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SALT LAKE CITY, UTAH. DISCOVER NEW ANCESTORS FACILITY:

Zane Kinkaid was alone in his advanced genetics lab, studying the results from a DNA sample extracted from a 2500-year-old tooth found at a dig site in Colorado. When he saw the final results, he smiled to himself. “Well, Ms. Austin. Your discovery is going to change the scientific community’s theory of our evolution.”

He turned off his equipment and tossed the printed report into his briefcase, then grabbed the handle and his car keys as he headed out of the room.

In the parking lot, he hesitated before climbing into his vehicle, wondering if he should call the archaeologist to let her know he was on his way to her dig site. He grinned and climbed in. “I hope you like surprises, Mya.”

***
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SEATTLE, WASHINGTON:

His trip home had turned out to be the opposite of what he had expected, and ex-CIA operative-turned-geophysicist Alex Cave was reading a magazine in a business class seat on the aircraft, hoping to take his mind off recent events with his nephew, Derek. A rift had formed between them, and it was like a dagger through his heart. He looked up when a woman with short, dark hair sat down in the seat beside him. He gave her a courteous nod before returning to the article and moved his leg out of the way when she bent down to shove a small bag under the forward seat.

Mya Austin straightened up and looked over at the ruggedly handsome man with wavy black hair sitting beside her. “I’m sorry about that. They never give us enough room.”

It was the first time he could study her features, and other than her soft hazel eyes, she had an unremarkable face and her tan skin was slightly weathered from being outdoors a lot. He guessed her age to be around forty. “I know what you mean.”

He continued reading an article in the magazine. It was an interview with the owner of the Discover New Ancestors program, and the geneticist Zane Kinkaid had made some incredible discoveries. Alex thought about his last mission, where he had become familiar with some aspects of genetics, and found the interview intriguing.

He hadn’t paid attention to the pilot’s welcome or the safety instructions, but looked up when the plane began moving. Once it took off, he returned to the article until he noticed Mya trying to look out the window, which was even with his head. He set the magazine on his lap and leaned back so she could see.

She smiled at the man and leaned over his lap. “I’m sorry again. I was just trying to see Mount Rainier.”

He could not move back any further, and her face was only inches from his. “That’s fine.”

She turned her head and could see deep into the stranger’s dark blue eyes. “Hi. I’m Mya Austin.”

He noticed a few flakes of gold in Mya’s hazel irises. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Alex Cave.”

She turned her face back to the window. When the mountain disappeared from view, she leaned back in her seat. “Thanks.”

He noticed the medallion hanging from a beaded leather necklace around Mya’s neck. “Is that Sioux Indian?”

“Yes, I’m an archaeologist for the Sioux Nation, and I’m currently working at a dig site near Fort Collins, Colorado.”

“You’re a long way from home. What brings you out this way?”

“A friend of mine at the university was helping me with some research.”

Alex knew he couldn’t tell Mya he worked at Area 51, but didn’t want to lie. “I used to be a geophysics instructor at a small college in Montana, and now I’m a NASA consultant.”

When she heard he worked for NASA, Mya wondered if this might be a fateful encounter. “I’ve just made a discovery in a cave on tribal land that will change the world.”

He could see the excitement and sincerity in her eyes. “How is that?”

“If the local tribe is correct, what they call the vanishing stone should appear at the dig site any day now.”

“I’m sorry. Did you say vanishing stone?”

“Yes, that’s what they call it. Inside the cave is a drawing of a box-shaped object with two human figures standing beside it. According to the legend and cave drawings, the vanishing stone magically appeared above the cave 25,000 years ago. The visitors left two new people with the tribe, and promised to return in exactly 25,000 years, then left in the vanishing stone. That’s this year, Alex.”

“How can you be so precise?”

“I’ve read about similar drawings in caves all over the world, and carbon dating of the various minerals used for the images indicates that all the drawings were made 25,000 years ago.” Mya could tell she had his attention. “Since you work for NASA, is there any chance there might be a satellite taking pictures of that part of the United States?”

“That’s not my area of expertise.”

She wasn’t about to give up. “All I need is an overhead view of the dig site.”

“Well, a friend of mine might get you some pictures. Give me your contact information and I’ll see what I can do.”

She smiled, reached into her purse, and handed him a card. “You can have them sent to that email address. I’m usually at the dig site, so use the mobile phone number if you want to call me.”

He was intrigued and decided to help her out. “All right, Miss Austin. I’ll try to arrange for you to get some satellite images.”

She smiled. “Thank you.”

When Mya brought out an electronic tablet, Alex returned to reading the article, and during the rest of the flight, said little to her until they got off the plane in Las Vegas and he held out his hand. He hadn’t realized how tall she was and estimated her to be about five-foot-nine inches. “It was nice meeting you, Mya. It shouldn’t take long to get you those images.”

She accepted his hand. “I appreciate it. Listen, since you’re a geophysicist, would you like to come out to Colorado and see the cave? Maybe you can verify the age of the rock strata.”

“No promises, but that might be interesting.”

“I’ll look for you.” She indicated a walkway. “My flight home is down there.”

“I’m afraid mine’s the other way.” He turned and headed along the concourse.

Mya stared after Alex until he disappeared around a corner, then turned and hurried toward her departure area. She stood in front of the large window and stared at the plane rolling across the tarmac, hoping her being seated next to Alex was a sign she was onto something big.

***
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Alex left the air terminal and took a taxi to a remote hangar on the far end of the tarmac. He showed his identification to a guard at the gate who let him through to board a special plane. When he stepped into the cabin, he was the only passenger and set his luggage bag in a rack, then sat in a chair forward of the wing.

One of the pilots came out of the cockpit and pressed a button to bring up the stairs, then closed the door and gave him a nod before returning, and the aircraft began moving. He stared out the window as the plane taxied past the terminal, and saw Mya outlined in the window frame, and for a moment, had a strange sensation she was staring at him as he moved along the tarmac. When she was out of sight, he returned to the article about the Discover New Ancestors.
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GROOM LAKE, NEVADA:

The sun was dropping over the horizon when the private jet stopped in front of the small air terminal. Alex opened the side door, lowered the stairs, and grabbed his tote bag as he headed down. At the bottom, a tall man with shaggy blond hair and dark green eyes stood grinning up at him. He and his best friend O’Conna had shared several hair-raising adventures together and were bonded closer than brothers.

“Hey, Alex. Have a nice flight?”

Alex smiled back and slapped his friend on the back. “It was interesting. I guess you got a call as well?”

“Yeah, I got here about half an hour ago. Jadin is waiting for us inside the terminal. She was upset about something, but wouldn’t tell me what’s going on until you got here.”

The two of them strolled to the security station, and once Alex cleared the checkpoint, he saw a thirty-year-old, petite, red-haired woman waiting for them on the other side of the room. He could tell by Jadin Avery’s posture something was bothering her, and hurried over. “What’s going on?”

“A woman named Holly Blake arrived earlier this morning and moved into one of the offices. She wants to meet with us right away, and David is already waiting for us in the conference room.”

Alex walked out of the building with his team members, and they climbed into a waiting golf cart. O’Conna drove, so Alex turned in his seat to look over his shoulder at Jadin sitting in the back seat. “Do you have any idea who she is?”

Jadin leaned forward between Alex and O’Conna. “No, but she had the right security clearance to get through the checkpoint.”

“Did you come from the Jet Propulsion Lab in Pasadena?”

“Yes, it keeps me busy between missions.”

O’Conna drove around the corner of a building and glanced over his shoulder at Jadin. “Did she tell you what the meeting was about?”

“No, she wanted to talk to all of us at the same time.”

O’Conna parked in front of the main building for this area of the base, and they all climbed out and entered through the front door. They continued along the hallway to the secure conference room, where Alex said hello to twenty-six-year-old David Conway while holding the door open for Jadin and O’Conna to come in. When he started to close the door, a small woman pushed past him into the room. “I’m sorry. I didn’t see you.”

The woman stared up at the man with wavy black hair. “I know, Alex.” She turned to O’Conna, Jadin, and David. “I’m Holly Blake, and I’ll be running your missions from now on.”

Alex looked at his friends, who were staring at him with questioning expressions, then he turned to Holly. “I thought someone here at the base would take over for Director Heinz.”

“The Director of National Security, Martin Donner, asked for my help.”

Alex crossed his arms as he locked stares with Holly. “I don’t know you, and Martin never mentioned it to me. When did this happen?”

“It became official two hours ago, but I was already on my way here.” She sat down in one of the chairs and looked at the young man with short brown hair and brown eyes. “David? Let the Director know we’re ready.” She noticed David’s hesitation to follow her orders as he stared up at Alex for approval. She knew this would happen, and it didn’t bother her.

Alex thought Holly’s demeanor was as curt as her attire. Just plain tan slacks and a shirt. She had straight shoulder-length brown hair with a few strands of gray mixed in, and wide-set hazel eyes. He looked over at David, who was waiting for his okay. “See if Donner is available.”

A moment later, Alex saw Donner’s image appear on the screen. As usual, the Director was wearing a plain white shirt open at the collar with the sleeves rolled up past his elbows. “Hello, Director. I wish you would have told me about this earlier.”

“I know, but Henry’s death was rather sudden, and I had to move quickly on an urgent matter. I didn’t want some desk jockey with no fieldwork experience in charge of your operations.”

Alex wondered what type of fieldwork Holly had done, but decided to save the question for later. “Why the urgency?”

“Our new president doesn’t know all the details about your missions, and I need some time before I tell him we have a working spaceship. Henry did a good job, but as you’ve already proven, things can change in a hurry. Sometimes I need plausible deniability, especially when I’m talking to the politicians, and Holly is the only person I can count on when things get bad. I’m sorry I can’t talk longer, but I need to go. Believe me, Alex. You can trust Holly.”

When Donner’s image vanished, Alex looked at his new boss. “I guess we’ve gotten off to a rough start, Director Blake.”

Holly smiled at Alex. “Understandable. I don’t care for titles, so call me Holly.” She reached into her pocket, brought out a small digital storage device, and slid it across the table to David. “Bring this up on the monitor and you’ll get a better idea of what we’ll be dealing with.”

Holly waited while David did as instructed, and a moment later, the monitor showed a hazy image of the moon. “You’ve probably heard of MUFON, the Mutual UFO Network. They claim it’s a picture of your spacecraft approaching this base. We know it was only a reflection of light off the ship, but it was enough to go viral on social media. From this moment on, if the cloak is not working, the ship doesn’t leave.” Holly stood and looked at David. “I have a feeling we’re going to need it soon, so get it working as soon as possible. I need to learn more about the rest of this facility, so the rest of you do whatever you like for the next few days until I contact you.”

When Holly opened the door and stepped out of the room, Jadin leaned back in her chair. “Wow. That was intense. I wonder what she did for fieldwork.”

Alex was thinking the same thing. “I guess we’ll find out, eventually. By the way, if you have time, I need a favor.” He explained the situation with Mya and gave her the business card he had received on the airplane. “Could you set it up to send her updated images whenever we have a camera in range?”

“I’m sure I can arrange something. Well, I don’t see any reason to wait around here, so I’ll head back to JPL. What are your plans, Alex?”

“I’m curious about something, and Mya invited me to her dig site. If I leave early tomorrow morning, I should be there by late afternoon.”

O’Conna was glad Alex was finally interested in a new relationship, especially since the breakup with his cousin two years ago had hurt him deeply. “I think I’ll head home and see my family until Mike needs me back on the Mystic, or Holly needs us.”

Alex stood. “I’d better call Mya and let her know I’m coming.”

Jadin watched Alex leave the room, then grabbed O’Conna’s arm before he got up. “Did Alex tell you much about this mystery woman?”

“Enough to know he seems interested in something she found at her dig site. I guess she’s a Native American archaeologist.”

“Did he say if she was attractive?”

O’Conna shrugged. “Nope. Why are you so interested in what she looks like?”

“Just curious, is all. It’s a woman thing, so I’m sure you wouldn’t understand.” She turned to David. “How is the work on the ship coming?”

“Well, I’m having an issue with the artificial intelligence. I guess I shouldn’t have called it a circuit board. I think I need to do a little sucking up to find out what’s wrong with the cloaking mechanism. If I didn’t know better, I’d think I hurt its feelings. Not that I’m insensitive or anything.”

She winked at him. “No, you’re right. I’ll bet you hurt its feelings. Bring it some flowers. I know it always helps with apologies.”

David stared at her. “It’s a spaceship, not a woman. Flowers won’t mean anything to it.”

When Jadin smiled and walked out the door, he hurried to catch up with her. “It’s just a spaceship.”
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THE DIG SITE. THIRTY-NINE MILES WEST OF FORT COLLINS, COLORADO:

Alex drove his rental SUV off the highway onto a two-lane road, where the aroma of dry grass and evergreens streamed in through the open windows as he drove through a sparse forest. He passed a nearly deserted campground just before the asphalt was replaced with gravel, then the road meandered back and forth up the side of the mountain.

He slowed down as he drove past an open steel gate and entered a narrow canyon filled with massive granite boulders. The road made a sharp right turn, where he saw two vehicles parked near a large tent with screened windows.

He parked and climbed out, and strolled around the structure to find the door. When he reached the other side of the tent, there was a seventy-foot-wide oval-shaped meadow. He heard soft snoring and turned to see a Native American man sitting in a reclined chair, with a camera drone and controller on the ground beside him. From this vantage point, he had a beautiful view of the side of the mountain, and there appeared to be a flat area partway up, which was unusual for that type of rock formation.

Not wanting to disturb the man, he looked inside the tent through one of the windows and saw three tables with artifacts and some electronic equipment in the large room. He didn’t see anyone inside and was about to walk over to wake the sleeping man when he heard a car door slam shut in the parking lot.

A slender man studying a sheet of paper rushed past the corner of the tent, oblivious to his presence, and Alex cleared his throat to get the man’s attention. When the man stopped and turned to look at him, he thought he looked vaguely familiar. “Excuse me. I’m looking for Mya Austin.”

Zane was cautious and didn’t offer an introduction. “You came to the right place. What can I do for you?”

“I’m Alex Cave, a geophysicist. She asked for my help at this dig site.”

“Oh, that’s right. She told me you were on your way here. She made an amazing discovery. Let’s go.”

When Zane hurried away, Alex followed a few steps behind him, and after several turns through fractured rock formations, they entered a small clearing, about fifteen-feet below the flat area on the side of the mountain he had seen from the meadow. They wandered along a string-lined trail on the outer edges of a twenty-foot-square excavation, where he saw Mya, wearing a tank top and shorts, kneeling over something at the bottom of a five-foot deep pit. When she looked up and waved, he saw swirls of dark hair growing from her armpits and wondered if she shaved her legs. He waved at her before following Zane down into the excavated area.

Mya stood and reached out to shake Alex’s hand. “Your timing is perfect. We may have discovered something that will change our understanding about the evolution of humans.”

When Alex noticed the long hair on Mya’s legs, he stifled a smirk and looked down at the remains of a human skeleton protruding through one section of the dirt floor. It appeared to be wrapped in cloth, which seemed to be disintegrating around the bones. “What am I looking at?”

Mya had noticed Alex’s reaction to her leg hair. “According to our estimation of when Homo sapiens first arrived in North America, this woman is far more developed than normal evolution would have allowed. She was also seven inches taller than most humans were at the time.” She saw the piece of paper in Zane’s hand. “Well, Zane? What did you find out?”

Zane smiled at her. “The DNA from the tooth was viable. She has zero percent Neanderthal, European, Eurasian, or African DNA markers. That means not all of us are genetically connected back to Africa. Also, carbon dating indicates the body is close to 25,000 years old.”

The mention of DNA jogged Alex’s memory. “You’re that Zane? The geneticist?”

“That’s correct. As you know, the Discover New Ancestors program I started several years ago has given me access to an enormous amount of genetic material. I’ve also been working with the GEN9 DNA Synthesis Lab in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and we were able to isolate what I named the GC117 gene. Only a small percentage of the samples sent to me from around the world had that genetic marker, and I found that same gene in this woman. By the way, the samples containing the GC117 gene came from some of the smartest people on Earth.”

Mya stared down at the woman. “If this information is correct, a new lineage was brought here to North America 25,000 years ago. It is as if she came out of the vanishing stone, just like the legend.”

Alex remembered her talking about the drawings she had found when they first met on the plane. “Can I see the cave illustrations?”

“Yes, they’re a short distance away. Follow me.”

Alex followed Mya out of the pit and along a trail through a maze of large boulders to a fifteen-foot wide opening. He saw the trail continued up the side of the mountain as he followed her into the cave.

Just inside the entrance, Mya stopped and grabbed two battery-powered headlamps and handed one to Alex before sliding the elastic strap of the other one over her head. “Out of respect to the native tribe’s beliefs, I didn’t run any electrical cords into the cave, so you’ll need that to see what I’m about to show you.”

Alex slipped the elastic band over his head, turned it on, and followed her further inside. They stopped when they reached a thirty-foot-diameter room with a high ceiling and continued across to a mural on the wall. He studied the illustrations, but didn’t see the square object she had mentioned. “Is this the drawing?”

“No, those are less than a hundred years old. Follow me.”

Together, they made their way to the back of the cave and an opening in the wall. As Alex stepped through a five-foot wide gap in the rock, he saw the remains of a clay-like material attached to the stone surface. “Was there a wall here at one time?”

“Yes. The tribe thought it was just clay plastered on the surface, but a mild tremor six months ago caused it to crack open. They pulled the rest of it down, and after they saw what I’m about to show you, I was called in to research this new cave.”

Alex followed Mya into an eight-foot wide room and looked at the paintings. On one side was a drawing of a square block with two human figures standing in front of it, and studied the symbols on the wall. “Do you know what these smaller pictures represent?”

“Yes, they tell the story of the vanishing stone magically appearing above this cave. According to stories passed down through generations of Native Americans living near this cave, the stone should appear sometime this year.”

“On the plane, you said you found more of these drawings.”

“That’s right, but only in European countries. This is the first one found here in North America.”

***
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Zane remained in the pit when Mya and Alex left, then knelt close to study the jawbone and replace the missing tooth. “You must have known about oral hygiene.” He looked up when he heard a drone flying overhead. He climbed out of the pit and ran back to the meadow. The drone suddenly died and crashed, and when the man near the tent pointed up at the side of the mountain, he ran to the entrance of the cave and cupped his hands around his mouth to holler inside. “Mya! There’s something going on above you!”

Zane jogged up a trail along the side of the rock and abruptly stopped in front of a massive twenty-foot-square cube. He slowly reached out and placed his finger against the pewter-colored surface, and it was cool and smooth. He pressed his palm against the side and it felt solid, and he tapped his knuckles against it to confirm it was not hollow. He spun around when he heard footsteps and smiled at Mya and Alex. “Here’s your vanishing stone.”

Mya could not believe her eyes as she moved over to the gray-colored block and turned to look at Alex. “Are you familiar with this type of stone?”

Alex recognized the swirled pewter color of the surface as he moved along the side and around the corner to the front, and looked up at the top. It was made from the same material as other ancient alien artifacts he had discovered. “It’s not a stone. It’s a metal alloy, and it’s something you don’t want to mess with.” He looked at his wristwatch and the numbers were frozen at 5:27 P.M. “We need to leave the area immediately.”

Zane’s mouth hung open for a moment as he stared at Alex. “You can’t be serious. This is a monumental discovery, and you don’t have the right to make us leave. We need to get a film crew up here to document everything.”

“I’m sorry, but that’s the way it needs to be.”

Zane slapped his palm against the surface of the cube. “You see? There is nothing dangerous here. It appeared out of nowhere, and it has something to do with the GC117 gene. I’m sure of it.”

Alex brought out his cellphone, but could not get a signal, and looked at Mya. “I thought you had reception up here.”

“I do. Your phone should be working. Do you think it might have something to do with this cube?”

“Possibly. Let’s go back down to your campsite and maybe we can call from there.”

Zane wasn’t about to let the cube out of his sight. “I’ll stay here just in case anything changes. Don’t forget to bring the video camera. I want to document everything.”

Mya smiled at him. “I bet you didn’t expect this to happen when you arrived.”

“Not in my wildest dreams. But let’s not allow people to know about this just yet. We don’t want a mob of spectators showing up.”

Mya pointed to the pickup truck racing out of the parking lot. “This is Indian land, and it won’t be long until a lot more of them show up to see the stone. It’s part of their history.”

Alex looked at both of them. “The people I work with know how to keep a secret, and they are the only ones I trust to deal with this situation. Once I inform them, they’ll close off the area.”

Zane’s hands clenched into fists at his sides. “You’re not planning on cutting us out of this discovery, are you?”

Alex stared back at him. “Of course not, but I’ve learned the hard way an abundance of caution is necessary when dealing with unknown technology, and this certainly qualifies.”

Zane let his fingers relax. “Of course.”

When Mya gave Alex a nod she agreed with him, he led the way back down the trail. “Your colleague seems to be a little on the demanding side.”

“He’s not my colleague. I sent a tooth to a university in Utah for analysis and he just showed up.”

“How come you’re the only one working here?”

“This land belongs to the Native Americans and is sacred ground. I only got permission because I’m half Sioux, and I promised to be respectful of the site. That’s one of the reasons the tribe members keep one person living up here at all times.”

“To keep an eye on you?”

“Yes, that too, but the main reason is to be here when the stone arrives. That’s how certain they were it will be this year, and they were right.”

“I’m glad you told me. That will make things more complicated for my people, but we’ll do the same. Once we know what we’re dealing with, perhaps you can talk to the tribal leaders and get their approval, so we don’t have to make a big issue out of this.”

When they reached the tent, Alex looked up at the side of the mountain and saw Zane standing in front of the cube, then brought out his phone and looked at the screen. “I still can’t get a signal.”

Mya reached into her car and brought out a satellite phone. “This should work.” She turned it on, but nothing happened. “The stone must be interfering with the reception.”

“All right. I’ll drive down the mountain until I can get a signal. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” He heard Zane holler something and looked up at the cube. “What was that?”

Zane cupped his hands around his mouth. “There is something happening up here!”

Alex ran up the path with Mya right behind him. When he reached the top of the trail, he saw Zane lying on his back on the ground. He knelt down beside him to feel for a pulse and check his breathing, then relaxed and looked up at Mya. “He’s just unconscious.” He shook the man’s shoulder. “Zane? Can you hear me?”

Zane slowly opened his eyes and saw Alex staring down at him. “How long have you been here?”

“We just got here. What happened?”

With Alex’s help, Zane sat up. “I have one hell of a headache. I, uh, heard a voice and saw you looking down at me.”

“I was trying to wake you up.”

“No, it wasn’t your voice. It was someone else. Help me stand up, will you?”

Alex grabbed Zane’s hand and hauled him onto his feet, but didn’t let go. “How do you feel?”

Zane felt wobbly for a moment, then let go of Alex’s hand. “I’m fine.”

When Alex looked over at Mya, her eyes went wide as she looked past him. He spun around and saw a large opening in the side of the cube, and a man and a woman wearing black one-piece suits stepped out of the opening and stopped in front of him. This was not his first time meeting another race of humans, and when the woman held out her hand, a knot formed in his stomach.

When the stranger didn’t accept her hand, the woman smiled. “Hello. You must be Zane’s friend, Alex Cave. I’m Vesta.” She indicated the man standing beside her. “And this is Paul. It’s nice to meet you in person.”

Vesta’s speech had an odd, stilted accent that was disappearing even as she spoke. It was like she was practicing a new language.

Mya held her hand out to the woman. “Hello, I’m Mya Austin.”

Vesta smiled and shook Mya’s hand. “Yes, Zane’s other friend. It’s nice to meet you.”

Mya realized this situation was happening just as described in the legend. “Are you the ones who came here 25,000 years ago? Are you from another planet?”

“Yes. We came from another solar system to save some of your species from an extinction-level event.”
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THE DIG SITE:

Mya closed her mouth. “What do you mean, save our species from extinction?”

“A few minutes ago, Paul formed a mental bond with Zane. We know that you, Alex, are a representative of this nation’s government, and we would like you to set up a meeting for us with this world’s highest authorities. That’s when we’ll tell you the details.”

Alex had a good idea why Zane had passed out. He was probably being scanned for information, and perhaps under some kind of mind control. Assuming these people had that capability, he could not let them meet the representatives in person. He also noticed the similarity in facial features between Vesta and Paul, wondering if they might be siblings. “That may be difficult because of security issues and time zones. It would be easier if we set up a video conference for a later date.” When Vesta didn’t answer and appeared to be concentrating on something, he looked at Paul, who had a blank stare as if in another world. “Is that going to be a problem?”

Vesta had her answer. “No, a video conference will be fine.”

“All right. I’ll set it up, but I’ll need to leave this area to get reception. How did you learn to speak English?”

“From the audio and video signals you transmit to the orbiting satellites.”

“Is this thing a spaceship?”

“No, our ship is on the far side of your moon. This is a transport module and cannot travel long distances in space.”

“Well, your module seems to interfere with our electronic equipment.”

“That cannot be helped while Paul is maintaining a mental connection with my crew on our spacecraft.”

“So, I take it time is of the essence.”

“That is a relative term, Alex, but yes. All we need to know is if your representatives will work with us. If they do not agree, we will leave right away.”

“All right. I’ll drive down the mountain to make some calls and set up a meeting at a secure location.”

Vesta and Paul stared at each other without speaking, and Vesta looked at Alex. “I’ll go with you. Paul will come back and get me when I’m ready.”

“All right, but it might take a day or two.”

Vesta crossed her arms over her chest and gave Alex a stern expression. “I want to meet with them today. You have three hours to set it up.”

Alex stared back evenly. “What’s the hurry?”

“I don’t think you fully grasp the urgency of your situation, so I’ll explain it to you. In a few months, a rogue comet will hit your planet, and I’ll explain the details to your leaders. Do you want my help or not?”

Alex stared into Vesta’s eyes, and she appeared to be telling the truth, but he had a feeling she was holding something back. Everything about her seemed to rub him the wrong way, but he didn’t understand why. He decided for the moment he would give her the benefit of the doubt. “All right. Let’s go.”

Mya grabbed Alex’s arm. “I’m going with you.”

“You don’t have the proper security clearance for where I’m going. I think you should stay here with Zane.”

Vesta got Alex’s attention. “Zane must come with us to the meeting. That is why we came to this moment in time. We knew he would be here, and he is an important part of what needs to be done to save some of your people.”

Alex felt the strange sensation he always got when something seemed out of place, especially since Zane was a geneticist. “You keep saying you’ll save some of our people. Why not all of them?”

“There are concerns I need to discuss with your representatives. You’ll find out then.”

“All right. There’s a place nearby with the facilities we need for the conference call, but with no need for a security clearance. I’m not sure who will join us on such short notice, but I’ll set it up with my boss as soon as I get phone reception.” He realized Vesta was concentrating again. Zane suddenly had a blank stare, and since he was worried about his new friend, he grabbed Zane’s shoulder. “Zane? Are you okay?”

Zane blinked a few times and stared at Alex and Mya. “Uh, yeah. I’m okay. I’m ready to go when you are.” Alex turned to Mya. “It looks like you’re coming with us.”

Mya didn’t hesitate and stood on her toes to give Alex a quick kiss on his cheek and smiled up at him. “Thank you.”

Everyone’s attention was drawn to the high-pitched whine of an approaching drone, when the little craft became silent and fell from the sky. Alex hoped it had not transmitted a recording, but knew the odds were against him.

Vesta indicated for Paul to return to the ship and looked at the trio. “He’ll follow us from orbit in the module.”

Alex watched Paul enter the ship, and the opening disappeared, then the cube vanished. “That’s a nice trick. Why don’t you tell me what you were doing in Zane’s head this time?”

“I had to be sure I could trust you and Mya. I’m here to help your people, so don’t prove me wrong.”

Alex remembered the last time he had dealt with a different species of human, but even though she had turned out to be okay, it left him wary. “I won’t let anything happen to you. Can you connect with everyone?”

“Not me. Only Paul.” She turned to Zane. “He likes you.”

Zane wasn’t sure if it was good or bad, but didn’t like the idea Paul could read his mind at any time. “Tell him the feeling is not mutual, and to stay out of my head.”

Vesta turned to Alex. “Your phone should work now.”

Alex saw he had a signal, but didn’t enter a number. “I need to be alone to make this call, so I’ll meet you down in the parking lot.”

When the others walked away down the trail, Alex pressed the speed dial number of his new main contact for whatever he was doing. “Hey, Holly. You’re not going to believe what just happened.”

***
[image: ]


FORT COLLINS, COLORADO:

Holly had made arrangements with the commander of the army base for the secure conference call, and Alex was sitting at a table in a room with Vesta, Mya, and Zane, all waiting for someone’s image to appear on the large television. Alex heard a knock on the door, so stood to see who it was, and smiled at a young female army private. She entered with a tray of sandwiches and another thermos of coffee, set it on the table, and he thanked her and closed the door behind her.

Vesta picked up a slice of ham and cheese sandwich, stared at it before sniffing it, and set it back down.

Alex noticed Vesta’s reaction. “Each one is different.”

“Yes, I see that, but I’m not accustomed to eating this wasteful form of nutrition. We rely on liquid nourishment to reduce the amount of solid matter entering our digestive systems.”

Alex grinned at her description. “I could ask them to bring you a protein drink.”

“I don’t know what that is. I’m fine for the moment.”

Alex turned to look at the television when he heard Holly’s voice and saw her image. The screen was divided into six sections, each one with a different person looking back at him, and one of them was Martin Donner. “Hello, Director. Who else is joining us for this meeting?”

“On such short notice, we only managed to get these four representatives. We’ll record this meeting and show it to our new president and the rest of the world leaders when we’re done. Holly will be speaking for the group.”

Holly was surprised Donner was letting her run the meeting, and thought perhaps it was because she was the only person who wasn’t a politician. She gave Vesta a quick appraisal, and she looked completely human. “We’re ready for you to begin, Alex.”

Alex introduced Mya and Zane and indicated the woman in the black jumpsuit. “This is Vesta, the visitor I told you about.”

When Alex indicated for her to proceed, Vesta studied the faces on the television screen. “A large comet is on a collision course with your planet and will impact in 140 of your days, and your world will become nearly lifeless for several million years. We came here to offer our help in maintaining your species, and we will accept up to 500 of your people to be taken to another planet to start a new colony for your race.”

Holly already knew about the comet from her conversation with Alex. “Isn’t there any way to change its course before it hits us?”

“I’m sorry, but you do not have the technology, and we cannot help you do it. We work with a group of time travelers who saw this coming, so 25,000 years ago, several of our species were deposited here among the young societies on this planet. Their purpose was to help advance your technology enough that you could stop the comet without our intervention. During what you call the Dark Ages, some of your religious beliefs considered science heresy, and it slowed your technological advancement significantly.”

Alex was still curious about why Vesta kept saying just some people. “Why only 500 of our species?”

“There will be restrictions on who we will accept. That is why we have arrived at this point in time. Zane Kinkaid has collected DNA samples through his program to trace the ancestry of those interested in knowing their background. Even though this is not done for most of the inhabitants, we are hopeful that it will be enough to save those of you with the necessary genetic profiles.”

Alex didn’t like where this was leading. “We call that discrimination, and it’s not tolerated on this planet.”

“From what we learned from Zane, that’s not true. Here is our offer. We are giving some of your species a chance to start a new civilization on a new planet, but there will be hardships to overcome. That is why we can only accept people with specific genetic traits to continue your race. Because of time restraints, we only have thirteen days before we must leave your planet, so we are not going to discuss this any further unless you unconditionally accept our terms.”

Holly knew she was not what men considered attractive and was curious. “What about people with less than a perfect physical appearance?”

“We won’t be looking for perfection.”

Mya looked down at her tan-skinned hands, then at Vesta. “Will heritage be an issue?”

Vesta stared at her for a moment. “What do you mean?”

“I mean a person’s ethnic background.”

“Of course not, but we can only take intelligent, healthy individuals.”

Alex wondered about their space travel capability. “Where is the planet?”

“On the other side of the galaxy. The planet is like this one, but a particular type of radiation killed all the humans. It only attacked certain genes in the human immune system, and that planet still has a viable ecosystem of insects, animals, and consumable vegetation. There is an intact infrastructure, and your ingenuity can change it to suit your needs. I’m sure some of your engineers and technicians will meet the prerequisites to start a new society.”

Alex sat with his arms crossed while listening to the prerequisites and realized for all he knew, there was no proof of an impending cataclysmic event. What if these beings are not who they claim to be and have ulterior motives? He realized Holly was about to speak and held his palm up to her while he looked at Vesta. “You know, this is almost unbelievable. I think before we do anything, we verify you are who you claim to be, and you show us proof of this impending comet impact.”

Vesta stood, glaring at Alex. “I can see we are wasting our time trying to save some of your civilization. Take me back to the landing site. We will leave immediately.”

Holly agreed with Alex, but wished he had been a little more tactful with his demand. “Vesta, please excuse Alex’s bluntness.”

Alex stood and stared back at Vesta. “I don’t think I’m making an unreasonable request. You want us to start a worldwide panic with no proof. Wouldn’t you do the same if you were in our position?”

Vesta grabbed a small notepad and pen off the table, wrote some numbers, and held it out to Alex. “Here are the coordinates of the approaching comet. You have two days to discuss the requirements with your world leaders to decide if you want to proceed without our solution to your annihilation. If you agree to accept our help, you’ll need to set up another meeting so I can explain the next steps in the procedure. If the answer is no, we will leave immediately. Now, take me back to the landing site.”

Holly knew it was the end of the meeting, but didn’t want it to end on a bad note. “Please don’t think we don’t appreciate everything you’re trying to do for us, because we really do. It’s just that you sprung this on us so unexpectedly. Alex will take you back to your ship as you requested, and we’ll let him know as soon as possible.”

Vesta crossed her arms and glared at Alex. “No, I want Zane to take me back.” She turned back to Holly. “All communication will go through him until we move forward.”

Zane stood and smiled at Vesta. “I would be happy to give you a ride. Let’s go.”

When Vesta and Zane headed toward the door, Alex moved closer to Mya so he could whisper in her ear. “Could you keep an eye on Zane for me? That Paul person seems to be taking over his mind.”

“I was thinking the same thing. Do you really think they’re frauds?”

“At this moment, I’m not sure what to think. I’ve learned not to take someone’s word for the truth until they prove otherwise.”

“All right. How are you going to find out if Vesta is telling the truth?”

“I have a friend in NASA who can verify her story.”

“It looks like Zane and Vesta are ready to leave. I’d better get going.”

When the room was empty, Alex looked at the television, where Holly’s image was the only one on the screen. “What do you think about all this?”

“I agree with your idea about verifying who they are and where they come from. I want you to stay there with your new friends for now so you can keep us updated on any changes.”

“Good. I’ll call Jadin in Pasadena. She should be able to verify Vesta’s story about an approaching comet, and I’ll call you once I have a secure connection set up near the dig site.”

When Holly’s image vanished from the screen, Alex called Jadin and gave her the coordinates, then strolled out of the room and down the hallway to smile at the young girl who had brought the sandwiches and coffee. “Is there an RV rental nearby?”

***
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Vesta remained quiet while the three of them were being driven off base to their vehicles in the visitor’s parking lot. Once she and Zane were sitting inside his sedan, she put her hand on his arm when he inserted the key. When Mya’s car drove away, she let go of his arm. “I don’t need to go back to my ship right away. I told Paul what happened, and we decided you should take me to your research facility. I want you to begin the screening process right away. Start with the people you’ve already tested who have the GC117 gene and correlate the information













d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE ALEX CAVE SERIES - BOOK 6

IAMES M. CORKINI

s e





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





