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			Chapter One: Top Secret

			Roswell Army Airfield

			July 8, 1947

			“Please help me fix this. The people around here are hard workers; they deserve better,” General Frank Jones said quietly as he looked at multiple reports of the first nuclear tests and the effects of the radiation. Horrific photos marked TOP SECRET. Several depicted cattle suffering from birth defects. The rest of the papers contained purchase invoices for those cattle.

			He glanced at a memo he had received that morning about an incident at Ashcroft Ranch. A team had been sent out to investigate. He felt tingles, and the hairs on the back of his neck raised as he heard a knock at the door.

			“Enter,” he called.

			Lieutenant Hansley opened the door. He stood at attention and saluted.

			After decades, Jones was tired of the constant salutes, but it was protocol. So, halfheartedly and dismissively, he raised his hand to his forehead, then dropped it. “What happened at the ranch?”

			“How did you know, sir?”

			Jones raised a single eyebrow but didn’t answer.

			“I have a message from Lieutenant Monroe. He requests your presence at the ranch with the crashed object. He also requested that you put the base on alert,” Hansley said.

			“Did he say what they found?”

			“No, sir; he did not want to say it over the radio.”

			“Probably a good thing, but we don’t know what we are dealing with, and I don’t want to cause a panic.” Jones thought for a moment. “Let’s run an Alpha alert drill and let him know we will be right there. Also inform Trinity; this might be a distraction to steal our nuclear technology.”

		

	
		

		
			Chapter Two: The Ranch

			Ashcroft Ranch, Roswell

			Jones invited Colonel George Liam with him to the crash site. “What do you think we will find?” he asked, getting straight to business.

			“If they called you out, I would expect a Soviet spy plane,” Liam replied.

			As they arrived at the ranch, Jones saw hundreds of foil fragments. The driver parked the limousine beside the military trucks, and Jones saw what looked like a shredded fifty-foot foil umbrella. He stepped out of the car.

			Sweat dripped down Lt. Monroe’s pasty white face as he approached and saluted. “Sir, you’re going to want to see this.”

			Holding back his annoyance, Jones returned the salute. “Yes, what is it, Lieutenant?”

			“Aliens, sir.”

			“Aliens?” Jones raised an eyebrow. “Are they alive?”

			“No, sir.”

			“Shame.” He motioned Monroe to lead the way. The lieutenant’s feet were fast and nervous, but Jones and Liam easily kept up. The way to the crash site had already been cleared of foil, so no one was around to overhear their conversation.

			As he walked, Monroe turned his upper body to address the general. His eyebrows were scrunched. “Shame, sir?”

			“Yes. It’s going to be hard to find out why they’re here if we can’t talk to them.”

			Monroe’s face reddened. “Does it matter, sir? They are foreigners on US soil,” he protested.

			“What would be your course of action?”

			Monroe huffed. “For Pete’s sake, General! Prepare for an invasion, of course! Mount a counteroffensive. If any more of these freaks show up, we should be blasting them out of the sky.”

			“Settle down, Lieutenant!” Liam warned.

			Jones, however, was eager for Monroe to continue. “Attack? Who? Where?” he asked.

			

			Monroe’s face was redder than ever, but he didn’t say anything, so Jones turned to Liam. “Do you agree with this assessment?”

			Before Liam had a chance to answer, they reached the umbrella-like structure and ducked inside. The sight seemed to steal Liam’s words as his mouth dropped open. Jones drew closer to the upside-down cone-like container. He hummed. It was covered in depictions of the allied flags. The door on the other side had a large American Flag printed on it.

			“It has an American Flag front and center on the door, and you want to mount a counteroffensive?” Jones asked pointedly. He shook his head in disgust, then opened the door, exposing three small gray bodies with big heads and slanted, swollen eyes. “Who has seen this?”

			“Just Privates Dow and Rabinowitz, and myself,” Lt. Monroe replied. “The others might’ve caught a glimpse from a distance.”

			“Where are the privates now?”

			Monroe pointed toward the hills. “They were last seen heading out that way to collect foil.”

			“Did you find any weapons?” Jones asked.

			“No sir. Not yet. But I’m sure we will.”

			“Tell me, Lieutenant, does the aliens’ clothing look more like a military uniform, a farmer’s, or a monk’s?”

			Monroe spluttered. “A-a monk, sir…?”

			“Yes, a monk. You know, those religious people who lead a simple life and dedicate their lives to serving God?”

			Monroe stared back blankly.

			Liam scrutinized the aliens with calculated interest. “He may have a point. Sir.”

			“How so?”

			Liam’s face was also blank.

			“You’re all ready to go to war, but you can’t provide me with a reason to do so?” Jones looked at their blank faces again then shook his head. “I want to keep this under wraps. I don’t see anything to suggest the invasion you say we should prepare for,” he said. “I’m certain they’ve been following the results of the war and the peace treaty. This seems more like refugees in a rowboat scenario, and I don’t want to cause a panic.”

			He alternated looking the two officers in the eye. “I am classifying this Top Secret. We will investigate, and I will report the preliminary findings directly to the president tomorrow. You are not to discuss this with anyone other than myself. Is that understood?”

			

			The two officers straightened. “Yes, sir.”

			“Good. Now I want you to put these into body bags, and take them to…” Jones scanned the area. He pointed. “That barn. Ask the farmer to remove his animals and call the local veterinarian to do a house call.”

			“Sorry, sir. You don’t want the base doctor, sir?” Monroe asked, his face red again.

			“A human doctor is only familiar with humans. I want someone who has experience with other biologics as well.”

			Monroe bit his lip. “Yes, sir.”

			“I’ve also acquired a safe house, a local abandoned warehouse, for just such emergencies. Liam, take everything to this address. Only use senior personnel whom you trust.” Jones handed the colonel a piece of paper and looked him in the eye, stressing his last words. “And escalate to Bravo alerts at the base and at Trinity. Understood?”

			Liam gave a slight nod. “Yes, sir!”

			“Dismissed.”

		

	
		

		
			Chapter Three: Autopsy

			Ashcroft Ranch, Roswell

			Lt. Monroe and Col. Liam were already observing the veterinarian’s procedure when Gen. Jones entered. “What can you tell me, doctor?”

			The vet, Dr. Fisher, shook his head, looking lost. “I suppose you’re the one I have to thank for this?”

			“Yes, well…. What did you find?”

			“They’re definitely not like anything I’ve seen before.”

			Jones was expecting as much. He could see that Dr. Fisher was disappointed in his own assessment, but there was also a glint of interest in his eyes that brought Jones comfort. “Anything else?”

			“Well, if I didn’t know better, I would say that they were never born.”

			“What makes you say that?”

			The doctor moved back toward the makeshift worktable and pointed to the bodies. “The skin is soft and pliable like a newborn baby, and the lungs and bones are not fully developed, like a stillborn calf.”

			“Could that be part of their species?”

			“I don’t see how.”

			Jones walked around the bodies. “Any idea what killed them? The physical trauma of the crash? Possibly a lack of oxygen?”

			“As I said before, I’m not sure that they were alive in the first place. But if they were, my best guess would be suffocation.”

			“Thank you, Doctor,” Jones replied. “You can go now, but remember not to tell anyone about this.” He leveled the man with a serious look, recognizing the ambition in his eyes. Fisher was reluctant to go. Even if he didn’t know much, the aliens clearly intrigued him far more than they spooked him.

			The doctor shook his head with a haggard laugh. “Who would believe me?”

			After he left, Jones turned to the officers. “Assessment?” Both of them were silent, so Jones asked, “Do you believe that they are a threat?”

			Liam spoke first. “These ones, no sir. But where did they come from, and are there more of them, sir?”

			

			“And are the other ones a threat?” Monroe added.

			“Recommendations?” Jones asked.

			“Gee willickers. As I said before, prepare for an invasion,” Monroe answered. “Mount a counteroffensive. The flags may be trying to lull us into a false sense of security, sir.”

			Jones was starting to get annoyed with Monroe’s paranoia. He stared hard at his inferior officer. “Based on what? How are we going to prepare? Where are we going to attack?”

			Monroe paused, thrown by the question, and Jones thought that was the end of it, but then Monroe said, “In space, sir.”

			Jones couldn’t help but smile. “In space? And how are we going to get there? We don’t have any vehicle capable of going to space. And what if they are friendly, as the pictures and flags suggest? Do you want to start a war with a technologically advanced species? How do you plan on winning a war when we can’t even leave our planet?”

			Monroe opened his mouth, but he said nothing. After a moment, he closed his mouth again. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard.

			Jones nodded. Just as I thought. “Lieutenant, you are dismissed.” After he left, Jones turned to Col. Liam. “Take these bodies to the warehouse. I’ll return to the base and book a personal appointment with the president.”

			Liam blinked. “A personal appointment, sir?”

			“Yes, I want to brief the president in private. He can decide what to do from there.”

			“What about the Secretary of War and the Joint Chiefs?”

			“As of right now, this is not an act of war, and therefore not their jurisdiction. And if we do bring it to them, we know what their response will be. Like Monroe, they will want to shoot first and ask questions later. Do you have a problem with an elected president deciding if we want to start an interplanetary war?”

			Liam looked straight ahead, trying not to move, but Jones could see very subtle twitches. He’s going to be trouble. He masks it well, but I’ve seen that twitch before—on officers wrestling with their conscience, caught between duty and what they believe deep down. “I’ll tell you what. You can write your recommendation and I’ll see to it that the president gets it.”

			Liam tilted his head. “Sir?” Then he regained his composure and stood at attention. “Thank you, sir!”

			“Dismissed.”

		

	
		

		
			Chapter Four: Old Friends

			Washington, D.C.

			Jones entered the Oval Office. The smell of pine oil filled his nostrils, which was nicer than the cigar smoke of the previous occupant.

			“Frank.” President Whitmore rose from behind the desk.

			“Mr. President.” Jones saluted. He had known Whitmore since the start of their military careers. It was hard being formal and calling each other by titles rather than first names, but their jobs required professionalism.

			“I thought this was a personal visit,” said Whitmore.

			“I’m sorry to deceive you, sir. It’s urgent.”

			The president’s brow furrowed. “That bad?”

			“Worse.”

			Whitmore begrudgingly returned the salute. “Then let’s sit.” He pointed to the two white leather sofas and took a seat.

			Jones settled on the velvety white sofa across from him. He drew a breath. “Yesterday, a team from my base was called to investigate the crash of an unidentified flying object. Inside were three non-human bodies with unusually big heads and eyes.”

			Whitmore gaped. “What? Are you talking aliens? And you brought this to me? Without the Joint Chiefs?”

			Jones handed him a folder marked Top Secret and a sealed envelope. “I promised Colonel Liam that I would deliver his concerns to you.”

			Whitmore grunted as he opened the envelope. His eyes ran over the paper as a few words escaped his lips. “General Jones…reckless…horrible mistake…Secretary of War and the Joint Chiefs…prepare for invasion, counteroffensive…impeachment…. You obviously disagree with his assessment.”

			Jones chuckled. “Yes, sir. Are you or the warmongers going to confirm the existence of aliens?”

			“Of course not. After that radio drama ten years ago, there would be panic in the streets.”

			

			“So, no impeachment, no investigation.”

			The president nodded. “Ah…I see…. OK, I get your point. Give me the facts.”

			Jones had expected this and had already prepared his answers. “A small ship crash landed in Roswell, New Mexico, about a hundred miles from the Trinity nuclear test site, and the debris indicates it came from that direction.”

			Jones paused to let the information sink in. Then, he continued. “They’re no threat, Mr. President; they were unarmed. The thing that crashed was a lifeboat, not a warship.”

			“How can you be certain?”

			“If it were a military probe, they’d have been in uniform, carrying weapons, maybe even injured, to test our response. Instead, the bodies were small, like children, and were dressed like monks. The entire hull was covered in Allied flags and images of the Allied leaders. They’ve been watching us and are trying to communicate. That’s not an invasion. That’s a plea.”

			The president nodded slowly. “I see, but what do they want?”

			“With everything I’ve learned so far, it’s clear that they’re interested in our weapons, but they don’t want to just take them and leave. They need us too. They want our help.”

			Whitmore balked at Jones. “Help? They can travel between planets, and they want our help? What could they possibly want from us?”

			“Their lifeboat indicates they are escaping a war, a war that they are losing. I’m sure they’ve created a refugee situation to see who is sympathetic to them, and who is not.” Jones paused. “But they’re not trying to settle here. By trying to land at the Trinity nuclear test site, unarmed, I believe they are asking for our help fighting that war.”

			“You always astound me with your deductions. What do we do from here?”

			“The war is clearly one-sided. If they were the aggressors, they’d have just stolen what they needed from us and left already. If they’re coming here, that means they can’t fight for themselves, or their enemy is just as advanced as them and they’re losing ground too fast. The fact that they’re here means that whoever is attacking them can get here too. If our visitors lose their war, I’m certain that we’ll be next. We should first make contact. Ally with the aliens that are here, merge their technology with ours, and—”

			

			“Ally with them?” Whitmore shot forward on the sofa, his eyes wide and incredulous.

			“Yes, Mr. President. If I’m right, their technology is the only way to defend Earth.”

			Whitmore stood up. “Are you serious? First, you talk about the aliens not being invaders, and now you’re convinced that there are invaders on the way? And the only way we can stop them is by helping these guys who opened the floodgates to begin with?”

			“Sir,” Jones said, voice so calm and collected that it eased some of the president’s nerves. “We must always be prepared, but we must not panic. The future will always be full of scary things, but it’s how we react to it that makes all the difference.”

			“I know that, but this?”

			“Nothing is certain. I very well may be wrong, but what chance would we have against their advanced technology anyway? That would be like us fighting with swords against a B-29 Superfortress.” Jones leaned forward, gesturing for the president to sit down again.

			With a softer voice, Jones said, “If they wanted to attack us, they would have. We have no way to defend against the speed of an interplanetary spacecraft. We need to focus on what we know, and what I know is that we haven’t found the slightest sign of anything military. With everything else: the flags, the images, the clear refugee scenario….”

			“Hmm…I see your point,” Whitmore said, dabbing at his sweating brow with a handkerchief. “But…ally with an alien race we know nothing about, and fight a war we know nothing about?”

			“Not entirely true, sir,” Jones said. “We know these aliens didn’t attack or steal from us, sir. They are reaching out to us with images that we understand.”

			“True.” The president nodded, then paused, then suddenly shook his head. “But you must be crazy. Allying with aliens? No, definitely not!”

			Jones hummed. Why is he resisting? What could worry him so much? Is he worried about what the public will think of him? I can’t deny that it’s a reasonable concern. Heck, half the people already can’t stand the other half. What would they think of aliens? He stared, hard, at the president. How can I counter this fear?

			Jones spoke softly, “Would you rather deal with their technologically advanced, aggressive enemy?”

			“Well….” The president looked down. His eyes moved rapidly. “Are you willing to lead this battle? In space? With an enemy that you know nothing about?”

			Jones sat up tall. Now we’re getting somewhere. “I would be honored, sir! I don’t see that we have much of a choice. Defending others and defending the United States—that’s what I signed up for when I joined the army. And I have to defend Earth to do that.”

			“You’re certain? You’re putting a lot of faith in this guess of yours, Frank.”

			Frustration clawed at Jones. He’d thought he explained it clearly. “Not a guess, sir,” he said firmly. “I made my decision with facts and that gut instinct of mine that you’ve always trusted.”

			“A hunch!” The president shook his head. “You are willing to put the future of this country, this planet, on a hunch?”

			“There were lots of facts. My hunch just backs them up. Do you think that I’m wrong, sir?”

			Whitmore paused, then rose and walked over to his desk. He faced away from Jones for a moment, fingers dancing across the wood. He picked up the brass name plate then set it back down. Finally, he turned back to Jones.

			“Unfortunately, I do not. As usual, your reasoning is sound, and like you said, I’ve always trusted your gut.”

			Jones nodded sharply. “Thank you, sir.”

			“OK, you find these aliens and form an alliance with them. If you’re right, you’ll be going into space—who knows where or for how long. If you are wrong, well…let’s not think about that.”

			“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” Jones’s chest swelled with pride for his friend. They were making the right decision.

			The president scowled, looking pained. “Don’t thank me. You do realize what you’re up against, don’t you?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“And not a word of this to anyone until you find these aliens. You don’t know who is going to lose it or turn around and tell the press,” the president insisted.

			“Will do, sir. Shall we codename them the out-of-town guests then?”

			“Sounds good. What do I tell the Joint Chiefs?”

			“They’ve probably heard about the bodies and the wreckage already, so we should stick as close to the truth as we can. Perhaps a monkey-smuggling operation, but they were using a hydrogen weather balloon, which burned up in the crash.”

			“You think that would work?”

			“Yes, smugglers are rarely concerned
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