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      For Kevin

      Watching you find your own path and become the person you're meant to be has been one of life's unexpected gifts.
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        “Those people have seen something. What it is I do not know and am not curious to know.”

        ALBERT EINSTEIN.

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR'S NOTES

          

        

      

    

    
      The UFO phenomenon has captivated me since childhood. Like many others, I have witnessed unexplainable lights in the sky—some fitting the patterns described throughout this book, others defying easy categorization. While I've never experienced a close encounter, I don't dismiss such accounts universally. The challenge lies not in blind acceptance, but in maintaining the open-minded skepticism necessary to navigate this complex subject.

      When people demand evidence for UFO phenomena, it is often claimed there simply isn't any. In reality, we face the opposite problem: there's too much evidence. We have thousands of years of documented sightings, witness testimony from credible sources, photographs, and video footage captured by military personnel, law enforcement officers, commercial pilots, and other trusted members of society. Yet these accounts are routinely dismissed, debunked, or relegated to the realm of hoax and delusion.

      There is a serious possibility that we are being visited and have been visited for many years by people from outer space, from other civilizations. — Lord Admiral Hill-Norton, former Chief of Defense Staff, UK

      Physical evidence exists as well, though it tells an incomplete story. Metal fragments, soil samples from alleged landing sites, radiological readings, and gamma ray detections have been documented and analyzed. However, this evidence hasn't revealed new elements or materials that couldn't have been manufactured on Earth—a fact that supports one of this book's central arguments.

      Much of what we're witnessing may indeed be of terrestrial origin: advanced human technology developed in secret, decades ahead of public knowledge. Consider the exotic flight systems of the SR-71 Blackbird, the B-1 bomber, and stealth fighter aircraft. These revolutionary designs were developed and tested in complete secrecy for decades before entering mainstream awareness. Today's unexplained aerial phenomena could very well represent the next generation of experimental craft, both military and commercial, undergoing classified testing.

      What troubles me most is the apparent pattern of evidence removal. Time and again, when crashes, explosions, or other undeniable events occur, officials seem to quickly remove or obfuscate the facts, sweeping away any physical proof. While some cases may involve the recovery of classified technology to prevent foreign acquisition, many incidents clearly don't fit this straightforward explanation.

      This pattern suggests something beyond routine military security. What are they concealing from us?

      One possibility is that what's being hidden is absolute proof—evidence so profound it would fundamentally alter our worldview in ways we can barely comprehend. The disclosure of this truth would represent the biggest revelation in human history, and if so, I question whether we're prepared for such a paradigm shift.

      The implications could be staggering across multiple domains—scientific, philosophical, and yes, spiritual. Perhaps the revelation that we're not alone in the universe would expand our perspectives rather than shatter them. But are we ready for that expansion? Are we prepared for the truth?

      This book approaches these questions through a hard-science lens, exploring fictional "what-if" scenarios that I fear our leaders are not currently considering. What if these phenomena represent advanced technology—whether terrestrial or otherwise—with capabilities that could fundamentally disrupt our military, economic, or social systems? What if we're facing threats that operate by principles we don't yet understand?

      For most of the encounters described in these pages it is accurate to the reports I had access to. I don’t claim they are all true and some of the more incredible I decided to omit simply because I knew they would cast doubt on the remaining incidents.

      Our military and intelligence agencies assess threats using the traditional framework: Threat = Capability × Intent. This model works well for conventional adversaries—foreign militaries, terrorist organizations, cyber attackers—because we understand the basic parameters. But this framework fundamentally breaks down when applied to truly anomalous phenomena. How do you assess capability when you're witnessing technology that appears to violate known physics? How do you determine intent when the intelligence behind it might operate according to logic patterns completely alien to human thinking? How do you plan for threats that fall into the category of "unknown unknowns"—dangers we don't even know exist?

      The traditional threat assessment model assumes we can accurately evaluate what we're facing. But what if we're dealing with deliberately concealed capabilities, paradigm-breaking technology, or intelligence that thinks so differently from us that we can't even recognize intent when we see it? Our institutional blindness may not just be about secrecy—it may be about using 20th-century analytical tools to assess potentially 21st-century threats.

      The U.S. needs to take a serious, scientific look at this and any potential national security implications. The American people deserve to be informed. — Senator Marco Rubio, former Acting Chairman of the Senate Intelligence Committee

      Through speculative analysis grounded in scientific methodology, we can begin to model potential scenarios and their implications. This isn't about proving aliens exist or don't exist—it's about conducting the rigorous threat assessment that should be happening at the highest levels of government and scientific institutions, but apparently isn't.

      The pages that follow explore these possibilities not with definitive answers, but as exercises in preparedness. By thinking through scenarios from a position of scientific skepticism combined with strategic foresight, we can better understand what we might be facing and how we might respond.

      Whether the truth emerges gradually through disclosure or arrives suddenly through contact, our survival may depend on our willingness to think beyond conventional paradigms. The question isn't whether we believe—it's whether we're prepared for possibilities that could reshape everything we think we know about our place in the universe.
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        0431 GMT February 27

        59°30′N, 27°00′W

        North Atlantic

      

      

      Dr. Ethan Novak gripped the controls of the submersible, his heart and pulse rate steady despite the danger as he descended into the inky depths of the ocean. The titanium hull groaned under the immense pressure, a constant reminder of the hostile environment that surrounded him. At 5,029 meters, the darkness was absolute, broken only by the feeble glow of the sub's exterior lights.

      Leaning over, he switched the lights back off. "Save the batteries," he said to the other occupant of the Woods Hole Institute team. They were heading to a smoker, a volcanic vent 1,500 miles south of Iceland. It was a part of the Atlantic where the Eurasian and North American tectonic plates were trying to rip each other to pieces.

      "Six thousand seven hundred eighty meters to bottom," the voice in the darkness said.

      Novak leaned forward, peering into the abyss, searching for any sign of life in this desolate underwater landscape. Suddenly, a flicker of movement caught his eye. He squinted, trying to make out the shape in the murky water. It was unlike anything he had ever seen before – a sleek, metallic object that seemed to defy the laws of physics as it glided effortlessly through the water.

      "What the hell is that?" he muttered, his voice barely audible over the hum of the submersible's motors.

      "Pete, full thrust, aft now!" He pulled hard on the joystick. "Stand by on the release."

      The grad student running the instrument bank couldn't see anything from his position but the camera feeds, which were all still dark. The submersible lurched back and banked sideways to the sudden thrust.

      As if in response, the object suddenly changed course, hurtling toward them with incredible speed. Novak's eyes widened in horror as he realized the thing was heading straight for them.

      "Hold on to something solid, kid!" he yelled over his shoulder as a brilliant blue light filled the cockpit.

      He then braced himself, gripping the controls tightly as he waited for the impact to send shockwaves through the hull. The tiny sub cost almost seventy million dollars and was the star of the fleet, but it was not going to be any match for this.

      Whatever the thing was swept by within inches but, thankfully, did not make contact. Still, the submersible shuddered violently, sparks flying from the control panel as the lights flickered, then died. Novak and Pete were plunged into complete darkness, the only sound being their own ragged breathing and the creaking of the straining metal around them.

      "Was that a biologic?" Pete asked in confusion.

      "Flip the breakers, release the ballast," Novak ordered. Of course, it was no whale or giant squid or anything else natural to this underwater world.

      Novak fumbled for the emergency flashlight, his hands shaking as he clicked it on. The beam of light cut through the gloom, revealing the extent of the damage. The control panel was a mess of fried circuits, the main flat panel display had a crack, and the port frame around the main viewport had a bead of water on the inside. "Oh, shit! Why aren't we rising?" he yelled.

      "The release is jammed," the grad student yelled back, panic growing with every word.

      Novak's mind raced as he tried to comprehend what had just happened. The object, whatever it was, had vanished as quickly as it had appeared, leaving them alone in the depths with a crippled submersible. He knew he had to act fast if he wanted to survive, but the shock of the encounter had left him momentarily paralyzed.

      As the minutes ticked by, Novak forced himself to focus, running through the emergency protocols in his mind. He had to get the power back on, or they would be trapped down here forever, victims of his own scientific curiosity.

      Topside, the crew of the Woods Hole ship Discovery II tried frantically to reach Novak and the sub nearly a mile below. They had seen the camera and sensor feeds as well before it all went dark.

      "Sonar?" Adrian Anders yelled. "Get us a fix on our boys." The young man at the workstation lifted his eyes to the expedition commander and shook his head. He'd briefly had two objects on the downward-pointing sonar array. Now he was showing none. There had been no sounds of a breakup, but that was no guarantee.

      The sonar operator adjusted his settings, fingers flying over the keyboard, eyes narrowing as he expanded the range. He held his breath, waiting for something, anything, to show up on the screen.

      "Got it," he whispered to himself, spotting a blip moving away at an incredible speed. It streaked across the display like a shooting star in reverse, heading away from their location.

      "Adrian!" The operator’s voice broke the tense silence. "I've got something. Moving away fast."

      Adrian rushed over, leaning in close to peer at the screen. "What is it?"

      "No idea. Definitely not our sub, but it's gone now."

      "Where's Novak?" Adrian’s eyes darted back and forth across the screen.

      The operator fine-tuned the settings again, casting a wider net across the ocean floor. "Hold on," he muttered, squinting at the display. Another blip appeared, faint, but there.

      "Got it!" He exhaled sharply. "The submersible—it's sinking."

      "How far down?"

      "Looks like another 700 meters."

      Adrian’s face tightened. "Damn it!" He turned to the crew around him. "We need to get them out of there!"

      "Bottom here is over two and a half miles, sir."

      Adrian didn't need to hear the rest. The expensive little submersible wasn't rated for those depths. Their only hope was if they could separate from the launch platform.

      Back in the submersible, Novak fought against rising panic as he worked to bypass the fried circuits and restore some measure of control. Pete watched him with wide eyes, trying to stay calm but failing miserably.

      "We're sinking," Pete's voice wavered.

      "I know." Novak didn’t look up, focused on his task.

      "What do we do?"

      "Working on it." Novak gritted his teeth, connecting wires and flipping switches. A flicker of power surged through the controls but then died again.

      On the surface, Adrian barked orders into his headset. "Prepare the recovery team. Get ROVs ready for deployment."

      The sonar operator glanced back at Adrian, worry etched on his face. "We don't have much time."

      Adrian nodded grimly. "I'm aware. We need to move faster."

      In the submersible, a sudden jolt threw Novak against his seat as another system sparked to life briefly before going dark again.

      "We’re running out of time," Pete's voice trembled.

      Novak shot him a steely glance. "Then we better hurry."

      He found the connection he wanted and ripped the wire out, bypassing the control board and touching it directly to the small silver screw holding a thick wire securely inside a plastic holder. "Release! Release! Release!" he yelled as the sounds of the crippled sub became too loud to ignore.
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      Elsewhere, in the bustling heart of Tokyo, screens flickered and failed without warning. People halted mid-stride as if the city itself had taken a sharp inhale. A collective shiver ran down the spine of the metropolis. The brilliant lighting of the gigantic screens going dark immediately struck fears of an earthquake, but the brief outage lasted only seconds. They flickered and resumed their unabashed march toward consumerism.

      In a sleepy village in Norway, radios spat static, and dogs howled in unison at an unseen provocation. An old fisherman stared at the sky; he whispered to old Norse gods, fearing the tales of sky spirits. Far out over the ocean, he thought he heard an explosion.

      In the rugged hills outside Antofagasta, Chile, Police Chief Ramon Ortega wiped the sweat from his brow. As he surveyed the route, one of his trackers came down the trail, his face ashen. "¿Qué encontraste?" he asked the shaken man.

      The tracker ignored the question but stopped and turned slowly, facing back up the trail. He shook his head, his mind visiting some dark thing, Ramon decided, before venturing up the incline himself. The ground rose steadily from here to Atacama. Up there, nothing grew, nothing but scientists with their big domed telescopes pointed toward the sky. The high desert was 150 miles inland, but Ortega had tried working there when he was younger. The air was too thin, the nights too cold, but the view… that was something else.

      He smelled it before he saw it. His father would have described it as a killing field. The grim scene before him had no equal in his memory. It was alien, unreal. He had been searching for four missing campers, but what he found was a nightmare beyond comprehension.

      Scattered across the rocky terrain lay the remains of not just four, but what must be nearly a hundred bodies. The stench of decay hung heavily in the air, mixing with the coppery tang of blood. Ortega's stomach churned as he took in the gruesome sight.

      Most of the bodies appeared to be foreigners; many were young, and most were female, their tattered clothing and pale skin suggesting they had not been here long. But it was the condition of the remains that truly horrified Ortega.

      Limbs were contorted at unnatural angles, faces frozen in agonized screams. Some bodies were missing parts, as if they had been torn apart by some savage force. The ground was stained dark with dried blood, and bits of flesh and bone littered the area.

      Ortega had seen many terrible things in his years on the force, but nothing could have prepared him for this. His mind reeled as he tried to comprehend the scale of the carnage. Who were these people? What had happened to them?

      He felt a chill run down his spine despite the heat of the day. He knew he was looking at the work of something truly evil, something that took pleasure in inflicting pain and terror.

      With trembling hands, Ortega reached for his radio to call for backup. He knew this was undoubtedly just the beginning of a long and harrowing investigation, one that would test him to his very limits.

      As he waited for the rest of the department's crime scene team to arrive, he couldn't shake the feeling that he had stumbled upon something far more sinister than he could have ever imagined. The secrets buried in these hills would haunt him for the rest of his days.
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        1414 GMT Oct 25

        White House Press Room

        Washington, D.C., USA

      

      

      The White House press room was in chaos. Reporters shouted questions, their voices tinged with panic and desperation. At the podium stood Jessica Thompson, her usually immaculate appearance now disheveled, her eyes wide with shock.

      She had witnessed the unthinkable—an alien creature, flanked by heavily armored human soldiers, had stormed onto the Rose Garden, killing a full protective detail, then into the battered remnants of the Oval Office where a heated exchange with the president took place, and then taken several of the remaining cabinet members away. The country was in ruins, cities burning, and people vanishing without a trace.

      Jessica cleared her throat, trying to steady her trembling hands. "Ladies and gentlemen," she began, her voice cracking. "The President of the United States."

      A hush fell over the room as the tattered remnants of the White House press corps tried to anticipate what President Martin could possibly say that would help. Jessica glanced down at her notes, also hoping her boss could find the right words to reassure her as well as the terrified nation. She knew it had been a rough few days for the man. Marine One had flown him in from wherever he'd been secreted away, only to be met by that repulsive alien thing.

      President Martin took the podium, his face lined with exhaustion, his eyes carrying the weight of a world teetering on the edge of collapse. The room fell silent, the only sound the distant hum of generators struggling to keep the White House lit.

      The president scanned the room, the gravity of the moment settling into his bones. He gripped the edges of the podium, knuckles white.

      "Aliens are real," he began, the words heavy yet devoid of hesitation. "As if anyone has any doubt anymore."

      A murmur rippled through the press corps. Faces that once carried skepticism now wore a mask of grim acceptance.

      Martin continued, his voice steady but carrying an undercurrent of regret. "Secrets were kept from you, from the public, for reasons I won't bother getting into. Reasons that seemed justified at the time but now seem… irrelevant."

      He paused, letting the weight of his confession hang in the air. The silence in the room was thick, oppressive.

      "Disclosure should have meant truth," he said, his tone growing sharper, more accusatory. "Instead, it just meant more politics. More maneuvering, more lies. We told you half-truths, cloaked the reality in shadows. And now, we all must pay the price for your leaders' hubris.

      “If humanity survives this, our political system must change. I feel certain you will make sure it does. Currently, the sole mandate for any candidate is to get re-elected; the side job is to raise money and accept donations. You can well see where that has gotten us: leaders who lie, massage the truth into acceptable sound bites, question the facts, and publicize falsehoods that suggest a difference between political parties but drive a dangerous wedge between our citizens and your leadership.”

      The reporters scribbled furiously, their pens a desperate attempt to capture the enormity of the moment. Camera lenses zoomed in, capturing every line of fatigue on Martin's face.

      "We thought we could control the narrative, manage the information," he continued. "We were wrong. Horribly, disastrously wrong."

      A reporter near the front, his face pale, raised his hand. "Mr. President, what does this mean for us? For the world?"

      Martin met his gaze, eyes filled with a weary determination. "It means we are at the mercy of forces beyond our understanding. It means we must come together, not just as a nation but as a species, to face this new reality. We can no longer afford to be divided."

      He took a deep breath, feeling the weight of his words settle over the room. "This is not the time for fear or blame. It's the time for action, for unity. We must find a way to survive this, to adapt. The very existence of our species depends on it."

      The room remained silent, the gravity of the situation sinking in. President Martin stepped back from the podium, his heart heavy with the knowledge that his words, though true, might not be enough.

      "As we confront this harrowing reality," he began, each word deliberate and heavy, "I utter words I never thought I would say: the America we believed in… the country we love and have fought for has been dismantled by forces far beyond our capabilities. Forces that I failed to prepare for or protect you from."

      A collective gasp rippled through the room. Journalists exchanged glances, some scribbling furiously in their notebooks, others too stunned to move.

      "We are," he paused before beginning again, his voice strained. "I am attempting to negotiate for a peaceful end to hostilities. Some attempt at coexistence, but I understand how hollow that sounds. I stand here, facing you, knowing that the assurances I offer are ones I do not believe myself."

      A reporter in the front row stood, his face flushed. "Mr. President, how can we trust any negotiations? We've seen cities disappear, our people taken⁠—"

      Martin raised a hand, silencing him. "I understand your fear, Cecil. Trust me, I share it. But this is the only path left to us. Our military is outmatched. Our technology, our might—none of it matters against these beings. What we face is our very survival, not just for America but the world, hell, for all humanity."

      He paused, looking out over the room, each face a mirror of his own despair. "Our priority now is helping one another. Our world has changed, and we must change with it."

      The silence was thick, the weight of his words settling over the room like a death shroud. The press corps, usually so quick to fire off questions, seemed paralyzed, their pens hovering above their notepads.

      Jessica, standing off to the side, felt a chill run down her spine. She had known this day would be historic, but not like this. Not with the president admitting defeat, negotiating with an unknown force that had already wrought so much destruction.

      A murmur started at the back of the room, growing louder as it spread. The reporters were breaking out of their stupor, questions bubbling up, their voices a cacophony of disbelief and even anger.

      "How can we know any peace won't be just another ploy?" another voice demanded. "We don't believe them, and frankly, Mr. President, many will not believe you."

      "What about reports that the North Koreans are behind this? They were seen with the alien envoy earlier today, weren't they?"

      Martin's shoulders sagged. "We don't have answers. Only the hope that by negotiating, we can find a way to stop the devastation. It's not enough, I know. But it's all we have."

      The room erupted into chaos, the president's words offering no comfort, only a stark, bitter truth.

      Martin looked to where Emily Carter would normally be standing but saw only emptiness. She'd tried to warn him, but it hadn't mattered. Nothing they had done had made any difference.

      President Martin’s eyes suddenly blazed with a fire that hadn't been seen in months. He gripped the edges of the podium, his knuckles whitening as he leaned forward, his voice rising above the din.

      "But hear me now," he thundered, silencing the room instantly. "We will not bow. We will not surrender. This nation was built on the foundation of liberty, justice, and an unyielding spirit. Our ancestors faced insurmountable odds, and they did not falter. Neither shall we."

      He took a deep breath, his voice echoing with the fervor of a leader who refused to concede defeat. "The words of Churchill during the darkest days of World War II ring true today. 'We shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills. We shall never surrender.'"

      The reporters, once filled with despair, now sat up straighter, their pens poised, capturing every word.

      Martin’s voice grew stronger, each syllable a beacon of defiance. "This alien force may have technology beyond our comprehension, but they do not understand the human spirit. They do not understand that when faced with annihilation, we rise. We unite. We fight back with every ounce of our being." He paused, letting the weight of his words settle.

      "To every American, to every citizen of this planet who hears my voice, I say this: we are not only fighting for survival. We are fighting for the very essence of what it means to be human. To stand together, to resist oppression, to choose freedom over fear."

      The room was electric, the tension replaced with a palpable sense of unity. Reporters nodded, some even cheering softly, their despair giving way to a newfound resolve.

      "Let history remember this moment," Martin continued, his voice unwavering. "Let them say that when the darkness threatened to consume us, we did not yield. We did not cower. We stood tall, shoulder to shoulder, and faced the unknown with courage and determination."

      He straightened, his eyes scanning the room, connecting with each person. "We will fight. In our homes, on our farms, in our streets, in every corner of this Earth. We will resist with everything we have, and if we fall, we will fall knowing we fought for our humanity, our freedom, and our future."

      The room erupted in applause, the sound echoing through the halls of the White House. In that moment, defeat seemed a distant concept, replaced by a burning hope, a collective will to fight back, no matter the cost.

      Martin's replacement protective detail all took notice of something at once and rushed the president offstage and to safety just before the entire room disappeared in a massive explosion of concrete and dust.
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        SIX MONTHS EARLIER

        Private Residence

        2144 GMT April 05

        Oregon Coast, USA

      

      

      In the chill of a clear Oregon night, Dr. Kaden Trembley peered through his telescope, eyes fixed on the vastness above. Stars twinkled in their ancient light, indifferent to the tiny Earth below. Yet something in the serene sky moved with an urgency that betrayed the calm. Fast-moving lights, like celestial fireflies, danced across the heavens in a pattern that defied any logic he knew.

      “Not the best night for stargazing,” came a voice from behind Kaden. Sarah Mitchel walked up behind him, embracing the man before planting a kiss on his cheek. She was right; it was too cold, and he was getting too old, but here he was.

      He grunted, his focus unbroken. "Those aren't stars, Sarah." His voice still echoed with the British accent that had attracted her to him in the first place.

      The lights seemed to merge, then paused as if considering their next move before shooting off at an impossible velocity. Kaden scribbled notes in a worn leather notebook with a trembling hand.

      "Satellites?" she asked, looking at the laptop screen displaying what the telescope was focusing on.

      "Hmm?" he muttered absently before catching himself. That was probably why he was still single at 56. Work always came first. "No… we call them fast-movers, and if you lot haven’t done the math on their speed, you’re in for a rude awakening.” He turned around and saw her smile. "But you're well aware of that, aren't you?"

      "Maybe, you old goat, but come inside. It's too cold out here." She slipped her arms through his, and he pulled her close. They kissed as she closed the telescope's external display screen and pulled him back toward the cottage. The fast-movers raced overhead, unabated and undeterred in whatever their mission was.

      Kaden fell into an overstuffed sofa as Sarah handed him a Scotch neat. He took a deep drink and smiled. "Cheers for that."

      "For what?"

      "Standing by me through all this rubbish," he said.

      She smiled and placed a hand on his knee. "You are all I have. I can't let academia run you out of town just because you believe in little green men. Not again, at least."

      Dr. Kaden Trembley was an astrophysicist who taught two classes each semester at Colgate in New York. The head of the department had suggested… strongly suggested he take the next semester off after he’d published his most recent paper. Earlier in the week, he'd been told they'd scheduled a video conference that would include him, the dean, and various other department heads. That call would be tomorrow morning. He knew all too well what to expect from that.

      Cosmologists and astronomers routinely believed in other intelligent life among the stars. Far fewer of them felt comfortable saying that life was visiting Earth. Trembley knew he was ruffling some feathers when he submitted the article.

      "You're onto something," Sarah said, her gaze fixed on his face.

      Kaden nodded slowly. "I think so, yes. But the real question is—what if it's onto us?"

      Sarah sipped from her wine glass and leaned back. "Then we must decide if we want to be alone in the universe… or not."

      Kaden leaned back against her, Sarah's head nestled into his neck. "You're rather assuming we have a choice in the matter, aren't you?" He felt her stiffen slightly.

      Sarah had a brilliant mind in her own right but saw things in a more detached way than he did. She was perfectly happy with the abstract; he preferred the raw discovery.

      "You should call Nathan," Sarah said.

      "I've tried; he's gone all quiet on me at present."

      "Surely he isn't abandoning you over that article, too."

      Trembley laughed. "Him? Good heavens, no. I doubt he's even bothered to read it, but he's far more of a believer than I am. No, he's tied up with the Aurius project; it's running dreadfully behind schedule and hideously over budget."

      "SOP for a government project," she said.

      "You remember Javier, my intern from last semester?" Kaden asked, not looking up from his search.

      Sarah nodded. "The kid with the tattoos and piercings? He was brilliant."

      "He is indeed," Kaden agreed, pulling out a folder from the pile. "I've got him working on something rather fascinating: a system to track and catalog all UAP and USO sightings and unexplained incidents worldwide." He handed the folder to Sarah, who flipped through it with a raised eyebrow. "This is impressive, Kaden. But what are you hoping to find?"

      Kaden leaned against the desk, crossing his arms. "Patterns, Sarah. I believe there's a pattern emerging, but it's not what I expected."

      Sarah looked up at him, her eyes searching his face. "What do you mean?"

      Kaden sighed, running a hand through his graying hair. "I thought we'd see an increase in sightings, a clear trajectory of extraterrestrial activity. But instead, it's almost like they're retreating. Pulling back."

      Sarah frowned. "Why would they do that?"

      Kaden shook his head. "I haven't the foggiest. But I fully intend to find out."

      He walked over to the window, staring out at the night sky. The fast-movers were long gone, but their presence lingered in his mind.

      "I hear what people say about me, Sarah. That I'm obsessed, that I've lost touch with reality. But I know what I've seen. And I won't stop until I can prove it."

      Sarah stood up and joined him at the window, placing a gentle hand on his shoulder. "I believe in you, Kaden. And I'll stand by you, no matter what."

      Kaden turned to her, his eyes softening. "Thank you, Sarah. I'd be utterly lost without you."

      They stood there for a moment, the weight of Kaden's quest hanging in the air between them. Then Sarah smiled, breaking the tension.

      "Come on, let's get to bed. You've got a big day tomorrow, Professor Trembley."

      Kaden chuckled, allowing her to lead him toward the bedroom. Tomorrow, he knew he would be facing the skeptics and the naysayers once again. But tonight, he had Sarah and the knowledge that he might one day find proof of extraterrestrials visiting Earth.
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        0445 GMT May 10

        Robert-Bosch-Straße 5

        Darmstadt, Germany

      

      

      The ESA ground control room buzzed with activity as scientists and engineers huddled around monitors, guiding the remote rover across the Martian landscape. Dr. Elena Schmidt, the lead scientist, leaned forward in her chair, eyes fixed on the live feed.

      "How's the terrain looking, Luca?" she asked the rover operator.

      Luca Rossi's fingers moved over the controls. "Smooth so far. We're making good progress toward the target site."

      The team watched as the rover's camera captured the rust-colored expanse, an alien world waiting to be explored. Suddenly, Luca paused, his brow furrowed.

      "Dr. Schmidt, take a look at this." He pointed to the screen. "There are some unusual patterns in the soil."

      Elena squinted at the image. The rover's camera had picked up a series of indentations, seemingly too symmetrical to be natural. "Luca, can you zoom in on those markings? They don't look like typical erosion patterns."

      "Got it. Enhancing now." Luca's fingers skipped over the keyboard.

      As the image sharpened, the team collectively held their breath. Luca elevated the camera as high as possible to gain more perspective.

      "They look too…" Luca muttered.

      "Precise? Symmetrical?" Elena questioned.

      "Wish we had NASA's helicopter to get a larger view."

      Elena nodded and then triggered the AI analysis. It was always running in the background of all ESA photo processing. She clicked the buttons to calculate the distance between indentations and the circumference of depressions in the beige rocky soil.

      ‘Anomaly detected,’ popped up on a red block on the screen. Luca pushed the zoom and lowered the camera arm currently located over 100 million miles away from the European Space Operations Centre in Darmstadt, Germany.

      "Move in closer."

      Luca sent the commands, and they waited long minutes as the view slowly shifted. Elena and several others leaned in toward the monitor. Between the two-meter-wide depressions, something was catching the light. Small, polished segments of brown stone came into view. The stone was elongated and rounded on one end and broken off on the other.

      "Where's Pierre?" Elena asked loudly.

      "He was lying down," one of the assistants said, rushing off to get him.

      Elena used the AI to virtually measure the stone. "1.2 centimeters by .85 centimeters," she repeated for everyone as they waited on the astro-geologist.

      "What is that? Polished stones on Mars?" Elena leaned closer to the screen.

      Julie, the bouncy, brunette member, chimed in, "It looks like a riverstone."

      Elena had already considered and dismissed that. The shape was too precise, almost a perfect contour from front to back on each of the visible sides.

      An older man with thinning hair wormed into the small group. "Take a look, Pierre," Elena said, stepping to the side. "Does that look like basalt?" She knew that basalt was one of the more common rock types on the red planet, but this one seemed wrong.

      The geologist made some random sounds and leaned in even closer. "No, I don't believe it is. You see, Dr. Schmidt, where that straight line of scarring shows the color beneath, it is significantly lighter. Martian rocks aren't exposed to natural weathering like that, and basalt rocks in particular would show much less contrast."

      Pierre's hand moved to the camera control, and Luca brushed him away. "I'll do it."

      "Yes, yes, sorry. Please pan to the upper right quadrant."

      The view shifted and zoomed.

      Elena saw what the geologist had noticed. "More, Luca. Move off the target entirely." The polished brown stone disappeared off the screen, and almost as suddenly, another just like it came into view. Members of the team looked at each other with shocked expressions. What set of circumstances could have created two matching stones in the same location?

      "Can we use the arm to collect them?" Elena asked.

      Pierre shook his head. "No, there's something else I want to see. Can we move that first stone?"

      "The articulation is not that precise; this is a really small target, but I can try," Luca offered.

      "Don't bury it in the sand, Luca. We might never find it again," Julie said unnecessarily. He'd already marked the exact coordinates into the tracking system. The delicate mechanical arm came into view, looking like a giant metal strut. Using an edge, he slowly moved it toward the stone.

      "The lag is going to be a problem," Luca said. "The system isn't designed for this level of detail work."

      "You're doing fine, my boy," Pierre said, placing a hand on the pilot's shoulder.

      Luca maneuvered the rover slowly closer, its high-resolution camera focusing on the stone. The manipulator arm attempted to roll the stone multiple times but missed. On the next try, he got it, and the stone rolled millimeters; then another side came into view. He used a nozzle to blow a puff of air onto the surface, brushing away the thin layer of dust. "I'm enhancing the image."

      "Oh my! Look at this... those... those…," Pierre stammered. "There are engravings on these stones!"

      The room fell silent as the team stared at the intricate patterns etched into the surface of the stones. Geometric shapes and lines intertwined, forming a language they had never seen before.

      "Incredible," Elena breathed. "These markings appear symbolic, maybe something tribal."

      "They aren't natural, for damn sure," Luca said.

      The team erupted into a flurry of activity, analyzing the images and comparing them to known Earth symbols. Hypotheses flew across the room as they grappled with the implications of their discovery.

      "Get high-resolution images of both of these, Luca. Do not lose the spot. These symbols could suggest a form of communication or artistic expression," Elena mused. "We need to compare this with any known symbols from Earth and other findings. This could be the most important discovery in human history."

      Another team member piped up, "This could be evidence of past life or an ancient Martian civilization."

      As the team meticulously documented their findings, preparing reports and transmitting data back to Earth, the atmosphere in the control room was electric. They knew they were on the cusp of something monumental.

      "We need to compile all this data and share it with the international scientific community," Elena said, her voice trembling with excitement. "I repeat, this could be one of the most significant discoveries of our time."

      Luca nodded, his eyes still glued to the screen. "I'll ensure all the images and coordinates are logged. We'll need more time to explore this area."

      "Should I add them to the collector?" Luca asked.

      That is a good question, Elena thought. If they didn't, a sandstorm could bury them forever. If they did, people might not believe the images were real. She didn't want anyone to suggest they were an AI creation or some natural aberration.

      "If we leave them here, NASA will send a mission to take them."

      Elena looked at the geologist and gave a nod. "You aren't wrong, but they have the only technology in the solar system that can retrieve a sample from another planet."

      "This could be worth a manned mission," Julie blurted out.

      The Elysium Rover had cost billions and was nearing the end of its planned mission life, but this could extend it and the team's timeline by years. Elena knew the rover would never move more than a few feet from this location. Somehow, they had to get these rocks back to Earth.
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        1203 MST May 11

        State Road 54

        Havenbrook, Nevada, USA

      

      

      

      The dilapidated postal Jeep banged and rattled with every bump on the country road. Inside, Jack Simpson fumbled to get his next batch of mail ready to go. His mind was elsewhere; the job was monotonous, and the midday Nevada heat was stifling. Jack adjusted the small fan to blow on his face for a while. His USPS shirt was already clinging to his chest and back.

      Using his left hand, he arranged the piles for the next four houses. People he rarely saw, leading lives that few would ever notice. Like them, his life was on autopilot, working for the weekend and praying for something better. Pulling up to the Weyland’s, he automatically reached for the mailbox. His hand froze in midair. The box was… gone. His eyes focused on the strangeness, then beyond. He stared in disbelief at the empty plot of land where the house had once stood.

      Jack rubbed his eyes, thinking perhaps the heat was playing tricks on his mind, but the vacant space remained. A curious whine filled the air, like a distant swarm of bees, making the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end.

      With a shaking hand, he reached for his phone to double-check his location. He'd driven this route for over three years—he was sure he was where he was supposed to be. Looking to the other side, he realized with a start that the Murphy's house was missing as well. Cars, yard, grand-kids' swing set… everything.

      "What in the hell is going on?" he asked.

      He dialed his supervisor, but there was no signal this far out. Apparently, no one needed to talk to anyone in Havenbrook, Nevada. Jack's heart raced as he looked around, searching for any sign of life. The desert stretched out before him, vast and unforgiving, with no indication that anyone had ever lived here.

      He stepped out of the Jeep, the scorching heat hitting him like a wall. The air shimmered, distorting his vision, and for a moment, he thought he saw a flicker of movement in the distance. Jack squinted, trying to make out the shape, but it vanished as quickly as it had appeared. Heat waves distorted the view ahead, but he knew it didn't look right.

      Stepping back into the faded white mail truck, he eased down the road another mile and then another. This community had dozens of homes and a large trailer park full of ramshackle mobile homes that hadn't moved in half a century. That was yesterday; today, there was only an empty expanse of desert.

      The whine intensified, now a deafening roar that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. Jack clutched his ears, the pain almost unbearable. The fan stopped, then the truck rattled, coughed, and died. Jack stumbled out of the Jeep, still clutching the bundle of mail for the Weylands. Something was very, very wrong here. Jack was desperate to escape the noise, but as he turned back to the Jeep, he realized it was also gone. In its place was a pale shimmer of bluish light that was fading by the second.

      Jack stood there, alone in the desert, his mind reeling. He looked down at the mail in his hands, the envelopes now meaningless. Abstractly, he knew he should understand what they were, but his mind wasn't making the connection. The world around him seemed to shimmer and warp, like a mirage on the horizon. The letters and sales flyers fell to the ground, and then Jack's world imploded.

      In the French Alps, Jean-Pierre Dubois pedaled furiously up the winding mountain road. His legs burned with each rotation, but he pushed on, determined to shave precious seconds off his time. The crisp mountain air filled his lungs as he leaned into a sharp turn, his bike hugging the curve of the road.

      Several kilometers back, Coach Luc Moreau and mechanic Antoine Lefevre followed in a support vehicle. Luc's eyes were glued to the tablet on his lap, monitoring Jean-Pierre's progress. The small GPS transponder on the bike relayed speed, position, and other telemetry to the team's training app.

      "He's making excellent time," Luc muttered, a hint of pride in his voice. "This could be our year at the Tour."

      Antoine nodded, keeping his eyes on the road ahead. The car wound its way through picturesque villages, past bubbling streams and towering peaks. The scenery was breathtaking, but neither man paid it much attention, their focus solely on their star rider.

      "We’ll be ready for the Danes this year," Antoine said.

      "You're doing great, Jean-Pierre," Moreau said. "Keep the cadence up. Push, push, push."

      The rider didn't respond, but he was undoubtedly focused on the grueling incline. The late-season high-altitude training had been his idea. The Belgian champion was fighting for a podium finish this year, having missed out the prior year by fourteen seconds and two places.

      "His speed looks good, no?" Antoine said, his face breaking into a huge grin.

      Moreau checked the numbers against his sheet. "Yes, this circuit will be fast…"

      Suddenly, the blinking dot representing Jean-Pierre on the screen vanished.

      "What the hell?" Luc tapped the screen frantically. "Antoine, speed up. We've lost his signal. He must have gone off the road."

      The car accelerated, tires screeching as they took the switchbacks at dangerous speeds. Both men scanned the roadside, looking for any sign of their rider or his bike. The tracking app gave precise coordinates of the bike's transponder. "It should be up ahead," Moreau said, his voice cracking with nervous anticipation.

      "There!" Antoine shouted, pointing to a wide outside turn ahead. But as they pulled up, there was nothing there—no bike, no rider, not even a small skid mark on the road. The drop-off on the other side of the safety rail was steep but not dangerously so. If Jean-Pierre had gone over, they would be able to see him.

      For hours, they searched the area, calling Jean-Pierre's name and checking every ditch and crevice. Other team members and eventually emergency services joined the search, but as night fell, they had found no trace of the Belgian cyclist.

      Back in the car, exhausted and bewildered, Luc absently retraced his rider's route on the tracking app, hoping for some clue. He replayed the last 30 seconds time and again. Then he decided to zoom out the screen to see more of the area. His eyes widened in disbelief as he took in what he was seeing on the screen.

      "Non, non, ce n'est pas possible." Indeed… it was not possible.
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        0903 EST May 12

        White House Oval Office

        Washington, D.C., USA

      

      

      Emily Carter, the assistant chief of staff, strode through the bustling West Wing, her heels clicking against the polished floors. She nodded curtly to the staff who acknowledged her as she passed, her mind focused on the task at hand.

      The president's voice boomed from the room as Emily entered the Oval Office. "Another disclosure briefing? Christ, how many more of those damn things do they have to put on?"

      Emily straightened her jacket, stepping forward. "Mr. President, I understand your frustration. But with the recent incidents, the public is demanding answers."

      "Did you read the report about the guy in France?"

      "The cyclist? Yes, sir. I had our people review the data feed and confirmed what the DST already released."

      "So, he did just disappear?"

      "Mr. President, the rider was just over a kilometer ahead of his tail car when they lost his signal. Approximately seven seconds later, the transponder showed he was over 700 miles to the northeast, and more advanced tracking indicates that less than ten seconds later he was over 4,700 miles away."

      The president sighed heavily, rubbing his temples. "Jesus Christ, Emily. This thing is getting away from us. Some of the other events might be explained away, but this one has witnesses and left a digital trail."

      "Yes, sir," she answered noncommittally.

      "I take it Raymond's still away?"

      "Chief Whittner is... indisposed, sir. Yes… the umm… health issues. And the other things..." Emily kept her tone neutral, though they both knew full well the extent of Whittner's problems.

      The president waved his hand dismissively at the screen. "Fine, fine. But we need this crap wrapped up quickly, you hear me? We can’t add fuel to the growing rash of conspiracy theory fires."

      "Of course, Mr. President." Emily nodded, her expression unreadable. The multiple reports of strange lights days earlier hadn't helped.

      The president grunted, reached for the remote, and turned up the sound.

      The head of the influential House Defense Oversight Panel, Senator Alex Reynolds, released an enigmatic statement hinting at a "grave national security risk" looming over the nation.

      This cryptic announcement from the senator urged President Jacob Martin to reveal details about the mystery, though specifics were scarce.

      "What details? Why do they automatically assume we are covering something up?" the president yelled.

      The anchor switched to a live shot out on the House Triangle, as they called it. Emily knew she could walk over to a window and see the perfectly crafted attractive woman caught in the glare of the camera lights.

      "We inquired about the issue at the White House. National Security Advisor Pete Cavanaugh informed us that he had proposed to personally brief the elite 'Gang of Eight,' which includes leaders from both parties in the House and Senate, along with the top members of the House and Senate Defense Intelligence Committees. Mr. Cavanaugh later added that the Martin administration is 'committed to safeguarding the national security of the United States and its citizens.'"

      The president walked to the bar, his frustration with the legislators evident. "Goddamn blowhards, do they not understand this is not a public forum? I know half of them are up for reelection, but painting this office as the problem is ridiculous."

      Emily agreed but felt it was best to keep silent.

      "Hell, the economy is for shit. That asshole running France is causing all of Europe to move to a war footing, and all these clowns want to discuss is a bunch of weather balloons."

      It was more than that. A lot more, in fact. Emily Carter had been plowing through the files for the past week. Something was up… something serious. The president was right, though. The senators weren't interested in finding the truth… they were simply wanting to find out who it was that knew the truth.

      "I can run point on this for you, sir, I mean if you want," Emily offered.

      President Martin looked at her and grinned. "Yes, I believe you can, Emily. With your background, I feel sure you are the right one to be the point person for this office. Make it happen; you have my full authority."

      She nodded, but inside she was overjoyed. This is how one got ahead at this level of power. You seized opportunity, and this was one that fascinated her more than most. Now, if she could keep her other boss from meddling in it, assuming he came back to work anytime soon. Between his high blood pressure and the fact that his wife had been sleeping with the assistant DA back home in Arkansas, she felt sure he would not be a big factor.

      Still, it was not Emily’s top priority at the moment. Her brother Paul's disappearance years earlier had resurfaced again. A long-missing report from someone on the same ship. Still, one thing you learned in this business was how to compartmentalize, and personal problems were way down the list… hell, they didn't even make the list. If she was ever going to take advantage of her position, this was certainly the time to do so.

      "One thing, Emily," President Martin said. "Get a committee together to do the real work. With Raymond gone and Reynolds making a racket, we will have our hands full with the media for a while. I can't have my chief of staff distracted, but I really would like to understand what is going on with all these incidents."

      "Should we schedule a meeting with Reynolds?"

      The president snorted a laugh. "That blowhard? No, he would have a cadre of friendly reporters stationed on the driveway, so he could blast all of us as soon as he exited this office." Martin took a sip of coffee, then looked pensively. "The man's a snake; if he is looking into something, it's not out of concern for the country. More likely political currency, something he can bargain with later. His 'disclosure' is less about getting to the truth than positioning himself to take advantage of the media spotlight right now. UFOs are this week's shiny object. Let's not give him any added credibility."

      Emily was all too familiar with Reynolds and all the other politicians exactly like him. Politics in the nation's capital was all about personal gain, not the good of the nation. An individual's personal feelings mattered little as they positioned their political sails to take advantage of whatever the prevailing wind might be.

      "So what will your approach be?" President Martin asked as he picked up the daily security brief folio from his desk.

      She wasn't one to jump to conclusions about UFOs or alien life, but the recent events demanded a thorough investigation.

      "Mr. President, if I may," she began, her tone measured, "whether these incidents are extraterrestrial in nature or not, they represent a significant unknown. And in our line of work, unknowns are dangerous."

      The president raised an eyebrow, intrigued. "Go on."

      "We need to approach this pragmatically. If there's even a remote possibility that we're dealing with advanced technology—terrestrial or otherwise—we need to understand it. The national security implications alone are staggering."

      Emily paced the room, her words carefully chosen. "Think about it, sir. If these are some kind of experimental aircraft or swarms of drones, we need to find who's behind them. If they're some natural phenomena we don't yet understand, that knowledge could also be invaluable. And if... well, if they are something more, we can't afford to be caught unprepared."

      She turned to face the president directly. "I'm not saying we should jump to conclusions about little green men. But we can't dismiss these incidents out of hand either. The truth, whatever it is, could reshape our understanding of the world—and our place in it."

      The president nodded slowly, considering her words. "You're right, of course. We need answers, not speculation."

      "Exactly, sir. By forming this committee, we're not validating any particular theory. We're simply doing our due diligence. It's about gathering facts, analyzing data, and being prepared for any eventuality."

      Emily's pragmatism shone through as she continued, "If it turns out to be nothing, we'll have peace of mind. If it's something more... well, we'll be ahead of the curve. Either way, we're serving the country's best interests."

      He nodded as he scanned the main points in the brief. Emily had long ago learned how well the man could multitask.

      "I like it," he said, glancing up. "Let's keep it dark for now. Emily, remember you can't unring this bell. Looking for aliens is inviting a spotlight you don't want." He paused to consider his next words. "Use your best judgment on whom to bring in, but I would steer away from anyone who has already appeared before a congressional committee. They will be tainted and likely under observation. I don't need the national security advisor asking me why we are inviting nutjobs to the White House."

      "Good advice, sir. I'll meet all the nutjobs off-site."

      The president laughed. "Okay, Chief, what other fun and games do you have on tap for me today?"
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      Elysium Mars Lander Malfunction Attributed to Radiation Glitch — ESA to Reboot Mission Software

      “Earlier today, mission control confirmed that the Elysium lander’s anomalous signal burst was the result of a rare gamma-ray spike affecting onboard systems. Contrary to social media speculation, no foreign signal was received or transmitted. ESA Director Henri Solvay called the event ‘a fascinating glitch, but ultimately a non-issue.’

      “We’ll be resuming normal telemetry within 48 hours,’ Solvay added. ‘There is no reason to believe the lander encountered anything unexpected on the Martian surface.’”

      —ESA Press Briefing Summary | Source: European Space Agency Communications Office
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        Colgate College

        Hawthorn Lane

        Hamilton, NY, USA

      

      

      Kaden glanced at the name on his screen before answering. The caller ID still managed to send a jolt to his system despite the years.

      "Hello, Elena."

      "Kaden, darling," the familiar voice said.

      It had been a few years since Trembley had seen his former star student, but he could tell from her tone that something was off.

      "What's wrong, Elena? Did something happen with the rover?" He knew the Mars mission had been her obsession for the past decade.

      There was a hesitation.

      "Kaden, something's happening with the Elysium Mission. The control lab's been shut down, all access revoked."

      Dr. Elena Schmidt's voice crackled with urgency over the phone. Kaden gripped the receiver tighter, his mind already racing.

      "Good Lord, when did this happen?" He started pacing, his free hand rifling through the scattered papers on his desk, looking for the tattered folder he kept on the Elysium program.

      "Just now. I went to check on the overnight data analysis and found the doors sealed, guards posted. They're not letting anyone in."

      Kaden froze. The Elysium Mission, aimed at studying geologic and atmospheric anomalies on the red planet, had been his and Elena's shared obsession for years. For the government to abruptly lock it down...

      "Did they say why? What about the research, the data feeds?"

      "All communications are cut off, Kaden, but yes, I think I get the reason why—we’ve found something." The words felt heavy.

      "Such as...?" Kaden asked.

      "It must be the Americans," she continued, ignoring his query. "If their government's involved, if they're classifying our findings..." Elena trailed off, the implications clear.

      Kaden's thoughts whirled. Elysium had been an ESA project; NASA, or more accurately, the U.S. government, had no authority...

      "I'm going to try to get inside, find out what's really going on."

      "Elena, no, it's too risky⁠—"

      "I can't just let them bury this, Kaden. You know that. You remember what they did to Kincaid."

      He tried hard to ignore her reference. "Tell me what you found up there?"

      Silence crackled over the line for a long moment.

      “Come now, Elena. You can’t dangle the word ‘discovery’ and then ghost me like a bad date.”

      Then a sigh. "I can't…not over the phone. But I have a feeling it is bigger than even we realized. Someone from Washington has also been trying to talk to me…I have no idea what to do."

      “Well, that’s not ominous at all,” he said, flipping through a stack of paperwork like it held answers it most certainly did not.

      “Be sensible, Elena. Be careful and do what they say."

      "Elena? Elena!"

      The line had gone dead, an ominous double-click the only answer. Kaden stared at the phone. Had someone been listening?

      He shook his head, forcing himself to focus. Elena wasn't prone to overreaction—quite the opposite, in fact. Still, something had her rattled.

      Kaden set the phone down, his mind replaying the conversation with Elena. Something about her mention of Kincaid nagged at him. It had seemed too random, too out of place to be mere coincidence.

      He rifled through his cluttered desk, searching for the old research notes he'd compiled on Dr. Kincaid's controversial work. The man had been a brilliant astrophysicist, but his claims about discovering evidence of extraterrestrial life on Mars had gotten him ostracized from the scientific community and eventually driven him to a nervous breakdown.

      As Kaden looked at the worn pages, he realized something. Elena’s mention of Kincaid had been on purpose. She was pointing him in a certain direction. Elena Schmidt was a brilliant woman and a dear friend back in the day. He knew better than to ever underestimate her.

      He remembered a conversation he'd had with Kincaid years ago, just before the man disappeared from the public eye. Kincaid had rambled about a secret research facility in the Nevada desert, a place where the government was allegedly hiding proof of alien technology recovered from Mars. It had all seemed like delirium, but Kincaid was not stupid.

      At the time, Kaden had dismissed it as the ravings of a man on the brink of madness. But now, with Elena's hidden message, he recalled something else. Area 52, a private server that he and his former assistant had set up mainly to schedule secret rendezvous.

      Elena was beautiful, and even though fifteen years his junior, Kaden had found her to be irresistible. Sleeping with a student was less of a problem in college, but he still regretted it. Somehow, they had held on to the friendship, but something about the illicit relationship had stained them both.

      He glanced at his computer, fingers itching to start digging into the mystery. But he hesitated. If there really was a cover-up afoot, if powerful forces were trying to bury whatever the Elysium Mission had uncovered...

      He had no idea if the Area 52 cloud server would even still be operational. He hadn't looked at it in years. Using his own devices, or even the university's network, suddenly seemed like an unacceptable risk. He needed to be smart about this, cover his tracks. He couldn't afford to tip off the wrong people, not when the stakes were this high.

      Kaden's gaze drifted to the lights of the small town a few miles away. It was not that late. He knew what he had to do. Grabbing his keys and a scrap of paper from an old file, Kaden headed for the door, his heart pounding. He didn't know exactly what he was getting himself into, but Elena needed his help. She wouldn't have called otherwise.

      Thirty minutes later, the screen of the computer at the internet café glowed with advertisements for everything from treatments for erectile dysfunction to low-cost burial insurance. He swept them from the screen, then opened up a VPN service. He logged in to the private server network and then entered the old IP address on the scrap of paper.

      Surprisingly, the crude Area 52 logo appeared. The low-resolution logo was decades out of date, but apparently, the server was still operational. He tried to recall where the login link was; he knew it was nothing obvious, and after several failed attempts, he recalled the correct process. Click inside one of the letters of the logo, the lower left corner, then the middle of the top line of the bounding box. A small login screen appeared.

      Kaden referred to his paper again and entered his ancient credentials, then held his breath. The file system appeared as it always had. Two folders, Alpha and Beta. His was Beta; as expected, it was mostly empty. Old notes, an ancient PowerPoint file, and various calendar entries.

      His mind skipped back to those days, making love to the beautiful woman who filled him with unbridled joy. The illicit meetings and bits of subterfuge to keep the relationship private added to the thrill.

      Of course, it had ended badly. So badly, he'd had to leave the university system and come to America. That, combined with his rather public spectacle after his claims of alien visitations, caused his blood pressure to climb. Forcefully, he willed that memory out of his mind as he moved the cursor to the Alpha folder. Elena's folder.

      Fifteen minutes later, he was hurriedly walking back to his car. The contents of that folder were now duplicated on the flash drive in his pocket. The artifact in the photos he'd seen was etched into his mind.

      "What does it mean? The stones had obvious signs of tooling. “Intelligent life on Mars?" He checked himself and his muttering as he crawled behind the wheel of his hybrid Volvo coupe. "Now, I've got to figure out why a few tiny rocks on Mars are causing my dear friend such distress."
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        Colgate College

        Hawthorn Lane

        Hamilton, NY, USA

      

      

      

      Kaden poured over the data from Javier, his eyes darting between the glowing screens. The UFO sightings seemed random at first glance, but as his intern had dug deeper, patterns emerged. Triangular formations, synchronized movements, recurring locations—it couldn't be a coincidence.

      He leaned back in his chair, running a hand through his disheveled hair. The implications were compelling. If he was right, if this was evidence of a coordinated extraterrestrial presence...it could change everything. Still, he needed more proof. Most scientists refused to accept his level of support even for hinting at alien visitation.

      A knock at the door startled him from his thoughts. Dr. Sarah Mitchell, his friend, occasional lover, and former colleague, stood in the doorway, her expression one of concern. In her hands was a bottle of wine and what looked like two boxes of take-out meals.

      "How was your meeting?"

      "My what?" he asked absently. "Oh... oh, it was... rather as expected, I suppose." He shrugged. "So, you still have a job?"

      "Hmm? Oh, right... well, after another forced sabbatical. Javier is going to take over the mini-semester for me. It'll be fine, I expect."

      "Kaden, when was the last time you really slept? Or ate something that didn't come out of a vending machine or the microwave?" Sarah asked, eyeing the empty coffee cups and energy bar wrappers littering his desk.

      Kaden waved off her concerns. "I'm perfectly fine, Sarah. You know how I get when I'm onto something. I can feel it in my bones."

      Sarah sighed, stepping into the cluttered room and setting the food and wine down. "Kaden, I know how much this means to you. But you're going to burn yourself out. Your obsession with proving the existence of extraterrestrial life... it's consuming you."

      Kaden bristled at her words. "It's not an obsession; it's my life's work. You of all people ought to understand that."

      Sarah's eyes softened. "I do understand, more than you know. But I also know what happens when you let that drive blind you to everything else. It can destroy you, Kaden. I've seen it happen before."

      Kaden turned away, his jaw clenched. He knew she was referring to her own past, the secret government projects she'd left behind. But he couldn't let that deter him. Not when he was so close.

      "I appreciate your concern, Sarah. But I can't stop now. Not when the truth is within reach."

      Sarah shook her head, a sad smile on her lips. "Just be careful, Kaden. Don't lose yourself in the pursuit. Sit for ten minutes and eat. Have a nice glass of Merlot."

      He started to protest, not wanting to lose his train of thought, but she was right. He was becoming obsessive, and he knew all too well how that ended.

      "Thanks for the takeaway. It looks rather delicious."

      "We call it take-out, Kaden, and after this long, we expect you to know how to speak properly." She laughed as she dug into the curry chicken.

      "Properly? I'll leave that unbelievably absurd statement right there, shall I?"

      He took a few bites, then poured them both wine. "It's not bad at all. I usually hate the bloody mess you Americans call wine, but you've done quite well, Sarah," he lowered the glass. "Now tell me why you're home early."

      Her lips pursed, and she wiped them with a napkin. She knew better than to be less than truthful. Kaden was way too smart for that.

      "I got a call today."

      One of Kaden's bushy eyebrows raised noticeably.

      Sarah went on. "Your protégé, Elena, has people talking."

      "Well, she should. Her team stumbled onto something incredible."

      Sarah sipped her wine and then shook her head. "Not the good kind of talk." Her eyes glanced furtively around the room before continuing. "Kaden, a serious question. One I feel sure I know the answer to. Do you think there really is a government cover-up regarding alien contact?"

      The question momentarily threw him off. He wasn't expecting such a tangential and problematic topic next. "I… don't know that I would ever feel comfortable putting it that way." He, too, glanced at the walls and ceiling. "I do believe there is compelling evidence of visitations and maybe a cover-up. That does not implicate the entire government, though. Why the sudden change of topics?"

      She leaned in close. "I know where things went off the rails… you know… before. I see how much this means to you, and I don't want to see you or your reputation harmed."

      He could tell there was more. "And…?"

      "I've been asked by some high-ranking officials to suggest a short list of names for a possible cabinet-level committee to investigate the veracity of the recent UFO events."

      Kaden was shaking his head. "Oh, no, Sarah, not you. Please don't tell me you're signing on to anything like that. You know how Washington operates. No one gives a toss about the truth, especially the Oval Office."

      "This is from the assistant chief of staff, and off the record, it seems personal, Kaden. But to answer your question, no. I am not joining. You are. I volunteered you."

      Doctor Kaden Trembley was completely gobsmacked and unable to utter a single word. For her part, Sarah continued to empty her wine glass and refill it again, all the while wearing a sick grin.

      "You... you can't possibly be serious."

      "I am, Doctor, and I believe you will thank me. Us believers—and yes, some days, I do count myself among you—need a voice. We need an advocate because if you are right, and other parts of the government are hiding the evidence, there must be accountability, and more importantly, we need to know why."

      They talked for another hour, but Kaden was still very unconvinced he was the right person to take on this role. After Sarah left, he turned back to his screens, the data swirling before his eyes. He thought of his strained relationships with his former colleagues, the funding rejections, the whispers of ‘crackpot’ and ‘conspiracy theorist’ that had followed him for years. Did he want to start all that again?

      His phone buzzed, and he checked the screen. ‘Unknown caller.’ He sent the call to voicemail and returned to work. Seconds later, it rang again from the same number. He was about to end the call but decided to see—few people had that number.

      "Trembley speaking."

      "Trembley? It's Nathan. We need to talk."
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        Private Residence

        Ojai, California, USA

      

      

      Marcus Smith sat in his sleek, minimalist living room, sipping on a cup of black coffee. The room's clean lines and modern furniture belied the subtle presence of survival gear woven seamlessly into his daily life. A stylish bookshelf housed more than just novels; hidden compartments contained first aid kits and water purifiers. A decorative wooden trunk doubled as a cache for non-perishable food supplies.

      He glanced out the window, watching his neighbors go about their mundane routines, unaware of the potential threats that loomed beyond their suburban bubble. Marcus knew better. His years as a successful investor allowed him to afford this lifestyle, but his prepper mentality stemmed from something far deeper.

      His mind drifted back to his days as a Navy SEAL. The memory came unbidden, sharp and vivid.

      Afghanistan, 2010. The mission had been simple on paper; simple did not equal easy. Extract a high-value target from a heavily fortified compound. Marcus and his team had moved under the cover of darkness, their gear heavy but familiar. They communicated through hand signals, each man knowing his role down to the smallest detail. They had trained, not for weeks but months on this single mission. Sadly, someone had passed them bad intelligence.

      As they approached the compound, everything went sideways. An unexpected ambush erupted, bullets flying from all directions. Marcus remembered the adrenaline coursing through his veins as he took cover behind a crumbling wall. His commanding officer barked orders through the comms, trying to regain control.

      Marcus peeked out, firing off rounds to suppress the enemy fire. He spotted their target—a terrified informant huddled in a corner, flanked by insurgents. He signaled to his teammate, Jackson, and they moved in tandem, covering each other’s backs.

      Jackson reached the informant first but took a bullet to the chest in the process. Marcus grabbed Jackson's vest and dragged him behind cover while shouting into his radio for medevac support. The seconds felt like hours as he applied pressure to Jackson's wound, watching his friend’s life slip away.

      "Hang in there, brother!" Marcus shouted over the din of gunfire.

      But Jackson’s eyes glazed over; he was gone.

      The mission ended in success—they extracted the informant—but at a cost Marcus couldn’t forget. That day and several others much like it had changed him profoundly. It wasn’t only about surviving the mission; it was about being prepared for anything life threw at him.

      The exhaustive training regimen for the team had brought a false sense of invulnerability. "Work the plan!" was one of the CO's favorite lines. Sometimes, though, shit just happened. Plan on it going sideways, and you learn to be smart about how you react to it. When the plan goes out the window, whatever you do next is the most important thing of all.

      Back in his suburban home, Marcus set down his coffee cup with a resolute clink on the glass table. His prepping wasn’t paranoia; it was prudence born from hard-earned experience. He had a team once more, not of soldiers but of survivors. He'd taken the leadership role when the group's founder had passed away a few years back. Now he called the shots.

      They were well-funded, relatively well-trained, and included a mixture of skills and personalities that worked well together. Six years earlier, they had divided themselves into an alpha and a beta group. The thought was that two groups and two bug-out sites were better than one single large one. Marcus was now in charge of Beta, their enclave in the Ozarks.

      Marcus often thought back to the day his prepping instincts truly ignited. His military life had given him the skills, but it was a business trip to Southeast Asia years later that forever altered his perspective.

      He had been in Jakarta, closing a very lucrative deal for a major investment firm. The city buzzed with energy, skyscrapers piercing the sky amidst a labyrinth of streets and markets. At that point in his new career, Marcus was used to navigating complex financial systems, predicting market shifts, and seizing opportunities before others even noticed them. His ability to read patterns had made him one of the most sought-after investors in the industry.

      That morning, he had been sipping coffee at a local café, reviewing charts on his tablet when the ground began to shake. At first, it was subtle—a mere tremor. But within seconds, it escalated into a violent earthquake. Buildings swayed ominously, and the café’s windows shattered, sending shards of glass raining down.

      People screamed and scrambled for cover. Marcus instinctively dove under a sturdy table, his military training kicking in automatically. He watched as chaos unfolded around him—streets cracked open, cars overturned, and debris fell from above. The earthquake lasted only minutes but felt like an eternity.

      When the shaking stopped, Marcus emerged to a scene of total devastation. The city’s infrastructure had literally crumbled; emergency services were overwhelmed. For hours, he wandered through the wreckage, helping where he could but feeling an overwhelming sense of helplessness.

      That night, huddled with other survivors in a makeshift shelter, Marcus fully realized how fragile modern life truly was. Despite all his wealth and expertise, he had been as vulnerable as anyone else when disaster struck.

      Returning to the U.S., Marcus couldn't shake the experience. He saw parallels between market volatility and life's unpredictability. Just as he diversified his investments to mitigate financial risk, he began diversifying his physical life to mitigate existential risks.

      His success in investments provided the means to build up his personal survival stocks and eventually develop the plan for a robust prepper enclave. One thing he felt separated him from many preppers was the absolute belief that one man, or one family even on their own, was not enough…not long-term. You needed others, not a lot and not just anyone. You needed people who would work hard, understand the need for leadership, and were focused on more than surviving.

      He leveraged his skills to eventually use the group's burgeoning nest eggs to procure land in the Ozarks—remote yet accessible—as well as Northern Florida. His analytical mind plotted out everything from food storage systems to renewable energy sources.

      Marcus's business acumen translated seamlessly into organizing and maintaining their community. He used data-driven strategies to allocate resources efficiently and ensured that their operations were sustainable long-term.

      “Diversify or die,” he often told his team during the virtual meetings. It wasn’t just about stock portfolios anymore; it was about life itself. Every active member of the enclaves contributed member fees every year to the communal fund and was assigned to one of the enclaves for site work for a minimum of two weeks each six months. No outside contractors were used, ever.

      With each passing year, Marcus felt more secure knowing that he wasn’t just prepared for financial downturns but for whatever catastrophe might come next. His enclave thrived under his leadership—a testament to his belief that preparation wasn’t paranoia but prudence in an uncertain world.

      His gaze drifted towards the corner of the basement where even now supplies were stacked—canned goods, water filtration systems, and tactical gear—all carefully integrated into his daily life. It was an oddity, an outlier in his affluent neighborhood, but for Marcus, each item represented a shield against uncertainty. He wondered briefly what Natalie would say if she saw this load-out.

      Two hours later, Marcus adjusted his webcam, ensuring his face was well-lit before logging into the secure video conference. One by one, the members of the prepper enclave appeared on the screen. There was Lynn, an EMT with a penchant for herbal medicine; David, a former engineer who now focused on renewable energy projects; and the Johnson family, a couple with two teenage children who had recently been struggling to meet their annual financial contribution. Others filed into the meeting room over the next few minutes.

      "Good evening, everyone," Marcus began, his tone firm but welcoming. "I appreciate you all making time for this meeting. We have a lot to cover."

      Lynn chimed in first. "We need to discuss our stockpile rotation. Some of the older food and medical stocks are nearing expiration."

      David nodded in agreement. "I've also been working on improving our solar grid, but I need more panels. We should consider reallocating funds."

      The conversation flowed easily among the members, each offering updates on their respective projects. It was a testament to their collective dedication and shared beliefs. However, Marcus noticed the Johnsons' discomfort. He knew this moment would come and had prepared for it.

      "Alright," Marcus said, directing his attention to Mike Johnson. "We need to address a very sensitive issue."

      Mrs. Johnson shifted uneasily in her seat while Mr. Johnson stared at the floor.

      "I'm sorry to bring it up like this, Mike, but you know our protocols. We're aware you haven't been able to meet your full annual payment," Marcus continued. "You know this is crucial for maintaining our resources and planning future projects."

      "We've had some unexpected medical expenses," Mrs. Johnson said. "Our youngest needed surgery."

      A murmur of sympathy rippled through the group, but Marcus knew they couldn't afford leniency… not without a plan.

      "I understand," Marcus replied, softening his tone slightly. "But we need to find a solution that ensures everyone contributes fairly."

      David leaned forward. "Maybe we can find another way for them to contribute? Extra labor hours or specific projects?"

      Lynn added, "I agree. They're valuable members of our community."

      Marcus nodded thoughtfully. "That’s a good idea. How about this: You commit to additional work at the B-site compound and take on more responsibility for maintenance tasks? Also, the food stocks being rotated out can go to you. This should help partially offset your financial contribution until you're back on your feet."

      The Johnsons exchanged glances before Mr. Johnson spoke up, "We can do that," he said, relief evident in his voice.

      Marcus nodded; kicking someone out of the group at this point was a last resort. They knew where everything was anyway, and in an emergency, did anyone think they wouldn't simply show up?

      "Great," Marcus concluded with a nod of approval. "Let's make sure we're all pulling our weight and supporting each other as we move forward. Make no mistakes, though. No free lunches here. No matter the circumstances, everyone contributes equally or you're out. That's the way it has to be."

      With that resolved, the meeting continued smoothly, reinforcing the community bonds and shared commitment that made their enclave strong and resilient in uncertain times.

      They went through several more points of order, and Marcus authorized the installation of an updated security monitoring system for the Beta site. It was a large capital expense, but the site was unoccupied for nearly half the year. They needed to protect what was there.

      They also had two more cabins to build, one of which was his own. They'd started out on the larger family cabins, leaving the singles for later. Sadly, for him, it was only him and his dog, Retro, now.

      The meeting ended right on schedule as usual. The designated leader of the Florida site should be getting ready for his in about an hour. They maintained good discipline and focus. Now that tensions were running high around the world, that seemed even more necessary.

      As Marcus thought about his empty cabin waiting back in Arkansas, Natalie Reeves again came to mind—his ex-girlfriend who had once been the love of his life. She was passionate about her work as a MUFON UFO investigator, as he was about prepping. But while she chased the stars for answers, he dug into the earth for security.

      Their breakup had been inevitable. While they'd both been in the Navy, Natalie had been through some pretty challenging stuff. She also couldn't understand why he felt the need for such extreme measures for safety; she saw it as paranoia rather than prudence. They argued endlessly about it until the day she had enough and left.

      Marcus often wondered if he’d made the right choice—choosing security over love. Yet every time he heard another report of chaos or disaster, he felt vindicated in his relentless pursuit of independence and safety.

      He shook off the melancholy thoughts as his phone buzzed with an incoming alert from their private network. The call from the Alpha site was being delayed. That was odd but not that unusual. Isaac generally could handle those without him, but Marcus still liked to sit in. He sent a text in acknowledgment, then snapped a leash on the German Shepherd smiling up at him, and they went out for a walk.
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        White House, West Wing

        Washington, D.C., USA

      

      

      "Now that you are the acting chief, I can finally show you this."

      Emily took the red folder from the man she'd known most of her life. She unsealed it and laid it on the table.

      "This is about Paul?" she said nervously. The man nodded.

      "Yes, his final mission. The umm…the unredacted version."

      She quickly scanned through the folder, then went back and began digesting each page fully. "UAPs, not mechanical failure?" she said without looking up. "Not pilot error," she said more softly. The rumors of UFOs, or the now more acceptable UAPs, in the carrier fleet's operations area had been around for years, and now she knew.

      General William 'Bill' Briggs told her, “Yes,” in a tone he'd used with her since she was a young girl. "Paul was a great pilot, Emily. He and his wingman encountered something unexpected, and well, it's all there."

      "And the Navy covered it up?"

      "Navy… no. Someone did, though. Buried it deep."

      Emily read the classified document again, the words blurring together as frustration and worry gnawed at her. Her brother's disappearance, the mysterious circumstances surrounding it, and now this bullshit report—they had to be connected. She couldn't see how, yet.

      General Briggs was retired but still very much in the loop. He noted the dark circles under her eyes and the tension in her shoulders.

      "Emily, this may seem odd, giving you the information I just did, but I would ask that you step back from this." His voice was gentle but firm. He was well aware that Emily was already digging into the UFO issue at the request of the president himself. Still, she now had a personal stake in it as well, and he'd seen what happened when asking too many questions on this very subject. Now he had thrown gasoline on the fire with the contents of that file.

      She shook her head. "I can't, not when Paul is still missing and no one will give me a straight answer."

      "I do understand, Em, but know that pursuing this could destroy everything you've worked for—your career, your reputation, not to mention your faith in the system."

      Emily met his gaze, her heart filled with conflict. "But if there's a cover-up, if Paul's disappearance is part of something bigger..."

      "Then you'll find yourself up against forces you can't begin to imagine." Briggs placed a hand on her shoulder. "I've seen good people broken by less."

      She thought of her brother, the distance that had grown between them over the years. The missed calls, the canceled plans, the unspoken resentments. Guilt twisted in her gut.

      "This is the right thing to do…I have to do this, not only for Paul. The president and the nation deserve the truth." Her voice wavered, but her resolve held.

      Briggs sighed. "Your father was the same way. Stubborn as hell when he believed in something."

      Emily managed a small smile. "It's the Carter family curse."

      "Let me ask you something that might be uncomfortable." She nodded. "How certain are you that POTUS really doesn't know? I mean, he is the most powerful man on Earth—right? I'm sure he knows all about Groom Lake, Area 51, and Roswell. Hell, even COVID-19," the general said. "If it has a known name, then I am certain he has been fully briefed.”

      “Bill…" she began, then looked around her office, wondering how recently it had been swept for eavesdropping devices. "You and I know how compartmentalization works in this town. The president, Congress, and the joint chiefs are kept in the dark on anything important. Hell, especially the politicians and appointees. Even if they hold the highest security levels. No one is going to trust them with the real secrets."

      The older man nodded and grinned. "Mushrooms," he said. "Keep 'em in the dark and feed them bullshit."

      She gave a sad grin before agreeing.

      "Just be careful, Emily. Don't let your drive for justice blind you to the dangers."

      "I'm the assistant chief of staff, General; I think I’ll be okay."

      He stood slowly. "Others who worked in these walls felt that way, too…but they were wrong, Emily. You ever hear of a man by the name of Bill Rich?"

      She thought for a moment, then shook her head.

      "Probably wouldn't. Well before your time." The retired general leaned against the back of his chair, eyes distant as if recalling a ghost from the past. "Bill Rich was a brilliant engineer at Lockheed Skunk Works, the division responsible for developing some of the most advanced aerospace technology: stealth bombers, reconnaissance aircraft—stuff that still seems like science fiction, even today."

      She leaned forward, her interest piqued. "Okay?"

      "Before his death, he made some extraordinary claims. He stated that extraterrestrial life exists and that the U.S. government has had contact with them. According to him, not only had we recovered alien technology, but we'd also reverse-engineered it."

      Emily's eyebrows shot up. "He actually said that?"

      "Yes, and more.” Briggs continued, “Rich mentioned that Lockheed had been working on anti-gravity propulsion and other technologies far beyond our current understanding, all based on what they'd learned from these extraterrestrial craft and artifacts. He said, 'We already have the means to travel among the stars, but these technologies are locked up in black projects, and it would take an act of God to ever get them out to benefit humanity.'"

      She shook her head in disbelief. "Why would he go public with this? Didn't he fear repercussions?"

      "He was dying," Briggs said flatly. "Cancer. When you're staring death in the face, you tend to worry less about the consequences. He felt it was his duty to reveal the truth, to give humanity a glimpse of what could be."

      Emily processed the information, her mind racing to catch up. "So, you're saying the technology that could solve our energy crises, our transportation limitations, all of it... is simply sitting out there somewhere, hidden?"

      "That's exactly what I'm saying. Rich claimed that these technologies were kept secret to maintain power structures and control. Think about the implications, Emily. Free energy, advanced propulsion—these would revolutionize society, but they'd also dismantle the status quo."

      Her fingers tightened around the edges of the folder. "And you believe him?"

      Briggs turned to meet her gaze. "I do. I worked in this town long enough to know that the most outlandish rumors often hold a kernel of truth. Bill Rich wasn't a crackpot. He was one of the most respected engineers of his time. If he said these things, there's a good chance he wasn't lying."

      Emily's resolve hardened. "Then I need to dig deeper, Bill. If there's even a fraction of truth to this, it changes everything."

      "Just remember," Briggs said, "some doors, once opened, can't be closed."

      She nodded, eyes blazing with determination. "I know. But I have to try."

      After Briggs departed, Emily returned to the papers in the file, more determined than ever. She and Paul came from a family of patriots. Now, it was her turn to serve her country, even if it meant uncovering unpleasant truths about her own government.
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        NovaCore Offices

        McLean, Virginia, USA

      

      

      

      "Talk to me." The voice was all sharp angles and lacked any sign of pleasantry.

      "It's just as they claimed, sir. The entire community has been cleansed." Daniel Groves wanted to spit the words out. 'Cleansed' was an operational euphemism for what had gone on in this corner of Nevada.

      The other man stared out the windows overlooking K Street. "Make sure there is no trace remaining. No mailboxes, no stuffed animals. You know the drill, Groves. We need to be able to deny that Havenwood, Nevada ever existed at all."

      "Of course, Mr. King. I'll take care of it."

      King had already disconnected and was waving another man into the spacious office. The other man was younger, better dressed, and clearly enamored with his own place in the universe. He walked over to a wall monitor to ensure the room's privacy settings were all enabled.

      "May I?"

      Owen King nodded as the younger man moved toward the sofa and helped himself to the contents of the vintage, crystal, scotch decanter on the coffee table.

      "Was it them?" the man asked after downing a modest sip.

      "Who the hell else would it be, Gibson?" The words came out with more emotion than Owen preferred. He took a few moments to reduce his stress.

      "This is more than us cleaning up after them. The Observers are trying to tell us something," Gibson said.

      No shit, was what Owen wanted to say to his younger protégé. They hadn't heard a peep out of the aliens in over twenty years. Not even after the USS Nimitz UFO incident in the Pacific in 2004 or the multiple USS Theodore Roosevelt incidents ten years later. Incidents that clearly violated the pseudo-agreement both sides had reached over half a century ago.

      "Something is definitely up," Owen said before pouring himself a drink. "Groves can clean up this one, but damn… there's shit going on all over the world, and I don't just mean what's hitting the internet."

      Gibson nodded. "The president is authorizing his own committee. Cabinet level this time."

      Owen glanced out the massive windows in the direction of the White House and cursed under his breath. "Just to keep the press at bay or something more serious?"

      Gibson's face pursed as he considered the question. "I think we need to assume this is serious. It's gotten no press coverage at all and is being headed up by Emily Carter, the assistant CoS."

      "Oh, fuck," King said before sitting down heavily in his desk chair. "She's the one…"

      The other man nodded. "Yeah, her half-brother was one of the victims in the incident off the Southeast Coast."

      "That woman will be like a dog with a bone," King said.

      "We can handle her," Gibson said confidently.

      "Can you?" King asked, his voice rising sharply. "She's right down the hall from the president of the goddamn country, Gibson. She's the goddaughter of one of the highest-ranking generals to ever serve at the Pentagon. She can't simply come up missing."

      The younger man shrugged.

      "We are businessmen, not psychopaths," Owen said. "The work we are doing is of vital importance. Jesus, man,  look at the technologies we've directly or indirectly brought to market over the years."

      It was true, NovaCore Technologies had been at the forefront of high-tech defense weapons systems for years, as had their predecessor Precision Avionics back in the fifties. NovaCore ranked right up there with RTX, Grumman, and Lockheed Martin in the valuation of government contracts. Some of their systems were so far ahead of the competition, it seemed impossible.

      Owen King swirled the scotch in his glass, staring into its amber depths as if the answers to all his problems lay within.

      "Remember the Valkyrie Drone Program?" he asked Gibson. "Autonomous drones that can identify, track, and neutralize targets without human intervention. We deployed them in Syria two years ago. The Pentagon couldn't believe how quickly we neutralized those high-value targets."

      Gibson leaned back, smirking. "Yeah, and the EPDS. Electromagnetic Pulse Defense System? Wiped out an entire enemy communications network without firing a single shot."

      Owen smiled. "Our pulse tech didn't only disrupt communications; it fried every electronic device within a ten-mile radius. Effective, clean, and no collateral damage. By the way, they still haven't given us a final order on that."

      "And let's not forget about the Neural Interface Systems," Gibson said, his eyes gleaming with excitement. "Direct mind-to-machine control for pilots and operators. Reduced reaction times to nearly zero."

      Owen raised an eyebrow. "Our F-35s outfitted with those interfaces outmaneuvered every adversary in war games, even dodging hypersonic missiles. What's bad is we sat on that tech for over twenty years simply so we could slowly roll out more crude versions and maximize our market positions."

      "True," Gibson agreed. "NovaCore's innovations are unmatched. That's why we can't let anything jeopardize our work, especially not Emily Carter."

      Owen took a long sip of his drink, savoring the burn as it went down.

      "Carter is smart," he conceded, "but she may now be driven by personal vendettas and idealism. She wouldn't understand the bigger picture."

      Gibson's expression turned serious. "We need to handle her very carefully then."

      Owen's eyes narrowed as he stared at Gibson. "You think I don't know that? This isn't some amateur-hour operation we're running here."

      Gibson gulped visibly but said nothing more.

      "We'll use our resources wisely," Owen continued after a moment. "Track her every move, anticipate her actions, and make sure she never gets close to the truth. Put one of our people on the committee."

      The room fell silent as both men contemplated their next steps. The tech they had created was powerful, transformative even, but it also made them a target for those who sought to expose them.

      Gibson set down his empty glass.

      "Are you going to make contact?" Gibson’s eyes looked skyward.

      "With them? How? You know damn well that isn't how this works."

      "They are changing the rules, Owen. Maybe we should, too."

      The city below buzzed with activity, oblivious to the high-stakes game being played above.

      "We stay invisible, as always," King said, his position and his words echoing another King, another former leader of the organization.
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      Owen King sat in his plush leather chair, his office exuding an aura of power and affluence. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the bustling city, while mahogany shelves held numerous awards and mementos of his success. Yet, the room was not without its secrets. A wall, almost hidden behind a polished oak panel, displayed a myriad of artifacts, blueprints, and schematics—some of them describing items and concepts that were distinctly non-terrestrial.

      Alien technology combined with human ingenuity, all carefully drawn out. The room was rich with hidden desires and secrets, most of which Owen had a detached interest in at best.

      As he stared at the set of plans open on his desk, Owen's mind drifted back to a dinner long ago. His father's stern face loomed across the table, eyes piercing through Owen's youthful enthusiasm.

      "You think success comes without sacrifice?" his father had said, his voice gruff from years of smoking and hard liquor. "Recognition isn't given, it's taken."

      Owen had nodded, absorbing every word. The figure beside him back then, Mr. Hargrove, a family friend and a self-made millionaire, had chimed in. "Your father is right, Owen. Ambition requires relentless pursuit. Never let anyone stand in your way."

      Those two people had been more secretive in their own ambitions than anyone knew. The memory of that night had partially fueled his drive for decades. It was not only about copying their success; it was about proving himself worthy of his family's name and legacy. A legacy that had, over the years, become as much a burden as a trophy.

      Back in the present, Owen felt the weight of those words pressing in on him. He glanced over at the field reports sprawled across one side of his desk—accounts of power outages, mysterious disappearances, and horrific scenes that defied explanation. The chaos wrought by the aliens, as well as those who were trusted with their tech, was far-reaching.

      He rubbed his temples, feeling a headache brewing. "Have we gone too far?" he muttered to himself, though he knew there was no one to answer.

      He picked up a Groves report detailing the incident in Nevada—homes vanishing without a trace. The precision of the event mirrored some of their own technological advancements, except on a more elevated level, but carried with it an unsettling consequence.

      A knot tightened in his stomach as he flipped through more pages. A doctor's underwater encounter in the mid-Atlantic basin and the discovery made by Dr. Elena Schmidt's team on Mars weighed heavily on his overworked brain.

      For all his achievements, Owen did grapple with the moral ramifications of their work. The fine line between progress and peril seemed increasingly blurred.

      Yet quitting was never an option; that was drilled into him from that pivotal family dinner all those years ago.

      The door to his office swung open, and his teenage daughter, Emma, stepped in. Seeing her bright, hopeful eyes was like a balm to his troubled mind.

      "Hey, kiddo." His daughter scrunched up her face. She hated when he treated her like a child. Still, he couldn't help it. Even in her loafers and CoExist T-shirt that barely covered her stomach, he still always saw his little girl.

      "Dad, can we talk?" she asked, glancing at the chaos spread across his desk.

      "Of course, sweetheart. What is it?" Owen put on his mask of confidence, but he knew Emma could see right through it. He was a single parent; her mom had passed seven… no, eight years ago now. She'd had him wrapped around her finger since her tiny hand first grasped his, reaching up from her crib.

      "I heard something about the new… what did they call it? The ZPG something project," she hesitated, biting her lip. "People in the plant are saying it might be dangerous. Are you really sure we're doing the right thing?"

      Owen's heart sank. "Emma, I⁠—"

      "No, I mean it!" She stepped closer, passion igniting her words. "You're obsessed with NovaCore's success, but you have to protect the planet, Dad! How many people will get hurt?"

      He felt a sharp pang of guilt. Owen liked having Emma around; she was bright, if not a bit naive… like most teenagers. "Honey, I'm doing this for us, for our future."

      "But at what price?" Emma pressed, her eyes shining with tears. "What if it comes at the expense of other futures?" Emma had a social calling and a strong enough moral compass for the entire family; still, she would likely take over the organization at some point just like he had.

      But her words struck deep—a painful reminder of the moral ambiguity he had immersed himself in. The weight of responsibility bore down on him, and suddenly the P&L statements and design specs around him felt more like shackles than dreams.

      "Sometimes, to protect what you love, you have to make hard choices. There are greater powers at play here, and we don't understand..."

      But even as he said it, he sensed the lies. The truth gnawed at him: was he not simply passing the burden of responsibility onward—removing the potential for redemptive action because the stakes felt too high?

      From a few offices away, Gibson watched as the young girl left her father's office. Having no children himself, he felt having her around was a mistake… a liability. One that showed how weak his boss truly was. Thankfully, young Emma wasn't allowed around anything truly sensitive, but still, she picked up on things quickly and asked questions that no one else in NovaCore would ever dare.

      Gibson knocked lightly on the wooden door before easing it open and walking in. "Problems, sir?" He knew the drill. Hell, everyone knew the drill by now. When the boss's tree-hugging daughter caused distress for Owen King, everyone paid the price.

      "Where are we with the Zero Point Energy research?" Owen asked without looking up.

      "Just out of the concept phase, sir. I can get the project manager in here if you want the full scope."

      "Do it. I need to know who is so open-mouthed about this and what dangers we may be facing."

      Ten minutes later, Operations Manager Dr. Evelyn Cross sat across the table from Owen and Gibson. "It’s... complicated. The core concept behind tapping into zero-point energy is theoretically sound, but the challenges are, well… significant. We're dealing with physics at a level where even small fluctuations have catastrophic consequences."

      "Give me the high-level issues. What’s holding us up?" Owen asked.

      "Notionally, we understand most of the processes involved. The primary challenge we’re facing is one of containment. The energy density at zero-point is off the charts. We're talking about harnessing the quantum vacuum itself—the energy fluctuations that exist even in a 'perfect' vacuum state. The amount of power that could be drawn is theoretically infinite, but safely tapping into that without causing massive quantum, possibly even spacetime distortions, is the tricky part."

      "Spacetime distortions?" Gibson asked, shaking his head.

      "Yes,” Cross answered. “We’ve detected minor quantum tunneling effects during the few small-scale tests we've run. We’re talking localized anomalies—essentially small rips in spacetime—but nothing sustained or stable. And these tests were run at energy levels far below what we’d need for a viable power source. Imagine scaling that up without tearing reality apart."

      "So, it's a stability problem. When can we solve it?" King asked.

      Evelyn looked increasingly uncomfortable. "We're working on it. But here's the next hurdle—materials. We’ve run out of viable options with terrestrial materials. The pressures and energy densities at the interface where the ZPE extraction occurs are so extreme that traditional alloys and composites just break down. Even exotic elements like hafnium carbide or rhenium aren’t holding up."

      "I thought we were past that with those alloys from Project Exile," King said.

      "We thought so, too. But even those materials, which are miles ahead of anything publicly available, aren’t enough. We need something that operates outside our known material properties—something that can withstand forces on a quantum scale. We're currently trying to synthesize a crystalline lattice based on some of the data recovered from the alien tech."

      "Any luck there?"

      "Some. The crystalline structure we’re attempting mimics the properties of material Zeta-12—one of the alien alloys we’ve isolated from the, uh, 'retrieved' tech. It appears to have a unique atomic binding energy, but synthesizing it in usable quantities is proving difficult. Our best attempts so far have resulted in only microgram samples. And even those are unstable at room temperature."

      "Unstable how?" King asked.

      "The atomic bonds decay quickly once removed from vacuum conditions,”Cross explained. “The material starts to lose its properties, and the lattice collapses. We think it might need an electromagnetic field to stabilize it, but we’re still running simulations."

      "And without that material...?" Owen said, growing increasingly frustrated.

      "Without something that can endure those energy densities, even our best reactor designs will fail catastrophically. It’s not just about generating energy; it’s about sustaining and containing it without vaporizing the entire facility."

      "So, what’s the next step?"

      "We’re exploring a few options. One is trying to reverse-engineer the alien containment systems more directly. If we can figure out how their energy fields work at the subatomic level, we might be able to adapt the technology. We’ve also reached out to external partners with expertise in theoretical quantum mechanics for fresh insights."

      "Like who? And who authorized it?" Gibson demanded.

      "The… the Israelis and the Argentinians, and Mr. King, umm, you okayed it."

      "Hell, I probably did. We've sunk millions into this damn boondoggle. Can't give up if the end is in sight. Time frame?"

      "Best-case scenario?”Cross said. “Six to twelve months for stable material synthesis. After that, we’re looking at years to develop a functioning ZPE reactor. But if the next few breakthroughs fall into place, we could accelerate that. Of course, if something goes wrong... well, it could set us back decades."

      "Decades isn’t an option,”King said. “Throw whatever resources you need at it. We need this device operational sooner, not later. However, this can't be a threat to any of us. Build it somewhere safe, or the whole damn thing is off."

      "I do understand. But just so we're clear—this isn’t like tweaking a conventional reactor design. We're dealing with technology that defies our current understanding of physics. It very well could blow up in our faces. Literally."

      "Understood. Just make sure we’re on the side of history that figures it out first. Also, Doctor…"

      She looked at King worriedly. "Yes?"

      "Someone on your team, probably a young male, has a problem keeping his mouth shut. I am betting you already know who that is."

      The look on the woman's face let him know he'd been on target with that comment.

      "Get rid of him. Today. Off the team, out of the building. You can transfer him somewhere remote or just can his ass. Either way, he will not be a problem for us ever again. You got me?"

      She nodded and hurriedly left the room.

      "I assume you want me to follow up on that."

      "Of course I do, Gibson. Why the hell else are you here? Like you said, you don't know shit about ZPE devices."
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      Emily Carter sat at her desk, a stack of personnel files spread out before her. As she flipped through the pages, she couldn't help but feel a sense of accomplishment. This was her pet project, the UFO task force, and she needed the right people to make it work.

      She knew that this committee would never see the light of public scrutiny, which gave her a certain level of freedom in her choices. Credentials and background were important, but not as crucial as the other qualities she was looking for. Emily wanted people with conviction, individuals whose specialties aligned with the questions that would inevitably arise during their investigations. Most importantly, she needed people she could trust to operate independently—curious decision-makers who could think on their feet.

      As she scanned the files, Emily realized that finding this particular combination of skills was proving to be quite a challenge. It wasn't every day that you came across someone with the right mix of scientific expertise, curiosity, and trustworthiness.

      A light tap, then the door to Emily’s office cracked open, and Agent Trent Rogers stepped inside, a familiar figure in his crisp suit and easy smile. He held a folder tucked under his arm, moving with the confidence of someone who had seen the inner workings of government and military operations alike.

      “Hey, Ms. Carter,” he greeted, closing the door behind him. “I see you’re knee-deep in personnel files.”

      She looked up, offering a weary smile. “You could say that. I want the best for this task force.”

      Trent nodded, taking a seat across from her. "May I?"

      She nodded and pushed the folder toward him. He spread it open on her desk, revealing potential candidates. “I’ve got those other names you asked for," he said, still reading. "A lot of them are military—given the nature of your task force, you'll probably want their expertise.”

      Emily leaned forward, scanning the list he had placed on the desk. “Makes sense. We’ll need their tactical experience and protocol knowledge.” She trusted Trent implicitly; he had been her first addition to the task force for good reason. His high security clearance allowed him to go places she couldn’t, and his disarming personality made him an excellent liaison. She still wasn't totally sure what agency he was with—NSA, Homeland, CIA, Secret Service. Ultimately, she liked and trusted him, and unlike most in the intelligence community, he was very personable and forthcoming. That and the fact that her personal recommendation of him was enough.

      “Colonel James Walker,” Trent began, pointing to one name on his list. “Tactical expert with experience in asymmetric warfare. He’s solid. Has been one of the top military advisors to POTUS for the last fourteen months.”

      Emily nodded, jotting down notes. “Walker’s good. We’ll need someone who can handle unconventional threats and unconventional thinking. Not always easy for a military mindset. Think he can handle it?”

      "I do. There is some additional background that is relevant in his file. One of which is that he has an advanced degree."

      She scanned the file. "In Philosophy of Science."

      Trent smiled and nodded. "Could have likely done Theoretical Physicist if not for his military duties. The guy is whip-smart but very low-key; doesn't show his hand."

      Trent leaned back, his gaze steady on Emily’s face. “We also have Dr. Constance Hughes—Connie—historian and anthropologist. She can give us insights into historical contexts and unexplained artifacts.”

      Emily scribbled another note, feeling a bit more at ease with each name they discussed. Trent, it seemed, had a knack for finding the right people for the job.

      “What about Professor Kaden Trembley?” Emily asked, recalling the astrophysicist whose work had often skirted the edges of controversy. An acquaintance had suggested him.

      Trent raised an eyebrow but nodded approvingly. “He’s a Brit, but yes, on my list, too. His insights into astronomy and extraterrestrial phenomena could be invaluable, even if he’s... a bit intense.”

      Emily chuckled softly. “That’s one way to put it.”

      Their conversation flowed seamlessly as they continued to review potential candidates, each name adding another piece to the puzzle they were trying to solve.

      “Trent, they’re going to laugh at us, but we’re building something important here,” Emily said finally, looking up at the agent with determination in her eyes.

      "I know, and hopefully somewhere in here I can find someone to take you out on a date."

      "Get out of my office," she said, teasing.

      Her love life had been part of a running banter for most of their working relationship. Neither was willing to share a single detail, but to Trent, that simply meant Emily didn't have one. A fact that was sadly true but one she would never admit to.

      “Back to the list.” Emily tapped her pen against her notebook. "What other disciplines should we include? We don’t want it to be too large, or it’ll be too unwieldy to get anything done. For now, though, this is just a wish list. Some may decline anyway."

      Trent leaned forward, flipping pages in the folder. "Well, you may want to ask them. Like, I would suggest someone who can decode potential alien communications. A cybersecurity and cryptanalysis expert would be ideal, but they may not agree."

      Emily nodded. “That's a good idea, and Avery Martinez comes to mind. Former Cyber Command operative, right?”

      "Exactly. Avery’s cracked some of the toughest codes out there," Trent confirmed, "but I'm not sure you can pry her away from Silicon Valley long enough."

      Emily Carter made a note next to Avery’s name. "You’re right, we can make this list all day long, but who knows who will agree?"

      "They will need to relocate here at least for the initial session, right?"

      Emily nodded; they had discussed this previously. She had wanted the members to commit to ninety days but later realized that was probably too long for them. They were all going to be people at the top of their profession. No way you could pull them out of their research or jobs for too long.

      “Personally, I think we also need someone who can handle the abductee and missing persons reports,” Trent continued. “Someone with a knack for finding patterns in chaos.”

      "I thought that was going to be you, Agent Rogers," Emily said, smiling.

      "Not my forte, Boss."

      “Detective Rigel  Thomas” Emily said, recognizing the name from a recent report she had read. “He’s apparently well-known for uncovering unusual patterns in disappearances linked to UFO activity.”

      “Exactly,” Trent agreed, pulling the man's file from the folder and adding it to a pile.

      Emily paused, considering their selections so far. “We’ve got science, military, history, environmental expertise, and investigative skills covered.”

      “Pretty well-rounded,” Trent agreed. "May need more on the scientific side, though. Some of these academics' knowledge is very siloed. They only seem smart in their own discipline."

      Emily’s pen hovered over the paper as she considered Trent's statement and thought about potential gaps in their team’s expertise.

      "What about someone who understands our own space missions?" she suggested suddenly. The one that was in the news recently about the Mars thing. “Dr. Elena Schmidt, the Mars Rover specialist; her experience could possibly offer a broader perspective on planetary sciences.” While Emily had been briefed on the off-the-record findings of that mission, she wasn't ready to share that with Rogers.

      Trent nodded approvingly. “Good call. We might find that there’s something more going on in places beyond Earth. Besides, reading here, she was a former student of Trembley.”

      Emily added Dr. Schmidt’s name to the growing list. “Trembley seems very tied into several of the top experts in the field. I think we need to get him on board first, next should be Walker, and then let both of them sign off on other members."

      He smiled and nodded.

      "And no—I am not dating any of them."

      Over the last few months, Emily had become well-versed in the history of UFO investigations in the United States. The Robertson Panel, formed by then-Congressman Gerald Ford in 1953, had been a turning point. Dr. H.P. Robertson and his committee had evaluated the evidence, concluding that most sightings could be explained conventionally and posed no national security threat.

      But Emily knew better. The panel's debunking strategy had set the tone for decades of skepticism and dismissal. Subsequent government investigations had been influenced by this approach, leaving the truth buried beneath layers of secrecy and denial.

      She couldn't let that happen to this task force. This committee had to be different. They needed to operate with discretion, away from the public eye and the forces that had derailed previous task forces. Emily was determined to uncover the truth, no matter how uncomfortable or world-shattering it might be.

      As Trent left and she finalized the committee's structure, Emily made a silent vow. Hers would not fall victim to the same pressures and influences that had plagued its predecessors. They would follow the evidence, wherever it led, without fear or bias.

      She glanced at the dozen or so names on her list once more. Each brought a unique perspective and expertise to the table. Together, they would form a formidable team, ready to tackle the greatest mystery of their time.

      She also needed to reach out to an old family friend for some recommendations. Trent was right; they would have to put a minimum of two military advisors on the team, which could be problematic. No matter how bright a military mind was, they tended to think in a box. Everything is either a threat or an asset. Also, she needed to be able to trust every person on this list. She had no doubt that some would fail the vetting process, both her own and White House security.

      With a deep breath, Emily hit send on the email to the office of White House protocol, officially launching SCET, which was what she'd decided to call it. The die was cast, and the journey had begun. Whatever came next, things were going to get interesting around here.
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