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Prologue

One Week Earlier

 

“Welcome back to Across This Great Nation with Bill McReary. Today, we’re doing things in a slightly different format. We want to hear what’s happening in your corner of the country. We’ve had calls from Nebraska, informing us that their power has been fluctuating for the last three days.

“Jerome in Texas says they’ve lost their 5G network, and Linda in Manhattan tells us a military force has been sighted at Pier 25. We’re awaiting visual confirmation.” Bill wiped a bead of sweat from his brow and glanced through the studio’s window at his grimacing station manager. He’d thought that going national and being syndicated meant he wouldn’t have to deal with weasels like Sinclair any longer, but he was wrong. 

He lifted a finger at Sinclair. “For those just tuning in, here’s a recap of this morning’s guests. Hold on to your pants and grab your tinfoil hats, because it’s been one hell of a ride.” His producer nodded at him, and he tugged the headphones off, waving the manager inside. 

“What do you want?” Bill stroked his beard anxiously and glanced at the clock. Another hour and he was hitting the road, heading inland to his cabin. 

Sinclair fiddled with his glasses, pulling them from his pronounced nose. “Bill, what’s this I hear about you bailing on tomorrow’s show?”

Bill stayed seated. “You think this will all blow over?”

“What? The power grid issues?” Sinclair asked. 

“Open your eyes. These Objects are almost here. Do you want me to stay and interview them? ‘We’re wondering if you find the term extra-terrestrial offensive? Or maybe you prefer visitor?’ Step into reality, Sinclair.”

“You’ve been listening to these crackpot guests for many years, Bill. You better not be actually buying in to any of their crap.” Sinclair put his glasses on, and his eyes magnified as he leaned closer. 

“How do you explain the strange things happening? China? Russia mobilizing troops.”

“Russia is always doing something—”

“And the Objects. You still believe they’re asteroids?” Bill finally stood, knocking his chair to the side. 

Sinclair stumbled back, rubbing a hand over his bald head. “That’s not the point. You have a contract, Bill.”

“It won’t matter when we’re all dead, will it?” Bill muttered. 

“What was that?” Sinclair asked. 

“Nothing.” Bill glanced at the time, then at his producer. Sharon was tapping her wrist, advising him they were almost out of tape. “How about I keep the show running from my cabin? I have most of the equipment.”

“What about your producer?”

“I’m sending her home. Her family lives out of the city. It’ll be safer,” Bill told him. 

“I don’t like this.” Sinclair set his fingers on the door handle. “Finish the show and consider yourself on vacation. You’re lucky I don’t call my lawyer.” He started to leave and then poked his head back in. “And stop smoking in here. It’s illegal.”

He left, and Bill dabbed his brow again. “Who do we have next?” He pulled a cigarette from his drawer and brought the ashtray out. It was half full of withered orange filters. 

“We have Roger,” Sharon said. 

“Roger, you’re on the air. What’s your take on the state of the country?” Bill lit the smoke and inhaled deeply. 

“Bill, it’s your old buddy.” Bill immediately recognized the man’s voice. The Southern drawl. He sounded like trouble. 

“Roger from the Freedom Earthers?” Bill peered at the time. Forty minutes. Another few callers, and he’d be climbing into his truck and leaving town. 

He was already stocked with the essentials, and his bunker under the cabin was loaded with everything he required to wait out… whatever this was. Truth be told, Bill was looking forward to the solitude. He wasn’t much of a people person, even if he had to pretend to be for three hours a day. 

“That’s me. I wanted to remind your listeners that we’re still recruiting.” Roger’s line crackled. 

“For the militia group you’re using to battle the Believers?” Bill asked, slightly amused. 

“Bill, are you suggesting this is a hoax?”

“I’m not saying anything. I’m trying to spread the word out to the listeners.” The smoke from his cigarette drifted to his eyes, and he squinted. 

“Our website has been frozen by the government for the past two weeks, and we’re struggling to find ways for people to contact us. Our social media pages have been reported, and it’s obvious the Believers are trying to mess with the Freedom Earthers. But you, Bill. You can share my phone number with them. My team will personally direct the callers to their local sectors. Does that satisfy you?”

“You know I can’t do that. Boldly advocate for a group of gun-toting psychos who are admittedly going to kill other humans? It’ll be a witch hunt, don’t you see that, Roger?” Bill stubbed the cigarette out. 

“We will not stand idly by while our country is overtaken by a cult. It’s already happened, Bill. Vice President Alan Black is one of them. Once we deal with the head of the snake…” 

“Are you suggesting you’re going to kill the Vice President?” Bill’s finger hovered over the End Call button on his console. 

“That’s exactly what I’m suggesting.” 

Bill flagged Sharon down, and she caught his drift, cutting to a commercial. Bill rested his elbows on the table and lit another smoke. “Roger, how are you coming by your information?”

“We interviewed one of them. Tracked him for a bit and found out he was with the cult. He sang like a canary. Guess there was a big event near Boulder a couple weeks ago. Black was there, giving a speech. Can you believe it?” Roger sounded amused, but Bill’s blood was running cold. He glanced at Sharon and muted his call. 

“Sharon, get out of here. Go home. I’ll see you in a couple of weeks, okay?” Bill saw the fear in his producer’s eyes, but she just nodded, clutching her purse to her chest as she rushed from her office. He turned his attention to Roger. “What are you planning on doing with this information?”

“We’re not on the air, are we?” Roger asked. 

“No.”

“Bill, I like you. Always have. Maybe you’d consider working with us. Help us gather our forces for the big showdown.”

Ashes drifted to the table. “What would you need me to do?” If what Roger said was true, this could be a serious moment in Bill’s life. He’d sat behind this damned microphone for years, judging others, discussing topics his Pulitzer Prize-winning colleagues thought were beneath his station. He kept asking himself one question: what if? What if Roger was right? What if the Objects really held an alien adversary? 

“Take my number. We’re gathering outside Atlanta in a few days.”

“Why Atlanta?” 

“That’s where Black is rumored to be hiding.” 

Bill pulled on his beard. Could he align with a militia group to kidnap, arguably, the most powerful man in the United States? No one had heard from the President in weeks, but there was no proof of foul play. His family had gone quiet, but the official statement from the press secretary said the President was ill. It had conspiracy written all over it. 

“Okay. I’m heading to my cabin in a while. I have the setup there. I’ll help, but promise me you won’t go too far,” Bill said.

Roger didn’t speak for a moment. He took two deep breaths. “Bill, we’ll do anything for this country. This… great nation, as you so eloquently put it each show. The Believers are at the helm, and things will become ugly in the coming days. Fight with us. And when we bathe in the blood of our enemies, we will do so knowing it was just. For God and country.”

Bill wasn’t one for overusing that type of rhetoric, but something stirred in him: an old pride passed down for generations in the McReary family. He was the first of his line to not join the military, and it had constantly rankled his father. Of course, the cranky old boot had been dead for five years. Maybe this was Bill’s chance at conscription. “I’ll do it.”

“Good. Here’s my number. Contact me as soon as you land in the eagle’s nest,” Roger said. Bill scrawled the digits onto a piece of paper and folded it, shoving it into his shirt’s pocket. 

He was about to say goodbye, but the caller was already off the line. The red light flashed, and Bill continued with the show. 

“You’re on with Bill, spread the news.” He was proud to keep a tremor from his voice. 

“Name’s Hubert from South Dakota. Long-time listener, first-time caller.”

“Hubert, what’s the condition over there?”

“I work for the state troopers, and I encountered a situation your listeners might appreciate.” Hubert sounded older, probably close to retirement. If he’d been wearing the uniform for years and could still be shocked, this had to be good. 

“Go ahead, Hubert. What happened?” Bill slowed the cadence of his words, lowering his timbre. He let the calm radio personality replace the fear. 

“Got a call from a frantic husband outside Rapid City. That’s my hometown. Said his wife was speaking in another language. He thought it might be tongues, like those Baptists do, but his wife ain’t never been to church in her life.” Hubert paused while someone spoke to him. He was probably on duty. 

“Did you go to the scene?”

“Went out on my way off shift. Pulled up to the house and instantly sensed something was wrong.”

“Why was that?” Bill reached for his cigarette pack and found it empty. He had a carton in the truck. 

“Dog was barking at the front porch. Left outta the house. I called for the husband, but he didn’t respond. Heard someone walking inside, and the door was unlocked. Dog ran straight in, headed upstairs. I found her in the kitchen, holding a knife. Her eyes were red, like they’d burst. The knife was bloody.”

Bill knew where this was going. 

“Ain’t never seen the likes. She wasn’t human, Bill. She growled and rushed me. I had to shoot her. She mumbled in another language as she died. Her hair was half pulled out, like she was tearing at her own scalp. Trying to claw in.”

“That’s terrible. What about the husband?”

“Dead. In the bedroom. Stabbed ten or so times. They figure she snapped, but a discovery in the house led me to another theory.” 

Bill drummed his fingers. “What was it?”

“A cloak. I’ve been listening for years, and recently, you’ve talked a lot about this cult… the Believers. I think she was one of them. That one caller spoke of attuning. I think the woman tried to connect to the aliens, but something went haywire. She’d gone batty.”

Why did it always seem to come back to the cult? Bill patted his chest and heard the crumpling of the paper with Roger’s phone number on it. 

“We can’t be sure that a cloak is enough evidence, but you might be right, Hubert. I’m sorry you had to endure a traumatic event like this. Are you okay?” Bill genuinely asked him. He was confident that if he’d recently killed someone, he wouldn’t be so casual about it. 

“I’m fine, Bill. I want to sign up with them Freedom Earthers. If this is what the Believers are up to, we have to help. We need to hunt every last one of them down and…” Bill cut him off just in time, and dabbed his sweaty forehead with a cloth. It was the middle of winter. Why was this place so hot? His shift was up, and he sighed in relief. 

“Thank you for tuning in. This has been another enlightening episode of Across this Great Nation. I’m your host, Bill McReary, signing off. Be good to one another.” He removed his headphones as the news anchor took over from the far side of the station. That had been one hell of a show. 

He grabbed his jacket and peered through the window in the door, not wanting Sinclair to be waiting for an ambush. When he saw the coast was clear, he jogged down the hall and exited into a snowstorm. It would grow worse as he drove toward Idaho, but his truck could handle it. 

Bill hit the command start and used a brush to sweep the snow from his windshield. It was a good three-hour drive to his cabin under decent conditions. He estimated another hour or more if the snow persisted. 

A while later, Bill was well on his way past the city border. The roads were quiet as a result of the storm, but he had a fresh pack of smokes, a twenty-ounce black coffee, and a full tank of gas. He was set. 

The skies were dark with heavy clouds, making it feel more like nine at night than five in the afternoon. Snow continued to fall, but Bill took it easy, going ten under the speed limit. 

Ring. Ring. 

His cell phone. 

Bill searched the cabin for the device, and found it in the cupholder, crammed behind his coffee. The number was unfamiliar, but he decided to answer it. He’d been expecting a call from one of his exes, since she was located in upstate New York. 

“Hello,” Bill said, with the phone on speaker. 

“Is this Bill? Bill McReary?” The voice was gruff. 

“Who’s asking?” He almost hung up, thinking it might be a solicitor. 

“The name’s Saul. I need your help.”
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Beginning of the End
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“I’ll make the exchange! Don’t harm them!” I shouted the last, trying to ensure my voice was heard above the loud Rodax engines. The ship jarred to the side, causing my straps to cut into my shoulders. The cell phone flew from my hands, landing at Lewen’s feet. She stared at it with wide eyes, then plucked it from the floor. 

“Please, pass it over,” I urged the alien woman. She tossed it down the line to Tripp, then to me. “Hello?” But the call had ended. 

“Was it her?” Veronica didn’t have to ask which her she was referring to. 

“It was Jessica.” I dialed the number again, but an operator told me the number was out of service. 

“What did she want?” Tripp spoke loudly enough to hear his strained words. 

“She wants the Bridge,” I said. 

“So what? We give it to her.” Veronica shrugged like it was no big deal. 

“We do?” 

“Why not? We already have the Rodax’s help. Let them think they have the upper hand,” Veronica said. 

“It might work. But do you really think she’ll trade Marcus, Bev, and the kids?” Tripp glanced nervously at the aliens around us. “Won’t we stand out, rolling up in a spaceship?”

“We’ll find a way.” I ran a hand through my damp hair. Veronica stared at me, as if expecting me to offer some profound plan. I didn’t have anything. I suddenly wished that my father, Dirk Walker, was with us to help me decide our next move. 

The ship jerked sideways again, and I peered up at Gren. The window past his pilot’s seat showed an angry black sky with lightning forking across it. A meteor entered the atmosphere, burning hotly as it screamed toward the ocean. 

“What are those things?” I asked Lewen. Her lavender eyes were darker in the dim cabin. 

“The Zalt have many types of weapons. These are likely Umir.”

A shiver rolled down my spine. “What’s an Umir?”

“Umir are their soldiers. Programmed to scout,” Lewen advised. “And defend.”

“Programmed?” Tripp cracked his knuckles. “They’re robots?”

“Robotic, yes.” 

I caught a subtle interaction between Baska and Lewen, and swore the bigger man had a doubtful expression on his face. It vanished a moment later. 

“They sent these Umir like scouts,” Tripp said. “A week ahead of their own arrival. We have to assume the Believers have already attuned.”

“They will have. We’re knee deep in a pile of trouble.” Veronica’s fingers interlocked with mine, and her legs shook as she nervously shuffled her feet. 

“What’s at Ball’s Pyramid?” I asked Lewen. When she didn’t answer, I looked at Baska. “Would someone give us some damned answers?”

“The Rodax always leave supplies with each Seedling planet. Our Children occasionally require assistance.” Baska stared at the floor while he spoke. The other soldiers ignored us, blankly watching each other as Gren flew us through the violent storm. There was something they weren’t sharing, but this wasn’t an opportune moment for a discussion. 

The ship dropped, and my seat lifted from the bench beneath me. The straps held me in, and a couple of seconds later, we leveled off again. Tripp’s color paled, and he hugged himself as we flew on. I saw the bright orange glow of yet another meteor through the cockpit glass. I still didn’t know exactly what an Umir was, but the idea of an army of robot soldiers reactivated my dormant childhood fears. 

“How long until we reach Australia?” I asked.

Baska finally locked gazes with me. “One of your hours.”

“That’s a hell of a ship.” Veronica laughed. “Maybe when this is done, they’ll let me pilot one of them.”

“We’ll have lots of opportunity when we’re living on Kabos,” I reminded her. 

“Wait.” Tripp reached over and tapped me on the leg. “What is that supposed to mean? What’s Kabos?”

“I’ll explain.” We leaned closer, and even with the strapping, we were only two feet apart. I spoke as quietly as I could, but with the loud engine, I wasn’t sure the Rodax soldiers could hear our conversation. When I got to the part about them demanding we live on Kabos when our planet was liberated, Tripp slunk into his seat. 

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” He huffed a deep breath and glared at Lewen. “I guess it’ll be worth the sacrifice. I didn’t sign up for this expecting an easy ride.”

“You don’t have to join us, Tripp,” Veronica said. 

“What, and leave you two alone to have all the fun on an alien world? I never even saw Rimia. Maybe it’s my turn for some Bridge action.” He actually smirked as he said this.

“Have it your way.” If Tripp survived this coming battle, I’d be glad for his company on Kabos. I couldn’t let myself dwell on the future, not with so much at stake in the present moment. 

We rocked heavily, and Baska called in their native tongue at Gren, who made a hand signal at his partner. The ship dipped lower, and it felt like my stomach was inside my throat. 

A landmass appeared ahead. The skies were even darker here, and another glowing red asteroid burst into the atmosphere. How many of these Umir were they sending? 

“Hang on tight. I think we’ve been spotted,” Gren said. 

Veronica looked around nervously. “By whom?”

“The Zalt.” Gren tapped at his screen, but from where I was sitting, I couldn’t see what he was indicating. “The Umir will be seeking us out. We might have come with fewer soldiers than we needed.”

“You thought twelve of your finest, plus you three, would be sufficient?” Tripp snorted. “Man, you guys don’t lack self-confidence.”

“We’ll be fine. The Umir aren’t the worst thing we’ll encounter,” Lewen suggested. 

That didn’t ease my mind. 

Ten minutes passed, and we flew lower and lower toward Australia. Ball’s Pyramid was a few hundred kilometers off the coast of New South Wales, meaning we had to cross over the entire giant continent before arriving at our destination. Gren’s ship made quick work of the distance, and we finally saw the Pacific Ocean. The skies opened up enough to see the sunlight peeking through momentarily, before shutting like snapping jaws again. 

“Brace yourselves,” Gren said, and the ship shuddered violently. 

“What was that?” Tripp shouted. 

We were closer to the ground, maybe two hundred meters in the air, coming in hot to the coastline. The water was thrashing over a rocky beach. 

“The Umir. They tracked us.” Lewen reached above her and pulled her long-barreled gun free from its fasteners. The others did the same. This was a bad sign.

“Aren’t we going to fly to Ball’s Pyramid? Why are you grabbing your weapons?” I asked her. 

“We won’t make it there.” A shot hit the hull of the vessel, sending an alarm ringing throughout the cabin. The soldiers were tugging on their straps, ensuring they were locked in, and I did the same. 

“Why are they…?” Tripp started asking his question, and the ship began to plunge. 

“Aim for the water!” Veronica shouted to Gren, and I felt the nose lift ever so slightly. Something was burning, and I saw a draft of smoke entering the cracks under my seat. 

Boom. The hull was struck again by an unseen force. Gren spewed out a few unfamiliar words as we dove for the ocean. One second I had the sense of weightlessness; the next we slammed into water. It felt like my shoulders were being torn from my torso. 

“Is everyone okay?” Baska asked, and his soldiers echoed a response. 

“Veronica?” I snapped my fingers in front of her face, and her eyes darted open. 

“I’m fine. We have to get out of here.” She fumbled with her strapping, trying to free the restraints. I could tell she was in panic mode. Tripp was already out of his seat, and he knelt by Veronica, calmly unclasping the bonds. He did mine next and grabbed Baska’s arm. 

“Do you have floatation devices?” he asked. 

The Rodax soldier shook his head. “Not this model.”

“Great. This is who you brought back with you to save our people?” Tripp shoved past him and checked on Gren. The pilot hadn’t vacated his seat yet. We were submerged, and the ship settled onto the ocean bed, but it was only ten or so meters deep. 

“We’re close to the shore,” I said. “We can swim up.”

“Did you see the waves?” Tripp opened a set of metal doors at the rear of the ship. “The current will be trouble. Not to mention, whatever shot us is likely still out there. Watching and waiting.”

Water seeped in through the walls. Slowly, but not for long. 

Tripp refocused on Baska. “What are we dealing with here? The Umir?”

“We will handle the Umir. Do not worry,” Baska replied.

“They shot down a spacecraft. That has me nervous.” Tripp passed Veronica and me each a handgun from his pack, and unraveled a roll of metallic rope from the ship’s storage container. “I’ll swim to the rocks and hold on. You guys walk your way up with this. Don’t let go, whatever happens.”

I glanced at Veronica, then at the rope. “Is this the best idea?”

“Unless you have a better plan,” Tripp said. 

“Are you prepared?” Gren asked, finally out of his seat. His nose was bleeding, and he had a gash on his cheek. His head must have whacked into the dash on impact. 

“We are ready.” Baska was near the hatch, flanking two soldiers. Their snub-nosed weapons clung to their backs, and they wore goggles. 

Baska hefted on the hatch, tugging the lever. Water gushed in, filling the floor, and the two soldiers climbed through, swimming away. Tripp shoved past more of the Rodax soldiers, the metal rope in his hands. “Remember. Don’t let go.” And with that, he was off, carrying his pack. 

The water surrounded us quickly, and it was already up to my knees. Veronica’s teeth were chattering by the time the second round of Rodax exited the hatch. Soon there were only Baska and Gren with us. The level rose to my chest, and I felt a tugging at the rope. “He’s ready.”

Baska and Gren stayed behind, and Veronica went first, out into the murky blackness of the ocean. Her feet narrowly missed striking me as she kicked, her arms wrapped around the rope Tripp was holding above the water. I waited a moment, then sped ahead. The ocean was cold, and although it wasn’t deep, the darkness threatened to overtake me. 

We’d secured help from the Rodax, and even before we arrived at the weapon stash on Ball’s Pyramid, the enemy had shot us down. That didn’t bode well for the future of our mission. 

I heard sounds of gunfire before I breached the surface. Tripp’s predication was accurate. The waves were relentless, trying to throw me underwater. Veronica was near the rocks, and Tripp bent over the wet, slick stones, reaching for her arm. 

Four of the Rodax soldiers were farther up the shore, two of them kneeling and firing at an unseen enemy. I clutched the rope with all my strength, and the metal fibers dug into my palm. 

“Hurry up, Rex!” Tripp had Veronica out of the water, and they were both pulling on the rope, heaving me closer. 

A big wave thrust me forward and quickly descended, tossing me against the rock wall. My shoulder screamed in pain, and I was dragged below. Water filled my mouth, and I did my best not to swallow it. Instead, I focused on holding on to my lifeline. 

A few seconds later, I was being winched up, and Tripp grabbed my wrist. The pair of them hauled me over the ledge, and I lay on a large stone facing the clouds as I spat ocean from my mouth. 

“We can’t linger,” Tripp said, as if I had a choice.

All fifteen of the Rodax were rushing the coastline, dashing for a public beach. It was devoid of people, and that was a small saving grace. I peered at the horizon, wondering how we’d fly to Ball’s Pyramid now.

We trailed after our allies, and I finally saw what they were firing at. The opponent was thin, with two skinny guns aimed from a narrow chest. It stood its ground, the weak daylight seeming to absorb into its dark chassis. I was too far away for a good look, but when one of the Rodax fired at it, the thing seemed to disappear. 

“What is that?” Tripp asked between huffs of air. We were running, and my shoulder barked in agony from the battering I’d taken getting out of the ocean. Veronica kept quiet, holding her gun at her side as we chased the Rodax. Lightning flashed, and another meteor dropped in the distance, heading farther inland. 

“Damned if I know.” We arrived on the beach, and the Rodax had two paint-chipped picnic tables flipped on their sides. They huddled behind them, using the tables for cover. 

I recognized Lewen, and she waved us behind her barrier. Everything was silent, and I saw the Rodax were all hiding. No one moved for a few moments. 

I heard the Umir before I saw it. It whirred and clicked as it rolled across the sand. It was shaped like a sphere, about three feet in diameter. I watched through the cracks in the picnic table’s wood. Veronica let out a whimper as it stopped. 

The thing clicked and unrolled into a ten-foot-tall monster. Red eyes dimmed and glowed as it surveyed the area with a small round head. The guns at its sides lifted. The bottom of the robot acted as legs, and it stepped with assurance, slowly taking in the area. It knew we were here, but it was waiting for us to make the first move. 

One second it stood there; the next it was a ball again, rolling farther down the beach. Two of the Rodax jumped out from their hiding spots, blocking its path. They shot at it with long-barreled guns, and for a breath, I thought their bullets were ricocheting off its exterior. More of the Rodax emerged, firing in unison. The Umir attempted to unroll and fight, but it was outnumbered. Within a minute, the Zalt weapon was smoldering on the sand, pieces of it splattered around. 

“Clear!” Baska was the first there, and he tugged free a wiring harness. The red eyes dimmed before turning dark. 

We walked up to it, Tripp kicking one of the guns with his booted foot. “That wasn’t so bad.”

“We were lucky,” Gren said. “We must hurry. This thing would have advised the network of our arrival. They will send more.”

“More of those?” Veronica glanced at the sky. “We have to fly to the island. It’s quite the hike from here. What’s our move?”

“We need a boat,” Tripp offered. 

Veronica shook her head. “Not in these conditions. A helicopter would be much safer. And faster.”

The wind gusted against my face, and I wondered if she was even right about that. 

“Where do we obtain this?” Gren asked. 

“In town. I saw a city nearby. This is a public beach, so it can’t be far.” Veronica was already hiking up the sidewalk. 

“And we’re going to rush in and rent a helicopter?” Tripp asked her. 

“No. We’ll steal one.” 

She kept walking, and I shrugged at Tripp. 

“Gren, keep your people out of sight. We’ll return with transportation,” I told him. 

“We won’t be discovered.” His hand snaked out, and he set it on my arm. “Rex, I’m sorry. We didn’t expect the Umir to be here already.”

“Not much we can do to change it.” I set off with Tripp on my trail. 

We traversed a street that ran north and south along the coastline, but it had no traffic. We darted across the lanes, hopping the meridian, and I noticed the streetlights were out. I had no idea what time of day it was out here, but suspected they should have been lit up, given the heavy cloud cover. 

“Power’s out,” Tripp said right after I thought it. 

A sign told us the nearest city was two kilometers away, and we hurried, catching up to Veronica. She was determined. My shoulder was already aching less, so that was one positive thing of note today.

Rain began to fall as we broke into a jog. It was summer here, and despite the strange storms that accompanied the meteors, the rain was warm and almost refreshing.

Tripp had his phone out. “Any cell coverage?”

I checked and told him mine wasn’t picking up a signal either. 

“Great. Just great.” 

Veronica froze ahead, letting us catch her. Her eye was angled to the side. 

“What is it?” I listened, but could only make out the sound of the wind rushing by us. 

“Sirens.” She pointed down the road, and I saw incoming emergency vehicles. 

“Tripp, you better put the gun away,” I suggested, and he stared at his 9MM like he was surprised to be holding it. He shoved it into his jacket pocket. 

“What about you two? You look like escaped convicts,” he said. 

I hadn’t thought about it, but we were wearing the jumpsuits the Rodax had given us on Kabos. “Good point.” My own gun was concealed, as was Veronica’s. 

“Should we hide?” Veronica asked. The sirens were closer. 

Tripp took the lead. “Nah. I have an idea.”

The first vehicle near us was an ambulance, screaming as it tore over the road. A fire truck followed, and two police cars were next. One of the cops slowed when the driver saw us and rolled his window down. “You folks see anything at the beach? We heard reports of the meteor striking this area.”

Tripp shook his head. “No, mate. Hell of a lightning storm, though. It got my truck, fried the computer. Crikey, almost zapped me.” His accent was atrocious, but the cop didn’t seem to notice. He glanced past Tripp at us. 

“What exactly were you doing out here?” The officer’s partner was reaching for the door handle, and I braced myself. We didn’t have time to be detained. And if we were, and they found the guns on us, we’d never be able to talk ourselves out of this. Especially with no IDs. 

“Tripp Breaker’s Electrical Service. City called me and asked us to check on the transformer. It musta been hit by the storm.” Tripp crossed his arms. He was quick on his feet, I had to give him that. 

“You need a lift into town?” the cop asked. 

I was about to interject, but Tripp was already moving for the back seat. “Thanks, mate. We’d appreciate it.”

“No problem.” He rolled his window up, and we were filing into the back of the squad car. Veronica took the middle spot. We were dripping all over the fabric. 

“Where to?” the driver’s partner asked. He glanced at me from the front passenger seat. The guy was older, maybe late fifties, and he frowned when he saw my strange jumpsuit. 

“Airport,” Tripp said. 

“No planes are running today.” The driver laughed. “Been closed for weeks. What with the government orders and such. If you ask me, it’s a bunch of malarkey.” 

“Same here. No, got my spare van parked at my cousin’s warehouse near there.” Tripp was managing a passing job of impersonating a local, because the cop radioed the other squad car and told them he’d be back in ten. 

The lights were still off as we drove into town, and I saw the city was bigger than I’d expected. Fast food chains lined the main stretch of road, giving way to cheap hotels and grocery stores. We slowed at a stop sign, and I watched the lengthy line leading into the market. People were trying to buy supplies, and I bet this place was only a few hours from turning chaotic. Most of the world would be on the brink of violence and panic. 

The drive to the airport only took five minutes, and they pulled over at the shoulder near a large warehouse. The area was fenced with chain link. “Entrance is on the side.” The driver pointed at a gravel path. 

“Thank you,” Tripp said as he climbed out. 

“What’s with your friends? They don’t speak?” the passenger asked. 

Veronica was quick on her feet and started to sign something. 

“No. She can hear, but signs. This is her husband. They met at the school for the deaf up in Brisbane,” Tripp said. 

“That’s ace. Have a good day.” 

We shut the doors and watched the cop car speed off before pulling a U-turn. The driver gave us a light tap of his horn. 

“Nice work, Tripp,” Veronica said.

“You too. With the sign language.” 

“That accent was terrible,” I told Tripp, and he grinned. 

“Got the job done, didn’t it?” He laughed again, and we followed the gravel path to the fence. There was a chain looped over a locking device, but the padlock wasn’t closed. Tripp tugged the gate open, and we searched for signs of airport security. The place looked empty. 

“Every one of these airports has a helicopter tour business,” Veronica said, scouring the tarmac. 

“You sure?” I asked. 

“A coastal town large enough for their own airport? You bet I am. Did you see that view from the beach? People pay big bucks to visit and go on a helicopter ride.” She smirked, and indicated the end of the lot. “There. Past the buses.”

The rain had relented, giving way to a spattering of drops. We hadn’t seen any more meteors since the beach, and I took that as a good sign. I hoped the emergency responders didn’t encounter the Rodax hiding out near the destroyed Umir. 

There were ten biplanes of various sizes lined up, and Veronica slowed. “These might be better, but we have nowhere to land out at the island. It’s not very accessible.”

“We can land a copter on those rocks?” Tripp asked, and she shrugged. 

“Not sure. I haven’t thought that far ahead.” She moved past a skydiving company’s building to the helicopter tour section. The “Coastal Copters” sign was blown over, and we had our pick of five flying machines. 

“Tripp, see if you can break in. I’ll need the keys.” Veronica surveyed the copters and pointed to the middle. “This is the best option. Since we’re on a one-way trek, we should be able to make it there, as long as we’re not bringing everybody. Seats six comfortably, but I’d prefer three max, for fuel consumption.”

“We need a Rodax with us.” I stared at the white helicopter, finding the company’s logo on the side. 

“Then someone will have to stay back.” 

Tripp arrived with a bunch of keys. She sorted through them and found a match after checking a few. 

The wind let up, and the skies were lighter than before. That was a good break. 

We entered the helicopter, and Veronica went straight to the pilot’s seat. “We’re full. At least I don’t have to worry about that.”

“What happens if we get out there, and the weapons and ships are inaccessible?” I asked her. 

“Then we’re stranded.” Veronica continued the powering up sequence. 

“Tripp, I’ll go with Veronica. You stay with the Rodax when we reach the beach. Keep them hidden.” Tripp and I sat on the bench together. 

“Fine. How fast does this thing go?” he asked Veronica. The cabin was getting loud as the rotors increased their speed. 

“It’ll take a couple of hours… maybe three, depending on the conditions.” She flipped another switch and told us to buckle in. 

I spied a man down the tarmac, and tapped her on the shoulder. “We’d better leave.”

She didn’t hesitate. Veronica had been shaken by this experience, but she was in her element in a pilot’s seat. She knew how to fly, and that was clear as we lifted off the ground. I peered at the town below. People were on the streets again, now that the storm had subsided. With the power out, and the lack of communication, they’d probably thought they were doomed for an hour or so. 

Even from here, I could see another grocery store, its lot overflowing with cars and people. Somewhere in the distance, I saw a plume of smoke rising. I considered the Rodax’s warning to leave before another Umir arrived. 

When we neared the coast, we waited until we saw the emergency vehicles rolling north on the highway, and lowered near the water. Baska emerged from the lifeguard’s tower and bounded toward us. 

“We have to be quick. Gren led your people away, but they might return,” Baska said. 

Tripp left the helicopter. “Can you access the weapons out there?” 

Baska nodded. “Of course.”

“Then hop in.” Tripp moved aside, and Baska clambered into the cabin. His height caused him to stoop until he was seated. 

“There are two craft out there. We’ll need another pilot,” Baska said. 

Veronica craned her neck and smiled at the alien. “You’re looking at her.”

“Good luck, Tripp. We’ll be back,” I assured him, and he didn’t look convinced. 

“Stay safe,” he muttered, and closed the door, patting it with a palm. 

I glanced at the horizon. We were a couple of hours from reaching the first step in our pivotal mission to save Earth. Veronica lifted us from the sandy beach and flew over the endless ocean. One more bright flash materialized in the sky, implying another Umir had arrived. And judging from the direction, it was waiting for us.

 

 

 

2

 

Dirk Walker slept in the cabin on Rimia. 

The investment banker was activated. Dirk was Claude Giroux in this unconscious state. He smelled what the Parisian sensed; he tasted the cigarette and felt the longing for a glass of Bordeaux. This was the man he’d shared his nights with nearly every day during his time on Rimia. It seemed his return to this world connected the pair once again. 

The Objects were close. The attuning had begun. 

Claude walked through the alley and flipped his cigarette into a pool of water. His mistress was with him, her eyes darting back and forth nervously. They reached a black door, and he banged on it three times. A cowled man opened it, stepping aside. “Entrez.” Come in. They spoke French, but Dirk’s mind translated the words. 

The room was dark; flickering candles in archaic metal wall sconces sent shadows crawling along the white stucco. It had all come to this. 

Dreen allono reespenlen. He was prepared for arrival. 

“Where are they?” He shucked off his heavy wool jacket, overheating in the damp space. 

Their guide jabbed a crooked finger toward a wooden door. 

“Good. Watch our backs,” Claude told him. He clutched Emilie and half dragged her to the doorway. It creaked and groaned as he tugged the cast-metal handle. 

The people inside were terrified. One of them met his gaze: a young woman, maybe twenty. Her eyes went wide, as if she expected him to be their savior. He almost smiled. Maybe he did, because her expression shifted and she began to sob. They begged for their lives when he reached the tray with the knives laid out on it. 

He handed a weapon to Emilie, and she assessed the weight, using the tip to poke the end of her finger. It welled with blood, and she stuck the bleeding point into her mouth, licking it clean. 

“Which do you want?” she asked. There were four victims in the room, all wearing red robes, all young and virile. The attuning had to be perfect. Some of the Americans had attempted this too early, and he’d heard about the issues that had arisen. Believers going crazy. He wasn’t a fool. Not Claude Giroux. 

The door was closed, and he peered at it, making sure no one was watching. A floor to ceiling mirror leaned against the wall, and he caught Emilie’s gaze in it momentarily, before answering her question. “All of them.” He spun on a heel and jabbed his blade into her stomach. Her knife clattered to the wooden floor, and she gasped as her hands pressed to her wound. 

“Dreen allono reespenlen.” He said the phrase over and over, starting at a whisper. Emilie, his mistress for the last five years. His lover. His paramour. He walked behind her and slit her throat. 

Claude had read from the Book. Few were given access, but he’d been the previous leader’s right-hand man. He understood that to reach the full effect of the attuning, you must have four sacrifices. It helped if one was someone you loved, cared for deeply. He watched as her blood seeped from the wound and she collapsed to the floor. 

The chained victims were in a frenzy now. The man on the right was a strong specimen, and he tested his metal shackles, trying to either tear his arms free or break from the wall. It wouldn’t work. 

Claude repeated the phrase, and stabbed the man. He pulled out the wet blade and did it again, and again. “Dreen allono reespenlen.” The resistance stopped, and he wiped the blood with his fingers, streaking it over his brow. 

Claude continued his task, killing all of them. If four was an adequate number, five would be better. When the final victim took her last breath, and he had most of their blood on his face, he knelt in front of the mirror. 

He pictured his saviors, the Unknowns. He welcomed them into his head. Claude called for the aliens to take him—one in particular. Their leader. 

His eyes sprang open, and he was someone else, yet still himself. 

Claude felt a tinge of sickness at the carnage around him. The smell was awful. Blood and death were everywhere. 

“Who are you?” he asked, sensing this was not the Unknowns. The voice that came out of his mouth was not his own. 

“Dirk Walker.” His eyes were a different color. What was happening to him?

“Are you an Unknown?” Claude asked out loud. 

There was a pause, and Claude felt the presence struggling to take control. “No. I’m here to kill you.”

Claude held a knife, and it lifted toward his face. He tried to stop his arm, but he’d lost command of his motor skills. The blade moved slowly, and he sensed the other being’s difficulty at mastering Claude’s puppeteering. He fought this Dirk Walker, attempting to banish him with thoughts alone. 

He heard the voice grunting and groaning in protest, but the tip of the knife came closer. It scratched him under the eye, and for a second, Claude thought this was it. What a waste. 

Then the blade fell and his arms went limp. 

Dirk gasped for breath and sat up in his cot. A drop of blood trickled down his face, and he wiped it away. It was in the exact spot where Claude’s cut had been. 

“Are you okay?” Opor stood at the entrance, only it wasn’t his Opor. It was Rewa, the being that had once lived inside Hunter Madison. 

“I’m fine.” He got out of the bed and rubbed his temples. The headache was coming. He saw concern etched on Opor’s face and gave in. “It happened again. I was Claude. He killed his girlfriend and four innocents, trying to attune. I almost stopped him.”

“This is interesting,” she said. He could only think of Opor as her, and not Rewa, or Hunter. “Maybe there’s a way we can use this to our advantage.”

“Is that so? You told me we’d be preventing your people from invading Earth, and here we are, hanging out in the village at Rimia.” He almost wished he could go back and finish the job with Claude, but he’d have to save that for another night. So much blood. The ease with which the Frenchman had snuffed the lives from those people. It was disgusting. If all the Believers were like that, they were in for a world full of trouble. 

She pointed in the direction of the water. “We leave today.”

Dirk stared at Opor, wishing she were here instead of this alien being. He’d shared this very space with Opor for several good years, before they’d parted ways. “Can you sense her? Is she inside?”

Opor nodded, her hazel eyes looking so wrong to Dirk. “She’s here. I can feel her affection for you, and the sadness for her people.”

“We’re using the lake?” Dirk asked as he walked to the window. The daylight was already growing, and it was calm and sunny. 

“The Zalt always leave an access point to each world they assault. It gives them the ability to visit if necessary. Clean up loose ends.” Opor left the room, and he trailed after her while pulling his shirt on. 

“Like at the Rodax Threshold?” he asked. 

“I suppose. I haven’t had the chance to see a Threshold.”

“You were Hunter. You hired me all those years before. Why did you want to find the Rodax so badly?” Dirk asked. 

“Let’s save that for another day,” Opor said. 

He grabbed her by the shoulders, squeezing too hard. He saw her wince, and eased up. “I want to hear it now.”

They walked to the next building over, and Opor had two packs filled with water, food, and an assortment of other supplies. “I’m afraid I do not wish to discuss it yet.”

Dirk could see she wasn’t going to be forthcoming on the subject. “We can get to Earth through this access point?”

Opor grinned, her teeth bared. “No. Not Earth.”

Goosebumps rose on his arms. “If not Earth, then where?” 

“You know them as the Objects.”

 

____________

 

We flew across the ocean for what seemed like days. The water was settled here, and it was peaceful during our flight from the mainland toward the distant island. We passed various chunks of land piercing the ocean’s surface, but continued on over the islands.

“We might have a problem,” Veronica said. No one had spoken in a while, and her voice was strained. 

“What is it?” I looked at her, and she indicated the fuel gauge. 

“Almost out. The headwinds have caused us some grief.”

“How much farther?” I asked. 

“To Ball’s Pyramid? Ten minutes,” she replied. 

“Are we going to make it?”

“It’ll be close.”

“What’s that?” Baska startled me, and he was pointing to the water a short distance away. 

“That’s a lifeboat!” Veronica shouted over the noise. The passengers were waving in our direction. “We can’t help them.”

It wasn’t easy to abandon them, but we didn’t have much of a choice. Fuel was running low, and our destination was nearly in sight. 

“If there’s a lifeboat, doesn’t that mean there’s a barge or cruise ship out here?” I asked, scouring the horizon for signs of a vessel. 

I saw Ball’s Pyramid, and a floating object a mile away. The cruise ship was sinking, the tail end dipping below the water. 

“What could have done that?” I asked. The answer came a second later. A bullet clunked into the helicopter, tearing through the door and striking the inner cabin. Another shattered the window.

“Duck!” Veronica dropped the helicopter, dipping closer to the water. A couple more shots hit, and Baska opened the door, using his snub-nosed gun to search for our attacker. 

“It’s on the boat!” Baska let a few rounds fly, and I unstrapped myself, seeking to secure a better view. We were ten meters from the ocean, and Veronica steered the copter to the side, avoiding another flurry of shots. I attempted to clutch the seat in front of me but fell through the open door, plummeting to the water. 

My breath rushed from my lungs as I dove into the cold ocean. I swam up and poked my head from the water, spitting down my chin. The helicopter was lingering, and another bullet struck it. Baska locked gazes with me before looking away and firing toward the cruise ship. The helicopter went on, moving for Ball’s Pyramid. 

Veronica wouldn’t want to leave me behind, but she was doing what was necessary. We had to secure their weapons and ships to have any chance against the Zalt, and recovering me could cost us Earth. 

That did little to ease my mind as I floated aimlessly. 

The cruise liner wasn’t one of the behemoths. It probably had twenty or thirty cabins; I doubted one of the huge companies would come to this remote region. It was a couple hundred meters ahead, and I spied an object beside it, drifting in the waves. 

It was a boat. A rescue model: red exterior with a central steering column. From this angle, I couldn’t see anyone inside it. My arms were already tired, but I swam with all my strength, cutting through the water slower than I would have liked. 

The helicopter continued on, flying higher toward Ball’s Pyramid. It jutted from the water, reminding me of a stegosaurus. With what power I had remaining, I grabbed hold of a handle on the edge of the boat and hauled myself into it. I lay there, unmoving, while my chest heaved for a minute. 

“Come on, Rex.” I urged myself on, and started the engines. Luckily, the keys were there. I wondered why they’d abandoned the craft, but the answer came as soon as I commenced forward. The boat was tied to the cruiser. I searched for the connection and found it off the starboard quarter. The rope was thick, and I tried to detach the clasp, but it was seized. 

I took my gun out, ensuring the safety was on, and bashed at the clasp with the butt end. It didn’t budge. 

The cruise ship was sinking. I heard a gush of air as the cabin started to descend into the ocean. A spark caught my eye, and I spotted the Umir on the nose of the boat, staring at the helicopter. Its head rotated in a three-sixty, and I sank to the bottom of the lifeboat. A few stressful breaths later, I peered up, and it was gone. 

My boat pulled backwards. The rope was connected to the cruise ship, and it was capsizing. If I didn’t detach this, I would drown. 

The ship was thirty meters away. I could do this. The helicopter was dropping near the island, so I had to hurry if I wanted to hitch a ride back to the Australian coast. I thought of all the people that were counting on me. Bev, Carson, and Edith. Marcus. Evan Young. Tripp Davis, and even Veronica Jones. 

I dove into the water and used the rope to pull myself at the sinking vessel. I devoured the length, swimming and pulling like my life depended on it. Because it did. 

The end of the rope did attach to the cruise ship, but that part was underwater. I didn’t mind swimming in the ocean but usually resigned myself to doing it along the beach, snorkeling and looking for colorful fish.

I swallowed a lungful of air and lowered into the water, using the rope to go deeper. I found the edge of the ship and blinked my eyes open in the dark salty water. I felt along the hull, and there it was. The eye ring was thicker than my thumb, and the rescue boat’s rope linked onto it with the same clasp I’d had trouble with on the other end. I pressed the release, and relief flooded me as it unlatched. The rope bobbed up, dragging away as the lifeboat drifted farther now that it was free. 

I held on and swam up, finding I was deeper than I’d thought. The cruise ship was half sunken. 

With everything I had, I kicked and paddled, finally returning to the rescue boat an exhausted and shivering mess. When I managed to climb on board, I urged the boat in the direction of Ball’s Pyramid. I smiled when I saw Veronica’s helicopter landing on a flat location near the lower spine of the rocky island. 

The Umir’s gunfire rang out across the water’s surface. We were under attack. 

 

____________

 

Four Days Earlier

 

Fire crackled from the hearth. Bill McReary was grateful for this haven. Things had gone to hell out there, and quickly. More stories about deranged spouses, coworkers, and friends had begun to spread, and a day after he’d arrived, half of the country was enduring stay-at-home orders. 

Bill stared at the flames and wondered about Roger’s threat to kidnap the Vice President. These were unprecedented times. He’d grown up in another era. Bill was only sixty years old but felt like a dinosaur. He recalled being a little kid during the Vietnam War. He had a good friend who served a tour during Desert Storm, and the guy had been happy to never see real combat. 

This was something entirely different. When you were fighting a war, there were countless skirmishes. Constant strategy, hitting checkpoints, and trying to gain the upper hand. It was long, it was messy, and it was terrible. But this… the Objects. This was new. A different kind of war. And Bill doubted anyone on Earth knew how to fight what was coming. 

He’d heard a lot about the Believers, and if what they thought was true, the aliens had already struck Earth. They were inside the cultists. That scared Bill more than anything else. 

The fire fizzled and popped, causing Bill to jump in his seat. Pine. He should have splurged for the birch but hadn’t expected to use it indoors. It was ten degrees outside, and snow continued to fall, despite the latest forecaster predicting it would stop. It had been two days since his internet had last worked. 

Bill glanced at his glass, finding it full. Had he even taken a drink yet? He sniffed the whiskey and set the glass down. He didn’t need it. It would only cloud his mind. He did grab a cigarette and light it while he walked to the window. 

He’d used his radio studio in the bunker to send out Roger and the Freedom Earthers’ information. He kept the message on repeat, unsure who was receiving it. He had a backup power generator but doubted many around the state did. Either way, he was hoping the message would be heard and passed on to others. Bill was helping ensure their country’s safety. If that came at the cost of a few Believers, so be it. Even the odd innocent casualty might be necessary, as much as that pained him. 

Bill ran his fingers over his beard and paced the cabin. The old wooden floorboards groaned under his weight. He stopped and saw his reflection in the mirror. When had he let himself go? He looked like an overweight old man. His beard was unkempt, and his graying hair was thinning more every year. Bill patted his pronounced belly and shook his head. 

Now wasn’t the time. He walked to the kitchen and opened the cupboards. Most of the food was in his bunker, but he kept some provisions up here. He wasn’t a huge fan of locking himself underground but was glad he’d bought this place off his uncle twenty years earlier. At the time, his ex-wife had thought he was nuts. 

Bill set to work making a bowl of mac and cheese. He did it slowly, enjoying the process. He would usually be reading by the fire, but with what was going on around the world, literature didn’t keep his attention. 

He eyed his cell phone on the table and wondered if he’d made the proper decision. He should never have invited Saul here. To his sanctuary. 

Bill ate the food, cleaning up afterwards. He might have let himself go over the years, but he always kept a tidy home, and that was something to be proud of. 

After adding a couple of logs onto the glowing embers, he kicked off his slippers and lay on the couch, staring at the ceiling. His own house near the coast was modern, a purchase just above his station in life. His syndicated show paid him well, so he’d gone with this realtor friend’s suggestion. But Bill was a simple man, with simple tastes. Lying here, with the scent of firewood drifting by, and the low popcorn-covered ceilings, Bill felt more at home than in his real house. 

He drifted to sleep eventually, and when he woke, it was to a loud banging on the door. Bill reached under the couch cushion, pulling out his Cobra. He spun the barrel and locked her in place as he went to the entrance. 

“Who is it?” he called. It was dark, meaning he’d slept for hours. The fire had burned out, and the cabin had a chill to it. 

“Saul.” 

Bill kept the gun in his hand and twisted the two commercial deadbolts. The door swung inward, and the man stared at him with squinting eyes. He was big. Not overly tall. Older than Bill by a few years. But even under the puffer jacket, Bill could tell the guy was built like a brick outhouse. 

Saul eyed his gun. “You gonna lower that?”

Bill hadn’t even noticed he was aiming the revolver at the newcomer. “Sorry. Caught me off guard.”

“No problem.” Saul entered, taking stock of the cabin. Bill could see him paying attention to the details, as if memorizing them. He was a pro. At what, Bill couldn’t be sure. 

“I was starting to think you wouldn’t show,” Bill told him.

Saul tugged his wool hat off and thrust it into his pocket. He was bald, with a white goatee. “Roads were hell. You picked a real remote place, Mr. McReary.”

“Call me Bill.” Bill stuck out his hand, and Saul appraised it before shaking. 

“We have to leave, Bill.” Saul stepped inside with his boots, and snow fell behind him. 

“Wait. Go? Where?” This hadn’t been part of the bargain. 

“You told me you’d introduce me to Roger.” Saul went to the kitchen and opened the fridge, pulling out a beer. He popped the top and took a drink, exaggerating how refreshing it was.

“I said I’d connect you two. I have his phone number,” Bill said. This wasn’t going as he’d expected. The situation was slipping through his fingertips. 

“Phones are down. Cells don’t work. Internet’s kaput. That leaves one option.” Saul chugged more of the beverage and wiped his mustache with a sleeve. “I’ve heard your message on the radio.”

“You can’t be serious. It’s a storm out there. We can’t drive to Georgia.”

“Why not? It’ll be clear once we’re in Kansas. I came from Colorado, and this is far worse,” Saul told him. 

“I have a bunker. I was planning on—”

“Hiding out? You have a chance to turn the tides of this coming war, my friend. Do you want to stay hidden underground or do something about the invasion?” Saul’s eyes were intense, and Bill was being drawn in. He tried to fight it, but Saul’s words affected him regardless. 

“This really is an invasion?” Bill asked.

“It is. Maybe it looks a little different than all the TV shows and old sci-fi books, but there are beings in those Objects, and they want Earth.” Saul pulled a sack from his other pocket and started to fill it with food. 

Beings. Objects. Bill had been discussing them for months on the radio, and now that he was face to face with someone who seemed informed, he had one question. “Why?”

Saul stopped what he was doing. “Because they can.”

Bill didn’t wait. He packed up his clothing, making sure to bring his generator. He tossed in some extra ammunition, but when they got to Saul’s truck, he doubted that was necessary. The man was armed to the teeth. 

“We better not get pulled over,” Bill told him. 

“I don’t think the police will worry about two old men driving through a snowstorm. They have bigger fish to fry.” Saul stayed while Bill locked up. He set a gloved palm on the cabin, and part of him wished he was staying where it was safe, and quiet, and warm. But when he climbed into Saul’s brand-new truck, his pulse quickened. This was going to be an adventure. An experience unlike anything he’d ever had. 

There was no Sinclair breathing down his neck, or callers criticizing his show. It was him and this stranger, battling their way to Georgia, where the leader of the Freedom Earthers resided. 

“How do you have so much intel on what’s happening?” Bill asked once they’d turned off his private drive and onto the gravel road. It was snow-covered, like everything; half of the tree branches were drooping from the weight, some already snapped. 

“Do you really want to know?” Saul asked. 

“Sure. Why not?” Bill guessed they had a solid three-day drive ahead of them, and that was with them trading off driving duties. 

“I’m part of an old group. There were four of us. Promissa Terra. Mean anything to you?” Saul asked. 

Bill grinned. “I took a little Latin back in college. Promised land.”

“Very good. Not many get that one.”

“Who was in this group?” Bill asked, his curiosity piqued. 

“Me. Dirk Walker. Clayton Belvedere. And Brian Hardy.” 

“I don’t recognize the names.” Bill sensed he was missing an important detail.

“We had a benefactor at the start. Man named Hunter Madison.” 

The story was getting interesting. “Now that’s a familiar name. Quite the philanthropist. Where are they?”

“My friends? Dead. They’re all dead.” Snow blustered against the windshield as they turned onto the highway, heading east.
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Now

 

I was unfamiliar with this rescue boat’s controls, and was also surprised such a nice craft was attached to the smaller cruise ship. Then it clicked. They were obviously wealthy patrons, spending big bucks to see a magnificent sight like Ball’s Pyramid. Unfortunately for them, an alien invasion had begun while they were on vacation. 

I pushed the mundane thought from my mind, focusing on the dash. The controls were in Japanese. 

Another boom sounded from near the island, and I guessed the Umir had arrived. Why hadn’t we brought radios with us? We were too rushed, with no time for planning once we returned to Earth amidst the meteor shower sent from the Objects. 

“Be okay, Veronica,” I said out loud while tapping controls. I’d been on enough swamp barges in South America, and river boats in Singapore, to know my way around these smaller craft. Once I found the images, I urged the boat faster, heading directly for the island. It loomed high in the sky, a piercing monolith in the middle of the ocean. 

The helicopter had settled, and I couldn’t see it from this position. The boat rolled on the choppy water, and it cut over a wave, gaining airtime. It landed hard, and I almost fell over but managed to stay on my feet. I slowed it slightly. It wouldn’t do me any good to drown before I reached Baska and Veronica. 

I felt in my jumpsuit’s pocket and noticed my gun was missing. It must have fallen out when I went into the water the second time—not that I expected the 9MM could do much against the metal hull of that Umir. 

The clouds parted as I neared the island, and a beam of light shone directly on the peaks. I basked in the image for a split second, and the boat’s bottom dragged on a something hidden in the water. This area was famous for being difficult to access. The rock wasn’t far under the surface, and my boat was caught on the outcropping. 

The edge of the island was twenty meters away, and the water was oddly calm between me and my destination. I took the chance. 

I stepped out, finding purchase on a slick stone worn from years of waves. I crossed the distance with water up to my thighs, arms reaching like I was balancing on a tightrope. 

Something splashed beside me, and I realized it was ballistic. Another one hit, and I went faster. I’d been seen. 

My footing slipped as I approached solid ground, and I rolled forward, hitting the same shoulder again. I yelled in surprise, and pushed my back against a ridge in the rock. I was on Ball’s Pyramid, and an alien robot was trying to kill me. How fitting. 

A shot struck a few feet in front of me. My heart pounded as I craned my neck looking for my next move. If I could distract the Umir, my allies could gather the weapons and ships we needed to win the coming war. As another bullet smashed a boulder to smithereens, I was reminded that the war had already begun. 

I found remnants of climbing gear along the ridge near me. The old shield volcano was a climber’s paradise. I used an anchor to pull myself up the incline and smiled when I spotted a dangling rope. 

My aching shoulder sparked as I crouched and ascended the steep rise as fast as I could. The Umir wouldn’t expect I was capable of climbing this unaided, and I guessed I was going to end up behind it. 

I took a break five minutes later, my breaths coming fast and ragged. There had been no sign of the Umir since I’d first landed on the island, but that meant he could be hunting Veronica. 

Despite my body’s protests, I kept moving. The island was so small, with very little land to explore. I knew Veronica had lowered to the far edge, to the single extension flat enough to sustain the helicopter. What was the Umir waiting for? 

I made it to the peak and clutched the spine of the rock, dragging myself up. There it was. The Umir was tall and thin when rolled out from its sphere shape. Its guns pointed forward and down, and I heard a gentle whirring noise as it measured the island from its perch. 

I didn’t have any weapons and wouldn’t stand a chance against such a creation. I crept closer, moving as silently as possible. It was focused on the helicopter, and I understood what it was doing. This Umir had been sent to spy. It wanted to discover what the Rodax had brought, and then they could plan on how to defeat their new enemy. 

I wouldn’t give them the chance. The Umir was close, and I crawled on my hands and knees, careful not to fall over the edge. From this vantage point, I could see the last of the cruise ship sinking into the dark depths, and below on the island was the helicopter. There was no sign of Veronica or Baska anywhere. 

The Umir beeped softly, and I wondered if it was transmitting this to the Objects, or maybe to the other robots that had dropped to Earth. It looked heavy, almost twice my height. I rocketed to my feet, balancing precariously with my soles on both sides of the ridge. 

It must have noticed me at the last moment, because it began to turn. The last thing I saw was the red eyes, before I shoved it directly in the center of its mass. It fell from the ledge, plummeting to the rocks below. I watched as it folded into a sphere shape and bounced off the landing. It crushed like a watermelon and rolled lopsided into the ocean. 

“Veronica!” I shouted. 

I listened, but all I could hear was the gentle wind blowing against the volcano’s edge. 

“Rex!” Her voice sounded miles away. “Rex!” This time, it was closer. 

I sat on the peak’s ledge, legs dangled over. I didn’t trust my tired body to safely make the hike down, but hearing Veronica’s voice gave me a boost of adrenaline. Then I identified her. She waved, smiling from ear to ear at the sight of me. 

Rejuvenated, I started back along the path I’d come. I looped around the island, using handholds the climbing community had left behind, and eventually made it to the helicopter. Baska and Veronica were at a rock wall, and she ran to me, enveloping me in a hug. 

“Rex, how did you get here?” she asked. 

“You mean, after you abandoned me for dead?” I smiled, showing I was kidding. 

“The Umir. You killed it.” Baska glanced back from the wall. Dust and pebbles fell from above as the entire landing began vibrating. A door slid open, giving way to a cavern in the island. 

“You were waiting to deal with the Umir first?” I asked. 

Baska confirmed this with a nod. “They are connected to one another. Part of the reason we need these supplies is to gather the locator.”

“What’s that?” I asked him. 

“We have the means to track the Umirs’ positions, but we lack the ability to find their central hub,” Baska said. 

“I’m missing something.” I followed Baska into the cavern, with Veronica behind me. 

“The Zalt have dropped a hub, an Umir that links them all together. It gives them the ability to communicate and act like a network. Without that hub…”

“They’re lone wolves,” I whispered. “And there’s something in here that will point us to the hub, so we can stop them?”

“Not quite. We need one of the Umir intact to do that,” Baska continued on. 

“Great. Now you tell me.”

“It was probably best you destroyed it. I don’t think I could have incapacitated it on this island,” Baska admitted.

“Do you know this place?” I inquired. 

“No, but the details were given to me. I’ve never been to a Seedling world before. None of us have.”

Veronica jumped when Baska pressed a light on inside the cavern. It was built into the volcano. 

“I doubt it always looked like this. Planets change much over time.” Baska stood at another wall and used a device from his pocket. It blinked orange, and the walls began to spread apart. We found a long set of steps carved into the stone. 

“Lower?” I asked. 

“That’s correct.” Baska applied his tool again, powering round lights in the stairs. They guided our path. 

Sheer will allowed me to make it to the bottom, which was somewhere around two hundred meters below the ocean’s surface. We walked into an open cavern, and I stood at the doorway, captivated by what I viewed. 

“You guys aren’t messing around,” Veronica muttered. 

There were two spaceships here, as promised, looking much like the one we’d flown from Porto in. These seemed deadlier somehow: black, with rough edges and giant thrusters. They were winged, with dozens of smaller thrusters facing down across their span. 

Baska crossed the smooth stone floor to a computer console. He tried the controls, but it failed. “Too much time has passed.”

“Can you get it to work?” I asked, wishing Marcus was here. 

“Lewen is better with this, but I will have to do.” He went behind the tower and opened a hatch near the top. 

While Baska set to it, Veronica walked to one of the ships. “We did it, Rex. All that struggle for the Tokens, then the seventh Token. We actually accessed the Bridge.”

My hands were shaking, and I wasn’t sure if that was from being cold or from nerves. More likely a combination of the two. “Do you think my dad found Opor?” The thought came out of left field. 

“I hope so,” Veronica said softly. “He was in love, wasn’t he?”

I stared at her, remembering that I’d told her I loved her, but she hadn’t reciprocated the sentiment. “He was.”

“We’ve lost a lot getting here,” she said. 

“We’ll find my sister and Marcus.” Saying it reaffirmed the plan. 

“I know we will. Tripp has the Case, and if Jessica wants it, she can have the Bridge. We’ll stop this Umir hub, and…”

“What about the Believers?” I asked. “The Objects are still coming. The cult isn’t slowing down either.”

“One thing at a time. The Rodax will help.”

I glanced over at Baska and saw the console had blinked to life. An icon glowed from the corner of the screen. “Let’s hope they aren’t in over their heads. Sending a dozen soldiers along with us? Seems short-sighted.”

The lights in the cavern burned from above, and Baska wiped his palms on his black jumpsuit. He looked at me with eyes so strikingly human. “Don’t fear, Rexford Walker. We will do our best to prevent the Zalt from invading.”

The ships powered up. They were each fifty meters long if an inch, and a ramp lowered from the closest to us. 

Baska led Veronica onto the nearest ship. The entrance was invisible from first glance, but the door recessed into the craft, and they stepped on. “Let me show you how to navigate. We must go to the coast for our allies. Then we’ll track the hub.”

I followed them on board and sat on a bench while they discussed the mechanics of the Rodax vessel. 

My thoughts drifted back to Marcus and Bev. I hoped they were okay.

 

____________

 

Marcus stretched and felt something pop. He’d spent countless nights sleeping on an uncomfortable mattress at the dorms at college, but he’d grown spoiled in the couple of years since. 

The window in his room was small, but he slid it open, letting the morning air refresh him. It was too hot in here at night. He still didn’t know exactly where they were, but they’d been driven, and judging by the time, he estimated Georgia or even Florida. The weather was warm, but not tropical, and there was no snow on the ground. All he could see from here was the ocean. The house was butted up against the coast, and he was on the second floor, maybe third. It was tough to tell.

They’d been hiding out in Hunter’s place near Boston. Evan had skipped town, heading off to investigate what he thought was another Believers convention, probably to replace the one they’d set up in the Colorado Rockies. Marcus had asked him to stay, but Evan had been adamant on leaving. 

The cult had come the very next night. 

The kids had been sleeping, and Bev was outside on the porch watching the snowfall. She’d grown distant after Saul’s death, and the moment her brother and dad went to Portugal, she’d become even more withdrawn. Carson and Edith were suffering. They never asked about their dad any longer, both old enough to understand that he was dead.

Marcus had been sitting in the kitchen, working on his computer, when he’d heard the car door close. He wasn’t used to this protection business and had left his gun inside his bedroom. He ran for it but didn’t succeed before the doors were busted down and the toxic gas was tossed into the house. 

He woke up two hours later, tied up in the back of a van. Bev and her kids were out cold, and Marcus didn’t even bother to attempt to free himself. The bonds were too tight. 

This was the second time he’d been kidnapped, and he felt helpless. All he could do now, as he paced the bedroom he’d spent the last three weeks locked inside, was wait. He’d find a window of opportunity, and instead of being the powerless victim like he’d done so far, he’d escape. He’d free Bev, and hopefully kill whoever held them captive. 

“Marcus, you up?” Bev asked through the wall. 

He walked across the room and slid to the floor. “Yep.”

The room was painted white, and only his cot adorned the corner of the space. He thought he saw footsteps outside the door, then they were gone. 

“It’s a nice day,” she said. 

“Looks like it.” Marcus and Bev endured a lot of small talk about mundane things, back and forth across the studs and drywall. Carson and Edith joined in sometimes. Other occasions, they stayed quiet, preferring to sleep the dreaded days away. 

“It’s been a month.” Her voice was quieter. 

“Yeah. They should be here soon.” He didn’t tell her he meant Rex or Tripp. She’d assume he meant the Objects. So would anyone else listening in to their conversation. 

“I hope so. Let’s get this over with.”

The lock on Marcus’ door rattled, and he quickly climbed to his feet. The Believer that entered was a thickset man, eyes dark as midnight. “Come with me.”

Marcus sized the guy up and surveyed the room. There was nothing to strike him with, not to mention he was far bigger than Marcus. “Finally serving that brunch you’ve been promising?”

The man moved fast, his palm slapping Marcus across the cheek. Not too hard, but solid enough to sting. “No more jokes.”

Marcus hadn’t left the room yet, and he eyed the exit suspiciously. “Seriously. Where are we going?”

“She wants to see you.”

She. That could only be one person. The Sovereign. Jessica Carver. 

Marcus had been blindfolded on arrival, but now he was free to see the surroundings. They were in a big house, the hallway floors an old refinished hardwood. They walked down the hall, finding a staircase with ornate cherry wood railings. The big cultist descended the steps, and Marcus searched for anything to use as a weapon. Even if he managed to club this guy, Bev and the children were still upstairs. He’d never be able to free them before reinforcements arrived. 

The foyer had tall vases on expensive stands, and Marcus was led to the kitchen from a butler’s pantry. 

“Marcus. Come. Have a seat.” Jessica wore an apron, white with pink flowers on it. She was rolling dough, a spot of flour on her nose. 

“What do you want with us?” he asked. 

“I’ve made a bargain with your friend.”

Rex? Was he back? Marcus held his questions inside, waiting for her to speak again. 

“Rex is on his way.” She smiled and kept rolling. A timer buzzed, and she pulled a tray from a double wall oven, setting it on the quartz countertops. The sweet smell of chocolate cookies filled the room. 

“I don’t buy that,” Marcus said. He peered at the exit and saw the shadow of her henchman. There was a knife block behind Jessica, but she didn’t seem too worried. 

“I spoke to him last night, from your phone. He’s coming for the trade.”

“You actually talked to him?” Marcus’ pulse raced. If Rex was back, maybe they had allies with them. 

“He’s bringing me the Bridge. Though with the outages, he won’t know where to find me.” She glanced up at him and started to ball the dough, placing the cookies on a fresh baking sheet. 

The entire scenario was unsettling. Especially seeing Jessica so calm amidst the invasion. 

“What happened last night?” Marcus asked. There had been a few hours of a raging storm, and he’d endured Edith’s crying for most of it. 

He’d pulled the cot to the window and watched the event. It was akin to hell raining down on Earth. 

“The meteor storm? A little gift from our friends, the Unknowns.” Jessica smiled again. She slid the baked cookies onto a plate and reached it over to him. Marcus shook his head, but he was hungry, and they did smell good. 

He snatched one and blew on it before biting into the warm cookie. “What were they? The meteors?” he asked with his mouth full. 

Marcus noticed Jessica’s eyes and wondered if they were always that shade of brown, or if one of the Unknowns was in there. “Something to help our cause. We’ve been trained to attune for their arrival, but not everyone has. With the advanced scouts, we’re able to link the Unknowns to the people.”

Marcus stopped chewing. “Wait. You can download the aliens into the general population’s minds?”

Jessica didn’t answer, but her expression was enough of a giveaway. She changed the subject. “Where did Rex go?” 

“When?”

“He vanished. It took weeks to contact him on your phone. Why?” Jessica stuck the second tray into the oven, and removed the apron. She picked up a chopping knife and walked closer to Marcus. 

“No clue. He was in Portugal. Things are messy everywhere. People are scared. Governments are shutting things down,” Marcus said. 

“I think you’re lying. You know exactly where he was.” The blade was at her side, but it was no less threatening. Marcus stole a glance across the kitchen and saw another guard. He was cornered. If he tried fighting Jessica, he’d be killed.

“What does it matter? If he’s coming to bring the Bridge, you get what you want.” Marcus backed away. 

She followed. “But I need to understand what he was doing. Where did he go? Did he cross the Bridge? Does he have friends with him?”

Marcus shook his head. “Look, lady, I’ve been holed up in a tiny bedroom for a month. How would you expect me to have this kind of information? Ask him yourself when he comes.”

A knock came from the butler’s pantry. The big man that had ushered Marcus downstairs entered the kitchen. “Sovereign. He’s here.”

“Thank you, Grady. Tell him to meet us in the back yard.” Jessica returned the knife and pointed to the door leading outside. “I want you to see this, Marcus.”

He didn’t question her, just went to the exit and stepped out onto the patio. The morning was crisp, and he hugged his arms to his chest. He was in a black t-shirt with jeans and no socks. 

Jessica wore a form-fitting pencil skirt and white blouse with an oversized collar. She looked like a million bucks. It was the ultimate juxtaposition. How could someone so evil be so easy on the eyes? 

The sky was clear after last night’s storm, and Marcus let the sun beat down on his face. He’d been deprived of sunlight for weeks, and the simple act reminded him of the basic needs in life. A man walked closer, and Marcus recognized him: not only from the speech in the cavern near Boulder, but the countless news feeds. 

It was Vice President Alan Black. 

“Hello, Sovereign.” He bowed his head in deference, and Jessica didn’t react. 

“About time you came.”

“We had some delays.” Alan looked at Marcus and squinted, as if trying to understand who he was and why he was present. Marcus wondered the same thing. 

“Freedom Earthers?” Jessica asked. 

“Of course. Those bastards have gone rampant,” Alan said. “They blocked off the interstate. Had to take some 4X4 paths through some sketchy fields to get here in one piece.”

Marcus stood taller at the news. The Freedom Earthers were rallying. That was good news. They’d heard about them on Bill McReary’s show. At the time, Evan Young had thought they might be an underfunded militia group, but maybe he was mistaken. 

Marcus hoped Evan was working with them. That would be one positive synchronicity for their side of the conflict. 

“Soon they won’t matter, Alan.” Jessica pointed to a shed at the rear of the yard. Grady, the big guard, came with them, his hand resting on a holstered gun. He wore a gray suit, and Marcus saw a patch of sweat seeped into his jacket. 

Ocean water sprayed as the waves hit the rocks near the property line, and Marcus glanced at the house. It was gigantic. He looked at the rooms where he and Bev were staying imprisoned, and he waved in case Bev was watching him. He wanted to show he was okay, even if he wasn’t. 

“I hope you’re right, Jessica, because I think these Freedom Earthers know I’m here,” Alan said. 

“How could they?” Jessica asked. She kicked off her high heels and left them on the grass. The yard was damp in the shade, and she kept following the guard until they reached the shed. It was a sturdy structure, and Jessica went to the door. She gazed at the keypad lock, blocking the code as she entered it. 

She stepped away as Grady opened the shed. They stared at a metal ball about three feet in diameter. The material was dull like a brushed chrome, but slightly darker.

“This is it?” Alan didn’t seem excited by the ball. Marcus was curious, though. 

Jessica smirked at the Vice President. “Alan, you have no idea what we’re dealing with here.”

“Don’t give me attitude. You’d be—” 

Jessica walked over to him and grabbed his throat. She squeezed, and his hands wrapped around her skinny wrist. “Don’t speak back to me, Black. I am the Sovereign. If I didn’t need your authority to succeed here in the US, I’d kill you where you stand. A short, fat, balding man with a penchant for power. That’s all you are.” She let go, and he gasped, rubbing his neck. “Don’t forget that I was chosen to lead us. They picked me. Out of everyone.”

“Yes, ma’am. I apologize. I’ve been under a lot of stress…” 

Marcus couldn’t believe what he was witnessing. He felt like a fly on the wall. 

“No one cares. We have a job to do, and we will accomplish our goals. We have a week. Less. Six days now. The Unknowns requested we connect their Umir. It will allow them to arrive with ease.” Jessica’s gaze drifted to the metallic ball. 

Umir? What was she talking about? This sphere was some kind of a beacon? Marcus stared at it. He jumped when it beeped. 

“So this is what they sent,” Alan said, appraising the Umir. 

“Why don’t you take a closer look?” Jessica asked him. Marcus saw a glint of amusement in her face. 

Alan walked nearer and set a hand on it. He stumbled backwards, falling onto his seat when it began to unravel. The ball rotated, and the metal sheet rose higher and higher, stopping at around ten feet in height. Marcus’ breath caught, and he didn’t trust himself not to scream. Angry red dots gaped at him, then at Grady, and finally at Alan. The head was small, like a shiny coconut. It had no mouth, just glowing lights for eyes. 

Alan scrambled away. “You could have warned me!”

Marcus was frozen in terror. This was a real live alien robot. 

“Relax, Alan. He’s not going to hurt you—unless I want him to.” Jessica walked over to it. The Umir had two appendages bordering its torso, and one of them hinged up. They were weapons. “We’re going to test this. See if it works on the localized level.”

All eyes settled on Marcus, and he looked around, wondering if there was any chance to outrun this metal monster. 

“Not him. Grady, would you do the honors?” Jessica asked her henchman. 

“Me? I thought…”

“You haven’t attuned yet, correct?” Jessica sauntered over and unclasped his gun from his holster, taking it. The weapon was large in her grip. 

“I haven’t, as you requested.” 

Marcus assumed that meant she had attuned. Was there an alien inside her now? She seemed quite human. 

“Good. Then let’s see if it works.” She turned her attention to the Umir and spoke softly. “Teeri repolir calinan.” The bright eyes pulsed. 

Grady’s posture stiffened, and he jabbed his arms in the air. A vicious scream tore through his throat as he closed his eyes. When he opened them, they’d turned a pale blue. 

“Sovereign. You honor us with your sacrifice. The hub has been damaged. You must activate it and link the Umir network. Five days remain.” The voice was Grady’s, but it held a strange accent to it. 

“If you’ll tell me where the—” 

“This Umir will guide you there.” 

Jessica nodded in reverence. “Yes, Unknown. Can you…”

Grady’s hand flew to his face, and he mopped it across his brow. His eyes’ capillaries burst before he fell to the grass in a heap. He was dead. 

“Alan, it seems like there’s a bit of an issue. We have to repair the Umir hub,” she said. 

“Send me. I can do that.” Alan didn’t look confident as he stared at her guard’s corpse. 

“No. I have other plans for you. You will stay, finish what we worked on. Ensure order in our country using any means necessary. When I link the hub within five days, we’ll be ready for their arrival.” Jessica started to walk away, and the Umir shifted, compacting into a sphere. It rolled along behind her. Alan Black and Marcus watched each other, as if neither knew what to do. 

“Marcus?” Jessica asked. “Rex told me you were a whiz with computers.”

“That’s right,” he said. 

“Good. You’re coming with me.”

 

 

 

4

 

“You sure you’re able to fly this?” I asked Veronica. She’d only had an hour of instruction from Baska, but Veronica nodded and laughed, as if my concern was unfounded. 

“I’d tell you otherwise. Not that we have a choice.” She pressed a round button on the console. “Baska, we’re prepared for departure.”

“Stand by.” Baska’s communication ended, and the ground beneath us rocked violently. The cockpit was wide, and I took the seat beside Veronica. The interior of the ship was unadorned, with black and gray fabric, flooring, and bulkheads. The overhead cabin was lighter gray, connecting to the windshield that curved around the ship’s nose, giving us a good view outside our spacecraft. 

The cavern under Ball’s Pyramid started to spread apart, and ocean water poured in, rising between our two vessels. Water trickled down our windshield, and the ships began to float to the surface. 

“This is so weird,” I mumbled. 

“I think I prefer the helicopter,” Veronica said. Her hair was pulled into a ponytail, and a few errant frizzy hairs framed her face. Despite her comments, I could see she was in her element. It gave me trust in the situation. “Here goes nothing.”

She powered the wing’s thrusters as she’d been directed, and water churned nearby. We bucked and shook, but rose from the ocean, following Baska’s path. Veronica swore when the nose started to dive, but she regained power, playing with the controls. “Sorry about that.” 

I remained in my seat, thanks to the straps. We circled the island and watched as the entire top end of Ball’s Pyramid slid into the ocean. Veronica kicked the rear thrusters on and flew directly above the crumbling volcano, heading for the coast. 

“He said to stay low. Less chance of being spotted, or something,” Veronica said. 

“Can you imagine seeing one of these in the skies?”

“It’s going to create some panic, but I expect everyone is already scared.” She glanced over and smiled at me. “I’m glad you made it.”

“Me too.”

“I’ll be honest, when the Umir shot us down earlier, I didn’t think we had a chance,” she admitted. 

“Neither did I, but we managed to secure the weapons. The ships. Not that we’re much closer to winning this thing.”

“I wonder what’s going on out there.”

“The world?” I asked. 

“We’ve only seen a small city off the Australian coast. What’s the US look like? Europe?” Veronica’s voice constricted. “I wish we could contact someone.”

Something dug into my chest from inside my breast pocket. I slid the strapping over my shoulder and pulled the alien device out. I pressed play and heard Mezpa’s voice as she spoke to her mate, Rewa. 

“You held on to it.” Veronica snuck a glance but maintained her focus on flying the Rodax spacecraft. 

“I lost my gun, but I had this zipped up.” I flipped it in my fingers and returned it to the safety of my pocket. “We’re almost there.” I pointed out the window. The cabin was basic. It smelled stale inside, and I wondered how many centuries this thing had sat beneath the old volcano. 

Baska lowered his ship. The thrusters went from orange to yellow as he descended to the beach. 

I spied a helicopter coming from inland, then another. “I think we’ve been seen.”

“Then we’d better hurry.” Veronica copied Baska’s path as best she could and almost threw us into a roll. She managed to recover, but not before my eyes went black from the force. This time, she didn’t bother to apologize as she nearly crash-landed on the sand. The sky was getting dark, marking the end of the day, and that might work to our advantage. 

“Stay put. I’ll open the doors.” Baska had shown me how to drop the ramp and let the Rodax on board. I rushed down the hall, feeling insignificant in the spacious corridor. The Rodax were taller than us, giving me ample room. 

The controls were simple, but the fact that they were in another language was a challenge. I’d been half drowned, and my shoulder ached when I moved my arm, so my memory was foggy at best. 

My finger wavered over the controls, and I finally recalled. I hit the series of buttons, and the metal doors screeched open. The ramp was thin, and it expanded from the bottom of the ship into short steps. 

I ran to the beach, searching for our allies. I noticed Tripp before any of the Rodax. They appeared from nowhere, as if they’d been hiding like chameleons. Tripp was the first up the ramp, and he clasped hands with me. “You look terrible, Rex.”

“You’re not much better,” I assured him. Tripp’s hair was longer these days, with shaggy bangs obscuring his eyes. He swept the dirty hair away and mumbled something about being stuck on a beach with aliens all day. 

Gren came next, and he almost smiled when he saw me, but the sound of the incoming helicopter rotors wiped it from his face. Half of the Rodax went onto Baska’s craft, including Lewen, and the others came with us. 

I sealed the ramp and doors up, and Gren had already replaced Veronica at the helm when I arrived in the cockpit. The area gave way to the benches, and the soldiers sat silently, each of them holding their large weapons in their grips. 

“Are we expecting trouble?” I asked Gren. 

“We’ve detected another Umir.” He pointed at the dash, where a screen showed a blinking icon a short distance from us. 

“And we’re going to run?” I asked, remembering the one I’d disposed of at Ball’s Pyramid. I didn’t want to confront a red-eyed demon again. 

“No. We’re trapping it.”

“Why would we do that?” Tripp exclaimed. “Let’s fly to the States, find our friends, and stop Jessica.”

“This is imperative. The Umir are controlled by a hub. A queen, if you will. It is the link for all the Umir. If we disable it, we can stop the Zalt army from paving the way for their entrance.” Gren used the wing’s thrusters, kicking up a sandstorm on the beach as he lurched from Australia. Baska’s craft was ahead, and I nearly lost my footing as I stood behind Gren. 

“What do you mean by ‘paving the way’?” I asked. 

“If what you say is accurate, these Believers will already have the Zalt inside their minds. The Umir create a frequency. When emitted, it will open your entire population up to the Zalt,” Gren said. 

Tripp scratched at his head. “You mean those things are going to enable a network that consumes our minds?” 

“That is correct. No one will be safe if this happens.” Gren continued to pilot us north. 

“You had your chance on the beach. Why didn’t you bring it?” Veronica asked our guide. 

“That thing was too far gone. We need it intact to track the hub’s location,” Gren said. 

“Wait. You need it alive?” Tripp pulled on his straps, glancing at a big female Rodax beside him. He eyed her snub-nosed gun for a second. 

“Yes. We have to capture it.” Gren seemed far less worried about this than he should have been. 

Veronica sat next to Gren, and she zoomed out on his radar ping. “I think I know where we’re heading.”

“Where?” I saw the land forming on his map and recognized the gulf. “Thailand?”

Veronica met my gaze. “Thailand.”

Tripp had a cell phone in his hand, and he shook it. “We can’t get a signal. No word from your friend at the FBI.”

“Damn it.” I settled into the seat and belted in. There were so many things happening, and my allies back home were so far away. 

 

____________

 

Another day of paddling. The oars endlessly dipped into the water. Dirk’s muscles bunched at the movement, his neck straining from overuse. The sun had long ago set, leaving the pair of them alone in the middle of nowhere, the glint of starlight the only means of guidance. 

Opor had pointed out the star to follow, and he did so without question. She dozed across the bench ahead, her chest rising and falling smoothly. This was her. The flesh and blood of the woman he loved. How strange to have her occupied by a being from the Zalt. Rewa. 

There were many moments when Dirk questioned whether or not he could trust the alien, but he had to believe in something: a resolution for their current plight. 

Dirk stroked the oars, forcing the boat toward their destination. He stared at Opor. Could he possibly live out his days on Rimia with her, and let the Zalt win their invasion on Earth? Or was the proper move to fight on, defeating the Zalt, conceivably losing both of their lives in the process? 

Dirk assumed there was a way to exorcise her inhabitant, Rewa. He didn’t have the knowledge and doubted there was anything he could currently do to help her. He’d need to wait, heed Rewa’s suggestions, and trust the being to vacate her as promised when the chance came. 

His thoughts drifted to Rexford. At first, it had been bizarre to find his son a full-grown man, over forty. It was like he’d blinked, and his children had gone from carefree kids to nearly his own age. When he was in the middle of the action, it hadn’t sunk in, but now, with time to spare in the middle of the giant body of water, it was all flooding back. 

He daydreamed about his wife, Rebecca, and their wedding. It had been a minor affair, only attended by their closest friends and her parents. He’d chosen not to tell his own family. Some bridges were too burned to cross again. 

He pictured Rebecca: wavy hair, and a smile that couldn’t hide her excitement, no matter what. It had been magical. They were married. Wedded bliss. 

Dirk slowed his paddling and rubbed his eyes. Beverly looked just like her mother—and Rebecca was dead. 

Dirk had made a lot of bad choices throughout their marriage. He’d rarely been home for more than a week at a time, and even though the kids had pretended not to mind, he’d endured their constant disappointment at finding his packed bags by the front door. 

Maybe it was for the best. He wouldn’t be here with Opor, with one of the Zalt controlling her mind, if he’d done it any differently. It did little to ease the guilt as he continued paddling, even if some cosmic puppeteer had forced him to meet Brian Hardy. To befriend Clayton Belvedere. To contact with the eccentric Hunter Madison. He’d still felt a breath of relief each time he’d slammed the car door and driven away from his house. 

Most men wanted nothing more than the white picket fence. The beautiful wife. Two adoring children. One boy. One girl. From the outside, Dirk Walker had been living the American dream. Inside, all he’d wanted was to search the seas for sunken treasure. To climb Kilimanjaro, and quest for long-lost clues in the Amazon. 

The worst part was, he saw the exact same thing when he watched his son. Rex was him. He was Rex. Dirk set the pace even faster, determined to help Opor lead him to the Objects. If there was any chance to assist the deflection of the Zalt invasion, Dirk would do it. For his children. For the wife he’d left behind. For everyone out there that still had hopes and dreams. They deserved for their stories to be told. 

Some time later, Dirk awoke, and Opor grinned at him. “You did well.”

He didn’t recall falling asleep, but the sun was up, cresting above the distant treeline. They’d almost reached the shore. Dirk drank from their canteen and passed it over to her. 

“Tell me why you chose Hunter.” He searched his pack and took a piece of smoked fish. 

“It doesn’t exactly work like that,” Opor said. 

“Then explain,” Dirk urged. He guessed they were about twenty minutes from the shore. 

“We visited long ago. One named Erilios. It means ‘defender’ in our tongue. He left knowledge of our people. It prepared us for the eventuality of our arrival. You must know something about my people. The Zalt are nomads. A mere five thousand of your years, and we devour the planet. Our energy is powerful. We cannot be contained.”

“What are you?” Dirk asked, still unsure.

“It is difficult to describe.” Opor smiled again, and he found himself relaxing. 

“And Hunter?”

“Mezpa and I made a choice. We understood the others were leaving our latest home. The ground was dry, the water depleted. Trees, animals, the local beings we inhabited, were all dead. We were reverting to our natural forms, and they made the decision to depart. To a planet we hoped was prepared. Earth.” They neared the shore, and Dirk offered to paddle the rest of the way. Opor passed him the oars. “I left. The trek was perilous, dangerous even for a being as experienced as me. It was also lonely.”

Dirk could appreciate that. 

“When I arrived, I sought purchase across the globe. Only one mind was prepared for me, a strong individual. He’d learned to attune from the Believers, the very same cult he’d abandoned a few years before. Hunter practiced, finding it more of a meditation than an alien calling. I locked in. But I was too aggressive, and I shattered his own mind. Even if I’d wanted to exit his body, he would have been left in a coma. I understand this now, which is why I entered Opor with care.” She kept smiling, but Dirk’s stomach clenched at the words. 

“Do you remember our first interaction?” Dirk asked. 

“You were so young. The real Hunter had hired you for a job on Baffin Island. I convinced you to start seeking the Tokens. Of course, I was aware of the Rodax and their Seedling worlds. The Zalt seemed less than concerned about them, as most of their planets never come to fruition. I thought that if I could just access the Bridge, I would be able to help your world. To stop my people from continuing their destructive habits. Don’t forget, this is their nature.” 

Dirk’s oars struck the lake’s floor, and he stood, using the paddles to push their boat closer to the shore. “If the Zalt didn’t worry about the Rodax, why were Jessica and the Believers so determined to keep the Bridge closed?”

“They didn’t know where it led,” Opor said. Dirk knew he shouldn’t think of her as Opor, but he couldn’t call her Rewa, not to himself. She would be returned once this was done. 

They both climbed out, the water sloshing to their knees, and they dragged the small boat up to the beach. It was rocky, and Dirk trod cautiously, careful not to roll an ankle. 

“But you did?” Dirk asked. “You knew it led to Rimia?”

“I had my suspicions.” That was all the answer he’d receive. 

“Why are you being so circumspect? You know me. We’ve been friends since I was in my twenties.” Dirk used his hand as a blind, blocking the rising sunlight. The trees on this side of the lake were skinny, dying. He guessed these had once been rising hills, covered in grass. Dirk listened for signs of animals, or the large birds common at the Rimia village. Nothing but silence, and the gentle lapping of the lake water. 

Opor turned to face him, and she grimaced. It was a look he was too familiar with. “There is much you won’t understand.”

“Try me,” he pleaded. 

“Rimia was once a prospering world. Ages ago, the Rodax settled here, leaving their Seedlings behind. Those people thrived, growing faster than most. About ninety percent of the Rodax worlds die off within ten thousand years. The founders on Rimia were much like the humans of Earth. They were entering what you would call an industrial revolution, on the precipice of a great movement for their people. I suspect that within five hundred years, they would have had space travel.” Opor glanced past him, staring at the lake. 

She reached into the boat and passed him one of their two packs. He slung it across his shoulders and followed her up the rocky beach, toward a break in the hills. The ground crunched under his weight. 

“The Zalt came.” Opor was ahead, and her voice was small. “We used this place like most, but quickly found we were not compatible. We dominated the locals, killing most in the process. The Zalt were the ones to destroy their cities, but not physically. These people did it to themselves, much like humans will eventually do to Earth.”

Dirk felt sick at the idea of alien beings mind-controlling his people, causing them to turn on their own race. “What happened?”

Opor kept walking, moving east. “We left some of them behind. Ten of the Zalt remained inside them. That is the great sacrifice. They were there to ensure that the people of Rimia offered a link for the Zalt to connect to Rimia if necessary. We didn’t know there was a Bridge here.”

“Threshold,” Dirk reminded her. 

“Yes.” Opor adjusted her pack and strode on. “Generations passed, and without the Umir available to link us to the people, they used drugs from a root we planted for them to harvest. They thought it was spirit walking, that they were talking to their ancestors, but it was us.”

Dirk shook his head. “Why did your people leave Rimia?”

She pointed at the dry, gray ground. “We absorbed it too quickly. This planet wasn’t old enough. That happens, but it causes us grief. We lose some of our people with each move.”

Dirk stared at her back, wondering what the hell the Zalt actually looked like. He supposed he’d find out eventually. “And you left a path to the Objects?”

“Yes. We always do. Our Exodus has been trying, Dirk. We’ve searched for so long. The Zalt believe Earth is this place.”

“Why Earth?” They crested a hill, and he could see for miles in each direction. It was desolate. Consumed. 

“It has the perfect conditions, though we should have gone two hundred years ago, before your world globalized. The Zalt don’t suspect any issues. That will be their downfall,” Opor said. 

“Where’s the link to your ships?” Dirk asked, scanning the horizon. 

She pointed to the north. “Twenty miles.”

“Okay. Let’s get moving.” Dirk was done waiting. His son and daughter were counting on him, even if they didn’t know it. 

“Since we’re being honest here, Dirk, I do have something else to tell you.” 

Dirk noticed her wriggling her fingers like Hunter used to do. It once again reminded him that this was not Opor. “Then spit it out.” The words erupted with more anger than he’d intended. 

She didn’t seem fazed. “There’s another reason I wanted to get the Bridge so badly.”

Dirk had suspected this might be the case. “Other than saving humanity?”

“Yes.”

“It’s her, isn’t it? Your mate. Mezpa. The one from the recording?” 

Opor glanced back to him, her eyes misty. “I have to see her again. Then it will all be worth it. We can die together.”

“But not before stopping the Zalt, right?” Dirk ensured. 

“That is the plan.”

They walked on in silence, Dirk understanding Rewa more than ever. His motivations had been murky before, but now they made sense. He shifted his focus to the twenty-mile journey on this lifeless ground, and set foot after foot.
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The Umir crashed near a hidden village in the middle of the jungle. This was just as well. No one would see us coming or going in alien spacecraft. And if we ran into any locals, the power was out, so they wouldn’t be able to alert anyone. 

It was pitch black when we arrived, and we occasionally saw the glint of outdoor fires through the jungle canopy. 

“There’s no city within a hundred miles of here,” Tripp said. 

“I hope they have a good plan, because I don’t think I want to face one of those robots again.” Veronica concentrated as she lowered the ship, following Baska’s landing as well as she could. There wasn’t much space between the trees, and she clipped a couple of them on the way down. 

When we exited the ship, letting the Rodax soldiers go first, I noticed the wing’s thrusters had burned some of the jungle around us. A few leaves were still on fire, but they quickly snuffed out in the humid night. 

Bugs already surrounded me, and Tripp waved a hand near his face. “I hate the jungle,” he said. 

“I assume you spent your fair share of time in them?” I asked. 

“In this life and the one before. I can’t tell you how many swamps I’ve crawled through, and how many snakes I’ve roasted over an open firepit.” He spat on the ground in distaste and pulled out his 9MM, checking the magazine was full. “This better be quick.”

I had my own series of jungle nightmares, but I didn’t see them quite the same as Tripp. His time with the SEALs had made him imagine enemies around every corner in places like this, where I saw opportunity. Hidden artifacts from fallen empires. Communities that had once thrived out here were now overgrown with thick vines and damp moss, and riddled with rodents. 

I closed my eyes, briefly envisioning a town with large stone walls, and a courtyard where the locals met to dance and sing their gods’ praises. There would have been love and hate, drink and food, birth and death. The cycles of our very existence. Would modern cultures be lost like the ancient civilizations I’d studied my whole life? 

“You coming, Rex?” Veronica’s question broke me from my reverie. 

“Yep.” Gren passed me one of the squat guns, and I gawked at it. I’d lost my gun, so it would have to do. “How do I use this?” I asked. 

It had a screen above the handle, and he selected it, bringing it to glow. “The gauge shows your charge. It’s full.”

“Where’s the trigger?” I asked, finding nowhere to tap my finger. 

He indicated a button along the edge of the barrel. “Here.”

“Okay.” I glanced at Tripp, and he requested one as well, shoving his 9MM into a holster. 

“The Umir is a mile that way,” Baska told their group. They were all huddled in a circle. That made Baska the quarterback. “You eight approach this direction.” He ran a finger over a radar screen on a clear handheld tablet. “We will take the opposite.” He hit the device on the opposing side. 

“And how do we capture an Umir?” Tripp asked. 

Lewen pulled a tool from her jumpsuit and snapped it in her hand, extending the device four feet out. Energy zapped from the end. “We neutralize it.”

“As long as you know what you’re doing.” I turned to Veronica. “You should stay here with the ships, in case things get out of hand. We may need to be rescued.”

“Do we have communication?” I asked Gren, who nodded to one of his soldiers. He passed out visors with built-in headsets. I slipped mine over my head, and everything grew brighter—almost like night vision, but without the green undertones. 

“Can you hear me?” I spoke, testing the comms. 

“Loud and clear,” Tripp said. 

“I’m coming with you.” Veronica had her own gun locked and loaded. 

I was about to argue when Gren set a hand on my arm. “I’ll stay with the ships. If an extraction is necessary, I’ll be prepared.”

Veronica smirked at me and flipped her own visor into place. I glanced around the group. I was with a group of aliens, wearing something like a VR helmet, heading into the Thai jungles in the middle of the night. What could go wrong?  

The ground was damp, but my boots kept my feet dry as we started away. Our group consisted of Tripp, Veronica, and me, with Lewen and five of the soldiers. They ran like ghosts, despite their sizes. The dark jumpsuits kept them hidden in the night, and as we walked on, the canopy above us grew thicker, blotting out any chance of moonlight from reaching the ground. 

I nervously watched for signs of snakes. These jungles would hold a lot of things wanting to kill us, and not just the Umir. 

“It’s on the move,” Lewen said in a whisper. She showed me the screen, where the Umir’s icon had drifted closer to the village. 

“Damn it.” We couldn’t let that thing harm the people out here. They’d have no defenses against a monster like that. 

Our group hurried, but we could only go so fast through the rough terrain. We met an obstacle, and the only way around was to climb slick rocks. Water tumbled down them in a trickle. It was steep, but one of the soldiers dashed over, nearly losing her footing. She tossed a rope to us and fastened it to a tree trunk above. We took turns using the rope to assist our climb, and we were on the move again. 

Tripp was at the lead, taking charge like he’d probably done on countless occasions throughout his career. He lifted a hand, and pressed his back into a tree. We hid while something rustled in the trees ahead. Bugs fluttered around my face, and it took all my control not to slap at them. 

A leopard emerged from a hundred feet away, striding in the open area. It raised and tilted its head before continuing on. Two small cubs trailed it. Tripp kept his hand raised, and we waited another five minutes to confirm their departure. 

“Where’s Baska?” I asked Lewen. 

“Near the village.” 

Ten minutes later, we saw the lights from the town’s fires. A body of water was on the far side of the area, and I assumed they fished out of the pool. Despite the late hour, there were people gathered around, talking softly. This village wasn’t anything more than a dilapidated town, a respite for the locals to call home in the middle of a dangerous world. 

I counted five structures, each pieced together with plywood and aluminum sheets. Clothes hung from a rope tied between two trees, and I surveyed the area, searching for signs of the Umir. I caught the glint of its metal hull reflecting off the firelight. I slipped the visor off and watched in horror as the Umir unfolded behind the unsuspecting villagers. 

It spun out of the ball and into the ten-foot robot. The guns emerged, lifting from its sides. 

“No!” I shouted, drawing the attention of the townsfolk. They stumbled from their seats, trying to see who was yelling at them. 

The Umir fired. 

It all happened so fast. The heavy-caliber bullets tore through them. One second, there were ten people sharing stories outside; the next, they were riddled with holes, faces planted on the dirt. 

The Umir turned in my direction, and the guns, still smoking, prepared to shoot. Tripp tackled me just in time, sending us to the ground as the bullets struck a tree. 

“What the hell are you doing?” Tripp called. 

I glanced up and saw Baska behind the Umir. Two of the soldiers had wrapped a metal rope around it, and they pulled tightly, keeping the robot in place. Another joined in, bashing its shorter appendage with his rifle. It broke after three strikes. The other gun fired, the bang loud across the water. 

A brave Rodax rushed it, trying to disarm it, and the Umir swung the weapon like a club. The soldier fell in a heap. He was dead.

The rest of them rushed the Umir, securing it with another two ropes. They managed to bring it to the ground. Lewen jabbed the electrical current from her stick at the Umir. The robot gathered enough freedom from the rope to curl up halfway. It was trying to protect itself by returning into its sphere shape, but they didn’t let it. 

Lewen pressed the arcing energy into the robot’s thin torso, and it flinched, going rigid, then slack. The eyes burned a hot red and went dark. 

Tripp helped me to my feet, and I nervously went over to the group of soldiers. Lewen had another device plugged into a panel on the back of the robot. It was warm, steam rising from its exterior. 

“We’ve found the hub,” Baska said. “Gren, we have the location. We’ll be right there.”

People emerged from their beds, the noise rousing them from sleep. I watched as husbands, wives, and children cried over their loved ones’ dead bodies. They shouted accusations at us and beat fists against Baska’s chest. The soldiers confiscated two of the men’s firearms, after they jabbed the barrels in our faces. 

Veronica said a few words in broken Thai, assuring them we weren’t the enemy. She pointed at the unmoving robot, and they seemed to understand. 

We left them to bury their dead. Four of the Rodax dragged the Umir back with us, pulling the heavy weight with ropes. Another draped their dead friend across his shoulder and hefted him to our ships. 

My heart was heavy by the time we returned, but despite the terrible night, Gren was grinning at us. 

“What’s there to be happy about?” Tripp asked him. 

“We know where the hub is. We can stop the Umir from creating their network,” he exclaimed, showing us the map. 

It was in another hemisphere, in northeast Mexico. 

 

____________

 

The trip had taken four days, one longer than Saul had originally suggested, but they’d arrived in Georgia. Bill couldn’t believe the state of the country. He’d been right to choose his cabin as a hideout. The power was off nearly everywhere, but they occasionally crossed into a county where the locals used their own self-contained grid. 

The first had been in Kansas, but they’d had little information to share with Saul and Bill. The radios were dead, no one transmitting. They used the CB in Saul’s truck, picking up the occasional spike, but mostly it was speculation or private conversations. 

They’d encountered a roadblock when entering Missouri. Hundreds of armed soldiers had greeted them, and Bill had watched in amusement as Saul acted natural. He’d casually mentioned the Believers, and his close association with someone called the Sovereign. After speaking to three or four people, they were face-to-face with a dour-looking colonel.  

“You’re doing good work,” Saul had told him. 

“Prepare for arrival,” the colonel had replied, patting the door of the truck. Saul had rolled up the window and driven off, heading farther east. 

Bill had asked him what that was all about, and they’d briefly discussed the cult Bill had become fascinated with. 

The storm came a day after. Meteor showers. Rain and hail the size of baseballs. Saul had managed to park under an overpass, and they waited it out. They talked about what the meteors might have been, and Saul assumed they were shattered pieces of the Objects that had breached the atmosphere. Bill doubted that. 

Now, a full day after the most horrifying night of Bill’s life, they entered the Peach State. He expected to face another blockade. 

“Where are the troops?” Bill asked Saul. The bald man rubbed his head and hit the blinker, pulling to the edge of the road. The highways were nearly vacant. The majority of the country was under a stay-at-home order, but that didn’t stop the odd person from disobeying the rules. 

A car approached them from behind, and a woman emerged, waving her hands frantically at them. 

“What do we do?” Bill asked, and saw Saul already had a gun in his lap. 

“Follow my lead.” Saul climbed from the truck, taking the keys with him. Bill copied him, stepping out onto the road. His legs ached from the hours in the seat. Saul wasn’t keen on taking breaks, and Bill thought about finding a cup of coffee. Most of the stores were closed, but some businesses were still operating. When the power goes out and shit hits the fan, cash is king. And Saul had a pretty good stash, from what Bill could tell. 

The woman was crying, her eyes red and puffy. “You have to help me. My kid… he’s sick.”

Saul peered past her, toward her old Buick. “Where are they?”

“He’s back a couple miles. I saw you go by, and…” She started to blubber, and Bill caught a few words about insulin and that the pharmacies had been ransacked. 

“Why didn’t you go to the next town?” Saul asked her. “Drive the car? Bring the boy?”

She shook her head like she didn’t understand. “Are you going to help me?” 

Bill looked around the Georgia border. How quickly society crumbled. One sniff of trouble and the people took to the streets, looting the grocery stores, hoarding the drugs, alcohol, and anything of value. They’d all seen too many post-apocalyptic movies. But without some semblance of structure, the wild came out in humanity. Bill was different since he’d met Saul, like he’d changed into a new man, a harder version of himself. If he was truthful, he felt better than he had in years. 

“Come on. We’re going.” Saul left the woman there, and she chased after him. 

“Come back with me. He won’t make it—” She stopped as she faced the barrel of Saul’s heavy chrome revolver. 

“Show me the gun,” he whispered. 

“What?” she asked, but Bill heard an inflection in her voice. 

“The gun. It’s in your pants under the jacket.” Saul motioned to her belt. 

“You have it wrong.”

“What was the plan? Get us to follow you? Take our gear? Is it really that bad out there?” Saul asked. 

Her tears stopped. “They took everything. I wasn’t lying about that. We’ve gone as far as three towns over. I can only get the drugs if I give them something of value.”

“There is no kid, is there?” Bill asked her. 

She met his gaze and broke it. She kicked at a pebble on the shoulder of the road. “Can you spare anything?”

“For your drug habit? So you can give it to some local two-bit hustler? Go lock yourself in a room. Sober up, and stay out of trouble.” Saul turned, and Bill was about to shout a warning when the woman pulled her gun. 

Her hair fell over her face, and she blew at the greasy strands. “I don’t want to do this.”

Saul was calm. “Then don’t.”

“I…”

“Did you see that storm? Everyone is scared. Go into hiding for a few days, and it’ll all blow over. Things are getting worse. Wait it out.” Saul started walking toward her, but she raised the gun, pointing it directly at Bill’s new acquaintance. 

Her eyes twitched as she glanced at their truck, then at the gun in Saul’s grip. Bill could read her like a book. She could see they had valuables on them, especially to the drug-dealing type. 

“Lady, go to your car and get the hell out of here.” Saul had finally added some edge to his voice, but she didn’t falter. 

“Give me the keys. Drop your gun and kick it over,” she said. 

So far, Saul hadn’t aimed it at her. Bill had never seen someone so calm in the face of adversity. He noticed Saul’s feet turn slightly closer to the woman, his knees bend just a tiny bit. 

“I said drop—” 

Saul fired once, and the woman’s gun fell from her hand, landing on the road. Her eyes were full of disbelief as she crumpled. Bill was frozen, watching in horror as blood dripped from her forehead. 

“Get in the truck, Bill.” Saul took the woman’s gun, emptied it, and tossed it into the field beside the road. 

Bill didn’t move.

“In the truck!” 

He peered at the old car, the engine idling. Bill started walking to it, and made the mistake of looking at the woman’s corpse. The back of her head was blown out. That was it. Bill bent over, puking up his lunch. He could still taste the tuna and mayonnaise. 

Saul spent the next couple of minutes throwing her body into the car’s trunk, and when he was done, he wiped a smudge of blood off his black vest. Bill didn’t offer to help. The other man disappeared, and Bill heard the door closing. 

Saul reversed the truck, coming to pull up beside Bill. “Climb in.” The window was down, and Bill squinted up at the man he barely knew. The man who’d so easily killed a woman, a down-on-her-luck person who was only doing what she thought she had to do to survive this… whatever it was. Invasion. The word clunked into Bill’s mind, and he peered at the sky, finding the sun was lowering in the west. 

“It’s an invasion,” Bill muttered. 

“No shit. You about done?” Saul threw the truck into drive, and Bill figured he’d better climb in or be left behind. Maybe worse. 

A minute later, Bill was chugging water as they ripped farther into Georgia. 

“City’s only a couple of hours from here. Can you try the radio? See if you can connect with Roger?” Saul asked. 

“You killed her.” Bill watched the fence posts race by in a blur along the sides of the road. 

“We don’t have time for this. There’s a lot more at stake than a gun-wielding druggy’s life.” Saul was cold.  

“She was a person,” Bill said.

“Who wanted to shoot me. Toughen up, Bill. You talk a big game on the radio.”

“Doesn’t mean I’m an animal,” Bill said defensively. 

“Oh, and all those times you lobbied against the recovery clinics in metro centers? Using your platform to secure votes on important issues? Do you think those were devoid of consequence?” Saul asked. 

That grabbed Bill’s attention, and he snapped back into his body. “This isn’t like that.”

“Whatever. I don’t really care. Can you contact Roger?” Saul pointed at the CB. 

Bill nodded, trying not to think about Saul’s comment. He was a radio personality, paid and syndicated because of his ideas and platform. He had people listening from across the country, and if he sometimes used that to back someone’s agenda, what did it matter? The fact that he often took payments as a result wasn’t a big deal either. Everyone in the biz did that. 

He used the CB, heading to the proper frequency.

“Go for FE Sector Nine,” the voice on the other end responded. 

The Freedom Earthers had sectors scattered across the country, relaying messages between them. They must have been far enough from Roger to connect to the bordering group. “Sector Nine, this is Bill McReary, trying to reach Roger.”

“Roger that.” The man laughed, clearly amused at his own joke. “Patching you through, Bill. Love your show.”

Bill just glanced at Saul and shrugged. A moment later, the Freedom Earthers’ leader inhabited the speaker. “Bill, how did you manage to contact me out of Sector Nine? You on the road?”

Saul shook his head once. 

“I wanted to help. Where can I meet you?”

A slight pause. “Are you alone, Bill?”

Saul frowned, and Bill remembered how casually Saul had disposed of that woman. “Alone, and hungry.” He wiped his lips with his sleeve. 

“Head down seventy-five until the twenty exit. Five miles out of Canton, north. Campground.” Roger was gone. 

“Good work, Bill,” Saul said. 

“Why couldn’t we just tell him?” 

“Because he’s hunting Believers.”

“So?” Bill tensed. All those comments he’d made to the military guard a couple days ago... 

“I’m a Believer, Bill. Haven’t you figured it out?”
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Marcus was wide awake, while Jessica slept in the seat beside him. He’d considered how he could escape this situation countless times over the last day, but nothing seemed plausible. Two Believers sat in the front, guns in holsters. They were dressed in suits, two big men who looked more appropriate for the Secret Service than for protecting a cult leader. He supposed they might have worked for the Vice President at some point. 

The SUV still emitted that new car scent. It grew stronger when he turned the AC on, using the controls behind the console. They were well into Louisiana, circumventing the populated southern part of the state. He didn’t know where they were heading, but he assumed it was Texas. 

Grady had told them they had five days to accomplish their mission, before he’d died at the mansion in Georgia. Turned out they’d been close to Savannah, in some rich suburb an hour from the city center. Bev was still there with the kids. He felt like he’d abandoned them, but there was no other choice. 

“How much longer? I have to use the bathroom,” Marcus said, loudly on purpose. Jessica’s eyes sprang open, and she peered out the window, then at her armed escorts. 

“Where are we?” The sun was setting, and she yawned, sticking her hand over her mouth. 

“Hour north of Lafayette,” the driver said. 

“We’re making good time. How about we take a break?” she ordered as they passed a sign for a rest stop two miles ahead. 

Their SUV slowed and exited for the run-down gas station. The lights were off, but the driver tested the fuel pump, finding it was an upgraded one that still operated using a hidden generator. He set to filling the tank, while Marcus wandered off in search of the bathroom. 

“Barry, go with him,” Jessica told the other Believer. 

“Yes, ma’am.” Barry walked after Marcus. 

He couldn’t get a moment alone. Marcus tested the lock on the side of the gas station and found it unlatched. He went into a stall and started to panic. The door opened, and he heard the man enter.

It was dark inside, with the dim light of dusk carrying through a greasy window above the sink. Barry ran the water, and Marcus listened as he splashed his face. 

He needed to find a way out. This might be his only shot. What would Rex do? He tried to picture his good friend in his shoes, and visualized him kicking the door open, striking Barry over the head with the toilet tank lid. Rex would grab his gun and dash off into the forest behind the highway. 

Marcus flushed and tested the toilet tank. It was bolted to the wall. A dirty plunger sat on the floor. Not an ideal weapon. 

“Hurry up,” Barry called, and the door once again went wide, sending a block of light into the bathroom. Then it closed. Marcus waited a moment, and when he decided Barry had exited, he turned the partition lock. 

The window would lead him outside, where Barry was waiting, but there was also a wire grate across the bathroom. That led to the gas station’s convenience store. He hopped onto the sink ledge and tugged at the grate. It was loose. He used his fingers, grasping at the screw on the left, and he undid it enough to yank the grate free. 

With one last glance at the door, Marcus launched into the vent, and was glad to see it was only a foot deep. He stepped through, into the employees’ room. He climbed past the ancient microwave and almost fell in the overflowing garbage can. The table was stacked full of used dirty magazines. 

“I said hurry up!” Barry’s voice boomed, causing Marcus to sweat. He hustled out into the main business. The lights were off, and he surged to the front doors. They were locked, and he saw Jessica standing near the front seat, leaning on the SUV. He couldn’t leave that way. 

He ran through the building, finding a tiny warehouse dock at the rear. A metal door awaited him, and he used the deadbolt, rushing into the evening air. He was still barefoot, but he didn’t care. Marcus ran. 

It reminded him of that time in Florida when he was a kid, and his friend stole a six-pack from the shelves. When the business owner shouted for them to stop, they’d ran for it. They’d escaped, only to have warm shaken-up beer an hour later. He’d never forgiven his friend for pulling that stunt. 

The trees were thin and jagged things, not providing much cover. If Barry searched back here, he’d have no problem tracking Marcus. He prayed the sun would set faster today. 

A minute later, his breaths were labored, and he heard shouts from behind him. They knew he’d fled. This pushed him to go faster. 

It might not have been what Rex would have done, but it still worked. Marcus had to remember that sometimes there were multiple paths to the same result. It was like that with computers, and with sports. Basically anything. 

His feet ached, and he stepped on something sharp, the piercing pain jutting up his arch and into his ankle. This didn’t stop him. 

Marcus broke free from the trees onto a road. It was darker. A miracle. 

He stood in the middle of the street, trying to catch his breath, and a car’s horn blasted through the air as the screech of the brakes echoed down the way. 

“What do you think you’re doing, son?” an old man asked, shaking his fist out the window. 

“I…” Marcus walked past him, trying to keep pushing. A metal sphere rolled up, bashing the van at an intense speed. The van crumpled in half, and the man was squashed inside. 

Marcus watched as the Umir unraveled from its ball and stood on the destroyed van. The guns extended, and it shot the man in the driver’s seat, who’d been barely hanging on as it was. 

Marcus raised his hands, fighting the urge to run. If he moved, the robot would end him. Its red eyes bore down on Marcus, and its head tilted slightly, as if trying to register his next action. 

“Stand down!” It was Jessica. She emerged from the trees, her high heels dangling in her fingertips. 

The Umir jumped off the van, cracking the cement as it landed. Its eyes blinked once, and the weapons receded before it returned into a sphere shape. The ball rolled protectively toward Jessica, and stayed there. 

“You have some nerve, Marcus.” Jessica’s chest was heaving, and the guards arrived, guns at ready. She’d outrun them. No surprise there. She was clearly a supervillain. 

“I don’t want to help you,” he said. 

“Too bad. One day you’ll recall this moment, Marcus, and you’ll thank me for sparing you. When our saviors arrive and fix this world, you’ll understand,” she said, smiling as genuinely as he’d ever seen. 

It became abundantly obvious. Jessica Carver believed her own ideologies. She thought the Unknowns were actually going to be a good thing. She was determined that her organization would be responsible for ushering in a new era and a better Earth. 

Marcus’ shoulders slumped as he crossed the road and let them lead him to the SUV at the gas station. He didn’t take his gaze off the Umir. 

They returned to the SUV, the Umir settled into the back of the vehicle. The tires almost rubbed the wheel wells as they drove off, heading into the dusk. 

 

____________

 

“Mexico.” Tripp smiled. “That’s more like it.”

“If you think this will be as simple as tossing a rope around an unsuspecting robot, I doubt that’ll be the case,” I told him. “Do you see the way Gren and Lewen discuss this? They’re scared. Veronica, tell me you don’t think they realize they’re in over their heads.”

“They hadn’t been expecting the Umir to be here so soon. We were late.” Veronica was hanging on better than I was. “At least we’ll be on the proper side of the world. When we finish up there, we can make the bargain with Jessica.”

“And then what? The Objects are still coming. We only have a few days before they attempt their mass attuning,” I groaned. 

“Without the hub queen, the Umir will fail,” Tripp reminded me. 

“The Zalt will try to do whatever they can to take Earth.” I paced up and down the ship’s corridor. The soldiers were with their Rodax leaders, speaking in their own language. 

“Rex isn’t wrong. We saw what they did to my dad.” Veronica hugged her arms around herself as if she felt a draft. “What are the Zalt?”

“Another thing we need to ask the Rodax. We were so rushed in bringing them to Earth, we didn’t receive answers.” I peered at their meeting, and Lewen’s lavender eyes met my gaze. I waved for her to join us, and she whispered something in Gren’s ear before exiting the cockpit.

“Yes?” Lewen had short brown hair, only slightly longer than her male counterparts. She swept it to the side, tucking it behind her ears. The lobes were wider than ours, and she squeezed one. I must have been staring. 

Tripp took the lead. “We want some answers while we’re waiting.”

“Okay. I understand we were quick to depart Kabos, and that was because of the pressing invasion. Gren will be lifting off soon, so let’s have a seat. I will respond to all your inquiries,” she said. I don’t know why I’d expected resistance from her. She was always kind, as were the others. One of the Rodax had been killed at the Thai village, and my heart ached for their loss. 

We took our seats along the benches, and Gren lifted off, telling us we were heading for Mexico. The trip would take three hours. The soldiers across from us kept their eyes averted from our conversation, but if they knew English, they’d have a hard time ignoring our words. 

“The Zalt. What are they?” I asked. “We understand that they can hop into our minds, and feasibly control us. Are they flesh and blood?” I pinched my own arm for emphasis. 

Lewen sat to my right, with Veronica on the opposite side. Tripp was next to her. The Rodax woman gritted her teeth and finally reacted. “The Zalt are organic, but not as you’d assume.”

“How can that be?” Veronica asked. 

“They have a body, housing a destructive energy. Long ago, perhaps they were beings as you and I are, but they’ve evolved, or maybe some type of mutation occurred. They rely on hosts, but their energy is caustic. It takes a powerful and qualified host to house one, and even then, the vessel can burn out quickly.” Lewen’s mouth moved swiftly as she explained. “You said your father, Clayton, had a Zalt inside him, correct?”

“Yes. For a few years. Dirk thought it was sporadically present,” Veronica told her. 

“I doubt that. It was more likely that your father fended the invader off for periods of time. The Zalt lock in, and it is difficult to remove one, at least until the host dies. Then they are sent back where they came from.”

“And where is that?” Tripp leaned forward, so he could see Lewen. 

“I haven’t encountered them personally, and there is much we haven’t learned, but we suspect their essences are stored on the very Objects you’ve described to us. They are homeless, seeking refuge. We’d actually believed the Zalt were extinct before you told us they continued.”

“Extinct?” I prompted. 

“Yes. They’ve had a few rough patches in their last couple of takeover attempts.” Lewen rested her hands on her knees, and I saw her nails were long and white. 

“Then they’re weak?” Tripp asked. 

“I can’t say. They still have their Umir, and the queen, which will make the Zalt invasion much simpler if the network is finished. Your people will either be fried or subjugated, depending on how things go,” Lewen said. 

Tripp sighed. “You’re not giving us a lot of hope here, lady.”

“We were hasty. Gren did not believe we were truly going to face the Umir, and he expected a small group of Zalt. If these Believers are as strong as you suggest, we might be at their mercy,” Lewen finally admitted. 

“Can we return to Kabos? Recruit more soldiers?” Veronica asked. 

“No. It will do no good. If the network is activated, we are also susceptible to the Zalt.” Lewen’s tanned skin paled slightly. 

“Great. So your brains may turn to mush beside ours. One thing at a time?” Tripp cracked his knuckles. “Let’s shut off this hub, then regroup. Find out where Agent Young is. I’ll track down Colonel Jerkins, check out what the military is doing, and how deep the Believers go.”

“And I’ll get this damned Book,” I muttered. 

Lewen grabbed my arm, her nails digging into my arm. “What book?”

“Jessica, the cult’s leader, kept referring to some book that she thought I was after. I hadn’t been aware of its existence. Hunter Madison never mentioned it, and my dad didn’t seem to know anything, besides thinking he’d heard a passing reference or two.”

“I wish Saul was around. He would have information for us,” Tripp said. 

That brought on a moment of survivor’s guilt in me. I’d made it from the caves that fateful day, with Marcus and our parents intact. Saul had died saving us. I rubbed at my chest where the tattoo sat. PT. Promissa Terra. It was a saying that bonded our group, me included, even if I hadn’t realized its significance at the time. 

Her eyes grew distant. “The book. What do you think it does?”

“I think it might give us access to their ship. The Objects,” Gren said from ahead. Clearly, he’d been eavesdropping.

“Wait. We can use this book to get into space?” I asked. 

“Not like that. If you follow the instructions, one might be able to reverse the link.” Lewen smiled. 

“We can take over a Zalt?” Veronica clapped her palms to her thighs. 

“It is not simple to connect. You must be trained—”

“Rex can do it,” Tripp blurted. 

The soldiers all looked up, staring at me. 

“You can?” Lewen asked. 

I cast a glare at Tripp. “I don’t know about that.”

“Sure. He’s already linked to his father once,” Tripp said. 

I realized there was more we hadn’t told him. “Tripp, you missed a lot. I linked with Jessica when we were on Rimia. My dad had some of the drink they used at the village. Then I was Hunter. He sent me a message from the past. It was… surreal.” 

Tripp stayed stoic, then broke into a grin. “See? I told her you could do it. You have… what’s the word for it? Aptitude.”

“Maybe. Lewen, even if we locate this Book, reverse the link… then what?” My heart rate picked up, and my skin flushed. I was nervous. I didn’t want to be the one to attempt such a feat. 

“The Zalt will destroy you. Your cult thinks they will be amiable and work with them, but it’s never been done. The Zalt will enter your minds, and they will rot from the inside out. The Zalt will seep into your ecosystem, devouring it until there is nothing remaining but ruin. Your planet will be destroyed, along with every single living thing on it.” We stayed quiet while Lewen painted the dramatic picture. “You must find a way to destroy the Objects.”

 

 

 

7

 

The three hours flew by. We didn’t encounter so much as a seagull on our journey, and that scared me more than anything. Flights around the world seemed to be on lockdown, but I expected some form of military presence. We were blind. There was no news to read. No television media coverage on the state of the world. I presumed it wasn’t going well. Already, before the storms, Tripp had said things were growing dire. 

Dozens of protests around the globe had turned violent, and thousands of casualties from nearly every country had been claimed. Tripp informed us the US was one of the first to go south. The Freedom Earthers had moved in shortly after we’d departed, going so far as to plant their flag at monuments around the nation. 

He told us about the news reports showing the red, white, and blue flags, with Freedom stitched in the center, and a circle of stars around it. They were placed outside the White House, the Liberty Bell, on the Statue of Liberty, and anywhere else you could think of that would garner worldwide attention. 

As far as Tripp was aware, no one dared to take them down. The government was a hodgepodge of disasters. The California governor had vanished. There had been numerous resignations throughout the senate, and police forces had literally disbanded after they were blamed for the results of the widespread panic. 

And of course, the President was nowhere in sight. People stormed Washington, but Alan Black had disappeared, only to resurface with a message from an unknown location. Tripp said it was all a bunch of crap, urging people to stay home and to wait out the storm. Black assured everyone the asteroids would skim past Earth and continue on their merry way. That was a week ago. 

Some cities had done a good job of ensuring a curfew or stay-at-home orders, suggesting to me that their leaders might be with the cult, trying to keep their cattle safe for the invasion. But there was no proof. 

“Did you have any news of Mexico?” I asked Tripp. 

“Not much. Borders were closed after a bunch of Americans attempted to flee south.” Tripp closed his eyes. 

“Things must be bad,” Veronica mumbled. 

I tried to imagine being at home, with the news endlessly scrolling information on the approaching Objects. Everything would be terrifying, with no incoming answers. Would I have tried to calm my students or told them to hunker down? I couldn’t even predict how the normal version of myself would react. Then, all of a sudden, a storm had come. The day we’d returned from Kabos, lightning and meteor showers had overwhelmed the planet. Were the Umir attacking? The one in Thailand had killed those villagers. They might be on a rampage. 

“Lewen, how many Umir landed?” I asked. 

She checked her clear tablet device. “Sixty-seven,” she answered. 

“That’s not a lot,” Tripp said. 

“Maybe from the comfort of a spaceship, but on the ground, one is plenty.” I’d already faced three of them. 

“With the hub gone, we can sleep easier,” Veronica said. 

Lewen made a noise but didn’t speak. 

“We can shut them off, can’t we?” Veronica asked her. 

“Not precisely. I know we can cut the network, but we are not experienced enough to be confident we can do any further damage.”

Tripp’s eyes opened again. “And how do we ensure we cut the network?”

“We destroy it. Completely.” 

“Good. Now you’re speaking my language,” Tripp said. 

I peered past Gren in the pilot’s seat and saw the outline of land beyond the ocean. We were nearing our destination. 

Lewen’s tablet blinked, drawing her attention. “Gren, we have a problem.” She didn’t say the rest in English, so we waited while she talked to the pilot. 

“What is it?” I demanded. 

She turned the tablet around. Ten dots converged toward our destination. “They know we’re coming. The Umir are swarming to protect their queen.” 

“How much time until we land?” I asked Gren, calling over the sound of the engines. 

“Ten minutes,” he responded. 

“And the Umir?” I stared at Lewen, and she did the math using her device. 

“The first three are five minutes after us. The rest will arrive within thirty minutes.” Her expression was downtrodden. Hopeless.

“Then we’d better be quick.” Tripp pulled one of the snub-nosed guns from under his bench seat and tapped the butt of it on the metal floor. The other soldiers duplicated the action, grinning at the human. 

Gren began his descent to the eastern edge of Mexico. He’d flown higher on this journey, choosing to drop in from above rather than ease our way over the landscape. We had the benefit of the dark, since dawn hadn’t struck this far yet. 

“The hub is close.” Lewen had her visor on but flipped up. 

The soldiers seemed nervous, and this concerned me. Tripp’s knee jostled anxiously, and I thought I heard him humming an old song. 

Veronica was pale as we began to plunge from the sky like a rock. The pressure intensified, and my legs lifted from the seat, the strapping holding me in place. I closed my eyes, praying we could end this threat. 

“Prepare for evacuation!” Gren shouted. The engines were screaming as the wing thrusters kicked on. We slowed, and a couple of seconds later, the ship had landed. The soldiers unclasped and dashed from the benches in a steady stream, gathering at the exit. 

One of them stopped at the cargo bay, unlocking a cage. A dozen flat devices sat on shelves, and he turned each of them on with a single press of a button. They whirred to life, blinking red and then green as they linked to one another. The soldier, a tough Rodax woman, held a tablet, and used the tool to control them. Her head was bald, and she had a long scar from above her right eye, riding all the way to her neck. 

Veronica pushed me forward, and we stepped onto the ground. We were outside the closest town by a good five miles. The sun had finally begun its ascent, casting a warm glow over the landscape. I’d spent a lot of time scouring Mexico when I was younger, and this was as nondescript as it got. There were no tourists for hundreds of miles. This was a different Mexico than we were used to seeing. No rows of all-inclusive hotels, catering to middle-class Americans. No white beaches with fancy umbrella drinks. It was drugs, and poverty, and scraping together what little livelihood you could, dreaming of a brighter tomorrow that would never come. 

Jessica’s comments about making a better world echoed in my mind as the derelict building emerged a few meters away. The wood had gone to rot, and the metal roof had holes the size of basketballs. I spied power lines behind us, meaning there was a road close by. To the west, I saw another structure, this one larger. Maybe a barn. 

“Move. That direction.” Lewen pointed to the barn, and the soldiers started forward. The bald soldier sent her dozen drones off, flying ahead of us a hundred feet in the air. 

I nodded as Baska arrived, his troops wearing visors. They sent another set of drones away, and our group of seventeen walked quickly, weapons raised, toward what we expected was the hub. 

Tripp slowed and tapped Gren on the shoulder, jabbing the barrel of his gun to the east. We all looked and saw the dust rising. Either a truck was heading for us or it was an Umir. I scanned the distance and spied another two plumes of dust converging on the barn. 

I swallowed hard but kept moving. We were too exposed out here. 

Lewen held the rod in her hand and extended it, letting the energy arc between the two end points. 

The barn was tall, a good two stories, but it hadn’t been used in years. There was a stack of hay, littered with mold, near the entrance, and a few birds sat perched on the rooftop. It might have been red once, but now it was faded and worn to a ruddy brown exterior. 

“Get in position,” Baska said, and the soldiers split into four groups. Tripp motioned for Veronica and me to follow Lewen and two others behind a rusted-out tractor. Rats scurried from their nest as we approached, and I did my best to ignore their squeaks. 

I glanced to my right and watched a team huddle behind a stack of old hay. To our left, Baska and Gren waited near an old farmhouse. The windows were busted out, and there was a shimmer of broken glass on the wooden front porch. 

Everything was silent. The wind gently cut across the fields, brushing my cheek. It was the calm before the storm. Three Umir were arriving, with more to follow. I hated waiting like this, especially with so many of the robots coming in our direction. 

“Mother of God,” Tripp whispered. He peered above a four-foot-tall punctured tire, looking at the barn. I shoved in beside him and saw what had him so worked up. The doors were opened, granting a viewing angle inside. An Umir rolled back and forth, and it was twice the size of the others, maybe three times larger. My perspective was limited.

The first Umir emerged from the west, slowing as it came closer. The weight of it crunched over the hard-packed dirt, snapping the occasional twig. My heart pounded in anticipation. 

I watched it from below the tractor while it unfolded, growing in height as the ball’s segments spread open, clicking together. The thin legs carried it into the barn. Its eyes were blinking orange, as if it was attempting to link to its hub. 

A guttural cry came from Baska as four soldiers attacked. Two shot at it with their heavy artillery, blasting the thing square in the torso. It tried to fire, but the other pair was already there, wrapping their dense metallic rope around it. They activated spikes that stuck the rope into the ground, holding the Umir in place. It wrestled against the bonds, but they held. 

Baska walked up to it and stood five feet away. His long rifle aimed for its head, and he pulled the trigger. Wires fried and crackled where one of its eyes once sat. He shot it again, this time in the chest, and once more for good measure. 

The other dust plumes were closer. 

“Into the barn!” Baska shouted, but the second team was already on the move. 

“We’ll defend them.” Lewen walked around the tractor, and Tripp rushed in front of her. Veronica and I flanked them as the next Umir rolled into sight. We didn’t wait for it to fully unravel. I aimed and fired as soon as the ball began to open up. My first few shots went wide, but the next couple struck its metal hull. We rushed the robot, me shouting in anger with each tap of the trigger button. 

Tripp was silent, but his aim was pure. When Lewen reached the Umir, stabbing at the electronics with her rod, it was already broken. 

Shouts from behind the barn urged us to help. Two of the Rodax were on the ground, one of them clutching his arm. The other was dead. It was the bald soldier from our ship. I spotted her tablet and grabbed it, trying to make sense of the controls. Veronica saw what I was doing and asked for the device. 

She managed to figure it out amidst the chaos and sent the drones over the Umir. It fired at us, but I dove behind an old water barrel. The impact blew a hole straight through the front, but luckily for me, the second layer slowed it enough. 

I dropped the gun I’d been given and snatched it back up, rushing for the Umir as it spun toward the barn. I fired at its legs, hitting the dirt instead. Tripp was trying to cut it off, and he didn’t seem to notice the long black gun protruding from the Umir, aimed directly at him. 

“Tripp!” I shouted, but he was firing at the Umir, not considering his own well-being. The bullet blasted from the weapon, recoiling the Umir enough to throw it off balance as my own shot struck its right side. Tripp stumbled and spun with the impact. The Umir managed to curl into a ball as it fell, and screamed toward the barn. 

More rows of dust were coming at us. The rest of their reinforcements were almost here. We needed to end this queen before they arrived, or we were dead. 

The back of the barn burst wide, wood splintering everywhere. The robot that emerged was massive, easily twenty feet in height, and twice as wide as the regular versions. I didn’t see a head on it, but there were guns, four of them, and they opened fire. 

I rushed to Tripp, dragging him across the dirt to cover. Veronica was nowhere in sight, but her drones buzzed around the queen, distracting it. Whatever she was doing worked, because the giant Umir started shooting at the hovering drones instead of us. 

The queen emitted a high-pitched signal, and I cupped my hands over my ears. For a moment, I expected my head to explode from the noise, but it subsided as the queen returned to its sphere shape. It began rolling away at an insane speed, and the third Umir, damaged but still functional, trailed after its hub. 

It was gone. My ears still rang, but slowly my hearing improved. I heard the muffled cries of our soldiers, and turned to see Tripp holding his shoulder where he’d been shot. It was a mess of flesh and blood and bone. 

“Stay put. Don’t move, Tripp.” I patted his leg and hopped to my feet. “Veronica!?” I shouted. 

The other Umir changed trajectories, chasing the hub, who, by the look of things, was already a mile away, heading north. 

“Veronica!” I almost tripped on a dead Rodax, and after a quick glance, fought the urge to throw up. 

“I’m here!” Veronica held the tablet, and she let it fall to the ground. Her face was smudged with dirt, but otherwise, she looked healthy. 

“Where’s Baska?” I stared at the barn and saw Lewen walking toward the structure with two soldiers flanking her. It smelled like burning electronics and death. I followed them into the barn and paused at the makeshift entrance. Four Rodax lay on the ground, two of them in pieces.

Lewen cried out and crouched by one of her expired people. It was Baska. His gun was still in his hand, his eyes open and wide. She sang in her own language. Tears formed in my eyes at the horror we’d witnessed, while Lewen chanted in grief. 

We’d come for the queen, but we’d lost the chess match. 

 

____________

 

Bill moved his seat up, stretching his back. He’d had a terrible sleep, riddled with doubts and alien ships. 

“You ready?” Saul asked him. The other man had managed to brew coffee somehow. They were on the side of the road, tucked behind a diner. He’d parked between two unoccupied semi-trucks, and it had done the trick. No one had accosted them in the middle of the night. 

“Not sure I’ll ever be ready,” Bill admitted. “Give me a minute.” 

He got out of the truck and sauntered over to the treeline. Birds sang in the morning air, and he relieved himself on a tree trunk. 

Roger had been expecting him last night, but that was the least of his problems. Bill was bringing a viper into the nest. Saul claimed he was working on the good side of this mess, but all his apparent ties to the Believers raised many doubts in Bill’s mind. 

He suspected Roger would see it the same way. If Bill survived today, it would almost be a surprise. 

When he returned to the truck, Saul handed him a cup. It was cheap red plastic, with a black top and the words BEST BURGER on 75. Except they weren’t on 75 any longer. Bill didn’t read too much into it and sipped the dark brew. It was the greatest-tasting thing he’d had in his life. 

“You don’t know what you got ‘til it’s gone.” Bill repeated the famous line and took another drink. “I’ll be damned. You might have a future as a barista there, Saul.”

“It’s instant.” Saul smirked and threw the truck into drive. 

They were right outside Canton, which had been busy for a town under lockdown. It didn’t seem like everyone cared out here. It was close enough to the big city to be under some of their mandates, or at least following their procedures, but far enough to do things their own way. 

The campground, on the other hand, would be closed in February. 

Bill found it odd that the Freedom Earthers would choose a location so near a town, especially only forty minutes out of downtown Atlanta, but they had a plan—one Bill wasn’t fully aware of. 

Saul hit the road, a two-lane street with no shoulders. A Mercedes drove in the other direction, and Saul gave the driver a wave as they crossed paths. “Doesn’t seem so bad out here.”

“I wish we had more news of the world,” Bill told him. 

“I have a feeling this Roger fellow will have all the information we seek,” Saul replied. 

The trip was quick, and Bill wondered why Saul hadn’t driven through the night. He asked again. 

“We show up when the sky is dark, with a truck full of ammunition, and we’re toast. We come at the crack of dawn with coffee and stale donuts, and we’re heroes.” Saul grinned. It didn’t suit his face. 

Bill glanced at the backseat and saw the boxes of food from the diner. “You think of everything, don’t you?”

“Do you know that donuts are the oldest salesman trick in the book?” Saul drove on, keeping their speed under fifty. 

“How so?”

“Breaks the ice. Makes them remember you. Have to make a sales call to an office? You bring the team donuts, even if it’s a buyer or a boss man you’ve come to see. They won’t turn down your next meeting request. And then the staff call you by name. It’s Bill, the donut man. We better purchase stuff from him, because the only joy we experience all week is when he drops by with a dozen crullers and a box of coffee.” 

“You have a morose outlook on life,” Bill told him. 

“If you think so, then you’ve been hiding out in your radio booth for too many years.” Saul grunted and hit the wiper fluid button, washing a layer of dust from the windshield. 

“I’m jaded, believe me.” Bill fumbled for a cigarette and rolled the window down. 

“You shouldn’t smoke,” Saul said. 

“Is that so? Some people smoke, others join cults.” Bill lit the cigarette and inhaled deeply. It burned his lungs for a second, the terrible, yet thrilling feeling of the day’s first one. Maybe Saul was right. He was well past due to quit. But they were in the middle of an alien invasion, and he’d probably be overtaken by some being from another planet, so what the hell. Smoke away. 

“You have no idea how many times I wanted out. To live a normal life,” Saul whispered. 

Bill appraised him and shook his head. “I can’t see you ever doing something normal.” The guy was a decade older than Bill, and he looked like he could bench-press a car. Bill felt inadequate in his presence. No one had ever made Bill care about the extra fifty pounds he was carrying, or the unkempt length of his beard, quite as much as this weird old stranger. 

“I could have been a salesman. Brought donuts to an office once a week.” Saul grinned at Bill and flicked his blinker on, turning at the campsite sign. 

Bill took another inhale and tossed the butt out the window. The last puff felt stale in his mouth, and his nerves were on fire. This was it. For a second, he wondered if Roger had been pulling his leg. He couldn’t see any signs of the Freedom Earthers here. 

“They’re watching us,” Saul mumbled. “By the admittance building. In the trees near the Porta Potty.” 

Bill glanced toward those two places and saw the glint of metal near the blue building, and a leg behind a tree near the portable toilet. “Good eyes.”

“Kept me alive this long.” Saul slowed and parked where the road diverged into day use and overnight stays. He climbed from the truck but kept it running. “Follow my lead.”

Bill undid his seat belt and hopped out. 

“Stay where you are. Hands in the air,” a voice called. 

Saul walked into the middle of the gravel road, rocks grinding under his heel. “Not here for trouble. Roger’s expecting… us.” He glanced at Bill and actually winked. 

“My name’s Bill. Bill McReary. And you’re listening to Across This Great Nation.” Bill did his best radio voice, and finally someone stepped from the shadows. 

The man wore camo, and Bill spied the Freedom Earthers logo on a patch on the left breast. “You were supposed to show last night.” He held a semi-automatic. Bill wasn’t positive, but it might have been an AR-57. He held it like he knew how to use it. Bill left his arms in the air. 

Saul’s lowered. “We had a change of plans.”

“Who the hell are you?” the militia soldier asked. 

Bill answered for him. “That’s Saul. My friend.”

The guy used a radio on his shoulder and whispered into it. “Okay. Roger will see you. Drive forward. No funny business. Remember, you won’t make it out alive.” 

Saul motioned the guy over and opened the back door. “Donut?”

The man laughed and looked at Bill as if this was some kind of joke. “Sure.” He took one from the offered box and stuck it into his mouth, returning to his perch in the shadows. 

They returned to the truck, and Saul drove forward. “See. Now he’ll remember my name.”

It quickly became clear there was a large force in the area. Truck tire tracks rolled over the dirt and gravel into the ditches. A perimeter fence had been added near the park’s secondary entrance, and armed guards protected the metal gates. Saul pulled up, and the doors swung wide, admitting them. 

Bill gaped at the flurry of activity. Everywhere he looked, camouflage-wearing soldiers walked around, all armed and serious-looking. When he’d first spoken to Roger, he’d expected a bunch of mullet-wearing hicks with a penchant for meth and shooting cans on the back forty. Never did he think they were the real deal. Not like this.

Saul smiled as he surveyed the lot. “We’re making the right allies.” 

“I’d say.” For the first time, Bill was grateful that Saul had arrived at his cabin. If he’d left Saul alone, he would never have been able to see this. He guessed there were close to five hundred of the Freedom Earthers in a square mile. Dozens of big military-style tents were erected, and row upon row of black Jeeps, varying in age and condition, were lined near the exit. Some had the tops up, some down. 

Saul parked, and they exited the truck. This time, Saul took the keys with him.

“Bill, glad you could make it.” This man must have been Roger. His voice was even deeper, and his handshake was like wresting a bear. The guy stood well over six and a half feet tall, with shoulders the size of a hundred-year-old oak tree. He was clean-shaven, and had the bushiest eyebrows Bill had ever seen. His dark hair was pulled into a ponytail. 

“I’m sorry about this. I brought an ally, someone I thought you’d want to meet. Don’t take this as some form of subterfuge or anything.” Bill used his friendliest tone, the one he often utilized on air with troublesome callers. It tended to relax them, and he found it easier to pull them onto his side. 

“You have a presence about you,” Roger told Saul as he stuck his hand out. “I’d prefer if you weren’t armed. At least until I know if Bill’s read you properly.”

Bill had no clue that Saul was wearing a piece. The older man reached behind him and handed the gun to Roger. 

“Come into my office. Both of you.” Roger led them to the biggest tent. A rail-thin woman sat at a desk with papers strewn across it, and she was arguing with a kid who didn’t look old enough to vote. They went quiet as soon as they saw there was company. 

“Olivia. Barnett. Would you mind giving us some privacy?” Roger asked cordially. 

“Yes, sir. We’ll finish this later,” Olivia hissed at Barnett and swept up her papers. 

Roger pointed to the table and the black plastic folding chairs around it. “Have a seat.”

“Mind if I smoke?” Bill asked. 

“Feel free.” Roger pulled over a reinforced chair. Bill didn’t think these cheap ones would hold his girth. “Now, what is this all about?” 

Saul rested his hands on the table, as if showing he was harmless. “Let me cut to the chase. You’re trying to get Alan Black, right?”

Roger glanced at Bill, who puffed away and shrugged. “Maybe.”

“You want the head of the snake, and the Vice President would do just fine if he was the top dog.” Saul crossed his arms and leaned back. 

“He’s not the Sovereign?” Roger laughed, like it was the funniest thing he could have heard. 

“Jessica Carver. I didn’t even know this until we were near Boulder a month ago,” Saul admitted. 

Roger lost his smile. Bill watched the silent conversation the pair of men had with interest. “You were there?”

“You heard about it?” Saul casually asked. 

“It was all over our radar. Too late, unfortunately. By the time our local sector arrived, the place had been swept clean,” Roger said. “How was it you were there?”

“In a minute. You want Black. I want something in his possession,” Saul said. 

“And you think you can help me get the Vice? Maybe this… Jessica?” 

“I know I can.” Saul reached into his jacket, and Bill heard the cocking of a gun’s hammer. He glanced under the table and saw Roger was pointing a gun at Saul. 

“Careful there, cowboy,” Roger muttered. 

Saul slowly removed his hand and laid a badge on the table. It showed his face, no smile, the picture overexposed. But it was Saul, nonetheless. “This is my ID.”

Roger picked it up and rotated it in his fingers. “Security?”

“That’s my day job. A corporation owned by the cult. It gives me cover. A reason to be moving around between cities. Multinational company, after all,” Saul said. 

“What’s this supposed to prove?” Roger asked. 

“These higher-ups. They have guards with scanners. One sign of this badge, and they’ll grant me access to Black.”

Bill lit another smoke and set his lighter down quietly. 

“If you can do this, why do you need us?” Roger asked. 

“I used to have a pack, but now I’m a lone wolf. And I want revenge. You want Black. It seems like a fair trade.” Saul’s eyes turned dark. 

“What does he have that you want so badly?” Bill’s voice croaked when he spoke, and they both looked at him, as if surprised he was even in the tent with them. 

“A book. I want a book.” 

Roger set the gun aside and stood up, sticking his hand out. “It’s a deal.”

Bill noticed the sound of rain pitter-pattering against canopy of the tent as the door opened. 

“You’re just in time,” Roger told the newcomer. 

The man had a straitlaced look about him, and instead of camouflage, he wore a boring gray suit, complete with a dark tie. The guy glanced at Bill’s pack of smokes and reached for them. “Mind if I…?”

“Go ahead. I’m Bill,” he said. 

“Where are my manners?” Roger dramatically waved his arm like he was announcing royalty. “This is Special Agent Evan Young.” 

Saul cleared his throat, and Young choked on his cigarette. “You. You’re alive.”

“Good to see you again, Evan.” 

Bill couldn’t help but feel like he was missing something important. Roger smiled.
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Gren threw his gun to the ground and let out a string of angry words that could only be curses. 

“Calm yourself, Gren,” I said. “We can still kill the queen.”

Gren rushed at me and shoved his arm against my throat, pinning me to the barn. “You… if you hadn’t come, none of this would have ever happened.”

Veronica was on him, tugging at his shoulders. He almost struck her with an elbow, but I saw him hold back at the last second. He let me go and walked away. 

“Don’t blame us, Gren. Your people left the clues; all we did was follow them. Plus, you were the ones playing God. Scattering your precious DNA, waiting to see what stuck.” I stared at the remaining Rodax. Three of the soldiers were building a funeral pyre inside the barn for their fallen. They’d brought out the one that had been killed in Thailand as well, and the four bodies were in a row, lying on top of a series of wooden crates. 

“They asked for our help, and we offered it. We have no love for the Zalt, and now you see why,” Lewen interjected. “We thought we were prepared. It has been too long.”

“What do we do?” Tripp barked. He sat on the ground, his shoulder wrapped with swatches from a spare jumpsuit. Blood soaked the dark fabric, staining it brown. 

“I don’t know,” Gren mumbled. 

Baska’s body was inside the barn. It was obvious they were close friends, and his loss hit Gren deeply. 

“I do,” I said. “We rest for a while, and track the queen wherever it’s going. Stop the damned Umir from accomplishing their goal.”

“It won’t work. We do not have enough soldiers. Nor firepower.” Gren turned to face the soldiers emerging from the barn. One of them gave the pilot a nod, probably indicating they’d completed the preparation. 

“Give us time,” Lewen told me. “We have a rite to perform.”

To my surprise, none of the locals had arrived to check out the situation. That didn’t bode well for their condition. They must have heard us. 

Veronica grabbed my arm and dragged me to Tripp. We watched the Rodax hum, then sing a song for their lost soldiers, and Gren lit a fuse. We witnessed the final rite as the barn burned, old wood crackling in the mid-morning sunlight. When they were finished, Lewen brought us onto the ship we’d flown overseas on. 

“Gren is not well.” She tapped her head. “Veronica, would you consider flying a ship?”

Veronica nodded. “Of course.”

“Can you help Tripp?” I asked. 

Lewen looked at the injury and grimaced. “I can.” 

“Let’s stay for a couple of hours. Get some sleep. Everyone is exhausted. It won’t do us any good flying around chasing the hub anyway. We’ll wait to see where it goes, and then follow. Make sense?” I didn’t have to wait long for a response. Lewen agreed instantly. 

“Rex, I think I saw a truck on the next lot. Let’s go into town. Secure some supplies,” Veronica said. 

I realized we didn’t have much in the way of rations, and wondered when any of us had last eaten. “You bet.”

“Take a gun,” Tripp reminded us. I accepted his 9MM and we set off on foot after assuring Tripp we’d be okay. He asked us to find a pineapple, maybe some pork. 

Our seventeen-person team had dropped to thirteen. Against an army of robots. I didn’t like our odds. 

“We need help,” Veronica said when we were out of earshot.

“How do we contact anyone?” I’d sweated through my jumpsuit by the time we climbed across the dilapidated fence to the next plot of land. 

“We’ll figure something out. The Freedom Earthers would be an ideal place to start.” Veronica was limping slightly. 

“You hurt?” 

“Just landed wrong. It’ll be okay.” The house was intact, and I knocked on the door. The porch boards groaned under our weight, and a dog barked in the distance. 

“Hello!” I called, with no reply. The blinds were bed sheets across the windows, but they blocked my view of the inside. I tested the handle, and it turned with ease. “Shall we?”

The place was dusty, and I saw the back door was propped open. When I crossed through the living room, I noticed what was holding it wide. 

A body. 

“Rex, what do you think happened?” Veronica crouched by the woman and checked for a pulse. When she shook her head, I helped roll the lady over. She was old, with deep lines wrinkling her forehead. Her eyes were blood red, the vessels burst. 

“I’ll give you one guess.”

“The Zalt,” she whispered.

I went down the hallway and found a man, presumably her husband, on the floor, his pants around his ankles. His eyes were the same. 

I stopped when I reached the end of the hall, and I heard a voice speaking inside. My Spanish was okay, and I translated the words in my head. It was a song, or a schoolyard rhyme. 

I opened the door. “Are you okay?” 

The girl was maybe ten, and she glanced at me, stopping her singing. “Quién eres?” Who are you?

“My name’s Rex. Are you feeling okay?” I asked in Spanish. 

She nodded and smiled. She spoke again, and laughed. I translated the words at a whisper. Prepare for arrival.

I slammed the door shut and held it tightly. “Find a rope. Anything.”

Veronica was white as a ghost, and she scrambled to find something to tie the door handle closed. She returned a few minutes later with a spool of electrical wire, complete with snippers. I measured from the handle across the hall and cut the spool, wrapping it around the adjacent bedroom knob. 

The girl with a Zalt inside her tested the door. She started to bang on it, shouting in Spanish. Then she kept saying prepare for arrival, repeatedly, until it was all I could think. When I was happy with how secure the doors were, we went in search of the truck keys. 

I scoured the living room, Veronica the kitchen, but nothing. Then I remembered the guy in the bathroom. “I think I know where they are.” I returned to him, pulling my nose under my jumpsuit collar. I reached into his pockets and yanked out the keys. 

“Let’s get out of here.” Veronica didn’t have to be told twice. She was gone before me, running for the truck. 

Despite its rough appearance, it started with a quick prime of the gas pedal, and we were off. In the rear-view mirror, I saw the girl burst from the house, and pointed it out to Veronica. 

“This is sick.”

It was the first time we’d seen a normal person affected by the Zalt, but I doubted it would be the last. 

The roads were quiet as I drove us toward town. When we were closer, we started to find vehicles parked on the street. Some of them were crashed into one another; others were upside down in ditches. I slowed as we rumbled past a car marked Policia, and cringed at the dried blood around the uniformed officer’s eyes. 

“It’s gone,” Veronica said softly. 

I was so busy staring at the dead people, I didn’t see the giant hole in the earth until she shouted for me to hit the brakes. I did, skidding to a halt. The entire town was destroyed, and a massive crater sat in its stead. 

“The Umir hub must have been carrying extra protection. This is a disaster.” 

“We shouldn’t linger. If some of the people are carrying Zalt, we might be in danger revealing ourselves like this.” She rolled her window up, and I hit reverse. 

“I saw a few stores on the outskirts,” I said. 

“Okay. Let’s hurry.” Veronica held her gun in her lap, a finger nervously rubbing the grip. 

I drove around the stalled-out vehicles, heading into a market. It looked like it had been built in the seventies and never updated, but it would have food. We climbed out, and I took the keys, not trusting to leave them in the ignition. 

The hub would have hit a few days ago, during the meteor shower, and some of the food was already looking ripe. There was no power, no fans, no cooler, no air conditioning. I doubted the latter had ever existed, by the looks of things. A few dead people lay in the aisles, and we hurried around them, grabbing supplies and filling hand-held plastic carts. 

I saw a section with clothing, and snatched a few black t-shirts, and a couple of pairs of shorts and sweatpants. If we were flying to the States, it might do us good to look less conspicuous. When I had a bag full of options, we ran from the store. 

“Wait, what about medicine for Tripp?” Veronica asked. 

Someone called after us, a tattooed man holding a meat cleaver. He shouted again, and we took off. I saw the bottles of tequila near the door, and grabbed one, rushing back to the truck. We peeled out of the parking lot.

When we arrived at the ships, Tripp was sleeping, and his wound was wrapped in a white bandage. “Lewen.” I set the bags aside. “Will he be okay?”

She smiled. It gave me hope. “He’s fine. It will be as good as new in a day or two.”

We informed the others of what we’d discovered. It was sobering news, and Gren seemed to have regained a semblance of his former self. “I apologize for my earlier outburst,” he said. “Baska was my… brother.” 

Veronica gasped. “I’m so sorry, Gren.” She embraced him, and he shook free after a moment. 

“Thank you. He was a great man, and a better brother.” 

Eventually, we sorted the supplies and ate in silence. Tripp finally woke and devoured something, telling us he was already feeling better. He poked at the bandage and said it hardly hurt. 

“Is that tequila?” he asked, pointing at the last full bag. 

“Do you have a seventh sense we should know about?” I joked, and unscrewed the cap. We didn’t have glasses, so I passed it over, and he took a swig, then another, handing it to Lewen. She glanced at Veronica, who nodded her approval. The Rodax woman coughed, but grinned as she gave it to Gren. 

He took the drink with ease, licking his lips as it was handed to the next in line. I got the last round, while Veronica tried to explain how the cheap stuff was better with lime and salt. I capped it without taking a drink and lay on the bench. 

I didn’t remember falling asleep, but dreams found me. I thought about Jessica, wondering what she was up to. Had this event been duplicated someplace else? Were we fighting a losing battle? 

I blinked in my dream and saw out an SUV window. My head turned, and there was Marcus. His lips moved, but I couldn’t hear what he said. 

 

____________

 

“Why are we exiting here?” Marcus asked. 

Jessica’s responses had been brief and dismissive so far, but he could sense the shift in her mood since yesterday, and he didn’t think it was only due to his escape attempt. He tried to adjust in his seat, but the leg bindings made it difficult. As soon as they’d hauled him into the SUV, the big guys in suits had zip-tied his ankles. At least they hadn’t fastened them tight enough to cut off the circulation. 

“Can you…” he started to ask again. 

“Shut up, kid,” Jessica hissed. “Why is it moving?” This was said in a whisper. She stared at a tablet, consternation furrowing her brow. 

“The robot is on the prowl?” he risked. 

“Yes. It was near a village in the northern corner of Mexico, but it’s directed to Texas. And from the look of things, it has guards. Protectors.” Jessica bit her bottom lip. 

“Maybe someone scared it off,” Marcus said offhandedly. 

“There are some powerful cartels in the area. I remember watching a documentary on the massacres in that region in the early nineties.” She tapped a long shellacked nail on the tablet. 

Marcus had said his last comment off the cuff, but the more he considered it, the more he assumed Rex was involved. But if the hub had escaped, that meant Rex had failed, or it had nothing to do with his friend. He had no clue if they’d made it home from Rimia or entered the second Bridge with the seventh Token. Jessica had practically admitted she’d talked with Rex, but he wasn’t sure he could trust her on that. He rubbed his head and stared out the window. More cars were on the streets. The sun hid behind a blanket of dark, miserable clouds, placed to match his mood. 

“Roadblock ahead,” the driver said gruffly. 

Jessica craned her neck between the front seats and let out a string of swears worthy of a village handyman. “Drive around.”

“There’s nowhere to go.” 

Marcus watched the row of red taillights, and the red and blue flashing lights about a half-mile down on the interstate. Cars lined the road, and a man in a truck blinked his brights from behind, honking his horn. 

“Want me to deal with him?” Barry in the passenger seat asked. 

The honking persisted. Marcus turned to stare past the spherical Umir and through the tinted rear windshield. The man had his window open. Marcus heard his muffled shouts as he waved his left arm around like he was leading an orchestra. 

“No. Allow me.” Jessica set the tablet on the seat and exited the SUV. 

“She’s got a set of balls on her,” the driver mumbled, and Barry grunted his agreement when the door was shut. 

Marcus shook his head. The tablet was there, screen on, and no locking mechanism activated. He used his right hand, dragging it closer with a finger. Barry peered back, snickering as Jessica laid her threats on the guy in the truck. The driver rolled down his window, trying to hear the conversation. 

Marcus ignored the disruption and slid the tablet onto his lap. The map showed a red icon blinking across Texas. It wasn’t moving for any of the huge cities, like San Antonio, Houston, or Dallas. It was closer to Odessa. 

The dot stopped. He held his breath and stole a quick glance. Jessica was still talking to the man behind them, and he went quickly, exiting the program. He launched a browser, finding there was no network. He cursed under his breath and gave up. There was no point in even trying to send a message now. 

The door handle clicked, and Marcus exited the program, returning to the map. He dropped the tablet and realized it was too close to his leg. The door was locked. It must have been an automated feature when the SUV went into drive. Marcus took his chance, leaning across to unlock Jessica’s door manually. He shoved the tablet to the place where it had been resting, and she yanked the car open. 

“Out of my way,” she ordered, taking her seat. 

The honking had stopped. “What did you tell him?” Barry asked. 

“What he needed to hear. He won’t be bothering us again.” Jessica took the tablet, and Marcus looked out the window, catching the reflection of the lighted device. Could she tell he’d sent a message?

“Odessa,” she whispered, and closed the device, shoving it into the back flap of the seat ahead of her. 

Marcus breathed a sigh of relief, and the SUV started crawling forward. His program couldn’t deliver the messages because there was no network to link to, but it would run in the background, waiting for any connection. The moment that happened, all of his contacts would receive the communication. Marcus could only hope it would find them somehow, because he wasn’t sure he’d be able to stop this hub himself. 

Finally, after another ten minutes, they neared the line of police cruisers. The rest of the cars had turned around, but Jessica had demanded they discover what the issue was. 

A female cop approached, her hand casually resting on her gun. “I’ll tell you what I told the others.” She looked tired, her eyes puffy with black bags under them. “This area is under quarantine. There’s been an outbreak in Dallas. You can’t take the 20.”

Marcus listened intently. Quarantine. What was that about?

Jessica leaned forward and shoved a badge at the woman. “That’s why we’re here. With the flight ban, we had to drive.” 

Marcus caught a glimpse of the identification and almost laughed. CDC. Out of Atlanta, Georgia. Of course she had one of those. 

“I’m sorry, Doctor Phillips.” The policewoman handed the ID back. “We’ll let you through. Should be smooth sailing without the traffic. But… we’d better send an escort. Things are a little unpredictable right now.”

“Unpredictable how?” Marcus blurted, getting a frown from Jessica. 

The cop stared at him, and he almost considered telling her he was a captive, a prisoner of the Believers. But he kept his mouth shut. If he said anything, they would just kill more innocents. 

“We aren’t supposed to say, but… since you work for the CDC, I’m sure you’ve heard a lot. Last night, they all…” She started to cry. “They’re dead. My captain. I can’t reach my sister, so I don’t know how she’s doing. Everyone’s eyes burst. Blood everywhere. I was out of town.” She wore a state trooper uniform, and Marcus assumed she’d been far enough from the Unknowns’ range. 

Jessica did her best to seem compassionate. “Did anyone survive?”

The woman nodded, sniffing back her tears. “Yes. But they’re… different.”

Someone shouted at the officer, and she waved to the cars ahead. “Let them pass. CDC!”

“CDC. Thank God,” a relieved voice said. 

A minute later, they were passing the police line, driving toward Dallas. The road sign noted the city was twelve miles away.
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Twenty miles hadn’t sounded like a lot to him initially. Dirk’s steps came slower as they continued up the incline. Even at a ten-degree pitch, every step felt like ten. His back ached from the weight of his pack, and his knees protested the motion. 

“We have to break,” he told Opor. 

“We only have two miles left,” she replied. Opor was moving as slowly as him, and Dirk could see the pain in her face. 

“It won’t do us any good to arrive on the Objects exhausted and stiff. We’re going to rest for the night,” he said. 

“Fine.” The sun was almost below the horizon, and they set to work building a fire. It was a simple comfort, and not even a necessary one, given the warmth of the evening and the fact that their food was already prepared. But he took solace in the act, and when the flames were licking the air in front of him, Dirk finally relaxed, sitting on the ground cross-legged. 

“Why did you go to Earth?” Dirk asked Opor. “You, of all your people. Did they think you were working for them?”

For a second, the glimmer in her eyes reminded him of a young Hunter Madison. It was disconcerting to see it in Opor’s expression. 

“Mezpa begged me to stay with her. To make the perilous journey to Earth on our ships. But I’ve always been a bit of an adventurer. I don’t regret my decisions.” The fire flickered. 

“It must have been difficult.” Dirk watched the woman he loved, controlled by another’s mind. He was close to her, but still so far away. It pained him not to hold her. To stroke her hair. To kiss those lips. Her entire village had been murdered. He hated the Zalt with every fiber of his being. 

“It was. But occupying Hunter Madison also had its advantages.”

“A billionaire tycoon. I can see that,” Dirk said. “I wish you’d told us. Brian Hardy would have loved to discuss it with you.”

“You miss him.”

“I miss them all. Saul. Brian. Clayton, especially. Most of the people I’ve known and cared for are gone. I don’t have much left.” He stared at the flames.

“You have Opor,” she said. 

“Yes. If you let her live.”

“And your children,” she reminded him. 

“If we survive, I’ll go to Kabos with Opor. She’ll never fit in on Earth, not after this incursion. We can live among the Rodax and other Children.” He hadn’t decided on this until that very moment, but when he said the words, they made sense. 

Opor nodded. “I think she’d appreciate the choice. Though I doubt she will be easy to drag away from Rimia.”

Dirk gazed at her. “Can you feel her inside?” He tapped his temple. 

Opor nodded. “She’s there. Not present, but resting in the background. I can read her past. Sense her pains, and her joys. She does love you, Dirk.”

He smiled and picked up a stick, poking the firewood. 

They ate and chatted a little more. His muscles protested as they lay down, letting the fire burn out. He fell asleep to the silence. Everything surrounding them was dead. They’d been lucky to even find the old, dried wood. 

Dirk closed his eyes and instantly felt the pull into another life. 

Claude Giroux walked through Paris. Dead people littered the streets, and he shook his head, mumbling about the Unknowns rushing things.

“You have to assist me!” a man pleaded from a restaurant entrance. The glass of the café was shattered, bricks on the sidewalk. He held a woman, clearly dead. 

“I’m sorry, she can’t be helped,” Claude said in French. Dirk’s mind translated the words as he watched through the Believer’s eyes. 

“But she’s…” The man staggered forward. He had a gun in his hand and an insane look on his face. 

“She is gone.” Claude tried to ignore the man. The people following him gave them space. 

He stopped a few feet away, never pointing the weapon at Claude. Instead, he lifted it, pressing the barrel into the side of his head. “What happened? Why are they doing this?”

“Because we didn’t listen. We didn’t prepare for arrival,” Claude told him, and the man nodded, as if he understood what that meant. He pulled the trigger, and Claude averted his gaze. He’d seen enough blood. 

Since the other night, he hadn’t been able to sleep. Not since the Unknown in his mind had tried to force him to stab himself. 

Claude froze, suddenly sensing the visitor inside him again. 

Dirk’s consciousness quieted. He didn’t want the cultist to abolish him. Not tonight. 

Claude shook the cobwebs out and continued on his path. He could feel the call. 

Footsteps echoed behind him in the cobblestone courtyard, and he glanced back, finding a growing number of people joining his journey. He’d been walking all day, unwilling to drive. This was his pilgrimage. Their pilgrimage. Claude had no doubt that the group trailing after him were Unknowns. 

By the time they reached his destination, there were well over five hundred of them, and Claude led the pack into the courtyard at the Chateau de Versailles. It was one of Claude’s favorite locations, so it was fitting that he was being drawn here. 

The palace was gorgeous, a true testament to the class and perseverance of man. Only they’d lost their way. When was the last time humans had created something majestic like this? Many considered the reign of Louis XIV a world-altering period of time, and Claude agreed. This era would be far more powerful, and Claude would see himself an integral part of it. 

He’d been selected to house the Unknowns’ leader: an entity so old, it made this castle look shiny and new. 

To hell with the Sovereign and the cultists who didn’t believe in the cause like he did. Claude had felt the thing’s presence on numerous occasions. It was a warm and inviting mind that greeted him in his sleep. The being spoke his praise and told him to prepare himself. 

The Unknown was on an incoming Object, heading for Earth. Claude was advised how to aid him, more with a sense than absolute details. He followed his instincts, the ones imprinted by the alien leader. 

Claude would house the visitor in his body. Give up control of himself so their god could walk this world. 

He couldn’t shake the feeling that there was someone else playing with him, though. That with all his preparations, he’d opened his mind to another. 

Claude peered at the water beside the palace. It glimmered with the night’s stars. What a place. Peaceful without the throngs of tourists. Instead, they lay dead on the ground, eyes red and bloodied. He didn’t even see them anymore. They were meaningless; inconsequential. 

“Come. With me,” he told the gathered crowd, and they obeyed. Into the front entrance, and there among the opulence was his awaiting savior. His connection to the Unknowns’ god. 

Claude hadn’t been sure what to expect, but the red eyes burned brighter as he walked toward the robotic form. Long arms extended, and he realized they weren’t arms. The guns didn’t aim at the people. It knew these were Unknowns, and Claude was the vessel of all vessels. 

Their group congregated around the robot, circling it like a crowd around a gladiator amphitheater, and they chanted. 

Dreen allono reespenlen.

 

____________

 

I awoke, finally feeling rested. I’d been Jessica again. It was the strangest dream. Marcus was there, tied at the legs. The tablet had shown a location outside Odessa, Texas. That was where the hub had stopped. She’d confronted a man in a truck. The way she’d spoken, the horrible things she’d threatened to do to him if he didn’t back off, she wasn’t someone you wanted to mess with. 

I sat up and scanned the ship. The others were asleep, with the exception of Lewen. She sat in the pilot’s seat, staring through the clear window at the Mexican landscape beyond. 

We’d moved to a more remote location, with nothing but hard-packed dirt and a few tenacious shrubs strong enough to penetrate the difficult terrain. Heat shimmered in long waves in the distance, telling us how hot of a day we were facing. 

“You okay?” I asked her. She observed me as if I was a ghost, and blinked rapidly. 

It was so unreal talking to an alien. She appeared so human, it didn’t feel like they were different at all. Which made sense, considering we were born from their stock. I couldn’t imagine how the various religions would incorporate this realization, but that was for another time. First, we needed to stop our world from being invaded. 

From the looks of things in the city we’d visited, the invasion had begun early. If this was the wake-up call, we were listening. The Zalt were coming, and they were a force unlike anything humanity had ever faced. 

I asked again, “Are you okay, Lewen?”

“I’ve been thinking,” she started. “Maybe we should be going for the Book instead of the hub.”

I sat on the seat beside her. “Why?”

“If we get the Book, we can send you onto their ship. You have the aptitude,” she said. 

“That’s some pressure. We have no idea if I can even connect to one of them,” I told her. 

“Tripp advised us you’ve done it already.” Her purple eyes were darker than usual in this light. 

“And again last night. I was the Sovereign.” 

She smiled at me. “What do you think?”

It was impossible to predict what the right answer was. “Hard to say, isn’t it?” I could tell she was afraid to chase the hub, after what it had done to her friends the night before. We weren’t prepared to go into battle with it again, not without allies and a better plan. 

“We’ll discuss it with the others,” I said. 

“Let them sleep until they wake.” Lewen watched her people. They’d rallied for comfort. It was cramped, but we made do. 

A couple of the Rodax were rousing from the sound of our voices. “How can we prevent this attack?” I asked her. “Truth only.”

“We were confident, but now… I am not so sure.” 

I’d assumed as much, but I hadn’t lost all hope. There was still a chance. “If we have the Book, do our odds improve?”

“Greatly,” she said. 

I glanced at Veronica and Tripp, wishing so badly that this was over. Two paths had diverged in front of me. Which was I to select? I nearly laughed that the fate of the world might reside in my hands. 

“Is something amusing?” Lewen asked, and the corners of my lips rose in a smile. 

“No. It’s just that I chose my profession so I could dig into the past. That, and follow in my father’s footsteps. I was obsessed with what had become of him, and spent the next twenty years chasing a ghost that wasn’t actually dead. Now I’m speaking with an alien on a spaceship, about to decide whether to strike a dangerous robot queen, or search for a Book. A single volume buried among the world’s literature.”

“That doesn’t sound funny,” Lewen affirmed. 

The grin faded. “Not in the least.” 

“What are we going to do?” she asked. 

“Get that Book,” Tripp said from behind me. His shoulder still had the patch on it, but his eyes were much clearer this morning. 

“You think so?” I checked. 

“No. But I can tell you do, and I’ll support that.” Tripp patted my shoulder. “You haven’t screwed me over yet. Plus, I don’t relish the idea of getting shot again, not by an angry horde of robots. If there’s another option, I say we go for it. If we fail, then let’s hit this queen with a nuke.”

This time, I did laugh. He didn’t join me. “You’re serious.”

“As an alien invasion,” he finished. 

“Okay. Where do we start?” I asked him. 

“You know where.”

“Jessica’s apartment,” I whispered. 

“As good a place as any,” Veronica added, stretching as she yawned. 

“We’re going to fly to Boston?” The visual of us lowering into Massachusetts in this craft would be enough to start a riot. 

“Can we find a safe location to land?” Lewen asked. 

“Colonel Jerkins.” Tripp looked at me, and I nodded. 

“He’s the one man I think we can trust.” He’d helped us get to Porto in the first place, and it was obvious he wasn’t working for the Believers. If he was, we would have been killed, and the Bridge would already be in their hands.” 

“Wait. We’re already supposed to trade Jessica. The Tokens and Case for your sister and Marcus. Let’s make them throw the Book in,” Veronica suggested. 

“Too risky. She would never hand us the Book if it’s as dangerous as Lewen is saying,” I reminded them. As important as my sister and my best friend’s lives were, I had to consider the rest of the world too. 

Tripp raised an eyebrow. “Boston?”

“Boston.” Saying it solidified my decision. 

We departed an hour later, leaving Gren and the other craft behind. They would remain with the soldiers, awaiting our communication. It was already dangerous traveling to Boston like this. We didn’t want two spaceships drawing even more attention. 

Veronica led the way, guiding us to the Atlantic before turning north. All in, the trip only took an hour and forty minutes. I used my father’s old watch to keep tabs. I glanced at the worn leather band and tapped the face. With a quick wind, she would be good for a few more days. 

The army base would likely see us coming, but we decided to land a couple of miles away. It was a dreary February day, and chilly enough to send a few white flakes from the clouds. They landed on the ground, trying to decide whether to melt or band together. 

“We walk from here.” I motioned to Lewen. “Stay put. Any sign of trouble...”

“I’ll hang back with her,” Veronica said. “It might help, having a human on board.”

“If they make it inside, it’s too late. Run before that happens,” I ordered her.

Tripp and I had changed into clothing I’d grabbed from the Mexican market. He had on a pair of black sweats, a size or two larger than his waist. The elastic cinched up as he knotted them tight. His white hooded sweatshirt advertised a beer company. My outfit wasn’t much better: dark jeans, rolled at the cuff to fit, and a bright yellow sweater. 

Tripp checked his magazine and passed me a gun. “Is walking into an army base packing heat a good idea?” I inquired. 

“Ask me again when we need them,” he muttered, and stepped onto the field. The crops were long harvested, and their shorn stalks crunched under our footsteps. We must have made quite the pair. 

As soon as the base’s fence came into view, I saw a four-wheeler approaching. The vehicle stopped, and two men stood, heads out the top, as they appraised us with guns aimed at our chests. 

“Who the hell are you?” one of them spat. 

Tripp smirked, despite the fact that we were at a disadvantage. “Here to see Colonel Jerkins.”

“Is that so?”

Tripp hiked up his shirt and turned to give them a view of his back. Among a series of healed scars was a tattoo of the SEAL trident. 

“You realize this is an army base, right?” the man asked, getting a chuckle from his friend. 

“Did you see the meteor storm?” Tripp asked them, walking up to the Jeep. 

“What do you think?” the driver asked. 

Tripp showed them his shoulder and the white bandage over it. “Those are robots, sent to create a network on Earth. If they succeed, the beings on the Objects will download themselves into your brains. All of our brains.” He rapped his knuckles against his own head. “Though they might toss you guys aside, given the lack of cognitive capacity.”

The guys looked at one another. “Are you insulting our intelligence?”

“Let us in. I have to speak to Jerkins.” Tripp opened the Jeep’s back door, and I went in first. He didn’t wait for them to deny his demand. 

“You’re telling us that there really are aliens, and that they’re going to invade us… here?” He tapped his temple. 

“That’s what I’m saying. Unless we stop them,” Tripp responded. 

The guy smirked as his partner drove us to the base. “You two?”

“Not much to look at, but we have a few tricks up our sleeves,” Tripp assured them. 

Ten minutes later, we were walking into Colonel Jerkins’ office. The entire base was much more hectic than last time we’d visited. 

Jerkins looked older, his short dark hair speckled with even more grays. “Tripp. I thought we had an agreement.” He motioned for me to shut the door, and I did. 

“Jerkins, I wish I could have stayed away.” Tripp shook his hand. It was a far cry from the friendly embrace from two months ago. 

We sat across from the colonel’s desk, and he slowly spun in his chair. “This is bad.”

“You’re not kidding.” Tripp picked up a pen and spun it in his fingers. “What’s it like here in the States?”

Jerkins’ eyes lit up. “It’s chaos. Half of the army wants to sit tight, the rest wants to march into the streets. Even if we do, what will we accomplish? What are we fighting?” 

“You said you didn’t want to know,” Tripp muttered. 

Jerkins glanced at me. “Things change. Tell me.”

So we did. I regaled him with a shortened version of the facts. Objects. Zalt. Trek to Rimia. Subsequent visit to Kabos to recruit the Rodax. 

“And you have one of them in a spaceship two miles from here?” He yapped a laugh and slapped a palm to his desk. “This is the first time I’m grateful my Marge is no longer with us.”

“Things are going to become worse,” I said. “The Zalt attempted to attune with the folks in the Mexican city. It killed most of them.”

“And you suspect this will be widespread shortly?” Jerkins turned to face his window, watching his people perform their daily routines. 

“Depends how fast this hub powers up. But it’s coming soon. That’s the urgency.”

“What do you need from me?” Colonel Jerkins asked. 

I left this to Tripp. It was his area of expertise. “We’re going to look for a Book.”

“A book?”

“That’s right. Something to give us an advantage. But we have no idea where it is. We need to head into town, and I’d like an escort. Preferably quickly.”

“Done. I’ll provide a team.”

“We also need satellite radios. I assume those are still operational?” Tripp asked. 

“Satellites are rolling, so not a problem. It’s how we’ve stayed in touch—” A knock on the door caught Jerkins’ attention. “Enter.”

“Colonel, we have an issue.” The woman looked scared, her hands trembling. 

“Spit it,” he ordered. 

“We’ve been doing our rounds, as requested. When we tried Bragg, we didn’t get a response.”

“Bragg. They’ve been the first to—”

She pulled out a tablet and hit play. “He finally replied.”

“Dreen allono reespenlen.” The voice had a slight Southern accent. 

“That’s it?” the colonel asked. 

“I think you’ve been hit. Either by the Believers or the Zalt,” I told him. 

“What makes you say that?” 

“That’s their language. It means ‘prepare for arrival’,” I said. 

“Jesus… Tripp, why do I feel like there’s more to your request?” Jerkins asked.

Tripp leaned closer. “Because there is.”

 

 

 

10

 

Bill hadn’t walked this much in years. He used to be in shape, ages ago. His thighs burned, and the heels of his feet ached, but he enjoyed the pain. It reminded him he was alive. Where had his life gone? One day he was graduating college, with dreams of becoming a famous literary author. He was going to pen the great American novel: a grassroots tale of a boy from the Midwest, fighting adversity to rise above his station and become the state’s wealthiest farmer. A story of love and loss. Mistakes and redemption. 

Bill McReary had once been a hopeless romantic. A fan of fine wines and eighteenth-century sonatas. Until he wasn’t. He’d woken up to find he was fat and preferred classic rock to classical, and bacon grease to duck confit. 

Sometimes all it took was a looming alien invasion to remind someone of what they had and where they’d gone wrong. Bill could pinpoint the exact moment. 

She was thirty-two, he was twenty-five, and they were in different places in their lives. Bill had been trying to make it in the ad copy world, hoping to get a break and find time to begin writing his book. She worked for a hedge fund but had dreams of running her own company. 

He screwed it up. So badly. And when they had that final fight, he’d given up way too easily. It was the single second he looked back at and cringed, but he’d done some amazing things in his career. He’d interviewed many incredible people during his tenure in broadcasting, and he knew he should stop wallowing in what could have been. 

Bill shook his head while he walked the campground’s perimeter. He never had written that book. Funny how that worked. Apparently, you needed to start something to finish it. Bill realized he hadn’t begun, because then he wouldn’t be disappointed for failing. 

The day was bright, and he pushed his cheap plastic sunglasses up the bridge of his nose. The path was well worn, taken by the Freedom Earthers as they endlessly circled the few square miles of ground they defended like an island. 

Bill wanted some time with Evan Young. The FBI agent was a breath of fresh air after being cooped up with Saul for the last week. Even Roger, the enigmatic leader of the militia group, was easier to talk to than the ex-cultist. 

He kept walking, mile after mile, and when it was his time to call it a day, he started heading back. The sun had begun setting past the treeline, and Bill’s ear caught the snapping of a twig. 

Not too alarming, but they were posted here to keep intruders out. Mostly it was locals, trying to understand who’d planted their feet down in this section of Georgia. The group hadn’t been able to fence the entire campground off, and that left room for people to wander in. 

Bill’s heart pounded when he heard muffled voices a short distance from his position. He huddled up close to a tree trunk and worried it wasn’t wide enough to hide him. 

The radio lifted to his mouth, and he pressed the talk button. “This is McReary in section five. There’s been a breach.” He wasn’t certain if that was proper lingo, or if he was still in section five, but he was close. 

“Roger that, McReary. Do you have a visual?” the voice asked. He had the volume turned to one, and struggled to hear the comments over the thumping of blood in his ears. 

He peered around the tree and saw the pair: a man and a woman. They had rifles. Black jackets. He relayed this. 

“Hang tight,” the voice on the radio said, and Bill clipped it to his belt. He’d spent some time at the shooting range in his younger years. Later, he’d frequented unorthodox gun yards with some of his more conservative friends. If he was going to be on radio catering to a certain demographic, he figured he needed to understand them better. 

When he unclasped the Sig Sauer from the holster, he had a fair bit of confidence. The metal actually calmed him. 

“I don’t see anyone,” the woman said. They were close. “Maybe we should circle back.”

“No. They’re here. We saw the trucks coming in. Where did they go?” The man’s voice was gruff, gravelly. 

Bill squeezed his eyes shut and took a deep breath. 

“We’ll run out of light in an hour. Do you want to be—” The woman stopped speaking. 

Bill could picture the man, expecting him to have noticed Bill behind the tree. 

“What is it?” she asked. 

“Nothing. Maybe you’re right. I don’t want to get lost and miss tomorrow’s big event,” the man said. 

When she spoke again, she sounded farther away. 

Bill was about to radio that the duo was leaving, when he heard the gun’s report slice through the evening air. 

He risked a glance and saw the man still on his feet, but the woman was lying on the ground. The guy started to fire deeper into the trees, and the incoming Freedom Earthers emerged. One second, the area was empty; the next, five of the camouflage-wearing soldiers were in the glade, surrounding the Believer. 

“Drop it!” someone shouted, but the man didn’t look too agreeable. His hand wavered. 

Bill emerged from the tree and recognized Saul. The older man didn’t hesitate like the others. He just shot the cultist in the arm. The man let go of his gun, cursing loudly. 

“Kill me, then. Get on with it,” he hissed through clenched teeth. 

Bill walked over, and two of the soldiers spun, taking aim. He lifted his hands, and they saw it was him. 

“You can lower ‘em, McReary,” Roger said. He was huge compared to the others, smiling like a Cheshire cat. 

Bill did. “They were talking about an event tomorrow.”

The man glowered at Bill. 

“Is that so?” Saul asked, walking up to the guy. “What kind of event?”

“I’m not telling you.”

Bill glanced at the woman. She had a stream of blood under her head, which was tilted directly toward him. Her eyes were open, and it seemed like she was staring at him. 

Saul lunged, grabbing the man at the bicep. Bill felt nauseous watching Saul dig his thumb into the bullet wound. The Believer’s screams were horrible. 

Saul finally let up but still held the guy’s arm. “You were saying?”

“I’d rather die.”

“No. You see, I’m going to bring you back to the tents. Tear your fingernails off one by one. Get Bill over there to slice your face with paper cuts until you can’t see. Comprende?” Saul asked. 

“It doesn’t matter. You’re too late,” the guy said. 

“Where is the event?” Saul demanded. 

“I’m not tell—” 

The man fell to the ground. 

Bill let a yelp of panic escape his lips. Roger stood with a shiny chrome revolver in his grip and kicked the lifeless man. “The only good Believer is a dead one.”

Saul shoved the militia leader. “What the hell did you do that for?”

“Calm yourself, Saul. You’re a guest here.” Roger lowered his gun. “Do you have a reason to feel bad about his death?”

Bill sensed the casual accusation. It mixed with the scent of blood and decayed leaves. He turned from the group and threw up. 

“I don’t like the tone of your voice,” Saul grunted. “And if you’ll recall, I was the one who shot the lady.” He pointed at the dead woman.

Bill wiped his mouth, embarrassed by his reaction. These were battle-hardy men, and if they weren’t, they put on a good show of it. Suddenly, Bill wanted to run as far as possible, but his legs wouldn’t listen. 

“I’ve been here before.” Roger’s men stared at Saul, ready to defend their boss if necessary. “He wasn’t going to talk, no matter how hard you pushed him.”

“You don’t know that.” Saul did appear to have relaxed a bit. 

“Sure I do. You would have killed him eventually. Why delay the inevitable? If what Bill McReary heard was correct, we don’t have long. Tomorrow.” Roger knelt on the damp ground and searched the man’s clothing, then the woman’s. He smiled when he pulled out a piece of paper. It was folded three times, and he slowly unwound it, adding drama to the scene. 

“What is it?” Saul asked. 

He turned it around, and Bill saw numbers scrawled in neat penmanship across the back of a flyer. “An address.”

 

____________

 

Marcus didn’t think he’d ever sleep again. Dallas was a disaster. They’d been stopped three more times on their trip through the city. Jessica’s credentials passed muster during each of the delays. So many bodies. So much death. 

His mouth was pasty, and he glanced at Jessica. “Can I have some more water?”

This was what it came down to. Since his escape attempt, she’d forced him to ask for the simple things. It was remarkable what happened to one’s mental state when basic needs were removed. Food. Water. Bathrooms. Shelter. 

Marcus hated the tremor in his voice when he asked her again. She was staring at the damned tablet, mumbling to herself as if something were wrong. 

“Barry, get the man some water,” she ordered without looking up. 

The interior of the SUV was beginning to smell. Marcus sniffed his shirt, and realized it was him. The others had freshened up. Jessica had even changed her clothing this morning as they drove farther west. She had on a pair of jeans and a black short-sleeved blouse with white polka dots. It looked practical on her, which didn’t fit her usual style. 

Marcus looked away, wondering if he was experiencing some form of Stockholm syndrome. He’d taken an intro psych class in school, and remembered a brief case study on the subject. 

“Catch.” Barry tossed a water bottle, but Marcus hadn’t been expecting it. The bottle hit him square in the chest. It bounced off, falling to the floor. Instead of complaining, he bent down, grasping for it. 

His fingers touched something metal. Marcus started to pick it up, and felt the weight. 

With a quick glance to check if his senses were screwing with him, he saw the outline of the gun. It had slid under the seat from the driver’s precarious placement. 

“How much longer?” Jessica asked, making Marcus jump. He picked up the water and placed his foot over the gun, moving it aside. 

“Roads are half decent.” The driver, who Marcus now knew as Glen, glanced in the rear view mirror. Was it a sign? Had Glen put the gun there purposely? “I’m guessing another half hour.”

Marcus opened the water and drank a third of it before recapping it. “Why Odessa?” he asked Jessica.

This finally nabbed her attention. “What?”

“Odessa. The hub was in Mexico. Now it’s in Odessa. Why?” Marcus tried to sound curious, rather than fishing for information. 

“It’s not up to me. The Unknowns are advanced beyond our understanding, Marcus. They’re worthy of our praise and our vessels, not our questioning.”

“Like the people of Dallas?” He couldn’t hold back. All those lives lost. How many other cities across the globe had experienced similar events? 

“They were weak. And the network isn’t linked.”

“Shouldn’t the Unknowns be aware of that? Why are they trying to download into the general population if they haven’t attuned?” Marcus thought it was a good question. 

Jessica stared daggers at him from across the seat. “I assume they were testing the waters. My people will have opened to them. We’ve given them a strong foothold.”

“How many Believers are there?”

Jessica returned her gaze to the tablet. “Do you really want to know?”

“Yes.” Marcus unscrewed the cap, and took another sip. 

“We have over a million attuning-capable vessels,” she replied.

This number was far higher than he could have estimated. “Is that all they are to you? Attuning-capable vessels? Barry here… he’s just a vessel for the Unknowns. And Glen. Is he another vessel…”

Jessica slowly raised her head to stare at Marcus. Her smile felt genuine. “It is the ultimate prize, isn’t it, gentlemen?”

“Yes, Sovereign. Dreen allono reespenlen.” Barry shot Marcus a shut-the-hell-up glare. 

“Okay, whatever floats your boat.”

“Should we let you out, Marcus? If we do, you’ll end up on the side of the road in the next day or two, eyes bleeding, brain hemorrhaged.” Jessica appeared delighted at this eventuality. 

Marcus shifted in his seat, adjusting his tethered feet. “I’ll stay. What happens to me then?”

“I can allow you to live. Direct someone powerful into your body. You can continue on, blessed to be part of Earth’s rebirth. Our rightful heirs are coming. Can’t you feel them?” Jessica looked up at the SUV’s tinted sunroof. 

“Sure,” he lied. 

A truck sat on the road ahead, the taillights blinking. There were more cars ahead, and Marcus spied a group of people staring to the north. 

“Pull over,” Jessica said. 

Glen did as he was told and parked behind the row of vehicles. A bunch of dusty vans and trucks were in the ditch. Jessica exited the SUV, and Barry joined her. 

Marcus scooted over and glanced at the gun, wondering if he could escape them. But using the weapon would be risky. He rolled the window down, trying to see what everyone was so enamored with. 

The Umir behind him initiated, and began to chime and beep. “Uhm, Glen. You might want to open the hatch.” 

The ball didn’t wait. It surged through the rear of the SUV, barreling out of the vehicle. A gaping hole three feet wide remained, wires dangling loose, metal dripping from the heat of the robot. 

The sphere rolled past Jessica and slowed. She glanced at it, then at the people watching her. Marcus guessed there were a hundred spectators, and one of them, an overweight man with a cowboy hat and coveralls, approached them, pointing at the Umir. “What on God’s green earth is that?” he asked. 

The robot began to unravel, and a second later, it stood at its full height, weapons protruding from its sides. 

“That’s none of your concern.” Jessica started walking into the ditch, and Barry hurried after her. 

“Wait a goddarn moment,” the man said, wiping his brow. “There’s something fishy going on…”

The Umir fired, blowing half of the man away. Marcus stared in disbelief as the people began to flee in horror. 

The Umir shot after them. Its blasts rang out in a constant percussion, a steady beat of death. 

Marcus was frozen, observing the carnage with disbelief. This couldn’t be happening. His fingers found the door handle, and he tugged at it. Then he remembered the gun and reached for it. 

Glen had been so still in the driver’s seat, Marcus had almost forgotten he was even there. The guy clutched his wrist, shaking his head once. “Not yet, kid.”

“Who are you?” Marcus whispered as the Umir’s blasts ceased. He looked out the windshield, seeing the last body strike the road. 

“I’m a friend,” he whispered. “Promise me you won’t run. I’m going to need your help.”

“Okay.” Marcus barely found the word. 

Glen snapped a blade from a pocketknife and sliced the zip ties. “Take the gun.”

Marcus nodded, shoving it into the back of his pants. 

“There’s a jacket behind you. Grab it.” Glen was already out of the SUV. 

Marcus leaned over the seat, searching for it. The bag was singed from the Umir’s heat, but the black jacket was intact. He slipped it on, tugging it lower to make sure it covered the gun. 

By the time he’d climbed out of the vehicle, Jessica and Barry were a quarter-mile into the field. Marcus saw a series of the old oil pumpjacks in the distance and a derrick rising from the hard-packed west Texas ground. Smoke and dust rose from the area, and he now knew why. Finished with its objective, the Umir rolled alongside Jessica as they headed for the party. 

He did his best not to look at the dead people. Someone called for help, but Glen just gave him a curt nod. “There’s nothing we can do for them.” 

Fresh blood drained from under a woman in the ditch, and Marcus closed his eyes until he was past them all. He climbed over the short wooden fence and trailed after Jessica and Barry. 

They’d found the hub.

 

 

 

Part II
The Invasion

 

 

 

1

 

Jessica’s condo building was much as I remembered it. The drive through Boston had been easier than I’d expected, but it helped to have a military escort. Boston was so far unscathed from the troubles we’d heard from other cities. Colonel Jerkins explained that he’d gotten testimony from Portland, Maine, and Queens, New York, verifying some form of attack. 

The military was under suspicion of chemical warfare, and they were pointing fingers at Russia and China, both of whom had gone dark with a few weeks remaining on the Objects’ flight to Earth. We knew better. Once I heard about the bleeding eyes and ranting survivors, I knew it was the same thing as in the Mexican town. The Zalt had attempted to attune. 

Why they were even doing this before their actual arrival, I wasn’t sure, but they were callously killing a lot of our population. That might have been answer enough to my query. When we’d explained everything to Jerkins, and he’d met our ally Lewen hiding out in the spaceship a couple miles from his base, he’d changed his mind. 

It was nice to have someone siding with us. Someone with access to heavy artillery and soldiers. But they were only as good as our timing. If the Zalt decided to drop in, our soldiers were dead. We needed speed and precision. 

Veronica sat beside me in the Jeep, with Tripp and Lewen in the one ahead of us as we pulled up to the condo. I hated the wasted hour and a half this excursion was taking out of our day, but I needed information. Where was the Book? All paths led to this eventuality. It was either fight the hub, or utilize the Believers’ Book against them. Our odds seemed impossible from either side of the fence. 

“Nice place,” Veronica muttered. She’d been here before, but only briefly, and we’d been shot at while I narrowly escaped Jessica’s clutches. 

An old man walked his dachshund, who barked once at the sight of our entourage, then continued on its way, nose to the ground. 

“I thought the city was under a stay-at-home order,” Tripp said to our escort. The soldier just shrugged. 

“Dogs have to be walked,” he said matter-of-factly.

“We’ll be right back.” Tripp grabbed his gun, and I assumed it was strange for these men to let us stroll around armed. If it was, they didn’t say so. 

Tripp went ahead, and Veronica and I watched his back. “There may be some of her people nearby.”

“You think she had other Believers in her building?” Veronica asked. 

“Could be,” I said. “No telling with her.”

We took the elevator and arrived at Jessica’s suite. Tripp used a crowbar and managed to break into her house with only a few whacks of the tool. He motioned for us to stay behind and entered first, sweeping the room. His head poked out the door a tense minute later, and he waved us inside.

“It’s clear. Looks like she left in a hurry.” Tripp indicated the dirty dishes, the half-drunk glass of red wine. I checked, and there was another glass in the sink. She hadn’t been alone. 

“You check her bedroom,” I told Veronica. 

Tripp was in the living room, and I went to the office. We scoured that place for the next hour, rummaging through every drawer. Tripp had torn all her art off the walls, ripping the pictures from the frames in search of the Book or hidden secrets. 

“It’s not here,” Veronica said, blowing at a strand of hair. She opened the corked bottle of wine and sniffed the contents, and returned it to the countertop. 

“I was so sure we’d find a clue.” My gaze drifted to the stack of picture frames near her fireplace. 

Jessica Carver with Boston’s mayor. A photo of her with Larry Bird. I stopped at the image of her with Vice President Alan Black. It had to be a couple of years old, maybe even before he was elected into office. He’d been a hungry politician then. He had something tucked under his arm. 

“This is it!” I called, and Tripp rushed over. 

“What? This doesn’t prove anything.” 

“Wrong. That’s Black. And that…” I tapped the glass covering the photo. “…is the Book.”

The spine was brown, cracked and old. There was no lettering that I could see. 

“Where is this taken?” Veronica asked. She grabbed the frame and peered closer. “The house. That’s his place near Atlanta.”

“Are you certain?” I asked. 

“Yep. I’ve seen the documentary on his rise to power. One of my clients made me promise to watch it, said it was intriguing.” Veronica handed the picture over.

I put it back on the mantle. “And was it?”

“No, but I’m beginning to think that client was a Believer.” Veronica looked out the window. “I think it’s Atlanta, but we should check the house first.”

“What house?” I asked. 

“Hunter’s. Where we left Marcus and your sister.” Veronica was already at the exit, and we jogged to join her. 

Beverly needed me. So did the world. I’d have to get to Atlanta before I could reach Jessica to make the swap. That was our priority. 

Our escorts sped for our next destination. I didn’t care who knew we were going to Hunter’s old house on the water. The Believers had already broken into it and kidnapped my family and friend. Evan was supposed to watch out for them. I hated to think that he might have been involved, but wasn’t convinced that was the case. He couldn’t protect them all the time. 

I went in and saw signs of a struggle were everywhere. The couch was tipped over. A coloring book was on the kitchen table, the box of crayons spilt on the floor. I walked to it, finding Edith’s half-finished princess picture. 

Marcus’ computer was there, and Veronica tried to power it up. “It’s dead.” 

“Bring it,” I said. 

Tripp returned from the hallway. “Nothing much to see. They were probably all in this room when the attack came. Your sister on the couch, Marcus at the island. The kids at the table.” He strode through the space, pointing at things as he went. “No blood, which is a good sign. No visible errant gunshots. Also positive.” 

My guts clenched, thinking about all Bev and her children had endured. She was such a strong woman, but this… it was enough to break the best of them. 

“There’s a note!” Veronica was the first to see it near the door. We’d been so focused on the mess inside, we’d ignored the piece of paper taped to the floor. 

“What’s it say?” I demanded. 

“It just has a series of digits,” she said.

Tripp grabbed the paper. “It’s a satellite phone number.”

This was it. Finally, a break. The Book might be in Atlanta, and someone had scrawled this for us to discover. 

We returned to the Jeeps, and Tripp retrieved his own satellite phone from his pack. He dialed it, and I pulled my jacket tighter as the clouds rolled in overhead. A chilly breeze carried from the ocean, and I stared at the water on this bleak day, feeling like our own odds were about to improve. 

“Roger here. Go ahead.” 

My mouth opened and closed. Roger.

“Who is this?” Tripp asked. 

“Who the hell are you? You called my phone.” The voice sounded amused. 

I took the satellite phone and pressed the button. “My name is Rex Walker.” 

I wanted to see if that meant anything to the man. 

“I’ll be damned. I’ve been waiting for you to contact me, ever since my FBI friend left my calling card for you.”

“Evan. Is he alive?” I asked nervously. 

“Alive? He’s thriving here. I’m looking right at him.”

“Thank God,” Veronica whispered.

“Can I speak to him?” I held my breath. 

“Rex, where have you been?” It was Evan, all right. 

I sighed in relief. “What’s going on? We’re trying to find the Book. And my sister—”

“Rex, get to Atlanta.”

I looked at Tripp and then at Veronica. “Why Atlanta?”

“Freedom Earthers. We’re ready,” Evan said, and I grimaced as he confirmed my suspicions. He’d joined up with the militia group. We needed allies. 

“Where?” I found a pen and scribbled the details on the same piece of paper. 

“There’s something else…”

“What?” 

“You’re never going to believe who’s still alive.”

 

____________

 

Beverly lowered the brush onto Edith’s hair. Stroke after stroke, in her own motherly form of meditation. 

“Mom, that hurts,” Edith cried. 

Bev looked away from the wall and set the brush on the bedside table. The Believers had given them a sliver of normalcy, despite imprisoning her family. 

“Beverly Walker,” she whispered, using her maiden name. 

“Is Dad really dead?” Carson asked. He’d been playing with a toy car, idly rolling it on the refinished hardwood. Never a smile on his face, just the shadow of remembering what fun was. 

Bev started to cry but sniffled the pain inside. She forced herself to bury it. Never let it out. 

“Your father is gone,” she said. Not quite admitting he wasn’t alive, but close enough that they understood. 

“I want to go home,” Edith sobbed. Bev pulled her tight, hugging her from behind as they sat on the bed. 

“I know, sweetie. We will be soon.” She squeezed her child closer than normal, but Edith didn’t seem to mind. Carson dropped his car and scooted up beside them, wrapping his arms around them both. 

Knock. Knock.

Her gaze drifted to the door. The room wasn’t small, but the entrance seemed too close. It angered her that a stranger could interrupt this private moment between them. Let them grieve in peace. 

Knock. Knock. Knock. 

Bev gently wiped Carson’s tears off his rosy cheeks and crossed the room. 

“What?” she asked. No one ever knocked. Usually, she’d hear the turning of a deadbolt and the squeak of the handle spinning. 

It was a woman. Only two big guys ever came to their room. Her pulse quickened. 

The woman’s hair was secured into a strong ponytail, her eyes lined with smoky makeup. She looked like a European runway model yanked from Milan. Bev brushed her clothing and stood taller. 

“Can I help you?” Bev asked. 

The woman glanced past Bev to the kids and nodded. “It’s you,” she said. 

“Wherever you go, there you are,” Bev whispered, laughing at her own comment. “Have we met?”

“That’s not important.” The woman had a French accent. “Black will be very pleased that you’re here. And your children.”

Bev backed up, raising her hands. “He didn’t know? Why else would I be locked up here?”

The woman smirked and made a tsking sound with her tongue. “Something to do with the Sovereign’s vendetta, but that’s not important anymore. Two days. Will you be ready?” 

“For what?” Beverly demanded. She walked closer to the woman. She was tired of the endless deceit, angry at being left out of the plans. Now she was held captive, and it was all her damned husband’s and brother’s fault. As Bev processed this, she grew more upset with the Believers, and the only focus was the woman in front of her with perfect hair and a slight diastema. She struck out, slapping the woman across the cheek. 

The stranger recoiled, her hand rushing to the red mark on her face. “He will appreciate the spirit inside you. Gereer olipo wunna.”

Bev knew enough to understand that wasn’t Italian. “Who are you?”

“A visitor from far away.” She smiled widely, her cheek still pink. 

Bev peered at her kids, who were huddled together on the bed, watching this interaction with horror and curiosity. “What happens in two days?”

“You will see. Sleep well.” This caused the woman’s smile to grow, and she was off. The door locked, and Bev ran to it, slamming her fists against it. 

“What happens in two days?” she asked a dozen times, and slumped to the floor, suddenly exhausted. 

Music carried through the glass, and Bev rushed to the second cot, dragging it to the window. She hopped up and peered at the yard behind the home. It had been three days since she’d seen Marcus leaving the compound, barefoot, with Jessica. 

She was so alone. But at least she had her kids. 

People were setting up the expansive yard, decorating it with drooping twinkle lights. Tables were in clean lines, and chairs were placed in neat rows. She spotted Alan Black. He wore a suit as always, even a tie. The sun was down, and the yard was lit with hundreds of small warm-colored LEDs. Something rolled over the grounds, a shiny metal ball. 

She followed it and watched as it stood. Shivers ran up her spine at the sight. 

The Believers were preparing for an event. The woman’s ominous visit replayed in her mind as she returned to her own bed. She hugged her kids, telling them everything was going to be okay. 

Something the Believer had said lingered in her mind. Sleep well. 

Bev never did. Not anymore. She kept dreaming every night. And each morning, when she woke, the voice inside her head was stronger. 

 

____________

 

Boston was over a thousand miles from Atlanta. This didn’t leave us much of an option. We took the Rodax ship. Colonel Jerkins gave us a flight path that would offer the best chance of avoiding detection. According to him, the state of North Carolina appeared to be under control of the cult. The military had cut themselves off, and he’d heard rumblings about mass deaths near Charlotte. It was like moving back into the dark ages without power in most states, making simple things like communication a thing of the past. 

I assumed that the Believers were everywhere. We had to move fast, especially given the fact that we’d left the hub to attempt the linking of the Umir. It had stopped near Odessa, which was exactly where I’d dreamt Marcus and Jessica were heading. 

It was the dead of night when we finally departed from the fields near the army base, leaving Jerkins behind with his assurance he’d be there to assist when necessary. It had taken some work to explain the situation to him, but in the end, Tripp was confident his associate believed our incredible story. 

“I’ve updated Gren on our situation,” Lewen told us. “He’ll stay tight until we send word.”

“Okay. That’s good,” I said. 

Veronica piloted the alien spacecraft, climbing to an elevation of forty thousand feet. Tripp and Lewen talked from the bench behind us, and Veronica leaned in. “What are the chances Alan Black has the Book with him in Atlanta?”

“I’d say they’re high. If he’s planning on using the information to help attune with the leader of the Zalt, he’ll be carrying it around like it’s his firstborn.” 

“I’m worried,” Veronica admitted. “You saw what happened in Mexico. Those villagers. How many cities’ populations have already been destroyed?”

“That’s impossible to say. All we can do is fight to prevent the Zalt from doing it again.”

“And you plan to do this from the inside?” From her expression, it was obvious she wasn’t buying it. 

“How do I know? I’m only going by what the Rodax told us.” I was repeating something she’d already heard. She’d been here with me the whole time. 

Veronica glanced at Lewen. She was out of earshot if we kept our voices low, and Veronica did. “These guys really failed us, Rex.”

“They did.” I scratched at my chin, feeling the scruff of my beard. I wasn’t used to the facial hair since I’d started teaching. “Why send a few soldiers against an army of cultists?”

“I don’t think they understood what the Zalt did to gain a foothold.” Veronica used the screen on the dash, running some scans I didn’t fully understand. “If the Objects were coming to Earth, and we’d beaten the Umir’s deployment, then we might have stood a chance.”

“The road to hell is paved with regrets.” That was something Richard used to tell me, implying I should always take action and control my own destiny, instead of growing old and wondering what I’d done with my life. Now he was dead, and I was flying in an alien ship to meet with a militia group. The universe had a strange sense of humor. 

“Our timing was horrible, Rex.” She gaped out the cockpit window. “How are we supposed to get your sister if Jessica is all the way in Texas?”

“We’ll figure that out,” I said. Truth was, I didn’t expect this to be easy. We were going to see a lot of casualties in the coming war. We already had, even before we realized we were in combat. 

Veronica’s hand rested on mine, and she leaned over, kissing my cheek. I turned my head, and our lips touched. “We haven’t had much time to talk.”

“I know.”

“These next two days are important. We either save the world or watch our people die. Or worse: we’re infiltrated.”

“Hunter wasn’t so bad,” I reminded her. 

“Are you suggesting that not all Zalt are our enemy?” Veronica asked. 

“Not really. But I have to cling to some form of consolation, don’t I?” 

She nodded, eyes straight ahead as she guided us along Jerkins’ route. 

In twenty minutes, we were descending for Atlanta, but not close enough for anyone to spot us in the sky. Lewen showed Veronica how to ensure there were no exterior lights, and she managed to land despite not having runway beacons. The farmer’s field was long, bordered by tall trees on all sides, giving us the perfect tarmac. 

The moment we set down, I spied the high beams aimed directly at us. Two Jeeps rolled up to the ship, and we only exited when Tripp gave us the okay. 

It was tough to see the incoming people’s faces with the light shining in my eyes, but his voice was enough to put a smile on my face. 

“Rexford Walker. Never thought I’d live to see you again.” Special Agent Evan Young hugged me, patting me on the back. He turned to Veronica and repeated the action. When he went to Tripp, he stuck his hand out instead, shaking with the ex-military man. 

“Where is everyone?” Tripp asked suspiciously. 

“Twenty miles from here.” Another man arrived, and I used a hand like a visor, seeing Saul Goldstein. He looked like a statue, standing with his big arms folded across his chest, immovable.

“Saul.” Veronica rushed to his side. She looked tiny as they embraced. 

“How?” I asked him.

Saul just watched the ship behind us. And his gaze shifted to Lewen, who’d finally emerged from the comfort of the Rodax vessel. “You did it.” He stepped closer. “You found them. Promissa Terra.” His voice was low, and he got to his knees. “All this time. Forty years. My whole damned life.” Saul was emotional, the weight of his undercover work releasing in his voice. “You found them.”

“Saul, this is Lewen. Lewen, this is Saul Goldstein.”

“I heard Dirk Walker speak of you,” she said. 

Saul climbed to his feet, scanning the area. “Where is he? Where’s Dirk?” 

“We have a lot to catch up on,” I said, clapping his shoulder. “Let’s go.”

“Twenty miles. Why so far?” Tripp asked as we departed to the Jeeps.

Evan opened the vehicle’s door, letting us in. He took the driver’s seat, and Saul chose the passenger, motioning for Veronica and me to enter. “We didn’t think that a spaceship landing at our camp was a great idea.”

“I see your point.” I looked at Tripp getting into the other Jeep, and gave him a nod.

The engine fired up, and Evan started the drive to the Freedom Earthers’ camp. “Tell us everything,” Saul said. 

And I did.

 

 

 

2

 

Dirk Walker watched Opor as she bathed in the pool. He rinsed off, trying to let the sunlight dry him before dressing again. The entire region was a desolate wasteland. Gone were any signs of greenery or life, at least until the last two miles. Finally, he’d seen evidence of perseverance. The occasional weed stuck out from the cracked earth, thrilled to be alive despite the odds. 

Water managed to stay in this bowl of the ground, indicating a fresh rainfall. It would be gone in another couple of days, soaked into the land, but for now, they used it for drinking water, then bathing. 

“Will Rimia ever be thriving again? Could it be?” he asked Opor. 

“We were taught that was impossible, but I think we’ve been deceived.”

“Why do the Zalt destroy what they touch?” Dirk looked to the north, as if expecting their destination to jump out at him. The horizon appeared much the same in all directions. 

“We absorb the energy. The blood. The pigment. Any nourishment. It is the only way.” Opor was dressed, her hair still dripping wet. 

“If that’s the case, how do you survive?”

“We remain in orbit,” Opor said. 

He’d been trying to obtain glimpses of their culture, but Opor wasn’t very forthcoming in these matters. He was shocked she’d even passed this tidbit of information on. “In orbit?” he asked, repeating the words, trying not to startle her. 

“The Objects, as you called them, stay in orbit. We live below, inside the locals.”

“Until you drain the planet, and subsequently, the people?” he dared to ask. 

“It takes time. As you can see, I was able to occupy Hunter for decades,” Opor said. 

“But…” Dirk’s eyes flew wide. “The cancer?”

Opor nodded. “The body can only withstand it for so long. Eventually, we die, but cannot return home to our ships until we are strong enough. We decay into the earth, absorbing everything around us. Only then can our consciousness transport into our primary vessels.”

Dirk tried to picture what this being, Rewa, who lived inside his beloved Opor, really looked like. He decided not to ask, because it felt too personal. 

“Can we continue?” he asked. Their destination was taking longer to get to, the walk always on a steady incline. But they were close. 

He asked more questions, but Opor’s responses grew more clipped, so he changed the subject to Rimia. “You destroyed the buildings in the city. Why?”

“To dissuade anyone from returning to it. Only a small group of the Zalt came here. That’s why we stayed on this side of the lake. When we knew it was time to leave, we destroyed the Rodax’s Children, leaving a contingency for future use. As we’ve discussed before,” Opor said. 

And that was it. A simple tale. “Why only a selective group at Rimia? Why not…”

“We prepared for our Exodus to Earth. The Zalt were spread too thin. We all gathered in one place before leaving for your home planet.” Opor climbed over a rock and hopped down to the ground. Dirk followed, almost tripping on a loose stone. He steadied himself and trailed after her. 

Dirk recalled his latest dream walk. Claude was at the Chateau des Versailles, a monument Dirk had visited himself when he was a younger man, before Rebecca and the kids. “Who is your leader?”

Opor went rigid, stopping her ascent up the rocky hillside. “Why do you ask?”

“I…” He was hesitant of how much to share. Despite her appearance, this wasn’t Opor. It was an alien entity who’d lied to him for years, pretending to be Hunter Madison. But at this point, he needed to trust someone, and his options were extremely limited. “I dreamed of the man waiting for the Zalt leader to enter his mind.”

She paled in the daylight. “How did you see this?”

He pointed to his forehead. “I just do. I’ve been attached to the man for as long as I’ve lived on Rimia.”

“Interesting. You are the prime candidate, then,” she said. 

“For what?”

“Some people are born with the ability to attune without instruction. The very powerful ones can link to others with ease. Have you dreamed into others?” Opor asked. She was leaning toward him, her jaw muscles tensing while she waited for a response. 

“Sure. Rex, a couple of times. I haven’t tried much. Honestly, I never wanted to see the man from Paris either, but I did. I lived with what your people did to Clayton, and hated them so much for it.” Dirk had been trying not to think about his best friend. Those dead eyes, the capillaries ruptured. 

“You are different. They forced themselves into Clayton. He fought them. You… you have the power to do something more. We’ve found it is hereditary,” Opor told him. 

There was no point in hiding it. “Rexford exhibited aptitude.” He told her about Rex’s experience with Jessica, and the memory he’d been shown from Hunter’s past. 

“I didn’t send that to him. He must have plucked it from my mind.” Opor shook her head. “Then Rex will have to be cautious as well. The most powerful Zalt will search him out. If he’s on Earth, they will find him.”

“Damn it. Can we move any quicker?” Dirk wanted this journey to be finished with. 

“What about your daughter? The grandchildren?”

Dirk hadn’t even considered them for some reason. “She never mentioned it. And Edith and Carson are just kids.”

“We are not that discriminatory. If they are open, they will be taken.” Opor kept going and advised him that they were only a few minutes away. 

“Taken? Like you took Hunter?” Dirk asked, trying to keep the malice from his voice. “And Opor.” That time, he failed. 

“Yes. But on the plus side, they will not be killed like so many unprepared. Even with the Umir’s network, many will die.”

Dirk was lost. “How many?”

She shrugged. “You have more people than we need. At least sixty percent will be lost.”

Sixty percent of the Earth’s population would be snuffed out if the Zalt had their way. Incredible. 

They crested a hill, and it lowered into a valley below. The ground gave way from hot beige dust and stones to a spattering of red and green grass. There were even a few threadbare trees. 

“This is it?” he asked. 

“Yes. The access is beyond.” She started down the hillside, and Dirk followed, trying to mentally warn his children of the danger they were in. 

 

____________

 

The constant beeping and buzzing drove Marcus mad. The ground vibrated endlessly, throwing his nerves on edge. The Umir circled their queen, blinking red lights as they attempted to connect to their network. There was no reply. 

“I was told it was broken. But how do we fix it?” Jessica asked. She stared at the tablet, which was plugged into the queen, hardwired with technology found inside the hub’s bigger sphere. The text was in the Unknowns’ language, but she had no issue reading it. 

There wasn’t a single cloud in the night sky, and Marcus glanced up at the blanket of a million stars. Once he’d looked to space as a symbol of hope, a place where the impossible might be possible. 

Countless nights in Florida, he’d walked to the beach and stared for hours, dreaming his way to a brighter future. Now when he saw the bright pricks of light, he shivered. Every one of them carried a credible threat. He hated the Unknowns for making him lose his hope. 

Marcus glanced at Glen, who was talking quietly with Barry. The other man seemed agitated. His satellite phone beeped, drawing Jessica’s gaze from her screen. 

“What is it?” Jessica asked. 

Marcus still had his gun, and he considered pulling it. Glen met his stare from across the grounds and shook his head firmly. 

“It’s Black. He’s going ahead with the ceremony tomorrow.” 

Jessica ran for them. “Give me that phone.”

She took it, and Marcus could only hear bits and pieces of the conversation, since they were a good forty feet away. He’d been ordered to stay put, and that was what he was going to do. The Umir looked distracted as they attempted to connect to the hub, but he assumed they’d kill him all the same if he stepped out of line. 

“Listen here, Black, we have two days before they’re ready.” A pause. “I understand that, but… A coup? Really? You think you’re the chosen one, Black?” She walked closer to Marcus. They were on farmland, beside an old unused barn. The house looked refurbished, and Marcus didn’t have to look far to see that the homeowners had been killed by the Umir. They were all on the porch, the old farmer’s corpse clutching a sawed-off shotgun. 

“You will wait for me to connect the hub, or so help me God, I will tear you limb from limb.” Jessica’s voice went low, and Marcus felt the power of her threat. He didn’t doubt she would do exactly as promised.

“I don’t have the hub fixed yet. Wait for a day. Wait a damned day,” she hissed. 

In the end, Black must have relented, because when she tossed the phone back to Barry, she had the slightest of smirks. 

“I knew that idiot let me leave too easily. Not a problem. I’ll deal with Alan Black when we return.” The sound of a helicopter’s rotors startled them. The lights grew closer, and the oversized helicopter landed a quarter of a mile from their position. 

Five minutes later, ten Believers arrived. They were dressed like Saul had been when they’d first met: black uniforms and facemasks, and carrying heavy artillery. They held the automatic weapons like they’d been born with them, and the soldiers inspected the area. 

“Tell me one of you knows something about computers,” Jessica said. 

They shook their heads, and she finally turned to Marcus. 

“I guess I don’t have a choice,” Jessica said. 

“This is nothing like the programs I work on. I don’t have the slightest inkling how to operate Unknown technology,” Marcus told her. 

“I brought you for a reason. Stop shaking and get over here.” Jessica shoved the tablet at him. 

He held it, assessing the schematics. The lettering was unfamiliar, but Marcus started to understand what he was gawking at. 

“You will be rewarded, Marcus. If you fail, the Unknowns will take our people by force, killing most of the population. If you succeed, the carnage will be far less messy,” she said. 

Marcus swallowed and went to work. 

 

____________

 

The camp was quiet in the late hour. I checked the time, finding it was well past three in the morning. I was so tired, but the strong coffee perked me up as we found the table inside Roger’s tent. 

“This is Bill.” Roger introduced another man, a heavyset bearded guy in a white linen shirt. 

“Nice to meet you, Rex,” the guy said, and I recognized the voice. 

Tripp beat me to it. “You’re Bill McReary, aren’t you?”

“I am Bill McReary, coming at you live from the camp of the infamous Freedom Earthers. Only I’m sad to inform you, our nation is under duress.” Bill said this with his best radio tone, getting a smile from Roger. 

The rest of us weren’t in a joking mood. “Roger, you’ve assembled quite the formidable team.”

“We have sectors around the country, but this is our largest. The Freedom Earthers have uncovered nests of the cultists everywhere, and we’ve dealt with a lot of them.” The way Roger said dealt with could only mean one thing. Tripp nodded his approval. “We’ve been warned of an event transpiring tomorrow, and we have the address.”

“Where did you get it from?” I asked him. 

“The source was credible,” Saul answered for Roger. 

“Are they still here? We could check—”

“Rex, they’re dead.” Saul’s stare bored into mine. He was trying to relay a message. These people were dangerous, but we needed them to have a fighting chance.

“Where is it?” Tripp asked. 

A generator chugged from outside the tent, and I followed the extension cord to the laptop set up on the table. Roger flipped it open and spun the screen to face us. It showed a satellite image of the house. 

“That’s a big place,” I whispered. The driveway was a good mile long, and I guessed the residence was sitting on over twenty acres. 

“Wouldn’t want to cut that grass,” Bill muttered. 

Veronica went straight for it. “What’s the plan?”

“We’ve been watching the house. We’re going to surround them. Jeeps will go as far as they can after taking down the sentries. We have some ATVs for the harder terrain. We nab the Vice President.”

I took another swig of dark coffee. “And the rest?”

Roger’s hands were intertwined over his stomach. “Casualties of war.”

“Rex, they can do whatever they want. As long as we get the Book,” Saul said. 

I still couldn’t believe he was alive. “What happened?” He’d evaded my question for the last time.

“I’d rather not—”

I slammed a palm on the table. “Dammit, Saul. We saw you in the mountains. You were a dead man. You were shooting…”

He rubbed his head while making a deflating sigh. “I shot at you guys. I had to make a good show of it. No one suspected me. There was too much chaos. The stampede killed a dozen or so.”

“And the sacrifices?” Veronica asked. “What happened to them?”

“Take a wild guess.” The darkness clouding his eyes was answer enough. Saul was always a hard man to read, but he was a different person sitting across the table from me. He’d seen too much, dug too deep, in his efforts to stay in the cult’s shadows. 

“Now you understand why we have to eradicate them,” Roger said. 

Evan was drinking a coffee too, and so far, he was avoiding adding anything to the conversation. I squinted, blinking away my tiredness. “Evan, how much have you told them?”

“Everything. Well, almost.” 

I wondered if the exclusion was the part about his wife being one of the cultists. Judging from his expression, that was it. 

“Roger, what can you tell us about the Unknowns?” I asked. 

“That there might be no such thing,” the big leader of the Freedom Earthers said. 

“And have you seen dead groups of people during your travels?” 

“Of course. And I’ve heard a few things through the grapevine.” Roger pulled a flask from his vest and took a lengthy drink. He offered it to Saul, who accepted it quickly. 

“Like what?” I inquired. 

“Toledo is a mess. Dead people everywhere.”

“And you still don’t believe there are aliens coming for us?” I almost laughed. The evidence spoke for itself. 

Roger stared me in the eyes and cracked his knuckles. “I’ve witnessed a lot in my life, Rexford. Terrible things. Nightmarish events I wouldn’t wish on my greatest enemies. And do you know why I set my focus on the Believers? Why I put so much time, money, and energy into the Freedom Earthers?”

I kept silent. 

“Because humans are evil. The way we treat one another. The horrors we inflict. Even the innocent are guilty. We sit back, let it all happen, because it’s not us doing the harm. It’s someone else’s concern. We set our alarms, wake up, shower, put on our suit and tie, send the kids to school, and come home to eat a bland meal. We watch the news not to make a difference, but to feel better about our own situations. We’re like energy vampires, sucking the plight of our people to fuel ourselves, so we can set that alarm and do it all over again.” 

I looked around our small group, and I didn’t think I’d ever seen such a grim bunch. “And how does this pertain to our current dilemma?”

“It pertains because I’m not surprised by this cult. They’ve managed to convince a lot of people that they’re worthy. That there’s another race coming for Earth. Powerful people. Those same members are behind the deaths. Chemical warfare. It’s not the first time in our history we’ve resorted to such terrors.” Roger’s cocky attitude had diminished, replaced with a passionate anger. “I won’t stand by while they destroy the world.” 

Bill cleared his throat, and we all looked at the radio personality. “Roger, correct me if I’m wrong, but you mentioned the aliens during our first interview on the airwaves.”

“I will correct you, Bill. You mentioned aliens. I said we’d defend our soil against any offenders, not only aliens. Plus, our web views spiked after that little chat. We connected with some great people.” Roger had the flask back, and he eyed it before putting it into his pocket. 

“That’s semantics, Roger.” Bill lit a cigarette and passed one over to Evan. 

“Call it what you will, but I would have said anything to secure more bodies for this war.”

“What do you expect to find tomorrow?” I asked him. 

“Believers. Lots of ‘em. They’ve been funneling here for weeks. I came when I first heard about Black’s secret hideout. I couldn’t find it, not until we procured that piece of paper. But I’ve seen a lot of action. Black SUVs, motorcar brigades rolling in like they own the state,” Roger said. 

Saul played with an empty cup on the table. “What do they number?”

“Couple thousand.”

I almost stood up. “Two thousand. Are you insane?”

“Rex, calm down,” Saul said. 

“No. We can’t possibly fight that many of them. How many Umir do they have?” I asked. 

Lewen was at the end of the table, and so far, no one had addressed her. 

“What’s an… Umir?” Roger asked. 

I laughed, a deep belly noise that cascaded into something louder. “You have no idea what you’re about to face.”

Roger glowered. “Enlighten me.”

Lewen rose, and Roger looked at her with his head cocked to the side. “The Umir are an ancient weapon, but they are much more. Their primary purpose is to create a transmission, connecting the Zalt to the minds of your population. This will happen soon. My guess is within two days.”

“What makes you say that?” Roger asked. 

“Because the Zalt need to be closer. Once in orbit, the transfer will be much smoother.”

“Lewen is a Rodax. She’s not human, Roger. Why can’t you trust us on this? The Believers were right. Their Unknowns will be at Earth soon, and they’re trying to prepare for the arrival. Dreen allono reespenlen.” I said the phrase and regretted it. 

“That’s the same crap they talk in.” One second Roger’s hands were empty; the next a gun appeared as if from thin air. “I knew I couldn’t trust you guys.”

Evan stubbed out his cigarette. “Roger, I can vouch for them.”

The gun aimed at Evan first, the barrel as steady as I’d ever seen. 

I sensed Tripp tensing beside me, so I rose slowly. “Roger, put that away. There are some important facts we need to discuss.”

He kept the weapon pointed at Evan. “What are they?”

“One: The Believers will do anything to help the Unknowns succeed. Two: The Unknowns are called the Zalt, and they won’t give up unless we destroy their ships. Three: We need a Book that’s in Alan Black’s possession. Four: We have to stop the Umir hub from powering up.”

“That’s one hell of a laundry list.” Roger returned the gun as quickly as he’d grabbed it. “What’s this book about anyway? Not the ideal time for reading, is it?”

“The Book teaches the strongest of the Believers how to bring the leaders of the Zalt into their minds. They consider it an honor. But what they don’t realize is…” Saul pointed at me to continue. 

“The Book actually tells them how to reverse it.”

“How so?” Bill asked. 

“Someone strong enough can control the Zalt. On the Objects.” I watched as most of the jaws in the room dropped.
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Claude’s army grew exponentially. After that first night, when he’d slept in the very same chamber as a few of the Bourbon line had hundreds of years prior, he woke feeling better than ever. And the flock of people at Versailles surpassed three thousand, or so he was told. 

Claude was destined for the leader of the Unknowns, which meant the others could deal with the mundane tasks of an administrator. He walked to the room’s balcony and flung the heavy curtains wide. Dust shook free, and he brushed it from his shirt. The doors opened, and he stepped out, smiling at the sight. 

The people looked happy. He heard their voices, all speaking the tongue of the Unknowns. Their constant chants had slowed after the luster of finding the Umir wore off. He was pleased to see another two of the robots had arrived during his slumber. 

The Objects were nearing Earth. The power was out, and still no news reached them. Claude assumed the Umir were to blame. They were probably sent to destroy anything resembling a power plant or electrical substation. He almost wished he could witness their destructive strength. 

The people looked up at him, and he waved. This was his calling. He was to be the ultimate vessel. 

Claude closed his eyes, scanning for the hidden thoughts, that strange sensation of another poking and prodding, sitting as a bystander throughout the last thirty years. But he wasn’t active. That was a good sign. It made room for his true occupier. 

Claude peered up and noticed the red skies in the distance. The clouds reflected the angry crimson stain. The sight caused his brain to itch. There was something wrong about it. Terribly wrong. 

The Objects were close. He could feel the Unknowns. They were anxious to find their new home. He heard the word Exodus echo in the recesses of his mind. Their energy was palpable. 

The red blotches spread over the sky like blood, and Claude’s stomach suddenly heaved. He shut the doors, tugging the curtains closed. The view didn’t sit right with him, and for the first time in his life, Claude second-guessed the intent of the Unknowns. 

 

____________

 

Veronica lay close to me, her breathing a small comfort in our tent. My left arm was wrapped around her, and my shoulder was going numb. It was a small price to pay for falling asleep beside the remarkable woman. 

We’d been so distracted that there hadn’t been time for our budding relationship to grow past that single moment in Boulder. We’d let our inhibitions go, and for that brief moment, we’d been free of obligations and stress. 

Light seeped through the tent’s zipper, enough for me to guess it was probably close to eight in the morning. We’d been up until five, meaning I’d gotten three hours. It was better than nothing. 

I shifted, trying to get comfortable, and Veronica woke. 

She stretched out like a feline. “Morning.”

“Morning. Sleep okay?” I asked. 

“Probably the best rest in weeks,” she admitted. 

“We were tired. Still am.” 

Veronica turned and didn’t even cringe at what I suspected must have been my bad breath. She kissed me on the lips, held it for five seconds, and broke away. “It might have had something to do with your body against mine.” She was in her underwear and a t-shirt, and it took all my willpower to give her space. 

“We’ll have all the time in the world when we’re living on Kabos together,” I joked. 

She jumped into her jeans and buttoned the top up while spinning toward me. “Together?”

“I didn’t mean together. Just that we’d both be…” I stopped. “I’m stammering. You’re the only woman who’s ever been able to make me do that.”

“It’s a skill.” She winked at me and tossed my pants onto the bed. “Hurry up.”

“Do you think there’s any resolution that actually has us fulfilling our end of the bargain with the Rodax?” I asked. 

“Way I see it, if we stop the invasion, the Rodax didn’t do much to help.” She brushed her teeth with a tiny toothbrush, using a bottle of water in a makeshift sink.

“They did bring us back,” I told her. 

“Have our odds even increased by using the Bridge?” she asked. 

That made me pause. I took the second toothbrush and thought about her question. “If there was no Bridge, our fathers wouldn’t have left. We wouldn’t be concerned about the Believers, I suppose. Neither of us would be involved. Which means Bev and the kids would be at home. Come to think of it, Fred wouldn’t have been sent to spy on the Walkers, so Edith and Carson wouldn’t exist…”

“Without hurting our brains, let’s consider it. The Rodax were supposed to protect us. They left Seedlings, and we grew into their Children. They’ve failed us.” Veronica glanced at the tent flaps, like Lewen might be on the other side listening. 

“I guess time will tell.” I spat and rinsed. After applying some military-grade deodorant, I was ready. 

Veronica went to unzip the doors, and I stopped her. “This might be the last day we have together.”

She swept aside a strand of her hair, meeting my gaze. Her brown dye was dulling, and blonde showed from the roots. “Let’s not tempt fate. Positive thinking, Rex.”

“I’m positive I want to see tomorrow with you,” I said.

“That’s better.” She went outside. The entire area was a flood of activity. A dozen camouflaged soldiers stared into the east, and one pointed. I followed the path, and saw what had their attention. The sky was blood-red.

“It looks like the gates to hell have finally been breached,” Bill McReary said. 

“What is that?” Veronica whispered. 

Roger walked ahead of the group, turning to face everyone. “And upon this I will build my church, and the gates of hell will not overcome it.”

His people clapped and cheered. 

“We are at a precipice in our history,” Roger said, stalking the campground road. The gravel crunched under his weight, but his voice was clear and concise. “This”—he jabbed a big finger at the sky—“is an evil. A scourge on our land. The Believers have brought it to us. Called their devils from the depths of hell and dragged them here, kicking and screaming.” 

Roger glanced at me, and I could tell he was putting on a show. I doubted he had a religious bone in his body, but he knew how to play it up for his people. 

“Today, we will do our part. Kill the Believers, purge our land from the vile humans. The wolves in sheep’s clothing that have been infiltrating us for decades. As a group, the Freedom Earthers will assure that our minds are our own when the Objects come.” More cheering erupted. Most of the camp was gathered, and seeing them united made for a powerful image. 

“Is this guy for real?” Tripp bumped into me. A toothpick hung from his lips. 

Bill shushed him. It seemed like the radio guy was really buying in to this rhetoric. 

“When the clock strikes eighteen hundred hours, we begin. All across this great nation”—he stopped and pointed at Bill—“the Freedom Earthers are prepared to attack the Believers. This will be unlike anything the country has ever witnessed. We will not fail. We won’t give them a chance to communicate with one another.”

“What does that mean?” I asked Tripp. 

“Sounds like their sectors each have a target in sight, and are planning a collaborative endeavor to hit them at the same moment.” Tripp shrugged. “If they actually have real Believer camps to strike, I say go for it.”

It hadn’t even occurred to me that this isolated mission was a small piece in a bigger effort. I couldn’t worry about whether their intel was accurate or not. For all we knew, some of the militia groups could be targeting innocent people. 

Saul bypassed the crowd and found my side. “I know what you’re thinking, Rex, but we have to roll with it. We need the Book.”

“If you were aware of the Book, why didn’t you mention it?” I asked. “You had ample opportunity.”

“I was looking for it in Palm Springs. For a second, I hoped you’d found it, but that was the generic version. The edited translation for every fifth-level Believer to read. As far as I understand, there’s never been a copy made of the true Book.”

“And Jessica let Black have it?” 

“It was sent with the former Sovereign’s things to Jessica when she took the reins,” Saul told me.

“What happened to that man? The previous Sovereign?” Veronica inquired.

“He was found dead. Rumors were someone close to him did it, thinking they would be named in his stead. When the guy was questioned, he denied it.” Saul glanced at Roger, who was still giving his speech, attempting to fuel his people for the impending day. 

“He was in Paris?” I asked, thinking about the man my father kept seeing each night when he slept on Rimia. 

“That’s right,” Saul replied. 

“Do you ever feel like there are too many connections circling around you to be a coincidence?” I asked them. 

“Not really.” Tripp laughed. 

“Every day, Rex.” Saul sipped from a paper cup. “We have a lot of preparations. Let’s leave Roger to his soliloquy.”

Our group walked away, finding Evan near Roger’s tent. He paced in front of the flaps, smoking like it was his last cigarette. 

“I’ll meet you guys in a sec,” I said. “You okay, Evan?”

His eyes were red-lined, his cheeks gaunter than ever before. For the first time, he looked like a fraud. A washed-up man, wearing a suit for a job he didn’t have any longer. “What if they kill her?”

“Who… your wife?” 

He nodded, taking another drag. 

“It’s been ten years, Evan.” That probably was the wrong thing to say, but he did seem to relax. 

“I know… I’ve been such an idiot. Wasting my life on this crap, when I could have been doing real work. I haven’t been able to sleep in weeks. I keep expecting some damned alien to jump into my head if I rest my eyes.”

“I don’t think that’s how it works.”

“Give me a break!” His voice rose, and he glanced over apologetically. “Why do I feel this need to save her?”

“Because you loved her. You never had closure. She left you high and dry, and you’ve been worried about her every day for the last ten years,” I said. 

“Thanks for not being a jerk. God, I need to pull it together,” Evan said. 

“Come inside. Get some coffee, and let’s figure this out.” We entered the tent, and found Lewen already at the table. 

“Roger suggested it would be best not to be seen in the middle of camp.” She smiled, but the gesture fell flat. 

Saul didn’t wait for us to sit before starting. 

“These guys are trigger-happy. You can see it in their eyes. Their nervous posture. They’re ready for a fight. We’ll use the distraction to access the house.” Saul looked to each of us. “We need this Book, people. Or we lose everything.”

 

____________

 

Bev woke drenched in sweat. Her pillow was damp, and she brushed back a few strands of hair that had clung to her face. The kids had already meandered to the opposite cot, and she watched them, curled up like puppies at the pound. She’d been dreaming again. 

This time, she’d floated in space, observing the Earth. The moon was to the side, the sun hot and powerful in the distance. Her thoughts came to her as another’s voice. It was powerful, beckoning her.

Waking up in the cramped bedroom of this old estate house almost took the breath from her lungs. It was like the walls were closing in on her, and she sealed her eyelids, attempting to fight the mounting panic. 

You’re fine, Beverly Walker. She flinched at the use of her maiden name. Fred was dead. 

Bev peered at her kids, looking at Carson. He was the spitting image of his father, the man she’d killed. When they eventually learned what happened on that fateful night near the Bridge, they’d never forgive her, but that didn’t matter. Only keeping them safe did. 

So far, she’d done a terrible job of that, hauling them around the country. First Saul had been there to protect them, but he hadn’t made it. Then Marcus had stayed behind, and now he was gone, probably dead too. Who knew what Rex was doing, or if he was alive?

Bev watched her children, trying to believe that someone would help her. 

Since when had she become such a victim? Bev had prided herself in being a strong woman. In high school, she’d stuck up for her friends. In college, she’d marched for any cause she deemed thought-provoking. Somewhere along the line, she began to work and stress about bills. Then the business. Fred. The kids. Her mother. 

Bev pictured her mom on her deathbed. She hadn’t fought during the illness, not once. She’d wallowed in her misery, dragging Beverly into the mess with her. 

Bev stood up, moving to the window. She climbed past the kids to gain a view. 

Hundreds of people were in the yard, and she could hear their chatter through the hundred-year-old windowpane. The Believers were here. Something big was about to happen. 

She muttered to herself. 

“Mom, what are you saying?” Edith rubbed her eyes and sat up. Her cheeks were red, her hair fuzzy.

“Feerel eeree olipior, muska.” Bev’s hand flew to her lips. She touched her own face. Who said that?

Edith’s bright blues welled up with tears, and she started to cry, cowering from Bev. 

“No,” Bev tested. “It’s fine. I was only kidding.” She cried too, scared witless at the words that had escaped her mouth. 

“Promise?” Edith asked. By now, Carson was up, his cowlick defying gravity. 

Bev never lied to her kids, at least not when asked something directly. She did hide the truth on occasion, especially about their father during the last couple of months, but this was far worse. “I promise.” She smiled reassuringly. 

Edith wiped her tears, and Carson sat there biting his lip. “I have to go to the bathroom.”

Bev sighed. Her captors had been kind enough to provide a private two-piece washroom attached, and she told him to go. Carson scurried across the room. 

“Mom, tell me why we’re here?” Edith’s question broke her heart. 

“You remember the Objects,” she started. 

“From TV?” Edith moved to the edge of the bed, dangling her legs. 

“That’s right. They’re coming to Earth.” Bev peered out the window again. 

“Can I see?” Edith asked. 

“Outside?”

Her daughter nodded. Bev scooped her up, holding her tightly. They both stared at the grounds. 

“What’s going on? Are they having a party?”

“I’m not sure, Edie, but there’s something you need to hear.” She shifted the girl’s weight. Edith was getting so big. “The Objects are carrying someone. And these people are inviting them to Earth.”

“That’s bad, isn’t it?” Edith didn’t look at her when she asked. 

“Yes.”

“How do we stop them?” 

Bev’s eye twitched. “I don’t think we can.”

“Uncle Rex would. Grandpa would.” Carson was back, and he was pouting in the middle of the room. 

A laugh escaped Bev’s lips. “You know what, that’s true.”

“So we have to help.” Edith squirmed from Bev’s hug and ran beside her little brother. She draped her arms around his shoulders and pulled him in. “Let’s stop them, Mommy.”

It was too much. The dreams. The voice inside her. The expressions on their faces. A tear fell, but she smiled despite herself. “Okay.”
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After a tireless night, Marcus set back to work. The Umir hub was a complicated system, but once he did a deep dive, he understood the foundation. Engineering at its root was mathematical, and math was universal. He wasn’t as smart as some of the kids he’d gone to school with, but he had an advantage. One Rex always complained about. 

Marcus could look at a problem and, given enough time, discover two or three solutions, almost without fail. He glanced up from the tablet full of alien text and saw Jessica talking with the group of cultist soldiers that had arrived last night. She paced, pointing at the Umir and then to the sky. She was pissed this was taking so long. 

Marcus would have been lying if he’d told anyone he wasn’t purposely trying to delay. That didn’t mean he’d actually figured it out either. There were twenty Umir in position, circling their hub, which was rolled into a sphere. It hummed gently, and the ground vibrated around it. 

When he’d touched it, the hair on his arms had risen. He’d tried to stay as far back as he was able since then. 

“I sense trouble,” Grady yelled. 

Marcus peered toward the nearest town. The sun had risen an hour ago, and someone must have come across the carnage on the nearby road. He smiled, anticipating that the incoming fleet would scare off Jessica and her band of merry men. 

“Move into position,” she ordered. “No one comes close to the hub.”

Marcus tried to remember Jessica in the kitchen at the mansion estate, a dab of flour on her nose. This was hardly the same person. She scowled, lines running deeply over her forehead. Her mouth twisted into a sneer. 

“You!” she shouted at Marcus. “Should I just shoot you? Am I wasting my time?”

“No!” he called. “I almost have it.” I think. Even if he did, could he possibly enable the network? How much of what Jessica had told him could be trusted? She’d said the Unknowns were coming regardless. He’d seen all those dead bodies in Dallas. He still did, when he closed his eyes. That would happen to the entire world if this failed. Was that possible? 

“You’d better hurry up.” Jessica’s gun pointed at his head. He kept working. 

“I’m trying.”

Jessica’s footsteps grew farther away, while the sirens drew nearer. 

The Umir rose, unrolling from their ball shapes. All twenty of the terrifying robots faced outward, guns raised. 

Marcus saw the steady stream of vehicles advancing: fire trucks, police cruisers, and ambulances. They wouldn’t know what hit them. 

Maybe if he finished this task, the Umir would sneak out of protective mode. Or… Marcus had seen a segment of the program that might help their situation. He exited the current screen, trying to recall where the file had been. After several minutes, he located it. The sequence was laid out in front of him, and if he could just break it, there was a chance the entire project would fail. 

Marcus’ tongue grazed his teeth. By the time the emergency responders were slowing, he thought he had it. 

He glanced at the lead police car and saw the man climb out. He wore a beige uniform and the largest cowboy hat Marcus had ever seen. What did they call them in the cartoons? A ten-gallon hat?

The man spoke into a bullhorn. “Stop what you are doing. You are under arrest.”

A bullet struck the man in the chest right at the heart, and blood gushed out. Even from a hundred meters away, Marcus could see the red staining the ground. 

A scattering of gunfire came toward Jessica and her Umir. Marcus hit the key and crouched behind the hub. The robotic device began to unravel. What had he done? A loud noise emitted from it, and he watched in horror as a beam cast from its torso. The light ascended and fell in a sphere around the circle of Umir. The sunlight reflecting through the filter glowed crimson. 

“What did you do?” Jessica asked. 

“I don’t…” Marcus watched as the police’s bullets rang and fell short of the Umir. The hub had created a shield, protecting them. 

“Good.” Jessica grinned. She walked up to the barrier and set a palm to it. The gunfire ceased, and a second police officer approached, using his dead boss’s bullhorn. 

“What the hell are you doing?” he asked from behind dark aviator glasses. 

“Making the world a better place.”

Marcus still held the tablet, and in an instant, he understood how to fix the issue with the hub’s network. If he patched it, the Unknowns would have access to their entire population. 

 

____________

 

“You’re sure this is our best move?” I asked Saul. He wore a black uniform with dual gun holsters. He threw a knitted hat on his bald head and patted me on the chest. 

“It’s the only move. I go in, tell them my story, secure the Book. You guys storm the gates with Roger, but, Rex…”

“What?”

“Be cautious. Roger and the Freedom Earthers aren’t a group you should turn your back on. If they think for a moment that you’ll stand in their way, you’re toast,” Saul said. 

“They don’t seem…” I stopped myself from finishing the thought, because I was wrong. They looked professional, well-trained and well-armed. They piled into their Jeeps, and Tripp honked from behind the wheel of the borrowed 4X4. 

“You coming?” His arm dangled from the open window, and he knocked on the metal door. 

“Be right there,” I barked. Veronica sat in the passenger seat, chewing a piece of gum. Evan was in the back. 

“Where do we meet?” I checked with Saul. 

Saul looked into the distance. “I’ll get the Book and send it out.” 

“Send it out? What does that mean?” I grabbed him by the shoulders, squaring him toward me. 

“Like it sounds. I’ll give it to someone. They’ll ensure it departs their compound.”

“You’re not leaving, are you?” I started to pace as the first of the line of Jeeps exited by the front gates. 

“No, Rexford. I won’t be going. I’ll stay. Pretend I’m with them.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Why?”

“Because there’s more to it. What if they do manage to link this hub? You say you saw Jessica on the road, heading for Odessa. She’s with Marcus. Someone has to deal with her.”

“She still wants the Bridge. I can trade it for Beverly,” I told him. 

Saul shook his head. “Jessica only thinks she wants the Bridge, but once they’re taken over by these Zalt bastards, it’s inconsequential. Think about it.” He slipped a piece of paper into my hands. “I have a satellite phone. I’ll contact you when I can.”

“Do the Freedom Earthers understand not to kill you on sight? How would they distinguish you from the Believers?” 

“Roger promised as much.” Saul looked doubtful.

“Why wouldn’t he stick to his word?”

“Because a lot can happen once the first bullet is fired. Chaos creates unforeseen results. Plus, he hates the cult.”

“So what? You’re only…” I paused when his gloomy eyes circled up to meet my gaze. 

“Rex, I am one of them. I may be working to stop their plans, but I bled for the Believers. I’ve killed for them. You have no idea how many times. I’ve helped get to this point. There’s no redemption for me. Not anymore.”

“I refuse to accept that.” 

His scowl softened. “You remember how I said you were just like your father?”

I nodded. 

“I was wrong. You’re better. Rex, you have something rare. Integrity.” He glanced at the Jeep full of my friends. “Take care of them.” He leaned closer. “She’s a hell of a woman. When the dust settles, don’t let this experience come between you. Let it bring you closer together.” Saul patted me on the shoulder and walked away. 

He climbed into his truck, and without so much as a honk of his horn, he drove past all the waiting Jeeps, turning left to exit the campground.

“Everything good?” Veronica called. 

“Perfect,” I lied. 

Once I was in the Jeep, Tripp fired it up. 

“Good luck out there today,” someone said. Bill wandered to our vehicle. He looked uncomfortable in the camo vest, the Freedom Earthers patch front and center, but he did seem at ease with the gun on his hip. I guessed he had some experience with firearms. 

“You too, Bill. Who are you traveling with?” Evan asked. The two had become fast friends. 

“Roger,” Bill said. “On the third wave. Says it’ll be the best position.”

The sun was high in the sky but would lower to the west in the next couple hours or so. With a quick peek at my watch, I saw there were only ninety-five minutes before the Believers’ attuning party was raided. Saul would be arriving within the hour, giving him thirty minutes to secure the Book and get it out before the bloodshed. 

We’d devised three waves of attack, the first utilizing Roger’s best soldiers. They would storm the event, taking down as many of the cultists as they could. We were on the second wave, sent in as reinforcements. All of this would take place in five-minute intervals. Roger and the last of them would emerge in wave three. There were only two rules: protect your family, meaning the other Freedom Earthers, and don’t kill Alan Black. He was for Roger. 

Tripp stuck a toothpick in his mouth. “Bill, let me ask you something?”

“Sure, go for it.” Bill rounded the Jeep, coming to our side. 

“Do you believe any of the crap you used to spout off on-air?” 

Color rose in Bill’s cheeks. “You’re an ex-military man, aren’t you?” he answered with a question. I chuckled, and Tripp shot me a glare in the mirror. 

“SEAL. Why do you ask?”

“Did you believe in what you sacrificed each and every day? Or did you blindly take orders… for the good of our country?” Bill crossed his arms, standing his ground. 

Tripp looked ready to exit the vehicle, but his seatbelt held him back. “Are you comparing your stupid show to what I endured out there? In the mud? In the swamps? Do you have any idea how much blood is on these hands?”

Bill lifted his chin defensively. “I helped a lot of people. I gave a voice to real issues. At the end of the day, it’s just a radio show. That’s why I’m here. I want to be part of something bigger.”

Tripp’s rigid posture relaxed. “Don’t mind me. I’m always a little wound up before a raid.”

“No problem. I can understand that.”

“Tripp, save some of that energy for the mission,” Veronica called, and blew a bubble. It popped and stuck to her nose. Tripp threw the vehicle in gear. 

“See you out there, Bill,” Evan said as Tripp drove away. 

“What was that about?” I asked Tripp when we were past the gates. 

“Beats me. I’m not much of a radio guy. Prefer the newspaper.”

“You’re really showing your age with either option,” Veronica joked. 

We drove south, heading for Atlanta. I zoned out, trying not to overthink the upcoming battle.

Five Jeeps were in a row, and the one in the lead stopped as we rounded the city, moving for the area where Saul had assured us the house was located. It had been almost an hour since we’d left. 

“What’s the hold-up?” Tripp called to the vehicle ahead as we all pulled over. 

The woman glanced at us, her plastic-framed glasses slipping down her nose. “No idea. Roger gave the order!”

The roads were quiet, but not as empty as I might have assumed. “I don’t like this,” I muttered to Evan. 

“Could be anything,” the special agent said. “Lemme go check.”

“Looks like Roger and Evan have become fast friends,” Tripp whispered when the man was out of range. 

“Seems like it,” Veronica said. “I don’t mind Roger. He does come across as too relaxed for a revolutionary, though.”

“I think he’d be perfect to overthrow the country,” Tripp said with a thick layer of sarcasm. 

“Don’t let these guys hear you saying that,” I warned. “They’ll die for him.”

“How did he ever get started? There’s no way he learned about the Believers and threw all this together in a couple of months. He’s been planning for years. You can tell.” Tripp turned to look at me from the driver’s seat. “I’ve seen this kind of thing in different countries. An enigmatic man, probably a loner as a kid. Lures people online, draws them in on some generalized ideologies, and he has the first core group. 

“I bet he grew from there, letting his chapter heads or ‘sector chiefs’ recruit more militia. Before you know it, he’s got a full-blown army, ten thousand strong. And all they were looking for was an opportunity.”

“And you think Roger would have stayed in the shadows if the Believers hadn’t come into the news? The Objects?” Veronica asked Tripp. 

“Not for long.”

“What about the name? It’s sewn onto their clothes. Can’t be a coincidence.”

“That’s bull. Roger probably called them that ages before he was worried about aliens or cults. Freedom Earthers. No better a name than the Flat Earthers, except they’re not making wild claims. I swear, if Marcus did some digging, he’d uncover propaganda videos from their early days, and I guarantee Roger wasn’t focused on the ‘Earthers’ part. He was spreading the idea of ‘Freedom’. It’s how they always operate. Prey on the weak or the poor. Offer a better future. Compel them to share the same beliefs.”

“Does that change anything for us?” I asked. 

“Nope. We use them to get what we want, and that’s the Book. The Vice President’s head on a stick is the icing on the cake.” Tripp chewed his toothpick and leaned out the window as Evan returned. He had on his suit again, and the jacket blew open to reveal his Bureau-issued piece. 

“What’s the news?” Veronica asked. 

Evan’s cheeks billowed out. “Roger got word from Saul. We’ve been had.”

Tripp clenched the steering wheel. “What are you saying?”

“The house in Atlanta is empty. Saul broke in. There’s no Book. No sign of Black.”

“Son of a bitch,” I muttered. “What about the guy you found scouring around your campground?”

“Saul thinks they were decoys sent to put us on the wrong trail.” Evan squinted at the sky, and I followed his gaze. The red had returned with a vengeance, and it was worse to the east of us. 

Tripp slammed his fist into the dash. “What are we going to do?”

“Saul mentioned another idea, a place an hour north of Savannah,” Evan said. “Big estate. Off the water. Says it was on the books for the Believers, but he’d never seen it.”

“They’re sure that Black was here? In Georgia?” I asked. 

“Yep. They passed the motorcade a few days ago. One of the sentries logged it. Had to be him.”

I stared up. The redness was thicker. “Saul’s right. The Believers are on the coast.”

Veronica turned and watched me. “We don’t know that for sure.”

“What other option do we have?” I tapped Tripp on the shoulder. “Go to our ship. If we drive, we’ll be too late.”

“Dammit, Rex, that’s at least an hour from here.” Tripp started the engine. 

“You guys can’t leave. If you drop down in a spaceship, we’ll…” Evan stopped as Roger casually approached. His slow gait spoke volumes. Maybe he was relieved there wasn’t going to be a real fight today. 

“We’re in a bit of a jam,” Roger said. 

“Did Saul give you the address of our new target?” I inquired. 

Roger scrawled it down on a notepad and handed the yellow sticky to me. “It’s a good four hours. Three if we haul ass.”

“We’ll meet you there. Stick to the plan. We’re going to be late, and I don’t like the looks of that.” I pointed to the horizon. 

“If today’s my day to cross into the afterlife, so be it. But I’ll be damned if I don’t bring the devil there with me.” Roger spun on a heel and spoke into his radio. “Everyone. Change of plans. Get on the 75, and take it to 16. If anyone tries to stop you...” He frowned at me. “Kill them.”

 

 

 

5

 

The air was denser as they descended the valley. The ground was damp; small shrubbery brushed against his leg, leaving wet streaks. 

“It should be here,” Opor told him. 

They’d been circling the region for hours, and Dirk sat on a felled tree, his legs unable to go on. “We need a break.”

She looked at him with panic in her eyes. “Dirk, this was our chance to make a difference.”

“And your opportunity to see your beloved Mezpa again,” Dirk reminded her. 

“Yes. That too.” Opor dropped to the log beside him and hung her head. Sweat dripped from the back of her neck. “I was so positive there was an access point.”

“Things change. I presume there wasn’t supposed to be life here either.” Dirk indicated the greenery around them. 

“We drained this entire area. The Zalt know that once consumed, life will never return.”

“But it has,” Dirk said. 

Opor stared at the ground, plucking a weed to its roots. She ran a finger over the leaves. “We were lied to.”

“Did you expect your leadership to be honest?” Dirk found the energy to chuckle. “That’s your first mistake.”

“We are not humans. The Zalt do not deceive—”

“Didn’t you trick them when you left for Earth early? And by trying to find the Bridge, and refusing to return to your true form to trek to Earth on your Exodus?” Dirk could have kept the questions coming, but it felt like he was berating her. 

“You’re right. Dirk Walker, you offer a generous viewpoint.” Opor grinned, but it was half-hearted. 

“Do we give up?” Dirk asked. “Will you leave Opor so we can live out our lives together on Rimia?” This wasn’t his first choice, but if he couldn’t get to Earth, head to Kabos, or make the trip to the Objects, what was left?

He watched Opor and thought it wouldn’t be so bad. With Rewa vacated from her body, she would be his old love. She might be upset with him to start, but she’d come around. He knew this without a shadow of a doubt. 

“No.” Opor opened her pack and began to build a fire. “Gather some firewood. We will perform an ancient ceremony.” 

Dirk’s legs protested, and his back ached as he rose, dusting his hands off. “What kind of ceremony?”

Opor removed a bottle and shook it. 

“You brought that?” Dirk didn’t know whether to be concerned or relieved.

“I did. I’m going to attempt connection with Mezpa,” Opor said. 

“There’s enough for both of us.” Dirk saw at least two fingers’ worth in the bottom of the bottle. It was dirty brown and didn’t look very appetizing. From memory, it didn’t taste great either. 

“I should take it all.” Opor seemed desperate.

“No. I have to use it. I want to link with Rexford.” Dirk wasn’t positive this was possible, but he needed to try. Their plan had failed. 

Opor stared at the bottle’s contents and swirled them around. “Fine. But only after I’ve consumed enough.” She unscrewed the cap, and before he could comment, Opor drank from the opening. Her lips pursed as she swallowed, and she hesitantly passed him the remaining liquid. 

Opor’s pupils dilated, and she spoke in the Zalt language. She lowered to the ground and slumped into a heap. 

Dirk eyed the drink and drank the rest. He pictured Rex, his son: the strong man he’d become, despite not having a father figure to emulate. Rebecca had done such a wonderful…

He drifted… Rex. 

Dirk sensed his son. The stress of a tense situation. He was flying. Dirk spotted the ocean in the distance, and a terrible crimson horizon. Then it was gone, his vision spinning, like he was circling a drain. 

He took a step, and it was solid. Dirk glanced down, seeing blood-stained brown shoes. The room he was in had twenty-foot-tall red ornate drapery, with gilded curtain rods. 

Dirk tested his voice. “Je m’appelle Dirk,” he said, trying to convince himself he was Dirk. But he wasn’t. 

The voice that returned was in French. “Claude, are you okay?”

Dirk struggled to remain calm. This was the first time he’d been in full control of the Believer from Paris. “What news?”

The woman sauntered over to him, her hips swaying like a palm tree in the breeze. She had jet-black hair and striking blue eyes. He doubted they were naturally that color. She was possessed by one of the Zalt. “News? The world is nearly ours.” She tugged at the drapes, pulling them to the side. 

Dirk walked to the window and let out a baffled sound when he saw the skies. It was raining into the Versailles courtyard, but hundreds, maybe thousands of people were outside regardless. They had their arms raised into the air, chanting the familiar phrase. 

“It’s happening,” Dirk whispered. 

“Yes. Soon.”

Dirk had spent enough time in this man’s head to understand he had big aspirations. There was a Zalt leader, a being named Yeral. Dirk recalled what Rewa had told him about finding Hunter. That Hunter Madison was the strongest mind to link to forty years ago or so, when he’d first visited Earth in search of a vessel. 

Claude Giroux had attempted to be that lightning rod, only he’d attracted Dirk instead. Now it all made sense. Why he’d been drawn to Claude in his dreams. He was like a beacon on Earth, bringing attention to himself. All those strategic moves behind closed doors. The slow progression up the ranks. Then the recent killings. He was powerful. 

But Dirk was stronger. 

If it was possible to take over Yeral, Dirk would find a way. Let the Zalt leader come to him. He’d be prepared for his arrival. The irony of the thought made Dirk smile, and the woman beside him wrapped her arm under his. 

“This is going to be special.” 

Dirk glanced at the clock. It was eleven PM. If that was the Atlantic off the US coast he’d seen, Rex was five hours behind him. 

“What are we waiting for?” Dirk asked, feeling electricity in the air. “Let’s go to the people.” He left the room, heading down a wide set of stairs. The woman followed, jogging to catch him. Despite his tired legs in Rimia, Claude’s were well-rested. He was strong. Dirk would use that. 

The foyer was filled with armed guards, and Dirk strolled up to the largest. “I need a gun.”

The man assessed him from behind his tinted sunglasses. “Of course, sir.” He unstrapped his piece, and Dirk took it, quickly concealing the weapon inside his waistband. 

“What’s that for?” the woman asked, but he ignored her. He was in charge. 

Two guards opened the exits for him, and he didn’t pause, just walked into the rain. For a moment, he thought it might be drizzling blood, but it was regular water. The people cleared a path for him. Dirk remembered the tale of Moses and the Red Sea. 

He stopped in the center of the courtyard and raised his face toward the angry sky. 

The entire area had gone silent, and he spoke loudly and crisply. “Dreen allono reespenlen.”

 

____________

 

We came in low, wishing there was more cloud cover from the north. We’d made good time, and I suspected the rest of our army was a solid hour behind us, taking the interstate. I was grateful for the few hours of sleep the night before, but I was running on fumes. We all were.

Veronica had promised me she was good to go, but her actions proved otherwise. As I watched her shoulders slump in the pilot’s seat, I felt the craving for a strong cup of coffee. I supposed we’d be fueled by our bodies’ adrenaline the moment we faced the Believers. 

She landed the Rodax vessel in a field, as far from the nearest town as she could. We stepped into the late afternoon heat. It was too warm for this time of year. Insects fluttered to my face, and I swatted them away. 

“I always loved this part of the country,” Tripp said. 

“I’ll be happy when we leave,” Veronica told him. 

“Are we ready for this?” I looked to the east. The mansion owned by one of the cult’s corporations was two miles or so from here. The terrain would be easy to cross. I reached for my satellite phone and dialed Saul’s number. No answer. 

Lewen held a snub-nosed gun, and Tripp had a duffel bag. Veronica and I were clutching our 9MMs in holsters across our chests, and Evan Young still had his under his suit jacket. The rest of us wore borrowed clothing from the Freedom Earthers, and Lewen had donned a black hat. She looked human: a tall woman, but one of us nonetheless. 

“How’s Gren holding up?” I asked her. 

“They’ll be in position soon,” Lewen assured me. 

“Good.” The property was lined with giant oak trees, their trunks sheathed in a vibrant green moss. I inhaled, appreciating the humidity. Veronica’s hair frizzed with our proximity to the ocean. I looked to Tripp to lead. 

“We’ll keep along the trees the entire route. This side. I guarantee they’ll have scouts. We’ll have to kill them.” Tripp met my gaze. 

“No problem.” So much death, but it would be far worse if the Believers managed to bring the Zalt. 

We began our hike, sweat already forming on my forehead. Evan and I hung at the back of the group, keeping our eyes peeled. 

“What happened with you?” I asked him. Evan had heard our story, but hadn’t shared all his details yet. 

“I went on their trail as soon as I could, but it was dry.” He puffed out a breath of air. “I’m sorry about your sister.”

I had to believe Bev and her kids were alive. “It’s not your fault.”

“I tried to contact Marcus initially. When I checked on the house, it was clear they’d been taken. I reached out to the Freedom Earthers for help.”

“What about the Bureau?” I asked. 

“It seems they were infiltrated from the top. No wonder my investigation attempts into the Believers went ignored. I’m surprised they didn’t kill me.”

I brushed my fingers on drooping leaves and hurried after Tripp. He was pushing a fast pace. “Do you trust Roger?”

“Yes. At least, to help with this threat. I don’t know if he’ll stop when it’s dealt with, though,” Evan told me. 

“He wants to take over? Is that even possible?” I asked. 

“Depends on what kind of support he can rally. The militia leader that saved the world? Might be enticing.” Evan coughed and patted his jacket. 

“No smoking. Dead giveaway,” Tripp said from ahead. 

Evan lowered his voice. “How does he do that?”

“Tripp? He never stops listening and watching.” I grinned. This was a good team. Great people. I chuckled, thinking about the first time Hunter had introduced me and Tripp in the Hamptons. Now we were like brothers. Crazy how things could change in such a short span. 

Tripp raised a fist, and we all stopped, crouching behind thick tree trunks. A bird fluttered from a branch above me while Tripp unzipped his duffel bag. He quickly put together a sniper rifle. He wasn’t even looking at it while he assembled it. He stared ahead, his hands recalling years of practice. 

A minute later, the weapon was loaded, and he lay in the dirt, aiming the gun at a twenty-five-degree angle toward the end of the property. Evan and I watched, and I finally saw the man. There were two, walking toward one another, holding automatic weapons. 

The bullet rang almost at the same moment the first target dropped. The second man aimed his weapon in the wrong direction and went down easily. 

“Two for two,” Tripp mumbled, and hefted the gun onto his shoulder. “Keep going.”

Five minutes later, we could see the beginning of the mansion’s border. A huge cast-iron fence ran along the road, leading to the tallest brick gates I’d ever seen. This wasn’t going to be straightforward. Even from this far, I could hear the noises from inside. People talking. It sounded like a party. 

We continued on and found another pair of sentries. Tripp wasn’t willing to shoot them out in the open this close to the house. A black SUV was parked near the gates, facing out. The Vice President was inside that fence, as were a lot of Believers, likely the highest-ranking from this hemisphere. 

Tripp waved me over. “We have to head to the side.”

“This fence goes on forever,” Evan said, pointing to the left. 

“They won’t be guarding every section,” Tripp assured me. He sniffed the air. “Smell that?”

“The ocean,” Veronica said. 

“Exactly. That’s our way in,” Tripp told us. 

“Okay.” I took his word as testament, and we began our hike around the property. Before we lost sight of the gates, I saw the truck arrive. “Saul’s here.”

“That man must’ve driven like he stole it,” Evan said. 

Tripp used his rifle’s scope, aiming at the truck. “It’s Saul, all right. The guards are talking to him. Using the radio.” 

The gates started to open, and I smirked. “He did it.”

“Let’s hope he’s not spoiling our plan,” Tripp whispered. 

“You think he’d lead us to the wrong place in Atlanta, then tell us about it? Not a chance. Saul’s here for the Book.” I watched him drive onto the property, and the gates closed behind him. We set off. 

 

____________

 

Swarms of people arrived outside the hub’s shield. Marcus was nervous. 

“Don’t mind them, Marcus.” Jessica’s hair was wild, her makeup smudged. It had been five hours since the barrier had shot out from the hub, and she was growing tired of his delays. 

Glen neared, bringing a bottle of water. Jessica took it and drank deeply. Marcus licked his dry lips. “Nothing for him until this is completed,” Jessica said.

Glen gave him an apologetic look. 

It was hot with the sun scorching down on them. He’d figured out the link issue hours ago, but he’d been pretending to work on it ever since. In the last half-hour, Jessica had hovered by his shoulder, goading him on. 

“I never should have brought you.” She shoved him aside, and he fell off his makeshift seat. Jessica aimed her gun at him, motioning for the tablet. “Give it to me.”

Marcus climbed to his feet and almost lunged for her. His jacket contained the gun but wasn’t within reach. If he did shoot her, he was a dead man. Why had Glen even given it to him? The soldiers loitered around the area, some of them playing cards on the house’s front porch. He peered past the barrier, which was nearly invisible now. It shimmered slightly, reminding Marcus of the separation between him and the thousand or so bystanders that had gathered around this spectacle. 

“All we need is to connect this damned hunk of metal to the other Umir. Why is this so difficult?” she asked. Her fingers moved over the screen, and Marcus prayed she wouldn’t find the window in which he’d hidden the programming. 

Her eyes widened, and she smiled, baring her teeth. Her hand shook while she pressed a button. The Umir hub vibrated and lifted higher, spreading at the waist. 

The weapons rose, only they were different. They weren’t guns at all. Marcus saw them for what they were: antennae. 

The twenty localized Umir unrolled simultaneously, springing to life. They beeped in a coordinated effort, in time with the lights flashing on the hub. Marcus lunged for his jacket. His hand went into it, grabbing the gun’s handle. This was it. 

A blast shot from the hub, propelling Marcus into the air. One second his feet were planted; the very next he was twenty feet high, the breath rushing from his lungs. He landed outside the barrier. The Umir were back in sphere formation, and Jessica was sprinting for the helicopter. The soldiers picked themselves off the ground, shaking their heads. 

Marcus found the deputy and fire marshal beside him, staring at the event with fascination. “We have to do something about this,” Marcus told them. 

“Ueer ereepol quinali venda,” the officer said. 

Marcus looked around and caught glimpses of their new world. Everyone here had been inhabited by the Unknowns. They all spoke the language, cheering and celebrating their arrival. He rubbed his head, unsure of why he’d been spared. Maybe because he’d been so close to the mechanisms. 

The Umir hub had been activated. 

Jessica was at the helicopter, waving the soldiers in. She met his stare and smiled. “Are you coming?” she shouted. 

Marcus assumed she must have been talking to someone else. He pointed to his chest. 

She nodded. 

Marcus crossed the area past the hub, which had planted into the ground with long spikes protruding from its legs. The Umir were disbanding, each heading in a different direction. One of the robots went into the helicopter, climbing up before spinning into a ball.

Jessica’s eyes were still the same color. “What is your name?” she asked Marcus. 

“I’m…” He observed the soldiers. They were different. Glen’s eyes were such a pale green, they were almost white. The Unknowns surrounded him. “I’m Rewa.” It was the only Unknown name he knew, stolen from the device they’d found in Hunter’s basement. 

“Get in, Rewa,” she said. Marcus was grateful she spoke English. 

“Are we all here?” he asked, trying to sound innocent.

“Most of our people are still above. Exodus has not been completed. The hub has linked to these twenty Umir, so they must spread out, connecting to the other Umir around the world. Their distance is limited,” Jessica said. Gone was the fear, the nervous wreck of a woman. “Tomorrow. We will be prepared for arrival tomorrow.”

Marcus thought he understood. This hub allowed a portion of the Unknowns to drop from orbit. He was sure their Objects were now at Earth. Once the Umir reached their destinations, the network would be complete, allowing the rest of the aliens to take control of the population. 

That meant there was still a shred of hope. “Where do we go now?” he asked, keeping his voice airy. 

The large helicopter rose into the red sky. “Back to the coast.”

Marcus swallowed hard and strapped in. He was surrounded by soldiers occupied by aliens, and a madwoman. His gun jabbed into his side, and he left it there, not wanting to draw attention to it. One way or another, this entire fiasco would end tomorrow. 

He didn’t think there was much of a chance to win this war, but as the old poker saying went, all you need is a chip and a chair.
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Roger sped like a demon up the 95. Bill had ridden in some fast cars over his life. He’d once sat in a NASCAR, modified with a passenger seat, while the champ took him for a terrifying five laps. This was even scarier. 

Their fleet had spread out, not wanting to draw too much attention. Some took the side roads, but Roger and his most trusted bunch stuck to the fastest path. 

The worst part wasn’t the death-defying speeds as the Jeep rumbled along the interstate. It was the way the sky beckoned them forward. It was obvious they were heading into danger. If this was a movie, the music would have started out slow and ominous, and by now, the tempo would be quick, the violins scratching frantically. 

“Half hour and we’re there.” Roger hadn’t spoken for twenty minutes. 

“What’s that?” Bill asked, but it quickly became clear. A roadblock. 

Roger grabbed the radio while slowing. “Freedom Earthers, we are five miles out of Ridgeland. The cult is trying to prevent our arrival. I am not requesting backup; I am demanding it.”

Bill found his pack of smokes and retrieved one with a shaky hand. He lit it and rolled the window down. “Might be my last.”

Roger glanced at him and shook his head. “Hell. Give me one of those.” Bill did, and lit the thing for the big man. He looked like a veteran as he inhaled smoothly. 

“We are not going to die,” Roger said. 

Bill saw twenty cars blocking their path. He grabbed a set of binoculars from the console and watched the cultists. They were at a stand off, with the Believers staying put. Bill imagined they were more than confident in the outcome. 

By the time they finished their cigarettes, three Jeeps had arrived. One pulled up beside their vehicle, and Roger dropped his window. “Jerry. Do it.” 

The Jeep’s roof was down, and a man rose in the passenger seat. He held an RPG. Bill almost crapped himself. “What the…”

“Relax, Billy. This is where our jobs get fun.” Roger’s eyes were wild, and Bill almost reached for the door handle. 

“I thought we were going in for the second wave,” Bill reminded him. 

“Plans change, my friend.” 

Bill watched the Believers at the blockade and saw their moods shift. They must have seen the RPG aimed in their direction. Some started to run, but their vehicles remained in a straight row. It was two deep, making it more difficult to maneuver, but Roger just slammed his big foot on the gas and screeched forward. 

“What are you doing?” Bill clutched the handhold and craned his neck to see Jerry pull the trigger. 

The explosion was immense. The biggest vehicle was an old school bus, and it overturned, spinning on its side. Several cars spun across the roadblock, offering them a path. 

Bullets thumped into the Jeep, and Bill ducked. Thwack. Thwack. 

They drove across a bump, and Bill gained air before slamming back into the seat. The glass of their windshield shattered, and another explosion blasted from behind them. 

“Nice work, team. Stay close. Make sure none of them survive.” Roger let go of the radio, and Bill finally had the courage to peek his head up. 

“You’re a lunatic!” Bill shouted, but he couldn’t help but laugh. Adrenaline coursed through him, and his heart raced like a stallion. 

“Tell me you didn’t love every second of that,” Roger dared him. 

Bill looked back, seeing more explosions. The sound of gunfire penetrated the air. “I wouldn’t say every second…”

“We have company,” Roger casually said, and Bill spied the truck chasing after their Jeep. “Bill, you’re going to have to take care of them.”

“Take care?” Bill wasn’t sure he could. 

“Shoot them. Or at least their tires.” Roger didn’t slow. “We’re ten minutes out. The others will be arriving from the north, so we should connect with them. Storm the blasted cult’s nest once and for all. But you”—Roger glanced over with a twinkle in his eyes—“have to shoot.”

Bill held his gun and noticed the truck was attempting to catch them. Black exhaust swelled from the gigantic pipes as the diesel vehicle sped down the road. It would be there soon. 

He wasn’t a religious man, but he made the sign of the cross and climbed over the console, into the back seat. Roger unclasped the roof on his side, and Bill did the same. 

“Release the rear one!” Roger shouted. Gunshots rang out from the truck, and Bill saw the man half sitting in the passenger window. Bill did as he was ordered and dropped as the wind caught the plastic top. It hovered in slow motion before plunging to the ground. The truck swerved out of the way, but it still clipped their enemy’s windshield. The man trying to shoot him ducked inside. 

Bill rose, holding the Sig Sauer in two hands. He braced himself, doing his best to stay upright in the moving vehicle. He inhaled and closed an eye, taking aim. 

Bill fired three times. The first two went wide, but the third struck glass, the area in front of the driver spidering out. He shot again. Missed. The Jeep lurched as they rounded a bend, and for a second, all Bill saw were the drooping tree branches along the edge of the road. He regained his footing, and leapt to safety as the man returned fire. 

When he could only hear Roger’s heavy breathing and the screaming engines, he poked his head up. “Slow down. Get near them. I’ll take out the tire.”

“Good plan. I should have brought a backup bazooka.” Roger slammed the brakes on, startling Bill. He braced himself and stuck the gun out the side window’s opening. A tire came into view. The truck tried to stop as well, the brake pads sticking as it lurched, but they were going too fast. Bill shot the tire and finally hit it. The truck was already skidding into the ditch, and it flipped over three times. 

Roger stopped the Jeep and quickly exited, rushing for the truck. Bill followed, his hands and entire body shaking. 

One of the men had been thrown from the vehicle, and he lay there, his neck bent unnaturally. The other guy, a middle-aged man in faded blue jeans and a white t-shirt, crawled from the truck. He turned and raised his hands defensively. “Don’t shoot,” he whispered through bloody lips. 

Roger pulled the trigger. The recoil from his giant revolver barely moved the huge man. 

Bill looked at his own gun in disgust. There was going to be a lot more of this before the day was ended. 

“Reload. We’re going in.” Roger was in the Jeep a second later, and Bill followed him. 

They were almost at their destination. Two of the Freedom Earther Jeeps arrived and honked as Roger took off, leading them to the Believers. 

Bill glanced at the red sky and said a silent prayer. 

 

____________

 

“Saul, we are happy to have you,” Alan Black told him. They’d met in the aftermath of their first attuning attempt, and Saul had used every ounce of his restraint not to throttle the bastard. 

“Where else would I be?” he asked, even managing a smile. “Is the big lady present?”

Black’s lip twitched at the mention of Jessica. That was interesting. “She’s ensuring the network is operational.”

Saul thought he saw something cross the Vice’s face, but they moved on. Saul hated that he’d been wrong about the location. Of course it would be this house on the coast, not Black’s mansion near Atlanta. He blamed himself for being distracted by everything. There were so many moving pieces now, with the Freedom Earthers. He almost regretted telling them where to go, but in the end, he wanted the Believers dead. 

They toured the grounds as the evening started to take hold. It was already chillier, and the dark red clouds weren’t helping. Saul wore the uniform of their elite soldiers, and a few of the cultists nodded to him in deference. Their soldiers were respected. They protected these rich and high-ranking members. But not today. Saul was turning his back on them and everything they stood for. 

It was almost laughable. The men were in suits, fancy ten-thousand-dollar outfits, their shoes so shiny you could see your reflection in them. The women were in designer dresses, with bright scarves and red-soled pumps. It was ridiculous. They were letting aliens invade their minds. Did they not realize how senseless this was? 

At the far end of the property, twenty feet from the thrashing ocean, were the seats and the stage. Saul thought it looked more like a pompous wedding ceremony than a landing ground for the Unknowns. The setting was complete with a string quartet. 

Saul stopped at a table of refreshments and picked up a cracker, spreading a thick layer of black caviar on it. When in Rome... 

“Saul, I’ve heard good things about you. I’d like you at my side when it happens.” Black squared off and faced him. Saul was a couple of inches taller and far stronger, but the man held an essence of power Saul could never duplicate. 

“And when exactly is that?” Saul asked. 

“In a few hours.” Black pointed at the clouds. “I’ve been in touch, and they’re ready.”

This surprised Saul, but he kept his expression blank. “I’m ready as well.” 

“That’s great.” Black looked past him and waved at someone. Saul recognized her as a famous Australian movie star. “Please, try to relax a bit and enjoy the day. We’ll be part of something momentous in a few hours.”

Black left Saul alone, and he tossed the remaining food on the grass. He had work to do. He’d already wasted a half hour since arriving, and doubted there was much time to spare. Saul kept expecting gunshots in the distance, but so far, it was quiet on that front. 

He peered toward the mansion. It was an impressive structure, the perfect blending of brickwork and wood accents. Saul guessed this place would stand another few hundred years if given the chance. His gaze ran along the lower section and settled on a top-floor window. It was small, but he swore there was a figure inside, looking out. Saul’s eyesight was good. It was one of the only things yet to crap out on his aging body. 

He began strolling to the house and gave a few fake smiles to the other guests. He was packing enough heat to cause a scene, but these people barely noticed him. This was what they’d waited for since joining the Believers. They were doing something beyond themselves and the planet. It was celestial. 

Saul almost choked on the thought. He hoped they all died before the aliens arrived. 

Not a soul stopped him as he walked past the garden, with early-season flowers in pots running on either side of the stone patio. He continued through the white glass double doors and into the house before reaching for his radio. “Checking the interior now. On Black’s orders, yes. Why else would I be in here?” he asked no one. 

A woman in a cleaner’s uniform ignored him as she tidied the space. He needed to hurry. Where was the Book? 

“Where’s the Vice President’s quarters?” Saul asked the woman in the living room. 

She was scared. Probably hired help, not sure what was happening. She said something in Spanish. 

“Vice President’s sala?” He pointed to the stairs. He had no clue if he was saying it properly, but it seemed to do the trick. 

She nodded, striding in front of him. Saul took the stairs, feeling every damned year of his life with each step. His knees protested, his back ached, and his hands were gnarled and tender. As long as he did his job, he could relax afterwards. Or when he was dead. Whichever came first. 

She pointed to the end of the hallway. The house was quiet, despite all the guests around. Saul assumed being inside was prohibited. He told her to go downstairs, and she must have understood. A second later, he was alone on the upper floor.

The floorboards creaked as he went, and the end door was locked. Saul made quick work of the simple mechanism and entered, turning the crystal handle left. A suit lay on the bed, with three ties tossed over it. Saul almost grinned, picturing the Vice President worrying about his image on the day he was inviting an alien inside of him. The room was decorated with an antique taste, and Saul began rifling through his things. The drawers were mostly empty. He checked the wardrobe and couldn’t open it. Saul crouched, seeing the latch between the lacquered wooden doors. He used a thin tool, lifting the metal arm, and tugged on the pull. 

A silk bag lay front and center. Saul peered at the exit and loosened the ties. He slid out the contents, and sighed heavily as the Book emerged. He’d done it. 

Floorboards squeaked from down the hall, and Saul froze in place, listening. They were moving closer. 

He shoved the Book into his jacket and closed the wardrobe. His hand settled on the crystal handle. A knock carried from the middle of the corridor. “It’s time,” a woman’s voice said. 

Saul risked a glance and saw a woman at one of the bedrooms. He wondered who was inside.

 

____________

 

The lady was back. “It’s time.”

Bev shooed her children behind her and stood there, fists clenched. 

The door opened, and the woman stepped in, smiling widely. “I think you’re going to enjoy this, Beverly. The Vice President will see you.”

“Why are we here?” Carson asked timidly. 

She came closer, and Bev urged the kids farther away from her. “Because your mommy was supposed to be bait for her brother. The Sovereign wanted the Bridge, but I’m not sold that we need it any longer. Besides, your mommy is more important than that. She will house someone prominent.”

“What are you talking about?” Bev found her voice and was embarrassed by how weak it sounded. 

“Have you been dreaming?” the woman asked. “I can tell that you have. I am… one of them. It’s quite clear , Beverly. You will be the perfect vessel.”

“Vessel?” It was hardly a whisper. 

“That’s correct. The Zal… Unknowns have a hierarchy. There are certain minds that are easier to access, and they provide a better connection. The body will last longer.” She waved them to follow. “Come. They won’t delay forever.”

Bev saw a shadow in the hall, and it froze. Her heart raced. Was there someone waiting to hurt them, or were they there to help? “I won’t go.” She said this to distract the woman, and to let the stranger know it was her. “My kids aren’t going anywhere either.”

The moment the woman turned back, the man emerged, holding a gun and a pillow. Bev couldn’t believe it. Saul was there! Tears spilled from her eyes, and it made the woman cringe. “Humans are so dramatic.” 

Bev knew her kids had seen Saul too, and they started crying. She held their hands, squeezing tight. The Believer tilted her head, as if analyzing them. “What is it? Why the shift of moods?” 

Saul lunged in, shutting the door behind him. The woman was fast, her movements a blur. She knocked Saul’s gun aside, and he swung with the pillow, striking her in the face. She laughed, and with inhuman strength, lifted Saul by his neck. He was bashed against the wall, crumbling the plaster. Pieces of it rained to the floor as his feet kicked out. He was turning blue. 

“Stop it!” Bev shouted, and noticed the gun. The kids were already in the far corner of the room, cowering like she’d trained them to if a situation arose. 

She ran for it, but the woman was quicker. Saul crumpled to the ground, and the alien-infused enemy picked up the gun a split second before Bev. Momentum carried her forward, and she tripped on Saul. 

He started to move, his eyes unfocused. He saw Bev and gave her the smallest smile. The Believer aimed the gun at Bev, then before firing, shifted her target to Saul. She pulled the trigger twice, hitting the man square in the chest. 

“No!” Bev shouted, not caring who heard her. Saul’s eyes closed, and the woman grabbed her by the arm, hauling her to her feet. 

“Seems like you have friends. You’re coming with me. Clean yourself up. The Vice doesn’t want to alarm our guests.” 

Bev was dragged toward the door with strong hands, and she watched her children. They bawled, clutching one another across the room. “My kids…”

“You won’t care about that soon enough.” 

The door closed and Bev stood in the hallway, the gun aimed at her head while the cultist turned the key.

 

 

 

7

 

“Were those gunshots?” Tripp asked. He paced near the rocks we hid behind. We could see the procession starting, and my gaze drifted to the looming estate house in the distance. 

“I didn’t hear anything,” I admitted. 

Lewen stared at the sky, her voice meek. “I think Tripp is correct.”

Rain began to fall. The drops were fat and sporadic, a lazy February drizzle. 

I hadn’t heard from Saul again, and I glanced at the satellite phone, wishing he’d contact us. “We have to find out what’s going on.” Did he have the Book? Had the Umir network been activated? 

Evan Young used his binoculars to scour the grounds while lying on the dark coastal rocks. Every now and then, a huge wave would strike, splashing him, but he seemed unperturbed. He was focused. He shifted slightly as he searched the area. 

“She’s not here,” I told him. 

“You don’t know that,” Evan replied. 

“We can’t afford for you to be distracted by your ex-wife.”

“Wife.” He finally looked up from the binoculars. “We’ve never been divorced.”

“Whatever,” Tripp said. 

Veronica flexed her hands open and closed, likely trying to warm them up. With the low red clouds and the sun setting, the region was cooling drastically. “Leave him alone. Evan, this is more important than her. Than any of us.”

Evan blinked a few times as he stared ahead blankly, but finally nodded his agreement. “I’ll be fine.”

“Enough of this waiting,” Tripp stood up and began walking closer. 

I contemplated arguing but didn’t. “Come on. Stay near the coast and keep your heads down. Let’s hope they’re preoccupied by their ceremony.” 

“Rex, I don’t like this,” Veronica whispered. 

“Neither do I, but I suspect Roger will be barging in momentarily, and we’ll be able to use that to our advantage.” If that wasn’t the case, we might be executed in the crossfire. 

We went a hundred yards closer and saw a sentry facing the ocean, holding an automatic weapon. He wore a black suit and sunglasses, despite the darkness. 

Tripp raised a fist and pointed to the ground. We all crouched, and he slunk away, heading straight into danger. I watched as my friend grabbed a palm-sized stone and continued on. He was on a lower level of the rocky outcropping, the Believer twenty feet above us. Tripp peered up, and when the man was turned in the other direction, he tossed the stone toward the ocean. It clattered and bounced before splashing into the water. I silently cheered him on as he climbed the bluff and dashed after the sentry while he was investigating the noise. 

Tripp had a knife in his hand, and I stared in horror as he sliced the man’s neck, shoving the body into the lapping waves in one fluid motion. He ducked, rinsing the blade, and crept farther forward. 

“Glad he’s on our team,” Evan muttered. 

“You can say that again,” Veronica responded. 

Another hundred feet and we could see the entire grounds. I spied four more sentries posted along the outer edges of the decorated yard, and something had them panicked. One moment they were casually walking, hands rested on their weapons. The very next, they were charging through the grass to the gates. 

“The cavalry’s arrived,” I whispered. 

A lone gunshot echoed across the acreage, sending the hair on my arms at attention. Tripp went faster from ahead, and we did our best to remain hidden while copying his path. 

We stopped at the tree line. The tall drooping weeping willows added camouflage for us, and I leaned around the trunk, watching the gathering cultists. Alan Black passed by the white seats, fingers intertwined like he was about to deliver a Sunday sermon. Speakers flanked the stage, and when he spoke, I could hear his voice loud and clear. 

“Don’t be alarmed, people. Our soldiers are prepared for anything,” he assured them. 

So far, we’d only heard the single gunshot. 

“We assumed someone would intervene,” Black reminded the crowd, and he received a muttering of agreements. 

The rain stopped for the moment, and the breeze ceased as well. The trees had been dancing in the wind, and they halted while the clouds above locked in place. 

The calm before the storm.

I was energized, like I’d been given fresh batteries. The air was electric, and I glanced at Veronica, seeing the same reaction in her eyes. Something was happening, and it wasn’t good. 

“We have been blessed to be given this opportunity.” Black walked to the stage, which was two stairs higher than the ground. He stepped up and crossed the wooden platform to a pulpit. “What a day. The Unknowns left us clues to their return, and only the honorable and just would be able to join our mission. We’ve spent so much work to gather here. You and me. All of us, invited to this event.” I only saw the back of his head, but I sensed his smile.

“The Sovereign has fulfilled her duty, and I’ve been informed that the network is intact. The links won’t be finalized for another twelve hours, but we, my friends, are ready. We are prepared for Arrival. Each of us has bathed in our sacrifices’ blood, and we will be able to accept our rulers with ease.” 

The entire crowd of cultists clapped and applauded like their favorite actor had won a prestigious award. The whole thing creeped me out. 

Another gunshot from a distance, followed by more. 

Black paused his speech, waiting for a moment of silence before continuing. “They are waiting. Do you feel them? Sense their presence?”

A smattering of yeses erupted from the seated people. 

“Then let us do as instructed.” Black knelt on the stage, and everyone did the same, kneeling before their chairs. 

The chant started from a woman, maybe even a teenager in the far corner, and rose in volume as the rest of them chorused the freaky Zalt words. 

Evan pointed at the group, his face drawn and pale. “I can’t find her.” 

I clutched his arm. “Evan, this changes nothing. The Book is all that matters.” The words fell short as I observed a stoic woman walking through the center of the seats like it was a runway. It wasn’t her that drew my eye; it was the woman in front of her: eyes cast down, barefoot, with dishevelled hair. 

“Is that…?”

“It’s Beverly,” I whispered. 

More gunshots rang out. This time, they sounded closer. It was my turn to panic. 

I could only watch as Bev was forced to the stage, and Alan Black rose when she came, smiling as he brushed her cheek with a finger. 

“Today, I will receive the crown, letting the Unknowns’ leader take hold of my being. For that, I need a final sacrifice. One of strong lineage.” A knife appeared in his hand, and I couldn’t wait any longer.

I was halfway to the stage, ignoring the shouts of my friends, when the first stream of Freedom Earthers burst onto the yard from the west. Relief flooded me, until I noticed the Umir. It rolled away from the Believers, unraveling between them and the incoming soldiers. 

“Rex!” Veronica called. 

“What is it?”

“It’s Lewen. She’s not here,” Veronica said. 

The Umir opened fire. 

 

____________

 

Saul’s eyes blinked wide, and he reached into the black jacket, tugging the Book free. He spun it around, finding two bullets lodged into the cover. He saw Carson and Edith shaking across the room, and when they realized he was alive, Edith rushed to him, sobbing uncontrollably. 

“Saul!” 

He wrapped her in a hug and kissed the top of her head. Carson barreled into him, and he grunted in pain. The Book might have stopped the bullets, but he’d still have a bruise on his chest the size of a silver dollar. 

“Kids, don’t forget to read. It’ll do wonders for your life.” Saul smirked and looked at the door. It was closed, and he couldn’t hear any signs of life outside in the hallway. They’d left him for dead with two children in the room. “Are you guys okay?” he asked. 

“Carson’s scared, but we’re all right. Where’s Mommy?” Edith asked. 

“We’re going to find out.” Saul assessed the window and climbed up the cot, the weak springs depressing deeply from his weight. He stood on his toes, gazing through the glass. 

The battle had begun. Roger’s people were storming the area, and the sky was darker than ever. Lightning began to flash over the ocean, and for a moment, he worried the Objects were sending more reinforcements from orbit. 

“With me, kids,” Saul ordered. They were skinny, in pajamas and bare feet, but it would have to do. Saul tested the handle and found it locked. There wasn’t time to mess around. He shooed the children away and kicked the knob. It flew off, and he pushed the center piece out, hearing it clang to the hardwood. It opened smoothly, and he stepped into the hall. He pulled his second gun, glad that freakishly strong woman hadn’t taken it. 

She’d had inhuman strength, and that worried Saul, but he couldn’t dwell on what kind of power the alien-possessed humans would have. They just needed to prevent the invasion from growing widespread. 

The kids’ feet slapped against the wood as they sped through the hallway, and Saul saw a woman. He shot her. The kids didn’t even cry at this as they jumped over her lifeless body, running down the steps. Two more Believers. He tapped the trigger, ending their existences. 

He could deal with the aftermath later. Now he was in survival mode. He had the Book and Dirk’s grandchildren. It was almost a win. 

People were rushing near the back patio, and he pressed against the wall, letting them pass. 

“Where’s Mommy?” Carson asked desperately. 

Saul glanced at the kids and into the forest to the west. “Dammit.” He shoved the Book into Edith’s hands. “Go. Run that way. Hide. If you find people with a patch on their breast”—he patted his chest—“you tell them you want to see Roger. Okay?”

Edith’s lips trembled. “I’m scared… come with us.”

“I need to find your mother,” Saul told them. 

Carson took the lead. He grabbed his sister’s hand and they ran from the house, away from the Believers converging on the estate’s yard. It was chaos. 

Saul had heard the stories of the alien robots, but seeing it in action wasn’t the same. The metal bot shot with impunity, holding the flock of militia soldiers at bay. Saul peered toward the ocean and squinted, trying to gain a better view. 

It was Black on the stage, with the Zalt woman and… Beverly. 

Most of these people would still assume he was on their side, so he played along. He jogged to the end of the stone patio and tapped another armed guard on the shoulder. “What’s happening?”

“Damned militia’s here. Black is trying to attune to the Unknown leader.” The man looked terrified and very young. 

“Why’s that woman up there with him? Is she a threat?” Saul asked. 

“That’s his sacrifice. He said something about her being strong… before the assault.” 

Saul stuck his hand out. “Give me that gun.” 

The guy blinked, his gaze unfocused, but he passed it to Saul. It was an M4, lightweight, and packed one hell of a punch. “Go into there.” He pointed at the house. “It’ll be over soon.” 

The man licked his lips and looked from Saul to the robot, then to the house. He ran inside. 

“Good boy,” Saul mumbled. 

The gunfire had all but ceased, with only the odd unpredictable Freedom Earther still attempting to shoot their target. The Umir stood, guns rising and lowering while it guarded the Believers. 

It was calm out; the air bore a certain electricity. Another lightning fork erupted in the sky, but instead of bright white, it was pink, mimicking diluted blood. Saul had never seen anything like it. 

He strode across the grounds with purpose and circled around the kneeling cult members. His goal was Alan Black. His knife glinted with the light of the string LEDs. 

Saul took aim while the chants reached a crescendo. His finger rested beside the trigger. He’d only get one shot at this. 

 

____________

 

Dirk was Claude Giroux. A few hours passed, and more of the Zalt arrived. None of these people were human any longer, just Claude, but they treated him with a deference akin to royalty. The real Claude would have basked in it, thriving at the attention, but it made Dirk feel sick to his stomach. 

He was really on Rimia, lying on the ground, but his entire mind was present in France. 

“It’s time,” a man he knew as Plar said. 

Dirk nodded Claude’s head and raised his arms. Seizing Claude’s mind meant he could pull information stored inside it. Dirk was aware of how to call the Zalt leader. 

His body thrummed with anticipation. Dirk had to best the being, send him back to the Objects. Perhaps this would dissuade them or kill the leader. That might be enough to turn the tides. 

The entire region was shrouded in thick red clouds. A storm raged outside the Versailles boundary, but in the courtyard, it was calm. The Zalt, all five thousand of them, knelt and chanted while he stood between them, hands pressed skyward. He said the phrases, beckoning the Zalt into him. 

Dirk felt the change while a particularly intense burst of lightning careened from above. It hit his forehead, but there was no pain. 

The alien had arrived. 

 

____________

 

The Zalt surveyed the people, and chuckled with amusement. Humans. He’d never inhabited them, but they looked hardy enough. Of course, he’d lived inside countless beings over endless ages. They were mostly hairless, which made him assume they were used to creature comforts. It would be nice to enjoy the small things again, after such a long time in Exodus. 

He spread his fingers wide, turning his hand around. His vessel felt strong. He’d bonded to this man earlier on. Visited him numerous times, and knew he’d chosen…

Something was wrong. 

Another voice lingered within his vessel. 

A stronger being. 

A dangerous adversary. 

The Zalt glanced at his people, all eager for instruction. He wanted to beg for their help as his opponent took hold, coming from the shadows of the vessel’s mind. 

Get out.

He fought it, clinging to control. 

Leave. Now!

The voice was stronger than he was. He instinctively knew this, but he refused to vacate the vessel he’d honed for years. 

But the being wasn’t conceding. 

You. Are. Banished.

The Zalt felt his grip loosening, but he hadn’t lived this long by being foolish. His essence fled from the vessel, and he searched for the next most powerful human. He’d visited this one too, more recently. He was always prepared for the unexpected. 

The trek was far by human terms, but he was energy, easily transported across the clouds. The Zalt joined with the storms, casting himself beyond the perilous ocean, and discovered land on the other side. His vessel was here, awaiting him. He shot forth, merging from the lightning fork, onto the stage. 

 

____________

 

Dirk opened his eyes, thrilled that he’d won. He’d banished the Zalt, and it had been far simpler than he’d ever anticipated. The storm raged overhead, and he found himself on his back. 

He attempted to move but couldn’t. He glanced over and saw the bodies. The people were all dead, charred to a crisp. Dirk felt the body giving way, and he tried to twitch a finger. Nothing. Claude was dying. 

Dirk recessed from the man’s mind, glad to evacuate. When he came to, it was hours later, and the sun had set over Rimia. 

Opor was gone.

 

 

 

8

 

Our main objective was the Umir. If we could isolate it, or disarm the robot, we might stand a fighting chance. 

Bev’s presence was a major distraction, but so far, she was still alive. Tripp was in the lead, rushing along the side of the yard. We were mainly concealed, but if anyone was looking, they’d be able to see our small team racing for the Umir. 

It faced the Freedom Earthers’ position and had yet to move from the center of the space. The guns were raised, and once or twice a minute, a shot rang against its metal hull, clinking off. 

Tripp had one of the Rodax weapons held to his chest, and he dashed from the trees, rolling, then planting a knee as he fired at the Umir. Evan and I went behind the robot, while Veronica continued to circle the yard in search of the Freedom Earthers. 

I risked a quick glance at the stage, and saw Bev up there. A man was visible at the right edge of the gathered crowd. Was that Saul?

“Down!” Evan shouted, and tackled me to the lawn. Bullets struck the space where I’d just been, and I smelled the freshly torn earth. 

A roar erupted, and I saw the horde of Freedom Earthers stampeding into the grounds. They stayed apart, in segmented lines, knowing this improved their chances of being missed by the Umir’s sights. But it was focused on us, not on the incoming soldiers. 

The Umir jumped, springing on thin legs. It landed five yards from me, its feet sinking into the grass. It struggled to climb out, and I fired, aiming directly for its head. One. Two. Three.

Evan did the same, but the Umir blasted a rushed shot at the special agent. Evan took the hit square in the chest, and flew upwards before landing awkwardly. 

“Evan!” I kept firing, and Tripp arrived at the same time as the Freedom Earthers. Three soldiers shot at it, and I was nearly hit in the barrage. I lunged away and felt the wind of a bullet scrape beside my ear. The Umir spun, dislodging its leg. It was attempting to roll into its ball shape, but Tripp blew its left appendage clean off. The rest of the Freedom Earthers were there, aiming into its narrow torso, and it froze, smoke rising from its vents. 

The red eyes dimmed, and its entire body slumped, crashing into the soil, pinning Tripp. I scrambled over, trying to heft the weight from Tripp, but couldn’t do it myself. I hardly budged the heavy robot’s shell. 

Blood caked Tripp’s face, and I thought he might be dead. I peered at Evan, and he was still on the ground, unmoving. 

Veronica arrived, her expression grim. She had another thirty soldiers primed for round two. 

 

____________

 

Roger moved like the wind. For a big guy, he had grace Bill didn’t see in most people. The Believers’ scouts had been easily dispatched, making Bill trust they had a real shot at victory. 

Until they’d met the robot. 

The thing was straight out of a movie, with glowing eyes and heavy artillery. It had killed twenty soldiers on its first assault, causing them to retreat. Roger had hung back behind a parked van, taking stock of the situation. 

A few drops of rain fell on Bill’s face, and he gazed upwards, finding the red sky wasn’t as uncomfortable. It was incredible what could become normal to the brain. 

They’d waited five minutes, in relative silence, until Roger’s radio crackled and a woman exclaimed there was someone ambushing the robot. Bill peered around the van and saw the figures. It was Tripp Davis, holding an alien weapon, bravely attacking the thing without a care in the world. 

This fueled Roger. “Move out! We’re their reinforcements!”

Bill patted his bulletproof vest, wondering what would happen if he was struck with one of the robot’s projectiles. He followed after the others, careful not to trip on the landscaping as they emerged from cover into the yard. The Vice President was on the stage, but Bill couldn’t hear his words from this far. 

More people surrounded their target, and Bill watched as one of them was flung back like a ragdoll. Then the Freedom Earthers did what they were trained for, and gave everything they had to the robot. It happened so fast, and Bill even managed to get a shot or two in before the tall machine paused and lumbered forward. Bill almost called timber but refrained. 

“Tripp!” someone shouted, and Bill saw Rex Walker. The man had dirt and blood on his forehead, and he was trying to lift the heavy enemy off his friend. 

“Come on, guys. Let’s give him a hand,” Bill urged the soldiers around him. The rain had intensified, the clouds almost spinning into a funnel. 

Roger himself bent lower, clutching the robot’s arm. He hefted with a groan, and Bill’s back protested as he lifted. It took ten of them, but they managed to slide Tripp from under the thing. 

“Tripp, are you okay?” Rex asked. 

Bill saw Veronica from the corner of his eye, crying as she looked at her friend. Roger had said this was going to be a day to remember. 

“Where’s Evan?” Veronica asked, pushing past Bill. 

He spun and ran with her to the downed FBI agent. His eyes were closed, and Bill crouched, tugging open Evan’s suit jacket. The vest held a quarter-sized slug. 

“He’s breathing!” Veronica beamed. 

Evan’s eyes darted open and he gasped, peering around without moving his head. More rain poured on them, and Bill blinked it away. 

“Can you get up?” he asked Evan.

“Think so,” Evan said. Veronica and Bill helped him to his feet. 

Roger was already continuing on. A few Believer sentries were walking toward them, but Roger’s snipers averted the threat from the edges of the yard. They went down at the same moment. 

“Where are you going?” Bill shouted over the rising noise. 

“I came for Black,” Roger said, walking like a man possessed. Straight into danger. 

Bill shook his head and glanced at Veronica. “Wish me luck.” 

He jogged to catch up to Roger. 

 

____________

 

Saul pulled the trigger. 

The Vice President went down. Saul aimed at the other woman, seeing a perfect smile vanish as the man next to her was killed. The bullet hit her in the throat. He sighted her until he was positive she wasn’t a danger, and kept moving for the stage. 

“Beverly!” he called. 

She met his gaze from twenty yards. Lightning arced over the stage, the clouds so dark red they were nearly black. “Saul! It’s you,” she said. 

The Believers were in shock, unsure of what to do. Saul knew they’d want to attune, and if they assumed they still could, they’d be distracted. He started to chant, hoping they’d pick it up again. It worked. 

Another soldier appeared from behind the stage as Saul found the stairs, and he narrowly avoided the gunshot. Saul leaned into the side of the structure, waiting for two breaths before lowering and leaning out. The soldier was waiting, but Saul was faster. He shot the man in the head with a short burst. 

The sounds of a distant helicopter nearing their position carried along the wind, and Saul guessed it was his ally, Glen, finally returning. He should have ordered the man to kill Jessica, but he’d needed her as a backup if they failed to find the Book. Now she was dispensable. 

Saul ran up the short flight of steps and saw Beverly. He’d spent a lot of time protecting her and her kids in Porto. He’d never had kids, but if he was ever to think of someone like a daughter, it was her. She was caring, considerate, and a bright woman. There was something else about her too, something he couldn’t put his finger on.

Her gaze was glued on the Believers chanting in a frenzy. They were all on their knees, arms raised to the vicious skies. Lightning flashed without the familiar accompaniment of thunder. It was… unnatural. 

“Bev, let’s go!” he shouted. 

She finally broke her stare and looked over. A tiny smile cracked her dazed expression. One step. Then another. 

A fork of lightning crackled from the center of the swirling maw above them, and hit her square in the chest. Beverly crumpled. 

Saul went as quickly as he could, slowing her fall enough so her head didn’t strike the stage. He glanced at the yard to see a steady stream of Freedom Earthers arriving. 

The Believers were starting to activate, their chanting growing quieter as they fulfilled their destinies, attuning to the incoming beings. Soon the unarmed cultists were no longer themselves. Saul sensed the shifting of energy. They were all on their feet, and he held Beverly’s motionless body while they turned their attention on the militia force. Many of the Freedom Earthers dropped to the yard, guns sprawling by the wayside. 

The helicopter was closer. Saul saw it, a small dot against the dark backdrop. The clouds were clearing up, the funnel dissipating as the rain fell harder. 

He noticed another speck, then two, coming from the north. What was happening? 

A hand reached out, grasping him by the throat before he could react. The fingers were like a vise, the clutching relentless. Beverly looked him in the eyes; the color of her irises had altered. They were black like oil, wavering as if a viscous liquid. “You don’t deserve to live.” 

Saul silently wished his friends and allies success. He’d done all he could. He prayed Edith and Carson would get that Book to Rexford. 

Beverly moved to her feet, holding him up by the throat with a single arm. She was so strong. 

Saul had been on the wrong side of the fence nearly his entire adult life. But he’d never given up. Because if there was one thing he wouldn’t have survived without, it was hope. 

She squeezed. 

 

____________

 

I witnessed the entire event like I was viewing it through someone else’s eyes. 

When I’d arrived at the back of the Believers’ cluster, Roger’s people were firing at the kneeling beings. They started to rise and fight back. 

All I could do was watch Beverly as she fell, Saul catching her. The lightning had struck her straight in the chest. 

Beverly was lying in his arms, and Saul was staring into the distance. I tried to wave at him, to get his attention, but it was elsewhere. I figured out why. A helicopter was approaching. There were a few hundred Believers turning their focus to us. 

Bill was near me, his chest heaving with effort. The Freedom Earthers were dropping like flies. Those close enough to the attuning cultists were caught in the boundary. Some stayed on their feet, but most of them fell. The female soldier beside me was shooting at the crowd, and she stopped, keeling over. I knelt and checked her pulse. Her eyes were bloody. 

Roger stood there like a monolith. 

“Roger, what do we do?” Bill asked him above the noise, but the Freedom Earther leader didn’t respond. He was looking at Beverly, and I drew my gaze to the stage. She clutched Saul by the neck, and his feet dangled toward the wooden platform. I saw her lips move, and his head went to the side before she dropped his corpse. 

Beverly had been possessed by a Zalt. And Saul was dead.

The few Freedom Earthers that had been taken over by the Zalt had switched loyalties. Once the attuning had concluded, they started to mow down their own militia. 

I ran for Roger, tugging on his arm. “We have to leave.”

“Black is dead,” he said just loud enough for me to hear. 

“So are we if we stick around.” 

Bill slapped the man, finally getting his attention. “Roger, for the love of God. We have to go!”

Roger snapped out of it and called for a retreat. We ran, bursting from the stage. Bev stood on the platform, staring after us, but not doing anything to intervene. 

We returned to the spot where the Umir lay destroyed, and Veronica was helping someone drag Tripp from the yard. 

“Is he…?” I didn’t finish. 

“I don’t think so,” Veronica replied. Her face was wet, her hair plastered to it. The entire grounds were soaking from the downpour, and more rain fell every second. My feet slipped in the mud. 

“They’re not coming after us!” Bill shouted, and he was right. The Zalt had inhabited a large group of cultists, but they remained near their seats and the stage while the helicopter began to descend from the heavens. 

Before it landed, I saw a glint of metal drop from the doors. A second object followed close behind.

“Run! We have another Umir!” I shouted. The remaining troops didn’t have to be told twice. 

 

____________

 

Marcus couldn’t believe what he was seeing. There were bodies strewn over the yard, and from the looks of things, they weren’t all Believers. The Umir sprang to life. It had been dormant the entire flight and had chosen this moment to activate. 

“Let it out!” Jessica ordered, and Barry turned his back, opening the doors. Wind rushed in, and Marcus saw Glen moving. 

“Now, Marcus!” Glen’s gun whipped around, and Marcus took the chance. Barry was still at the doors, watching the Umir skydiving for the earth. Marcus removed his seatbelt and kicked out, hitting Barry in the legs. The man went pinwheeling from the helicopter. They were fifty feet from landing, and Marcus watched as he thudded into the ground. 

The fight that erupted was chaotic. There were ten soldiers against Marcus and Glen, and they were far more prepared for this type of thing. Glen’s first shot hit the pilot in the back of the head, and the nose dove toward the yard. Marcus clutched the seat beside him, somehow managing to not plummet from the doors to his death. 

Jessica screamed, a primal sound. Her eyes burned with fury, and Marcus saw the gun appear in her grip. A soldier was in her line of fire, and instead of shoving him, she shot the man twice, kicking him to the helicopter floor. She yelled again, shooting at Glen. He ducked behind a chair. 

Marcus realized he wasn’t helping. He grabbed for the weapon tucked into his jacket, and squinted as he turned the safety off and pulled the trigger. Everyone had been so focused on Glen that they weren’t even watching him. Marcus shot two soldiers and targeted the one reaching for the pilot’s controls, attempting to land the copter. He fired, striking the man in the shoulder. They lurched to the side, and crashed hard into the lawn. 

Marcus was still near the exit and climbed up, his left leg objecting the movement. Smoke rose from the top of the helicopter, where the rotors were trying to spin despite being lodged into the ground. He peered into the cabin and saw that there were survivors. Jessica was coming to. Marcus aimed and pulled the trigger. 

Click. It was empty. 

He was about to escape when he saw it. The tablet. Against his better judgment and every instinct coursing through him, he returned, lowering his upper half from the sideways door. He snatched it up, and Jessica’s eyes shot open. They locked into his, and she sneered, her upper lip smeared in blood. 

Glen was near the front of the cabin, dead. The sound of the Umir attacking outside came closer, and Marcus couldn’t dawdle. 

“You’re too late, Marcus. Don’t you see that?” Jessica asked. Her voice was peaceful. “We’ve already won.”

Marcus raced to the yard, scanning the area for signs of trouble. The Umir chased a group of humans at the far corner of the yard, and two aircraft were lowering toward them. On the other side stood a few thousand Believers. Judging by their calm demeanor, they’d already attuned. 

Marcus peered toward the treeline on the left, which seemed like a safer location. As much as it shamed him to run, he had the controls for the Umir hub in his hands, and the network wouldn’t be fully activated for a few hours yet. There was a chance they could stop the incursion from being widespread. 

In spite of the ache in his body, he sprinted across the yard, tablet clutched to his chest.
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The helicopter crashing drew our attention, but we had more important issues. The newly landed Umir was in attack mode, and we were too few in numbers to defend ourselves. We had no plan as we rushed from the robotic monster. 

“It’s Lewen!” Veronica shouted, pointing at the Rodax ships descending from the clearing night sky. 

“And Gren,” I said with heaving breaths. 

Roger and Bill barely made it with the Umir at our heels, and our allies landed fifty yards from our position, right between the day’s survivors and the robot. The Rodax soldiers rushed out, prepared to protect us. 

“We can’t let them fight it alone,” I shouted. 

Tripp and Evan were too banged up to join us, and we left another ten injured Freedom Earthers with them. Roger, Veronica, and Bill all came with me, weapons up. Bill’s cheeks were flushed, his eyes darting from side to side. 

When we crested the first spaceship, we saw the Umir in all its glory, bullets ricocheting from its metallic exterior. The Rodax fought like demons, and the Believers began approaching from their safety across the yard. They stopped at the burning helicopter, and I noticed them helping a woman from the wreckage. Jessica Carver was here. 

I wanted to confront her, but Veronica grabbed my arm. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“She knows where Marcus is!”

Bev was among the Zalt, talking with Jessica. It took every ounce of my patience not to challenge her. In this stage, she was no longer my sister. That much had been clear when she’d crushed Saul’s larynx. 

Roger and Bill fought along the Rodax, and managed to bring the robot to its knees. The Umir began to roll into a ball, and this time, it succeeded. Two of the soldiers zapped it with their energy rods, and it hissed and popped before giving up the ghost. 

“We’re leaving!” Lewen shouted. 

The Zalt continued on, with Beverly and Jessica at the forefront. A couple of soldiers limped in front, guns aimed at our group. They stopped, facing us from a hundred feet away. The storm had all but passed, indicating that the Zalt were done for the moment. I didn’t have to worry about them trying to invade my mind. 

Jessica wiped at her nose and shouted. The gentle breeze carried the message. “Rexford Walker. We have your sister. You’re next.”

“Ignore them.” Veronica shoved me toward the ship’s ramp, and I climbed in. With one last look at the Zalt, I shut the doors as we lifted off. 

The last hour had been a nightmare. It didn’t feel real. But the fact we’d lost ninety percent of the Freedom Earthers, and Saul, wore on my heart. 

“Where do we go?” I asked, eyelids shut tight. 

“We have a safe zone in Alabama,” Roger said. I hadn’t even seen him board this ship. 

“Can we trust it’s secure?” I asked. 

“We’d better be able to. It’s my land.” 

For the first time since I’d met him, Roger looked scared. 

 

____________

 

It was silent. Marcus hadn’t heard so much as a bird for the last ten minutes while he trudged through the woods. Where was he going? The tablet was in his grip, and he opened it, trying to see if he could access the hub’s program. He did but wasn’t able to adjust any of the operational parameters. He quickly understood why. He’d need to be within range of the Umir hub to modify them. That left him one option: get to the hub. 

Marcus put the tablet in his oversized jacket pocket and walked farther away from the oceanside estate. It was dark. Night had swooped in with a vengeance, leaving him nearly blind in the thick cover of the giant trees. Jessica had finally given him shoes, but the boots were too big by a size, and a blister had already formed on one heel. 

His mouth was pasty, and he needed water. He pressed his palm to a trunk and shook his head, wondering what he’d done in his life to be in the middle of this bad dream. With this moment of contemplation, the events of the last few months rushed into his mind. When you’re in a situation you can’t escape, it’s incredible what the human brain can do to disassociate. Now that he was out of their clutches, he felt even more helpless. 

A sound snapped his head to the right. He listened carefully and heard it again. Crying. 

Marcus wished he’d brought ammunition, but he still had the gun. He gripped it tightly and slowly walked through the forest, trying to stay quiet. The crying grew louder. He knew that voice. Marcus had heard it nearly every day and night for the last month. 

“Edith,” he whispered, walking around a giant weeping willow. The girl clutched her brother, and both of them were bawling. They were filthy, covered in dirt and tree sap. For a second, their expressions were of utter terror, and he realized he was still pointing the gun at them. He dropped the weapon in disgust and rushed over, hugging them tight. 

“You’re alive,” he said. 

“Marcus. Where’s Mommy?” they asked. 

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “How did you get out here?”

“Uncle Saul gave us a book and told us to run to someone in camouflage, but we couldn’t find anyone. We were so scared, but we kept going. Carson’s legs got tired, then it was dark, and we heard howling, and…” 

Marcus stopped Edith and stroked her hair. “Wait… what book?”

She handed it to him, and he appraised it in the dim lighting. It was old, the cover and spine rough like cracked leather. Was this the book Rex had referred to? It had an indent in the front. 

“We have to sneak this out of here,” Marcus said. He didn’t know where to go. 

“We saw a lady,” Carson said, breaking his silence. 

“Where?”

“She was dead. Over there.” Edith pointed away. Marcus guessed it was north. 

He didn’t want to head in that direction. “Who was it?”

Carson shrugged. “She had a big gun. She had the logo Uncle Saul talked about.”

A Freedom Earther. It had to be them. “Okay. Come with me.”

They walked, each kid holding one of his hands. It was a slow process, and he had to ask them to be quiet every other minute, but they eventually located the body they’d discovered earlier. 

Marcus knelt by the woman, checking her pulse. A Believer sentry must have found her slinking around their property. She had a canteen draped on her shoulder, and Marcus slipped it around the corpse’s arm. Rigor mortis had set in, making it difficult to move her. 

He unscrewed the dead woman’s water and passed it to the kids despite his voracious thirst. They drank, but not greedily, and Edith gave it back. The water was warm, but so refreshing. 

Now what? Marcus grabbed her gun, an M4 carbine from the looks of it. He ensured it was loaded and slung the strap across his chest. The radio crackled once, and he couldn’t believe he hadn’t seen it there. 

Marcus picked it up, stared at Bev’s children, and pressed the talk button. “Is anyone there?”

“Roger that. Who are we speaking to?” The voice was friendly. There was a small chance the Believers were setting a trap for him, but he didn’t have a lot of options. 

“Marcus.” He waited a moment. 

“Marcus! Where are you?” Hearing Rex’s voice invigorated Marcus. The kids came closer, Edith crying again. 

“I’m with Carson and Edith. And, Rex…” Marcus clutched the hardcover. “I have the Book.”
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Opor’s trail was simple to follow. Her footprints dug into the mud, leaving her calling card the full mile long walk into the valley. It grew greener with every few steps, until Dirk was in the center of a hearty and thriving ecosystem. 

So much for the Zalt sucking the life out of everything. If Opor had been wrong about that, what else was she misinformed on? Dirk had flung the Zalt from Claude’s mind. He’d returned to his own body, still able to smell the charred flesh of the entire cluster of Believers. It showed how much the Zalt leader cared for the vessels they inhabited. If they died, the Zalt likely returned home to their Objects. Humans were disposable. It made him even more upset that Rewa had inhabited Opor. Rewa didn’t care if she survived. He’d already used Hunter for decades, and when that man died, he’d resorted to Opor. 

Dirk couldn’t see her yet, but was confident he was close. He walked for another twenty minutes and saw the plants began to wither. He’d gone too far. Whatever kind of destination Opor had in mind, it would be in the heart of the lush valley. He turned around, moving slower. 

When he ended at the last location he’d tracked her footprints to, he stopped, assessing the situation. Dirk couldn’t see anywhere she might have gone. He scanned up the few tree trunks, but they were young saplings, green and yellow, too small to climb. 

That only left down. He tapped with his feet and discovered a hollow point. He tugged on the grass, and it lifted. There was a hatch, old and metal. “Opor!” he called into the dark opening when he unhinged it, and heard the echo of his own voice. 

Dirk turned on a flashlight and lowered into the hatch, his feet landing on a metal floor a second later. It reverberated from the impact, and he searched the space with the beam of light. Dirk hadn’t spent much time on alien ships, but if he was a betting man, this was similar. The walls were rounded, smooth and damp. Water trickled from the ground above, implying the structure had been concealed for ages. 

There was no furniture, just a room with two doors. He went to the closer one and depressed a heavy latch. The door clicked, and he slid it to the side. Another room. No sign of Opor. 

When he opened the next door, he landed in a lengthy hallway. His flashlight beam fell flat in the darkness, and he thought he heard a noise reverberating back to him from somewhere farther on. Dirk fought the chill hitting him and pressed forward. 

Whatever Opor was doing, she was down here somewhere. 

 

____________

 

Carson slept in my lap as we lowered for Roger’s farm. Marcus and Edith both dozed too, her head leaning against my best friend’s shoulder. It had been an emotional reunion, and I scanned through the Book, wishing I spoke their language. This was going to take some time to decode. With Saul gone, our options were limited. 

Lewen and the Rodax understood precious few words, but Roger told us someone at his place would be able to help us. So far, he’d been good on his promises. 

It was around two in the morning when we settled to the ground, and I gently woke Carson from his deep sleep. He jolted upright but calmed when he saw my face. 

“It’s okay, buddy,” I reassured him. I’d never been close with Bev’s kids, not like I should have been, but seeing them rush onto the ship set off something primal inside me. I had to protect them with my life. 

“Welcome to the birthplace of the Freedom Earthers,” Roger said as the doors opened. Gren’s ship was already landed between two huge red barns. He lifted a hand in greeting when he saw me, and I returned the wave. 

“I’m sorry about tonight,” I told Roger. We’d stayed quiet on the trip, with everyone trying to recover from tonight’s loss. 

“My people died to prevent these bastards from winning. We may not have accomplished it quite yet, but we made headway. They knew there were risks,” Roger said. He sounded confident, but I could see the mask cracking. No one could witness their friends die and not be broken up about it. 

“Rex, we have to go. The hub only has five hours before the network link is complete,” Marcus told me. He’d shown me the tablet, and I believed him, but we had other things to worry about. 

“Soon. We’ll be gone in an hour, I promise you.” I patted him on the shoulder, and he slunk away, going to check on Tripp. The Rodax had supplied treatment and assured me that Tripp and Evan were fine. I couldn’t handle any more deaths from my team. 

Roger’s farm was in northern Alabama, and the cicadas chirped endlessly as we walked to his house. The stars shone brightly above, without a cloud in the sky. 

I heard the front porch door open with a squeak, and a woman calling for her husband. Her silhouette floated to the yard, and a dog raced past her, coming to Roger. 

“Heston, you old sock.” Roger scratched his dog behind the ear, and he circled Roger in excitement. 

His house was a modest but sprawling ranch, and the barns were where all his Freedom Earthers gear was parked. 

“Is that a tank?” Veronica asked, catching up to me. 

“Looks like it,” I whispered. 

Roger’s wife was slight, a drastic contrast to the huge man. She was fully clothed despite the late hour, and she appraised us with interest. “What happened?”

“We’d better go inside, Coleen.” 

“Roger, where are the others?” She peered at the incoming people and jumped at the sight of Gren. 

“Inside, Coleen. We have a lot to discuss.” Roger didn’t say another word. 

“We’ll be waiting here,” Gren told me. 

“Thanks. For coming,” I said to the Rodax, and he nodded. 

“It was Lewen’s idea,” he told me. Of course it was. Lewen had seen what we were facing and requested an extraction from the other spaceship. It had saved many of our lives. 

Tripp was still on the ship, the medication keeping him sedated, but Bill walked up with Evan. 

“You feeling okay?” I asked the special agent. 

He managed a smile on the porch. “Chest feels like a cannonball hit me, but I’ll be fine.”

Veronica led the children into the house, and Coleen was already fussing over them. 

“Come in, Rex. Let’s figure this out.” Roger held the door for me, and we entered the warm home. 

A half hour later, we convened at his giant wooden farmhouse table. He must have loved dinner parties, because there were twelve seats, and most of them were filled with our group. The remaining Freedom Earthers lingered outside with the Rodax. 

Coleen appeared in the dining room, and she told me the children were washed and put to bed. “They’re welcome to stay here for now.” She wore a green flannel shirt, her short brown hair wrapped under a bandana. Roger saved a seat for her beside him at the head of the table, and she smiled as he slid a cup of steaming coffee in her direction. 

Coleen kissed him on the lips, staring at him for a moment before taking her seat. I read the unsaid words as if she’d spoken them. She was grateful her lug of a husband was alive, and maybe slightly irritated that he’d abandoned her in the first place. 

“We need to leave,” Marcus said again. His eyes were baggy, and his cheeks, which were always so smooth, had patches of black beard growing on them. 

“Tell us about the hub,” Veronica urged. 

And he did. He quickly gave us the keynotes on his capture and subsequent imprisonment. We listened while he spoke about Jessica talking with Alan Black, and how the Umir visited. 

“One of the Zalt took control of the guy?” Evan asked. 

“Zalt?” Marcus tilted his chin up and frowned. 

“That’s what they’re called,” I told him. “The Unknowns are the Zalt, but not even the Believers seemed to understand that.”

“Whatever they’re called, we have to kill the network. Have you guys seen it out there?” Marcus asked. 

I thought about what we’d encountered in Mexico and nodded. “Somewhat. Tell us.”

Marcus continued his story, including his attempted escape on the road trip to Texas. He skipped over a lot of the horrors he’d witnessed in Dallas, but it was clear the majority of the population had been killed. Millions. Dead. 

“We have no clue how many more places were hit by the Zalt’s premature attempt at attuning,” Evan said. “Roger, any word from your people?”

“Been quiet. Most of my sectors haven’t reported back yet.” Roger slipped his flask out, dumping the contents into his coffee. His wife gave him an admonishing look, but it didn’t stop him. “I don’t think it’s good.”

“The Believers were prepared, and I think the Umir were around to help.” Marcus hand’s trembled when he picked up the cup of coffee. He clutched it tightly to his chest. “If we don’t shut the hub in Odessa off before sunrise, the network will be spread across the world. We’re talking about a huge percentage of us instantly dead. The rest will have Unknown… Zalt in our heads.”

“Even if we disable the hub, we’re worried they’ll still attempt to attune,” I told him. “We have to do something else.”

“What?” His gaze shifted to the Book on the table in front of me. “How can you stop them with a book?”

“That’s what we need to find out.” I wondered where my father was at that moment. He would be crestfallen to hear that Beverly had been taken by one of our enemies. 

“What are we waiting for?” Bill asked. He stroked his unruly beard and settled his arms across his ample belly. “Can we read it?”

Roger glanced at his wife and smiled. “Coleen can.”

“You speak their language?” Lewen asked her. 

“Roger wanted me to study it. Thought it might come in handy. Not sure where this man gets his intuition, but we’ve learned to trust it.” Coleen set a palm on her husband’s forearm. 

He drank deeply from his cup. “Until tonight. I lost… so many of them.”

“We couldn’t have known,” Evan said. “We had no idea there were robot warriors, or that the Zalt would come in the middle of it.”

“It’s because we had the wrong location. If we’d had the proper intel that it was on the coast, not Atlanta, we’d have nailed them.” Roger was finally releasing his emotions. 

Coleen ignored his angry speech and locked gazes with me. “May I?”

I passed the Book to her, and she carefully opened the cover. The leather spine creaked. “What exactly are we looking for?” she asked. 

“I want to find out how to let one of them attune with me,” I told them. “Or vice versa.” 

Marcus choked on his coffee, and Bill just shook his head, closing his eyes. 

“Don’t worry; it’s only a trap. I have to turn the tides,” I promised them. 

“Then I’ll go read as much as I can and grab you when I have the answer.” Coleen left, and I almost chased after her. Saul had given his life for the Book, and I didn’t want to let it out of my sight. 

Roger must have noticed me staring after her. “Don’t worry, Rex. She’s with us. We’ve been married for fourteen years. All wedded bliss.” He laughed, and the mood lifted slightly. 

I’d almost forgotten a very important detail. “We haven’t contacted Colonel Jerkins. We’ll send word. Give him the coordinates for the hub near Odessa.”

“I’m on it.” Roger left the room, taking a satellite phone with him. 

“Marcus, what are we looking at out there?” I asked. 

He had the tablet in his hands, and he watched the screen blankly. 

“Marcus?”

“Sorry,” he said. “The hub killed them, but the Umir sentries departed. I think we have to be within a mile for me to destroy the network with this.” He indicated the tablet. 

“They’ll see us from the ground,” Evan said. 

“Then we drop in from above using the Rodax,” Veronica suggested. 

“Good idea. But this thing is dangerous, and I think the Zalt can transport themselves down anywhere near it,” Marcus said. 

“They didn’t get into you?” Bill studied him. 

“No. I’m not sure why, but I was okay.” Marcus set the tablet to the table. “Rex, you’re not coming?” 

I shook my head. “I can’t. I have to attempt this.”

“And then what? You’re on the Objects? What’ll you do up there? We have no idea what the Zalt are.” Marcus was angry, and I couldn’t blame him. 

“They are lifeforms. Organic,” Lewen said. “But they are more. Much more.”

“Yeah, tell me about it. Okay, so Rex is staying. Who’s coming with me?” Marcus asked. 

The floorboards creaked from the living room, and a shadow filled the doorway. It was Tripp. “I will.”

“Tripp, you were almost crushed today. I doubt you should be—” Evan stopped when Tripp walked into the room. He wore a black armored suit and gripped a Rodax machine gun. 

“I’ll be fine. They have quite the medical advancements. I feel like a million bucks,” he said. 

“That will wear off. It’s temporary, Tripp,” Lewen assured him. 

“Then we better kick this hub’s ass before that happens.”

“I’m sorry, Tripp. I need you.” I broke the news to him, but he didn’t lose his serious expression. 

“Evan and I will join Marcus,” Bill exclaimed. 

“We will?” Evan asked. 

We discussed the plan in detail, and when Coleen came to gather me, the rest of the team was preparing to leave Roger’s farm. 

 

____________

 

“And the network isn’t completed yet?” Beverly asked Jessica. She already knew the answer, but making this woman sweat was worth the extra questioning. 

“Not for another three hours.” Jessica had quickly showered and was back in the main living room, sitting across from Beverly on the floral-print couch. 

Bev could see why the woman had been chosen by her people to lead the Believers. What a stupid name for the organization, but it made sense. They wanted so badly to believe in something beyond their own inept race that they’d taken to the teachings with very little prompting. Yeral would have liked to have inhabited a human form centuries earlier, but he’d had pressing matters with regards to their Exodus to Earth. 

Yeral was now Beverly, and with that merge came the memories of the woman. She was related to a man named Dirk Walker, the same human that had first accessed the fabled Bridge. From her knowledge, he pieced together that it led to Rimia. He recalled Rimia well from his time on the planet. Unfortunately, their stay had been cut short by a poisoning of the land. 

Bev stayed quiet and appraised herself. There was blood under her fingernails, and her hair was knotted and greasy. Yeral considered the conditions the Believers had kept the woman under, and thought they were cruel even for his standards, but the vessel would do. They just needed to get the network lined up, and the rest of the Zalt could descend to Earth. 

It was a glorious place, unlike any world they’d clung to before. There was great promise here. When he thought that, the tiny part of Beverly that was still struggling for power recalled a two-word phrase. Promissa Terra. Promised land. He smiled at the words. Yes. While this vessel’s family sought a promised land through the Bridge, Yeral knew it was already under their noses. Earth was the destination. 

“Why are you inside this woman?” Jessica asked, her composure slipping. 

“She is powerful. I’d chosen Claude, a man across the world. He drew me to him,” Bev said. 

“Claude Giroux?” Jessica asked. 

“That’s him.” 

“I’ll kill him,” she muttered. 

“You won’t need to. He’s already dead. We lost hundreds of adequate vessels. I was infiltrated. I wish you could have identified this resistance force earlier on, because they’ve caused a lot of damage,” Bev said. 

Jessica just stared at her. 

“At any rate, we’ll bring the Zalt to the planet in three hours. Is there anything to worry about?” 

“You will have no issue accessing my people.”

Bev smiled at the use of the word my. As if this human could own anything that was rightfully the Zalt’s. “Very well.” 

Jessica waited a moment, and finally stood when Bev didn’t acknowledge her again. When she was near the archway leading to the kitchen, she paused. “Do you need anything else?”

Beverly smiled as she watched the Sovereign. “You have accomplished your tasks. I will ensure someone of stature utilizes your vessel.” There was something odd about the woman. Familiar, even, but there wasn’t time to question her further. 

Jessica’s right eye twitched, and she gracefully bowed out of the room. 

Beverly flexed her fingers open. How long had it been since Yeral had lived? Truly existed beyond the confines of his ship? 

Already the faintest hint of the day to come was creeping from the east. 

Before the dawn had risen across the entire country, the Zalt would occupy Earth. There would be no human left alive that wasn’t housing one of her people.
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Before two weeks ago, Bill had never actually believed in beings from other planets. Of course he’d dabbled with the concept, assuming there was a distinct chance. He trusted science and mathematics; given the sheer volume of stars and planets, surely one of them combined for the right magic sauce to create life. 

Now he was certain without a shred of a doubt that aliens were real, and he didn’t know how to process the information. If he wasn’t dealing with the dread of what occurred today… He looked at his watch and corrected himself. Yesterday. They were already well into the next morning, even though the sun hadn’t risen yet. He was glad for that, because if it was up, he would likely be dead already. 

Maybe that wouldn’t be so bad after all. He’d seen hundreds of the Freedom Earthers die, and most of them had looked peaceful enough, with their bloodied eyes staring blankly at the sky. Bill wondered what it would be like to have the Zalt inhabit him. Would his consciousness be there as well? Cohabitate? He tested that word on his lips, a sour taste forming at the edges. To sit outside your own control, watching an alien move your body, would be torture. He’d rather be dead. 

Gren piloted the ship, carrying the Rodax soldiers with them. Marcus was strapped into the seat across from Bill, with Evan beside him. Bill was glad that man had come along. In a strange way, he saw a lot of himself in the FBI agent, and not just their bad habit of smoking. They were both single, with obvious issues surrounding the subject, but Bill guessed that most people over forty were damaged beyond repair. Maybe not beyond, but somewhere on the line of no return. Bill was. He felt it now. If he’d been teetering, last night had pushed him over the edge. He’d never be able to unsee that. 

As they flew for Odessa, Bill tried picturing himself resuming his old life on the West Coast. Walking into his radio station and somehow continuing with his show. He imagined Sinclair’s stupid comments about him being late, and chuckled to himself. No matter how insane the thought of being home doing mundane things like a day job again sounded, he wished for that more than anything. 

Bill would even be willing to put up with his boss if it meant regaining some normalcy in their world. He’d do his part, if it came down to it. 

“What’s so funny?” Evan asked. 

“Nothing. I was thinking about broadcasting again,” he said. “Dumb, isn’t it?”

“Not at all. I was doing the same thing.” Evan shifted the straps and leaned closer. “When this is done, the world will be in a disastrous state. They’re going to need guys like you and me to piece it together. People that speak the truth. You can share the word on your show, Bill. It’ll help us heal.”

Bill sat up straighter. He didn’t really believe there might be an after this, but Evan’s words gave him energy. “You think so?”

“Why not? I’ll do what I can, working with the Bureau. It’ll be a lot of effort, but won’t it be worth it?” Evan smiled, and Bill reciprocated it. 

“What about you, Marcus?” Bill asked. 

The young man blinked and peered across at him. “Me?”

“Sure. What are you going to do with the rest of your life?”

“I had no idea what I wanted before all of this crap. And you expect me to have an answer?” Marcus gave him a grin. It seemed like the guy was cracking from the protective egg he’d sheltered himself in since rejoining their team. “If we survive today, and that’s a big caveat, I’ll be happy to do anything.”

“You can come to Kabos,” Gren said from up front. 

“The alie—” Bill caught himself. The big Rodax soldiers were down the bench from them, and he didn’t want to insult anyone. “Why would we go there?”

“We made a deal. Since the Rodax essentially created you, we’re kind of connected,” Gren told them. 

Bill must have missed that part of the brochure. “You’re telling me you’re related to us?”

“Is that so difficult to believe?” Gren looked straight ahead, keeping his concentration. 

“Seriously. What are you talking about?” Evan asked him. 

“A deal was agreed upon. We send help. A group of humans return to Kabos to live with the other Children.” Gren said this so casually, and Bill squirmed in his seat. 

“This is getting stranger by the minute,” he said. 

“I still can’t believe this was all you sent.” Evan’s words caught the nearest soldier’s ear, and he grunted lightly, tapping the butt of his weapon on the floor. 

“Watch what you say,” Bill whispered. “Either way it shakes down, if we survive, maybe I’ll go. I have nothing holding me here.”

“Is Rex going?” Marcus asked. Bill hadn’t seen the two of them together long, but it was obvious they had a connection. 

“I’d assume so. His father Dirk was supposed to, but he left for Rimia.” Gren didn’t sound pleased about that. 

Bill understood that Dirk was Rex’s dad, but the rest of the details had been sparingly teased throughout their conversations at the Freedom Earthers’ camp. He saw a flash of pain on Marcus’ face, and he wondered what kind of family he had. Bill’s own was on his mind. They weren’t close, but he didn’t want them to end up as cannon fodder for the Zalt. 

“How much longer?” Evan prodded, and the alien told him another ten minutes. “Then we’d better saddle up.”

Bill swallowed. He wasn’t anxious to head into battle again. If they managed to access the hub and power it down as Marcus wanted, this might be quick. But Bill presumed there would be complications. There always were. Bill thought of an old saying from the biz: The show must go on. 

 

____________

 

My head pounded, and I asked Coleen for a painkiller. She came back with three options, two of them over the counter. I didn’t risk taking the third choice. I needed to have my wits about me. 

The Book made it sound so simple. Somewhere in the Believers’ translations, they’d misconstrued the section on blood sacrifice. Coleen swore it only meant that the vessel was donating their body, washing themselves clean of their current identity. Between the original Book and the copies sent to their various factions, the words had been twisted. Wasn’t that always the way?

It differentiated levels of skill in the attuning, and a master would have the ability to reverse the merge, should the need arise. That was the section they focused on. 

“And can you link to anyone else while you’re awake?” Coleen asked. Tripp, Lewen, and Veronica hung back with us. They were coming with me on my next journey. I glanced at the bag across the room. The Case and Tokens were inside it. For some reason, the device was drawing my attention to it. I could almost feel the pull. It was probably nothing. I was exhausted, losing focus. 

“I can’t… or don’t know how. I’ve already told you. I’ve only done this a couple of times, with mixed results.” I was suddenly worried they were all wrong. That even if I managed to link to this being, I wouldn’t be able to reverse it. 

I checked the time. Less than three hours until the network was completed. How long did we have after that, before the Zalt arrived? 

“Do you understand the instructions?” Roger asked me. 

“I do.” I scanned the translated document again, handwritten by Coleen. Her penmanship was neat, and I ran a finger over the dried ink. This had to work. Even if we prevented the network from functioning, they were coming, and that meant a lot of dead people. Us included. 

“We could go to Porto. Use the Bridge. Figure out how to return with more assistance,” Veronica said. 

“If the Zalt are here, my people will not risk sending reinforcements,” Lewen reminded us. 

Beverly. I closed my eyes and thought of her. My big sister. She’d had to deal with such difficult things. Being older, she remembered more about the months after our father vanished. Bev had to discuss it with my mother and try to protect me from the pain. 

She’d always pushed me to succeed, making me study when I’d rather have been playing touch football with my friends or finishing the latest video game. Beverly, the caregiver who put her dreams on hold to start a family with Fred, the same man the cult had sent to spy on me. Me. She might have been in this predicament because of something my father had started years before, but she was really tied up in it because I couldn’t let sleeping dogs lie. I needed to chase after Dirk Walker’s ghost. 

Beverly. Now she was one of them, and judging by the look of the storm and bloody skies that accompanied it, she was the vessel for the Zalt leader. That was why I had to return to the estate. 

“Roger, can you stay here?” I rose from my seat and felt tingling in my toes. I’d been sitting too long. 

“No way.” The big man started for the door. 

“There’s no arguing with this,” I told him. “Protect my niece and nephew. Keep the Book safe. You’re the only ones who realize what power this thing has. If we fail, it’s up to you.”

“You won’t fail,” Coleen said. 

“Thanks. I wish I was that confident,” I whispered. 

Roger finally agreed. I could see it in his eyes and the change of his posture. He was relieved to be waiting behind with his wife. 

I wanted to go say goodbye to the kids, but they would be fast asleep. Plus, time was running out. 

We pushed outside, the screen door swinging wide. It was chilly, and I was glad they’d found me a jacket to wear. Veronica had a windbreaker with the Freedom Earthers’ patch sewn onto it. She joined me, and everyone gave us a moment as we walked to the ship. Lewen trailed behind, slower than us. 

“This is insane,” Veronica said when we were out of earshot. 

“It’s our only chance.”

“You think you can get on the Objects?” 

“I have to.” 

Veronica moved closer, holding my hand as we went. I had the sack with the Bridge Case, and she carried some supplies in her other arm.

When we arrived at the ship, the two remaining Rodax soldiers greeted us, and we entered the cabin, Veronica standing by the pilot’s seat. She looked beautiful in the dash lighting. I wanted to tell her so, but refrained. 

She must have seen my expression and gently touched my chin with her finger. “Rex…”

“It’ll be okay.” I leaned in and kissed her. 

“Rex!” It was Coleen, running from the house carrying the Book. 

“What is it?” 

She puffed out her cheeks and spoke through heavy breaths. “I missed something.”

This wasn’t good. “What?”

Instead of answering straight away, she flipped open the book, stopping on the page we’d been repeatedly reading. Her finger slid over the paper, and it settled on a word. “This… I wasn’t sure what it meant, remember?”

It was the only thing she hadn’t been able to translate. “But you do now?”

“The little icon beside it…” She held the book out, and I noticed the tiny speck: three dots forming a triangle. “It’s a reference.” She cut to the last few pages and found what she was searching for. There was a drawing.

“A plant?” Veronica asked. 

“Most likely,” Coleen answered. “The part about consuming the target. I think they meant ingesting this… herb or whatever it is.”

How could I have been so stupid? “The drink from Rimia. The stuff my dad said the locals partook in to make contact with the Zalt. That’s what they’re referring to.”

“How are we possibly going to get the plant from Rimia and return in less than three hours?” Veronica’s voice rose in volume. A dog howled in the distance. 

“Let me see that.” Tripp was behind me, and he grabbed the book without patience. “I’ve seen it before.”

“What?” I started to reach for it, but he pulled away. 

“Seriously. I know where we can find it.”

“Where?” I demanded. 

“Hunter’s place in the Hamptons.”

 

____________

 

Marcus felt like he hadn’t slept in days, maybe weeks. Despite that, his mind had acute clarity as Gren descended from ten thousand feet. 

“Don’t forget to fly us just within range!” Marcus shouted at the pilot. 

The ship rumbled and vibrated as they dropped, and Marcus did his best not to look out the window. It was still dark out, but they wouldn’t have the cover of night for much longer. 

Marcus was surprised by how calm Bill appeared. He didn’t seem like the rush-into-danger type, but he’d enhanced their team. Evan had clearly taken a liking to the man, and that spoke volumes for the reserved special agent. 

Despite having all of these Rodax soldiers present, Marcus wished Tripp was here to lead this mission. 

“We’re close to the target zone,” Gren called, and Marcus had the tablet ready. The program was dim, indicating they were still out of range. 

“Closer,” he whispered.

The ship lurched sideways, and Gren hissed from ahead. “We’ve been shot!” 

Shot? Marcus wished he could get a visual as Gren directed the ship from the scene. 

“Where are you going?” Evan shouted.

“We can’t get near enough,” Gren said. “And we’re leaking fluid. I must land.”

Marcus changed to another window on the tablet, recalling the camera feed Jessica had implemented. The hub had external cameras for visual purposes, and he utilized them. One smaller Umir rolled through the familiar property, but it was the people that caught his eye. Thousands had gathered near the hub. They appeared calm, mingling outside the hub’s shield barrier. These were Zalt, and they’d taken over the locals. 

Marcus managed to change views and saw the rows of people walking from each direction. The Zalt were here in abundance. “The Zalt didn’t wait for the network to be completed,” he told the team, and rotated the tablet so they could see. 

“I’ll be damned,” Bill said. 

Evan had an unlit cigarette between his lips. “We need a new plan.”

“Gren, can you land somewhere discreet?” Marcus asked. 

“I’ll do my best.” 

Marcus returned to the other program, seeing the ticking clock counting down. They had two hours and twenty-seven minutes before the network was linked and fully functional across the globe. 

“There’s no way we get within a mile of that perimeter,” Evan muttered. 

Marcus smiled, despite the change of circumstances. “Not in this ship, we can’t.”

“Then how?” Bill’s eyes went wide as soon as he’d asked. “You want to…”

“We walk in,” Marcus finished. 

Gren landed their spacecraft, tucking it behind a building in an abandoned lot. Marcus was the first to exit, taking stock of their position. 

“That’s Odessa.” He pointed to the right. The lights emanating from the small city brightened a patch of the dark sky. Marcus ran his finger sixty degrees to the left. “That’s our destination. We’re… seventeen miles away.”

“Only sixteen to go before we can kill the power. A little far to walk in two hours,” Evan said. 

They were at an old oilfield plot. An ancient derrick rose into the air a half mile away, and Marcus glanced at the building they were hidden behind. “Search the area. There has to be a car, or a van… rusted-out work truck. Anything!” 

The Rodax soldiers spread out, and they began to comb the parking lot. 

 

____________

 

Veronica managed to push the Rodax vessel to its breaking point, and we arrived at Manhattan in under thirty minutes. 

“Can you lower here?” I asked, aware it was a risk. I needed to see the city. 

Visuals from these ships weren’t ideal, so I climbed to the front near the pilot’s seat and stared out the window of the cockpit. Manhattan was dark, not a single sign of power in the region. There was no way to tell if the people had survived an attack from the Zalt or not. I spied a few fires burning on rooftops, and one growing area of smoke near Central Park.

“Sorry, Rex,” Veronica said while guiding our ship east. We flew at high speeds over Long Island, and she finally slowed as we neared the Hamptons. This was my third visit to the house, and each time, I’d been in a completely different mindset. I was even more desperate on this occasion. 

Instead of trying to hide in plain sight, we landed in the middle of the yard. The ship nearly clipped the garden, and Veronica shot me a grin. 

“Lead the way, Tripp,” I said. It was only Lewen, Veronica, Tripp, and me on this mission. I hoped we wouldn’t need more firepower. 

We scoured the grounds, and I peered to the east, seeing the sun peeking above the horizon. This was taking too long. 

Instead of worrying about neighbors or housekeepers, Tripp arrived at the front doors and used the butt of his Rodax gun to break the glass. His arm disappeared through the opening, and a second later, we were inside the mansion. 

“If there’s anyone around, we aren’t coming to harm you!” I shouted, worried the maid would be here. But the house was silent. 

“Didn’t you bribe her?” I asked Tripp, and he shrugged. 

“She’ll get paid if we survive.” Tripp ran into the living room and stopped. “Where did I see the plants?”

“He had a reading room,” I reminded him. “Off the back porch. Lots of sunlight. Perfect for those with a green thumb.”

That was where we went, with Lewen guarding the entrance. Tripp shoved open the double glass French doors, and we stared into the room. I held a flashlight, aiming it at the rows of books. One was dogeared on a table beside Hunter’s reading chair—Rewa’s chair, I corrected myself. The Zalt had been inside Hunter for decades, and that was the only version of the man we’d met. 

“There!” Veronica saw the plants before I did, and I followed her, my beam settling on them. 

“They’re dead,” Tripp groaned. 

I stuck my finger into the dirt of the first pot, and it was bone-dry. The snake plant was huge, the stalks stretching almost five feet, but they were brown and crispy. They’d been neglected. There were five pots, with various species of shrivelled plants. 

Glass shattered at the same moment Lewen shouted at us. I glanced behind me, seeing a red beam on the wall. Tripp was already on the move. I tackled Veronica as bullets splintered the expansive windows facing the yard. We fell in a heap, and one of the pots was destroyed. Pieces of clay fell on us as we held arms over our heads. Tripp returned fire from the next room. 

“Hurry up! Grab the damned sample!” he yelled. 

More gunfire hit the wall, ruining Hunter’s comfy chair. Fluffy stuffing shot into the air, snowing onto the hardwood. 

“Where is it?” I crawled, dragging myself on my elbows. The first was something I didn’t know the name for. My mother had always called them Swiss cheese. Then I found it: the same stubby leaf from the drawing. Only these were curled up, dried and dead. 

I pulled the pot closer and dug my fingers into the soil, seeking signs of life. 

Tripp shouted from nearby, and Lewen was firing from the front door, but the incoming assault had slowed. My fingers caressed the leaves, and I tried my best to use the flashlight to see. Tucked near the base in the middle of the plant was a single green leaf. I plucked it carefully, and took a few of the dried ones for good measure. 

“Let’s go,” I told Veronica. She didn’t have to be told twice. She stayed low, and we found Tripp near the back doors. 

“There’s two of them out here. Probably more out front.”

“How did they know we’d come?” Veronica asked. 

“They didn’t,” Tripp said. “The Believers must have finally set guards to watch for anybody. We came, they fired. Jessica would have ordered them to kill on sight.”

Lewen was by the front doors. She was bleeding from the thigh. “I’ve been hit.”

“How many?” Tripp asked. 

“They’re solo.” Lewen’s lavender eyes were darker in this light. “You three go. I’ll draw them away.”

“No. We can fight them,” I told her. 

“There isn’t time. We failed you, Rex Walker. Let me do this for you. Get to the Zalt. Complete your mission.”

I was about to interject when Lewen sprang ahead, limping as she ran past the front door. Her weapon barked out five shots into the dark, and she rounded the house, screaming at the top of her lungs. 

“Never look a gift horse in the mouth.” Tripp shoved me outside and stayed between us and any potential threats. We managed to cross the yard without issue, and when we entered the ship, I took one last glance, eager to find Lewen nearby. But all was silent. 

“Stop gawking.” Tripp hit the button, and the ramp closed. I saw a concealed figure watching us from the side of the mansion. 

Veronica threw the ship into the air and flew us straight south.

 

 

 

3

 

The farther Dirk went, the more worried he became. The walls felt like they were narrowing, and the air grew staler. He’d trudged through the metallic underground corridors for ten minutes without a sign of Opor. There had been no doorways either, which was extremely odd. 

Water pooled along the floors, with nowhere to drain. Dirk suspected that given enough years, this entire hall would be filled with rainwater from above. 

This had to be the destination Opor had mentioned, but why had she abandoned him like that? Rewa was an unlikely ally, and the longer he walked alone, the more he realized Rewa wasn’t a friend at all. 

Finally, Dirk spied an end to the corridor. There was no door, just a frame. He slowed as he neared it, resting a hand on the edge. A dim light cast shadows from the far side of a large circular space. Opor’s body was near the lights, and he crept closer, trying not to startle her. The light ran along the borders of another door frame, this one wasn’t set into the wall. It centered the room like a gateway. 

“Opor,” he whispered, suddenly not wanting to be alone in this place, but she didn’t respond. Dirk walked up to her and saw she wasn’t moving. He stepped in front of her and noticed her mouth was opened slightly, and her eyes were squinting. Rewa was gone, because they’d reverted to their usual color. 

“Opor!” he shouted, but she didn’t budge or blink. He caressed her cheek. She was cold, and her feet weren’t touching the ground. Her toes were pointed down, dangling an inch from the floor. She was stuck like that, in suspended animation. 

Dirk’s breath caught, and he staggered back. “What’s happening?” 

He tried to remember the tidbits Opor had spoken to him about their destination. She’d said they could travel to the Objects. He’d assumed she meant with their minds, not physically. Maybe he was wrong. 

The lights around the frame were a soft green, and they changed intensity as he stepped into it. He waved a hand, and nothing happened. “Bring me to your vessel!” 

The shouting fell flat against the metal shrouded room. 

He stared at Opor, wondering if he could take her away. Drag her outside on Rimia and see if she’d recover as herself. 

Dirk grabbed hold of her waist, attempting to move her, but she stayed firm. She was frozen in place. It was like she was floating in water and trapped in ice at the same time. 

“Opor,” he whispered, and thought he saw the slightest flicker in her eyelid. 

They’d come to fend off the Zalt invasion of Earth, and that was what Dirk would do. He set his attention on the door frame, trying to figure out how it worked. 

 

____________

 

Marcus lifted the hood of the giant one-ton truck, but had no idea where to start. 

Bill leaned over it, getting grease on his vest. “Distributor cap loose. Told you.”

“How do you know so much about these?” Marcus asked him. 

“Dad was into this kind of thing. If we didn’t have some crappy old International truck in the drive, it was a bad sign. It meant there weren’t going to be any presents under the tree that year. That’s how my parents operated. Or my dad, at least. It was all or nothing. There was no saving for a rainy day. And for a few years, it rained a lot.” Bill slammed the hood shut and nodded to Evan in the driver’s seat. The engine choked and gurgled, but she fired up. 

“Good work, Bill. If this radio career doesn’t pan out, maybe you can get a job at the Bureau’s shop.” Evan winked. 

Marcus struggled to think of the future at the moment. With each passing minute, the chances of success decreased. “Can we discuss that later?” 

The truck was inside the third bay, and they had the loading zone door opened. The ramp led to the cracked parking lot, and Evan drove the vehicle outside. It made terrible noises, but Bill assured them it would run for at least twenty minutes. He’d mixed some old stabilizer into the fuel with a hope and a prayer, but so far, it was working. 

The Rodax soldiers lined a path, and Gren was at the end, holding a gun. “We’re coming in for extraction in two hours. Don’t be late.”

“I wouldn’t dare,” Marcus said. 

They’d considered leaving someone behind, but in the end, a single person would be just as suspicious as three. From what they’d witnessed, hordes of Zalt-infested humans were walking to the hub, so they wouldn’t stand out. 

“We’d better not waste our luck.” Bill nodded to the Rodax and opened the passenger door. Marcus hopped in first. He was much smaller than the radio personality and took the middle seat. Evan threw the truck into drive and lurched forward as soon as Bill had the door closed. 

“That smell.” Bill inhaled deeply. “Stale cigarettes, whiskey, and broken dreams.”

“You should market that to the air-freshener people. Could make a killing,” Evan joked. 

“What’s gotten you in such a good mood?” Marcus asked. 

“Marcus, when you live to be my age…”

“Shut up, Evan,” Bill said. “What are you, forty?”

“So…”

“Wait until you’re sixty.” Bill rolled the window down, and Marcus felt the chilly early morning breeze. 

“Can we just skip to it?” Marcus prompted. 

“We’ve already won, Marcus. We’ve managed to get this far. Remember the meeting near Boulder?” Evan grinned at him. 

Marcus gritted his teeth. “Sure. I was tied up to a girl and she died.”

“You made it. Rex went to another planet. Two of them!” Evan was almost laughing hysterically. “Can you imagine? All we need to do is shut this hub off, and you have the tablet to make it so.”

“It’s not so simple,” Marcus reminded him. 

“Think of it like piecework on the line at a factory. We have one job. When it’s over, we can go on break. Maybe crack a few beers and wait for the end of the day.” Evan signaled out of habit as they turned to head south. The truck creaked and groaned in protest as they crested a slight elevation change. 

“Evan’s right, Marcus. We finish this, we can count our blessings.” It appeared that Bill had joined Evan in drinking the Kool-Aid. 

“Okay, whatever you guys say.” Marcus glanced at the tablet. A red light blinked in the top corner, and he investigated. The battery was dying. He didn’t tell the others. There was no point in worrying them. 

The sky was brightening with the promise of a new day, and Evan took his time with the truck, not willing to push the limits or risk blowing out an old tire. Marcus noticed a stream of people walking toward the hub’s location, and he saw the faint glow of the shield barrier around the robotic alien device. 

“Crap, it’s giving out.” Evan pulled to the side of the road as steam hissed from under the hood. 

“We go on foot from here.” Bill was out of the truck in a flash, walking down the gravel road. There was nothing but dried farmland for miles. 

Marcus looked at the tablet one more time before putting it into his jacket. The battery had to last, or all was hope was gone. 

In a few minutes, they saw the first car parked on the street. The driver was dead, his cheek smeared against the window. The passenger door was open, and the chime rang softly from the dash. 

The closer they got to the throngs of Zalt, the more bodies there were. They went in line with the people marching for the hub, and Marcus tried to emulate them. Not many spoke, and they strode with purpose. 

Marcus lost count of corpses when he got to one hundred. Some had been killed in the attack by the hub earlier. Others would have died when the Zalt descended from the Objects once the network connected. There had been hundreds, maybe thousands of curious onlookers, and now they were either on the ground or circling the hub with an alien in their brain. Marcus wasn’t sure which was preferable. 

The gravel roads met at an intersection, and the crowd of people started to slow. It stank here in the fresh morning air. A nearby farm had cows, and their scent mixed with the body odor of the gathered, making Marcus feel sick to his stomach. 

Bill closed in on him, whispering in his ear. “They’re too slow. Too many people.”

Marcus risked a quick check on the tablet. They needed to go another mile to be within range. 

“Come on,” Marcus said, walking off the road. He climbed over a wooden fence with three rows of chicken wire, and jogged. 

The Zalt paid little attention to them. They were focused on the light emitting from the center of the hub’s barrier. It was weak at first, but gained in brightness as it shot into the sky. 

Marcus feared the worst. 

 

____________

 

Lewen’s sacrifice weighed heavily on my mind. We could have prevented her death. We’d already lost Baska. If something happened to Gren and the others, I doubted we’d ever find our way back to Kabos. I struggled to decide if that was a good thing or not. 

The cabin of the ship felt empty without her. Three humans on a Rodax spacecraft. 

“This sucks,” Tripp told us. 

“I hear you,” I agreed. 

“No.” He leaned into his straps, shaking his head. His hair dropped over his eyes. “It’s terrible. A Zalt has your sister, and we’re planning to waltz in, offering them the Bridge? They’ll shoot us on sight.”

“We’re doing it, Tripp.” Veronica’s tone meant there was no further discussion, but Tripp went on anyway. 

“There’s always another choice, Ronnie,” he said. 

I tried to remember Veronica as Ronnie Belvedere, the little blonde girl, thin as a twig, eyes bigger than the moon. I pictured her at Clayton’s funeral. They’d held it a week after Dirk’s. I could hardly bring myself to dress that day. The energy had been sapped from my entire family when we conceded that Dirk Walker must in fact be officially dead. The funeral had been one of the cruelest days of my life. Then we’d been told by our mother that we had to attend Clayton’s service. 

Bev had accepted the news with the same resigned expression she’d perfected. She couldn’t disobey her mother, not even close. I’d fought tooth and nail to stay home. All I wanted to do was remain in bed. Because when I did, I sometimes dreamt of Dad. He’d be on an adventure somewhere. Now I wondered if maybe I was catching a glimpse of him on Rimia. It was a possibility. 

“We’ll arrive in twelve minutes,” Veronica told us. 

“Rex, this might be it for us.” Tripp was never the most happy-go-lucky guy, but this was a side he rarely showed. “What did I even do with my life?”

“Sounds like you did a lot,” I reminded him. 

“As in killed a lot of people? Then yes, you’re accurate.” Tripp was looking for something here, and I humored him, eager to ease his troubled mind. 

“You signed up for it. Is it that different than what we’re doing now?” I asked. 

Tripp gripped the straps, pulling on them. “I hated him. You know that? My father. The man was a complete prick. He drank too much. Treated my mom like she didn’t exist, which was better than the alternative, I suppose. I swore I’d never be like him. I was a military brat. Moved around the world. It’s what got me interested in working special ops. In the end, when I look in the mirror, I can’t help but see him. My father. I’m a damned replica.” He rubbed his stubble. 

“You’re Tripp Davis. You’ve saved both of us, led us into the heart of danger, and did it with class. Now stop wallowing in your past and focus!” Veronica nearly shouted the words, and Tripp’s lips sealed. 

“You think you’re the only guy with regrets? We all have them. Every single person on this planet. So clear your mind and pay attention, because without the three of us, nothing will matter within a couple of hours.”

I glanced at my watch. Less than two hours. 

The ocean rolled continuously, a constant in our sea of unknowns. We were close, heading south over the coastline. The sun was up, casting glares across the waves, and I averted my gaze. 

The Bridge sat in the sack under my feet, and I tugged the ropes open. I hefted the Case out, recalling the moment Marcus and I had discovered it in Venezuela. If I’d understood what pain and torment the device would bring, I might have left it in hiding. 

I removed one Token, then the next. They were heavy, the symbols imprinted inside the smooth faces. I clicked them into place from memory. 

“Planning on taking a vacation?” Tripp asked. 

“Maybe. I hear Rimia is nice this time of year,” I joked. 

Tripp frowned and leaned toward me. “Sorry for freaking out. I’m here with you.”

“Don’t sweat it.” 

I lifted a single Token and placed it into my pocket beside the seventh, then returned the Bridge into the bag, and held on like it might vanish if I let it go. 

“Rex, we’re almost there. I’m initiating the landing sequence,” Veronica told me. 

My nerves flared. I don’t think I’d ever felt so anxious for anything in my life. 

Tripp and I stood while she flew the ship in the middle of the yard. The place had changed. Twenty black SUVs were lined up near the estate’s garage, and there were hundreds of people watching us descend. 

“They’ve called in the cavalry.” Tripp pointed to the road beyond the property, saturated with a huge military presence. Two helicopters rose from behind the estate, big camouflage army birds. 

To me it didn’t matter what kind of force they had. I was here to accomplish the same goal. 

I sensed hesitation in Veronica, but she finally landed. 

With a quick double check that the herbs were in my other pocket, I followed Tripp from the cabin. Veronica grabbed my hand before we exited and kissed me. “I’m sorry I didn’t say it before. You know, when you told me you loved me.”

“It’s okay.” 

“I do. I think I do.”

“Do what?” I goaded her. 

“I love you too, Rex Walker.”

I kissed her again, this time savoring it. 

“If you’re done making out, we’ve got company.” Tripp hit the ramp release, and the doors opened, the steps extending. 

All three of us faced the incoming women. 

Jessica walked quickly, her determined steps deciding the pace. Beverly went at a more casual stroll, like she didn’t have a care in the world. 

“Hello, brother. Come give your big sis a hug.” Bev’s eyes gleamed black like oil.
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“Excuse me,” Bill said, walking past the woman. She didn’t seem to notice him. Her eyes were closed, and she whispered something in another language. Probably the Unknowns’, or the Zalt… whatever they were. 

The crowd was growing bigger by the minute, with people coming from buses, cars, trucks, and even semi trailers. It was bizarre. Bill had no clue why the Zalt were being drawn to the hub, but it was clear that was what was transpiring. 

Marcus seemed nervous, but he was parting paths for them, using his smaller size to slip between people as they headed toward the hub’s barrier. From some angles, the shield was invisible, with a gentle sheen to it. At others, Bill saw the glimmering light. 

Most of the people were obviously locals. They had that small-town Texas vibe to them, and Bill wasn’t picking on them when he thought that. They were hard-working folks, probably suffering since their local oilfield business had dried up. Economies came and went, but resilient people always survived. 

Lot of good it had done them, though. They were each infected with a Zalt, no longer in control of themselves. 

Bill guessed they were nearly a mile out, had to be, but Marcus kept moving them farther into the crowds. There were so many people pressing on each side of Bill that he felt claustrophobic. It reminded him of a concert he’d gone to when he was younger. It had been full of booze and drugs, the constant smell of marijuana and perspiration. This wasn’t so different. There was a sense of euphoria oozing from the Zalt. They were reveling in their victory. 

“Not so soon,” Bill whispered. 

To the right was a break in the crowd, and Marcus took them to it. Bill saw why the people had hesitated. One of the Umir sat rolled into a ball. The Zalt gave it space. Marcus didn’t. He walked up to it and tapped the tablet to its side. It rose from the sphere, stretching tall. 

“How did you do that?” Evan asked. 

“I figured it out on the way here. If I’m within range of the Umir, I can control them.” Marcus’ expression was grim as the Umir stepped forward on two legs, guns raised on the offensive. It started toward the hub, and they trailed after the huge robot. 

“Quite the escort,” Bill told Evan. 

People parted for them, making space for the Umir and, consequently, their group. A young man grabbed at Bill, trying to speak to him, but Bill shoved him off. He became painfully aware of the gun in a holster under his vest but didn’t reach for it. 

“Do you hear that?” Evan asked. 

Marcus cocked his ear skyward. “Sounds like engines.”

“Is Gren early?” Bill inquired. 

“That’s manmade. Someone’s flying in. Jets, I’d say,” Evan told him. 

Marcus stared into the sky, and Bill noticed his mouth twitch open. “Those are F-16s.”

Bill sensed danger but wasn’t quite sure why. 

“We have to get to cover,” Evan exclaimed. 

Marcus was running, heading for the hub barrier, and Bill hiked up his jeans, chasing after them. The Umir kept ahead, its heavy weight causing its feet to dig into the earth. Bill was careful not to trip on the torn ground. 

“Hurry!” Marcus had the tablet out as they neared the barrier, and used it to give them access. Other people were pushing against it, but it held them at bay. The three of them entered the shining blue shield, and Marcus managed to close it up behind them. It cut one of the people behind them in half. 

Evan shot the man in the head, doing him a favor. Bill fought to keep his stomach contents down. 

The F-16s were drawing a lot of attention, and the crowd seemed to understand the purpose of the incoming vessels. Many of them were armed, and they shot into the air, trying to hit the speeding fighter jets. Bill guessed they were packed with more than just the regular Sidewinders.

They blasted the barrier and the crowd with missiles. The entire area lit up as the steady stream of fighters assaulted the region. 

“This must be the surprise Tripp mentioned,” Evan told them. “Colonel Jerkins was a last resort. He gave him a timeline to abide by, and it looks like they made it.”

Bill fell to his knees as the ground rumbled. A bomber screamed through the skies. This was their final showdown. He buried his head under his arms, fully expecting the impact that was coming. 

The nuclear bomb’s shock was catastrophic. Everything went silent, and Bill glanced at Marcus and Evan. They stood watching the terror, and Bill climbed to his feet, walking to them. The people outside the shield were instantly incinerated, cars and trucks were tossed aside like leaves in the wind. The giant mushroom rose so high, and their view became obstructed by the clouds of dust and debris. 

None of them spoke. It was impossible to find their voice. Bill’s breath lingered in his chest somewhere, and his instincts took over, letting him exhale. The barrier held. They were alive.

Marcus dropped the tablet and quickly picked it up. He glanced at Bill, then Evan. “The battery’s dead.”

Fire burned all around the perimeter of the hub’s shield. 

 

____________

 

“Jessica. I’m here to cut a deal,” I told her. I struggled to remember that she used to be my boss. It was almost laughable, and I would have chuckled if I wasn’t staring at my sister’s face. 

“The time for deals is over.” Jessica waved at a group of soldiers. These weren’t the black-clad Believers; they were men in army fatigues, with assault rifles and years of combat training behind them. Even if they had Zalt inside them, the instincts were there. 

“You might want to hear me out,” I said.

“You’re too late, Rexford,” Bev told me. “We’re beginning our descent. Your people will soon be a thing of the past. Don’t worry; humanity will continue, until we consume them. But this is our Exodus. Our final stop.”

I studied her, trying to gain a hint of Beverly in those narrow eyes. “I have the Bridge.”

Jessica walked closer, staring at the bag in my grip. “We should secure it.”

Beverly looked irritated. “None of that matters, Jessica. When the Zalt enter them, we’ll have it, or we can shoot them this instant. But this one…” She pointed at me. “He’s strong.”

We were still armed, which came as a bit of a surprise. But not even Tripp Davis would open fire with all these soldiers aiming high-caliber weapons at us. 

I glanced at him, but he didn’t return the attention. He was grimacing, watching the soldiers like a hawk. I stayed between my friends and the pair of women. 

“Where’s Alan Black?” I asked, knowing full well he was dead. 

“Black was weak.” Beverly motioned to the nearest soldier. “Take them inside.”

I almost expected them to search me, but they only took the gun from my holster. Tripp held his tight but eventually gave in. This was part of our plan, but I knew full well this went against everything in his training. 

The soldier shoved Veronica toward the house, and she spun around, clocking the man in the jaw. He lifted his head, blood welling from his lips, and grinned. 

“I think we located a vessel for my second in command.” Beverly chuckled, and Jessica flinched. 

Jessica slowed before we entered the house, grabbing my arm. We stayed just out of earshot from my sister. “Rex, I think I’ve made a terrible mistake.” 

I waited, not wanting to speak. She was probably messing with me. I couldn’t trust a word this woman said. 

“They’re going to kill so many of us. There’s only a few hundred thousand of the aliens left, not billions. Rex… in the next two hours, we’ll almost lose our entire population.” I studied her eyes. This was Jessica.

“Help me stop them,” I whispered. 

She glanced into the house, and Beverly was staring at us, her face devoid of emotion, her eyes black.

Jessica slapped me, hard. “Don’t speak to me like that, Rexford. You have no idea who you’re dealing with.” Her expression told a different story than her words. She wiped a tear away and entered the house. 

“Let me see it,” Bev said. 

“What?” I asked. 

“The Bridge you’ve been talking about.” My sister walked over, her feet bare. They padded across the cool white tiles. 

I held up the bag, and when she stopped and reached for it, I dropped it to the floor. “Sorry,” I muttered. 

Bev didn’t let it bother her. She stooped low and opened it, pulling the Case out. She rose, grinning as she spun it in her hands. “Very good. The Rodax are up to their old tricks, I see.”

“You’re familiar with them?” I inquired. 

“We’ve met along the way. They keep giving us places to adjourn to. It’s a good relationship,” she said. 

“You work together?” I asked, not believing her. 

“In a manner. Come. I have something to show you.” She clutched the Case and walked to the doorway. Veronica started to follow, but the soldiers stepped to block her. 

“It’s okay,” I assured Veronica, and went to the staircase with Beverly. 

Jessica was there, and Bev shook her head. “This is just for siblings.” She shut the door and led me into the basement. 

“You don’t have to do this, Beverly,” I told her, searching for a shred of my sister remaining in that mind. 

“Call me Yeral.” Her tone was harsh and deliberate. 

I glanced at my watch, the one from my father, and tried to see how much time we had remaining. An hour and ten minutes. This was too close. 

I considered shoving her down the stairs, trying to kill her, but I couldn’t. Not with Yeral in Beverly’s body. Plus, it wasn’t going to help our plight if I ruined my chance to access the Objects. 

“Where are we going?” We’d landed in a basement, unfinished and rough. It smelled moldy, and the ceilings were short. I ducked to keep from scraping my hair on the beams. 

“You’ll see.” Beverly sauntered across the uneven floor and rested her fingers on another door handle. “Did you think the only Bridge access was in Porto?” 

The hair on my arms stood up. “What are you talking about?”

She turned the knob and pushed the door in. We descended five steps, and a groan escaped my lips. Torches lit the walls, just like they had in Portugal. The room was an exact replica of the cave. 

 

____________

 

A nuke. Someone had dropped a damned nuclear bomb on the hub. And it hadn’t even scratched the thing. 

Marcus thought about how close they’d been to being obliterated with the rest of these people. Thousands of lives had been snuffed out in a flash. Fire burned all around the region, and Marcus couldn’t even begin to contemplate how much radiation was emanating after the blast. 

Another jet flew by at a distance, but no more missiles came. No more bombers arrived to attempt another explosion. 

Marcus figured that was for the best. The shield continued to shimmer, and the light emitting from the hub, shooting skyward, grew in intensity. It was too bright to gawk directly at, but he did regardless, trying to see where it was aiming. If he was to guess, the Objects were its target. 

“Kid, get it together!” Bill shouted, and shook Marcus by the shoulders. 

“I…” Marcus didn’t have words. This was way over his head. Up until now, he’d been running on adrenaline and desperation; his reserve had dwindled. He was an empty vessel waiting for a Zalt to come and inhabit him, because that was his fate. 

“Marcus, Bill has a point. We can’t give up!” It was the FBI agent’s turn to talk sense into him. Marcus shrugged them off. 

“It’s done. We’re screwed.” He sat on the dirt, letting go of the tablet. With the battery dead, it was useless. He couldn’t turn the Umir hub off, not without… 

Marcus smiled and rushed to his feet. “Wait.” He picked up the tablet. “There might be a chance.” He ran for the hub. The ground vibrated, and the closer they got, the more it shook. When he was twenty feet away, he saw pebbles lifted off the dirt, floating in place. 

Evan bent down, raking his fingers through some hovering debris. “This is insane.”

“We were just shielded from a nuke,” Bill reminded him. “I think this is par for the course.” 

Marcus tried to ignore them as he ran to the hub. An Umir rolled between them but remained in ball form. Marcus had seen them do serious damage in that form, but it stayed peaceful. It must have read something from the tablet, despite it being powered down. That was a positive sign. 

He’d seen a perch on the hub, a flat spot that had similar attributes to a charging port. At the time, he’d been so distracted with trying to survive, he hadn’t given it a second thought. Now he figured it might be what they needed. 

The Umir hub had unrolled, reaching twenty feet in height. It stood motionless and was spiked into the earth. Light barreled from its top antenna, shooting far into the sky. 

“What are you doing?” Bill asked. 

Marcus pointed to the top half of the thing. “I think that’s a charging port.”

Evan looked up from his crouched position. “How can you reach it?”

“Climb.” Marcus slid the tablet into his jacket and searched for footholds. Initially, when he’d realized the battery might die, he tried thinking about whether or not he could manually shut the hub down on the robot itself. But there were no external controls, and he didn’t know the first thing about its physical mechanics. He only understood the programming behind it. 

Luckily for him, there were enough pieces jutting out for his boots to gain purchase. He grabbed one of the appendages and stepped onto its leg, using his arm strength to lift himself, and began to ascend the hub.
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Minutes had passed for Dirk inside the strange underground bunker. Opor remained here, frozen in her hovering state. He’d gained no understanding on how to operate this portal. That was what it appeared to be. Rewa had exited his vessel, Opor, transporting himself to the Object. 

Dirk needed to do the same. Not only to regain Opor, but to help his family on Earth. He was slumped to the floor, staring at the woman from Rimia, when it struck him. 

Opor had left when they’d consumed the last of the liquid. He’d used his up, but perhaps she’d managed to make it to this room before hers wore off. She’d drunk more than him. If he could find more, and…

He stopped, recognizing how little time was left. His gaze moved from Opor to the bag at her feet.

“Hard to see the forest through the trees,” he mumbled. 

Dirk rushed to it, unclasping the top. He searched it. Someone like Rewa would bring more than enough of anything. Hunter Madison had always been meticulous, sometimes to the point of obsessive. He dumped the contents, finding more food and a canteen, which he unscrewed and sniffed. Water. He took a long drink and dropped it. 

Something else caught his eye, and it stood out like a sore thumb. The dark green leaves were folded, and he unwrapped them. Inside were five smaller leaves. They looked like herbs, something to enhance your meal, but Dirk knew better. 

He rubbed one between his fingers, and caught the scent of the ancestral dream-walking elixir. This was the plant they used to make the beverage. 

Instead of bothering to mix it with water, since he had no means of making a hot tea or steeping it properly, he shoved it onto his tongue. It was bitter. 

He chewed it and swallowed. Nothing happened. 

Dirk got to his feet and reached for Opor’s hand. It was cold, her fingertips blue. 

“I’m sorry. I failed.” Dirk’s mind began to melt as his eyelids drooped. The doorframe glowed brightly, and he felt his body go rigid. For a second, he saw himself frozen beside Opor; he reached for her but was pulled away. 

 

____________

 

“Why did you have this built?” I asked. For a second, it seemed like I was back in Portugal. The damp basement even reminded me of its scent. 

“It existed before Jessica’s reign. For a time, we didn’t understand why, but we presume one of the Believers had it created.”

This confused me, since we didn’t think the Believers had access to the Bridge. Unless… “Does Rewa sound familiar?” 

Beverly froze in her footsteps. “Where did you learn that name?”

I realized that the real Beverly didn’t know about Rewa or Mezpa, since we’d discovered the truth behind Hunter Madison while on Rimia. That little detail was hidden from the Zalt inside her, and I had to use it to my benefit. “We’re acquaintances.”

“How is that possible?” Beverly stared at me with her hands resting on the stone podium. 

“He was here. He infiltrated the Believers and built this duplicate Bridge cavern.” I assumed most of this was true, but I didn’t need to share that I was filling in the blanks. 

“Rewa did this?” She ran a finger over the podium and smiled. “He listened well.”

My heart almost exploded. Blood thrummed into my eardrums, and white specks appeared in my vision. Hunter had been lying to us the entire time. But what were his motivations?

“Why?” I asked, barely hearing my own voice.

“We needed a second option. I knew that accessing the Bridge would lead to our ultimate destination, should Earth fail.” Beverly set the Case on the stand and spun it around, noticing the single empty slot. 

She didn’t need to finish. “Kabos,” I whispered. 

“Very astute. I assume you’ve visited? Judging by the old Rodax ships I saw earlier.”

I nodded, trying to think of a way out of this. We’d been deceived by Hunter, and now my sister was inhabited by the Zalt leader. They wanted Earth and possibly even Kabos. This was going to be more difficult than I’d thought, and I’d already been expecting to fail. 

This estate was a hive of Zalt. If I stood a chance, I needed some form of advantage. “Does this room work?” I asked. 

“That remains to be seen. Rewa was supposed to ensure it did.” Beverly walked over, her hair a knotted mess. Her t-shirt was too big and had a cartoon cow on it. I wanted to hug her, my real sister, and tell her we could finally go home. 

“Bev, your kids are fine. I saw them today. They’re somewhere safe. Carson and Edith wanted me to say hi,” I told her, and saw a slight flicker in her eyes. Then it was gone. 

“The Zalt care nothing for the bond of a child.” She grabbed my collar. “Give me the last Token.”

I reached for it and left the bag of leaves in my pocket. She snatched it from me, shoving me aside. I flew against the wall, my head snapping against the rock. 

She slid it into place, and I noticed it was upside down. I grinned, hoping this would work. If I could isolate her, I might fulfill my plan. “Rotate it one eighty.”

Bev did as I suggested. Wind overtook the room, and I peered up, seeing an opening materialize in the ceiling. Stars glittered above, and a rush of blue light circled through the hole, swirling around the basement room. 

 

____________

 

Marcus watched the light go from red to green. “It worked!” he shouted at his allies, and they gave each other a high-five. The duo had smoked like chimneys the past half hour, chatting absently. 

“Can you use it?” Bill shouted. 

The tablet rested on a tray embedded near the top of the hub, and Marcus reached for it. The heat almost seared his skin. The light emitting from the Umir hub was brighter, and it pulsed as if an outside force magnified it. 

He seized the tablet and held it despite the heat. “Come on.” He pressed the power button and waited a second before letting go. The screen was dark. He was about to repeat the action when the display lit up. 

“Okay.” He checked the time on the countdown. They had forty minutes. He switched to the map, finding eighty percent of the world’s Umirs were in place. The network was nearly linked to full completion. He spied two Umir, one in Japan and one in Panama, still disconnected. 

“Did you do it?” Evan asked through a haze of blue cigarette smoke. 

“Would you two shut up for a second?” Marcus yelled. He typed commands with shaky fingers, still mounted on the hub. He considered climbing down, but that would risk dropping the tablet or falling. 

There it was. The program Jessica had turned on only a day ago. Marcus tried to kill the hub, but the screen flashed red. It failed. “It’s not listening…”

“Shit. Marcus, we have to do something!” Evan stated the obvious. 

“I’m coming.” He clutched the handhold in the robot’s shoulder and lowered his arm, passing the tablet to Bill. Marcus descended as fast as he dared and landed on the dirt with his oversized boots. “Gimme that.”

He stared at the schematics and realized the solution. “Guys, this is going to suck, but we need to detonate its core,” he said. 

“Will that work?” Bill asked. 

“I have no idea. But the hull isn’t strong enough to withstand a force like that, not when it’s unrolled from the sphere form. It appears that the hub needs to be extended for the signal to be at its peak, and we only have a few minutes to do this.” Marcus wiped sweat from his brow. It was getting hot under this shield. Fire raged for miles as a result of the detonation.

“If we blow this thing up, and we’re inside the shield, what does that mean for us?” Evan asked. 

“We die.” Marcus lacked any emotion as he said it. 

“Okay. Do it.” Evan glanced at Bill, who nodded his agreement. 

Marcus pointed at the immobile sphere a few yards away. “I’ll need your help hauling that Umir.”

 

____________

 

Rimia. The instant we landed, it was obvious where we were. I’d only experienced the Bridge once, but I recognized the feeling. I was still shocked that the duplicated cavern had actually worked as a replacement for the Porto access point. 

Beverly stood tall, spinning in a slow circle. “How do we get out?”

I showed her, passing the corridor to the giant glass dome. There were signs of the beds Clayton and my father had used while awaiting their rescue. 

“This is Rimia,” I whispered. 

Beverly stared past the dome, to the ruined city in the distance. “It’s been so long.”

“You lived here?”

“Once. Ages ago.”

“Why did you leave?”

“The planet couldn’t sustain us. We needed more. Earth. Kabos. A final resting place.” Beverly stared at me and shrugged. “I don’t have time for a trip down memory lane.”

“We have lots of time. We’re stuck,” I told her. 

Her jaw dropped. “What are you saying? Let’s return to the estate.”

“I can’t.”

“Why?” Her growing fear was evident in the tremor of her voice. 

“Because the Bridge wasn’t built like that. It can only be operated from one entrance.” I didn’t tell her that I held the seventh Token in my pocket, which could lead us to Kabos if I so chose. 

“You tricked me!” Bev rushed forward, shoving me. I flew across the room, wind shooting from my lungs. I landed in a heap, skidding to the wall. Everything hurt, but I still managed to sit up. 

She wasn’t done. I lifted from the stone floor, and she held me high above her head, anger burning in her eyes. “Bring us to Earth.”

I shook my head. “I can’t!”

She released me, and I tumbled to the ground. Blood welled inside my mouth as I scrambled away from her. My sister stalked toward me, but I kept my distance. 

“I’m serious, I can’t help you.” I hadn’t planned on them having a Bridge access, but this could possibly work out better. 

I grabbed the leaves the moment Bev turned from me. She prowled to the dome, pounding her fists on the glass. “My people will be descending on Earth in a matter of minutes, but I won’t be around to welcome them. And it’s your fault.”

I took a small amount of pride in this fact. 

“Come with me,” she demanded, moving for the exit. 

I followed her outside, and she cleared her throat when we emerged onto the grassy knoll that overlooked the cityscape below. 

“This planet was supposed to be a wasteland. When we left, this was gone. There was no grass. The trees were dead.”

“But you kept some of the Rimia people behind,” I reminded her. 

“We figured they’d survive,” she said. “But this… could we have been so wrong about Rimia?”

There was so much to learn about her people. They were an enigma. “Who are the Zalt?”

She glared at me angrily. It was midday, and hot. I fanned my shirt to cool off. “I will not share our secrets.”

“Why not? You’ve already said it. We’re screwed, and now you’re stuck here with me.” I sat on the outer edge of the building, and she stood tall, blocking the sunlight to cast a shadow upon me. 

“I refuse,” she said. 

I nodded in return, aware that this place had an alternate measure of time. One minute was four on Earth. It might already be finished, but I had to try. “Is that a bird?” I asked, pointing to the end of the yard, and she looked. I shoved the herb leaves in my mouth, chewing them. They were dry and crunchy, the bitter juices shooting across my tongue. I swallowed and closed my eyes, pretending to be upset by our predicament. 

She was so close. My sister with the Zalt, Yeral, inside her, controlling her every move. I pictured the alien essence hiding within her. I did what the Book said, latching on to the energy. It took a moment, but when I identified it, I clung to the sensation with everything I had. 

I was drifting, caught in the current of the dream. I was attuning to Yeral against his wishes, and I didn’t even need to convince the Zalt that I was the better vessel. It was a risk, but there wasn’t a moment to spare. 

Bev looked over with a frown, and before I went to sleep, she began to scream. 

I linked to Yeral and saw myself through her eyes as both Yeral and I were exorcised.
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Dirk was still himself. He peered at his feet, which were semi-transparent like a ghost’s. It was dark, but there was enough light emitting from around the space to navigate the room. 

It was cold, but the sensation hardly registered. His real body was underground on Rimia, not here. He understood the facts. The science behind this was impossible to contemplate, but so was using a metallic box to transport oneself to another world. 

Dirk observed the area, attempting to comprehend what it was he was seeing. Everything was black, and his hand reached for the box in front of him. For a second, he assumed his fingers would pass through it, but they landed on its surface. 

There were hundreds of cases inhabiting the space. At first, he couldn’t tell how large the area was, but once his eyes adjusted to the dimness, he saw how spread out they were. The ceilings were low, and he stretched onto his toes, touching the black texture. 

He’d made it to an Object. Rewa was right. Rimia had a discreet access point to the ships. It was how they returned to their vessels in orbit. Now he grasped the concept. Dirk wondered if there was such a gateway on Earth but doubted they’d built one yet. But they would.

He almost shouted for Rewa but held his tongue. Dirk didn’t know what kind of dangers lurked on this vessel. 

Instead of lingering, he began to walk. His footsteps were weightless, and he wasn’t confident the soles of his feet actually touched the floor. 

With a quick guess, he estimated the black boxes were eight feet long, four wide, and every structure was identical to the next. It was disconcerting. 

He went in one direction, wanting to find the end of the room. If he did, then he could circle the space, optimistically locating a control panel, or something he might possibly use to damage the Objects, if that was his motivation. He’d been expecting Rewa to lead the charge on that front. When Opor had told him that she wanted to help save Earth, Dirk had mistakenly trusted her. 

Eventually, Dirk saw the edge of the room. He must have stridden past two hundred of the boxes before arriving. Curiosity overtook him, and he wanted to know what was inside the black crates. He had a good idea but needed to see with his own two eyes. 

Dirk felt along the edges, seeking a lip. They were sealed tight. A miniscule light blinked on the front section of one, and he crouched, staring into the orange glow. A button sat embedded directly below it, and his finger hovered over the round switch. He was about to press it, when he heard the noise. 

His ears alerted him before his eyes did; then he saw a form moving through the ship, directly down the center line. Dirk stayed hidden, watching as the shape came closer. It shimmered as it floated, a strange color like a rainbow in an oil pan. This was a Zalt.

Dirk ducked, breaths coming in ragged exhales. He realized he wasn’t really taking in any air. What were they? The shape continued past, disappearing in the distance. It was now or never. Dirk took the chance and tapped the button, depressing it. The lid hissed as it depressurized, making him jump. 

He sidestepped as the lid folded in half, the two sections lowering into the box. 

A creature lay inside. 

 

____________

 

Luckily for Marcus, the single Umir was far easier to control with the tablet than the primary hub. It rolled to the larger robot with steam rising from the vents along its outer shell.

“Will this work?” Bill asked. 

“It’s all I can think of,” Marcus replied. 

Evan had scoured the entire area within the shield’s barrier, and they’d placed all the errant armaments they could find at the base of the hub. It hadn’t amounted to much, but every little bit helped. 

They had ten minutes before the hub completed the full global network link. 

Evan puffed on a smoke and stared at the desecration beyond the shield. “I wish I had a drink. Eighteen-year-old Scotch.”

“I’d go for a lasagna. A joint in New York City. You ever have something like that? Eat at a restaurant on a work trip, rave about it for months to your friends, and the next time you visit, the place is closed?” Bill stared at the horizon. “I can still taste the sauce.” He spread his fingers apart, making a kissing sound. 

“I knew a woman like that once,” Evan joked. 

“Haven’t we all?” 

“Would you guys…” Marcus wanted to ask them to stay quiet, but they weren’t doing anything wrong. They were just seeking comfort in their last few moments of life. “I’d go for an ice-cold IPA on a hot summer’s day, and this noodle place I love. Rex always teased me, saying my palate hadn’t evolved out of college yet, but I swear they were addictive.”

Bill clapped him on the back. “You’re a good soldier.”

“I never wanted to be a soldier.”

“Neither did I,” Bill concurred. 

The timer said eight minutes. Marcus walked away, strolling to the far corner of the shield. There was nothing left for them to do. The Umir would detonate within the minute. It had to be enough. The Zalt had created the shield to protect it, and clearly, it had worked. 

Bill led them to the edge and pointed into the sky. “It’s Gren.” 

Marcus almost laughed. For a brief moment, he thought they might be rescued, but without the tablet, they couldn’t penetrate the shield. If he tried, the tablet would be too far from the hub. Even if they could, the radiation would kill them within seconds. This was a no-win scenario. 

“It’s been a pleasure getting to know you gentlemen.” Bill smiled, a genuine look as he brushed his beard with his fingers out of habit. 

Evan hugged Bill, and then Marcus. 

Marcus did the same with Bill, and the man held on for a second longer. Then they all stared at the hub. The Umir pressed against the larger robot was overheating. Its metallic exterior glowed red hot, and smoke rose from it, clouding the hub from sight. 

The blue light racing into the sky began to flicker. 

“This is it.” Marcus assumed the Zalt were coming. He wondered what it would feel like. He’d rather die. 

The three men stood alone inside the shield’s protective radius, with thousands of charred corpses littering the entire landscape around them. High above, Gren’s spaceship hovered, waiting and watching. He could barely see them through the dust cloud, but every now and then, he caught their shape from an opening in the debris. 

The last minute before detonation dragged on, giving Marcus too much time to contemplate his life. When he recalled the memories, there were far too few of them. 

“I don’t want to die,” he whispered. 

The explosion hit, and Marcus saw pieces of the hub flying into the air as the shield flicked off. The blue light beam ceased. 

His friends’ screams were the last thing he heard. 

 

____________

 

The being stared at Dirk with round black eyes. Its skin was pallid, white and tight against its skeletal frame. 

“Eereil reetiper,” it croaked. 

Dirk stumbled away. It was a Zalt, the real kind. Opor had said they were organic, but he’d never trusted her stories. 

He bumped into the box behind him, and a light emerged from the case. It looked like the same type of energy blob he’d witnessed only a few minutes ago. 

“What are you?” His voice warbled, like it was on a two-second delay. 

“Ulil weeran,” it said, coming to stand on two legs so skinny, Dirk wondered how it stood at all. 

Every box began releasing a shape of energy, and the colors varied drastically between the Zalt. Dirk tried to comprehend the sight. This was part of their essence, and they were going to drop these to Earth, seizing the chosen humans. 

The Zalt proceeded to climb from the box, its bare feet landing on the black floor. It had multiple toes set onto long pale appendages. Its arms drooped past its knees, but the eyes were intelligent. It walked toward him. 

Dirk stayed still, not willing to move. 

The Zalt was almost his height, and its arm rose. It was naked, but Dirk saw no indication of sex. 

Its hand was split in two, and there was clearly a thumb, a spindly digit to the side of the thick fingers. It reached for Dirk, and he felt the impact like he was having a dream. 

The lights began to snap on, starting at one end of the giant deck, slowly moving across like the high bays in a warehouse activating before a shift. Soon they were all on, and Dirk squinted against the brightness. 

The deck was filled with thousands of energy forms, spinning and swaying over their respective boxes. The Zalt in front of Dirk went stiff, and it moved from him, looking at the far corner of the room. 

Dirk’s gaze followed, and he saw the glowing tower. It pulsed blue. 

He started to walk to it and heard the voice behind him. “Dirk, what are you doing here?”

He turned to see a four-foot-tall crackling, colorful shape. Dirk could sense the energy, and knew who this was the instant he saw it. 

“Rewa,” Dirk said. “Why did you leave me?”

“I can’t find her,” Rewa said from somewhere within the blob of color. 

“Who? Mezpa?” Dirk was fully aware how much Rewa wanted to find his mate. 

The being flickered, the green palette growing more intense. It headed toward the tower that had stolen all the Zalts’ attention. 

“How do we stop them?” Dirk asked. 

Rewa floated away. “Have you seen her?” 

Dirk muttered to himself. It looked like he was going to have to do this alone. He started running for the far edge of the deck. 

 

____________

 

I struggled to move, the motions incoherent. Everything was pitch black. My hands reached out, and I touched a wall. A small light shone in the top corner of the box I was lying in, and I stretched, running an odd finger over it. It found a button, and I pushed it. 

The lids folded, sliding beside me. I lifted my arm, looking at the pale bony appendage. It had worked. I was Yeral. I wanted to be excited, but I just felt sick. My head swam, my vision bobbing like I was sinking underwater. 

Above me, a red blob floated by. I couldn’t tell if I’d imagined it or not. My back ached and protested as I sat up. With great effort, I managed to escape the box and landed on the floor, holding myself up against the coffin’s ledge, because that was what it seemed like to me. The Zalt were dying. I could feel Yeral’s memories, and that he was ashamed of himself now. He had once been a powerful and hardy leader. It wasn’t his fault the Zalt required so much more than most beings. They needed energy from other life to sustain their essence. That it killed other lifeforms to nurture them was an unfortunate side effect. 

They were prepared to head to Earth. I sensed their urgency. Their passion. This was their Exodus, a world promised to the Zalt by Yeral. They’d sacrificed so much to get here. Everything. 

I had to stop them. My own energy force was fighting to escape, but I understood how to contain it. I knew what happened to Yeral since the Objects had arrived and the Umir roamed our planet. He had attempted to attune with a man named Claude Giroux. Someone had blocked him… I gasped through the alien lungs as the sensation hit me. Dirk Walker, my father, had expunged him. It was incredible. Because of that, Yeral had sought another powerful enough to link with, and that had been my sister, Beverly. 

This was becoming a real family affair. 

My knees were wobbly, but I was able to prop myself up on the box. I lunged for the next case and continued to walk through, staying underneath the hovering essences. I knew these Zalt, and they greeted me in my mind. I sent calming assurances back. 

It was clear that Earth was in chaos. 

I knew how to check. The tower pulsed, and I went to it like a moth to a flame. A few other Zalt had emerged from their boxes, and they strolled around in their physical forms, talking quietly. 

The more I walked, the easier it became, and soon I was behaving like I’d always lived in this body. It was weak, but the essence inside kept it moving. 

The computer wasn’t like anything I’d ever seen, but Yeral knew everything about it. His two fingers tapped and utilized the strange buttons, bringing up screens and programs. I wanted to see if they’d managed to link the hub. That was first and foremost. 

When the information scrolled from down to up, right to left, Yeral translated the data for me. The Umir had been deactivated. I was so relieved. This was good news. 

But the swirling masses of essences told me another story. My people… Yeral’s people were anxious to descend regardless. This would kill many humans. The way I understood it, each Zalt would attempt connection with a mind, and if it failed, the person would die, but the Zalt’s essence continued until it found a proper link. Until they were attuned. The results would be catastrophic. 

“Terul quanti veerlop seeclet.” The time to descend is now.

Twenty of the Zalt had amassed right behind me. At the forefront was my biggest—I had to correct myself again—was Yeral’s biggest competitor for the Zalt’s leadership. It was Mezpa. 

I spoke back, using their language. “We cannot do this. There’s another way.”

They wouldn’t know it was me. I needed this to work. 

“There is no other way, Yeral,” Mezpa said. 

“Yes.” I pointed at the thousands of essences occupying the deck. “Rimia.”

“Rimia. We’ve tried. It cannot sustain us,” Mezpa said. Their eyes were huge, their frame smaller than mine. 

“You are wrong. I have seen it. The region we resided in has begun to regrow. The planet has much life, and nothing to prevent our existence.” I watched them closely and thought some of Mezpa’s loyal followers might listen. 

“No. We descend now. We are ready. I will not…” 

The lifeforms were restless, flashing colors over their boxes. 

“Stop what you’re doing!” The words were Zalt, but the tone was strange. I looked to the right and saw a ghost walking for me. It was my father. A Zalt’s energy force trailed behind him, both figures semi-transparent. 

“Dad?” I asked in English. The word came out with a terrible accent. 

Dirk eyed me curiously. A hovering Zalt in energy form floated ahead of my father’s apparition. “Mezpa, what have you done?”

The alien walked toward Dirk’s companion and shook her head. She had slits for a nose, and a small oval mouth. It crept into a grin as she jammed her hand into the being. His energy shook and burst in a bright explosion. When the light dimmed, he was gone. 

“Anyone else?” She started walking toward me, arm outstretched.
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“Where is he?” Veronica asked again. 

Jessica glanced up, her eyes red-lined. “I don’t know. This estate has a room in the basement. Supposed to be a duplicate of the one you utilized in Porto. I haven’t seen the original, but I’ve spent many hours studying this version.”

Tripp glared past the Sovereign to the soldiers. Veronica could feel his agitation. He was used to being in control of himself, and it was killing him to be sitting on the sidelines while someone else decided their fate. 

Rex was so important to… her. She thought about his gentle eyes, the smirk he used when she walked into a room. The casual way he carried himself. He was intense when he needed to be, and relaxed when it suited him. 

Veronica had always thought herself broken. Since the loss of her father as a little girl, she’d let that define her. Not directly, but it had set off a series of events that had led to her making one bad decision after another. She’d blinked and she was in her late thirties, still pretending she didn’t have to plan for a real future. 

Rex grounded her in a sense no other human ever had, and now he was with the leader of the Zalt. She feared the worst. They’d been gone for over an hour, maybe longer. 

Her gaze kept lifting to the sky, which had emerged into a pale pink color. A gentle breeze enveloped the yard, coming from the ocean, and she stared at her hands, wanting to fight her way out of here and to Rex’s side. 

“Don’t do it,” Jessica said.

“Do what?” Tripp asked. 

“I can sense the spirit in both of you. But these men will shoot you.”

“Then tell them not to,” Veronica said. 

“You’re not seeing this properly,” Jessica told her. 

Veronica stared at the woman, and then at the soldiers. She was a prisoner with them. “Why?” Veronica inquired. 

“I spent twenty years fighting for this day, and all I want to do is throw up.” Jessica leaned into her hands, her long dark hair falling onto her knees. “What was I thinking? It’s like I was dreaming this entire time. In a daze.”

“Don’t think I won’t kill you just the same,” Tripp muttered. 

“I wouldn’t expect anything less.” Jessica glanced at the estate. “They should have descended.”

Veronica didn’t have a watch on, and the soldiers had taken all their personal belongings. “You’re right.”

It was so calm. Something must have transpired. 

“Hey, you!” Tripp barked. 

The nearest soldier stared blankly, unresponsive. 

“You! What’s going on? Can you tell? I think your buddies are screwed. That’ll suck when nobody else comes and we hunt you down, won’t it?” Tripp started to stand up but kept seated when the M4 barrel lifted and aimed at his face. “Yep. The tables are turning.”

Veronica observed the man: a young kid, probably twenty. He’d had dreams too, but now he was infested by a Zalt. She couldn’t believe that her father, Clayton Belvedere, had lived for years, sharing his mind with one. It must have been terrible. At least she’d seen him again. They’d both gotten some closure. She missed having him around.

She kept expecting something big to transpire, like another meteor shower, or bloody clouds again, but it was eerily peaceful. Seagulls shrieked from the coast. Songbirds sang from the trees. Life went on. 

Maybe Marcus had succeeded. Rex was planning to attune with the Zalt inside his sister, and there was a chance that had occurred. It didn’t make sense to Veronica, but she was trusting people with more experience. Just like they trusted her to fly a helicopter or, more recently, a Rodax spaceship. She peered past the knocked-over chairs and the trampled yard to see the dark hull of the vessel. 

The soldier flinched, his aim directing skyward.

Jessica looked up, her eyes haunted. “Something’s happening.”

 

____________

 

Mezpa came for the being at the computer terminal, but Dirk had heard the single word escape the alien’s mouth. 

Dad? It had been a question. 

“Rex?” Dirk asked while moving. He stared at the thing’s eyes and saw they weren’t black like the others. They were the same shade as Rexford’s. He’d never forget what they looked like, nor Beverly’s. 

“It’s me,” the skinny creature said. 

“She killed Rewa,” Dirk muttered.

“We’ve been deceived!” Mezpa shouted, rushing Rex. She’d destroyed his ally. Dirk had seen the Zalt’s energy vanish with his own eyes. In a cruel twist of fate, Rewa had been cast aside by the one he loved. 

Rex lifted his spindly arms defensively, but Dirk was there to come between them. She touched him, and he screamed. It was like his soul was being torn away one stitch at a time, but he persevered. Instead of giving in, he reached out, clutching her by the shoulders. He felt what she was attempting to do and projected it on her. As her face contorted from anger to fear, he knew he was winning. 

She screamed, letting loose a series of accusations, but it was too late. Dirk snuffed her essence, sending it to the void. Energy is neither created nor destroyed. Her real body tumbled to the floor, lifeless. 

Dirk felt himself being pulled away. He locked gazes with Rex and nodded. “Stop them…” And he was gone. 

 

____________

 

The scene had changed in the blink of an eye. I tried to process what I’d witnessed. Mezpa had destroyed Rewa and tried to obliterate my Zalt body, but my father had intervened. How he’d come to be here was another mystery. 

Mezpa lay on the floor, and her associate rolled her over, slowly coming to stare at me. 

“She’s gone.” 

They rushed me, energy and organic versions. Yeral hadn’t become their leader by being weak. I lifted a hand, shooting a barrier between us. They fought the invisible wall, colors popping and crackling as the shapes pressed against it. 

This went on for ten seconds or so, until they realized they couldn’t breach it. They slowly floated away, resigned to their fate.

“There is no room for fighting. Earth is not viable. The network is destroyed. We have another option. We can return to Rimia. I’m also positive the Rodax will assist us. We can stop running. There’s no more Exodus, meaning no more desperation.”

Some of the energy blots lowered into their black boxes, and I watched as hundreds of Zalt emerged from their sleeping states. 

“We’ve come all this way. What of those we’ve left behind?” the tallest Zalt asked, pointing down. 

I could bring them home to the Objects. Yeral had this information. I was able to return their essences to their bodies. I was sure of it.

I accessed the computer, and some of the Zalt began shouting, crying out their reservations. Mezpa’s people seemed to have my back, and they formed a protective line around me. 

The Zalt I’d been talking with came to my side. “Are you certain Rimia will work? Can we thrive there?”

“Yes.” I saw the network was off and continued, finding the screen that showed how many Zalt were on the surface. Thirty thousand and seventy-two. I couldn’t tell if the humans they’d inhabited would survive the mass evacuation, and Yeral’s memories didn’t have the answer. It was a risk I had to take. 

“And the Rodax? How is it you’ve spoken to them?” the Zalt asked. 

I stopped. “They came to me in a dream.”

This seemed to satisfy him. 

My wide finger hung over the screen. A single push, and every Zalt on Earth would be relinked into their bodies. 

I hit the button.

 

____________

 

Bill had lived a good life. He knew this. It wasn’t perfect, nor humanitarian, but it had been his. This was the last thing he thought of when the explosion rocked the ground they stood on, huddled together. 

This was also what he thought when he opened his eyes some time later. 

He sat up, gasping for air, and looked around, finding Marcus and Evan sleeping on the floor beside him. “Where am I?” His throat was raw, and it burned like the devil’s pitchfork. 

An enthusiastic Rodax poked her head from the cabin and smiled. “You’re safe.”

Bill looked at his arms and saw they were swathed in bandages. Everything hurt like hell. 

The others were in the same position, Evan with white dressings over half his face. His suit was burned, his tie removed. Marcus groaned, and his burnt fingers twitched. 

“You saved us,” Bill croaked. 

“The moment you shut the shield off, we came.” The female soldier had a few bandages too. 

Bill accepted a water bottle from the alien. “You risked yourselves to retrieve us.”

“You are heroes. We couldn’t let you die,” she said almost casually. 

“And the rest of the world. What’s happening?” He wiped water from his chin. He’d guzzled half the bottle, despite the pain it caused. 

“We can’t be certain, but we think they’re gone,” she answered. 

“Gone?” Bill blinked and started to laugh. It made him cough, which felt like it might kill him. 

“We’re going into orbit.” 

“Like outer space?” Bill asked. 

She nodded. “Gren wishes to be certain they’re departing.”

They’d damned well done it. Bill shook Evan’s arm, and the man rolled onto his side. He looked over with a swollen eye. “Bill… you’re alive.”

“So are you, my friend.”

Marcus was out, and he appeared worse off than Bill or Evan. “Is he…”

“He’ll be fine,” the Rodax woman assured him. “It’s the medication. In a couple of days, you will all be healed.”

“Incredible,” Bill whispered. He got to his feet, testing his legs, and helped Evan up. “I have to see this.”

Together, they left Marcus sleeping and headed past the soldiers to Gren. Bill stared through the cockpit’s window, examining the blackness of space beyond. They’d left Earth. For a minute, Bill forgot about the pain and the horrible few days they’d endured. He observed as the ship sped farther from their planet. 

It was some time later when Gren indicated he’d seen the first Object, which was advancing deeper into the system. “They are leaving,” Gren mumbled. Bill caught a waver in his voice. “It is done.”

Bill glanced at Evan and watched a tear flush from his swollen eyes. 

Humanity endured. 

 

____________

 

Beverly sat beside Rex, holding his head in her lap. He breathed steadily but was unresponsive since she’d woken here. Part of her recalled a Bridge, but it was distant, like déjà vu, or trying to evoke a nightmare. 

She didn’t remember much of the last day. She’d been with her children, but the woman had come and torn her from them. That was the worst part of it. Alan Black was there, preaching to his cult followers. Had she seen Saul? 

Bev glanced at her hand and saw it clenched like a claw. She’d… killed Saul. Only it hadn’t been her; it was the other. The voice from her dreams. Yeral. She could hear Saul’s last gasping breath escape her fingers. 

Rex stirred, his eyes opened, his pupils constricted. She tried to close them, but they sprang open again. 

She’d lost everything. Her children were probably dead. Saul was gone, by her… She struggled to push the memory away, but failed. 

What was left? 

The day was hot, and she wiped sweat from her upper lip, scanning the region. So this was Rimia, the place her father had spent years attempting to reach. This world had ruined her family. She inhaled the scent, finding it comforting. The crumbled city lay in the distance, just as Dirk had described it. 

She set Rex’s head down and double-checked his status. His chest rose and fell in an even rhythm. What if this was it? She was stuck on Rimia, her brother comatose. Maybe this was her penance for letting one of the Believers into her life. For marrying the snake, Fred. But her children had been born from that union, and she couldn’t wish it away. 

Bev walked on a worn path, wondering how many times her dad and Clayton had done the same. 

“Beverly?” Rex’s question made her jump, and she rotated to watch her brother sit up. He dusted his hands off, as if wiping clean some horrible experience. His expression was grim, but he smiled regardless. In a second, he was on his feet, running for her. He scooped her up, spinning around. 

She shouted for him to stop but laughed at his joy. “Rex, where did you go?”

“First things first. Your kids…” 

Rex set her to the ground and looked her in the eyes. 

“Are they…” Bev’s voice cracked.

“They’re fine.”

“Tell me!” Bev was nearly frantic, her hands shaking. 

“We found them… well, Marcus did… they had the Book.”

“The Book?” 

“That’s right. Saul gave it to them, sent them from the house.”

“Saul…”

Rex stared at her, his happy expression fading. “I know. But it wasn’t your fault, Bev.”

“Edith and Carson?”

“They’re on a farm. Roger from the Freedom Earthers. He and his wife are taking care of them,” Rex said. 

She melted into a hug with Rex, crying unabashedly. 

Finally, after a few moments of silence, they sat, and he told her everything. 

 

____________

 

Dirk slammed into his body and flung to the floor. The lights on the frame were still up, but they quieted, dimming until they were off. He nearly knocked Opor down, but she stepped aside at the last second, shouting in disbelief. 

“You made it!” Opor ran to him, dropping to the ground. She shot into him, wrapping her arms around his neck. She kissed him repeatedly. 

“Are you okay?” he asked, finally catching his breath. 

“I’m fine. Is it finished?”

“I don’t know, but I suspect our involvement is completed.” Dirk stayed on the floor, lying with Opor next to him. His energy was sapped. Whatever he’d done to Mezpa had taken a toll. His head pounded, and every muscle in his body ached, but he was alive. And with Opor. 

“Rewa is gone. You have nothing more to fear,” Dirk whispered. 

“He wasn’t evil. I sense what you were thinking.” Opor stayed where she was. “He knew his mate wasn’t on his side, but he sought to find another means for the Zalt to exist. He wanted to show her…”

“From what I saw, she didn’t care,” Dirk said. “Rex was there.”

“On the Objects?” Opor asked. 

“Yes. He was powerful.”

“Like his father.”

Dirk wanted to get as far from this place as he could, but being in the warmth of Opor’s embrace, and the gentle breathing from her nose, he was lulled into a dreamless sleep. 

He woke hours later, well-rested. He roused Opor and told her it was time to depart. 

As a pair, they began their trek from the valley. Dirk and Opor were stuck on Rimia, but they were together. 

 

____________

 

The soldier screamed, a horribly primal sound. He fell, dropping his gun, and Tripp lunged, grabbing the weapon. 

The others at the estate yard did the same, and soon everyone was shrieking, then tumbling to the grass. Veronica jumped to her feet and rolled the soldier over. His eyes were blinking, but they weren’t bloody or red. 

“Where am I?” he asked. 

Veronica smiled at him, a lump forming in her throat. “You’re okay.”

She ran to the next soldier and found her the same: healthy and confused. 

Tripp stood with Veronica, protecting her with the M4 as they searched the congested yard. People were starting to regain consciousness. 

Jessica’s voice carried above the muttering crowd. “You’ve all been inhabited by the Unknowns.”

It was ideal that this came from Jessica, as long as she had their best interests at heart. Which Veronica doubted, but she played along.

“Where are they?” someone shouted. 

“I imagine they’ve left,” Jessica told them. “They were not our allies. We were deceived. We meant nothing to them!”

“How can you be certain?” a middle-aged woman asked. She held a hand to her chest, and Veronica swore the lady was a national newscaster. 

“We were a means to an end. The Book was created to preach a lie. We were never going to coexist inside them. Do you feel like you were part of the last day? Were you cohabitating?”

They returned a series of negatives. 

“The Believers are done.” Jessica walked toward the estate and waved for Veronica and Tripp to follow. 

They reached the entrance, and Jessica reasserted that the entire household had to disband. She sent them home to check on their friends and families. People were rushing from the house, many crying, others standing quietly. Veronica saw a man walk through the kitchen and out onto the patio. He had a gun in his grip, and he pressed the metal to his temple. She shouted, but it was too late. He pulled the trigger. 

There would be more of that. These people had spent their lives preparing for the Zalt’s arrival, and now that it was over, the guilt surrounding their actions would be too much to bear. Especially when they learned how many people had died in the attempted incursion. 

Veronica swallowed bile and looked away. 

Tripp put an arm around her shoulder, and they followed Jessica into the basement. 

When they opened the door, she couldn’t believe her eyes. An exact replica of the Porto cave, down to the torches, which had been extinguished. 

Jessica walked to the torches, pulling a lighter from her blazer pocket. She lit them, and they flickered gently in the calm room. The Case was on the podium. 

“They left. For Rimia.” Veronica set a hand on the metal Case. Time was different there. It had only been a couple of hours, but she hoped that when they opened it, Rex would return. “Shall we?” 

Tripp stared at Jessica. “Let’s try it.”

They stood back, not wanting to travel to Rimia if Rex and Beverly were waiting across the Bridge. The lights swirled, the wind blew, but there was no indication of life. 

“We should go check on them.” Veronica stepped to the podium. 

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Tripp still clutched the M4. “Let’s wait. Activate it again in a while. We don’t know what lies across, and I’m not willing to risk losing you.”

Veronica hated sitting idle, but Tripp was right. She held tight, feeling her stomach grumble. When was the last time they’d eaten something? 

Tripp must have heard, because he glanced at Jessica. “You want to be helpful?”

She nodded.

“Then make some coffee and bring food. This may take a while.”
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The Aftermath
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Dirk’s senses were on fire. The sound of the lake water as the paddle cut through the surface relaxed him like a meditation. His skin tingled, as if he’d been numb for the last decade. Colors popped in the distance, and he spotted the Rimia village a mile or so away. 

He wanted to wake Opor. Instead, he watched her sleeping in the center of the boat. 

She didn’t wake until the bottom of the canoe scraped the rocks along the shoreline, and he smiled as she rubbed at her eyes. “What are you so happy about?” she asked. 

“You.”

She sat up and stretched. “Me?”

“I missed you.”

“You’ll have to tell me about Earth,” she said. 

“I will. Remember, the villagers are all gone,” he reminded her. 

The grin fell from her face. “It’s a terrible tragedy.”

“It is,” Dirk said. 

“What of Clayton?” 

She and Dirk hadn’t talked much during their trek. Instead, they’d basked in the heat and each other’s company. Now it was time to reveal everything. “He’s dead.”

“I am sorry.” Opor splashed into the water, and together, they dragged the boat to the beach. 

Dirk sniffed again, catching the scent of a fire’s smoke. “Do you smell that?”

“I do.” She let go of the boat and ran toward the village. 

The dead decomposed in the streets, and the heat made things worse. Dirk pulled his shirt over his mouth and nose. Opor seemed unbothered as she crouched near the first corpse. She made a guttural sound and broke into a low song. 

“We have to cleanse their spirits,” she said. 

Dirk knew her entire history and beliefs were built on the lies of the Zalt, but he wasn’t going to argue the point at this important moment. Opor had been the leader of their people, and he’d assist in any way possible. 

“We should investigate,” he told her, and they scoured the village until they spotted the smoke rising from the direction of the dome. Bright lights shone, blue lightning flashing past the derelict city. “Someone’s using the Bridge!” 

This got his feet moving faster. A while ago, he’d been content to spend his life here with Opor, unaware of what transpired on Earth, but the second he saw the Bridge and smelled the smoke, he needed to learn the truth. 

He and Clayton had walked this path from the village to the dome on countless occasions, and he made quick work of it. Opor was strong, and even he struggled to keep pace with the lithe woman. 

Finally, they crossed the gorge separating the dome from the city, and Dirk ran. His thighs burned and his ankles chafed, but he kept going, pumping his arms as the breath exploded from his lungs. Who was here? He…

The figures rose as he crested a rise in the ground, and he slowed. Opor came beside him and rubbed his lower back. “Who are they?”

Dirk fell to his knees, feeling the sharp jab from the rocks. It didn’t matter. They were alive. And here. 

“Those… are my children.”

 

____________

 

“What do we do with her?” Veronica asked Tripp when Jessica left. She noticed how Tripp refused to let go of the assault rifle. 

“Jessica? String her up for the lynch mob,” Tripp croaked. 

Veronica stared at the Case. “Seriously. How do we even explain this?”

“Why do we have to? The Believers are history. Roger said he’d try to help facilitate a peaceful return to hierarchy, and what’s done is done.” Tripp let the M4 loose and slid it around his shoulder. 

“You’re serious?” She faced him, crossing her arms. “We don’t speak of what happened?”

“That’s up to you. But all I ask is that you leave me out of it,” he said. 

This gave her pause. So many deaths. There would be a lot of questions, and if no one was willing to tell the story, it would be a shame. Maybe Tripp was right to want nothing to do with it, but part of her didn’t think so. “History will be written with or without our input. It’s up to us if we want our side to be told.” When Tripp didn’t respond, she gave up. “When do we try again?” Veronica was anxious to find Rex.

The door opened, and in walked Jessica. She had a tray of food: omelets, with steaming coffee in a carafe, and biscuits. She’d brought enough for three.

Tripp poured a coffee and sniffed it. He handed it over to Jessica. “You first,” he demanded. 

Jessica rolled her eyes and drank from it. “See? I’m serious. I’m on your side.” 

This was enough for Veronica, for the moment. She was weak in the knees and took a plate, glad to devour the contents. 

They asked Jessica questions, and she assured them the Believers had ceased to exist. She went upstairs, stating that the healing was already beginning. 

Once they were finished, Veronica returned to the podium, ready to attempt the Bridge again. 

 

____________

 

“It’s come on once, so I assume they’ll power it up again,” I said. Dirk and Opor were in the dome with us. My dad’s arm was around Beverly, and they spoke quietly. 

“Your father saved me,” Opor said. 

This was the woman he was so enamored with. Her skin was coppery, her eyes big and bright.

“He wasn’t going to give up on you.” We’d spent an hour telling our stories, and now it was time to return to Earth. 

“We can’t be sure we won’t be facing the cultists when we arrive,” Bev said. 

I was confident the Zalt were gone, since I’d witnessed the event on board an Object. It was difficult to remember what had happened on the ship. The memories had already begun to slip from my mind. 

We approached the corridor and stepped to the podium in the Bridge access. 

“What if they don’t power it up again?” Dirk asked. 

I removed the seventh Token from my pocket. “Then we make the trek to the hills and travel to Kabos.” That wasn’t my first choice, but it would leave us a path to home. 

We didn’t need to worry about other options. Ten minutes after we’d entered the room, the Bridge was activated from the estate’s basement. 

I closed my eyes as the wind blew around me, and saw the blue light piercing through my eyelids. When I opened them, the torches were extinguished. My vision was blurry and everything was weak. 

“You’re here!” Someone rushed me, squeezing me tight. Her lips met mine in a flurry. 

“Veronica?”

She slapped my chest. “Of course.”

My sight was returning, and Tripp stood outside the circle, clutching his weapon. He nodded at me. “Glad to see you, buddy,” I said.

“Likewise.” He eyed Beverly. “She good?”

“No one home but my sister.”

“If this reunion is over, I want to get out of here,” Veronica stated. 

“What’s happening?” I asked while we climbed the steps, heading into the mansion’s main level. 

“See for yourself.” Tripp pointed outside to the hundreds of Believers. They were dragging bodies from the yard, cleaning up from the disaster. 

“Some of the vessels were okay when the Zalt vacated, but not everyone.” Veronica led us to the patio, and I sighed as the people worked tirelessly. I heard sobs, along with cries of joy as people embraced. They’d started this week expecting a different result, but their relief was palpable. 

“They need to be held accountable,” Dirk said. 

“Maybe they will be.” Tripp walked toward the waiting Rodax ship. “It looks like Marcus must have managed to shut the hub off, but we should find out if they made it.”

My stomach tightened. If anything had happened to Marcus, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself. 

“Don’t worry, Rex. He’ll be okay,” Veronica told me quietly. 

Opor looked so out of place, despite her similarities to humans. Dirk must have noticed too, because he guarded her protectively. They were the first on the alien ship. 

“Don’t leave without me!” a shrill voice shouted from the estate’s doors. It was Jessica. 

“What is she doing?” I asked Tripp. 

“I don’t know. She swears she wants to help clean this up.” Tripp might have believed her, but he hadn’t loosened his grip on the M4 since she’d started running toward us. 

Jessica was as put together as always, and she stopped ten yards short of us. “Rexford,” she whispered. 

“I don’t see why you should come,” I told her. “Or live, for that matter.”

She pulled a gun from nowhere and flipped it around. Tripp’s aim went straight for her, but she only stepped for me, handle out. “Take it.”

I did. She stayed closer and used her finger to press the barrel to her chest. “Pull the trigger, Rex. It’s what I deserve. You’re right.”

I glanced at Veronica, and she had paled. “No. We’ve seen too much death.”

“Then bring me. I can divulge every plan the Believers had. Make sure no one is hurt because of us again.” Jessica’s voice was laced with desperation. 

“Let her come,” Veronica said. “It’ll be easier to watch her.”

“Fine. Everyone on board.” I stayed behind Jessica, making her go first. I peered at the yard, then at the clear sky. 

I was happy to be alive. 

 

____________

 

Carson shouted with joy as he defeated Marcus yet again at the racing game. Marcus set the controller onto the table. “I think I’ve had enough.”

“Aw, man. One more game?” Carson pleaded. 

“Okay, but…” The floorboards vibrated, and Marcus rushed to the second-floor farmhouse window to see the other Rodax vessel lowering to the field. 

“Who is it?” Carson jumped up and down, trying to get a look. Marcus would have lifted him, but his skin was still healing. Whatever the Rodax had given him for the radiation burns was working. Gren had promised there would be no long-lasting effects from the injuries. 

“I don’t know.” Marcus stared, waiting to see who emerged from the ship. 

His teeth clenched when he saw Jessica. She stopped at the top of the ramp, head scanning in both directions. “No, no, no…” Marcus was about to sound the alarms when he spied Tripp behind her. 

Without a word, Marcus took off. He knocked on everyone’s doors. “They’re here! They’ve come back!” 

Bill’s head poked out from one of the bedrooms, and Carson chased Marcus down the steps. Roger was walking for the front doors with his wife and Edith, and Marcus shot past them, pushing the screen. 

“Tripp!” Marcus shouted, sprinting through the yard. His socks were getting soaked on the damp grass, but he didn’t care. 

Tripp smiled at him and stepped aside. 

There was Rex. 

Marcus didn’t have words. He ran for him, laughing and crying. 

“You did good, buddy.” Rex patted the back of his head. “You did really good.”

Marcus’ face was half-covered in bandages, and he knew he looked a mess, but no one commented as he greeted them. He stopped at Dirk, seeing the woman beside him. “Is this…”

“Marcus, meet Opor. Opor, this is Marcus,” Dirk said in English. 

She glanced at him, then at Marcus, with the nicest eyes he’d ever seen. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Opor said something in her own language he didn’t understand. 

“Is it over?” Evan Young asked. His swelling had receded, but he still needed time to heal. He’d gotten the worst of it. 

“It is,” Rex told them, and walked to Roger. “The invasion is done. The Zalt should be leaving in their Objects.”

Gren was there, smiling along with his remaining soldiers. “They have departed. We confirmed.”

“It was pretty incredible,” Bill said.

“Wait, you saw the Objects?” Tripp asked. 

Bill chuckled. “Yep. I’ll never forget it.”

Marcus watched Beverly rushing toward her children.
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Bev couldn’t slow the tears if she wanted to. Edith and Carson were on her in a flash, a series of arms tugging and faces pressing into her. She blubbered something about loving them, and Carson replied with a burst of nonsensical words.

“You’re safe now.” She crouched, kissing her daughter’s forehead, then her son’s. 

“Mommy, we brought the Book, and Uncle Rex told us how brave and strong we were,” Carson finally managed to say. 

“I know, honey. He told me.” Bev couldn’t believe she’d survived. The leader of the Zalt had attempted to make his home inside her, but Rex had cast him out. 

She clutched her children close, savoring the reunion. 

Eventually, they settled into the house. It was a giant place, with more than enough bedrooms if the adults shared. Bev found herself in a room with her kids, and after a long nap, she used the private shower, rinsing off the last month in captivity. 

When she emerged, feeling more centered than she had since her mother died, her children were gone. A sudden moment of fear crept into her body, and she rushed to the door, yelling for the kids.

“They’re fine.” It was Evan, walking to the stairs. “Everyone’s outside. Fire pit.”

“Thank God,” she mumbled, seeing his gaze drop to the towel around her. She pulled it tighter, almost blushing in embarrassment. 

“They’re good kids, you know.” Evan played it cool, and she appreciated it.

“Thanks. I think so.”

He leaned against the wooden stair banister. “I never had the chance. And now look at me… too late.”

“I doubt that,” she told him. 

“Right. Because every woman is searching for a washed-up FBI agent with an obsessive personality and an addiction to cigarettes.” He smirked. 

“Cut the smoking out, and you’d be surprised.” Bev hardly believed that was her own voice. Was she flirting with the man? “I’d better go.”

He kept smiling, looking at the towel one more time. “See you down there.”

Beverly closed the door and walked to the window. It was dark already, and a roaring fire crackled in the middle of Roger and Coleen’s yard. Her kids were roasting marshmallows. She was worried about the future of their world, but not for her children. They were Walkers. 

 

____________

 

“I’ve never enjoyed a beer so much.” I sipped from the bottle, staring at the starry night sky. It was extremely clear this far from the city. 

“That’s why we chose this farm.” Roger pointed up. “Nothing for miles. Skies the size of Texas.”

We were all outside, drinking and eating, enjoying each other’s company. 

“What’s tomorrow bring?” Veronica finally asked. 

I kept looking at the sky, slunk low in my chair. “That’s a loaded question.”

“I figure we contact Jerkins again. See how we can help. He’ll have a direct line to some form of leadership,” Evan said. 

“That’s one idea,” Roger told us. 

“What’s yours?” Marcus asked. He was swathed in bandages but swore he felt okay. Their story was remarkable. I owed Gren a lot for saving my friends. I didn’t want to think about our end of the bargain. Not yet. The Rodax soldiers were with us, on the far side of the fire, talking and drinking amongst themselves. This was an experience they’d never forget. 

“I’ve been in touch with my sector leaders. They’ve already restored power in Oregon, near Portland. No deaths from the Zalt. Same near Nebraska,” Roger said. 

Evan set his beer on the arm of his Adirondack chair. “That’s great news.”

“Can we just exist tonight?” Tripp flipped a toothpick around in his mouth. “It’s obviously going to change. It already has. But… this…” He pointed at the flames. “This is how I want to remember the start of my new life.”

“Fine by me,” I said, clinking bottles with him. 

We stayed until all hours of the night. Gren and his people departed when Roger broke out the guitar, and Bev took her kids to bed shortly after. Dirk vanished with Opor, and the fire pit quieted. 

Soon it was only me, Veronica, Marcus, and Tripp. My head swam from the beer and happiness. 

“We started this together. Now we end it. As a team.” I lifted my bottle, regretting opening this last beer. 

“To the team!” Marcus called. 

“Where’s Jessica?” I asked, almost forgetting about my former boss. 

“Roger has her secured in the barn,” Tripp said. 

The urge to urinate hit me like a slap, and I rose to my feet, swaying slightly. “I have to go… I’ll be back.”

They kept talking, and I stumbled away, heading in the direction of the barn. I leaned against a tree, relieving myself, and when I was done, I slunk closer to the structure. 

A beam of light snuck through two wooden slats, and I pressed my eye to the wall. A single bare lamp centred the inside. I saw a cot and a dirty plate on a bed of hay. An empty bottle of water was sideways on the floor. But there was no Jessica.

I saw the shadow before I heard her footsteps. “Rexford Walker. You’ve been a huge pain in my ass.” 

I lifted my hands and slowly turned to face my assailant. “Jessica, you don’t want to do this.”

“Jessica. You still believe that?” She laughed lightly. “I’m scared. I want to help you.” Her voice mimicked herself from earlier in the day. “You men are so easy to deceive.”

“What do you want?” I saw her eyes and recalled the beings on the Object. “You’ve always been a Zalt.”

“You’re smarter than I gave you credit for.” She stepped closer, the gun unwavering. “I will find a way to bring my people to Earth. But it won’t matter to you, because you’ll be…” 

I cut her off as I lunged, knocking her arm with the gun. It barely budged. Instead of shooting me, she struck me with her free hand. I went flying back, hitting the side of the barn before I tumbled to the dirt. Blood welled where I bit my tongue, and I spat, tasting beer mixed with iron. 

“Rex, you’ve always had a lot of spirit. I respected that about you.” She took a step closer. “But you and your sister have to die. The kids too. Because you seem to have an innate ability to screw everything up. And don’t forget about your father, the elusive Dirk Walker. How I loathe you and your family.”

I tried to stand, but she lashed out, hitting me right in the stomach. It had healed nicely from the bullet wound, but the impact sent me reeling. I curled into a ball, pain erupting from the blow. 

“Or maybe I’ll take Beverly. Yeral was too weak. I should have been in charge, and none of this would have happened.” Jessica lifted her arm, her smile wide and perfect in the dark night. “Goodbye, Rex.”

I flinched and attempted to roll out of the way. Her head snapped as a bullet struck her forehead, and she dropped to the ground. 

My temple lowered to the dirt, and I sighed, staring at the incoming boots. 

“Rex, you okay?” It was Tripp. He removed the gun beside Jessica and helped me up. 

“I’m… she was infested,” I said, trying not to stare at her corpse. 

“I thought something was off with her.”

“That’s why you agreed to bring her,” I said. 

Tripp nodded. “Now we know.”

“She might find another vessel,” I told him. 

“We’ll check on our people.” He clapped me on the shoulder and walked away, leaving Jessica’s body. 

A frantic ten minutes later, we had the entire group staying on Roger’s farm gathered in his living room, examining each and every set of eyes. No one matched the coloring. 

“She’s gone,” Dirk assured me.

I wanted him to be right. 

 

____________

 

The sun had peaked in the sky by the time we met in the yard. It had been a trying few days, and after last night’s abrupt events, everyone had slept uneasily. 

Gren waved me over. “Rex, I apologize for our lack of foresight. We weren’t prepared for what we were facing. We suspected we could power the hub off, and that would be enough to rid you of the Zalt. They have grown desperate, more violent.”

“Maybe you’ll remember this for next time,” I told him, not fully accepting his apology. But he’d lost his brother Baska, and Lewen had sacrificed herself to save us. That went a long way in my books. “What’s next?”

“Forget the bargain. I will explain to the others that humans are not ready for this step. We will keep in contact if you wish, but do not feel obliged to join us on Kabos,” Gren said. 

Dirk and Opor walked toward us, hand in hand. 

“Are you sure?” I asked. Part of me understood that merging with the Rodax would be a miraculous step for humanity. I glanced over at Bill and Evan, seeing they were nearly healed from their radiation burns. Marcus looked ten times better today, and he accompanied Tripp and Veronica. 

“We are positive.” Gren motioned for his soldiers to return to the ships. 

Veronica pointed at the second vessel. “What about that one?”

“We’ll leave it. In case you have need.” He smiled at her, and I could tell Veronica was thrilled—not that we’d be able to use it without raising a few eyebrows. 

“We’re coming with you, Gren,” Dirk said, catching us all off-guard. 

“What?” I demanded. “You can’t go.”

Beverly and the kids joined our group, and Roger stood with Coleen at the edge, sipping from coffee cups. 

He looked torn, lost in his decision. “Son, I have to.”

“No you don’t, Dad,” Beverly said. “We’ve already lost so much. I don’t want you to leave.”

He glanced at Opor and back at me. “The decision has been made. Opor and I don’t fit in this new world. She can’t live on Earth. I’ll represent humanity.”

“Then we’re going too,” Bev said defiantly. 

Dirk sadly shook his head. “No, dear Beverly.” He walked to her, kissing her cheek. “You and the children don’t belong on Kabos. Your place is here.”

“But…” She started to argue, and I cut her off. 

“Bev, he’s right. Carson and Edith don’t deserve that. They need home. Stability,” I said. 

“We will leave you with a Threshold. It’s on the vessel already. All we ask is that you keep us secret from your people. It will be for you only,” Gren said. 

“We can visit?” Tripp asked. 

“Certainly. And when you judge it time, perhaps we will discuss informing your people of our existence.” Gren shook our hands and walked off with the Rodax. 

“Do you have to go now?” Bev asked Dirk. 

“Yes. I think so.” Dirk smiled at us. 

I stood aside while everyone said their goodbyes to Dirk Walker. Without him, we would have been lost. He and Beverly shared a quiet moment, and her kids hugged him, both crying. When it was my turn to say goodbye, he escorted me to a private space. 

“You’ve grown into an incredible man, Rex. You should be proud. I know I am, and your mother would be at a loss for words. Be good. Take care of your friends, and let them reciprocate.” 

“I will,” I promised. 

“I love you, son.” He smiled at me as I told him the same. 

“Wait.” I slipped the most precious gift I’d ever been given from my wrist. “Take this.”

“I couldn’t,” Dirk said. 

I placed it in his palm. “Wear it. Remember the time we had together.”

He clasped it over his wrist and smiled. “Thank you.”

We kept silent while Dirk and Opor strode to the Rodax ship. It rose into the air, and soon disappeared into the horizon.
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One Year Later

 

“You’re on the air with Bill McReary, and welcome to Across This Great Na… World. That’s right, we’re live with brand-new content, and sending our love to each corner of the globe.” Bill grinned as he spoke into the microphone. “We’re coming at you from New York City, and I am thrilled to be home once again.” He’d missed this place, and after the months of cleanup, it remained a thriving metropolis. The people were so resilient: not just here, but everywhere. 

“We have endured so much. Humanity was pushed to the brink, and we not only survived, but we proved how remarkable we are. Despite the odds, we’ve bounced back with a resilience I’d never have predicted. You make me proud. The stories I’ve been hearing have warmed my heart, and that’s what we’re going to do with this show. I want to hear about your lives. What happened to you. Not during the attack, but after it. How did you recover from the trauma?” Bill took a breath, glancing at his producer. Sharon waved at him. He was glad she’d agreed to be part of this process. In the world full of changes and uncertainty, finding a constant at his side was important. 

The station manager poked his head in the door, and Bill waved him inside. He pointed to a box of donuts, telling the man to have one. He thought about Saul Goldstein, the strongest man he’d ever met. Not just physically; he was a rock. And dead, because of the Zalt. 

“Call the station and let it out. Let’s hear the positives, the sad tales, the joyful ones. I want to know you, world. And don’t forget to hit the web and add your part to Across This Great World. We have over thirty million submissions so far, and it’s growing every minute.” Bill saw the lines were lit up. “Sharon, who do we have up?”

“Louise from Northamptonshire,” Sharon said smoothly. 

“Tell us your story…”

Two hours later, Bill sat back in his chair, resting his hands on his stomach. He’d dropped thirty pounds. He grabbed a piece of gum and had a quick post-show meeting with Sharon before heading outside. 

He shoved his umbrella open and walked down Fifth Avenue, thrilled to be alive. 

His phone vibrated, and he saw it was Evan. “Special Agent Young. What can I do for you?”

“You mean Assistant Director Young,” Evan said. 

“I’ll be damned. Congratulations.”

“Thanks. Not sure I’ve earned it, but they felt bad after reviewing my reports on the Believers. It’ll take years, but you should see some of the stuff they’ve dug up on these people. Lots of heads are rolling, but we expected that.” Evan sounded good. Healthy. 

“Where are you?” Bill asked. 

“Boston.”

“For an assignment?” Bill grinned, recalling a certain woman and her two children living nearby. He seemed to be visiting quite often. 

“Maybe.” Evan chuckled. “You’re not smoking, are you?”

“Nope. Chewing the gum.” Bill was proud of his changes for the better. 

“Me too. Any word from Rex?”

“No, but I spoke to Roger. Can you believe that election?”

“Who would have thought? Our Roger, a senator.”

“He wanted reform,” Bill said. 

They chatted like that while he walked south, heading home. Bill watched the people, seeing something he hadn’t for years before: a common happiness. A community feeling that just didn’t exist in the modern world until recently. 

Everyone had a new lease on life, and Bill wasn’t going to waste his. 

 

____________

 

“Marcus, are you coming?” 

He glanced up from his laptop and saw it was two in the morning. He’d been working on his website, Across This Great World, recoding something to ensure it didn’t crash again. They had so many visitors, it was constantly glitching out. With a change of servers, he’d patched it, but if things continued the way they were, he was going to need another upgrade. 

“I’ll be there soon,” he assured his girlfriend. 

Marcus had met her a month after the invasion attempt, at a support group in Florida. His parents had been so pleased to see him visiting, he’d decided to stay for a few weeks. That had turned into a month; then he’d found his own place on the water. Now, a year later, he was living with Nadine and loving every minute of it. 

He hadn’t told her about the Zalt, or his real involvement in the events that transpired. She would shake him awake in the middle of the night, wondering why he was shouting, curled in a ball. The memories of the explosion at the hub were a fresh wound, but he would survive them. Everyone in the world had a story about those few days. Some places merely lost their power, oblivious to the destructive events. Others, like Paris and Dallas, had sustained massive casualties. Millions and millions were dead, and there was no getting them back. 

The road to this moment had been a lot of work, but everyone had persevered, and they’d made it. The face of the world was different, and Marcus felt perhaps it was better. His personal life was much improved. He thought about Nadine, and how sweet and perfect she was for him, and shut his laptop. The work could wait until tomorrow. 

Marcus walked through the living room, pausing at the patio doors to stare into the sky. It was a clear night, the stars shining brightly. For a second, he worried meteors might rain down over the ocean, but the sensation passed. He was okay. They were safe. 

He crept up the stairs and climbed into bed. 

 

____________

 

“This is what you do all day long?” I asked Tripp. I had to admit, the villa in Greece suited Tripp’s retirement. 

“What did you expect?” He lay on a lounger poolside and sipped a drink. It had a massive pineapple wedge and a blue umbrella jutting from the glass. “Want one?”

“Of course,” Veronica said, taking the chair next to Tripp. He waved the server over and asked for two more. 

He slurped the bottom of the beverage through a straw. “Better make it three.”

“You do know that Hunter left that money for a foundation,” I reminded him. 

“Sure, but I’m only using the cash he gave me for our mission.” Tripp’s logic made sense, and I shrugged. 

“Fine.” I let the heat of the sun hit my face. It felt nice to relax. 

“What about you two? I hear you’re actually teaching again.” Tripp sauntered to the pool, jumping in. 

“Richard would be proud. He’s heading the anthropology department at Harvard,” Veronica told him. She smiled at me, winking as she pulled her wrap off to reveal a tiny floral bikini. I was the luckiest man in the world. Her hair was a soft blonde again, and it glowed in the sunlight. She dove into the water, taking a lap. 

“Harvard. A year ago, we thought it was the end, and we’re already back to higher education,” Tripp said.

“I’ve started a new course too. On alien life.”

“Theoretical?” Tripp asked. 

“As far as the students know.” I laughed. 

“Have you thought about Kabos?” Veronica asked Tripp. They both rested their forearms on the edge of the pool, kicking their legs behind them. 

“All the time,” he admitted. 

“Maybe we’re due to visit.” 

Tripp didn’t respond. 

Now that it was finished with, a part of me longed for more adventure. A year to unwind, and the lust for excitement had returned. 

I closed my eyes, and at some point, drifted off into sleep. 

The warmth and comfort of my father’s presence lingered, and I wondered if he was reaching out to me. Assuring me he was okay. When I woke, the sensation had passed. 

Tripp and Veronica were in the villa, and the smell of dinner wafted outside. 

The diamond ring weighed heavily in my pocket, and I grinned as I opened the box. It wasn’t a Case or a coveted Token, but it would open a new world for me regardless. 

“Rex, dinner’s on!” Veronica shouted, and I snapped the lid closed, smiling to myself. 

“Coming!” 

We’d endured a lot, and lost more than we could ever regain, but we were here. I had friends. We had time. And most importantly, we had hope. 

 

The End 
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