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    For Cole. Always.

For Gloria, My wonderful and beautiful wife of 35 years. Thank you Mamie.

For Jake, and Katrina — you'll recognize yourselves.
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PROLOGUE
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Scotland, 1449

Duncan McAlister was dying.

A sword punched through leather and skin, grinding his ribs. He killed the man who'd done it—axe to the skull. But the damage was done.

He stumbled toward the loch, his hand pressed to the wound. Blood ran between his fingers. If he was going to die, let it be by the water. Not trampled in mud.

His foot caught a root. He fell, rolled onto his back, and stared at the clouds.

This is my end.

Thunder cracked. Not distant. Above him.

The sky churned. A metal vessel burst through the clouds, lights pulsing frantically across its hull. It shuddered. The lights died. A fragment tore loose, trailed fire, and slammed into the earth fifty feet away.

The ground jolted. Three shock waves that emptied his lungs. The vessel lurched, vanishing over the mountains.

Silence.

Duncan pushed to his hands and knees. Pain screamed through his side. He crawled toward the crater—scorched black, a foot wide. At its center, a small round object. It hummed. Pulsed. Almost alive.

He reached for it. Lightning struck. White light. Burning. Every muscle seized. He flew backward, crashed down, tasted copper and ash. His heart stuttered, stopped, started with a lurch.

He pushed up. His hands were blackened, smoking. He flexed them. No pain.

He pressed his palm to his side. The wound was gone. Only smooth skin where the blade punched through.

Duncan stood. The world sharpened—every rock, every blade of grass.

He approached the crater. The object glowed, quieter now. Waiting.

He grabbed it. No lightning. Fingers closed on smooth metal. It fit his palm, pulsing warm light.

Energy filled him.

He shoved it into a leather pouch, and tied the cord around his neck. The hum synced with his heartbeat.

The battle still raged on the ridge above him. He drew his sword.

Pressure hit his eardrums, vibrated his skull. He spun toward the loch.

A vessel skimmed the water—no oars, no sail. It stopped a foot from shore, hovering.

The top peeled back. A mast rose.

Creatures stood on deck. Knee-high. Wobbling heads on bodies too thin. Translucent skin, blue veins pulsing. Black eyes, depthless, locked on him.

Demons.

The frequency spiked, driving into his skull. Words etched into his mind:

RETURN WHAT YOU STOLE.

IT IS UNSTABLE. IN YOUR HANDS, IT WILL DESTROY YOU AND STRAND US HERE.

Duncan’s hand tightened on the pouch. It brought clarity.

“Demons! Go back to hell! You’ll get nothing from me!”

Three creatures leaped ashore. Too fast. His sword cut air. One landed on his back, blade biting his neck. Another sliced his thigh. The third circled, darting at his ankles.

He stumbled backward, caught a rock, and fell into the shallows. The vessel pulled back. The creatures shrieked, retreating to dry land.

They don’t like water. Good to know.

Duncan pushed up, bleeding. His sword lay in the mud. Useless. He yanked his belt free—thick leather, metal studs, heavy buckle.

They charged. He swung. Leather cracked one across the head, sent it flying. Caught another in the chest.

The third leaped at his face. Duncan snatched it mid-air. Bones crushed in his fist. It shrieked in his mind—pain, rage, fear.

He hurled it at the others.

More swarmed him. Blades opened him up. He fell face down in the shallows, bleeding out.

He was dying again.

The pouch pressed against his chest, pulsing.

Duncan rolled onto his back. The creatures stood at the shoreline, blades raised.

He lifted the pouch.

If the power be in you, help me now.

Energy surged—violent, overwhelming. He arched, muscles seizing. White light speared from the pouch, striking one alien dead center, sending it flying, convulsing, shrieking.

The other two froze.

Duncan struggled up. Power built again.

“AYE!” he roared.

Two bolts lanced out. The creatures flew back, smoking. They turned a sickly yellow. They rose from the ground.

POP.

Scorch marks on the rocks. Nothing else.

On the vessel, voices filled his mind:

GIVE US WHAT YOU HAVE STOLEN.

WE WILL RETURN. IT IS OURS.

“Come back, then!” Duncan shouted, voice raw. “I’ll be waiting fer ye!”

The hull sealed. The humming intensified. The craft vanished.

Silence over the loch.

Duncan collapsed to his knees. His cuts were closing, the bleeding slowed. The burning faded.

He pressed his hand to the pouch. The orb pulsed warm against his palm.

Why did ye choose me?

No answer. If those creatures returned, he vowed to kill them.

Duncan McAlister climbed to his feet. Bloodied. Healed. Alone. He would be waiting.
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CHAPTER 1 
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3 AM. Benji Smith stared at his bedroom ceiling.

Try to stop thinking.

Yeah, right.

He tried again. Eyes on the fan. Gentle hum. Deep breaths.

The fan blurred. The hum changed.

A sharp bite on his ankle. Another. He kicked out.

Not a bite.

A cut. The alien's blade—slicing, stabbing. He kicked.

“Mom! Dad! Help!”

Tangled in blankets, he fought to free himself.

“Help!”

The attack stopped.

Benji lay still. Movement under the covers. He lifted the blanket.

An orange eye glared.

It lunged—

He sat up, gasping. Sheets twisted around his legs. The room was dark. Quiet.

He sat there breathing. Waiting for his heart to slow. The ceiling fan turned. The streetlight pressed through the curtain the same way it always did.

Normal. All of it normal.

He checked under the blanket anyway.

Third nightmare. Two nights.

4:00 AM.

His T-shirt clung to him, soaked. He peeled it off, grabbed a hoodie. Bathroom. Cold water on his face. Kitchen. He grabbed a bottle of orange juice from the fridge.

They were monsters. They would have killed us. Why can't I stop seeing that orange eye staring at me from the dark?

He slapped his cheeks twice, grabbed his shoes, and left.

5 AM. Cole McAlister shot upright.

What was that?

Shadows on the walls. Nothing.

In the bathroom mirror, his bloodshot eyes stared back. He brushed his teeth, did twenty pushups, and swapped flannel for shorts. He grabbed water from the fridge and left out the back.

He glanced back at the house. Dark. Maddie would head back to college soon—he did not want to wake her at 5 AM.

He stepped onto the lawn. Grass was cool under his feet.

Cole rolled his shoulder. The rock dust was still in his skin, grinding. Pops used to rub that same spot when he told the stories.

Pops called it ‘the same fight, different century.’ Five hundred seventy-seven years of McAlisters waking up sore, alive, and hunted.

He told them like bedtime stories. Cole fell asleep to them more than once.

A soft pink glow lit the sky behind him. He froze at the end of his yard.

A figure, hunched in a chair under the maple tree.

“Who's there?”

“Dude, chill. It's me.”

“Benji? What are you doing out here?”

“Couldn't sleep. Got up. Wandered over. I don't know why.”

Cole sat beside him. Benji stared out over the lake. Ten minutes of silence.

“I can't sleep. My mind... spins. Two days,” Benji said, watching him. “You look like crap, too.”

“I'm sorry, Benji. I shouldn't have asked you guys for help.”

“I don't blame you. It was my choice.”


It was nearly 6:00AM. Ethan rolled up on his E-bike.

No words passed between them.

Benji faced the water. Hoodie pulled up despite the warmth. Shoulders forward, hands wrapped around an unopened bottle of orange juice.

“My dad texted,” Benji said. “He was out there until two in the morning.”

“Why?”

“The whole bluff collapsed. He said the readings are unlike anything he's seen. The fissure pattern doesn't match a natural collapse. He's back at his office, but he's going back out there this morning.”

Ethan said, “He won’t find anything.” 

“You sure about that?” Benji asked.

Cole leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Yesterday, I buried them under a thousand tons of rock. Almost buried myself with them. You guys dragged me out. Same fight. Different century. Burying them isn't the same as ending it.”

No one responded. 

Pops pulled up in his thirty-year-old truck.

He crossed the yard unhurried, wearing a flannel shirt, despite the heat. Two coffees in one hand. He set them on the edge of a fire pit and pulled up the fourth chair.

His eyes moved. Cole. Ethan. Benji’s hoodie pulled to his chin, orange juice unopened, leg bouncing under the chair.

He surveyed the lake. Said nothing at first.

“How'd you sleep?”

Cole stared at the ground. “Not great.”

Benji huffed. Not a laugh. Something emptier.

Pops picked up one of the coffees. Wrapped both hands around it. Leaned back in his chair.

“Your dad's heading out there again this morning.”

Benji asked, “How do you know that?”

“Talked to him last night at the site. He was setting up equipment when I got there.” Pops took a sip. “Smart man, your father. Thorough.”

“What were you doing out there, Pops?”

“Checking. Wanted to see it for myself.”

“And?”

Pops faced his grandson. “It's a significant collapse. Someone's going to follow up. University teams. State surveyors. Eventually, someone with a federal budget.”

Ethan lowered his phone. “What happens if they start digging?”

“Depends on how deep it's buried. What’s left of it.”

Cole said. “In six hundred years, this is the first time we were the hunters, not the hunted.” 

“As far as I know, yes.”

“We kicked their asses before the cave collapsed. They’re buried under all of it, Pops.”

“They are.”

“So, is it over?”

Pops kept both hands around his coffee. The morning light moved across the water the same way it always had. Normal. Patient. Indifferent.

“Every McAlister who came before us asked that same question. Each one of them hoped the answer was yes. But hope and certainty are two different things. They don't die. You destroy one, it regenerates somewhere else—no memory of the fight, no memory of us. It starts all over. Every battle is the first battle for them. That's why it never ends. But you already know this.”

Benji pulled his hoodie tighter. 

“But this time might be different. A thousand tons of rock. That ship was crushed. Their tracker was destroyed. How do they come back from that? I don’t see it.”

“So, what do we do?” Ethan asked.

Pops settled back. “Right now? I’m bringing this cup of coffee home to Mamie. The rest will come soon enough.”

The morning moved around them. The same town it had always been.
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“Guys, let's head to the diner,” Cole said. “I'm buying.” 

The bell above the diner door chimed. Millie glanced up from the counter.

“Back booth, boys?”

They slid into their usual. Millie brought three sodas. She took in their weary faces and raised an eyebrow.

“You boys look like you've seen a ghost.”

“Tired. Long night.” Cole smiled.

She didn't look convinced. Ethan pulled out his phone.

“Guys.”

He turned the phone toward them. A satellite image of the cave collapse.

The headline: Mysterious Signal Detected from Minnesota Cave Collapse.

“The article says there’s been minor tremors since the collapse. Two days in a row.”

Cole asked. “What else does it say, Ethan?” 

“It mentions a signal, coming from under the ground. Not much more.”

“Great. That’s just great.” Benji said, “What next? Don’t people have better things to do than worry about a cave in the middle of nowhere?”

“Man, this is huge,” Ethan said.

“Keep your voice down.” Cole scolded his friend, “As far as anyone knows, no one was there. We’re in the clear as long as we stay quiet.”
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