
[image: Images]



[image: Images]



PROLOGUE

July 2, 1996

The ships had appeared out of nowhere: enormous round discs that settled above Earth’s major cities and then hovered there. Most people had fled the cities, fearful of an invasion. Others had stayed to greet what they hoped were peaceful messengers from across the galaxy.

Sadly, those who stayed were wrong. The ships opened up—giant metal pieces springing open like petals on a flower—to unleash massive energy blasts on the helpless cities.

The invasion had begun. But the humans had fought back. On July 4, in a plan masterminded by scientist David Levinson, the Americans destroyed the alien mother ship and told armies around the world how to destroy the other ships. American President Thomas Whitmore fearlessly declared, “The Fourth of July will no longer be known as an American holiday, but as the day when the world declared with one voice: ‘We will not go quietly into the night.’ We will not vanish without a fight. We’re going to live on. We’re going to survive. Today we celebrate our Independence Day.”

The humans won the War of 1996, but what we didn’t know was that from far away, the aliens watched their defeat. And then they prepared their next move. . . .


CHAPTER 1

July 2, 2016

Twenty years later people on Earth were getting ready to celebrate the anniversary of the planet’s Independence Day. At the White House—rebuilt to its former glory after the invasion had destroyed it—crews were busy preparing for the big celebration in two days.

Inside the White House, President Lanford practiced her Fourth of July speech with her team in the conference room.

“The countless lives we lost in the War of ’96 didn’t perish in vain. They inspired us to rise from the ashes as one people of one world. For twenty years we haven’t seen any armed conflict between nations, because we put our petty differences aside. United, we rebuilt our families, our cities, and our lives. The fusion of alien and human technology not only enables us to defy gravity, it has also paved the way to create the Earth Space Defense, or ESD program, which finally makes our planet safe again.”

Finished, she looked to her speechwriter and smiled. “Great speech, Patty.”

“Thank you, Madame President,” answered Patricia Whitmore. Former President Whitmore’s daughter was only seven when the alien invasion began. She had been with her father at the time, and she knew that had probably saved her life. Her mother hadn’t been so lucky. Injured in the alien attack, she had died on July 4, 1996.

Patricia would never forget that day twenty years ago. She had grown up as Washington, DC, was rebuilt. It was the only home she had ever known, and she’d moved back there after her training at the ESD Academy, choosing the White House over being a pilot in space.

Secretary of Defense Reese Tanner spoke up. “I have to disagree,” he said. “This is an election year, and I strongly advise that you remind the people that you lost your entire family in ’96.”

The president stopped him. “Tanner, three billion people died. Everybody lost someone. We’ve been living in fear for the last twenty years. That ends today.”

At that moment Captain Dylan Hiller, dashing in an ESD dress uniform, stepped into the conference room. He and Patricia exchanged a smile. Twenty years before, his father, Steven Hiller, had fought the aliens side by side with former President Whitmore. Dylan and Patricia had bonded during that time, and they’d remained friends throughout their childhood and then through their time at the ESD Academy.

“Captain Hiller, welcome to the White House,” President Lanford said with a wide smile.

“It’s great to be back,” Dylan said.

“I can’t tell you how proud we are to have you flying our flag up there,” President Lanford continued.

“It’s an honor, Madame President,” Dylan replied sincerely.

President Lanford introduced Dylan to Reese Tanner. “I think you know the secretary of defense.”

“Sir,” Dylan said respectfully.

“Nice to see you again, son,” said Tanner.

“And I don’t have to introduce you two,” the president said when they reached Patricia.

“Moving up in the world,” Dylan said as he and Patricia hugged.

“Says America’s knight in shining armor,” Patricia teased.

“You’re the one who’s back in the White House,” Dylan pointed out.

“As an employee, I don’t quite get the same benefits as I did when I lived here,” Patricia countered.

Dylan smiled. “How did they let us get away with everything we did?”

“Maybe it had something to do with the fact that my dad was commander in chief,” Patricia replied.

An aide approached Dylan. “We’re ready for you, Captain.”

“Dylan, be nice to Jake when you see him up there,” Patricia said before he walked away.

For the first time since he’d arrived, Dylan’s face clouded. He walked beside the president and forced a smile as the camera flash popped.

Now the aide turned to Patricia. “Ms. Whitmore, it’s Agent Travis. He says it’s urgent.”

The aide handed a phone to Patricia, and she stared at it for a moment, wearing a worried frown. Agent Travis worked for her father. When he said something was urgent, he meant it.

What was her father up to this time?


CHAPTER 2

Up on Earth’s moon, workers were busy trying to get a defense cannon in place and operating in time for the big Independence Day celebration. Two crews—one American and one Chinese—had begun the operation years ago. Now it was time to see if their hard work would pay off.

Buildings on the moon base rumbled as tug spacecraft flew overhead. These were no sleek spaceships. Each one held a pilot and copilot in a boxy bubble-shaped compartment. Each tug’s bulky body was designed to haul a much bigger payload across space.

In this case, the tugs were pulling a large cannon harvested from a fallen alien destroyer. The mission was simple: move the cannon onto a turret mount anchored to the moon. The mission was also tedious. The tugs had been towing the cannon for days at a snail’s pace.

Inside one of the tugs, classic rock music blared. Jake Morrison, the pilot, wore a white T-shirt and a trucker cap.

“Seven miles and closing,” he reported into his radio. Then he switched off the mic. “Of the slowest trip of my life.”

His copilot, Charlie Miller, woke up from a nap on a bench behind Jake and yawned. While twenty-seven-year-old Jake had rugged good looks, Charlie was three years younger, as well as shorter and scrawnier.

“Remember when we thought we’d be the best fighter pilots in the world?” Jake asked. “Now we’re flying forklifts in space.”

“Hey, cheer up,” Charlie told him. “There are worse things you could be doing than towing a half-trillion-dollar weapon.”

“Yeah, well, I need a little more stimulation,” Jake said. He got up from his chair and took a seat facing the rear of the ship, staring out at the endless space.

“You know I didn’t have to follow you up here,” Charlie reminded him.

“Yes, you did,” Jake said with a grin. “You get lonely without me.”

Charlie knew Jake was right, but he would never admit it. Both men had lost their families during the alien invasion and had been shuffled off to orphanages, where their well-meaning caretakers had tried their best to make the institution feel like home. Jake had taken little Charlie under his wing, and the two had bonded like brothers.

“I was the youngest valedictorian in the history of the academy,” Charlie continued, stretching. “I could’ve been stationed anywhere. Like San Diego. Beaches, surfing—”

“You never surfed a day in your life,” Jake reminded him.

“But I’m a fast learner, and I’ve got great balance,” Charlie said. “Like a cat.”

Jake chuckled. “Cats hate water, Charlie.”
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Deeper in space, more than seven hundred million miles from Earth, a crew of Russian cosmonauts was building an ESD base on Rhea, one of Saturn’s moons. The view from Rhea was spectacular—Saturn’s majestic rings made of rock and ice, silhouetted against the blackness of space. But right now the base was experiencing some disturbances. The Russian commander reported the power fluctuations back to ESD command.

Elsewhere on the base, the lights flicked on and off again. The heat wasn’t working, and the temperature in the base was dropping by the second. Technicians hurried to locate the problem.

“The power surges blew out most of the fuses,” one cosmonaut observed.

“Let’s switch to the emergency generators,” a tech advised.

Just then the commander came into the room. “What now?” he asked.

A third tech pointed out the window. The commander strode over. He could see a swirling, glowing mass in the sky. It seemed to be growing every second.

“Call it in,” the commander ordered.

“Our communications are down,” explained one of the techs.

“That’s impossible,” said the commander, walking over to the communications monitor.

A strange noise came over the speaker system. . . .
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Back on Earth’s moon, the tug pilots had the cannon in position and were getting ready to dock it into its base.

Jake carefully maneuvered his tug into position while Charlie still rambled on.

“You realize there are only thirty-six women on this moon base?” he asked.

“I’m sure one of them will eventually come around, pal,” Jake told him.

“Hey, it’s not like they all rejected me,” Charlie protested. “I happen to have standards.”

Behind Charlie, his console flickered on and off. A strange noise filled the space tug. Then the tug jolted, and the awful sound of grinding metal filled the ship.

“What did you do?” Jake cried.

“Nothing!” Charlie insisted. “Was that a power surge?”

The power was flickering on and off down on the moon base, too. A warning alarm blared.

“Sir, Tug Ten collided with the weapon!” a tech shouted.

Commander Lao looked out the window. The huge cannon was slowly falling toward the moon base.

“The clamps have stopped! They’re not responding!” yelled the weapons engineer.

“All tugs, take evasive action!” Commander Lao ordered. “Pull back!”

Through his window, Jake saw the cannon falling toward the moon base.

“That’s a negative, sir,” Jake replied to Commander Lao.

“What do you mean, ‘negative’?” asked Charlie.

Jake steered the space tug right between the moon base and the falling weapon! Charlie shrugged at Commander Lao as they flew past the window of the moon base’s command center.

“This isn’t a fighter jet, Jake!” Charlie warned.

“Don’t remind me!” quipped Jake.

Commander Lao’s voice came through the ship’s communication system. “Lieutenant Morrison, what are you two doing?”

“Improvising!” replied Jake.

Wham! Jake’s space tug collided with the cannon. Sparks flew from the robotic arms, but they held firm.

The tech in the command center stared at her monitor in disbelief. “Sir! He’s slowing the fall!”

Jake kept pushing the tug into the cannon. Engine warning lights flashed in the cockpit.

His crazy plan was working! The giant cannon slowly lifted back into position between the clamps.

“Commander! The locks are reengaging!” the engineer reported.

Charlie was as pale as a ghost but relieved. “Was that stimulating enough for you?” he asked Jake.

Jake chuckled. “I didn’t think that was gonna work.”

With one last thunk, the cannon locked into the turret.


CHAPTER 3

General Adams gazed out of the window of an ESD helicopter. The salt flats of New Mexico stretched out below him like a white sea.

The helicopter flew over a mountain, and the scene changed. Below, the remains of an enormous alien destroyer were lodged in the sand. Thousands of workers harvested pieces from the wreck, as they had been doing for the last two decades. Now mostly a skeleton of the ship remained.

Workers loaded the pieces onto trucks that carried them to the Area 51 military base. Once a top-secret alien research facility, it was now the well-known hub of all alien technology.

The chopper landed, and General Adams strode across the base, his eyes flashing with annoyance. A young man in a uniform ran to greet him.

“This better be good,” Adams snapped at Lieutenant Ritter. “My wife and I were enjoying a very nice morning at a very expensive bed-and-breakfast.”

“I’m sorry, sir. I thought you should see this,” Ritter said, and for the first time Adams noticed how anxious the lieutenant seemed.

He soon found out why. Ritter led him to the alien prison cells, where survivors of the crashed ship had been kept since the invasion. In the monitor center, two guards kept an eye on rows of screens showing video feeds of each alien prisoner.

“It started a couple of hours ago . . . ,” Ritter began, nodding to the monitors.

Each screen showed the same thing. The aliens were shrieking wildly and throwing themselves against their cell walls, over and over and over.

General Adams frowned and gazed out of the bay window overlooking the enormous prison block.

“After twenty years of being catatonic,” he muttered. “Get me Director Levinson.”

“We tried. He’s unreachable,” the lieutenant reported.
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David Levinson, Director of the ESD, was riding in a convoy of ESD jeeps heading across the African savannah as the sun set in the sky. Two United Nations armored vehicles carrying soldiers accompanied them.

Next to David Levinson, a younger guy was desperately trying to get his point across.

“The administration has made it clear that expenditures need to be reined in,” the guy was saying. “And yet you’ve spent nearly three times your allocated travel budget this year alone.”

“Who are you again?” David asked him.

“Floyd Rosenberg the accountant, sir,” offered up David’s assistant, who sat across from him.

Floyd kept pressing David. “I know a lot of people have a negative reaction to being audited, but it can be a very constructive experience.”
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