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Prologue
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My heart shall sing of the day you bring,

Let the fires of your justice burn.

Wipe away all tears, for the dawn draws near,

And the world is about to turn.

“Actually, the world is about to burn.” 

The sanctuary went silent as the parishioners of Our Lady of Guadalupe Chapel in New Orleans turned to see Kalea Kerner striding up the aisle, her long, dark hair streaming behind her. 

“That was a beautiful opening hymn,” Kalea stepped beside the St. Jude Shrine to the left of the altar. “The Magnificat has always been my favorite. It’s prophetic, isn’t it?”

“Ma’am, we don’t allow women to speak in the church,” the Priest said softly from the pulpit. 

Kalea smiled. “Didn’t Moses tell you to welcome the alien among you?”

“I believe the word is ‘foreigner,’” the priest said. 

Kalea shrugged. “It’s appropriate to pray to Saint Jude now. Humanity’s a lost cause. You’ve never been in a more desperate situation than the one you face now.” 

“Save us!” a woman shouted from the back, rushing up the aisle. Kalea held up a hand, a blue force field surrounding her. The woman bounced off the force field, landing on her back in the center of the aisle. 

“It’s too late,” Kalea said. 

“It can’t be!” another voice cried out. 

“I told you ten months ago that we were willing to cooperate with your government to deal with the cybernetic aliens. They chose to turn us away.”

“That was the government! We had no say in that,” a voice shouted. 

“You elected your leaders. You put them in power. You are as responsible for their failures as they are,” Kalea said. She wandered to the pulpit where the priest stared at her for a moment before shrinking away, allowing her to step toward the microphone. “You did fine for a while. You cooperated. You even helped us discover more. The problem is, your leaders let your earthly enemies plant doubt in your minds. Once it took root, there was nothing that could convince you of the truth. Typical human beings. You start the course, but you can’t finish it. You aren’t capable of endurance. We thought you were, but we were wrong. Only the elite among you are destined to survive, and they’re too few to save the rest.”

“Whose side are you on?” a woman shouted. 

Kalea leaned forward. “We’re on the side of survival. We want to save you, but you don’t want to be saved. You want your petty wars more than you want to preserve the sanctity of what you have, and now you will lose everything.” She stared at the Saint Jude Shrine. “Say your prayers. Lift up your petitions. Cast your spells. Hold your fasts. Cling to whatever faith you hold because it’s all you have left.” She stared at the congregation, her eyes glinting silver. “Only supernatural intervention can save you now. You’re too stubborn for anything but extinction.”

A gasp rose as Kalea stepped from the pulpit and walked down the center aisle. The woman from the aisle threw herself at Kalea’s feet. 

“Save us!” she sobbed. “We don’t want to die. We’re sorry.”

Kalea shook her head. “We’ve inhabited our chosen ones, and the ones that accepted us have been taken under our protection.”

“What about the cybernetic aliens?” a voice asked. 

“You waited too long to acknowledge the truth. They’re here.”

“You can beat them,” the woman said softly. “Can anything make this right?”

“We will fight them to the best of our ability,” Kalea said. 

“What about the rest of us?” 

“I hope it’s not too late.” Kalea held out her hands, pushing the doors open with a bolt of blue energy and disappearing into the sunrise on the horizon.   
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“This is a nightmare,” President William Hastings said, rubbing his head. 

“Sir, you need to rest,” Vice President Eugene Waylan said, stepping away from the large window in the Oval Office to lower his large frame on the couch across from President Hastings. “How much sleep have you had since the video from The Grand Canyon broke on the networks?”

“Not enough, and every time I do, another crisis awakens me,” President Hastings answered, running his hands through his messy, gray hair. “Did you see the video from New Orleans this morning?”

Vice President Waylan nodded, sending his own graying brown hair flying in a halo around his head. “We can’t figure out how she got from The Grand Canyon to New Orleans in thirty-six hours. There are no transportation records showing her movements.”

“Senator Boyce and his wife weren’t with Kalea Kerner this morning?”

“Miss Kerner was alone when she walked in the seven o’clock mass at Our Lady of Guadalupe Chapel.”

“Have you been in contact with Senator Boyce or his wife?” President Hastings asked. 

“The calls aren’t connecting.”

“What do you mean?”

“My staff has been trying to call and message them since that video broke this morning, and the messages don’t deliver. When they call, the transmission doesn’t go through. It’s dead air.”

“Is this happening everywhere?” President Hastings asked. 

“No, the communications work fine for everybody but them.” Vice President Waylan stood and paced. “We’ll keep trying, Sir. Don’t worry. We’ll get them back here.”

“Why was Kalea Kerner in New Orleans?”

“I don’t know, Sir. She doesn’t have contacts in that area.” Vice President Waylan stated, picking his computer off the table between the couches and tapped it. “We pulled her travel history from the homeland security database, and she’s only been to New Orleans once. It was five years ago for an engineering conference.”

“She’s spent more time between her home in South Carolina and here in the past year. She occasionally visits her parents’ vacation home in Gatlinburg, Tennessee.” 

“The Boyces’ have a condo at The Canyon Lodge in Arizona. That was her last known location.”

“It still begs the question of how Kalea knew the aliens would appear there, and why she was in New Orleans this morning,” President Hastings said.

“The alien in her can sense changes in energy. Maybe something notified them that the cybernetics would land on the south rim of the Canyon. As for New Orleans, maybe there are other energy aliens there.”

“The energy aliens are everywhere. That wouldn’t explain much.” President Hastings sighed. “We need to get them back in D.C. There’s pandemonium in the streets, and we need to know what they know to restore order. Maybe their presence would help. At least the public could see three people who fought these cybernetic aliens and walked away alive and unharmed.”

“Based on this morning’s video, I don’t believe Kalea intends to cooperate with us. It’s fair to assume that Kieran, Annaliese, and the rest of the energy aliens support her.”

President Hastings sighed. “We turned on them and suspected there would be repercussions, but Kieran Boyce is a United States Senator. His duty is to the people he represents, not the aliens that have taken over his wife’s cousin.”

“I agree with you, but there’s a complication,” Vice President Waylan said, checking his computer. “Senator Boyce put in two weeks of vacation time when they went to The Grand Canyon. A State of Emergency is the only way we could force him to come back, and we aren’t justified in declaring one since the cybernetic aliens retreated from the immediate orbit.”

President Hastings grunted. “Kalea was right. The virus was a temporary solution, and I believe the weapon she used to drive them away is also temporary. These cybernetic aliens are remarkably resilient.” He paused. “We need the energy aliens, and obviously they’ve continued to work on this threat even though we turned away from the work weeks ago. We have to do something to make things right with them. They form a bigger alliance than we realized, especially now that they’ve synchronized with other human beings.”

“I think Kalea’s speech to that congregation in New Orleans is a clear indication that the energy aliens have closed the door on cooperating with us.” 

President Hastings stood and walked to the large window behind his desk. “Now, everybody is calling me a traitor to humanity. There are doomsday sayers on every street corner screaming about the end of the world, and the Cabinet wants to impose Martial Law and sequester Congress to their homes in the D.C. area.”

“It’s a desperate situation,” Vice President Waylan said. 

“It’s a desperate situation of our own making,” President Hastings replied. He turned, staring at Vice President Waylan with weary eyes. “What do we do? We don’t have the manpower to impose Martial Law, we can’t declare a State of Emergency unless these cybernetic aliens return, we can’t afford to be sequestered from the rest of the world, and we can’t accomplish anything without the cooperation of one side or the other. Do we try to regain the energy aliens’ trust? Or do we try to negotiate with the cybernetics?” He sighed. “They said we’d have to choose a side. I guess the time has come to choose. Do we trust the devil we know or the devil we don’t?”

“There is another option, Sir.”

“Which is?”

“We fight like we committed to two weeks ago.”

“We were talking about going to war against the Communist and Eastern Sectors, not aliens,” President Hastings scoffed. “You heard what Kalea said. We don’t stand a chance against either of these forces on our own. The footage from The Grand Canyon proves it.”

“That’s what they want us to believe. What if it isn’t true?” Vice President Waylan leaned on the desk. “One thing the energy aliens said ‘is that humans are good at fooling ourselves into believing what we want to believe.’ What if they’re trying to plant doubt in our minds so we think we were forced to depend on them? It could be a ruse from the aliens to trick us into believing we’re weaker than we really are.”

President Hastings rubbed his chin. “The two alien races are at war. They could be trying to trick us into believing we have to take a side when in fact, we don’t.”

“Exactly. We’ve seen evidence that they have different technology and capabilities than ours, but what’s to say they’re more evolved?” He paused. “What if we extend this war proclamation to include the alien forces, both Earthside and Interstellar? The whole world is at war. What’s two more targets? You never know what we can rise to.”

President Hastings took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I’m not sure if Congress will agree, and I’m not convinced we can win. Maybe they aren’t stronger than we are, but it’s safer to assume that they are. They found us, not the other way around. It seems that the more advanced race would do the seeking, and we haven’t had our eyes on the skies for the past century. They could be capable of taking over the planet or destroying it in resuming their war. I’m not sure we could fight off one or the other, and we definitely can’t fight both.”

“Never say never, Sir. We have to do something.”

President Hastings sat in his chair. “Prepare all three scenarios for the emergency Cabinet meeting this afternoon and keep trying to get in touch with Senator Boyce. I’d like to hear what he has to say before we decide anything.”

“And if we can’t get in contact with them, Sir?”

President Hastings leaned back. “Then we’re on our own.” 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


A shadow flickered through the sunlight pounding Jane’s eyelids. She slowly opened her blue eyes, staring at the white ceiling overhead. 

“What happened?” She pushed herself up and looked around. The red rock of the Grand Canyon and blue sky stood out vibrantly in the sun outside the window of what she now recognized as Hailey’s condominium.

“You passed out,” a voice said behind her. A man with brown hair, gray eyes, and tattered brown robes sat in a chair across the room. He rose and approached her, holding out a hand. “Good morning. I’m Brother Harold Niemand.”

“Jane Hanniley of Murrells Inlet, South Carolina.” She shook his hand weakly. “You have a Lowcountry accent.”

He nodded. “I’m a monk at Mempkin Abbey in Moncks Corner, South Carolina.”

Jane wiped her brow. “I thought monks didn’t travel. How did you get here?”

“The last thing I remember was being injected with nanotech for an aneurysm at the Medical University of South Carolina in Charleston. That was in February. Everything after that is fragmented.” He drifted off. “And the voices. The voices were always there.”

She studied at the clear sky outside the window. “Where are they?”

“You mean the ship? They returned after the other humans left to collect their wounded and went back into the sky after you passed out yesterday.”

“Yesterday?”

Harold smiled. “It’s tomorrow.”

“You mean I’ve been passed out for over twenty-four hours?”

“I was at the bottom of the canyon when it happened. I hiked nearly a quarter of the way up before the law enforcement people arrived and airlifted me up here for examination and questioning. Luckily, they didn’t find you. I guess the others moved you from the rim because I found you hidden in the stairway. It’s a good thing you had the key in your pocket so I could bring you inside.” 

She looked down at her pink arms. Obviously, the cybernetics left her in the sun for some time while attending to more important business. She was a last priority. Again. “Maybe the nanotech will heal me from the exposure.”

Harold offered her a bottle of water. “You’re probably dehydrated.”

Jane accepted the bottle, drinking the entire contents. “Where are the others? There were four other people out there.”

“One woman fell off the cliff. She had red hair.”

Jane paled despite her sunburned face. “They killed Megan. What about Hailey? Was there a blonde woman up here?”

“The others took her.”

Jane dropped the bottle. “Took her?”

Harold picked up the bottle. “You were the only one up here when I arrived. I got a vision that you were in the stairway. If you passed out in the open, then the cybernetics must have moved you to hide you from the authorities. I guess that blue energy damaged their communications, and the image was the only way they could let me know where to find you before they retreated. I assume the cybernetics took Hailey along with their others when they came back. It happened while I was hiking up here.”

“What about you? Were you knocked out when Kalea and the other energy aliens attacked?” 

“Briefly.” 

Jane looked around. “We have to get Hailey back.”

Harold stared at Jane. “I don’t think that’s possible.”

“Why?”

“Because they took her for a reason and they won’t let her come back until they’re ready for her to return.”

Jane pointed at herself. “I was getting her ready. I was preparing her.”

“They decided to finish it themselves.”

“How do you know that?”

Harold tapped the side of his head. “The image of you in the stairway wasn’t the only one I had. I also saw them return to high orbit above the moon. I suppose it’s to recover from the energy weapon and devise a counterattack because that’s the last thing I saw or heard from them just before I was picked up yesterday.”

“How did you deal with the questioning by law enforcement?” Jane asked. 

“I told them I had been camping by the Colorado River on a personal retreat and got lost when I wandered from my campsite. I said I saw the alien ships while trying to find my camp.”

Jane raised an eyebrow. “You told them you saw the ships?”

“It happened right over my head, so I couldn’t plead ignorance. Don’t worry. I told them all I saw were flashes of light, then the ships left. I didn’t hear anything.” Harold paused. “It satisfied them. They pressed me for more details, but I told them the truth because that’s all I saw. They didn’t scan me, so they don’t know I have nanotech.”

“Did you give them your real name?”

“Of course not. I’ve been listed as a missing person.” Harold smiled. “I gave them the name of a monk at my monastery who passed away just before I went into the hospital. Monks are more ‘under the radar’ than most civilians, so it will take them a while to discover that ruse. We’ll be long gone by then.”

Jane stood slowly, stretching as she made her way to the window and looked at the sky. “What are we supposed to do now?”

“That shock wave went through every cybernetic and every human with nanotech on Earth. I don’t know how the energy aliens and humans did it, but it was a weapon of a magnitude that none of us have ever seen before. We need to figure out what it is, how they made it, and how to neutralize it. Hailey’s purpose is to help the cybernetic aliens understand the effect it had on humans with nanotech. They will heal her and prepare her to return to Earth, but for now, we must wait.”

“All I’ve done is wait!” Jane shouted. “We’re evolved. We should have taken humanity and the energy aliens over by now!”

“Keep your voice down. Most people left after the aliens came yesterday, but there are several permanent residents in this complex, and voices carry.”

“I don’t care! I’m tired of waiting.” Jane paced. “Why was I left here while they took her? I could have died from that weapon deployment, or from exposure.”

“That’s highly unlikely, especially with me looking after you,” Harold said. “The cybernetics  tasked me with your recovery and return home.”

“To do what? Get attacked by another energy weapon? To get hurt again? Don’t you understand? I can’t go back!” Jane stopped pacing, panting for breath. “They made a mistake. They should have taken me with Hailey. I have to get on that ship. I have to get back to Hailey.”

“Jane, please calm down,” Harold said. “Your physiological state isn’t good. You need rest while the nanotech reboots, and–“

“I need to get on that ship!” Jane lunged toward the door. 

Harold calmly walked toward Jane and placed a hand on her shoulder. She jolted and sank into his waiting arms as the dark matter rendered her unconscious again. He shook his head as he lowered her back on the bed. 

“This assignment is going to be harder than I thought.” 
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“Please tell me you’ve learned something,” Kalea breezed into the dark examination room. 

“We have,” Tendai Durand said in her relaxed Louisiana accent. She put down her instruments and walked over to Kalea, her smile lighting up her ebony face against her curly hair as she grabbed Kalea in a hug. “It’s good to see you again.”

“It’s been too long,” Kalea returned the hug. 

“You know each other?” Kieran asked. 

“And you’re hugging her after cutting open an alien body?” Sidney yawned in the chair next to Kieran’s in the far corner of the room where she had been dozing after she and her husband, Nate, drove all night to meet Kieran, Annaliese, and Kalea.

Kalea smiled as Tendai returned to the autopsy table. “Tendai’s twin brother is one of the foremost structural engineers in the nation. Dad, Tendji, and I worked on the team for the ‘Century Renovation’ of the US Capitol three years ago.”

“I remember that,” Kieran yawned. “It’s been a long night. I should have taken you up on that suggestion to take a nap.”

“It wouldn’t help,” Annaliese entered the room with a cup of coffee. “Alien synchrony or not, I can’t get by on twenty-six hours without sleep gracefully, and yet I’m too worked up over this to sleep now.” Annaliese said, scowling as she took a sip of coffee. “This is awful.”

Tendai laughed. “What do you expect in a funeral home?” She waved a scalpel toward the door. “There’s a café two blocks that way. Get some breakfast!”

“We don’t want to be seen in public,” Kalea said. “My performance at the church was barely enough to keep people diverted while you moved the alien body in here.”

Tendai turned back toward the alien body. “Then I’ll get you some breakfast once I have this one in the oven.”

“And we eat while you bake an alien?” Sidney’s frowned. “Gross!”

“I thought you were a doctor,” Tendai said.

“I’m a medical assistant. I poke with needles and scans, not scalpels and bone saws!”

“Point taken. Remember, I do this every day. My family has been in this business for nearly a century.”

“I understand taking on the family business,” Kalea said, “but let’s get back to the alien. You said you’ve learned something.”

Tendai nodded as she washed her hands in a sink against the wall behind her. “Go ahead and boot up my computer while I reglove. You need to see the digital autopsy and the in-progress one to get all of this.”

Kalea flipped the computer open and set up a display screen over the table next to the alien body. They stepped forward slowly, focusing on the scans Tendai was bringing up, trying not to stare at the dissected alien body next to the table. 

“Biologically and psychologically, the cybernetic aliens are identical to us. In fact, there are only two differences between their bodies and ours. The first is that their organs are slightly larger. That’s probably a result of their nanotech.”  She zoomed the image in on the heart to the cellular level. “I use the term ‘nanotech’ loosely. Their mechanical implants are far more advanced than ours. Although they’re similar in design, the cybernetics machines function at a higher level. Their machines not only have the capacity to heal and repair, but to enhance function and replicate the reprogrammed code to cells in the same region of the body. For example, five machines can rewrite all the cells in the brain.”

“It does this by drawing energy from nearby sources,” Sidney said. “That’s probably why they parked in a binary system for a while. They needed to charge up.”

“Our nanotech draws energy that way, too,” Annaliese said. 

“As a side effect, not as a primary function,” Tendai said. “Theirs was designed to optimize biological function.”

“How do they do that?” Kieran asked. 

“I don’t know,” Tendai said. “I took tissue samples from every organ and have them on ice for further research.”

“You said there was another difference,” Kalea said. 

Tendai stepped toward the body. “You notice that the skin is gray, and they have no hair? It looks like the nanotech shuts down nonessential body functions. There’s no pigmentation except in the iris of the eyes, which is probably to help regulate light intake.”

Kalea nodded. “They all had dark eyes that glowed red.”

“Dark absorbs the most light,” Tendai said. “It makes sense. The red is probably a reflection of the machinery in their retinas. Also, their sex organs don’t function. They’re there, but they’re the only organs that aren’t enlarged because it appears they’re defunct.” She shrugged. “We knew they lost the ability to reproduce from our last encounter with them, so that’s not a surprise.”

“That didn’t happen when they first integrated the machines with biological functions,” Kalea said. “Do you think the machines shut down the reproductive function to improve efficiency?”

“It’s possible. Reproduction isn’t necessary to individual survival, and these machines can only regulate the bodies they’re implanted in.” Tendai returned to the computer. “From the embedding I see in these machines, my guess is that the machines were implanted in-utero, and were periodically reimplanted to boost function in specific systems.” She adjusted the zoom on the heart to the left ventricle. “See that? It looks like this one had a leaky heart valve and stem cells were injected to repair it.” She moved to the corpse and poked at the ventricle with her scalpel. “If you look here, you can see slight evidence of scar tissue. My theory is that it was done recently, or the machines would have completely healed the scar tissue,” Tendai said. She laid down the scalpel. “That’s all I have for now.”

“That’s not bad for two hours work,” Kalea said. “Now for the big question. What killed this alien? Was it the energy pulse I sent through her or the energy from the attack on the ship?”

“Neither,” Sidney said. “She self-terminated.”

“Self-terminated?” Kieran asked. 

Sidney nodded, pointing at the brain on a pan nearby. “Look at the scan of the frontal lobe. There’s something implanted that allowed her to regulate the energy flowing through the body. It’s blown out, so my guess is that the energy weapon sent a surge through them, and she channeled that energy to self-destruct.” 

Kalea paled. “Did all of the ones on the ground self-destruct?”

“No, I was picking up life signs from the others when we left,” Annaliese said. “This was the only one of my scans that showed as a flatline.”

Tendai nodded, pulling up a scan and pointing at several spots throughout the body. “If you look at the temperature fading signature throughout the body, you’ll see that the major organs are still cooling, although they should be stabilized by now. Sidney’s right. I believe your energy pulse sent shock waves through the mechanical parts that damaged them beyond repair. When she realized she had mortal injuries, a self-destruct sequence was initiated.”

“She electrocuted herself by turning all of that energy inward in a massive pulse to short out all of her systems,” Kalea said.

“Amazing,” Annaliese said. “And you’re sure she did it herself, and it wasn’t a result of what Kalea or the other energy aliens did when they attacked the ship?”

“That energy pulse was designed to shock, not to kill,” Kalea said. “Tendai and Sidney are right on this one.”

Tendai zoomed in on the brain scan. “The brain is still the warmest part despite being removed, and also shows the most damage and broken circuitry. Kalea delivered the pulse into her face. This is what leads me to concur with Sidney on the self-termination.” Tendai closed her scans. “Kalea, they’re just like us biologically, so your answers are in understanding the machines that control them. For that, I’d have to see a live host.” Tendai shrugged. “Sedated, of course.”

“Me too,” Sidney said. “I wish I had been able to see it alive, or shortly after death. I could have told you more while the systems were running.”

“Be careful what you wish for,” Kalea said. She stared at the scans and then sighed. “Thank you, Tendai and Sidney. What you’ve learned is helpful.”

“Do you want us to keep looking?” Tendai asked. 

Kalea shook her head. “Do what you must to complete the autopsy. Can you cremate the body with the implants?”

“We have increased shielding and safety mechanisms on the oven for bodies with nanotech. I can do it,” Tendai said.

“Then what do we do now?” Kieran asked. 

“I get you a hearty breakfast so you’ll be ready to tackle what comes next,” Tendai said, her eyes glowing silver as she poked at her computer to run her final scans.  
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“You have the internal machinery from one of them?” Avery whistled. “Unbelievable.”

Annaliese smiled at her brother’s image on her computer screen. “We’d like for you, Galen, and Bruce to take a look at it.”

“I’d love to get my hands on it, but I’m not sure how I can,” Avery said. “Every government agency is looking for you. I’ve had Secret Service, Homeland Security, the FBI, and the CIA here and at my home looking for you.”

“They’ve been in Houston?” Annaliese asked. 

Avery nodded. “They’ve sent people everywhere you and Kalea have connections. They’ve been all over the home place in Columbia, your place in D.C., the condo in Arizona, and even poking around the mountain house in Gatlinburg. Uncle Corbin and Aunt Daphne went up there when a neighbor called about men wandering around the property, and talked to the agents in Tennessee.”

Annaliese’s brow wrinkled. “Kalea transmitted that broadcast and the video from the alien encounter from a church three blocks from here while we brought in the body for the autopsy. I don’t understand why they haven’t searched New Orleans. Tendai went out to get us food a few hours ago, and she said nobody mentioned any of this.”

Avery shrugged. “They don’t know that she’s with Kalea. In fact, they probably suspect that Kalea already left New Orleans. I’m surprised you’re contacting me.”

“Bruce arrived two hours ago. The channel is secure.”Annaliese paused. “I thought about coming to Houston, but if they’re looking for us there, then it’s best that we stay away from anyplace we have a connection. Bruce has a cousin in Gulfport, Mississippi, who said we could stay with her, and we’re heading there tonight. I know it isn’t possible for you to get away to pick up these samples. You have a wife and the twins to protect. Can Galen meet us somewhere between Houston and Gulfport to get the samples?”

“I suppose this is off the record,” Avery said as he tapped a message to Galen on his phone. “As in, no more government study. We’re striking out on our own?”

“We are. I know it’s a lot to ask, especially since we’re asking to tap into resources for one of the most visible government agencies in the nation.”

Avery sighed. “We aren’t pleased with the government. They pretty much stripped our funding when they declared war, so we’re sitting here, staring at an alien space station in orbit just outside the range of our moon.”

“Space station?” Annaliese asked. “I thought it was just a ship?”

“There’s a large structure just behind the moon where that ship came from. And there are other ships. In fact, there are five of those ships that we can see in orbit, and we don’t know how many others docked.” Avery leaned forward and lowered his voice. “They didn’t send the cavalry, they sent their entire species.”

Annaliese paled. “Does anybody else know this?”

“We haven’t released it publicly. Galen contacted Liam Altman earlier today. He’s scheduled to present it to the Cabinet by conference call in their closed-door meeting.” 

“Thank you, Avery. Do you mind if I pass this along to Kieran, or should I keep it quiet?”

“Go ahead and tell him. He’s been our greatest ally on Capitol Hill.” 

“He’s still trying,” Annaliese said. 

Avery looked down. “Galen responded. He has a cousin in Mobile, Alabama. She’s recently had some health issues, so he can go on the premise of checking on her for the family, and meet with you in Gulfport. It’s a little over an hour driving time.”

“That’s perfect,” Annaliese said. 

Avery tapped on his phone and stared at the screen. “He says he’ll make the arrangements. Why don’t you call me back tomorrow at this same time so I can let you know when he’ll be ready to make the pickup?”

“I’ll do that. I can’t tell you how much this means to me.” She paused. “Or really, the whole human race. If we can figure out these aliens while everybody else is trying to find us, then we’ll have a huge advantage when the cybernetic aliens come back.”

“So, Kalea meant what she said about not helping the government?” Avery asked. 

“Take a look around, Avery. What has the government done since yesterday? Look for us, and schedule one closed-door meeting. People still don’t believe that they saw a real battle yesterday.”

Avery leaned back. “The cybernetic aliens have their entire race in orbit, so they’ll be back. Do you think Kalea and her race will really leave the world to burn?”

Annaliese sighed. “I don’t know. I think the better question is, can we be saved?”

Avery mimicked the sigh. “I don’t believe any of us know the answer to that.” 
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