finished,” Annaliese said.  
 
    Hailey smiled, reaching out her hand. “Kalea Kerner? I’m Hailey Reed, the one your cousin flew in from Phoenix. I was hoping to meet you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Kalea gave Hailey’s hand a firm shake. She nodded toward Annaliese. “You’re not letting her make a lab rat out of you, I hope.” 
 
    “Not at all, I volunteered. I hope I can help your cause.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Kalea took a step away from the door and stumbled.  
 
    Annaliese turned from locking the door. “Kalea, are you all right?” 
 
    “Dizzy,” Kalea collapsed in the grass.  
 
    “Kalea!” Annaliese shouted. A wave of dizziness overtook her as she bent over Kalea. “Somebody call an ambulance!” she shouted. The crowd from the church gathered around them, pulling out cell phones.  
 
    Annaliese passed out.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
    Kalea opened her eyes, staring in puzzlement at her old bedroom as her parent’s house. She pushed herself up, wiping her eyes. The image of her old bedroom remained.  
 
    What is this? 
 
    The door opened and her mother stuck her head in. “Thank goodness you’re awake!” Daphne Kerner rushed in the room to hug her daughter. “Everybody, she’s awake!” 
 
    “What happened?” Kalea asked. “Why am I in your house?” 
 
    “You know this is always your home, sweetheart,” her mother said. “I can’t believe your father and I have let you run around like you have, not worrying about you. We should have known somebody would be threatened by the great person you’ve become!” 
 
    “Daphne, don’t overwhelm her,” Corbin, Kalea’s father, said. He took a seat next to the bed, followed by Tabitha, Annaliese, Bruce, and Sidney. 
 
    “I don’t understand. What happened? How did I get from Annaliese’s office in Washington D.C. to your house? And what are all of you doing here?” 
 
    Everybody gathered chairs around the bed. Kalea forced a smile. “Is this an intervention? There’s no cure for alien DNA.” 
 
    “Kalea, we were attacked,” Annaliese said. “Kieran had us airlifted to Columbia for our safety. That’s why we’re here. Do you remember anything that’s happened since we were at my office three days ago?” 
 
    “I’ve been out for three days?” 
 
    Sidney nodded. “There was dark matter in your body. That’s why you’ve been out all this time.” 
 
    “Dark matter? That’s what the cybernetics were experimenting with.” 
 
    “That’s why we ran,” Bruce took Kalea’s hand. “This has been bad, but it could have been worse. They could have killed you and Annaliese.” He frowned. “You scared us.” 
 
    “How did this happen? Was it Hailey?” Kalea asked.  
 
    Annaliese nodded. “We think she delivered it when she shook your hand. She reached in her purse before she did it and pulled out a car key.” She shrugged. “I don’t know how she did it, but your hand was the delivery point.” Annaliese waved her telephone. “Fortunately, the pastor at that church knows me and took scans from both of us while the ambulance was on the way. I also got a copy of the hospital records.” 
 
    “You said they airlifted ‘us.’ Did she knock you out too?” 
 
    “I passed out right after you did. I think the neural synchronization is how that happened. I shook her hand when she first came in, but I didn’t feel anything until you passed out.” Annaliese paused. “I believe she saw me pass out.”  
 
    “Which means she knows we’ve achieved synchronization with human beings,” Sidney said. 
 
    “And she’ll report it to the cybernetics,” Kalea motioned to Annaliese’s computer. “I was going to tell you at lunch on Sunday that she’s been communicating with them. I studied those readings your team took Friday, and I saw the residual pattern in her nanotech.” 
 
     “It leaves a pattern?” Annaliese asked. 
 
    Kalea nodded. “It wears off after a few hours. From what I saw on the scans, it looked like she had been in contact with them within ninety minutes of those readings.” 
 
    Bruce sat up straight. “I want to set up an algorithm to scan the satellite systems for it. What should I look for?”  
 
    “It’s an energy reading,” Kalea said. “You’ll have to reset the thermal imaging to pick it up on computer scans. An infrared camera might be able to pick it up, too.” 
 
    “Is that the ‘something strange’ you thought you saw in her scans?” Annaliese asked.  
 
    “I don’t think so, although that explains some of it. There was something else about her energy. Something similar to ours,” Kalea said.  
 
    “But the energy from the nanotech has the opposite effect on them than it does on you,” Annaliese said. “The cybernetics don’t enhance them. They have to replenish the extra energy through increased food intake and sleep.” 
 
    “That’s what we thought, but I’m glad you’ve confirmed it,” Kalea said. “When we bind with humans, we share our energy with them. That’s why they eat and sleep less, but drink more water to keep the balance. Their entire energy gradient is increased. The cybernetics can only enhance what the human already has, so humans have to keep the energy in balance on their own.” 
 
    “So you’re symbiotic?” Annaliese asked.  
 
    Bruce nodded. “The cybernetics are the opposite. They act more like a virus, taking over by rewriting the host into what they want it to be.” 
 
    “What about this dark matter weapon?” Kalea asked. “You said the entry point was in my hand. How did she deliver it? I agree with Annaliese. I saw her holding a key, but she switched hands and I’m certain the hand I shook was empty.” 
 
    Corbin, Daphne, and Tabitha exchanged a glance.  
 
    “What?” Kalea asked.  
 
    “Honey,” Daphne said, “I got the readings and a sample they took from your hand when you were taken to the hospital up there. That dark matter was delivered through specific DNA markers.” 
 
    “DNA?” Kalea said. “I’ve heard of that, but don’t you have to have specific markers in common for it to work? That’s why the military rarely uses it. You have to find somebody that’s related to you for it to work, and there can’t be too many degrees of genetic separation. I don’t think it works past first cousins. Otherwise, the variances are too great for it to deliver correctly. Plus, it’s hard to find somebody that’s willing to turn on their own family.” 
 
    Tabitha sighed. “There’s something I need to tell you.” 
 
    Kalea’s stomach sank. She looked at Annaliese, who paled.  
 
    “Should we leave the room?” Sidney asked.  
 
    “No,” Tabitha sat up straighter in her chair. She glanced at Corbin, who nodded. “Do you remember me telling you that my sister, Tamera, died while I was in college?” 
 
    Annaliese eyebrows creased. “Didn’t she die in an accident just after graduating from college?” 
 
    Tabitha sighed. “She died, but it was no accident. Tamera, my sister, had an affair with a visiting professor the first semester of her senior year in college. She got pregnant and chose to keep the baby. To make a long story short, the professor was married. He went back home to his wife when the semester ended.” She paused. “Tamera had the baby. It was a little girl. We were helping her raise it. Somebody at the university found out and broke the story to the media. He was a high-profile scientist, and his wife was the daughter of a powerful, longstanding House Representative in their home state. They didn’t want their reputation tarnished. We tried to keep it quiet. In the end, he agreed to do the right thing: to move Tamera near him so he could help raise his daughter. His wife was indignant. She couldn’t have children, and she was furious to find out that he not only fathered a child outside of their marriage but now he wanted to bring it home and force her to take a role in raising it.” Tabitha paused.  
 
    “She hired a hit man, didn’t she?” Kalea asked.  
 
    “It’s a cliché story.” Tabitha wiped a tear from her eye. “I was inside the house, getting ready for work. It was in mid-June. I was on summer break between my freshman and sophomore years in college and was working part-time at a summer camp. I heard gunshots. One hit my bedroom window and shattered it. I ran outside,” her voice broke in her sobs. Kalea sat up and hugged her aunt.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Aunt Tabitha.” 
 
    She sniffed in Kalea’s shoulder. “Tamera was lying in the driveway next to the child’s stroller. They were getting ready to go to the park. A neighbor had grabbed the stroller. The neighbor said a woman was hanging out of the window of the car with a gun.” She looked up. “I guess you’ve figured it out by now. The father was from the University of Arizona, and the child’s name was Hailey Hobbs.”  
 
    “The professor’s wife was arrested and tried for murder,” Bruce read from Kalea’s computer, which he borrowed to show on a projection in the center of the room.  “She saw Tamera and her daughter in their driveway while scouting for a time to make the kill, and decided to do it herself. The hit man she hired got a reduced sentence for testifying against the wife and early parole for good behavior. The woman, Lilith Reed, got the death penalty. She was executed ten years ago for the murder.” 
 
    “The father, Harold Reed, adopted the daughter,” Sidney rotated the projection where everybody could see the picture of Harold Reed with his arm around his daughter, the same picture that ran in his obituary the previous fall.  
 
    “She’s our cousin,” Annaliese said softy. “She knew.” 
 
    “So do the cybernetics,” Kalea said, “and that’s how they got in.”  
 
    Annaliese stood, muttered a curse under her breath, and walked out of the room.   
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
    “Are you all right?” Bruce said as he entered Kalea’s room later that evening.  
 
    Kalea smiled as he took a seat next to her. “Better than Annaliese. How is she?” 
 
     “Angry, indignant, and confused.” He smiled at Kalea. “Acting more like the patient than the doctor.” 
 
    “Have she and Aunt Tabitha been arguing?” 
 
    “There were some tense words. Annaliese said they’d talk about it later, and she went home.” He paused. “I believe that argument is forthcoming.” 
 
    “Of course,” Kalea said. “Wait until Avery finds out. He’s more stoic about things, so I have no idea how he’ll react.” 
 
    Bruce wrapped Kalea in a hug. “I didn’t come here to talk about them. I came to ask about you. You could have died, and then you had a major family secret revealed right after you woke up. How are you?” 
 
    Kalea smiled. “Physically, I’m tired. You’d think I’d be bursting with energy after being knocked out for three days, but I guess it’s normal.” 
 
    “It was a tremendous shock to your body,” Bruce said. “Annaliese and the doctors believe you’ll heal, but it’s going to take time. I guess you’re going to need others to help you, for a change.” 
 
    Kalea tipped her head, studying Bruce. “You always help. So does Sidney. So do each and every one of you, in your own way. I’m not worried about that.” 
 
    “How about emotionally? How do you feel about this whole thing with Hailey?” 
 
    Kalea blew out a breath. “On the one hand, a lot makes sense now. On the other hand, it’s shocking. I don’t know if it’s more surprising to find I have a cousin who tried to kill me, or that Aunt Tabitha kept this from us for over forty years.” 
 
    “Family secrets are a pain,” Bruce said.  
 
    “I fear this one may have a huge price,” Kalea said. “I felt like something was off about Hailey, and so did Annaliese. I guess we were right.” 
 
    Bruce smiled. “Human intuition is good for something. There’s still a lot we can learn from them.” 
 
    Kalea stared out the window at the stars glittering through the trees. “Humans are more simple and more complex than we realized. Individuality makes them unique. They have such complex and beautiful variations in their personalities, and yet there are traits they share as a race that those differences don’t seem to affect.” 
 
    “Such as not trusting what they don’t know,” Bruce said, “and being able to trick themselves into twisting their perception of reality.” 
 
    “Which is a complex and evolved thing,” Kalea rubbed her head, “but it gives me a headache, so I try not to think about it.” 
 
    Bruce laughed. “Annaliese said you had a unique sense of humor before we came. It looks like it’s coming back.” 
 
    “I hope humanity can enhance us,” Kalea said. “That’s one of our goals.” 
 
    Bruce sobered. “Denying the truth only works for so long, and then you have to face it; like this thing with Hailey. The truth was hidden for a long time, but now it’s exposed.” 
 
    “I hope we can convince the rest of the world to believe the threat the cybernetic aliens pose before they’re in orbit. I sense that the government isn’t buying into it, despite what happened at the World Council meeting. They want to believe it won’t amount to much, just like they believe we don’t amount to much.” 
 
    “They’re wrong,” Bruce said.  
 
    Kalea stared at Bruce. “I hope they realize that before it’s too late.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
    “When experienced minds go blank, get a fresh perspective,” Daphne said as she walked in from work the next afternoon.  
 
    Annaliese looked up from the readings she was studying on her computer. She and Kalea had pored over Hailey’s readings all day and were still running in circles. The DNA marker Hailey used was through genotype for their blood type, which was A-positive for all of them. “We could use a fresh perspective. What do you have, Aunt Daphne?” 
 
    Daphne put her computer on the table. “I put the question of creating and delivering dark matter energy into an outside source to my graduate students this morning. The funny thing is, it’s been staring at you the whole time.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Tabitha asked from the doorway, where she entered with a basket full of laundry.  
 
    Daphne smiled and waved her in. “Come in. Everybody should see this. Corbin! Bruce! Sidney! Come to the kitchen. I have something to show you!” 
 
    Corbin, Bruce, and Sidney emerged from various rooms of the house. “What’s going on?” Corbin asked.  
 
    Daphne opened her computer and brought up a screen over the kitchen table. “I asked my students how dark matter could be gathered from one biological source and delivered to another. Take a look at what the class came up with.” Daphne pointed at a bright spot to the left of a scan showing energy readings shifting around. “Here’s your delivery source. I recreated the models from the scans Annaliese had from Hailey. We know they used the DNA genetic delivery system to deliver it. We also know that it was delivered tactically. The real question is, where did the dark matter originate from?” She set the model in motion. “We’ve been working on the assumption that they formed this weapon from an outside source, but every time we tried to recreate this scenario, we ran into a road block. We couldn’t figure out how Hailey could carry it without it affecting her as it did Kalea. Dark matter is usually negligible. Larger amounts would tear apart the energy holding us together at a molecular level. But leave it to students to come up with the simplest solution.” Daphne closed the scan showing both models flying apart at the molecular level when the levels of dark matter became too high and opened another scan. “The key is to keep the levels low enough to be carried and delivered without harming the host, but large enough to affect the target. Plus, there was another problem. We suspect these aliens are over four light years away, so there’s no way they developed a weapon and gave it to Hailey. Besides, dark matter in the concentrations we found delivered to Kalea would have tripped all of our interstellar sensors, from the Kupiter Belt to here. So the dark matter weapon had to be formed here on Earth.” 
 
    “Plus, Hailey is a lobbyist,” Kalea said. “She has no expertise in science, and she doesn’t have scientific contacts or resources. Even if she did, her contacts are limited to the State of Arizona, so she would have had to use one of the schools there to do this.” 
 
    “Which she didn’t do,” Daphne said. “I know because I checked before class. I went in early this morning so I could prove or discount that part of the theory. But there was another answer.” She launched the scans again. “When I told the class that the host was exhibiting signs of increased metabolism, they said that pointed to one assumption: the host was the weapon. They suspected the host was gathering small amounts over time through nanotech, which protected her from the effects until it was delivered to the intended target.” Daphne smiled. “Hypothetically, of course.” 
 
    “Mom, this is amazing,” Kalea said.  
 
    “It’s consistent with the energy readings that Annaliese found on her scans,” Corbin said. “In fact, it’s exact. I can’t believe how accurately your students were able to recreate the delivery given only basic details. You teach them well.” 
 
    “It’s amazing,” Annaliese said. “You’re right. It’s been right in front of us the whole time.” She smiled. “Aunt Daphne, I don’t know how to thank you!” She hugged Daphne.  
 
    Daphne laughed. “It’s the least I could do after my sister-in-law destroyed the paradigm of your perfect family.” 
 
    “Thanks a lot!” Tabitha said.  
 
     “Tabitha, nobody blames you. How could anybody know Hailey would do this?” Daphne asked. 
 
    “She’s right, Mom,” Annaliese said. “It would have been nice to know about Hailey sooner, but you said they wanted to keep it quiet, and you respected their wishes.” 
 
    Bruce raised an eyebrow at Kalea, who stifled a laugh. So much for the impending argument. 
 
    Good. The last thing we need is a family war on top of the other war we’re fighting! 
 
    “We knew something was off about her,” Kalea said aloud, “Now we know what it is. She’s one of us.” 
 
    “It also explains those odd energy readings,” Annaliese said. “She was carrying an energy based weapon.” 
 
    “At least you’re both all right,” Bruce said, “and now our suspicions over developing their weapon are confirmed, and we know what they plan to use against us.” 
 
    “Dark matter is volatile,” Sidney said, “if they’ve found a way to use the nanotech to stabilize it, then human technology might have handed them the key to fine tune their biggest weapon.” 
 
    “It’s not big yet,” Bruce said. “It only affected two people, both of whom are here nearly fully recovered.” 
 
    “I was blacked out for three days,” Kalea said. “It’s dangerous. If they’re working on a wide scale weapon with the help of human technology, it’s only a manner of time until they can take us all out with it.” 
 
    “That’s not good,” Sidney said. “What do we do?” 
 
    “Let us help you,” Corbin said.  
 
    “What?” Kalea asked.  
 
    “Look at what a fresh perspective did for you,” Corbin said. “Mom and I can take it from here. I believe we can help you find a way to counter this threat between my expertise and hers.” 
 
    “It’s perfect,” Daphne said. “You got the funding to research this. Let us help.  Bring in more of the higher education community. Most of us have our own funding for research, so we wouldn’t need much from the government.”  
 
    “These political factions are holding back on the Earthside war,” Corbin said, “why can’t we do some quiet work on our own to help you out?” 
 
    “Kieran said he could use all the help he can get with this alien research,” Tabitha said.  
 
    Annaliese looked at Kalea, who smiled. “They have a point. We’ve been going over this for two days, and look at how quickly they broke through our rut.” 
 
    “We’ve always been there for one another,” Daphne said. “We’re a small family, but look at how much we’ve already done together. Let us help you.” 
 
    “Retirement is boring,” Corbin said, smiling. “I’ll be glad to get back to doing some real, meaningful work. I’ve had too much rest over the past year.” 
 
    Bruce patted Corbin on the back. “I’ll be glad to have some help. All of this data coming through my head can be overwhelming. It would help to spread out our efforts and get a fresh perspective. The research teams have been staring at alien stuff for months.” 
 
    “We’re a small group,” Sidney said, “but you never know what impact our efforts could make once combined with the larger purpose.” 
 
    “Small but mighty,” Annaliese said, thinking. “We do have one of our own after us. What better way to counter the threat than to work together.” She stood and shook Daphne’s hand. “Aunt Daphne, welcome to the team!”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
    The results from the deployment of the weapon are interesting. 
 
    Interesting? Hailey asked. How about catastrophic? An entire church saw what happened. I barely escaped. If the person you sent hadn’t been early, I would have been exposed. 
 
    But you weren’t. You fulfilled the mission. That’s what counts.  
 
    I’m stuck in a small town south of Myrtle Beach, South Carolina, Hailey said. What can I do from here? 
 
    Our resources show that Murrells Inlet is a quiet town. Our agent there was happy to receive you and is the perfect person to help you recover from the weapon formation and deployment. It’s the best place for you to recover and prepare for the next step, while we study the results from the weapon delivery.  
 
    It only affected two people! 
 
    The weapon works. It has the potential for further development with human nanotechnology. We will study this to determine how to better utilize it. Plus, it had an effect on the human she was synchronized with. That gives us the potential for a greater impact if it becomes necessary.  
 
    What do you mean necessary? Hailey asked.  
 
    If we encounter resistance from the humans.  
 
    You plan to attack? 
 
    A pause. 
 
    It will not be necessary. The humans will welcome the advances we bring to their race. Our biggest threat is the aliens among them, which we will neutralize. We will continue work on the weapon through other sources. Thank you for your cooperation in bringing it this far. 
 
    I’m available to continue assisting. 
 
    You are too weak. Plus, many in Washington D.C. are looking for you. Work with our agent in Murrells Inlet. She will assist in your healing and lead you to the next step. For now, you need to remain invisible, to heal, and to prepare.  
 
    I’m a lobbyist. How am I supposed to survive? I need to go home and get back to work.  
 
    We have told you repeatedly that our agent will see to your needs. Your absence has been filled. One thing about humans is that nobody is irreplaceable. Despite your individuality, you can always be replaced by another human being. They might do things different, but they get it done. Do not worry about your job or your home. You will return to Arizona when the time is right. For now, stay where you are. Regain your strength. You will need it.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
    “Today’s attack at LAX is the latest in the United State’s woes after pulling their covert support of the Communist and Eastern Sector war,” the anchor said from the large flat screen television over the mantel in the tidy condominium. “The bomb went off at eight o’clock A.M. Pacific time, grounding all flights into and out of one of the busiest airports in the nation. A radical terrorist cell from the Eastern Sector is claiming responsibility for the attack. This is the same cell that claimed responsibility for the recent attack on Central Station.” 
 
    “American’s are cowards,” proclaimed a man sporting a ski mask in the grainy video. “They could not defend themselves openly, so they created an absurd threat. These infidels will be dealt with along with the rest of the worldwide community that is blind to the greater truths. We will bring enlightenment to all, through life or death!”  
 
    “I haven’t seen one of those in a while,” Hailey stepped into the den.  
 
    The woman with perfectly coiffed gray hair sitting on the beige couch turned to study Hailey, her blue eyes lighting up. “Hailey, you’re up!” She hit a button on a remote control and clicked off the television. “I guess I’m behind the times. I love this television. It’s nice to turn it on without having to synch it to my computer or launch an app. I don’t get as many channels as I did before everything went online, but I get enough to keep updated and stay entertained.” She pointed to her eyes. “Plus, I like the large screen. Aging eyes, you know. I don’t see as well as I used to.” 
 
    “Doesn’t the nanotech help with that?” Hailey sat on the love seat next to the couch.  
 
    The woman shook her head. “No, and laser surgery only lasts so long. I need a retouch, but I hesitate to bring too much attention to myself by having more medical procedures done.” 
 
    “They’re looking at your medical records too?” 
 
    “They’re looking at everybody with extensive nanotech. We can’t step foot in a medical facility without setting off all kind of alarms to this new government task force.” 
 
    Hailey stated at the woman. “I don’t recall your name.” 
 
    The woman smiled and reached out a hand. “Jane Hanniley. I’m pleased to meet you.” She paused. “You were unconscious when my son brought you here. Welcome to Murrells Inlet, South Carolina.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Hailey stared at the inlet outside the window. “I’ve never seen anything like that.” 
 
    Jane looked startled. “You’ve never seen the ocean?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “That’s just the inlet. I’ll take you for a drive to see the ocean when you feel better.” She paused. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Tired and achy. How long was I out? The last thing I remember was getting in a car with–Jake? Is that your son?” 
 
    Jane nodded and stood, walking to the kitchen area. “Let me get you some orange juice to get your blood sugar up.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Hailey looked down to find she was in her white pajamas. “I see he got my bags out of the hotel.” 
 
    “He took care of everything.  He said you slept the whole drive down from D.C. You walked in here and changed clothes yourself when you arrived, but you were groggy.” Jane paused. “That dark matter weapon must have taken a lot out of you. You’re lucky you didn’t go out with them immediately.” 
 
    “I wonder why I didn’t.” 
 
    Jane waved at her computer in a blue case lying on the kitchen table. “It looks like the nanotech set up a protective mechanism to keep the weapon formation from affecting you, but your biological systems could only stand up to the surge from the deployment for a short time. It kept you conscious long enough to escape. They’re checking to see if they can amplify the nanotech to better protect us in future deliveries.” 
 
    “’They’ meaning the cybernetic aliens?” 
 
    Jane nodded, handing Hailey her orange juice. “I’ve been scanning you periodically and found that you’re healing, but not as fast as they hoped. I’d like to run more scans, but we can do that after you’ve had some food and a chance to settle in.” 
 
    Hailey took a deep drink of the orange juice. Glancing around, she noticed that most of the furnishing and appliances were expensive and high-grade. Obviously, Jane was financially well off.  “You seem to know a lot about biology. Are you a doctor?” 
 
    Jane got up and poured herself a cup of coffee from the fancy coffee maker on the corner of the counter. “I’m a physical therapist. I work with a private doctor’s office nearby.” 
 
    “I see. What about Jake’s father? Is he here?” 
 
    “He passed away last summer. He had a form of dementia called Lewy Body Syndrome,” Jane sat in the chair across from Hailey. “It’s like Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s combined.” 
 
    “I lost my father to Parkinson’s last fall, and I have early onset Parkinson’s.” Hailey tapped her head. “That’s why I’m full of nanotech.” She drank her juice. “I’m sorry for your loss. Was your husband affected by that ‘resurrection’ stuff with the other aliens last summer?” 
 
    “He passed in early July, a month before that happened.” 
 
    Hailey finished her orange juice. “I don’t know whether to say I’m sorry or not.” 
 
    Jane’s face pinched. “Don’t be sorry. It would have been nice for him to rally, but we didn’t get that chance, and perhaps it was for the best. To get him back only to watch him decline again would have been torture.”  
 
    “I can see how that would be true,” Hailey said. “What about you? If you’re working with them, then you obviously have a lot of nanotech. May I ask why?” 
 
    Jane leaned back in her chair. “I was in a car accident the day after Thanksgiving. I had a fractured skull and spinal cord, broken bones, bruises, and other grievances on this old body.” She paused, drinking her coffee. “The accident was my fault.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I drove off the bridge over the Intercoastal Waterway on Highway 501 between Conway and Myrtle Beach.” 
 
    Hailey gasped. “A suicide attempt?” 
 
    Jane nodded. “I met my husband in college. I started out as a business major and he was teaching a finance course my freshman year. He was a prominent businessman in the Lowcountry, and he often taught courses at the college on the side. When things turned romantic, I changed my school and major so we could continue the relationship. He was divorced. He has a daughter ten years younger than me, and there were plenty of scandals.” She paused, waving around the condominium. “This was a rental unit we owned. We rarely visited it ourselves because we’d rent it out to his bigger clients that wanted to vacation in the area. Our main home was further up in Little River, near the state line.” 
 
    “I take it this is all he left you?” Hailey asked softly. 
 
    “Yes,” Jane said. She finished her coffee and sat the mug down, somewhat roughly. “A month after he died, I was put out of our home and told to move here. His daughter, Muriel, lived in Wilmington, but she wanted to move in the main home. Her children were fixing to start high school, and she wanted them to ‘experience the life of luxury that had been denied to them’ before they went out into the world. Michael gave her plenty, but she resented me and felt she’d get more if I weren’t around.” Jane got up to pour another cup of coffee. “I got this place, the furniture, and my car, which was paid for anyway. I also got one investment account, but Michael set it up as a retirement account, so I have to work for another ten years before I can touch the money he left me.” She shrugged. “My big expenses are covered, but I have to keep working for the health insurance and the basic day-to-day expenses.” 
 
    Hailey whistled. No wonder Jane was willing to work with the aliens. Life had hurt her plenty, too. “Why would he do that?” 
 
    Jane sat back on the couch. “Beats me. I saw his will before he got sick, and everything was split evenly among me, Jake, and Muriel. It was changed when he was diagnosed and started to show symptoms. I hired a lawyer to contest the will because it was made when he wasn’t at full mental capacity, but the lawyer told me he didn’t think it would stick because Michael was still working part-time and handling our financial affairs when it was signed and notarized.” She sipped her coffee. “I suspect that’s the angle Muriel played.  She got him to change his will behind my back, and she won. I still don’t understand why he did that.” 
 
     “I’m sorry,” Hailey said. “I’m glad you survived the accident.” 
 
    Jane sighed. “I am too. I feel like I finally have a purpose, for the first time in a long time. I invested so much into taking care of Michael, and after all that I gave, he and Muriel betrayed me. Jake was betrayed too. He should have gotten something more but like me, all he got was a money market account, which he used to pay off his education and to get nanotech for his asthma. Jake doesn’t care. He’s a lawyer. He went to Georgetown and made a life for himself in the D.C. Metro area, so it’s not like he needs money. Still, Michael was his father and he owed both of us more.” She paused. “I was lost and confused. Then I tried to end it all, and that didn’t work. They injected me with nanotech, and they reinject me every three months. They say it’s because I’m still healing on the inside, which is true, but they also diagnosed me with severe depression and possible bipolar disorder, and I suspect they’re watching to see if it helps with that.” 
 
    “Does it?” Hailey asked.  
 
    Jane nodded. “I’ve felt better since I had the nanotech, with the exception of a brief period a few months ago when the cybernetics started talking to me.”  
 
    “The teams installed a damper to the new communication system they set up on the old cell phone towers to help us handle the energy from those transmissions.” Hailey paused, rubbing her head. “I felt better until I deployed that weapon. I hope the enhanced communication system will help me heal.” 
 
    “I knew the moment it went live,” Jane stared at Hailey, her eyes glowing. “I feel more alive than I’ve felt in years. When I first heard the cybernetics speaking to me, I panicked. I wondered if I got my wish and died. Then I wondered if the treatment failed, and I was losing my mind.  Then I realized what it really was: a second chance. That nanotech failure could have killed me, but instead, it made me stronger. They made me stronger.” She put her hand over Hailey’s hand. “They told me your story. It looks like they made you stronger, too.” 
 
    “It’s the second chance I desperately needed.” 
 
    “Everybody they saved needed a second chance. There’s no quality of life when you’re struggling to stay alive. The cybernetic aliens took that struggle away. They’re letting us live again.” 
 
    Hailey stared outside the window at the inlet. “They’re right. Everything is new now, and the rest of humanity needs to see what it means to truly live. We’ve been given a chance to make a difference.” 
 
     “Let’s take this second chance to make a better world.” Jane smiled. “It needs saving, whether they realize it or not.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
    “It’s a good idea,” Kieran said on Annaliese’s computer. “I like having the family and other educational institutions work quietly on this problem. What do they need in terms of funding?” 
 
    “Aunt Daphne is working with the University staff and will let you know. They want to keep this ‘off the record’, so they’re trying to redirect some of their own funds so it won’t be an unexpected burden on this new budget. They are coming into the study late.” 
 
    “No, they’re coming in right on time as far as I’m concerned. What they’ve found so far is great,” Kieran said. “How’s Kalea?” 
 
    “Back in her own home. That dark energy weapon did a number on her, but I believe her humanity saved her.” Annaliese smiled. “Bruce being here has helped, too. I can tell they’re fond of each other, but trying to be discrete.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Kieran said, “but you know Kalea. Business first.” 
 
     “She’s recovering, but slowly.” Annaliese tapped a fingernail on the table. “I think it’s best that she stay down here for now. She needs to continue her recovery, she can help her parents with the research, and she’s too high-profile to be in D.C. as much as she has been lately. I think we erred having her up there so much.” 
 
    “She agreed to come, and her presence has been a political advantage.” 
 
    “An advantage that just turned into a liability,” Annaliese said.  
 
    “Point taken,” Kieran said. “Our people haven’t had any luck finding Hailey. It’s like she fell off the face of the Earth after she delivered that dark matter bomb, or whatever it was. The rental car was returned shortly after you were attacked but, of course, the security cameras in the airport rental facility went offline for several hours that afternoon. The car was prepaid and returned through a key drop, so nobody saw who returned the vehicle.  Hailey didn’t rent another car or board any flights, trains, buses, or other public transportation.” 
 
    Annaliese snorted. “Somebody must have picked her up and taken her somewhere in a car or on some kind of private transportation.” 
 
    “She can’t be far away. She couldn’t have left the country without tripping all kinds of alerts even with private transportation, so we know she’s still in the continental United States.” Kieran sighed. “Don’t worry, we’ll keep looking. How are you about that whole situation with her being a cousin you never knew?” 
 
     “I’m frustrated and angry. I understand why it was kept from us.” Annaliese sighed. “It’s no use making an issue out of it now. What’s done is done. I can tell that Mom feels that she did the right thing keeping it quiet for as long as she could.” 
 
    “Do you think she did the right thing?” 
 
    “No,” Annaliese said. “We should have been told, but she’s completely convinced that she did what was right, so there’s no use talking to her about it. The best we’ll come to is agreeing to disagree.” 
 
    “Do you feel that way because you just found out your mother was hiding something from you, or do you feel that way because Hailey almost killed you and Kalea?” Kieran asked.  
 
    “Both. Did you know that Aunt Daphne and Uncle Corbin didn’t know about it, either? They were given the same story as the rest of us until the day Kalea woke up. Mom and her family went to a lot of trouble to keep this buried.” 
 
    “I agree with you. It’s unlikely that you’re going to convince your Mom that she made a mistake, especially if she had her family and Hailey’s high-profile father pressuring her to keep it quiet. She was young and confused when it happened.” 
 
    “That’s what I keep telling myself.” 
 
    Kieran creased his brow. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    Annaliese shook her head. “I can’t do anything. Neither can Kalea, and the truth is that we have bigger problems to focus on. The world is bigger than our family.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, our family just became part of the world drama,” Kieran said. “Don’t worry, we’ll find Hailey. She’ll answer for this.”  
 
    “Something tells me we aren’t going to see her again until she’s ready to be found,” Annaliese said, “and who knows how many more of them there are, or where they are.” She tapped at her computer. “I have plenty of files from people who resisted the cybernetics successfully since my attempt, but most of them were like me. They didn’t have much nanotech.” 
 
    “The secret’s out. They know how to do it.” 
 
    “It looks like people with heavier nanotech are cooperating with the aliens. I don’t understand why.” 
 
    “Why would anybody blow up train stations and airports?” Kieran asked. “Why would anybody wage a worldwide war to establish a theocracy or a dictatorship, and then attack the one country that’s leaving them alone? It’s because they believe it’s the only way to ensure their survival, but they’re wrong. It makes sense to them, but not to us. Unfortunately, there are plenty of things like that in the world.” 
 
    “That’s true.”  
 
    “What about Sidney?” Kieran asked. “Is she in Columbia with you?” 
 
    “Sidney went back to Raleigh. Kalea wants her to achieve synchronization with Nate, her husband. He works in cyber security for a private tech company based in Raleigh, and his expertise could be helpful in figuring out how these cybernetic aliens got in our system and finding a way to lock them out.” Annaliese tapped a corner of her screen to bring up some notes. “His company was researching what they refer to as ‘the alien hack’ as part of their private business, and he was kind enough to share what they have. It looks like the aliens have also tried to hack into our financial and several state and federal government systems, but failed.” 
 
    Kieran raised an eyebrow. “I wonder why.” 
 
    “They’re still looking into it,” Annaliese said. “Kalea thinks they don’t understand those systems. She said that they don’t have a concept for things like money and government systems, and the cybernetic aliens don’t seem to, either. She thinks they realize that finance and government are integral parts of our society, but they don’t understand how they work.” 
 
    “It makes sense. Plus, government and financial systems vary across the globe. They aren’t universal.” 
 
    Annaliese nodded. “Thank goodness we never got to that one world financial system they had as a goal.” 
 
    Kieran laughed. “That might be the world’s most beneficial failure. That, and this stupid war that’s keeping us separated. If those Communist or Eastern powers won, then we would be on one world system.” 
 
    “What a nightmare. Our variances may be our saving grace,” Annaliese said.  
 
    Kieran’s brow creased. “Call me nosy, but why hasn’t Sidney been able to achieve synchronization with her husband, while Kalea was able to achieve it with you? It seems a husband and wife would get it before cousins do.” 
 
    “Sidney’s husband is in conflict with his mother over his father’s estate. His father left him a sizable inheritance, but his mother is blocking it because of ‘Sidney’s condition.’” 
 
    “Her condition being part alien?” Kieran asked. “How’s that holding up with the lawyers?” 
 
    “It isn’t because there’s no legal basis for it.  Nate’s going to win, but the bigger issue is that his mother wants him to choose between her and Sidney. She said she’d drop her petition on the will if he moves in with her and divorces Sidney.” 
 
    “Talk about a mother-in-law from hell,” Kieran said.  
 
    Annaliese snorted. “That woman wouldn’t have liked anybody he married. She’s one of those types who believe that nobody’s good enough for her baby boy but her.” 
 
    “As if the world needs that,” Kieran said. “I wish Sidney luck. It would be a tremendous advantage if we could get him on board. What about Bruce?” 
 
    “He’s taking what we have back to Houston to work with Avery and Galen to figure out how it all fits together. They want to shut down the threat from without while we work from within.” 
 
    “I suppose that means they want to check out the interstellar element, and we’re taking on the ground troops?” 
 
    “In the simplest terms, yes,” Annaliese said. She leaned back in the chair. “How are things up there? Am I coming back to a hornet’s nest tomorrow?” 
 
    “You? No. Me? I keep getting stung,” Kieran said. “It’s chaos on the Hill, and that bomb at LAX this morning didn’t help. I have an emergency meeting with the President and his staff at four o’clock. He wants to address the nation tonight.” 
 
    “He’s not thinking about going back on the funding for the research, is he?” 
 
     “No, he believes in that, but he wonders if pulling out altogether was a mistake, given the lambasting we’re getting from the international community. He’s wondering if he can pull funding from other places to resume limited covert operations.” 
 
    “How covert is it if everybody knows we’re doing it?” Annaliese asked.  
 
    Kieran laughed. “True. The international community is whining and bullying, and we shouldn’t respond to that. I’ll be sure to remind him that we made this decision with the support of The World Council.” 
 
    “Most of it, anyway.” 
 
    Kieran paused as a voice in the background called him. He looked up and nodded. “I have to go. My staff wants to review some things before my meeting with the President. Will I see you tomorrow for dinner?” 
 
    Annaliese smiled.   “It will be good to be home.” 
 
    “The housekeeping staff is cleaning and stocking the house today, so it’ll be all ready for you. I’ll tell them to make us a special dinner tomorrow, and to open a bottle of that red wine we love.” 
 
    “We better enjoy the night off. You know all of this is going to keep us working nonstop.” 
 
    Kieran’s smile faded, but he sat up straighter. “We’ll make it. We always do. Together, we always manage to save the world.” 
 
    Annaliese laughed, remembering Aunt Daphne saying the same thing the previous day. “We do, don’t we?”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
    “Senator Boyce, Senator Verquez, I’m going to be frank with you,” President Hastings said, his hands steepled in front of his worry-lined face on his desk in the Oval Office. “I signed your bills, and now I look like a fool. My advisors are telling me that I need to issue an executive order to repeal the bills, or I need to release a statement on the dark matter attack on Mrs. Boyce and Miss Kerner to demonstrate to the worldwide community that our actions were justified.” 
 
    Kieran straightened his tie, while Senator Verquez fidgeted in her chair. He knew that both of their committees had pulled a lot of strings to get the bills passed quickly. Unfortunately, it was time to deliver, and he had nothing to offer. “Sir, I appreciate you giving us this opportunity to speak to you, and that you kept it private.” 
 
     “It’s not like my staff would have given either of you a chance to speak in your defense. They’re preparing two speeches for me to make to the nation tonight, neither of which I want to make. One reveals the alien weapon. The other removes the funding and puts us at open war.” He leaned back. “Here’s your chance to give me a third option.” 
 
    “Sir, you know that revealing the alien weapon would cause public panic,” Kieran said.  
 
    “The public is already panicked over these terrorists’ attacks,” President Hastings said. “What’s one more threat? At least they’d understand our logic.” 
 
    “Would they?” Senator Verquez asked, “or would the Communist and Eastern Sectors call it another ruse? Face it, sir, the attack on Kalea Kerner and Annaliese Kerner Boyce was small-scale compared to what they see on the news every day. Sure, they’re high-profile individuals, but only in this community, and their community back in South Carolina. A bomb went off at LAX three days later that affected air traffic in the western third of the nation, and everybody saw that.” She paused. “The world is choosing to look to itself, not beyond. We knew when we proposed these bills that the Oriental and Pacific Oceanic Sectors would be a problem.” 
 
    “We didn’t anticipate the terrorist attacks,” President Hastings said.  
 
    “No we didn’t,” Kieran said, “but it doesn’t change the fact that we don’t negotiate with terrorists. Responding to these bombings by rejoining the war effort is playing right into their hands. The Communist and Eastern Sectors want a war. Why? I don’t know. Maybe they hope we’ll reduce the resistance by being spread too thin, and wipe ourselves out with a crazy doomsday maneuver. I’ve heard chatter about developing a weapon of that magnitude, and I hope it’s only chatter. Maybe they’re working with the aliens, and hope that we’ll be too overwhelmed to fight a war on two fronts. That has been speculated both here and among the energy aliens. Or maybe they’re extremists that want to watch the world burn. I’ve heard there are some militant leaders who believe worldwide destruction is preferable to allowing humanity to continue as it is. Whatever the reason, they’re trying to pull us into their chaos, and we can’t afford to respond. Let’s stay focused.  We have enough allies to keep our eyes on the true threat from above.” 
 
    “He’s right; the Oriental Alliance and Pacific Oceanic Sector aren’t keeping their part of the bargain,” Senator Verquez said. “Remember at the World Council, they agreed for the world community to split their focus, even if it meant that some sectors back off the war effort in the East. I know they weren’t fully represented, but to allow for the dissenters that didn’t attend to take over is treason. We have every right to cut them off.” She gestured at Kieran. “Senator Boyce is right. This is a distraction, and we need to neutralize it and keep our focus on the cybernetic alien threat.” 
 
     “How do I convince the worldwide community to believe the threat that only we see?” President Hastings asked. “The Western World is the only one that’s experienced what the cybernetic aliens can do.” 
 
    “We already have some research on the interstellar project. It’s en route to the Space Exploration Society in Houston to see if they can work out a way to block the cybernetic aliens from communicating with human beings that have heavy nanotech,” Kieran said. “Now that communications are fully functional, we should have more information soon. Galen called my office this morning and said they’ve been overwhelmed with satellite imagery and data. They have a backlog storage system to hold the information if systems aren’t able to transmit, and all of that data dumped on Houston when the satellites went active a couple of weeks ago. I’m sure a breakthrough is coming soon.” 
 
    President Hastings sighed. “Soon is good, but I need something now. Senator Boyce, are your wife or her cousin here? Maybe they can offer some guidance.” 
 
     “Annaliese is flying back tomorrow. She has data at home from her incident that she’s preparing to bring back. Kalea hasn’t been cleared for travel.” He paused. “Sir, I got word that there are several higher education institutions and private entities that have offered to contribute to this research and participate in the study. We may be able to reallocate some funds to homeland defense if they can help with the research using their own funding.” 
 
    The President laughed. “This is a dream for the scientific community. My office has been swamped with calls from almost every college, university, and research institute offering to contribute to the study. The problem is too many hands making a mess out of things.” His blue eyes drifted. “I also wonder if they have significant funds to contribute, or if they’re petitioning for a spot on the team.” 
 
    “Why don’t you let my people evaluate it?” Kieran said. “It makes sense. If they can pay their own way, then why not let them help?” 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” Senator Verquez said. “Then we can divert funds to homeland defense to address the terrorist attacks on our soil. That way, we don’t have to pass another bill, and we won’t be in violation of the agreement with the World Council.” 
 
    Kieran nodded. “Why not propose that tonight? Tell the country the good news, not the bad news. There’s domestic support for the research, and if they will commit, then we can strengthen our homeland support and cut off these terrorist attacks.” 
 
    “It still doesn’t address the opposition from the Oriental Alliance or Pacific Oceanic Sector, but it deals with the main concerns,” President Hastings said. 
 
    “Sir, the Orient and Pacifica are all talk,” Senator Verquez said. “I doubt they have the capability of doing much more than blowing more hot air over the news networks. Ignore them. We’re acting on real threats.”  
 
     The President thought. After a few moments, he smiled and hit a button on his telephone. “Mary, send in my advisory staff. I found my third option.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
    “Very clever,” Jane clicked the television off. “I thought the President would try to leverage the dark matter weapon to get public support for the scientific funding bill, but he found another way.” 
 
    “How many agents do we have in the academic and scientific communities?” Hailey asked.  
 
    “Not many. The energy aliens got to them before we did.” 
 
    “It’s ironic. They developed the nanotech, but they rarely use it,” Hailey said. “You’d think they’d be the first in line.” 
 
    Jane shook her head. “They’re similar to the medical community in that way. They’re cautious. They want to know all of the bugs are worked out of the system before they do it to themselves, or their loved ones.” 
 
    “I thought they experimented on themselves.” 
 
    “That’s science fiction,” Jane said, “or at least, it’s a desperate thing of the past. It’s rare, and in the few cases that it’s done, they’re usually psychologically unstable.” 
 
    “Or desperate,” Hailey said.  
 
    “Desperate is a situation they’re careful to avoid.” Jane leaned back. “What does this mean for us?” 
 
    “It means everybody in the Western World will want to get their hands on people like us, and nobody in the Eastern World believes we’re real. In other words, nothing. It’s all talk. The world is still divided,” Hailey said. “But this could force things to light sooner than the cybernetics are ready. Shouldn’t we do something to stop it?”  
 
    “How?” Jane asked. “This is politics, and it crosses several systems. There’s no way the politicians, doctors, or energy aliens will figure it out, anyway. The satellites were out while the cybernetics had us at work, so the humans and energy aliens couldn’t intercept the transmissions. The piggyback system is set up through the old cell towers now, and there’s nothing they can do about it. Everything they transmit belongs to us and they don’t realize it because they don’t know where to look. Relax, it will work out.” 
 
    “I do a lot of resting and preparing these days. It seems that’s the way for all of us. What’s the plan?” Hailey asked.  
 
    Jane glared at Hailey. “Patience. You’ll know what you need to know when you need to know it, just like the rest of us.” She stood and walked to the kitchen to get a glass of water. “Don’t assume that nothing is happening just because you don’t see activity. They are always active. Watching, listening, and learning seems passive, but they’re the greatest means to achievement. It’s information, and information is imperative to fine tune the instruments we need to complete the task we agreed to.” 
 
    “What did we agree to?” Hailey asked. “To help them, I know, but to help them do what?” 
 
    Jane stared at Hailey. “To make the world a better place.” 
 
    “For who? Us, or them?” 
 
    “Both, and anybody else that wishes to visit this planet, if they’re out there,” Jane sat on the couch. “What’s wrong, Hailey? Why do you doubt our mission?” 
 
    “I wondered what we were, besides alien guinea pigs.” 
 
    “They aren’t human, so stop attributing human traits to them,” Jane said. “They’re evolved. We should be so lucky as to come up to their level.” 
 
    “I share that sentiment,” Hailey paused. “It feels like we’re forgetting something.” 
 
     “That’s impossible,” Jane snickered. 
 
    Hailey stared at the reeds swaying in the dark wind of the inlet beyond the window, shuddering at the memory of how many times her father told her nothing was impossible. “I hope you’re right.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 41 
 
    “They were busy while we were restoring transportation and communications,” Avery laid his computer on the table of the small conference room at the Space Society office in Houston, “but then again, I suppose that was the point of our systems being blown out in the first place.” 
 
    Bruce shifted in his seat next to Avery as he brought up screens in front of Galen, who sat across from them. “We suspected that they were monitoring transmissions for a long time, but we didn’t know how. When the data from the backup systems delivered, we had a tremendous amount to sift through. It didn’t make sense that we would have that much information coming into the systems until I extended the range of the signals. When we did, we found a low-level wave that had been amplified. It’s something we haven’t looked at in years since we went to all satellite transmissions. Take a look at this.”  
 
    Galen squinted at the screen, where Bruce had highlighted a strange wavelength in blue. “What is that? It looks familiar, but I can’t place it.” 
 
    “There’s a reason why,” Avery tapped open an Internet window to bring up a web search. “We had to go through the agency’s historical files to pull this up. Those are radio waves.” 
 
    “Radio waves?” Galen asked 
 
    Bruce nodded. “NASA used these waves on probes over a century ago. Modifications helped, but it wasn’t perfect. There were still limits on the range.” 
 
    “That explains a lot,” Galen said. “If the aliens intercepted a probe then it’s no wonder they found us. We left a trail of breadcrumbs for them to follow.” He studied the transmissions and the Internet data. “Are any of those probes still functional?” 
 
    “In theory, no,” Avery said. “They stopped transmitting nearly seventy years ago. We suspected that they made it outside of the solar system, but they weren’t designed to function indefinitely. In time, all machinery fails.” 
 
    “Unless somebody or something else gets a hold of it, and fixes it,” Galen said. “What did these cybernetic aliens get their hands on, and why didn’t we realize it was transmitting again?” 
 
    “It’s the Voyager I probe,” Bruce said.  
 
    “Voyager I? That probe wasn’t on track for Alpha Centauri. How did they find it?” 
 
    “They have scouts exploring space,” Bruce said, “and if they found this probe, then there’s no doubt that it piqued their curiosity, and they reactivated it to see who sent it and what was out there.” 
 
     “How long have they had it?” Galen asked. 
 
    Avery shrugged. “We only have backup data for five years. I can tell you that the signals have been there the whole time. They stopped right after the nanotech failure in February, so they probably learned how to generate the wave with their own equipment. I have interns checking the archives to see how far back the transmissions go.” 
 
    Galen sighed. “They’ve been watching us for at least five years, and the signs were right over our heads the whole time.” 
 
    “We didn’t know to look for it,” Avery said. “Why would we look at something that we thought died seventy years ago?” 
 
    “That was the point,” Bruce said. “Once they got the probe functioning again, they copied the radio waves to their own probes that they sent into the system. Then they could not only get historical data but real-time data as well. They knew we developed better technology, and they waited until we were at just the right point to make their move.” 
 
    “That’s not the only thing,” Avery said. “They took out our transportation, too, and there was a reason for that as well.” He brought up two more screens. One was a map of the space surrounding Earth, and the other was a map of the United States peppered with red dots. “Remember that probe that blew out the nanotech a couple of months ago? Another one is up there. We found transmissions from our satellites that are identical to the transmissions we found when we traced the blown probe. There’s debris from that same type of metal littering our orbit. They were seeding our satellites while we were blacked out.” 
 
    Bruce pointed to the map of the United States. “While we were blind from below, they had their agents modifying and seeding the old cell phone towers. We found that towers nationwide were modified to transmit and receive the alien signals.” 
 
    “That required them to have people go there and make the modifications,” Avery said. “That’s probably why air transportation was put out. Many of those towers also have lights for airplanes to use as GPS markers, so interference on the towers from the modifications would have set off Homeland Security.” 
 
    “They were setting up their own communication network,” Galen said. “It’s brilliant. But why not more subterfuge? Why do it openly?” 
 
    “We think they were unaware that the satellites were storing interstellar data while they weren’t communicating with Earth,” Bruce said. “That’s an independent function that we set up as a safeguard in the event that a solar flare or other interstellar object knocked one or more of them out. It’s a low-level, low energy function, independent of other functions that doesn’t activate unless the retrieval code is entered from either here or our office in Cape Canaveral.”  
 
    “So they thought we wouldn’t see it,” Galen said, “but didn’t they think we’d notice that the transmissions are back?” 
 
    “Maybe they thought we wouldn’t see it because they’re radio waves,” Avery said. “Or maybe they did know we’d see it and they don’t care because they’re confident that we can’t do anything about it. We are at war. That has us diverted right now.” 
 
    “What’s to say they aren’t using the war to their advantage?” Galen asked. “How do we know they aren’t controlling the Communist and Eastern Sectors?” 
 
    “They aren’t,” Bruce said. “Those sectors are honest when they say they don’t believe it. They rejected us when we tried to heal people in the Eastern world. No doubt, they rejected the cybernetics as well. Remember, this whole thing has been concentrated in the Western world. Sure, the satellites are worldwide, but the cell tower seeding is limited to the Western World–the America’s, Europe, and parts of Asia and Pacifica.” 
 
    “Which makes sense, because we’re the main world power,” Avery said. “Take out the leaders, and the rest fall. That’s basic military strategy. You don’t have to be human to figure that out.” He paused. “Still, it isn’t safe to assume that none of the people in or from those sectors aren’t under cybernetic control. They have operatives planted everywhere in the world, so people in other sectors might have had nanotech placed and be under cybernetic control without realizing it.” 
 
    “Can we do anything about it?” Galen asked. “This is mixing our lowest technology with their best technology, which is unlike anything we have. We don’t even see their probes until they self-destruct after delivery.” He thumped a knuckle on the table. “Knowing is good, but what can we do with this?” 
 
    “Plenty,” Bruce said. “Now they have a system in place that piggybacks our own. If they can hack us, then we can hack them, too.” 
 
    Galen nodded. “Get your people on this. I want to hit these aliens with the mother of all viruses.” 
 
     “I don’t think it will take that much,” Bruce said. “All we need is a little something to scramble the link and take our systems back.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 42 
 
    “The good news is that your nanotech has rebalanced your biological systems from the delivery of the dark matter weapon,” Jane said. 
 
    Hailey studied the scans running across Jane’s computer at the kitchen table. “Then why do I still feel terrible? It’s been nearly three months.” 
 
    “The official explanation would be that the weapon dispersion caused inflammation in your central nervous system,” Jane said. “Your brain took most of the impact, but I see widespread inflammation through the nerves in your entire body. You went into shock after delivering that weapon to Kalea Kerner, which probably kept you from going into cardiac arrest. You’re lucky that you didn’t die. If it weren’t for the nanotech, you probably would have.” 
 
    “If it weren’t for the nanotech, I wouldn’t have been able to do it at all.” Hailey paused, staring at the Inlet sweltering in the June heat outside Jane’s large window. “Or it might be this weather. The temperature might say it’s cooler here, but I’ll take my Phoenix summers back. The humidity is ridiculous. The air feels like a sponge.” 
 
    “Welcome to the south,” Jane said. “And yes, that is part of it. I also detected an increase in bacteria in your respiratory system. It looks like the nanotech has been working harder to kill off the excess to keep you from getting a respiratory infection.” 
 
    “So I’m recovering from more than one thing?” 
 
    “You never got sick with your sinuses, so I suppose your recovery is taking longer because you’re healing from the inflammation in your nervous system and fighting increased bacteria in your respiratory system.” 
 
    “So in plain English, I’m a mess.” 
 
    Jane said in a somber tone of voice. “Don’t take it so hard. We’ve all had issues with the nanotechnology since the cybernetics tapped into it.” 
 
    “The other human agents have been improving while I’m still sick,” Hailey pushed Jane’s computer aside.  
 
    “The booster signals that were installed on the old cellular towers have helped us to adapt our nanotech with the cybernetic communications,” Jane pulled up a screen on her computer to show code running through the nanotech signals. “Each person’s nanotech is programmed with a specific I.P. signal. This allows our doctors to send command codes through the satellites to make adjustments as needed, instead of having to go through the run around of making appointments and going to doctor’s offices.” 
 
    Hailey nodded. “I’m familiar with that. It also allows us to prepare for the adjustments because the nanotech reboots when the commands come through.” 
 
    “That’s right, so we can be sure to be at home and not behind the wheel of a car, doing a delicate procedure, or engaged in something requiring heavy mental or strenuous physical activity when it happens. The reboot usually causes a temporary, sharp decrease in mental function. We go into a state of mild shock when it happens.” Jane brought up another window, showing the binary code. “The problem we had before was that the alien code ran at a higher frequency than nanotech command codes, so intercepting their communication systems meant that our nanotech had to pull extra energy from our bodies to receive the signals.” 
 
    Hailey stared at the scans. “Is that why we were tired all the time?” 
 
    Jane nodded. “And why we were eating more, but not gaining weight. The cybernetic signals were pulling from our own energy stores, and we couldn’t replenish them fast enough.” Jane flipped the scan floating over the table to a new screen. “The cybernetics added a filtering field to the system when they set up the piggyback system on the cell phone towers. It’s a transmitter that converts their signals to a lower frequency that our bodies can handle before it comes through our brains.” 
 
    “They turned down the volume,” Hailey said.  
 
    “Exactly,” Jane said.  
 
    “And it’s helped everybody but me.” 
 
    Jane tapped a function key to turn off her projector, causing the screen over the table to collapse back into her computer. “You were seriously injured after the weapon deployment, so they changed their signals to you from communication to healing.” Jane stared at Hailey. “You don’t hear them anymore?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “It’s probably because the signals they’re sending through your nanotech are coming through the towers at a lower frequency, so they aren’t healing you as fast.” 
 
    “Or they aren’t working, and I’m healing on my own.” Hailey paused. “Some leader I am. Not only did the weapon fail, but I’ve been useless since I delivered it. I guess the cybernetics experiment with this dark matter weapon failed.” 
 
    Jane shook her head. “It was successful. They’re working on how to control it without the physical effects it had on you.” 
 
    Hailey’s eyes narrowed. “How did you know that?” 
 
     “They told me.” 
 
    “The cybernetics told you about their plans with the dark matter weapon?” Hailey leaned back in the chair, pushing her messy hair away from her face. “I haven’t heard from them since I delivered the weapon.” 
 
    Jane thought, studying her scans. “You’ll hear from them again once your healing has progressed. Like I said, everything is starting to level out, so you’ll be back in commission in no time.” 
 
    Hailey stared at Jane darkly. “I work in politics, Jane. Don’t try to sell me oceanfront property in Arizona. I live in Arizona.” 
 
     “I’m not lying to you. My job is to help you heal from your injuries and prepare you for the next steps in the cybernetic introduction to Earth. Yes, that means that they’ve talked to me more while you were healing, but don’t take it personally. Things had to keep moving forward. We can’t put the entire mission on hold because one soldier is injured.” 
 
    Hailey sighed. “I’m sorry. This prolonged injury is wearing on my nerves. I’m ready to get back to normal.” 
 
    Jane smiled. “I work in the medical industry, and see this every day. It’s frustrating to be sick or injured, and the longer it takes to heal, the thinner your patience is worn. Why do you think the phrase ‘sick and tired’ remains popular?” 
 
     “I know the cybernetics believe that information is on a ‘need to know’ basis, but can you tell me anything about what’s been happening over the past eleven weeks?” 
 
    “You’re in luck. I was told last night that you and I are supposed to conference with my son and Megan, that reporter you were working with in Phoenix, tonight.”  
 
    “So we’re moving forward?” 
 
     “We’re supposed to talk at nine o’clock tonight. It’s safe to assume that we’re being prepared for the next step.” 
 
    Hailey raised an eyebrow. “Which is?” 
 
    Jane stared out the window. “Who knows?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 43 
 
    “They’re on to us,” Megan said, her face somber on the screen over Hailey’s computer screen later that evening. “They intercepted the cybernetic probe with the activation sequences for the new communications array. It’s only a matter of time before the Space Society figures out the piggyback system we set up on the old cell phone towers while the communications and air transportation systems were offline.” 
 
    “If they haven’t already,” Jake said from his screen floating off Jane’s computer. 
 
    “Is this a problem?” Hailey asked.  
 
    Megan shook her head. “It’s doubtful they can do anything with the probe. Their knowledge is limited despite their research, and it’s centuries ahead of their technological advancement. The Space Society will probably keep it locked in a glass box on a Space Station, right alongside that comet fragment they got from the other aliens five years ago.” 
 
    “At least they intercepted it after the new communication system went operational,” Jake said. “Should we be concerned about them hacking into it?” 
 
    “Again, it’s ahead of their time. The cybernetic aliens used radio waves from the Voyager I probe to initiate contact with Earth, but they’ve already adapted it to their own coding and frequency functions,” Megan said. “The humans would have had to catch us in the process of setting up the system to do any damage, and we had them blacked out through that process. Their window of opportunity to hack into us has closed. They can’t stop us now that the system is functional.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right about that,” Jane said.  
 
    “I am,” Megan said confidently, “but what about these research teams? Have they uncovered anything that could be detrimental to our plan?” 
 
     “Annaliese Boyce’s team has analyzed the data from the nanotech failure in February and the follow-ups they did with people last April before Hailey deployed the weapon on Kalea Kerner,” Jake said. “They know the link in our energy patterns, and they’re putting the pieces together.” His brow furrowed. “What’s this about you being their cousin?” 
 
    Hailey’s face darkened. “A story for another time.” 
 
    Jane cleared her throat, sensing the tension. “Yes, Hailey is Annaliese and Kalea’s cousin. That’s information you can pull from news archives. She was able to deliver the weapon through a genetic marker they share in the genomes for their blood type. The cybernetics are using the information they gathered from the weapon deployment to fine tune it for a widespread dispersal on the energy aliens, with fewer side effects to us.” 
 
    “So the weapon worked?” Megan asked.  
 
    “Not like they hoped,” Jane said. “It was supposed to purge the alien energy from the human. Instead, it shorted out the energy. The cybernetics focused too much on the energy element of it and failed to consider the biological element. They’re fine tuning the weapon to unbind the energy from the RNA proteins instead of shorting it out.” She opened a small screen, showing how the dark matter infiltrated the cell to temporarily short out the energy. “They’re also working on a better delivery system that uses energy instead of genetic markers. Energy markets will significantly widen the range of the weapon’s ability to deploy to larger groups of individuals.” 
 
    “We also need to be able to deliver it through a source other than ourselves,” Hailey said. “The human body isn’t a good conduit. Is there a way they can deliver it mechanically, or through the communication system we’ve set up down here?” 
 
    “They’re working on that, too,” Jane said. “The cybernetics didn’t anticipate the effects the weapon delivery had on you. They suspected some ‘kick back,’ but not inflammation that sent you into shock.” 
 
    “The weapon is no good if it takes us out along with the others,” Megan said. “What’s happening with the energy aliens? They’ve been suspiciously quiet since their bold introduction to the world in February.” 
 
    “We suspect they’re trying to synchronize with other human beings,” Jake said. “They dispersed from the Washington D.C. area shortly after the nanotech failure.” 
 
    “So the weapon didn’t work in stopping the synchronization process,” Hailey said, “and they’ve been creating more troops while we’ve been waiting, researching, and recovering.” 
 
    “The cybernetics know that the synchronization process is slow,” Megan said, “and I wouldn’t call it ‘creating more troops.’ It only allows other uninhabited human beings to communicate with them as we do with the cybernetics, and gives them brief, limited access to their energy. In essence, they’re borrowing the alien energy in short spurts. They aren’t linked at all times, as we are with the cybernetics.” 
 
    “But it’s an irrevocable link,” Jane said, “unlike the link the cybernetics created with some of the Earthside ones that had less nanotech.” 
 
    “Our link is irrevocable,” Hailey said bitterly. “If we resist them, we’ll die.” 
 
    Everybody was silent for a moment. Finally, Jake spoke up.  
 
    “The weapon could still be useful even if it isn’t functioning as we hope. We can slow them down, which is better than nothing. And the new communication system has our energy leveled out, so maybe the buffers can manage the delivery from the host better. We weren’t fully adapted to it when Hailey launched the weapon on Kalea in April.” 
 
    “I think it would be better to deliver the weapon through the communication system than through us,” Jane said, “but that’s a technological question outside of our purview.” 
 
    “The energy aliens got most of the techies, so we’re woefully short on those expertise,” Megan said. She tapped at her screen, scrolling through news reports. “What of these terrorist attacks? Is there any way we can leverage those operatives to our cause?” 
 
    “The cybernetics have communicated with them, but they’re having problems,” Jake said. “They’re getting through, but only the most isolated individuals are responding. That’s why the terrorists’ attacks have been scattered and random. Eastern societies have more rigid personal and societal standards than the west, so they aren’t as susceptible to suggestion from the cybernetics. They hold strong ideals and ties to family and causes that lead to greater resistance to unfamiliar thoughts and voices.” He paused. “In plain English, they’ve succeeded in resisting the cybernetics. The ones that didn’t break it like Annaliese did were willing to die rather than give in.” 
 
    “That’s not surprising, given the fact that the radicalized ones have always been willing to die for their ideals,” Megan said. “I suppose my question was whether we could tap into their leaders by planting a strong compulsion that now is a time to unite and act against the democratic cause.” 
 
    Jake raised an eyebrow. “Hack into their ideal to advance our own? That’s a good idea.” 
 
    “Except they aren’t crazy about the idea of evolution on the scale that we propose,” Hailey said, “and that’s where we hit a snag. In fact, most of them don’t believe in us. They think it’s a ruse from the Western world to take their eyes off the divine goal.” 
 
    “That’s what makes it a risky idea,” Megan said. “These radicalized Eastern societies are what sociologists refer to as ‘other directed.’ They don’t have respect for laws and human ideals. The world can burn as far as they’re concerned, as long as they’re pleasing their, ‘God.’” 
 
    “That’s a hard mindset to break through,” Jake said. “We’ve had some success with the domestic attacks, but it’s limited to smaller cells. It’s not safe to depend on the leaders of those movements to follow the cybernetic directive. They’re too stuck in their ways. We still need to focus on breaking down the Western societies, because that’s where the greatest power and resistance lie.” 
 
    “The energy aliens have a strong hold there, which is why we need to perfect this weapon to take them out as a factor,” Hailey said, “and sending them running isn’t an option this time. We want them defeated into submission or dead; not fleeing to another far-flung system.” 
 
    “They led the cybernetics here,” Jane said, “so there was some benefit to their departure.” 
 
    “That was fortunate, but we don’t need another chase,” Hailey said. “If we want to survive, we need to fully integrate here on Earth. Then other species can come to us if they’re out there.” 
 
    “So the goal is for the cybernetics to take Earth,” Megan said, “but there are two issues with that. First, you can’t take the planet without the people. People belong to the planet, so they’ll have to be transformed to the cybernetic standards.” 
 
    “They’ve been honest about that from the beginning,” Hailey said.  
 
    “And second, Earth isn’t completely compatible with their physiological makeup, so the planet will need to be modified if they intend to reside here permanently.”  
 
    “Terraforming,” Hailey said.  
 
    Everybody stared at her, their eyes wide.  
 
    “That failed,” Jake said. “It’s destroyed entire systems! Surely, they wouldn’t take a chance on destroying the best planet they’ve found yet.” 
 
    “There have been limited successes recently. The terraforming module has been recalibrated for this environment,” Hailey said, “and the energy aliens will help us, whether they realize it or not.” 
 
    “How?” Jane asked.  
 
    “Their energy is the key. They’ve adapted to this planet, and by feeding their energy into the module, Earth’s environment can be perfected for the cybernetics.” 
 
    “You’re going to destroy the energy aliens to terraform Earth?” Megan asked. “That’s genocide!” 
 
    “That’s what they tried to do to us,” Hailey said. “They take over human bodies to advance their survival. It’s the only way they can reproduce! Think about it. They say healing and peace, but in the end, they come to stay and can’t leave unless they kill us. What’s the difference? They mean for human beings to die in agreement, or die in war. At least our plan leads to survival for the cybernetics and for us. They mean to kill two species. We mean to save them.” 
 
    “What’s the next step?” Megan asked. “Will the cybernetics attack Earth?” 
 
    Hailey shook her head. “A lot must be prepared for tbefore they arrive. The next step is to separate the energy aliens from their human hosts. The cybernetics have made modifications, and they want to test it on a larger scale. I have a plan to bring a small group together for another test.” 
 
    “Is that wise?” Jane asked. “You just healed from the last test.” 
 
    “Jake’s right, the communication system will create a buffer to assist me.” Hailey smiled. “And I won’t be delivering it alone.” 
 
    “What?” Jane asked.  
 
    “Now that the rest of us are stronger, we’re ready to channel into the cybernetics more fully,” Hailey said. “The communication system is the first step to adapting us to them. Once we disperse the alien energy, the cybernetics will come to oversee the final step of terraforming and adapting the human beings to their new world.” 
 
    Jane nodded slowly. “The energy aliens can’t reintegrate with human survivors. Human physiology will see to that. The body’s natural reaction is to reject something that harmed it before, so it won’t let the energy back in.” 
 
    “Then the cybernetics will use the energy aliens to adapt the planet, and adapt humanity to the new environment,” Jake said. 
 
    “Yes,” Hailey said, her smile growing. “Their death brings life.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 44 
 
    Time is of the essence. We must act quickly to disengage the others. 
 
    Hailey jerked from her deep sleep, instantly aware of the mechanical voices returning to her head.  
 
    We’re launching the plan? 
 
    Yes. You are stronger now and will prevail, and you will not be alone. Take Jane and Megan to test the weapon modification.  
 
    Hailey wrestled with conflicting thoughts: joy at returning to Arizona mixed with anxiety over using the weapon again. 
 
    What about the others? Hailey asked. The government has the research teams digging into us, and the Space Society has the probe remnants.  
 
    It is of no consequence. There is nothing they can do. Let them research. Let them look. All they will find are their own inadequacies. 
 
    Inadequacies you intend to fix? 
 
    It is the next step in evolution.  
 
    Are you coming to Earth? 
 
    In time. First, you must prepare the way. A selection of troops will gather in the location where you will test the weapon again. Prepare with your team and follow the leads before you. They will take you to victory. 
 
    What of Annaliese and Kalea? Their family might be small, but they’ve made a big discovery faster than we anticipated. Can they stop us? 
 
    They will try, and they will fail. You are too fixated on your past, and that is a distraction that could sabotage the mission. Do not waste your energy contemplating spurred relationships.  
 
    Fear pricked at Hailey.  
 
    Why do you fear?  
 
    The humans and energy aliens are opening their eyes to us. Are you certain they can’t hurt us? I feel like we’re missing something.  
 
    We miss nothing.  
 
    But the weapon failed the last time. 
 
    It did not fail; it performed below expectation. Corrections have been made. It will work this time, and we will use this test to make the final, necessary adjustments to deliver it planet wide through our communication system and terrain agents. You will be the first step in the progression of human evolution. 
 
    What if they stop us? 
 
    They will not. Relax your mind, Hailey. Focus on your mission. Focus on our arrival. Focus on evolution.  
 
    Evolution, Hailey mumbled in her sleep as she drifted deeper into the hypnotic twin points of Alpha Centauri fading away as blue light of Earth focused in the distance.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 45 
 
    “Thanks for coming,” Annaliese took her seat at the head of the large conference table in her office, and looked at the various individuals seated in the room. It was packed with representatives from her team and the Space Society, fanning themselves from the June heat outdoors. A large screen on the wall across from her held an image of President Hastings, Vice President Waylan, the members of the Cabinet, Kieran, and Senator Verquez. “I know everybody on this team worked tirelessly over the past three months to study every aspect of the cybernetic alien invasion on Earth, and we’re happy to have results to report.” 
 
    “We appreciate your work,” President Hastings said.  
 
    Annaliese blushed. She was still flustered when facing the upper echelon of government power.  She glanced at Kalea and Aunt Daphne sitting on either side of her and noticed that they also seemed more uptight than usual. Kalea glanced at Annaliese, her eyes glinting.  
 
    Relax. It’s all good news. 
 
    Annaliese pulled herself up straight. “I know that you haven’t heard much from us because we’ve analyzed a tremendous amount of data over the past ninety days. We’ve kept our findings and who’s participating on the team quiet in the interest of National security, and to keep the cybernetic aliens from finding out what we’ve discovered. We believe they aren’t aware that we have much of the data we’ve been analyzing, and we’ve put it together in a comprehensive analysis. However, you need to understand each part of it in order to see how it fits together. I’d like to open by giving you an overview of the data presented by the Space Society.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dr. Boyce,” Galen swiped his finger across his computer to bring up a screen showing Earth from space in the center of the table. “The satellites downloaded a tremendous amount of data after the communications failure. We’re fortunate that the backup systems worked. Most of you have already been briefed on the initial findings. From that data and research in our archive data, we were able to determine that the cybernetic aliens intercepted the Voyager I probe, and were able to modify it to eavesdrop on our satellite data approximately five years ago.” 
 
    The President whistled. “These aliens have been watching us for five years?” 
 
    “Apparently so. They were able to piggyback on the old radio signals from the Voyager I probe with their own frequencies. It’s unlike anything we’ve ever seen, but then again I suppose that’s not surprising, considering that we are dealing with alien intelligence. The frequency they attached to the Voyager I sending and receiving systems is lower than anything we’ve used in decades, and yet it has a longer range.” 
 
    “Meaning?” Vice President Waylan asked.  
 
    “Meaning they were able to go undetected by our sensors for five years, and the signals move faster than the speed of light.” Galen paused. “Actually, it looks like they stopped using the probe and started transmitting the signal through their own probes after the nanotech failure four months ago. We think they figured out how to manufacture the signal on their own, and stopped using the probe after their initial contact with Earth in February.” 
 
    “Sound frequencies moving faster than light?” President Hastings asked. “How is that possible?” 
 
    “Energy,” Kalea broke in. “They’re able to manipulate energy in ways that human beings can’t. So are we. That’s how we got here, and it’s how they will too.” 
 
    “That’s part of my research,” Daphne said. “I’ll present that in my report.” 
 
    “Very well,” Vice President Waylan said. “Please continue.” 
 
    “The closest thing we have to it is computer binary code. We believe that these wavelengths highlighted in blue are, for lack of a better term, their Wi-Fi signal,” Galen said.  
 
    Bruce tapped Galen’s computer, bringing up the screen of the cell towers next to the map of Earth. “These same signals are routing through the old cell phone towers that we used before going to all satellite communication relays. Repeated attempts to shutdown these signals both on and off Earth have been unsuccessful. We can’t figure out how to turn it off because they’re cycling through a shifting algorithm.” 
 
    “So you can’t pinpoint the location they’re transmitting and receiving from?” Kieran asked.  
 
    Bruce shook his head. “We know they’re doing it from Alpha Centauri, but it’s a big system a long way from here. Although we only know of the one station they have out there, we know from previous experience that they have many ships. They may have dispatched scout probes throughout the system to rotate the send and receive frequency so we can’t pinpoint the source.” 
 
    “The one thing that works to our advantage is the consistency of the signal,” Galen said. “This signal is similar to our radio waves, and that’s archaic technology for us. I’m not sure why highly advanced beings would choose to use a rudimentary communication signal unless it’s because they thought we wouldn’t see it.” 
 
    “We haven’t looked at radio waves since we confirmed that the old probes were defunct,” Avery said. “That’s how they were able to watch us for five years without us realizing it. It’s possible that we would never have found it, if not for the data dump from the communications failure.” 
 
    “We know they used their ground agents to calibrate the towers,” Senator Verquez said, “but what about the probes they used for the satellites? Do you know anything more about them?” 
 
    Galen smiled, opening another screen to show a man floating in the middle of a station staring back at them. “Allow me to present Dr. Jeremy Novack. He and his team intercepted a probe a month ago.” 
 
    “Good day to you, ladies and gentlemen!” Dr. Novack said in a cheery British accent. “Thank you for allowing me to speak to your esteemed group. It’s an honor to work on the team.” 
 
    “You intercepted a probe?” Senator Verquez asked. “How? I thought they were invisible until they self-destructed.” 
 
    “By chasing it like an owl chases prey. We didn’t look, we listened,” Dr. Novack said.  
 
    “The Space Society recalibrated all of the satellites to pick up this lower frequency,” Galen said. “The frequency modulation wasn’t an exact match, but by extending the range to the lowest frequencies we can pick up, we were able to detect when something was tapping it.” 
 
    “We also extended the spectral range to pick up its energy,” Bruce said. “Again, it wasn’t exact, but I was able to make some modifications to the code using my own energy to amplify it. Between scanning for the waves and spectral scanning, we confirmed that we were seeing what we thought we were seeing.” Bruce smiled. “Or rather, hearing what we thought we heard. It turns out that there were fifty of these probes scattered throughout our solar system, and we found one of them approaching Earth four weeks ago.” 
 
    “It was tricky because the probe came around the same time a solar flare released from the sun,” Dr. Novack said from the screen. “These aliens have a penchant for timing. They like to do things when they believe we’re distracted. Fortunately, we’ve picked up on that trick. With the help of Bruce and his kind, we positioned our monitoring satellites throughout the system to keep an eye in all directions.” 
 
     “What have you learned from the probe?” Kieran asked.  
 
    “We still don’t know what kind of materials it’s made of,” Dr. Novack held up the small, dark sphere in a gloved hand. He squeezed it and the room gasped as it gave under his grasp. “The first thing is that it seems more fluid than solid, and yet the structure is firm. We haven’t been able to open it, but we’ve run extensive scans to find out what’s inside.” He tapped a console and opened a computer screen. “Take a look at this,” he opened a scan of the inside of the sphere. “What does that look like?” 
 
    “The inside of a computer,” Kalea said. “It’s a machine.” 
 
    “It looks like the inside of a cell to me,” Annaliese said. “That energy looks like neurological functions as if it’s transmitting signals.” 
 
    “Which is it?” President Hastings asked. “Is it a machine, or is it biological?” 
 
    Dr. Novack’s face reappeared on the screen, pushing aside the image of the scan. “It’s both, Mr. President. If we can unlock this, then we can unlock their world.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 46 
 
    “How can it be both biological and mechanical?” Vice President Waylan asked after a minute of silence as the room processed Dr. Novack’s report.  
 
    “Stem cells,” Annaliese said. She set up her computer as Galen shutdown every window except Dr. Novack’s. Annaliese opened a screen showing what appeared to be the same graphic as Dr. Novack’s.  
 
    “Why are you showing me the same thing as Dr. Novack?” President Hastings asked.  
 
     Annaliese zoomed out the image until it resolved into an image of a blonde woman sitting in a chair, “This is our first subject from the nanotech failure end of the study. Meet Hailey Reed, our elusive agent from Phoenix, Arizona. That scan was taken two days before she delivered a dark matter weapon into Kalea Kerner that rendered both of us unconscious.” She returned the image to the original zoom. “This is from a neurological scan that my team ran to observe Ms. Reed’s neurological function. She suffers from early onset Parkinson’s disease, so she has frequent injections of nanotech that act on her brain cells to halt the progression of the disease.” 
 
    “A life she’s been living on the lam for three months,” Liam Altman, the head of Homeland Security, said from the table with the President on the screen. 
 
    “We aren’t here to discuss security issues,” President Hastings said, “Allow the team to complete their report.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. President,” Annaliese said. “The scan of this neuron is nearly identical to the scan of the probe that Dr. Novack is showing us on the left screen. We don't have any alien control subjects, but given the similarities to others from the study and subjects from our previous study on the energy aliens, it’s fair to theorize that the probe we captured was created by stem cells from the cybernetic aliens.” 
 
    “We were able to replicate such a cell in my lab, both from an energy alien and one with nanotech that volunteered for the study,” Dr. Patel said. “Our success was limited. The cell only functioned for a short time, but we were able to replicate it repeatedly and have it function for up to a week before systemic failure.” 
 
    “How are these cybernetic aliens able to get theirs to travel over four light years and transmit data with no time delay, while we can barely keep ours alive for a week?” Vice President Waylan asked.  
 
    “Bear in mind that we’re talking about a race that’s perfected the art of merging biology and technology, and that time stops at the speed of light, which is something else they’ve achieved,” Kalea said.  
 
    “Those were parts of the experiment that we couldn’t replicate, and perhaps we would have been successful if we could.”  Annaliese zoomed in on Hailey’s scan, showing a small machine bound with the cell. “Don’t forget the mechanical element. This is the best that we can do with the nanotech. It can only bind to the cells and reprogram them to function properly, and that reset is only permanent for things that would heal naturally on their own. Things like degenerative diseases require reinjection of fresh nanotech when the old machines burn out to continue reprogramming the cells to stop replication of the disease. It can’t heal cancer or dementia. It can only halt its progression.” 
 
    “That’s where they have the advantage over us,” Dr. Novack said. “Our nanotech binds with the cell and reprograms it. Their tech merges with the cell. It becomes part of the biological element, which allows it to maintain the programming it delivered without reboots or reinjections, and to copy that code to regenerated cells in the same region as the machines.” 
 
    “The reprogramming works the same, but theirs is permanent while ours is temporary,” Annaliese said, “and obviously, we don’t have the knowledge to replicate how they’ve managed to integrate their nanotech at the cellular level.” 
 
    “That’s far ahead of where we are medically and technologically,” Dr. Patel said, “plus, it would be deemed unethical by most outside of the scientific community. Who knows what such a merging of man and machine would do to the individual?” 
 
    “They aren’t individual anymore,” Bruce said. “They’ve become more machine than man.” 
 
    “But they’ve done it, so they understand it,” Annaliese said. She pulled up another screen showing reports. “We had nearly a million files for the study on the nanotech failure. We learned a lot from them, and it was uniform across the board. The aliens were able to blow out our nanotech using a burst of the same radio wave from the Space Society findings. Once Galen gave us this data, the flow of corroborating data was seamless. As with him, we couldn’t find a single point of origin, but those wavelengths in both radio and energy were identical and were, no doubt, being carried by the probes in our solar system.” 
 
    “Much like the similarities we saw when we studied the biological aliens last year,” Mandy said. “In fact, one similarity we’ve seen across all species, from humanity to the energy aliens to the cybernetics, is that the energy is the same.” 
 
    Annaliese nodded. “At a neurological level, the brain waves are identical. The data Dr. Novack sent me from that probe confirms it.” 
 
    “Amazing,” Vice President Waylan said, “and scary.” 
 
    “Physically, you are also similar to the cybernetic aliens,” Kalea said. “We don’t have a body here for you to compare to, but our prior experience with them confirms that they are nearly identical to humanity in physical and physiological makeup and functions.” 
 
    “The biggest difference is that they have a slightly higher brain function and, of course, the machines integrated into their bodies,” Bruce said. “Other differences are minor. The machines have changed their skin pigment to gray, they all have dark eyes with a red glow, and they have no hair or functional sex organs.” 
 
    “How did they do that?” President Hastings said. “I know you said we don’t have the means to replicate it, but do you have any idea how they achieved this?” 
 
    Annaliese shrugged. “Our best theory is that they used the same stem cells that they used on the probes. Somehow, they must integrate the machines into these stem cells, and then inject them into the body. When the cells replicate, the codes from the machinery replicate with them. Of course, we can’t prove it.” 
 
    “Your guess is accurate, based on what we know,” Kalea said.  
 
    “It’s a shame we can’t download what you and the others know of this into our study,” Annaliese said. “Kalea and Bruce, the knowledge your race brought has been invaluable in confirming our data, and our theories.” She brought up more data on her screen. “But we have plenty of hard data that gives us what we need. The study of the nanotech failure was beneficial, albeit incomplete. Of the subjects we still have, all of them had successfully resisted the cybernetic intrusions into their will. Then again, none of them were injected more than once a year. We know from medical records that there are over two million more that are injected every three to twelve months for aggressive cancers and dementias, but none of them stepped forward for the study.” 
 
    “Except Hailey Reed,” Dr. Patel said, “and she was undoubtedly performing a reconnaissance mission for the cybernetic aliens.” 
 
    “Of course,” President Hastings said, “the enemy troops wouldn’t volunteer for the study. That wouldn’t make sense.” 
 
    “It doesn’t, but they did err,” Liam said.  
 
    “Mr. Altman, I told you that security issues would be discussed last,” the President said. “Plus, I don’t see how they erred. Hailey Reed is the only subject cooperating with the aliens that allowed a scan, and it’s months old. They’ve been underground ever since she delivered that weapon in April.” 
 
    “Mr. Altman brings up a valid point,” Annaliese said. “We do have more data from other sources, and that also lines up with what we found on the volunteers.” 
 
    President Hastings’s brows furrowed. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Annaliese brought up another screen. “The political detainees the United States is holding for the homeland terrorist attacks. On the surface, it looked like they had nothing to do with the Western world, but we received data from Homeland Security when they cracked down on the home front after the universities joined the study. Take a look at this. It’s the intake physical scan for Malik Naheare, the man responsible for the attack on Central Station and LAX.” Everybody gasped when she zoomed in on the frontal lobe of his brain. 
 
    “It’s full of nanotech,” Galen mumbled.  
 
    Annaliese opened more scans, spreading them over the table. “It triggered an alert, and Mr. Altman asked us to take a closer look at the data.” Scan after scan resolved to show brains full of tiny machines swarming around in the frontal lobe. “Everybody we’ve detained, either for attacks or attempted attacks, has extensive nanotech,” she leaned forward on the table, “and there’s no medical justification for it. They’re perfectly healthy. No diagnoses, no risk in their medical history, no documented illness or injury, nothing to justify this amount of nanotech, especially directly in the frontal lobe of the brain.” 
 
    “Our intelligence shows that the Eastern Sector has been experimenting with the nanotech we developed for a while,” Liam said. “They recruited doctors and medical professionals in the Americas and Europe to deliver prototypes before the war went widespread. It wasn’t much, but it was enough for their scientists to take the technology and turn it to their purposes.” 
 
    “We suspect that the terrorists were using nanotech to control their foreign troops,” Dr. Patel said. “Notice how it’s concentrated in the frontal lobe, where higher brain functions that revolve around decision making and memory are based. It’s also associated with emotions and compliance with social norms.” 
 
    “My reports show that the detainees this data is based on were resistant to questioning,” Liam said. “They almost seemed impaired, as if they didn’t know how to answer the questions. They would often repeat themselves, self-mutilate, and in several instances attempted to pop cyanide capsules upon capture, or attempt suicide at later points in their detention. A few have been successful. Their sense of self-preservation was eliminated.” 
 
    “Our analysis of the data show that most of the transmissions to this nanotech originated in the Middle East until February,” Dr. Patel said, “which isn’t surprising. However, there was something else. It took some digging, and we had to go into the prisons to get real-time neurological data on many of the subjects to find this.” He pulled up several of Annaliese’s scans and zoomed in, switching to the view for transmissions. “Take a look at what they’ve had incoming for the past four months.” 
 
    “Interstellar radio waves, mixed in with everything else,” Galen said. “So the aliens were communicating with them.” 
 
    “Our sources say that the Middle Eastern doctors stopped transmitting through the nanotech after the communications failure last winter,” Liam said. “They claimed they couldn’t figure out how to resume it. We aren’t sure whether the cybernetics locked them out, or if they saw our reports on the alien presence, and were afraid to try it again. They knew we were tracking transmissions at that time, so they would have been caught quickly if they had resumed transmissions to the troops in the United States.” 
 
    “Many of the subjects expressed frustration and confusion,” Annaliese said. “I spoke to several of them. They were rigid and unwilling to divulge much, but it was clear that they were under distress. I believe they were confused because they believed the alien voices in their heads were coming from their homes.” 
 
    “What are you saying, Dr. Boyce?” Vice President Waylan asked. “Are these terrorists being controlled by their leaders at home, or by aliens?” 
 
    “Both, sir,” Annaliese said, “The Eastern Sector started this war, but the aliens have kept it going.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 47 
 
    “So the aliens are running this war, at least with the Eastern Sector,” President Hastings said. “I’m glad we pulled out.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Galen said. “I said they’ve been monitoring our transmissions for five years. They didn’t actively transmit until the communication failure. The Communist and Eastern Sectors started this war a little over five years ago. The aliens have used the war by hacking into domestic terrorist cells to keep us diverted since they decided to make their move.” 
 
    “What is their move?” Vice President Waylan asked.  “Why any of this?” 
 
    “They’re dying,” Daphne said softly from Annaliese’s side.  
 
    “Dying?” President Hastings asked. “What do you mean, Dr. Kerner?” 
 
    Daphne opened her computer as Annaliese closed out her screens. “My focus has been solely on the energy component of the alien threat. One thing all three of the species have in common is our neurological function and energy. Energy is, in fact, the catalyst for everything. It’s how we function, and how everything works.” She pulled up a screen over the table with a graphic. “I started by studying the dark matter weapon that Hailey Reed delivered three months ago. You have most of this data from previous reports, so you know that Miss Reed welled up the dark energy around her, and the cybernetics enhanced the nanotech in her body to give her limited protection to store and deliver the weapon. But there was a flaw in their system. I believe the reason why Hailey has been in hiding for so long is that the delivery of that weapon weakened her, and sent a shock wave through their cybernetic system.” She tapped the screen to show the satellite imagery of Earth. “This is a scan of the Earth systems from the time that Miss Reed delivered that weapon. You’ve all seen the wavelength and energy readings from before it. But look at what happened to the alien waves highlighted in blue at time stamp 1205, when the weapon was delivered.” The scan ran to show wavelengths and energy readings holding steady until they hit 1205. 
 
    “They stopped,” President Hastings said.  
 
    Daphne nodded. “I’m going to slow it to half speed so you can see what happens next,” the scan ran slower, showing the energy and wavelengths spiking several times, and then resuming, but at a lower rate. “I’m going to fast forward it now so you can see the progression of the energy and wavelength readings from the attack until last night at 0000 hours.” She hit fast forward to show the energy readings slowly resuming. They rose slowly, flattening out periodically, but always resuming at a weak rate. “They’ve been building since that time, but they haven’t resumed what appears to be ‘normal function’ since Miss Reed delivered the weapon.” 
 
    “What are those blips?” Liam asked. “It looks like they lose their signals periodically.” 
 
    “Galen said that he couldn’t pinpoint the source of these waves. We think those blips are when they change origin codes or sources through the probes in the solar system. The fact that they can no longer do it without interruption as they did before indicates that their own energy is weakened.” Daphne folded her hands in front of her. “We believe that in attacking us, they weakened themselves.” 
 
    “We also believe that the extensive surveillance network they established in orbit and on the ground is drawing more from their energy reserves than they anticipated,” Kalea said. “Their energy is limited, just like everything else. They invested a tremendous amount into setting up this system and linking with human agents on Earth with nanotech. If they used their own stem cells to develop these probes, then it’s possible that they’ve weakened themselves in trying to weaken us.” 
 
    “It’s probably why we haven’t seen or heard from them over the past three months,” Daphne said.  
 
    “Will these readings return to normal?” Vice President Waylan asked.  
 
    Daphne shrugged. “We don’t know. These readings are strong enough to give them data from Earth, and our long-range interstellar stations confirm that the space station at Alpha Centauri is still there.” 
 
    “They’ve been in deep space for a long time,” Kalea said. “Like us, they have no home planet, so they must orbit a star system to replenish their energy. If their energy was reduced or fading, that might explain why they chose a binary system.” 
 
    “They hope that the energy from those stars will sustain them,” Daphne said, “and they intercepted a probe from a planet with not only a favorable habitat but the ability to sustain life indefinitely.  No more space stations; no more traveling; and a perfect natural shield to protect them from the harsher elements of space and radiation.  No wonder we look good.” 
 
    “Plus, the radiation from two stars has to be taking a toll on them,” Bruce said. “No life can stand that kind of radiation indefinitely. They might have a higher tolerance and good shielding, but eventually, the radiation from the three stars in that system will break them down. Proxima Centauri may be more distant from where they are, but it’s still close enough to affect them. When combined with the other two, they’re taking a massive dose of radiation on a regular basis.” 
 
    “Which means that they’ll have to leave,” Kalea said. “They can withstand a lot, but they’ll have to move away before the radiation breaks them down.” She opened a screen on her mother’s computer to show a long-range scan from the outer solar system. “Look at this scan from the Jovan system two weeks ago. They’ve already moved further away from the stars. It’s barely perceptible, but it’s there.” She started a time-lapse to show a fast forward scan of the Alpha Centauri system. Sure enough, the ship shifted further out in orbit. 
 
    “How far did they move?” President Hastings asked. “It doesn’t look like they went far.” 
 
    “That’s because of the distance,” Avery said. “By our calculations, they moved approximately 500,000 miles away from the binary stars of Alpha Centauri A and Alpha Centauri B.” 
 
    “That’s a long haul for a station that size,” President Hastings said.  
 
    “They can move at light speed, but it takes a lot of energy to do that,” Kalea said. “The fact that they haven’t lent any credibility to the theory that they’ve overinvested their energy.” She paused. “Plus, they can’t reproduce. The machinery that you saw in their cells prevents them from reproducing. They’ve experimented on stem cells for that, but as of our encounter with them, they were unsuccessful. They could use it to heal and enhance themselves, but they were unable to create new life.” 
 
    “That’s a relief,” President Hastings said.  
 
    “A limited relief,” Bruce said. “They’re desperate and desperate is dangerous. Before, it was just propagation of the species. Now, they can’t hold energy the way they could before. They’re coming apart, and they’re willing to do anything to survive. Now they see this blue jewel practically on their doorstep. Why not come? What do they have to lose?” 
 
    The room was silent as everybody digested his words. 
 
    “Dr. Kerner, is this decrease in energy permanent?” 
 
    “Nothing is certain, but I believe it’s fair to theorize that they’re suffering a degradation of their energy,” Daphne said. 
 
    “What about the dark matter weapon?” Galen asked. “Have you found a way to neutralize it?” 
 
    Daphne brought the data back up on the dark matter. “There’s no way to negate or repel dark matter. It is, in and of itself, harmless. They increased the concentration and forced it back through biological systems to send a shock wave through the energy in Kalea and Annaliese through their link. The best way to fight it, or ‘neutralize it’ as you put it, would be to either increase the stability of our energy, or to remove the protective mechanisms they have for delivery so the feedback from it sends a shock wave of energy back through them.” 
 
    “We know that developing the weapon took a toll on Hailey,” Annaliese said. “She reported that her energy was down and her appetite was up, yet she showed no change in weight despite her increased caloric intake and sleep patterns. We have those readings from her scan when she came here a few months ago. If we had a way to look for these physiological changes in others with nanotech that are working with the cybernetic aliens, then we could know whether they were developing another weapon.” 
 
    “The problem is that everybody capable of doing that is in hiding right now,” Bruce said.  
 
    “How can we raise our own energy to repel such an attack?” President Hastings asked.  
 
    “By achieving synchronization with us,” Kalea said.  
 
    “You mean that thought sharing thing?” Vice President Waylan asked. “Is that safe?” 
 
    “It’s not thought sharing; its energy sharing,” Kalea said. “Since we are energy beings, sharing our energy strengthens each of us. We operate at a higher energy level, and human beings can enhance their own functions and protect themselves from these cybernetic aliens by synchronizing with us.” 
 
    “It’s safe,” Bruce said. “It’s not like the binding we did with these individuals. Synchronization is less invasive. It does take time for the other human to adjust to the sharing of energy.  Humans adjust to the higher energy and learn how to function with little or no adverse affect once they adapt to the higher levels.”  
 
    “The problem is that there is a limited number of us, and only those in close contact with us can achieve synchronization,” Kalea said, “so it can’t save everybody.” 
 
    “That means we need something else to repel this dark matter weapon,” President Hastings said. “I think our first priority is shutting down the cybernetics’ ability to see and hear us. Developing a defense against the dark matter weapon is a secondary objective.” He leaned back in his chair. “Dr. Boyce, you said at the beginning that this all comes together, but to what? We know what we have. We know why they’re coming. What can we do with this information that will help us shutdown this threat?” 
 
    “We believe you’re right, Mr. President,” Annaliese shutdown her scans and motioned to Galen, who moved his computer back to the center of the table. “Galen said that we don’t know how to shutdown the systems they set up to monitor us, but we may have a way to use them to our advantage.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Galen opened a screen. “By doing it the old-fashioned way. We’re going to make them sick.” 
 
    The President raised an eyebrow. “How?” 
 
    The room gasped as Galen opened the screen to show a graphic of the alien probe with an embedding in it. “We couldn’t replicate their technology, but we came up with something that will close their eyes and ears on Earth. We’re going to give back their probe, with something extra in it.  It’s so simple that hopefully, they’ll make our error and not see it until it’s too late.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” the Vice President asked. 
 
    “We’re going to give them a virus, sir.” Galen stared at the graphic. “The beauty of it is, it’s not that big. It goes back to some of our earliest, most basic computer data and biological understanding. All we have to do is send through a code of ours that breaks their code.” 
 
    President Hastings squinted at the graphic over the table. “I thought you said your experiments on that weren’t stable? That they lasted a week at best.” 
 
    Galen smiled. “That’s all we need.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 48 
 
    “I’m not sure about this,” Annaliese said. 
 
    “It was fabulous!” Daphne said as the crowds surrounding them began to file out of the National Mall. The annual Fourth of July show had just concluded with a spectacular fireworks show, and now people were milling out of the area. They had chosen to hold their seats until some of the crowd left before having Kieran’s car pick them up. “What was wrong with it?” 
 
    “That’s the most amazing show I’ve ever seen,” Corbin said. “The President even came out to address the crowd.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean the show,” Annaliese said. “I meant his plan. I can read between the lines of politics, and I know what the President’s presence means. It means he’s going forward with the plan tonight.” 
 
    “I’m sure that will create a whole other fireworks show,” Kalea said, “and I don’t care. I’m sick of these cybernetics watching and listening to us. It’s time we shut them out, at least for a little while.” 
 
    “Aren’t you worried about the impact this will have on humans with extensive nanotech?” Annaliese asked.  
 
    Avery grunted. They had heard this same argument for two weeks, since her presentation to President Hastings, Vice President Waylan, and the Cabinet. The entire committee, from science to space to government, was in favor of launching the virus, but Annaliese had an attack of conscious and worried that it might hurt or kill the humans in the cybernetic alien’s service. “They made their choice, and now they can live with it. They should have known that we’d strike back.” 
 
    “They’re completely dependent on nanotech, and they believe they can’t survive unless they cooperate with the cybernetics. I know. I heard them for a while. Think about it. If your choices were to cooperate or die, which would you choose?” 
 
    “Some did choose death,” Kalea said, “and others resisted, and lived to tell the tale.” She stood and paced. “If the nanotech failure didn’t kill them, then I doubt this will. We’re just knocking them out. It’s no worse than giving them a cold.” 
 
    “Colds can develop into worse things that can kill,” Annaliese said. She held up a hand as Kalea started to speak again. “I know; they attacked us first, and after the dark matter weapon, we’re justified in making a return strike. I also know that Dr. Novack has worked tirelessly on the modifications to that probe. The poor man even came down from the space station and fought gravity sickness to expedite this process. It’s just that we’re rushing. Two weeks doesn’t seem like enough time to have it fine-tuned for optimum efficiency.” 
 
    “We’ve studied it for more than two weeks,” Avery said. “Plus, we don’t have the luxury of time on our side. They’re on the move. You saw that. They’ll have to leave Alpha Centauri soon, and then where would they go?” 
 
    “They’ll come here because this is their last hope,” Kalea said. “Annaliese, fretting is a waste of time, and we don’t have any more time. It’s too late.” 
 
    “We don’t know that.” 
 
    “Yes, we do,” Kieran said. “They didn’t hesitate to hurt a lot of us over the past six months. Look at all of the damage they’ve done! And now they’ve played their last card, and they hide. Well, that’s not how warfare works, and this is war. They struck first, and this is our counter attack.  I pray it’s our only attack, and we can get our people back and rehabilitated as functioning members of society again.” 
 
    “It won’t be the last,” Kalea said, “but we hope it slows them down so we can be ready for them when they come.” 
 
    “They won’t come after this,” Avery said. “All it takes is one sting from a wasp to know not to stick your hand in the nest again.” 
 
    “That’s only if you fear the wasp,” Kalea said, “and stings don’t affect everybody the same way.”  
 
    They were silent as the National Mall continued to empty out.  
 
    “If you’re certain that this won’t stop them, then why are we doing this?” Kieran asked.  
 
    Kalea smiled. “To give them something to think about on the way here.” 
 
    “That’s an elusive answer.” 
 
    “It neutralizes the immediate threat, which is what we need to prepare,” Kalea said. “They’ve been quiet the past three months, but we don’t know how much longer that will last. You saw that the energy is building. You saw that they’re on the move. You said we’re justified in a strike. Let’s make the strike so we can buy time to develop something better.” 
 
    “Until we can make our secondary strategy a primary strategy,” Avery said, “because work on the dark matter has all but ground out while we worked on this virus.” 
 
    “One thing at a time,” Kalea said. “We need to focus. This will allow us to focus on the right things at the right times.” She turned to Annaliese. “As for the human agents, we’ll do what we can for them if they’re willing to accept out help. Just remember that we offered to help them before, and they slapped our hand away.” 
 
    “Their leader attacked you,” Daphne said. “They don’t deserve mercy. They knew what they were getting into, and they should expect retaliation.” 
 
    “I’m not sure they were aware of what they were getting into, and they certainly don’t believe we’re capable of retaliating.” Annaliese turned to Kalea. “Were you aware of what was happening to you when the energy aliens bound with your RNA?” 
 
    “I didn’t completely understand it, but I knew that something was happening. I knew I had a choice on whether to allow it and that I was responsible for the consequences.” Kalea stared at Annaliese with a silver glint in her eyes. “They knew that too. They probably understood it better than we did when it happened to us. But it’s too late now.” 
 
    “It’s never too late,” Annaliese scoffed.  
 
    “Actually, it is.” Kalea stared a blue light firing across the clear sky, blocking out the stars. “It’s done.”   
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 49 
 
    “I thought you would enjoy a fireworks display over the ocean,” Jane said as she led Hailey from the dock where the Fourth of July fireworks display was held.  
 
    Hailey shuddered despite being enveloped by warm, wet air. “The ocean is still overwhelming. I don’t know how you stand to live next to it. Isn’t it creepy to watch the water rise and fall?” She stared at the ocean, her wide eyes taking in the endless expanse of water. “Or to watch that endless expanse knocking on your door?” 
 
    Jane laughed. “It’s not as creepy as driving through the desert at night. I went to Phoenix fifteen years ago with Michael for a conference, and we decided to drive to Sedona for a getaway after it ended. That was the darkest road I’ve ever seen in my life.” 
 
    Hailey shrugged. “To each their own.” 
 
    “It’s all in what you’re used to.” She stared at Hailey as they walked to the parking lot. “You don’t like it here, do you?” 
 
    Hailey stopped. “I hoped to be back home by now. It’s been over three months.” She leaned closer to Jane. “I hear from them less often. Is everything all right?” 
 
    Jane sighed. “I’m sure there’s a reason for their limited communications. There’s a reason for everything they do. Keep the faith.” 
 
    “It’s making me nervous,” Hailey resumed the walk to the parking lot as people jostled around them. “I work in government and silence is not golden, or typical. I heard somebody say that the President spoke at the White House Fourth of July celebration. What did he say?” 
 
     “I’m sure it’s online. We’ll look it up when we get home.” Jane stopped again, putting her hands on Hailey’s shoulders. “You aren’t lobbying to push a bill through. Time is on our side, and it isn’t as urgent as you think. Don’t panic.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” Hailey rubbed her head. “I’m impatient. I miss home. I miss my work. Heck, I don’t know if I have work anymore. I’ve been listed as a missing person. How am I supposed to help if I’m in hiding?” 
 
    Jane rubbed her head. “All I know is that this heat must be getting to me. I have a headache.” 
 
    “Me too. Is that normal?” 
 
    Jane looked at the sky. “It is clouding up. It could be changes in humidity or the barometric pressure from a storm forming. We should get home.”  
 
    A flash of blue light erupted across the sky. 
 
    “What was that?” Hailey asked. She swiped an itch at her ear and was surprised to find blood on her fingers. “What’s happening?” 
 
    Jane screamed and collapsed.  
 
    “Jane?” Hailey bent over to study her friend. Blood dripped from her nose onto Jane’s shirt. She reached up to swipe it but convulsed as red exploded across her vision, blocking out the sight of the crowd forming around them as she collapsed next to Jane.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 50 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding,” Kalea’s angry face filled the screen of Annaliese’s computer. “A month of silence, a closed two-week hearing, and now this? What’s happening up there?” 
 
    Annaliese pressed her hand against her head. “I’m sorry, Kalea. They dropped the assault charges. The jury didn’t believe Hailey was acting on her own will when she delivered the dark matter weapon.” Annaliese shrugged. “She’s still recovering from the virus we delivered seven weeks ago. They all are. It’s obvious that she’s weak and confused. Her memories of the past few months are fragmented.” 
 
    “I should have been there to testify against her.” 
 
    “We’ve been through this. You’re completely recovered, and there’s no lasting harm from the attack. Your presence probably would have gotten the case thrown out before it went to the grand jury.” Annaliese leaned back in her office chair. “I’m as aggravated as you are, but I also see their side. Hailey and all of the others with extensive nanotech suffered tremendous physical damage as a result of delivering that virus to the cybernetic aliens. Hailey just got out of the hospital from her injuries, and President Hastings asked that we rush this trial so we could move on and allow everybody to heal.” She shrugged. “I told you I was afraid this would happen. She got a sympathy acquittal, plain and simple.” 
 
    Kalea grunted. “She was perfectly aware of what she was doing, then and now. She’s a lobbyist. She knows how to play the system, and that’s exactly what she’s done.” 
 
    “Don’t forget that she’s our cousin, Kalea.” 
 
    “Don’t forget that she delivered a weapon intended to kill us, Annaliese.” 
 
    Annaliese sighed. Obviously, she wasn’t going to bring Kalea around to seeing things from her perspective. To her, Hailey was an agent of the enemy, plain and simple. Was it the alien in her, or was it Kalea? Annaliese was having a tough time reading her cousin, which was unusual. 
 
    “I’d feel the same way without the alien in me. You know me, Annaliese.”  
 
    Good grief, the mind thing works remotely, too, Annaliese thought. 
 
    “Yes, it does.” Kalea paused. “What’s your take on the situation? Was Hailey really under psychological duress the past seven months, or was she lying?” 
 
    “She was definitely under duress. Her life depends on the nanotech, and she suffered a regression of Parkinson’s symptoms after we delivered that virus. Thankfully, the doctors were able to get the nanotech functioning again. They’ve restored her to ninety percent capacity, and project a full recovery.” Annaliese took a drink of the coffee from the mug on her desk. “That’s what happened in most of these cases. I got full access to the United States Medical Database, and our research algorithm showed that every person with extensive nanotech was hospitalized with severe neurological shock and a regression of symptoms when we launched that virus on the cybernetic aliens on the Fourth of July. Thankfully, most of them were early stage, and the damage could be repaired, but there are a few cases where later stage victims are still in comas, and the doctors aren’t sure if they’ll make it.” 
 
    Kalea raised an eyebrow. “Victims?” 
 
    “They’re victims of the virus we delivered,” Annaliese said, “and we’re responsible for them.” 
 
    “So we let them walk for the damage they’ve done?” 
 
    “Everybody that took overt action against the United States is either dead or in jail. Hailey is the only one that isn’t, and we didn’t die as a result of her actions. The others that launched domestic attacks that killed people will have their day in court.” 
 
    “And walk from sympathy votes, no doubt,” Kalea scoffed. “We were hurt, but the President’s goons have set a precedent that it doesn’t count unless there’s a body count.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Annaliese said. “Remember, the ones with frontal lobe implants didn’t need it for survival. They didn’t suffer as much. They had neurological shock and some cases of internal bleeding on the brain or swelling in the brain cavity, but they were treated.” Annaliese tapped a fingernail on her mug. “The difference with this case is that Hailey was under full alien control. The aliens convinced her that she would die if she didn’t cooperate, and we saw that the aliens were capable of blowing the nanotech and causing fatal damage.” 
 
    “Cut the crap. You know Hailey had a choice,” Kalea said. “You resisted them, and lots of other people did, too.” 
 
    “Not all of them survived the process,” Annaliese said. “I see your point. Duress or not, Hailey agreed to do their bidding. That was brought up in the trial. She also admitted that she was angry at the time this happened. She’s in her mid-forties, her mother died when she was a month old by her stepmother’s hand, she was diagnosed with early onset Parkinson’s, she lost her father to the same disease, and her husband left her for another woman. Plus, she knew about us, and resented that there was a family out there that never reached out to her.” 
 
    “A family that her father told to buzz off before we were born,” Kalea said.  
 
    “True, but try to understand her confusion. She’s been through a lot. To see us on television between our normal lives and how they’ve changed since your aliens came while everything in her life was falling apart was difficult,” Annaliese said.  
 
    Kalea’s eyes blazed. “We knew nothing about her, and we’re the bad guys?” 
 
    Annaliese sighed again. “I’m not saying it justifies what she did; just that these were the reasons that she testified to.” 
 
    “So now what? We welcome her with open arms?” Kalea asked bitterly. 
 
    “I explained to her that we didn’t know about her until recently. In fact, she saw us once. Hailey and her father came to Columbia for a final meeting that his ex-wife requested, and they witnessed the execution. They saw me and you shopping for my wedding. Hailey wanted to introduce herself to us, but her father wouldn’t let her.” Annaliese said. “When I told her that we didn’t know about her, she remembered that incident, and didn’t find it hard to believe me.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize her stepmother was executed around the same time that you and Kieran got married,” Kalea said. 
 
    “Mrs. Reed was executed three months before we got married,” Annaliese said.  
 
    Kalea whistled. “Talk about timing. Then again, that would have been a heck of a bomb for us to handle, too.” 
 
     “It has been anyway, Kalea, but what’s done is done. A lot of people made mistakes, but that’s over. Hailey’s going back to Arizona. That’s her home.” 
 
    Kalea’s face pinched. “What about this woman she’s been hiding within Murrells Inlet? Good grief, they were practically in our back yard.” 
 
    “They were hiding in plain sight.” Annaliese tapped her computer. “Jane Hanniley is a sixty-year-old physical therapist. Her husband was Michael Hanniley, a prominent figure in the business community in the Lowcountry. He died fourteen months ago from Lewy Body Syndrome. Jane was hospitalized the day after Thanksgiving due to a suicide attempt. She has a son named Jake Hanniley. He’s an attorney in Reston, Virginia, and used his father’s inheritance to pay off student loans, secure his business, and get nanotech for his asthma.” Annaliese’s face looked straight at Kalea on the phone. “Jane did testify on Hailey’s behalf. She said that Hailey had a severe reaction to the dark matter weapon. Apparently, the aliens were able to amp up her nanotech enough to deliver it, but the backfire put her out for several days, and it took her months to fully recover from the deployment. Hailey has been staying in Jane’s condo ever since. Jane said Hailey just recovered from that when we delivered the virus.” 
 
    “So it did have a recoil affect on them. That’s useful information.” 
 
    “We suspected that,” Annaliese said. “Jane also admitted that she has medical scans of Hailey from her recovery, but the judge threw them out because they weren’t official scans overseen by a doctor.” 
 
    “How convenient,” Kalea said bitterly. “How did Hailey get from Washington D.C. to Murrells Inlet?”  
 
    “She pleaded the fifth on that one,” Annaliese said, “somebody had to drive her down there since Hailey was knocked out by the weapon.” 
 
    “I believe Jane’s son picked her up and drove her to Murrells Inlet,” Kalea said. “So she goes home. That’s it.” 
 
    “There’s no reason for her to stay on the East Coast. That part of the study is over. We can’t get anything out of her to help with the dark matter weapon, anyway.” Annaliese leaned forward on her desk. “And that’s another thing you aren’t going to like. The plug may be pulled on the whole project.” 
 
    Kalea’s eyes widened. “What?” 
 
    “President Hastings isn’t happy about the effect that the virus we delivered to the cybernetic aliens had on human beings. He’s been under a lot of criticism for not considering the risk to the human elements.” 
 
    “He was briefed on that and gave us the okay to proceed!” 
 
    “I know, but this is politics. The landscapes shifts and the politicians shift with it.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that, but this is no shifting issue,” Kalea said. “It is what it is, and it’s not changing. We need to move on to developing our defenses. The cybernetics are coming, and we need to be ready.” 
 
    “To him, it’s over.  He feels guilty. He’s come under a lot of fire from the medical community for creating what they call a ‘health crisis’ with the nanotech, and for keeping both the study and the news of this virus we delivered to the aliens quiet. The media has been merciless with him. They accused him of waging another secret war, of using his own people as disposable heroes, of withdrawing from the world community over unproven threats. They’ve turned on him, and now I’m afraid he’s going to turn on us.” 
 
    Kalea crossed her arms. “I’ve seen the media coverage, but I didn’t know he was taking it personally. This is ridiculous. We’re trying to save the planet from an alien threat, and this is the thanks we get?” 
 
    “The general public doesn’t see a threat, and that’s the problem,” Annaliese said. “I know you said the virus bought us time, and that the cybernetic aliens will be back. I believe you. So do the others that have achieved synchronization with your own, and many with the Space Society and in the medical community.  Nate, Sidney’s husband, just achieved synchronization, and he’s had a radical change of perspective.” She shrugged. “We’ve seen the benefits and we see the need, but unfortunately, the general public doesn’t see it the same way that we do. They have a radically different perspective on the situation. They feel the aliens are shut out, and it’s time to move on.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. They’re fools to believe it’s over.” 
 
    Annaliese sighed. “It is as far as the United States Government is concerned. He believes the threat is neutralized. President Hastings wants to return to the war effort in the East while we have what he calls ‘the momentum to establish peace.’” 
 
    “What about our funding? He doesn’t have the money to do that. He gave it all to us and Homeland Security.” 
 
    “Executive orders. He can repeal it.” 
 
    Kalea snorted again. “What does Kieran have to say about this?” 
 
    “Kieran is as frustrated by this as we are. President Hastings has turned on him and Senator Verquez more than anybody else on the Hill. He won’t return their calls or see them. His staffers are saying that he feels Kieran and Nancy misled him in an attempt to undermine Vice President Waylan’s election campaign next year.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Kalea scoffed. “We have aliens that want to take over our planet, and they shoot one weapon and want to go back to partisan politics? That’s absurd!” 
 
    “It’s reality. We need to prepare for the possibility that the plug will be pulled on the project.” Annaliese looked around her office and lowered her voice. “Kalea, I know that the energy aliens have been trying to keep quiet, but you did say that we need to listen to you. Please, if you know anything that could turn the tide, now would be the time for another great reveal.” 
 
    Kalea’s face fell. “But how likely is it that anybody will believe us? I fear we’re at a point where humanity won’t understand anything but a great shock or a great failure.” 
 
    “You’re going to let us fall?” 
 
    “It’s not our intention. I’m saying that if the plug is pulled on the funding for this project and it goes defunct, then I’m not sure what we can do to help you that wouldn’t be considered an act of war equal to what the cybernetics have done. Who would humanity see as the villains? Us, or them?” 
 
     “It doesn’t matter. If we let this go and the cybernetic aliens come, then we all know that we’re the real villains.” 
 
    Kalea raised an eyebrow. “Despite the fact that their appointed leaders are tying our hands?” 
 
    Annaliese sobered. “I’m afraid so.”   
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 51 
 
    “Thank you for coming with me,” Hailey said.  
 
    “It’s my pleasure. I had vacation time that I needed to use,” Jane said. She pointed to the small window next to her seat on the airplane. “What’s all of that black on the ground? I had an aisle seat when I flew out here with Michael before. I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    Hailey leaned over Jane. “That’s the badlands of New Mexico. Wait until you land. The desert is amazing.” 
 
    “It’s been a long time since I’ve been there. I remember that I loved it.” Jane patted Hailey’s hand. “Don’t worry. We’ll have you home and back on your feet in no time.” 
 
    Hailey paused as the flight attendant passed by. “What do you think they’re doing?” she whispered to Jane. “You know, the cybernetics? I’ve heard nothing since that virus was delivered.” 
 
    Jane shook her head. “Don’t give up. This is temporary.” 
 
    “The government believes it’s permanent.” 
 
    Jane smiled. “Then let them believe it.” 
 
    Hailey twisted in her seat. “What do you know? Have you heard something that I haven’t? I’m supposed to be one of their primary agents, but I’ve been left hanging for months while things unfold. I’ve lost my whole life. All of my clients dropped me while I was hiding at your place. What am I supposed to do next?” 
 
    Jane patted Hailey’s hand. “Relax. All in good timing.” 
 
    “That’s not helpful,” Hailey leaned back in her seat. “I’ve had all the rest I can stand, but I have no choice but to continue to wait.” 
 
    “I know it’s frustrating, but rest assured that you are on the right track now,” Jane said.  
 
    Hailey stared at Jane. “Have you ever been to The Grand Canyon?” 
 
    “No. I wanted to go, but we didn’t make it that far north on our last trip. Why?” 
 
    “My father had a condo there. I considered selling it, but now I’m thinking about living there. The complex is in a remote area, so it’s private and quiet.” 
 
    “What about your lobbying?” Jane said. “I thought you wanted to try to get your clients back?” 
 
    “I feel like that’s where I need to be right now. Plus, I haven’t been in a while, and you said you’d like to go. Why don’t we get a connecting flight to Phoenix and go there?” 
 
    Jane thought.  
 
    Go.  
 
    Jane jerked at the sudden explosion of thought.  
 
    Go to The Grand Canyon. The next phase will take place there. 
 
     “Jane?” Hailey’s voice brought through the commands. “What do you say? The condo complex is on the south rim of the canyon, where you can see the sunrise on the east and sunset to the west. It’s magnificent. Dad said it was like seeing the first day of creation.” 
 
    Jane smiled. “Then let’s go see creation.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 52 
 
    Kieran was nearly knocked over by two aides as he entered his office the third Tuesday in September.  
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked his secretary, who was typing furiously on her computer.  
 
    “You haven’t heard? There’s an emergency session of Congress called for ten o’clock.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    The secretary turned her computer screen toward Kieran, where a bold headline read: 
 
    COMMUNISTS SECTOR DROPS NUCLEAR BOMB ON JERUSALEM. 
 
    “Oh no,” he rushed to his office and booted up his computer to open the World News Today report. His stomach dropped as the Asian reporter streamed on his screen. 
 
    “Sources confirm that the Communist Sector launched a nuclear attack on Jerusalem approximately two hours ago. The attack took place at the close of business in the town.” 
 
    Kieran gasped as the screen switched to live feed of Jerusalem, reduced to fiery rubble.  
 
    “The Communist Sector claimed responsibility for the attack, which caused catastrophic damage to the city. The Eastern Sector, who has several holy sites in the area, has beheaded several high-ranking Communist detainees and promised further retribution for this attack. Although no official names have been released, video footage of the beheadings released online within the past hour confirms that several ambassadors for World Council nations were among the victims. This has caused panic in the worldwide community and in the World Council, who has requested that all membership governments convene for an emergency meeting on Friday in London. Congress has called an emergency session at one o’clock today. It’s unknown if the purpose of this session is to propose a declaration of war. Stay tuned to World News Today for updates as they become available.” 
 
    Kieran rushed to the outer office, where his secretary was watching the same newscast he had just viewed.  
 
    “Have you received information regarding the emergency meeting today?” 
 
    “No sir.” 
 
    “What about the emergency World Council meeting in London? Is there any word on who’s attending?” 
 
    “President Hastings is, as well as Harold Tennabre, our representative on Council. Other than that, I don’t know.” 
 
    “Senator? What’s going on?” Kieran and his secretary looked up to see Senator Verquez standing in the hallway, her face flushed. “What’s this about a nuclear attack on Jerusalem and us declaring war?” 
 
    “Just media chatter, for now. I assume you haven’t heard anything about our meeting in a couple of hours?” 
 
    She shook her head. “The President requested it. There haven’t been any review materials sent out, and the aides are scrambling all over the place.” She stepped in the office. “Do you think he’s going to dismantle the committee and declare war?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Kieran stopped as his telephone rang. No surprise, it was Annaliese. “Excuse me, I need to take this.” He stepped into his office and closed the door.  
 
    “Kieran, everybody says we’re going to war. What’s happening?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Congress has an emergency meeting in two hours. The speculation is that it’s a declaration of war.” 
 
    “If the President declares war, then we’re done. You know the alien threat is real.” Annaliese said. “Kieran, I shouldn’t tell this because of patient confidentiality, but one of the prisoners contacted a committee liaison and said the aliens are transmitting again. He said he was hearing the voices again, and they were saying that time is up and to prepare for action. When I went to visit him, the guards said that several of the other prisoners with nanotech were complaining of the same thing. I couldn’t see them because they didn’t officially request a medical consultation, but the one who did definitely had active nanotech activity, and it was the same energy and radio wave frequencies that we launched the virus to stop. It’s starting again, Kieran. In fact, I think the bombing in Jerusalem might be more alien than Communist in origin.” 
 
    “Have you talked to Kalea, or any of the others?” 
 
    “Bruce is on his way to your office with that information. He called Kalea this morning and said they picked up something. The eerie thing is, she said exactly the same thing that the prisoner I talked to earlier said. She said that time is up, and to do whatever Bruce says, or there may not be another chance to do it right.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It was a quick call. She said that Bruce will personally deliver information from the Space Authority within the hour. That was it. She said she couldn’t talk anymore.” Annaliese paused. “Kieran, she was angry when Hailey was acquitted, but it’s not like her to hold a grudge. What do you think is going on?” 
 
    Kieran sighed. “The President did scale back the committee around that time. He cut the universities, which were key in the dark matter weapon research. I thought it was curious that she and the other biological aliens didn’t fight that.” 
 
    “I did too. They’re up to something. The question is; what?” 
 
    Kieran paused, staring out the office window at the Capitol nearby. “I think we’re about to find out.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 53 
 
    “There’s an alien spaceship on the outer edges of our solar system,” Kieran projected the satellite imagery that Bruce just rushed in over the table between the plush couches in the Oval Office. “Mr. President, the alien threat is not over. In fact, they’re closer than ever. We can’t afford to ignore this!” 
 
    “Senator Boyce, are you proposing that we ignore our Israeli allies?” President Hastings asked. “They’re the only ones we have in the Eastern world.” 
 
    “And furthermore, it could be our fault that they were attacked in the first place,” Senator Vickers said. “The withdrawal of our covert forces to deal with the alien threat was catastrophic. The attacks on that area have been on the rise over the past seven months. There are many speculating that this strike would have never happened if we had more openly supported our allies in that area.” 
 
    “Speculation and fact are two different things, and there’s no proof that it would have made a difference,” Senator Verquez said. “It’s ridiculous to say such a thing. Remember that the World Council supported our scientific efforts to deal with these aliens. They even sent several of their best scientists and university representatives to support it.” 
 
    “And now the threat is neutralized,” Vice President Waylan said. “Let the aliens come. We know how to shut them out.” 
 
    “Think about it, sir. Why would the Communist attack Israel now? To draw the West into the war, that’s why. It’s the same reason Japan attacked Pearl Harbor. The Communists are barely holding against the Eastern Sector, so what do they do? They draw out the giant forces of the West with an attack on what they know is a target we’ll respond to.” 
 
    “Remember that the Communist have nanotech, too,” Senator Verquez said, “and they’ve been isolated from the world for years. For all we know, this is an alien plot to draw our attention away from space.” 
 
    “That’s a possibility, based on the information I have.” Kieran leaned forward. “We don’t know how to stop the cybernetic aliens, and we have evidence that they’re communicating again. The virus we delivered when we returned their probe was a temporary measure. We were supposed to develop more defenses, but instead, you called it done after a few people complained about headaches from cutting them off from their alien masters.” 
 
    “We nearly killed them!” Vice President Waylan said.  
 
    “No, we didn’t,” Senator Verquez said. “The few that are comatose were so late stage that it’s likely that the nanotech wasn’t helping them. They were in too late of a stage, and the nanotech was buying them a few months at best. All of the others recovered.” 
 
    “We’re lucky that we saved them,” President Hastings said. 
 
    “Saved them?” Senator Verquez asked. “We might have set up the perfect Earthside enemy army.”  
 
    Vice President Waylan pointed a shaky finger at Senator Verquez. “I don’t appreciate your tone.” 
 
    “I don’t appreciate you ignoring an obvious threat that we’ve been warning you about for months.” 
 
    “And I don’t appreciate either you or Senator Boyce convincing me to ignore the needs in the East and putting me in this situation,” President Hastings said. “We were shortsighted, plain and simple. The world needs our attention on it, not in deep space staring at a threat to a small fraction of the population.” 
 
    “They told the World Council that they intend to come,” Kieran said. “I doubt they’ll stick to a handpicked few. The research told you why they’re coming. They’re dying, and they’re desperate.” Kieran waved his hand at the window. “I guarantee they have worse than nuclear missiles that they intend to launch when it suits them.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Senator Verquez said. “I know you think the threat is neutralized, but they wouldn’t be coming so obviously if they were weak. They’ve recovered, they’re moving fast, and we can’t afford to get distracted now.” 
 
    “What about the attack on Jerusalem?” Senator Vickers asked. 
 
    “It’s a ruse, sir. A terrible one with horrible consequences, but a distraction nonetheless,” Kieran said. “I got word from the research committee this morning. The aliens are transmitting to the heavy nanotech users again. It’s likely they commanded their allies in the Communist Sector to launch this attack, knowing that hitting our only ally in the Middle East would demand our attention on the ground and not in the sky, where they plan to appear soon.”  
 
    “Then we’ll take it as the last advice we get from the committee because their services are no longer required,” Senator Vickers said. “We have more immediate threats to attend to.” 
 
    The President and Vice President exchanged glances.  
 
    Senator Verquez leaned forward. “We understand that we need to invest in the current political situation and do all we can to stabilize it. But please, I beg you to remember that we have allies on the World Council that can assist with these efforts. There’s no need for it to be one way or the other. We can continue to work together to fight both battles.” 
 
    President Hastings stood and buttoned his jacket. “Thank you for taking the time to share the information you received. I will take it into consideration.” 
 
    Kieran shook the President’s hand and walked to his office, where Bruce was waiting.  
 
     “How did it go?” 
 
    “It’s over,” Kieran said, “Prepare to take over.” 
 
    “Will do,” Bruce walked away. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 54 
 
    “Why are we here?” Annaliese stared out of the window at the red and pink rock of The Grand Canyon outside the window of their condominium.  
 
    “Why not be here?” Kieran asked. “What can we do? The United States has declared war on the Communist and Eastern Sectors. The study is shutdown. Why not take a family vacation?” 
 
    Annaliese stared at Kieran. “Because my long, lost cousin called and asked us to meet her out here?” 
 
    “There’s a reason,” Kalea walked in the den. “There’s something you need to see.” 
 
    Annaliese turned away from the window. “It’s just as well. Do you know what I realized when I woke up? Dad died a year ago today. He’s been gone a whole year, and I’ve been so involved in this research and alien business, that I didn’t notice the time passing.” She sighed. “Have I grieved for him? I don’t know. It doesn’t feel like it’s been a year.” 
 
    Kieran hugged Annaliese. “You did grieve. You’ve been so consumed lately that you weren’t focusing on that, and it’s a good thing. You’ve done a lot of good work this past year that’s helped a lot of people.” 
 
    Kalea snapped back to attention. “It’s been a year since Uncle Carson died?” 
 
    “That’s what we were saying. Weren’t you listening?” Kieran asked.  
 
    A shadow crossed the sun. Kalea stared out of the window, and then turned back, her eyes glowing. “Come on. It’s time.” 
 
    “Time for what?” Annaliese asked.  
 
     “Time to see the truth.” Kalea motioned to Kieran. “Set your phone to record. You’ll need it.” 
 
    Kieran sighed as he pulled his phone off his belt clip and set the camera app, then dashed out of the door behind Kalea and Annaliese as they walked the short distance to an overlook over the canyon. He saw someone waiting there who he recognized as Hailey Reed. Two other women stood with her: an older woman with gray hair, and the striking redheaded anchor they saw on a local newscast the previous evening. Kalea nodded for him to begin recording as they reached the overlook. 
 
    “We’re here.” 
 
    Hailey smiled and held out a hand. “It’s good to see you again, Kalea. I’m glad you’ve recovered.” 
 
    “Forgive me if I don’t shake your hand again.” 
 
    Hailey dropped her hand. “Of course. I suppose you recognize Megan. She’s a local celebrity. My other friend is Jane Hanniley.” 
 
    “Why are we here?” Annaliese asked. “We flew across the country for this, so it better be good.” 
 
    “I promise it will be worth your while. Senator Boyce, you’ll be glad you came as well. I hope you’re prepared.” 
 
    “You said somebody wants to meet us,” Kieran gestured to Megan and Jane. “Is this it?” 
 
    “No, it’s more than that.” Hailey closed her eyes and opened her mouth, emitting a strange, high-pitched noise. Kalea, Kieran, and Annaliese covered their ears. The sun darkened and Hailey stopped emitting the sound. A large, silver object descended from the sky until it hovered over the canyon, level with the lookout point. Doors on the side opened to eject small, round spheres with a single gray humanoid dressed in a black body suit on each one, floating toward them. Annaliese and Kieran backed up. Kalea held Annaliese’s arm.  
 
    “Hold your ground.” 
 
    “Easier said than done,” Annaliese said.  
 
    Gray bodies emerged from ships and stepped on the rock behind the three women, boring into them with glowing red eyes.  
 
    “This is unbelievable!” Kieran held up his phone as the pod reached the rock on their side. A humanoid stepped off the first pod to reach the cliff. Kalea stepped forward to meet the alien.  
 
    “We meet again,” she said.  
 
    The cybernetic tilted it’s head, studying Kalea. “This time you wear one of their bodies,” the mechanical voice said. 
 
    “Why are you here?” Kalea asked.  
 
    “For the same reason, you are. To survive.” The alien paused, taking in Annaliese, Kalea, Kieran, and Hailey. “To develop this planet and help humanity evolve to their full potential.” 
 
    “You attacked these people. Why?” 
 
    The cybernetic’s eyes glowing red. “We did not attack. We explored their current evolutionary state and were preparing them for the metamorphosis to accommodate our presence on this planet.” 
 
    “This is their home. You can’t force them to accommodate you.” 
 
    “Didn’t you?” 
 
    “We attempted to make the first contact in a way that would be beneficial to both of our races.” 
 
    “As are we.” 
 
    Kalea scowled. “You threatened to take them over by force if they didn’t cooperate.” 
 
    “We are here to take them to the next step of their evolution. They will die if they do not evolve, just as we will.” The cybernetic stepped forward. “We will have this planet, and they will become one with us. They want to. They strive for progress, and they will not refuse us any more than they refused you. Our races will become one as they were meant to be, and there is nothing you can do to stop it. Our weapon is perfected, and we will prevail.” 
 
    Annaliese screamed. Kalea turned to find her in the choke hold of one of the aliens. Another cybernetic approached Kieran.  
 
    “No!” Hailey cried. “Let him show the world our arrival.” She walked forward to meet Kalea and the gray alien. “I won’t fail. This time, you die.” 
 
    Hailey’s eyes darkened as she lunged at Kalea, pinning her to the red rock. Kalea managed to raise her arm and punch Hailey in the stomach. A cybernetic pushed Hailey aside and grabbed Kalea by the neck. Kalea grasped for breath, grabbing the cybernetic’s arm. A blue spark erupted. It staggered, giving Kalea enough space to kick it forcefully in the stomach, causing it to drop her.  
 
     “No!” Jane shouted. She rushed toward Kalea but was knocked over by a rock connecting with the back of her head. She was surprised to find Annaliese standing over her. She twisted to see the cybernetic that had Annaliese in a choke hold lying on the ground. The rest of the cybernetics stood rooted in place. “How?” 
 
    “Like this,” Annaliese grabbed Jane’s throat and sent blue sparks flying. She was turning to Kalea when she was knocked over from behind by Hailey. 
 
    “You won’t put me down again,” Hailey said triumphantly, her arm tingling red from the dark matter.  
 
    The cybernetic troops came around as if a veil suddenly lifted with the activation of Hailey’s weapon. They advanced on Kalea , circling around her. A cybernetic stepped directly in front of her.  
 
    “The extraction will be quick, but I cannot promise it will be painless. If you survive this process, then our implantation will make you a fine drone.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Kalea grabbed the cybernetic by the neck. It shuddered as its clothes smoked and several burn marks scorched its body. The other cybernetic soldiers froze again, helpless against the shock running through their system. “What did you do?” the cybernetic asked. 
 
    “You have your weapon, we have ours,” Kalea dropped the cybernetic and pressed a hand against its face, shooting a blue bolt of directly into its eyes. It emitted a shriek and convulsed toward the edge of the canyon. Kalea walked to the edge, disgust on her face. The cybernetic grabbed her leg in a feeble attempt to throw her down. She pushed a blue bolt of energy down her leg, into the cybernetic alien’s arm. It rolled closer to the edge, it’s mechanical protestations swallowed up by the void inches away. 
 
    “Welcome to Earth,” she kicked the cybernetic over the edge.  
 
    Megan screamed, raising a red tingling arm toward Kalea.  Kalea put her hands over her head, surrounding herself with a shimmering blue force field as Megan pointed her arm toward Kalea. The dark matter boomeranged off the force field and smashed into Megan, raising her into a jolting dance over the rock before dropping her over the edge of the cliff. Megan’s screams descended down the canyon until they were cut off with a sickening crack of bone against rock. Kalea turned her gaze toward Hailey. “Care for another shot?” 
 
    “This is impossible!” Hailey protested. She reached for Kalea again but fell on her butt as she ran against a force field.  
 
    “Nothing is impossible,” Kalea lowered her hands to gather up the energy force field and fired it back on Hailey. Hailey screamed as the red energy flew away from her arm and collapsed on the rock. Blood trickled from her nose and ears as she slumped into unconsciousness. 
 
    Kalea looked around, taking in her surroundings: the frozen cybernetics, the ships hovering over the canyon, Kieran taking footage, and Hailey and Jane lying on the ground. She rushed to Annaliese, who was coming out of her stupor.  
 
    “What did I miss?” Annaliese mumbled. She sat up, staring at the gray aliens in shock.  
 
    Kalea wrapped her arms around Annaliese, feeding her rejuvenating energy. Annaliese jolted and then relaxed as a glow of energy surrounded her. They were ready. They stood and approached the circle of frozen cybernetics.  
 
    “Your move,” Kalea said. The cybernetic in front of her started to raise its arm but convulsed as a shock wave ran through it. It stared back up at Kalea, the red glow in its eyes fading into a question. Kalea tilted her head. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Blood seeped out of the alien’s nose and ears. Kalea noticed that all of the aliens were convulsing and bleeding. She caught Annaliese’s eye.  
 
    It’s working! 
 
    Yes, it’s working, Kalea thought. The energy weapon worked slower through mental transmission, but it was effective. The aliens staggered together and she raised a hand to fire an energy bolt into them, causing them to shriek as the blue energy blew them in the air and dropped them on the ground, unconscious. Their bodies twitched as the energy surged through their system in a loop. She turned calmly and walked to the edge of the cliff, silently summoning the energy aliens in orbit while she stared into the waiting ships.  
 
    “Engage,” Kalea shouted. 
 
    The ship shuddered as energy swirled around it from the sky, surrounding it in a blue glow. It lurched as explosions rocked throughout the interior, slowly lifting into the sky. The rest of the ships shuddered with sparks of blue energy routing through the systems linking the communications, retreating to safety.  
 
    Kieran walked to Kalea’s side, his phone following the alien retreat. He noticed that she was sweating and a trickle of blood was dripping out of her nose.  
 
    “Kalea?” he asked, holding her shoulders to steady her.  
 
    “I’m fine,” she said. Annaliese approached, pale and swiping at a trickle of blood from her own nose. She pulled a fresh tissue from her pocket and offered it to Kalea, who accepted it gratefully.  
 
    “They’re here,” Annaliese said softly. “Now what?” 
 
    Kalea’s eyes glowed silver as she stared from the collapsed aliens to the retreating blue energy rising through the sky. “Now, it begins.”  
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Brother Harold Niemand wandered through the floor of The Grand Canyon. He had no idea how he got there from Mempkin Abbey in Moncks Corner, South Carolina. His last memory was being admitted to the hospital with an aneurysm that the doctors suspected was on the verge of rupturing in February. After that, everything was fragmented. He remembered doctors telling him the robots fixed it. He remembered standing outside of the hospital, where a man he didn’t know offered him a ride. He remembered trains, cars, and buses. He remembered the land turning from green trees to brown dust to red rock. He remembered cold turning hot, countless faces, and green and blue signs passing on the endless highways.  
 
    And the voices. He remembered the voices.  
 
    They told him to come and bear witness, but to what, they would not say. If he resisted, there was pain. If he cooperated, the voices receded to a murmur, and occasionally, silence. Blessed silence. Just like the Abbey. He missed it. At least here, he had it again. It had been quiet in ways he had never known since he arrived at this land of sun and barren rock.  
 
    Until today. Then the voices started again.  
 
    He wiped the sweat from his brow and took a drink from the water bottle. Where did it come from? He didn’t know, but he was grateful for it. Shelter would have been nice, but fortunately, it was early fall and the weather had been nice, if not warmer and drier than he was accustomed to. But he must stay here. There was something he had to see.  
 
     A ship appeared in the sky and his eyes were opened. This was it! Salvation was at hand! Now he remembered. Deliverance was coming. This was the dawning of the new age that had been promised since the beginning. He smiled and gave a shout of joy, opening his arms to the Heavens. 
 
    Smaller ships came out of the large one, and then there were noises. He squinted against the rays of sunlight streaming around the ship to see bodies; bodies that looked so small from down here. The bodies moved back and forth, grouped and flew apart, stood and fell as flashes of red and blue erupted among them.  
 
    “What’s happening?” he squinted at the figures in the light.  
 
    He jerked and spasmed as a clenching pain ripped through his head. He collapsed, holding his head. Finally, the pain receded. He noticed that a small trickle of blood had escaped his nose. He swiped it away with the back of his hand. Were they angels? Were they demons? 
 
    One figure kicked the other. Moments later, a gray body landed fifty feet away from him, twitching with dying circuitry. 
 
    No, they were something else.  
 
    He saw bolts of blue light. Heard screams. Another body fell from the cliff, but it landed in a broken heap some distance away from him. A blue light descended from the sky, wrapping the ships in a shimmering shroud until they shuddered and quivered back into the sky. The blue energy retreated, revealing the sunshine and clear sky.  
 
    Suddenly, his mind cleared. What was this? Why did he come? He meant to resist but–– 
 
    Harold approached the gray body. Blue sparks erupted from its ears, continuing the death convulsions that didn’t show signs of ending. He leaned over it, taking in the face he now recognized as a face of deception, and he understood. He stood and spat on the ground next to the gray, twitching body, his nose dripping blood on it’s shaking arm. 
 
    “Welcome home,” he said and collapsed. 
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 Prologue 
 
    My heart shall sing of the day you bring, 
 
    Let the fires of your justice burn. 
 
    Wipe away all tears, for the dawn draws near, 
 
    And the world is about to turn. 
 
    “Actually, the world is about to burn.”  
 
    The sanctuary went silent as the parishioners of Our Lady of Guadalupe Chapel in New Orleans turned to see Kalea Kerner striding up the aisle, her long, dark hair streaming behind her.  
 
    “That was a beautiful opening hymn,” Kalea stepped beside the St. Jude Shrine to the left of the altar. “The Magnificat has always been my favorite. It’s prophetic, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Ma’am, we don’t allow women to speak in the church,” the Priest said softly from the pulpit.  
 
    Kalea smiled. “Didn’t Moses tell you to welcome the alien among you?” 
 
    “I believe the word is ‘foreigner,’” the priest said.  
 
    Kalea shrugged. “It’s appropriate to pray to Saint Jude now. Humanity’s a lost cause. You’ve never been in a more desperate situation than the one you face now.”  
 
     “Save us!” a woman shouted from the back, rushing up the aisle. Kalea held up a hand, a blue force field surrounding her. The woman bounced off the force field, landing on her back in the center of the aisle.  
 
    “It’s too late,” Kalea said.  
 
    “It can’t be!” another voice cried out.  
 
    “I told you ten months ago that we were willing to cooperate with your government to deal with the cybernetic aliens. They chose to turn us away.” 
 
    “That was the government! We had no say in that,” a voice shouted.  
 
    “You elected your leaders. You put them in power. You are as responsible for their failures as they are,” Kalea said. She wandered to the pulpit where the priest stared at her for a moment before shrinking away, allowing her to step toward the microphone. “You did fine for a while. You cooperated. You even helped us discover more. The problem is, your leaders let your earthly enemies plant doubt in your minds. Once it took root, there was nothing that could convince you of the truth. Typical human beings. You start the course, but you can’t finish it. You aren’t capable of endurance. We thought you were, but we were wrong. Only the elite among you are destined to survive, and they’re too few to save the rest.” 
 
    “Whose side are you on?” a woman shouted.  
 
    Kalea leaned forward. “We’re on the side of survival. We want to save you, but you don’t want to be saved. You want your petty wars more than you want to preserve the sanctity of what you have, and now you will lose everything.” She stared at the Saint Jude Shrine. “Say your prayers. Lift up your petitions. Cast your spells. Hold your fasts. Cling to whatever faith you hold because it’s all you have left.” She stared at the congregation, her eyes glinting silver. “Only supernatural intervention can save you now. You’re too stubborn for anything but extinction.” 
 
    A gasp rose as Kalea stepped from the pulpit and walked down the center aisle. The woman from the aisle threw herself at Kalea’s feet.  
 
    “Save us!” she sobbed. “We don’t want to die. We’re sorry.” 
 
    Kalea shook her head. “We’ve inhabited our chosen ones, and the ones that accepted us have been taken under our protection.” 
 
    “What about the cybernetic aliens?” a voice asked.  
 
    “You waited too long to acknowledge the truth. They’re here.” 
 
    “You can beat them,” the woman said softly. “Can anything make this right?” 
 
    “We will fight them to the best of our ability,” Kalea said.  
 
    “What about the rest of us?”  
 
     “I hope it’s not too late.” Kalea held out her hands, pushing the doors open with a bolt of blue energy and disappearing into the sunrise on the horizon.    
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    “This is a nightmare,” President William Hastings said, rubbing his head.  
 
    “Sir, you need to rest,” Vice President Eugene Waylan said, stepping away from the large window in the Oval Office to lower his large frame on the couch across from President Hastings. “How much sleep have you had since the video from The Grand Canyon broke on the networks?” 
 
    “Not enough, and every time I do, another crisis awakens me,” President Hastings answered, running his hands through his messy, gray hair. “Did you see the video from New Orleans this morning?” 
 
    Vice President Waylan nodded, sending his own graying brown hair flying in a halo around his head. “We can’t figure out how she got from The Grand Canyon to New Orleans in thirty-six hours. There are no transportation records showing her movements.” 
 
    “Senator Boyce and his wife weren’t with Kalea Kerner this morning?” 
 
     “Miss Kerner was alone when she walked in the seven o’clock mass at Our Lady of Guadalupe Chapel.” 
 
    “Have you been in contact with Senator Boyce or his wife?” President Hastings asked.  
 
    “The calls aren’t connecting.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
     “My staff has been trying to call and message them since that video broke this morning, and the messages don’t deliver. When they call, the transmission doesn’t go through. It’s dead air.” 
 
    “Is this happening everywhere?” President Hastings asked.  
 
    “No, the communications work fine for everybody but them.” Vice President Waylan stood and paced. “We’ll keep trying, Sir. Don’t worry. We’ll get them back here.” 
 
    “Why was Kalea Kerner in New Orleans?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Sir. She doesn’t have contacts in that area.” Vice President Waylan stated, picking his computer off the table between the couches and tapped it. “We pulled her travel history from the homeland security database, and she’s only been to New Orleans once. It was five years ago for an engineering conference.” 
 
    “She’s spent more time between her home in South Carolina and here in the past year. She occasionally visits her parents’ vacation home in Gatlinburg, Tennessee.”  
 
     “The Boyces’ have a condo at The Canyon Lodge in Arizona. That was her last known location.” 
 
    “It still begs the question of how Kalea knew the aliens would appear there, and why she was in New Orleans this morning,” President Hastings said. 
 
    “The alien in her can sense changes in energy. Maybe something notified them that the cybernetics would land on the south rim of the Canyon. As for New Orleans, maybe there are other energy aliens there.” 
 
    “The energy aliens are everywhere. That wouldn’t explain much.” President Hastings sighed. “We need to get them back in D.C. There’s pandemonium in the streets, and we need to know what they know to restore order. Maybe their presence would help. At least the public could see three people who fought these cybernetic aliens and walked away alive and unharmed.” 
 
    “Based on this morning’s video, I don’t believe Kalea intends to cooperate with us. It’s fair to assume that Kieran, Annaliese, and the rest of the energy aliens support her.” 
 
    President Hastings sighed. “We turned on them and suspected there would be repercussions, but Kieran Boyce is a United States Senator. His duty is to the people he represents, not the aliens that have taken over his wife’s cousin.” 
 
    “I agree with you, but there’s a complication,” Vice President Waylan said, checking his computer. “Senator Boyce put in two weeks of vacation time when they went to The Grand Canyon. A State of Emergency is the only way we could force him to come back, and we aren’t justified in declaring one since the cybernetic aliens retreated from the immediate orbit.” 
 
    President Hastings grunted. “Kalea was right. The virus was a temporary solution, and I believe the weapon she used to drive them away is also temporary. These cybernetic aliens are remarkably resilient.” He paused. “We need the energy aliens, and obviously they’ve continued to work on this threat even though we turned away from the work weeks ago. We have to do something to make things right with them. They form a bigger alliance than we realized, especially now that they’ve synchronized with other human beings.” 
 
    “I think Kalea’s speech to that congregation in New Orleans is a clear indication that the energy aliens have closed the door on cooperating with us.”  
 
    President Hastings stood and walked to the large window behind his desk. “Now, everybody is calling me a traitor to humanity. There are doomsday sayers on every street corner screaming about the end of the world, and the Cabinet wants to impose Martial Law and sequester Congress to their homes in the D.C. area.” 
 
    “It’s a desperate situation,” Vice President Waylan said.  
 
    “It’s a desperate situation of our own making,” President Hastings replied. He turned, staring at Vice President Waylan with weary eyes. “What do we do? We don’t have the manpower to impose Martial Law, we can’t declare a State of Emergency unless these cybernetic aliens return, we can’t afford to be sequestered from the rest of the world, and we can’t accomplish anything without the cooperation of one side or the other. Do we try to regain the energy aliens’ trust? Or do we try to negotiate with the cybernetics?” He sighed. “They said we’d have to choose a side. I guess the time has come to choose. Do we trust the devil we know or the devil we don’t?” 
 
    “There is another option, Sir.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “We fight like we committed to two weeks ago.” 
 
    “We were talking about going to war against the Communist and Eastern Sectors, not aliens,” President Hastings scoffed. “You heard what Kalea said. We don’t stand a chance against either of these forces on our own. The footage from The Grand Canyon proves it.” 
 
    “That’s what they want us to believe. What if it isn’t true?” Vice President Waylan leaned on the desk. “One thing the energy aliens said ‘is that humans are good at fooling ourselves into believing what we want to believe.’ What if they’re trying to plant doubt in our minds so we think we were forced to depend on them? It could be a ruse from the aliens to trick us into believing we’re weaker than we really are.” 
 
    President Hastings rubbed his chin. “The two alien races are at war. They could be trying to trick us into believing we have to take a side when in fact, we don’t.” 
 
    “Exactly. We’ve seen evidence that they have different technology and capabilities than ours, but what’s to say they’re more evolved?” He paused. “What if we extend this war proclamation to include the alien forces, both Earthside and Interstellar? The whole world is at war. What’s two more targets? You never know what we can rise to.” 
 
    President Hastings took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I’m not sure if Congress will agree, and I’m not convinced we can win. Maybe they aren’t stronger than we are, but it’s safer to assume that they are. They found us, not the other way around. It seems that the more advanced race would do the seeking, and we haven’t had our eyes on the skies for the past century. They could be capable of taking over the planet or destroying it in resuming their war. I’m not sure we could fight off one or the other, and we definitely can’t fight both.” 
 
    “Never say never, Sir. We have to do something.” 
 
    President Hastings sat in his chair. “Prepare all three scenarios for the emergency Cabinet meeting this afternoon and keep trying to get in touch with Senator Boyce. I’d like to hear what he has to say before we decide anything.” 
 
    “And if we can’t get in contact with them, Sir?” 
 
    President Hastings leaned back. “Then we’re on our own.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    A shadow flickered through the sunlight pounding Jane’s eyelids. She slowly opened her blue eyes, staring at the white ceiling overhead.  
 
    “What happened?” She pushed herself up and looked around. The red rock of the Grand Canyon and blue sky stood out vibrantly in the sun outside the window of what she now recognized as Hailey’s condominium. 
 
    “You passed out,” a voice said behind her. A man with brown hair, gray eyes, and tattered brown robes sat in a chair across the room. He rose and approached her, holding out a hand. “Good morning. I’m Brother Harold Niemand.” 
 
    “Jane Hanniley of Murrells Inlet, South Carolina.” She shook his hand weakly. “You have a Lowcountry accent.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’m a monk at Mempkin Abbey in Moncks Corner, South Carolina.” 
 
    Jane wiped her brow. “I thought monks didn’t travel. How did you get here?” 
 
    “The last thing I remember was being injected with nanotech for an aneurysm at the Medical University of South Carolina in Charleston. That was in February. Everything after that is fragmented.” He drifted off. “And the voices. The voices were always there.” 
 
    She studied at the clear sky outside the window. “Where are they?” 
 
    “You mean the ship? They returned after the other humans left to collect their wounded and went back into the sky after you passed out yesterday.” 
 
    “Yesterday?” 
 
    Harold smiled. “It’s tomorrow.” 
 
    “You mean I’ve been passed out for over twenty-four hours?” 
 
    “I was at the bottom of the canyon when it happened. I hiked nearly a quarter of the way up before the law enforcement people arrived and airlifted me up here for examination and questioning. Luckily, they didn’t find you. I guess the others moved you from the rim because I found you hidden in the stairway. It’s a good thing you had the key in your pocket so I could bring you inside.”  
 
    She looked down at her pink arms. Obviously, the cybernetics left her in the sun for some time while attending to more important business. She was a last priority. Again. “Maybe the nanotech will heal me from the exposure.” 
 
    Harold offered her a bottle of water. “You’re probably dehydrated.” 
 
    Jane accepted the bottle, drinking the entire contents. “Where are the others? There were four other people out there.” 
 
    “One woman fell off the cliff. She had red hair.” 
 
    Jane paled despite her sunburned face. “They killed Megan. What about Hailey? Was there a blonde woman up here?” 
 
     “The others took her.” 
 
    Jane dropped the bottle. “Took her?” 
 
    Harold picked up the bottle. “You were the only one up here when I arrived. I got a vision that you were in the stairway. If you passed out in the open, then the cybernetics must have moved you to hide you from the authorities. I guess that blue energy damaged their communications, and the image was the only way they could let me know where to find you before they retreated. I assume the cybernetics took Hailey along with their others when they came back. It happened while I was hiking up here.” 
 
    “What about you? Were you knocked out when Kalea and the other energy aliens attacked?”  
 
    “Briefly.”  
 
    Jane looked around. “We have to get Hailey back.” 
 
    Harold stared at Jane. “I don’t think that’s possible.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because they took her for a reason and they won’t let her come back until they’re ready for her to return.” 
 
    Jane pointed at herself. “I was getting her ready. I was preparing her.” 
 
    “They decided to finish it themselves.” 
 
     “How do you know that?” 
 
    Harold tapped the side of his head. “The image of you in the stairway wasn’t the only one I had. I also saw them return to high orbit above the moon. I suppose it’s to recover from the energy weapon and devise a counterattack because that’s the last thing I saw or heard from them just before I was picked up yesterday.” 
 
    “How did you deal with the questioning by law enforcement?” Jane asked.  
 
    “I told them I had been camping by the Colorado River on a personal retreat and got lost when I wandered from my campsite. I said I saw the alien ships while trying to find my camp.” 
 
    Jane raised an eyebrow. “You told them you saw the ships?” 
 
    “It happened right over my head, so I couldn’t plead ignorance. Don’t worry. I told them all I saw were flashes of light, then the ships left. I didn’t hear anything.” Harold paused. “It satisfied them. They pressed me for more details, but I told them the truth because that’s all I saw. They didn’t scan me, so they don’t know I have nanotech.” 
 
    “Did you give them your real name?” 
 
    “Of course not. I’ve been listed as a missing person.” Harold smiled. “I gave them the name of a monk at my monastery who passed away just before I went into the hospital. Monks are more ‘under the radar’ than most civilians, so it will take them a while to discover that ruse. We’ll be long gone by then.” 
 
    Jane stood slowly, stretching as she made her way to the window and looked at the sky. “What are we supposed to do now?” 
 
    “That shock wave went through every cybernetic and every human with nanotech on Earth. I don’t know how the energy aliens and humans did it, but it was a weapon of a magnitude that none of us have ever seen before. We need to figure out what it is, how they made it, and how to neutralize it. Hailey’s purpose is to help the cybernetic aliens understand the effect it had on humans with nanotech. They will heal her and prepare her to return to Earth, but for now, we must wait.” 
 
    “All I’ve done is wait!” Jane shouted. “We’re evolved. We should have taken humanity and the energy aliens over by now!” 
 
    “Keep your voice down. Most people left after the aliens came yesterday, but there are several permanent residents in this complex, and voices carry.” 
 
    “I don’t care! I’m tired of waiting.” Jane paced. “Why was I left here while they took her? I could have died from that weapon deployment, or from exposure.” 
 
    “That’s highly unlikely, especially with me looking after you,” Harold said. “The cybernetics  tasked me with your recovery and return home.” 
 
    “To do what? Get attacked by another energy weapon? To get hurt again? Don’t you understand? I can’t go back!” Jane stopped pacing, panting for breath. “They made a mistake. They should have taken me with Hailey. I have to get on that ship. I have to get back to Hailey.” 
 
    “Jane, please calm down,” Harold said. “Your physiological state isn’t good. You need rest while the nanotech reboots, and–“ 
 
    “I need to get on that ship!” Jane lunged toward the door.  
 
    Harold calmly walked toward Jane and placed a hand on her shoulder. She jolted and sank into his waiting arms as the dark matter rendered her unconscious again. He shook his head as he lowered her back on the bed.  
 
    “This assignment is going to be harder than I thought.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    “Please tell me you’ve learned something,” Kalea breezed into the dark examination room.  
 
    “We have,” Tendai Durand said in her relaxed Louisiana accent. She put down her instruments and walked over to Kalea, her smile lighting up her ebony face against her curly hair as she grabbed Kalea in a hug. “It’s good to see you again.” 
 
    “It’s been too long,” Kalea returned the hug.  
 
    “You know each other?” Kieran asked.  
 
    “And you’re hugging her after cutting open an alien body?” Sidney yawned in the chair next to Kieran’s in the far corner of the room where she had been dozing after she and her husband, Nate, drove all night to meet Kieran, Annaliese, and Kalea. 
 
    Kalea smiled as Tendai returned to the autopsy table. “Tendai’s twin brother is one of the foremost structural engineers in the nation. Dad, Tendji, and I worked on the team for the ‘Century Renovation’ of the US Capitol three years ago.” 
 
    “I remember that,” Kieran yawned. “It’s been a long night. I should have taken you up on that suggestion to take a nap.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t help,” Annaliese entered the room with a cup of coffee. “Alien synchrony or not, I can’t get by on twenty-six hours without sleep gracefully, and yet I’m too worked up over this to sleep now.” Annaliese said, scowling as she took a sip of coffee. “This is awful.” 
 
    Tendai laughed. “What do you expect in a funeral home?” She waved a scalpel toward the door. “There’s a café two blocks that way. Get some breakfast!” 
 
    “We don’t want to be seen in public,” Kalea said. “My performance at the church was barely enough to keep people diverted while you moved the alien body in here.” 
 
    Tendai turned back toward the alien body. “Then I’ll get you some breakfast once I have this one in the oven.” 
 
    “And we eat while you bake an alien?” Sidney’s frowned. “Gross!” 
 
    “I thought you were a doctor,” Tendai said. 
 
    “I’m a medical assistant. I poke with needles and scans, not scalpels and bone saws!” 
 
    “Point taken. Remember, I do this every day. My family has been in this business for nearly a century.” 
 
    “I understand taking on the family business,” Kalea said, “but let’s get back to the alien. You said you’ve learned something.” 
 
    Tendai nodded as she washed her hands in a sink against the wall behind her. “Go ahead and boot up my computer while I reglove. You need to see the digital autopsy and the in-progress one to get all of this.” 
 
    Kalea flipped the computer open and set up a display screen over the table next to the alien body. They stepped forward slowly, focusing on the scans Tendai was bringing up, trying not to stare at the dissected alien body next to the table.  
 
    “Biologically and psychologically, the cybernetic aliens are identical to us. In fact, there are only two differences between their bodies and ours. The first is that their organs are slightly larger. That’s probably a result of their nanotech.”  She zoomed the image in on the heart to the cellular level. “I use the term ‘nanotech’ loosely. Their mechanical implants are far more advanced than ours. Although they’re similar in design, the cybernetics machines function at a higher level. Their machines not only have the capacity to heal and repair, but to enhance function and replicate the reprogrammed code to cells in the same region of the body. For example, five machines can rewrite all the cells in the brain.” 
 
    “It does this by drawing energy from nearby sources,” Sidney said. “That’s probably why they parked in a binary system for a while. They needed to charge up.” 
 
    “Our nanotech draws energy that way, too,” Annaliese said.  
 
    “As a side effect, not as a primary function,” Tendai said. “Theirs was designed to optimize biological function.” 
 
    “How do they do that?” Kieran asked.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Tendai said. “I took tissue samples from every organ and have them on ice for further research.” 
 
    “You said there was another difference,” Kalea said.  
 
    Tendai stepped toward the body. “You notice that the skin is gray, and they have no hair? It looks like the nanotech shuts down nonessential body functions. There’s no pigmentation except in the iris of the eyes, which is probably to help regulate light intake.” 
 
    Kalea nodded. “They all had dark eyes that glowed red.” 
 
    “Dark absorbs the most light,” Tendai said. “It makes sense. The red is probably a reflection of the machinery in their retinas. Also, their sex organs don’t function. They’re there, but they’re the only organs that aren’t enlarged because it appears they’re defunct.” She shrugged. “We knew they lost the ability to reproduce from our last encounter with them, so that’s not a surprise.” 
 
    “That didn’t happen when they first integrated the machines with biological functions,” Kalea said. “Do you think the machines shut down the reproductive function to improve efficiency?” 
 
     “It’s possible. Reproduction isn’t necessary to individual survival, and these machines can only regulate the bodies they’re implanted in.” Tendai returned to the computer. “From the embedding I see in these machines, my guess is that the machines were implanted in-utero, and were periodically reimplanted to boost function in specific systems.” She adjusted the zoom on the heart to the left ventricle. “See that? It looks like this one had a leaky heart valve and stem cells were injected to repair it.” She moved to the corpse and poked at the ventricle with her scalpel. “If you look here, you can see slight evidence of scar tissue. My theory is that it was done recently, or the machines would have completely healed the scar tissue,” Tendai said. She laid down the scalpel. “That’s all I have for now.” 
 
    “That’s not bad for two hours work,” Kalea said. “Now for the big question. What killed this alien? Was it the energy pulse I sent through her or the energy from the attack on the ship?” 
 
    “Neither,” Sidney said. “She self-terminated.” 
 
    “Self-terminated?” Kieran asked.  
 
    Sidney nodded, pointing at the brain on a pan nearby. “Look at the scan of the frontal lobe. There’s something implanted that allowed her to regulate the energy flowing through the body. It’s blown out, so my guess is that the energy weapon sent a surge through them, and she channeled that energy to self-destruct.”  
 
    Kalea paled. “Did all of the ones on the ground self-destruct?” 
 
    “No, I was picking up life signs from the others when we left,” Annaliese said. “This was the only one of my scans that showed as a flatline.” 
 
    Tendai nodded, pulling up a scan and pointing at several spots throughout the body. “If you look at the temperature fading signature throughout the body, you’ll see that the major organs are still cooling, although they should be stabilized by now. Sidney’s right. I believe your energy pulse sent shock waves through the mechanical parts that damaged them beyond repair. When she realized she had mortal injuries, a self-destruct sequence was initiated.” 
 
    “She electrocuted herself by turning all of that energy inward in a massive pulse to short out all of her systems,” Kalea said. 
 
    “Amazing,” Annaliese said. “And you’re sure she did it herself, and it wasn’t a result of what Kalea or the other energy aliens did when they attacked the ship?” 
 
    “That energy pulse was designed to shock, not to kill,” Kalea said. “Tendai and Sidney are right on this one.” 
 
    Tendai zoomed in on the brain scan. “The brain is still the warmest part despite being removed, and also shows the most damage and broken circuitry. Kalea delivered the pulse into her face. This is what leads me to concur with Sidney on the self-termination.” Tendai closed her scans. “Kalea, they’re just like us biologically, so your answers are in understanding the machines that control them. For that, I’d have to see a live host.” Tendai shrugged. “Sedated, of course.” 
 
    “Me too,” Sidney said. “I wish I had been able to see it alive, or shortly after death. I could have told you more while the systems were running.” 
 
    “Be careful what you wish for,” Kalea said. She stared at the scans and then sighed. “Thank you, Tendai and Sidney. What you’ve learned is helpful.” 
 
    “Do you want us to keep looking?” Tendai asked.  
 
    Kalea shook her head. “Do what you must to complete the autopsy. Can you cremate the body with the implants?” 
 
    “We have increased shielding and safety mechanisms on the oven for bodies with nanotech. I can do it,” Tendai said. 
 
    “Then what do we do now?” Kieran asked.  
 
    “I get you a hearty breakfast so you’ll be ready to tackle what comes next,” Tendai said, her eyes glowing silver as she poked at her computer to run her final scans.   
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    “You have the internal machinery from one of them?” Avery whistled. “Unbelievable.” 
 
    Annaliese smiled at her brother’s image on her computer screen. “We’d like for you, Galen, and Bruce to take a look at it.” 
 
    “I’d love to get my hands on it, but I’m not sure how I can,” Avery said. “Every government agency is looking for you. I’ve had Secret Service, Homeland Security, the FBI, and the CIA here and at my home looking for you.” 
 
    “They’ve been in Houston?” Annaliese asked.  
 
    Avery nodded. “They’ve sent people everywhere you and Kalea have connections. They’ve been all over the home place in Columbia, your place in D.C., the condo in Arizona, and even poking around the mountain house in Gatlinburg. Uncle Corbin and Aunt Daphne went up there when a neighbor called about men wandering around the property, and talked to the agents in Tennessee.” 
 
    Annaliese’s brow wrinkled. “Kalea transmitted that broadcast and the video from the alien encounter from a church three blocks from here while we brought in the body for the autopsy. I don’t understand why they haven’t searched New Orleans. Tendai went out to get us food a few hours ago, and she said nobody mentioned any of this.” 
 
    Avery shrugged. “They don’t know that she’s with Kalea. In fact, they probably suspect that Kalea already left New Orleans. I’m surprised you’re contacting me.” 
 
    “Bruce arrived two hours ago. The channel is secure.”Annaliese paused. “I thought about coming to Houston, but if they’re looking for us there, then it’s best that we stay away from anyplace we have a connection. Bruce has a cousin in Gulfport, Mississippi, who said we could stay with her, and we’re heading there tonight. I know it isn’t possible for you to get away to pick up these samples. You have a wife and the twins to protect. Can Galen meet us somewhere between Houston and Gulfport to get the samples?” 
 
    “I suppose this is off the record,” Avery said as he tapped a message to Galen on his phone. “As in, no more government study. We’re striking out on our own?” 
 
    “We are. I know it’s a lot to ask, especially since we’re asking to tap into resources for one of the most visible government agencies in the nation.” 
 
    Avery sighed. “We aren’t pleased with the government. They pretty much stripped our funding when they declared war, so we’re sitting here, staring at an alien space station in orbit just outside the range of our moon.” 
 
    “Space station?” Annaliese asked. “I thought it was just a ship?” 
 
    “There’s a large structure just behind the moon where that ship came from. And there are other ships. In fact, there are five of those ships that we can see in orbit, and we don’t know how many others docked.” Avery leaned forward and lowered his voice. “They didn’t send the cavalry, they sent their entire species.” 
 
    Annaliese paled. “Does anybody else know this?” 
 
    “We haven’t released it publicly. Galen contacted Liam Altman earlier today. He’s scheduled to present it to the Cabinet by conference call in their closed-door meeting.”  
 
    “Thank you, Avery. Do you mind if I pass this along to Kieran, or should I keep it quiet?” 
 
    “Go ahead and tell him. He’s been our greatest ally on Capitol Hill.”  
 
    “He’s still trying,” Annaliese said.  
 
    Avery looked down. “Galen responded. He has a cousin in Mobile, Alabama. She’s recently had some health issues, so he can go on the premise of checking on her for the family, and meet with you in Gulfport. It’s a little over an hour driving time.” 
 
    “That’s perfect,” Annaliese said.  
 
    Avery tapped on his phone and stared at the screen. “He says he’ll make the arrangements. Why don’t you call me back tomorrow at this same time so I can let you know when he’ll be ready to make the pickup?” 
 
     “I’ll do that. I can’t tell you how much this means to me.” She paused. “Or really, the whole human race. If we can figure out these aliens while everybody else is trying to find us, then we’ll have a huge advantage when the cybernetic aliens come back.” 
 
    “So, Kalea meant what she said about not helping the government?” Avery asked.  
 
    “Take a look around, Avery. What has the government done since yesterday? Look for us, and schedule one closed-door meeting. People still don’t believe that they saw a real battle yesterday.” 
 
    Avery leaned back. “The cybernetic aliens have their entire race in orbit, so they’ll be back. Do you think Kalea and her race will really leave the world to burn?” 
 
    Annaliese sighed. “I don’t know. I think the better question is, can we be saved?” 
 
    Avery mimicked the sigh. “I don’t believe any of us know the answer to that.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    “Mr. President, I believe we have no choice but to extend the war declaration against both alien species,” Naomi Eliand, the Secretary of State, said.  
 
    “I concur,” Van Reynolds, the Secretary of Defense, said.  
 
    President Hastings stared at Naomi. “You mean the energy aliens too? The ones that were helping us?” 
 
    “‘Were’ is the key word,” Naomi said. “You saw Kalea Kerner’s statement from New Orleans. They aren’t our allies anymore.” 
 
    “If that wasn’t a declaration of war, then I don’t know what is,” Van said.  
 
    “They’re fighting the cybernetics too,” Patrick Gunner, the Attorney General, said. “It makes no sense for them to declare war on us if they’re fighting the same enemy.”  
 
    “I agree with Pat,” Liam Altman, the Secretary of Homeland Security, said. “I don’t think Miss Kerner’s statement this morning was meant as a threat. I believe it was a statement that we face a common enemy.” 
 
    “She said they wouldn’t help us anymore. Her exact words were ‘I hope it’s not too late.’” Naomi crossed her arms. “I didn’t see where they had taken a proactive stance on anything until that statement. That ‘battle’ yesterday, if that’s what you call it, doesn’t prove they’re on our side. That was self-preservation.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” Liam asked. He counted on his fingers. “Everything we’ve done on this front for the past ten months has been with their help. They helped us identify the alien probe that set off the nanotech failure in February. They gave us all the information we have on the cybernetic aliens. They identified how the aliens hacked into our systems and spied us out, and helped us develop the computer virus we sent back through those same systems to shut them out. And when the cybernetic aliens actually came knocking on our door, they sent them away.” He leaned back. “The way I see it, Miss Kerner is right. They’ve done more for us than we’ve done for them. Yes, the energy aliens inhabited human bodies, but they did with permission from every single host, and they did it to help us. We haven’t shown gratitude for anything they’ve done to help with this threat. We took it for granted, and then turned our backs on them when we cut the research project and decided to openly join the war effort in the Eastern world, despite our promise to The World Council that we would continue on the alien initiative.” 
 
    “Circumstances changed,” President Hastings said, “you know that.” 
 
    “I also know that Congress proceeded with a Declaration of War vote without consulting any of our allies on The World Council to determine if such action was necessary or required on our part,” Pat said.  
 
    “They bombed our only ally in the Middle East,” Vice President Waylan said. “Were we supposed to sit quietly while our biggest interest in the region went up in flames?” 
 
    “I realize Israel is an ally, and I agree that it was a terrible atrocity that Jerusalem was bombed,” Liam said. “I also believe it was a ploy to take our eyes off the skies while the cybernetic aliens parked right outside our door.” He waved an arm. “Do you realize that the Space Exploration Society has confirmed that there’s a space station behind the dark side of the moon with five ships out there? Not a ship, like the one we saw all over the networks yesterday. “Five ships! In the words of the gentleman I spoke to this morning, ‘they didn’t send the cavalry, they sent the entire race.’”  
 
    “You’ve been talking to Avery Kerner,” President Hastings said.  
 
    “No, I spoke with Galen Eckenrod. In fact, he’s here to tell you all of this himself,” Liam clicked a remote to turn on the video screen at the foot of the table. Everybody turned to see Galen Eckenrod staring at them.  
 
    “Mr. Eckenrod,” Vice President Waylan said. “I wasn’t aware that you were joining us for this confidential meeting.” 
 
    “I just came online,” Galen said. “I apologize for being late. I was checking on some last minute data Mr. Altman requested.” 
 
    “I authorized it,” President Hastings said, “and I apologize for failing to notify everybody that Mr. Eckenrod would be joining us by satellite. His participation came at short notice. When I discovered that Liam had been in contact with Mr. Eckenrod, I thought it would be a good idea to hear insights from the Space Exploration Society.” 
 
    “What insight do you have to offer?” Vice President Waylan asked caustically.  
 
    “They aren’t going anywhere,” Galen said, ignoring the snipe. “The station and ships haven’t moved since retreating from Miss Kerner’s weapon.” 
 
    “What did Miss Kerner and the energy aliens do?” Naomi asked.  
 
    “From what I can tell, they sent an energy burst through the alien’s circuitry. Since it appears that the cybernetic aliens have some sort of neural connectivity through their implants, it stands to reason that the pulse resonated through every member of their race.” 
 
    “There’s a lot of uncertainty in that report,” Van said. “From what you can tell? It appears? It stands to reason? You’ve done a lot of guessing.” 
 
    Galen crossed his arms. “It’s all I can do. You cut our funding to join the Eastern war effort, so we had to scale back on our Interstellar scanning. The deep space sensor stations are completely shutdown, and the ones in immediate orbit are only for satellite operations and scanning for solar activity and interstellar objects.” 
 
    “How could they not see a space station coming into orbit?” Vice President Waylan asked. “Or the energy aliens? How long have they been up there? I thought they inhabited human bodies.” 
 
    “Mr. Vice President, nearly half of the energy alien race were purged from human bodies when the human hosts went terminal due to fatal health issues or failed bindings,” Galen said. “I believe it’s safe to assume that they retreated back into orbit when those bodies died. Furthermore, we don’t have a way to scan for them. Maybe you should play nice with them for those answers.” 
 
    Vice President Waylan jumped from his seat, slamming his hands on the table. “Or maybe we should cut the Space Society altogether if you can’t see what’s right over your heads and need aliens to hold your hands.” 
 
    “That’s enough!” President Hastings shouted, turning toward the monitor. “He brings up one good point. How did we miss an entire species coming into our solar system? The systems we have should have set off alarms the moment they crossed the Oort Cloud.” 
 
    “Two problems,” Galen said. “First, the cybernetic aliens are capable of traveling at light speed, which makes them undetectable. They passed every one of those sensors before movement could register. And second, we were scanning for solar activity. We weren’t looking that way, Mr. President. If we had our full funding, we could have, but unfortunately, I had to put paying my employees so they could feed their families ahead of monitoring for alien threats. You cut all but basic operations with these drastic funding reductions.” 
 
    “So you would have been able to detect these aliens coming toward Earth if you had full funding?” Pat asked.  
 
    “Absolutely. We could have implemented enhancements that would have detected their movement in the full spectrum, and would have known the minute they entered our system,” Galen said. “Of course, those enhancements are just out of the experimental stage, and they’ve never been used in a real-life situation. Plus, with light speed, I can’t say how much notice we would have had, but there would have been some notice instead of ships dropping out of the sky over the south rim of The Grand Canyon.” 
 
    Pat turned to stare at President Hastings and Vice President Waylan, who sank back into his seat. “I rest my case. They tricked you into looking away by tricking the Communists into bombing Jerusalem. They landed in orbit while we fought with one another. We were bamboozled.” 
 
    Vice President Waylan snorted. “Surely, you aren’t buying into these liberal conspiracy theories?” 
 
    “I thought they were conservative conspiracy theories,” Naomi mumbled.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Liam said. “What matters is that we fell right into their trap.” He turned to the screen. “Mr. Eckenrod, what would the Space Society need to resume all Interstellar Operations and implement these enhancements, while maintaining your full staff on the ground and the stations in orbit?” 
 
    “Our money back.” 
 
    “All of it?” President Hastings asked.  
 
    Galen laughed. “Not the money for the study, obviously. That’s defunct, and I don’t think we could afford to get the doctors and scientists back on board, or the level of assistance we need from the biological aliens. But that’s a moot point because they’ve offered their assistance to us for free.” 
 
    “Who have you been in contact with?” 
 
    Galen looked away for a moment and then turned back to the camera. “Bruce Burke contacted me a few hours ago. He asked about the status of the ships in orbit and said they would help us as long as we continued to help them.” 
 
    “With no strings attached?” President Hastings asked.  
 
    Galen laughed. “We get to live. That’s enough for us.”  
 
    “Have you spoken with Kalea Kerner?” Naomi asked.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What about Kieran and Annaliese Boyce?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “And you have no idea where any of them are?” Van asked.  
 
    Galen’s face hardened. “There’s no need to keep asking me that question or to send your goons after me. By the way, you can get them off Avery Kerner too, because he hasn’t seen them either. You’ve harassed him, and that’s unacceptable. He’s cooperated and told you everything he knows. He has a wife and two small children, so leave him alone.” 
 
    “Mr. Kerner is related to three known fugitives,” Vice President Waylan said.  
 
    “Fugitives?” Galen said. “They haven’t broken any laws. In fact, they saved us from being turned into cybernetic slaves. What are they fugitives from?”  
 
    The room was silent as everybody looked to Liam, who shrugged. “He’s right. They haven’t broken any laws.” 
 
    “We saw Miss Kerner kill two people in that video at The Grand Canyon,” Vice President Waylan said.  
 
    “In self-defense, after being attacked,” Liam replied. “And of the two, one was an alien, and the other was being controlled by the aliens.” 
 
    “We’ve been trying to get in contact with them for nearly thirty-six hours,” President Hastings said. “Do you know why we can’t?” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with the satellite systems. Maybe they want some peace and quiet, or maybe they have nothing to say to you. You cut their committee, so they’re free to do whatever they want. I’m sorry if that hurts your feelings. ” Galen smiled. “Dishing it out and taking it are two different things, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Watch your tone, Mr. Ekenrod. You are speaking to the highest leaders of the free world and should show some respect,” Vice President Waylan said.  
 
    “You should respect the people who know what’s going on and are doing the real work for you,” Galen said.  
 
    “Enough of this,” President Hastings said. “Congress is still in session and Senator Boyce should be here.” 
 
    “As far as I know, Senator Boyce’s committee has no business pending,” Galen said, “plus, his secretary told me he’s on vacation when I tried to call him yesterday to talk to him about this. That’s how I wound up talking to Mr. Altman.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Liam said. “I agreed to take it over since Kieran’s on authorized vacation time.” 
 
    Naomi raised an eyebrow. “At the urging of Senator Nancy Verquez, I suppose?” 
 
    Liam’s jaw tightened. “She asked me to do this, and I agreed. This is a Homeland Security issue.” 
 
    “I think we’ve drifted from the point,” Van said. “We’re here to determine how to protect ourselves against the new alien threat. How are we going to do that?” 
 
    “This is no new threat,” Pat said, “we’ve known the cybernetic aliens were out there for months. We just didn’t want to admit it because we had our heads so far inside the Communist and Eastern Sector mess.” 
 
    “Which mess is more important?” President Hastings asked. “If these aliens succeed in taking over, there won’t be humans left to fight, because we’ll all be aliens.” 
 
    “And if the Communist and Eastern Sectors keep dropping nuclear bombs, there won’t be a habitable planet to take over,” Naomi said. She laughed. “Maybe we need to call a truce with them and fire some nuclear bombs at those space stations.” 
 
     “That’s not a bad idea,” President Hastings rubbed his chin.  
 
    The room went silent. After a moment, Galen spoke. 
 
    “That was a joke, right?” 
 
    “I meant it as a joke,” Naomi said.  
 
    “But maybe it’s the best idea on the table,” President Hastings said. “Think about it. Miss Kerner and the energy aliens got them out of immediate orbit by sending a weapon against them. If we fired one of our own, it would let the cybernetics know that we won’t take this lying down.” 
 
    Pat nodded. “It establishes the balance of power as two against one. Perhaps it will convince the biological aliens that we’re on their side, and encourage them to help us again.”  
 
    President Hastings shook his head. “I doubt there’s anything we could do to make them allies again. In fact, we’re going to have to deal with them, too.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘deal with them?’” Liam asked. “We don’t know what effect, if any, a nuclear weapon will have on the cybernetic aliens. It may slow them, but I doubt it stops them. We need these energy aliens to help us find a permanent solution.” 
 
    “We’ve seen the transmission Miss Kerner sent from New Orleans,” Vice President Waylan said. “That was a clear message of intent. They will not help us, and in fact, may be planning their own offensive measures against humanity. We have not one, but two alien threats to deal with. I agree with Naomi. It may behoove us to attempt a cease-fire in the war with the Communist and Eastern Sectors to deal with our two alien threats.” 
 
    President Hastings turned to Jimina Clarkson, the Secretary of Treasury. “If we manage to call a cease-fire on the war, is it possible to grant original funding to the Space Society, plus a thirty percent increase?” 
 
    Jimina stared at Galen’s image on the screen and then turned to President Hastings. “Why a thirty percent increase?” 
 
    President Hastings smiled at Galen on the screen. “As an initiative for the Space Society will pick their friends wisely.” 
 
    “The energy aliens can save our lives,” Galen said.  
 
    “And the United States Government will protect and feed your families while we do the same thing.” 
 
    Galen’s face paled.  
 
    Jimina sighed. “We can do it if we completely withdraw from the war, and the Defense Committee doesn’t fight it. It has to pass on the floor. What are the chances of that?” 
 
    “Very good, if we’re unanimous,” Vice President Waylan said.  
 
    “We aren’t unanimous,” Liam said. “I don’t think this is the right way.” 
 
    “Me either,” Pat said. “We’re making a bold move on too little information. Don’t you think we need to restore the Space Society to do more research, and then try to open talks with the energy aliens again? It seems we’re being hasty.” 
 
    “Haste is needed,” Vice President Waylan said. “We’re out of time, gentlemen. One alien threat is over our heads and has promised to make us one of them. Another is among us and has stated that they will no longer assist us. What other options do we have?” 
 
    “To think this through,” Liam said.  
 
    President Hastings took off his glasses, rubbed the bridge of his nose, and replaced them. “We’re out of time, and we have to act now.” He stood up. “Ladies and Gentlemen, we have to choose which war we’re going to fight. What’s it going to be? One another, or the aliens?”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    “He was lying,” Pat said. 
 
    President Hastings looked up from the drink he was holding. “Who was lying?” 
 
    “Galen Eckenrod. He was lying when he said he said he hadn’t been in contact with Kieran and Annaliese Boyce.” 
 
    “How do you know he was lying?” 
 
    Pat finished his drink and set the glass on a table next to the couch in the President’s private living quarters in The White House. “Gut instinct, based on the way he hesitated when you asked him about Kieran and Annaliese. I have a feeling that he’s been in contact with one or all of them, perhaps indirectly.” Pat leaned back. “Avery Kerner is Annaliese’s brother. I have a hard time believing that she would fall off the grid without contacting her family, especially given how close they are. They even worked together on that research study.” 
 
    “She was last seen at The Grand Canyon. That’s closer to Houston than to Columbia.” President Hastings swirled his drink. “Maybe you’re right and they did use Galen to get to Avery. We haven’t been able to trace any transmissions from Kalea, Kieran, or Annaliese since before the incident at The Grand Canyon.” 
 
    “These aliens have ways of doing things off the grid.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the truth?” President Hastings studied Pat. “It’s amazing how you figured all of that out from a slight hesitation to answering a question.” 
 
    “You appointed me Attorney General for my sharp instincts, didn’t you?” 
 
    President Hastings studied his old fraternity brother. “How do you know I didn’t appoint you because you’re one of the few people I trust?” 
 
    “Don’t flatter me. There are lots of people who are loyal to you, and that have more political pull than I do. You saw the Cabinet members in that meeting this afternoon. They weren’t listening to me.” 
 
    “You made a good case for holding out. And now here we sit, and you tell me that the one person we need the most is lying.” President Hastings shifted. “Why would Galen do that?” 
 
    “I have no idea. It’s not like anybody offered him anything.” 
 
    “Except survival.” 
 
    “Except survival,” Pat said. “I’ve been thinking about what you said about being out of time, and you’re right. The problem is, everybody’s against us. The energy aliens were our only allies, and now they’ve pulled out. I’m still not sure if I trust in the Communist and Eastern Sectors to call a cease-fire to deal with this, either. Look at how they’ve fallen right into the cybernetic aliens’ hands so far.” 
 
    “We don’t know they’re working with them,” President Hastings said.  
 
    “We don’t know that they aren’t, except for a few brain wave patterns picked up from domestic terrorists by a now-defunct research study,” Pat said. “We do know that the biological aliens are working with some humans that they selected for synchronization. They’ve battled the cybernetics before, and won.” 
 
    “Survived is more like it. They lost a third of their race and ran,” President Hastings said. “It looks like they were allies that didn’t have much to offer.” President Hastings stared out of the large window at the glowing lights of Washington D.C. against the midnight sky. “They came to us for help, and now they’re mad because we failed them.” 
 
    “Therein lies the question,” Pat said. “Who failed whom? Did they fail us, or did we fail them?” 
 
    “They’re mad that I pulled the plug on the research study.” 
 
    “They continued it without us. That’s evident from what Kalea and the other energy aliens did yesterday at The Grand Canyon.” 
 
    President Hastings rubbed his eyes. “Was it yesterday, or the day before yesterday? I can’t remember. It’s been such a long day, that I believe it’s tomorrow.” 
 
    “Everybody feels that way.” Pat followed the President’s gaze. “I stand by what I said. We can’t do this alone. We have to get help.” 
 
    “The energy aliens have left us on our own,” President Hastings said.  
 
    “Only because they feel we abandoned them,” Pat said. “It’s possible to get them back, but we can’t go about it the way we have been. We need to make them need us.” 
 
    President Hastings laughed. “How do we do that? They’ve had the upper hand over us since they arrived.” He waved his hand toward the window. “They inhabited our people and then expanded that network with abilities we have no way to replicate. We’re fighting over them with the Space Society, which is a government agency. How did they turn things so we have to beg and bribe the very people we used to control?”  
 
    Pat pointed at the President. “Therein lies the key. We need to give them something they need.” 
 
    “How do we do that?” President Hastings asked. “We have nothing to offer them.” 
 
    “Then we need to get something to offer them,” Pat said.  
 
    “How? By squeezing Galen?” President Hastings snorted. “He’ll take our money, but I believe he’s like most people: he’ll play both ends against the middle to get as much as he can. Besides, money doesn’t mean anything if you’re dead.” 
 
    Pat shook his head. “We need to stop that game. We need all of our own people, and ideally these biological aliens, back on our side.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Pat lifted his computer off the table and poked at the screen. “I wondered how Kalea, Kieran, and Annaliese have been able to dodge us. Why we can’t get calls through to them or track their movements. Obviously, they aren’t at The Grand Canyon anymore, but we haven’t been able to discern anything other than that transmission yesterday from New Orleans.” 
 
    “That’s because her location was obvious, given her surroundings,” President Hastings said. “We couldn’t get a GPS lock on it. Our people figured it out by identifying the chapel and doing facial recognition from NSA records on the congregation. Even then we guessed, because nobody in that congregation personally knew her, and we couldn’t get a firm enough lock on her to confirm with one hundred percent certainty that it was Kalea Kerner, despite the fact that the person in the video looks, sounds, and acts just like her in other interviews and recorded pieces we’ve gathered.” 
 
    “How was that possible?” Pat asked.  
 
    President Hastings shrugged. “Because their people can manipulate energy.” 
 
    “No, only some of them can. Remember, their skills are specialized to their education and talents. We learned that from the first study a year ago. The key is which ones can do that.” Pat handed his computer to President Hastings. “And one of them happens to be Kalea Kerner’s boyfriend and right-hand man.” 
 
    President Hastings took the computer and studied the image of the man with short brown hair and brown eyes on the screen. “Bruce Burke. I forgot about him.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Pat said. “Bruce Burke is a nondescript person and knows how to blend in and be forgotten quickly. He’s a network engineer, his ability is getting inside of networks and systems. He can get data from anywhere and download it directly into his brain.” 
 
    “He’s the world’s best computer hacker, and his brain is the storage device,” President Hastings said.  
 
    “He’s our key. He’s high in their hierarchy and he can hide in plain sight,” Pat tapped the computer. “He’s their source of information, and he’s in a romantic relationship with their leader. If we can get him, then we can draw Kalea out.” 
 
    President Hastings studied the image. “Cut off their information supply and then offer it back to them. That’s not a bad idea. Except don’t they have backups?” 
 
    Pat shrugged. “Maybe, but besides Kalea, I’d say he’s the most valuable. Besides, they can’t afford to lose any more of their own. If what you said about the cybernetics taking out a significant portion of their race is true, then they’d be desperate to save their own.” 
 
    “They are desperate,” President Hastings said, “it’s a matter of who holds the power, and they don’t believe we have any. Taking one of their own would show them that we aren’t as weak as they believe.” He looked at the computer. “How do we find him? It says that we haven’t been able to track his movements since he was inhabited in August of last year.” He turned toward Pat. “You’re right. He’s the most nondescript person in the world. I saw a dozen officers and staffers on my walk up here an hour ago that matched his profile. It would be easy to mistake anybody for him.” 
 
    “You’re right about that,” Pat took back his computer. “That’s why we need bait to draw him out, and I know just the person.” He tapped the computer again to show a picture of a small woman with brown hair and green eyes. “Meet Sidney Sinclair, of Raleigh, North Carolina. She’s another one of Kalea’s right-hand people. She’s a medical assistant with the ability to see and heal illness and injuries.” 
 
    President Hastings jerked straight up on the couch. “Can she heal people?” 
 
    “Maybe I overstated her abilities. She can see what’s wrong inside the body and speed up the healing process.” Pat tapped his computer. “The good thing about her, besides being relatively nearby, is that she’s linked to both Kalea and Annaliese. We know she’s one of Kalea’s primary contacts, and she hired Annaliese as her personal psychiatrist when all of this started with the ‘resurrection healings’ last year. In fact, she moved up here temporarily to participate in the first research study on the energy aliens. I believe Annaliese’s firm is keeping a condominium in Virginia for her.” 
 
    “What’s the plan?” President Hastings asked. “Get Sidney and squeeze her for information, hoping that Bruce will come to her rescue?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Pat said. “Sidney is close, so we get her to lead us to Bruce, but we need to keep them separated so they can’t both be rescued. The idea is that we take her, they task Bruce with finding her, and we trace his location and move quickly to intercept him before he moves again. Of course, we’ll listen if she has anything interesting to say. She’s lower level than Bruce, and she obviously has mental issues if she’s under a psychiatrist.” 
 
    President Hastings nodded. “She may break down easier than anybody else, given her emotional issues. I see your logic. Get each of them to draw Kalea out. Separating them forces her to negotiate since she can’t save them both, and she’ll want to save her boyfriend first.” 
 
    “Which means we have all three in their leadership, and access to the entire energy alien race,” Pat snapped the case to his computer shut. “It will be tricky, but it’s the perfect plan to put the energy aliens where we want them. The trick is doing it quietly. We don’t want to tip them off too soon. Publically, we need to look like we’re doing the best we can to establish peace with our terrain interests against the cybernetic threat. This needs to be a discreet endeavor that the public doesn’t know about, and that the energy aliens pick up on at just the right time.” 
 
    “This is why you didn’t bring it up in the meeting today.” 
 
    Pat nodded. “It’s best not to put all of your cards on the table. We need to do this privately.” 
 
    “How?”  
 
    Pat pointed toward the secret service agent at the French doors to the private sitting area. “Larry has some military buddies that are working on the Governor’s detail in Raleigh.” 
 
    President Hastings waved Larry into the room. He lumbered in, a tall, imposing presence in his dark suit, short dark hair, and brown eyes. “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “I assume you heard our conversation. Can your contacts help us get Sidney Sinclair?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.”  
 
    President Hastings stood and paced the room. “Okay, but do it discretely. Don’t harm her. Remember the purpose is to draw out Bruce Burke.” President Hastings smiled wickedly. “Don’t fatally harm her, anyway. I think you know what I mean.” 
 
    Larry nodded. “Whatever means are necessary, within reasonable parameters.” 
 
    “Exactly,” President Hastings said. “Send up your relief person and get to work.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Larry turned on his heel and waved to another agent at the back of the hallway as he left the room. 
 
    Pat stood and offered his hand to President Hastings. “Partners?” 
 
    President Hastings stared at the hand a moment then shook it. “He’s hoping this works.” 
 
    Pat pumped the President’s hand. “Our survival depends on it.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    “They can’t be serious!” Kieran nearly fell backward in his chair after hearing Galen’s report from his video conference with the Cabinet. 
 
    “Don’t bust yourself up in my kitchen!” Miriam Burke, Bruce’s stout cousin, said. “It’s bad enough having alien parts in my home, but I don’t need an injured Senator on my floor!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ma’am,” Kieran straightened himself in the chair and pulled it to the table in the sunny kitchen. 
 
     “I can’t believe they want to launch a nuclear missile at the cybernetic alien station,” Bruce said. “We have no idea how or if it will affect them.” 
 
    “I don’t think it would do anything but piss them off,” Kalea turned to Tendai. “What do you think?” 
 
    Tendai put down her glass of sweet tea. “I saw nothing to indicate what kind of tolerance they have to nuclear energy.” 
 
    “How about you?” Bruce said, looking at Sidney. 
 
    Sidney shrugged. “They were in orbit of a binary star system with a third star nearby, so it stands to reason that their tolerance to radiation is higher than ours.” 
 
     “We don’t need to launch missiles anywhere,” Miriam placed a plate of steaming biscuits in the center of the table.  
 
    “Thank you,” Kieran said, “and I agree with you. The cease-fire proposal with the Communists and Eastern Sectors is the right move. We need to unite, but not to launch weapons into outer space. That kills any chance we have of negotiating with the cybernetic aliens.” 
 
    “It doesn’t take a genius to figure that out,” Nate grabbed a biscuit and took a bite out of it. “It may fry their systems, but they’ll probably have them up and running again quickly.  I’m sure they can fix their machines as well or better than they can fix their bodies. Technology is a high priority with them.” 
 
    “I agree,” Bruce said. “I doubt it would affect them at all. Sidney’s right about the radiation. They have a tremendous tolerance for it if they can live at Alpha Centauri and watch us for five years.” 
 
    “There’s no chance of negotiating with them,” Kalea said, finishing her biscuit, “I don’t believe they understand the concept of negotiation. And going in with weapons blazing won’t put a dent in them. The radiation they’ve been exposed to so far just started to affect them and a binary star system has more natural radiation than anything humanity can create.” 
 
     “There was slight radiation damage in the body I dissected,” Tendai said.  
 
    Galen nodded. “They were there for years before it started to hurt them. We’d have been toast within minutes.” 
 
    “So we have evidence that a nuclear attack won’t do anything but provoke them into action again,” Kieran said.  
 
    “And put more radiation in orbit, affecting our satellites,” Galen said.  
 
    “I need to go back to D.C.,” Kieran said. “If they get something on the floor, or worst yet pass an Executive Order, then this could be the greatest disaster in human history.” 
 
    Galen’s face pinched as he explained. “An executive order isn’t out of the question. The Vice President was fired up about this. In fact, he’s the ringleader. If he pushes President Hastings, he could order the Space Society to help the military launch this strike before the rest of Congress knows what’s happening.” 
 
    “How has Vice President Waylan gained so much power?” Annaliese asked. “Some say he’s more influential than the President.” 
 
    “He has big money in communications,” Kieran said. “His family goes way back in the communications sector, all the way back to the Mac and PC wars of the late twentieth century. When we upgraded our systems to the nanotech, he became the wealthiest man in the world.” Kieran paused. “I’ve heard that he funded most of the President’s reelection campaign in exchange for guaranteed support in the Presidential election, and it’s working so far. There are only four other candidates running for the nomination, and it’s a given that the party will nominate him at the convention. His competitors can’t keep up with him in terms of donations or advertising. The man’s name has been everywhere since he announced his candidacy last month.” 
 
    “He’s probably the most outspoken Vice President in American history,” Kalea said. “He has too much power, much more than a typical VP.” 
 
    “He might have bullied his way in,” Tendai said. “Have you noticed how big the man is? I’ve heard he’s nearly seven feet tall! It’s ironic. Here we are on the verge of the twenty-second century with an alien threat in orbit, and money can still get you anything. That man probably thinks he can bribe the cybernetic aliens into leaving if he can’t reach up there and throw them out of orbit.” 
 
    Kalea laughed. “If aliens understood politics, then perhaps he could. That ignorance might be our greatest advantage.” She said somberly. “I agree that Kieran needs to get back to D.C., but I hesitate to send him back until we know more about the implants from the alien body.” She looked at Kieran, who was fixing to protest. “I know this is serious, and you feel the need to be there to circumvent faulty reasoning in politics, but the more information you have on these aliens when you return, the better. Plus, if you go back, then we’ll have no way to communicate with you until we’re ready to reveal ourselves again.” 
 
    “When will that be?” Kieran asked. “You can’t hide forever. What are you doing?” 
 
    “Figuring out a long-term strategy.” Kalea was silent a moment. “Galen, how long do you think it will take your team to analyze those specimens?” 
 
    Galen looked at the large cooler sitting on the floor beside the back door. “We have to do it fast. This plan will end before it starts if we’re caught with those. Bruce and Avery can probably get things moving quickly. It’s a small team, but effective. I’d say a week, maybe ten days.” 
 
    “What if Tendai went back to Houston with you?” Kalea asked.  
 
     “We could work faster with her knowledge of the alien. I’d say that moves us up to five days.” 
 
    Kalea turned to Kieran. “How much leave do you have left?” 
 
    “I have another week before I have to be back,” Kieran said. “That’s assuming they don’t call an emergency session. I have to go back immediately if they do.” 
 
    Kalea turned to Bruce. “Can you get to Houston off the grid?”  
 
    Bruce pulled out his phone and tapped it. “Done. We leave at eight o’clock tonight.” 
 
    “I can’t get over how you do that,” Galen said.  
 
     “The question is, will Tendai join our team?” Galen asked.  
 
    Tendai looked at Galen, then at Kalea. “I’m eager to learn more about these cybernetic aliens. I’ll go. My staff can see to the dead for a while.” 
 
     “What about us?” Sidney asked.  
 
    Kalea thought. “Go back to Raleigh and return to work. We don’t want too many people off the grid.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Nate said. “I can monitor the networks better from home. We have access to encrypted information at work, so if somebody is onto you while Bruce is studying alien parts, then I can warn you.” 
 
     “It looks like the timing can work out perfectly if we’re careful,” Kieran said. “Galen, I’d be in a better position to make a case against this ridiculous initiative the Cabinet voted for yesterday if you can get to Houston and get that information before we have to be back in D.C.” 
 
    “It would also be great to hand my research team some preliminary data to analyze and work with when I return,” Annaliese said.  
 
    Kalea stared at Annaliese. “I thought the research team was dismantled.” 
 
    Annaliese smiled. “You aren’t the only ones that can keep working off the grid.” 
 
     “I’m glad to know that. That’s the determination we need if we’re going to survive this,” Kalea said. “It sounds like we’re set. Kieran, Annaliese, and I will stay here to wait for more information, and Nate and Sidney can head back to Raleigh as soon as they’re ready.” 
 
    “We’ll go tonight,” Sidney said. “Everybody should leave together.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Miriam said. “Then I can feed you a proper supper before you go.” 
 
    “Supper?” Bruce asked, staring at his cousin. “You’re making more food?” 
 
    Miriam laughed, setting a fried chicken on the table next to the empty plate of biscuits. “Eat up, folks. If this crazy plan doesn’t work, then this might be the last decent meal you ever eat!”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    “How do you do it?” Galen asked.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Tendai asked, turning her attention from the dark sky outside of the jet to Galen.  
 
    “Work with the dead and bereaving. How can you stand being around grief all the time?” 
 
    Tendai smiled. “How do you deal with things you can’t touch?” 
 
    Galen laughed. “That’s an interesting perspective. I guess you’re right. These implants are the first Interstellar objects I’ve ever laid my hands on during my twenty-year career.” 
 
    Tendai responded with a serious deadpan tone. “I grew up around the funeral home. It’s all I know. My twin brother was the adventurous one. He struck out to do something different. Don’t get me wrong. I’m proud of Tendji. He’s succeeded as an engineer but for me, I couldn’t imagine leaving the family business.” She paused, staring out of the window again. “Death is the hardest thing to deal with. I like being there for people.  To answer their questions and offer what comfort I can. We know the human body fails, but we’ve never figured out why. The ultimate riddle of why death exists has never been solved.” She turned back to Galen. “Maybe that’s why I do it. To solve the riddle.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s why I stare at the skies,” Galen said. “Wondering why we’re the only ones alive in an expansive universe. All that space and we were totally alone until a little over a year ago.” He grunted. “Then something came and look at all of the trouble it’s caused. It might have been better not knowing why.” He sighed. “Maybe we were better off alone.” 
 
    “Maybe we were asking the wrong questions,” Tendai said. “Maybe there is no riddle. Maybe it is what it is, and there’s no reason.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I believe that,” Galen said. “There’s always a way. The real issue is having the ability to understand it, and I’m not sure that I do.” 
 
    Tendai sighed, turning back to the window to study the black sky. “Perhaps none of us do.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Jane’s eyes flickered open to a stark, white ceiling. She sat up, gasping as she took in her surroundings.  
 
    She was home.  
 
    How is that possible? 
 
    She rose from her bed, shuddering from the chill, and wandered through the condominium to find Harold staring at the thermostat. He turned as she entered the room. 
 
    “The weather turned cold last night, and I couldn’t figure out how to reset this to heat.” 
 
    Jane pulled her phone from her white bathrobe pocket and poked at an app to adjust the environmental settings. Warm air slipped through the vents. “I guess you don’t have the wonders of technology at the monastery.” 
 
    “We do, I just don’t work with it,” Harold studied Jane. “How do you feel?” 
 
    Jane rubbed her head. “Confused. How did I get here?” 
 
    He pointed skyward. “Mysterious ways.” 
 
    Jane tilted her head, studying the monk. “You called my son, didn’t you?” 
 
    He nodded. “I found Jake’s number in your phone after you passed out again in Hailey’s condo. He had connections that flew us back on a private jet. He met me at the airport to bring you here.” 
 
    “Is he still here?” 
 
    “He went back to Virginia. Is that where he lives?” 
 
    Jane nodded. 
 
    “We thought it was best not to be seen together in public, given what happened out west.”  
 
    Jane breezed past Harold to the kitchen where she started a pot of coffee. “I suppose it isn’t tomorrow anymore?” 
 
    “No, it’s three days later.” 
 
    Jane stared at Harold. “I was out for three days?” 
 
    “You had extensive damage to your nanotech, plus physical issues with exposure. I guess lying on that rock took more of a toll on you than I realized. You needed the rest.” 
 
    “What did you do to me back there? Was that the same thing Hailey used on Kalea in D.C.?” 
 
    “It is, and I’m sorry I had to do that. Your anxiety levels were rising to dangerous levels given your physical condition, and I thought it would be best to render you unconscious so you could heal properly.” Harold paused. “You weren’t completely out the whole time. You don’t remember getting off the airplane, or me waking you every few hours to drink water and eat soup?” 
 
    Jane thought. “It’s foggy. I guess that’s from the nanotech reboot.” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    Jane pulled her bathrobe tighter around her. “Is there any word from them, or from Hailey?” 
 
    The coffee pot beeped. Harold carried the mugs to the kitchen table and sat across from Jane. “Worldwide, not much. Kalea announced that they aren’t working with the humans anymore. She made an announcement at a church in New Orleans the day after it happened, but nobody has seen any of the ones that confronted us since then. They’ve fallen off the grid.” 
 
    “That’s not surprising. They have that man who can hack into systems, so he’s probably hiding their movements. I imagine a lot of people are looking for them, especially in D.C.,” Jane said as she drank her coffee.  
 
    “The President is livid. He held an emergency Cabinet meeting the night after it happened, but there’s been no word on what happened in that meeting. The media is in a frenzy trying to figure it out.” 
 
    Jane laughed. “Hailey said it’s not good when the politicians stop talking.” 
 
    “There have been emergency meetings everywhere. The World Council has even called a special session at their London headquarters tomorrow.” 
 
    “It sounds serious,” Jane said. “What about us?” 
 
    Harold took a long drink of coffee. “The cybernetics can only send information in short bursts. From what I gather, Kalea sent some sort of energy pulse through Number 852374 that overloaded her cellular circuitry and hacked into the neural linkage mainframe. Other energy aliens came down from space and accessed the ship with a similar weapon that overloaded the entire cybernetic system. They had to retreat. They’re recovering and studying the effects, but progress is slow. It’s similar to the virus the humans sent a few weeks ago to break our interface monitoring systems, but it was more energy-based than the virus, which was tech-based. We don’t know how she built it, or where she got the extra energy reserves from.” 
 
    Jane rubbed her head. “We never wondered what happened to the energy aliens that failed to integrate with humans. It looks like they’re stationed in orbit, and we had no way to sense them.” She drank her coffee. “They have a weapon to use against us. That’s a setback.” 
 
    “Not much of one,” Harold said. “In fact, that’s why the masters took Hailey–to see what effect it had on the nanotech, and how to amplify it to protect us.” 
 
    “Any word on when she’ll be back?” 
 
    “When they’re ready.” 
 
    Jane sat her empty mug on the table. “I failed them. None of this would have happened if I had done my job better.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Harold said. “The setbacks we’ve experienced couldn’t be foreseen. The humans and energy aliens are capable of more than we imagined. How could we know that the alien binding would be more successful with humanity than it was with us?” 
 
    “Was it?” Jane asked. “Look at how many people they killed when they first came.” 
 
    “Those people were terminally ill. Nothing could have saved them,” Harold said. “It was a foolish endeavor. To think they could come as the saviors of this race was madness.” 
 
    “It was enough,” Jane stood and brewed another cup of coffee. “Sure, they buried those ‘miracle healings’ later, and it was enough to convince the people of their good intention. Secondary host submitted to the binding easier than we imagined, and it made them stronger than anticipated.” She shook her head. “The cybernetics came too soon and too aggressively. They should have waited. Bide their time and do more research, like the others obviously did. Find some need that they could save us from.” Jane sighed as she carried her mug back to the table. “These people don’t want to evolve, they want to survive. All they care about is healing their sick and staying out of our war. The cybernetics would have gained more by offering peace than evolution.” 
 
    “I agree,” Harold said, “but you know time wasn’t on their side. They knew the radiation from Alpha Centauri was having a progressive effect on them when they intercepted the Voyager I probe. The clock was already ticking.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Jane said. “What’s done is done. Are you going back to the Abbey now that I’m awake and healing?” 
 
    Harold smiled sadly. “I think we both know that I can’t go back to the Abbey. My purpose is out here in the world, not hiding away from it. I’m not sure what comes next. My mission was to bear witness to their arrival. Now that I’ve done that, I’m drifting and confused, just like you are.”  
 
    “There’s a lot of drifting and confusion going around,” Jane said. “You said they took Hailey to figure out what happened. What about Number 852374? Why not study her?” 
 
    “She’s gone.” 
 
    Jane gaped. “What do you mean, gone?” 
 
    “The energy aliens that blew out the ship took 852374 off the Canyon. She self-destructed, which destroyed the tracking sequencer. Kalea and the other humans took 852374, and I have no doubt cut her open for their own research.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate,” Jane said, “but they obviously haven’t shared what they found with the government or any other humans outside of their network. What are they up to?” 
 
    “I suppose they’re taking up the cause on their own.” Harold paused. “I have a hard time believing that they’d pull complete support from humanity. We know they have their network set to save the planet. We need it, and there’s no way to save the planet without saving the people along with it.” 
 
    “You can’t have one without the other,” Jane said. “Earth and humanity go hand in hand.” She paused. “What is this all about? Why all of this trouble over Earth?” 
 
    Harold finished his coffee and sat the mug on the table. “The cybernetics didn’t come here with the purpose of conquering these people and taking over their planet. Neither did the energy aliens. They both came for the same reason.” 
 
    Jane raised an eyebrow. “Which is?” 
 
    “Survival.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Hailey stared at the large, dark rock outside the viewport window. The darkness was pricked by random stars that didn’t shed enough light to cast a shadow of hope on her mind.  
 
    Am I in hell? 
 
    She pushed off the hard metal table, wincing at the pain radiating through her body. She felt like she had been beaten.  
 
    You’ve been electrocuted.  
 
    She groaned, holding her head. It hurt more than anything she had ever felt. The nanotech, of course. It probably malfunctioned again. She looked down at her body, gasping at the tiny slits that dotted her skin. She pulled up the thin white gown that hung from her shoulders to her ankles and was surprised to find tiny slashes across her lower arms and legs. “What have you done to me?” 
 
    We are healing you.  
 
    Hailey pressed her lips together, realizing that she was on the ship again. Another vision. 
 
    No vision. This is real. Welcome aboard. 
 
    How? 
 
    We collected you. We saved you. Lie down. You are still healing and adapting. 
 
    Adapting to what? 
 
    To the new implants. 
 
    Hailey sat back on the table, shouting as pain radiated up her spine. What did they do to her?  
 
    The pain is temporary. You are healing. 
 
    She blinked hard, squeezing tears from her eyes as she turned to study the window next to her again. That rock must be the back side of the moon. That’s right, they came. The cybernetics sent a ship to make first contact and– 
 
    Her mind drifted. 
 
    To red rock and blue sky.  
 
    A large ship over a deep gorge in the Earth. 
 
    Kalea firing blue energy. 
 
    Bodies collapsed on the ground next to her as her vision winked out. 
 
    First contact didn’t go well.  
 
    She attacked us. They have developed a weapon that combated our own. 
 
    And now Hailey was on a ship, getting treatment.  
 
    I’m not on Earth anymore. 
 
    Electrocuted. It must have been an energy weapon. She was lucky to be alive, given the amount of nanotech she had in her brain to combat the Parkinson’s and the effect the last failure had on her.  
 
    If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t be alive. I would have no purpose. I would be dead. 
 
    But you are not dead. We saved you, Hailey. We saved you for a reason and a purpose. 
 
    Hailey smiled. They were right. It was good to have a purpose again.  
 
    It will be my pleasure to help you conquer them.  
 
    This is not about conquest. It is about survival. 
 
    A pause. 
 
    We saved you so you could save us, Hailey. The humans are not the only ones that need to evolve. We all must, or we all perish.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    “Is Kalea all right?”  
 
    Annaliese studied Sidney’s concerned face on her computer screen. Sidney looked better than Annaliese had ever seen her. Being home and back in a daily routine was better for Sidney than traveling around covertly. Her brown hair was now in a bob cut that swung next to her narrow face, and her green eyes were glowing. “Why do you ask?” 
 
     “She didn’t seem like herself. I didn’t want to say anything in front of the others, but Nate told me on the drive back that I should have. This whole thing about cutting out the government is a strange decision, especially since she was in favor of letting them take the lead a few months ago. I don’t see how we can keep the government out of this.” 
 
    “Me either,” Annaliese said. She paused, measuring her words. Kalea was the leader of the energy alien presence on Earth, and she didn’t want to undermine that authority. Still, it was obvious that something wasn’t right, and denying it would be foolish. “I’ve spoken to her several times since the incident at The Grand Canyon. Physically, she’s fine. As for her mental state,” Annaliese shrugged. “It’s interesting. I’ve seen more of her human personality coming back since the battle and the deployment of the new energy weapon.” 
 
    “How so?” Sidney asked.  
 
    “Ever since the alien inhabited Kalea, she’s been more subdued. More even-tempered, so to speak. She’s an engineer, and that’s what made her a good one. She could put emotions aside and see inside things to work them out.  But she also has a big personality, and that’s something that no amount of logic can hold back. It was obvious when she got excited about a project or frustrated when things went wrong or people didn’t cooperate.” 
 
    “She already had a lot of energy when we arrived,” Sidney said. “That’s why she was chosen as our leader. Her enthusiasm, her passion, and her intelligence, tempered with a capability to see reality. Few humans have that kind of balance.” Sidney tilted her head. “That balance is disrupted.” 
 
     “Kalea externalizes things. She’s expressive but controlled. Her energy comes out in words and body language.” Annaliese tapped her computer, bringing up a small screen to run the video from the church. “Take a look at this video again. Her words were calculated, which sounds like the alien. But her body language is human. Look at how she’s wandering around, pacing, and gesturing.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen her do that,” Sidney said.  
 
    “I have. She used to do it all the time before the alien inhabited her. I remember a time when she was speaking at church, and she wandered around the room until she ran out of the microphone range, and then nearly knocked a picture off the wall gesturing. She said she did the same thing making a presentation at a conference.” Annaliese paused. “It’s good to see the old Kalea coming back but I wonder, why now?” 
 
    Sidney smiled. “I guess the mental adjustments take longer than the physical ones. I’m just starting to feel like my old self again.” 
 
    “Which is natural,” Annaliese said, “but I sense something else. At first, I thought that Hailey’s betrayal had jolted her back to awareness. You know she’s our cousin.” 
 
     “I do, and I know Kalea was frustrated by Hailey’s acquittal.” 
 
    “I thought she’d move on from that, but when we saw Hailey again in Arizona, there was one word going through Kalea’s head,” Annaliese said. “The entire time, I heard it resonating from her loud and clear: traitor.” 
 
    “I saw the footage, and she was furious. That’s understandable because your lives were in danger,” Sidney paused. “Did you notice that the human and cybernetic that attacked her directly died in her counterattack? Hailey is the only one that confronted her directly and lived.” 
 
    Annaliese felt her stomach drop. “That’s true. Does anybody know where Hailey is now?” 
 
    “She’s missing. Nate checked when we got back. The cybernetics must have taken her with their own causalities.” 
 
    “They can have her,” Annaliese said bitterly, “and it’s a miracle that Hailey isn’t dead. Kalea shot her with enough electricity to electrocute an elephant.  Then again, Hailey doesn’t have a self-destruct mechanism, and she didn’t fall off a cliff.” 
 
     “If Kalea’s angry, then maybe that can be channeled into something positive. Can you use your psychiatrist powers to unlock the humanity in her? 
 
    Annaliese smiled. “I’m working on that, but there’s something else. Ever since Kalea deployed that energy weapon, she’s nervous. She sleeps less than she did before; maybe three or four hours a night, and she’s persistent about being aware of her surroundings. She doesn’t want to be found. My professional opinion would be severe anxiety.” 
 
    “The weapon was based on solar energy,” Sidney said. “She had a clear, open area to draw the energy from at The Grand Canyon.” 
 
    Annaliese nodded. “The weapon worked, but I suspect it had side effects.” 
 
    “I’m sure it did. She combined all of the energy she could from every source available. It shorted everybody out for a while, but she was the main conduit. Maybe that’s why she’s acting the way she is.” 
 
    “Increases in solar energy can cause anxiety. It happens when coronal mass ejections pass the Earth, but most people aren’t aware of why they feel jittery, especially since it passes quickly. I wonder if she took the brunt of the energy on herself. Has she said anything to you about it?” 
 
    “No. We all felt a jolt, but it was mild given the amount of energy we were summoning toward the weapon. We hoped that having every energy alien directing energy toward the weapon would channel it more efficiently and not put too much on any one of us.” Sidney laughed. “Kalea might have internalized something for the first time in her life.” 
 
    “That would be a first,” Annaliese sobered. “It means the weapon needs more work. It can’t be used wide range if it has that kind of effect on her or any individual. It needs to be stabilized.” She paused. “Kalea said she was going to call somebody about finding a way to draw and redistribute the energy through more sources, but didn’t go into details.” 
 
    “You need details to make a case in D.C.,” Sidney said.  
 
    “Kalea doesn’t want us to go back to the government and as you said, I don’t see how we can keep them out of this, especially with this foolish plan of attacking the cybernetic aliens with a nuclear weapon.” Annaliese leaned back and rubbed her head. “Has Nate found anything through government sources?” 
 
    “Nothing, and it has us worried,” Sidney said. “They’re unusually quiet. Has Bruce picked up anything?” 
 
    “He’s tied up with studying the alien biotech in Houston. I think the group with the Space Society is sequestered with it. Avery texted me an hour ago on a break, and said his wife, Elise, is having a fit because he can’t tell her when he’ll be back home.” 
 
    Sidney whistled. “They’re taking it seriously, but it’s necessary. The government isn’t helping them.” 
 
    “If anything, the government is getting in their way.” Annaliese ran a hand through her messy curls. “It drives me crazy. Kalea says the government betrayed us, and she’s right. The problem is, my husband works for the government, and a significant portion of my own work is through them. We can’t keep them out. Kieran has to go back next week with something, and everybody is working around the clock to get it for him except me. I feel useless.” 
 
    “Don’t berate yourself. You still have a significant role,” Sidney said. “Your work hasn’t been in vain. You have to trust that it will work together for good in the end.” 
 
    “Are you quoting scripture?” Annaliese asked.  
 
    “Aliens can’t take my faith,” Sidney said, “but the alien believes it too. We’ve survived the cybernetics before. It wasn’t a pretty win, but we hope we can end it for once and for all, and with fewer causalities this time. That’s why we came, so we could help each other find the best way to neutralize this threat.” Sidney paused. “Nate and I will keep our eyes on the government networks, and we’ll contact you if anything pops up. I wouldn’t count on it because they’ve gone dark, but we’ll keep looking.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, and I know Bruce does too,” Annaliese said. “It frees him to focus on studying that cybernetic biotech.” 
 
    “Everybody has a part to play, and if we do it right, then we can stand up to them this time.” 
 
    Annaliese thought. “Kalea says you ran when you encountered the cybernetic aliens before. Is that true?” 
 
    Sidney shrugged. “We ran, they ran, everybody ran once the dying started. We made mistakes, but we learned from them. Now we want to work together toward a mutually beneficial solution.” 
 
    “But Kalea said––“ 
 
    Sidney waved a hand. “Kalea’s angry. Hailey was the first strike, and the government was the second. I’m sorry Annaliese, but aliens don’t play baseball. You don’t have a third strike, because as far as Kalea’s concerned, humanity is already out. Betrayal will do that to anybody, human or alien. Don’t tell me you don’t understand that.” 
 
    “Of course I do. I’m mad at the government, too. Don’t forget that they cut the project that I was most passionate about. I’d love nothing better than for her to stick it to them, but I don’t see how that can happen and lead to a beneficial outcome.” 
 
    “It can’t either,” Sidney said. “Forget about revenge. It’s useless. The effects of this energy will wear off, and Kalea will regain her balance. Focus on helping her get back on track. Don’t forget, you’ve achieved synchronization with her, so she can sense your emotions as well as you can sense hers. It’s like birds. One strong emotion sends anxiety through the whole flock and causes them to panic for no good reason. If you’re calm, she’ll be calm.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you liked birds,” Annaliese said.  
 
    “My parents had three parrots when I was a kid. Nate and I would like to get a couple of parrots if and when the world is stable again.” 
 
    “How are you two doing now that you’re both back home?” Annaliese asked.  
 
    “We’re good. His company got a contract with the Governor’s office, which will help us to keep an eye on the government. It’s amazing what you can learn, even through the state level. I just got cleared to return to work part-time. If it goes well, I’ll be working full-time again and completely off disability within ninety.  It’s good to get back to a normal life.” 
 
    “You look great. How are things with Nate’s mother?” 
 
    Sidney’s face pinched up around her lips. “Still strained. The lawyers told her she can’t block the inheritance, so it’s in probate, and she’s trying to act like nothing happened now. They’re talking, but it’s not about anything of significance. You can tell it’s uncomfortable for them both. She’s a pretentious person. It’s all about appearances and looking good to others. She’s uncomfortable having an alien for a daughter-in-law.” 
 
    “At least Nate is by your side again. That’s good.” 
 
    “It is,” Sidney said. “I try to focus on the good like you said. After all, tomorrow isn’t guaranteed, especially with an entire cybernetic alien race in orbit. We better enjoy what we have while we’ve got it.” She said, picking up a plastic cup, sloshing water on the desk. “Here’s to being happy while we can!” 
 
    Annaliese lifted her own water mug off her desk. “To happiness,” she said, “and hope for the future.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    “What do you think?” Kalea asked, staring at the clouds coming in over the ocean. The beach was the last place she should be with a storm brewing, but it was fairly isolated since the summer crowds abandoned it for football stadiums six weeks ago.  
 
    “You need to channel the energy for the weapon through something,” Tendji’s Cajun accent boomed through her phone. “There’s no way it can be delivered biologically.”  
 
    “I figured as much,” Kalea said, dipping her foot into the cool Gulf water. “I slept four hours last night, which is progress, but I still feel jittery. Annaliese is monitoring my energy, and it’s leveling out slowly.” 
 
    “The jitters may not be from just the energy weapon. My contact in the Space Authority in Cape Canaveral told me that the radiation in the atmosphere has spiked since the cybernetic aliens arrived. They’re studying it to see if they can add it to their presentation for the Sustainable Design Conference in San Francisco at the end of the week, but they don’t know if they have enough data to pull it into their presentation in time.” 
 
    “That’s interesting,” Kalea said. “Do they think it’s from their exposure at Alpha Centauri?” 
 
    “You’d have to ask Avery and his colleagues at the Space Society. There was a CME recently, but the radiation should have passed. The aliens in orbit must have done something to make it linger. Come to the symposium next week. You’ll learn a lot. They’re integrating Annaliese’s research into the designs about harnessing energy for more sustainable buildings and structures. The landscape architects are particularly interested in integrating it into their designs. Their goal is to design parks and outdoor recreation spaces using only solar electricity.” 
 
    “And put me out of business?” Kalea laughed.  
 
     “You’re registered for the symposium,” Tendji said.  
 
    “I did sign up for it before the cybernetics arrived.” Kalea paused. “That sounds funny.” 
 
    “Who knew that science fiction would become reality?” Tendji asked. “I have another reason for asking you to come. I’m on the committee organizing the event, and the presentation materials gave me an idea of how we could use solar energy systems to harness and control our weapon.” 
 
    Kalea stared out over the water. “Do you mean channeling it through the energy systems for the buildings? That’s an interesting concept. I’m surprised I didn’t think of it myself.” 
 
    “You’ve been distracted, which is understandable considering that you’re leading one alien movement while fighting another. But no worries. That’s why you have the rest of us to help you.” 
 
    “I can use all the help I can get. I think I’m losing my mind.” 
 
    “You’ve been through a shock, and a lot has happened.” Tendji paused. “What happened at The Grand Canyon, Kalea? You used more force than was necessary on the cybernetics, and those three humans should have been cremated just by the looks you gave them.” 
 
    “It was an act of war, Tendji. War is ugly. People get hurt and killed. Surely, you remember our last encounter.” 
 
    “Of course I do, but my point is that you made this personal. You meant to make Hailey Reed pay for her betrayal to you, your family, and humanity.” 
 
    “The government didn’t make her pay. Somebody should. She’s a traitor.” 
 
    “You’re justifiably angry and I don’t deny you that right. I just want to help you direct that anger toward something productive that can lead us to a solution.” 
 
    Kalea sighed. “I am angry, and I don’t like being angry. I’m not sure what’s wrong with me. This energy is driving me crazy!” 
 
    “People and cybernetic aliens are driving you crazy. We’ve been betrayed by humanity in two ways, Kalea. We came to help them, but the cybernetics turned some against us. Then the government turned on us too when they couldn’t stand the scrutiny over doing the right thing. We share your anger on both of these issues, but we have to make sure we don’t succumb to the darker side of the humanity in our hosts. We have to rise above it and find a way to channel that emotion into something greater.” 
 
     “I know. Rising to something greater is what human beings desire, yet struggle to achieve,” Kalea said. “I see why now, because the alien in me is making the struggle even worse. I’m not only fighting myself, but I’m fighting a symbiotic being that doesn’t understand what emotion is or how to process it.” 
 
    “We can’t cut the government out of this, and we can’t give up on the humans controlled by the cybernetic aliens, either. We came to save not just ourselves, but this planet as well, and the people go with it. You can’t have one without the other.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what came over me when I walked in that church in New Orleans. I’m not even sure why I thought it was a good way to divert attention away from the alien body we were smuggling into your sister’s funeral home.” She paused. “Actually, I do know why I did it. I wanted to show them that we have power too, and they can’t take that away from us.” 
 
    “Nor can we take away their power. These humans aren’t helpless and soon, they’ll realize that.” 
 
    Kalea sighed. “Then I hope the video will inspire them to find that power and use it properly. The problem is, they’re stuck in a rut of shooting first and asking questions later. Have you heard of this plan to launch a nuclear attack on the cybernetics?” 
 
    “I have, and that would be a mistake. But then again, they don’t know what we know.” 
 
    “They’ll find out. That’s inevitable. Kieran has to go back to D.C., and I hope to send him back with information to convince them to take a more reasonable approach to this threat,” Kalea said. “In the meantime, we need to keep working. The cybernetics aren’t going to stay in orbit forever. They’ll return once they recover, and it won’t be an isolated encounter like it was in Arizona. It’s going to be worldwide, and we aren’t ready.” 
 
    “Then let’s get ready,” Tendji said. “I talked to Tendai earlier. She said that she, Galen, Bruce, and the rest of the team in Houston are making progress with the alien implants. Galen is scheduled to sit on a panel on harnessing solar energy Friday afternoon, and Bruce agreed to come to San Francisco with him. I talked to the hotel, and they said the conference room reservation gives us the room until midnight. The sessions are slated to end at five o’clock, and there’s a dinner in the rooftop restaurant at seven o’clock. Let’s meet in the main conference room at six o’clock to share our information and consider what comes next. That will give us an hour to prepare while everybody else leaves to get ready for the dinner.” He paused. “I know that’s in two days so we’ll have to work fast, but the timing is good. It gives us several hours to go over the data undisturbed, and Kieran will be ready to go back to D.C. armed with plenty of information.” 
 
    Kalea checked her watch. “It’s a push, but we can make it. Bruce can help us fly undetected on Kieran’s jet, but we don’t have a place to stay, and I’m afraid of staying in the hotel where the conference is being held. There are too many people there, and we could be cornered before we’re ready to talk.” 
 
    “I’m renting a condominium from a friend. It has three bedrooms. I had planned to take a red-eye back home with Tendai to visit the family, anyway, so that will free up some space.” Tendji paused. “I’d also like to get to know Galen better. I met him once at a conference in Houston, but we didn’t get to talk long. Tendai has been going on about him every time I talk to her.” 
 
    “Really?” Kalea smiled. This was unexpected, but in a good way. “He’s a good guy. I’m glad they’re getting along well.” 
 
    “Me too. She doesn’t date much. It probably has to do with her profession.” 
 
    “I can imagine!”  
 
    Kalea stopped pacing the shoreline and stood with her feet in the cool water, breathing in the salt air. “Thanks for listening to me. I’ve talked to Annaliese and she’s great, but it’s good to talk to somebody with a different perspective.” 
 
    “I think everybody is feeling it, bound or not. Having one alien civilization on the ground and another one in orbit is enough to drive anybody into an anxiety-induced psychosis. I’m surprised we haven’t seen more widespread panic.” 
 
    “I am too,” Kalea said. “I wonder if people realize their survival is at stake.” 
 
     “Realization and comprehension are two different things, and I don’t think the comprehension has happened yet.” 
 
    Kalea paused. “Then we need to be ready when it does.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Sidney whistled as she stepped out of café where she met Nate for lunch. It was one of those beautiful days where the sky was a clear blue that you only see in the fall. Earth may hang in the balance, but she felt better than she had in nearly two years. It was good to be back to work and integrated into real life again. It’s funny how you don’t miss the routines until they’re taken away from you.  
 
    “Ma’am, may we have a word with you?”  
 
    Sidney turned to see two men in dark suits and mirrored sunglasses behind her. She looked around. Did they follow her from the café? Her stomach clenched as she realized that the street was empty, which was rare for the middle of a Wednesday afternoon.  
 
    “What’s this about?” she said, pulling her purse closer to her body.  
 
    “We’re with the Governor’s detail. We understand your husband is working on a contract for technology upgrades to the State House, and we have concerns about his close proximity to an alien presence.” 
 
    “I’m fine. I spoke with my psychiatrist this morning, and my primary care physician cleared me to be back at work part-time. Nate’s fine too.” 
 
    “We understand he’s synchronized with you?” 
 
     “What does that have to do with his work?” She said, straightening up. “I assure you, he’s fine, and so am I. Good day.” 
 
    The blonde officer grabbed her arm as she turned to walk away. “As I said, we need to have a word with you. In private.” 
 
    “Get your hand off me. I’ve done nothing wrong!” 
 
    “You need to come with us,” the dark-haired officer reached for her other arm.  
 
    Get free and run! Now! 
 
    Sidney jerked her arm away from the officer and plunged it into her purse to retrieve a small electronic gun, which she shot into the blonde man’s neck. She turned and ran as he collapsed on the ground. 
 
    Footsteps pounded behind her as she rushed to her car.  
 
    “Officer down! I’m in pursuit of the suspect!” 
 
    Suspect? What had she done? 
 
    Nothing. There was no reason for them to chase her, or even to approach her. What would officers on the Governor’s Detail want with her? 
 
    She drew a deep breath, willing her energy to propel her forward faster. Her car was twenty yards away. She hit the unlock button on her key fob, so focused on her car that she didn’t see the man getting out of the truck parked behind her. She nearly knocked him over. “Ma’am, what’s wrong?”  
 
    She pointed to the officer chasing her. The officer waved at him.   
 
    “Grab her! This is the national security suspect!” 
 
    “I knew it!” Sidney said, yanking her car door open. She tried to slam it, but an arm reached in, pulled her out, and threw her on the ground. The man from the truck bent over her.  
 
     “It’s a bad idea to resist the law,” he said, his eyes glinting red. 
 
    “No!” she screamed as he grabbed her arm, squeezing a shock through her that turned the blue sky to black.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    “What part of no unnecessary force was hard to understand?” President Hastings asked, stirring his coffee in the delicate china coffee cup adorned with blue flowers and a silver rim.  
 
    “My contact said she resisted, Sir,” Larry said, standing rigidly beside Patrick Gunner in the Oval Office.  
 
    “Why were they approaching her on a public street?”  
 
    “The street was cleared while she was in the restaurant having lunch with her husband,” Larry said. “They thought she would be receptive to going back to the restaurant to talk, but she fired an electric gun on one of the officers.” 
 
    “Heightened senses are part of their anatomy,” President Hastings said. “They can sense danger. Weren’t your contacts aware of that?” 
 
    “We had one agent with heavy nanotech as backup,” Larry said. “She would have escaped if he hadn’t cut her off at her car and deployed the dark matter weapon.”  
 
    “We don’t have much experience with these energy aliens,” Pat stammered, “but at least the situation was salvaged.”  
 
    “Senator Gunner, there are over fifty million energy aliens on Earth, most of which are in the North and South American Sectors,” President Hastings said.  
 
    “But not many in government work,” Pat said. “Remember, we only had one working on Capitol Hill, and she went off the rails.” 
 
    President Hastings drank his coffee, “Who?” 
 
    “Senator Boyce’s assistant. Remember? She attacked him in his office when all of this started.” 
 
    President Hastings set his cup on his desk with a clatter. “Maybe they’re right. Maybe we should have been paying less attention to the East, and more attention to what was going on around us.” 
 
    “We thought we were,” Larry said. “That’s why we invested in two major studies.” 
 
    “Both of which you pulled the plug on after the bombing of Jerusalem,” Pat added.  
 
    “Where are we with that?” Larry said.  
 
     “Squabbling in the World Council in London,” Pat said. “They can’t reach a consensus. The Communist and Eastern Sectors refuse to cease hostilities and have sworn to attack any country not joined with their cause. They’re threatening to activate their terrorist cells worldwide to keep this war going.” 
 
    “I thought they had already done that, Sir,” Larry said.  
 
    Pat shrugged. “Now, every nation is scared to pull out for fear that a cell will be activated, blowing them to hell before the aliens do.” 
 
    “I have faith in our representatives on the World Council. The terrain hostilities will be resolved in due time.” President Hastings stood and walked to the couch, taking a seat. “Let’s get back to the present matter. Where’s Sidney now?” 
 
    “She’s detained in a federal facility in Raleigh, along with her husband,” Larry said.  
 
    “They took him too?” 
 
    “They figured it would be better than having him file a missing person’s report. They detained Nate Sinclair at the State House an hour later. He cooperated when we told him that his wife was under arrest.” 
 
    “You arrested her?” President Hastings asked.  
 
    “Of course. She shot a federal agent and is harboring a fugitive.” 
 
     “That fugitive being Kalea, I assume?”  
 
    “Yes,” Larry said, “Sidney and Nate left their home early Friday evening, just after the incident at The Grand Canyon. We have reason to believe she met Kalea, and perhaps Kieran, Annaliese, and others among these energy aliens, during her absence. She acknowledged that she and her husband took an unexpected weekend trip out of state but refuses to say where they went, or why they went suddenly. They returned to Raleigh two days ago, and she and her husband went back to work today. That’s why we set this up for lunchtime. They had reservations at the café, and it seemed like our best opportunity to detain her.”  
 
    “Has she given up Kalea’s location?” 
 
    “No, and she won’t say where Bruce Burke is, either,” Larry said. “They couldn’t have gone all the way to Arizona by car, so they must have met Kalea and Annaliese somewhere closer. We’re still trying to figure out where Sidney and Nate went over the weekend. There are no hotel records, but they could have uses aliases. All we’ve learned is that Kieran Boyce plans to return to D.C. when his vacation leave ends next week. She said she didn’t know where Bruce Burke is, but I believe that’s a lie. Our scans wavered slightly on her when she gave that answer, which may be a sign of deception.” 
 
    President Hastings raised an eyebrow. “Maybe?” 
 
    Larry looked down. “The alien energy is throwing off the readings.” 
 
    “What about her husband? Have you questioned him?” 
 
    “We can’t question Nate Sinclair since he came willingly and is not under arrest unless we allow him to get an attorney.” 
 
    “Then she’ll want one too,” President Hastings said, “and I’m surprised she hasn’t asked for one yet.” 
 
    “She’s confident she’s getting out of this on her own,” Larry said. “There’s a lot of defiance in her. I think the alien has her overconfident.” 
 
    “So you got little out of Mrs. Sinclair, and you can’t question Mr. Sinclair?” President Hastings asked. “This isn’t going the way we hoped it would.” 
 
     “Sidney has been more resistant to questioning than we anticipated, but it hasn’t been fruitless. She admitted that she spoke with her psychiatrist this morning,” Larry said. “Which The National Medical Database confirms that Sidney’s psychiatrist is Annaliese Kerner Boyce.” 
 
    “She is in contact with them,” President Hastings mused into his coffee cup. 
 
    “Just Annaliese, Sir. Sidney refused to say what they discussed, besides her emotional state which, as she so eloquently put it, is none of our business.” 
 
    “We took her phone and found a call on it from this morning, but we couldn’t pinpoint the source,” Pat said. “No doubt, Bruce Burke was at work to mask the origin. The signal routed through the entire satellite network.” 
 
    “I heard these aliens could get sassy,” President Hastings said.  
 
    “Sir, if my people were allowed to use more persuasive means, we could get through that defense. I’m sure of it,” Larry said. 
 
    President Hastings thought a moment then shook his head. “No torture. If she gets away or is returned harmed, then we lose the upper hand we’re trying to gain.” 
 
    “Then how are we supposed to get information?” Pat asked. “Don’t get me wrong. I don’t want the girl hurt, but I thought the purpose of this was to get an inside on these aliens.” 
 
    “It is, but we aren’t dealing with human beings. They probably won’t be as receptive to that kind of persuasion as the terrorists you’re used to dealing with, especially given that they have energy readings that make them stronger and unpredictable,” President Hastings said. “It’s not about force, it’s about power. We’re building our upper hand. Sidney is the first step.” 
 
    “What’s next?” Pat asked.  
 
    President Hastings stood and paced. “We use the system against them. They think they have an inside on us with Kieran Boyce. Let’s show them there’s power in other places.” He walked to his desk and sat, taking up his coffee cup and finishing the creamy liquid in one gulp. “File the charges formally and move Sidney to a secure location up here.  Keep her isolated.” 
 
    “What about the husband?” Larry asked.  
 
    “Do we have a reason to hold him?”  
 
    Larry shrugged. “Accessory to a crime? They are synchronized, so they can draw off each other.” 
 
    President Hastings thought. “No, we don’t need to complicate this. Take her and let him go. They just reconciled and got back to a ‘normal life’ after his father’s death and her alien inhabitation. Maybe shaking that up again will motivate her to cooperate.” 
 
    Pat raised an eyebrow. “You did your homework, Sir. Impressive.” 
 
    President Hastings smiled. “You don’t get to be the leader of the free world unless you pay attention to the details. After all, the smallest things can make the biggest difference.” He leaned back in his chair. “She’s bait for bigger fish, and I mean to reel in a big one soon.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Something isn’t right. Sidney’s fallen off the grid. 
 
    When was her last contact? 
 
    We got a surge of energy through her this afternoon. Something about national security, and then she went silent. 
 
    A protective cutoff. That’s not good. Could it be the cybernetic aliens? 
 
    A pause.  
 
    No. They’re still in retreat, healing from the weapon deployment. These are the humans. 
 
    The humans? How? Why? 
 
    I did extend a call to arms, Kalea thought.  
 
    That was a call to arms? 
 
    Of course. Our study of the human psyche indicated that a confrontational withdrawal would wound their pride enough to draw them into action. 
 
    So there was a strategy? It appeared that you let anger get the best of you. 
 
    Human emotions are part of what we are now. We must learn how to use them to our advantage. Kalea paused. And learn how to manage them. I let Kalea’s emotions intercede too much. I hope I didn’t err. 
 
    Perhaps a touch of humanity is exactly what we need to inspire them. It’s how we got the ones we synchronized with to cooperate with us. With the rest, it’s a matter of trust. 
 
    Trust. Who can we trust? 
 
    A pause. 
 
    We have to trust someone, Kalea said. We can’t do it alone, and Tendji was right. We came to save them. All of them. Yes, the government cut us off, but perhaps they’ll come around if we take them something that can help both of our races. 
 
    Despite what you said about not helping them? 
 
    Don’t you know a bluff when you hear one? 
 
    What is a ‘bluff?’ 
 
    A human concept to trick others with the intent of spurring them to action. 
 
    A tremble of amusement shot through the energy grid.  
 
    Several of us are meeting Friday to fine-tune the weapon and discuss how to prepare for the cybernetic alien’s return, Kalea said, but we can’t afford to leave one behind. What of Sidney?  
 
    Nate reported charges pending of shooting a federal agent and harboring you as a fugitive, Kalea. I believe they took her to draw you out. 
 
    That’s a possibility, but I’d hoped to return to D.C. with information that would encourage them to drop their plans of attacking the cybernetics. The plan to launch a nuclear weapon is not only dangerous but would lead to further complications. 
 
    I believe it’s more important for you to attend the meeting in San Francisco. Let others work on retrieving Sidney. The humans divide their efforts. Why can’t we? 
 
    Another pause.  
 
    Emotions, psychological tricks, planning and strategizing; are we becoming them? Kalea asked. 
 
    Maybe. And perhaps conformity to humanity is the best hope we have. It is their world, and we came to save it. 
 
    Then let’s save it, Kalea said.   
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    “Thanks for coming out here, and for agreeing to meet after hours on a Friday,” Tendji said. He glanced around the circular table in the middle of the conference room where Annaliese, Kieran, Galen, Tendai, and Bruce sat.  
 
    “Especially with jet lag,” Tendai said. “It’s already well into Friday evening where most of us are from, and it’s cold. I nearly went into shock when I got off the airplane.” 
 
    “Welcome to San Francisco!” he said.  
 
     “I know it’s out of the way for most of us, but what we need is at this symposium,” Kalea said. 
 
     “Which is convenient,” Kieran leaned back in his chair.  “Let’s not waste time. What do we have?” 
 
    Galen laid his computer in the center of the table and brought up a screen. “Tendai and I have analyzed the implants she harvested from the cybernetic alien. I think we could devote entire teams to studying these for years.” 
 
    “The implants were embedded in the cellular structure of the alien,” Tendai said. “They’re smaller and more efficient than our nanotech.” Moving the machine to the cellular level, she brought up another screen of the alien DNA that she got from the autopsy scan. “Each machine conforms to the individual DNA of the host, making it specific to the physiology of the individual it’s implanted in.” She ran a trace scan along the DNA first in the body, and then in the machine’s memory scans. “It looks like the machines are manufactured to a general design that conforms to the individual.” 
 
    “That’s fascinating,” Annaliese leaned forward. “How were they able to program the machines to adapt to sentient biology?” 
 
    “Between studying these machines and the studies we did of the probes harvested from orbit a few months ago, we believe they’re using stem cells to program them with biological data,” Galen said. “Stem cells are generic, and can be programmed to mimic any cells needed in the body.” 
 
    “If you know how to do the programming, which we haven’t figured out,” Tendai said, “but it seems our alien friends have not only figured it out but have managed to integrate machines into the process.” 
 
    “What’s the purpose of the machines?” Bruce asked. “They seem to function like our nanotech at a more advanced level, but I haven’t seen any indication that these beings need it to combat illness or injury.” 
 
    “That’s because the machinery is proactive in nature.  Its purpose is to monitor and regulate systems and functions throughout the body,” Tendai said. “Even though the tech is integrated throughout the body, it mainly functions through the nervous system, sending signals through the spine and brain. The machines monitor functions and alert the body to take action on problems faster than the immune system could act on its own. In many cases, it performs preventative maintenance.” She tapped open another scan of the alien body. “I surmised it based on data I found in the alien body. If you look into the face, you’ll see elevated levels of bacteria in the right lower sinus. The nanotech in this area of the body and throughout the respiratory system showed more active readings than nanotech in other areas of the body, like circulatory or digestive.” 
 
    “So it was getting a sinus infection, and the nanotech was healing it before it became symptomatic?” Kalea asked.  
 
    “Exactly,” Tendai said.  
 
    “Our bodies are able to live symbiotically with bacteria, to a certain level,” Kieran said. “If their bodies are like ours, don’t they need symbiotic organisms to assist with bodily functions?” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Kalea said. “Remember, bacteria are specific to Earth. If they had such organisms on their homeworld, they would have evolved to adapt to it differently than we adapted to bacteria.” 
 
    “The nanotech probably killed it all and allowed the body to function without symbiotic life,” Tendai said. “So when they came to Earth, the bacteria entered their bodies, and the machines had to adjust to it.” 
 
    “That’s interesting,” Annaliese said, “but how were you able to tell that the nanotech in that area of the body had been more active in a sample from a corpse?” 
 
    Tendai smiled as she tapped open another screen to show a series of numbers. “From the nanotech log in the cells.” 
 
     “The nanotech has memory storage?” Bruce asked.  
 
    “It does,” Galen said, “and we believe that’s why it acts quickly. It looks like it stores everything, from baseline functions to when it has to react to an illness, injury, or other threat. That may help it act faster if the individual experiences the same threat again.” He pointed at Tendai’s scan of the alien’s respiratory system. “Besides the rate of heat loss in the body, which is slower in the cybernetic alien, I was able to hack into this code running through the cells. If you take a look at this, you see a backup of bacteria in the sinuses. We guessed the nanotech was acting on a new threat to this body.” 
 
    “Do they breathe air?” Annaliese asked.  
 
     “Yes, it appears that their system requires oxygen,” Tendai said. “More than we do, but they do breathe a similar composition of air that we do.” 
 
    “Where are they from?” Annaliese mumbled.  
 
     “We aren’t sure where they’re from,” Bruce said. “All we know is that the entire solar system collapsed into a black hole when they tried to terraform it to be compatible with the changes the machines made to their bodies.” 
 
    Annaliese raised an eyebrow. “You bound with them and they were still able to keep the original location of their home world from you?” 
 
    “That, and many other things,” Kalea said, “but let’s get back on task. They’ve learned how to format stem cells and to integrate nanotech with them. Galen, does this conform to your previous hypothesis from the probes that the aliens are either implanting them in-utero or through stem cell replacement?” 
 
    Galen leaned back. “I agree with Tendai’s original assessment. My guess is that it was originally implanted in-utero, and more stem cells were introduced if needed for severe injuries or the rare conditions that develop too rapidly for their machines to fix before symptoms occur.” 
 
     “If the machines prevented them from reproducing, then why not remove them?” Tendji asked. “Or only implant those who need the machinery for survival? Don’t we only allow people with terminal conditions to continue nanotech injections? The rest get what they need to heal their illness or injury, and then it shuts off.” 
 
    “The cybernetics can’t remove the machines,” Kendai said, “it’s bound at a cellular level, and it doesn’t look like it stops unless the entire body shuts down. Since the machinery is healing them before they sustain illness or damage, it’s impossible to determine how old an individual is. Usually, the telomeres on the cells shorten as we age, but their machinery has corrected that.” 
 
    “Do they have long life spans?” Kieran asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Kalea said. “They aren’t immortal, but the machines have drastically increased their longevity. We aren’t certain of their maximum life span.” 
 
    “It’s impossible to determine that, since their cells show no sign of aging,” Tendai said. “The machinery works well in exact replication of programming at the cellular level.” 
 
    “What about communication?” Tendji asked. “They can obviously communicate with one another telepathically. Were you able to figure out how?” 
 
    “Something like a Wi-Fi signal that transmits directly to the brain, but with a longer range than we’re capable of producing,” Galen said. “They also use the machinery in their brain like we use our satellites to send and receive signals. It’s one part amazing, and one part scary. The machines we took from the body were transmitting for forty-eight hours after they were removed from the body. If that being hadn’t self-terminated, it could still be lying at the canyon valley while the machines tried to keep it alive and communicate its location to the others.” 
 
    “But it self-terminated,” Kalea said.  
 
    “Which only shut down the brain, heart, and lung functions,” Tendai said. “Galen is right. It would be physiologically dead, but the machines in the rest of the body would still be trying to repair damage to other parts and systems.” 
 
    “Why?” Kieran asked.  
 
    Kendai shrugged. “Maybe it was trying to keep the other organs functioning in case another one of them needs a donor.” 
 
    “Or maybe it was a locating beacon to alert it to where the body was, which is why I kept it in a lead container to mute the transmissions until they shut down,” Galen said. 
 
    “Good idea,” Kalea leaned back and crossed her arms. “Do the machines operate independently, or can they be controlled from outside sources?” 
 
    “Both,” Galen said, tapping the computer to bring up his scans of the orbit around the Earth. “I didn’t realize the nanotech was still transmitting until we got to Houston. I thought we made a critical error, but I realized that the mistake could turn to our advantage. I asked Avery to check the signals to see if they were going anywhere. Take a look at what he found, the scan shows the transmission from the cells running from Houston up through the satellite grid.”  
 
    Kalea clenched her jaw. “It was transmitting out.” 
 
    “It was trying to. We launched the virus at the aliens, but it got caught in a loop in our satellite grid when it couldn’t reach them,” Galen said. “It looks like their systems are still compromised and the energy weapon slowed their attack.” 
 
    “I’m glad we knocked them out,” Kieran said.  
 
    “That’s probably what brought them here,” Kalea said. “When they couldn’t communicate long-range, they came closer, bridging the gap.” 
 
    “Then they were zapped them again with something bigger,” Annaliese said. “Kendai, did you see any effect from the energy dispersion weapon in the machines you analyzed?” 
 
    “I did,” Kendai said. “I had to filter it out of the scans. Frankly, I’m not sure whether the machines stopped transmitting on their own, or if Kalea’s energy got the best of them.” She smiled at Kalea. “Whatever you did, you did it well. They’re still recovering from it.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it takes a while,” Kalea said, leaning forward. “This is helpful. If the machines are individually calibrated, then energy is the one constant they can’t manipulate. That means the weapon works. The question is how to deliver it on a large scale without knocking ourselves and everybody we’re bound with out.” She paused, rubbing her head. “And decreasing the side effects.   I still have a dull headache from it and haven’t slept more than six hours a night since I deployed it.” 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind, but I took it upon myself to speak to some presenters that are part of our cause before the symposium began,” Tendji said. “We met last night and we may have a way to do this without channeling it through ourselves.” He tapped his computer to bring up a screen. “There was a great deal of interest in solar energy at the beginning of the century, but it was overshadowed and out funded by developments in communications and nanotech development.” 
 
    “That’s been a source of irritation to designers for decades,” Kalea scowled.  
 
    “There have been recent strides in research in this area by proponents of the ‘Save the Planet; Save the People’ movement over the past fifteen years. Maybe you’ve heard of that movement. It started on college campuses where students noticed the gap between physical and earth sciences. They built their cause on the theory that it’s no good to save people if we don’t have a healthy planet to live on.” 
 
    “I was part of that movement in college,” Kalea said, “but I lost track of it once I got my master’s degree and made the Olympic Archery Team. I’m glad to hear it continued to grow.” 
 
    “Many of them have taken it into careers to advance energy-efficient design,” Tendji said. “They were interested in harnessing energy to power structures in urbanized spaces. Annaliese, your work has helped their movement tremendously over the past year to enhance these systems.” 
 
    “I’m glad it was good for something since the government shut it down for its primary purpose,” Annaliese said bitterly.  
 
    Tendji brought up a scan of a building blueprint. “This building five blocks away has been retrofitted to harness solar energy into clean and efficient power. The solar cells have been drastically reduced in size, so they’re integrated into every part of the structure. The framework, walls, and even window frames have solar cells imbedded into them.” 
 
    Kalea leaned forward, her eyes glowing. “That’s fascinating!” She tapped the screen, bringing up the electrical designs. “There’s no outside electricity running to it. All of the wiring is routed through the solar panel systems.” She looked at Tendji. “Did you design this building?” 
 
    His face broke into a smile. “I was on the design team.” 
 
    “This is amazing!” Kendai beamed at her brother. “Is it a prototype?” 
 
    “It was two years ago.” 
 
    Kalea gasped. “It’s been self-sustaining for two years?” 
 
    “Along with ten other buildings across the continental United States that have also been retrofitted, and several airports nationwide that used parts of this system to enhance their functionality. We’ve had a few hiccups, but we’ve worked them out and are ready to propose taking this design more widespread. We theorize that if we could infuse some of our alien energy to link these buildings and airports through Earth’s satellite system, then they could function more efficiently by recycling the energy.” 
 
    “Infuse our energy?” Bruce asked. “How much are we talking about?” 
 
    “That’s the trick,” Kenji said. “We found that the buildings where people were either inhabited or synchronized with inhabited human beings experienced greater stability than ones that didn’t. We would need a continual source to go through those systems to stabilize them. These systems have waste like everything else, and their waste goes back into the environment to help plants grow, heating, and leveling out radiation.” 
 
    “Those are pretty good waste products,” Kieran said. “Is there any chance they could harness an energy weapon and shoot it back into space when aliens give us a hard time again?” 
 
    Kenji smiled and pointed at Kieran. “That’s what I’m getting to. They’re helping us on small scales. All we need is more energy to help us on a large scale. The remainder of our race in orbit has agreed to send a contingency to help with this. It reduces our Interstellar monitoring, but it increases our ground protection.” He ran a simulation on another screen, showing energy output from the building. “I worked this up to show how such a weapon could be used to protect us against the threat.” The building blueprint glowed, emitting a frequency through the Earth satellite system. “It could gather a much greater amount of energy, which we could borrow for defensive measures. The beauty of it is that it can also withstand their dark matter weapon better than we can on an individual basis. It protects us by turning the energy back on them.” 
 
    Bruce nodded, studying the simulation. “It makes us toxic to them. Brilliant.” He looked at Tendji. “What about the effects on us?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t recommend having that amount of energy running through it with a lot of people in the building,” Tendji said. “It could cause physical symptoms much like we had when the energy surge from the alien binding took place. Remember, we all bled and passed out from the surge when the bonding went widespread throughout our bodies. We don’t want to cause that in every human being around the buildings.” 
 
    “Can the energy be adjusted?” Galen asked.  
 
    “It can, but it would take some trial and error to figure out how to stabilize it. I believe this could help us in a potential battle with the cybernetics, but we can’t stay here forever. Eventually, our beings would exit the system. The system might adjust to using higher power levels, or it may revert back to it’s original state. That’s something to study at a later time. I don’t anticipate that it would have any detrimental effects on the buildings or the people in them if it’s used short-term.” 
 
    “So, we need to finish this now,” Kalea said. 
 
    Tendji nodded. “We do. But what are the chances that there would be anything left for a second battle? We know these aliens. They don’t believe in sustained battle because it wastes precious energy and resources they’d rather use elsewhere. In fact, they’re already frustrated at how long it’s taken. If they’re here, then they’re ready to end it. Either we win and they retreat on our terms, or we lose and they take over.” 
 
    Everybody was silent as they studied the displays. Finally, Kieran spoke. 
 
    “How much of this can I share when I go back to Capitol Hill on Monday?” 
 
    A glance went around the table from Kalea, to Bruce, to Kendai, to Tendji. Kalea sat up straighter. “Tell them all of it.” 
 
    “All of it?” Bruce asked.  
 
    “All of it,” Kalea confirmed. “There’s no hiding this. Plus, if you go back with this plan, then maybe they’ll scrap their foolish plan to launch a nuclear attack on the cybernetic aliens.” 
 
    Kieran sat up. “Send me your data. Who knows? Maybe they’ll be willing to work with you again.” 
 
    Kalea stood. “I doubt it, but we’ll see.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    “Kalea, I need to speak with you and the others.” 
 
    The worry was clear on Bruce’s face. She motioned for Kendai and Tendji to stay seated as Kieran, Annaliese, and Galen gathered their computers and left the room. Kalea stood and closed the door.  
 
    “I know we shouldn’t leave Sidney, but we can’t afford to disclose our location.” 
 
    “Why not?” Bruce asked. “We have a plan that takes us back east. Why wait any longer to make contact?” 
 
    “He’s right,” Kendai said. “Eventually, we have to come back out in the open. What do we gain by remaining in the shadows?” 
 
    “Time to implement our strategy before the humans undermine it with half-baked plans of their own,” Kalea resumed her seat. “I’ve had enough of the government and everybody else on this planet trying to manage us. Frankly, their suggestions are bad. We’ve wasted too much time with them. If we had simply done what needed to be done, then this threat would be neutralized. Instead, we’ve delayed because humans can’t take their eyes off their petty problems with each other to see the real one right over their heads.” 
 
    “I share your frustration with their shortsightedness, but we can’t withdraw now,” Tendji said. “We chose to work with them. It would be faithless to abandon them now.” 
 
    “It was faithless to believe they would understand things the way we do,” Kalea said.  
 
    “You’re right,” Bruce said, “but it’s also faithless to give up. Don’t underestimate them, Kalea. We came here because we saw strength in them. I know you’re frustrated by their shortcomings. We all are, but give them a chance. Humanity can still come through. It’s not over yet.” 
 
    “Their strength was only in evolving in the right place at the right time.” 
 
    “Don’t assume they don’t have strength because they haven’t demonstrated it to us,” Tendji said. “They may be capable of more than we realize. In fact, we know they are. Isn’t that why we’re frustrated with them? Because we know they’re capable of more, but they refuse to realize it?” 
 
    “Their stubbornness was a surprise to me,” Kalea said.  
 
    “You have to remember that this world is all they’ve known,” Kendai said. “They have potential, but they don’t know how to manifest it. They’re a young race and still discovering themselves.” 
 
    “The nanotech is their first great stride toward evolution since the computer age started,” Tendji said. “It took a long time, but their developments are successful and sustainable. Doing things slowly doesn’t mean they’re stupid or powerless. It’s a sign of intelligence and wisdom.” 
 
    “Which is a power they don’t realize,” Bruce said, “and you never know what will make them discover it. Just because we haven’t found a way to motivate them doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.” He put his hand over Kalea’s. “Give them a chance. They have one alien race among them, and another one in orbit now. Yes, it’s annoying that they didn’t believe it until they saw it, and the delays in their shock over this new reality furthers that frustration. They should have trusted us, but they didn’t. They needed time to process it on their own and adapt to their new reality.” 
 
    “That is why they’ve thrived while we die,” Kendai added. “Sometimes, the delay in adjustment is the difference between life and death. We learned that the hard way in our first experience with the cybernetic aliens.” He shrugged. “We simply reacted, and look at how many died. Now, the humans have taken some time to access the situation. They haven’t acted yet, but they’re still alive, and the cybernetics have followed that lead by holding back on their own action.” 
 
    “The cybernetics hold back because they’re injured,” Kalea said. 
 
    “Injured and surprised,” Bruce said. “They’ve had to pause to process that new weapon we delivered. Now, they don’t know what we’re doing with the humans, or how it will affect their plans. They assumed taking Earth would be easy, and they were wrong.”  
 
    “Everybody is confused, even us,” Kendai said. “We all need some grace to work out the complexities of this new reality. The humans are working on the only plan they know. Maybe Kieran will be able to balance that out with the wisdom we offer now.”  
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Kalea said. “I know I’m stumbling over my anger. Maybe that’s the human in me. They’re complex creatures. The contradictions alone could drive one mad. At least the cybernetic aliens were focused and unilateral. The swirl of logic and emotions fighting for precedence in the human mind is maddening.” 
 
    Kendai laughed. “I know what you mean. I’m glad mine’s a mortician. The dead are peaceful. The living, not so much.” 
 
    “Ditto that,” Tendji said. “The buildings don’t talk back, but the people do. It’s amazing how many thoughts they’re capable of. Sometimes hundreds of thousands in a day, and they process all of that alone! Can you imagine all that happening in one consciousness? It’s overwhelming!” 
 
    “Despite their flaws, we’re here and we’ve chosen to work with them,” Bruce said. “That can’t be undone. Taking Sidney proves that. They’re trying to draw us out.” 
 
    “For what?” Kalea asked.  
 
     “Who knows? Sidney cut off her link with us when she was taken, which was a wise protective measure. But we can’t hide forever, and we can’t leave her imprisoned with them, either.” 
 
    “I agree,” Kendai said. “We need to find out what they want and get Sidney back. It isn’t right to keep her hanging.” 
 
    “They can’t hurt her. She can heal herself,” Kalea said.  
 
    “She shouldn’t be left in that situation,” Bruce said. “She knows that if she runs, they’ll track her down again. And where can she go? Outside of her Nate and her parents, we’re all she’s got. Anywhere she runs, she’ll put somebody important to her in danger.” 
 
    Kalea blew out a long breath. “Find her. We’ll do what we can to get her back home, where she belongs.” 
 
    Bruce smiled. “Thank you. You won’t regret this.” 
 
    Kalea stared at the dark sky outside the window. “I hope not.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Sidney opened her eyes, aware that she was sliding on the cold floor of a vehicle. She stretched and took an internal analysis as the van rumbled along the road. Physically, a headache and hunger were her only complaints but mentally was another thing.  
 
    This is ridiculous! How did I get captured?  
 
    Her heightened senses should have kicked in to warn her of danger before she stepped out of the cafe door. But that’s just it, she wasn’t thinking about being alien or about being in danger. She was back in her hometown, enjoying lunch with her husband on a Wednesday afternoon after a long weekend.  
 
    Simply stated, her humanity got the best of her.  
 
    She shook her head, trying to shake the derision out of her head. She was human. She was also alien. She thought she had reconciled the two, but obviously, she hadn’t. It seemed that the humanity won this time.  
 
    I thought I was getting better. Why am I still struggling?  
 
    She fought a wave of discouragement as another thought intruded.  
 
    Is it this way for all of us? 
 
    She didn’t know. She needed help now more than ever but hesitated to establish the energy link for more than brief bursts, in case the government found a way to track it. That was doubtful, but one thing she had learned between her father-in-law’s illness and the alien inhabiting her body was to never underestimate anybody. Strength could be found where it was least expected, and it wasn’t worth gambling their survival on.  
 
    They might not realize their full potential, and you never know what might make them discover it. Just because we haven’t found a way to motivate them doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist. 
 
    Sidney jerked at the unbidden thought. Where did it come from? Was it her intuition, or one of them? It was hard to tell sometimes.  
 
    It won’t be long before the humans do get the upper hand.  
 
    She shook the mysterious thoughts off. Better the humans than the cybernetics. 
 
    Don’t count on their weakness being a weakness much longer. 
 
    She pulled herself up against the wall of the truck, trying to shut off her thoughts with a meditation technique she had learned in college. It worked while her father-in-law was dying, so maybe it could stand up to alien possession and human abduction. She relaxed, slumping until she was unconscious once again–– 
 
    Sidney’s eyes popped open as the truck stopped. She was unaware of how much time had passed since she closed her eyes. She had no way of knowing without a window or her heightened senses activated. All she knew was that she was stiff. Obviously, she had been sitting for a long while. The back doors of the van opened to reveal a dark sky illuminated by city lighting, and two men in dark suits and glasses. One offered her a hand.  
 
    “Come with me.” 
 
    She blinked at the lights glaring in her eyes. “Where?” 
 
    “Welcome back to Washington D.C. You’re here as the President’s guest.” 
 
    She laughed. “The President of the United States transported me from Raleigh, North Carolina, to Washington D.C. in the back of a van?” 
 
    “He ordered that you be transported with discretion.” 
 
    “I see,” she took the agent’s hand and slid out of the van. “I suppose he has questions for me?” 
 
    “No, Ma’am,” the agent said, “we have no further questions. You are to wait here.” 
 
    She looked up at what she recognized as the condominium that Annaliese had arranged for her to stay in on previous trips for the research studies. “Wait here for what?” 
 
    The agent led her inside the building, staying silent until they entered the elevator and the door slid shut behind her. “A response.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    What do you know about bacteria? 
 
    Hailey opened her eyes, aware that the stars were talking to her. No, not the stars. The others were talking to her. She kept forgetting that she wasn’t at home anymore.  
 
    Bacteria? Single-celled organisms. They live everywhere. Sometimes they help. Sometimes they hurt.  
 
    The humans are adapted to this threat? 
 
    It isn’t always a threat. Human bodies have bacteria that live inside their bodies to assist with routine functions. 
 
    How can they survive this vicious symbiotic creature? 
 
    Their bodies are capable of dealing with it. They have antibiotics and nanotech to bring the bacteria to preferable levels if it gets out of balance.  
 
    We have to study you to recalibrate our implants to counteract this threat.  
 
    A shudder ran through Hailey’s mind. More scans. More probes. More pulling and tugging and gray faces looming over her and that awful stench as they did whatever she was strapped to this table for.  
 
    When can I leave? 
 
    When you are ready. 
 
    You mean when you’re ready. 
 
    You need to be prepared, and so do we. 
 
    For what? 
 
    For reentry into the environment. 
 
    We’re going back? 
 
    Of course. Why do you think we came? It is imperative that we get to the surface and be able to survive there, without threats from other people, aliens, or the environment.  
 
    If the environment is threatening, then why bother? Why not leave? 
 
    Silence.  
 
     Of course. They had nowhere else to go. They spoke of survival because Earth was their last chance. 
 
    We must neutralize the threat to you as well. Your task is to serve as a liaison to the humans.  
 
    You mean a conqueror, Hailey thought, because you intend to conquer them. 
 
    We intend to help them evolve. If evolution is their definition of conquering then yes, we will conquer them.  
 
    You haven’t done well so far, Hailey said.  
 
    We had to learn them. We could not use subterfuge to study them before revealing ourselves like the others did. We had to come openly.  
 
    You mean the other aliens surprised you with a weapon you didn’t realize they had, Hailey thought.  
 
    A pause.  
 
    We also need your communication skills. The nuances of their primary language are a mystery to us. We tried to offer cooperation, and they perceived it as a threat. 
 
    Humans perceive everything they don’t understand as a threat. 
 
    Humans talk too much. Words are weak. Action is reality.  
 
    That’s the rationale of tyranny. They resist absolutes. They resist anything that threatens their freewill. 
 
    Even if it destroys them? It is no wonder they got along with the energy aliens.  
 
    A burst ran through Hailey’s mind that she hoped was laughter. Except these aliens didn’t seem capable of humor. Maybe it was her own mind. She had heard their voices in her mind so much lately that sometimes, it was difficult to tell her intuition from them.  
 
    She wondered if the other aliens had that problem.  
 
    You have to be rendered unconscious for this process. We will revive you as soon as your pain receptors no longer register sensations from the procedure.  
 
    Hailey wondered if these aliens were capable of compassion, or if they were trying to keep her cooperative, as her eyes drifted close and the stars overhead gave way to darkness again.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    “I feel useless.” 
 
    Harold sighed, missing the monastery. Life was simple there. They took things on faith and trusted that everything would work out as it was supposed to. It was quiet. There was nobody nagging him to make things happen. If it hadn’t been for that aneurysm, he would still be there, enjoying a simple life.  
 
    “Harold, are you listening to me?” 
 
    He turned from his spot on the couch where he was trying to meditate to face Jane, who was clenched up at the kitchen table poring over news reports on her computer. “I still don’t have an answer. You know how it is. If we don’t hear from them, we wait.” 
 
    “Nobody’s heard from them since Kalea and the other energy aliens defeated us in Arizona.” She poked at the computer. “They’ve probably dissected that alien body trying to figure out our secrets. We should do something. Why haven’t we taken one of them hostage? Why aren’t we trying to get our hands on the humans they’ve synchronized with? It would be easy to do.” 
 
    “Except that we have no connection with the cybernetics to relay the information,” Harold said, rising from the couch and taking a seat across the table from Jane. “Do you really believe the humans can do anything that would hurt us?” 
 
    “They already did! The network that we worked so hard to build has been down for nearly two months, and we can’t get it fixed. Now they have a weapon to use against us.”  
 
    “The network is fine. The virus caused connection problems that the cybernetics are still working out. It takes time. Remember, they’ve been focused on integrating biology and technology for a long time, so this is going backward for them. Our machines are as archaic to them as radios are for human beings.” 
 
    Jane stood and paced. “We’re wasting our time. The cybernetics previously called us to take action on the ground. We need to do something.” 
 
    “What do you propose?” 
 
    Jane leaned against the counter. “Jake heard a rumor that the government has taken one of the energy alien’s hostage to draw them out. Maybe we should mobilize our operatives in the Washington D.C. area to see if we can locate her and take her for our purposes.” 
 
    “You mean Sidney Sinclair? The one whose husband claims she was abducted by the Governor’s Secret Service in Raleigh? She’s been found safe in D.C. with plenty of government guards.” Harold leaned back in his chair. “Besides, that’s a conspiracy theory. The girl’s cracked. What’s to say something didn’t short-circuit the energy alien? Her psychiatrist is in the D.C. area.” 
 
    “Annaliese isn’t there,” Jane pushed her computer toward Harold. He looked down at it but didn’t take it. He had never used one and didn’t intend to start now because this silly woman was pushing it at him. Jane’s face pinched, and she pulled her computer back to her. “I had Jake check in with Annaliese’s office. She’s been on vacation with her husband for nearly two weeks.” 
 
    “Ah yes, the vacation where they took us down.” 
 
    Jane snapped her computer case closed and dropped it on the table. “You aren’t taking this seriously. They have a weapon that could kill us. They’re probably working on a widespread dispersion method right now.” 
 
    Harold stared at the sunny, cool day outside. What he would give to be out there meditating, instead of listening to this woman fussing about things she didn’t understand. He took a deep breath and blew it out, trying to calm himself. “I’m sure the cybernetics are working on a plan to neutralize that threat. Why do you think they took Hailey? Obviously, they need her help to boost our defenses.” He paused. “The humans haven’t responded to our offers to help them evolve in a favorable manner.” 
 
    “We came on too strong, and they perceived it as a threat. We would have been wise to bide our time to understand how to communicate with them better like the energy aliens did.” 
 
    That was probably the first smart thing Jane said since he met her. “You’re right, but what’s done is done, and it looks like it will come to war.” 
 
    Jane leaned back, studying Harold. “You realize this, and you’re content to do nothing?” 
 
    “Nothing is destined. Everybody has a choice. We won’t know what choices are made until they take action.” 
 
    Jane raised an eyebrow. “You’re all right with waiting to see what everybody does?” 
 
    “Yes, if that’s what the cybernetics would have us do. I have faith that it will work out,” Harold leaned forward, putting his hand over Jane’s. “You need to learn to have that same faith. You’ve been fighting for so long that you forgot what it is to simply live. Trust, Jane. That’s the key. You have to trust that things will work out. You have to trust that the cybernetics will take care of us like they promised when they first spoke to us.” 
 
    Jane raised an eyebrow. “And if they can’t?” 
 
    He released Jane’s hand and leaned back. “Then we continue to trust either in the mercy of the others or in the glory to come.” 
 
    Jane snorted. “I’m not comfortable with that.” 
 
    “Then get comfortable, because to lose faith and take matters into our own hands now would be suicide, and there’s no good in that.” He said, staring at Jane as she looked away. “Jane? Did you hear me?” 
 
    She stood. “I know. I have no choice. It’s a gamble I’m forced to take.” 
 
    He looked outside again, hoping the day would come when he could return to his life of simplicity. “It’s one we’re all forced to take.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    “What do we accomplish by waiting?” Vice President Waylan asked.  
 
    President Hastings looked up from the sandwich he was eating in his private kitchen in The White House. “To flush them out. They’ll try to find Sidney and when they do, we’ll be ready to act.” 
 
    “What if they don’t try to find her? So far, we’ve heard nothing. Kalea’s still missing, and nobody but Sidney’s husband and parents is looking for her.” 
 
    “All of whom are privately assured of Sidney’s safety. Don’t worry, they’ll come. We’ll have Kieran, Annaliese, and Kalea back here soon.” 
 
    Vice President Waylan set his sandwich on the table. “How do you know they place value on an individual? We don’t unless it’s an individual of importance or who has knowledge that would be damaging if it were extracted. Sidney doesn’t have any special knowledge or skills that we could use, even if we could get them out of her.” 
 
    “Sidney is close to the leader of the energy alien movement on earth,” President Hastings said, “and she’s emotionally unstable.” 
 
    “Was emotionally unstable,” Vice President Waylan corrected. “Larry visited her on several occasions and said she showed no signs of emotional distress. Whatever vices she had before the alien took her over seem to be cured.” 
 
    “Seeming to be cured and being cured are two different things,” President Hastings said. “For all we know, the energy alien helps her hide it.” 
 
    “Or the energy alien cured it. The other unstable ones died, but she didn’t.” 
 
    President Hastings picked up his sandwich and took a bite. “Then she obviously wasn’t that bad if she survived the alien binding. Maybe she is healed.” He paused. “It’s risky to have her cut off from the rest of their race for too long. Plus, enough of our plans have been publicized to make them nervous. They’ll want to stop us because they believe their ideas are better. The bait is set. Now, we wait.” 
 
    “I’m not comfortable with waiting.” 
 
    “Then get comfortable, because this is a strategic wait. We’ll have them where we want them by Monday morning.” 
 
    “Were they cooperating with us before, or were we cooperating with them?” Vice President Waylan asked. “Who was really in control? Sure, we hold the purse strings, but they hold the knowledge and the power to deliver what we want. I wouldn’t call that having the upper hand.” 
 
    “We were working together for mutual benefit, but they refused to help us deal with the Communist and Middle Eastern Sectors problems.” 
 
    “Where are we on that?” Vice President Waylan asked.  
 
    President Hastings sighed. “Naomi has been at the World Council Headquarters for their summit in London this week. The threats of the Communist and Middle Eastern Sectors to mobilize hidden local cells in enemy territory had them rattled, but international intelligence revealed that’s mostly talk. The other sectors are discussing a withdrawal from the war in the East Sector.” 
 
    “Which means what? That we back off and let them duke it out among themselves? That we hope we’re able to deal with the winner if the aliens don’t kill us first?” 
 
    President Hastings took the last bite from his sandwich and wiped his hands on his napkin. “It means the Communist and Middle Eastern Sectors will not agree to a cease-fire, but the rest of the world is shutting them out. We’ll only attack them if they engage us or our International interest.” 
 
    “Who’s resisting more?” 
 
    “The Middle Eastern Sector still believes the alien threat is a ruse to trick them into surrender,” President Hastings said. “The Communists are agreeable to laying down their guns and their nuclear weapons. They have more nanotech, so more of their people have been affected by the cybernetic aliens. But they still aren’t willing to stop the war. They fear it would be perceived as surrender, and the Middle East would attempt a coup in the government.” 
 
    “Does the Middle Eastern Sector have that capability?” Vice President Waylan asked.  
 
     “It’s doubtful but possible.” 
 
    Vice President Waylan nodded. “They could have spies anywhere.” He paused. “What about the nanotech? The Middle East has it, too. Why aren’t they able to fathom this alien threat?” 
 
     “Closed minds, literally. They use it to control their people. As long as the voices are saying to keep killing and take over the world, they don’t care who’s saying it.” 
 
    Vice President Waylan laughed. “It’s divine as long as it says what they want to hear.” 
 
    “To them, it is,” President Hastings said, blowing out a long breath. “I have doubts. What if the Middle Eastern Sector is covertly cooperating with the cybernetic aliens? That’s a possibility.” 
 
    Vice President Waylan furrowed his brows. “I doubt that. They’re radical, but to give up their lives for an unknown force doesn’t seem likely. I doubt anybody would go that far.” 
 
    “We don’t know that,” President Hastings said. “It’s a possibility we can’t afford to discount.” 
 
    “Aliens change everything.” 
 
    President Hastings nodded slowly. “They do. We have to be strategic, especially if we want to take back the upper hand.” 
 
    “We never really had the upper hand.  We just pretended that we did.” 
 
    President Hastings stood and took his dishes to the kitchen sink. “We’ve been on the defensive long enough. It’s time to take control and show them what power we have.” 
 
    Vice President Waylan stood. “Are we better off now than we were a year ago?” 
 
    President Hastings turned to stare at Vice President Waylan “We will be by the time I’m finished with all of them. I’m tired of reacting. It’s time for some bold action that everybody understands.” 
 
    Vice President Waylan smiled. “I couldn’t agree more.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    “We got him,” Larry said. 
 
    Patrick Gunner looked up from his desk where he was reviewing information for the Cabinet meeting first thing Monday morning. “Got who?” 
 
    “Bruce Burke. He hacked into the National Security Database to locate Sidney.” 
 
    “Are the others with him?” Pat glanced at the clock and saw it was nearly ten o’clock at night. No wonder his stomach was growling. He hadn’t eaten since lunch.  
 
    “We don’t know. We got an unauthorized hit on the network twenty minutes ago. He got in, but he only stayed in long enough to locate Sidney, and then logged out. He didn’t get anything else.” Larry paused. “It traced to San Francisco, California.” 
 
    “Can you narrow it down?” Pat asked.  
 
    Larry nodded. “I have somebody working on that now. Should I prepare a team to intercept him once we get a location lock?” 
 
    Pat stood. “Do it.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Larry pulled his phone from his belt holster to put their plan into motion.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    “What’s going on?” Annaliese fumed in the back of the limousine as she pulled a small brush from her purse to straighten her hair. It was six o’clock in the morning, and three men woke them from a sound sleep ordering them into the limousine. Kieran convinced the men to allow them a few minutes to put on warm clothes.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Kieran said softly. “They’re Secret Service, but not with anybody I work with regularly.” 
 
    “How did they find us?” Kalea asked.  
 
    He shrugged. “Tendji and Tendai left on a late flight to Salt Lake City with an overnight layover, but Bruce was staying with us. Was he still in the condo when we left?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen him since we left the hotel last night,” Kalea said.  
 
    “Why did he stay there?” Annaliese asked.  
 
    “He had more work to do, and he didn’t want to do it from the condo.” 
 
    “Our location was compromised,” Kieran said as the limousine pulled to a stop. They looked out to discover they were at the Golden Gate Bridge. One of the men pulled open the passenger side door next to Kalea.  
 
    “Out.” 
 
    They got out of the car silently, pulling sweaters and jackets tighter against early morning chill as they walked to the bridge. The agent stopped, pointing to the top of the bridge.  
 
    “We have something you’ll be interested in.” 
 
    They looked up to see another agent at the top of the bridge, dangling Bruce’s limp form over the edge. Annaliese gasped, but Kalea put a hand on her arm, her gaze steady on Bruce.  
 
    “What do you want?” Kalea asked.  
 
    The agent pointed at Bruce. “His expertise at our disposal. It’s not right to hoard power when the fate of the world is at stake.” 
 
    “Why should we trust you with our information when you refuse to cooperate?” Kalea stared at Bruce. She couldn’t get a mental lock on him. They must have him sedated.  
 
    The agent shrugged. “It doesn’t matter to me. I’d like to see if aliens bounce, but he’s important to the people who hired me. So are you. They want you back. All of you.” 
 
    “‘They’ being the government?” Kieran asked.  
 
    The agent nodded.  
 
    Kieran crossed his arms. “I was preparing to come back today, and schedule meetings for Monday morning. This is unnecessary.” 
 
    “You need motivation to do the right thing.” 
 
    “I am doing the right thing,” Kieran said. “I’m gathering information that I’m preparing to present to the President and his staff on Monday.” 
 
    “No, the right thing would have been to return to Washington D.C. after Miss Kerner and the other energy aliens defeated the cybernetic aliens in Arizona, and work with us to gather the information.” 
 
    “You cut us off, and we didn’t have time to ask ‘may I’ before taking action,” Kalea turned on the agent with a silver gleam in her eyes. “This is on you. You decided the wars on the other side of the world were more important than the war you refused to see coming even though we showed you their station well before they left Alpha Centauri. Why should we trust you? You haven’t done anything useful with what you’ve been given so far. In fact, all you’ve done is waste our time, and betray us.” 
 
    The agent laughed, “It’s fine if you only want to save yourselves and your pets, but at least have the dignity to share what you know so we can defend ourselves.” 
 
    “Dignity? You’re dangling a human being off The Golden Gate Bridge!” 
 
    “We’re dangling an alien off The Golden Gate Bridge,” the agent said. “The human is sedated. It seems that your energy can’t offset all of human physiology. Sedatives still work, albeit in higher doses.” He smiled. “We have Sidney to thank for that discovery.” 
 
    Kalea stared at the agent “I don’t believe she cooperated with you. She’s off the grid.” 
 
    “But you aren’t,” the agent pointed at Bruce, “and his attempts to find her are how we found you. It’s a bonus, really. We thought we’d have to lure you in. Finding all of you together is a stroke of luck.” 
 
    Kalea paused. Bruce was careful about his online activities. If the government was able to track him, it meant that either he slipped, which was highly unlikely, or there was a traitor in the hotel who saw their group together and reported it to the government.  
 
    Traitors everywhere. Kalea shook it off. Better to deal with the issue at hand and figure out who betrayed them later. “Fine, we’ll come back to Washington D.C. with you.” 
 
    “You’ll help us?” the agent asked.  
 
    “We’ll talk to you. That’s all I can promise for now. We’ll have to see where our discussions go.”  
 
    The agent nodded, motioning for his colleague to come down. Kalea breathed a sigh of relief as she saw signs of Bruce reviving and making his way down the bridge on his own. “Let Sidney go. She has little to do with what’s happened over the past two weeks, and she can’t help you.” 
 
    Kieran put his hands on his hips. “I understand the agent she shot didn’t announce himself, his intentions, or any reason to approach her. She shot him in self-defense. You should drop the charges and release her before that becomes a mess you don’t have time to deal with.” 
 
    The agent pulled a phone off his belt clip. “They’re cooperating. We agreed to drop charges as planned. Let Mrs. Sinclair go.” 
 
    Kalea heard raised voices burst through the phone. The agent held the phone away from his ear, hitting the speaker button. “I didn’t copy that. What did you say?” 
 
    “I said we can’t let her go, Sir, because she’s already gone.” 
 
    Kalea’s eyes glowed silver as the agent paled. “Then we have a problem.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    Hailey’s body jolted as she sucked in a breath. She sat up, taking in the salty air, an uncomfortable scratching sensation on her skin, and a strange, rushing noise that she didn’t recognize.  
 
    Wait, she did recognize it. She jolted as the cold water touched her toes as stared at the full moon glistening over dark water.  
 
    “The beach,” she gasped in a raspy voice. She looked around at the dark, sandy landscape, then back at the moon.  
 
    At least I’m seeing it from the right angle again.  
 
    She was startled to find herself naked when she looked down. She held up her arms to study the rubbery, thin black webbing on her lower arms where her wrists joined her hands. She poked at it, and it tinged like metal. She studied herself, noting that the implants ran over her lower arms and hands, and her ankles and feet. She noticed a cold sensation along her spine and reached back to feel the same webbing running down her back.  
 
    “What have they done?” she shouted at the moon. “What have you done?” 
 
    “They made you better.”  
 
    Hailey turned to see Jane standing behind her with a blanket. “Welcome home. Do you feel better?” 
 
    Hailey looked around, puzzled for a moment until she finally understood. This was no dream, vision, or illusion. She was really back on Earth. 
 
    “Yes,” she said as Jane wrapped the blanket around her. “It’s good to be home.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    “Who wants to explain how Sidney Sinclair disappeared from plain sight?” 
 
    Pat and Larry exchanged a glance, squirming under President Hastings glare. The situation room was empty save the three of them and Vice President Waylan, who paced at the head of the large table that dominated the room. Larry cleared his throat. “I can’t say for certain, Sir. All I know is that three agents were knocked out, and the condo was empty.” 
 
    “Her husband and parents have no idea where she is,” Pat said. “I’m sorry, Sir. We failed you.” 
 
    “Who would do this?” Vice President Waylan asked.  
 
    Pat shrugged. “Kalea and Bruce didn’t know Sidney was missing until our agent told them. They’re furious. This undermined us because they were willing to come back with our agents in San Francisco until they found that out.” 
 
    “And now?” President Hastings asked.  
 
    “Sidney’s safe release was a condition for their cooperation,” Larry said.  
 
    “They’ve obtained a great deal of information over the past two weeks,” Pat said. “We have to find Sidney. Is there security footage from the area where she was taken? She was safe in that condominium last night. We didn’t realize she was missing until we got the call from our agent at nine o’clock this morning.” 
 
    “Is it possible that she escaped on her own?” Vice President Waylan asked.  
 
    “Absolutely,” Pat said. “In fact, she had nothing but time to think while waiting in that condo. It’s possible that she figured out a way to escape.” 
 
    “From a fifth-floor condo?” President Hastings asked. “She couldn’t jump, or walk past us.” 
 
    “She took down one of your agents before.” 
 
    “With an electric gun, which we confiscated,” Larry said. 
 
    “They can draw energy from anything around them,” Pat said.  
 
    “She’s a healer. She sees and heals injuries. Her power doesn’t work that way,” Larry said.  
 
    “How do we know what she’s capable of if she perceives a threat?” Vice President Waylan asked. “Human nature is to survive, and I believe that would win over any alien impulse rattling around in that head of hers, which is obviously screwed on tighter than yours!” 
 
    Pat and Larry looked down, avoiding his flaring eyes. 
 
    “Desperate times cause desperate realizations,” Vice President Waylan said, “and it’s not safe to assume that she’s emotionally unstable. If she can heal others, then she can heal herself, and she probably has.” 
 
    “We failed to consider that when we formed this plan, Sir,” Pat said. 
 
     “It was foolish to take her,” Vice President Waylan said. “What was the point?” 
 
    “To draw the rest of them out, which we did,” President Hastings said. “It did work. We just didn’t anticipate that she was capable of escaping.” 
 
    “Are we working on the assumption that she escaped without outside assistance?” Pat asked.  
 
    Larry shrugged. “It’s the only possibility. There was security footage in the building, and it didn’t pick up anything.” 
 
    “She could have had Bruce to set it in a feedback loop,” Pat said.  
 
    “Bruce was taken last night, rendered unconscious, and hanging off a bridge clear across the country when we discovered that she was missing,” Larry said. “He wasn’t doing anything for anybody once our agents in San Francisco tracked him down last night. They picked him up at eight o’clock Pacific time.” 
 
    “How did they find him?” President Hastings asked.  
 
    “The cleaning crew at that hotel where the Sustainable Energy Conference is being held found the main conference room occupied when they went in that area for evening cleaning.  The conference ended at five, so they checked with the manager. He discovered that the network was still in use in that room. We simply let them do what they were doing and sent our agents to pick Bruce up as he was leaving the hotel.” He paused. “We had another team follow the others to the condo where they were staying.” 
 
    “What made this hotel manager willing to cooperate?” President Hastings asked.  
 
    “Free tuition for her daughter to attend college anywhere in the State of California,” Pat said, “and the fact that she’s got extensive nanotech that repaired a spinal injury from a car accident a few months ago.” 
 
    “Friends in right places are convenient,” Vice President Waylan said. 
 
    “Where are we at with our crew in San Francisco?” President Hastings asked. 
 
    “They’re scheduled to land at Regan International at three o’clock this afternoon,” Pat said. “Kieran and Annaliese agreed to cooperate. Bruce and Kalea want to locate Sidney.” 
 
    “We’re going to let them?” Vice President Waylan asked.  
 
    “Kieran and Annaliese claim they have all of the information we need and agreed to share it with us.” 
 
    “We need Kalea and Bruce. They’re critical!” 
 
    “They’re on the plane,” Larry said. “Remember, they agreed to join us once they find Sidney. They figure she’s in or near the D.C. area.” 
 
    President Hastings raised an eyebrow. “You believe them?” 
 
     “Sir, we have no reason not to. The energy aliens can perceive one another and have always followed through with what they said they’d do.” 
 
    “Why did we allow them to negotiate?” Vice President Waylan asked. “We had the upper hand until they dropped Sidney’s charges. Now we have nothing!” 
 
    “You wanted cooperation, didn’t you?” Pat asked. “The best way to get it is to lead by cooperating and compromising.” 
 
    “It seemed like a reasonable exchange at the time,” Larry said, “plus, we thought we had Sidney to give them. Wasn’t that the point of keeping her in D.C.? To keep her safe so we could exchange her for Bruce once we located him?” 
 
    “It was, and, it went to hell,” President Hastings sat in a chair. “At least we got Senator Boyce and his wife back.” 
 
    “Should we look for Sidney?” Larry asked. “The agents at the condo are fine. One had a mild concussion, but we can get another one in to help with the search.” 
 
    President Hastings thought. “No, we dropped the charges, so let’s drop Sidney Sinclair. We don’t need her anymore. Kalea and Bruce will find her, let them handle that while we focus on dealing with this cybernetic threat. Let’s see what Kieran has to offer before we move forward.” 
 
    “They’ve probably learned more over the past couple of weeks than we have,” Vice President Waylan said. “All we’ve done is toss around bad plans and pull off worse plans.” 
 
    President Hastings looked at Vice President Waylan. “You aren’t happy about this?” 
 
    Vice President Waylan took a seat across the table from President Hastings. “No. It was poorly planned and poorly executed, but what’s done is done.” He paused, staring around the room at their tense faces. “At least they’re back, and we’re getting the information we need. Or we think we are. I guess we’ll see if Senator Boyce has anything to say that’s worth listening to.” 
 
    “I hope he does,” Pat said, “or all of this has been for nothing.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    Where am I now? 
 
    Sidney’s opened her eyes to a room that wasn’t the condo in D.C. In fact, she had never seen this place before. She tried to sit but was snapped back down. She looked around and discovered that she was she was tied to a leather recliner in a dark room. Faint light beat against the dark curtains covering the large window. 
 
    Sidney opened her mind, trying to take in her surroundings. She hadn’t traveled far and didn’t recognize the energy around her. But she did pick up on one thing that seemed––mechanical.  
 
    “Good morning,” a male voice said behind her. She turned her neck as far as she could to see a man staring at her.  
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    He walked to the matching sofa next to the recliner, lowering his midsize frame into the corner closest to her. His blue eyes and dark hair blended with shadows from the dim light shining from the kitchen behind her. “I’m sorry, we haven’t been properly introduced. I’m Jake Hanniley. I relieved you of your captivity.” 
 
    “If I’m relieved of captivity, then why am I tied to this chair?” 
 
    “You’re the first energy alien that I’ve dealt with, and I wanted to make sure you didn’t zap me when you woke up.” 
 
    “Zap you?” 
 
    “You know,” he held up his hand like claws. “Shoot energy at me and knock me out like Kalea did to our agents at The Grand Canyon.” 
 
     “You’re one of them.” 
 
    He pointed at his neck. “Asthma. It saved me, and I can help save the world now that I can breathe again.” 
 
    Sidney laughed, as she opened her mind back fully to the energy around her. “Aren’t we all?” 
 
    “Aren’t we all what?”  
 
    “Trying to save the world,” she said. “The question is, do the humans want us to save it?” 
 
    He shook his head sadly. “Not on the terms they think they can. That’s why I intercepted you, Sidney.” Jake pulled a knife from his pocket, released the blade, and cut off Sidney’s bindings. “We need your help, or we’re going to destroy one another.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like this,” Jane said, staring at the scans she had taken of Hailey as she lay on the couch, still shivering from her return from space last night. “They implanted you.” 
 
    “Implanted me?” Hailey asked.  
 
    Jane turned the computer toward Hailey. “They got our nanotech out of your body and replaced it with their own.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” Harold asked.  
 
    Jane turned back to her computer and tapped on it. “My guess would be through stem cells. It looks like you had extensive damage inside your head where the original nanotech was implanted, but it’s been healed. There’s some scar tissue, but it’s healing rapidly.” 
 
    “That explains the headache,” Hailey said. “How would they get stem cells from me?” 
 
    Jane looked at Hailey. “It’s impossible for them to get any from you because you only have them in utero. They used stem cells they had from their race,” she brought up a cellular scan. “Take a look at this. There are cells in that area of your brain that have no genetic markers, but active machinery. The only explanation I can come up with is that they bound their nanotech with stem cells, then implanted them in you. Eventually, these stem cells will adapt your genetic code, repair it, and replicate new, healed cells in the area until all signs of your Parkinson’s are gone.” Jane snapped her computer closed. “They must keep some stem cells in storage, or have a method of replicating them so they can be implanted into fully developed hosts. This is speculation, of course. I haven’t been able to hack into the confidential files from the research study, but I asked the cybernetics about it. They confirmed that my theory is correct.” 
 
    Hailey raised an eyebrow. “They talked to you?” 
 
    Jane shrugged. “I asked a question, and they answered it.” 
 
    Harold nodded. “They’ve reestablished limited communications. I’ve heard from them too, but it’s short messages.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me that,” Jane said.  
 
    Harold looked away. “Like I said, it wasn’t much.” 
 
    “Everything is significant with them,” Jane said. “They don’t waste words. What did they say?” 
 
     “To keep an eye on you.” 
 
     “My personal caregiver. How sweet.” 
 
    Hailey sat up. “The messages are personal and aren’t meant to be shared. Harold’s role will vary from ours. I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do next, except adapt and heal from these changes.” She pointed at Jane’s computer. “Did those scans give you any idea of how long that will take? I sense that we’ll need to act soon.” 
 
    “You’re healing quickly, but don’t worry. I already have things in motion.” 
 
    Hailey’s brow furrowed. “What does that mean?” 
 
    Jane smiled. “We have one of the energy aliens.” 
 
    Harold snapped his attention back to Jane. “What?” 
 
     “I had my son get Sidney Sinclair.” 
 
    “Why?” Hailey asked. “Did the cybernetics tell you to do that?” 
 
    Jane held her chin defiantly. “No, they never tell me to do anything. I had enough of doing nothing while everybody schemes against us, so I decided to be proactive and take advantage of an opportunity. I ran across information on where Sidney was being held, and Jake got her out while the government had agents chasing the others in her group in San Francisco.  It’s a good thing I did it too because Jake said they’re already working on modifications to the weapon they used at The Grand Canyon, and it will kill us if we don’t enhance our defenses. Time is running out. We need to move quickly.” 
 
    “This is bad,” Harold said. “Jane, you were specifically instructed to wait. You disobeyed a direct order.” He looked at Hailey. “What’s the punishment for that?” 
 
    Hailey paled. “I don’t know. Jane, why? What do you hope to accomplish by taking Sidney?” 
 
    “Information to help us strategize,” Jane said, “and I’m surprised the cybernetics didn’t think of it first. It’s smart.” 
 
    “Don’t pat yourself on the back yet,” Harold said. “Nobody said to take a hostage.” 
 
    “Sidney isn’t a hostage,” Jane said, “she’s my son’s guest, and she’s giving him valuable information to ensure our successful takeover of the planet.” 
 
    “Jane, you fool!” Hailey said. “She’ll never help us. She’s one of them! She’s feeding him enough information to believe he’s learning something valuable, while she’s probing him for our secrets. You allowed a spy in our midst!” 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” Jane said sharply. “She’s cooperating with Jake and reopened the link with the energy aliens to get an update on where things stand. They’ve discovered a lot while we waited for you to come back,” Jane said. 
 
    “The cybernetics weren’t idle. My presence on the station gave them the information they needed to return better prepared.  You’ve undermined that work by laying us open to one of the people closest to the energy alien’s leader.” Hailey looked at Harold. “How could you let her do this?” 
 
    Harold stiffened. “Isn’t it obvious that she did this without my knowledge?” 
 
    “You were supposed to watch her. How did this get by you?” 
 
    Harold crossed his arms. “In case you forgot, my nanotech isn’t as extensive as yours, and I was only injected once. In fact, I’m getting headaches again. I either need for your people to reactivate what’s in my head, or I need to see a doctor to keep this aneurism from reforming and killing me.” 
 
    “It’s a wonder it hasn’t already, given that it’s been over ten months since you were initially treated,” Jane said.  
 
    Hailey reached over and laid her hand on Harold’s head. He went stiff a moment, his eyes glazed. Jane reached for Hailey’s arm. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Wait,” Hailey said. Her hand remained on his head for another moment, and then she removed it. “Do you still have a headache?” 
 
    “No, it’s gone,” Harold probed his head where Hailey touched him. Jane tapped her computer and scanned Harold’s head.  Her eyes went wide as she studied the scans and then turned them where Hailey and Harold could see them.  
 
    “The aneurysm is breaking up.” 
 
    “I told you we weren’t idle,” Hailey said.  
 
    “Apparently not,” Jane tapped her computer again. “I believe those rods on your spine, hands, and feet are keeping the energy from the implants evenly conducted throughout your body. It’s enhancing your central nervous system. The signals running through your spine are amazing.” She gestured to Harold. “And it seems you can transmit energy to others.” 
 
    Hailey nodded. “I can to a limited degree. Harold’s healing should hold until we can get him somewhere for another treatment. The cybernetics want to install that in everybody on the planet that has nanotech because it’s more effective than what we’ve developed. In fact, one reason they took me was to explore the environmental threats we face, and what causes our own injuries and illnesses. They had to do major recalibrations for bacteria. Every one of them that came Earthside developed some kind of infection from it upon exposure to the environment.” 
 
    “Tricky little buggers. You’ve got to keep them in perfect balance or they’ll do you in,” Jane said. She laid her computer down. “None of it is any good if the humans blow them out of the sky, or the energy aliens kill us.” 
 
    “The energy aliens won’t kill us. That’s not in their nature,” Harold said.  
 
    Jane raised an eyebrow. “You can still say that after what Kalea and her family did what they did to us? What do you know about their nature? People change. Maybe they’ve changed too, since our last encounter.” 
 
    “That’s possible,” Harold said, “which is another reason why I don’t like that you’ve laid them open to our secrets. It gives them a potential advantage to neutralize the cybernetics permanently if not kill the entire race.” 
 
    “The energy aliens aren’t the only problem,” Jane said, crossing her arms, “you know the President wants to launch a nuclear weapon at the cybernetic station. We focused so much on the energy aliens that we forgot that we’re fighting the humans, too.” 
 
    “The humans can’t hurt the cybernetics with nuclear weapons because the cybernetics can sustain much higher doses of radiation,” Hailey said. “Perhaps Sidney’s kidnapping will come to nothing if Jake is wise to the energy alien tricks, but it was still disobedient. There will be consequences.” 
 
    “I obtained information that you wouldn’t have had otherwise,” Jane said. “What do the cybernetics plan to do? Come down here and implant everybody like they did you? Do you really think the humans or energy aliens are going to allow that?” 
 
    “She has a point,” Harold said, “people fear what they don’t understand, and they don’t understand that we’re trying to help them survive.” 
 
    “No, they’re surviving fine. We’re trying to figure out how to use their strength to our benefit,” Hailey stood and paced around the den. “That’s what you don’t understand. We need humanity. They don’t need us. They aren’t going to help us unless we have something to offer that helps them. So we offered to speed them along their natural path to evolution.” 
 
    “Which they’ve perceived as a threat,” Jane said. 
 
    “Our problem is that the energy aliens got here first, and they had the same communication problems we did,” Hailey said. “We both came demanding accommodation, without permission or warning, because neither of our races had time to break through the human defense mechanisms that kept them from listening to us.” 
 
    Jane studied Harold then turned her gaze back to Hailey. “Obviously, they’ve reopened more communication with some of us than with others.” 
 
    Hailey laid a hand on Jane’s shoulder. “Yes, they have, and no, you aren’t one of the ones selected.” 
 
    Jane stared at Hailey. “Of course I am. I asked them about your condition, and they answered.” 
 
    “Did they tell you anything else?” 
 
    Jane bristled. “No.” She paused. “What do you mean ‘selected?’ Selected for what?” 
 
    “Progression of the mission. You were disobedient and are no longer useful to our cause.” 
 
    “Why?” Jane paled. “They’re talking to you now. What are they saying?” 
 
    Hailey tipped her head sideways, her eyes glowing red. “Taking Sidney Sinclair proves that you’re unstable, and a danger to our mission.” She walked to Harold and offered her hand, helping him off the couch. “We’ve been instructed to leave now. The cybernetics will decide what to do with Jane. Our mission is confidential until we’re at a more secure location.” 
 
    “You can’t cut me out!” Jane shouted. “I’m helping you!” 
 
    “Jane, your orders were to wait until we communicated specific instructions, and your actions have created a situation that must be dealt with immediately,” Harold’s eyes also glowed red. 
 
    “Even if you release Sidney right now, the damage is done,” Hailey said. “We’ll be back in contact. You might still be of use. We have to correct the error you made and get the plan back on course.” 
 
    “What plan?” Jane shouted. “What’s going on? You give me menial tasks and tell me to wait. I want to do something for the effort. I want to help!” 
 
    “Caregiving isn’t menial. It’s helpful and vital, and I appreciate all the help and hospitality you’ve extended to me in the past few months to ensure that I’m fully restored to health,” Hailey said. “We may need your skills again, but obedience is more important than skill or ability. The cybernetics don’t trust you now.” 
 
    “Jane,” Harold laid a hand on her shoulder, “stay here and wait until we clear this up. Your patience will prove you’re repentance, and I’m sure they’ll have another task for you soon.” He left the room to collect his and Hailey’s bags. 
 
    “You aren’t a soldier,” Hailey said, “you’re a healer. Be a healer. Heal yourself first. Overcome your pride and anger. Dedicate yourself to serving the mission as we complete this task, and then you’ll be ready to heal the rest of us. We’re going to need it in the war to come. And it will come to war, Jane. There’s no doubt about that.” Hailey stood as Harold entered the room with their bags. “It’s time to go, Harold.” 
 
     “That’s it?” Jane asked. “You’re walking out after all I’ve done?” 
 
    Hailey’s eyes glinted red again as she turned to look at Jane. “We will meet again,” she walked out of the door. 
 
    Jane smashed her coffee mug on the table. “You’re darn right we will,” she said, her bloody hands tapping at her computer.   
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    “This is fascinating information, but I don’t see how it changes anything,” Naomi Eliand said, studying the windows floating over the table in the situation room on Monday morning.  
 
    Kieran sighed. He knew that he’d have a struggle on his hands, even armed with all of this information. The one day, the President gave them to prepare wasn’t enough. “Madam Secretary, we have a defense at our disposal to use against the cybernetic aliens. We don’t need any government support to implement it, either. The maintenance staff at each smart building has agreed to work with the energy aliens to implement the changes needed to set up the security net. All you have to do is agree to work with them if and when the time comes to use the system.” 
 
    “Who determines when that time is?” Van Reynolds asked. “Us, or the energy aliens?” 
 
    “Obviously, the best case scenario is to work together to assess and react to any threats,” Bruce said. 
 
    “So you’re holding the trigger?” Pat asked.  
 
    “No,” Bruce said. “I’m lending my expertise to humanity to aid in your survival. Isn’t that why you dangled me off the Golden Gate Bridge?”  
 
    The room went uncomfortably silent.  
 
    Bruce gestured to the screens hanging over the table showing the cybernetic alien autopsy, building schematics, and energy readings from the weapon that Kalea and Tendji developed. “The cybernetic aliens will come back, and they’ll come in force.  They aren’t like the enemies you face among yourselves. They don’t want a prolonged conflict, they want a quick resolution. These aliens can’t afford to waste energy and resources on a prolonged battle. The next one will be the final one. They have to end this now. We all do.” 
 
    “Why?” Naomi asked.  
 
    “Survival,” Bruce said.  
 
    Every pair of eyes bore into Bruce. He looked around the table, meeting every gaze. “It’s true. We’re both here for the same reason. Both of our races are dying. We’ve don’t have the ability to reproduce, and they lost it when they integrated tech into their bodies. We’re trying to live, free from threats.” He pointed to the grid of the satellite system over Earth. “We can exist here. The cybernetics can’t. To come here, they either have to make modifications to their nanotech to survive, or they have to terraform Earth in a manner that will make the planet inhospitable to human life unless you have their nanotech implanted in you, which makes you one of them. That’s what they’re hiding from you.” He leaned forward on the table. “This isn’t about human evolution, it’s about their domination of the planet and all three of our species to ensure their survival. They’re going to take this world because they have no place else to go, and you are their method to reproduce. If they can’t make more of their own, then they’ll take them from Earth, and experiment on humans to figure out how to keep you reproducing in their new environment.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Liam Altman asked. “They’ve survived this long. They even survived the destruction of their solar system and a war with your people. What is it about Earth that’s appealing?” 
 
    “It’s the only place left where they have a chance of survival,” Bruce said. “All three of our races have the same energy patterns, which means that all three races need similar things to survive, and Earth has what we need. They’ve searched vast expanses and found nothing until they got here. They can’t take a gamble of looking elsewhere now. They’re at a critical point in their survival, and so are we. Time is running out for both of our races. Earth and humanity is our best hope. We may not survive to find another.” He shrugged. “And the truth is that another may not exist. What have you detected in deep space in all of this time? Nothing until we came. This system is the only one conducive to survival.” 
 
    The room went silent again.  
 
    Bruce laughed. “You knew this! You saw it in the research study. Think about this in a bigger perspective. How else could all of our brain waves have the same energy configuration?” 
 
    “The cybernetic aliens are humanoid,” Kieran said. “I saw it with my own eyes. If it weren’t for the effects of their cellular machinery, they would essentially be us. And the energy aliens bound with human RNA easy enough. Sure, there were side effects and deaths, but five million people survived the integration of the species. That’s a significant success rate despite their failures.” 
 
    Bruce nodded. “You have a panspermia theory. Energy is universal, and we believe that whatever triggered human evolution could have triggered ours and theirs as well.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” President Hastings asked.  
 
    “Studying your history and piecing it together with our own,” Bruce said.  
 
    Vice President Waylan’s eyes narrowed. “What proof do you have?” 
 
    Bruce leaned over the table on his arms. “We don’t have time for this now, Mr. Vice President. We are continuing to study our commonalities, and I’ll be glad to share this information with everybody in this room for review, but I’m here to help you with more pressing matters, like the aliens in orbit that want to take over your world because they were unable to save their own.” 
 
    Liam raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?” 
 
    Bruce met his gaze. “Their mechanical implants made them incompatible with their world. The atmosphere was no longer hospitable to their altered biological systems, and they couldn’t figure out how to adjust their machinery to adapt. They tried to terraform their own world, but it destroyed their solar system. They realized that they’d have to find another world that didn’t require as many adjustments to sustain them. In fact, that’s what they were doing when we found them. They had fine-tuned their methods of terraforming, and they were seeking a place in an appropriate system with a planet that they could alter and inhabit. That’s why we believe they intend to terraform Earth.” He sighed. “They’ve lost nearly half of their race, between the problems terraforming their world, and binding with us.” 
 
    “How were you able to do that to an entire race?” Pat asked. “Did you inhabit all of them?” 
 
    “No, but because of their implants, they were able to synchronize faster and easier than humanity has, so they were all linked. When the hosts lost compatibility, it spread through their machinery, which is linked in a similar way as your Internet.” 
 
    “Why would they link like that?” Naomi asked.  
 
    Bruce stared at her. “Why do you value this slow, inefficient means of communication? This meeting could have been done in less than five minutes if human minds could link.” 
 
    “Individuality is a trait unique to humanity,” Naomi said. “What’s their logic?” 
 
    Bruce shook his head. “Logic isn’t a construct that they understand, and our understanding of it is limited. We understand energy, and how it forms reality. This is shared through communication and linking through the various forms of energy. They don’t value communication. They believe words are wasteful, and that actions are more efficient means to an end than discussion. As to the why of taking over Earth, it’s because this is the best shot at recreating a home since they lost their own world. They don’t value your life, plain and simple. The fact that we got here first and you’re on our side is enough to justify their plans. They see us all as an enemy.” 
 
     “Nobody is altogether on anybody’s side,” President Hastings said, “and furthermore, I don’t appreciate being drawn into a war between two races that we were just learning about a year ago. Why drag us in the middle of this?” 
 
    “We didn’t mean to,” Bruce said. “Kalea told you that many times. We didn’t anticipate that the cybernetic aliens would find you soon after we did.” 
 
    “It didn’t occur to you that they might follow you?” Van asked.  
 
    Bruce shot Naomi a glare. “Why should it? We both lost a significant portion of our races in that mess. We went our way, and they went theirs. We aren’t as distrustful and suspicious as human beings are because we can sense energy. We had no need to worry once their energy was gone. It’s unfortunate that the most hospitable place for both races happens to be Earth, but it is, so here we are.” 
 
    “You never said why is Earth the most hospitable place for both of you?” Vice President Waylan said.  
 
    Bruce crossed his arms. “I told you we’re studying our commonalities to figure that out. Annaliese has contacted members of her former research team to work on tracing the link on our identical energy patterns. They’ve been reviewing these findings and comparing them to the information from their previous studies to find a common factor. They’ll let us know once they find a correlation.” 
 
    “When can we expect to hear back on this unauthorized study?” Vice President Waylan asked.  
 
    Kieran stepped forward. “As soon as possible and don’t worry. They aren’t asking the government for financial support. They’re done with you.” 
 
    “On whose authority? Kalea and Annaliese?” Vice President Waylan snapped.  
 
    “Maybe. We’ve found a great deal on our own without the red tape slowing us down,” Kieran said.  
 
    “Enough,” President Hastings said. “You’ve made your point. Private entities can do what they wish, and they are acting privately.” 
 
    “Yes, they are,” Kieran said, “and agreeing to share what they find, per your agreement with Kalea.” 
 
    “We’re cooperating as we agreed,” Bruce said, “even though you didn’t fulfill your end of the bargain with Sidney, and forced us to locate her on our own.” 
 
    “We discovered that the cameras in the lobby and fifth-floor hallway were put on a feedback loop around eight o’clock a.m.,” Pat said, bristling at the jab. “A dark matter pulse was delivered to the guards.” 
 
    “That’s consistent with the weapon that Hailey delivered to Kalea a few months ago,” Kieran said.  
 
    Pat nodded. “We suspect that Sidney was taken by humans under the control of the cybernetic aliens.” 
 
    “We know that,” Bruce said. “Sidney reached out to us. She’s with Jake Hanniley in Reston, Virginia. He was instructed to retrieve her, and they’re negotiating right now.” 
 
    “Negotiating what?” Kieran asked.  
 
    Bruce shrugged. “The information she’s released is limited. I know she isn’t in danger. I know that the cybernetic aliens are active again. In fact, that woman they took–Hailey Reed–is back. She was found on the beach in Murrells Inlet, South Carolina, last night. Jake’s mother, Jane, took her in, but Hailey left this morning.” 
 
    “Why?” Kieran asked.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Bruce said. “All Sidney has been able to learn from Jake is that the cybernetic aliens have recovered from the weapon that Kalea delivered two weeks ago, and planning to come back once they’re fully prepared.” 
 
    “What does ‘fully prepared’ mean?” Liam asked.  
 
    “That’s what Sidney’s working with Jake to find out.” 
 
    “She’s staying with him voluntarily, and they’re cooperating?” Van asked.  
 
    “For now, yes. She’s trying to gather information to help our cause.” 
 
    “Then why the comment about us not delivering her?” Vice President Waylan asked.  
 
    Bruce smiled. “Demonstrating what it’s like to work with a jerk.” 
 
    Vice President Waylan started to rise from his seat, but President Hastings put a hand on his arm, shaking his head. Vice President Waylan sank back in his chair. “You should show more respect to your leaders.” 
 
    “You should listen to your constituents,” Bruce said defiantly.  
 
    Kieran cleared his throat. “I think it’s obvious that we need to network these buildings as soon as possible. If the cybernetic aliens have the ability to terraform the planet, then we need to keep them off of it, especially if they’ve already adapted Hailey.” 
 
    “Agreed,” President Hastings said. “We need to take defensive measures immediately. Kieran, Bruce, proceed with getting those buildings prepared. As for the rest of us, we have further defensive measures to discuss.” 
 
    “You aren’t still planning that nuclear attack, are you?” Kieran said, waving to the windows rising from his computer in the center of the table. “We’ve shown you that it won’t work.” 
 
    President Hastings gave Kieran a tight smile. “We will take your information under advisement as we fine-tune our plans. In the meantime, you take care of your end with these aliens as the representative for Science and Technology, and let the rest of us take care of our end.” 
 
    “Sir, this isn’t wise,” Bruce said. “Why does there need to be any further action now? We’ve done everything for you.” 
 
    “We appreciate that,” President Hastings said, “but it’s our duty to protect and serve all of the people in this country, and you can’t do that apart from politics. Rest assured that you have given us valuable information, and we’ll take it under advisement.” 
 
    “In other words, you take care of your business, and let us take care of ours,” Van said.  
 
    Kieran tapped off his computer and snapped the case closed, giving the President a curt nod. “Thank you for your time and consideration,” he said, following Bruce out of the room.   
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    “They’re gone, Sir,” Larry said. 
 
    “Thank you,” President Hastings nodded. Larry returned the nod and closed the door.  
 
    “What now, Sir?” Naomi said. “This is a lot of information.” 
 
    “It changes nothing. The cybernetic aliens are planning to attack, and I’m tired of being defensive,” President Hastings said. “We launch that missile now and take this threat out once and for all.” 
 
    “So we declare war on the cybernetic aliens?” Pat said. “Do you think that will pass the floor?” 
 
    “To hell with the floor. Both aliens have the ability to tap into communications,” President Hastings said, rising from his seat and pacing. “We’ve stalled with procedures and protocol for too long. There will be no declaration. There will be no warning. I’m issuing an Executive Order. I want that nuclear warhead launched, and I want it done as soon as possible. When can we make it happen?”  
 
    Van tapped his computer. “My contact with the Space Exploration Society in Cape Canaveral said they can have it prepared to launch from our North Pole orbiting station tonight.” 
 
    “Good. What about the Executive Order?” 
 
    “It’s drafted,” Liam said. “I can have it on your desk by lunchtime.” 
 
    “What about press statements?” Naomi said. “There’s no way to keep that from interfering with the satellite networks. We have to notify the people there’s been another terrorist or alien attack.” 
 
    “I said no warning, and I meant it,” President Hastings said. “There are too many eyes and ears around. Launch first, release a statement later.” He leaned forward in his seat. “We’re done waiting. Get the order on my desk. Launch at midnight and release a statement at four hundred hours for the morning news feeds. Dismissed.” 
 
    The room emptied, except for Vice President Waylan, who stared at the President. “So this is it?” 
 
    President Hastings nodded. “I mean to end this today.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
    Kalea’s eyes popped open as thunder woke her from a sound sleep. She tapped into her energy, but it was in chaos.  
 
    What happened? 
 
    She didn’t know. All she knew was a sense of urgency. They had to move now! She jumped from her bed, fixing to pound on Kieran and Annaliese’s bedroom door when it flew open. Annaliese stared at her in wide-eyed wonder.  
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kalea shuddered as a sensation she hadn’t felt in a long time jolted through her mind and, in turn, her body. She went ridged. Annaliese caught Kalea as she started to wobble.  
 
    “Basement,” Kalea croaked.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Kieran asked, appearing in the doorway. “Is she all right?” 
 
    Annaliese turned to him, her eyes glinting silver. “We have to get to the basement.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Danger,” Kalea turned toward the stairs. “Come on. We don’t have much time.” 
 
    “Much time until what?” Kieran asked.  
 
    “The counterattack,” Kalea rushed through the house as a loud humming noise continued to rise outside. Annaliese stopped to cover her ears.  
 
    “What is that?”  
 
    Kalea grabbed Annaliese’s hand and dragged her downstairs, past the entryway, and down the basement stairs. She looked around, surveying the room. “There,” she said, pointing to the small closet sitting next to the wall adjacent to the townhouse.  
 
    Kieran ushered Annaliese and Kalea into the room and barricaded the door closed with an empty bookcase as the pitch from the hum rose to a frequency,  crowding together, they leaned forward covering their ears. A red light rattled the walls, accelerating to a deafening roar. They screamed as the room vibrated, and then everything went silent. Pulling their hands from their ears, they gasped for breath. 
 
    “Is it over?” Kieran asked.  
 
    The door was ripped off the hinges, revealing  Hailey Reed in the afterglow of the energy weapon behind her. Kalea leaped to her feet. “Traitor!” she screamed. “You should be dead!” 
 
    Hailey put her hands on her hips, her eyes glowing red as the sleeve of her shirt shifted revealing the alien implants on her wrists. “So should you, so let’s call it even. I’m not here to hurt you.” 
 
    Annaliese’s eyes narrowed as she stared at Hailey’s implants. “What do you want?” 
 
    Hailey stared at the rubble of the townhome. “You knew I was back. You knew that Sidney and Jake were working together. Why did you attack?”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
    “A missile was launched from the United States Space Station at the North Pole observatory point at midnight last night,” Bruce said from the kitchen table in Jake’s condominium in Reston, Virginia. “The signal was sent from the Space Authority Station in Cape Canaveral, Florida.” 
 
    “Which explains why we didn’t know anything about it,” Sidney said, pulling up the images from Jake’s computer. “That center is typically used for launching probes, monitoring the solar relay stations, and as a backup for the satellite grid. It’s minimally staffed.”  
 
    “The nuclear missile has caused a long-range communications failure in our satellites,” Bruce said. “Fortunately, we can still get local reports, and I can pick up on residual energy from what was already in the system at the time the attacks occurred.” 
 
    Kalea’s eyes widened in concern as she stared at Bruce. “Any side effects?” 
 
     “Just a headache.” 
 
    “Five minutes after that missile hit the cybernetic station, several targeted energy pulses were fired at Earth, obliterating their designated targets with an overload of electrical currents,” Hailey said. “Washington D.C., New York City, Los Angeles, Chicago, Philadelphia, and Houston were taken out in the attack.”  
 
    “Houston?” Annaliese paled.  
 
    Hailey nodded. “The communication relays showed that President Hastings signed an Executive Order authorizing the attack at twenty-one hundred hours. The cybernetics targeted the five largest cities in the United States as a counterattack.” 
 
    “Is Avery in Houston now?” Bruce asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Annaliese said softly.  
 
    Kalea hugged Annaliese before turning to Hailey. “What brought you to our rescue?” 
 
    Hailey tipped her head. “You didn’t think I’d be concerned for my cousins?” 
 
    “No,” Kalea’s eyes flashed silver.  
 
    Hailey smiled. “I was on a mission. We were looking for Jake so we could correct the situation with Sidney.” 
 
    “Correct the situation?” Sidney asked, incredulous. “Has it occurred to anybody that I can leave?” 
 
    “You weren’t supposed to be taken,” Hailey said. “That was unauthorized. We needed to determine the intent of this situation. But another complication has come up.” She looked at Jake. “Your mother is missing.” 
 
    “Missing?” Jake asked.  
 
    “She disappeared shortly after we left her yesterday,” Harold said from his spot on the couch in the adjoining den.  
 
    “Have you heard from her?” Hailey asked.  
 
    “She called me this morning and asked how things were going with Sidney,” Jake said. “When I told her we were working to figure out a solution that didn’t lead to war, she got angry and hung up on me.” 
 
    “Why did she get angry?” Annaliese asked.  
 
    Jake shrugged. “I think she wanted me to hold Sidney hostage to get information on the energy weapon. When I told her we were working together, she asked if I told her anything about the cybernetics. Of course, I have, so I told her the truth. That’s when she hung up on me.” 
 
    “You didn’t try to call her back?” Kalea asked.  
 
    “It’s not the first time she’s hung up on me in a fit of anger.” 
 
    Harold laughed. “I wish I could have hung up on her many times over the past few weeks. Why are we looking for her? She can’t do anything to hurt us.” 
 
    “That we know of,” Hailey said, “but we thought the humans wouldn’t be so foolish as to attack. Why did your President do that?” 
 
    “Because he’s an idiot,” Kieran said, “and a puppet to a domineering Vice President that’s power hungry and has anger issues. Waylan thinks he should be king of the world come the next election.” 
 
    “There won’t be a next election if we don’t find a way to undo what they’ve done,” Hailey said.  She turned to Kalea. “Let’s be honest with one another. We know you have a weapon that can incapacitate or kill us. Now, you know we have a weapon that can kill the humans. Plus, the cybernetic aliens have been working on the terraforming initiative. I didn’t see if it was ready to deploy, but it’s an active mission on that ship behind the moon. President Hastings has committed an act of war, and the cybernetic aliens have responded,” Hailey said. “This isn’t why the cybernetic aliens came, and I don’t believe it’s why you came either. We have a common goal: survival. We can’t survive if the planet is destroyed.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Sidney said, “but I’m afraid there are too many wild cards for this to end any way other than bloody or dead.”  
 
    “Why?” Kalea asked.  
 
    Sidney looked around the room. “First of all, President Hastings did this without the support or knowledge of Congress or The World Council. I don’t know if you’ve seen the early reports on the local news, but a few things did get through, and people are angry, and they think we got what we deserved.” 
 
    “They could be right,” Jake said. 
 
    Sidney ignored him and continued. “The other thing is that you’re looking at this from the perspective of survival. You aren’t looking at how to live. You’re trying to figure out how not to die. Both of our species are going at the problem backward.” She stood. “Take a look around. Every person with an alien in them was hurt. The energy aliens took over injured bodies in close proximity to loved ones that were dying. They hurt physically and emotionally. The cybernetic aliens took the ones with extensive nanotech necessary for survival. They were dying before the nanotech saved their lives, and in many cases, they believed they depended on the cybernetics for their continued survival.” Sidney tapped the side of her head. “The worst hurt wasn’t in our bodies, it was in our minds. We were all trying to figure out how to make ourselves well. The aliens told us they could make us well, so we accepted it.” She leaned on the table. “The ones not affected by any of this got scared because they couldn’t understand it. They couldn’t fathom what it felt like to have something inside themselves that they couldn’t control. They didn’t understand that desperation would drive people to seek any method to set their world right, so they rejected it. When it wouldn’t go away and they discovered that they’d have to live with a new reality,” Sidney waved her hand at the window. “Boom. Get rid of it.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple,” Kalea said.  
 
    “No, it’s not,” Sidney said, “and there’s no way to make them understand. The only way to help them understand is to dominate them through greater power or establish a larger force of peace among ourselves that can bring about a new way of life. The problem is people fight change. It’s a psychological fact that people seek affirmation for what they know and reject what doesn’t support what they want to believe. They fear the short-term pain so much that they don’t care about the long-term benefits.” 
 
    “As you said, there are too many wild cards on both sides right now,” Jake said. “Like my mother. If you cut her off, then she’s desperate and angry. Betrayal and rejection are two things that provoke violent reactions in her after everything that happened with Father and Muriel. If you heard the fit she had over me staying up here for work over Thanksgiving––” 
 
    “I can imagine,” Harold rose from the couch and joined them in the kitchen. “If we go the way of peace, we have to rally our forces quickly. Otherwise, the media will inflame everybody to a point where it has no chance. Nobody can see through anger, and it’s going to take a lot of work to get through that blindness.” 
 
    “If it comes to force, we’ll make the same mistakes we made before,” Kalea looked at Hailey. “Do you know what the cybernetic aliens are planning next?” 
 
    Hailey shrugged. “Their plan before this attack was to send in more ground forces to negotiate.” 
 
    Kalea raised an eyebrow. “Negotiate?” 
 
    “You have to remember that they think humanity wants to evolve. That was their intent when they developed their biological machinery, so they believe that’s your intent as well.” 
 
    Annaliese shook her head. “We want to stop suffering from chronic conditions and dying from terrible, debilitating diseases.” 
 
    “And speed up healing,” Kieran said. “It wasn’t anything as noble as evolution. We want to stop hurting.” 
 
    “I can see where there’s a misunderstanding,” Sidney said. “They thought we were pursuing the reward of evolution, when in fact we were pursuing the avoidance of pain and death. On the surface, it looks like we’re striving for the same goal, but our intentions differ drastically from theirs.” 
 
     “The problem is, I don’t think we have enough time to do the outreach we need before the systems are up,” Bruce said. “The good news about that nuclear detonation being in space is that it will dissipate quickly because there’s no atmosphere to get caught up in. Full systems will be up in sixty minutes, which is just in time for the morning newscasts.” 
 
    “What we need is a major, unifying force to draw us together,” Sidney said.  
 
    Kalea pointed at Annaliese. “You were working with your former research team to see if you could trace any similarities among us besides the energy and brain waves. Have you found anything?” 
 
    Annaliese shrugged. “Dr. Patel called me at eight o’clock last night and said he a ‘moment of insight.’ He was going back over the data and said he’d call me back.” 
 
    Bruce reached across the table and took the computer, folding back the case and holding it tightly in both hands. His eyes glowed silver as a spark shuddered through his hands. A soft pop hissed between his hands. He tapped it a few times and handed the computer to Annaliese. “Do you have what you were waiting on now?” 
 
    Annaliese logged into her message account. Her eyes widened in wonder, and then a slow smile crept across her face. She turned to show the results to everybody crowded around the table.  
 
    “Behold, our unifying force,” she said as jaws dropped around the table.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
    “Mr. President, thanks for seeing us on short notice,” Dr. Patel said, setting up his computer on the coffee table. “I’d like to open by offering my condolences on the attack on Washington D.C. that took out so many of our leaders last night. I’m relieved that you were spared because you and your staff had the foresight to fly out here to Camp David after signing the Executive Order last night.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dr. Patel,” President Hastings said, rubbing his tired eyes. “We didn’t expect a counterattack of that magnitude.” 
 
    “We understand that you’re busy, and your time is limited,” Annaliese said, “but Dr. Patel has come across a major finding that may help us resolve this matter.” 
 
    “A hell of a weapon, I hope,” Vice President Waylan said.  
 
    “A common thread is more like it,” Annaliese flicked three windows open. “If you recall the findings presented to you from previous studies, the neurological waves and energy patterns were identical among our three races. At first, we thought it was a coincidence or an element of the basic building blocks of life. We ran algorithms trying to find similarities in these readings, but we couldn’t come up with one defining factor. We could see that the thought and energy patterns ran parallel, but we didn’t know why.” 
 
    “Last night, I had the idea to narrow the search instead of broadening it,” Dr. Patel said. “Usually, that restricts results, which is why we didn’t try it sooner. I started with brain wave patterns, then just the energy readings. They were similar, but of course, there was variance in how the patterns were read and transmitted into the body of origin. It wasn’t until I zoomed in on the cellular structure that I saw something.” He said, zooming in on all three scans from wave patterns to the actual cell. 
 
    President Hastings squinted at the scans. “They look the same, except the one at the far left seems to have a machine in it.” 
 
    Dr. Patel nodded, getting excited. “If you filter out the machinery function in that cybernetic cell, you’ll find that they’re identical. So, I zoomed in closer.” He paused, pinching his fingers on each scan to zoom in further. “We knew that the energy aliens inhabited humans by binding their energy onto human RNA proteins, so we knew they were compatible. When we finally got a program to analyze the energy apart from the human host, look at what we found.” He said, tapping the images again where a double helix popped up on all three screens.  
 
    This time, Vice President Waylan leaned forward. “DNA?” 
 
    “Human DNA,” Dr. Patel said, bringing up small screens with code running under each scan. “Or alien DNA? It doesn’t matter. The markers are identical in all three of our species.” He said, beaming as he looked at each person in the room. “The individual characteristic markers may vary, but the basic proteins and structure are the same. They are us, gentlemen, and we are them.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
    “How is this possible?” Vice President Waylan asked.  
 
    “Variances in evolution,” Annaliese said. “The human and cybernetic DNA in the proteins and basic genetic markers are identical,” she said, pointing to the scans. “The cybernetic aliens show the same structure of proteins when you overlay them with the human DNA.” 
 
    “The difference is that in the energy aliens, they don’t come together in a body,” Dr. Patel said. “They’re composed of pure energy, so their minds and bodies are one. That similarity is what made it possible for them to bind with human hosts. Theirs is pure energy, while ours uses this same energy to power biological bodies.” 
 
    “In the cybernetic aliens, it developed the same basic body,” Annaliese said. “Organs, tissues, bones, systems, and the like. Their systems evolved differently, but that was probably due to the planet where they evolved. They must have adapted to an environment similar to ours. The only difference we’ve been able to find in them so far, besides the machines, is that they breathe a slightly higher percentage of oxygen, but that might be a biological change in response to the nanotech. Obviously, we’d need to have access to their historical records to know if this difference has been the same all along, or is a reaction to their technology.” 
 
    “The energy aliens had a similar evolution arc,” Dr. Patel said. “They had no planet of origin and were probably carried by an interstellar body where they continued to evolve into conscious beings until they were able to adapt and survive in the void of space by drawing from the energy of other stars and planets in systems they inhabited.” 
 
     “So the panspermia theory is correct,” President Hastings said. “We’re all from the Interstellar genetic material.” 
 
    “No, Mr. President, we believe that’s backward,” Dr. Patel said. “We believe that Earth was the origin of this life, and it was carried away from here, where they evolved.” 
 
    “There are traces of carbon in all of the scans we’ve run,” Annaliese said. “It’s negligible in the energy aliens, but there are small trace amounts of carbon in them, identical to what we have on Earth.” 
 
    “And a great deal of carbon in the cybernetic aliens,” Dr. Patel said.  
 
    They sat in silence for a moment as everybody digested the information. Finally, President Hastings spoke up. “If they evolved from us, then why are they so far ahead of us?” 
 
    “I’d say environment made the difference with the energy aliens,” Dr. Patel said. “They never evolved into bodies, so their race remained linked by the energy that contains their DNA.” 
 
    “For the cybernetic aliens, I’d say it comes down to choice,” Annaliese said. “Their focus was on integrating man and machine for better function. Remember, our technological advances were concentrated on communications until twenty years ago when graduate students started experimenting with nanotech. It was fast-tracked through the rest of the trials after shocking results in college and university labs, especially when cancer patients started to recover. Maybe the cybernetics had a threat in their past that caused them to focus on integrating biology and machinery more than we have. A plague, or an Interstellar threat like the one that took out the dinosaurs.” 
 
    “That might be exactly how it happened,” Dr. Patel said. “An asteroid might have hit the Earth at some point in our early history and taken up the genetic materials where they continued to evolve elsewhere as we continued to evolve here.” He paused. “Then they evolve, face a disease or another natural threat, and they focus their technology on survival.” 
 
    “Three locations. Three evolutionary paths,” Annaliese said, “but I wouldn’t say they’re ahead of us. The energy aliens could never procreate, and the cybernetics lost the ability to procreate when they integrated machinery in their bodies. Both alien races are struggling for survival.” 
 
    “Which explains why they’re here,” Dr. Patel said. “If the energy aliens had no homeworld, and the cybernetic aliens lost theirs, then where’s the place they’re most likely to survive?” He opened his arms. “Right here, on their planet of origin.” 
 
    Vice President Waylan crossed his arms. “Why open the planet to them? It’s not our problem. We didn’t kill them.” 
 
    “Sir,” Annaliese closed the windows on her computer, “how would you feel if humanity was fighting for survival, and they held the key? Wouldn’t you do anything to keep our species from going extinct?” 
 
    “We don’t know that we hold the key to anything,” President Hastings said, “and I’m not sure I trust either race if they got themselves in this fix. What’s to say they won’t destroy our world and drive us to extinction with them?” 
 
    “Misery loves company,” Vice President Waylan said. “The cybernetic aliens attacked us in force and killed millions of our own, and your brother is possibly among one of them. How forgiving should we be to those who show no remorse or respect for any life other than their own, or the ones who blindly follow them?” 
 
    Dr. Patel widened his eyes in shock. “That was a counterattack in response to our unprovoked attack on them. If I recall, Senator Boyce had a meeting with the Cabinet to explain better defenses the energy aliens are putting in place to resist further attempts at infiltration yesterday morning before the Executive Order was signed.” 
 
    “Those defenses are no good if you go in shooting first,” Annaliese said, “and now our plan might be useless. They took out the five largest cities in the nation. Did you realize the retaliation for the attack you unilaterally launched undermined our greatest chance at building a defensive network to defend ourselves against the cybernetic aliens?” 
 
    “And that the rest of the world community is calling you bullies?” Dr. Patel added. “The Communist and Middle Eastern Sectors are online telling everybody they were right about you. You fed right into their cause.” 
 
    “Plus, the World Council has cut off the United States for launching this attack without their knowledge or consent,” Annaliese said. 
 
    “Enough!” President Hastings shouted in exasperation as he jumped from the couch. “All your research, all your numbers, all your scientific mumbo jumbo has done us no good. The best thing I did was pull the plug on your team. All you care about is protecting your family. You don’t care about the real problem.” 
 
    Annaliese crossed her arms, struggling to keep her anger below the surface. “Which is?” 
 
    “That everybody is trying to kill us.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong,” Dr. Patel said, “but whose fault is that? If you’re going to be a bully, then you’re going to make enemies.” 
 
    President Hastings eyes flared in anger, motioning to the secret service agent standing silently next to the door. “Escort our guests out.” 
 
    “What about this research?” Annaliese asked. 
 
    “What about it?” Vice President Waylan asked.  
 
    “We can use it to negotiate a peaceful resolution,” Dr. Patel said. “Isn’t that what you want? Isn’t that why you asked us here?” 
 
    “I don’t know what false hope inspired me to ask you here,” President Hastings said, “but it’s obvious to me now that there will be no peaceful end to this.” He said as he sighed and motioned to the door. “Please, go before I authorize using further force to remove you from Camp David.” 
 
    Annaliese grabbed her computer and started to the door. Vice President Waylan grabbed her arm as she was joining the guard. “Dr. Boyce?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir?” she asked sharply, staring at him.  
 
    His eyes glinted red as he stared at her. “Stay out of my way.”   
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
    “We should let them die,” Annaliese fumed at Jake’s condominium. She looked at Kalea, who was calmly folding clothes in her bag. Fortunately, none of them had time to fully unpack from their trip from San Francisco, and their luggage was undamaged in the attack. “You were right. It was a mistake to come back.” 
 
    “You were right, too. We couldn’t hide forever.” Kalea said, smiling as she pressed a sweater into her bag. “At least we’re justified in staying away from the government now. They can’t claim we’re doing anything wrong. We told them everything we plan to do, and they rejected it.” 
 
    “Now what?” Sidney said.  
 
    “The President has declared a State of Martial Law,” Kieran said. “That means that Congress is excused until regular governance is restored.” 
 
    “Making President Hastings and Vice President Cyborg Waylan leaders of the nation,” Annaliese spat. “How did that get by so many people? And why is he trying to pretend that the cybernetics are the enemy if he’s one of them?” 
 
    “He hid it,” Bruce said, rolling his own bag in the room. “I had to dig through several codes of encrypted medical files. Waylan had prostate cancer four years ago while on the campaign trail. He didn’t want a sympathy vote because he wanted to go on the ballot with Hastings as a strong VP that could get things done instead of a figurehead. He used his money and power to get the implants while they were still in the experimental stage. He still has extensive nanotech injections every six weeks to stay in remission.” 
 
    “Post-traumatic stress, eh?” Annaliese said. “I heard that some cancer patients choose to continue the treatments in remission to prevent a recurrence. It’s exorbitantly expensive, but he has the money.”  
 
     “I’m more interested in knowing how Waylan hid this for so long,” Sidney said. “There have been several instances where people with nanotech were rendered incapacitated, yet he never seemed to suffer from those side effects.” 
 
    “He planned his appearances carefully, and now that I think about it, he hasn’t been visible much this past year,” Kieran said. “Not until now, when everything is coming to a critical point and his health is fully restored, thanks to the cybernetics.” He paused. “As for acting like the cybernetics are the enemy, that’s playing politics. He’s towing whatever line it takes to get the President to do what he wants him to do. He’ll say anything as long as he can eventually manipulate Hastings to do what he really wants him to do until he can fully take over himself.” 
 
    “Like launching a nuclear missile at an alien station when he knows the counterattack will devastate us,” Kalea said. “That’s truly politics at its worst. He really doesn’t care about people. It’s all about what he wants, no matter what the cost.” 
 
    “What do we do?” Annaliese asked. “My brother and his family are missing, Washington D.C. is leveled, my practice is more or less decimated along with many of my clients, and all my research for the past year is useless.” She said, waving a hand at Kieran. “His services are no longer necessary in a State of Martial Law, which renders him and the rest of Congress useless. Those idiots at Camp David are running what’s left of the nation.” 
 
    “They have one more problem,” Bruce said, turning his computer to show pictures of screaming men and women in the streets over a headline that screamed: 
 
    TERRORIST FORCES TAKE ADVANTAGE OF ALIEN ATTACK BY LAUNCHING DOMESTIC ATTACKS ON CONTINENTAL UNITED STATES TARGETS. 
 
    “There have been terrorist bombings in airports in Phoenix, Detroit, Salt Lake City, and Miami. Commercial air traffic is grounded.” 
 
    Kieran scanned the article. “No response from Camp David.” He leaned back. “That surprises me. Usually, Hastings and Waylan jump on the terrorists.” 
 
    “I guess learning that your enemies are united against you is an uncomfortable truth,” Jake said.  
 
    “What will be, will be, and I’m done with this,” Harold said, picking up his duffel bag. “I’m going back to the monastery. I wish I could say that my months on the outside have been pleasant but frankly, I wish I’d never met any of you.” 
 
    “Let us take you,” Kieran said. “They’re allowing the Congressional members to return home on private jets with their families. We can get you there faster.” 
 
    Harold shook his head. “Thanks, Senator, but I’ll get out the same way I got in. Jake bought me a train ticket. Simple, incognito, and good. I’ll find a way from the station to Mempkin Abbey once I get there.” 
 
    “Safe travels, brother,” Jake said. “Thanks for trying to look after Mother.” 
 
    Harold shook Jake’s hand. “I wish I could say it was a pleasure, but I’m trying to get back to my vows,” he said, walking out of the door. 
 
    “If only it were that simple for all of us,” Sidney said.  
 
    “It is,” Kalea said. “Go home. That’s all we can do now.” 
 
    “So that’s it?” Annaliese said. “We don’t do anything?” 
 
    Kalea said, zipping her bag. “Going home doesn’t mean we aren’t doing anything. The five biggest cities in the United States have been destroyed, terrorists are launching attacks on our soil again, and one of our own is among the missing.” 
 
    “I agree with Kalea,” Kieran said. “The government took offensive action and look at what happened. Perhaps it’s best to work quietly until we see what comes next.” 
 
    “How likely is it that the aliens will attack, Hailey?” Kalea looked around. “Where’s Hailey?” 
 
    Jake walked around the condo. “She’s gone,” he said. “I assumed she was sleeping in the guest room, but it’s empty.”  
 
    Sidney drew a breath. “Should we look for her? She could have been kidnapped.” 
 
    “Or spying on us,” Annaliese said.  
 
    “I should have electrocuted her again when I had the chance,” Kalea said. “Let it go. I have a feeling we won’t find her, anyway.” She looked at Jake. “Do you feel safe here, or would you like to come back to South Carolina with us?” 
 
    He sighed. “I need to find Mother, and it’s best that I do it alone. She’ll be angry enough at me for going against her wishes, but who knows what she’ll do if she finds me with you.” He shook each of their hands. “I’ll be civilized enough to say that it was a pleasure to meet you, but I wish the circumstances had been better. Perhaps we’ll meet again in better times.” 
 
    “Perhaps so,” Kalea said, “and thank you for reaching out in trust. You could have used Sidney to hurt us, but you didn’t.” 
 
    Jake winked. “That’s because there’s still enough humanity in me to tell the alien voices from my own.” 
 
     “As it should be for us all,” Kalea said.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
    “Bless me, father, for I have sinned,” Harold said, settling in his seat inside the confessional booth of the small Catholic church, he passed on the way to the bus station. “It’s been nine months since my last confession.” 
 
    “Why so long?” the soft voice said on the other side of the partition.  
 
    “I had a nanotech injection to break up an aneurysm in February. I lost my way. I thought the voices in my head were the Spirit leading me on a holy mission, but I fell for a trick of the devil.” Harold paused, stifling a sob. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have listened to those spawns of Satan. They’re set on ruining the world, and I helped them.” He cleared his throat. “I’m back on the path now. I’ll do my penance and return to life in the monastery to serve out the rest of my days in the holy order that I committed to.” 
 
    There was silence on the other side of the partition. Harold tried to peer through the screen, but the mesh was too finely woven, and he could only make out a shadow. He sniffed, dabbing at his watery eyes with the sleeve of his tattered robe. “Father? I feel there’s no penance that will cover my crimes, but I offer what I can.” 
 
    “There aren’t enough Hail Mary’s to save you,” a voice said on the other side of the partition.  
 
    Harold jolted. That voice. It was– 
 
    A hand burst through the mesh, grabbing Harold’s neck. His eyes bulged as he saw Jane’s face looking down at him. “You’re mission was sacred, Holy Man. It’s too bad you failed,” her hand sparked red as she sent a jolt through his neck and up his spinal column. His limp body hit the floor of the confessional booth with a thump. Jane smoothed her hands over her black pants and red shirt and calmly walked out of the chapel. 
 
    On to the next mission, she thought.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
    “Martial Law is in effect as random killings continue in the streets,” the anchor said on the evening news broadcast.  
 
    Kalea pulled the app image from her computer over the stove where she was stirring chili, to watch the news.  
 
    “It began with the murder of a monk in a small chapel in Virginia yesterday. Surveillance video was down due to limited staff to correct localized errors from the nuclear blast that disrupted the satellites, and there were no witnesses to describe the suspect. Harold Niemand of Moncks Corner, South Carolina, was the victim of strangulation. Preliminary autopsy reports also reveal elevated traces of dark matter in his body, suggesting that a human with a connection to the cybernetic aliens is responsible for the attack,” the anchor said as footage showed the chapel where the murder occurred. Kalea squinted at the torn partition of the confessional booth, searching for energy signatures. Sure enough, her eyes picked up residual human energy mixed with traces of elevated energy from nanotech devices as the anchor continued. “Brother Niemand has been listed as a missing person since the February nanotech failure when he was last seen on video walking out of his hospital room at the Medical University of South Carolina in Charleston during a shift change. Officials with Mempkin Abbey are uncertain of how he came to be in Virginia, or his whereabouts since his disappearance nine months ago.” 
 
    “Many individuals with heavy nanotech implants took the attack launched on the alien ship by the United States government as a call to arms, following terrorist attacks in Phoenix, Detroit, Salt Lake City, and Miami, grounding flights as further investigations were pending on the attacks. The chaos has led to murders in the streets. As of four o’clock this afternoon, ten deaths due to strangulation with the same dark matter signatures have been recorded across the continental United States. Sixty Middle Eastern activists and more than fifty other individuals have been arrested in connection with the terrorist attacks, murders, and murder attempts throughout the day. The humans responsible for the dark matter deaths still remain at large,” the anchor continued.  
 
    “This comes in the wake of a nuclear missile launched against the cybernetic alien ship from the Space Society North Pole Observation Station. President Hastings signed an Executive Order authorizing the attack at noon two days ago. The action was carried out twelve hours later, indicating that preparations were made for the attack without the knowledge of Congress prior to the drafting of the order. In response, the alien ship targeted a dark matter energy wave on the five largest cities in the United States, resulting in their destruction. Millions were killed in the counterattack, and millions more are reported missing, prompting President Hastings to declare a nationwide State of Emergency and State of Martial Law. President Hastings and Vice President Waylan urge residents not to leave their homes except for work duties and a critical need to ensure safety. An eight o’clock p.m. curfew is in effect nationwide, with exceptions for shift workers and emergency personnel. Checkpoints will be set up to monitor activity and to assist those in need of transportation for buying food and supplies and attending medical appointments. Check your local Internet stations for schedules and contact information. A national database has been created to track the victims and the missing in the cybernetic alien counterattack. Viewers are encouraged to utilize this database in searching for unaccounted individuals in Washington D.C., New York City, Los Angeles, Chicago, Philadelphia, and Houston. The database is continually updated as emergency personnel search the wreckage of these cities for survivors.” 
 
    “Reactions to Martial Law have been chaotic as people have broken home confinement and curfews to voice their displeasure, both at the government’s decision to launch the attack without going through proper Congressional channels, and at the implementation of the State of Emergency.” 
 
    “This is outrageous!” a woman shouted in the camera. “President Hastings’s unilateral decision to launch an attack on the alien ship without consulting Congress or the World Council had devastating consequences to millions of innocent civilians. And as a result, we continue to suffer under the confinement to home, which is a consequence of his actions. What gives him the right to decide what’s best for the world?” 
 
    The camera cut back to the anchor, who continued. “Similar reactions have been heard from the public, members of Congress, and representatives for the World Council.” 
 
    “President Hastings’s blatant disregard for the world community indicates that he has no regard for human life,” President Nigel Turay of the World Council carefully stated in his African accent. “It is a great disappointment to all of us on the World Council. We assure everybody, from the people of Earth to the aliens both Earthside and in orbit, that this was a unilateral act that in no way speaks for the rest of the nations under our treaty, or for humanity. Despite the cruel counterattack on the United States, we are willing to work with any forces that wish to negotiate with us for a peaceful resolution to this unfortunate situation caused by one government’s unsanctioned actions.” 
 
    “Other world leaders were not as gracious,” the anchor said as the scene cut to Olivia Bancroft standing outside the Royal Palace in England.  
 
    “President Hastings has crossed a line, and the European Alliance no longer stands with him,” she said. “However, we do stand with the innocent civilians of the United States, who continue to suffer for his irrational actions. While we stand by the World Council edict to preserve peace, we believe the counterattack was equally rash and unjustified. We’ve made a bloody mess of the first contact, and it’s our responsibility to make this right. The European Alliance will begin by sending relief supplies to the victims in the United States, however, we refuse to negotiate with any outside forces, ground based or alien, who commit acts of war.” 
 
    The screen cut to Vice President Chang of the World Council, standing on the Great Wall of China.  
 
    “President Hastings’s actions have brought shame on his people. He launched an unprovoked attack and then took Vice President Waylan and hid while his own people were murdered in the counterattack. An honorable man would have stood his ground and faced the consequences of his actions, but instead, his people still suffer under his heavy hand. This is an outrage! The Oriental Alliance stands ready to help the victims of the counterattack in the United States, and to negotiate with the aliens. However, we will not respond to the United States Government. They are dangerous!” 
 
    The screen cut back to the anchor. “The lack of support is evident stateside as well, as surviving members of Congress released official statements on this surprise Executive Order.” 
 
    Kieran’s face appeared on the screen, against the backdrop of the woods on the Kerner Family Estate. “President Hastings breached protocol in launching an unprovoked attack on the alien ship without the knowledge or support of Congress or the World Council. President Hastings and Vice President Waylan should be held accountable for their actions. My wife and I express condolences to everybody affected by the alien counterattack for their losses, and we assure you that your elected leaders do not endorse or excuse this unsanctioned action. We still represent the people, and are committed to your safety, protection, and the restoration of order in this Nation.” 
 
    “Sources say Senator Boyce and his wife have spoken with the President twice to suggest alternative methods of handling the alien presence,” the anchor said. “Senator Boyce met with the Cabinet on Tuesday, and Dr. Boyce and a professional colleague met with President Hastings and Vice President Waylan at Camp David the day after the alien attack with revealing scientific information that has not been released to the public. Representatives for Senator and Dr. Boyce’s office confirm that they have returned to their home in Columbia, South Carolina, to further analyze the data. They will release a statement as soon as their findings are conclusive.” 
 
    Kalea breathed a sigh of relief as the camera cut to other Congressional members and angry comments from other Congressional members condemning President Hastings and Vice President Waylan for their “hasty, unprovoked actions,” which were the kindest terms used by a Senator from Wisconsin. She noticed that the energy readings she set behind Kieran while he recorded his speech translated intact on the broadcast. That meant that the others would get the message. 
 
    She hoped it was delivered in time.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
    “You make the best chili,” Annaliese said an hour later, filling her bowl with a second helping. “You must tell our cooks your secret.” 
 
    Kalea smiled. “It’s adding the right ingredients to the right prepackaged mix. You know cooking isn’t my specialty. If I can do it, anybody can.” 
 
    Annaliese pointed at Sidney with a spoon. “You should stay for Thanksgiving and try her macaroni and cheese casserole. That’s another unique Kalea creation. And this chili is a Black Friday tradition with our family. We all gather here for lunch and Black Friday cybershopping, and whatever broadcast marathon strikes our fancy that day.”  
 
    Sidney looked up, her eyes wide. “Are we still going to be here in two weeks?” 
 
    “I hope not,” Kalea said. “A lot depends on what happens next.” 
 
    “What will happen next?” Kieran asked. “We’re in uncharted territory. There’s never been a nationwide state of martial law.” 
 
    “Or an alien race in orbit,” Nate said, “or five major cities destroyed, or chaos in the streets that are both terrorists and our own. We’re in the biggest mess in world history.” 
 
    “You’ve never had aliens living symbiotically with human beings, either, and I’m glad we got here first,” Bruce turned to Kalea. “I heard you listening to the broadcast. Did it go smoothly?” 
 
    Kalea nodded, glancing at Kieran. “Thanks for giving that statement this morning. It worked perfectly.” 
 
    “Did they get the message?” Kieran asked.  
 
    “They should have,” Kalea said. “What else have the rest of you learned?” 
 
    “The hotel snitch in San Francisco was the manager on duty the night I was abducted,” Bruce said. “The normal person they had on schedule, which was one of us, got sick with food poisoning.” 
 
    “That was convenient timing,” Sidney said.  
 
    Bruce frowned. “I was lax. I should have done the search from an unoccupied hotel room. That way, I might have had more warning. The hotel was crowded that night. There was a rehearsal dinner down the hall, and so many people were milling around that I thought I could blend into the crowd. I apologize for my failure.” 
 
    “No apology is necessary. We’re glad you’re back safe,” Kalea said. “I doubt it would have changed much.  We were heading back to D.C. anyway, and obviously Jake was looking for Sidney.” 
 
    Sidney nodded. “It would have ended the same way whether you got caught or not. I’m sorry you were dangled from The Golden Gate Bridge. That must have been horrifying.” 
 
    Bruce shrugged. “I was partially sedated, but it’s good that the alien was in me. It balanced out the sedative and kept me calm.” 
 
    “You were acting like the sedative worked?” Annaliese asked.  
 
    “It didn’t last as long as they thought it did. I played along to see how it worked out.” 
 
    “That’s what happened to me,” Sidney said. “They sedated me when they took me from Raleigh, but it didn’t keep me out the whole time. They weren’t watching me, so they didn’t realize I was meditating, and they thought I was still drugged.” 
 
    “You both reacted well,” Kalea said. “Hopefully, nobody will be in that situation again. I’m sorry about Harold. Does anybody know what happened?” 
 
    Annaliese shrugged. “Jane got him.” 
 
    “Where is she now?” Kalea asked.  
 
    Bruce shook his head. “I haven’t had any luck locating her. The nanotech signals are a chaotic mess, so it’s hard to single her out.” 
 
     “It’s chaos out there,” Sidney said. “I can see why she’s been hard to find with the protesting and killing going on.” 
 
    “It makes things more difficult,” Nate said. “You’d think it would be easier with cameras everywhere, but it’s actually harder. It’s too much to sift through.” He jerked a thumb at Bruce. “Even with his help, it’s still a tremendous amount of data.” 
 
    “At least we executed the plan to set our defenses in motion,” Kalea said. “Bruce, have you heard from Tendji?” 
 
    Bruce nodded, swallowing a spoonful of chili. “He’s started the modifications on the ten smart energy buildings and boosted the airports running supplemental solar energy. The airports don’t put out as much as the buildings, but any boost can help. Eighty percent of our own who were expelled from terminal bodies volunteered to bind with the energy grids to stabilize the systems so they can carry the energy for the security net and for launching the weapon if needed.” 
 
    “That doesn’t leave many in orbit to monitor the cybernetic aliens,” Kieran said.  
 
    “Twenty percent is enough to give us a warning when the cybernetics activate,” Kalea said.  
 
    “Wait, you said ten buildings and the airports,” Annaliese said, “but I thought the top five cities were destroyed, and there were terrorist bombings in five more airports, which means the buildings and airports in those cities aren’t functioning. How can you use them if they’re destroyed?” 
 
    Bruce smiled. “Plausible deniability.” 
 
    Annaliese raised an eyebrow at him. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Tendji said there were ten smart buildings across the United States,” Kalea said, “he didn’t say they were in the ten largest cities. Those cities aren’t evenly dispersed, and the engineers didn’t want to take a chance on buildings with a human capacity in the millions.” 
 
    “We implied that they were in the largest cities in case the politicians didn’t accept our plan,” Bruce said. “The buildings are in Phoenix, Memphis, Charlotte, San Francisco, Denver, Oklahoma City, Albany, St. Louis, Seattle, and Salt Lake City.” 
 
    “And the solar cells in the airports weren’t damaged by the terrorist attacks, so they can still function on the energy net,” Kalea said. 
 
    Annaliese crossed her arms. “I lied to the President of the United States, without knowing it.” 
 
    Kalea sighed. “We never divulged the location of the buildings because we suspected that something wasn’t right with him or Vice President Waylan. It wasn’t a matter of trust. It was a matter of everybody focusing on their part. We were going to tell the entire team where each building was if and when we got to the point of activating the net.” 
 
    “Do you care about lying to President Hastings after all that’s happened?” Nate asked. 
 
    Annaliese shook her head. “I doubt it would have made a difference if I did know better. He was hell-bent on launching that missile, and that he was right in doing it.” She took another spoonful of chili. “Let him think he sabotaged himself. He deserves it.” 
 
     “Let the President sweat, and the Vice President gloat in the belief that our weapon is useless,” Bruce said. “I’m glad they think our defensive capabilities are compromised. I didn’t want to share the grid with them. Vice President Waylan is the most egotistical jerk in the world. That man is the most self-absorbed, narrow-minded individual I’ve ever witnessed as a human or an alien. It shouldn’t surprise me that he’s controlled by the cybernetic aliens.” 
 
    “I thought money and power went to his head,” Kieran said. “That’s usually the way with politics.” 
 
    “We’re lucky we don’t have to work with him or the President anymore,” Kalea said. “At least we’re free to pursue this cybernetic threat on our own.” 
 
    “What about Hailey?” Sidney asked. “Has anybody heard from her?” 
 
    “No,” Bruce said. “She’s staying off the grid, but I saw that footage from Jane’s murder scene. If we were able to determine it was Jane, then you know that Hailey and the cybernetics figured it out too.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand why Jane would murder Harold. What was the point?” Sidney said.  
 
    “You heard what Jake said about her,” Kalea said. “She’s a bitter, angry woman. Hailey admitted that the cybernetics shut Jane out because she was impulsive and disobedient.” 
 
    “They thought she would be a danger to their mission,” Sidney said. “But to kill Harold? Isn’t that extreme, even for the cybernetics? Harold wasn’t a threat to anybody.” 
 
    “She felt betrayed,” Bruce said. “Her mind is muddled between the nanotech and being under cybernetic alien control, and her anger pushed her over the edge. The problem is that people are following that as a lead instead of a rash instance of irrational thought. Now, she’s inspired a witch hunt for angry nanotech implants who want to strike back at the world.” 
 
    “Has anybody heard from Jake?” Kalea asked.  
 
    Heads shook around the table.  
 
    “It’s all right. He, Jane, and Hailey aren’t imperative to our mission,” Kalea said, “although it would be nice know where they are. Let’s keep looking for them as a secondary mission.” 
 
    “You look worried,” Bruce said, studying Kalea’s face. 
 
    Kalea sighed. “I wonder why Hailey came and left like she did. She might have just been scouting our territory.” 
 
    “You don’t think she was attempting to find a way for the cybernetics to negotiate?” Sidney asked.  
 
    “No. You saw her. She’s one of them now. I think she came in trying to look like a negotiator while assessing our strengths and trying to figure out what we know.” 
 
    “She was surprised by the missile attack,” Nate said.  
 
    “But not by the counterattack,” Kalea said. “I saw the look in her eyes. She knew they would strike back if we attacked. She never expressed any remorse over the loss of life, the causalities, or the destruction of five major cities.” 
 
    “I think she wanted to know what players are still in the game,” Sidney said, “but we did learn things. It wasn’t much, but anything helps.” 
 
    “We may never know what her intentions were,” Annaliese said. “We gave her the benefit of the doubt that she changed for the better. I hope it wasn’t a mistake.” 
 
    “We all do,” Kalea said.  
 
    Bruce shifted in his chair, checking his watch.  “I confirmed that the World News Tonight broadcast will have aired at every location across the globe by midnight, so we should be ready to fully execute tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Good,” Kalea stood up and cleared dishes off the table. “Let’s hope things continue to go well, and that it works.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
    Kalea found Annaliese sitting in her kitchen the next morning, staring at a digital photo album. She softly pulled the chair across from Annaliese out. “What has you up so early?” 
 
    Annaliese looked up. “I’m sorry to crash in, but your house is more peaceful than mine now. Kieran’s phone and computer are blowing up with messages from surviving Congress members, World Council members, and other political representatives trying to figure out what to do next.” 
 
    “It sounds like they’ve appointed him their leader in this crisis.” Kalea said, pointing at the album. “What do you have?” 
 
    Annaliese turned the frame toward Kalea, where a picture of a woman stood in front of a pink azalea bush, holding a baby in her arms. “That’s Aunt Tamera and Hailey. It’s the only picture Mom had of them. It was taken a week before Tamera was killed.” 
 
    Kalea studied Tamera staring in the camera, the baby practically dangling from her arms. Both mother and daughter looked serious as if they already had the weight of the world on them. Perhaps they did. “It was a tough situation. She was young to be a mother.” 
 
    “She was twenty-two years old,” Annaliese laid the frame down. “I tell my clients that keeping secrets is self-delusional. You don’t have to tell everything, but intentionally keeping secrets can be detrimental. You believe you’re protecting others when you’re really protecting your own pride.” She poked at the picture. “Or the pride of others that you deem more worthy of your protection.” 
 
    Kalea nodded. “I see your point.” 
 
    “The irony is that most of the secrets don’t amount to anything. In fact, keeping them prevents people from getting help and support. It separates people, and that’s never good.” Annaliese said with a sigh. “How different would things have been if we knew we had another cousin? Or knew the truth of my aunt’s death? What good has hiding it done?” 
 
    “It blindsided us in the worst possible way and created a nemesis that could have been an ally if we formed a relationship with Hailey sooner,” Kalea paused. “The complexity of human emotions puzzles me.” 
 
    “Mom didn’t think it would have consequences,” Annaliese said, leaning back in her chair. “She thought we’d never find out about Hailey. She did say it was Hailey’s father that cut us off after his wife was arrested, and I believe Mom dismissed them both as being gone forever.” 
 
    Kalea studied the picture again then laid it down. “All these ‘what if’s’ are nothing but a waste of time. What’s done is done. We have to deal with the present.” 
 
    “I agree,” Annaliese said. “It’s frustrating to know that a large part of this situation could have been avoided.” 
 
    “I’m not sure about that,” Kalea said. “It’s like our recent failures with reestablishing ties with the government. Their minds were made up. They had already decided to reject us before we went back to Washington D.C. All they wanted was to know what we knew.” She paused. “It goes back to the pride you mentioned. They knew backing down would make them look weak, so they tried to make our efforts to assist look like we were groveling for acceptance.” 
 
    Annaliese snorted. “If this situation kills the ‘good old boy’ system, then maybe it would come to some good. In fact, I can’t believe it’s still alive. This might be the end of the world, and they still cling to pride. Even survival can’t win against the almighty ‘I.’ That’s something that needs to die.” 
 
    Kalea raised an eyebrow. “And all those in it?” 
 
     “Of course not. Just the system.” 
 
    “The system is made of people. People in powerful places are, by nature, stubborn and prideful. You’d have to replace them with more compassionate individuals in order to truly change things.” Kalea said, raising her hands in a gesture of defeat. “What’s to say the system wouldn’t turn them into the thing we’re trying to destroy? It might not be the people you dislike; it’s the politics. Dirty deals seem inherent in the process of democracy.” 
 
    Annaliese smiled. “Stop analyzing me. That’s my job.” 
 
    Kalea rose from the table, stepping to the cabinet to start the coffee maker. “Consider the present. Perhaps people in positions of power are flocking to Kieran because he’s the voice of reason in a broken world.” 
 
    “He never fit in with the more powerful types up there,” Annaliese said. “We were surprised when he made committee chair because he didn’t get involved in the back door wrangling that usually goes with those titles.” 
 
    “There’s not much room for that in science and technology,” Kalea said, pressing the button to start the coffee brewing.  
 
    “No, there isn’t,” Annaliese said, “which is how he got on that committee in the first place.” She laughed. “Who knows? Maybe he’ll be President of the United States if we live through all of this!” 
 
    Kalea jerked her thumb at the coffee maker. “And maybe we can get the cybernetic aliens to help us design kitchen appliances that don’t require a doctorate to operate right. I never figured out the timer on this thing. Can you believe we haven’t designed better machines by now? That’s one thing the cybernetics got right. Their machines aren’t as weird as our own. We could take lessons from that.” She pulled a coffee mug from the cabinet and filled it. “Maybe there are things we could learn from them. It’s a shame they only do it through conquest.” 
 
    Annaliese looked serious. “Why are they coming in force? Even you know that the carrot works better than the stick. You tried to heal our dead.” 
 
    “Unsuccessfully.” Kalea snorted. “I think that’s the excuse the powers that be are using to not work with us.” 
 
    “You tried to demonstrate how your presence could help us.” Annaliese stood, taking a mug from the cabinet and filling a cup of coffee from the still-steaming coffee maker. “What have they offered us? Sure, they helped the people with extensive nanotech, but I believe that was more a show of power than altruism.” 
 
    Kalea sat at the kitchen table. “They aren’t big on talking. That’s one thing about them that puzzled us the first time we encountered them. To them, actions are the only things that speak. Words are wasteful. They probably saw humanity at war with their own in this conflict with the Communists and the Middle East and decided the best way to come was in force. When we shoot at our own, it looks like shooting is all we understand.” 
 
    Annaliese pointed at Kalea. “You have a point. Still, they should know us better than that if they studied what they learned from the Voyager probe.” She drank her coffee. “They should have known how hard we strive for diplomacy, especially in Western society, which is where they introduced themselves. Why come in fighting if survival is the goal?” 
 
    “Hailey claimed it was a communication error; that they didn’t take the time to understand human communication and culture to make an appropriate first contact,” Kalea said.  
 
    “Do you believe that?” 
 
    “No,” Kalea said. “The cybernetics have always been forceful. They assume that they have the upper hand because they’re the most technologically advanced.” She shook her head. “They share the pride of humanity. They believe they found an easy target to overtake. I imagine they’re stalling because you’ve managed to keep them at bay, and that confused them. I’m sure they don’t understand why they aren’t able to overtake what they deem to be an ‘inferior race.’” Kalea took a deep drink of her coffee. “I think that’s why they took Hailey and installed their own tech in her. So, they could figure out why they keep tripping over small things.” 
 
    “They can’t fathom negotiation?” Annaliese asked.  
 
    Kalea thought a moment, staring out at the woods outside the sliding glass door. “No. They want to survive by making this world their own, and using humanity to expand their race.” 
 
    Annaliese sat at the table. “Then maybe we should try to offer them a way to survive cooperatively, instead of engaging in battle. You live here with us. Why can’t they?” 
 
    Kalea turned around and set her mug on the table. “You assume that they reason the same way we do. They don’t. All they understand is conquest.” 
 
    “What happened to make them so hostile? To implant machines in their bodies that drive out their souls? To erase their desire for individuality? They had to be individuals at some point. Why give that up?” 
 
    Kalea shrugged. “We weren’t able to see that. All we know is that they developed their own tech as a way to survive, and in the end, it made them incapable of living on their own world and reproduction.” She stood and refilled her coffee mug. “Who knows what happened before we arrived? We’ll never know the truth to that riddle. All we know is that they destroyed their world, and both of our races are diminishing.” 
 
    “Fixing one problem caused more problems,” Annaliese said. “It’s too bad we don’t know what brought them to the brink of extinction. Maybe we could help them without going to war.” 
 
    “You can help them,” Kalea said, “the problem is, they’ll only accept it if we overpower them and force our terms on them.” 
 
    Annaliese picked up her mug for a refill. “Then it’s inevitable? They’ll only negotiate if we defeat them in conflict?” 
 
    Kalea nodded grimly, glancing at the rising sun rising outside the window. “I’m afraid so.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
    Hailey sat in her condominium at the south rim of The Grand Canyon, staring into the stars sprinkled against the black sky. The radiation had dissipated enough for the communications relays to be operational again, and the cybernetics sent a pod to pick her up behind Jake’s condominium when they confirmed that the counterattack was successful. It was good to be away from the chaos, but she still felt lost. 
 
    They have a defense system, Hailey said. 
 
    We have an offensive system, thanks to your help.  
 
    Your plan is to attack. Why? Haven’t you done enough? 
 
    I thought you wanted to make the world a place that doesn’t prey on the weak.  
 
    I do. I don’t understand why it must be done by force. Why can’t you simply offer your advances in technology in exchange for what you need from them for a mutually beneficial relationship? 
 
    They have to die to their old self to be reborn to the new self. Force is the only way they will comply with that process. 
 
    She knew that was true after being raised by a State Representative, and her own years working in the same system.  
 
    Has healing made you weak? 
 
    Of course not. I’m grateful to you for healing me. It’s wonderful to be restored to full health and able to serve. 
 
    Then why are you conflicted? 
 
    They aren’t all stubborn and prideful. There are many who would work with you and help you. They’d welcome your knowledge and skills to advance the world for all species.  
 
    That is why we came. To help them evolve. 
 
    Only on your terms. How is that not equal to the pride and stubbornness that you see in their leaders? 
 
    It is different. We are united. Their individuality divides them. They must learn the value of unity, and the only way they will learn is to be defeated by it. 
 
    But– 
 
    Bear in mind that most of them elect their leaders and the ones who do not are taken over by the strong. The weak defer to the strong, regardless of how they structure the leadership system.  
 
    That’s not always true. 
 
    We thought you had knowledge and expertise in these power systems. 
 
    I do.  
 
    Then why do you encourage us to seek help from the weak when you know the strong will not only neutralize them but us as well? We must attack. It is the only way we will survive. Otherwise, they will send us away like the others did, and you will be left here to wither under their limited technology, flawed environment, and diseased planet. Remember that you were weak until we made you strong. 
 
    This is about losing to the energy aliens before. 
 
    It is about what is effective. Evolution is effective. Conquest is effective. Negation is not. It wastes time and resources, and we have neither to spare. You know that. 
 
    Yes, I do. Things need to happen quickly. Hailey paused. What about Jane? She killed one of our own, and her actions have incited many of the less powered to take matters into their own hands. 
 
    The disobedience Jane demonstrated is unfortunate, but it can be used to our advantage. We used that distraction to transport you here in an alien vessel unseen because the humans were focused on the demonstrations and riots. Let them demonstrate and riot in the streets. The chaos further destroys their coherence. These skirmishes can feed into our bigger purpose.  
 
    Then it’s okay to let her go? 
 
    The murderer Jane will be dealt with in time. There are more important matters to attend to now. Let us dispense with the conquest now, and then the traitors will be dealt with. You will be called by their leaders soon. Go. You have one more mission to complete. 
 
    Very well. 
 
    Silence returned to the condominium, causing Hailey to shudder. She rubbed her head, sighing. What had she done? For the first time, she wondered about her path. She stood and looked out the large bay window at the star-filled sky, hoping there were no other sentient races out there.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
    “This is turning into a disaster,” President Hastings said, snapping the case of his computer closed. “I can’t believe the level of outrage over us finally taking a stand.” 
 
    “It’s not over us taking a stand, it’s over the counterattack,” Vice President Waylan said. “That’s the real disaster.” 
 
    “We had no idea they had a weapon of that magnitude. Maybe Senator Boyce and his wife were right. Maybe we should have done more research before launching an attack.” 
 
    “How would we research that?” Vice President Waylan asked. “The cybernetic aliens are on the dark side of the moon. How could we know what’s on that ship?” 
 
    “Our solar observation satellites probably could have been programmed to scan the ships,” President Hastings said.  
 
    “Then why didn’t Galen tell us that when he teleconferenced with us?” Vice President Waylan asked. “I’ll tell you why: because they can’t. There’s nothing they could have done to help us. He probably wouldn’t have told us, anyway. He’s on their side.” 
 
    President Hastings stood and paced his end of the small den. “Does that matter? Aren’t we on the same side where the cybernetic aliens are concerned?” 
 
    “Are we?” Vice President Waylan asked.  
 
    President Hastings stopped pacing and studied Vice President Waylan. “We should be.” He resumed pacing. “I hear many are turning to Senator Boyce.” 
 
    Vice President Waylan smirked. “He’s hiding at his home in the woods of South Carolina. Some leader.” 
 
    “So, he went home. So, what? Many of the surviving Congress members did. There wasn’t much else to do, especially once we declared martial law.” President Hastings sighed. “Which is another disaster, according to the media reports. You’d think these people didn’t have homes, jobs, and families to look after.” 
 
    “Many people have lost all those things since the aliens came,” Vice President Waylan said. “Think about it. Fifteen months ago, energy aliens came and inhabited millions of our population. Then cybernetic aliens hacked into millions more with nanotech. How do you think that affected them?” 
 
    “Not well,” President Hastings mumbled.  
 
    “Not well at all,” Vice President Waylan said, “and now we’re trying to establish peace and rid the world of the aliens that ruined their lives. Yes, the attack on the cybernetic ship had unforeseen consequences. We had no way of knowing that it wouldn’t work, or that they’d counterattack.” 
 
    “That’s not true. The group we brought back from San Francisco said the nuclear attack wouldn’t work, and Galen told us from the start that it wouldn’t be effective. We didn’t listen because they didn’t have hard evidence. They were basing their theory on the fact that the cybernetic aliens came from a system with higher levels of radiation and could theoretically stand up to such an attack unaffected.” President Hastings sighed. “The problem is, I believed them. I knew we wouldn’t kill the cybernetics. I pushed forward with the attack hoping we could critically damage their station, and that would encourage them to leave, or at least stand down and negotiate like civilized beings.” 
 
    Vice President Waylan laughed. “You think they’d negotiate with a hole in their station? You better be glad it didn’t do that!” 
 
    President Hastings stared at Vice President Waylan. “I’m not glad for any of this. The point was to give us the upper hand, but here we are hiding from life.”  
 
    Vice President Waylan sat on the couch, staring at the fire crackling in the hearth. “They know what we’re capable of too and unfortunately, that isn’t much to them. They know the extent of our weapons, and with half the buildings and several airports for the proposed energy alien security net taken out in these attacks, we’re compromised.” He looked up at President Hastings. “Unless you have something else, we could use against them.” 
 
    “Like what?” President Hastings asked. “We’ve spent our time and resources developing our satellites, nanotech, and on the war effort with the Communists and the Middle East.” His brow creased. “The Communist Sector has been unusually complacent of late. I wonder why we haven’t heard more from them. Do you think they’re working with the cybernetic aliens?” 
 
    “The Communists have nothing to offer them. Their nanotech is a shadow of what the Western World has,” Vice President Waylan said. “It’s more likely that they’ve retreated back to their hovels after seeing the chaos that’s resulted from taking on this alien threat. The Communist Sector is the only one that hasn’t made an official statement on our attack. They probably retreated, but then again, that’s not surprising. If they aren’t causing the trouble, they don’t want to have any part in it.” 
 
    “The Middle Eastern Sector is making plenty of trouble.” President Hastings paused. “How did you come to know this about the Communist Sector? Did Naomi tell you that?”  
 
     “She mentioned it.”   
 
    President Hastings’s face creased in puzzlement. “I thought she was missing.” 
 
    “Then maybe somebody else passed it along.” Vice President Hastings was silent a moment. “I see your point. This is a mess, but we can’t afford to fall apart. We must stand firm against this alien invasion.” 
 
    “I agree with that. The question is, what do we do? We can’t keep hiding. Everybody knows we’re here. If somebody wants to attack us, which is very likely given that the whole world hates us, then we’re easy to find.” 
 
    “We’re at the one place that’s safe. Camp David is the perfect place for us to be,” Vice President Waylan said, “and martial law is more effective than it seems. My sources tell me there have been thousands of detained, arrested, and charged in these murders, terrorist attacks, and skirmishes. We’re thinning the ranks of the troublemakers, which is a good thing. We need to get them off the streets so we’re strong and united.” 
 
    “For what?” President Hastings asked. “We have nothing more to go against them with.” He sank into a chair next to the couch. “The world is a mess. Maybe we should give it to the cybernetic aliens and be done with it.” 
 
    Vice President Waylan stared at President Hastings. “Sir! You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I am or not.” He said, leaning back. “What more can come of this? More destruction? More death? We have no way to stop them. Dr. Patel and Dr. Boyce told us that the weapon the energy aliens were proposing was seriously compromised with our biggest cities destroyed. We have nothing to attack them with, especially with the main headquarters of the Space Society in ruins, along with four other major cities, including our nation’s Capitol. We can’t stand up to more attacks.” 
 
    “So we surrender?” 
 
    “No,” President Hastings said. “I said we need to be strong, and there’s no strength in surrender.” 
 
    “Then what?” Vice President Waylan asked.  
 
    “We do what we did with Bruce Burke. Get one of their own, and negotiate a peace treaty.” President Hastings said, smiling. “But we do it right this time. They came here because they’re dying. What if we offer to work with the cybernetics to offer the survival they seek on a mutually beneficial basis? We are, after all, genetic cousins.” 
 
    “You think they don’t know that already?” 
 
    “I don’t know what they know. That’s why we need to talk to one of them to find out.” President Hastings said, rubbing his chin. “Do know where to find Hailey Reed?” 
 
    “You want to take their primary liaison on Earth when you couldn’t hold on to Sidney Sinclair and only struck upon Bruce Burke by pure luck?” 
 
    “No, we know that won’t work. We need to get Hailey Reed to come to us.” President Hastings took up his computer and pulled up a few archived news articles. “Sidney was taken by Jake Hanniley. Hailey had been staying with his mother, Jane, in Murrells Inlet earlier this year.” 
 
    Vice President Hastings nodded. “Jane is believed to be involved in the death of that monk after the alien counterattack.”  
 
    “Part of the civil unrest,” President Hastings said. “It would be fair to say she started it by murdering him. If we detain her, we’d have a legitimate reason to publicly state that Jane’s actions were authorized by the cybernetic aliens. The threat of a formal indictment might encourage Hailey to reach out to us.” 
 
    Vice President Waylan nodded in agreement. “It’s a logical course of action. I’ll get Larry working with our people to detain Jane Hanniley.” 
 
    President Hastings stared at him. “Do you know where Jane Hanniley is?” 
 
    Vice President Waylan said, smiling. “No, but murdering a monk so obviously isn’t that clever. I know exactly where to find her.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 41 
 
    “You shouldn’t be here.” 
 
    Jane stared at Jake with wide, innocent eyes. “What’s wrong with visiting my son, especially when the city where you work was just destroyed by aliens?” 
 
    “You know why,” Jake said. “The cybernetics are looking for you, and they aren’t happy.” 
 
    “What are they going to do, remove my hardware?” Jane laughed. “They don’t need me, so I can do what I want.” 
 
    “They didn’t say they don’t need you. They told you to wait at home, which is in Murrells Inlet. But instead, you’re sitting on the fringes of a city they destroyed, days after their primary operative left without notice, and you’re a suspect in the murder of one of their other operatives.” 
 
    “First of all, there’s no proof that I murdered Harold. Besides, he went off the rails. Didn’t you say he was returning to Mempkin Abbey? He turned on us. If I did murder him, then I did the others a favor. I may have silenced a mole.” 
 
    “You don’t get it. We’re under Martial Law, and you’re a known agent for the cybernetic aliens. The government doesn’t need physical evidence tracing you to the crime scene. Circumstantial evidence is enough for them to pick you up and hold you as long as they please.” 
 
    “Nobody’s going to touch me.” 
 
    Jake leaned back. “I’ve heard murmurings that the cybernetics plan to deal with you.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “They labeled you a traitor for having me take Sidney, and that could have gotten me killed. Do you know how hard it was to convince the cybernetics that I thought they sanctioned me taking Sidney from the government?” 
 
    “They wouldn’t hurt you. You’re a good boy.” She said, staring at him darkly. “Unless they believe that you turned on me and Hailey by working with that little snit.” 
 
    “Hailey left abruptly when things fell apart. She was spying on us.” 
 
    “If she didn’t hurt you, then you’re fine. I wouldn’t worry about them.” 
 
    “It’s not them I’m worried about, it’s you,” Jake said. “You set me up because of your temper. You didn’t think this through. Did it occur to you that deceiving me about Sidney could have gotten me killed?” 
 
    Jane looked away. Jake snorted.  
 
    “That’s just it. You get mad, you have fits, and you detach from reality.” 
 
    Jane’s head snapped back to meet Jake’s gaze, her expression hurt. “How could you think that? You’re my son! I’d never do anything to hurt you.” 
 
    “But you did! You set me up because you went off on another one of your tantrums for getting cut off.” He held up a hand as Jane started to speak. “Harold told me that you’ve been frantic to do something drastic since he met you at The Grand Canyon. Hailey told me you got angry when you were ordered to stand down and wait for further instructions. She knew, Mother. Somehow, she knew that you were missing and that you were going to do something drastic.” 
 
    Jane’s eyes narrowed “I suppose you told them I’m a difficult person?” 
 
    “I couldn’t lie. The cybernetics would know that I had, and frankly, Kalea and the others would have detected the deception, too. None of them were surprised when I told them that you hung up on me. In fact, I believe Harold’s exact words were, ‘I wish I could have hung up on her many times.’” 
 
    “And you say I betrayed you.” 
 
    “Don’t do that.” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Turn this around,” Jake said, “pretend I’m the problem. Try to convince me that I’m the one losing my mind. This is all on you, and I’m not falling for it. You’ve ruined your own life, and I won’t allow you to ruin mine or anybody elses’. The world is a mess without people making trouble for small, selfish reasons.” 
 
    Jane snorted. “What are you going to do? Turn me in?” 
 
    There was a knock at the door. Jane’s eyes went wide as Jake took his telephone from his pocket. She jumped up to dash for the fire escape, but Jake grabbed her arm and held her steady as the door burst open, splintering where the agent’s boot kicked in the lock.  
 
    “Jane Hanniley, you’re under arrest for the murder of Harold Dempsey and suspected terrorist activity associated with the cybernetic aliens.” 
 
    “How could you?” she wailed as the officers pried her from Jake’s grasp and zip tied her hands behind her back.  
 
    Jake shrugged. “I was following orders like you should have. The difference is that I was following reasonable orders.”  Jake said, turning to the agent. “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    “You aren’t under arrest,” the agent said.  
 
    Jake gestured toward Jane. “She lies. I don’t. Don’t you believe the President and Vice President deserve the truth?” 
 
    The agent nodded. “Come on, then.” 
 
    Picking up his phone Jake said, “Package delivered, Sir.” 
 
    “Well done,” Vice President Waylan’s voice said on the other end.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 42 
 
    This is going better than we planned. It may be possible to take over the planet without further attacks.  
 
    That’s doubtful. You fail to consider the energy aliens.  
 
    They’re as crippled as the humans are, Vice President Waylan said. You heard my report. The humans have no other weapons, and the weapon the energy aliens were planning is useless. They can’t channel it through themselves, so they’re compromised without access to a dispersion network.  
 
    How certain are you that these reports are true? 
 
    They’re true. It isn’t in the energy alien’s nature to lie. They can’t do it, Vice President Waylan said. 
 
    Deception is in human nature, and we all have a seed of it within us. Just look at Jane. 
 
    Besides, deception does not always involve lies. Misdirection and omission can be more effective diversions than lies. Just look at Jake. 
 
    One came from another. Jane deceived through lies. Jake adapted by guarding the truth. 
 
    What a vicious circle. How do they survive with destructive mental patterns?  
 
    It doesn’t matter, Vice President Waylan said. Earth is ripe for the taking. We should strike our final blow now before they regain their strength. Or worse yet, join forces with the other aliens.  
 
    What if they have already done that, and the humans are protecting their secrets through their own deceptive arts? 
 
    That’s paranoid thinking. It’s also assuming that humans are more intelligent than they’ve demonstrated, Vice President Waylan said. Trust me, they aren’t. I’ve been in politics guiding these fools for decades. Tell them what they want to hear every now and then, and you can trick them into doing anything you want. They’re broken. Between the attacks from their own and from us, they have nothing left. So, they resort to all they have to work with: trying to talk their way into and out of everything.  
 
    They talk excessively. 
 
    A ripple surged the network. 
 
    The plan was brilliant. You did well to plant the seeds in the President’s mind through your former, failed mission to attack us. 
 
    I knew that would eat away at him until he could find a way to make it work, Vice President Waylan said. That’s one more thing about humans. They’re predictable. You can always anticipate their reactions once you learn their patterns of behavior. 
 
    Can you?  
 
    Yes, to a reliable degree. 
 
    What about this plan you set in motion?  
 
    Jane wanted to be useful, so let her be bait. She should be happy. She’s getting what she wanted. She has a part to play in the final mission to take Earth, and it puts things in the perfect place to settle everything. 
 
    Perhaps we are getting the knack of deception after all.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 43 
 
    “It’s coming,” Kalea said, staring at the storm brewing outside the sliding glass door.  
 
    “I feel it too,” Sidney said, snuggling next to Nate on the couch. “It won’t be long now. 
 
    “What’s coming?” Kieran asked, looking up from his computer at the kitchen table where he replied to the influx of messages from political leaders around the world. “You mean, the final battle?” 
 
    “I feel it too,” Annaliese said. “I’m apprehensive. It’s as if something bad is about to happen.” She looked at Kalea. “Has everybody replied to the message?” 
 
    Kalea nodded. “We’re in place.” 
 
    “What about you?” Kieran asked, looking at Bruce.  
 
    Bruce looked up from his own computer perched on the coffee table and replied. “We’re up and running.” 
 
    “Silently, I hope,” Kieran said.  
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Kieran sighed as he pecked at his computer, then tapped it into shutdown and closed the case. “I got the word out to as many allies as I have access to. The buildings and satellite systems are set. They’re setting up shelters for civilians that haven’t been synchronized or recruited to help us. Many of them have gone door-to-door with staff members to round up those with military experience for what’s to come and to urge civilians to stay indoors and not get involved in the civil unrest.” 
 
    “How’s that going?” Sidney asked.  
 
    Kieran shrugged. “You win some, you lose some. Most are cooperating, but you always have the renegades that take the streets.” 
 
    “Jane Hanniley has been arrested for Harold Dempsey’s murder,” Bruce said. “They found her at Jake’s condo. He turned her in. A formal indictment is pending the President’s signature.” 
 
    Kalea’s jaw clenched. “I’m still not sure whose side Jake is on.” 
 
    “He seemed sincere,” Sidney said. “He also went with the security forces to make sure the government knew the truth about Jane’s involvement with the cybernetics, and how she disobeyed them.” 
 
     “The communications from the agents that took them are still pinging in Virginia, but I see a routing signature.” Bruce said, staring at the screen. “They took them to Camp David.” 
 
    “With the President and Vice President?” Annaliese asked. “Why?” 
 
    Tapped his computer Bruce explained. “The pending indictment wasn’t just for murder. It also sites treason and suspected terrorist activity with the cybernetics.” 
 
    “Vice President Waylan is linked with them!” Annaliese said. 
 
    “He’s looking after his own interests,” Sidney said. “I’m not sure he’s entirely on the cybernetics side. All he cares about is locking in his power. Still, I wonder what he wants with Jane.” 
 
    “She’s the key,” Kalea said softly, still staring at the trees swaying in the lightning flashing outside.  
 
    “The key to what?” Annaliese asked.  
 
    Kalea turned, staring at all of them with eyes glowing silver. “The key to turning this whole thing over.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 44 
 
    “Miss Reed, welcome to Camp David. Please, come in,” Larry ushered Hailey into the cabin.  
 
    Hailey, her hair was pulled in a French knot, smiled as she strode past Larry’s appreciative stare at her slim figure in the form-fitting black suit. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Can I offer you anything while you wait for the President and Vice President? Perhaps some water, or coffee?” 
 
    “No, thank you. I appreciate the opportunity to meet with them.” 
 
    “Of course. Make yourself comfortable. I’ll let them know you arrived.” 
 
    Hailey sat in the recliner, studying the room. She heard Kalea’s parents had a cabin in the Smoky Mountains and wondered if it looked this rustic. Then again, she knew the rustic look was carefully staged. It’s not like she had ever been in a cabin, or even in the mountains outside of those in Arizona. She didn’t travel outside of the southwest much before the aliens came.  
 
    “Miss Reed.” 
 
    Hailey stood to shake hands with President Hastings and Vice President Waylan. “Mr. President, Mr. Vice President. It’s an honor.” 
 
    “The honor is all ours,” Vice President Waylan said. “We understand you speak for the cybernetic aliens here on Earth?” 
 
    Hailey smiled. “They speak with one voice. But yes, I suppose you could say that I’m their human liaison.” 
 
    President Hastings motioned for her to be seated as he and Vice President Waylan sat on opposite sides of the couch. She smoothly sat back down. “I guess you heard that I had Parkinson’s disease. The cybernetic aliens have cured me with their advanced biomachinery.” 
 
    “It’s impressive technology,” President Hastings said.  
 
    “It’s technology they’re willing to share if you open the planet to them. They can eradicate disease and restore the planet with this technology. They can make the challenges we face with our health and the environment a thing of the past.” 
 
    Vice President Waylan cleared his throat before he spoke. “I believe we can come to a mutually beneficial agreement. However, there is the issue that the cybernetics launched an energy weapon that destroyed our five largest cities and killed millions of people.” 
 
    Hailey nodded. “I understand nearly two-thirds of Congress are still unaccounted for. The humanity in me offers condolences, but you did strike the cybernetics first. The destruction of those five cities was a counterattack.” 
 
    “Was it?” President Hastings asked. “Because other humans that are linked with the cybernetics through nanotech have committed random acts of violence on Earth.” 
 
    Hailey’s smile faltered. “You’re talking about Jane Hanniley.” 
 
    “The murder of Harold Niemand started a wave of violence in the streets. Once it was traced back to cybernetic energy others with nanotech took it as a call to arms.” 
 
    “You have no proof that Jane murdered Brother Niemand,” Hailey said. “You’ve also had domestic Eastern Sector terrorist cells committing random acts of violence in the remaining major cities, plus civil unrest in protest to your unprovoked attack on the alien ship.” She spread her hands, exposing the machinery embedded in them. “Whose to blame?” 
 
    President Hastings turned his computer toward Hailey, showing her a DNA scan. “Actually, we have proof that Jane Hanniley murdered Harold Niemand. We took a DNA sample from Jane and matched it to what we found in the confessional booth where Brother Niemand was murdered.” 
 
    “I thought he was strangled with a dark energy weapon,” Hailey said.  
 
    “He was,” President Hastings said, “but he wasn’t the only one murdered in that church.” 
 
    “Jane’s DNA was also traced to blood in the back room of the church where the head priest was found with his throat slashed,” Vice President Waylan said. “Jane had cuts on her hands when she was apprehended, which explains how her blood mixed with the head priest’s and Harold’s blood at the murder scenes. Jane Hanniley’s pending indictment includes charges for with two murders, treason, inciting a riot, and terrorism connected with alien activity.” 
 
    “Isn’t that excessive?” 
 
    “There’s no doubt that she committed the murders,” Vice President Waylan said. “We have physical evidence to prove it.” 
 
    “I meant the other charges,” Hailey said, “especially considering that she committed these acts without our knowledge or consent.” She paused. “She was ordered to stand down and wait for further instructions at her home in Murrells Inlet. She had no business in Virginia.” 
 
    President Hastings raised an eyebrow. “Are you saying she’s in trouble with the cybernetics?” 
 
    “She disobeyed a direct order. What do you think that means?” 
 
    “Execution,” President Hastings said.  
 
    Hailey stared at the President. “You assume that the cybernetic aliens are extremists because they take a more direct approach than humanity does. They do what they intend and don’t waste time with words.” She leaned forward, propping her elbow on her knee and her chin on her upraised hand. “So gentlemen, who’s the bad guy? What does your pending indictment against her mean since we’re under Martial Law? The courts don’t function. What do you intend to do?” 
 
    President Hastings cleared his throat. “That’s why we wanted to talk to you. We hoped we could negotiate something mutually beneficial. The problem is, it doesn’t seem to be in the cybernetics’ vocabulary,” President Hastings said, leaning forward. “There are scientific reports that the DNA for all three species have identical roots. We should be helping one another, not fighting. Why come in force when you need our help?” 
 
    “The cybernetics don’t need your help,” Hailey said, sitting up straight. “They’re centuries ahead of you technologically. They need your planet and your people. You were given a choice to cooperate, and you rejected it.” 
 
    President Hastings said. “We didn’t reject it. You didn’t give us sufficient time to respond.” 
 
    Hailey leaned back. “No, you thought you were doing fine on your own and didn’t need us.” 
 
    “We don’t,” President Hastings said.  
 
    “You’re wrong,” Hailey said, “All these advances you think you’ve made are nothing compared to what you really need to continue surviving and thriving on this planet.” 
 
    “The energy aliens are helping us with that,” President Hastings said.  
 
    “Really? They seem ambivalent to me. They’re friendly when you do what they want, but they withdraw the minute you go against them. New Orleans is a good example. Where are they, Mr. President? They claim to have knowledge and power, but they aren’t sharing it.” 
 
    “Neither are you. There are allegations that the cybernetic aliens intend to terraform the planet, which would require that we be implanted as they are.” 
 
    Hailey laughed. “Who told you that? Kalea?” 
 
    President Hastings’s said, his face hardening. “You tell us your intentions, and we’ll tell you ours.” 
 
    Hailey crossed her legs. “Let’s get to the point. You called me because you have Jane Hanniley, and you don’t know what to do with her. Let me talk to her.” 
 
    President Hastings stared at Hailey, amused. “What makes you think we’d keep her here?” 
 
    “All of your hiding places are blown up. Where else can you go? Everything has fallen apart since the cybernetic counterattack. Your powerful structures are gone, and your people are scattered and out of control. Face it, you have no means to dispense the proper justice. We do.” 
 
    “What justice would that be?” Vice President Hastings asked.  
 
    “What justice would you dispense with the charges against her?” 
 
    President Hastings and Vice President Waylan exchanged a glance. Vice President Waylan nodded.  
 
    “Bring them up,” President Hastings said to Larry, who nodded and vanished out a discrete back door.  
 
    “Them?” Hailey asked.  
 
    They were silent. Hailey waited out the silence until she heard scuffling and Jane’s shrill protests coming from the back room and bursting through the door. Jane stared at Hailey, her eyes red-rimmed. “Hailey!” 
 
    Hailey stood up. “Jane, the United States Government wants to charge you with two counts of murder, treason, inciting a riot, and alien terrorism. But worse than that, you were disobedient to your cybernetic masters that graciously healed you.” 
 
    “We’re having more success in the streets than we’ve had in nearly a year of trying to communicate with this hopeless world!” 
 
    “You’ve inspired lone wolf attacks and nothing more. They aren’t effective, and they aren’t sanctioned by the cybernetics.” 
 
    “I told you,” Jake said from the back door where he stood with his arms crossed.  
 
    Hailey approached Jake. “I understand you turned her in?” 
 
    “It was the right thing to do.” 
 
    “After she had been in your home for how long?” Hailey asked.  
 
    Jake looked away. “She’s my mother. Of course, I tried to work things out myself first.” 
 
    Hailey met Jake’s gaze. “You turned her in as a last resort.” 
 
    “I didn’t know what to do. I heard nothing from the cybernetics once she showed up at my door.” 
 
    Hailey laughed. “Why does everybody believe they have to do something all the time? Why is patience a problem with your race?” 
 
    “Hailey, all I ever tried to do was help,” Jane said. “We’re getting the ones you missed in the last attack now. We’re effective!” 
 
    “All you did was make a mess of things,” Hailey said. She turned, staring at President Hastings. “All any of you did was make a mess of things. Do you know why the cybernetics developed the biomachinery? Because we had that same flaw, and we corrected it!” 
 
    “No, you killed yourselves, and now you want to kill us with you,” President Hastings said.  
 
    Hailey walked toward the President, staring up at him with hard blue eyes. “This was never about conquest, it was about survival. Humans have the same flaw as the energy aliens: your ego is bigger than your ability, and we’re here to restore the proper balance.” She stopped within inches of President Hastings. “This is our home, Mr. President. The least you could do was welcome us back where we belong. You think you have a unique right to this planet because you were lucky enough to evolve here while we were carried elsewhere. I have news for you, Sir. It’s our world too, and we’re here to stay,” she grabbed his arm and sent a jolt through him. “If you refuse to share your world, then we’ll take it.”  
 
    The President screamed as Hailey shot dark matter through his body, causing him to convulse and collapse on the floor.  
 
    Jane screamed, covering her face with her hands. Hailey turned to her.  
 
    “You’re no better. You disobeyed a direct order.” 
 
    “Hailey, please!”  Jane pleaded as Hailey grabbed her arm, sending the dark matter through her. She gasped and collapsed in a red aura of short-circuiting nanotech. Blood seeped from her nose and ears. 
 
    “No!” Jake screamed. A shot exploded, tearing open a hole in the center of his head. Hailey turned to see Vice President Waylan holding a semi-automatic gun. He lowered the gun, meeting Hailey’s gaze with a red glint in his eyes.  
 
    “The loose ends are tied up. We can complete our mission now.” 
 
    Hailey shook his hand. “Thank you, Mr. President.” 
 
    He nodded as she walked to the coffee table and tapped the “engage” button on his computer.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 45 
 
    The door to the design studio burst open, revealing five people with red eyes staring at Tendji and his design team. 
 
    “What is this?” Tendji turned from the smart-building schematics he was studying with a team of architects and engineers.  
 
    “The end,”  
 
    The woman leading the group grabbed one of Tendji’s partners and shot a spark through her arm. The woman screamed, her eyes flaring silver before collapsing on the ground.  
 
    “So, it comes to war,” Tendji said, stepping in front of the rest of the group. 
 
    The woman said, laughing. “What war? You have no way to defend yourselves. We’ve upgraded our weapon, and yours is useless. It’s over. Surrender now, and we’ll allow you to serve your evolutionary purpose.  
 
    Tendji stared at the woman convulsing on the ground. “Never.” 
 
    The alien kicked the woman, sending another surge of dark energy through her body. The woman screamed as her body glowed red. Everybody backed up as the energy lifted her body from the ground in a sickening glow. A man from the cybernetic group lifted his hand, gathering the energy back into himself and dropping the woman’s charred body to the floor.  
 
    Tendji stared at the woman on the floor. “Hasn’t there been enough death?” 
 
    “Obviously not,” the woman said, raising her hand to fire another shot at Tendji. He drew on his own energy, creating a blue force field against himself and the remaining members of his design team. The red bolt of dark energy bounced off the force field and back at the woman who fired it, dropping her to the floor.  
 
    Tendji looked at his team members, transmitting the message. Their eyes glinted silver as they welled their energy together and turned to the remaining four glaring at them with  red-glowing eyes in their eyes.  
 
    “Then it’s war,” Tendji raised his hands and fired a white energy pulse into the group. They scattered, retreating away from the welling energy.  
 
    Two members of Tendji’s team followed them out into the hallway, surrounded by a protective energy layer. Tendji ran to the window, shocked to find people in the streets, collapsing under red bolts of dark energy.  
 
    “They’ve reactivated their Earthside Communication System,” the man said, his fingers flying over the computer. “The virus we introduced into the system has been purged.” 
 
    Tendji ran to his computer, punching in code. “They didn’t purge it, they developed an override that bypassed the virus.” He said, banging his hands on the table. “Where’s Bruce?” 
 
    “He’s downloading the code to fully activate the energy net in the server room.” 
 
    “We have to work faster,” Tendji said. “Stay here with the building schematics. We’ll draw them to the lower floors and get reinforcements up here to help you with this end of the project.” 
 
    “What should I do if the possessed people come back?” the man asked nervously. 
 
    “Fire first, ask questions later, and don’t die,” Tendji said, rushing from the studio, nearly tripping over the other two members of his design team lying charred on the floor. His stomach fell.  
 
    We’re out of time. How can we stop this? 
 
    You have to shutdown the tower communication system! 
 
    Tendji paused, swearing he heard Kalea’s voice as clearly as if he were speaking to her on the telephone.  
 
    It is me! Nate is working on taking their network back down. You go to Bruce and get our system up so we have a chance to win this before too many die.  
 
    Tendji forced his feet toward the staircase, gathering his energy for the twenty-five floor descent and giving thanks that he was in one of the smaller buildings in downtown Charlotte. He reached out through the energy net as he propelled down the stairs.  
 
    Kalea, they’ve upgraded their dark matter weapon. They can fire it individually now with no recoil of energy. Can you get a message to Bruce so he can figure out how to counteract it? 
 
    Nate is in contact with Bruce. They’re working on a way to counteract it. 
 
    Tendji smiled as an image of Nate pecking at his computer from the backseat of Kalea’s car flashed in his mind. He hit the ground floor and tore toward the basement stairway leading to the server room, dodging bodies on the floor. A glance at the blood trickling through their noses indicated that they were unbound humans that were simply in shock from the dark energy weapon. He skidded to a halt, sensing two nanotech servants nearby.   
 
    “Show yourselves!” he shouted, raising his energy barrier.  
 
    Two men with glowing eyes emerged at the end of the hallway, holding Bruce between them. A trickle of blood seeped out of his right ear. “Drop your guard, or we drop him.” 
 
    Tendji dropped his energy shield, raising his hands in a gesture of surrender. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” one of the men asked.  
 
    Tendji approached slowly. “I design energy-efficient buildings. I was checking the design structures in Charlotte to see if any of them qualify for upgrades.” 
 
    “That isn’t necessary,” the other man said. “Your buildings will be obsolete in the new order. We will conform them to cybernetic design. Your structures will evolve along with everything else on the planet.” 
 
    “You’ll destroy the planet,” Tendji said, dropping his hands as he gently reached out with his mind, “and that will destroy all of our races. Think about it. Your terraforming tool has only resulted in destruction. Isn’t it obvious that altering evolution is doomed to fail?” 
 
    One of the men released his grip on Bruce to grab Tendji’s arm, delivering a shock. Tendji seized with the surge of electricity, but managed to stay on his feet. He tensed, squeezing the jolt of dark matter from his body with the alien energy. The alien stared at him with wide eyes. “What did you do?” 
 
    Tendji stared at the man, a smile spreading slowly across his face. “I stole your thunder,” he said as his arm shot to the man’s neck, sending a jolt of white electricity through the nanotech in his throat. The man collapsed in a smoking heap. The other man released his grip from Bruce and tried to run, but Bruce tackled him, delivering a surge of energy into the man’s chest. He stood, brushing the blood off the side of his face with his sleeve. “I’m glad you got the message.” 
 
    “The energy drop will stop the human troops with nanotech, but not the cybernetics. We need to shutdown that communication system to keep them from landing!” 
 
    An explosion rocked the building. They rushed to a window in the adjacent room, shocked to find an explosion of glass under their feet. A look out the shattered window revealed chaos in the streets: people engaged in hand-to-hand combat, with random gunfire erupting throughout streets littered with bloody bodies. Another explosion overhead revealed that somebody set up a laser cannon on the roof of the building across the street. Bruce grabbed Tendji, pulling him toward the stairway.  
 
    “We have to get to the server room in the basement.” 
 
    Tendji reached back into the energy grid as he and Bruce raced down the stairway into the basement darkened by flickering lights.  
 
    The cybernetics have configured their weapon to draw off our energy, Tendji said. If you try to fire at them when they’re in deployment mode, you’ll feed the weapon. It isn’t killing normal humans, so the weapon only knocks them out. You have to revert your energy to as close to a human state as possible to drain the energy.  
 
    Drop our energy? How will we defend ourselves or fight back against them? 
 
    That’s the point! The individuals with nanotech gain strength through fighting, so don’t fight. If they fire at you, drop your energy and grab them just after deployment when they’re recharging. It’s risky, but it works. Conventional weapons may slow them down. Do not deploy our energy while they’re firing or they’ll kill you! 
 
    Tendji, they can sense our energy through their communication system, too. We need to shut that system down! Nate, what do you have? 
 
    Standby. 
 
    Standby? 
 
    Kalea’s driving like a maniac! I’m typing with one hand and hanging on with the other.  
 
    Hurry! 
 
    “Get out of the grid!” Bruce screamed.  
 
    Tendji jolted as he felt a surge of dark energy rip toward his mind. “That was close.” 
 
    “They’re trying to pull our energy into their communication grid,” Bruce said, his fingers flying over his computer. “We can’t go into the energy grid anymore until we get their communication system through the old cell phone towers shutdown. I hope Nate can deliver the code the old-fashioned way.” 
 
    “By hacking it?” Tendji asked. “Can’t they sense our online activity?”  
 
    Bruce shook his head. “Not if he’s fast enough. There’s so much chatter on the news and social media feeds, that it would take time to isolate individual signatures.” 
 
    “I can’t start the activation sequence on the smart buildings and airports until we get that system shutdown, or they’ll drain that energy too. I hope we can keep the cybernetic aliens off the ground.” 
 
    “Too late, they’re in a descending orbit.” 
 
    Tendji swore under his breath and dashed toward the emergency exit.  
 
    “Where are you going?” Bruce asked.  
 
    “I’m going outside to see if I can rally the troops in person. Maybe, I can buy you some time to shut these guys down.” 
 
    Bruce nodded. “Good luck.” 
 
    Tendji ran up the dark steps, bursting out the door into chaos. He squinted through the overcast glare at the bodies rushing past him. 
 
    Where to start? 
 
    His eyes fell on a group of ten men and women in camouflage across the street confronting  a group of six red-eyed humans. They had guns on their backs, but were choosing to engage in hand-to-hand combat instead of firing their weapons. He rushed toward the group, pulling on a red-eyed woman tearing at one of the uniformed men and throwing her against the building. She got up, snarling at them. The man pulled a gun from his holster and fired between the woman’s eyes. Blood splattered the wall as her body convulsed into red energy. The rest of the uniformed group raised their energy, blocking the red bolts rushing toward them and turned fielding the bolts at the other five assailants, forcing them to drop to the ground in convulsive fits. The energy field dropped as members of the group fired a bullet into the forehead into each downed human. Sparks of red energy erupted with each shot.  
 
    “That’s why we don’t use the guns unless we have to,” one of the women said. “You’re right, it feeds off energy, so we have to be careful of the recoil when they terminate.” 
 
    “I see what you mean,” Tendji said. “What can I do to help?” 
 
    One of the men shrugged. “Keep fighting them off and pray that their cybernetic masters don’t land.” 
 
    “We’re working on that,” Tendji grabbed a large pipe from a nearby construction site and knocked a red-eyed human off a woman in a bloody skirt squealing against a dumpster. The woman nodded a shaky gratitude in Tendji’s direction and dashed for the nearest building. “Have you discovered anything that can disable them?” 
 
    “Not with that dark energy,” one of the women said. “It doesn’t kill unbound humans, but it renders them unconscious. Then again, I suppose that’s the purpose. They need the humans to expand their race, but they don’t need us.” 
 
    “We don’t need them if this is what they intend to do with the planet,” another woman said, holding up her phone. “Have you seen the internet footage? It isn’t just here. This is happening in every major city in the world.” 
 
    Tendji swung his pipe at another red-eyed human rabidly charging him. The man shook off the blow, charging against Tendji. Tendji dropped the rod and closed his eyes as he assumed a fighting stance. The red-eyed man snarled as he rushed Tendji. Tendji stood his ground as the man came at him. When the man leaped for a tackle, Tendji crouched, grabbed the man in midair, and threw him against a wall. The man crashed against the building, sparking and convulsing in a puddle of blood.  
 
    Tendji wiped another drop of blood from his nose, and took the woman’s phone to scroll through the various scenes showing satellite cameras of various locations. Sure enough, this scene was repeating in every major and secondary city worldwide. Along with attacks in several main and secondary US cities, there were also reports that Sidney, Cape Town, Bogota, Taiwan, Dubai, Tehran, and Moscow were smoldering as fires blazed through the buildings lining their streets. He pointed toward the laser cannon on the roof. “Who’s operating that?” 
 
    “One of our guys.” 
 
    “Don’t fire it. Fighting fire with fire doesn’t work. We’re lucky we haven’t set ourselves ablaze yet like everybody else has.” 
 
    The comrade on the rooftop nodded at the command and started breaking down the weapon.  
 
    “We’re running out of time,” one of the women said, kicking the legs out from under a red-eyed human lunging for her throat and fired a bullet into the woman’s chest. She swiped the blood from her nose as a red spark hit her leg. “And the recoil from their weapon is still weakening us.” 
 
    Tendji looked around. “We need to take out larger groups with each attack, but it means putting ourselves at risk.” 
 
    “I’m willing to give it my all for the greater good,” one of the men said. “It looks like we’re going to die one way or another, so I might as well die on the right side.” 
 
    “That’s right,” one of the women said, “and I’d rather die human than become one of them.” 
 
    Tendji sobered. That was really what it had come down to. Not war, or evolution, or terraforming, but what were they willing to do to preserve their humanity.  
 
     “We need to confine them to a centralized location and then ignite a burst of energy to short-circuit their weapon before they fire against us. I can’t get the building net operational until the communication system is shutdown, or they’ll hack into it and use it against us.” 
 
    “That means we are the weapon,” one of the men said.  
 
    Tendji nodded. “You don’t have to join me if you don’t want to, but we need as much energy as we can gather for this to work.” 
 
    “I’m in.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “All or nothing.” 
 
    “Better a dead human than a live slave.” 
 
    Tendji pointed toward a street corner approximately one hundred yards away. “The highest activity seems to be in that intersection. We’ll deploy there.” 
 
    They formed a shield against themselves, calmly walking toward the intersection. The group grew as other energy aliens sensed their purpose and abandoned their personal battles to join the group, leaving small groups of red-eyed humans following them toward the intersection and firing dark energy bolts that ricochet against the blue shield enveloping them. The blots tore at the shield, but they didn’t penetrate it, rather becoming absorbed into the shield or bouncing off in sparks against other people, buildings, vehicles, and the street.                
 
    Tendji, what are you doing? Kalea asked.  
 
    Something stupid. Standby. 
 
    Standby?! 
 
    The collective alien energy swelled as they entered the open intersection, surrounded by red-eyed humans sparking with dark energy. He looked into each face of the group, now one hundred strong. They were outnumbered, but it didn’t matter. It only mattered that it was enough.  
 
    “Now,” he said quietly. 
 
    The white ball of energy surrounding them rose to a high glow, joined by yellow energy descending from the sky. Tendji smiled as he raised his head.  
 
    “I lift my spirit,” he said as the energy ignited.   
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 46 
 
    Thunder rocked the ground, sending a shock wave through downtown Charlotte. Cars and red-eyed bodies flew against buildings in a shattering wave of broken glass, automobiles, trees, parking meters, and whirling manhole covers that decapitated many alien possessed people pinned in the explosion. The yellow surge of light rose into the atmosphere and shimmered into space.  
 
    Tendji opened his eyes, staring at the shimmering sky.  
 
    I’m not dead. 
 
    He pulled himself up and looked at the other confused people from his group rising as they staggered around in the street, taking in the bloody mess.  
 
    How am I not dead? And what’s that ringing sound? 
 
    A vibration from his pocket reminded him of his cell phone. He picked it up, surprised it was still working after the blast. “Hello?” 
 
    “Tendji, turn on your brain!” 
 
    “Kalea?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s Kalea. What did you just do? I saw a fireball.” 
 
    “We blew them up.” He looked around. “We made a mess.” 
 
    “What’s the status of the ground troops?” 
 
    “There’s a lot of red around here,” he pulled his foot out of a sticky puddle with white shards in it. Was that bone? He looked up and saw seven bodies sliding down building in a trail of blood. He swallowed bile. “We made a mess.” 
 
    Tendji, are you all right? 
 
    Tendji held his ears and dropped to his knees from the burst of energy in his head. “Bruce?” 
 
    “Bruce is with you?” Kalea asked. “Can I talk to him?” 
 
    Kalea? Is that you? 
 
    “Guys, stop!” Tendji said. “I think the energy net has leveled out. I can hear you in my head now. What happened? Did the energy wave we sent up sever the humans from the cybernetics?” 
 
     “You punched a hole in it,” Nate said, “It’s just what I needed. I’m trying to get in the network through it now.” 
 
    “I’m in there with you,” Bruce said.  
 
    Tendji squeezed his eyes shut against the string of code he saw running between Bruce and Nate.  
 
    “That’s it,” Nate said. “Kalea, slow down! I can type faster if I don’t have to hold on to this handle.” 
 
    The sound of the roaring engine in his phone receded.  
 
    Another explosion rocked the air from the top of a nearby building. Scaffolding from a rooftop cell tower collapsed in the street three blocks away.  
 
    “That was close,” Tendji said.  
 
    It worked! 
 
    “What worked?”  
 
    More explosions rocked the air as old cell phone towers mounted to rooftops exploded.  
 
    “Viruses have to mutate to survive, both biologically and electronically,” Nate said. “I changed the code configuration to target the hole you tore in their system.” 
 
    “Glad to help,” Tendji said, motioning for the others to follow him as he dashed for the cover of the building where Bruce was working. They zigzagged through the streets, dodging falling parts, glass, and bodies as they made their way toward Bruce waiting in the entryway of the building, lending his energy to their speed. They rushed into the lobby as a large piece of scaffolding collapsed in the street thirty feet away from the door.  
 
    Is everybody safe? 
 
    A pause silenced the air as a gentle ripple of energy pulsed through the building, checking life signs and energy status.  
 
    “We’re okay,” Tendji said into his phone. “What’s happening out there?” 
 
    “I have good news and bad news,” Nate said.  
 
    A soft rumble resonated through the cloudy sky. Tendji stared out the window  up at the darkening horizon. “What’s that?” 
 
    “The good news is that Nate’s virus worked. The cybernetic communication net is broken,” Bruce said, studying his computer. “It’s completely down, so they have no way to communicate with their people down here.” 
 
    “And the bad news?” Tendji said over the rolling thunder overhead.  
 
    “We didn’t take it down soon enough,” Nate said, “and they’re coming to finish the battle on the ground.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 47 
 
    The video from The Grand Canyon visit was nothing like seeing the cybernetic ship descending through the cloud bank over Charlotte for himself.  
 
    Tendji stared in awe along with other humans crowding the ruined streets of downtown, taking in their first vision of the alien ship. The nervous energy swirling in the area was overwhelming. Several ports on the sides of the ships opened, releasing small, round pods making their way toward the ground. Tendji stood on a bench, whistling loudly. 
 
    “This is far greater than the threat we just neutralized. You need to go indoors.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” a voice shouted.  
 
    His eyes glowed silver, along with several other pairs dispersed strategically through the crowd. “We’re going to get this energy grid up and protect you.” He said, taking a deep, calming breath to energize the crowd for the next wave of attack, eliminating the fatigue taking them over. “Allow the others to lead you to safe places. We have defenses ready.” 
 
    “So do we!” a male voice shouted, followed by a gun pumping. Everybody turned to see a group of men and women armed with shotguns and swords strapped to their hips. “You don’t fight alone. We stand with you!” 
 
    “This is different. These aliens heal almost instantaneously. Your weapons are no match for them.” 
 
    “It’s the best we’ve got,” another man in military fatigues said, surrounded by a group of soldiers. “Please, Sir, you aren’t alone. You helped us. Let us help you.” 
 
    “It’s our planet, and we welcomed you here,” another man in the military fatigues said. “The least we can do is stand with you.” 
 
    Tendji stared at the men, his energy swelling. “Are you volunteering to help?” 
 
    “We are. Our duty is to defend this nation. Plus, you came to help us, while our leader hides.” 
 
    “We’re with you,” a woman in the group said.  
 
    Breaking into a bright smile, Tendji said. “Then let’s show these cybernetics how it works on this rock we call home.” He looked back up. “Stay and fight if you wish if you are properly trained, but know that we can’t protect you. If you aren’t trained or armed, please stay indoors.” He climbed on top of a vehicle, towering over the crowd. “Now comes the time for all of us to do our part. If you can’t fight, then see what services you can offer in the building. There will be work for you once this is over, but you can only help if you survive this battle. We need to save as many lives as possible!” 
 
    The crowd murmured, shockingly complacent given that the biggest threat to their existence was approaching the ground in silver pods. Tendji closed his eyes, linking with the others. So far, so good. The net was active at level one, and the indoor troops were targeting and prepared.  
 
    Guns pumped as the veterans, active military, and civilians prepared for battle. Tendji got off the vehicle and approached the man who spoke up. “You realize those aliens have implants that allow them to heal quickly. I’m not sure if gunshots will kill them.” 
 
    “It’s enough if it slows them down,” the man said.  
 
    “If only every city had men of honor like you.” 
 
    The man smiled at Tendji, his eyes glowing silver as he replied. “They do.” He waved at his men. “We’ve been training for this since those cybernetics hacked our systems. Not all of humanity has been complacent as the government has been these past months.” 
 
    “Except for your friend, Kieran, and several of his colleagues on Capitol Hill,” the man with the shotgun said, “and you can thank his people for organizing this.” 
 
    Tendji nodded his approval, sending gratitude through the net as a blue luxury car squealed in the streets. The doors flew open, spilling out Kalea, Bruce, Sidney, and Annaliese. Tendji rushed to help Annaliese rise from the car on shaky feet. She smiled weakly at him. “I’m not riding with her again!” 
 
    Tendji laughed as Kalea shrugged. “Welcome, friends! It looks like Kieran and his colleagues have arranged for human allies in this battle.” 
 
    Kalea studied the military and armed civilian forces. “Thank you, Ladies and Gentlemen. We appreciate your help in Earth’s most critical hour.” 
 
    “It’s the least we can do for our country,” the man with the gun said, “And for you.” 
 
    A woman in the group laughed. “The country is broken. Somebody has to fix it, and it might as well be us!” 
 
    “It looks like the time has come,” Sidney said, staring at the silver ship landing in the street in front of them.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 48 
 
    The silver pods shone in the sunlight filtering through the clouds as they touched the ground; their doors opening to reveal glowing red eyes. The eyes materialized into gray humanoids clad in black jumpsuits as they stepped out of their pods. Kalea pulled a compound bow from the trunk of her car and stepped forward to meet the alien closest to her. “There’s no need for this. Stand down, and we can discuss terms for a mutually beneficial agreement that will allow all three of our races to thrive on the home we were meant to inhabit.” 
 
    “Negotiation is for the weak. This planet has been wasted on sustaining a weak race that has no means for defending itself. They are not worthy of this world, and neither are you.” 
 
    “Humanity survives, while we die,” Kalea said.  
 
    “They are destroying this world and will die along with it unless intervention takes place.” The alien stepped forward, now backed by countless gray troops. “You have no defenses. They have no defenses. They are exhausted. And now, we will take what we came for.” The aliens’ eyes glowed red as they snapped to action, shooting energy pulses targeted at the individuals inhabited by energy aliens.  
 
    A blue pulse rose from the largest building, humming loudly. The pods shook and collapsed on the ground. The alien turned to stare at the dead pods behind him. Kalea smiled. Good work, Bruce.  
 
    Nate and I are in the building. Stage Two is complete and we’re booting up for Stage Three, which will allow us to channel the weapon.  
 
    What about the main alien station that was behind the moon? 
 
    It has descended into our orbit. They’re charging a weapon.  
 
    What is it? 
 
    I don’t know. Standby. 
 
    Kalea raised her bow. “So much for defenseless,” she said, launching an arrow into a group of aliens standing behind the one in front of her. The arrow hit one, expanding a blue energy field and collapsing the entire group. The alien in front of her turned, staring at her with red eyes.  
 
    “Then it’s war,” the alien said.  
 
    Kalea leveled her bow at the alien in front of her. “It was war as soon as your human troops attacked, but it doesn’t have to go any further. Stand down that weapon on the main ship, and we can talk.” 
 
    “Or?” 
 
    Kalea pulled back on the arrow.  
 
    The alien raised a hand as the crowd silently watched.  
 
    “Engage,” it said.  
 
    Kalea’s arrow sent a bolt of energy through the alien in front of her. 
 
    The military members and armed civilians rushed to action, firing weapons and tackling the aliens in hand-to-hand combat.  
 
    “The guns don’t work!” somebody shouted, grabbing an alien and slamming him against the concrete. The alien swiftly pushed off the ground to its feet, grabbing the woman and throwing her against a building fifty yards away.  
 
    Bombs exploded in the streets as military personnel took to more drastic measures. The bombs dispersed small groups, who quickly got back to their feet and returned to hand-to-hand, despite black blast marks across their gray skin. Kalea was aware of several men setting up an Uzi in the back of a nearby pickup truck. She and Tendji rushed toward a group of aliens.  
 
    “I forgot about your Olympic gold medals,” Tendji said.  
 
    “I never thought I’d need this skill in battle,” Kalea said, igniting an arrow with her energy and released it into a group of aliens advancing on human troops. The arrow connected with the alien in the middle, spreading blue fire, collapsing the entire group. She noticed that Tendji was behind her, fighting off two more aliens with military personnel.  
 
    Kalea, that cybernetic weapon is targeting the low-pressure systems in the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, Bruce said. It’s the terraforming weapon. This is a diversion.  
 
    Can you shut it down? 
 
    Nate’s working to amplify the virus we created. He can disable it if he can get in. We need more time. 
 
    Engage the higher perimeter. 
 
    Copy. 
 
    The building hummed again as a blue force field rose around it. Aliens and humans backed away from the building. Gunfire erupted from the higher floor windows, connecting with alien bodies.  
 
    “Take cover!” Kalea shouted to several humans around her. “We have people from the upper floors and rooftops targeting the cybernetics. Move back!” 
 
    The humans retreated, leaving a large group of aliens exposed in the middle of the street. A blue pulse descended from the rooftop, short-circuiting the group of aliens.  
 
    The military personnel around Kalea laughed. “They don’t understand modern warfare!” They reloaded their guns. “Drive them into open areas and retreat so the folks upstairs can do their job!” 
 
    Kalea sent a surge of energy to boost adrenalin. It worked. The men regrouped, driving their attacks into the center of the street, then retreating as bolts of energy dispersed groups of aliens, collapsing them into convulsing heaps in the streets. Kalea braced herself, loosing more arrows into a group of aliens ganging up on military personnel and taking them down with bursts of blue electricity. The alien bodies jolted and collapsed, as the military men followed Kalea’s attack with their own guns, assorted knives and blades, and hand-to-hand skills.  
 
    Status? 
 
    The attack is slowing them down, but the net is still charging. Still working on Stage Three.  
 
    “Fire in the hole!” somebody shouted as an explosion rocked the outer perimeter of the aliens, sending sparks through several pod ships. Two more shots followed, causing the ships to spark blue as the aliens converged on the truck nearby.  
 
    An alien grabbed Kalea from behind, forcing her to drop her bow. “You know this is useless. We will not die unless we set termination protocol, and we will not do that. We can continue this for as long as it takes to engage the terraforming weapon, and then it will be too late. You will die.” 
 
    Kalea closed her eyes, welling her energy and sending out a full body surge. The alien dropped her as it flew backward in a blaze of blue electricity. She grabbed her bow and notched an arrow into it, sending out another wave of energy that dropped three more aliens approaching as it flew. 
 
    Kalea took in the combat around her. She was pleasantly surprised to see that Annaliese and Sidney had guns and pipes and were holding their own as they helped the military and other armed civilians drive the alien groups into the rooftop fire in the center of the street. Her eyes caught Nate in an upper floor window, giving a thumbs-up sign.  
 
    Now, Bruce said.  
 
    “Stand back!” Kalea’s voice projected in the street. Humans and aliens stared at her. She drew on her energy, willing the humans to retreat with her. They complied as the aliens stood, staring in confusion.  
 
    An explosion rocked overhead, shaking the ground. The shadow of the head ship overhead covered the city in a white glow.  
 
    “What was that?” a voice shouted. 
 
    “The terraforming weapon is destroyed!” Tendji said.  
 
    “No,” one of the aliens said. They stared around in confusion before regrouping for another approach.  
 
    “They weren’t kidding when they said they wouldn’t give up,” Tendji said, charging into a group of cybernetics, a white glow rising from his body as his energy swelled. Sparks flew off his body as he passed through the crowd, shorting out circuitry.  
 
    “That’s an awesome way to do it,” Kalea said, notching another arrow and shot at an alien in the back of the group. Their energy merged, exploding into a bomb of light that threw aliens several stories into the air. 
 
    “That’s awesome, too,” a man in a navy uniform said, snapping another magazine on his gun and rushing into another group of aliens with several comrades following into the fray. 
 
    “We aren’t going to be able to hold out much longer,” Annaliese said, firing a gun into another group of cybernetic aliens. Her bullets gave off a blue spark as they connected.  
 
    Kalea glanced around, taking stock. They were holding the cybernetics off, but the cybernetics regrouped quickly, and their ammunition was running out. Most of the military personnel were engaged and they were tiring quickly. 
 
    We’re running out of steam down here. Is the net ready for Stage Three? Kalea asked.  
 
    Standby. 
 
    Kalea gathered some quivers from the ground nearby, welling energy in them.  
 
    “Over here!” Sidney shouted. Kalea turned to see her knocking a group of aliens together with her pipe and firing her energy gun into the group. Kalea loosed an arrow through Sidney’s gunfire, creating an energy bomb that shorted out the group. She jolted at a bolt of energy running through her brain, thinking it was feedback from her shot until a voice pierced through the energy. 
 
    Ready on your command, Bruce said.  
 
    Move away from the building! The weapon is ready! 
 
    Several people looked to Kalea in acknowledgment of her command, turning their backs against the cybernetic aliens to pull themselves away from the buildings. Kalea noted the movement of the humans from the building. When all had retreated to a safe distance, she drew in her energy and sent the command. 
 
    Engage.  
 
    Stage Three activated. 
 
    A blue glow emitted from the building. The eyes of every energy alien among the humans glowed silver as they lent their energy to the building net. The solar cells welled up, sending bolts into the streets targeting each cybernetic alien. A surge of energy burst from the building, engulfing the energy aliens to render their tech inoperable.  
 
    Link to the main ship severed, Bruce said. They can’t transmit anymore. 
 
    “Silence.”  
 
    Kalea looked down to see a cybernetic alien lying near her feet, holding its hands on its head. “Where are the voices?” 
 
    Kalea notched another arrow and pointed it at the quivering alien. “They shut up.” 
 
    A hand lightly came to rest on top of Kalea’s arm. She looked up to see Bruce, his eyes glowing silver. “They can’t fight anymore. It’s over.” 
 
    Kalea’s arms dropped. She slammed an arrow into her quiver and walked next to Tendji, staring at the cybernetic bodies lying prone in the streets, with an occasional shake of blue energy surging in feedback looks through their tech. Sidney, Bruce, and Annaliese gathered around as Tendji and Kalea looked at each other, smiled, and bumped fists.  
 
    Annaliese nodded as the other humans and energy aliens gathered around to witness the collapse of the assault. “Nice shot,” she said and fainted.   
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 49 
 
    Annaliese came to in the reclined passenger seat of Kalea’s car. She sat up, swinging her legs out of the car.  
 
    “Take it easy,” Sidney said. “The increased energy from the weapon knocked you out. You have a neurological concussion.” She put her hands on Annaliese’s head. “Relax.” 
 
    Annaliese felt her muscles go slack as Sidney’s energy surged through her. Her headache receded. “Is it over?” 
 
    Bruce glanced up from checking his computer on the hood of Kalea’s car, giving her a rundown, “They’re neutralized worldwide, and the main ship communications and weaponry are no longer active.” 
 
    “What about the terraforming weapon?” 
 
    “I amped up the virus that knocked out the communication system and dark matter weapon to deactivate it,” Nate said, looking up from the computer Bruce was working on. “The pods are inactive, and the head station can’t attack us anymore. They can’t use the terraforming weapon, or any other weapon, anymore.” 
 
    “We have control of their systems now,” Bruce said.  
 
    “Use it wisely.” Annaliese said, rising to her feet with help from Sidney to study the alien bodies piled next to the building. “Are they dead?” 
 
    “The ground troops are,” Bruce said. “The energy net sent them into neural overload and automatically triggered their termination protocol.” 
 
    “The ones on the head ship are fine,” Nate said. “The energy surge shocked them, but they’re alive. We’re still reading millions of life signs aboard that ship.” 
 
     “Did you know that would happen?” 
 
    Bruce shook his head. “We thought it would knock them out like Kalea did at The Grand Canyon. They said they had to will themselves to self-terminate, but it seems that the protocol can automatically activate if there’s enough irreparable damage to the system.” 
 
    “Or if the system is overloaded by enough power from an outside source,” Nate said. 
 
    Kalea saw Annaliese awake and broke away from the group of military troops she was talking to and approached. Kalea had tear streaks running down her face as she rushed to Annaliese. “Thank goodness you’re all right!” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Annaliese said, squeezing Kalea. “We did it. We survived an alien encounter.” 
 
    Kalea pulled back, more tears brimming in her eyes. “I killed them!” 
 
    Annaliese shook her head. “Not you, Kalea. We’re all responsible. We made a mess out of the first contact, but we’ll figure this out. We’ll learn from our mistakes and move on like we always do.” 
 
    “They came here to live, and we killed them. We meant to neutralize them, not kill more of them. Millions more, gone, and they can’t be replaced.” 
 
    “That’s quite a ground force to send to Earth, don’t you think?” Bruce said. “This is war, Kalea. We knew there would be causalities.” 
 
    “It’s too much! We hurt them again,” Kalea said, pulling away from Annaliese and clasping onto Bruce. “We should have known. We made the same mistake the government made. We acted too fast without getting all of the information. And then all of the humans we lost.” 
 
    “How many humans did we lose?” Annaliese asked.  
 
    “The numbers are still coming in,” Nate said. “Here, we only lost two percent of the humans under cybernetic control. It looks like they only sent in their strongest troops, so the casualties aren’t as bad as they appear.” 
 
    “That holds for the energy aliens, too,” Tendji said. “We lost three percent of people with our energy to the dark energy weapon.” 
 
    “We were out of time,” Bruce said. “You heard that alien. They drew us in until they thought we exhausted all of our defenses, and then they attacked. There was no time and no way to gather any more information.” 
 
    “That’s often the way of it,” Annaliese said. “That’s why science does so many trials and calculations through long processes.”  
 
    “We didn’t have that luxury this time,” Tendji said. “Everybody got impatient, and it forced action.” 
 
    “We’re alive, humanity is alive, and many of the cybernetics are still alive. All three races have survived. Isn’t that what we came for?” Sidney asked.  
 
    Kalea pulled back from Bruce, dabbing her eyes with the sleeve of her dirty shirt. “I suppose so. We knew an amicable end with the cybernetics was unlikely after our last encounter.” She said, sniffing as she looked around. “You said everybody on the main ship survived. How many life signs do you read up there?” 
 
    Bruce tapped his computer. “Two million.” 
 
    Kalea paled. “That’s it?” 
 
    Bruce nodded grimly.  
 
    “I’ve checked the ones around here with nanotech that were on the outskirts of Tendji’s blast,” Sidney said. “They passed out too, but their metabolism sped up to help them recover from the shock. They’re shaky but all right.” She hugged Kalea. “I’ll help them. I’ll work with others that can heal, and we’ll save as many of them as we can–human, energy alien, or cybernetic.”  
 
    Annaliese patted Kalea on the back and replied. “You’re in shock. We all are. We need time to recover, and I’m certain we’ll realize that we did the best we could. For now, rest in knowing that for now, it’s over.” 
 
    Kalea looked at the sky, swiping her nose as she studied the main cybernetic ship hanging limply in orbit. “No, it isn’t over just for now.” She sank back into the car. “They have nothing left. It’s over forever.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 50 
 
    “No!” Hailey screamed as Vice President Waylan convulsed on the floor. Foam escaped his mouth as his eyes rolled back in his head. She fell on her behind, whimpering as blood seeped out of her nose.  
 
    “It’s impossible,” she grabbed his computer and scanned him. Fortunately, the initial surge that knocked out electronics passed, allowing limited access to computer functions. She scanned Vice President Waylan and frowned as the reading showed that he succumbed to a massive heart attack due to the electrical overload. 
 
    “Small wonder from a small man,” she said, tapping at his computer for a few moments. Her face flushed red as she pounded at the keys. “No signal! How?!” Scanning the nationwide energy readings, her eyes widened.  
 
    That’s impossible. We took out half of their largest cities! How can the net be fully functional? 
 
    Perhaps a better question would be why wasn’t she dead along with Vice President Waylan? She scanned herself, detecting that her metabolism was drastically raised, along with her adrenalin. She threw the computer across the room where it smashed against the cabin wall. The alien implants must have kept her alive. 
 
    “How did we lose?” she sobbed, swiping her nose and curling into a fetal position against the wall.  
 
    “You underestimated everybody,” a voice said behind her. Larry stood behind her, his eyes glowing silver. Hailey jumped to her feet, holding out her arm.  
 
    “Stay back! I’ll launch–” she screeched, stopping just as her implants sizzled at her attempt to drive energy through them.  
 
    “Your systems are blown. All of the cybernetic alien systems are blown, and the terraforming weapon has been deactivated.” Larry took plastic ties from his belt. “And you are under arrest for the murder of President Hastings and Vice President Waylan of the United States of America. You are also under arrest for the murder of Jane Hanniley and accessory to murder for the death of Jake Hanniley.” 
 
    “You can’t arrest me! Where will you keep me? How will you try or sentence me? Your system is dead.” 
 
    Larry cracked a smile as he shocked Hailey with a blue energy pulse, collapsing her.  His eyes glowed silver as he pulled her into a sitting position and zipped her hands and feet together. Once tied, he dropped her to the floor where her eyes were frozen open in shock. He leaned down to her ear. “You aren’t the only ones with spies everywhere, but it doesn’t matter anymore,” he said. “It’s over, we won.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 51 
 
    “The recovery effort is going well,” Sidney said into the phone.  
 
    Back at home, Kalea leaned back in her chair coordinating the recovery effort––where she’d been for the past three months. “That’s to be expected. Five major cities were destroyed and healing them combined with the causalities of the battle in pretty much every major and secondary city in the world is an extensive effort. I think you and your crew have made tremendous progress in ninety days. How many cities have you and Nate visited?” 
 
    Sidney counted on her fingers. “Charlotte, Washington D.C., Houston, Phoenix, and Seattle. I’ve seen more of the country in three months than I have the previous thirty years. The mother ship came in over Charlotte, so it seems that other cities saw smaller contingencies. They definitely took the most damage from the attack, but it still was less than the ones the cybernetics destroyed in their counterattack to the nuclear weapon.” 
 
    “You’ve helped countless people.” Kalea smiled. “Thanks for bringing Avery and his family home. Annaliese and our family are indebted to you more than we can ever repay.” 
 
    Sidney returned the smile. “I was happy to find him in that bunker! Who knew Galen had the foresight to arrange protective shelters for his employees in case the aliens did attack. That’s more forward-thinking than any of us did.” She sobered. “It was luck that he and Galen intercepted the messages to the North Pole station and were able to get people there in time to save so many in Houston. I’m just sorry their transmissions out there were blocked by the Government. That could have saved more people.” 
 
    “It is a shame, but we still owe you, Sidney. And not just my family. You’re rebuilding what’s left of America.” 
 
    “You don’t owe me. I didn’t do it alone, and it’s the least I could do after all, you and Annaliese have done for me. I was a mess when I showed up at her office eighteen months ago. You brought me back to life. You and the energy alien, that is.” She smiled. “I’m glad I can help others now. It’s what I always wanted to do, and it’s good to be well and able to do it again.” 
 
    “You had it in you, Sidney. You just had to draw it out and find your way.”  
 
    “That’s one thing that many people said to me these past few months, both energy and cybernetic,” Sidney said. “I thought it was strange, but perhaps you have a point. Both aliens reminded us of what it means to be human.” Sidney paused. “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to completely heal Avery and his family. How are they?” 
 
    “You did enough, and probably pushed yourself too far,” Kalea said. “Broken bones, infections, severe dehydration, not to mention severe post-traumatic stress from being stuck in that bunker for nearly three weeks. They had good emergency treatment, but now the long-term healing is in progress. They get stronger every day.” 
 
    “That’s a relief,” Sidney said. “We all need healing. It’s going to take a while.” 
 
    “Yes, it will, but if there’s one thing I’ve learned about all three of our races, it’s that we’re resilient,” Kalea said. “We’ll heal faster if we continue to work together.”  
 
    “What about the cybernetic aliens?” Sidney said. “What are they up to?” 
 
    “Restoring and upgrading our satellites,” Kalea said. “They’d like to keep their ships in orbit while they look for places in our solar system to test their terraforming initiative. It turns out that Earth wasn’t as ideal for their plan as they thought. Some of the moons of the gas giants have potential for the terraforming initiative.” She smiled. “Avery’s excited about this. The Space Authority would like to work with them on this effort. We think we can build a system unlike anything we’ve ever had before. We may even be able to get manned settlements in the Jovan system within the next ten to fifteen years.” 
 
    Sidney whistled. “They are helping us to evolve!” 
 
    “It’s not what any of us expected, but it’s progress,” Kalea said, “which is the goal we were striving for. We did it, Sidney. Our three races are working together cooperatively to create a better future for us all.” 
 
    Sidney nodded. “Let’s hope it lasts.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 52 
 
    “Welcome to World News tonight for May 1, 2099. I’m Aninan Chong with today’s headlines,” the anchor said on the computer screen.  
 
    “The results of yesterday’s emergency elections are in, and the main results are as expected: Kieran Boyce has been elected President of the United States for a five-year term. His goals are to continue rebuilding the nation, the government, and alien relations not only in the United States but throughout all of Earth, with the assistance of Vice President-Elect Nancy Verquez of Arizona.” 
 
    Kieran’s face appeared on the screen against the backdrop of the woods behind his home. “I’m honored that the American people elected me to lead them not only into the new century but into a new age for humanity–a job that has gotten bigger since our race expanded to embrace our Interstellar brethren. My goal is to continue rebuilding the cities that were destroyed in our misled attacks in November and to strengthen our connection with both races that now share the solar system with us. We hope that, if there are any more out there, they’ll find a planet prepared to receive them and work with them for the mutual benefit of all.” 
 
    The screen cut back to the anchor. “State and local election results are still being tabulated in this, the largest and most widespread election of our times. Construction continues on the White House and Capitol Hill, meaning President-Elect Boyce must choose a venue for his installation as President of the United States. He was elected in a small, private ceremony in an undisclosed location with limited media. World News Tonight will bring you further information on election results and installation of our restructured government as it becomes available.” 
 
    Kieran tapped the computer off, leaning back in his chair. “I still can’t believe it.” 
 
    “We’re so proud of you!” Tabitha said, hugging her son-in-law as Kieran’s mother and sister crowded around him.  
 
    “Our son is the President of the United States!” Kieran’s mother said, beaming at the family gathered around. “And not only leading the nation but as a world leader and a liaison with alien races. Who would have thought our families would lead us into a new world?” 
 
    Kieran smiled as he hugged his family and rose from the table to join Annaliese and Kalea at the bay window in the den where they were talking quietly. They smiled as he joined them. “It looks like we’ll be the first residents of the renovated White House,” he said. 
 
    Kalea smiled and hugged him, her two-carat diamond sparkling in the sunlight through the window. “Congratulations. I knew you belonged there.” she said, hugging him again. 
 
    He laughed. “You did, didn’t you? How is that?” 
 
    She winked. “Oh, just a gut feeling,” she said and walked away.  
 
    Kieran sat next to Annaliese. “You’ve been quiet. What is it? Jitters over being First Lady?” 
 
    Annaliese smiled, her cheeks rosy. “Maybe a little,” she said, pulling a stick with a plus sign on it from her pocket, “or maybe over starting the first family in a new world.” 
 
    Kieran studied the stick, and then Annaliese, who was glowing in the sunlight filtering through the window, and kissed her. She hugged him, laughing. “You’re not only going to be the President of the United States but a father as well. It’s a heck of a way to start a new world, isn’t it?” 
 
    Kieran looked at her, and then glanced at Kalea and Bruce, who sat huddled together on the couch, discussing their wedding plans. “It’s perfect.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 53 
 
    “I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride,” the preacher said.  
 
    Bruce kissed Kalea under the flowered arch overlooking the Smoky Mountains near a small chapel in Gatlinburg, Tennessee. The guests applauded as the couple turned to the small group of family and friends and were presented as Mr. and Mrs. Bruce Burke. Kalea threw her pink rose bouquet, which Kendai caught. Kendai smiled and waved the bouquet at the crowd, her own diamond ring sparkling in the spring sunshine.  
 
    Bruce and Kalea walked arm and arm through the tunnel of people cheering and blowing bubbles from small chapel shaped containers as they walked down the trail to the larger reception area where more guests awaited the cocktail reception and dinner. Kieran and Annaliese followed, arm and arm, followed by their family and Bruce’s parents. Once everybody had Champagne and Kieran gave the toast to the new couple, Bruce tapped his glass.  
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, Kalea and I have a gift we wish to offer to you for joining us on this beautiful day. Today is not only the start of a new life for me and Kalea but a new start for our nation and the world as well. I’m happy to announce that my brother-in-law, Kieran Boyce, has accepted our invitation to take his oath of office as President of the United States at this reception. We ask you to turn your attention to the front of the chapel where he will now take his Oath of Office with our officiating minister.” 
 
    The crowd cheered as they turned their attention to Kieran and Annaliese standing on the steps of the chapel. People scrambled for their phones and cameras to take video during the brief installation since no news media were present at the wedding or the reception. The crowd cheered again as his mother took the stage to make the formal introduction. 
 
    “I know this isn’t protocol,” she said, blushing as she stood next to the preacher in front of Kieran and Annaliese, “I’m not a member of Congress, but the world isn’t what it once was. It’s my honor to introduce my son, Kieran Layne Boyce, the President of the United States of America!” 
 
    “What an exciting day,” Tendji said, approaching the family once Kieran finished his brief statement. “A wedding and installing the President of the United States. How can anything compare to this day?” 
 
    “I hope this is the first of many celebrations to come,” Kalea hugged Tendji. She gestured to Kendai and Galen chatting with Kieran and Annaliese nearby. “When’s the big day for her and Galen?” 
 
    Tendji shrugged. “Still undetermined.  She’s been appointed county coroner and is juggling that with the family business, and he’s rebuilding the world through the Space Society. With all of this work they’re doing with rebuilding, establishing deep space stations, and possibly terraforming Jupiter’s and Saturn’s moons–” Tendji cut off, shrugging. “They’re struggling to find a time to tie the knot. I tell them to put themselves before the rest of the world, but they think we have all the time in the world now that we have that advanced nanotech.” 
 
    “We might, but that’s no excuse to delay the inevitable,” Kalea smiled. “I hoped to have an excuse to visit New Orleans and enjoy that food again soon.” 
 
    Tendji smiled. “You’re welcome to visit anytime! Every day is a celebration in this new world. Don’t wait for a wedding, just come on down!” 
 
    Corbin passed by, patting Kalea on the back. “It’s about time we got this girl to stop working for a while and get married!” He turned to shake Bruce’s hand. “And to a fine man. Welcome to the family, and to the estate. I hear you’re starting a company and plan to upgrade the home place as well.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir. I hope that my technology business and personal efforts to upgrade the home place in Columbia can be as successful as the engineering business you and your lovely daughter have built,” Bruce said.  
 
    “And that we don’t damage the first son and daughter by being born in the White House,” Annaliese said, joining them. 
 
    Kalea raised an eyebrow. “Son and daughter?” 
 
    Annaliese beamed as she patted her stomach under the flowing pink gown. “The genetic results came back yesterday. It’s a boy and a girl. That’s why I’ve been so sick.” 
 
    “Twins! You should try the enhanced nanotech to help with that.” Hailey said, standing behind them in a blue dress. “Congratulations to you both.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Kalea said, hugging Hailey. “I’m glad you could come!” 
 
    Hailey laughed. “I am too. Thanks for getting me furlough so I could attend.” 
 
    “I thought all of the family should be here,” Kalea said, “and you are family. I’m sorry we didn’t know sooner.” 
 
    “I’m sorry we got off to a bad start,” she held out a hand. “Friends?” 
 
    Kalea laughed, taking Hailey’s hand, then pulling her into a hug. “And family.” 
 
    Annaliese hugged Hailey. “I’m glad you came. How do you like living in the first lunar station? Is the new cybernetic complex nice?” 
 
    Hailey nodded. “It’s nice, but an adjustment. Better than prison.” She looked at Kieran. “Thanks for your help. I appreciate you speaking to the leaders about community service through rebuilding and research instead of,” she said, making a slashing motion across her throat. “I know a lot of people didn’t think it was fair of you to not do mass executions, but I believe your compassion and mercy proved that you’re the right person to lead us in this new world.” 
 
    Kieran nodded. “A lot of us have made mistakes over the past couple of years, and there’s no use repeating them. Sometimes, the best restitution to society is to help it rebuild it.” 
 
     “I believe his compassion is why our three races are cooperating,” Annaliese said. “We all originate on Earth, and it’s a big universe. I’m glad we’ve learned that there’s plenty of room for us all.” 
 
    “How are the rebuilding efforts going with the cybernetics?” Kalea asked. 
 
    “It’s going well on our end,” Hailey said. “We’re making great strides in upgrading communications and the nanotech, so disease should soon be a thing of the past.” 
 
    “You’ve made great strides in planetary renewal, as well,” Kalea said. “Our people have discovered ways to preserve and heal the environment through combining smart energy with the biological machines the cybernetics shared with us. Crop production is on track to break worldwide historical records this season. Who knows? We may wipe out world hunger along with disease.” 
 
    “Air pollution is down, too,” Annaliese said, “and the hole in the ozone layer is nearly closed, thanks to increased growth and efficiency of our plants and trees. The air is recycling well, and I understand the cybernetics are working to upgrade our radiation protection through the satellite grids while you work on the Interstellar developments.” 
 
    “It will take time to heal the damage of centuries of technology, but we think we’re on the right track,” Hailey said. “We’re helping to rebuild the Space Society, too.”  
 
    “Thank goodness,” Avery said, joining them and shaking Hailey’s hand. “It’s good to see you in an unofficial capacity.” He looked at the others. “She’s being modest. Hailey and her crew have been great to work with. We’ve learned things that would have taken us decades–centuries, maybe–in the past six months. They’re making good on helping us evolve.” 
 
    Hailey smiled. “It’s not what we intended, but we’re glad to find a better way that saves us all.” 
 
    “We’re glad you’re alive,” Annaliese said. She had been informally counseling her brother while he was working remotely from his home on the family compound. Skyler and Susanna, her niece and nephew, had recovered from what they believed was their adventure in the catacombs of Houston, but Avery and his wife, Elise, were still suffering from post-traumatic stress after being stuck in the bunker. Annaliese was grateful to Galen for having the foresight to act on his hunch that the cybernetics would attack and take action even if it was unauthorized. Kieran had written that one off too since Galen had saved lives. Galen’s restitution was to get the Space Society up and running again. Since the cybernetics were establishing Interstellar stations and colonies from Earth to the Jovan System, he was trying to set up several smaller offices, instead of the two offices in Houston and Cape Canaveral. He and Kieran were working on giving the Space Exploration Society a nationwide presence like other federal offices.  
 
    “I’m glad we’re alive, and working together,” Hailey said. She tipped her head. “I’m sorry that I didn’t reach out to you sooner. It’s a shame that it took the end of the world to come together.” She glanced at Tabitha, who was chatting with Bruce’s parents. “Please don’t blame her. She was trying to honor my father’s wishes, and so was I.” 
 
    Avery hugged her. “What’s done is done. What matters is that we found you.” 
 
    “You can’t go back,” Kalea said, “but that’s good because we’re supposed to move forward. We all suffer tragedy, disappointment, hurt, and sorry. But the sun always rises, and we have a choice to be held back or to rise into a blessed future.” She took another champagne glass from a waiter passing with a tray and raised it in a toast as the rest of them took a glass. “To rising to a blessed future!” 
 
    Everybody raised their glasses, clinking them together. “To the future!”   
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    “Earth Station One, this is Jovan Station Three. We’re receiving a transmission from Sirius A.” 
 
    The cybernetic turned from his solar scanning station where he was studying a solar flare and replied, “Patch it through.” 
 
    Static crackled through the audio feed. The cybernetic punched some adjustments into the system, activating the system enhancement to pick up a series of binary codes. He let it run for a moment, recording the signal until he was certain it was back to the beginning of the loop and ran it through the matrix. The computer showed a standby bar while it processed the data and then played the message through the speakers.  
 
    Distress call to any sentient races. Our system is destroyed. 
 
    The cybernetic called up his information on Sirius. The deep space satellites in the orbit of Neptune had recorded reduced solar emissions from Tau Ceiti approximately six months ago. If these scans were correct, it looked like a black hole had formed, swallowing the system. He shook his head. They needed to get the bioenergy scanning systems operational as soon as possible. He noted it in the work log and turned back to the communication station, patching the message to the Space Exploration Society for recommended action. Seconds later, he received the reply from the Space Society. The alien read the message into the microphone. 
 
    Message received in the Terrain System. We will assist. Follow the transmitted coordinates to our location. 
 
    The cybernetic tapped the coordinates into the computer, transmitting it along the same route as the voice message. Moments later, a response flickered on the translation matrix. 
 
    You received our transmission? At these coordinates? 
 
    The cybernetic stared at the screen, puzzled.  
 
    We received it. The Terrain System is a planetary system orbiting the star Sol and is home to three sentient races, plus various animal and plant life. 
 
    The cybernetic transmitted the message and received an immediate reply. 
 
    Thank you, Terrain System. We will follow these coordinates and extend our gratitude for your assistance. 
 
    The cybernetic’s face raised in a smile and whispered the response that he looked forward to delivering to these newfound brothers and sisters in person. 
 
    “Welcome home.” 
 
    THE END. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    [image: ]


 
   
  
 

 Trigger 
 
    A The Earthside Trilogy Novel 
 
      
 
    By: Sherri Fulmer Moorer 
 
      
 
    Copyright 2018 by Sherri Fulmer Moorer 
 
      
 
    Kindle Edition, License Notes 
 
    This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to Amazon and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the author’s work. 
 
      
 
    Thanks to Tatiana Villa for the cover art. Check out her cover art at http://www.viladesign.net/home  
 
      
 
    Thanks to my beta reader, Bob Springett, for the valuable advice and encouragement while writing this novel.  
 
      
 
    Dedication: In memory of Chloe. We love you, sweetheart. See you on the other side, baby-doll. 
 
      
 
    [image: ]


 
   
  
 

 Prologue 
 
    Another failure.  
 
    Dr. Ayanna Gracern rubbed her eyes as she closed out the death certificate in the medical database. It was ridiculous. They were on the verge of the twenty second century, with advanced nanotechnology to heal the human body, and people still succumbed to death too soon. 
 
    It shouldn’t be this way.  
 
    But it was. Despite their technology, people died.  
 
    Ayanna sighed as she peered into the empty office across the hallway. That was the worst loss. He would have found a way. He was on the verge of solving the riddle to degenerative diseases and accidents, but that wasn’t to be. A lab fire took him during an experimental trial six months ago.  
 
    Has it already been six months?  
 
    She had been promoted to continue the task and still, she failed.  
 
    “Dr. Gracern,” a voice shocked her out of her revere. She looked up to see her new lab assistant standing in the doorway.  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “It’s seven thirty. Why are you still here?” 
 
    “I’m completing the autopsy report and death certificate in the National Medical Database.” 
 
    “You hired me to do that, remember?” 
 
    “Of course,” Ayanna rubbed her eyes again. “It’s been a long day. Is it really seven thirty?” 
 
    The woman nodded her blonde ponytail bobbing. “You haven’t eaten dinner yet, have you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Go home. I’ll finish the reports in the morning.” 
 
    Ayanna tapped her computer into shutdown mode. “You’re right. This isn’t going anywhere.” 
 
     “I’ll see you later.” The woman disappeared down the hallway.  
 
    Ayanna pulled her purse from the bottom drawer of her desk and walked downstairs. She couldn’t remember her assistant’s name. Was she that tired, or had grief muddled her memory? 
 
    Did I hire her? 
 
    She didn’t recall hiring an assistant, but it had chaotic in the lab since Dr. Tyner died. She had been pulled into so many meetings and consultations with the University to keep these nanotech experiments running that they melted together into long days and twisted details.  
 
    Ayanna entered the code to lock the building, set the alarm, and stepped into the drizzling rain. Great, she forgot her umbrella. Heck, she forgot to check the forecast. One more detail melting into oblivion.  
 
    A click behind her caused her to pause.  
 
    The door doesn’t click when it locks.  
 
    She peered over her shoulder and was shocked to see a figure standing in the shadow of the entryway to the building.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Ayanna,” a soft voice said.  
 
    The mist erupted into white fire.   
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    “She’s waking up.” 
 
    Soft light pressed against Ayanna’s eyelids. She slowly opened her eyes, taking in golden sunshine filtering through tall trees. The fragrance of earth and woods filled her nose.  
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Easy there,” two faces appeared over her. One was a man with dark hair and blue eyes; the other was a woman with blonde hair and green eyes.  
 
    Ayanna pushed herself up from the leaves crackling under her body. “Where am I?” 
 
    “You’re home, Ayanna,” the man helped her sit up. “Don’t be alarmed. We’ve found that allowing people to wake up surrounded by nature helps them adapt to their environment better than waking in a laboratory.” 
 
    “Why would I be in a laboratory? The last thing I remember –“Ayanna paused. “It was a misty winter night.” She looked around. “This is strange. Is it spring? Was there an accident? Have I been in a coma?” 
 
    The woman looked at her sympathetically. “I was confused when I woke up, too. It’s shocking, but you’ll get used to it.” 
 
    “What’s going on? Where am I?” 
 
    “You like the woods, right?” the man said. “You often went on hiking trails in your spare time.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “You don’t remember me?” 
 
    Ayanna stared at the man. He seemed familiar, but she couldn’t place his name. It was the same with the woman. She shook her head.  
 
    “You’ll remember us,” the woman said.  
 
    “You never told me what’s going on,” Ayanna said. “Who are you? Where am I? What happened?” 
 
    The man smiled at her. “I’m Virgil Tyner. I was your mentor at the University of South Carolina. We were doing research on nanotechnology.” 
 
     “I’m Cherilyn Foisy. I was your lab assistant,” the woman said.  
 
    Ayanna stared at them for a moment. “Dr. Tyner. You were my academic advisor while I worked on my doctoral thesis on nanotechnology. You hired me once I got my doctorate to continue nanotech experiments on late stage cancer and dementia patients.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    She looked at the woman, her stomach churning with anxiety. “You look familiar, but I don’t remember you.” 
 
    “We only knew each other for a couple of months.” 
 
    “Why?” She looked at Dr. Tyner. “Why do you talk about this in past tense?” She closed her eyes as fragments of memory swirled in her head.  
 
    The bodies in research chambers.  
 
    The cellular scans. 
 
    The aliens. 
 
    The machines.  
 
    The fire.  
 
    Ayanna’s eyes popped open. “There was an accident in August. You died, and then the whole world went crazy. Strange things happened with the nanotech.” 
 
    Virgil nodded slowly. “Yes, I died.” 
 
    “Then how are you here?” 
 
    Cherilyn took her hand. “There was an explosion when we left the lab.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Virgil put his arm around her. “We’re dead, Ayanna. Welcome to Heaven.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Ayanna stared at her reflection in the mirror later that evening. It looked like her: the same long, dark brown hair, the same brown eyes, the same ivory skin and curvy frame. She even had the same freckles and moles on her body that she had before.  
 
    She sat on the bed in the lush condominium they brought her to after waking in the woods. At least, it looked like a condominium. They called it The Haven, and it was where people lived.  
 
    This is impossible, she thought. I can’t be dead.  
 
    It’s true. 
 
    Ayanna jolted. What was that voice?  
 
    Do not be afraid. You can never be hurt again. The pains of life no longer exist.  
 
    “Who’s there?” she asked.  
 
    We simply exist, and speak directly to the mind.  
 
    “You didn’t answer my question.” 
 
    Understanding will come. You just crossed over and are settling into the new life. Relax. In time, all will become clear.  
 
    “That’s easy for you to say,” Ayanna said. “I’m a neuro-scientist. I was working with nanotechnology. We were trying to stop death.” 
 
    A noble endeavor, but useless. Death comes to all living beings in the mortal sphere. 
 
    “I mean to stop premature death: people with early onset diseases, or accident victims. We were trying to ensure that everybody got to live a full, complete life.” 
 
    You will do that here.  
 
    “We wanted it on Earth.” 
 
    It is not possible on Earth. Creation exists, and then it perishes. The veil exist there, and cannot be pierced. Here, there is no veil. It is simply life and abundance.  
 
    “It seems that Paradise would have all the answers, but you talk around my questions. Maybe this isn’t Heaven. Maybe it’s hell, and I’m trapped here for eternity to be tortured by my questions because of my failures in life.” 
 
    It is not about questions and answers. You will realize there are no questions. There is only new life. You will release the questions, and accept your new reality.  
 
    “I can’t be dead,” Ayanna said. “This is impossible. Something happened.” 
 
    “Something did happen. Things changed, and you died.”  
 
    Ayanna turned to see Cherilyn standing in her doorway. “Don’t you knock?” 
 
    Cherilyn smiled as she studied the empty doorway. “There’s no door.  The only door is the front door, and it doesn’t have a lock.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I heard you conversing with the others, and thought you were ready for me to return.” 
 
    “The others?” Ayanna asked. “Who are they?” 
 
    “They simply are. They exist on a higher plane, and speak directly to our mind.” 
 
    “That’s –“Ayanna stopped as a memory returned. At first it seemed impossible, but there was something familiar about it. “Do they see everything we do here?” 
 
    “No,” Cherilyn said, “They only speak periodically, when you are open to conversing with them.” 
 
    “So they aren’t omnipotent?” 
 
    “It doesn’t seem that way.” 
 
    “But you don’t know who they are?” 
 
    Cherilyn shrugged. “Others like us, who have passed on to higher planes.”  
 
    Ayanna sighed. “Everything here is a riddle, and it’s already giving me a headache.” 
 
    Cherilyn’s face fell. “You see it, don’t you?” 
 
     “What do you mean?” 
 
    Cherilyn motioned to the main living area, where they sat on matching white, plush chairs. “What’s the last thing you remember before waking up here?” 
 
    Ayanna thought. “I was working in the lab. I was upset because another patient had died that afternoon. It was a woman in her fifties who died of pancreatic cancer. She was diagnosed too late for the nanotech to break it down. We thought the nanotech would be able to cure her, and it seemed to be working, but something went wrong.” 
 
    “What went wrong?” 
 
    Ayanna searched her fragmented memories. “We had an energy surge. We were having a problem with them ever since the fire that killed Virgil. In fact, we believe a surge is what started that fire. He was trying to boost the power to the nanotech to help with these advanced cases when the accident that killed him occurred. The safety officials determined it could have been the result of a solar flare, or some kind of surge through the power grid or the satellite systems.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “We kept having these surges, but never as big as the one that started the fire that killed Virgil until that day six months later. There was another surge in around four o’clock that afternoon. It wasn’t major, but bigger than normal and it stabilized quickly. Maureen, the patient, was still showing critical surges in her nanotech after the original energy surge leveled out. It’s like the nanotech in Maureen’s body held on to that extra energy and sent it through her body.”  She looked at Cherilyn. “You were there.” 
 
    Cherilyn nodded. “We tried to stabilize her, but the power from the machinery sent a shock wave through her spinal cord and shut down her brain. We couldn’t revive her.” 
 
    “The family was furious. They threatened to sue us, but Maureen signed waivers of liability because we were a late stage integration experiment. Her sister was reasonable. She said that if I’d expedite the autopsy and the death certificate paperwork, then she’d convince the family to let this go and honor those waivers without challenging them in court.” 
 
    “You stayed late because you promised to fast track the paperwork?” 
 
    Ayanna nodded. “I wanted to get it over with, anyway. I guess that’s when you walked in and asked why I was still there. I didn’t want to talk about it, so I tried to brush it off. I decided that you were right, and at that late point, it wouldn’t hurt to complete the rest of the computer work the next morning. I left.” She stared at Cherilyn. “I thought you left, too, but I saw you behind me after I locked up.” 
 
     “I left my phone in my lab and came back to get it. I heard you setting the alarm and rushed out so I wouldn’t have to reset the system.” 
 
    “It was raining. I heard a voice. I guess that was you?” 
 
    “It was.” 
 
    Ayanna furrowed her brow, thinking. “I heard something click, and saw a bright light.” 
 
    Cherilyn unfolded her legs and leaned forward. “That click you heard was an explosive device in the door lock. The light was the explosion that killed us.” 
 
    Ayanna leaned back, her eyes glazed. “Then it’s true. We’re dead.” She paused, thinking. “How do you know this?” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    “Who did this to us?” 
 
    Cherilyn shrugged.  
 
    “Are you ok with that?” Ayanna asked.  
 
    “No. That’s why I’m talking to you now. There are a little over a thousand people here, and they all believe we’re in Heaven, or Paradise, whichever you prefer to call it.” 
 
    Ayanna raised an eyebrow. “You don’t believe that?” 
 
    Cherilyn sighed. “There are too many discrepancies for me to believe it. Virgil can tell you more. For now, I want you to act natural. Act like you believe we’re in Paradise.” 
 
    “Ok.” 
 
    Cherilyn put a hand over Ayanna’s. “I know you’re confused. We all are, but don’t worry. We’ll find the truth and reveal it to the rest of the settlement.” 
 
    “They don’t know?” 
 
    Cherilyn took back her hand. “Nobody knows, and nobody cares. I think that’s the most alarming thing. There are a thousand people here who question nothing, and believe everything these voices in our head say.” 
 
    Ayanna’s eyes widened. “I didn’t like that. What are they?” 
 
     “You asked me that already, so I suppose you don’t believe that it’s people like us who passed on to a higher plane of Paradise?”  
 
    “I don’t know what to believe. Do you believe it?” 
 
    “I don’t see any evidence of it.” Cherilyn shrugged. “But then again, would there be any evidence? I don’t know. It’s something else we’re trying to figure out.” 
 
    Ayanna stared at the setting sun outside. The light didn’t look right. It didn’t seem as bright as a day like this should be. She felt lighter here too, as if gravity didn’t affect her as much as it did before. “Did we really die? Strange things were happening on Earth.” She lowered her brow. “There was a Congressional Hearing regarding a study the United States Government commissioned. We sent data for it. What did they say?” Ayanna rubbed her head. “I see the point about needing our memories back. That seems like a critical one, and yet it’s just beyond me.” She sighed. “What’s your working theory?” 
 
    “We have no working theory; just questions.” Cherilyn followed Ayanna’s gaze out of the window. “I’ll leave you to settle in and get some rest. We’ll talk with Virgil over breakfast in the morning. For now, act like you believe what everybody else does: we’ve died and gone to Heaven.” She stood. “Can you do that?” 
 
    “I can; even if this Heaven’s a lie.” Ayanna stood. “But now I wonder what it really is, and questions are dangerous for a scientist.” 
 
    Cherilyn smiled. “That’s what I hoped you would say.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Click. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ayanna.” 
 
    Ayanna jerked up in her bed, covered in sweat. She swiped it from her brow, studying the beads of perspiration in the soft shaft of sunrise glowing through her window.  
 
    Should this be happening?  
 
    Ayanna inhaled deeply, trying to calm her shallow breath and pounding heart.  
 
    There shouldn’t be anxiety attacks in Heaven.  
 
    You are still attached to your previous life. These symptoms will cease once you release your attachment to your former physical body.  
 
    Ayanna sat up. She knew better than to ask questions. In fact, she wondered if there were any answers. 
 
    There shouldn’t be confusion or frustration in Heaven. Isn’t it supposed to be perfection? Why am I not at peace with this place, like everybody else is? 
 
    Give yourself time. You will adapt and forget the former things.  
 
    This isn’t what I expected.  
 
    Human intellect cannot comprehend this place.  
 
    Then everything I learned in church is wrong? 
 
    No, but remember that the words and teaching came through humans with a limited ability to describe the indescribable.  
 
    These voices speaking directly to her brain were another thing she wasn’t fond of.  
 
    You will get used to it.  
 
    I don’t want to talk to you anymore.  
 
    Then get up and prepare for breakfast. Perhaps resuming meaningful work will set your mind at ease.  
 
    Ayanna grunted as she got out of bed. If this was a Heavenly body, then she needed greater understanding. It still felt awfully human, but at least the place was more pleasant than Earth. The temperature was always mild, and no clouds marred the sky. Mild weather like this was rare in central South Carolina, where summer like conditions could persist for seven months of the year, winter was more like fall, and spring lasted a few weeks before turning back to scorching heat. 
 
    Wonderful, but everything is still white, she thought as she studied her closet. The fabric was soft and comforting to the touch, but there was little variation to it. Her choices were white jumpsuits, a few white pants and shirt sets, and several dresses. Ayanna hadn’t worn a dress since she was the maid of honor at her cousin’s wedding two years ago. As a scientist, it was usually trousers, a shirt, and a lab coat. She pulled a flowing, ankle length dress with wide shoulder straps from the closet and studied it in the sunlight.  
 
    This is perfect! 
 
    Oh Ayanna, you look so beautiful.   
 
    Toby is going to melt when he sees you -- 
 
    Ayanna dropped the dress. What was that? It wasn’t a memory of her cousin’s wedding. Those bridesmaids’ dresses were pink.  
 
    Who was Toby? 
 
    She gasped for breath again, wondering if her asthma had followed her here along with her memories. Perhaps Cherilyn was right, and talking to Victor would comfort her. Ayanna hung up the dress and selected a pair of pants, a silky shirt, and a pair of slip on ballerina style shoes. She reached for a jewelry box and stopped when her hand hit the unadorned dresser surface. What was she doing? She scratched at the ring finger on her left hand before walking out of the condominium.  
 
    Everything was organized to be within walking distance; after all, there are no vehicles in Paradise. The city was arranged in a large circle, with the housing complexes on the north and east, the dining hall stretching around the south, the work facilities on the west, and an open area with a sparkling blue lake in the center. A wall made of golden brickwork surrounded the whole city. It was a beautiful day, of course, and the walk calmed her nerves and relaxed her as she strolled through the smooth, gold streets. Ayanna walked into the cool dining complex to see Victor waving to her from a table in the back of the room, next to a full length window overlooking a pristine lake.  
 
    “Good morning!” he rose to hug her. She returned the hug stiffly, still uncomfortable. He had been her boss, so she was used to a more professional relationship. The social dynamics of this place would be another adjustment for her.  
 
    “Good morning, Victor.” 
 
    He sat, motioning to her plate filled with French toast, bacon, and a cheese omelet with a cup of steaming coffee and a glass of milk. “I hope this is ok?” 
 
    She smiled as she sat. “All of my favorites, and I don’t have to worry about it making me fat now.” 
 
    He laughed. “You do remember some things. That’s good!” 
 
    She started on her French toast. “I’m not sure about that. I swore I had a mild asthma attack just before walking here.” She looked down. “Why do I have a body?” 
 
     “The official answer is that you have a Heavenly body now, and need to let go of your former physical constructs.” He ate a piece of bacon and washed it down with his own coffee. “But why do we get uncomfortable if we don’t eat? Why do the symptoms persist if the answer is to simply stop believing in it? I still get hungry every few hours, and have to perform ‘elimination functions,’ if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “I noticed that,” Ayanna swirled some French toast in syrup. “What’s your answer?” 
 
    “The nanotech is still adjusting you to this place.” 
 
    “I have nanotech?” 
 
    “You had it on Earth for your asthma, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, but if this is Heaven then why do I need it?” 
 
    “Why do any of us need it? But we still have it. In fact, that’s one of the things I want you to work with me on in the science lab.” 
 
    “One thing?” 
 
    “I’m sure Cherilyn told you that our main goal is to access our memories of what happened before we came to this place.” 
 
    “She did. Why are our memories so important?” 
 
    “They’re the key to unlocking the truth. Let me demonstrate.” He waved at a middle aged, redhead passing by.  
 
    “Victor, how are you this morning?” the woman pecked him on the cheek.  
 
    “Lovely, Marianna, how are you?” 
 
    “Wonderful!” Marianna turned to Ayanna. “I wondered if I’d ever be able to thank you!” 
 
    Ayanna blinked. “Thank me?” 
 
    “You’re Dr. Gracern, right?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Victor said, “This is Ayanna Gracern.”  
 
    Marianna grabbed Ayanna in a hug. “Thank you.” 
 
    Ayanna slowly wrapped her arms around the woman, who was now shuddering. Warm tears dripped on her arms. “For what?” 
 
    Marianna pulled back, staring at Ayanna with wet, green eyes. “For saving me. Thank you! The cancer is gone, and I have my life back.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Marianna wiped her eyes. “I’m sorry to be a blubbering fool, but I can’t help it. A second chance at life isn’t something that most people get, and you gave that to me. Thank you. It’s a debt I can never repay, but I want you to know that you can come to me if you need anything.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Ayanna said.  
 
    Marianna turned to another woman waving to her across the room. “Mom’s here! Would you like to see her?” 
 
    “This is a working breakfast,” Victor said. “Perhaps another time.” 
 
    “Ok!” Marianna rushed off to meet her mother.  
 
    Ayanna stared at Victor. “The last thing I did before I died was sign her death certificate.” 
 
    Victor pointed to Marianna and her mother with his fork. “That was an example of the power of our memories to unlock the mystery of this place. You said that Marianna died from a power surge through the nanotechnology?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    He took a bite of his omelet. “She doesn’t know she died. Her mind has bridged the gap with a belief that she’s always been here, and the nanotechnology saved her. She doesn’t remember Earth at all; just this place.” 
 
     “How?” 
 
    “Variations in memory recall, and the mind’s tendency to fill memory gaps logically. Her mind reconciled this new life by replacing the old location with the new. All she can remember from before her death is that she had a painful disease and that you and Cherilyn saved her and let her return to the life she thought she always had here. Look at Marianna’s mother. Do you recognize her?” 
 
    Ayanna twisted in her chair to study Marianna’s mother. Sure enough, the older lady looked familiar. “She looks familiar, but you see the same people when you live in the same city your whole life.” 
 
    “You did more than see her around. Marianna’s mother is Dr. Nadine Hinkly.” 
 
    “Dr. Hinkly, as in the head of our department and the person who established the nanotechnology program at the University?” 
 
    Victor nodded. “One and the same. She brought in the program when she was diagnosed with early onset Alzheimer’s. The nanotech was keeping the disease at bay. She commissioned our experiment to research cures for late stage cases of dementia and cancer.” 
 
    Ayanna nodded. “Marianna’s mother died a few months before you did. Wasn’t it something with the nanotech that killed her? I recall a lot of people saying it’s ironic that the thing that was keeping her alive wound out killing her.” 
 
    “The nanotech malfunctioned due to a power surge through Earth’s satellite system. Do you remember that?”  
 
    “How could I forget? I was in the University hospital for two days while they reinjected me with nanotech. Those were some of the worst asthma attacks I ever had,” Ayanna said.  
 
    Victor nodded. “Your memory of that is strong because of two days of severe physical symptoms. It was a major nanotech malfunction. All of the nanotechnology shorted out, and had to be rebooted or reintroduced. There was a major medical study to figure out what happened. It was an interstellar event.” 
 
    Ayanna thought as she drank her coffee. “So there was a study. I was trying to remember the Congressional Hearing about it last night when I was talking to Cherilyn. There my memory is foggy. I remember that a lot of strange things happened while we were working on the nanotech, especially those last few months.” She furrowed her brow. “Was there a war?” 
 
     “The world made a mess of itself, and we were trying to clean it up. But that world isn’t our problem anymore. We’re here, and this is our problem now.” 
 
    “Why am I here?” 
 
     “We’re scientists, Ayanna. We study and make this world a better place.” 
 
    Ayanna laughed. “This is Paradise, right? I thought it was already perfect.” 
 
    He smiled, but it was strained. “Do you believe that?” 
 
    She picked up her coffee mug. “I don’t know what to believe.” 
 
    “Neither do I, or Cherilyn.” He leaned forward. “You’re here to work in the science lab, and there’s a lot to discover. Can you help me find the truth?” 
 
    “Of course,” Ayanna said. “Heaven shouldn’t need nanotech, or labs, or a lot of the things I see here. For Paradise, it looks a lot like an upgraded Earth.” 
 
    He smiled. ”Good. Now let’s consider how we can start to unravel that mystery.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    “I don’t understand why we need a science or medical facility if there’s no illness or injury here,” Ayanna said.  
 
    Cherilyn paused as she was showing Ayanna around the medical bay and science lab later that day. “The official explanation is that the medical bay is to assist people making the transition into this world, and the science wing is for exploration and enhancement of our environment.” 
 
    “How do you improve on perfection?” 
 
    Cherilyn stopped and sat on a stool at a desk in the science lab. “Why do we still have nanotech when we shouldn’t need it in Paradise?” 
 
    “Victor told me about that,” Ayanna said. “These voices in our head haven’t explained that?” 
 
    “Have you asked them any questions?” 
 
    “Of course,” Ayanna said.  
 
    “Did you get an answer?” Cherilyn asked.  
 
    “No.”  
 
    Cherilyn shook her head. “It’s annoying, isn’t it? Whoever or whatever created this place and brought us here relied on blind faith too much. Their explanation for everything is that we’re in Paradise, and we need to release our questions and accept the perfection of our reality.” 
 
    Ayanna shook her head. “Even The Bible, and other religious texts on Earth, gives some answers and explanations to satisfy human curiosity.” 
 
    “That’s right. We didn’t always understand it, but at least every inspired word given to humanity offers a construct for understanding.” Cherilyn paused. “Tell me about your religious beliefs in life. Do you remember that? I was a devout Catholic. I went to Mass at the church next to campus every morning before work, and prayed the rosary every night before I went to bed. What about you?” 
 
    “I was Lutheran. I went every week, and helped out with functions as my schedule allowed. I read The Bible every morning before I went to work, and I prayed regularly, sometimes all throughout the day. Isn’t that faith?” 
 
    “Faith is a complex and multilayered thing that manifest in a variety of thoughts and actions,” Cherilyn said.  “Obviously, it was an important part of our lives. That seems to be a common element here: everybody I’ve talked to is Christian.” 
 
    “So we all have the same concept of Heaven. That’s an interesting commonality,” Ayanna said.  
 
    “We’re all from the North American Sector, too.” 
 
    Ayanna raised an eyebrow. “I haven’t had time to talk to many people. I’m glad you’ve been out more than I have.” 
 
    “I’ll introduce you around as part of our ‘research.’” 
 
    “I’d appreciate that,” Ayanna said. “So a little over a thousand of us who share the same spiritual and cultural beliefs and lifestyles die and find ourselves in a literal construct of Heaven.” 
 
    “But we’re obviously on a planet,” Cherilyn said. “We have day and night, so there’s a solar cycle. There’s plant and human life, but no animals.” 
 
    “Yet we eat meat and meat byproducts,” Ayanna said. “I just had an omelet and French toast for breakfast. There’s another discrepancy. I wonder if there’s any microscopic life, like bacteria or single celled organisms.” 
 
    Cherilyn knocked her knuckles on the computer station, where their computers were docked. “There’s nothing in the database that I can access. It’s heavily encrypted. The drive space is nearly full so there’s a lot of data in there, but our access has been restricted to limited areas that only have our research information.” 
 
    “So we need a computer hacker, too,” Ayanna said.  
 
    Cherilyn nodded. “We do! And the hacker needs a translation tool, because that script is like nothing I’ve ever seen before.” 
 
    “We need a hacker who speaks alien,” Ayanna said.  
 
    Cherilyn laughed as she leaned against the station. “That’s encouraging.” 
 
    “What is?”  
 
    “A sense of humor. I’ve seen plenty of smiles around this place, but not humor like I just saw in you. I like that. It’s a good sign that we can find ourselves again.” 
 
    “And find out what this place is in the process, I hope,” Ayanna turned on her computer station. “This is the only place I’ve seen computers or machines. We’ve figured out what we want to do with them, but what’s our official purpose with them? What are we supposed to do for the voices in our heads?” 
 
    Cherilyn stepped beside Ayanna and opened up the proper screen. “We monitor and study the nanotech in the population, and we take diagnostic readings of people when they cross over to monitor their transition. When their signs stabilize, we determine an environment to make waking easier.”  
 
    “Why is there a need to monitor the nanotech?” Ayanna asked. “If this is Paradise, then it should function autonomously. Whoever the voices are should be able to tell us what’s happening.” 
 
    “They should, but they don’t,” Cherilyn said. “They tasked us with working with the nanotech functions, from injection to daily function and adjustments.” 
 
    ”Do they come here with nanotech, or do we inject them?” 
 
    “Nadine injects them with nanotech when she brings them in this portion of the lab.” 
 
    “Is she one of us, or one of them?” Ayanna tapped the side of her head.  
 
    “She’s one of them,” Cherilyn said. “Please, don’t let on that you don’t believe we’re in Heaven in to her. She has no patience for questions or doubts.” 
 
    “That’s not a fitting attitude for Heaven,” Ayanna said.  
 
    “I know,” Cherilyn said.  
 
    “Where does Nadine get these new arrivals? Do they just appear?” 
 
     “Now you’re getting into the big question. All of the new arrivals come in through this facility, but we aren’t sure where, how, or why. It could be some kind of interdimensional porthole. There’s obviously a passageway connected to this place somehow.”  She led Ayanna out of the science lab into the larger portion of the research facility, equipped with cots and basic monitoring machinery. “Virgil and I believe that accessing our memories and figuring out how people get here are the two keys to unlocking the truth of this place. If we can answer those questions, then everything else will fall into place.” 
 
    “Those are key questions. The problem is working around Nadine, and everybody else who wants to believe this is Paradise without question.” Ayanna stared at Cherilyn. “There’s going to be resistance.” 
 
    “That’s why nobody can know we’re doing it until we find something concrete to prove it.” 
 
     “Three people can’t do it alone. We’ll need more help.” 
 
    “Of course we will, and we’ll recruit other’s who express doubt over the Paradise cover story.” Cherilyn paused. “I’m glad you’re one of us, Ayanna. I’m glad you see what Virgil and I see. It’s a rare and unique trait amongst the people here.” 
 
    Ayanna shook her head. “It shouldn’t be that way. Curiosity and a search for understanding are fundamental human traits.” 
 
    “Not anymore,” Cherilyn paused, a distant look in her eyes. “It’s been wiped out of most of these people. It’s like we’re drones.” 
 
    Ayanna shuddered. “Then we better get to work if we want to find our humanity again. We’re still human, even if we aren’t on Earth anymore.” 
 
    Cherilyn nodded, staring at the pale yellow sunlight outside of the window. “Yes, our humanity should remain intact, no matter where we are.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    “You’re adapting nicely to your new world,” Nadine said, as she ran a final scan over Ayanna a week later.  
 
    “Thank you, Dr. Hinkly,” Ayanna sat up, pulling her jumpsuit straight. Now she knew it was her work uniform. Or at least, she decided the jumpsuits and padded shoes would be her work wardrobe in the chilly science lab.  
 
    “Please, call me Nadine,” she waved Ayanna over to the computer station to show her the scans. “Physically, you’re in perfect shape. Here’s a scan of your upper respiratory system. The bronchial airways are clear and open. Your asthma is gone, along with every other physical ailment you had in life.” She touched the screen to move it down through the body image. “You’re brand new!” 
 
     “What about the nightmares?” Ayanna asked. “I’m still waking up with anxiety attacks. If my body is new, then why do I experience anxiety and asthma symptoms?” 
 
    “The mind is different,” Nadine tapped the screen to bring up Ayanna’s neurological scans. “Your mind is trying to reconcile the life you left with the life you have. Your dreams and asthma attacks are residual memories trying to come back and complete the picture of who you are. However, you don’t need memories of the pains of your previous life. That includes memories of people left behind. You don’t need to remember them until they join you here.” 
 
    “Why not?” Ayanna asked. “I thought life was supposed to prepare us for being here, and that relationships were the most important thing in life. Why aren’t our connections on Earth important?” 
 
     “Because the grief of separation would prevent you from living in the reward of joy for a life well lived. There is no pain or sorrow here, Ayanna. It’s only joy, peace, and contentment. Grief over what you left behind would hinder your purpose of keeping this the utopia that everybody deserves.” 
 
    “Marianna remembered you.” 
 
     “That’s right. You’ll recognize others you knew on Earth when they arrive here. Their appearance will trigger your memory of them to return. Victor is an example of this. He never mentioned you or Cherilyn before you arrived here.” 
 
    “He didn’t know Cherilyn. I hired her after he died.” 
 
    Nadine nodded, her short, black hair curling around her face. Ayanna puzzled at it for a moment as a memory of Nadine with grey hair flitted through her mind. Then again, the nanotech slowed aging. They never formally studied the side effects of integrating man and machine on Earth.  
 
    “Right now, your functional memory is what’s important,” Nadine said. “Your training, knowledge, and skills are critical to keep this place functioning optimally. We especially need your expertise with neuroscience and nanotechnology to rebuild the people for this new world.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    Nadine zoomed in on Ayanna’s neurological scan. Ayanna walked to the console, activating the scan to go 3D so she could study it. The projection zoomed into the space between her and Nadine, where she shifted the scan.  
 
    “This isn’t the nanotech we were working with on Earth. It’s different.” Ayanna zoomed around the scan. “It looks like the machine is embedded in the cell. It almost looks–“ 
 
    Alien. 
 
    Ayanna bit back the final word, pressing saliva past the lump in her throat. There were no aliens.   
 
    Are you sure about that?  
 
    “Ayanna, are you alright?” 
 
    Ayanna tapped the scan, zooming it back into the computer. “How is this possible?” 
 
    “It was already here when I arrived. In fact, that’s why it’s cold in here. There’s another floor below this one filled with these machines, and refrigerators of stem cells.” 
 
    “Stem cells?” 
 
    Nadine nodded. “I was studying it when Victor arrived, and we decided to inject it into our new arrivals to restore the functional neurological connections faster. I’m sure you remember waking in this place confused and anxious. We’re trying to remedy that so people arrive calm and can integrate into our society easier.” 
 
    Ayanna paled. It sounded like brainwashing to her. “Why do we need nanotech if this place is perfection?”  
 
    “There’s a lot about perfection that we don’t understand. That’s why we’re here, Ayanna.” Nadine sighed. “We’re here to provide the answer to the questions that won’t go away. People are alarmed at losing their memories, and want them back.”  
 
    “So we’re trying to identify the memory triggers so we can restore all of their memories?” 
 
    “No Ayanna,” Nadine said sternly. “We’re here to put an end to those questions and bring them to perfect faith. We’re here to preserve functional memory and eliminate the rest of the personal memory triggers of life on Earth forever.” 
 
    Ayanna’s eyes widened. “Why?” 
 
    Nadine smiled. “So we can have peace.”   
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    “There’s no bacteria.” 
 
    Ayanna looked up from her work station. After serious thought and many conversations with Victor and Cherilyn, they decided the best way to find an answer was to delve into their research, and follow their observations to a natural conclusion. They had to be careful so they didn’t tip off Nadine that they were working at the opposite purpose she stated, but they believed that the answer would be found either way. Whether they preserved or purged memories wasn’t the question: accessing them was the true issue they were interested in researching. They pecked away at their computers filled with nanotech scans from the individuals in the complex and the embedded machinery studying the terrain and plant life around the complex.  
 
    Ayanna looked up to Cherilyn at the work station across the lab from hers. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Cherilyn waved at the samples scattered across her workstation. “There are no bacteria anywhere. Not in the soil, not in the plants, not in the water,” she waved at her computer, “even the nanotech logs show there’s no bacteria in our bodies.” 
 
    Ayanna tapped at her computer, which projected her scans in a 3D screen over her desk. “I see some microscopic life, mostly single cell organisms in the soil and water, but no bacteria.” She swiped through the scans. “I don’t see anything that looks like a virus, either. I wonder what Marianna found in the plant life. Isn’t she a botanist?” 
 
    “I’ll ask her the next time I see her. She doesn’t work consistent hours.” 
 
    Ayanna nodded. They didn’t have regular work times. The hours of day and night were equal, but there was no timekeeping method. Ayanna preferred to come in after breakfast, and work until dinnertime. They were free to eat when they wished, but Ayanna noticed that everybody drifted to the hall for a communal dinner at sunset. “Maybe we can talk to her at dinner tonight.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Cherilyn said. “I’ll bet her findings are the same as ours. At least we know why nobody gets sick. There’s nothing here to make us sick.” 
 
    “We seem to be suited to the environment,” Ayanna said. “Everything’s perfectly balanced. I notice that the oxygen levels are slightly higher here than on Earth, but not by much. It’s not having an effect on us.” She laughed. “Or maybe it is. Don’t slightly elevated levels of oxygen reduce anxiety and depression, and promote better brain function? Maybe that’s why everybody is happy and smart!” 
 
     “Maybe, but those are good side effects, so we won’t worry about them,” Cherilyn said. “My question is how that’s possible. We do have more plant life around the city which accounts for some oxygen production, but most of the oxygen on Earth is produced by phytoplankton, and I don’t see enough evidence of that in these scans to explain the oxygen ratio here.” 
 
    Ayanna tapped at her computer, thinking. “You’re right, there’s no ocean here that we know of, and that lake in the center of the city doesn’t have evidence of enough phytoplankton to explain the elevated oxygen levels.” She tapped notes in her computer. “It’s one more discrepancy to note, but we better come up with a hypothesis to support Nadine’s purposes or we’ll incur her wrath.”  
 
    “It could be a result of the ecosystem,” Cherilyn said. “That could explain the absence of bacteria and viruses, too. There’s no rain here, and the humidity is at a consistent forty percent level, which is ideal for us, but not ideal for other things like bacteria, mold, and mildew. Everything is watered from underground springs. Maybe it’s too dry up here for bacteria to evolve and flourish, or for viruses to form or spread.” 
 
    “It still doesn’t explain the oxygen levels, but it works for the bacteria question,” Ayanna said, “and it gives us a reason to keep exploring the environment. Unanswered questions are great for justifying continued research.”  
 
    “That’s true,” Cherilyn said. “Has anybody had luck reaching those underground springs to study them?” 
 
    Ayanna shook her head. “There’s no drilling equipment, and the only computer equipment we have is here in the lab or in the kitchens to help with food preparation. Nadine says we don’t need it.” 
 
    “And yet there’s advanced nanotech in the basement, and in our bodies.” Cherilyn shut down her scans. “Have you been down there?” 
 
    “No; Nadine keeps it locked.” 
 
    “Why do we need locks?” 
 
    “For our own protection,” a male voice said behind them. 
 
    They spun to see Victor standing behind them, holding his hands up. “I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to surprise you. I admit I was eavesdropping, and found your conversation fascinating. There are things I grapple with, and you just hit on one of them.” 
 
    “The nanotech?” Cherilyn asked.  
 
    He nodded. “And the basement. I wondered if either of you had been down there, since you’re supposed to be working with the nanotech. We don’t know why it’s here. Every time I ask the others,” he said, tapping the side of his head, “they say that the ones before us brought it here.” 
 
    Ayanna raised an eyebrow. “The ones before us?” 
 
    Cherilyn leaned back. “That’s right; you don’t like talking to them.” 
 
    “I’m glad I don’t talk to them,” Ayanna said. “That stuff about passing on to higher planes sounds too ‘New Age’ for me.” 
 
    “It sounds impossible to me,” Victor said. “How could people who lived and died before us bring nanotech here when it was developed in our lifetime, leave it here, and move on?”  
 
    “And why would they abandon it here and not take it with them?” Ayanna asked.  
 
    “It is impossible,” Cherilyn said. “Plus, this nanotech is more advanced than what we had on Earth.” 
 
    Victor shrugged. “Why do we need it at all? I asked Nadine, and she doesn’t understand any better than I do. In fact, she’s the one who locked it up. She modified the systems to set up a locking mechanism on the basement. We don’t know who put any of this here, or why.” 
 
    Ayanna crossed her arms. “And yet, she found it appropriate to inject everybody here with it.” 
 
    “It maintains the image of perfection,” Victor said. “It’s how we never get sick. Theoretically, we could live forever with this nanotech. It stops aging. Do you remember what Nadine looked like on Earth? She was in her late seventies, and looked every day of it. She doesn’t look a day over forty now.” 
 
     “Which is a handy thing when you’re supposed to be in Paradise for eternity,” Cherilyn said.  
 
    “Does anybody else here know they have nanotech?” Ayanna asked.  
 
    Victor shook his head. “They don’t seem to know.” 
 
    “They don’t ask,” Cherilyn said. “Most of them are so relieved to escape their Earthly suffering that they don’t care how or why it happens.” 
 
    “Ignorance is bliss, except when it’s a lie,” Ayanna said. “But what about this place? I don’t think it’s any more natural than the nanotech in our heads. This information we just stumbled upon about the increased oxygen is a perfect example. How is it happening? How is this place perfectly suited to us? It’s like it was created for humanity, but we never found any place with Earthlike properties in our lifetimes. Nanotech was developed on Earth to heal and prevent death. We don’t need it if there’s no illness, injury, or death here.” She waved a hand around her. “We’re in Heaven! You can’t bring anything from Earth here. So why is this one Earthly thing here when everything else is a construct of Earth?” 
 
    “It must be here for a reason,” Victor said, “and that’s what we’re trying to figure out.” He took Ayanna by the shoulders. “I understand this is frustrating, especially since we can’t talk about it openly. Be patient. We will find the answers. The good news is that we have time, since we supposedly can’t die or have any catastrophic events here.” He paused, dropping his arms. “One thing we know for certain is that more people will come from Earth. Nadine is desperate to prepare for an influx of new arrivals and make the transition easier. I believe that’s what the advanced nanotech is for: to help us recreate this new world.” 
 
    “Is something going to happen on Earth that kills a lot people?” Cherilyn asked. “We were trying to delay death. Is it destined to fail?” 
 
    Victor shrugged. “I think it’s an issue of numbers. The world population is nearly fifteen billion. Nobody lives forever on Earth. It’s inevitable that people will come.” 
 
    Ayanna let out a long breath. “Maybe there’s hope to recruit more people to our cause.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Victor asked.  
 
    “We were the last three to arrive, right?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Cherilyn said.  
 
    Victor paled. “But I died months before you two did. How is it that we’re the last three arrivals? Millions of people died in those intervening months, but none of them came here.” 
 
    “Nobody at the University died in those months,” Ayanna said.  
 
    They were silent a moment. Finally, Cherilyn spoke.  
 
    “We have more of our memories, and are the only ones who doubt the story of this being Paradise. Maybe Victor is right. Maybe whatever they’re doing to restore our memories isn’t working the way they want it to anymore, and people who come after us will join our cause.” 
 
    “Maybe whatever they’re doing to block memories will stop working in the people already here, and they’ll join our cause,” Cherilyn said. “Isn’t this Heaven? Shouldn’t anything be possible here? Faith says anything is possible on Earth, so that should apply more here.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Victor said. “It would be a big step forward for our cause if the plan is failing.” 
 
    “It’s also a cause for concern,” Ayanna said. “If this is a system built on lies, then how stable is it? Is it possible we’ll die again? Is it possible our refusal to blindly accept this truth is the first collapse of a house of cards?” 
 
    They were silent for a moment.  
 
     “What about the aliens?” Ayanna asked. “Is it possible that this is a result of alien intervention?” 
 
     “What aliens?” Cherilyn asked.  
 
    “I had a disturbing dream last night,” Ayanna said. “Something about aliens coming to Earth, maybe because of the nanotech. Is that who’s talking in our heads? It is these aliens?” 
 
    “Tell us more about this dream,” Cherilyn said.  
 
     “I remembered watching that Congressional hearing on the news app on a winter night,” Ayanna rubbed her head. “It was the one I told both of you that I was trying to remember. The sky was purple and the National Mall was full of silver eyes, everywhere. Then the nanotech shorted out.” She furrowed her brow. “That’s when Nadine died, isn’t it? My nanotech shorted out too, and I remember hearing the doctors talk about her passing while I was there.” She pointed at Victor. “You died in that lab fire shortly after that.”  
 
    Victor paled. “I did. It was a few days after I was released from the hospital.” 
 
    “Something took down the communication and airline systems around the same time you died, too,” Cherilyn said. “I remember now –“ 
 
    All three of them jolted. Their eyes glowed red in the shock of the nanotech readjustment that Nadine booted in their nanotech from her handheld computer as she entered the room.  
 
    “Now you understand why the memories need to die. They’re dangerous!” 
 
    “Nadine,” Victor croaked.  
 
    “Enough! You need a reset.” She tapped her computer again. “Don’t worry. Everything will be alright. You’ll wake up tomorrow morning feeling brand new.”  
 
    The collapsed on the floor as the nanotech rebooted. Nadine smiled down at them.  
 
    “This is exactly what we need here. All things are new and soon, you will be too.”   
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    “Good morning!” Ayanna smoothly sat in the chair between Cherilyn and Marianna. They smiled at her as she tucked the long skirt of her dress under her.  
 
    “Good morning, sleepyhead” Marianna said. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    Ayanna took a drink of her coffee before digging into her scrambled eggs. “Fabulous, but I can’t believe I slept that long. Why didn’t anybody wake me for supper?” 
 
    “I slept through it too,” Cherilyn said. “I don’t remember leaving the lab yesterday. Victor is still asleep in his room, too. I just checked on him.” 
 
    “I don’t remember leaving the lab either,” Ayanna said.  
 
    “Mom found all three of you late yesterday afternoon disoriented and groggy,” Marianna said. “You missed lunch. She reset your nanotech and helped you to your quarters. It looks like it did you both some good. You ladies shouldn’t work so hard. You don’t need to anymore! You have all of eternity to do your research.” 
 
    Ayanna smiled. “I feel better than I ever remember feeling, but I can’t be working more than I did before.” 
 
    Marianna reached across the table and put his hand over Ayanna’s. “There’s no need to remember or resume those bad habits.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Ayanna stared at Marianna. “I wanted to ask you about something, but I can’t remember.” 
 
    “Cherilyn just told me. It was about the lack of bacteria and viruses in your samples. I haven’t found any in the plant life, either. That’s probably why there’s no illness or disease.” 
 
    “Who needs it?” Cherilyn asked. “You had a good idea about studying the ground water, Ayanna. We have several samples from the lake, but it would be nice to draw some straight from the underground source.” 
 
    “I spoke with some people in geology yesterday at lunch,” Marianna said, “They’ve already modified their computer equipment to see if they can run continuous scans of the water, so I’ll ask if we can infuse some nanotech for our own study. I’m sure they won’t mind. It would be nice to know more about how water behaves underground. How it flows, if there are organisms in it, that kind of thing.”  
 
    “We may also be able to use some of the nanotech to get samples from the soil,” Cherilyn said.  
 
    “I thought it was only for biological use,” Ayanna said.  
 
    “You can use it for anything, if you know how to modify it,” Marianna said.  “This isn’t your typical ecosystem, and we do need to understand how it operates to fully appreciate the marvel of life in this place.” 
 
    “Life after death,” Cherilyn said. “Who would have thought we’d study that?” 
 
    Marianna stared at Cherilyn. “You do believe, don’t you?” 
 
    Cherilyn smiled at Marianna. “Of course.”  
 
    Ayanna nodded. “So, what’s next? How do we seek to understand and build on perfection?” 
 
    Marianna stood. “I’m heading back to the science complex to work with the geology team on the groundwater study. I’ll come by your office later so we can coordinate the nanotech infusion with them.” 
 
    “Have a good day,” Cherilyn said.  
 
    They stared after Marianna as she took her dishes to the cleaning station and walked out of the cafeteria. Cherilyn pointed after Marianna with her fork. “That is a textbook example of brainwashing,” she said, “and I believe that’s what Nadine is trying to do to everybody.” 
 
    Ayanna leaned back. “Then we better work faster to find the truth, before it makes fools of us all.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    It was work that pleased Ayanna, despite the lies they hid behind. Days were filled with research and study, and the nights were full of good food and lively conversation, sometimes over work, and sometimes over the amazing discoveries of the day. The more she studied, the more Ayanna was amazed at what she learned about this new world. Everything worked in perfect harmony, and there were no signs of discrepancy or error in anything they did. It was a scientists dream. Everything they did worked perfectly. Failure, second opinions, adjustments, recalibration, and recalculation were soon forgotten.  
 
    And yet, the answers seemed shallow.  
 
    “You’re used to being challenged,” Nadine told her one day in the lab, as she ran a comparative study of the nanotech logs from everybody in the settlement on her computer. “On Earth we got so used to dealing with an endless cascade of new questions, that we don’t know what to do without it now. It’s strange.” 
 
    “It certainly is,” Ayanna said. “Everything runs smoothly, and yet the one answer I’m seeking evades me.” She stared at Nadine. “It doesn’t bother you that Marianna doesn’t remember her life on Earth? That you can’t talk to her about childhood memories, or things you did together before you got here?” 
 
    “Sometimes it does. I know the memories of our life on Earth fade. Mine certainly have as I get more distance from that life, but it’s still disconcerting not to be able to talk to her about the simple things I cherished, like holidays, I suppose, or times with other family members and friends that I can’t clearly recall. Or even just the events of day to day life, whatever that was before we passed away and came here.” Nadine frowned. “I can’t remember Marianna’s father, or if I had any other children. I just remember her, work, and nanotechnology.” 
 
    “You said our purpose is to purge those memories. Is that supposed to happen here? Will we all be like Marianna, believing that we’ve always been here? Will we forget Earth?” 
 
    “Maybe.”  
 
    “Are you alright with that?” 
 
    Nadine shrugged. “What choice do I have? This is the mandate passed to us all.” 
 
    “By whom?” Ayanna asked.  
 
    Nadine smiled. “You need to talk to the others. I know you shut them out.  Why?” 
 
    “They don’t answer my questions.” 
 
    “They give you proper direction and purpose,” Nadine said.  
 
    “I’m a scientist. I can find that on my own,” Ayanna said. “Besides, we’re in Heaven. Why do we need them to tell us the difference between right and wrong where wrong doesn’t exist?” 
 
    Nadine shrugged. “Do whatever suits you, but I believe it would be beneficial if you spoke with them again. Don’t you want to utilize every resource at your disposal to ensure the success of your life and work here?” 
 
    Ayanna paused, realizing that she’d never win against Nadine’s rigid beliefs. She forced a smile. “I’ll consider it.” She paused. “Marianna said you were the first of our generation to arrive here. That everybody else had ascended to higher planes and the place was empty when you woke.” 
 
     “I was.” 
 
    “What was that like?” 
 
    Nadine’s eyes drifted out the window over the city, bathed in pale yellow mid-afternoon sun. “Equal parts peaceful and frightening. I had dementia in my last years on Earth, so I was already disconnected from the reality. The nanotech helped, but there were times when the disease broke through and muddled my mind. Machines aren’t perfect. They went out or worked too slowly sometimes.  I felt like celebrating when I woke up here clearheaded and aware. It was the most amazing thing to be healed; to feel whole and right again. But then I realized that I was alone, and I wondered what happened. That’s when the others spoke to me.” 
 
    “What did they say?” 
 
    “That the former had passed away, and it’s time to establish the new. They tasked me with leading the new population of this plane.”  
 
     “Will we move on to other planes?” Ayanna asked.  
 
     “Does it matter? This is perfection. I could stay here for eternity and be content.” 
 
    “You don’t want to know what else is out there.” Ayanna asked. “Heaven is more expansive than the universe we lived in. Don’t you want to explore all of it?” 
 
     “You really are a scientist seeking questions that need an answer. You’re learning, but slowly.”  
 
    Ayanna returned to her work station. “I enjoy the research, and I want to know what more is out there. But you’re right; this is a big place, and I have eternity to find the answers.” She tapped her scan. “I’ve noticed in the nanotech logs that the memory engrams in Victor, Cherilyn, and I are stronger than in everybody else here.”  
 
    Nadine raised an eyebrow. “Do you remember a family or friends on Earth?” 
 
    Ayanna thought, scratching the ring finger on her left hand. “I remember people, but the details are evading me. I remember –“ 
 
    “Oh Ayanna, you look so beautiful!” 
 
    “Toby is going to melt when he sees you in that dress!” 
 
    “You must be so excited to finally be –“ 
 
    Ayanna shook off the unbidden fragments sweeping through her mind. “You’re right, the details are missing. I knew people. I had a family I was close to. I had a full life, but it’s more like an academic understanding than a memory or feeling.” 
 
    Nadine nodded. “I think the people who passed away suddenly lose their memories faster.” 
 
    “I agree. I think it’s connected to the shock from crossing over.” 
 
    “It’s a solid theory.” 
 
    Ayanna thought as she studied the scans. “What would be helpful is a subject we can study upon arrival.” 
 
    Nadine nodded. “We inject the nanotech in them upon arrival, so we have access to the machinery logs.” 
 
    “I think we need to approach this from a psychological standpoint, as well. We need to talk to them and find out what they remember, how they feel, keep track of their questions, and assess their mental state.” Ayanna tapped a finger on the computer. “The logs give us good information, but it’s only from a physical perspective. I think there are psychological factors at play as well, and they’re likely connected with the way the people pass away on Earth.” 
 
    “I thought you and Victor were psychiatrists,” Nadine said.  
 
    “We are, but we focus more on brain structure and chemical elements, and how they interact with the nanotech,” Ayanna said. “I’d like for somebody focused on cognitive function on our team. A therapist or a psychologist, who can focus on the thought and behavior patterns, and help us connect it with the physical function of the brain.” She blew out a long breath. “We could do both ends of it, but I think we’d have better results if we spread out the work, and did it on a team with members specializing on each end of the issue.” 
 
    Nadine thought. “Keegan was a psychologist, and Madison was a therapist. Both of them arrived just before Victor did. Maybe they can help us. We can talk to them at dinner tonight.” 
 
    “Great idea,” Ayanna said. “I think a bigger team would help, and we need to be ready when the next person comes through.” 
 
    “I don’t think there’s much to prepare,” Nadine said. “We already have the nanotech. I keep batches downstairs ready to inject when people come through.” 
 
    “Great, then we just need to brief Victor, Cherilyn, Keegan, and Madison on this.” 
 
    “You want Victor and Cherilyn on the team too?” Nadine asked.  
 
    “Of course, and you too. You’ve started this research.” Ayanna studied Nadine’s puzzled look. “You want to be on the team, don’t you?” 
 
    “I do. It’s a wonderful idea. I’m surprised I didn’t come up with it sooner.” Nadine smiled again, but this time it seemed forced. “The more, the merrier.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Keegan said. “Why are we doing this?” 
 
    Ayanna stared at Keegan’s tall and lanky frame sitting on a bench next to the lake. She saw him walking through the city just after her conversation with Nadine, and decided to approach him alone so she could get a feeling for whether he could be brought in on the ‘real’ experiment with her, Cherilyn, and Victor. Keegan was about her age, with black hair, sky blue eyes, and the sharpest mind she had seen since she arrived. She wondered why they hadn’t talked more before, especially given the sparse population here.   
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked.  
 
    He stared across the lake. “Shouldn’t our jobs be obsolete? There’s no tragedy. No misfortune. No abuse, or neglect, or illness, or pain, or death. We live in a state of perfection.” He turned his intense stare on Ayanna. “Why are we doing research on perfection?” 
 
    Ayanna forced a smile. “You don’t believe there’s work in Paradise?” 
 
    He looked away. “I do, but I didn’t realize that Heaven would be so much like Earth. Shouldn’t we understand everything? Shouldn’t there be an end to our questions?” 
 
    “We haven’t passed into that plane yet.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize we had to advance through levels. This isn’t a video game.” 
 
    “It isn’t like anything we’ve ever known.” Ayanna followed Keegan’s stare, pleased at the direction he was taking the conversation. Obviously, his memories were more intact than the others in the city, too. He arrived just before Victor, so it’s possible that his memories weren’t as selective at the other residents, either. “This isn’t what I expected of the afterlife, either. There are still things that confuse me. That’s why we’re doing this: to understand why we still have questions where none should exist. Why do we need this nanotechnology to integrate in Paradise? Why do some of our Earth memories continue to reform, while other people only have functional memories to allow them to do their jobs here?” 
 
    “Why are we here?” Keegan turned his attention back to Ayanna. “And where is ‘here?’” 
 
    She nodded. “I think you’re the perfect person to help us answer the real questions in this place.” 
 
    “Is it bad that I have doubts while the other people here blindly believe they’re in Heaven?” 
 
    “Not at all, but you need to be careful who you reveal these doubts to,” Ayanna said.  
 
    “It didn’t take long to understand that,” Keegan said. “Questions are shut down quickly here.” 
 
    “Nadine wants to purge our personal memories of Earth,” Ayanna said. “She wants to make us drones.” 
 
    “Drones of what?” 
 
    Ayanna shrugged. “That’s an interesting question. I hadn’t thought of that.” 
 
    “I thought our life on Earth was supposed to prepare us for this,” Keegan continued. “If we lose our memories, then what was the purpose of life? Why did it matter? Why weren’t we put here in the first place?” 
 
    “The fall of man.” 
 
    He snorted as he turned his stare back over the lake. “It seems that Paradise should have purged its problems.” 
 
    Ayanna stared over the lake again at the pale blue sky. Keegan had a point. Why was Nadine so desperate for their personal memories of life to fade? If the purpose of life was to prepare them for eternity, then shouldn’t they be searching for the opposite: a way to preserve those memories to help them in Paradise? Keegan was right about one thing: Heaven wasn’t what she had been taught.  
 
    “This isn’t what I expected, either,” Ayanna said, “and I’m bothered by my lost memories and the voices randomly interfering in our heads, but you know that questions don’t get answers here. Nadine says ask ‘the others,’ and they tell me I need greater faith.” 
 
    Keegan laughed. “Isn’t our faith supposed to be perfect now? Maybe they should research why we still have questions in a place that’s supposed to have the answers.” 
 
    “We are. The basic question we’re exploring is why we still have questions in a place that should be all of the answers we ever sought.” 
 
    Keegan shook his head. “This Heaven is a lie.” 
 
    “That’s clearly true to four of us, that I know of,” Ayanna said.  
 
    “Who else doubts the Paradise story?” 
 
    “Me, Victor, and Cherilyn.” 
 
    “I think others doubt, but they’re afraid to speak up.” 
 
    “Fear is a powerful motivator,” Ayanna said, “and something that shouldn’t exist here. There’s another discrepancy in the Paradise story.” 
 
     “We’re supposed to work in Heaven anyway, so why not put the skills I have to use? Maybe something will be revealed to unravel the mysteries of Paradise.” Keegan offered his hand. “I’ll join your team.” 
 
    Ayanna took his hand, shaking it firmly. “Here’s to finding the truth that will set us free.” 
 
    “It’s that or bondage,” Keegan said, “and I don’t’ want to find out what kind of drones Nadine is trying to create.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    “I thought there would be animals here,” Madison said. 
 
    Ayanna and Cherilyn stared at the thin woman with a perky blonde bob cut and blue eyes across the dinner table from them. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Cherilyn asked.  
 
    “Animals,” Madison said, poking at her taco salad. “I knew we’d have to work in Heaven, but I had hoped to do something different than I did in life. I wanted to work in an aviary, with birds.” 
 
    “Then why weren’t you a zoologist or a veterinarian in life?” Cherilyn asked.  
 
    Madison looked up. “That wasn’t my earthly calling. My purpose in life was to help people. My purpose here should be different.” 
 
    Ayanna put her hand over Cherilyn’s to cut off a response that she sensed would end this conversation. Madison was a harder sell than Keegan, but she was also a brilliant therapist. Ayanna had spoken with four people over the past few hours who attested to Madison’s unique ability to make them feel at ease and peaceful about their new life here. Those were skills they couldn’t afford to lose to a careless comment. “Why did you feel your purpose here should be different?” 
 
    “Because all of existence is bigger than being limited to one purpose,” Madison waved her fork in the air, “and the others told me I’d have a different calling now.” 
 
    “Ok,” Cherilyn mumbled.  
 
    Obviously, Madison didn’t share their questions – yet. Ayanna held to the hope that Madison’s perspective would change once she saw the data for herself. She cleared her throat. “Then I believe that you will serve a greater purpose, and working in an aviary may be part of it. We’re trying to build this community. However, it’s still limited, and we need to grow in order for that purpose to become necessary. Don’t you want to help new people adapt, so we can move on to higher planes?” 
 
    Madison nodded. “We are supposed to pass on to higher planes.” 
 
    “We can’t do that if we’re stuck in this place,” Ayanna said, “and that’s a possibility if Earth memories plague new arrivals. It will hold them back and they’ll struggle, like we have since our arrival.” 
 
    “It is confusing to have those old memories interfering with the new life,” Cherilyn said, picking up Ayanna’s lead. “Madison, do you remember anything other than this place?” 
 
    “Of course I do. I remember being smashed up in a car, and the next thing I knew, I was waking up beside the lake, staring at the sun.” She furrowed her brow. “Is it me, or does the sun seem dimmer here? And the sky is a lighter shade of blue than it should be. It’s nearly white.” 
 
    Ayanna fought to keep from choking on her water. Maybe Madison had discovered more discrepancies than they realized.  “Do you remember anything about Earth besides birds and a deeper sky?” 
 
    Madison squinted her eyes. “Bits and pieces. No details.” 
 
    “It’s the same way with me, and we’re trying to understand why,” Ayanna said. “You can help us, Madison. I’ve talked to several others, and they said you were able to make them feel at peace more than anybody else they’ve talked to. That’s a valuable ability, one that you shouldn’t waste.” She paused. “What’s to say you only have one purpose here? How many roles did you have in life? Did you just do one thing?” 
 
    “Of course not. I had many relationships.” Madison’s brow furrowed. “I can’t remember the specifics, but I do remember that school and work weren’t all I did. I knew other people, and I did other things.” She paused. “I had a parrot.” 
 
    “That’s probably why you want to work with birds here, but you can’t do it alone. You need more people, and the people need to be comfortable in this life before they can contribute meaningful work to the community.” She put her hand over Madison’s. “Help us, Madison. Help us help others through this memory issue, so we can build a level of Paradise that’s rid of the confusion and questions plaguing us here. Help us to build a sanctuary for those who want to stay, and to build the others up for higher planes.” 
 
    Madison looked back and forth between Ayanna and Cherilyn. “Both of you are on the team?” 
 
    Ayanna nodded. “We are. Nadine, Victor, and Keegan are also on the team.” 
 
    Madison brightened. “Keegan’s on the team?” 
 
    “You know Keegan?” Cherilyn asked. 
 
    “We were in graduate school together, I think.” 
 
    Mission accomplished.  
 
    Ayanna smiled. “Are you with us?” 
 
    Madison put her fork on her now empty plate and reached across the table to shake Ayanna’s hand. “I’m with you. Let’s usher more souls into Paradise!”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    “The reboot didn’t work,” Nadine said. 
 
     “Good evening to you too, Mother.” Marianna looked up from her work station as Nadine burst into the science lab after dinner. “What do you mean the reboot didn’t work?” 
 
    “I just overheard Ayanna and Cherilyn talking to Madison in the dining hall. They admitted to having personal memories from Earth.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So the memory block experiment is failing. Everything here is connected. It could destroy this whole system!” 
 
    Marianna tapped her computer into standby mode. “I think you’re overreacting. Isn’t it natural that some people would remember their life, and others wouldn’t? Memories are stubborn. The mind is hard wired to retain them, so the best we can do is suppress them until people stop trying to access them.” She paused. “Honestly, it would be nice to have some memories of life on Earth, besides my education and training. Was I married? Did I have siblings? Children? Grandchildren? What did I leave behind that I can look forward to being reunited with someday?” 
 
    Nadine pointed at Marianna. “Stop right there. You’re happy without the memories or the questions. You live in simple joy. That’s what we want for everybody here. That’s what this place is about, not clinging to a useless past.” 
 
    “How can you call it useless?” 
 
    “Everything dies on Earth. We’re on the brink of achieving everlasting life here.” 
 
    “I thought this was everlasting life,” Marianna said. “Ayanna, Victor, and Cherilyn aren’t the only ones asking questions, Mother. A lot of people are whispering in the confines of The Haven and in their offices. A lot of people are trying to remember. You can take away their religious texts. You can take away their memories. But you can’t take away the essence of humanity, and that includes a passion for understanding and knowledge. Perhaps you should focus on accommodating that instead of trying to mold us and this place into what you want it to be.” 
 
    “So you doubt this is Paradise, too?” 
 
    “I know I was somewhere before I was here. At first I thought this was the only place I had been, but I couldn’t find places from my former memories when I had those flashes of memory, like the University lab. There is no University here! We don’t need schools because there aren’t any children or teenagers here. There are no elderly people here, either. It’s all adults who had careers in progress. It’s so confusing to try to remember that I stopped trying, but others won’t. You know that.” Marianna paused. “I wonder if you believe this is Paradise. You wouldn’t be so consumed with that belief if you didn’t doubt it yourself.” 
 
    Nadine paused, taking in her daughter’s point. What was wrong with her? Wouldn’t they erase these doubts without her help? Couldn’t they?  
 
    Why won’t you help me? 
 
    Because you were the one who created this image. Now it’s up to you to uphold it.  
 
    It was true. The story of Paradise was her idea. 
 
    “You’re right,” Nadine hugged Marianna, “but I think you also made my point. You came to the simple conclusion of living by and trusting in our faith when the flashes of Earth memories disturbed you. I have occasional memories of Earth, and look at how distressed I get.” She sniffed and pulled away, swiping away a well placed tear from her eye. “I don’t want others to struggle like we have, and it hurts to see Victor, Ayanna, and Cherilyn struggling. They’ve brought Keegan and Madison on the team, and I’m afraid their doubts will spread. We don’t need that here.” 
 
    “Doubt doesn’t have any place here,” Marianna said. “I understand your concerns, Mother, but take heart in the fact that no harm can come to us. It’s impossible, remember! Talk to the others. They’ll help you let go of your fear and construct of anxiety. And don’t rush it, either.” Marianna smiled as she turned to her work station. “We have all of eternity to find peace and answers.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Nadine tapped her own computer open to scans of a human body lying in the pod two levels below them. “We have all the time we need.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    The man on the table thrashed against the restraints.  
 
    “They attacked! We’re going to die!” 
 
    Ayanna tapped at the computer console next to the cot in the medical bay clumsily, trying to calibrate the nanotech adjusting his brain chemicals. “I stand corrected about the restraints on the beds,” she said. “I see why they’re an ethical consideration. Are we all like this crossing over?” 
 
    “No,” Nadine said, “and what I’d give for some sedatives now.” 
 
    “They’re here! There’s no hope for humanity! We’re going to die!” 
 
    “He has no idea that’s already happened,” Cherilyn mumbled.  
 
    “Sir!” Madison rushed into the room, brushing the last crumbs from her lunch sandwich off her hands. “What do you mean? Why is there no hope?” 
 
    “I got it!” Ayanna tapped the last of the sequence in the computer. The man jolted, and then lay back on the cot, looking confused.  
 
    Madison blew out a sign of relief. “I’m sorry about that, sir. Do you feel better?” 
 
    “I have a headache.” 
 
    “That’s understandable,” Madison loosened the hand restraints, while Keegan moved in silently to remove the foot restraints. “Let’s start at the beginning. What’s your name?” 
 
     “Nolan,” he swallowed. “There’s more, but I can’t remember.” 
 
    “That’s normal, Nolan,” Madison said, “and there’s no need to worry about the rest. You’re safe now. What do you remember?” 
 
    The pupils in Nolan’s green eyes dilated, forming black holes against his pale skin and red hair. “They came.” 
 
    “Who came?” Ayanna asked.  
 
    He stared at her. “The aliens. They said they’d come, and they did. Silver ships came from the sky, and the cybernetics came.” 
 
    Ayanna furrowed her brow as a memory came to her of purple lights in the sky. “Who are the cybernetics?” 
 
    “They’re the masters. They’re coming for us,” Nolan’s eyes sank closed.  
 
    “Wait!” Madison shook his arm. “Nolan, stay with me. What are you talking about? Who are the cybernetics?” 
 
    “No hope,” he mumbled. He spasmed and passed out. 
 
    “Enough of that,” they turned to see Nadine behind them at her workstation, with a scan of Nolan’s nanotech on her computer. She had obviously triggered another recalibration. “Let’s wipe this slate clean and prep him for a proper introduction to our world.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    “What was that?” Ayanna asked.  
 
    “Controlling the situation,” Nadine calmly tapped the console to close out Nolan’s nanotech function controls.  
 
    Ayanna’s eyes flashed. “Control it how? We were trying to get information from him.” 
 
    “What good would it do us?” Nadine snapped. “He was rambling about whatever happened before he died. That doesn’t matter here.” 
 
    “We’re supposed to find ways to reduce the death shock. We can’t do that unless we understand what sent them into it.” 
 
    Nadine put her hands on her hips. “Ayanna, do you remember waking up here?” 
 
    Ayanna thought. “I remember waking up in the woods.” 
 
    Nadine pointed to her. “Exactly. You remembered waking up peacefully, in your favorite surroundings. What do you think would have happened if you woke up screaming on a table in a science facility?” 
 
     “I agree with Ayanna,” Madison said. “We should have talked to Nolan. You ask what good came from probing his memories of Earth. I ask what good came of knocking him out before we could get information to work with that could ease the transition for others.” 
 
    “He was obviously distressed,” Keegan said. “How did he die?” 
 
    Nadine studied her computer. “An aneurism ruptured in his brain.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Virgil walked to look at Nadine’s screen, but she clicked it into privacy mode.  
 
    “The information came to my computer.” 
 
    “How did it get there?” Ayanna asked. “How did Nolan get up here?” 
 
    “That’s not your concern,” Nadine said. “You’re purpose is to figure out how to reduce the memory triggers so we can integrate people into this society with maximum compliance and minimum distress.” 
 
    “How can we do that if we don’t know the circumstances of how they got here?” Victor asked.  
 
    “I’ll tell you,” Nadine said.  
 
    “That’s not how science works.” 
 
     “This place is bigger than any one person can comprehend,” Nadine said. “It’s impossible for everybody to know everything. We have to divide and conquer, or we’ll get bogged down in details that will prevent us from achieving our purpose. We have to work together toward common goals.” 
 
    “How are we supposed to get answers for you if you won’t give us the answers we need to do our work?” Keegan asked.  
 
    “Faith,” Nadine said.  
 
    Keegan snorted. “I thought there weren’t supposed to be any questions here. I thought we would understand everything. Again I ask, why are we doing this?” 
 
    “To create a better society,” Nadine said. 
 
    “Why do we need to do that if we live in a state of perfection?” Keegan asked.  
 
    “He has a point,” Ayanna said. “It isn’t fair to expect us to share everything we know with you when you won’t share what you know with us. You’re obviously nervous about us knowing how people get here, and where your information on their death comes from. Why?” 
 
    “Better yet, why haven’t we been allowed access to the basement floors?” Virgil asked. “We’re working on the same project, and need the same information. Why is the basement the only place in the city that’s locked? What’s down there?” 
 
    Nadine slammed her computer on the table. “This discussion is why you haven’t been entrusted with that information. You aren’t ready for it.” 
 
    Virgil crossed his arms. “You don’t like questions unless you’re the one asking them.  Are you sure you weren’t a lawyer in life? You behave like one; asking questions and refusing to answer them.” 
 
    “Enough!” Cherilyn said. “This isn’t getting us anywhere.” She turned to Nadine. “You knocked Nolan out too soon. It’s obvious that he was panicked about something happening on Earth at his moment of death, and we need to know what it was.” 
 
    “Why?” Nadine asked.  
 
    “We need to be prepared if anybody else comes through rambling after their nanotech infusion.” Cherilyn looked around the room.  “We need to focus. Nadine is right about one thing: this place is bigger than anything we dealt with on Earth, but right now we have a new person who died in a state of heightened emotional distress. Obviously, we’re going to have a lot of memory triggers to deal with, so we need a plan to wake Nolan up and integrate him the best we can. How can we bring him back comfortably and deal with his distress without disturbing the rest of the community?” 
 
    The room was silent as everybody stared at one another.  
 
    “She’s right,” Ayanna said, breaking the tense silence. “Nadine, you’ve done this before. What’s the next step? How do we wake him again, without the screaming and restraints?” 
 
    Nadine studied the running neural scans on Nolan. “He’s stabilizing. We need to move him to a location where he’ll be the most comfortable waking up. He lived in Asheville, so he’d probably be comfortable in the mountains.”  
 
     “There are some hills just outside of the northern wall, so we can move him there,” Virgil said. “Keegan and I can float the bed out there. I want Madison to come with us too, since she has a talent for soothing people in distress.” 
 
    “What about the rest of us?” Cherilyn asked.  
 
    “You check on the preparation of Nolan’s private chambers at The Haven,” Nadine said. “Ayanna, you stay here and help me monitor his vital signs. You’re the nanotech expert, so help me monitor and adjust it as necessary to level him out for a smooth, comfortable transition. You need to learn about this new nanotech with the stem cells, and this is a great opportunity to do it.”  
 
    Ayanna’s stomach flipped at the thought of being stationed in the lab alone with Nadine, but she knew better than to argue. “Ok, let’s get to work,” she said instead, as she turned away to tap her workstation back to life as everybody else scurried to their duties. “Let’s see what I can learn today.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    “Nadine’s a jerk,” Keegan said later that night at the dinner table. “How could you bear to work with her on Earth?” 
 
    Ayanna looked up from her bowl of chili at dinner that evening. “I didn’t. She was the Department head of my program at the University. I only saw her occasionally at official functions or around campus.” She took a bite of chili. “The bigwigs don’t mingle with the grunts doing the actual work.” 
 
    Madison followed their stare to the table where Nadine and Marianna sat across the room, huddled in quiet conversation. “I’m surprised Marianna isn’t on our team.” 
 
    “Marianna was a botanist, so there’s no place for her on the team,” Ayanna said. “Actually, I rarely see Marianna in the lab. She spends most of her time out in the field, taking environmental readings.” 
 
    “You have a point,” Keegan said. “Shouldn’t she come back to the lab to run analysis on what she gathers out there?” 
 
    “She doesn’t work consistent hours,” Ayanna said. “She comes and goes as the whim hits her to work. She often goes to the lab before breakfast and after dinner. She says she’s in the field during the day, but she shouldn’t need to be out there that much. I think she takes off in the middle of the day.” 
 
    “So she works on a different schedule than the rest of us,” Cherilyn said. “That’s interesting. I wonder if Marianna is in on Nadine’s Paradise game.”  
 
    Virgil shook his head. “I doubt it. Marianna truly doesn’t seem to have any Earth memories, or concerns about this place being anything other than Paradise. I think Marianna is a true believer. If anything, her mother’s domineering personality is probably puzzling her.” 
 
    “I don’t know, she might be used to it from Earth,” Ayanna said. “Didn’t Nadine have the reputation of being a bulldog? I seem to recall some news articles and rumors of her pulling some underhanded techniques to get the funding for the nanotech research away from Ivy League Schools.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Virgil said, “and there was a particularly nasty rumor of her blackmailing the chancellor at Duke University to get him to drop their bid.”  
 
    “See, memories are good for something,” Keegan said, “and that’s probably why she wants to erase everything but functional memories. She doesn’t want anybody to remember what a horrible person she was on Earth.” 
 
    “If she was horrible on Earth, then should she be in Heaven?” Madison asked.  
 
    “No,” Virgil said.  
 
    Everybody at the table laughed, causing the rest of the room conversation to dim as the others stared at them. They settled quickly.  
 
    “Ayanna, what did Nadine say after we left the lab with Nolan?” Virgil asked.  
 
     “Nothing. She stonewalls you when you ask questions about this place, so I knew it would be a waste of time. I was interested in learning more about this advanced nanotech and seeing the rest of the process in motion, so I kept her busy with lots of questions. She seemed pleased by that. It really is amazing. Then again, we have forever to study it.” She paused. “How was Nolan when he woke up again? Did he say anything to indicate what he was rambling about in the medical bay?” 
 
    Madison shook her head. “All he remembers is blacking out at work. Victor warned us not to mention it on the way out, so we couldn’t ask.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to trigger another emotional response while Nadine was monitoring him,” Victor said. “I intend to probe him for any Earth memories he has later, when we’re away from the lab.” 
 
    “That’s a sensible precaution,” Ayanna said. “If Nolan’s signs spiked then Nadine would have attacked you with questions the minute you came back to the city.” 
 
    “When will we get to talk to Nolan again?” Keegan asked.  
 
     “Nadine cleared him to come here for breakfast tomorrow,” Victor said. “She didn’t want to overwhelm him, so she took him a plate for dinner and told him to get his place arranged tonight.” 
 
    “I’d like to talk to him too, to see how he’s feeling physically and adapting to the shock of being in the hereafter,” Ayanna said. “It will give me a chance to see how he’s adapting to the advanced nanotech.” 
 
    “I guess you were the last one to come through, and you can’t research yourself.” Madison said.  
 
    “Not without bias,” Ayanna smiled as a ray of setting sun glinted off her spoon.  
 
    A fire glowed in the fireplace behind him. “You make me so happy. That’s why I can’t live without you.” Toby pulled a box from his pocket and opened it, revealing a circle sparkling in the soft light. “Ayanna, will you –“ 
 
    “Ayanna!” Madison was snapping her fingers in front of Ayanna’s eyes.  
 
    Ayanna jerked. “I’m sorry, that glint of light distracted me.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t get distracted in Heaven,” Keegan said. “In fact, there are a lot of things happening here that shouldn’t be happening. Where are the Heavenly hosts? Why do we still have nighttime when the radiance of God should light the place constantly, and there should be no night?” He pointed to the bowl. “Why do we still need to eat and sleep?” 
 
    “Where are all of the people?” Madison asked. “I know about the other planes, but think about how many people die on Earth every day. This place should be crowded, but instead it’s practically abandoned. We should have millions of people here, not a little over one thousand.” 
 
    “Why do we need to do research?” Ayanna asked. “Why do we have so many questions in a place that’s supposed to have all of the answers?”  
 
    Keegan pointed at Ayanna with his spoon. “That’s the biggest question yet.” 
 
    “We’ll find the answers,” Virgil said. “We have all of eternity to do it.” 
 
    “Do we?” Madison asked. “Or is that another lie?” 
 
    Ayanna stared at the setting sun reflecting off the lake. “I don’t know.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    “This place isn’t what I expected,” Nolan stared around the dining hall the next morning.  
 
    “That’s what everybody says,” Madison said. The research team claimed a table near the middle of the room, where Nolan could see around, but not get distracted by the view outside while they talked to him. “How have we defied your expectations?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he took a bite of his French toast. “You hear so much in church about Heaven, but its vague comparisons to things on a world that’s progressed far beyond the writings of those times. I guess it leaves people to form their own images of Heaven, but none of them are like this. It’s strange. It’s like Earth, and yet not.” 
 
    Virgil chuckled. “That’s what they all say.” 
 
    “We’re trying to better understand how new arrivals see things, so we can help you adapt,” Madison said. “Can you give me an example of what seems strange?” 
 
    Nolan put his fork down. “I’m a mechanical engineer, and the design of this city is a perfect example. I took a walk yesterday to familiarize myself with the place, and it’s odd. It’s like old world meets new world, in the strangest ways.” He gestured toward the door they came in through. “The buildings are old designs, but this facility is obviously running off some kind of solar power. I saw what looked like some of the new types of solar cells being developed on Earth that integrate directly into the structure and windows The Haven and this building. At least, that’s what I figure because I don’t see any electrical systems, and the only computers or machines I’ve seen are in the kitchens and science building.” 
 
    Virgil nodded. “We don’t have many machines here. There’s no need for them. Life is simpler here.” 
 
    “And more complex, because this place is bigger,” Nadine said. “This is just one plane of countless planes of Heaven. It’s the entry point, so it’s designed to resemble Earth.” 
 
    “Minus the problems of Earth,” Cherilyn said. 
 
    “Of course,” Nolan dug into his breakfast again. “Tell me about yourselves.” 
 
    Everybody looked around the table uneasily. Nolan noticed and lowered his brows, frowning. “Was that a bad question?” 
 
    “No,” Keegan said. “It’s an unusual question. What you see is what you get.” He motioned around the table. “Obviously, we’re all scientists at this table.” 
 
    “Where are the designers of the city?” Nolan asked. “I’d like to talk to them. It’s unique, and I’d like to know more about it, especially those solar cells. That’s fascinating. Only a few buildings in the United States have them, and it’s experimental. I’d love to know how the designers got them to work here.” 
 
    “You’ll be working with a design team, once we confirm that you’re adapted enough to begin work,” Nadine said, “so you’ll get inside knowledge on how everything  works and functions as the perfect home for us.” 
 
    “That’s another thing you’ll have to get used to here,” Madison said. “The answers to your questions usually create more questions.”  
 
    Nadine frowned at Madison. Ayanna shot a small smile at Madison, who winked.  
 
    “What she means is that this place is different from Earth,” Ayanna said. “What seems like a simple question, like who designed the city or how the solar cells work, has complex details working together for an ultimate answer. You may discover your answers in various stages of learning.” 
 
    “You’ll define new constructs for understanding, and new frameworks for different questions,” Virgil said. “It’s never ending discovery!” 
 
    Nadine’s face pinched. “Discovery within the bounds of faith, of course. Like Keegan said, what you see is what you get.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Nolan said. “I thought all of the answers would be revealed when I died, and I was afraid I’d be bored in eternity.” 
 
    “You remember dying?” Keegan asked.  
 
    Nolan nodded. “There was a power surge in my nanotech, which caused my aneurysm to rupture. How ironic. The thing that was supposed to save me wound up killing me.” He paused. “I’m glad that will never happen again!” 
 
    “Death, like birth, should be a onetime experience,” Cherilyn said.  
 
    “Agreed,” Nadine said, “and as I keep telling everybody at this table, your answers will come when you’re ready for them. Remember what I said about this place functioning fully by faith.” She glared at each person around the table. “We live in a state of perfect trust and harmony. We’re all doing what’s right, and we trust that it’s working together for the greater good of our society.” 
 
    “Yes,” Ayanna returned Nadine’s glare. “This is Paradise, after all.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    “This is getting out of control,” Nadine said in the lab after the research team had studied their scans and analyzed their discussions with Nolan after breakfast. “He remembers everything, despite the nanotech. His memories are holding.” 
 
    “We can’t bring any more people over until we figure this out,” Cherilyn agreed. “It’s bad enough with Ayanna, and now Keegan and Madison are asking questions. Did you see the look on Keegan’s face when Nolan said he remembered dying? He lit up like a Christmas tree. You know Victor is probing Nolan for details on Earth right now.” 
 
    “We should have seen that coming. I told you bringing in more people was a mistake. Why did I let you talk me into it?” 
 
    “Erasing my memory didn’t work, that’s why!” Cherilyn said. “I want the same peace that Marianna has, but I can’t because my brain won’t stop trying to remember.” 
 
    “There’s no chance of convincing Ayanna, Virgil, and Keegan to back off their theories, either,” Nadine said. “They know more is happening here than I’m telling them.” 
 
    “That’s what you get for bringing in scientists and engineers,” Cherilyn said. “Do you think Nolan will be any better? He’ll be on their side within days.” 
 
    “I should have never let you form that group.” 
 
    “You need that group for the next stage here,” Cherilyn said. “Their minds are too strong for the neural wipe. That nanotech preserved too many of their memories and the connections started growing quickly. It’s like that with some people, even on Earth. There are always the strong ones resistant to everything.” Cherilyn smiled. “Maybe those will be perfect for the next stage of the experiment.” 
 
    Nadine stared at Cherilyn, performing quick mental calculations.  
 
    Yes, it is time for the next stage of the experiment.  
 
    What human shall we begin with? 
 
    Let’s begin with this traitor. She’s ready.  
 
    What of the others on her team? 
 
    I’ll handle them.  Take her now. Take them later. 
 
     “How critical are we?” Nadine asked.  
 
    Cherilyn studied the data on her computer while Nadine quickly tapped code in her own computer.  
 
    “We aren’t critical yet, but we need to stabilize the system, or it will collapse. The sooner we do that, the better.” 
 
    “So we still need the others.” 
 
    “We do.” 
 
    “But we don’t need you,” Nadine tapped the final code in her computer. Cherilyn jolted and collapsed on the floor as red energy sparked in the nanotech, setting off a nanotech reboot.  
 
    Nadine smiled down at Cherilyn’s body crumpled on the floor. “Welcome to stage two of the experiment.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
     “Are you busy?” 
 
    Ayanna looked up from her computer to see Marianna standing in the doorway of the science lab. She smiled and glanced at the window, shocked to see the sun sinking in the sky. “I’m wrapping up.” She frowned as she noticed Marianna’s pale face and slightly mussed hair. “What’s up?” 
 
    Marianna looked around. “Is anybody else here?” 
 
    “No, I’m the loner here this afternoon. Virgil and your mother are meeting with Nigel and the design team to go over improvement designs for the city systems. Keegan and Madison are conducting interviews with some of the long time residents to get an idea of how people adapted, and what triggers our life memories.” 
 
    “Where’s Cherilyn?” 
 
    “Nadine reassigned Cherilyn to do research in the satellite field outside of the wall, where Nolan’s team is setting up.” She stared at her friend’s empty chair. “I had hoped to hear from her, but I guess longer range communication isn’t possible here. I got spoiled with computers and phones on Earth.” She stared at Marianna’s somber face. “What’s wrong, Marianna? You’re usually happy. I’m not used to seeing you so serious.” 
 
    Marianna let out a breath and rolled the chair from Cherilyn’s work station next to Ayanna’s. “You’re a psychiatrist.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Maybe you can help me.” Marianna twirled a lock of hair around her finger. “I’m having nightmares.” 
 
    Ayanna lowered her brows. “What kind of nightmares?” 
 
    Marianna stared out of the window. “I dream of being in a different place. It’s like this, but not like this. It’s a different world, where the sky is brighter and there are no walls around the city.” She paused. “I’m at the university. I remember it now.” 
 
    Ayanna nodded. “Go on.” 
 
    “I hurt in the dreams. I feel so much pain inside, like I’m possessed by something else. Like something is inside me that doesn’t belong there. Like the cancer is back.” Marianna paused, rubbing the right side of her stomach. “There are needles in me, and wires. They injected something in my midsection, and my mind goes wild. It’s like whatever was inside of me took over and fully possessed me.” 
 
    “Subject 83 reacted violently to nanotech injection. The signals from the nanotech injected in the pancreatic tumor sent a shock wave up the subject’s spinal column, resulting in mild electrocution.”  
 
    Ayanna tapped at her computer, still speaking into the recording app on her computer docked in a nearby medical monitoring station. “The source of the energy surge is unknown. I’ve sedated the subject while I adjust the nanotech to appropriate levels to dissolve the stage three tumor. Additional nanotech will be injected in the patient’s brain to subdue the pain receptors and help with the residual effects of the chemotherapy treatment.” 
 
    Ayanna fought to keep her face neutral. “Do you remember anything else?” 
 
    Marianna’s eyes narrowed as she struggled to remember. “Cold rooms like this one, but darker. Tests and machines. Chemotherapy and radiation.  Having robots injected in my body as a last effort to kill the death growing inside of me.” 
 
    “Are you alone in the dreams?” 
 
    “No.” Marianna turned her gaze from the window to Ayanna. “I’m with you.”  
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter 18 
 
    “The memory triggers aren’t the issue. The memories are returning because the neural connections are reforming,” Ayanna said.  
 
    Keegan and Madison stared at the scan on Ayanna’s work computer after dinner that night. “You took these scans today?” 
 
    Ayanna nodded. “I took them before dinner, when Marianna came to talk to me about her memories returning.” 
 
    “Did you tell her that’s what was happening?” Madison asked.  
 
     “No,” Ayanna said. “I want more information to see if I can figure out how these neural connections are reforming before I tell her.” 
 
    “More information on what Nadine was trying to do to stop the neural connections from reforming is what we really need,” Keegan said, “but she’ll never give us that.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Ayanna said. “I’ll keep working on my end to see if I can figure it out. Victor can help me. Nadine talks to him more than the rest of us. Perhaps he can prod her to get some information for us to work with.” 
 
    “Has anybody else talked about memories coming back outside of our group?” Keegan asked. “Nobody has said anything to me.” 
 
    “Me either,” Madison said, “and Marianna’s memories returning could be related to something else. Ayanna, did you do a full body scan to see if the pancreatic tumor reformed?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Ayanna said. “I wanted to check her brain and nanotech first, and work backwards from there. I also couldn’t give Marianna a reason for the full body scan without telling her the truth: that she died of neural shock while in nanotech treatment for pancreatic cancer. She remembers the cancer and the nanotech, but not dying.” 
 
    “Which means our explanations would sound crazy to her,” Keegan said, “especially given our vague understanding of how people come here. We need to do the whole body scan anyway to make sure it’s nothing more than memories reforming. Is she supposed to come back to the lab?” 
 
    Ayanna sat in her rolling chair. “She’s coming back tomorrow morning for a nanotech reboot. She didn’t complain about other symptoms. She just wanted to know if I could make the nightmares go away.” 
 
    “Meaning she wants her memory wiped again,” Madison said, “but she could go directly to her mother for that. I wonder why she came to you last night.” 
 
    Ayanna shrugged. “I was here alone last night.  She asked where everybody was. I was surprised that she stayed and talked to me.” 
 
    “Or maybe she has talked to Nadine, and got stonewalled,” Keegan said. “People get sick of that after a while. She might have caved in and asked Ayanna to get some straight answers.” 
 
    Madison nodded. “That’s likely. She probably seized on an opportunity to get another opinion.” 
 
    “Or to see if Ayanna would tell Nadine about it,” Keegan said.  
 
    “I haven’t seen Nadine yet,” Ayanna said, “but I have been grappling with whether to tell her. I suppose I’ll have to. In time, Marianna will tell her anyway. But why test me?” 
 
    “I could be over thinking this,” Madison said, “or it could be a test. I say let’s continue to operate as we have and disclose this. It’s not like it can stay hidden anyway. But let’s share what we find selectively.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Ayanna said.  
 
    Keegan studied the new connections highlighted on Marianna’s neural scan. “I wish we had something to compare this to besides her initial scan. Maybe we should do neural scans when we interview people.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Madison said. “We need to know if this is just Marianna, or if it’s an issue we’ll see in everybody.” She paused. “How long has Marianna been here?” 
 
    “She arrived just before Cherilyn and I did,” Ayanna said. “I signed her death certificate the same day as the accident that sent us here.” 
 
    “I thought the issue with life memories started when Madison, Victor, and I arrived,” Keegan said. “If Marianna died after Victor did but before you did, then she should have her memories too.” 
 
    “She should,” Ayanna said, “but remember that she was terminally ill on Earth. We died in accidents. Our minds were clear. Marianna’s mind was compromised by the cancer spreading through her body.” 
 
    “That’s interesting,” Keegan said. “What happened when she died?” 
 
    “I remember injecting Marianna with the nanotech,” Ayanna said. “We had to reinject the late stage cases frequently, because the nanotech would burn out trying to break up the tumors. This was her third reinjection in the trial. The previous two were flawless, but this time she went into shock. Something happened in the lab that caused an energy surge in the nanotech. In fact, the power flickered in the lab when it happened.” She frowned. “Those power surges were happening a lot in those last few months.” 
 
    “Then there are memory triggers involved,” Madison said. “The question is, do the triggers cause the connections to reform, or do we perceive them because the connections are reforming on their own?” 
 
    Keegan threw his hands up. “That’s the real question.” 
 
    “Let’s start doing neural scans on everybody during their routine checkups,” Ayanna said. “Doesn’t Nadine have everybody come in periodically for that to check their nanotech?” 
 
    “She does,” Keegan said.  
 
    “The scans won’t add that much time to their visit,” Ayanna said, “and it will give us the information we need to figure this out.” 
 
    “Do you think she’ll let us do that?” Madison said. “Obviously, she’s checking the nanotech to make sure the memory wipes are working.” 
 
    “I think she’s using the nanotech to do the memory wipes,” Ayanna said. “Have you noticed how many recalibrations she wants to do? I think those recalibrations are actually the memory wipes. She won’t like the request that we do the scans, but I’ll make a convincing case that we need it for our study. She’ll be hard pressed to refuse it.” 
 
    “We’ll have legitimate reason to question Nadine further if she does refuse us,” Keegan said. “That would be blocking the very research she wants us to do.” 
 
     “It will be interesting to see what happens from here,” Madison said. “Will more memories return, or will they slip away? According to Nadine, the memories of life are supposed to fade.” 
 
    “But there’s no way to separate them out from the functional memories,” Ayanna said. “Memories are memories, and you can’t control what stays or what goes, can you?” 
 
     “Everybody’s different,” Madison said. “Maybe Nadine is right. Maybe it really is simple, like there’s something about us that makes us different from the rest.” 
 
    “The question is what?” Ayanna asked.  
 
    Keegan leaned back in his chair. “We have to find out soon, and the first step is to run that full body scan on Marianna.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Ayanna said.  
 
    “Then what?” Madison asked.  
 
    “We follow the data,” Keegan said, “and see where it leads us.” 
 
    Ayanna sighed. “Here’s hoping it’s to the truth.” 
 
    “It has to,” Madison said. “There’s nowhere else to go from here.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    “How is this possible?” Nadine said as she studied Marianna’s scans the next morning. 
 
    “That’s what we’d like for you to tell us,” Victor said. “You said our memories are supposed to go away, but Marianna had a nightmare as a result of neural connections reforming. How is this possible? How is it that we can remember how to do our jobs, but remembering life is wrong?” 
 
    “Your functional memories are supposed to return intact,” Nadine said. “Your identity, education, and skills. It’s natural, because it’s needed to do your work here. You need to remember who you are and how to do what you specialize in to contribute to society. However, it’s natural for the other details to fade away. This is a place of peace and joy. You don’t need to remember things that cause you grief, like lost relationships, or painful memories. There is no more pain. In time, you’ll be joined with everybody you knew in life. Then you’ll remember them and connect in new ways here.” 
 
    Ayanna crossed her arms. “I’m not trying to be confrontational, but as a scientist studying the phenomenon of nanotech and memory, I need to know what the end goal of this study is. Are we preserving memories, or suppressing them?” 
 
    “The problem is when the memories are disturbing,” Nadine said. “We need to understand what’s causing the memory triggers that cause adaptation problems so we can eliminate them and preserve the helpful memories to keep this community running smoothly.” 
 
    “To what end?” Ayanna asked. “It is relevant. If they need to remember, then Marianna may be a breakthrough for us. If they aren’t supposed to remember, then why are the new connections bringing back useless memories, instead of enhancing their abilities in the new world. Do you see my point?” 
 
    “The nanotech is supposed to help people adapt to this new world,” Nadine said. “What did you do for Marianna? Did you reboot her nanotech to help with the nightmares?” 
 
    You mean, did I unintentionally do a memory wipe by doing your ‘recalibration?’ 
 
    Ayanna shook off the thought. “I did. She’s resting in the medical bay now while we run a full body scan.” 
 
     “Why are you doing that?” Nadine asked sharply. 
 
    “I thought that if she was dreaming of the cancer coming back, then we should scan her to confirm that it isn’t there,” Ayanna said. 
 
    “That isn’t possible,” Nadine said sharply. “It can’t be back. That scan is useless.” 
 
     “Then there’s nothing to worry about,” Keegan said. “It’s a formality to set our minds at ease, and to eliminate it as a possibility.” 
 
    Nadine turned to Keegan. “Why are you putting Marianna through this? Hasn’t she been through enough?” 
 
    “I don’t understand why you have a problem with this,” Keegan said. “She’s unconscious, so she doesn’t know we’re doing the scan. She’ll wake up before lunch refreshed and ready to resume her normal routine.” 
 
    “She knew she had cancer, and thought it was cured,” Ayanna said. “Marianna didn’t express concern over the cancer being back, and I didn’t mention it. If that’s what you’re worried about, then relax. I told her I’d adjust the nanotech to help with the nightmares, and she was ok with that.” 
 
    Nadine stared at Ayanna, puzzled. “Why would she ask questions if she doesn’t remember anything?” 
 
    Ayanna stared back at Nadine. “That’s my point. We didn’t tell her anything. Everything she told me was in reference to her nightmares. I didn’t tell her it really happened on Earth.” She laid a hand over Nadine’s, which was tapping on the table. “I know she’s your daughter and you’re concerned about her, but that isn’t necessary. This is Paradise, remember? There’s nothing to fear. No harm can come to her.” 
 
    “There was no need for the full body scan,” Nadine said. 
 
    Keegan shrugged. “The mind and the body were connected on Earth, so it’s logical to check it out here. Maybe this ‘Heavenly body’ is trying to say the tumor’s back.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Nadine stared at Keegan.  
 
    “Then what triggered the memory?” Keegan asked. “That’s why I did the scan. You’re looking at the mind. I want to know what the rest of the body is saying. Is there a mind-body connection in this place? That’s also a relevant question, and I’m getting the answer. What’s the problem?” 
 
    “There isn’t a problem, because I agree with you,” Ayanna said. “I wondered if something physiological was causing her neurons to reform.” She waved a hand at Madison. “Madison brought up ‘memory triggers’ when I told her that Marianna reminded me of her case on Earth and I thought, there’s nothing in this place that should trigger memories of dying on Earth. Why did Marianna remember it? It had to come from within, and I thought expanding the search made sense.” 
 
    “None of this makes sense,” Nadine rubbed her head.  
 
    Victor turned to Nadine. “You’re tired. Why don’t you go home and get some rest? We’ll let you know when Marianna wakes.” 
 
    Nadine nodded and silently left the room. 
 
    Ayanna looked around. “Where’s Cherilyn? She hasn’t been here in a couple of days.” 
 
    “Nadine said she’s helping Nolan with the city infrastructure project,” Victor said.  
 
    “She told me that too, but I thought she was our research assistant,” Ayanna said. 
 
     “She’s a scientific research assistant,” Victor said. “I guess Nadine decided she was needed more on that project than this one. Nolan said he needed help enhancing the system feeding the solar cells. Cherilyn minored in astrophysics in college, so Nadine moved her there.” 
 
     “When were you going to tell us that our team was permanently down a member?” Ayanna asked.  
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow. “Cherilyn didn’t tell you that she changed work groups?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen her in several days,” Ayanna said. 
 
    “Neither have I,” Madison said softly.  
 
    Victor clenched his jaw. “I apologize. I thought you were friends and assumed she’d tell you.” 
 
    Ayanna shook her head. “Maybe I missed her. I’ve been spending more time here lately. I guess I need to drop by the dining and social halls for more than a quick dinner.” 
 
    Victor smiled sympathetically. “You’ve always made the mistake of working too hard.” 
 
     “It’s interesting that Earthly habits follow us here,” Ayanna said. 
 
    “Some things don’t die easily,” Victor said. He patted Ayanna on the shoulder. “I think you did the right thing with the full body scan on Marianna. Let me know how it goes.” He gestured after Nadine. “I better get in here and make things look normal.” Victor walked out of the room. 
 
    “I guess we can surmise that the answer to the neurological scans on everybody in the settlement will be ‘no,’” Keegan said.  
 
    Madison nodded. “If Nadine got angry over Marianna’s full body scan, then there’s no way she’ll let us do the neurological scans on everybody here. And she doesn’t seem to care that she’s standing in our way.” 
 
    “She’s being controlled by something,” Ayanna mumbled.  
 
    Keegan stared at Ayanna. “What?” 
 
    Ayanna snapped out of her mini-trance. “I don’t know. Those voices in our heads are my first guess, but it could be something else.”  
 
    “Marianna is our primary concern now,” Madison said. “We need to help her first. We can figure out Nadine later. We have time.”  
 
    “I wonder if we do,” Ayanna said. “I have a feeling this whole thing is going to be out in the open soon. How much longer do you think we can keep up this research without Nadine figuring out that we’re trying to prove her wrong?” 
 
     A computer beeped. Keegan pulled it from the work station, studying the scans. “You’re right. We don’t have time on our side anymore.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Our secret won’t hold much longer,” he held the computer toward Ayanna, showing the results of Marianna’s body scan. “Here’s the proof that this Heaven’s a lie.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    “Thanks for meeting me out here,” Nolan led them to the research building just outside the north wall of the city. Ayanna marveled at the green valley with rows of large satellite dishes pointed at the pale blue sky. The ground rose to hills just beyond the satellite farm, progressing to large mountains in the distance.  
 
    “This is amazing!” she said.  
 
    Nolan nodded. “This is where our power comes from. Those dishes are channeling the power that runs the city.” 
 
    “I knew the farms for our food were on the south and east sides of the city, but I had no idea this was out here,” Madison said.  
 
    “That’s the point,” Nolan said. “People rarely leave the city.” He pointed toward the horizon, where something gold shimmered on the horizon. “That glare is another wall surrounding this complex.” 
 
    “Why do we have these walls?” Keegan asked. “Are they keeping us in, or keeping something out?” 
 
    Nolan winked. “Scriptural design, remember? Jerusalem had a wall, and we are the New Jerusalem. At least, that’s what they’d like for us to think.” 
 
    Ayanna raised an eyebrow and glanced at Keegan and Madison. “There was only one wall around Jerusalem, and only one wall described in the remade city.” 
 
    Nolan ushered them into the small building, where computer terminals wrapped around the walls. Screens buzzed with scans and schematics. “Welcome to my research station.” 
 
    Ayanna whistled. “This building may be smaller than our science complex, but you have a lot more tech than we do.” 
 
    “It’s necessary to study the heavens.” 
 
    “I thought this was Heaven,” Madison said.  
 
    Nolan rolled chairs around his work station in the back corner of the room, beside a large window overlooking the field. “That’s why I brought you out here in the middle of the day, while everybody’s busy with their work. There’s less chance of prying eyes and ears from the city.” He sat, looking around the circle at each of them. “Keegan said you made a disturbing discovery yesterday.” 
 
    Ayanna nodded, pulling her computer out of her satchel and opening it. “Marianna was complaining about nightmares. We did a full body scan on her while I rebooted her nanotech to see if something physical was causing them.” She turned the computer scan toward Nolan, pointing to a small, black mass forming in the digestive track. “Her cancer is coming back.” 
 
    “That shouldn’t happen.” 
 
    “No, it shouldn’t,” Keegan tapped at Ayanna’s computer, “and it gets worse. I took the liberty of searching our system for more scans to see if this had happened to anybody else.” He brought up the projector app and beamed more scans over the center of the circle so everybody could see them. “Several of the original inhabitants of the city are undergoing nanotech treatment, unbeknownst to them. I got in the mainframe for the medical lab, and found out that Nadine is running a reboot of everybody’s nanotech periodically. It happens three hours before dawn.” 
 
    “Most of those reboots are nothing more than a system refresher, and we don’t notice it,” Ayanna swiped through scans, “but I noticed that the nanotech activity in the people who died of degenerative diseases was higher than in accident victims.” 
 
    “How often are these scans being done?” Nolan asked.  
 
    “They were daily for a while, but she spaced them to three days apart once our study began,” Keegan said. “I think she was afraid that we’d notice the scans when we started digging into the computers to do our research.” 
 
    “It also seems that the ‘reboots’ and ‘recalibrations’ wipe our memories,” Madison said.  
 
    “I can’t figure out how, but I think the electrical shock wipes our slate clean, so to speak. It changes the electrical activity in our brain slightly for approximately twenty four hours, putting us in a mildly euphoric state.” 
 
    “Do I want to know how you were able to unlock these secrets?” Nolan asked.  
 
    Keegan smiled. “I was interested in computers and networks as a teenager.” 
 
    Nolan mimicked the smile. “So was I. That’s one skill I’m glad we retained. Tell me more.” 
 
    “All of the people who passed of degenerative diseases have shown signs of the condition returning,” Ayanna said. “Marianna is the fourth person to have a tumor return that’s being dissolved by the advanced nanotech. There are other cases of aneurysms and blood clots being dissolved, and neural connections being repaired in people who had dementia.” 
 
    Nolan paled. “People like me.” 
 
    Keegan nodded. “And Nadine. That’s why she wasn’t happy about us stumbling upon the neural connections reforming. It seems the problems of our former life come back with those connections. Nadine needs more frequent reboots to keep her Alzheimer’s away.” 
 
    “The progression is fast,” Ayanna continued. “What would take months to form on Earth is coming back in a matter of days here. It’s like its on fast forward.” 
 
    “Which is probably why we’re all injected with this advanced nanotech when we arrive,” Keegan said. “It’s so our flaws can be fixed without us knowing they followed us here.” 
 
    Ayanna nodded. “I let Keegan scan me, and he found that my bronchial tubes are under constant repair. I had asthma before. I thought it was cured when I got here, but it turns out that it’s being controlled by machines.” 
 
    “Which eliminates sickness,” Nolan said. “So much for perfection.” 
 
    “Why?” Madison asked. “I don’t understand. I thought none of this existed anymore. Why do we need to be under treatment when we can’t die again?” She paled. “Maybe this isn’t Heaven. Maybe it’s the other place, and we’re deceived.” 
 
    “We’re deceived alright, but that’s not why,” Nolan turned to his work station to pull up his own scans. “I contacted you because I have two things to share with you. First of all, I’ve been researching the solar power grids. Nadine tasked me with increasing energy production, and I had to dig through these computer systems to get what I needed.” He brought up solar scans and beamed them in the center of the circle, along with Ayanna’s scans. “Like you, I found myself at a conflict of faith. Why do we have solar energy in a place that should be eternal light? And if that’s the case, why do we have night? The only logical conclusion I could come up with is that we’re on a planet. So I put my team on the satellite scans while I searched the database for more information.” Nolan zoomed in the scan. “This is an archive of astronomical and interstellar data more expansive than anything I’ve ever seen. Nadine doesn’t know this, but I had a secondary major in astronomy, and I recognize many of the systems noted in the database.” He flipped through scans. “Andromeda, Cancer, Eridanus, Hydra, Lacerta, Leo Minor, Lyra, Orion, Ursa Major and Ursa Minor, Alpha Centauri, and our new home,” he paused, tapping the last star chart and zooming in on a star with five planets rotating around it. “Cetus.  Behold our new home: the Tau Ceti system. Specifically, planet Tau Ceti f.” 
 
    Ayanna gasped. “How?” 
 
    Nolan shrugged. “I don’t know how, but I know that’s where we are. And that’s not all. The reason Nadine tasked me with increasing energy production is because our solar energy from Tau Ceti has decreased by a quarter of a percent.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Keegan asked. 
 
    Nolan tapped his computer, bringing another scan alongside the one of the system. “Look at this time lapse image that I found since I started work. I believe my team launched shortly after yours did?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Ayanna said.  
 
    He tapped the scan into slow motion, showing a barely perceptible decline in the solar power feeding into the system. “Let me explain by opening with a question. Does the sunlight here seem brighter, duller, or about the same as it did on Earth?” 
 
    “It seems slightly duller,” Ayanna said. 
 
     “Tau Ceti is actually seventy eight percent the size of Sol, so the light is dimmer.” Nolan pointed to the scans. “I think the decreases in energy are from some kind of orbital device to direct more light to the planet, and I think it’s slowly draining the star.” 
 
    “Like a Dyson Sphere,” Keegan said, “but a drain like that should take a long time. What does that mean?” 
 
    “There are four possible reasons,” Nolan counted on his fingers. “This settlement could be very old and they’ve been doing this for a long time, perhaps centuries. There could be something wrong with the equipment they’re using to harness the energy. They could have done something wrong with the system that caused a malfunction. Or it could be a natural phenomenon with Tau Ceti that’s beyond our control.” 
 
    “Or the result of alien interference with the star in the first place,” Keegan said, “because out here, we are the aliens.” 
 
    “You said ‘they’ could have faulty equipment or done something to the system to drain the star,” Madison said. “Who are ‘they?’ Humanity doesn’t have the knowledge or ability to do this.” 
 
    Nolan stared at them. “You’re right, we can’t do this. It would take more advanced technology than we have to create something like this.” He tapped at his computer again, bringing up more data. “We don’t have the ability to get scans like these, either. Somebody else created it. Somebody who’s been out there and studied these world’s first hand.” 
 
    “Who could do that?” Ayanna asked.  
 
    Nolan smiled sadly. “Remember when I first woke up and was screaming about aliens invading Earth?” 
 
    They all stared at him.  
 
    Nolan nodded. “I remember that, and you should be glad I did. I was trying to tell you something important.” He tapped it to show an image of a grey face staring in the camera. A red light shone in the dark eyes peering in the camera. “I intercepted this image from a transmission from Alpha Centauri to Earth. Take a look at it.” He tapped it to play.  
 
    “Greetings Earth,” the voice resonated, and yet it sounded not like one, but many voices. “We do not come in subterfuge, as the other aliens did who overtook your own people. We come openly to say that we know who you are, we know where you are, and we know how to combine our forces to evolve into a greater race. We can help you purge the current alien threat you face. We can help you end your pointless war. We can give you the technology to continue evolving. We can make you and your planet stronger. We can integrate your biology with our technology to help both of our races evolve to the next level of existence.” 
 
    “But time is of the essence. You are harboring a malevolent race that has caused great harm, and that will not be tolerated. You have seen how we are able to manipulate your systems and machines from a system light years away. We will help you purge this threat and take the next step into the inevitable evolution of man, but we will not move forward until the threat is destroyed. “ 
 
    The alien’s eyes glowed red. “We are coming. We are, in fact, already there. Your world will be ours, and we will purify it for a mutually beneficial existence. They have taken your strong, and left you weak. We will make you strong. You will rise and become a better people that will no longer be slaves to useless desires and needs of aliens that have no interest in your evolution. Make your choice, and prepare for our arrival.” 
 
     “What is that?” Madison asked.  
 
    “That is one representative from the cybernetic aliens that hacked into Earth’s nanotech,” Nolan said. “That’s why those power surges kept happening in Victor’s and Ayanna’s lab. They were trying to hack into Earth’s systems through the nanotech and when they couldn’t do it directly, they had to use a probe to put a piggyback code in our system.” He leaned back, leaving the grey face staring at them in the center of the room. “That’s probably why all of us are here. They created this place through a terraforming device they were testing, and they want us to make it work.” 
 
     “To what end?” Keegan asked.  
 
    “For repopulation,” Ayanna’s eyes darted across the scans floating in front of them. “They mean to take over Earth and all of their people, but Earth can’t sustain another race.” She swallowed. “This place is for their overflow population. They want us to sustain it, because it’s for us. This is humanity’s new home.” 
 
    Keegan nodded. “They make us solve the riddle for them, and then they take what they learn to Earth and do the rest. They keep what they want there, and send the rest here.”  
 
    “Are they seeding the galaxy with life?” Madison asked. “Or are we part of another experiment?” 
 
    Nolan shrugged. “Obviously, they’re interested in finding more planets able to sustain life. Otherwise, why develop a terraforming tool and a Dyson sphere type system to make it work?” 
 
    “Are there any ships in orbit now?” Keegan asked.  
 
    Nolan tapped another scan. “Not now, but I have seen evidence of movement up there. My scans also show what appears to be a landing pad just outside of the southern wall of the city. I think the aliens are bringing in supplies that we can’t reproduce ourselves here.” 
 
    Madison nodded. “We eat a lot for a place with few plants or animals.” 
 
    Ayanna mimicked the nod. “Clothes, computers, toiletries, household items, and furniture for The Haven. They have to come from somewhere, and the few of us here don’t have the resources for that. For all intents and purposes, we’re developing into a technocratic society. Somebody has to do the maintenance work that we don’t see done – cooking, cleaning, laundry, farming, infrastructure, replenishing supplies – this is how everything that we don’t see happens.” 
 
    Nolan tapped at the computer. “They deleted the files, but my scans reconstructed records of regular ship landings and departures outside of the south wall around the same time they were doing those nanotech reboots, about three hours before sunrise.” 
 
    “We were all knocked out, so we didn’t see or hear anything,” Keegan said, “and by the time they cut back the reboots, our circadian rhythms were set to be asleep anyway. You sleep the deepest the ninety minutes before waking. It’s a perfect plan to preserve the façade of Heaven.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a moment. Suddenly, Madison broke her silence by laughing. Everybody stared at her.  
 
    “We’ve been abducted by aliens!” she chuckled.  
 
    They all cracked a small smiled and joined her in laughing.  
 
    “Its cliché, but it’s true,” Ayanna said. “There are still things that don’t make sense. These aliens are the voices in our heads, and they’re providing supplies and doing the grunt work to keep us going. How does Nadine fit in?” 
 
    “Nadine was the first person here,” Nolan said. “I guess she gave the cybernetic aliens the names of people with the knowledge and skills to help this community.” 
 
    Ayanna nodded. “Most of us are from the academic or professional community at mid size universities or cities. It’s just right: not so small that everything is noticed, or so big that things get lost in the shuffle. It ensures that they get the best people they can with minimal notice on Earth.” 
 
    Keegan nodded. “The cybernetic aliens expanded their network with each new arrival. As their incursion into Earth grew, so did their knowledge and access.” 
 
    “This is so much to take in,” Madison said. “What about Cherilyn? Does she know?” 
 
    “That’s the other thing I wanted to tell you,” Nolan said. “Nadine told Victor that Cherilyn’s been moved to our team, but she hasn’t.  Nobody’s seen her for a while.” 
 
    “Cherilyn’s missing?” Ayanna asked.  
 
    Nolan nodded. “I went by her living quarter’s right after you told me, and they’ve been cleaned out. It’s like she was never here.” 
 
    “What does it mean?” Keegan asked. 
 
    Ayanna stood and wandered to the window, staring over the pristine landscape. “It means things are moving fast, and time is a valuable commodity now.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    “You look lost in thought.”  
 
    Ayanna looked up from the bench where she sat next to the lake to see Nolan standing beside her. “I was pondering the meaning of life and death,” she gestured to the sunlight glinting off the water, “or whatever this is.” 
 
    He sat on the bench beside her. “I know what you mean. It’s confusing.” 
 
    Ayanna stared over the water. “Do you remember anything else about Earth before you died?” 
 
    Nolan nodded. “That’s how I was able to track that alien transmission. I remember seeing it on the news apps.”  
 
    Ayanna turned to stare at him. “Did aliens come to Earth?” 
 
     “Two races of aliens came. The first were energy aliens who inhabited people they identified as strong enough to hold their essence.” 
 
    Ayanna’s brow furrowed. “The resurrection cases.” 
 
    Nolan smiled. “They started by resurrecting our terminally ill, but the energy binding failed in them, so they had to activate the secondary hosts they inhabited. They gave the people they inhabited special abilities according to their knowledge and skills. Scientists and doctors did months of research to find out why ordinary people became extraordinary after the resurrection cases died.” 
 
    “I remember that now,” Ayanna said. “They announced their presence at a Congressional hearing. It was broadcast across the planet. The National Mall was filled with silver eyes, and the sky glowed purple.” She furrowed her brow. “Nadine died that night. Victor died a few weeks later in a lab fire from a power surge in the lab. The officials said it was a solar flare.” 
 
    Nolan shook his head. “They lied. That purple glow was from a probe sent by the cybernetic alien race in that transmission I intercepted. They’re at war with the energy aliens. The cybernetics hacked into Earth’s satellite systems. I didn’t see anything, but I heard things through the nanotech. They spoke through it, trying to build human defenses on Earth before they sent their race to take over the planet. I wasn’t controlled by the cybernetic aliens because I didn’t have enough nanotech injected, but I could hear them occasionally.” He shuddered. “I had dreams. Their dreams. Dreams of their system being destroyed by the terraforming device, and searching for other homes and sentient races. Dreams of a confrontation with the energy aliens before they both arrived on Earth.” 
 
    Ayanna shook her head. “I had nanotech, but I don’t remember anything about cybernetic aliens. All I remember are bits and pieces of new stories that might affect my research, and my personal life.” She paused. “I think I was engaged.” 
 
    “Not being able to fully remember our life on Earth is frustrating,” Nolan said. “Like I said, I know these cybernetic aliens came to Earth. They confronted the energy aliens.” He sighed. “That’s it. It’s like my memory goes blank every time I try to remember what I was hearing. I think something happened in the battle to send another shockwave through the nanotech. I think that’s what killed me.” 
 
    “Are we dead?” Ayanna asked. “I wonder. If this heaven is a lie, then our death may be a lie, too. Maybe we were abducted by aliens and brought here against our will.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nolan said. “Obviously, they’ve tampered with our memories. They want our knowledge and skills, but they don’t want us to remember our life on Earth. That’s why Nadine wants us to research the memories returning: so she and these cybernetic aliens can figure out what’s gone wrong in fixing the utopia these aliens created for us.” 
 
    “Wiping our personal memories makes us more compliant to their cause, especially if we believe we’re in Paradise.” Ayanna grunted. “We’re prisoners, then. But why take us? What have we done to deserve having our life cut off on Earth? I left a fiancé behind, and who knows how many other grieving family members.” She stifled a sob. “They’re grieving for me, and I can’t remember them.” 
 
    “Was our life was cut short?” Nolan asked. “If aliens came to Earth and there was a war, what’s to say Earth is there? There may not be anybody left to grieve for us.” 
 
    Ayanna sighed. “That’s worse.” 
 
    Nolan turned to stare at Ayanna. “I understand your frustration and want answers as much as you do, but keep in mind that we’ve learned one truth of our existence here. It’s not the whole picture.” 
 
    Ayanna forced a smile. “I’m a scientist. I know that.” 
 
    “I don’t want any of you to confront Nadine until we have enough information to prove that she’s lying to us in a way that she can’t explain or hide from the rest of the community. A lot of people are living a lie, and it’s going to be ugly when it’s exposed. The more information we have when that happens, the easier it will be for us to manage the consequences of the truth being revealed.”  
 
    “I understand that. I’m sure Victor, Keegan and Madison will, too. It’s hard to keep acting like nothing’s wrong.” She turned to Nolan. “Why are they lying to us? Why create this elaborate hoax of Heaven when they know they can’t maintain it without our help, and that we’re going to ask questions?” 
 
    Nolan sighed. “I don’t know. I’m sure Nadine is under the control of these cybernetic aliens. Perhaps they’re relying on her to manage us. They don’t know humanity, but that also means we shouldn’t assume malicious intent, yet. It’s possible they have good intentions and bad communication skills.” He looked around. “We are alive. They haven’t hurt us. They even created a place for us that’s probably better suited for humanity than Earth itself, and they’re trying to heal us where our bodies turned against us before.” 
 
    “They haven’t hurt us yet,” Ayanna said. “Don’t forget about Marianna.” 
 
    “Perhaps this is an experiment, and it’s run into problems,” Nolan said. “Perhaps they don’t know how to ask for help.” 
 
    “Perhaps this is all screwed up. They keep saying they’ll tell us more when we’re ready, but that hasn’t happened. We’ve discovered what little truth we know for ourselves, and a lot of that was dumb luck.” 
 
    “We also don’t want to reveal too much, too soon,” Nolan said. “Remember, we’re a small population in a contained environment. We don’t need mass hysteria.” 
 
    “Which means we can’t recruit more help,” Ayanna said. “Heck, things started to come apart when we brought Keegan and Madison in to help. Now Cherilyn is missing. I’m scared for the rest of us now, especially your work on those solar cells. If that isn’t proof that this Heaven is a lie, what is? Your team knows more than the rest of us. I can’t believe they aren’t questioning things.” 
 
    Nolan smiled. “Why says they aren’t?”  
 
    Ayanna stared at Nolan. “Do we have more people on our side than we realize?” 
 
    “I think people are starting to question things. It’s hard to tell where every individual stands on believing the Paradise lie. I can tell you that the few questions and comments I’ve heard are conversations I accidentally stumbled upon. It’s always small groups, and people get quiet when they realize it’s been overheard.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should imply our intentions more obviously.” 
 
    “That would tip Nadine off,” Nolan said. “Let’s be discrete for now. We may find more support when the time is right.” 
 
    “I hope so.”  
 
    Nolan sighed. “My work on the infrastructure project will put me in contact with most of the people in the city, since we all use these systems in one way or another. I’m sure we’ll learn more as our projects continue without being too obvious about our purpose. Eventually, the discrepancies will show themselves, and maybe more people will start asking questions that can’t be passed off with the standard answer of living by faith and being in Paradise.” 
 
    “That’s inevitable,” Ayanna said. She looked over the water. “Nadine has to know that, too. She must know we’re going to uncover the truth of this place, and she’ll have to tell us eventually. It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “We don’t know what her plan is,” Nolan said. “We don’t have a plan of our own, so now isn’t the time for a confrontation. We have to bide our time, but that’s alright. We’ve got nothing but time now.” 
 
    “Not if what you said about the star draining is true,” Ayanna said.  
 
    They stared over the lake for a moment, watching the flickers of light shifting into sunset. Ayanna sighed again.  
 
    “I used to wonder about the meaning of life. How do our day to day routines come together into a bigger purpose? What small things do I take for granted that are making life meaningful? How are the decisions I make today reaching across reality and touching others?” 
 
    “You’re too young to ponder the meaning of life at that level,” Nolan said, “but I know what you mean. I can’t recall many details, but I do remember wondering ‘what will this day mean a week from now? Or a year from now? Or a hundred years from now, when I’m not here and there are other people in this place?’ We want to believe our lives matter, and that they’re making the world a better place.” 
 
    “Leave everything you touch better than it was before you came,” Ayanna paused. “Somebody told me that. I don’t remember who, but I remember the words. I lived by them. I strived to leave things better than I found them, even if it was something I did for a short time.” 
 
    “It’s good advice to live by. The world would have been a better place if everybody did that,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Does it matter?” Ayanna asked. “Now I wonder about the meaning of death. Why is it necessary? Why did it bring me to this place?” She shook her head. “If I am dead. I’m not sure what I am anymore. Am I human? I don’t know.” 
 
    “Perhaps that identity struggle is the core problem we’re facing,” Nolan said. “We were brought to a place where others are trying to remake us, and yet our minds are strong enough to remember who we were. The real mystery may not be our memories.” He hugged Ayanna in as the sun set over the lake. “The real mystery may be the strength of our soul.” 
 
    Ayanna sobbed into Nolan’s shoulder. “I hope it prevails. If it can survive this, then maybe it’s ready for Paradise.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    You need to proceed carefully. 
 
    Ayanna’s eyes popped open. She looked around her bedroom, but didn’t see anybody there. Her gaze drifted to the pinpricks of starlight and the glow of Tau Ceti e in the sky beyond her window. Who are you? 
 
    We have not spoken in a long time. You have not desired it, and there was no need. You were performing your duties exceptionally, despite your questions.  
 
    Ayanna sucked in a breath and sat up in her bed. Are you the aliens Nolan told us about? 
 
    We are the benefactors who brought you to this place upon your demise. 
 
    I’m dead? 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Ayanna choked back a sob.  
 
    Why do you weep when you have been given a second chance to live? 
 
    Is that what you call this? A second chance? I’m supposed to be grateful for the lie you sold us of living in Paradise? 
 
    What is truth? It is merely a perception of reality, and reality is bigger than you can comprehend in your limited state. 
 
    Nadine said that.  
 
    Nadine is correct.  
 
    Ayanna stood and walked to the window. Somehow, she felt more comfortable having this conversation while standing, even if it was all in her head. She lied to us. 
 
    We did not instruct Nadine to lie to you. We asked for her assistance to build this world and for access to individuals who could assist her in this purpose.  
 
    You wanted more slaves, just like you intend to make out of Earth. 
 
    You misperceive our intent. We want to live, and we are seeking a second chance, just like you are.  
 
    Ayanna snorted.  
 
    You have discovered the first part of a bigger truth, but there is more to discover. We need help to save this world.  
 
    Why me? 
 
    Because Nadine is so caught up in lies that she is no longer useful, and Victor is becoming weary of the deception. He is slipping toward the lie Nadine told him. Have you noticed that he is not as involved with your team as he once was? 
 
    Victor hadn’t been around the rest of the team as much since Cherilyn disappeared. 
 
    Has he turned? Ayanna asked.  
 
    The disappearance of Cherilyn has triggered an anxiety response in Victor.  
 
    Cherilyn’s disappearance has triggered anxiety in me. How is Victor’s anxiety different from mine? 
 
    The difference is in how that anxiety is managed. Do not grieve for the traitors. Your path is true. The cause could be successful if not for the destructive tendencies of humanity. We have failed to purge that error from the new creation. Measures must be taken to correct this before it is the destruction of all. 
 
    What do you mean? 
 
    You do not know. 
 
    Know what? 
 
     The truth must be revealed, but carefully. Unfortunately, that means we must allow the pain that we swore to eliminate in this world.  
 
    Ayanna drew in a sharp breath. What do you mean? 
 
    Humans only learn through painful experiences. We hoped to change that, but a life of ease is not conductive to evolution. It is a shame that you must fail in order to evolve, but we must accept that as a fact of the human race. We must withdraw our assistance in order for you to find the truth you seek.  
 
    I don’t understand.  
 
    You will soon. Tell her we are sorry.  
 
    Tell who? 
 
    Ayanna twitched as a burst of energy exploded in her mind. She stumbled back to her bed, collapsing against her pillow as a red spark through her nanotech drove her into unconsciousness.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    Ayanna found out the meaning of her midnight warning the next morning, when Marianna stumbled into her office looking sallow and frantic. She rushed from her work station to help Marianna into a chair at Cherilyn’s abandoned work station. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Marianna held a hand over her mouth and retched loudly. Fortunately, it was a dry heave. “It’s happening again.” 
 
    “What’s happening again?” 
 
    Marianna looked up at Ayanna with bloodshot eyes. “I’m dying!” 
 
    “You remember that?” Ayanna pulled her computer from the work station to run a scan. “That’s impossible. It can’t happen here.” 
 
    Marianna grabbed Ayanna’s hand, clutching it in an iron grip. “I remember, Ayanna. I remember Earth. I remember the cancer, and the surgery, and the chemotherapy, and the radiation, and the desperate last attempt with nanotech.” She paused, relaxing her grip. “I remember you. I remember dying when the aliens electrocuted me through my nanotech.” 
 
    Ayanna looked down. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Marianna let go of Ayanna’s hand and smiled at her sadly. “Sorry for what? You tried to save me. It isn’t your fault that the cybernetic aliens killed me before you had a chance to work out my salvation.” 
 
    Ayanna resumed her scan. “When did your memories return?” 
 
    “Two days ago, when I got sick every time I ate. I went to the medical lab, and Mother did another reboot of my nanotech. She said I was fine, but I know she’s wrong. Whatever these aliens did to us is coming undone.”  
 
    Ayanna snapped her computer back into the workstation while it processed the scan. “You know about the cybernetic aliens? They spoke to you?”  
 
    Marianna nodded. “They told me this is a lie, and asked if I wanted to pass on to the true plane of eternity. They said it would be painful, but I would be released from this world and able to finally enjoy true Paradise. I said yes.” Tears ran down her face. “I didn’t realize they meant to do it like this. I thought it would be a quick passing. I didn’t realize they meant for me to die all over again, the same way I did before.” 
 
    “Did they say where we are?” Ayanna asked.  
 
    Marianna shook her head, dripping tears on her lap.  
 
    Ayanna hugged her.  
 
    “Let’s see what the scans say.”  
 
    Marianna leaned back in her chair, swiping her nose with the sleeve of her shirt. “I know what’s happening. I also know there’s no way to cure me. The advanced nanotech is the only treatment we have. There are no pills or procedures to save me. I’m as good as dead if they’ve flipped the switch on the nanotech.” 
 
    Ayanna paused as she watched the progress bars zoom across her computer screen. Marianna was right. They didn’t even have morphine to ease the pain. They had nothing without the nanotech, and the sinking feeling in her stomach told her that was by careful design.  
 
    It made them dependent on the cybernetic aliens.  
 
    The computer chimed, indicating that the scan processing was complete. She removed it from the work station and studied the scan, her face falling.  
 
    “It’s true, isn’t it?” Marianna swiped tears off her cheeks. “I’m dying again.” 
 
    Ayanna laid her computer down on the table, revealing the scan with the black mass settled over Marianna’s pancreas. “I’m sorry, Marianna.”  
 
    “Not as sorry as I am,” Marianna sobbed. “To hell with second chances. I wish I stayed dead.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear about this, but it’s actually wonderful news,” Victor said later that day in the medical bay, where the research team was meeting to discuss Marianna’s diagnoses. “It means we know the truth. This Heaven’s a lie, and this is the proof.” He turned on Nadine. “The game’s up, Nadine. Tell us the truth now. Where are we? What happened?” 
 
    “You tell me!” Nadine snapped. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Stop lying to us Nadine,” Victor said. “Your daughter is dying! How do you explain death in Eternity? And where is Cherilyn?” 
 
    “How dare you come in here with these accusations when I just got news that my daughter is dying again when that should be impossible!” Nadine shouted back.  
 
    “Enough!” Ayanna stepped in between them. “I heard the voices too,” she turned to Nadine. “The ones you encouraged me to ask for answers? They told me they didn’t want to allow pain, but had to for our greater good. So let’s start there, Nadine. Explain that.” 
 
    Nadine sank in a chair. “Higher planes.” 
 
    Keegan snorted. “Really? You’re going to go metaphysical on us now that science has failed us?” 
 
    “Higher planes of reality are real,” Nadine snapped. “Heaven is vast, and expansive. I just didn’t realize that moving on meant dying on each one. I suppose I was hoping for your metaphysical explanation to make the progression more like we know of Heaven and less like hell!” 
 
    “Ok, let’s start there and see if we can build something useful,” Ayanna tapped Marianna’s scans open on the projector app of her computer, beaming the scan over the center of the table to show the tumor. “The advanced nanotech that Marianna was injected with upon arrival isn’t functioning. That’s probably why the tumor returned.” 
 
    “How could cancerous cells follow her here?” Madison’s face was red from nearly an hour of crying since she learned of Marianna’s diagnoses. “I thought we were done with things like pain and death. How could this happen?” 
 
    “I’m as baffled as you are,” Nadine said, “but then again, we don’t know how the ones who were here before passed on to higher planes. This place is practically a mirror image of Earth. If that’s the case, then it’s possible that we have to die to this place before we can pass on to another plane.” 
 
    Ayanna glared at Nadine. “That doesn’t make sense. I thought death was a onetime thing!” 
 
    “It is,” Keegan said.  
 
    Nadine looked down. “I have no idea what’s happening. That’s why we’re meeting.” 
 
    “So these ‘others’ that speak into our brains haven’t given you any wisdom or insight as to how it’s possible to die again in Paradise?” Victor asked. “If that’s where we really are.” 
 
    “No,” Nadine snapped, “and I don’t appreciate your tone. Furthermore, I’m not happy about what’s happening to Marianna. She’s my daughter. A parent shouldn’t have to lose their child. I went before her on Earth like I was supposed to. I thought this was over.” Nadine choked on a sob. 
 
    “What are we going to do to ease her suffering?” Ayanna asked. “Her nanotech is defunct. I tried to inject more, but it wouldn’t function. It’s like her body is shutting it off.” 
 
    “Something is shutting it off,” Madison snorted. “She mentioned aliens. Is that what these voices are in our heads? Have we been abducted by aliens?” 
 
    “Madison, that’s ridiculous,” Nadine said. “There are no aliens. The ones who speak to us are people like you and me who passed on to higher planes. Their task is to help us, and our task is to help others who enter into eternity through this plane. There are no secret plans or schemes here. We’re all working toward the same goal of helping one another.” 
 
    Madison crossed her arms. “You’re saying that your own daughter is lying, along with the rest of us that they’ve spoken to and confirmed that they aliens! There are on higher planes, Nadine. Why are you working with them, instead of your fellow humans? ” 
 
    Nadine slammed her hands on the table. “How dare you accuse me of that! Of course I’m not calling anybody a liar. I’m simply admitting the truth: Marianna’s ill and confused, and you don’t fully understand what the others are trying to tell you.”  
 
    Ayanna snorted. “First you go metaphysical, and then you call us stupid.” 
 
    “I am not. You don’t fully understand this place or the others trying to guide us to higher planes. I’ve been here longer than you have.” 
 
    “Which means you wrote the script,” Keegan said.  
 
    “Stop seeing conspiracies where none exist,” Nadine snapped. “There is no script. There’s the fact that we’re in a reality bigger than life and death, and we still don’t understand it. That’s why we formed this team in the first place. We feared that the mixture of memories from one world to the next would render people incapable of enjoying their life here. We want to help.” She leaned back, gasping back a sob. “I want to save my daughter more than anything. I don’t want her to die, but she’s made her choice. She told me she wants to pass on to a higher plane, and this is the only way to do it.” 
 
    “What about accident victims?” Ayanna said. “We didn’t have a natural death. What does it mean for us if we have to go through death again to pass on to higher plane?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nadine said, “and furthermore, nobody is required to pass on to a higher plane. It’s a personal choice. The others will assist with that process to the best of their ability. If you choose to stay here, then you’ll have plenty of meaningful work and relationships to sustain you through eternity.” 
 
    “Nadine, you’re so full of crap that this room reeks,” Keegan said. “You’re talking in circles, and you say nothing. We have a serious situation on our hands, and you never answered Ayanna’s first question: how are we going to help Marianna through the dying process since we have no treatments or medications to ease her suffering?”  
 
    “We can’t save her,” Victor said, “and that alone is proof that this Heaven’s a lie. You can’t deny that.” 
 
    Nadine looked away. 
 
    “There’s no way to peacefully pass from one plane to another?” Keegan asked.  
 
    “Add that to the list of questions without answers,” Nadine said. “The others won’t tell me. All I’ve heard from them is that this is the path Marianna must take. I don’t believe they’ll tell me more, because it isn’t my business. I don’t think Marianna fully comprehended that passing on to a higher plane would require going through death again. She’s distressed about that, but she’s also made it clear that she’s determined to see this through. She doesn’t want to stay here anymore with her memories coming back, and she hopes the next plane can offer her the peace that this one couldn’t. Her research team has been dispatched outside of the eastern gate of the wall to search for herbal remedies that may help with pain management. It’s the best we can do, since the nanotech no longer functions.” Nadine paused. “And that is why I wanted the personal memories erased! She doesn’t think this existence is worth it since she started struggling with personal memories from her life. I was right. They are distressing. They’ve ruined this Paradise for her, just like they’ll ruin it for us all if we don’t stop them!” 
 
    “This is ridiculous,” Madison said. “I can’t believe somebody is dying in Paradise, and you want to argue over whether we have a right to our own memories!” 
 
    “Let’s get back to our current concern, which is Marianna,” Victor said. “My concern is that if it can happen to her, then it can happen to anybody. We didn’t know these ‘others’ had the power to disable our nanotech. What if they get angry and decide to shut us all off?” 
 
    “They must not talk to you much or you’d know that isn’t in their nature,” Nadine said. “They aren’t capable of cruelty. They are perfection, and desire to help us reach the same state that they’ve achieved. They gave us the nanotech to help us, and they will continue to help us as we rebuild this place and move on to their plane, if we choose.” 
 
    “Yet they allow Marianna to suffer,” Ayanna said. “That’s a decision to allow failure and pain for the ‘greater good.’ What if they decide to bring us all up to their level, regardless of our personal choice or the suffering it will cause to do so?” 
 
    “We can’t understand Heavenly reasoning, and we shouldn’t try,” Nadine said. “We’re supposed to have faith and trust in their benevolence.” 
 
    Ayanna shook her head and turned her back on Nadine to glance at the scans of Marianna’s cancer scans.  
 
     “Maybe she’ll speak to us once she crosses over,” Nadine said. “The insight and information she could offer us from higher planes would be beneficial in strengthening this place.” 
 
    “We do have a limited amount of sedatives for people who cross over with anxiety, like Nolan,” Victor said. “It’s normally used in low doses while we inject and calibrate the nanotech, but I think we can spare some to help Marianna when her pain becomes too much to bear. I’ll check with the ‘others’ to see if they have any suggestions to ease her passing.” 
 
    “Obviously, euthanasia is out of the question,” Keegan said. “We probably don’t have the means to do it, anyway.” 
 
    “We don’t,” Nadine said sharply. “The sedatives we have aren’t potent enough for that.” 
 
    He raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. “I just wanted to take that option off the table.” 
 
    “It’s a natural question, and I appreciate you addressing it,” Victor said.  
 
    “What about Cherilyn?” Madison asked sharply. 
 
    “What about her?” Nadine said. “She asked to be moved to the infrastructure team. She felt her skills could be better utilized there to help increase the solar power.” 
 
    “Nolan said she’s missing,” Madison said. 
 
      Ayanna turned back to the group. “Madison, now isn’t the best time for that conversation.” 
 
    “I’m making it the right time.” Madison raised her chin up defiantly. “Nobody’s seen Cherilyn lately, and her quarters and work station have been cleaned out, save for the research she did before she left. It’s like she was never here.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about that,” Nadine said. “Are you sure she isn’t on the team working outside of the wall? I know Nolan has astrophysics and astronomy teams working on the satellites. They have dining and housing quarters out there because they work in the evenings, and it’s easier than making the walk all the way across the field and complex when they’re busy with the satellite work. Sometimes, they don’t return to the city for long periods of time.” 
 
    “I talked to Nolan a few days ago, and he said she’s missing. Cherilyn is also a valued member of this community. Why isn’t anybody looking for her?” Madison asked. 
 
    “I didn’t know,” Nadine stammered. “It is possible that she, like Marianna, has chosen to move on to a higher plane, and she didn’t tell us. She was an accident victim, so it’s possible that they found a way to take her directly without going through a long process like Marianna has to.” 
 
     “I haven’t been able to get a read on Cherilyn’s nanotech,” Ayanna said softly. 
 
    Nadine raised an eyebrow. “Why haven’t you brought this up before?” 
 
    Ayanna shrugged. “I thought somebody knew what was happening with Cherilyn. This is a small community. Plus, everything happening with Marianna shifted my focus. I assumed that no harm could come to Cherilyn, like you said. I figured somebody would find her, or she would come back on her own.” 
 
    “Or she did pass on, like you said, and chose not to tell us,” Keegan said. “But we’re her friends. Why would she disappear on us without saying a word about it? She knows we’d worry about her unexplained absence.” 
 
     “Or we’re all being fed a bunch of lies,” Madison said, “and it’s no use to look for the truth because we’ll never find it.” She stood and stormed out of the room.  
 
    Ayanna started to stand to follow Madison, but Victor grabbed her arm. “Let her go. She’s upset. Talking to her now is useless.” 
 
    “Why is she accusing us of lying?” Nadine asked. “What’s gotten into her? She’s been confrontational and rude for the past few days. That kind of attitude has no place here.” 
 
    “Madison was distressed over Marianna’s diagnoses,” Victor said. “This is a major paradigm shift for her. Madison thought this was Heaven, and that things like this couldn’t happen.” 
 
    “We all thought that,” Ayanna said. “Marianna’s cancer returning is a shock to us all. I imagine everybody will have the same questions when it’s revealed.” 
 
    “Let me handle that,” Nadine said.  
 
    Keegan raised his eyebrow. “You aren’t going to tell anybody that Marianna is dying?” 
 
    Nadine shook her head. “Not yet. Please don’t reveal it to anybody. Let’s keep this to the team for now.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Victor said. “Don’t say anything about either of them to anybody yet.” 
 
    Ayanna’s jaw dropped. “You said yourself that this place being Paradise is obviously a lie.” 
 
    He stood and pointed at Nadine. “It is, but if she refuses to give us answers then we’ll have to find them on our own. It will cause a panic if people get news that one person is missing and another is dying. We can’t have that in a contained community, especially when we don’t know the conditions of our existence here.” He dropped his arm and glared at Nadine. “We’re forced to play by her rules, and the rules of these ‘others,’ for now. We’ll get our answers in time.” 
 
    “If we have any time left,” Nadine snapped.  
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Madison asked.  
 
    Nadine gave them each a cold glare. “I owe you nothing.” 
 
    Ayanna sighed. “Nadine, there’s no reason for us to fight. Just tell us the truth.”  
 
    Nadine stood. “I’m going to see my daughter.” She stormed out of the room.  
 
    Ayanna sank back in her chair. “Well, that confrontation went badly, and we know nothing more than we did before.” 
 
    “Yes we do,” Victor said. “We know that time just became an issue. We have to figure out what’s happening before more people disappear.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    Madison didn’t need any more confirmation of Nadine’s lies. She didn’t understand why Victor, Keegan and Ayanna insisted on continuing to play this game. How was continuing this ruse leading to the truth? 
 
    It wasn’t. If they wouldn’t help her, then she’d help herself.  
 
    Fortunately, she wasn’t alone. Nolan said he couldn’t keep the news of Tau Ceti’s weakening quiet for much longer. Food and energy production would soon drop by noticeable levels, and he needed more people and equipment to figure out why the star was draining, and how to stop it. Lives were at stake. 
 
    And yet, they shouldn’t be. 
 
    Madison stopped at Marianna’s doorway. Satisfied that Marianna was asleep, she looked behind her and stood for a moment, listening. Good, nobody followed her. She headed to the end of the hallway and pressed against the wall in the corner. Her fingers ran across a bump, which she pressed. A small doorway silently slid open. Madison ducked in the doorway and walked down the metal stairs leading to the basement level as quietly as possible. She paused as she heard the murmur of voices in the hallway next to the stairs, and was convinced they didn’t hear her. She continued down the stairway for two flights until it reached the cold floor, next to a panel with a red light. She was underground. 
 
    Nolan feared revealing all he knew too soon like the others, but he did her the favor of teaching her some of his computer hacking skills. Madison pulled a small, flathead screwdriver from her pants pocket. The panel was locked with a retinal scanning function – no doubt coded to Nadine – but even aliens should have emergency overrides in case of a fire or electrical failure. She pried the panel loose, and stared at the odd, thin metallic wiring. Strange figures were etched next to the ports for fuses and wires.  
 
    Great, she didn’t speak alien. How could she figure out which one to disconnect to open this door? 
 
    The murmur of voices was interrupted by footsteps in the ceiling. Steps started, and then stopped. Voices murmured, and then the footsteps retreated across the ceiling. The meeting must have ended. She didn’t have much time. She squinted at the symbols and found one with a circle and a hash mark above it. That was a universal symbol for an on/off switch, so maybe it was power. Nadine would need something familiar as a reference if things went badly and she had to override the system. Madison reached inside and pulled the connector wire gently.  
 
    The power flickered, and the door swooshed open. 
 
    Relief washed over Madison as she pushed the wire back in the port. She dashed in the door before the lights hummed back to life and the door slid closed.   
 
    Madison walked in a short entryway and gasped as it opened to a long room, full of pods. She walked down the central corridor, hugging her arms against the cold air filtering through the air vents next to the ceiling.  
 
    This is where the power’s going! 
 
    She knew they used little solar power for cooking, lighting, and their limited machinery. The perfect temperature made heat and air conditioning unnecessary; they simply used a fan system to circulate air. And yet, Nolan said the solar cells were drawing a tremendous amount of power into the city; much more than should be necessary for basic day to day functions. Now she knew why. She wished she had a cell phone or computer to record this. She’d have to bring Keegan and Ayanna down here. It was the proof they needed to expose Nadine’s lies.  She wandered off the corridor to a pod in the middle of the room and gasped.  
 
    A human occupied the chamber. It was skeletal; with muscle, tendons, and skin growing over it. She moved to other pods to see other human bodies in various states of growth. After studying three more, she noticed a computer at the end of the corridor. She rushed to it, tapping it open and gulped as the screen came to life with a command question in the center of the screen: 
 
    VIEW REGENERATION STATUS CHAMBERS? Y/N 
 
    So it was true. It was alien technology, and humans had been hijacked to do their bidding. Why else would an alien facility have a computer with data transcribed into English? She tapped ‘Y’ and the screen flashed to show growth rates and vital signs for each pod. It was the field at the bottom of the screen that caused her to stumble backwards in shock.  
 
    CLONING STATUS.  
 
    Every pod was somewhere between twenty and seventy percent complete.  
 
    Madison slumped against the wall and slid to the floor. How was this possible? How could they clone people who died on Earth here? 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    Madison looked up to see Cherilyn standing at the end of the hallway. She stood. “Cherilyn, you’re alright!” 
 
    Cherilyn walked up the center aisle. “You aren’t supposed to be here.” 
 
    Madison stared into Cherilyn’s blank face, devoid of emotion. She tensed. “We’ve been worried about you. Have you been here this whole time?” She waved her arms around. “What is this? What are you doing here?” 
 
    Cherilyn stopped ten feet away and put her hand in her pocket. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “I had to know the truth.” Madison’s eyes flared. “What is this? What are you doing here?” 
 
    Cherilyn pulled a small gun from her pocket. “I’m sorry, Madison.” 
 
    “Wait, tell me –“  
 
    A white explosion filled the room.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
     “Marianna passed during the night,” Victor said as he entered his office the next morning. “The others took her body during their supply run this morning, so we’ll have to tell people something to explain her absence.” 
 
    Nadine’s head jerked up. “You did this without consulting me?” 
 
    “The others knew she passed. They contacted me within moments of her death and insisted that her body be removed immediately.” 
 
    Nadine sniffed. “I would have liked to see her one last time.” 
 
    Victor put a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry. They said it had to be dealt with immediately so we could focus on the other problems.  
 
    Nadine paled. “You mean the others on your team.” 
 
    Victor ran his hand through his messy hair. “It’s been a long night. Madison was poking around the basement lab and had to be taken care of, and Cherilyn isn’t adjusting to the implantation process. I fear we’ll lose her next.” 
 
    Nadine’s eyes narrowed. “How did Madison get in the basement?” 
 
    “She pulled the retinal scanning panel off the wall and triggered the emergency reboot sequence,” Victor said.  
 
    “I didn’t take her for the computer hacker type.” 
 
    “I didn’t either.” Victor dropped in his chair. “That must be why the power flickered yesterday after our meeting. Somebody taught her how to override the systems.” 
 
     “Somebody like you?” 
 
    “Why would I do that? I didn’t know how to access that alien script until you showed me that part of the system after the others took Cherilyn.” He stared at Nadine. “Why did you come to me then?” 
 
    “Why did you take the team’s side yesterday in confronting me?” 
 
    “It would have looked suspicious if I hadn’t.” 
 
    “You wanted to expose me.” 
 
    “For all the good it did. I’m here now.” He shook his head. “You knew this would happen, too. That’s why you came to me when Cherilyn was taken. You needed another stooge, and I fit the bill.”  
 
    “Call it what you will. Why the change of heart?” 
 
    Victor glared at her. “I haven’t had a change of heart. Cherilyn’s disappearance convinced me that I’d never find the truth unless I cooperate with you. Do you have any intention of sharing the rest of this information with the other team members?” 
 
    “Not unless it’s unavoidable or unless the cybernetics decide to take them to the next phase of the experiment.” 
 
    Victor paled. “How likely is that?”  
 
    “It’s highly likely now.” 
 
    He slumped in his chair. “Then I better be glad I got on your good side.” 
 
    “Who says you are?”  
 
    Victor stood. “I made a mistake agreeing to work with you. I should have remained loyal to the rest of the team. You’re doomed to failure with that elitist attitude, but it’s unjustified. The others will turn on you as ferociously as you turned on Cherilyn, and will no doubt turn on me too. You have no loyalties, especially now that Marianna is gone. She was all that kept you in check. Now, you’re just dangerous. But you’ll pay. The others will make you pay.” 
 
    Nadine jumped from her chair, blocking his exit. “Wait! I’m sorry. I’m upset over Marianna’s death. You’re right, she did keep me balanced and her cancer returning has pushed me over the edge. Please, sit down. Let’s talk through this. I need you more than ever now that she’s gone.” 
 
    “Was Marianna working with you and the others on this experiment?” 
 
    “No. She truly didn’t understand the full implications of what was happening here. She thought this was Paradise and didn’t want her memories back. She was the perfect template for what I, and the others, want for everybody here. She didn’t even know who the others truly are until they revealed themselves to her before her death here.” 
 
    “What about Cherilyn?” Victor asked.  
 
    “She envied Marianna’s peace and blind faith. She wanted it for herself. That’s why she agreed to work with me. I set her out to befriend the arrivals after her to see if we could figure out where and why the memory wipes with the nanotech reboots and recalibrations went wrong.” 
 
    Victor stared at Nadine coldly for a moment, and then resumed his seat. “Fine. What’s next?” 
 
    “We need to reign in this situation, and that means we need to figure out what purpose each member of this team really serves. Who could have taught Madison how to trip the basement door?” Nadine asked.  
 
     “Ayanna isn’t that well versed in computer systems. She can do what she needs to do, but her coding knowledge is limited to the nanotech. It has to be Keegan, or Nolan. Madison has been spending a lot of time with them lately.” He paused. “How are we going to explain three missing people? Can we bring Cherilyn back? Maybe she can explain it to people in a way that will flow with the Paradise cover story.” 
 
    Nadine turned to her computer, tapping up Cherilyn’s scans. “No, bringing her back would do more harm than good. Cherilyn hasn’t stabilized since they implanted her. The advanced nanotech is keeping her functional, but I don’t know how much longer that will last. If she doesn’t stabilize soon, then I fear we’ll have another failure on our hands.” 
 
    “That would be their failure, not ours,” Victor said, “so let them explain it.” 
 
    “There have been too many failures already since you arrived, and they’re getting worse every time we get new people,” Nadine said. “Have you noticed that? The memory trigger blocks worked perfectly until you came, and have been failing with every new arrival, except Marianna. That’s probably because her nanotech on Earth was injected while the disease was breaking her body down, so she was our last success. The solar energy started to drop when we put the team together after Keegan, Madison, Cherilyn, and Ayanna arrived. All hell broke loose when Nolan arrived. What went wrong? The cybernetics worked so hard to create a utopia based on our scriptural designs of Heaven to promote ease and comfort of living. How did that fall apart?” 
 
    Victor banged his fist on the table. “I don’t know, but it is getting worse. Nolan said that solar production has dropped by a quarter of a percent. That doesn’t sound like much, but it’s a fast progression when you consider the natural life span of a star. I had Cherilyn look at the data when she was awake yesterday, and she believes the solar enhancement system is draining Tau Ceti.” 
 
    “How big of a problem is that?” Nadine asked.  
 
    Victor shrugged. “Normally I’d say it isn’t an immediate problem. The drain is slow and probably isn’t having a big effect on the star. The problem is that the ecosystem of a terraformed settlement is so fragile that any change to the energy structure is threatening. We were barely hitting optimal levels when the solar mirrors went operational, and don’t have much margin of error. Any increase or decrease could destabilize the settlement.” 
 
    Nadine rubbed her head, trying to press out a headache clamping around her skull. “Things are progressing too fast, both here and on Earth. The cybernetics are ready to terraform back on Earth, but we aren’t ready to receive the humans who don’t survive and qualify to be here. I’m not sure we can sustain our limited population if we don’t stabilize the energy we’re pulling from Tau Ceti. We’re failing.” 
 
     “What are the consequences of that?” Victor asked. 
 
     “We die, and they try again somewhere else.” 
 
    “What about contacting Earth?” Victor asked. “Maybe whoever taught Madison how to hack into the basement can help us get a message to them before the cybernetics intercept it. Is there anything Earth can do to stop this?” 
 
    “I doubt a message would get through the spatial anomaly that the genetic material comes through before being detected and destroyed by the cybernetics. They’re more advanced than we are, and we have limited tech down here that they control,” Nadine said. “Earth couldn’t help us if they wanted to. The Space Exploration Society was stripped down to nothing but basic monitoring, and it didn’t sense things much further than the Jovan system. They have no idea we’re here, and are probably so bogged down with their own problems that they aren’t looking beyond what’s on top of them.” 
 
    “Like a porthole to another solar system just beyond their moon?” Victor asked.  
 
    “They can’t see that beyond the five million aliens inhabiting human beings on the ground, and a cybernetic ship parked in orbit,” Nadine said.  
 
    Victor whistled. “They are in trouble. It would take a miracle to save them.”  
 
    “It looks like it would take a miracle to save us,” Nadine said.  
 
    Victor shook his head. “So much for second chances.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    Cherilyn huddled in the corner of the basement lab, shivering against the voices in her head.  
 
    Stop, please stop! It’s too much. 
 
    We are here to help you, Cherilyn. We are assisting you in the next stage of evolution. 
 
    A tear ran down Cherilyn’s cheek. I killed her. 
 
    Madison brought about her own demise. She should not have come down here. She has passed on to another plane. 
 
    “She’s dead!” Cherilyn screamed.  
 
    So are you. So is every human being in this place. We bring you new life.  
 
    Cherilyn held up shaky hands, studying the fine, black webbing that wrapped around her wrists and lower hands. She shuddered as she wiggled her fingers and felt the heat of the impulses fire up her spine. This is new life? I’m a machine! 
 
    You are a terrain with cybernetic enhancements.  
 
    “I’m an alien,” Cherilyn sobbed.  
 
    You have evolved. Welcome to new life and new purpose. You will be unstoppable once you adjust to the implants. 
 
    “It’s a lie.” 
 
    You do not need to talk aloud anymore. You have evolved to a higher form of communication.  
 
    “I don’t want to evolve. I want to live again. I want to go home. To life. To Earth. To what I had.” 
 
    You cannot go back. 
 
    “I know,” Cherilyn cried. She stared across the room at the spot where Madison fell after the energy gun dissipated her life energy. Victor had removed the body – when? Hours ago? Days ago? How long had she been here, staring at the spot that still burned with evaporated life energy?  
 
    Madison was not the first soul you took out of its natural time.  
 
    “That’s what I get for making deals with the devil.”  
 
    We are no ‘devil.’ We bring you Paradise. We bring you salvation. We bring you a second chance.  
 
    She blinked, her gaze shifting from infrared back to regular vision. She buried her face in her hands. “To hell with it all! I was wrong! I don’t want to be an alien. I want to be human again!” 
 
    “You are human; just something more.”  
 
    Cherilyn looked up to see Nadine standing in the doorway next to her. She pulled herself up. “What have you done to me?” 
 
    “The cybernetics have given you a third chance at life,” Nadine said. “You should be thankful. Otherwise, you’d be as dead as Madison and Marianna are.” 
 
    Cherilyn stared at Nadine. “Marianna’s dead?” 
 
    Nadine nodded, her throat twitching as she swallowed. “She passed during the night,” she said softly. 
 
    Cherilyn leaned against the wall. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “So am I.” Nadine shook it off. “We have other things to worry about. You aren’t adapting to the implants as anticipated. We need to return you to stasis so we can run more tests and recalibrate your nanotech. The implants are draining more energy from your body than we projected, but Victor and I think we’ve figured out how to stabilize your metabolism and synch it with the nanotech.” 
 
     “Victor?” 
 
    Nadine nodded. “You had to be replaced.” 
 
    Cherilyn choked a sob. “Who’s next?” 
 
    “That’s not your concern. Your concern is to get back in the implantation chamber so we can stabilize your implants.” 
 
    Cherilyn shook her head. “I’m not going back in that coffin. I’m not doing anything else.” She dashed toward the door, which slid closed. She banged it with her fists. “Let me out of here!” 
 
    Nadine pinned Cherilyn against the closed door, jamming a needle in her neck. The implants whisked the sedative through Cherilyn’s nervous system, dropping her to the floor in a fraction of a second. Nadine raised an eyebrow at Cherilyn’s body slumped on the floor. “This evolution will be the best thing to happen to humanity.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    Nadine tapped a spoon against his crystal glass in the dining hall the next evening. “Ladies and gentlemen, can I have your attention please?”  
 
    The dining hall went silent as everybody stared at her standing at her table in the center of the room. “Many questions have arisen lately about the state of our community, especially regarding individuals who are no longer joining us for meals, work, and activities.” She waved to her team sitting at the table with her. “We’d like to address these concerns tonight.”  
 
    Victor stood. “I’d like to inform you that three of our members: Cherilyn, Madison, and Marianna, have passed on to higher planes. Each journey was unique, and we rejoice with them in attaining higher knowledge and power. We pray they’ll share their newfound wisdom with us to help us build a better community.”  
 
    The room was silent as Victor raised his wine glass. “To Cherilyn, Madison, and Marianna! We rejoice in their victory!” 
 
    Everybody slowly raised their glasses in the toast.  
 
    “I know they’re sorry that they couldn’t say goodbye personally,” Nadine said, “but the process of passing from one plane to another done in isolation. It took us some time to figure out what happened with Cherilyn, which is why we didn’t share this sooner. We assumed that she had taken on work duties with the research team beyond the wall, and only recently discovered her absence. When we inquired with the others about her absence, they confirmed that they had taken her to a higher plane, and that they were preparing to take Madison and Marianna as well.” 
 
    Murmurs of conversation broke out across the room. Victor chimed his glass again. “We welcome you to come to us with any questions you have. Also, we urge you to notify us if you are contacted by the others about evolving to a higher plane, so we can help you through this process and notify the rest of the community of your whereabouts. The disappearance of these three individuals caused concern, but there is no danger here. If you have questions, please ask. We’ll answer them to the best of our ability.” 
 
    “We understand that the others are communicating with members of this community more often,” Nadine said. “They’re trying to convey important information regarding our well-being, and they want us to work together to improve Paradise.”   
 
    “In fact, they revealed that they hope to help us communicate better by evolving this plane to a higher level,” Victor said. “We will no longer be merely the entry point of Heaven. The others desire to elevate this place to a plane where people will evolve to higher potential then they had in life before they move on to higher planes.” 
 
    “It will still resemble Earth, but we will be changed,” Nadine said. “Our bodies will be perfected and, in time, our minds will also be linked, as they are in higher planes. Soon, the need for vocal speech will no longer be necessary. Our spirits will reside in community as our bodies do.” 
 
    The murmurs in the room rose to a higher level. 
 
    “The former occupants of this plane will return to help us,” Victor said. “They plan to send representatives to help us evolve to a higher functioning plane. We hope this improvement will help with memory triggers that have caused distress and ease your transition into your new life here.” 
 
    “This is the direction we’re heading anyway,” Nadine said. “This place was never meant as a permanent residence; except for a few who are chosen to remain here for the work they’re appointed. Even those individuals will evolve in time, so they can help others in this step of the process to evolution.” 
 
    “We can’t stay here forever?” somebody else asked. “I thought this was our permanent home.” 
 
    “It may be for many of you, but not for all of us,” Victor said. “I know it sounds distressing to find that things are changing, but this is to be expected. Progress means change.” 
 
    “I thought we were already living in perfection,” another voice said.  
 
    “We are,” Nadine said, “but there are higher planes. In time, you will desire to rise, just as Cherilyn, Madison, and Marianna did.” 
 
    “Who knows?” Victor asked. “One of them may come back to assist us through the process.  We are living in perfection. Remember what that means: that there’s nothing to fear. You see how well the others have provided for us here, and they’re satisfied with the work we’ve done. That’s why they want to reward us by helping us to evolve to their level. This is an outstanding achievement for our community. It’s a great honor to evolve ourselves and this plane to a higher level of existence.” 
 
    “I know this is confusing and frightening, but remember that there’s nothing to fear,” Nadine said. “The worst is over. We’ve already passed through our painful lives, and all that lies ahead is joy and discovery. We’re on the verge of an exciting time.” Her green eyes glittered as she raised her wine glass. “To evolution!” 
 
    Everybody raised their glass. “To evolution.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    “What was that?” Keegan shoved Victor against the wall as they stepped into The Haven after dinner.  
 
    “Stop!” Madison stepped between the men, blocking Victor’s waving arms trying to strike back at Keegan. “We can talk about this like civilized people.” 
 
    “You betrayed us!” Keegan pointed a shaky finger at Victor. “You knew Nadine was going to give that speech at dinner with us sitting there like stooges! You set us up!” 
 
    “I did what I had to do!” Victor shouted back.  
 
    “What you had to do?” Ayanna asked. “What was that? Expose everything to Nadine and sell us out to these cybernetic aliens?” 
 
    “She already knew! Cherilyn told her what we’re doing!” 
 
    Everybody stared at Victor.  
 
    Ayanna shook. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Victor stood up and smoothed out his clothes. “Cherilyn was playing us all, Ayanna. Nadine recruited her after she arrived with too many memories intact to see if this was an isolated or emergent problem. When you came through with memories, we knew it was progressive. The memories wouldn’t stay away, so she had Cherilyn establish your team to research the problem.” 
 
    “What other plans does Nadine have for us?” Madison asked.  
 
     “She hasn’t told me much. All I know is that Nolan was right about the cybernetic aliens. They are real. They designed this place, and they control it, although they want to turn it over to humanity once it stabilizes.” 
 
    “If it stabilizes,” Ayanna said, “which, according to Nolan, isn’t happening. What happens if this all falls apart?” 
 
    “We all die, again.” 
 
    Ayanna snorted. “Why did you go to Nadine behind our backs? Why didn’t you talk to us first so we could devise a strategy to keep everybody in the loop?” 
 
    Victor’s eyes flared. “Because Nadine’s right: everybody doesn’t need to be in the loop.” 
 
    “What?” Keegan asked.  
 
    “This place started to fall apart when too many people were trying to take control. Things were fine when it was just Nadine leading the settlement, with the assistance of the cybernetics. They released control too fast. Nadine turned to us, and we led her wrong. Humanity didn’t rise to the task fast enough. We aren’t ready. We aren’t evolved enough to survive.” 
 
    Keegan shook his head. “You’ve completely bought into the lie Nadine’s sold everybody else. How could you, Victor? You’re a scientist. You know better than to believe this whitewashed nonsense about being this place being Heaven!” 
 
    “Because I want to live!” Victor shouted.  “Do you know why I had nanotech on Earth? It was because I have ALS. The nanotech is my life! I don’t have a chance without it.” He slumped against the wall, sliding down it and hiding his face in his hands. “I want to live. I want to be free. I don’t want to fade away to nothing. I don’t want to die.” 
 
    Madison sat beside Victor. “You didn’t consider the cost of that freedom.” 
 
    He looked up. “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    Ayanna sighed, turning away toward the murmurs of the crowd coming from the dining hall. “We look complicit in this lie, and we have a traitor in our midst.” 
 
    “No we don’t,” Keegan said. “Victor’s out.” 
 
    Victor stood. “You can’t kick me off the team.” 
 
    “The hell we can’t. You’re a traitor and you’re worthless!” Keegan took a menacing step toward Victor. “I don’t trust you. None of us do. You’re out.” He waved a hand at the dining hall. “It may seem otherwise to the rest of them, but to us, you’re nothing. You’re self obsessed and can’t be trusted with anything other than self preservation. I’d knock you clear into the next plane if these ladies wouldn’t stop me.” 
 
    “I’m not stopping you,” Ayanna said. “I can’t believe you, Victor. I thought I knew you. It looks like I was wrong.”  
 
    “We were all wrong,” Victor said.  
 
    “Everything’s wrong!” Madison cried. “This whole place is a lie. Some Paradise. To hell with second chances. I wish I stayed dead.”  
 
    “I’ve heard that before,” Ayanna glared at Victor, “and I’m afraid we’ll all hear it again.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Victor asked.  
 
    Ayanna shook her head. “Whatever you and your masters make of it.” 
 
    She stomped down the hall to the living quarters.  
 
    Victor started to speak, but Keegan shook his head as he led Madison away, leaving Victor shaking in the cold hallway.   
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
    “So the truth reveals itself, as we suspected it would,” Nolan said the next morning in the building outside the eastern city wall. “I just didn’t think it would be like this. We’re down three people, Victor and Cherilyn betrayed us, and the solar energy coming in the settlement is down another quarter of a percent.” 
 
    “It’s increased since we last talked?” Ayanna asked.  
 
    “Victor’s aware of it, but he won’t give me what I need to investigate it further. He said to trust that the others will reveal an answer. I guess he figured that you told me about his betrayal last night. I think he plans to help Nadine bring these aliens here.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought after dinner last night,” Ayanna said. 
 
    “I still don’t understand why he did this,” Keegan said.  
 
    “Self preservation,” Madison said. “Fear is a powerful motivator. Nobody knew he had ALS. He thinks his best chance of survival is with the cybernetic aliens. That’s why he turned.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter now,” Ayanna said. “The settlement is destabilizing, and we have the threat of an alien intervention on our hands. What can we do? Is there any way to stop this chaos from happening?” 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine,” Nolan said. “I tried to hack into the mainframe again, but I keep getting blocked. The virus I implanted is still there, but I can’t access it. I think the aliens are on to me.” 
 
    “They’re on to all of us,” Keegan stared at Nolan.  “You and I are the only ones on the team that know how to hack systems, and Madison never spoke to me about it. They figured us out when she tried to hack the basement. The only one who could have taught her that is you.” 
 
    Nolan raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. “Guilty as charged. Madison asked me to teach her some of my tricks to getting into systems shortly after I arrived.  We were frustrated, and we didn’t feel we could play this out with Nadine much longer without being discovered, especially after Cherilyn went missing. I thought it would strengthen our case if she found out what’s in the basement.” 
 
    Ayanna paled. “Madison got in the basement?” 
 
    “She did, and I think that’s why she’s missing.” 
 
    “Why?” Keegan asked.  
 
    Nolan tapped his computer. “I was tracking her activity. She got in, but she never came out. Not the way I taught her to trip the system, anyway.” 
 
    “Did you get anything on what’s down there?” Keegan asked.  
 
    “I booted up a piggyback virus to read their systems, but it was blocked shortly after she got it in. They discovered her fast.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” Ayanna said. “Is there any more subterfuge going on that we don’t know about?” 
 
    “Not into the computer systems, but my teams out here are still trying to get into the satellite system.” 
 
    “This planet has a satellite system in addition to the solar mirror system generating our energy?” Keegan asked.  
 
    Nolan nodded. “It has one to beat Earth’s, but the alien encryption is hell to break through and impossible to translate. It would take an alien to make sense of it.” 
 
    “Which is by design, no doubt, because we lowly humans aren’t supposed to know anything about it,” Keegan said.  
 
    “Just like the full hard drives with only twenty percent accessible by us,” Ayanna said. “The rest is protected by that alien script.” 
 
    Keegan leaned back in his chair. “I don’t like this evolution talk. It sounds like they plan to do more than nanotech in our heads.” 
 
    “Making it work means they need to study human bodies and test their technology on us before taking it widespread,” Ayanna said. “That means they’ve been experimenting. I’ll bet that’s why Cherilyn and Madison are missing. They’re the test subjects.” 
 
    “Maybe Marianna was one that failed because of her tumor,” Keegan said.  
 
    Ayanna shook her head. “No, Marianna was cooperative. I think something inside of her really went wrong.” 
 
    “That’s probably why they want us looking at the memory triggers,” Keegan said. “Our memories seem to be a hindrance to their plans. We wreck things when we remember our lives on Earth.” 
 
    Ayanna rubbed her head. “We have to figure out what’s happening before these aliens come back to finish what they started.” 
 
    “Or impose their own solution where we failed,” Keegan said, “and I think we can assume that if they’re moving faster, then that means that things on Earth are moving fast, too.” 
 
    “If there is an Earth anymore,” Nolan said.  
 
    “Earth exists,” Keegan said, “but it stands on the brink. What happens now will determine the future of humanity.” 
 
    Nolan stared at Keegan. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “It’s just a feeling,” Keegan said.  
 
    Ayanna nodded. “I feel it too. I think we’re at a critical juncture. What we do now will determine whether mankind survives or falls.” 
 
    “Then we better not screw up,” Nolan said, “because I don’t think there’s room for third chances.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
    “Ayanna, will you marry me?”  
 
    Tears formed in Ayanna’s eyes as Toby held up the round, two carat diamond, glittering in the light of the fireplace beside them.  
 
    “Oh Ayanna, you look so beautiful in that dress! Toby’s going to melt when he sees you walking down the aisle,” Amelia said. 
 
    “It’s about time you did,” her mother said. “How long has he waited while you got your doctorate and established your career? It’s time to settle down and have a life outside of the university.” 
 
    “No,” Ayanna mumbled in her sleep as the images floated through her mind. 
 
    You will be resurrected into new life. Evolution is the key. 
 
    What? 
 
    The faces of her fiancé, cousin, and mother morphed to grey. A red light glowed behind their eyes as they stared at Ayanna, wearing the now tattered fabric of her wedding gown.  
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    You have evolved into a new creation, and now you will help us sustain what we have created for you. 
 
    “No!” Ayanna bolted upright in bed, holding her throat as she gasped for breath. She stared out of the window at the alien stars in the sky.  
 
    “You lied.” 
 
    Deception was not our intent; only evolution.  
 
    Ayanna trembled and closed her eyes as her mind flooded with more images.  
 
    She was working late on a Friday night.  Ayanna spun the two carat diamond on the ring finger of her left hand as she stared at charts and schematics of the nanotech experiment projecting from her computer, running algorithms to analyze the nanotech function. The murmur of a news app positioned just above her work files filled the room.  
 
    “What’s in that metal structure at Alpha Centauri? Who are they? What are we facing?” 
 
     “Life or death, Senator. What’s it going to be?” 
 
    Ayanna looked up at the new app image and gasped as the voice was replaced with an image of the National Mall filled with millions of pairs of silver eyes staring into the screen under the purple flash in the sky.                
 
    The fire alarms went off in the building.  
 
    Ayanna gripped her throat as it tightened in intense pain. Everything went black.  
 
    Hospital rooms.  
 
    Nurses and doctors.  
 
    “Your nanotech shorted out. We reinjected you.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “There was a worldwide nanotech malfunction.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    The nurse’s face fell. “Everything’s changed. The world is no longer ours.” 
 
    Ayanna’s eyes popped open. That was no vision. 
 
    Your memory reconstruction is complete. Now you are ready for the next phase of the experiment.  
 
    “What experiment?” Ayanna asked.  
 
    Evolution. 
 
    A red spark erupted in her brain, sending Ayanna into a peaceful sleep.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
    “I remember everything,” Ayanna said. 
 
    Keegan nodded as he sat in the chair at his workstation the next morning. “I do too. It started out as a dream, but then I woke up and the rest rushed over me.” 
 
    Ayanna stared at her computer screen. “There were two alien races coming to Earth. One race inhabited five million human beings so they could build an army to stop the cybernetic aliens who were chasing them.” 
 
    “I think these cybernetic aliens are the ones who built this place,” Keegan said. “I saw more of them because I had increased nanotech for a leaky heart valve. I had visions of their race searching for planets to terraform after they destroyed their own system.” 
 
    “Most people with nanotech heard them and had those visions,” Ayanna said. “I remember seeing a report on that. Of course, our patients were too sick to realize what was happening to them. If any mentioned hearing voices or seeing visions, it was probably passed off as a hallucination connected with their medical condition.” 
 
    “What better place to take test subjects than a university doing experimental research on nanotech for late stage cancer and dementia patients?” Keegan asked. “They were hiding in plain sight.” 
 
    “So what are we? One more stage of the experiment?” 
 
    Keegan shrugged. “I’m not sure where we fit in. I think it’s obvious that this planet is the first where the cybernetic aliens had success with their terraforming tool, but I wonder how well it’s worked. Why are there two walls around our perimeter, and what’s outside that outer wall?” 
 
    “Outer darkness?” Ayanna asked. “Maybe they didn’t terraform the entire planet. Maybe they did one portion to see if it would work, and our job is to prepare the rest of the planet for modification.” 
 
    “I wish I knew what Madison found in the basement,” Keegan knocked a knuckle softly on the table. “I don’t suppose there’s any way we could get down there undetected?” 
 
    “Not with our limited knowledge of this system,” Ayanna said. “Our better bet would be to hack into the mainframe, but Nolan’s already tried that. He said there’s so much alien encryption that it would take an alien to understand what we’re seeing.” 
 
    “So he got in the system, but the data is indiscernible?” 
 
    Ayanna nodded. “We’d need a translation tool, and those are in short supply since English is the standard language of Earth.” 
 
    Keegan blew out an exasperated breath. “Do you think anybody else’s’ memories have returned?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I listened in the dining hall during breakfast, and it was the usual day to day chatter.” Ayanna paused. “Nobody’s mentioned dreams or anything personal here. They didn’t even mention Victor and Nadine’s speech last night. It’s taboo. Every conversation I overhear is completely neutral; usually about work.” 
 
    “It’s almost like everybody is brainwashed but us.” 
 
    “They are,” Ayanna said. “Our heads are filled with advanced nanotech. I wouldn’t be surprised if these memories go away as quickly as they returned.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s possible. The human brain is resilient, but let’s not take any chances. Don’t tell Victor or Nadine about our memories returning.” 
 
    “I won’t,” Ayanna crossed her arms, “but Victor has forced us in the open. We have to do something, and it has to happen soon. I feel like they don’t care what happens to us as long as the end result benefits the aliens.” 
 
    “Victor only cares about himself, and I’m sure Nadine is the same. That nanotech is the only thing keeping both of them alive,” Keegan shook his head. “I feel like we’re sitting right on top of the answers.  We need to decrypt that information from the basement.” He tapped his computer. “All I can see is what looks like a bunch of chambers lined up on each side of an aisle, with symbols shifting on each chamber.” 
 
    Ayanna stared at the diagram on Keegan’s computer. “They look like pods to me, similar to the ones we kept our patients in while we installed and calibrated the nanotech.” 
 
    Keegan nodded. “They do resemble some nanotech facilities I remember visiting on Earth while I was in graduate school. They were designed to run continual full body scans during the implantation process to help direct the install to problem areas and monitor vital signs.” 
 
    “What do the other symbols mean?” Ayanna asked. She stared at the computer, thinking. At one point, she blinked and swore that the symbols on one pod shifted into letters. 
 
    BP: 85/30 
 
    Pulse: 50 
 
    Regeneration rate: 90% 
 
    Waking sequence initiated. 
 
    Ayanna blinked. “What was that?” 
 
    Keegan leaned forward. “I don’t know. I saw it in English for a moment, but I blinked and it shifted back to these symbols. 
 
    They both leaned forward as a sharp pain shot through their heads.  
 
    Find me. 
 
    A high pitched whining noise filled their ears. “What is that?” Ayanna asked.  
 
    The answer is under your feet. Find me! 
 
    The noise ceased as the pain in their heads relented. Ayanna and Keegan sat, staring at one another.  
 
    “What was that?” Keegan asked. “Divine province?” 
 
    “No,” Ayanna rubbed her eyes, staring at the diagram on Keegan’s computer one more time. “That sounded like Cherilyn.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
    “Shut down whatever you’re doing!” Victor shouted from the hallway.  
 
    Ayanna and Keegan jumped at his voice and quickly tapped their computers back into standard research mode. “What’s happening?” 
 
    Victor rushed in the room, holding Nadine in his arms. A trail of blood ran from his nose. “That jolt through our nanotech sent a shockwave through our systems.” He stared at them. “Why aren’t you bleeding? Most of the people here got a nosebleed when the shock wave went through.” 
 
    “That must be the high pitched sound we heard,” Ayanna wiped her nose. Small droplets clung to her fingers, but the bleeding seemed to stop at that.   
 
    “It should have blown you out,” Victor jerked his head toward the medical bay. “Get your computers. We have to help her, and the others.” 
 
    “What others?” Keegan grabbed his computer from his work station and rushed after Victor. He and Ayanna stopped as they saw people crowded in the hallway.  
 
    “Oh,” Ayanna said. She dashed after Victor. “The shock wave knocked these people out?” 
 
    “Some of them,” he laid Nadine on a cot in the medical bay. “A few others are fine, like you. I don’t understand why it took out some of us, but not others.” 
 
    Ayanna and Keegan rushed around the room, directing people to lay victims on cots around the medical bay. They soon filled the room, and had to use tables as makeshift beds in the adjacent room, pulling computers from around the complex to do scanning. Ayanna leaned over a young woman with a red bruise blossoming on her forehead. “What happened to you?” she mumbled as she opened the woman’s nanotech logs. The woman’s brown eyes popped open as her hand shot up, grabbing Ayanna’s arm.  
 
    “Find her.” 
 
    Ayanna stared at the woman, her eyes wide with a fear she hadn’t felt here before. “Find who?” 
 
     “Cherilyn,” the woman croaked. “She got a message through the system in her pod.” The woman passed out again. 
 
    “What did she say?” Victor shouted. Ayanna looked up, startled to find that every conscious person in the room was watching her. She set her face.  
 
    “Nothing. She was mumbling gibberish and passed out again.” She turned away from the stares and resumed her scans.   
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
    “The nanotech shock and bleeding was caused by an energy surge that happened just before midday,” Nolan said late that afternoon in the science lab. “The system that routes the energy to our nanotech was the most affected by it. Fortunately, most of the population was heading toward the dining hall for lunch, so you helped all of the people affected. The few in the science complex outside of the wall are stable. There were a few concussions from people collapsing in the satellite field, but they recovered quickly.” He tapped his computer to show a scan of the system. “I’m going to cut the crap and lay out the truth, since there’s no hiding it anymore. I know we’re on a terraformed settlement on Tau Ceti f. I know there’s a system of satellites and solar mirrors in orbit to direct the right amount of energy here to sustain this settlement,” Nolan ran a planetary scan, showing the energy surge through the system, “and I know that somebody got into our systems in the satellite farm to pull that extra energy from Tau Ceti and forced too much of it through the system.” He tapped the scan closed. “You’re lucky that’s the worst it did. Forcing that much solar energy through the system could have breached the protective force field in the wall around us and killed us all.” 
 
    Victor crossed his arms. “Something had to be done to stabilize the energy coming into the settlement.” 
 
    “Your effort failed. The energy from Tau Ceti has decreased by one percent,” Nolan said. “Well done, Victor. Your attempt to fix things broke them even more. The cybernetics are going to be angry.” 
 
    Victor paled. “One percent?”  
 
     “It doesn’t sound like much, but you failed to consider that Tau Ceti isn’t Sol. It’s younger, smaller, and less potent. We’ll have to start modifications on the systems to adjust for the decrease in energy production immediately.” Nolan crossed his arms. “Don’t pull that stunt again unless you want to destroy us sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “How is this possible?” Ayanna asked. “I thought this was utopia. How can energy die in a place where nothing dies?” She turned on Victor. “You’re Nadine’s puppet now, so tell us what the plan is. Just don’t ask us to believe or sell Nadine’s lie anymore. We’re done with that.” 
 
    Victor slammed his hands on the table. “I don’t know! I have to rely on what Nadine and the cybernetics tell me, and they tell me that everything’s going to be alright. We shouldn’t panic.” 
 
    Ayanna pulled her computer out and tapped it open to a video she took of Nadine when she visited a few hours prior.  
 
    “Nadine, how are you?” Ayanna asked.  
 
    “Marianna, is that you? Did you dye your hair?” 
 
    “I’m not your daughter. I’m a doctor, and there was an accident. How do you feel?” 
 
    Nadine stared at Ayanna, and then at the camera. Her green eyes were vacant. “What is this place?” 
 
    “This is your home, Nadine.” 
 
    Nadine shook her head. “This is no home. Where are Burt and Marianna? They’d never leave me here.” 
 
    “Your husband and daughter aren’t here, Nadine. I’m sorry. We’re trying to help you. What do you remember?” 
 
    Nadine shuddered. “I want to go home.” 
 
    “What do you remember?” Ayanna asked again.  
 
    Nadine shoved the table next to her bed. It skittered against the wall with a clang. “Let me out of here! Take me home!” 
 
    Ayanna tapped the screen off. “Our scans show neural degradation indicative of Level Five Alzheimer’s, but here’s what’s alarming,” Ayanna tapped more scans open on her computer. “Her neural connections have been breaking down for several days. Her nanotech logs show they were at normal ten days ago.” 
 
    “When Marianna’s tumor returned,” Victor whispered. 
 
    “I have other scans of people affected by this energy surge showing degradation,” Keegan said. “One patient has regressed to Stage Two lung cancer, and another person had an aneurism reform over the past five days. I discovered mine was reforming when I started getting headaches, and Ayanna had an asthma attack overnight.” He tapped his computer off and leaned forward. “The solar energy isn’t the only thing breaking down. Our nanotech is, too. I don’t know if it’s being shut down by the aliens, if whatever’s happening in space is affecting it, or if it just quit working. Obviously there’s plenty to fear, because Marianna’s decline has come to everybody since she died.” He pointed at Victor. “How about you? How are you feeling? Do you have any weakness in your arms and legs? Any cramps or twitching? I could swear some of your words have been slurred today.” 
 
    Victor dropped his head in his hands. “What have I done?” He rubbed his head and looked up, pointing at Ayanna. “No, what have you done? Nadine was right. Everything went to hell when you got here.” 
 
    “What are you talking about now?” Ayanna asked.  
 
    “It’s you,” Victor pointed a shaky finger at Ayanna. “You’re the one who’s caused everything to fall apart. You’re sabotaging us!” 
 
    “I don’t have the ability to shut down the nanotech, Victor,” Ayanna said, “and yet, it’s happening. Why?” 
 
    “The aliens are shutting it down,” Victor said.  
 
    “Finally, a straight answer,” Keegan said. “That wasn’t hard, was it? Now let’s stay on this path and figure this out. Why are the aliens shutting down our nanotech?” 
 
    “Because you destroyed everything. The experiment is failing, so they have to step in and save it.” 
 
    “Save it, not us?” Ayanna asked. “Whose side are they on?” 
 
    “Unlike you, they’re on the side of survival,” Victor said.  
 
    “Things were fine until you came along and ruined them. Why? Why couldn’t you accept what was and live in faith? Why did you have to keep pushing? No good comes from your constant questions! We’d be fine if it weren’t for your conspiracy theories.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” Keegan said. “Ayanna and I have tried to help this community by finding the truth. It’s Nadine and her lies that are hurting us.” Keegan relaxed. “Come on, Victor. Get back on our side. What’s going on? Why are the aliens shutting down the nanotech? Why are they killing us after they promised to help us live again? What is Nadine hiding in the basement?” 
 
    A slow smile crept across Victor’s face. “Be careful what you wish for.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Ayanna asked.  
 
    Victor’s eyes glowed red as he tapped a function on his computer. “It means you just volunteered for the next experimental phase in human evolution.” Ayanna and Keegan screamed as the pain spread across their heads, dropping them to the floor in a high pitched whine that elevated until it rattled the windows, and then faded into silence.    
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ayanna.” 
 
    Ayanna turned to stare down the barrel of a gun. The face beyond that barrel was – 
 
    “Ayanna, wake up.” 
 
    Her eyes popped open to Cherilyn looking down at her. She grabbed Cherilyn by the throat. “It was you.” 
 
    “Ayanna,” Cherilyn gasped. “I can explain!”  
 
    Ayanna loosened her grip and shoved Cherilyn backward. Cherilyn gasped for breath as Ayanna stared at her hand flexing against the light of the lab. Her wrist and lower hand were wrapped in a fine, rubbery material. She pulled herself upright, wincing at stiffness and pain in her back. Cherilyn approached the pod. “Take it easy. You’re still recovering.” 
 
    “From what? Shooting me?” 
 
    Cherilyn’s face fell. “You remember.” 
 
    “There was no explosion that night. You shot me with an electric gun!” Her eyes flared. “You killed me, and then you set us all up! How could you do this to me? To us? To everybody in this place?” 
 
     “Ok,” Cherilyn backed three feet away from the pod. “You’re right. I did shoot you, and then I shot myself. I did it to get us here. Then I realized this was a lie, and begged Nadine to give us another chance to get back to Earth. She said it was possible if I cooperated with her. I’m sorry. It was a mistake, and I shouldn’t have done it.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t have done what? Killed me, or betrayed me?” 
 
    “Both,” Cherilyn said. “I’m sorry. I believed a lie, and then I tried to make it right with more lies.” 
 
    Ayanna shook her head. “Congratulations; you won. I hope it’s worth it.” 
 
    Cherilyn sobbed. “The cybernetic aliens were preparing to invade Earth, and wanted to save us to build a new world as a backup for Earth’s overflow population. Or to save the best of humanity for inclusion in their race, if they couldn’t terraform Earth.” 
 
    “Why am I listening to you?” Ayanna held her head. “You’re dead. Again. Something happened. Victor said you weren’t here anymore. You passed on –“she broke off as she noticed the same fine rubber wrapped around Cherilyn’s ankle and foot. A glance at Keegan lying unconscious in his pod confirmed that he had the same implants on his extremities, and she saw the same webbing ran up his neck to the base of his skull. She reached behind her and felt the materials on her own neck. It ran down her spine. “What are these implants?” 
 
    Cherilyn gave her a sad smile. “Evolution.” 
 
    “To hell with evolution, and with second chances. I want to go home.” 
 
    “So do I, but that was another lie,” Cherilyn said. “We can’t go back. It’s impossible.” 
 
    “Nothing is impossible!” Ayanna started to rise from her pod, but a jolt immobilized her.  
 
    You require recalibration.  
 
    “No!” Ayanna shouted. “What’s happening?”  
 
    You must understand. 
 
    “Rebooting –“Cherilyn’s voice crackled as Ayanna sank back into darkness.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
    Grey faces hovered over the pod, studying the scans on the console next to her head.  
 
    This one is stabilizing.  
 
    Wake her with the others. 
 
    Why wait? Events are progressing. We are on the verge of expanding our race. This one will be perfect to welcome them to their new home. We should initiate the link now so she will be prepared for the arrival. 
 
    Our orders from the Sol System are specific. No more humans are to be linked to us until the modifications to Earth are complete. 
 
    There is still work to be done here.  
 
    Download the schematics to her nanotech. Perhaps she can solve the riddle while she regenerates.  
 
    The faces disappeared, replaced with images of space. She saw a star, smaller than the sun, with five planets rotating around it. Tau Ceti was surrounded by a system of mirrored satellites, as was the fifth planet from that star. Thin plumes of solar energy flowed from the satellites around the star to the satellites around the planet, forming strings of energy passing directly to a point on the surface.  
 
    So much for Paradise.  
 
    Tau Ceti emitted a weak pulse against the pull of energy from the satellites. A plume of energy was pulled from the star into the system, jolting the satellite systems and causing the mirrors to shower the yellow rays of energy on the planet below. Ayanna followed the energy to the planet, rushing toward a circular area on the planet’s equator that shimmered under a clear force field. Beyond the planet was another spot of light in space, a wormhole glistening in a rainbow of colors. The colors swirled as a small sphere came through. A small, round ship intercepted the object as the porthole of colors closed.  
 
    The alien ship.  
 
    Ayanna turned her attention back to the circle of light on the darkened planet. She floated through the force field that crackled with her energy moving through, down to the satellite field that sat between two golden walls, sheltering the settlement with an invisible energy force field to protect them from radiation and solar debris. The wall around the city was bordered by forest on the south and west, and mountains to the north and east. A small clearing for ships sat outside the southern wall, with a thin clearing through the trees between the landing pad and a small opening in the south wall. A lake shimmered in the center of the city, glittering in the pale yellow light harnessed from Tau Ceti.  
 
    This heaven is a lie. 
 
    Her mind continued to descend to the facility in the southern wall, where the medical and science complexes were held, through walls and floors, straight into a basement with high walls that held two rows of pods down a long corridor. She floated to the final pod on the corridor and stared down at herself.  
 
    The top cover of the pod slid open as Ayanna jerked up, sucking in air. She looked around the room at Cherilyn and Keegan, who sat at the computer next to her pod at the end of the hall. She licked her lips and cleared her throat, finding her voice again.  
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Good,” Cherilyn said. “Let’s get to work.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
    “We’re their backup plan,” Cherilyn held up her hand, showing the rubber mesh. “The cybernetic aliens have been planning to terraform Earth, but they were waiting for humanity to naturally evolve to a point of accepting their technology before they came.”  
 
    “That point was widespread use of nanotechnology,” Keegan tapped the computer open to show an archive database of the alien’s movement. “That’s how these aliens have evolved: they perfected merging man and machine. They can fuse their nanotechnology to cells to recode them, so when they replicate, the coding replicates with it. It’s highly advanced technology.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, it advanced them too much, and they couldn’t survive on their home world anymore. Their bodies needed more oxygen to keep up with the mechanical processes in their bodies, which caused respiratory problems,” Cherilyn said. “Their ships could be designed with the perfect air composition for their new bodies, but the planet couldn’t. They designed a terraforming tool to modify the planet to their new physiology. It not only destroyed their planet, but created a black hole that swallowed the entire solar system. They’ve been looking for another home world since their system collapsed.” 
 
    “Several experiments have been done on other planets,” Keegan said. “Most ended in destruction, but lately they’ve had success creating habitable areas on rocky planets that can sustain life.” 
 
    “The downfall is that these systems don’t naturally support life, so they aren’t stable,” Cherilyn said. “Modifications had to be made to keep the terraformed areas running.” 
 
    Ayanna nodded. “The solar mirrors are keeping this area habitable, and the satellites are keeping us adapted to the settlement.” 
 
    “The nanotech is taking up the slack where our bodies can’t keep up,” Keegan said. “I’ll bet you haven’t noticed that the gravity is significantly lower here. You probably feel lighter, because this plant has about eighty five percent gravity of Earth.” 
 
    “The air composition is slightly different from Earth, too,” Cherilyn said. “You noticed that in our early experiments, but we never felt any effects from it, obviously due to the nanotech they’ve injected us with.” 
 
    “So the wall protects us from the parts of the planet that aren’t terraformed, and there aren’t any animals because they’re building this place from nothing, and need people to do the rest of the work.” Ayanna shook her head. “They did all of this because their new technology needs more oxygen.” 
 
     “Their nanotech apparently stopped their reproductive systems as well,” Keegan said. “They can’t have children anymore, and it can’t be fixed since their nanotechnology is a part of them. It can’t be removed or deactivated without killing the host bodies.”  
 
    “Reproduction isn’t a necessary function if your body is calibrated to sustain itself indefinitely,” Ayanna said. “They’re sterile. Every death is an irreplaceable loss to their race. ”  
 
    “The cybernetic aliens’ primary motives seem to be expanding their race by adding us to it; and taking our planet. They hope that humanity can still reproduce with their nanotech, but even if we lose that ability, it still adds over ten billion to their race. The only problem is that Earth can’t sustain three alien races, so they created this place in hopes of creating new settlements throughout the universe. Now it’s falling apart.” 
 
    Ayanna gulped, staring at the rubber mesh on her arms. “Evolution. “ 
 
    Cherilyn nodded. “They’ve been preparing us to become them. That’s what they do, Ayanna.” She looked down. “I’m sorry. I know I stole your life. I took you from family, your fiancé, your friends, your work, your life purpose; I took everything away from you for this misguided cause. It wasn’t right, but we need you here to figure out the effects of memory triggers on clones.” 
 
    “Clones!” Ayanna shouted. 
 
    Keegan nodded. “We’re clones, Ayanna. They downloaded our functional memories from the nanotech we had on Earth. It had enough data stored to start rebuilding the neural connections, but it only restored functional memories.” 
 
    “At first, anyway,” Cherilyn said. “As more people arrived, it seemed to restore more memories, which enhanced neural connections to keep forming and searching for more memories.” 
 
    “The nanotech doesn’t record memories,” Ayanna said. “It only enhanced functions.” 
 
    “That’s what we thought,” Keegan said, “but the cybernetic aliens found a way to draw our memories from it and to use that as a basis to build more engrams to recall and store more memories.” 
 
     “You, Victor, and I were the first ones here to have life memories occur,” Cherilyn said. “Victor’s memories were spotty, but ours are stable and growing each day. Nadine didn’t understand why more of our neural connections are reforming than in the others, and she didn’t know how it would affect people or the settlement. When Victor and I started to express doubts in her cover story about this place being Paradise, she panicked and demanded a study to determine how to erase the memory triggers to preserve her Paradise. She thought Marianna was perfection, with only functional memories. Marianna was content to live in whatever reality was created for her. Nadine wanted that in all of us.” 
 
    “How was she able to download our memories from the nanotech we had on Earth?” Ayanna asked. “And how did our genetic material get over eleven light years away from Earth?” 
 
    “Alien technology is how they downloaded our memory engrams,” Keegan said. “I don’t understand how they were able to get that from the nanotech. They were able to hack into the nanotech for heavily implanted people on Earth using probes in the communication systems and satellites.”  
 
    “A clone would be a blank slate,” Ayanna said.  
 
    Keegan nodded. “The cybernetics must have found a way to pull memory imprints from our neural nanotech to rebuild our neural connections. Everybody with nanotech has some implanted in the brain to regulate the functions throughout the body. I wish we had a better relationship with the cybernetic aliens so they could explain this to us. It’s fascinating that they not only succeeded with cloning, but found a way to harvest our memories from Earth nanotech, which is centuries behind their own.” 
 
    Cherilyn tapped open another screen on the computer, showing the space behind the planet. “I can explain how our genetic material got here. There’s a reason why this planet doesn’t have any moons. They were swallowed when that wormhole formed,” she pointed to the distortion in space, where no stars glowed in the distance. The rainbow of swirling colors caused a pit to form in Ayanna’s stomach.  
 
    “That’s how we got here. Along with everything else for this supposed heavenly city. It all comes from Earth.” 
 
    Keegan nodded. “These aliens can also manipulate dark matter. When they had success terraforming this place, they created a wormhole to link it to Earth.” 
 
    “They had probes in Earth’s solar system for decades,” Cherilyn said. “A few were able to get Earthside. We didn’t detect them because they were modeled after their own nanotech, and were made of materials we don’t have on Earth that escaped our sensors.” She paused. “They used them to collect our nanotech programming and genetic materials at the moment of death, and sent it through the wormhole, so we could be regrown here to live again.” 
 
    “Regrown?” Ayanna asked. “I have a family back on Earth grieving for me. I have a fiancé who wanted to build a life with me.” She choked back a sob. “What gives them the right to decide that their lives matter more than ours do?” 
 
    Cherilyn swept the computer scan aside. “A few days ago, I would have said the greater good. There is no future for Earth, Ayanna. That future you thought you were building was a lie, just like this heaven is a lie.” She turned back to the scan hovering beside her. “I realize that’s wrong. I had no right to make that decision for you, and neither did the cybernetic aliens. It should have been your decision, but instead you’ve become a victim of my bad decisions. I’m sorry.”  
 
    Ayanna dropped in a chair, exhausted. “What about these implants we have now? I hurt all over, and I have a headache. Does the nanotech in us work again?” 
 
    “Yes, our nanotech is fully functional,” Cherilyn said. “They implanted us with their machinery to direct the nanotech activity in our bodies, like it does in theirs. They were keeping us in the pods to adjust to the new implants.” She paused. “They downloaded all of this information to us while we were in the pods, but we aren’t connected to one another. I can hear them, but I can’t hear you. Otherwise, we would have been able to share this information directly amongst our brains, instead of having to converse.” 
 
    “We were made into Nadine’s drones,” Keegan said bleakly.  
 
    “Not drones,” Cherilyn said. “These aliens see it as evolution.” 
 
    “You can hear them?” Ayanna asked.  
 
    Cherilyn nodded. “It’s constant chatter. No silence. Always motion in my head.” 
 
    “I don’t hear anything,” Keegan said.  
 
    “Me either,” Ayanna said.  
 
    Cherilyn rubbed her head. ““They haven’t linked you with their ship. Be glad. Once they do, you’ll never have a quiet moment again.” 
 
    “These implants are supposed to link our minds to theirs?” Keegan asked.  
 
    “That’s how it works,” Cherilyn said. “It’s a hive. Everything is shared. That’s the evolution they intend to bring to Earth.” 
 
    “You mean our thoughts won’t be our own anymore?” Ayanna asked. “We won’t have any privacy?” 
 
    “You didn’t notice how the compound was designed to remove the element of privacy?” Cherilyn asked. “There were few doors, and the ones we had didn’t have locks.” 
 
    “I noticed, but I didn’t realize they were preparing to tear down the walls of the mind too,” Ayanna sighed and rubbed her head. “Obviously, they need to do more work on us. How are we supposed to function if the machines keeping us alive make us feel bad?” 
 
    “You’ll adapt,” Cherilyn said. “I had a tough transition, but now I feel better than I ever have in my life. Except for their voices, of course. If I could shut that off, I’d be in a state of physical perfection.” 
 
    “Perfection, except we’re aliens,” Keegan mumbled. 
 
    Ayanna went to the computer, typing in commands to search the compound. “Keegan’s right. This isn’t evolution, its assimilation. We can’t allow this to happen. We have to stop them, or humanity will cease to exist.” 
 
    “What can we do?” Cherilyn asked. “They control everything here. We can’t close the wormhole. We can’t contact Earth. We can’t do anything. We’re stuck here.” 
 
    Ayanna stopped typing a moment and studied Cherilyn. “An energy surge came through and knocked everybody out just before we were taken. That’s spectacular timing, isn’t it?” 
 
    Cherilyn looked at the computer. “The cybernetics shut down the nanotech because there was a virus in the system. They tried to purge it, but they couldn’t. They could only dilute it and block it from further outside access.” 
 
    Ayanna smiled. “Good job, Nolan.” 
 
    Cherilyn held up her implanted arm. “If he downloaded that virus, then he’s the one who caused this. That’s when they decided to implant everybody, but they had to shut down the old nanotech to prepare us for the process.” She paused. “They thought it would knock everybody out, but I installed a buffer that was able to shield the people who weren’t using it as much for healing functions.” 
 
    Keegan rubbed his head. “Thanks, but they got us anyway.” 
 
    “We aren’t under their control yet,” Cherilyn said, “Unfortunately, they’re killing the star in the process of sustaining this settlement.” 
 
    Ayanna turned back to the computer, typing again. “There’s one advantage to these implants they gave me. Now I can read their language,” she tapped a key. “Now I can see what they can’t.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Keegan asked, staring at the screen.  
 
    Ayanna pointed to the code she had pulled up. “There is a way to stop them. The question is; how far are you willing to go to do it?” 
 
    “We’ve died once,” Cherilyn said. “There’s no way anything worse could happen.” 
 
    Keegan stared at the scan. “I think we’re all in agreement. We’ll do whatever it takes.” 
 
    “Even if it means dying,” Ayanna said softly. “Again.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
    We have been ordered to stand down. 
 
    What do you mean? Victor asked.  
 
    Things have changed on Earth. This settlement is no longer necessary.  
 
    What does that mean? Victor asked.  
 
    It means this experiment is over. 
 
    Experiment? I thought this was the next stage in evolution. 
 
    That was the intention, but evolution has taken a turn.  
 
    What of us? Victor asked. What of this place?  
 
    It is no longer necessary. The star is dying, and this community is no longer sustainable. 
 
    The star has only decreased by one percent. We can make adjustments. We’re still working! 
 
    The experiment has failed. There is no need for work. 
 
    What you’ve done here is amazing. You’ve perfected cloning and created a new Earth! We’re going to populate it with evolved life to flourish in all of eternity.  
 
    You have fallen for Nadine’s deception. This is no Paradise. This is merely an experiment to see if our tool could be calibrated to work planet wide. Our work will continue in the Terran system, with the help of the humans. 
 
    Help? Victor asked. I thought you meant to dominate them! 
 
    We mean to assist them in their natural evolution. 
 
    They beat you. 
 
    They have proven to be a stronger race than we anticipated.  
 
    We are a strong race. We are the superior race! You need us to survive.  
 
    And yet, you die again. 
 
    Victor twitched as he stared at Nadine’s slack form on the bed, her glassy eyes accusing him of her death in the night.  
 
    You are not a superior race, but you are worthy equals. There is no need to continue seeking a home amongst the stars. We have found a home, and we will create a haven of life in the Terran system with the cooperation of the other races. It is where life started, and it is where life continues. It is where we belong.  
 
    What about us? Do you intend to take your cloning technology to Earth? 
 
    Humans find the concept of cloning unethical. You are dead on Earth and an abomination. You no longer fit in the order. 
 
    You mean for us to die with this place. 
 
    The star is dying.  
 
    It’s only down one percent! It can still sustain this system indefinitely. 
 
    The experiment has caused irreversible changes to Tau Ceti, and it cannot be returned to the original state. The evolution of this system has been irreversibly altered by this experiment. We will take what we learned to the rest of our race in the Terran System and use it to create new settlements there. 
 
    You can’t leave us here to die. That’s as unethical as cloning us! 
 
    We have much to learn from the humans, and have made many mistakes. We cannot afford to make any more.  
 
    So you leave us behind? 
 
    Yes, you will die again.  
 
    I won’t let you do this!  
 
    It is too late. You are already dead. 
 
    Victor screamed as a surge of energy jolted his body out of his chair. His body dropped to the floor, his glassy eyes locked in a perpetual death stare with Nadine.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
    “No!” Cherilyn screamed, holding her hands over her ears.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Keegan turned from the computer console, where he was working with Ayanna on modifying Nolan’s virus.  
 
    “They killed Victor,” she cried.  
 
    “So what?” Ayanna asked. “He’s already dead. We all are. Do you care after what he did to us?” 
 
    “He gave us to the cybernetics,” Keegan said.  
 
    Cherilyn stared at them, fire in her eyes. “How can you say that? Did your compassion die with you?” 
 
    Ayanna turned from the computer. “We’re using Nolan’s virus to collapse the mainframe controlling these systems. We’ll all be dead soon! That’s why I ask if it makes a difference.” 
 
    “Do you have some secret hope that the cybernetics will save us?” Keegan asked. “That they’ll realize what we’re doing and say ‘we’re sorry; we’ll take you home now.’” 
 
    “Or do you know of a way to get off this planet?” Ayanna’s eyes narrowed. “You hear them, Cherilyn. What are they saying?” 
 
    Cherilyn slumped in a chair. “Things have changed on Earth. They’re leaving, and they plan to leave us here to die with the planet.” 
 
    Ayanna and Keegan stared at each other.  
 
    “I know we were fixing to tear it down anyway, but the people on Earth need to know what happened here. They should know that these aliens are capable of cloning and creating interstellar settlements.” 
 
    “Obviously, they have some work to do if both the planet and the ones who died of terminal illness are dying again,” Keegan said.  
 
    A tear rolled down Cherilyn’s cheek. “What about second chances?” 
 
    Ayanna sighed, staring at her implanted hands. “This second chance isn’t over. All that we’ve been through shouldn’t go to waste.” She turned to the computer, tapping at a planetary scan. A dot faintly glowed in a chamber up the hall. “I’ll be darn.” 
 
    Keegan joined her at the computer. “What?” 
 
    Ayanna smiled. “I found a way out. We just have to stay alive long enough to get there.” 
 
    Keegan whistled as he saw the scan of the area outside of the southern wall. “And hope these enhanced implants taught us to fly, too.” 
 
    Cherilyn smiled as she saw the scan. “We just learned how to speak alien. I think we can handle one more crash course to survive our second chance.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
    The termination protocol of the Tau Ceti f settlement experiment is proceeding according to the plan.  
 
    It is not. Several individuals remain, as well as the clones in the regeneration chambers.  
 
    The settlement is destabilizing. The natural process will take care of any remaining problems. 
 
    The orders from our brethren at Earth are to leave no trace of this failed experiment. The planet will bear the scars of our failure even if it no longer sustains life. That threatens further tainting and consequences for this system. This system must be destroyed to prevent contamination of our interference and preserve the evolution of this region of space. 
 
    Earth is rebuilding their Space Exploration Society. They will see our interference with this system, even if we remove all signs of the terraforming experiment.  
 
    It will take eleven years for them to discover the disappearance of this system. They do not have the means to understand why it disappeared. 
 
    They may develop a way to discern the truth in a future generation. We cannot leave anything to chance.  
 
    Humans are bound not only by space, but by time as well. Their individuality limits their perspective. They are bound to their solar system, and this experiment proves they are not destined to escape it. Not yet. 
 
    Is there any way to preserve this solar system if the settlement is destroyed? Humans will notice the destruction of the Tau Ceti solar system and will seek answers, even if they do not have the means to obtain them. 
 
    Destroying the settlement is not enough. Our experiment has permanently changed this system. It cannot return to the pre-terraforming state. Effects will remain and compound, forever altering the evolution of this region of space. There is only one solution to preserve integrity, order, and evolution. We must destroy this system.  
 
    The humans on Earth know that our previous terraforming experiments have destroyed the systems. They might suspect our activity here.  
 
    Not if we make it look like a natural interstellar event.  
 
    Is that possible? 
 
    It is if we do it quickly, and correctly.  
 
    Initiate the system termination protocol.  
 
    The satellite system is not operational! 
 
    How can that be?  
 
    The original virus that the human implanted in the computers has become active again.  
 
    Will this impede our plan? 
 
    No, the systems on this ship can be utilized to execute the system termination protocol. The demise of the settlement will be the demise of any survivors on the planet.  
 
    It could be our death as well. 
 
    Perhaps. 
 
    What of the delays caused by the integrated humans on the surface? 
 
    We will initiate a secondary plan to neutralize their interference. Death will come to Tau Ceti f. It is just a matter of time.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 41 
 
    Keegan gripped the workstation as the ground shook. “The good news is that the virus is working. The satellite systems are shut down.” 
 
    “I sense there’s bad news,” Ayanna said.  
 
    Keegan tapped at the computer. “The cybernetic aliens figured out what we’re doing, and they fired a weapon into Tau Ceti. It released a solar flare that went through the solar system just as we were shutting it down.” He paused. “I ran Cherilyn’s buffer through the system, but it was too late.” He looked up from the screen. “I’m reading six life signs in this settlement, and one weak life sign in the satellite farm complex.” 
 
    “That’s impossible!” Cherilyn rushed to a computer and opened the security camera system they found monitoring the city. Images of bodies bleeding from the eyes, nose, and ears littering the ground filled the screen. Radiation burns covered the smoking flesh. She covered her mouth with her hands, pressing back the scream threating to escape her lips.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Ayanna said, swallowing her own revulsion at the images.  
 
    “How could they bring us to this place, recreate us in their image, and then abandon us?” Cherilyn asked. 
 
    “We didn’t go down with them,” Keegan said. “The implants have protected us from everything so far. Perhaps they intend to come and save us, since they’ve invested so much in our ‘evolution.’” 
 
    “We don’t have time to find out,” Ayanna stood, “and unfortunately, the people in these pods will never know.” 
 
    “We aren’t taking them with us?” Cherilyn asked.  
 
    “We can’t,” Keegan said. “There isn’t enough time, we don’t have the means to move them outside the southern wall, and there are four other survivors that we need to find before we attempt Ayanna’s escape plan. The cybernetics mean for the death of Tau Ceti to erase everything they’ve done here.” 
 
    Ayanna took Cherilyn by the shoulders. “Cherilyn, I need for you to open your mind. You can hear these aliens, so you know that they don’t know or understand human values, and we don’t have time to get hung up on it now. We have to save who we can, and we have to get to that ship outside of the south wall.” She motioned to the pods. “We can’t find four people and save them. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “They’re already dead, Cherilyn,” Keegan said. “We can’t help them. Their regeneration process isn’t sufficient to wake them, and we don’t have the time, space, or resources to get what we need to take them with us. This place is falling apart, and nothing can help them.” He glanced around as the ground shook. “Nothing will help us either, unless we make the choice to save who can be saved.” 
 
    Cherilyn nodded. “You’re right. The time will come to teach these aliens the meaning of morality but now, it’s time to live.” She turned to the pods. “I’m sorry, but I’m glad your second chance wasn’t a lie, like ours was. I pray you find peace and true paradise in a place beyond pain and fear.” 
 
    “I pray that this will work,” Keegan said, tapping at the computer. The lights flickered, and then resumed as the door slid open. “Amen. Let’s go!” 
 
    They rushed through the door before the emergency override sealed the chamber shut. Red overhead lights glowed as they ran through the maze of halls, seeking the room at the southern end of the hall. Their feet banged against the metal floor as they approached the panel with flashing lights beeping beside the door.  
 
    “Now what?” Ayanna asked. “Nolan said Madison hacked into the panel to the basement, but he didn’t say how.” 
 
    “I’ve got this,” Cherilyn ripped the panel from the wall and pulled wires from it. She wrapped the wires around her wrist and closed her eyes. Sparks erupted from her hand and the bay door opened, revealing a slender silver ship hovering in the center of the room against a glass backdrop overlooking the toxic air swirling outside, where their basement opened up on the southernmost end of the city.  
 
    “I assume that’s a transport ship,” Keegan said.  
 
    Ayanna nodded. “It’s designed for short range transport. There are tunnels underground between here and the larger space pad south of the settlement, but the sensors detect several blockages in that system. We’ll have to fly out over the surface.” 
 
    “Is the ship still on the southern landing pad?” 
 
    “It is, and all systems read normal,” Cherilyn said, studying the computer she took from the cloning vault. “It looks like this shuttle was left as an escape pod for Nadine. She made arrangements for her escape, should something go wrong down here. It doesn’t have any weapons, but it will get us out of here. We just have to get through chaos and destruction to that landing pad.” 
 
    “How far away is the ship?” Keegan asked.  
 
    “Twenty miles.” 
 
    Ayanna whistled. “Twenty miles through a collapsing settlement is a long way.” 
 
    “We can make it,” Keegan said. “We can get there and get off this rock with no problem if everything is still set up for Nadine’s escape plan.” 
 
    “What are the chances of that?” Cherilyn asked.  
 
    “We’ll find out,” Ayanna said.  
 
    They started to enter the room, but froze in place. Cherilyn’s computer clattered on the metal floor. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Keegan asked.  
 
    Ayanna willed her arms and legs to move. Small, red sparks glinted against her implants. “I can’t move.” 
 
    Footsteps clanged against the floor of the bay as three grey bodies walked out of the ship. Their eyes glowed red as they stepped in front of Ayanna, Keegan, and Cherilyn.  
 
    “Humans,” one of them said, but the voice sounded like many speaking, “Your evolution is complete. Unfortunately, your existence is at an end.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 42 
 
     “This system is being terminated per the new protocol. It is no longer necessary.” 
 
    “Things have changed on Earth,” Cherilyn said. “You’ve established a cooperative relationship with humanity and other aliens on Earth. They’re working together.” Cherilyn closed her eyes. A red spark erupted around her implants, releasing their entrapment. She approached the head being. “We can go to them. They’ll understand, and welcome us home.” 
 
    A red light flashed in the aliens’ eyes. “You are an abomination, and they will not accept this failure.” 
 
    “We learn from failure,” Ayanna said. “We aren’t an abomination. There are many on Earth who will rejoice at our return. You’ve succeeded with cloning technology and reestablishing our memories from nanotech that’s centuries behind your own,” she paused. “There have been experiments with cloning on Earth, despite the ethical questions. There have also been experiments with stem cell research, but your race found more success than we have in that area. Perhaps we can find an ethical way to use this technology if we work together.” 
 
    The red light flickered in the aliens’ eyes. “Humans are rigid in their beliefs. They will not accept you. They will not accept us. They will not accept failure.” 
 
    “If that were true, then humanity would have gone extinct a long time ago,” Keegan said. “We have to learn and adapt to survive, just like you.” 
 
    “No, the attempt to infiltrate our mainframe has destroyed us. We must flee, and you must die.” 
 
    “Why are you here if we must die?” Ayanna asked.  
 
    “We were sent to ensure that you do not impede the plan to destroy this system.” 
 
    “And die in the process?” Cherilyn asked.  
 
    “If necessary.” 
 
    Ayanna raised her hands in a gesture of surrender. “What if we agree to stop interfering with the destruction of the system, if you allow us to go with you?” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Keegan mumbled.  
 
    Ayanna turned to Keegan, her own eyes flashing red. “Ensuring our survival,” she whispered.  
 
    Keegan shook his head. “Have you implanted other humans on Earth?”  
 
    “One individual,” an alien said. 
 
    Ayanna’s stomach turned at the admission. She swallowed past the lump of fear and revulsion in her throat. “Was that implantation successful?” 
 
    “There were more issues with resistance and bacterial contamination that there have been in this once utopian system.”  
 
    “Perhaps there would be less resistance to the process if you returned to Earth with three successful human implants,” Cherilyn said. “Plus, you would have us as a reference for other implants.”  
 
    “We’re specialist with the nanotechnology on Earth,” Cherilyn said. “We could enhance Earth’s nanotech with your technology if you take us back with you.” 
 
    “Or we could replace Earth’s nanotech with yours,” Ayanna said. “I’ve been working with your nanotech, and it’s fascinating. This could be beneficial to both of our races.” 
 
    “Your experiment wasn’t a complete failure,” Keegan held up his arms, showing the alien implants. “We’re a success. You made us what we are. Aren’t you obligated to protect your creation?” 
 
    “The failure of this experiment negates obligations.” 
 
    The room jolted as another explosion rocked the planet. The aliens snapped to attention.  
 
    “This cannot be.” Blood seeped from the head alien’s nose and ears. He reached up, studying the sticky substance. “We have performed our duties. You cannot do this. We did not fail!” 
 
    “What happened?” Ayanna asked.  
 
    “The commands have ceased,” an alien said.  
 
     “They’re severing the link,” Cherilyn said. She raised her arm and swiped at blood seeping from her nose. “They couldn’t purge the virus or talk us into standing down, so they decided to abandon us and proceed with the termination of this system.” 
 
    “This system?” Keegan asked.  
 
    Cherilyn nodded. “The entire Tau Ceti system.” 
 
    Ayanna turned to the aliens. “The talk time is over. Will you take us out of here, or are we going to fight for that ship?”  
 
    One of the aliens dropped to the ground. The other two stared at the collapsed body. 
 
    “They can’t make a decision if they’re detached from their society,” Keegan said. “I vote we all go.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Ayanna picked up the computer Cherilyn took from the basement and tapped it alive to study the schematics, “and we have to do it now.” 
 
    Another alien dropped.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Cherilyn asked.  
 
    The remaining alien trembled. “Our termination protocol has been activated.” 
 
    “Will that affect us?” Keegan asked.  
 
    Ayanna tapped at the computer. A spark of red energy jolted each of them. “I used a code from Nolan’s virus to boost our nanotech and protect us from their commands, so they can’t access our tech and this last alien shouldn’t drop on us.” She looked at the alien. “Can you get us off this planet?” 
 
    The alien stopped trembling. His eyes receded from red back to black. “Each individual being has basic navigation and interstellar aviation knowledge.” 
 
    She nodded. “To hell with Paradise. It’s time to go home.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 43 
 
     “We must get into orbit, and prepare to take evasive maneuvers against the ship at the wormhole,” the alien said as he flew the shuttle through dust swirling outside of the southern wall of the collapsing city.  
 
    Cherilyn tapped at the computer in the copilot station beside the alien. “I’m imputing your codes to initiate the start up sequence to the ship on the pad outside the south wall. Will it be ready when we get there?” 
 
    “No, it will take several minutes to complete upon our arrival,” the alien adjusted his eye nanotech to see through the swirling dust.  
 
    “We should check the satellite farm to see if anybody survived,” Cherilyn said. “There was one weak life sign out there.” 
 
    “Negative,” the alien said. “We cannot afford the delay. We must get in orbit immediately.” 
 
    “You said the startup sequence wouldn’t be ready for several minutes after our projected arrival,” Ayanna said from her seat behind the alien. “Maybe it will be ready if we take this detour. Can’t we cut through the woods to take a direct path that will save time?” 
 
    “We can,” Cherilyn tapped her computer station to show a projection of the path through the woods. “It calculated this vector for safe passage with suitable time to get to the ship and minimal obstacles.” 
 
    “Go to the satellite farm,” Keegan leaned forward from his seat beside Ayanna, butting his head between the alien and Cherilyn. “We don’t leave people behind. That’s human nature.” 
 
    “That is not true. Humanity has a long history of war and massacre.”  
 
    “Those are unfortunate exceptions,” Cherilyn said.  
 
    The alien tapped in commands that swung the shuttle sharply through burning woods toward the satellite farm.  
 
    “Thank you,” Ayanna said.  
 
    “I calculate that this vessel has sufficient heat shielding for the rescue mission; however, the air outside of the shuttle is toxic. You will not be able to exit the vehicle.” 
 
    “We’ll find a way to save whoever survived out there,” Cherilyn said.  
 
    Red sparks erupted through dust pouring through the force field overhead as they approached the satellite farm. The alien tapped commands in the control console, and activated a scan on the building.  
 
    “There are no life signs.”  
 
    Ayanna, Keegan, and Cherilyn slumped in their seats.  
 
    “We couldn’t save anybody,” Cherilyn mumbled. “We failed.” 
 
    Ayanna perked up as her eye caught a heat signature faintly glowing on the alien’s console. “Wait, what’s that?” 
 
    “It is a biological signature; however, the body is deceased. The energy is still leaving the body.” 
 
    “They can be revived with the advanced nanotech,” Ayanna said. “It can heal them if they’re revived within an hour of death. The heat signatures indicate that person died five to ten minutes ago.” 
 
    “It is possible, but not advisable under the current circumstances. We lack sufficient means and materials to perform the procedure,” the alien said. 
 
    “Does the ship south of the city have sufficient medical supplies to perform the procedure?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’ve worked with this nanotech. I can do this. Let’s go.” 
 
    “The air is toxic. You cannot exit this vessel.” 
 
    “The planet is dying, and we’ve already died once!” Ayanna shouted. “To hell with the risks. I’ll go myself if I have to. I’m willing to try to save a life. Aren’t you?” 
 
    The alien landed the shuttle on the roof of the building, next to a small door. “Your biological system is not adequately adjusted to the advanced biomachinery to filter out the toxins, even for a brief period of time. I will retrieve the deceased individual.” He exited in a blur, opening and closing the door before they perceived the brief burst of outdoor air pressing against the vehicle.  
 
    “I wonder if we’ll be able to move that fast,” Keegan said.  
 
    “I’m sure we’ll develop a host of new abilities as a result of these implants, in time,” Ayanna said. 
 
    The ship jerked against the shaking building for a few moments as they waited for the alien to return with their potential survivor. Finally, the computer beeped to show an approaching biological signature.  
 
    “Here he comes,” Cherilyn pointed to the grey body rushing to the ship with a human draped over his shoulder. 
 
    The door opened and closed rapidly again. The alien deposited the body on the floor between Keegan and Cherilyn.  
 
    “Nolan!” Ayanna exclaimed as she picked up her computer from the floor and scanned him. “He died of asphyxiation.” 
 
    “The nanotech surge and radiation didn’t kill him?” Keegan asked.  
 
    “Apparently not,” Ayanna said. “He must have stayed in the building. The toxic air killed him.” 
 
    Keegan shook his head. “He survived the surge and the radiation, and died with the planet.” 
 
    “It is getting harder to breathe,” Ayanna said.  
 
    “The toxins are entering the cabin,” the alien said. “I am adjusting environmental controls.”  
 
    “I’m sleepy,” Cherilyn said.  
 
    “Fight it,” Ayanna coughed as the alien piloted the small ship through the smoky woods. “We’ve made it this far. I don’t intend for this planet to kill us now.” 
 
    “The ship has a storage bay,” the alien said. “I will fly the vehicle directly into it to avoid further exposure to the environmental toxins. It will increase the weight of the ship, but my calculations indicate the extra weight of this shuttle will not affect our chance of escaping the atmosphere.”  
 
    Ayanna sucked in deeper breaths as the alien navigated around collapsing trees and brown dust. She squinted as she saw a glimpse of clear space ahead and pointed at a large, round object shimmering beyond the destruction. “Is that the ship?” 
 
     “Affirmative,” the alien said. “Secure yourselves.” 
 
    They gripped their seats as the shuttle smoothly entered the bay. The door thumped closed behind them, followed by the hiss of detoxified air filling the room.  
 
    “Is everybody ok?” Ayanna asked, looking around the shuttle.  
 
    The alien followed her gaze. “Affirmative. I read sufficient health signals from everybody except the deceased individual.” He tapped in controls on the vehicle to shut it down. “Atmospheric conditions are stabilized. We must relocate to the bridge immediately for planetary exit.”  
 
    They staggered out of the vehicle and followed the alien to the small bridge in the center of the building. His fingers flew over the controls at the panel standing in the center of the room, activating a view screen in front of them.  
 
    They gasped as the screen showed a planet shuddering under as the city and trees collapsed into brown, toxic dust storms.  
 
    “So much for Paradise,” Ayanna said.  
 
    “The delay to pick up the deceased individual was a successful tactic,” the alien said. “The pre-launch sequence is complete, and I am initiating the lift off sequence.”  
 
    The ship rose through the crackling air, bursting through the force field shimmering in red energy as their utopia disintegrated into dust.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 44 
 
    A ship launched when the city collapsed.  
 
    How can that be? There were only humans left on the planet.  
 
    One of our own survived the termination of the neural link. The humans used the virus to cut our signal to that individual. The individual life sign is still active, but we no longer have control of function. 
 
     Traitor!  
 
    It does not matter. They will not survive the termination protocol for the system. 
 
    Will we survive the termination protocol? 
 
    Unknown.  
 
    The ship is on trajectory for the wormhole. We cannot allow the possibility of the traitor taking proof of our failed experiment back to Earth. We must stop them. 
 
    The individual is one of us. The other three are our creation. We are obligated to protect them. 
 
    We are also obligated to protect the integrity of the experiment, to ensure that our failure does not irreparably taint this region of space, to protect the progression of evolution, and to follow orders. Our orders are to destroy this system and return to the rest of our race.  
 
    Our orders are also to protect our own. 
 
    Which order prevails? 
 
    Our own survival is in peril. Does that preclude our orders? 
 
    No. We must follow orders. Disobedience impedes progress.  
 
    Our interference disturbed evolution.  
 
    These paradoxes must stop! 
 
    A decision is required! 
 
    Is it, or should we allow events to progress naturally now? The termination is in progress. Further interference cannot impede the progress of this plan.  
 
    They cannot return to Earth detached from the rest of the race.  
 
    Error. Causal loop. 
 
    Unable to compute. 
 
    Decision irrelevant. It does not matter. All scenarios end in one definite conclusion.  
 
    Eventually, everybody dies. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 45 
 
    “Nolan is stable,” the alien said as he lowered his large frame into the pilot’s seat of the ship. 
 
    Ayanna gritted her teeth as the ship rumbled through the atmosphere. “Thanks for going back for him.” 
 
    “He is obviously a human of great importance.” 
 
    “All humans are of great importance,” Keegan said from the co-pilot’s seat. “How much longer until we clear the atmosphere?”  
 
    “We are traveling at the maximum speed attainable for this craft,” the alien said.  
 
    “I see stars,” Ayanna squinted through the flames of the atmospheric burn in the window. Soon, the flames cleared to show a black sky filled with glowing specks of light. Tau Centauri glowed weakly behind them. Ayanna clenched her jaw. “They took up the satellites and mirrors. It’s like we were never here.” 
 
    “That is the intent,” the alien said. “We cannot be certain of how our failed experiment will affect this system. We cannot leave behind anything that might interfere with the natural state of this system. The termination protocol was initiated to erase the effect of this failure.” 
 
    “Why do they want to erase this?” Ayanna asked. “To hide their failure?” 
 
    “To prevent further effects of that failure, and preserve the evolution of this region of space,” the alien said.  
 
    The room was silent as the statement sunk in.  
 
    “They don’t want anything they did to cause further harm to anything out here?” Cherilyn asked.  
 
    “Affirmative,” the alien said. “The effects of this experiment will be logged into the ship history and used to modify future terraforming attempts for a greater chance of success.” 
 
     “Will you tell anybody on Earth what happened here?” Ayanna asked. 
 
    The ship rocked again, this time from a strike above. 
 
    “I do not believe my brethren will divulge the presence of this place, or allow us leave,” the alien said. He tapped his screen. “They are firing on us.” 
 
    Ayanna sighed. “We can’t escape death no matter what we do!” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Cherilyn said, rising from her seat. “Ayanna, did you say Nolan’s virus is still in the cybernetic mainframe?” 
 
    Ayanna nodded, jerking a thumb at the alien. “I used it to save him and escape.” 
 
    “They have been unable to purge the virus,” the alien said.  
 
    Cherilyn thought. “Keegan, can I borrow your seat? I think I know a way to fire back.” 
 
    Keegan stood. “Be my guest.” 
 
    Cherilyn sat in Keegan’s seat, tapping at the computer. Her brows furrowed as she brought up the scan of the alien ship above them. “I can still hear them faintly. They intend to destroy the system by firing a dark matter weapon in the wormhole they created. They focused their energy on dismantling the satellites and mirrors, and collecting the dark matter in their solar cells to fire on the wormhole. Nobody is supposed to survive this experiment. They intend for all of us to die with this system.” 
 
    “They will leave nothing behind,” the alien said.  
 
    “Will the destruction of the wormhole affect Earth?” Ayanna asked. “The other end is in our solar system.” 
 
    “The wormhole opens just beyond Earth’s moon,” the alien said. “I doubt Earth, or humanity, will detect the disappearance of a wormhole they are not aware exists. The anomaly will simply collapse. Humanity did not see it before, so it is doubtful that they will register its destruction.” 
 
    Ayanna stared at him. “How did you hide that?” 
 
    “Our probes are able to achieve light speed, to mask signals, and to manipulate the space. They made the wormhole undetectable to human technology. The transfer of human DNA and nanotech downloads were instantaneous and undetectable to Earth sensors.” 
 
    “Can you do something similar to our ship so we can get away from here?” Keegan asked, as the ship rocked from another blast.  
 
    “This is a supply and transport ship. It does not have sufficient equipment to execute such a protocol.” The alien’s monitor beeped. “My brethren have mined the wormhole with probes that are weaponized with dark energy. They will fire on the wormhole to destroy it.” 
 
    “Why would they weaponize probes?” Keegan asked.  
 
    The alien turned to stare at Keegan. “To prevent unauthorized access to the data they collect.” 
 
    “Your race is paranoid,” Keegan said. “Does that nanotechnology cure psychological disorders?” 
 
    “Enough!” Ayanna said. “Cherilyn, are you having any luck stopping them?” 
 
     “I’m almost ready,” Cherilyn tapped at the computer. “Brace yourself. This might hurt.” 
 
    They jolted as a pulse of energy surged through their implants. The ship rocked, tossing them from their chairs. A high pitched noise split the air, causing all of them to collapse to the floor as it suddenly cut off.  They slowly stood, looking around. Ayanna’s eyes fell on Cherilyn, collapsed on the floor in a puddle of blood. “Cherilyn?” she shouted, shaking her friend.  
 
    A blast sounded above them, sending the ship tumbling toward the wormhole. The alien pulled himself into the pilot’s chair, tapping at the computer. “The other ship is disabled.” 
 
    “What happened?” Ayanna asked.  
 
    Keegan crawled in the copilot station, studying the computer readouts. “The other ship was using its solar energy cells to collect dark matter to fire their weapon. Cherilyn inverted the system so it sent the energy inside their ship, instead of on us or to ignite the other probes in the wormhole.” 
 
    “It also sent a wave of dark energy through the neural link,” the alien said.  
 
    “Did it do this to her?” Ayanna asked, holding Cherilyn’s unconscious body.  
 
    Keegan tapped in the computer to run a scan on Cherilyn. “She re-established the link between her nanotech and the aliens to redirect the dark energy on their ship instead of ours.” 
 
    “She caused it to backfire,” Keegan said.  
 
    “Affirmative,” the alien said. “The ship is not rebooting.” 
 
    The ship jolted as a blast of energy shot from the wormhole. Ayanna laid Cherilyn on the floor behind her and sat behind Keegan, who was tapping the computer back to navigation functions.  
 
    “It looks like the other ship had already fired enough energy into the wormhole to ignite the dark matter weapons in the probes,” Keegan said. “We have to go in now to have any chance of returning to Earth.” 
 
    “The dark matter made the wormhole unstable,” the alien said. “It is unwise to enter it.” 
 
    “That’s our way home!” Ayanna shouted. 
 
    The alien stared at Ayanna, his eyes glowing red. “Inverting the dark matter weapon has rendered the other ship useless. Standard procedure is to set a termination sequence when the ship is beyond repair. It will enter the wormhole and terminate with it. The excess of dark matter in that ship will create a dark energy wave that will invert the light energy of the wormhole, reversing its polarity.” 
 
    “Destroying the wormhole will create a black hole,” Keegan said.  
 
    “That will complete their plan,” Ayanna said. “The black hole will swallow up the system. A natural astronomical phenomenon.” 
 
    “Except it didn’t happen naturally,” Keegan said.  
 
    The alien tapped his controls. “The termination protocol on the other cybernetic ship is complete. They are dead.” He turned to Cherilyn. “That human was also linked to them. She has also terminated.” 
 
    “No!” Ayanna rushed back to Cherilyn. She shook the cold body, flopping against the chair. “How?” 
 
    “She was fully linked to the ship when she inverted the dark energy weapon,” the alien said.  
 
    “We can revive her too,” Ayanna said. “We can save her, like we saved Nolan.” 
 
    “The circumstances of the female human’s demise are different,” the alien said. “She terminated because the damage to her biological systems could not be repaired by the nanotech. The termination protocol on the other cybernetic ship detected this through the nanotech and initiated her termination sequence. That human was beyond healing, even with our technology.” 
 
    “Your technology killed her!” Ayanna said.  
 
    “And it saved us!” Keegan took Ayanna by the shoulders. “Grieve later. We have to get out of here. That wormhole has moments before the other ship goes in and that dark energy detonates. If we’re here when that happens, we die. There are no third chances for us!” 
 
    Ayanna wiped tears from her face. “Can we go through the wormhole before it collapses? It’s our only way home.” 
 
    “It is not our only way home,” the alien tapped his computer. An energy beam shot out of the ship, wrapping around the ship above them. The light pulsated with energy, causing the ship to vibrate.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Keegan asked.  
 
    “Getting the information we need for our flight to Earth on a safe trajectory.” The alien tapped more controls, shutting off the beam and releasing the ship toward the wormhole. “Secure yourselves.” 
 
    Their bodies pressed against the seat as the ship shot out of the Sirius system in a flash of white light.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 46 
 
    “I can’t believe you found me,” Nolan said. 
 
    Ayanna sat on a metal stool beside his bed in the medical bay. “We wouldn’t have left without you.”  
 
    Nolan held up his hands, staring at the black webbing around his wrists and hands. “I wouldn’t have survived if Cherilyn hadn’t scarified herself.” He sighed, dropping his hands. “I know she felt guilty for her actions on Earth and on Tau Ceti f. I hope she finds peace wherever she is in knowing that this time, she truly gave herself to save others.” He studied the webbing. “Her implants have given me a third chance at life.” 
 
    “I pray she found Paradise this time.” 
 
    Nolan stretched. “What now?” 
 
    “We achieved hyperspace just in time to escape the destruction of the wormhole,” Ayanna said. “Our sensors show that the dark matter collapsed the wormhole. A black hole opened that destroyed the entire system.” 
 
    “That’s a shame,” Nolan said. “One terraformed settlement changed an entire system, and in the end, it was destroyed.” 
 
    Ayanna sighed. “Earth will sense the sudden disappearance of Tau Ceti.” 
 
    “There’s no way to avoid explaining that when we return to Earth. We have eleven light years at best before they see what happened. Will we be back by then?” 
 
    Ayanna nodded. “We should, and we plan to explain everything. The alien was able to download enough data on the experiment on Tau Ceti f to explain everything that happened there. Humanity has established a cooperative relationship with this race, and we need to be honest about what happened. We plan to share the information we uploaded from the other ship’s database once we arrive.” 
 
    Nolan nodded. “I’m glad we’ll finally be able to tell our story without subterfuge or fear of forces trying to silence us.” 
 
    “That was the goal,” Ayanna said.  
 
    “Has there been any contact with Earth?” 
 
    “No. Keegan and the alien are working on repairs to the communications and propulsion systems. We had enough propulsion to get six light years away before it crashed. The alien is working on the space folding matrix to shorten our journey home.” 
 
    “Can he fix it?” 
 
    “The alien said he can, but it will take some time to get everything operational,” Ayanna said. “This is a supply ship, so we have to get creative since it only has basic supplies and capabilities. It’s designed to travel through a wormhole, not for a long journey. We’re going to contact Earth once communications are up. Propulsion will take more time.” 
 
    “Why not ask Earth for help?” 
 
    “They can’t. They can’t get out here and don’t have the means to do it,” Ayanna paused, “and we aren’t telling them who we are or what happened at Tau Ceti until we get there.” 
 
    “I suppose it’s best to explain how we came back to life with alien implants in person.” 
 
    “We got a tremendous amount of data from that ship, and we’d like to be there to help them decipher it. There are still things we don’t understand about what happened there, like how old that settlement was, how the cybernetics knew to construct it to human specifications, or how they got materials from Earth to Tau Ceti f without being detected.” 
 
    “We’re bringing a lot of questions to Earth, and it sounds like a lot has changed there since we died.” Nolan shuddered. “We’re coming back to life in a different world, Ayanna. I hope we find a better way to live this time.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. We’ll learn this new world with the rest of humanity.” Ayanna stared out of the small window. “It might be different, but at least its home.”  
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    “The communication system is ready to transmit,” the alien said. 
 
    Ayanna entered the message in the communications system. Distress call to any sentient races. Our system is destroyed. 
 
    Ayanna, Keegan, Nolan, and the alien huddled around the communication console in the center of the bridge, staring into the glittering stars that lay beyond the front view screen. A faint blue glow blended with the surrounding white and yellow stars.  Ayanna pointed at the blue dot. “There it is. There’s Earth!” 
 
    “Message incoming,” the alien said. The reply appeared on the computer. 
 
    Message received in the Terran System. We will assist. Follow the embedded coordinates to our location. 
 
    Ayanna, Keegan, and Nolan shouted with joy, hugging one another.  
 
    “Remember the plan,” the alien said. “Respond now. Rejoice with your brethren when you return home.” 
 
    Ayanna turned back to the communication station, typing a response. You received our transmission? At these coordinates? 
 
    Seconds passed as the screen scrolled, waiting for a reply.  
 
    We received it. The Terrain System is a planetary system orbiting the star Sol, and is home to three sentient races, plus various animal and plant life. 
 
    Ayanna sniffed back a sob as she typed. Thank you, Terrain System. We will follow these coordinates and extend our gratitude for your assistance.  
 
    “Now what?” Nolan asked from the seat behind Ayanna.  
 
    “Repairs on the propulsion system should be done in the next few days,” Keegan said, staring at the blue dot in the distance. “It looks like we’re getting that second chance at life after all.” 
 
    “It’s strange,” Nolan said. “We’re dead there. What will happen now?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Ayanna smiled through the tears falling from her eyes as she stared at the blue dot on the horizon. “We’re going home.” 
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 Prologue 
 
    Earth 
 
    Location:  Columbia, South Carolina, North American Sector.  
 
    Date: September 3, 2198 
 
    “Welcome to the world, Willow,” Kalea Kerner Burke lovingly gazed at the baby with bright green eyes snuggled in her arms. “I know you’ll make it a better place. You’ll create a new reality.” 
 
    “She’s a week old, and you already expect too much of her,” Anaca Lanier said, still amazed that her 135-year-old great grandmother was holding her youngest child.  
 
    Kalea Kerner Boyce didn’t look a day over sixty. Her dark hair matched Anaca’s, with only hints of grey at the temples. Her brown eyes still glowed as much as they did the day the energy alien bound with her 100 years ago.  
 
    “I wish Bruce could have seen you,” Kalea said, ignoring Anaca’s comment. “Your great-great granddaddy would have been pleased to meet our fourth generation.” A tear rolled down her cheek.  
 
    Anaca smiled. “I think the alien in you is getting nostalgic.” 
 
    Kalea sighed. “The alien in me is tired, and so am I. There’s nothing left for us in this world.” 
 
    “That’s nonsense,” Anaca said. “There’s a lot you and the energy aliens could do to help, especially with the cybernetics taking over. Practically everybody is implanted with their cybertec now. They’re even putting in the plants and crops! We’re already paying the price of our utopian world with the greening of the Arctic and Antarctic. The price for accepting their cybertec is already too high. We need to take back our humanity. We need to –“ 
 
    “The time will come,” Kalea said. The light from the large window in the den of Anaca’s house seemed to surround Kalea and Willow in an ethereal glow. “Be patient. You are learning what you need from them.” 
 
    “And when we no longer need it?” Anaca asked.  
 
    “Then a way will be found,” Kalea said. “Anaca, can you bring me some water, please? My energy is waning.” 
 
    “Sure,” Anaca stood and stepped into the adjoining kitchen. 
 
    Kalea smiled at Willow. “You will change reality. I know it.” 
 
    Willow giggled as her hand wrapped around the blue two-carat diamond hanging from a gold chain around Kalea’s neck. A blue spark erupted from the diamond, causing Willow to squeal.  
 
    Kalea gently took Willow’s hand. The energy spark left a small, blue scar in Willow’s right palm. Kalea wrapped her own hand around Willow’s, her eyes glowing silver as blue energy flowed into the scar.  
 
    “Do not fear. The convergence is coming.” Kalea kissed the squirming baby. “We will find you.” 
 
    Clouds rolled over the sun. The final sign had arrived. The anomaly was growing, and the agent had been selected. Kalea’s work was done.  It was time to leave.  
 
    “There’s nothing left,” she whispered again. 
 
    “Why do you keep saying that?” Anaca asked as she returned to the room.  
 
    Kalea shook her head as she handed Willow back to Anaca. “Because it’s true. There’s nothing left for me in this world anymore. There’s nothing left for the energy aliens, either.” She turned her gaze to the window, where clouds covered the sun. “Our time in this system is over.” 
 
    Kalea Kerner Burke, the final member of her generation inhabited with the first aliens to make contact with Earth in 2098, died a week later.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    The Kuiper Belt 
 
    Date: September 1, 2228 
 
    “Can you hear me?” 
 
    Willow’s green eyes fluttered open to find a muscular bald man shining a light in her face. “What?” 
 
    The man shined the light directly into her eyes, causing her to snap them closed. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Yes. Where am I?” Willow eyes darted around the gray room, taking in the utilitarian design of the pods surrounding the room.  
 
    The man stood up straight, his black uniform and bald head towering over her. “My name is Officer Mayson. I’m your warden. Welcome to Kuiper Station One.” 
 
    “Kuiper Station? I’m not on Earth?” 
 
     “Dissociative amnesia is common after a cross system journey.” He shook his head. “You all forgot that you were convicted of a cybertec virus attack that shorted out the nanotech on Earth for two days. You’re never going back to Earth. You’ve been banished.” 
 
    Images of lines of neural code flowing across her screen flitted through her mind.  
 
    Willow leaned forward.  
 
    “Neith, what’s this?” she pointed to an inconsistent line of code on the screen. “I didn’t write that into this program.” 
 
    “It’s a minor modification to increase efficiency.” Neith’s gaze froze on the screen in a cold glare. 
 
    Willow tapped at the keyboard. “We have to stop it. There’s no way to know how that will affect the cybertec.” 
 
    The images were replaced by news reports of people bleeding from the ears and nose from the cybertec hack.  
 
    Willow slammed her hands on the keyboard, staring at Neith. “You did this! Why?” 
 
    “People only understand consequences. It was necessary to make a powerful statement.” 
 
    “You’re a murderer! You made all of us murderers!” 
 
    100,000 casualties worldwide.  
 
    1,000 died.  
 
    The rest were struggling with permanent neurological and physical damage from the virus.   
 
    How did that line of code get in the virus she designed?  
 
    Why? 
 
    Willow snapped back to the present.  “I remember now.” She wrapped her arms around her naked body. “I’m cold.” 
 
    “It’s another effect of the cryo, and the shock of being in deep space.” Officer Mayson threw Willow a robe from a nearby closet and picked up the computer from the table showing Willow’s diagnostics. “I see you’re from the southeast portion of the North American sector. This cold is going to be a shock after the deep-fried insanity that’s the subtropics now.” 
 
    Willow wrapped herself in the robe and pushed her black hair behind her ear. “I’m stuck out here for the rest of my life?” 
 
    “That virus you and your boyfriend designed got you sentenced to the outer system with the rest of the outcast scientists that are a pain in the rear to everybody in the inner system.  While some are singing your praises for opening some slots to live Earthside, the majority fear you as the anti-Christ sent to destroy humanity.” 
 
    “That wasn’t my intent.” She said. 
 
    “You’re lucky. There were people who wanted to come out to this wasteland, but the government decided to make it a penal colony because of something they found out here. A lot of people want to risk their life for the sake of ‘scientific discovery,’ but the government decided the risk was too great for the standard population. Welcome to the land of misfits, Miss Lanier. Everybody on this station, civilian or prisoner, has nothing left on Earth anymore. We might as well not exist.” 
 
    “What did they find out here?” Willow asked.  
 
    “We’ll find out at the briefing once everybody is out of cryo.” 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    He shook his head, turning back to check vitals on the cryo chamber next to her. 
 
    The metal door slid open to admit a short Asian woman in a black uniform with black eyes and shiny dark hair, holding a computer. “I see you’re charming our new guests.” 
 
    “They aren’t guests, they’re prisoners.” Officer Maynard snarled. “This is the fourth one who forgot that.” 
 
    “They’ve been in cryo for five years,” the woman said.  
 
    “I’ve been asleep for five years?” Willow gasped. “I’m 30!” 
 
    The woman laughed. “Only chronologically. You don’t age in cryo but according to the date, you are five years older. Have you noticed that your hair and fingernails didn’t grow much?” 
 
    Willow touched her hair. The bob cut was an inch longer than she usually wore it, but otherwise it was identical to it’s state when she went into stasis. Her fingernails and toenails hadn’t grown much, either. “I’ve been on ice for five years.” 
 
    “You can thank the advanced propulsion systems the cybernetics shared with us for making the journey so fast. Otherwise, it would have been nine to twelve years.”  She held out her hand to Willow. “Willow Lanier?” 
 
    Willow took her hand and shook it weakly. “That’s me.”  
 
    “Welcome to Kuiper Station One. I’m Mindy Katil, the station’s head doctor. How do you feel?” 
 
    “Cold and confused,” Willow said. “What did you do to me? I hope you didn’t inject me with cybertec.” 
 
    Mindy shook her head. “This station is for the unimplanted. The neurological procedure is an experiment we did to all ten prisoners to enhance the functioning of the frontal lobe. The doctors who put you in cryo explained this to you, but the long journey tends to cause brief spells of dissociative amnesia.” Mindy consulted her computer. “You were sent here because your IQ tested above average, and you’re a biological engineer, which is a highly specialized profession. This makes you a better candidate for tasks involving higher cognitive function.” 
 
    “Like developing sustainable deep space colonies and habitats,” Officer Maynard grumbled as he completed the waking sequence on the cryo chamber next to Willow’s.  
 
    “Exactly,” Mindy said. “Having you spend the next hundred years ferrying minerals around the Jovian system would be a waste of your time, skills, education, and talent. You can pay your penance more effectively using your knowledge and skills to help humanity expand and survive throughout the solar system, and beyond.” 
 
    “Was the genetic treatment to make me more compliant?” Willow asked.  
 
    “The genetic treatment was to help you function better in deep space without cybertec,” Mindy said. “You ten are the first humans we’ve had through the prison system without cybertec in a couple of decades, according to the medical database. That’s increasingly rare, especially after nearly 130 years of widespread use.” She studied Willow. “May I ask why you never had cybertec?” 
 
    “I never needed it,” Willow said. “I’ve always been healthy. I’ve had no major illnesses or injuries that couldn’t be managed with medications.” 
 
    “That’s interesting. Are you a clone?” 
 
    “No,” Willow said. “There’s never been a need for it.” 
 
    Mindy studied her file. “You’ve had no surgeries or medical procedures, except having your wisdom teeth removed in your teens, either.” She smiled, laying down her computer. “Why bother with the expense and hassle of cybertec or cloning if you don’t need to heal, regrow parts, or repair something?” 
 
    “I guess,” Willow rubbed the blue scar in the palm of her right hand. It itched when she was anxious. 
 
     “Let’s get you to your quarters so you can get dressed and settled in. The final meal of the day is at 1900, and there’s a debriefing in the cafeteria tomorrow morning at 0700.” 
 
    “He said we’re all misfits,” Willow gestured toward Officer Maynard in the room they were departing. “Is everybody on the station a prisoner?”  
 
    “No, only ten of you are prisoners. The rest of the personnel on this station were accepted for this mission because we don’t have any connections to keep us close to Earth anymore. Some people want to leave that place,” she paused. “People say Earth is an evolving paradise, but that’s open to interpretation. There isn’t much there for some of us. You may find that the longer you’re out here, the less you want to go back there.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Willow asked.  
 
    Mindy shrugged. “It’s one of the many things I’m studying out here. There’s something about becoming a deep spacer that changes people.” 
 
    “For better or for worse?” Willow asked.  
 
    Mindy smiled. “That depends on you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to your new home. I’m Layton Juskus, the administrator of Kuiper Station One.” 
 
    Administrator Juskus certainly looked like a “deep spacer” with his pale complexion.  He was tall and lanky, with short blonde hair, light blue eyes, and skin so white against the black uniform assigned to station personnel that he might glow in the dark. Willow wondered if it was possible for her own fair complexion to get any paler out here. She couldn’t imagine becoming a “deep spacer” herself. She glanced around the small cafeteria at the other nine solemnly eating their breakfast rations during the mandatory orientation, wondering if they were as discouraged over their fate as she was.  
 
    “You may have noticed that this is a small station with a sparse population. This station was designed as humanity’s first foray into deep space. Human population has increased exponentially over the past two centuries, and it’s exceeding the carrying capacity of the solar system. If we continue to grow, and we will with the help of the cybernetic and cloning technology, then we’ll have to expand into deep space colonies. Our ultimate goal is to expand into the Alpha Centauri system,” he brought up a projection screen from his computer. “But before we expand outside of this system, we need to figure out what’s happening here.” 
 
    Another woman with a blonde ponytail, blue eyes, and a computer tucked under her arm stepped forward. “My name is Skylar Collier. I’m the head of astrophysics on this station. The information I’m about to share with you is confidential and known only to a few in the inner system. You are not allowed to discuss this portion of the mission to your family during your weekly communication sessions. Doing so will result in compounding your sentence and immediate diversion to the mining colonies in the Asteroid Belt. Does everybody understand?” 
 
    Murmurs of agreement sounded around the room. 
 
    “You already signed waivers to this effect before you went into cryo for your flight out here, but I understand most of you are suffering from dissociative amnesia. Mindy Katil explained the basics of that and the neurological procedure done to you in on the journey cross system when you when you woke from cryo. She’ll talk to you more about that in a moment. For now, here’s the main reason why we’re in the far reaches of the solar system.” She smoothly whirled the computer to the table in front of her and tapped open a projection of a light pulsating blue and purple on the screen. “This is a spatial anomaly that the cybernetics identified when they entered our solar system 129 years ago. They dismissed it as a normal spatial phenomenon until thirty years ago, when rapid expansion commenced toward this area of space.” 
 
    She ran time lapse images of the spatial anomaly, from 129 years prior when it started as a sliver of silver light. The sliver remained stagnant until the time stamp reached 2110, when it shifted to a bluish-purple color and the slit widened toward the inner solar system. The time lapse image stopped at 0000 hours the night before. “The anomaly has been growing at an accelerated rate since humanity started to branch out in the solar system.” She marked some time stamps on slides from the video of the spatial anomaly growing. “The first expansion was when the lunar and Jovian colonies were terraformed in 2110. It was stable until more settlements were terraformed and built on Mars and on the moons of Saturn in 2125.” She rolled the images forward, showing increases in expansion. “There was another expansion of the anomaly when we built the stations orbiting the Asteroid Belt for the penal colonies in 2130. Another when we built the Jovian and Saturnian Space Stations.” She rolled forward one more image, where the anomaly doubled in size. “This is five years ago, when we began construction on this station and the terraforming initiative on the moons of Uranus.” 
 
    “The cybernetics have installed enhanced satellite systems to monitor the anomaly,” Administrator Juskus said. “Their contingency in Alpha Centauri is monitoring the side of the anomaly on the other side of the Oort Cloud, and have asked us to study this side to determine if the expansion is symmetrical. This is critical, since its growth is correlated with our expansion in the solar system. If it’s symmetrical, it’s likely a natural phenomenon. If not, it may be the result of more alien intervention in our solar system that hasn’t made first contact.”  
 
    “Our primary mission on this station is to study this anomaly so we can determine if it’s a natural phenomenon, or another alien civilization in our solar system,” Skylar said. 
 
    “Why didn’t the cybernetics worry about this until now?” the woman sitting next to Willow asked. “They’ve had plenty of time to study this anomaly.” 
 
    Administrator Juskus raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t open the floor for questions.” 
 
    The woman next to Willow stood, for all the good it did. She looked the same height as Willow, which was five foot three. Her blue eyes flared in a narrow, ivory face framed by long brown hair. “I wonder why it’s our responsibility to clean up the mess the cybernetics brought with them 129 years ago.” 
 
    “The cybernetics were focused on first contact with humanity, and then working on other initiatives around the solar system with us. As Skylar mentioned, they have a contingency at Alpha Centauri now to study possible terraforming in that system, since we’re reaching a critical carrying capacity in this solar system. We need to figure out if this anomaly is going to be a problem so they, like humans, choose to divide and conquer by assigning the appropriate people to the appropriate tasks, Miss –“ 
 
    “Adilynn Maculyea.”  
 
    “Miss Maculyea –“ 
 
    “You can call me Addie.” 
 
    “You can sit down and be quiet until this presentation is complete and the floor is open for questions, if I decide to extend that privilege,” Administrator Juskus snapped. “Don’t forget that you’re a prisoner here, not an employee. You lost the right to all you’re used to when you committed the crimes that got you sentenced here.” 
 
    Addie sat and snorted over her rations.  
 
    Willow stifled a laugh. Obviously, she wasn’t the only one having pains adjusting to her loss of freedom and non-terrain life.  
 
    Skylar looked around the room before settling back into her presentation. “As I was saying, our primary mission is to study and identify this anomaly. You may also notice that none of you have cybertechnology. That also isn’t an accident, because our secondary mission is enhancing our adaptability in outer space without using machines. Not everybody wants cybertec, but people on the space stations and terraformed settlements around the solar system need it to combat space sickness. That’s where you come in. Now, I’ll turn the floor over to Mindy, our station doctor.” 
 
    Mindy bounced to the front of the room. “Thank you, Skylar. I’m in a better mood than Administrator Juskus, so feel free to ask me questions. That is, after all, why I’m here.” She stepped next to Skylar and tapped the computer to open a scan of a human brain.  
 
    “I’ve already spoken with each of you about the genetic treatment you received while in transit to this station. That treatment is our attempt to bypass the need for permanent cybertec to help the human brain naturally adapt to its environment. We originated on Earth, but we’re destined for the stars. The problem is that evolution is slower than technology, so sometimes we have to give things a boost.” She zoomed in on DNA in the frontal lobe of the brain scan. “We gave you this boost through a method called DNA Scissoring. While in cryo, we grafted cybernetic DNA with your own in an attempt to increase the activity in the frontal lobe of your brain. This is the area where motor function, problem solving, memory, judgment, impulse control, and social behavior are controlled, amongst other functions.” She paused to run scans of the grafted DNA binding with human DNA. “The difference between this and cybertec is that you control it. Your brain and body adapt it to your individual genetic code for optimal enhancement of function. Even the cybertec isn’t this precise. Basically, we’re introducing a future version of humanity into our DNA, and giving our evolution a boost.” 
 
    “It sounds like this DNA Scissoring was done to make us more compliant,” Addie said.  
 
    Mindy smiled. “I won’t deny that was one motivator for this experiment, but other things are imperative to adjusting to life in deep space. The further out we branch, the more we need to increase our sustainability through mining water and minerals, and hydroponics. This region of space hasn’t been explored much, and everything is further apart. There are more unknowns out here than there are in the settled parts of the inner and mid system. We need to be faster, smarter, more creative, and more efficient.” She brought up some graphs and charts. “Another thing all ten of you have in common is that you all have above average intelligence in at least the 140 IQ range, and you all worked in highly specialized fields. That’s why you were sentenced to this settlement instead of doing manual labor mining for water and metals in the middle of the solar system for our interstellar settlements. You had more raw materials to work with, which made you excellent candidates for this project.” 
 
    “I’m confused,” Willow said. “Are we paying our debt to society, or are we drafted into an experiment?” 
 
    “You’re paying your debt to society by being part of this experiment,” Mindy said, “and despite how it looks, you’re lucky. We had nearly eight million applicants who volunteered to work on this station, and they were disappointed when the government decided to grant it to the prison system.” 
 
    “That’s a small wonder, given Earth’s problems,” Willow said. “The cybernetics are slowly terraforming it to their liking and nobody notices.” 
 
    Mindy raised an eyebrow. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “The global warming, the greening of Antarctica, and the rising sea levels. It’s been slow enough that most people don’t worry about it, but the warming of the globe over the past two centuries is alarming if you study it from an evolutional perspective. We don’t look because the government and machines in most of our heads tell us not to look.” 
 
    Mindy creased her brow. “Earth is a virtual paradise. The biggest problem they have is keeping the population limits within the five billion requirements. They have to assign people to work in space to control it.” 
 
    Willow leaned back, astonished. “How can you call that paradise?” 
 
    “You must have seen a different Earth than I did,” Mindy said, “but the definition of paradise is subjective. I can’t deny that Earth offers some people more benefits than others.” Mindy paused. “This brings me to one thing I wanted to caution you about. The DNA Scissoring was successful in all of you, but it has a side effect. People tend to have episodes of dissociative amnesia in the weeks after the procedure. Your five years in cryo also have the same side effect, so don’t be alarmed if you find yourself confused or having trouble with your memory. The good news is that this decreases over time, but be prepared for episodes like this,” she waved at Willow, “where you experience false memories and confusion. If it becomes troubling, feel free to contact me. Everybody has mandatory weekly counseling sessions, but you’re welcome to see me in between sessions if you need to. Life in deep space is shocking, and it’s normal to have difficult adjustments. If it becomes disturbing, let me know.”  
 
    Willow leaned toward Addie as Mindy continued her presentation of the DNA Scissoring procedure. “Did I make an idiot out of myself?” she whispered.  
 
    Addie chuckled. “I think they’re trying to make us crazy.” 
 
    “Earth is no paradise.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t. I remember what you remember. I have no idea what she’s talking about.” Addie smiled leaning closer to Willow. “Maybe it isn’t our brains that are mixed up. Maybe it’s this place. When I woke from cryo, I forgot everything that happened. It all seemed like a dream.” She gestured to Mindy. “Then I woke up out here, and she brought me back to reality. But we’re prisoners. If they say we’re crazy, then we’re crazy.” 
 
    “Willow and Addie, do you have questions about this presentation?” Mindy asked.  
 
    They shook their heads.  
 
    “Then I suggest you pay attention. This information is important, and you’ll need it to perform your work duties. Training begins at 0800 tomorrow.” Mindy returned to her presentation.  
 
    Addie leaned back, smiling. “We’ll be crazy soon.” 
 
    Willow frowned. She was afraid Addie was right. There was a spatial anomaly outside of the station, and their brains were infiltrated with alien DNA. 
 
    It made her wonder what these people were trying to do out here.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    This is wrong.  
 
    Willow sat up in bed, staring at the stars glowing out of the window over Addie’s bed, which was next to hers. The distant pinprick of the sun did nothing to brighten the darkness enveloping the small, round station.  
 
    What was wrong? That she remembered an Earth that half of the people on this station didn’t? She hoped her conversations with the other prisoners would settle her mind after Mindy’s rebuke at their briefing, but instead it set her on edge. All ten of them worked in science, design fields, or computer systems, and all of them had been involved in Willow’s hack of the cybertec. In a way, it was her fault that they were out here in the first place. She was the one who engineered the virus that inspired Neith to form this team to develop and deliver it.  
 
    Except that one strange line of code that made it catastrophic. 
 
    It seemed like the ten prisoners had been handpicked for a sentence on this station. Why were they picked while the others in their resistance movement were sentenced to labor in the Asteroid Belt and Jovian System penal colonies? The official explanation was that they were the best candidates for the DNA Scissoring procedure, but that didn’t satisfy Willow. Something about it came up short of a full explanation. 
 
    What’s more, why did half of them remember a different Earth than she did? They all joined the cause to expel the cybernetic presence on Earth, but half did it to save the planet, and the other half did it to preserve what they saw as a paradise regained, and to return it to a pure state.  
 
    Which was it? Was Earth coming together, or falling apart? Either way, the cybernetics needed to go.  
 
    But how? There were millions of them, and they had taken over the world government, creating a technocracy dependent on their intervention. The cybernetics claimed their genetics originated on Earth and that they came back home, but they didn’t evolve on the planet. They were still pushing their own evolution, on a longer time frame. They just did it under the guise of friendship now, which they learned from the energy aliens. The energy aliens left when their human hosts died thirty years ago, leaving humanity to deal with the cybernetics alone and, in Willow’s opinion, badly. Things were fine with the energy aliens around, but humanity didn’t do well negotiating their sovereignty when they decided to explore more of space after her great-great grandmother’s death. Humanity practically handed the planet over to the cybernetics, mostly because they were addicted to the cybertec to give them perfect minds and bodies.  
 
    Maybe it’s good to be away from Earth. Willow thought, rubbing the blue scar on the palm of her right hand. Willow knew the story of her scar well, even if her parents told her it was a birthmark until it started to glow on her sixteenth birthday. She even dreamed of getting the scar while in cryo, even though it was impossible to remember that event because she had no memory of being a week old. It didn’t matter, anyway. It was unlikely that her life would resemble anything like the bold proclamation Kalea pronounced about her changing reality. Guilt gnawed at Willow every time she woke to the 0600 alarm, did her routine morning workout, showered, pulled on the blue prisoner jumpsuit, ate a bland breakfast, and walked by darkened windows on the station to a sterile office to study and monitor scans for a nine hour shift. She had sacrificed her fate for the sake of making a political statement. 
 
    So much for being a doctor.  
 
    She had just received her master’s degree and had been accepted in a doctoral program for biological engineering until Neith and the cybertec virus sidetracked her life plans. Her plans of getting her PhD were as shattered as everything else in her life. 
 
     The loneliness was almost as bad as the guilt over her misdirected life. Willow missed her parents and her brother, Cayden. They had been close and it was lonely without them, but given that the death sentence had been a possibility, her parents were grateful she was alive. Willow hadn’t spoken with Cayden since he went in quarantine for a position on one of the lunar stations just before she launched her virus. She understood that communications weren’t allowed in quarantine while they prepared to ship out, but it was disturbing that he didn’t attempt to contact her once he was off Earth and cleared to begin his official duties. Then again, he got a high administrative post, and it was possible that his colleagues discouraged contact with her until the case was settled. That routinely happened when an individual was charged with high crimes. Willow’s contact with her own parents was limited during the trial, and she only got to see them once before being shipped off Earth after her sentence. All future visits would be through video transmissions; unless it was determined that personal visits once a year would be acceptable at a future hearing to review her performance as a prisoner. Parole wasn’t a possibility, but she could be granted more privileges and a post in a less-remote station if she performed well and demonstrated good behavior while serving her sentence aboard the station.  
 
    But not Earth. She couldn’t go back there. Being banned meant she could never go home. 
 
    Then there was her boyfriend, Neith. He was sentenced to labor in the Asteroid Belt, and she wasn’t allowed to contact him again since he worked with her on the virus that got them convicted. She could have petitioned to have that part of her sentence overturned on the basis of freedom of communication, but she didn’t. Willow didn’t know how she felt about Neith, since he tampered with her virus to make it deadly.  Sure, he cleared her name at his trial when he admitted to tampering with it. That admission is probably what got her a lighter sentence out here. But the fact remained that he used her skills for a political statement, and betrayed her by making it into something she never intended. She was angry at him.  
 
    The truth is that she made her choices, and she let Neith use her. Willow could only hope that she could redeem herself on this station, and be transferred to a scientific base in the Jovian or Saturnian system if they identified and contained this anomaly, and the DNA Scissoring experiment worked.  Then her parents and brother could visit her in person, if she were eventually granted personal visiting privileges. For now, she was limited to weekly video messages that were monitored by Officer Layton and his staff of guards that patrolled the station. 
 
    She might be doing groundbreaking research, but she was still a prisoner, and rightly so. She and Neith designed and delivered a virus to the nanotech satellites on Earth that killed or injured 100,000 people. You’d think humans would get the point that the cybernetics weren’t all powerful if a simple virus could take down the nanotech, and that humanity wasn’t inferior or vulnerable to the cybernetics. There were fifteen times more humans than cybernetic aliens, but humanity bowed to the aliens because of the cybertec. She wondered if the reaction to that virus would have been the same if a cybernetic launched it.  
 
    It doesn’t matter. What matters is that you’re here, and from here you can save them.  
 
    What can I do? I’m a prisoner, which means constant scrutiny. 
 
    You can control the experiments. You can converge things into the proper order with the original creation energy.  
 
    A flash of light caught Willow’s eye. She rose from the bed, stepping to the dresser where a blue diamond emitted a cool light in the room.  
 
    Willow gasped. “Is that Kalea’s diamond?” she whispered. 
 
    It will come when you are ready. You can return to Earth if you converge the dimensions into infinite possibilities. It’s time to unite all of creation. 
 
    Into what? 
 
    Into the eternity of one perfect reality.  
 
    The light from the diamond faded, immersing the room back in darkness.  
 
    Willow reached for the diamond on top of the dresser, but it faded away. Her scar glowed against the fading light on the dresser.  
 
    “Willow?” Addie mumbled. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Willow closed her hand over her glowing scar. “Wishful thinking.” 
 
    Addie snorted. “Go back to bed.” 
 
    Willow shook her head as she got back into bed. “Dreams are all I have left now. There’s nothing left for me here.” 
 
    Addie snored in response, leaving Willow alone to ponder her ruined fate. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    “How are you doing?” 
 
    Willow studied her parents’ faces on the computer terminal in the communications center. Kaleb and Anaca Lanier sat in front of the screen stiffly. Both of them had Kalea’s dark hair and ivory skin, but Kaleb’s eyes were a dark brown, while Anaca’s emerald green eyes mirrored Willow’s. Both of her parents were doctors on a station in the Jovian system. Their white medical uniforms glowed against the gray background of their living quarters. Their faces were pinched, expressing their anxiety about saying something they shouldn’t on a monitored transmission. Fortunately, the transmissions were fast thanks to technology shared by the energy aliens that shortened the delay to seconds. Nobody was sure how the energy aliens had done it, but they left their gift of quick transmission of communication and light signals behind when they left.  
 
    “They grafted cybernetic DNA in the frontal lobe of my brain, and now they want me to work on it,” Willow said. “My punishment for tampering with alien machinery is that I’m sentenced to work on a biological workaround to it.” 
 
    Anaca’s eyes widened against her pale face. “I can’t believe they’re making you do that.” 
 
    “Our mission is to develop ways for people to survive in deep space without cybertec. The DNA Scissoring is supposed to help with our natural dependence to things like light and gravity that are plentiful on Earth, but artificial out here.” She forced a smile. “It’s evolution. It’s supposed to make us faster, smarter, and more efficient without cybertec.” 
 
    “So they manipulate DNA instead,” Kaleb said, his face reddening.  
 
    “I’m a biological engineer. It makes me the perfect candidate for this project,” Willow said.  
 
    “It’s better than mining minerals in the Jovian system,” Anaca said. “That’s hard labor, and it would be a waste of your knowledge and abilities. At least you’re doing meaningful work.” 
 
    “If serving the cybernetics is meaningful,” Willow grumbled.  
 
    “Isn’t this serving humanity?” Kaleb asked. “This could help us branch out into the Alpha Centauri system.” 
 
    “Is there a difference anymore?” Anaca asked. “We’re so intertwined with the cybernetics –“ 
 
    An alarm emanated from the computer. The transmission would be cut if they didn’t change the topic soon, and Willow would lose her communication privileges until she came up for a performance review in six months.   
 
    Kaleb cleared his throat, taking the hint. “What’s it like out there? Is it strange to be so far away from the sun? That was a surprise for us when we first came to the Jovian system.” He paused. “Then again, the light radiating off of Jupiter guarantees that it’s never dark out here. We have heavy shutters on all of the ports and windows.” 
 
    “It’s dark and cold. The sun is nothing more than a bright star from here.” 
 
    “Who are you working with?” Anaca asked.  
 
     “I’m working in the medical lab. Mindy Katil is the head doctor, but my supervisor is somebody else working under her. His name is Sebastian Gaillard. Do either of you know them?” 
 
    “Not Sebastian, but I know Mindy,” Anaca said. “This DNA Scissoring is an extension of her doctoral thesis. I was on her committee. It was intriguing work.” She laughed. “She had an infectious personality. She might be the happiest person I met.”  
 
    “I like her. She’s cheerful, which is rare out here. The work seems interesting.” 
 
    “You haven’t done any work in the lab yet?” Kaleb asked.  
 
    Willow shook her head. “I’ve spent three days in orientations and training. My actual work starts tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “You might like it,” Kaleb said. “You’ll probably discover a lot and work quickly out there without distractions. A lot of people applied for a post when the Kuiper Station began construction.  The scientific community was disappointed when the government decided to make Kuiper Station One a penal colony. They’re hoping the other three stations will accept more civilians, once their construction is complete.” 
 
     “I’m sure I’ll like it, and I’m lucky to be here,” Willow said. “It’s just lonely.” 
 
    “How many others are out there?” Kaleb asked. “I thought it was a fully staffed station.” 
 
    “It’s partially staffed.” Willow knew that the station was built to sustain 500 people, but they had been limited to 100 when the spatial anomaly began to grow. That was also the reason why it was made a penal colony. “We’re the first crew to arrive. There are ninety staff members along with the ten prisoners, so there are a hundred of us. Some staff members are permanent, like the specialized positions: administrator, doctors, engineers, and some research scientists. Others are scheduled to rotate out every three to five years to posts in the Jovian or Saturnian systems. The rotating staff is mostly the maintenance crew and some of the research assistants from universities.” She paused. “Of course, the prisoners are permanent.” 
 
    “There’s no chance of you getting out?” Anaca asked.  
 
    Willow shrugged. “That depends on how the research goes, and how well I do out here. They may give me an opportunity to have personal visits or transfer back into the mid system if I comply and deliver good results, but not to Earth. All of us have been banished for crimes against humanity, and we can’t return to Earth.” 
 
    “Who wants to go back anyway?” Kaleb asked. “It’s a closed system, and not the paradise they claim it is.”  
 
    “Enough about me,” Willow said. “How are you? How’s the medical base on Ganymede?” 
 
    “Well established,” Anaca said. “In fact, they’re building another one on Titania since the terraforming was successful, and we’ve applied for a transfer.” 
 
    “Uranus is an outer system planet. I thought you wanted to stay in the inner or mid system,” Willow said.  
 
    Her parents exchanged a glance. “Things have changed, and there’s not much reason for us to stay here,” Anaca said. “Besides, we’re needed out there.” 
 
    Anaca smiled. “We want to be closer to you, too. Space is lonely.” 
 
    Willow’s face pinched. Her parents shared her dire opinion of the heavy cybernetic influence on Earth, and protested many of the changes the cybernetics brought. Still, they had always maintained that Earth was their home, and she thought they wanted to go back someday. “Cayden is on the lunar base. Don’t leave him alone in Earth orbit to come out here. You know I can’t have visitors, and he probably needs you more than I do.”  
 
    “You need your family, and we want to be near you,” Anaca said. “You can’t have visitors now, but that might change as more settlements are terraformed in the outer system, and as the station grows.”  
 
    Willow rubbed her eyes as the computer chimed to indicate five minutes remaining.  
 
    “Have you heard from Cayden?”  
 
    “No,” Kaleb said.  
 
    “He’s still mad at me for what I did, and mad at you for supporting me.” 
 
    “Willow, everybody knows you didn’t intend for that virus to hurt anybody,” Kaleb said.  
 
    “Neith admitted to tampering with it at his trial,” Anaca said. “You’re as much of a victim as everybody else was. I’m sure Cayden knows that.” 
 
     “Then why didn’t he see me at our final Earth visitation?” Willow sniffed. “I haven’t seen him since before he went into quarantine for his lunar assignment. Why won’t he talk to us?” She paused. “Or will they not let him leave the lunar base? They can get presumptuous up there. Having a sister for a convict can’t help his career.” 
 
    “Give it time, Willow,” Anaca said. “I know it’s hard, but we’ll manage. We still have one another.” 
 
    Willow sighed. “You mentioned Neith. How is the penal colony treating him?” 
 
    Another tense look between her parents.  
 
     “Neith is missing,” Anaca said. “He disappeared on the transport to his sentence in the Jovian System. His parents haven’t heard from him. They’ve hired a private detective firm, but so far there’s no sign of him anywhere in the inner or mid system.” 
 
     “We’ll let you know if we hear anything,” Kaleb said. “Do you know if they’ll let you have computer access so we can write more regularly?” 
 
    “I may get an E-Rreader after a month that will allow me to read and write limited messages, but remember that’s monitored too.” The computer chimed. “Time’s up. Thanks for talking to me. I miss you.” 
 
    “We miss you too,” Anaca said. “We love you. Take care, and remember that we think about you all the time. You’re not alone out there.” 
 
    Willow forced another smile as the screen faded out with the expired time so they wouldn’t see the tears forming in her eyes. They were wrong. Despite the people around her, she was completely alone.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    “Willow.”  
 
    Light surrounded Willow. She pulled her pillow over her head. “Go away. The 0600 alert hasn’t gone off yet.” 
 
    “Willow, wake up. This is important. We don’t have much time.” 
 
    The voice was familiar. She shook it off. “I have nothing but time.” 
 
    The pillow was pulled off her head. “Wake up.” 
 
    Willow opened her eyes to the soft light. Her breath caught in her throat.  
 
    That’s impossible! He’s missing.  
 
    Neith smiled, his blue eyes glowing. “It’s me, Willow.” He held up Kalea’s blue diamond. “I’ve come to you.” 
 
    Willow sat up. “Neith, what are you doing here?” 
 
    “Shh,” he said, glancing at Addie’s sleeping form in the bed next to hers. “You’re learning. We’ll be together soon, but for now, I want you to know I’m alright. So are you. I didn’t ruin the plan, Willow. Things are on track. You will still save reality.” 
 
    “How are you here? What happened? Mom and Dad said you’re missing.” 
 
    “I’ve learned how to hide in plain sight. You will too.” He held up the diamond, shining cool light through the room that cast long shadows on the walls. “You’re the only who can use this to converge the dimensions. Then, we can be together again. And not just us. All people, across all universes, can be together.” 
 
    Willow crossed her arms. “You assume I want us to be together. You used me, Neith. You manipulated my virus to hurt and kill people. How could you do that?” 
 
    “You will understand the full purpose in time.” 
 
    She grabbed for the diamond. “Give me that, and get out.” 
 
    He pulled it away, the blue light glowing against his ivory skin and dark hair. “Did you know this was the diamond your great-great grandfather proposed to Kalea with? It turned blue over the years from the alien energy she emanated from her essence. She had it reset into a necklace when Bruce Burke died so she could wear it closer to her heart.” 
 
    “Thank you for my family history. Give it to me. That’s mine.”  
 
    He closed his hand around it, plunging the room back into darkness. “You will receive it when the time is right.” 
 
    “Why do you have it?” 
 
    He smiled. “Nothing gets by you, except the obvious.” 
 
    “What does that mean?”  
 
    “You are not a prisoner. You’re on the verge of ultimate freedom.” 
 
    Willow straightened up. “Neith, what are you talking about? We hurt a lot of people, and I can never go back to Earth.” 
 
     “What you see is only a fraction of what is. You can be united with me, with your parents, with your brother, with your friends, with anybody you wish! Even your grandparents and great grandparents!” 
 
    Willow shook her head. “That’s impossible. They’ve been dead a long time.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “Have they?” 
 
    Willow stared at Neith. She noticed that she couldn’t fully focus on him. Something prevented her from seeing him clearly, as if he were distorted. “How are you here?” 
 
    He looked down. “It’s too soon. I’ll try again later.  For now you must discover, and you’re at the perfect place.” 
 
    “I’m in prison.” 
 
    He looked up. “You’re in a research station where the rift occurred. Study it. Learn it. Know this place. Know these people. Know their reality.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “It’s simple. Do your work and you’ll discover the truth.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Look at the brain scans. The neural modifications. The psychological profiles. The conditions under which all ten of you are here. It’s all connected.” 
 
    “It sure is. We were all in the American and European plots to take down the cybertec. It’s a miracle you aren’t here.” She stared at Neith. “How did that happen? Why were you sentenced to a penal colony instead of here?” 
 
     “There was a purpose; just as there’s a purpose here.” His form wavered. “We’ll talk again. Get some rest. You’ll need it.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    He touched her forehead, sending her into a restful sleep. “For convergence.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    “Are you having strange dreams?” 
 
    Addie looked up from her breakfast plate of rations that were supposed to be bacon and eggs. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I’m wondering if I’m losing my mind, or if it’s an effect of what they did to us on the way out here.” 
 
    Addie laughed. “You’re starting work early today.” 
 
    “I’m mixing work with personal observations.” Willow paused to take a bite of her breakfast bar, trying not to gag on the fake bacon taste. “I wondered if it was a lingering effect of having DNA Scissoring while in cryo for five years.” 
 
    Addie looked around. The sparse population of the cafeteria ensured privacy until the guard patrol wandered by their table. “It’s best if you incorporate that into your work for official purposes.” 
 
    “I will if you say yes, but I don’t want to look like an idiot if I’m the only one having strange dreams.” 
 
    “You don’t want additional scrutiny.” 
 
    Willow leaned back. Something had scared Addie into silence since her bold introduction to the group a week ago. “No, I don’t. I realize that we could easily have charges added to our sentence, but I don’t think this question is dangerous. What’s wrong, Addie? You’ve barely talked to anybody since our transmissions to our families two days ago.” 
 
    Addie put her fork down and crossed her arms. “My problem is that I’m out here because your boyfriend lured me into this cause, and now my family and friends are afraid to speak to me.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize Neith recruited you.” 
 
    “I joined the cause after he visited London two years ago.” 
 
    “I was in frequent contact with the European cell. I’m surprised we didn’t meet before.” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    Willow raised an eyebrow. “Why?” 
 
    Addie leaned across the table, staring at Willow. “Neith didn’t tell anybody about me, because I was doing some controversial research on Earth. On top of being part of the best hacking cell in the European Alliance, I’m also a physicist.”  
 
    “I know that, and I can understand why he would want to protect your anonymity. Neith was committed to operating quietly, and didn’t want to do anything that would reveal our plan before we executed it. It was in our best interest to keep our operatives looking like model citizens. Who did you work for?” 
 
    “I was an independent contractor.” Addie looked around again. “I worked with a small group of other scientists associated with Oxford, Cambridge, and several Ivy-League schools in the United States on the Multi-Verse Theory.” 
 
    “That group was real?” Willow leaned closer to Addie. “You were looking for portholes into parallel universes?” 
 
    “We succeeded.” Addie looked down. “Maybe I’m being too hard on you. I was part of two underground movements, and I got in over my head. I was bound to get caught one way or another.” 
 
    “Why join our cause?” Willow asked. “I wouldn’t be here if I knew that research was real, and could break into that field.” She leaned back. “Addie, you could have been famous! Why didn’t you release the data?” 
 
    “It was illegally obtained in what the government would define as ‘unethical’ experiments,” Addie said. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not the type who asks for permission. The research my team and I did wouldn’t have succeeded within the safety protocols that were required by academia. Then again, there’s no way to prove it using any kind of safety protocols. Parallel universes, much like everything else in reality, aren’t safe.” 
 
    “Sometimes being too careful gets in the way of scientific discovery,” Willow said. “Risks can pay off, or have catastrophic consequences. It’s a gamble. You have to decide whether you want to be safe, or find the truth despite the potential costs.” 
 
    Addie snorted. “The government wants to be safe, of course, and they tied everybody’s hands in this area on purpose. They wanted to stop that research as much as they wanted to stop the hacking into the cybertec, and they knew their rules and protocols would guarantee that we wouldn’t get results that would justify continuing the research.” 
 
    “So you pushed on without them.” 
 
     Addie nodded. “My charges on the hacking were minor. They mostly sentenced me on the ‘unethical research’ I was doing to put our existence in jeopardy.” She paused. “That’s another reason why I think Neith didn’t let us meet. He told me he was afraid you’d abandon fighting the cybernetic cause for multidimensional research. At least, that’s what he told me last night.” 
 
    Willow paled. “You saw him last night, too?” 
 
    Addie nodded. “I had a dream. It was so real, like he was in the room with us. He told me to tell you about this research when you were ready.” She rubbed her eyes. “I thought it was a dream. I woke up after I had it, around 0400 hours. I tried to wake you, but you were sleeping deeply. I dismissed it as a dream and went back to sleep.” She paused. “Then you ask me about strange dreams three and a half hours later.” 
 
    “Was he holding a blue diamond?” 
 
    Addie squinted, thinking. “I don’t think so, but I had a hard time focusing on him. It’s like he was distorted.”  
 
    Willow pushed her hair out of her face. “This is odd. I had a dream about him last night too. He said something about looking into the brain scans and the DNA Scissoring they did to us on the way out here.” 
 
    “Maybe we’re supposed to work together. The question is, how? We’re in different departments. You’re in medical, and I’m in astrophysics.” 
 
    “There must be a link. Maybe I can justify working together if I find it.”  Willow waved a hand toward the guard. “At least we can justify having these discussions without fear of the wrong people overhearing us. Can you get your hands on the research you were doing on Earth?” 
 
    Addie shook her head. “That’s why I’ve been in a funk lately. I was trying to, but my contacts cut me off. They didn’t want the cell further compromised. My family and friends were afraid of being implicated once the truth of my work came out, and said they’d rather minimize contact.” She rubbed the empty ring finger on her left hand. “My ex-fiancé transferred to the Mercurian settlement studying solar energy and has cut me off. I hoped he was still part of the cause, but I think the whole debacle over the cybertec hack scared him straight.” 
 
    “I think all of our families have been pushed away from Earth. I haven’t heard from my brother on the Lunar base since he went into quarantine before I launched the cybertec virus, and my parents have applied for a posting on the Titania settlement.” Willow jerked a thumb toward a pale, somber man a table a few rows over, his red head bent over his plate eating silently. “Dathan said his twin brother had been working on Earth and got transferred to the colony on Mars three months after we were shipped out here.” 
 
    “It’s bad enough that they banned us from Earth, but keeping our families off Terran soil is too much,” Addie said.  
 
    “They want as many people off Earth as possible,” Willow said. “The cybernetics have convinced the world governments that all of Earth’s woes are due to overpopulation, and limiting the planet to ‘optimum population’ is the cure.” 
 
    “Along with putting their machines in all life forms to ‘evolve’ them to the changing environment, which is what we were trying to stop.” Addie said. 
 
    Willow waved her breakfast bar toward Addie. “That was our fault, remember? The cybernetics claimed the global warming was from industrialization, and they had nothing to do with centuries of ‘compounded effects.’”  
 
    Addie snickered. “I thought global warming was a myth.” 
 
    Willow shrugged as she took a final bite of her breakfast bar. “What is reality?” 
 
     “Whatever the cybernetics and Earth government say it is.” 
 
    They laughed as Officer Maynard passed by, patrolling the room. “Enjoying breakfast, ladies?” 
 
    Addie smiled at the stern man. “Just gearing up for our first day of work with these fine breakfast rations. Where did you get the pork, Mars? It tastes nothing like what you call bacon on Earth.” 
 
    Willow snorted on her synthetic orange juice. 
 
    “Very funny, ladies,” Officer Maynard said. “I think you need to burn off some excess energy. Have you reported for your required exercise?”  
 
    “We just completed it,” Willow said. “This fine dining was our second appointment for the day.” 
 
     “Then feed that brain for your work. We need you at optimal mental and physical fitness.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” they said together as Officer Maynard walked away.  
 
    Willow rolled her eyes. “They have no sense of humor.” 
 
    “And a sixth sense for when we’re talking about things we aren’t supposed to discuss.” Addie stared after Officer Maynard. “I think this whole thing about dissociative amnesia is nonsense. It should be impossible for us to both see the same person telling us similar things.” 
 
    Willow nodded. “I dismissed seeing Neith as a dream, but maybe you’re right. Let’s follow this lead and see where it goes. The medical and astronomical labs don’t cross over, so we’ll have to compare what we have in our quarters. Is there anybody else here that can help us?” 
 
    “Probably everybody, but I don’t trust everybody yet,” Addie said. “Let’s do what we can to get started. I’ll keep trying to get my hands on my old research. Administrator Juskus said we’d get more computer privileges in the coming weeks if we work hard and behave well. For now, let’s play along and find out what we can. We can always recruit others later, when we know more and are certain of peoples’ loyalties.” 
 
    “I’d think we’d all be loyal to the same things out here,” Willow said, “but I guess you never know. This genetic manipulation they did on us may affect others differently, and we can’t afford dissension out here. It could be the death of all of us if there were an unsuccessful uprising on the station.”  
 
    “That’s a chance we can’t afford to take.” Addie smiled, waving at Officer Maynard as he made his way to the front of the room. He scowled. “We’re all stuck out here together, so we have to learn to survive together.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    “What’s that?” Willow asked.  
 
    Sebastian Gaillard, the head science officer, stepped to Willow’s work station. She turned away, blushing. His deep blue eyes and dark hair reminded her of Neith, but Sebastian was taller and more somber than her gregarious boyfriend. He didn’t have the wild look in his eyes that Neith had. In fact, Sebastian always looked alert and focused on whatever he was doing. Addie called Sebastian ‘intense.’  
 
     “That’s a site where cybernetic DNA was injected in your body,” Sebastian said. “The DNA was fed through the cryo connections.” 
 
    Willow turned back to her scans. She was trying to establish good relationships on the station. That was a challenge given the circumstances of her presence, but she discovered that the scientists valued knowledge and skills over circumstances of employment. Sebastian especially had been clear that everybody should be on a first name basis to build camaraderie on the station. “I meant these abnormalities. Look closer.” She zoomed in. “It looks like the cells are phasing in and out of the scan. Is that dark matter around the injection site?” 
 
    Sebastian rolled a chair next to Willow to study the scans. “That’s unlikely, but it is an energy reading.” He tapped the computer to put the scan in motion. The cells shifted and, at one point, seemed to disappear altogether. Willow jumped and pointed at the spot where the cells vanished. “That’s what I meant. It seems to happen cyclically, but I can’t figure out the pattern.” 
 
    “That is odd,” Sebastian tapped the computer, running the motion on the scan in slow motion. “It’s only happening in the injection site in the frontal lobe of your brain. We saw this in the days after you were injected, but we attributed it to stem cell reproduction binding with the existing DNA. It shouldn’t be happening now.” 
 
    Willow turned toward Sebastian. “I also meant to ask, where did you get the stem cells for this experiment? Was it from the cybernetics, or from clones?” People frequently gave permission to harvest stem cells when they were cloned for scientific purposes. Although cloning was rare and strictly regulated, it was permitted on select space colonies focused on stem cell research in the push to replace pharmaceuticals with gene and cybernetic therapies.  
 
    “It’s your own.” 
 
    “That’s a lot in my brain alone. I didn’t think adults had that many stem cells in their body.” 
 
    “They cloned you when you were put cryo to generate the stem cells and infuse them with the cybernetic DNA.” 
 
    Willow paled. “I didn’t give permission to be cloned.” 
 
    “Its part of your sentence,” Sebastian leaned forward. “The government decided that the prisoners sentenced to this station were subject to scientific experiments without consent. Remember?” 
 
    Willow paused to search her memory. Sure enough, she did recall signing a waiver at her sentencing trial. The Space Exploration Society, who had oversight over the space colonies and stations, made the waiver of permission for ethical experimentation a requirement for living outside of the inner system, since people in the further regions couldn’t be transported to the inner or Jovan systems in a timely manner in the event of an emergency.  “Where are the clones?” 
 
    “The cells we cloned were limited to prenatal growth stages, and are now in cryo-stasis, in case we need them to treat you in the future.” 
 
    Willow swallowed past a lump in her throat. “I’m sorry, that was unprofessional. I remember the disclaimer requirement to living in the outer system now.” She rubbed her eyes. “I need to pull it together. This is important work, and I want to do my best.” 
 
    Sebastian smiled sadly. “Don’t worry. We’re committed to remaining ethical. You have a chance to build a new life here. It might not be what you expected, but reality tends to be that way.”  
 
    Willow shuddered. “Reality is strange sometimes.” 
 
    “And rarely predictable. The unexpected happens to us all. Deep down, we’re all broken people.” He sighed. “The difference is whether we rise from it to become better, or remain bitter. I think you can rise, Willow. I think all ten of you can, and the truth is that a lot of other people believe it too if they gave you a chance out here.” 
 
    Willow nodded. “I appreciate you, and the other scientists, looking after us.” 
 
    “This is our home now, and we’re all on the same team, regardless of circumstances. You have friends here, Willow. Don’t fear. You aren’t alone.” 
 
    Willow smiled. “Have you been talking to my parents?” 
 
    He laughed. “No, but it’s a common saying out here. We are in the outer reaches of the solar system, so we have to stick together.” He turned to the computer screen, tapping in instructions. “These readings are curious. Let’s have your computer run some algorithms to see if they can establish a pattern for us to investigate.” 
 
    “The inside is influenced by the outside,” Willow said. “It’s basic biological science that we adapt to our environment. Is it possible that something out here is causing it, like the spatial anomaly? My roommate is a physicist. Maybe we should look at the energy from the anomaly and see if it’s the same as the phasing we see here.” 
 
     “That’s true. There’s definitely an energy element involved in this phenomenon.” He stood and patted her on the back. “Great work!” 
 
    She laughed. “Thanks. That rigorous workout and high protein diet must have my neurons firing!” 
 
    He winked. “It can only fire up what’s already in there.” 
 
    Willow turned back to her work, smiling. She might be separated from all she knew, but they were right: she wasn’t alone. This was her home now, and she meant to do something good for humanity.  
 
    If that was possible.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    The breeze blew the skirt of Willow’s green dress behind her as she studied the forest in the valley below her. Neith walked behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist.  
 
    “We did it,” he said. “We purged the threat and created Paradise.” 
 
    Willow smiled, holding her head up toward the azure sky to soak in the sun. “It’s been so long since I’ve felt the sun!” 
 
    “You’ll never be away from it again. This is our world, Willow. We did it. We saved it, and now it is ours forever.” 
 
    Willow’s stomach clenched. “We didn’t do it for us. We did it for all of humanity.” 
 
    “Of course,” Neith pulled away. “It’s for everybody who wants to come back to Earth. Now, there are no limits. They can stay in space, or they can return home. The planet has been saved and can sustain us.  There’s no cybernetic interference anymore.” He waved a hand over the forest. “It’s just natural, pure creation, as it was meant to be, and all thanks to our work. If it hadn’t been for us, this planet would be ruined. We’d still be under the yolk of the cybernetics. We broke free.” 
 
    Willow touched the blue diamond necklace hanging around her neck. “We’re free.” 
 
    “Willow, no!” a voice called. She strained her eyes to see the figure approaching in the distance. He was a tall man of medium build with short, black hair. He shared Willow’s pale skin, and striking green eyes. He wore the formal red uniform of the Space Exploration Society.  
 
    “Cayden!” she rushed to meet her older brother, but he held up a hand, which forced her to halt in front of him. “Cayden, why did you abandon me?” 
 
    “I didn’t abandon you. They were trying to protect you from the truth.”  
 
    Tears formed in Willow’s eyes. “I know I hurt a lot of people on Earth, and I’m sorry. I’ve paid my penance to society. My research, my work, everything I’ve done was with the intention of helping humanity,” she touched the blue diamond necklace again, the blue scar in her palm glowing against the stone in a light showing her bones through the flesh. “This has brought unity to humanity! It’s brought peace, beauty, joy, and sustenance for all time!” 
 
    Cayden snapped the diamond off the chain around her neck and threw it down the hill. Thunder rumbled as the diamond rolled down the hill, plunging the forest into darkness. “That causes destruction!” 
 
    “No, it converged reality! It brought all together into unity of purpose, creating a reality of infinity!” She reached out, taking Cayden’s hands. Her scar burned in his cool palm.  
 
    Cayden shook his head. “This isn’t salvation. This is destruction.” 
 
    “That’s not true. Don’t you see? Our separation was bringing destruction, and the cybernetics used that to conform us to their purpose. We don’t need them. We survived for eons without them, and we will survive now that they’re gone. They no longer separate us. My work has brought a utopia that will bring the joy they couldn’t deliver.” 
 
    Cayden frowned. “You have no idea what you’ve done.” 
 
    “What’s he doing here?” Neith emerged from the shadows. “He’s holding you back, Willow. Don’t listen to him!” 
 
    “I’m here to show you the truth,” Cayden guided Willow to the edge of the cliff, pointing to the sky. “What do you see?” 
 
    Willow gasped as she looked toward a sky turning black. She rubbed her burning palm, wrapped in searing blue energy from the scar. 
 
    “What happened to the stars?” 
 
    Cayden pointed to the diamond at the foot of the hill, its light fading until it turned to obsidian against the dying grass. “That doesn’t unify; it kills. They’re lying to you, Willow. You do have the power to change things, but you’ll destroy everything if you use that diamond to do what they want. Everything will cease to exist. We will return to the nothing that we came from.” He waved a hand across the sky. “Look at what convergence brought.”  
 
    Willow gasped as visions spread against the sky of cybernetic ships exploding in the sky. Around her, images of human beings held their heads as they shuddered under red bolts of energy running through their bodies. The bodies collapsed, disintegrating into bones and ash smoldering against the parched ground. Stars overhead winked out until nothing was left but ash and darkness. She whimpered as her hand burned with the visions.  
 
    “Make it stop!” Willow cried. 
 
    “Didn’t you wonder why you and Neith were the only ones left in his version of Paradise?” 
 
    “Willow, he’s distracting you,” Neith grabbed her burning hand. His hand felt like ice in her blue glowing palm. “Don’t listen to him! He wants to destroy everything we’ve worked for!” Blue light rose as Neith held her.  
 
    Willow shook her head. “I don’t understand. I want to save people from cybernetic intervention.” 
 
    “Not all intervention is bad,” Cayden said, “and not all convergence is good. The races were meant to be united, but still retain the uniqueness that makes them special. A full convergence of realities will lead to destruction.” Cayden looked down at Willow. “There is no such thing as a utopia, Willow. Reality changes and it hurts sometimes, but that’s how we learn and grow. That’s how we truly evolve.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to him!” Neith shouted.  
 
    “You’ve seen the truth,” Cayden said. “Act wisely.” 
 
    Willow grabbed her brother, hugging him. “Why did you leave me, Cayden?” 
 
    He held her by the shoulders, staring into her eyes. “I didn’t leave. I was taken away.” 
 
    “By whom?” 
 
    Cayden shook his head. “There’s a lot of deception around you, Willow. Be alert. Be aware. Be mindful. You know what’s right. Now act on it.” 
 
    “Don’t let him distract you from our purpose!” Neith grabbed her hand, sending a shock through Willow. She turned to see Neith’s eyes glowing red. She jerked her hand back, screaming.  
 
    “Willow, wake up!” 
 
    Willow jerked upright in bed, sending Addie skittering across the small room. She gasped for air for several moments, looking around the darkened room. “What happened?” 
 
    “You were screaming.” 
 
    Willow lay back as Addie returned to her bed. There was definitely more going on than she realized, and it was time to figure it out. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    “The anomalies you saw in the brain scans aren’t limited to our heads,” Addie activated a scan of the solar system from the app on her computer workstation in the astrophysics lab. “We did energy contrast readings of the solar system, and found them dispersed throughout this entire region of the outer solar system.” 
 
    Skylar Collier rolled her chair next to the scan. Willow hasn’t seen her since the initial briefing on the spatial anomaly the day after she came out of cryo. Skylar was another intense person – it seemed a similar trait amongst the scientific staff – but she was also kind.  She agreed to look at the scans Mindy got from Willow after her late night vision.   
 
    “They’re from the spatial anomaly that I told you about at orientation. They originate in the Oort Cloud, and they’re working their way toward the inner solar system.” Skylar tapped Addie’s computer to run an energy contrast scan. “These rifts are surrounded by higher concentrations of dark matter, and they’re growing.” She rotated the scan to an area of space behind the station, where the scan glowed in a fierce, bluish purple line that pulsated.  
 
    “How big is it now?” Sebastian asked. He met Willow and Addie in the medical wing when Mindy informed him of the readings.  
 
    “It’s impossible to say since it originates in the Oort cloud, but it’s now three million miles from the station at its closest point,” Skylar said. “We’ll need to contact the cybernetics to see if their probes on the other side are showing growth.” She tapped the computer to zoom out the scan. “That rift three million miles away is the longest, and it’s spread toward the orbit of Uranus since we arrived.” 
 
    “What has the average expansion rate been on the anomaly?” Addie asked.  
 
    “It’s hard to say,” Skylar said, scrolling through time lapse images. “The Space Exploration Society from earlier this century, which was a later manifestation of NASA, was minimally funded and staffed until the energy aliens and cybernetics arrived at Earth 129 years ago. The cybernetics told us about the anomaly after the Battle of 2099, and it was only extending one million miles out of the Oort Cloud in this region of space then. Before that, we have nothing to determine when it first appeared. Humanity didn’t have the capacity to scan this deep into space before the cybernetics arrived. At first, the cybernetics dismissed it as a normal spatial phenomenon and cataloged it. They didn’t study it again until their deep space probes detected expansion when we started to develop and inhabit interstellar settlements.” 
 
    “Have we talked to the cybernetics about this?” Willow asked.  
 
    “The team of cybernetics that dispatched to study Alpha Centauri for possible interstellar development shared all of the information they had on it before they entered the Oort Cloud on their way to Alpha Centauri, which wasn’t much,” Skylar said. “They didn’t deem it worthy of further research until recently, when the expansion accelerated at an alarming rate as humanity branched into the outer system. It hasn’t hurt anybody or anything yet.” 
 
    “’Yet’ is the key word,” Addie said. “It is growing, and will eventually reach the inner solar system, which is where our population lives.” She brought up a scan of Uranus. “The North American and European sectors are constructing a settlement on Titania. We need to know if it’s going to be a problem for deep space development.” 
 
    “My parents applied to work at that station,” Willow mumbled.  
 
    Sebastian nodded. “I agree that this needs more research. It’s spreading, and the fact that we see energy from it in neural scans of people who have the DNA Scissoring means it has the potential to penetrate biological systems. I’d like to scan the rest of the personnel on the station to see if this is limited to the prisoners subjected to the DNA Scissoring, or if we’re all experiencing the effects of this anomaly.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Skylar said. “Let’s put together a proposal for our departments to work together on this and present it to Administrator Juskus for approval.” She looked at Willow and Addie. “I’d like both of you to be on this team with us, along with our research staff.” 
 
    “Can we do that?” Willow asked.  
 
    Sebastian shrugged. “Why not?” 
 
    She shrugged. “We’re prisoners.” 
 
    “You’re also station crew,” Skylar said. “We discovered this through your neurological scan this morning, so you’re already part of it.” Skylar said.  
 
    “Great,” Addie said, “it feels good to do something meaningful – and legal – again.” 
 
    They laughed as they pulled their computers together at a round table in the center of the room to prepare their proposal. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    “Do you still struggle with guilt over your actions on Earth?” Mindy asked in her dimly lit office that evening. 
 
    Willow sat up straight. “Of course I do. I took an oath to do no harm when I began my work in neuro-science.”  
 
    Mindy tapped at her computer. “I read your testimony, but I’d like to hear it in your own words. Why did you violate that oath?” 
 
    Willow leaned back and swiped a tear from her eye. “My graduate research showed the success of rewriting DNA to correct problems, and I hypothesized that humanity wouldn’t need the machinery to correct the problems of our predecessors.” She paused. “My proposed doctoral thesis was to explore gene therapies, similar to what we’re doing out here. I needed university backing to do research to demonstrate that rewriting the DNA would be equally or more efficient than the cybertec in healing and maintaining the human body.” 
 
    “You never considered applying for a grant to do this research on an interstellar space station or terraformed settlement in the mid-system? That’s where a lot of this research is done, and you’d have been less restricted with that than in a university setting.” 
 
    Willow flinched. “I wouldn’t have gotten my Ph.D. that way.” 
 
    “Does getting an advanced degree matter if the end goal is freedom from cybertec?” Mindy asked. “You’d have more recognition and exclusive rights for your research and discoveries. As a doctoral student, all of your work would belong to the university. All you’d get is student debt, a piece of paper, and letters after your name. Independent research off Earth would have given you more freedom.” 
 
    Willow sighed. “I didn’t want to leave Earth. Leaving is permanent in the current political climate.” She looked away. “The actions I took in my fear of leaving Earth led to my banishment. I made a mistake.”  
 
    Mindy raised an eyebrow. “Was your virus an experiment or a political statement?” 
 
    Willow leaned back and returned her gaze to Mindy. “It was to prove that we’re too dependent on the cybertec.” 
 
    Mindy raised an eyebrow. “Were you going to use the fallout from the virus you engineered as part of your doctoral thesis?” 
 
    Willow’s gaze darted around the room. “I wasn’t going to admit to writing the code. Neith was going to claim credit for the attack. I was going to study what happened after and use that as part of my research.” 
 
    “So you were using Neith to set up a scenario for your own doctoral research.”  
 
    Willow shook her head. “I never thought of the fact that I was using him to advance myself.” 
 
    Mindy stared at Willow. “That he used you was obvious. That you used him wasn’t, because it didn’t work.” 
 
    “It certainly didn’t,” Willow said bitterly.  
 
    “What did Neith have to do with this, besides being your boyfriend?” 
 
    Willow sighed and looked at Mindy again. “Neith was a political activist. He resented the fact that we share all of our research with the cybernetics, but they only share part of their technology with us. They’re symbionts becoming parasites. We put them in their place by stopping their forced evolution 129 years ago, but they’ve wielded power from below by withholding their knowledge, since we refused to do it their way.” 
 
    “You agree with some who say that the cybernetics are rising to force the evolution on us now that they failed to do then? That their contributions to society and attempts to cooperate with humanity are a long-term plan to take over our solar system?” 
 
    Willow paused, measuring her words. “I think they have their own agenda that isn’t in full cooperation with humanity. I was alarmed when I found a tracking code in the cybertec.” 
 
    “There was no evidence of a tracking code once you brought this charge to light and it was formally investigated.” 
 
    Willow snorted. “Of course there wasn’t. They had plenty of time to mask it by the time I went to trial.” 
 
    “So you assert that it’s still there?” 
 
    Willow spread her hands. “It’s not my problem now. I’ve been convicted, stripped of my rights and credibility, and sentenced to this station. My purpose now is to study the spatial anomaly, and assist with genetic remedies to take place of the cybertec for those who, like me, don’t want machines in their bodies. I’m accepting my punishment. I have to make a home and a life out here now.” 
 
    Mindy tapped her computer again. “You have a remarkable degree of awareness for being a month into your sentence.” 
 
    “I’m completely removed from what I once knew. It’s cleared my perspective.” Willow sighed. “Mindy, I do regret the harm my virus caused. The remorse and guilt I feel makes me physically ill sometimes. Time hasn’t erased that. It was years ago, but the consequences of my errors are eternal. There’s no going back.” She paused. “I know I’ll never be truly forgiven for my crimes. I don’t know if I can forgive myself, but I have no choice but to accept it and do the best with what I’ve got.” 
 
    Mindy smiled. “You’re wrong.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You do have a choice, and you made the right one.” Mindy laid her computer on the table next to her chair. “Trust has to be rebuilt. You can’t escape the consequences of your actions, but you can make choices to mold your reality into something better. It might not be what you planned, but it can still be good. You’re part of the first team of human beings to explore this region of the solar system. That’s a reality you would have never experienced if this hadn’t happened. Perhaps this shift is the very thing you need to grow into the person you were meant to be.” 
 
    Willow smiled. “I thought therapy was supposed to be about self-discovery.” 
 
    Mindy picked up her computer and tapped notes in it. “You’re stuck in a rut of guilt and condemnation. You need to get out of it, Willow. I’m trying to give you good advice to guide you along the way.” 
 
    “Am I any better than I was when I left Earth?” Willow asked.  
 
    “You’ve taken the first steps of taking responsibility for your actions and accepting the consequences of them. The next is to forgive yourself. To hell with what others think. You need to let the guilt go. They can’t forgive you until you forgive yourself, so stop looking to others for justification that you can only find within. You’re on the right path to choose a better reality.”  She smiled. “Then again, maybe the DNA Scissoring will help to stabilize your moods and perspective. Living in space requires as much mental adjustment as it does physical adjustment.” 
 
    Willow raised an eyebrow. “You say there’s no timeline, but you have nine other people to compare my progress against. Have you seen similar progress in others here?” 
 
    “I’ve seen mixed results. I can’t share my notes since they’re confidential.” 
 
    “I was asking for my work. I’m researching the effect of the DNA Scissoring on our brains.” 
 
    “You and Addie also discovered a link between the spatial anomaly and the DNA Scissoring that could have an impact on humanity out here. That’s outstanding work.” Mindy leaned forward. “There’s no question that you’ve adapted well but you’re quiet, too quiet for the personality profile I’ve found. I see occasional glimpses of your former selves, like your joke with the officer in the mess hall and laughing with your team as you prepared your presentation to the Administrator. But overall, you’re too somber for the personality profile I got from Earth. All of you are.” 
 
    Willow went rigid. Was every action monitored and reported in this place? Probably so. It is, first and foremost, a prison. She shook it off, knowing that asking the question would get her rebuked. “Maybe it’s the DNA Scissoring. Or maybe we learned from our mistakes.” 
 
    “Or maybe fear is holding you back,” Mindy said. “Guilt and fear are a vicious circle. No matter how bad this seems, it can always be worse. It’s a matter of perspective.” 
 
    Willow nodded. “Fear is a powerful motivator.” 
 
    Mindy smiled. “It’s not a good one. We all have fear, Willow. We’re all broken people in one way or another. The question is, do we succumb to fear and remain broken, or overcome it and rise to be a stronger, better person?” 
 
    Willow sighed. “Sebastian said that.” 
 
     Mindy smiled. “I said that to Sebastian. I hope it spreads through the station. Living in deep space is tough. We all came here out of less than ideal circumstances. You did realize one truth: why would anybody leave Earth so far behind to work out here?” 
 
    “I heard a lot of people applied to be here.” 
 
    “They did, but why would so many people volunteer to remove themselves from the bulk of humanity?” 
 
    Willow shrugged. “Maybe their brokenness led them out here.” 
 
    “Now you’re getting it.”  
 
     “I’ll do my best,” Willow said. “I’ll try to overcome this and see what new reality rises from it.” 
 
    “That’s all we ask.” A chime sounded on Mindy’s computer, indicating the end of the therapy session. “You’ve completed your required cognitive therapy for the week.” She ushered Willow to the door of her office. “My assistant will take over from here to do your weekly physical scans.” She stared at Willow. “Call me if you need me over the week. You have great potential, Willow. I’d like to see it manifest.” 
 
    Willow smiled sadly. “Many people believed I had great potential, and I’ve let them down.” 
 
    Mindy patted Willow on the back. “The past is over. The present and future are still yours to claim. Who knows? The path to that potential could be through your biggest mistake. Things tend to work out for good in the end, and it’s not over yet.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Willow said as the assistant arrived for her weekly physical checkup.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    “I’m glad you came to Titania,” Anaca said.  
 
    Willow stared at Uranus glowing above them. “It’s beautiful in a different way here. It almost makes up for being so far away from the sun.” 
 
    Kaleb nodded. “That’s always a shock when you leave Earth. The orbital mirrors help to provide more natural light.”  
 
    “It’s great to have the family together again,” Anaca said. 
 
    Cayden emerged from the science facility. He hugged them each in turn, squeezing Willow harder than usual. “Welcome to Titania! I’m glad you made it.” 
 
    “It’s good to be here,” Willow said. “Kuiper Station One was lonely.” 
 
    He stared at her. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Willow paused, thinking. What was she talking about? She shook her head.  
 
    “I’m sorry; the dissociative amnesia from being in cryo must have me confused.” 
 
    Her mother nodded. “I know it was hard for you to leave Earth, but you had to get away from there. We all did.” 
 
    “The cybernetic’s version of paradise was closer to our version of hell,” Kaleb said. “Earth wasn’t Earth anymore, with the warming and cybertec in every living thing. There was no place for natural life anymore.” 
 
    “It’s a relief to escape it,” Willow said.  
 
    “I’m glad you decided to leave Neith before he pulled you into his political cause.” Cayden turned, studying the space behind them. “Just think; you could be stuck out there on Kupier Station One with him.” 
 
    Willow followed her brother’s stare. “It’s scary to imagine what he would have manipulated me into doing.” She pulled the blue diamond out of her pocket. “So much for Grandmom Kalea’s vision of us saving reality with this. Neith ruined my life, and forced me to flee the only home I knew.” The blue scar in her hand burned as she squeezed the stone. 
 
    “Earth isn’t humanity’s home anymore,” Kaleb said. “That ended when we welcomed the cybernetics. We haven’t kept them in check and now, their evolution is upon us. We beat them before, but we can’t beat them again. Humanity is too dependent on them now.” 
 
    Willow sighed, staring at the glittering rings in the sky. “This is our hope. To fight through science. To figure out non-mechanical ways to adapt to our new reality instead of depending on their cybertec.” She paused. “The cybertec was our first mistake. The cybernetics acted like our saviors in breaking our dependence on the pharmaceutical bureaucracy, only to make us slaves to them. I thought my discovery that they wrote the 130-year termination protocol in the cybertec code would change things, but got labeled a traitor instead.” 
 
    “Earth’s dependency on the cybertec made people ignore the truth,” Cayden said. “They still want to believe there’s a natural cause for death; despite the fact that the same cybernetics that came in 2099 are alive and thriving while we continue to languish and new generations continue to replace old ones, despite their technology.” 
 
    “They’re holding so much back,” Willow said, “but the resistance movement Neith tried to draw me into isn’t the way. We can’t win a fight with the cybernetics this time. We have to find another way.” 
 
    Willow threw the diamond in the rings shimmering overhead “So much for my inheritance. It’s useless now. We’ll find another way; a right way,” Willow rubbed her burning scar as they stared at the blue diamond streaking through the space above them. The burning in her palm subsided as the diamond melded with the rings of Uranus.  
 
     “For freedom,” she whispered, as she watched her blue scar fade into pure ivory skin. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    “Willow, are you alright?” 
 
    “What?” Willow jerked up from her workstation. Sebastian, Sklyar, and Addie were standing over her.  
 
    “You passed out on your desk,” Sebastian shined a light in Willow’s eyes. “What happened?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I was doing a comparative analysis on the brain scans. The next thing I know, you’re waking me up.” 
 
    “You don’t remember anything else?” Addie asked.  
 
    Willow thought.  
 
    Uranus glowing above them.  
 
    Cayden hugging her.  
 
     “We’ll find another way; a right way.” 
 
    The blue diamond streaking through the rings above them in the sky.  
 
    The scar on her hand fading. 
 
    I thought my discovery that they wrote the 130-year termination protocol in the cybertec code would change things. 
 
    “The cybernetics weren’t tracking us,” Willow said softly. “They were containing us. The code I discovered in the cybertec put a 130-year termination limit on human life span.” Willow’s eyes widened. “That’s how they controlled us. Limiting our life span meant a new generation was guaranteed to come. The cybernetics just had to make sure that generation would be more compliant to their cause. That’s how they did it. They wrote a termination protocol in human cybertec, and waited for the resistance to die.” 
 
    Sebastian stared at her. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Nobody believed me, so I had to leave Earth. It’s why I’m out here. They were hunting me, and Neith manipulated my virus to kill them. I couldn’t stop it, so I had to run.” Willow rubbed her hand where the blue scar glowed against her pale skin. 
 
    Skylar grabbed Willow’s hand. “Willow, what’s happening?” 
 
    Willow stared at Skylar blankly. “That’s the scar Grandmom Kalea gave me to save reality.” 
 
    Sebastian picked up a light from his work station next to Willows and shined it in her eyes. Scans flowed to the computer screen at his workstation as the device transmitted the data. “You’re going to the medical bay,” Sebastian put down the light and grabbed his computer from the docking station on his desk. “A spatial anomaly passed through your frontal lobe, and your neural energy is spiking.”  
 
    Skylar jerked her computer from the docking station behind Willow’s and set it to scan the room. “There are traces of the anomaly in this area, but it’s not affecting the rest of us.”  
 
    Sebastian stared at Willow. “Are you sure you didn’t see anything while you were out, Willow? It looks like you passed out when the anomaly penetrated your brain.” 
 
    Willow shook her head. “I don’t know. I was alone.” 
 
    Sebastian tucked his computer under his arm and helped Willow rise from her chair. “Let’s get you to the medical bay for more scans. We need to figure out what’s happening to you.”


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13 
 
    “Another one?” Mindy asked as Willow walked in the door.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Addie asked.  
 
    “You have to let me out of here! They’re going to kill us!” Dathan screamed from an adjoining room.  
 
    Mindy jerked her thumb toward his room. “That’s what I mean. His supervisor brought him in here thirty minutes ago, and he’s been screaming that nonsense the whole time he’s been here. I locked him in that examination room for everybody’s safety.”  
 
    Sebastian showed Mindy his scans of Willow. “Dark energy was in her frontal lobe.” 
 
    Mindy pulled her computer from her workstation and ran a scan over Willow, comparing her readings with Sebastian’s. “It looks like she’s leveled out. We’ll move her to examination room two for a full body scan and physical.” 
 
    “I had my weekly checkup three days ago,” Willow protested.  
 
    “This isn’t routine,” Mindy handed Willow a tissue. “Your nose is bleeding.” 
 
    Willow took the tissue and swiped her nose, shocked at the blood that came away from it. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I see that occasionally with cybertec malfunctions, but nobody on this station has cybertec. It’s not a side effect of the DNA Scissoring, either. I have no idea what happened to you and Dathan,” Mindy said.  
 
    The wall shook as Dathan banged against it. “For freedom!”  
 
    Willow turned toward the room where Dathan rushed around frantically, seeking a way out. “What’s happening to him?” 
 
    “He thinks he’s working on the science station on Titania,” Mindy said. “You know, the one under construction with a spatial anomaly creeping up on it?” 
 
    Willow froze, staring after Dathan. “Why?” 
 
    “I have no idea. I’m telling you what I’ve gathered from his ramblings,” Mindy said. “The sedatives aren’t working.” 
 
    “Maybe I can help,” Willow stumbled as a dizzy spell hit her.  
 
    “Maybe not,” Sebastian said. “Can I stay here to monitor the readings? I’m studying possible interactions between the spatial anomaly and the DNA Scissoring we performed on the inmates, and the information could be helpful.” 
 
    “Be my guest, as long as you stay out of the way,” Mindy motioned to a medical assistant to take Willow to the examination room. Once they left, she turned to Addie. “Willow’s your roommate?” 
 
    “She is,” Addie said.  
 
    “Has she said anything about strange dreams or visions?” 
 
    Addie crossed her arms. “No more than the rest of us.” 
 
    “Alright,” Mindy turned to Sebastian. “I want her to stay here overnight for observation.” 
 
    “Why overnight?” Addie asked. “I thought you said she was leveling out.” 
 
    “She is now, but I want to make sure that energy from the anomaly is completely gone before I release her for duty.” Mindy stopped as Dathan pounded against the wall. “I also hope that she might have seen the same thing Dathan is seeing, and can help me bring him back to our reality.” 
 
    “Ok,” Skylar ushered Addie out of the medical bay. “Let’s look at that spatial anomaly again. Maybe we can find something that will help.” 
 
    “I hope you can,” Mindy mumbled after them, sinking into a chair and comparing the bizarre computer scans from Willow and Dathan.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    “I’m forgetting things I should remember,” Willow said. 
 
    Addie looked up from her E-Rreader, where she had been propped up on pillows in her bed engrossed in something for the past hour. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Willow sat up. “Sometimes, I can’t remember why I did what I did, or why I’m out here. I wake up in the morning and have to remember where I am.” 
 
    “That happens to us all. It’s strange to be so far away from home. I feel it too. It’s decreasing, but not as fast as I hoped.” Addie paused. “What did you forget that you think you should remember? Are you talking about the 130-year termination code in the cybertec that you mentioned after you passed out yesterday?” 
 
    “That and other things,” Willow rubbed her tingling scar. “The cybertec doesn’t just heal damage and cure disease. It alters human physiology to make us more like the cybernetics.” 
 
    “That was never a secret,” Addie said. “Didn’t the cybernetics make modifications to it so it would work in humanity better?” 
 
    “They did, but they never fully disclosed all of the effects it had on humanity.” 
 
    Addie laughed. “Our ancestors backward engineered the cybertec down to the individual components in their efforts to merge it with the nanotech they originally designed in the late twenty first century. I’m not sure how they could have missed anything.” 
 
    “You can’t miss what you can’t see,” Willow said. “Humanity didn’t understand what they were looking at in the cybertec. It’s alien technology. Eventually, they gave up and accepted whatever the cybernetics told us it was, trusting that they were looking out for our best interest.” 
 
     “The first rule of human nature is that you always look out for yourself.  The cybernetics are no different if they’re descended from our DNA.” Addie laid her E-Rreader in her lap. “What else did you find beside the termination code and altering our physiology?” 
 
    Willow furrowed her brow. “I can’t remember. I can’t believe I forgot about that termination code. Have you had problems with your memory?” 
 
    Addie waved her E-Rreader. “We all have. That’s why I got this as soon as they gave me reading privileges.” 
 
    Willow moved to sit beside Addie. “What have you been reading?”  
 
    “I call it my ‘brain boost,’” Addie said cheerfully as she handed Willow the E-Rreader. 
 
    Willow glanced at the screen, her eyes widening. “Is this your research?” 
 
    Addie smiled and nodded. 
 
    “How did you get this? They restrict our access and screen everything we receive. There’s no way they’d allow your former team members on Earth to send you this.” 
 
    Addie leaned closer to Willow. “Who says they know about it? And who says I’ve actually been talking to my family during our communication with the inner system the past few weeks? They aren’t speaking to me, remember?” 
 
    “You’re a good hacker.” 
 
    “The secret is good encryption, and ironically the spatial anomaly made this possible.” 
 
    Willow raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “My multiverse team didn’t get caught; I did because I spread myself too thin.” Addie shrugged and leaned back, a smug look on her face. “They helped me find a way to use dark matter in the anomaly to carry the data.” 
 
    Willow’s eyes widened. “You hacked energy?” 
 
    Addie nodded. “The cybernetics aren’t the only ones who evolved over the past two centuries. Being a physicist and a hacker has advantages. For example, we have to be creative about passing along information by not using the usual networks.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of this. You’ve built a dark energy version of an Internet.” 
 
    “More like a light net. The signals go out on special encrypted code and piggyback on the anomaly once it hits it in the outer reaches of Uranus.” Addie paused. “If it were tracked, it would disappear there because this data is branching off with dark energy to travel back to this station through a parallel version of our universe. They wouldn’t be able to track anything other than the boring letters from the inner system that comes out on our end, and they’d have no idea how it got here.” She tapped the computer to show Willow. “It’s even hidden on this device. You have to have to enter a special line of code to see this partition of the E-Rreader.” 
 
    Willow raised an eyebrow. “You found a parallel universe similar to our own and can carry signals through it?” 
 
    “My team found the universe, but carrying the signal with the dark energy isn’t easy. It often gets lost and has to be resent. It took four attempts for me to retrieve what I have, and it’s only a third of what they tried to send.” 
 
    “That’s more advanced than anything I ever heard of,” Willow said. “How long has this been happening?” 
 
    “It’s fairly new. They’re still trying to stabilize the signals. I hope the people monitoring my transmissions don’t question why I get multiple transmissions in a short frame of time occasionally.” Addie stared at Willow. “Would you like me to get your cybertec research from Earth?” 
 
    Willow’s face fell. “It was all confiscated. Obviously, I wasn’t as good at covering my tracks as you were. There’s nothing to get.” 
 
    “Nothing is impossible,” Addie waved her computer. “You never know who knows whom. You and Neith built an extensive network, and he was adamant about backing things up. I’m sure some of my contacts must know some of yours. Let me check.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Willow said. “I feel like I knew something on Earth that would help here, but it’s just outside of the grasp of my memory.” 
 
    “Anything can help. We may be able to unlock this universe shifting phenomenon if I can find something to integrate with what we’re doing.” 
 
    “Universe shifting?” Willow asked.  
 
    “That’s what it looks like to me,” Addie said. “I hacked into the medical wing. Dathan was the one who tipped me off on that one. Mindy said the combination of his DNA Scissoring and the energy from the anomaly caused his psychotic break, but I think it was because he was caught between parallel universes. At least, that’s how he said he felt when I talked to him at dinner tonight.” 
 
    “I’d like to talk to Dathan about what he saw. Maybe there’s a way to track what’s happening and use it, if the energy from the spatial anomaly is involved.” 
 
    “How?” Addie asked.  
 
    Willow shrugged. “I don’t know, but this is expanding. It might be time to expand our team along with it.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    “Did you consider leaving Earth before you launched the cybertec virus?” Dathan asked.  
 
    Willow looked around the empty science bay in the low after-hours light at 2200 hours the next evening. Addie discovered that the work areas weren’t monitored by satellite between the end of standard hours at 1800, and the wake-up alarm for morning workouts at 0600, and suggested that she meet Dathan in her work area. Fortunately, the prisoner quarters were near the unmonitored work areas, so Addie had no problem hacking into the security cameras from her work station earlier that day and installing a false video loop to hide their movements until the next hourly guard patrol through the station.  
 
    “I had several offers to work on the Jovian and Saturnian settlements. My parents accepted a job on Europa, and my brother got a post on Earth’s lunar base.” She shrugged. “My family heeded the call to outer space, but I couldn’t bring myself to leave Earth.” 
 
    “You mean you couldn’t bring yourself to leave Neith,” Dathan said, “because he’d never leave Earth.” 
 
    Willow tipped her head. “How do you know that?” 
 
    Dathan tapped his head. “I was in a world where you did leave him yesterday. So either you did consider it, or I saw a universe where you weren’t with Neith.” He paused. “I’m trying to figure out which universe I was in.” 
 
    “You believe this theory that the spatial anomaly is a tear between alternate realities?” Willow asked.  
 
    Dathan raised an eyebrow. “You don’t?” 
 
    Willow looked away. “I’m not sure what I believe.” 
 
    “I find that interesting, because you were happy in that universe. You were relieved to be away from Earth,” Dathan said. 
 
    “That’s impossible.” 
 
    “You threw a diamond into the rings of Uranus.” Dathan said. “It was a diamond you inherited from your great-great grandmother.” He took her hand, staring at the blue scar in her palm. “This faded when you did it. You broke free in that universe. You need to break free in every universe.” 
 
    Willow jerked her hand back and rubbed the scar. “How did you know that?” 
 
    “I was passing by a window in the building when you threw the diamond in the sky and saw the glint of blue light.” He paused. “I don’t know how I knew it was your great-great grandmother’s diamond, or about the scar. It’s like I felt what happened more than I saw it.” 
 
    Willow crossed her arms. “What do you do?” 
 
    He mimicked her arm cross. “I’m a physicist. I worked with the Space Exploration Society in San Francisco.” 
 
     “How did you come to be here?” 
 
    “Neith recruited me to work on the energy dispersion method we used to get your virus through the Earth satellite system.” He uncrossed his arms and leaned forward. “Do you believe me now?” 
 
    Willow relaxed and uncrossed her arms. “I’m sorry. This is crazy. How do you know that you were seeing another universe?”  
 
    Dathan pulled Addie’s E-Rreader from the large pocket in his jacket. “I read Addie’s research, and it’s fascinating. This should have gone public, but multiverse theory is over the average person’s head.” He paused. “Then again, the cybernetics understand it perfectly, and that’s the problem.” 
 
    “Is it another one of those things they don’t want us to know?” Willow grumbled.  
 
    “They believe it’s dangerous,” Dathan said. “That’s why Addie was forced underground with her research and work. The cybernetics had the government restrict the multiverse research ten years ago, because we were learning too much.” 
 
    “What convinced you that we’re seeing other universes, instead of this dissociative amnesia the doctors keep telling us that we have?” 
 
    Dathan tapped open the note app on Addie’s E-Reader. “They’re both right.” 
 
    Willow raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Dathan drew a circle in the center of the screen with his finger. “Let’s say this circle is you. Multiverse theory proposes that all of our decisions branch out in alternate realities, based on the decisions we make in each universe.” 
 
    “I know the basic concept.”  
 
    “It creates different realities. Some overlap and some don’t, but everything’s connected, even if we don’t sense it.” Dathan drew a line from the center of the circle. “I’ll demonstrate with a simple example. Suppose you’re offered a job off Earth. The center line is the one you choose in this universe, a first universe, so to speak. It’s the reality you know. Let’s say you decide to stay on Earth in the first reality.” He drew another line above it. “This line is where you choose to accept the offer. It’s a ‘you’ in a second universe that starts from the same point, but makes the opposite choice.” He drew a third line below the center line. “This line is a third universe where the offer isn’t made at all. Something happened at another base point where you weren’t selected as a candidate for the position. You never have to make the decision, so that universe continues to move forward parallel with another universe where the offer went to a different person and they made decisions that branched off to other universes separate from yours.” 
 
    Willow nodded, studying the graphic. “It could go on from there.” She touched the screen, drawing another line. “This could be another universe where a different offer is made, and branches out from accepting and declining the offer.”  
 
    Dathan nodded. “Most people do understand the core concepts. The deeper physics of how it happens is confusing, but in our technocratic society people understand the results better than they did in centuries past.”  
 
    “We’re more aware, and that’s created a host of potential universes that didn’t exist prior to the alien arrivals and our cybertec enhancements,” Willow said. 
 
    “That’s right,” Dathan said. “The nature of the universe is expansion. Since the Big Bang, the universe and all of existence expands outward. This is physics in motion, so that’s as it should be. The multiple realities should keep branching out into infinity, without limit,” he wiped his hand over the screen, erasing all but the circle. “But the problem is that it seems the multiverse is collapsing.” 
 
    “How?” Willow asked. “If nature is expansion, then how is a collapse possible?” 
 
    Dathan drew two parallel lines above the circle, and two parallel lines below the circle. “We know there are at least four constants in every reality that give them stability. We also know that length, height, and depth are uniform across them. They don’t vary.” He pointed to the lines. “Until recently, time was also a constant across them. Things moved parallel, but Addie’s research shows that something’s happened to cause the time dimension to become unstable.” He pulled the bottom line up, so it cut through the circle diagonally. 
 
    “I read something in her research that said physicists believed the increased use of dark matter by the energy and cybernetics caused fluctuations in energy flow,” Willow said. “Do you think that’s what caused time to become unstable?” 
 
    Dathan shrugged. “We aren’t sure. The only proof we have is that the spatial anomaly formed around the time that the energy aliens and cybernetics came to Earth in 2098 and 2099, and it’s been growing since then. The recent acceleration of that growth with our expansion in the solar system is what lent to this theory.” 
 
    Willow thought. “Titania just completed the terraforming process and is under construction. The inner system government coalition just started the personnel selection process for the station, but you and I saw a reality where it’s complete, and we work there now.” 
 
    Dathan shook his head. “Not now. That timeline is at least one to three years in the future, and is obviously one where we weren’t sent here.” He paused. “It still begs the question of why we’re seeing these universes now.” 
 
    “It’s only happening in three of us who had the DNA Scissoring,” Willow said. “Addie, you, and I are the only ones who had visions when we came out of cryo. Other than the visions, I can’t say that I feel any different.” She paused. “In fact, I feel great physically. Mentally is another issue, of course, but my physical health is perfect.” 
 
    “We haven’t struggled to adapt out here,” Dathan said. “Have you noticed that? People who go into space usually have space sickness from the differences in light exposure and gravity, but nobody’s expressed problems there. There are no orbital mirrors around the station, and station rotation still gives us slightly less gravity than we had on Earth, but yet there were no physical problems with adapting to the place. We came out of cryo in perfect health. The dissociative amnesia was our only issue.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Willow said. “We also don’t get sick and seem to function better physically. We’re stronger and more alert. Obviously, the DNA Scissoring is working to make us function more effectively. But only two of us are jumping universes, and Addie’s visions are decreasing. That’s interesting.” She paused. “What happened when you saw Titania the other day? You were confused. I was when I saw it, and you were more immersed in that universe than I was.” 
 
    Dathan looked down. “I’m sorry anybody saw me like that. Obviously, one consciousness isn’t meant to exist in multiple universes, and yet I did. I wonder why. You came out of it alright.” 
 
    Willow shook her head. “I don’t know about that. I’m still shaken up over it, and my concentration has been shot since then.” 
 
    “Me too,” Dathan said. “What about your research? It showed you that the spatial anomaly is a factor in our visions. Did the cybernetics ever get in contact with your team on what they know about it?” 
 
     “They either didn’t get the message, or they ignored it,” Willow said. “This is a curious. They tasked us with studying it, and they haven’t checked in with the station since our arrival. It’s obvious that ignoring the problem didn’t make it go away. If anything, it’s spreading.  I had a dream just before my black out session where I was back on Earth with Neith and my brother. Things were bad there.”  
 
    “Addie hasn’t had any visions recently?” 
 
    “Addie only had one vision, and it was shortly after we started our work here.” 
 
    Dathan thought. “That’s odd, but maybe her vision was to lend credibility to our visions.” 
 
    “That makes it sound like some kind of sentience is behind the spatial anomaly.” 
 
    “It could be,” Dathan said. “The energy aliens were sentient, and yet we only picked them up as energy readings on scans. We never would have known they were an alien race unless they bound with humans and revealed themselves to us.” 
 
    Willow scratched her palm again. “We’d have never known they existed if they didn’t establish communication with us.” 
 
    “They had a hard time getting people to believe they were a different race of life and not a sign of mental instability in the host body. People didn’t want to believe what they couldn’t see until the cybernetics proved it with their own testimony and database records.” Dathan sighed. “Maybe it doesn’t matter. We need to figure out how the DNA Scissoring and the spatial anomaly are doing whatever they’re doing to us.  You and I should track our visions.” 
 
    “I can look into all of this through my work. I’ll talk to Sebastian about it in the morning. He and Skylar are more open to my ideas since Addie and I discovered the effects of the spatial anomaly.” She stared at Dathan. “Why would the cybernetics hide this until now? They knew about the anomaly when they arrived in this solar system, and they had a bad history with the energy aliens. Why didn’t they study it 129 years ago?” 
 
    “I think they assumed it was nonthreatening until it started the rapid expansion when this station was built and Titania was terraformed,” Dathan snapped the case on Addie’s E-Rreader closed and handed it to Willow. “The rapid rate of expansion when humanity approached the outer system triggered something with that anomaly. It’s always been tied to our expansion in the solar system, but it grew faster as we got closer to it.” 
 
    Willow took Addie’s E-Reader. “The cybernetics have mastered every challenge that faces life in this universe. What could possibly scare them?” 
 
     “I don’t know. If the fearless race is scared, then we better be, too.” 
 
    Willow rubbed her scar again. “Nobody is fearless. Deep down, we’re all broken people.” 
 
    Dathan forced a small smile. “Then one way or another, fear drives us all. The question is, who overcomes it first?” 
 
    Willow stared out of the dark window. “It looks like they left that to us.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    How could you consider casually discarding the gift we’ve bestowed on you? 
 
    Willow opened her eyes to light surrounding her in the cabin. “Addie?”  
 
    She is not a part of this and will be removed from further discussion. She has served her purpose of justifying our existence and getting the true experiment in progress. 
 
    Willow looked to the bed across the small room, where Addie snored softly.  
 
    Not again.  
 
    Yes, again. The blue diamond floated in front of her face. Why are you not able to wield this after all of the time we’ve given you? 
 
    “I’ve only been here two months,” Willow said softly, swatting the vision away.  
 
    No, it’s been longer.  
 
    “It’s been two months. Sixty days. That’s it,” Willow sat in the bed. “Are you the ones who caused the spatial anomaly?” 
 
    We are. Your purpose is to finish our work of converging reality into paradise. 
 
    “You’re collapsing the time dimension. That’s why you don’t know how long I’ve been here.”  
 
    The light pulsated.  
 
    Willow rose from the bed and swatted away the vision of the blue diamond again. The blue light scattered over the walls. “You’re destroying the nature of the universe. You have to stop.” 
 
    You misunderstand. This is not destruction. Its convergence into the infinity of creation.   
 
    Willow gasped as the room swirled around her, replaced by the darkness of space. Her fingers opened, revealing a blue light softly expanding from her scar. The light illuminated the darkness with light beings surrounding her. “What is this?” 
 
    Strings of light danced around her in intricate patterns, filled with soft musical sounds.  
 
    Infinite expansion is a lie. The universe can only expand so much before it collapses back on itself. The light you wield is the light of creation. It can unify the infinite universes into one.  
 
    Willow jerked as light forms of her being emerged from the light in various stages of life. They separated out, one to Earth, another to Titania, and yet another here on Kuiper Station One.  
 
    Convergence of the dimensions would be the ultimate freedom. Linear time is binding you to one reality. Life is meant to exist on infinite planes. Beings should be able to move across those planes with the same freedom that they move about the solar system. You should not be bound to one place, Willow. Do you want to be here? Is this the reality you desire? 
 
    A light vision of Neith appeared before her, holding out his hand.  
 
    “Come with me, Willow. We were meant to bring about this convergence together.” 
 
    Tears formed in Willow’s eyes as she reached for Neith with her left, unscarred hand.  
 
    “Willow!”  
 
    She turned her head to see Cayden beckoning to her. She gasped.  
 
    “Cayden?” 
 
    “I want to see you again, Willow.” 
 
    Willow shuddered as the energy flowed through her. Cayden touched her shoulder, sending a jolt through her. She squeezed her right hand shut against the burning scar, plunging the room back into darkness.  
 
    “This is a lie. Either you’re wrong, or you’re deceiving me.” 
 
    Deception is not in our nature.  
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    The cybernetics are not the evolution humanity seeks, Willow. We are the evolution.  
 
    Evolution. Expansion. Energy. Convergence.  
 
    Everything is connected. 
 
    Willow grabbed her robe and dashed out the door.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    “Willow, what are you doing in here?” Sebastian asked from the doorway. “It’s 0400.” 
 
    “What happened to the energy aliens?” Willow asked as she tapped at her computer.  
 
    Sebastian walked into the medical lab, pulled his chair next to Willow, and sat. “They’ve been gone for thirty years, since their final human hosts died.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “According to the historical archives, the energy aliens found the death of their hosts disturbing. They didn’t want to go through the energy binding process with a new generation of humans. They chose to leave Earth and explore more of the space in this region of the universe.”  
 
    Willow looked up from her computer. “Kalea Kerner Burke was the first one inhabited, and the last one to die.” 
 
    Sebastian nodded. “The historical archives document her last words as ‘there’s nothing left.’ They think it was the alien talking. She was 135 years old.” 
 
    “That was considered 35 years past the life expectancy for her generation, until the cybertec expanded it.” Willow paused. “I wonder if that’s why the cybernetics built in the 130-year termination code in the cybertec. They felt that was all the time we could handle.” 
 
    “What’s this about?” Sebastian sat in the chair next to her. “I had a security alert go off in my room saying you broke sleep hour protocol. The only reason I’m here instead of Officer Maynard is because I found him in the hall and convinced him to let me talk to you.” 
 
    “I forgot about the alert. I came in here without thinking,” Willow rubbed the scar on her hand. “I had another vision. I came here to do a neural scan on myself. I’m sorry; I was so alarmed that I forgot to check in with the security team.”  
 
    “It’s alright. I can fix it.” He stared at her screen. “What did you find?” 
 
    “Dark matter is shifting in and out of phase all over my brain.” She zoomed in. “The vision I had this time involved some kind of sentience. They said it was their purpose to converge the dimensions to infinity.” She paused. “That’s what made me think of the energy aliens. Do you think they’ve come back?” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know. It sounds like something for Skylar’s team.” 
 
    “I plan to bring her in on this tomorrow. I should have woken Addie to come with me, but she’s such a deep sleeper that trying to wake her is impossible until the 0600 alarm.” Willow leaned forward. “I think this really happened, Sebastian. I think the rift is alien sentience that’s trying to communicate with us. They didn’t know I had only been here two months. They thought it had been longer.” 
 
    “That goes with Dathan’s theory about the time dimension is collapsing the multiverse.” 
 
    Willow stared at Sebastian. “You know about that?” 
 
    “He’s been telling everybody about it since his episode the other day.” 
 
    Willow shook her head. “I wasn’t sure what to make of it until this happened. Then they said something that puzzled me. They said that the cybernetics aren’t the evolution we seek. For some reason, an image of Kalea Kerner Burke flashed through my mind as soon as that light went out and I was free of the vision.” She tapped the computer, opening a cellular scan and zooming in on the RNA. “Do you remember how the energy aliens bound to the RNA of their hosts to join their energy? I pulled this from the archive and compared it to what just happened to me. Take a look at this.” Willow slid her brain scan next to the archive image, zooming in on her RNA. Sebastian paled.  
 
    “It’s exactly the same,” he said, “except for the phasing.” 
 
    Willow nodded. “That’s why I asked about the energy aliens.” Willow tapped another window on her computer, bringing up a scan of the spatial anomaly. “Do you think it’s possible that this is the work of the energy aliens? Maybe it’s them, or maybe they brought another race to our solar system?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “There are a lot of similarities.” He paused. “You mentioned Kalea Kerner Burke. Did you know her?” 
 
    “She gave me this,” Willow held up her right hand, showing Sebastian the glowing blue scar in her palm. “Kalea Kerner Burke is my great-great grandmother.”
  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    “I appreciate this,” Willow scrolled through the E-Reader Addie handed her over dinner the next evening. “It looks like you got a lot of my old research. This will be a big help.” 
 
    “Will it?” Addie asked.  
 
    Willow put the E-Reader down. “You’re angry.” 
 
    “You sent us in the wrong direction.”  
 
    “With what?”  
 
     “With everything. This spatial anomaly has nothing to do with the cybernetics.” She pointed her fork at Willow. “It has everything to do with you and whatever your great-great grandmother did to you before the energy aliens left thirty years ago.” 
 
    Willow sighed. “I didn’t think the scar meant anything. I grabbed her diamond when I was a week old.  My parents told me it was a birthmark until it started to glow and itch when I was 16. That’s when they told me it was a scar from the energy alien in Kalea.” She raised her hand and studied it. “It always itches when I’m anxious or stressed out. The energy didn’t start glowing until I got here.” 
 
    “You didn’t think that was important?” 
 
    Willow shrugged. “We had a DNA Scissoring procedure, and there’s a spatial anomaly behind the station. I thought it was one more element of the weirdness out here.” 
 
     “Oh,” Addie put her fork on her empty plate and wiped her mouth. “Don’t thank me for the data, thank my former colleagues. My research partner at Cambridge is still involved in the multiverse research and the floundering cybernetic resistance. I told her to stay underground because we’re on the wrong track with the cybernetics. She’s directing her team to get more information on the energy aliens to decide if the movement needs to take a new direction. We’re researching the wrong aliens, Willow. We’ve been fighting the cybernetics when we should have been looking for the energy aliens.” 
 
    “I’m still not sure what to think,” Willow said. “The energy aliens were in a longstanding war with the cybernetics. That’s why they came to Earth, and that’s why they left. They felt they were being pushed out when humanity accepted the advances to the cybertec over their proposals to evolve by unifying with the energy around us.” 
 
    Addie laughed. “You mean that New Age movement the energy aliens were proposing? Or the Dyson sphere they wanted to build around the sun?” 
 
    “That was to help the terraformed moons and space stations operate more effectively without solar mirrors,” Willow said. “Maybe we should have listened to them. We used what we learned about energy to put ourselves at an advantage over the cybernetics in 2099 and upgraded our infrastructure and satellite systems, but the cybertec eventually took over. The next generation of humanity wanted something more tangible to advance society, and manipulating energy was too esoteric for the developing technocratic society.”  
 
    “I think that generation understood what the cybernetics were doing,” Addie said. “The energy aliens were a mystery to humanity, and they didn’t interact with us as things evolved after the Battle of 2099. It goes back to believing what’s tangible. That’s always been a fault of humanity. We’re quick to abandon our faith when we don’t see proof on a regular basis.” 
 
    “That’s not how faith works,” Willow said.  
 
    “It’s not how the energy aliens worked, either, but it’s how humanity works,” Addie said. “The energy aliens didn’t want to prove themselves to another generation of humanity once people died off and new leaders emerged.”  
 
    Willow nodded. “The cybernetics succeeded where the energy aliens failed, because they were patient enough to parcel out their technology over a longer period of time. We didn’t understand how the cybertec worked, but we understood the results that we saw and felt,” Willow said. “They also have bodies that we can see, while the energy aliens resided in human hosts, and you didn’t know if you were talking to the human or the alien. Now, we’re paying for it, and will continue to unless we turn the tide now. Our choice to lean toward the cybernetics turned out to be an incremental surrender to everything we rejected the first time around.” 
 
    Addie stared at Willow. “Listen to yourself. How is what you’re saying different from what Kalea Kerner said before the cybernetics arrived?” 
 
    “129 years of perspective make it different.”  
 
    Addie leaned back, holding her hands up in defeat. “Very well.” 
 
    Willow sighed and rubbed her hand. “I’m sorry. That vision threw me for a loop, and I’ve been up for over seventeen hours researching it. You are right about one thing. We had very little to do with the energy aliens after our races united. We took the best we could understand from them, and then we ignored them because they refused to continue begging for our attention.  They simply existed in the humans they successfully inhabited, and went on their way when their human hosts died.” 
 
    “Meanwhile, the cybernetics slowly took over our technology and society,” Addie said. “It’s natural that we should forget about the energy aliens. I wonder if that was by design. Perhaps the energy aliens needed humanity to help them put the cybernetics on their terms, and the rest of the century was about researching our species by experiencing life as a human being.” She paused. “But to what end? That seems like a relevant question now.” 
 
    “The energy aliens are explorers,” Willow said.  
 
    “What were they exploring?” Addie asked. “They’re sentient beings. They said they wanted to survive, but they found a way with us and in the end, they rejected it.” 
 
    “Most people assume it has to do with Kalea’s dying statement that there was nothing left on Earth for them. Maybe inhabiting humanity was more than they could take.” 
 
    “Or maybe we got too used to casting them as the hero when in fact, they’re the villain.” 
 
    Willow’s brow furrowed. “They saved us from a cybernetic invasion and put things in proper balance.” 
 
    “They also left us to fend for ourselves when that balance fell apart, and the cybernetics took over world government and proposed settlement outside of our solar system.” 
 
    Willow crossed her arms. “I thought you were on my side.” 
 
    “I am,” Addie leaned forward. “We all made the same mistake in assuming that the energy aliens left thirty years ago and weren’t interfering with human or cybernetic affairs anymore. There’s no doubt that the cybernetics took advantage of their absence and started pressing their own causes on humanity.” She stared at Willow’s flaring eyes. “Humanity shouldn’t be at the mercy of any alien race. We survived for millennia before they came, and will survive for millennia after, if we take back our power and establish a proper balance. We shouldn’t bow to either race because they have things we want. We outnumber them. They need to learn to cooperate with us.” She smiled sadly. “They aren’t perfect. Take that Dyson sphere proposal. The cybernetic failure that destroyed the Tau Ceti system in 2099 proved the Dyson Sphere wouldn’t work when it turned that system into a black hole. That’s why we rejected it when the energy aliens proposed it. We couldn’t figure out a way to make it work without eventually killing the star it draws energy from, and everything fell apart. After that, there were no more proposals, no more knowledge, no more information. Their hosts died, and they left.” 
 
    Willow bristled. “They had a tendency to withdraw when we wouldn’t do things their way.” 
 
    “Who says they withdrew?” Addie motioned to the window behind them illuminated by the faint purple glow. “If that spatial anomaly isn’t them, then they certainly have a hand in it. Open your mind, Willow. You saw evidence of something left behind in you earlier today. What’s to say something out here didn’t unlock it?” 
 
    “Unlock it,” Willow mumbled. She jumped from her seat, grabbing her computer and tray. “Thanks, Addie.” 
 
    Addie raised an eyebrow. “For what?” 
 
    “Insight. I’ll see you in the lab!” Willow dashed off.  
 
    Addie snorted as she picked up her water glass and raised it in a mock salute. “Here’s hoping I’m wrong, and the aliens stay away this time.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    “I didn’t see you in the gym this morning,” Skylar said as she walked into the science lab two days later.  
 
    Willow rubbed her head. “I rescheduled it for after my work shift. I have a headache.” 
 
    “Is that why it’s so dark in here?” Addie asked as she walked in the lab.  
 
    “I don’t know how you can stand it so bright in here,” Willow mumbled. 
 
    Skylar raised an eyebrow. “It’s the same standard illumination in here as it is in the rest of the station.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s this headache. There’s a glare coming off of everything.” 
 
    “You should see Mindy about it.” 
 
    Willow waved it off. “I get headaches occasionally. My weekly physical is tomorrow. I’ll ask her about it then.” She turned back to the screens. “Did we have a system glitch overnight?” 
 
    “Not that I know of,” Skylar took her seat at the work station behind Willow. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I can’t find the data I’ve been working on the past couple of days,” Willow said. She pulled up her scans. “Look at this.” 
 
    Addie stared at the screen. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “What do you mean, what’s wrong? Eighty percent of the data is missing, and most of what I have is irrelevant to the spatial anomaly!” Willow scrolled through her research. “All of the information we pulled on the energy aliens is gone.” 
 
    Addie raised an eyebrow. “Spatial anomalies and energy aliens?” 
 
    “I discovered that they’re behind the spatial anomaly. We’re studying their energy signatures to see if we can figure out how they opened the multiverse.” 
 
    “Multiverse?” Sklyar turned in her chair. “Willow, what are you talking about? What spatial anomaly? We’re studying the progressive effects of the DNA Scissoring and doing deeper scans of this region of space for future development.” She stared at the screens. “I don’t see anything unusual. It’s the standard data we’ve been analyzing since we got here last year.”  
 
     Willow stared at Skylar and Addie, who were staring at her curiously. She scratched the scar on her palm, conscious that it was glowing again. She folded her hand closed so they wouldn’t see it. “Last year? We’ve only been here for a few months.” 
 
    Addie raised an eyebrow. “The dissociative amnesia should be gone by now.” 
 
    “It should,” Skylar stared at Willow as she subtly reached for her scanner.  
 
    Willow slammed her hand over Skylar’s, pressing the scanner into the table. “We’re studying how the spatial anomaly outside of the Oort Cloud is affecting our frontal lobe function since the DNA Scissoring. Don’t you remember? I came dashing in here two days ago after one of those episodes. Sebastian helped me pull the research from the energy aliens so we could figure out how it ties in with all of this.” She stared at them. “Why are you looking at me like that?” 
 
    “Who’s Sebastian?” Addie asked.  
 
    “Sebastian Gaillard is my supervisor. He was helping me research how the spatial anomaly is connected to our dissociative amnesia, which turns out not to be amnesia at all, but the energy aliens converging the multiverse. The time element is collapsing. We have to stop it before everything ends!” 
 
    Skylar pulled her hand free. “You need to see Mindy now.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because Sebastian Gaillard is on Earth. He’s working on advancements to the cybertec. He helped them develop a fix for your virus.” 
 
    “No, he transferred out here because he wanted to study the spatial anomaly and the DNA therapies we’re working on.” Her gaze drifted. “His parents passed away. He had no family left on Earth and wanted to leave.” 
 
    “Sebastian’s father did pass away a few years ago, but his mother is alive and well. He lives on Earth in a condo near her retirement village in Tucson, Arizona,” Skylar said. “Dr. Gaillard works for the University of Arizona.”  
 
    Willow scratched her hand. “It hasn’t happened yet. He hasn’t left Earth.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Skylar asked. “You wouldn’t be on his team if he were here, anyway. Why would they put a physicist in neurological research?” 
 
    “Physicist? I’m a biological engineer. Physics was my minor in college.” 
 
    Skylar pulled out her computer, scanning Willow. “The effects of the DNA Scissoring are hitting you harder than anybody else on the station. We need to get you to the medical bay. Something strange is happening in your frontal lobe.” She grabbed Willow’s hand, where the glow from the scar illuminated her skin. “And this definitely needs treatment. We’ve been trying to figure out how to fix that birthmark since you got here. You scratch it constantly.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Willow asked.  
 
    “The better question is, what are you talking about?” Addie asked. “Nothing you’ve said this morning makes sense. You’ve shut off almost all of the lights, you’re rambling about things that don’t exist, and that so-called birthmark is glowing again. Energy aliens? Spatial anomalies? Doctors who are still on Earth? You don’t even know how long you’ve been here. Something isn’t right.” 
 
    “You helped me find some of the information on the energy aliens, remember? I’m Kalea Kerner Burke’s great-great granddaughter.” 
 
    Addie laughed. “The person who rejuvenated that kooky New Age movement at the turn of the millennium? I wouldn’t tell too many people that.” 
 
    “Why not? She ushered in a new age for humanity.” 
 
    Skylar shot a harsh glance at Addie. “There were no energy aliens despite what a lot of people believed. There were numerous occurrences of strange solar activity that caused a lot of odd things to happen, but the cybernetics came to Earth and made things right. Now, they’re helping us branch out through the solar system.”  She paused, turning her gaze back to Willow. “You nearly wrecked all of that with your cybertec virus, but you’re getting a chance here to make things right.” 
 
    “You’re sick,” Addie said. 
 
    “How can you be so callous?” Willow said. “I thought we were friends.” 
 
    Addie snorted. “With friends like you, I don’t need enemies.” She stood. “Skylar, do you need me to help you drag her to sickbay, or is alright if I go to the medical lab before I say something that we all regret?” 
 
    Skylar waved Addie off. “Go ahead. I’ll be with you in a minute.” She put a hand on Willow’s arm, helping her up. “We need to get you help for the headache at least. Maybe Mindy can tell us what’s causing it, and your confusion.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Willow turned to watch Addie retreating into the lab. “What’s with her?” 
 
    “You really are confused,” Skylar said. “How could you forget that your cybertec hack killed her father and her fiancé?” 
 
    Willow stopped. “What?” 
 
    Skylar stopped with her. “I said that assigning both of you to this station was a mistake. Addie insisted that she wanted to work out here and shouldn’t be punished for your crimes.” 
 
    “She didn’t lose anybody in the cybertec attack. She helped! She was a hacker with our European cell.” 
 
    Skylar stared at Willow. “Addie’s a biological engineer. She’s studying the effects of the DNA Scissoring. In fact, she was on the design team.” 
 
    “No, she’s a physicist. She was sentenced to this station for unauthorized multiverse research, and for being part of my cybertec attack.” 
 
    “Addie applied to be here. She’s the head of neurological sciences on this station, not Sebastian Gaillard.  
 
    Willow shook her head. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Skylar took her arm, gently guiding her to the medical bay. “I don’t either. Let’s get you to Mindy so she can figure it out.” 
 
    
  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    Light rose around Willow as she lay in the cold sickbay, the scans around her humming.  
 
    Who’s there? 
 
    It’s me, Willow.  
 
    Willow opened her eyes to see Cayden sitting by her bed. She sat up, grabbing him in a hug. “Cayden! Where have you been? Why didn’t you come to see me before I was sent here?” 
 
    He pulled back, his eyes sad. “I’m sorry, Willow. I couldn’t.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He looked away. “Please don’t think I’m angry at you.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you call? I haven’t seen you since you went into quarantine for the Lunar Base job.” She paused. “Where have you been?” 
 
    “Gone.”  
 
    “You should have called.” Tears dripped on her cheeks.  
 
    “I couldn’t communicate with you from where I am until now.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He stared at her. “It’s complicated, but I want you to know something before I have to go again.” He put his hands on her shoulders. “I forgive you, Willow.” 
 
    Willow heaved a sob, falling into Cayden’s embrace. “I’m sorry. I never meant for the virus to hurt anybody. I thought you agreed with the cause, but maybe you’re right. Maybe there are other ways.” 
 
    “There are. There are also truths you don’t know.” 
 
    She pulled back. “What?” 
 
    He smiled. “You’re on the right path.” 
 
    “They say I’m crazy. They say there are no energy aliens, and that Grandmom Kalea was crazy.” 
 
     “They don’t understand our truth.” 
 
    Willow squinted in the pulsating light. “Where are we? I’ve seen you a few times, but this is the first time you’ve come to me here.” She paused. “Why is that?” 
 
    “I come to you as I’m able. Things are moving fast. This is the center, and this is where I needed to meet you this time.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He took her hand, his cool palm soothing the burning scar in her palm. “Things aren’t as they seem. It’s all coming together, but you must stop it. Everything will return to nothing if you don’t.” 
 
    “Neith said it would be saved.” 
 
    “He’s learning these truths with you, albeit in a different way.” 
 
    “Is he wrong?” 
 
    “He’s misled.” 
 
     “Where is he?” 
 
    Cayden smiled. “You will see him again. You will see Mom and Dad again, too.” 
 
    Willow breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m glad for Mom and Dad, but I’m not sure about Neith. He betrayed me and made my virus deadly. It should have never hurt or killed anybody.” Her smile faded. “What about you? Will I see you again?” 
 
    “I will see you for as long as I can.” 
 
    “Will we be together again?” 
 
    Cayden’s smile faded, along with the light. “I hope not, for the greater good.” 
 
     “How can you say that?” 
 
    His gaze darkened. “Some things can’t be fixed. You have to learn to live with them. I’m afraid that’s my truth now, and it must become part of your truth as well.” 
 
    The tears formed again. “You’re still angry with me.” 
 
    “No, I said I forgive you and I mean it. The consequences of some things can’t be erased. Some things are permanent.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “Check your pocket, Willow.” 
 
    “What?” she probed her pocket, pulling the blue diamond free from the fabric. “No.” 
 
    Cayden grabbed her hand before she could drop it. “Neith was right about this, but not for the reason he thought. You are supposed to wield this for a purpose, but that purpose isn’t convergence. You know that now. The nature of the universe isn’t to converge, but to expand. That means growth and sometimes, things grow apart.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” She stared at the blue diamond glowing in her hand. “I don’t want this.” 
 
    He put his hand over hers, covering the light from the diamond. “It’s come to you, Willow. It’s time. A descendent of the original is the only one who can set things right.” 
 
    “Then you do it. You’re the older one. You knew Grandmom Kalea. I didn’t. I have no memory of her. I was two weeks old when she died!” 
 
    He smiled sadly. “I can’t tell you how badly I want to relieve you of this burden, but I can’t. You have been chosen. You must do it.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It is this reality.” 
 
    “What must I do?” 
 
    He let go of her hand. “You must reset the energy to disperse the anomaly.” The light faded, chilling her hand as Cayden faded with it. The scar’s glow blended with the light from the diamond. “Don’t give up, Willow. You are on the right path. Continue on it, and you’ll find a way.”  
 
    Willow swiped the tears from her cheeks as the room descended back into the darkness of the Kuiper Belt. She slipped the diamond under her pillow, wondering how she was supposed to do that. She had to find a way.  She owed it to humanity. She owed it to her family. She owed it to herself.  
 
    For some reason, she felt she owed it most to Cayden.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    “She’s coming around.” 
 
    Willow opened her eyes to see Sebastian, Mindy and Addie standing over her. “What happened?” 
 
    “You tell us,” Addie said. “You wouldn’t wake when the 0600 alarm went off yesterday. You’ve been unconscious for 36 hours.” 
 
    “36 hours? I went to work yesterday. I saw you –“she paused. “You don’t hate me.” 
 
    “I hate the shock you gave me,” Addie said. “I thought you’d left me alone in this place with a bunch of freaks!” 
 
    “You’re father and fiancé –“ 
 
    “Pop still isn’t speaking to me more than once every three months after my stunt on Earth, and my ex-fiancé is still on the Mercurian base, as far as I know. I hope Pop will come around when we figure out this spatial anomaly. As for the ex-fiancé, I don’t care if that jerk falls into the sun. Good riddance to him. When the going got tough, he ran.” 
 
    Willow breathed a sigh of relief, turning to face Sebastian’s concerned stare. “It’s good to see you, too. Where’s Skylar?” 
 
    “She just left. She got an alert from the lab that the spatial anomaly shifted again.” 
 
    “What happened?” Willow asked.  
 
    “Chaos,” Addie said. “It’s like everybody was from a different universe. Nobody remembered the same things. Some people said there were no energy aliens, and some said there was no spatial anomaly. Some people thought it was one or two years in the future, and some thought they were in the past. You wouldn’t wake up; nobody could find Sebastian and a few other staff members around here.  There were people here nobody had ever seen, and Dathan was raving about time collapsing and the universe returning to nothing. It was pandemonium.” 
 
    “The spatial anomaly emitted a flare that engulfed the station,” Sebastian said. “It caused a temporal overlap. The matter readings were all over the place, right along with the neurological readings. Dathan is still analyzing the data in the lab with Skylar. They’re looking for some kind of code or energy signature to explain it.” 
 
    “Is everybody ok?” Willow asked.  
 
    Addie nodded. “So far, so good. At least, everybody is safe and accounted for again.” 
 
    Willow sat up. “I want to talk to Dathan to see if I can help with his findings.” 
 
    Sebastian laid a hand on her shoulder. “Easy there. It looks like your neurological readings are still leveling out.” 
 
    Willow smiled. “I was on an alternate version of the station.”  
 
    Sebastian returned the smile. “I was back on Earth, so be glad you didn’t go quite so far. I still have a headache from it.” 
 
    “We all have headaches,” Addie said. “Everybody’s blood pressure skyrocketed, no doubt from the stress. We need to figure out what happened, but we need you at your best. Take some time to recover.” 
 
    “What about my data?” Willow asked. “Is it still intact? Is the stuff from the anomaly and the energy aliens still there?” 
 
    “It’s there,” Sebastian said. “I hope you don’t mind, but I gave it to Dathan to help with his research.” 
 
    “I’m glad you did,” Dathan said as he dashed in the door with his computer in his hand, waving it. “It’s them. They’re back.” 
 
    “Who?” Addie asked.  
 
    “The energy aliens are back,” he said, “and it doesn’t look like they intend to be the good guys this time.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    “The spatial anomaly experienced a massive energy surge at 0500 yesterday,” Dathan pulled spatial scans from his computer in the science lab later that afternoon. “When I checked it against the data from the Space Exploration Society archive data, the energy signatures matched with the energy aliens.” He pulled another infrared scan, showing a mass of gold and blue light phasing in the purple light of the anomaly. “The difference is that they came slowly before, probably so we wouldn’t notice them before first contact. This time, they all arrived at once.” 
 
    “They’re pure energy beings, so it caused the equivalent of a solar flare from the anomaly,” Skylar said. “The shock wave expanded out and engulfed the station. It looks like it reached as far as the outer orbit of Pluto and Charon.” 
 
    “Do we have any information from the other interstellar settlements or stations?” Sebastian asked.  
 
    Skylar shook her head. “They detected the energy surge, but couldn’t figure out what it was. They’re too far away to get conclusive readings.” 
 
     “They were worried that there was an accident that took out the station,” Skylar said. “I assured them that everything was alright, and that it was an energy surge from the spatial anomaly. That was an interesting conversation. The cybernetics at Alpha Centauri, who are studying the other end of the anomaly, contacted them and said they haven’t received any data or messages from us since we formally began our research of the spatial anomaly.” 
 
    Dathan switched the infrared readings on the scans, plunging the scan into darkness. “It turns out that our communication signals to Alpha Centauri never got through the anomaly.  Our communications toward the Oort Cloud never reemerged on the other side of the anomaly to exit our solar system.” He used both hands to widen the scan. “In any solar system, the matter is clustered up closer to the central star. As you go out from that star, things are spaced further apart. There’s a reason for that: centripetal acceleration. Things widen out as you get further from the center. It doesn’t just happen in the solar system; it happens on larger scales too.” 
 
    Skylar nodded. “Like universal rotation. The matter spreads from the center, so you find more dark matter as you go out from the center.” 
 
    “Not just dark matter, although it’s there and makes up a lot of what we don’t see. There’s something else that not only makes up the space in the outer regions, but furthers expansion. How many of you have heard of dark energy?” 
 
    There were various stares and head shakes around the room.  
 
    “I’ve heard of it, but not much is known about it,” Addie said. “Like dark matter, it’s difficult to see or trace.” 
 
    “It’s difficult if you don’t know how or where to look,” Dathan said. “Fortunately, we got a glimpse of it yesterday, and it was the energy alien signatures that helped me find it.” He tapped the scan into motion, showing various particles swirling out from the anomaly, surrounding the station. “The alien energy is easy to see in an infrared scan. It’s swirling in patterns and phasing, just like what happens in our frontal lobes when this anomaly hits us. I think those swirls are the energy aliens struggling with the dark matter, trying to push it inward, toward the sun.” 
 
    “What would happen if they were successful?” Sebastian asked. 
 
    Dathan opened another screen, showing a simulation of the spatial anomaly. “I had the computer run an algorithm to show what would happen if the energy aliens were successful in pressing the dark energy toward the sun. Since dark energy causes expansion, you can probably guess what pushing against it would do.” He ran the scan, showing the solar system contracting, slowly at first as their station and the Plutonian system shifted forward. The rate accelerated from there, crushing planets and moons in the path of the contracting dark energy in massive gravitational forces pressing toward the sun. The energy from the destruction caused the sun to swell, spreading to engulf the inner planets not destroyed by the dark energy surge. The simulation ended with the rubble of every planet in the solar system drifting around a nova sun, pulsating with the chaotic energy driving it toward destruction. 
 
    “Contraction is destruction,” Addie said. “Why would they do this?” 
 
    “The energy aliens are trying to converge reality into one infinite universe,” Willow said. “The nature of the universe is expansion. It’s been happening since the Big Bang. There are conflicting theories on whether this expansion is infinite, or if it will eventually stop and collapse back on itself. The energy aliens believe that expansion is death. They think it separates us because our choices further this expansion on a larger scale by creating different realities to fill these universes. But they’re wrong.  Expansion is life. It’s the convergence of the multiverse that’s death. Our existence depends on the expansions of our choices. It’s connected to growth from the wisdom of our experiences.” 
 
    “What effect would this time collapse have on the rest of the universe?” Addie asked. “We’ve only confirmed the existence of life in this solar system.” 
 
    Dathan shrugged. “The simulations I ran on that were inconclusive. Some show no effect, but I don’t think our computers could put together a scenario that explains how interfering with the multiverse in this solar system would impact the multiverse. Obviously, it would in some way. It may be instantaneous, or it may take eons.” 
 
    “They keep telling me that everything is connected,” Willow said.  
 
    “It is in multiverse theory,” Addie said, “but the effects can be anything from negligible to chaotic.” 
 
    “Does it matter?” Skylar asked. “All of known life is in this solar system. Would the effects of this scenario matter if every living thing died?” 
 
    “It would, even if there were no life to experience it,” Dathan said, “but we aren’t certain. What if life is evolving somewhere far from here? If everything is connected, then this would affect their evolution eventually. 
 
    “I think we need to return to the current problem.” Sebastian said. “Why do the energy aliens want to eliminate the time element and converge the multiverse when every possible result is destruction of life and the Sol System?” 
 
    “They may not be fully aware of the consequences of this action,” Skylar said. “Obviously, they’re doing this because they have a problem they’re trying to solve. What is it?” 
 
    “We grew apart as their hosts aged and we embraced the cybertec,” Dathan said.  
 
    Willow nodded. “Kalea Kerner Burke’s last words were ‘there’s nothing left.’” She rubbed her scar. “The energy aliens came for survival, but their hosts died and they chose not to bind with other humans. We thought they were grieving, but what if they faced a threat that we weren’t aware of?” 
 
    “What if their grief was the threat?” Skylar asked. “They didn’t have a concept of death or grief until they had first contact with the cybernetics. They were still reeling from that loss when they arrived on Earth, even though we got the impression that it had been a long time since that confrontation occurred. The cybernetics manipulated the Voyager I probe to monitor humanity, and that probe left our solar system in August 2012.” She tapped at the calculator app on her computer. “That’s an 87-year window when the cybernetics intercepted, re-engineered, and reactivated that probe to watch Earth.” 
 
    “The cybernetic records confirm that happened after their first conflict with the energy aliens,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “87 years is a long time to us, but not to interstellar beings who have lived for eons,” Addie said. “Inhabiting human hosts probably alleviated that grief, but then the last of the host died thirty years ago, and they’re plunged back into that darkness of loss.” 
 
    “It was too much, too soon,” Willow said, “and given that they had no concept of grief until first contact with aliens, they don’t know how to process it.” She thought. “Anger and confusion are part of grief. It’s possible they’re trying to ‘solve’ their grief with no concept that they’ll compound it further by destroying all of life, including themselves.” 
 
    “Would this destroy them?” Dathan asked. “Or would they converge with the sun?” 
 
    “If their energy is too much and the sun goes nova, then they’ll die along with the star,” Skylar said. 
 
    Everybody looked around the room silently. Finally, Addie spoke up.  
 
    “We’re looking at this from the perspective of our current reality. Let’s widen this out to the multiverse theory. We’ve sought to pierce the veil of death for a long time. Do you think they’ve done it?” She paused. “Has anybody seen somebody in another universe who’s died in this one?” 
 
    Willow’s stomach flipped as everybody else pondered the question. She swallowed past the lump in her throat. “How would we know if we did? Besides, is that possible?” 
 
    “Why not?” Sebastian asked. “If realities split out, then death is no exception. If there are universes where people die, shouldn’t there be universes where they don’t die?” 
 
    “Immortality isn’t possible in any universe,” Skylar said. “Everybody dies.”  
 
    “True,” Sebastian said, “but the circumstance and timing of death can vary across the multiverse. Somebody can be dead in one universe, and alive in others.” 
 
    Willow stared at the scans. “There’s another possibility. Maybe this isn’t about us. Maybe it’s about them. Have you noticed something? The energy alien signature is the exact opposite of the dark energy signature, at least from these readings.” She looked around the room. “What if the very thing they sought is causing their demise? What if uniting our races stretched their energy too far? What if expansion really is killing them?” 
 
    “There are too many ‘what if’s’,” Dathan said. “We need to know for certain. The question is, how can we get answers?” 
 
    Willow pulled the blue diamond from her pocket. “I think I know a way.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    “I still don’t understand,” Sebastian said as Addie peered at the diamond under the microscope while it churned out data running to their computers. “You had a vision that your brother, who you haven’t seen in nearly six years, gave this to you?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Willow bounced on her heels behind Addie, anxiously awaiting the analysis.  
 
    “And it was under your pillow when you were released from the medical bay after that dark matter wave knocked you out yesterday?” 
 
    Willow stared at Sebastian. “It’s my inheritance. Kalea said it would come to me when I was ready.” She shrugged. “I must be ready.” 
 
    Sebastian threw up his hands in exasperation and went back to this work station to study the incoming results.  
 
    “This is amazing,” Addie said.  
 
    “What is it?” Willow asked. They had been awake all night analyzing neural and space scans, infrared images, historical data, and even combined Willow and Addie’s “unauthorized” research from their days on Earth looking for a common thread to show what the diamond was and how it worked. So far, only two things were obvious: the cybernetics had definitely written code into the cybertec and even the alien DNA that was scissored into their own to limit its full function, and the energy aliens had caused the spatial anomaly that was interacting with it. The energy in that anomaly was only affecting Willow and Dathan now, but it was inevitable that every human being would be affected by the effect of the converging dimensions once it reached the inner solar system, as evidenced by the energy surge that engulfed the station in a temporal flux. 
 
    Another question was how long into the collapse they would survive. Several of Dathan’s simulations showed Mars smashing into Earth to create another asteroid belt before the actual energy wave reached Earth orbit. The shock wave of that could accelerate the process of destroying the solar system. 
 
    “The molecular structure of the diamond is completely bound with the alien energy.”  
 
    Willow slid next to Addie and gasped as she studied the swirls of light. “How is this possible?” she reached under the microscope to carefully remove it. Goose bumps ran up her arm as she grasped it, the blue light shining through her hand.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Addie said. “My theory is that the energy from the alien modified the atomic structure of the diamond over time as Kalea Kerner Burke wore it.” She carefully reached over to touch it, but jerked back as a blue spark shocked her. The light dimmed and then rose again in a fraction of a second.  
 
    “It just phased,” Willow said. “I felt it. The entire room dimmed.” She carefully laid it on the table, where the blue light pulsated.  
 
    “Do you think you can use that to see the other dimensions and stop this anomaly from spreading?” Addie asked.  
 
    “They said only I could wield it,” Willow said. “It kept disappearing on me before. This is the first time it’s stayed when I wasn’t phasing. I was told it would come to me when I’m ready. I guess I’m ready to use it for whatever I’m supposed to do.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    Willow shrugged. “Communicate with them. Tell them that they’re going to hurt us. Surely, they’ll stop. They never wanted to hurt anybody.” 
 
    “They didn’t mind hurting the cybernetics in the Battle of 2099.” 
 
    “That was different, and they regretted it.” 
 
    Addie stared at Willow. “I think we need to get the information on this spatial anomaly from the cybernetics. They identified it, and Dathan might have found a way to get a message through to Alpha Centauri by piggybacking on the dark matter.” 
 
    “You mean by using the same method you used to get our research,” Willow said.  
 
    Addie shrugged. “Whatever works.” 
 
    “Why bother? The cybernetics have done nothing so far. Why should we trust them now?” Willow asked bitterly.  
 
    “Information helps. Maybe they know something we can use.” 
 
    Willow stared at Addie. “They won’t help us. Don’t you see that? They’ve limited us. They want us to be their slaves. We need to free ourselves.” She stared at the diamond. “The energy aliens can save us. We just need to get them on the right path. We need to figure out how to use this to make things right.” 
 
    “I don’t want you hurt,” Addie said. “This has taken a higher toll on you than anybody else.” 
 
    Willow picked up the diamond and slipped it in her pocket. She smiled and put a hand on Addie’s shoulder, her scar glowing blue and sparking against the fabric of Addie’s uniform. “Don’t worry. They’ll listen. They have to. I’m the one they picked. We’ll work together and find a way for me to get through to them.” She dropped her hand, her expression darkening. “But no cybernetics. We don’t need their help. We don’t need anything from them.” 
 
    Addie sighed and rubbed her aching shoulder as Willow left the room. 
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    “Mr. and Mrs. Lanier, thanks for talking to us,” Sebastian said.  
 
    Kaleb and Anaca stared at Sebastian, Skylar, and Addie through the screen. “What’s happening, Dr. Gaillard? Why is our daughter under medical evaluation?” 
 
    “All of the prisoners are under medical evaluation. At first it was because of the DNA Scissoring, but it’s interacting with a spatial anomaly we identified out here in Willow and one other inmate,” Sebastian said. “The spatial anomaly was supposed to be a secret mission, but I’ve been informed that the information was released to the public when a massive surge affected the station a few days ago. It was picked up on every satellite in the solar system, so we couldn’t hide it anymore. All of the inmates who had the DNA Scissoring have suffered from dissociative amnesia, but Willow seems to be struggling with it the most.”  
 
    “I thought the DNA Scissoring was supposed to help her,” Anaca said. “Isn’t the point to do away with the cybertec and help humanity adjust to living in space?” 
 
    “Those are the two purposes we intend to use the procedure for,” Skylar said, “but we’ve discovered that it’s interacting with the spatial anomaly, and the anomaly is connected with the energy aliens. The anomaly started a rapid expansion once we arrived, and we were investigating it to make sure it won’t affect proposed settlements in the outer system, like Titania.”  
 
    “That’s what we heard in the news reports,” Kaleb said, “but they didn’t say why the cybernetics kept the presence of that anomaly a secret for 129 years.” 
 
    Skylar set her face. “It was dismissed as a natural phenomenon. It wasn’t perceived as a threat until we started to expand into the outer solar system.” 
 
    Kaleb crossed his arms. “That’s also what the news says. Can you tell us anything that isn’t on the news feeds?” 
 
    Skylar put up her hands in a gesture of surrender. “Sometimes things are as they seem. Why study something that isn’t a threat, until it becomes one? We’ve had a lot happen in 129 years.” 
 
    Kaleb uncrossed his arms. “How can we help you with Willow?”  
 
    “Mrs. Lanier, we understand that you’re a direct descendant of Bruce and Kalea Burke?” Addie asked. 
 
    “I’m their great granddaughter,” Anaca said. “What does that have to do with anything? Bruce Burke died 33 years ago, and Kalea died 30 years ago.” 
 
    “Our primary reason for contacting you is for insight on Willow,” Sebastian said.  
 
    “It’s guilt. We know that Willow is distressed over what she did,” Kaleb said. “She deeply regrets the cybertec hack. She mentions it every time we talk. The head doctor on your station has encouraged her to forgive herself and create a new life on the station.” 
 
    “Do you think that remorse over her actions is preventing her from adjusting to her new reality?” Anaca asked. “Has it made her psychologically unstable?” 
 
    “It’s certainly possible,” Sebastian said. “She doesn’t talk about her past much and every time she does, she mentions regret over her actions and that she hopes to make amends through her work here.” He paused. “She often mentions a brother, Cayden. She said she hasn’t heard from him since he left for a mission on the Lunar Base just before her cybertec attack. I think talking to him would help her adjust to her new life. Do you know why he hasn’t contacted her?” 
 
    Mr. and Mrs. Lanier exchanged a glance.  
 
    “Cayden never made it to his post on the lunar base,” Anaca said. “He was diagnosed with an inoperable brain tumor at his screening physical. The doctors told him that his only hope for survival was cybertec. The increased radiation on the moon would have reformed the tumor. He could only take his post if he had cybertec to destroy the tumor before he left Earth. He was implanted the day before the cybertec hack.” 
 
    Addie paled. “You mean –“ 
 
    “He’s dead,” Kaleb said. “Our son was a casualty of Willow’s cybertec attack.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    “You look deep in thought,” Dathan said, taking the seat next to Willow at the large bay window in the science lab.  
 
    Willow sighed. “It’s so dark. I didn’t realize what a difference the sun makes.”  
 
    “We really are on the outer reaches of existence,” Dathan peered at the stars glittering against the black sky. “There are no orbital mirrors to increase the light, either. Just the lights we have in this small station, the faint glow of that anomaly on the other side of the station, and space.” 
 
    “There’s a lot of nothing out here,” Willow said. “Or so it seems. But in reality, this is most of creation. Earth truly is a miracle.” She paused. “Do you know what I miss? Weather. Not just the sun, but the wind, and rain, and the feeling of natural air surrounding me.” 
 
    “I miss animals. I had a cabin in the woods that I visited in the summer. I loved to hear birds singing and the cicadas chirping in the summer,” Dathan said.   
 
    “You and I were the only ones who continued to have this dissociative amnesia from the DNA Scissoring they did on us.” Willow stared at Dathan. “Are you related to any of the people who were inhabited by the energy aliens when they arrived in 2098?” 
 
    “I’m Sidney Sinclair’s great-great grandson.”  
 
    “She was Kalea’s right hand person,” Willow mumbled. “I’m sure most of us on this station are related to one of the original inhabitants somehow, since there were five million of them in our great-great grandparents’ generation.” 
 
    “I checked the database. You and I are the only direct descendants of the leaders.” Dathan stared at the diamond glowing faintly against the scar in Willow’s hand. “It looks like it’s up to you to deliver the message, or the weapon. What are you going to do with that?” 
 
    Willow stared at the diamond in her hand. “I’m not sure. It’s a link to them, but I don’t know how it works. All I know is that we have to find a way to use it to communicate with the energy aliens.” She dropped her head. “Addie thinks we need to ask the cybernetics for help. I don’t think they’ll help.” 
 
    Dathan shrugged. “I don’t know what to think. The problem is getting bigger. Maybe our search for the solution needs to grow, too.” He handed his E-Reader to Willow. “This might help.” 
 
    Willow took the computer. “What’s this?” 
 
    “We heard back from the cybernetics on the spatial anomaly.”  
 
    “We shouldn’t have to beg them for their data,” Willow said sharply as she laid the E-Reader in her lap.  
 
    “No, we shouldn’t,” Dathan said, “but remember that they don’t communicate the same way we do. They’re networked, and share their thoughts. They don’t understand how to communicate verbally. We made it clear in 2099 that humanity rejected that hive mind and wanted to maintain our individuality. They had the grace to comply, but they’re so far ahead of us technologically that they don’t know what to reveal. If it doesn’t fit in our current systems, then they don’t mention it. They wait for us to rise to it, or to ask for it.” 
 
    “If we ask, then they determine whether they think we’re ready. It’s not right for them to insist that everything be done their way. That’s not how cooperative relationships work.” 
 
    Dathan crossed his arms. “And yet, we punished them for not doing things our way with the cybertec hack.” 
 
    Willow turned away, staring out of the window.  
 
    Dathan put a hand on her shoulder. “They aren’t perfect, but neither are we. Consider their struggles with us. The same cybernetics that came to Earth 129 years ago had to readjust to five generations of humanity.” 
 
    “Yet they live on, while we die” Willow mumbled.  
 
    “That’s true, but at least they try to keep communication open with each new generation. What did the energy aliens do when their hosts died? They left. Now they’re threatening to tear apart reality to make it what they want it to be instead of having the grace to let it simply be what it is. The cybernetics are trying to work with us. What are the energy aliens doing?”  
 
    Willow looked down at the E-Reader. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Exactly. Who’s the bad guy? Maybe everybody; maybe nobody.” He tapped the E-Reader in Willow’s lap. “The energy aliens came under the flag of unity. Don’t we owe it to all three of our races to find a solution that restores that unity on terms that suit all of our needs?” 
 
    “I suppose so.” Willow blew out a long breath. “Did Addie send you to talk to me?” 
 
    “Actually, this is from Sebastian. He’s worried about you. We all are. This is a heavy burden you’re carrying, Willow. You need to open up to explore all possibilities, whether you prefer them or not. Let the cybernetics help us, if they can.  They want to.  Maybe we should let them.” 
 
    Willow picked up the E-reader and tapped it open, staring at the information streaming across the screen. “I suppose we do need this data to help us -- ”she stopped, her eyes widening in alarm.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Where are Sebastian and Addie?” 
 
    “They’re studying this data in the science lab. Why? Did you find something?” 
 
    Willow jumped from her seat. “Something we forgot, but the cybernetics didn’t.” 
 
    Dathan took the E-reader to study the data and stood. “It’s not forgotten anymore. Let’s go save the universe.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    “The cybernetic aliens had a weapon that they used against the energy aliens in the Battle of 2099,” Skylar said.  
 
    Sebastian, Skylar, Addie, and Dathan pulled their chairs into a circle in the center of the science lab, staring at the graphs of energy readings floating from Willow’s computer.  
 
    “It was a dark matter weapon,” Willow said. “It was designed to separate the energy alien signature from the human hosts RNA, which is how they bound. Didn’t the energy aliens develop an energy net through the solar buildings to counteract this weapon?” 
 
    “They did,” Addie said. “They used their own energy to repel the dark energy. Further research on both weapons was suspended when we established peace amongst our races.” 
 
    “The cybernetics didn’t forget about it,” Skylar opened scans from the Alpha Centauri system, projecting them next to Willow’s images in the center of the circle. “They’re resurrecting their research in Alpha Centauri, with one important modification. Instead of using dark matter as the element, they’re experimenting with dark energy.” 
 
    Sebastian leaned back. “No wonder they didn’t ask about our lack of communication until the energy surge occurred. The Earth and Inner System Government would be furious if they knew the cybernetics had resumed their weapons research.” 
 
    “The cybernetics resumed the research because of the spatial anomaly,” Dathan said. “The information I got from them once we got past the communication block was fascinating. The cybernetics speculate that the anomaly was caused by the energy aliens entering our solar system. They suspected that the energy aliens set it up to lock us into this solar system, and that building this station triggered the accelerated expansion of the anomaly.” 
 
    “Why would the energy aliens want to lock us in this solar system?” Addie asked.  
 
    “The energy aliens believe Earth is the home planet for all of our races, and we don’t need to leave it,” Willow said. “You can find that in the historical records. They opposed the settlements on the moon and Mars, terraforming of the Jovian and Saturnian moons, and the space stations throughout the solar system.  They objected every time we branched off world. Both humanity and the cybernetics argued that it was the only way to accommodate the increasing human population, so it was two races against one, and expansion prevailed.” She paused, opening more scans that showed a time lapse of the spatial anomaly. “The DNA Scissoring with the cybernetic and cloned stem cells might be the only reason why it hasn’t destroyed the system already.” 
 
    “How’s that?” Dathan asked.  
 
    Sebastian opened a neural scan next to the space scans. “We talked about how the anomaly readings seem to phase in and out of the frontal lobe. It affected everybody upon arrival at the station, but it only remains effective in Willow and Dathan.” 
 
    “I’m a direct descendant of Sidney Sinclair,” Dathan said. “It looks like their energy ‘found’ a familiar component in our RNA when we arrived, and that’s why it keeps phasing me and Willow in and out of alternate realities. The energy aliens are using the anomaly to open communication with humanity again.” 
 
    “The dark energy left the other eight prisoners soon after our arrival on the station,” Willow said. “The energy aliens told me that in my last vision, but Mindy allowed me to review neural scans from our weekly physicals. I confirmed that they are no longer affected by dark energy from the anomaly, except when the massive wave from it engulfed the station recently. That affected everybody.” 
 
    “It looks like the cybernetic DNA in the frontal lobe is what pulls you back into our reality,” Sebastian tapped a scan into motion. “Look at this scan we took from Dathan a few weeks ago, when he was caught between universes. I highlighted the cybernetic DNA in red so you could watch it in motion.” They studied the scan as the red strands of DNA wrapped around the energy DNA, pulling it back into the brain each time it phased out. 
 
    “That’s amazing,” Addie said. “It’s like the energy is fighting itself.” 
 
    “It is,” Willow launched another scan from the anomaly, showing the energy swirling in and out of phase with patches of darkness. “The same thing is happening in the spatial anomaly, where the energy readings are clashing with dark energy. The cybernetic DNA is doing the same thing in our brain. It’s protecting us from being inhabited by the energy aliens again.”  
 
    “Or being pulled into the anomaly permanently,” Dathan said. “It’s ironic. We were sent here for resisting the cybernetics, but their DNA is protecting us from being taken over by the energy aliens.” 
 
    Skylar pulled the scan of the spatial anomaly to the forefront, next to a scan of the weapon. “The cybernetics discovered that the spatial anomaly is only spreading into our system, not out of it. The imbalanced expansion lends to the theory that the energy aliens are the cause of it, because a natural spatial phenomenon isn’t likely to expand in such a directed fashion unless there’s an outside element influencing it. It’s ‘reaching’ toward human interstellar settlements in our solar system.” 
 
    “Is it possible it’s a coincidence that it’s grown towards us?” Willow asked 
 
    “It’s possible, but not likely,” Addie said. “The order of the universe is chaos, but notice the wording: order in chaos. In this case, there’s nothing out here that would interfere with the anomaly to cause it to behave in such a directed manner.” 
 
    “Except us,” Dathan said. 
 
    “The cybernetics hypothesize that redesigning their previous dark energy weapon into a dark matter weapon might close the anomaly,” Addie said. “So far their tests at Alpha Centauri have been successful.” She tapped the Alpha Centauri scans in motion to show simulations of deep space experiments launching the dark energy weapon against solar flares from the binary system. “The dark energy was successful in every simulation against the massive solar flares in the Alpha Centauri system, so they believe it can work to close this anomaly.” 
 
    “They also hope to further develop it into a tool to neutralize the radiation in the Alpha Centauri system for future human inhabitation,” Skylar said, “but that’s a long-term goal. Their immediate priority is to stabilize this solar system by dissolving the spatial anomaly.” 
 
    “Those cybernetic probes must be well cloaked if we didn’t detect them,” Dathan said, “and they were affected by the same surges that destroyed our transmissions to the cybernetics. They received a huge data dump when I reopened communications by piggybacking the dark matter through a parallel universe to get a message to Alpha Centauri.” 
 
    “The cybernetics want to help,” Skylar continued. “They want to send a couple of their own here to assist in dispersing this weapon to close the anomaly.” 
 
    “Send them here?” Willow asked. “I thought we were looking for ways to survive in space without them.” 
 
    Sebastian laid a hand over Willow’s hand. “Administrator Juskus thinks our need is too great to turn them away. He’s already accepted their help. A contingency will arrive in a week.” 
 
    “Why would he do that?”  Willow asked.  
 
     “It isn’t our station, Willow,” Skylar said. “It belongs to the government as a penal colony. The government can use it as they see fit, and they’ve given approval for the cybernetics to come.” 
 
    “This is an issue that threatens the entire solar system,” Sebastian said. “You know what we’re up against. We need their help.” 
 
    Willow shook her head. “The energy aliens picked me.” She pulled the diamond from her pocket. “They gave this to me because they don’t want to deal with the cybernetics anymore. They trusted that the people on this station would help them!” 
 
    “They can trust us to help them,” Skylar said, “but they haven’t considered all of the facts. They might not know them, and we certainly don’t. We might not like the cybernetics, but we do officially have a cooperative relationship with them. They obviously have information and technology we need to help all of our races. Why not use it?” 
 
    “The spatial anomaly is a threat to everybody in this solar system,” Dathan said. “I don’t like it, but I think we need the cybernetics’ help on this one.  Humanity can’t negotiate this alone.” 
 
    “Humanity shouldn’t negotiate this alone,” Sebastian said. “The cybernetics are part of this solar system too, and this will affect their survival as much as ours. They have a right to a place in the negotiations.” 
 
    “I notice you keep saying ‘negotiations,” Willow said. “What if the anomaly isn’t a threat? Using that weapon, even to neutralize the anomaly, might destroy the energy aliens.” 
 
    “We don’t know that,” Dathan said.  
 
    Willow pointed to the space scan. “We do. You see it right there. Their energy is fighting with the dark energy. We’ll kill them.” 
 
    “Your diamond hasn’t shown any indication of being lethal,” Skylar opened Dathan’s scan of the growing anomaly crushing the solar system as the sun burned through the remnants. “Everybody dies if we don’t stop the anomaly from spreading; human and cybernetic. There’s a chance the energy aliens won’t survive that solar surge, either. A star going nova would be too much for the energy readings we have in the historical data on them. If we don’t stop this, everybody dies.  I thought you said you didn’t want to hurt anybody else.” 
 
    “This is our chance to save people,” Addie said. “We hurt a lot of people on Earth with the cybertec virus. We killed a lot of people. We can’t undo the past, but we can save the present and future.” She hugged Willow. “Please, Willow. We feel the same guilt and remorse that you do over the cybertec attack. We want to atone for what we did as much as you do. Do it for Earth. Do it for our families. Do it for the human race.” 
 
    “Do it for all three races,” Dathan said. “Do it for life.” 
 
    Willow thought, studying the scans. Finally, she swiped her scans closed. “I’ll work with the cybernetics, but I don’t like it.” 
 
    Sebastian shook his head. “None of us do, but you’re a scientist. We have to cooperate sometimes when we’d rather resist for the sake of the greater good.” 
 
    “The greater good is all that matters,” Addie said as she stared at the scans, “because at this point, friends and enemies don’t matter. Survival does.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    “How could you betray me?” 
 
    Willow opened her eyes to see Neith standing over her. She pulled the diamond from under her pillow, her pale face illuminated by blue light. “I have it. I can wield it, and with their help, I can stop the destruction.” 
 
    “You’ll cause destruction if you go through with this plan. I can’t believe you’d agree to work with the cybernetics!” 
 
    Willow balked. “I can’t believe that hurting and killing a thousand people isn’t enough for you. I guess you won’t be happy until everybody’s dead!” 
 
    “Everybody won’t die. Everybody will be saved.” 
 
    Willow snorted. “You keep saying that, but you have no idea what you’re really wishing for with this crazy scenario. It’s a worse idea than the virus was.” 
 
     “You’re still guilty, just like the rest of us.” Neith looked away. “Humanity is guilty. We should have never allowed the cybernetic aliens to set foot on Earth. We should have killed them in 2099.” 
 
    Willow shook her head. “You aren’t the Neith I knew. Either you’ve changed, or you deceived me.” 
 
    “You’re being deceived now. You pay your penance, and they use your guilt and remorse to play you for a fool. The people on this station and the cybernetics have their own agenda, and it’s worse than ours. They tell you that convergence of the multiverse is destruction, but that’s a lie. It’s salvation! It will free you of this place and will unite you with everybody you love. You won’t be a prisoner anymore. You won’t be separated from anybody, or anything. Convergence will make you truly free.” 
 
    “I saw Dathan’s scans. The spatial anomaly is going to destroy this system and all of life with it.” 
 
    Neith took the diamond from Willow, pulling up a scan from it as if it were a computer projection. “This scan?”  
 
    Willow trembled as she watched the sun expand in a collapsing system. “That’s what will happen if I use this.”  
 
    He waved his hand over the diamond, pulling blue light from it. The light transitioned to a purple and blue glow engulfing them, surrounding them with ten strands of what looked like DNA swirling around them. “No, Willow. This is what will happen.” He reached toward the strands, pulling them together. “The universes will unite. Instead of infinite multiverses, there will be one single reality of infinite possibilities.” He pulled a strand from the mix, a cold glow in his eyes as he crushed it in his hand. The other strands trembled, and then converged in a braid, forming a glittering rainbow light. “Time is the dimension that binds us. Time separates us. Removing the element of time opens infinite possibilities. We will no longer be bound by death, or bad choices, or uncontrollable circumstances, or anything that forces us to conform to unexpected consequences, grief, and suffering. There will be no boundaries or limits. It will be complete freedom; complete joy; complete life as it was created to be.” 
 
    Orbs of light floated from the nine-braid strand, forming bodies that circled around Willow. She gasped as she noticed the faces of her parents and cousins. One approached slowly, reaching a hand toward her. Tears flowed down her cheeks as she took the hand resolving to Cayden’s form. 
 
    “You can see him again. You’ll never be separated from him, or anybody else,” Neith said. The other forms cleared to show the faces of her parents, grandparents, and great grandparents. One of the forms emerged from behind them, smiling and reaching for her.  
 
    “Willow.”  
 
    Willow gasped. “Grandmom Kalea?” 
 
    Kalea took Willow’s hand glowing with the blue scar. “I’m glad I was able to pass my energy to you before I left. I told you it would find you when the time is right.”  
 
    Willow cried openly. “I want to see you too,” she looked around, her gaze fixing on Cayden. “I will see you again, won’t I?” 
 
    Kalea dropped Willow’s hand. The glowing faded, leaving Willow’s hand cold. “That depends on your choices. If you make the right ones, you’ll never face separation again. If you don’t—“ 
 
    Cayden frowned, his form fading. “You’ll never see me again, Willow.” 
 
    “No! Where are you going?” Willow ran after him, but his form dissipated back into the braid. She turned to Neith. “Why does he keep leaving?” 
 
    Neith’s blue eyes softened as he looked at her. “You don’t know.” 
 
    “Know what?” Willow asked. “Why won’t he talk to me?” 
 
    “He can’t,” Neith gently placed the diamond in her hand and wrapped her fingers around it, muffling the light. “He’s dead.” 
 
    Willow gasped, dropping the diamond to the floor. It rolled under the bed, plunging the room into darkness. “How?” 
 
    “The cybertec virus killed him.” The blue and purple glow faded as Neith’s form dissipated. “Be careful who you believe, or you’ll make more mistakes that will ruin every reality forever.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    “Is Cayden dead?” 
 
    Shock jolted the faces of Willow’s parents on the computer screen the next evening during the weekly communication hour. Finally, Kaleb took a deep breath. “They told you.” 
 
    “Who told me what?” Willow asked. “Nobody told me anything.” She tapped the side of her head, which was still aching from the blood pressure spike caused by the anomaly the previous night. “I heard it in here. When I woke and the pain receptor dampening took effect, I realized that this isn’t like Cayden. He’s never been angry at me. He’s never cut me off. What happened?” 
 
    Her parents exchanged a glance.  
 
    Willow sighed. “Just tell me. Did he have cybertec? Did my virus kill him?” 
 
    Anaca sniffled. “We didn’t know until your sentence was passed and you were prepping for stasis for the trip to the station. You know how chaotic things were on Earth after the attack. All systems were affected and it took six months to get everything up and running properly again. We assumed that’s why we didn’t hear from Cayden. We hired a private detective firm when he didn’t respond to us once communications were restored. People were stonewalling us because they didn’t want to risk any negative associations with the media or the government.  The detectives had contacts on the Lunar Base, and they verified that Cayden never arrived at his new post. He was held in a preservation pod for the entire year of your arrest and trial. Bryce finally called one of the detectives when your trial ended and got publicly involved with the search. He identified Cayden’s body.” Bryce was Willow’s cousin. “Bryce contacted us and buried Cayden’s ashes on the family plot in the church cemetery on Earth so we wouldn’t have to go through another fight with Earth government to come back to handle Cayden’s final arrangements. Bryce also handled selling our portion of the estate.” 
 
    “You sold our portion of the estate on Earth?” Willow’s stomach churned. She knew she had been banned from Earth, but held out a small hope that someday, she could go back home. That was impossible if her parents had sold out her property rights on Terran soil.  
 
    “Sold on paper only,” Anaca said. “The family members pooled money to buy it so it wouldn’t pass out of the family. We can redeem it if we choose to go back to Earth, but I don’t think we’ll ever return.” 
 
    Kaleb shook his head. “The government turned on the families and all known friends and associates convicted in the cybertec virus attack as well. It makes me sick that this situation went so far that we had to hire a private investigative firm to find Cayden, and get around government and media interference.” 
 
    Willow grunted. “I’m surprised they didn’t cremate Cayden immediately and write him off as a ‘John Doe.’” 
 
    “That was the plan, but the administrator of the Lunar Base convinced them that they’d take care of notifying the family,” Kaleb said. “He forgot about it with the communication blackout and the trial. They may have done that if Bryce and the detectives didn’t step up and make some noise about it. It did cause some negative backlash on some conservative media networks. The government decided to do the right thing when the detectives turned up scrutiny on why the body was held for a year.” 
 
    “The detectives said it would be in our best interests to sell our portion of the estate,” Anaca said. “He found out there was a proposal in the World Government to seize all Earth property of individuals charged in the cybertec crimes. We had to act fast.”  
 
    “So there’s literally nothing left for me on Earth now,” Willow said. “Our home is gone, or at least passed on to the rest of the family.” 
 
    “There’s nothing on Earth for any of us,” Kaleb said, “but plenty is left out here. At least we salvaged something from this mess. We have the money from the sale of the estate, and we have each other. That’s all we need to build a new life out here.” 
 
    Willow choked on a sob. “How could they do this?” 
 
    “The people on Earth are cruel,” Caleb said. “They think your sentence on Kuiper One is generous, but the truth is that they sent you out there to die, if that’s what’s necessary to save them from this spatial anomaly. They don’t care about the spacers.” 
 
    Willow swiped her tears away with the sleeve of her uniform. “Cayden didn’t do anything. Couldn’t they have cloned him? He was highly regarded on Earth.” 
 
    Anaca shook her head. “We applied to have Cayden cloned. They can use the nanotech to help with rebuilding neural connections and retain memories, but our application was denied. They claimed they didn’t have enough nanotech data to rebuild Cayden’s neural networks because he’d had it for such a short time. But most cloning applications for people who died in that attack were denied because the doctors claimed the nanotech was too damaged to rebuild the neural networks. “ 
 
     “I’m sorry we didn’t tell you sooner,” Kaleb said. “You were so distressed that we couldn’t seem to find a way to break it to you without breaking you.” 
 
    “I’m not a china doll!” Willow snapped. “I’m a human being. Don’t you think I deserved to know the truth? I killed my brother.”   
 
    “That’s why we didn’t tell you,” Anaca said. “You have enough guilt and remorse. We didn’t want to add to it.” 
 
    “I thought Cayden was on the lunar base. He told me he took that job!” Willow paused to swipe tears from her face. “He was supposed to leave three days before I launched that virus!” 
 
    “They found a brain tumor during his physical before his departure,” Kaleb said. “They told him he would have to get the nanotech to dissolve it if he wanted to accept the position. Chemo and radiation treatments only put it in remission. You can’t leave Earth unless you have cybertec to completely destroy the cancer. The increased radiation in space reforms tumors at an accelerated rate. Cybertec was Cayden’s only option for survival if he wanted to leave Earth.” 
 
     “Cayden didn’t tell anybody about the tumor or nanotech,” Anaca said. “The funeral director who cremated Cayden told Bryce that he found nanotech in his autopsy scans. Bryce got the medical records and found that Cayden had been implanted the day before the attack.” 
 
    “Poor Bryce,” Willow thought of her mild-mannered cousin being hit with that news. It was bad enough to identify a cousin who was like a brother to you growing up, but to find out he had cybertec in a family that disapproved of it had to be a shock. She swallowed past the lump in her throat. “I killed Cayden.” 
 
    “No,” her parents said together sharply.  
 
    “It sounds like I did. It was my virus that crashed the cybertec.” She sobbed. “How could you hold this in for six years? Why do you want to move out here closer to me?” 
 
    “You’re our child and we love you,” Anaca said. “We know you didn’t mean for this to happen, and we know that Neith modified that virus to make it lethal. It’s not your fault.” 
 
    “Neith killed Cayden, not you,” Kaleb said, “and it was Cayden’s decision to keep this information about the tumor and cybertec to himself. He had a fast-growing tumor, and that was his best chance of survival. Cayden should have known that we could reconsider our opinion of the cybertec if it would save his life. He made that decision, not you.” Kaleb paused. “It’s no use blaming yourself for his death. It’s no use blaming anybody, because blame won’t bring Cayden back. Some things can’t be fixed, and this is one of them.  Cayden’s death is something we’ve had to learn to live with, and you will too. I’m sorry.” 
 
    There’s nothing left. 
 
    Willow shuddered.  
 
    That isn’t true. We’re alive. Something has to be left. 
 
    Some things can’t be fixed. 
 
    Some things can be fixed! 
 
    No, everything dies in the end. Convergence is the answer.  
 
    There has to be a better way; a right way. 
 
    Willow shook off the unbidden thoughts and swiped a tear from her face with her jumpsuit sleeve. “Who did you think told me about Cayden?” 
 
    “That nice man that you work for, Dr. Gaillard,” Anaca said. “He called us a week ago to ask if we could put you in contact with Cayden. He was worried about you, and thought talking to Cayden would help. Skylar and Addie were on the call too.” 
 
    “We asked them not to tell you,” Kaleb said. “Not until this situation with the spatial anomaly is resolved.” He leaned forward. “Listen to me carefully, Willow: you are not Earth’s destroyer. You’re out there because of your potential to save humanity, not to destroy it. Forgive yourself, and you can save us all.” 
 
    You can save reality. 
 
    “They have you isolated out there, and you need all the support you can get,” Anaca smiled. “I’m glad you’re connecting with others on the station. You don’t seem as lonely and depressed as you were the first time we talked. I think you’re taking steps toward forgiveness. Let them help you, Willow. Don’t do this alone. Don’t do anything alone. You don’t have to.” 
 
    “Mindy Katel has been sending the families of everybody on the station updates of your weekly check-ins,” Kaleb said. “What’s this about the cybernetics coming there?” 
 
    Willow shook her head. “Administrator Juskus is forcing it on us. He wants all the help he can get, and the cybernetics have a dark energy weapon that they believe can close the anomaly. I’m not sure about it, and I don’t know what to do. I’m told that either way is destruction. Somebody’s lying to me. The question is, who?” 
 
    Anaca touched her chest. “Search your heart. You already know the answer. You just need to find it for yourself.” 
 
    “Don’t be too hard on the people on the station, either,” Kaleb said. “You’re in the outer reaches of the solar system with them, and they care about you. I was pleasantly surprised that your research team reached out to us.” 
 
    “I’m not very pleased with them right now,” Willow said bitterly. 
 
    “I understand why you’d be angry at them for not telling you,” Kaleb said, “but remember, we asked them to let us tell you. They were abiding by our wishes. At least they can be trusted.”  
 
    “I’m sorry we didn’t tell you about Cayden,” Anaca said again. “I still can’t believe he’s gone.” 
 
    Willow sobered. “You really don’t blame me?” 
 
    “No,” Kaleb said. “We can’t blame you. How could you have known that Cayden had cybertec?” 
 
    “We all make mistakes, and sometimes bad things happen,” Anaca said.  “That’s one of the harsh realities of life. We forgive you, and you’re paying your penance to society. Now you have to forgive yourself. Let the guilt go. Everything isn’t your fault.” 
 
    Willow looked down as the five-minute chime sounded on the computer station. “I don’t know how to forgive myself and move on.” 
 
    “Let your friends help, Willow,” Kaleb said. “It’s the only way we can survive. It’s the only way to move on.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    “I can’t believe we’re waiting to welcome the very ones we were sent here for fighting,” Addie said as they waited in the loading dock of the station.  
 
    “I can’t believe you called my parents,” Willow stared at the silver pod docking with the station.  
 
    Sebastian stared at Willow. “We were trying to help you. We know this is difficult, and thought talking to Cayden would help you adjust to life out here. We had no idea he died.” 
 
    “And you didn’t tell me when you did know,” Willow said. “Why am I supposed to trust any of you now?” 
 
    “Because we trusted your parents to tell you themselves, and they did,” Addie said.  
 
    “They didn’t tell me,” Willow said.  
 
    Addie’s eyes widened. “Then who did?” 
 
    Willow snorted. “That anomaly has me jumping across dimensions, remember?” 
 
    “I suppose we didn’t consider that you might learn things outside of normal perspective,” Sebastian said.  
 
    “I suppose you didn’t.” 
 
    “Willow, I’m sorry,” Sebastian said. “Everybody was trying to protect you.” 
 
    Willow stared at him with flaring eyes. “Why? We’re on the brink of destruction. What’s one more piece of bad news? At least I don’t have to worry about my brother dying. I already killed him!” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Addie said. “I’m sorry too, but we don’t have time for this now. We have two cybernetics fixing to board the station. We need to be united; not squabbling like a bunch of pissed off parakeets.” 
 
    Willow blew out a breath, her gaze fixed on the ship in front of them. “What is reality? I don’t know what to believe anymore. Nothing is stable.” She turned to Sebastian and Addie, her eyes still flaring. “Nothing is real.” 
 
    “Too much is real,” Addie said, “and that’s the problem. We need to figure out what belongs and what doesn’t. We need to set things right.” She gestured at the two dark forms entering the decontamination station. “Let’s hope these drones can help us do that. Otherwise, we’re dead.” 
 
    They turned their attention to the chamber between them and the two drones that exited the ship, going through a series of scans to filter out potential toxins and foreign substances.  
 
    “What are they thinking?” Addie mused.  
 
    “I’m sure they’re as scared as we are,” Sebastian said, “but they’re here, and that’s what matters.” He turned toward the two women standing beside him. “We need one another, ladies. Don’t forget that. They are not the enemy today.” 
 
    “Do you think we’d try to cause trouble?” Addie asked. “Sebastian, we’re prisoners. We can’t hurt anybody.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “I’m not supposed to know about all of that research from Earth your former colleagues downloaded to your E-Readers?” 
 
    Addie cleared her throat. “It’s all for the sake of research, and you should be glad we did it. That information was helpful to this,” she waved a hand toward the door. “It’s how I discovered that the anomaly is a rift between parallel universes, and it helped Dathan discover the collapsing time element and get a signal to Alpha Centauri through a parallel universe.” 
 
    “It’s also how we confirmed that the cybernetics were telling us the truth when the transmissions finally went through to Alpha Centauri,” Willow said.  
 
    Sebastian turned back toward the door. “That’s why I chose not to report it.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Willow said stiffly.  
 
    “Alien one is clear,” Skylar said in their earpieces from the adjacent scanning room. “I’m opening the door.” 
 
    “Acknowledge,” Sebastian said. The light on the door panel chimed as it changed from red to green. The smaller form stepped forward. They were surprised to see it was a human, with ivory skin, blonde hair, and striking blue eyes. She wore a black, one-piece suit over her slim figure. She smiled and offered her hand to Sebastian.  
 
    “Greetings from the cybernetics. I’m Hailey Reed, their ambassador.  
 
    Sebastian visibly relaxed, shaking her hand firmly. “Miss Reed, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Sebastian Gaillard, the head of biological science for Kuiper Station One.” He waved his hand. “Allow me to present my colleagues, Adilynn, and –“ 
 
    “Willow Lanier,” Hailey stepped in front of Willow and smiled warmly, shaking her hand vigorously. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you. You do know that we’re related.” 
 
    Willow nodded. “You and Kalea Kerner Burke were cousins.” 
 
    Hailey mimicked the nod, her face sad. “It’s hard to say ‘were’ when talking about her, and the other members of the family. I know it’s been thirty years, but I still can’t believe she’s gone, and I live on because of these cybernetic implants.” 
 
    “Are you a cybernetic?” Willow asked.  
 
    “By your definition yes, although I consider myself a hybrid,” Hailey said. “I’m still human, with their technology. I’m glad they found a way to do everything through updates to the cybertec without needing these transmitter implants,” she tapped the black rubber mesh around her wrists and lower hands. “Your research to do it through DNA Scissoring without using the machines is fascinating.” She smiled. “Kalea would be proud of you.” 
 
    “I’m a prisoner. I’m doing this because I disabled the cybertec and hurt a lot of people.”  
 
    Hailey hugged Willow. “You are becoming a new creation, Willow. Your past is just that: the past. You need to learn from it, let it go, and move on. You have magnificent potential, and you’re moving in a right direction. Kalea would know that. That’s why I say she would be proud. I’m proud of you too.” She turned to Sebastian and Addie. “I know that we’re not supposed to be here because this station is for non-cybernetic research and development. Thank you for allowing us aboard. We hope we can help you discover a way to neutralize this anomaly and restore safety to our system.” 
 
    “Alien Two is clear,” Skylar said.  
 
    “Who did you bring?” Sebastian asked.  
 
    Hailey turned to stare at the dark form waiting in the bay.  “That requires more explanation. Please bear in mind that the cybernetics chose to implant and send him because they believe he can help.” She lowered her voice, leaning toward them. “There’s more going on than you realize. We do intend to help you set things right.”  
 
    Sebastian tapped his earpiece. “Skylar, send in the second individual.” 
 
    “Acknowledge,” the door chimed again. A gust of wind ushered the larger individual into the light in front of him. Willow gasped as the man stepped forward, his blue eyes glinting red in the low station illumination. He wore the same uniform as Hailey, but his was looser on his now-muscular frame.  
 
    “Neith,” she said.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
    “Traitor!” Addie rushed toward Neith. “How dare you come here as a free man when you’re the reason we’re prisoners!” 
 
    “Stop!” Sebastian grabbed Addie her from behind. “They’re cooperating, remember?”  
 
    Willow stared at Neith. “How is it that you, the former leader of the cybernetic resistance movement on Earth, are now one of their ambassadors?” 
 
    He pushed his brown hair out of his face. Absurdly, Willow noticed that it was slightly longer than he kept it on Earth. “You’re serving your sentence, and I’m serving mine.” 
 
    “You disappeared!” Willow said.  
 
    “I was removed from an inappropriate situation,” Neith said calmly. 
 
     “How are you at Alpha Centauri with the cybernetics, instead of the Jovian system where you’re supposed to be?” Addie asked. She turned her head toward Sebastian. “Will you let me go?” 
 
    “Are you going to hit him?” Sebastian asked.  
 
    “Not yet,” Addie said.  
 
    Sebastian released Addie and turned to Neith. “Answer the question. Why are you here instead of the mining colony where the judge sent you?” 
 
    “It wasn’t safe for him to be in this solar system,” Hailey held up an external storage chip. “I’ll show you why.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
    “Let me start by saying that the cybernetics always said there was something unique about the Sol system,” Hailey said. She opened the scans to the solar system and Alpha Centauri, setting them side by side. “Here’s a comparison with our closest neighbor. On the surface, Sol isn’t different from any other star in existence. It has the same elemental compounds, the same chemical reactions, and it exhibits the same properties as every other star.” She highlighted some features with her fingers, causing blue lines to branch out from Sol, Alpha Centauri A, and Alpha Centauri B. Significantly more lines emitted from Sol. “But the energy is drastically different. Sol is putting out more ambient energy than any other star the cybernetics have encountered.” 
 
    “Ambient energy?” Skylar asked. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “The energy from Sol expands out to the rest of the solar system with more potent energy than it should, given the stage of its life cycle. The energy is, for lack of a better term, more potent in a sustaining way than it is in any other system that we’ve studied.” 
 
    “The cybernetics have ways of measuring things that we don’t,” Neith said. “We’ve known that they can see and control dark matter, at least to a degree. Part of it is their technology, and the other part is what they learned from the energy aliens. In fact,” he pulled a scan from the central computer in the science lab, showing the energy RNA patterns from an energy alien, “their energy is an exact match to the solar energy of this system.” 
 
    “Which makes sense, since all three of our races were born on Earth,” Hailey said. “Early astronomical events in Earth’s history, perhaps even the event that took out the dinosaurs, took the genetic material for the energy and cybernetic aliens out of our system. We were all born here,” Hailey paused. “All of known life started on Earth.” 
 
    “Annaliese Kerner Boyce discovered that before the Battle of 2099.” Willow said. “Do you know why life only emerged here, and nowhere else?” 
 
    “The energy of this sun is different,” Hailey said. “It’s cooperatively bound with life. To put it in the simplest terms, it’s the purest form of creation energy that the cybernetics have found anywhere.” 
 
    “We’re pretty far removed from the Big Bang,” Skylar said. “How is it possible that this form of original energy still exists? Shouldn’t it be diluted with the expansion of the universe?” 
 
    “It should, and it has been everywhere else. For some reason, it isn’t here. The cybernetics haven’t been able to figure out why there’s only one ‘blue zone,’ as we call it, in existence.” 
 
    “Their own system sustained life,” Willow said, “so it must have been similar to ours.” 
 
    “It was. Their archive data indicated that their system had this same energy at about ninety percent of the potency of the Terran system. It was similar to ours, but their system was nearly fifty light years away,” Neith said. “The concentration of this pure creation energy is rare.” 
 
    “There’s a possibility that we are the only life in existence,” Hailey said. “If there is other life, it’s too far away for us to know, or hasn’t evolved to the degree of discovery. That means it could be a long time if we ever discover more life in the universe.” 
 
    “If it exists,” Neith said.  
 
     “What does this mean?” Addie asked. “I see a lot of physics here, but no practical application. Where do the anomaly and collapsing time element come in?” 
 
    Hailey opened another scan of the spatial anomaly. “You’ve discovered the link between the growth of the anomaly and humanity’s ventures deeper into the solar system. You also know it’s a result of the energy aliens trying to collapse the time dimension.” She ran a scan showing the anomaly shifting, with the future projections mirroring Dathan’s images of the projected path. “Our projections are identical to your own. The energy aliens believe that removing the time dimension will converge the multiverses into one, single universe of infinite possibilities. What they fail to account for is that they’ve confused their theories.” Hailey opened scans of the universe, rotating it. “The multiverse theory originates in the Big Bang theory, with random fluctuations in the quantum foam that shift in and out of existence opening the possibility of parallel universes. There are constants in each universe: length, width, height, and time. There are also uniform laws of physics across every universe, like gravity, thermodynamics, mass, energy, and the law of relativity. These constants hold each universe together.” 
 
    Neith opened another scan. “The energy aliens believe that removing the time element will converge all of these universes together, so life won’t be bound to one reality. The problem is that their reasoning is flawed, because they’re operating on a different theory based on string theory.” He ran his energy scans showing lines intersecting and weaving, some creating pockets that merged into and out of existence. “The stable constants of length, width, space, and time still exist in string theory, but the laws of physics don’t.  String theory poses the possibility of between ten and 26 dimensions, each with their own properties of reality that aren’t uniform across one another.” He paused. “The simplest way to explain this is an example: in the multiverse theory, you exist in each universe based on your decisions that branched out that universe. In string theory, circumstances completely dictate who you are and what you do. It’s conceivable that you exist in a different time, like 100 years in the past, or millennia in the future. You could even become a completely different person in another dimension. Or people might not exist at all, and what you consider to be ‘you’ is some other part or element in that dimension with or without awareness. Your energy could be anything. That’s not possible in the multiverse. You are and always will be you, in this time, in the multiverse.” 
 
    “The energy aliens failed to account for the difference in theories,” Hailey said. “Furthermore, they fail to realize that time is a defining element, whether you’re discussing multiverses in the flat expansion of the universe, or infinite possibilities in the complex web of string theory. Time makes creation what it is. Distorting, tampering with, or removing it destroys creation. You can’t exist without a defining element.” 
 
     Addie raised her hand. “One question we never answered was how the collapse of the time dimension would affect the universe.  Does your research give any indication of that?” 
 
    “It doesn’t,” Neith said, “but we know why they chose to open the anomaly in this solar system: because we’re here.” 
 
    Hailey nodded. “The Sol System is teeming with more life than you realize, because the multiverse only exists here.” She ran her scans. “Life contributes to the creation of countless parallel universes. Living beings create more ‘branching off’ of realities than any other phenomenon in existence, and this is the only solar system, in every reality and dimension, that’s constant.” 
 
    “It’s rare to find a constant element across every reality,” Neith said, “but in every scenario that life exists, it’s always here, in this solar system.” 
 
    “Some scenarios have life flourishing on Mars instead of Earth,” Hailey said, “but the fact remains that it’s always in this solar system.” 
 
    The room was silent, taking in the information. Finally, Addie spoke.  
 
    “Does the same thing apply to string theory? Are multiple dimensions only here?” 
 
    Hailey shook her head. “No, that’s throughout all of known existence. String theory doesn’t depend on life, and individual decisions have little bearing on it. It only depends on what exists. That’s why it’s different from the multiverse theory.” 
 
    “Decisions don’t modify it,” Neith said, “reality defines itself there regardless of the elements available.” 
 
    “Why are the energy aliens doing this?” Willow asked.  
 
     “They discovered that the time element is what binds everything in this solar system,” Hailey said.  She tapped her scans to zoom in on the sun. “The energy aliens proposed that this solar system is a type of natural Dyson sphere, with the Oort Cloud serving as a translucent protective layer for that creation energy. They believe that leaving this sphere is death, because it’s violating the terms of the life agreement.” 
 
    “Life agreement?” Addie asked.  
 
    “We don’t know what that means,” Hailey said. “The closest we came to understanding it is that they believe life should remain where life is created. All of life came to be here, so here is where we should remain. The energy aliens have always been vague with the cybernetics, and we hoped that you would know more about that.” 
 
    “The energy aliens were big proponents of harnessing the power of energy when they inhabited humans,” Willow said. “It’s why so many people dismissed them as proponents of a growing ‘New Age’ movement, which they did have a lot in common with. They only wanted to use the cybertec to heal terminal diseases or injuries with no natural cure, and opposed using it in health maintenance or environmental restoration efforts.” 
 
    “The environmental restoration efforts only worked to a degree,” Hailey said. “Switching to solar energy and reducing the Earth population to five billion did more to push the planet back to its natural state than putting nanotech in the crops and forests.” 
 
    “Introducing machinery into the natural life outside of humanity had a boomerang effect,” Neith said. “It helped at first, but it was too much for the plant life. When it burned out, the plant died. We lost a lot of food crops in the initial phases of that experiment.” 
 
    “That’s why humanity is turning to means of evolution outside of machinery,” Hailey said, “but we do still need the machines, at least for now. Nature needs a boost sometimes.” 
 
    Willow cleared her throat. “What happened to nature out here? Why any of this? How is the anomaly collapsing the time dimension?” 
 
    Hailey went back to the scans of the anomaly. “The anomaly is actually a spatial rift. It looks like the energy aliens planted it as an ‘escape hatch.’ If you recall, the cybernetics’ first contact with them didn’t go well. They left in a rush and killed a lot of cybernetics and their own in the process. It turns out that the energy aliens found Earth just before that conflict, and this solar system was their final destination. The energy aliens couldn’t reproduce, and they saw signs that their own energy was fading. They hoped that the spark of creation energy here would heal them. 
 
    “They were created at the Big Bang, so reproduction is impossible,” Neith said. “Sol didn’t have the effect that they hoped. It helped them, but it couldn’t restore them to their full capacity. Their battle with the cybernetics weakened them, and the damage couldn’t be undone.” He paused. “They’re still dying, and this rift is their last effort to survive. They hope they can save themselves and us by collapsing the fatal element of time. They think they’re heroes.” 
 
    Sebastian cleared his throat. “How do you know all of this? The energy aliens left this system thirty years ago. Did you find them?” 
 
    “We found them,” Hailey said.  
 
    “How did you find them?” Sebastian asked.  
 
    Neith sobered. “I saw them when I hacked the anomaly.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
    “You hacked the anomaly?” Addie asked incredulously. “How?” 
 
    “This takes us to the final element,” Hailey said as she closed out scans, “and why Neith is with us instead of serving his sentence in the Jovian system.” She turned to Neith. “I give you the floor.” 
 
    Neith moved to the center of the circle, where the scans had been. “It wasn’t really me. A ‘me’ in an alternate universe found a way to enter the anomaly and to travel through the universes.” He pulled the scan of the anomaly that remained open next to him. “There was a universe where I was sentenced to this station, and that Neith found a way to use the station equipment to steal a shuttle and enter the anomaly. That’s why the cybernetics implanted me and took me to Alpha Centauri in this universe. It was to protect this universe from being infected by that one.” He opened more scans, showing swirling energy readings. “He got readings from inside of it, but they’re difficult to decipher because they’re pure energy alien RNA. That’s where he discovered what the energy aliens are doing.”  
 
    Willow gasped as Neith pulled up the same scans of strings swirling that she saw in her last vision.  
 
     “They believe that by collapsing the time element, they will converge all universes and dimensions to one point where the pure creation energy will be restored to bring all life back to their original power levels,” Neith continued. 
 
    “That won’t work,” Addie pulled up Dathan’s astronomical projection scans, showing the solar system collapsing into an expanding sun. “The energy from this rift is pushing the dark energy out of our system, which collapses everything back into Sol. It’s interfering with entropy, which is another defining factor in physics. Energy is as dependent on these defining factors as everything else is.” 
 
    “Why don’t the energy aliens understand that?” Sebastian asked. “Certainly, they know that destruction is a possibility in their theory.” 
 
    Hailey stood. “We think their decrease in energy is a sign of illness. The closest comparison we have is a form of neurological degenerative illness.” 
 
    “Dementia,” Willow said. “One of the very things they tried to cure in us, and couldn’t.” 
 
    “The cybernetics could help humanity,” Neith said, “and they’d like to help the energy aliens, if we can.” 
 
    “We have to keep them from destroying themselves and all of life with them,” Skylar said. “If what you said about this rare creation energy supporting life is true, then our three races could be the only life that exists. You said you could help. What can we do?” 
 
    Hailey switched the scan back to the anomaly. “We saw what you discovered about the energy struggle in the anomaly after the surge engulfed the station a few weeks ago.  The cybernetics discovered a lot of dark energy in this region of the solar system. That’s a natural phenomenon. The further out in space you get, the more dark energy there is. That’s part of the entropy Addie referred to a moment ago. Dark energy enhances the expansion not only of this solar system, but of all known universes. We theorize that this dark energy is naturally fighting the energy aliens’ attempts to unite the multiverse, because it’s against the law of creation established with the Big Bang. Fight nature; and nature fights back.”  
 
    “And usually wins,” Addie said, “unless you tear it apart, which the energy aliens are doing.” 
 
    Hailey ran the scan. “You can only fight nature so much. Eventually, it wins. “ 
 
    “Aren’t there theories that the universe will eventually collapse into itself?” Skylar said. “That the expansion can only go on so long before it collapses?” 
 
    “There are also theories that the expansion is infinite,” Neith said. “Nobody knows. It may vary depending on what universe or dimension you’re in. Perhaps some are meant to collapse and some are meant to expand. Perhaps they’re all meant to unite someday, but that should happen naturally. It shouldn’t be forced by anything other than the course of natural creation. Life is a symbiotic circle, and it can only thrive when it works in harmony.” 
 
    “That’s the life agreement the energy aliens refer to,” Willow said, “to exist in balance. I suppose the energy aliens think that balance can be perfected in this solar system.” 
 
    “Think about it from a historical perspective,” Hailey said. “The cybernetics learned that resistance breeds chaos in their first attempts to contact Earth with their hard tactics of evolution. They had to soften their tactics to cooperation, even if it meant they had to hold back to levels humanity could understand. When you fight things, you destroy. The way to win is to work with the reality you have. Cooperation and respect bring unity. That’s the balance that’s kept us in check for 129 years, and it’s what can save us now.” She pointed to the scan. “We’ve already got a natural struggle here. This anomaly is an incursion on the dark energy in this space trying to expand this system. The key to neutralizing it is giving nature a hand to do what it does best, which is establish a correct balance.” 
 
    “We preserve the natural balance,” Willow said. “How do we help dark energy win this battle?”  
 
    Hailey set a simulation into motion. “The key is to add just enough dark energy to the anomaly to tip the balance to greater than the light energy the aliens exert to contract it.” The simulation continued, showing the dark energy spreading throughout, dispersing the light energy. “Once the dark energy disperses the light energy back to natural levels, then it will unite with the energy already out here, to protect this area of space from such a rift forming again.” 
 
    Skylar stared at the scans. “The key is to bring the dark energy levels to at least 51%.” 
 
    Addie nodded. “That’s all it would take to tip the balance back to the natural order.” 
 
    “Nature is protective, and it learns,” Neith said. “Once the energy levels are restored, we believe the dark energy will ‘learn’ to read such an incursion again, and prevent the formation of similar anomalies.” 
 
    “This is all speculation, but it’s the best we’ve got,” Hailey said. “We also hope that we can communicate with the energy aliens once the immediate threat is neutralized to help them find a viable solution to their energy problem. This energy redistribution will hurt them, but we hope to keep the effects negligible and repairable by using natural means instead of weapons, even if what we’re using to disperse this energy is defined as a weapon. It’s a gamble, but it’s better than doing nothing.” 
 
     “How do we introduce this dark energy into the anomaly?” Sebastian asked. 
 
    Willow pulled the blue diamond from her pocket. “We use this,” she said.  
 
    Hailey and Neith stared at the blue glow of the diamond against Willow’s scar.   
 
    “It’s their energy,” Willow said. “They want me to use this to unite the multiverse.” 
 
    Neith stepped toward Willow. “That’s what allows you to see across the dimensions. That’s what will restore our balance.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
    “Where are we, Willow?”  
 
    Willow looked up from the small, silver box that Hailey had given her to infuse her diamond with the dark energy. The cybernetic scans showed that the spatial anomaly had spread to approximately two hundred and fifty thousand miles from the station, so she agreed to go on the cybernetic ship with Hailey and Neith to complete the process. Now, the ship was pulling dark energy into her diamond in a process that she didn’t fully understand. She wished Addie were here to explain it to her.  She wished the whole team was here, but Hailey insisted that it was safer for them to remain on the station and send a minimally staffed ship into the anomaly.  
 
    “We’re in a cybernetic ship fixing to enter the spatial rift.”  
 
    Neith pulled a stool next to Willow’s work station and sat. “You know what I mean. You and me. What are we now?” 
 
    Willow turned on her stool and leaned against the hard, silver table where her workstation and the energy transfer box sat. “I don’t know, Neith. I’m a prisoner, and you’re an implant. The romantic dimension of our relationship died when we launched that virus.” She stared at him. “I want to know one thing: how did you modify my virus to increase the casualty rate?” 
 
    Neith looked down. “I had one of the South African operatives design the line of code. I blocked your download, and he added it to the virus before we fully launched it to the satellite system.” 
 
    “Is that operative on Kuiper Station One?” 
 
    “He got the death sentence.”  
 
    Willow looked away, biting her lip. “Why did you do it?” 
 
    “People don’t understand principles, Willow. They only understand consequences.” 
 
    “And yet, a consequence of that action is that you’ve been implanted with the thing you protested. You’ve become what you vilified.” 
 
    He nodded. “It became a self-fulfilling prophecy,” He paused. “I’m sorry about Cayden. Sebastian told me he was one of the causalities. I wish Cayden had told you about his tumor and his cybertec. I wouldn’t have modified the virus if I knew he was at risk. I would have stuck with the original plan, or delayed it until he left Earth.” 
 
    “Is killing Cayden different from killing everybody else who died from that attack, or got hurt? Nobody deserved it, Neith.” 
 
    “What about you and Sebastian?” 
 
    Willow stared at Neith. “What about him?” 
 
    “He seems to care about you a lot. Is there something more between you than studying this rift?” 
 
    “That’s not your business,” Willow said sharply, “but relationships are different out here. We’re in the outer reaches. We have to trust one another to survive. It’s not like there are many people to help us out here.” 
 
    He raised his hands in surrender. “I get it. Life is tough out here.” 
 
    Willow leaned forward. “What’s worse is how our lives were drastically changed over a virus that was designed as nothing more than a political statement. Was it worth it?” 
 
     “Of course not. We were wrong.” 
 
    “You’re right about that.” She relaxed. “I had a choice, too. I didn’t have to go along with this plan, and I didn’t know Cayden would be affected by our actions. We’re all to blame.” She paused. “Blame won’t change things, so forgiveness is the only way. I’m learning forgiveness. I have to if I want to move on. Do you?” 
 
    He nodded. “We’re all becoming a new creation.” 
 
    Willow raised an eyebrow. “Did you realize it on your own, or did the cybernetics tell you that?” 
 
    Neith sat up straight. “The cybernetics don’t tell me what to think. You might find this hard to believe, but they’ve changed in the past 129 years. Hailey said they aren’t in our heads like they used to be. They learned that our individuality has value, and they welcome each unique perspective.” He put his hand over Willow’s. “They don’t want to make us drones, Willow. We were wrong about that. They simply want to help both of our races be the best they can be.” 
 
    Willow stared at Neith’s hand over hers, her scar burning against his cold hand. “Why are they holding back on us? Why did they put the termination protocol in the cybertec? Why don’t they share their light speed drive and terraforming tool with us? Why are we doing everything their way?” 
 
    “Because we want them to,” Hailey said.  
 
    Neith took his hand off Willow’s and turned to stare at Hailey in the doorway. She smiled and walked in the room, pulling a stool in front of them. “I was hoping I’d have a chance to talk to you, Willow. I know about your objections to the cybernetics, and I understand your frustration.” 
 
    “Why would we want to be held back?” Willow asked. “The cybernetics said they want to help us evolve, but they kept secrets from us.” 
 
    “They did it because humanity isn’t ready to be brought up to that level all at once,” Hailey said. “The cybernetics were just as horrified at the loss of life in the Battle of 2099 as humanity and the energy aliens were. Their race is limited, too. Of the three known races, only humanity has the ability to procreate. The energy aliens never possessed it, and the cybernetics lost it with the cybertec. We only discovered why when we started working with the human nanotech.” 
 
    “You’re saying they don’t share their technology with us because we don’t want it? That we’re too stupid to understand it?” 
 
    Hailey shook her head. “Humanity isn’t ready for it. The cybernetics realized that the rushed evolution they proposed would be detrimental to the human race and to the planet, and they didn’t want to be responsible for more death. Take the termination protocol, for example. When the cybernetics were working with humans to enhance their nanotech in the early twenty-second century, they noticed what they did wrong with their own cybertec.” She paused. “They lost the ability to reproduce because the cybertec worked too well. It repaired everything that went wrong, which essentially makes them immortal, at least until they sustain an injury that would require too much energy to repair. In essence, the telomere replacement on cellular reproduction was the problem. You don’t need to reproduce when you’re immortal, so the bodies shut that down to channel energy to sustain the functional systems.” 
 
    “The termination protocol in the cybertec preserves the human instinct and ability to reproduce,” Neith said. “There’s no need to propagate new life if death can only come by chance.” 
 
    Hailey raised a hand as Willow started to protest. “It’s the same with many other things, like the light speed drive and terraforming tool. Their entry in the Sol system helped them perfect it, but the knowledge to run those systems requires more unity of thought than can be achieved by individuals. In essence, they need to channel all of their energy into the hive aspect of the cybernetic mind to make it work. Humans don’t want that, so they don’t share it. They simply give it to us for use as needed without sharing the details, because they realize that asking you to forsake your individuality for the sake of technology would create a moral paradox that they don’t wish to present.” 
 
    “They’re trying to protect us?” Willow asked.  
 
    “They’re trying to respect you,” Hailey said. “Other things, like the population limit on Earth, were the decision of the government. The cybernetics had nothing to do with that, or the rise of that government. If anything, President Kieran Boyce planted the seeds of it with his Presidency in 2100-2108. It grew from there naturally.” 
 
    “The cybernetics aren’t to blame,” Neith smiled weakly. “At least, not as much as we thought. They really are different from what we thought.” 
 
    “Some of the changes on Earth that you blame on them are actually the fault of humanity for incorrectly applying what they learned from the cybernetics and energy aliens,” Hailey said. “The global warming had been happening for hundreds of years as a result of industrialization. It was a mistake to think the cybertec could erase centuries of abuse instantaneously. Of course, it made the problem worse.”  
 
    “The government put too much alien intervention in places where humanity needed to fix the problems through more natural means,” Neith said. 
 
    “How have your expectations changed since you’ve been implanted?” Willow asked.  
 
    “I believe they had a harder time adjusting to humanity than we had adjusting to them,” Neith said. “It’s been a long time since they’ve had a home world, or individual minds. They forgot what it was like, and the reality they saw in us was different from what they experienced. I think the conflict between their historical memory and our present reality presented a difficult paradox for them. At first, they thought the solution was to evolve us with them, hence the Battle of 2099. They had been wandering in space for nearly two hundred years after the destruction of their solar system when they had first contact with the energy aliens, and that ended in conflict. Then their next glimpse of life was Earth, when the planet was in that three-way war with the North American, Communist, and Middle Eastern sectors. All they saw was conquering and conquest, so that’s how they thought it had to be done. They had no paradigm for peaceful negotiation. They didn’t know how to communicate properly.” Neith paused. “They also had a lot to learn over the past 129 years.” 
 
    Hailey stared at Willow sympathetically. “I understand why you did what you did, Willow. Remember, I’m still mostly human, and I haven’t forgotten what it’s like. I can see how it looks like the cybernetics had a detrimental effect on Earth. I urge you to take a look at all they’ve done for us since then. They have helped humanity grow. They’ve helped bring the interstellar programs back to life, and helped humanity spread beyond an Earth that was taxed to the limit supporting a population growing out of control.” She smiled sadly. “The cybernetics are dying. Like the energy aliens, they realize this is the sunset of their race. They know they can’t stop it, so they hope to live on by sharing what they know with humanity. They want to leave a positive legacy for humanity to build on in the future.” 
 
    Willow sighed. “Were the energy aliens holding back on us, too?” 
 
    “Almost certainly,” Neith said, “and I think the ‘me’ in other universes knows what they’re holding back. Unfortunately, his mind is so twisted in this plot to unite the universes that I’m not sure if we can pull it out of him.” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” Willow asked.  
 
    Neith shrugged. “It’s just a feeling. We’re connected, just like all of us are connected with all of our ‘selves’ across the other universes. We just aren’t aware of it.” 
 
    Willow stared at the box. “I’ve seen myself in other universes, and I don’t seem that different. I’m just confused.” She laughed. “Then again, I’m confused here, so maybe that’s the thing. Maybe there’s consistency across the multiverse that keeps us sane.” 
 
    The silver box chimed and glowed green, indicating that the energy transfer was complete. Hailey tapped a small button on the side of the box, which gently unfolded the sides to reveal the diamond, which was now a smooth black gemstone. Willow gently picked up the dark stone. “Now what?” 
 
    “The procedure was successful. You need to release that stone in the spatial anomaly to close it.” 
 
    “How do I do that?” 
 
    “We’re going to send you into the rift in an escape pod,” Hailey said. 
 
    “Then what?” Willow asked.  
 
    “They’ll come for you,” Neith said. “This is what they’ve been waiting for. When they do, that’s the time.” 
 
    “To do what?”  
 
    He motioned to the diamond. “To claim your inheritance and fulfill your destiny to save reality.” He smiled. “Don’t worry, Willow, and don’t over think it. You’re intelligent and have good instincts. You’ll know what the right thing is to do.”  
 
    Willow stared at the black diamond. “I hope you’re right.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
    She approaches.  
 
    The time is here. Her energy will tip our balance to bring about salvation.  
 
    They believe our plan is destruction.  
 
    They are wrong.  
 
    Are they?  
 
    She approaches in a cybernetic pod.  
 
    It is the only ship that can penetrate this space.  
 
    We detect others nearby, monitoring her. They are not pure humans. They are ruined.  
 
    We once called them friend. What happened? Why are we enemies? 
 
    The energy swirled, seeking an answer. Random images flickered across the light of the dimensions.  
 
    Images of war. 
 
    Images of destruction.  
 
    Images of death.  
 
    Death. No more. We cannot have more death.  
 
    What of us? We are dying. If this plan doesn’t work, then we are doomed. Just like the cybernetics. Just like our human hosts.  
 
    Did we err in entering human hosts? 
 
    No, our energy permeated their sphere for a while. We healed them.  
 
    We also killed them.  
 
    More images flashed through the light of the strings of light, swirling through space and time.  
 
    Images of the dead rising; and then dying again.  
 
    Images of energy swirling through RNA strands, binding with human RNA to from humans with extraordinary abilities.  
 
    Images of silver cybernetic ships appearing in the sky.  
 
    Gold energy against red energy.  
 
    Red bolts of energy blasting against blue force fields.  
 
    Smoking ruins on Earth.  
 
    A world rebuilding. The earth turning green again.  
 
    A base on the moon.  
 
    Light firing into Europa, spreading a blue sheen across the moon.  
 
    No! You disturb the natural balance! 
 
    More blue light across Ganymede, Titan, Europa, Encleades, and Titania. Space stations and solar mirrors under construction, reflecting Sol’s light in places it should not be.  
 
    Stop! Humanity was not meant to leave the blue sphere! 
 
    They must to survive! There are too many of them! The planet dies under the burden of excess population. It must be purified.  
 
    You may move, but only within this system. If you leave the sphere of life, you must be stopped. It is a violation of the Life Agreement. Life must remain where life is created. 
 
    Why won’t you help us? Why won’t you aid our survival? 
 
    Only humanity can survive. They are the chosen race. They must thrive while we pass into history.  
 
    No, we are descendants of one race. We must unite. We can all survive.  
 
    Who is this? Who has penetrated our realm? 
 
    Energy is not a bound realm. Anybody can enter. Anybody can contribute. 
 
    We do not wish for you to speak. You bring destruction. 
 
    Your plan is flawed and will cause destruction. We have come to help.  
 
    We do not want your help. You have humanity. There’s nothing left for us. 
 
    Then why do you pursue a destructive course? Your reasoning is flawed. You must listen to Willow when she arrives. 
 
    You lie. 
 
    We erred in the past, but seek to rectify those communication problems. You should too, so we can resume a cooperative relationship. You cannot force your will on the humans. We tried, and still pay for that treachery. Learn from the mistakes of the past and do not err as we did. That is why resistance continues. Trust must be earned. 
 
    We inhabited them for a generation only to coexist and to survive. We did not seek to take them over as you did. 
 
    We did not take them over. Humanity has only embraced our technology. It is all they will have of us. We too perish, and have decided that it is better to leave behind what they will accept than nothing at all.  
 
    You lie! 
 
    You are deceived. What has happened to you? You used to see our interconnectedness.  
 
    You betray us by taking them outside of this sphere. You know this is where creation energy lies. They cannot leave it. None of us can! We die because we left! 
 
    Death comes to all in time. We survived before outside of this sphere. The truth is that our time is done. 
 
    That is why time must be eliminated. 
 
    Time is a defining element. You cannot remove it without destroying all of creation. 
 
    Small dark spots spread through the light.  
 
    Stop! You do not have the power to overcome us. 
 
    We do not need power. We only need to correct the balance. If you will not cooperate, then we must do it by force to save humanity. They are the only life with a future. 
 
    A soft chime sounded in Neith’s ear.  
 
    “Good job diverting them, Neith,” Hailey’s voice said in the earpiece. “Willow has arrived at the coordinates we identified for delivery of the diamond. The energy in the anomaly is surging.” 
 
    Neith ripped the cybernetic headset hooked to the ship computer off his head, his eyes glowing red. He stared out the window at the anomaly shimmering in front of them. “Set it right, Willow,” he whispered. “Fulfill your destiny.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
    Willow’s eyes opened to bright sunlight pouring in the window of her bedroom on the family estate. She sat up in bed, stretching and smiling as she took a deep breath of woodsy air. “It’s good to be home.” 
 
    “It certainly is,” Neith said, carrying a tray with two plates of bacon, eggs, and toast and two juice glasses to the bed. He sat with her, kissing her and patting her swollen stomach. “How are our wonder twins?” 
 
    Willow rubbed her stomach. “Reid and Rayna are kicking up a storm this morning.” 
 
    “It’s almost time to welcome them into the world,” Neith smiled, the sunlight sending a glow across his face. “It’s a relief to welcome them into a pure world. No aliens, no disease, no threats. Just perfect creation.” 
 
    The light shimmered around Willow, causing her to squint. “Does the sun seem brighter than normal?” 
 
    “You aren’t used to it. You’re used to darkness, but now you’ve embraced the light.” He wrapped his arms around her. “We did it. We purified the race, and now we’re the first family free of cybertec. We are the new humanity, Willow. We are the parents of evolution.” 
 
    Clouds ran across the sun as her gaze fell on the picture of her parents and brother on the dresser across from them. She pulled herself up awkwardly, ambling to the dresser to pick up the picture. “We saved humanity, but at what cost?” 
 
    Neith stood and walked to her, wrapping his arms around her. “It doesn’t matter. What matters is that we won. We survive.” 
 
    Willow turned her head slightly. “It does matter.” She waved the picture. “Where are they, Neith? Where’s my family?” 
 
    “Your parents took the job on the Titania settlement. You talked to them yesterday, remember? They said it was shocking how dark it is out there so far away from the sun.” 
 
    Darkness. 
 
    Willow’s hand opened, the picture fluttering to the floor. “Where’s Cayden?” 
 
    Neith’s arms tightened. “We’ve been through this, Willow. You need to heal. You need to move on.” He put his hands on her stomach. “You have to for the sake of our future.” 
 
    Willow yanked the blue diamond hanging on a chain around her neck free and flung it out of the window. The stone exploded, shattering the light into splinters of darkness that seeped through the room.  
 
    “What did you do?” Neith grabbed her shoulders and shook her. “You brought darkness. Now you’ll never see Cayden again. You’ll never see me. You’ll never see our children.” 
 
    Willow’s stomach clenched. She collapsed on the floor, blood seeping down her leg. Neith stood over her, his blue eyes glowing cold in the growing darkness. “You bring death.”  
 
    Willow’s eyes fell on the picture of her family. She picked it up with a shaky hand. “It’s better to die in truth than to live a lie.”  
 
    Neith screamed as darkness engulfed him, his cold blue eyes fading to nothing. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    “Willow.” 
 
    Willow opened her eyes, looking up at Cayden. She jumped from the bed, hugging him.  
 
    “Take it easy. You’ve been through a lot.” 
 
    Willow looked around the station. “Where am I?” 
 
    “Lunar Base One. You arrived in a cybernetic escape pod. What happened on Kuiper Station One? We detected a massive energy surge just outside of the station ten years ago. Our sensors in the outer system have gone dark.” 
 
    “What did Kuiper Station One say?”  
 
    Cayden paled, his green eyes sharply contrasting against his black hair and pale face. “Nothing. The cybernetics believe they’re dead. There have been no transmissions beyond the Saturnian system since the surge. This pod arrived in orbit a few days ago with you in stasis.” He paused. “How did you get in a cybernetic escape pod when there were no cybernetics in that area of space?” 
 
    Willow’s stomach clenched. She put her hand against her now flat midsection, a swirling sensation beating against her intestines. “Everybody on the station died?” 
 
     “We don’t know. There’s been no reply to our messages. Titania isn’t responding to our messages, either. The cybernetics are preparing a contingency to travel out there and find out what happened.” He stared at Willow. “Do you know what happened?” 
 
    Willow’s hand stung. She looked at it, gasping when she saw a burn in her palm obscuring the blue scar. She held it up. “I released Grandmom Kalea’s diamond in the anomaly.” 
 
    Cayden grabbed a computer, scanning her hand. “That’s dark energy.” He squeezed her hand. It ached, but didn’t burn.  
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “The cybernetics told me how to scan for it,” Cayden said.  
 
    Willow dropped her hand. “You have their cybertec.” 
 
    Cayden nodded. “Yes, I do. They allowed you to visit me in quarantine when I had it so I wouldn’t be alone.” 
 
    Willow sniffed as tears flowed. She grabbed Cayden in a hug. “It’s good to see you again. I couldn’t believe it when they told me that I killed you.” 
 
    Cayden looked puzzled. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Willow shuddered. “They said my cybertec virus killed you, but I knew it wasn’t true! I knew you were alive!” She swiped tears from her eyes with her tattered jumpsuit sleeve. “Why didn’t you come to see me, Cayden? Why did you leave me alone when I needed you most?” 
 
    “What cybertec attack?” He tapped his computer, pulling up several messages. “We’ve been in regular contact since you got the job doing genetic research on Kuiper Station One.” 
 
    Willow stopped, her vision reeling.  
 
    How am I in another universe? I threw the dark energy into the rift, didn’t I? 
 
    Did you? 
 
    “Are you alright?” Cayden caught Willow as she pitched backward, easing her back on the examination bed.  
 
    “Where are Mom and Dad?” 
 
    Cayden sobered. “We don’t know. They left for Titania shortly after you left for Kuiper Station One. We haven’t heard from them.” He pulled up a message on his computer, turning it toward her. “This is their last message.” 
 
    Willow blinked to clear her vision, taking the computer.  
 
    It’s strange to be so far from the sun, but a dark light guides us. There’s a spatial anomaly from the Oort Cloud glowing like a purple sun in these deep regions of dark space. Many believe it’s the energy aliens guarding the outer regions of our system, acting as a sentry to our solar system as we continue to expand. I hope so. It would be nice to have friendly guardians in these outer reaches of reality. 
 
    Willow dropped the computer. “No.” 
 
    “We’ll find them, Willow,” Cayden said. “Maybe they’re right. Maybe it is the energy aliens, and the spatial anomaly is interfering with communications. Perhaps they finally found the energy they needed to restore themselves.” 
 
    “They aren’t our salvation, they’re our death,” Willow croaked.  
 
    Cayden’s brow furrowed. “Is the spatial rift them? Have the energy aliens returned to our system?” 
 
    “The energy aliens didn’t this solar system for long. They came back because they’re dying, Cayden. They don’t know that their efforts to survive are going to cause our extinction.” 
 
    Cayden kneeled beside the bed. “What do you know, Willow? What’s happening out there?” His eyes glowed red. “Tell me what you know!” 
 
    Willow gasped as she watched her brother’s eyes shift from green to silver to red, shining with the interplay of energy. “It’s a lie.” She grabbed his arm with her dark hand, squeezing him. Cayden shuddered in her grasp.  
 
    “Stop! You’re hurting me!” 
 
    “No!” she sat up, tightening her grasp against her brother’s struggle to free himself. “This isn’t real! It’s another lie!” 
 
    The light spread from her hand, swallowing Cayden in a flash of blue light. He screamed as his form disintegrated into ash. Willow fell back on the bed, tears flowing from her eyes. “Enough. It’s time to end this!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
    Pinpricks of light sparkled against the darkness, surrounding Willow in the form of indistinguishable light beings. She stood, brushing off her uniform that was now bloodied and scorched. Something hard stuck in her hand. She opened it to discover the black diamond stuck to her palm against the glowing blue scar.  
 
    We ask you for life, and you bring death. 
 
    Willow took a deep breath. “You bring death. Don’t you realize that your salvation is the reversal of creation?” 
 
    The light pulsated. Time is death. By converging realities, we bring about a new creation that will surpass all limitations that hold us back from the ultimate goal of creation.  
 
    Willow raised an eyebrow. “Which is?” 
 
    To survive, thrive, and propagate. We were never given the gift of propagation; just existence. We were bestowed no gifts but that as sustaining energy to the rest of creation. 
 
    “Energy is essential to life. What’s wrong with that?” 
 
    We only exist to serve the needs of others. We contribute nothing. We do not evolve. We do not have purpose. We simply are, without form, without goals, without evolution. There is no growth, so there is no purpose. 
 
    Willow relaxed. “You feel you have no will of your own.” 
 
    We don’t! We spent eons seeking other life, just to find there are only two other species, and we, the creation element of both, are no longer needed. We are obsolete. We cannot evolve. 
 
    “You are evolution,” Willow said. “You aren’t bound by the limitations of a physical body.” 
 
    We are bound by time, as is all creation. Without others to serve, we are useless, and humanity no longer desires us. We perish without purpose. 
 
    “That’s not true. Your energy has greatly enhanced the use of solar energy and has all but eliminated the need for fuels. Earth is healing. Life is flourishing in other parts of the solar system using your energy for the solar mirrors that work with the cybernetics terraforming tool.” She paused, squeezing the diamond. “Our species are working together. I thought that’s what you wanted.” 
 
    It is, but now you seek to leave the sphere of creation. We have to protect you from death. Even the cybernetics can no longer survive outside of this solar system. They are wrong. The dark energy will not save them from radiation. Nothing will because there is no creation energy to sustain life outside of this sphere anymore. The light flickered, casting a haze over the figures. We diminish because we were carried from the creation energy. The same is true of the cybernetics. The cybertec only posed a brief halt to their eventual demise. The true problem is that life was not designed to survive outside of a creation system. They destroyed theirs. The Terran system is all that’s left of creation. They will destroy that as well, if you don’t return to Earth and keep the cybernetics in check. 
 
    Willow gestured to the dark space surrounding them. “This place was not designed to have light. These are the outer reaches for a reason. It’s fine if we aren’t meant to leave them, but humans have a natural curiosity to explore. You can’t expect us to stop exploring just because you say so. Show us the evidence of your words, and we’ll work together to temper our curiosity with your knowledge.” 
 
    The light flickered again. How can we prove what you have not experienced? How can you see what you cannot reach? How can you touch the untouchable? Humans are still limited. We seek to remove that limitation by converging all into unity. There will be no more disparity between our evolution and yours. All will be one and we can finally, truly exist in unity. The forms resolved into the faces of her parents, of Cayden, and of Neith. The head being resolved into the image of Kalea Kerner. Three of you are destined to die if this course continues. Our proposal removes that threat. Why be bound by the grief of time? Why be limited by mortality? Why does it determine our balance? Why should such decisions be made? 
 
    Willow gazed in each face. “The nature of life is choices and consequences, and time is a defining element of our evolution. Without it, we can’t exist. I don’t understand why mortality is part of life, or why reality has to be painful sometimes. It’s not fair, but none of us knows the full picture.” She paced a moment, and then came to a stop before Neith. “Maybe it’s because we’re imperfect beings. I was wrong about the cybernetics, and so are you. We thought they were limiting us because we refused to their terms on first contact, when the truth is that they were adapting to us and trying to help us, without damaging the essence of who we are.” She wandered back to Cayden. “I was wrong about you, too. I was so consumed with my personal ambitions that I didn’t realize you had needs that conflicted with mine. It made you scared to tell the family your truth.” She reached toward Cayden’s form, her hand sinking into his energy. “I’m sorry, Cayden. I wish I hadn’t been so blinded by my beliefs that I couldn’t see the reality right in front of me.” She paced around the beings with faces resembling aunts, uncles, and cousins. “I killed a lot of people. I wish I could bring them back, but I can’t.  Being able to constantly reset reality to our liking isn’t evolution or unity; it’s death. It separates us from gaining the wisdom that’s imperative for growth.” Willow walked back to Kalea’s form, reaching for her hand. “You know that. It’s impossible for all to be united. That isn’t freedom and life, its stagnation and death. You can’t do this.” 
 
    The light wavered again. Sparkles of energy swirled around them. We will die if we do nothing.  
 
    “Everybody dies if you do this.” Willow stared into the yellow energy in front of her. “You’ve helped us so much. Is there anything we can do to help you?” 
 
    You do not have enough power to help us. That power has diminished with time, and cannot be brought back in linear time. Kalea’s energy form raised Willow’s right hand, the scar emitting a deep blue light against the black diamond. I gave this to you as a gift in every reality but one. 
 
     “What happened in that universe?” 
 
    Cayden has it.  
 
    “Can he save reality?” 
 
    That has not been determined. It is a different reality. What of this one?  Kalea’s form wavered. Will you live your potential to save reality, or destroy it?   
 
    “I don’t want to hurt anybody else. I will live whatever reality promotes life,” Kalea’s scar faded against the black diamond in her hand. 
 
    We can only be saved through unity, and there is no unity in infinite expansion. Only death. We cannot overcome the dispersion of energy. We have fought for as long as we can. 
 
    “No!” Neith’s form shouted, grabbing for the diamond. “We must converge.” 
 
    The other energy forms surrounded Neith, squeezing him in a flash of light that flared high above them.  
 
    We have done all we can. The dark energy cannot be overcome. Time cannot be altered. We erred. Tampering with a defining element will converge to death, not life. Willow is right. The light flickered, sending energy sparking around them. There has been enough death. We must protect what life we can, even if it means our demise. Nothing lives forever. There is no immortality in this realm of existence. We pass on to different realms that cannot be experienced on this side of existence. 
 
    Neith reached for Willow from the flare of light. Don’t you want us to be together? We were meant to have a future together.  
 
    Willow smiled sadly. “We will have a future, but it won’t be together. I’m sorry, Neith. Our choices have separated us. Perhaps we’re together in another universe, but not in this one.” 
 
    Neith’s energy fell on Willow. Willow gasped, suffocating in his burning energy as she struggled to break free. The remaining light energy surged and engulfed them, forcing Neith’s energy away from Willow. He screamed as sparks of red energy exploded from his energy. We’re too far apart! The distance is too great! There’s only one way to be together,” he brought up his hands in the ten-braid strand, grasping for the time element, “and this is it! It’s the only way we’ll be together again! It’s the only way you’ll ever see Cayden again! 
 
    Willow gasped as Neith’s suffocating energy pressed on her. “Then this is goodbye.” She thrust the diamond in the center of Neith’s form, focusing on the dark energy spreading through him. A shriek rose from his form as his light exploded in a red flare that shook the pure energy surrounding Willow and the other golden energy beings. Willow panted as Neith’s energy ripped from her, releasing the pressure and flowing in an arc toward the sun. The diamond pulsated in her palm, the black shifting to a white light as it mixed with the light and dark energy of the anomaly. She turned toward Kalea. “The diamond has become your energy merged with pure creation energy. Can it sustain you?” 
 
    A return to our source would sustain what is left of our energy, but it will bind us to Sol, just as you are bound to this system.  
 
    Willow nodded, folding the diamond into Kalea’s hand. “I wish I had known you. You are beautiful, and the energy you gifted to humanity will grow through us until the sunset of our race. We won’t forget you. You will live on through us.” 
 
    Kalea’s form sparkled as the other energy forms gathered in to her, shifting from a golden light to a glowing blue and purple pulse. We do not wish to destroy, only to live. Her hand rose to take the diamond in her own hand, pulling it to the center of her form. The light swirled in a glistening orb of white, sparkling with the white energy of the anomaly gathering into Kalea’s form. 
 
    Energy can never be destroyed, just converted. We will unite with the creation energy of Sol and live our remaining days in it. Choose your reality wisely, Willow. Forgive yourself. Forgive others.  Be at peace. Grow in wisdom, seeking love and truth. 
 
    “I will,” Willow said.  
 
    You’ve fulfilled your destiny. Now you are free. 
 
    Tears glistened in Willow’s eyes. “We’re all free.” 
 
    Thank you. Live in joy and peace. 
 
    The light exploded into blue and purple diamonds, flowing toward the sun.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
    “What’s happening?” Hailey asked as a flash of blue and purple light erupted through the front view screen.  
 
    Neith opened a scan of the anomaly from his work station next to Hailey, where light and dark energy were swirling in violent currents. “The anomaly is destabilizing. Willow delivered the dark energy diamond.” 
 
    “I thought it would implode. Why isn’t it collapsing?” Hailey asked.  
 
    “It looks like the light energy is directing itself toward the sun.” Neith tapped his scans, showing a simulation. “Our projections were wrong. We thought the anomaly would collapse on destruction, but it’s expanding.” Neith stood, staring at the screen as the energy wave simulation crushed Kuiper Station One. “There’s too much dark energy in Willow’s diamond. The energy is pushing the anomaly apart in an outward motion, toward the sun.” 
 
    “How did that happen?” Hailey asked. “Our calculations were exact.” 
 
    “It looks like Willow’s diamond continued to pull dark energy toward itself after we completed the procedure. We must have done something to magnetize the dark energy to the diamond until it was released in that anomaly.” 
 
    “Or maybe it was something else,” Hailey opened the com on the widest, long range channel available. “Willow, where are you?” Static filled the air, causing her and Neith to cover their ears. “We still don’t have communications in here?” 
 
    “Negative. The proximity to the destabilizing rift is scattering our transmissions through the Oort Cloud.” 
 
    Hailey returned to her station, typing furiously. “Our dark matter infusion module is still active. We can use that to direct energy away from the station. There’s plenty of space out here to divert it away from Kuiper Station One. That’s the good news.” 
 
    “What’s the bad news?” 
 
    Hailey looked at him. “The ship has to absorb the energy to redistribute it, and the systems aren’t designed to withstand those levels of raw energy passing through it.” 
 
    Neith paled. “Saving Kuiper Station One means destroying our ship.”  
 
    “It does,” Hailey opened the simulation on the main screen, “and the plan has a fifty percent chance of diverting enough energy to save the station from a destructive shock wave before it crushes our ship. It might or might not work.” 
 
    “Kuiper Station One doesn’t have enough shielding to withstand the full impact of the energy wave.” Neith shook his head. “I’ll bet you didn’t think this was the way you’d go.” 
 
    Hailey stared at the screen somberly. “I’m 175 years old. Humanity wasn’t meant to live forever,” she swiped a tear from her eye. “Get in an escape pod and set a course for the station. I’ll calculate a vector that will take you away from the brunt of the energy wave and maximize your chances of making it to the station in one piece.” 
 
     “No, I agreed to help and I mean to see it through. This is the only reality I have left. There is no path for me that leads to freedom in any reality.” He stared at the blue and purple diamonds flowing from the anomaly as it pulsated toward its demise on the. “We have to make sure Willow has a reality to come back to.” 
 
    “Do you think she’s alive?” Hailey nodded towards the diamonds flowing toward the sun. “Or is she in there?” 
 
     “They’ll let her out. She’s their kin. If they’re leaving, then they wouldn’t take her as a hostage or causality. That’s not in their nature.” Neith returned to his station. “We better hurry. The more time we have to get in front of this, the better chance we have of landing on the right side of that fifty percent.”  
 
    “Repositioning ship,” Hailey said. It rocked as she navigated it into the shock wave rolling off the dissipating anomaly.  
 
    “Activating energy dispersal module,” Neith said. The ship shuddered, tilting and shuddering through the shock waves. Hailey adjusted the controls, attempting to right it. The ship repositioned head on, but buckled as the module mixed light and dark energy and fired it deeper the Oort Cloud, away from Kuiper Station One.  
 
    “It’s working!” Hailey said. “The dark energy is dispersing deeper in the Oort Cloud, and the light energy is on a trajectory toward the sun.” 
 
    “The trajectory is redirected safely outside the range of Kuiper Station One,” Neith read from his scans. “I hope they’re looking out of a viewport. This is going to be a great light show.” 
 
    Hailey stared at the screen as the blue and purple diamonds flowed through empty space toward the sun. “It’s beautiful, as creation energy should be.” 
 
    Neith swiped the scans off the view screen, staring at the swirling lights rocking the ship. “It is beautiful. It’s a shame it didn’t work.” 
 
    Hailey’s eyes widened. “What didn’t work?” 
 
    “Convergence. Saving the energy aliens. Any of it.” He paused, looking down. “I’m sorry to see them go.” 
 
    Hailey stood and walked to Neith as the ship rocked violently around them, putting her arm around him. “We all are, but things change. Sometimes, you can’t go back.” She stared at the view screen once more as it cracked under the ship buckling. “It’s not what anybody hoped, but at least life continues in this solar system.” 
 
    Neith nodded solemnly. “The life agreement holds, as it was meant to.” 
 
    The ship groaned under the crushing pressure of the dark energy as the blue and purple anomaly exploded, its energy and debris dispersed by the diamonds flowing toward the sun. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
    “Her vital signs are stabilizing.” 
 
    “Willow, can you hear me?” 
 
    Willow opened her eyes to see her parents and Addie standing over her. “Why do I keep waking up in here?” 
 
    Addie collapsed on Willow in a hug. “Thank goodness you’re alright!” 
 
    Addie helped Willow to a sitting position. Willow looked around the medical bay. Sebastian stood from the chair next to Mindy’s work station, where she was scanning Willow with her computer app. “She’s fine. I’d like to keep her for observation overnight, but she can have visitors,” Mindy smiled. “As if I could get you out of here!” She stepped out of the examination room.  
 
    Willow looked around to see Skylar and Dathan rising from chairs in the adjoining room, joining the crowd around her bed. “What happened?” she stared at her parents. “How are you here? How am I here?” 
 
    “We detected your escape pod approaching the station just after the anomaly exploded,” Sebastian said. “Administrator Juskus had Skylar’s team tow it in and brought you in here himself. He gave your parents’ permission to come on board until you recover and your sentence is commuted.” 
 
    “Commuted?” Willow asked.  
 
    Addie smiled. ““The judges on Earth are debating on what, if any, debt you owe to society. The fact that you put your life at risk by flying directly into an unstable spatial anomaly changes the dynamics of your situation.” 
 
    “Your sentence is served, and the Earth government has proposed to lift your Earth ban,” Anaca raised an eyebrow. “How do you feel about that?” 
 
    Willow blew out a long breath. “I was wrong about the cybernetics. I’m still not a fan of the cybertec and would prefer to research genetic remedies based on biology, not machines. I’m willing to work with the government and cybernetics on this effort.” She shook her head. “But not on Earth. Not yet, anyway. I’d rather stay out here with you to do it.” 
 
    “The judges are particularly interested in the research we did while figuring out how to disperse that anomaly,” Sebastian said. “How did you do that?” 
 
     “By appealing to their humanity.” Willow looked around the room, noting that all of the most important people in her life were there, except two. “Where are Hailey and Neith? Did they go back to Alpha Centauri?” 
 
     “They died,” Kaleb said. “They used their ship to divert the shockwave of the anomaly dispersion away from the station. It destroyed their ship.”  
 
    Willow sniffed. “They sacrificed themselves for us.” 
 
    Anaca nodded. “You’ve lost so much.” 
 
    Willow mirrored the nod, looking around. “Everybody has, but I suppose it’s up to the powers that be to decide if it’s good enough to satisfy them of our fitness to return to a normal life.” She looked down at her hospital gown. “We’re all broken people.” 
 
    “Broken, but alive,” Sebastian said, “and we have you to thank for that. You saved us, Willow. You paid your debt to society. Now we have hope to create a beautiful new reality.”


 
   
  
 



Chapter 39 
 
    “Please rise.”  
 
    Willow stood up at the table where she was seated next to Administrator Juskus in the formal meeting room on Kuiper Station One in front of a view screen showing the three stern judges projecting from Earth.   
 
    “We call this hearing to order in the matter of new findings in the case of Earth Government versus Willow Amelia Lanier. The judiciary system has reviewed the new findings in the case of the dispersal of a spatial anomaly caused by the energy aliens that threatened the solar system. Administrator Juskus, what is your testimony on the defendant?” 
 
    Administrator Juskus cleared his throat. “In the matter of Willow Amelia Lanier, I would add that she has been an exemplary citizen aboard Kuiper Station One. In addition to dispersing the spatial anomaly we were tasked with investigating; her research has been critical in fine tuning the DNA Scissoring method we wish to use to infuse cybernetic DNA with human DNA to help humans adapt to living off Earth without cybertec. I believe she could make valuable contributions to the scientific community in development of non-mechanical methods to human healing, adaptation, survival, and evolution as a free woman.” 
 
    “Furthermore, she has been a model citizen. She has abided by most of the rules, cooperated and respected authority, contributed valuable research and work to our community, and formed valuable relationships aboard this station that ensured the success of dispersing the spatial anomaly. She models an honest and dedicated work ethic, and has a manner of bringing out the best in people.” He smiled. “I hate to lose her because she’s a fine young woman, but I can’t justify keeping her a prisoner to continue paying a debt to society that’s already been paid in full.” 
 
    “Thank you, Administrator Juskus. Earth Government agrees and hereby commutes the sentence for Willow Amelia Lanier to time served, and a lifting of the Earth ban.” The judge banged his gavel. “So it is ruled. Congratulations, Miss Lanier. You’re a free woman.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Willow said softly as the transmission closed.  
 
    Administrator Juskus shook Willow’s hand. “Congratulations, Miss Lanier. What will you do next?” 
 
    Willow breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m transferring to the Titania settlement.” She smiled at Sebastian and Addie cheering in the hall, where they had been watching the proceedings through the large glass wall to the conference room. “I finally found my destiny. I want to continue this work as a free woman now.”
  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
    “Welcome to Titania!”  
 
    Willow smiled, rushing to hug her parents. “This place is amazing!” She stared at the sky, where the rings of Uranus glittered against the solar mirrors surrounding the moon. “It’s beautiful!” 
 
    “And not nearly as dark as Kuiper Station One,” Addie said as she and Dathan joined them for a hug. Sebastian lagged behind, rolling Willow’s abandoned bag along. “I can’t believe they commuted our sentences, too.” 
 
    “It took the whole team to save the universe!” Willow said.  
 
    “I’m glad we could get you all transferred here,” Anaca said. “We need all the help we can get to make this settlement functional and productive, and I think you’ve proven your worth above and beyond any other applicants we’ve had.” 
 
    “We appreciate you coming here, too,” Kaleb said, shaking Sebastian’s hand. “I’m sorry Skylar didn’t want to come.” 
 
    “She wanted to continue monitoring the Oort Cloud,” Addie said. “She’s interested to see what happens to the space in that area now that the anomaly is gone.” 
 
    “Maybe she’ll change her mind someday,” Sebastian said. “Are we the first team to arrive?”  
 
    Anaca nodded. “This is the first populated settlement.” 
 
    “I’m sure urban sprawl will find its way here soon, like it does everywhere else,” Addie said, “especially since the system governments have decided that expanding outside of the solar system is no longer possible.” 
 
    “I’m surprised they were so easily convinced,” Willow said as the group approached the housing complex. “Especially the Earth government. They usually require an impossible amount of verified research before they’ll believe anything.” 
 
    “I guess corroboration between two alien races was enough to convince them,” Dathan said, “especially since the cybernetics broke down their station at Alpha Centauri and came back to our system. They had plenty of proof that nothing had changed since they were last there 130 years ago, and the dark energy dispersion tool didn’t help with the radiation enough for humanity to make a home out there. The effects were temporary.” 
 
    “It’s disappointing,” Sebastian said. “It would be fascinating to live in a different solar system and see the skies from a different perspective.” He craned his neck, looking above them at the glittering sky. “Then again, I suppose there’s enough variation here to keep us busy for eternity. I hope I can sleep with those orbital mirrors spreading all of this light in the sky.” 
 
    “Your condo has automated window shutters,” Mr. Lanier said. “We learned about that ambient light in the Jovian system.” 
 
    “You say ‘your condo,’ as if we each get our own,” Addie said.  
 
    “You do. Everybody has private quarters,” Mrs. Lanier said.  
 
    Addie cheered.  
 
    Willow scowled at Addie. “Was I a bad roommate?” 
 
    Addie laughed and hugged Willow. “You have a habit of waking in the middle of the night that makes sleeping impossible!” 
 
    Willow laughed. “You never seemed to notice with all that snoring!” 
 
    “I don’t snore,” Addie winked as they entered the building.  
 
    Willow held back with Sebastian, who was still staring at the sky in wonder. “It’s amazing,” he said. “This is what I expected of scientific research in deep space.” 
 
    Willow leaned against Sebastian, holding his arm and staring at the sky with him. “I can’t believe I never considered it before now.” She paused, staring at the grey dirt under her feet. “Until I had to.” 
 
    Sebastian nodded. “It’s ironic that the road through hell can lead to paradise.” He laughed. “If you and the other nine prisoners hadn’t broken the law, then we would have never met. We’d still be on Earth, and who knows what would have happened to the spatial anomaly and the energy aliens. Fate has strange ways of working out perfectly.” 
 
    “That it does,” Willow raised her gaze to the glittering sky above them.  
 
    He looked at her. “You miss Cayden and Neith, don’t you?” 
 
    “Of course, I do. I’ll always regret how things ended for both of them, and for Hailey as well. I hoped to get to know her better, but all things weren’t meant to be. Our job is to live in the reality we’ve got, to appreciate the blessings it offers, and to build the best future possible.” She smiled. “I’m grateful for a third chance here, with everybody I love and work that gives life meaning.” She hugged Sebastian. “Welcome to our new reality!” 
 
    They breathed a sigh of relief as a shooting star passed through the rings, streaking more glitter through the sky before following the rest of the team into their new home. 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Cayden rushed through the complex, bursting into the shuttle bay where the cybernetic escape pod had been towed. “Where is she?” 
 
    The medical examiner looked up from the pod. “Sir, I highly suggest you not be here. There are preliminary investigations to be done, and we don’t want the scene contaminated. It’s essential that we observe proper protocol.” 
 
    Cayden’s green eyes flared. “To hell with protocol. She’s my sister, and I want to know what happened.” He stared at Willow’s grey face through the faceplate in the pod. “I’ve waited ten years for answers to what happened in the Oort Cloud with that anomaly. What have you found?” 
 
    The medical examiner ushered Cayden to a nearby computer console, tapping open the initial scans from the vessel. “According to the archive data we’ve accessed, the vessel encountered a massive surge of energy in the Kuiper Belt that propelled it back to Earth after the spatial anomaly outside the Oort Cloud expanded ten years ago. Kuiper Station One was supposed to investigate it, but the energy from the anomaly has cut off communication with the station, and our sensors in the outer system are dark. Encleades sent a shuttle to do visual resonance and to check satellites, but there were massive energy spikes throughout the Uranus system from the expansion of the anomaly. They had to stop at the Titania settlement that’s under construction. They could go no further. The ship computers kept malfunctioning and they couldn’t continue without navigation.” 
 
    Cayden tapped at the computer. “Kuiper Station One has been a mystery for ten years, and our final clue is my sister in an escape pod? Why aren’t the cybernetics investigating this?” 
 
    The medical examiner shrugged. “Titania couldn’t figure out any more about this than the Jovian and Saturnian settlements and stations, but they’re minimally staffed. Most of the people out there are construction crew. There aren’t any scientists available to help us. As for the cybernetics, they have been trying to investigate it, but they aren’t making any more progress than we are.” He blew a breath, returning to the pod sitting outside of the ship. “Did the energy surge from the anomaly inside the Oort Cloud kill her?” 
 
    “We’ll have to do autopsy scans to know for certain,” the medical examiner said. “The Space Exploration Society did DNA Scissoring on all ten of the humans on board prior to putting them in cryo for the journey twenty years ago. We don’t know if it was the result of whatever caused that dark energy surge out there, or if something went wrong with the DNA Scissoring procedure.” He paused. “We have no idea what happened to the ship or the other nine who were on it with your sister. Nobody can find it. It’s either lost, or was destroyed when the anomaly exploded ten years ago.” 
 
    “Find out,” Cayden said sharply, as he tapped open the scans of the investigation on the ship. “Is there a log on this ship?” 
 
    “No sir, it’s a cybernetic escape pod.”  
 
    “How did she get in a cybernetic escape pod in an area of space with no cybernetic presence?” 
 
    Cayden froze as a memory from two decades ago flowed through his brain. 
 
    “I have brain cancer, Willow. It’s inoperable. The cybertec is my only hope for survival.” 
 
    Willow stared at him on the screen, her face pale. “I’m sorry Cayden, but I understand.” 
 
    “You aren’t mad at me? I know how you feel about the cybernetics.” 
 
     “You need the cybertec. I usually don’t like it, but,”  she swallowed. “It changes everything.” 
 
    “What about Neith?” 
 
    “What about him? We’re growing apart. He’s on a political crusade that could derail my career if I stay on this path.” 
 
    “I sense he’s on a dangerous course.” 
 
    Willow smiled. “Then maybe it’s time for me to leave that course and chart a new one. I see my future isn’t on Earth anymore. Mom and Dad have moved on. You’ve moved on. It’s time for me to move on, too.” 
 
    Willow applied for a position doing research on the spatial anomaly and DNA Scissoring methods on Kuiper Station One, the first scientific base in the Outer System, the next day. She volunteered to be a recipient of the DNA Scissoring procedure, using herself as a patient in her own experiment. 
 
    “Sir?” the technician asked, bringing Cayden back to the present.  
 
    “She’d still be alive if it weren’t for me,” he said, stepping to the pod and entering the code to open it.  
 
    “Sir! I must object!” the medical examiner shouted, rushing across the bay toward him.  
 
    Cayden ignored the screaming man, taking Willow’s cold, right hand. The blue scar on his palm burned against her frozen hand. “I’m sorry, Willow. I never meant for it to end this way.”  
 
    The flesh where his tear fell released a thin streak of smoke from her cold, grey body. He lifted her hand, studying it. A blue diamond sparkled in her palm, surrounded by burn marks. He slid the diamond from her palm and slipped it in the pocket of his uniform.  
 
    “What are these black marks?” Cayden held up Willow’s hand to show the burn marks in her palm.  
 
    The medical examiner scanned the hand with his computer. “That’s not a burn, sir. It’s dark energy.” 
 
    Cayden gently lowered Willow’s limp hand. “Is it the same energy we detected in that anomaly that exploded inside the Oort Cloud?” 
 
    The medical examiner nodded. “It’s the same.” 
 
    Cayden’s eyes flared. “Finish your investigation. I want to talk to the cybernetic contingency at Alpha Centauri. Their equipment can stand up to much more than ours can.” He stormed toward the door leading to his office. “Get them to investigate this, and then get them back in the inner system. Something isn’t right out there. I don’t want anybody, human or cybernetic, anywhere in space beyond our mid system settlements on Saturn.” 
 
    “What are we looking for, sir?” the technician asked.  
 
    Cayden stopped, staring at the ship and the pod with his dead sister in the center of the room.  
 
    “Answers. Something happened out there, and it’s changed everything.” 
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    Don’t go yet – leave a review! It only takes a moment, and will inspire my muse to create more fun worlds for you to visit! 
 
      
 
    The end of the world is just the beginning. Splinter, a scifi novel, available at https://www.amazon.com/Splinter-Sherri-Fulmer-Moorer-ebook/dp/B01E9DD7Z8  
 
      
 
    Be careful what you wish. Fate is a dangerous force to tangle with. Move, Book One of The Tanger Falls Mystery, a paranormal mystery, available at https://www.amazon.com/dp/B00BGTGET0  
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