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Prologue
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What is this place?

Twin lights burned Hailey Reed’s eyes through the skylight overhead. She tried to sit but snapped against the shimmering bonds holding her to the metal table. 

Why can’t I move?

The question reverberated through her mind. She struggled to recognize where she was. The gray interior resembled a hospital, but hospitals don’t have skylights. 

The stars were unlike anything she had ever seen; especially the twin fires above her.  

Her right arm trembled. A foreign coldness seeped into her bones as she struggled against her restraints. Dizziness swept through her brain. 

That’s impossible! The nanotech was supposed to fix this!

Short gasps escaped her lips in the thin air, as she lay helpless to stop the tremors convulsing through her body on the cold table. 

Your nanotech was damaged. We are attempting to repair it. 

Who are you?

Silence. 

Hailey tried to slow her breathing and recall pleasant memories. Too bad those memories were in short supply. Life left her alone and weakened. Every day was a struggle to maintain what dignity she had through the façade of a successful career. 

Would you like to take your life back?

Hailey’s eyes roamed the dull room, searching the voices. 

Absolutely!

Revenge is the peace you seek. Trust the machines. They will give you what you need.

For what?

To take back the world.

Hailey jolted upright in her bed, gasping for breath. She looked around the hospital room now filled with Phoenix sunshine. She winced as she saw her pale face and bloodshot blue eyes reflected in the mirror across the room. Hailey pushed her long, limp, blonde hair behind her ear as she tried to recall how she ended up in the hospital. Her last memory was dinner with a senator she was lobbying for a bill to increase government funding to provide nanotechnology to those in lower income brackets, and then–

A searing headache.

China shattering on the floor. 

Screaming.

The senator’s face elongating as he asked if she was all right. 

A bolt of electricity jolting her body, 

Convulsions, and then–

Nothing. 

Noise from the television mounted to the corner jolted her attention to an image of a woman standing outside The Capitol. She raised her hands to the sky. 

“Behold, the ones you cast aside. This is your defense against what is to come.”

The image panned over the silver lights of the National Mall. The purple light flashing through the sky illuminated millions of human bodies, crowded together as far as the eye could see. The camera turned back to the woman whose eyes glowed silver-like in the crowd before her. 

Recognition exploded in Hailey’s mind as the memories of what she saw on the television over the bar in the restaurant returned. 

Kalea Kerner.

This time, Hailey’s tremors had nothing to do with the Parkinson’s, or the malfunctioning nanotech filling her head. This time, she shook with rage. She didn’t know where the previous voices came from, but she was certain of one thing. 

She would punish those who took her life away. 
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“Your bodies are stronger than your minds.”

“What?” Annaliese smelled a woodsy odor in the warm room. She sat up, recognizing Aunt Daphne and Uncle Corbin’s cabin in Gatlinburg, Tennessee. Kalea appeared next to her. Yes, that was her cousin. She recognized the ivory skin, dark hair, eyes they shared. The major differences between them, besides the six month age difference, was that Kalea’s hair was long and straight, while Annaliese’s hair was shoulder length and curly. “Are you Kalea anymore?”

“Of course I am. I’m the same Kalea you’ve always known, just more.” She smiled, seeming to glow. “It seems that you are too. You’re healing slower than I expected. That’s what I mean about your body being stronger than your mind. The wounds from the nanotech blowing in your foot are healed, but you’ve been in and out of consciousness for a week.”

“A week?”

“Do you know where you are?” Kalea asked.

“I’m in Uncle Corbin and Aunt Daphne’s cabin. How did I get here?”

“You agreed to come.”

“What happened?” Annaliese asked. “The last thing I remember is collapsing on the south side of The Capitol. My foot was black, and there were lights in the sky.” She pushed her hair out of her face. “Was that a week ago?”

Kalea nodded. “We got you emergency treatment on-site, but George Washington Memorial was filled with politicians that were injured by the nanotech attack. We decided it would be best to send you somewhere secluded. You were stable after the on-site care, and you agreed to come. In fact, you boarded the plane on your own two feet.” Kalea’s brow creased. “You don’t remember coming here?”

Annaliese shook her head. “I don’t remember anything clearly since collapsing, and then snatches of being in the hospital.”  She looked around. “Where’s Kieran and the family? Are they all right?”

“They’re fine. Kieran is flying in from D.C. tonight to bring some of your things. The rest of the family is at home in Columbia, except Avery. He can’t get away from Houston because this situation has created havoc at the Space Exploration Society, but he’s keeping in contact. He’ll come when he can.”

“They’re all right with us being here alone?”

“I told them it would be best if we stayed out of the public eye for a while,” Kalea sighed. “Maybe your memories will return. Do you remember anything else? You mumbled in your sleep.”

Annaliese drew the covers around her, shivering. She did remember things, but they didn’t make sense. “Like I said, bits and pieces. Waking and sleeping. I had dreams of being in a metal room, like a station. There was a window in the ceiling, two bright stars, and gray people with dark eyes that glowed red.”

Kalea paled and stood, pacing. 

“What?”

Kalea ran her hand through her hair. “I thought I cut them off, but they got in. They saw you.”

“Who?” Annaliese asked. “What are you talking about?” She froze, remembering. “What about you? Are you Kalea anymore? What’s happening?”

Kalea looked at Annaliese sympathetically and returned to her seat next to the bed. “You already asked me that, and I told you that I’m the same Kalea you’ve always known. I’m just more.”

“More what?”

“More myself.”

“You said something about being part alien in the hearing. Are you an alien?”

“Yes, but I remain human. I remain myself.” Kalea leaned back. “Think of it as a symbiotic life form, like bacteria in your gut. You aren’t the bacteria, but it acts as part of you to help you function.” She paused. “That’s what we are. We have no bodies, so we borrowed humans that could sustain our essence. It was trial and error to find individuals that could survive the bonding process. Sadly, too many were lost.”

“Why?”

Kalea looked away. “Survival.”

“Yours or ours?” Annaliese asked. 

Kalea turned her stare back to Annaliese. “Both.”

Annaliese paused. “You tried to get in by healing the sick, and they died anyway.”

Kalea nodded. “We hoped we could come and save your terminally ill, but the metamorphosis failed. Our energy could only permanently heal minor physical issues that weren’t life-threatening, or wounds that would naturally heal on their own. We had to find other hosts.” She looked down. “We’re sorry for the trauma we caused through our failures.”

“What about the others you’re talking about? What do you mean they got us?” Annaliese gestured at her foot. “Did they do this to hurt us?”

“Something happened to us all,” Kalea handed Annaliese her computer. “Kieran will be here in a few hours. Catch up on the news. You might want to hide forever once you see what’s happened in the past week.”

“Are we in trouble?”

Kalea nodded grimly. “It looks like we got here just in time.” 
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“It’s chaos here. I wish you were with us,” Sidney said from Kalea’s watch. 

“I appreciate you and Bruce staying in Washington D.C.,” Kalea said. “I wish I were there, too. It’s snowing, and I don’t like snow.”

“You can’t escape it. You’re in the south end of a Noreaster. It’s going to hit us tomorrow. Be glad you’re getting a milder version of it.”

“Both the human and the alien in me dislike winter. I should have picked a host that lived in the tropics.”

“Live and learn,” Sidney said wearily. “Maybe this weather will drive the crazies inside. D.C. is still in shutdown, but that hasn’t stopped the civilian population from looting and rioting. I can’t believe the Capitol of the greatest nation on the planet is a war zone.” She paused, swiping her mid-length brown hair out of her green eyes, her long face pinched with worry. “The bigwigs on the Hill are talking about martial law. What should we do about that?”

“Let them do it. It might be for the best.”

“Are you sure? Bruce doesn’t agree. He thinks we should help restore order.”

“I think we can best restore order by letting the government take the lead. This is still their planet, and we have to respect their leadership systems. This is a panic reaction to our revelation, and we shouldn’t be surprised. If there’s one thing we’ve learned, it’s that human bodies are stronger than their minds. They’re good at deceiving themselves into believing what they want to believe.”

“We thought they were more evolved than that.”

Kalea stared out the bay window at the soft flakes covering the sloping yard and mountain peaks beyond. “We were wrong about a lot of things, but it’s too late now. We’re here, and we have to work with what we’ve got. The others have found us. That much is obvious from their hack on the nanotech, and it’s going to get worse. We have to stop the fighting here so we can deal with them once they come. And you know they’ll come.”

“How much information do you think they have?” Sidney said. “Bruce found out that the Space Exploration Society has identified radio transmissions in the signal that blew the nanotech through our satellites.”

“Anything is too much,” Kalea said. “Avery sent me some encrypted data from Houston, but I can’t tell much from it. All I know for certain is that they’re in orbit between Alpha Centauri A and Alpha Centauri B.”

Sidney frowned. “I know Earth was easy to find from the increased satellite frequencies with the nanotech, but how did they figure out how to hack it so quickly? The nanotech has been on the open market in the United States for a little more than a year.”

“We’ve been studying Earth for longer than that. We can’t dismiss the possibility that they had scouts too.”

“They don’t exactly blend in. I don’t know how they could have been on Earth without being discovered.”

“They wouldn’t need to come Earthside to get information. They could have sent scout probes that escaped Earth sensors. You know they have that technology.” Kalea paused again. “What of our own that were purged from dying bodies? Are they still in orbit?”

“They’re monitoring the solar system from a range just beyond Earth’s orbit,” Sidney said.

“I put them on alert to monitor the Alpha Centauri system, but the cybernetics can move fast.”

“Any warning is better than none.”

Kalea sighed. “They know we’re here, and they know humanity has technology they can control. They will come. That’s inevitable. The real questions are when, and will we be ready? We’ve come a long way since our last encounter, but not far enough to neutralize them, especially if they’ve enhanced their weaponry.”

Sidney thought. “They probably have. It’s going to take more than we’ve got to neutralize them. I see why you say we need to get things settled. There aren’t enough of us left to do this alone. We need help from humanity. We need to unite, and we need to do it fast,” Sidney paused. “But how? They don’t trust us, and I’m not sure they should, after the way we came.”

“There was no good way to do this,” Kalea said. “There would have been resistance no matter what we did. Humans are skeptical by nature, and it’s something we’d have to deal with no matter how we revealed our presence. We did the best we could. Now we have to work with what we have.” She glanced at the projection of her news app floating over the coffee table, streaming muted images of reporters standing amidst smoking ruins in various cities across the country. “We have to work with the government. There’s no other way. Follow their lead. If they institute martial law, spread our forces throughout the country to assist them. Cooperate fully.”

“I hate playing politics,” Sidney said. 

“Me too, but it’s the best way. I know they’re still reeling from last week, but perhaps we can gain their trust by playing the game by their rules.” Kalea leaned back. “Have some people keep an eye on the members of Congress that were hurt in the nanotech attack. We need to know how they’re healing, and what they see while they’re unconscious.”

“Should we have our medical people probe their minds?”

Kalea thought. “My success with Annaliese has been limited, but I was able to glean some information. Try it on a few that are healing well, but stop if they show signs of distress. We’ve hurt enough humans. We don’t want to do any more damage.”

“Understood,” Sidney typed notes on her computer. “I assume we should keep monitoring the Space Society and newsfeeds?”

“Absolutely,” Kalea checked the notes on her own computer. “I’m sending Bruce to Houston. I’d like for him to work with Avery. Hopefully, they’ll be able to come here with more information next week.”

“Got it,” Sidney gazed in the watch screen, concern in her green eyes. “How’s Annaliese?”

“Better since Kieran got here, but he can’t stay long. Her foot is completely healed, but her mind is coming along slower.”

“Of course.”

“She’s shocked at how things have unraveled, but I think she’s more taken aback by the fact that her dreams weren’t dreams,” Kalea said. “She has memories returning from the visions while her foot was healing. I’m trying to help her recall them but as I said, the human mind has a great capacity for deceiving itself.”

“Too many protective mechanisms to suit us, eh?”

Kalea nodded. “How are you? Have you seen your husband?”

“Nate’s here. We’re staying in the condo Annaliese set up for me.”

“That’s good. How’s he taking the news of your upgraded identity?”

“He’s surprised, but handling it well.” Sidney laughed. “He said it’s a shame it took an alien takeover to help me gain my confidence. His mother thinks he should leave me, but he came up here instead, despite the fact that it was safer in Raleigh.” 

“That’s good news,” Kalea said. “Annaliese will be glad to hear it.”

“Can I talk to her, or should I still keep quiet?”

“She’s your psychiatrist, so there’s no reason why you can’t talk to her. There’s nothing to hide anymore. You can talk to her about whatever you want, once she’s well enough to start working again.”

“When do you think that will be?”

“Only she knows.” Kalea laughed. “She is, after all, the nation’s foremost expert on human and alien behavior now.”

Sidney smiled. “Does she know that’s what they called her in the analysis of the Congressional hearing?”

“She brushed it off, but I think it flattered her.” Kalea paused as she heard footsteps and boards creaking upstairs. “I better go. Let me know if you need anything else, and keep in touch.”

“Will do,” Sidney smiled. “Thanks, fearless leader. Take care and enjoy the snow!”

Kalea groaned as she bid Sidney farewell. 
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Jane Hanniley scowled at her son’s thin face framed by perfectly styled dark hair on the computer propped on her lap. 

“I nearly died, and you can’t take a couple of days off to come down here and check on me?”

Jake Hanniley’s face remained set, his blue eyes steady. “I had a near fatal asthma attack when the nanotech blew and nearly died myself, Mother. I was just released from the hospital yesterday, and they haven’t cleared me to return to work, much less travel. You’re in better shape than I am.”

Jane’s face pinched. That was hard to argue with. She pushed her fingers through her short, gray hair, trying to regain her composure. “I guess neither of us can do anything now.”

Jake smiled. “You don’t want to come up here and visit me?”

“Not with the way things are in D.C.”

“I’m in Reston, Virginia. It’s quiet here.” He paused. “Too quiet. Most people are keeping to their homes. They don’t want to go into the Metro area with the riots and chaos. People are scared.”

“With good reason,” Jane said. She paused as her mind drifted to the confusion of waking up in the hospital, cold and alone. At first, she thought she had gone off that bridge again until a doctor leaned over her and explained that her nanotech blew out, along with everybody elses’, after the Congressional Hearing last week. They hastily reactivated it and dispatched her back home to make room for other patients that needed the bed more than she did. At least Jake got better care than she did. Then again, he was a prominent lawyer in the Metro D.C. area, while she was a physical therapist in Murrell’s Inlet, just south of Myrtle Beach, South Carolina. 

“Mother, are you still with me?” Jake’s voice broke her reverie.

“Yes. My mind still drifts since it happened.”

“Since the accident or the nanotech failure?”

“It’s a lingering problem since the accident.”

Jake sighed. “Are you sure you don’t want to move up here? It’s clear that you aren’t happy. Maybe a move would be good for you, at least temporarily. I’m sure I could help you get a job at George Washington Memorial or one of the private practices up here. You’d have access to better medical care, too.”

“I work in the medical field. I have access to plenty of good care. I decided not to call in any favors for this.”

“You mean there was so much chaos that there was no way to call it in from your level.”

“Watch your mouth,” Jane snapped. 

Jake looked away. “I just meant that my position up here might be able to cut through red tape that’s more difficult to cut through down there.”

Jane sighed. “I know. I shouldn’t have snapped. The doctors said the nanotech implants could make my emotions unstable.”

Jake’s brow furrowed. “Didn’t they prescribe medication to offset that?”

Jane’s blue eyes froze. “Are you implying that I have a mood disorder?”

“You drove off a bridge last Thanksgiving.”

“I’d lost my husband and my home. It was situational. I’m fine now.”

“Except you just admitted that the nanotech is altering your emotions,” Jake said. “I wasn’t implying that you’re still sick, Mother. I was pointing out that you mentioned a problem, and asked if there’s help for it.”

“I’m not taking any more pills,” Jane snapped. “The nanotech is taking care of everything. I’ll learn how to manage the side effects. Besides, isn’t the point of the nanotech to eliminate our dependence on pills and invasive procedures?”

“Reduce it, not eliminate it. I don’t know if we’ll ever be at a point where we don’t need pills, knives, and needles. You work in the medical field. You know that better than I do.”

“I’m glad you realize that I know some things.”

“I didn’t mean for that to offend you.” 

Jane took a deep breath, collecting herself. “Thanks for the offer, but this is my home. I’m adjusting to enough with your father being gone, and I’m not ready to make a change now. I’m ten years from retirement and would rather finish out this chapter of my life here, where I belong. Besides, I feel there’s something that I need to do.”

“Like what?” Jake asked. “Three months ago, you told me you had lost everything. What’s left for you there?”

“I don’t know. It’s just a feeling that I need to stay here.”

“You admitted that your emotions aren’t stable.”

“This is beyond emotions. It’s something more,” Jane sighed. “I can’t explain it. Give me more time to heal and figure things out. I’m not ready for a major life change now.”

You better prepare for a change. 

“Mother, are you all right?”

Jane realized she had fallen back on her pillows and was staring at the ceiling, her eyes focused on twin lights staring into her soul. She sat up. “I’m sorry, what happened?”

“You got a glazed look on your face and fell over. I’m calling an ambulance.”

You’ll have to do better than that. Start preparing. You have work to do, and you must be ready soon. 

Where did those voices come from? Jane ground her teeth, fighting to control herself. “Don’t do that. I’m fine.”

“You’re pale. Are you sure?”

A glance at the dresser mirror across from her confirmed that Jake was right: her face was pale, and her blue eyes were bloodshot. She forced a smile. “I’m sure. It’s probably the nanotech adjusting to the reactivation. I’ll call my doctor to confirm it.”

“Did it happen when you were initially injected?” 

“I was unconscious when it was first injected,” Jane said, “but the doctor that reactivated it said I could experience emotional outbursts and lapses in memory while it reintegrates with my neurons. Didn’t this happen to you?”

“No, mine was injected in my throat and lungs for asthma,” Jake said, “there’s none in my brain.”

“Lucky you,” Jane propped back up on her pillows. “Obviously, we’re both on the mend. It’s good to know you’re okay. Take care of yourself, son.”

“You too. Keep in touch,” Jake said. 

“I’ll do that,” Jane logged off the call. She set her computer on the bedside table and lay back in her bed. Jake wasn’t coming and she’d have to heal alone, again. She grunted and turned on her side. He rarely came home since he moved to Virginia to attend Georgetown and got in with a law practice up there. Even when his father died, he only came back for three days to attend the funeral. She was proud of his success, but wished it didn’t keep his life out of balance. Her few friends had been scared by her suicide attempt, and the one person still in her life was nearly four hundred and fifty miles away.

You need the time alone to heal and prepare without distraction. Stop the self-pity and focus on the task you are being prepared for.

Jane jerked when the voice spoke in her head. 

Who are you?

Shadowy figures rose in her mind. We are the ones that saved you.

Saved me?

Red lights rose in the figure’s eyes. We saved you from yourself, and now you’re going to use your gifts to heal others. 

From what?

For evolution.
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The execution was successful. We have access to Earth. 

It caused a systemic failure in those with the internal circuitry.

The humans call it ‘nanotechnology’ and the failure was temporary. Our scans show that the technology is once again transmitting through the Earth satellite systems.

What of the debris from the probe’s self-destruct sequence?

The humans will not detect it. They failed to detect the reactivation of the Voyager probe.

That information was outdated.

The information was enough to confirm the presence of life outside of our known realms. It is of no further use now that we have direct access to Earth. Deconstruct the probe and store it in archives. 

What is the next step?

Establish our presence through the individuals with this ‘nanotechnology’ and develop a strategy to infiltrate further into Earth systems and infrastructure. The others have established a presence in the ones without ‘nanotechnology.’ Our best chance is to quickly establish a presence with the mechanical ones to establish a balance for the battle to come.

Are we certain it will come to battle again?

Images of fellow comrades sent a shudder through the beings. Screams of agony pierced their conscious as the bodies in the images spasmed and jolted, their gray skin blistered red with the growing light mixed with crimson blood seeping out of their skin. Several bodies exploded, forcing every being from the devastating memory back to the present. 

Yes, it will come to battle again. The humans are on the path to evolution and will accept our arrival, but the others will fight us again. 

We have a weapon now; a better weapon. Perhaps this is the time to test it?

The time to test it will come.  

Humans pride themselves on individuality. What if they resist?

Earth is ours, with or without their help. They can evolve with us, or they can die. 
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“It’s the strangest thing I’ve ever seen,” Avery said, leaning his back against the plush couch in the den of the cabin. “But then again, strange is becoming normal these days.”

“Thanks a lot,” Kalea said from the matching beige recliner next to the couch with a cup of coffee in her hands. 

Avery smiled. “I meant no offense, big cousin.”

“None taken, I’m sure,” Annaliese sat between him and Kieran on the couch. “What kind of weird do we have now?”

Avery leaned forward, pulling the space images of Earth from his computer on the coffee table in front of them. “The simplest explanation is that the nanotech was blown by a computer virus.”

“What kind of virus?” Senator Vickers asked from the video feed beaming from Kieran’s computer. 

Avery shrugged. “One like nobody has ever seen. It obviously slipped through a loophole in the satellite system, but we can’t pinpoint where. We’ve identified a few potential sites, and are working to narrow it down. It’s tough because the virus the aliens used was on a rotating frequency. But here’s where it gets strange. The signal didn’t come from outside of our system. It came from orbit.” He tapped at his computer lying beside Kieran’s to raise the satellite imagery and zoomed the image to show the area of space where Earth’s satellite systems orbited the planet. “If you look carefully, you can see fragments of metal debris just above the satellite orbits.”

Everybody leaned forward to study the image projecting in front of Senator Victor. Sure enough, jagged fragments of metal glittered in the light from the sun. “What kind of metal is that?” Kieran asked. 

“We don’t know. It doesn’t match any element on the periodic table,” Avery said, the image glowing against his pale skin and dark hair and eyes. “We pulled up images of space to see if we could find something to tell us what it was or where it came from.” He swept his hands to bring up another image of Earth from space and swung it around to show the space under Antarctica. “This image is from ten days ago, just before the Congressional hearing and the nanotech attack.” He zoomed in on a small dark sphere. “We have no way of knowing if this is what blew up in orbit. All we know is that it was there ten days ago, it’s gone now, and these fragments are floating in Earth orbit. We’re lucky we spotted it. We would have missed it or dismissed it as debris if not for Bruce’s good eye for detail.”

“It stood out like a beacon to me,” Bruce said from the stuffed chair next to Kalea’s recliner. “It was radiating their energy.”

“Their energy?” Senator Vickers. “What do you mean?”

Avery zoomed the image back out and started a time-lapse image. “We were able to reconstruct the reverse trajectory of the object based on time-lapse images going back in time. Not surprisingly, it came from Alpha Centauri. But here’s what is surprising,” he zoomed in on the time stamp. “Look at the origin date of the transmission from there.”

“Ten days ago,” Annaliese said. “That probe traveled from Alpha Centauri to Earth instantaneously.”

The room was silent. Finally, Kieran asked the question that was on every mind. “How did that probe travel over four light-years with no passage of time?”

“They’ve mastered light speed travel,” Kalea said softly. “It’s the only thing that makes sense because time stops at light speed.”

Everybody turned to stare at her. “How did they do that?” Senator Vickers asked. 

“Because that’s what they do,” Bruce said, his brown hair and eyes stark against his pale face. “They adapt. They evolve. They do it quickly. And that’s how they will defeat us.”

Senator Vickers grunted. “Then we’d better find a way to shut them out fast.”

Kalea sighed in her mug. “Here’s hoping we can.” 
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