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            For those everywhere who prefer thought to irrational nonsense, truth to wild conspiracies, and honesty to the self-serving
               agendas of fear-mongering propagandists
            

         

          

         
            And to Brea, who is MY truth and beauty both
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            Prologue

         
         
            Conspiracy Theory in America is about the transformation of America’s civic culture from the Founders’ hard-nosed realism about elite political intrigue
               to today’s blanket condemnation of conspiracy beliefs as ludicrous by definition. This cultural reversal did not occur spontaneously;
               it was planned and orchestrated by the government itself.
            

            Lance deHaven-Smith,

            Conspiracy Theory in America, 2014
            

         

         
            May 1951

         

         Götterdämmerung . . .

         
         Flashes lit the distant clouds on the dark horizon like lightning, and the sound of thunder rolled in unending cacophony.
               Berlin was now under bombardment by the Soviet army, their tanks already at the outskirts of the city.

         
         The Twilight of the Gods.

         
         The end of everything. . . .

         
         Herr Oberst Viktor Albrecht watched the light show for a moment, the somber notes of Wagner’s opera of that name running through his
               mind. That the word Götterdämmerung was, in fact, a mistranslation, the Old Norse Ragnarok, the fate of the gods, misconstrued as ragnarokker, the twilight of the gods, was a minor historical footnote that changed nothing. Albrecht was aware of the linguistic error . . . but, like most modern Germans, was willing to see “twilight” and “fate” as very much the same.

         
         Either way, the thousand-year Reich was falling into darkness.

         
         But there was hope. . . .

         
         Generalleutnant der Waffen-SS Hans Otto Fegelein stood at Albrecht’s side. “You are clear on what you must do, Herr Oberst?”

         
         “Ja wohl, Herr Generalleutnant,” Albrecht replied with stiff formality. It was a bald-faced lie, of course . . . but one did not tell the commanding general of the Waffen-SS that his orders were vague to the point of complete incoherence.

         
         “The future,” Fegelein said, almost as though he’d read what Albrecht was thinking, “is a dark and uncertain place. But our
               allies assure us that social and economic conditions in the future, both in Europe and in the United States, offer us a chance
               to rebuild.”

         
         “It . . . it seems like madness, Herr Generalleutnant.” He gestured with the locked briefcase he carried. “If half of what is in here is true, with such magical new technologies,
               why couldn’t we . . .” He trailed off, uncertain of what to say.

         
         “Why couldn’t we what, Herr Oberst?”

         
         “I don’t know, Mein Herr. Go back in time and kill Lenin while he was on that train heading to Russia to redirect his revolution? Communism becomes
               irrelevant, nonexistent, and we face a weak and divided Russia today. Or . . . or do we go back and see to it that the English
               never colonize North America in the first place. The place is divided by the empires of France and Spain, and never becomes
               a serious threat. . . .”

         
         “And how do you know these things have not already been accomplished?”

         
         Albrecht swept his arm to encompass the distant bombardment of Berlin. “I would say this argues rather forcefully against it, Mein Herr. The Soviets are here. And it appears the Americans will be here soon as well.”

         
         “Our . . . allies have explained to us that changing history causes that history to branch, to follow all possible paths.
               To make a difference in this reality, we must make a change farther down this path. We will change the future for our Reich.”

         
         “Our allies. The damned Lizards.”

         
         “The Eidechse have been most supportive. And they will be there in the future to help.”

         
         “My impression is that they have abandoned us.”

         
         “Not at all. They continue to fight for the Reich behind the scenes, as it were.”

         
         Albrecht looked out at the horizon, engulfed in the strobing flashes of shellfire. How much longer did they have?

         
         “The Wunderwaffe promised by the Lizards came too slow, too late, too . . . too insignificant in the larger effort,” he said. “Jet aircraft
               are all well and good . . . but if they had given us those superbomb weapons they promised . . . or one of their time ships . . .”
               He shrugged. “They made no difference to the cause.”

         
         The general took a moment to strike a match, lighting a cigarette. He did not offer one to Albrecht. “This sounds disturbingly
               like defeatism, Herr Oberst,” the SS leader said with calm assurance. “If you would rather stay here, we can find other officers, loyal officers, to further our cause in the future!”

         
         “Nein, Mein Herr.” He hesitated. How much could he say? “But I do fear Berlin is lost. We have nothing here to face the Soviets except for children and old men. If I can make a difference in the future, I will.”

         
         “Good. You will find others who have gone forward as well.”

         
         “Kammler?”

         
         “SS Obergruppenführer Hans Kammler,” Fegelein said slowly, “will leave for the future in a few weeks, on board Die Glocke. As I understand it, he will be traveling just twenty years into the future . . . but he or someone from his organization
               should be there to prepare the way for you, and for others.”

         
         “The Bell” was one of the secret wonder weapons, one under Kammler’s direct supervision, a German-made time ship under Eidechse control. Evidently, the Lizards didn’t entirely trust humans yet with transtemporal technology.

         
         “You have had your immunizations?”

         
         Albrecht rubbed a shoulder still painful from the injections. He’d been told that there were diseases in the future to which
               he was traveling to which he lacked immunity. “Ja, Mein Herr.”

         
         “Excellent. I envy you, actually. An opportunity to further the Reich into the most remote reaches of futurity. And to escape
               this . . . hell.”

         
         “And you, Herr General?”

         
         Fegelein scowled. “I return this evening to the Führerbunker. It is der Führer’s birthday today.”

         
         The Führer, Albrecht knew, had retired to his underground stronghold in the heart of Berlin in mid-January, and had not emerged since.
               General Fegelein had been with him for much of that time.

         
         “You don’t sound . . . enthusiastic.”

         
         A casual shrug. “I will not be coerced into a suicide pact. I have other plans. But I envy you your chance to continue serving the Fatherland.”

         
         “You said General Kammler was going twenty years into the future. What about me? I didn’t see that mentioned in my orders.”

         
         “Ah. You will be going considerably further. As I said, the social and economic atmosphere will be perfect for your arrival.
               You will find willing supporters, and social chaos that you and the others can exploit. I am told that you will find ground
               even more fertile than that which the Führer used to establish himself twelve years ago. We are counting on you.”

         
         “And . . . how far am I to go?”

         
         “Seventy-five years.”

         
         The figure was like a punch to the gut.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            Alas, our technology has marched ahead of our spiritual and social evolution, making us, frankly, a dangerous people.

            Steven M. Greer, MD,

            Ufologist, founder of CSETI

         

         
            4 October 1967

         

         “What the hell is that?”

         
         Captain Pierre Carbonneau’s attention had been snagged by something unusual in the distance, off the port side of his aircraft.
               At 7:15 p.m., Air Canada Flight 305 was en route from Halifax to Toronto. At the moment, they were at an altitude of twelve
               thousand feet above the city of Sherbrooke in southeastern Quebec, as the last trace glow of evening light faded from the
               sky. Carbonneau’s copilot, Bob Ralphington, leaned forward in his seat so he could see past the pilot.

         
         “Yeah . . . that’s weird,” he said. “Is that all one thing? Or something big getting chased by little ones?”

         
         From the cockpit, the object appeared to be an enormous black rectangle, brilliantly lit, flying on a parallel course to them
               several miles away. Trailing behind the main object were four smaller objects, at this distance visible only as bright stars.

         
         Carbonneau reached for his microphone. They were in Sherbrooke’s air control space. They should be seeing this on radar. “Sherbrooke traffic control, Sherbrooke traffic control, Canada Air 305.”

         
         “Go ahead, 305. Sherbrooke tower, over.”

         
         “Ahh . . . I have traffic off my nine o’clock, estimate range five miles. Please advise, over.”

         
         There was a long pause. “Three-oh-five, Sherbrooke. Nearest traffic to you is twelve miles at your one o’clock, Ottawa 97
               on approach to Valcour. We have nothing at your nine o’clock. Over.”

         
         “‘Curiouser and curiouser,’ said Alice,” Ralphington quoted.

         
         “Okay, Sherbrooke. Thank you. Three-oh-five. Out.”

         
         They watched the light show for several more minutes as they slowly drew ahead of the objects. “Wish I had some binoculars,”
               Carbonneau said.

         
         “Shit . . . I’ve never seen one before.”

         
         “Seen what?”

         
         “A real, live flying saucer. A UFO.”

         
         “There’s no such thing.”

         
         “Okay, Captain. What the hell is it?”

         
         “Damned if I know.”

         
         A brilliant pulse of light flared around the black rectangle, bright white swiftly fading to blue. The cloud seemed to hang
               behind the object as the four orbs passed through it. Carbonneau checked the clock on the control panel. It was 7:19 p.m.

         
         Two minutes later, a second silent flash illuminated the southern sky, leaving another blue cloud hanging behind the craft.
               At this point, the four orange orbs closed in on the rectangle, and Carbonneau had the distinct impression that he was seeing
               small craft following a much larger one.

         
         Were they helping the larger craft after it had suffered some sort of accident?

         
         Or were they attacking a larger enemy?

         
         Carbonneau had no idea . . . but he was beginning to think he needed to revise his self-assured belief that UFO stories were
               nonsense.

         
         In a few more minutes, as they approached Saint-Jeans, the group changed direction, swiftly moving toward the east until they
               fell astern and they lost sight of it.

         
         Of course all hell broke loose when they reported the incident in Toronto.

         
          

         
            The Present Day

         

         His tail was back.

         
         Lieutenant Commander Mark Hunter, head of the supersecret 1-JSST and an active-duty Navy SEAL, paused at a newsstand on the
            concourse of the Gold Coast Janet terminal. Headlines glared at him from the racks: anti-migrant riots in Germany . . . a
            random beheading of a social worker by a Muslim jihadist in Paris . . . Brexit-triggered economic chaos in London . . . yet
            another resurgence of COVID19 in Brazil and in India . . . another police shooting in Michigan . . .
         

         
         The world, Hunter decided with a sharp grimace, was one royally fucked-up place. . . .

         
         Hunter was in an obscure corner of the Janet terminal, located in Las Vegas’s McCarran International Airport. Just getting into this terminal required a clearance of top secret or above, and there were armed MPs and G4S camo dudes everywhere, as well as surveillance cams at every junction, all making certain the terminal’s security remained sacrosanct. In civilian clothing, he’d had to jump through all kinds of hoops to get a pass from his base—the notorious Area 51 just seventy miles north of Las Vegas. 

         
         He knew he should have expected it . . . but the Men in Black had been shadowing him ever since he’d landed here that morning.

         
         Hunter picked up a copy of USA Today and paid the COVID-masked newsstand attendant. What kind of security clearance, he wondered, did a guy need to get a job like
            that here—pretty high, he guessed. Hunter had already passed through two security checkpoints, and there was another just ahead, leading
            to his gate. Leaning with his back against the wall, Hunter pretended to study the paper. In fact, he was using the maneuver
            to mask what he was doing . . . taking a long, hard look out of the corner of his eye at the people in the concourse behind
            him.
         

         
         Perhaps a quarter of the people were wearing masks. As Hunter understood it, the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic had largely abated, and
            life across the planet was very slowly returning to whatever it was that passed for normal nowadays, especially now that several
            new vaccines were available. However, many people continued to wear masks and maintain their distance from people they didn’t
            know. The COVID virus was a nasty and persistent adversary, and it kept popping up again in places thought safe from its deadly
            wrath. Hunter was just glad he’d been off-world through the worst of it . . . and that he and his people had been vaccinated
            while they were still up at Lunar Operations Command. By all accounts, back on Earth during the year 2020 had been a small
            slice of hell. . . .
         

         
         Ah! There he was. Your stereotypical Mark 1 Mod 0 Man in Black. Wearing a dark suit, with tie and dark glasses, the guy stood out like a lit flare in a dark basement. He even wore a black mask across his face. Curiously, and atypically, the MiB wasn’t wearing a fedora; possibly that was his concession to blending in. Most of the people on the concourse were casually dressed or in military uniform. Hunter had been pretty sure this clown was following him . . . and now he was sure. 

         
         What the hell was this guy playing at?

         
         It occurred to him that the MiB wanted to be noticed by his quarry if the goal was simple intimidation rather than covert surveillance. Hunter had had run-ins with
            these people before, and he was getting sick of it.
         

         
         Hunter wanted to have a little chat with this guy, who appeared to be alone. He scanned the rest of the crowd; a backup might
            well not have the suit and glasses, if suit and glasses was what they wanted him to see.
         

         
         Folding the paper, he strolled farther up the concourse toward the next security checkpoint, presenting his orders, his pass, his carry-on bag, and his ID to one face-masked camo dude, and submitting to a temperature check and a meticulous wanding by another. These were private security guards, members of a company once called Wackenhut, now known by the blander and more anonymous G4S Secure Solutions. They were the security firm used on the perimeter out at Dreamland—the popular name for Area 51. They were tough, no-nonsense men wearing camouflage fatigues, holstered pistols and Motorolas, and permanent scowls when they weren’t masked. Hunter considered asking these two to detain the MiB behind him . . . but the MiB would have ID, and might even be working here with their knowledge and consent. No, he would need to handle this himself. 

         
         Past the security checkpoint was a passenger lounge—rows of seats sectioned off for appropriate social distancing beneath
            a large picture window overlooking the tarmac. Beyond, the Luxor Hotel and Casino towered thirty stories above the city just
            on the other side of the Strip, an enormous Egyptian pyramid just five and a half meters shorter than the original Great Pyramid
            of Giza, with black, mirror-polished sides. Out front, on the Strip, were a life-size Sphinx and an obelisk displaying the
            name Luxor in a cartouche.
         

         
         The Gold Coast, the private Janet terminal located on one corner of McCarran International, was quite close to the Luxor,
            which had always amused Hunter. According to popular belief, aliens had built the Pyramids . . . and here one had unaccountably
            popped up right next to the gateway to Area 51.
         

         
         “Coincidence?” Hunter muttered to himself in a conspiratorial tone. “I think not!”

         
         But he was looking for something other than pop culture . . . something closer at hand. There were only a few passengers waiting
            in the lounge for their flight, all absorbed in their books, newspapers, or telephones. He lingered at the entrance to the
            lounge until he saw the MiB pass through the checkpoint and hurry toward him.
         

         
         Good. . . .

         
         To his left, a short hallway led off from the lounge and ended in a locked door. Dropping his bag and using a pair of short and tough plastic strips pulled from his luggage’s outside pocket, it took him all of three seconds to pick the lock. As he’d expected, it was a janitor’s storeroom. The legend “JANITOR” on the door had been his first clue. A yank on a pull chain turned on the light, revealing mops, buckets, and bottles of cleaning solvents. 

         
         Pocketing the picks, he returned to the short hallway’s entrance, counting down silently as he moved. The MiB would reach
            him in another three . . . two . . . one. . . .
         

         
         Movement emerged from behind the corner to his right. Hunter snapped out his arm and used the target’s own momentum to swing
            him off-balance, forward and around the corner.
         

         
         Navy SEALs are proficient in a number of hand-to-hand combat techniques, but one of the most viciously effective is Krav Maga,
            a form used by Israeli commandos and special forces. Its central tenet is “maximum damage, minimum time.” Stressing the practical
            over the flashy, Hunter’s instructors had emphasized that a hand-to-hand encounter should take no more than three to four
            seconds; any longer than that and the attack had failed.
         

         
         As the surprised MiB spun around the corner and into the short hallway, Hunter met him with a knife-hand jab to the throat
            and an elbow to the side of his head; the man sagged, gasping, and Hunter pulled him around and shoved him into the closet.
         

         
         No one in the lounge reacted. The attack had been so quick and silent that no one had looked up from their phones.

         
         Dropping his bag nearby, Hunter stooped and checked the man’s pulse. He hadn’t intended to kill the guy, but . . . good. Alive
            but unconscious. So far, so good.
         

         
         The man’s glasses had been knocked ajar by the blow to his head. Hunter removed them, and caught the gleam of microelectronics
            reflecting the room’s light. Tucking those into his shirt pocket, Hunter then removed the man’s mask.
         

         
         Shit. His tail was . . . not right. Not quite human. The skin was so pale that Hunter thought the MiB was an albino at first, and a close inspection showed a trace of . . . were those scales? No hair . . . no beard growth. Hunter peeled back a closed eyelid and got a real shock: from the deep socket a black-and-gold,
            slit-pupiled eye stared up at him. Hunter had seen eyes like that before—on alligators, on venomous snakes . . . on domestic
            cats . . .
         

         
         . . . and on Saurians.

         
         No wonder the guy wore dark glasses.

         
         He was not a Saurian, however—one of the Malok engaged, as Hunter understood it, in an eons-long war against the highly evolved humans
            of Earth’s remote future. Those critters walked on digitigrade legs—the knees reversed from the human plantigrade articulation,
            like a bird—and they were distinctly scaled, with snouts filled with teeth more like a shark’s than a man’s. This guy looked
            human in his joint articulation and the overall design of his body . . . but with hints and traces of more reptilian characteristics.
         

         
         There were several hanks of clothesline on a shelf at the back of the storeroom. Perfect.

         
         “Let’s have a closer look, shall we?” Hunter said to his unconscious prisoner. “Maybe a quick alien autopsy . . . ?”

         
         Ten minutes later, the Man in Black no longer wore his suit. Hunter had peeled him completely naked and tied him hand and
            foot, hanging him head-down from a hook high on the wall. A rag from a nearby shelf stuffed in his mouth would keep him quiet
            when he came around. “Huh,” Hunter said, mildly curious. “I thought lizards had two penises. Read that somewhere . . .”
         

         
         But there was one significant difference in an anatomy normally hidden by clothing.

         
         The man had no navel.

         
         Hunter gave this some thought. No navel meant no placenta or mother’s womb . . . and that suggested an artificial birth. The
            Saurians, Hunter knew, possessed sophisticated medical technologies, technologies advanced to the point of being able to keep
            human abductees alive for years inside transparent cylinders filled with a greenish perfluorocarbon solution and drugs to
            keep them asleep. Maybe they raised their babies that way, too.
         

         
         Or had this guy been hatched from an egg? No. Somehow, he looked just a bit too human for that.

         
         He decided that he was going to need to have a long chat with Dr. McClure, the senior xeno-wonk back at Area 51.

         
         Hunter continued going through the MiB’s clothing. He could see more thread-fine wiring woven in through the man’s shirt,
            his shoes, and even in his underwear. Man, the tech people on base were going to love this! Hell, the guy was a walking RadioShack. He realized that he would have to hurry, though. The wiring was part of a complex
            communications array at the very least, which meant someone was almost certainly tracking him.
         

         
         Commander Hunter had had run-ins with the so-called Men in Black before. He knew he was under almost constant surveillance
            when he was on Earth and away from the above-top-secret compound at Groom Lake, and he was willing to accept that people in
            charge of the Solar Warden program wanted to make sure he didn’t talk to unauthorized personnel about secret Earth space programs,
            about secret alliances with both aliens and humans from the far future, or about Saurians working within human governments
            with secret agendas of their own.
         

         
         But he also strongly suspected the MiBs had been responsible for abducting a young woman with whom Hunter was romantically involved—Geri Galanis. They hadn’t actually admitted to having taken her . . . but they kept turning up as Hunter searched for her. He thought they’d snatched her as a precaution, something to hold over him to ensure his obedience. 

         
         And he didn’t like that. What they seemed to have missed was the fact that Navy SEALs are very good at keeping their mouths shut. Until just now, Hunter had assumed, like most people within Solar Warden, that the Men
            in Black were simply members of one or another of America’s intelligence services—the CIA, perhaps . . . or Navy Intelligence.
         

         
         But there was a lot of hardware here that Hunter couldn’t even begin to identify. What was it all for? A careful search revealed
            nothing like a battery. How was this gear powered?
         

         
         Microphone on his shirt collar, probably a military-grade comm system. Sidearm—a small Glock 27 .40 mm pistol in a concealed
            shoulder holster. Oddly, the prisoner was carrying no ammunition, no spare magazines.
         

         
         And there was something about the Glock. As a Navy SEAL, Hunter was intimately familiar with a large number of weapons, and
            he’d used Glocks plenty of times on the range. This one was too light, and somehow didn’t feel right in the hand. Awkward.
         

         
         Too many questions. He’d not originally planned on stealing the MiB’s clothes and gear . . . but he needed the xeno and high-tech
            whiz kids back on the ship to take a close look at all of this, probably with an electron microscope.
         

         
         The prisoner groaned. With blood flowing into his head in his upside-down position, he was regaining consciousness more quickly
            than Hunter had expected.
         

         
         “Welcome back,” he told the man. “Sorry for the discomfort. I’m sure your people will be along soon to cut you down.”

         
         The prisoner’s reply was a gag-muffled roar—pure rage and defiance. He struggled against the clotheslines.

         
         “Don’t hurt yourself, mister,” Hunter told him. “I’m a sailor. That means I’m very good with knots.”
         

         
         The prisoner simmered down, but he was seething, puffing hard and glaring up at Hunter as the SEAL began going through the
            man’s wallet. Those golden eyes were . . . disturbing.
         

         
         Hunter ignored the prisoner for a moment, focusing instead on the contents of his wallet. No money at all . . . and almost
            nothing in the way of what intelligence services referred to as “pocket litter,” the bits and scraps and detritus of everyday
            life that people intended to accumulate in their pockets or billfolds. No credit or debit cards. Huh . . . How did this guy
            get along in modern society?
         

         
         There were a number of ID cards, though, and Hunter found these fascinating. No fewer than seven driver’s licenses from different
            states, with seven different bland, “John Smith” kinds of names. The list of US government agencies represented was impressive:
            CIA, of course . . . but also US Navy, US Air Force, FBI, NSA, CDC, and NRO. There was also a separate ID holder, the kind
            that could be flipped open to show a card or a badge, and this one was for one “Dennis Young” of the US Marshals Service.
            The silver star identified him as a US deputy marshal.
         

         
         “Well, Marshal,” Hunter said at last. “I see you get around. Maybe you can tell me what happened to a friend of mine . . .
            Geri Galanis? I know you people have her. . . .”
         

         
         That provoked another muffled bellow and another round of struggling, and Hunter decided that it would be too risky to pull the gag out of his mouth. 

         
         “Now don’t go getting all red in the face. If you’re going to be like that, I’ll have to leave you here. Like I said . . .
            I’m sure your friends will be along soon.” Those disturbing eyes . . . and now Hunter could feel the delicate brush of another
            mind within his own.
         

         
         Shit . . .

         
         Both Grays and Saurians could read human minds, at least to some extent, and could even influence a person’s actions.

         
         This guy’s mental touch was extremely weak, but the SEAL was not going to take any chances. Hunter grabbed the prisoner’s
            hips and spun him around, so he was facing into the corner. Without eye contact, the intrusion seemed to fade.
         

         
         “You tell your buddies that I want Geri released, safe and unharmed,” he said. Stooping, he emptied his spare clothing from
            his carry-on bag—a couple of dirty civilian shirts, underwear and socks, and a pair of slacks—and stuffed the bag tight-full
            of the MiB’s clothing, wallet, and weapon. He was taking a horrendous risk, he knew. There were enough electronics woven into
            the guy’s clothes that it was a forgone conclusion that someone was tracking him. Worse, Hunter now was inside the Janet airport’s
            innermost security zone . . . but there might be additional hidden devices at the gate that would pick up . . . say . . .
            a Glock pistol hidden in the bag.
         

         
         He actually considered ditching the pistol in a waste can, but . . . no. He would brazen it out. Despite what popular culture
            claimed, a Glock pistol was not a “plastic gun” indetectable to a security scan; the frame was indeed a plastic polymer, but there were plenty of small metal parts detectible on a magnetic or X-ray scan. 

         
         But the missing ammo bothered him, and he wanted a closer look. Besides, he didn’t want some janitor finding the shit-canned
            gun and possibly hurting himself, or someone else.
         

         
         In any case, the microelectronics in the clothing were probably at least as much of a danger to him as the Glock. His carry-on
            had been checked several times, though, and he doubted that the airport would hold up boarding at the gate for another scan. He would take the risk.
         

         
         How, he wondered, had the MiB gotten through the security checkpoints? Simply by flashing an ID? Or was there more to it than
            that?
         

         
         “You hang tight, pal,” he told the prisoner, then delivered a stinging slap to the man’s backside. “And you tell your bosses
            that I want Geri delivered alive and safe!”
         

         
         He let himself out of the closet, locking the door behind him. His discarded clothing went into a trash can at the entrance
            to the passenger lounge. He found a seat, sat down, and waited for his flight to be called.
         

         
         This afternoon, he knew, was going to get him into trouble . . . big trouble, the sort of trouble that might have him up on charges for assault, attacking a government agent, treason, malfeasance,
            chewing gum without a license, and anything else that they could throw at him and make stick. He might be lucky to get a transfer
            to Adak, Alaska; Rear Admiral Benjamin Kelsey had once threatened him with prison and even hinted at the possibility of his
            being killed if he didn’t toe the line. They took this stuff seriously in Solar Warden.
         

         
         But no matter how deep the secrecy, abducting an American citizen and holding her prisoner for . . . what? Over a year now? Two? That was about as illegal and just plain wrong as it was possible to be. Hunter’s oath of service had sworn to uphold the Constitution of the United States from all enemies,
            foreign and domestic . . . and that meant upholding the rule of law.
         

         
         He would deliver this bag-load of goodies to the ship’s technical staff, and accept the official ass-chewing when it came.

         
         He waited five minutes, occasionally glancing toward the locked janitor’s closet . . . but no one appeared to be interested
            in that door. No one paid any attention to anyone else in the waiting room; the culture of working at a highly classified
            base tended to isolate people. They didn’t chat, didn’t even acknowledge anyone else around them.
         

         
         Hunter did catch sight of one man he knew in the group—Master Chief Arnold Minkowski, like Hunter a US Navy SEAL, and now
            a member of the 1st Joint Space Strike Team, or 1-JSST. The “Just One” was an ad hoc unit, currently at company strength with
            sixty-five men, way too small to be called a battalion, but divided into four smaller companies of fifteen to eighteen people
            each. The personnel had been drawn from elite units throughout the US armed forces—SEALs, Green Beanies, Rangers, Delta Force,
            even CIA direct action teams.
         

         
         Minkowski looked up and met Hunter’s gaze, but gave only a slight nod of recognition. Good. Hunter didn’t want to attract
            attention to himself or to his people, just now.
         

         
         He spotted three other Just-Oners scattered among the waiting passengers.

         
         Master Sergeant Bruce Layton, the senior NCO and acting CO of Charlie Company; Marine Sergeant Miguilito Herrera, his linebacker frame squeezed into his narrow seat; and EN1 Thomas Taylor, another SEAL from the old unit. 

         
         Hunter felt cold. If the camo dudes or MiBs showed up and took him away, four of his people were liable to come to his rescue
            and that would not end well.
         

         
         Thankfully, the gate attendant called their flight—Janet 6—and he stood up and filed out of the building into the blast furnace
            of Las Vegas’s heat, trotted down the stairs, and stepped out onto the tarmac with about twenty other passengers.
         

         
         The Janet flight was a modern-looking Boeing 737-200, painted white with a red stripe along the line of windows and no tail
            numbers or other markings. Janets were notorious within the general UFO community. Based out of this private terminal on the
            northwest corner of McCarran International, they shuttled workers from their homes in and around Las Vegas to various highly
            classified destinations, including the more secret portions of Edwards Air Force Base, the Tonopah Test Range . . . and the
            infamous Area 51.
         

         
         Camo dudes with H&K submachine guns watched the line as it filed across the concrete and up the boarding stairs into the 737,
            but no one called out or yanked him out of line. It was cooler inside as Hunter stowed his bag and took a seat. He couldn’t
            see outside; the windows were blacked out. He sat there for an agony of minutes, wondering if someone would hold the flight
            at the gate, and send someone out to remove him from the plane.
         

         
         But at last the passenger jet backed away from the terminal and began taxiing toward the runway. Five minutes later, acceleration shoved him back into his seat, and the aircraft howled as it lifted into the clear blue of the desert sky. Only then did Hunter allow himself to breathe . . . though he was fully aware that there likely would be a reception committee waiting for him at Groom Lake. 

         
         But he would deal with that when the time came.

         
          

         “Did you pick up any impression at all of time?” Dr. Bennett asked.
         

         
         “Not really, Doctor.” Julia Ashley sat at a desk, several scrawled, almost childlike drawings in front of her. “I was in the
            past, I’m sure. The airliner didn’t feel modern . . . like it might have had propellers instead of jet engines.”
         

         
         “That’s not evidence,” Bennett said. “We still have turboprops in service today.”

         
         “I know. So . . . maybe fifty years? Sixty?”

         
         Bennett made a note on his tablet. “Close enough. And . . . what was your impression as to how these lights were interacting?”

         
         “It felt like the small ones were attacking the big one. I . . . I think they shot it down. . . .”

         
         Julia Ashley let her pen drop, marveling at how slowly it reached the desktop in one-sixth of a G. She’d been working in the
            small, close compartment deep within the warren of lava tubes beneath the far side of the Moon. She’d come ashore off the
            USSS Hillenkoetter days before, leaving the huge spacecraft carrier parked inside the cavern converted into a subsurface hangar. That low gravity
            was a constant reminder that she was a long way from home. Despite that, she was exhausted, as she always was at the end of
            a particularly grueling RV session. She’d made the sketches in front of her while remote-viewing target coordinates given
            to her by her new handler, Dr. James Bennett.
         

         
         Remote viewing, the ability to see what was happening in another place and even in another time through the power of the mind alone, had been practiced by the government since the 1970s as part of the Stargate Project. Officially, the program had been shut down. Unofficially, it had continued under other names; how could it be otherwise, when program directors reported successful hit rates of over 90 percent?
         

         
         But Julia had something special. During the last deep-space deployment of the USSS Hillenkoetter, she’d encountered a kind of hive mind on the alien asteroid-ship Oumuamua, and that touch had . . . changed her. Rather than the usual protocols where she would get snippets and snatches of impressions without attached meaning, she
            now could send her mind more or less anywhere and any when. That first time when she’d found herself seemingly on the streets of LA during the Battle of Los Angeles in 1942 had profoundly
            shocked her, shocked her enough that she still hadn’t admitted to her handlers the depth and clarity of her new mental vision.
         

         
         “Okay,” Bennett said. He pushed one of her drawings toward her. “Tell me about this one.”

         
         On the paper was a crudely sketched rectangle, shaded in black, but with a white band around the perimeter.

         
         “You remember the monolith in 2001?” she asked.
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “It looked like that . . . but the edges were lit up really bright.”

         
         “How big was it?”

         
         “I’m not sure. Huge.”

         
         Bennett seemed to be digesting this. Ashley knew he still wasn’t sure about her reporting. When you did a controlled RV, the viewer wasn’t supposed to interpret or analyze, and a great deal of training went into the mental gymnastics required to keep the mind from leaping ahead and putting meaning on what was being viewed. The drawing was a way to record shapes or impressions without examining them or guessing at what they meant. 

         
         Ashley had seen considerably more than this, however. She was still shaking inside at the memory. For a moment, just for a moment, she’d glimpsed the occupants of that craft.
         

         
         “And these?”

         
         “I think they were small ships,” Ashley admitted. “Nothing more than orbs . . . orange lights. They were trailing behind,
            at least until the end.”
         

         
         “And they attacked the big one?”

         
         “I’m not sure, sir. I’m not supposed to analyze.”

         
         “You can analyze now, Julia. Tell me what you felt! It’s important!”

         
         “It might have been an attack. I didn’t see beams or missiles or anything like that, but the rectangle seemed to be trying
            to get clear, and then there were two really bright explosions, a couple of minutes apart. I think part of the rectangle kind
            of broke away, like pieces were falling off. Then it changed course and looked like it was trying to get away.”
         

         
         “And the orbs followed it?”

         
         She nodded. “Yes, sir.”

         
         “Anything else? Anything at all?”

         
         She hesitated. “No, sir.”

         
         Bennett sighed, leaning back in his chair. “Okay, Julia. Good session. I need to go over this with the others, see what the rest of the teams came up with. You can stand down until we call you in again. We’re going to want to follow this up with another session . . . maybe in a couple of hours or so.” 

         
         She sagged a bit inside, releasing a pent-up breath. “Thank you, Doctor.”

         
         By not telling Bennett everything she’d seen, she was breaking an oath she’d sworn when she’d signed on as a government contract worker, one bound by military
            discipline and rules. The problem was . . . how much could she tell Bennett? Would he think she was unstable, like Eric?
         

         
         Eric Lassiter had been a fellow RVer on the recent Hillenkoetter deployment, a gifted, nineteen-year-old RV savant, but his brush with the Oumuamuan Mind had left him incoherently babbling,
            unable to relate at all to anyone around him. She shuddered. Why the encounter had done that to him but left her with the
            ability to pick up such vivid impressions, she didn’t know.
         

         
         What she did know was that she’d seen the crew of the rectangle.
         

         
         And she feared if she described them to her handlers, she would end up on a locked ward, too.

         
         And that thought terrified her more than her brief glimpse of those . . . things. . . .
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         
            Decades ago, visitors from other planets warned us about the direction we were heading and offered to help. Instead, some
               of us interpreted their visits as a threat, and decided to shoot first and ask questions after. It is ironic that the US should
               be fighting monstrously expensive wars, allegedly to bring democracy to those countries, when it itself can no longer claim
               to be a democracy when trillions, and I mean thousands of billions of dollars, have been spent on black projects [about] which
               both congress and the commander in chief have been kept deliberately in the dark.
            

            Paul Hellyer,

            Former Canadian minister of national defense

         

         
            4 October 1967

         

         Julia Ashley stood on a line of rocks at the edge of a broad bay opening into the ocean, the surface of the water dark and
               windswept, the foot-high surf curling in to splash just below her feet. She could hear wind and wave, but not feel them.

         
         She was, in fact, present only in her mind.

         
         She still knew nothing about where she was, or when. She knew she was supposed to report on what she saw, however, and what she was watching at the moment was a very large, rectangular craft of some sort descending toward the waters of the bay. She was pretty sure it was the same craft she’d seen earlier from the vantage point of Air Canada 305. The craft appeared to have experienced some difficulties, and was settling toward the water with a curious rocking motion, almost like the falling of a leaf. She could hear a high-pitched, descending whine that sounded like a falling bomb, though the object wasn’t moving fast enough to be screaming through the air. Five people, three men and two women, were getting out of their car on the highway behind her, pointing and talking among themselves.

         
         Ashley knew they couldn’t see her. After all, she wasn’t really there.

         
         Swiftly, with that part of her mind still back on board the Hillenkoetter, she began sketching her impressions on the sheet of paper in front of her.

         
          

         
            Present Day

         

         Hunter glanced around the aircraft cabin. The other passengers continued to occupy their own, private worlds, perhaps a quarter
            of them anonymous behind their COVID masks. Minkowski was reading an in-flight magazine in the window seat on the opposite
            side of the aisle four rows back. There was no one next to him. Hunter stood and walked aft, as though headed for the restroom,
            but swung around and sat down next to the master chief. “We’ve got to stop meeting like this, Mink,” he said, sotto voce.
            “The aliens are getting suspicious.”
         

         
         Minkowski looked up, startled, then glanced around. “Hey, Skipper . . .”

         
         “I need your help.”

         
         “Absolutely, sir. What’s going down?”

         
         Hunter continued to whisper. “In the overhead luggage bin above my seat, there’s a carry-on bag. Black nylon, Velcro flaps. When we deplane, I want you to get it and take it with you.” 

         
         “And why can’t you carry your own damned bag?” Minkowski was senior NCO of the JSST’s Alfa Platoon, and had been in Hunter’s
            SEAL company before that. The two had an old and easy relationship that trumped the protocol of rank.
         

         
         “Don’t ask questions, Master Chief,” Hunter replied. “And don’t open the bag. I want you to take it straight to Becky McClure
            when we touch down. If you can’t find her, then find Elanna, but tell her I want Dr. McClure to see what’s inside and then
            pass it on to her xenotech people.”
         

         
         “Looking for what?”

         
         “I want a rundown on the technology. There’s comm stuff in there, and probably a tracking device. I want to know what else.
            I want them to pay particular attention to the Glock.”
         

         
         Minkowski’s eyes opened wide, and he looked around again. To his credit, he didn’t comment on Hunter having smuggled a weapon
            onto the plane.
         

         
         “Will do, sir. And why can’t you deliver the bag yourself?”

         
         “The less you know, the better, Mink. There’s a good chance that I’m going to be picked up by the camo dudes when we land.
            I do not want them intercepting that bag.”
         

         
         “Shit. What can we do?”
         

         
         “Nothing. I don’t want the rest of you involved any more than you are already. Just get that bag to Dr. McClure.”

         
         “Aye, aye, sir.”

         
         “Good luck.”

         
         “You, too, sir.”

         
         Hunter stood and walked the rest of the way aft, washed his hands, then returned to his own seat. Minkowski was watching him with an expression of mingled concern and curiosity, as were Layton, Herrera, and Taylor from their various seats. They knew something was going down . . . but Hunter didn’t want any of them to be sucked too far into this. One ruined career this morning, he
            thought with an inner glower, would be quite enough.
         

         
         Fifteen minutes later, the Janet flight began its descent into Groom Lake.

         
         Hunter wondered if there would be an official reception committee waiting for him when he deplaned.

         
          

         In her mind, Julia Ashley floated above the surface of the bay, scant meters from the object that had crashed. The thing didn’t
               look like any spaceship Ashley had ever seen or imagined—a jet-black rectangle over a hundred meters long and less than half
               that wide, its perimeter ringed by a single, continuous panel blazing with a dazzlingly pure white light. It was large enough
               that it appeared unaffected by the waves. But Ashley could tell it was settling slowly, with one corner already completely
               submerged, and waves breaking over the rest of it as the swells rolled in from the ocean.

         
         She’d been ordered to look inside. Penetrating the hull in front of her was a simple matter of will and the logic of dreams; she would imagine herself moving
               through to the interior, and she would be there.

         
         But she was struggling to force her mind to move. She’d had a glimpse of those . . . things, and they were worse, worse by far, then the swarm of abyssal group-mind mites she’d glimpsed inside Oumuamua. She knew they couldn’t hurt her physically . . . but some entities she’d encountered while in this altered state had been able to see her, and to touch her mind.

         
         With a deep shudder, she once again remembered poor Eric, remembered his shrieks and the tumbling babble a psych tech had
               called “word salad.” I don’t want to end like that!
         

         
         Still shaking inside, however, she forced herself to move toward the sinking vessel.

         
         Though sleek and smooth-skinned on the outside, with a surface like polished black obsidian, the alien ship’s interior was
               organic and complex, like a cavern with rippled flowstone walls and surfaces. She saw nothing like instrument panels or controls,
               nothing but large, rounded masses like water-eroded boulders on decks, protruding from bulkheads, and even hanging from the
               overhead. Unseen light sources cast bewildering shadows everywhere, sparkling off wet surfaces like diamonds. The light seemed
               dim to her mind’s eye, and with a distinct reddish cast to it.

         
         She heard a noise behind her, and turned. . . .

         
         The being was terrifying . . . large and bulky, vaguely tube-shaped, but with a heavily rugose, corrugated hide glistening
               with beads of moisture. A dozen squat legs held it up, while seven beady black eyes with no apparent symmetry to their placement
               watched her from the front of the body, all but lost in those thick wrinkles.

         
         Steadying herself with a deep breath, Ashley studied the being, rapidly sketching what she saw on her tablet back on board
               the Hillenkoetter. As she worked, she became aware of . . . a name? An occupation? An identifying telepathic symbol? Sometimes, she knew, information could flow spontaneously across a particularly close telepathic link. The being in front of her, she knew, was Dorava . . . though whether that was its name or its title was unknown.

         
         Somehow, knowing the thing had a name helped her get past her initial surge of panic. The appearance in and of itself, she
               realized, was not really terrifying. Strange, yes, but not frightening. It took her a few moments to realize that the terror she was feeling trembling inside her . . .

         
         . . . was coming from the creature.

         
         It was aware of her.

         
         It was trying to speak to her. She stilled her mind . . . listening . . .

         
         “Help us!”

         
          

         
            Present Day

         

         “Come with us, please, sir.”

         
         They’d waited to pick him up as he stepped off the bus that had taken them from the Janet flight to the personnel barracks—two
            armed camo dudes and a grim-looking but very polite MiB. Hunter exchanged a quick and meaningful glance with Minkowski, then
            followed them out of the queue to a waiting black Cadillac.
         

         
         An hour later he was seated at a small, bare table in an office somewhere around ten floors down, a part of the secret underground
            city that was the hidden realm of Area 51. Standing across from him were two of the ubiquitous Men in Black, plus Rear Admiral
            Benjamin Kelsey, the former Navy SEAL and JSOC officer who’d recruited Hunter into Solar Warden in the first place.
         

         
         “What the hell happened, Hunter?” Kelsey said without preamble. He sounded more like a father disappointed in his wayward son than angry. 

         
         “I haven’t heard any charges as yet, sir,” Hunter replied.

         
         “Do not play sea lawyer with me, Commander,” Kelsey snapped. “You will lose.”
         

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         “You assaulted a special agent of an American intelligence service. You stole his weapon and his clothing and left him tied
            up in a storage closet. Why?”
         

         
         Hunter considered dragging the game out, but knew it was pointless. They’d obviously found the Man No Longer in Black and
            would have heard his side of the story.
         

         
         Hunter glared at the two suits standing behind Kelsey, dark and silent specters. Neither wore sunglasses, thank God, and both
            had human-looking eyes. That, at least, was something.
         

         
         “These . . . people have been following me everywhere I go, sir. I’m sick and tired of it.”

         
         “Commander . . . Solar Warden may be the most important and most secret program in the history of our country. The program takes a significant risk each and every
            time you or one of your men goes on liberty, every time they make a phone call home. There is a significant danger that anyone
            could leak something. Of course they’re going to keep tabs on anyone who sets foot outside of a secure facility.”
         

         
         Hunter noted Kelsey’s use of the word they’re, not we’re. That was significant, he thought.
         

         
         “I have no whistleblowers in my unit, sir. I am not a whistleblower.”
         

         
         “Not deliberately, perhaps, no. But a careless word in the wrong ear—”

         
         “With respect, Admiral, don’t give me that shit!”

         
         “Commander—”

         
         But Hunter could not hold back. His only chance here, he believed, was to go on the offensive, all-out locked and loaded.

         
         “Sir! I have reason to believe that these people—the organization behind them—kidnapped a dear friend of mine two years ago.
            I can only assume that they have her as a kind of hold on me, to make sure I behave! That violates so many laws, violates
            the Constitution I am sworn to uphold, violates common decency to the point where I don’t even know where to begin! These people are abducting American citizens, and they may be working
            for a foreign power with hostile intent. It’s wrong, and I want them to release Geri Galanis and all the rest, and I want them to do it now! If they don’t, they damned well will have a whistleblower on their hands, and they’re not going to know what hit them!”
         

         
         “I suggest, Commander, that you watch your tongue. You are on extremely thin ice right now.” Kelsey’s voice was level and
            controlled, warning Hunter that if he became too much of a nuisance, he could easily be eliminated. Not by Kelsey, but there were plenty of stories of Men in Black threatening to take uncooperative witnesses
            out into the desert where they would never be found.
         

         
         “Are you aware, Admiral, that the . . . person I accosted at the Gold Coast was not completely human?”

         
         “You know perfectly well that we have treaties with several alien groups. Some are not from this planet. Some are human, but not from this time. The Talis, for instance . . . as human as you or me, but from roughly ten thousand years in our future. The Grays . . . also human, but from a species of humanity evolved across over a million years.” 

         
         “That clown I took down at the airport was not Talis, Admiral. And he wasn’t a Gray. He was part Saurian. I think he was Malok.”

         
         Malok was a Talis term applied to the reptilian Saurians, a species also from Earth . . . but from a civilization of highly evolved
            dinosaurs who’d somehow escaped the global cataclysm of sixty-five million years ago. The Talis also applied the word to those
            of the myriad Gray cultures and groups who’d already been co-opted by the Saurians and were working against Humankind’s best
            interests. There was a far-flung interstellar war being played out not only across the Galaxy, but across time as well.
         

         
         “I thought you didn’t believe in alien hybrids, Commander?” Hunter had had this conversation with Kelsey before.

         
         “I’m not sure what I believe at this point, Admiral. But the guy who was following me . . . he wasn’t like any other human
            out there; this guy had scales. He also didn’t have hair anywhere on his body. His eyes behind his sunglasses looked like Saurian eyes . . . slit pupils,
            reptilian. And no belly button! If he’s human, someone’s tampered with his genetics big time.”
         

         
         “Commander,” one of the MiBs said. Hunter was pretty sure it was the one who’d once stereotypically introduced himself as
            “Smith.” “Do you have any idea how vast and complex spacetime truly is on a galactic scale? How enormous and diverse the human species has become in
            a million years-plus? Or how advanced technology has become in all that great gulf of time? From that vantage point, natural evolution and humans both have been manipulating the human genome for a very long time indeed. You should see the weird variety of shapes, sizes, and the overall plasticity of the human genome in all of that time.” 

         
         Hunter was surprised. Smith generally wasn’t so flowery in his speech, which tended to consist of rather blunt threats and
            attempts at intimidation. Maybe this wasn’t that Smith at all. “I know that aliens—real, nonhuman aliens—are generally so alien it’s tough to identify them as intelligent beings.” He glanced at Kelsey. “That’s why I don’t believe in alien hybrids,
            sir. We’re more closely related to . . . to cockroaches than we are to anything out there.”
         

         
         “True,” Smith said. “But all life on Earth shares the same DNA base pairs, the same biochemistry, the same genetic dynamics.
            A sufficiently advanced genetic technology has no problem at all taking certain genes from, let’s say, reptiles and inserting
            them into the genome of a human. Jack is one of our colleagues from over four thousand years in our future.”
         

         
         “‘Jack’?”

         
         “The agent you attacked, Commander. His name—part of it—is Gja’aak.” The alien name slipped smoothly from Smith’s mouth. “For
            obvious reasons we call him ‘Jack.’”
         

         
         “Enough of this,” the second MiB said. “Ask him about Jack’s stuff.”

         
         Hunter pulled his best “who, me?” look. “I don’t know what you mean.”

         
         “Commander,” Kelsey said, exasperated, “you were caught on camera.” He held up his smartphone and pressed a button. The screen showed an overhead view of Hunter emerging from the janitorial closet, with a carry-on bag and an armful of clothing. The clothing went into a litter can by a wall. Hunter’s image strode off with the luggage. 

         
         “We recovered what you placed in the trash can,” Smith told him. “Civilian clothing, obviously yours. What became of the bag,
            Commander?”
         

         
         “I ditched it. I thought you might be able to track it.”

         
         “The only place you could have hidden it was on board the airliner. We watched you leave the aircraft after it landed, and
            you did not have the bag. We searched the plane. It was not there.”
         

         
         Hunter was relieved that they’d not had surveillance cameras on the Janet flight.

         
         “Then I really don’t know what to tell you.”

         
         “You’d better talk, asshole,” MiB Number Two said, “or we’ll bury you so deep that whale shit is gonna look like shooting
            stars to you!”
         

         
         Hunter looked at Smith. “Where’d you pick up this character?” he asked. “The Mafia? Or maybe he was a DI in Marine boot camp?”
            That whale-shit comment, a variant of it rather, was an old one from Navy OCS as well as both Marine and Navy recruit training.
            His use of it was hilarious, and the guy’s melodrama only made it worse.
         

         
         “Wait outside, Johnson,” Smith said. “I think we can reason with Commander Hunter.”

         
         Johnson? Johnson? Who did these clowns think they were kidding?
         

         
         The second MiB glowered at Hunter, but left the room. For his part, Hunter had no doubt whatsoever that the room was being
            monitored, and that “Johnson” would continue to watch the conversation from outside.
         

         
         “Commander, the only reason you are not already inside a very small prison cell at the Colorado Supermax is because you have been so successful in creating the JSST, putting it together from such disparate military units. Your contribution to Solar Warden’s success has been noted . . . and appreciated.” Smith stared intently at Hunter. 

         
         “Glad I could help. Where’s Geri?”

         
         Smith hesitated. “I’ll tell you the truth, Commander. I don’t know. However . . . if I promise to make inquiries on your behalf—on
            her behalf—will you return Gja’aak’s property? It is important to my supervisors that my organization not be compromised by . . .
            unsanctioned leaks.”
         

         
         “If you people don’t have her, who does?”

         
         “I can’t tell you that.”

         
         “Can’t? Or won’t?”

         
         “Both, Commander.”

         
         “Meaning your organization works for the Saurians and you won’t admit it.”

         
         That got Smith’s attention. He actually looked startled. “That’s nonsense.”
         

         
         “Really?” Hunter felt as though he’d just scored a small advantage in this game of cat-and-mouse. He decided to push for all
            he was worth. “I know exactly where she is . . . inside one of seven undersea domes on top of Sycamore Knoll, four hundred feet down just off Point Duma,
            on the Malibu coast. They’re keeping her in some sort of biological containment inside a damned acrylic tube, along with a
            great many other human prisoners in other tubes.”
         

         
         “And just how do you know all of this, Commander?”

         
         “A friend told me.”

         
         He decided to keep Julia Ashley’s name out of this. He’d met the talented remote viewer on board the Hillenkoetter during their last mission. Impressed by her ability to peer inside the alien Oumuamuan ship, he’d asked her help in finding
            Geri.
         

         
         And she’d come through.

         
         How she’d done it, he wasn’t entirely sure. And he didn’t want to get her into trouble by saying too much.

         
         But if he could shake Smith hard enough to enlist his help, Hunter would do it. He looked at Kelsey. “Sir, MJ-12 is playing
            both sides of the game here.” He was guessing, now, but he was fairly sure he was on the right track. “I think Majestic is
            fragmented into factions, with some of them supporting Solar Warden, but others controlled by the damned Lizards. The Lizards
            have been abducting our citizens for decades, now, God knows why. I think our leaders—I think Eisenhower himself—signed a
            treaty with the Saurians that let them kidnap our citizens in exchange for technological help, and that’s about as wrong,
            as plain, downright evil as it gets!”
         

         
         Kelsey looked at Smith. “How much of this is true?”

         
         “It’s . . . it’s conspiracy-theory crazy talk! Tinfoil hat stuff!”

         
         “Really?” Hunter said. “We know MJ-12 exists, that it was established by Truman in 1947 . . . along with the CIA. We know
            MJ-12 was the guiding hand in suppressing UFO sightings and speculation for the next seventy years. We know they’re behind
            the creation of Solar Warden, the building of a secret space fleet using technology acquired from aliens . . . and from time-travelers
            from the far future. I don’t think we have to connect too many more dots to see the picture, Mr. Smith.”
         

         
         Smith regarded them both for a long moment. “This . . . material is so highly classified we could all be killed just for thinking about it.”
         

         
         Hunter wasn’t sure if Smith was speaking metaphorically, or with dead seriousness.

         
         He wasn’t sure he wanted to know which.

         
         “Sir,” Hunter said. “Anything I know now is covered by my security oaths, plural. I am a US Navy SEAL. I know how to keep official secrets, okay? But kidnapping Americans and holding them against their will is wrong by any standard.
            If the Saurians have penetrated our government this deeply, if they have secret bases from which they operate against American
            interests . . . don’t you think we ought to do something about it?”
         

         
         “What we have to do,” Smith said, “is figure out what to do with you.”

         
         “Really? And maybe you’ll never see Jack-off’s gear again until it turns up on the evening news. Or maybe an insightful documentary—Majestic-12: The Inside Story.”
         

         
         “Is that a threat, Commander?”

         
         “No, sir. It’s a promise.”

         
         Smith sighed and suddenly looked much older. “Commander Hunter, you might make promises but I cannot. Ms. Galanis’s . . .
            situation is completely outside of my control. I know of the facility you mentioned, but I don’t know if she is there or not.
            Besides, even if I promised to have her released in exchange for the contents of that luggage . . . would you believe me?”
         

         
         Hunter leaned back in his chair. “I guess not. You people don’t exactly inspire trust.”

         
         “What if I agree to try to find out something about her—find out whether she is indeed held prisoner, as you say—would you agree to return the contents of your luggage and not to talk to the media?” 

         
         “As I said, I know how to keep secrets.”

         
         It felt like a Mexican standoff. By now, Hunter believed that Smith truly didn’t know if he could find out anything about
            Geri or not. He also was beginning to believe the agent’s sincerity. Surely, if Smith was going to blow smoke up Hunter’s
            ass he would promise him anything to elicit his cooperation, whether he planned to keep that promise or not.
         

         
         The situation was far from ideal, but it was probably the best Hunter could hope for.

         
         “So . . . will you return the material?”

         
         “It will take me a while to get it. But yes.”

         
         “I suppose that we will have to trust you, Commander.”

         
         “As I’m trusting you not to throw me in jail.”

         
         “Indeed. While you’re at it, believe me when I say, we will be keeping a cell at the Colorado Supermax ready for you. If you get out of line, you will never see daylight again.”
         

         
         The return of Smith the bad cop was jarring after Hunter had begun thinking of him as Smith the good cop.
         

         
         Smith left Hunter alone with Kelsey.

         
         “How the hell do you do it, Commander?”

         
         “Do what, Admiral?”

         
         “Time after time you go up against these guys and don’t end up in prison.”

         
         “Talent, I suppose. Or pure dumb luck.”

         
         “What were you doing ashore, Commander?”

         
         “I had to go to the library, sir. Overdue book.”

         
         Kelsey looked pained. “Commander, can you be serious for five minutes?”

         
         “No, really, sir. I had some research I needed to do. I do not trust the computer network here at Dreamland, okay? So I went
            to the Clark County Library to use their machines.”
         

         
         “What were you looking for?”

         
         “Stuff I don’t want Mr. Smith or his cronies to know. Sir.” Among other things, though, he’d wanted to verify the geographical
            information Julia had given him about Geri, and which he’d just used in his all-out assault on Smith—Point Duma, Malibu, Sycamore
            Knoll. You could actually see the underwater feature on Google Earth.
         

         
         “Uh-huh.” He didn’t sound like he believed Hunter. “Did you find what you needed?”

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         “And that’s where the Men in Black found you?”

         
         “Someone was waiting for me the moment I touched down at McCarran, Admiral. He followed me all the way into East Flamingo
            Road. I didn’t see him inside, but he was waiting for me when I hit the street again and tailed me back to McCarran.” Hunter
            shrugged. “I was getting pissed at being followed, so I decided to have a chat with him.”
         

         
         “That must have been quite a chat.”

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         “They consider you to be a loose cannon, Commander. You do know that, right? And they have a long history of dealing with
            loose cannons, starting with James Forrestal.”
         

         
         Hunter nodded. James Vincent Forrestal had been the nation’s first secretary of defense and, according to some conspiracy theories, a member of the first MJ-12 group formed by Truman in 1947. Rumor and speculation from the tinfoil-hat crowd suggested that he’d insisted the American public be told about what had been found at Roswell and of subsequent treaties with aliens. If any of that was true, Forrestal certainly had been a loose cannon, threatening to break ranks with the ultrasecret organization. Officially, he’d committed suicide by
            jumping out of a sixteenth-floor window at the Bethesda National Naval Medical Center where he’d been committed for severe
            depression.
         

         
         There were rumors, however, that he’d been suicided.

         
         And Hunter was going to have to be damned careful if he didn’t want to end up the same way.

         
         “So . . . is that it?” Hunter asked. “Am I free to go?”

         
         “You are confined to the base, Commander. You are also relieved of duty until this thing gets straightened out.”

         
         “Aye, aye, sir.”

         
         “These people will want to interview you again. But they also really want that clothing back, so this is your chance to retrieve it. Where is it, by the way?”
         

         
         “Where is what, sir?”

         
         “Damn it, Hunter! You know what I mean! If you have that agent’s shit, you will return it! We know you left it on the plane. We know it’s not there now. Who has it?”
         

         
         “I would rather not say, sir.” Hunter looked about the room. “Like they say, the
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