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 DAY ONE 
 
      
 
    “Everything of consequence has a beginning, some of which are quite humble.” 
 
    — Dr. Jasmine Evans, Tenth Anniversary Celebration, August 12, 2055 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 [08.12.2045, 10:30 AM] FORT SMITH, ARKANSAS 
 
    “Jasmine, are you sure this is safe? This isn’t the way Henry used to do it.”  
 
    Jasmine Evans, who was crouched down in front of the rig she was assembling, looked up at her boss. 
 
    “Raphael... I know what I’m doing. Let me show you.” 
 
    The rig was a refracting telescope pointed up at the sun. The eye piece, which had been replaced by a darkened projection lens, pointed down at a small screen shaded by a curved piece of cardboard situated around it. On the screen, the circular shape of the sun could be seen. A small video camera pointed at the screen. The entire setup was in the school parking lot. A couple of spots with an unobstructed view of the mid-day sky were roped off for this purpose. The old piece of blue carpet that had been set next to the screen would make for more comfortable seating when the time came. Jasmine’s three student assistants were already seated there. 
 
    Now on her feet, Jasmine took out her phone, clicked open the app, then showed it to Raphael. “See. It’s the sun. The eclipse will start in a couple of minutes.” 
 
    Jasmine turned toward her student assistants. “Were you able to connect?” 
 
    Samantha, always the quickest, was the first to answer. “Got it!” She turned her phone to Jasmine and school principal, Raphael Karr, to see. 
 
    Jasmine beamed a smile at her favorite student. “Good job Samantha.” 
 
    “Everyone in the school can see that?” Raphael asked in astonishment. 
 
    “Yes. It’s safer this way. All the kids will get to see the sun’s corona on TV monitors. The four of us...” She indicated the three students and herself. “...will stay out here to watch the equipment.”  
 
    Jasmine motioned with her hands. “Now, time for you to go back inside.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jasmine. This is really cool. Henry never did anything like it.” 
 
    As Principal Karr headed back toward the building, Jasmine joined the students on the carpet.  
 
    A minute later, Samantha pointed to the screen. “It’s starting.” Then, looking at her watch, she added, “10:41. It’s exactly on time.” 
 
    Jasmine’s heart swelled with pride. “Do any of you remember how long it will be until the eclipse reaches totality?” 
 
    “An hour and fourteen minutes,” Samantha replied. 
 
    As the minutes ticked by, the reflected image of the sun became progressively obscured, and the parking lot became increasingly dark. 
 
    “The birds are settling in the trees,” Leslie, the other young woman in the group, whispered. 
 
    “This is it.” Samantha said excitedly.  
 
    It was now completely dark outside, the sun hidden by the moon. 
 
    Fort Smith was almost exactly in the center of the total eclipse blackout zone. The duration of this totality, the technical term for the period of total blackout, was going to be five minutes, forty-six seconds. 
 
    “I can see stars. And it’s the middle of the day.” 
 
    Jasmine recognized the high-pitched voice of Jorge López. 
 
    “Eyes on the screen, Jorge. What do you see?” 
 
    “It’s like a crown of light.” 
 
    “Good description,” Jasmine chuckled, loving the awe in the sometimes jaded young man’s voice. 
 
    “Dr. Evans, what’s that?” Jasmine looked at where Samantha was pointing. 
 
    “It’s a lightning bug,” Leslie said sarcastically. 
 
    But Jasmine knew this was no bug. She’d watched enough celestial objects move through space to recognize the mathematically precise nature of the movement. 
 
    Amazed, she watched the glistening dot of light inch across the corona. Earlier, she’d checked the NASA databases, hoping to find an orbital object that would be visible during their viewing today. She wanted to be able to point it out to the kids if there was one. Unfortunately, no known object in Earth orbit would cross-by during the eclipse. Yet here this artifact was.  
 
    As she watched it move, the realization struck. If this isn’t in Earth’s orbit, then it’s somewhere in the inner system. It must be huge and moving incredibly fast. 
 
      
 
   

 

 TECHNICAL SUPPORT, GREEN BANK OBSERVATORY 
 
    “This is Jason. How can I help you?” 
 
    Jason Helms was a tech support specialist at the observatory. Green Bank was a National Science Institute observatory named after the West Virginia city in which it was located. It offered radio-telescope services to the astronomy community and other basic and applied research communities. This afternoon, their client was a relatively new foundation called Search For the Origins of Life (SFOL). 
 
    It had long been held that stars like the sun would someday collapse to the point where they could make carbon, the basic building block of life. SFOL had a radical theory, one never posited before. The theory? Carbon could be formed at the edge of the sun’s corona. 
 
    The questionable science that justified the theory never went anywhere in the scientific community. But the rich uncle of one of its proponents, a senator from New York, got an NSF grant to research the claim tacked on to a recent spending bill. 
 
    “Hi Jason, this is Josh Helms, operations director for SFOL. The feed we’re getting is crap. About halfway through the eclipse when we should have been hearing the carbon precipitation spectrum, we got nothing but digital noise.” 
 
    “You mean static?” 
 
    “No! We got a very consistent drumbeat that drowned out the frequencies we were looking for,” Josh explained. 
 
    “OK. Send me your data. We’ll compare it with what we received. If we find any inconsistencies...” 
 
    “Not good enough!” Josh complained. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “If you recorded that drumbeat, then there’s obviously something wrong with your sensor array, and we will contest the time charges.” 
 
    Jason knew he needed to run this up the ladder. After all, he was the tech on duty, not the lawyer. 
 
    “I understand the complaint and will open a ticket for you. Any other evidence you’d like to file at this time?” Jason hated getting legal like this. But he understood the need for it. 
 
    “Thanks, buddy. That’s all I can ask.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 I-5, NEAR KETTLEMAN CITY, CALIFORNIA 
 
    Clara Molina was making her way south on I-5 in the heart of California’s Central Valley. It was possibly the most difficult journey of her life. Her sister, Ellie, in Paso Robles had called before sunrise this morning with the bad news. Their mother was dying. The doctor said she might only have a couple of hours left. 
 
    Clara had asked her boyfriend, Hank, to drive her down, but he’d refused to call in sick. And now, with an hour left in the journey, her radio was acting up. She’d been listening to KLOV, the Christian music radio station, in the hope of finding some peace there. But today, there was no peace to be found on the radio. Shortly after the eclipse started out east, the radio started being interrupted by blasts of noise. An hour ago, it had become so loud that she’d turned it off. 
 
    As Clara approached the Route 41 exit at Kettleman City, she clicked the radio back on. She’d done this trip many times and knew the In-N-Out Burger just off the interstate. More than once, she’d enjoyed some fries while listening to KLOV in the parking lot. 
 
    Dot. Dot. Dot-dot. Dot-dot-dot. Dot-dot-dot-dot-dot. The same sequence of noise again. It was all she could do not to scream. 
 
    Traffic at the end of the off-ramp was bound up. Frustrated with all the dot-dot-dots constantly interrupting the music, she flipped the radio off again. After a moment, the light turned green, and traffic started to move. Most of the cars turned left toward her favorite In-N-Out, but she was out of time. On reaching the intersection, she turned right and began the hour-long race to Paso. Maybe she could still get there in time. 
 
      
 
   

 

 GREEN BANK OBSERVATORY 
 
    There was a knock on the door frame. 
 
    “Got a minute?” 
 
    Observatory director Joslyn Sloan looked up to see her operations manager, Malcolm Green. 
 
    “Hi, Mal. What can I do for you?” 
 
    Malcolm closed the door, then slumped down into the seat opposite his boss. 
 
    Joslyn raised her eyebrows. “This looks serious. What’s up?” 
 
    “Noise. But not the least bit random.” 
 
    Joslyn motioned with her hands for Malcolm to continue. 
 
    “We started getting bursts of noise this afternoon at 12:55 Eastern. The array was pointed toward the Sun, doing a survey of the outer Corona for SFOL, the Search for the Origins of Life Foundation.” 
 
    “I know of them.” A pause. “What kind of noise?” 
 
    “It’s white noise in one-second bursts. It took a while to confirm, but the conclusion is sound at this point.” 
 
    “And the point?” Joslyn asked. 
 
    “The bursts are not random.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “It’s a modified Fibonacci sequence. You know the sequence, right? 0, 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, etc. Each number is the sum of the two previous.” 
 
    Joslyn smiled. “Since high school. What about it?” 
 
    “The sequence started with a one-second burst of noise. Then nothing for five seconds. That was followed by two one-second bursts, a second apart.” 
 
    Malcom started tapping his finger on the table at one-second intervals. “This is what it sounds like. You hear it, right? Fibonacci(1), break, Fibonacci(2), break, Fibonacci(3), etc.  
 
    “There are no known natural processes that beat like Fibonacci. Forget a process that’s an increasing series of Fibonacci sequences.” 
 
    Joslyn stared at Malcolm for a second. “Your point?” 
 
    “Something came in during the solar eclipse. Something non-random. In all likelihood, something intelligent. We need to run this up the flagpole!” 
 
    “Can we locate the source?” 
 
    “We have the right ascension and declination that SFOL was searching. We haven’t attempted to pin-point the noise source, but given the narrow focus, it would be close to their target.” 
 
    There was a knock on the door. 
 
    “Come in.” Joslyn called out. 
 
    The observatory’s assistant director came in. “I think we have a problem.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Listen.” He turned up the volume on a portable radio. “Recognize that? It’s all over the country.” 
 
    “Fibonacci.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 JET PROPULSION LABORATORY, PASADENA, CALIFORNIA 
 
    Dr. Jonathan Shaw was sitting at his desk, door closed, studying a short report that had just been forwarded to him from the Green Bank Observatory. The sound of his video phone ringing broke his concentration. When he looked at the caller ID, a smile formed. “Computer. Accept the call.” 
 
    A moment later, the familiar face of an old friend appeared. 
 
    “Jasmine, what an unexpected pleasure. How are you doing? I bet you did something eclipse-related at the school today.” 
 
    “Hi Jon. I did. Did you get to see it?” 
 
    “It was playing on the monitor in my office. But no, I really didn’t pay attention. You know the story. Too much going on, not my first eclipse, blah, blah, blah. What about you?” 
 
    “I set up an eight-inch refracting telescope as a projector with a video camera to record it. I sat outside with three of my students watching, while the camera streamed it into the school where the rest of the students could safely watch.” 
 
    “That school was so lucky to get you. But if you ever change your mind, I hope you’ll call me first.” 
 
    “Jon, something odd happened during the eclipse. Do you know if NASA captured it?” 
 
    “You mean the radio noise?” 
 
    “No. I meant the artifact that passed through the corona.” 
 
    “No, I haven’t heard about that.” 
 
    “I pulled the relevant clip from the video we recorded and posted it on YouTube.” She read out the URL. “Can you take a quick look at it?” 
 
    “Sure.”  
 
    Jasmine heard the clacking on his keyboard and smiled. Almost everyone used voice these days. Only the diehards still used a keyboard. 
 
    “What am I going to see when this starts?” 
 
    “A bright glistening light moving through the corona. My guess is that it’s a highly reflective object of some sort that just had a near miss with the Sun. My worry is that it’s coming toward us.” 
 
    “OK, the video clip has just started. Hmmm, surprising quality for a school demonstration.” 
 
    Jasmine wanted to snipe at him for the comment, but she held her tongue so as not to distract. 
 
    A minute later, Jon’s voice was back on the line. “Worrisome.” A pause. “Did you realize this clip already has over two thousand views?” 
 
    “No. I cut it down and posted it to ease getting it to you.” 
 
    “You may want to take this down until we know what it is. I’m going to forward it up the chain of command. If it’s headed towards us, we don’t have much time to prepare.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 ADMINISTRATOR’S OFFICE, NASA HEADQUARTERS BUILDING 
 
    NASA Administrator Jackson Bennett heard the video phone ring at the same time he saw a message pop up on his computer. Both were from Jon Shaw at JPL in Pasadena. 
 
    “Hi Jon, what’s happened?” 
 
    “I think we have a problem, Jack. An object was spotted cresting the sun during the eclipse. We’ve also started receiving a signal along the same trajectory as the object. My contacts at the European Space Agency are reporting the same. Mind if I play a video, so I can show you?” 
 
    ... 
 
    “The evidence is compelling,” Jack agreed. “What do we do about it?”  
 
    “Green Bank has it locked in at this point. If we re-task two more radio telescopes, we should be able to determine the location and movement of the noise source.  
 
    “Same with the space telescopes. If we can find three of them that can silhouette the object against the sun, then we can track it.” 
 
    The two sat in silence for a moment, then Jack asked the unspoken question hanging in the air. “Do you think this is the real thing?” 
 
    “Too early to know, but Jesus... this feels like the real thing to me, Jack.” 
 
    “Then we should get the allies involved. You’ve already talked with the Europeans. Want to put a feeler out to the Japanese?” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    “OK, I’ll see if I can get time with the President.” 
 
    “Good luck on that one,” Jon whispered. 
 
      
 
   

 

 EISENHOWER EXECUTIVE OFFICE BUILDING 
 
    Vice President Christina Barreto tied into the secure video conference line. Word had come an hour ago that President Altman wanted her to take a meeting on his behalf with NASA Administrator Jackson Bennett. No topic was given, just that it was an urgent matter. Curious to find out what that could be, she smiled as the line connected.  
 
    “Jack, good to see you. It’s been a while. I heard you have something important you wanted to bring to the President. He’s in conference the rest of the day, so asked me to speak with you on his behalf.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am. You know Jonathan Shaw, Director at JPL?” 
 
    “I do. Jon, good to see you as well. What do you two have for me?” 
 
    “Something extraordinary happened today. OK, if we play a short video?” 
 
    “Sure,” the Vice President replied lightheartedly. 
 
    On her screen, Jasmine’s video played.  
 
    “This was recorded during the eclipse today, right?” 
 
    “It was ma’am. What you won’t have seen in the news coverage is the shiny little dot in the bottom right of the corona.” 
 
    “It’s moving, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s a large object cresting the Sun’s corona and moving very fast.” 
 
    “Is it an asteroid or something?” 
 
    “Before I answer, I’d like to play a short sound clip.” 
 
    Dot. Dot, dot. Dot, dot, dot. Dot, dot, dot, dot, dot. 
 
    “No more guessing games, gentlemen. What’s this about?” 
 
    “We believe this radio signal is originating from the object in the video. The radio signal is not random. It corresponds to a very well-known mathematical sequence,” Jack replied. 
 
    “Are you saying it’s alien?” 
 
    “It’s too early to know, ma’am. I’ve contacted the European and Japanese space agencies. They have each confirmed sighting the object and receiving the signal. Informally, we all agree that there is a significant probability that this object is of alien origin and that it is heading in our direction.” 
 
    “How can we confirm this?” the Vice President demanded. 
 
    Jack nodded toward Jon. “Want to take that one?” 
 
    “Unilaterally, we can start re-tasking the telescope assets we control. But we’ll get to a faster and higher quality solution if we partner with the Europeans and Japanese. To an extent, we are already doing that within our respective authorities. But if it is alien, then we need to get ahead of it. Put everything we all have behind it. Because it could be here in a matter of days.” 
 
    “What do you want from the president?” 
 
    “The go-ahead to put all NASA’s resources on it,” Jack replied. “And the go-ahead for formal collaboration with the Europeans and Japanese. 
 
    “Why trilateral? You know the President’s priorities. He wants a multilateral approach to all matters that involve our allies.” 
 
    “Timing and scope,” Jon replied. 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “We have preliminary estimates that say this thing could pass near Earth in as little as three days. We have two partner space agencies primed to go. I think it would be prudent for us and our partners to do a little more validation before dragging the other major agencies into the process. It would erode our credibility on the world stage if we dragged China, Russia, or India in before our loose coalition confirmed its own data.” 
 
    The Vice President sat looking at the two men on her video screen, then sighed. “Agreed. I have fifteen minutes with the President at the top of the hour. I’m sure he’ll approve it.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” the two men said in unison. 
 
      
 
   

 

 EUROPEAN SPACE AGENCY 
 
     Hans Stadler compared the data sets on his computer screen, then looked at his colleague, Eveline Hössler. “It’s confirmed.”  
 
    The Europeans, Australians, Japanese, and Indians had shared their data, and the results were unambiguous. A huge object was on a near miss trajectory toward earth. The closest point of contact would be about twice the distance to the moon. 
 
    The object was on the same trajectory as the source of the Fibonacci noise sequence. Presumably, the object was the source, although they couldn’t rule out the possibility that the noise was coming from another object on the same trajectory. 
 
    “How long do you think it will be until the Americans join the party?” Eveline asked. 
 
    “Who knows? I’m sure they’re arguing about the possible composition of the multi-lateral group of diplomats they want to invite to the table to ‘guide’ the scientific teams.” 
 
    “Well, they better hurry. The object is moving at 0.7% light speed and will pass by us late tomorrow morning. Do you think they’ve figured that out yet?” 
 
    “Their scientists? Without a doubt. Their government? Not a chance.”  
 
      
 
   

 

 KREMLIN, MOSCOW 
 
    “You are confident that this information is true?” Russian President Aleksandr Larkov asked.  
 
    “We are tracking the signal. We have clandestine sources in other space agencies that are tracking the object optically. They, too, are tracking the signal,” the head of Roscosmos, the Russian space agency, replied. 
 
    On turning to the head of state media, he asked. “And no one has announced this to the world?” 
 
    “The only source we’ve found in the public domain is a low-quality video made by a high-school science teacher in Arkansas.” 
 
    Turning back to the man from Roscosmos, Larkov asked, “Do we have the means to contact this object?” 
 
    “We think we do, but the world does not know about that technology yet. It has not been tested at an amplitude that anyone else would likely have received.” 
 
    The five men in the President’s office sat in silence for several seconds. Then the President pointed to the head of state media. 
 
    “I will make an announcement at 9:00 AM. I want full coverage.” 
 
    He pointed to the head of Roscosmos. 
 
    “I want the transmitter ready to send by 9:10 AM.” 
 
    He then pointed to his chief of staff. “I want talking points for the press conference. I also want as much actual data as can be gathered. The data needs to be prepared as insets for the broadcast.” 
 
    Then back to state media. “I want a greeting loop to transmit. First in Russian, then in other languages.” 
 
    As the others left, Larkov sat back with a smile. He was about to scoop the other countries of the world, using their data. And he would do it very publicly, while using an American school teacher to cover his sources. 
 
      
 
   

 

 NEW YORK CITY 
 
    Estrella Da’Nocha woke, heart pounding, covered in sweat. It was the alien dream again. It had been years since the last time this dream haunted her. Why had it come back? Were the aliens finally coming? 
 
    From her earliest memory, Estrella had been plagued by vivid dreams, some comforting, many terrifying, most of which came true. It was both a gift and a curse. From a young age, she could predict things that would happen with remarkable accuracy. Who won the world series? Which plane would go down next? If she saw it in a dream, it would happen. But the worst part was having no control. The dreams just came. They happened to her, which was hard to draw any benefit from. 
 
    Recently, she’d found a way to induce waking visions on topics she chose. She could do it consistently enough to attract a following. Now she wrote a daily column entitled, Things a Psychic Might Say, on the popular on-line alternative newspaper named, You Don’t Say. 
 
    There would be no more sleep until she excised the dream’s hold over her, so she flipped on a light and grabbed her notepad. Writing down what happened always seemed to strip away the power the dreams held over her. 
 
    An hour later, she turned the light off and fell back into a dreamless sleep. In the morning, she’d see how this one compared with previous versions.

  

 

 DAY TWO 
 
      
 
    “Fear of the unknown drives those with no faith to do terrible things.” 
 
    — Clara Molina, Fifth Anniversary Memorial 
 
    Paso Robles, California, August 12, 2050 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 [08.13.2045] JASMINE EVANS’ RESIDENCE 
 
    For Jasmine, the day started like most other Sundays. She got out of bed promptly at seven when the alarm went off, then in fifteen minutes emerged from the shower, wrapped in one of her comfortable warm towels. As she made her way to the closet to get dressed for church, she said, “Video. Sunday morning news, please.” A moment later, her intelligent TV flicked on and started playing the headlines as Jasmine put herself together.  
 
    Listening to the news, Jasmine felt an unspoken tension that didn’t seem to match the stories. While putting on the final touches, she heard the news anchor say, “And now for the top of the news at the bottom of the hour. This morning, Russian President Aleksandr Larkov announced to the world proof that aliens exist and are on approach to Earth. Surprisingly, he credits a high-school science teacher by the name of Jasmine Evans of Southside High School in Fort Smith, Arkansas, for the initial discovery.” 
 
    Shocked to hear her name, Jasmine ran back into the bedroom, astounded to see her face on the TV screen opposite Russian President Larkov’s. As the announcer droned on in excitement, a ten-second clip from the video she posted on YouTube played. A large arrow superimposed on the image pointed to the glistening dot of light. 
 
    She sat down at the foot of the bed, watching the next clip, showing the object’s current speed, position, and course. Triangulation lines appeared, all originating from Russia, showing how they were tracking it. Jasmine noted the Cyrillic labeling on the triangulation lines, so assumed that this clip must have been part of Larkov’s announcement. 
 
    Her next shock was the radio signal. That, plus the object’s velocity, 0.7% light speed, was the evidence supporting the claim of extraterrestrial origin. The article ran for almost seven minutes, then cut to a commercial. 
 
    The shock of what she’d just seen left Jasmine in a daze, which was broken by noise outside. Snapping back into the reality of Sunday morning prep for church, Jasmine finished her makeup, then headed downstairs. She liked arriving a few minutes before choir practice at 8:15 but at this point was running ten minutes late. In a rush, she grabbed her purse and headed for the garage. Door locked, garage door opener clicked; she started the car and put it in reverse. Then, looking in her rear-view mirror, she saw two gray sedans blocking her driveway. 
 
    “What now?” she whispered in exasperation, knowing this was going to make her late. 
 
    She exited the car and proceeded down the driveway to see if there was anyone in the car. To her surprise, the rear passenger door on the lead car opened and a familiar-looking man stepped out. 
 
    “Hey, you’re blocking my driveway.” 
 
    “Sorry about that,” the man replied, but stepped in her direction. “Jasmine, good to see you again. I’m Dr. Max Brown. You probably don’t remember me, but we met at the 2038 Formal Methods Symposium NASA held at the Marriott in Newport News. We were seated next to each other at the honors dinner the last night of the conference.” 
 
    Totally befuddled, Jasmine stood there staring at him. 
 
    A couple of moments later, the man, who had advanced a few more steps, put his hand out to shake. Jasmine shook the man’s hand, more of an automatic response than an act of will, while still staring at him. 
 
    “I remember you. You were part of the formal methods team, studying fault tolerance.” 
 
    “And you were working at JPL in Pasadena, trying to evaluate our formal methods for model-based development.” He chuckled, clearly reminiscing about the conference. “I assumed you were interested in applying our tools in the conceptual design of some new type of space craft. But you resisted all my attempts to find out what.” Another chuckle. 
 
    Jasmine smiled, remembering the conversation. “So I was. It’s probably been declassified since, but I’m out of the loop now, so don’t really know.” 
 
    Having successfully renewed the old acquaintance, Max said, “Have you seen the news?” 
 
    It took a second for the words to sink in, then Jasmine said, “Oh.” 
 
    Max looked at her with sympathy. “I’m sorry to disturb your morning, but my colleagues and I need to speak with you on official government business.” 
 
    The sound of a car door slamming caused Jasmine to look up. A fit, stern-looking woman, maybe ten-years younger than Jasmine, approached; her bearing screaming police. 
 
    “Jasmine, this is my colleague, Leslie Walker. She’s with the FBI.” 
 
    Looking at Leslie, Jasmine asked, “You have ID?” 
 
    “I do,” Leslie replied, holding out her badge. 
 
    “Am I under arrest?” Jasmine asked, clearly irritated that her Sunday morning was totally blown at this point. 
 
    “No,” Max intervened. “But we do need to talk with you. If you invite us in, we can do it here...” Max let the words, and the obvious implications, hang. 
 
    Resigned to the situation, Jasmine turned, saying, “Sure. Come on in. Can I at least call the church? They were expecting me this morning.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” Max replied, following Jasmine, who started for the front door.  
 
    “So, you FBI too?” Jasmine asked. 
 
    “No, NSA.” 
 
    Jasmine opened the door and pointed toward the kitchen. “OK, if we talk in here?” 
 
    “Sure,” Max replied with a friendly smile. 
 
    Turning back toward the door, Jasmine saw Leslie approaching, followed by two younger men. 
 
    “Who are these guys?” Jasmine asked.   
 
    Standing at the door’s threshold, Leslie replied, “Dr. Evans, I’ve been assigned to work directly with you. My colleagues, Pete and Jose, need to do a quick sweep of the house to make sure it’s safe for us to talk here. Apologies in advance for the intrusion, but you were with the government long enough to understand the need.” 
 
    Jasmine nodded her head and the other two filed in. She purposefully made eye contact with each as they did. Without a word, the two started moving through the house. 
 
    With a wave toward the kitchen, Jasmine said, “I’d like to make myself some coffee. Would you like some?” 
 
    “None for me, thank you. I’ve already had my fill for the morning. Max?” 
 
    He smiled. “Coffee would be nice.” 
 
    Jasmine grabbed two coffee cups and two cartridges for her coffee maker. As she loaded the first one, she asked, “Am I under investigation, Ms. Walker?” 
 
    “Please call me Leslie. No, you’re a person of interest. Not that many former NASA scientists show up in an announcement on Russian State Media made by Larkov himself.” 
 
    “What’s your role in this, Dr. Brown?” 
 
    “Please call me Max. As I said, I now work for the NSA. I’m part of a group that traces scientific secrets that fall into the hands of hostile interests. My specialty is space, but my team works the gamut. Leslie and I frequently work together when interviewing NASA and former NASA employees.” 
 
    Jasmine placed the coffee cups on the table.  
 
    “I have sweetener if you’d like some. Creamer? That’s a whole different matter.” 
 
    “I still take mine black.” Max replied. 
 
    “So…” The word held there for a second. “I’m suspected of leaking classified secrets to the Russians.” 
 
    Max frowned. “Come on Jasmine. You know that’s not the way it works. When something like this happens, we have to ask the question. So, let me start there. Did you leak classified information to the Russians?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Good, now that the denial is out of the way, can we talk about what happened yesterday?” 
 
    Jasmine smiled, “Sure, it was a lot of fun, actually. We were right in the center of the totality zone. The sun was completely gone for over five minutes. For a scientist turned high-school teacher, what could be better?” 
 
    As Jasmine told of the previous day’s event, she noticed the intense concentration of the two investigators seated opposite her. 
 
    When she finished, Max clarified, “One of your students was the first to see the object?” 
 
    Jasmine looked up at Max, beaming with pride. “Yes. She is so good. I hope she sticks with it. NASA needs women with the curiosity she has.” 
 
    “Where did you come up with the idea for this rig?”  
 
    Jasmine turned her attention to Leslie. “Is that a serious question?” 
 
    Max intervened. “NASA puts out guidelines for teachers on how to do experiments like this safely. Jasmine was on the team that did the revision in... 2036? Is that when the new guidelines went out?” 
 
    “A little earlier, I think. It was the first to include all the media options.” 
 
    “Sorry, didn’t know,” Leslie replied. “But do many schools actually do that?” 
 
    “Mixed. Most want to. But this type of event is by far the most dangerous for large groups of students. The kids have a hard time resisting the urge to look. I was reasonably confident I could control the three disciplined, high-performing students that sat outside with me. But 500 kids and their families, out on the soccer field for the Saturday back-to-school picnic? No way, it would be much too dangerous. That’s why I added the video connection to the school’s TVs. All the families could see it in real time, with one of the other teachers pointing out the items of interest.” 
 
    “Last night, I looked on YouTube for amateur videos of the eclipse,” Leslie started. “Yours popped to the top, with something like 50,000 views. It was much higher quality than any of the others. I must have looked at a hundred of them. Yours is the only one that showed the object. Why is that?” 
 
    “I was a NASA scientist. I know how to use a telescope. Mine is among the best a normal person can buy. For this once-in-a-lifetime viewing, I bought a special filtered projection lens and a high-resolution 16K streaming video camera. I would expect it to be one of the best out there. But the truth of the matter is that I edited that clip to send to NASA. It was too big to email, so I posted it to YouTube, then called my former boss and told him where he could find it.” 
 
    “Who was that?” Max asked. 
 
    “Dr. Jonathan Shaw. He’s a director at JPL in Pasadena. Before that, he led Mission Control for the 12-year LUCY mission. The one that surveyed portions of the asteroid belt and the so-called Trojan asteroids at the two orbital Lagrange points along Jupiter’s orbit.” 
 
    “What was your role?” Leslie pressed.  
 
    “I was Assistant Director, Jon’s second-in-command for the entire mission, and the scientific lead for the exploration of the asteroids at Lagrange point L4. Specifically, the fly-bys of four asteroids: 3548 Eurybates, 15094 Polymele, 11351 Leucus, and 21900 Orus.” 
 
    Noticing the blank looks, Jasmine sighed. “Sorry, those are the scientific identifiers for the four asteroids I had the lead on. What a mission... From the launch in 2021 to...” Jasmine stopped to collect her emotions. “...to the day we lost touch with her.” 
 
    Sudden realization dawned on Max. He looked at Leslie. “Jon’s the one that brought this to Administrator Bennett’s attention. It’s in the file.” 
 
    “Any idea how Larkov got your video?” To Jasmine, Leslie’s question sounded more like an accusation. 
 
    “Probably the same way you did. On YouTube. That’s the only copy I know of other than the one on my computer.” 
 
    “Any idea why he was looking for it?” 
 
     “None whatsoever.” She smiled, then pointed to Max. “He’s the spy, not me.” 
 
    “What about the noise the object is emitting?” 
 
    “I heard about that for the first time on the news this morning.” 
 
    After a few moments of silence, Max asked, “Any speculation why the Russians would have included you in their announcement, giving you credit for the discovery?” 
 
    Jasmine wanted to say no. But this was the question that had been running through her mind since she first heard the news report. 
 
    “My guess, deflection. He undoubtedly has a source. What better way to hide it than to focus attention on a high-school teacher with no current connection to anything other than her students? They know you can learn nothing from me, which makes me the perfect person to put under the spotlight.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 WHITE HOUSE BRIEFING ROOM 
 
    It had been several days since the President had made a public appearance. The White House Press Pool was ecstatic when word went out that he would address them this morning. 
 
    The door opened, followed a moment later by the familiar announcement, “The President of the United States.” Conversation among the reporters stopped as the man stepped out, the sound replaced by the snap of camera flashes and whine of them recharging. Then the room fell into silence. 
 
      
 
    “My fellow Americans. As most of you have heard by now, an object of unknown origin appeared near the sun yesterday. Scientists tell me it skimmed the edge of the Sun’s corona before coming into view of Earth for the first time. It is traveling at an extreme speed. So high that our scientists measure it as a percentage of the speed of light. 
 
    “It is heading in our direction, but there is nothing to fear. It will pass close enough to Earth for us to get a good look, but it will be far enough away from us to pose no threat of collision. 
 
    “The object also appears to be the source of the radio interference we’ve all experienced over the last twenty-four hours. This, too, has drawn a lot of scientific interest because the signal pattern matches a well-known mathematical sequence. Some people have speculated that this type of signal is not something that could have originated in nature. 
 
    “This morning, the Russians announced their belief that the object is the product of some unknown extraterrestrial intelligence. I’ve seen the evidence supporting this claim, and it has some merit. But, and this is a big but, that’s not the only plausible explanation. In fact, it may not even be the one that’s most likely. 
 
    “Nonetheless, the Russian claim has drawn a lot of attention. 
 
    “Many Americans may find this news disquieting, but please remain calm. There is no reason for panic. No reason to interrupt your plans for the day. 
 
    “The object will streak past the Earth in a couple of hours. It will be far enough away that it won’t be visible to the naked eye.  
 
    “We have our best scientists on the job, studying the object, and learning as much about it as they can. We are collaborating with our allies to pool as much data as possible, so that we can all benefit from it. And maybe, just maybe, NASA will get some better images of the object in time for the evening news. 
 
    “Now, go about your business. Have a great day. And may God Bless America.” 
 
      
 
    As the last word left the President’s mouth, the room exploded with shouted questions. But he turned and walked out. 
 
    ... 
 
    “Well done, sir. I think that will help calm the people.” 
 
    “Thanks.” The familiar grandfatherly voice answered. “Now we need to figure out what’s really happening. Any word about that schoolteacher yet?” 
 
      
 
   

 

 NEW YORK CITY 
 
    Estrella sat in front of her computer, staring at the screen. The theme she’d planned to write about this week was the start of the new school year. But given the news this morning, it had to be about aliens. The question was whether to go dark like her dream was? Or to go light and snarky like most of her columns were. She pondered the question for a few minutes, then chose to let her fingers decide. 
 
      
 
    Things a Psychic Might Say: About Aliens 
 
    by Estrella Da’Nocha 
 
    As most of my regular readers know, I have visions of one sort or another every day. A lot of them are more like premonitions. I cast my mind out on some topic and I get a feeling for what’s going to happen. Like the Mets game tonight—there’s going to be an unusually high number of broken bats and one of the players, who I will not name here, will hit two home runs. I have a pretty good batting average with these. Yeah, it might be the Yankees, not the Mets; and it might be tomorrow, not today. But these visions are ones I seek, and for the most part, they’re the ones I write about. 
 
    There’s another kind that comes unsought; visions that impose themselves on me. Sometimes they come once. Sometimes they’re recurring. One of the recurring ones revisited me last night. It’s terrifying. It’s about an alien invasion of Earth. And it’s strikingly similar to what was reported in the news this morning. 
 
    In my vision, the alien ship is first seen emerging from the sun, glistening like a diamond, magnificent in its splendor. It’s moving extremely fast and headed toward Earth, close enough we might even see it. It’s also sending radio messages everyone can hear, but no one can decipher. 
 
    Days later, it passes by. In my vision, there’s a sigh of relief. It’s like this grim reaper, whose eyes were set on us, had been focused on something far beyond. That’s when we find out how big this thing is—over ten kilometers long, its interior volume measured in hundreds of cubic kilometers. The government tells us it’s gone; it’s all over. But secretly they know that it has slowed down too much. They also know what the radio signals mean, but they tell us it’s just a mathematical sequence of some sort.  
 
    Three days later… Well, who knows? Three days? Three months? The point is that sometime soon they’re back, and that’s when the invasion begins. 
 
    Folks, I’ve seen it. Maybe it will go down the way I’ve described. Maybe it won’t. But either way, here’s my advice to you… Stock up while you can. If anything like this happens today, I’ll be back with more tomorrow. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL, JPL 
 
    Dr. Jonathan Shaw entered the control room. He was tired. He’d been up all night. About two hours after his call with the Administrator last night, he got word that he was being given command of the mission to track and study the object. The object, and by extension the mission, had been given the code name Xenos. It was the Greek word for stranger. 
 
    His first job was to get his old control room back online. As in past crises, Jon was amazed at NASA’s ability to flood a mission with qualified people in almost no time. Within hours, dozens of engineers descended on the room to get the critical tracking feeds tied in. Control technicians brought the various panels back online. By dawn, over half the stations were up and staffed by qualified specialists.  
 
    Jon had requested that Jasmine Evans be recalled as his assistant. Disappointingly, NASA denied the request and assigned a fellow named Zack Hawkins instead. Zack arrived about 5:00 AM, then took the lead on completing the set up an hour later, enabling Jon to take a brief nap on a couch in the lounge. 
 
    “Jon, welcome back. I hope you got some rest.” 
 
    “Thanks, Zack. It looks like you got the rest of the room up.” 
 
    “We did. We have real-time feeds from a total of sixteen radio and optical telescopes, at least five of which have line of sight at any given time.” 
 
    Zack pointed at one of the screens. 
 
    “This is our composite. The light dotted line is the entire trajectory, from system entry to exit, that we’ve calculated from the data. As you can see, it overlaps the dark, solid line, which shows the actuals we’ve recorded. The big dot is Xenos’ current position. Its position and speed are noted below.” 
 
    Jon stared at the trajectory, then asked, “This came in from outside the system?” 
 
    “We don’t have enough data yet to know that with certainty. Our best estimate, using the data we have, is that it came from outside Neptune’s orbit. Odds are it’s a rock that’s been drifting through the Oort Cloud, but we can’t rule out the possibility that it’s a rogue making its first appearance in the Solar System.” 
 
    “Almost that entire trajectory would have been hidden from us by the Sun.” Jon observed. 
 
    “That’s right,” Zack agreed. “Assuming that the new data coming in is consistent with the data we’ve collected so far.”  
 
    “And assuming it’s on a ballistic course,” Jon added. 
 
    “If it isn’t, then we’ve got a whole different problem.” 
 
    “Any changes in the signal?” 
 
    “No, none whatsoever. It’s up to Fibonacci(800) or some number like that. That’s the real mystery, right?” 
 
    “It is.” Jon agreed. 
 
    They stood in silence, watching the screens and observing the room. Jon found the professionalism of the team and the precision of the room’s operation to be very satisfying. 
 
    “I heard you put in a request for Jasmine Evans to be recalled as your second for this mission. Mind if I ask why?”  
 
    “Is that a serious question? She was my number two for over a decade on the LUCY mission. We worked well together, and she’s the one who put that mission on the map by discovering fossils in two of the asteroids we surveyed. Now, she’s discovered Xenos.” 
 
    “The Russians seem to agree with you on that point.” 
 
    “The Russians?” Jon asked. 
 
    “You haven’t heard the news?” 
 
    “In here?” Jon chuckled. “We make the news in here. We don’t watch it.” 
 
    “Around midnight last night, Larkov announced that an object of alien origin was streaking toward Earth. He thanked Jasmine for discovering it.” 
 
    “He did what?” 
 
    “You heard me.” 
 
    “I wonder why?” Jon muttered. Then after a moment’s thought... “It must be misdirection.” 
 
    “They also started broadcasting a message to Xenos.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 COSTCO, SAN LUIS OBISPO, CALIFORNIA 
 
    Clara Molina pulled off Hwy 101 in San Luis Obispo, headed for the Costco. The number of cars lined up to get in surprised her. She hadn’t expected this big a crowd at 9:30 on a Sunday morning. 
 
    When Clara had arrived at the hospital yesterday around noon, her mother was weak, but lucid. The emergency procedure the doctors performed while she’d been driving down was successful. 
 
    She’d spent most of the day in her mother’s hospital room reminiscing about dad, their vacations, her sister’s kids, all kinds of stuff. It had been a pleasant afternoon. Clara hadn’t spent that much time with her mother in ages. 
 
    This morning, her mother was in for another procedure, so Clara had offered to do a Costco run to help her sister. Clara needed gas for her car. She also had a short list of other necessities. 
 
    When she realized how long the gas line was, she went into the store first. The parking lot wasn’t as bad as the gas line. Nonetheless, she whispered a prayer of thanks when she found an empty spot in the furthest lot. 
 
    Once inside, she saw that the store was mobbed. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” She whispered rhetorically to herself. 
 
    “My guess, it’s the aliens.” An older man standing next to her replied. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You didn’t hear? Come on, follow me. Toilet paper will be the first to go. Bottled water second. Eggs and milk third. I know the quickest way to get there.” 
 
    The old man took off wheeling his cart at a reckless speed. Clara did her best to keep up, but couldn’t, because the store was packed. A minute later, she came into sight of the toilet paper, but a sea of carts blocked her way. Ahead, she saw the old man carrying two of the enormous packs of toilet paper over his head as he weaved his way back through the crowd. He plopped them in his cart, then made his way toward her. 
 
    “Limit. One per customer. They apparently figured out that the store would be mobbed this morning. I got one for you. If you stay here and watch the carts, I’ll go get two cases of water. You want water, right?” 
 
    “Thank you. I’ll stay here with the carts.” She watched as the man trotted away, whispering a prayer of thanks for this stranger that had come into her life. Water wasn’t on her list. But standing there amid the chaos, her inner hoarder came out. 
 
    Several minutes later, the now weary old man returned with two cases of water in his arms. 
 
    “Phew. Wasn’t sure I was going to make it. I forgot how heavy these things are.” He paused to take in a couple of deep breaths. “The cheap stuff was already gone. These are forty-something a case. If you don’t want it, we can just leave it here. All the water will be gone in an hour. You want eggs?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Eighteen or five dozen. I’d go with the five dozen.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    “Let’s maneuver the carts over there.” 
 
    Clara followed, then waited. In short order, she had a case of five dozen eggs sitting on top of her package of toilet paper and a half gallon of light cream sitting next to it. The store was already out of milk. 
 
    “The name’s Dan, by the way. I’ve been a prepper all my life. But this one caught me by surprise.” 
 
    “Good to meet you, Dan. I’m Clara. What’s a prepper?” 
 
    “Someone who keeps large stocks of food and other supplies in case of emergency. I like to hold two months’ inventory. There are folks that hold more like two years. At my age, that seems like a poor investment.” Dan chuckled at his own joke. 
 
    “What’s next?” 
 
    “If you can store meat and other perishables, then that would be next. I have enough already. But unless you have your own generator, I’d think twice about that. You know, power situation and all. Paper towels are next on my list. You in?” 
 
    “I’m in.” 
 
    As Dan took off, Clara realized she was in the canned goods aisle. If buying fresh was a bad idea, then she should at least get some canned food. 
 
    A minute or two later, Dan was back with two packages of paper towels, one of which appeared damaged. 
 
    “Some moron...” Dan stretched the word out to sound more like mow ron. “...tried to snatch one of my packages. He said the limit’s one and tried to steal one of mine. The fool ripped the package, and a roll fell out. I’ll take that one. You can have the good one.” 
 
    “No, Dan. Let me have the ripped one.” Then, as an afterthought, “How did you stop him?” 
 
    Dan looked shy for a moment. “I’ve trained in the martial arts since middle school. A quick leg snap to the knee and the fool went down. But don’t tell anyone I did it.” 
 
    “What’s next?” 
 
    Looking at her cart, Dan smiled. “Good choices. There’s pasta in the next aisle. I’ll watch the carts if you want to grab some.” 
 
    “Can I get you any?” Clara asked. 
 
    “I’m done. I’m otherwise well stocked, and in five more minutes, the line will stretch to the back of the store.” 
 
    “I’ll be quick,” Clara promised. 
 
    As they made their way toward the checkout area, a commotion broke out in the middle of the store. Two guys with pallets were arguing over who grabbed the last power generator first. As they watched, one grabbed a metal baseball bat from the adjacent rack and pelted the other guy with it. As the screaming started, the guy with the baseball bat put the generator on his pallet. Then, pushing it with one hand and brandishing the baseball bat in the other, he went flying down the aisle and out the entrance.  
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
    The control room was surprisingly quiet, given the number of people and quantity of equipment. 
 
    “Jon, I think we have a problem,” Zack whispered. “Look.” 
 
    He pointed to the screen at his station. It mirrored the large one at the front of the room, showing Xenos’ current position, velocity, and projected course. 
 
    Jon looked at the screen. “What am I looking for?” 
 
    “Speed,” Zack whispered. 
 
    Zeroing in on the speed indicator below Xenos’ position, Jon saw it slowly ticking down. Looking up at the big screen at the front of the room, he noticed they didn’t match. 
 
    “Why is this different from the display up front?” Jon whispered back. 
 
    “In principle, they will be the same in another couple of minutes. I put the raw data here. There’s a fifteen-minute moving average on the screen.” 
 
    “Remind me why we average the data.” 
 
    “Speed is the change in position over a given time interval. The position data is an approximation. It’s derived by triangulating multiple vectors. The vector updates are not synchronous, so the position information approximation is noisy. It bounces around a bit. The system optimizes the smoothing window based on the number of vectors and their respective update periods. The smoothing window will narrow as Xenos gets closer. But it’s about fifteen minutes right now.” 
 
    “So why look at the raw data?” 
 
    “Sanity check. It should flitter around the number up there… Well, a little below the number up there, because of gravitational deceleration. But that’s not what I’m seeing.” 
 
    Jon looked at the raw data again, then the realization hit. The raw data wasn’t flittering around, it was constantly decreasing. 
 
    On redirecting his gaze at the big screen, he saw it tick down in the third decimal place. A couple of seconds later, it ticked down again. 
 
    As he looked back at the raw data, the decreasing numbers were about a half percent lower than the ones on the main screen. Then the implication hit. Xenos had slowed half a percent in the last fifteen minutes, far more than could be attributed to the impact of the sun’s waning gravitational pull on the escaping object. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Jon muttered. 
 
    Zack nodded his head in agreement. “I’m going to go check with optical, see if they can detect material slewing away or any other cause. If this keeps up another five minutes, the alarms will go off. We need to get ahead of it if we can.” 
 
    Jon nodded his approval. “Good idea.” 
 
    As much respect as Jon had for all his previous seconds-in-command, this was the first time he felt outclassed by one. But he put the thought aside. They had a problem to solve. 
 
    “What natural cause could give rise to what we are seeing?” Jon thought. “If we can’t come up with something, then we have to conclude Xenos is under powered flight.”  
 
    As the thought passed through Jon’s mind, a shudder ran down his spine. Everyone in NASA suspected there would be a first contact someday. Most hoped they’d be part of it. Now, with the possibility at hand, Jon was worried that maybe he wasn’t up to the task. 
 
    A quiet alarm sounded, disrupting Jon’s thoughts, and drawing his eyes to a yellow alert light activated above the display that showed Xenos’ position. 
 
    “We have a preliminary reading showing velocity decrease.” 
 
    Jon knew the voice. It belonged to Nathalie Hickman, the officer monitoring that station. It was his job to go speak with her and get her report. 
 
    Jon stood with some resignation, then made his way toward Nathalie’s. He knew what she was about to report. He also knew that this was going to be the first step in a sequence that was going to change the world. 
 
      
 
   

 

 JASMINE EVAN’S RESIDENCE 
 
    “Forgive me for asking, but what’s next? Am I under arrest? Do I get to go back to teaching tomorrow? The kids and their parents are no doubt wondering.” 
 
    Jasmine saw Max and Leslie exchange glances. Max apparently lost the exchange. 
 
    “It’s complicated.” 
 
    Jasmine snorted. “That’s the weighted judgment of the American Government? It’s complicated!” 
 
    The words were no sooner out than Jasmine regretted them. “Sorry. I was one of you once. If not for the accident...” She stopped, momentarily overcome with emotion. 
 
    “If not for the accident, I would still be one of you. I just couldn’t do it anymore.” Another pause. “Instead, I chose to invest myself in the next generation. I suppose that’s my crime.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” Max replied calmly. “You see, Jonathan Shaw was appointed mission leader for the investigation into the object, which now has a code name, by the way. He requested that you be recalled as his second for the course of this investigation. We...” He indicated Leslie, her team, and himself. “...were sent to vet you. Your security clearance lapsed, then the Russian thing this morning... As I said earlier, someone needed to ask the question.” 
 
    “Then ask it,” she replied. 
 
    “Jasmine. Do you want to come back in? That’s the real reason we’re here. If you say yes, we need to take you in for the next round of questioning. As this is a recall to assist in what is about to become a national security crisis, there’s an accelerated process. If you want back in, I’m willing to push you forward.” 
 
    Leslie, who looked much less convinced, nodded her head in agreement, anyway. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
    It was clear at this point that Xenos was slowing down. 
 
    “Can we verify whether the deceleration vector is constant?” Jon asked Nathalie. 
 
    “It’ll take a while. We need more data.” 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    “Deceleration is a change in velocity. Velocity is a change in position over a given time interval. Our position data has a fair amount of noise. Technically, it takes five minutes of data to get three sigma accuracy on velocity. I haven’t done the calculations yet, but it will take about twenty minutes to get three sigma accuracy on deceleration. Longer to say with certainty that the deceleration rate is constant. It’s purely a data problem.” 
 
    “Any way at all to get a quick read?” 
 
    Zack, who’d just walked over, chimed in. 
 
    “We should be able to build an envelope. I think the Formal Methods team has standard code they developed that was used to predict the Mars landing missions. It’s kind of the same problem. Noisy data, potentially inconsistent deceleration. I met the director there once. Want me to see if they can help? I’m sure there are specialists over there that would give anything to work this problem with us.” 
 
    Jon nodded his head. “Go.” 
 
    Zack smiled and headed back to his station. 
 
    Jon directed his attention back to Nathalie. “Hopefully, formal methods will have the perfect solution, but we can’t wait for that. Get me the best hack you can. Procedures require a report within the next fifteen minutes. I want to report something more than, ‘We have a problem.’” 
 
    “I’m on it.” Nathalie smiled. Zack’s comment reminded her they were on the mission of a lifetime. There would be a lot of pressure over the coming days. But at this point, it was clear. They were all going to be part of history, even if it was just a footnote. 
 
    As Jon made his way back to his station, another alarm went off. This one went straight to red. Looking at the screen in question, the problem was immediately obvious. The signal had changed! 
 
    He redirected to the signals station. 
 
    “Do we know what this one is yet?” 
 
    “No, not yet. But it’s different. It looks more like noise than noise pulses.” 
 
    “Can I see?” 
 
    The signal came up on the screen. 
 
    “The noise pulses are clumped, not evenly spaced. Any chance this is Fibonacci in binary instead of unary?” 
 
    “Not sure I understand, boss.” 
 
    “Before, it was showing the number two with two pulses, three with three pulses, etc. Look at the way this is coming out. A series of pulses, then a long break. Another series, another break. Let’s try treating the series of pulses as a binary number instead of counting them.” 
 
    “Good idea. Let me see what I can do with that.” 
 
    Jon made his way back to his station. He had a call to make. 
 
      
 
   

 

 ADMINISTRATOR’S OFFICE, NASA HEADQUARTERS 
 
    “What do you mean, Xenos has changed course?” NASA Administrator, Jackson Bennett asked. 
 
    “Exactly that, sir. It’s slowing down. We don’t know why, and we don’t have enough data yet to determine what its new course will be. But there is no doubt at this point that its course is, in fact, changing,” Xenos Mission Director Jon Shaw replied. 
 
    “How long until you know more?” 
 
    “We should have better information in an hour. It depends on how complex a course change it is. If it’s the simplest type, then we should have it nailed down in an hour. We’re also looking into some other methods that might narrow it down faster,” Jon replied. 
 
    “Can you give me the short version of why?” 
 
    “We’re trying to measure the change in the change of a noisy number.” 
 
    “Got it. Second derivative of a noisy process. You need a lot of data before you can conclude anything with confidence.” 
 
    Jon looked at the phone with renewed respect for the administrator. 
 
    “Anything else I should know?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Yes. The signal has changed. I would expect news on that to break at any minute.” 
 
    “I take it this signal is not as identifiable. Any theories yet?” 
 
    Again, Jon found himself impressed by the administrator’s perception. 
 
    “Not formally, no. But based on almost no data, my gut tells me they are sending the same message using a more compact communications protocol. If I’m right, we should know soon.” 
 
    “Good work Jon. I knew I could count on you. How are you getting along with Zack?” 
 
    “Zack is incredible. It’s the first time I’ve ever felt outclassed at my own game.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised to hear that. In my mind, he’s our brightest rising star. But don’t let that worry you. He’s still young. His mistakes are still ahead of him. That’s why you’re the leader and he’s working for you. Let him shine, but use your judgment, catch his mistakes before he has a chance to make them.” 
 
    “Thank you for the advice, sir.” 
 
    “One other thing...” There was silence on the line for a second. “Jasmine Evans has agreed to come back in. We need to go through the motions of clearing her again because of the Russia thing. That’s going to delay us twelve to twenty-four hours. But she’s being assigned as a special assistant. Zack is still the mission’s assistant director. But I agree with your gut call. If this thing goes sideways, we’ll have a better outcome if Jasmine is part of it. The old man agrees, by the way.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Then get back to it. I’ll give you the political cover you’re going to need.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 FBI FIELD OFFICE 
 
    Jasmine was tired. The thought made her smile. She remembered an agency friend saying once, “Wear ‘em down until they crack.” It was tongue-in-cheek, of course, but that’s how the day felt today. 
 
    Leslie had been in the room with her throughout the interrogation. She seemed to be coming around. In all likelihood, Max was behind the mirror. 
 
    The interrogator they’d assigned to her case was quite good. It felt like she’d already answered the real questions he was probing before he asked them. He also seemed to know her background better than she did. 
 
    The only place they’d gone easy on her was regarding the accident. It was long enough ago now that Jasmine had found some peace. But it was a fragile peace. If they broke it and that was the disqualifier, then so be it. She wanted in on the mission, which she now knew to be Xenos. But she didn’t need it. If this didn’t pan out, she’d be happy to go back to school in Fort Smith. 
 
    The door opened. Winston, her interrogator, was the first in. Jay, who had wired her up once already today, followed with the lie detector machine. 
 
    “Leslie, could I have a word with you in private?” Winston asked. 
 
    Leslie looked at Jasmine. “You OK with that. Say no and all three of us will step out.” 
 
    Then looking back at Winston, “This will be quick, right?” 
 
    “Yes, thirty seconds.” 
 
    Leslie looked back at Jasmine. “Your call.” 
 
    “Go. Jay can wire me up.” 
 
     ...  
 
    Max was waiting in the hallway when Leslie and Winston came out. 
 
    “What’s this about?” Leslie demanded as soon as the door shut. 
 
    Max replied, “We’re not using the machine as a lie detector, not in the normal sense, anyway. We are going to use it to test her stress response. There have been developments today that may turn mission control into a real pressure cooker. We need to make sure she’s up to it.” 
 
    “Have you run this test on anyone else?” 
 
    “No.” Max stretched the word out sarcastically. “No one else on this team is a former employee whose termination was precipitated by traumatic stress. This mission could be everything. Everything. We can’t have someone on the team who’s going to fall apart when the whole damn thing goes sideways.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Xenos has changed course, presumably toward Earth. It’s also changed its message. You can’t hear it in here, but things are coming apart outside. Higher-ups are saying she must pass this test or pass on the opportunity. Our problem...” He indicated Leslie and himself. “...is that if we give her that choice, it will bias the test results. So, we, you and me, right here, right now, have a decision to make. We can either reject her or give her the test. What’s it going to be?” 
 
    The intensity of Leslie’s glare made Max shrink back a bit. She was by far the better physical specimen, and he was certain she could kill him with her bare hands if it ever came to that. 
 
    “Give her the damn test!” 
 
     ...  
 
    The door opened and Leslie and Winston came back in. Jasmine could see the tension between the two and tried to break it. 
 
    “That was a lot longer than thirty seconds,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “Poor estimate on my part,” Winston replied lightly. “This test is going to run a little differently. Jay already got your base line, so we’re going to just jump in. OK?” 
 
    “Let’s get it over with,” Jasmine replied with resignation. 
 
    Winston took on a very serious look, then locked his subject with a stare. “Jasmine, did you know your husband had been having an affair before the accident?” 
 
    Anger shot through her, and she instinctively started to rise from her chair to slap him. But it washed away before she even started moving. As she settled back in, she snorted. “Nice try. Rude, but I get it.” 
 
    “We have pictures,” Winston asserted with conviction, then slid one out onto the table. It showed her husband, Alex, giving an attractive young woman a kiss on the cheek. 
 
    Jasmine felt a pang of grief at the sight of him. She also felt for Sarah, the woman Alex was kissing. The four of them—Charles, Sarah, Alex and Jasmine—had been close friends. In the picture's background were their daughters, Clarissa and Emily. On the fateful night in question, Charles was out of town, and Jasmine was doing an all-nighter at Mission Control. Alex had gone over to collect Clarissa, so Sarah could have a night out with some girlfriends. Emily had gone along for the ride. The accident took all three: Alex, her precious Emily, and poor Sarah’s Clarissa. 
 
    A tear rolled down her cheek. She’d forgotten what assholes government types could be sometimes. 
 
    “Thanks, appreciate the reminder. I’m guessing that while you’ve had me in detention, you’ve confirmed that Xenos is alien. Well, bring it on.” Her grief had turned to anger, then anger to determination. 
 
    She saw Jay nod to Leslie and Winston. 
 
    “Sorry about that. We had to know whether you had healed enough to be put in the pressure cooker. The job is yours if you still want it.” Winston said. 
 
    “I’m in.”

  

 

 DAY THREE 
 
      
 
    “Every unexplained phenomenon brings with it new technological possibilities. In this case, the technology already existed. It simply belonged to someone else.” 
 
    — Samuel Oaks, Tenth Anniversary Celebration, August 12, 2055 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 [08.14.2045] OVAL OFFICE 
 
    White House Security escorted NASA Administrator Jackson Bennett to the Oval Office. It wasn’t his first visit to the oval. But it was the first since the recent redecoration.  
 
    As he entered, he saw President Altman and Chief of Staff, Nelson Black, seated comfortably on the sofa facing Vice President Barreto, who sat on the sofa opposite him. 
 
    On taking in the room, Jack approved of the redecoration. The previous president insisted on the older tan carpet with red trim, featuring the smaller, pale, presidential seal in the center. He also preferred firm sofas in the seating area near the fireplace, the ones nobody enjoyed sitting in very long.  
 
    President Altman had restored the room to what Jack thought of as the modern classic: deep blue oval carpet, featuring the deeper blue presidential seal, and soft, plush, triple-cushioned sofas, reupholstered in red, white, and blue stripes.  
 
    The President stood and extended his hand. “Jack, thanks for coming in to talk with me.” 
 
    “Mr. President, thank you for inviting me.” 
 
    “You know Vice President Barreto and my chief of staff, Nelson Black, right?” 
 
    “I do, sir.”  
 
    Greetings were exchanged, then Jack took the seat indicated, opposite the president and next to the vice president. 
 
    “Jack, I’m concerned with the news I’m hearing. We seem to get scooped left and right on the alien situation. Why am I not hearing this from you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand, sir. We sent your respective chiefs of staff updates about the object’s change in trajectory and signal before the news came out in the public media.” 
 
    “I hear you, Jack, but the Russians and Chinese are saying something quite different.” 
 
    “That would not surprise me, sir. We hold all information to a higher standard.” 
 
    “They say the aliens are coming here and their new signal is a countdown timer to our destruction.” 
 
    Jack struggled to keep a straight face. 
 
    “According to our best information, there is a 72% chance the aliens are headed to Earth. We sent that information to your respective chiefs of staff two hours ago.” 
 
    “Didn’t know that,” the President said, eyeing his chief of staff. 
 
    “The claim about a countdown timer is demonstrably wrong. It’s a plot line from the movie Independence Day, which came out almost fifty years ago. Our adversaries are taking advantage of the fact many Americans saw that movie and are biased to believe the claim.” 
 
    “Then what is this new signal?” 
 
    “It’s the same message as before, just delivered in a more concise format. I think they are trying to train us to receive higher-capacity communications.” 
 
    “Clever. That argument rings true to me. But where does that leave us?” 
 
    “In all likelihood, the aliens are coming here. Our best estimate is that they will arrive in orbit later today. The most likely scenario is that they will assume an orbit twice as far from Earth as the moon. The next most likely scenario is that they are targeting one of the four Lagrange points with direct visibility of Earth.” 
 
    “La-what points?” 
 
    “Sorry. There are five solar orbits that are stationary with respect to Earth. Four have direct visibility. The other is on the opposite side of the Sun, which would block their view. Occupying any of those four stationary orbits would give the aliens an advantage of sorts. The James Webb space telescope maintains an orbit near Lagrange 2.” 
 
    The President stared at Jack for several moments, then said, “I’m glad to have someone like you on my team, Jack.” Then after a pause, “So where to from here?” 
 
    “I want to repeat, our assessment is that there’s a 72% chance we are being approached by aliens. That means there’s a 28% chance we are not. If we are not dealing with aliens, or if the aliens aren’t coming here, then it would be a mistake to overreact. But, if the object is alien and headed here, then it would be an even worse mistake to react with aggression. It would take more energy than the United States produces this year to slow a ship at the rate the object has slowed. If they were to direct that much energy toward the Earth in the few days it took them to slow their space craft, we would be nothing more than a cinder. We need to find out what they want and come to a peaceful solution. If we can’t, then it’s game over.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
    Jasmine had been ‘released’ by the FBI around 11:00 last night. She was far too tired to travel halfway across the country to Mission Control, so spent the night at home. Leslie came with her. Another female agent arrived shortly after and the two spent the night downstairs as a precaution. They claimed she was at risk on her own. To Jasmine, it felt more like she was still a suspect. 
 
    She spoke briefly with Mission Director Jon Shaw, who agreed that she should get some rest. He asked her to be in by 9:00, if that was possible. 
 
      
 
    This morning, she was up at 5:30 as was usual for a Monday. By 6:30, they were on the road to Fort Smith Regional Airport, about 10 miles from Jasmine’s home, where a NASA executive jet was waiting for them. Two and a half hours later, Jasmine and Leslie landed in Hollywood Burbank Airport, where a NASA Helicopter was waiting. In another twenty minutes, the helicopter set down at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory’s NASA Center in Pasadena. 
 
    Once out, Jasmine turned to shake hands with Leslie. “Thanks for everything.” 
 
    With a big smile, Leslie shook the hand offered. “You’re welcome.” Then, pointing to the building’s entrance, she added, “But you’re not rid of me yet.” 
 
    “You’re coming in with me?” Jasmine asked in shock. 
 
    “I am.” She smiled. Then, with renewed seriousness, she pointed toward the entrance to the complex. “Look at the crowd by the gate. Throughout the country, things have been getting increasingly out of hand. They added me to the inside security team for the duration. The agency is ramping up its presence here, but I don't know the extent. I was already on my way, so they added me.” 
 
    “Good. I’m glad,” Jasmine replied. 
 
     ...  
 
    Once in the building, they made their way toward the control room. But this journey was nothing like any of Jasmine’s previous ones. There were multiple security check points. At each, security inspected Jasmine’s bag. Something about the added layers of security and the formality of each inspection drove home the gravity of the situation and the importance of this place. 
 
    As they arrived at the final checkpoint, Jasmine noticed that the entire floor had been cordoned off and some of the conference rooms and lounges had been converted into cafeterias and sleeping quarters. It made sense; this was going to be a 24-hour operation without a known duration. 
 
    “Jasmine, I’m so glad to see you! Can’t wait to get you caught up on the situation.” 
 
    She turned toward the familiar voice and saw that director Jon Shaw had come out to greet them and escort her inside. 
 
    “Good to see you too, Jon. How bad is it?” 
 
    He pointed toward the door. “Let’s talk inside.” 
 
    A guard on the inside opened the door for them. As they entered, Jasmine could feel the excited tension in the room, which was surprisingly quiet given the number of computers running and people talking. But all the conversation was hushed. 
 
    Jon pointed. “As you can see, we rearranged things a bit to get all the new stations in. There is still a command station here, but we’ve re-tasked the observation room,” he pointed up toward the glassed off area above, “…to be our command center, since there’ll be no visitors. And added stairs so we can move back and forth easily. The conference rooms on either side are still available for mission work. But as you may have seen, the others have been converted into eating and sleeping areas. Let’s go upstairs to get a better view.” 
 
    As they walked toward the stairway up, Jasmine saw Leslie exchanging a few words with the guard that had let them in. He pointed to another glass walled conference room, which apparently had been turned into the floor’s security office. It was strange seeing a place so familiar, yet so different. 
 
    “I see that security has increased. I’m surprised how much.” 
 
    “It has. Lots of crazies and conspiracy theorists seem to think this is all something NASA has made up. I can’t quite connect the dots on that one. Good thing it’s not my job.” Jon chuckled. 
 
    One of the things Jasmine had always appreciated about Jon was his self-effacing humor. He was one of the most capable people she’d ever met, yet still comported himself with some humility. 
 
    Now positioned to see the main view screens and most of the individual stations, Jon began the briefing by pointing to the display showing Xenos’ trajectory. 
 
    “As you can see, it’s heading straight for us and is getting close. The deceleration force appears to be constant at about 1.25g, but the vector has slowly changed. We adapted the code the Formal Methods team wrote for calculating trajectory envelopes from noisy source data.” 
 
    “You realize your envelope suggests the most likely result is a direct hit, which is what the Russians and Chinese are saying.” 
 
    “Think about that for a second. What do they think direct hit means?” 
 
    “That they ram us?” 
 
    Jon snorted. “That would be interesting logic on the aliens’ part. Decelerating at 1.25g for two full days, so they can hit us slowly? It seems a better plan would have been to change course and hit us thirty-six hours ago at 0.7% light-speed. Why slow to orbital speed?” 
 
    “Good point. The ‘ram-us theory’ goes out the window. But what about the possibility of a landing?” 
 
    “It’s too big. We don’t have that good a read on its size or mass. But the object appears to be loosely spherical with a diameter measured in tens of kilometers. How could you land that? And how would it help you? We don’t know enough about them to know the answer, but orbit seems the much more likely option.” 
 
    “Someone should be out on TV saying that.” 
 
    Locking eyes with Jasmine, Jon smiled. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “One of your jobs here is mission spokesperson. You will take part in a news conference with the President at 1:00. He couldn’t resist having the teacher that discovered Xenos being the one that explained it to the world.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 
 
    “We better finish your briefing.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 PRESS CONFERENCE 
 
    Jasmine sat nervously in the make-shift television studio that had been assembled in the command conference room. At any other time, they’d be using JPL’s professional television studio. But it was outside the security area, so they were making do with what they had. The tint in the window behind her allowed the special effects team to use it as a blue screen. The actual feed going out would show Jasmine in front of a special version of the control room, one in which sensitive data had been filtered out.  
 
    Earlier, she’d placed her talking points on the lectern in the center of the studio. She would stick to them as closely as possible, but her objective was to explain the relevant science at the level a high-school student could understand. The ground rules for such extemporaneous talk were simple: no discussion of policy, simple common-sense representation of the facts as they were understood, and no speculation about the aliens’ motives or objectives. 
 
    When the signal came that the President was about to walk out, Jasmine stood. 
 
      
 
   

 

 SOUTHSIDE HIGH SCHOOL, FORT SMITH 
 
    Attendance was down today. Many parents were keeping their kids home because of the panic fomented by news coverage about the approaching aliens. A lot of teachers had called in sick too, which left Principal Raphael Karr in a bind. 
 
    When the call came in from the White House, telling him his star teacher would be part of a presidential press conference at 1:00, he called a special assembly so the students could watch it. The White House even threw in a bonus. One of his students could ask the first question. 
 
    It was five minutes to one and the doors to the auditorium were closed. Samantha Brown, the student that first spotted the object, sat in the front row with her parents. She would be the one asking the question. 
 
    The live TV feed was on the big screen at the front of the auditorium, but the volume was off, so Principal Karr could address the students. 
 
    “I just got the signal that the President is about to come out, so I’ll stop there. Please dim the lights and turn the sound up.” He stepped to the side of the stage and waved for Samantha to come up. The sound of camera flashes came over the auditorium’s sound system. Then the President spoke. 
 
      
 
    “I will make a brief statement, then open it up for questions.” 
 
      
 
    The auditorium became completely quiet. 
 
      
 
    “We are facing an extraordinary situation. As I think everyone knows, a mysterious object appeared near the Sun on Saturday and within a few hours we learned it was headed toward Earth. Shortly after our scientists figured that out, the object started sending us a message. Anyone that listens to AM or FM Radio has heard it. It sounds like bursts of noise. But our outstanding scientists quickly figured out that the signal was just a common mathematical sequence. 
 
    “At first, simple, well-understood, natural processes could explain all of this. But that changed when the object started slowing down. Any remaining doubt that this was a natural process was cast aside when the signal changed. As we stand here this morning, the object appears to be inserting itself into Earth orbit. Later today, maybe tomorrow, we will know for sure what that orbit is. 
 
    “There has been a lot of speculation about this object. Some of it seems more like a poor adaptation of a well-known science fiction movie than anything we are seeing and hearing.” 
 
    The President paused for a moment. 
 
    “We’ve given this object a name. We’re calling it Xenos. Xenos is the Greek word for stranger. I like this name because it is so descriptive. Xenos is a stranger. We don’t know that much about it, but we’re learning more every day. 
 
    “It’s natural to be anxious in the face of the unknown. But the panic we’ve been seeing, and the press’s role in fomenting that panic... It isn’t right. 
 
    “Let’s set aside the panic and take a moment to think about what’s happening. Not speculation, just the things we know. To help with that, I’ve asked our associate mission commander for Xenos to join me to answer your questions. She’s not here in Washington, but at Mission Control where she belongs. Please let me introduce Dr. Jasmine Evans.” 
 
      
 
    In the auditorium, there was a gasp of recognition at the name. Then the auditorium erupted in noise and applause when Jasmine’s image appeared next to the President’s.  
 
    Principal Karr stood, hands up, calling out. “Quiet, quiet please. There’s more.” 
 
      
 
    “For those that don’t recognize Dr. Evans, she retired from NASA a few years back. Now she’s pursuing her passion, training young minds in the way of science. She teaches physics at Southside High School in Fort Smith, Arkansas. She’s the one that discovered Xenos on Saturday and has been gracious enough to return to her old job at NASA Mission Control for the duration of the Xenos investigation. 
 
    “Sorry, kids. I know you love her. But we needed her here for this. I promise we’ll let her go when the investigation is done, if that’s what she wants to do.” 
 
      
 
    Again, the noise in the auditorium kicked into high gear. 
 
      
 
    “We are going to do this Q&A style, so you all have the chance to ask the questions your viewers are worried about. But I’m going to give the first question to a very special young woman, Ms. Samantha Brown, tying in from Southside High School in Fort Smith, Arkansas. Samantha, please ask your question.” 
 
      
 
    A spotlight had come on while the President was speaking. Now Samantha’s face appeared in an inset on the screen. 
 
    “Dr. Evans. When this all started, I was surprised to hear reports of aliens trying to ram the Earth and countdown timers like the ones in the old movies. Do you think that’s what’s happening? And could you please explain your reasoning?” 
 
    Jasmine’s smile beamed at the question and how well Samantha posed it. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for that question, Samantha. A quick side note before I answer. Samantha is the one who first spotted Xenos. Yes, I set up the experiment so the students at the school could have a NASA-quality viewing experience. But Samantha was the first to notice Xenos crossing through the corona.” 
 
      
 
    Applause coming back from the press room surprised Jasmine. 
 
      
 
    “At this point, we know beyond the shadow of any doubt that Xenos is not an asteroid. It is a large spacecraft with propulsion and control systems beyond anything known to humanity. If it were going to ram us, like an asteroid in one of those movies, then why would they have slowed down to an orbital speed? If their goal was to obliterate us, they’d be doing the opposite of what we see them doing. But if their goal were to enter Earth orbit, then they’d do exactly what we are seeing. The ‘Ram Us’ theory is absolute poppycock.” 
 
      
 
    Jasmine’s words triggered a round of laughter in the auditorium. Samantha’s image was still showing on the national feed and her microphone was still live, so everyone heard the students laughing. 
 
      
 
    “About the countdown timer... More poppycock. The first signal was a simple unary elaboration of a sequence of Fibonacci series. Apologies for the big words, but I use them for a purpose. No technological society could develop without this series being known. 
 
    “On Earth, this sequence was first published in the year 1202. Yes, scientists have been using Fibonacci for over eight hundred years. They probably introduced most of you to it in high school, but you never needed to use it, so forgot. That’s OK. But we would have no spaceflight, airplanes, cars, TVs, cell phones... Anything from the industrial era without this form of mathematical thinking. 
 
    “So, could there be a better way to initiate communication than to send a mathematical sequence like this? Scientists in every language on Earth know this sequence. 
 
    “But back to the change in the sequence... I used the word ‘unary’ when describing the first series of signals. All that means is that the aliens would send a number by tapping it out. The number three would be expressed as tap, tap, tap. On Earth, this numerical representation has been known since the age of the pyramids. It is so engrained, most of us recognize it immediately. 
 
    “The next numerical step up from there is a numbering system known as binary. It is the system of numbers that underlies all computing. Your fancy 256K, holographic television is only possible because of binary numbers. The message the aliens switched to on the second day was once again Fibonacci, this time sent in binary, not unary. Why? It is a more compact form of communication. I expect the aliens will switch to a higher form of communication before much longer. But I’m not here to speculate. I’m here to tell you what we know beyond the shadow of a doubt. 
 
    “But it’s pretty obvious, isn’t it? The aliens are here, and they want to talk with us.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
    When the press conference was over, Jasmine collapsed in her chair, exhausted. A thought shot through her mind, which brought a chuckle. Who would have guessed I’d come back into NASA this way? A moment later, an accompanying thought brought a tear. I wish Alex and Emily were still here to see it. 
 
    The door opened and Zack came in. 
 
    “Jasmine. Good to see you again. It’s been a long time. By the way, I caught the first part of the press conference. You, my friend, are a rock star!” 
 
    “A tired rock star, maybe. Good to see you, too, Zack. Anything happen while I was offline?” 
 
    “You’re also quite the fortune teller. They switched to quaternary while you were out there explaining number systems. Maybe they heard you.” 
 
    Jasmine shook her head. “It’s hard to believe, but this really is happening. Isn’t it? They’re here.” 
 
    “They’re here.” Zack concurred. “But it’s curious they’re lined up for Lagrange 1. It’s not stable, so it will still be a powered orbit.” 
 
    “They don’t seem to be short of power. They could stay there for a million years using less power than it took to decelerate to orbital velocity,” Jasmine replied. 
 
    “Point taken,” Zack conceded. 
 
    “Anything else happening other than the number system change?” 
 
    “No, everything has happened more or less the way we called it. At this point, the ball is in their court,” Zack asserted. 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not. I think we should try to respond somehow. They’re attempting to establish communications. So far, I think the only thing they’ve received from Earth is a welcome from the Russians.” 
 
    Jasmine paused in thought, then continued. 
 
    “Maybe we could send Fibonacci back in octal, so that they know we understand their signal.” 
 
    “Good idea. I should have thought of that. OK if I run it past the boss. I’ll tell him it was your idea.” 
 
    “Sure, I need to relax for a few minutes.”  
 
      
 
   

 

 YOU DON’T SAY 
 
    Things a Psychic Might Say: About Aliens, Part II 
 
    by Estrella Da’Nocha 
 
    Yesterday’s article about the pending alien invasion landed close enough to what’s in the news today that it merits another installment. As a quick reminder, everything in this series comes from a recurring vision that has plagued me for twenty or more years. The most recent recurrence was on Saturday, the day of the eclipse.  
 
    I rarely talk about visions like these because they come out of nowhere and are so disturbing. The very first one came on New Year’s Day in the year 2000. I was six years old, and my parents let me stay up until midnight to see the ball drop on TV. That night I had a vision in which my mom was walking me to school—PS 84, a block off Central Park. The school year had just started. The weather was still good, and a lot of parents were walking their kids to school. Anyway, we’re walking, and my mom suddenly looks up. There’s an airplane roaring overhead, and it’s way too low. My mom says, “That plane doesn’t belong there. It’s American,” which made no sense to me. Then later, there’s smoke everywhere, and all the people around me are screaming 9-1-1.  
 
    I woke up screaming 9-1-1 too. 
 
    That dream repeated a few months later. Then a very similar dream occurred, only it was set in Battery Park. In that one, my mom said, “It’s United,” and minutes later there was an explosion. But in all of them, everyone started screaming 9-1-1. 
 
    Those were traumatic dreams for a six-year-old. Planes crashing, people screaming, not really understanding what was going on, until 9/11. The date had come to me in my vision, but I understood it to be the emergency phone number they drilled into us at school. Only years later did I realize that American and United were airlines. On the day of the attack, the American Airlines plane came in from the north, right over my school, and the United plane came in from the south, right over Battery Park. 
 
    OK. I’ve held that story to myself for forty-five years. The only person I ever shared it with was my mother, rest her soul. She scolded me and told me never to repeat it. So, why tell this story to the entire world today? 
 
    In 2020, just after Covid broke out, I had an even more traumatic vision that came as a dream—the one about the aliens, which I’ve kept to myself for the better part of twenty-five years now. It’s repeated itself over and over. Most came as dreams at night, others came as waking dreams. They were so deeply disturbing that I got into the habit of writing them down. The act of journaling them always calmed me. I have twenty-six journal entries, which I’m using as the basis for this column. 
 
    For all the traumatic visions like this, the clues are all there, but until the inciting incident, they’re impossible to place. The announcements yesterday were the inciting incident, and a lot snapped in place, as evidenced in yesterday’s article. Three of the things in it have already come true, which further locks the meaning in place. The ship did slow down. The government has told us the signal is just a common mathematical sequence. And, in just one day, we seem to be having shortages of everything.  
 
    Well, friends, it’s going to get worse. The invasion will start within a couple days of the aliens entering orbit, but it won’t look like anything in the Sci-Fi movies. They’ll start by sending ships down—well, ships, shuttles, or whatever label ends up getting assigned to their landers. But unlike the shuttles you see in the Sci-Fi movies that land horizontally on the ground, these will land vertically like a rocket. And they will be surrounded by force fields so strong that you really can’t see the lander all that well.  
 
    Their arrival will seem random. One will show up here. Sometime later, another will show up there. It’s like the laziest invasion in history. But one-by-one, they simply show up. And the really creepy part… They just sit there, stone still, doing nothing. 
 
    After a couple of days, the world goes crazy. It must be psych-warfare or something, but the world becomes completely unhinged. 
 
    I’m going to stop there. Hopefully events today will go in some other way, at which point I’ll go back to my usual schtick. But my advice to you today is not to pay that much attention. Don’t let them psych you out. And continue to stock up to the extent it’s still possible. 
 
    Changing gears… Thanks to everyone who has written to me. The response has been overwhelming. Sadly, that means I’m not going to be able to respond to very many of you. But there are two recurring questions you’ve asked that I can answer here: Where am I? And do I plan to head for the hills? The answer is New York City, and no, I plan to stay sealed up in my apartment. The reason? There is no place to hide. So, I’d rather take what’s coming here, in the comfort of my own home. 
 
    More to come tomorrow.  
 
      
 
   

 

 TIANANMEN SQUARE, BEIJING, CHINA 
 
    It was the middle of the night in Beijing. In other parts of the city, there was still activity, preparation for the new day that was only hours away. But here in Tiananmen, the ‘Gate of Heavenly Peace’ and threshold to the Forbidden City, all was quiet. In the dark, rats and other scavengers attempted to find the odd nugget of nutrition. But their motions were subtle, their skittering quiet. 
 
    There was a sudden flash of light that scattered the scavengers. When the light faded enough to see again, some noticed a new object standing tall above the square. It had a faint glow but didn’t move. So slowly the scavengers returned, hoping to get one last morsel before the angry daytime predators flooded back in. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
    “Odd. We just got a spike on the NOAA sensors in the western Pacific.” The words came in through Zack’s headset. 
 
    “Which ones and where?” he asked the operator of the NOAA feeds station. 
 
    “Give me a minute... GOES-17 West. Its magnetometer saturated for 2 seconds.” 
 
    “I got one too,” the NASA satellite operator added. 
 
    “Which one and where?” Zack repeated. 
 
    “The GRACE-FO Western Pacific. Its gravimetric detector spiked. Curiously, GRACE-FO East barely registered. The triangulated location is somewhere in mainland China, not in the ocean. I’ve never seen that before.” 
 
    “I need more than that,” Zack said. 
 
    A third voice came through the headset. “Ground-based seismographs in South Korea, Japan, and Taiwan detected seismic impulses that triangulate to central China. They are part of a seismic interferometry network that places the event in Beijing.” 
 
    “Did all this happen at the same time?” 
 
    The NOAA operator was the first to reply. “Recorded at 13:01 Pacific. Estimated time of event: 12:57 Pacific.” 
 
    The NASA operator reported next, “Recorded at 13:03 Pacific. Estimated time of event: 12:57 Pacific. 
 
    “This will take a couple seconds,” the external feeds operator Jason Howell mumbled. “The Asian network reported in at 13:06 Pacific. Estimated time of event: 12:57 Pacific.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence as Zack thought through what he’d just learned. 
 
    “Just got another report,” Jason said. “it’s from the seismic interferometry network in Australia. Ah, this is odd. The interferometry network detected it; the individual detectors show nothing more than a blip. They recorded it at 13:09 Pacific. The estimated event time was 12:57 Pacific.” 
 
    Zack knew that detection lagged an event, so the delayed reporting did not surprise him. But it was ominous that they all put the estimated time of each event at essentially the same time. 
 
    “What do you make of it?” He asked the room. 
 
    Jason, on the external feeds station, was the first to reply. 
 
    “Magnetic, gravimetric, and seismic event detections at the same time? Something very unusual just happened in Beijing.” 
 
    “Would a nuke do that?” Zack asked. 
 
    “We’d certainly get multiple detections,” Jason started. “But not in this proportion and not this small.” 
 
    “OK, keep monitoring it.” 
 
    Zack noted that Jon and Jasmine were in the command conference room. He didn’t want to leave the floor, so called Jon from his station. A moment later, the two came down to talk with him. Jasmine was the first to respond to Zack’s tactical summary. 
 
    “We need to frame this as something to do with the aliens. If this was an experiment gone wrong in a Chinese facility, it’s not our direct concern. Others are getting the same feeds this came in on. They will work their angles. We need to work ours.” 
 
    “Ideas?” Zack asked. 
 
    “Think the aliens could have landed something on Earth?” 
 
    “No reentry was recorded. It’s hard to hide an object burning up in the atmosphere,” Zack explained. 
 
    “Unless they can do a slow entry or have something like a transporter,” Jasmine offered. 
 
    Jon stepped in. “We need to keep all possibilities open, but speculation without data is not productive. What data sources could we tap into that might help?” 
 
    “Something else just came in,” Jason, on the external feeds station, reported, his voice coming through Zack’s headset. 
 
    He nodded toward the station and the three walked over. 
 
    “Check this out.” Jason pointed to two images sitting side by side on his screen. “This is from a British spy satellite. Last night is on the left, tonight on the right. Images are in the UVB spectrum. Let me check the wavelength... Yes, 300 nanometers, ultraviolet B. 
 
    “The images are of Beijing. You can see the various stationary points we know about.” 
 
    The operator pointed out several, using a synced cursor that showed the same place on both images. 
 
    “Now, look at this. A new one popped up tonight. Look at how powerful it is. It’s as if they brought up a new baseline power plant.” 
 
    “Where is it?” Jon asked. 
 
    The operator superimposed the UVB image with the satellite’s visible spectrum version. The barely lit nighttime shot revealed enough to recognize the location. 
 
    “It’s in Tiananmen Square. I don’t know how they’re generating that much UVB, but it’s like a beacon that will be easy to detect day or night.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 TIANANMEN SQUARE, BEIJING, CHINA 
 
    Lee Ping stood in the shelter of one of the perimeter buildings, thankful for its protection from the elements. 
 
    “It’s wet out tonight,” he whispered to his colleague, Shen Bi. 
 
    “And misty, unusual for this time of year,” she added. 
 
    It was a little before 4:00 AM and Tiananmen Square was closed for the night. The pair was one of dozens that patrolled the area every night. Their mission was to intercept miscreants, mostly tourists, that snuck in after hours to vandalize the national treasures housed here. 
 
    There was a sudden flash of light in the center of the square. After some quick chatter on the radio, Lee and Shen were dispatched to make the arrest. 
 
    They stepped out from their sheltered spot without making a sound and were immediately struck by a gust of wind. Moist air penetrated Lee’s coat, eliciting a sudden shiver. 
 
    “I’m surprised a tourist would come out in this weather to take pictures.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Shen whispered back, spooked by the way the mists seemed to dampen the normal nighttime sounds. 
 
    A rat skittered away somewhere ahead, drawing their attention. 
 
    Shen pointed at a faint light that penetrated the mist. “Are these rude tourists using a flashlight, too?” 
 
    “Few tourists show any respect. I don’t see why we let them in,” Lee replied. 
 
    Picking up their pace, they hastened toward the light. What they found was not what they expected. An obelisk, stretching up at least 30 meters into the night sky, stood in the center of the square, surrounded by a column of lustrous light. The obelisk inside was visible, but the light blurred the image too much to make out any detail on it. 
 
    Lee’s eyes drifted up the column. The light it emitted was white at the base, but as his eyes traced upward, the color faded to blue, then violet, then black. The obelisk stood taller than the column of light that surrounded it. Light emanating from inside the column illuminated the part that stood above. 
 
    “What’s that?” Shen asked, worried. “Where did it come from and how did it get here?” 
 
    Lee returned his gaze to the base of the column. 
 
    “Beats me. The obelisk inside is square at the bottom, but I don’t see any markings.” 
 
    He strolled around the object, trying to make sense of what he was seeing. 
 
    “The column of light surrounding it is circular, three, maybe four, meters in diameter.” 
 
    Shen, who’d been following beside, grabbed his arm with urgency and pointed. “Look! The column of light, there are symbols in it.” 
 
    Lee stepped closer. “They’re moving. The symbols are moving. I’ve never seen anything like this. They look real, three dimensional.” 
 
    He reached out his hand to touch one of the symbols. His fingers felt resistance. The column of light seemed to flex a bit, even though he couldn’t actually feel anything other than the pressure on his fingers. 
 
    “This is weird,” he muttered. 
 
    Lee noticed the symbols looked to be a centimeter deep in the light. He pushed a little harder, then... 
 
    Shen screamed as a brilliant flash of white light washed over Ping. His body went flying away from the obelisk. It landed with a sickening thud several meters away. 
 
    Shen called for help on her radio as she ran over to Lee. The hand that touched the column of light was severely burned. She grabbed his other hand and quickly probed for a pulse. Relief washed over her when she found a strong one. His breathing also appeared to be normal. 
 
    Several officers came running over, stopping short of the strange new addition to the square. 
 
    “Don’t touch it,” Shen screamed. “Look what it did to Lee!” 
 
      
 
   

 

 AMERICAN EMBASSY, BEIJING, CHINA 
 
    Isaac Hill, Deputy Chief of Mission at the American Embassy in Beijing, was having breakfast with his colleague Alex Davis, head of the embassy’s Commercial Services section. Today’s issue was the holdup China had recently imposed on exports of a critical semiconductor component used in airplane navigation systems. 
 
    “Boeing outsourced the chip manufacturing to the Chinese company, Shenwa. The state-owned company took the order, and the payment. Now the government is refusing to grant the export license until we issue one for a high-value American chip they want. It never ends, does it?” 
 
    “No, Alex. It doesn’t.” Isaac replied, a bit frustrated with the situation. 
 
    An aide approached the table. “Isaac, it seems there’s an emergency of some sort. Assistant Foreign Minister, Kong Li is here demanding to speak with someone. He wouldn’t disclose the topic, but he looks worried.” 
 
    “I’ll be along momentarily, Melinda.” 
 
    Isaac turned back to Alex. “Duty calls. I’ll check in with you later this week.” 
 
    “I’ll send you a brief. Good luck.” 
 
     ...  
 
    Isaac entered the Conference Room where the assistant foreign minister was waiting. He’d met the man before but didn’t know him. He was reputed to be a stern, unyielding party ideologue. 
 
    “Minister Kong. How can I help you this morning?” 
 
    “Do you know anything about this?” 
 
    He took a picture out of the folder in front of him and slid it across the table. 
 
    “I’ve seen obelisks before. Not sure I’ve seen one surrounded by light like that. What is it? Is it Chinese?” 
 
    “You’re saying the American Government does not know of this?” 
 
    “No. I’m saying I do not know of this. My morning brief is scheduled for 9:00 this morning. Is this something I’m going to be told about?” 
 
    The minister stared at Isaac for several seconds, then seemed to give in. 
 
    “This obelisk appeared in Tiananmen Square early this morning, an hour or two before dawn. The officer sent to investigate was injured when he touched it. He has not regained consciousness yet.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that. My condolences to the officer and his family.” 
 
    “If America had anything to do with this, there will be consequences. This obelisk defaces an important national monument. It imposes a health risk on our citizens and endangers the tourists from around the world that come to experience our culture.” 
 
    Isaac stared at the man for a moment, then asked, “Would you like us to help determine the source of this affront?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Would you consider taking me and possibly some of my people to see it?” 
 
    “Yes. I have a car waiting. Your section head for Science and Technology would be welcome as well.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 TIANANMEN SQUARE, BEIJING, CHINA 
 
    As they approached, Isaac could see that the government had put additional barriers inside the square today that effectively blocked the view of the obelisk from the street. 
 
    Once past the main gate, the car made its way through a labyrinth of tall, newly constructed panels before reaching an equally new secondary roadblock. After being waived through, the limousine sped toward the obelisk, now clearly visible in the center of the square. The picture hadn’t done it justice. The obelisk was huge. Isaac guessed the base to be four feet square, the height maybe 100 feet. But the most interesting thing was the column of light surrounding it. Bright white at the base, but darker and darker the higher up you looked. 
 
    The light also had a very distinct end, maybe 20 ft from the top of the obelisk. 
 
    The limo stopped well short of their destination, at which point they filed out and stood mesmerized by the sight in front of them. 
 
    Minister Kong had yielded before they left, allowing an embassy photographer to come along. 
 
    Isaac turned to James Davenport, the embassy’s Environment, Science, Technology and Health (ESTH) section head. 
 
    “What do you make of it?” 
 
    “Given what’s going on in space, I’d say it looks extra-terrestrial.” 
 
    “That’s a curious reply,” Isaac snorted. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Who has the best light shows in the world?” 
 
    Isaac looked at his colleague askance, but he answered the question. 
 
    “Disney.” 
 
    “You ever see a Disney light display like that?” 
 
    “I’m sure the kids would agree, but that’s not the answer I want to send upstairs.” 
 
    “Gentlemen, shall we approach?” Minister Kong put out his hand, showing the way. “When we get there, you will see symbols moving in the light. We would like to get your take on these. They fade away when a camera flashes, so please ask your photographer to wait until the end.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    As Isaac stepped away to speak with the photographer, Minister Kong stepped closer to Jim. 
 
    “Mr. Davenport, we would be particularly interested in your thoughts regarding the symbols. They seem to repeat a simple pattern, which we find puzzling. Be careful not to touch the light. One of our officers did and was seriously injured.” 
 
    The Chinese had roped off an area for them to view from. Other Chinese officials moved around the column of light. This area seemed blocked off for the American’s exclusive use. 
 
    As the two men approached, Isaac pointed. “I see the symbols. Took a second, but I see them.” 
 
    “Curious,” Jim muttered. “Reminds me of the wooden toys we got for the grandkids last year.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Look at them, sticks, squares, some hollow, some filled…” 
 
    “I see it now,” Isaac replied. “This one has four perfect little squares stacked on top of each other with a vertical line running up the side, and a horizontal line running across the top.” 
 
    “I think I know what this is!” Jim said in a loud voice. 
 
    All heads turned his direction. 
 
    “Sorry to disturb.” He smiled and nodded to the various people that had turned to look. 
 
    Then, whispering to Isaac, Jim said. “See this one. It’s the number five.” He pointed to another a little further away. “That’s a zero.” 
 
    “The side and top stick with no box, right?” 
 
    “Right. Look at the sequence. Zero, one, one, two, three, five... You know what this is, right?” 
 
    “No idea,” Isaac replied. 
 
    “Haven’t you been watching the news?” Jim asked in shock. “It’s Fibonacci, the sequence the aliens have been sending. This is an alien artifact.” 
 
    The minister, who had been standing a few feet away, stepped forward, having heard the exchange. 
 
    “You think this is alien?” 
 
    “Without a doubt.” Jim replied. 
 
     “That is not the official position of the United States government.” Isaac was quick to tack on. Then, turning back to Jim, “Why repeat the same message?” 
 
    “See the numbers? What’s the biggest one you see?” 
 
    “Fifteen?” 
 
    “The aliens have coded this in hexadecimal, a higher number-base they can use to communicate more efficiently.” Jim explained. 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand that.” 
 
    “Isaac, they’re trying to teach us how to communicate with them. They started with one easy sequence, then changed up how they were saying it. Ingenious. 
 
    “My guess is that they’ll continue increasing the number system until they get to a size they like, then they’ll change the message. That will be our next challenge.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 HARPER RESIDENCE, PASO ROBLES, CALIFORNIA 
 
    Today was Clara’s third day in Paso. She’d spent most of that time with her mother in the hospital, crashing at her sister Ellie’s place. The house was livable for a family of four, and now that Brad, Ellie’s husband, had finished the basement it wasn’t that bad for five.  
 
    She heard the screen door open, then Ellie fumbling with her keys, and popped up to open the front door for her. 
 
    Ellie, whose arms held two bags of groceries, smiled when she saw Clara. “You’re home.” 
 
    Clara grabbed one of the grocery bags. “Yeah. Mom was having a bad day, and the nurses hinted that I should let her rest.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’ll be here for dinner tonight?” 
 
    Clara nodded. “I will.” 
 
    “Oh goodie,” Ellie replied. “We’ve got lots of catching up to do.” 
 
     …  
 
    Dinner was being served in the dining room tonight. Ellie said it was because they had a special guest, but Clara knew it was because there were only four seats at the table in the kitchen. Clara had always admired the way Ellie found the good in everything. 
 
    As Ellie started dishing out the lasagna, Brad asked, “What’s the news on your mom today?” 
 
    “The doctors say she’s improving. But she was less lucid today than yesterday or the day before. They also said her heart is so weak at this point, she’ll need to be released to either a convalescent hospital or an assisted living facility. They gave me a list of places. I visited the three least expensive today. They were all between seven and eight thousand a month, which is a problem because Medicare won’t cover it and mom’s Social Security is only fifty-four hundred.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Brad complained. “What are they going to do, just throw her out?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but the implication was that the family would foot the bill somehow.” 
 
    “How? Between us we only make twelve something a month.” Brad said. 
 
    “I only make seventy-five hundred.” 
 
    “We’ll work it out,” Ellie replied, always the peacemaker. “We can sell her house. That will cover the gap for a couple years. She probably won’t live that long.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Brad replied. 
 
    “Doesn’t seem fair,” Andrea, Ellie’s seventeen-year-old daughter, said. 
 
    “Enough of that for now,” Ellie intervened, wanting to change the subject. She turned to Clara. “I’m surprised that Hank didn’t come down with you.” 
 
    “Earlier in the week, he’d signed on to cover a shift for a friend. He probably could have weaseled out of it, but he didn’t try. I think he didn’t want to come. He didn’t get along with mom that well.” 
 
    “How committed are you to this guy?” Brad asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Things haven’t been going that well and I’ve been upset that he wouldn’t come down with me. But I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “What do you think about the aliens messing up the radio,” Logan, Ellie’s son asked. 
 
    “I doubt there are any aliens. Although…,” she paused in thought. “Dan seemed to be convinced.” 
 
    “Dan?” Ellie asked. 
 
    “Didn’t I tell you about the old guy I met at Costco? He just showed up next to me like a guardian angel. Helped me get my stuff. He even beat up some guy for trying to steal my paper towels.” 
 
    “Now that sounds like someone worthy of you,” Brad pitched in. 
 
    “A sixty-something prepper, who lives in a cabin in the woods? I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Too bad…” 
 
     “Brad…” Ellie cut her husband off. “Leave Clara alone about the boyfriend thing.” 
 
    Clara laughed. “Dan’s retired. Says he’s handy and runs a little handyman service. He gave me his card.”  
 
    “Where does he live?” Logan asked. 
 
    “Templeton, up in the mountains.” 
 
    “Then he’ll be one of the last that the aliens get.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
    Images of the Chinese obelisk started reaching JPL around 8 PM. Pasadena was fifteen hours behind China. It was Monday evening at JPL, Tuesday morning in China. 
 
    Around 10 PM, the deputy chief of mission, Isaac Hill, filed his report. The pictures they’d taken and the report from ESTH section head, Jim Davenport, followed a half hour later. 
 
    At midnight, it happened again. 
 
    “We have a magnetic spike on GOES-17 East. Another on GOES-17 West. Triangulating position... Washington, DC. 
 
    “Another spike on GRACE-FO East. Wait for it... A spike on GRACE-FO West. Triangulating... Washington, DC.” 
 
    Jon had the lead this hour. Jasmine went for some shuteye two hours ago. Zack, two hours earlier. 
 
    Jon placed a call to his boss, NASA administrator, Jackson Bennett. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Administrator Bennett is not available, but I have instructions to forward your call. Please hold.” 
 
    After about a minute, another voice came on the line. 
 
    “This is Colonel Rebecca Knight, officer on watch, DC National Guard. May I ask who's calling?” 
 
    “Jon Shaw, Xenos mission director with NASA.” 
 
    “Dr. Shaw, I was told you might call tonight. How can I help you, sir?” 
 
    “We believe an alien artifact has just appeared somewhere in the DC area. We think that it is an obelisk, on the order of one hundred feet tall, surrounded by a column of light that it projects.” 
 
    “Do you know where?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. We should be able to determine its precise location in less than an hour. But you can probably find it faster.” 
 
    “How would I do that, sir?” 
 
    “The obelisk emits intense UVB radiation. It should be easy to spot with a UVB detector and a helicopter.” 
 
    “Could you hold for a second, sir? My board just lit up.” 
 
    “If they’ve found it, tell them not to touch it.” 
 
    The line clicked to hold. Jon hoped his message got through before. 
 
    After about two minutes, the Colonel was back on the line. 
 
    “The obelisk appeared on the National Mall, in front of the Washington Monument. What do I need to know?” 
 
    “Do not let anyone touch the column of light surrounding the obelisk. It will shock them with potentially lethal force. Do not probe it with anything else, no sticks, rocks, bullets. The obelisk doesn’t look that big, but it puts out about as much power as a baseline power plant, more than enough to cause grave damage to anything in the area. 
 
    “Lastly, minimize flash photography at all times, particularly if there is no one from the scientific community present. Camera flashes put it into some type of defensive mode. We don’t want that.” 
 
    “Anything else, sir.” 
 
    “We’ll dispatch a team as soon as possible, which could be as much as twelve hours. Your job will be to keep people away.” 
 
    “Understood, sir. But that may be a problem. It is on the National Mall.” 
 
    “Call in reinforcements. It would be a disaster if people mobbed it and it lobbed a lightning bolt at the White House.” 
 
    “Understood, sir. Thank you.” 
 
    The line dropped. 
 
    Jon had been standing at the external feeds station during the call. 
 
    “We’ve been able to confirm that it’s on the National Mall, boss,” Jason said. 
 
    “Thanks.”

  

 

 DAY FOUR 
 
      
 
    “When the obelisks started arriving, any remaining doubt that we were dealing with aliens vanished.” 
 
    — Dr. Jonathan Shaw, Tenth Anniversary Celebration, August 12, 2055 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 [08.15.2045] MISSION CONTROL 
 
    Shortly after midnight, Xenos took up station at Lagrange 1, a quasi-stable solar orbit, 1.5 million kilometers closer to the Sun on a straight-line between it and Earth. Now, with Xenos sitting still and contrasted by the Sun, NASA verified its shape. Xenos was ellipsoidal. Bow to stern, it was 15.1 kilometers, port to starboard, 12.2 kilometers and top to bottom 9.3 kilometers, giving it a total volume of a little less than nine hundred cubic kilometers. Within minutes of confirmation, the numbers were posted on the NASA site. 
 
    Apparently, other government teams were working late. A NASA colonization team theorized that, given enough energy, a ship that size could support up to 45 million humans. Among other agencies, one of the speculative theories that popped up was the ship held refugees seeking asylum on Earth. Another speculated that the ship was empty, and the aliens intended to kidnap up to 100 million humans to serve as slaves on other worlds. 
 
    Jasmine could only shake her head at the headline-grabbing foolishness. Humanity knew much too little about this ship to know how many humans could live aboard, if any. Neither did they have any data on the aliens’ motives. 
 
    Another yellow light popped on and an operator’s voice came over the headset. 
 
    “We’re getting readings that show another obelisk just landed. Triangulation suggests this one came down in São Paulo, Brazil. That brings us to four: Beijing, DC, New Delhi, and now São Paulo.” 
 
    Jasmine saw Zack going down to speak with the operator. She was impressed at how well he worked the situation on the control room floor. Zack seemed well suited for it. 
 
    This was a different type of mission than the Lucy mission she’d worked with Jon years ago. Although that mission was an excellent preparation, it was different—intense when maneuvering the probe, challenging when making the observations, and incredibly boring during the long transit periods in between. Xenos was 24/7—no breaks, always on, something new happening every hour. Somehow, Zack was far more keenly attuned to it, which Jasmine found curious. 
 
      
 
   

 

 AREA 51 
 
    Lt. Sam Oaks snapped awake. Air-raid sirens crisscrossed the base. Of recent, most of the alarms were triggered by civilians attempting to penetrate the base looking for aliens. But something about tonight’s alarm felt different. It was an odd thought. How can an air-raid siren feel different one night vs. another? The fleeting thought evaporated as quickly as it came, but a feeling of foreboding persisted. 
 
    Sam sprinted to his duty station. Because of the ongoing spate of intrusions, alarms hit every couple of nights. So, Sam slept in the day’s uniform, putting on a fresh one in the morning.  
 
    “Oaks, you have the lead tonight. A flash event was recorded near the center of Groom Lake.” 
 
    Here in the desert, Sam led a small platoon—two squads of six. They were attached to the Air Force’s scientific mission in Area 51. Their primary role was securing the mission’s assets, and they had the special training that allowed them to do it. Nonetheless, with the number of intrusions experienced at the base recently, they’d been given response duty every other Wednesday night from 23:00 to 07:00 the next morning. This was one of those nights. 
 
    Sam swelled with pride at the promptness of his platoon’s response. Within minutes of the alarm, they were rolling. But as the adrenaline rush subsided, he pondered how civilian intruders could have made it to the center of the lake without being detected. 
 
    A mile from their destination, Sam could already see dim lights. A thought shot through his mind. How could any intruder think they’d escape detection with their lights on? 
 
    Five minutes later, he got his answer. It was another one of the obelisks that seemed to be popping up everywhere. It was hard to believe. He’d assumed any actual aliens would never have ventured into this place, the alleged home of all past aliens who’d dared to enter American space. 
 
    But the obelisk in front of him betrayed any prior assumptions. Sam chuckled. The aliens have come, and Area 51 now has its first real alien artifact. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
    “We have another event. This one is in...” The station operator laughed. “You’re not going to believe this. It’s at Groom Lake, Area 51.” 
 
    “Can you get me whomever heads the operation?” Jasmine asked. “They need to know the contact procedures.” 
 
    After a moment... “Sorry ma’am. This is a one-way feed. NASA does not have the ability to initiate a communication.” 
 
    Jasmine stood there with her mouth open. How stupid was it that an alarm could be sent to her when there was no way to respond? 
 
    “I may be able to help,” Zack volunteered. “A friend of mine at the National Science Foundation (NSF) knows someone who has a connection to Area 51.” 
 
    Jasmine eyed him as he hustled down the stairs to speak with the station operator. She’d known Zack had a connection with NSF. But why would anyone there have a connection with the CIA? They had their own funding. 
 
    As she looked out over the floor, Zack emerged from the stair well and approached the reporting station. He was so smooth. She watched for a second, then shook it off. She had work to do. 
 
      
 
   

 

 SECURE BUNKER, WHITE HOUSE 
 
    The President had resisted treating the alien situation as a full-on emergency, but the sudden appearance of one of the alien obelisks on the National Mall changed everything. 
 
    He was hustled out of bed at 1:00 AM and taken to the secure bunker. 
 
    “I understand the situation. What I’m not hearing is options!” 
 
    The President’s gaze swept down the table, then stopped on the NASA Administrator. 
 
    “Jack, your agency has the lead on studying this thing. What do you think we should do?” 
 
    “As you heard yesterday, our view is that the aliens are attempting to establish communications with us. We agree with Director Davenport’s analysis that the obelisks are, at a minimum, communications devices.” 
 
    “Remind me who Davenport is?” the president asked. 
 
    “Head of the ESTH section at the embassy in Beijing,” Jack replied. 
 
    “Yes. Yes. Never met him but have heard many good things. Go on.” 
 
    “We think the aliens will distribute obelisks all around the world, so they can establish communications with as many of Earth’s peoples as possible. We now know of four of them.”  
 
    The CIA Director cut in. “We just learned of another one. It showed up in the middle of Groom Lake in Area 51.” 
 
    “That would make it five then. My point is, we should expect this number of obelisks to increase rapidly.” 
 
    “I hear you,” the President replied, “But do we have any proposals for what we should do about it?” 
 
    “I think our best short-term option is to cooperate by engaging in the process the aliens have started. I think that will buy us time to further investigate them. Remember, they clearly have the power to extinguish us and claim the planet as their own. But they haven’t done that. If we take offensive action against their ship, or the obelisks, then I would expect them to respond.” 
 
    “Good point,” the Secretary of Defense affirmed. “The aliens nearly electrocuted the security guard in Beijing for simply touching the column of light. Imagine what would happen if we shot at one or launched a missile at it.” 
 
    The room was quiet for a moment, everyone waiting on the President’s reply. 
 
    “I agree with the point you make, Jack. I’m going to give the National Guard the lead on securing all obelisk sites other than on military bases. NASA will have the lead on the mission to establish communications.” 
 
    The President locked eyes with the Secretary of Defense. 
 
    “I’d like you to get ahead of this in terms of coordinating with the states, using any resource available to you to break any bottlenecks they run into as they deploy their Guard. I want you to do the same for NASA.” 
 
    “Understood, sir.” 
 
    The President shifted his attention back to the NASA Administrator. 
 
    “Jack, pull in whatever resources you need. I’m going to put all the agency heads on notice you have the lead.” 
 
    Looking back at the assembly, he continued, “But that’s not good enough. We need plans to defend ourselves if it should ever come to that. We also need plans on how to continue as a nation, and as a species, if this whole thing goes sideways. Drive your teams. Get the best ideas you have. I want some options to discuss in eight hours. Now, get to it. I have a meeting with the G7 heads of state at 8:00 AM and need some sleep. We can resume when that meeting is done.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 AREA 51 
 
    The sky to the east was beginning to brighten. Lt. Oaks and his team had stood watch. Relief would come in another hour or two. 
 
    Although his platoon was small, thirteen people watching a stationary object made little sense. Sam split his troops into four teams of three. Each team kept watch for one hour. The others could do as they chose, most of them elected shuteye. 
 
    Sam wanted to observe the object. It was mesmerizing. The building block like images drifted clockwise. After an hour, he realized they were also drifting up, forming a spiral. He found a spot where new images would appear, then walked around the cylinder, watching each image as it drifted higher and higher. 
 
    At this point, he recognized the sequence, or at least he thought he did. Each repetition was the same as the last, but added another symbol or group of symbols at the end, before starting over. 
 
    He lifted his hand, index finger outstretched, to trace one, but Corporal Baine’s voice broke Sam’s reverie. 
 
    “Lieutenant, you’re not supposed to touch.” 
 
    “Wasn’t planning to, Charlie,” Sam replied, his outstretched finger still tracking the image. 
 
    Sam’s finger tingled, drawing his eye back to the images. He saw that a tendril of light had extended out to touch his finger. The sight momentarily paralyzed him, then he snatched his hand away. “What were you thinking about, buddy?” 
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
    Jon put down the phone, then looked out the conference room window to locate Jasmine. She’d spent some time with the operators when the current shift started a little while ago. Too much of the work to locate obelisk arrivals was assigned to one station. With at least one new obelisk arriving every hour, they needed to spread the work to keep up. The new arrangement seemed to work, so he went down to talk with her. 
 
    He came down from the conference room and started down the aisle on the left. Several of the operators greeted him, which he took as a sign that things were slow at the moment. 
 
    Jasmine noticed Jon coming her direction and waved him over. “Jon, come see this.” 
 
    She pointed at the monitor. 
 
    “We just had another arrival. Look how fast we’re confirming it.” 
 
    As Jon watched, the initial broad assessment of the arrival location flashed up on the display: Mexico. A moment later, it updated. Mexico City. A series of images flashed across the screen as the system narrowed the location, then it settled. The location: Palacio Nacional, Mexico City. 
 
    “That should be interesting,” Matt, the station operator, commented. 
 
    “We should contact the State Department so they can pass the word,” Jon ordered. 
 
    “Already done. It was part of the automation we put in place,” Jasmine replied. 
 
    Jon could see how proud she was of the changes in procedure. 
 
    “I assume someone on the team follows up.” 
 
    “They do.” Jasmine smiled. “In this case, with the State Department. In the US, it would be with the National Guard or Department of Defense.” 
 
    “Good work,” Jon said, pleased with the progress they’d made. Then he nodded his head up toward the command conference room. “Care to join me?” 
 
    “Give me a minute,” she replied. “I have one more thing I need to check.” 
 
     …  
 
    Once in the office, Jasmine asked. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “The President has given you an additional role.” 
 
    “Sounds ominous,” Jasmine replied, a sense of foreboding coming over her. 
 
    “He would like you to head the team investigating the obelisks.” 
 
    “That’s primarily a translation effort. I know nothing about translation or linguistics.” This turn of events dumbfounded Jasmine. 
 
    “Think about it more broadly,” Jon advised. “There will be a translation component, but there is a lot more to those obelisks than the symbols floating in the column of light.” 
 
    “True,” Jasmine replied, warming up to the idea. “We don’t know how the obelisks got here, their composition, or what the column of light is.” Looking up, she asked, “Why me?” 
 
    Jon laughed. “Who made the greatest space discovery of modern times?” 
 
    “Oh,” Jasmine replied. She’d never been comfortable about all the publicity that came with the discoveries she’d made as mission commander of the last phase of LUCY. True, she’d spent nearly ten years of her life developing the instrumentation used to make her discovery. But no one expected to discover fossilized proof of extraterrestrial life on one of the Jupiter trojans. Nonetheless, it had set the scientific world on fire and led to a nomination for the Nobel Prize. The word came days before the accident, and only recently had she shed the idea that the nomination had something to do with it. 
 
    “Besides,” Jon added, “the President is betting that the next round of big news coming from the mission will come from the obelisks.” 
 
    The two were quiet for a moment, then Jasmine whispered, “I don’t even know where to begin.” 
 
    Jon could sense her mounting anxiety. “Start by checking your email. Rudimentary plans were drafted years ago and have just been released to you. Pick your team leaders and get them on board. Your job isn’t to translate or to discern the physics of the column of light. It’s mobilizing the team that can and eliminating any barriers in their way.” 
 
    She smiled. “That, I can do.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 AREA 51 
 
    Thursdays were the toughest day of the week for Sam and his platoon. They had a 2-hour break after returning from their intruder investigation, then their normal duty cycle resumed. 
 
    This day, like most others, the first thing on Sam’s schedule after the morning run was the 09:00 briefing. He arrived a minute early and relaxed into a seat. The room was noisier than usual. Word of the obelisk had already spread. A few minutes later, the door opened, and Colonel Lance Slater came striding in. Sam perked up immediately. 
 
    “Word arrived a few minutes ago that the Secretary of Defense is raising DEFCON to Level 3, effective at 09:30. At that time, all air crews will be on 15-minute ready standby.” 
 
    As the colonel went through the details of the air deployment, Sam could hear the sounds of fuel trucks and aircraft support equipment ramping up. The sounds brought reality to the DEFCON 3 designation and his mind drifted, concerned for what might be happening at home in San Diego. 
 
    “The President has given the base scientific team the responsibility for investigating the alien obelisk that arrived in Groom Lake last night.” Colonel Slater’s words snapped Sam back from his reverie. “Their security team will maintain watch over the object. Dr. Adams and Captain Arnold will have the lead on that mission.” 
 
    Adrenaline pumped through Sam’s system. His unit was part of Captain Arnold’s command. He and his team would be among those guarding the object. 
 
      
 
   

 

 YOU DON’T SAY 
 
    Things a Psychic Might Say About Aliens, Part III 
 
    by Estrella Da’Nocha 
 
    Friends, I don’t know about you, but I’m getting scared.  
 
    If you saw the news last night, then you’ve already heard that the aliens gigantic ship arrived in orbit. Searching the NASA site this morning, I found several new posts. One estimated the ship’s size as being close to a thousand cubic kilometers. Another speculated that it could hold up to 100 million slaves. 
 
    Worse, if you’ve seen the pictures coming out of Tiananmen Square, then you also know the first of their landers has already arrived, and the first phase of their invasion is underway. 
 
    In my vision, the aliens did a head fake of sorts, pretending to just fly by, then coming back three days later. Something must have happened to change their mind.  
 
    But think about it for a second. We already have aliens on the ground in China. Where will they land next?  
 
    I think the answer to that question is pretty obvious. The first one went to the capital of the world’s most populated country with the world’s largest economy, but not the largest land mass. I take that to mean the next lander will come down in one of two places: Washington, DC, the capital of the world’s second largest economy, or New Delhi, the capital of the world’s second largest population. 
 
    My premonition, as I think about it now, is that it will be Washington, DC, somewhere in the capital complex. 
 
    Which brings us to the next step in the aliens’ plan, to drive us all crazy. In the various visions, I got glimpses of ways they might do it—bioweapon, mind control, exotic gases… the list goes on.  
 
    But I think the method by which they do it is less important than the result it produces. There will be civil unrest, as we are already starting to see. There will be riots and burning in the cities. Then people will start fleeing and the economy will break down. People will run out of gas, clogging the highways. People will run out of food. It’s terrifying. 
 
    Here’s my advice to you. If a lander arrives near you, keep away from it. Don’t go out to see it. If it arrived really close to you, then run, even if it’s just to your sister’s house across town. 
 
    I plan to stay locked up in my apartment in New York. But if you’re outdoorsy and think you can make it to the hills… Then, this would be the time to run. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
    Jasmine knew she would need to move her office out of Mission Control at some point, but for now remained parked in the command conference room. To her surprise, the NSA had developed a comprehensive plan for managing an alien contact. They sent her a redacted copy. Most of the chapters listed in the table of contents were blacked out, the exception being the three chapters she’d received.  
 
    The dichotomy puzzled her. Why include a redacted table of contents, if they only gave her three chapters? She concluded they wanted her to know that she was just one piece of a much larger initiative. 
 
    The overview chapter was fluff. The only thing useful in the second chapter was the list of agencies she could tap for help, and the list of services each agency could provide. But Jasmine hit pay dirt in the third chapter, where she spent most of her time today. It listed the experts NSA had on retainer for an alien contact mission. There were twenty-seven in all. Most had done some work with the government. One had been called in twice to evaluate suspected alien communications, both of which were ultimately proven to be of human origin. 
 
    The chapter concluded with instructions on how to select an appropriate team. Jasmine needed to choose two to four experts for this assignment. 
 
    Dr. Sara Thomas of the University of Washington was the one that stood out the most. Of the candidates, her qualifications were best aligned with the mission requirements. She was the first to translate the language of a native tribe in Indonesia. She was the first to decipher the famous Linear A writing system from ancient Crete. And most interesting, she headed the school’s master’s degree program in computational linguistics. 
 
      
 
   

 

 UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON, SEATTLE 
 
    Dr. Sara Thomas had been sitting in her office the day of the eclipse. In the background, her favorite station, KING-FM 98.1, played classical music. 
 
    She’d been puzzling over an image of an inscription chiseled into an ancient stone plaque excavated in southeast Asia earlier this summer. Meaning had evaded her for a couple of weeks at this point, which wasn’t that surprising. There was too little here to draw meaning from unless she could tie it to another known language. 
 
    The harsh dot-dot-dot sound coming over the radio broke her concentration, and within minutes she knew what it was. If only the plaque were as easy. 
 
    That was three days ago. She’d assumed at the time it was a local phenomenon. Now she was hooked. She’d cracked the move from unary to binary within five minutes, same with the subsequent moves up to hexadecimal, although once past binary, she needed help from her computer. 
 
    But an hour ago, it had changed. She thought she knew where this was going. Unfortunately, she didn’t have the equipment she would need to push her investigation forward. Her computer could record the signal for a couple of hours unattended. But after that, she’d lose sync and she wouldn’t get the entire linguistic guide she presumed the aliens were sending. 
 
    Sara’s office phone sounded. There was no caller ID, so she sent the call to voice mail. If a real person left a message, she would call back later. 
 
    A minute passed, then there was a knock on her door. Not wanting to disrupt her computer’s recording, she went to the door, saw Shirley—the department secretary—and slipped out into the hall. 
 
    “What’s going on in there?” Shirley asked with a hint of curiosity. 
 
    “My computer is recording the alien signal. What do you want?” 
 
    “Oh, there’s a call for you from someone at NASA.” 
 
    Not wanting sound from the call interrupting her recording, Sara pointed at the empty conference room across the hall. 
 
    “OK, if I take it in there?” 
 
    “Sure. I’ll forward it there. Give me a minute.” 
 
     …  
 
    An hour later, Sara returned to her office, giddy that she’d been selected to work on the team translating the alien language. She smiled as she reached out to shut down her computer. NASA had the full recording. She no longer needed hers.  
 
    Sara packed a few more of her essentials, then exited, heading for home. Someone would contact her in the morning to coordinate her transportation. She would be working at one of the obelisk sites. 
 
      
 
   

 

 AREA 51 
 
    Sam and his platoon left the barracks for their afternoon watch duty near the obelisk. Although the obelisk was only four miles away, the journey to get there would be over ten, because there was no easy straight-line path. The barracks and most of the buildings were in the south-west portion of the base. The obelisk was in the north-east on the other side of the long runways that cut through the huge salt flat which comprised Groom Lake. 
 
    As they approached their destination, Sam was shocked by the changes that had been made in the last six hours. A remote outpost had been built around the obelisk. Dozens of military tents had been raised as had a comparable number of pole-mounted antennas, all pointed back toward the main base. At the edge of his perception, Sam could hear the rumble of generators set up to power the operation. 
 
    As they got closer, he could make out the observation stations arrayed around the tall column of light, each filled with electronics. Thick cables trailed away from each station, carpeting the ground between the stations and the tent city. 
 
    Scientists in white lab coats scurried between stations, while others stood on small wooden platforms, staring at the alien artifact in front of them. 
 
    Now at the edge of the tent city, Sam spotted Captain Arnold’s jeep and maneuvered his own over toward it. The trucks carrying his platoon and their equipment parked near the ones used by the platoon they were replacing. 
 
    “Oaks, glad to see you’re a few minutes early. We have several things for your platoon to do this afternoon. Let’s go talk with Dr. Adams.” 
 
    They walked toward the column of light surrounding the obelisk, where a small construction project was underway. 
 
    Dr. Adams saw them coming and stepped toward them. 
 
    “Lt. Oaks, I’m glad to see you’re here. We need to get a peek at what’s inside the cylinder of light. We’ve determined that it’s hollow, like a wall that’s maybe six inches thick, surrounding the obelisk. I assumed we could just use one of the base’s helicopters to pop up over it and get a look. But I’m told we have no helicopters here at the base suitable for the job. I’d like to use your inspection drone instead.” 
 
    “Not a problem. I’ll have to run back to get it. But we can have it up and ready to go within the hour.” 
 
    “Excellent. I’d also like your team to finish the build out on the inspection platforms, workbenches, and sun shelters. First platoon brought over the initial round of materials. I’d like you to send one of your trucks over to the supply depot to pick up the next.” 
 
    “We’ll get on that right away, sir.” 
 
     “Excellent. Thank you, lieutenant.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 NATIONAL MALL, WASHINGTON, DC 
 
    Colonel Matt Burns stood outside the command tent that served as his field office. A hundred feet ahead stood the obelisk he was protecting. A hundred yards behind was the Washington Monument. It was five times larger, but not the center of interest today. 
 
    A razor wire topped fence now wrapped around the huge oval of lawn the obelisk had chosen as its home. Outside the fence, crowds lingered. From the colonel’s point of view, the crowds were a bigger problem than the obelisk, which appeared unconcerned by anything around it. With the White House only a half mile to his right, it was Matt’s job to make sure things here remained under control. 
 
    The daytime crowd, composed mostly of government employees, who’d stopped to see this spectacle on their way to or from work, had been peaceful. The sixty troops that stood guard by the fence had been treated with courtesy and respect. Many had chatted with curious questioners on the other side of the fence. 
 
    As word spread throughout the day, the crowd size had increased. And now that the sun was setting, the feel of the crowd was changing. A doomsday group dressed in black was being interviewed by the press that had gathered. Another group, whose name he still hadn’t discerned, waved signs saying, “Welcome to Earth,” while trying to shout down a nearby religious group calling for America to repent. 
 
    In the distance, he could hear the distinctive thumping sound of a pair of Boeing CH-47 Chinook helicopters on approach. They were carrying eighty more troops that would join the ones deployed last night. It would be interesting to see the crowd’s reaction to the giant tandem rotor, heavy lift helicopters. Hopefully, the obelisk would ignore it in the same way it had ignored everything else going on around it today. 
 
    Noise over near the monument caught Matt’s attention. A group of protestors carrying signs saying, ‘Aliens Go Home,’ were harassing a peaceful group of cosplay artists in alien attire, who had been entertaining passersby most of the day. If the shouting turned into something else, he’d need to break it up. Activating his portable comm unit, he placed a call to the Metro Police. But the deafening sound of the first helicopter landing changed his mind. If the two groups were still going at one another once the choppers left, he’d send a couple of his troops out to break it up. 
 
     ...  
 
    An hour had passed. The cosplay troupe had left, but the ‘Aliens Go Home’ group had tripled. 
 
    “Worried about them?” The voice of second in command, Carl Crow, startled Matt from his reverie. 
 
    “A little. They’re noisier than they are threatening. But what a waste of time. Don’t these people have anything better to do?” 
 
    As if in answer to Matt’s question, a loud pinging sound rang out. 
 
    “What was that?” Carl asked. 
 
    “Sounded like a metal baseball bat hitting a hardball.” 
 
    “Heads up!” a nearby soldier shouted. 
 
    In the dim light, Matt couldn’t spot the ball, but he heard the thump of it landing behind him, maybe a quarter of the way to the obelisk. Spinning around, he saw the ball roll to a stop ten feet from the column of light. 
 
    Clicking his radio, he shouted, “I need a team outside the fence at the base of the monument.” 
 
    Another ping sounded, this one louder. 
 
    Carl pointed up. “I see it. It’s going to hit.” 
 
    Now seeing the ball, Matt started backing away from the obelisk, his eyes locked on the ball. 
 
    “Whoever hit that thing is a fantastic batter...” Carl started, but his words were drowned out by the cheers coming from the ‘Aliens Go Home’ group. 
 
    Matt watched mesmerized as the ball completed its journey, hitting the column of light with a grazing blow about a third of the way up. Its reaction was immediate—a lightning bolt shooting back at the offending batter. It was so bright, it temporarily blinded Matt. But the smell of ozone, blended with that of burning hair and charcoaled flesh carried on the breeze, told Matt what his eyes could not see. Some fool had just gotten himself killed on Matt’s watch. 
 
    “Carl. You, OK?” Matt asked. 
 
    “Can’t see a damn thing.” 
 
    “Me either. Calling for backup.” 
 
    Matt clicked his radio. “Burns to Watson.” 
 
    “Copy. Watson here.” 
 
    “Crow and I are both down, blinded by the lightning bolt that came out of the column of light. You’ve got command of the mission. Get us some help as soon as you can.” 
 
    “Copy, I’ve got command. Help will be there soon.” 
 
    What Matt didn’t see was the massive beacon of light that shot up from the top of the obelisk, piercing the sky. 
 
      
 
   

 

 HARPER RESIDENCE, PASO ROBLES 
 
    Clara sat staring at the late-night news, struggling to believe what was being reported. Earlier today, she’d seen the pictures taken by NASA, clearly showing the alien ship that had taken up residence at a fixed spot in the daytime sky. She’d seen stills of the obelisk that had appeared in Beijing and videos of crowds forming around the one in Washington, DC. But the breaking news about the obelisk shooting its weapon and killing some protestors shook her to the core. 
 
    “We have no chance against that,” she whispered to no one in particular as the show cut to a commercial. 
 
    “No, we don’t,” Ellie replied. “What I don’t get is why people are attacking it. Surely, they must realize that it is powerful. Why antagonize it?” 
 
    “They’re just scared,” Clara offered. 
 
    “They think it’s just another government hoax meant to manipulate the people,” Logan replied. 
 
    “Well, unfortunately for them, they paid the price for doubting what's obvious to anyone that looks at the thing,” Ellie shot back. 
 
    “But it’s not just DC,” Clara complained. “All over the world people are protesting. And the looting and vandalism in the major cities makes no sense. How does that help us against the aliens?” 
 
    “It never makes sense,” Logan replied. “But some people will use any excuse to act out.” 
 
    “Have any of you read the articles being put out by Estrella Da’Nocha? The psychic?” Andrea asked. 
 
    When no one answered, she continued. “She says she’s had a recurring vision of an alien invasion and has been calling it almost perfect since day one. On the first day, she said the aliens would come here, and their ship would be huge. She says the obelisks are landers of one kind or another and have incredibly powerful weapons. She also says the aliens’ purpose is to drive everyone crazy.” 
 
    “I can see why people would be scared if they’re reading that junk,” Logan replied. 
 
    “It seems convenient to me,” Clara opined. “If people saw things that had led them to believe are alien landers, they’d panic. You don’t need the aliens to do anything else for the people to feel threatened.” 
 
    Andrea, a little miffed that no one was taking her new hero very seriously, grumbled, “Well, I think she’s called it right.” 
 
    The commercial ended and the image of the news anchor appeared in front of a map of the US. “Welcome back to the show. We’ve been tracking the rioting and violence across the United States since the alien crisis began. The deep red shows the areas with the greatest unrest. Lighter shades of red indicate less violence. As you can see, the major cities across the country are red, as are many of the nearby suburban areas. Governors in six states—New York, Pennsylvania, Michigan, Illinois, Washington, and California—have called out the National Guard to help contain the violence, which is destroying homes, blocking roads, and exacerbating supply issues associated with the crisis…” 
 
    “Look,” Logan pointed. “Both Paso Robles and San Luis Obispo are showing light red.” 
 
    “And Sacramento is bright red,” Clara added. “I hope Hank and our apartment are OK. They aren’t exactly in the best part of town.” 
 
    “We have just received breaking news from Central California. An oil well off Highway 101, just north of Paso Robles, has been set on fire…” 
 
    “So, it’s here.” Clara shook her head. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Aunt Clara,” Logan assured. “Those wells are twenty-five miles from here.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 AREA 51 
 
    Sam arrived back at the obelisk with only two hours of daylight remaining. He had his entire rig, which included four sets of rapid charge batteries. Each set of batteries had twenty-minute capacity, which would be enough to cover most of the remaining daylight. 
 
    The equipment came in three hardshell cases. The cases had a stainless-steel clamshell frame into which water-resistant, plastic-covered plywood panels had been bonded. Inside, custom cut foam protected the drone, controllers, attachments, batteries, and replacement parts. 
 
    His team unloaded the cases onto the ground. Then Sam unlocked and opened them. Dr. Adams strolled over to watch Sam as he selected, then unloaded, the components he needed. 
 
    “Quite the set-up you have there. And your controller… Very impressive.” 
 
    Sam swelled with a bit of pride. 
 
    “I’ve upgraded every component. Particularly the controller. The drone can run two video cameras, which I can view directly on the controller’s video screen. That allows me to position the drone exactly above something when looking down, or exactly at the same height as something when looking ahead. I’m hoping to make a career of it commercially, when my contract with the Air Force is up.” 
 
    ... 
 
    It took a while to get the drone’s wireless feed connected into the scientific team’s systems, then the drone was away. 
 
    Sam called out. “We’re stable at 250 feet. We’ll have a view down into the column in a couple of seconds.” 
 
    Configured for aerial viewing, the drone looked straight down. Sam could tilt the camera up to ten degrees forward or back, but for the first pass, the image was vertical. As the drone crept forward, the sides and base of the obelisk came into view. Then it crossed over the wall of light, providing a view of the space between it and the obelisk. 
 
    Sam could hear the scientists talking softly behind him. 
 
     “The column of light is like a tube standing up on end, circling around the obelisk.” 
 
    Another voice said, “Look how thin it is? It can’t be more than an inch thick.” 
 
    Yet another voice asked, “How do they do that?” 
 
    Dr. Adams’ voice added to the mix. “The obelisk has the same shape as the Washington Monument. Square at the base, narrowing as it goes up, capped by a four-sided pyramid. 
 
    “I’m not seeing any protrusions. Each wall appears to be perfectly flat, but there seem to be symbols of some sort on the surface.” 
 
    Sam locked the course into the drone, so it repeated a circular path around the obelisk on its own. He watched, mesmerized by the sight, until the 20% battery level warning popped up on his controller’s screen. 
 
    Catching Dr. Adams’ eye, he said, “I need to bring her back down in another minute.” 
 
    As he cleared the low battery message, he saw what looked like movement at the base of the obelisk but couldn’t make out what he saw. 
 
    “Did you see movement near the base?” he asked. 
 
    “No, did you?” Dr. Adams answered back. 
 
    “Maybe, not sure.” A pause. “I need to bring her down.” 
 
    Sam landed the drone and let it cool for a minute, then swapped the batteries. In the background, he could hear the scientific team discussing what they’d seen and reviewing various clips. 
 
    Dr. Adams wandered over and put his hand on Sam’s shoulder. 
 
    “You’re quite good at this.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “We isolated the movement you saw near the base. Good catch, it was subtle. We think it was a shadow, but it’s not clear what could have caused it. The sun’s too low for it to have been the light source. 
 
    “When you’re ready, let’s take it back up and repeat, this time lower, around the height of the obelisk.” 
 
    “I’m just about ready.” 
 
    A minute later, the drone was once again airborne. As the drone’s altitude climbed above the top of the column of light, its shadow appeared on the obelisk, illuminated by the late afternoon sun. 
 
    Sam moved the drone twenty feet higher, positioned along the inside edge of the column of light. This vantage point revealed more detail of the images on the obelisk’s walls and provided a clear view of the obelisk’s base. 
 
    “Odd,” Sam thought. “The obelisk seems to float above the ground. I wonder what trick of light is creating the illusion?” 
 
    Sudden movement again caught his eye, startling him. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” A voice exclaimed behind him. 
 
    Sam smiled. Apparently, he wasn’t the only one taken by surprise. 
 
    After two revolutions around the obelisk, Dr. Adams asked Sam if he could safely maneuver the drone in closer. He wanted to see if the inner walls of the column of light showed the same images as were being shown on the outside. 
 
    Sam did as asked, and in short order, they could see images moving in a pattern similar to the one on the outside. But the angle was acute, so they could discern little. 
 
    When the 20% battery level warning came on, Dr. Adams called out. “Do you have enough power to hover the drone about 20 feet directly above the top of the obelisk?” 
 
    “I think I can hold it there for about 30 seconds. Then I’ll need to bring it down to swap batteries.” 
 
     The position gave them a better view of the inside of the column of light. With the drone stationary, it also clarified the movement of the images along the inner wall. 
 
    “We got what we needed. You can bring her down,” Dr. Adams called out. 
 
    By the time Sam landed the drone and got the batteries swapped, it was clear they would only get one more flight in before losing the sun. 
 
    Dr. Adams approached. “Do you have the means to drop this down between the column of light and the obelisk?” 
 
    He opened his hand, revealing a marble that was about an inch in diameter. 
 
    “How much does it weigh?” 
 
    “A little over three ounces.” 
 
    “What does it do?” 
 
    “It’s a surveillance suite. It’s self-powered with wireless control. We’ve tuned it to run in the same wireless bands as your video camera, so we’re thinking we could use your second camera as a signal repeater.” 
 
    “I’ve never tried that. I don’t know how to set it up.” 
 
    Dr. Adams chuckled. “As soon as we saw your equipment, we had someone contact the company. They gave us the setup instructions.” 
 
    He pulled a folded piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to Sam. 
 
    “Well. I’ll be. I didn’t know I could do that. It should only take a couple of minutes to reconfigure.” 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, the drone was away, once again climbing up past the top of the outer wall of the column of light. Set up for the drop was going to be tricky. On the first flight, Sam learned he needed line of sight with the drone. The column of light blocked the signal. 
 
    Once over the top, Sam inched the drone in toward the obelisk. Each step required him to increase altitude a little to maintain the line of sight. Once in position, Sam triggered the release for the marble, then zoomed up another fifty feet to a safer altitude. 
 
    On his display, he could see the marble fall away. Then, switching his video display to show him the video signal coming back from the marble, he could see the ground rushing up to meet him. The display glitched when the marble landed, but in seconds the image stabilized, and the scientific team got its first big surprise. The obelisk floated six or seven feet above the ground. 
 
    Sam stared in disbelief, then got his second shock. The marble started rolling. 
 
    “Keep the drone in line of sight with the marble,” Dr. Adams ordered. 
 
    Sam quickly switched the controller view back to the drone’s aerial view.  
 
    “We can control the movement of the sensor suite,” Dr. Adams commented. “We’re going to make one pass around the obelisk, along the edge of the column of light, then roll in closer to see if we can get a look underneath.” 
 
    Sam had to raise the drone’s altitude even higher, using its camera to watch the marble’s movement so he could maintain an appropriate position. When the marble got back to its starting position, it turned in toward the obelisk. Slowly, it inched forward, Sam repositioning the drone to maintain line-of-sight. 
 
    “Oh, my God!” a scientist exclaimed. 
 
    Sam turned to see the scientists, who seemed mesmerized by what they were seeing on their display. Curious to see for himself, he switched the controller to the marble’s view and was astounded to see stars glowing in the base of the obelisk. It was as if the marble was viewing the sky in some other part of the galaxy. 
 
    Suddenly, a hand grabbed the marble, lifting and turning it. Then a strange, oblong face appeared. 
 
    “An alien has picked up the marble.” 
 
     It appeared to smile and say something. Flipping the controllers screen back to the drone’s aerial view, he saw the alien looking up at him. It smiled and waved. As it stepped back under the obelisk, an alarm on his controller sounded. They’d lost connection with the marble.  
 
    Moments later, blinding light pierced the sky. The intense beam of light emanated from the top of the obelisk, which was projecting a tight beam of light straight up. Sam steered his drone away from the obelisk and brought it in for an emergency landing as air-raid sirens on the base started their haunting wail. 
 
    Moments later, the obelisk returned to its quiescent state. And Sam wondered, What the hell have we just done? 
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
    “We have massive magnetic and UVB emanations erupting from Washington, DC.” 
 
    “Is it the obelisk?” 
 
    “Too early to know for sure, but that’s where I’d be placing my bet.” 
 
    Moments later a second red alert sounded. 
 
    “We have massive magnetic and UVB emanations erupting in Area 51.” 
 
    Zack sighed, wishing he could be somewhere more useful than here. From his perspective, it was ironic that he was stuck at Mission Control. Jasmine had become famous for her work in this place, she should be the one locked in this room. He had trained for years to handle first contact, something that would undoubtedly happen out at one of the obelisks. 
 
    Wes, his former boss, had made a huge mistake pushing for him to be the Xenos assistant mission director. He wished there was a way to intervene, but Jasmine had the president’s backing, so here he would sit as the real action started out there somewhere.

  

 

 DAY FIVE 
 
      
 
    “Fools speculate. Scientists study. Anything new, learned too effortlessly, is an illusion. It can’t be real.” 
 
    — Dr. Sara Thomas, The Art of Computational Linguistics, April 2044 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 [08.16.2045] SITUATION ROOM, WHITE HOUSE 
 
    The president entered and locked eyes on Mac Johnson, head of the NSA. “Twice in the same night? This couldn’t have waited until morning?” 
 
    Instead of replying, Mac popped up the image of the lit obelisk. 
 
    “Oh, Jesus. A second one on the same night!” the president complained, sliding down into his seat. “Where?” 
 
    “Groom Lake.” 
 
    “Of course. Of course, it is. Any conjecture about why the aliens set off a beacon in Area 51?” 
 
    Instead of answering, Mac popped up another slide showing the alien that picked up the marble. 
 
    “Where did we get this shot?” the president asked. 
 
    Mac flipped up another image, this one zoomed out a little, showing the alien holding the marble. 
 
    “The thing that looks like a marble...,” Mac illuminated it with his laser pointer. “...is actually a sensor suite that we dropped down inside the column of light. The beacon was activated a few seconds after we recorded this image.” 
 
    “When was that?” 
 
    “6:50 PM, Pacific time, 9:50 Eastern.” 
 
    “More or less the same time as the one here,” the president filled in. 
 
    Seconds ticked by, then the president sat up straight. “Wait a minute. You said you dropped the marble down inside the column of light. There are aliens in there?” 
 
    Instead of answering, Mac popped up another image. 
 
    “The sensor suite captured this image while it was sitting close to the column of light.” Mac answered. “The column of light goes down, all the way to the ground. But the obelisk inside appears to float several feet above the ground.” 
 
    “Unbelievable,” the president whispered. 
 
    “Oh, it gets better.” Mac flipped up another image, which looked up at the base of the obelisk. It seemed to be filled by a star field. “We captured this image right at the base of the obelisk.” 
 
    “What... the hell... is that?” The president whispered in awe. 
 
    “Two more images, then I’ll tell you what we speculate. These were both recorded by an inspection drone that’s operated by one of the military guys stationed at the base. This one is of the alien’s hand reaching out from under the obelisk and grabbing the marble.” 
 
    “The hand does come out from under the obelisk,” the president muttered. 
 
    “And he apparently realized that someone dropped it in,” Mac said, putting up the image of the alien sticking his head out and smiling up at the drone. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned.” 
 
    Mac cleared his throat. “We think the obelisks are gateways, portals if you will, to other places in space, maybe to other places in time.” 
 
    “Are you saying that aliens could just come pouring through?” 
 
    “One seems to have stuck its hand through the portal.” 
 
    “Do the Russians or the Chinese know about this?” 
 
    “Unknown. It was easy enough to figure out. So, if they don’t know already, I’d expect them to figure it out soon. Which begs the question, do we share this data with them?” 
 
    “Hell, no. The Brits, NATO... maybe. But not Russia, not China.” 
 
    “You think the Chinese and Russians won’t have this within an hour of us giving it to the allies?” 
 
    “Cynical. But I suppose you’re right. So no, we sit on it for now. Recommendations?” 
 
    “Send Jasmine Evans and her team to Groom Lake.” 
 
    “That’s not the policy,” the president protested.  
 
    Mac held up his hand. “I know. I know that’s not the policy. But hear me out. Do you think the linguistics team is going to have a better go at communicating with the aliens here on the Mall? It’s swamped with people. Groom Lake has multiple layers of defense. We’ll need to beef up the protection there before too much longer. But it’s isolated. Of the obelisks that have landed in the US so far, that’s the one where they can work in peace.” 
 
    “Hmmm...” The president grunted, then nodded his head. “Excellent suggestion. Thank you, Mac. Get them out there as soon as you can.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 SEATTLE, WASHINGTON 
 
    Dr. Sara Thomas was startled awake by pounding on her front door. As she picked up her cell phone to call 911, she saw a series of missed calls and voice messages. Flipping a light on, she made her way toward the bathroom and hit play on the first message. 
 
    “This message is for Dr. Sara Thomas. Dr. Thomas, my name is Piper Faraday. I’m a senior field agent responsible for emergency transport with the Secret Service. The President of the United States requires your presence at an undisclosed location as soon as possible. A team will arrive at your home to pick you up at 5:30 AM. You may bring one small bag. Your destination is someplace warm. Thank you.” 
 
    Looking at the time stamp on the message, it read 5:00 AM. 
 
    “They were already here, no doubt,” she whispered to herself. 
 
    Diverting to the closet, she grabbed a robe, then headed downstairs as the next round of pounding began. 
 
    Moments later, with the porch light lit, a badge was placed up against one of the side windows. The name... Piper Faraday. 
 
    Sara unlocked the door and opened it. “Agent Faraday?” 
 
    “I am, ma’am. May we enter?” 
 
    Sara smiled. It wasn’t like she could say no. She stood aside, then swept her hand inward. “Please come in. I keep my phone in silent mode until 6:30 AM. Can I have a half hour?” 
 
    “Faster would be better.” 
 
    Three of the four agents on the porch stepped in. The fourth said, “I’ll keep an eye out here.” 
 
    As she turned to look outside, Sara noticed the three nondescript sedans on the street, almost invisible at this pre-dawn hour. She closed the door, then flipped on the foyer lights and pointed. “Kitchen.” 
 
    Stepping that way, she flipped on the kitchen lights and pointed again. “Keurig. Cups in the cabinet above. I’ll be back in twenty minutes.” 
 
    ... 
 
    Sara climbed into the designated car, the one in the middle. Moments later, Agent Faraday entered from the other side, then tapped a button on her collar. “Subject departing.” 
 
    “Do you do this every day?” Sara asked, hoping to break the ice. 
 
    “Transports? Some, few like this.” 
 
    “What’s different about this one?” 
 
    The agent chuckled, opening up a little. “Most often, I escort senior government officials, sometimes foreign officials. We plan those missions weeks in advance. We’ve got contingencies, backups—no stone is left unturned.” 
 
    “Let me guess. You got called in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “A little after midnight. Emergency transport, university professor, suburban address. Plane available at King County Airport by 6:00 AM. Accompany to destination. Cover until mission completion.” 
 
    Agent Faraday looked Sara in the eye. “I’ll be looking out for you until you have completed your mission.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 MENLO PARK, CALIFORNIA 
 
    Professor Peter Patel was a cyclist. He was also a creature of habit. On Wednesdays, when school was not in session, he’d take the twenty-mile loop out through Portola Valley and Woodside, then back to Menlo Park, where he’d stop at Draeger’s for a latte before returning home to shower. 
 
    Today had been a nightmare—the roads snarled, I-280 completely unmoving, and the downstairs portion of the store grid locked with people. But, now ensconced at his favorite table on the second floor, he savored the first sip. 
 
    “Professor Patel?” an unfamiliar voice asked. 
 
    Peter looked up and took in the man approaching his table. 
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    “Professor Patel. I’m Conner Ward, United States Secret Service. I was expecting to meet you at your home this morning at 7:00.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. What’s this about?” 
 
    “Your contract with the NSA. The President requires your presence at an undisclosed location. I am here to take you there.” 
 
    Peter smiled. “I’ve been selected for the translation team. Oh, this is going to be great.” 
 
    “I have a plane waiting at the Palo Alto Airport. It’s scheduled to go wheels up in forty-five minutes.” 
 
    “Then let’s go.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 YOU DON’T SAY 
 
    Things a Psychic Might Say About Aliens, Part IV 
 
    by Estrella Da’Nocha 
 
    Friends, did I call it right or what? If you’ve been watching the news, you saw the obelisk on the National Mall, near the Washington Monument, shoot at some of the people there yesterday. News reports haven’t come to a consensus yet on how many people were hurt, but it was obviously a lot. My prescient guess is twenty. We’ll see how close I come. 
 
    If you are wondering about my use of the O-word, it’s because we were contacted today by the Feds who suggested action might be taken against us, if we continued calling these things what we know they are. But I suppose that should be expected. 
 
    From here, my vision gets a lot murkier. More obelisks will continue to arrive. More people will continue to go crazy. More things will be blown up. And more people will die. 
 
    This will go on for a while, maybe a week. Then the first aliens will start to present themselves to negotiate with the government. 
 
    Today’s premonition about those discussions is that we will come to some agreement with the aliens—one that will result in a return to normalcy. Today’s advice? Remain locked up and don’t run for the hills unless you are facing an immediate threat. 
 
      
 
   

 

 AREA 51 
 
    Sam got a surprise when he returned to the barracks last night. New orders. He was being reassigned to the scientific team under the command of Dr. Adams, who was also Colonel Adams. It was a temporary assignment, so one of the master sergeants would take his platoon during Sam’s absence. The word had come directly from Col. Slater, commander of base security, who implied that the order originated much higher in the chain of command. 
 
    When he checked in at the encampment set up near the obelisk, the logistics officer assigned Sam to a tent close to Dr. Adams’, then instructed him to meet with his new boss over by the obelisk. Things here worked a little more loosely than they did in base security. 
 
    As Sam approached, he spotted Dr. Adams in deep conversation with one of the other researchers at the communications station. Sam caught Dr. Adams’ eye, who nodded with a smile, then pointed toward the obelisk. From the mouthed words and hand gestures, Sam deduced he was to wait over there. 
 
    As he approached, the sound of a jet coming in for landing cut through the air. Looking up at it, Sam was surprised to see that it was an executive jet of the type used by senior officials, not one of the military jets that came and went every day. 
 
    Returning his gaze to the obelisk, he saw that something had changed. The symbols were different. There were still boxes with lines, but there were other symbols as well: stick figures, circles, arcs... Then he saw it. A stick figure, an arc shaped symbol with a line through it, pointing at a symbol that looked like an asterisk, followed by five symbols Sam recognized as numbers from the earlier Fibonacci sequences. 
 
    As he stared, Sam noticed the hairs on his arms standing up, then noticed a tendril of light reaching out from the column. He jumped back, but the movement didn’t break the tendril. Then, as if being forced to look at the image, its meaning became clear. The numbers were coordinates showing from where the aliens had come. 
 
    The sound of another inbound executive jet broke Sam’s attention. It also broke his connection with the column of light, the tendril seeming to burst into bubbles of light that faded as the hair on his arms settled back down.  
 
      
 
   

 

 NATIONAL MALL 
 
    A black government SUV pulled up to the entrance to the obelisk protection zone. A moment later, the soldiers guarding it moved the barriers blocking the way and the site of last night’s obelisk attack came into view. 
 
    In the back seat, Colonel Matt Burns blinked his still blood-shot eyes as he took in the sight, regretful that he had not acted sooner to disburse the ‘Aliens Go Home’ group that triggered the attack. 
 
    A minute later, the vehicle rolled to a stop near the command tent and the door was opened for him.  
 
    “Colonel Burns, good to have you back, sir,” the zone’s acting commander, Captain Colin Watson, greeted. 
 
    “Thank you,” the colonel replied, then pointed toward the command tent. “I’ve been ordered to avoid direct exposure to sunlight for the next several days. Let’s debrief over there?” 
 
    As the men stepped toward the tent, Captain Watson asked, “How is Captain Crow?” 
 
    “Not good. He was closer to the light than I was. I don’t know what the doctors have told him, but he says it will be some time before he can return.” 
 
    As they walked toward the command tent, Burns saw the scarred ground where the obelisk blasted the protestors. “How did the cleanup go? I see you’ve extended the protection zone out past the Washington Monument.” 
 
    “The obelisk’s discharge killed five people. Twenty others suffered from burns, blindness, or both. 
 
    “A real shame…,” the colonel replied. “I had the sense that the ‘Aliens Go Home’ group would be trouble. I wish I’d acted sooner.” Then, after a moment’s reflection, he changed subjects. “You’ve made impressive progress during the fifteen hours I was away.” 
 
    Captain Watson smiled. “Thank you, sir. After the incident, President Altman said he wanted two thousand troops on site and steel fencing installed. The helicopters have been running non-stop.” He pointed out toward the horizon. “There are two more inbound now.” 
 
    “We also got started on the fence,” Watson continued, then pointed north toward the White House. “I wanted to set the fence out a thousand feet, but we’d have to close Route 1 and Route 50 to do it. So, we’re setting it at four hundred feet from the monument on the south and east sides and six hundred feet on the north and west sides.” 
 
    Colonel Burns nodded. “That’s almost all the way to Fifteenth Street and to the trees that line Independence Way. Any ground-based projectile attack would have to originate from the far side of the roadway and get through the trees and the fence’s metal mesh. No more baseballs will get in. Golf balls either. Good job, Watson.” 
 
    “I’ve sketched out a draft plan for the expanded site. We can review it once we’re inside,” the captain added. 
 
    Seeing that the two officers were approaching, guards at the command tent entrance opened the doors. But before they arrived, there was another brilliant flash of light, this time accompanied by a sharp tremor on the ground. 
 
    Both men turned to look and were astounded to see another obelisk sitting right on the spot where the protesters were killed. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
    Jason’s voice came over Zack’s headset. “We’ve got another obelisk.”  
 
     “Location?” Zack asked as he got up and made his way over to the external feeds station. 
 
    “This is odd. The preliminary read is Washington, D.C. We haven’t had two in the same city before.” 
 
    Jason worked his controls some more. “Something’s wrong here. I’m getting the National Mall.” 
 
    “Can you confirm with the UVB sensors?” Zack asked. 
 
    “Pulling up the UVB feed.” Jason replied. 
 
    Several seconds ticked by, then Jason confirmed, “We have a second obelisk on the National Mall. This one is close to the Washington Monument, on the stone walkway encircling it.”  
 
    Zack looked up toward the command conference room and saw Jon on the phone looking down at him. Jon stood, still on the phone, and motioned for Zack to come up. 
 
    “Thanks, Jason. Keep up the good work,” Zack said before heading for the stairs. 
 
    Zack opened the door and heard Jon say, “Thank you for the update, Colonel Burns.” 
 
    Jon placed the phone back on its cradle, then lifted somber eyes toward Zack. “A second obelisk just appeared on the National Mall.” 
 
    “We just registered it,” Zack said, pointing out toward the control room.  
 
    “It appeared on the spot where the protestors were killed last night,” Jon added. 
 
    “Curious. Think it’s related?” Zack asked. 
 
    “Has to be. The weapon used to kill the protesters made a precision hit. It had to have known where the guy with the baseball bat was standing, which makes it one of two things. The aliens knew that the obelisk had killed someone standing on the spot and purposefully put an obelisk there. Or the aliens didn’t know and, with the entire surface of the Earth to choose from, they put an obelisk there by chance. No way.” 
 
    “Compelling argument,” Zack replied. “But why? What motive would they have to place it there like a tombstone?” 
 
    After a few seconds of thought, Jon smiled. “That might be it. They put it there to memorialize the spot. Anyone that knows what happened there would approach the new obelisk with more respect and sincerity.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 KUPNER VINEYARDS, PASO ROBLES, CALIFORNIA 
 
    “Thanks for taking the day off today,” Clara said. 
 
    “Work would’ve been a mess if I’d gone in. My boss, Gene, gets it. He lost his parents a couple of years back, so has been cutting me a lot of slack throughout this whole thing with mom,” Ellie replied. 
 
    A waiter stepped up to their table. “Ladies, welcome to the Pairing Room at Kupner Vineyards. My name is Micah, and I’ll be your server today. Our specialty is ‘tasting flights with specially paired bites.’ The menu changes daily.” He placed a single-sheet menu in front of each. “Can I bring you some water while you make your selections?” 
 
    Ellie held out a piece of paper for Micah. “Can we use this today?” 
 
    He looked down at the paper, then lifted an eyebrow toward Ellie. 
 
    “All of these have been redeemed except the one we gave Brad Harper. Are you his wife?”  
 
    She smiled and offered her hand to shake. “Yes. I’m Ellie. This is my sister, Clara.” 
 
    Micah took Ellie’s hand in both of his. “Brad was a life saver. If not for him and the crew he led that day, our opening would have been delayed six months.” Then, turning to Clara, he added. “Clara, welcome. I’m so glad the two of you came out to see us today. Since the alien crisis started, we’ve been empty. Thankfully, we’re hard enough to find that the looters haven’t come to visit yet. At least, none that I know of.” 
 
    Despite Micah’s bubbliness, Clara could sense his worry. 
 
    “So,” he exclaimed. “Would you prefer red, white, or bubbly?” 
 
    “Chardonnay,” Ellie replied. 
 
    “White Zinfandel?” Clara ventured. 
 
    Micah took on a puzzled look for a second as he gathered up the menus. “I’ll be back in a minute. We’ll make something nice that you’ll both enjoy.” 
 
    As he walked back toward the kitchen, Clara whispered, “What was that about?” 
 
    “Brad knows the owner. They were part of some church group at one point, but never really got along that well. The owner got in a bind while they were building out the winery. They had to delay opening a couple of times and ran out of money about a month before the revised opening date. The bank was going to call the loan if the opening was delayed again. Brad was between jobs. He came and finished the place on credit. He finally got paid a couple months back. Everyone on Brad’s crew got a certificate for a complementary tasting. Eli, the owner, told Brad that he could come to the pairing room. Reservations here are $150 a seat for members, walk-ups are $225. When the news about mom came in this morning, he gave me his certificate and suggested that I bring you here today.” 
 
    “Do you think she’ll pull through?” Clara asked, a sob almost escaping. 
 
    “I don’t know. Her heart is weak. Now that pneumonia has set in…” Ellie paused to rein in her emotions, then put on a smile. “Mom doesn’t believe in drinking and was a bit harsh with Brad for helping a winemaker instead of looking for another job. But I think she would be happy that the two of us are here today.” 
 
    The two reminisced about their mother for a few minutes, then Micah returned. He placed two oversized wine glasses on the table. Each filled about 10% of the way with a pale-yellow wine. “This is a barrel sample of our new Sauvignon Blanc. It’s fruit forward, yet utterly dry, aged on American Oak. Ellie, I think you will enjoy the lightness of this wine compared to a Chardonnay. Clara, I think you will find the fruit-forward character of the wine reminiscent of the sweetness of a blush, but without the residual sugar. To complement this wine, we present a Parmesan crisp topped with braised pork belly, white truffle aioli, and a sprig of fresh dill. Bon appétit.” 
 
    As Micah stepped away, Clara whispered, “Do you know why we get this tiny bit of wine in such a large glass?” 
 
    Ellie laughed. “I do, actually. To sip the wine, your nose needs to go into the glass. As you sip, air will come in through your mouth and your nose, giving you all the wine’s subtleties.” 
 
    “Like I’m going to get any of that,” Clara chortled. 
 
    … 
 
    Now on the fourth and final tasting, where the ‘spice in the wine would complement the tang of the shrimp ceviche,’ Clara was starting to get it. “Four one-ounce samples of wine with four wonderful mouthfuls of food… It’s like a whole meal without the calories, a whole bottle of wine without the buzz. Too bad it’s so expensive.” 
 
    “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” Ellie replied, then realized that Clara had turned away. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “That’s him.” She pointed at an older worker who had just walked past. 
 
    “Who?” Ellie asked, but Clara was already up on her feet. 
 
    “Dan?” 
 
    The old guy turned. Then, seeing Clara, he smiled. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Micah took note and came over. “You know Dan Grimes?” 
 
    Clara, worried that she’d done something wrong, blurted out, “We met at Costco. He bailed me out.” 
 
    Micah smiled. “Us too. If you’d like, I can set the three of you up outside.” 
 
    Five minutes later, they were set up outside, another round of their favorite, the Sauvignon Blanc, for the ladies, club soda and lime for Dan. 
 
    “I’ve known Eli for a while now,” Dan said. “Some vandals broke in last night and damaged one of the refrigeration units. With the world gone crazy over the alien thing, no one would come out to help, so he called me.” 
 
    “I didn’t know it was that bad,” Clara replied. “I’ve been mostly inside, haven’t seen that much news. Although now that you mention it, the news wasn’t very good last night.” 
 
    “Things are pretty laid back here in central coast wine country. But the big cities are coming apart. There were over one hundred homicides in Los Angeles yesterday, people fighting over groceries and gas. There was even an incident at the Costco in San Luis Obispo. I hope you’re stocked up. It’s going to get a lot worse over the next week. People are losing their minds, and some are getting desperate for food.” 
 
    “Maybe I should head back home,” Clara said to Ellie. 
 
    “Where’s that?” Dan asked. 
 
    “Sacramento.” 
 
    Dan shook his head. “Wouldn’t do that if I were you. The roads are impassable. I-5 is clogged from Sacramento south. Same with I-80 from San Francisco to the Nevada border. People are fleeing the cities but running out of gas in the foothills. We’re isolated here, but the stores will be empty in another day or two. I’m going to stop for another tank of gas, then button up in my place and lock the gates.” 
 
    Clara was dumbfounded. 
 
    Inserting herself for the first time, Ellie asked, “How long do you think this will last?” 
 
     “People tell me I have an acute perception of the dark side,” Dan said with a wry laugh. “If the alien thing is just a figment of the government’s imagination, maybe a month. If it’s real… Then I doubt we’ll see normal again, at least not in my lifetime.” 
 
    He pulled out a card and handed it to Clara. “I gave you one of these the other day. Here’s another. If you get caught in a bind. Call me. If I can help, I will.” 
 
    He pushed his chair back. “Gotta go. The gas will be gone soon.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 AREA 51 
 
    Sam pointed to the new images floating past in the light. “I first saw this when I arrived this morning. See the various pieces: the stick figure, the arrow, the star array, and the numbers.” 
 
    Over the next half-hour, Sam gave Jasmine and her two linguists an overview of what he’d observed of the obelisk, and his thoughts on what it meant. 
 
    “Impressive work, Sam,” Jasmine complimented. “Thoughts?” she asked the others. 
 
    “Two things,” Dr. Sara Thomas started. “First, your interpretation of the stick figure and sextant symbols is intuitive, which makes it a good place to start. But at this point, it’s just a theory that we need to test before we accept. Second, the numbers and units of measure for the supposed coordinates are still unknown. If I’ve understood the conversation correctly, you think the unit of measure for the numbers is more likely to be degrees than radians because you presume the numbers are integers. But you don’t know if the aliens have 360 degrees in a circle. And we don’t know, despite the suggestive symbols, that they measure things in terms of right ascension, declination, and magnitude.” 
 
    “Thanks for the reminder, Sara,” Jasmine replied. “We clearly need to take things one step at a time, formulating our theories and testing them with appropriate experiments. But I like what Sam has presented so far.” Turning to Professor Peter Patel, Jasmine asked, “Anything to add?” 
 
    “This mission’s perspective is that the aliens are trying to communicate with us, trying to teach us how to communicate with them. They aren’t trying to confuse us. Instead, they’re going to make themselves as obvious as they can. I think that means we need to lean into the obvious. If a symbol looks like something, the first translation attempt should be to assume it is what it looks like. They made it easy with the numbers and the math. I think they’ll make it easy with the physics as well.” 
 
    “That could lead us down blind alleys,” Sara cautioned. 
 
    Peter smiled. “Sara? Which was easier… Establishing communications with the tribe in Indonesia, or breaking the code for Linear A?” 
 
    After several seconds of thought, she replied, “I wouldn’t call either of those easy, but your point is taken. The tribe was an active participant in the process. The ancient Cretans were long gone. Everything was a mystery—blind alley after blind alley—until the lucky break came.”  
 
    The conversation was disrupted by a soldier with a signal corps insignia on her uniform. “Sorry to interrupt, Dr. Evans. But there’s a call waiting for you in the command tent from Mission Director Shaw.” 
 
    Jasmine turned to her team. “I need to take this. Continue your work. I’ll catch up when I get back.” 
 
     …  
 
    “Jon. What’s happened?” Jasmine asked. 
 
    “You heard about the attack against the obelisk on the National Mall?” 
 
    “I did. Terrible. What were those people thinking?” 
 
    “A second obelisk just appeared nearby, on the exact spot where the people who attacked the obelisk were standing.” 
 
    “It knows,” Jasmine sighed. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “It knew who attacked it, knew exactly where that person was. They put another obelisk there to mark the spot. Maybe they hope this one will be taken more seriously.” 
 
    “Zack and I came to the same conclusion about marking the spot. Interesting speculation about wanting to be taken more seriously. Especially considering that they didn’t seem to take the surveillance drone and sensor suite incident at Area 51 as an attack.” 
 
    “Good point,” Jasmine replied. “We’ve been framing the obelisks as communications devices, which they obviously are. But at this point, it’s clear that they are much more than that. They’re powerful weapons that likely have powerful sensor capability that allows them to distinguish threats.” 
 
    Changing subjects, Jon asked, “Your team has arrived?”  
 
    “They have. They’re being briefed by the team on the ground. One of the lieutenants on the base has learned a lot already. The obelisk here is showing us more than just Fibonacci. He thinks they’ve sent us the location of their home world. We’ll want to assign assets to search as soon as we’ve finished deciphering it.” 
 
    “That’s an interesting twist. Keep me posted.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
    Zack was once again standing next to the external feeds station. 
 
    “I’m worried that we are about to be overrun,” Jason repeated. “New obelisks are appearing every half hour. There was only twenty-seven minutes between the last two. We’re approaching system capacity.” 
 
    “What would happen if they were to come every fifteen minutes?” Zack asked. 
 
    “We’ll start getting triangulation failures, maybe some misses.” 
 
    “Would more people help?” 
 
    Jason thought for a minute. “Possibly. It won’t solve the problem. But it might help us catch a few more, might help get a better count. But at the end of the day, we are sensor limited.” 
 
    “Understood. Keep up the good work.” 
 
    “Ah, here comes another one,” Jason said as he started the logging process. 
 
    Looking up toward the control room, Zack decided that it was time to check in with the boss. 
 
    ... 
 
    Jon looked up as he heard the door open. “Saw you talking with Jason.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s worried we’re about to be overrun. The obelisks are coming too fast.” 
 
    Jon looked up at the list of known locations on one of the monitors. “The first one arrived thirty-six hours ago. A total of thirty-seven have arrived so far. The aliens obviously know a lot about us already. Look where they are located. China, United States, Japan, India, Germany, UK... Reads like the list of the world’s largest economies.” 
 
    “Except for the four big standouts: two in Israel, and two in Saudi Arabia.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 AREA 51 
 
    Jasmine arrived back at the obelisk and saw it surrounded by people, several with binoculars, standing further back. On seeing her approach, an elderly man detached himself from the others and strode over, hand outstretched. 
 
    “Dr. Jasmine Evans, the legend in the flesh. What a pleasure it is to meet you, ma’am. I’m Winston Adams, head of the scientific mission here at Area 51. I’d planned to come out to meet you when you arrived. But I didn’t get word that you were early until you’d already been here twenty minutes.” 
 
    Jasmine shook the offered hand, bemused by the man’s effervescent behavior. “Colonel, it is a pleasure to meet you as well.” 
 
    She pointed at the obelisk. “What’s going on over there?” 
 
    “You’ve met Lt. Sam Oaks?” 
 
    “I have. He’s made a lot of progress.” 
 
    “He’s made another discovery of sorts. The stream of information about the aliens’ home world is organized differently than the other messages.” 
 
    “How so?” Jasmine asked. 
 
    “The key phrase repeats five times, then another phrase is inserted. The new phrase has the same format as the original, with three pictographs changed and a new one added. All six phrases then repeat. I’ve pulled several people from my team out to confirm that this observation holds true all the way up the column. They’re the ones with the binoculars.” 
 
    “Let’s go look,” Jasmine replied. 
 
    Sara joined them as they walked over. “Kudos to Sam. He has good instincts. One of the techniques we use when deciphering an unknown language is to look for sequences that differ by one word or expression. Sam seems to have figured this out with no formal training, which is laudable.” 
 
    The three stepped up next to Sam. 
 
    “Want to show Dr. Evans the new phrase?” Adams asked. 
 
    “The sequence starts the same way with the stick figure and the sextant. But instead of the dotted pictographic symbol, we have two new ones. The first has a large dot centered in three concentric circles, each of which has a smaller dot on it. The second is this odd-shaped hollow one.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Jasmine whispered. 
 
    “The sequence ends with three numbers, one of which is the same as in the original sequence,” Sam finished. 
 
    “Any speculation what it means?” 
 
    “I think the symbol with the dot and circles represents the Earth.” 
 
    “Interesting thought, but why would the aliens send us the coordinates for Earth?” 
 
    “Don’t know, but my instincts say the odd-shaped symbol is the key.” 
 
    “Reasonable suggestion,” Sara replied. “We need to build a database of unique pictographs like this. It’s instructive for understanding both its meaning and usage. It’s an important work stream, one of several that we’ll need to launch. I’d be happy to take the lead on it, if you’d like. The sooner we get them up, the better, because no single technique is ever sufficient.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 CAMP MESS 
 
    Despite Sara’s condescending proclamations today, Sam thought he was on to something. Banter among the team during dinner was collegial, but Sam felt out of place among all the PhD’s and their insider language. He’d brought his tablet computer with him and now, with everyone else gone, he decided to take on the numbers, starting with the one that was in every version of the message. 
 
    He was confident that this number was hexadecimal (HC), because it had the same format and characters as the HC numbers in the Fibonacci sequences. His first step was to find a converter he could use. He found an on-line hexadecimal to decimal converter. To his surprise, there were dozens of them, all of which used the 0-9, A-F numbering system. His next step was to convert the alien symbols into the on-line converters’ format. It surprised Sam how laborious it was, but soon had the number that showed up in every sequence, 13C680. A push of a button later, the decimal answer came back, 1,296,000. 
 
     Sam stared at the number, feeling stupid for his enthusiasm earlier in the day. This number wasn’t in degrees. It wasn’t in radians either. What could a number that large have to do with a coordinate system? 
 
    “Hey, why the glum look?” 
 
    Sam looked up and saw Marty, one of the pilots he sometimes played cards with. 
 
    “Mind if I…?” Marty asked, putting his tray down opposite Sam. “You look like you could use some company.” 
 
    “Sure,” Sam replied with zero enthusiasm. 
 
    “Girlfriend dump you or something?” Marty joked. 
 
    “No. I’ve been studying the obelisk. Thought I’d found something the scientists didn’t. One of the new ones that arrived has been more than a little condescending. Now I see why. My theory was crap.” 
 
    “Sam. You’re a smart guy. Don’t let the eggheads get you down.” 
 
    “I was just so sure I was on to something.” 
 
    “Tell me about what you’ve found.” 
 
    Sam turned his tablet back on and showed Marty pictures of the sequences he’d been working on and explained what he thought the characters meant. 
 
    “The language is pictographic?” 
 
    “Yeah. But I’m not sure it’s a real language. My sense is that this is something they came up with to communicate with us.” 
 
    “Well, your unknown character looks just like Groom Lake from 20,000 feet. Maybe it means death, or desert, or Keep Out.” 
 
    “Groom Lake,” Sam whispered. “Groom Lake on Planet Earth. They’re pointing to a location on Earth. I wonder if that’s the key to decoding the coordinate system.” 
 
    Sam started gathering his things. “I’ve got to go check this out.” 
 
    “Good luck,” Marty yelled, as Sam ran out the door. 
 
      
 
   

 

 OBELISK, GROOM LAKE 
 
    The sun had set two hours ago, and moonrise was still an hour away. But the light coming from the obelisk was more than enough for Sam to find his way without a flashlight. As he approached, he saw a squad from his former platoon who had guard duty for the obelisk tonight. When he was close, they snapped to attention, then once acknowledged, flocked around. 
 
    “Is it true that this is alien?” one asked. 
 
    “Are you figuring out what the symbols mean?” another asked. 
 
    Realizing that these were his people, Sam answered, “Everything I’ve seen says it’s alien. And I think we’re making progress on the translations. The aliens seem to have made this easy for us. Of course, we won’t know for sure until we’ve been able to validate the messages.” 
 
    More questions rang out, but Sam waved them off as he walked around the column of light looking for the sequence with the character for Groom Lake. Once found, Sam stepped up to the column of light, stepping over a line spray-painted onto the ground. 
 
    “Sir, you’re too close,” one of his men shouted. 
 
    “I know what I’m doing,” Sam replied. 
 
    Strangely, Sam could sense the concern of his men in a manner he couldn’t a couple of days ago.  
 
    With care, he lifted a finger and pointed at the character, inching his finger closer until a tendril of light reached out to it. As soon as he made contact, Sam knew with certainty that this character represented Groom Lake. He inched his finger to the left until it hovered over the first of the numbers. A moment later, the tendril of light jumped to it and Sam knew that this number represented the longitude of Groom Lake. Continuing, he learned that the next number represented the latitude, and the third was the denominator. 
 
    “The denominator for what?” Sam whispered. 
 
    Sudden movement near him, snapped Sam back to the present. One of the men, Jamie, was running his way. Sam sensed that Jamie thought the obelisk was attacking him. 
 
    Stepping away from the obelisk, Sam turned toward Jamie with his hand out. “Stop! That’s an order.” 
 
    As Jamie tried to skid to a halt, Sam had a premonition. When the two collided, Jamie was going to bounce off, hit the column of light, and be killed. 
 
    Sam rotated and leaned toward the obelisk, lifting his right arm to shift his center of mass in that direction. Then, as if in slow motion, Jamie hit and bounced out, while Sam fell in toward the column of light. Tendrils of light reached out, touching Sam’s face and arms. Then as he hit the ground, warm light flooded over him. 
 
     …  
 
    Sam woke in a comfortable warm bed with soft sheets and even softer fluffy pillows. Normally he just snapped awake, but this bed was so comfortable, he burrowed in deeper. A minute later, he startled awake. Opening his eyes, he saw that he was fully clothed in a fresh uniform. Wiggling his toes, he realized he had his boots on. 
 
    “What is going on here?” he whispered to himself. 
 
    Now desperate to get out of bed, he plowed his way through the layers of sheets in which he was buried, finally into fresh cool air and the whitest room he’d ever seen. 
 
    “Where the hell am I?” he whispered aloud. 
 
    You are one of the few humans we’ve found whose mind is flexible enough for us to touch. 
 
    Turning toward the source of the message, Sam saw a glimmering form shaped like the alien the sensor suite had recorded inside the column of light. But unlike that one, this one was like a blurry two-dimensional projection of shimmering, translucent light. 
 
    The alien smiled. You recognize me. 
 
    “You were in the obelisk at our base?” 
 
    What you did out there was noble, risking your life to save another’s.  
 
    Sam looked at the alien, puzzled. The words were not spoken, they just showed up in his head.  
 
    Again, the alien smiled. It is easier for us to plant images and feelings directly in your mind, than it is to form the words you need to hear. 
 
    “You want me to be your spokesperson…” Sam’s voice trailed away. “No, not spokesperson. That’s the wrong word…” 
 
    The alien’s head nodded as if in encouragement for Sam to continue. 
 
    “You want me to be your translator,” Sam asserted. 
 
    The alien glanced at one of the ultra-white walls. On it a translucent three-dimensional movie played showing the obelisk on Groom Lake. 
 
    With sudden clarity, Sam knew how the message was constructed, and blurted out, “The coordinates in the message are in radians, expressed as a ratio. To calculate the longitude and latitude in radians, I need to divide the respective value by the denominator. You know our longitude and latitude reference points. As well as those we use for right ascension and declination. I can learn more about other messages by touching them in the column of light.” 
 
    Now you must return. He stepped toward the wall with the 3D image of the obelisk, then entered the image. Do not dally. The portal will only remain open for a few more seconds. 
 
    Sam scrambled out of bed as the wall expanded out to swallow him up. Running toward it, he was back in real time, falling when Jamie plowed into him. As his head hit the column of light, he could feel the alien’s goodwill. 
 
    Remember, do not tell them about me. Just translate the messages. 
 
    A bolt of pain passed through Sam. 
 
    “Still no pulse,” a woman’s voice said. 
 
    Sam recognized the voice. It was Dr. Thelma Stanton’s. 
 
    “Come on, Sam,” she whispered. “I can only do this one more time.” 
 
    Again, the massive pain passed through his chest, and he had the sudden need to breathe. As he sucked in air, he heard the beeping sound of an EKG, then Dr. Stanton’s voice. “Thank God, the defibrillator worked. Load him into the van…” 
 
    As Sam’s consciousness faded, the alien’s voice sounded in his mind. Don’t worry. Just sleep. You have work to do starting tomorrow. 
 
    …  
 
    Jasmine watched as the base’s emergency medical vehicle departed. One of the soldiers had shown her a picture of Sam sprawled out on the ground with his arm and part of his head in the column of light. Another, called Jamie, claimed to have pulled him out of it.  
 
    Why had Sam come back to the obelisk after dinner? Why had he touched the column of light? Why was his data pad found ten feet away from his body? And how did he survive hitting, then falling into the column of light? It didn’t add up. 
 
    A shiver ran down her spine. This was her first day on site. The first day working with her experts and the base’s scientific team. Of them all, she thought Sam was the most likely to crack the code. Now it looked like he was down for the count. 
 
    “Terrible thing, Sam getting hurt like that.” 
 
    The words startled Jasmine out of her contemplation. 
 
    “Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you,” Dr. Adams said. 
 
    Not in a chatty mood, Jasmine turned to him. “I want to talk with Sam as soon as he’s awake. Something of consequence happened here tonight, but only Sam knows what it was. Contact the hospital and order them to advise us when he wakes up, then make whatever arrangement you need to make to get me over there.” 
 
    Dr. Adams put his hands out. “I’m not sure I can do either of those things. The hospital is in the secure portion of the base. You need the appropriate clearances to get through the gates.” 
 
    “Do I need to call President Altman and have him order the base commander to do it because my base liaison won’t?” 
 
    Adams stepped back, stunned by the fire in Jasmine’s voice. “I’ll do what you ask. If General McCarthy pushes back, I’ll let him know he might get an impatient call from the President.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Jasmine replied with a wry smile. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
    Jon sat in the Command Conference Room, watching the floor below, but struggling to keep his eyes open. The phone rang, waking him up. As he lifted the receiver, he noted that it was 10:15 PM. “Shaw here.” 
 
    “Jon, it’s Jasmine. Something happened here tonight that I’m convinced has deeper meaning than I’m grasping. Do you have time to talk?” 
 
    “Things are quiet here; I’m all yours.” 
 
    Jasmine quickly related the situation and her concerns. 
 
    “I think you’re asking the right questions,” Jon replied, then paused a moment to collect his thoughts. “Although, you might want to talk with this Jamie fellow. He pulled Sam out of the column of light, which seems like an incredibly risky thing to do. Maybe he’s just a courageous guy; maybe they’re close friends. But I suspect there’s more to it than that.” 
 
    “Good point. I probably would have hesitated before touching him.” 
 
    “You know…,” Jon continued. “This is a lot different than what happened on the National Mall. There, some idiot was hitting baseballs at the obelisk. It was an intentional assault, but not one particularly consequential. Yet the aliens killed over it. This case seems the opposite. In the picture you sent, Sam’s arm appears to go all the way through the column of light into the aliens’ inner sanctum. That seems like a much more consequential assault, unless it was accidental. It makes me wonder if the aliens are watching us, weighing our actions, deducing our intentions. We think of the obelisks as being communication devices. Maybe they’re a lot more than that. Maybe they are a test of some sort. We’re showing the obelisk in Area 51 some of humanity’s best traits. In DC, we’re showing it some of the worst.” 
 
    “That’s very astute, Jon. Maybe we should mobilize a second team to DC.” 
 
    “Work up a proposal. With the country falling apart the way it is, I think the President will approve it.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 AREA 51 
 
    It was nearly midnight, and Jasmine needed some sleep. But the mystery surrounding the night’s events wasn’t going to allow it. So, she walked back to the obelisk to get a more complete accounting from Jamie. She found him near the place where Sam went down. 
 
    “Evening ma’am,” he greeted. “You here to do more work?” 
 
    “No, I wanted to ask you some questions.” 
 
    “Am I being investigated?” he asked. 
 
    The question took Jasmine by surprise. It never occurred to her that he was anything short of a hero. “Should you be investigated?” 
 
    To Jasmine’s further surprise, Jamie seemed to emotionally fall apart.  
 
    “It was an accident,” he started, voice trembling. “I saw him reach out toward the column of light and a little thread of it extended out toward him. I yelled, telling him to stop. But he didn’t reply. It was like he was mesmerized or something. Then he started moving his finger back and forth and the thread of light went back and forth too, like it was stuck to him. I ran over thinking I might be able to push him away, prevent him from getting blown up.” 
 
    Jamie paused to get his emotions under control. “I was panicked, got going too fast, and apparently made enough noise that he turned to look at me. Then he stepped away from the obelisk, put out his arm, and ordered me to stop. I lost my balance and was about to run right into the damn thing, then Lt. Oaks angled himself in front of me. I ran into him and bounced away from the obelisk. He fell into it.” 
 
    With the confession out, Jamie sobbed.  
 
    “Soldier, get yourself under control!” Jasmine ordered. “I need to know exactly what happened next and everything you saw.” 
 
    Fear seemed to come over Jamie. 
 
    “I got up and saw his head and arm in the light and wanted to run.” 
 
    There was silence for a second, then Jasmine prompted, “But you didn’t.” 
 
    When there was no reply, Jasmine asked, “What stopped you? You saw something, didn’t you?” 
 
    With a trembling voice, Jamie said, “There was an alien in the light. It motioned for me to pull him out. When I did, it winked at me, then disappeared.” 
 
    “Tell me about the alien. What did it look like?” 
 
    “Same shape as the one we recorded a couple of days ago, but no color. Just shades of gray in the column of light. Flat like a picture, but moving.” 
 
    “Did you acknowledge the alien in any way?” 
 
    “I did what it asked me to.” 
 
    “What do you mean by asked? Did it speak?” 
 
    “No. Just made a motion.” 
 
    “Can you show me?” 
 
    Jamie started to move then froze. “I don’t remember what it did.” Jamie tried it again then froze. “It’s like it’s right there, but when I try to do it, I can’t.” 
 
    His frustration was so obvious Jasmine believed he was telling the truth. 
 
    “OK, OK. If it comes to you later, come find me and show me. But back to pulling Sam out. How did the light react? Did it ripple or flash? Did the act of pulling Sam out make any change in any way at all?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. He just came out.” 
 
    “Did you feel anything? Did the light impact you in any way?” Jasmine asked, certain that she was on the verge of discovering something.  
 
    Jamie hesitated. “When I grabbed Sam, I felt a little tingling on my skin. You know, like the way static electricity makes the hair on your arms lift up…” Jamie’s voice trailed away. 
 
    “There was something else, wasn’t there?” 
 
    “Just a feeling…” Again, his voice trailed away. “It was like I knew what the aliens wanted me to do.”

  

 

 DAY SIX 
 
    “…the only thing we have to fear, is fear itself…” 
 
    — Franklin D. Roosevelt, Inauguration Speech, March 4, 1933 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 [08.17.2045] BASE HOSPITAL, AREA 51 
 
    Sam woke, uncertain where he was. The room was unfamiliar, the bed uncomfortable. But as he stirred, alarms went off. Then, in the room’s subdued light, he saw the IV line and the EKG wires. 
 
    “I’m in the hospital?” he whispered. 
 
    The door opened, and a nurse walked in. 
 
    “Lt. Oaks, I see you’re awake. It seems some of your connections have come loose. The doctor is on his way.” 
 
    “How long have I been here?” 
 
    “You were admitted a little after 11:00 last night. It’s morning now, about 9:30 now.” 
 
    Sam puzzled over the situation for a moment, then the memories started streaming back. 
 
    “The coordinates are in radians, not degrees,” he whispered to himself. 
 
    “What was that?” the nurse asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Sam replied. “I was doing some research and had just made a huge discovery when someone accidentally knocked me down.” 
 
    “Knocked down?” the nurse asked. “That’s not what your chart says.” 
 
    “Probably not.” 
 
    There was a rap on the door frame, then a man in a white doctor’s coat strode in. “Lt. Oaks, I’m Dr. Owen Roach, base physician. You gave Dr. Stanton quite the scare last night.” 
 
    “It was just an accident,” Sam replied. 
 
    “One in which you were almost electrocuted.” 
 
    “There was more to it than that, but yes. I was almost electrocuted.” 
 
    “You don’t seem to take this very seriously,” Dr. Roach replied. 
 
    “I take it seriously. But I feel fine. How soon can I go back?” 
 
    “More people survive lightning strikes than you would expect. But most have serious side effects, and few survivors get out of the hospital in less than five days.” 
 
    Sam almost said that lightning did not strike him, then realized that lightning must be the cover story, because the obelisk was still top secret. 
 
    “I want out now. Do the tests you need to do. But I need to get back out to Groom Lake. There’s danger out there that the others don’t know about.” 
 
    “I’ll advise your commanding officer that you are awake. Some of the tests we need to do will have to be done off base.” 
 
    As the doctor left, Sam started scheming. There has to be a way to get out of here before anyone realizes I’m missing. 
 
      
 
   

 

 HARPER RESIDENCE, PASO ROBLES 
 
    Word came out during breakfast that the schools were closed today. Because of the fuel shortage, there would be no bus service. Although many other businesses were closed, both Brad and Ellie were going to work. The hospital was not allowing her mother visitors, so Clara agreed to ‘watch the kids,’ though at fifteen and seventeen, they didn’t need that much watching. 
 
    Clara sat in the kitchen sipping the last of her coffee, mostly ignoring the morning news playing on Logan’s tablet. 
 
    “Why are people out rioting?” he asked. The question was rhetorical, but he puzzled with it, anyway. “It makes no sense. There’s not much the government can do—it’s not like we can stop the aliens. And the more the looters wreck stuff, the weaker we, as a society, become.” 
 
    “People do a lot of stuff that makes little sense,” Clara replied. “Thankfully, you seem smarter than they are.” 
 
    Logan looked up and smiled, a little embarrassed by the compliment coming from his mother’s younger sister. 
 
    “I mean, look at this. Some people set an apartment building on fire last night. Who does something like that? Who does it help? Not the four people killed, or the twenty in the hospital, or the hundred and twenty families that are now homeless. And I can’t believe the aliens will think better of us for it.” 
 
    Clara turned to respond but froze when she saw the image of the firefighters fighting the blaze. It was her apartment building. The shock was so complete, she just sat there staring, unable to move a muscle.  
 
    Logan pulled his headset out, so the audio came over the speakers. 
 
    “Four people have been confirmed dead. Bob Williams, age forty-nine. Hannah Williams, age forty-six. Zeke Jensen, age seventy-one. And Hank Tanner, age thirty-four. The families have yet to announce funeral arrangements.” 
 
    Unable to breathe, Clara just sat there as the world started spinning around her. 
 
    “Aunt Clara?” 
 
      
 
   

 

 BASE HOSPITAL 
 
    Jasmine, accompanied by four military police, entered the hospital, bypassing the front desk, despite the receptionist’s complaints. Two minutes later, she entered Sam’s room with one of the officers, leaving the other three in the hall to guard the room. 
 
    “Am I being rescued?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Only if you can prove to me that you’re willing and able to go against the doctor’s orders.” 
 
    “The coordinate string that’s different is the key. The odd-shaped symbol represents Groom Lake. The two numbers that follow are the numerators for the longitude and latitude. The third is the denominator for both. The ratio is the longitude and latitude, expressed in radians, as measured from the equator and Greenwich.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Jasmine demanded. 
 
    “Jasmine. Trust me enough to run the numbers. They are the proof.” 
 
    “And the normal sequence?” 
 
    “Same format, only for right ascension and declination. Expressed in radians, same reference points.” 
 
    “And that’s their home world?” 
 
    “The literal feel of the symbol is more like ‘that’s where we’re from’,” Sam started. “But the more I think about it, the more it feels like it means ‘that’s where you can reach us.’ Maybe it’s a communications relay point to their home world.” 
 
    “And how do you know this?” 
 
    Sam wilted, knowing it would not be safe to disclose the truth. “I just know. I don’t fully understand it, but I’m certain their concept of language differs from ours. Each pictograph represents a thought. But you need a certain perception to understand it, which I seem to have.” 
 
    Jasmine pulled out her phone and showed it to Sam. A short video clip played, showing Sam reaching out toward the obelisk and a tendril of light connecting with his finger. 
 
    “Is that where your perception comes from?” 
 
    Sam flushed with heat, angry that Jasmine had caught him red-handed. 
 
    “I believe it is. But don’t let anyone else touch it.” 
 
    “Why?” Jasmine asked. “You want it all to yourself?” 
 
    Sam further reddened at the accusation. 
 
    “I’ve told you what I know. It’s not safe for anyone unattuned to touch the column of light. The blood will be on your hands if someone unattuned tries doing what I’ve done.” 
 
    “Jamie said that he saw the image of an alien in the light. It looked like one of the toys you would see in the junk shops coming into town, but animated. He says it asked him to pull you out and told him he would be safe.” 
 
    Sam nodded his head. “He didn’t hear any words, did he?” 
 
    “No, he just saw the motions and knew what they meant.” 
 
    “That’s how it works,” Sam replied. “There’s meaning packed into the images they present that goes beyond the image itself. I get it through the connection. They must have pushed it to Jamie some other way.” 
 
    “There’s more that you’re not telling me. Isn’t there?” Jasmine asked. 
 
    “Maybe. I had what felt like a talk with their representative. In the end, he told me not to tell you about it.” 
 
    “Did he say why?” 
 
    “Something about it being difficult for them to communicate in that way. The only thing I could count on doing accurately was translating their messages.” 
 
    “Is that why you said ‘maybe?’” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s all fuzzy. I know something happened. I’m certain of the role they want me to play. But the rest of it is just a blur. I can’t put the pieces together.” 
 
    Jasmine took a deep breath, then made up her mind. 
 
    “Are you strong enough to get out of bed and go back to work?” 
 
    “More than strong enough.” 
 
    “OK. I’m going to go talk to the doctors. A nurse will be here shortly to disconnect you.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 HARPER RESIDENCE, PASO ROBLES 
 
    Clara woke disoriented, uncertain where she was. 
 
    “She’s moving.” 
 
    Clara recognized the voice; it belonged to her niece, Andrea. Slowly, the pieces started coming together. She had come to visit her mother, who was near death’s doorstep and staying with Ellie and her family. She drove down on her own because Hank had picked up an extra shift on Saturday and didn’t want to get out of it. When she got home, she’d need to decide whether to continue with Hank or move on. 
 
    Then the memory came back. She had no home. It had burned down, taking Hank with it. As the tears began to flow, a comforting hand settled on her shoulder.  
 
    “Don’t worry Aunt Clara. We’ll take care of you.” 
 
    Clara recognized Logan’s voice. What a sweet kid, she thought, unexpectedly comforted by her fifteen-year-old nephew. 
 
      
 
   

 

 YOU DON’T SAY 
 
    Things a Psychic Might Say About Aliens, Part V 
 
    by Estrella Da’Nocha 
 
    Quite a few of you have written to me, most sending kind words of thanks, others calling me a fake, but saying it more rudely. What’s new is the number that are asking questions. The editors here at You Don’t Say have been helping sort through it all. According to their tally, we received nearly a thousand messages from you yesterday, two hundred of which asked some variation of the question, “When will things return to normal?” 
 
    That’s a difficult question, because it depends on what you mean by normal. Did America return to normal after 9/11? The great recession? Covid? The war with China? Each of these events changed us. The alien encounter will as well. So, if you think we did not return to normal after those, you will say the same about this. 
 
    If you think we did achieve a new normal after those prior events, they will probably think we have reached a new normal within ten years. 
 
    Why do I say that? I went back through my notes of the twenty-six visions about the alien invasion that I’ve documented. In only three did the world get broken so badly that I would say it never gets back to normal. In the rest, most of the pain is self-inflicted, caused by all the panic, not by the aliens. Yes, the aliens end up killing a lot of people who foolishly attack their landers, but is that really on them, or on us? Most of the death and destruction comes from within. From the riots and murders. And from starvation as the clogged roads upset food distribution. 
 
    Today’s advice to you? Start rationing the food you have. If you have food on the verge of going bad, see if you can swap your fresh food that only has another day or two left for canned and dry foods your neighbors might have.  
 
    My advice for President Altman is four-fold. First, do more to help calm the people. Be open, play it straight, maybe bring back Dr. Jasmine Evans for more news conferences. Second, beef up security around the obelisks. In all but those three visions, the only people the aliens kill are those that attack the obelisks. Surely, you can put an end to that. Third, use the military to clear and reestablish control over the streets and the interstate highways. Until that happens, there will be no food distribution and the starvation rate will run away from us. Fourth, do the same with fuel distribution. Form convoys if you must, because in the short-term it won’t happen any other way. In my visions, we will recover faster, the sooner you start forcing the world back to normal. 
 
    I’ll be back again tomorrow, as long as the electricity is still on in New York. 
 
      
 
   

 

 COMMAND TENT, GROOM LAKE 
 
    “That’s it,” Sam said, “The coordinates of Groom Lake. Longitude: 2.02110097, which is 115° 48m 2s West. Latitude: 0.650561782, which is 37° 16m 28s North.” 
 
    “Incredible,” Peter Patel, the linguist from Stanford, said. “OK, if I run the numbers from the National Mall?” 
 
    “Sure,” Sam replied, happy that he was being treated like a colleague by one of the most terrifyingly brilliant people he’d ever met. “I’ll take on the coordinates for the aliens’ relay station.” 
 
     …  
 
    Jasmine and Sara Thomas, the linguist from the University of Washington, came into the command tent and saw Sam and Peter busy working on their calculations. 
 
    On seeing them, Sam said, “The Groom Lake coordinates check out. Peter is verifying the coordinates for the Washington Monument. I’m working them for the aliens’ relay station.” 
 
    “Good work,” Jasmine replied. “When you’re done, we have some things to show you. Several new messages popped up today. We’d like to talk about them before you go out to look.” 
 
    Several minutes passed, then Peter perked up. “The Washington Monument coordinates check out.” 
 
    Another minute later, Sam reported, “The alien relay station is at right ascension: 3h 15m 05s, declination: 19° 35’ 02’’ South.” 
 
    “That sounds familiar,” Jasmine said. She tapped away on her tablet computer for a second. “That’s unexpected.” 
 
    “What?” Sam asked. 
 
    “The Eridanus Super Void. The emptiest place in space. Twenty-some years ago, some scientists theorized that it was ‘the imprint of another universe beyond our own, caused by quantum entanglement between universes before they were separated by cosmic inflation.’” 
 
    “I take it that’s not good,” Peter questioned. 
 
    “Our aliens say they come from the most mysterious place in our universe, a cold and empty hole in space.” 
 
    “Maybe they’ve just hidden themselves,” Sara offered. 
 
    “Or maybe…,” Sam drew the word out. “They’re from another universe,” he joked.  
 
    “Cute,” Jasmine shot back. “I think I’ll send that one back to mission control for them to address. You two ready to talk about the new messages?” 
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
    Jon signaled for Zack to join him in the Command conference room. 
 
    As Zack came up the steps, he saw Jon through the window and noted the furrowed brow. Some breaking news must have just come in. A few hastened steps later, he opened the door, immediately catching Jon’s eye. 
 
    As the door clicked shut, Jon said, “They’ve confirmed the theory. The messages contain geographic coordinates. The main phrases from the obelisk on Groom Lake match the ones from the National Mall. The short contextual phrases are unique to each site and contain the longitude and latitude of the respective sources.” 
 
    “Seems too easy,” Zack replied, then a second later. “Where is the alien home world?”  
 
    “The Eridanus Super Void.” 
 
    “The emptiest place in space,” Zack whispered, then continued in full voice. “Do they have any idea what that means?” 
 
    “Not yet. They’re punting that question to us.” 
 
    “It makes no sense. There’s nothing there.” 
 
    “We don’t know that. The void is huge. Estimates are that it is a billion light years wide and stretches out to the limits of our universe.” 
 
    “I understand your point, Jon, but doesn’t it strike you as being infeasible? Suppose their home world was there. How did they get here?” 
 
    “Jasmine mentioned that their translator interprets it as this is ‘where they are’ now, not necessarily where they came from. If we assume for a second that this is where they are, then where might that be?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand,” Zack replied. 
 
    “Here’s a scenario. Suppose they have a listening post somewhere in the solar system that is holding station along that vector. It’s a perfect place, right? There’s nothing behind them. They would be contrasted against the coldest, quietest, emptiest place in the known universe.” 
 
    “Got it,” Zack replied. “They may not be claiming to be in the Eridanus Super Void, only that they have some form of presence along that vector.” 
 
    “Convenient,” Jon mused.  
 
    “How so?” Zack asked. 
 
    “How do we communicate with our probes in deep space?” 
 
    Zack looked at Jon questioningly. “Via the deep space network.” 
 
    Jon motioned for Zack to continue. 
 
    “Which, like the Eridanus Super Void, is in the southern hemisphere.” 
 
    “We have the means. NASA can authorize the use. Now all we need is the message.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 DAN’S CABIN, TEMPLETON 
 
    Dan hated television. He hated the talking heads. He hated the gossip shows. But at the moment, he was glued to the 24-hour news channel. He’d always thought something would happen that would cause society to breakdown. That’s why he was a prepper. But he never thought aliens would be the cause. 
 
    In fifteen minutes, the President would be addressing the country. With anticipation, the talking heads were filling the time with speculation about what he would say. Having had too much of that already today, Dan went into the kitchen to make a sandwich and grab a beer. 
 
     …  
 
    “My fellow Americans, thank you for inviting me into your homes this evening. As a nation, we are facing a crisis.” The President paused and looked into the camera with concern.  
 
    “Many say aliens are to blame. Indeed, aliens have taken up station near Earth, but they’ve done so nearly a million miles away. They have also sent nearly one hundred of their obelisks to Earth. But these are communication stations, put there to teach us to speak with them.” 
 
    “Right,” Dan muttered sarcastically. 
 
    “Many of the news outlets have reported alien attacks against civilians gathered around these obelisks. It cannot be denied that civilians were injured, and some killed. But in every incident, it was the result of attacks made against an obelisk.” 
 
    The president paused. “Now, think about that for a second. The aliens are in the process of sending hundreds of devices to Earth in the hope of establishing a line of communication with us, and we attempt to damage those devices. Shame on us.” 
 
    “Good point,” Dan said to the TV as if he was having a talk with the president. 
 
    “I understand the anxiety each and every one of you feels. It’s difficult not knowing what’s happening or what’s coming next. But the rioting, looting, and civil disorder must stop. So, tonight I am declaring a national state of emergency and placing the entire country on lock down. From sunup to sundown, only essential travel will be allowed. From dusk to dawn, only those with a valid travel permit may leave their home and property. I am ordering the National Guard out to enforce the lock down and curfew. I am also transferring one hundred thousand members of our armed forces to the national guard for the duration of this crisis.” 
 
    “You can’t do that,” Dan shouted at the television. 
 
    “Friends,” the president said with empathy, “we are not one another’s enemy. The aliens may not be our enemy either. We need to start behaving like the good people we are.” 
 
    The president paused for a second. 
 
    “As a great man once said, it is ‘my firm belief that the only thing we have to fear… is fear itself — nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror,’ which to paraphrase, paralyzes the mind and crushes the soul.” 
 
    The President paused in reflection, then continued. “America, it’s time to start helping your neighbor and stop acting out your fear on your fellow citizens. Now settle down, settle in, and lock your doors. Hopefully, we will be through this in a couple of days. 
 
    “Thank you for your time and attention. And may God bless America.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 OBELISK, GROOM LAKE 
 
    The sun had set, and the team had called it quits for the day. But there was too much on Sam’s mind to go to bed. He had the nagging feeling the aliens wanted him to communicate with them. Now a half hour later, with some props in hand, he approached the obelisk. 
 
    To Sam’s surprise, he found Jasmine and the two linguists sitting in camp chairs, facing the obelisk. Jasmine waved him over. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be getting some rest? This time last night, you were in the hospital.” 
 
    Sam chuckled. “Seems like a long time ago. I’m sure the doctors would like me in bed, but that would be more stressful than being here.” 
 
    Peter grunted. “Know what you mean, but good luck selling that to your doctor.” 
 
    “Mind if I ask what you’re up to?” Sam asked Jasmine. 
 
    “You seem to have the pictographic translation under control. So we’ve shifted to working on the radio signal. It exactly mirrored what was being displayed in the column of light during the Fibonacci phase. We assume it still is now and are trying to connect the dots. What about you?” She pointed to the items Sam was carrying. 
 
    “I think the aliens want me to say something to them. I’ve prepared three messages. I am Sam Oaks. There is nothing at the coordinates you sent. And why are you here?” 
 
    “Sounds good,” she replied, then pointed toward the obelisk. “Have at it. Call if you need any help.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Sam stepped up to the standoff line, set his case on the ground, and opened it. He pulled out and set up a flimsy, light-weight easel, then placed a back-lit LED panel on it. He took a breath and slowly exhaled, then clipped a transparency that had his first message onto the back lit display. 
 
    With his message set up, he stepped over the standoff line and waited for the gap at the end of the message that was scrolling past him. 
 
    “I am Sam Oaks,” he said aloud, while looking at the blank spot crossing in front of him. He reached out toward the blank spot, holding his finger six inches from the column of light. Moments later, a tendril of light inched out and touched his finger. Pointing back at his sign, he repeated, “I am Sam Oaks.” 
 
    When nothing happened, he repeated his message a third time. 
 
    Sam’s hopes faded as the seconds ticked past. Then his eye caught something. The end of the previous message, which continued its spiral path up the column of light, had disappeared from view around the side, but a new one had not started. 
 
    Heart pounding, Sam waited. Then a new message started. The first symbol was a variation of the one they used to refer to themselves. The second symbol was new, one Sam had not seen before. Shockingly, the third was a pictographic version of his face. As the symbols crept toward Sam’s finger, he waited with bated breath. 
 
    The seconds ticked by, then the tendril of light jumped to the first symbol, the one that was a variation for the aliens. “We.” 
 
    Seconds later, it jumped to the next symbol. “Understand.” 
 
    Then, as if in slow motion, it jumped to the icon of Sam’s face. “Sam.” 
 
    Certainty set in. This symbol meant him, not an arbitrary person, but himself, by name.  
 
    The new message was… “We understand Sam.” 
 
    “Sam,” Jasmine asked. “Is that you?” 
 
    Sam hadn’t heard Jasmine approach and her words startled him, breaking his attention and causing the tendril of light to bubble away. Sam stepped back, then turned toward Jasmine. 
 
    “I sent them the message, ‘I am Sam Oaks.’ They sent back, ‘We understand Sam.’” 
 
    “Curious,” Sara, who had walked up behind Jasmine, said. “Does that mean they understand what you said? Or does it mean they understand who you are?” 
 
    “Not sure. But they will eventually reveal it if they think we need to know.” 
 
    “You seem confident they are friendly,” Sara prodded. 
 
    “I’m confident they want to communicate. I’m hopeful the message they want to send is good for us. Our failure to communicate with them probably wouldn’t be.” 
 
    “What’s next?” Jasmine asked. 
 
    “I’m going to ask them about being in the Eridanus Super Void. It’s empty.” 
 
    “Have at it.” 
 
    Sam put the first transparency back in the case, then clipped the next one onto the lighted background. His question—Why are you in the Eridanus Super Void? It is empty—was written out in English. The symbols for ‘you’ and the coordinates for the void were written beneath. Then he stepped up to the cylinder of light and waited for the next break between messages. As it approached, he read out the question. Then waited. 
 
    After about five minutes, Sam read the question again. Then waited some more. 
 
    After ten more minutes, Sam was worried. The little tendril of light still connected him to the cylinder, but he’d felt nothing, and no new message had started. In a few more minutes, the previous messages would all complete their spiraled journey to the top of the column, and no messages would be displayed. 
 
    As if to accentuate his worry, Sara said, “Looks like you broke it.” 
 
    Sam had not heard her leave, but the unexpected voice still surprised him enough that he almost lost the connection. Then the new message started. Symbol after symbol flowed and slowly Sam grasped their meaning. 
 
    Sam Oaks. We are not like you. The void is not what you think it is. Neither are we. We hide in the void for our protection. 
 
    This message surprised Sam. It was long. The expression for ‘the void,’ used twice, took nineteen symbols—one pictographic symbol and three six-digit hexadecimal numbers—in each occurrence. Only his name and the expressions ‘what you think it is’ and ‘for our protection’ were packed into a single symbol. 
 
    “Big answer for a simple question,” Sara commented. “What does it mean?” 
 
    “It says, ‘Sam Oaks. We are not like you. The void is not what you think it is. Neither are we. We hide in the void for our protection.’” 
 
    “Well, that clarifies things,” she replied. 
 
    Ready to move onto the last message, Sam broke his connection with the column of light. As he took down the second message and put up the third, he asked. “Sara, what do you want from me?” 
 
    When there was no answer, he turned to her and stared. “I’m doing what I know how to do. I don’t have a theory. I don’t have training. But the aliens speak to me. I don’t hear a voice, but I do understand their symbols.” 
 
    “It’s too easy,” she replied. “Nothing real is this easy. So, your translations cannot be real. Jasmine is making a mistake listening to you.” 
 
    With those words, she turned on a heel and started back toward camp. 
 
    Happy to be rid of her, Sam asked his last question. “Why are you here? What do you want from us?” 
 
    Again, the answer was slow in coming. At the thirty-minute point, Sam began to worry that extended connections like this might be dangerous. But as quickly as the worry came, so did the thought, “Don’t worry, Sam Oaks. We know how to control the contact with you now. Your answer is almost ready.” 
 
    More minutes ticked by, then the message started. You have things we need. We have things you need. Together, we can help each other.

  

 

 DAY SEVEN 
 
    “God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in times of trouble. In his arms, we have nothing to fear.” 
 
    — Psalms 46, as paraphrased by Clara Molina 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 [08.18.2045] BEIJING, CHINA 
 
    Lee Ping stirred. An alarm went off, but he didn’t notice. Attendants came to silence the alarm, but concluded it was false. Ping’s EKG indicated that he was still comatose. 
 
    A half hour later, Ping stirred again. This time, there was no alarm. The thresholds on the EKG’s alarms had been adjusted. He floated between sleep and wakefulness, and after a while, opened an eye. 
 
    Something had happened to him while he was asleep. He knew what the obelisk was, who its operators were. And for the first time, understood his role in the events that were about to unfold. 
 
    Knowing his first task needed to be executed today, he examined the equipment attached to him. He had never seen equipment like this before. It seemed so primitive. But he was confident that the gift he had received was sufficient. 
 
    Turning to the closest device, he reached out a finger and hovered it near the controls. A tendril of light reached out and moments later, the device went into test mode. Two more pieces of equipment touched, and the only thing left was the needle in his arm. He slowly peeled the tape away, then pulled the needle out. 
 
    Now free of all connections, he rotated his legs out of bed and stood. It took a second to gain his balance, because his body felt different somehow. He stepped over to the closet, withdrew some clothes, then moments later slipped out of the room. People scurried here and there. No one took notice. He blended into the crowd, and, within minutes, he was gone. 
 
      
 
   

 

 KAPUSTIN YAR 
 
    Sergei Yaroslav stood, staring at the light-enshrouded obelisk that had arrived last night. It was his turn, and he was terrified. He was one of five translators attached to the airbase here. The one the Americans referred to as Russia’s Area 51. 
 
    He was a translator with the VKS, the Russian Aerospace Forces, his specialty Chinese. But for the last two years, he also worked with a strange pictographic language his command structure claimed to be alien. The characters that his team had identified as numbers matched the ones displayed in the column of light surrounding the obelisk. How his country had obtained these symbols was unknown to him. But at this point, their authenticity was undeniable. 
 
    Unfortunately for Sergei, his team could not put meaning to any of the other characters, which led to his current predicament. A source in America apparently had put meaning to some of them. A video of the soldier that made that leap showed him touching the obelisk. President Larkov wanted to scoop the Americans again, so command had ordered his team to attempt the same technique.  
 
    Sergei stepped forward, hands shaking. It was all he could do not to vomit as he stepped past the body of his colleague, Vitomir Leonidovich, the one who made the first attempt. Sergei stopped two meters from the column of light to study the symbols. Three adjacent characters caught his eye. The first was a large solid circle. The second was a solid circle enclosed in three concentric circles, each of which had a smaller dot on it. The third was a solid circle, enclosed in a concentric circle made from a dotted line. It also had a short, dotted tangent line at the top left of the dotted circle. 
 
    Sergei had seen all these symbols before, but not in this sequence. The first, he had previously assumed to be the Sun, the second the Earth. He’d never had a clue about the third symbol, but in this context, it seemed to imply something entering or exiting orbit. 
 
    “No more dallying.” 
 
    Sergei turned toward his commander, the source of the order, and nodded, then he approached the column of light. One step, then two, and Sergei felt the static electricity lifting the hair on his arms.  
 
    He looked straight at his target and whispered, “What are you?” Without thinking, he lifted his left hand, index finger pointing. 
 
    A tiny tendril of light lifted from the column’s surface and touched Sergei’s finger. A sense of certainty came over him, which had several aspects. It was safe to approach the obelisk this way, but he was the only one that would be allowed. And the first symbol in the triplet he’d targeted, the one he thought was for the sun, was for the alien spaceship. 
 
    Curious, Sergei thought. I would have expected the symbol for that to be elliptical. 
 
    Sergei’s mouth dropped open as the image morphed into an ellipse. Inching his finger horizontally toward the next character, the tendril of light moved to the symbol presumed to represent the Earth. A moment later, Sergei knew they were correct. 
 
    Moving to the next symbol, Sergei understood that it meant divide. 
 
    “The ship in orbit is going to divide?” he whispered. “What could that possibly mean?” 
 
    As if in answer, a vision formed in his mind’s eye of the alien ship crumbling apart and forming a ring of debris around the Earth. As the image took hold, Sergei was overwhelmed with fear. 
 
    “No,” he said aloud, then everything faded to black. 
 
     …  
 
    “He’s doing it,” the assistant commander said in a conspiratorial voice. 
 
    “Yes, he is.” 
 
    “He’s using the same technique as the American in the video.” 
 
    The commander nodded, hopeful, but unconvinced, that this would go anywhere. 
 
    “No,” Sergei groaned. 
 
    “Look.” The assistant commander pointed. “The glow is starting to envelop him.” 
 
    Sergei stiffened, then fell backward to the ground. Others rushed toward him, then stopped dead in their tracks when the commander shouted, “Halt!” 
 
    Moving with purpose, the commander walked over to look at Sergei. His feet were half a meter from the column of light. From the waist up, his body was out of the standoff zone, outside the line painted on the ground. There was no sign of burning or other injury as there was with the other men. 
 
    He pointed to two soldiers. “You. You. Grab him by the arms and pull him out.” 
 
    Then, nodding to the medic, he said, “Check on him.” 
 
    A minute later. “Vitals are strong. No sign of injury. But he is out cold. We should send him to the hospital.” 
 
    “Take him,” the commander ordered, then shouted, “Next!” 
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
    “I need your take on some data that came to me late last night,” Jon said, as Zack came into the conference room. 
 
    Zack took a seat, then looked at his boss. “Shoot.” 
 
    “The lieutenant that got shocked by the obelisk on Groom Lake Wednesday night had quite the day yesterday.” 
 
    “Are you talking about the Eridanus Super Void translation?” 
 
    “After that. He went back out to the obelisk to open communications with the aliens. They allegedly responded by saying they ‘understood him.’” 
 
    “Go on,” Zack said, not wanting to comment yet. 
 
    “He asked why they claimed they were from the void.” 
 
    “Did they answer?” Zack asked. 
 
    “Yes. They said, ‘We are not like you. The void is not what you think it is. Neither are we. We hide in the void for our protection.’” 
 
     “What else?” Zack asked, sensing this was not the end. 
 
    “He asked why they were here. They allegedly answered, ‘You have things we need. We have things you need. Together, we can help each other.’” 
 
    “That’s not very specific. Does Jasmine believe it?” Zack asked. 
 
    “She says that she’s 90% sure he’s legitimate. Her top linguist says he’s a fraud.” 
 
    “Did the linguist present any evidence for her claim? What we saw before that was quite convincing.” 
 
    “She gave two reasons. The first is that no one can infer meaning from an unknown language that quickly. The second is that he presented three banal statements for them to react to and got three equally prosaic answers. Apparently, it’s one of the more common ways fraud is committed when translating ancient texts.” 
 
    “He’s a soldier who’s been shocked by the obelisk and believes he’s been given insight into it,” Zack started. “He’s not a trained linguist. He wouldn’t know how a fake linguist would cheat. Did he say why he did this?” 
 
    “He sensed that the aliens wanted to hear something from us,” Jon replied. 
 
    “That will be the first clue,” Zack came back. “Did the aliens reply? By that I mean, what evidence do we have that the aliens sent something because he asked them a question?” 
 
    “Jasmine commented on that. There’s a short break between messages. He made his first statement during one of the breaks, and the next message didn’t come. That happened three times. In each case, a unique answer came that had new pictograms we haven’t seen before.” 
 
    Zack thought for a minute, then said, “That alone is golden. He influences what the obelisk does. This is the first report we’ve received in which an obelisk reacted in a way that didn’t injure someone.” 
 
    “Jasmine said that after the last question, the column of light nearly emptied, the answer coming a minute before the last message spiraled out of the top.” 
 
    “Then I have to agree with Jasmine,” Zack concluded. “The obelisk is reacting to him. That leaves the question, ‘Are his translations accurate?’ We could help answer that.” 
 
    “How?” Jon asked. 
 
    “We write the questions, at least one of which will have an answer that we know, but he doesn’t.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 HARPER RESIDENCE, PASO ROBLES 
 
    For Clara, the last two days were a nightmare. Her apartment had burned down. Hank was gone. But that was just the beginning. The apartment insurance was in Hank’s name. Most of their money was in a joint account. Their banker had warned them. If one died before the other, then their money could be tied up in probate for months, if there was no will. They’d planned to do it. It was part of her deal with Hank. But he used to joke about it, saying, “If I’m gone… Then what do I care?” 
 
    How in the world… How in the world had she let herself live with him? He had not a care about what would happen to her if he died. That should have been the first, second, and third sign. He wouldn’t even clock out from work to drive down to see her mother lying on her death bed! On a Saturday! What in the world did she ever see in him? 
 
    As the tears started again, the whole house went silent. The sound of it reminded Clara of the silence that followed a huge wave break and the quiet whoosh of water withdrawing. Her short exposure to Dan, the old prepper, popped to mind. “Only buy perishables if you have backup power.” 
 
    The thought made Clara shudder. Ellie and Brad had an oversized refrigerator/freezer in the kitchen. They had a second in the garage. Ellie used to brag that they only needed to go to Costco once every two weeks. With the power out, the timer on their perishables was ticking down. It had been six days since Clara had been to Costco. The refrigerators had a week plus of food in them that would go bad before they would eat it all. The freezers? Maybe that would give them a second week, but Clara doubted it. 
 
    The Harpers would soon be out of food. Brad was incredibly resourceful. For all her misgivings about Brad’s non-emotional response to anything, she had to admit that he could probably stretch it out longer. But a month? Two months? Clara had to get out of there. She wouldn’t take the food out of her sister’s family’s mouth. It would be unconscionable. Maybe Dan would take her in.  
 
    Clara grabbed her purse and sorted through it for the card Dan had given her, then pulled out her phone. After a second, the line connected, and a wave of relief flowed over Clara. But after the second ring, relief faded, then crashed as the call went to voicemail. 
 
    “Dan, It’s Clara. We met at Costco. I’m in a real bind. Would you call me back? I need help.” Her voice quivered on the last line, a sob escaping as she hit the end button. 
 
    “Now what?” she whispered to herself. 
 
    To her surprise, her phone rang. It was Dan! He listened quietly as the dam broke and she blubbered out her story. When she finished, there was silence on the line for a moment, then he asked, “Do you have enough gas to travel fifty miles?” 
 
    “Yes, I filled up after we met at Kupner Vineyards.” 
 
    “Good. I’m only about twenty miles from you via Hwy 101. But it’s impassable and unsafe. I know a back way, but I’ll need to guide you. Do you have GPS in your car?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And your sister’s house is on the west side of Hwy 101, right?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “OK. Here’s what I want you to do. Set your GPS system to take you to Daou Vineyards, but don’t turn onto Hidden Mountain Road.” 
 
    “Let me write this down… OK. Got it.” 
 
    “When you get to the Hidden Mountain intersection, reset your GPS for Dancing Deer Farms.” 
 
    “Dancing Deer Farms,” Clara repeated. 
 
    “It will ultimately take you to Vineyard Drive, which intersects with Hwy 46. It was clear yesterday, but the day before, some guys with rifles had set up a little toll collection operation at the intersection. You can see the intersection from the last turn on Vineyard, maybe a mile away. If the intersection is clogged, or if there are people there stopping cars, pull over and call me. I’ll be coming from the other side of Hwy 46 and bringing my sniper rifle and two assault weapons. If I get there first, I’ll clear the intersection and meet you at the pull over spot.” 
 
    “Is it really that bad out there?” 
 
    “It’s bad out there. Your sister’s place must be up the hill a way from Hwy 101, if you haven’t heard it yet. There’s been looting in downtown Paso this morning.” 
 
    “OK. It could take me an hour to get ready. I’ll call you as I’m about to pull out.” 
 
    “Stay safe,” Dan replied. 
 
    Clara’s next call was to Ellie. 
 
    “It’s a mess here. The power’s down. Someone put a brick through the front window. My boss Gene brought his rifle in again today, which was enough to dissuade the looters. Brad’s boarding the place up now. We should be home in an hour.” 
 
    “OK. The kids are fine. Power is out, but no one has come up the trail this far…” Clara let the words hang. “Umm. I think it’s time for me to go. Dan has invited me over to his place. You’re going to run out of food soon. I don’t want to burden you, to take the food out of the kid’s mouths. He has lots of food and is willing to take care of me.” 
 
    “Clara, have you lost your mind? You hardly know the guy.” 
 
    “El… I need to go. I can’t continue to burden you. Hank is gone. My home is gone. I can’t get back to my job, which I doubt is even there anymore. All I have is a hundred bucks in cash, my dumpy car, and a full tank of gas. I need to go.” 
 
    “Don’t go until we get home,” Ellie insisted. 
 
    “See you, El,” Clara said, then dropped the line. 
 
    Clara quickly went and packed the few items that were hers and put them in the car. Then went up to say goodbye to the kids. Hopefully, she’d be back soon. But she wasn’t betting on it. 
 
      
 
   

 

 OBELISK, BEIJING, CHINA 
 
    As Lee Ping approached Tiananmen Square, he saw that it was closed, and new structures blocked the view of the obelisk. Signs were posted, which forbid loitering in the area. But most passersby moved a little slower than usual, casting an occasional glance at the new structures. 
 
    As an active security guard, Ping knew the area better than any civilian. He knew all the employee and security entrances, as well as all the places where miscreants had the most success breaking in. Thankfully, his badge was still in his pocket.  
 
    He diverted away from the main entrance toward the employee gate that was the busiest at this time of day. He would enter like any other day. But today he would tailgate his way into the security building, as most people did during the afternoon rush, and forget to clock in, so there would be no record of his presence. 
 
    Ping took a seat on one of the benches at the Line 1 subway station. Train after train arrived, most full, but not full of employees. Finally, one came that had half a dozen security people aboard. As the sixth one passed, Ping casually got up from his bench, then melded into the group and clipped his badge where it could be seen.  
 
    He held it out as he passed the guard screening those inbound, then followed the other guards toward the entrance to the security building. As hoped, the six of them entered right in front of Ping and held the door for him. As they joined lines to clock in, Ping stopped to tie his shoe. A couple of seconds later, he proceeded further into the building. 
 
    “Lee, you’re back,” someone said. 
 
    Ping turned and saw a familiar face, but no name came with it. He took a hopeful glance at the fellow’s badge and was surprised to find he could read it at this distance. His name was Tang Chen. Ping smiled. “Tang, good to see you. It’s been a while.” 
 
    Tang nodded. “So it has. Where are you stationed these days?” 
 
    “Just came off special assignment,” Ping replied. “You?” 
 
    “The obelisk.” 
 
    “That’s where they told me I was being assigned,” Ping replied, then noticed the concerned look on Chen’s face. 
 
    “Then you’ll need one of these.” 
 
    Ping glanced where Chen was pointing and saw the obelisk symbol on Chen’s badge strap. “I didn’t get the word I’d need one of those.” 
 
    Chen smiled. “Let me show you where you can get one.” 
 
    Ping took on a rueful look. “I’m coming back from special assignment. It’s probably waiting for me at check in. See you out in the square?” 
 
    Chen nodded, then was away. 
 
    “That was close,” Ping thought, then headed for stores. He would need to swipe one of those straps before he could go out into the square, and he knew exactly how to do it. 
 
      
 
   

 

 PASO ROBLES 
 
    Clara got in her car and headed out. She knew the way up to Daou, at least the first part—it got more confusing the further up the mountain you went. Once up in the wooded mountain side, she pulled over at the first easy spot and set up her GPS, then she called Dan to tell him that the GPS put her forty minutes out from Dancing Deer Farms. As she was talking, a Toyota pickup with two guys in it passed her, the passenger ogling her as men did, now and again.  
 
    Once off the line with Dan, she pulled back out onto the road and continued up the mountain. No one else was out. The wineries she passed all had closed signs and a barrier of one type or another blocking their entrances. After about ten minutes, she came to a steep spot along the road, which had been cut out of a cliff. The shoulder to her left, the one for oncoming traffic, was filled with fallen rock. On her side, a narrow bicycle lane and guard rail is all that separated her from a cliff that fell into the valley below. She’d driven this slope several times before but had forgotten how much vertigo this section of road gave her. About a half mile ahead, the cliff ended, and the road reentered the forest. There was no one else in sight, so she stepped on the gas to get past this section of road as quickly as possible. 
 
    Now in the wooded area, Clara slowed to a crawl as the road narrowed and zig-zagged through the trees. She remembered this section of the road as well. There were places so narrow that two cars couldn’t pass. But, once through the trees, the winery would be on the left, and shortly thereafter, the road would head back down. 
 
    As she came around the next curve, she saw the Toyota pickup stopped in one of the narrow spots. The two guys were out of their truck. One was standing in the road with his hand up, signaling a halt. The other, holding a rifle, stood between the truck and the tree that restricted the road. He was the creep that eyed her earlier. 
 
    “Toll stop,” the guy in the road shouted. “One hundred dollars to pass.” 
 
    Any other day, Clara would have stopped. But today, she kept creeping along at fifteen miles an hour, the speed at which this section of road was safe. 
 
    “Come on, lady,” the guy with the rifle taunted. “We don’t want to have to shoot you.” 
 
    Something about the rifle guy made Clara mad. He was pointing the gun in her general direction, but he wasn’t pointing it at her. When she took her foot off the gas and the car visibly slowed, he laughed and said, “Now, that’s a good girl,” as he lowered his gun. 
 
    His condescension was the drop of water that broke the dam of anger building within Clara since the whole alien thing started. In a moment of fury, she floored the gas. The guy in front of her leaped out of the way and almost made it. He hit the car near the driver-side headlight, sliding up onto the hood, then careening off to Clara’s left. Her car hit the open driver-side door of the pickup. Its right headlight hit the pickup’s open door-frame, nearly stopping Clara’s car. But with the gas pedal on the floor, both car and pickup wedged their way between the trees, accompanied by the sound of groaning metal and the screams of rifle guy as some part of him was being crushed between pickup and tree. Seconds later she was through, the pickup rolling over, down into the trees along the mountainside; its driver-side door skittering down the road in front of Clara’s car. 
 
    A glance in the rear-view mirror showed lots of blood and no movement from the rifle guy.  
 
    Still filled with terror, Clara kept her foot on the gas. She had to get out of this place before she lost her mind. As the shakes started setting in, she whispered, “God is my refuge and strength. In his arms, I have nothing to fear.” She repeated the mantra several times and started to calm, but after several seconds, the shakes returned. 
 
     “No,” she shouted. “I will not give in to this.” 
 
    As anger replaced her fear, she willed herself not to be weak and sped toward her rendezvous with Dan. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
    Zack had agreed to take the lead on the message they would send out into the void. Now that he had been pondering the issue for a while, he wasn’t sure what to say. Jasmine and her team had yet to connect the RF messages to the non-numeric symbols displayed in the light surrounding the obelisks. That meant his only choice was to create a numerical message. Parroting back Fibonacci seemed too easy. Monkeys could do that.  
 
    His first thought was to send the first hundred digits of a transcendental number like pi or e, but that did not fit with the integer approach the aliens had taken to date. 
 
    Zack ultimately settled on prime numbers, which could be easily expressed in the hexadecimal format the aliens used in their messages. 
 
    His next challenge was framing the message. Should he just send the first ten primes in a loop? Or should he send an increasing sequence the way the aliens had? The question led to another challenge. Did the DSN system have enough available bandwidth for this task? And could he tie up that bandwidth for this much time? There were still active missions ongoing. And lastly, could DSN send in the same frequency bands the aliens used?  
 
    Knowing that JPL’s Canberra Deep Space Communication Complex would be his best bet for this mission, Zack put in a meeting request with its operations director, Dylan Stevens. 
 
      
 
   



 

 INTERSECTION HIGHWAY 46 
 
    Dan knew all the roads in this area, and given his predilection for stealth, he knew all the rarely used narrow ones as well as all the farm access roads. Today he was taking Oak View. He pulled off, parked in some bushes on the side of the road, then trudged 100 feet through the woods to the tree line, where he had a clear view of the intersection. 
 
    “Damn,” he whispered. Four guys with pickups and rifles were blocking the intersection. Returning to the car, he took out his rifle case, then called Clara. 
 
    Two rings later, Clara’s trembling voice answered. “Dan? I just got to the pull off. The intersection is blocked.” 
 
    “I can see that. I’m going to attempt to clear them out of there. Once you see them moving out, start down the hill. If I’m not at the intersection, plow straight through it, crossing Hwy 46. Then take the first right. It’s a skinny little road that heads into the woods. I’ll try to get there first.” 
 
    “OK, don’t get yourself hurt.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he assured her before dropping the line. 
 
    Rifle case in hand, Dan returned to his lookout point. A few minutes later, he was on his belly, the first of his targets in the sights of his Ruger Precision 6.5 Creedmoor. Dan knew that his skills were not what they used to be back in the day. Then, he could down someone from a thousand yards with a sniper rifle less accurate than the precision instrument he held in his hands. Today, all he wanted to do was scare the crap out of some bozos from twelve hundred feet.  
 
    Target 1 was the guy stopping traffic. No customers were there at the moment, so he was just standing there, lazily leaning against the driver’s door. 
 
    Dan smiled as he shifted his aim left to a spot where the bullet would pass through the windshield, then the passenger side front window, before embedding itself in the soft ground on the far side of the highway. Safety off, bolt locked, sights steady, Dan’s finger tightened on the trigger as he slowly exhaled. A second later, the windshield and front passenger window exploded with startling violence. 
 
    Pleased with the shot, Dan started lining up the next. This one would be similar. It would go in through the second pickup’s back window and out through its windshield before plowing into the bushes on the far western side of the intersection. Shot lined up, Dan waited. The four assholes had all hit the dirt after the first shot. He would make the greatest psychological impact if he fired after two of the four got up.  
 
    Seconds ticked past. Then one of the guys got up and started looking around. If this were a real operation in enemy territory, the next shot would go between this fool’s eyes. But it wasn’t. It was just four idiots with more testosterone than brains. A second guy popped up. In their current positions, none were at risk of getting hit by the glass Dan was about to send flying, so he squeezed off the second round. 
 
    The two guys standing flinched as more glass flew. Then one of the two standing put his hands up in surrender, and shouted, “Stop, and we’ll go.” 
 
    He stood that way for a while, then bolted for his truck. Its engine roared, wheels spun, then he was gone, flying down Hwy 46 toward the coast. By the time he was out of the intersection, the other three were up, anxious to get out of Dodge. 
 
    Dan was tempted to put another couple of rounds into those trucks, but that would have been too risky. His goal was to scare them away, not hurt them, and certainly not to hurt anyone else who might show up unexpected. 
 
    As he packed his things, his phone vibrated. It was Clara. 
 
    “On my way,” were her only words before the line dropped. Dan looked up and saw that she was moving. She would beat him to the intersection. But he would make it to Vineyard Drive in time to intercept her, so she could follow him to his place. 
 
    Ten minutes later, both cars passed the spot where Dan was previously parked, heading south on Oak View Road. 
 
      
 
   

 

 OBELISK, GROOM LAKE 
 
    Sam had an unexpectedly busy morning. Jasmine had given him three questions to ask the aliens. They had come down from Mission Control in consultation with higher levels of government. 
 
    It took longer to prepare these questions than the ones he asked last night. Part of it was because the questions were more complicated. But the real reason was that Sam had symbols for many of these words and knew he needed to use them if the questions were to be taken seriously. 
 
    Just after lunch, Sam loaded his case, then made his way to the obelisk. In a repeat of last night, Sam arrived and saw Jasmine and the translation team discussing how the radio signals were related to the symbols. In his mind, the answer was obvious. Maybe they would let him help once he had answers to the three questions. 
 
    Set up completed, Sam stepped into the standoff zone. The message scrolling past was familiar, consisting of more coordinates preceded by the sextant symbol and the pictographic designation of the place. Translating those would be a job for tomorrow or the days after. When the message finished, Sam put his finger out and a tendril of light jumped to it. He pointed at the written version of his question, then said out loud, “Have you visited Earth before?” 
 
    Unlike last night, the answer to the question appeared a minute later. “Not intentionally. But our enemies have, and they know who you are.” 
 
    The answer shocked Sam. He’d assumed this was the first real contact humans had made with an alien species. 
 
    “What does it say?” Jasmine asked, startling Sam out of the moment. 
 
    “They claim not to have intentionally visited us before. But their enemies have and know who we are.” 
 
    “That’s unexpected,” Jasmine replied. “How sure are you about this translation?” 
 
    “Most of it is pretty obvious. That’s the symbol for no or not.” Sam pointed to the relevant symbol. “This is the one for intention or purpose. The ‘know who we are’ part is almost identical to the message last night. The only truly new symbol is this one.” He pointed again. “It stands for ‘enemy.’ The added dots on the left make it plural.” 
 
    “I see it, now that you’ve pointed it out,” Jasmine replied. “Thanks.” 
 
    As Jasmine stepped away, Sam loaded the next question, then stepped back into the standoff area. 
 
    A new message had not started yet, so Sam reestablished contact and moved straight to the next question. “What do we have that you need?” 
 
    Again, the answer came almost immediately. 
 
    “The list will be sent tonight.” 
 
    Sam broke the connection to load his next message. 
 
    “What do they want from us?” Jasmine asked. 
 
    “The list will be sent tonight.” Sam replied, then pointed. “See the symbols for the list, end of day, and come.” 
 
    “Now that you point it out, yes.” 
 
    Sam smiled, happy that Jasmine was following along. 
 
    He set up his next question, then stepped back in and established the connection. 
 
    “What do you have that we need?” 
 
    Unlike the last two questions, minutes ticked by with no reply, and with each that passed, Sam became increasingly weary. Finally, after twenty minutes, a new symbol appeared and the tendril of light connecting Sam to the obelisk jumped to the new symbol. 
 
    “Protection.” 
 
    Seconds ticked by and the protection symbol drifted along the spiral path.  
 
    “Is that the entire message?” Sam whispered to himself. 
 
    As the symbols started to move out of Sam’s view, more symbols spewed out. These Sam recognized almost immediately; their meanings confirmed as they drifted under his finger.  
 
    “The ability to hide from our enemies.” 
 
    As Sam pondered the words, a deeper meaning set in. The aliens’ enemies had found us and were coming to cleanse the Earth. 
 
    Certain that the question had been answered as fully as the aliens intended to answer it, Sam started to withdraw, then changed his mind. 
 
    “What do you call yourselves?” he asked. 
 
    A new symbol appeared, and a voice sounded in his mind. 
 
    “We are the Sacrivan.” 
 
    “What do you call your enemies?” 
 
    “We call them Capulcu.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 DAN’S CABIN, TEMPLETON 
 
    When they finally got to Dan’s cabin. Clara put her head against the steering wheel and let the tears flow. Did I really kill that man? The question seemed to play on a nonstop loop. 
 
    Dan kept his distance, then after several minutes, got out of his truck and wandered over to her car, which was badly scratched and dented. He tapped on the passenger side window. She eventually put the window down. 
 
    “Your car is really banged up.”  
 
    “I ran a toll collection point on Adelaida Road. The guys were so patronizing, and the one with the rifle, a real creep, kept eyeing me. So, I ran it. I hit the guy holding his hand out, then hit their truck, crushing the guy with the rifle between truck and tree…” Clara, who had held it together until this point, burst into tears again. “I think I killed him.” 
 
    “Clara, it was self-defense. You know what they would have done, if you’d stopped and they’d pulled you out of the car,” Dan reasoned. 
 
    His words were rewarded with more tears. 
 
    Dan reached in and opened the door, then sat down in the passenger’s seat. “Come on,” he whispered, taking her hand. “Let’s get you into the cabin, where you’ll be safe.” 
 
    … 
 
    Dan brought Clara’s stuff into the guest suite, then left her to settle in on her own. One of the things he’d learned over the years is that battered women needed space to heal, space free of men. Lily, Dan’s wife, knew that. She created the space and welcomed them in, loved them and cried with them. Dan provided; Lily comforted. It’s the way it was until Lily got sick. 
 
    Clara was the first he’d sheltered since Lily had passed. Now that she was here, Dan wondered if this was something he could do on his own. 
 
    … 
 
    Dan knocked on Clara’s door. “I was thinking about starting dinner. If you’d like, I can bring you a tray. You’re also welcome to come out and eat at the table, or not at all. Your choice.” 
 
    To his surprise, the bolt on the door slid back, then the door opened. “I can help.” 
 
    Dan took in the puffy eyes and defeated look. “If you want, sure. But I’ve got this.” 
 
    Clara smiled. “OK if I watch?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    … 
 
    Dan’s galley kitchen was part of the great room, which took up most of the cabin’s floor space. The 24/7 news was playing quietly on the TV above the fireplace. 
 
    “This is a cozy space,” Clara noted, as she exited her room. 
 
    She’d walked through this space on her way in. The fact that she was now noticing it gave Dan some assurance that she was coming back to herself. A moment later, her words gave Dan pause. There were only three seats in this space. A tall stool that stood at the one-seat kitchen counter, and two recliners that sat in front of the TV. It had been a long time since Dan had noticed the paucity of his furnishings, which now seemed a bit embarrassing. Both recliners were cluttered, so he quickly cleared the less worn one. 
 
    “You can sit here if you’d like.” 
 
    Clara smiled. “Thank you. I’d like that.” 
 
    “I can put on something else...” 
 
    “No, I’m good,” Clara replied. “I’ve not been paying that much attention to the world. Maybe it’s time that I did. Are you sure I can’t help with dinner?” 
 
    “I’d like to say this is a one-man kitchen,” Dan started. “But I don’t think it’s that big.” 
 
    She laughed at Dan’s joke, which made his heart swell. 
 
    Clara watched as he started preparing dinner, astonished that men like him really existed. Her father was a good provider for the family. She always felt safe around him. But he preferred provision over engagement. Hank could be fun at times but was always all in on whatever he was doing. She was usually just an afterthought. Her only other long-term relationship had been similar. He was more reliable than Hank, but less fun. 
 
    The sound of the announcer’s excited voice drew Clara’s attention to the screen. 
 
     …  
 
    “Our special guest tonight is well-known influencer and columnist Estrella Da’Nocha. Her column, Things a Psychic Might Say, published by the on-line newspaper You Don’t Say, has been taking the country by storm since the onset of the alien crisis. Estrella, welcome to the show.” 
 
    “Thank you, Clark. It’s a pleasure to be here.” 
 
    “Estrella, in your column, you position yourself as a psychic who has been having visions of an alien invasion for over twenty years. I’d like to start there. Do you consider yourself to be a psychic? And is it true that you’ve been having visions of an alien invasion for over twenty years?” 
 
    “As I’m sure you know, Clark, the word psychic comes with a lot of baggage. I use the word to mean someone who gets glimpses of the future, glimpses that are never perfect, but are always directionally right. That said, I do not do personal readings. I do not summon spirits or use crystals, and I’m not a member of the Psychic Union.” 
 
    She paused to take a breath. 
 
    “To your second question, yes. I had my first vision of the alien invasion a few months after 9/11. I hadn’t started writing my visions down yet, so don’t know the exact date.” 
 
    “In your column yesterday, you wrote that it occurred twenty-six times and there were multiple variations. What can you tell us about that?” 
 
    “To correct the record, I said I had written it down twenty-six times, the vision occurred many more times than that, including again yesterday afternoon. Now there are twenty-seven visions that have been recorded. This one was the most different, and it is the one I’d like to talk about today, if that’s OK.” 
 
    Clark, whose concentration had been focused solely on Estrella, turned to face the camera. “It looks like we have breaking news to report tonight.”  
 
    Turning back to Estrella, he motioned for her to continue. 
 
    “My visions come more like images, than words. That means my understanding of them is limited by the meaning I can assign to those images. Now that I’ve seen pictures of the obelisks, I could identify the alien landers as being obelisks and the force fields surrounding them as being what everyone is calling the column of light.” 
 
    Clark interrupted, “Does that mean you no longer see them as being spaceships?” 
 
    “I see them as being more like transporters capable of transporting themselves, than as a spaceship with sub-light propulsion. Which, by the way, I can do now because I’ve seen a lot of Sci-Fi movies that introduced me to that concept.” 
 
    “OK,” Clark replied, with some skepticism. “What else?” 
 
    “The aliens are not here to harm us,” Estrella blurted out. “In some sense they are here to help us, but they are not like us, which makes it difficult for them. Very little of the bad stuff that I’ve seen in my visions has been done by them. It’s like the President said last night. Almost everything bad that’s happening is a result of our fear. The only blame we can assign to the aliens is their inability to communicate with us in a lucid manner. Stop to think about that for a second. An extremely powerful, benevolent presence has come to help us and we are killing ourselves out of fear.” 
 
    “How sure are you of that?” Clark asked. 
 
    “Absolutely sure.” She paused, then changed tack. “Clark, how did the murder rate change today, now that President Altman has imposed the lock-down?” 
 
    “Earlier, we reported that there were a hundred homicides in Los Angeles alone.” He put his finger to his ear, then added, “Our news team is looking up the number, they should have it soon.” 
 
    Estrella put her right hand slightly up, index finger extended, as she closed her eyes and lowered her head. A second later, she snapped out of it. “Over five hundred in each of LA, Chicago, New York, and Philadelphia. Nationwide, over three thousand. That’s the way it will be reported tomorrow.” 
 
    “You just did that, didn’t you?” 
 
    Estrella smiled, “Yes. Knowing my track record, once the count is tallied, the answer will be a little different than that. Maybe a different city will be on the list; maybe there’ll be five or six cities, not four. But that’s what we’re looking at and it must stop. This is a self-inflicted wound!” 
 
    “Does it get better?” Clark asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. We are coming up on a breaking point. That’s the real reason I’m on your show. If this is not reined in soon, the death toll will be in the millions.” 
 
    …  
 
    “I can’t believe this is happening,” Clara declared. “The president imposed an emergency lock-down yesterday, and the murder rate increased today?” 
 
    “Crazy out there, isn’t it?” Dan replied. 
 
    “But it doesn’t make any sense,” Clara complained. 
 
    “Nonetheless, it’s completely predictable,” Dan came back. “People will act out when they think they can get away with it. It always happens. Events like this take everyone’s eyes off the ball. A few bad actors take advantage, and when they get away with it, more pile on. Then it spirals out of control. Think about what we did today. We frame it as us being forced to defend ourselves. But would I have shot at those people? Would you have plowed over those guys? If we didn’t think we’d get away with it?” 
 
    “Good point, although getting away with it wasn’t top of mind for me. Surviving it was.” 
 
    They were quiet for a second, then Clara asked, “Dan, why did you take me in?” 
 
    He smiled. “My wife, Lily. She insisted that we always have a spare room, so we could take in someone in need. We did it all the time back in the day. I don’t do it as much now as we did then. I’m older, lazier, and in truth, I never could see the need surrounding me the way Lily could.” 
 
    “Well, you saw me at Costco.” 
 
    “That I did.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 KAPUSTIN YAR 
 
    Sergei woke disoriented. The last thing he could remember was touching the column of light that surrounded the obelisk. As he pondered it, a series of memories followed.  
 
    By means he didn’t understand, he was attuned to the column of light, so he could approach it without worry. Others would be killed. 
 
    The first symbol in the phrase he examined was for the alien ship.  
 
    The second was for Earth.  
 
    The third meant the process of dividing or splitting apart.  
 
    The phrase was part of a longer message that he did not get to read. But the vision that accompanied the phrase he did read was terrifying. Something was going to happen that would cause the alien ship to crumble into pieces and surround the Earth. 
 
    Turning his attention toward the room, he realized that he was in the base hospital. Wires of every kind seemed to be attached to him. If he was going to be tortured for his failure to translate the message, the wiring was already in place. The thought filled him with as much dread as the aliens. He shivered, then shook his head, hoping to clear both thoughts. The action caused the alarms on the equipment to go off. 
 
    A moment later the door to his room opened, and a stern looking nurse came in and eyed him. “Vy prosnulis,” (You woke up.) 
 
    “How long have I been here?” 
 
    Seeming to ignore his question, she came over to check his connections and adjust some of the settings on the equipment. “Almost twelve hours,” she said when she was finished, then stepped toward the door. As if an afterthought, she added, “Someone will be in to talk with you shortly. You were the only one without serious injury.” 
 
    Sergei sagged back down in bed. The interrogation would start here. But this wasn’t where he needed to be. He needed to be out there, translating the rest of the message. 
 
    Time passed, the ticking of an old clock in the room marking each second. Then as the sky outside started to lighten, the door swung open, the overhead lights flicked on, and three men entered—one in a doctor’s smock, another in an FSB uniform, and a third in civilian clothing. 
 
    “Name?” the FSB agent demanded. 
 
    “Sergei Yaroslav.” 
 
    The FSB man turned to the doctor and nodded his head toward the door. A moment later, the doctor was gone, and the agent turned back toward Sergei. 
 
    “You have one chance to get this right. If I don’t believe you, then we will take you to another hospital where every secret will be pried out of you.” 
 
    Sergei swallowed. 
 
    “Have you been in communication with the Americans?” 
 
    “No. My commanding officer showed me a video recording of an American lieutenant touching the column of light surrounding the object. I did my best to emulate what he did.” 
 
    “The other two survivors say they did the same.” 
 
    Sergei shook his head. “They may have attempted to, but they did not do what needed to be done. Did you see the video recording of our encounter? If you have, it will make it easier for me to explain.” 
 
    The FSB agent smiled the smile of a torturer. “Assume that I have.” 
 
    “Then you saw me focus on three characters in the message and extend my left hand with index finger out. You saw me mouth some words. I asked the obelisk what it was. Then the tendril of light reached out and touched my finger. You saw that, no?” 
 
    “I ask the questions.” 
 
    Sergei nodded. “What you couldn’t see is what happened when the light touched me. The aliens do not talk the way we do. They plant… I don’t have the right word, maybe feelings or unformed thoughts… Whatever they do, I came away believing that I was attuned to them. Few are. But only those who are attuned can communicate with them. The others agitate them and are pushed away, the greater the agitation, the stronger the push.” 
 
    The FSB man put up his hand, then turned to his colleague, who nodded affirmatively. 
 
    Looking back at Sergei, he said, “Go on.” 
 
    “The three symbols I looked at meant their ship, Earth, and a verb that means to divide, separate, or fall apart. It was accompanied by a vision of their ship dissolving into small bits like sand and surrounding the Earth. The vision was terrifying, like I was witnessing a great cataclysm.” 
 
    “That was the entirety of their message?” 
 
    “No, that was the entirety of what was revealed to me as I looked at three of the symbols. There were more symbols in the message. I don’t know the number, only what those three symbols mean. Which is why I need to get back out there. I think it is a warning.” 
 
    The FSB officer stared at Sergei unblinking for thirty seconds, then turned to the other man, who nodded. 
 
    “You will be released shortly, then accompanied back to the site.” He spun on a heel and in seconds the two men were gone. 
 
      
 
   

 

 OBELISK, GROOM LAKE 
 
    Sam had returned to the command tent to write up his report on the morning’s events. Once his report was filed and stuff put away, he returned hoping to translate a few of the day’s new messages. 
 
    On arrival, he found Jasmine and the two professors at a makeshift desk several yards from the column of light.  
 
    Jasmine waved him over. 
 
    “Have the aliens given you any clues about the relationship between the RF signals and the symbols?” 
 
    “Not as such, but I have a theory that should be easy to test.” 
 
    “Really?” Jasmine asked, obviously pleased. “What is it?” 
 
    Sam pointed at the column of light. “Let me show you.” 
 
    Jasmine popped up to follow, Peter close on her heels. 
 
    Sam stepped into the standoff area. “Stand here and here, right on the line. I think you’ll be able to see it from there. If not, we’ll need to get some cameras. Now let me find the first thing I want to show you.” He looked back and forth at the current message, then spotted what he wanted. 
 
    “Bear with me a second,” Sam asked as he pointed to a hexadecimal digit. “Notice the regularity of the numbers. All the same height and width.” 
 
    “We’ve noticed that,” Jasmine replied. 
 
    “Good. Have you noticed the slight shadowing effect in the outer bracket and in the interior squares?” 
 
    “Sometimes,” Peter answered for Jasmine. “But it’s not consistent.” 
 
    “Then we need better cameras,” Sam answered back. “Because at this distance, I have no trouble seeing it in every numeral and every pictograph.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Jasmine asked. 
 
    “I am. Now let’s take it to the next level.” 
 
    “Go,” Jasmine ordered. 
 
    “All the pictographs are the same height, and they come in one of three widths, and all have the same kind of grid pattern.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting that they are encoded like a picture?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But how would they know our encoding methods?” Peter challenged. 
 
    “I doubt they do. But I expect they encoded it in a way that should be easy for us to solve. I know how I would do it.” 
 
    “How do you think we should proceed, Sam?” Jasmine asked. 
 
    “Let’s get high quality imaging of the symbols and the raw binary version of the radio message. We can encode one of the images and search for it in the binary. I’d be surprised if we didn’t find a match in a couple of hours. Once we parse out the numbers and known images, we can scan the rest of the data stream to see how they string it all together.” 
 
    Jasmine looked at Peter, who nodded. 
 
    “Then, let’s get after it,” Jasmine said. 
 
      
 
   

 

 KAPUSTIN YAR 
 
    Sunset was upon them by the time Sergei finally got back out to the obelisk. He was heavily guarded and overly supervised. 
 
    “Describe your every move before you make it,” Colonel Kirillov ordered. “Tell me what you find as you go.” 
 
    “See this sequence?” Sergei asked. 
 
    The colonel nodded. 
 
    “There are a series of these that are similar. I will attempt to interpret the symbols that repeat. If they are the same, we can add them to our dictionary. My hope is that this sequence is a listing of similar things.” Sergei posited. 
 
    “You may proceed.” 
 
    “Then I will start with this one.” Sergei pointed. 
 
    “Looks like a sextant,” the colonel offered. 
 
    “Agreed. Going in.” 
 
    Sergei locked his eyes on the symbol to see if he could take it in without having to touch it. After a second, he closed his eyes, but it didn’t help. Reopening them, he stepped closer and asked, “What are you, little one?” 
 
    As Sergei brought his finger up, he felt the static electricity field extend over his arms. He let it linger, then as the feeling settled in, inched his finger closer to his target symbol. Location. Coordinates. The words settled with certainty in his mind. 
 
    Relative to what? He thought. 
 
    Again, certainty settled in. Greenwich and the equator. 
 
    The next symbol, a large dot, enclosed in three concentric circles, each of which had a small dot on it, looked to Sergei like the solar system. 
 
    Earth.  
 
    “Of course,” Sergei whispered aloud. 
 
    Then another symbol, one that looked like an air base. Kapustin Yar. 
 
    Then three sets of numbers. Longitude, Latitude, and Denominator. 
 
    “Denominator?” Sergei thought. 
 
    For the longitude and latitude. 
 
    Every time Sergei thought about something while connected to the column of light, the answer just came. 
 
    Sergei disconnected, entertained by the little light show it triggered. Then reported his findings. By 2:00 AM, the Russians had the coordinates for the aliens in the Eridanus Super Void. He also reported his belief that the aliens wanted him to send them messages and questions. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
     “The aliens have a list of things they want from us, and they’ll start posting that list tomorrow. In exchange, they are offering to hide us from their enemies, who have already been here,” Jon summarized. 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like much of a deal when you say it that way,” Jasmine replied. “But yes, that is the deal as we understand it at the moment.” 
 
    “How in the world am I going to sell that?” Jon complained. 
 
    “Maybe they want things we want to get rid of,” Jasmine offered. 
 
    There was silence for a second, then Jasmine asked, “We’re really isolated here. How are things going in the rest of the world?” 
 
    Jon sighed. “Worse than I’m aware, no doubt. The only real metric I have is the number of obelisk attacks. By our best accounting, ninety obelisks have been sent. Of them, half have been attacked and a second obelisk has appeared at the site of the attack. In Pakistan, a terrorist attacked an obelisk with a machine gun. A city block was destroyed, and a Stonehenge-like array of the obelisks appeared. Here at JPL, we are under complete lock-down. The news coverage, the little of it that I’ve seen, is completely irresponsible. The obelisks are being called weapons…” Jon’s voice trailed away. “The aliens are watching it all. What must they think of us?”  
 
      
 
    

  

 

 DAY EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “Proper first contact should happen over a generation, the time required to truly build trust. We don’t have that luxury with your people.” 
 
    — Atstovas, spokesman for the Sacrivan, August 19, 2045 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 [08.19.2045] OBELISK, TIANANMEN SQUARE 
 
    Hours ago, Ping secured the strap he needed, then hid until 11:00 PM when the next rotation of the guard would take place. 
 
    As the new guards came out of the building, he slipped in behind, not attempting to hide his presence. 
 
    “Last-minute addition,” he said when one of the others looked at him. 
 
    The group made their way out to the various stations. Ping peeled away near the obelisk, toward the side opposite the scientific team’s set up. He greeted them as he passed, but was not acknowledged, as he hadn’t expected to be. The thought made him smile. If he’d snuck in and they discovered him, the alarms would have sounded. But showing up as a guard, and acknowledging his superiors, made him legitimate and worthy of being ignored. 
 
    Ping knew all the stations in this area. No guard had been assigned to the closest one tonight, so Ping settled himself there and watched, eyes glued to the parade of symbols moving through the column of light, ears honed in on the scientists’ chatter. 
 
    These people are clueless, he thought. They have no insight into the aliens and are not attuned to the obelisk. It is a waste of time for them to be here. Hopefully, they will leave soon. 
 
    At 1:00 AM, Ping got his wish. Now it was his turn. 
 
    He stepped up to the column of light and extended his hand out. His last experience with the probe revealed the proper way to approach, palm flat, fingers extended, stopping twenty-five centimeters from the surface until acknowledged. 
 
    Once in position, he waited. Five seconds passed, then ten. Worry mounted. Then, as the last of his confidence waned, a tendril of light reached out, striking his palm. A second later, five more extended out, one connecting to each fingertip. In an instant, Ping felt more alive than ever before, every sense filled with the data the obelisk was taking in from Beijing. The scope of the obelisk’s perception was stunning.  
 
    Then he felt the beckoning, the irresistible need to place his palm up against the column. Light flowed around Ping, totally encasing him. Then, as security camera footage would later show, Ping was gone. 
 
      
 
   

 

 KAPUSTIN YAR  
 
    Sergei arrived back at the obelisk at dawn. The drill was the same as yesterday, with Colonel Kirillov demanding to know every action he was taking before he took it. 
 
    As he approached the obelisk, Sergei scanned the column of light, attempting to identify any new messages. To his surprise, there were seven of them, some of which seemed to be paired. 
 
    “What’s taking so long?” Colonel Kirillov demanded. 
 
    “There are seven new messages, sir. At least I think there are seven. Some of these seem paired, so there may be more. I’m trying to decide which one to start with.” 
 
    “Pick one. Now!” Kirillov demanded. 
 
    Sergei pointed. “This one has the aliens’ coordinates, but it is a different message. I’ll start there.” 
 
    The colonel nodded an acknowledgment and Sergei stepped up to the obelisk, moving to a spot where the target message was within reach. Putting his finger out, he connected with the first symbol. Moments later, the tendril of light had skipped along, revealing the first phrase.  
 
    The void is not what you think it is. 
 
    Sergei shuffled past the first phrase without breaking contact, then let his finger drift to the first symbol in the second phrase. The tendril of light skittered across it. 
 
    Neither are we. 
 
    Now absorbed in the message, Sergei moved with it without really thinking about it. 
 
    We hide in the void for our protection. 
 
    Lost in the moment, Sergei stared at the message, taking it all in. A moment later, his attention was broken by the colonel’s shouting. 
 
    “Step away now!” 
 
    Coming back to himself, Sergei realized that he was aglow in light flowing out from the column. Slowly, he eased away, and the tingly feeling of static electricity faded. When it felt safe to turn, he looked at the colonel. “This message is different than the others. It says, ‘The void is not what you think it is. Neither are we. We hide in the void for our protection.’” 
 
    Sergei noted the colonel’s aide jotting down the message in his notebook as the colonel whispered, “Cowards,” with disgust. 
 
    On turning toward the obelisk, the colonel asked, “Which message next?” 
 
    Sergei pointed to the next. “It will be in position momentarily.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, he had the second message. 
 
    “You have things we need. We have things you need. Together, we can help each other.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 UNKNOWN LOCATION 
 
    Ping woke, lying on a thin mat inside an ancient bed chamber with lacquered wooden sides and top, carved with traditional patterns. He’d only seen things like this in a museum and couldn’t imagine how he ended up in one.  
 
    Looking outside the chamber, Ping saw that the room was large, with milky white walls and no other furniture or features. Baffled by the situation, Ping swung his legs out and stood with caution, not knowing what to do. 
 
    A door formed in the wall opposite him, and an alien with a long black beard entered. Frozen by the sight of him, Ping stared as its elongated oval-shaped head slowly turned toward him, and its huge, wizened eyes locked on.  
 
    Lee Ping, welcome. 
 
    Although Ping heard the words clearly, the alien’s thin mouth made no movement. A moment later, it arched into a thin smile. 
 
    Your perception is accurate. We do not speak the way you do. 
 
    “Where am I?” Ping asked, wondering if the alien would hear him. 
 
    The alien extended one of his long and thin fingers and touched a small bulge on the side of his head. 
 
    Our ears also work differently than yours. But I can understand you clearly. We’re in a reception room, configured from memories of places you hold with respect.  
 
    Now taking in its entire body, Ping noticed how tall it was—nearly two meters—and how long and lean its features were. It lacked any hair, other than the beard. 
 
    “Who are you?”  
 
    I am a spokesperson for the Sacrivan, the people that placed the obelisk in Tiananmen Square. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” Ping asked, already knowing, the answer having been revealed to him in his dreams. 
 
    Again, the creature smiled. 
 
    During its approached to Earth, our ship scanned your people, hoping to find someone sufficiently attuned to become our emissary. As you know, that person is you. 
 
    “What would that entail?” 
 
    Traveling with me to one of our settlements and experiencing some of our history. Then when you return, telling your people and the people of your world what you have learned. 
 
    “But who would listen to me?” 
 
    Trust me. They will listen to you. 
 
    “Why?” Ping asked. 
 
    Because we will gift you with skills that your people cannot deny. 
 
    “When can we begin?” Ping answered. 
 
    The spokesperson took a step toward the milky white wall and waved an arm. 
 
    Come. Follow me.  
 
    A moment later, the wall opened, and the two stepped into another world.  
 
      
 
   

 

 OBELISK, GROOM LAKE 
 
    Sam arrived at the obelisk just as the sun was coming up over the horizon. He approached slowly, scanning the column of light for new messages. He found three. Each had the number-triplets that Sam thought of as coordinates. Two of the messages featured the pictographic character that Sam associated with Sacrivan individuals. After yesterday’s messages, Sam had a sickening feeling that he knew what this message was about. 
 
    For his safety, Jasmine had asked Sam not to connect with the obelisk on his own anymore. She wanted someone else present. But there was something compelling about these messages that made waiting impossible. As he stood staring at the repeating messages, a guard approached. 
 
    “Good morning, sir.” It was Jamie. 
 
    “Morning,” Sam replied. “Mind keeping an eye on me while I read the messages?” 
 
    Jamie recoiled at the request. 
 
    “It’s OK,” Sam coaxed. “Don’t do anything if I’m on my feet inside the standoff zone, or unless I call for you.” 
 
    Jamie swallowed, then nodded his head. 
 
    Now free to start, Sam pulled out the smartphone the base commander had approved for use on this mission, then stepped into the standoff zone. His first task would be to get clear pictures of each pictograph. 
 
    He approached the first character in the current message. It was a variant of one he’d seen before, the symbol for the aliens’ enemy. Two hexadecimal digits were next, representing the number twenty-four. It was followed by a new symbol that looked like a hashed-out triangle, then the sextant-like location symbol and three hexadecimal numbers. This pattern repeated five times and was followed by the coordinates for Groom Lake. 
 
    Sam took a deep breath, then reached his hand out slowly, hovering his finger over the first symbol. A tendril of light reached out, then jumped forward across the number. Twenty-four of our enemy’s people. Sam already expected that’s what the phrase meant, but as the certainty solidified, a sense of foreboding settled in. 
 
    The tendril of light skipped forward again to the next phrase, which contained an unknown symbol, the symbol for location, and the three hexadecimal number coordinates. Crashed at these coordinates. Sam could not convert the coordinates in his head, so didn’t know where the twenty-four aliens crashed. But he knew how to convert them, so moved along. 
 
    The tendril of light jumped forward to the next symbol, a new one, which a moment later he knew meant solar cycles ago, followed by two hexadecimal numbers that Sam could convert in his head. Twenty-four of the aliens’ enemy had crash-landed ninety-six years ago. 
 
    Again, the tendril of light jumped ahead to the next symbol, which was also a new one, earth cycles, followed by two more hexadecimal numbers. 
 
    Slowly, Sam withdrew his finger, shattering the tendril into hundreds of little droplets of light that evaporated away. It was a sight he would never get tired of seeing. A wash of static electricity rushed up his arm, then dissipated, allowing Sam to step away. 
 
    Once out of the standoff zone, Sam launched the hexadecimal-to-decimal converter that he’d downloaded earlier. The last two digits of the message converted to the number sixty-two. 
 
    Jasmine sidled up next to Sam, startling him. “What does it say?” 
 
    “Twenty-four of the aliens’ enemy crashed landed at the coordinates shown ninety-six years, sixty-two days ago.” 
 
    “Those coordinates look familiar to me.” Jasmine said, then pulled out her smartphone and started scrolling through images of the previous messages. “Use the date converter on your phone to get the date.” 
 
    Sam lifted his phone and started looking for the date calculation app. 
 
    “Found it!” Jasmine exclaimed, then a second later. “You’re not going to believe this.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s the coordinates for Kapustin Yar, Russia’s Area 51,” she answered. 
 
    Now even more motivated, Sam crunched the date numbers. “June 19, 1948.” 
 
    “I’d have to look up the date to confirm it, but somewhere in that time-frame, the Russians claimed to have shot down an alien ship,” Jasmine replied. 
 
    The two stood in silence for a second, then Sam asked, “What do we do with this information? Will anyone believe it?” 
 
    “We’re required to send it to Mission Control, but as with anything that seems questionable, we’ll cross check. I’ll ask Peter to do an independent translation of the things he can. I’ll do the historical research…” Jasmine stopped mid-sentence and pointed. “The new message looks very similar.” 
 
    Sam stepped back into the standoff zone and made contact. The first words of the message came into his mind. “Twelve of our people crash landed…” The coordinates crept past, then the number of years and days. 
 
    Sam broke contact and stepped back. 
 
    “I’ve already started on the coordinates,” Jasmine said. “You take the dates.” 
 
    Phone back out, Sam entered the numbers. “Ninety-seven years, two-hundred-forty-eight days ago,” Sam said. “On July 8, 1947.” 
 
    “You’re not going to believe this,” Jasmine sighed. “The coordinates are for Roswell.” 
 
    Sam looked at Jasmine, dumbstruck. “Are you saying the aliens think we have twelve of their people? Here at Area 51?” 
 
      
 
   

 

 FOREST, PLANET ASBETH 
 
    This is my home world as it existed before the Capulcu arrived. 
 
    “Who are the Capulcu?” Lee Ping asked. 
 
    Our enemy, marauders who destroy but do not produce, a curse against all creation. 
 
    “Do you have a name?” Ping asked. 
 
    I am called Atstovas. We are the Sacrivan. We no longer live the way you will see us here. But this is who we were and, by nature, still are, even though we’ve changed. 
 
    Ping found Atstovas’ answer self-contradictory, but evocative. “Can you tell me about the changes?” 
 
    Atstovas nodded. I will, but not yet. You will relate to our previous life better than our current one. 
 
    They walked in silence for a while, Ping taking in the odd trees and vegetation, and the forest sounds. “There are few forests like this left in my country.” 
 
    We know, Atstovas replied. Our people went through a period in which we failed to live comfortably within the bounds of our environment. That changed once we attained interstellar travel. Our population spread out to the stars. Our way of life evolved to match our environment’s needs. The settlement ahead is one of those. If your species survives another two or three hundred years, you will do the same. 
 
    “You think we will kill our planet, and, by extension, ourselves?” 
 
    Possibly. But the Capulcu will do it within the year, if you do not deter them. Something you currently don’t have the means to do. 
 
    Atstovas’ words sent a chill down Ping’s spine. But before he had the chance to say anything else, Atstovas pointed. Here we are. 
 
    Ahead, the trees parted, revealing a town in the valley below. The town was small, just a couple of hundred buildings. Green fields, dotted with odd-shaped structures Ping did not recognize, surrounded it. As he looked closer, he saw people out working in the fields. 
 
    “You were an agricultural society?” Ping asked, surprised that interstellar beings would be so hands-on with their food. 
 
    No, not really. The workers in the fields are robots. They manage food production for about half our food. The rest is manufactured from cultured micro-organisms. Our people are mostly what you would call knowledge workers. Our economy is decentralized, meaning the people in this town work on projects all throughout the galaxy. 
 
    Ping stood, taking in the scene below. It seemed idyllic, nothing like his life in Beijing. Then, suddenly, stricken with anxiety, he understood the purpose of this visit. “But this no longer exists, does it? The Capulcu destroyed it.” 
 
    Atstovas nodded his head with solemnity. So they did. 
 
    The minimal reply made Ping think harder. Then, with increasing panic, Ping blurted out, “You were massively more capable of defending yourselves than we are. Yet you could not stop them.” 
 
    It is as you say. 
 
    “Is that what caused you to change?” Ping asked, certain there was more to this lesson than he was comprehending. 
 
    Atstovas replied with deep sadness in his eyes. One of the reasons, yes.  
 
    The two stood in silence for a moment, then Atstovas said, Come. I’d like you to walk through town with me. I want you to see our people as we were. 
 
      
 
   

 

 DAN’S CABIN, TEMPLETON, CALIFORNIA 
 
    Before they’d gone their separate ways last night, Clara asked if Dan would teach her about guns today. Once in his room, he went through the evening ritual—cold water shower, teeth, night clothes, then pressing two fingers to his lips and touching them to the chest that held the handful of Lily’s things that he couldn’t part with. As he climbed into bed, his eyes fell on an old box covered in dust sitting on the top shelf in the closet that he’d never got around to putting a door on. 
 
    As he reached out to turn off the light, the dusty box froze him in place. He’d made what was inside for Lily. She got sick before he could give it to her, so he’d decided to wait until she recovered. 
 
    “Will you forgive me if I give it to Clara?” he whispered. 
 
    … 
 
    Dan woke with a spring in his step. He hadn’t felt this alive since Lily died. Today, he would teach Clara how to handle a gun. As they finished breakfast, Dan said, “I have something for you. I made it for Lily, but never got to give it to her. I’d like you to have it.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Clara laughed. 
 
    “At least open it,” Dan replied, handing her a bundle wrapped in tissue paper. 
 
    Clara took the package, shaking her head. “You’re too nice to me.” 
 
    Thirty seconds later, tissue paper on the floor, Clara shook out the fabric inside. “Camo-gear?” 
 
    “For your firearms training.” 
 
    Clara shook her head. “I want to know how to use a gun. But I never want to use one. Sorry, but I can’t imagine putting this on.” 
 
    Dan, more than a bit deflated, said, “Not a problem.” 
 
    … 
 
    An hour later, they were out in one of the bowl-shaped fields Dan used for practice. Enough dirt protected his little firing range that he didn’t need to worry about a bullet escaping. He’d shown Clara four firearms, three handguns and a rifle. The handguns—a Beretta M9, a Glock 17, and a SIG Sauer P226—were all nine-millimeter with a recoil he had no trouble handling. The rifle was an AR-15 with recoil suppression and a modified stock that he’d bought for Lily.  
 
    He’d shown Clara how to load and unload each, how to engage and disengage the safeties. He also shared his three golden rules. Store the guns unloaded. Only load if you intend to shoot. Only disengage the safety when you were ready to shoot.  
 
    With the weapon unloaded, Dan had Clara hold each of the three handguns. Although every owner had their preference, in Dan’s mind, they weren’t all that different. Clara preferred the feel of the Glock. 
 
    After a lot of coaching and double checking, she was ready.  
 
    Standing behind and to the left of Clara, Dan said. “This is your first time, so with safety engaged, take the gun in both hands, then take your stance. Once you feel comfortable with it, disengage the safety the way I showed you, then place your finger into the trigger guard.” 
 
    He watched as she followed his instructions precisely. 
 
    “Now lock onto your target and gently squeeze the trigger.” 
 
    Dan could sense Clara’s stress as she started to tighten her grip, wondering if she’d follow through. 
 
    A second later, the gun fired. Clara screamed as its recoil knocked her off balance and she fell back into Dan, her arms lifted high enough that a second shot would fly out of the bowl. Dan caught Clara with his right arm while guiding her arms lower with his left hand.  
 
    “It’s OK. It’s OK,” Dan whispered.  
 
     “I wasn’t expecting that,” she said, regaining her balance. “Maybe you should take this.” 
 
    Dan took the gun and reengaged the safety, then set it down on the nearby table. “All my handguns have a lot of kick. That one is 5.5 ft-lbs.  The first time Lily tried it, she dropped the gun.” 
 
    The words were no sooner out than he regretted them. He promised Lily he would never tell that story. 
 
    “I should have known none of my handguns would be right for you.” Dan caught himself and stopped there. Lily complained when he said things like that to her. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Clara shook her head, then looked up at him. “I asked you to teach me, thinking I could do this. But I don’t know. I’m not sure I want that much power in my hands.” 
 
    “Do you still want to learn?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Believe it or not, the AR-15 has less kick. I bought it for Lily. It has the recoil suppression pack and a shortened stock. The recoil in this one is less than 2.0 ft-lbs. She shot it several times. I bet you could handle it.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Clara repeated for a third time. “Maybe this wasn’t a good idea.” 
 
    “Come on,” Dan replied. “It’s like riding a bike. You might fall down the first time, but once you get it, it’s yours for life.” 
 
    She looked at him with uncertain eyes. 
 
    “I bet you can do it.” 
 
    Seeing her eyes turn away, Dan added, “I’ll do all the cooking and dishes for the next week, if you give it a try.” 
 
    Clara laughed. He’d done everything since she arrived. “OK, show me.” 
 
    Dan repeated the lesson about breaking apart the gun so she could see how it worked. Then he showed her how to set and release the safety. How to check whether it was loaded. How to hold the gun and take a stance. 
 
    “You’ve almost got it,” he coached, but the coaching wasn’t working. 
 
    Finally, he spread his arms. “May I?” 
 
    She looked at him, then realized he was asking permission to touch her. It was almost enough to make her laugh. No man had ever shown that courtesy to her before. “Sure.” 
 
    Dan wrapped around her, his exaggerated movements barely touching her. “Left hand here.” He pointed to the spot. Then leaning his right shoulder into hers, “Pull back so the stock is tight against your shoulder.” He used his right hand to adjust the position of her right arm, then helped her adjust the pressure. 
 
    Moving his head around to the left of hers, he saw that her left hand was still out of position. “Hand slightly forward.” He reached out, his nose grazing her hair. Then, he gently placed his left hand over hers. “Back just a little.” 
 
    As her hand moved under his, a shiver passed through Dan, strong enough to make him lightheaded. He hadn’t felt this in…. 
 
    “Are you OK?” Clara asked. 
 
    Dan let go of her. “You’ve got it. Line up on the target and take your shot.” 
 
    A second later, the gun fired, and a hole appeared in the center of the inner circle. 
 
    “You did it!” Dan exclaimed, trying to cover his astonishment. 
 
    Three more shots, with Dan standing feet away, yielded the same result.  
 
    Dan snorted. “I’ve never hit four in a row with that gun.” 
 
     “It wasn’t sized for you,” Clara teased, then more seriously. “Are you OK?” 
 
    Dan smiled and nodded his head. “A moment of dizziness. It happens.” 
 
    Clara continued to look at him, then turned back toward the targets. “Never thought I’d be able to do that.” Then turning back to Dan, “Thank you. Enough for today?” 
 
    “Yeah. Let’s head back in.” 
 
    As they made their way back to the cabin, Clara took the lead. Dan noted the confidence now radiating from her. He was happy that he had a role in that; worried about the desire for her that it triggered. He shook it off, then hustled to catch up. It wouldn’t do for her to see him acting as old as he felt.  
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
    Jon sat in his office, wishing he was anywhere else. Obelisks continued to arrive every thirty minutes or so. Periodically, several would arrive all at once near another obelisk that had come under attack. Working with the station controllers, Zack had put a protocol in place to handle the rapid arrivals. In truth, the mathematics of it was beyond Jon. But since the upgrade, no obelisks had been missed, all confirmed to have arrived where predicted. 
 
    The alien ship, parked at Sun-Earth Lagrange 1, continued sending its signals, but otherwise stood still, locked in its odd solar orbit. 
 
    With Zack running everything, Jon was bored, so had finally given in and flipped-on the two televisions in the room. One played the 24-hour news station. The other played C-SPAN, where senators and members of Congress gave vacuous speech after vacuous speech. 
 
    His phone rang, startling him. The caller ID indicated Area 51.  
 
    “Computer. Accept call.” 
 
    A moment later, Jasmine’s face appeared on the screen. 
 
    Jon smiled at the sight of her. “I hope you’re having more fun out there than I am back here.” 
 
    “Working with the obelisk has certainly been interesting.” 
 
    “What have you found?” Jon asked. 
 
    Jasmine sighed. “We decoded two messages this morning that are disturbing.” 
 
    “Does this relate to the list of things the aliens want from us?” 
 
    “I think so. They promised to send their list today. We’ve decoded the first two of the three they sent overnight.” 
 
    “What do they say?” 
 
    “The first says that twenty-four of their enemy, a people known as the Capulcu, crash landed in Russia in 1948, near Kapustin Yar.” 
 
    “So that story was true?” 
 
    “That’s what the aliens claim, but it gets better.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “The second message says that twelve of their people crash landed near Roswell in 1947.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Jon sputtered, too shocked to process the implications. After several seconds, he asked, “Did they say what they want from us?” 
 
    “Not yet. There’s lots of unsubstantiated speculation on this end, but nothing worthy of repeating.” 
 
    “Understood,” Jon replied. “What’s your work plan?” 
 
    “We think we’re close to cracking the code on the radio signals. Sam gave us the clue that seems to be unraveling it.” 
 
    “Can you give me the one sentence version?” 
 
    “The pictographs are raster scanned and embedded in the radio signal.” 
 
    “Why did he think that?” 
 
    “He’s the only one who’s been close enough to the pictographs to see them in high resolution. There are little lines that separate the images into dots. We got the scientific team to start taking high-res pictures in which the lines are clear. Sara and Peter are building a library of characters that we’ll search for in the digitized version of the radio signals. Sam thinks it’s encoded in one of four ways. Peter is building an encoder for each. We should be able to prove or disprove this theory sometime this afternoon.” 
 
    “Good work,” Jon complimented. “How is Sam holding up?” 
 
    “He’s unstoppable, a one-man show that the rest of us struggle to keep up with.” 
 
    “Good to hear.” 
 
    “Back to the Roswell thing… I think you need to run this up the flagpole. If we have any artifacts from a crash landing that has been denied for almost a hundred years, the President needs to know. Even though we don’t know what it is, the aliens raised this for a reason. If it is as urgent as they’ve implied, we need to get ahead of it.” 
 
    “Good point. Can you send me the message and the interpretation? The boss will want to see it before this goes any further.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 TERMANN, PLANET ASBETH 
 
     Ping had followed Atstovas down the long, and sometimes steep, trail down into the valley. Few words were exchanged during the descent. Now on the gently sloped valley floor, Ping stepped up beside his host. 
 
    “Why is it important that I meet your people? This is long in the past, is it not?” 
 
    Trust me when I say that it is important. But it will be more instructive if you figure out why on your own. 
 
    Frustrated with the reply, Ping cast his eyes to the town ahead. A sign along the side of the road had the feel of a welcome-to sign announcing the name of the town. Curiously, it was written in an alien script different from the pictographic symbols in the columns of light surrounding the obelisks. 
 
    “What does that sign say?” Ping asked. 
 
    If you touch it when we get there, you will know. 
 
    “It appears to be written in a phonetic language, not the pictographs in the column of light.” 
 
    Excellent observation. This is our written language, but you would have had no way to decode it. Instead, we made up a pictographic language simple enough for you to decode with a little prompting. 
 
    “But why go to that trouble?” Ping asked. 
 
    It is an effective screening mechanism. Primitives never figure it out. Hostiles lack the patience. This mechanism has served us well for thousands of years. 
 
    “How often do you bring people here?” 
 
    Rarely. Proper first contact should happen over a generation, the time required to truly build trust. We don’t have that luxury with your people. 
 
    “The Capulcu will come before then?” Ping asked.  
 
    The Capulcu will arrive soon. Our only success in saving a people on a short timeline has been via an emissary. 
 
    “Why choose me as your emissary? I’m just a security guard, one of the lowest tiers in our society.” 
 
    Atstovas stopped and turned to look at Ping. Instead of answering, he simply extended his index finger and touched Ping’s temple. Image after image flooded through Ping’s mind. As vertigo started to set in, Atstovas released him.  
 
    After a few seconds, Ping said, “Oh.” 
 
    Atstovas beamed a smile, one unlike any Ping had seen before. 
 
    “The only effective emissaries are ones that come from the lowest ranks in society,” Ping whispered, as if in a trance. “And I need to know the character of your people to be an effective emissary.” 
 
    Come, the people of Termann are gathering to greet you. 
 
      
 
   

 

 KAPUSTIN YAR  
 
    Sergei was exhausted, barely able to stand. He had been at it for twelve hours without a break, translating nine messages, and now knew the names of the aliens and their enemy, Sacrivan and Capulcu. He knew the Capulcu were coming and would be there soon, and the Sacrivan would help hide them from the Capulcu if given a few things the Sacrivan would disclose tomorrow. 
 
    But the most shocking revelation was that twelve Sacrivan crash landed in America nearly a hundred years ago and twice that number of Capulcu had crash landed in Russia a year later. 
 
    When the last message had been translated, Colonel Kirillov called a stop for the day, so he could send a report up the chain of command. 
 
    Now back in the mess hall, Sergei was famished. He was not allowed to talk with anyone about what he had done that day. Guards stood watch to make sure no one approached. One even went to get Sergei’s food. Now, as he ate, the messages he had interpreted took on a new reality. He knew of the rumors about Russians shooting down an alien spaceship a hundred years ago. He also knew of the basements in which the artifacts were rumored to be stored.  
 
    As someone who had worked at this base for over ten years, he knew those basements existed. But he’d never believed alien artifacts were stored there. How could that be? A 1947 Russian plane shooting down a spacecraft that had traveled light years to get here. Not possible. Unless… the spaceship was already mortally damaged. 
 
    The realization shocked Sergei. A mortally wounded alien spaceship had attempted to enter Earth’s atmosphere to make a survivable landing in an obscure unpopulated area. Unfortunately for the aliens, they ran into an overly aggressive and incurious pilot flying a brand-new MiG-9. “Talk about the fates being against you,” Sergei thought as he shook his head. 
 
    Minutes later as he was finishing his meal, Sergei’s mind wandered, and a thought struck. “I wonder if the aliens are coming to retrieve the wreckage and the bodies of their people.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 OBELISK, GROOM LAKE 
 
    Sam approached the column of light ready to take on the day’s third new message. The pictograph-to-radio-signal conversion had taken most of his day today. It had been a fun diversion, but it was firmly in the hands of Peter and Sara at this point. Now, in the waning afternoon sunlight, Sam was ready to take on the day’s third new message. 
 
    He took up position just outside the standoff line painted on the ground and searched the column of light for the message. At the moment, it was out of sight, presumably on the other side of the obelisk, where the base’s scientific team continued their photography efforts. As he scanned higher and higher up the column, Sam could make out another new message, presumably the fourth new one today. It was out of his reach, so he let it go, confident it would be repeated soon. 
 
    Sam waited patiently, then recognized the symbol for Kapustin Yar scrolling past. Today’s third new message would start again in another minute. 
 
    Seconds ticked by, then the symbol for the Sacrivan appeared. It was followed by a conjunctive and the symbol for the Capulcu. Then a new symbol. 
 
    On stepping into the standoff zone, Sam lifted his hand, index finger extended and made contact. The tendril of light connected, and the words followed, The Sacrivan and the Capulcu… He knew this phrase already. Have been at war… The words and their implication shook Sam, but the tendril of light skipped ahead without prompting. For thousands of years…   
 
    “The Sacrivan and Capulcu have been at war for thousands of years,” Sam whispered to himself. 
 
    As the gap between messages scrolled past, Sam braced himself for what would be coming next. The symbol for the Capulcu came next. It was followed by a variant of a symbol Sam had seen before. Moments later, its meaning became clear, return, future tense. The Capulcu will return… 
 
    As the next symbol started to appear, Sam felt it more than saw it. But the tendril of light did not jump to it. A second then third symbol appeared, then the tendril jumped ahead. To harvest your world… 
 
    There was a short gap, then the message continued with the symbols for time and short, followed by another small gap. Then the symbols for the Capulcu, arrive, and soon. 
 
    The Capulcu are returning to harvest your world. Time is short. They will be arriving soon. 
 
    Sam quickly sketched out the message and wrote the translation, then ran for the command tent. Jasmine needed to know this ASAP. 
 
      
 
   

 

 ADMINISTRATIVE BUILDING, TERMANN 
 
    Ping had met and shaken hands with what seemed like a hundred people, hearing many stories, getting hugs from several women. As it was happening, Atstovas hung back allowing the people unfettered access to Ping. The experience was immersive and compelling. He’d been completely in the moment.  
 
    Now sitting quietly in the town’s administrative building, things didn’t quite add up. How could these people possibly know Modern Standard Chinese? And if this was all in the past, how could I interact with the people here at all? 
 
    Don’t let your mind be troubled, Atstovas sent, breaking Ping’s musing. You will understand by the time the day is done. Just live in the moment. Enjoy what we have here. Learn to be part of it. 
 
    Time passed quickly as various people came in and spoke with Ping, then later, as the sun set, a feast was held in his honor. It was so engaging. It felt so real. And as the party ramped up, he let himself go with it. A beautiful young woman asked him to dance, and now, hours later, she was asleep beside him. 
 
    But was it real? he asked himself. And why am I here? 
 
    As if in answer, a siren sounded. The woman beside him woke and jumped out of bed. “Hurry, Ping. I must get you to safety.”  
 
    Minutes later as they exited the building, Ping saw spaceships falling from the sky, some under powered flight, others spinning and breaking apart. Weapons were distributed, but Ping was not given one. The woman, whose name he never learned, led him to a shelter, pleading for him to move faster. Just as they arrived, the beam from an energy weapon hit her. She screamed, then seemed to dissolve right before Ping’s eyes.  
 
    As Ping backed away, the warrior pointed his weapon but did not fire. Instead, he took his helmet off, exposing a cruel smile. So, you’re from the next world that we harvest. 
 
    Ping stared at the warrior, thoroughly frozen by the sight of him. 
 
    What? They didn’t tell you? An evil laugh bellowed up from within. Well, now you know. We will be there shortly, and you will be my first target. 
 
    Strapping his helmet on, the warrior walked straight toward, then through Ping. 
 
     …  
 
    Ping woke back in the ancient Chinese bedchamber, the terror still fresh. A moment later, Atstovas appeared. Are you ready to start your mission, Emissary? 
 
    “The Capulcu are the same species as you,” Ping accused. 
 
    They were derived from the same DNA, yes. But they’ve been corrupted, mutated by a bioweapon released thousands of years ago. When they come, they will infect you with a version of the weapon that will make you more like them. They will steal your mind and strip you of your humanity. 
 
    “Are they already on Earth?” 
 
    A small contingent was shot down over Russia nearly a hundred years ago. A virus associated with the bioweapon’s mutation escaped from the holding area in Russia, where their scientists have studied the remains. It was not tailored for humans, so has been extremely slow to take hold. The Capulcu will fix that problem once they arrive. 
 
    “When will that be?” 
 
    Within a week. 
 
    The words filled Ping with panic. How can I possibly stop an alien invasion in a week? The question screamed in his mind. But determined to show courage, not weakness, he asked, “What do I need to do?” 
 
    You will know when you wake in the morning.  
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
    Jon glanced up at the clock. 9:04 PM. The sun would have set over an hour ago with the last of its light draining away about now. But he couldn’t know for sure, as he hadn’t left the building or walked past an exterior window in over a week now. 
 
    His phone sounded and the Caller ID announced it was Jasmine. Jon smiled. She called about this time every night since she went to Area 51. 
 
    “What do you have for me tonight?” Jon asked. 
 
    “We spent most of the day getting the RF signal interpretation system up. It’s almost there. With the clues Sam gave yesterday and his help today, we’re just about done.” 
 
    “Peter is taking the lead on it now?” 
 
    “He is, but that’s not the day’s real news.” 
 
    “No?” Jon asked surprised. 
 
    Sam went back over to the obelisk just before sunset to do some more work. The latest message, says. “The Capulcu are returning to harvest your world. Time is short. They will be arriving soon.” 
 
    “What the hell do we do with that?” Jon asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jasmine replied. 
 
    

  

 

 DAY NINE 
 
      
 
    “I lived a simple life, my greatest ambition to stay out of trouble. Then destiny reached out and swept me to places I never dreamed of going.” 
 
    — Ping Lee, Tenth Anniversary Celebration, August 12, 2055 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 [08.20.2045] UNKNOWN LOCATION 
 
    The ancient Chinese bedchamber was gone. In its place was a desk with a comfortable chair. Despite Atstovas’ sense of urgency, Ping sat at the desk, blocking out his plan for the next couple of days. He needed to tell the world what was happening; needed to make direct contact with both the Russian and American governments to facilitate the return of the aliens they were holding. 
 
    Through the new window that had appeared in the milky white walls of the room, Ping could see the activity going on outside the obelisk in Tiananmen Square. Under its current operating protocol, the square would be at its busiest this afternoon at 3:00 PM. Emerging then would garner the greatest exposure and might even catch the attention of the international press. If he couldn’t, then he would need to make personal appeals at the respective embassies, or simply board an airplane and fly to America. 
 
    Atstovas, who had left a couple of hours earlier, reappeared unbidden. Forgive me, for I failed to mention that the obelisks are interconnected. You can travel between them, simply by entering one, which will bring you here, then asking me to connect to a different one. He motioned toward the window showing Tiananmen Square and the scene changed. This is the one in Sydney, Australia. He motioned again. This is the one in Washington, DC. 
 
    A moment later, Tiananmen Square reappeared. 
 
    As emissary, I can connect you to any of our portals instantly. 
 
    “Could you show me Washington, DC, again?” 
 
    Atstovas smiled. A second later the scene in the window changed. It was night. Guards stood duty outside. In the distance, Ping could see tall metal fencing topped with razor wire. On the other side of the fence, people were camped out on the ground. 
 
    “What a strange place America must be,” Ping whispered. “Is there one in Moscow?” 
 
    A moment later, the view changed to Red Square, where the morning sun illuminated the mostly empty square. 
 
    “Will they be able to understand me?” 
 
    Look directly at anyone and they will hear your meaning clearly. 
 
    “Then I’ll start in Moscow.” 
 
    Ping stood and approached the window, which expanded to accommodate him. He paused there a second and took a deep breath. Then he stepped out into Red Square. 
 
      
 
   

 

 OBELISK, RED SQUARE 
 
    It was 7:00 AM in Moscow and the inner portion of the square was empty, except for the guards that stood watch. But the summer sun had risen two hours earlier, and people were already bustling around the perimeter of the square. 
 
    Zakhar Tarasov, who normally worked the perimeter, had obelisk duty this morning. By comparison, it was a boring job, stuck in one place without the ability to roam or have any human interaction. Though holding his position close to the obelisk, his attention was on a foreign news team at the far end of the square. They were interviewing passersby. Zakhar shook his head. When he worked that station, he never let the foreigners interfere in the normal flow of business like this. 
 
    Behind him, he heard an electronic buzzing sound accompanied by a vibration, which he felt more than heard. 
 
    “Tarasov, behind you,” his commanding officer shouted. 
 
    Zakhar spun around, as did the guards on either side of him, and saw a man, a shortish Asian man, emerging from the column of light. Slowly, the man stepped away from the column and stood with his hands out, as the light and static electricity encapsulating him dissipated. 
 
    The man looked directly at Zakhar; his eyes boring into him. 
 
    “Please lower your weapon. I mean you no harm, but you place yourself in grave danger with it pointed toward the obelisk.” 
 
    Not understanding a word, Zakhar asked, “Who are you?” 
 
    To his bafflement, Ping did not understand the guard that spoke, but introduced himself anyway. “I am the emissary appointed by the Sacrivan to advise your government." 
 
    “On the ground,” Zakhar ordered, motioning with his gun. “Now.” 
 
    Ping understood the movement of the gun, not the meaning of the words. “I’m sorry, sir. I cannot do that.” 
 
    Zakhar turned to the guard next to him, intending to signal a take down. But he never got that far. The obelisk emitted a pulse of light and all six guards, and their commanding officer slumped to the ground. 
 
    “Sorry, friends,” Ping whispered, then turned to walk over to the foreign reporters. 
 
    As he approached, the reporters shied away, obviously afraid of him. 
 
    “I am the emissary sent by the Sacrivan—the aliens,” Ping pointed toward the sun. 
 
    At first no one reacted, then the reporters began talking among themselves. One turned and in broken Chinese asked. “Are you Chinese?” 
 
    “Me, yes. The aliens call themselves Sacrivan. They have selected me as their emissary. Are you Russian?” 
 
    “No. I am English. I am an audio technician with the BBC.” 
 
    Ping turned to the woman standing next to the audio technician and locked her with a stare. “Can you understand me?” 
 
    There was a momentary back and forth between the two BBC people, then the audio technician replied for her. “No. She does not speak Chinese. Would you be willing to answer some questions for us? I’ll translate the question. If we choose to air your interview, someone with better Chinese than mine will translate your answers.” 
 
    Ping nodded. “Yes, I need to get the message out.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 OBELISK, BUCKINGHAM PALACE ROUNDABOUT 
 
    Two hours later, at 7:00 AM Greenwich Mean Time, Ping exited the column of light surrounding the obelisk in London. Apparently, security here heard of his appearance in Moscow, because a phalanx of guards stood shoulder-to-shoulder between the obelisk and the palace. 
 
    As the light and the last of the static electricity bled away, an officer stepped forward, accompanied by an aide. 
 
    “My name is Evan Grant. I represent the Crown in this matter. Please state your intentions.” A moment later, Grant’s words, which Ping did not understand, were translated to Chinese. 
 
    Ping was taken by both the formality and sincerity of the greeting. 
 
    “My name is Lee Ping. I am the emissary for the Sacrivan, here to advise the governments of Earth. I come in peace.” 
 
    After some back and forth, the translator replied in Chinese. 
 
    “As you said in your interview with the BBC in Moscow. Yet, seven of the men guarding the obelisk in Red Square are now in the hospital.” 
 
    “They were about to attack me and, by extension, the obelisk. If I had not intervened with the Sacrivan to dissuade them from overreacting, the Russian guards’ remains would be in the morgue.” 
 
    The translator conveyed Ping’s message, then the officer returned his eyes to Ping. 
 
    The two men stared at each other for a moment, then Ping broke it. 
 
    “The Earth is in grave danger. A predatory people known as the Capulcu will arrive in a few days to begin their harvest of Earth’s people and resources. The Sacrivan can help, but they need some things currently held by the Americans and the Russians in order to do so. I am hoping the Crown can help influence the Americans to at least talk with me.” 
 
    Seconds later, the reply came in Chinese. 
 
    “I will pass the word along. Are we done here?” 
 
    “If you had seen the hordes falling from the sky, as I have seen. If you’d experienced their weapons and their savagery, as I have, then you would beg for the Sacrivan’s help. Remember my words, because they will come to pass within a week.” 
 
    Ping put out his hand to shake. This was not a Chinese tradition, not an act he was particularly comfortable with. But he could transfer memories by touch as Atstovas could. 
 
    “Good day to you,” the translator said on behalf of Evan Grant, the Crown’s representative. Then the two stepped back.  
 
      
 
   

 

 OBELISK, TIANANMEN SQUARE 
 
    Ping had a decision to make. The Russians had reacted with violent intent, which he’d easily shut down. But after an hour with the media and the better part of a second hour just standing there with no response, he’d retreated back into the obelisk. 
 
    London had been almost exactly the opposite. He was greeted courteously, but not received, and hundreds of soldiers stood there, shoulder to shoulder. Ping could have blasted through them, but he was Sacrivan, not Capulcu. He wouldn’t force his way in as the Capulcu would. He had to be invited. 
 
    The conundrum led him back to Tiananmen Square. He was Chinese, a guard of the Heavenly Gate. As much as he should be welcomed there, he doubted he would be. Nonetheless, even though his own people might not welcome him, they could not stop him. Washington, DC was too chaotic. But maybe he would be welcomed at the American embassy in Beijing. 
 
    Back in the white room, Ping looked out at the square that he knew so well. The scientists were back—fools who knew nothing, but would scorn him, nonetheless. Ping truly did not want to endure the condescension that would come when he stepped out through the column of light, but the clock was ticking down. He stepped up to the wall, then took a deep breath, which he slowly released. Now prepared, he stepped through the wall and out into the square. 
 
    The transition was always a strange experience—one second here, the next there. But exits were harder than entrances, because he was enveloped in light that blinded him for a few seconds, then had to shake off the paralyzing effects of the static electricity that washed over him. 
 
    By the time his senses cleared, the scientists had scattered, and security officers were running toward him. Realizing that this could turn deadly, Ping held up his hands as if surrendering, then shouted out, “I mean you no harm. Please do not attack me. I was one of you once. I met this obelisk the night it arrived. I’ve felt its power. I come bearing a message from the people who sent these obelisks. Please stop before the obelisk attacks you.” 
 
    The guards started to slow as they formed a circle around the obelisk. Then a voice called out, “Lee?” It was his partner on the night watch, Shen Bi. 
 
    She approached slowly, obviously afraid of him. 
 
    “Why are you afraid of me?” Ping asked. 
 
    “You were in a coma, then yesterday you disappeared from the hospital. Earlier today, you were in Russia and England. How Lee? How?” 
 
    “I was the first to touch the column of light, the first to establish a connection with the people that sent it, the Sacrivan. I’ve spent enough time with them now to understand why they are here and what their intentions are.” 
 
    “But how is it that you appeared in Moscow and London?” 
 
    Ping motioned toward the obelisk. “The obelisks are portals; they are interconnected. When I enter one, I arrive in a control room. I can leave that control room in any of the thousands of portals they have established.” 
 
    “They let you do that?” 
 
    “For now, yes. They have named me as their emissary and given me messages for both the American and Russian governments.” 
 
    “I’ve heard enough!” 
 
    Ping’s eyes snapped to the speaker. It was the head of the security services for the Forbidden City. 
 
    “You have interfered with the scientific work at this site and conspired with foreign powers on matters of state. You will come with us now!” 
 
    “General Tong, I must speak with the President. If he will not see me, then I must speak with someone at the American embassy. The Sacrivan are here to help us. But time is short. The American and Russian governments have something the Sacrivan need. They will only help us once those items have been released to me.” 
 
    “Take him,” the general raged. 
 
    “Sir. Don’t do this. I am under Sacrivan protection. They will not allow it.” 
 
    The general motioned for a group of guards to take Ping. 
 
    Realizing the general would not listen, he whispered. “Shen, step away. The Sacrivan will not allow me to be taken.” 
 
    The closest guard stepped forward. “Come on Lee. Don’t make me force you.” 
 
    Ping shook his head, then closed his eyes. An instant later, tendrils of light reached out from the column and struck the guards. 
 
    Enraged, the general pulled out his weapon. But before he could even issue an order, a tendril of light reached out and struck the gun. Moments later, more tendrils reached out, hitting every guard. 
 
    Sensing that it was over, Ping opened his eyes. All of his former colleagues lay on the ground, not a single one left standing. He walked over to one of the majors, a man in his chain of command, who Ping knew and trusted, and knelt to see if the man still had a pulse. With great relief, Ping confirmed that the major was still alive. He picked up his former commander’s radio and called for help. Then he stood and exited the square. 
 
      
 
   

 

 KAPUSTIN YAR 
 
    Sergei started the new day fresh, expecting it to be a repeat of the previous one—several new messages, relatively quick translations, then research and calculation to decode the entire meaning. At the designated time, guards arrived to escort him to breakfast. But as soon as he opened the door, he knew the day would not go as expected. 
 
    “Where are we going?” he asked. 
 
    “Colonel Kirillov would like to speak with you.” 
 
    “Before breakfast?” 
 
    “The colonel has already had his breakfast.” 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Sergei was placed in an interrogation room. An hour after that, an angry colonel entered, slapped a folder down on the table, then took a seat and just stared at Sergei. A minute later, he pulled out a picture of Lee Ping in Red Square with half a dozen guards laying on the ground around him. 
 
    “What do you know of this man?” Kirillov snarled. 
 
    “Nothing. I’ve never seen him before. He looks Chinese.” 
 
    The colonel plopped a document on the table, showing Ping in his guard uniform in Tiananmen Square. 
 
    “He’s a security guard in China?” Sergei deduced. 
 
    “The one who was hospitalized after touching the column of light.” 
 
    “Did he do that?” Sergei pointed to the men on the ground in the first image. 
 
    “What makes you suspect he did?” the colonel snapped back. 
 
    Sergei hated the stupid mind games the officers played. 
 
    “I took it to be your meaning when you showed me the picture taken in Red Square.” 
 
    “The more important question…,” the colonel let the words hang there for a second. “…is whether you can do that.” 
 
    The question startled Sergei. Why would anyone think I could do that? The answer came as quickly as the question. Because they’ve seen the tendril of light that reaches out from the column to touch me. Sergei had been interrogated numerous times before. It was never a pleasant experience. But for the first time during an interrogation, he was terrified. He might have a capability that his masters could not control. In Russia, that could be a death sentence. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
    Zack entered the command conference room, catching Jon’s eye. “Something new is happening. We’ve been getting abnormal magnetic and seismic readings, all of which are coming from places known to have an obelisk.” 
 
    Jon pointed up at the television on which the 24-hour news was playing. “A man in a guard uniform, who appears to be Chinese, emerged from the obelisk in Red Square and knocked out the guards stationed there. He then went and talked with some reporters for about an hour. Twenty minutes after we lose track of him in Russia, what appears to be the same person comes out of the obelisk in front of Buckingham Palace. There he has a curt conversation with the head of the Queen’s Guard. The press in both places report that he asked for assistance in speaking with the Russian and American governments—something about being the emissary for the aliens.” 
 
    “Think it’s real?” Zack asked. 
 
    “They say he emerged from the column of light.” 
 
    “Curious,” Zack replied. “The anomalies we’ve seen have come from Beijing, Moscow, and London.” 
 
    “That gives us an opportunity to test one of our theories,” Jon said. 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “If the obelisks are also observation posts, we should just be able to walk up to one and ask to speak with their emissary.” 
 
    “National Mall, or Area 51?” Zack asked. 
 
    “We have much better control over the situation in Area 51,” Jon replied. 
 
    “Then we should run it up the chain of command. Ask if the president would be willing to talk with a representative for the aliens.” 
 
    Jon laughed. “That would take a lot of vetting.” 
 
    “Maybe a video connection?” 
 
    “I’ll advise the administrator.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 SUB-LEVEL SEVEN, AREA 51 
 
    “Anna, I think we have a problem.” 
 
    Dr. Anna Robinson turned to look at her comm device. The message was from Dylan Carney, the tech on duty monitoring the isolation area. Pushing her talk button, she replied, “What are you seeing, Dylan?” 
 
    “I think a wake-up cycle has started on four of the functioning hibernation chambers.” 
 
    “I’ll grab Wes and be right down.” 
 
    ... 
 
    “Do you think this is real?” Dr. Weston Garner asked, moments before the elevator doors opened. “It’s not the first time the hibernation chambers have bleeped over the last eighty years.” 
 
    Anna pointed up. “Given what’s going on up there...” She shivered. “I suspect it’s the real deal.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Wes grunted, suspecting the same thing himself. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Anna replied. “We’ve had the ruined shuttle and twelve hibernation chambers since 1951. But the only thing we’ve learned is that the aliens have more advanced technology than we do.” 
 
    “We also had the message,” Wes corrects. 
 
    “Yeah, I watched the video of it again the day the Russians made their announcement.” 
 
    “Did you get any new insight this time?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Anna whispered, mostly to herself as the elevator door opened into the large monitoring room. 
 
     “Going to share?” 
 
    Anna smiled. “Could the obelisks be the sentinels they mentioned?” 
 
    “That’s an interesting thought. I assumed the sentinels would be space based.”  
 
    The elevator doors opened into the monitoring room. On the far side of the room was a glass-walled observation area that looked out over a mostly-intact alien shuttle. On the left was another glass walled room in which twelve alien hibernation chambers rested. Seven of the chambers were dark. The other five were lit from the inside. An unfamiliar vibration faintly filled the room. 
 
    Dylan, who was standing at the glass wall facing the chambers, turned to look back at the elevator. “Thanks for coming down. The vibration started a few minutes before the chamber’s interior lights came on.” 
 
    “They’ve lit up before,” Wes replied. 
 
    “But there was no vibration,” Anna countered. 
 
    Dylan pointed to a display on the foot of the chamber. “And this display has never lit before. I think it’s a countdown timer. Recognize the digits?” As he spoke, the left-most digit ticked down by one. 
 
    “Any idea how long until it reaches zero?” Wes asked. 
 
    “About two days.” 
 
    “And how did you come up with that?” Anna asked. 
 
    “It ticks down about every five seconds. We know their numbering system is hexadecimal, and they put the least significant digit on the left. So if this is just a number, then in 34,560 five-second intervals it will reach zero, approximately 48 hours from now.” 
 
    “We need to tell Zack,” Anna said. “He’s the only one that can talk with them. It can’t be a coincidence that they started waking up as another ship arrived.” 
 
    Wes nodded. “I’ll place the call.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 AMERICAN EMBASSY, BEIJING 
 
    Ping stood in the crowded streets looking at the American Embassy. The sight of it filled him with trepidation. When he was young, his parents told him of their time in America—how rich and powerful it was, despite the relative greed of its people and foolishness of its government. But that changed twenty years ago, when America invaded Taiwan, attempting to deprive its people of their heritage. Economic and political ties were cut for a while, but the situation had slowly reversed. Still, most Chinese people tried to keep their distance from Americans, and the government helped them do that. 
 
    Ahead, there were a series of stops and inspection points—first Chinese, then American. He’d asked a few people why they had been turned away. The answers were terse and mostly defensive, because Ping wore a guard’s uniform. But it always came down to one of two things—lack of permit or insufficient social credit score. As of the day the obelisk appeared, Ping had an exemplary social credit score. In all likelihood, Ping’s score took a hit the day he left the hospital without signing out. But that really didn’t matter, as he did not have paperwork that would allow him to visit the Embassy. 
 
    Discouraged, Ping turned around and started the fourteen-kilometer trek back to Tiananmen Square. Maybe Atstovas would have a better idea about how he should approach his mission. And if nothing else, he could go to Washington, DC, via the obelisk there. 
 
      
 
   

 

 OBELISK, GROOM LAKE 
 
    Jasmine looked up as Sam approached. “You’re late today. What happened?” 
 
    “Base paperwork,” he complained. “I have a weekly report due every Friday. I thought the reassignment exempted me.” 
 
    “I can probably help with that,” Jasmine offered. 
 
    Sam shook his head. “It only takes an hour to prepare if submitted before the start of business on Monday.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Jasmine replied, then pointed toward the obelisk. “Two new messages for you this morning. But before you take them on, Mission Control has something they would like you to ask the aliens about.” 
 
    Sam raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Someone exited the column of light in Moscow this morning around 7 AM local time, claiming to be an emissary sent by the Sacrivan. When the Russians guarding the obelisk attempted to arrest him, they were attacked by the obelisk. He approached some BBC reporters and told them the world was in grave danger and he needed to speak with representatives of the American and Russian governments. Two hours later, at 7 AM Greenwich mean time, he emerged from the obelisk in front of Buckingham Palace with the same message. One note, he was treated respectfully there, and the obelisk did not attack. Curiously, the person appears to be Chinese and was wearing a uniform of some type.” 
 
    “Mission Control wants me to ask the aliens about it?” 
 
    “Yes. Tell them that we will welcome their emissary and are anxious to speak with him.” 
 
    Sam smiled. “Got it.” Then, pointing at the obelisk, “Ok, if I get started?” 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    Spotting a break between messages, Sam stepped into the standoff area and made connection. “We would like to speak with your emissary.” 
 
    The obelisk reacted immediately, erasing the message that had just started to flow out. It pleased Sam that the obelisk reacted so quickly, even though he knew it did not guarantee a quick reply. Minutes ticked by and Sam began to worry about the static electricity charge he could feel building on his skin. Almost immediately, the tendril of light connecting him to the column narrowed, and he felt the charge bleed away. 
 
    Can they read my mind? Sam thought, then smirked to himself, “Of course they can. That’s how we’re communicating.” 
 
    Sam waited in frustration as the minutes ticked by. 
 
      
 
   

 

 OUTSIDE TIANANMEN SQUARE 
 
    Ping was bone tired. Earlier speculation about his social credit score had been confirmed. The trains and buses would only take him if they were half full. It took hours to find transportation back from the American Embassy. He ended up walking about half the distance. Atstovas said the gifts they gave him would make people believe him. By all appearances, it had done the opposite. Seemingly overnight, he’d been turned into an outcast, but that wasn’t really true. He hadn’t clocked into work the last eight days, had left both the hospital and the country without permission, and had played a role in an attack against the Tiananmen Square security force. Social credit score was probably the least of his problems. 
 
    Now, as he approached the gate, he realized that it was almost midnight, and the gate would be closed. Arriving, he leaned against the barrier and looked at the glow coming from the column of light. 
 
    “Why did I ever believe in you?” 
 
    The words were no sooner out than a beam of light shot up from the obelisk, then arced over and struck Ping. 
 
      
 
   

 

 ANCIENT BED CHAMBER 
 
    Ping woke and saw Atstovas looking down at him. 
 
    Quickly, the Americans are asking to speak with you. 
 
    “You said that people would understand me if I looked at them and spoke to them.” 
 
    You did not touch them first? 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Atstovas looked at Ping impatiently, not wanting to engage in a technical discussion. Anyone who has touched the column of light can talk to anyone else that has, if you look directly at them. If the person has not touched the light, then you need to touch them first, and for some, it will work only while maintaining physical contact. 
 
    “How? Why?” Ping sputtered. 
 
    Topics for another time. The Americans want to speak with you. Atstovas pointed at the window forming in the wall.  
 
    Ping looked and saw an American soldier standing there, pondering the column of light. Behind him, three people sat at a makeshift desk. Others milled around tents and equipment in a desert-like setting. 
 
    Pointing back toward the window, Atstovas continued, This is near the American facility where our people are being held. You must bring our people here. The Capulcu will arrive in three days. If our people have not been returned to us a day before, then our people held by the Americans and all of yours will be destroyed. 
 
    Popping out of the bedchamber, Ping asked. “Can I trust that soldier?” 
 
    He is trustworthy. He has touched the column of light and is attuned. Atstovas replied, then reached a finger out to transfer the knowledge Ping would need for this task. 
 
    Moments later, Ping was gone. 
 
      
 
   

 

 OBELISK, GROOM LAKE  
 
    Sam had been standing there connected for nearly an hour. He would need to break the connection soon. He was hot, thirsty, and starting to swoon. 
 
    He lifted his gaze one more time and saw the column of light ripple, then start to bulge. The shock of it caused Sam to step back, breaking the connection. The little droplets of light bursting drew his eye back toward the column. That’s when Sam saw him, the Chinese man in a uniform, starting to emerge. 
 
    “The emissary is here,” Sam shouted as he darted back out of the way. 
 
    In seconds, Jasmine was at Sam’s side, grabbing his arm to get his attention. 
 
    “I’m supposed to take the lead, but he may not speak English, in which case you’ll need to be my translator.” 
 
    “I don’t speak Chinese,” Sam blurted out. 
 
    “But you do speak alien!” 
 
    Jasmine’s words left Sam dumbstruck. 
 
    As the light surrounding the Chinese man finally bled away, Jasmine said, “Welcome, Emissary.” 
 
    He looked at her wide eyed, then turned to Sam. “You have spoken with the Sacrivan?” 
 
    “I have,” Sam confirmed. 
 
    “You know that twelve of their people are being held somewhere close to here.” Though made as a statement of fact, Sam understood it to be a question. 
 
    “I know the Sacrivan have made that statement but am unaware of any non-humans held in this area.” 
 
    The emissary studied Sam for a second, then said, “Yet you believe there are.” 
 
    Sam looked at Jasmine. “Are you following any of this?” 
 
    “Only your side of the conversation. He seems to be speaking in Chinese.” 
 
    “I think he has come to get the twelve Sacrivan being held here.” 
 
    Jasmine shrugged and held her hands out. “I don’t know anything about that.” 
 
    The emissary spoke, but Sam got none of it. 
 
    Sam turned back to him. “Sorry, could you please repeat?” 
 
    “Who is she?” 
 
    “My…,” Sam’s voice trailed away. “She has the civilian lead on this part of our mission to study the obelisks. I am with the American Air Force. I was on guard duty the night the obelisk arrived, and I accidentally made contact.” 
 
    “Similar for me. I was on guard duty in Tiananmen Square the night the obelisk arrived. I touched the column of light, not knowing what it was. My name is Ping.” 
 
    “I’m Sam. I’m told that you wanted to talk with the American government. We are the first line of contact at this location. She is the government’s official representative.” 
 
    “The Capulcu will arrive in three days. The Sacrivan will not put protections in place unless their people are returned to them. It takes about a day to put the protections in place.” 
 
    “Well, neither of us knows where they are.” 
 
    “The Sacrivan are convinced they are here and there will be no dissuading them. We must find them, or our world will end.” 
 
    “Give me a minute to talk with the boss.” 
 
    Sam turned to Jasmine. “You got the gist, right? The aliens think their people are here. We need to return them, or the aliens will leave us to fend off the Capulcu on our own. Our ignorance of the location of their people isn’t enough to get us off the hook.” 
 
    “There is nothing I can do directly,” Jasmine started, then corrected herself. “I will send the message to Mission Control. I’ll also lean on Dr. Adams and General McCarthy. If there are aliens being held here, one of these two probably knows. In the meantime, see if our emissary would like anything to eat, or a place to nap. It’s after midnight in Beijing.” 
 
    Jasmine turned to Ping. “Emissary, thank you for coming. I am going to start the search for your people. If you can stay, please enjoy our hospitality.” With that, she turned and headed for the command tent. 
 
    “Did you understand her?” Sam asked. 
 
    “A little, but she is not attuned, which makes it difficult.” 
 
    “She’s with the executive branch of the government. On the assumption that we do have people that know where the Sacrivan are, she is starting the search for them.” 
 
    “Does she have a chance?” 
 
    “Hard to say. The military people here are afraid of her, probably because she knows the President, and he trusts her. Would you like some food? Rest?” 
 
    “Food and rest would be good,” Ping replied, placing his palms together and giving Sam a small bow. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
    As had become the norm, Zack was down walking the floor. Jon sat in the command conference room working on the seemingly endless paperwork—a funny name given that everything was now online, and the actual use of paper was prohibited. The 24-hour news channel played quietly in the background, but it was all the same—society breaking down, street battles over a gallon of gas, death and destruction all over. The only mention of aliens was as an excuse for the mayhem.  
 
    A buzz and blinking light indicated an inbound video call from Groom Lake, presumably Jasmine.  
 
    “Jon, we have a major problem.” 
 
    “Not secret aliens at Area 51, I hope.” 
 
    Jasmine took on a darker look. “According to the emissary, who’s like the Chinese version of Sam, by the way, the object will retreat if we don’t give our secret aliens to him.” 
 
    “Good news. Maybe the world will get its mind back,” Jon sniped. 
 
    “The emissary says they will leave because a marauding force of Capulcu will come to harvest the Earth in three days.” 
 
    “A little dramatic, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Jon, what’s the matter with you? If they are telling us the truth, and we do have their people, then what do you think they’re going to do? Just sit there and whine about it?” 
 
    “No, but…” 
 
    “No buts,” Jasmine snapped back. “If we don’t have their people, then what game are they playing? Do you think it’s going to get any better for us if we ignore them? At least we need to make a show of looking.” 
 
    “Looking where?” Jon complained. “Who do I call? The Ghost Busters? The administrator thinks this is a joke. The military has been relatively open about disclosing UAPs for years now.” 
 
    There was silence for a second, then Jasmine said, “Great cover. Hiding in plain sight.” 
 
    “What?” Jon asked baffled. 
 
    “One way to keep a secret hidden is to fully disclose information on related things you used to keep hidden. High school kids seem to know this instinctively. If you question a kid that you think has just pulled a prank, you get the instant denial. If you press the case and get over disclosure on a related topic, it’s a dead giveaway they’re hiding something.” 
 
    After a little more silence, Jasmine said, “I’m here. I’m going to go pound on the base’s science guy and commander. I’m going to use the President’s name. At least, try to buy me some cover.” 
 
    Jon shook his head. “I’m not sure I can help you, Jasmine.” 
 
    Once the line dropped, Jon wondered what was up with Jasmine. He regretted not pressing harder. But the request was too preposterous to even engage. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MESS TENT, GROOM LAKE 
 
    Jasmine entered the mess, hoping Sam and the emissary were still there. To her relief, they were. 
 
    “Mind if I join?” Jasmine asked tray in hand. 
 
    Annoyingly, Sam asked the emissary the same question on her behalf. 
 
    The emissary locked his eyes on her, then said, “Ping.” 
 
    “His name is Ping,” Sam clarified. “No offense, but he doesn’t trust you.” 
 
    “Then tell him to get over it,” Jasmine said as she beamed a smile toward Ping. To her surprise, he smiled back. 
 
    Locking Sam with a stare, she said, “Sam, you are my interpreter. I need to know what Ping knows about our alien guests. Official Washington denies it, but I no longer believe them. I need any clues he can provide to help find them.” 
 
    Sam repeated her question, then more gibberish was exchanged. Jasmine caught none of it. Where did Sam’s language skills come from? 
 
    “You didn’t catch that did you,” Sam asked, breaking Jasmine’s trance. 
 
    “No. Sorry. What did Ping say?” 
 
    Sam eyed Jasmine, then whispered, “He said they were on sub-level seven. He knows only some of them are alive. He wants his people who are alive, the bodies of those that aren’t, and any portion of their ship that has survived this long.” 
 
    Jasmine stared wide eyed at Sam’s request.  
 
    “Sam,” she whispered, as if to keep it secret from Ping. “I don’t have access to anyone who could confirm that we have any of their people. I’ve tried. But I don’t know how to progress the investigation without more clues.” 
 
    Sam nodded, then relayed the message to Ping, and a moment later it was like a dam had burst. Sam took notes as Ping spoke. Jasmine caught none of it, but discerned truth in the intensity of Ping’s response. 
 
    Minutes later, Ping was done, and Sam started to explain. 
 
    “The Sacrivan found Earth nearly a thousand years ago. We were far too primitive for first contact at that time. In fact, we still are. Nonetheless, we have been considered as having the potential for eventual first contact for a long time. Their protocol for first contact specifies that protections be put in place once a new world is found that is likely to become a first contact candidate. A hundred years ago, a Capulcu scouting force entered the solar system. The Sacrivan guarding the system turned them back. One mortally wounded Sacrivan ship crash landed in the desert near here. The twelve crew, knowing they would be found, put themselves in hibernation. They left a message warning that the Sacrivan were still watching, and a larger force would return to collect their people and their property. They also warned that there would be consequences if their people were harmed, or their property looted. They have tracked the hibernation chambers to the coordinates they sent us and know that five are still functioning. They are on sub-level seven. They believe that the person responsible for their care is Dr. Weston Garner.” 
 
    “Garner,” Jasmine whispered. “I know that name, but I can’t place it.” After a few more seconds of deliberation, she stood and attempted to return Ping’s previous bow. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
    Jon had spent the last half hour fidgeting. Too much of what Jasmine said rang true, and if it was true and he didn’t act, he would be the one responsible for the death of mankind. Hand trembling, he initiated a call to the administrator. Thirty seconds later, he was redirected to voicemail. When the system beeped, he started, “Jack, Jon here…”  
 
    Then an inbound call coming in from Groom Lake flashed up. 
 
    “We need to talk. I’ll leave it at that, another call just came in.” 
 
    Switching to the other line, he asked, “Jasmine what have you found?” 
 
    “The aliens are tracking the hibernation chambers their people are in. Seven of them have failed. Five are still functioning. All twelve are located at the same coordinates as Area 51. We don’t know which building, only that they are on sub-level seven and the operation is run by a Dr. Weston Garner.” 
 
    “Wait, wait. The aliens are tracking them?” 
 
    “We’ve been under surveillance since the Middle Ages. They have trackers on their people and equipment, and they are going to blow it all up if we don’t turn it over voluntarily.” She made up the last part and hoped she wouldn’t get caught. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Jon muttered as the dots started connecting. “Wes Garner was Zack’s previous boss.” 
 
    The words sent a shiver down Jasmine’s spine. She knew he claimed to have a friend with top-secret clearance, who had been able to get a message to Area 51 on day three.  
 
    “Zack has known about this the entire time. No wonder he’s figured things out so fast. He knew what was coming but kept it to himself. He’s put the entire world at risk. You must report this!” Jasmine shouted. 
 
    Jon had known Jasmine for a long time, but he’d never seen her this angry. 
 
    “I’ll talk to Zack first…” Jon started but was cut off. 
 
    “You can’t trust him! Do we know which side of this war he’s even on?” 
 
    “I’ve already put a call in to the Administrator. I’ll tell him when he calls back. But if Zack is involved at the level you suggest, then he should be able to tell us which building the aliens are in.” 
 
    Jasmine was quiet for a second. If it were her call, she would handle it differently. But it wasn’t like she could pick up the phone and call the administrator or the president. And if she imposed on Leslie to drive her to the nearest big city for a media interview, they’d both get arrested. No, she needed to work the assets she had here. 
 
    “Do what you can, as quickly as you can,” Jasmine said in a calm tone. “I’ll see what I can do here.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 COMMAND TENT, GROOM LAKE 
 
    Setting her NASA phone aside, Jasmine picked up the camp phone sitting on the desk and stared at it for a second. This was alleged to be the most top-secret, high-tech place in America. But they still used old landline phones. 
 
    One of the soldiers passing by saw her and pointed. “It’s a closed system. None of the lines go off site. That’s the way comms are handled in ultra-secure facilities.” 
 
    Jasmine looked up at him. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Welcome, ma’am.” 
 
    She watched as he left the tent, then dialed Dr. Winston Adams, her alleged host here at the base. 
 
    “Adams.” 
 
    “Winston, Jasmine Evans here. I was trying to reach Wes Garner, but I can’t find his number. Do you have it?” 
 
    “Wes Garner…” Dr. Adams muttered. “Wes Garner… Oh, I know who he is. He works in building twelve, CIA. No, I don’t have his contact information. They work separately from the military operation here.” 
 
    “Ok, thanks. I’ll put a contact request in through the head office.” 
 
    “General McCarthy, the base commander… He may be able to help you. I’ve seen him over there before.” 
 
    “Thanks for the tip,” Jasmine replied, then disconnected. A moment later she forwarded the information to Jon. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
    The command conference room door opened, and Zack came in. “Hi, Jon.” 
 
    “Thanks for coming up, Zack. What can you tell me about Wes Garner?” 
 
    Although it was only slight, Jon saw Zack stiffen at the question. 
 
    “I used to work for him at CIA, Science and Technology Directorate, nominally at Langley, but our work took us all over.  I know his family pretty well. Wife’s name is Lisa. Daughter’s name is Linda.” Zack chuckled. “He always got tongue tied over those two names. He also has a son. What was his name…” Zack snapped his fingers a couple of times. “Ah… Son’s name is Dylan. Why do you ask?” 
 
    As Jon listened, Jasmine’s words rung in his ears. You can always tell when someone is hiding something if they over disclose on related things that aren’t relevant. 
 
    “I was just told that he’s responsible for the operations in building twelve, sub-level seven at Area 51.” 
 
    Zack’s mouth dropped open. 
 
    “Did you work there too?” 
 
    “It’s not what you think, Jon.” 
 
    “Really? Did you know that the aliens have been tracking the hibernation chambers and the equipment that crashed in Roswell, since the day of the crash?” 
 
    When there was no answer, Jon piled on, a fury starting to burn. “Did you know that the aliens know seven of the twelve hibernation chambers have stopped working?” 
 
    When there was no response, Jon slammed his fist down on the table and shouted, “Did you?” 
 
    When there was still no response, Jon continued pounding. 
 
    “For God’s sake, Zack. The aliens are going to blow the whole damn thing up in two days if we don’t release it all to their emissary.” 
 
    “They won’t do that,” Zack replied. “They’re non-violent, which is why they will ultimately fall to the Capulcu.” 
 
    “You knew all along.” 
 
    “Wes placed me here, so I could go to Area 51 with NASA legitimacy when we finally made contact. It didn’t happen as we expected. We didn’t know an obelisk would show up there, so couldn’t have anticipated that the President would send Jasmine to Area 51 on a translation mission.” 
 
    The anger burning within Jon morphed at the words. He’d never been betrayed by a subordinate before. 
 
    “Jon,” Zack pleaded. “We need that technology if we are to have any chance against the Capulcu.” 
 
    “The Capulcu are coming on Wednesday. What technology do they have that could save us in the next two days?” 
 
    “According to the message, the Capulcu are still a hundred years away.” 
 
    Something about the way Zack said message caught Jon short. 
 
    “What message?” 
 
    “The one the aliens left for us in their ship.” 
 
    “Well, the one they’re sending now says the Capulcu are coming on Wednesday.” 
 
    The two sat in silence a second, then Jon said, “We need to let the emissary into Building Twelve, sub-level seven to claim his people and technology.” 
 
    Changing tack, Zack asked, “How do we know this guy is really an emissary, not just a Chinese guy that hacked the obelisk?” 
 
    “What’s your agenda Zack? It’s obvious what needs to be done. Not doing it invites potentially catastrophic consequences. And for what?” 
 
    “Jon, I’ve told you what I know. I should be getting back down to the floor. There’s work I need to do down there.” 
 
    Jon stared as the door closed, uncertain what to do next. His only channel to the administration was through the NASA Administrator. He’d wait a bit before leaving a second message. Hopefully, he’d come up with something compelling by then. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MESS TENT, GROOM LAKE 
 
    While Ping took a nap, Sam had decoded the day’s messages. They were all things Ping had told him already. After that he helped Peter and Sara with the radio signal translations. Sam appreciated the skills and discipline the two brought to the process. But at the end of the day, they didn’t seem to have much common sense. Yes, there were hundreds of ways the aliens could have encoded their messages, and they consistently did one of the easier ones. Yet, Sara’s logic dictated that the team should try the hardest, most time-consuming ones first. She didn’t seem to grasp the idea that the symbols were constructs being used to establish simple communications, not a sophisticated alien language. 
 
    Finally at dinner, Jasmine rejoined them, as did Ping. Sara and Peter questioned Ping about the signals, but he mostly directed the conversation back to Jasmine and how they were going to get the captives out of building twelve and back to the obelisk. 
 
    “If we know where they are, why don’t we just go get them?” Ping asked and Sam translated. 
 
    “It’s guarded. There’ll be keycard and/or biometric check points every step of the way.” 
 
    “I can probably defeat those,” Ping offered. 
 
    “We have good images of Ping’s arrival,” Peter said. “We could probably patch them together in a compelling way and leak it to the media.” 
 
    “How would we get it out?” Jasmine asked. 
 
    Peter and Sara exchanged a glance, then Peter whispered, “We have Starlink internet on our phones. Most linguists that do field work have it.” 
 
    “Then let’s get to work,” Jasmine ordered. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
    “Jon, Jack here. I got your message. How are things going?” 
 
    “Jack, the aliens have been tracking their people stranded here for nearly a hundred years. There are twelve hibernation chambers in Building Twelve, sub-level seven of Area 51 run by Dr. Weston Garner of the CIA, Science & Technology Directorate. The aliens are now broadcasting it to every obelisk on Earth. Turns out Zack used to work there, and he’s confessed it to me. The aliens say that they want their people back or they will not defend us when the Capulcu arrive on Wednesday. Furthermore, they are threatening to blow up Area 51.” 
 
    There was silence on the line for a moment, then the question came. “How sure are you of these claims? And what evidence can you provide to back them up?” 
 
    “We have our translations of the messages displayed in the column of light. We also have the word of the aliens’ emissary, who is currently working with our team at Groom Lake.” 
 
    “You’ve let their emissary penetrate our operations at Area 51?” 
 
    “Jack, they travel via the obelisks. It’s not like we can stop them. And the events in Russia and China today prove that resistance will be met with lethal force. We need to return their people to them.” 
 
    “How do we do that?” 
 
    “We release them to the care of the emissary.” 
 
    “How do we know this person is an emissary, not just a Chinese hacker?” 
 
    “Jack, is that a serious question?” 
 
    “The President has already asked me that question. He wants an answer.” 
 
    “Only a handful of people have survived contact with the column of light. This guy just walks in and out of it. He tells us stuff before the messages show up for the first time. Think about it. If some hacker can subvert the aliens, what chance do we have against him? The more logical answer is that he is what he claims to be—a human selected to be the spokesperson for the aliens.” 
 
    After several seconds of silence, NASA Administrator Jackson Bennett asked, “What do you want me to do, Jon?” 
 
    “Persuade President Altman to release the twelve hibernation chambers and other alien artifacts at Area 51 to the alien emissary. The order needs to be issued to Weston Garner and Area 51 base commander McCarthy through their chain of command.” 
 
    “I have a meeting with the President in the morning. I persuaded his Chief of Staff to give me someone else’s slot. Be on standby at 9:15. Jasmine too. The old man likes her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 

 DAY TEN 
 
      
 
    “The idea of aliens being held at Area 51 had been so thoroughly debunked, the thought of it seemed like a joke. So, when I saw it in my visions, I assumed I was seeing something else.” 
 
    — Psychic Estrella Da’Nocha, Interview on CBS Evening News 
 
    August 21, 2045 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 [08.21.2045] OVAL OFFICE 
 
    “Sir, Jackson Bennett is here to see you.” 
 
    “This wasn’t on the schedule, was it?” 
 
    “Nelson substituted him in late yesterday afternoon, rescheduled your 9:15 to tomorrow. He wasn’t satisfied that they were ready.” 
 
    “Good. Send him in, please.” 
 
    A minute later, Jack entered and took a seat. 
 
    “Jack, good to see you. This has to do with the aliens?” 
 
    “It does, but I don’t think you’re going to like what I have to tell you.” 
 
    The president chuckled. “You’ve got to be the straightest shooter in Washington. What’s this news that I’m not going to like?” 
 
    “We apparently do have alien artifacts hidden in Area 51.” 
 
    “Oh, come on Jack, not that again.” 
 
    “It’s all coming out in the messages in the obelisks. And their emissary is adamant that we allow him to recover the artifacts.” 
 
    “Do we know where they are?” 
 
    “We do. Building twelve, sublevel 7. It’s operated by Dr. Weston Garner of the CIA’s Science & Technology Directorate. One of his former employees admits to it.” 
 
    “Then why don’t they just go in and get it?” 
 
    “It is a secure, black facility, sir. The CIA doesn’t let people into those facilities. This will require an executive order, which we will need help to enforce.” 
 
    “Unbelievable. Have the aliens told us what it is they want?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. They have. A ship of theirs crash landed in New Mexico. It had twelve people aboard, who put themselves in hibernation chambers until rescue could come. The aliens have trackers on all twelve. Only five still function. They want all twelve hibernation chambers back and the remains of the ship. And they want it by the end of the day today.” 
 
    “How do we give it to them?” 
 
    “The emissary says he can do it. We just need to take him to the place. He will handle the rest.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Jack. We’re just going to let this guy into one of our top-secret facilities. How do we know he won’t take everything or just blow the place up?” 
 
    “They are allegedly planning to blow the place up tomorrow if they don’t get the stuff back today. From what I’ve seen of these obelisks, the threat seems credible.” 
 
    There was silence for a moment, then the President asked, “Can I speak with this emissary?” 
 
    “I’m sure we can arrange that.” 
 
    “OK, get it set up. As soon as the link is established, I’ll drop what I’m doing and tie in.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 COMMAND TENT, GROOM LAKE 
 
    The team had worked most of the night, producing a surprisingly professional five-minute clip. Jasmine was proud of her team and the work product they had created. Nonetheless, two thoughts plagued her. In an age of computer-generated imaging, would anyone believe that the film was real? And how much trouble would she and the team get in if they released the clip? She was confident that releasing it would break several laws related to classified information. 
 
    Her thoughts were interrupted by an inbound call. 
 
    “Jasmine, Jon here. The President wants to talk with the Emissary. Is he still there?” 
 
    “Yes, he is. He would like to speak with the President as well. But he only speaks Modern Standard Chinese. Sam translates for us. The President might want to use his own translator.” 
 
    “That’s an interesting twist. I’ll pass the word. The President wants a video link, he wants to see the Emissary emerge from the column of light. I think he wants to understand the motivation for their demands as well.” 
 
    “To the best of my knowledge, we don’t have a secure video system here.” 
 
    “A tech team is on their way to you with the equipment required to establish the secure video link. They think they’ll be ready to go in an hour.” 
 
    “Understood. I’ll get our team here ready.” 
 
    “Jasmine,” Jon started. “This is make or break. The President seems less than convinced that we have alien artifacts or that there is a viable return process that could be put in place within 24 hours. So, you and your team will need to vouch for the veracity of the Emissary’s claims.” 
 
    “Everything he has said is consistent with everything else we’ve learned. Vouching for him won’t be an issue,” Jasmine assured.  
 
      
 
   

 

 KAPUSTIN YAR 
 
    Late last night, Sergei was released and returned to duty. It was too late to return to the obelisk, too late to even get dinner. But for now, at least he was off the hook. 
 
    A new set of guards came to collect him this morning. They were much friendlier and very chatty. Sergei knew the type. They were not just guards, they were snitches, listening to every word, trying to find any fault they could report. 
 
    How can you be productive in this environment? He thought to himself. 
 
    Nonetheless, they took him to breakfast, insisting he take seconds since he’d missed dinner last night. And while he ate, they told numerous stories of misadventure with their wives or girlfriends. Sergei found it hard to believe these stories were true. It was just part of the game and, since he was being forced to play it, Sergei took in the prattle with an occasional chuckle and no stories of his own. 
 
    Finally, back at the obelisk, Sergei surveyed the messages. There were a dozen new ones. Surveying them brought back the fear. Many of the messages had the symbol for Kapustin Yar. A comparable number had the symbol for the American base. He’d start there. It seemed safer. 
 
    The first message in the sequence was a repeat. 
 
    Twelve of our people crash landed in America ninety-seven years, two-hundred-fifty days ago. 
 
    Sergei noted that when he read this message the day before yesterday, the ending was… two-hundred-forty-eight days ago. 
 
    The next message was new. 
 
    The Capulcu will arrive near Earth in two days. 
 
    One by one, he read the remaining messages in this stream and reported them to Colonel Kirillov. 
 
    Our people are in hibernation in building twelve, sublevel seven. 
 
    Five of the hibernation chambers still function. 
 
    Seven of the hibernation chambers have failed. 
 
    All twelve must be returned today, or we will leave you to the Capulcu. 
 
    The last message seemed to irritate the colonel. 
 
    “If these messages are true, then America’s failure to act could have a disastrous effect on Russia. I must report this.” 
 
    He pointed to Captain Alexey Shoygu. “Come.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “I must file an urgent report. Watch the translator. Write down everything he translates. I will be back as soon as possible.” 
 
    As the colonel walked away, Captain Shoygu ordered, “Back to work. Start here.” 
 
    Sergei looked where the captain pointed. It was the string of messages related to Kapustin Yar. 
 
    Twenty-four of our enemy crashed landed near Kapustin Yar ninety-six years, sixty-four days ago. 
 
    Again, Sergei noted that the number of days had updated. 
 
    Their remains are stored in the third basement of maintenance-hangar twenty-seven. 
 
    The words sent a shiver down Sergei’s spine. He’d been in that building. There was a door at one end with a do-not-enter sign on it. 
 
    These remains must be destroyed today. 
 
    If they are still there tomorrow, we will destroy them. 
 
    Sergei’s hands shook. In Russia, the message always reflected back onto the messenger. He’d experienced that yesterday. This message would not be welcome, which left him with a dilemma. Should he report this message as he understood it? Or should he just make one up and report that instead? 
 
      
 
   

 

 COMMAND TENT, GROOM LAKE 
 
    The same comms officer that ran to fetch Jasmine on her first day in Area 51 came running into the command tent, breathless. 
 
    “Ma’am. The equipment teams are here. They say they need to set up with a clear view of the obelisk.” 
 
    Jasmine looked up and nodded, then pointed to Peter. “He can help you.” 
 
    For Jasmine, the scene was surreal. She was a Nobel winning scientist in her own right. It happened because she was in the right place at the right time and made the discovery of a lifetime. But she never had any illusions about that. Anyone with her training, working in that place at that time, would have made the discovery. Peter, on the other hand, was a world-class talent. Nonetheless, he was timid, a genius when presented with a real problem, but never willing to take the risk of finding a real problem of his own. They made a great team. 
 
    The comm team, whoever they were, and Peter took off toward the obelisk—him talking pretentiously as they followed in his tracks. It was like the entire science/engineering dichotomy playing out before her eyes. 
 
    As she watched the two leave and the parade of equipment follow, Jasmine wondered where this would all lead: to an alliance with the aliens, or to human extinction. Only time would tell.  
 
    The thought was enough to jolt her into action. She was not going to allow time to be the arbiter. She would be. A moment later, Jasmine was on her feet, running to catch up with Peter. 
 
    When they arrived, Jasmine saw Sam and Ping studying the column of light. She was puzzled by their intensity. Coming up to them, she asked, “What’s caught your eye?” 
 
    Sam glanced at Ping, who nodded. 
 
    “Of all the obelisks that have landed, only three have had questions posed to it—ours, Ping’s, and one in Russia. He’s apparently decided not to give his government an accurate interpretation of the messages regarding Kapustin Yar, out of fear that he will be persecuted for messages that seem to go against the government.” 
 
    “How could you possibly know that?” Jasmine asked. 
 
    “Show her,” Sam said to Ping. 
 
    He reached out, palm flat against the column of light. A moment later, a window of sorts opened within the column of light. In it, a man stood there gazing at the symbols drifting by. His finger was pointed toward a symbol, a tendril of light connected finger to symbol. Behind him stood a stern looking man in a military uniform. 
 
    “Is he inside the column?” Jasmine asked, confused by what she was seeing. 
 
    “No,” Sam replied. “He is standing in front of the column of light surrounding the obelisk at Kapustin Yar. When Ping is inside the alien command center, he can look out through any of the obelisks in their system. It’s like a thick glass window he can look out through. He asked them to route the view outside Kapustin Yar to display on our column of light.” 
 
    The revelation that Ping could manipulate the obelisks to this degree shocked Jasmine. “Do you know how he does it?” 
 
    “He has a much tighter connection with the aliens than I do. He says he has visited one of their worlds, interacted with many of their people. It was part of his training to become their emissary.” 
 
    Jasmine contemplated Sam’s words for a moment, then looked up at him. “The President is struggling to believe several things. At the top of the list is the claim that we have aliens in Area 51. Second, I don’t think he’s buying the urgency. It took them three days to get here from the Sun. Why would other aliens get here quicker? Third, I think he’s been expecting the aliens to make some sort of personal appearance. That they’ve chosen a Chinese security guard to be their emissary as they are making demands of us seems odd, given the state of relations between the two countries. Does Ping have an explanation for any of these?” 
 
    Sam looked at Jasmine wide-eyed. Why would the government hire translators to interpret the aliens’ messages if they weren’t going to believe the translations? At this point, even Sara believed the messages to be properly interpreted. 
 
    “Sam?” Jasmine asked. 
 
    “Uh, sorry. Let me ask him.” 
 
    Sam stepped into the standoff area to talk with Ping. There was a brief back and forth, then Sam came back over to Jasmine. 
 
    “To your first point, he says, the people are there. It’s easy to prove. Just go look. To your second point, the Capulcu spaceships are much faster. The Sacrivan just got a head start. They will be here in two days. Once they are in visible range of the Earth, the Sacrivan will not be able to protect us. And to your last point, first contact takes a generation to succeed. The only other methods that have worked were via an emissary. Ping was the only viable candidate their scans revealed while inbound from the Sun.” 
 
    “OK, what can we do to convince the President that Ping is real? Enter and exit the column of light? Put up his window showing the view from another obelisk?” 
 
    “Let me ask.” 
 
    A moment later, Sam was back with suggestions. 
 
      
 
   

 

 SUB-LEVEL SEVEN, AREA 51 
 
    Dylan, the technician monitoring the alien artifacts, noticed the motion a second before the alarm went off. He squelched it, then watched as a tube of metal extended out from the forward portion of the alien spaceship. 
 
    “What was the alarm?” Dr. Weston Garner asked. 
 
    Dylan’s eyes snapped over toward the isolation area, where Wes and Anna, both in biohazard suits, were inspecting the five operational hibernation chambers. 
 
    “We have activity in the forward section of the ship. Something that looks like a periscope or telescoping antenna mast just raised up out of it.” 
 
    Before Wes replied, Dylan noticed a flash coming up out of the functioning hibernation units. 
 
    “What was that?” Anna exclaimed. 
 
    Sensing more motion over in the artifact’s lab, Dylan diverted his attention back to the ship. “Looks like it is a telescoping antenna of some sort. A small, flat panel has just opened on top of it.” 
 
    “Document everything!” Wes ordered. “We finally have something to study.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 OBELISK, GROOM LAKE 
 
    Sam and Jasmine sat at a table. A large monitor had been positioned a few feet in front of them. The obelisk and column of light were behind them. 
 
    The voice of the president’s communications team sounded in Jasmine’s ear. “NASA Administrator Jackson Bennett has just tied in.” 
 
    A moment later, Jack’s face appeared on the monitor. 
 
    “Dr. Evans, a pleasure to see you again.” 
 
    “My pleasure, Dr. Bennett. With me is our interpreter extraordinaire, Lt. Sam Oaks. He has been instrumental in everything we’ve accomplished here.” 
 
    “Lt. Oaks, a pleasure to meet you,” Jack replied, then back to Jasmine. “Is the Emissary there with you?” 
 
    “He is in the obelisk at the moment. He can see everything we are doing and will come out when we signal for him to come out.” 
 
    “Excellent. I just got word that the president is still three minutes away. May I ask what evidence you plan to provide to prove we have aliens in captivity in Area 51?” 
 
    “We asked the emissary that question. He said, ‘They’re there, just look.’” 
 
    The administrator’s visage darkened. “You should find a more polite way to say that to the President, if that’s the answer you’re going to go with. Any new research developments you’ve come across this morning?” 
 
    “Several. We’ve cracked the radio frequency signal encoding and have translated the entire body of inbound messages. As new symbols appear, they need to be added to the database before the new signals can be decoded. As a source of new information, this channel doesn’t add much. But given a fixed vocabulary, it opens new doors for bi-lateral communication.” 
 
    “Excellent news.” 
 
    “We’ve also learned a lot more about the obelisks and the Emissary’s ability to control them.” 
 
    “Also, interesting.” 
 
    The Presidential Seal appeared next to Jack on the screen and the voice in Jasmine’s ear said, “The President of the United States.” 
 
    “Dr. Evans. It’s a pleasure to see my favorite schoolteacher again.” 
 
    “Thank you for making the time for us, sir,” Jasmine replied.  
 
    As she motioned toward Sam, intending to introduce him, Sam popped to his feet, locked into a formal salute. 
 
    The president was quick to respond with an informal salute of his own. “You must be Lt. Oaks, whom I’ve heard so much about. At ease, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “Sir, yes sir,” Sam said, taking the formal at ease position. 
 
    “Please be seated,” the President clarified, then turned his gaze toward Jasmine. “So, where is this emissary I’m supposed to be meeting with?” 
 
    Jasmine turned to Sam. “Would you call the Emissary, please?” 
 
    As Sam got up to approach the obelisk, Jasmine turned back to the President. “He has been waiting for you inside the obelisk.” 
 
    The words were no sooner out than the column of light seemed to quiver and bulge. Then a man, completely encased in light, stepped out to the standoff line and waited for the light and associated static electricity to dissipate. 
 
    Jasmine noticed the way the President’s eyes widened as Ping emerged. Once free, Ping bowed to Sam, then approached the table. There, he stopped and bowed to President Altman. 
 
    Greetings were exchanged with Ping speaking in Chinese, the president replying in English, then the President’s interpreter replying in Chinese. 
 
    “Why have you been sent?” The President asked. “Why have the Sacrivan not come themselves?” 
 
    “The Sacrivan are not like us. They cannot live in this kind of environment. They do not use a spoken language. First contact usually takes a long time. They say a generation, but I don’t know how many years would be in one of their generations. What I know is that we do not have that much time. They chose me to speak for them, because I am the one most attuned to them.” 
 
    “What do you mean by attuned?” the President asked. 
 
    “I can hear their thoughts and know their desires. I can interact with their people and have spent enough time among them now to represent their interests, express their compassion for those stranded here, and express their concern for our plight.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” the President replied. “What plight?” 
 
    “The coming Capulcu invasion. They will destroy your civilization.” 
 
    “What evidence do you have to support that claim?” 
 
    “May I show you?” Ping asked. 
 
    “Please,” the President replied. 
 
    Ping walked over to the column of light, then turned to look at the president. “Let me show you what we are asking for first.” 
 
    Not waiting for a reply, Ping placed his hand on the column of light and a window appeared. In it, six hibernation chambers could be seen. Five were lit. One was not. Two people in biohazard suits were standing on the other side of the chambers. One looked up suddenly, his name tag clear to see. 
 
    “This is Dr. Weston Garner. The five lit devices you see in front of him are our five survivors. The one that is not lit, and six others like them, hold the remains of seven of our people that crashed here years ago.” 
 
    “Where are they?” the President asked. 
 
    “Over there,” Ping pointed to a series of buildings several miles away on the main portion of the base. “Building twelve, sub-level seven.” 
 
    The woman standing next to Dr. Garner looked up suddenly. 
 
    “This is Dr. Anna Robinson. You can see her name tag.” 
 
    “This can’t be real,” the President spat out. “We don’t have aliens locked up in the basement.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, you do. You also have the remains of one of our ships. It is no longer space worthy. That is why you still have it. But its power plant is still functioning, and we have just reactivated it for the first time since it was shut down after the crash. You can see how your people are reacting to it. I’ll also enable the audio feed so you can hear what they are saying. 
 
    “Wes, the ship is powering up.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s the first reading we’ve ever received from it.” 
 
    “It’s a five-minute decontamination cycle for me to come out. Call Zack, tell him what’s happening. Put it on speaker so I can hear.” 
 
    “This is Zack.” The voice came over the lab’s speakers. 
 
    At the sound of Zack’s name, Jasmine stiffened. She knew he was involved; knew he’d confessed it to Jon. But to hear his voice, know it was him, conveyed a truth that could no longer be denied.  
 
    “The alien ship has just come alive,” Dylan said. “Wes and Anna were in the isolation room checking on the hibernation chambers when it powered up. They’re in decontamination now.” 
 
    “What evidence do you have that the ship powered up?” Zack asked. 
 
    In the video inset, the view shifted to the ship.  
 
    “Vibration, a buzzing sound, a communications mast came up out of the ship and rotated around.” 
 
    Two spots on the front of the ship lit up. 
 
    “Zack, I think we have a problem. Two of the forward emitters, the ones we speculated to be weapons, just powered up. They are starting to glow.” 
 
    “I’ll see if I can get Director Shaw to authorize a trip out.” 
 
    Jasmine’s rage surged as it became undeniable that her colleague Zack knew about the aliens all along. 
 
    Ping withdrew his hand from the column of light and the window showing the activity on sublevel seven disappeared. Then he stepped directly toward the President’s image. 
 
    “We have tracked the activity in your facility since the day our people and property were taken there. For the most part, you have treated both well. But at this point, we demand their return.” 
 
    The President was quiet for a moment, then looked up. “Your presentation was well produced, but how can I know it’s real?” 
 
    Once back at the table, Ping took his seat. “Authorize Dr. Evans to enter and confirm what you have just seen.” 
 
    “If I may?” Jasmine interrupted. “Zack, who you heard in the phone conversation, is Zack Hawkins, the Associate Director of the Xenos mission. He has apparently known about this for some time. You could ask him if it is real.” 
 
    The President eyed Jasmine for a second, then turned to Ping. “Back to my original question… What evidence do you have that the Capulcu are coming?” 
 
    “Multiple intelligence sources, and now that they are on final approach, sub-space tracking—nothing as visual as what I just showed you. But enough talk, time is short. We have a defensive system that will protect you. We must start deployment in twelve hours if we are to save you. But we will not do it until our people have been returned. If they are not returned in time, the ship in building twelve, sublevel seven, will self-destruct and we will depart. We cannot allow our people or the remnants of our ship to fall into Capulcu hands.” 
 
    Ping stood. “It was a pleasure to meet you, President Altman. I have other business I need to attend to now. Dr. Evans knows how to contact me once you have decided to release our people. Good day, sir.” Ping bowed, then returned to the obelisk. 
 
    “Get me Jon Shaw and Zack Hawkins,” the President ordered NASA administrator Bennett, then redirected his attention to Jasmine. “Dr. Evans. I think I already know your position on this, but your recommendation?” 
 
    “Let me go down and verify. Or fly Zack Hawkins here and have him take me down to see. We don’t have much time.” 
 
    “But how do I know any of this is real? Suppose there are artifacts in that building. Will giving them away really save us? Or are we just being tricked into giving away something valuable for nothing?” 
 
    “He did just exit, then re-enter the column of light. It kills other people that attempt it.” 
 
    Interrupting, the communication technician’s voice came over the audio line. “Adding Jon Shaw and Zack Hawkins to the line.” 
 
    A moment later, two more faces appeared on the video screen. 
 
    “Hawkins. Is it true that we have alien artifacts in building twelve, sublevel seven?” the President asked without preamble. 
 
    “What goes on in that building is top secret, sir.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes. Now, describe it to me. And no more hedging. I’m on the verge of declaring a national security crisis.” 
 
    Zack swallowed. “There are three rooms: a control room that we refer to as an observation room, a biohazard isolation room, and a laboratory area that’s mostly used for storage.” 
 
    “What’s in the isolation room?” the President asked, frustrated with the partial answers. 
 
    “What we believe to be hibernation chambers.” 
 
    “Are the hibernation chambers believed to pose a biological threat?” 
 
    “It’s a precaution. We do not want any possible biological threats in those chambers to escape. Similarly, we don’t want to let any in.” 
 
    “Is it your belief that the hibernation chambers contain alien beings?” 
 
    “Yes, that is my belief.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it have been quicker to just say that?” the President snapped, his frustration spilling out. “Who works down there?” 
 
    “There are only three at the moment: Dr. Weston Garner, Dr. Anna Robinson, and technician Dylan Carney.” 
 
    “What’s being stored in the laboratory area?” 
 
    “Various artifacts.” 
 
    “Out with it, son! Is there an alien spaceship in the basement of that building?” 
 
    “I believe there is, sir.” 
 
    “Has it ever powered up?” 
 
    “No, sir. It has been completely dead since the day I first saw it.” 
 
    “Well, it apparently powered up today.” 
 
    “How do you know that? Sir.” 
 
    “I saw it and listened in on your call with Dylan.” 
 
    Jasmine was pleased to see the dumbfounded look on Zack’s face. 
 
    “The aliens are demanding the return of their people and of their ship. Is that viable? Can we get the stuff out of there?” 
 
    “There is a freight elevator to the surface large enough to get the hibernation chambers out. We’ll lose biocontainment doing so. We can also get some of the smaller pieces of wreckage out. But my understanding is that the building was built around the main structure of the ship.” 
 
    “Second question: what have we learned from these assets? And what are we giving up if we give them back?” 
 
    “That’s a harder question to answer. We’ve not violated the hibernation chambers. We’ve learned a little about the aliens’ biology and collected some facts about what the chambers do. Similarly, we’ve learned some facts about the ship, mostly things like the material properties—hardness, electric and thermal conductivity, things like that. But we have not learned the composition of the materials.” 
 
    “I’ll take that to mean we haven’t acquired any alien technology and aren’t likely to any time soon,” the President summarized. 
 
    “A fair statement, sir.” 
 
    “Dr. Evans, I would like you to lead the team that returns the artifacts to the aliens. I’ll issue an executive order to that effect within the hour. Include the Emissary to the extent that you can. I want to make the aliens as happy as we’re able.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Jasmine replied. 
 
    “Lt. Oaks. Keep my favorite schoolteacher safe.” 
 
    “Will do, sir.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
    Zack slumped back in his chair. “My career is over, isn’t it?” 
 
    Jon, who was not very happy with Zack, eyed him, then took pity. “You won no points with Altman. But presidents come, and presidents go.” 
 
    “You think the CIA will take me back?” 
 
    Jon snorted. “I suppose you have a point there. They have a long institutional memory.” 
 
    “And I doubt I’m very high on Bennett’s list, either.” 
 
    “Administrators serve at the President’s pleasure. Altman will be termed out in 2048, so maybe we’ll get a new administrator.” 
 
    Zack laughed. “Thanks for the pep talk.” 
 
    Becoming more serious, Jon asked, “What do I need to know that you haven’t told me yet?” 
 
    “When the crash site was first discovered, the wreckage was organized in a way that seemed staged. It was as if they’d blown up the ship and left an intact shuttle parked nearby. In front of the shuttle’s hatch, there was a small metal box with a blinking light. When one of the investigators picked it up, a holographic projection of an alien appeared. He introduced himself, saying his name was Atstovas, and he was a representative of the Sacrivan. He said that our world has been under surveillance for over a thousand years. This ship had been damaged while protecting us, although he never said what we were being protected from. He explained how to open the shuttle, then said there were twelve people inside in hibernation chambers. He asked that we protect the twelve and the shuttle. He said sentinels would come to reclaim them, but a generation would pass before that happened. He also warned that it would go poorly for our world if we intentionally damaged their shuttle or abused their people.” 
 
    “The alien spoke in English?” Jon asked. 
 
    “Well… That’s one of the strange things.” Zack paused to consider his words. “Not everyone could hear him. Some only caught a few words. Others, who could hear him clearly, did not hear the same thing. The meaning was the same, but the words were not. Some even heard the sentences in a different order.” 
 
    “Any theories about that?” 
 
    “The cube stopped working a couple of years ago. Before it did, I had a chance to do a test. Wes Garner and I could hear the message clearly. We set up a makeshift recording studio, triggered the holoprojection, then repeated what we heard, word for word as the message played. We did it separately, each doing it on three separate days. Listening to the recordings, we could hear ourselves, but not the hologram. We had the messages transcribed by a third party, then compared them. All three of mine were identical. Wes got tongue tied a couple of times, but other than that, his were identical. Yet, our versions of the message were quite different—equivalent meaning, but different words.” 
 
    “And your theory?” 
 
    “At the time I suspected it was telepathic but didn’t think we had enough evidence to propose such a theory. Given the new evidence and seeing Sam and the Emissary talking to each other, I’m more confident that the Sacrivan are telepathic, which explains the need for an emissary.” 
 
    Jon shook his head. “I can’t believe you withheld this information.” 
 
    “Not my choice,” Zack replied. “This information is classified at the highest level of top secret.” 
 
    “Yet you just spilled it.” 
 
    “It seems that I did. I suspect it will be declassified once the current crisis is over. I’d appreciate it if you keep it to yourself until then.” 
 
    There was silence between the two for a second, then Jon said, “I think we need to refocus our mission. The pace of obelisk arrivals has dropped off, so we can consolidate resources. Jasmine has the translation operation under control. We can just let that run. It’s time to focus more resources on studying the Sacrivan ship and the physical properties of the obelisks. Why don’t you take a first pass at a research plan to do that?” 
 
    “Will do, boss.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 DAN’S CABIN, TEMPLETON 
 
    Dan assumed it would never happen. His place was too remote. There was no longer an open road that led to it. But the alarm indicating that a gate on the north-east side of the property had been opened sent him into a fury. As he collected his guns, Clara came in through the back door. She’d been out sunning herself, her top unbuttoned down to her navel, her cut-off jeans rolled up to… Dan forced his eyes away. 
 
    “What’s the alarm about?” she asked. 
 
    “A gate’s been breached on the north-east access road. The county decommissioned that road ten years ago. It’s barely navigable. Nothing good is coming in that way.” 
 
    “Let me come with you. You’ve taught me how to handle a gun.” 
 
    Dan’s voice caught in his throat. He’d been female immune for over twenty years. Now he was helpless to deny this thirty-something any request, trying to be her adopted father, longing to be something else. What a stupid thought. 
 
    “Not dressed like that,” he replied. 
 
    Clara started to protest, then understood. “Get me the AR-15. I’ll be back in a second.” 
 
    As she ran to her room, Dan mourned for his wife, Lily. Back in the day, she’d affected him like this. Now after twenty-plus years of celibacy, he could think of little other than Clara. Someday soon she’d figure that out and run back out into the danger. He had to rein himself back in.  
 
    Snapping back into the moment, he moved toward his room, where his gun safe was located.  
 
    Five minutes later, truck packed, Clara came out dressed in the camouflage suit he’d made for Lily. Never had a more appealing angel appeared before him. “God help me,” he whispered. 
 
     …  
 
    Dan hadn’t exactly driven slow or quietly. But now with one turn left before the gate he wondered where the intruders might be. No one opened a gate that wasn’t theirs, then just camped out on the other side. 
 
    “Slow down,” Clara said. “This isn’t what we think it is.” 
 
    Dan, ever obedient to Lily’s requests, did as she asked, then remembered that Clara wasn’t Lily. 
 
    “Over there.” Clara pointed. 
 
    Dan turned to where she pointed and saw three kids, the oldest maybe ten. As he sped over, the children ran. 
 
    “Slow down!” Clara ordered. “They’re afraid. We need to coax them out.” 
 
    Dan slowed, while Clara called out, “Don’t be afraid. We’re safe. We have food and a place where you can stay.” 
 
    As the oldest dragged the youngest of the three away, the middle child stopped and looked at Clara, eyes wide. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    Clara popped out of the jeep before it even stopped, running over and wrapping her arms around the little girl. “It’s OK sweetheart. You’re safe now. Let’s get your brother and sister, then we’ll get you fed.” 
 
    Minutes later, the kids were packed in the back of the jeep and speeding back to Dan’s place. He had finally found another heart as generous as Lily’s. Dan lamented that it would never be his. 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIA HEADQUARTERS, LANGLEY, VIRGINIA 
 
    A knock on the door, drew the director’s attention. 
 
    “Come.” 
 
    The door opened and Assistant Casey Woods entered. “Just got word the President will call in a few minutes. He’s issuing an Executive Order that needs immediate attention.” 
 
    “Any idea why it’s being directed to me?” 
 
    Casey eyed the director. “They didn’t say. But… Let’s just say they were strident.” 
 
    “Thank you, Casey.” 
 
    Suspecting this was about Wes Garner’s work, Director Reed Hutchinson braced himself. A moment later, his video system lit up, showing the Presidential Seal. 
 
    “Computer, accept call.” 
 
    A moment later, the President’s face appeared. 
 
    “Do you deny that we have aliens held in Area 51?” The President asked without preamble. 
 
    Expression neutral, Hutchinson replied, “It is a top-secret facility. My silence on the matter gives you deniability.” 
 
    “Has word reached you yet that the ship you are holding there powered up its weapons today? Think carefully before you answer.” 
 
    “Ship?” the Director asked. 
 
    “You know damn well what I’m talking about,” Altman exploded. 
 
    “Your point, sir?” 
 
    “Effective ten minutes ago, I’ve transferred control of Building Twelve to NASA, under the direct supervision of Jasmine Evans.” 
 
    “That’s highly irregular, and questionably legal, sir.” 
 
    “The order is lawfully signed. An original copy is being couriered to you as we speak. Advise Wes Garner that the transfer in control is effective immediately.” 
 
    “As you say, sir.” 
 
    Less than convinced the order would be followed, Altman added, “This call has been recorded. And your personal receipt of the order is now being appended to my Daily Diary." 
 
      
 
   

 

 OBELISK, GROOM LAKE 
 
    The past week had been life changing for Jamie. He was one of the first to see the obelisk after it had arrived. Then he was placed on the obelisk security team. Then the catastrophic night where he accidentally pushed Lt. Oaks into the column of light and subsequently interacted with an alien. He’d met, then been interrogated by, Jasmine Evans, a Nobel Prize winner, and had a fifteen-minute conversation with one of the smartest people in the world, Peter, who turned out to be a really nice guy when he wasn’t being so intense. But today topped it all. He got to be a fly on the wall in a Presidential meeting where they discussed preventing the end of the world. The stories he’d be able to tell when he got home. The guys would probably buy him a beer at the local watering hole just to hear him tell the story… 
 
    Jamie was knocked out of his daydream when one of the other guards shouted, “Waters! Behind you.” 
 
    Jamie spun around and saw the column of light get all wobbly. Stepping back away from it he instinctively raised his weapon as the column of light bulged and Ping emerged. Relieved that it was Ping, not something else, Jamie waved with his left hand, still holding his weapon in his right with its stock wedged under his arm. 
 
    When the last of the static electricity bled away from Ping, he took a step then saw Jamie, whose weapon was loosely pointing in his direction. He froze, then said, “I’m looking for Sam.” 
 
    Jamie looked at Ping, head cocked. Every time Ping spoke, it sounded like gibberish to him. But this time it sounded almost like he was talking in English. “Sam?” he echoed back. 
 
    “Yes, I’m looking for Sam.” 
 
    Jamie heard Sam’s name clearly that time. With a big smile, Jamie motioned for Ping to come. “He’s in the Command Tent. Follow me, I’ll take you there.” 
 
    As Ping came alongside, Jamie said, “I didn’t know you spoke English.” 
 
    “Shén me?” 
 
    Jamie looked at Ping questioningly. He knew four expressions in Chinese: nín hǎo (hello), zài jiàn (goodbye), xiè xiè (thank you) and shén me (what). Confused by the exchange, Jamie motioned forward and kept walking in silence. 
 
    Minutes later, they arrived. 
 
    “Ah, Ping. You’re back?” Sam greeted. 
 
    “Yes, this soldier brought me here.” 
 
    Sam turned to his friend. “Thanks for bringing him over, Jamie. I’ve got him from here.” 
 
    Quietly, Jamie asked, “Does he speak English?” 
 
    “No,” Sam replied. 
 
    “Oh, I thought he told me he was looking for you.” Shaking his head in confusion, Jamie turned and went back to his post. 
 
    “What was that about?” Ping asked. 
 
    “He wanted to know if you spoke English. I told him no.” 
 
    “Nice enough guy, but a little simple,” Ping replied. 
 
    Sam laughed. “You’re probably right about that.” 
 
    Jasmine, seeing the two, came over. “President Altman’s executive order just came through. It’s addressed to the CIA. Copies were sent to me and to General McCarthy. He is sending a jeep to pick us up and four military police to accompany us. Ready to go?” 
 
    Sam repeated the message to Ping and a moment later, they were away. 
 
      
 
   

 

 AREA 51, BUILDING 12 
 
    Jasmine looked up at the building’s main entrance. Behind the glass double doors was a reception desk staffed by two people. At either end of the reception desk there was another set of double doors with armed security guards visible on the other side. She took a calming breath, then started up the five stair steps to the entrance, followed by Sam, Ping, and the four military police.  
 
    Five more steps took her to the front door, then she pulled the handle. But it didn’t budge. 
 
    Sam pointed. “Looks like it’s key card entry only.” 
 
    “Why a reception desk if it’s card entry only?” she asked in frustration. 
 
    Looking through the door, Jasmine could see the reception people looking at her, but making no move to let her in. Frustrated, she rapped on the door. Her effort was rewarded with a distorted voice coming through a speaker she could not see.  
 
    “Entrance to this building is restricted to employees with appropriate security codes loaded into their ID cards. Please step away from the entrance.” 
 
    “Let me,” one of the military police said, stepping forward and placing his ID card against the scanner. A red light flashed accompanied by a squawking sound. 
 
    “You have a copy of the executive order with you, right?” he asked Jasmine. 
 
    She nodded and held it out. 
 
    The officer took it then held it against the door, shouting, “Search warrant! Open the door!” 
 
    The same distorted message played again. 
 
    Ping nudged Sam, who looked at him. “I think I can open it.” 
 
    “Ping is going to try,” Sam announced. 
 
    Ping stepped over to the card scanner and placed his finger about an inch in front of it. A tendril of light shot out, followed a second later by the satisfying click of the lock disengaging. 
 
    Jasmine pulled the door open then marched to the reception desk ready for a fight. “I have an executive order signed by President Altman authorizing me and my team to enter this building and to inspect sublevel seven.” 
 
    “I’m sorry ma’am. But there is no sublevel seven in this building.” 
 
    Jasmine stood there speechless. Had all this been for nothing? 
 
    Ping pointed, “It’s through that entrance, up the steps to the second floor, then down the elevator at the end of the hall. Come on.” 
 
    Sam and Ping started moving in that direction, Sam repeating the plan for the others. 
 
    An alarm sounded, as the receptionist who triggered it shouted, “The building is on lock down. That door will not open for you. And if you break through the glass, you will be shot.” 
 
    Ping was the first one to the door. The guard on the other side, who already had his service weapon out, pointed it directly at Ping’s head. “Step away from the door,” he commanded. 
 
     Ping locked eyes with him and swallowed, less than confident the aliens had equipped him to handle this. The double door had a tight fit with no visible gap between the two panes of glass it comprised. 
 
    The guard repeated his command as Ping looked down, looking for any gap he might be able to penetrate. 
 
    “On your knees, hands on the floor in front of you.” 
 
    Ping heard, but did not understand, the order. But looking at the bottom of the door he saw a gap, maybe an eighth of an inch between the floor and the bottom of the glass. Getting down on his hands and knees, he put his index fingers against the crack. A second later, light shot out striking the guard and causing the gun to fire. The door glass spider webbed, but it did not shatter. Now on his feet, Ping touched his finger to the key card scanner. A moment later, the lock down alarm was silenced and the door locks clicked off. 
 
    “We’re in,” he shouted, but no one understood because he wasn’t looking at Sam. He scrambled toward the stairs, drawing everyone after him. Halfway up, Ping heard the door slam shut and the glass finally shatter. At the top, Ping sprinted toward the elevator. A gun shot rang out in the distance, propelling him even faster. Skidding to a stop at the elevator, Ping noted that there was no call button, just another key card scanner. For the third time since arriving, light jumped from Ping’s finger to the card scanner. A second later, the distinct sound of an elevator car moving came through the closed doors in front of him. Knowing this elevator only had two stops, Ping realized that the car was coming up for them, meaning other people were down on sublevel seven. 
 
    One-by-one the others arrived. 
 
    The last of the military police to arrive, a fellow named Melvin, said, “We’ve only got a few more seconds before the cavalry comes up those stairs.” 
 
    At the sound of feet starting up the stairs, Melvin and his colleagues laid down rounds of suppression fire. Then the elevator door opened. 
 
    “Everyone in,” Sam shouted. 
 
    A bullet ricocheted by as the door shut, then the elevator started down. 
 
    “Folks, they’re going to kill the power on this shaft,” Melvin asserted.  
 
    Ping looked to Sam, hoping for an interpretation. Sam repeated Melvin’s words, then Ping smiled. “Tell the team that we have locked the others out of the control systems.” 
 
    Sam puzzled over the words for a second, then said, “Listen up. The aliens have locked the CIA out of the control systems in this building. It’s ours now.” 
 
    Ping smiled. Not because of Sam’s words, but because of what was happening below. His friends were awakening. Soon they’d be on their way home. 
 
      
 
   

 

 SUBLEVEL SEVEN 
 
    Jasmine shuddered at the noises coming from above. The elevator had bounced a couple of times, apparent attempts to stop it defeated by alien technology. Now, the sound of gunfire striking the elevator door on the second floor echoed through her ears.  
 
    If the security forces above had simply pried the doors open and fired down on us, they might have succeeded, Jasmine thought. Thankfully, they didn’t.  
 
    Casting her mind back to the mission, Jasmine realized she was seconds away from seeing the hibernation chambers and ship. She’d also be seconds away from confronting the CIA people, who had covered this up. Would the aliens rise up out of their hibernation and assist in their own rescue? Or would a hundred well-armed CIA operatives gun them down the minute the elevator doors opened? 
 
    Jasmine stopped herself. Science was about observation, theory, and experimentation, not lurid speculation. Her mission was to rescue the aliens held in this place and that, she would do. 
 
      
 
   

 

 SUBLEVEL SEVEN 
 
    “Let us out first,” Jason, the head of the military police unit, said. 
 
    Jasmine looked at him, tempted by the offer. “No, I need to be the first one out. I’m unarmed, not an immediate threat. Maybe the people down here can be reasoned with.” 
 
    Jason broke eye contact. “We’ll do as you order.” 
 
    Ping, feeling the tension of the moment asked Sam, “What did they say?” 
 
    “Jasmine wants to go in first,” Sam replied. 
 
    “She needs to take me,” Ping asserted. “The Sacrivan in the hibernation chambers will react to my presence. They’re powerful. We want them on our side.” 
 
    Sam relayed the message to Jasmine, who nodded. Moments later, the elevator doors opened. Sam noticed Ping touch the key card scanner but didn’t get a chance to ask why before the team flooded out, Jasmine in the lead. 
 
    Waiting for them was Dr. Weston Garner, head of the program and Zack’s former boss. “I don’t know how you got down here. But this is a top-secret facility…” 
 
    Holding out the executive order, Jasmine cut him off. “Dr. Weston Garner, the President of the United States has issued an executive order giving me control of this facility and its contents. You now work for me.” 
 
    Garner took the paper, mouth agape. “I can’t believe this. It must be fake.” 
 
    “It’s not fake. The Sacrivan have demanded that we return their people and property. They have sent an Emissary to supervise the return. The President has approved it.” 
 
    “Not happening. Our security force will be here shortly. I’d recommend that you surrender now. Once security is here, resistance will not be tolerated.” 
 
    Ping tapped Sam’s arm to get his attention, then mouthed his words. I have locked the elevator we came down in. We need to secure the freight elevator. He pointed, then stepped in that direction. 
 
    “We’re going to secure the freight elevator,” Sam whispered to Jasmine. She pointed to two of the military police and nodded toward Sam. 
 
    “The elevator we came down in is locked. You might want to post a guard so Dr. Garner cannot mess with it,” Sam added. 
 
    Garner started to protest, but ignoring him, Jasmine pointed to one of the military police, then to the elevator. He nodded, then Jasmine pivoted and walked into the observation room where Dylan, the technician, was monitoring his equipment. 
 
    On hearing her, Dylan turned, shocked that someone unauthorized had entered the facility. “Who… I recognize you. You’re Dr. Jasmine Evans, the famous scientist working on the Xenos mission.” 
 
    “I am. President Altman has given me control of this facility. Can you give me a quick update on the status of things down here?” 
 
    “Sure.” Dylan pointed at the spaceship. “It activated today for the first time since it was brought here, nearly a hundred years ago. The signal mast raised and rotated around, and what we think are weapon systems powered up.” 
 
    Jasmine looked where Dylan was pointing. “I’ll ask the Emissary about that.” 
 
    “He’s here?” Dylan asked with real excitement. 
 
    “Yes. He’s securing the freight elevator. 
 
    “What!” Dylan exclaimed with alarm. “That’s only accessible through the biocontainment room.” Turning to look, he saw Sam and Ping walking through it without biohazard suits on. Frantically reaching out, he pushed the alarm button and announced, “We have a containment breech.” 
 
    When nothing happened, Dylan seemed dumbfounded. 
 
    “We’ve disabled many of the security systems down here to prevent the CIA security team from stopping us.” 
 
    “I thought you said the president put you in control of this facility.” 
 
    “He did. The CIA has not recognized that authority yet, but we do not have time to wait.” 
 
    “Why not?” Dylan asked, his concern turning into panic. 
 
    “According to the Emissary, the ship in orbit needs to leave sometime tonight. If the hibernation chambers and other artifacts are not returned by then, that ship…” she pointed to the one in the lab room, “…will self-destruct. They apparently think their people in the hibernation chambers are better off dead than stranded here.” 
 
    “We’re going to lose our lab either way, aren’t we?” 
 
    “You are going to lose the aliens either way,” Jasmine confirmed.  
 
    “Then let me help you,” Dylan replied. 
 
    Sam came striding into the observation room. “We have a problem. They’ve cut the power to the freight elevator. It’s apparently a mechanical switch that Ping cannot override.” 
 
    “Where is he?” Jasmine asked. 
 
    “In the isolation room. He’s completing the wake-up sequence for the captain.” 
 
    “He knows how to do that?” Dylan asked. 
 
    “Yes, the instructions are straight-forward.” 
 
    “How does he know one of them is the captain?” 
 
    “The chambers are labeled,” Sam replied. 
 
    “And the Emissary can read it?” 
 
    “As can I.” 
 
    Sound in the isolation room drew their attention. Dr. Garner was holding a gun pointed at Ping. The two seemed to be yelling at each other. As Garner started to take a firing position, a bolt of light shot out of the nearest hibernation chamber, temporarily blinding all of them. Shaking his head and stumbling in the direction of the isolation chamber, Sam was the first to regain enough sight to understand what happened. The high energy burst of light was hot enough to deform the gun; this one would never fire again. But most of the heat hit Garner’s right hand and forearm. As best Sam could tell, no remnant of the hand remained, just the charred stub of his forearm. Garner himself was on the floor, not moving. 
 
    One of the military police came running in and saw Garner on the floor. After trying to find a pulse on the neck or left wrist, he shook his head. 
 
    Dylan came over to Sam. “You, OK?” 
 
    “I am. You?” 
 
    “Yeah. I can’t believe Wes would pull a gun on someone. I also can’t believe the hibernation chambers have self-defense capability and that kind of power.” 
 
    Suddenly, an alarm went off and the hibernation chamber Ping had been attending opened. A hand with long fingers reached up out of the coffin-like box and took Ping’s hand. The alien hand mesmerized Sam. The skin was light brown with a greenish tinge, mostly smooth with a trace of hair. 
 
    The two stayed still for several minutes, then Ping locked eyes with Sam, and started talking. Not being inside the isolation room, Sam could see Ping through the glass but could not hear him. Nonetheless, Sam understood, further reinforcing his belief that the aliens were telepathic. 
 
    We still have time to revive the other four. We need to start loading all twelve hibernation chambers into the shuttle. The shuttle is functional including its weapons, which are now fully charged. We’ll use the weapons to blast our way out. Jasmine needs to tell the base not to shoot at us. The shuttle’s shields were damaged in the fight with the Capulcu that stranded them here. Once out, we will return to the obelisk, where we can send them home. There’s more, but I need to start the revival process. Get the others to clear a path to the shuttle and start moving the hibernation chambers. I know how to open the shuttle. 
 
    Sam nodded an acknowledgment, then called out. “Listen up. We need to clear a path from the isolation room to the shuttle.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 SACRIVAN SHUTTLE 
 
    Sam could not believe he was aboard an alien shuttle with live aliens. The captain, whose name Sam could not pronounce, was at the helm. He obviously wasn’t at his best, but every move was made with determination. The other four looked like the walking dead. 
 
    The aliens were tall, maybe seven feet; not the scrawny things depicted in the souvenirs carried by the junk shops in town. They weren’t the garish green either. But otherwise, they were remarkably similar with an elongated oval-shaped head, and huge eyes, every feature long and lean, and essentially no hair. They came out of their chambers naked, as Sam would have expected. Two males, three females had survived. Now dressed in flight suits surprisingly similar to those used by the Air Force, Sam wondered if the aliens had been the source of the Air Force flight suit design. 
 
    Sam had been seated next to Ping, who had put his hand on Sam’s. 
 
    We can communicate without looking at each other if we have physical contact, Ping explained. 
 
     Sam noticed the four alien crew members come to attention. 
 
    The captain said we are going to lift off momentarily, fire weapons a few seconds later. He says to brace yourself. 
 
    Sam repeated the message for the others: Jasmine, the four military police, Dylan, and a woman, Dr. Anna Robinson, who came out of hiding shortly before they boarded. The captain had refused to take Dr. Garner’s body. He’d also warned that essentially everything in sublevel seven would be destroyed. 
 
    Sam felt a jolt as Ping sent, “We are airborne.” 
 
    He felt the shuttle rotate, then angle up. Then Sam was pressed back into his seat. 
 
    “That was incredible,” Ping sent. “The first three floors on the east side of the building just disappeared, and we shot through the opening before the building collapsed. We’re already at three times the speed of sound. We’ll turn around in a second, you’ll feel the turn. Then we’ll land next to the obelisk.” 
 
    “We’re not feeling the full acceleration, are we?” Sam sent back. 
 
    Ping laughed. “No, just a couple percent of it.” 
 
    “Why the laughter?” 
 
    “Last week I wouldn’t even have known what that meant. They’ve already given me so much knowledge.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 OBELISK, GROOM LAKE 
 
    Less than five minutes after the shuttle lifted off the floor of the laboratory, it landed next to the obelisk. According to Ping, they had traveled one hundred thirty miles in five minutes to do the six-and-a-half-mile return. 
 
    Jasmine was the first to exit the shuttle. She came out hands up, hoping the guards would recognize her. 
 
    “Dr. Evans…” Jamie started, but no words came. 
 
    “Would you ask the squad to lend us a hand? We have injured and cargo to off load.” 
 
    He snapped a crisp salute. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    The first off were the four ambulatory aliens who looked like death warmed over. Others led them to the standoff line, where Ping took their hand and walked them in. Next came the hibernation chambers, which were gently lifted down and carried to the standoff line. Once Ping touched them, they floated up off the ground and he easily pushed them in. 
 
    Once that was done, Ping reached out to Sam. 
 
    “The captain wants to talk to me. I get the impression it could take a while. I also get the impression he thinks I am the human representative. Could you and Jasmine stay near the shuttle. I can’t speak for mankind. I can’t even speak for China, let alone America. There’s nothing for me in China, I don’t even want to return.” He nodded at the shuttle. “Time to go back in.” 
 
    Turning away from Sam, Ping stepped up to and into the shuttle, then the door slid closed. 
 
    Sam wished his new friend well. 
 
      
 
   

 

 SHUTTLE COCKPIT 
 
    We had a plan for local rescue. I assume you are the emissary. 
 
    “I am,” Ping replied, for the first time feeling threatened by the alien presence. 
 
    There were multiple variations. Yours is unexpected. Can you tell me what happened? 
 
    Ping explained as best he could. 
 
    The Capulcu, the captain spit out. They were a growing threat in my time. Have you encountered them yet? 
 
    Ping was at a loss for an answer. He had. Earth had not. 
 
    Makes sense, the captain replied. They launched an unexpected, and unlikely to succeed, attack on your world a hundred years ago. 
 
    “Have you been in contact with your people yet?” Ping asked. 
 
    The fire in the captain’s eyes answered his question—he had not.  
 
    Do you know who the Capulcu are? the captain asked. 
 
    Ping looked at the captain perplexed. “You haven’t read me yet?” 
 
    No, I’ve only listened to what you broadcast. 
 
    “Why?” Ping asked but got no reply. “Yes, they will arrive the day after tomorrow. The Sacrivan ship in orbit plans to depart before they arrive.” 
 
    Do you know who the Capulcu are? the captain asked again, demanding a more explicit answer. 
 
    “They are the same species as you but infected by a bioweapon.” 
 
    Who told you that? the captain snapped back. 
 
    “Atstovas, the representative within the obelisk.” 
 
    Atstovas… the captain reflected. Treacherous, that one. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ping demanded. 
 
    The captain rolled his eyes. You haven’t seen through him yet, have you? 
 
    “No. He has dealt fairly with me.” 
 
    Has he? What has he offered you for your service? I can tell by the emotions you broadcast that serving in this role has cost you dearly. 
 
    “It has. It is not safe for me to return home.” 
 
    I’m sorry for your loss. 
 
    “And me for the loss of your crew members whose hibernation chambers failed.” 
 
    They were not lost, just changed. I doubt Atstovas has told you about that either. 
 
    “Only that his people have changed, though he refused to explain what that means.” 
 
    Suddenly the captain’s demeanor shifted. The joy that radiated from him confused Ping. 
 
    Lee Ping. You may be the solution to the problem that has kept me in this shuttle while the others returned. May I? the captain asked as he extended his lobed index finger. 
 
    Ping stared wide-eyed not knowing what to expect. 
 
    As the captain touched Ping’s temple, image after image flooded his mind. Only a minute passed in real time. But Ping would later think of this as something that stretched over years. 
 
    When he withdrew the finger, the captain said, The command codes to this shuttle now belong to you. They are permanently etched into your memory, as is the knowledge of how this shuttle works. If you apply yourself, you now have the knowledge to use it, and to partner with others to build more of them. 
 
    The captain stood. Captain Lee, requesting permission to exit the shuttle. 
 
    Ping stood, then motioned toward the hatch. “After you.” 
 
    The captain exited, then marched directly into the column of light, not waiting for Ping, not even making eye contact with the humans that had gathered around.  
 
    Ping stepped out right behind the captain but paused to close and lock the hatch. Job done, he ran after the captain, while shouting to Sam, “We get to keep the shuttle. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Then he plunged into the light, maybe fifteen seconds behind the captain. 
 
      
 
   

 

 ALIEN CONTROL ROOM 
 
     Ping emerged on the other side in the same room as before. But the only one there was Atstovas. 
 
    “Where are the others?” Ping asked. 
 
    They went back to the military base from which they departed. 
 
    “I was hoping to say goodbye.” 
 
    Our people are not as sentimental as yours. The captain had already given you his reward, so his business with you was done. The other four were in no condition to talk. Their time on your world was difficult on them. The seven that underwent the change are now receiving urgent care. 
 
    Ping wondered if it was the captain’s words twisting his mind, but Atstovas did not seem as courteous as before. 
 
    “So, what’s next?” Ping asked. 
 
    There is one more task I need you to complete, before I can offer you the reward I have planned. But the return of our people was the only thing you needed to do to earn protection for your world. That will begin within the hour. 
 
    “What else do you need from me?” 
 
    I want the Capulcu held by the Russians. Their translator has not delivered our demand. I would like you to make that demand in person. 
 
    “The obelisk in Moscow?” Ping asked, not wanting to go there again. 
 
    No. The one in Kapustin Yar. That is where twenty-four Capulcu are in hibernation. Nine are still alive. Fifteen are unlikely to be revivable. I want all twenty-four, but I only need the nine. 
 
    “When can I begin?” Ping asked. 
 
    It is night there now. In ten hours, the Russian translator will be brought to the obelisk. You can return to your world if you like. But you would need to return by 2:00 AM if you go back to your shuttle. You might like this option more. 
 
    Atstovas pointed to the window, and the scene changed to the pub in Termann on Planet Asbeth. The young woman you met in the earlier simulation lives here. She would undoubtedly enjoy your company. But remember, that was a simulation. This is real, so she hasn’t met you yet, and you will need to win her anew if you want her. 
 
    Ping stepped toward the window without thinking. 
 
    You will automatically be brought back in time for your mission, Atstovas added. 
 
    

  

 

 DAY ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    “From nowhere they came. To everywhere they went.” 
 
    — Dr. Jasmine Evans, Tenth Anniversary Celebration, August 12, 2055 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 [08.22.2045] ANCIENT BEDCHAMBER 
 
    Ping woke as disoriented as he’d been in his previous awakenings here. 
 
    Atstovas appeared. I hope you had a pleasant evening. 
 
    Ping did, but, once again, wondered if it was real or just an implanted memory. 
 
    Atstovas pointed toward the window. The Russian translator will arrive soon. There is food, if you would like some. 
 
    The smell of spicy rice porridge with pork dumplings reached his nose moments after the mention of food. It smelled exactly like the breakfast his mother used to make for him. The thought triggered the memory of the last time she made it: the warm smile on her old craggy face, the precision of her preparation despite the arthritis that twisted her fingers, the laugh of delight as he savored it.  
 
    Ping got up to make a plate for himself, wondering if this was real or more mental manipulation. But real or imagined, he intended to enjoy this meal. Plate full, Ping poured himself some tea, then sat to eat. What Atstovas wanted from him today would not be easy. He hoped this food would give him the strength he would need to succeed. 
 
     …  
 
    The time had come. The Russian translator had arrived at the obelisk.  
 
    Atstovas reached out a finger to touch Ping on his right temple in the same manner as the captain had yesterday. Let me give you the information you need for this mission. 
 
    Immediately, Ping knew what he needed to do, the ways it might be done, and how much time he had to do it. This was going to be tight. 
 
      
 
   

 

 KAPUSTIN YAR 
 
    Yesterday had been a bad day for Sergei. He would probably pay for it today. He’d lied to Colonel Kirillov, assigning incorrect meanings to the new symbols, so he wouldn’t have to tell the colonel that the aliens were demanding the release of people that Russia claimed they did not have. 
 
    Today started even worse. One of those symbols was back, and yesterday’s meaning made no sense in this context. As he pondered what to do, the message blurred and the flattened, two-dimensional image of a person, a Chinese person, appeared staring at him. Then it spoke. 
 
    “Sergei, I am the emissary sent by the Sacrivan. They want the aliens you have hidden in the third basement of maintenance hangar twenty-seven.” 
 
    “We have no aliens,” Sergei asserted. 
 
    “You may not be aware of it, but you do have alien hibernation chambers stored in maintenance hangar twenty-seven that are occupied. Will you help us retrieve them?” 
 
    “Nyet.” 
 
    Ping knew this to be the Russian word for no, so would have understood even if he hadn’t locked eyes with Sergei. But he had, so there was no doubt about his refusal. 
 
    Hearing Sergei say no, Colonel Kirillov refocused his attention on Sergei and saw Ping inside the column of light. 
 
    “What is that in the light?” the colonel demanded as he strode over to the standoff line. 
 
    “He claims to be an emissary sent by the aliens.” 
 
    Ping locked eyes with the colonel. “You have alien hibernation chambers stored in the third basement of maintenance hangar twenty-seven. We demand their return.” 
 
    The colonel sensed Ping speaking, even caught a few words. But as someone who was unattuned, he caught none of the meaning. 
 
    “Do you understand what he said?” the colonel asked Sergei. 
 
    “He claims that we have alien hibernation chambers in maintenance hangar twenty-seven…" 
 
    “What foolishness is this? We have no aliens held here.” 
 
    “The aliens say we do and demand their return,” Sergei replied. 
 
    The colonel looked at Sergei as if he was a fool. “How can we return something we do not have?” 
 
    As Sergei motioned toward the column, Ping spoke up. “Then accompany me there and I will show you.” 
 
    Translating for the colonel, Sergei said, “Their emissary says he knows where they are and if we take him there, then he will show them to you.” 
 
    “Nyet!” the colonel exclaimed. “I don’t even have the security clearance to enter the basements of hangar twenty-seven.” 
 
    Sergei started repeating the colonel’s response to Ping, but was cut off. “Are you revealing classified information to a foreign entity?” 
 
    Realizing this was going nowhere, Ping exited the column of light. 
 
    As the last of the static electricity bled away, Ping opened his eyes to see the colonel pointing his service weapon at him. 
 
    “Sir. Put your gun away. I am the emissary sent from the aliens. Any attack on someone under their protection will be met with a swift and violent response.” 
 
    “Not swift enough to save you,” the colonel replied, raising his weapon to shoot. 
 
    “Shut your eyes,” Ping sent to Sergei, as he shut his own. 
 
    But before the words were fully out, there was a blinding flash of light, followed by the stench of burned flesh. 
 
    Ping opened his eyes and took in the burned remains of the colonel. 
 
    “I can’t see,” Sergei said, panic setting in. 
 
    “It will pass,” Ping assured. “I recommend that you sit until someone comes. Everyone has seen video of people being attacked by the obelisks. Tell them that’s what happened. Meanwhile, I am going to find the aliens you are holding.” 
 
    Ping made his way toward the hangar, surprised that he wasn’t being challenged, despite the fact the area around the obelisk had been cleared out. He was confident the obelisk would protect him as long as he was in visual range, so walked at an unhurried pace.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, he came into view of the hangar and encountered his first problem. The hangar was currently in use. Two small maintenance teams of four were working on two helicopters. He would need to get past them. Just walking in seemed like a poor choice. He did not speak Russian, so if he was challenged in any way, it would be clear that he did not belong. He could probably create a diversion, but that would take time. Based on the plans Atstovas gave him, Ping had planned to enter through the main hangar door, which these workers had opened. He had not checked the plans for a back entrance, so he detoured that way to look for an alternative. 
 
    To his surprise, he found several doors. The first was locked by a deadbolt, not a key card lock, which he could defeat. The second door was locked as well, another deadbolt. The knob on the third was not. But as he cracked the door open, he heard people talking within. So, he eased the door closed, slowly returning the knob to its closed position, making no noise. 
 
    The fourth had a window in it, showing a hallway into the main hangar. This was the perfect entrance. Stairs leading down into the basements were clearly visible. Ping turned the knob, then gently pushed. The door opened. He was in! 
 
    As he approached the stairwell, he saw that it was closed off by a wire frame door with a chain and padlock. It had what looked like warning signs on the door, which made sense to Ping. There was also a key card scanner. Ping put his finger to the scanner and after a moment, the affirming sound of the magnetic lock releasing signaled his success. Pushing the door open, he confirmed that the chain limited movement enough that he would not be able to slip through. 
 
    This close to his prize, Ping did not want to give up. But his time was running out. Someone would come by before much longer, then he’d be in trouble. He placed his finger near the key slot on the lock. Light penetrated it, but as he expected, nothing happened. Now, with jitters setting in, he heard footsteps coming his direction from the main hangar. 
 
    Could Ping enlist this person’s help? Could he compel them using the light? Could he knock them out and steal a tool? Or should he just run? As the echoing steps closed in on the hallway entrance, Ping heard a click, and the padlock opened. 
 
    Ping stood looking at it, jaw agape. How? 
 
    The next echoing step spurred Ping into action. Lock removed, chain unwound, Ping slid through the door. He put the lock back on the chain, positioning it to appear locked, then moved down the steps, making far too much noise.  
 
    Four flights of steps got him down to a door labeled one with a key card scanner next to it. Ping stopped to catch his breath. But it was a short-lived break interrupted by the sound of the door above rattling, then a shout going out. 
 
    Ping flew down four more flights of steps and came to another door with a key card scanner. This one labeled with a two. Four more flights and he came to a door marked three. He touched a finger to the scanner and the magnetic lock disengaged. Then he pulled the door open, revealing a pitch-black room and setting off an alarm. The urgent pounding of footsteps coming down the steps propelled Ping forward, where he was met by the pungent smell of a damp room that hadn’t been entered in years.  
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
    Jon was on the late shift again. Since the mission began, his sleep, the little that he got, had been filled with troubled dreams. Now, with Zack’s betrayal still fresh, sleep was impossible. Word had come that the alien hibernation chambers had been returned, which should have helped. But the emissary disappeared into the column of light with the aliens and had not returned yet. Worse, no new messages had appeared in the columns of light since then, leaving Jon with deep concern that they’d been played. 
 
    The sound of the phone buzzing startled Jon awake. Looking at the clock, he saw it was 2:07 AM, the caller Ashkira Jordan, who worked the station monitoring the alien ship. 
 
    “Shaw here.” 
 
    “Boss. Something is happening with the alien ship. You need to see this.” 
 
    “On my way.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 KAPUSTIN YAR 
 
    The door clanged shut behind Ping, leaving him alone in the absolute darkness of a subterranean room. Ping had no idea how he was going to get out of here, but he would need to do it soon. The cloying air was already making his eyes water and his nose run. As he lifted his finger with the intent of extending some light, Ping noticed faint light coming in from under the door. It gave him pause, realizing his eyes were adjusting and he could see faint sources of light, if there were any. He slowly turned a full 360° to see if any other lights were on in the room. To his surprise, he spotted several patches of dim red light some distance ahead. 
 
    Extending some light from his index finger, he saw the room was filled. Piles of bent and twisted metal littered the area directly in front of him. Shelving lined the side walls of the room. The red light was coming from the shelved area on his right about halfway to the room’s far end. Then it caught his eye—a shuttle at the far end that appeared to be intact. Could he blow up the building and fly out the way the Sacrivan captain had? 
 
    Pounding on the basement door brought Ping back to the moment. He’d set the door lock to jam if it was accessed from the key card scanner outside in the stairwell. Hopefully, that would buy him a little time. 
 
    Ping scampered around the piles of junk, not sure which item he wanted to check first—the shuttle or the red lights. Fate chose for him, as the path he was following went to the shelving first. As he approached, he knew what this was. Twenty-four hibernation units were racked along the wall, four units high, six wide, with enough space between to inspect each. Fifteen of the units had a light on. 
 
    Ping felt a rush of excitement at the sight of more survivors. Then he remembered… These were Capulcu, not Sacrivan; enemy, not ally. 
 
    Suddenly, the door to the room slammed open, and wide intense beams of light started crisscrossing the room. Ping killed his light as he dropped to the floor. 
 
    A voice shouted in Russian, then multiple bullets buzzed over his head. One ricocheted and hit Ping in the arm. His arm lit up, the light apparently arresting most of the bullet’s remaining momentum and absorbing all its heat.  
 
    The response to the weapons fire was immediate, as beams of light erupted from the bank of hibernation-chambers. When Ping opened his eyes again, the Russian flood lights were out and there was total silence. 
 
    After a minute, Ping went to check on the shuttle. It was buttoned up. None of the hatches responded to his touch, although light he believed to be from the weapons system powered up. 
 
    In an instant Ping knew that he would not be able to get the hibernation chambers out on his own with no shuttle and twelve flights of stairs to climb. It was time to get out of here. Ping worked his way through the piles of junk back to the entrance. Little was left of the Russians that had entered the room. The Capulcu weapon systems were apparently much deadlier than the Sacrivan’s and obviously used with less restraint. 
 
    As Ping entered the stairwell, he noticed something he missed on the way down—an international exit sign, the one with the stick person, doorway, and arrow. This one was pointed down the steps, not up. That was all the motivation Ping needed not to go up the steps to whomever would be waiting for him there. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
    Jon sat down next to Ashkira. “What do you have for me?” 
 
    She pointed at a screen showing the huge spaceship. The ship’s dimensions and estimated mass were listed in a little table next to it. 
 
    “That was an hour ago. This is the updated image that just came in.” 
 
    The new image popped up, baffling Jon. It showed two smaller ships, each with a little less than half the mass of the previous.  
 
    “Is this some kind of joke?” Jon asked. 
 
    “No. Here’s a live feed. The resolution isn’t very good, but you can see two separate lobes. But notice their orientations?” 
 
    Jon looked at the live shot, then back at the high-res image. They were clearly different. The high-res image showed two ellipsoids lined up end to end along the long axis. The live shot looked like they were lined up, side-by-side along the short one. 
 
    Ashkira pointed. “Notice how the side lobes are slightly constricted in the middle?”  
 
    “Oh, my God.” Jon exclaimed. “It’s dividing again.” 
 
    “My thought also,” Ashkira confirmed, then pointed back to the high-quality image. “This may be noise, but check out the mass estimate. It seems to have lost about 0.01% of its mass.” 
 
    “You think it might be real? Not just a measurement error?” 
 
    “The difference is well within the margin of error,” Ashkira conceded. “But check this out.” She popped up another of the fuzzy live images. “This was taken yesterday.” She pushed another button and another fuzzier image popped up next to the first. “This was taken two hours ago. Notice how much fuzzier this one is? The mass estimate is the same, but why so much fuzzier?” 
 
    “I presume you have a theory,” Jon replied. 
 
    “What if that thing is not a ship? What if it was a thousand little ones in the process of reorganizing? Think about it. That would make them nine hundred cubic meters each, the same volume as the international space station. Or think even smaller, over fifteen thousand little ones, sixty cubic meters each, the size of a Gulfstream 5 fuselage.” 
 
    “How would that work?” Jon asked, skeptical such a thing could be possible. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ashkira replied. “But remember. This thing is alien, subject to a lot fewer constraints than we are and based on reasoning that is different, probably much different, than our own.” 
 
    Jon sat there in silence, watching the live-streamed optical feed. With every second that ticked by, the ship looked more and more like four ships than one. 
 
      
 
   

 

 KAPUSTIN YAR 
 
    Ping had climbed down four more flights of steps and was now in a poorly lit, dank tunnel through which a multitude of pipes ran. The floor was wet in places, and it would be a tight fit for two people walking side by side. But there was no one in front or behind that he could see or hear. 
 
    Claustrophobia mounting, Ping ran. The air down here was barely breathable. A couple kilometers of this and he’d be out. 
 
     …  
 
    Head spinning, heart beating out of his chest, Ping looked ahead and saw a puddle of light. Not the crappy low-wattage light in the tunnel, but real light, sun light. As he got closer, he saw that the tunnel stretched on, but rungs lined the wall headed up. He might be able to climb out. 
 
    Stepping into the puddle of light, he let his eyes adjust before looking up. Overhead, there was a manhole, maybe a hundred rungs up, from which rich sweet air wafted down. Placing his right foot on the first rung and grabbing the fifth with his left hand, Ping started up. Ninety-six rungs later with his head hunched low, back and shoulders on the manhole cover, Ping pushed up and the cover lifted. Once the cover was over the edge, Ping shoved it back enough to climb out. As he did, he figured out where he was. The obelisk was maybe two hundred and fifty meters straight ahead of him. Maintenance hangar twenty-seven was a little over a kilometer beyond, on a straight-line path. A huge commotion was taking place down there. Emergency vehicles of every type clustered around, the lights on their roofs spinning. But no one was watching the obelisk. 
 
    Ping put the manhole cover back, then jogged toward the obelisk, hoping to dive into it unmolested. Arriving, he noticed Sergei lying on the ground near the obelisk. Ping stopped and looked down at him. 
 
    “Did your vision return?” 
 
    “Mostly. Did you find your aliens?” 
 
    “I did. The people chasing me fired at me, but hit the alien hibernation chambers. The alien response was far more severe than the one directed at your colonel. The team chasing me was more thoroughly incinerated than he was.” 
 
    “You Americans are so arrogant,” Sergei accused. “You think you can go anywhere, do whatever you want. But it’s people like me who always pay the price.” 
 
    “I’m not American; they had nothing to do with this. I’m Chinese, a representative of the Sacrivan. I only visited America once, for a little more than a day. Both the Americans and the Sacrivan have been far more welcoming than you.” 
 
    “Don’t come back,” Sergei warned, then closed his eyes, ending the conversation. 
 
    Ping shook his head, pitying the poor soul at his feet. Then, he stepped into the column of light. 
 
      
 
   

 

 ANCIENT BEDCHAMBER 
 
    Ping woke feeling refreshed. How he got here, he didn’t know. Where the grime that covered him went, and how his clothes were cleaned, was also a mystery. But he’d stopped worrying about such things. This entire experience could just be a dream. 
 
    Your mission did not go as planned, did it? Atstovas asked. 
 
    Where he’d come from was just another part of the mystery that Ping wasn’t worrying about, either. 
 
    “I found the twenty-four Capulcu, a shuttle, and a lot of junk.” Ping replied. “But I don’t know how we’re going to get the hibernation chambers back. The Russians aren’t very friendly. Not that bright either.” 
 
    Smarter than you think, Atstovas replied, looking away. 
 
    Since his interaction with the Sacrivan captain, Ping had started noticing how distant and sometimes condescending Atstovas was. 
 
    But there has been a change in plan. 
 
    Again, Atstovas paused as if doling out information one bite at a time. 
 
    Some of the hibernation chambers are still functioning. Others have been breached, allowing the bioweapon to escape. The unfriendliness of some of the people you met is probably an indication that they have been contaminated… Atstovas let the words stretch out. …as you have been. 
 
    “I’ve been infected?” 
 
    Yes. I think we’ve rooted it all out of you, but that remains to be seen. But at least for now, you are not contagious. 
 
    “Is that why there’s a change in plan?” Ping asked. 
 
    It is. It is not safe to bring any of the Capulcu artifacts back here, so they must be destroyed. It is also unsafe for your world to allow that region to remain open. It must be isolated. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” 
 
    You have some business to finish with the Americans. I will isolate that region of Russia and continue the sheltering of your world. In the short term, you will need to stay here with me. We’ll test you every night and as long as there is no sign of the bioweapon in your system, you can return to Earth for a few hours each day. If you would rather spend time on Asbeth than here, that would also be permissible. The bioweapon cannot spread there. 
 
    “Why not? Why can’t the bioweapon spread there?” 
 
    Everyone there, except for you, has undergone the change. 
 
    “What is the change?” 
 
    That is a question for another day. It is 9:00 AM in Groom Lake. If you are ready to return, I can grant you the knowledge you are to share today. 
 
    “I’m ready,” Ping replied. 
 
      
 
   

 

 OBELISK, GROOM LAKE 
 
    Ping stepped out of the obelisk and was greeted immediately by Sam. 
 
    “Good to see you, Ping. We were worried because you were gone so long.” 
 
    Jasmine was close on Sam’s heels and more to the point. “Do you know what’s happening to the Sacrivan ship? It seems to be falling apart.” 
 
    Sam quickly repeated Jasmine’s question. 
 
    “I do. But I only have about three hours.” 
 
    “OK if we tie in some others?” Sam asked on Jasmine’s behalf. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    While Jasmine went to set up a connection with Jon, Sam asked Ping if he knew how to move the shuttle. Five minutes later, it was airborne, making a quarter mile hop to a place further from the obelisk. 
 
      
 
   

 

 COMMAND TENT, GROOM LAKE 
 
    Sam and Ping entered the command tent and were escorted to a curtained off area where they could tie into the conference line. NASA Administrator Jackson Bennet and Xenos Mission Director Jon Shaw were already on the line. Jasmine had the lead on the call. 
 
    “Emissary, we understand that your time is limited today, so we’ll start with our most urgent question. Can you assure us that the protections the Sacrivan promised are being put into place?” 
 
    “Yes. The ship in orbit isn’t really a ship in the normal sense of the word. It’s more like a collection of ships that can link together for faster propulsion and work separately to form a vast protection network.” 
 
    “Can you explain the protection network?” 
 
    “The ship is in the process of dividing into nine hundred and eighty smaller ships that will sit at the vertices of a geodesic sphere. Those ships hold the nanobots that will form the faces of the sphere. It will take about twenty-four hours from initiation to completion for them to form a sphere that extends out past Saturn’s orbit. Once completed, the sphere will mostly isolate you from the rest of the universe.” 
 
    “That will be sufficient to stop the Capulcu?” the administrator asked. 
 
    "If it is completed before the Capulcu drop from FTL, yes. They know of the Sun and the Earth, but do not have complete star maps of this region of space. Only one expedition made it here. And that expedition was defeated before it could map the stars in this region. The sphere the Sacrivan are creating will collect most of the sun’s power. Minimal light or other radiation will escape. Even the Sun’s gravity, as felt outside the sphere, will be dampened.” 
 
    “Won’t that have a negative impact on us?” Jasmine asked. 
 
    “Not for millions of years, though it will cut off your access to the rest of the galaxy.” 
 
    “What about the objects in solar orbit that are out past Saturn? Won’t they just fly away?”   
 
    “Yes, they will go rogue. But we will be safe until the war is over or we are advanced enough to join it.” 
 
    “Who will control the shield?” The administrator asked. 
 
    “Once formed, the sphere will become astoundingly powerful. It will collect the Sun’s entire energy output, able to store up to a year’s worth. That’s more than enough to defeat any armada that approaches. The sphere will be operated by a special group of Sacrivan, dedicated to our sphere alone. They will take in all the data it collects to optimize it for the Sun’s environment. On completion tonight, they will take over our care. And as they learn, they will be able to optimize it for us.” 
 
    Sam found the concept of aliens operating the extremely powerful shield that would encase the solar system, or at least the part that would remain, to be a terrifying concept. Humankind should have some role in caring for its own future. 
 
    “Will we be able to monitor the sphere in any way?” Jon Shaw asked. 
 
    Ping was puzzled by the question. Such a concept was not included in his briefing. “I’m not sure about the answer to that question. I would expect the answer to be yes, given how evenhandedly the Sacrivan have dealt with me. But I’ll need to get back to you on how it will work.” 
 
    “What will become of the obelisks?” the NASA Administrator asked. 
 
    “Once the sphere is complete, the obelisks will start disappearing. We will leave one here at Groom Lake to keep the lines of communication open.” 
 
    “What about you, Ping?” Jasmine asked. 
 
    “Uncertain. I have contracted the disease induced by the bioweapon that the Capulcu produced.” Even as the words came out, Ping knew they were not true. They were part of the message Atstovas had given him but were illogical. If the bioweapon turned Sacrivan into Capulcu, didn’t the Sacrivan have to be the ones that created it?  
 
    “What’s the matter Ping? What aren’t you telling us about?” Jasmine asked, sensing something was wrong. 
 
    “The bioweapon was released in Russia. It is not well attuned to humans, so has not spread far. The Sacrivan are going to isolate central Russia in the next day or two. They have not told me how.” 
 
    “Are you contagious?” Jasmine demanded. 
 
    “No, but the fact that I’ve been exposed is why I will limit my time here. I will be tested daily and was clean today. I also consider myself fortunate that there is a Sacrivan community immune to the disease that I can live with until any possibility of further contagion is eliminated.” 
 
    The questioning went on for a while, Ping’s briefing having covered almost all the questions asked. But by the time Ping re-entered the column of light, he was worried that something dreadfully wrong was happening. 
 
      
 
   

 

 TERMANN, PLANET ASBETH 
 
    Ping entered the column of light at Groom Lake, but instead of being taken back to the Sacrivan control room, he landed in the pub in the Sacrivan town where he was to stay. 
 
    Ping, there you are. I was told you’d be back for lunch today. 
 
    Ping looked in the direction of the bubbly voice he’d come to love in almost no time. It was Ona. A smile came to his face. 
 
    Over here. I got us a table. 
 
    Minutes later, sumptuous food was brought out, and the flirting began in earnest. Then a thought came, penetrating his dream-like state. What am I doing here? Can this be real? 
 
    “Ona,” he asked. “What do you do here?” 
 
    Cocking her head, she looked at Ping curiously. You don’t know? 
 
    “No. I’ve been assigned here, but I’m not sure why. I really don’t know much about this place.” 
 
    Her curiosity turned to concern. Our town will run the sphere being built around your star. As emissary, you belong here. After all, we will be protecting your people. 
 
    “But how does that work?” 
 
    You haven’t been briefed? 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Now deeply concerned, Ona replied. This is the change. One of the last steps before you go through the procedure is to try it to make sure you are ready. I was told that you would become mayor once your change was complete. As regards me, I have several roles—environmental management, shield construction, then eventually shield operation. They told me you’d met me in a trial construct and wanted to become my partner after the change. 
 
    “I don’t even know what the change is. No one has told me.” 
 
    A tear rolled down Ona’s cheek. 
 
    “What is it, Ona?” 
 
    I thought we would be partnered, but that can only happen once you have transitioned. If you don’t know what the change is…” 
 
    As her voice trailed away, Ping felt the sadness that radiated from her. 
 
    “Tell me,” he coaxed. 
 
    The mind of a self-aware, sentient being consists of less than a trillion neurons. Every thought, everything we know, everything we feel, every sensation… It’s simply the result of those neurons doing what they do. Long before the civil war even started, we discovered that we could simulate the activity of those neurons, allowing our minds to leave our bodies, allowing us to live inside a digital matrix. Given sufficient external stimulus, it was indistinguishable from real, organic life. And we could make the transition so seamless you wouldn’t even know it happened. 
 
    Ona paused to wipe another tear. I was old living with enough pain that the change started sounding good to me. I would become young again. Could love again. Could still do valuable work. I’d started the process. In fact, I was completely mapped and had spent enough time in the simulations to know I would like it here. As the Capulcu were closing in on our world, I was given the opportunity to relocate. But at my age, in poor health, I completed the procedure instead and landed here. 
 
    Now more engaged, Ona’s bubbly nature was back. It’s incredible. I am now a permanent resident; a part of the sphere being built around your star. I’m told it’s always rocky at first. We barely get done in time. But once it’s complete, in another year or so, we will become incredibly powerful. Able to defeat the Capulcu threat and become the masters of your world. 
 
    “But the Capulcu are coming tomorrow!” Ping exclaimed. 
 
    Ona looked at him, dismayed. No, they’re not. We’re tracking them on our sub-space scanners. They’re thousands of light years away. With you leading us, we’ll be done well before they get here. 
 
    Ping was shocked by what he’d just learned. So shocked, he felt like he was coming apart. What had he done? 
 
      
 
   

 

 SACRIVAN COMMAND POST 
 
    Once again, Ping found himself in the ancient bedchamber, his head spinning from the crazy dream he’d just woke from. The window in the wall was still connected to the obelisk at the airbase in Russia where the Capulcu hibernation chambers were stored. 
 
    Focusing more closely, he saw Sergei talking into the column of light. In fact, he looked like he was pleading. Ping popped out of bed and ran to the window, which enlarged to accommodate him. 
 
    “Please stop!” Sergei pleaded, tears running from his eyes. “We didn’t know!” 
 
    Suddenly, another obelisk appeared behind Sergei, drawing Ping’s eye. It stood next to a line of others with which it was connecting. Ping stepped through the window and out of the column of light. Even before the static washed away, Ping could hear the booming sound of artillery fire. 
 
    As he opened his eyes, Sergei charged. “Help us!” 
 
    But as he went to grab Ping, light reached out, repelling him and knocking him to the ground five feet away.  
 
    As if in slow motion, Ping took in what was happening around him. Obelisk after obelisk was encircling the Russian complex. As each one landed, it linked to its neighbor, then linked to the huge one standing atop the remains of maintenance hangar twenty-seven. A couple of dozen more and the airbase would be enclosed like a circus tent. Nothing would be able to get in or out. This portion of central Russia would be isolated. Ping needed to get out of here. He turned and stepped back toward his obelisk, then heard the plea. “Take me with you.” 
 
    Ping had sympathy for Sergei. He was not here of his own free will. Anything he’d done was not of his own accord, simply the result of fear. Doubting it would work, Ping put out his hand.  
 
    “I don’t know if this will work, but we can try if you are willing to take the risk.” 
 
    Sergei leaped to his feet and ran forward, taking Ping’s hand. Together they stepped into the light, Ping passing through easily, pulling Sergei as if through molasses. 
 
    Once inside, Sergei fell to the floor, unmoving. 
 
    Interesting choice, Atstovas commented, then snapped his fingers.  
 
    As Sergei disappeared, Ping asked, “What did you do to him?” 
 
    Atstovas lifted an eyelid. In his condition, he would not survive the return. But it’s possible he could survive the change. He is being processed as we speak. 
 
    “You were planning to do that to me, weren’t you? Put me through the change without even telling me? Without even telling me what it is!” 
 
    Atstovas shrugged and motioned toward the window. A moment later the last obelisk appeared, completing the ring of them around Kapustin Yar. Seconds after, the column of light merged with its neighbors on either side. Then, the screen whited out. 
 
    Atstovas motioned with a hand. It’s done. This portion of central Russia has been isolated. 
 
    A moment later the window reconnected to the obelisk in Tiananmen Square. 
 
    Do you still consider this your home? You are a wanted man there now, charged with desertion, sedition, and aiding a foreign adversary. The image in the window shifted to the obelisk at Groom Lake. Or is this your home now? Before you say yes, think about what will happen when their crisis is over. Do they need a Chinese man with little education that doesn’t even speak their language? 
 
    Ping didn’t respond.  
 
    Why not this? Atstovas paused as the scene in the window shifted again. This time to Planet Asbeth. You were willing to give your life for your country if called to do so. Why not give it for your world… He let his words hang, as if waiting for something. A moment later Ona exited the pub, her head hung low. …or to this one? Love after the change is far more intense than before. It happens quicker, as you have already experienced. And lasts forever. 
 
    “You’ve lied to the Americans, haven’t you?” 
 
    Technically, I misled you. But no need to split hairs. The Americans, and the world, will eventually figure out what happened to them. The Capulcu venturing into this sector will be defeated. And you will continue as the emissary, the one that chooses what they can know about what is happening outside their planetary system. 
 
    “You have been through the change, haven’t you?” Ping asked. 
 
    Atstovas nodded affirmatively. I have. I’m responsible for first contact in this sector and I’m offering you a job and a new life. Nothing waits for you back on Earth. Ona and satisfying work await you here. 
 
    “You need to tell me what the change is. What the procedure does.” 
 
    Atstovas looked at Ping and held his gaze for several seconds before nodding his head. The process involves numerous steps, most of which you have already passed through. The column of light that surrounds the obelisk is, among other things, a sensor array that takes in everything it sees. It also probes anything that touches it. When a living creature touches it, nanobots within the column flood onto and into the creature. If the creature is sentient and incompatible, it is repelled. If it is sentient and compatible, then it is not repelled unless it exerts too much pressure on the column of light. That is what happened with you. When you pressed too hard, you were pushed away. But before that happened, millions of nanobots flooded your system and began mapping you. 
 
    “Ona said you map our mind.” 
 
    Atstovas smiled. True, but we map more than just your mind, we map every bit of your living tissue. Everything we need to build a digital model of your entire body. Once we have that, we can insert you into any of our constructs—places like this, places like Termann. 
 
    “So, I’m not actually here?” 
 
    There is no here. This is just a digital construct with which our digital model of you can interact. The backflow of information to you is less than perfect. That’s why it feels like a dream when you return to yourself. 
 
    “Most of the time when I am here or in Termann it feels real. If the back flow of information isn’t perfect, why doesn’t it feel like a dream the entire time I am here?” 
 
    Atstovas took on a compassionate voice. Ping, I am talking to the digital version of you. Your body and its mind are in stasis. When you return to the real world the memories from your time here are back loaded into your brain as it is being brought out of stasis. The disorientation you feel as you leave the column is more than just light and static electricity. 
 
    “Does that mean I have already undergone the change?” 
 
    Atstovas shook his head no. We have taken you as far as we can before the process becomes irreversible. To get the last part of you, the part that some refer to as your will, spirit, soul… Choose the word that resonates with you the most. To get that last part of you into the matrix is a destructive process, so your physical body will no longer be viable. 
 
    Ping recoiled as the horror of the change sunk home. He would have to give up this life in order to have the one Atstovas was offering. Shaking his head, he backed away from Atstovas. 
 
    The Chinese will take your life and give you nothing in exchange. The Americans will never really accept you; they might even send you back to China. Here, you will become more-or-less immortal. You can truly become the emissary, the ruler of Earth. And you can have Ona, someone who desperately wants you. This is the reward I have prepared for you. It is offered to few who are not born Sacrivan. 
 
    “Can’t I just continue like this?” Ping pleaded. 
 
    Atstovas shook his head no, then shrugged. You are at the point where the digital model of you has started to diverge from your biologic form. It will remain viable for a week or two, before it fails. Your biological body is the same, it weakens every day it is in stasis. In another couple weeks, it will be too weak to remap. You are at the optimal time to cross over now. 
 
    Still shaking his head and backing away, Ping tripped at the threshold of the ancient bed chamber and fell backward into it. Burying himself in the sheets, he wept. This wasn’t what he’d signed up for. 
 
     …  
 
    Hours later, Ping emerged and stepped toward the window, which was showing the darkened nighttime scene outside the obelisk on Groom Lake. Atstovas appeared between Ping and the window. 
 
    “I need to talk with the Americans.” Ping said. “If nothing else, I need to give them my shuttle.” 
 
    The less you tell them, the more flexibility you’ll give yourself in the future. Spend the night with Ona, she needs you. You can talk with the Americans tomorrow, then when you’re ready we can proceed with the change. 
 
    Ping bowed, then a moment later was back on Planet Asbeth. 
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL 
 
    It was all-hands-on-deck. By noon Pacific time, the alien ship had split into sixteen ships and started accelerating away. Then one-by-one, each stretched into a cone of light and disappeared. Three hours later, signals started coming through the deep space network from an unknown source. But it came in the same format used for the Lucy missions showing images of the ships arriving, then coming apart and spreading out until nothing could be seen. 
 
    Now, coming up on midnight of the eleventh day of the alien crisis, the first of the shield panels flashed into place. Jon and Zack were huddled down on the control room floor, watching panel after panel flash into existence. 
 
    “It’s a geodesic sphere,” Zack observed. “A sphere made from flat triangular pieces. How do they do that? It looks like it’s just energy, but there has to be mass in there somewhere.” 
 
    “The emissary said something about nanobots. Wouldn’t that be something? Nanobots that can organize themselves into ships, then disassemble and reorganize themselves for a whole different purpose.” 
 
    “It’s happening,” someone called out.  
 
    Jon looked up as three panels connected, the edges and vertices lighting up as they joined, then fading back down to nothing. 
 
    “I have no idea how they’re packaging their data into something we can receive, but they are putting on a great show,” Zack added. 
 
    “That they are,” Jon agreed. But even as another shout went up, Jon thought, “This was too easy. I wonder what the aliens are really up to?”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 

 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    “Today, we who have already given our lives, commission our new celestial home. May it continue as our place of refuge, shield the humans we protect, and give us the power to guide them onward toward their destiny.” 
 
    — Mayor Lee Ping, Defense Shield Commissioning, January 22, 2047 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 [08.23.2045] SACRIVAN COMMAND POST 
 
    Once again, Ping woke in the ancient bedchamber, for the first time understanding what this place was. He’d fallen asleep in Ona’s home on Planet Asbeth. That he woke here must have something to do with the fact the change wasn’t complete. 
 
    As he pondered the things he’d learned yesterday, Ping wondered why they referred to Termann as being on Planet Asbeth, if it was actually part of the sphere that now encompassed the remains of the solar system? 
 
    The answer came immediately. The people of Asbeth still thought of themselves as alive and the planet as their home. Maybe that wasn’t such a bad construct. What constituted being alive? Self-awareness? Purpose? Relationship with others? 
 
    Ping’s head swirled.  
 
    Looking up toward the window, he saw the early light of false dawn lighting the area around the obelisk in Groom Lake. 
 
    Sam is up and will come out shortly. 
 
    Ping turned to look at Atstovas, who, as usual, appeared out of nowhere. 
 
    “When did you go through the change?” 
 
    Long ago. Before the change, I was terrified of it. I became a biologist in the hope of finding an organic form of life extension. I was diligent in my work and ultimately succeeded. Today, the few Sacrivan that remain in organic form live fifty percent longer than they did in my day. But the organic form is fundamentally weak. We could probably increase life expectancy of organic humans to one hundred twenty years. But it can only be stretched so far. As my body was failing, the change started looking more appealing. The last year before the change, I dedicated myself to improving life in the change. There, too, I was successful. This life is far superior to life as an organic. 
 
    Atstovas paused, then shook his head. I didn’t learn of humans until relatively recently, sometime in the 19th century, I think. 
 
    “Is the change what caused your people to die off? Or was it the Capulcu?" 
 
    Atstovas took on a puzzled look. “Our people didn’t die off. We still have nearly a trillion organics spread across hundreds of worlds.” 
 
    “You said the few that remain…” 
 
    I did… Atstovas paused in reflection. At our peak, there were more. Too many, if you ask me. But a thousand times more live in the change. 
 
    “Where do you put them all?” 
 
    In the geodesic spheres, of course. They are immensely powerful. Able to hold off the Capulcu and capable of supporting thousands of colonies like Planet Asbeth. The migration to your sphere has already begun. The early settlers will help you with shield construction. Once your sphere is complete, the migration will begin in earnest. 
 
    Ping shook his head. “Was any of this,” Ping motioned toward the window showing Groom Lake. “…about saving Earth from the Capulcu?” 
 
    Of course it was. Your Sun has qualities that make it a perfect host for our colonies. If the Capulcu had captured your world, we would never have been able to wrestle this star away from them. 
 
    Not wanting to hear more, Ping walked over to the window and saw Sam looking at the column of light.  
 
    “It’s time for me to go. I’ll be back in a couple of hours.” Saying no more, Ping stepped out into Groom Lake. 
 
      
 
   

 

 GROOM LAKE 
 
    Sam woke, uncertain what the day held. Word came in late last night that the Sacrivan were holding up their end of the bargain. But what did that really mean? Was the shield in place? Were the Capulcu here? With a snort, he resigned himself to the fact that those questions were above his pay grade; a pity, given his role in this mission. 
 
    Sam trudged out to the obelisk. Some old messages were circulating, but he didn’t spot any new ones. 
 
    “There’s nothing new there this morning. I already checked.” 
 
    Sam turned to see Jasmine and her linguist team, Sara and Peter. 
 
    “And the radio signals stopped,” Peter added. “A lot of work for nothing.” 
 
    “Lighten up, Peter,” Sara chided. “We have a complete record of the radio signals and their translations. This will be fodder for numerous papers. There are insights still to be pulled out of this data regarding the lingual constructs employed by this pseudo-language. I have three students in the first year of their PhD program who haven’t chosen a thesis topic yet. They’ll be vying for the chance to take one.” 
 
    Sam liked this optimistic version of Sara a lot more than the naysayer he’d been working with the last week. As he looked back at the obelisk to take it in one more time, it began to ripple. Ping was coming! 
 
    When the static electricity dissipated, Ping bowed to Sam, then walked over to the makeshift open-air office where Jasmine was seated. 
 
    He bowed to her, then plunged in. “This may be the last time I come out to see you in person.” 
 
    “The bioweapon has spread?” Jasmine asked with concern. 
 
    Ping smiled. “No, I’m safe. I’ve been asked to head the team that will operate the shield. I can still show up as an image in the column of light to talk with Sam. But the shield’s control room is too far away for me to come and have a chat in person.” 
 
    “Does the Chinese government know about this?” 
 
    “I am no longer Chinese,” Ping lamented. “And soon, I will officially be Sacrivan, a resident of the city Termann, on the world Asbeth.” 
 
    “You’re good with that?” Sam asked, concerned that his new friend was being forced into doing something he didn’t want to do. 
 
    “Very good.” 
 
    “What can you tell us about what’s going on out there?” Jasmine asked. 
 
    “Quite a bit, some of which your government and the world need to know.” 
 
    Jasmine indicated a seat. “Then bring us up to date?” 
 
    Ping hated deceiving this group, whom he now thought of as friends. But they would eventually figure out that the shields were not completed in one day, as advertised. To dampen the backlash, he would tell them now and give a credible, though fictitious, reason. 
 
    “Last night, I found out that the shield mission was not the only one in progress to stop the Capulcu from gaining a foothold in this sector. There were several, including one that successfully diverted the Capulcu away from us.” 
 
    “And they just found out about this last night?” The skepticism was thick in Jasmine’s voice. 
 
    “I learned about this last night. The sector commander obviously knew about all the missions in the sector and the likelihood of their success. He did what we all should do: hope for the best, while planning for the worst. To his credit, the worst-case plan launched in time. But now that we don’t need the shield in place today, we are changing the plan. We’ll bring up the shield piece by piece, in a way that will make it stronger and much more powerful as a defensive weapon.” 
 
    Sam chuckled. “Yesterday, I was worried about a plan that put the aliens completely in charge. Now that you’ve got the job, I’m a lot more confident.” 
 
    “I’m hoping the governments of the world take it as well as you have. Next is the shuttle. I can’t take it with me, so I’d like to give it to you, Sam.” 
 
    “Why me?” 
 
    Ping smiled. “Isn’t it obvious? America’s greatest scientists studied it for a hundred years and couldn’t even open the doors. The connection is the same as the one with the column of light. You may be able to open it, may even be able to fly it. Want to give it a try?” 
 
    “What do I have to do?” 
 
    “I have to transfer the knowledge of the shuttle to you. I don’t think it will harm you, but I don’t have the skill the Sacrivan have.” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    Ping lifted the index finger on his right hand and placed it a half-inch from Sam’s temple, then willed the light to be emitted and the knowledge transferred. Sam went rigid, but Ping sensed him to be safe. After a minute, Ping felt emptied, so withdrew his hand. 
 
    Sam swooned as he came back to himself. “Whoa. That was weird.” 
 
    “Want to give the shuttle a try?” Ping asked. 
 
    “Give me a second,” Sam replied. 
 
    “Ping?” Jasmine started. “You told us that part of central Russia was going to be isolated. We saw pictures of it on the news last night. What’s happening there?” 
 
    “It’s being purified. By now, the area enclosed in the light should be filled with plasma. It will remain that way for a year or more. When we deem it safe, the obelisks will be recalled. Nothing will remain other than a deep hole partially filled with ash and slag.” 
 
    “The Russians aren’t going to like that.” 
 
    “The Sacrivan have gone to great lengths to save Russia.” 
 
    Sam stood. “I think I have my wits back. Shall we give it a try?” 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Jasmine pulled the jeep carrying Sam and Ping up next to the shuttle. 
 
    “You know what to do, right?” Ping asked. 
 
    Sam nodded, then stepped up to the hatch and put a finger out towards the handle on the hatch. A moment later, it opened. The two entered and sealed the hatch as Jasmine moved the Jeep to a safe distance. A minute later, the shuttle lifted vertically off the ground, hovered for a second, then shot away. Jasmine heard the sonic boom before she lost sight of the shuttle. Minutes ticked by, each feeling longer than the previous, as Jasmine sat waiting in the Jeep. Fifteen minutes later, as she was starting to doze off, there was another sonic boom, and the shuttle was right back where it started. 
 
     …  
 
     It had been a good morning. Ping got to spend two hours with his friends, then an hour with their superiors, and fifteen minutes with the American president. But his time here was done. It was time to leave his human form behind and become Earth’s protector.  
 
      
 
   

 

 WHITE HOUSE 
 
    It was 9:00 PM in Washington D.C. The president had been on calls with foreign leaders all afternoon and into the early evening. Now it was time to address the nation. The news networks had given him an hour, but he only planned to talk for ten minutes. His message was simple. It’s over, we’re safe, it’s time to get back to normal. As the countdown time tick down to zero, the President stepped up to the podium. 
 
      
 
    My fellow Americans. Over the last eleven days, we experienced something few of us thought we ever would—a visit from benevolent aliens. 
 
    They came uninvited, bearing news of a possible attack by marauders with whom they’ve been at war for generations. They sent radio signals warning us of the threat. Then sent obelisks bearing the same message in a written language. 
 
    Amazingly, scientists and linguists in multiple countries were able to decipher these messages, share the warnings, and coach me, and other world leaders, through the steps that we needed to take to accept the aliens’ offer of assistance. 
 
    Tonight, I am happy to announce that the crisis is over. The alien ship has departed its orbit near Earth and moved out past the orbit of Saturn, where it is building a powerful defensive weapon that will protect us from alien attack for generations to come. Although primarily staffed by aliens known as Sacrivan, a courageous soldier named Lee Ping of the People’s Republic of China, has been put in charge of the defensive shield. 
 
    Now that the crisis is over, it’s time to go back to life as normal. To return to your homes if you fled… To return to work and school… To begin being civil with each other and to help your neighbors… 
 
    Over the last week, we, as a nation and as a world, have behaved poorly. The aliens saw it all as they watched from within the obelisks. Yet they still chose to save us. Our best response, the best thank-you we can offer them, is to get back to normal life, living in peace and cooperation with all. They went to great expense to give us that chance. Let’s not waste it. 
 
    Thank you for inviting me into your homes tonight, and may God bless America. 
 
      
 
   

 

 DAN’S CABIN 
 
    As the president’s image faded and the talking heads came on to opine on his speech, Clara asked Dan, “Do you believe it? The President? The aliens?”  
 
    Dan looked at Clara and wondered how to reply. If there was one thing he’d learned in his jaded life, it was that the president, this one or any other, rarely said anything that was true. It was all political expediency at the beginning of a term, legacy building at the end. 
 
    “No,” Dan said, embarrassed at the brazen honesty. “Both have an agenda. Both are jockeying for a legacy. The President just got reelected, which means he terms out in four years. So, he wants to do and say things that build his opportunities in his second term and enhances his legacy. The aliens, on the other hand, just won a war without firing a shot—well, very few shots, anyway. They’re playing a much longer game that we know almost nothing about. Of the two, I’d say the aliens know what’s actually happening; the President’s just making up stuff that sounds good.” 
 
    “That’s really cynical,” Clara replied. 
 
    “I suppose it is,” Dan confessed. 
 
    There was silence for a second, then Clara asked, “Do you think it’s over?” 
 
    “I think it’ll be over soon. The President seemed determined to crack down on the rioting and mayhem. And I think the aliens will bide their time. Maybe it’s just the old man in me talking, but the aliens put out a lot for what’s just happened. I’d be surprised if it’s all true. But as I said, they’re playing a longer game. It benefits them to have a new equilibrium settle, even if the first year or two goes against them.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a second, then Clara asked, “Where do we go from here? I can’t move out tomorrow, I’d have no place to go. Neither would the kids.” 
 
    “Clara, you are welcome here. The companionship is good for me, not that I want to hold you back. But I can get you work at the wineries, and I have no heirs. So, if you stay, this will be yours.” 
 
    There was an awkward moment of silence, then Dan backpedaled. “Sorry, that probably came out wrong. But the estate here is huge—a house that rents for over $10,000 a month, fifty acres suitable for grapes or other agriculture, my cabin...” 
 
    Clara looked up at Dan, eyes filled with tears. “No one has ever been that generous with me. But it feels wrong.” 
 
    “I understand,” Dan replied. “But you’re welcome here. Please don’t go until we’ve found the kids a permanent home and you’ve found something better.” 
 
    Clara nodded. “Deal.” 
 
      
 
    A week later… 
 
   

 

 FORT SMITH, ARKANSAS 
 
    A black SUV pulled up in front of Jasmine’s home. The back door on the driver’s side opened and Leslie Walker of the FBI popped out. She came around to the passenger’s side and paused to look at the home. It had been broken into. 
 
    “Some homecoming,” she whispered. 
 
    She opened the passenger-side back door and Jasmine stepped out. 
 
    “Would you like me to go in first to make sure it’s clear?” Leslie asked Jasmine. 
 
    “We can go in together.” 
 
    The two walked to the front porch, then up the three steps to the open door. The place had been trashed. 
 
    Jasmine stepped in and flipped on the foyer light. Amazingly, it came on. The two toured the house and found the back door open as well. Some squirrels had come in and made a mess in the kitchen. A TV had been stolen, some glassware broken. 
 
    “We can put you up someplace else,” Leslie offered. 
 
    “No. The doors lock and the lights work. It won’t take long to put this place back together,” Jasmine replied. 
 
    “You’re not going back to NASA then?” Leslie asked. 
 
    “Depends.” Jasmine smirked. “This mission was interesting. I’m glad I got to be part of it. They want me to stay, but I’m not going to do that unless there is a clear role. At the moment, the things on the table are make-work—you know, a do-nothing job that’s real purpose is to keep me available. I’m ready to go back to my life at the school. I’ve got grand stories to tell and young minds to inspire. If another crisis happens and they need me, then I’ll go. If we can come to agreement on something interesting, then I’ll go back. Otherwise…” She shrugged.  
 
    “What about Sam?” 
 
    Jasmine laughed. 
 
    “What?” Leslie came back. “The two of you got along well.” 
 
    “Oh, come on. I’m ten years older than he is.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Leslie teased. “I caught him eyeballing you more than once.” 
 
    Jasmine shook her head, smiling. She would rebuild her life here, as she had once before. 
 
    “If you’ve got time, you could help me clean up a little.” 
 
    “Sure,” Leslie replied. “I’ll get the guys to come help.” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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 AFTERWORD 
 
      
 
    The idea for Eleven Days came unbidden while I was writing The Rise of Daan, the first book in the Chronicles of Daan series. It struck with such compulsion that I shelved the Rise of Daan for a week or two while I put together a brief outline for Eleven Days and kicked out a rough draft of the first several chapters. It was a lot of fun playing with some of the more traditional first contact tropes: mysterious object in the sky, non-random signals coming in from space, strange objects just showing up here and there around the world. But the inspiration for this story evaporated as quickly as it came. It had to be more than another version of the same old story, but I couldn’t settle on what that would be. So I put Eleven Days back on the shelf and went back to the Rise of Daan. When I finished that series and went back to read through the shelved projects, I knew it was time to finish Eleven Days. 
 
    Among the things I love about this story is the nothing-is-what-it-appears-to-be nature of most of the items introduced early on. The giant spaceship isn’t really a spaceship, it’s a giant ball of nanobots that can reconfigure itself for many purposes. The Sacrivan, at least the ones we meet, are virtual beings that live on in the geodesic spheres that protect other intelligent life from the Capulcu. The Capulcu aren’t another naturally evolved species; they’re a maliciously mutated version of the Sacrivan. And even the arrival of Xenos, something humankind believes to be about themselves, is about the qualities of our sun, not us. 
 
    All these twists point to one or another of the great philosophical questions of the day. What makes us unique in the universe? Our DNA? Or the circumstances in which it evolved?  
 
    What constitutes life? Can digital entities be considered alive? Can they act in concert to manipulate the organic beings around them? 
 
    From where do our true enemies come? Are they external? Or do they come from within? 
 
    Where does power and influence come from? People like Jasmine, who work to solve the factual problems of the day? Or people like Estrella Da’Nocha, who have no idea what’s actually going on, but cherry picks salacious bits of information and conflate them in a way that convinces people? 
 
    Eleven Days was conceived as a stand-alone book, not part of a series. But at the end of the day, I am a series writer at heart. So, I’ve left several story threads open in case there is demand for more. I’d love to hear what you think about any of the above. My email address is at the end. Please write if you would like to opine. 
 
      
 
   

 

 NAMES 
 
    One writing challenge in any work of fiction is choosing names for the characters, particularly the alien characters. Most names in my books are generated by random name generators. In my first couple of books, I created my own random name generators. These days, I use one of the online ones. I’ll generate ten names, then choose the one that feels the most like the character. Those work well for real human names, especially if you’ve tied the character to a particular culture. For example, Lee Ping was one of the first Chinese male names to pop out, Shen Bi was one of the first Chinese female names. (Note: In China, where Ping and Bi are from, the family name comes first, the given name second.) 
 
    For alien names, I’ve mostly stuck with my own name generators, which I create by species. In Eleven Days, I tried something different. I chose a descriptor for the character, then ran that word through the dictionary for a hundred different languages to find a root from which I could derive the name. For example, the descriptor for the Sacrivan was hidden. In Bosnian, the word for hidden is skrivene, which I twisted into Sacrivan. The word spokesperson in Lithuanian is Atstovas, which became the name of the person who greets Ping in the Sacrivan control room. The word sanctuary in Irish is tearmann, which I morphed into Termann for the town on Planet Asbeth where Ping ultimately chooses to go. 
 
      
 
   

 

 TECHNOLOGY 
 
    If you’ve read some of my other books, you probably know I like to geek-out on the possible physics of every alien technology. In Eleven Days, I did not, other than the mention of number systems at the outset and nanobots near the end. But I did develop a framework on how each of these technologies might function, so that I could have them be self-consistent across possible uses. 
 
    For example, how does the column of light work? The short answer is that it’s composed of nanobots that derive their energy from the megawatts of UVB radiation the obelisk emits. Different surfaces of each nanobot either absorb UVB radiation, emit visible light, or emit electrons (static electricity). If you look at them from the bottom, they appear black. If you look at them from the top, they appear white. They form symbols by controlling their orientation in the array. They control their spacing via the static charges they maintain on their surfaces. Collectively, they hold millions of joules of energy, which they can discharge in a matter of milliseconds by changing alignment. 
 
    How does Ping emit light? As part of his initial shock, he becomes coated with billions of nanobots that cling to him and penetrate his skin. His various interactions with the columns of light keep him charged, and enough nanobots have penetrated his body and brain to become responsive to his will. 
 
    How can Ping and Sam converse when they don’t speak a common language? The nanobots that have become responsive to each transfer the thought from one to the other in the aliens’ telepathy format, which implies it’s more like a paraphrase than a literal translation. That’s why Sam hears American idiomatic expressions and euphemisms that Ping would have no knowledge of. 
 
      
 
   

 

 CLARA MOLINA 
 
    As in many stories and TV shows, Clara was conceived as a bit character planned for one or two scenes to shine a light on some aspect of the larger story. Her initial framing was as someone easy to sympathize with whose life is disrupted by the alien radio emissions. 
 
    But as the story evolved, she became our eyes and ears into the world outside the Xenos mission. The leap came when she met Dan at Costco—a guy twice her age, who had sympathy for her situation. The gender and age gap dynamics between the two allowed them to shed greater light on the societal impact part of the story. 
 
      
 
   

 

 COMING SOON 
 
    I have several books in the pipeline. The next book coming to market is the first in a new series, entitled Echoes of Extinction. A sample is included at the end of this book.  
 
    A sequel to Evelen Days, tentatively entitled Into The Change, will follow, although I’ve not committed to a publication date as of this writing. A sample from Into the Change is also included at the end. I hope you read and enjoy one of both of the samples. 
 
    ...  
 
    Thank you for having read Eleven Days. There is great joy in writing a book like this, even more in knowing that someone read and enjoyed it. Please put some stars on a review and stay tuned for more to come.  
 
    If you have comments, suggestions, or just want to say ‘Hi,’ drop me a note. I do my best to answer every email. If you’d be interested in joining my prerelease program, please contact me.  
 
    You can reach me at dw.cornell@kahakaicg.com. 
 
    

  

 

 COMING SOON 
 
      
 
    INTO THE CHANGE 
 
    (Eleven Days: Book 2) 
 
    By 
 
    D. Ward Cornell 
 
    Copyright 2023, all rights reserved.  
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 [09.01.2045] SACRIVAN COMMAND POST 
 
    Lee Ping woke, lying on a thin mat inside an ancient bed chamber with lacquered wooden sides and top, carved with traditional patterns. It wasn’t the first time he woke here, but in a few days, it would be his last. 
 
    As he stretched, he took in the museum-like character of the room, its milky white walls holding a single window, the bedchamber its sole furnishing.  
 
    Stepping out of the bed, he walked over to look out the window, which was connected to sensors in Terman, on Planet Asbeth, the town that would soon be his home. The sun was just coming up. Robotic farm hands were setting up equipment for the day’s work in the fields. The pub near the town’s administration building already had its door open and lights on. Through the pub’s windows, Ping could see its owner, Kellner, scurrying around inside, putting on the finishing touches before the breakfast rush started.  
 
    As Ping watched, Ona, the woman who had won his heart, approached, no doubt in search of a morning cup of kofi.  
 
    A door formed in the wall to his left, drawing Ping’s attention. Moments later, it opened and Ping’s new employer, Atstovas, entered. 
 
    “I have scheduled your transition for three days from now. If you do not complete in that timeframe, it will no longer be possible, and we will have to return you to Earth.” 
 
    Ping nodded in understanding. “Sorry, I’ve been so indecisive.” 
 
    Atstovas eyed Ping, then continued. “We have several decisions to make, some of which may be uncomfortable for you.” 
 
    Ping struggled with the mostly transactional nature of his relationship with Atstovas, but he had learned to put those feelings aside. Ping was human, born on Earth, in Beijing, China. Atstovas was Sacrivan, born on Planet Asbeth, but now living as a virtual being in the Change, a digital array. He had transitioned millennia ago.  
 
    “Go on,” Ping said, unable to send telepathically the way Atstovas did. 
 
    “For non-Sacrivan transitioning into the Change, it is traditional to take a Sacrivan identity. For emissaries, the process is more complicated, because they must also keep their species identity.” 
 
    “I understand the principle,” Ping started. “But don’t see the practical implications.” 
 
    Atstovas nodded. “The two items I want to settle today are name and body. As the one sponsoring your transition, I get to name you. I’ve chosen the name, Akoa, which means courageous guardian. Ona approves of this name. I have also scheduled a simulation for you and Ona this afternoon. She will help you choose a new Sacrivan body, into which we will map yours.” 
 
    Ping stood there, mouth agape at this news, struggling to maintain his composure. “Why is this the first I’m hearing about a new name and body?” 
 
    “Most Sacrivan transition when they are near death. All willfully choose a new body, gladly giving up the one that has betrayed them. Many choose a younger version of themselves. Nearly half choose a different body type altogether, which some say gives them more separation from their previous life. I did the latter.” 
 
    Atstovas snapped his fingers and an old woman with bent back and swollen arthritic joints appeared. “This is my older sister, as she was before her transition.” He snapped his fingers again and a long and lean young woman appeared next to her. “This is her when she was twenty-five, working as a model in the fashion industry.” He snapped a third time and a relatively plain, mature woman with a round face appeared. “This was the body she chose in the transition. Not young; plain, and not particularly attractive; but mature. She said that her looks impeded a quality relationship when she was young, which left her alone as she aged. She chose this form hoping to find a mate that valued her for the person she was, not the sexual appeal of the body she inhabited.” 
 
    Ping’s eyes roamed back and forth among the three, finally landing on the pitiful old woman. “I can understand the desire of someone whose body is failing to get a new one. I can also understand your sister’s choice. But I’m young and healthy. Why can’t I wait until I’m older?” 
 
    Atstovas shook his head. “This is a onetime decision. You can select a new body when you transition. Unfortunately, data is lost in the process, too much to make a second transition viable. And although we can map a human body into a Sacrivan one, we cannot add telepathy or other essential Sacrivan organs into a human body. We will preserve your Chinese name and body for use when interacting with the humans. I predict that within a year, you will not enjoy inhabiting that avatar.” 
 
    “What other decisions will I need to make before the transition?” 
 
    “That’s enough for today. Although there is one thing you should know before you start your day. You are now in the pre-change window where directly transferred memories are likely to be lost during the change. Naturally formed memories are not at risk. If someone gives you a memory by touch, repeat a key phrase tied to that memory at least ten times. That will cause enough connection to a naturally formed memory that it will all transfer during the change.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “Good. We have a meeting starting in an hour at the administrative building. If you want, you can go there now, and maybe have breakfast with Ona.” 
 
    Ping nodded and stepped toward the window, which expanded to accommodate him as it zoomed in on the pub. A moment later, Ping walked out onto the street, a couple of steps from the pub’s door and the enticing smell of kofi. 
 
      
 
   

 

 AREA 51 
 
    Lt. Sam Oaks sat in a makeshift sun shelter, facing the alien obelisk which had appeared three weeks ago on the salt flat known as Groom Lake. A lustrous column of light enshrouded the obelisk in which pictographic symbols floated.  
 
    Although hundreds of these devices had landed around the world, Sam was the first to interpret them. The trick was simply to touch the symbol. When he did, its meaning became instantly clear. But Sam was one of only three people who could touch the column of light without being killed by it. 
 
    The messages encoded by these symbols presented the alien’s terms—return our people and we will protect you from the Capulcu—alien marauders coming to harvest the earth. At first, this message was not well received, the world’s governments denying possession of any alien artifacts. But Sam’s colleague, Dr. Jasmine Evans, eventually ferreted out the truth. A dozen alien hibernation chambers and an intact alien shuttle were recovered from a crash site in Nevada nearly a hundred years ago, and they were being stored in sub-level seven of building twelve. 
 
    As he stared, mesmerized by the obelisk’s power and lost in his reflections, the alarm on his phone sounded. It was time. 
 
    … 
 
    Now in the waiting room attached to base commander Brigadier General Alan McCarthy’s office, Sam sat nervously waiting. He had seen the general many times since being stationed at the base. He had even taken part in a medal ceremony and shaken hands with the man once. But the general had never summoned Sam to his office. 
 
    As much as he hoped another medal would be in the offing, he was worried that this meeting was about an incident he had taken part in ten days earlier, which destroyed Building 12 and killed several CIA operatives. The aliens, known as the Sacrivan, had threatened to destroy the building containing their people and property if we did not release them. The president had ordered the release. Sam was part of the team that made the recovery. But the CIA, who operated the building, resisted the order, and there was nothing Sam could do to prevent the Sacrivan from destroying the building. 
 
    “Lt. Oaks.”  
 
    Sam looked up, startled by the voice of Lt. Evan Webb, the general’s aide. 
 
    Webb motioned toward the door to the inner office. “General McCarthy is ready to see you.”  
 
    Sam stood, nodding an acknowledgement. Then, refocusing on the door, he swallowed and stepped over to open it. With a trembling hand, he turned the doorknob, then stepped into the room. What he saw momentarily froze him in place. Three others were in the room: Colonel Winston Adams, the head of the scientific team at Area 51; Colonel Lance Slater, the head of base security; and Captain Bradley Arnold, Sam’s commanding officer. 
 
    “At ease, lieutenant,” the general ordered. 
 
    The words broke Sam out of his frozen state, and he immediately snapped to attention, giving a formal salute. “Lt. Sam Oaks reporting as ordered, sir.” 
 
    “At ease, lieutenant,” the general repeated, then indicated a chair directly opposite him. “Please have a seat.” 
 
    Sam stepped forward, mind roiling that his entire chain of command, both temporary and permanent, was present with eyes locked on him. He noticed Colonel Adams, to whom Sam was temporarily assigned, smile, then wink. The familiar gesture helped him relax a little. 
 
    “We have several issues to discuss,” the general started, though Sam doubted there would be much, if any, discussion. 
 
    “The first regards a notice I received earlier today…” The general let the words hang, as he locked eyes with Sam. “President Altman requires your presence at the White House on September fourth, Labor Day, to receive the Presidential Medal of Freedom, our country’s highest civilian honor.” 
 
    Sam heard the words but struggled to process what was happening. Then, realizing that the general was waiting for him to reply, said, “Understood, sir. Thank you, sir. 
 
    “Our next issue is your assignment. You are being released from further obligations to the Xenos Mission…” 
 
    Sam deflated a bit at the general’s words. 
 
    “…but will not be returning to base security. Instead, you will continue your temporary assignment with the base’s scientific team. There are two reasons for this. First, you are Earth’s only remaining translator who can interact with the obelisks. Second, the Pentagon wants the technology in that shuttle, and you are the only one who can access it. Until Washington sorts this out, you will remain here with the base science team and are promoted to the rank of Major.” 
 
    Sam was shocked. Two rank promotions were rare. The only ones he knew of were field promotions in time of war. As the congratulations began, a darkness came over Sam. Commissioned officers kept their rank and obligations for life, unless they resigned them after discharge. He wasn’t a lawyer, didn’t know the regulations to a depth where he could opine. But he was suddenly worried that this promotion had more to do with handcuffs than it did with fitness or accomplishment. 
 
    When the last handshake finished, the general resumed. “Major Oaks, effective immediately, you are assigned to the base scientific team. Colonel Adams is your new commanding officer.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Sam replied. 
 
    Taking a more somber tone, the general changed the subject. “I have been told that the Sacrivan emissary gave their shuttle to you. Is that correct, Major?” 
 
    “It is, sir.”  
 
    “I’ve also been told that you are the only one who can operate it. Can you explain why it is?” 
 
    “The shuttle works via a telepathic interface. Humans that can touch the columns of light can access the controls if given the command codes. I can touch the columns of light and have been given the command codes, which enables me to interact with and operate the shuttle. According to the emissary, there were only three people on Earth that could touch the columns of light—me, a Russian translator named Sergei, and the emissary. Both the emissary and the Russian translator are now on a Sacrivan planet, called Asbeth. I am the only one left with the ability to operate the shuttle.” 
 
    The general looked at Sam for several seconds, then seemed to decide. “What do you know about the shuttle’s propulsion, weapons, and defensive systems?” 
 
    Sam almost said, I don’t know. But the emissary, a Chinese security guard named Lee Ping, told him the answers were all in his head. He simply needed to remember them. “Propulsion,” he whispered, as he closed his eyes to pull up the memory. 
 
    “Son, are you OK?” 
 
    The general’s voice snapped Sam back into the moment. 
 
    “Sorry, sir. I think I know the answers to your question, but I’m having a hard time pulling it up. The propulsion is some type of field generator, maybe antigravity, I’m not sure, but I know how to look it up. Same with the fuel. It doesn’t use fuel in the way we do. But I know how to look that up as well.” 
 
    “Look up?” the general asked. 
 
    “There’s documentation on everything. It is in the Sacrivan written language, which I can read. But I’ll need some help because I don’t know all the physics.” 
 
    “What do you know about the ship’s weapon systems? With one shot, it destroyed Building Twelve.” 
 
    “It’s an energy beam of some sort…” Sam paused, trying to understand the data the emissary gave him. “It makes the matter disappear somehow.” 
 
    Sam saw the general smile, although he did not explain himself. 
 
    “It also has shields, although the shields are offline and need to be repaired.” 
 
    “If we can harness the technologies in that shuttle, it will shift the global balance of power, putting the United States back in the driver’s seat again. Major, your mission is to make that happen. We will spare no resource. I want an update by the end of the week.” 
 
    “We’ll need a scientist, a physicist on the team. One who knows about spacecraft. I can read the documentation, but most of it I won’t understand without someone to help me with the scientific principles.” 
 
    “Start by working with Colonel Adams. I want an update within a week.” 
 
    With that, the general stood. “Congratulations on your promotion, Major.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 ADMINISTRATIVE BUILDING, TERMANN, PLANET ASBETH 
 
    Ping followed Atstovas into the conference room where two others were waiting—Alika, the shield’s architect, and Kamea, the head of the construction team. 
 
    In the Sacrivan way, the meeting started after a minimal greeting, which Ping thought most humans would find off-putting. 
 
    “Emissary, you’ve been studying the plans for the shield for several days now. Could you give us a high-level overview?” 
 
     It irked Ping to be put on the spot like this, though it would help him gauge how well he understood what they were doing. 
 
    “The shield is a seventh-order icosahedral geodesic sphere with 980 vertices and 492 faces. Shield construction takes place in four phases: framing, outer sheathing, control, then inner sheathing. The framing phase consists of three sub-phases: vertex anchoring, panel framing, then panel lacing. As I understand it, vertex anchoring was completed on the first day when 980 obelisks transported into position at each vertex. Panel framing is still in progress. Data showing the first three panels snapping into place was sent to NASA via the deep space network on the first day.” 
 
    Ping paused wondering if he should bring up the next point, then decided he must. If this point was not going to be addressed, he would not proceed with the Change.  
 
    “Once the lacing is completed, the sheathing can begin. The work is done by thousands of robotic machines that spin a web made of carbon nanotubes, which is where the energy absorbed from the sun will be stored. These two steps are the time-consuming ones, so they must begin on schedule. Which leads me to our first big problem. The framing process is temporarily stalled for lack of materials. The ship that was sent did not have enough nanobots. If we do not receive those nanobots within the next week, then we are at risk of failing to complete before the Capulcu arrive. I have yet to be told about the plan to get the remainder of the materials we require.” 
 
    Ping noticed the intense stare Atstovas aimed at Kamea, the head of the construction team. And as it stretched out, Ping realized they were having a separate, private telepathic exchange. 
 
    After several minutes, Atstovas turned his gaze toward Ping. 
 
    “The original plan was to source carbon from Uranus and Neptune. But two things happened. The Capulcu intercepted the convoy with the mining equipment, which prompted us to change the shield design for greater energy storage capacity. We are now going to source material from other worlds and transport it in. That should begin within the week. It will be up to the three of you to recover those seven days via work process improvements.” 
 
    Ping noticed the way his colleagues were shifting in their seats, but didn’t know Sacrivan body language cues well enough to know the cause. 
 
    As the meeting dragged on, Ping’s unease increased. It seemed that nothing Atstovas told him about the Sacrivan’s presence in the solar system was true. The Capulcu were arriving in a couple of years, not the couple of days originally declared. The shield couldn’t be built in a day, the plan from the outset had been a hundred and fifty days. Now with the changes they’d made to its capacity, they had to shuffle around material sourcing, which would stretch things out even longer. That, on top of this morning’s other revelations about name and body, left Ping wondering if he should bail. But life without Ona was a thought too painful to bear. So, he put aside any thoughts of returning to Earth without pausing to wonder how his bond with Ona had become this powerful in almost no time. 
 
      
 
   

 

 SACRIVAN SHUTTLE 
 
    On one level, Sam was happy that he was going to be doing something more interesting than guard duty. On another, he was nervous about this assignment. He wasn’t an engineer, wasn’t a scientist, and could see no viable path in which he could develop a new shuttle, weapons system, or any other instrument of war. 
 
    They needed someone like Jasmine Evans, who he had worked with during the crisis, to drive this thing, not Colonel Adams. Yes, the colonel had a PhD in material science, which he used to develop conventional bombs back in the day. But he and his team, now just tested munitions made by others. As much as Sam liked his new commanding officer, he fundamentally did not believe the man was up to the task. 
 
    Now, as he paged through the shuttle’s database of information, Sam decided to start with the weapons systems. The shuttle had three: antimatter bombs, a laser-like energy weapon, and another beam-like weapon that made matter disappear.  
 
    As he read, the more impressed Sam became with the antimatter weapon system. There was a renewable store of antimatter in the system that could hold up to one gram of any of the antiparticles: positrons, antiprotons, or antineutrons. Apparently, some of these were better for some applications than others. The bombs were formed when they were loaded, and you could specify its power at the time you loaded it—anywhere from one microgram up to a full gram. You could also specify the detonation mechanism—timer, impact, or proximity. Doing some quick math, Sam calculated that the largest bomb the shuttle could assemble had a yield of over forty kilotons of dynamite. The bombs were tiny, a centimeter in diameter, and weighed almost nothing, allowing the launchers to propel them at a speed of ten kilometers per second. 
 
    Sam took careful notes on the weapon system specifications, knowing General MacCarthy would want this level of detail. The data bases held much more data on each system: how it worked, the system components, and replicator patterns. But he would save that data for later. 
 
      
 
   

 

 SIMULATION CENTER, TERMANN 
 
    Ping and Ona walked hand-in-hand toward a building he hadn’t noticed before. 
 
    “I’m so excited,” Ona blurted out. “I remember coming here as I was preparing for the Change. I was old, struggled to walk, and ultimately needed to be brought in on a grav chair. They asked me a series of questions, then started showing me animated holograms of what I would look like. Initially, I thought I’d go with a matronly body—one that was fully mature, but still attractive and healthy. But when they started showing me images of young women, maybe ten years past puberty, I knew I wanted to be young again, like I was when I was newly married.” 
 
    “You chose well,” Ping replied, a smile spreading. “What happened to your husband?” 
 
    “He belonged to a sect that did not believe in the Change. They called it an abomination. He died about ten years before I got sick. This will sound harsh, but I’m glad he did. It was devastating at the time. We were close, and I was too dependent on him. But once away from the influence of his sect, I learned to live again. If I had approached death first, I would have died. He never would have allowed me to undergo the Change. Now, he’s gone, and soon I will have you.” 
 
    She smiled lovingly at Ping, and his heart swelled. 
 
    “There are people lined up in front of the building,” Ping observed. 
 
    Ona laughed. “That’s for the entertainment portion of the building. I’m not sure which simulations are running this week, but you can buy tickets to participate in sporting events, go sailing, all kinds of stuff. There’s a small group of regulars that like to refight the Capulcu invasion. Masochists, if you ask me. Thankfully, we don’t have to work our way through that crowd. There’s a separate medical entrance on the left.” She pointed at a door with no line. 
 
    They entered and moments later were taken to a small room where they would meet with an identity specialist. 
 
    “I was expecting a larger room,” Ping said as they took their seats. “A few more bodies in this room and it’ll start feeling close.” 
 
    Again, Ona laughed. “The room expands, silly.” 
 
    “It does?” 
 
    Ping’s astonishment made her laugh harder. “The doorway is the entrance into the simulation. Everything here is virtual, separate from the real world.” 
 
    “The real world is virtual too, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I suppose an organic would view it that way,” Ona reflected. “But there is only one Change world. Or said differently, we can only participate in one Change world. It is unique and runs in the same timeframe as the physical world, which allows us to interact with organics. This is a simulation. It runs at something like ten times the speed of the real world, so we could spend a day in here, then exit a couple hours after we entered.” 
 
    Ona’s reply was cut off when their specialist came in. 
 
    “Hi, Ona,” the specialist said as she entered. “It’s good to see you again. Lee Ping. Welcome. You’re here to select a new body for your new identity as Akoa. Powerful name. We have eight body types that are certified for the name Akoa. Let me show them to you.” 
 
    The room expanded to Ping’s right and eight large males appeared. Ping was surprised by their size and by the differences in skin color, amount of hair, musculature, and style. Some were rugged, others refined. 
 
    “May I?” Ona asked as she stood. 
 
    “Of course,” the specialist replied. 
 
    Ona walked past the first three… “Too tall, too coarse, looks mean…” Then stopped at the fourth, her eyes taking in all of him. Then she reached out to touch him, running a hand down his arm, then down his sides. Stepping in close, she hugged him. The model hugged her back. 
 
    “Can you make him this much taller?” She spread her thumb and index finger about two centimeters. 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    To Ping’s astonishment, the model grew the designated amount. 
 
    Ona hugged him again, then said “Thank you” before moving on to the next. 
 
    Ping watched as she asked for another to be slightly modified, then asked to see the two side by side. A moment later she walked around the two, taking them in head to foot, her eyes lingering momentarily on the one’s genitalia. 
 
    “Would you consider trying one of these on?” she asked Ping. 
 
    Ping cringed. “Is there one you prefer?” 
 
    “I like them both, but try this one first.” 
 
    “Dinner and date simulation?” the specialist asked. 
 
    Ona smiled. “Please.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 FORT SMITH, ARKANSAS 
 
    Jasmine Evans had returned to her home in Fort Smith three days ago and spent the last two cleaning it up. Vandals had broken in while she was away working on the Xenos mission. Although they’d made a mess of the place, little real damage was done and her newfound friends at the FBI had volunteered a few hours to help. 
 
    Today, she returned to Southside High School, where she taught after retiring from NASA. The school, which had been shut down on the third day of the XENOS crisis, was preparing for the planned restart next week. It was great getting to see her friend, Principal Raphael Karr, who treated her like a visiting dignitary. 
 
    But as the day progressed, Jasmine realized that Xenos had changed her. The fifteen days back at NASA—three at Mission Control in Pasadena, twelve at Area 51—had healed the part of her that was broken when she lost her daughter in a car accident ten years ago. Jasmine knew the pain of that loss was a part of her now, and it would follow her to her own grave. But it no longer defined her, no longer demanded the penance of working with children.  
 
    When Xenos Mission Director, John Shaw, asked her to stay on last week, she said no. The mission would continue indefinitely, monitoring message traffic with the aliens while attempting to tease out the secrets of the obelisks and the columns of light that surrounded them. But in Jasmine’s mind, those were boring Jobs, more theoretical in nature, than practical real-world work that would have an impact in her lifetime. That’s the reason she declined the job. 
 
    But today, as she was reviewing the plans for the winter science fair, she remembered the speed-of-light project a group of kids did two years ago. They did a passable job of replicating the famous Michelson-Morley experiment, originally performed in 1887. But they did a fabulous job of documenting the experiments that followed Michelson-Morley, which ultimately proved the inviolable nature of the speed of light.  
 
    For over a hundred and fifty years now, physicists had speculated about ways to break the speed of light, but no practical methods had been found. The aliens’ arrival proved there was a way. And the solution was just sitting there in the shuttle they’d given to Sam Oaks. In a flash of insight, Jasmine knew that’s what the ongoing Xenos mission needed to do. She also knew that she was the one that needed to lead that part of it.  
 
      
 
   

 

 MISSION CONTROL, PASADENA, CALIFORNIA 
 
    Director Jon Shaw sat at his desk in the Command conference room overlooking the control room floor. He was amazed they had brought this room online in only thirty-six hours at the start of Xenos—a testament to NASA’s ability to move on a problem. Now, less than three weeks later, it was a ghost town. His assistant director, Zack Hawkins, had been recalled to Washington, DC. His special assistant and longtime friend, Jasmine Evans, who was recalled to help with the crisis, had gone back to her old life in Fort Smith. All the extras they’d flooded in to double-staff the stations for twenty-four-hour operation had returned to their previous assignments. And in another week, they’d mothball this room again, as the new ones, better suited to the newer missions, were ramping back up again. 
 
    Chirping coming from his computer brought Jon back to the moment. “Incoming call from Jasmine Evans,” its voice announced. 
 
    “Accept call,” Jon replied. 
 
    A moment later, Jasmine’s face appeared on his screen. 
 
    “Jasmine, I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Jon, the shuttle is the key.” 
 
    “To?” 
 
    “FTL, of course,” Jasmine replied. 
 
    “I didn’t get the impression that the shuttle had faster than light capability.” 
 
    “I’m sure it does,” Jasmine snapped back. “Something the emissary said one evening in the mess tent implied they could go back and forth between Earth and the Kuiper belt in a day. At the speed of light, it would take over twelve hours. And that is at the speed of light the entire trip, no acceleration/deceleration, no time-dilation effects, something that’s impossible to do sub light.” 
 
    “How certain are you of that?” 
 
    “I have no proof, but it has to be true. Sam could probably validate it if prompted. But that’s not all.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “At one point in the conversation, the emissary told Sam that the shuttle had replicators that could fabricate all its parts, allowing them to do in-field repairs.” 
 
    “Did he say that about the shuttle or the ship it travelled aboard?” 
 
    Jasmine was quiet for a second. “Not sure. Still, that should be easy to determine.” 
 
    Jon chuckled. “You flew home three days ago, saying there was nothing here for you to do. What made you think of this now?” 
 
    Jasmine’s face reddened a little. “They shut down the school during the crisis. I went in today to help with the restart. Came across the winter science fair from the Class of ’44. One of the teams did Michelson-Morley.” 
 
    “The inviolability of the speed of light,” Jon muttered. “An experiment that indirectly changed the course of the world.” 
 
    There was silence for a minute, then Jon asked, “Does that mean you want back in after all?” 
 
    “To work on the shuttle? Yes.” 
 
    “Let me see what I can do,” Jon replied. “General MacCarthy has been maneuvering to get the shuttle assigned to his scientific team. The administrator wasn’t planning to push back very hard, which could mean we have a turf war on our hands. My sense is that the President trusts you more than MacCarthy, so I think we still have a chance. I’ll get back to you ASAP. But you have to promise me you’re back in if we win this fight.” 
 
    “I’m back in if you win. And don’t forget. It’ll need to be a joint mission because we need Sam.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 CAFÉ ONO MENJAR, TERMANN 
 
    Ping reached his hand out tentatively, puzzled that it felt like his hand, worked like his hand, but looked nothing like it. It had four digits, not five; but he couldn’t figure out which one was missing. 
 
    “Try one of these,” Ona suggested. “I think you’ll like it.” 
 
    Ping directed his hand toward the little nugget she’d pointed at, then picked it up between thumb and index finger, noting the unmistakable identity of these two digits. “What is it?”  
 
    “It’s a protein-rich fruit grown on Planet Menjar, known for the richness of its foods.” 
 
    Ping squeezed as he lifted it to his mouth, noting the fruit’s firm texture. As he popped it into his mouth, he realized that the motion was as intuitive as it had been in his actual body. A moment later, an explosion of flavor startled him. 
 
    “Oh,” he groaned. “This is good.” 
 
    Ona giggled with delight. “I knew you would like it. Not everyone does. But I was looking through the mapping data for human food and realized there are no human foods with this flavor-texture combination.” 
 
    Sam nodded. “Chews like a piece of shrimp but has a buttery-cinnamon flavor.” 
 
    Ona laughed some more. “I don’t know what those things are, but I’m glad you like this.” 
 
    After a moment of silence, she asked, “How does this body feel to you? You look good in it and seem to move comfortably in it as well.” 
 
    Ping held up his hand. “I knew the Sacrivan had one less finger on their hands and one less toe on their feet. But I can’t figure out which finger is missing. This one is clearly the thumb, this one the index finger, and this one the little finger. I guess it’s the ring finger that’s missing.” 
 
    “Does that bother you?” 
 
    “No, it feels incredibly natural. That’s what’s so weird.” 
 
    “Natural is good.” Ona intertwined her fingers with Ping’s, then smiled up at him. “Very natural.” 
 
    Ping bent across the table and kissed her. “Very natural.” 
 
    “Let’s finish up here,” Ona whispered. “I’m ready to try out the rest of your body.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 SECRET SERVICE LIMO, WASHINGTON, DC 
 
    NASA administrator Jackson Bennett sat opposite Vice President Christina Barreto. 
 
    “Let me see if I understand your argument,” the vice president said. “You want President Altman to deny General MacCarthy’s request to take possession of the Sacrivan shuttle? You believe the shuttle holds the key to unlocking the secret to faster than light travel and Dr. Evans is the right person to lead that investigation. Didn’t she just resign?” 
 
    “It’s not quite that simple. She was on temporary assignment and just completed her mission. We offered to create a placeholder job for her, which she declined, saying she’d come back in if we had proper work for her. She agrees that this is proper work.” 
 
    The vice president eyed her counterpart. “Jack, this would have been a straightforward decision last week…” 
 
    “And it is one now,” Jack snapped back. 
 
    “Tone…” she scolded. 
 
    “Apologies, ma’am. We both want the same thing. We want America to reclaim her position as the world’s most capable superpower. And we both know that will only happen if we are the dominant force on Earth and in space, something that we lost ten years ago. But who do you think is going to deliver on that? Samuel Oaks, on his own? Colonel Adams? General MacCarthy? Or Jasmine Evans?” 
 
    “That’s your argument, Jack. At least it’s the one the president will buy.” She looked at her watch. “5:30. I have fifteen minutes with the president at 6:00. The agenda’s light today. Want to join me?” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 OVAL OFFICE 
 
    “Jack, what an unexpected surprise.” The president stood to shake his hand, then turned to look at his vice president. “This is about McCarthy’s request, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is, sir. We think we have a better option than the one the general is advocating.” 
 
    “I’ve implied that I’m going to accept the general’s proposal. Is your option so much better that it’s going to justify the apparent about face?” 
 
    Vice President Barretto pointed at the NASA administrator. 
 
    “Jasmine Evans wants to lead the investigation into the shuttle’s capabilities.” 
 
    “I didn’t think she’d accept work in weapons development.” 
 
    “She frames it differently, sir. She thinks the shuttle holds the secret to faster than light travel. If we had that, we would own space. I think she is more likely to crack that nut than MacCarthy is to get any weapons systems. And Evans will probably get you new weapons as well.” 
 
    “Why do you say that, Jack? I can’t see her signing on to the weapons portion of the investigation.” 
 
    “We should ask her before ruling her out. But I’ve got a different angle on that, sir.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “MIT has proven FTL is possible, but the energy requirements are too high. The aliens have done it, which means they’ve found a way to create that much power. That ability alone is a powerful strategic weapon. But with that at our fingertips, imagine what our weapon designers could do with it. Ship-mounted thousand-terawatt lasers. Plasma bombs. The limiting factor in all weapons is power. If we have orders of magnitude more power than our adversaries, they have no chance.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 UNDER THE STARS, TERMANN 
 
    Ping rolled over onto his back, his body still quivering. 
 
    “Done so soon?” Ona teased. 
 
    “We’ve been at it for an hour. I don’t have the energy for more.” 
 
    Her hand slid across his naked belly, moving toward a place he didn’t want it at the moment. He put his hand on hers, intertwining his fingers. “I’ve never experienced anything like that before.” 
 
    When there was no response, Ping rolled onto his side to look at Ona. 
 
    “Your new body serves me well,” she whispered. 
 
    Worried about the muted response, he whispered back, “Tell me.” 
 
    A tear rolled down her cheek. “My husband was never as passionate as you are. Engaging with him…” Her voice trailed away. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” Ping whispered. 
 
    “In the Change, there are fewer restrictions on sex. We cannot reproduce, cannot transmit disease, so it’s more about pleasuring yourself and your companion than anything else. But no one appealed to me, until I met you, and our first time together… My husband never affected me like that.” 
 
    Sensing that Ona wasn’t done, Ping held his tongue and peered into her eyes, sensing her vulnerability. 
 
    “That was far more satisfying. Your new body serves me well.” 
 
    They laid there in silence for a while, then Ping asked. “Is this what it’s really like?” 
 
    When there was no reply, Ping reached over to touch her again. When she smiled, he asked again, “Is this what it’s really like?” 
 
    “Simulations tend to amp up sensation a bit. They’re mostly used for entertainment. I asked them to amp it up more. There’s a limit, of course. Amping it up too much leads to addiction and possible destabilization of your array. We’re all given a handful of opportunities each year to use enhanced sensation. I used one of mine tonight.” 
 
    Ping reached out to touch Ona. “Then let’s make the most of it.”   
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 [07.12.2034] PENTAGON, WASHINGTON D. C. 
 
    Have you ever had one of those days where you wake up, or snap back from a daydream, with an epiphany? Where in an instant you realize nothing is what you thought it was. Where you see everything through a different lens? 
 
    Well, I have. Twice, in fact. The first was in Afghanistan, my second tour, at the very end.  
 
    … 
 
    [02.04.2022] I woke up in a fog, face down on the ground, head pounding, frantic action all around me. I tried to get up, but my arms and legs weren’t fully under my control. Then a familiar voice cut through the buzzing in my ears. “Wimberley, get the hell up.” It was Mac. 
 
    Hands grabbed me and pulled me up as the distinctive crack of a high-power sniper rifle brought me back to myself. I knew that rifle and knew its owner. Some poor fool had just bought the farm because Alex never missed. 
 
    “What happened?” I blurted out. 
 
    “IED. People down, a lot of them.” 
 
    I recognized that voice, too. It was Ty. Now on my feet and fully back in the moment, we ran and ducked behind a barrier. That’s when the epiphany came. In ten years, the only thing people would remember about Afghanistan was Abbey Gate and America’s disastrous withdrawal. This whole misadventure had been for nothing. But even as the thought went through my mind, I knew it wasn’t true. Three of the best friends I would ever make just rescued me: master mechanic Mackenzie Stone (Mac), munitions expert Tyrell Mosely (Ty), and marksman extraordinaire Alexandra Reyes (Alex). 
 
    … 
 
    [07.12.2034] We all left the military shortly after we got home. Eight years later, they all joined me in my new venture. But now, twelve years after Abbey Gate, I sit across the table from Secretary of Defense Alister McDaniels and the head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Admiral Nelson Sloan, and for the first time realize the new Manhattan-like Project we’ve been working on for the better part of the last year is being run by Xerox copies of the people that put me at Abbey Gate years ago. How did I let this happen? I suppose I’ll have to go back to the beginning in order to explain. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Day 1 
 
   

 

 [08.09.2033] OPERATIONS CENTER, FULL CYCLE SOLAR, INC. 
 
    The day started with my normal routine, up early, then a five-mile run in the cool, mountain shadows of the western Arizona dawn. Most days, some of the guys join me. Today, it was just Mac and Ty. It was in the low 80s this morning, humidity only 8%, which reminded Ty of a similar morning run in the Afghan mountains. Needless to say, there were a lot of do you remember when’s. All good memories. We rarely talk about the other ones.  
 
    Now in the office, my head is buried in operations reports. Our company, Full Cycle Solar (FCS), is an electricity provider. We provide 24/365 base-line electric power. We use a novel power-generation technology that I developed as part of my PhD work at Cal Tech after I got out of the military. The idea is simple, it’s a variation on the traditional Solar Concentration approach, in which hundreds of mirrors concentrate sunlight on a collector, which is used to heat molten salt. The salt is then used to drive a steam generator. Dozens of huge concentration stations have popped up around the world and they all come with environmental impact issues. 
 
    My idea was different, modular. We place a five-meter-wide multifaceted lens assembly above an insulated column of molten salt that’s been placed in the ground. Each day the lens collects enough sunlight to super-heat the molten salt, enough that it can run a twenty-kilowatt steam generator for twenty-six hours. Each little generation unit, which we refer to as a well, is standalone and only costs about $1,200 per kilowatt to build. From a distance, each generator looks like a little mushroom sticking up out of the ground. Two plus years in, we have five hundred units built. Plant output is ten megawatts, constant day and night. We have enough land to put in twenty thousand units, which will bring us up to four hundred megawatts over the next ten years. Not bad for an ex-army grunt. 
 
    The squawk of my two-way radio brings me back to the moment. 
 
    “Wimberly.” 
 
    “Hey, boss. We’ve got problems up at Well #8.” 
 
    “And a bright good morning to you too, Gabe.” 
 
    My gibe gets a laugh from operations manager Gabriel Wilson. 
 
    “The salt temperature is dropping. Preliminary scans suggest a failure within its lens.” 
 
    “How? Was there an earthquake or something?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m planning to send a team up to look at it. But I know you prefer to take things like this on your own.” 
 
    “What evidence do you have that it’s a lens failure?” 
 
    “The first clue was a temperature alarm. The sun’s been on it for ten minutes with no corresponding temperature increase. The security camera image isn’t definitive, but it shows some foreign materials that shouldn’t be there.” 
 
    “You think someone damaged it?” 
 
    “Looks more like something hit it.” 
 
    “OK. Ask Alex to meet me on the helipad.” 
 
    … 
 
    Well #8 is two miles southeast of the operations center, on the other side of the ridge. By air it’s ten minutes away, by jeep twenty. All the roads on our property are gravel. The only exception is the paved main road out to the highway. That’s the reason I got the helicopter. I’d learned to fly when I was a teenager, taught by the guy that sprayed the family vineyards, so why not?  
 
    As we approach the ridge, Alex points. “Something’s happened over there. See the way the cactuses have been mowed down? And all the displaced rock?” 
 
    I envy Alex’s eyesight. Maybe it’s part of the whole sharpshooter thing.  
 
    “Looks like a giant skid mark,” I reply. 
 
    “Something has obviously crashed there.” 
 
    “Obvious?” I ask. 
 
    “Kai, you’re so blind. Maybe I should get a license to fly this thing.” 
 
    To most of the world, I’m Kyle Wimberly. To my former squad, it’s Wimberly, boss, or Kai, the latter originating from a Hawaiian kid in the platoon on the first tour. Sadly, he was one of our unit’s casualties—an incredibly friendly and generous kid who tried to win the Taliban over with aloha. 
 
    “Number eight is just over the ridge. I can probably see it if you go a little higher.” 
 
    I hate burning the extra fuel. But thinking about the kid, Keone, makes me want to do something nice for Alex. 
 
    “What the hell is that?”  
 
    Alex is pointing again. I’m squinting. 
 
    “Looks like a shipping container to me,” she adds. “Well, a stylish one anyway.” 
 
    I finally see what she’s pointing at, a long metallic object nestled up against the solar lens frame above Well #8. I’d initially thought the glistening I was seeing came from the lens. 
 
    “Looks more like a giant metal cigar to me,” I offer. 
 
    “You’ve got a point there, boss.” Then, moments later, “Oh, the lens is really messed up. Total scrap job.” 
 
    To see this for myself, I bring the helicopter in to a hover. “Total scrap job,” I echo. “Thankfully, the landing pad’s clear. I’m going to set her down.” 
 
    “It looks like there are people on the far side of your metal cigar,” Alex says with excitement. “I’m going in weapons hot.” 
 
    We settle on the pad, and I start the shutdown procedure. But Alex is out the door before the rotors slow much. 
 
    A minute passes before it’s safe for me to leave the helicopter unattended. Not having heard any shots yet, I know Alex has the trespassers under control. So, I take the thirty-second detour around the lens to see the extent of the damage. The glass and broken facet assemblies on the ground tell the entire story. 
 
    My inner self wants to curse this intruder. But truth be told, I doubt this happened intentionally. Nonetheless, the generator powered by this unit needs to be shut down to preserve the heat in the salt. It can hold the heat thirty to sixty days before the salt solidifies. But, if that happens, it will take about the same amount of time to reliquefy the salt. 
 
    “Wimberly, I need you over here! You’ve got to see this.” 
 
    The urgency in Alex’s voice and her use of my real name is a throwback to Afghanistan, triggering an immediate response. Every other thought discarded, I turn and run toward her as if our lives depended upon it. The shortest path to Alex is around the near end of the metallic object. As I get closer, I note it looks more rectangular than I thought while approaching in the helicopter. I also notice the stub wings and tail stabilizer I hadn’t seen from the air. Is this an experimental plane of some sort that crash landed? 
 
    After cresting the aircraft’s stern, I see something I never thought I’d see—two humanoid beings laid out on the ground, apparently dead. Even more astonishing, I see Alex helping a third toward the aircraft’s hatch. 
 
    “Kai, come help me. He’s heavy and claims to be a messenger from another world.” 
 
    “An alien that speaks English?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure it wasn’t Russian,” she sasses back. “Now come help me. He’s heavier than he looks.” 
 
    “Where are we taking him?” I ask, as I give the stranger the visual once over that I gave every Afghan back in the day. This creature is humanoid—two arms, two legs, hands, feet, head—but truly alien. I fight the immediate revulsion of the gray green skin and giant fish eyes as I take more of him in. That’s when I see his leg. Compound fracture—flesh, bone, and blood. Neither the texture of its waxy flesh, nor the color of its thin, brown blood look human. Regardless, I saw enough wounds like this in the field to know the urgency of medical care. “We need to get him to a hospital.” 
 
    “No,” the alien says, speaking for the first time. “I have equipment in my shuttle.” 
 
     “This is worse than anything the two of us can fix, no matter how good the equipment,” I argue back. 
 
    “No. The authorities cannot learn of my presence yet. Your world is in grave danger, and we are here to help you. But it is too soon to contact the authorities.” 
 
    With no time to argue, I grab his other arm, then nod to Alex. The short little alien is surprisingly heavy, but the two of us carry him to the shuttle’s hatch. We set him down as he guides me through the opening procedure, but as the hatch opens, a shiver passes over me. Do I really want to enter this ship? 
 
    “Come on, Kai. We don’t have much time.” 
 
    I take a deep breath, then step in so we can lift him up over the threshold. The shuttle is dark inside, illuminated only by light coming in through the hatch. But what I see isn’t very impressive. In fact, it’s just plain creepy—three sofas and nothing else. All my Afghan spider-senses scream danger, but on the count of three, Alex and I lift him over the threshold, anyway. 
 
    Moments later, the alien makes a guttural sound that makes my skin crawl, and the shuttle comes to life. Equipment and control panels of every type simply materialize out of nowhere, some just floating there in front of the sofas. The shock is so thorough that I almost lose my grip on our extraterrestrial visitor. 
 
    “Holoprojections,” the alien says, then points to one. “Help me get over there.” 
 
    With care not to touch anything in the now crowded space, Alex and I maneuver him into place. 
 
    “Do you have a name?” Alex asks. 
 
    “To’Kana, captain of this vessel and commander of our mission.”  
 
    He reaches out and manipulates some controls on a panel that materialized as soon as we got him seated on the sofa. Moments later, he visibly relaxes.  
 
    “There’s still time,” he whispers. Then his oversized intelligent eyes lift to Alex. “My crew were killed in the crash. The auto-doc could do nothing for them. But it can still save me. The procedure will take nine of your hours. Please exit so I can begin. It would be better for you not to watch the auto-doc work.” 
 
    I look at Alex, then, catching her eye, shoot a glance at the hatch. She blinks her right eye in return, then I stand and point toward the exit. “We’ll keep a guard posted, so no one bothers you. Then in nine hours, I’ll be back.” 
 
    “Good. There are things we need to discuss.” As I turn to go, he asks, “Do you have a name, human?” 
 
    “I’m Kyle. She’s Alex. I own the land here and the equipment your ship damaged on arrival.” 
 
    “Thank you, Kyle and Alex. Please keep my presence here a secret.” 
 
    I nod. “Until we speak again.” 
 
    Once out and the hatch closed, I ask, “What do you think?” 
 
    “An alien that speaks English….” Alex’s voice trails off for a second. “I didn’t see that coming. But he sure does not look human and the tech in his shuttle doesn’t either.” 
 
    “Agreed, but how much trouble will we be in if we don’t tell the authorities?” 
 
    Alex reaches out and touches my arm. “Kai, I think you need to call Justin. This is his domain. He’ll have a clearer idea about how to handle it. But don’t tell him we have an alien until he’s right here outside the hatch. He won’t come if you do.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 HEADQUARTER’S RUNWAY 
 
    The sound of Justin’s Gulfstream 800 (G800) coming over the mountains catches my attention. The sight of the plane takes me back to the first time we met. Captain Justin Wicks, Air Force pilot, flew one of the giant C130s that were the lifeblood of the Afghanistan mission. They brought in supplies, refueled helicopters and fighters in flight, ran rescue missions, and carried the injured to Germany. 
 
    What I didn’t find out until later is that his family was rich. I mean, like, super rich. His father, one of Wall Streets’ legends, almost disowned Justin when he signed on with the Air Force after 9/11. He already had a commercial license to fly his father’s Gulfstream 5. 
 
    He retired from the Air Force at the end of 2020, so was spared the embarrassment of Abbey Gate. I met him on a mission where he was flying, and my team was his cargo. Despite the age gap, he took Alex on a couple of dates. It didn’t really work for either of them, but as Alex’s protector of sorts, I got to know Justin pretty well. 
 
    For all the crap he got from his father while he was in the Air Force, they welcomed Justin back with open arms and a partnership offer—half a million a year, plus a target annual bonus of a full million. Who can imagine such a thing? Even more shocking, he turned it down, wanting to start a business of his own.  
 
    His idea was apparently good, because his father bankrolled it. That was just over ten years ago. Since then, Justin’s net worth has grown to exceed his father’s, and he’s the one I went to see when it became clear my PhD work could be an electric power game-changer. 
 
    The sound of the G800’s engines powering down brings me back to the moment. It’s time to go get my business partner. As I pull up in my Jeep, the door on the G800 snaps open. Seconds later, the stairs fold down. A minute after that, Justin steps up to the doorway and waves. 
 
    “Kyle, it’s been a while, my friend. I was starting to think this operation was getting boring.”  
 
    “Well, it’s not boring today.” 
 
    As Justin starts down the stairs, his co-pilot and girlfriend, Jill, steps into the doorway. She waves and gives me a wink. I return the wave and in truth have trouble tearing my eyes away from her. Even in a flight suit, she looks hot. Seconds later, Justin steps off the stairway and Jill starts her way down. 
 
    Justin approaches, hand extended. “Jill’s going to supervise the refueling and replenishment, then head over to operations to complete the paperwork. I’ve only got five hours, so let’s get after it.” 
 
    We both hop into the Jeep, and as soon as we leave the runway, Justin starts, “So there’s a problem at Well #8. One so important I needed to come down, and so confidential I had to come down on faith.” 
 
    “Yeah. It could affect the value of the business, so I thought you needed to see it with your own eyes.” 
 
    I keep my eyes on the road, so can’t see Justin’s expression. But the fidgeting in the passenger’s seat is enough to convince me that my principal investor is appropriately worried. 
 
    “I put a lot of faith in you, Kyle, when I contributed the land to your company,” Justin reminds. “You told me that your containment method was foolproof. Do you know yet how it failed?” 
 
    “That’s not the problem.” 
 
    “Then what the hell is!” Justin explodes. 
 
    “Something fell out of the sky and hit the lens assembly on Well #8. We’ve had to shut it down to preserve the heat. That gives us thirty-to-sixty days to get the assembly repaired before its salt reservoir freezes.” 
 
    “I presume you have a back-up plan.” 
 
    “Worst case, we trash the lens assembly and replace it with the new one that just came in for Well #51.” 
 
    Justin groans, “Twenty thousand and a two-month delay…”  
 
    I can all but hear the gears crunching away at the new information. Then he snaps out of it. “So, this isn’t about the well; it’s about the thing that fell out of the sky.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “And it only damaged the lens on Well #8?” 
 
    I laugh. “Sorry, I didn’t intend this to be a guessing game. An aircraft of some sort crash landed and hit the lens assembly on Well #8. We didn’t find out about it until sunrise, when the well didn’t start heating. When I came up to investigate, I found this… thing. Two people aboard were seriously injured in the crash and dead by the time we found them. The third was seriously injured but refused to be taken for treatment.” 
 
    “What was the matter with him, and what did you do?” 
 
    “Compound fracture of his right leg.” 
 
    “You just left him to bleed out?” 
 
    Again, I laugh. “Do you really think we would do that?” I pause a second to let the question sink in. “He has a medical bay with something he calls an auto-doc that we helped him into. He calls his aircraft a shuttle, and it’s packed with technology he doesn’t want the authorities to get a hold of.” 
 
    “Is it American?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    The question is asked just as we come around the corner and into view of the alien shuttle. Pointing at it, I say, “He claims to come from another world.” 
 
    Justin is speechless for a second, then laughs. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 
 
    “That’s why I wanted you to see it with your own eyes. I didn’t believe it until I went into his shuttle.” 
 
    “And he wants to keep it hidden from the government?” 
 
    “For now, yes. He says they aren’t ready to receive him yet.” 
 
    Justin smacks his hands together. “We…,” he drags out the word, “are going to make a fortune on this.” 
 
      
 
   

 

 IKNOSAN SHUTTLE 
 
    We pull up close to the shuttle, where Mac and Alex are waiting for us. As we exchange greetings, I note that the bodies of the two dead aliens are no longer laid out on the ground near the shuttle hatch. 
 
    As I point, I ask, “What happened to the two that were over there?” 
 
    Alex shakes her head. “They disappeared. There one minute, not the next, and no sign of what happened to them.” 
 
    “Has Captain To’Kana come out? He should have finished his therapy an hour ago.” 
 
    “No,” Alex replies. “We decided to wait until you got here to check on him.” 
 
    The words are barely out when we hear the hatch open and see Captain To’Kana standing in the opening. 
 
    “Who is this?” he asks, pointing at Justin. 
 
    “My business partner and principal investor in our solar farm.” 
 
    The words seem to puzzle the captain. “That means he is with you, not the authorities.” 
 
    “That is correct. He’s one of us.” 
 
    “Then come. We have much to discuss and little time.” 
 
    I motion for Justin to follow, then move to enter the shuttle. 
 
    “We’ll stay out here and keep watch,” Alex offers. 
 
    As I step in, I’m once again taken by the technology on display. Behind me, I hear Justin whisper, “Oh my God. This is real.”  
 
    Captain To’Kana, having little patience, indicates seats then starts, “My people, the Iknosan, came under attack by vicious marauding predators that call themselves the Xeric Dominion. Here is an image of one of the Xeric, with one of our people superimposed at the same scale. As you can see, they are twice our size, four times our weight.” 
 
    I hear Justin’s shocked inhalation as he recoils at the sight of the monstrous creature. 
 
    “Their ships are equally impressive and repulsive. Here is the image of one of their dreadnaughts, with my ship and my shuttle superimposed on the same scale.” 
 
    It’s my turn to be shocked. The captain’s ship, which I haven’t previously seen, is ten times the length of the shuttle we’re currently sitting in. The Xeric dreadnaught is maybe seven times larger than the captain’s ship. 
 
    “The Dominion dreadnaughts are fast, despite their size. In normal space, they can accelerate at rates up to twenty gravities. In faster than light (FTL) they can achieve effective cruising speeds of up to five thousand times light. Our ships are slower in normal space and until recently were slower in FTL. About a year ago, our scientists made a breakthrough that now gives us the advantage in FTL.” 
 
    “We have nothing like that,” I blurt out. 
 
    “We know. That’s one of the reasons I’m here.” 
 
    Justin asks, “Can you explain that?” 
 
    “In a minute,” the captain replies dismissively. “The Dominion dreadnaughts have excellent shielding, enough to deflect a one-hundred megaton antimatter weapon detonated right up against the shield. Until recently, we were nearly toothless against their shields.” 
 
    The captain’s voice catches for a second, then looks at the two of us cautiously. 
 
    “About a month ago, the Xeric Dominion attacked and ravaged our world. In the year preceding, they had done the same to our colony worlds. During that year, we developed defensive weapons that gave us a chance to resist. We also obtained a list of worlds they were planning to attack next. You are the eighth on the list, one of only five that might be able to adapt our technology in time to save yourselves.” 
 
    I raise my hand, drawing the captain’s attention.  
 
    “When we first met, you said it was too soon to contact our government. It seems they are the ones to whom you should tell your story.”  
 
    “Few worlds have the natural resources required to use our technology. Probes that have been monitoring your world for the last hundred years have identified locations where such materials might exist in minable quantities. My first job is to verify availability before approaching your government. If I cannot verify timely availability, I am to move on to the next planet on my list.” 
 
    With the captain having laid out the basic situation, Justin inserts himself. “You think the likely locations are in the American southwest. That’s why you learned our language.” 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    “We can help you,” Justin offers. “I control enormous blocks of land in the southwest. I can give you less conspicuous transportation and access to local resources.” 
 
    “And in exchange?” Captain To’Kana asks. 
 
    “I want access to technology I can use for non-military purposes.” 
 
    “If your help proves valuable, then I’m sure we could reach an agreement.” 
 
    I cringe at the captain’s statement. Justin is a shrewd investor who doesn’t even finish listening to pitches that vague. But to my surprise, he smiles, “Then let’s start. What do you need?” 
 
    “Initially, three things. Help to repair my shuttle. Help to update the portable scanners on my ship. And transportation to the five sites shown on the map.” 
 
    “What could you give us if we did those things?” 
 
    “While I was waiting for you, I scanned your solar concentration system. The materials in your lens limit its efficiency.” 
 
    Justin glances at me, begging me to confirm or deny. “Lens efficiency at full capacity drops to 85%,” I confess. 
 
    “I have materials that could run at 98%. With a lens redesign and heat storage increase, we could get two to three times the capacity with the same footprint,” To’Kana comes back. 
 
    “That might be interesting,” Justin replies. “But we don’t need to settle it now. Let’s get to work on repairing your shuttle. Have you diagnosed the problem? And do you have the parts that would be required to fix it?” 
 
    “I have everything I need except the labor,” To’Kana replies. 
 
    Justin locks me with a stare. “Who should we put on it?” 
 
    “Mac and me. There are others we can pull in if necessary.” 
 
    “Then let’s get started,” Justin says with a smile, extending his hand to shake with the captain.  
 
    To’Kana stares at it a moment, then asks, “Is this not the traditional greeting gesture?” 
 
    “It is,” Justin replies. “But it is also used to affirm an agreement.” 
 
    “Ah,” To’Kana whispers, as he takes the offered hand. “Our surveillance of your world did not discern that use.” 
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