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To Violet Sue, born on New Year’s Eve




PROLOGUE


JULY 1, 2016


Valeri Fedorov had grown up with his eyes on the stars.


As a boy he had studied the history of space exploration while his friends were playing hockey and soccer. As a young man he had studied engineering and joined the Russian Air Force, distinguishing himself as a pilot and studying at night to prepare himself for applying to become a cosmonaut. His hero was Yuri Gagarin, and when he had felt the crush of liftoff for the first time in 2011, he felt like he was fulfilling Gagarin’s dreams, as well as his own.


Now, five years later, he was on Rhea, one of Saturn’s moons, and as far from Earth as any human being had ever been… but instead of flying, he was trudging across the moon’s hostile surface toward an electrical substation, trying to figure out why the power in the command center kept going out.


As he walked, Valeri surveyed the landscape, looking for any sign of something that might have caused the outage. There were no recent meteor impacts. The base was built along the lip of a giant crater, and the crater walls showed no sign of recent slides or collapses. At first they had suspected damage to some of the equipment from a micrometeorite, but unless it was really very small it would have registered on the base seismometers. Thus he would have to abandon that theory and inspect the equipment to see what it might tell him.


They had emergency power from shielded generators, but that wasn’t enough to keep all the lights on, and it sure as hell wasn’t enough to keep the Rhea station warm. So Valeri and his crew, another dozen cosmonauts with bruised dreams and bruised knuckles just like him, were out in the near vacuum of Rhea’s surface, freezing their asses off and trying to get the lights back on.


There had been several strange power surges of unknown origin over the past few days, perhaps related to Saturn’s electromagnetic sheath, or maybe a passing wave of particles from the sun. Valeri didn’t know. It wasn’t his job to know. He wasn’t a scientist. He was a trained pilot and engineer, a cosmonaut, reminded that most of space exploration was far from glorious. It was hard work, turning wrenches and fixing machines constantly under assault from the extremes of vacuum and cold.


Despite all that, Valeri loved it.


He had a girlfriend back on Earth, and someday he would settle down with her, but today he was building humankind’s dream of space… and keeping the human race safe from a repeat of what had happened in 1996.


Valeri had been just a boy then, still spending all his time playing hockey and fishing, and then at night looking up at the stars. The aliens had destroyed Moscow, Kiev, and St. Petersburg, but they had not reached Petropavlovsk when their mother ship was destroyed. Because of that, Valeri was alive to go to space and curse the balky machinery here on Rhea.


The power surges were making his life hell and slowing down the construction of the Earth Space Defense base they were supposed to be building.


“You on vacation out there?” one of the techs radioed from inside.


“Shut up,” Valeri said. He didn’t have much patience for people sitting inside where there were air and survivable temperatures, complaining about the pace of work on the moon’s surface. At least Valeri and his team didn’t have it as hard as the construction crew working on the base itself. The cranes and arc welders had their own fuel cells, so power interruptions didn’t give them any time off. The welders sparked now as a crew member held a ten-meter-long steel beam in place, extending the base’s frame toward what would be its final shape.


The armaments were still in transit from Earth. When the base was complete, the Earth Space Defense force would reach to Saturn. Heavy gun turrets engineered from alien technology would ring the base, making Saturn the outermost point in the defense architecture. Other bases were under construction on Mars and on one of Jupiter’s moons. Valeri couldn’t remember which one. Jupiter had too many damn moons.


Rhea’s minimal gravity made it easy to move once you had the hang of how to jump and control your landings without losing your balance. Valeri had figured it out during his first posting off Earth, back on the Moon. Rhea’s gravity was so light you could practically throw a rock over its horizon. He’d had to adopt a sort of slow-motion walk, not trying to jump, because each normal step would launch your body into a slow arc that could cover tens of meters.


He reached the substation and opened an electrical panel. He saw a lot of black streaks and knew immediately what the issue was.


“I found the problem,” he said. “The power surges blew out most of the fuses.” The substations were supposed to be shielded, but apparently their protection wasn’t as good as the thirty centimeters of lead that sheathed the emergency generators.


“Get the heat back on before we freeze to death,” the tech responded. “This is worse than Siberia.”


Siberia was nice in the summer, Valeri thought. He had gone fishing there a few times before joining the cosmonaut corps. Maybe when he rotated back to Earth, he would take a trip there again. The lakes, the endless forests… a marked contrast from what he was looking at out here.


He had to take off the whole panel to replace the fuses. Where was his wrench? He’d had it a minute ago. Ah. There it was, on the ground.


Must have dropped it, he thought. As he picked it up, though, Valeri noticed a strange phenomenon. Tiny particles of ice floated up from the surface, drifting higher. Like a slow motion reverse snowstorm.


It wasn’t unusual for small vibrations to kick up little mini-storms like this. A passing vehicle or a launch shook up the surface for a radius of several kilometers—but there was nothing like that going on at the moment. Feeling a strange sensation, Valeri turned in a slow circle to make sure. The only thing he saw was the welding crew, levering another beam into place. That shouldn’t have caused this, and it certainly shouldn’t have caused what he was feeling—it was as if gravity was starting to disappear around him.


A pang of fear went through Valeri at the thought of floating away from Rhea. He had done space walks before, but he didn’t have the gear for one now, and—


Stop it, he told himself. There’s nothing wrong with gravity. What could affect it, after all?


He looked up then and saw a glowing, pulsating mass in space between Rhea and Saturn. The disturbance was… difficult to describe. It was circular, or perhaps spherical. The boundary between it and normal space was hard to determine because it rippled and pulsed, like a convection current in water, but with color.


What could cause something like that? Valeri was a trained engineer, and had learned quite a bit of physics and astronomy during his years in space. None of his education had prepared him for this sight.


“Command, are you seeing this?” he radioed.


There was no answer. Valeri looked over toward the base and saw that the lights inside were flickering. Another power surge? Was it from the ripple in space? Valeri had never seen anything like it. The energies coming from the ripple had to be intense to affect the power supply even through the heavy shielding.


A thought occurred to him. If the power supply was being affected, what were those mysterious energies doing to his body through the minimal protection of his space suit?


Valeri decided the substation repairs could wait. He looked around and saw the other members of the crew reaching the same conclusion. They dropped their tools and started back for the relative safety of the base. The construction cranes and tractors powered down as their operators broke off work. All around them hung fine particles of ice, drifting slowly and incredibly upward.


Valeri followed, stepping carefully because he was still seeing the ice particles lifting around him, and he was suddenly and irrationally afraid that if he tried to move too fast, he would float away with them.


* * *


Commander Piotr Belyaev stomped into the command center as the lights flickered again. The area was still under construction. It was airtight and heated—at least theoretically—but the computer systems weren’t fully installed yet, and the furnishings were still minimal. The temperature, he guessed, was somewhere around minus twenty Celsius. He wore a parka and extra socks under his ESD-issue boots.


“What is it now?” he demanded as he entered. The power problems were slowing construction, and that in turn was slowing preparations for the installation of the gun turrets. They were on their way from Earth, and Belyaev was going to catch hell if the gun emplacements weren’t finished by the time they arrived.


“Look,” the closest technician said. He pointed toward the command center’s large bay window. Belyaev walked closer to see what the latest problem might be.


The window was partially iced over, but enough of it remained clear that he could see the disturbance occurring between Rhea and Saturn’s rings. The rings themselves looked like a road from this perspective, curving away around the vast arc of the planetary body.


The disturbance partially obscured the rings. At its edges they appeared warped and shimmering, like the distant surface of a road on a hot day back on Earth. It appeared as if space itself was rippling, and colors flared around the phenomenon—which Belyaev guessed was approximately a kilometer across.


It was growing rapidly, and seemed to be taking on a more definite shape, though he couldn’t tell for sure. He had never seen anything like it, and his brain seemed reluctant to interpret the images fed into his eyes. One thing was certain, however. There were huge energies there, radiating outward and washing over Rhea and nearby smaller moonlets. The monitors in the command center detected remarkable amounts of radiation across the entire electromagnetic spectrum. Belyaev guessed that if he had neutrino and plasma monitors online, they, too, would be registering substantial energies.


“Call it in,” he ordered. Earth Space Defense protocols dictated that all unusual events had to be reported to the United States Army command and control headquarters. All nations of the world contributed to the ESD, but the United States had taken the lead in the integration of alien technology, and therefore were the de facto leaders of the ESD. In some ways this rankled the other participating nations, but it also made their jobs easier. When something unusual occurs, Commander Belyaev thought, let the Americans handle it. They wanted the problem, they could have the problem.


“We tried,” a nearby technician answered. “Our long-range communications are down.”


Impossible, Belyaev thought. They were on the Earth-facing side of Saturn at this point in Rhea’s orbit. Only empty space lay between the base and Earth’s orbital satellite network, speckled here and there by orbiting rocks. How could communications be down?


Occasionally a solar storm or intense fluctuation in the Van Allen belts disrupted communications, but those disruptions never lasted more than a few hours, and they never occurred across all frequency bands. The ESD had built a great deal of redundancy into its outer-planet communications systems.


“This cannot be,” he said. “Try the EHF band.”


“There’s too much interference,” the technician said. He could see that Commander Belyaev didn’t believe him. “Listen.” The technician flipped a switch, routing the long-range satellite communications through a speaker system in the command console.


All they could hear was white noise. It wasn’t the ordinary white noise, however—the kind that came from the background radiation of space. It seemed to have a pattern, to pulse and fluctuate just as the visual disturbance did. Something about the rhythm of this noise gave Belyaev a deep-rooted sense of unease—a feeling in the pit of his stomach like his ancestors must have felt when they saw an eclipse.


He and the entire Rhea Base team were in danger. Of that he was certain. If asked, he wouldn’t have been able to explain how he knew it, or what the danger was, but all of his survival instincts were on high alert.


Small objects began shifting and floating away from the table tops where they had been resting. Was the ripple in space interfering with gravity? It would have to be something tearing at the fundamental fabric of space-time. How was that possible?


That was a question for the scientists. Belyaev was a soldier. All he cared about at the moment was that he and his crew were more than a billion kilometers from home, and now they were cut off behind a wall of white noise and the unraveling disturbance over Saturn’s rings.
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Dawn broke over the Rockies. General Joshua Adams sat in the back of a Marine helicopter, irritated at his abrupt summons but reconciled to his duty. He was a career military man, and had done his part to battle the initial invasion that had come to be known as the War of ’96. Since then he’d worked for the past twenty years on the integration of alien technology into existing human military hardware. The Earth Space Defense systems were at least partly his baby, and he was a proud father.


Even so, he hadn’t been happy when the request had come in from the research site at Area 51. They needed him pronto, they said. No explanation available over unsecured channels. So he had gotten up from the breakfast table, climbed into the chopper, and here they were speeding over the salt flats south of Salt Lake City, on their way to New Mexico.


His wife was still at the bed and breakfast, as far as he knew. He also knew he would hear about this later, when she got things wrapped up and went back to their home just south of Area 51. Janine was an Army wife, and knew what came with the territory, but she also wasn’t shy about letting him know when he was putting the work before the family.


“It’s one thing to save the world, Josh,” she’d told him once when they were arguing. “It’s another to convince yourself that every time you sign a report you’re fighting a war. You need to be able to tell them apart.”


She was right, too—he had a tendency to lose himself in his work, and thanks to Janine, he could fight it better. Adams had learned a long time ago that listening and assessing made a good general. Any idiot could point to his stars and bellow orders. A real leader made sure his subordinates understood why the orders were necessary, and made it clear that he trusted the people around him to carry them out—or propose better ideas if they had them.


Janine had a lot of ideas, and they were often good ones. Adams wouldn’t have climbed the career ladder so quickly without her, and both of them knew it.


“We’re two minutes out, General,” the pilot informed him. Adams nodded even though the pilot couldn’t see him. It was a distracted reflex. His attention was occupied by the scene below. They crested a pass between two mountains, revealing a sight Adams never got tired of seeing.


Spread out over miles of the salt flats, and still looming large enough to be part of the horizon from Area 51, was the wreckage of one of the alien city destroyers.


In flight, each of the city destroyers had blotted out the sun over a large metropolis—in more than a hundred of those instances, they were the last things citizens ever saw. New York, Washington, D.C.… Four of America’s largest cities lay in ruins by the time the sun set on July 2, 1996. Fifteen by the end of July 3.


Fifteen still, on July 4. The same was true on a larger scale worldwide. London, Berlin, Paris, Bombay, Shanghai, Moscow, Lagos… the list went on, and would have been much longer were it not for the heroism of President Thomas Whitmore and the pilots who had flown with him. Because of their courage, the devastated wrecks of three dozen city destroyers lay scattered across the world, monuments to the dangers that came from space and the resilience of humanity in fighting them.


The destroyers’ landing arms—petals, the scientists called them, because of the way they had unfolded from the craft before landing—were each larger than three aircraft carriers lined up nose to tail. Or bow to stern, if you were a Navy man… which Adams wasn’t. The main body of each destroyer was fifteen miles in diameter, a circle containing huge fighter hangars, labs, facilities for growing the various organisms the aliens had domesticated and engineered for their own use, command and control rooms, and a seemingly infinite number of other inscrutable devices that would keep Area 51’s scientists busy for decades.


Scattered across the salt flats, the wreckage still held some of the incredible menace of the ship in flight, when it had seemed impossible that it could be destroyed. Adams had been a staff officer during the invasion. He’d coordinated surveillance and intel for the joint command that oversaw the pilots who flew to their deaths attacking the city destroyer, and nobody had been happier than him to see it go down when that lunatic crop duster had flown his jammed missile right up the barrel of its main weapon.


Russell Casse, that was his name. Adams tried to take a lesson from that moment. He would never have let Casse near one of his jets, if the fate of the planet hadn’t been at stake. The truth was, he’d been inclined not to anyway. And then Casse’d come through, sacrificing himself in a manner as heroic as any career serviceman. You never knew about people.


In the aftermath of the War of ’96, when the Army had led the war against the surviving aliens, Adams had seen enough combat to put him on the track to the stars he currently wore on his collar. His mission in the Atlantic had been one of the toughest—he hated being undersea even more than he hated outer space. Still, it had been a success, and results were all that mattered.


He’d spent the next twenty years coordinating efforts to reverse-engineer alien technology and put it to use, and that in turn had put him right in the middle of the founding of the Earth Space Defense initiative. He was no-nonsense and demanding, because the work required it, but he was also smart enough not to think he knew everything. That meant he was good at putting the right people in place, and he had taught himself to listen to them even when they spouted crazy theories.


After all, as far back as the 1970s some of the scientists had voiced theories about what would later be the alien invasion.


If more people had listened then…


But that was hindsight. Pointless. What mattered was today, and what ESD could do to keep the people of Earth safe—which was why he was on this chopper, instead of lingering over breakfast with his wife. Not many people on the planet knew as much about the aliens and their technology, and it all began when the city destroyers came crashing down to earth. He had flown over this one a hundred times, and to him the sight of the monumental wreckage would always mean one thing.


Victory.


Thousands of workers were breaking it down, and as the chopper skimmed over the wreck, many looked up. One of them even waved. Adams didn’t wave back.


Recovery teams worked around the clock, loosely divided into two different specialties. Inside the vast spaces of the destroyer, dedicated teams of technicians and scientists investigated the ship’s systems. The aliens apparently used genetically tailored organisms for a number of tasks, which kept an entire department of biologists and geneticists busy. Extraterrestrial computing systems were built on completely different principles than Earth’s, and had spawned a whole new science of mind-based computing.


Even now, after twenty years, scientists were in the depths of the ship, learning more about how those systems worked. Their initial results found their way to the research and development wing of the new Area 51, where applied scientists and computer engineers hybridized the technology and built it into new generations of military hardware.


The structural and materials engineers, on the other hand, had different interests, and for them, teams recovered huge intact pieces of the ship’s hull and mechanisms. Military contractors had designed transport platforms specifically to move those pieces from the crash site to Area 51, where a battalion of engineers waited to document them and take them apart, piece by piece, analyzing each component in an ongoing effort to understand and utilize the alien technology.


The invasion had left terrible destruction in its wake, and hundreds of millions dead—but it was also a gift, in a way. Because of it, Earth knew what was out there, and knowing enabled them to prepare for when they encountered it again. Adams had made it his life’s work to guide that preparation.


The city destroyer fell away behind them and the chopper followed the main approach road from the crash site to the new Area 51. Not for the first time, Adams reflected on how Area 51—once the focus of so many conspiracy theories—had become exactly what the most wild-eyed kooks of the 1950s had believed it to be. The nerve center of Earth’s investigation of alien technology.


In old photographs, the Groom Lake facility was just a few buildings behind a fence. It had grown to include runways, hangars, several small repair and manufacturing facilities, and laboratories. For decades the government had denied its existence. Until the aftermath of 1996, they had continued to deny its true purpose—which had always been to investigate, analyze, and attempt to use bits of extraterrestrial technology. The spy planes and stealth technology were all part of that, the tip of the iceberg that eventually became visible to the public. Yet for every B-2 that thrilled spectators at an air show, there were a dozen other projects that only a few people on Earth knew about.


Then, after 1996, Area 51 had exploded into a small city of its own, built alongside a huge complex of research facilities—the best in the world. Crashed alien fighter craft, pieces of unidentified technology from the alien vessels, even a few surviving invaders themselves, all had been brought here. Now Area 51 was one of the largest military installations on planet Earth. Thousands of military and civilian workers lived and worked there. Manufacturing and testing facilities were getting close to good enough to reproduce alien technologies.


All of it existed for one purpose.


When the aliens came again, Earth would be ready.


And they would come again. Adams knew it. They’d made contact once, and gotten a bloody nose, but any race that would traverse the great spaces between the stars would possess the kind of determination that a single setback couldn’t overcome. Adams had studied military history his entire adult life, and there was a truism. The conqueror didn’t give up after his first effort failed. The aliens would come back, and when they did, they would be pissed.


The chopper flew toward the helipad next to the fighter hangar. As it swung around to orient itself for landing, Adams could see the destroyer again, a few miles away. He remembered watching it burn after it crashed to the ground.


That crazy drunk crop duster…


His final missile jammed in his jet’s own launch bracket, and he’d flown it straight up the aperture of the destroyer’s main weapon assembly. Pure guts.


At the time Major Adams had been attached to the Area 51 R&D wing, but he hadn’t known all of its secrets. What he had known was that new technology kept appearing, along with orders to integrate it into existing fighter jets and other military hardware. He’d heard the rumors, of course, knew that Area 51 held secrets to which his security clearance did not entitle him—but when he’d learned the full truth, he’d been astonished.


Area 51 had been doing alien research since 1947.


Incredible.


Once he’d recovered from the surprise, Adams had applied to join the accelerated alien research projects. He’d seen some combat when the survivors from the city destroyer came boiling out in a last murderous attack, but most of his career had been, and was, dedicated to turning the aliens’ technology against them. Against whatever else might be out there among the stars.


All enemies, foreign and domestic, the oath said. After 1996, Adams had mentally added extraterrestrial.


Now he was one of the officers in charge. Using the alien materials, science, and especially the anti-gravity propulsion systems, humankind had reached out into the solar system. There were bases on the Moon, Mars, Rhea, and others were in the planning stages. Humanity had taken a weapons lesson from the aliens, as well.


Cannons based on the city destroyers’ main weapon were the next step in human defense. Dozens of them were lined up at one end of Area 51, in various stages of construction. Dozens of others ringed the Earth in geostationary orbits, linked to the command center here in Nevada. Still more were on the way from Earth to the space-based installations on other planets and moons. Before Adams retired, he wanted to be able to look at a map of the solar system and not find a hole through which an alien aggressor could get close to Earth—not without humanity knowing about it ahead of time and having the capacity to react.


That would be a legacy worth leaving.


Near the rows of cannons, next to the research complex, a large red cross painted on the roof marked out the hospital named for President Whitmore’s first lady, Marilyn, who had died during the War of ’96. Adams had met the president only once, and admired him as much as he admired any man on Earth. It was sad to hear about the mental decline Whitmore had experienced in recent years.


The president’s daughter, Patricia, would have been a good pilot, following in her father’s footsteps, but she’d left flight school to be closer to him, back in D.C. She’d landed on her feet, though, and was an assistant of some kind to the new president, Lanford.


Solid woman, Adams thought. Better than her predecessor, Bell.


The hospital in which Marilyn Whitmore had died was now a world-class research and medical facility. Here again, alien research had given humanity new insights. The invaders were so much farther along the biotech learning curve that even after twenty years, Adams knew the human race still had a long way to go to catch up. Even so, new advances were saving lives. Most of that research was centered here, because most of it was based on classified material and couldn’t be shared with other medical facilities. Maybe someday, Adams thought, but not quite yet.


The chopper hovered for a moment as the ground crew cleared away from its rotor wash, and General Adams wondered again what had lit a fire under the staff.


He would find out soon.
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Dr. Milton Isaacs took a break from his rounds in the Marilyn Whitmore Hospital to check in on Brakish. There weren’t many patients in the hospital, since it was on the grounds of the alien research facility at Area 51, and outside of the occasional workplace accident or bout of the flu, the local population was quite healthy.


He entered the room carrying a plant he had ordered from an orchid vendor in California.


“Good morning, Brakish,” Isaacs said as he took the plant to the windowsill and placed it among the others already there. “I brought you a new one.” Most of them were also orchids. Brakish loved orchids. Occasionally Isaacs let himself succumb to magical thinking and imagined that reciting their scientific names would be the incantation that finally brought Brakish out of his coma.


“Dactylorhiza maculata,” he said as he approached Brakish’s bedside and combed his long gray hair. “The spotted orchid. When it fully blooms the lilac will take your breath away.” He paused as if listening, his eyes never leaving Brakish’s face. “I made you a gift. I think you’re gonna love it.


“No, I’m not going to tell you,” he added. “You’re just going to have to wait.”


He always made a point of pausing in his little monologues, giving Brakish a chance to respond, even though in nearly twenty years Brakish had not once made a sound. Seven thousand three hundred days. Well, with the leap years it was seven thousand, three hundred and five, but to Isaacs the round number was almost more of a milestone.


He had been at Brakish’s side, helping to extract the alien from its genetically engineered exoskeletal armor. They hadn’t known much about the aliens then, having only been able to study three of them over the years. Brakish had the idea to cut through the suit and attempt direct communication. The presence of President Whitmore, watching from the viewing room next to the surgery, had Brakish worked up into quite a state. He was always proud of his work, and this was his chance to show the president himself what the scientists at Area 51 were doing to justify their enormous black budget.


Then everything had gone wrong.


The alien’s telepathic attack came as a complete surprise. Physically, too, it had lashed out and instantly killed or wounded everyone in the room—Isaacs included. He still had the scars from the lash of its tentacles, but for Brakish the experience was far worse. The alien had forced its way into his mind, used him as a puppet to speak to the president and make clear that there would be no peace, no coexistence. Only war, until one side or the other was destroyed.


Isaacs remembered starting to regain consciousness just as the soldiers in the viewing area shot the alien through the surgery’s windows, breaking the telepathic hold it had on Brakish. A few days later, when Isaacs was sufficiently recovered to visit Brakish, the man was in a coma.


They’d thought it would only last a few days, until his brain recovered from the trauma, but those days had lengthened into weeks, and then years. Over time Isaacs had been absorbed into the new research avenues. No matter what else occupied his working hours, however, Isaacs always kept his eye out for new orchids, and he made sure to visit Brakish at least once a day. On working days, he stopped in twice, before and after his shift. In that way two full decades had disappeared into the past. Twenty years of Isaacs’ life had included tending his comatose lover, and nursing the fragile seed of hope that one day he would awaken.


They hadn’t been open then—in 1996 it was a different time, and fraternization among staff was frowned upon no matter what gender the fraternizers might be. To be gay at Area 51 was to be very discreet. Over the twenty years since, the stigma of his sexuality had gradually disappeared, until he could openly mourn and care for Brakish. Isaacs had never been tempted away. Brakish was the love of his life. He didn’t want anyone else.


Some day, he believed, Brakish would wake up. He would look around and see the orchids lining his windowsill, and he would know Isaacs had been there for him the entire time.


That was love. Simply that. Being there for someone else no matter how difficult it became.


“Dr. Isaacs report to the ICU,” a nurse’s voice said over the hospital speaker. Isaacs sighed. It was time to get back to work.


“I’ll be back,” he said, and he patted Brakish’s hand before leaving to answer the call.


Love, he thought. It drives us to do things we never thought were possible. Like having conversations with a man who has been in a coma for nearly twenty years. He believed that somewhere deep in his mind, Brakish heard him. That seed of hope lay within both of them, perhaps, ready to germinate and then grow into a new life together.


Twenty years wasn’t too long to wait. Someday Brakish would wake up. He would reappear, his eyes still alight with the joy of discovery, his enthusiasm still infectious even when other people didn’t know what he was talking about, his good humor still invulnerable to the attacks of pessimists and naysayers. Isaacs had never met anyone like him, and never would again.


Tomorrow, he thought. Maybe it’ll be tomorrow. He said it to himself every time he was walking out of Brakish’s room.


* * *


Isaacs left the room.


He didn’t see Brakish Okun’s fingers twitch on the crisp white sheets of the hospital bed.
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A black SUV, standard base transport, was waiting for General Adams when he got out of the helicopter.


He returned the driver’s salute and climbed in the back, watching the base go by until the SUV pulled up at the entrance to one of Area 51’s central research buildings. Waiting outside the entrance was Lieutenant Jim Ritter, one of Adams’s handpicked subordinates in the alien technology research project.


Ritter snapped to attention and saluted.


“Sir,” he began.


Adams cut him off. “This better be good. My wife and I were enjoying a very nice morning at a very expensive bed and breakfast.”


“I’m sorry,” the lieutenant said, “but I thought you should see this.”


Despite his irritation, Adams was intrigued. The building housed the prison wing of the research complex—and it wasn’t a prison for human beings.


During the course of years fighting against surviving aliens, hundreds had been captured and sent to New Mexico. The most famous capture, of course, was Captain Steven Hiller’s. He had dragged a parachute-wrapped prisoner across miles of desert while the initial invasion fleet was still destroying the great cities of the world. That event had passed into legend, as had Captain Hiller himself.


Soldiers and pilots all over the world had also captured aliens during the course of the battles following President Whitmore’s heroic last attack. Those aliens had been gathered here at Area 51—most of them, anyway. General Adams suspected that other countries also maintained their own versions of the facility. Information wasn’t always shared. Even faced with the threat of collective death from the stars, humans banded together into nations and guarded their secrets jealously.


Many of the captured aliens had died for reasons poorly understood by the scientists assigned to study them. Efforts at interrogation had failed almost completely—the alien consciousness was so different from the human mind that establishing common ground for communication was difficult, even before the interrogators dealt with the visceral hatred the aliens felt for humanity.


In many ways, Adams reflected, they knew as little now about what motivated the aliens as they had in 1996, when Hiller’s captured monster had gone berserk in the medical suite, killing or injuring a number of important scientific personnel. It then used one of them as a mouthpiece, communicating from the other side of a viewing window.


What was the man’s name? He tried to remember.


President Whitmore had asked the creature what the invaders wanted humanity to do, and the alien had answered simply.


Die.


They had shot it, ending the short conversation.


Since then, not a single one of the aliens had uttered another word. Neither, for that matter, had the scientist—Okun, that was his name. Like him, most of the imprisoned aliens had spent the intervening two decades in what appeared to be a catatonic state. They performed basic biological functions, but so rarely that for long periods of time they appeared dead, although instruments monitoring their vital signs noted continued breathing and circulation.


This entire building had been designed to house the aliens and keep them alive so they could be studied. What little was known—or could be inferred—about their preferred habitat had been incorporated into the design. Not to keep them comfortable, but to extend their lives and therefore the opportunity to study them.


They seemed able to adapt to the terrestrial atmosphere and temperatures. As a result, some scientific personnel theorized that Earth-like conditions were necessary for advanced life forms to exist anywhere in the universe. Adams didn’t think the sample size was all that convincing.


Right then it didn’t matter. What mattered was that one of his junior officers had encountered something of such importance that it warranted dragging Adams out of a very enjoyable weekend retreat. He typically trusted Ritter’s judgment, but as he had said when he got out of the car…


This had better be good.


Ritter led Adams inside, through the outer lobby and office areas. Just past those was a central monitoring station. Rows of screens displayed the feeds from various locations within the prison complex itself, including every cell. Several technicians were gathered around one of the monitors as Adams and Ritter approached. One of them saw the general and motioned the others out of the way so he could see what they were looking at.


On the monitor, an alien thrashed back and forth in its cell, hammering itself into the walls, over and over. The walls were slick with its body fluids, but if it was causing itself harm, that didn’t appear to be deterring it.


“It started a couple of hours ago,” Lieutenant Ritter said.


The techs cycled through other video feeds. Everywhere the same frenzied scene played out. Aliens smashed against the walls, beat at them with their tentacles, pounded against the bulletproof glass and left smears of their secretions.


After a few moments General Adams walked over to a bay window that overlooked the enormous prison block. He was old enough that he preferred seeing things with his own eyes, rather than through the lens of a camera. The cell block was immense, and along its entire length the same chaotic scene prevailed. The aliens had apparently gone insane.


It must have something to do with their telepathy, he thought. They had used it as a weapon in the war, and much of their technology was based on it. They maintained a sort of hive mind, but had fallen into disorganization when the mother ship was destroyed, and they lost their queen. Most of the surviving aliens had fought, but they hadn’t fought well—not without the direction from above. Now they were all doing the same thing, as if they were hearing the same voices or directives again.


Adams couldn’t think of another reason.


“After twenty years of being catatonic,” he muttered to himself, and he didn’t like the implications. Then he turned to Lieutenant Ritter. “Get me Director Levinson.”


“We tried,” Ritter said. “He’s unreachable.”


Unreachable? That was unacceptable. If I can be pulled out of a vacation weekend with my wife, Levinson can goddamn well answer the phone when he’s called, Adams thought. Scientists. You need them, but you can’t count on them.


“Where the hell is he now?”


No one seemed to know.
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A convoy of jeeps clearly marked with the distinctive logo of Earth Space Defense rumbled northwest along a dirt track—calling it a road would be unwarranted flattery—with the savanna of the northern Congo spreading away into the falling night on either side.


Heavily armed United Nations Humvees escorted the convoy at front and rear. Seated in the lead jeep, Director David Levinson looked at the passing scenery in the convoy’s headlights. Flat scrub grasslands as far as the eye could see, which wasn’t very far because of the darkness and the clouds of dust kicked up by the vehicles ahead. Even so, it was a landscape he hadn’t seen much, and he tried to lose himself in it. Unfortunately, peace was hard to find when you were being grilled by a federal bureaucrat who wanted to pinch pennies while you were trying to save the world.


The bureaucrat in question—who sat in the back seat, leaning up to be heard in the front—repeated a point he had been making continuously since they had left the U.N. base earlier that afternoon. Now it was dark, and he hadn’t run out of steam.


“This administration has made it clear that expenditures need to be reined in, and yet you’ve spent nearly three times your allocated travel budget this year alone…”


“Who are you again?” Levinson asked him. It was hard for him to keep track of all the bean counters who seemed to make it their mission to chip away at his budget. Their navy suits, their earnest faces, their belief that their columns of numbers mattered more than ideas. David found it all confounding and repulsive, but he had learned he shouldn’t say that out loud. Instead he just tried to radiate a certain kind of lofty disdain, and hoped they would go away.


The bureaucrat stopped talking.


“Floyd Rosenberg the accountant, sir,” Levinson’s assistant, Collins, reminded him. Collins was driving. This was one of his primary uses as an assistant, because David didn’t like to drive. It took up his concentration when he would rather be thinking about more important things than traffic lights or turn signals.


“Oh,” Levinson said, without bothering to hide his scorn. “The accountant.”


“We should slow down,” one of the U.N. escorts radioed. “We don’t want to look like we’re posing a threat.”


“Collins, tell him to go faster,” Levinson said. “We also don’t want to show them weakness.”


Collins nodded. “Of course, sir.” He picked up the radio handset and spoke into it. “That’s a negative. The director insists we maintain current speed, and possibly even go a tad faster.”


“Must,” Levinson corrected him. “We must, and not just a tad.” He turned slightly, and spoke over his shoulder. “A tad and a scoche. Did I ever tell you that was the name of my first jazz band? I was Tad.”


“I have the feeling he’s not taking me seriously,” Rosenberg the accountant complained.


“He’s not,” Collins confirmed. “He doesn’t take anyone seriously… but himself, of course.”


Levinson shot him a look. Collins ignored it, as he always did. It was another of his prized abilities—knowing when to ignore the boss, and when to take him seriously.


“Well, he needs to,” Rosenberg said to Collins. Then he turned to Levinson and said, “You should take me seriously. I’ve been chasing you across the planet for the last three weeks, and now that I have you…” He opened his briefcase, as if they were in a conference room on J Street, instead of bumping across the savanna on the way to meet a volatile warlord.


“Oh God, he’s opening his briefcase,” Levinson said. “Collins. Do something.”


“All vehicles prepare to come to a stop,” the lead U.N. escort radioed. “We have visual on the border crossing.”


“We’re here, sir,” Collins said. Levinson didn’t bother to point out that he could, in fact, scan their surroundings and see for himself. Collins’ skills included repeating of the obvious.


“I know,” Rosenberg said, “a lot of people have a negative reaction to being audited, but it can be a very constructive experience.”


An audit, Levinson thought. Out here on the savanna. Someone, somewhere in Washington decided it was a good idea to fly this guy to the Congo, just so he could conduct an audit while I’m trying to do science.


“Listen, Lloyd…” he began.


“Floyd,” Rosenberg corrected him.


“Right,” Levinson said. “This is all very interesting.”


Rosenberg beamed. “Thank you. We take pride in our work.”


“But I have a friend I have to meet,” Levinson added. “Great guy. Come say hi.” He opened the door and stepped out of the jeep, glad to not be bouncing around anymore. The lead U.N. Humvee swung around to the side, clearing a path toward the border crossing between the Congo and the self-proclaimed Republique Nationale d’Umbutu.


Rosenberg looked up from his papers and his face went pale.


“Where are we? Director Levinson?”


Levinson had seen a lot of border crossings in his life, but for sheer style he had to rank Umbutu’s ahead of all the rest. No simple floodlights and customs house here. Huge totems built from the skulls and bones of aliens flanked the road, over which a sign proclaimed the breakaway republic. The U.N. soldiers picked out the totems in the beams of their flashlights, making them seem even spookier than they would have in daylight. The border guards weren’t your standard-issue military police, either. They were big and mean-looking, with tattoos and ritual scarring and looking not at all pleased to see a United Nations convoy parked on their doorstep.


Rosenberg got out of the jeep, too. Clutching his briefcase, he came up next to Levinson.


“Who are they?” he asked.


“Umbutu’s rebel forces,” David answered.


Rosenberg got even paler. “The warlord?”


Levinson shrugged. “Nothing to worry about. The old man died. I hear his son is much more of a moderate.” He walked up to the border garrison and said, “Excuse me, I’m looking for Dikembe Umbutu.”


Instead of answering, every member of the garrison pointed their guns at Levinson, which provided him with an interesting bit of information. Instead of AK-47s or the other standard armaments a Central African rebel group might be expected to possess, Umbutu’s border guards were all armed with alien blasters. The green glow from the energy reservoirs was sharp in the darkness and emphasized the hostile expressions on the guards’ faces.


“I see you found their armory,” he said. Rosenberg looked as if he might be about to faint. Collins wasn’t happy either, but he stayed close to Levinson, trusting the boss to know what he was doing. That was yet another of the things that made him a useful assistant.


Levinson had been expecting a welcome party, but apparently that wasn’t how Umbutu the Younger did things. Maybe it wasn’t that much of a surprise, given the facts. He had survived his own father’s insanity and attempted murder, his best friend’s betrayal, and a series of attempted coups after he took power following his father’s death. Now he was firmly in command of his breakaway republic, but the established governments on all sides had no love for Dikembe Umbutu. Under the circumstances, it didn’t pay to be too welcoming to anyone, for fear of appearing weak.
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