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I have always known about my vivid imagination.  I would write short stories, plays and skits as a child.  My siblings would be the clay and I would mold them into any character I could conceive in my mind. As a kid I used writing as an escape from the harsh streets of Flint, MI.  I would find solace in the characters, the story and the possibility of where I could take them. I used my imagination to give myself a better life on the inside even if the outside looked bleak.  I write because of the journey, not the destination. I hope you feel the passion on each page and the fire that burn’s through each character’s soul. This is my take on what’s to come in 2025.  Some may say it’s farfetched or even crazy.  You have to absolutely wonder what’s in store for us in the future. I thank you for purchasing this book, onward and upward.
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Chapter One: 
They Woke Us

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The room was small, the walls painted a deep red. Caleb plastered the walls with inspiration from those he revered. There were a few Lebron James posters on each wall. A t-shirt hangs on the chair nearby, featuring one of his favorite quotes.

	“Nah.” - Rosa Parks

	High-end sneakers rested on different displays throughout the room, strategically organized by color, and the year they were made. In one of the boxes, a vintage pair of 1985 Nikes were neatly tucked away, the price tag still attached. His aged mahogany desk sat in the corner of the room, stacked with neat piles of comic books. On top of those was Caleb’s 2025 acceptance letter to HBCU Lanier Brown University, but he wasn’t focused on that right now.

	Caleb was a sixteen-year-old boy, destined for success. He could be doing a million other things right now, but for leisure, he lay under his sheets to block out the light, scanning through a book on aggressive animals of the wild while using his phone as a flashlight. His focus is locked in as he gingerly turns each page, anxiousness and excitement flooding through him with every new fact he finds. A sharp hunger pain hits deep in his stomach. Reluctantly, Caleb crawls out from under the sheets, and his feet hit the floor.

	He simply looks up to the ceiling for a moment, trying to pull his thoughts away from those pages. Caleb slips on his favorite blue gym shorts as an audible growl escapes from his belly.

	“I’m going, I’m going. Geeze.” He whispers to himself lowly, reaching for the door.

	Regardless of the kitchen being close to his room, Caleb creeps slowly across the floor in an effort to not wake his father. If he could hush the low squeak of the refrigerator door opening, he would. Caleb scanned the full shelves for a moment before grabbing his leftovers, tossing them in the microwave, and pressing the express button.

	Caleb leans against the counter, his arms folded, his mind wondering about the predatory habits of ocelots that he’ll reach on page four forty-one. A gentle brush glides across his leg, startling him slightly.

	“It’s just you,” he whispers, leaning down towards his cat, Suzy Q. Caleb begins to rub her head, hearing a low purr escape. “You like that, girl?”

	The microwave buzzes, and Suzy Q quickly darts off. “I know, it scared me too,” Caleb whispers. Retrieving his leftover Thai food from the microwave, he reaches into the nearby cabinet to find his jar of secret sauce, when a shaft of white light penetrates the crack beneath the back door nearby. Before he can come up with rationale for his actions, he moves towards it.

	With trepidation, he slowly approaches the door, the white light remaining persistent. He looks through the peephole: nobody’s there, but the light still remains. With no visible threat in sight, Caleb gently unlocks the door, but as he turns the knob, the light vanishes. Caleb stares out into the open air, noting a radiating glow playing on the top of his neighbor’s pool. Curiosity sparks through him, and he steps out onto the small patio, glancing around the quiet property.

	There’s a tension in the air that he can’t quite place. Humidity seeps into his skin, causing sweat to build beneath his brow, turning cold at the rattling sound of the gate near the back of their property. It’s shaking without any wind, the gate flying off its hinges and landing on the grass.

	Caleb approaches the gate, looking for any discernible reason that it would have blown off like that. He hoped that the hinge was simply loose, but after kneeling down to inspect it, bright light surrounds him, blinding him.

	What the hell? Caleb raises his forearm to shield his eyes, rising and stepping through the gate.

	 

	That gate leads to a narrow, shared alleyway between a few other buildings, creating the perfect channel for the bright light to focus. It’s blinding, sourced from something at the end of the alleyway. A low hum escapes the source; it’s melodic and mesmerizing, rhythmic and delicate all at once, intriguing him to no end.

	What am I doing? Caleb measures his steps, walking further, his heart beating from his chest. With one deep breath, he feels that tension in the air turn into something menacing. He tries to turn back down the alley, but he can’t. A debilitating current charges through his body, and the light abruptly vanishes, leaving Caleb alone in the aftermath. Everything is void of sound, and his feet feel heavy as cinder blocks, keeping him stuck right where he is. All he can hear are the intense thumps of his heartbeat.

	That light now appears behind him, its heat radiating at his fingertips. A warming sensation fills his body as the melodic humming returns, and the harsh truth hits him: he’s paralyzed in this moment.

	Sweat beads from his forehead, staining the concrete below. In one quick motion, Caleb’s shirt is violently ripped from his body as the humming sends a delicate vibration through his back. His body quivers, his hands coiling into white-knuckled fists by his sides. Everything feels like it’s fading, as if he’s slipping away. The white light and humming grows closer, louder, stronger in his presence, reaching mere inches from his body.

	Caleb remains numb and speechless, desperately reaching within himself to pull out some sound, a cry for help, anything he can muster. The dark pigment from his skin extracts. The light becomes stronger and more lively around him, forcing particles of his pigment to float loosely within

	 itself before eventually dissolving away.

	“Caleb!” His father, Mr. Prescott shouts from the distance. It sounds like an echo from a million miles away, and yet somehow pulls him back out of this trance.

	Caleb collapses to the ground below, his blurry vision focused on the gateway that he entered from, his home painting a backdrop behind it. Mr. Prescott rushes towards him.

	“Caleb! Caleb! Son, are you okay?” Caleb shakes away his crippling daze.

	“I’m fine, I just needed a bit of air.” He responds shakily.

	“Are you sure?” Mr. Prescott asks, curiously glancing around the alley before ushering them along.

	They walk away, Mr. Prescott invoking a few obscenities while they go. They return home, and Caleb looks to the patio boards first, then to the sky. He takes a few guided steps inside, thinking back to the light on his back. That burning sensation crawled up the flesh of his back, as if he were reliving it. One look in the mirror, and Caleb found the pigment from his back completely gone, leaving spotty and pale skin in its wake.



Chapter Two:  
Lanier University

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Years after Caleb’s encounter with the burning light, it was finally time to live the dream. He’d learned just about everything anyone could ever hope to know about HBCU Lanier Brown University. Caleb could tell you that it was built on a deserted navy base about forty miles north of the White House, that in the late 1930’s, the FBI was rumored to have used it as a second home to develop cutting-edge technology.

	Lanier was in the heart of Connor, Washington, a college town with a population of 100,000. While the university is small, it was growing rapidly, attracting some 20,000 students from across the globe, most of which were African-American. Every student that arrived on the doorsteps of Lanier felt a sense of pride, a sense of belonging. They were equally excited to be a part of the legacy of one of the most historic black colleges in America, though the humidity in this 88’ degree day attempted to stifle their elation.

	They all begin to exit their chaperoned vehicles, each smiling with excitement, heads filled with thoughts of how they would positively impact the world. Excitement came with worry; the fear of something new, the change that it brings. The university’s colorful logo was emblazoned on their backpacks and laptop cases, their shirts and hats, matching the bright turn of autumn leaves all around them, covering the streets and sidewalks.

	Parents begin to exit their cars, bright-eyed and filled with pride, lugging along their teen’s suitcases. They could easily make out the returning class, a group of male students glaring and taunting the “new meat” to the school with hand gestures to the crotch.

	Members of the prominent PHI Delta fraternity parade down the sidewalk in unison, stomping and chanting to the rhythm of the song on the nearby loudspeaker system.

	A green sedan pulls out in from of Targart hall, where students with the most elite academic scores reside.  Targart showcases lavished furnishings accompanied by every amenity known to man. Large bedrooms, bathrooms and living quarters, elegant designs along the ceilings that are nearly 100 years old.

	That sedan pulls up right in front of the main entrance, and the passenger door swings wide open. A pair of orange Nikes hit the pavement, as a blaring voice lifts, echoing throughout the front hall. “We’re here!”

	Caleb stands in the path leading to the main entrance, headphones around his neck, and an athletic sling-style backpack thrown over one shoulder. In this moment, he feels nothing but pride. Caleb touches the back of his neck over a tattoo, a simple design of the numbers 1600, a gift from his father for the hard work that all led to this day. His brown eyes dart from building to building, taking in the architecture and careful construction of every aesthetic element.

	“Yes!” Caleb says, filled with excitement. His head curiously pokes back through the opened passenger window. “Dad, this is where I belong.”

	Mr. Prescott turns towards his son. “Cal, you are the third in a line of Prescott men to attend an HBCU.”

	Caleb opens the door and hops back into the passenger seat, barely able to contain his elation. “Dad, I know. Who would have thought, me attending an HBCU?”

	“It’s not too far-fetched, son. It’s not every day one gets to decline an invite from Harvard.”

	With both hands, Caleb cradles his father’s anxiety-stricken face. “Dad, you don’t get it.”

	Mr. Prescott respond with a warm smile, his hand laying on his son’s shoulder. “Cal, you have a purpose.”

	“I get it, Dad.” Caleb could feel another one of his father’s cautionary talks approaching. “I get it. I promise: no partying, only studying.”

	“Yeah right!” Jaylen Mclean shouts from the backseat, startling the two of them. “Look Mr. Prescott, we fought tooth and nail to get here. Let’s say we let our hair down.” Mr. Prescott disappointingly yields his attention at Jaylen. “What? Go with the flow. Facts.”

	“Jaylen, get out of my car.” Mr. Prescott says very matter-of-fact.

	“I’m out,” he chuckled, pulling on the door lever.

	Caleb and Jaylen have been best friends for fifteen years. While they were both smart as a whip, they each had vastly different personalities. Jaylen had the stunning attributes that always seemed to make the ladies swoon: smooth dark skin, light chocolate-colored eyes, and a seemingly perfect head of hair that he always kept in check. While Caleb wanted to make his father happy, he also admired Jaylen’s sarcasm, even if it means always getting the last word, which would land him in trouble. Jaylen drags his suitcase from the backseat, pops his earbuds in, and slams the door shut.

	“Dad, I’ll be okay.” Caleb says calmly.

	Mr. Prescott peers around Caleb, looking to Jaylen dancing on the sidewalk. “It’s not you I’m worried about, son. Call if you need anything.”

	“Of course Dad, you got me.”

	Caleb embraces his father. Mr. Prescott’s eyes close, remembering the exact same moment he shared with his father twenty-five years ago.

	“I love you, Cal.”

	“Dad, I know, I know.” Caleb quickly releases his grip, and takes a deep breath before exiting the car. After exiting, he feels a heaviness in his lungs as he walks away. His shoulders slump, and he turns back to look at his father. Mr. Prescott can’t seem to look away. Caleb holds his emotions intact, waving as the green sedan exits the parking lot.

	“You smell that, Cal?” Jaylen says, his hand on Caleb’s shoulder.

	Caleb puts his nostrils to the sky, searching for a scent. “I don’t smell anything,” he replies.

	“Freedom bro. Complete freedom.” Jaylen nudges him on the shoulder, and within seconds, Caleb’s phone starts to ring.

	He quickly looks at the caller ID, and rolls his eyes. After a deep exhale, he picks it up. “Hey Grandma. I’m safe at school.”

	“Are you watching the news?” She asks rather abruptly.

	“No Granny, we just got to campus.” Caleb motions towards Jaylen to grab the bags and approaches the entrance.

	“Turn on the news. Now.”

	“Granny, why you bugging?”

	“Because the devil is at work,” she says, her voice panic-stricken and heightened. “And we are all targets.”

	Caleb sighs, preparing to try and sound as nice as possible.

	“Calm down, Granny. The reception is bad.” He tries to replicate a high-pitched buzzing sound with his voice. “I’m heading into a tunnel. Hello? I’ll call you later.”

	“Caleb Vincent Prescott, don’t play with me.” Caleb quickly ends the call, and shoves his phone back into his pocket.

	“Now you’re learning,” chuckles Jaylen.

	After a moment of orienting themselves with the entryway, they find themselves in a deserted hallway. Bags draped over their shoulders and suitcases rolling behind them, they begin to wonder where everyone’s gone off to. When they locate room 3906, Caleb reaches into his pocket for the key.

	“I think this is it.” He says.

	“This better be it,” Jaylen plops his bags on the floor. “I’m not going any further bro.”

	Caleb finds the key and unlocks the door. As they enter, their eyes widen in amazement: high ceilings, wall-to-wall plush furniture, and a full 180’ degree view of the whole campus.

	They quickly shut the door behind them, ecstatic to explore and enjoy their new dorm. Jaylen immediately rushes towards the fridge, opening it up to find his favorite foods stuffed inside. Cookies, juice, candies and pastries, basically anything made of sugar.

	“You see Cal, this is why 1600 matters.”

	“Last time I checked, you got a 1500.” Caleb points out.

	“Close enough. We living the life.”

	Caleb approaches the massive windows. “This beats living in Baltimore any day.” He quickly noticed several students outside, headed towards the meet and greet near the student union. “We should probably go to that.”

	Jaylen makes a dash for his bed in the adjacent room, leaping in like his high school track star days. “I’m in for the night. Can we order in?”

	“This isn’t a hotel, Jay.”

	“Aww, go screw yourself.”

	Caleb glances out the windows towards the sky. Heavy clouds flood the blue heavens as grim darkness shadows over the university. Where did that storm come from? Caleb thinks, distinctly remembering the clear and sunny forecast when he checked this morning.

	There’s a knock at the door, startling Caleb out of his thoughts. It bursts open as a girl rushes into the room. Caleb notices her unique style: an orange turtle neck, leggings, and jet black hair hanging over to one side, and a state-of-the-art camera slung around her neck. That smile could light up the room. She snaps a picture of the lavish accommodations around her, not even looking in his direction.

	“This room is badass,” she proclaims. “Who would have thought that an HBCU had it going on like this?” Her perfume dances across the room, enticing Caleb. He rocks back and forth to calm his gitty demeanor. He turns, conjuring up a smile.

	“Bree, I see you’ve made it.” He can’t help but fixate on her tight leggings and flawless chocolate skin as his heartbeat elevates. He thinks back to the first time he laid eyes on her in elementary school.

	“Yes. My mom is a horrible driver. Did you hear that the president of the university is withdrawing from the board? That would make a great headline.”

	“Nice to see you too.” Caleb says as he walks over. Bree withdraws from her fixation of snapping photos through the window.

	“Oh, sorry. This place has it all.” Bree offers a light hug before noticing Jaylen in the adjacent room, and her focus shifts. Her greeting is dull at best.

	“Jay,” she calls out to him. Jaylen rolls onto his side.

	“Hey,” he says faintly.

	“So, we excited or what?” Bree removes the camera from around her neck as Caleb nervously covers his chest with his arms.

	“Yeah, sure.”

	“My journalism classes start in a week. Look out Oprah, Bree has arrived.”

	“Can you two keep it down please? A brother is tired.” Jaylen yells from his room.

	“Oh please, laying on your ass is the most work you’ve done all year.” Bree replies.

	Caleb again tries to approach her. “So Bree, tell me—”

	“Let’s talk later,” she interrupts. “Too much to explore.” She grabs Caleb by the arm and jets out through the door, slamming it shut behind them.

	“What about me?” Jaylen yells out. After a long stretch, he rises from his bed and walks over to the window. Whatever storm Caleb was talking about has escalated. Thunder cracks the sky as raindrops begin to fall. Jaylen notices a student rushing across campus.

	“Sucker!” He shouts to no one in particular. “You should have stayed in your room.”

	He looks towards the large oak tree at the helm of the dorm, right outside the window. Jaylen tracks the student from the parking lot as he rushes towards the dorm, all while the rain begins to come down heavier. While the student makes a beeline for the grass, he runs behind the oak tree. Jaylen waits for him to emerge on the other side.

	Where did you go? He thinks, tapping his fingers on the window seal. He maintains an unblinking gaze on the tree. Dude, where did this douchebag go?

	Jaylen rushes downstairs through the halls, emerging outside and heading for the oak tree. He runs around it, looking at every which angle the kid could have run towards. There’s nothing but wide open space, and he isn’t in the tree. Jaylen turns in every direction. “That shit’s weird.”



Chapter Three: 
 Arrival

	 

	 

	 

	 

	A few hours after their arrival at the university, Bree continued to drag Caleb around. She brings him to the center of the student union, the ultimate on-campus spot. Most students chose to lounge about and watch early morning talk shows before class, others caught up on necessary reading before heading down the hallowed halls. The union building offers a small eatery, and the exterior is engraved in quotes from some of the greatest civil rights leaders.

	Bree kneels down while grabbing a shot of each famed building, her admiration visible on her expression. Caleb can’t help but think that it’s adorable as she points from building to building in sheer excitement. Students stop and stare at the eccentric girl as she photographs everything in sight. Caleb, in the meantime, feels the creeping sense of boredom take him over, and he’s ready to depart.

	“So, did you get your shots? I’m kind of hungry.” He prods

	Their afternoon is interrupted by massive dark gray clouds emerging from the heavens above, unlike any storm Caleb had ever seen before. Bree lifts her camera in an attempt to get a shot of the abnormality, but it stalls unexpectedly.

	“Why won’t it let me take pictures? This is state-of-the-art technology.” She whines.

	“Your settings are probably off,” Caleb offers, noticing her voice lift.

	“This is a brand new camera.”

	The wind quickly picks up as a flurry of dust rapidly floods the sky. Every student around them immediately began parading towards their dorms in frantic crowds. Bree tries to take another photo of the clouds, but to no avail.

	“Hand me your phone,” She requests, gesturing with an open hand. “I left mine in my bag.”

	Caleb reluctantly forks over his phone. She uses the camera to try and take a picture. Nothing happens.

	“That’s weird,” Bree says harshly. She quickly notices a caramel-colored girl rushing past her towards her dorm and stops her. “Hey, hey, do you have a phone?” The girl rushes past her.

	Caleb snatches his phone away. “What the hell?” He asks, flipping the phone over in his hands. “You broke my phone.”

	“No, something weird is going on.”

	A bolt of lightning crackles through the darkening sky. Heavy winds ramp up, causing them to sway uncontrollably. In an attempt to stabilize herself, Bree grabs onto Caleb’s waist and shields herself against the intrusive winds. Caleb tries his best to keep his footing, but his balance slips away. He stumbles and plunges to the ground, hearing Bree yell through the wind.

	“Are you okay?” She shouts over the howling, and does her best to help him back to his feet.

	The wind intensifies further as the ground starts to violently shake. Caleb reclaims his footing, and notices the colossal statue of Martin Luther King nearby. He grabs Bree by the hand and pulls her towards it. “Let’s go!” He shouts as they barrel towards the statue.

	“This had better be Jesus coming back!” Bree yells. Caleb notices a thin trail of blood seeping from her eardrums.

	“You’re bleeding!” Caleb shouts.

	“What?”

	“Your ears!”

	Bree dabs her ears. Noticing the blood, she frighteningly covers them up, and releases a horrifying screech. In the distance, from what she can see through the dust, several students lay lifelessly on the campus lawn, each covering their ears. Humming breaks through the howling of the wind, forcing them into the fetal position.

	“What is this? What’s going on?” Caleb tries his best to shield Bree from the onslaught of wind. The blaring hum intensifies, and she can’t help but peek out from the safety of the statue.

	A blare emits from somewhere beneath their feet. The bottom of the statue slowly severs, tearing from its foundation. Several nearby buildings violently shake from their foundations, but remain upright.  As a historic military base, most buildings were built on the campus decades ago.  These extraordinary edifices were reinforced to withstand harsh climate conditions. Smaller monuments fly through the wind, crashing to the ground and back into the air. The sky is pitch black, only lightning emanating from the shadows produce any light.

	Above them, a glowing green outline of a circle sits quietly above the university. Panic-stricken, Bree and Caleb stand in an open area, their demise inching closer. They glance around the scene: trauma everywhere, nothing but death and destruction. They hold onto one another with every morsel of strength they can muster, as a piercing voice breaks through the chaos.

	“Over here, over here!” The voice somehow reaches through the barrage of wind and crashing, reaching Caleb’s ear. He turns, spotting a white male in his sixties standing in the doorway of what was left of the union building. He uses the door as a shield from the wind, beckoning the two of them over.

	Caleb grips Bree’s hand tighter. “We’ve got to keep moving, come on!”

	“I can’t see!” She exclaims, covering her eyes with her forearm in an attempt to shield herself from the dust.

	“I’ll guide you!”

	They rally to reach the door. As Caleb grabs the door handle, the white male is viciously propelled towards the back of the room. Bree and Caleb use what’s left of their might to close the doors against the surge of wind, and their breathing finally settles.

	Terrified and shaken, they each back away from the door. Bree glances through the reinforced glass doors into the eye of destruction. She frantically shakes, her eyes glued to the devastation outside. She clutches one hand inside the other in an attempt to ease her shaking.

	Caleb rests his palm on the glass, his eyes searching for the source of it all. “What in the hell is happening?” His mouth gently quivers, his eyes slowly lifting towards the revolving dusky clouds dancing in the sky. His belief in what he’s seeing is lost for the moment.

	“You see that?” Bree quivers, inching closer towards the glass door. She hysterically folds her arms against her chest, trying to stay calm, but the ability eludes her. Large rocks begin rolling against the side of the building, shattering on impact. Every wall around them brutally shakes as several students in the hallways are being thrown from side to side. Caleb and Bree cautiously back away from the door.

	She glances up towards the dark cloud as the hum settles. The strange green glow starts to fade, as the floor beneath their feet begins to vibrate. Their bodies slowly thrust towards the double entry doors of the building, trying their best to break free. In this moment, it appears as if they’re in a struggle with fate, and losing. 

	“Caleb, are you seeing what I’m seeing?” Bree asks, their faces pressed against the glass doors.  Bree struggles to removes her camera from her neck, followed by another failed photograph attempt.

	Caleb turns towards the older man, shouting for help. It’s no use: the man is trapped underneath a table, helplessly watching as the doors burst open wide. Bree and Caleb are fixated on the gentle storm in front of them as a bright white light circles through the clouds. It’s beautiful and daunting all at once, as if it had consumed the previous gray clouds. The bodies of several students begin to float towards the open cloud, the outlining of their corpses illuminated with a white-green glow. They float slowly and peacefully into the unknown, disappearing without a trace.




Chapter Four:  
 The Student Union

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Three hours passed, doing little to calm their nerves as they thought about their fellow coeds disappearing in an instant at the might of the storm. They were barricaded inside the lobby beneath the student union cafeteria. Tables were flipped over, paintings shaken off the walls, and a trail of glass shards piled up near the double door entryway.

	One quick look around, and Caleb could see that there were about fifty students in total. Emergency candles dot the room, giving them just enough light. Students frantically attempt to call their loved ones on their cellphones, only to find that the storm has killed all outbound reception. Across the wall, a few tech-savvy students attempt to get a cracked flat screen television to work, but to no avail. For the past hour, several students tried removing a few gigantic cooper letters from the threshold of the staircase leading to the cafeteria. The severe vibrations from the storm forced the hefty LU letters from the wall.

	In the corner of the room, a group of Islamic students audibly pray. While they do their best to keep it quiet, their soft chants aggravate a few of the nearby Christian students.

	“Will you shut up already?” One of them barked. The group of Islamic students don’t abide. Instead, they chant louder, 

	By the front of the room, Caleb relentlessly paces across the floor. He nervously bites his fingernails, chewing them down to the nubs for the better part of an hour. His gaze darts around the room frantically, to the door, to the windows boarded with planks of spare wood. Thin shards of light trickle in, adding to his anxiety. He could hear the cyclone raging outside.

	Caleb wipes away beads of sweat pooling on his forehead. This day, one that should have been among his proudest, has been morphed into something far worse. Attempting to hide his chattering nerves, he sits on the floor, tearing a sliver of the nearby curtain. He removes his shoe, and begins methodically cleaning every spec of dirt from it that he can find.

	Bree stands on the other side of the room, her camera in hand as always, snapping photographs of the chaotic scene unfurling around her. Some of the students in the back of the room frown aggressively, and she’s unfortunately wasted a perfectly good shot by including their bleak expressions.

	Professor Green rests uncomfortably on the floor, shirtless and scuffed, a bandage wrapped around his abdomen. Rescuing Caleb and Bree from the clutches of the cyclone didn’t come without a price. He sits quietly, letting silence flood his mind, breathing heavily just to stay alive.

	Bree approaches him, lowering her camera. She could only imagine that he wouldn’t want a photograph to remind him of when he was at his lowest. Professor Green removes his bulky glasses, disheveling his gray mane.

	“I knew this day would come,” he mutters under his breath.

	Bree inches closer towards him. She kneels down to listen more closely.

	“What are you talking about?” She asks softly.

	Professor Green adjusts himself, attempting to find some sort of comfortable position to angle his body. Sharp pain shoots through his body as he shifts onto his side.

	“The government. They knew all along,” he offers.

	“I’m not sure I understand,” Bree sighs.

	“I believe that you do.” Professor Green lifts himself up, his teeth clenching from the utter pain writhing through him. “You saw it with your own eyes.”

	Bree tries, but the words won’t come. She’s speechless, her eyes darting around the room to make sense of her memories. They were the same words her uncle once spoke, words of one of his famous end-of-the-world speeches.

	Professor Green limps his way over towards the boarded windows, his weak movements garnering attention from the students.

	“What did I see, Professor?” Bree asks, uncertain if her words were even loud enough for him to comprehend.

	“They’re here,” he says, his fingers tapping on the rotting wooden plank. “And they aren’t leaving without a fight.”

	Caleb’s nervous eyes lock onto Bree, standing by the door with a shocked expression on her face. “How long have they been here?” She asks.  Bree hits the record button on her camera. She taps on the camera’s mic hoping that it is working properly.  Surprisingly, it begins recording.  Everyone begins to stare. “Who are they? What are they?”

	Professor Green rakes his short gray locks from his face, attempting to lean against the wall with some sense of dignity.

	“What did you see?” He asks, and Bree comes unhinged.

	She slowly backs up, her mind drifting to a few hours ago. The professor’s delicate tone calms her, and she begins to let it all out.

	“They were floating,” she said. Professor Green moves closer towards her.

	“Who?” He asks.

	“The students,” she says, causing Professor Green to turn away.

	“How are we getting out of here?” Caleb interjects. Green attempts to comfort his back again, losing his balance and sliding to the floor.

	“I’m fine,” he insists as Bree tries to help him up. “I’m okay.”

	“What’s his problem?” Caleb whispers into Bree’s ear.

	“That’s what I’m going to find out.”

	Moments later, the students are hoping to rely on Tony Fields, the football captain. Tony is about six-foot-three with bulging muscles. He attempts to remove the copper letters from the stairwell, using all of his strength as a few students come by to help.

	They’re able to remove the letters and dash up the stairs, only to find that the doors leading to the cafeteria are locked from the inside. As the students release a sigh of defeat, sitting on the floor nearby, the doors explode open.

	“I thought you guys would never get here,” Jaylen exclaims, a fork and knife in his hands. “There’s plenty of food for everybody. Just don’t touch the turkey meatloaf. It’s poison.”

	Everyone quickly rushes up the stairwell and inside as Jaylen yells down the staircase. “Cal, up here bro,” his voice echoes as Bree and Caleb make their way to him.

	“How did you get in here?” Caleb asks.

	“I got hungry, so here I am. Facts.”

	Jaylen points up to the cracked skylight, showcasing a swirling vortex of gray and darkened clouds. That gentle humming sound remains steady.

	“Yo, this storm is bananas,” Jaylen exclaims. “I mean, what a day to gain your independence.”

	“I don’t think it’s a storm,” Bree calmly interjects.

	“Wind, dust, water: classifies as a storm to me.”

	Caleb grabs Jaylen by the arm and pulls him over to the side. His voice lowers as he shields himself from the view of the other students.

	“We saw something,” he explains.

	“Who or what did you see?” Jaylen states rather loudly, oblivious to the gesture of keeping things under wraps. Bree grabs his other arm as the two usher him into a nearby room.

	“Could you keep it down?” Bree whispers. “Do you want to cause mass hysteria?”

	Jaylen throws his arms to the sky, sporting a sarcastic grin. “I don’t know any of these people. Who cares?”

	Caleb turns the flashlight function of his phone on, and closes the doors. They move to the center of the room, hovering over the thin angle of light. Caleb struggles with the truth, understanding the absurdity in it all.

	“How do we put this…” He begins.

	“Are ya’ll really going to drag this out? Shenanigans I tell ya.”

	“Jay, chill. They were floating.” Caleb says rather grimly.

	“Who was floating? Why? Where?”

	Bree’s tone gets sharp; she can’t take much more of this. “We saw university students magically, mysteriously - whatever you want to call it - ascending in the clouds.”

	Jaylen takes a step back, his eyes darting from Bree, then to Caleb. “Cal, this isn’t funny,” he says, his voice finally calm. “She’s in on this, huh?” He points towards Bree. “Always trying to get that attention, right Bree?”

	“Look you immature short-ass cretin, I have no reason to lie.” Bree says. The moment intensifies. This isn’t the first time Caleb has had to step in between two friends.

	“Who are you calling short?”

	“You!”

	“Guys, chill. We have bigger problems, and they’re not going away.”

	Jaylen is nose-to-nose with Bree. “Apologize,” he mutters, but Bree clutches her hip with her palm.

	“I will not,” she exclaims definitely. She rolls her eyes towards the ceiling. Her rage pours into her unforgiving words. 

	“And furthermore, you are an ignoramus…” The floor begins to vibrate gently, gradually growing harsher. The three of them are tossed from side to side before grabbing hold of one another to stabilize.

	

Chapter Five:   
 They Return

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Backed up against the wall, they witness a white pillar of light appear in the center of the room. As their legs begin to shift beneath them, Bree grabs onto Caleb and holds on tight. “What’s going on?” She asks.

	“Don’t get your panties in a bunch. Calm the hell down.” Jaylen demands, trying to grasp the situation.

	Vibrations intensify, rattling the floor and shifting the three of them around. As fear rises up, they fall to the floor. They quickly attempt to hold onto one another, desperately vying for something beyond the marble tile to grab onto. Ripples travel through the floor, rushing through their bodies as they slide in every direction.

	“Make it stop, make it stop!” Bree shouts.

	As if her request had been answered, the vibrations settle, returning to that low humming sound.

	“What is that?” Caleb asks, returning to his feet and helping Bree stabilize.

	“What about me?” Jaylen complains. “I gets no help?” He quickly stands, wiping away dust from his brand name jeans. “These cost a fortune.”

	The humming dies completely, leaving silence in its wake. They stand in the dimly lit room, listening for any sound at all. The silence is daunting.

	“We have to find a way out of here,” Caleb proclaims as Bree nods in agreement.

	“Is your phone working?” She asks, gulping down a breath of fear.

	Caleb attempts a phone call, but is immediately met with the humming sound through the speaker. He quickly hands up, mouthing “It’s dead.”

	Jaylen withdraws his own phone from his pocket, turning on the flashlight and pointing it around the room in every direction. “This is some eerie shit,” he says rather quietly. “Okay, so when ya’ll left me, I saw this kid. He like, disappeared into a tree or something.”

	“Liar,” Bree spits rather abruptly.

	“Oh, you see floating shit but I can’t see some kid disappearing? Get the fuck out of here. I’m finding a way out.” Jaylen moves towards one corner of the room before releasing a squeal. “What the hell!”

	Heavy breathing comes from the corner as Jaylen nervously backs away, lifting his fist into the air. In this moment, Jaylen remembers every street fight he was in back in Baltimore.

	“Who’s there?” He demands in a calm voice, showcasing his steel nerves. “I said who’s there?” He asks again as Bree and Caleb cautiously back away.

	Pointing his phone into the corner, the elderly professor from the lobby slowly emerges from the darkness.

	“Don’t be afraid,” he says rather freely.

	“Bro, you were about to catch some hands.” Jaylen exclaims. Caleb then moves his phone’s flashlight in the professor’s direction.

	“What are you doing in here?” He asks as Professor Green lifts a chair from the corner.

	“I could ask you the same question,” he retorts.

	Angrily pointing the phone towards the professor, Jaylen’s patience is running thin. “What’s the deal, Bob?”

	Professor Green swiftly snatches Jaylen’s phone right from his grip.

	“Did you really just do that?” Jaylen barks.

	“Go easy Jaylen,” Bree offers, her hand landing on his shoulder. “Hey, he helped guide us to this place.”

	Jaylen glances towards Bree, then back at the professor. “You know this guy?”

	 “Our apologies professor,” Caleb extends his hand towards Green, easing the tension in the air. “Do you have any idea what’s going on out there?”

	Sensing Green’s trepidation, Caleb, Jaylen and Bree press him for answers. The hum from the storm is present, and Green takes a step towards the students, his expression bare and emotionless. It was as if someone turned off his personality in an instant.

	“I’ve studied this paradigm for years, but…” He starts, turning away mid speech. “Dammit!” He shouts.

	“What is it professor?” Bree asks as Jaylen takes wary steps towards him.

	“Look man, you got to tell us something.”

	“Moving in towards a threat isn’t the way to go,” Caleb interjects, capturing Jaylen’s attention. He walks over towards the professor, places his hands on his shoulders, and lowers his tone, dually attempting to appeal to him while patronizing him like a toddler that’s keeping secrets. “What do you know about what’s happening?”

	Professor Green snaps away, forcing Caleb’s hands from his shoulders as he turns his back on them. Finally, he says something.

	“I’ve studied this formation for years… during my time in the military. Fifty years ago, a similar storm arrived.”

	“Arrived?” Jaylen says with temper to his voice. “Storms don’t just arrive.”

	“Professor Green eyed Jaylen before continuing. “It arrived, and within hours was gone.”

	“I don’t follow,” Caleb said, “isn’t that what storms do?”

	“Not this storm.”

	Green’s voice lowers, fading out into nothing. He slowly looks up towards the skylight as he steps into the other room. Traces of green and white light continually outline the sky above.

	“What do you see?” Bree asks, looking towards Caleb for confirmation. He nods.

	“Okay,” she starts again after Green’s silence. “Once we escaped the storm, we saw students. A few of them floated into the dark clouds.” She pauses briefly, uncertain of the absurdity in her own words. “Something carried them into the clouds. This something seemed ordained or mighty.”

	“I think what the professor is saying, is that something pulled them up from Earth… it wasn’t just the storm.”

	Jaylen dims his phone light. “What is he talking about?”

	Professor Green stares coldly into the sky. “They are here for a specific purpose.”

	“Man, this guy’s a kook,” Jaylen accuses.

	“I want to hear what he has to say,” Bree states boldly. “Continue professor.”

	“They’re here to take what they want. They won’t concede to anything less than that.”

	“Who are they?” Caleb says through gritted teeth, tired of the charade and drawn-out replies. “Can they hurt us? Can we fight back?”

	“Professor Green,” Bree shakes his arm. He remains silent. “Professor Green,” she tries again.

	“Well, just replace they with America, and you’ve got every black scenario in the country.” Jaylen says, rather annoyed.

	“What do you even mean by that?” Bree asks innocently.

	“You’re the journalist. You see our democratic system. It’s rigged.”

	“Come on guys,” Caleb breaks up the fight before it can truly begin. “This isn’t the conversation we should be having right now.

	“Sure it is,” Professor Green says softly, eyes still set on the sky.

	“See?” Jaylen begins to gloat. “Even the kook is on board with my analysis. America don’t care about us.”

	“Professor, enough with the coy responses. Please tell us what this is all about.” Bree sounds more hopeful than adamant.

	“I take serving at Lanier Brown as a badge of honor,” Green begins as Jaylen rolls his eyes.

	“Big deal,” he says, “so what? You decide to come to a black college to teach black students. You wanted street cred?”

	“I think you’re missing the point.”

	“No, I don’t think I am. All my life, we’ve had white teachers. It’s like we can’t escape ya’ll.”

	“Enough Jaylen,” Caleb says. “You’re being rude, bro.”

	“Sometimes you gotta be rude, bro. It’s the law of the land, right?”

	“It’s okay. He feels how he feels, which is why they are here.” Professor Green says.

	“I’m not following this,” Bree sighs, leaning against a nearby chair. “Who are they, and how do you know them?”

	Stabilizing himself in the center of the room, Professor Green releases a deep breath before beginning. “For over thirty years, I worked on top secret technology for the United States government. The they in question are directly related to you.”

	Seconds later, the skylight bursts open as a strong tunnel of wind barrels down to the floor. Caleb, Jaylen and Bree hold onto one another as they’re pulled towards the skylight. Bree is pulled away, her scream echoing through the room as Caleb reaches out, grabbing onto her legs. He finds himself lifting off the floor, noting the increasing wind tearing through everything in its path. Tables are tossed to the side, chairs are flung through the room as the vortex circles the room. Jaylen grasps onto Caleb in an effort to keep him grounded.

	This three-person chain begins to lift towards the skylight. Jaylen desperately holds onto Caleb’s foot in one hand, while the other grips a nearby column.

	“We’re going to die!” Bree shouts over the roar of the wind.

	The humming sound returns as wind fills the room, making it difficult to take in a breath. As the dark gray clouds envelop the top of the room, Bree’s head is mere feet away from its grasp. They desperately try to hold on, but the wind’s ferocity feels magnetic, pulling them upward without the willpower to hold on any longer. Their deafening screams are suffocated by the sheer wind force.

	 

	Jaylen’s legs, wrapped around the pillar, are the only thing keeping them from being swept away. Caleb’s grip slowly eases on Bree’s leg. He attempts to readjust for a better grip.

	“Please don’t let go!” She screams.

	Professor Green leans against a wall nearby. The wind isn’t even rustling his hair. He stands up and effortlessly limps over towards Jaylen as Caleb takes notice. His hands find Jaylen’s waist as he pulls him from the pillar.

	“Are you crazy? You’ll get us killed!” Jaylen shouts.

	“We have to get out of here!” Green returns, effectively removing Jaylen from the pillar and somehow pulling the three of them towards a nearby door. As if personally selecting him, the wind pulls Caleb higher as Jaylen desperately holds onto his foot. He pulls on Caleb’s shirt, bringing him closer.

	“Yo, what’s going on in here?” Tony says as he opens the nearby double doors.  Noticing the mayhem, with all his strength, Tony flings Professor Green out of the room by the collar.

	Tony keeps a solid grip on Jaylen’s belt buckle and yanks. The trio gets pulled downward.  The mighty tug by Tony forces Jaylen’s grip to tighten onto Caleb’s shirt. Tony plants his feet in his usual squatting pose for weight training.  He musters enough energy to pull Jaylen forcefully. Jaylen’s grip tears into Caleb’s shirt, ripping it. Tony effectively pulls all three into the hallway and shuts the door. They collapse on top of one another, spilling over onto the tile floors of the hallway.

	Tony kneels down, barely out of breath. “You guys okay?”

	“Yes, we’re fine. Rattled, but fine.” Bree says, catching her breath. She fixes her hair before pulling herself up and standing. “Where’s my camera?”

	Jaylen rolls his eyes at her selfishness. “Hello, you’re welcome!”

	Bree tenses, reluctantly releasing a soft thank-you before continuing to look for her camera.

	“Whatever,” Jaylen says dismissively.

	Caleb rises, finding Bree’s camera and handing it to her.

	“Thank God,” she says, “this camera is my life.”

	Caleb leans against the nearby wall, staring at the closed doors and letting his mind drift away. Professor Green stands up, noticing Caleb’s dilating brown eyes.

	“How did you do that?” Caleb asks.

	“I haven’t the slightly clue.” The Professor replies, noticing Jaylen’s confusion.

	“What did he do?” Jaylen asks, his tone sharpening.

	“The storm didn’t affect him… it’s like he was bolted to the floor.” Caleb is interrupted by a student running over from the lobby.

	“Guys, Mark got the TV working,” she says.

	Professor Green throws his arms over Tony’s shoulders for support, and silently limps away towards the lobby. Caleb is left dazed, trying to make sense of what’s happened. His shirt is all but gone, revealing his bronze skin.

	“Oh my God!” Bree exclaims loudly. She and Jaylen remain completely still, noticing Caleb’s exposed back. The pigment on his back is completely gone, revealing completely pale white flesh. In the paleness, the spotty skin creates an obscure design. Caleb turns his back away.

	“What?” He asks, and for the briefest moment, Jaylen and Bree put their differences aside an unanimously agree that what they see before them is horrifying.




Chapter Six:   
 Caleb’s Revelation

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The television flickers off and on as the students gather around the last beacon of hope in the student union building. Tony finds a way to increase the volume, somehow navigating the options despite the large crack in the screen. In an instant, the blare of a reporter’s voice echoes through the room. Students exit the cafeteria and make their way towards the news.

	BNC’s Patty Denker stands roughly one mile from Lymon Collins University, an HBCU in Alabama.

	“I repeat, if you can hear me, please listen,” she says, quickly looking over her shoulder. “The government has issued a state of emergency. If you are not on the streets, you must return to your homes immediately.” Her voice cracks as she pleads with what she suspects are home viewers. “It is feared that a massive storm has taken over every HBCU in our country.”

	Bree and Caleb listen intently. Jaylen advances towards the television slowly, his eyes glued to the screen.

	“As reported earlier, it is our understanding that National Security Adviser Brad Doley will be updating on the severity of this evolving situation.”

	The hall falls completely silent. All present black students appear genuinely nervous, failing to put words to the situation at hand.

	“It started at noon today,” Patty Denker continues, “Clouds and an ominous green glowing ring hovered over every predominantly black university in the nation. Several students are feared to have disappeared in the mist.” Caleb glances over at Professor Green, who tries his best to keep his eyes on the television set. “Here is what we know so far: all one-hundred and twenty HBCUs are at risk. If students of these universities can hear me, please lock your doors and stay inside.”

	Patty nervously forces a strand of hair behind her ear as the wind picks up. Her hand shake while trying to retain a grip on her microphone. She taps her earpiece, undoubtedly receiving an update from her producers.

	“I’m being told that the National Security Adviser will be issuing a statement. Let’s cut to him now.”

	With some static in between their transfer, they cut to Brad Doley, a heavyset white male with jet black hair, slightly graying near his ears. His expression is unnerving, completely different from the reporter. Standing proudly at the podium in front of federal agents on an airline tarmac, he looks out to the barrage of ravenous reporters.

	“As most American citizens have heard, this unprecedented storm is devastating.,” he begins, clearing his throat during a pause. “Over the last few hours, several circular storm clouds have cascaded over the aforementioned one-hundred and twenty HBCU campuses in our country”

	Brad loosens his tie, removing the suffocating view of his too-tight dress shirt. He glances down towards his notes for a moment, his following words were slow and steady, intentional. “We are not certain as to the cause of these storms.”

	Jaylen’s whispers reach Caleb’s ear. “You know this asshole is lying, right? They always know.” Caleb snaps his focus back to the screen as Adviser Doley continues.

	“We are taking every measure to assure the safety of all Americans. We are studying and moving with the storms to determine the cause behind them.

	Professor Green breaks the attention of the room. Placing his hand over his mouth, he limps closer to the television. The entire room remains silent, all eyes glaring at the professor.

	“This is such bullshit,” A female student in the room blurts out.

	“Furthermore,” Doley says as he returns to his notes, “we will not be frightened by nature’s wrath and destruction. We will get through this together as one nation. Thank you.”

	Reporters begin firing off questions one after another, creating a den of illegible speech that clouds the screen. One man’s voice overpowers the others, cutting through the madness.

	“Where did the storm originate?” He asks, forcing the microphone on Doley. He clears his throat before continuing. “In the deep south.”

	“Can you predict the pattern of these storms?”

	“A professor at Morehouse is helping us to determine the path. Next question.”

	Voices roar through the air. Doley is visibly sweating, his nerves on end.

	“How convenient is it that every storm is over an HBCU?”

	Doley takes a moment, scanning his mind for answers. It’s simple to spot a liar when you see one, and every second he waits to answer, the nation grows more skeptical.

	“That fact is irrelevant at this time. We are simply looking at that as a coincidence.”

	“He’s lying,” a fellow student interjects.

	“Is every other university in the country safe?” Another reported asks.

	“It appears that way,” Doley responds rather gingerly. “Next question.” He points towards a woman with her hand raised.

	“In certain parts of the country, all communication has been lost. Can you speak about the global impact of the storms? Are we the only continent affected?”

	Doley quickly turns to his chief of staff, who points to his watch.

	“This will be the last question. Our intelligence tells us that we are the only nation affected at the moment.”

	Jaylen shakes his head. “How convenient,” he states sarcastically.

	Doley mentions that he’s finished taking questions, and states that more information will be unveiled at the upcoming briefing. As he attempts to leave the podium, the chief of staff’s face coils: Doley turns to one more reporter.

	“Are you sending the National Guard to assist the affected universities?” They ask.

	“No, we are not. We don’t find it necessary at this time.”

	“Are they serious?  Such morons!” Jaylen shouts. “We’re under attack, and they’re going to do nothing.” Bree does her best to prevent Jaylen from making a scene. They turn back to the television.

	“With all due respect, Mr. Doley,” the reporter’s words are frustrated. She’s steadying them to the best of her abilities. “Is this not a national emergency?”

	Doley’s chief of staff pulls on his cuff, ushering him away. That reporter musters one more question, commanding a flood of others.

	“Is this an attack on black Americans?”

	“Will America protect black Americans?”

	“What aren’t you telling the American people?”

	“Should we be afraid?”

	Doley continues his path back towards his plane without looking back, ignoring the hailstorm of aggressive questioning. There was anger in those voices, deep concern for what was happening. Doley boards his plane as it cuts back to news anchors. There’s nothing but silence and bleak expressions on their faces. That was all they saw before the power cut out, and the room fell dark and silent.

	“So I suppose we’re just left here to die?” One of the Students growl in frustration.

	Words flurry into an audible mess: students release conspiracy theories, others are simply outraged, some are scared as can be.

	“This could all be a hoax. Fake news,” one of them roars. “I think the pentagon is behind this. They hate the black community.”

	Professor Green sits in a chair near the edge of the room. Jaylen approaches him, wary of what he knows.

	“So what do you know, Professor?”

	“I don’t, but I do know your frustration.”

	“No, you don’t. You’re privileged, and you always have been.” Jaylen’s tone floods with rage. “They’re going to let us die in here, aren’t they?”

	“We can get through this.  As a country we always have.”

	“I already told you, I’m not listening to no kook.”

	Caleb forces his arms around Jaylen, protecting him from making a mistake.

	“Bro, it’s not his fault,” he says.

	“Sure it is. He’s not going to help us get out of here,” Bree says, stepping in front of Professor Green. She’s done playing games: we want answers. “Okay, Green. What do you know?”

	Jaylen breaks free from Caleb’s grasp, swinging his leg down to kick the chair out from underneath Green. He falls to the floor, groaning as his injuries worsen. An uproar outbreaks in the student union; they voice their frustration at the professor, crowding around him like an angry mob.

	Micky Knolls, one of the few white students at the University, steps in to the professor’s rescue.

	“Just stop it,” she says, forming a barrier around the professor. “Fighting will get us nowhere. Like it or not, we’re in this together.”

	Bree steps forward. “Are we?”

	“We’re all humans vying to find our way out of this mess, right? We’re in this together.”

	“So Becky, why isn’t your government sending out the National Guard?” Bree asks.

	“I don’t know, and my name is Micky.”

	Jaylen makes his way over towards her, his hands raised in the air. All eyes fall on him.

	“I have a question: why are there white students out at HBCUs?”

	Caleb places his hand on Jaylen’s chest, tentatively holding him back. “Guys,” he says loud enough for the room to hear, “we need to be more productive if we have a chance of getting answers.” He turns, offering a helping hand to Professor Green.

	“Yea, why do white students attend HBCU’s?” Bree adds.

	“I think we finally agree on something,” Jaylen flashes a smile.

	Micky stands, refusing to back away. “I have every right to attend this school,” she says, “and you can attend any school you desire.”

	“Historically, we were forced to create our own HBCU because your ancestors didn’t want us at theirs.” Jaylen gripes, his anger rising.

	“Look around the room, Becky,” Bree glances out to the overwhelming majority of black student faces in their audience. “We are here by choice. I wish I could say the same for you.”

	“And am I not?” Micky says with trepidation, slowly backing away.

	“No. You just want what you can’t have,” Bree’s voice has an edge to it. “But what we have can’t be taken, learned, or abolished. It’s in our DNA.” Pronounces Bree.  

	Professor Green whispers in Caleb’s ear, “And that’s why they’re here.”

	Caleb turns back again, pulling the professor into a nearby corner while the conflict arises in the center of the room.

	“Look Professor, you have to give us more than that. These students are going to destroy the place,” Caleb desperately tries not to show his anxiety over the situation. “This whole speaking in puzzles is played out.”

	“I am sorry. But this will take time to figure out.”

	Frustrated, Caleb turns to walk away. Professor Green focuses on his back, removing his glasses from his shirt pocket to clarify his view. “That’s it,” he whispers. Caleb turns on his heel. “Your back.”

	“What about my back?” Caleb questions.

	Professor Green limps towards Caleb, his hand gliding over Caleb’s exposed back. His eyes widen as he kneels, his eyes fixated on the spotted design on Caleb’s skin as he remains still. His palms gently massage the ridges on the pale pigments, and they move as if they were alive.

	“You’re freaking me out,” Caleb says.

	“This is quite intriguing to say the least. The shape is definitive and purposed.” Green is obsessed.  He removes his phone from his pockets, taking a photo of Caleb’s back.” He shows Caleb the photo.

	Caleb hasn’t paid mind to the spots on his back for months now. The would-be blotchy patches of pale skin have aligned into little circles, forming a symbol on his skin.

	“That’s weird. I’ve never noticed this before,” he states very matter of fact.

	“I have a colleague that can help decipher this.” Caleb quickly brushes the professor away.

	“Maybe Jaylen is right. Maybe you are crazy. It’s just a distortion of my skin.”

	“Caleb, how can you not see the symbolism here?” Green asks, his eyes alive with light. “The shape. The design. It’s like nothing I’ve seen before. How did this happen?”

	Caleb stares at the photograph, his memory forcing back mental still images of the day that it happened.

	“I don’t know… it just happened.” He says, wondering the truth in his own words. Green feels the weight of Caleb’s words, and he urges him to continue. “It was outside at night, and it… it wouldn’t let me go. The more I resisted, the more it took from me.”

	“What did it look like? Feel like?” Professor Green, in this moment, doesn’t seem so crazy.

	“I couldn’t see it. It felt like fire burning into my skin. It felt peaceful, yet destructive, if that makes any sense.”

	Bree gawks from across the room. Up until now, she’s the only person Caleb has trusted with this information. He soon breaks away from his memory, shaking away those thoughts.

	“I’m good.  That was a long time ago.”

	Staring into the photo, Green quietly says, “You have no idea what you may know, Caleb.”





	Chapter Seven:    
 A Matter of National Security

	 

	 

	 

	 

	One hour past the press conference, and the National Security Adviser’s plane still sits vacant on the Maryland tarmac. A black SUV waits outside, as Doley sits alone in the back seat, his mind racing. He scans through classified documents in his lap, and the doors immediately open. With the rock solid expression of a lion, an African-American male enters the back of the SUV. The man glances out the window, undoubtedly scanning for security personnel.

	The car begins to pull away. The man never glances directly at the adviser, yet Doley hands over the classified documents to the man. Silence lingers as the caramel-complexion man reads through the dossier, crossing one leg over the other. He loosens his red tie around his neck as Doley becomes uneasy. He knows the man well: Rep. Carl Manning, Speaker of the House and member of the Republican party.

	In a husky voice, Manning gets straight to the point. “Talk to me,” he says calmly. “What’s the latest?”

	Doley places his remaining folder on the seat next to him. “We have reached the threat held with funding for this project, Mr. Speaker. We need more resources.”

	Manning looks straight at him and slowly removes his sunglasses. “Brad, we don’t know if I can allocate more money.”

	“Sure you can,” Doley says slyly, removing his cell phone from his interior jacket pocket. “This is what we’re up against.” He shows the screen to Manning, premiering a brownish sphere with indescribable lettering written on its surface.

	“What is it?” Manning questions, his tone shaky. He’s been caught completely off-guard.

	“It’s why they are here.”

	“The House has been funding this little project for decades. Now we need answers, Brad.” The Senate is breathing down my neck, and the public is in an uproar.” Manning visibly clutches his hands together, attempting to pacify his frustration at the situation. “I don’t know how much time I can give you.”

	Doley glances out the window, and begins to drift away in thought. “How long have we known each other, Carl?” He asks, chuckling outwardly. “Thirty years, and have I ever let you down?”

	Manning remains completely silent.

	“I need you to trust me,” Doley continues. “What better way to build that trust than with action.” The SUV turns down an unfamiliar street.

	“Where are we?” Manning asks.

	The car swerves slightly, entering a dark tunnel. Tension floods through, sending nerves on end. Manning isn’t familiar with the route, nor is he sighting any landmarks nearby.

	“I need my funding,” Doley demands. “The life of every American depends on this.”

	The SUV travels several more miles before suddenly stopping. The doors fly open, and Doley exits the back seat to a solute by armed military officials. He quickly walks towards and enters an undisclosed building, one void of any recognizable features. Based on the view, Manning can only assume that they’re in the mountains just north of Baltimore. The mains doors are opened with dual keys by armed guards, and Manning steps out of the car. His curious eyes search every inch of the space. He releases a soft, menacing whisper.

	“So… this is where they’re hiding it,” he says.

	The dark area before him emanates dread. Manning rushed to catch up to Doley, meeting his pace as the two continue down a narrow hallway. Everything is cramped and dusty, though the dust was buried beneath the oil-based chemical dancing at Manning’s nostrils. He places his forearm over his nose to cope with the odor, and looks to Doley to find that the scent isn’t bothering him in the slightest.

	Feeling the weight of the air and seeing particles fluttering about, Manning continuously wipes his eyes. “You want to tell me what’s going on here, Brad?” He requests.

	Doley simply continues up his path. “We’re almost there,” he offers.

	They arrive at a second set of doors, as four armed guards stand in pristine attire, awaiting their orders. The tallest of them stands out front, his brash tone cutting through the air.

	“ID please.”

	They each present their identification. After a brief focus on each of their attributes, the guard summons another to open the metal door with his clearance badge. These four armed men never take their eyes from Doley or Manning, even as they enter the room. Once inside, Manning yanks on Doley’s sleeve.

	“You want to tell me where we are?” He demands, but Doley simply takes a light breath, speaking in an ominous, low voice that shifts the narrative entirely.

	“Mr. Speaker, you’ve come this far. Why ruin the surprise?”

	Doley continues down the dark hall as Manning closely, reluctantly follows behind. They soon arrive at a stark white door, imprinted with emboldened lettering stating Only Authorized Personnel. One small, eerie window rests in the center of the door.

	Doley peeks inside while Manning waits. It’s dark. Pitch as the dead of night.

	The hatch releases, and the door automatically slides open. They walk inside the small space, and the door behind them suddenly closes as the room begins a rapid descent. They glide down in a smooth, unnoticeable fashion.

	Silence lingers in the elevator as they reach the apparent destination. The doors slide open heavily, and Doley takes a few steps into the room. Manning’s eyes widen immensely. Shock keeps him moving forward slowly, hearing Doley’s soft exclamation.

	“I told you you’d be surprised.”

	Several feet away, hanging on the wall is an unknown, foreign object, slightly gray with a slight shimmer to its surface. Based on what they can see, there’s only a fragment of this strange object remaining. It’s in the shape of a semicircle, and it’s quite apparent that half of it is missing. A plethora of unknown symbols appears scribbled on its surface, as a few men in white coats dab over the writing with soft bristle brushes.

	“There’s no indication of the origin of this object; the symbols are something scientists have attempted to transcribe for several decades.” Doley speaks softly, though Manning can barely keep his eyes off the object.

	Manning steps into what looks like a gigantic aluminum warehouse. Within seconds, a soft vibration penetrates from underneath the floor. The hanging object vibrates softly. The white-coat men stop what they’re doing, and absorb the vibrations before continuing with business as usual. One scientist removes a sterile mask from his face, and begins to climb down a ladder nearby, making his way over to Doley.

	“Mr. Speaker, this is Mark Fitz, head of Science and Technology for the United States Government.”

	The man in question stands tall, his build slender and lanky. Long, stringy reddish hair runs down his back. This fifty-something man doesn’t exactly look happy to see company. He removes his lab gloves before giving Doley a handshake, notices the Speaker, and pulls Doley over to the side.

	“What is he doing here? Can we trust him?” He asks frantically.

	“His five-hundred-million-dollar donation from the House keeps us in business, Mr. Fitz.”

	With conviction, Mr. Fitz obliges and maintains his composure. He extends a hand to Manning, and mumbles “Mr. Speaker.”

	“This seems like a…” Manning looks at his surroundings briefly, “pleasant departure from the small building in Washington I occupy.”

	With a nervous chuckle, Mr. Fitz is delighted. “Yes, it’s quite something, isn’t it?”

	It’s obvious that the masked and gloved scientists nearby are closely listening in on their conversation. Doley pokes Mr. Fitz on the shoulder. “Where can we talk?” He asks.

	Mr. Fitz walks away abruptly, leaving the two of them to follow. They enter a small lavatory off the main entrance, as Mr. Fitz gingerly closes the door behind them. He leans on a nearby counter, flicking his fingers against the wall to showcase the full and complete soundproofing. Manning can’t help but look through a laminated window towards the large object, thinking back to every tale he’d heard about it. It was mesmerizing to see in person.

	“What is that?” He asks quietly, almost whispering.

	“I thought you’d never ask,” Mr. Fitz gleefully replies. “It’s an abandoned pod… or ship, perhaps, from the Akache tribe.”

	Doley has obviously heard this before, though seems amused at one fact. “Akache?” He asks. ”Is that what we’re calling them?”

	“That object landed on Earth about one-hundred years ago,” Mr. Fitz excitedly states, barely containing his elation. “Though it was only discovered thirty years ago.”

	“What is ‘Akache’, exactly?” Manning questions, wondering how a holed-up scientist has this much energy.

	“We are guessing, it was one of the many planets that inhabited our solar system one billion years ago. Our data tells us a meteor destroyed it, or so we thought, forcing its inhabitants to flee to surrounding planets.”

	“So they came here?” Manning asks.

	“No, they tried to come here,” Fitz replies, hands waving excitedly through the air. “Our ecosystem wouldn’t allow it.”

	“Our intelligence believes they are what’s causing the storms to appear,” Doley interjects.

	“Let’s not be coy here. You do realize what they are after, right Fitz?” Manning retorts.

	“Scientifically, it’s unknown. There is no evidence to back that claim. Storm? This is a relic. It’s one-hundred years old.”

	“What are you hiding, Mr. Fitz?” Manning inches closer towards him. “I didn’t believe this place existed when one of my close colleagues described it to me, but you’ve managed to renew my faith. Cut the bullshit: where is it?”

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Fitz replies as Doley stands silently.

	Manning folds his arms over his chest. “I have nothing but time,” he adds.

	“I had to be sure I could trust you.” Mr. Fitz says, exiting the room into a smaller hallway. They both follow him, arriving at another door several feet down the hall. Fitz punches in a code as the doors slide open wildly, revealing another enclosed space, a bit smaller than the last. Doley and Manning stand quietly on one side of the room, and once inside, Fitz lowers to his knees and opens a vault in the corner.

	After removing a small square black box, he opens it to reveal a grayish sphere. Its’ texture is the same as the object in the warehouse, fitted with the same indescribable symbols on its surface. Fitz lifts to his feet and turns toward the two of them. It’s strikingly similar to the photograph that Doley shared in the SUV earlier, and it begins to vibrate softly.

	“It’s their power source,” Fitz whispers.

	“It’s the only leverage we have.” Doley says very matter of fact.

	Doley walks from one side of the room to the other, ushering manning over. He refuses to budge as a sinister smirk covers his face.

	“Gentlemen, I am the Speaker for a reason. I knew your hand before you played it.”

	Mr. Fitz nervously glances towards Doley, who attempts to relax in his suit.

	“What are you afraid of, Speaker?” He asks.

	Manning takes very calculated steps. The sphere begins to vibrate louder.

	He takes another step. A dim light flows from the sphere, stretching across the room.

	His legs are completely locked, his entire body suddenly immobilized.

	White light seeps from the sphere, finding its way into Manning’s forearm. His caramel-colored skin glistens in the dimly lit space as white light wraps around his forearm, pulling the dark pigment from his skin and depositing it into the sphere. It vibrates louder.

	“Make it stop!” Screams the speaker of the house. “Make it stop!”




Chapter Eight:    
 The Sphere

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Mr. Fitz pulls the sphere away, halting the presence of the white light. Manning immediately begins massaging his forearm, attempting to rub the burning sensation away. Staring at his arm in amazement, he can see that a portion of the pigmentation in his skin has been lifted. Gliding over his pale forearm with his index finger, he ominously glances up at the two men as the glow from the sphere intensifies.

	Visibly, the sphere appears more alive, more powerful. Mr. Fitz quickly shoves the sphere back into its lockbox, and shoves it back in the vault.

	“I had to see this for myself,” Manning states, turning away from Fitz and Doley. “There is one question that I’ve pondered for months now.

	Adviser Doley cautiously steps closer. “What’s that?” He asks.

	Manning nervously massages his head with his open palm. “There are hundreds of countries, all with citizens with similar pigmentation to mine.”

	Before he can fulfill his question, Mr. Fitz jumps in. “They don’t want them,” he states rather sharply. “They want Americans. They only want African-Americans.” He steps forward, finally acknowledging the elephant in the room. Fitz awaits some sort of response, but it never comes. Instead, he wanders over to the other side of the room near a few large drawers that are attached to the wall.

	Inside the drawer, he retrieves a body bag. Cooling vapors emanate from the drawer, as Doley and Manning patiently await whatever Fitz is up to. The seemingly mad scientist slips on gloves, and a smile extends from ear to ear. Slowly unzipping the bag, he showcases the dead body of a woman with nearly stark white skin. The scent narcotizing, playing on Manning’s gag reflex.

	“What you see here was once a dark-skinned Latina woman from South America.” Mr. Fitz states, unzipping the bag to expose everything down to her feet. A few patches of dark pigment remain on her body. “Her body was found near Santiago, in Chile. The American embassy thought it a good idea to investigate.”

	“I’ve seen enough,” Doley states, turning away.

	“No, you don’t understand,” Fitz says. “Our research indicates that the sphere is a part of their power source.”

	“We’ve been over this, Fitz.” Manning states. Fitz continues. “This sphere must fuel their ship, colony, and potentially their planet. We have run tests on people of color from every country on this planet. That sphere only held its charge when exposed to African-Americans from North America.” Fitz takes a breath then continues.

	“The power is unrelenting. The sphere grows. Manning we think there is enough energy in that one sphere to fuel fifty countries.” Fitz waits for Manning to accept his plea. “Who else knows about this?” Manning demands, his responses turning short and snappy.

	Doley undoes his tie, inhaling sharply before releasing a much-needed sigh. “He wants a bill,” Doley says.

	“The President?”

	“Yes.”

	Mr. Fitz steps closer, his tone a bit lower, pressing on the gravity of the situation. “I don’t think you two understand what we’re dealing with here. That pod is beyond our greatest technological advancement.” Manning moves into Fitz’s personal space barely brushing against his nose. “No, your implications are completely understood Fitz, misdirected but understood.” Doley maintains his distance and allows the power struggle to continue. “I’ve reached out to the President about this bill.” Fitz listens closely. “Do you know what kind of damage this will do to our economy if this gets out. Mass chaos.”  Fitz begs. “Please, afford me a moment to explain.” “You don’t seem to be doing a good job at that Fitz.” “Give me time and I am confident we will provide answers that could protect all of us.” Doley tightens his tie, he’s obviously ready to depart. “We’ve given you thirty years my friend.” Fitz all but gives in. He’s given half of his life to this project and it’s being ripped away.  

	 “There is a country to protect,” Doley lifts his hand in an attempt to silence Fitz. His tone softens. A distance memory carries him away. “Look, we’ve made contact.”

	“You never told me about this.” Fitz says, anger rising in his voice. It appears as though the cooped-up scientist has some backbone. “Brad, you never told me about this. You’re hiding precious information that could unlock the future for humanity. Who are they?”

	“Trust me, Fitz. If we don’t act now, there will be no future. Our time is limited.” Despite the outrage in Fitz’ eyes, Manning can understand Doley’s position. “The President wants one-million African-Americans in the lottery.”

	“Lottery?” Fitz clears his throat. He quickly looks to Manning, but he isn’t fazed. He knows what’s coming.

	“We write a bill sending the one-million to them.”

	“You can’t do that, when? Where?” Mr. Fitz shakes. “These are Americans. Where are they?”

	“Would you rather go?” Manning asks.

	“Their families will be compensated greatly. I’m positive the American people would be enamored by their generosity.”

	“Twenty-first century slavery,” Mr. Fitz says, turning away. “That’s what this is.”

	“Call it what you will. I don’t see the difference between this and military enlistment.”

	Fitz grabs Doley by the lapel on his suit jacket. “There’s a big difference. You are choosing based on race. That isn’t American.” Manning turns and begins walking towards the exit. “Mr. Speaker. I would think that someone of your stature wouldn’t want this for your people.”

	“What’s that supposed to mean, Fitz?” He turns around, his smile grim, his voice menacing. “My skin color? My heritage? Country over heritage? This has nothing to do with skin color. Only survival.”

	Doley meets Manning’s grin, and it’s apparent he’s made the right decision to trust him. Mr. Fitz places his hands into his lab coat pockets, pacing back and forth as he calm’s himself. “Okay,” he finally begins, “tell me about their language.”

	“After discovering the ship years ago, they left evidence that they would soon return. Their language is deciphered through high-grade technology.”

	“Where in the universe do they reside now?”

	“Fitz, I understand your need for a press conference, but there are certain things that must remain classified.” Doley takes a deep breath, witnessing the look of betrayal on Fitz’ face. “We waited. Four months ago, there were signs.”

	“Where?”

	“South Africa. Brazil. The Middle East. These places all have one thing in common: people of color. You see, there were a few people of color disappearing here and there. We thought nothing of it. After a few months, it hit Chicago, Miami, Houston greatly, and so on.”

	Fitz paces back and forth angrily. “This is unconstitutional, Brad.”

	Examining the pigment change on his forearm as it glistens, Manning interjects. “It’s my job as a legislator to find the loophole. Constitution my ass!”

	“This isn’t personal,” Doley grins. “It’s science. So, we struck a deal with them.”

	“You can’t negotiate with them,” Fitz pleads. “You don’t know their strengths or weaknesses.” “We consider this a foreign trade with an ally.” 

	“This will ultimately save our civilization,” Manning states. He chuckles while surveying the room before confidently walking towards the exit, his chest forward, arms pulled back. “I must return to the Hill.”

	Doley turns to walk away. Fitz’ stark tone forces him to stop. “What are you afraid of, Doley?” Doley turns back.  This is the most emotion he’s conveyed since he and Fitz won a hockey championship in college.

	“For the first time in my life, I realized I have the fate of billions in my hand.” Doley stares into his opened palms. “They were gracious enough to provide us time for the transfer. We denied their request six months ago. We thought they had gone but then they came back…” Doley voice lifts, his moping elevates to concern. “They can wipe us out. If they don’t get what they want, they’ll start with the European countries. This is a global crisis at our doorstep and we will act!”

	“So why don’t they just take the African Americans and be done with it?” asks Fitz. “They can’t. They have to be given. It’s one of their tribal oaths.” Fitz tries to dig deeper. “So you offered the HCBUs?”

	“Yes, as an olive branch, but it wasn’t enough.”

	“You fucks are sick!” Doley and Fitz square up. “No we’ve made a deal. We supply them and they leave us alone.”

	Doley’s eyes survey the vault. He ponders his next move.

	“Please, don’t do this. There is so much we can learn from them without risking everything.” Doley quickly walks behind Manning. As they both pass the threshold of the door, Fitz finds himself asking one more question. “What do they look like?”

	They stop in their tracks. Silence lingers. While Fitz waits for an answer, he thinks back to his imagination running wild for years of study. The Akache tribe and their physical appearance have remained a mystery to him. Doley turns back, offering one straightforward answer.

	“It’s hard to describe. I’ll let you use your imagination.” Fitz moves closer. The thought of a true answer has him salivating, hungry for more information. His contemplation and anticipation edges him closer. “Perhaps there is one word to describe them, Mr. Fitz: mysterious. Who would have thought that HBCUs would be America’s saving grace?”

	“You won’t get away with this, Brad. We never negotiate with foreign entities.”

	Doley returns back to his devious self, he laughs as he exits the room, Manning in tow. Two of Doley’s men pass by them in the hallway, entering the lavatory with Fitz. The door quickly shuts behind them. One of them glances over at the safe where the sphere is located.

	Doley and Manning make it to the warehouse before stopping. “I can garner the votes in the House for the lottery,” Manning states.

	“Are you certain?” Doley is methodic, but in this situation, hopeful at best.

	“This may not go over well with my constituents, but we would be saving lives.”

	“It will be a job well done, Mr. Speaker.”

	Manning stops for a moment, voicing his concern. “Why only one-million?” He asks. “What if they want more?”

	“The deal is that we release one-million African-Americans to them, and they will leave in peace.” 

	Manning moves his sleeve, looking at the pale skin on his forearm. Markings have arisen, creating an obscure design with ripple waves embedded in his skin.

	I’m sure this is the right thing to do, Manning thinks to himself. Doley continues down the hallway without stopping, leaving the Speaker to contemplate what’s to come.
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	Hours after the slowing of the storm, several students in the union building have fallen fast asleep. Cots, benches and makeshift beds dot the large room, though Caleb has found it nearly impossible to get any rest. He stands in the nearby bathroom, his eyes drooping from fatigue, mind ablaze. Using the adjacent mirrors on the other side of the room, he’s able to stare at the abstract design on his back. While he tries his best to figure out what it could mean, a pattern comes together. While running his fingers over the ridges, he sees that they look similar to crop circles that have popped up in the south, things he’d seen on national news coverage.

	He leans towards the mirror ahead of him, using the faucet below to splash cold water on his face. His thoughts carry him to the very moment he arrived at school earlier in the day. There was such promise, pride and joy, and it all appears to be gone. He finds a comfortable home in the corner, eyes trained on the only door. He attentively listens for the hum of earlier, wondering if his mind is getting the best of him in this moment. Caleb folds his hands and arms to use as a pillow, and lays his head down. One long sigh, and his eyes begin to flutter, sending him into slumber… for a few minutes at best.

	“Who’s there?” He blurts out as a knock on the door echoes.

	“Caleb?” The door creeps open, revealing a worried Bree. “I thought I’d find you here.” She leans in the doorway, turning her camera on herself and taking a snapshot.

	“Must you capture every moment?”

	“I wouldn’t be a journalist if I didn’t.”

	Bree puts the camera out of view, understanding how uncomfortable it’s making Caleb. She leans on the floor next to him, slowly sliding down the wall until they’re sitting side by side.

	“How did we get into this?” Caleb lifts his head, forcing out air from his nostrils.

	“Your guess is as good as mine.”

	Silence lingers, forcing an awkward feeling. Their relationship has always been a brother-sister sort of vibe, but in this moment, they can’t even look into each other’s eyes. Bree withdraws her camera, glaring at the lens while she wipes away a few particles.

	“You think this is how it ends?” She asks glumly.

	Caleb turns towards the ceiling, trying to find some sort of viable answer. “You’re the reporter,” he grins. “You can write any ending you want.”

	“There are always things beyond our control.”

	“Like?”

	“Death.” She says sharply, enunciating her words carefully. “Circumstance. Love. Birth. I mean, life has question marks over all of our lives, and refuses to erase them.”

	“You remember when we first met?” Caleb asks, eyes still trained on the stained drop ceiling tiles.

	“Yes, at that damned J&P corner store.”

	“You actually remember that?” He says, turning towards her.

	“Sure do. I believe you were there with your mom. She was pretty.” Bree realizes the sensitive subject, and tension once again builds between them. She places a hand on his shoulder, trying her best to comfort him.

	“Yeah. She was.”

	“We’re going to make it through this, Bree. If I can make it through that, I can make it through anything.”

	She turns to Caleb, her eyes searching over his glowing bronze skin. A light smile tugs at the corner of her lips.

	“You still have the cutest nose,” she says, unintentionally dismissing his comforting words. Using her index finger, she gently touches it. Caleb tries to glance away, but simply can’t. He’s locked in this moment. His heart thumbs faster, his gaze meeting the beauty of her almond-shaped eyes, noticing her hair delicately hanging over one of them. Her calming smile makes him melt, forcing things to feel okay, if but for a moment.

	He pushes the hair from her face, never expecting this moment to arise. Steadily calming his heart, he feels their bodies shifting closer together. Their noses brush as their bodies softly vibrate in harmony. Bree’s eyes close; she’s ready, ready for a moment that Caleb has been waiting for. His lips quiver as he’s seconds away from kissing the girl he’s been infatuated with for a decade, as the door suddenly bursts open.

	“There you two are,” Jaylen says. Like two ships in the night, Caleb and Bree move in opposite directions as Jaylen grabs Caleb on the arm, and they’re taken out of the moment. “You’ve got to see this. Be very quiet,” Jaylen continues. “Everyone is still asleep.”

	The three of them tiptoe into the hallway, slipping into the student union lobby. The horrific storm has taken its toll on them mentally, and physically. They lay asleep throughout different clusters in the lobby, wrapped in makeshift blankets of couch cushions and regal curtains. Caleb, Jaylen and Bree climb down the staircase as she catches up, leading towards the cafeteria. Jaylen gingerly opens the door, trying not to wake the few students that have fallen asleep on the tables.

	Passing through into the kitchen, Jaylen closes the door behind them. Jaylen sighs, his face riddled with worry. “Weirdly enough, this room seem to absorb much of the sound, I didn’t want to spook the others.”

	They hover over his phone screen, as he searches his pockets for a mobile television controller, equipped with the ability to broadcast stations from around the globe. Jaylen has always been tech-savvy as a kid and he’s hoping it pays off now. He attaches the controller to an auxiliary port on his phone, the flash of a press conference in front of the White House appears on the screen.

	Thousands of members of Black to Black, a civil rights nonprofit social change group, stand in protest in front of the gates. They’ve learned all about the movement, and the group’s goals of fighting for social equality in predominately African-American neighborhoods across the United States. Bree lifts the phone from Jaylen’s hand.

	“What are they protesting?” She asks.

	Antonio Beals, the poignant leader of Black to Black, stands at the head of the crowd. His oval facial structure and well-groomed appearance is pleasing to the eye for most of the woman present. Wrapped in a trench coat, Antonio pulls a megaphone close to his lips. Shouting above the chants of “What are they hiding!” from the crowd, Antonio shouts, “Our lives are at stake. We want answers!”

	As the camera pans towards the crowd, a group of African-American mothers stand holding signs stating Where Are Our Kids? while pockets of younger-looking activists show signs of this protest becoming physical.

	“Jaylen,” Bree turns towards him, her expression full of worry. “What’s really going on?”

	He shrugs, gesturing for her to look back towards the broadcast.

	“This has to do with the storm,” Caleb adds. “It just has to. The storms are only affecting African-American citizens.”

	“I told you the government is in on this.” Jaylen says.

	“Don’t jump to conclusions, Jay.”

	“Dude, what else are we supposed to think, bro?”

	“Shh. You don’t have to wake everyone, you know.”

	“Those bastards are hiding something, I’m telling you.”

	“Caleb, I’m with Jaylen,” Bree says after a sharp inhalation. “Something strange is happening in our communities, and they’re not telling us what’s going on.”

	Jaylen’s hands shoot to the sky, outraged and startled. “Yo man, we got to do something.”

	“Jay, what can we do?” Caleb asks, frustration littering his voice.

	“Let’s try and get out of here.”

	“And go where? The storm is still out there.” Bree chimes in.

	“There is no storm.” Jaylen says, moving towards the window. “F.F.N.” Bree waits for Jaylen to explain. Jaylen proudly adds “Fake Fucking News. A thump near one of the boarded windows rattles Caleb.

	Caleb walks over towards the window, and begins pulling on one of the boards, plucking out a few nails. One side of the board pops off as Bree appears by his side.

	“What is it?” She asks.

	Caleb motions for Jaylen, and soon they’re all peeking out through the window.

	“Can you believe this shit?” Jaylen says.

	“Shut up, they’ll hear us.” Bree returns.

	At a glance, they can make out a few military tanks positioned around the campus. The entire union area is sanctioned and sealed-off with caution tape, while large spotlights appearing in the center of the remaining buildings. The storm has settled enough to allow a group of soldiers to approach the building, guns drawn and stocks against their shoulders.

	“Are they fucking kidding right now?” Jaylen shouts. Caleb turns around, sliding his back on the wall until he rests on the floor.

	“I’ve got to call my dad.” He urges.

	“The lines aren’t working, remember?”

	“This is worse than I thought,” Bree adds, snapping photographs from the window. She can’t help herself, but when a bright flash shines in the direction of the soldiers, one of them turns their gaze up to her. Two others look the same way, guns pointed at the window. Bree slides down to the floor beside Caleb.

	“Did they see you?” Jaylen asks hurriedly.

	“I don’t know. I’m not sure.”

	“It’s that damn flash! I knew that camera would get you in trouble one day. Bro,” Jaylen looks towards Caleb, “we got to move. Get up.”

	Caleb remains still, sunken in the feeling of defeat. He feels helpless, terrified to move and get out of harm’s way. Screams and chaos erupt from the lobby, quickly forcing Caleb to his feet. The three of them rush into the lobby, finding students awaking from their sleep by the sounds of steel colliding with the front doors. A battering ram relentlessly pounds against the doors, causing students to rush for anywhere other than where they are now.

	Caleb, Jaylen and Bree stand at the top of the staircase, taking cover behind a few discarded couch cushions in the corner. The doors burst open and slam against the adjourning walls, flooding the area with a whirl of dust. A large spotlight shines inside, moving from left to right to stake out the area.

	One of the students appear nearby, curiously looking down the stairs. His arms cover his eyes from the blinding light as he cautiously walks towards the door. “Hello?” He offers. “Are you here to help us?”

	“Hello?” He offers again. “We’re here. Please, help us.”

	Bree’s eyes widen in the following moments. She stands from their cover, screaming as the student’s neck is met with an electrical current. He collapses to the floor, visibly unconscious. Every nearby student scatters throughout the lobby as panic overtakes the tension in the room. Caleb grabs both Jaylen and Bree by the arms, rushing them back towards the cafeteria.

	Professor Green notices the chaos, limping over towards the three of them.

	“There is no way out,” he says. “Follow me.”

	“Naw dude,” Jaylen says, shoving the professor away. “You are part of this. You’ve got to be.”

	Electrical sounds flood the space below as blinding light ensnares the room. Screams and the thud of bodies fill the air.

	“There has got to be a way out,” Bree says.

	“Trust me,” Green offers. “If you don’t, you won’t make it.”

	“It’s a trap.” Jaylen proclaims.

	Caleb glances towards the rest of the lobby. Armed men are firing throughout the lobby. Tasers erupt in loud pings as the sight of lifeless student bodies engulf his fears. Some of the students rush the stairwell for safety, while trampling over their fellow coeds. Guns fire in every direction; students collapse, tumbling down the stairs towards the armed men. Caleb locks eyes with the professor.

	“We’re going to follow your lead, Green,” he says. “Let’s move.”

	“We’ve got to bounce,” Bree says, creeping up the staircase. “They’re coming.”

	“I know this place like the back of my hand. Follow me,” Professor Green says, leading the three of them down a nearby narrow hallway. He peers to each side, ensuring they haven’t been spotted.

	“Man, this dude is surely going to get us killed.” Jaylen mutters.

	“No, I know where I’m going. I believe it’s this way.” Green offers, looking towards his right. “Yes, it’s this way.”

	“Caleb,” Bree grabs him by the collar. “Why do you trust this man?”

	Caleb simply shrugs her off and turns his back. “I don’t know,” he says. “I just do.”

	Professor Green turns to the end of the hallway, and they arrive at what seems like a dead end. To the side is a fire exit, and it abruptly opens to reveal Micky.

	“Inside here, c’mon,” she ushers them inside.

	“Bro, I’m really not feeling this,” Jaylen says harshly, leaning by the doorway. “I don’t trust them.”

	At the opposite end of the hall, guns cock upward with lights by their barrels. They’re caught off-guard by the blinding light as the same whirring electrical current they’ve been hearing rushes through the air in their direction. They duck, missing it by a hare’s breath as it singes the wall, leaving ruined plaster behind.

	“Come on,” Bree yells.

	“They’re hunting us like animals!” Jaylen exclaims.

	Micky forces them into the stairwell behind the door, slamming it shut behind her. “We go up; there’s rooftop access at the top.”

	“No,” Professor Green says sternly. “Downstairs leads to an underground bunker.”

	“A bunker?” Caleb asks, half sarcastically.

	“The school was built on a military base. There are tunnels leading to each building down below.”

	They reluctantly follow Green down several flights of stairs, and he cautiously opens the door in front of them. Inside, it appears as a simple pantry loaded with dry goods. Green scans the shelves, noticing a few potato sacks on a nearby counter.

	“We only have a few minutes,” he insists, tossing a burlap bag to Caleb. “Fill this up, we’ll need it.”

	Caleb frantically grabs items off the shelves, filling the sack. “What are you waiting for?” He asks. “Get a bag, Bree.”

	After a moment, Micky leans into the door. “They’re coming!” She shouts as the sound of a door being forced off its hinges echoes through the hallway. The clattering of rapidly moving boots on the staircase is all they can hear.

	Professor Green limps towards a small door, leading down to a wine cellar. They follow closely behind, and he soon notices a wall of wine bottles. “I’m sure it’s here. There’s always a way.” he says, hearing the approaching soldiers.

	“They’re coming!” Jaylen shouts, putting the sack of food over his shoulder. Caleb begins to panic as the footsteps get louder.

	Green drops to his knees, his fingers reaching through the wine. “Over here,” he says to the students, and finally finds the level near the bottom shelf. He quickly pulls on a latch, forcing a nearby trapdoor to slide open. “Come on!” He shouts to them.

	Caleb, Bree and Micky push an industrial mixer in front of the wine cellar door.

	“I’m not dying hungry,” Jaylen says, tossing a piece of bread in his mouth. “Let’s roll, they’re coming.”

	A barrage of bangs and clatters hit the door, forcing the mixer to quickly topple over onto the floor. Soldiers rush through the room, their electric rifles pointing in different spots and corners. An old pair of black dress shoes glide across the dusty stone floor.

	“Find them.” Adviser Doley states. “They’re more valuable alive. We need every one of them we can find.”


	
Chapter Ten:    
 The Light in the Tunnel

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Guided by the light of their phones, the group travels through the narrow alcove beneath the university. Apart from being damp and cramped, it’s eerie as can be. Their footsteps splash through occasional puddles along the way, echoing down the corridor for what seems like ages.

	At the end of the pack, Professor Green takes a much needed rest. Hunched over with his hands on his knees, he looks to see Caleb turned in his direction.

	“Guys, wait.” Caleb requests, breaking the silence.

	“Professor, we’ve got to keep moving.” Jaylen states rather sharply, continuing his path. “Keep it moving bro.”

	“We can’t just leave him. They’ll kill him.” Green sits down, disregarding the puddles, as he inhales slowly. “You okay?”

	“I’m not as young as I used to be.”

	“You’re basically ancient.” Jaylen chuckles while Bree and Micky each grab one side of the professor. Micky points up ahead.

	“Look there. There’s light up ahead. We have to carry him.”

	“Carry him?” Jaylen snaps. “Dude, ya’ll bugging.”

	Green motions for them to move ahead without him.

	“No, we aren’t leaving you.” Caleb assured him.

	“Yeah, he saved our lives,” Bree adds in.

	“Well, you and the son of man can stay here. I’m out.” Jaylen says. Caleb quickly grabs him by the arm.

	“Jay, we have to help him. It’s the right thing to do.”

	“Take your hands off me, Cal.” Jaylen jerks away, breaking Caleb’s grasp. “Stop trying to convince us you’re the good Samaritan here. We get it.”

	Caleb steps up to Jaylen, nose-to-nose, toe-to-toe. “I’m tired of your dismissive and repugnant attitude. You’re toxic.”

	“And what are you going to do about it?” Jaylen responds, his voice gravelly and fierce.

	“Please,” Micky says, trying to separate them. “We can’t stay here.”

	“Step back, Mary Poppins. Ya’ll, the reason we’re in this damn tunnel.”

	“Apologize to her,” Caleb demands, inching closer to Jaylen.

	“What, now you have some sort of fetish? You can play in the snow, but I’m good.”

	“Jay, you’re losing it, bro. We’re in this together.”

	Jaylen accusingly points towards Micky and Green. “You are missing my point. They got us into this four-hundred years ago dawg. They gets no more play from me.”

	“Are you insane?”

	Bree remains quiet. She wants to understand what Jaylen’s getting at, but she’s visibly torn. Her expression isn’t making Caleb’s stance any easier. He attempts to calm the moment, but it doesn’t last.

	“Either you’re with us…” Jaylen says with a huff. “Or you’re on your own.” He passes a glance at Micky and Green. “This is for the birds. They are going to get ya’ll killed.”

	Jaylen makes a mad dash for the end of the tunnel, disappearing somewhere between them and the light. Caleb begins to shout after him, looking towards Micky, who’s startled and embarrassed. Caleb’s shoulders slump, looking down towards where Jaylen was just standing; a feeling of defeat washes over him.

	“It’s okay,” Bree offers. “He’s always been a hothead. Don’t take it personal.” But she knows he can’t but help take it any other way. All of their lives, the two have been inseparable, disagreeing on a number of subjects, but always finding common ground in their friendship. Caleb turns back.

	“Where do we go from here, Professor?”

	“If my memory serves me right,” Green begins, doing his best to regain his footing, “then there should be a split up ahead. The left leads us to the east side of the campus, and the right goes to the river bank. These tunnels were designed for survival.

	Green uses what’s left of his energy to begin striding through the dark tunnel. Bree rigs her camera’s flash to stay lit while they walk, giving some insight as to what’s ahead. She snaps a photo. “This must go on for miles,” she says.

	“Ten miles of tunnel, all throughout the underside of the university.” Green comments.

	“What?” Ten miles? Caleb, we can’t walk ten miles.”

	Micky rolls her eyes “You people are just negative.”

	“What do you mean you people?” Bree snaps back.

	“I didn’t mean it like that.”

	“Sure you did. It came out the way you intended.” Bree turns towards Micky, snapping a photo and blinding her with the flash. She takes another. “Why lie, girl? Just confess.”

	Micky simply rubs her eyes without backing away. “Well since I’ve been with you, all you’ve done is complain.” Bree closes the gap between them, going toe-to-toe with her.

	“Bree, chill,” Caleb says, stepping between the two of them. “She didn’t mean it like that.”

	“I know what I heard, Caleb.” Bree puffs out a hot breath. “Professor, you heard it?”

	Green remains silent, his eyes trained on the dark tunnel. With a fist balled by her side, Micky’s voice rattles with malice. “I don’t even know why I’m trying to help you. It’s the two of you that they want.”

	“Girl, you are not doing us no favors. Bye.” Bree turns away, facing Caleb.

	“Shut up!” Caleb shouts, his emotions uncontainable. The strength and emotion in his assertive tone creates a light vibration across the floor of the tunnel, echoing down the corridor. Professor Green pushes past the girls. His curiosity gets the best of him. He glances at the floor then to Caleb. 

	“How did you do that?” He asks.” Caleb brushes off the moment by nonchalantly throwing his hands up. 

	“Just trying to lighten the mood, Professor.”

	Footsteps clatter from down the tunnel. “I think they’re coming,” Bree says hurriedly as the footsteps grow louder, faster.

	Professor Green and the others rush towards the opposite end of the dark tunnel, soon reaching the end. Caleb glances over his shoulder to notice the glaring white light coming towards them, then turning back to see three different paths ahead of them.

	“Professor,” he says through gritted teeth, “I thought there were only two ways out of here.”

	“My apologies” Green offers rather flatly. “The river bank is to the right I know for sure. The other university buildings are this way. I’m not sure where the third tunnel leads.”

	“We have to make a choice,” Caleb insists, barely able to raise his words over the boots behind them.

	“The soldiers will be securing the river,” Green says.

	“So we go to the building?” Bree asks quickly.

	With a nod, Green leads them down the second dimly lit tunnel, and the once-near footsteps behind them cease completely. After a few moments of walking, they come to a ladder on the wall at the far end of the tunnel. Green gestures caution as they continue.

	“This ladder leads to one of the buildings on the campus grounds.” He says, looking towards Caleb.

	Reluctantly, Caleb takes the plunge and agrees to climb first. His wrists are shaky, but he quickly shoves away negative, pessimistic thoughts, and continues on. Ascending the rungs of the ladder, he reaches a square hatch door.

	“Hey, what’s up there?” Bree whispers.

	Without answering, Caleb uses his strength to budge the latch open, feeling the tension in his arm as he pulls on the rusty lever. After a few attempts, he finally gets it to budge. Cautiously lifting the hatch door, he peers inside a dark room, listening attentively for any signs of life: breathing, chatter, but there’s nothing at all.

	Micky assists Green up the ladder right after Bree, climbing up over the top and joining each other. Green begins securing the hatch door, listening to the others breathing heavily from the run and damp conditions.

	“They’re close behind,” he says confidently. “We have to keep moving.”

	After Bree’s flash lights up the area, they can see nothing but brooms, mops and cleaning supplies: they’re in the janitor’s office of another building. Caleb quietly approaches the door, opening it slowly without creating a sound from turning the knob.

	“All clear,” Caleb whispers back to them.

	“Are you sure?” Bree asks nervously.

	“I’m sure. Let’s move.”

	They make their way down a narrow white hallway, with old portraits on the walls. Everything seems oddly untouched by the storm, including the stark white double doors at the end of the hallway. Caleb places his ear to the door, expecting to hear soldier chatter on the other end. There’s nothing to be heard. Bree gestures for him to open the door carefully, and as his hand grips the metal bar handle, he pushes slowly to prevent any creaking.

	“Slowly.” Green offers, rather unhelpfully.

	“I think we’re safe,” Caleb says, peering through the opening as he widens it.

	Micky pushes through the other door, looking around the room. Caleb and Bree would notice it from the website photographs: The Lanier Brown University library. Bree had always wanted to get a clear photograph for herself, from the ground to the ceiling, the third floor is octagon-shaped with a clear view of the ceiling. While the view is breathtaking, they snap back into the moment, heading for one of two spiral staircases that lead down to the first floor.

	Once they reach the bottom, they inch closer to a tall window halfway up the wall. Caleb grabs a nearby chair and plops it down, watching Bree as she climbs up and glances out into the night. The military tanks are still there, along with a few trucks, each loaded up with an untold number of blindfolded black students.

	“They’re still here.” Bree whispers. “They’re going to find us. Where are they taking them? I can’t die here.”

	Micky does her best to console Bree, standing on the chair and gently touching her shoulder. “It’s okay,” she offers. “We’ll make it out of here.”

	“That’s easy for you to say,” Bree whispers loudly, choking down her anger.

	“I’m just trying to help.”

	“Shhh.” Caleb demands. He ushers the girls down and takes his turn, looking across the campus to see a handful of soldiers guarding one of the few remaining buildings. In a moment, he takes a panoramic view of the once-beautiful university, now just a pile of bleak rubble. The clouds have lifted, but that humming sound still lingers slightly. He eyes the would-be glorious shield of the school, still in one piece, jutting out of a pile of rubble in the yard ahead.

	His father went to this university, and for a moment, he wonders if he’s ever going to see him again.

	“I have to rest,” Professor Green says from somewhere behind Caleb.

	“No, we have to keep moving.” Bree returns.

	Green pours out the bag of food he had, grabbing a piece of fruit and sinking his teeth into it. Micky quickly joins his side, devouring a piece of cinnamon bread.

	“I’m afraid there’s too many of them,” Green concedes defeat almost too easily. “My back is in ruins. I can’t keep moving.”

	Caleb turns to see Green leaned up against a low-bearing wall. He joins him, contemplating a last meal by staring at the pile of food on the floor, while Bree nervously paces nearby. After a moment of silence between them, she reluctantly sits on the floor beside them. She places her camera on the floor, and grabs from the pile of food. A shred of light quickly passes by the window, glistening the sweat on Bree’s mocha skin.

	“Professor,” she begins, breaking the silence. “I’ve always wanted to know, since I was a little girl, what made me different. I’ve won a few beauty pageants. I was a spelling bee champion. I was at the top of all my classes. I thrived. With everything I’ve accomplished, I’ve always had to content with this skin. Why is the world so threatened by it? It means nothing. We all bleed the same.”

	She turns away from the others, not expecting any sort of answer. In a moment of hope, an idea sparks inside her mind. She mutters out loud, “There’s something I saw that’s been racking my brain for the last few hours… Did I actually see what I think I did? Was I hallucinating?”

	She approaches a nearby bookcase, lifting a book with the title The Price of Melanin. Caleb lifts to his feet and joins her.

	“Bree, it wasn’t a hallucination. I saw it too.” He offers as they face one another.

	“It was definitely a ship of some sort. Gray. Reddish, perhaps?”

	“In the storm? I saw no such thing.” Green interjects.

	“I saw it too. It was enormous… powerful. It swallowed those students whole.” Caleb says.

	Green finds his footing. “I was there,” he says, “I only saw a great deal of clouds.”

	“A UFO?” Micky asks, her eyes unblinkingly trained on Caleb and Bree.

	“Yes,” Caleb says, “there was no storm. We saw a ship.”

	“Impossible.” Green shoots down their words. “I didn’t see anything.”

	Caleb’s voice lowers as tension floods through the room. He struggles to get the words out, wondering if he should even speak them. “As I got closer, I don’t know…” He stalls momentarily. “I felt this internal strength. It was almost ushering me forward. For a moment, I didn’t want to resist. Is that weird?”

	“No Caleb,” Bree says softly. “I felt it too. It was intoxicating… relentless. It’s like there was no fight left. Every ounce of resistance had yielded.”

	“Why didn’t I see anything?” Green asks frustratedly.

	“You can’t see it, Professor,” Caleb exhales, “It’s not meant for your eyes.”




Chapter Eleven:     
 The Lottery

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The House of Representatives reside in an emergency meeting with Homeland Security. The chambers are flooded with anxious reporters, vying to ask more questions than they have time for. Protestors sit in the back of the room, notably by plenty of armed security waiting for the situation to turn ugly.

	Camera flashes pop off without warning, capturing dozens of shots of each Homeland Security committee member as they walk by. Protestors attempt to shout over the chairman’s gavel bangs, and are quickly silenced by security.

	Committee Chairman Harper Felix looks out over the room. It appears as though he’s reveling in the shouts and noise, noting the eager eyes of junior representatives and journalists awaiting the news. They’re here for answers, and there’s only one man who can truly give that to them.

	Brad Doley is escorted into the chamber by armed guards, ignoring obscenities that are hurling his way. Security officers immediately remove those protestors, as the video cameras begin to aim in on center stage. The lack of diversity is painfully obvious: there are two members that aren’t elderly white men, and only one is present.

	Kathy Smith, an African-American congresswoman, is the spearhead for social issues for minority areas in the United States. The Chairman bangs his gavel, commanding as much silence as he’s going to get. Adviser Doley begins his opening statement to the other members of the committee.

	“Chairman, fellow members of the committee, and the American people: it’s an honor to speak before you.” He begins, scanning the crowd as he continues. “I won’t take up much of your time, but we must act quickly. Our democracy is under attack. As head of National Security, it’s my duty to keep every American citizen safe.”

	Doley takes a sip of water, trying to stave off the nerves he had during the tarmac press release. He takes a sip of water, quickly regaining his mental clarity, pushing forth a light emotion behind his words.

	“I come before this committee to offer a solution to our nation’s current security breach. Chairman, our intelligence reported attacks by a foreign power, but not of the magnitude that we’ve become accustomed to. Our country has been compromised by invaders from a distant galaxy.”

	Commotion quickly erupts in the House chamber. A few bangs of the gavel, and the Chairman puts the spotlight back on Doley. “Continue.”

	“One-hundred and twenty traditionally black universities in our nation are under siege. We are doing everything within our physical power to stabilize the situation. Law enforcement and military forces are working around the clock to meet the demands of this foreign entity.” Doley turns a page in his notes. “We are asking that the house construct and rapidly approve a bill that will help defend America from this threat. The bill will provide much needed security to all Americans, and aid us in strengthening our relationship with our allies. Thank you.”

	“Mr. Doley,” Kathy Smith leans in to her microphone, “did you say one-hundred and twenty black universities?”

	“Correct.”

	Chairman Harper bangs his gavel, dismissing any further questions from Smith. “I will yield time to Congressman Marshall Shaw.”

	Marshall Shaw approaches his microphone. Even in the House, others spoke ill of his ignorant politics (the very same politics that won him the vote in Texas). This stubble-chinned, pear-shaped man showcases his repugnant reputation in full force the moment he opened his mouth.

	“Tell us about these black universities.”

	Doley shifts around in his notes, his nervous hands skittering over his podium. “We haven’t received enough information to further explain the situation at this time.”

	“It’s something that we need more information on, now.” Kathy interrupts, her assertive bark catching the eyes of reporters from around the room. “Simply answer the question. Why are they targeting black universities?”

	“Congresswoman,” Chairman Harper roars, “do not speak out of turn again. Mr. Shaw, continue with your questions.”

	“I beg to differ with the little lady,” Shaw flashes a smug grin in her direction. “I’ve seen the reports. I’ve watched the news.  Protecting Americans should be your top priority. I relinquish my time.”

	Doley stands idly by, watching his adversaries in the House do his work for him. Chairman Harper’s unenthused glare falls towards Congresswoman Smith.

	“Congresswoman, you may proceed.”

	“Adviser Doley, I have limited time.” She states, leaning into her microphone to rifle off questions. “I would appreciate direct and brief answers.”

	Doley simply nods in agreement, nervously leaning on one leg and jittering his other leg.

	“Is this foreign entity only after black Americans?” She asks as a hush falls over the room.

	“Based on our current intelligence, I wouldn’t say yes to that, Congresswoman.”

	“Then why are they attacking one-hundred and twenty historically black universities, Mr. Doley?”

	“We haven’t reached a conclusion on that question. Top personnel are currently working to determine an answer.”

	“There’s a lot of American lives at stake. Please, propose your bill in a brief overview. Convince me as to how this is going to help the situation.”

	Doley takes a sip of water, watching the barrage of lens flashes from across the room. History’s eyes are unblinkingly staring at Doley in this moment.

	“As the National Security Adviser, there are difficult decisions that must be made.”

	“The bill, Mr. Doley.”

	Doley looks towards Chairman Harper, to Mr. Shaw. Most of the House have received information on the bill hours ago.

	“There were one-million black Americans.” He states boldly. Gasps erupt in the back of the room, followed by additional lens flashes.

	“So this is directly related to black Americans.”

	“Congresswoman Smith, we are proposing a bill, asking the House to pledge one-million black Americans to this foreign entity in exchange for our freedom.”

	Protestors outrage in the rear of the room.

	“You people are sick!”

	“This is modern day slavery!”

	“Black lives matter!”

	Chairman Harper continuously bangs his gavel, silencing the protestors. Reporters dash out of the rooms as Congresswoman Smith leans back in disbelief. She remembers herself, leaning into the mic once again.

	“Mr. Doley, I want to be clear.” She enunciates. “In exchange for the safety of all Americans, they want one-million black citizens?”

	“Yes.” Doley doesn’t hesitate, his eyes locked on hers. Everyone is looking to the center of the room, trying to figure out the next move. Doley removes a stack of papers from his briefcase, and places them on the table. “To keep America safe, we must execute the Melanin Experiment.”

	As midnight passes, reporters are shoved into the hallways as protestors repeatedly chant. While Congress stays in session to construct the guidelines of this bill, news outlets began pouring this information out to the public, calling it a constitutional crisis. Polling begins, and within minutes, the American people begin displaying their take on the proposal. The nation sits divided on what to do, and all the while, Speaker Manning begins walking down the hallway headed for the congressional meeting.

	A blonde news reporter throws herself out in front of him in an effort to add to her piece. “Mr. Speaker, what will this bill do to the morale of race relations in America?”

	“We’re here to create policies.” Manning offers without looking her in the eyes. He continues walking. “If we don’t create a policy, then what’s the point in having elected officials?”

	“Headlines are stating that this is twenty-first century slavery.” The woman continues. “What do you have to say about that?”

	“They can call it what they like. The fact of the matter is that we are saving lives.”

	A few protestors shout in the direction of the Speaker, while security holds them back. “You fucking Uncle Tom. Go to hell, race baiter.”

	Manning continues on, ignoring the hurl of insults. The reporter won’t leave his side. “Who are they?” She asks. “Do we need to be worried?”

	“Brad Doley is our National Security Adviser, not me. I trust that he knows what he’s doing.”

	“But does Adviser Doley have the temperament to contest with these foreign entities?”

	“Yes. I won’t be coy; these are uncharted waters, but there’s no one better for the job. Thank you.” Manning says finally, attempting to dismiss her.

	“One more question,” she urges. “There are reports that the government may be aiding the invaders. Is there any truth to that?”

	“You’re questioning based on baseless speculation.”

	Manning breaks away from the woman, entering his office space. He passes by his secretary, gesturing to leave the phone off the hook. The last thing he needs right now are phone calls. Tucked away in the corner of an adjacent room, Doley stands nervously.

	“How did I do?” He asks quickly.

	“I was convinced.” Manning offers.

	Doley has broken into the vodka, taking small sips out of the bottle. Manning throws his suit jacket over his chair. “The House approved the bill within minutes,” he says. “I think that’s a first.”

	“The Senate is voting on the bill as we speak,” Manning says confidently.

	“And you’re sure we have the votes?”

	“A few senators owe me big. The President will surely sign off on it.”

	“This could be political suicide, Carl.”

	“We have him over a barrel,” he says with a grin, sipping on a glass of whiskey. “Tapes. Brazilian whores. The lot.”

	“What a headline.” Doley grins.

	“Sir?” There’s a repetitive knock at the door from his secretary.

	“Come in.”

	Quickly, she barges into the room, panic-stricken. “It passed,” she said. “The President will be speaking on it shortly.

	Manning reaches for the remote nearby, turning on the television. The press secretary stands before a podium, answering questions from reporters. Manning hits the mute button, and begins staring down at his arm. His skin releases a burning sensation all of a sudden. “Why call it the Melanin Experiment?” He asks.

	“You know, it’s just one of those things that first popped into my head.” Doley answers. His face drops as he approaches Manning. “You’re not having second thoughts, are you?”

	“Of course not. Curiosity is all.”

	Manning approaches the window by his desk, pondering his decision. The title of the bill. Doley’s hand finds his shoulder.

	“You’re doing the right thing,” he insists. “Don’t let the naysayers tell you otherwise. This is a deed for your country.”

	Manning tries to shove away his emotions, branding them as unwarranted. A sturdy handshake seals the deal with Doley, forcing him to smile widely. The secretary enters the room again, lifting the remote to increase the volume.

	President Reid sits in front of a camera, his words steady and assured. This is the moment that will define his presidency, how he served the American people.

	“My fellow Americans. There are tough times we’ve found ourselves in.” He begins with emotion flooding his words. “We need your understanding, and your collective American spirit to get us through this. Congress has approved…”

	President Reid stalls, his eyes trailing away from the camera. He contemplates what he’s about to say before clearing his throat.

	“The Melanin Experiment… is a bill that will help our country defend against the unthinkable: galactic terrorism. If chosen through this legislation, you will accompany our military and spend some time away from home.”

	“Galactic terrorism.” Doley states out loud. “I like that. Who came up with that?”

	“That would be yours truly. Nothing brings Americans together more than the fear of terrorism in any form.”

	“Your mission will not be disclosed to the public,” the President continues his speech. “The content of the Melanin Experiment bill will be unpopular, to say the least. Some will accept it, others will not. This partnership will provide stability across the globe, providing the necessary assurance we require to protect our country, and the entire world.” President Reid pauses for a second. “It’s true that 85% of our military is made up of white Americans. It is truly our goal to offer balance throughout the military, so I say, to my African-American brothers and sisters: we need you. As your Commander in Chief, this was a difficult decision to make. Random lottery sites will be offered to Detroit, Houston, Chicago, Los Angeles, and Washington. As I called on Jesus, he told me this was the right decision to make.”

	“Religion always makes Americans feel at ease,” Doley chuckles. “You know, the possibility that there is something more. Such bullshit.”

	“Our country is counting on one-million African-Americans, between the age of twenty-five and fifty, to be drafted into the Melanin lottery. Your families will receive financial stipends once you have been selected. Others will have the option to apply freely. You will be serving your country, and providing freedom for all Americans. I ask that all Americans come together as we conquer the war of a lifetime. God bless you, and God bless the United States of America.”





Chapter Twelve:     
 The Escape

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Professor Green hovers over a radio in the librarian’s lounge, accompanied by Caleb, Bree and Micky. Static floods through the speaker directly after the President’s speech. Caleb smashes the radio to the floor, deeply enraged by the speech.

	“They’d better have a good reason for this,” he shouts out, noticing Bree staying still as a statue.

	“Unfortunately, they don’t.” She says bleakly.

	“I’m sure he isn’t telling us everything. My dad has always told me to remain hopeful and have a willingness to understand decisions… he was wrong.” Caleb looks out the window, noticing the soldiers are still rounding up black students for their trucks. “This isn’t a lottery; it’s genocide.”

	“What are we going to do, Caleb? We’re outnumbered.”

	Professor Green rises to his feet, attempting to locate some words of wisdom, but coming up short. Even Micky is keeping quiet after the speech.

	“I would go if I could,” Micky offers.

	“Yes, thank you for that.” Bree says, but the genuine moment is short-lived. She’s seeking answers, letting her mind run away with possibilities. “But why are we targets? We want to live our best lives as well as everyone else.”

	 

	Caleb stares out the window, desperately trying to find an escape route, wondering how long it is until they’re found out. Professor Green lays a hand on his shoulder, garnering his attention.

	“I have a friend at the S.T.U.S.G.” He says.

	“Science and Technology?” Bree asks.

	“Yes. His name is Fitz, an old college alumnus of mine. He’s been working in Science and Technology for decades. If anyone has information on why this is happening, it’s going to be him.”

	“This is some racist shit, I tell you.” Bree says out loud, taking a moment to let the wheels in her mind move. She struts over towards Caleb, lifting his shirt as he stares out the window towards the tanks and soldiers. Her fingers trace over his skin, desperately searching for an answer to unravel this story.

	She thinks back to Caleb’s explanation as he reluctantly told her what had happened. She’s fascinated at the markings on his body. “What could this mean?” She asks.

	Micky walks over, tilting her head as she stares at the markings as well. She’s contemplating something while Caleb’s heart thumps in his chest, watching the students being shoved on top of one another like cattle. He balls his fists, shaking uncontrollably from rage. He can’t seem to move an inch, as though he’s silently paralyzed where he stands.

	Micky’s eyes widen as she kneels beside Bree. “Look at that,” she points, watching Caleb’s skin regenerate, a light mocha color replacing the pale skin spots.

	“Badass. How is he doing that?” Bree asks. “Caleb! How are you doing that?”

	Her voice forces him to break free from his raging trance. “What?” He asks. “Why are you screaming at me?”

	The pigment regeneration stops dead in its tracks. Micky notices the halt. “Wait, do that again.”

	Caleb lets his hands hang by his side. “Do what?”

	“This has got to be it,” Bree says, pacing back and forth, her mind hard at work.

	“I’m not following.”

	Bree lifts to her feet and looks out the window again, while Professor Green watches, his imagination running wild with the possibilities.

	“It’s literally something to do with our blackness. The storms, the Melanin experiment.  This wrecks of a government cover up. Bitches!” Bree offers. “Cal, as your emotions raged, your pigment regenerated effortlessly.”

	“I’ve had this for years though.”

	“Yeah, but the regeneration of skin pigment isn’t scientifically proven,” Micky chimes in. “I mean, nowhere in scientific textbooks or research has this happened before.”

	“Guys, you’re just creating a narrative to fit this scenario.” Caleb says, trying to make sense of the situation at hand. “Bree, I explained to you, a long time ago, exactly what happened.”

	Caleb immediately regrets bringing it up, knowing he’ll soon mentally relive what happened to him that night. Professor Green steps closer to the window, then turns to Caleb.

	“She’s right,” he says. “Melanin has been one of our nation’s hidden resources. The government has experimented with it for decades, but has never been able to measure its strength. For a century now, we’ve laid the foundation for this moment. There were no answers until now, it would seem.”

	Green paces back and forth as if he were giving a speech in the classroom.

	“I know there has to be a connection with what’s happening out there, but how?” Bree asks enthusiastically.

	The chips begin to fall away. “There’s more to this,” Professor Green says. “The Akache program was something that my colleague had supervised. He never let me know exactly what the subject matter was, but I gathered my own analysis over the years.”

	“Akache?” Caleb asks, his eyebrows raised. “Sounds like an app for a video game. You’re not making sense, professor.”

	“I wish I could make more sense, but I know very little.”

	“So, this Akache program,” Bree huffs, crossing her arms over her chest. “What is it about?”

	“The Akache program is something top secret created by S.T.U.S.G., but based on what I’ve been able to uncover, the Akache are who they are. They’ve never been seen or heard by anyone.”

	“They?” Micky asks.

	Green’s thoughts seem to drift away, and he pauses before continuing. “Yes,” he begins, “they’ve been here several times, I believe. They will stop at nothing until it’s done.”

	Everyone remains silent, waiting for him to continue or provide some explanation.

	“Make no mistake, they’re asking for one-million African-Americans now, but that number will climb until there’s no one left. That symbol on your back, it’s proof that it is the Akache.”

	“How do you know all this?” Caleb asks skeptically. “For all we know, you really could be insane.”

	“It’s not that hard to believe,” Green says, pointing towards the window. “Just look out there.” The tanks and trucks begin to rev up, planning to carry away hundreds of black students.

	“Caleb, he’s right.” Bree says. “You’ve heard the President. They want one-million African-Americans in the lottery. The melanin in our skin is obviously a commodity of some sort, but why?” That’s the million-dollar question.”

	“That, I can’t answer.” Green says.

	“Professor,” Micky tries to insert herself into the narrative. “Do we have a chance?”

	“Young lady, this isn’t just a fight against African-Americans,” Green says as his hands fall by the wayside. “This is a fight against all Americans.”

	“Look, I know it seems that way,” Caleb says, disinterested in the hypothetical jargon. “But that’s not how the rest of the country sees it.” He points towards himself and Bree. “We have targets on our backs. Those students out there have no choice in the matter, and they’re dead unless we do something.”

	“Caleb’s right, Professor.” Micky clears her throat. “You and I are safe as can be, but a fight against one is a fight against all.” Caleb and Bree nod in solidarity as Micky stands from the table. She throws her hair into a tight bun, shaking off her nerves in one motion. “So, what’s the plan?”

	Screams emanate from outside. They rush to the window to see what’s going on, witnessing students being violently forced into the tanks and trucks. They begin to take off down the deserted streets, leaving nothing behind.

	“You have to get to Fitz at Science and Technology,” Green says.

	“And how are we supposed to do that?” Bree questions, one hand on her hip. “Are you not coming with us?”

	“I’ll be a burden if I come with you,” Professor Green sits back on the floor, releasing a long sigh. “If we can get to my car at the Douglas building near the student hall, you may have a way out.”

	“Any suggestions on how we’re going to make that happen?”

	Professor Green asks Micky to look out the window for him. “It appears as though there’s one tank remaining. Get around it, and you can make it to the Douglas building.”

	“We aren’t superheroes, Professor.” Bree states, leaning against a wall to ponder a different way out.

	Sitting in her contemplation, she watches in awe as the lights in the library turn back on. The lounge illuminates, and the few television screens light up to the national news channel. A black female reporter stands on the streets of Detroit, Michigan, right outside of a burning building. She’s visibly stressed, trying to usher away protestors that try to get in her shot and proclaim their rhetoric. Though they can’t hear much over the chaos, they can see African-American citizens in the background marching down the streets, and text rolling across the bottom of the screen: African-American civilians in protest to Congress’ Melanin bill.

	“It isn’t only Detroit,” the reporter’s voice finally cuts through the chaos. “Cities all over the country are erupting in protest and violent displays.”

	Protestors in the street wave signs stating No Lottery: It Is Not Black Friday, and Not My Melanin, among others. The reporter catches up with a woman on the sidewalk, vocalizing the issues.

	“How are you feeling about the new Melanin Experiment bill?” She asks the woman.

	“It’s a hoax. This is the government’s way of trying to rid the world of black people.”

	“What do you think the government plans to do with these one-million African-Americans?”

	The woman’s eyes fill with tears, affecting her voice. “They want to take us all the way back to slavery.” Her hand covers her mouth. “This can’t happen. We have to fight. All of us.”

	Aggressive protesters become louder with every chant, every single word. Crowds begin throwing stones through local business windows, pulling signs from every single store they come across. Police cars shine in the distance, red-and-blues flashing everywhere as their sirens blare through the cold streets of Detroit.

	The cameraman is busy ushering the reporter back towards the van. They rush, the camera shaking violently as they enter the rear doors of the van, taking in the chaos all around them. Young teenage boys rush up to their van, throwing stones through the windows, shattering the glass.

	Police-enforced roadblocks are mobilized in just about every African-American community, as the National Guard demands that no black Americans are allowed to leave their cities or towns. 

	 

	* * *

	 

	The President watches the chaos from the safety of the White House. He sits with his Chief of Staff, Molly Burgess. Normally, she’d begin all conversations with the President, but today it appears as though he has much of the talking to do. She tries to approach from a different angle, rifling off statistics from her computer.

	“Your approval rating dipped 4%, but we’re seeing a GDP growth of a staggering 10%. Unemployment is steady at 2.7%.”

	He isn’t paying attention to a word she says. Instead, he rises and proceeds to the nearby window of the Oval Office. Molly continues her parade of statistics as the President comes out of his trance.

	“I’m sorry Molly, what was the last percentage?”

	“With all due respect, Mr. President, you should be elated with these numbers. No other administration has ever been able to maintain a low 2.7% unemployment rating.”

	“Do you think we’re on the right path with this?” He asks, folding his arms across his chest.

	“Yes Mr. President. 2.7%.”

	“No, I am talking about the Melanin Experiment.”

	Molly chooses her next words carefully, placing her computer down on the coffee table. “I can assure you,” she begins. “You had no choice. If it were me, I would have done the same.”

	“That’s the problem, Molly. You look like me, so there’s no difference.”

	“I’m sorry sir, what does that mean?”

	The President wanders over to a portrait of Abraham Lincoln hanging on the wall. He traces the colors in the painting, looking at every brush stroke, every different shade.

	“You think he would have bargained with them?” He asks.

	“Mr. President, we’re doing what’s best for all Americans,” she states, feeling bothered by his question. “Even if that means hurting some of them.”

	“You didn’t answer my question.”

	“I think…” she starts slowly, approaching the President. “I think President Lincoln would have helped secure our country. And if he had to sell… bargain, with these galactic terrorists in order to save lives, he would have.”

	“At least you’re honest,” he says, shrugging on his coat jacket. Molly retrieves her computer from the table, frantically searching for more statistics to distract them.

	“Mr. President, the military has this under control. Besides, black Americans are very forgiving. The disaster that was Katrina is only a little over a few decades old. Yes, there are injustices in our country but there’s nothing like a pep talk to soothe tensions, and make them believe in you again. Sometimes you have to go out there and poke at the bear in order to tame it. These are the rules Mr. President. I try not to change them, I just enforce them. It’s only one million, right?”

	“That’s a million too many,” he says, getting close to Molly’s face.

	“You’re up for reelection in eight months,” she states meekly. “On the top of every American’s priority list is safety. You are keeping them safe.”

	“At what cost? There has to be another way.”

	The door opens as the President’s assistant enters quietly, leaving a folder on the President’s desk before quickly exiting the room. Even upside-down, he can make out the title The Melanin Experiment Legislation. Molly’s voice softens.

	“They will keep you as the President if you sign this. If you don’t, it’s going to be an uphill battle, Adam.” Molly walks to the door and grips the knob, hesitating for a moment. She’s been his internal adviser for over three years, and in that time, she feels as though she’s earned the right to add her two cents. “The entire country is counting on you. Do the right thing.” She opens the door.

	“Molly,” he calls her. She turns back, wonder in her eyes. “Why African-Americans? Why not a group of Africans from another continent? Africa, South America, Europe? Every other country is somehow okay? Why do they want our citizens?”

	“Mr. President, we’ve asked the same question, and come up short. That’s a question for Doley.” She replies a bit too abruptly, as if having the answer on standby. “Our top generals don’t even know the answer to that. All we know is this: they are dangerous, and can wipe us out. Their need for our citizens is a riddle, but there’s one fact that remains: we are the liaisons between them, and the rest of the globe. The world is watching your move, Mr. President.”

	Molly quietly exits the Oval Office, and the President is left to lift the folder from his desk. His shoulders slouch as he picks up the pen, signing his name to the bill. It’s official: The Melanin Experiment lottery will begin immediately, and one-million African Americans will be detained and deported to an unknown entity against their will in the days ahead.





Chapter Thirteen:     
 Let’s Hitch

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Hours after everything had begun on the political stage, Professor Green, Caleb, Bree and Micky sat tightly in their spots on the deserted library floor. The girls began packing up the very last of the rations they’d retrieved from the pantry, noting a distracted Caleb standing by the window. He appears lost, trapped in his thoughts about his family on the outside.

	Caleb approaches the multiple desks, still sporting landline phones, and picks up each one off the receiver one by one: nothing but dead tones. Caleb lifts one phone unit up, throwing it across the floor.

	“How did we get to this point?” He asks, but Green keeps his distance.

	Caleb’s frustration seems fiercer than before, though in his moments of intimidating behavior, he begins to get a spark in his eye. He’s plotting a way out, slowly crossing over to the restroom door in the corner of the room. The others quickly follow him, spotting Caleb standing with his bare back to the mirror. He quickly shuts the door.

	“There’s got to be something to this,” he says. “What are you trying to tell me?”

	Caleb’s eyes trace the odd pattern on his back, wondering what they could mean. A quick splash of cold water on his face doesn’t provide him the relief he’d hoped for, and his rage is soon rising again. Though he’s never had a violent bone in his body, Caleb begins throwing hollow punches into the air, as if fighting off whatever was floating above them. His hands fall to his side as his eyes meet the mirror once again, tracing the features of his skin.

	“What is it about you that they want?” He asks the room, poking himself in the face, trying desperately to come up with an answer.

	He intently stares at the pigment in his skin. He’s always held a rich, deep mocha color, but now he’s noticing it for what it is, for the first time: power. He smiles, causing Bree to tilt her head. Caleb leans back against the sink and lifts his head upward.

	“Okay,” he whispers. “I’ve never believed that you existed. I’m hoping I’m wrong. I don’t know how this will end, but I will trust you to get us through this.”

	“Caleb?” Green asks, knocking on the door. “Are you okay in there?”

	“Yes Professor, give me a moment.”

	“We don’t have a moment. The tanks are moving. We need to act now.”

	Caleb pulls the door open quickly. “Where are they going?” He asks. “Where are they taking them?”

	Professor Green grabs Caleb by the arm and drags him into the main room. “No time for twenty questions,” he says. “Here are my car keys. You have to make it to the Douglas parking structure. It’s two buildings west of the student union.”

	“How do we even know if the building is still there?”

	“You don’t, but you have to try to get to it.”

	Caleb takes the keys after a brief moment of silence. “Where are the girls?” He asks.

	“They’re packing and waiting for you. My friend’s name is Fitz, Caleb. He’s at T and S. Follow the turnpike to 695, leading you to Carlton road and the technology building.”

	“And what do we do when we get there?” Caleb asks as Green pulls on his arm, bringing him towards the girls. “How do we get inside? I’m sure that place is like Fort Knox right now.”

	“Find Fitz, tell him who you are.” Green blatantly ignores Caleb’s critical questions. “I am confident he can help us, and provide assistance on what’s ahead.”

	“What’s ahead, Professor?” Caleb asks, stopping Green in his tracks by raising his arm to his chest. “There you go again. How are we supposed to do all of this?”

	“There isn’t much time. The tankers will return shortly. You need to move.” Green begins ushering Caleb down the hallway stairs.

	“Can we count on Fitz?” He asks out loud. “It looks like we have a bounty on our head.”

	“He’s a dear friend,” Green says, almost somberly. “He also marched with Dr. King.”

	“That doesn’t mean anything. He could be a closet racist.”

	“You…” Professor Green sighs. “You would be right, but what choice do you have now?”

	“I suppose you’re right.”

	Green makes it to the double doors on the far side of the library, ushering Caleb along. Cautiously opening them just a crack, he peers out for armed forces, noting that nobody is there.

	“Are you ready?” He asks, the demolished campus ahead of him.

	“Do I have a choice?”

	“I don’t want to speak for your entire race, Caleb,” Green begins, his voice much more controlled and assertive. “But I can confidently assure you that no other race on this planet holds their faith closer to their heart than African-Americans. Some may say you’re the salt of the earth.” He places a hand on Caleb’s shoulder, reassuring him to the best of his abilities. “I won’t lie. I don’t know where this ends, but for decades, the fight for equality sustained your people. Survival is what your people have done, and I don’t see why this situation would be any different.”

	Before Caleb can ask another question, the engine from a nearby tanker roars. Green opens the door wider, noting two military tankers blocking the campus entrance near their building. Two guards begin patrolling the area, weapons pulled back to their shoulders.

	“We’re trapped. How do we get out of here?” Bree whispers, making her way with Micky over towards the professor.

	“I think they’ve found us,” Micky adds. “I saw a few of them in the halls near the lounge, and they don’t look happy.”

	“I’ll divert them,” Green says quickly, wasting no time to ensure their escape. “You three get to the parking structure. Find my car, and haul ass out of here.”

	“They will kill you, professor.”

	A hard stare between the two of them leaves the girls wondering what will come next. “Sometimes you have to fight for what you believe in, Caleb. Even if it isn’t popular.”

	“They’re bloodthirsty,” Bree says, “and you are fresh meat to them.”

	Micky points to the third floor of the library, watching soldiers quickly sweeping through the area, kicking doors into side rooms as they move from floor to floor. Professor Green opens the double doors, strolling out in front of the tanker. The patrolmen immediately notice him.

	“What are you doing here, old man?” One soldier with a crew cut asks.

	“I beg your pardon,” Green says, putting on an acting voice. “I am Professor Green.”

	With their breaths held tightly, Caleb, Bree and Micky stare through a crack in the middle of the double doors. Green switches his stance, putting his back to the door.

	“You should be ashamed of yourself,” he begins to shout, “I know what’s going on here.”

	The soldier tightens his grip on the hilt of his gun. “We have orders,” he says without conviction, “this isn’t personal. Keep it moving.”

	“How can you sleep at night knowing you are part of this massive cover-up?” He asks in his verbal assault.

	Caleb and the girls sneak from the narrow opening in the door, moving over to one side of the tanker truck, making their way to the rear bumper. They can’t hear exactly what’s going on, but the soldiers are chuckling while Green maintains his disgusted expression.

	Suddenly, one of the soldiers turns towards the tanker, obviously interested in something. With his gun cocked back to his shoulder, he cautiously walks around the tanker.

	“Who’s there?” He asks slowly.

	“There’s no one there!” Green shouts. “You took everyone away in those trucks.”

	“Shut up, old man!” The crew cut soldier shouts, turning to his partner. As the second man pulls his gun on the rear of the tanker, he sees that truly, nothing is there.

	A simple diversion, but an effective one: Green notices the three teens in the distance, dashing through the destroyed campus to the Douglas building. Staying directly behind one another in a straight line, they maintain light footsteps through the chilly night air, but only for a moment. Micky bumps into Bree; Bree bumps into Caleb, who’s standing still.

	“What is it?” Bree whispers, but her question is soon answered.

	“That was the Douglas building,” Micky says.

	“Well what do we do now?”

	“Alternate plan,” Caleb says, veering off of their path. “Stay close.”

	Caleb leads them to a blockade on the far side of the campus, leading off to a desolate road ahead. “It’s the least-used entrance,” he mentions. “My dad said that when he came here, they even thought about blocking it off.”

	The minutes’ creep by in silence as they keep pace, walking up the seemingly empty road in the middle of the night. The chill in the air has turned to straight freezing, with the occasional wind to rattle their bones.

	“Look ahead,” Caleb suggests, pointing towards a halted truck in the middle of the road.

	“Time to hitch a ride.” Bree says.

	“We don’t know who that is,” Micky insists.

	“Not military,” Caleb offers. They nod in solidarity, and begin making their way over.

	They approach the pickup truck from the side, noting the colorful logo for Hudson’s Dairy emblazoned on the side. When they reach the other side of the truck, fully unaware of what they might find, they note an African-American male in his forties, leaning over to fix a flat tire.

	“Hello?” He asks, turning around.  He looks through his thick-rimmed glasses, and he simply waves. “What are you three doing out here?”

	“Can you help us?” Caleb asks without beating around the bush.

	“Young man, have you been watching the news?” The man asks.

	“Bits and pieces. It’s kind of hard when you’ve been running for your life.”

	“Who’s after you?” The man asks, rising to his feet. “Ya’ll from that university? The roads are blocked everywhere. They barely let me out of that place.”

	“Can you help us?” Micky asks, cutting him off. The man gives a side-eyed look towards Caleb.

	“Who’s she?” He asks.

	“One of the good ones.” Caleb insists.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Minutes later, the four of them are headed up 695. Caleb, Bree and Micky are elated at the floor-level vent heating their frigid toes. Without taking his hands off the road, the man hands a hot thermos of chocolate milk to Caleb, who passes it down.

	“Name’s Clarence, by the way,” he offers.

	“Well, Clarence,” Bree begins to prod. Caleb knows that tone of hers. “What do you think this galactic terrorism is all about?”

	“It’s bullshit.” He returns rather sharply. “I’ve always said the government would do anything to enslave blacks again. This is just an alibi for it.” A moment of silence passes between them before Clarence’s hands tighten around the leather steering wheel. “They’ve already started choosing for the lottery. They picked my daughter, a sixteen-year-old girl. I still remember bringing her home as a baby, the most joyous little thing.”

	“Wait,” Bree shakes her head, “they’ve already started the lottery?”

	“Once the President signed the bill, they didn’t waste a second. There’s a million of us going. He gave this sob speech about 85% of the military being white. That’s a lie. They want blacks, and I can read between the lines.” Clarence releases a sigh. “My daughter is strong. She wants to go, and my wife says we’ll never be able to keep her from her destiny anyway. It’s best to get out of the Lord’s way.”

	“Clarence, this isn’t 1619.” Caleb interjects. “This is the government’s way of systematic genocide.”

	“They’re giving us a wonderful severance package. Over $100,000.”

	“So she’s only worth a hundred grand to them,” Bree says furiously.

	“She’ll be back,” Clarence says, “it’s just like college. You go off for four years and return. The lottery ain’t no different.”

	“But where are they sending them?” Bree asks, urging Clarence to question this for himself. “Clarence, she’s not coming back.”

	A loud thump bangs in the bed of the truck, bringing them to a screeching halt. An ever louder sound emits from the rear. Micky points to the truck’s bed. “Did ya’ll hear that?” She says, rather shocked.

	Clarence hops out, and the others follow suit. They walk towards the back of the truck, and Caleb slowly pulls the tarp away. As it’s nearly pulled from whatever is underneath, he hears a familiar voice.

	“What took ya’ll so long?” Jaylen asks.

	“How did you get in there?” Clarence asks, scratching his head.

	“What’s more important: the how, or the why?” Jaylen grins. “What’s up, Caleb? You missed me, huh?”

	Caleb tosses the tarp to the ground, exchanging a fist bump with Jaylen. Seconds later, a massive flurry of clouds fill through the sky, stretching across like tendrils from the heavens. The sky opens, bringing strong winds in its immediate path.

	“Hang on!” Caleb yells as they all grab on to the side of the truck, but it’s no use. The lightweight pickup begins to shift back and forth violently, lifting from the ground in short bursts. They ditch the truck, and the five of them head towards an open field off the side of 695.

	Up ahead, a farming tractor in the fields lifts up from the ground, and begins flying in their direction at a rapid pace, like a child playing with their toys.

	Caleb braces himself for impact, tightening his lungs and readying his body. That’s when he feels it again.

	Confidence overtakes him. Something overtakes him, and his palms open. The tractor suddenly stops in its tracks, falling to the ground in a loud thump, leaving them unharmed. In an instant, the clouds begin to dissipate. Clarence scrambles to find his glasses, noting the tractor a hundred feet away from them.

	“How in the world did you do that?” He asks, but Caleb simply looks down to his bare hands, and then to the baffled faces of his friends.





	Chapter Fourteen:    
  The Power Source

	 

	 

	 

	 

	In the dark hours of the night since passing the bill, republicans from the House have called an emergency meeting with Adviser Doley. Controversy has flooded the media, accompanied by images and video of protestors parading through the streets. Members of Black to Black fill the hallways of the House, along with reporters barking questions at Doley as he walks through, holding a box in one hand.

	He’s expected to meet with legislators, but instead hears throws of being called a race baiter and a traitor, echoing through the hallway. Reporters continually ask him questions, though he does his best to remain unflinching, ignoring everything coming his way. Doley makes it towards the two large suited men blocking the chamber, watching as they part for him alone, excluding the press from entering.

	Doley walks through the doors, entering The Sullivan, a special room designed to be completely soundproof and disrupt all video equipment. This is off the record in the boldest sense of the term.

	Doley removes his jacket and flings it onto a nearby chair, noting the semicircle of chairs and couches, surrounding a large blue table in the center of the room. All twenty Congressional Committee heads sit throughout the room, their chatter silenced by Doley’s entrance.

	Carl Manning sits at the head of the table, glaring at Doley. He’s surrounded by elderly white men, a few women, all silently berating the fact that this is the first time a black man has sat in this room, in fact, the only minority member.

	Doley stands at the other end of the table while Manning goes over notes displayed before him. Doley puts the box on the floor, clearing his throat to garner attention.

	“I thank you, Committee Chairs, for hearing me out during this pressing time. I will be forthcoming; I have nothing but answers for you.”

	Without looking up from his notes, Manning gestures for Doley to sit down with a flick of the wrist.

	“Thank you for giving us an opportunity to learn more about where we are in the process of the Melanin Experiment.” Manning’s demeanor is cold, calculated; strictly business. “Tell us more about the reported mass incarcerations at the HBCUs across the country.”

	“Members of the military had no choice but to apprehend civilians across the country.”

	“Adviser Doley,” one woman, Sarah Michaels, begins to press with her sharp-as-nails voice. “This is unconstitutional. Who provided the order?”

	“This was a direct order from the President.”

	“Impossible,” she snaps back, noting the wide-eyed glares from her fellow Committee Chairs. “As I said, this is unconstitutional to infringe on the civil rights of citizens in our country.”

	Loosening his tie, Doley raises his voice. “The President utilized his executive powers,” he says assertively, noting the gaze from Manning. “They will stop at nothing. We had no choice but to act.”

	Sarah leans back in her seat, contemplating Doley for a moment, sensing his nervousness and features. “There are checks and balances,” she says calmly. “Now we have an entire group of people that are being alienated, and the rest on the brink of a national race war. Is this what you want, Adviser?”

	His nerves run like ice water through his veins. “With all due respect, the President has taken an oath to protect the American citizens at all costs. I strictly follow orders.”

	“You’re not hearing me,” Sarah interrupts. “There are US Army tanks on the news, capturing and detaining African-American citizens like animals. This all happened before the proposal and signing of the bill. How is the White House handling this?”

	“We are aware that the optics aren’t in the appropriate context, but there isn’t another way to handle this situation.

	“Can I tell you what I’m hearing, Mr. Doley?” A gravelly voice comes from Congressman Caster, leaning towards the edge of his seat as he captures Doley’s attention. “The White House wanted a safety net in its efforts to retain one-million African-Americans. If we didn’t approve the bill, you were going to go out of your way to give them what they wanted. That’s not how the law works, Brad.”

	“We anticipated the conflict,” Doley shouts, a vein popping in his forehead. “We hired top public relations firms to issue a statement. The detainees will be released tomorrow morning.”

	“Brad,” Manning interrupts. “You, your team, and the White House blatantly ignored and defied the law. I think that’s a big assertion. When we stand before that bible and take an oath, we don’t know what’s standing in our way. We compromise daily and administer what’s best for the country.”

	“I don’t buy your hollow patriot speech for one second, Carl.” Sarah snaps. They lock eyes. “It’s bullshit. You of all people should notice the systematic and disenfranchising moment occurring here.”

	“How many times do I have to say it?” Manning demands, rising from his chair, a fist smashing down on the table. “This isn’t about race. This is about protecting that flag, and what it stands for: all Americans.”

	“Who are we being protected from, Brad?” Caster interjects, diffusing the tension for a moment.

	Doley leans back in his chair, trying to find the right words. The pressure in the room has shifted, and Sarah’s argument is on the losing side.

	“You demanded these African-Americans because of galactic terrorism,” Sarah says calmly. “Have you not been paying attention, Mr. Speaker? The very premise is ridiculous and an insult to our intelligence. We’ve read the classified material, and we’ve provided you with a blank check with nothing to show for it. Your report fails to mention the length of their stay, where these citizens will be housed. Inform us now, Brad.”

	“You want to know where your check is being spent,” Doley grins. “We’re constantly conducting experiments, Congresswoman. Some public, some private. This particular experiment was created decades ago at T and S.”

	All members of the committee straighten up and listen closely. He’s captured their attention entirely.

	“Our military is protecting Americans from what we know as the Akache, an unknown entity from several galaxies away. T and S have completed extensive research on a partially damaged ship that was recovered at the inception of the project.”

	“Have we had a face-to-face with this Akache?” Caster interrupts. “Are they a viable threat?”

	“No Congressman, we’ve yet to have a face-to-face with them.”

	“This makes absolutely no sense. Who are we bargaining with here, Brad?”

	“It’s complex. I assure you I have everything under control.”

	“It certainly doesn’t appear that way,” Manning states. The room falls silent. “Can you understand us, Brad?”

	“Clear as day, Mr. Speaker.” They’re all waiting for something, a shred of information that they can actually create a stance on.

	“It’s called electric fizzing,” Doley continues. “The Akache send electronic sound waves to us, and one of our decoders, using satellite-based information, transcribes what they’re saying.”

	“Have you even considered the possibility that this could be a foreign nation means of causing chaos in the United States?” Sarah asks, hand resting against her temple.

	Doley presses his hands together, leaning forward in his chair. “Have you noticed every HBCU in this country, Congresswoman?” His tone lowers. “They’ve been demolished. This isn’t the doing of man; I can assure you of that. I am diligently working with the White House to keep our country safe by any means necessary.” All eyes are on him, and for the moment, even Sarah doesn’t have anything to say. “That’s only the beginning. We give them what they want, and they go away. They need melanin, specifically in African-American’s skin, which helps fuel their cities and entire planet. There are approximately six complex genes in melanin that help regenerate cells; we’ve conducted research here in the states, but failed miserably.

	The Akache’s technology is far superior to ours. We’re following their lead on this one.” Caster pulls closer.

	They’ve not disclosed why they seek specific melanin from the skin of African-Americans. We would naturally assume they would go to melanin-rich areas, such as Africa, but so far our research points to the melanin of African-Americans to be more potent.”

	“Brad,” Caster begins, “if melanin is a resource to their planet, they’re going to need more. Do you honestly think that one-million citizens can sustain their existence?”

	“I appreciate the concern Congressman, but we’ll have to cross that bridge when we come to it. We have to secure our country now, or face the consequences.”

	“On that subject,” Sarah interjects, “how strong is their weaponry? What are they using?”

	“Classified.”

	“You’re in a closed door meeting, Brad,” Caster insists. “Information is safe here. There is nowhere more secure to notify us than right here, right now.”

	Doley leans down, retrieving the box from the floor. The Congressmen and women approach the table slowly, cautiously anticipating something to explain everything. Doley nods to Manning, who goes to the back of the room to avoid being dragged in.

	Doley opens the box, reaching in to retrieve the sphere from T and S, and places it on the table.

	“What is it?” Sarah asks first.

	“Their power source. It was found in the abandoned ship.  It’s of no benefit to us as of right now, but to them, it’s the equivalent of oil.” Doley clears his throat, readying to deliver the remaining information. The sphere moves slowly into the air, glowing a bright green. “Melanin from African-Americans power this object. Akache go hungry without it.”

	Suddenly, it lifts higher in the room, hovering over the table. The room glows brightly as a blinding burst of a green hue overtakes the room. A crashing sound fills their eardrums, as the object bursts through the wall, leaving a gaping hole leading into the hallway.

	The object moves through the hallway, frantically gliding in the direction of the Black to Black protestors. It stops, hovering before them as they stare in fear and wonder. White light begins to ooze from the object, and the protestors hold their handmade signs before them to cover the blinding glow.

	Their signs fall to the floor as the protestors are propelled backwards against the wall. Screams escape their mouths as the pigment from their arms is extracted, bleeding into the object. Panic ensues as a few reporters attempt to take photographs, finding that their cameras are of no use at all.

	The two massive men guarding the chamber door rush into action, leaping up and securing the pulsating object. They wrestle it to the floor as Doley runs through the chamber doors, enclosing the box over the sphere and turning to the committee members.

	“This is what we’re up against. If you aren’t against them, then you’re advocating this.”





	Chapter Fifteen:    
  One Million Delivered

	 

	 

	 

	 

	In the dead of night, they sit cramped beside Clarence in his pickup, barreling down the 695. Silence lingers as the tension builds between them, making it more and more difficult to begin a conversation. Par the usual, Jaylen finally blurts something out to bring some normalcy back.

	“So I guess we’re going to pretend like that shit didn’t just happen? Oh, okay.”

	Everyone remains silent. They don’t exactly know how to describe what just happened. Clarence keeps his eyes on the road, quietly whispering wishes of wellbeing for his daughter, obviously rattled after his talk with Bree.

	Caleb turns towards Jaylen. “Man, I don’t know what that was. I felt something. It got stronger as I became afraid.” For once, Jaylen listens without a sarcastic outburst. “Jay, ever since that incident happened a few years back, I’ve felt… different. A little confident, even.”

	“Bro, you get more nosebleeds than before.” Jaylen offers. “That’s hardly confidence.”

	“I know.” Caleb says, focusing on the freeway markers on the road. “That’s the strange part. Those only happened after that encounter.”

	“Yo, you got those superpowers, G. Let’s use that shit to our advantage.”

	“I hardly think it’s a superpower, Jay. I can’t even control it. It just comes and goes.”

	“Let’s be honest here. Whatever it is, it’s powerful.”

	Caleb turns towards Bree, then peers at the clock. It’s 3:00 AM; no wonder they’ve fallen asleep next to one another. Jaylen catches Caleb’s glare.

	“You still like her, huh? Why?” Jaylen asks.

	Caleb turns his attention back to the road, looking up at the dark sky. “She’s cool, man. I admire her tenacity.”

	“She’s annoying.” Jaylen says, releasing a soft chuckle.

	Caleb pays close attention to the upcoming I-495 sign. “We must be getting close to Washington,” he says.

	Clarence pulls off his glasses, wiping them clean on his shirt before returning them to his face. “About forty-five miles outside of Washington.”

	Jaylen abruptly points in the distance. “Look! Stop!”

	The truck comes to a screeching halt, jerking the girls’ heads and waking them up. Half a mile up the road, military vehicles and personnel are arranged in a barricade. Tankers from the university sit on the side of the road, while flashing lights fill up the lonely stretch of freeway.

	“Look over there,” Bree points out. In a field on the side of the road, African-Americans are standing, waiting patiently.

	Caleb opens the door and exits the truck, feeling his friends closely following behind. “What are they doing?” he asks out loud, his gaze fixed on their position.

	“It’s the drop-off,” Clarence says, rounding the front of the truck. “We were told there were three points where we can leave our kids: Washington, Detroit, and Memphis. My daughter’s in Memphis, or so the ex-wife tells me.”

	“I’ve never seen so many black people in one spot.” Jaylen says.

	The African-Americans wait in the field, wearing white garments and jet black boots, chattering with one another. Soldiers begin to surround them, guns drawn. Bree raises her camera to snap a few photos.

	“This is so weird,” she says. “We should get a closer look.”

	“No, we would be safer here.” Caleb objects.

	“I’m with Bree. I mean, what’s it going to hurt? Besides, we’ll finally get to see what’s really going on.” Jaylen says.

	“I just think it’s dangerous.” Caleb adds. “And we should keep clear of the soldiers.”

	“Bro, we get one life. Let’s live that shit.”

	“I’m going,” Bree says after a long breath, walking towards the group in the field. Caleb can see that Micky is extremely torn on what to do. Caleb attempts to grab Bree’s arm before she gets out of reach, but she pulls away.

	“No Bree, stay back.” He says.

	“I just need a few shots. I didn’t bring my elongated lenses.”

	“Just follow her, but stay close.” Caleb proclaims.

	They walk from the truck towards the blockade, doing their best to stick by the side of the road and stay out of sight. They reach a spot behind a large rock formation in the field, about fifty feet away from the group of African-Americans. Bree continually snaps photographs, doing her best to stay covert.

	“Guys, this is headline news material.” She says, noting the African-Americans in the group are remaining silent, simply waiting for whatever is about to happen. Some of them have enlisted here to help struggling families with finances, or so the news has made it seem. But Bree notices some university students in the group.

	“They got everybody,” she adds. The students verbally protest the soldiers, begging to be released. The military has their orders, and they aren’t letting up for anything. They aim their guns at the crowd to keep them quiet.

	That’s when they notice a face from old newscasts: General George, an old Iraq war veteran who’s been serving the Pentagon and their interests ever since. The General gazes at the African-Americans, walking through the nearby fence and examining everything.

	“Hello, hello!” He proclaims, masking his obvious conviction with false enthusiasm. The students don’t calm down until a soldier fires two rounds in the air, bringing silence thereafter. “Thank you soldier. Hello my fellow Americans.”

	An exhausted African-American man leans by the edge of the fence, his eyes fixated on the General’s movements. “Get on with it.” He barks.

	“You are part of the Melanin Experiment lottery, and America thanks you for your service.”

	“Service?” The African-American man scoffs. “Then why are we locked up, General? This isn’t much of a thank-you.”

	“Your country will be indebted to you for decades to come.” The General states, clearly disengaging the man’s aggravation. “This is a new experiment for all of us.  Myself included.  Our expectations are that of a smooth transition. Ninety-five percent of the African-Americans were chosen randomly by the government’s melanin lottery system. Only a few of you have enlisted to serve your country. I suspect this is hard on your families, but I can assure you that they will be proud.”

	“Why isn’t your family out here, General?” The angry man asks again. A few of the others back his words. “America is lying to us!” Some of them say.

	“Your families will be taken care of,” the General continues. “There is a $100,000 severance package for each of your families.”

	“Keep your fucking money! I rather have my freedom.” The angry African-American says. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

	Nervous laughter escapes from the crowd.

	“The assignment will last five years. You’ll return sometime in 2031.” The General tries his best to remain hopeful. “It’s possible that could be sooner.”

	“That’s not what our contract said, General. What is this? The auction block in the 1700s?”

	“Please remain patient until given further instruction.”

	“Where are we going?” A woman shouts from the back of the crowd. “Our contract didn’t say anything about a destination.”

	The General whispers in the ear of a nearby soldier. There was a brief flash of shock on his face, as if the White House hadn’t disclosed all of the necessary information to these people. Chatter breaks out among the crowd as some begin to violently push through the fence. The woman begins to rush towards the front of the crowd near the angry man.

	“Ya’ll got us fucked up, all for $100,000?” Where are we going?”

	The General wanders away, his shoulders slumping with each step. The woman gets as close as possible to him, though the fence still restrains her. She begins to shout profanities as he reaches the center of the blockade, picking up a security clearance phone.

	Citizens angrily rock against the fence, trying desperately to break free. One soldier rushes over to him with a sealed envelope, which he hastily opens and glares at the contents.

	The timing of this transmission is comparable to the decade in which we gathered.  We are Akache. The light that settles anarchy in all of the universe.  The compatible resources that are found in the B gene are derived in Melanin and is useful to our planet Akhu. The rich and defined treasures assist our kind. They will regenerate and fuel our colony for eons.  The undertaking of a corresponding planet is never Akache’s ambition. We have come in peace but will no longer limit our scope. Your global and monetary system forces cooperation among you. Provide us the same courtesy.  Our mandate for the potent B Gene has crossed 20 galaxies and landed us on your planet. The morsel of one B Gene unit equals two bleeding earth hearts. Transition can be as peaceful as you desire. One week is our limit.  With regards to a reply isn’t a choice. The life and evolution of your planet depends on it. 

	The General rereads the letter slowly and carefully. The vibration from his phone startles him.  The caller I.D. reads private.

	“Hello.” The voice on the receiving end is familiar.  It’s Adviser Doley and he doesn’t waste time.  “We had to keep you in the dark for fear of exposure to the media.”

	The General fires back. “Mr. Doley, please explain the contents of this letter. Akache?” Adviser Doley’s words feels rushed.

	“General, Akache is an unknown entity that threatens our democracy at this time. We will protect our own. The translation in the letter is from their leader, it’s a classified document that I thought I’ll share with you as you lead this mission.”

	The General’s southern drawl seeps into his explanation.  “I would have liked to been made aware of the circumstances surrounding this mission Advisor.” 

	“This is about optics, General, and if something goes wrong we wanted to be sure the American people can count on a war hero like yourself to tell them the truth.”

	“Doley, I have thousands of Americans in the middle of nowhere, I don’t think this is the reception they expected.”

	“Sure it is, it is not different than when we send our troops to Syria or Iraq.” 

	“What happens now?”

	“You wait.” The call ends. The General removes the phone from his ear. He contemplates his next move, before rushing over to open the flaps from the tent’s entrance.

	The General folds the letter and tuck it into his coat; he’s had enough. He turns towards the crowd, hearing their screams coming from the field. High above the feisty crowd, dark swirling clouds rapidly take form, outlined in a greenish glow.

	A loud blare roars overhead, forcing the crowd to cover their ears. Those who didn’t cover them in time begin bleeding from their ears, shouting through the pain. Rushing towards the fence, their combined weight forced it to topple over, aiding in their escape. The African-Americans make a run for it with nothing but open field before them.

	Heavy manufactured winds begin to sway in every direction, forcing them to fall over. They try their best to run away before the sky opens, bringing a blinding light down on the crowd. Some cover their eyes, as others fight and glare into its source the best they can.

	“Run for it!” The angry man yells at the top of his lungs, attempting to dash off with the remaining crowd. The noise heightens, piercing their eardrums as the winds rapidly increase. High above them, the grayish clouds shift into an unknown object. Unreadable symbols blanket the surface of the apparent vessel, as hundred-foot knives begin to protrude from its bottom.

	“What is that?” proclaims Caleb, looking up at the massive object as it fills as much of the visible sky as possible. The widespread light falls from the object onto the crowd, and each African-American begins to ascend, their bodies seemingly frozen and free of aggression.  A paralyzing calm overtakes them, as their bodies dangle in the open air, gravitating towards the object. The fight is over; the resistance is through.

	“That’s sick.” Jaylen says, glaring at the event.

	Bree tries to snap a few photographs of what’s happening, but once again, her camera stops working. “I need to see this up close.” She says.

	“Bree, don’t!” Caleb shouts in protest.

	Bree runs towards the object at full sprint.

	“I told you this girl is crazy, Caleb. Go get your girl, bruh.”

	Caleb, Micky and Jaylen all begin rushing towards Bree. She stops in her tracks, standing in the center of the field. The fury of wind shifts the four of them into a frenzy. Bree’s standing a mere few feet away from the tumbled fence, her eyes aimed upward towards the massive object.

	“Whoa. It’s beautiful.” She exclaims in a calm bewildered tone. She can’t seem to pull her eyes away from it.

	She traces the African-Americans with her eyes, watching hundreds of them float through the air and into the object. For a moment, everything feels serene; calming. Regardless of the might displayed in front of her, she remains content. She briefly turns over her shoulder, looking at her friends running in her direction. She immediately gives in to the sensation, notable by the tear dripping down her delicate cheek. Bree runs directly towards the chaos.

	“No!” Caleb shouts. “Bree, don’t go!”

	Jaylen switches into a full sprint. “Bruh, she’s crazy!”

	The loud blaring noise forces Caleb into a roaring shout. “Guys, we’ve got to stop her!”

	Jaylen rushes after her, faster than anyone else.

	Bree enters the ring of cascading light, and begins to float up towards the object. Jaylen rushes after her, leaping and grabbing onto her feet. She’s stuck in an unrelenting trance. Bree and Jaylen elevate towards the blinding light, followed by Caleb as he lunges and just latches onto Jaylen’s legs, then Micky close behind. The power from the light source sends a debilitating charge through Micky’s body, forcing her to release her grip on Caleb.

	She tumbles back down to earth, left in the wake of every single African-American who has floated towards the source. Caleb, Jaylen and Bree are the last to enter, and soon after, the light disappears in the freezing cold night. Micky remains behind, glaring up into the dark sky wondering where her friends have gone.





Chapter Sixteen:     
 The Lottery

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The morning after the declaration, America is panicked and it can’t turn back now.   The White House is in disarray, attempting to portray a calm demeanor on the surface. Several briefings overlap one another, as Press Secretary Romana Lexington ready’s her notes before heading out to speak to the figures of the media.

	Her apparel is unorthodox, to say the least. She’s been portrayed as one of the most attention-seeking Press Secretaries in any presidency, though she carries herself well enough in conversation that the backlash has flat lined. She sits with Molly, the Chief of Staff, to discuss everything that’s going on.

	“Stay on message,” Molly states. “The transition worked, and Americans are safe.” Molly quickly snatches the notes out of the Press Secretary’s hands. “No, take black and African out. We don’t want lingering reminders.”

	Releasing an exhausted breath, obviously flooded with stress from recent events, Molly grabs a pen from the desk. “This is gone. That is gone.” She begins going to town on the notes, redacting information. “Remember, this is galactic terrorism. Keep things as bland as possible.”

	“Got it, I understand.” Press Secretary Lexington replies. “Is there anything else?”

	“Okay, this will work.” Molly says, making one final adjustment before handing the notes back. The Press Secretary begins to shuffle away. “Romana,” Molly calls after her, stopping her in her tracks.

	“Yes?”

	“Go and sell the shit out of this, just like I know you can.”

	Romana nods and heads off, leaving Molly to sit in silence. She inhales sharply before turning to the monitor.  She watches Romana ascend the podium and stand before the free press. She opens her binder and offers information on the transition. Press Secretary Lexington gazes into the room of flashing camera and eager faces. Several reporters stand nearby, hoping to fire off questions. Tape recorders are on; the cameras begin to roll.

	“Good morning,” she begins. “I am here as the liaison to General Leonard George, current commander of the Melanin Experiment transition. As of last night at 10:00 PM, EST, over one-million Americans took an oath to protect our country. These citizens help to secure and continue our freedoms, not only in this country, but globally. We have spoken to several of our allies, each of whom have congratulated us on this monumental victory. Intelligence during this transition is currently classified, and details cannot be released over at this time.

	 

	We thank our global allies for their well wishes as we pioneer new opportunities to solve the country’s issues with this new threat; the first of its kind for the United States. There will be flaws in our policies, but the President is diligently working with Congress to assure that our cities, states, and our planet is safe.”

	Press Secretary Lexington feels confident in her reassurance to the American people, though she’s seemingly distracted by the dazzling lights of the cameras from the back of the room.

	“I would like to mention and thank General George,” she continues, “who is a veteran and purple heart recipient. He led our soldiers into a harmonious transition, as were the expectancies of the President when he hand-picked him. He will be retiring this year, and will not be present to answer questions. On a final note, I would like you all to know that every American that has entered this lottery is a hero. Please provide respect to their families at this time. You may begin your questioning.”

	Every hand in the room shoots up. Molly watches from the back, looking towards the monitor, and whispers to herself. “Take a few questions, then get her out of there.”

	“Press Secretary,” the first reporter begins, “with all due respect, this lottery was exclusive to African-Americans, correct?”

	“As a way to respect most of these families, it is appropriate to refer to these heroes as Americans. President Adam suggested that our lottery reach those in diverse communities but all were entered.”

	“How much of the $100,000 severance package is given tax-free to the families?”

	“They will be taxed the same as our military personnel.”

	Patty Denker, the BNC reporter who previously covered the riots, raises her voice above the onslaught of questions.

	“Ms. Lexington, is it the White House’s goal to eliminate the fact that these lottery recipients were exclusively African-American?”

	“Lottery recipients were chosen from several states and cities.”

	“Answer the question.” Patty says with an edge to her voice.

	“I have answered your question. Next question please.”

	Press Secretary Lexington points towards an elderly reporter in the front row, only to be overshadowed by Patty’s voice again.

	“Where are these recipients, Romona? Can you provide us details?”

	“As stated previously, that is classified information. Next question.”

	“When will they be back?” Patty asks, and the room falls silent.

	“There’s no clear answer.  These brave men and women enlisted for at least five years, though the time frame may be minimized in the coming months. Let’s not forget that we owe these American citizens our respect and support. Thank you for your time; that will be all.”

	“Enlisted? This was a lottery, Secretary!”

	Romona moves away from the podium, as one unknown male voice carries above the others from the back of the room. “Is the President a racist? Is that why only African-Americans were in this lottery?”

	Molly turns away from the monitor, anxiety filling her chest. “Just keep walking, Romona.” She says to herself under a hushed breath. That’s when she hears Romona’s voice, and turns back to the monitor; she just can’t help but pridefully answer that question.

	“I take offense to your question, sir. The President has protected all Americans since his election three years ago. Look at his record as a Texas Senator prior to his presidency. He joined Republican legislators to write bills that furthered consequences for racial profiling. How dare you.” She begins to walk away.

	“That’s a lie,” the insistent reporter says. “He did the complete opposite.”

	Molly sits anxiously on a couch in the Oval Office, right next to the President. General Leonard George is quickly escorted into the room, and fails to salute his Commander in Chief. There’s little but harrowing certainty on his expression.

	“Those people were lied to.”

	“Molly, close the door.” The President says, unfolding his legs and assuming an assertive position on the couch. “I took an oath to protect this country at all costs.”

	“No, Mr. President. You took an oath to protect and preserve our constitution. Those people were not told the truth. The American people don’t know what I saw. The danger we face is at the hands of our own.”

	“Do you understand why I selected you, General?” The President says, cutting him off. “I picked you because you had no trouble in Iraq. You led a campaign that left thousands of innocent civilians in the rubble.” The President tosses a folder onto the table in front of him, sending it sliding towards the General. Molly’s face is beaming, enamored by the President’s aggression. 

	“Go on, open it.”

	The General opens up the folder, noting dozens of foreign names. The President lifts from the couch, adjusting his suit jacket. For the first time in his Presidency, President Adam isn’t wilting. It’s apparent a personal agenda has taken over momentarily. General George continues his scan over the list. “That’s a list of the civilians you killed. We’re in the same business, General: kill or be killed. We are all fighting to survive by any means necessary. Black, white, brown: it’s survival.”

	The General stares at the names, unable to retain every single one of them. He strides towards the President’s desk, placing a device on the edge and walking towards the door. “If you can stomach to look at that, then I’ve been wrong about something all these years. We’re nothing alike.” The General exit’s the oval office.

	Flooded with curiosity, Molly and the President walk over towards the desk. He picks up the strange square device, noting similar technology that he’d seen at the Pentagon. He presses a button on the top of its flat surface, and a hologram funnels upward. It shows the events of last night; the clouds, the light, everything that happened.

	“If word of this gets out…” he begins.

	“It won’t. Cameras and cell phone signals were jammed.” Molly cuts him off.

	“The contents of this brief remains classified.”

	“Your Press Secretary handled everything perfectly. There’s a… different matter that we must attend to right now.” The President walks towards the door.  He turns back. Molly knew this day would come and she’s ready for it.

	“I’ve always played the good guy. On the farm, at the prom, in the school play, at my sister’s wedding. I’ve managed to always come through for others.”

	Molly quietly listens. “My past isn’t all peaches and cream Molly. I haven’t always been honorable. And for the first time in my adult life, I’m okay with that. I’ve switched from Democrat to Republican when my sister was raped in the 90’s. I fought for tougher laws.”

	Molly beams, parts of his story hasn’t been shared with her until now. “The Republicans have the upper hand and they know it, particularly on a few things from my past. I push their agenda and they leave me alone.”

	Molly clutches her briefcase tightly as her thoughts race to figure out what he could be withholding. “I am sure whatever they are dangling, we can get in front of it.”

	“I hope so.”

	A knock on the door is followed by the voice of the President’s assistant. “Mr. President, there’s an important visitor. He says he needs to speak to you now.”

	“That’s the matter I was talking about.” Molly sighs.

	 

	* * *

	 

	As soon as it lands, the President escapes his unmarked helicopter, guided by Secret Service agents. Adviser Doley and Molly walk on either side of him as they head into the undisclosed building of T and S. Without wasting a single step or breath, they shuffle into the cramped elevator, and begin descending down into the belly of the beast.

	The passing moments of silence bring an air of tension. The doors finally open, and the President instructs his Secret Service agents to await by the elevator doors. Down the hallway, double doors open to reveal a room filled with government-specific technology, including a small digital console on a platform in the middle of the room. Electronic maps stretch across the walls, updating classified information in real time.

	Doley leans in to the President as Molly listens closely. “Mr. President as homeland security we have kept you in the loop of this galactic threat. It is our duty to surveillance all aspects of this classified information. We can wait no longer.”

	Doley uses the console in the center of the room to shift a large red wall on the far side of the room. As it moves, the President’s eyes widen as an African-American forty-something is revealed, sitting chained to a chair. His beard is long and wily, his clothes dirty and ruined. On his neck, there’s a solid chunk of metal attached. It begins to glow as he struggles for freedom, riling around in his shackles to no avail.

	“I know you,” the man says through gritted teeth, continuing his struggle. “You’re the President. Help me. Please, help me.” He begs.

	Doley pushes a button on the console, immediately forcing the shackled man to sit upright. The device tightens around his neck.

	“What’s going on?” The President asks.

	“You’re looking at a surrogate.”

	“surrogate?”

	“Yes, we can only receive transmissions from Akache, through…black Americans.” “What does that mean?” “It means we tread lightly.” 

	Doley sends an electric current through the man’s body, forcing his heartbeat to race, his skin to sweat. Suddenly, through the pain, his head raises. His eyes begin to roll backward as the President and Molly brace themselves, uncertain as to what’s about to happen. The muscle’s in the man’s arm contract as his mouth opens, releasing a deep, ominous voice that isn’t his own.

	“I am Commander Karnitu.” The man, or whatever is controlling him, says slowly. “Your sacrifice has averted a disaster on your planet. The units of melanin received are plenty to assure the regeneration of our colonies.”

	The President is in awe, and stumbles through his next words. “The United States of America can be a powerful ally, Commander.”

	“With regards to your aligning forces, my kind holds trust above all else. You’ve sold your species into the abyss without determining a proper destination.”

	“It can look that way, but our African-American citizens took this sacrifice as a badge of honor, to service their country.”

	“We don’t value honor. The Akache honors strength and courage.”

	The surrogate’s heart begins beating furiously, visible to everyone through his tattered shirt.

	“Is he okay?” Molly asks to Doley, who begins to watch intently.

	“I lead your species beyond the galaxy. Once the melanin has been transmitted, there will be no further need for them.” The surrogate begins to shake and foam at the mouth in between words. “As stated in past transmissions, the B gene in their melanin powers our colonies, replenishes our crops, and strengthens our weaponry.” The voice deepens drastically. “Planets are evolutions of life that dictate standings in the galaxy.  My tribe spent four of your earth’s centuries tracking resources.  We are not willing to spend another four centuries compounding our efforts.  Please provide a bid for all of your remaining melanin units!”

	The President removes his jacket and rolls up his sleeves, cautiously approaching the surrogate with a stone-cold expression on his face. “May we have a few days to convene over the details?” He states. 

	The room falls silent. Everyone glares in anticipation of the response, of an end to this threat. “There’s only one thing I couldn’t say to that offer.” The voice states.

	Out of nowhere, the man breaks through the shackles as rays of light discharge from his eyes, sending beams outward. The President moves to shield Molly, as Doley smashes buttons on the console to end the transmission.

	Seconds later, as the surrogate’s body begins to flail uncontrollably, blood begins to seep from his ears, succeeded by an eruption of blood splitting from his temples, coating the room in brain matter and splatter. The man’s lifeless body falls to the floor.

	The President wipes a few drops of blood from his face, and sharply turns towards Doley.

	“Either way this goes, we are fucked.”





	Chapter Seventeen:     
 The Obscure Object

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Slowly but surely, Caleb, Jaylen and Bree begin to wake up. Beneath them lays a metal floor, but not made of steel or iron; something they’ve never seen before. They do their best to move the tips of their fingers, as they fight to open their eyes further, noting the heaviness in their legs, as if something is holding them down. Jaylen begins to freak out.

	“This is weird, Cal. I can’t feel my legs bro. The gravity in here is ruthless.” He says, looking at Caleb sitting upright on the floor. Jaylen tries to stand and repeatedly stumbles to the floor. “Okay, there we go. Finally.”

	Jaylen rises, tracing Caleb’s gaze to the eerie sketches on the wall, draped in the dim light of the space. Caleb rises and stabilizes, and quickly moves to Bree’s side while Jaylen stands on the other. They assist her in standing up.

	“Thanks guys.” She sighs.

	“Yeah, you should be thanking us. It’s the least you could do after forcing us in here.” Jaylen says with contempt.

	“You didn’t have to follow me, Jaylen.”

	“Guys, are we really doing this now?” Caleb asks.

	“Yes we are!” Bree and Jaylen say in unison.

	“Well don’t. There’s bigger things to worry about… this looks like the ship.” Caleb notices a particular design on the wall, forming into a semicircle. In the design, several elongated stick figures are floating above an object. “This is creepy. I think I’ve seen this before.”

	“How could you have seen this before? This is the first time we’re all seeing it.” Jaylen asks, putting his childish differences aside for a moment.

	Caleb walks closer towards the image. “In my dreams.” He looks from marking to marking, trying his best to decipher some sort of meaning behind them, but fails to do so. They vary in sizes; some intersect with one another, connecting them in a way.

	“So since you had the vision, where are we?” Bree asks, breaking his focus.

	“I don’t know, but those dreams never ended well.” Caleb says softly.

	“And what does that mean?” Jaylen shakes his head.

	“It means exactly what I said. I could tell you, but it’ll probably freak both of you out.”

	“Tell us.” Jaylen says. Caleb quickly presses his index finger to his mouth.

	“Shh,” he ushers. “Something’s coming. I can feel it…. Get behind me.”

	Caleb stands in front of his two lifelong friends, arms extended, standing his ground for come-what-may. He feels something bigger than himself as he feels the energy coming from behind the wall’s surface.

	Suddenly, the power from behind the wall intensifies. Caleb collapses to his knees, his body sliding around violently on the hard surface. Bree rushes over towards him, calming his body down.

	“Caleb are you okay? What are they?” She demands.

	Caleb scoots back, pressing his back against the wall. A few drops of blood begin to trickle from his nose. “I don’t know, but I have a feeling we’re about to find out.”

	In an instant, their bodies lift into the air, and viciously collide with the far wall. They slide down to the floor, resulting in a wicked crack in Caleb’s arm as all of his body weight lands on it. Jaylen is laying on his back, staring up at the ceiling as he shifts and groans in pain. Bree begins to rise, lifting her face off the cold metal floor and pushing the hair from her face.

	“Is this their sick sense of humor?” She asks to no one in particular.

	Caleb helps them both to their feet. “I don’t think that’s it.” He says, immediately followed by an abrupt severing of the wall.  Blinding white light floods the space.

	The light sends a rippling vibration through their already wilting bodies, forcing them to buckle.  They begin to scream, attempting to huddle together as best they can: the storm noise is back, light and steady, but present. The light quickly ceases, and Caleb cautiously moves through the doors. Three pathways lay out in front of him, each dimly lit with a glowing green light at the end, dressed in elaborate symbols on every wall.  Bree and Caleb emerge and creep close behind.

	“Which way do we go?” Bree asks, but Caleb simply ignores her. Instead, he confidently walks towards the path on the right. Jaylen and Bree follow closely behind, looking at one another in confusion.

	“I feel them.” Caleb says in a calm tone. They reach a point in the corridor where several circular doors appear on the right side. Caleb stops, placing his hand over one of the doors in an attempt to find a way in. His hand traces over it, and while he doesn’t know what he’s looking for, he feels that this will yield results.

	He looks up to sketches on the walls ahead, noting a symbol of three lines that are written on oval-shaped images. The continents on one are clear.

	“That’s got to be Earth,” Jaylen says under his breath.

	Bree points to other spots on the ship, featuring other similar shapes. Her hands traces over the symbols on the wall’s surface. She takes her time as she admires the formation and order of each symbol. “Those look like planets, beautiful. Whoever they are, looks like their mission extends far beyond our galaxy.” 

	They both turn to see Caleb racing down the hallway. “Where is he going? Slow down!”

	Bree meets his pace, grabbing onto his shoulder. “Caleb, can you hear me?” She asks.

	Jaylen juts himself in front of Caleb. “Bro, what’s with you?” He asks. “You’re flying off the deep end. Go easy.”

	Caleb’s eyes erratically move left to right, as if he’s coming back into it. “Sorry guys. I… don’t know what happened.” He says.

	“Bro, you’re running your own program. We got to stick together if we plan to survive.”

	“They had a hold of me. The more I resist, the worse I feel. Bree… it was you who wanted this. I didn’t want to be here.”

	“I was just looking for the truth. Answers.” She says in defense, a bit shocked at Caleb’s accusatory tone. Behind her, the wall begins to shift. A square-shaped door takes shifts, revealing a small opening in the center. Bree and Jaylen takes a cautioned step back.

	“In here.” A mysterious voice says. Bree begins to look around frantically. Jaylen steps forward, looking at the opening and listening to the voice, noticing a mouth forming in the opening. 

	“That’s freaky.”

	“Shh, they’ll hear you. They’re relentless.” The voice says.

	“Who’s there?” Caleb asks.

	“I am Tynell. Quickly, come closer.”

	Caleb, Jaylen and Bree bridge the gap between them and the door, peering inside the opening where the mouth was just a second ago. They can only see a set of teeth in the darkness.

	“How did you get in there?” Caleb asks.

	“I’ve been here months I would assume.”

	“You don’t seem… scared, I suppose.” Caleb says.

	“Something happens once you’re in here,” Tynell says. “Your mind is unrestricted and seems free. We’ve been set in darkness for months now, and hunger hasn’t been the bane of our existence. We wait patiently for someone to find us, but as each hour passes, we realize this might be the end. The sad part is, we are beginning to accept it.”

	“But how did you get here?” Caleb asks again.

	“I played high school ball back in Tennessee. One day after a bad practice.  I was furious at how I played, my thoughts were out of control.  I was walking home alone, and out of nowhere, I see this object hovering high above the little river on the path. I had no idea where it came from, it was just suddenly there. It paralyzed me. I couldn’t turn back, I couldn’t move, couldn’t run… it had me. That’s the last thing I remember.”

	“That’s how it was for most of us, too.” A few others say.

	“Wait, how many of you are in there?” Bree asks, getting closer to the opening.

	“We don’t know.” One of the voices returns.

	“Me too.” Caleb says, tracing back his thoughts. “What do you think they want with us?” He asks, turning to Bree and Jaylen.

	“I don’t know,” Tynell says. “The thought of seeing my family again has because a blur… It’s just nice to hear voices that are different than our own.” Tynell juts his arm through the opening, showing the completely whitewashed pigment in his arm. There are similar ripples and symbols on the surface as Caleb’s back.  Caleb notices the bulging muscles on his forearm prompting a closer look.

	“Whoa.” 

	“This is what they do to us. No explanation and no grand speech. They’ve conducted experiments on several of us.”

	“Is it painful?” Bree asks.

	“No, it’s a feeling I can’t explain. … it feels like our emotions have been torn away, discarded completely.”

	Caleb’s ready for a harsh dose of the truth. He gets closer to the door. “What do they look like?” He asks hesitantly.

	Another voice comes from the darkness, though this one is gruff, hardened. “You’ll never see them. They’re too fast; they’re standing behind you right now.”

	The three of them spin on their heels rapidly, trying to catch a glimpse of whatever the unknown voice is talking about. There’s nothing.

	“As I said, they’re too fast. You can only sense them, not see them. We’re constantly thrown into combat on the other side of the convoy. We’ve battled for what seemed like days at a times. You can feel them watching and approving as we fought.”

	“They’re forcing you to fight?” Caleb asks.

	“I assume to strengthen in some way.  Readying us for what’s ahead.”

	“Competition?” Bree asks, but the voice doesn’t reply. It’s quiet inside the dark room. They can’t hear a single soul. “Where did he go? Hello?”

	“Not exactly,” he finally replies. “Follow the markings in the corridor, and you’ll see that they’ve dominated the galaxy for centuries.”

	“Okay, I’m trying my best to piece this all together.” Caleb says. “They’re using you to help take over the galaxy? Why? They already seem powerful enough.”

	“The only thing that powerful forces desire is more power.”

	The voice dissipates as the opening in the door disappears. “Where did they go?” Jaylen asks, banging on the wall. “Hello!”

	“Keep it down.” Bree says.

	“They’re coming,” Caleb whispers. A moment passes by as they remain motionless. “Run!” He finally shouts, and they begin rushing down the corridor. The floor beneath their feet begins to crumble away, bringing them down into a dark room. They collide with a harsh metal floor, quickly coming to the realization that they’re in a trap. Jaylen feels around in the dark, accidentally grabbing onto Bree’s shoulders and quickly pulling his hands away.

	The floor begins to vibrate as the enclosure is pulled forward at a fast pace. They attempt to stand and stabilize themselves. Within seconds, the room settles, and two doors on the far wall slide upward. Foggy mist leaks into the small space, circling the three of them as they stare in wonder. Quickly, they step back up against the wall opposite the doors, doing their best to stay next to one another.

	Bree is suddenly yanked forward with immense force. She disappears into the fog. Caleb rushes over towards the doors as they shut. “Where are you taking her? Don’t do this!” He begins to scream hysterically.

	For the first time since this day began, Caleb and Jaylen feel truly defeated. They escaped Lanier, they’ve evaded disaster, at least, up until this moment. Caleb falls back, sitting on the floor as Jaylen approaches and sits beside him.

	“We’re not going home, are we Cal?”

	“We’re going to die in here, Jay. This is it.”



Chapter Eighteen:    
  Caleb’s Assault

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Caleb isn’t giving up that easily. He stands beside Jaylen by the door, trying with all his might to lift the door, but it won’t budge. He bangs on it repeatedly, his emotions taking over as he hammers his fists into the door to the point of reddening.

	“Cal, chill man.” Jaylen says. He’s yet to see this destructive side of his lifelong friend.

	“No! They’re going to kill her!” Caleb yells. His repeated hammering begins to draw blood from his knuckles. Jaylen tries his best to grab onto Caleb to stop him, but nothing’s getting through to him. Caleb forcefully shoves him halfway across the room with a single hand, returning to his banging on the door. At this point, his fists are hitting small pools of blood, spattering outward with every bang.

	“Caleb! Stop it!” Jaylen shouts. With one final strike, Caleb sends the door hurling into the corridor ahead as the sound of shredded metal echoes down the hall. He immediately begins moving, frantically searching for Bree. Jaylen follows closely behind him, beckoning for Caleb to stop.

	Caleb stops in his tracks, extending his hand to a nearby wall. “I can sense them…” he says out loud. “There she is. I can sense her, Jay.”

	Bree’s screams echo throughout the ship. Caleb rushes off, banking a left at the next turn. He’s met with an enormous door ahead, and steels his nerves.

	Caleb places his hand on the surface, then slowly backs away. For the last year, he has sensed a big moment like this on the horizon. His existing thoughts have carried him to the brink of exhaustion, but a renewed strength now consumes him. Caleb drops to his knees, resting as solid as a statue, as Jaylen unblinkingly gazes at his friend.

	In an instant, he rises again, rushing towards the door as the walls on either side of him bow outward, reshaping the metal. His rapid movement creates a fury of wind, forcing Jaylen violently into a wall at the rear of the corridor. As his back crashes against the corridor wall, he opens his eyes to see Caleb leaping into a cannonball, propelling his body straight through the door ahead. It does more than pierce it; the door bursts into shrapnel, coating the next room. Jaylen gazes at Caleb standing tall in the center of the debris filled room, looking forward.

	“Holy crap that hurt.” Caleb says, watching the dust settle as he massages his lower back.

	Jaylen cautiously walks towards the destruction left behind by his childhood friend. He can’t quite believe what he’s just seen. For once, there’s no sarcastic remark or witty comeback coming from him. Before he can pass through, the door’s bits and pieces return and reassemble, as if magnetic. Jaylen begins banging on the reconstructed door.

	“Caleb! Cal!” He shouts, but his voice is muffled.

	Inside, Caleb’s body lays seemingly lifeless on the floor. Whatever he just did had taken a lot out of him. His eyes gently flutter open as he peers around the darkness of the room, attempting to make sense of where he is and what just happened. He rises to his knees and begins shouting for her.

	“Bree! Bree!” He says over and over. “I can’t see anything… I’m sorry, Bree.” Caleb lets his hands fall into his lap as his body feels heavy with defeat.

	A whine escapes from somewhere in the darkness. “Caleb, is that you?” Bree asks in a terrified, faint cry.

	“Bree! It’s me, I’m here. Where are you?”

	“I’m here Caleb, I’m right here.”

	“I can’t see you.” His voice lacks the confidence he held only a moment ago, when he charged through the door. “I can’t-”

	“Leave us alone!” Bree screeches at the top of her lungs. “Just leave us alone!”

	“Bree? Who’s there?” Caleb begs to the darkness, but only silence is returned.

	Measured footsteps begin pitter pattering in the distance of the room. Caleb quickly lifts to his feet, extending his arms in front of him, hoping to find a wall or something to grab onto in the darkness. Something caresses his arm, forcing him to quickly recoil.

	“Who’s there?” He asks. “Show yourself!” Footsteps echo all around him. 

	Caleb’s body is brutally thrust backwards into the wall. He slides down, landing flat on his face, and slowly opens his eyes. After spitting a glob of blood, he notices small pockets of light around him.

	“I know what you’re doing.” Caleb insists. His body slowly raises from the floor. His legs dangle in the air as he looks around for his attacker, but can’t see a thing. “Let me go!” He demands. “Let me go!”

	Caleb’s anger, frustration and fear for Bree take hold of him. He shouts again, and as he does, the shirt on his back shreds into thin strips of cloth.

	“Leave me alone! I’m not afraid of you!” He shouts, noticing a green glow outlining his swaying body. He feels a burning sensation near his lower back. He reaches behind, feeling ripples on his skin shift delicately back and forth. The dark pigment in his back rapidly regenerates, flushing out the pale patches of flesh from that fateful night. Caleb collapses to the floor, his breath mimicking the feeling of defeat deep within his chest. He’s had enough; he’s done asking questions.

	“You’re going to tell me who you are.” He insists.

	As Caleb slowly opens his eyes, he notices beams of blue light in distant areas of what he assumes is the same room. They’re being projected from the highest points in the room, shedding shards of light on the walls, each hosting embedded, odd-looking spheres.

	Caleb’s eyes shift to a spot next to him. These invaders are dressed in gray cloaks with blue trim, simply standing beside him, holding bluish spears. They’re standing still as statues, calm and calculated. Their faces are covered slightly only revealing a hint of their brownish pigment.

	Caleb leers around the room for a way out, but instead spots a platform in its center, adorning a grand chair, and an occupant with a stark red robe. Around him, more spheres hover throughout the expansive room.  There is a large platform several feet out front.

	As the silence carries on, Caleb attempts to inch closer to the platform, only to be met by the tip of a spear inches from his head. They’re not necessarily there to hurt him, simply contain him.

	“Cay au situ.” One of them says, something that Caleb can’t quite make out.

	“Where are my friends?” Caleb says in a mild mannered voice. As he does, a stream of smoke spills into the room.  The blue lights dim. Figures in similar cloaks march into the room, continuing to speak in what Caleb initially thought was gibberish. They march towards Caleb, parting the way as another cloaked figure drags a fifty-something African-American man along the floor, dropping him a few feet in front of Caleb.

	“Let me go, you monster!” He shouts in a raspy voice. As his eyes flash in front of Caleb, he notices that the man is blind. The man in the red cloak steps carefully to the edge of the platform.

	Caleb’s keeps a watchful gaze at the figure in the red cloak. His strategic movements indicate that he’s the leader of the men of cloaks.

	The figure in the red cloak approaches the man, lifting his spear up as high as possible. “Cano Lu Cantu,” he says as the blind man is propelled into a trance.

	The man’s body rises a few inches off the floor as his legs dangle beneath him, flopping in the open air. 

	“What did you do to him?” Caleb asks.

	The figure wraps his extended brownish fingers around the blind man’s throat. Caleb can see some shift in the man, like an electrical current has just run through his body.

	“Akache and Karnitu hails to Kaleo.” The blind man says in a menacing voice unlike his own.

	“Akache Kaleo!” Each of the cloaked figures shout, stomping the hilt of their spear on the floor in unison. The sudden shouting startles Caleb.

	“Me?” Caleb says as the figure in red looks at him. “I’m no Kaleo… who are you?” The blind man speaks in a husky tone.

	“Your question matters not. Your quest for truth has led you to the Akache.”

	“With all due respect, I just want to go home with my friends.”

	The figure’s fingers grasp tighter around the blind man’s neck as his eyes roll back in his head. “Fate has no boundaries. Only eternity. It is of great importance that cooperation be at the forefront of your mind.”

	“You’ve got the wrong guy.” Caleb says, cautiously moving closer towards the figure as the guards stand still. “I’m just a kid, not some Kaleo, or whatever that is.”

	“Come to terms with your destiny. It’s the only hope for Akache’s survival.”

	“I don’t know who you are, and I don’t know who the Akache are. Where are my friends?” “I am Karnitu, commander and gatekeeper of Akache.”

	Karnitu sits and leans back in his chair on the platform. His long fingers sprawl out along the chair’s armrests.  He glances into one of the surrounding spheres on the platform, as two figures drag Bree into the room.

	“Let go of me! Caleb, help me!” She cries out. Caleb attempts to rush towards her, only to be stopped by a wall of spears in his path.

	“Bree, are you hurt?”

	“No, I’m okay.”

	One sphere on the wall lifts out of its spot as Karnitu looks at it, drifting close to Bree, a mere few inches from her face. A mesmerizing light slowly releases from the sphere as Bree struggles to move away while the cloaked figures hold her in place.

	“Don’t do this, please!” Caleb shouts out. “What are they doing Caleb?” Bree cries out.

	Bree manages to budge from their grasp, turning and running away at full sprint. The light from the sphere forces her back, lifting her body from the floor. Bree begins helplessly clawing at the open air as the light extracts the pigment from her arms, then her legs, and at last, her face. The light burns with a blazing heat against her skin.

	“Make it stop! Make it stop!” She screams, straining her voice to the point of breaking. Her pigment is completely gone, sucked into the sphere before it propels back into its spot on the wall. Her clothes had been shredded in the process, and now, her pale, naked body lay unresponsive on the ground.

	Caleb rushes over towards her, noting that the guards didn’t try to stop him this time. Bree shivers as he cradles her body. “Bree, are you okay?”

	“Why didn’t you help me, Caleb?” She asks, her voice deeper, her body more rigid and rough than before.

	“I tried, Bree. I tried.”

	“Get away from me!” She shouts, forcing Caleb backwards into the air, flinging him viciously onto the ground as he slides away. As he looks up, he sees two of the cloaked guards grab her by the arms, and drag her into the distance.

	“That only happened at your hands, Kaleo?”  Caleb drops to his knees. Tears begin to fall against his will, forming a small puddle in his hands.

	“Why did you do it?” He asks meekly, watching his tears fall from his palms and onto small indentations on the floor. They travel from there and begin gliding up the wall into several of the hovering spheres, magnifying their apparent electrical power. Soon, light begins to illuminate the space, cascading everywhere.

	“The power of a Dominant One.” Karnitu says.

	“What do you want with me?” Caleb asks, rising to his feet.

	With a flick of the wrist, Karnitu sends the remaining Akache out of the room. The blind man’s tone shifts from husky to gruff in seconds. “We have journeyed the galaxies for a billion lifetimes. Resilience is our birthright. We bend, we don’t break…” Karnitu looks at Caleb, ensuring that the cloak covers his face fully. “In your pigment, there is the Belivian gene. This is the most powerful gene in the Imperial Eastern Galaxy, where our planet Ahku currently resides. For centuries we have searched for the B gene, to no avail, watching nearly all of our population die out over time. The power in your Belivian gene remains a mystery, yet it strengthens our planet’s failing resources.”

	“Belivian?” Caleb asks.

	“Yes. Melanin enhanced earthlings. It’s where your kind originally derived from,” Karnitu continues. “As far back as one billion of your earth years, Belivian was a galaxy in the Eastern Core.”

	“We gave you what you asked for,” Caleb says, cutting off Karnitu.

	“Kaleo, that was never the purpose.” The surrogate’s voice strains further. “Most Belivians on your planet have become weak and forgotten their fight, which weakens the B gene. Belivians on earth are mentally enslaved. With my guidance, the B gene will release them to be the warriors they were meant to be.”

	A nearby door shoots open, unveiling a platoon of Akache tribesmen entering the space. Spears by their side, their brownish pink skin color glows. They’re covered in tattoos of ancient writing like Caleb saw on the corridor walls, partially covered by silver chest plates and vambraces. They surround Caleb and raise their spears in a non-threatening way, to greet him.

	“The B gene has grown dormant… until now.” Karnitu continues.

	“How does the gene receive its power?” Caleb asks.

	“Despair, defeat, anguish and resentment are all factors that power the ability to strengthen. Palecies on your planet have enriched a deep hatred that only powers the B gene further.”

	“Palecies?” Caleb questions.

	“Call them what you may. They control most of your resources and rule over your government. The valuable B gene embeds itself deep in melanin, hiding in plain sight, waiting to resurface, only to be suppressed by the Palecies.” Caleb tries his best to piece together what Karnitu is suggesting. 

	“Wait, are you saying that adversity and circumstances powers this gene in African Americans…Belevians?”

	“The Palecies was created eons ago to forge the B gene ahead in time. Strengthen it with their immoral compromises on your kind, so that it may be ready for Akache to seize its power.”

	“So this was a setup to help the Akache maintain their resources?”

	“To help us, Kaleo. Your Melanin is a combination of hatred and resentment fixed in history for centuries. It’s what gives your pigment the hue it has for generations. It has always belonged to Akache.  Belivians must unite with Akache, and become whole. They will forge into the future knowing their fight.” Caleb’s tone softens.

	“What does that mean? What are you going to do?”

	Karnitu lobs the surrogate violently to the floor and then removes his red cloak. His terrifying mugshot of a face is finally revealed; fangs protrude from his mouth, his claws come out of his fingers, and his muscular body is positioned with defiance, covered in tattoos with his planet’s writings. Under the blue lighting, a long reddish string of hair hangs in the center of his bald head.

	“Seni forc cucio,” he says on his own. The ailing surrogate struggles to his knees, transcribing Karnitu’s final words before falling dead.

	“The pale on Earth must die.”





	Chapter Nineteen:    
  Bridge to Nowhere

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Hours after Bree’s pigment extraction, Akache tribesmen wander the corridors, ignoring the rapid banging and echoes of flesh clashing with metal. Imprisoned lottery recipients haven’t had their spirits broken just yet; they’re not going down without a fight, and they’re letting the Akache know it.

	Caleb tiptoes through a pathway, desperately hoping not to be seen. He places his palms on several doors in the corridor, feeling the prisoners inside like he felt the Akache coming earlier. His hands drop by his side, seemingly in defeat, when an echo plays in his head.

	Cal, you have a purpose.

	His father’s lasting words ring in his head, forcing him to shake away his longing for answers. Caleb continues walking up the hallway, noting the sudden silence that’s fallen over the ship. As he approaches the end of the corridor, he spots a bridge with glass on either side, leading from one half of the ship to the other. Caleb peers his head out hesitantly, looking around to make sure the coast is clear. What he sees drives a calming sensation through his entire body.

	From the bridge, he notices the open sky. There’s nothing between him and the beauty of mother nature but a glass floor, and for a moment, he looks down on a few small houses below, before sharply turning on his heel. The moon, the stars, they captivate him for a moment as fear temporarily eludes him.

	As he nears the center of the bridge, he turns to view the city before him from every angle. Caleb places his hands on the clear glass walls, feeling the sting of cold on his fingertips.

	Breaking his trance from the cosmos, Caleb notices a Boeing 747 coming straight for the ship. He quickly crouches backwards in shock, rushing back towards his end of the bridge. It’s not going to be enough to close the gap; Caleb turns to the plane as it begins to collide with the ship. Bracing for impact, he slides against the floor, his hands covering his head.

	But there’s no crash.

	Instead, he hears a warping sound, and looks to see the tail end of the plane phasing through the ship, and looks to see the plane exiting through the other side without ever leaving a dent. As it passes by, Caleb hears an engine revving up, but he knows it’s not the plane. As he looks out the window, hundreds of pod-shaped ships begin exiting the larger ship that he’s on right now, disappearing into the night.

	This can’t be good. Flashes of Bree’s extraction flood his mind as he looks up to the night sky. God, how did I get here? I thought you were only supposed to give people what they could handle, and I can’t handle this.

	Caleb grabs the entryway arch, leaning for a moment to collect his thoughts. Just then, he feels something, forcing his heart to race. An unforgiving heat oozes from the entryway, then appears by his feet. Caleb begins to run, but immediately smashes into Karnitu before falling backways, his back hitting the floor of the glass bridge.

	Karnitu stands tall, simply staring at him. “What do you want from me?” Caleb asks, watching his red ponytail swaying from side to side, the crimson shade of the Commander’s cape by his back. He raises his nose in the air, inhaling deeply through his nostrils.

	Caleb inches backwards, stopped by the realization that his dark skin is releasing a light haze, like a smokestack in the distance. Karnitu steps closer, sharply inhales again, and his face twists into a dark smirk. In an instant, the bridge disappears, as does everything around them. They both stand, shrouded by darkness, with nothing more than twinkling stars encircling them.

	Without making an attempt, Caleb is lifted to his feet. Karnitu’s long fingers extend around the neck of a man, hanging in the air, barely holding onto his life. That same grim tone from before escapes this man’s lips.

	“Why are you afraid?” the surrogate asks.

	“I am unafraid. I just wish to go home.”

	“Home is where the blood flows most, Kaleo.” His grip tightens on the man’s neck. “The Belivians are a dying species. Oppression is what delivers triumph. The pale has had their way with you in every timeline across the galaxy. Isn’t a fight just the beginning, can’t there be a new way to combat your enemies?”

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Caleb returns. “There is oppression everywhere.”

	“Not like yours, Kaleo.”

	“Why do you keep calling me that?”

	“You know nothing of your sacred name, not yet. In the days to come, it will all be revealed. The pale have even taken that away from you.”

	“We’ve made strives as a nation to get better. The abolishment of racism and oppression takes time.”

	Karnitu’s posture straightens as he eyes Caleb. “The curve of living civility takes time to master.”

	“You can’t just eliminate an entire species or race based on the actions of a few.”

	“Why do you protect them?” Karnitu asks, his gaze piercing through Caleb’s, bringing fear and discontent. “They hate you with every morsel of their being.”

	“We are taught to forgive.”

	“Under the pale, you have will of your own.”

	“And what makes you so sure that this is the right thing to do?”

	“Your natural talents are being controlled by the them. The Akache have watched your fight from a distance for centuries, waiting. Our kind have wondered why you, the Belivians don’t act, muster the strength to fight back.” Karnitu takes a moment to inspect the head of his spear. “Younger Belivians are easily exterminated, and you turn a blind eye. The rivers in your cities are poisoned, and you do nothing. Your civilization has been ripped away, and you know not even yourself, Kaleo. It is now time to act. Akache DNA, when combined with Belivians, presents an unbreakable, undeniable dominance.

	The very heart of the Akache.” Caleb reads between the lines, he’s obviously torn on as to what to say or do. His thoughts carry him to the impoverished and disenfranchised urban cities in America.

	Am I missing something?

	Caleb’s sole purpose was to conquer college and return to his community and provide must needed leadership. Karnitu remains unmoved, he studies Caleb’s troubled expression.

	“What if I help you.” Caleb asks softly, his eyes fixated on the Karnitu’s lit-up expression.

	“This is for your kind’s own survival, Kaleo. A life where every Belivian being is taken in by Akache will provide great hope. Our super hybrid race, one million galaxies away, has nothing left to do but bring the pale to their knees.” Caleb shoulders slump as he concedes to help.

	“And how are we going to do that?”

	“With your permission?” The surrogate slowly shakes, falling to the floor. Karnitu travels to the dark recess of the room, grabbing another surrogate and returning. Each one he uses causes his voice to grow deeper, darker. “I will answer that for you: you have everything to lose. Belivians will go extinct if a plan isn’t devised.”

	Standing still, Caleb unleashes the question that’s been burning on his tongue for some time now. “Why haven’t you killed me?”

	“I require a vessel… to set you free.”

	“That doesn’t make much sense to me.”

	“The galaxy is a place of possibilities. As its inhibitors, we create its outcome.”

	“God decides the outcome.” Caleb demands, but his faith is shaken.

	“The pale have increasingly given you faith in their God. Your God isn’t what you think; it’s what you feel. Your emotions are your feeling of God.” Karnitu lifts his spear in the air. “God will only be defined by your fight. God was never a choice Kaloe, open your eyes.”

	“You’re killing that man,” Caleb says, nudging towards the surrogate. “Why not just kill me and get it over with?”

	“You’re not dead yet, because the other Belivians need you against them. The war will rage until the very end, and enough is enough.” The Commander turns away, the glass bridge reappearing beneath his feet. “Come.”

	Caleb stands still, until two tribesmen appear by his sides, ushering him to follow the Commander. They pass through the ship and down a dark passageway as Caleb looks over his shoulder, noting that the tribesmen are keeping close distance to him. They latch onto his arms to upkeep his pace.

	“Slow down.” He says out loud. They drag him up the staircase ahead, their spears poking at his sides, tearing away at his clothes. They throw him forward, forcing him to hit the metal floor with full force. “Easy there, I am going” he says, looking to his left to see the Commander sitting in a throne-like chair.

	Caleb looks forward to an enormous spacious room, fitted with a gladiatorial combat chamber. Covered by a colorful, retractable dome, the combat chamber is designed to host training exercises and sparring to advance the power of the Akache. A huge bay-style door in the center of the pit opens, allowing spectators to rise into the stadium and into their seats.

	Out from the sliding wall comes Jahi. Jahi is six feet five inches tall.  His skin is a brownish pink color.  He’s bald with lacerations on his left cheek bone. Like most Akache tribesmen he has inscriptions all over his body. The ground underneath vibrates as he marches toward the pit’s platform.  His back is wide with bulging muscles. His eyes are a penetrating grey and small in nature.  He marches with confidence.  He’s walked that ramp for combat a million times and he has the battle wounds to prove it.  He plants his feet in the center of the pit. 

	From the opposing corner, a door opens to reveal someone who looks strikingly familiar. Caleb struggles, but notices Tony from Lanier University, or what’s left of him. Caleb walks over to the edge of the room’s ledge, looking down and thinking back to Tony’s frame: built like a linebacker, standing at about the same height. The Commander’s words start running through his head once again.

	Tony’s once bronze skin has been turned a dark gray. His full head of hair has been turned into two single, long braids hanging from a bald dome.

	What did they do to you?

	Caleb looks back to see the Commander glaring at him, observing every emotional response piece by piece. The Commander slams his spear into the floor, shouting “Ona!” as he does.

	Two separate chants rise from either side of the arena: Jahi and Ona. Caleb realizes that Tony is gone, and whatever Akache monster Ona really is doesn’t bear any resemblance to the bright-faced Lanier student any longer.

	Jahi and Ona strut up a ramp to one another, locking their arms and raising them to the sky. The dome above them dissipates, revealing a black sky filled with dancing stars and darkness. Karnitu lifts to his feet and glances down into the pit, watching as the ground dissolves into an open hole with an endless bottom.

	The warriors aren’t phased. Ona charges at Jahi, engaging in combat by rifling through the air and colliding with his opponent. Jahi leaps into the air, delivering a powerful flying kick to Ona’s muscular chest. Their violent exchange continues on as Karnitu showcases a dark and sinister grin.

	Ona rushes Jahi with several deadly blows, forcing Jahi to the edge of the endless pit below. Even from a distance, Caleb’s nerves are on overdrive, especially when he looks up to Karnitu’s unforgiving gaze.

	“Sui somo en.” The Commander says.

	“No, don’t finish him.” Caleb blurts out, dazed by the fact that he understood exactly what Karnitu said, like a fluent second language. Karnitu isn’t shocked; he’s pleased beyond belief that Caleb was able to understand him.

	Below, Jahi struggles to his feet. He closes his eyes, surrendering as Ona looks up to Karnitu for a gesture of approval. Ona jumps up, delivering a spinning kick into Jahi’s chest. The severed halves of the Akache tribesman warrior propels into the darkness below, forcing Ona to kneel down in exhilaration at his victory.

	In the pit, one of the tribesmen gestures towards Caleb, catching his attention. As the cloaked figure pulls down his hood, Caleb sees Jaylen. He quickly glances around the chamber, feeling everything around him begin to energize. With one reassuring nod to Jaylen, Caleb’s confidence boosts, his power runs through his veins like a rapid river.

	Caleb runs towards the pit, leaping from the platform and landing below, splitting the metal upon landing. Jaylen rushes for the platform, tossing his cloak to the side as he nears the gap between them: twenty feet of darkness divide the two. He rushes and leaps across the gap, trying to call on his muscle memory from the high school track team. Halfway through the air, he realizes that there isn’t enough space; he’s not going to make the jump.

	Caleb leaps through the air, meeting him halfway. “I’ve got you!”

	“But who’s got you?” Jaylen returns. They instantly begin free falling into the abyss below, plummeting through the darkness to the distant image of earth below. Jaylen’s screams muffle and disappear in the atmosphere. As their velocity increases, Caleb’s mind begins to race as his emotions flood through him again.

	“Get on my back!” He shouts as loud as possible, and Jaylen listens, digging his nails into Caleb’s flesh.

	His focus intensifies, as a calmness washes over him. Confidence rushes through his body as the B gene awakens within him, made apparent by the glow engulfing his body.

	Caleb’s limbs begin to heat up, then slowly cool down as their bodies descend.

	“Cal, you’re doing it!” Jaylen exclaims.

	As they begin to land through the thick air, falling onto the bed of green grass, the realization of what has just happened begins to set in. For a moment, they can’t even speak. The two lay on the grass, completely motionless as they stare bewildered at the dark sky above. The ship is nowhere to be found. 

	“You did it, bro.” Jaylen exclaims. “You kicked ass!”

	Caleb sits up abruptly as something takes him over, coursing through his veins. Caleb stands up, feeling completely different as the exhilaration leaves his body. He begins to walk away from their landing spot.

	“Bro, where are you going? Cal, that shit was wicked. We’ve got to talk about this!” Caleb turns back, staring into Jaylen’s eyes with a hardened resolve that he didn’t possess before. Jaylen continues his babble and takes over the conversation. “Man, Che and Marcus aren’t going to believe this.”

	“They’re coming for them.”

	“Caleb, what are you talking about? We good.”

	“No, Jaylen. They have a plan.” 

	“We beat their plan. We made it!”

	Caleb is as confident as ever. His shoulders are upright and his words cuts through the searing frost surrounding them. “This was never about African Americans. It’s about destroying the white race.”

	Jaylen appears intrigued by Caleb’s words. “I mean, they did enslave us, bro.”

	“No, you don’t understand,” Caleb says in anger. “They want to rid our world of them.”

	“So honestly, is it not a good idea?” Jaylen’s views come out in full force, something Caleb hadn’t seen quite like this before. Jaylen leans back and thinks about a world without whites. “Things would be different. Less wars, drugs, racism. You know they started sex trafficking. That started during slavery. Maybe it’s for the better bro.”

	“That’s not the human way, Jay. It was terrible, but it’s made us stronger. Why are we even having this conversation?” Caleb walks off in a huff, continuing his hike.

	Jaylen catches up to Caleb, tugging on his arm. “I mean, there’s nothing we can do about this. They’re way too advanced. We have to let this shit ride. Caleb, you have a little something going on, but did you see those things? They’re huge, and we’re overpowered here bro.”

	“The world can’t end like this.”

	“Sure it can. For the first time, on our soil, we can be the majority.”

	“Once they go after them, we are next, Jay. They’ll use us to power their planet. Haven’t you heard anything I’ve said?”

	“Wait, they have their own planet?”

	“Yea. Ahku, two galaxies away. We can’t let this happen.”

	Jaylen takes a moment from his ranting to listen, and contemplate. In his sixteen years of friendship with Caleb, he’s been able to read his emotions, and knows there’s something more to say. “You’re not telling me everything, are you?”

	Caleb pierces into the cold darkness, moment, then turns to Jaylen. “I don’t know how to say this, but I sense it. I feel it Jay.  I’ve never been so sure.”

	Jaylen places his hand on Caleb’s shoulder. “Go on. What is it?”

	“Commander Karnitu isn’t just their leader… I can’t explain how I know this, but I just do. We share the same bloodline.”

	“Cal, you aren’t making any sense.”

	“He and I are one in the same. I don’t know what happens next, Jay, but he’s… me. I’m Karnitu.” Caleb’s words soften. 

	“He’s me, four-hundred years in the future.”

	Jaylen’s hand releases Caleb’s shoulder. Caleb walks away, leaving Jaylen with those chilling words.
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