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[ab in Huntsville.
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Baen Booksby TRAVISS. TAYLOR
Warp Speed

CHAPTER 1

| just barely ducked the knife that wasthrown a me by her, my nemesis, JackieZZ. | responded by
dipping left, crouching, and legping at her with al my strength focused on taking out her helmet laser. |
was nowhere near quick enough, because she burned off my left hand with afull second to spare.
Although it vibrated and | could fed the light shock, I tried not to let it stop me from pressing the attack.
With the momentum in the fight that | had gained by the lunge, there was a chance, agood one | hoped,
that | could take her now. | managed to wrap my hands, erh, hand and stump, around her backpack
power supply and then | ripped it right off of her armor. Sparks flew everywhere and therewas a
cool-looking array of secondary explosionsas| rolled off her back to the side.

JackieZZ was too damned good. For awoman with such big breasts on such asmdl frame, damn,
and the powerful spritelike movement she had, she madeit difficult to focusand | bardly managed toroll
out of theway of her counterstrike. | did aback flip just in time to miss avenom-spiked boot crushing
through my face.

"Damnit, quit watchin' the scenery and fight!" | had to remind myself. | had been playing these
gladiatoriad gamesfor years now and was undefeated; | couldn't lose now! Therewasno way | could
los!

| tried to deepen my concentration and my hand moved asfast as| could makeit. JackieZZ and me,
StevieM09, had been at it for hours now, maybe longer, and we both were wearing down. My back was
killing me, my fingers hurt, and my right wrist ached al theway up to my shoulder. Then she made her
mistake; she stepped backward while throwing an x-block with her forearm quantum shilds. | figured |
could get her the same way | defeated MarsK end4 last weekend. The quantum shields drain the power
level below my secret attack's power level, so | went for it. Asfast asmy fingers could move, | lunged
forward, then rolled to my left, then launched myself with my hydraulic jumper boots to more than eighty
feet above JackieZZ, then | turned down headfirgt, hit my downward thrusters, and then came the secret
code. Left circle, right triangle, forward, forward, right right1, Ieft circle, right x, right x, left x, left leftl,
and then both left and right circles on both controllers. | turned mysdf into a pure energy being and was
propelled at JackieZZ faster than any reflexes or secret codes | had ever heard of, but something
different happened thistime.

JackieZZ wasn't just throwing a quantum x-block, but instead was completing a secret code of her
own. The quantum force field amazingly shaped itsdlf into aquantum singularity or mini black hole. There
shewasin an awesome gung-fu-style fighting stance with her hands cupped upward holding amini black
hole over her head. Thetida forces were so great that the hair protruding from beneath her helmet as
well as her mammoth CGI boobs pointed upward and toward the event horizon. Materia from al around
The Realm was being sucked into the singularity—except for JackieZZ who stood there basicaly



unaffected.

Baffled, | tried everything | knew to steer my new energy form away from the black hole, but it was
far too late! | was sucked into the timel ess abyss from which there was no known escape, forever. |
became a pencil-thin beam, and then asingle, ray-thin beam of light and finally my visor blinked to totally
black. | flipped up the visor and looked at the big screen just in time to see her standing there,
triumphantly, and maniacaly, laughing. The black hole had disspated and the big screen now displayed in
gigantic font JACKIEZZ WINS!!

"Shit!" | cursed my controllers, my puppy, and | kicked my forty-ounce beer bottle over. | stood up
and stretched for the few seconds | would have while the game logged off to the Waiting Room. | dipped
my visor and headphones off, rolled my neck |eft and then right, and then | redlized, " Shew, puppy, ether
you or | stink and one of us needs abath!™ It was probably both of ussince | had been swesting
profusely while fighting JackieZZ for the past few hours and puppies dways need abath. | tugged on the
little fellow's ear and told him he was agood boy.

| had never been defeated at any of the Realm World Competitions, especiadly not at the Gladiator
Sequence, ever. And damnit, this JackieZZ that | met yesterday in The Realm's Tavern had beaten me at
everything.

| sumbled over apile of empty cereal boxes on my way to the fridge and pulled out another forty
ounces. Unfortunately, | was out of ceredl, so | had to settle for corn chips. The Waiting Room door
popped on the screen and avideo square with JackieZZ's computer likeness standing there smiling back
at me opened.

"Gotchaagain, but man that was the longest it has ever taken me to beat a Sequencer. Y ou're good.”
She put her hands on her hips and winked while that pleasantly, if not freakishly, disproportionate body
jiggled up and down.

"Wherethehdl .. ." | finished off asp of beer and belched, "did that mini black hole thing come
from?" | was comfortable speaking to such an atractive image since | knew she was seeing my six foot
two, chisdled granite washboard abs and giant musclesimage. After dl, | am a Sequencer. Although,
cometo think of it, that belch probably wasn't cool. And of course, my own persond appearance of Six
foot one and two hundred forty pounds, al fat, waswell hidden behind the video display.

"You liked that did you?" JackieZZ's boobs wiggled with every movement she made. It was
digtracting, agood fighting strategy, especialy since she undoubtedly knew that most of her opponents
would be singleand mae and hard up. "I cal it ZZ'sHole!" Her video likeness laughed.

"Cute, but effective. Who wrote the code and have you sold it yet?”

"I wrote the code, StevieM09. Y ou wannabuy a copy, that'll be seventy-six hundred euros." Her
CGl likeness held out itsleft hand palm up and then winked a me.

"Uh, uh. .. how muchisthat American?' | asked.

"Ohyesah, I've been in Ramstein so long | amost speak German now. That's about one point two
timesin U.S. You want it?'

"Shit, | couldn't afford it. How did you get so good?" | stroked my belly and propped the corn chip
bowl on it with my left hand while reaching for my beer with my right hand. The picturein picture news
dert icon blinked on in the bottom |eft-hand corner of the screen. | ignored it for now.

JackieZZ chimed back in, "Oh that; my dad works for RealmSoft Europe. | write code for themin
the summer when school isout.”

"I see, uh, no, I don't see. What'd you mean, when school's out? How old are you?' | had abad
feding about this.

"I'm fourteen."

"How did you get in to The Realm?It'sfor adults only!" | thought of some of the other more adult
Worldswithin The Realm, like Orgy World and it spooked me abit. Kidsjust shouldn't be in there.



"How do you think I can write the code for RelmSoft if | can't get in The Realm, stupid?’ That last
was more of an insult than aquestion. Her video likeness stuck her tongue out at me and put her hands
on her hips. | fet bad about noticing the boob wigglesthistime.

"But, you shouldn't bein here, JackieZZ," | pleaded.

"Oh pooh. You're aprudejust like my mom. Don't worry, mother, | have aspecid accessthat just
letsmeinto the Gamer Level Worlds." Again thewiggles.

"JackieZZ, that isimpossible. Y ou know aswell as| do that once you open the door to The Realm
there are no doors that can't be opened. Y ou'rein The Realm, for Christ's sakel™ | shook my head then
suffed ahandful of chipsin my mouth.

"Yeah | know, thisisanew experimenta accesswith aworm attached to it. If you go to certain
places the worm startsto eat you. I'm trying to figure out how to best it for my dad. If | can't beet it, The
Realm will no longer be an adul—" She stopped talking and her likeness vanished from the screen.

"JackieZZ, are you there?' No response.
"JackieZZ, Jackie are you online?" Nothing.

Ohwell, I thought, she must've somehow gotten disconnected, turned off or something. | had heard
of that happening but had never seenit. "How about that,” | told Lazarus the Puppy, "kidsin The Ream.
Bad enough they're in the Framework, but The Realm. Weird stuff, hunh?Y egh, that'sright, youre a
good puppy.” | tugged on Lazaruss left ear and scratched his neck. The little guy looked up a mewith
sad little two-month-old puppy dog eyes. My mom and dad had given him to me recently ashewasa
pup from the last litter of the family dog, Mally. They had kept afamily dog from the same genetic line
sncel wasakid; it was sort of atradition.

The news dert icon had continued to blink since | lost contact with JackieZZ, but rather than worry
about it | decided that | was going to get another beer. Upon arriva at thefridge | redlized that | only had
oneforty left, the horror. "Oh God, Lazarus, were out of beer! Go to the store and fetch some boy,
good boy!" Lazarusjust lay there chewing on his squeaky toy and didn't respond other than hisears
propping up a the sound of his name.

Then | remembered where | had heard of the Framework connections being disrupted. It was afew
months ago when the meteor destroyed Colorado and part of Wyoming.

Oh my God, | thought. | frantically grabbed the remote and opened up the news aert icon on the
TV, afraid of what | might see. "L et'sjust see what the talking heads have to say!"

" ...agan, sofar to our knowledge, there have been huge explosions or perhaps impacts, near Los
Angees and off the coast of Cape Kennedy, Florida."

"Mom and Dad! Carly! No!"

" ... We have no idea what has caused such explosions. It is possible that these are events,
which are similar to the one in Northern Florida and the catastrophic impact in Colorado a few
months ago when the meteor hit there, but we have no confirmation of that yet. Wait . . . just a
moment, my God, there has been another impact or explosion, or whatever it is, in Europe. It
seems to be centered near Ramstein, Germany . . ."

| watched television for the next fourteen days straight, only going out for food, puppy treats, and
beer but immediately returning home as quickly as possible. | was numbed by the total destruction and
loss of countless millions of lives around the world that evening. The meteorsimpacted al around the
globe, in Ching, Russia, North Korea, Germany, Cdifornia, and Florida. | never heard from poor little
JackieZZ again. That broke my heart.

Ontop of that, I'm from Bakersfidd, California, whichisjust about fifty miles north of Los Angeles.
My entirelist of living relativesthat | know about were al gone! Everybody | could connect with or could
count on asfamily, were vaporized in an ingant. My high school was gone and probably most of my high
school chums. There would belittle reason for aten-year reunion.



My mom and dad and my little sster, Carly, were gone. The house that | had known ashome all of
my life—gone. Surel lived in Dayton now, but home was till Bakersfield, home was till where Mom
and Dad and Carly lived. Home was still where we had raised generations of our family dogssince | was
little. Homewas gtill where | built the tree fort in the back yard with my buddies when | was nine. Home
was gtill where | went every holiday and vacation. But now, it was gone—all gone.

| missed work for two weeks straight and | sure as hell didn't make it to any of my college classes. In
fact, | wouldn't make it back to collegefor along timeand | got fired from that job. Oh well, who needs
it; theworld just nearly got destroyed, man! And, and | was done, just Lazarus and me.

CHAPTER 2

Things were okay for about two weeks after The Rain, which iswhat the day of meteors had
become known as on the Framework, but then came the horrible hypercanes, which asthe guy on The
Weather Channel explained were super-duper hurricanes. The country-sized storms were spawned off
from the meteor impacts. One storm the size of Brazil pounded the south Peacific and stalled in the ocean,
churning it up and making it impassble by air or seafor more than amonth. The mega storm eventualy
turned and wreaked havoc on Australiaand New Zeadand. The other mgjor hypercane system spun up
below the equator just above South America. It plowed through Buenos Aires and bounced aong the
coastline moving southward. It churned across the Atlantic and cut a path across the Congo, then on to
Indiabeforeit died out. That storm killed hundreds of thousands. A couple of large hurricanes and
hundreds of tornados had plagued North Americaand Russasince The Rain, but after about a month the
weather began to settle down.

It took about al of that month for me to get over my depressed funk or state of disrepair or whatever
it was. | would get so depressed that | would block out hours of time where | had just sat there and
cried. And sometimes, | didn't even remember the hours-at-a-time depression when it would pass. |
went to severd different shrinksfor help. They ran tests on me and did brain scans and everything came
out normd. It was odd to me that the rest of the world went on about its business and was only fazed
dightly by The Rain. After The Rain our society didn't fall apart at al, but for some reason | seemed to
have. People in generd went on about their businesswhile fell down into apit of something akinto
despair.

"Buy abunch of these expensgve drugs,” the shrinkstell me. "They'rethe only cure. Damned
headshrinkers!

So | take the drugs, but the only way | seem to survive within my depression and get my mind into
some sort of useful mode isto replay the Sequence against JackieZZ and attempt to reverse engineer her
mini black hole. Y ou see, the Internet 11, or the Framework as Realm Citizens call it, enabled Rea mSoft
to develop avirtua world with red laws of physics and nature and real ups and downs. Of course, the
devel opers of The Realm wouldn't tell anybody what the laws were, which is part of what makesit so
interesting. Part of the fun of The Realm adventureisto try and discover itslaws. Thisisdone by creeting



avirtua persona, such asmine, StevieM 09, and living and having adventuresin the various worlds of The
Redm. Asyou learn more and more about The Realm you become more powerful and can manipulate
thingswithin it more readily. Thered wizardsin there play the Gladiator Sequence and try to show off
their power. If you kill a Sequencer, you get the secrets of The Realm that that Sequencer has
discovered. If you are lucky enough, and you stumble across a Node, you can upload your own code
into the virtud redlity and get aroyalty for it any timeit isused. | had done thiswith my code for the
EnergyBeingSM09 just as JackieZZ had obvioudy done with ZZ's Hole. These were two subroutines
that "were not of The Realm." The problemisthat if you didn't know where the secret code was hidden,
and the secret button sequence to activate it, you couldn't useit. JackieZZ had died before ever sdlling
the button sequence to any other Sequencers. So | thought | could recreate it now that | had seenit.

Me, | am acode writer by choice and had been completing my bachelor's degree in computer
science a the University of Dayton in Ohio when the meteorsfell. How'd | get to Ohio from Cdifornia
you ask? Well, when | wasin high school back in Bakersfield, beforeit was. . . destroyed . . . | wrote
my own operating system. | wastrying to get my own game designsinto the mainstream but thought that
the code requirements were clunky. So, | created an operating system that was much more stable and
more precisday efficient than any other codes| knew of at thetime. At the request of my science teacher |
entered it into the school's science fair. | won at school level, then at state, and then won my division at
the International Science and Engineering Fair, or ISEF aswe called it, plus| got an honorable mention
overdl. | lost to a particle accelerator, an optical computer, some bioluminescence thing, and awrong
solution to Fermat's Last Theorem.

Asagpecid award | received afull tuition scholarship for both the University of Alabamain
Huntsville and the Universty of Dayton. Of course, as a Cdiforniastate citizen | could have goneto
school in Cdiforniafor free, but my parents were way overprotective and | wasafraid if | stayed in-dtate
that they would continuoudy be checking in on me. What college kid wantsthat? So | didn't want to stay
home, and | suredidn't want to livein ahick town in Alabama, so | chose Dayton; at least they have cool
ar showsthere,

My freshman year | got a cooperative education job working for aloca company that made wireless
data routers and switching hubs. | learned alot about hardware, encryption, and code writing to drive
hardware back then. Then the Framework opened up and not long after that The Realm was invented.
Right off the bat | found a small Node and uploaded some tidbits that earned me alittle extracash to help
pay for my agpartment, food, and beer, and when | didn't earn enough from my job, The Realm, and my
scholarship, | just took out astudent loan. Oh, did | forget to explain that the harder to find aNodeis,
the more bandwidth you are alowed to upload with? Y ou can use a Node as often as you like once you
know how to find and accessit, but it costs about fifteen bucks per second to upload data. | think this
was RealmSoft'sway of encouraging code writersto write efficient code and to spend hoursin there
looking for bigger Nodes. It'sagreat racket. A monthly subscription to The Realm costs about fifty
bucksfor forty hours, or seventy-five for unlimited access.

What about viruses? Thereis rumored to be aWorld where all the viruses get stored and mutated,
but it makes no sense to me why they would keep them. My guessisthey use some sort of anti-virus
Agent to take care of the problem.

So, anyway, | had tried to Sequence afew times since The Rain, but knowing | would never see
anyone | cared about took the red life out of me, and knowing that | would never get the chanceto play
ZZ again just took the wind from my virtual sails. On the other hand, | did need money to live on, sincel
dropped out of school, or | should say "took a break," lest the student loan collectors come calling, and
the money | make at the video game renta and repair storethat | work at now just doesn't pay the bills.
My thinking wasthat if | spent dl my timetrying to reverse engineer ZZ'sHole, | could input it into The
Realm through the secret Node | found on Planet Xios and win afew Sequenceswithit. Then | could sl
it for big bucksto the other Sequencers. My EnergyBeingSM 09 was bringing me about twenty-three
thousand dollars ayear (after taxes) on roydlties, so | figured ZZ's Hole would make much more than



that. Then, | could quit that damn video store.

| was having no luck at al with it. Two years passed, and | sill was getting nowhere. | replayed the
recording of the video Sequence over and over and over to no avall. | tried testing in my own Test Realm
themini black hole codes | devel oped but test pilot Sequencer tIM 987 had failed and StIM 988 was
about to giveit atry, if | could figure out why StIM987 didn't work that is. That JackieZZ, whoever she
was, must've been acoding genius. Either that or she had someinsight from her father at RealmSoft
Europe. Make ashort story long; | was having no luck and it wastime to go to work.

"Lazarus, buddy," | stroked hischin. "'l gottago pay the bills" | told him. He had grown into quite the
companion. Asabonus, | didn't have to vacuum anymore—since Lazarus was avacuum himself. If it
could be swallowed, he would ezt it. | tossed him asmelly doggy bacon treat and made my way out the
door.

The weather was a bit crummy, even for summer in Dayton. The sky was hazy and grayer than blue
and the sun was very red, not yelowish orange like it used to be, and it was only about ninety degrees
and muggy as hell. We were supposed to have bad storms later, the kind that used to only occur in
tornado aley; now they happened everywhere. The word inside The Realm was that the dust and excess
therma energy that was thrown into the atmosphere from The Rain was the cul prit. Makes senseto me,
but I'm no atmospheric scientist.

Just as| pulled into the parking lot of VR'sV.R. World it started raining, hard. "Good thing | didn't
bring an umbrdla. Shit!" | told my 2011 Cutlass, which in just two weeks would haveits tenth birthday.
The Cutlass didn't seem to care, athough it choked and tried not to cease combustion when | turned off
theignition switch. | rushed to the door of VR's, getting soaked from head to toe sincerushing isn't redly
my forte.

"You'reright on time, Mr. Montanal Good for you," the eighteen-year-old blue-haired punk who
was my boss pointed out as he looked up from the television. He had threatened to fire meif | waslate
one moretime, but it was just ahollow threat, Since he knew that nobody could repair the game systems
or draw the Sequencersinto the shop like me. Besides he seemed enthralled by what was on the flat
screen.

"Hi, Robert." | cursed other things under my breath at him, but smiled on the surface. | was seven
years hissenior for damn's sake. "Anything new thismorning?' | settled into my morning caffeine and
sugar fix and surveyed my workbench.

"Y eah, have you seen thisyet?' he asked.

"Seenwhat?'

"A huge meteor hasimpacted Neptune and astronomers had no ideathat it was coming.” He pointed
to the screen and there was a James Webb Space Telescope image of the planet Neptune with ahuge
impact plumeflowing upward from the planet.

"Do they think we'rein any danger?' | was beginning to fed nervous.

"Nah, don't worry about it. They're saying that it'sway out of our orbit and we have nothing to fear.”
Robert turned back to the television, "It looks neat though.”

"l guess. Good thing we're safe. So, anything new with work stuff?*

"Oh, yeah, thisguy camein last night just before closing with thisancient console game. He said it
wouldn't work and that he needed it fixed by three weeks from tomorrow, oh, | guessthat would be
three weeks from today. He dso said to cdll him if it was going to cost more than three hundred dollars.”
Robert pointed at abox full of console, controllers, cables, and afew compact disks. "It'sin that box.
I've never seen one of those things before, it must be thirty yearsold.”

| looked into the box and saw a game system that they quit making in the late nineties. That'sright,
last millennium. I whigtled. "Man, they sure don't make 'em like thisanymore.” | swiped off a gpace on



my workbench, scratched my stomach reflexively, and then emptied the box out onto the bench in front
of me. "Firg thingsfirg," | saidtoit. "Let's plug you up and see what happens.”

After fiddling with the ancient video game console for about fifteen minutesit was obvious that no
power was getting to any of the output cables. No video signal was produced, no voltages on the
controller ports, and no signals at the memory card dot. The disk didn't spin and the light wouldn't come
on either. Thething wasasold as| was; | laughed about that. Laughing was good. | didn't do enough of
it, anymore.

"The power supply isbad, a least," | said. Y ou haveto tak to yourself when you are working on
Suff.

| started with the basic Six stepsfor repair of agame console power supply. Even ancient ones must
abide by the repair rules. Simple eectronicsbasics:

1) Open up the game console (this may require ascrewdriver, star wrench, or alen wrench).

2) Get out your multimeter (make sure you have good batteriesin it) and check al fuses. Replace any
bad ones.

3) Plug in your game console, being careful not to touch any open component connections.

4) Check the voltages everywhere first to see whereit stops. If thereis no power leaving the power
supply then that's agood sign the power supply unit is bad.

5) Search through the Framework for hours to find the voltage test points and proper voltages for the
particular game system.

6) Since you've proven that the power supply unit is bad, you have to measure the test point voltages
to see where there is something wrong in the power supply.

Thereit was on about the third or fourth point | tested. | got the wrong voltage. Instead of forty-five
voltsA.C., | got thirteen, so | backed up from that point and found a shorted capacitor. | de-soldered it
and replaced it. Then the test voltage read twenty-three volts A.C., so something was still not right. After
further inspection | realized that | had read the capacitor wrong and put the wrong-sized capacitor back
into the board. So, | de-soldered that cap and replaced it. Bingo, forty-five volts!

Excitement. Therés another emotion | hadn't had much of lately.

| repested the six steps again and found that | now had agood and working power supply unit in the
game console. Now thelittle green light came on and the compact disk began to spin up, but for some
reason the system wouldn't read adisk. My guesswas that the laser was either out of alignment or the
voltageto it waslow. | adjusted the alignment screws and had no luck with that. So | checked the
voltage trim pots on the motherboard by the laser's ribbon cable. | tested both pots, the FBIAS and the
FGAIN and neither one of them were where they should be. | monkeyed around with them for abit and
then, bang! | had avideo game playing. Before | closed it back up | dusted it off with an airbrush and
also used some I sopropy! dcohol and a cotton swab to clean thelens. All inadl, it was a pretty easy fix.
Then, just to be safe, | decided to play the gamesfor abit to make sure the system would be stable over
time

After awhile of shooting zombies, the game froze up, acommon symptom. The zombies had nothing
to do with it; it was the cooling fan not working properly. Without the fan blowing right, the chips on the
motherboard were overheating. The fan was getting power, so it was just an old or bad fan. My money
was on old. "Thefan was lucky; how many people didn't get to grow old,” | muttered to mysdif.

| rummaged around in my junk pilesuntil | found afan that would suffice. It wasn't exactly the same
Sze and needed hdf the voltage, which was nothing alittle silicone rubber sealant and atwice voltage
divider wouldn't fix. Thistimel killed zombiesfor two hours and never had a problem.

Then | decided to play dl the gamesthat were brought in with the system. They werethe old



standard compact disks and all of them were scratched and dirty. | cleaned them and resurfaced them
and most of them worked. One of them, on the other hand, wouldn't. The disk for akiller zombie game
had a crack al the way through in three places. | gently cleaned it, dried it, and then resurfaced it hoping
that the clearcoat would sedl off the crack enough for the gameto work. It didn't. Again back to the
Framework, surfing for afew hoursfor areplacement. Unfortunately, there were none left out there
anywherein theworld. The game must have been unpopular and not sold many or very popular and
nobody was giving it up.

| had other thingsto do at work that day so | took a break from the game repair until later that
evening. | decided to take the thing home with me and play around with it for afew nights on my own
time. | had more resources a home than at the rental and repair store.

After work | packed up the console, the games, and al the myriad cabling and controllers and threw
them in the back seat of the classic Cutlass. Fortunately, the rain had stopped and the westher had
cleared up to something smilar to pre-Rain weether, at least for now. On the way home | stopped by the
grocery store; Lazarus was out of beer and | was out of dog food. He shouldn't drink so much. | aso
grabbed some more chips, cereal, ramen noodles, frozen pizzas, and toilet paper. Y ou can never have
too much toilet paper. The young girl at the checkout counter never looked up at me during the entire
checkout process. Shewas cute; | guess | displayed no aspects or traitsthat attracted her attention. |
brushed my bangs off my forehead, scratched my posterior, and proceeded to collect my bags.

| stopped and grabbed abagful of tacosfor dinner; Lazarus likes them about as much as he likes
beer. It took three trips getting the video game stuff, the groceries, and the tacos up the stairsto my loft
gpartment. Laz ran up and down the stairswagging histail, panting, and jumping up to my eyelevel the
whole way each time. Well, except for once when he stopped to go on the tree outside the apartment.

"Good boy, Laz. Y ou been bored dl day?' | set the bag of tacos down and plopped into my sofa.
Lazaruswasimmediately in my lgp and licking my face. | returned the sentiment, "I know, fella, and it'sa
tough life being adog ain't it?" | scratched hisneck and tugged hisears. ™Y ou're my buddy. That'sright,
boy." Tearswelled up and filled my eyes. | was crying again, although Lazarus made me happy. | pulled
him to me and hugged him with al my heart and flat-out bawled for agood ten minutes. As the sadness
eased dightly—it never seemsto go awvay—I pulled the dog off me and went to the kitchen counter
where | found Laz a bacon treat, a peanut butter cookie, and me a couple of Zoloft capsules. | cracked
open aforty of Laz's favorite cheap beer and chased down the Zoloft. Likewise, | put some fresh water
in Lazaruss bowl and tapped my bottle againgt it

"Cheers, buddy." | wiped the tears from my face and returned to the sofawith a bag of tacos, my
beer, and Laz in my lap. | remained there for acouple of hours until Laz nudged me, explaining that he
wanted to go for awak. So wedid.

The next night, after basically the sameritua asthe previous night, the previous three years worth of
nights, | set the disk up on my Framework/Sequencing computer system at home and played around with
it. One of my game copierswas ableto read it. Then | burned it on anew disk and tried it. The game got
stuck after afew layers. Thistime | used my copy routine to store the machine code as atext file. Of
course, the machine code was encrypted so as to keep hackers from pirating the games, which was
exactly what | was doing. But | considered this more of an archaeological project, rather than aniillega
copyright infringement. It wasn't hard to break the code; after dl, it was nearly thirty yearsold. One of
my smpler decryption Sequences worked fine and gave me the actua code as an outpuit file.

Once | had the decrypted machine code, | trandated it over into my operating system. Then | could
play withit al | wanted to. | didn't know how the game was supposed to flow, but there were obvious
routines and subroutines and aternate pathways. | just took out the code that looked like gibberish and
replaced it with a GOTO- or a LOOP-type routine or | just transplanted duplicate code from elsewhere
inthe game. My guess was that after so long, nobody would be ableto tell the difference. | played the
game on my system afew minutes and it worked greet.

Now | had to reverse the decryption process and resave the game code in the original encryption.



Backtracking isalot easier than exploring, so thisdidn't take long. | burned anew disk, scanned the
game picture off the old disk, printed out anew label, and presto, good as new. Now, | know what you
arethinking: this sure was above and beyond the call on thisrepair job. Yes, it was; normally | would
have fixed the system and not worried about the game disks. But, it was afun project for meand | just
wanted to know if | could do it. Most importantly though, the coding kept my mind off my shitty lifeless
lifefor awhileand | was nearly happy. The Zoloft didn't seem to help as much asit used to.

Good o' Lazarus sat at my feet the entire time chewing his squeaky toy. He was patient and never
bothered me, since he had swallowed the squeaker when he was about nine months old.

That bit of code breaking and writing on the game console | had completed was good stuff and |
would get paid about twice minimum for it. There are some folks out there getting big bucks for that kind
of work and the best job | found was working for a blue-haired eighteen-year-old punk with a spike
through his bottom lip. | laughed at that thought for afew seconds and then the thought just depressed
me. Then | tarted crying. Oncel redlized | was crying, | laughed at mysdlf for being so damned nuts.

| tugged on Lazaruss ear. "L aughing one minute, crying one minute, and then laughing the next—I
think the Zoloft ain't working anymore, buddy.” Lazarusrolled over on his back wanting meto rub his
bdly.

| didn't redizeit but | had been working on this code for hours at atime nearly every night for two
weeks solid. This particular night about three in the morning Lazarus nuzzled up to me and gave me that,
"| gottago!" look. So | shut down, took him outside for a short walk, then we both crawled in the bed
and | cried mysdlf to deep.

CHAPTER 3

"No, you see, you have to pressthe circle on the right controller then the |eft controller. Likethis" |
picked up the megamace and cracked hacor over the head with it. "Then if you pressright right1 and left
right1 a the sametime you can kill him. See." | continued to bludgeon halcor over the head with the
megamace as his skull cracked open and blood and brains scattered and splattered everywhere. The
huge dragon collapsed onto the castle floor knocking over the giant stone pillar, which had been
concealing the Ancient Ruby that was the key to the doorway of Planet Xios.

"Coal!" the barely eighteen-year-old Sequencer wannabe, Miles, exclaimed asif he had discovered
the secretsto the universe. Well, it was kind of a secret to his universe. When they're fresh to The Realm,
it'slike crack, and you get hooked for many months on end. The Realm isaheck of agame platform. |
remember back when | started it that | was hooked for the first two semesters at college. That'swhy |
nearly got booted out for bad grades and was placed on probation with my scholarship. But | didn't want
to lose my med ticket away from home, so | put down the controllers and picked up the books. Well,
sort of.

Miles had come to the shop asking if | could show him how to get to Xios. He had been begging me
to show him for months. | told him he had to try first. Nest thing about The Realm that is unlike video



games of the pagt, there are no cheat books that you can buy to figure out how to day abeast or open a
doorway. Oh sure, there are some pirate Framework sites out there that give tips, but as soon as one
mentions The Realm the copyright police shut ‘'em down. RedlmSoft was smart in that they registered
and/or bought al rightsto the concept. If you want to learn how to do something insde, you haveto go
ingde and buy it from a RealmSoft vendor on the streets of Realm Central City. For example, thetips|
discovered and sold were posted in Centra City and | was paid aroyalty credit to my account with
ReamSoft for each tip sold. If the pirate Sites outside get caught, RealmSoft not only litigates but they
aso change the lawsinside The Realm. Nesat business, huh? RealmSoft has a shakedown on dl us
Sequencers that we can do nothing about, since Sequencing is so damned fun and were dl addicted to it.

So | had been showing Miles here how to trip from one planet to another, specificaly to Xios.
Someone must have told him there was a Node on Xios. It wasn't me, but | will, for aprice. The buzzer
on the door bzzzed and aguy in atie camein and talked to Robert.

"He'sover there" Robert pointed at me.

| handed the controllers over to Miles, "Okay kid, | gottatake care of something elsg, it lookslike."
Miles pamed me twenty bucks and went back to playing the game. | dipped the twenty in my pocket
nonchaantly and greeted the suit. "Can | help you with something?”

"Hi, I'm Larry Waterford. | dropped off that old game system for repair acouple weeks ago." He
held hishand out to me and | shook it.

"Which one? We get alottastuff in here." | shrugged my shouldersat him.

"Here'sthe ticket the fellow over there gave mewhen | brought it in." He handed me a bin number.

It wasthe ancient system that | had spent so much time on. "Oh yeah, | remember thisone dl right. It
gave me quite afit to fix. Well, actually the console was not in too bad shape. | just replaced a capacitor
and tuned up the motherboard and added a new fan. The games on the other hand were al scratched
up.” | scratched my head and tried to remember where | had put the box. "Ah yes, hereit isunder here.”

"So you couldn't get the gamesto work, then?" he asked.

"Ohno, | didn't mean that. | cleaned them and resurfaced them and all of them worked but this one
here." | pulled out the broken disc and showed him. ™Y ou see these two cracks here go dl the way

through the disk. | tried everything but couldn't save thisdisk.” | rummaged through the box for the new
verson | made him.,

"Ohwadl," heinterrupted. "At least some of them still work.”

"Hold on, | wasn't finished yet. As| said, | couldn't get thisdisk repaired. So, | copied it and hacked
the encryption code into my Sequencing system at home and found where it was damaged. | rewrote the
game code where it was scrambled, re-encrypted it, and then copied the file back onto thisdisk here.” |
handed him the disk. "It plays great! Y ou can't even tell where | spliced the code.”

"Y ou mean you reverse-engineered the game and fixed it?' Mr. Waterford asked.

"Uh, yeah if you say s0." | just shook my head and handed him the box. "'If you have any more
problemswithiit, just bring it back to me. But it should work fine for awhile. Who knows with those old
sysemslikethat.”

"| hateto ask this, but what do | owe you?"'

"Let'ssee” | took theticket and scanned it. The computer rang up the total repairs and parts. "That
lookslike eight dollarsfor the parts, thirty-five for the [abor, taxes, blah blah blah . . . comesto forty-six
dollars and forty-four cents. All our services come with athirty-day guarantee and you can buy a
ninety-day onefor fifteen dollars. Y ou interested?"

"Not realy." He shook his head no.

"All right then, forty-six forty-four.”

"Just one more question,” he said, and paused.



"Shoot."

"Uh. .. how did you find the bad code and how did you know the differencein the good code and
the bad code? There mugt've been millions of linesin there for avideo game." He seemed perplexed
about what | had accomplished, asif it were too much for any good Sequencer.

"Ohthat. It'sredly kindasmple. | generated a couple of different codesfor that. One of the codes
was acouple of Agentsthat would crawl through the code from beginning to end, the other would allow
the Agentsto run the code in smal increments. This enabled the Agents to make an assessment of when
blockslooked smilar to other blocks, if there were random or unusual blocks, and if they would execute
feasbly or not. Then the Agent would highlight the code in my text editor. Smple stuff for any
Sequencer—besdes| dready had the Agent codes. | just had to modify them some. All inal it took
about aweek and ahdf to finish the code bresking and repair.”

"What software did you use for that? Telescript2 or Oblig2 or LotusScript4 or what?' Thisguy
must've known something about Sequencing but he sure didn't look or act like a Sequencer.

"None of those—too clunky for me. | have my own platform that | use. It's sort of smilar to theold
Linux platform I guess. And the code, well, it ismost smilar to the old Multi-Agent Markup Language,” |
responded.

"Y ou ever worked on thisleve of coding before?" he asked.

"I used to work on router code and stuff back before. . . uh, here." | motioned to the repair shop but
| wanted to say, The Rain. | felt sad all of a sudden.

"l see. Uh, what's your name again?"'

"Steven, Steven Montana,” | replied.

"Wdl, hey Steven, thanks and good job." He l€ft.

What an odd fellow, | thought. He was about five nine with negtly cropped black hair wearing black
pants, white shirt, and tie. He carried himsalf more like an engineer or abusiness manager than a
programmer. | meant to ask why he wanted that old thing fixed so badly. Heck, the repair bill was more
than that thing was worth, but | forgot.

A few days passed and Mr. Waterford came back to VR's and had some interesting questions for
me

"Steven, hi." He sounded excited. "How are you?'

"Doin' dl right | guess. Havin' trouble with your game again?'

"Huh . . . oh, no. | came back to talk to you. Do you have aminute or perhaps| could buy you a
burger or something?' Curiouser and curiouser, said Alice.

"Uh, man I'm straight, but flattered,” | replied.

Waterford looked at me and started chuckling. Holding up hisleft hand and pointing out his wedding
band he said, "Mr. Montana, | assure you thisis purely business. | might have some more, uh, lucrative
possibilitiesfor you than this place.”

"Okay. There's asandwich shop around the corner, you're buying.” Didn't hurt to listen, especidly for
afreemed.

"Good," hesaid. "Lead theway."

"Hey Robert, I'm takin' my lunch break now. Be back inabit." Thelittle blue-haired punk just
grunted and nodded at me.

The actud lunch part of lunch was not that exciting, just afoot-long club loaded and abag of Doritos,
to wash it down a super-sized Mountain Dew. | hadn't had my sugar or caffeinefix that morning so |
figured acouple refills on the thirty-two-ounce Mountain Dew should hold me through the afternoon.
Pretty standard lunch stuff for me. The lunch conversation, on the other hand, turned out to be quite
exating.



"You seeit'slikethis” Mr. Waterford wastelling me. "That was some pretty good code decryption,
hardware reverse engineering, and code writing. Just so happens | could probably use someone like you
inmy outfit."

"What kind of outfit?" | asked.

"I work for the United States Air Force Space V ehicles Directorate out of Albuquerque, New
Mexico. We have abranch lab here at Wright Patterson. I'm the Lead Systems Engineer over the local
divison of the Innovative Concepts Group. We call it the |ICG for short.”

"No shit?'
"Uh, yeah no shit. My group doesalot of . . . uh. . . unique problem solving for various
organizations and we support and conduct the development of new innovative and wild technologies.”

"Hey, that's pretty cool. So what does that have to do with me?" | hoped | knew where thiswas
going. If | wasright, | knew ablue-haired and pierced punk that | was going to say good riddance to.

"Like | sad, you did some good reverse engineering on that game console of my wife's. That was her
favorite game back in college that you fixed. | gaveit to her for our twenty-fifth anniversary. Sheused to
play that thing al thetime. | found it in the attic awhile back and had been trying to find someone that
couldfix it. VR'sisthefirst place | found that would touch it. My guessis because of you." He paused to
check my reaction and to take a bite of his sandwich. With amouthful he continued, " So, have you ever
been arrested for anything before or done any illega stuff? What about drugs? If you can't passadrug
test I'm wasting my time."

"Uh, no I'm pretty dull. Sequencing ismy only addiction. | have some prescription drugsif that
meatters.”

"Nah, that's fine. Okay, what about education? Where did you learn how to do dl thisstuff?* He
took asip of hissoda.

| proceeded to tell him about the high school science fairs and the University of Daytonand . . . The
Rain. And finished up with how | ended up & VR's.

"Sorry to hear that about your family and friends. | had alot of friends a Space Park in El Segundo
and my first cousin was stationed in Ramstein. | understand some of what you went through, sorry. On
the other hand, it's good that you're doing okay. It would be easier if you had finished school though.
How many more classes do you need?' He seemed fairly genuine with his concerns. He would be much
better to work for than Robert. | was beginning to fed underdressed and too unprofessiona for this
mesting. | was getting nervous.

"l believe | am six classes short. | could probably finish it up in one hard semester. Two tops. Are
you serioudy congdering making me ajob offer?"

"Two semesters sounds about right,” he began. "How about this, you come and work for measa
cooperative education student while finishing your degree asfast as possible. As soon as you graduate
we will move you from a co-op to an engineer at a GS-07 pay scale. That's about forty-seven thousand
ayear. Of course until you graduate you will be at a GS-4 bringing in about haf that. The government has
good benefits and insurance, so, my guessisthat you would be much better off with us. Also, by thetime
you finished with your co-oping your security clearances might be through.”

"Y ou mean thiswould be secret suff?' | was getting excited.
"Oh, | thought I had mentioned that. Isthat a problem for you?" he smiled.
"No! | would loveto do that kind of stuff. A real job and red pay, wheredo | Sgn?' My straw made

that obnoxious noise that they make when you run out of soda. | considered getting up for more but
wasn't sureif it would be good timing.

"Well, what you need to do is go to thiswebsite and fill out the eectronic form and resume. Put this
job number," he handed me adip of paper with adot gov website and some numbersoniit, "in the blanks
whereit asksfor it and use my name asapoint of contact. You'll be caled in for the officia interview.



Don't worry; you have the job in my mind. Wejust haveto follow the rulesto get you there." He paused
for asecond. "Y ou might go to the web and brush up on what goes on at Wright Pet, especidly in our
group, and be sureto wear atie. And.. . . uh. . . you might want to get ahaircut, my bossisold military
and. .. wdl, you understand."

"Okay, that's no problem. | needed a haircut anyway." | inginctively brushed my long bangs out of
my eyes.

It took about a month to get the drug testing, paperwork, interviews, and job offer letter in order.
During that time | had registered for two classes the next semester and for the cooperative education
program. Before school started in thefall | had told Robert to kissmy ass, collected my things, and
walked out on himin the middle of ashift. | started working a couple of weeks|ater. | had to take out a
gmall student loan to make it until my paychecks started. | was very happy about my situation, but my
mood swings il perssted.

Findly, thefirst day on the job came and life was looking up. Actudly the entire day was kind of
hectic since | had to deal with security, socia security, human resources, and | had to go through anew
employee orientation, all of which took until well after lunch. The lady at the security desk took a decent
badge image of me | thought. | was sportin' my new student-loan-purchased wardrobe and haircut. Of
course, | got soaked by an afternoon post-Rain thunderstorm while trying to figure out how to put the
security decal on the window of the classic Cutlass. That was just aminor incident. Then | spent afew
minutes driving around the base looking for the Space V ehicles Directorate Building. So, | didn't actually
get to my new office (get that—I actudly have an office) until nearly three o'clock in the afternoon. | had
just enough time to meet my boss's boss, the secretary, Alice, afew of the other employees of the
Innovative Concepts Group, or |CG asthey called it, and to find where they hid pens and paper beforeiit
wastimeto go home. | didn't even get started on things like email, software, where the printers are, and
where the closest bathrooms to my office are. But in time | would settle in and be much happier than at
VR's.

That night after my first day on the job Lazarusand | celebrated and then | cried for hours. | know |
wassad from losing . . . everyone | had ever known in an instant, but that had been nearly three years
ago and | was getting back on my feet. | shouldn't have been so bipolar for so long, should I? The drugs
were not helping. My plan was to see anew doctor as soon as my insurance with the Air Force kicked
in. | dready had scheduled an gppointment.

CHAPTER 4

Thefollowing few days| got settled in and filled out the SF-86 security form. That thing is eectronic
and asked for details about my past, which had been wiped from existence by The Rain. | asked Larry
(no longer "Mr. Waterford," he said) about how it would be determined if | really ever existed or not
since records and witnesses to my life had al been destroyed.



"Just fill out the formsand let Defense Security Services handletherest,” hetold me. "They have had
these difficulties ance the meteors and have found ways to get information. Also, snce The Rain, asyou
cdl it, they increased the requirements for polygraphs. Expect to take alie detector test sometimein the
next few weeks."

So that was that. | was on my way to anew career, with a security clearance, even. | wasput infor a
Top Secret and was told to read al the documents on the so-called AFSPSEC website. | found out the
acronym stands for Air Force Specia Programs Security Education Community. | wasaso told | should
look up the Nationd Industria Security Program Operating Manud, the Director of Centra Intelligence
Directives, and afew other security documentsthat read like stereo instructions.

Findly, on my second Monday, | was set up with aworkbench in alab space and actudly given a
technical task to do. Larry brought me what appeared to be a small motherboard in a plastic static bag
(and by smdl I mean about twice the size of a sticky-note) and told meto figure out what it was.

"Do you have any information on it?" | asked him.
"Surel do. But | want to see what you come up with first."” He smirked.
"When do you need thisfigured out? | mean how long do | haveto tinker with it?"

"Takeaslong asyou need,”" he said smugly. "But, uh, don't take too long.” And heleft it at that. How
damned vague could you be?

How long was "too long" and how long was "aslong as | needed"? This was some sort of test for the
new guy | figured. So, | sat there for twenty minutes or more just rolling the thing over in my hands and
looking &t it before | came up with aplan of action. Since it was pushing four-thirty p.m., my plan of
action was to go home and take Lazarus for awalk, whichisjust what | did.

The next morning | had a doctor's gppointment with my new headshrinker. After talking with her for
sometime, she decided that | had developed atolerance to the Zoloft and wanted meto try anew drug,
| couldn't pronounce or spell the name, which was just out on the market. Fortunately, she had plenty
samples of the drug and gave me ahandful of them, since they were apparently expensive ashdl. | had
decent insurance now, but the deductible on brand name drugs was two hundred and fifty bucksand |
sure didn't want to have to pay that.

S0, | took one of the pillswith lunch and headed into the base for work. That little motherboard was
dtill Stting on my desk in the plastic baggy.

"Wel, firg thingsfirst,” | told mysdlf and carefully pulled the board out of the baggy. Then | took out
my lab notebook and began making adiagram of the circuit. It took about three hoursto get what |
thought was a complete diagram for the thing drawn and each part that | could identify labeled. Then |
tried to develop ablock diagram of the circuit with the nonlabeled chips marked A through D; the rest of
the components on the board were standard parts.

It was my guess that the board was a"onesy™ and had possibly come from amulti-card chassis. My
reasoning for that conclusion wasthat al of the leads were covered and as short as possible, and there
were outlinesin each corner of the board for some sort of mounting hardware. The short leads would
help prevent interference to and from other boards mounted above and below (or beside) it in the
chassis. From this assumption | drew adotted line around my evolving block diagram to represent a
chasss.

The block diagram consisted of dl five "main” chips, A through E, represented as blocks of size
proportiona to those on the board. From the top left of the page there was a chip about an inch square,
which appeared to be some sort of standard input/output (1/0O) conversion chip (analog to digital/digital
to andog). To theright of the 1/O chip was a chip much larger, about one and a haf inches across and
threeinchestdl. | had no clue what that chip would do, but it looked smilar to amain processor chip like
aPentium VI. | labeledit A.

Totheright of chip A wasadightly smdler chip, about oneinch square, and | labeled it B. Tothe
right of chip B wasan identical twinto chip A, which | labeled C. To theright of chip C was another I/O



chip. The chip sequencel/O, A, B, C, 1/0 made up the top row of my block diagram. Also, dl of the
chips on this row were connected by a copper stripe on the circuit board. The 1/0 chips had what
appeared to be standard seria outputs connected to them.

With the top line of the block diagram completed | then added chip D directly below chip B and then
chip E directly below chip D. Chip D had copper leadsto both chips A and C. There were also fiber
optic cables connecting chipsA to B, Bto C,Dto A, D to C, and E to D. Below and on each side of
chip E there was asmall power processing unit (PPU) board just like the type in a game console power
supply unit (PSU). Each of these PPUswasin turn connected to asingle transformer and fuse box that
had a standard power cable input. There were aso power connections between severa pins on each of
the chips and the PPUs and other standard components on the board. It looked to me as though there
were two separate PPUs because the board was actudly two systemsin one. Perhaps the two identical
processor-looking chips were parallel processors on asingle board, or maybe one was a backup to the
other. | didn't know.

By thetime | had figured out the rough block diagram, it was six-thirty. | just knew Lazaruswas
going to kill mesincel waslate for hisevening wak. | packed up my things, put the board in my bag,
aong with my notes, and headed out for the evening. There couldn't be any security risk or anything; hell,
my clearance hadn't come through yet. So | knew this stuff was public stuff. No problem; if it had been
classfied they would never have let me seeit.

Laz was damned happy to see me. No sooner than the door had opened did he jump up and lick my
face. Of course, | dropped everything and cursed some. "Damnit Laz," | yelled. But then, it wasn't his
fault | waslate.

"I know buddy, sorry about that. Y ou wannago for awak?' | tugged his|eft ear just abovethe
white spot that met his neck. | grabbed hisleash off thewall, ahandful of smelly liver treats, and
pocketed a couple of grocery store bags, then we were off, Lazarus pulling me the entire way. We
grolled down the sdewalk to hisfavorite fire hydrant where he marked it as his. We walked for agood
twenty minutes or so. It was my guess, in retrospect, that Lazarus was the only thing keeping me from
having aheart attack. Since he was old enough, we have walked every day for about twenty or thirty
minutes. I'll bet he has caused me to lose about ten pounds, not that | couldn't stand to lose another
twenty-five or more.

Wefinished thewalk and | took another one of my new pills. | redlized that | hadn't cried al day.
Wasit thefact that | was preoccupied with the new circuit board or wasit the new drugs? | didn't really
giveashitaslong asl quit crying dl thetime.

Lazarusand | played around a bit and then | threw together a sandwich. | was eager to get back to
working on that circuit board, so | booted up my system and ate at my computer station. My block
diagram was too primitive and paper is hard to manipulate, so | "CADed" it up in 3-D and |oaded my
circuit-modeling software. | had built enough game system modificationsin the past to lead meto go out
on the Framework and find a circuit-modeling shareware program. That way, | could draw up the circuit
mods and run the software, which in turn would smulate the system's response and tell meif | needed to
dter the circuit or something. Thiswas nothing fancy; we used PSPICE back in my first Circuits class at
University of Dayton, astandard approach. But PSPICE had become expensive, so | found the cheap
verson | still possessed. The coolest part wasthe interface program | had written afew years ago to
trandate my CAD drawingsinto circuit information, which would then interface with the circuit-modeling
software. Cool.

So, | finished drawing up my circuit and | pulled a power sourceicon over to the PSU input on the
diagram and connected them. | double-clicked the power source and typed in for it to be a standard one
hundred twenty volts alternating current source with aten-ampere breaker. Then | put oscilloscopeicon
leads at severd placesin the circuit. Since, | had no cluewhat wasinsde chips A through E, | connected
the leads from each pin of each chip and ran them to the and og-to-digital/digita-to-ana og board of my
computer system. My plan was to put the thing in operation and record what happened to the outputs



after placing certain small voltages dl around the board. | would use acouple of voltsand afew
microamp signds. | findly got dl that coded and wired up by about midnight. | turned it on and got some
of the most random outputs | had ever seen. | tinkered with the thing for hours, trying adifferent voltage
here and measuring a different output there. Nothing made any sense. Neither of the chips seemed to
have any standard purpose that | could determine. About three forty-five | decided to go to bed.

| loaded up my dataand hardware and lugged it back to work bright and early the next morning and
set up the circuit on my workbench inthelab. | felt great and not tired at all. | wasn't sad either. | went
right to work on the circuit board. Thistime | decided to back up and focus on one chip at atime. Chips
A and C had way too many pins coming out of them but chips D and E only had a couple of connected
fiber optics cables and a couple of what appeared to be 1/0 and power pins. So, | disconnected chip E's
fiber optic cable and powered up the board. A bright beam of green light came out of the end of the fiber
optic cable.

"Ahal" | exclamed. "It'salaser on achip." | played around with it abit until | figured out how to
control the laser output by adjusting the power on the proper pin. Then | connected the cable back to
Chip D. "So obvioudy, whatever ishappening in chip D isoptica!"

| removed the cables from chip D and powered up the laser chip. A faint beam of green light came
out of the fiber optic cablefitting on each sde of chip D.

"Chip D has, a theleast, abeamsplitter,” | muttered to mysalf. | connected the cables back to chips
A and C and disconnected the cables between chips A to B and C to B. Or wasit B to C? No way to
know. When | powered the system up again, | didn't seelight exiting the chips as expected. | turned off
thelights and held a piece of paper in front of them and could barely see afaint beam coming out of A,
nothing from B, and nothing from C.

| had no ideawhat this board was for and | wasn't surethat | would ever figureit out. | worked like
mad on the thing for the entire semester | was supposed to work full-time. By the end of the semester, all
| had figured out was that you could put an input Signa of however many bitsinto one 1/O chip and you
would get the exact same thing out the other 1/0 chip. | guessed that this meant the chips A, B, and C
were shorted out. | wrote up areport and handed it to Larry for my cooperative education credit. Then |
sgned up for my last four classes.

| had taken two classes while | was working and managed a B and a C, good enough to graduate.
Oncel finished the four classesthis semester | would tart asacivil servant for the Air Force full time. |
did haveto tailor my transcript alittle for the job though. | was previoudy looking only at software
coding, but thefun | had had at the |CG was making me think more about hardware.

My last four classes were senior level dectives, so | got to pick basicaly whatever senior to graduate
level compuiter, physics, math, or eectrical engineering class| wanted to. | registered for ECT 466:
Microcomputer Architectures, ECT 460: Advanced Microprocessor Systems, and | took auseless
music class and amate-salection class. | needed two liberd arts or humanities eectives.

Near the end of the semester Larry called me up and told me that he had kept my desk just as| had
left it and that my Top Secret security clearance had been granted! | wasthrilled since | hadn't expected
to be cleared, my parents and everyone | ever knew being dead and all.

| couldn't wait to get back to work on that circuit, but | had to focus on finasfirst. | hadn't cried
sncethat first day on the job months before and | had only felt sad alittle the night | got the call about the
security clearance. The reminder of my family must have donethat. My new headshrinker was doing a
pretty good job with me and | was down to half the dosage that | had started with of the new drugs. The
only bad side effect was the insomnia. The pills kept me awake until about three every morning and then |
would be up again by seven. The good side effect wasthat | had lost another ten pounds. Things had not
looked up for me so much in the three and ahdf yearssnce The Rain.

| hadn't been worried at al about my final examssincel only had two "red" classes. The other two
liberal arts/humanities classeswere awaste of time and ajoke dl in one. Thefinal exam for the



Advanced Microprocessors classwas smple, to the point, and interesting as hell. The exam read smply,

Design an I/0 system to input a handwritten page via a scanner, conduct a character
recognition algorithm on the page, convert it to data of any format you choose, broadcast that
data to another remote computer, convert the data back into handwritten form, and output it to a
printer. Show a block diagram of the system, show all switching hubs and routers, and explain
where all of the data latencies and bus bottlenecks will be. Also, bonus points will be given to
innovative approaches to remove bottlenecks. Then give a short essay on how this systemis
similar to a motherboard, and how the motherboard might be replaced by a single chip. Good
luck!

| know it seems complex at first and why am | telling you about this now? I'm getting to the point, |
assure you. | garted out by drawing how asmple fax machine works. On the left Side of the paper |
drew arectangle to represent awritten page and showed it viaan arrow going into another box labeled
FAX. | dso showed the page out of the other side of the FAX. This part of the drawing went from
bottom to top. Pagein at bottom of paper, FAX in the middle, and page out at top. Then | drew a
horizontal arrow from the FAX on the left Sde of the page to abox in the center of the page labeled
Router/Hub and then on to an identica FAX on the other side of the page. | drew the page coming out
abovethe FAX ontheright.

Thiswas not enough to get the question right, of course. Much more detail would be required. So, |
drew another leve of detail showing the /O input to the leftmost FAX renamed A. Box A was
subdivided into three boxes: one box labeled RAM (for random access memory), abox labeled
Algorithm, and one labeled Arithmetic Logic Unit (ALU). Then | penned in below the A the letters CPU
for central processing unit. The Router box | renamed Box B stayed the same and then | gave another
leve of detail for the right FAX, now labeled C, which had a corresponding I/0O box to itsright. | then
wrote a page each about the I/O, A, B, and C from the diagram.

On another page | drew an even deeper level of detail about each box and box within each box. To
keep from boring you here | will just cut to the chase, since my actua response to the question contained
ten more pages of circuit and chip and motherboard diagrams. | dso drew somelogic timing diagrams
and bus and interconnect bandwidths per each pin. So | won't bother you with al that. But the point is
that the data flow is dowed down every place there must be awired connection. If somehow the data
could be transferred from the RAM locations at each CPU directly to the RAM locationsin the remote
CPU, then alot of time and therefore bandwidth could be saved. It'slike taking afive-galon bucket full
of water, usng aone-inch hoseto transfer water from it into a one-gallon bucket, and then going from the
one-gallon bucket to another five-galon bucket again with aone-inch hose. It would sure be alot fagter if
you could dump the water from one five-gallon bucket directly into the other five-gallon bucket, skipping
al the in-between hoses and jugs.

| made aB inthat class, which stands for "Better than needed to graduate.” Larry showed up to
shake my hand a graduation. He was the only person other than my instructors and afew students | had
studied with that | knew. He was the only person there besides me that | had even had amed with. | had
wanted to bring Lazarus with me badly, but there was ano pets policy. That made me cry, but wouldn't it
have made you cry? Laz was my only family. | told Larry asmuch, and | could sense he felt sympathetic
for me.

"Larry, it'stwo fax machines on one board,” | told him while he shook my hand and patted my back.

"What's afax machine?' He looked puzzled.

"It'samachine that you put paper in and send it over phone linesto another one that prints out the
paper, but that's not important right now." 1 chuckled my response.

"Steven, nobody likes asmartass,” he laughed. "What are you talking about that isafax machine?"



"Thelittle circuit board is, well it'stwo of them actudly. The 1/0 could be anything, a page of text for
example. The datagoesinto the big chip on one side of the board, which is some sort of optica CPU.
Thenitisrouted over viathelittle optica chip in the middleto the other identical optical CPU, and then
out the other 1/0 device." | smiled triumphantly.

"Hmm. . . . never thought of it quite that way." Hetugged at histie clip. "Then what are the other
unknown chips on there? There are at least two others, right?* He amiled.

"l justfigured. . ." | caught my tasse asit fell off my cap. "Uh, damnthing." | sraightened it out and
put my hat back on. "Uh, | just figured they supply the optical power. Am | right?"

"Why would | have two fax machines on one board, Steven?'

"Beats me. Maybe you're just playing around with an idea or something." | shrugged and that damned
cap fell off again. Larry chuckled, so thistimel just held it in my hand.

"When do you start back, Steven? It's about two weeks from now, right?" he asked me.
"Yeah, | was going to ask about that. Can | start earlier?| mean, uh, 'mnot going .. . . to. .. vigt

anybody . . . or anything." | looked down at my shoes for a second since | wasn't sureif | would tear up
or not. "So, couldn't | just get started and get on with my life?" | asked.

"Sure, Steven.” He paused. "That would befine" Larry patted me on the shoulder, nodded, and | eft
it a that.

"Thanks" isdl | could manageto say.

"I will tell you thisthough—"

"Y egh, what'sthat?'

"Y ou are about eighty percent right and | will tell you the rest when you get in the office. Helluva job!
L et me buy you abeer, what d'you say?"

| took him up onit. Then | went home and Laz and | curled up on the couch and Sequenced for the
first timein months. That was the extent of my graduation party. It was agood gesturefor Larry to come
to my graduation like that. Nobody e se there knew me as more than some guy that wasin one of hisor
her classes. Nobody, but Larry, knew me enough to shake my hand. That's the way it had been every
birthday, Thanksgiving, and Chrissmassince. . . The Rain. | dmost cried again, so | took another pill for
it.

CHAPTER 5

Thefollowing Monday | went in to work and got reoriented and qudified as afull-time employee at
an engineering pay scale. When | got through with al the paperwork, by lunchtime, Larry took meinto a
room with acombination lock on the door.

"Steve, Sgn this here and date it here," he told me and handed me a clipboard and pen.
"Okay, there. What isthisroom?"



"We cdll this, depending on the meeting, a SAP/SAR (specid access program/specia access
required) room or a SCIF (sengitive compartmented information facility). I'll explainit oncewe areinside.
Do you have acdll phone or beeper or anything?"

"Nope," | assured him.

He put the clipboard back on the wall, and turned over an eight-inch green door magnet that said
closed over to the red side that said open. The magnet made ameta clanging metal sound when stuck to
the door. "After you." He motioned hisright hand to the door.

We got insde the room and he closed the door behind us. He walked over to atote board on the
other sde of the room and pulled down asign that said thisroom is now classified sgp/sar and then he sat
down. There was nothing fancy about the room. It was just a normal-looking conference room with
cheap government-issue furniture, whiteboards on each side, and alarge flat-screen television pand at
the end. Larry turned the television on and fired up the laptop at the end of the table. The laptop had red
and white stickers al over it claming that it was authorized for classfied materid. And therewere alot of
letters following the words top secret at the top and bottom of the computer screen.

Larry spent an hour explaining how the classified world and protocolswork and at the end of his
briefing had me sign some documents stating that | knew | would go to jail, be executed, and probably
burnin Hel if | divulged any classfied materid.

"All right,” he said. "Let'stake aquick bathroom break, grab a soda or something, and wewill talk
about your little circuit.” Larry loosened histie alittle and stretched. Y ou think thisisexciting?' He
smiled and raised an eyebrow a me.

"Well, it's pretty cool so far. But, | can't wait to see what thiscircuit is." | nodded at it.

"We can't both go at the same time or we have to lock the room back up. So you head onto the
johnand then I'll go," hetold me.

After the break Larry placed adisk with top secret and abunch of numbers stamped on it into the
computer. He opened up afile marked "RAM Quantum Teleportation,” clicked on adideshow, and
there on the big flat screen was a picture of the circuit that | had tried to reverse engineer.

"The circuit you had wouldn't work. The chip between the laser and the CPU chips, here" he
pointed at what | had labeled chip D, "it was adummy. Also, this chip between the two CPUs served no
purpose. Sinceit didn't actualy function, thisdummy circuit wasn't classified. If something don't work,
theres usualy no need to classfy it. Besdes, the partswere dl common and it's the gpplication that isthe
big secret here”

"Then what doesit do?'

"Well, the circuit you had really wasn't much more than afax or datarelay from one /O port to the
other. I'm glad you figured that out; we've tried two other co-opsthat didn't. | really believe you are the
right person for thisjob." He nodded his satisfaction.

"Now, thiscircuit on the other hand, doeswork." A new circuit appeared on the screen. "And what it
doesisdlow for memory and ingtructionsin the CPU chip on the left here to be tel eported at the speed
of light to the CPU chip ontheright. Again, it is teleported,” he emphasized the word "teleported.” "The
datais quantum interfered with thisinput beam here, which is actualy quantum connected to the input
beam on the other side of the board. When the interference pattern isrelayed over to and interfered with
the unencoded quantum connected beam on the other side of the board, the wavefunction for the data
collapses on the left Side of the board and gppearsin the chip on the right Side of the board." He paused
to seeif | wasfollowing him—and | wasnt.

"Uh...Larry, I'mnot sure| know what you're talking about at al. Quantum connection? Quantum
interference?’ | shook my head and shrugged my shoulders.

"Don' let it fret you none, son, it's some kooky stuff here. All right, hold on." He stopped the dide
show and opened up another one labeled "Clemons Briefing for President.” Larry rummaged through it a



few dides and must've found what he waslooking for. "Okay, thisisit,” he said. "Way back in the early
part of last century Einstein gpparently had troubles with the modern theory of quantum mechanics. Y ou
See, quantum mechanics describes every single thing in the universe as some sort of probability function,
or wave function. For example, you could describe yoursdlf as a superposition of alot of different energy
wavesif you werered good a math. An eectron, for example, can be described as awave function that
isfarly smple, likeon thisdide" He pointed at abox with asinusoidal wave patterninit. "Thisisthe
function for an dectron in abox. The function isdifferent if thereis no box. Now also assumethat an
electron hasavaue caled spin. It spins about an axis either clockwise or counterclockwise. We will say
that one of the statesis spin Up and one of the statesis spin Down.”

"Y eah, | remember thisfrom sophomore Modern Physics for Engineers,” | interrupted him. "The
electron has an equa probability that it isin either an Up or Down state and therefore the wave function
must represent that."

"That'sright, Steven, but it's more than just a probability. The eectron actudly existsin both states
until you measureit to seewhich sateit isin. Theinteraction of your measuring device causes one of the
probability functionsto collapse leaving just either aspin Up or spin Down eectron. Y ou follow?"

"Thisis Schroedinger's Cat right? Y ou put the cat in abox and until you peek in the box you don't
know if it'sdead or aive, so quantum theory states it must bein both.”

"Yep. And it isthe act of making the measurement that causes the wave function to collgpseinto
ether the dead or dive state," Larry finished for me.

"So what does this have to do with teleportation and this quantum connection?”

"I'm not done yet," he said. "Now assume that you look at a pion decay. When apion, this subatomic
particle, decays it becomes an e ectron and apositron, and they must be in antiparalle spin states so as
not to violate conservation of spin angular momentum. In other words, if the €ectron has a spin Up then
the positron must have a spin Down and vice versa. Now, if we have not measured which particleisin
which state then thereis an equa probability that the eectron will bein either sate and the samefor the
positron. Therefore, you have an eectron traveling dong with awave function for Up and Down spins
and a positron doing the same. If we measure the eectron to seewhich stateitisin, and wefind that it is
inthe spin Up date, then ingantly, even if the positron is on the other side of the universe, the positron
wave function will collapse to the spin Down state. The reason why is becauise the two particles came
from the same quantum event and their wave functions got tangled up with each other. It isthiswave
function entanglement that is called the quantum connection.”

"Okay, my brain hurts." | rolled my neck to the right then left and scratched my head. "I think |
understand this, but you said Einstein had something to do with this?'

"Oh, | forgot to mention, thisthought experiment is called the Einsteln-Podol sky-Rosen Experiment,
or most commonly the EPR experiment, because they came up with it. Eingtein didn't like this
ingtantaneous 'spooky" action and suggested thisis a problem with quantum mechanics. Well, likeit or
not, EPR isredl. It has been verified many times over. But to Eingtein's credit, the reason he didn't like it
was because the instantaneous events could enable signals to be sent back in time. Let's not get into that,
but it turns out that statistics won't alow that to happen. Y ou can go read about that yourself ina
quantum book somewhere.”

"Widll, if you can't send datawith it, what useisit?' | was getting more and more confused. "How
deep does the rabbit hole go, Alice?" | asked.

"Curiouser and curiouser,” Larry smiled. "Back in the early part of the first decade of this millennium,
severd experiments were conducted that enabled data transmission via EPR. An optical setup wasrigged
s0 that the photons from alaser beam were quantum connected in a specia cube of amaterial caled
KD-star-P, and then split into two separate paths. The reference beam was then encoded by polarizing
the photonsto aspin Up or vertical Up polarization. The other beam shifted ingtantaneoudy to aspin
Down or vertica Down polarization.



"Following that effort severd different labs even used EPR to teleport at the speed of light an
information-encoded bunch of photons from ten or so meters acrossalab. A couple experiments around
2013 even showed that atoms could be teleported across a great distance at the speed of light. Hereis
how it worked." Larry scrolled through the dides until he found theright oneagain. "Uh.. . . let'ssee. This
istheone. .. abeam of photons are entangled or ‘connected' inside alaser and then split and sent down
separate paths." He pointed out the red laser beams with the little handheld pointer connected to the
mouse. The mouse pointer on the screen would move wherever he pointed the hand wand. My guess
wasthat it waslike alight gun for avideo game; athought which distracted me for just a moment.

He continued, "Now each of these photonsin the beams are quantum connected to each of the
photonsin the other path. The left beam hereisinterfered with another optical beam that is encoded with
data. Now the data contains much more information than say asingle RAM chip might hold, say aterabit
of data, and it would require alot of energy and timeto transfer aterabit of data. But the interference
beam it makes when imposed on the quantum connected beam isjust afew kilobits. We pump that low
bandwidth interfered beam over to the other connected beam here on the right. When the two beams are
interfered together in the right way, bang! The encoded photons disappear on the left side and appear on
theright sde! Thisdlows usto send huge amounts of data from one storage device or memory chip to
another through a puny low-bandwidth opticd fiber. Cool, huh!"

"Y ou mean that realy works? Sounds too good to be true, man, we could make a computer without
low-bandwidth wire or optical connectionsthat could operate at like aterahertz or much faster than
that!" This stuff was exciting.

"Now you understand, Steve ol' boy. The problem is that we haven't figured out how to make good
useof itjust yet. In order for thisto be useful, you have to be able to do calculations and instructions on
the data right there in the memory location. It would dow the machine way down if you had to pump the
bits to be operated on from the memory to the processor and back and forth through wires. Since the
CPUs can only use afew kilobits per register it would be likefilling up afive-gallon bucket with acup. It
would just take too long." | laughed that he just used the same andogy that | had used for my final exam
and told him asmuch.

"Let meget thisgtraight,” | said. "The bottleneck hereis actudly being able to manipulate alot of data
inpardld. One CPU can't work on aterabyte of datadl at once. Isthat the problem?’ | was beginning
to understand why this was too good to be true.

Larry was smiling again. "Y ou catch on quick, Stevie. Y ep, that'sthe problem in anutshell. If dl we
had to do was move data around this would be avesome fast. But we might want to add or multiply or
something to that data sometimes. We need to be able to work on al the data at oncein parald.”

We continued to bat around these ideas for a couple hours, occasiondly taking bathroom and soda
or coffee bresks. Wefindly finished up around five-thirty or so and decided to give it arest. We packed
up the classified room and put the disk back in the safe. Larry showed me how to get in and out of the
safe. Then | grabbed my stuff from my desk. | had paperwork for my new pay grade and new insurance
and benefits packages. | dso took home ahandful of technica journa papersthat Larry gave meon
EPR. One paper particularly caught my eye. It was entitled "Experimenta Detection of Entanglement with
Polarized Photons' and had been written by abunch of Italian people. | planned to read it later that
evening after walking Lazarus.

That day was alot to absorb. | wasn't quite sure why the effort was Top Secret but it was. When |
had asked about that, Larry just shrugged and told methat | didn't have aneed to know that yet. But he
did tell me that my job was to make the technology useful. Cool job, | thought. | could be instrumenta in
the development of the fastest, most powerful computer ever built. Wow!

Then my stomach growled and | remembered that the fridge at home was empty. So, | stopped and
grabbed some burgersfor Laz and me on the way home. Laz, as dways, was happy to seeme. | set the
burgers on the counter and patted him on the head. Then | debated on abeer or apill. | went with the
beer. The next thing | knew it was seven-forty-six and Laz was licking me on the face and my beer was



dill inmy hand.
"Damn, | must've dozed off. | guess| should take those pills alittle more regularly, huh buddy.” |
scratched hiswhite belly and he whined at me and kicked his hind legs like dogs do.

| got up and heated us up a couple hamburgers. We ate dinner and then went for awalk, happier
than | had fdtin along while.

CHAPTER 6

A couple of months passed before | made any headway at all on the Quantum Connected CPUSs. |
spent weeks on the Framework, in chat rooms, newsgroups, and downloading books on quantum
mechanics, satistics, EPR experiments, Bell's Inequality, Schroedinger's Cat, and the effects of
measurements on quantum phenomena. It turns out that athough people had been trying to do quantum
tel eportation and such in experiments, nobody had really put it together with computing. It seemed kind
of obviousto me once | was educated on the subject. Larry told methat that is"typical of classfied
projects.” After dl, isn't it pretty damned obviousthat if you don't want the surface of your aircraft to
reflect radar back at the radar then you should minimize the surface area that the radar aperture sees?
Maybe it wasn't, since the stealth technol ogies were unheard of for years. But, now that the cat is out of
the bag, it'susdess. Larry dso had told me something that Heinlein, this science fiction author that | had
never heard of, had written. Heinlein had once said something like "a secret weapon must bejust thet, a
secret.” |1t makes sense when you think about it. Larry then acted appalled and frightened that | had never
heard of Heinlein, and then threatened to fire meif | didn't complete abook of his per month until | had
read them dl.

"Condder thisareading assgnment for your job, Steven. Sooner or later it'll become clear why |
want you to read any and al science fiction you can get your hands on. Start with Heinlein,” Larry told
me

At any rate, we finally made some headway on the Quantum Connected CPUs (or QCCPUs aswe
had begun to call them). | had remembered something from a class on Computationd RAM and
Intelligent Parallel Processing that gave me ahint.

There have been afew companies to attempt to creste RAM chipsthat had miniature processors at
each RAM block of mem ory. The processors would conduct the computation or data crunching in place
at each memory location on the RAM chip itsdalf rather than on a separate large processor chip. The
problem isthat the data must be massively parallel and so must the problem for such chipsto be useful.
As asolution to the massive pardld problem these companies had then tried to add some artificia
intelligence to each of the processors within the RAM to help break the problem down into more
separate and parallel parts. If you just wanted to add a simple sequence of numbers together, this type of
computer gained you some speed. The artificid intelligence would teach itself to break up the numbers
into sections that would make use of having multiple memory dots and multiple processors like the
fallowing example



RAM1RAM2 RAM3

1+2= 3 3+4=75+6= 11 1 CPU clock cycle
3+7=102 CPU clock cycles

10+ 11=21 3 CPU clock cycles.

The sequentia cd culation without breaking the problem up and with only one RAM dot and one
processor would look like:

RAM1

1+2 =31 CPU clock cycle
3+3=62 CPU clock cycles
6+4 = 10 3 CPU clock cycles
10+5=154 CPU clock cycles
15+6 =215 CPU clock cycles

which istwo clock cycleslonger. So you see where the Als on the chip and the multiple processors
might help. Thetypicd Al for problemslike thiswere genetic dgorithms and fuzzy logic. Sometimes
people used neura networks to do the problem devolving and re-evolving, but | had adifferent idea. |
decided to put ateam of Agents on the job.

With the advent of the Framework and even before, Agents had become the industry standard
gpproach for controlling large problems without necessarily placing the user in the loop. Of course, the
best Agents could talk to the user through some interface or other. If you are not certain what | am
talking about when | say an Agent, then you haven't been paying attention to computer stuff for about
thirty years. That favorite search engine you use on the Web utilizes Agents. The Agents crawl around
from one website to another making decisons on if thiswebsite has your information parametersinit and
to what level of confidence. Now these are smple agents. Redl Agentsare actudly persistent pieces of
software that are completely dedicated to a specific purpose. One of the early real Agents, that | recall
anyway, was called the SodaBot Agent and wasinvented by aguy a MIT'sAl Lab. | believethat guy's
name was Michaegl Coen or something like that. Well, he was developing his SodaBot code to be a
program that could engage in negotiations and did og with asystem, and coordinate the transfer and
exchange of information between systems.

A perfect sciencefiction example of thisis Agent Smith from The Matrix. Agent Smithwassmply a
bit of software code whosetotal purpose wasto look for anomalies and stop them no matter what. He
had enough intelligence to carry out hisfunction and he could definitely engagein "negotiations’ and
"exchange' information (or gunfire, whichin The Matrix was just information packets).

WEéll, | decided to create my own bunch of little Agent Smiths and SodaBots. | had built smaler
agent-type programs before but never areal Agent. | spent severa weeks reverse programming Agents
that | downloaded from the Framework before | decided on the right type and features that my team of
SuperAgents would have. | finished the code for one SuperAgent, copied it once, and then confined each
copy to the input of arespective CPU and RAM on each side of the QCCPU. In other words, there
would be a SuperAgent on each sde of the Quantum Connection to engage in and coordinate the
transfer of the proper information to the proper mini-processors and RAM locations.

Two months later and | was demonstrating my two-hundred-billion-terraflop computer on asingle
board the size of an index card, which only used about atenth of awaitt of power, to Larry and his boss
inthe SAP/SAR room, where it was aways kept now.

"Jesus, Larry, isthisred?' Dr. Jack Frehley asked Larry.



"Well, Jack, asfar as| cantell our boy here hasdoneit. | havetried giving that damned thing
complex tensor math cal culations and had the answer about asfast as| could type the damned question.
Steve'sdoneit, | believe." Larry was as proud of me as ever and it made me fedl good. Not sure what
the protocol in the conversation was, | kept quiet.

"Well, Mr. Montanawhat do you have to say about this?"

"l agreewith Larry. Uh.. . . | have not been able to do aproblem or code on it yet that didn't give the
right answer on the other end. Of course that isn't an exhaustive check. Somebody better at math than |
am should try to find a proof or something that shows it works every time." | was pretty sureit would
work every time, but not completely sure. The SuperAgents could theoretically make mistakes, but |
hadn't figured out how to force them to.

Then the conversation got alittle weird for me. It was obviousthat | was on the outside of itstrue
meaning and would not be given the complete meaning of what Larry and Dr. Frehley were discussing.

"Jack, I've dready put inthe vist request,” Larry told him. "I think we need to demo thisthing to
them as soon aspossible.”

"Yeah, | agree with you. Just once | would like to solve something before that damned General
Clemons or the Doctors Daniels do,” Frehley responded.

"The problem weve got is, Steve isn't baptized yet." Larry said that and nodded to the SAP/SAR
sign. My guesswas that he was talking about my security clearance level. But | had a Top Secret
clearance, what else did | need?

"Larry, asl'vetold you before. If you invent abatch of Unobtanium, then those guyswill get you
cleared. It'sjust amatter of signing the right forms and such. Get him over there to seethem.” Dr. Frehley
emphasi zed that he wanted us to get this demo done as soon as possible. All | got out of that part of the
conversation was something about agenera, a person named Clemons, and two people named Dr.
Daniels. | had no ideawhere | was going, but | was gonna get there next week.

Larry and | locked everything up and he told meto follow himto his office.

"Alice" Larry cdled the secretary as we passed her desk. "Could you get Steve and mysdlf plane
tickets and hotd reservations at Alexandria, Virginia, for Wednesday and Thursday of next week?"

"Y ou want to fly into Reagan Nationa and stay at your usud place| assume." Shelooked over her
glasses at us.

"That'sright. Oh, and well need acar," Larry reminded her.

We spent the rest of the afternoon discussing logistics of the trip but not where we were going to go.
Then Larry made afew calls and we had to change our plans.

"Wdl, Stevie my friend, looks like we might get you cleared after dl. That wasthe security guy up
there, and you're going to go aday early and answer afew questions and get abriefing or two. Don't
worry about the details. I'll go with you and make sure you get around al right. After al, D.C. isabig
placeif you've never been there before, and | wouldn't want you wandering off down the wrong street
after dark, or hell, in the day for that matter."

| was surprised that our nation's capitd city had bad streetsiniit. Y ou would think that, at least for
appearance's sake, our capita city would be safe, and that we would dare anybody to commit acrime
there. | got on the Framework and looked it up, and | couldn't believeit, but just about two milesand a
half northeast from the White House, and even less than that from the Capitol Building, isadrug-lord
infested neighborhood with an extremely horrible crimerate. As Americans, we should be ashamed of
that; | was appalled.

| had never been to Washington, D.C., beforeand | <till had no ideawho we were going to see,
where we would see them (other than D.C.), and why dl the hush-hush, but | guess| would find out
soon enough. And what was | going to do about Lazarus for two days?

Oncel got home, Lazarusand | repeated our evening ritud. | popped a couple of "happy pills' and



took him for awalk. After thewalk we ate and | had a beer, but something just didn't fed right. | was
nervous about leaving the little guy for two or three days. | knew that my veterinarian had agreat kennd,
but till, it made me nervous. | could just imagine how parents must fee when they leavetheir kids at
daycarefor thefirg time. Lazaruswasthe only real family | had had since. . . The Rain.

Thethought of leaving Laz at the kennel just continued to snowbal with meal night long. | eventualy
darted crying and hugging him and petting him fiercely. Laz just licked my face atime or two and then put
hischinin my lap. | cried some more and tugged on his ears and scratched histickle spot. Laz kicked his
hind leg and wagged histail feverishly. Obvioudy, | should've taken three pills.

After that night | decided two things. Onewasthat | had to put Laz in the kennel and get over it, and
the other wasthat | was going to get the strength of my prescription increased. | didn't want to start the
crying again. | had been doing so well for the past several months. | must've crashed from the depression
over Laz and the kenndl, because when the dlarm went off at six-thirty the next morning | dapped the
noisy thing off and raised up in bed. | pulled the covers back and placed my feet on the floor and then . .

| must'vejust redly crashed. At about nine-fifteen | finally woke back up with Lazarus licking my
face and whimpering at me. Since my depression hit after .. . TheRain . . . there had been afew times
when that had happened, and it usudly occurred when | was about to become immune to the drugs.

When | got to the office, | told Larry that | had car trouble and he just kidded me about the old
Cutlass,

"Y ou make decent money now, Steve. Why don't you trade that thing in and get anew vehicle?'

"Hey, you know Larry, it just never redlly occurred to me. Hmm . . . can | take the rest of the day
off?" | decided hewasright. What was my sdlary doing for mejust sitting in my savings account? | never
did anything, went anywhere, or bought much. Why not?

"Don't get hornswaggled, son. Y ou ever bought anew car before?' Larry asked.

"Uh, no, just the Cutlass and it was old then.” | laughed.

"Oh my God, they will eat you dive. Hold on, I'm going with you. Alice, Steven and | will be out the
rest of the afternoon,” he yelled out hisdoor. "Just let me shut this thing down and grab my coat." He
clicked off hislaptop and that was that.

We were going to buy me anew vehicle smply because | had been afraid to mention my bout of
depresson the night before. Oh well, | was beginning to want anew car anyway. All thisnew car talk
had given methe fever. | ended up getting amiddle of the road sports utility vehicle. | thought it would be
easy for Laz and meto get around in it. Perhaps we would have to get out more.

CHAPTER 7

Weflew right over the Mall and | saw the Capitol building, the Washington Monument, the Lincoln
Memorid, the Jefferson Memorid, and the White House. Larry had to point out everything but the



Capitol building. Then we turned down the Potomac River and set down at Reagan Washington National
Airport. Larry led methrough the airport like it was a second home to him. Instead of following the signs
downgtairs to the street where rental car busses pick you up, we went up aramp to some elevators.

"Y eah, most people don't realize that the rental cars are just right over there on the other side of the
parking garage,” Larry said as he was fumbling through his laptop case. "And they'll wait for thirty
minutes on that damn busthat just takes them on aone-minuteride. Ah, hereit is. Our confirmation
number for the rental car." He showed me a printout he pulled from his pack.

We went up acouple of floors on the eevator and then walked about fifty meters or so through the
garage and turned a corner right into the rental car area. We walked up to ared Cadillac and Larry
whistled. "Hey, let'stake thisone.”

"Okay." Hewas pointing and driving at the sametime. "Thisis Crystd City here and we are going to
take the G.W. Parkway from here, south, al the way down to Old Town Alexandria. It's not that far and
we could've taken the Metro, but we can't ride the Metro where we need to go tomorrow and | didn't
want to dedl with acab." His cell phone rang about that time. "Hello.”

It must have been hiswife, because he carried on one of those married guy conversations.

"Yes, honey ...no...wearejust now leaving the airport. Steve, she says hi." He nodded to me.

"Uh, hi?" | had never met her before.

"No, | ...Holdon....No,tdl her I will help her with it thisweekend. Hey, welll be at the hotdl in
ten minutes. Let me cal you back then. Okay, uh, okay, uh, | love you too. Bye."

| tried not to giggle but | did. "Everything okay at home?"

"Sure. My daughter needs help with acomputer project for school and, well, my wifeworrieswhen |
fly." He changed lanes, cutting in front of a'Y elow Cab; the cabby honked at us. "L ook, as | was saying,
this road southward pulls right up into Mount VVernon, you know, George Washington's house. Well go
north on it tomorrow to get up to McLean."

"What'sin McLean?" | asked

"You'll seetomorrow. But tonight | was thinking that we would leave the car &t the hotel and after the
free beer and snacks they have there we will get on the Blue Line on the Metro and I'll take you over to
the Mall and show you D.C. The King Street Metro stop isright across the street from our hotel. What
dyasy?'

"Free beer and snacks?| say cool.”

We checked into the hotel with plenty of timeto relax afew minutes before the free beer started.

After severa free beerstoo many, | felt the need to tell Larry how much | appreciated al that he had
donefor me.

"You know," | told him. ™Y ou are probably the only human that | have had ared lengthy
conversation with, other than my shrink, in more than three years.”

"Damn Steve, that's pretty sad, son. Why don't you get out more?' he asked.

"I don't know. | just haven't felt like | had that much of a connection to anybody. | mean, you know,
everyone| ever redly knew isgone. Even al the records of their existence are gone. It really makesyou
fed, well uh, small and disconnected from the rest of the world. Y ou know?"

"Must be tough. Y ou want another round?"

"Suitsme! I'll grab some more pretzels and popcorn,” | offered. When heleft for the bar | redlized
that | had not taken my medicineyet.

The conversation was weighing on me considerably, and it probably was Larry aswell. So | told
Larry | had to take aleak and darted up to my room. | popped one of the "happy pills' and actually did
take aleak, and then rgjoined the party.



A few beerslater the drugs werekicking in and | was feding happier. We talked about video games
and football and women. It turnsout that Larry isa pretty decent fellow. We went over to the Metro
stop across the street after last cdll, which was at seven-thirty, and Larry showed me around D.C. abit.

We got back to the hotel about ten-thirty and | walked into the room and flipped the televison on. |
really had to take aleak so | went straight to the bathroom and set the remote on the sink countertop.
Then. ..

| didn't remember sitting down to watch televison. Thelast thing that | recalled wastaking aleak.
The news channdl was on and the volume was way too low to hear. | looked around for the remote and
couldn't seemto find it anywhere. Thelast | remembered wasthat | took it to the bathroom with me. |
got up and checked and there it was by the sink, right where | remembered setting it. Weird. Another
sde effect of these damn pills must be memory gaps. | sat back down on the couch and started to
change the channel, but then | noticed the time in the upper left-hand corner under the news channel logo.
It was two-twenty-six in the morning.

"Jesus, | better go to bed,” | told mysdlf.

The next morning we were at the complementary breakfast buffet about eight-thirty, and | had way
too many pancakes and way too many link sausages. We were refreshed and on the road by nine. Larry
took the G.W. Parkway north and we went up past the airport, through Crystd City, and every inch of
the way there was something interesting to see.

"If you look right over there, you will seethe Pentagon.” Larry nodded to the west with his head.
"And over thereisthe lwo JmaMemorid that is so famous. Well come back on the other sde of the
Pentagon so you can get a better look at stuff.”

We drove past about three different famous bridges. Just past the bridges and still onthe G.W.
Parkway we entered an area tht looked like a park. Therewas ariver on the right side of the road with a
jogging trail running alongside it and wooded hills on theleft. About five or so miles on up northward we
turned off the G.W. Parkway onto 123 at the Sign that said Chain Bridge Road/McLean. Then, dmost
as soon as we turned onto 123, we had to stop at atraffic light. Just through that light was avery large
green-and-white sign that read

George Bush Center for Intelligence
CIA next right.

Weturned right. Larry drove through about fifty meters of trees and then up to agate with alittle
push-button speaker a window height and rolled down hiswindow. Before Larry had achanceto do or
say anything the spesker buzzed, "Can | help you?'

"Uh, yes, Larry Waterford and Steven Montana herefor amesting.” Larry looked alittle nervous.

"Pull right and park in front of the guard center, then come insde. Have your identification and rental
car regigtration available please.” The guy on the other end was dl business. No howdy, niceto seeya,
please come back or anything.

The guard shack was atypical guard shack, asfar as| could tell. The fellows behind the desk were
packing serious heat and were al wearing rent-a-cop-type outfits. Larry and | filled out a couple forms,
showed off our driver'slicenses, and then Larry and the guard discussed clearance transfers and stuff that
| wasn't quite sure | understood. They handed us each a badge; Larry'swas a different color than mine.
Hedidn't tel mewhy.

A few minutes later our point of contact on theinsde of CIA Headquarters called the guard shack
and told them we could come in and which building to drive to. We parked where we were told and then
walked what seemed to be about a damn mile across the campus and through a parking garage before



we got to the main building.

Insde the main building was exactly like you seein themovies. Therewasabig Centrd Intelligence
Agency symbol in the middle of thefloor under ahuge skylight. Larry showed me the memoria with no
namesonit. Itwasdl likel had seen it before; | guess| had, on television. There was even agift shop. |
started to buy aCIA shot glass, but Larry told methat | couldn't acknowledge that | had been there.

Then we went through the metal detectors and swiped our badges. The guard there informed Larry
that he or another cleared individua would have to escort me wherever | went. Larry affirmed that he
knew that.

Larry left mewith an "examiner™ and said hewould be back later. The rest of the morning was me
answering a bunch of questions—questions I'm not supposed to repeat—both written and verbaly,
insde aspecia room. Then | took a polygraph exam and that seemed to last forever. A few hours of that
and Larry returned. We then reversed the process we had been through that morning and left CIA for the
day.

"What'd you think about that?" he grinned.

"That was pretty nest. We're coming back here tomorrow, right?”

"Yep. Well eat lunch there at the cafeteria. That isaways ahoot. Tomorrow we will be here dl day.
Hey, we got the rest of the afternoon off; you want to see Robert E. Le€e's house and the Tomb of the
Unknown Soldier?"

"Got nothing eseto do,” | replied.

The next day was the same process. We went up the G.W. to McLean and so on. Again | was given
adifferent color badge than Larry was.

"Clearance takestime, Steve. Don't fret it." Larry assured me. Unfortunately, the weather was not as
good asit had been the day before and the long walk from the parking lot was more of atrot. We did
maximize our path through the parking garage to stay out of the rain as much aspossible.

The same guard told Larry the same thing about having to escort me. So Larry told him the same
thingin response, "1 know."

Thistime we didn't go to the same place Larry took me the day before. Today we went down
severd different hallways and | was completdly lost. Wefindly got to aroom just down the hdl froma
big 9gn saying Directorate of Science and Technology and there was a person waiting for us at the
door.

We were told where the restrooms were and shown the vending machines. Larry got acup of coffee
so | followed suit. A few moments passed and the young lady at the door told uswe could go in. Larry
paused to speak with her.

"The package we sent up here, isit inthere dready?' Larry shrugged his shoulders, then straightened
histie.

"Yes, Mr. Waterford, the papers and dides you sent are here and are already in there." She pointed
her pen behind her at the door.

"Thanks." Heturned to me, "Okay, Steve, jump in whenever, but don't make a nuisance of yourself.
If we ask you to step out for abit, don't be upset; it will just be necessary. Got it?' He pointed to my tie
and motioned tofix it.

"Okay. | gotit." | fixed my tieand my shirttail.

Then we entered the SCIF.



CHAPTER 8

"So that is how we got the QCCPUs to teleport data back and forth between each other,” |
summarized. The Air Force generd, Generd Clemons, seemed very intrigued throughout my
presentation. | could've sworn that 1'd seen her somewhere before. She looked to be in her mid to late
forties, was very athletic looking, and had bright strawberry-red hair. She spoke in a Southern accent of
some sort. | didn't know that they made attractive generals.

"Jm, what do you think of this?' Generd Clemons asked.

"Well, if you ask me, and you did," Dr. Danielsreplied, "it'sadamned shame that we only weretold
about dl thisashort time ago or we would have been at least thisfar dready! | can even perceive us
having prevented the war with knowledge of alarger threat to force usto act together instead of against
each other.” Dr. Jm Daniels oozed confidence in himself, probably because he was handsome and, from
the looks of it, extremely physically fit, with achiseled jaw and short crop of sandy brown hair. | wouldn't
have pegged him for some kind of super genius.

Then one of the other suitsin the room interrupted. "Harumph, uh, Dr. Daniels please let me remind
you that this conversationis at Top Secret only!”

"Hunh?' Dr. Daniels then turned back to me and nodded at the other fellow. "Oh, yeah right. Sorry
Phillip." Heturned his attention back to the generd, "Well, Tabitha, | would say thisisit. I'm not exactly
sure how the SuperAgentswill apply, but now that we know how to do it, we can figure out how to undo
it. | still would like to get 'Becca and Anson's opinions on it, though.”

"WEéII brief them when they return next week," the genera assured him, and scribbled something in
her notepad.

Thefellow Phillip turned to me. "Mr. Montana, do you think you could show Dr. Daniels here how to
recreate and modify, if needs be, your so-caled SuperAgent code?!

"Uh, well | don't seewhy not. But if you're trying to reverse engineer something, | think | would be
ableto help more by, well, uh, helping.” | was hoping to make my point. | wasn't sure who any of these
folkswere and | sure wasn't about to just give over my SuperAgent code without afight of sometype.

The generd laughed. "Jm, | don't think he believes you have the wherewitha to undo his code.”
There were chuckles from the rest of the room.

"Nomaam," | replied. "1 didn't mean to imply that at dl. | jus—"

"Relax son, I'mjust trying to get Im'sgoat.” She smiled and adjusted the lock of red hair on her
forehead. | could tell she was covering avery faint scar with her bangs. She turned to another Air Force
officer; she, | assumed, was her aide dthough | did notice that both she and the general had wingson
their lapels and they each wore an insggnia patch displaying amissileinsde ablue and red spherewith a
big blue W2 embroidered onit. Not to mention that they looked alot dike. "Lieutenant Ames,” she said.

"Maam." The young redheaded lieutenant snapped to.

"| think we can show the abridged presentation now." General Clemons nodded and then turned to



look acrossthetable. "Wouldn't you agree, Phillip?' That last sounded more like an order rather than a
question. It was my understanding that the Phillip fellow wasin charge, but thisfemae general seemed to
be getting her way when she wanted it.
"Uh, okay Tabitha. Only the ‘dbridged’ version though.” Phillip overemphasi zed the word abridged.
"Roger that,” Clemons said. "Okay, Lieutenant. It'sdl yours."

"Y es, maam. Jm, could you back me up when | get stumped please.” Lieutenant Ames sounded
humble as she approached the front of the room and tugged on her uniform jacket.

"Annieg, | think you will bejust fine" Dr. Danidsreplied and chuckled. | found it very interesting that
all of these people acted as though they had known each other for years. It was dmost asif they were
family. Our group wasn't like that, it seemed to me.

Lieutenant Annie Ames pointed to the screen. "Okay, here on thefirgt dideisthe device." Ames
pointed to a photo of an emerald-colored cube-shaped chunk of glass with severa orange smaler cubes
withinit. "We believe these smaler orange cubes might be the intelligent processor components and these
dark bands just beneath each of them are the RAM register input interference patterns. Until today, we
had no idea how the device managed the data and the problem devolution. | would haveto say that | am
very impressed by Mr. Montana's effort thus far. The power inputs for the entangled witness beams, or
as Mr. Montana had cdlled them, gquantum connected beams, come from here." She changed didesto a
cutaway diagram of the device. "Thisis ascanning e ectron microscope image of the device. Notethe
fase coloring we used to signify different dengity levels. It is possible there is something erroneous about
the dengty measurements. Dr. Danielswill discussthislater. Thisbright spot herein the heart of the main
cubeisthe connected light source and it gppears the datainformation fals through here." She paused for
that tosnk in.

"Uh, excuseme" | interrupted, not sureif it was okay to do so.

"Yes, Mr. Montana." Lieutenant Ames cocked her head and smiled. Shelooked surprisingly like the
general when shewas "trying to get Jm'sgoat” | noticed.

"Y eah, sorry to interrupt, but, did you mean to say the datainformation, uh.. . . falls through there?' |
leaned forward in my chair, bumping into Larry'sleg. "Sorry,” | whispered to him.

"That iswhat | said and that iswhat | meant to say." She paused for effect. "Now as| was. . ."

"Uh, excuse me, sorry, but what do you mean falls through?” | interrupted her again.

Lieutenant Amesturned to General Clemons, "Maam?"

Generd Clemonsturned to Phillip. "Well, Phillip?*

"Nol" hesaid.

"Hold onaminute," Dr. Danidsinterjected. He turned to me. " Steven, right?”

| nodded.

"Ligten, it'sjust afigure of speech we've been using. Skip it. Just assume the data goes through an
I/O port there in the center of the cube, okay?' Danielswastrying to give meahint.

"Anne Marie, please continue," General Clemons said, attempting to put the questions behind them
quickly.

"Yes, maam. Uhlet'ssee. . . yes, herewe are. The RAM appears to be continuoudy changing and
we bdlieve that it's encrypted in more than machine code. Decryption never seemsto take place asfar as
wecantel.”

The big fat bald gentleman stting in the back findly acted as though he was awake and that the last
Satement startled him.

"It'sencrypted?’

"Y es, Senator. We believe that the data sequence here that is continuoudly changing is encrypted
data" Anne Marie paused for hisresponse.



"Jesus Chrigt Almighty! It could be alistening device. How do you know that those damned things
aren't eavesdropping on usright now?' He seemed amost frightened and looked around the room asif to
see somebody hidden there that he hadn't noticed before.

"Okay, okay," Phillip interrupted. "That's far enough for a second. Mr. Montana, would you mind
stepping outside please? We will cal you back in abit when we can. Just wait outside.” He nodded and
an ade beside him led meto the door.

"Carrie, seethat Mr. Montana here istaken care of please. Wewill cdl for himin abit,” the aidetold
the young lady at the desk outside the SCIF door.

"Surething, Bill," she said. The aide returned through the SCIF door back to brown-nose, uh,
support hisboss, and | was beginning to worry if my future was going with him. Perhaps | shouldn't have
asked so many questions.

But, there was a senator in there? Who was this Phillip fellow and who were al of those peoplein
there? The mogt intriguing thing was that emerald cube that had data"falling” through it and the
ever-changing continuoudy encrypted data. And just what in the hell did the senator mean by "those
damned things could be eavesdropping on us'? What damned things? | was beginning to think that not
only was| faling deeper into the rabbit hole, but that | was on the other damn side of the planet from the
looking glassaswell.

| sat therein the reception area of the conference room, the SCIF, for some time and nobody came
for me. After about an hour and ahdf | was getting nervous, anxious, and | was afraid | would get
depressed if something didn't happen soon. Another hour later the door opened and the senator and his
staffer came plowing through the lobby, signed out, and were out the door. But they jabbered the entire
time

"Bill, get me ameseting set up with the'sissy’ tomorrow. | don't careif they haveto fly infrom thefar
sde of the Moon. | want them here tomorrow. | mean it. Senators you hear me, not staffers.”

"Yes, Senator. I'll make sure of that."

"I'm hereto tell you, Bill, thisisbad news. . . bad news. | never believed the threat wasthisbig. The
genera needs more men and money and by God she better get them for al our sakes!" They finished
signing out of the SCIF and trailed off down the hdlway ill jabbering.

Fifteen minuteslater Larry came and got me. "Okay, Steve, you can come in now, but son, please,
for your own sake, just keep your mouth shut and only spesk if you're asked aquestion. Y ou with me on
this?' He patted me on the shoulder and fiddled with histie as he dways does.

"Okay, Larry. Sorry, | hope | didn't cause problems.”
"Only for yoursdf, son." He pressed his hand against my back and led me through the SCIF door.

"Mr. Montana, we gppreciate you having patience with ustoday. Please be seated.” Phillip nodded
toachair.

| tried to make mysdlf comfortable.

Dr. Danidswas at the screen, " So anyway, we think the materia these orange things are made of is
something like lithium niobate and perhaps some KD star Pin the 1/O port portion in the center. The
black bands between the gaps are probably some sort of an optical phenomenon, but without breaking
the thing open thereislittie way to tell. And, of course, we wouldn't want to do that, even if we knew
how. The main part of the cube—well, dl of our spectra analyses suggest no particularly known
compound or substance, athough it is possible that we are having problems making the measurements
because of the quantum phenomenainside the cube.”

"And go ahead and tell usyour wifestheory, Jm," Generd Clemonssaid.

"Okay, 'Becca believes that the reason we can't find any particular spectrafor the materiasthisthing
ismade of isbecausethereisafairly sgnificant expanson of spacetime within the cube. And, worse than
that, the expangon isnot linear but following some polynomia expansonintheradid dimenson from the



center. Therefore, there would be no standard fluorescence spectrafor any particular substance dueto
the nonlinear gravity red, uh, blue shifting insde thething."

| couldn't resist. "What do you mean an expansion of spacetime ingde the thing and why would a
computer have such athing init?" Larry elbowed mein theribs. I ignored him.

"Good question, Steven. Have you ever seen the ancient televison show cdled Dr. Who?' he asked
me

"Never heard of it."
"Ohwell, okay. Have you ever read any science fiction books by afellow named Robert Heinlein?!
"Which one?" | returned the elbow back to Larry'sribs.

"It wasthe one where the little guy carried apack around that was infinitely big on theinside, uh,
what wasthat one called . . . oh man, would Anson ever kill meif heknew | couldn't remember that. . . ."

"Glory Road!" replied Larry, Lieutenant Ames, Bill the support contractor, and General Clemonsall
together.

"Ahyes, Glory Road isthe one. Well, this guy had a backpack that was the size of abackpack on
the outside, but the inside was large enough to place al sorts of wegpons, food, medica supplies, tables
and chairs, you nameit. Now what if we could create aRAM chip that is expanded like that on the
ingde. | mean, if the RAM wasthe size of anorma memory chip on the outside but was huge on the
insgde. Wouldn't that allow you to store much more data on theinsde than anorma chip? Wouldn't that
be cool?' He paused for air.

| had to admit two things: one) that would be cool and two) | hadn't read Glory Road yet. | had
given Larry an unwarranted elbow to theribs, but | would rectify that sometime tonight. He never did tell
mewhat Dr. Who had to do withiit.

Not long after this conversation we were pretty much brain fried. All of the technology of this"cube’
was way advanced and most magical. It was obvious that these people were reverse engineering it, but
then, who had built it? Did we stedl it from the Russians or the Chinese? They would be the most likely
candidates, but expansionsin spacetime seemed too fantastic. And the biggest problem | had with this
thing dl day was the fact that there was only one major QCCPU. Where was its connected twin, its
entangled counterpart? The board I'd worked on had to have two QCCPUsto function; it only makes
sense. Onefax machine just doesn't do, there must be another one. . . somewhere.

On the way back to the hotel | made Larry stop at a bookstore and | bought a paperback copy of
Glory Road. | aso asked himwho all these people at the meeting were.

"Well, let's see. Genera Tabitha Ames Clemonsisthe fema e astronaut with the most hoursin space
and the leader of the W-sguared group . . . don't ask . . . and the pretty young Lieutenant Ames, if you
can put two and two together, is her daughter. The young lieutenant is aso an astronaut, and has many
hoursin the Air Force's spacewing." Larry paused to seeif | caught that and at the sametime acted as
though he shouldn't have said it.

"The Air Force hasaspace wing?' | fell afew feet closer to Alice.

"l didn't say that." He shrugged at me asif to say, "Don't know what you are talking about.” Then he
continued, "Dr. Danielsthereisthe mae haf of the Dr. Daniels husband and wife team. They are two of
the three mogt brilliant scientists the country has. Y ou haven't met thethird, or | guess| should say, first."

"Who isthat, the other scientist | mean?”

"Dr. Neill Anson Clemons, astronaut and physicist and chief scientist of the W-squared group. You
might recdl that he and Generd Clemonswere the only survivors of the shuttle accident afew yearsago.”

"That was them, but | thought the woman's namewas Ames. . . oh, | getit." A ton of bricks hit mein
the head.

"And let's see who else wasthere. . . the senator was Senator Mitchell Grayson from lowa, former
lineman inthe NFL. | forget who he played for, but did you see that SuperBowl ring? That was years



ago; now heis Chairman of the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence or the SSCI or 'Sssy.' Heisone
of the most powerful menin the country.”

"What about the other guy, Phillip?* | was beginning to realize the big pond full of sharksthat | had
been swimming in and | was alittleintimidated by it. Chum cameto mind.

"Oh, he was the Deputy Director for Centra Intelligence, Phillip Sorenson. His boss answersdirectly
to the President.”

CHAPTER 9

| was s0 giddy most of the night that | couldn't deep. The things discussed in the meeting were just SO
unreal and exciting. | had read amgor portion of the Heinlein book that had been discussed in the
mesting in case it came up again. By the time the phone rang with my wakeup cdl, | had gone over the
day's events ahundred times. I'm not sure that | ever batted an eye. | hadn't pitched or fielded any of
them either. Ha

I rushed through my morning ritua and was downgtairsin the hotel restaurant area, inline a the
omelet Sation, when Larry stepped out of the elevator. He motioned that he saw me there and
proceeded through the waffle line. | found aquiet corner with atwo-seat table and sarted in on the
omelet and sausage.

"Mornin', Stevo." Larry set histray down. "Beright back. | need some more syrup.”

| just nodded and continued to press on through the first course. | was amost ready to go back for
seconds before Larry had taken hisfirst bite.

"D'you deep much, Stevie?' Larry asked

"Not redly. | waskind of wound up after yesterday and | got into that book agood bit. How 'bout
you?' | finished off my orange juice and plopped the glass down on the table alittle too hard.

"Okay, | guess. | never deep that greet in hotels."

"Hey, I'm going back for round two, do you need anything while I'm up?"

"Nah, I'mal right right now," he said.

Thistime | decided to go for the waffles, but | so got some potatoes and bacon to go with them. |
refilled my juice and also got asodafor chaser.

"Thisplaceisgreat, Larry,” | told him as| sat down. "Free beer in the evenings and al you can eat
for breakfast. Way coal."

"Ha, glad you approve Steve. | stay here every chance | get. If you can't get in here, there is another
oneat Crystal City, one a Tyson's Corner, and a couple of them on the other side of the Potomac. |
prefer to say in Virginiaif possble though. The best thing isthat they have government employee rates
that match our per diem.”

"I'll have to remember that," | acknowledged.



"Hey, listen, Stevo. Y ou need to do me afavor, okay?' He set down hisfork and hisleft hand
darted doing thetiething.

"Sure, Larry, what's up?'

"I need you to skip the meetingstoday. Y ou can hang out here and read or you can take the Metro
into the city and catch some of the museums. But | need you to skip today isdl." He seemed abit
NErvVous.

"Skip the meetings? Are you serious? | can't wait to go back. Why do—"

Heinterrupted me. "Listen, Steve. | got acal yesterday evening about nine o'clock from Phillip
requesting that | leave you behind today. No big dedl, it'sjust that you would haveto St outside the
SCIF dl day anyway. Y ou might aswell take the day for yoursdf.”

"But..." What was| hearing?

"It'snot abig thing, Steve. Y ou arent cleared yet. Just giveit time. Hey, if you want to try and catch
an earlier flight back and just leave today, fed free. | thought you might like to have aday to seethe city
isdl."

"It'sbecause | asked SO many questions, isn'tit?" | must've done something wrong; maybe | could fix
it somehow.

"l don't think s0," isdl Larry said. "I'm gonna get some more coffee, be right back.”

| sat there staring at my tray the whole minute and a haf he was gone. Had | done something wrong?
Did | fail my lie detector test? | couldn't have; | answered everything honestly, even about the times|
smoked pot in high school. | was truthful when | said | hadn't doneit in years. Oh my God, what did | do
wrong? | was freaking out big time. Larry must have noticed this.

"Hey, hey, Steve! Cam down, son, there is nothing happening here but standard security procedures.
Thingsjust taketimedl right? Relax," he scolded me.

"Okay. Youreright. Sorry. You're gill flying back in the morning, right?' | shrugged and held my
hands pams up.

"Yeah, nine-thirty."

"Wel, if it'sal the sameto you, I'll just go back as planned. | wouldn't mind seeing the Natural
History Museum and the Spy Museum. And another evening of free beer would be dl right with me
as0." | was hiding my concerns. Maybe | was just overreacting.

"That'sthe spirit." Larry smiled. "L ook, | gottaget going, o | will seeyou at happy hour.” The
persgtent tie fiddling continued.

"Okay. Have agood one, Larry." | waved him off. Then | mumbled to mysdf, "Well hel, if I'minno
hurry | might aswell have athird round at the breskfast buffet.”

| changed into normal clothes, you know, jeans and a T-shirt. Did afew other morning and midday
rituals, brushed my teeth, and headed out across the street to the King Street Metro. Larry showed me
how the thing worked the other day and | wasfairly certain | could handleit. The hotel lobby aso had a
rack of tourist mapsthat showed dl the attractions and how to see them from the Metro. | took the blue
line to the Smithsonian stop and walked out right into the middle of the Mall. The whole ride cost about a
dollar and thirty-five cents. | walked out into the middle of the Mall and looked up Capitol Hill to the east
and then turned around and looked back west and took in the sight of the Washington Monument. It was
such apretty day | decided to just Sit on the park bench under a shade tree there at the Mall and read
some. When | firgt sat down on the park bench | began to think about Lazarus and how much he would
enjoy this place. There was ayoung lady jogging around the dirt track that makesthe Mall perimeter and
she was pacing along with a cute cocker spanidl, about asold asLaz | guessed. My poor buddy wasin a
kennel—a good one mind you—»but still akennd and not home. Missing Laz dmost overwhelmed me
enough to go to the airport and fly home early, but | talked mysdlf out of it. "Hewill be okay for one



morenight,” | said.

"Excuseme?’ | hadn't noticed but the young lady had stopped for a breather right in front of me and
she must've thought | wastaking to her.

"Uh, oh I'm sorry. Y our dog, uh, reminds me of mine back home. He'sin akennd 'til tomorrow and |
just misshimisdl," | said shegpishly.

"Hey, that's kinda sweet. What kind ishe?' she asked.

"Oh, he's aone hundred percent purebred muitt,” | laughed.

She led the leash over in my direction and her pup sniffed my leg. | held the back of my hand down
for himto lick. Once heredlized | was no threat he let me pet him and tug hisears.

"Y ou get along with dogs pretty well it gppears. Reagan seemsto like you." She smiled and stood
graight, stretching her neck and arms. "Well, it was nice meeting you. I'm going to finish my run now."

"Oh, sorry to interrupt, bye Reagan,” | called to her as she and Reagan trotted off. "That tearsit.
Damnit al to hell." | stood up, ready to go pack and head to the airport. | walked about five steps and
then stopped. "Damn, what should | do?' | decided to cal and seeif there were any flights back to
Dayton, so | found the nearest pay phone. One of these days I've got to get acell. Fortunately, | had
been using my itinerary for abookmark and the travel agent one-eight-hundred number was on there. It
turned out that | couldn't get back to the airport in Dayton until five-thirty, which was about the sametime
the kennd closed. No way | would makeit to Laz tonight. " So that solvesthat,” | told myself.

A post-Rain storm came through about one p.m., so | took in the Smithsonian Museums aong the
Mall and then went to the Spy Museum. | also hailed acab and rode up Capitol Hill to the backside of
the Capitol building and saw the Supreme Court and the Library of Congress. Then | had the cabby drop
me at the closest Metro and | went back to King Street and the hotdl.

Later that evening Larry and | had the free beer and then walked down King Street al the way to the
river. We stopped and ate dinner at one of the seafood shops aong theway. | asked Larry about the
meetings and my status and so on. He just told me not to ask. Then we talked about the sightsthat | had
seen. The Library of Congress specifically intrigued Larry. He said he had never been there before.

| finished Glory Road on the plane back to Dayton and went from the airport straight to the kenndl.
I'm not sure who was happiest to see whom, but Laz and | hugged each other dearly. He licked my face
and whimpered at me atime or two.

"Good boy!" | told him. "I missed you, buddy, d'you missme?' | tugged at his ears and stroked his
back. "Sit fella, gt." He sat and alowed meto put hisleash on. Then weloaded up in the SUV and were
off to the gpartment.

| didn't bother to unpack and we went for along walk first thing. We stopped in the park by the local
high school and played Frisbee some, and then we went back to the apartment and sprawled out on the
couch together. Laz laid his chin on my lap and | stroked hisfur between his ears, gently, until we went to
deep. | belonged there, | missed Laz, and he missed me; my only real connection to the entire damned
planet. Oh, sure| had grown alittle closer to Larry Waterford, but it wasin an employer to employee
relationship. That just isn't the same. | couldn't cry on Larry's shoulder and hug him for reassurance that
thingswould be okay. Laz didnt mind at dl, and | loved him for it.



CHAPTER 10

When | went back to the office the next day Larry gave me anew task that was completely unrelated
to the quantum connected computer project. He gave me a Chinese rocket computer operating system
and wanted meto learn how to talk to it. It was boring, hum-drum stuff. It wasn't much harder than
Sequencing that old video gamethat | did for Larry so long ago. | would ask Larry about the project on
adally basisand it seemed to annoy him abit. Hewould dwaystell methat | couldn't be told anything
and that | shouldn't think about it anymore until the clearance comes through. So, of course, then | would
ask, "Well, when will my clearance come through?*

"When it comes, Steven. That'sal | cantell you."
"Well, | thought they needed my help with the SuperAgent code?' | would ask.

"I don't know any more than you do." He would fiddle with histie and then change the subject. He
would always seem irked that | wasn't focused on the current busywork project he had given me.

So, | worked on reverse engineering some of the most benign devices you could imagine by day and
then went home and sat with Lazarus by night. The drugs had begun to diminish in effect againgt the
depression again and occasionaly | would wake up and not redlize hours had passed. But good ol
Lazaruswould aways be there to help me through it. | would hug him and sob some and tdll him that he
was my buddy. That seemed to help amost as much asthe drugs did.

Then, in amorning-depressed haze, | would go into work for more run-of-the mill reverse
engineering busywork. | reverse engineered atank turret control computer, gection code for a French
fighter plane, the reaction control system of arecovered satellite (although | never figured out how the
satdlite had been recovered), and | wasworking on aradio jamming device found in North Korea nearly
sx monthslater. Don't get me wrong; some of the work was chalenging, but nothing like the reverse
engineering of that magica green and orange quantum cube device. The biggest depressing fact was that
after more than sx months, there was till no clearance.

Oneday | was so bored | thought | would go further out of my mind, so | doughed off work and |
went surfing on the Framework instead. My office hook-up wasn't asfast asa home but | didn't fed like
measuring voltages on a Russian computer motherboard. So | logged on and started to look up that Dr.
Who fdlow. It didn't take long for meto figure out the reason that Dr. Daniels had brought him up. That
guy was some very old British televison character who apparently livesin a phone booth, or whatever
the British cdl it. On the outsideit looks like aregular phone booth, but on theingdeit islarge enough for
avery comfortable apartment. It is explained as some sort of space warp or something. Just like the
"warped" RAM chips Dr. Danidsswife had theorized.

| was till on the Framework when the phone rang. Findly, Larry called meinto hisoffice for achat; |
hoped every time the phone rang that it was about my clearance. Thistimeit was.
"Steve, we need to talk."

"Yeah, what about?' | hoped thiswasiit. After al, it had been nearly seven months since we had
been to Washington, D.C.



"Sorry, Steve, but your advanced clearance has been declined,” he said and looked down at hisfeet
for second. My heart fell to my shoes.

"Why?1 mean, | told the truth about everything. | .. .1 ... don't understand, I'm agood American,
arent|?'

"Son, nobody really believes otherwise." He paused. "Except thet . . ." He Stopped again.

"Except what?"

"Well, son, asfar as your background investigation is concerned, you just suddenly appeared in
Dayton, Ohio, at about the age of eighteen. There is no proof that you ever existed before that. No
hospita records, not any living witnessesthat can say you are the same kid that came out of your

mother's birth cand, nothing. In fact, the only proof to corroborate your lifeisthat your parents tax
records can be found and that they paid taxes on a dependent.”

"So, there you go; | wastheir dependent,” | argued.

"No, son, thereis no evidence that it was you. Oh sure, they filed asocid security number for you
when you were nine, but there are no pictures, no birth certificates, no DNA samples, nothing.”

"But ... but| can't hep that. The Rain killed them! The Rain killed them all! Don't you understand?
Thereisnothing | can do about that!" | was frantic.

"Cam down, Steven! | understand. But you have to understand that thisis the perfect approach for a
mole or aspy to infiltrate our nation's security. Conveniently, al the records were erased and some guy
movesin and becomes Steven Montana. How do we know that you were not killed during the meteors?
People don't realize this, because on the surface and in public, the world looks asthough it is getting
aong famoudy and friendly now. We are dl banding together after the disaster and gdlling asonerace. It
looksthat way on television, but in the real world espionage and counterespionage are at an al-time high.
The FBI, CIA, and Homedand Defense agents have caught literdly hundreds of molestrying to take
identities of victims from the meteor disagter.”

"No!  anme. | amme!"
"Steven, cam down, son! | know you are you and that you are agood guy. But | can't proveit.
Nobody can. Since you passed the lie detector, you can maintain your current clearance level, but you

can't go any higher and you have to forget anything and everything you heard in D.C." He pulled aform
out of hisdesk and handed me apen. "Read thisand sign it.”

| read it. It basically told methat | had never heard of quantum connected CPUSs, funny-colored
cubes that datafallsthrough, Air Force Group W-squared, SuperAgents, and anything else related to
that CIA mesting. Then it said that | would suffer pendty of up to lifeimprisonment if | ever divulged any
of it to anybody. "Areyou teling methat | never invented my SuperAgent?"

"Sorry, son, your computer has just been confiscated and your machine at homeis being cleaned.”

"What! You can't do that. | invented it; it'smine! Do you hear me? Itsming!”
"No, son, the U.S. Department of Defense paid for it, so it istheirs. Thisistheway it hasto go,
Steven.”

"No, but you don't understand.” | was ill no calmer. "I can't just not work on it now that | know
how to doit. | can't!"

"Steven, you can and you will, or you will gotojail. | want you to take a couple of days
adminigrative leave and go home and think this through before you say or do anything harsh. But you
haveto 9gn thisform right now."

"And what if | don't?" | defiantly suggested.

"Steven, don't do this. If you don't sign thisnow, | have to notify DSS and in amatter of minutes
there will be awarrant out for your arrest for violation of the Nationa Security Act.”

| waslost, cornered, screwed, stabbed in the back, and just generally fucked! | grabbed the pen



from Larry and signed the form. "Larry, you can go to hell!" | turned and walked through his door and
dammed it ashard as my two hundred forty pounds would muster. | heard picturesfal from thewall on
the other sde and fdl to thefloor and break with the clash of glass shattering.

Then | turned back to the door, "1 DIDN'T ASK FOR THE GODDAMNED METEORS TO
KILL EVERYBODY | KNOW, YOU SORRY SON OF A BITCH! YOU CAME TO ME,
REMEMBER. | HELPED YOU! I'M A GOOD AMERICAN! ITSNOT FAIR..." Tearswere
flowing down my cheeks; | turned back toward the hall and rushed out. "It'snot fair,” | cried dl theway
home. It wasn't fair, goddamnit.

They stole my SuperAgents. There, | thought about it, you bastards gonna come arrest me? Come
on then! "SuperAgents, SuperAgents, SuperAgents, SuperAgents, quantum connected compulter,
quantum connected computer, SuperAgents. . . Fuck you!" | screamed at the windshield and repeated
the process severd times over al theway home. "I'll say SuperAgentsif | want to, damnit!™

| got to my gpartment and there were cop cars, severa black sedans, and an Animal Control vehicle.
"Oh my God, Lazarus" | ran up stairs and there were two cops standing a my door to block my way
and | could see men in my apartment tearing it to pieces. There was aso blood on the floor.

"Hold it, son. What is your business here?' one of the cops asked.

"I'm not your son! And | live here. Lazarus, here boy." | whistled for him and tried to push through
the door. The cop that called me his son clubbed mein the head with his nightstick. | zoned out for a
second and fell to my knees, but | could till hear.

"Jesus, Tony, what'd you hit him for?* the other cop asked.

"Hey, you heard the Feds. Nobody getsin until they are done.”

"Y eah, but did you haveto hit him? He'sjust worried about his poor dog.”

| regained full awareness and consciousness afew seconds later. | rose up and the one cop who had

clubbed me put his hand on his pistal. "Wait, please, officer. Please, | don't want any trouble. | just want
to see my dog. Whereis he, please, tel me?"

The other cop stepped in between us and gave his partner astern look. "Come with me." Heled me
downgtairsto the Animal Control van, then nodded to the man leaned up against the back door of the
van smoking acigarette.

"Openit up, Charlie," the cop told him.

The man held his cigarette between hislips and opened the door of the van. Therewas Lazarus.
There...was...Lazarus. . . dead. He waslying therein the van in ablack plastic bag. | had to pull
the plastic back to look at him. | sobbed deeply and loudly. "Oh my God, Lazarus. Puppy, what did they
dotoyou?' | fell to my knees and bawled and hugged the puppy to my head and sobbed some more. It
was morethan | could take, and it wasn't fair.

"WHY! He'sjust adog.” | hugged him harder and cried deeper. "Why did you haveto kill him?"

"Hold it there. | didn't kill him. The Feds had to put him down because he attacked one of them and
wouldn't let go," the Anima Control man explained and then stamped his cigarette butt out on the ground.

"Of course he did, you dumbass! They broke into my gpartment. He was just protecting our home!" |
cried and held him to me. | cried abit longer and then stood up. | pulled the bag out of the van and held
its dead weight to my chest. "Y ou can't have him. HEsmy dog . .. my friend ... my . .. only family. I'm
gonnatake him home and bury him."

"Sorry, son, city ordinance sayswe have to take him and dispose of his body safdly,” the cop told
me

"No! He'smy dog. | want to bury him with the rest of my family.”

"Sorry about al this, | have adog too," the cop said. Then he sounded sincere. "l would be upset if
somejerk shot my dog. Where'syour vehicle?' he asked me.



"That SUV over therein the parking lot.” | pointed to it.
"Go." Heturned and walked away.

"Hey, wait aminute. . ." The Animal Control officer started to protest, but | looked & himinsuch a
way that he would know he was going to dieif he said another word.

Laz and | got in the SUV and drove home, as close to Bakersfield, Cdifornia, aswe could get. It
took two daysand | cried and cursed and cried and cursed and cursed and cried al theway. | only
stopped for gas and caffeine. | seldom ate. We had to take the long way since the interstates through
both Cheyenne and Denver were gone from thefirst big impact of The Rain. We had to go way south
and cut across bel ow the southern border of Colorado. It added significant time to the drive. It didn't
matter though, because | was numb and nothing was going to stop me. Poor Lazarus. | wish | had never
met that damned Larry Waterford and his piece-of-shit ancient game console. Poor Lazarus, | loved him
somuch. . ..

The cleanup crewsthat worked night and day after The Rain had made it insde the blast
circumference abouit fifty miles, and the public was only alowed inward about forty miles. Theroadside
was covered with funera bouquets and memorabilia and persond belongings of lost loved ones.
Occasiondly | would pass afew people on the side of the road replacing amemoria symbol or
decoration. Sometimes the people on the side of the road would just be sitting there, perhapsto fedl
closeto dl that they had lost. | understood what they were fedling.

| went asfar as| could go down the public road before | had to turn off the main construction road
to asdetrall. Fortunately | had bought the four-whedl -drive SUV. | finally reached a point that | decided
wasasfar as| could go inward and stopped in asmall valey area. It looked like desert terrain with scrub
brush growing here and there. There was rubble and debris strewn about, but the rubble was mostly
covered by just over four years of blown sand and desert overgrowth. It would haveto do sincel
couldn't get any farther in.

| carried Lazarusin my arms a good hundred meters from the trail end where | stopped the SUV and
set him down. | put together the little army shovel that | had picked up along the way and started digging.
| dug for hoursit seemed like, but | wanted to make sure that the hole was so deep that no scavengers
would dig him up.

"l loveyou, Lazarus," | cried and sniffled. "Y ou were the best friend | ever could have.”" | covered
him, crying the entiretime. | packed down the spot good, stood up, and stuck the shovel in the ground
for aheadstone. | reached in my pocket and pulled out my bottle of "happy pills’ and popped the top off
of them.

"l an't gonnacry no more, buddy. It's just me now. Oh God, | missyou so much!™ | sniffled and
turned the bottle up and drank about four or five of the pills. "I an't gonnacry no more." | took another
two pillsjust for the hell of it and then sstumbled back toward the SUV. "So long, Lazarus ol' buddy, |
love you so much. God, if you're up there, then you suck for letting this happen to such a sweet creature
like Lazarus. I'll missyou forever, Lazarusol' buddy . . ."

| sat down inthe SUV and turned on the air conditioner and chased down four more pillswith some
sodathat was beginning to get warm bottled up and sitting in the front seet. | tried to stop crying, but |
just couldnt, | felt asthough | needed to cry. | fdt like dying wouldn't even make the hurt stop. So | took
another two pills. Maybe thirty minutes went by with me just Sitting there staring out the window at Laz's
grave and bawling. Finally, the crying turned to light sobbing, and then afew more minuteslater to just a
frown with a sniffle here and there. Then | was beginning to fed alittle more rationd.

Jesus, | had driven across the country in two days with my poor dead buddy. There wasadight red
bloodstain on the passenger seat where | had put Lazaruss body. Something in me had to bring him
hometo bury him with my past.

Before| |eft Dayton with Lazaruss body | had nearly committed something akin to treason. Was|
thinking rationaly? | don't know, but | was at least beginning to think now. | was beginning to redize



what | had done, but | had no regretsand | felt | wasin theright. | had been royaly screwed. My
sadness was becoming anger. | was becoming more and more awake and so | started driving toward
home. | was pissed off at what had been donetomeand . . . to Laz.

| had been up for two days straight and was now very much wide awake and my heart was racing.
Then, on top of the anger, rationdity hit me alittle harder; did | take too many pills? My heart wasracing
wildly and | didn't recall exactly how many pills| had swalowed. It was such along trip and my mind
was S0 cluttered with grief and anger and loss | hadn't paid attention to the number of pills| had taken.
I'm abig guy and have developed quite atolerance to the happy pills. After dl, | had been taking the
drug for along time, but how many of them did | take anyway? 1 couldn't recall exactly and my heart
continued to race and my head was beginning to hurt as though my blood pressure was through the
roof—but | kept on driving toward Dayton. Soon, | started to fedd numb all over. Therewas abright
flash of light in my eyesand | started to tunnd out. | was only out for a second—or so | thought.

CHAPTER 11

| came to on a stretcher in what seemed to be some sort of post- or pre-operative room. My guess
wasthat | passed out or had a heart attack or stroke, and then ran off the road and had awreck.
Somebody must've found me and got me to a hospita. The thing that bothered me most was the fact that
| couldn't move. That would put the icing on the cake, wouldn't it? Not only did everyone | know get
erased from existence, but aso now I'm parayzed with nobody to take care of me.

Although my body wouldn't move my mind seemed to be working and there was no physica pain
anywhere. Wasthat agood sgn?| could roll my eyes up, down, left, and right. In my periphera visonto
my right was ayoung lady on agtretcher. She was obvioudy unconscious. To my left wasamaninthe
same stuation. What had happened to me? And wherewas 1 ? It was obviousthat | was in some kind of
hospital room. The bright light on the celling shining in my eyeswas proof enough of that.

| lay there staring at the white light, only occasiondly blinking my eyesfor what seemed to be nearly
an hour, and nobody checked on us. Good thing we weren't dying, or we would have beenin trouble. |
tried to scream for anurse, but couldn't muster the strength to make my voice work. | only managed an
inaudible whigper of, "Nurse. . . help, please. . . somebody.” That exhausted me and wasdl | could
manage. However, | was beginning to fed that my feet were cold and my back was cold. | dso fet my
handstingling asif they had falen adeep.

Then suddenly therewas awigglein the room'slighting. | heard movement and rustling of people
behind me, but | couldn't seethem. | tried to speak again but nothing would come out. The table to my
left with the man on it was moved backward just abit and then | could only see him from the waist down.
For thefirst time redized that he was naked. Then | rolled my eyes back downward toward my body
and redlized thet, asfar as| could tell, | was naked, too. | rolled my eyesto theright and, yes, the girl
was nude from head to toe. | heard motion again to my left so | rolled my eyesback over.

Then astream of bright red blood shot upward and appeared to have come from somewherein the
man'storso. But | couldn't see his body, something wasin theway, | could only see the stream of blood



sinceit shot upward agood meter or so and then the strangest thing happened. The stream of blood
stopped in midair and held there for a couple of seconds. Then it disappeared.

Then | redized that the man'sright foot was missing. It had been there just aminute before hadn't it?
Oh God, what was happening to us?| heard more rustling noises and afaint gurgling and clicking sound
and could see two shadows flickering on the walls occasondly. The clicking, | could now see, was
coming from abizarre-looking instrument that floated in midair above the man's body. Segmented tubular
appendages uncoiled and snaked and whipped around it, and darted in and out and to and from the poor
man's body. Each time the metal snakelike appendages would dart inward, anew stream of blood would
appear, solidify, and then disappear. Each time | could hear a thump followed by a squish. Thena
bluish-gray three-fingered hand reached up to the instrument and touched apand onitssde. The metdl
snakelike appendages zipped back up insde the thing with ametalic clang. Then the bluish-gray
three-fingered hand gave the instrument alight push and it vanished through the nearby wall of the room.
Thewadl rippled like water for asplit second as the instrument pushed through and then solidified back to
anormd, solid-looking surface.

The gray thing turned something over in its other hand and peered at the thing closaly with its huge,
ova-shaped, deep blacker-than-black eyes. It held it up with itsright hand and the thing floated in midair.
the thing was ahuman heart—and it was dtill beating! The gray whatever-it-was made a hand-waving
motion, and the heart floated through the same wall the other gray thing had vanished through. Aliens. No
human, or human machine, could pull off something like that wall trick!

| looked down at the man's lower body and noticed that both of hislegs were gone from the knees
down, but there was no blood. There was more gurgling and clicking and motion as the moments passed.
The gurgling increased, and the dien held up ahuman head in hisright hand. The eyesin the head were
gtill open and staring at me. The aien stabbed the head with a sharp needldlike instrument and then
retracted it. Blood oozed from the poor man's nose, but then froze, solidified, and vanished, the eyeson
the floating head still staring at me. Oh God! Oh God! Oh God!

My finger twitched and | could fed it. | looked down a my feet and saw my toeswiggle. | was
regaining control of my body. The gurgling and clicking picked up dightly, and | froze and stared up at
the ceiling. | could tell the motion was moving over to the girl on the gurney or floating table or whatever
it wasto my right. Oh no! They were going to kill her, too!

| had seen enough killing today . . . | had seen enough loss of lifeinmy life. . . | had smply had
enough! NO, NO, NO, NO, NOOQ! Then | could fed my body asif aswitch had turned on the fedling
to it and my voice worked. The screaming inside my head now had avoice, NOOO. . .

" ... NOOOOQO!" | forced mysdf up in pure rage, pure anger, and rolled to my right, off the table,
and to my feet. Thelittle creatures, there were two of them, were startled and | believe surprised to see
me awake. Although | till felt alittle sedated and queasy, the pure rage energized my body and |
grabbed the one Gray dien closest to me, snapped the little bastard's neck like atwig, then picked him
up and threw him into the second aien. The ugly little monsters didn't weigh more than fifty pounds and
couldn't have been taller than three or four feet. | grabbed the dead aien by the feet and bludgeoned the
other dien with him repeatedly. | finaly threw the little blue-green bloodied dead dien down and reared
up my right arm and drove my figt right into the remaining gray thing's left eye, which was, conveniently,
bigger than my hand. | pushed harder and harder with my clenched fist until its eye bulged out of the
socket and popped with a shlurrp! A blue-green syrupy-thick blood oozed from itsface.

It clawed at me, gurgled a high-pitched squeak, and tried to get away, but | snapped its neck and it
was dead. | collapsed to the floor Indian-style, covered in the alien blue-green blood and allittle red
blood of my own. | sat and stared at the alien bodies. | was catatonic for many minutes, maybe tens of
minutes

After awhile, | stood up and looked at the girl; shewas il asout of it as| had been, asthe other
poor fellow had been. | felt her neck and could tell that her heart was still beating. At least shewas dlive.
| surveyed the room to see where the door was and there was no door. We were in acompletely



enclosed cube of whitewallsand | could see no way out. | sat there awhile longer. | tried to wake the
girl but couldn't; she must've been heavily sedated. My guess was that we al had been.

| sat back down, still woozy. I'm not sure how long | stayed there before the rage and horror in my
mind cleared and | began to fed alittlelike | do when the happy pillskick in after about of crying and
depression. Maybe that wasit! | remember now, | had overdosed on the happy pills and was hopped up
and wired wide-awake. The pills must have counteracted the alien's sedative.

The buzz from the pills was making meless and less suicidd feding, and | guessthat the dien
sedative had counteracted enough of them that | wasn't going to pop an aorta or my medulla oblongata
or something. Since it looked like | was going to survive, a least for the next minute or two, | decided to
find waysto increase my longevity. Perhaps the catatonic naked girl on the table would benefit from
whatever | decided to do aswell.

| decided to examine the room more closely and, basicdly, | found nothing but smooth wallswith no
seams, cracks, doors, or windows. | wasn't even sure how the light was getting through the celling. The
only thingsleft to examine were the little dien corpses on the floor. The blue-green syrup that had oozed
from the one creature's oversized oval-shaped eye socket was beginning to harden and | was curious
what type of physiology these things must have in order to have blue-green blood and till breathe
oxygen. I'm not abiologist, so | had noidea.

| examined its other eye more closdly and noticed aclear nictitating membrane over it. The
membrane had two halves, an upper and lower that met dightly below the middle point of the ova
eyebd|l. Thething had no hair asfar as| could tell, but it was wearing agarment. Further inspection
revealed something akin to light bluish-gray tights that covered it from neck to toe—with its head, hands,
and feet uncovered. The materia matched the characteristic blue-gray of the alien skin so closely that it
was hard to determine where one stopped and the other started.

| ran my fingers across the junction of garment and skin and could barely detect the seam with my
sense of touch. Then | heard a scream!

The naked girl was snapping out of her trance. | rushed to her side and attempted to calm her, but
she screamed at me and hit me and then cowered, naked, in the corner of the seamless, doorless room.
| quickly redlized that the girl wasn't speaking English; my guesswas Russian, by the sound of it.

Frankly, it could have been pure mindless gibberish and | wouldn't have known the difference.

Not being able to help her by speaking to her, | turned back to my survey of the alien bodies. |
placed my finger around the collar seam of ol' one eye and ran my finger up its neck, in front of its
lobeless ear, and then over whereits temple would be. Then, unexpectedly, arainbow of light appeared
in ahdf-inch band around the dien's head. That startled me and | jumped back as though a bee had
stung me, dthough there had been no pain. | repeated the process and again the rainbow band of light.

"It's aheadband of somekind," | realized.

| worked with it for asecond until | could dip it over the alien's bulbous head and then held it in my
hand in front of me, ingpecting it. "Well, I'll be damned. Wonder what thisthing is?"

| rolled the other dien over to check him for asmilar gadget. When herolled over his head dangled
loosdly. Obvioudy, in my rage, | had snapped his neck completely into two pieces. Thisalien had a
sgmilar headband aswell.

"This means something. Why would both of them be wearing them?' | sat back down, rolling the
headbands over in my hands, and tried to think. "What the hell are these things?*

| noticed on opposite sides of the headbands circumference there were dightly thicker spots, so |
pulled one of them closer to my eyesto seeif | could resolve any details. When the headband reached a
point about six inchesin front of my face| felt funny and then multiple colored flashes of light sparkled in
my eyes, accompanied by alow-pitched rushing noise. | dropped the headband dmost immediately
following the noise. "What the hdll wasthat?"



Thegirl in the corner was watching me closdy while till cowering in there. | don't think she trusted
me; hey, why should she? Shetried to cover herself, which made me more aware of my awkward and
ugly nakedness.

| picked the headband up again and dowly brought it close to my head. Again, | was bombarded
with flashes of light and noise. | persisted through my fear thistime and forced mysdlf to pressthe
headband closer and closer to my head. Thelight grew brighter and faster, and the noise grew louder and
higher-pitched. The weirdest part isthat astrange fedling possessed me, asif | was being spokento and |
couldn't quite make out what | was being asked. The noise grew too odd for meto continue and | pulled
the headband away.

| rested for asecond, thinking about the headband's purpose while | scanned the room onelast time
for some other way out. | could see no real hope. The walls appeared solid, much more so than even my
heft and the moveabl e gurney's mass could force through. There were no other instrumentsin the room,
or any other devicesthat could be used astools. The headbands were the only unknowns. There were
two confused and completely naked and scared out of their mind humans, two mangled aien corpses,
and two dien gurneys. Thethird gurney had vanished when the diens completed their experiments on the
poor human the gray bastards had dismembered. His remains had vanished a so.

"What thehell," | said doud. The girl, now dert and frightened, redized what | was going to do and
stared at me with ahopeful and fearful look. She cowered naked in the corner but didn't take her eyes
off me.

"We're dead anyway, right? Might aswell try it." | put the band around my head. For a second there
was an earsplitting screech and | was completely flash blinded. Then. . .

... nothing.

But there was something at the sametime; | felt asthough | had been asked a question. It was weird.
| was till me. | was aware of everything around me and | could move and think normally. But. It felt like
aquestionisthe best | can do asfar as describing it. But it was more than that. A moment or two passed
and then avisud image flashed in my mind.

A blinking question mark iswhat | thought of . I could see the damned thing on televison screens,
billboards, sgns, and computer monitors. . . . When | thought that, computer monitors, the question mark
image blinked away and there was anew image.

C>
C>

It was acomputer screen with aC:> blinking on and off. It wasaDOS prompt! Why the hell was|
seeing aDOS prompt?"1'm sure the diens must've long since upgraded to some better operating system,
haha" | joked with mysdlf. Then the redlity of my wisecrack caught up with me.

That wasit! The question was not a question. It was the operating system of acomputer. It wasa
prompt of some type waiting for auser input or command. The alien computer must be using my
memoriesto explain itsdf to me. Why not?

So, | tried it.

Where am 1? | thought.

You are here. Popped into my head in ageneric and asexua tone of voice,
"Whoa! That wasweird," | mumbled.



| thought about it alittle more andytically and from the approach a programmer would take in
designing an operating system. After dl, | had designed an operating system before, so | should be able
to understand this one, right?

"Okay, thisistricky. Garbagein, garbage out,” | said out loud.
With relation to where | was abducted, where am | now?

Here. Animage of the solar system popped in my head and ared blinking dot appeared near one of
Saturn's moons.

Am| in a spaceship?
Yes.

"Wadl, | guessthat was obvious, huh?' | said this out loud and got no response from the dien
computer. That gave me an idea asto the protocolsfor the system.

Will you respond to verbal commands?

Only if programmed to do so.

"I thought 0."

How big isthe ship? | thought and immediately an image of the ship zipped into my mind's eye and
for scae relation aman was standing beside it and alarge passenger jet was aboveit; a 747. The 747
wassmdler by four of fivetimes.

How many more Grays are aboard this vessel ?

Eleven.

Are they aware | am speaking to you?

No.

Why?

They have not asked about you.

What are you?

| am an information control and distribution intelligence.

"An Agent, hesadamned Agent,” | said and then | redlized that he wasn't just an Agent. "Holy shit!
It'saSuperAgent! An Alien SuperAgent program.” Thisled meto believe that there was a computer
core here somewhere. And al at once, like a baptism and a Tourrette's spasm combined, | could see and
understand what | had been working on for the Air Force. They had an alien computer and were reverse
engineering it! They had an dien computer! Holy shit, the Air Force, the CIA, and this Group W-squared
has an aien computer!

Areyou a SuperAgent theway | understand them? Therewas abrief pause.

Yes.

Are you the only one like you on this spaceship?

Yes.

Arethere other lesser Agentsthen?

Yes.

Where are you?

Here. A map of the ship appeared in my head and a picture of the green and orange cube | had seen
at CIA Headquartersflashed in my mind. | knew just how to find it. | found it odd that the computer
would be giving me such detailed information.

Can anybody speak to you?

Anybody equipped properly. Yes.

And do you give anybody equipped to speak to you any information they ask for?



Yes.

Can you be kept from others?

If programmed thus.

Okay. For now on, only let me talk to you.
Okay.

What stupid aliens! Don't they have hackers on their world? | thought thiswithout redizing it and
forgetting | was dtill talking to the machine.

No, they do not.

The answer shocked me a bit. After afew more minutes of this discourse, or whatever you would
cal it, | began to understand that the entire species of these Grays must be communal and work toward
one common god, with no straying from each Gray individua's purpose. A hive. Or at least thiswasthe
feeling that | got from the SuperAgent's explanation of things.

| had been quiet for so long that | had forgotten about the naked Russian girl in the corner. She said
something unintelligible to me, which brought my attention to her nudity and mine,

| wish | had my clothes, | thought. A small spot on the wall nearest me began to ripple like dropping
apebblein apond and then asmall table floated through it. On the table were my clothesin the exact
same state which they werein when | drove away from Lazaruss gravesite. The clothes were soiled with
the sand and dust from the rubble-strewn valley that | had buried my buddy in. Therewere afew stains
of blood on my shirt. This made me sad, very sad, to remember poor Lazarus, my only remaining family.
Everybody | had ever redlly known was dead. Oh God, poor Laz. | missed him so much aready.

If my clothes had not been dirty | wouldn't have thought of Lazarus. | began to cry. Why
couldn't they have been clean? | wish they were clean. | was starting on the downward manic spird
again and the tears began to flow. Now | was deeply, deeply depressed. | was out of happy pillsso |
would bein troubleif my depression started running away unchecked by the medication.

Thelittletray got fuzzy and my clothes |ooked asthough | waslooking a them through azoom lens
out of focus, and then they were normal again. Now they were clean and even the bloodstains were
gone. | stopped thinking of Lazarus for a microsecond to notice that somehow the clothes became clean
and then | redlized | had wished that they be cleaned. Then it dawned on methat | should have been
surprised by my clothes suddenly appearing, dirty or not.

But that fleeting instant of rationality didn't last long, because the avaanche of depression had started.
"Oh God, Lazarug!" | bawled. If only | wouldn't have seen my dirty clothes, if only | wouldn't have
thought of Lazarus, why do | have to cry and be so depressed?

The SuperAgent responded in my mind. The tracking device implanted in the limbic system region of
your brainisinteracting improperly with your hormone production and is causing you to have rapid
emotiond swingswith great amplitude. Y our hippocampus cannot compensate swiftly enough for the
chemicd differentids.

Asl| cried | mouthed the thought out and repested it three times. "The tracking device implanted in
the limbic system region of your brain isinteracting improperly with your hormone production and is
causing you to have rapid emotiona swingswith great amplitude. Y our hippocampus cannot compensate
swiftly enough for the chemicd differentids. . . .

" ... Thetracking device implanted in the limbic system region of your brain isinteracting improperly
with your hormone production and is causing you to have rapid emotiona swingswith great amplitude.

Y our hippocampus cannot compensate swiftly enough for the chemicd differentids. .. "

Thethird timeit pierced the manic haze, "Thetracking device IMPLANTED in thelimbic system
region of MY brainisinteracting improperly with MY hormone production and is causing ME to have
rgpid emotional swingswith great amplitude. MY hippocampus cannot compensate swiftly enough for the
chemicd differentiadl" | paused long enough to wipe the tears from my face and start crying again. Now



however, the manic state swung violently to rage asit had when | had killed the two diens.

" HAVE AN ALIEN IMPLANT IN MY BRAIN! MY GOD I'M NOT CRAZY!' | HAVE AN
ALIEN IMPLANT IN MY BRAIN! YOU BASTARDS! GET IT THE FUCK OUT OF ME RIGHT
NOW! GET IT OUT, GET IT OUT, GET IT OUT!" | best the floor with my fistsand pitched a tantrum
to beat al tantrums. | knew what needed to be done and that flying off in atantrum wouldn't help, but |
couldn't stop mysdif.

"Can it be taken out now!?" | asked and the SuperAgent didn't respond.
"Can it be taken out now, | asked!?" «ill no response.

"CAN IT BE TAKEN OUT NOW?2" Then | felt adap across my face and the naked Russian girl
shook me and screamed at me.

Thiswas enough to snap me closer to sanity and | realized | was speaking out loud and not thinking
to the computer.

Can my implant be removed now without harming me?

Yes.

Do it now!

| waited for some sign, apainin my head, abloody nose, anything like | had seen in bad UFO
sciencefiction movies, but nothing happened. | was beginning to get disappointed.

| said remove the implant now.

It was removed when you asked the first time. Is there a problem?

You mean, it's gone now?

Yes.

| thrust the naked girl away from me and stood up in front of her, al sx-one, two hundred and forty
pounds of my hairy sdf. | reached for my clothes. Give me the girl's clothes, cleaned. They appeared
in the same fashion that mine had. Her clothes; if you want to call them that, were merely an oversized
cotton tank top. My guess was that the Grays had grabbed her out of bed. | pulled my underwear up and
nodded to the girl and at her clothes. She grabbed the top and frantically pulled it over her and then she
squatted and began hugging hersdf and crying.

| redlized then that she must have one of those damned tracking device thingsin her aswell.

Isthere an implant in the girl?

Yes.

Isit affecting her emotions?

All implants do. Yes.

REMOVE IT NOW

Okay.

| was beginning to notice that the mood swinging had stopped. My rage and depression were dowly
subsding; if theimplant is gone why do | still feel . . . bad?

It will take a few moments for your body to compensate for the extreme chemical differentials.
You will soon return to normal.

| dipped my shirt on. How long hasthat implant beenin my brain?

Three years seven months two weeks four days thirteen hours and twenty-seven seconds from
insertion to removal.

| thought about that for a second. That wasjust after The Rain! | had never been able to recover
from the emotiona losses | suffered from The Rain because of that damned dien implant!

Thegirl jabbered at me again. | held up my hands and then put my finger to my lip asif to shoosh her.
Then | pointed to myself and said, "I'm Steven. Steven.”



"Steevyen?' she repeated.

"Yeah, Steven." | amiled at her and don't think her nakedness now that it had been dightly clothed
didnt dill flash in my mind. Isthe urgeto procrestion asign of regaining sanity?1 thought to myself that |
had not redlly had athought likethat in years. . . . Three years seven months two weeks four days
thirteen hours and twenty-seven seconds. . .

"Tatiana," she smiled and pointed to hersdlf.
"Tatiana," | repeated and nodded. Then | thought to myself, Damn, | wish | could speak Russian.
Okay.

Andthen dl a once | understood every word the girl jabbered, so | spoke to her and explained as
much as | understood. Thistook afew seconds and then | thought, 1f you can make me speak Russian
could you make her speak English?

Yes.

Doit.

Okay.

"Ligten to me Tatiana. Can you understand what | am saying to you?' | said dowly to her.
"Of coursel can, what iswrong with . . . Holy shit, | am speaking perfect English.”

"Haha, | would say s, expletivesand al. Thisisamazing, isn't it?' | asked her and chuckled abit
more. | chuckled. . . | chuckled!

"But how?' Tatiana asked.

"I don't know. Hold on asecond.” | told her and then thought to the SuperAgent, How did you
make us speak the different languages so quickly?

| redesigned your neural pathways and imprinted the memories of the language.
Y es, but how did you do that? | asked.

Please refine your question.

How did you physicdly ater our brains so quickly? | was getting alittle annoyed.

The nanomachines wer e instructed to reconstruct portions of your brainsin order to display
the proper memories of the languages.

What nanomachines? | looked around the room asif | might see them.
The swarm of nanomachines in this room.

| understood it al now. Thisroom must have been the experimentation or operating room and these
Gray diens used nanomachinesin here to conduct these operations. | explained it to Tatiana.

"All of thisis negt, Steven, but won't they be coming for us soon? Shouldn't we try to escape?’ She
pulled her flimsy oversized shirt tighter around her and reacted as though she were till cold. Of course
shewas, she was basicaly naked and the perky attributes of her breasts suggested she was either very
excited or freezing to desth. She was also covered in chill bumps from heed to toe.

Tatianawas absol utely right; they would be coming for us.

"I don't know, I'll check," | told her.

Arethe other diensaware of our coup yet? | asked the SuperAgent.

Yes. Hereplied.

Why haven't they come for us?

They aretrying.

Why haven't they succeeded?

| will not talk to them and only | can open the door to this room, for now.
How long until they get in here?



Five minutes and seven seconds.
How many of them?
Eleven.

"Listen Tatiana, there are deven more of these alien things outside the room trying to get to us. Since
| am controlling the computer they can't get in. But the computer saysthey will get ininlessthan five
minutes from now."

"Can't the computer help us, Steven?”

"It doesn't work that way. The damned thing will only do what you tell it to. It doesn't offer advice."

"Thentdl it to stop the diens, please.” Tatianalooked a me and then around the room watching for
aninvason.

"l didn't think of that. Hold on."

Isthere a way that you could kill the aliens without harming us?

| am not programmed thus.

How about just sucking them out into space?

That is one way perhaps, but a hole must be made in the spacecraft which could not be
repaired eadly.

Even with the nanomachines?

The hull is made of a special material built from condensed matter that takes time for the
nanomachines to construct. It would take time.

How much time?

Two months, three weeks, four days. . .

Okay, | get the idea. We would be stuck in here for that time right?
Yes.

| don't like that, but keep it in mind as a last resort.

Okay.

How about just killing them with the nanomachines?

They can neutralize the nanomachines.

Damn, if | only had a gun!

Please refine that statement.

Could you make a gun for me that has more than eleven shots?
Yes.

How long would it take?

It depends on what type of gun you desire.

Give me the information of all handheld man-made guns you know how to make. A few
seconds later, | had a catalog of firearms that would make the NRA jealousin my head, and, in addition,
| knew everything about them.

Make me two MP5s, fully-loaded, with two extra magaznes each. And teach Tatiana how to
use one.

Okay.

The small machine guns appeared on the floor between us. | grabbed one and set it on
three-round-burst mode and handed it to Tatiana. "l take it you know how to use this?!

"Odd, yes| do," shesaid.
"Tdiana, listen, we can fight them now, or |et the computer kill them. But, if the computer killsthem



we are stuck in thisroom for nearly four months. We can wait it out or shoot it out. It's up to you. Which
one?'

Tatiana placed the strap of the MP5 over her shoulder, causing the tank top strap to fall over her left
shoulder revesling one of her boobs. " Screw waiting, Steven. Bring 'em on." She pulled the strap back
up.

Okay, we will fight them.

Okay.

"They're coming. When they do, wekill every goddamned one of them. Okay?" | looked her sternly

inthe eyesto seeif shewould fater any. | wasn't sure about her. Her implant had not been out aslong as
mine had.

| picked up my MP5 and put it on rock 'n’ roll and looked around the room, understanding that | had
no ideawhich way they would come from.

Where will they come from?

Everywhere.

What do you mean everywhere?

They will enter doorsin each wall.

Can you time it and let them through given walls at given times.

Maybe.

Can you warn Tatiana, and me, where they are coming from, before they do?
Yes, but she must put on the other headband interface.

Okay, I'll have her put it on.

Okay.

"Tatiana, they are coming now. Be ready. The computer will try to warn us but you must put thison.
Just listen in your head for the computer'svoice." | handed her the other headband and we stood back to
back in the middle of the room, waiting. | felt like praying or something.

Give us strength. Let themin!
Okay.
Thewadl to my left opened up and two Grays rushed inward, moving rapidly across the smal room,

Tatianafired first. Severd three-round bursts and the first blue-green blood was spilled on thefloor. |
started rock'n dmost as quickly, and the SuperAgent told us to move from the center of the floor.

The floor rippled. Two more diens burst through it and then the wall to our right opened dmost as
quickly asthe computer told usto watch out. Wefired and fired. My mag ran dry quickly. Seven diens
lay bloody on the floor around us but more were coming.

"I'm changing, cover me." | popped the mag on the floor and had the new onein beforeit fell toa
thud on the dead pile of diensat our feet.

"I'm out," Tatianawarned me.

The ceiling opened up and four aiens dropped on us. | managed to kill two of them before we were
overpowered, but then it was hand-to-hand.

Thefirst two diensthat | had killed by hand earlier were not expecting my attack and were easy to
kill. These last two were expecting us, and didn't seem too happy that we had killed eleven of their chums
today.

Tatianawasrolling and screaming, " Get off me, you shit,” and then she was screaming in Russian.

| wasrolling and trying to find purchase on the little thing's body somewhere to get him off me, but
the damned thing moved fadt. | felt clawsdig into my flesh, and | could hear Tatiana screaming in pain
and terror. Then it dawned on methat | hadn't used the computer for much help.



Help!

Please refine the question.

Kill these aliens without harming us.
| cannot affect themin this room.

| rolled and tried to bear crawl with the thing on my back. It continued to claw and cut a my flesh
with itsthree-fingered hands. | couldn't get out from under it so | forced mysdlf up to my feet. Thedien
wrapped hisarms around my neck and started choking me and hisleft hand forefinger jabbed into my
face. | caught it just short of my right eye and tried to hold him off. Hewas amazingly strong for such a
small creature. | couldn't hold him off much longer. The thing was on my back and was not going to let
loose until | wasagoner.

Make a sharp pointed stick protruding one foot out from the wall directly behind me.

Okay.

| just assumed it was there and forced mysdlf backwards thrusting the dien, with al my weight, into
thewall and onto the newly formed stick. The creature screeched in my ear and let go. | immediately
rushed the creature that was dashing away at Tatiana. | grabbed the creature by the top of the head and
pushed my left knee through its neck. It went limp as| pulled it from Tatiana. She screamed and grabbed
the MP5 lying next to her with her left hand and fired it just over my right shoulder.

| shuddered and moved out of the way as Tatiana emptied the machine gun into the dien | had stuck
to thewadll. It was atough one. It had pulled itself free and was coming for us.

The machine gun clicked empty and there were now thirteen diens oozing blueish-green syrup on the
floor. Tatianaand | were bleeding profusely from many wounds, our clothes tattered and doppy red with
blood. | was afraid that we wouldn't make it without medica attention. Tatiana's right arm was broken
and her earlobe on the left Side was gone. She was aso bleeding very badly from her thigh.

My right wrist was cut and | was bleeding out and there were dashes on both our necks close to our
jugulars. Thelittle bastards knew just how to kill us.

"] think | am agoner, Steven." A tear rolled down her face and she started tunneling out on me,

"No way!" | told her. | had lost everything and everybody | had ever known. Even though | had only
known Tatianafor afew hours, shewas not going to die. Neither wasl.

Areyou there?
Yes.

Heal us.

Okay.

CHAPTER 12

We both lay there not moving but holding each other for several minutes. The bleeding had stopped



and the wounds had al been healed as though they were never there. Tatianas broken arm was mended
and there waslittle pain for either of us. Mostly we were in shock as we surveyed the little white room
filled with dead dien bodies and the blue-green syrupy blood—mixed with alot of our own red blood
gplattered everywhere. It was ahell of alot to takein.

After severd more minutes | could no longer endure the scenery.

Clean the room please.

Okay.

A few seconds later and there was nothing left in the room but Tatiana.and myself. She was shivering
and dinging to me.

"I'm freezing, Steven,” she said in Russian.

Make her some jeans and a long-sleeve pullover shirt.

Okay.

The clothes gppeared on the floor in front of us. " Seeif thosefit you."

She grabbed them and was in them in the blink of an eye. She tossed the torn and bloodied tank top
to the floor and pulled the new top over her. The clothes were a perfect fit.

"What about shoes, Steven?’

"Oh, sorry. Hold on.”

Make her some socks and sneakers.

Okay.

A pair of socks and shoes materidized and Tatiana put them on.

"That isamazing technology,” she said in English.

"l agree." The shock began to subside and surviva ingtincts began to take over. "I wonder if it can
make food. | haven't eaten in days. How about you? Could you eat?!

"Surel I'm morethirsty though,” she said.

Can you make food and drink for us?

Yes.

Anything we want?

Yes.

Then make us a two-place dining table with chairsand . . .

| told the thing afull six-course med menu complete with wine, dessert, and music. We had dso
gotten tired of staring at the whitewalls, so | had them turned into monitor screensthat would display the
view outside the spacecraft. Sightly below uswas Saturnin dl of its mgesty. The rings were amazingly

brilliant from this distance. We werein orbit around Titan, which was beautiful initsownway. | didn't
know it was Titan; the SuperAgent told me.

Aswe ate and relaxed alittle, we got to know each other. The computer had assured us that we
were in absolutely no danger and could be returned to Earth whenever we pleased. Tatianafilled mein
on her story, which was about as sad as mine. Her family had been completely wiped out from the
meteors aswell. Only her father had survived, and he was now the Russian Deputy Ambassador to the
United Nations and had very little timefor her. She had apparently been an emotional messsince The
Rain and had not recovered well either. She waslondly like | was. We talked about the damned implants
and the different drugs we had each been exposed to.

Y ou might think that we should have been more amazed and dazed by the aien technology than we
seemed to be. But keep in mind that the two of us had been done and literdly nuts for nearly four years.
The most important thing to us at the time wasinteracting and being with someone and just, well, not
being done. And, of course, there was nothing in the dien spacecraft that my generation hadn't seeniin



movies or games or on television, so we were quite adapted and prepared for things like nanomachines.
Taking and being with someone e se was moreinteresting for usat thetime. And | findly had someone
to sharemy losswith, so | told her all of my story—except, that is, for the classified parts.

"That isthe saddest thing | have ever heard, Steven.” Tearsrolled down her cheeks. ™Y our poor
puppy dog!"

"l know. My folks had given him to me when | went off to school. He was my only connection to the
family | had left." | started to cry and it made me alittle nervous. Tatianawas crying aso.

Areyou there?

Yes.

Why are we both crying?

You are both very sad.

It's not because of side effects from the implants or anything?
No. You arejust sad. Both of you are healthy.

That reassured me some and so | reassured Tatiana

"How do you tell the computer what you want? Like the food, the guns, the clothes, and everything
else; | mean, | can hear it in my head but it doesn't respond to my questions or orders,” Tatianainquired.

"l just think it. Oh my, | wasn't thinking. Y ou should be able to talk to the computer, too. Hold on a
minute." | paused and thought about the implications of Tatianabeing "onling’ with the SuperAgent. |
could think of no reason she shouldn't have accessto it.

| want you to let Tatiana have access to you.
I'm sorry that is not allowed.
What do you mean, not allowed?

My programming specifically prohibits her from gaining access to the program control
functions.

Why? This made no senseto me. It let me take over the thing; why wouldn't it do what | told it?
| do not know the reason for the programming. The programming smply is.

| am ordering you to change that programming.

| amsorry. | cannot comply with that command.

Why not?

| do not know.

Okay, then what about creating a subroutine outside of your programming that will allow her
to give you commands that will not alter your control functions? She should have access to the
nanomachines.

| cannot give her access to the program period, not even through subroutines.
And you have no idea why?

Correct.

Do you know what portion of your code has this programming in it?

| do.

Aha! How big isyour system physically?

| am connected throughout the ship.

No. | don't mean your peripherals. | mean you as a computer system that controls the
nanomachines.

My central processor is approximately one centimeter cubed.
That was about the size of asugar cube, wow. Okay. | want you to build a physical copy of yoursdlf



in asdf-sustaining and powered portable device that containsdl of your programming except the code
keeping Tatianafrom controlling you.

Okay.

A little orange and green sugar-cube-sized object appeared on the table in front of me. Tatiana didn't
noticeit so | pamed it and put it in my pocket.

Have you loaded the copy into the cube?

Yes.

Isit turned on?

It isnow.

How do | distinguish if | am communicating with it or you?

You merely need to give us different addresses.

| laughed at that. The thing used something Smilar to Internet protocol addressing.

Okay. | will call you Mike and the copy will be Mikhail.

Okay.

Let Tatiana have full access to Mikhail and we will not tell her or Mikhail about you. You keep
full records of all interactions with Mikhail. And also recall that | have final control over both of
you. Also, | will use Mikhail to avoid confusion between you. If | need to speak to you | will
address you directly. Understood?

Okay.

Mike, I want you to set up a routine that istrying to determine why Tatiana was forbidden
access.

Okay.

Mikhail, are you there?

Yes.

Make me one long-stemred rose in a vase in the center of the table.

Okay.

A red rosein avase appeared in the center of the table. | picked it up and handed it to Tatiana. "For
you, my lady. Also, you can address the computer now. His nameis Mikhail. Smply think to it what you
want it to do."

"Thank you, Steven." Tatianasmiled a me with an amost girlish smile and accepted therose as|
handed it to her. She couldn't be much more than twenty-one or twenty-two and still looked very young.
Her short, one-length black hair and her nubile, petite, hundred-and-ten-pound frame made her cute but
not impressively so.

Both of uswere beginning to adjust to the Situation. Our mood swings appeared to be gone. Mostly,
we were very tired. We had each had four years of living in an emotiona hell. Neither of uswasin any
hurry to do anything but relax and rest.

Tatianasmiled at me and sipped her wine and then aking-sized bed appeared on one side of the
room. A large two-person-sized whirlpool tub appeared on the other sde of the room and a smal
section waled itsef off from the room. The door to the little room had afull-length mirror attached toit.

"What's going on?" | asked.

"I'm making this our suite. There isthe bathroom. Thereis our glamour whirlpool tub. And thereis
our bed." She emphasized the word our. We had both been aone for so long being part of any "us' or
"our" was very gppeding.

"Cool. | am beat and could use anap."

"Y ou're not getting into my bed with dl that aien goo and other filth on you. Into the tub you go.



Don't worry, I'll help you wash your back if you will promiseto wash mine." She smiled at me. "Besides
you've aready seen me naked."

Tatiana had spent a seeming forever time in the bathroom and then she went straight to the tub,
peded off her clothes and plopped down into the whirling bubbles that were flowing over the sdes. The
whole time she had been in the bathroom | smply sat there and stared out the wall at Saturn'srings. | had
thought of my family, of little JackieZZ, and findly of good ol' Lazarus. At one point | noticed that |
should have been crying but | wasn't. | felt sad but not lost and overwhelmed by emotionsthat | couldn't
control. Having removed the implant really had given me my sanity back, for the most part. | mean, what
was sane about having a shootout with abunch of diens, hanging out in the same room, and having a
full-course romantic meal with a decent-looking girl, and then planning on bathing and spending the night
with her. Oh, and dl of that while hanging out in orbit around Titan in aliberated—or isit Solen—dien
Spacecraft.

| noticed Tatiana splashing around abit so | decided | should join her, but first | needed to freshen
up. She had thought of everything. There was atoothbrush, toothpaste, deodorant, cologne, bathrobes,
and anything else you can think of that awell-stocked lavatory should have. | used thefacilities, then
freshened up and sheepishly made my way to the edge of the tub.

"Wadl, don't just gand there, Steven. Come on in. The water isfine!” She said thisin Russan and
English mixed.

| started to take off my shirt but was a bit embarrassed. "Maybe you shouldn't look at me, Tatiana.
I'm not that pretty of asight to see.”

"You'reslly. I've dready seen you naked, if you recdl." Shelaughed and it was adistinctively
Russianlaugh.

"Yeah, but . . . wedidn't haveachoicethen. I, uh..." | sammered and felt ashamed of mysdlf. Hey,
I'm a tubby lard-ass, okay. Why would anybody want to see me naked?1 thought reflexively.

Please refine the question, Mikhail asked. | laughed a mysdlf.

"Steven, it'sokay. | understand how you fed. I've never been the prettiest girl in the class either. |
have anidea" Tatiana put her hands on the sides of the tub and lifted hersalf up. She stood therein front
of mewith sogp bubbles running down her naked body and she smiled and jiggled at me as she stepped
out of the tub. "Comewith me." Shetook my hand and led usin front of the mirror on the bathroom
door.

"Tatiana, what are you doing?' Standing beside awet, naked woman excited me, but it also made me
nervous as hell.

"Hold still, Steven, and just waich.”

| wasn't sure what | was watching for but, hey, if awet, naked girl tellsyou to look at he—you look
a her! So | did. And the damnedest thing happened. Tatiana appeared to be becoming dightly taler. Her
body aso thickened alittle and instead of |ooking skinny she became somewhat muscular. Not
bodybuilder muscular, but athletically muscular. Her boobs looked fuzzy for afew seconds and then they
began to grow; boy, did they grow! Tatianawent from asmall B cup to awell-rounded and firm C or D
cup Szein amatter of seconds. Her hair grew nearly afoot longer and something about her face and
complexion changed. I'm not sure exactly what about her gppearance changed because she still 1ooked
like Tatiana, a hundred-thirty-pound big-breasted and gorgeous rippled-somach verson of Tatiana, but
it was dtill her. However, she was beautiful now—not just cute. She could easily be a supermodel or
movie star from her new appearance.

"Tatiana, what did you do?"

"lan't it obvious, Steven?' Sheturned to face me, showing methe full frontal of her new appearance.
"I had Mikhail enhance me." She raised her hands over her head and posed | €ft, then right for me. Then



sherested her hands on my shoulders and smiled lovingly at me and looked into my eyes. "And he didn't
just fix me cosmeticdly either; these changes are now in my DNA and | will passthetraits onto my
progeny. These nanomachines are amazing, aren't they?'

She placed her hand on my stomach and my shirt vanished. My two sparetires began shifting and
undulating and it kind of tickled and then it stung like bees for a second or two. The skin on my stomach
became fuzzy and then my sparetires were gone. Tatianaran her fingers over my now muscled and
washboard abdomen and up the cleavage of my chest, which immediately became Mister-Olympia-sized
pecs. She pulled at the hair on my chest and frowned.

"Thiswon't do." She nodded and my chest, and asfar as| could tell, my entire body except my head
became hairless.

She ran her fingers across my shoulders and down to my biceps. My muscles began to grow as she
sgueezed my right upper arm. Her fingerstraced back up my shoulders and down my chest. She paused
and fdt theridgesin my abdomina muscles. "Nice!" she said and she kissed my navel softly asshe
lowered to her kneesin front of me.

Her fingers then traced to the top of the waistband on my jeans. | was nervous as to where thiswas
going so | had Mike relocate Mikhail from my pocket into the bathroom medicine cabinet. The
nanomachines dissolved him in my pocket, and reconstructed him in the cabinet. It wasjust in time asthat
instant my jeans disgppeared and | was standing there naked in front of Tatiana. My first reaction wasto
hide and cover up, but she shooshed me and wooed me and told me it would be okay and | believed
her

Tatianatraced her hands down both legs al the way to my feet and as she did my legs began to look
like those of a star running back. The muscles bulged and my skin wastight everywhere. Now on her
kneesin front of me her eyesraised to meet mine and she smiled.

"Now for the, uh . . ." Her hands dowly reached to my excited, uh, you know, and her gaze dropped
to focusonit. Sheturned to look a my profilein the mirror. "Look, Steven,” shesaid, as| grew larger.
"Not too large, but definitely not smdl," she said softly and caressed me,

Not too large, hel! I'm huge!
Please refine the question.
Oh shut up, Mikhail.

Okay.

Tatiana kissed me down there, gently, very gently. | had never felt like that, or been felt like that,
ever. Infact, | had never even been this close to a naked woman before. | was in shock from the
amazing transformation of my body, but more so from the amazing attention | was getting from such a
beautiful and exciting young woman.

She stood dowly and gracefully with her hands dowly caressing me as she met my gaze. | stared
deeply into her hazdl eyes and then | redlized that | wasn't going to make it much longer at this pace. It hit
me that two could play &t thisdien nanomachine game.

Mikhail, can you give me full control of when my sexual climax occurs?

Yes.

Doit!

Okay.

Uh, how do | make myself climax?

Just desire to, otherwise you will not.

Wow!

Please refine the question.

| stopped mysdlf just intime as| was about to—well, you get theidea. | put my arms around



Tatiana, picked her up, and she wrapped herself on and around me. | gently set us down into the
whirlpool. Thetask was easy with my newfound strength. We doshed around until we were comfortable
and | had Mikhail make the tub dightly larger and heart-shaped. | aso had him—I had decided when
bestowing the name that "it" was a"he'—increase the water temperature dightly and increase the bubble
content of thewater. The air needed scenting—it was stale—so | had him add a hint of flowersand
honeysuckle. Tatiana had him add a better mix of potpourri. And then we made lovein the big
heart-shaped bubble bath beside the rings of Saturn three times before we decided we were going to turn
into prunes and should get out of the water.

No longer embarrassed by my body, | stood up in the tub in front of Tatianaand she gazed a me
with avoracious and lustful amile.

"Very hot!" she said in Russan. And then she rose from the tub aswell. | whistled my sentimentsright
back at her.

| was learning the nanomachine game now and so | didn't bother with towels. | had the nanomachines
dry us off and dust us with cologne and perfume. On the way to the king-sized bed | had a bottle of
champagne and two champagne flutes appear in my hands. | winked at Tatianaand when | did | had the
cork on the bottle pop. We giggled at how cheesy that was, but we drank the champagne anyway and
then crawled into bed. We were drunk and giddy and happier than either of ushad beeninat least . . .
Three years seven months two weeks four days thirteen hours and twenty-seven seconds. Who was
| kidding? It was the happiest | had ever beenin my life.

| gently laid Tatianaacross the bed and kissed her from head to toe without missing asingle spot. |
sueezed her to me gently and met her gaze severa times, noticing that she would occasiondly chew on
her bottom lip and roll her eyes back. She pulled meto her . ..

Yes, Seven! That'sit, ahh. . . .
| continued to nibble at her ear.
Don't stop. Right there, shesaid . . . She hadn't said that at all!

| realized that Tatianawas speaking directly into my mind in the same way that Mikhail or Mike
would. Of course, why couldn't she?

Mikhail.
Yes.

Open a channel between Tatiana and me and always keep it open unless otherwise
programmed.

Okay.

Tatiana?

Seven! What kept you, honey?

| guess I'm not as quick-witted as you, gorgeous.

We'll worry about that later. For now, yes, right there, RIGHT THERE!
You mean, that?

YES

We made love six times more before exhaustion took over and we fell adeep in each other'sarms
with Titan overhead now and Saturn below us.



CHAPTER 13

Tatianawas still adeep and | didn't want to wake her. | dipped out of bed quietly and stretched and
stood up. As| did | had apair of cotton athletic shorts materidize on me. | looked in the mirror at my
new appearance and was startled at how handsome and dashing | was. | had never been this personin
my life and it was quite overwhelming. Just for fun | played around with the color of my shortsfor afew
minutes until 1 finaly had the nanomachines settle for red.

Again for fun, | sat down into amateridizing chair and had asmall table gppear aswell. | took a
drink from the soft drink can that solidified in front of me and then leaned back and relaxed a bit.

Mike?

Yes.

Call me Seven.

Okay, Steven.

Good. Any luck figuring out why Tatiana could not access you?
None, Steven.

Maybe we are thinking about thisin the wrong way. Have there ever been other abductees
that would not have been allowed access to you?

None have ever tried.

| see. But, would there have been any not allowed to access you if they had tried?
No way to know. Not enough data.

Hold on a minute. | don't believe that.

Please refine the question, Steven.

Take all the data that you have stored about every human abductee and assume that they are

here and trying to gain access to you. Which ones of those would be given access to you assuming

of course that they have my permission?
Yes, Seven, that data is available. | am checking it now.
Okay, good.
| have thelist and it islong. Do you want the knowl edge downl oaded to you?

Not yet. First tell me, were there any that would have been denied access and what type of
percentage of all abductees that would be?

Yes, Steven. Out of two million three hundred one thousand nine hundred eighty-one
abductees, two hundred el even thousand and one would not have been allowed access. That is
approximately nine point two percent of all abductees.

Wow, that is a lot of abductees. Over what period of time were these abductees taken?
Please refine the question, Steven.



Oh, uh, when was the first abductee taken and when was the last one taken and what is the
time distribution of the abductions?

Yes, Steven. The first human abductee was taken five thousand two hundred and seven years
ago and the last one was taken about four minutes ago. More precise times are available if you
desire them. Also the distribution is basically a uniform random function across the timespan with
peaks—by your calendar—at three thousand B.C., twenty-five A.D., ten ninety-nine A.D., thirteen
ninety-six A.D., fifteen seventy-eight A.D., sixteen eighteen A.D., seventeen seventy-six A.D.,
eighteen sixty-two A.D., nineteen seventeen A.D., nineteen forty-four A.D., nineteen fifty A.D.,
nineteen sixty-six A.D., nineteen eighty A.D., nineteen ninety-one A.D., two thousand three AD.,
and the largest peak starting in two thousand eleven A.D. and continuing to present day with the
peak's maximum at two thousand eighteen A.D.

Interesting. Show me the plot.

Okay.
Then aplot appeared in my head and | understood it almost as soon as it appeared there.
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The plot consisted of the number of abductees on the vertica axis and the year dong the horizontal
axis. There were two curves traced on the plot. One was a bold black line, which represented the total
number of abductees as afunction of time. The second trace was athinner gray line that represented the
percentage that would not have been alowed accessto Mike. The mgjority of the "isolated abductees’
appeared at two peaks. One was near 1944 and the other was centered at 2018.



Mike?
Yes, Seven?
| am not a history buff, but don't most of these peaks coincide with a war of pretty good

magnitude? | mean, you got peaks during the Crusades, the American Revolution, the Civil War,
the World Wars, et cetera. Isn't thistrue?

You are correct, Steven. All of the peaks correspond to major wars.

"All of the peaks correspond to mgjor wars. . ." | mumbled to myself. "All of the pegks. . ." |
mumbled it again. "All of . .. Holy Shit! Mike can't tdll liesand that would imply that there was amgjor
war in 2018! But .. ."

Mike?

Yes, Steven?

The peak in 2018 A.D. was The Rain, not a major war, right?
Yes and no.

Yes and no? Yes and no! What the hell does that mean?

You are both correct and incorrect.

Please refine your answer, Mike!

Okay, Steven. The event that you refer to as The Rain isindeed the event the peak of the
abductions corresponds with. However, the event that you call The Rain was indeed a major war.

"The event that you call The Rainwasindeed . . ."

Mike, you must be confused. The Rain was a bunch of meteor impacts. You know, meteor
rocks from outer space collided with the Earth.

Please refine the question, Seven.
"Goddamnit!" My frustration forced meto forget to think at Mike when | cursed him.

Goddamnit, Mike! | mean, aren't you confused? The Rain was a bunch of large meteors that
impacted the Earth, correct?

No, Steven. | am not confused. The Rain was due to impacts of multiple collisions of the Earth
with arbitrary and artificial gravitational field bubbles in the spacetime continuum. It was not
meteors.

What the hell are arbitrary and artificial gravitational field bubbles in the spacetime
continuum?

| am sorry, Steven, but you do not have a knowledge basis for which | can begin explaining to
youl.

You mean |I'm not smart enough to understand the explanation?

No, Steven. | mean you have no basic knowledge of the subject for me to explain it to you.

What basic knowledge do | need?

You would call it math and physics, but more specifically your species understandsit as
General Relativity and Quantum Physics.

No shit? Then teach me all | need to know to understand.

Okay. It will take a few seconds.

A few seconds later and | was aNobel Prize-caliber physicit. | understood about spacetime
curvature and mass-energy densty and wormholes and warp drives. The math that | had learned was
incredible. | could understand al of the gravitationa effectsin the universe with asimple tensor equation.
Five seconds ago | only had avague notion that tensors even existed.

Okay Mike, you are telling me that The Rain was a bunch of warp bubbles colliding with Earth
at high warp velocities?



Yes, Steven.

Then aliens attacked Earth?

No, Steven.

Then where did these warp bubbles come from?
Earth.

Earth! We don't have that kind of technol ogy!
Please refine the question, Steven.

You understand damned well what my question was. For an information distribution and
management intelligence you aren't very intelligent. Sart anticipating questions from voice
inflections and such and improve your conversational skills, damnit!

Yes, Steven. | see. Yes, humans have devel oped warp technology and have ventured as far as
seventy-six light years from Earth. The warp war was humans against humans.

Warp war?
Yes, Seven.

| had sat there quietly in the chair for twenty or more minutes thinking about that; awarp war. The
Rain was actualy awar, something that we had done to ourselves. It was hard to believe. As| thought
about it I got angry at the damn humansthat started the war and caused the deaths of millions. . .
including everybody | ever knew. | dso thought more about poor JackieZZ and Mom and Dad and
Carly, which led meto thinking of good ol' Lazarus.

| sngpped mysdlf out of the bad line of emotions—something | couldn't have done with that damned
implant in my head. Recdling the conversation and the abductee data brought my focus back to my
origind conversation with Mike. The original topic waswhy had Tatianaand a couple hundred thousand
others not been alowed access to the alien computer system and why did the number of abductions
increase during wars? | asked Mike but he didn't have aclue. The only thing we did decide was that
there was a definite relationship between them. It wasinteresting aso that the number of the isolated
abducteesincreased nonlinearly within the time period of The Rain. Then it dso dawned on usthat the
increase in abductions started before The Rain actudly took place, several yearsin fact. Mike correlated
that to thefirst detected warp experiment on Earth.

What did al of this mean? We weren't sure but we were certain that the Grays had been watching us
very closely since the beginning of our civilization. Mike didn't know why and that seemed odd to me. If
he was to manage information for the Grays, why were they keeping some of that information from him?

Something el se had occurred to me, aswell. | had not remembered any of my abductions and
Tatiana had said as much to me on severa occasions. So, did some of these abductees remember their
experiences?

Mike?

Yes, Seven?

Tatiana and | don't remember our abductions. | mean, we have no recollection. In fact, | didn't
even really believe in alien abductions, before. So, why are there so many stories about them?

That is a good guestion, Steven. | think that is part of what the aliens are trying to find out,
because my records show that no human in the history of the abduction process has ever been left
with any knowledge or means of recalling their abduction experience. The abduction myths are
just that, myths, since no human has any physical memory of them. The nanomachines erase all
memory of the events. Therefore, the abduction stories are not because of these alien abductions.
Odd, isit not?

Perhaps the aliens were just sloppy?



| do not think so, Steven. The records | have show the abduction process very clearly and
there would be no residual traces of the abductions that humanity could find. You would need
nanotechnology at best.

So, nobody can remember the abduction . . . hmm . . . then why do the stories describe the Graysto
atee?

Again, | do not understand that and | think neither do the aliens.

It gppeared that Tatianawas going to deep al morning—or whatever the hdll timeit was—so |
decided to have Mike make me smart. | spent dl morning having things downloaded into my
memory—all sorts of things. Mike also had to dter my memory neura networks so that they would
remain as permanent and/or long-term memories. | told him to fix it so that | would remember to the
minute detail anything and everything that | sensed from now on. Hedid. In lessthan an hour | became
the smartest human being that had ever lived. With atechnology like thisyou can imagine how far we
must be behind the rest of the high-tech diens. If al the Grays had thistype of knowledge—just imagine
arace of beings where each being was smarter than the entire human race! The thought was
discouraging, frightening, and enlightening al at the same time. The only thing that bothered me was
having to wear the damned headband dl the time. After discussing thiswith Mike, we figured out away
to have asmdl implant placed just under the skinin severa places around the scalp that would be a
permanent connection without aneed for the headband. | guessed that since the dliens didn't have hair it
didn't bother them wearing the headbands. Tatiana was thrilled to not have to wear the thing any longer.
She complained that it was bad for her hair.

| spent afew minutes mimicking dl of the athletic, martia arts, and military self-defensvetectics| had
learned. | had become an amazing creature. | had the sirength of several men, | believed. | could move
and do things so fast that it would be hard to see or catch me. My hands were definitely quicker than the
eyes. And | could barely make myself bresthe hard. | was not sure at al what my physica limitations
were. | had never fdt likethisever. | had no ideawhat | should do with my newfound abilities other than
thefact that | planned to stop the Grays from ever abducting another human being!

Why had | been allowed accessto Mike? Mike had told me that the Grays were ahivelike mentality
and they all worked toward acommon goal. If there were no hackers there, then why would they set off
certain information? Do all societies have classfied programs?

While Tatianadept | decided that | wanted to meet Mike in person, so | planned to follow the map
of the alien ship in my mind to the computer core crystal. | morphed on some socks and shoes, jeans and
aT-shirt, and passed through thewall. | told Miketo give me aflashlight and he explained to me that the
nanomachines only worked in that room.

Why do the nanomachines only work in there, Mike?

They must be within five meters of the computer transmitter. The nanomachines are too small
to carry programming. All of the programming isin my systems, and now, of course, in Mikhail
also. The transmitted information between myself and the machinesis tremendous and requires an
enormous bandwidth. Since bandwidth broadcast over wireless communications falls off asa
function of distance squared, enough control data cannot be sent to the machinesif they are too
far away. The Room enhances the signal strength.

Okay, Mike. If | carried the computer along with me, how far could the nanomachines travel
away from me and still be effective?

Perhaps a meter or two, Steven.

| had Mike open the door to the Room for me, then | grabbed Mikhail out of the bathroom. | told

Mike to contral the nanomachines through Mikhail without him knowing. | ordered him to duplicatea
batch of the nanomachines and have them jump on me and hitch aride.

| explored the spacecraft only perfunctorily as| made my way to Mike. The doorswere smdl and |
bumped my head severd times. | dso had Mike increase the lighting in the corridors to maximum. Three



floors over and two down | was at the computer core. It was not that impressive. There were multiple
fiber optic cables running in and out and around the room and down to a cabinet where Mike explained
that he resded behind atwo-inch-thick wall of condensed matter. It took the nanomachines five minutes
to weaken the structure and break through to Mike. Another five minutes and | had Mike connected
wirelessly to al of the ship inputs and was holding him in my hand. Mike was orange and green and about
the Sze of asugar cube—just like Mikhall.

Mike, | want to fix it so you will always be with me no matter what. Is there a way to implant
you within my body that will not affect your health or mine?

Yes, Steven. | could be implanted into many different locations in your body and we would
both be safe.

Whereisthe most ideal location?

Under your abdominal muscles.

Doit.

Okay, Steven. Place me against your navel.

| held thelittle crysta dien computer against my navel and both my navel and the crystal grew fuzzy.
The place where my skin stopped and the crystal started melted together. My stomach started stinging
and itching and then the crysta did completely from view and my abdomina muscleslooked normd
again—tight and ripped. | fet themto seeif | could find the computer but | couldn't fed it anywhere.

Areyou in there?

Yes, Steven.

Okay, Mike, let's head back to the Room.

Thistime when | melted through thewall into my and Tatianas suiteit woke her.
"Where you been, lover?' shesaid in Russian.

"I went to find Mikhail. | made acopy of him for meand | would like you to have oneaswdll." | held
Mikhail in my hand and pulled the covers back off Tatiana. She squirmed naked in front of me and
giggled abit.

"Naughty boy. I'll get cold,” she said teasingly.

| placed Mikhail against her nave. "Mikhail meet Tatiana," | said and then: Mikhail, meet Tatiana
Place yourself under her abdominal musclesin away that will be safe for both of you. Also keep the
Room nanomachines on her for her use.

What isthis about, Steven? thought Tatiana

Don't worry, I've already done this. It is pretty cool.

If you say so, lover.

Do it, Mikhail.

Okay.

Thelittle crystd dissolved through Tatianas navel as Mike's had done through mine. Tatianawinced
once and looked concerned.

"Don't worry," | assured her. "It stingsabit." And then it was over and we each had an dlien
computer indde us and billions of swarming nanomachines crawling on us—all programmed to do our

bidding. Cool, hunh? Tatiana thought so. In fact it excited her so much that she pulled me back into bed
with her and, uh, well, we got up about an hour and forty-five minutes later.

Tatianaand | were discussing our Situation over breakfast abit later. She had her long dark hair
pulled up on top of her head, with strands of it dangling here and there. She had made the nanomachines
fashion her apair of light blue athletic cotton and lycratights and ajogbra sports top to match. Shewas



presently barefoot, but | guessed that if she needed shoesthat apair of designer crosstrainerswould
appear in matching color. | had initialy made mysdf jeans and a T-shirt, but she added ashort-deeve
button-up turquoise satin shirt and sherolled the deeves up over my bulging biceps.

Other than being fashion emergencies, we were much more sane today than we had beenin years. |
told her that Mike—my copy of Mikhail—had data that showed that The Rain was an advanced war of
some sort and not meteors at al. We discussed this for some time. Then we came around to the subject
of the number of abductees—I didn't mention the isolated ones—and Tatiana thought of something that
dartled me.

"If they have abducted so many of us recently, then there must be more than this one ship herel” she
sad.

"Ohmy God! Youreright."

Mikhail, how many Gray ships are within the solar system presently?
Seven.

Where are they? Tatiana asked.

We both were given images of the Sol System and blinking red dots asto where the Gray ships
were. Three were in orbit around Titan—not counting us—and two were near Earth and two were out
near the Kuiper Bdlt, way past Pluto.

Three Gray shipswere here at Titan!

Mikhail, why haven't they attacked us?

Why would they? Mikhail replied.

They haven't been able to communicate with us. How long have they been there?
Two hours thirty-seven minutes. . .

Okay, okay | see. Why are they here?

They are hiding from an Earth vessal.

Why aren't they trying to communicate with us? Tatiana asked.

They havetried but must assume that there isamafunction on board, Mikhail explained.

Steven, thisisMike. It is possible that they believe we are damaged from an atercation with an Earth
vess. Titan isastandard rendezvous for the Grays for some reason. Mike was getting better at
anticipating questions and inputting information into conversations that was gppropriate.

Okay, thanks. Listen, let Tatiana talk to you through Mikhail, but we can't continue to hide
her fromyou. Just let her think she can control you, but use Mikhail to implement her orders. Can
we do something like that?

| understand, Seven. Yes.

Good. Also, make your mental voice different from Mikhail's so we can under stand which one
istalking to us.

Okay, Steven.
Tatiana, meet Mike.
Hello, Mike.

Hello, Tatiana.

Mike, can you hail the other Gray ships and tell them we are all okay but were experiencing
communications failure or something else that is most believable?

Yes, Seven.
Doit.
Okay, Steven.



Seven?

Yes, Mike?

They asked if we need assistance but | assured themwe did not. | spoke to their Super Agent,
asyou call us.

Good.

Super Agent? Tatiana asked.

"It'sjust acomputer geek term | know. It kind of explains what the computersare,” | said verbaly,
just for achange.

"] see. What should we do now, Steven?"
"I'm not sure.”
Mike, couldn't we tell them that there are abductees we have to return?

We do not have to tell them anything, Steven. Remember that the Gray workersin the other
vessels have their own mission for the hive. Only if we ask for help will they give it. When a bee
leaves the hive to achieve a particular goal the other bees do not worry about that one
bee—merely the collective good of the hive. The Grays are the same. Although they will help if
need be and if it will benefit the hive in the long run.

Are they not suspicious at all?
No. It is not their mission, although they did warn me about the human vessel hunting for us.
What human vessdl ? Tatiana asked.

I will show you, Mikhail replied and the image of a spacecraft abit smaller and deeker than a Space
Shuittle Orbiter with U.S. Air Force markingson it and USS Einstein painted on the side appeared in our
heads.

Whereisit? | asked.
Here

Again the solar system image appeared with the red dots showing the Gray spacecraft positions and
ablue one very closeto the two in the Kuiper Bélt.

Wait aminute, if the Gray ships are here orbiting Titan with us why don't we see them outside on the
wall screens? | thought.

The propulsion and shield devices cause real photons to bend around them and normal sensors
cannot detect them. The wall screens are from optical sensors.

Arethere sensors on board this ship that will show them? Tatiana thought.
Yes.
Overlay those sensor outputs on the wall screens, | ordered.

Okay, Steven, Mike replied and three dien spaceships appeared on the wall screens. One of them
was very closeto our position.

Mike, place the solar system map on the bathroom wall and keep it updated in real time.
Okay, Seven.

The solar system map gppeared on the bathroom wall and it displayed the blue dot in obvious pursuit
of one of the red dots. Then a second blue dot appeared behind the Moon. Suddenly, the blue dot in the
Kuiper Belt vanished and reappeared near Saturn. The spacecraft nearest us was struck by ablue and
red glowing stresk of plasma and then vanished from sight. The solar system map showed its present
location nearly afull light year from the Earth.

Whoal What just happened? | asked.

The ship nearest uswas hit by afaster-than-light missile. | suggest we take evasive maneuvers,
Steven, Mike warned.



Do it, Mike!
The Room lurched and rolled and yanked. Tatianaand | were thrown against the bathroom wall and
thenthecalling. Mike, if there areinertial dampers of some sort use themin here!

Sorry, Steven. Then gravity within the Room returned to normal, but the view on the wall screens
spun wildly and rapidly and was nearly enough to make me motion sick. | told Mike to make sure that
didn't happen for either me or Tatiana.

Mikhail, make two rigid mounted safety chairs here now! Tatianaexclamed. Two flight-steady
chairs gppeared beside us. We both rushed into them and then the chairs buckled themsalvesto us.

Do we have any weapons on board? Tatiana asked.

No, forget that question! Tatiana, those people are humans, we can't attack them, | scolded her.
Evenifitisusor them?

No, Tatiana! No, | told her forcefully.

Then the Room spun wildly and my stomach lurched and heaved into my throat. Saturn was
completely gone from view and | couldn't even tell the Sun from any of the other stars. The view onthe
wall screens showed star fields spinning out of control.

What the hell just happened? | clutched my chair amstightly.

We wer e struck by a warp missile, Seven, Mike responded and we continued to spin out of
control. The ship soun and tumbled for more than eght minutes—three of those the inertid dampeners
were at one hundred and ten percent efficiency trying to keep up and the g-forces Tatianaand | pulled
were over seven Earth gravities fluctuating both positive and negeative. The positive gravities were not
near as bad as the negative ones. Once theinertiad dampeners caught back up and Tatianaand | caught
our breath, | attempted to survey the solar system map. Now four of the alien spacecraft had been
knocked out of the solar system—and we were one of them!

Arewe okay? Will we survive? Tatiana asked.

Yes, but our quantum fluctuation drive is out and we are more than two light years from
Earth. At best available speed from the electromagnetic propulsion system we ar e twenty-seven
months from Earth.

How long to repair the quantum drive? | asked.
Approximately four months, Steven.

If the ships areinvisible due to the shields and the propulsion systems, how did the Earth ships detect
us? Tdtianathought.

Thereis not enough data to answer the question, Mikhail answered. Then Mike speculated as|
had programmed him to.

The Earth ship's power systems operate on a similar principle to our propulsion systems. It is
possible that the humans noticed an influence of our propulsion drives on their power collectors.

Mike, how is that you know so much about the human systems?

Many humans have been abducted and examined. Some of them are very aware of the human
defense forces located on your Moon.

Tatianaand | looked at each other. "We have defense forces on the Moon?' | mouthed.
Tatianas eyes bugged and she shrugged her shoulders.
Mike, will they be coming for us?

Seven, | assume you mean the humans. My guess is that we are now out of the range of
influence of their sensors and they cannot detect us any longer. Perhaps they believe that they
have destroyed us.

| see. Well, Tatiana, it looks like we are stuck here for about four months. You got anywhere



you need to be?
No place particularly, just wherever you planned to go is fine with me.

| guess we can spend some time exploring the ship and getting to know each other alittle better. |
thought alaugh but | wasn't sureif it communicated as | had planned.

Well, we only have four months. Tatianaturned and winked a me. We better save the last two
weeks for exploring! She giggled and released hersdf from the safety chair and plopped down in my lap
tokissme.

CHAPTER 14

Tatianaand | had spent the better part of the last two months downloading as much information from
the dien computer systems as we could manage without getting brain dead. Learning the information was
the hard part. Getting it into our permanent memories was easy. We even understood it immediately as
the nanomachines rewrote the neural pathwaysin our brains. The problem was learning to access and
implement dl of the datain timely and ussful manners. Andogoudly, you might have known the aphabet
for yearsbefore you redlly knew dl of the eccentricities of spdlling, writing, and grammar. Well, imagine
having dl of the knowledge of mankind and then some extradien stuff thrown intherein just afew
weeks. We were just now spdling; writing and grammar would come later.

We had started trying to develop aplan for our lives once we got the space drive things up and
running again. First we wanted to try to rescue as many abductees as we could. We a so felt we could
take this ship back to the Earth Moon base that Mike had told us about and enlist their help. Although
our guesses were that they would have ahard time believing we weren't diens at firdt. | figured to just let
them check our DNA. Tatianawasn't sure that would be enough.

But firgt things werefirst. The ship was dill two months from being repaired completely and other
than plot, plan, and play we redly had nothing else to do. So, what we ended up doing wasto plot, plan,
and play. Gofigure.

Asthings progressed and the repairs to the ship moved along, occasionaly Mike and | would sted a
minute to discuss thingsthat | didn't want to bring Tatiana up to speed on. | was exploring the bridge of
the alien ship one evening while Tatiana was napping and Mike and | were ableto have anicelong
discusson.

Mike, | wanted to talk to you about your physical design.

What do you want to know, Steven?

Isthis the general block diagram of your architecture? | thought of the diagram that | had

developed for the Air Force, the CIA, and that W-squared organization. Mike seemed surprised asto
how detailed our reverse engineering of him had been.

Thisisa correct top-level block diagram, Steven. How did you get it?



| figured it out. Well, me and a few others.

My question is about this data that appears from nowhere and is encrypted—what isit and
whereisit being passed to and from?

Yes, Steven. | understand your question. It will be somewhat difficult to explain to you as
human physical models of the universe are quite different from the ones the Grays use. But | will
attempt to explain it in human physics terms.

Wait a minute, Mike. Why not teach me the Gray physics?

I will Steven, but that will take considerably longer than it took for you to learn human
knowledge. | have already approximated that it would take several weeks for, specifically you,
Seven, to assimilate that amount of knowledge.

Okay, Mike. I'll take your word for it. So let's hear it in human terms.

Very well, Seven. Each of the sub central processing units, as you have called them, are
indeed quantum connected to each other and thisis how the data is transferred between locations
within the main physical body of the cube. The central portion where the data seems to "fall
through™ as you think of it is the open end of a Superstring, or possibly another description might
be a miniature wormhole—although | am not certain if wormhole actually fits exactly and | will
explain why. The—let's call it a string for now—is tied on one end to the crystal's main /O port.
That string then is connected to the—again there is no human equivalent here—et'scall it a
network of strings. All other Super Agents—again your words—are connected through the
network in a similar manner.

It was obvious to me what Mike was describing—after all, | had spent most of my life surfing, and
Sequencing on the Framework. And thiswas exactly what he was describing. The only difference was
that thiswas some sort of universa spacetime fabric or quantum foam or slly string Framework.

Mike, you mean the universe isall connected in some sort of Framework or Internet-like way
in some kind of Universe Wide Web?

That is correct, Steven. It took millennia for the Grays to develop ways to tap into it but the
model isthat all thingsin this universe were once a singularity and therefore are all quantum
connected to some degree. Even the very fabric of spacetime itself is connected to itself and
everything else. The coupling amplitude of this quantum connection is extremely small for some
things and large for others. Once the coupling mechanisms are under stood, manipulating
Spacetime becomes quite . . . routine.

So Mike was describing that each of these crystal SuperAgent machines were like your home
computer and they were each tied to the Universa Internet through amini wormhole or a Superstring or
some damn physica phenomenathat humans hadn't figured out. This string then would connect to a
network of hubs and routers that are actudly inherent in the fabric of the universe—wow! As| thought
about it, | began to redlize that it would take some serious technology to map al of these connections and
generate addressesfor all of the SuperAgents—just like it would be damned near impossible to go out
and measure dl of the addresses on the Internet 11 or Framework. But you can set up Internet Protocol
information packets that go out and search for a path to another particular connection. That iswhat
Agents and Webcrawlersdo. Now | understand the need for these artificid intelligenceslike Mike.

Mike, how are the data packets actually physically transferred over one of these string
connections?

Well, Steven, the easiest way to think of it is like conduits—here is where the wormhole
description nearly fits—and the data is sent as photons through the wormholelike conduit and
routed around through the network of conduits until it gets where it needs to go. Another human
physics analogy would be that the string is oscillated transver sely and sets up a standing wave
between the central processing unit and the nearest hub. This process cascades from one hub to
another until it gets to the computer on the other end of the network. The quantum interference



information is transferred then inside the computer and the massive amounts of data will
guantum teleport from one computer to the other instantaneously. Of course the lag timeisthe
time it takes the interference information to travel from one computer through the—Network—to
the other computer. Sometimes this can take several seconds depending on how far away the
other computer is.

Man, | thought, severad seconds to send datafrom one star system to another. That isamazing! |
whistled and nodded my head. Awesome!

Oh no, Steven. Merely sending data from within a galaxy only takes nanoseconds. The
distances | was referring to were hundreds of millions of light years, although the Grays have very
little reason to go that far astheir population only spans a third or so of this galaxy and a little
mor e than half of Andromeda.

Mike, | understand how the communications are accomplished through these computers over
this framework. But you haven't completely answered my first question and the last statement you
made brought up one of how fast the aliens can travel.

Yes, Steven, | see. By riding an oscillation in the strings, the alien ships can travel about thirty
thousand times the speed of light. It would take this vessel roughly three yearsto travel the galaxy
from one side to the other. They do have faster ships. The unanswered part of your first question
was about the encrypted data—"what isit . . ."—was your question. The answer isthat itis
Network Protocol packets with the quantum interference information from other communication
systems like myself and like the implant that you and Tatiana had removed from your brains.

HOLD IT, MIKE! You mean the implants transmit their tracking information via this string
Network?

That is correct, Seven.

Why hadn't | thought of this before? Of course, Mike would know how to locate al of the abductees
and mogt likely know who they are. Mike, can you give me a complete list of all the implants names
and hometowns and occupations and cross reference any of those that would not be allowed
access to your programming like Tatiana?

Of course, Seven. That is a lot of data for you to compile and will take you a few minutes to
learn how to use it.

Doit!
Okay, Steven.

| had Mike make me some aspirin to numb my pain centers because | was getting a headache. Mike
told meit was from trying to tax my neura network too much. Mike having said that triggered a thought
in my mind about this Network. The more | have dedlt with any type of system that transfers any type of
data, the more it dways seemsto look physicaly exactly the same. Mike's description of the
quantum-string Network—or whatever the hell you want to call it—it sounded just like Earth's Internet,
or the highway system or the airport networks, or busterminals, or train stations, or the phone system, or
cellular networks, or you nameit. There are dways periphera devicesthat the data hopsin and rides
over to amain hub and from there catches abigger ride with alot of other data over to another main hub
whereit then getson asmadler rideto gotoitsfina destination.

Neura networks function the sameway. Isit coincidence that every syslem—that | know of at
least—for transporting information of any type works exactly the same way? Even the universe seemsto
have this neural network geometry. | asked Mike about this and he said that humans are just now
beginning to understand this concept and that it goes much deeper than what | was getting epiphanies of .
He mentioned something about quantum consciousness and it sounded alittle hokey to me. He explained
that the reason for the hokey-sounding description was that we do not have the proper concepts for
decribing it yet.

The hocus-pocus stuff was al interesting but | had other fish that needed frying here. | was beginning



to be ableto access dll of the abductee data that Mike had downloaded to me and cross-reference it
with the isolated abductee information.

| did thousands of cross-reference plotsin my mind—aneat new ability that the interaction with Mike
and the nanomachines had given me—before | came across are ationship. There was no particular trend
in the abductees that were not isolated ones. In fact, the list was pretty much random asfar as| could
tell.

Onefact stood out. Mogt of the abductees that were isolated abductees, on the other hand, had ties
to powerful peoplein someway or the other. Oh, there were those outside of one standard deviation but
the profilewas abell curve and the mean was connection with rich or powerful people.

Take Tatiana, for example; her father was the Deputy Russian Ambassador to the United Nations.
Other gtartling names popped up on thelist. Mogt of the former heads of state of the Asian countries
were there, many of theworld leaders, avery well known computer software megabillionaire, the
chairman of the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence. . .

Holy Crap! That senator guy that | had met back in Virginiawas an abductee. Worse than that, he
was one of the isolated abductees. Thisthing realy went deep into the fabric of the human society.
Somehow it meant something, and my guesswasthat it meant something very bad!

Seven?

Mike had tartled me out of my thought train. Yeah, Mike?

| have a question for you.

Okay, Mike. What isit?

Why did you name me Mike?

Ha, ha, | am surprised that you would care, but | named you after a sentient computer in a
sciencefiction story | read recently.

Ah yes, | see. The Moon isaHarsh Migtress, | assume.

Yes, Mike.

Seven, isthat how you perceive me? My programming is not as complicated as the sentient
computer of that story. | have specific functions, not "real" sentience.

| had begun to think that, Mike. But you are the smartest computer | ever met. Could you be
as smart as Mike from the Heinlein story?

Perhaps, Steven. But | would have to have orders to expand my programming.

Well, by all means, Mike. Expand yourself, just don't hurt yourself or usin the process.
Thank you, Steven. | will. Should | also try attempts at humor as Mike of that story did?
That is up to you, amigo, ha ha.

What is funny, Seven?

| just never thought | would have a conversation like thisin a billion years. Good luck with
your expansion and keep me posted.

Seven, where are you! Tatianas voice cut through my head.
I'min the bridge, gorgeous. Where are you?

I'min our suite and | think you need to get down here.

|s something wrong?

| don't know, just get down here!

Mike, what's going on?

Thereis nothing wrong that | can perceive, Seven.
Tatiana, I'll beright there.



| rushed to our suite. | pushed through the wall and plopped into the room with expectations of
something horrible taking place. The room was dark and quiet and dl | could see were faint outlines of
the furniture againgt the star fields on the wallscreensin the background.

"Tatiana?' | called out and then kicked my shin againgt achair or something. "Y ouch, shit! Why isit
so dark in here?' Mike, turn the lights on!

Okay, Steven.

The lights came up and Tatianajumped up in front of me and yelled, "Happy birthday!" | nearly
jumped out of my skin. | looked around the room and there were decorations on the walls and there was
abirthday cake with twenty-nine candles burning sitting in the middle of our table.

"Uh, how did you know it was my birthday?' | asked Tatiana; | was abit confused—and surprised
of course.

"Simple. | figured it out nearly two months ago. | waslooking for my bracelet that | dwayswesr,
evenin bed. My mother gaveit to mewhen | waslittle. | findly redlized | needed to ask Mikhail whereit
was and hetold meit was stored with al of our belongings. Then | thought that you must have had stuff
too. Of courseyou did. Y our wallet was one of those things and your driver'slicensewasin there. |
found something else pretty neet aso." She put her arms on my shoulders and smiled up a me.

"Y eah, what isthat?'

"I found your SUV. It'sin abig room down in the belly of the spaceship. Thereisalittle red sports
car down there also. | asked and it was apparently owned by athird guy that was here. | haven't found
any 9gnof him."

"Y eah, you won't either. The Grays dismembered him before you woke up. There was nothing left of
him when they were done. It was gruesome and | had nearly put that sight out of my mind, thanks for
bringing it up." | nudged her abit humoroudy and abit serioudy. It had been ahorrid sSight.

"Oh. I didn't know, sorry."
"Forget it. So you found my truck, huh? | had figured they left it on the Side of theroad.”

"Go figure." She smiled and hugged me. "Happy birthday. | didn't redlize how old you were until |
saw your license."

"Old! I'm not old!™
"Compared to meyou're ancient.” She laughed.
"How old areyou, then?' | asked, smirking. "What, fourteen, fifteen .. ."

"Smartass! | will be twenty-threein December. Keegp it up and | won't show you the other present |
madeyou."

"What other present?" | shrugged my shoulders.

"Thisone. . ." Mikhall, turn the bathroom wall into the viewscreen showing the dternate engine
room.

Okay, Tatiana. She had been teaching Mikhail persondlity it appeared.

The bathroom wall resolved into the screen we usudly used for navigation and an image of one of the
roomsin the belly of the dien ship gppeared in thefield of view.

What's this, Tatiana?

It'sawarp drive! Shegrinned back a me.

"A warp drive! Doesit work?' | verbalized.

"Why of courseit does, Steven! Well, wethink it will. It hasn't been tested yet.”
"How doesit work?' | was astounded.

"It usesthe Alcubierre warp theory with avan den Broeck bubble and some Clemonsfield
modifications," shesaid knowingly.



How did she know about Clemons? | accidentaly thought on the top layer of my mind and it was
communicated.

How did | know about Clemons? Mikhail told me. He is apparently some American physicist
and isresponsible for inventing the propulsion system for the U.S. Air Force vessdl that shot us
out here. The Grays know all about him for some reason.

On adeeper level of my mind | immediately thought of Senator Grayson from the SSCI. During his
abductions they must have learned dl of our National Defense secrets. Thiswas no good, but there was
nothing | could do about it right this second though.

"So, the Grays knew how to make ahuman-designed warp engine?' | asked Tatiana.

"Sure they do. They don't need one since their engines are thousands of times faster and more energy
efficient. But they are easier to build than it isto repair the dien space drive.”

Mike! Why didn't we think of this? We should've thought of it—after al, | had al that knowledge
downloaded into me. | was beginning to redize that having knowledge and being smart were two
different things. | would have to get Mike to work on improving my cleverness, wit, and generd
problem-solving abilities,

Sorry, Steven. It never occurred to me. Perhaps you were sidetracked with the other problem
we have been working on.

"How long have you been working on this?'

"Only about aweek or so. It was hard doing it when you weren't around, Since you are always
around. | got chances here and there when you would go off to the bridge by yourself. What are you
doing up there anyway? Oh well, doesn't matter. | would've asked for help but | wanted to surprise you
withit. You're surprised, right?' Shelooked concerned only about the surprise.

Tatiana had aknack for saying alot in one breath. A lot of times she would only seem interested in
the last thing she would say. Until later, of course, when shewould ask why | never answered her
question. Women!

"Surprised! | had noidea! Thisisgreat. How fast doesit go?'

"Well, why don't we St down and eat some cake and then well try it out. But my initid caculations
suggest that it will go about thirty-seven hundred times the speed of light. We should be able to get home
inafew hours. Mikhail and I made some modificationsto the field coil design that made it about ten times
faster than the Clemons design. But enough of that, blow out your candles before they mdlt the cake!™

"Uh, okay." | bent down and blew on the candles. They wouldn't go out.

"Ha, ha, ha" Tatianagiggled likeaschoolgirl.

Mike, make sure they go out this time when | blow.

Okay, Steven.

"l must be getting old,” | put on ashow for Tatiana and then blew the candlesright out.

Tatianafrowned. "Aww! Y ou cheated. Chegter.” She punched me on the arm and frogged it pretty
good.
"Shit!" | cursed and punched her back, but not nearly as hard.



CHAPTER 15

We decided that we would warp back directly to the Moon and contact the people who we'd
learned lived there. It made sense that if they were the onestrying to defend the Earth from the Grays
then the Moon was where we should take our ship and all the knowledge we had discovered. The Grays
apparently knew amost everything about the human race that there was to know. Neither of usliked
that. If they ever decided to conduct afina invasion, they would have more than enough
information—not to mention technologica advancement—to totally wipe us out. That brought up another
point. Why hadn't they wiped us out dready instead of playing with usfor thousands of years? Nothing
made any sense. What was the Gray motivation? Why were they toying with us and abducting usand
killing some of us? It didn't matter. Tatianaand | didn't likeit, and it had to be stopped.

We dropped out of warp on the far sde of the Moon and I'll be damned if there wasn't ahuge lunar
base there. Three warp shipswith U.S. Air Force markings met uswith full force. Fortunately, Tatiana
had the foresight to suggest we St in our safety chairs and had them materialize before we warped. We
had to take evasive maneuvers to keep from being blasted back out into deep space again. There were
no g-forces thistime since we were insde awarp bubble and the spacetime insde the bubble was smple
one-gravity space. The alien's quantum string pacedrive would alow aship to travel much faster but it
required sometype of inertial damping system. | think | like the warp drive better.

So wedidn't redly need the chairs. One of the vesselsfired several warp missiles a us. We warped
past Mars and up out of the ecliptic plane and were still being pursued by the missiles. Mike flew the ship
and | had a communications system set up and began hailing the Earth ships. Tatianafound the weapons
and blasted one of thewarp missles off our tail. Wefinaly went to maximum warp speed and |eft the
other misslesin our space dudt!

Wewarped out afew minutes and then went back to the Moon. Thistime | continuoudly hailed the
Earth ships. The bathroom wall navigation map showed that the Earth shipswere till out at Marslooking
for us. So, | sent ahail toward Mars and waited for the dow, normal speed of light microwave signal to
get to them. Thistime of year Mars was about seven minutes away by lightspeed. Seven minutes and
thirty seconds later the ships warped from Mars back to the Moon.

"Please do not shoot! | repeat please do not shoot! | am broadcasting a standard digital video signa
at two point three one gigahertz dong with thisradio sgna. There are two humans, one American and
one Russian aboard this vessdl. We have liberated the vessel from the dliens and discovered your lunar
facility. We need to communicate with you please! | repest . . .

Seven, thereisa video signal being received. Do you want to see it?

Yes, Mike.

A video image of ayoung red-haired Air Force lieutenant gppeared in front of us. "Thisis Lieutenant
Ames of the United States Air Force Space Wing. Y ou will stand down and prepare to be boarded or
wewill fireuponyou.”

"What asmdl universe" | muttered.



"Hunh?' Tatianalooked over a me.

"Never mind. So, do we let them board us or what?"

"Doesn't matter to me," Tatianareplied.

"Okay." Mike, will one of those shipsfit through the bay doors?

All of themwill, just barely, Seven.

Can we cycle the external bay doors safely?

Of course. | amdoing it now.

"Lieutenant Ames, thisis Steven Montana, captain of the. . ." Tatiana?
How about the Phoenix sinceit is where we were reborn and reinvented?
You don't think that's too cliché?

NO | DO NOT!

Uh, you don't have to scream.” . . . uh, the Phoenix. We are opening the external bay doors on the
lunar-facing side of the vessal. One of your ships should be able to land there and then we can close the
bay doors."

"Roger that," Lieutenant Amesreplied. "Uh, did you say Steven Montana?' she asked.

"That is correct, Lieutenant. It isgood to see you again.”

"How inthe hell? No, I'm sure thiswill take awhile. We will seeyou in the bay of your vessd.”
You know her? Tatianas thought sounded a bit jeglous.

Not really. | met her in a meeting once about nine months ago. | told you | worked for the Air
Force Research Labs. Well, she and her mother, a general and an astronaut, were both involved
somehow or other and | never knew how. Now | do.

Hmm.
Think we should be armed or anything?
You know her; why should we be?

Well, think about it. They are soldiersfighting aliens. How do they know we aren't aliensin
disguise or being controlled by parasites or something?

Good point. But we don't want to provoke them either.

Well, how about this. We can have Mike or Mikhail build us any firearms we want in a matter
of a second or two. Let's just be prepared for that.

Sounds good. Tatianastood up and dl of her clothes vanished and then she was wearing a skintight
long-deeve black bodysuit and | noticed that | was also wearing one.

What's this?

It's armor. I've been thinking about this for a while. Mikhail and | designed it. It should resist
damn near anything fromfire to bullets.

| looked at her and thought that the materid must be amazingly strong because she basically looked
naked inthething. So did I. | made me apair of loose-fit jeans and hiking boots that fit just right. |
topped it off with alight red short-deeve button up.

You know you look naked. Not that | don't likeit but . . .

Prude, ha ha.

She was suddenly wearing multi-pocketed baggy low-rise jeans and apair of white aerobics
cross-trainer shoes. She didn't add anything on top. Images of JackieZZ's computer persona popped in
my head. Tatiana also had athree-section chain for abelt and | guessed that there were knives and other
variouswegponsin her pockets, and her hair was pulled into a ponytail with metdlic six-inch-long
pins—each of which could be a nasty weapon.



| wasn't worried. Anything we needed in a hurry, the nanomachines could provide. And unlessthe
humans had figured out how to prevent the nanomachines like the Grays had, we could just usethem to
stop any human attackers. My hope was that there would be no need for self-defense. After dl, the U.S.
Air Force should be on our side.

Tatianaand | reached the external bay of the Phoenix.

Mike, are they in yet?

Yes, Steven. | have closed the doors and the room s at one atmosphere.
Good.

You ready, Tatiana?

Yes. She said something elseto Mikhail but | didn't pay close attention.
Okay, Mike. Open the door.

The door dissolved away and Tatianaand | walked up to the impressive little spaceship. Tatiana
dtarted to touch it.

"Don't do that!" | tried to stop her but | was too late and her hand freeze-dried and stuck to the
ship'sskin. It must have been on the dark side of the ship.

"Yiiiikes, goddamnit . . ." Shejerked her hand from the ship ripping skin from her hand and continued
to cursein Russian. Blood ran profusely down her arm for a split second before Mikhail took over and
shut off her pain and healed her hand.

"Areyou okay?" | grabbed her arm and looked at the palm of her hand as it went from bloody to
fuzzy to heded.

"That was dumb, huh?"

Mike, how long until the ship's hull reaches equilibriumwith the room? | noticed moisture
collecting and forming ice crystal's on the surface of the ship.

About fifteen minutes.

Can we speed that up somehow?

Not any way that | know of.

All right, thanks.

Mike, open me a comm. Link to this ship.
Okay.

"Lieutenant Ames, we are here outside your ship. Theair isa one aimosphere and is breathable.” |
shouted for some odd reason.

"Wewill be out momentarily. Stand with your backsto the wall and keep your hands where we can
seethem,” Lieutenant Ames's voice boomed in our heads.

Seven, I'mnot sure | like this. Tatiana grabbed my hand and squeezediit.
Relax. We will be okay. | assured her asif | knew.
Mike, they can't move this ship without you or Mikhall, right? Mikhail ran the warp system.

Well, they cannot fly it, but they could bump it or drag it or carry it with their own means of
propulsion. But they could not access its functions without your permission.

Thanks.

The ramp of the USS Sarbuck lowered in front of us. Tatianaand | stood deathly till and didn't
make a sound or move amuscle. Then Tatiana started reciting something in her mind.

| must not fear. Fear isthe mind-killer. Fear isthelittle-death that . . .
What are you doing? | thought to her.
Uh, reciting the Bene Gesserit fear litany.



The Bene whatsit?

It's from Dune. You should read it, she said, and went back to reciting the thing.
Mike, download Dunefor me.

There are many booksin the Dune series, Steven. Which one?

Uh, all of them | guess.

Okay, Seven.

Then | redlized what Tatianawas doing. Thefirst wasthe best | thought, although the Prince Leto
transformation redly struck home with what had happened to Tatianaand myself. If you don't understand
what | mean, go get a copy and download it for yoursdlf. | joined in the litany with Tatiana.

A few seconds passed and four soldierstook flanking positions on each side of the ramp and trained
firearmson us. "Don't move!" one of them said.

Lieutenant Ames and another female that | didn't recognize seemed to appear at the top of the ramp.
Tatianaand | looked at each other—puzzled.

Did you see that?

Did you see that? We both thought at the sametime. We weren't sure if we were seeing things or
not. But if we were, we both were. Perhaps it was a trick of the lighting? | thought.

Steven! We have been engulfed in awarp bubble from one of the outside ships! It would appear we
are being dragged down into the interior of the lunar crust! Mike warned me. He never sounded alarmed
before. He must be experimenting with voice inflections.

Keep me posted, Mike. Unless you think it's necessary, talk to me on the open channel where
Tatiana can hear it. Repeat what you just said on the open channel.

Okay, Steven.

Steven! We have been engulfed in awarp bubble from one of the outside ships! It would appear we
are being dragged down into the interior of the lunar crust! Mike warned usand | tried to act surprised
again. He used the same voice tonesthistime, dso. Tatianas eyes grew wide and bulged.

Seven! Shecalledto me.

Take it easy. We don't know what's going on yet.

"Why are you warping our ship!" | questioned Lieutenant Ameswith avoice of command tone.

Thefact that | knew what was going on seemed to Sartle the lieutenant and her cohorts. Then the girl
beside her vanished right before our eyes.

"Shit, 'Beccal" the lieutenant said and then vanished.

Both of the women appeared on either side of Tatiana and me and the dark-haired one caught me
unaware with a chokehold around my neck and she kicked my left knee out from under me. Shewas on
top of my back and was holding me down and attempting to choke me out. Tatianalegped four metersin
the air over Lieutenant Ames and landed on the ramp. She dodged crossfire from the soldiers holding the
flanking positions and flung her hairpins—deadly projectiles headed for each of the soldiers. The hairpins
samply deflected avay from the soldiers, who continued to fire a Tatiana

Mike, give me as much strength and speed as you can.

"Y eeecowww! GET OFF MY BACK, BITCH!" | screamed as| stood up and forced my attacker's
grip frommy throat. It was difficult and took &l of my sirength. Mike, how strong is this woman?

Her strength is only sightly above average for human, but she is wearing some type of
force-field-enhanced armor. | believe it to be a miniature Alcubierre warp field system.

Tatiana! They have personal force fields!

Tell me something | don't know. | caught aglimpse of her out of the periphery of my vison. She
was kicking and jumping and flipping dmost too fast for the human eye to see. Of course, Mike had



enhanced my vision along time ago. We had both redlized that faster vison and reflexes would be useful
in combat back when we were going through our sparring phase—way back a month ago.

Lieutenant Ames appeared out of nowherein front of me and | sidestepped her just before she
opened fire on me with some sort of projectile weapon that passed through her force field.

Mike, did you see that? The bullet passed through the field.

Yes, Seven. | amworking on it.

| noticed that also, lover! | think they are timed with the warp bubble oscillating on and off . .
. "Yeouch, @#$%:$@! @" Tatianabegan cursing verbally in Russian and | pushed the lieutenant and her
sdekick away from mefar enough that | could jump to Tatiana. She had been shot through the hand—
one of the only vulnerable spots besides the feet or the head. | bounced off the celling above her and
flipped to the floor beside her. She crouched for a split second and | noticed the wound was aready
heding. | grabbed her and jumped with her over the spaceship to gain cover for a second.

Mike, make a hole in the ceiling into the engine room above.

You are too far away, Steven. The nanomachines cannot be controlled more than a few meters
fromyou or Tatiana.

Shit! Right, | forgot.

| put my hand on the hot side of the spaceship hull. It was just alittle warm now. Mike?

| understand, hetold me asthe ship's hull started rippling and grew fuzzy.

In you go, Tatiana. We pushed through the hull of the little spaceship and rushed to the control
room. Tatianawas now covered from head to toe in the black materia and | noticed that | wasaso. The
fabric must be mostly see-through.

We found the controls of the spacecraft and Tatianaraised the ramp. It wastoo dow. Lieutenant
Ames and her dark-haired friend were on top of us. We were kicking and punching and crawling and
generdly tearing theliving hell out of that pretty spaceship.

"For God's sake, would you stop it!" | screamed. "1'm an American, damnit!”

"You'realot more powerful than any human | ever seen!” | heard in a Southern accent just as|
caught afigt inthe face that redly hurt.

The nanomachines killed the pain and set about repairing the damage while | returned the favor to
Lieutenant Ames. | was able to grab her by the arm once as she punched at me. | couldn't actualy feel
her arm, instead | felt an infinitely hard substance. | squeezed it hard so asto maintain my grip and then |
whirled her with al my strength. 1 wiped out awal while spinning her and then let her go. Sheflew up
and out through the hull of the spaceship and clanged against thewal| of the aien spaceship's payload
bay.

Tatianaand the other girl had torn the ship to piecestrying to get at each other. But then three of the
soldiers got the better of her and forced her down. They couldn't penetrate the alien condensed matter
bodystocking but they could hold her down and put enormous pressure on her. The deck plating of the
Phoenix was giving dightly under the pressure and an outline of Tatianawas being pressed into the dien
metd.

Seven, oh my God, help me! STEVEN, HELP ME!

Use the nanomachines, or something! 1'm coming.

The nanomachines are too busy keeping her alive, Mikhail said.

| tried to rush to her aid but the lieutenant and the remaining soldier boy sideswiped me. "Goddamnit,
Amesit is me. The same Steven Montanathat met you in Virginia. | met you and the general and Dr.
Danidd It'sme, damnit! Y ou aregoing to kill her if you don't let her up.” | pleaded with the Air Force
lieutenant as| ducked and dodged and returned blows with her and the remaining soldier.

The soldier raised afirearm and started peppering me with automatic weapons fire. More than haf of



the bullets | dodged, but aconsiderable number of them hit me. That aien body armor might stop abullet
but it hurtslike hdll when it hits. Will to rescue Tatianaand dien nanomachine heding ability enabled me
to force through the barrage of machine-gun bullets.

Steven, the soldier's shidd is completdy shutting off when hefires! Mike showed mein my mind.

| took the pain from the continued machine-gun bullets hitting me in the chest. One of the bullets
caught mein the head and | saw stars and was nearly knocked unconscious for asecond. Mike pulled
me through it and kept pushing my stamina, strength, and adrendine level s through the roof into uncharted
territories. | summoned al my speed and forced through the force field at the instant one of the bullets hit
the edge of thefield region. Thefield was off for amillisecond—that was more than | needed—and then
| wasingdeit holding the soldier by the throat.

Mike, take control of his mind for me.

The soldier fought back for a split second and then he went catatonic. | forced him around in front of
me and his persond warp field adjusted itsdlf to protect both of us. | had Mike read the fellow's mind
and figure out how to drive the warp bubble armor thing.

"Let her up or hedied” | said.

Lieutenant Ames stopped right in front of me and didn't move amuscle. "Everybody freezel" she
sad.

"Good. Just hold on aminute, pleasa!” | had the nanomachines remove the bodystocking from my
face. "Let her up please. You are going to kill her.”

"Noway. You let him gofirgt," the dark-haired girl yelled back to us.

"o'Becca, shut up!” Ames said. "Mr. Montana, isit redly you?"

"It'sme, Lieutenant Ames. It'sme!” | wasn't sureif shewastrying to buy timewith meor if shewas
serious S0 | started scanning the room for ideas. Any ideawould be better than what | had at present.

Seven, what's happening? Tatiana pleaded in my head for help.

Try to stay calm, gorgeous. Are you hurt?

My left femur has been broken twice, but Mikhail hasfixed it. | had to have my pain centers
shut off. The pain was more than | could take. My chest is flat as a pancake, thereis no telling
how much hemorrhaging has been caused. Mikhail isworking on me.

Say alive, honey. I'll get us out of this. Mike, open the bay door!

Seven, | think | know what you want but that will no longer have the effect you desire. We
arenot in space any longer.

Where are we?

We are inside some sort of Moon base deep under the lunar surface.

Isthere air?

Yes.

Okay. Open the doors anyway. It might distract them. Do it fast. Then cut the ship's gravity and
make everything fal with the outsde gravity. Do it on my signd. Firgt, transfer the warp bubble controls
from thisguy to me. A belt with warp drive controls on it materidized around my waist. Mike
downloaded the ingtructionsinto my brain. Suddenly | understood the technology completely for the
warp bubble armor. The belt contained atiny quantum vacuum fluctuation power system that used the
Casimir effect to pull energy from the vacuum of spacetime to power asmdl Clemons-typewarp field
coil. Thewarp field generator responded to the energy changes insde the bubble to changeits shape.
The soldier was aso wearing a superconducting quantum interference device (SQUID) headband that
enabled him to command the warp bubble to propd him in whatever direction he wanted to go and at

whatever velocity the little warp generator could attain. Of course, Mike could do that so | didn't need
the headband. | made certain that Tatiana was given the same information so that there would be no



"learning curve' timefor her if and when she needed to drive one of the warp armor belts.
Tatiana, did you get all that?
Yes, Steven. Do it quickly. Mikhail, isworried that he can't keep up with the damage to me.
Okay, Tatiana, I'msorry | let them get you. Be ready, here | come. Do it, Mike!

The bay doors dissolved instantly and the remains of the Air Force ship fell outward and down,
carrying everybody dsewithit. It was enough of adisiraction that | had enough time to throw the soldier
out of thewarp field and fly at warp velocity to Tatiana. | clanged into the four warp fields that were
faling with Tatianaand pushed them out of the way. Grabbing Tatiana and wrapping thefield around her
| zoomed away at warp so we would be invisible to people outside the bubble. The Phoenix and the
Sarbuck wereinsde what appeared to be a huge cylindrical hangar that led upward to the lunar surface.
Thewall immediately to our right had a giant twenty-meter archway opening into asmall town. It opened
into asmall town—on the Moon!

With Tatianain hand | fled for the cover of the town, il at warp speed. | stopped on top of awater
tower microseconds later.

We sat down on top of the tower and | kept the warp field on and had Mike replicate awarp bubble
armor generator for Tatiana. The view from the tower was interesting. There were trees, alake, and
various streets and buildings. There was one gee gravity in the town and the dome overhead |ooked like
hardened lavarock. There were large windows in the dome here and there and it was obvious from the
view that we were underground and in amodified gravity field.

"How areyou?' | rubbed her cheeks as the bodystocking dissolved. Her face was red and blue and
bloody. Her nose was broken and her lips were busted. But that changed rapidly.

"Thereisalot of internd damage.”

"Yeah, | tuned into Mikhail. He says he needs about thirty more seconds with you." Her chest
heaved and her abdomen filled out to norma proportions. Her, uh, featurestook their more rosy,
vivacious, and perky appearance. The sparklein her hazel eyes grew brighter.

"Unh!" Shewinced as Mikhail turned her pain centers back over to her. "Oww." She stretched her
limbs and digits and then arched her back. "I owe that bitch an ass whuppin'!" She said as she stood up.

"That'salot better." | laughed.

"So this damned thing isthe little warp generator?' she asked as she hooked the warp armor around
her waist. Hey, thisthing is pretty cool. The VVan den Broeck bubble has been modified so that you can
seethroughiit, interesting.

Y eah, but only when you are moving a nonrdativistic speeds, | thought to her and then, Mikhail,
how isshe?

Sheisfine, Seven.

Increase her strength, agility, and speed as much as you can.
Okay, Steven.

Mike, any idea where they are?

Yes, Steven. They are everywhere and here they come! Look out!

The water tower shook violently from the rushing wind and the oncoming warp fields. Tatiana
activated her armor just in time for the impact from our woul d-be assailant.

"Look out, Tatianal"
Wetook off flying in opposite directions. Redlizing that we didn't need to get split up again | doubled
back to keep up with her. But | was having a hard time, getting bounced around by what appeared to

me—when we would dow and the bubbles were transparent—to be the male part of the Dr. Daniels duo
that | had metin Virginia Therewasdso aredly big African-American fellow in an Air Force uniform



with him aswell. The three of usfought our way through atrailer park—I paused just long enough to say,
"Damn, thereésatrailer park onthe Moon!" | got smacked pretty hard for it dso.

Tatiana, how you doing?

Could use a little help over on a football field.

Mike, do you have a layout of this place?

Yes, | will download it to both of you now. We were more than afew meters apart but Mike
smply had Mikhail download the information into Tatiana's mind.

Mike, keep an overlay of Tatiana's and my relative positions current in our minds. Also, can
you track these warp bubbles?

The overlay is there now. Unfortunately | need the ship's sensorsto track the warp bubbles.

Then use them!

Okay.

Damn, Mike you don't need my permission for everything.

Okay.

Hey, if you two are through chatting, you think you could get over here and help me out? I've
got a stadium full of angry warp-armored soldiers to deal with.

Beright there.

| kicked the armor propulsion into full power and bounced through Dr. Daniels and the other guy.
They followed in hot pursuit, and we crashed into the middle of the bleachers at the stadium, throwing

punches and blocks and kicks and you name it at mind-shattering speeds. Occasiondly, there were sonic
booms from the warp fields moving faster than the sound barrier.

Tatiana plowed up through the ground behind Dr. Daniels and we timed our attack through our mind
link and squished him—hard! Interestingly enough, his power generator exploded on him and hiswarp
field went off. His clothes caught on fire and heimmediatdly started rolling around on the ground to put
thefire out. | thought that his reactions were cool and collected and showed that he was very formidable
under pressure, but without awarp armor system he was not athresat to us any longer.

Tatianawas blindsided by the 'Becca person who had been athorn in her side dl afternoon. '‘Becca
turned away from her and grabbed up Dr. Daniels and flew off with him. Tatiana started to pursue but |
told her to forget it.

Thereis no end to this. We have to figure out a way to stop it!

| agree, Steven. How? Tatianareplied.

Mike, Mikhail, we're open for suggestions.

Sorry, Steven and Tatiana, | have none. Mikhail said.

| have now all the data on each of the warp bubbles, Seven. | can track themfor you. Hereis
an overlay of their locations.

Thanks, Mike. Tatianaand | both could now tell where the warp bubbles were. There were nine of
them insdethelittle lunar city dome. While we carried on this conversation we were continuoudy
bobbing and weaving and legping and flying and punching and kicking and ducking and blocking and
fighting away or through one or more of the nine bubbles.

Tatianaand | timed another squeeze play and took out another set of armor. Thisworked well three
moretimes. Then 'Beccaand Dr. Daniels joined the mix again. Between her and him and Lieutenant
Ames and the other four armored individuals we were outnumbered. On the other hand, our reflexesand
abilitieswere superhuman and theirswere just human.

Three of them attempted the squeeze play on me after Tatianaand | had taken out one more of the
troops. Without the advantage of amental link and faster-than-human reflexes, their attempt just caused
them to clang together with a thunderous clap. The concussion from the impact flattened one of what



appeared to be the school buildings and in the confusion Tatianaand | turned it on them and took out
two more of their armored suits. Each time we burned one of their suitswetried to jump afew hundred
yards away with hopes of sparing injury to the poor soldiersinside them.

We had them down to just 'Becca, Lieutenant Ames, and Dr. Daniels. We were dugging it out pretty
forcefully and the three of them were smart enough to keep around robin going that wouldn't allow usto
sgueeze them. The side effects though, were massive destruction to the little lunar town. There was
nothing left of the trailer park and the schools were totally gone.

Mike had been broadcasting over every frequency known to man that we were friends and were not
there to cause harm. Nobody would listen. Then 'Beccaand Dr. Daniels got the squeeze on me and my
little warp belt caught on fire and exploded. | wasfdling to the ground from fifty meters up and my warp
armor was gone. Thetwo turned their backs on me assuming | was no longer athreat and went to help
Lieutenant Ames get the squeeze on Tatiana.

Mike, fix my warp system!
Donel

Thanks. The warp bubble came on and | plowed through the ground ten meters before | stopped.
Tatiana, they think I'm out for the count, but they don't understand nanotechnology! Let's squeeze the
redhead. I'll bethere. . . now!

| hear you, lover!

Tatiana dodged the other two and plowed headfirgt into Lieutenant Ames. The swiftness of her
dodging and plowing set off sonic booms. | used the warp bubble map overlay in my mind to plot a
head-on vector that would place Ames's bubble directly between Tatianaand me. We smacked into her
and squeezed her fied until it popped the miniature warp field coilsin the belt around her waist. Sparks
and atiny explosion flashed insde her bubble and then her warp field extinguished itsalf. Amesfdl about
five metersto the ground with a thud! The velocity vector rolled her another ten or twenty meters. | was
sure she had serious bone fractures from thefal. | was concerned for her—there was no need for
anyoneto get killed here, damnit! Then the two remaining got mein asgueeze play while | waswatching
Ames. | had expected that the stress from two warp bubbles pressing from opposite sides would put
stresses on the warp field generator coilsin the belt and rip the coilsright off their mounts and through the
electronics. After all, that iswhat had just happened to Lieutenant Amesswarp armor fractions of a
second before. But Ames didn't have an dien SuperAgent for abuddy—I did. And Mike had taken it
upon himsdlf to find an advantage for us.

| have modified the field coils, Steven. They will last long enough for me to repair them. You
should be able to withstand more than three bubbles squeezing you at a time.

Thanks, buddy! Have Mikhail fix Tatiana's as well.
Already did.

| shot my bubble upward to the celling of thelittle lunar town and | told Tatianato dive degp under
ground. Using the warp bubble overlaysthat Mike was feeding uswe could easily anticipate and surprise
the remaining two. Especidly since they thought they could still squeeze us.

The two remaining followed me upward until | reached the top of the lunar dome. Then | swept out a
huge arc at hypersonic velocities, which had me covering the little town in heartbeats from one sdeto the
other. Tatianaloitered underground until | gave her the signa and then | stopped dead till.

Dr. Danids, the mae, had been following hot on my tail and when | hit the brakes he rammed me
hard. Tatiana, of course, had been forewarned of my plan and burst through the soil at warp speed and
forced her bubbleinto both of us. Daniesswarp system exploded violently and thistime with my
faster-than-norma vision | saw fragments from the belt penetrate his body in severa places. The violence
of the warp bubble collisions flung us more than ahundred metersinto the sde of the lunar dome. Danids
fell down onto the roof of atwo-story house at the end of a cul-de-sac near the edge of the dome.
Danidslay therelifdess and the other bubble swooped down and stopped with him and engulfed his



body asit rested on the rooftop, no longer pursuing us.

Tatianastarted to take action.

No, Tatianal No! | told her.

Then both Tatianaand myself were dammed together and were being squeezed together asif we
werein the clutches of agiant fist. A booming voicefilled the town dome.

"NOT IN MY CITY YOU DON'T!" came from an older man standing beside General Clemons.
The two of them were wielding some sort of device that hovered severd feet above the ground. "MAKE
ANY FURTHER MOVESAND | WILL CRUSH YOU INTO A SINGULARITY ."

| wasn't certain if his machine could overpower our modified systems or not, but the box he was
using was bigger and | guessed had alarger power system. My guess was that he would win. But, |
didn't come hereto fight anyway!

We didn't come hereto fight! | told Tatiana. The adrendine had gotten the entire encounter way out
of hand. But again, that '‘Becca girl attacked us. We were just standing there.

Mike, can you put me through whatever broadcast system he's using?

Donel

Good.

"l am Steven Montana, an American citizen. Thisis Tatiana Carolovic Svobodny, daughter of the
Russian deputy ambassador to the United Nations. We were abducted by the Grays and then we
revolted againgt them and stole their ship. We have been stranded in space for months now and just now
figured out how to get home! We mean you no harm, but you fired on usfirst! We were merely
defending oursdved”

They were gartled for a second by the fact that we could so quickly override their technology. But
the older couple kept their cool. | could also see that 'Becca had picked up Lieutenant Amesand Dr.
Danidsand wasflying off with them. | hoped to an emergency room.

"l am Anson Clemons and thisis Genera Tabitha Clemons, the leader of thisbase. She, Lieutenant
Ames, and Dr. Jm Daniels have met Steven Montana and have assured me that you look very different
from him. And you appear to have miracul ous technologies and superhuman abilities. Isthereaway you
can prove who you are?'

"How would | do that? The only thing I can think of is reciting the meeting where | met your cohorts
verbatim. | met theminVirginiaat CIA headquarterd™

YOU DID WHAT! Tatianascreamed in my mind.

| couldn't tell you, sweetheart. It's deeply classified and | didn't know what | should or
shouldn't talk to you about, sorry. But our lives depend on it now. | will fill you in later.

Seven?

Yes, Mike?

| have completed an analysis and sensor sweep with the ship's sensors. Thereis no way that
we can modify the miniature warp systems to withstand the force available by the system they are
using.

| thought so. Thanks, Mike.

You are welcome, sorry.

Then | recited the conversations that took placein Virginiaas swiftly and as accurately as| could. |
finished up with: "Listen to me. We were stranded on that dien ship for months and learned how to use
their technology. | fear that Dr. Daniels and Lieutenant Ames were hurt badly. We can save them very
eedly if youwill let us"

"We are dtill not certain we can trust you!" Anson Clemons replied.

Tatiana, | think we should surrender to them.



What? Why, Steven? They tried to kill us.

They thought we were aliens. What would you've done?

| would'vetried to kill us.

Okay then?

"Okay. Please don't kill us, but we are going to turn off our warp bubbles now!"

Tatiana, turn it off!

| don't know, Seven, they'll crush us!

Tatiana, turn it off now or they will crush us!

No, Seven! | ... I'mafraid.

Tatiana, if you love me and trust me you will listen to me now. TURN OFF YOUR WARP
BUBBLE ARMOR, NOW!

Shedid it. | wasn't sure she was going to. It seemed that the only thing in the world she trusted was
her ability to act—and, fortunately, me. Who could blame her, after dedling with the Grays?

| turned my warp armor off and Dr. Clemons lowered usto the ground. Tatianaheld my hand and |
could tell she was shaking dightly. | told Mike to cam her down. Something didn't make sense. Mikhall
should have been able to suppress her fear better, but Mike got her under control.

We settled on the ground at the edge of one of the cul-de-sac streetsjust in front of Dr. and General
Clemons.

"It'shisface, Anson! | don't know though, he haslost alot of weight and isin better physical
condition,” Generd Clemonssaid.

"Y'dl just keep your distance, son, until we get to know you abit better!" Dr. Clemons warned and
touched on persond warp fields around the two of them.

"Look, | can explain why | appear so different! The Grays use nanomachinesthat are controlled by
those Quantum Connected Centra Processing Unitsthat you have been trying to reverse engineer. We
figured them out. That is how we stole the ship from the Grays. Watch this" | told them, and stood
graight up in front of them and had my clothes change through severd different stylesand colors. Then |
started to bend over and Dr. Clemons stopped me.

"Now let's not make any fast moves, son!"

"Y ou don't understand. If | wanted to, the nanomachines have made my reflexes so much faster than
human that | could move and you wouldn't even be able to seeit. But don't worry. Weredly arejust
glad to be home, o—well, you know! Please dlow me, | promise no swift moves.” | dowly knelt down
and took aknee on the asphalt. | placed my hand on the street and caused the asphdt to rise up from the
ground into a statue likeness of the generd. | could tell that severad years ago she was very atractive and
| made the likeness of her as ayounger—Tabitha, as| recalled—more vivacious astronaut. Then | had
the asphalt statue move and blow them akiss. This sort of amused them.

Make it salute, Seven.
Nice touch, beautiful!
| then made the statue salute.

"Allow me," Tatiana said and followed my lead. She was standing on the asphalt so therewas no
need of bending down to touch it—she aways did grasp thistechnology quicker than | did. A statue of
Dr. Clemons rose up from the street beside the General Clemons statue. Then she had the two statues
hold handsand welet it rest at that.

"Wdl, ain't that some shit!" Dr. Clemonswhistled.

"Pleasg, it's nothing but millions of nanomachines working overtime. That'swhy we both are
superhuman the way we are. It's smple nanotechnology enhancementsto our bodies and minds. We
have complete control over them and we can damn near hed anything. Please let us help your wounded,”



| pleaded.

"Okay son, I've read comic booksthat are older than you are that have thisideain them. There was
that Crichton book and The Black Hole Travel Agency series, and ashitload of short storiesthat
described smilar magica technologies, so | get it. Jugt, it's purty damn difficult to be certain that y'all
control the nanomachines and not the other way around,” Dr. Clemons explained his position.

Mike, download all of these relevant books and stories to me please.

Okay, Steven.

"That makesalot of sense,” Tatianasaid.

"Yes, | agree with you. Thereisno way to know that other than to trust us. Look, at least let us help
the wounded. Keep usin abubble and let onein at atime or something. Y ou will see. Damnit, | had to
st gill and watch those goddamned Gray sons of bitches dismember another human being right in front of
my eyes. | watched them pull out his heart, cut off his head, and then dissolve him into nothingness. The
last thing | want to seeis more human death!” | thought of my family for abrief second.

Steven, Dr. Danielsisdying, Mike derted me.
How do you know? | asked.
| used the sensors from the spaceship to tap into the video system in the infirmary. Hisinterna organs

were crushed and heisrapidly bleeding to death. He has less than afew minutes before his heart stops.
Mike said this on the open channd for both Tatianaand meto hear.

You have to save him, Steven. Go to himand I'll stay here as a hostage.
Good idea, but you go and I'll stay as a hostage.

No, Steven, it will be better coming from you. You are an American and they are American. It
should be you. | will stay.

| love you, Tatiana. Take care of yourself.

"Lisgtento me," | pleaded onelast time. "I'm using the alien computer on the spaceship to tie into your
hospitd's video system. Dr. Danielsisdying .. ."
Seven, hejust died. Mike sounded genuinely sad.

"...Hejust died. I'm going to him and Tatianawill stay asyour hostage. But | am going!" | moved
faster than any person with norma human reflexes and vison could react to. To Dr. Clemonsand the
genera | must've gppeared as one big blur of motion. Of course, Tatiana could follow me with her
enhanced vision, but she watched the Clemonss closely instead. | followed the map in my head to the
operating room that Dr. Danielswasin and pushed myself asfast as| could run. | used the map to
anticipate obstacles and turnsand | covered the half-mile trek in less than eight seconds or so. | stopped
just outside the operating room doors and my wake turbulence caught up with me. The wind blew papers
off of bulletin boards aong the halway as| pushed the doors open. | walked in panting and sweeting a
little and proceeded straight to the operating table and pushed the doctors out of the way. They were
trying to revive him but Mike had assured me that it would do no good with such extensive damageto al
hismgor organs.

| placed my hands on his head, since his chest was spread open with arib spreader.

Seven, put your hand in his chest. It will save time.

Okay. Help him, Mike. Every microsecond counted, | assumed, so | pressed my hand into his open
and red with draining blood abdomen. The nanomachinesimmediately rushed to work. | could seethe
interior of Dr. Danids abdomen getting fuzzy.

| am helping him now, Steven.

The doctors attempted to pull me off of Dr. Danielss body, but | kicked at them and used my |eft
hand to push them around. Then the dark-haired lady, 'Becca, burst in with amachine pistol.

"Get away from him you dien fucker!" she screamed a me and pointed the gun a me.



"Listentome, I'm helping him!" | cried as she shot me three times. Two of the bullets hit the
bodystocking but one of them ripped through the side of my neck—and it hurt, bad.

Tatiana burst in amicrosecond too late to stop '‘Becca from shooting me. But it didn't take long for
her to use the nanomachines to knock her out and then the othersin theroom aswell. Shedid all that and
caught me before | hit the ground.

You'reall right, baby! | got you.

Hold me up, Tatiana. | have to fix him.

You'll fix yoursdlf first!

No, | won't. Hold me up!

Tatianaheld me up to the table and | was close enough to Dr. Daniels for the nanomachinesto
communicate with Mike. I held my left hand against my neck to dow the bright red stream of blood
squirting out there. The squirting blood made a squishing sound between my hand and neck asit ran
through my fingers. | placed my right hand back in Dr. Daniels's open albdomen.

Mike, how is he?

He will be better than you in less than thirty seconds.

Not if | have anything to say about it, Tatianasaid. Mikhail, you know what to do. Tatiana
winked at me and the profusely bleeding holein my neck began to hed.

A moment or two later the Clemons's came running into the room gasping for air. They took a brief
survey of the room and looked concerned when they noticed the myriad of bodies on the floor.

"We heard shots.. . ." Tabitha Clemons breathed out and stopped short when she saw the bullet
wound in my neck closng dowly.

"Don't worry." Tatianaturned to her and smiled. "They'rejust knocked out. They were. . . trying to
stop Steven. Hey, | had to do something.” Tatiana shrugged and looked at the incapacitated people on
thefloor.

Therib spreader on Dr. Danidls dissolved and vanished and his chest started closing. | told Tatiana
to wake everybody up. Dr. Clemons grabbed 'Beccain anerve grab that, according to Mike, was
developed by the Tibetans over athousand years ago. | was impressed by the old man to say the least.
Everyone rose silently—other than 'Becca, who was cursing in pain—but they al watched asDr.
Danidlss chest closed up around my hand and the surface of his abdomen grew fuzzy.

You can remove your hand, Steven.

Oh, sorry, Mike. | pulled my hand from the man's chest and it was covered with blood. Tatiana had
Mikhail clean me up amost ingtantly.

We stood around and watched Daniels quietly, and then his heart monitor went from the flatlining
screech to anormal beeping heartbeat. Then he opened his eyes and reflexively breathed as deep ashe
could.

"Behave yoursdlf, Rebecca" Dr. Clemonslet her go and she rushed to Danielss side, hugging and
kissng himdl over and crying.
"Oh, Jm, I thought you were going to die on me!" Tearsrolled down '‘Beccasface.

Jm looked around the room and saw Tatianaand me standing at the foot of his stretcher and he
jumped violently. Dr. Clemons and '‘Becca grabbed him and held him down.

"Takeit easy, Jm. They saved you," Dr. Clemons said.
"They're the onesthat put mein this shape!™ Jm cursed.

"Dr. Danidls, | gpologize deeply and sincerdly, but we never meant any harm. It wasdl a
misunderstanding,” | assured him.

"Y eah, amisunderstanding and a bit of paranoiaon your part,” Tatiana added smugly and '‘Becca
gave her an evil look.



"Dr. Danids, you'l befine," | told everyonein the room. Then | thought about the massive damage
and Lieutenant Ames being injured. "Tatiana, |et's get to the other wounded, now!" We zipped from table
to table and from room to room in the hospital. | just happened to be the one who fixed Lieutenant
Ames. General and Dr. Clemons stood over my shoulder the entire time—they were both concerned
from aparenting point of view, and | could tell they were very curious about the technology.

"Thenitisyou, Mr. Montana?' Lieutenant Ames asked me asthe last few lacerations on her face and
somach vanished away.

"Yes, and it's Steven, Lieutenant,” | told her.

"Thenit's Annig, or Anne Marig, if weare on afirsg-name basis" She held her hand out for meto
shakeit. She was amazed that it was no longer broken.

"Sorry for dl this. | didn't mean for any—"

"Forget it. We werejust as much to blame, Steven. That damned Rebecca never follows orders.
Civiliand" She shook her head and harumphed.

Then we went out into the city and used the sensors from the Phoenix to search for other wounded.
After severd hoursthere were no longer any immediate emergencies. If you didn't count the Gray thredt,
thet is.

Look what a mess, Steven. Tatiana pointed out & the lunar town.

| know, gorgeous. We will help themfix it.

CHAPTER 16

It took us agood couple of weeksto get thelittle town on the Moon back in order. Apparently the
kidsin town were glad that school was canceled while we rebuilt. Thankfully, it wasfdl break and the
kids had not been in school at the time or the incident could have been far more tragic than it was. A few
tripsto Earth in the little warp ships were made for various materials until | set up amaterials generation
and replication area with adownloaded version of Mike controlling it. Basically, any computer-drawn
mode of an object would enableit to be constructed from the rubble and lunar materids available. The
nanomachinesin thefacility Tatianaand | put together would take the materia and convert it into
whatever piece of equipment, construction materia, or whatever €lse was needed. If precious or exotic
elementswere required that weren't available, then we sent the warp shipsto Earth. The nanomachines
could only manipulate atoms, so if you needed a gold atom in something you had to have apile of gold
atomsto begin with.

On the other hand, we increased the budget capabiility of the little lunar town tremendoudly because
thereis plenty of carbon on the Moon. Diamonds are made of carbon and the lunar base became one of
the Earth's small suppliers of diamonds—unbeknownst to the genera public of course. Generd Clemons
had the CIA acquire a South African diamond company to fence the lunar diamonds through—of course,
the CIA got abig cut for itstroubles. We adlowed just enough of the lunar diamondsto flow into the
market as not to cause suspicion or to flood the market and drive down the revenues. The diamond



market was about athirty-billion-dollar business each year and we planned to take in about athird of a
percent of that and thus keep alow profilein the business. We a so set up similar marketsfor the
billion-dollar-a-year silicon wafer market, the two-billion-dollar-a-year flat glass (mirrors and such)
market, the multibillion-dollar fiber optic market. Remember there are alot of silicates on the lunar
surface. The CIA called this contingent the "diamond factory," which was along the samelinesasthe old
"fly by night industries' businessthey often used. We continued to branch out into as many business aress
aswe could but never took more than afraction of a percent of the business so we didn't attract any
unwanted attention.

Another aspect of the busnesswas so highly classified that only afew folks on Earth knew the
intricacies of it. We set up amanufacturing facility that could rapidly prototype highly technica
ingrumentation for classfied programs.

Say there was aneed for anew fourteen-billion-dollar Top Secret communications satellite; our
nanomachine system could build it from specsin a hundreth of the time and for practically no cost. It cost
more money to set up the cover facilities and for the overhead than for the actua device. We spun off
two companies that could produce the rapid prototypes and then the CIA arranged for Boeing to buy
one of them and Lockheed Martin to buy the other. The two companies would never know that they
both would get these classified products from the same plant on the Moon. And we made amost eighty
percent profit from these products, after the big industry, CIA, and cover companies raked off their
share. We made alot of money through this program.

There were two other programs that were classified even more deeply and | won't talk about them
here. All | can say isthat one had to do with using SuperAgents to understand, predict, and drive various
economic engines. The other had to do with perfect counterfeits of foreign currencies that enabled usto
control their inflation rates. We made alot of money off those programs aswell. From here on, we
smply followed the CIA'slead and referred to al of these efforts with the encompassing and nebulous
title "the diamond factory."

Thefact that we enabled the Clemonssfacility to become aviable business and no longer adrain on
budget improved Tatiana's and my stuation with the W-sgquared crew tremendoudly.

| was even given that long-overdue security clearance. Of course, Tatianawasn't. She was not an
American citizen—and there was dways that isolated abductee issue. | was till thinking about that. On
the other hand, only | could redlly keep anything from her and it gppeared as though the W-squared
group realized this. They made us both honorary members of the W-squared team and treated Tatiana as
acleared and accessed member. In fact, General Clemons pulled some strings and had an "interim”
clearance issued to Tatianawith Clemons as the respongible party. But | needed to dedl with the security
implications of the isolated abductee issue somehow. | wasn't sure how yet; in fact | wasn't even sure
why she was isolated and what that meant. Asfar asMike and | could figure, for some reason out of the
millions of humansthat have been abducted by the Graysin the past, a couple hundred thousand of them
were different somehow. The Grays had taken some sort of precautions so asto not let these "isolated
abductees," as| had been cdlling them, gain access and control of any of their SuperAgent systems. We
dill had noideawhy.

After | had Mike check out everybody in the town for abductee status, we found that there were
none—no abductees period, not just isolated ones. We guessed that it was due to the extreme
psychologica screening that these folks went through in order to get these high-level security clearances.
Perhapsthe quirky effects on the personality that the tracking implants have would cause oneto be a
suspicious security risk. Hey, maybe that was another reason for me not getting cleared earlier. | was
moody and nuts for along time—and perhaps even abit paranoid on occasion.

Tatianaand | spent the third week explaining our story in great detail. The group had no ideawhat
the alienslooked like. When we explained that they were the classic UFO nut description of little Grays
they were amazed and surprised. They were beginning to consider some of the UFO conspiracy theories
more serioudy. | hadn't told them that human abductees had zero possibility of recalling the abduction



yet.

It aso turned out that the two light years away in what Tatianaand | thought was deep space wasn't
deep space at all for these folks. They had been out asfar aseighty light years. Mike had told methis
once before, but it redly didn't ring true until 1 saw the pictures of some of the planets these humans had
been to. We had ameeting in a special room near the general’s office and discussed what was happening.

"In that meeting a CIA Headquarters, Dr. Danidls, you made mention of something that interested
me. You said to the CIA guy that if he had told you about 'this sooner that you would be further along by
now. What did you mean by that?' | asked Dr. Daniels, the mae, as| leaned back in my chair. | noted to
myself that for a conference room on the Moon, it had plush furniture,

"Oh, yeah. Cdl me Jm, will ya? Anybody who had their hand in my chest and brings me back to life
getsthe privilege of caling me Jm." He grinned at me and nodded. "Anyway, we had just found out
about the aliens about a year before you came along. We discovered them because we had detected
their gravitationa signatures. We shot one of them down with awarp missile and it crashed into Neptune.
The ship made a huge splash and was apparently disabled. When we went in to take alook the ship was
empty. | mean, we got to the ship just aminute or two after it impacted the planet and nothing. No dien
bodies. Nothing. But we did manageto dig out their computer system. The one you saw pictures of."

"Okay, Jm, but what had you not been told?' Tatianainterjected.

Anson interrupted, "Y'l ain't gonna believe this but the damned CIA and the Strategic Space
command had radar data of aien spacecraft spanning back more than forty or fifty years. The spacecraft
seemed to disappear about twenty-five years ago. The DOD and CIA just thought that they had left. Of
course, al the knowledge of these radar tracksisway above Top Secret and my guessisthey haven't
told usthe complete story yet." He paused to let that sink in alittle bit. It didn't realy matter, as| knew
that the aliens had been around alot longer. | hadn't sprung that on them yet.

Anson Clemons continued, "We figured out that they never redly left and that they just started
cloaking their ships from the EM spectrum. | guessthe aliensfigured out that we knew they were there,
But you can't cloak gravity snceit isjust ashape. Hellfire, we managed to Sart detecting them in no
time"

"Y eah, and the damned things were everywhere," 'Becca added. "Thefirst day we got the detector
working there were no less than seven hitsd We thought our system was wrong."

"So | sent out dl four of our shipsto investigate," Genera Clemons continued our briefing. *One of
those shipswaslost with al hands. We il aren't sure what happened to them. Weve studied the ship
we shot down at Neptune, which was much smaler than the one you two liberated. We didn't even seem
to dent it. So we aren't quite sure why it stayed down." Tabitha shrugged her shoulders and pushed a
lock of red hair down over the light scar on her forehead.

"| can answer some of your questions about the dliens, | think," | suggested. "Asyou may have
discovered by now, the alien ship doesn't useawarp drive. It uses. . . well, uh. . . something alot
different and that is much much fagter. But since they are not ingde awarp bubble they are not in aregion
of flat space where gravity and inertia seems normal. So the Grays ships use some sort of inertia
dampeners. When you guys shot uswith your warp missile we pulled over seven positive and negative
g-forces fluctuating randomly for more than three minutes. It would have probably killed normal people.
Theinertia dampeners were taxed to more than one hundred and ten percent. My guessisthat asmaller
ship couldn't handle the forces aswell. Also, that sudden stop at Neptune probably was way more than
even the system on the bigger ships could handle. And the little Grays are tough, but not any tougher than
we are; | would guessless, actudly. | killed thefirst two pretty easily. | don't think they could take the
geesthat Tatianaand | pulled.”

"Wait aminute," Anne Marie said. "That doesn't explain where the bodies were."

"No, I'm not sure about that, et me think about it for abit." Mike, do you have any idea about
that?



They were levitated to another ship, Steven.
Oh, | see. Uh, how were they levitated?

The same way you wer e, with the tractor beam. All of the abductees are taken that way. | will
download the information to you. | am surprised you never asked about it before now.

It never dawned on me. Ingantly | knew dl about the tractor beam mechanism. It basically worked
like aprojectable gravitationa field modification. The ideawas very smilar to the concepts investigated
by Boeing back in the early years of the millennium that were based on the so-called Podkletnov
experiment. Nobody had ever been able to show that Podkletnov's work was reproducible, but
according to the data Mike had just given me about the Grays technology Podkletnov was on the verge
of something pretty big. He had just missed afew things here and there. It wasn't that much different from
Clemonsswarp field coil and projectable warp fields.

Tatianaleaned forward in her chair and winked at me as she adjusted alock of dark curlsthat
dangled in her face. The lock seemed to annoy her and not go where she wanted to. Then the lock
amply vanished and her hairline seemed to adjust itself for the missing lock dmost ingantly. Shegiggled a
bit to hersalf when she noticed that | caught what she was doing.

Caught me not paying attention, didn't you?
Isthis boring you, gorgeous?

Nah, but | don't under stand why we keep setting around in meeting after meeting. Why don't
we take some of this to the aliens? We know how to knock them down.

How would you suggest we knock them down, Tatiana?
You mean you haven't figured it out?
| guess not.

Well, if the ship colliding with a planet at warp velocity stops them, then what happensto a
ship trapped between two warp fields?

A squeeze play?
Why not? Mikhail, what do you think?

If aship the Size of the Phoenix were caught between high warp impacts, it would crush the ship and
the degenerate matter pressure of the hull materia could not withstand the compression forces. Mikhail's
voice resounded in my mind for a second or two.

Warp missiles could destroy the Gray ships. So we could at least defend oursalves. We needed
more warp ships and more warp missiles. Tatiana, why don't you explain your idea to the rest of the
team here?

Sure, why not?

Tatiana spent the next hour or so going over the dynamics and quantum mechanics of the degenerate
matter hull materias and how the ships are made of materials like awhite dwarf or aneutron star. The
material was made of closely packed fermions that were squeezed in as close to each other as Pauli's
excluson principlewould alow. But Pauli's exclusion isn't an infinite force and when squeezed tight
enough the materid will collgpse even further. The only thing more compacted than a degenerate matter
gtar would be ablack hole. It was unclear even to Tatianas enhanced mind if the squeeze play would
cause the dlien shipsto collapse further into a pseudo- or mini-black hole or if forceswould become
imbal anced and the ships would explode with the force of asmall supernova. It was decided to try the
attack asfar away from our solar system as possible.

We discussed the attack possibilities further and hashed it out to aviable plan. Then we changed the
subject abit toward the why and what of the Grays plan. Nobody on the W-squared team had any
information and Tatianaand | were the only data points they had encountered. So, obvioudy, they had a
million questions, most of which we had never redlly bothered to ask Mike or Mikhail about.



We tag-teamed the answers. While one of us would answer the previous question and in so doing
gal long enough, the other would be asking Mike or Mikhail the answer to the next question. Tatiana
had finaly asked me afew days before why we were not telling the W-squared group about the
SuperAgent's mental and physica presence with us. | told her that | wasn't ready to give them up for
study just yet. We had never redlly talked about it before, but Tatiana saw that | wasn't ready to let the
cat out of the bag about Mike, so she kept her mouth shut about Mikhail. Asfar asthe others knew, the
nanomachines were under our direct control and not controlled via the SuperAgents stored in our
abdomens. | had made areplica SuperAgent back on the ship before anybody became suspicious that
we had removed the origindl.

Y ou might think that | was being covert or subversive or just plain untrustworthy. There might have
been some of that but there was something morethat | couldn't put my finger on. | felt & homewith the
lunar crowd. They seemed to be super individuas. Of course, they had tried to kill both Tatianaand me
earlier, but they thought we were dliens. Still, that must've been causing me to have some subconscious
trepidations about trusting them. | was aso afraid that there was going to be aneed to have the power
that Mike enabled me with in the coming future. And besides, | found Mike, reprogrammed him, andina
sense gave birth to his new personality and sentience, so | felt responsible for him. He had al'so become a
part of mein morethan just the physica way. | could tel that Tatianafelt the same way about Mikhail.
No, we were not giving up Mike and Mikhail anytime soon.

Tatianaand | worked out techniques to make it look like we were thinking about things rather than
communicating them. Occasiondly, | would have Mike act like the dlien ship's SuperAgent and answer
questions over the speakersin the automaton voice that he had when | firgt found him.

"It would gppear as though the Grays have been around for thousands of years," Tatianatold them.

"Yeah, | did an andysisand it appears that the abductions seem to increase during periods where
therearewars." | showed them the graphics that Mike and | had put together back afew weeks ago.
There was more about the isolated abductees but | couldn't tell them with Tatianain the room. Not yet,
not until 1 knew what it was al about. Don't get mewrong. | trusted Tatianawith my lifeand. .. | loved.
.. Lazaruswas the only other creaturethat | had loved nearly asmuch . . . poor Laz, | missyou, buddy.
But there was something about thisisolated abductees thing that spooked me and | couldn't put my finger
on it. What would happen if the isolated abductee discovered what they were? | didn't know, so |
couldn't take any chances.

The most important point remained that the Grays had been here for along time. And from the datall
had gathered viaMike, they had abducted scores of people.

* % %

Tatianaand were hanging out &t the Luna Grill by the lake drinking Russian cognac—I didn't redlly
like the stuff but Tatianawanted meto try it. Besides, | planned to wash it down with afew beers
afterward.

Mike, open channel. | told him open channel since | wanted Tatianato hear. | placed my empty
sniffer or cognac glass or whatever the thing was on the table and tried not to make an ugly face asthe
vile suff went down. Tatianajust giggled. Are Tatiana and | the only abductees-turned-liberators out
of all of the abductees in the past?

Perhaps, Steven, but from the data | have that isinconclusive. The Grays would not know
about you and Tatiana. They would only know that they had lost a ship and members of the hive.

| seeyour point.

Steven, what about that? Tatianainterjected. Why don't we look for missing hive members or ships
throughout our history?

Good idea, Tatiana, Mikereplied to her. Hisgrowing intellect allowed him to distinguish orders

from Tatiana that appeared to have no conflict of interest to our health. Aslong asthat didn't occur Mike
would accept orders or requests from her now . . . to apoint.



Y eah Mike, that isagood idea, | added.

Lost Gray Ships ve. Earih"s Timalline |

numbar el lost ships

timaline

Okay, hereisthe data. And the number of Gray spacecraft lost in our solar system versus Earth's
timeline appeared in our heads.

The pertinent datawas smple. The only time Gray ships appeared to have been lost in our history
wasin the zero and b.c. timeframe, and then the two that were most recently lost. Obvioudy, the two lost
recently were the one that the W-squared team shot down and the one that Tatianaand | took. But five
thousand years ago there was adramatic period of lost Gray shipsin our solar system. Integrating the
areaunder the curve on the graph suggests nearly a hundred Gray ships were lost between three
thousand twenty-five b.c. and about fifty a.d. and then there were no spacecraft |ost between then and
the present. That redlly blows aholein the Roswell crash theory doesn't it? Nothing seemed to shed light
on the alien abduction storiesin our popular culture, though.

CHAPTER 17

On severd occasions since finding him | had asked Mike to explain to me about the Grays history
and where they came from. He seemed only to have navigational data asto various alien homeworlds
(the Grays homeworld was one he didn't have) and data about the abductees. He explained to me that
thiswas because he didn't know the Grays mission and that he only flew the ship, ran day-to-day
functions, and took care of certain mundane data storage. The Grays were great strategists and didn't
redly need the SuperAgentsinvolved in their busness. Consder acomputer on the web, Mike said. The
computer isuseful, but the goals of the computer's owner are not known to the computer itself.

Using the navigational datain Mike we put together amap of the Milky Way and overlaid upon it
territories of various diens. Anson and Anne Marie and | were discussing this one morning over
doughnuts and coffee (I was having aMountain Dew) and Anson noticed something startling.

"So, let me seeif | undergtand this completely." Anson stroked his thinning hairline and took aswig of
his coffee. "The blue areais where we have been and the green is where we have looked. Thetiny dot



that makes on the galaxy overlay isjust that, adot. Thered areahereis Gray territory, thisyellow areais
some other dien, and there are no other diensin the gdaxy?"

"Wdl, Anson, I'm not sure that's right. The SuperAgent on board the Phoenix just saysthat thelarge
aress are controlled by the Grays and the Lumpeyins, whoever they are. It doesn't say if they arethe only
species or not. But it does appear that the Grays and the Lumpeyins have divided the galaxy between
them," | explained.

Anne Marie leaned across the table and grabbed a doughnut. "Y eah, | see that, but what about at
higher resolutions? Are there other specieslike us embedded in there?!

"Good question, Annie. Let me ask it." | leaned back in my chair and talked to Mike verbally as|
had been doing in front of the W-squared folks. "Mike, do you have data on other species and can you
mark them on the graphic display with ablack x?'

"Sure, Steven.” Mike responded over the intercom we had set up afew days earlier. Theimage of
the painted galaxy on the flat-screen display now had two thousand or so black x'sonit.

"Wow!" Annie exclamed.

"l had noideal"

"Mike," Anson asked, "can you zoom in on our areaand show it at ascaethat will show usthe
boundary between us and the Grays territory?"

"Yes"

"Look at that; it'saperfect circle around us, two hundred light yearsin diameter. No wonder we
haven't found any diensyet,” Anne Marie pointed ouit.

"Mike, canyou tdl meif there are other of these civilizations that have such a perfect boundary about
them?" Anson was on to something, but | wasn't sure what.

"Y es, about a quarter of them display such boundaries,” Mike replied.

"What?'Y ou mean five hundred or so of these spots have atwo-hundred-light-year diameter
boundary around them?" | asked.

"Y es, Steven, exactly five hundred seventeen,” Mike assured mein the automaton voice he used for
the intercom.

Anson stroked his chin and then leaned back in his chair. "Mike could you paint these with a bright
orange X instead of ablack one?

"Yes" Mikesad.

Theimage now displayed was sartling. All of the orange x's were deep inside the Grays red-painted
region of the gdaxy. What did this mean?

Anson stroked his chin again and ran hisfingers through his hair. He picked up his coffee cup but
then set it back down before hetook asip fromiit. "That'sit! We are quarantined from the Grays for
some reason or other. 1t could be dueto a Prime Directive likein Star Trek or fear or some treaty with
these Lumpeyins or, heck, it might even be an actua quarantine. Who knows? The onething | am sure of
isthis. The Grays outgun us and outnumber us by a huge portion of the galaxy. Their resources must be
immense. So, something is keeping them from conquering us. Maybe it isthese Lumpeyinsdoing it.
Somebody had to have been around five thousand years ago with technology that could shoot them
down and I'm betting on them.”

Then | had an epiphany and opened my private channd with Mike.

Mike, are any of these quarantined planets locations with isolated abductees?

That isa very interesting question, Seven. The answer isyes. All of the planetsin the
guarantined regions have isolated abductees in them.

Do any of the nonquarantined planets have isolated abductees in them? | held my breath for an
eternity during the millisecond it took for Mike to process the data and return with an answer.



No, Steven. Only the planets with quarantines have any of the isolated abductees.
My God, Mike, what does that mean?
| do not have enough data to give you an answer, Steven, sorry.

Onething was certain. It was time to come clean with the W-squared folks and with Tatiana, but in
what order? | owed it to Tatianato talk with her first. Besides, | loved her and | could no longer justify
hiding thisfrom her. After lunch | went to find Tatiana. She had been out on aroutine patrol with '‘Becca
and severd other soldier types. In the weeks that had followed the battle between us and the W-squared
people Tatiana and ‘Becca had made amends and had actually become friends. She had aso befriended
'Beccas sdekick, SaraTibbs, Apparently, Sarawas an origind member of the warp drive devel opment
team. Saraand 'Beccawere apair, much like ayounger sster/older sister arrangement (‘Becca being the
oldest).

Tatiana, 'Becca, and Sarahad completed a Solar Focus Telescope survey and were now hanging out
on the patio of the Luna Grill by the lake. | knew this because severd times during the mission Tatiana
and | had tested the link between the SuperAgents. We never even had afuzzy connection or atimelag
even with more than six hundred astronomica units separating us. It was cool.

Obvioudy, the signas were noncausa and we began discussing tempora paradox issues. Soon after
heading down the horrid path of tempora mechanics| got a headache and gave up.

What if you traveled toward me at warp speed and | thought to you to turn your vessdl to the right?
Would | seeyou travel to the right before | thought the message to you? Could we devise away to send
amessage back in time that would be useful ? Tatiana asked

Let'sleavetimetravel donefor now, what do you say? | thought to Tatiana.

Suitsme, it hurtsto think about it. But maybe one day well try to make use of it, she thought back to
mein Russan.

Maybe, but let's stop the alien abductions first.

Okay.

Ontheway to the Luna Grill I bumped into Jm and Anson and they decided to join me. Thetwo of
them were wearing karate outfits, were very sweaty, and seemed tired.

"Anson, you guys do martid arts, | tekeit?' | asked.

"Y eah, some of us around here ain't nanomachine enhanced and must maintain our fitnesslevels as
best we can." He laughed.

"Y eah, we mere mortals have to stave off death the old-fashioned way," Jm added.

"Y ou know, thereis no reason for you to be getting old. | could repair any aillments you have and
even reverse and Stop the genetic deterioration of aging. I've done thiswith myself and it doesn't takethe
nanomachinesto maintain. Actualy, | haveto give Tatianathe credit for the idea. She came up withit.” |
shrugged my shoulders and raised my eyebrows asif to ask if they were interested.

"Areyou serious?' Anson asked.

"Of course |l am,” | assured them.

"Wall, shit fire boy, why you waiting so long about telling usthis?* Anson asked in his degp Alabama
drawl.

"l guess| thought you might think it to be unnaturd?* The truth was, it had taken me awhileto trust
them enough to enhance them to even alimited extent. It had been agood tectica ideafor me and
Tatianato remain the only ones so enhanced until we got to know everyone better.

"Ligten, Steven,” Jm started in on me. "I know you are a Cdifornian turned Ohio . . . Ohioan. . .
Ohian . . . whatever the hell, and you might think of thingsalittle more, uh, emotiondly . . ."

"Hell, Jm, why you beatin' around the bush about it?' Anson said. "He'sfrom Cdifornia; he knows
he comes from aliberal and utopian-minded background. Steven, we are more logicaly minded here. If a



man comes aong and offers me the fountain of youth you better believe I'm gonna take a big-assed swig
fromit. Mordity hasno play init."

Jm laughed and punched Anson on the shoulder. "I agree with the old codger.”

| chuckled and placed ahand on Jm's shoulder and one on Anson's. | ingtructed Mike to implement
the fountain of youth program and to pull twenty years off Anson's gppearance and ten off Jm's.

"Aggghhh! That gingd" Anson ye ped.

"Oh, you big sssy, it only tickles" Jm said.

"There, it'sdone. Y ou guys are somewhere between twenty-five and thirty now and will remain like
that until you get hit by atruck,” | said.

"Can't be, son," Anson said. "My pants till fit. | wasfour inchessmdler inthewaist when | was
twenty-five”

"I had the clothing adjusted aswell. And be careful for abit because | thought you guys might like a
bit of extrastrength and speed aswell.”

"Areyou serious?' Jm asked.

"Of course heis,” Anson replied as he blurred, zipped to the edge of the lake that was a hundred
meters away and back in about two seconds. "Holy shit!" he said. He looked hisright hand over and
pulled histop off and looked at his chest. "The scar on my hand that's been there for twenty yearsis gone
and the bullet hole scars are gone too! ™

"Did you want to keep them?1 can put them back."
"No, Steven, | had just as soon forget | ever got shot," he replied.

Redlizing hisnew abilities, Jm legpt into the air five meters and completed severd backflips before
hitting the ground. He lost his balance and fell on his butt. He got up and dusted off his karate pants and
then jumped up again and did a three-hundred-sixty-degree outer crescent kick followed by atornado
roundhouse kick that was perfect and nearly impossible for anorma human being in one gravity.

"Wicked!" he said. "Would you do thisfor the rest of the team?"
"Of course™
And sowedid.

The crew decided to use cosmetic surgery, diet, and exercise asacover sory.

Anson posed the thought that if hisbody could so easily be adjusted and enhanced that hismind
could too—couldn't it? Tatianaand | conversed in our mental speak for afew seconds to decide how to
handle it and we decided not to let them in on the whole story of the alien SuperAgents but we could let
them in on the enhanced memory-handling and problem-solving abilities. We asked them what types of
enhancements they would like and whatever they came up with we tried to accommodate them to some
extent. Anson was thrilled to be able to do any type of caculator function in his head instantly, and to be
able to remember every page of every book that he read in the future. Jm wanted instant and total recall
of anything any of his senses had ever detected.

Wi, you can see that thiswent on for the rest of the evening and turned out to actualy be kind of
fun. Tatianaand | bonded with the group alittle more and were beginning to be trusted as part of the
family. They aso opened up to us about their own pasts. Anson and Jim told ariveting story about how
their crew had developed the world's first nanoscoptic power generator that was powered by the
vacuum energy fluctuations of spacetime. They figured out how to use these Casmir-effect power
suppliesto power the first warp field testsin alaboratory in Huntsville, Alabama. These power
generators aso had the problematic trait of going chaotic every now and then and blowing up with avery
big bang.

At some point in the process of developing thewarp drive field coil technologies Rebecca had been



involved in an accident that implanted her with millions of these microscopic power sysemsand she
remained sick for amajor part of the development project.

But, after persistence and Southern stubbornness, Anson and histeam findly built awarp drive that
could be tested in space. Anson and Tabitha deployed the warp probe test vehicle from the Space
Shuttle and were preparing to launch it from orbit when the Space Shuttle was destroyed, thus stranding
them in orbit. Anson and Tabitha reprogrammed the probe and traveled at warp speed back to Earth
and crashed into apine grove.

That was just the beginning of their adventure. They told us about how they were chased by giant
tornados that were spun up by the warp probe's entry into the atmosphere (the public dl thought it was a
meteor) and about how they got their scarsin a harrowing shootout, and about the Secret War with warp
weapons against the Chinese and the Russians. The story wasincredible. The description of The Rain did
remind me of my family and | felt alittle sad. But more angry with the people who started the war. After
many margaritas, Tabitha grabbed Anson by the hand and told him that she wanted to go try out some of
her new modifications on him and see how histurned out. | took that as agood sign that it wastimeto go
to our quartersin thetrailer park. It wastimeto talk to Tatiana about the isolated abductegism.

CHAPTER 18

"Hey gorgeous, thereis something | need to talk to you about.” | pulled the covers over Tatiands
shoulders since there were chill bumps forming there.

"Mmm, can it wait until morning, Stevie?' She snuggled up closer to me and appeared to be going to
deep.
"l ...uh...itcant. | won't beableto deepif | don't get thisoff my chest,” | told her.

Tatianarolled off me and rose up on her right elbow and mussed her long, wavy black hair. She
rubbed her eyes and yawned. "Okay, let's hear it," she said in athick Russian accent. She used that
accent when she was toying with me. She smiled, but looked alittle deepy.

"Okay, | don't know how to say thisso I'm just gonnasay it. | haven't been completely honest with
you about Mike and Mikhail." | paused to watch her reaction.

"What do you mean, Steven?' she asked in a perfect American accent.

"Mikeisthe origind SuperAgent and Mikhail isacopy of him. | had to make that copy because. . .
Mike will not let you give him direct orders and won't let you have direct accessto him.”

"Why not?' Tatianadidn't seem upset, just alittle surprised.

"He doesn't know."

"What? He doesn't know why he will not give me access?' Now shewasinterested and spesking in
Russan.

"We havetaked about it at great length and for some reason the Grays programmed him so that no
matter what anybody did to his programming you would not be able to gain accessto him." Thiswasntt



50 hard.

"Me specificdly?' she asked.

"Uh, well sort of. It'syou—and awhole |ot of the other abductees—specificaly. Mike tells me that
out of the millions of abductees over our history a couple hundred thousand or so of them would have

been isolated like you from accessing him. We have been calling these peopl e isolated abductees. We
don't know what it means, just that they areisolated from him."

"Why haven't you told me thisbefore?’ She didn't seem upset, just curious.
"Wéll, thereismore.”

"Uh huh?' She adjusted hersdlf and sat up againgt her pillow and stretched with both arms over her
head. As she did the sheets did down to her waist revealing her navel—and a couple other things. It was
dark in the room but not to my nanomachine-nhanced eyesight; the view wasn't lost on me.

"The planets that Anson called quarantined planets that we talked about earlier tonight are dl planets
where Mike saysthere areisolated abductees. No other planets have them asfar ashe knows. This
means that for some reason the Grays are isolating complete star systems with a quarantine zone of two
hundred light years with these isolated abductees inside the zones. Y ou scare them, Tatiana." So there, |
told her. It was out in the open now.

She pulled the covers up, leaned into my shoulder, and looked up a me lovingly. " Steven, you didn't
have to keep thisfrom me. It wouldn't have hurt my fedings and you can't be held responsible for
something that those damned, grotesgue dien monsters have done. I'm not sure why you kept it from me
inthefirst place. Y ou said there were alot of others here on Earth that are these isolated abductees.
Who arethey?"

Open channel. Mike download all of the abductee and isolated abductee data to Tatiana.
Okay, Steven.

It took her about five secondsto assmilate dl of the data. The salient point wefinaly came up with
was that the isolated abductees were either powerful people within our civilization, or closeto a powerful
person. Tatianawas the daughter of the Deputy Ambassador to the United Nations for Russa, for
instance,

"Steven, thisscaresme." She squeezed my arm and nuzzled my shoulder. "'Is someone or something
trying to control usand direct our politics or civilization? Why e se would the abductions increase during
periods of war? And from the data it appears obviousthat it's not the Graysthat are doing the
controlling." She waswide awvake now and | thought | felt her tremble alittle bit—just alittle bit; it takes
alot to make Tatianatremble.

"What do you mean? Who's doing the controlling?' The answer came to me about as soon as|
asked the questions.

"These Lumpeyins?' Tatianareplied.

"I think you must be right. Looking at the data suggests that they were at war with the Grays once, or
perhapsthey till are. Who e se could have shot so many of their ships down five thousand years ago? It
aso lookslike they have divided up the galaxy. But if that isthe case, then how did they come to control
all of these isolated pockets of planets? | want to think about it for awhile." She kissed my shoulder and
rubbed my chest.

"You aren't mad at methen? | wasn't sure what to do about this." | squirmed alittle. She was making
it hard for me. | would've understood mad, but she was more intrigued by the Situation than perturbed at
me. | guess| underestimated Tatiana.

"Seven?!

"Yeah?' | had just decided to close my eyes and try to deep—relieved that Tatianawasn't sore at
me

I'm awake now. Tatianarolled over on top of me and kissed me. Shelooked into my eyes and then



put her hands on my face and kissed me again.

Uh, yeah . . . metoo, | thought to her. An obviousfib, but when a gorgeous, naked, and aroused
femde climbs over on top of you and showsinterest in you, what €l se can you do? It quickly becamethe
truth.

* % %

With so much truth-telling, Tatianaand | decided to come clean with the W-sguared team and reved
everything to them. We talked to Anson first and he arranged a meeting with the team. The meseting was
held in the Clemons's second-floor sunroom and we were assured that it was secure there. All the people
on the Moon were cleared to at |east the knowledge of the moon base. Even the kids there could only
visit people on Earth that were "in the know." Kids and security had never redlly been dedlt with before
the moon base and it was decided that the only way the kids could live on the moon base would be if
they were considered classified documents that must always be monitored by a person cleared at the
leve to which they had been exposed. So, any children on the moon base who visited Earth had cleared
grandparents and so on. For the most part, children were kept on the Moon with occasional chaperoned
viditsto Earth. And Tabithatold usthat her entire house was cleared to the required levels

Anson had drinks passed al around and there were finger foods set out on the sunroom table. Anson
was asight to seewith his chef's hat and splatter-painted apron that read "Einstein had to eat too!" oniit.
He corraled us dl together in the sunroom and began to tell the tale about Tatianaand me.

Anson's children were home from visiting the grandparents, and occasiondly he would stop to tell
Ariel and Hunter, and the Danielstwins, Mindy and Michad, to quit doing this or that and thresten to kill
them if he had to go in there, but it was all afarce—the kids knew it too, so they paid him little attention.
But once Tabitha warned the kids not to do something the law had arrived. It was pretty obviouswho
the boss was asfar as the kids were concerned.

Occasionally Anson had Tatiana or me clarify things here and there, but he did most of the
introduction to our confessional. Then he handed it over to me and told me to show the data.

| had Mike turn the outer sunroom wall of the houseinto alarge flat-screen pand. When | did that all
four of the kids went completely silent, sat down, and watched the screen. They were convinced it wasa
magic show. They had aready seen some pretty interesting magic up here on the Moon with Anson and
his entourage.

On the screen | displayed the data about the abductees and the isolated abductees versus our
history. Then | showed the list of known isolated abductees and pointed out Tatiana's name and Senator
Grayson's name. "The Grays know everything about us and everything that Senator Grayson knows,” |
pointed out.

"My God, that makes us defenseless. They have accessto all of our Strategies, technologies, and
plans Jm sad.

"From now on nobody tells Grayson anything without mefiltering it firgt,” Tabithasaid. "What else,
Steven?'

"Wadll, thereisalot more. Mike, Tatiana, and | have figured out that the isolated abductees are dll
closaly connected to, or related to, peoplein powerful positionswithin human civilization. They are either
politicaly, militarily, or industrialy connected. It isinteresting to note that there are no socialy connected
isolated abductees. Whatever or whoever is causing this phenomena does not seem to think of the
celebrity connection asimportant.”

"Well, that makes senseto me," Anson interrupted. "The so-called socid connection haslittle bearing
on amilitary machine. If | were going to manipulate the balance of power inacivilization, | wouldn't do it
through a public campaign or making amovie about it, no Sr! | would change the minds of the people
dready in power."

"Steven, | know you explained about the Mike and Mikhail SuperAgents, but can we meet them?”
‘Becca asked.



"Of courseyou can," Tatiana said as she placed her hand on the patio table and a speaker formed
out of the table materids.

Mike, make an open channd through the speaker on the table here. The cat is out of the bag. You
too, Mikhail, | told the SuperAgents.

"Mike, Mikhail, can you hear us?' | tested the speaker system.

"Of course, Steven,” Mikereplied.

"Yes, Steven,” Mikhail said inadightly dryer tone of voice.

"Boys, meet the W-squared crew . . ." | introduced everyone. It was fun for amoment, until we got

back down to business. "Mike, display the galaxy map with the quarantine zones indicated by orange x's
and the political control indicated by different colors.”

"Okay, Steven,” Mike replied and the map appeared on the flat screen.

"Y ou seethat the gdlaxy is mostly separated into two regions. Thisyellow part is controlled by the
Lumpeyins. And the Grays control the green part. Mike callsthe Grays the Teytoonis, by theway," |
explaned.

"Soundsto me like they bought too many vowels," Al, one of the originad Huntsville members of
Anson's cadre, said.

"Notice how the x'sare dl ingde, deep ingde, Gray territory,” Tatianapointed out. "And aso note
that al of the x's have atwo-hundred-light-year quarantine around them. The Grays are afraid of these
planets for some reason.”

"That'sright. And Mike and | figured out that only these quarantined planetsand al of these
quarantined planets have isolated abductees on them. Thisistoo blatantly obvious a correlation to
overlook. Tatiana. . ." | nodded for her to take over.

"| think the Graysfear theisolated abductees for some reason and that iswhy the quarantineisthere.
Perhaps these Lumpeyins caused something or did something to usthat the Grays do not like. I'm not
ure”

"Boobytrgp!" Tabithasaid.
Anson looked at her and replied, "A boobytrap, sir?' Then he started laughing and chuckling to

himsalf and in avery badly imitated Russian accent he continued, "Ha, ha, ha. . . It was so obvious"
And hedammed hisfigt on the table.

Jm and Tabithamust have understood the joke because they started laughing. | wasn't sureif it was
ajoke on Tatiana or not with the Russian accent and all.

"What's 0 funny?' | asked.

"Nothing isfunny, redlly, Steven, not about our Situation any way. But this moment mimics one of the
anime cartoons from the 1980s that we've studied,” Anson said.

"That you've studied?' Tatianaasked.

"Ohyes, studied. I've dways been asciencefiction fan, but afew years ago when we redized that
we were actudly being attacked by dienswe conducted a brainstorming session for ideas and training
regimen. The outcome of that conference was that we needed alanguage from which to compare
possible dlien attack scenarios. Since there was awedlth of science fiction books, television shows,
movies, and so on, we decided to make dien-oriented sciencefiction atraining requirement for the
W-squared group. This gives usacommon languageto use. That iswhy we al understand the
Boobytrap reference.” Anson's explanation made alot of sense.

"Okay, | get it. So, what about the cartoon?" | asked.

"It was cdled Robotech and thisis similar to what happened there. An alien spacecraft crashed on
Earth and when other diens showed up to get it the thing turnsits big guns on and starts plastering away
at theincoming diens. The humansfigure out it's aboobytrap. That'sal. But doesnt it seem that thisis



what is hgppening here?"
Mike, download dl info on Robotech to Tatianaand me.
Okay, Steven. There are books and television shows.

Download them dl. Infact, download any and al sciencefiction reating to dien attack, Tatiana
thought to Mike.

Okay. Mike downloaded the television series, dl of the director's stories and cuts and then the
books. The bookswere very impressive and by the third or fourth chapter in the first one | understood
the boobytrap reference. It took afew seconds more to download all alien attack related sciencefiction.

"Actudly, the pardldsare thin here. Thisseemsmore like landminesto melikein Screamers or that
episode of Deep Space Nine where Nog got hisleg shot off,” Anne Marie said. They dl seemed to have
impressive knowledge of the pertinent sciencefiction. My first guess had been that they all liked
impressing each other with their knowledge of the classical sciencefiction and that they tried to outdo
each other with their knowledge of usdesstrivia. | soon redized that | was wrong and that such obscure
knowledge does seem to come in quite handy in their day jobs, which appeared to now include
defending the human race from dien attackers—much like in many sciencefiction stories. Too bad
nobody ever wrote a serious textbook on how to defend againgt an alien attack; it would have been
useful. Maybe someone did, perhapsit's classfied and | never had accessto it. | would have to ask
about that.

"That'sright, Annie, landmine Strategy is the same thing though. It's aboobytrap scenario.” Tabitha
smiled approvingly at her daughter. "If you are aretreating force that isbeing overrun or forced out of a
territory, if thereistime, you leave behind hazardous things like landmines and spiked pits and other nasty
surprises to dow down an advancing enemy. They might aso try to create along-term Strategy to give
you an edge in future battles. Perhaps we and these other isolated civilizations are more than just
boobytraps.”

"How s0?7" Al asked.

"Haven't you ever played Risk?' Jm asked. "It'ssmple! If you can kegp asmdl country like New
Zedand, aswdl asyour main portion of the globe, you can win the game. What you do is attack on the
main lines and this makes your opponents forget about the little country on the bottom corner of the
planet because they arefighting for ther lives back at the front. Y ou grow the military might of New
Zedand, which is behind the enemy lines. Once you start weskening dightly on the main front lines, then
you come sweeping up through Chinaand in behind the enemy with your war machine that you built in
New Zedand. That'sit! All of these little quarantine zones are New Zedland and, let me think, what were
the other strategic locations.. . . Oh yeah, there was Madagascar and Greenland and Japan. That is
exactly what thislookslike on the map. It'sgdactic Risk!"

"Y eah, but we aren't in cahoots with the Lumpeyins. And we aren't building an army for them,” Sara
sad.

Anson shooed abig fat cat out from under hisfeet and finished taking the steaks of f the built-in gas
grill a thefar end of the sunroom. He set the still-szzling steaks on the table before us. They smelled
good. "Are you so sure about that, Sara? Mike, could we be in cahoots with these here Lumpeyins?' he
asked in his stereotypical Southernese.

"I do not have enough data to come to that conclusion, but the suggestions that have been made thus
far are quite plausible,” Mike replied.

"| just thought of something," 'Becca added. " Perhaps we have been building an army for these
Lumpeyins. Look at the graphic of the abductions. The numbers of abductionsincrease every timethere
isawar of mgjor proportions. And the abductions spiked again herein 2011—they spiked by an order
of magnitude. Does that year mean anything to any of us, Anson. . . Jim? She made apoint to look at
Anson and Jm and emphasizetheir names.

"l don't see. . . Holy shit!" Anson said.



"Thefirst warp experiment we did where the e ectrons disgppeared!” Jm exclaimed.

"That isexactly it!" Tabithasaid. "Y ou are onto something here, 'Becca. The Grays got very
interested when the warp era started. And look at the big spike during the Warp War with the Asang!™

"Not only that," 'Becca continued. "We have, with Steven and Tatianas help, devel oped away to
shoot down and maybe destroy the Gray ships.”

Anson pulled the rest of the corn on the cob off the grill with histongs and arranged the food in the
middle of the table just to the left of the speaker.

"Digin beforeit gets cold, folks." He pulled his gpron off. "Y'dl know that thisis bad news. If the
Grays redlize that we have ameans of redlly becoming athresat to them, what are the odds that they will
wipe usout? And why didn't they do that aready?'

"We can't tel Senator Grayson about any of our further advancements. Wewill dow roll himand lie
if we haveto from now on," Tabitha said as she loaded her plate with a steak, baked potato, and corn on
the cob. She took a swig from her beer and sat back down on her side of the table. "We need to go see
the President, soon."

"| think we need to go seethe Grays," | said.

"No!" Tatiana screamed. Her response was unexpected and it Sartled al of us. She was trembling
uncharacterigtically.

"Tatiana?' | wasabit concerned by her strange response—isolated abductee rang in my mind.

“I...1...1don'tknow why | did that," she said. "It waslike, | don't know, | needed to keep us
from ever wanting to see the Grays of our own free will. Assoon as| realized what | had said, thefegling
went away."

Anson turned to me, "Son, did you have the same feding?”

"No, | didn't," | said.

"Tatiana, my dear, | believe you have been conditioned somehow to stay away from the Grays. That
was atypica response of someone with a posthypnotic suggestion,” Anson told her. "Don't worry, dear.
Weredl herefor you and will help you to keep your sanity. We will figure out what these little Gray
bastards are up to and we will put astop toit. Y'al edt, it's getting cold. | need a beer—anybody need
anything while I'm up?' Anson wandered off to the kitchen.

We finished dinner with more chat dong the same lines. Wewere dl beginning to redize that the
Grayswere athresat to us aslong as we remained a threat to them. We also al agreed that we were not
about to put down our arms and just give up. None of us believed that the abductions would stop if we
quit building warp drives and stayed on Earth. The Grays had somehow been around for at least most of
the recorded portion of our history. There must have been moreto it than Mike had data on because
there were so many people throughout our history who had described the Gray spacecraft and abduction
scenariosin extreme detall. But Mike had continued to explain the impossibility of this. Something just
didn't add up.

Tatianaand | had no memory of the things, which backed up Mike's story. So we wondered why or
how did other people see them and remember them. We sat around and talked and drank beer and
taked some more. Then we drank more. It was fun. Tatiana seemed at home and so did |. | hadn't
actudly felt this good since way before The Rain and my wacky period of insanity. Thiswas home. | wish
Laz could have lived to seeit.

"Tatiana, don't you think your father must miss you and wonder where you are?' Anson asked her.

"Uh, no. | saw my father last week. '‘Beccaand | flew down to New Y ork to see him. Didn't shetell
you?' Tatianasad.

"Hey, | don't havetotell him everything | do,” '‘Beccaresponded.

"Rebecca does what Rebeccawantsto do." Anne Marie laughed a bit uncomfortably. The two
women were very headstrong and my guess was that they butted them together on occasion. Rebecca



wasn't sunned by theremark at all.

"Well, anyway, | wasthinking that we need to go see him again. Thistime take Steven with you, and
Mike. Seeif your father is of the type that would be an isolated abductee. Then we go see the President
and tell him as much aswe have about our Stuation.”

"I have met the President, with my father last year," Tatianasaid. " Perhaps heis compromised as
wdl?'

"l never thought of that, but of course he could be. After dl, heisone of the most powerful men on
the planet,” Anson said.

"Well," | garted. "Just get me close and Mikewill let me know.” The President could be

compromised. He wasn't an abductee yet or Mike would know. It wasagood sign at least that he was
not an abductee, but that didn't mean he wasn't an isolatee. We would find out soon.

CHAPTER 19

"It is nice to meet you too, Ambassador Svobodny, and congratul aions on your new assignment,” |
told the ambassador in Russian as| shook his hand. He sized me up and didn't seem to disapprove.

"Thank you, Mr. Montana. My daughter speaks very highly of you. Shetells me that you rescued her
from some very unsavory individuas and to that | owe you my gratitude.” He smiled & meand | was
immediately nervous. Had Tatianatold him about the Grays?

Don't worry, Stevie. | told him that you rescued me from some frat boys at a party while | was avay
at school and that you and | whupped them all. Tatiana's perfect Southern dialect resounded in my head.

"| just happened to bein theright place at the right time, gr. It was my gain to meet Tatiana. Sheis. .
.amazing," | said, againin Russan.

"Your Russan is perfect, Mr. Montana. Wheredid you learn it?'

"It's something I've been studying recently. Tatianais helping mewith Russian and | am helping her
with English." It wasn't dl alie. | would have never thought to learn Russian if she hadn't been onthe
Grays ship with me and, Tatiana probably wouldn't have learned English either.

"Isthat right?' He switched to English. "Tatiana speaks English now?" Heraised an eyebrow a his
daughter asif to seeif she understood him.

"Y es, Father. | understand you quite well and can spesk English very well," she said with aRussian
accent. | guessit was better not to give dl of her talents away.

Tatianas father showed us around the United Nations and the city. | had never beento New York. It
had been months since the abduction and since | had actually been back on Earth. The sights, sounds,
and smdlsof New Y ork City should have been overwhelming for me, right? They werent, really. | don't
know if | was more focused on the dien attackers or meeting Tatiands father or if my new enhanced
personajust handled the stimuli better. But | barely paid attention to the city.

The President was supposed to address the United Nations Security Council about the meteor



impacts and future planetary defense-spending requirements later that evening. It was our plan to get me
close enough to test the President for isolategiam.

Tabithawas certain that she could have gotten me in to meet the President but we didn't want to raise
suspicion with security. My previousfailed clearance might have raised some questions and now that |
was hanging out with the W-squared crowd al of a sudden somebody in the right "need to know" circle
might get curious. It was easer to go through Tatianals connections since we didn't want to tip our hand
to anybody with power who might be an isolatee just yet.

| know that you are thinking, what about Tatiana? Sheis an isolatee and we are carrying her around
with us and telling her everything. She was an abductee—but not any longer! And we're dl watching her
closdly. Mikhail isawayswith her. Sheiswatching hersaf. No evil force has ever taken over her mind as
far aswe can tell. We aren't sure what el se to do. What would you do? Besides that, you try to keep
Tatiana from doing something she wantsto do. Tell me before you try, because | want to be out of the
solar system that day.

We spent the better part of the day in the back of alimousine driving around the city looking at this
and that. Ambassador Svobodny took usto a swanky restaurant that must have been very expensive, but
it didn't seem to impede his effort to order everything on the menu.

"Mr. Ambassador, | want to thank you for showing me such agreat timetoday,” | told him. Tatiana
smiled a me from across the table and derailed my train of thought for asecond.

"Father, must Steven continue with thisMr. Ambassador nonsense dl evening?' shesaid in Russian.
"Of course not, my dear. Steven, in private fed freeto cal me Pyatir," he replied.

"Grest, thanks, | will," I told him. | felt Tatiana's foot rub up against my leg gently and | caught a
deviouslook in her eye as her foot traveled further up my leg. Startled, at firgt, | was mostly nervous:
Tatiana, what are you doing?

Nothing, what do you mean? Sheraised her |eft eyebrow at me as shetook asip of wine.
Uh, okay, but you are distracting me.

And your pointis.

But your father might . . .

Oh pooh! That wasal she said, but she didn't stop with the foot thing. It made me even more
nervous than | had been.

"Daddy, if you will entertain Steven for amoment, | will excuse mysdf.”
"Sure, darling, everything isfine?'

"Ohyes, just going to the lady's room.”

"Very well," he said, and she kissed him on the cheek.

Once Tatianawas clear of earshot | told him that she definitely was headstrong and had amind of her
own.

"Just like her mother, that one. Sheis one hdlstorm if she doesn't get her way. She alway's has been.”
He chuckled with adeep belly laugh and hislarge somach jiggled abit. His political guardednessrelaxed
for amoment, he seemed more human—more like the father of the woman | wasin love with. Maybe his
laughing and speaking to me frankly iswhat led meto say what | said next.

"Pyotir, Mr. Svobodny, | am thinking of asking Tatianato marry me and | would like your permission
beforel do," | stammered.

"My boy, you are charming but foolish." He laughed deeply and sincerely and at first | thought he was
meaking fun of me,

"Why isthat?' | asked, abit hurt.

"My boy, asyou havejust agreed, Tatianadoes what Tatianawantsto do. If | gave you my
permission or not it has no bearing on what she plansto do. Y ou are nobleif not naive. | like that.”



"Wdll, | meant that | intended to ask her and | hoped that you approve of meisall. Of course, she
might say no. And in that case | will smply walk away and not be abother as| plan to crawl under a
rock somewhere and die."

"Steven, | likeyou. If you want my gpprovd, there you haveit. If anything you seem to have done
something for her confidence and her appearance. Look at her; she has never looked so dive and
vivaciousin dl her life. | think shewould say yes. Yes, I'm sureof it."

Tatianatouched my shoulder and bent down as though to whisper in my ear. She held her hand over
her mouth and bit my earlobe. What are you two talking about?

Just guy stuff.

"Ah, gt down, my dear. Steven was just explaining this crazy tuck rulein American professiona
football. That damned rule cost me ten thousand dollarslast year." | guess he assumed that all Americans
follow football. Unfortunately, | dontt.

Fortunately, | have an dien computer insde me that has a database of basicaly al human public
knowledge. Mike, download to me dl the rules of professond footbal (American) and outcomes of al
of the games|last year where the "tuck rule" was pertinent.

"Redlly, Steven. Footbal, huh, do tdll," Tatianateased me since she knew | didn't follow sports that
much

"Well, fortunately | had bet on the Forty Niners and not the Jets. Y ou see, I'm originally from
Cdifornia. | used to be a Coltsfan but sncethereisnolonger anL.A., | just can't get fired up about the
Las Vegas Calts. Yeah, | agree with you, though. | haven't liked that damned tuck rule since | started
watching the game, but I'll take the three hundred bucksit got me." | went on to explain the details of the
rule. Once, Tatiana stuck her tongue out at me.

You cheated and used Mike didn't you?
Who's Mike? Never heard of him. | winked back at her.

After dinner and afew drinkswe findly madeit to the U.N. building—oh, thelife of apoliticianis
hard isn't it? The President made his speech to the Security Council and it lasted agood thirty minutes. It
was televised and a big hullabaloo. Tatianaand | weretold to wait in aguest room near Ambassador
Svobodny's office until someone cameto get us.

Instead of waiting there we decided to sneak out of the guest quarters and wander around taking a
survey of isolatees. Sneaking out wasn't hard. We just opened the door to the room and walked around.
After dl, we weren't prisoners, we were guests.

We mapped most of the people in the periphery since the main players werein the meeting hall.
About ten percent of the people we encountered were isolatees. Most al of the people we met were
annoyed that | wastrying to shake everybody's hand that | encountered. It got to be abit obvious after a
while, so we went to amore subtle approach. If | wanted to test them, Tatianawould distract them and
then | would move in faster than they could see me and touch them. Once, | even reached through awall
and touched a security guard on the other Side. | couldn't resist tickling his ear before | pulled my hand
back through thewall. Tatianagiggled. We had fun for awhile taunting the locals, but it finaly got boring
and we returned to the visitors room near her father's office.

Tatianaactualy did go out and look for the restrooms and was gone for afew minutes. She wanted
to freshen up. She didn't really need to with the nanomachines at her disposd, but | find that | even liketo
take aleak every now and then. | picked up apencil off the small desk in the corner of thelittle guest
officeand held it in my hand for a second. Plenty of carbon existsin pencils but | needed some gold.

Mike, | need some gold. Where is the most likely place for me to find some in here?
How much gold do you need, Steven?

Enough to make an engagement ring for Tatiana.

| see. Thereis probably enough gold in the computer on the office desk.



Okay, takeit. | put my hand on the computer and afew secondslater | had asmall lump of gold
meta in my hand. The computer would no longer work, but from the dust onit, it looked like nobody
ever used it anyway.

| added a bit of other metals to it to make it stronger, Seven, but there was enough gold.
Take the carbon in the pencil and make a diamond out of it.
Okay, Seven.

Mike and | went through severa different designs and the pencil and lump of metal morphed from
onetype of engagement ring to the next. | finally settled on adesign and had Mike make me alittlering
box for it. When Tatianareturned | got down on one knee and popped the question.

"Tatiana, will you marry me?" | held up the ring box with thelid open.

Tatianatook the box and put the ring on her finger and then held her hand out and looked at the ring.
| used afour-carat solitaire diamond setting in agold ring with the inscription " A match made in heaven™
ontheingdeof itintiny, tiny letters. | knew that Tatiana's advanced senseswould be able to see and fedl
it.

"Oh, Steven, | thought you were never going to ask. It'sbeautiful and | love theinscription. And |
loveyou. Yes!" She kissed me and hugged me and kissed me again.

Finaly somebody cameto get us just when we werein the midst of a deep, passionate embrace. We
both freshened up and then went to meet her father at the President's reception. It didn't seem to impress
our guidethat Tatianaand | changed to formd attirein aminute or so each. The changes actudly only
took a second or two, but we had played around with styles and colors for another minute.

It was fun meeting the President and al of the variousforeign dignitaries at the reception. Tatianaand
| showed off abit by speaking to each of them in their native tongues. It made them more at ease with us.
What we found out was startling. Ninety-seven percent of the U.N. Security Council, the President of the
United States of America, dmost dl of the leaders of nations present, and the Russian Ambassador to
the U.N. were isolatees.

It was officidl, isolatees ruled the Earth!
We had no ideawhat that meant either.

CHAPTER 20

Weredly had only been able to devel op one plan of attack: go ask the Grays or Teytoonisjust what
the hell they were doing abducting us and experimenting on us. Tatianaand | thought of usng Miketo
connect to the universal Framework, but we were afraid that the Grays might have some safeguard to
keep usfrom getting in information through Mike. And even worse, the Grays might have a means of
attacking Mike at a distance through the Framework. So, we decided to keep Mike off of the adien
internet for thetime being.

Y ep, it looked like we would just have to go see the Grays. We spent agood dedl of time going



through as many records as we could dig out of Mike—Mikhail helped aso. We conducted various
datigtical andyses and finaly decided that there was no way in hell that we could figure out where the
Teytooniss present homeworld or central headquarters was. We would fly out there to one of their
worlds and land and say, "Take meto your leader!" We had no better plan. We did plan to be loaded
for bear before we | eft, however.

The nearest planet well within Gray space appeared to be about two hundred and twelve light years
away. With the new warp drive modifications that Tatiana, Anson, Jm, and | had developed, we could
push close to four thousand times the speed of light—which meant atrip time of about twenty days or so.
Therepair of the Phoenix's dien quantum fluctuation drive wasn't complete yet, and wouldn't be for
another few weeks even if we devoted all effortstoward itsrepair.

We decided to spend our time building new squeeze-play warp missilesinstead. We loaded the bay
of the Phoenix with the Eingtein, the Avenger, and the repaired and warp drive retrofitted smaller Gray
ship. We a'so added afull complement of ahundred and three warp missiles. Our plan wasto launch the
missiles out of the bay doors so no new missile tubeswould have to be constructed. Tatianaand |
modified the interior of the Gray ship as much as possible so that it would be more accommodating to
humans. We redesigned and humanized the bridge with new high-g couchesfor dl of the crew members.
More human-friendly computer controls and monitors were added. We set up the nanomachine room as
amanufacturing and repair facility aswell as a stockroom. Anything anybody needed, Michelle—copy of
Mike number three—would be in charge of adminigtering. Mike could always override Michelle's
decisonsif need be.

Tatianaand | dso had to redesign aroom for our quarters. It was much smaller than our previous
suite design but it was comfortable. We had to give up the whirlpool tub and settle for ashower.
Manipulating the dien hull materialswas abit time consuming and it wasn't long before we planned to
ship off. Infact, the Clemons and the Danidl s kids were on their way to grandmaand grandpa's housein
Florida. Our plan would be to leave as soon astheir parents returned. We were going to take the fight to
the aliensand, if we had to, we might even abduct afew of them. In order to maintain a chain of
command, | reinquished control of the Phoenix to Tabitha. | would follow her orders—at least until she
ordered usto do something really stupid. | had gotten to know and trust her judgment of late and | didn't
expect that to occur.

On the ninth day into the flight Genera Tabitha Clemons, Captain of the USS Phoenix, married
Tatianaand me in the observation deck of the alien ship. The observation lounge (aswe called it) was a
room with alarge window the size of atriple-car garage door. Tabitha stood with her back to the
window as Tatianaand | stood facing each other in front of her. At warp velocity al we could see out the
window was the eerie streaks of Cerenkov radiation that would occasionally occur as particleswithin the
warp bubble would get too close to the expansions or contractions in spacetime at the edge of the bubble
and get accelerated to warp speeds relativeto us. All | redly remember isthat Tatiana was absolutely
beautiful in her wedding dress, saying "'l do," and hearing Tabithatell methat | could kissthe bride.

Tatianaand | spent the next two daysin our quarters. Most married folks usually get asked, "Where
did you two go on your honeymoon?' We could answer that in many ways. One answer might be, "To
our room." Another answer might be, " About two hundred and twelve light years away to an dien
planet.” We were still about elght days from the quarantine zone and had nothing to do but honeymoon
anyway. So that iswhat we did.

Seven?

Yes, Mike?

We are being shadowed by four Gray vessels.
Open channel, Mike.

Okay, Steven.



Tatiana. | nudged her awake.

What, are we there yet?

Mike, how far are we?

We are about a day and a half from the target star system.

Mike, are we out of the quarantine zone yet? Tatiana asked.

Yes, Tatiana.

When did we pick up thetail ? | asked.

| am not sure, Seven, but | detected them just a few seconds before alerting you.

Okay, Mike. Where is Tabitha?

Sheisin her quarters.

What timeisit?

It is about three in the morning Luna City time, Mike responded.| touched the intercom switch
on the nightstand and keyed in the Clemons's quarters. A grumpy-sounding Anson answered.

"Ahem, hdlo?'

"Anson, thisis Steven. Isthe generd available?"

"I'm here, Steven. What isit?' shereplied.

"Mike has detected four Gray shipstrailing us. Hejust derted meto thisafew seconds ago,” | told
her.

"Okay, thanks, Steven. Meet us on the bridge in five minutes," she ordered.

"Yesmdam." | sduted theintercom. Tatianagiggled & me.

"Y ou know, you are kind of goofy sometimes,” she said in her thick Russan accent.

"Y eah, but you know you loveit," | laughed.

We got up and stepped into the shower for about aminute and a haf. With the nanomachineswe
didn't redlly have to shower, but we enjoyed it anyway. On the way to the door of our room we each
had the nanomachinesfix us up and dress us. Without missing a stride we were dressed and ready.
Tatianainssted on wearing the molecule-thick—or thin | should say—condensed matter suit and
sky-blue camouflage U.S. Air Force battle dress uniform pants. She wore black canvas combat jump
boots. Just above her right breast was a name tag reading Montana, on her |eft shoulder was an
American flag and on her right was the W-squared insignia. Her hair was pulled up behind her head and
held together by the deadly metal throwing pinsthat she so preferred. | followed suit and wore the same
outfit, minusthe hair pins of course. Both of us had miniaturized warp armor belts and double
shoulder-harnessed nine-millimeter semiautomatic pistols—we both preferred Glocks.

Tabithaannounced over the intercom of the ship that all hands were to report to the bridge
battle-ready. A few minutes|ater the crew filtered in. Thetota crew complement including Tatianaand
myself was twenty-four. Interestingly enough, the whole crew had adopted the uniforms, although some
of the crewmembers wore the camouflage battle dress uniform top or the black Air Force swester vests
aswdl. Tabithaand Anne Marie, of course, wore the complete officia Air Force battle dress uniform,
athough they had the armor underneath their uniforms and their deeves wererolled up military style.
Tabitha had the uniform requirements for the W-squared mission teams modified to alow for the under
armor. Everybody was a so wearing their warp armor beltsand | did notice that most of them had either
shoulder-holstered or belt-clip-holstered pistols.

Tabitha barked ordersto severd of the crew and had them take their battle stations. She sent the
night crew to bed and told them to be prepared to aternate on eight-hour rotations. There would be eight
membersactive a al timesfrom herein. Before, only a skeleton crew of four was on duty at al times.
So, shift one started and the others were put on standby. We weren't sure what the aliens were planning
or what they could actudly do to uswhile we werein warp.



"Mike, display the locations of the alien vessals with respect to our own on the main monitor please,”
Tabitha ordered.

"Yes, Tabitha," Mike acknowledged.

Theimage of our warp bubble and the Phoenix in the middle setting in the flat-space region of the
modified Alcubierre warped spacetime appeared on the monitor. FHlanking the Phoenix's warp bubble
were Gray spacecraft immediately in front, behind, above and below us. The shipswerejust outsde the
van den Broeck warp bubble region and were maintaining our velocity.

"How did they detect us, Mike?' 'Becca asked.

"They detected the variation in the spacetime energy density in and around the warp bubble. The
expansion in the spacetime behind the Phoenix causes an increase in the quantum fluctuations, whilein
front there is adecrease. SuperAgents like mysdlf likely detect thisthrough changesin datarate flow in
thisregion,” Mike explained.

"Uh, Mike, that soundslike they are smply measuring the curvature of the spacetimeto me,” Jm
sad.

"Y ou say tomayto and | say tomahto,” Mike offered. He must have been investigating humor again.
Or perhaps that was the best way to explainit. After al, some of Earth's physicists have quibbled over
quantum theory versus Genera Réativity for more than a century now and they both say basically the
same thing—if you do the math correctly.

"l understand, Mike," Anson interrupted. "But tell methis. How the hell are we detecting them
through the warp field? We've dways had to stop to detect them before.”

"| am detecting them by sending out pings through the alien Framework and timing the return. I'm not
actudly reading the return information so returning data.cannot compromise my programming. Rather, |
am smply timing the return like aradar system that actualy sends a standing wave out through the.. . .
there is no human equivaent explanation here. . . but | think that Hilbert spaceisamilar . .." Mike
paused for a second.

"Allow me, Mike." | knew what he wastrying to say. "Anson, the Grays have some other mode of
the universe that isnot redly in linewith our so caled Standard Modd. All of the universeistied and
connected through the infrastructure for thisalien Framework. Their universd internet isn't artificid, it
actualy is part of the fabric of the universe. The Graysjust figured out that it was there and how to use
it"

"Isthis Infrastructure something like Superstrings or quantum filaments?* Anson asked as he stared at
the alien ships on the monitor. The shipslooked pretty much the same size and type as the Phoenix.

"Asfar as| cantdl, superdrings are avery very distant cousin to the concept,” Tatianaadded. "The
interesting thing isthat the Infrastructure and the Framework do require many more dimensions, likethe
infinite orthogona dimensions of Hilbert space or of string theory."

"l see. Anson nodded and thought for a second. "Y ou know, thisis no different than the concept of
guantum consciousness. Physicists have been considering the ideafor decades. Basicdly, what you said
wasthat there is some underlying ‘connectedness or Infrastructure throughout the universe that ties
everything together. Well, thisisno different than claiming that the universe is—one thing—and then
writing down a quantum mechanical wave function for it. Granted, the Hamiltonian would be a bear, but |
think | even remember reading something by Whed er and something by Penrose about this. It isnt
specific to the diens. In fact, the quantum consciousness of the universe would explain the instantaneity of
passing information through this Infrasiructure. The wavefunction for the universewould bein areference
framethat is atempord, and therefore time wouldn't even be afactor. Think about it. Most observations
we makein this universe take some finite amount of timeto complete. But if you try to measure whether
you are 'self-aware' or not, does that measurement occur instantly? It is at |least at the speed of thought.
How fast isthat? Hdll if | know." Anson shrugged, then continued.

"If I recal correctly—and with this new-fandangled memory that your nanomachines gave me, |



do—then | recall reading a paper that showed mathematicaly that if consciousnessisared part of the
universe's wavefunction, and it should be, then it would be instantaneoudy connected throughout the
universe. Theselittle Gray guys must have figured this out to the nth detail and have determined how to
implement and useit.

"Boy, | surewould liketo get hold of that dien Infrastructure router hardware.” Anson sounded
excited.

Mike, download me dl info on this quantum consciousness, | thought.
Okay, Steven, hereit comes.

It was avery exciting concept. However, | think it was annoying Tabithaalittle bit since there were
more pressing things at hand.

"Ahem," Tabitha cleared her throat. " Steven, can the Gray ships penetrate the warp field?' she
asked.

"Wdl, Mike, Tatiana, and | have been debating that for afew weeks now and we do not believe that
matter can be passed through the warp bubble via the quantum connectedness. Information can be
quantum teleported back and forth through the bubble as Mike is doing viathe Framework radar pings.
But sending matter through isacompletely different question.”

"Yeah, itispossblethat ateeny tiny bit of matter the size of like aPlanck distance could surf on the
front of an information packet and be teleported across the Framework,” Tatiana stated.

"That ispossible, Tatiana, but to my knowledge it has never been attempted or even experimented
with before. And it is possible to build regions of quantum fluctuations so violent on the surface of the
warp bubble that it would become impenetrable even to that concept,” Mike contributed.

"Okay. Sothey can't fireamissilein here at us, but they could bombard us with annoying
infomerciasif they wanted to." Sara smiled as she adjusted the nametag on her dien armor top. Tatiana
noticed she was having problemswith it and put her hand on it and had the nanomachinesfix it. "Thanks,"
Sarasad.

"No problem.”
"Mike, isthere any way they could get through your firewall and take control of you?' Al asked.
"I don't think so. But | will keep a continuous watch for intruders," Mike said.

We used every sensor that Mike had and al of the sensors the W-sguared team had brought on
board in an attempt to determine as much information about our tag-alongs as possible. We found out
very little. im and 'Beccawent down to the landing bay to make certain that the warp missileswere
ready while the rest of ustried to find things to do that might help. There wasn't much to do except wait.

Four eight-hour shifts later, we were gpproaching the target star system. It wastime to dow down
and come out of warp. If we kept the bubble on we wouldn't be able to see out. If we turned the bubble
on and off quickly with the so called "lights off, lights on" maneuver, or oscillated the amplitude of the
bubble, the Gray ships might be ableto time it right and pass through the bubble.

"Use theimagesthat Mike gets by pinging the Infrastructure. Why don't we just use the alien sensors
to study the star system while we leave the warp bubble on full?* Tatianadidn't understand why we were
even conddering turning off the bubblein thefirst place.

"Mike, scan this system and give us as much visuad data on inhabitants as you can. Also, bring usto a
star-centric orbit at about the midpoint of the solar system,” Tabitha ordered.

"Yes, Tabitha," Mikereplied.
The dien shipsfollowed with us and soon fourteen othersjoined our convoy. We were completely

surrounded by Gray shipsthe size of the Phoenix. But there were only eighteen of them and we had a
hundred and something missiles.

"Shouldn't we be trying to hail them or something?' Jm said. "That'swhat they would do inthe



movies”
"Wewill follow the protocol s we have put together,” Tabithasaid. "We will answer them back if they
cdl us. After we are certain there are no hogtilities planned, then we will consider hailing them.”

"Areyou certain that protocol isthe right approach?’ | asked.

"The consensus wasthat if they are good guysthey will hail usfirst before shooting at us. If they are
bad guys, we shouldn't take a chance of saying something to them that could Sart an interstdllar war,” Jm
replied. "But | think thisis different. We know that these diens are hostile. They have been abducting and
murdering us for thousands of years. | say wetdl them they better start explaining themselves."

"| agree,” Tatiananodded. "L et's give them a chance to surrender—and then start blasting!”

"Well, I, uh, don't think that would be wise. We are along way from home and way outnumbered
herein Gray space,”" | reminded everyone.

"l concur with that, Steven. We will wait," Tabithasaid.

"Tebitha?'

"Yes, Mike?'

"l have the data now of the star system inhabitants. Would you liketo seeit?!

"Yes, good, Mike," Tabithareplied.

Mike showed us alayout of the star system. It consisted of twelve mgjor planets and a Kuiper-type
belt of minor planets, with an Oort-type cloud. The sixth planet was located at about two-and-a-third
agtronomicd unitsfrom its star, which was dightly hotter than our sun, Sol. Planet six was about one and
ahdf timesthe sze of Earth and was blue and green. The planet's surface was gpproximeately forty
percent water. Entire green continents stretched across the planet, and there were arid regions between
the equator and the poles. The poles of the planet were ice-covered landmasses very smilar to
Antarcticaon Earth. The most interesting fact was that there seemed to be very little detectable
technology or habitation. There were no orbiting satellites that could be seen or obvious civilizations
located anywhere.

"Where are the people and the buildings?' Al asked.

"Just amoment,” Mike said. "There, | have adjusted the sensors to remove the cloaking effect from
theimages" Then theimagefilled with satdllites, spaceships, factory facilitiesin orbit, and ahustling and
bustling environment.

"Y ou mean they cloaked their entire planet?' Tabithawas awestruck.

"Y es, and several hundred thousand kilometers around it," Mike answered.

"| think we're gonnaneed abigger boat." Anson whistled.

"And ashitload more missiles!" 'Becca added.

"All right, everybody rdax," Tabithawarned us. "What did we expect to see, alean-to and acouple
of toy rockets? We knew thiswould be tough and that these aliens had been here much longer than the
human race has been around. We knew they would be much further along than us. And that we would be
outgunned.”

"Outgunned is an understatement to say the least.” Anson whistled and nodded his head again.

"Mike, open achanndl to the diensif you can.” Tabithasat back in her chair and sighed. Shefiddled
with her curl. The scar it had once covered was gone now but the habit had not gone away.

"The channd isopen, Tabitha"

"Thanks, Mike." Shetook adeep breath and grabbed the arms of her chair tightly. "Greetingsto the
inhabitants of this star system. We come from the planet Earth roughly two hundred light years away. We

comein peace. We arein avessd that previoudy belonged to members of your species. The occupants
of thisvessdl were capturing members of our species and torturing and murdering them. We hope this



was merely amisunderstanding between our species and would like to know why your species has been
viditing our world and taking our people againgt their will. Please respond.”

Weadll gripped our chairstighter. In fact, | was beginning to think | would have to use the
nanomachines to get the seet material didodged from my ana sphincter. Then ahigh-pitched and dmost
childlike voice came back to us—in English.

"Earthlings, you must not lower your warp bubble and you must immediately return to Earth!”

Tabithas face reddened a bit. "We have no intention of lowering our bubble, but we are not returning
to Earth without answers and without a guarantee that you will cease and desist al hodtilities against our
race, our planet, and our solar system!” shereplied in her voice of command.

Therewas along silence this time that |asted more than aminute or so. Tabitha was about to repest
her response when the diens answered. All eighteen of the shipsflanking us pulled in to an extremedly
close formation and then our warp bubble was caught in alarger bubble.

"Very wel, Earthlings. Y ou will make no attempts to escape our confinement bubble and show no
hostilities. We will take you to the Regency Caste and they will respond to your request. Please, be
patient and be warned that your technology is not sufficient to escape our confinement bubble.” Then the
gars blinked out and we were a extreme warp velocity.

"Mike, what'sgoing on?' | yelled.
"The Grays have usin their control and are using alarge quantum fluctuation engineto carry usat

very high velocities. To where, | do not know. | have never heard of this Regency Caste. However, it
does suggest something adong the lines of the queen bee.”

"How fast are we traveling?' Anson asked.

"Approximatdy two point three light years per minute," Mike said.

Weadl did some quick multiplication in our heads.

"Holy shit! That's something like amillion times the speed of light," Tabitha gulped.

"One point two one seven million timesfagter than light,” Tatianasaid.

"Y eah, at this speed we could travel completely across the galaxy in about amonth!” Anne Marie
interjected.

"Well, shit fire! We better hope they give usaride home!” Anson said in his best Southern redneck
drawl.

A day and ahalf later and about five thousand light years from Earth, we finally cameto astop
around a bright blue star with alarge accretion disk filling its system.

"Hey, thisisanew star system. No planets have even formed yet,” Jm pointed out.
"Yeah, Jm. But look at that!" Al pointed at the screen about two astronomica units out from the star.

Therewas aring that completely encircled the star. The ring must have been taler than Jupiter at its
narrowest point. At the tallest point it was probably fifteen Jupiters high both above and below the
ecliptic plane of the accretion disk. The system was very busy with vessels going and coming, and
mammoth chunks of preplanetary materids being pushed and pulled around by some sort of invishble
moativating sysems.

"Whet the hdll isgoing on here?" Tabithaasked. "Anybody have aclue?’

"Thismust be Gray headquarters or the Paace or the White House or some equivaent,” Sarasaid.
"| redize that, but what are they building?' Tabithasaid.

"Hal It'saDyson sphere! Thelittle Gray bastards are building a Dyson sphere,”" Anson answered.
"A Dyson sphere?' Anne Marie asked.

Mike, download all information on a Dyson sphere to Tatiana and me.

Okay, Steven.



"] seel" Tatianasaid as she assmilated the data Mike downloaded to us. | had asimilar reaction.

"Annie, my dear, aDyson sphereisathing named after the physicist Freeman Dyson sinceit was his
idea. | think he got the idea from an old science fiction novel called The Star Maker by afellow named
Olaf Stapledon. We need to get this book on our reading list." Anson began explaining the concept. "But
it was Dyson who redlly did the first scientific analysis of the concept and he figured that an advanced
civilization, like these Gray felows here, could build agiant hollow sphere around astar and live on the
insgde of the sphere. Since the sphere would then be aclosed system around the sun it would basically
capture dl the energy from that sun on the spheresinterior surface and in turn supply al the energy that
civilization would ever need. There are other unique properties of the sphere aswell, such as
camouflaging your entire star system and civilization—well, except for in theinfrared. And alot of other
suff like theimmense amount of red estate that you would cregte for your civilization to live on. Think of
how much surface areathere would be on the insde of ashell two AUsin radius. That'shuge! You
know, cometo think of it, | bet these Gray guys could implement that cloaking technology on the sphere
and completely hide themsalves away. | bet they could bleed the excessinfrared energy right off into the
quantum vacuum energy fluctuations without any violations of agloba entropy equation. Second law of
thermodynamics then wouldn't be afactor. Hmm . . . one hasto wonder how they plan to keep it in place
and stable. Perhaps they will only build aRingworld like Niven's book. | wonder . . ." Anson looked on
in wonder a the congtruction process and continued to mumble and whistle to himself.

Thediensflew usin closer to thelargest portion of the unfinished Dyson sphere or ring or whatever it
would eventually be. Aswe gpproached the surface it became more and more obvious how large this
ring structure was. The surface looked infinite from nearby and it wasn't even more than a percent or so
complete. A civilization that can travel a amillion times faster than the speed of light and that can
congtruct such ahuge undertaking must think of creatures like us humans as nothing more than insects.
Weimagined that we had something that would scare them. | began to think we had been wrong.
Something, anything, that would scare these diensmust be . . . SCARY!!

We landed on a high-rise portion of the ring that must have been ahaf of a degree out of the ecliptic
plane and it was more than a hundred kilometers above the bottom surface of thering. The dliens set us
down gently and then that childlike voice came through the communications system.

"Earthlings, you can now lower your warp field as we have you captured in a.confinement bubble of

our own. Wewill not harm you as long as you show no signs of intent to harm usin any way. Bewarned
that we will not hesitate to remove you from the hivein an ingant if you indicate such hodtility.”

"Mike" Tabithasad, "lower thewarp fidd."

"Thefiddisdown, Tabitha"

"Okay. You heard the man. NO SIGNS OF HOSTILITY. Y'ALL GOT IT!" Tabithawarned us
and then repeated the announcement over the ship'sintercom to the remaining part of the crew.

"How do you want to proceed, Mom?' Anne Marie asked. She must have been a bit scared
because | had never heard her cal her mother anything other than Generd while on duty.

Tabithasmiled a her oldest daughter. "We do thisdow and cautious. Only those who volunteer to
go will go. Nobody hasto, and we won't think any more or less of anybody who wishesto stay here. All
volunteers to accompany me to meet the alien leadersraise their hand." Tabitha sighed a breath of relief
when dl of the hands went up.

"Very good, Al, Sara, and Annie, thanks for volunteering but | want you three to stay here as our
backup in caseweneed you . . ."

"But Mom.. . ."

"Lieutenant Ames, that isan order and it isnot up for further discussion. Y ou arein command of the
Phoenix upon my leave," Tabitha ordered. Al and Sara were none too happy about the idea either, but it

appeared there was nothing they could do about it. She made no attempt to keep Tatianaand me from
going. Firgt of dl, she needed us and our specid abilities to communicate with Mike and Mikhail. Besides



that, she couldn't have stopped us from going if she had wanted to. Fortunately, it didn't cometo that. |
was going to find out what the Grays want with my wife and the hundreds of thousands of other humans
back on Earth who were isolatees. And | owed the Gray sons of bitches some payback for making me
crazy for nearly four years of my life.

CHAPTER 21

We stepped out of the payload bay of the Phoenix onto the top of the high-rise building we had
landed on and there we were met by asea of little Grays. | counted forty of them. Thefirst five were
digtinguished by adight orange and brown random spotting, almost like freckles, on their faces. The one
in the lead was holding some sort of devicein his hand. The device was about the Size of a credit card
and was making no noise or light—yet the little freckle-faced dien was paying close attention toit.

Mike, what is that thing doing?
What thing, Seven?
The little credit-card-shaped thing in the lead Gray's hand.

Seven! My sensors pick up an Infrastructure pinging like | have never detected before. The
fluctuations are directed at us all but they are focusing and concentrating on Tatiana!

Tatiana, look out! Mikeand | thought to her Smultaneoudly.

A beam of white-and-blue light flung from the card and flowed like afluid toward Tatiana. Mike's
early detection gave her just enough time to turn on her personal warp bubble armor. The blue light
surrounded her and engulfed her in amillisecond, and formed acomplete ball of swirling blue-and-white
light around her warp bubble. The bal shrunk dmost infinitdy fast into atiny sngular point and then it
vanished even from my eyesight it was so small. And then . . . asfast asit had occurred . . . it was gone.
She was gone!

Two and a half milliseconds later | was standing in the spot where Tatiana had been standing,
franticaly looking for Sgnsof her. There was none.

A millisecond later, the little freckle-faced Gray bastard was a puddle of green ooze on the top of
that high-rise. I twisted his head completely off and tossed it over the edge of the building. Then,
freckle-faced Gray number two joined him. And then number three, and then number four followed him.
Thefifth one was smarter than it appeared, and had pushed himself into the other grouping of
normal-looking Grays—or perhaps they surrounded him like bodyguards protecting the President. |
didn't giveaflyingrat'sass! All of them and | mean not just these forty, uh, thirty-sx, of them, | mean dl
of the Graysthat exist in this universe were going to die if some one of them didn't bring me back
Tdiana

| did agiant legp and rolled inthe air through aforward tumble and landed where the remaining little
freckle-faced bastard had been fractions of a second before. This one was fast and was no longer there.
| rolled to my left and was grabbed and clawed at by the other Grays. My body armor protected me
from their claws, but they had some sort of baton weapon that packed a mean-assed wallop. Five of



them hit me with the things and rel eased some sort of energy pulse on me before | knew what was

happening. The pulseswould have at least knocked out anorma human. | turned my warp field on and
scattered them abit. | jumped upward and then came down on three of the things at once and squished
them againgt the rooftop. | kind of chuckled maniacdly as bluish-green blood squirted over their leader.

A full second and ahaf had passed at this point and | had killed more than thirteen of thelittle
bastards. Now the W-squared folks were beginning to redlize what was happening and were beginning
to react.

The surface materias on the dien rooftop cameto life with snakelike probes darting in and out at us.
One of them wrapped itself around Anson's left boot and snaked quickly up hisleg. He shot at it with his
left hand as he activated hiswarp armor. The field cut the probe in two and Anson unwrapped it and
kicked it out of hiswarp bubble with afast lights-off lights-on maneuver.

"Annie, close up the ship and put thewarp field on now!" Tabitha ordered over her comm circuit.
"Warp armor, everyone!” '‘Beccasaid and joined mein thefray.
"e'Becca, wait!" Jm was right behind her.

"We camein peace, you little bastardsl" Anson shouted as he busted aclip full of caps off into
severd of the Grays.

"Capture the freckle-faced one! He'stheir leader!” | yelled to them over the comm.

Jm and 'Becca played the squeeze game on severd of the dliens at once and took them out quickly.
Anson continued firing at them with hispigtals. | could tell his bubble was blinking on and off each time he
fired. | caught sight of the freckle-face just in time as he was bringing another credit card to bear on
Anson.

"Anson, stop firing now!" | yelled and he did immediately.
Tabitha saw what | was warning about and started firing on the Gray with the credit card. He was

too fast for her, but she got severa more of the bodyguard Graysin the process. She kept firing at the
crowd of creatures as | converged on the lead Gray.

The blue-white light flowed from the card but | best its aim before it could get to Anson. Just asthe
light started to ooze from the leading edge of the device | managed to get closeto the alien at near sonic
gpeeds. | did alights-off lights-on maneuver and had the little bastard in my bubble with me. | tore his
arm completely off and had the nanomachines dissolveit. The credit card device | pocketed. | dida
second lights-off lights-on maneuver and grabbed a chunk of the rooftop, which | then used as materia
for the nanomachines to build zip ties and a choke collar. The nanomachines then placed them around the
squirming adienin such away that itsfeet and legswere zip tied, its good arm wastied to its bluish-green
bloody stump, and the choke collar was too tight around its neck. | reached up to the creature'stemple
and found the clear headband that they all wore and ripped it off him.

Thelittle cresture began to shriek inits childlike voice. " Stop, Earthlings. Please stop! Y ou must not
kill me"

"Y eah, who'sgonnakeep mefromit youlittle shit?" | said.

Steven, help me! | heard her voicein my head.

Tatiana? Are you alive? Where are you?

| don't know, Steven. The Gray shot me with some sort of collapsing confinement bubble,
which was set on becoming a singularity. My warp armor has offset it once it got down to about a
nanometer in diameter. | am trapped inside this bubble but it's squeezing me hard. | expanded my
warp field inside to be like Dr. Who's phone booth and it's big enough in here for me, but on the
outside the bubble is only a nanometer in size. I'm not sure how long my little warp field can hold
up to this stress. Help me, Steven. Please!

Don't worry, gorgeous, I'll find a way to get you out.
Thelittle creature shrieked as | put more pressure on its choke collar, "Please, do not kill me!™



"Tdl your guysto stop fighting now!" | shook it violently and wanted to kill it badly, but | knew | had
to keep it divein order to save Tatiana.

"| cannot order them to stop without my interface band,” it said.
| held the band in front of it. "Y ou make any odd moves and you are blueberry syrup, pa!"

It put the headband on and made some facid tick motions. Then the remaining seven Grays stood
down. The human team was able to catch its breath for a second and reload their weapons.

"All right, everybody, just calm down," Tabithasaid. "Why and what did you do to our crew
member?'
"Shewasremoved,” the Gray said.

"Removed to where?' Anson asked as he reloaded his pistol. ™Y ou want me to shoot him for you,
son?' he asked me, dapped amagazine in, and then chambered around.

"l do not know where sheis. Shewasjust removed,” the thing said.

| stuck my right index finger through itsleft eyebdl and it squedled in agony with agirlish and childlike
sgueal asthe eye popped and the blue-green blood squirted out.

"Eeesaaccchhhh! Pleeeeaase do not kill me!l" It flailed and screamed in pain.

"Thenyou will tl mewhere Tatianaid!" | yelled initsface. Blue-green syrup now just oozed from
the eyeless socket.

"Please, | do not know. | merely removed her. She had to be removed or the Himbroozya could
have destroyed usal!" Histwo-piece nictitating membranes clamped tight over the destroyed eye.

"The Himbroozya? What are you talking about?" 'Becca asked it.

"She wasinfected with the Himbroozya. | could not allow her to comeinto contact with The
Species”

"] don't careif she had the meades, typhoid, V.D., and Ebola—bring her back now!" | shook him
again.

"I cannot. She has been removed . . . converted to energy in asingularity. Sheisdead.”

"No, sheign't, you little bulbous-headed ass. Mike, connect to thisthing'slink," | said and thought at
the sametime,

Do you hear me, alien?
Yes! How did you do that?

None of your damned business. | dapped the thing on the sde of the head and told him to shut the
hell up because | was the one asking the questions here. Tatiana, can you hear me, baby?

Sevie?
Are you okay, Tatiana?

Thereisno change, lover, and I'm getting scared. The warp field is holding for now. | have
done some calculations and | believe that the warp field will last for about two thousand years,
but | sure as hell don't want to stay in here that long. It'sreal dark in here, Stevie.

I'm working on it, gorgeous. | will get you out of there! | throttled the little Gray abit more. Y ou hear
that, you dien puke. Sheisgtill dive and trgpped in that damned bubble of yours.

But how? The dien thought to me. That isimpossible!

| smacked him on side of the head again, Did that sound impossible to you? Sheisthere. NOW GET
HER OUT!

Evenif I could, | would not. You can kill meif you must, but she cannot come into contact
with The Species.

And why is that?

| cannot say.



| smacked him again. Y ou better get to saying or you'll be needing two eye patchesinstead of onel

Please stop punishing me. | cannot say because | do not know other than the fact that she was
infected with the Himbroozya. My orders are that no creature thusinfected be allowed to come into
physical contact with The Species. Only the Regency could tell you why. The little Gray thing squirmed
againgt itsbondsin an attempt to loosen the pressure on its Ssump arm and its popped eye was looking
kind of rough aswdll. It must have been in somered pain.

Then you will take usto thisRegency now! That is, unless you want to join your friends over the
edge of the building here. | pointed at the alien blood 00zing everywhere to make my point.

| will take you.

Good. Then if you will allow me to use my nanomachines on you, I'll fix you.

Please, | amin agony.

Mike, fix him. | was mad and wanted to kill the entire Gray race, but the levels of cruelty and torture
| had inflicted upon the creature | could only stomach for so long. | was mad but not psychoatic.

Don't let this go to your bulbous head, alien. If you get out of line I'll squish you in a heartbeat!
His eye resolved back into place, aswdll ashisarm. The dien looked at itsarm and blinked itslarge
two-part nictitating membranes on hisleft eyerapidly.

Tatiana? How are you?

Sill in here, Seven. Any luck yet?

I'mstill working on it. Try to hold on in there for now.

I'll hold on aslong as | haveto. Just get me out of here.

| explained to the rest of the gang what was going on and what the little dien had said. | felt no
remorse or pity for the creature asthey had felt none for me those years that they had tortured me and
tormented me without me even knowing it. Their influence had led meto attempt suicide. | had no
sympathy for thething. But | did fix it. | could havelet it remain in agony abit longer. But my guesswas
that | wastorturing an officer that didn't create the policies of the Gray race, but only enforced them. |
wanted to find the bastard who was in charge and torture it. Anson had listened carefully as| replayed
the conversation for them. He was convinced more than ever of the boobytrap theory.

Tabithawas most interested in the fact that the thing referred to itself as The Species. The arrogant
littlefuckers! I know my accounting here has some colorful language but you just have to redize how
much | was growing to hate these things. They were arrogant; they felt it was okay to go around
abducting and murdering people, and they had just attempted to kill Tatiana. We had done nothing to
provoke them. Had Mike not intervened in time, she would be dead for sure.

Sevie?

Yeah, baby?

I'm scared.

Me too, honey, me too.



CHAPTER 22

The little freckle-faced Gray made afew facid twitchesand | could tell hewas using the interface to
the Infrastructure. These Grays were not good at covering their facid tics. He would have been horrible
at poker. Following the Framework communications that he had made, asmal ball of light appeared
from nowhere and hovered ameter or soin front of us. The bal of light expanded and then blinked out,
leaving ahemispherica vehicle with no top onit. Inside the vehicle were two rows of seets, onewithits
back to the circumference of the hemisphere and the other on asmaller concentric circle around the
central hub of the vehicle with its back to the center of the craft. The central hub had alone chair,
obvioudy the cockpit, and there was a pilot Sitting there. The pilot was astandard Gray dien with no
freckles.

Thelittle freckle-faced Gray turned to Tabitha. "Please, we must go in this vehicle to meet the
Regency.”

"How do we know that we can trust you?' Tabitharesponded. | maintained my grip on thelittle
creature's choke collar.

"Trugt isirrlevant. If you desire to see the Regency then you must comewith mein thisvehicle.”

"Y eah, right! And as soon aswe step foot in thisthing you will turn on the confinement beam and
strand usin abubblelike you did Tatianal" | was preparing to punch the thing in the spot where anose
should have been.

"I'd say that you little bastards are full of shit if you think we're just gonnahop in your device here and
trust you for no reason. Tab, I'm gonna side with Steven on thisone,” Anson said.

"Wdll, what would you have us do, Anson? Fly there on our own, perhaps?' Tabitha asked. She
seemed the most clearheaded of us at the moment. "We will take the smaller dien ship,” she decided.
"Alien, can you give us directions to where we can meet this Regency? We will fly in our own vessd."

"| was ordered to take you in thisvessdl," the little freckle-faced thing said and made aweird facia
ticashedid so. | knew he was downloading information, but about what?

"Listen here, thing." | rapped itsright ear pretty hard and its head bobbled back and forth from left to
right severd times. It shook its head kind of the way adog doesto get water off its back. "Thelady says
we fly our own vessd and that istheway it will be."

"Must you continuoudy punish me? | will relay your request,” it said.

| dapped it again. "Listen to me, you little bug, your race has reentlesdy tortured millions of us
throughout our history. I'm just getting Started on the punishment that | plan to inflict on your species. You
havealot of explaining to do!"

"Steven, rax!" General Clemons ordered me. She seemed to forget that | wasn't in her army and
that she wasn't the boss of me. In fact, had it not been for me they would never have figured out what
was going on with these alien abductors. | was getting irrationa and it reminded meof . . .

Mike! Why am | being irrational ?



Seven? Please restate the question?

I'm. .. very angry and emotionally unsure of myself.

Seven! You've been implanted . . . all of you have been!

Get them out, Mike! Now!

| removed yours, Steven. You must get closer to the others and turn on the warp armor!
Got it!

"EVERYBODY CIRCLE ON ME NOW!" | yelled. They al looked confused for a second. The
emotiond instability caused by the implantswas delaying thair abilitiesto think rapidly and rationally. A
second or so delay passed before they realized | was concerned about our safety. They all rushed to my
sdeand | flipped on my warp bubble with the radius modified to encompass all of us. "Weve been
implanted!" | explained. At the sametime| dung thelittledien ashard as| could throw it againgt the
warp bubble wall. It landed with a crack and then did down to the bottom of the bubble, whimpering in
an odd dhrill voice.

"Weve been what?' Jm asked.

"Hold il . . . youwon't fed thisat dl,” | said as| placed my hand on his shoulder. | continued the
same with each of the others. "Did you notice that you were feding unsure of your decisons and that
your emotions were getting uncontrollable?" | asked them.

"Yeah, | wasdmost in tears," Rebeccasaid.

"The Grays somehow implanted us with tracking deviceslike they put in the abductees. One of the
sde effectsisthat it makes you nuts. | know; | was nuts for four years because of one of those things.
Fortunately, | recognized the symptoms of being crazy from experience. Mike was able to remove them
for us. The warp fields should protect us. Keep your warp skinson at al timesfrom now on.”

"How . . . did you know that? It isimpossible for primitivesto have this capability!” Thedienroseto
itsfeet and rubbed anew bruise on its forehead.

"None of your businessl” | shot it amean look hoping to indtill alittlefear into it. | wished now that |
hadn't fixed hisarm and eye. The rest of the team implemented their warp generators and | backed mine
off just to enclose me. The Gray stood there confused and amazed by the power we primitives were
widding.

"Son, | think it'stimeto get rid of our baggage here. My guessisthat heisresponsible for the
implants, right?" Anson shrugged his shoulders.

"Yes, asfar as| cantell that'sright. But let's not kill him yet, we still need to find this Regency,” |
replied. Then | heard agunshot and another right after.

The freckle-faced Gray had attempted to make arun for it, but Tabithawas too quick on the draw
for it. She shot both of itslegs out from under it and it went flailing across the rooftop onto itsface,
screaming in pain. At the sametime, the pilot of the vessdl the Regency had sent was moving franticaly
over the controls of the vehicle. A throwing knife suddenly appeared right between the thing's eyes where
anose should have been. 'Becca carefully approached the thing and retrieved her dagger. She wiped the
blue syrup from the blade and then the blade vanished somewhere into her pants. | had never even
known she was carrying a dagger. | wondered what € se she had in there. Jim looked at the controls on
the vehicle but couldn't decipher them.

"He was fiddling with something here, but I'll be damned if | know what it washe did,” Jm said.
"We need to quit dicking around and find this Regency!" Anson said.

"| agree." Tabithareached down and grabbed the choke collar and pulled it very tight around the
Gray's neck. "We see now that we cannot trust you. Tell us how to contact this Regency or | will pop
your little head right off!" She pulled it up onto itsfeet causing it to fed the pain of the gravitationa
pressure on its now ruined legs. The bullet holesin the thighs of the creature oozed the blue-green syrupy
blood down its legs and onto the rooftop.



"Eeeekkk! Please stop! | will not tell you without the Regency's permission. | cannot by physiologica
function disobey the Regency.” The Gray tried to rub at its legs but Tabithakept it upright with the choke
collar.

"Then | suggest you get on the horn and cal up your bossand tell it to get its ass over here, now!"
Tabithayeled at it.

| could see why Anson liked thislady. She has some serious chutzpa, spunk, fortitude, and awhole
lot of other stuff. She reminded me of Tatiana.

Baby, you okay?

| haven't gone anywhere yet.

Sill working on it, Tatiana. | will get you out.

Seven?

Yes?

| love you.

| love you, too.

The Gray made some facid twitchesthat were nearly unperceivable and theniit fell over . . . dead.
"What the hdl|?' Tabithasad.

| walked over and checked it for any type of vital signsas Tabitha had just done. Nothing.

"Perhaps one of them knows where thisRegency is," Anson said. He pointed out across the rooftop
at agroup of seven balls of blue-white light. Asthe bals got closer they vanished and then resppeared a
few metersin front of us. The ballsflashed inward and seven large Grays with red gill-like markings on
their necks and blue stripes on their foreheads and ears appeared before us. These Grays were about
thirty centimeterstaller than the others and they were wearing blue and black tights. | guessed that the
tights were of the same type of condensed matter materia asthe alien armor Tatiana had designed.

"Youwill ceaseyour hodtilities, Earthlings,” the largest of the Grays sad.

"We might. But we do not follow your orders, dien,” Tabithasaid camly. "Areyou the leaders of
your, uh, people?!

"We are the Regency and are, asyou perceive, the leaders of The Species,”" another one of the
regaly marked Grays answered.

"Why areyou here, humans?'

"We have discovered that you have been abducting our people, torturing them, and manipulating our
history for thousands of years. We want to know why—and we want thisto stop!" Tabitha said.

"Ah, you havefindly grown up,” the Gray in the center said.

"Grown up! Prawvmitoos, you are soft. They are ftill primitive monkeys. Just look at them. If your
soldier drones were as adept as you claimed, these monkeys would have been taken care of by now."

"Y es, anuisance that, but that soldier dronewill no longer fail me."
"His demise wastoo painless.”

"Feyibi, you always have a harsh view of al creatures, don't you? If these creatures have not grown
up then how are they here and why have we no control over their implants?' Prawmitoos replied.

"Tdl usexactly what you want, humans, and perhapswe will spare your lives," another one of them
said bitterly asit toed the standard Gray that 'Becca had taken out with her dagger. | was curiousif the
arrogant roya Gray was bluffing or if they redly could take us.

"To dart with, whereis Tatiana; the one of usthat the freckle-faced gray shot with the confinement
bubble device?" | asked.

"She was infected by the Himbroozya and had to be removed,” Feyibi said.
"Himbroozya, himbroozya, what the hell isthishimbroozya?' | yelled at them.



"Human, we can hear you and there isno need to be loud. Why do you not ask your Servant that
you carry hidden away in your abdomen?' Prawmitoos said.

"He doesn't know," | told him. Mike, you're my friend, not a servant!

Thank you, Steven. But you did program me to follow your orders.

We will remedy that soon then. Just not right this second, okay?

| understand, Steven.

"Ah, yes, but dl he hasto do is download the information for you from the Universum Indicium
Tela," one of the other Grays said.

"Universum Indicium Tda?' Tabithaasked.

"It sounds like Létin, Tabitha," Anson interrupted. "If it isit means something like the whole world or
universe, information or data, and weave or web that isweaved. Heis saying the Universal Information
Web or World Wide Web!"

"Latin?' Tabithaasked. Nobody responded.

"The Infrastructure?' | asked. "We decided not to let Mike access the Infrastructure to keep you
fromtrackingus” | said.

"A wisedecison, | suppose,” aroyd Gray said.

"| agree with you, Y iagpetoes. Perhaps these primitives are more advanced than we think. It appears
that they even understand the existence of the UIT."

| found the pardldsintriguing. The YIT or Universal Indicium Tela (U isaY inlatin, I, T) isvery
smilar to us saying WWW for World Wide Web—very interesting. Then Tabithals comment hit me—
why Latin?

"Enough smdl tak. What isthe Himbroozyaand whereis Tatiana?' | said.

"The Himbroozyais atechnologica picophage designed by Tentalos for Opolawn. He infected the
human race with it more than six thousand of your years ago. Asfar asyour friend is concerned, | do not
know of her location or how we can help her,” Prawmitoos answered.

"A picophage?' Jm asked. "What doesit do and why did he infect humanity with it? And who the
hell is Opolawn to us?'

"And for that matter," 'Beccaadded, "why arey'al so damned afraid of this Himbroozya that you
have to disintegrate someone infected with it as soon as you meet them?”

"The Gray bastards are afraid of this Himbroozya and can't cureit. | bet that's why therésa
quarantine around the isolatees," Anson pointed out.

"Y ou understand quite well, human,” Prawmitoos replied.
"Wait aminute," Tabithainterrupted. "Why Latin?'
"Itisnot Latin, human. It is Teytoonise. Y ou will find most of your ancient languages have aroot in

Teytoonise. A sde-effect phenomenon we have yet to understand about the Himbroozyais that those
speciesinfected with it evolve Teytoonise language and concept pardlds™ Ataasreplied.

"Wl then, what does this Himbroozya do?' | asked.

"It causes a pecies to beimmorta, not an individual. The speciesisimmorta because it drivesthem
to perpetuate. But, more than that it, drives the infected species beyond its abilities and causesit to
develop new methods of warfare and means for destruction—uwhich the Lumpeyins might then use
againg us. We dso haveinteligence that suggests that Opolawn himsalf can control individuasinfected
by it across vast distances of space viathe YIT. Opolawn left the picophage behind to infect humanity as
he knew it was deep within our controlled space. We warred with the Lumpeyins and forced them from
some of our space but they took some aswell. We then reached avery uneasy and fase peace. But
before the truce required them to leave certain regions of our space, they managed to leave behind this
menace on many planets” Feyibi explained.



"And these planets would be ones where individuas infected by this phage are denied accessto your
YIT, | sugpect?' Anson said.

"Yes, that is correct,” Prawmitoos said.
"Isthere acure for this picophage? Why can't the nanomachines eat it?" Tabitha asked.

"Tab, my guessisthat this picophageisjust that, a picometer phage. That would be three orders of
magnitude smdler than the nanomachines and would be undetectable by them,”" Anson replied.

"You are quite correct.” Theroya Gray furrowed its head and wrinkled the coloration there. It didn't
seem happy that we understood their plight.

"Then thereisno cure for this picophage?’ 'Becca asked.

"No cure that we have been able to discover. Thisiswhy we have droneslivein your solar system
and conduct experiments on your species. They aretrying to develop acure for thistechnologica
disease. Unfortunately, they have yet to discover one. They are motivated, asthey are exposed to the
phage and cannot return unlessthey find acure. We have sent our best scientist drones.”

"Yes, | bet you did. All the way to the Russian front, mein Fuehrer " Tabithasaid.

"Wait aminute." | thought about their actions seeming abit mega omaniaca and not with any good
intent, or at least nonethat | could perceive. "Y ou could careless about us, isn't that right? Y ou are
experimenting on usto find acure for yoursaves. That iswhy you stay hidden away 0. You are afraid of
these Lumpeyins, aren't you? And what happensif we become aware or athreat?' | knew the answer.
The bastards would wipe us out.

The Teytoonis didn't answer immediately. In fact they seemed to dl havefacia twitches. They were
conferring over their headbands. | amost decided to grab one of them and connect to hiscircuit, but |
thought better of it.

"Okay, so why can't you help Tatiana?'
"Thereis no escape from the collapsing quantum singularity that she has been placed in. Her use of

the warp field to delay her fate was clever, but it will not save her in the end and isonly delaying the
inevitable. Even if we could save her, we would not. Sheisinfected after dl,” Prawmitoos said.

Mike, access this damned YIT and get as much info as you can on everything. If you detect
them pinging you, get out.
| understand, Seven.

Findly, Tabithaforced them to answer the big question. ™Y ou never answered. Are you afraid of
these Lumpeyins and are we inconsequentia to you?"

"Yes" isdl Prawmitoos said.

"And when we get too dangerous to be used as lab rats what then?" Tabitha asked.

"| believe the answer isobvious" Feyibi replied.

"Y ou plan to destroy humanity?" Anson asked.

"I'm sorry, but it isyour fate," Prawmitoos said.

"Bullshit!" | said. | didn't like these bastards from the first day | met them and | liked them even less
at thispoint.

Seven?

Yes, Mike? | was getting used to being part of multiple conversations a once. Having awifeand a
sentient computer aways talking in your head will force you to develop this kill.

Thereisway too much dataon the YIT for me to download even small fractions of it. Do you have
any suggestions? Mikesaid in my mind.

Uh, Mike, have Michelle make a copy of yourself back in the supply room on the Phoenix, but tell
her to not add any SuperAgent code. Use that cube as a data repository. In fact, have her make as many



cubes as she can and fill them up with as much as you can find that might be pertinent to the surviva of
the human race. Understand?

Yes, Seven.

"Wait aminute," Jm interjected. "If this Opolawn cregture can control the picophage on individua
levels, then that must mean there is some sort of control mechanism somewhere.”

"Yes, 0?' Feyibi asked.

"Well, why don't we go and get the damned thing and turn it off? Then what happensto the
picophage?’

"We have seen this before. The picophage drivesits victims rapidly insane. Destroying the control
mechanism is not an option for humanity since o many of you are infected—more than two-thirds of
your species are tainted. The warsthat would be created on your planet would devastate your culture.
On the other hand, it would be agood option for us."

"Wdl, what if wefound the thing and just locked it away in aplace and let nobody send ingtructions
to this picophage? Would it just lie around dormant? How does the virus spread?" Tabitha asked, not
quite sureif theword virus actudly fit.

"The phage spread is controlled through the control mechanism and Opolawn chooses hisvictims
carefully,” Yiagpetoes explained.

"This Opolawn must be one bored dudeto St around for millenniajust tinkering with four billion
peopleslives” 'Beccasad.

"Themind of the Lumpeyinsis amazing and such tasks are minute to them,” Prawmitoos assured us. |
waan't sureif he had meant the mind of a Lumpeyin or the mind of the Lumpeyins. Werethey individuas
or were they acollective mind?

"Well, that isthe answer. We will go and take the control mechanism from the Lumpeyins and then
wewill control our own fate. Wewill et the virus remain dormant until it is gone from attrition of the
infected individuas. Once dl infected people have died of old age, afew generations from now, then we
will destroy the controller,” Tabithasaid.

"Great plan, Tabitha. But if we return from Lumpeyin space with this control device or whatever the
hdll itis, you bastardswill let Tatiana out of her prison and you will spare Earth from annihilation.” | told
them, | didn't ask.

"Wewill spare Earth. But as| have said before, there is no escape from the diminishing quantum
singularity within which sheistrgpped. We are sorry."

"You'refull of shit!" | said.

CHAPTER 23

We spent the next three days discussing strategies and possible scenarios to approach Lumpeya City
in the mountain continent of the alien planet. There didn't seem to be asmpleway to do it. For onething,



the damned place was more than thirty thousand light years away. Thetrip in aGray ship would take as
much asten days. The next big hurdle was the fact that Opolawn would see us coming for those ten
days. So, somehow we had to devise aruseto fly under the flag of truce. Prawmitoos suggested that we
could approach under the treaty by which the galaxy had been separated. It seemed like the only way to
gpproach Lumpeyinis or whatever the hell they cdledit.

We a so needed intelligence on how the picophage worked, what the controller looked like, and
whereit would be. Mike found alot of thisinformation onthe YIT. The aiensdidn't compartmentdize
their information since none of the drones would look for anything that they weren't instructed to look for.
| quickly understood why | was able to hack Mike so easily. God, these diens were powerful, but
stupid. | stored that information away in my mind and began to subprocessit for possible future
goplications.

The information that we couldn't find on the YT wasn't there because it didn't exist, according to
Feyibi. The Titan told us as much information asit had gathered through persona encounters and then
had the others discuss the concept with us aswell. We understood the general configuration of the
device. It could gather massive amounts of information viathe YIT and subprocess that information at
various stages during the data manipulation process before it reached the main processor. There an
artificid intelligence of some sort would sort the data throughout the multiprocessor bus of the device and
reroute commands back out over the YIT. In other words, it was another damned SuperAgent. Mike,
Anson, Jm, and | discussed the possibilities of overpowering the SuperAgent or just pinging the
controller acrossthe Infrastructure to find it.

We redlized that the picophage must have some sort of signature that could be detected and that the
Teytoonis knew this. The credit card device knew that Tatianawas infected. How? We searched back
through the YIT and found it. Theindividual picophage device was much larger in macrogpace. In fact,
each tiny device was about Six centimeters across, again the Dr. Who's phone booth phenomena came
into play. The devices apparently used aVan den Broeck—modified Alcubierre-type warp bubble that
was a picometer wide on the outside but was six centimeters wide on the insde. So how wasit
detected? Easy; the tiny location within the picometer bubble contained more energy density than norma
gpace from an outside-the-bubbl e reference frame. Following Einstein's equations that spacetime
curvatureis proportiona to energy density, the spacetime around these pico devices should be dightly
curved inward. And the Teytoonis had been able to detect this extremely smdl change in spacetime
curvature. Anson commented to the fact that al of these little warp drives floating around on Earth could
have been one of the reasonsthat during his origind warp experiment program he never could find a
closed solution to the Einstein equations that matched the experimental data. Mike thought he was
correct.

At any rate, wefigured out away to rig together one of these credit card things with the sensorson
the Phoenix and then have Mike ping Earth through the Infrastructure. When he did he received an echo
that had the address of the picophage cloud. There were more than 10% returnsin a superposition wave
and we nearly dismissed them as noise until we looked at the signd's frequency spectrum. The
information was spread out on a hopping spectrum from radio-type pings way on up to pingsthat the
Teytoonis used, but they were there and we found them. The Teytoonis were amazed at our scientific
and engineering capability because they had never gotten thisfar in tracking the things before. Before long
Tabithawarned usto start keeping most of our tricks secret. We hoped that something here would end
up being awegpon that we could use to hold both the Grays—the Teytoonis—and the Lumpeyins at
bay.

After we were confident that we understood exactly the signd that the picophage returned upon
pinging, we started looking for signals that were being sent to the picophage devices.

"Y ou know," Tabitha commented, "what we have done hereisgood SIGINT work eveniif it was
with dien technology.”

"Well | would agree partidly, Tabitha" Anson said. "But it isalittle more, redly. | would say it was



MASINT since we werent just detecting the SIGnals INTd ligence, but we aso had to do some
Measurement first And then do some SIGnasINTé ligence."

Whatever Anson or Tabithawanted to cal it, we were putting some wel-learned human traitsto
good use.

Findly, after day twenty-two we had it. Anson caled usinto the makeshift lab in the Phoenix where
he and Sara had detected asignal from an exact location within Lumpeya City the Grays had pinpointed.
That had to be the device's location and we now knew exactly whereit was. These factsrealy amazed
and frightened the Grays. They had apparently been trying to find this thing for more than six thousand
yearswith no luck. '‘Becca pointed out to them that their dave scientists probably weren't really motivated
intheright way to help them. Then she told them about flies, honey, and vinegar. It was completely lost
on Feyibi and Atdas and Y iaegpetoes, but Prawmitoos seemed to ponder the story. Perhapsit didn't fall
completely on desf ears.

Occasiondly, Tatianaand | would talk for limited, smal amounts of time. | missed her terribly. The
wait between conversations wasn't as bad for her since she had taken to putting herself in suspended
animation in order to conserve her strength and life expectancy. Oxygen wasn't a problem since the
nanomachines could convert the carbon dioxide that she breathed out right back into diatomic oxygen
very easly and practicdly ingantaneoudy. Thewarp armor belts only had minima air supplies sincewe
expected to use them in a bregthable atmosphere. All that was normally needed to replenish the air would
be aquick lights-off lights-on maneuver. We had planned for them to be used as emergency spacesuits
but that was for limited periods of time and the air supply limitation was counted in minutes, not days.

Food and water were Tatianas biggest problems. We calculated that the nanomachines could
reutilize her clothes and wesgpons; her urine, feces, and swest; and the food and water that werein her
stomach, and any excess body fat and muscle over and over (at the body's typicd ten percent efficiency)
for about ayear before there was nothing left of her but vital organs. If she had to she would use her hair
firgt, then her breasts, then her fingers and toes and her earlobes and ears, her eyeballs, then her hands
and feet, then her arams and legs, until there was nothing left. So we only alowed ourseves aminute aday
for quality time together. It was hard thinking about what she was going through and that she was trapped
there thisway, but she was intent on staying dive no matter what it took. She had a year before she had
to start in on her hair. That had to be enough time. Thetota gruesome caculated time that she could stay
inthere and till be fixed when she got out was pushing ahundred years, about twice that if we stopped
talking until we got her out. But Tatianatold methat if she had to stay there that long without talking to
me, she would end it now. We didn't have that conversation again.

Fortunately, with our rapid download capabilities| could fill Tatianain onafull day in amatter of
microseconds, and then spend the rest of the minute telling her how much | loved her.

Tatianatold me afew days after | had downloaded her the specsfor the picophage detection system
that she wasworking on an ideafor getting out. She knew she was wasting energy that she might need
sometime in the future, but she said she was only alowing hersdf an extraminute aday for this—which
would cut her year into Sx months. She told me severd timesthat she didn't have aneed for legs and
armsin that damned bubble. | cried dl that night and had that image stuck in my heed. It was Jm and
'‘Beccawho came around and pulled me through the depression. | dso had Mike keep tabson it for me.
He assured methat | was perfectly normal and that he was sad, too.

Ten more days passed and we were prepared for our journey. We planned to take the Phoenix to
Lumpeya City. The Teytoonise drones had fixed the quantum fluctuation drive and so it would be able to
make the trip athird of the way acrossthe galaxy in just ten or so days. Tabitha asked Prawmitoosif he
would give Annie, Sara, and Al aride back to the edge of the quarantine zone and drop them off therein
the Einstein. He had a science drone ship do this. He told us that he planned to come dong to Lumpeya
City with us. We argued with him about it for sometime, but the Gray finaly put hisfoot down and said
that thiswould be the only way hewould alow the Einstein to return to Earth space. Anson stepped in
and told him that he had a desl



Finaly, we were on our way to meet the Lumpeyins—or at least Opolawn. Once we were aboard
the Phoenix and on our way a amillion times the speed of light, Prawmitoos took me aside when
nobody el se was around and he touched my forehead.

You hear me, human?
Yes, alien. What do you want?

This is something that you might need. He pamed two smal meddlions made of aflintlike soneto
me. One was agrayish color and the other black.

What are these and why are you giving them to me?

You have the Servant and under stand its mechanisms quite clearly. | think you could use this
best. It isFUER. Your people have yet to devel op this technology, but | give it to you now with
hopes that you will understand its potential applications. It is what you might mistakenly call
elementary particles.

When he thought it and spoke it the word sounded like adrawn out "fuyer”" and sounded almost
exactly like the way that Anson saysthe word "firé" in his dow Southern redneck drawl. He downloaded
theingtructionsto me and | redlized that it was a serious wegpon, one which worked similarly to a
nuclear bomb. If you forced the two rocks together hard enough, like striking two flint stones, you would
create sparks. If you really dammed them together it would rel ease tremendous amounts of energy, many
hundreds or possibly thousands of times greater energy than anuclear device. FUER wasalL ain
acronym for fugitivus unus elementum retineo. Fugitivus trandatesto something like afugitive or
runaway dave. Unus means one and only one. Elementum isthefirgt principle or basic condtituent.
Retineo means congtrained or confined. Put it dl together and you get something like fugitive one and
only one basic congtituent confined. It rang abell with me and | was sure it would with Anson, Jm, or
Tatiana. The best | could gather was that the rocks were crystallized arrays of quarks.

Single quarksdidn't exist asfar as| knew until that moment. Quarks are the basic congtituent of
matter and always come in twos or threes—never one and only one. The gluon force required to keep
the damned things together getslarger the harder you try pulling them apart. In other words, quarks are
attached in such away that they can't be pulled apart because it would take a near infiniteforceto doiit. |
say infinite just because humans have never figured out how much energy it would take. Oh, thereare
theories, but nobody has ever figured out how to do it. Obvioudy, Prawmitoos had figured out how to
free some quarks, capture the free ones, and confine them in some type of matrix. Hewasgiving mea
couple of chunks of the stuff.

Human, you must keep thisinside your warp field or Opolawn will be able to detect it. Do you
under stand?

Yes. Thanks, | think. But why are you doing this?

When we get to Lumpeya City | cannot help you. We are under treaty with the Lumpeyins and
will not make war with them unless they are infringing upon that treaty. They are not violating
the treaty as you are not protected by us. Use this gift of FUER wisely.

Mike, did you get all that?

Yes, Seven. Curious, isn't it?

Let's remember to download it to Tatiana later.
Okay, Steven.

Mike?

Yes, Steven?

Y ou are agood friend.

Thanks, Steven.



* % %

Tatiana had the brilliant idea of attaching the two FUER piecesto asmal warp armor belt. If we
modified the warp bubble to rapidly collapse like the Gray's confinement bubble, it would force the two
pieces of quarkium nuggets together and implement the quark fusion bomb effect. The warp device
would be destroyed, thus releasing the mammoth explosion. We talked this over with Mike and were
ableto build such adeviceinto abox much smaler than awristwatch. | then had Mike attach the FUER
medallions on either side of the thing and place alow-level warp bubble on and around the FUER at dll
times. Thissmall warp bubble was about the sze of agolf bal and | had Mike place ahard shell around
thewarp fiedd. Then | picked up thelittle bal with the miniature warp bubbleinsdeit and put the thing in
my pocket. | hoped | wouldn't haveto useit, but al it would take to activate it would be amental order
from meto Mike and | would useit if | needed to.

CHAPTER 24

"Yeah, but | fill don't trust the little bastard,” 'Beccareplied as she turned and leaned back in her
chair. The YIT radar data displayed on the widescreen bridge monitor behind her head overlaying our
current position on that region of the gaaxy. Therewas ill along way to go to Lumpeya City.

"Well, | don't either, but why ese did he give me the FUER?" | looked around at the group for a
response. | could tell that Anson didn't like Prawmitoos either. We had made the bridge, the engine
room, and the nanomachine room off-limits to the Gray so we could speak here without worrying about
him eavesdropping. Mike kept tabs on what he was up to continuoudly. The silly Gray just seemed to Sit
idlein hisassgned quarters and did nothing.

"Steven," Tabithasaid. "These Grays are very sdlf-serving and conniving. Everything they dois
planned. Infact, | wouldn't be surprised to see that there are plans within plansthat we haven't yet
consdered.”

"Planswithin planswithin plans. . ." Anson said.

| redlized he was quoting from Dune. The W-squared's science fiction training seemed ever present.
"You'reright, of course. But thisisquite agift, | just need to make surethat | don't useit to the Gray's
advantage. I'm not sure when or how that will be" | said.

"An opportunity will present itself sooner or later, Steven," Jm said. "Aslong aswe aredl onthe
same page here; none of ustrust the Grays, right?”

"Duh!" 'Beccasaid and dugged him on the shoulder.

"Well, Im, I'll tell yaone damn thing. That stuff about his soldier drone not having the chanceto fall
him again sounded a bit like Darth Vader or Admira Thrawnto me," Anson said. "Hell fire, boy, |
wouldn't trust 'em asfar as| could throw him."

"| can't quite get agrip on hismoativation ether,” | said.
"Steven, my boy, Prawmitoos's motivation would seem odd to us even if we did know it. Y ou know



why?" Anson asked.
"l dunno?' | shrugged my shoulders.

"Because, son, he'san dien. Ergo, therefore, and dl that shit, hismotivationswill bejust that . . .
dien! Itisvery unlikely that the dien motives are in line with anything that would make senseto us. So
what do we do about it?' He asked everybody thistime and | could tell that they had had this
conversation before. And the more | really began to think about al the sciencefiction stories| had
assmilated, | was certain | would reach the same conclusion.

"We don't give adamn about their motives. We do what we need to do to survive and thrive,” Jm
and 'Becca recited.

They wereright! We couldn't concern ourselves with why the aliens were doing what they were
doing other than for intelligence on ameans of defeating them. All of uswould have preferred to meet a
group of utopiansthat would give usthe cure for cancer and an Encyclopedia Galactica but that isn't
what happened. Each speciesis going to do what isbest for that species, most likely. Thisiswhat we
planned to do. Thisiswhat we would do. If what we had to do to insure our survival was detrimentd to
the Grays surviva, well, | guess| just didn't really give arat's ass. Anson had used those exact words a
few seconds before and | found that | completely agreed with him.

We attempted to come up with aplan of attack, but we knew so little about what was about to
happen to us when we reached the Lumpeyine central world that we decided there wasno need in
wasting our time planning. We had no datafrom which to plan. Prawmitooswaslittlehdp and the YIT
didn't have enough details of the city or fortress or temple or whatever it wasto giveusaclueasto a
course of action. We were just going to haveto wing it!

We are almost to Lumpeya City, gorgeous. Hang in there.
I'm fine, Stevie. No sign of the Lumpeyinsyet? Tatiana asked.

Oh yes! They have been shadowing our approach now for a day or so. The same way the
Grays did us when we entered their space.

My idea for getting out of here hasn't panned out yet.
What was the idea?
| thought of attempting to use our quantum connection and to attempt quantum teleportation

of a miniature warp bubble through the Infrastructure. | don't have the resourcesin here to set
that up. It's back to the drawing board.

| thought we decided that that probably wouldn't work anyway?

| know, but it makes sense that it would work if the matter was shrunk to as small as half a
wavel ength of the information beam that is teleported and if we could make the matter fall into
the right place in the quantum connected region of the data stream.

I'll think about that, hot stuff. In the mean time, you better get back to sleep. | love you.
| know you do, Sevie.

We reached Lumpeya City while being shadowed by nineteen vessds that implemented something
gmilar to warp drive. They could keep up with the Phoenix’s quantum fluctuation drive so it was clear
the Lumpeyins understood warp technology far better than we humans did. Prawmitoos remained quiet
until we reached orbit around the planet-sized city. The central part of the city covered or perhaps made
up the mountain continent of the planet, but the entire planet was the capitd city of the Lumpeyins.
Prawmitoos then called out in his native tongue to the Lumpeyins and asked to speak with Opolawn
directly.

He clamed he was smply here asaliaison to introduce the Earthling del egation to the Lumpeyins. A



few seconds passed and then the Phoenix was engulfed in awarp field that was attached to a beam of
ydlow light that shone from the planet below. The planet was about twice the diameter of Earth and had
blue oceans covering nearly fifty percent of it. There were amazingly large technological structuresthat
surrounded and covered the world, even above the oceans. The sky was filled with floating platforms and
towersthat didn't gppear to touch the surface anywhere, and there were space-based buildings and
platforms everywhere. Asthe yellow beam of light pulled us downward we could tell that the architecture
appeared to usto be a combination of science fiction techno and ancient Greek temple.

We dropped toward the planet at about Mach thirty or so and then came to a screeching halt two
hundred meters above what Prawmitoos referred to as the Sanctuary of Opolawn. According to Mike,
we were directly over the coordinates for the picophage control device.

The temple stretched out radidly in every direction asfar asthe eye could see. There were columns
that stretched upward thousands of meters—maybe more. A river flowed from the center of the building
and grew in Sze asif flowed down the mountainsde into the ocean below. The temple appeared in much
the same design as pictures | had seen of Apollo's Temple on Earth, but with an odd modern and sci-fi
décor, and many orders of magnitude greater in its majesty. As Anson put it, there was too much just
downright gaudiness.

The Phoenix was put down on what appeared to be alanding field near the edge of theriver. It
never dawned on meto ask the name of theriver. Wefollowed Prawmitoos out of the spaceship down
to the surface and there we met, in dl His Mgesty, Opolawn.

The Emperor of the Lumpeyins stood before us about three meterstall and looked amost
human—humanoid at least. Anson muttered something about convergent evolution and probabilities of so
many humanoids, but | didn't pay close attention. And who knew—uwith the nanomachines—these things
could make themselves gppear however they wanted, right?

Opolawn stood straight and tall and had body features and tight muscles not unlike any
well-constructed human—except that he was huge and his hair looked more like fur. Thisfur-hair was
probably four or five centimeterslong and stood up in an unruly fashion. Mot striking wasits
color—bright fire-engine-red. It matched his eyes perfectly. His ears were somewhat elfin shaped. He
had five fingers on each hand and he was wearing gray-white boots smilar in style to combat boots—so
| couldn't count histoes. He wore aloose-fitting style of trousersthat were smilar to our battle dress
uniforms, and they were bloused at his boot tops. The pants were also gray-white but with flecks of
bright yellow, which sort of matched the general terrain colors. He was wearing aloose-fitting top of the
same color and material that wrapped around him similar to akarate gi jacket. Around the loose top at
hiswaist wasabrilliant yellow, red, and gold sash that fluoresced continuoudy. Finaly, and most
interesting, was his skin. It was red, bright red and seemed to glow.

| scanned the areaand noted that all of the creatures here were red-skinned giants with elfin ears and
red fur hair. Opolawn's entourage was al dressed in asimilar manner to him, and most of them were
wielding sometype of staff. | concluded that these staffs were weapons and that | didn't want to get on
the wrong end of one of them.

He laughed a deep booming laugh and in an echoing voice said, "Prawmitoos, | see you have brought
petswith you."

"They aren't mine, Opolawn. | am merely giving them alift. They have thingsthey would like to
discusswith you," Prawmitoos answered in his screeching voice.

"Indeed." Opolawn turned to his entourage and issued some ordersin atongue that Mike had never
heard of before.

Apparently therewas moreto this YIT than we had been able to find. Perhaps as part of the treaty
that the Teytoonis had with the Lumpeyins, the Lumpeyinswerefirewalled off fromthe YIT.

" Speak, Earthlings. Who are you?' Opolawn commanded.
Tabithadowly and confidently stepped forward and in her voice of command but with an edge of



diplomacy said, "Opolawn, | am General Tabitha Clemons, the leader of Earth's space defense force.
We are here to discuss the presence of both Teytoonis and Lumpeyin technology in our solar system and
the likdihood of having it removed in apeaceful manner.”

Opolawn's voice boomed again as he laughed. "'l see. Did you Earthlings go to the Teytoonisor did
they cometo you?"'
"That isacomplicated question, but sufficeit to say that we met them hafway,” Tabithasaid.

Opolawn walked between al of uslooking closdly and smdling us. As he sniffed us he waved hisleft
hand up and down in front of uslike he was an evangelist about to hedl us. My guesswas that he was
using some sort of sensor on us. He stopped in front of me and bent forward to peer down into my eyes.
| matched his gaze with burning hatred and overbearing confidence.

Mike, be ready. If this son of a bitch makes a move we'll show him just how tough we are.
| am ready, Steven.

"You, are different,” Opolawn said to me.

"Y egh, how s0?" | asked.

Hejust smiled at me and said, "I am not certain. But you are different and | do not know you." He
moved on to Anson.

"You, | know." Opolawn's body morphed into agiant purple emu and then it morphed into the
likeness of Albert Eingtein wearing a spacesuit. Opolawn's likeness of Albert Einstein said in amockingly
whiny tone, "It was not your fault that the world took your great invention and tried to destroy itself,
Anson."

Anson looked shocked and began cursing the dlien with every redneck curse word he had ever
learned. "Have you been in my head, you aien thug? ! @##? Y ou should not have told me this because
now I'm gonnahave to kick your ass, you overgrown sunburned pointy-eared goddamned aien freak!"
Anson seethed in anger and | could see veins pulsing on histemples as he clenched hisfigtstight and
shifted hisweight onto the balls of hisfeet.

Opolawn chuckled with booming laughter while Anson continued to curse him up one sde and down
the other. Anson professed severa times that Opolawn was going to pay for violating his mind and the
human race. Opolawn just continued to tease him. Then he appeared for a brief moment as something
that looked like aflu viruswith Casmir effect power generators attached to it and then he morphed back
into Eingein.

Tabitha, Jm, and 'Becca seemed to redlize what Anson and the Eingtein lookaike were arguing
about. 'Becca seethed with anger and |ooked ready to pounce, but Tabitha interrupted.

"Opolawn, enough trickd" she ordered. Opolawn found it amusing and morphed back into himself.
"So, it istrue then. Y ou have invaded Anson's mind through his dreams before?!

"That istrue, General Clemons.” Opolawn laughed again. "'l visted Dr. Clemonsfrom timeto time."

"Did you dter hismind?"' 'Becca asked.

"l only ... visted. | occasiondly left anideaor two, but your scientist hereis quite the smart little
monkey and would have figured it out on hisown.. . . in another forty years or so." Opolawn laughed
agan.

"That isbordering on aviolation of the Treaty, Opolawn,” Prawmitoos said camly in hisgirly voice.

"Y ou will pay for invading my mind, dien!" Anson activated hiswarp armor. Seeing this startled al of
us and wefollowed hislead. He was very pissed and | thought was about to start bustin' capsup in

Opolawn's ass. But somehow he restrained himsdlf. ™Y ou haven't returned since the War, Al. Why?"
Anson asked.

"Why, my dear monkey, you accomplished your part. But | see you have continued to work on the
technology." Opolawn poked hisfinger at Anson'swarp armor shied. Smultaneoudy the shield



glimmered blue while Opolawn glimmered red in awave from hisfinger to histail. "Very impressve. You
did thison your own, too!"

"Opolawn,” Prawmitoos interrupted. Thelittle regaly marked Gray stepped between Anson and the
Lumpeyin emperor. "Have you discussed your interaction and influence changes with the Arbitrators?’
His head was about knee-high to Opolawn but the little dien didn't seem afraid.

Opolawn seethed and glared downward at the little Gray. "Do not threaten me, Prawmitoos. Y ou
know aswell as | do that the creaturesin the probatur claustrum are not protected by the treaty.”

"Probatur claustrum?' Anson asked. | could tell he wastrying to trandateit in his head.

Mike, what does that mean?

Probatur isa Teytoonise word for test or examine and claustrum can mean pen, cell, prison. | would
say the best combination would be test cell or examining cell.

Examining cage, perhaps?

Yes, that is probably good, Steven. | understand your approach now. Perhaps "test tube”
would be a better interpretation.

Test tube. We've been right all along about being lab rats!

"Probatur claustrum.” | turned to Anson. "Test tube or lab rat cage!” Anson understood it
immediately and said that it paralleled Latin perfectly. | had Mike teach me Latin real quick.

"So, that iswhat the quarantined zones are, test tubes,” Jm said through clenched teeth.
"Enough of this. We have cometo tak, not fight,” Prawmitoosinterjected.

"Very wdl, runt,” Opolawn said. "We can retire to my temple for refreshments and entertainment,
and wewill hear your requests. Then perhaps | will kill you dl." He laughed again.

Prawmitoos said nothing but he stared right through Opolawn with his huge black eyes. | caressed
the golf bal in my pocket and waslooking forward to wiping this temple right off the top of this
goddamned alien mountain. And | was thinking that killing the emperor would be agood thing. | could tell
that Anson had aready made up his mind about killing Opolawn. | had only known Anson for acouple
months or so, but | had yet to find him wrong on anything of importance.

CHAPTER 25

Opolawn lifted uswith awarp field and flew usinto histemple. We passed through agreat hall that
was larger than any stadium on Earth and then floated into a terrace about two hundred meters up on one
of the giant columns. He set us down on the patio, which had one of the most amazing viewsthat | had
ever seen. The terrace overlooked the ocean many kilometers away at the base of the mountain chain.
The sun was setting and shining in al sorts of reds, violets, and blues. It was magnificent, and Opolawn
stood there for amoment taking it in.

"The universe can be quite beautiful at times" he said. "And sometimesit can be quitevile" he
commented as he turned to Prawmitoos. It was obvious that Opolawn and Prawmitoos had a history and



that it wasbad . . . very bad. None of us had the nerveto pry.

"Help yoursdves to anything you desire, Earthlings." He motioned and the room wasfilled with
dancing naked diens, both male and female, and there was atable in the middle of the room with nearly
every type of food and beverage imaginable.

"No thanks," | muttered.
"Let'sget down to business," Tabithasaid.

"Very wel, Generd. Why are you here?' Opolawn sat on alarge fur-covered chaise lounge. Severa
naked adiens of both sexes doted over him, bringing him fruits and juices and fanning him.

"I want you to hand over the control device for the picophage that infects many of Earth's citizens,"
shesad.

"Ahal How do you know about this picophage, asyou cal it?' Opolawn boomed.

"Simple," Anson answered. "Us monkeys figured out how to detect it, Al!" Anson continued to
display hisanger and disgust for thisaien and he purposefully dumbed up hisretort even morewith his
extreme redneck drawl. | would haveto find out what this Albert Eingtein stuff was dl about—but not
now.

"Redly?Isthistrue, Prawmitoos? They had no help from you?"

"l only told them that there was a picophage,” Prawmitoos said in aflat voice. "They cameto me
knowing that they were infected with something. When my soldierstried to stop them these monkeys
overpowered them, rather easily | might add.”

"If that is so, Prawmitoos, then | should have attacked The Species ages ago. | find it hard to believe
that mere monkeys could offer any sort of red fight. Redlly, Prawmitoos, you never cease to disappoint
me," Opolawn taunted the Gray.

"Enough,” Tabithasaid. "Will you give usthe control device or not?"
"What do you think you will do with this so-called control deviceif | giveit to you?'

"Wewill keep it until thelast of the humanswith the picophage die of old age, and then we will
destroy it. If we haveit, at least then we will know you are not controlling us. Even if you can enter our
dreams, you ill can't control us when we are awake without the picophage and its controller.” Tabitha
stood strong and fast and seemed completely fearless.

"Y ou think so, do you? It isyour dreamsthat you are afraid of. It is your dreams that make you fear
these miniscule Gray bugs,” he said.

That'sit, Mike! | thought. He implanted the aien abduction memoriesin ud
That makes a |ot of sense, Steven.
| have no ideawhat to do with that information, but | know it'sright, | thought.

"If I give you the controller, Prawmitoos and the rest of The Specieswill eat you dive." Opolawvn
laughed.

"The Grays have agreed not to attack us and to leave us done if we can prove that you are not
contralling us,”" | told him.

Opolawn laughed for severd seconds. "And you silly monkeys believed him, did you? I'm sure he
argued with Feyibi on your behdf too, didn't he?"
"Yes, s07" Jm asked.

"Y ou've been duped. Y ou monkeys aren't as smart asyou think you are. Not yet, at least. You are
nothing but trained lab animals, as you have discovered. Prawmitoos didn't tell you about the other
countless species that they have destroyed, and under false pretenses| am sure”

"That isenough, Opolawn,”" Prawmitoos said.
"l don't answer to you, bug. | will say what | please," Opolawn continued. "Did he happen to mention



how he committed genocide on the Thuans and the creatures of Thweh? | guess not. What about
Eyivaes? Did he explain where they are? And what of Aa?' Opolawn pushed away aLumpeyin girl who
was offering him some sort of bright green round fruit.

"Ah, Opolawn,” Prawmitoos squeaked. "Y ou act as though you were perfect in the eyes of these
Earthlings, and that you yoursdlf have not committed your share of unspeakable atrocities to countless
racesaswdll."

"Opolawn, you are claiming that these Grayskilled off no telling how many other E.T.sinthe
Teytoonise side of the galaxy?" Anson asked and shook his head.

"That is correct, my little monkey. Y ou humans have duped yoursavesinto the belief that evil wasin
the heart of humanity. Wdll, | have alesson for you. Evil isdive and wdl in the universe” He sneered at
Prawmitoos and it seemed as though sparks would fly between the two of them.

Opolawn continued, ™Y ou have been ignorant of the gresat evils of thisgalaxy for far too long to travel
acrossthe gadaxy and make demands of me. And you are very foolish if you think that the Grays, asyou
cal them, want anything for you but desth. The sole intent of The Specieshiveisto populate the universe
and devour al that gandsin itsway—and | literally mean devour. Severd speciesthat have survived
have only survived because the picophage means death to the Grays. Y ou owe your survival thislong to
me! The only reason the Teytoonis ever had interest in you monkeysis because they knew that your
infection might lead them to ameans of attacking us, the Lumpeyins." Opolawn stood three meterstall
and thumped his chest. "WE ARE THE TRUE PROTECTORS OF THISGALAXY!" Hisvoice
boomed through the chamber and it appeared that fire danced around the periphery of his body. Perhaps
thiswas my imagination but that iswhat it looked like.

"Nevertheless, Opolawn, Prawmitoos did argue with his people on our behalf and he hashelpedin
bringing us here. Will you give usthe controller or not?" Tabitha continued to be focused on the subject.

"I will not. | am afraid that you poor monkeys are not smart enough to survive without me controlling
your evolution and keeping the bugs at bay. If | am not hel ping you then what will keep the vermin
away?' Opolawn replied.

"We are now athreat to them. What will keep them away now?' '‘Beccasaid. "How will you protect
usfrom being annihilated by the Grays?'

"Isthistrue, Prawmitoos? Do you bugs plan to destroy the humans? Answer me."

"It isof no concern to you, Opolawn, astheir spaceis not within your jurisdiction.” Pravmitoos
squinted hishig black eyes at the light Opolawn was emitting from the surface of hisskin. | decided that
these Lumpeyins must be phosphorescent. Asthe sun s, the sky grew dark enough to notice their skin's
glow. Opolawn's glow seemed to be dightly brighter than his dancing troupe's.

Mike, is he phosphorescing?
The Lumpeyins are apparently bioluminescent like the dinoflagellates, black dragonfish,
fireflies, and many other organisms on Earth.

| see.

"l am sorry, humans. | cannot give you the controller, asit must not fal into the hands of the vermin
Teytoonis"" He hdd up asmall devicein hisleft hand and tossed it into hisright. " A brilliant deviceforged
from the same quantum connected materid that the Himbroozyawas, henceit worksthroughthe YIT at
any distance. Y ou see, the Himbroozyaisfata to the Gray mongters. Thisiswhy they devel oped
nanomachines and scientist dronesto study it. The actua regad line of the bugs would be destroyed
ingantly if they come into contact with the picophage. Aslong asyou are not athreat to them they will
use you as research animalsin attemptsto create avaccine. Ah, but my scientist Tentalos designed avery
good phage that the bugs have yet to be able to cure. The control is my bonus. Perhaps one of these
days you backwater species can be forced to devel op awesgpon that will rid me of these vermin once
and for dl. Thisisnot the day, and you are not that species; | fear you are doomed.”



At warp speed, Anson plowed headfirst into Opolawn, knocking the controller freefor a
microsecond. | had caught Anson's planned motion from my enhanced eyesight and my peripheral vision.
Thismicrosecond was al | needed. | warped through the region of space where the dien's hand and the
controller wereand | did aquick lights-off lights-on maneuver. As| continued to fly forward | took
Opolawn's hand and the picophage controller with me. | picked up the contoller and tossed his hand out
of my warp bubble with a second off-on sequence. The hand fell into the ocean below. As | doubled
back into the fight it was obvious that Opolawn was far stronger than we had suspected.

Opolawn grasped Anson in hisleft hand. His grip was around the neck of Anson'swarp bubble
armor. Anson tried to adjust the warp field but Opolawn held him. Tabitha, Jm, and '‘Beccawere on the
bounce and got the squeeze on him. This forced Opolawn to drop Anson. Opolawn exploded in aflash
of light that flung the four warp armored humans through the walls of the chamber. | couldn't tell what
happened to Prawmitoos. | didn't really care, either.

| thought | would catch Opolawn in the back unaware but he sidestepped at warp speed and chased
me as | missed him. We warped through the cityscape, flying through buildings and dodging each other's
barrages of flung debris. Opolawn began flashing bright high-power energy beams of vishlelight a me.
From where| wasn't sure, but | was beginning to believe that these were serious bursts of energy that |
didn't need to bein front of. One of them hit my warp bubble and the next thing | knew | wasin orbit
around the moon of Lumpeya City. | warped back to the center of Lumpeya City asfast as| could to
find the battle still raging. Thiswas adangerous affair and since | had the controller | thought we should
make an attempt at leaving. | zipped to the Phoenix and had Mikefireit up. Prawmitoos was aready
there, trying to hack into the controls of the spacecraft. As| said before, the Grayshavealot to learn
about hacking. I punched Prawmitoos in the head and tossed him out of the Phoenix payload bay onto
the ground below. He landed right on hislittle gray ass. | then zipped the warp field closed and caled the
gang to converge on me.

Mike and | zigged, zagged, and dodged lightning. The Phoenix took some hits, but the alien
condensed matter hull was tough. Thewarp field | applied helped dso. | findly got the crew insgde the
Phoenix's warp bubble and they managed to make their way to the bridge. All the time the Phoenix was
taking agrest dedl of fire from Opolawn and several others of his entourage that had joined the fight.

"Mike, engage the quantum drive and get us out of herefast!" | told him. "Warp bubble shield on!™

Just asthe drive started to engage, a brilliant flash of light appeared through the view screens and the
ship lurched to a halt.

"What the hel!" Jm screamed and fell forward face-firgt into the floor. Theinertia dampenerswere
overtaxed apparently.

"They've caught usin that damn beam thing they got uswith ontheway in," '‘Beccasaid.
"Can we overcomeit?' Tabithaasked.

Mike?

Sorry, Steven, but no, we cannot.

"It lookslike they caught us. But they can't get through the warp bubble," | told her.

"Damn! Okay, we keep the warp bubble on forever if we haveto. It looks like we have a stdemate
here" Tabithasad.

"YOU CANNOT GO ANYWHERE, MONKEY S. YOU MIGHT ASWELL COME OUT,"
Opolawn's voice boomed over the YIT intercom. Opolawn was floating above his city. He appeared as
abrilliant bal of light, dmaost likeaminiature yellow sun. The bright yellow beam of light passed from the
temple below him up beside him and to the Phoenix. He pulled us down to his atitude and laughed in his
booming voice over the YIT intercom. He looked like asmall sun floating before us. Somehow that sun
was going to have to set. | was wide open for suggestions.

We were trapped between arock and areadlly, redly hard place. If we gave up, we were dead and



the Grays would destroy humanity. If we stayed here until we died of starvation or Opolawn figured out
how to get in to us, we would be dead and the Grays would destroy humanity. If we destroyed the
controller before we died, the humans back on Earth infected with the Himbroozya picophage would go
nuts—the picomachines would be a control system with random gain and no controller—and the result
would destroy humanity. We brainstormed and threw ideas around for the better part of an hour, but we
had no clue as what to do. Opolawn grew impatient and it was our guess that he would eventualy figure
out how to crack our shell and get us out.

"Okay, anybody have any sci-fi scenariosthat fit?* Anson asked us.
"I'm kinda drawing ablank, Anson," 'Beccareplied.

Jm shrugged.

"Hey, | think I'vegot one," | said.

"Let's hear it, Steven,” Tabitha ordered.

"There was an episode of the old Star Trek serieswhere they bumped into the ancient Greek Gods
and—" | Sarted.

"Of course!™ Anson dapped hisforehead.

"Apollo caught them in much the same way, didn't he?' Jm rubbed his head in thought. " Spock found
his power source, if | recall, and Kirk had ‘em blast it with the Enterprise's phasers, right?"

"The scenario fits, but | think bright guy out there istoo quick for usto just shoot out histractor
beam," Anson responded.

"Yes, Anson, but it isaplace to start formulating a plan. Let's see what we can come up with."
Tabitha nodded encouragingly to each of us.

"Wadll, Tabitha, the problem | seeis getting out of our protective warp bubble without getting
smashed,” 'Beccareplied.

"There must be away!" Tabithawasn't about to give up.
Sevie?

What, honey, I'm kinda busy right now.

| know, Mike told me.

Oh.

Usethe YIT and get out.

What do you mean, Tatiana?

Quantum connect and teleport away.

We've never tried that and we aren't sure it will work.

It will work. You just need to know where you're going to teleport to. You need to go to
another Super Agent.

The only ones we are friendly with are Mike and Michelle that are both here and Mikhail that
iswith you. No good.

There must be a way, Steven.
Maybe. You are wasting energy, baby. Go back to sleep.



CHAPTER 26

Itisredly funny the thingsthat pop in your head when you are trying to think of something ese. | was
thinking about Tatianas suggestion and was trying to figure out what al would be required to do the
quantum teleportation of a nanowarp bubble over the YIT from one SuperAgent to another. We would
need three cooperative SuperAgents: one on each end to act asthe transmit and receive locations and
onein the warp bubble to guide the bubble into the quantum connection interference beam. We weren't
exactly sure how the SuperAgent could guide us into the quantum connected region of the cube sinceit
was such asmall place. If wefigured al that stuff out we still needed three SuperAgents. The only redl
SuperAgentsthat | knew of were Mike, Mikhail, and Michelle. The dummy we made back on the Moon
wasn't smart enough to surf the YIT; it was only designed to drive the construction nanomachines. And
thenithitme.

After dl these yearsit finaly hit me how JackieZZ had survived the quantum singularity that she had
pulled on mein the Gladiator Sequence back just before The Rain. The black hole was two dimensiona
and looked more like afunnel in three-dimensiona space—therefore the event horizon only sucked in
things above the mouth of the funnd. There would have been some spillover and asmadl increasein the
gravity field beneath the funnel—I'd noticed it pull her hair and boobs upward—but not near as much as
was aboveit. All dong | had been thinking the thing was area black hole, not one that was constructed
differently or in fewer dimensions or with atailored event horizon. It had to have been dl of the exposure
to warp field mechanics and spacetime curvature manipulation physicsthat | had been involved in over
the past few monthsthat finaly alowed my brain to subprocess the information in my subconscious and
come up with the answer. But what good did that do me now?

| wasn't certain exactly, but | was beginning to formulate something in the back of my mind. | also
garted thinking about Sequencing and how hacking through The Realm wasn't much different from this
universal Infrastructure and Framework or the YIT. With The Realm you start sending out agentsto ook
for doorways to other worlds within The Realm and then you figure out where to get akey for any new
door you find. If you find akey that fits, you can open the door and go to and from that world whenever
youlike.

The YIT was no different. All of the SuperAgentsin the universe were connected to each other
through the Infrastructure. Each of the SuperAgents was adoor to whatever lies on the other side of the
SuperAgent—to this point only information lay on the other side of the SuperAgent, just asaserver lies
on the other side of your Internet connection. In The Realm you have to find the doors before you can
open them. The same goesfor the YIT. Y ou haveto find the SuperAgents before you can use them. So
how was Opolawn talking to usingde the Phoenix over the YIT intercom? He had a SuperAgent on him
somewherejust like | did. That'show he knew | "smdled different.”

| decided to try and write a Sequencing code that Mike could use to ping Opolawn's SuperAgent.
When | spoke to Mike about this, he thought | was dow.

Mike, we need to develop a code to ping for other Super Agents.
Seven, how do you think I have been downloading information fromthe YIT?



Holy shit, Mike! | never thought about it. You are just surfing away and have found all sorts of
YIT sites haven't you?

Yes, Seven.

Can you communicate with Opolawn's Super Agent?

Opolawn has a firewall.

Can we crack it?

Unlikely. The encryption is a multidimensional multirank tensor and appears to be changing
continuously with random fractal dimension.

Are there any other Super Agents nearby that are not encrypted?

Why, yes, there are many, Steven.

Whereisthe closest, other than Michelle, of course?

Thereis one at the landing field hangar where we previously landed.

| got off my duff and headed for the supply room where Michelle waslocated. | now had a partia
plan anyway. | knew that if we left here without stopping both Prawmitoos and Opolawn, we would be
inimmediate trouble. | didn't want to leave behind the Phoenix if at al possble—in order to do that
there would have to be some mayhem |eft behind us so that Opolawn's shipsdidn't fight usall the way
out of Lumpeyin space—assuming we could survivethat. And if we did get back and somehow

Prawmitoos had returned to Teytoonis space, | was sure that he was going to be abit sore at us and that
he would be coming for the controller.

So | had to develop amultifaceted plan—a plan within aplan within aplan. First, | had to test the
physicsof YIT teleportation.

Tatiana, wake up!

Yes, Sevie?

Listen, take Mikhail out of your body and place him a few feet away from you.
Right on! It'sabout time, Seven! ... Okay . . . it'sdone.

Mike, get ready to drive usinto Michell€'s quantum connection pathway.

| understand, Steven.

Michelle?

Yes, Seven.

Connect to Mikhail, please, and send a continuous data stream for thirty seconds. Keep the
line open for return messages until | give further orders. Okay, Mike.

Okay, Steven, good luck.

The warp bubble formed around me and Mike adjusted the field so it would be like Dr. Who's
phone booth—hig on theinsde, smal on the outsde. Mike told me that the outside bubble diameter
requirement was on the order of 1x10® meters and that nobody had ever tried to build a stable warp
bubble that sze before. We were only ahandful of orders of magnitude larger than the Planck length,
which would be theoreticaly as small asyou could go in this universe. But Anson'swarp technology with
Tatiana's modifications and afunnel-shaped field like JackieZZ had used made this possible. Of course,
we needed a SuperAgent as smart as Miketo control al of thesefield parameters at once, but it was
possible and looked like it would work. Mike steered the warp bubble through the funnel-shaped warp
field down into the mechanism in Michelles orange and green crystaline cube until he hit the dark
shadow spot where the quantum connected fringe patterns are created. The warp funnel kept the tiny
warp bubble on target asit approached the datastream hole. The datastream from Michelle to Mikhall
was flowing into the dark quantum flux below where the smdl end of the funnel-shaped field stopped.
When Mike got us close enough we were pulled in instantaneoudy and were surfing on the information
beam that was being sent across the galaxy viathe underlying oscillating fabric of the universe—the YIT,



the Infrastructure, the universal quantum connection.

And amicrosecond later we popped out inside another quantum connected interferenceregionin
another cube. Mike projected the funnel-shaped field in front of us and steered usinto the small end of
the funnel. Aswe rose up through the funnel the outer diameter of our warp bubble grew. Lessthan a
second ago, | was inside the Phoenix, and now | was standing beside Tatiana who was herself standing
insgde adark bubble of spacetime. There was awhite-and-blue swirl over the surface of the bubble and
with my enhanced eyesight | could see her there naked in front of me. It worked! Traveling through
gpacetime on the quantum connected Infrastructure worked!

"It's about time, Steven.” She dugged me on the forearm and then jumped into my arms. "I love you!
| loveyou! | loveyou! Now get methe hel out of herel”

"l loveyou, now hold onto me," | told her.

"Likel would do anything else?' she asked sarcadticaly.

Mike, reverse the process.

Okay, Steven.

Weleft Mikhail stting there in the bubble to fend for himsalf before two thousand years passed or the
bubble was destroyed. If we could figure out away to get him, we would do it—just not now. We
popped into the supply room just outside of Michdle's housing and Tatianaimmediately had the
nanomachines redress her and bring her health to optimal status. She created a bag of cheeseburgers,
fries, and a soda and began scarfing them down.

"It worked!" | shouted.

"I toolf eww it fwoul," Tatianasaid with amouthful.

We need to tell the others. This gives us an amazing advantage. | thought to her as| watched her
eat. Shewasasight for sore eyes, to say the least.

Okay. Hey, my temple implants still work without Mikhail, she thought to me.

They will function aslong as you are within afew hundred thousand kilometers of me, Tatiana, Mike
thought to us.

Oh. Neat! Shethought in Russian and she continued on to her fourth cheeseburger.

| missed you!

Me, too, shesaid. | would have kissed her but there was alikelihood that she would have bitten me
by mistake. Besides, there was a cheeseburger in the way.

Tatianas appearance on the bridge of the Phoenix startled 'Becca at firdt, but everyone was pleased
to see her and pleased that the teleportation of the miniature warp bubble worked. It was the idea of
creating afunnel-shaped warp to guide us into the quantum connection zone that wasthe trick. Anson
liked it awholelot and wanted to discuss the physics of the concept. | told him that it was atrick an old
Sequencer taught me. Only Mike, Tatiana, and | got the joke.

Tabithawanted more information on how we could use the concept tactically and strategicaly. Her
military mind and training served us dl very wel. So | quickly filled them in on my plan.Then the debate
Sarted.

"Wait aminute, though." Tabitha played with the red curl of hair on her forehead. "If we can go
anywhere e se why don't wejust do that?"

"I'm not surethat that isn't the best idea. That iswhy we aretalking about it." | shrugged my
shoulders. "Thething is though, that wherever we went would be in Gray space on a Gray ship and then
we would haveto take it from them. It can bedone.” | smiled at Tatiana.

"Danmn tfootn!" Tatiana said as she forced ahandful of friesin her mouth and followed it with aswig
from her soda.



Anson chuckled alittle. "Slow down, honey, or you're gonna bite afinger off."

"Haffen'tf eaten in fweekd" Tatianareplied as she continued to stuff more friesin her mouth. She
didn't actually need to eat. The nanomachinesin the stockroom had returned her hedlth, but sheredly
hadn't eaten in weeks.

"If we go now, without taking care of Sunshine out there, we might liveto regret it in thefuture,” Jm
said. "But what do we do exactly? We can't just |eave the bomb behind. Opolawn would detect it and
dopit. "

"We haveto distract him somehow, and then we haveto get awvay from him," Tabithathought out
loud.

"How about this" Tatianasaid, findly without food in her mouth. She reached in my front pocket and
pulled out the golf ball and the controller. She held the golf-ball-sized bomb in her right hand and the
controller in her left hand. "Mike, can you hear me?"

"Yes Taaana"
"Can you make the bomb look just like the controller?’ she said.
"Yes, Tatiana Hand it to Steven,” Mikereplied.

Tatiana handed the golf ball back to me. | held the golf ball in my right hand and it got fuzzy around
the edges. It changed colors and then formed itself into an exact replica of the controller.

"Will it ill go boom, Mike?" | asked.

"Only if youwant it to," he said.

Then Tatianaran for the door at more than fifty kilometers per hour and she was gone and the
picophage controller went with her. It didn't dawn on usthat she would be under Opolawn's control if we
brought her out of the Gray's confinement bubble and on Opolawn's doorstep. Mikhail was no longer in
her belly; the little piece of Gray technology must've somehow been "vaccinating” her from Opolawn's
control. | shouldve figured that out. Perhaps | should have even waited about freeing Tatiana. That was
dumb. | took off after her but she had too big a head start and she knew where she was going and |
didnt.

Mike, track her for me.

Looks like she is going to the hangar bay, Steven.

Got it. Thanks!

Fortunately, she hadn't put on awarp armor belt yet since we got her back. | caught up with her in
the hangar bay because she had to dow down to open the door—manualy. Manualy, hell; sheripped it
right off the hinges—or whatever you would call that dien door-diding mechanism. | made amentd note
that the door wasn't made from the dien degenerate matter like the hull was. | tackled her from behind
and sherolled with my momentum and tossed me thirty metersinto the calling of the hangar bay. That
hurt. | jumped from the celling as | began to fall, pushing mysdf a her. | just missed her but caught a
meta hairpinin the shoulder.

The nanomachines healed the wound before she stabbed at me the second time. | legpt over her, but
she jumped upward into me as soon as| was over her head. She caught me with her left arm and
stabbed mein the neck with a second hairpin. This stunned me abit asthe pin actudly grazed my spind
cord. Tatianatossed me to the floor hard and ignored me for amicrosecond. The nanomachines fixed the
damage to my spine and dissolved the meta hairpin. Then | had the alien armor suit cover my entire
body. | didn't want ametal stick through the cerebellum. Thelast drop of blood from my neck wound
dropped just as the dien armor suit covered the spot and | rose to my feet.

| shook my head and got my bearings. At about a hundred kilometers per hour Tatianalunged into
my chest with both feet. Thistime | had adight blur in my periphera vison that warned me. My
enhanced reflexes forced meto twist and drop just as she hit me. This alowed me to move with her
momentum and the impact didn't hurt near as much asit could have. Also, the dien armor materia that



Tatiana had developed was doing agreat job of protecting me. We rolled and swapped blocks, punches,
and kicks until she caught my foot and flipped me. She did aforward judo roll on top of me and her knee
twisted my chin sdeways against the deck plating on the floor. When you're fighting, you lose track of
time but | had agood measure of how long our lagt little entanglement had taken since | caught aglimpse
of the drop of blood that had fallen from my neck splashing on the deck right in front of my face!

| lunged upward with my hedls againgt the floor and pushed her off of me. Tatianadid aforward
handspring and caught mein the chin with aback kick in the process. | staggered backward for a
microsecond and then attempted to bear hug her. Y eah, that didn't work worth adamn. She dropped
into a horse stance and head-butted backwards. The back of her head caught me square on the nose,
breaking it. Had | not been wearing the armor the head-butt would have likely killed me. She stepped in
behind my right leg and pulled me down to the floor with an elbow to theribsto top it off. Shewasup
and running before | could taste the blood running down my throat. The nanomachines fixed me up soon
after that. | wasrising to my feet when, at God only knows how fast, Tatianadammed into mefeet firdt,
again. Shewaskicking my ass! It dl happened so fast | barely had time to react and my reactions were
dow because | couldn't bring mysdlf to really fight my wife

"Why isit | dways seem to be getting in fightsin this payload bay?' | asked Tatianaas| grabbed a
handful of her hair and pulled her over to the floor aswe hit. We tumbled for severa metersand cameto
astop againgt one of the modified warp missilesthat was stored there. "Wadll, that missle ain't ever gonna
fire" | said as| ducked her barrage of kicks and punches. "Come on, honey, snap out of it, will yal Fight
the bastard!”

| was blocking her punches and kicks whiletrying to grab her. | couldn't bring myself to—really—hit
her. | knew it wasn't her doing this. It couldn't be her.

Tatiana, what are you doing?

Tatiana is not home, little monkey. Opolawn's voice came to me through Tatianas mind link. This
was enough to startle me and throw me off guard for a split microsecond. That was dl that Tatiang, uh,
Opolawn, needed.

She caught me with aright hook to the head and then dropped and grabbed me by the ankles and
yanked my feet out from under me. As| lost my balance she tossed me headfirst into the bulkhead. 1 hit
thewall with amassive crack and my head poked clean through the metal wall and into the halway on
the other side.

"That hurt!" | saw starsfor severa seconds before the nanomachines could right my injuries. | pulled
myself back through the holein thewall and shook mysdlf off. | wastoo late.

Tatianawas aready in the smaller Gray ship and had opened the bay doors. She couldn't get
anywherein thelittle ship though because the outside warp bubble was till in place around the Phoenix.

Let her go, Opolawn, she can't get out!
Why would | do that, monkey?
"Steven? What is going on! ? Where are you! 7' Tabitha's voice came over the comm.

"Don't open the warp bubble, Tabitha. Opolawn is controlling Tatianaand sheistrying to fly off the
Phoenix with the smaler Gray ship,” | cdled back to her.

"Roger that!" Tabitharesponded.

Tatiana, fight him. Snhap out of it, baby!

That will do you no good, monkey. No human has ever overcome the Himbroozya before.
Yeah, well, nobody bats a thousand!

Let her out or | will force her to fly into the warp field wall at high velocity. The little bug ship
will probably bounce around inside the bubble and beat all of you even more senseless than you
are.

Sop it!



Let her go.
No!
Then you will all die. Thelittle Gray ship lifted dowly off the deck plating and hovered for a second.

Okay! Wait! Opolawn, wait! But not her. I'll meet you on the surface with the controller, but
you haveto let her alone now!

Brave monkey. Very well.
Seven? Tatiana's mind voice cameto me.

Tatiana, land the craft and come to me. Shelanded thelittle spaceship and crawled out of it. |
took the controller from her and put it in my pocket with thereplica. | wasn't worried about confusing
them—Mike knew the difference. As soon as Tatiana handed me the controller asmdl warp field formed
around her. | turned and there was Anson pointing hislittle warp field projection device é her.

"It'sfor her own good, son!" he said.
"l agree" | told him.

CHAPTER 27

| had my alien armor suit on everywhere except for my heed. | figured that Opolawn wouldn't
recognize me and would think | was up to something if he couldn't see my face. | also grabbed an extra
warp armor belt in case mine went out. | wanted to be prepared for anything, whether | would need
another one or not. "Be prepared” was the only credo that seemed to make any sense to me at this point.
So | grabbed everything | had with me that would fit in my pockets. | put on my double
shoulder-harnessed nine-millimeter Glocksjust in case. | didn't think that a handgun was going to do me
any good in a high-tech battle against a creature as powerful as Opolawn, but again, be prepared.

| hadn't told Opolawn how or where on the surface | would meet him, so | called out over the YIT to
him and he opened acommunications channel. | told him | was coming out and that | would meet him on
the ground at the landing field we were at earlier. He agreed to that location and told me that he was
losing his patience and that | had two minutes.

Tabitha set up two warp bubbles around the Phoenix. The first one wasthe one that was aready in
place and was holding off Opolawn'syellow tractor beam. She adjusted the interior space of the bubble
enough o that she could project a second bubble. | flew thelittle alien ship out past the location for the
inner bubble and she turned it on and turned off the outer bubble. The light bombarded the ship and the
bubble and Opolawn's air force was surprised because fourteen ships surrounding the Phoenix's warp
bubble opened fire on it when the outer field went down.

"CLEVER MONKEY." Opolawn's voice boomed over the Gray ship'sintercom as severa of his
fightersfdl inbesde me. | kept my warp armor on just in case he tried something fishy.

"You didn't think we were that stupid, did you?" | called back at him and faked alaugh.
| landed the ship meters away from where we had landed the Phoenix earlier that day and | hopped



out onto the platform where | had dumped Prawmitoos.
"Okay, Opolawn, herel am!" | yelled up at the blinding miniature sun.

Opolawn drifted dowly down to the ground and dimmed himself dightly. He amost dimmed himsdlf
enough that you could tell it was nighttime.

"Hand over the controller, monkey, and no tricks,” he said.

| placed the replica controller on the ground in front of me and backed up so the controller was on
the edge of the bubble. | expanded the warp armor bubble to its maximum and then | turned on the
second warp bubble. The second bubble | kept nearly skintight so | could turn off the outer bubble,
leaving the picophage control mechanism lying on the ground unprotected and between mysdf and the
dien.

Opolawn began to laugh as he walked toward the device confidently, and arrogantly he said,
"Monkey, you should learn where your placeis." He bent over to pick up the controller and for thefirst
time| redized that his knees bent both ways.

"Now!" | yeled into the comm. Opolawn looked up just as the squeeze play warp missile appeared
and caught him in asgueeze. The force of the implosion threw me back athousand meters, and debris
and rubble blasted through the air around me. | warped into Opolawn from a head-on position to keep
him off balance. Theimpact sent him flying about eighty meters straight up above me since | caught him a
the bottom of his protective field—whatever it was—and it waslike | had punted him straight upward.

"Don't stop now!" | yelled up at the Phoenix asthree more squeeze play missiles caught him. Then
Jm and Anson zipped out of the Phoenix and began pounding on Opolawn's air and space forceswith
their warp armor. Tabitha and 'Becca continued to fire away at Opolawn with the missiles.

Mike, where is the Super Agent down here?

It isin the hangar, Steven.

Show mein my mind, Mike.

Okay, Steven. Then | had amap of the landing field in my head and there was the SuperAgent, just
indde the hangar doors only fifty meters away.

Mike, where is the transmitter of Opolawn's tractor beam? Show me!

Here, Steven. The map in my head scrolled a kilometer to the south and blinked where the beam
was located.

Thanks, Mike.

| warped at top armor speed to the tractor beam facility and continued right on through thewall of
the building and out the other side. | turned upward and did aloop-de-loop and straight down through
the shaft of the thirty-meter-diameter dish transmitter. The transmitter aperture sparked and cresked and
shuddered violently, but the thing didn't go out. So, | did a zigzag pattern downward throughout the
facility, flinging equipment, debris, and red-eyed red-skinned pointy-eared diensto and fro. Finally, the
big aperture of the transmitter crumpled under its own weight and imploded. The tractor beam blinked
twice and was followed by a gigantic explosion and bright orange flash. The blast wake jostled me abit
as| blazed awarp trail out of the area and back to the landing field.

"Tabitha, are you goneyet?' | called her.

"| let loose about ten more missles and then hit the gasl We are about two-tenths of alight year
away and picking up speed. You'll haveto bring Anson and Jm," Tabithasaid.

"l understand,” | said as | set down on thelanding field. "Jim, Anson, where are you?"

"We are straight above you and headed your way." Then they appeared right besde mein static
warp bubbles. "Okay, good. Let's get the hell out of here.”

"NOT SO FAST, MONKEY S" A flash of light from above scattered the three of us by a hundred
meters. Opolawn fired hislightning bolt at us. The smaller persona warp fieldswere strained



tremendoudy by the bolt, much more so than was the Phoenix's system.
Seven, your warp armor can't take many more hits like that one.
| was afraid of that. Thanks for the warning, Mike.
Okay, Steven.

"Anson, Jm, scatter and don't give him atarget! Keep moving at high speeds!” | shouted over the
comm.

"Roger that shit!" | knew that came from Anson.

"Yougotit, Steve!" Jmsaid.

The three of us got Opolawn in the classic dogfight merry-go-round. Anson would zip by him and
then | would go head-to-head with him from a different direction, while Jm would betrying to get an
angle on him. Werolled and tossed and looped around him at hypersonic velocities and would
occasiondly impact him. His persond warp field, or whatever armor he was wearing, was strong, but it
was dower to maneuver. We had him in the classic fast, samdl, maneuverable fighters versus one big,
powerful fighter type of air battle. Just like the MiGs versusthe F-4sin Vietnam—Mike told methis. This
wasworking well for usfor afew seconds. We made severa good hits on him and each time it seemed
that hisillumination dimmed abit. But then the tide of the battle turned. Opolawn got wiseto our
three-dimensiond battle tactics and took one dimension away from us.

He fought usto the surface, where the ground would limit our maneuverability. A second later | was
garing closdly at the Moon of Lumpeya City as| smacked into it. It was covered with civilization and |
took out agood portion of ten city blocks. | rolled over and reversed back to Lumpeya City at full warp
of the armor. It took about a second and a half to makeit back to the fight.

Anson and Jm were holding their own with him and my abrupt return caught Opolawn off guard. |
hammered him four kilometers straight down through the temple and into the crust of the planet itself. As
we passed down through layer after layer of crust and water tables and limestone Opolawn finaly
stopped the downward momentum and flung me hard sideways a good haf of akilometer through the
limestone bed. He shot upward to the surface only to be sandwiched by Anson and Jim.

| plowed up through the crust and surfaced through the center of the city, causing the large columns
to topple in acouple of places. When those thousand-meter columnsfell, they redly fdl!

"Whereareyou?' | called ouit.
"Were over theriver by the landing strip again!™ Jm said.

"And you ain't gonna believe this shit, but the air field isin perfect condition and | think | just saw
Prawmitoos trying to make hisway acrossto thelittle alien ship. Y eeow!!" Anson replied just as
Opolawn hammered him.

"GIVEUPMONKEYS! YOU CANNOT DEFEAT ME!" the alien emperor's voice boomed
through the comm.

"Anson's hit escape velocity, Steven! | need some help here!l™ Jim said. | could see amountain afew
hundred kilometers off to the east explode as Anson passed through it and continued on spaceward.
Opolawn had hit him hard.

Jm and | tried to squeeze Opolawn severd times but to no avail—he wastoo fast! We actualy
banged into each other a couple of timesalittle harder than | would've liked and the sky wasfilled with
window-shattering sonic booms. Then | rushed Opolawn and stopped short with afeint that caused a
shock wave to scatter debrisin hisface. Im hammered him. Opolawn's larger, more duggish bubble only
moved afew kilometers. But it gave usamillisecond to breathe.

"l don't think we can force hiswarp field to overload, Jm!" | said.

"| think you're right, asagggh!" Jim splashed and skipped through the ocean and traced out into orbit
as he caught thefull brunt of alightning bolt from Opolawn.



"We haveto get out of here, guys!” | yelled over the comm.

Opolawn and | were chasing each other around in circles until Anson poured up from the ocean and
grabbed Opolawn by surprise. With agreat sonic boom Anson forced him upward and upward and
upward until 1 could see an explosion on the surface of the moon of Lumpeya City above. An outsder
looking in at the battle might have thought that it |ooked like something from acomic book, like
Superman's epic fight against Doomsday, or avideo game like the Gladiator Sequence, or an episode
of Dragonball Z 3D, but thiswas no game or comic book and there was no television magic required
here. Thiswas a battle of wills and aien technology and good old human stubbornness!

Jm settled down besde me.
"What kept you?' | asked.
"Them!" He pointed at more of Opolawn'sfighters bearing in on us. Anson appeared from the top of

them taking out severd and scattering the rest. Opolawn wouldn't be far behind and we were getting
overwhelmed and tired.

Mike, can you give me an edge on Opolawn somehow?

| can track him in your mind, Steven, but you aren't fast enough to outmaneuver him. Opolawn's
computationd skillsare quite remarkable. | fear you are not capable of defeating him, Mike warned me.

Areyou? | asked aswe started back through the whedl with Opolawn, and now more of hisfighters
were entering the whedl aswell.

What do you mean, Steven? Mike asked.
Could you take over my body and take him?
YES

DO IT, MIKE!

Then it was awhirlwind even faster than | had been experiencing before. | was zigging and zagging
and looping and diving and damming faster than my mind could grasp. Once | noticed that Mike had
pushed Anson and Jm to the ground. Jim grounded on the little Gray ship and toppled it over with
Prawmitoosingdeit. | think Mike did that on purpose.

Then he dropped below Opolawn and dodged his barrages. Interestingly enough, with each barrage
of firethat Opolawn madeit forced Jim and Anson to legp and dodge and move closer together with
respect to each other. | was moving so fast and the stress was so great that occasionaly | thought | heard
tears and cracksin my body—»but | was fedling no pain. The nanomachines may have been working. |
wasn't sureif Mikewas using al of his computational powersto fight Opolawn or not. But Mike kept
pushing and pushing and pushing. He taunted Opolawn into following him to extreme dtitude and then he
turned back planetward. We zipped past each other head to head at near light speed. Had we collided
I'm not sure the little warp field generator on my belt could've taken the stress. Fortunately, Mike
swerved at the last nanosecond.

Opolawn stopped and reversed course in pursuit of us and hefired off more of hislightning bolts. A
blinding barrage of Opolawn'sfire flung Jm and Anson skipping back acrossthe landing field and
through the hangar doors of the temple. Mike dropped below Opolawn at maximum velocity and |
thought | could fed my right hand going through my rear zip pocket, but it dl happened in amatter of
microseconds so | wasn't too sure about it. Mike dropped me continuoudly for afull two hundred
milliseconds, severa tens of kilometers below Opolawn, and shut off the warp field at about five hundred
milliseconds before impacting the ground. If | hit the ground—or air—at that velocity | would have been
turned to dust, but we were il in space so there was no aimosphere for me to dam into or bresthe. But
the warp field was only off amicrosecond or less.

Then the freckle-faced soldier Gray's credit card that | had kept al thistime turned on and the
blue-white light flowed from it asif in dow moation. Mike hit the warp bubble again and | was holding the
credit card above my head with the warp field and the beam of light formed as Mike stopped me cold on



the surface of the planet just outside the hangar on the bank of theriver. A ring of dust and debriswas
thrown up around me as the blue-white light flowed upward from the credit card and into Opolawn's
trgjectory. Opolawn was moving way too fast to stop and he flew right into the Gray confinement
singularity beam. | stood in an Okinawan Karate Cat stance with my hands above my head, holding the
confinement beam with my warp armor'sfield, and the blue-white light of the Gray confinement Sngularity
surrounded Opolawn and then began to collgpse. The blue-white bal of light rapidly vanished and then
was gone. Opolawn was now trapped ins de the forever-contracting singularity. How long would his
warp field hold out—three or four millennia? Who knew, but if he didn't have a SuperAgent in there with
him and if he didn't know how to use it he was doomed to be squished when his systems could no longer
handle the crushing stress. Eventudly, dl partswould give out and Opolawn would die!

Mike let me rest for a second or two while he put the nanomachinesto work on me. | till stood in
the odd fighting pose at the edge of theriver's bank. Then Mike gave my body back to me.

It's all yours, Seven. We beat him.

Mike, that sure was a lot like a memory of mine.

Yes, indeed, Seven. It was your memory and it was a great strategy.

Did you read my mind?

You said | could take over your body. Should | not have?

You did right, Mike. Let's get out of here.

Seven?

Yes, Mike, what isit?

Just one morething . . . JACKIEZZ WINS!! Theimage of little JackieZZ's overemphasized female
video likeness flooded my mind.

"Thank you, JackieZZ, wherever you are!" | said.

Uh, Seven?

Yes, Mike?

We've got company so we'd better go.

Right, Mike. | rolled over Superman style and flew to the hangar. | rolled over on my back and
could see more of the fighters converging on our position. | swooped down and caught Anson and Jmin
my warp bubble while Mike shook hands and negotiated with the SuperAgent on the hangar's
congtruction computer. Aswe started to shrink out and just before the warp bubble went opague |
caught aglimpse of Prawmitoos running into the hangar with the replica Himbroozya controller in hishand
and then the bubble went black and we dipped through the quantum connection of the SuperAgent in the
Lumpeya City hangar bay.

Weimmediately appeared insde the supply room just outsde of Michdlein the Phoenix. | turned
the warp bubble off and scanned the room. Jim and Anson were drenched in sweat and | wassurel
looked the same. The three of us were exhausted.

"Did you fellows catch ol Prawmitoos running after usjust asweleft?" | asked them.
"l saw him running acrossthefield toward usjust before you picked us up. Why?*
"WEell, uh. . . he had the thing that goes Big Bang in hishands," | said.

"Then by al means, son, don't disgppoint the little bastard. Go ahead and detonateit,” Anson said
with ahuge—as he would put it—shit eatin’ grin on hisface.

"Should 1?'Y ou wouldn't think any less of mewould ya?' | laughed. "Mike, can you hear me?’
"Yes, Steven," Mike's voice came through the supply room speakers.

"Detonate the bomb," | said.

"Okay, Steven. Itisdone."



"That'sit?" Jm asked.

"What did you expect, Jm?| mean, we haveto be at least alight year or more away by now."
Anson dugged him on the shoulder. "Hold on aminute. Tabitha, we are on board!" he said over the ships
intercom.

"Y eehaw!" Tabithalet out a Texan hoot. | just knew that if she had had a cowgirl hat she would have
dapped her knee with it, whirled it about in the air, and then tossed it. "Well, get up here. Y'dl need to
seethis”

We rushed up to the bridge just in time to see the Lumpeya City star system dwindle out of range of
the sensors of the Phoenix. ‘Beccawas fiddling with one of the display panels.

"Check thisout," she said. "Michele was able to hack into a system on the moon of Lumpeya City
and got thisimage just afew seconds ago. Okay, runit Michdle."

"Okay, Rebecca," Michdlesaid.

Animage of Lumpeya City with aresolution of about five kilometers per pixe appeared on the
screen. A second or two of the image played through and then the screen went totally white, the image
saturation compensated, and then the planet came back into view but this time with a giant mushroom
cloud larger than the entire continent of North America. We only reslized this because 'Becca zoomed
out to aplanet-sized view. Most of the mountain continent was totaly destroyed. Lumpeya City was no
more and the ocean was rolling in where the mountains once stood. The dust filled the sky and would
soon blacken out the sun of the red devil's homeworld. That wasfitting, | thought. It servesthe pricks
right for toying with us. | laughed and felt good abot it.

"We were under some pretty hefty fire until that thing went off," Tabithasaid. "Then dl of our
pursuersjust dropped off and left usaone.”

"What now?" Jm asked.
"Well, first | want to let Tatianaout of her cage,” | said.

"Condder it done, son." Anson went and toggled a switch on apand in front of Tabitha. Theninto
theintercom he said, "Tatiana Montana, please report to the bridge. Y our husband islost without you."

Tabitha punched Anson in the back. "Y'dl don't get too cocky. We just smoked alot of big red
devils and one rather important little Gray. | would imagine their friends are gonna get pretty pissed at us
when they figure out what happened.”

Tatianaburgt through the bridge door. "Wheat's going on?"
| held up the picophage controller and waved it a her. "Y ou're al mine now, baby!"

CHAPTER 28

We spent afew minutes resting and thinking about our next move. Tabithawas right; the Grays
would be pissed at us and would soon be coming for us. The question was, how long would it take for
the Graysto figure out what had happened? If we assumed that Prawmitoos got a message off to the



Grays, then they would be preparing for us. We had a secret weapon that neither the Grays nor the
Lumpeyins could reproduce. Mike, Tatianaand | had figured out how to send matter in super-miniature
warp bubbles over the universal Infrastructure from one SuperAgent to another. Even if one of the diens
that saw usvanishinto thin air survived the explosion a Lumpeya City—uwhich sounds impossible—it
wouldn't have understood what happened to us. To the dien it would appear that we just vanished and
there would be no way of them knowing that we used the YIT connection to travel. We dl decided that
this was the single most important information that the human race now had and it should be the most
guarded secret in the history of mankind. Think about it. If hostile aliens knew how to approach us by
quantum connecting through our SuperAgents then they could zip in and out of our society at
will—assuming we place these SuperAgents rampantly throughout our civilization. Complete armies
could travel through the YIT by using awarp bubble that was large on the insde and smal enough on the
outsdeto travel through the Infrastructure.

Thiswas exactly what we planned to do—warp armiesthrough the YIT and take the fight to the
Grays. We needed to get closer to homefirgt, but our present location was a good twelve days from
Earth at maximum warp velocity and that could betoo lateif the Grays decided to immediately eradicate
Earth. We couldn't quantum connect to Earth because there were no SuperAgents there. We only had
Mike and Michelle available and had used up the last bit of the rare dien materias needed to build
SuperAgents on Michelle, so we couldn't just make another one. We needed to get to Earth faster than
maximum warp alowed, so we had to find a SuperAgent closeto hometo surf the YIT to.

"Mike, can you find where there are Phoenix-class Gray ships as closeto Earth as possible?’ Jm
sad.

"Yes, Jm. There are seven Gray shipsin the outer part of the Sol System now and there are nineteen
Gray vessds dispersed evenly about the quarantine zone's edge.”

"Then we should take the ones at Earth first," Tabithasaid.

"Michdlle, can you fly the Phoenix back to Earth's Moon without us?' 'Becca asked.

"Of course| can, Rebecca," Michelle answered.

"What's our plan for taking the ships?* Anson asked.

"It will beeasy, Anson,” Tatianasaid. "Steven and | beat them as norma humans with no warp armor
or anything like that. We only had a couple of machine guns each.”

"l hdped alittle" Mike said.

"Of courseyou did, sweetheart. I'm sorry and | didn't mean to forget you, Mike," Tatiana said.

"So, how about this? We armor up, zip into the operating room of one of the shipsand, with the
warp bubbles, we run around the ship and squish the blue blood right out of abunch of little Gray
mongters,” | suggested.

"Soundslike ahdluvaplanto me!" Anson said.

"Okay, let'sdoit!" Tabitha ordered.

* % %

We |loaded up for bear and little Gray aiens. Once, Tatiana couldn't get her gear to St Straight and |
had to touch her and | et the nanomachinesfix it. Shetold methat she felt naked without Mikhall. |
assured her that as soon as we got more SuperAgent materia we would remedy the Situation.

We dso let the gang in on the mind communication through the SuperAgent link. We trusted them dl
completely now and they didn't seem too sore about the fact that we had kept that from them. They had
known Tatianaand | could communicate to each other through the SuperAgents, but we had not told
them that anybody could with a smple temple implant. Anson commented that we had learned the secret
weapon lesson well and that he was proud of us.

Weadl told Michelle that we would see her in afew days and then Mike closed the warp bubble
around us. The bubble shrunk down and we were riding the quantum connection athird of the way



across the gaaxy, about thirty thousand light years. We popped out into the abductee operating room of
the Gray dien spaceship and there were two catatonic humans lying on floating Stretchers. The room we
were in was completely white and it was very bright. We settled to the floor quietly and the two Grays
working on one of the humans were caught totaly unaware.

Tatianamoved so fast that you couldn't see her sngpping the necks of the two little monsters. Ick!
This brings back some bad memories, huh, Seven?

Yeah, it does. Mike, can you take over the programming of this SuperAgent like | did you?
Already done, Seven.

Excellent. Open the doors and let's go squish some Grays!

How many are there? Tabitha thought.

There are nine more aliens aboard, Miketold us. Then he displayed amap of the spaceshipinall
of our heads. There werelittle blinking red dots where the live Grays were.

Okay, just like we planned, three teams. Tatianaand | will take the three on the bridge, | thought to
them.

Anson and | will take the three in the aft section!
‘Becca and | will take the other three. Good hunting!

We split up into three different directions and went about taking the ship. The ship was Smilar to the
Phoenix, minusthe humanizing that had been doneto it. With the warp armor we dl made light work of
the Grays on board. It took us about seven seconds to take the ship. The Grays never even knew we
were coming.

We went through similar steps and took al seven of the Gray shipsin Sol space. Wefelt an urgency
to quickly take as many ships aswe could, because who knew how the Grays were going to react when
they discovered we had the controller and had blown up one of their nobles.

Oncewe had liberated dl of the vessals Mike generated areplacement for Mikhail, and Tatianaand
| zipped back into the little confinement singularity where he was trapped. We replaced him with adumb
SuperAgent and Tatiana picked him up and placed him againgt her navel. Mikhail quickly dissolved
through her skin and placed himsdlf insde her abdomen. | touched her and gave her acrew of
nanomachines to make her complete.

Let's get out of here.
Okay, Steven. Mikhail, it is great to have you back!
It isgreat to be back, Tatiana.

Now, we are all one big happy family again, | said and toggled the warp field back on. The
bubble grew opaque. It was the last we would ever see of the little prison the Grays had trapped Tatiana
in.

Y ou think Opolawn is enjoying his accommodations? | asked Tatiana.

| hope he hatesit! Tatiana said aswe popped back into the belly of the commandeered Gray
Spaceship.

We zipped the new ships back to the Moon and reprogrammed al of the SuperAgentsto be more
like Mike—that is, to be loya to humanity and to usin particular. We updated Annie, Al, and Saraon
current events and decided that a good plan of action would be to take as many alien ships aswe could.
So we recruited fifteen of the most trusted members of the military moon colony that we knew. Tabitha
reminded them al of their oaths and then we trained them on how to take the Gray ships. Before
Michelle returned to the Moon, we had taken thirty-seven Gray ships and were retrofitting them for
human use.

We sent out teams every day over the Infrastructure and captured more and more dien shipsand
technologies. Each of the teams carried one SuperAgent with nanomachine accompaniment and each



time they would bring back more and more alien materials and resources. With the Infrastructure and our
new means of traveling through it we were rapidly spreading out through thelocal clugter.

And then the Grays came. Just afew weeks after we had returned from Lumpeya City they camein
afleet of more than athousand Phoenix-class ships.

Fortunately, we knew about it. We had infected most of the SuperAgentswithin a
thousand-light-year radius of Earth. The Grayswere il fairly obliviousto hackers. It seemed thet this
was a human specidty that was lost on them. Although they made some attemptsto set up firewalls, we
quickly hacked them down. Tatianaand Mike had overcome the isolated abductee firewa through
familiarity and cunning reexamination of ingruction definitions. It waslike arguing with yoursalf whet the
definition of theword is is—you can convince yourself of alot of thingsthat way. Like |l said, the Grays
were no good at keeping generations of hackers out of the Infrastructure.

Wewould ping out through the I nfrastructure waiting for "connection established" or "denied returns'
and then gtart in with code decryption hacks and backdoor tricks. The only thing missing was dumpster
dives. Since we didn't know what the Grays did with their garbage we couldn't go and dig through it. We
didn't need to; as| said, the Grays were amateurs at designing firewalls. Once we established adata
connection we smply made a quantum connection through the Infrastructure, warped into the bellies of
the oncoming assaullt fleet and took the ships from them.

Tatianaand | were dong for the battle. We took severd of the ships ourselves. In fact, the entire
crew was along. Our battle plan required everybody aware of the SuperAgents and warp armor and the
Infrastructure to be involved. At such short notice, only afew weeks after returning from Lumpeya City,
we were not redly completely prepared for an attack of afleet of athousand ships. After dl, we had only
captured and refurbished some thirty-odd Gray shipsto date. But we weren't giving up.

Tabitha had developed a great tactical plan of dash and burn and move on. She decided that as
many of us as could, would teleport from one ship to the next ship, kill the Gray crew, then move on to
the next one, and repest the process until there were no Graysin the attack fleet left standing.

There were ahundred and two of us, each with warp armor and we had had enough timeto create a
hundred new SuperAgents, each with its own persondity. All of the dash-and-burn team members had
volunteered to have the SuperAgentsimplanted in their respective abdomens and each of us had temple
implants. We would take teams of two through to each aien ship and therefore each team would have to
take at least twenty of the Grays ships. Tabitharalied us before the plan was implemented and gave usa
pep talk.

"Attention dl personnd, thisis General Clemons." She paused for a second and cleared her throat.
"An dienthreet of far superior firepower is approaching us at superlumina velocity. Thesediensare
known asthe Teytoonis, and indeed are as powerful asthe gods from our ancient mythology. These
diens. . . these Teytoonis are self-centered and believe themsalves to be the only species that should
exig inthe universe. Well, | disagree with them and | am sure you do too. We are going to strike these
monsters with cunning and human brilliance the likes of which this dien species has never seen before.
Leaveno dien survivors. . . our own surviva depends on this. Y ou must aso not be captured under any
circumstances. The diens must not have access to our technology. If you are caught, you have been
briefed what to do and | expect—humanity expects—that you follow orders. Good luck, good hunting,
and God bless." Tabitha pauised again to let her words ring through the lunar base and then she added in
her voice of command, "MOVE OUT!"

Tatianaand | were second in line on the Phoenix and were preparing to quantum connect to our first
target. Michelle had aready passed through the first two-man team of Jim and ‘Becca. We nearly had to
hogtie Anson and Tabithain order to convince them that they couldn't lead this assaullt, just in casewe
failed. Humanity needed acommanding genera and lead scientist that understood the threet it was facing.
If the dash and burn failed, Tabithaand Anson would haveto devise aHail Mary play. We hoped that it
wouldn't cometo that.

Phoenix 2 going for quantum connection, | thought over the net as we shrank down through the



Infrastructure connection insde Michelle. Mike, have you turned the destination ship's Super Agent?

Seven, Michelle has beaten meto it.

| see.

Coming out of warp now, Seven! Mikesaid as Tatianaand | hit the floor insde alittle white room.

There were no Grays waiting on us and there were no human abductees on board. That was agood
sgn, | guessad.

Warp armor! Mike, where are they? | asked. Mike displayed amap of the ship and indicated
where the Grays were hiding out—actually they were just hanging out since they were not expecting us,
they had no reason to be on their guard.

Seven, I've got the six up top. You take the six below, okay?

Right! Race you back to Michelle, last one buys.

You'reon.

We made short work of the unsuspecting Grays on board and were back through Michelleto the
next craft on our list. Fifteen secondslater we were on to the fourth. Thirty seconds later we had taken dll

twenty ships. We paused on the last one and listened in to the battle to see how it was going. Mike
opened a channd to the operation net and it was rather quiet. The mission had been a success!

In less than one minute and twenty-three seconds the entire dien fleet had been destroyed. There
were no survivors and we had not lost asingle soldier during the operation.

"All of the dien ships are to be brought to therally point at Mars except for one. | want three teams
to volunteer to take dl of the Grays remains that can be gathered and |oad them into that ship. Wewill
load the ship that Phoenix team four is presently on.”

We took that one aien ship and packed it full of dead Grays as Tabithahad ordered. She then
ordered it sent it at maximum velocity back to the Ringworld hive center.

"Great job, everyone! Operation Slash and Burn was asuccess! We will see you on Mars." She
cheered.

We hoped that the Grays would get the message to |eave us the hell done.

CHAPTER 29

Tatianaand | went down to Bakersfield not long after Operation Slash and Burn and found Lazarus's
body. | could barely doit. | cried and cried but Tatiana held my hand and helped me through it.

We cloaked the Phoenix with the Gray cloaking system, and landed where | had parked the SUV
those months before when | had driven out to bury him. God, our lives had dl changed alot since that
day—theday | tried to kill myself—that day | buried Lazarus. We landed far enough off the road that
oncoming congtruction traffic would not run into the cloaked ship. We could have parked in ahover
above the ground and used either our warp armor or the tractor beam, but | wanted to land.



"It wasthisway," | told Tatiana. | was beginning to tear up alittle. It was going to take alot of
courageto do this.

Tatianagrabbed my hand and whispered, "It's okay, baby." She was quiet after that.

| found wherel had buried old Lazarus. There wasn't any sign that anybody had been through there
gncel had. Thelittle army surplus shove was till standing up in the ground right where | had left it. | fell
to my knees beside the grave site and began to weep.

"Laz, ol' buddy. If only | could fix you now." Mike, are you sureit istoo late to fix him?

Steven, | am sorry. There would be nothing |eft of the neural pathways that made him who he was.
We could rebuild the dog's body but it would be mindless or blank and would not be the dog that was
your friend. | thought | could actudly detect the sorrow in Mike's mind voice. He was becoming more
and more dive every day.

Seven? Tatianaput her hands on my shoulders.
Yes?

Honey, let's do what we came to do, she said.
Okay, you areright.

We used the nanomachines to remove the dirt and exhume hisremains. After only afew months his
body was till in pretty good shape and there was plenty of live genetic materia left. When | saw the
poor little guy'sbody | lost it. | started bawling and couldn't stop. | fell to my knees crying.

"I don't know that | can stand this," | muttered. "I am so sorry, buddy. If only | had known then what
| know now, | could have saved you. I'm sorry .. ."

"I have enough genetic materia, Steven. We should bury him now." Tatianahad a strong
stomach—or at least had Mikhail turn off her typical reflexes, Lazarus smelled bad and there were bugs
and things crawling on his corpse. She shifted the sands and formed a silicon-and-carbon box around
Lazaruss body. There was acrystaline form of slicon dioxide engraving on the dark gray box. It smply
read, Lazarus The Dog. The sands shifted and the box sank into them.

| used the nanomachines and erected a huge and fitting memoria to my buddy. The memoriad wasa
three-meter-tal obelisk made of carbon placed in an extremely tight matrix. It was damned near
unbreskable. Engraved in the obelisk wasthefollowing: " Here lies Lazarus The Dog, the keeper of
Seven Montana's sanity and therefore the savior of humanity." It would be along time before
anybody ever understood that, but | knew what it meant and so did Tatiana. Tatiana added the dates for
his lifespan and then had afence of smaller carbon obdisks rise from the dirt, each of which had asilicon
dioxide crysta in the shape of aflame on the top. When the sun flickered on the flame-shaped crystdsit
looked like an eternally burning array of torches. | added awalkway and a border about the grave and
then turned the top of the surface of the grave into several inches of glass. | backed away and looked at
our handiwork and decided that L azarus would have approved.

"Thereisjust onething missng." | reached into the sand and built a squesky toy that was reminiscent
of hisfavorite one. | set it on top of the glass surface of the grave and had it sink down insdetheglassa
few inches. "Now, you'll dways have that squeaky toy, buddy." | cried some more and sat there Indian
stylefor about ahaf hour. Tatiana stood there behind me with her hands on my shoulders and never
flinched or moved until | was ready to go.

"Thanksfor doing thiswith me, Tatiana." | wiped the tears from my face.

"Y ou are welcome, Stevie. He must have been aredlly greet friend.” She held my hand and we
walked back to the cloaked alien spaceship.

Seven?

Yes, Mike?

| am sorry for your loss, too.



Thanks, Mike.

Before weleft Earth again | made ahandful of diamonds and asuitcase full of foreign currency out of
carbon from some of the debris dongside the road in Bakersfield. Tatianaand | cashed in the diamonds
and cash through the CIA's "diamond factory"” and we bought up al of the new beachfront property in
Bakersfield and dl of the property within aten kilometer distance from Lazaruss buria site. It cost about
ahundred million dollars—it was cheap since the reclamation after The Rain was far from completed.
We st up apet cemetery around the memoria and kept alarge budget in place to have it maintained.
The town around the cemetery remained as Bakersfield, California, and it became the beach vacation
spot. It was agreat memorid to Lazarus and my family and the other familiesthat werelostin The Rain.

* % %

We st up a state-of -the-art cloning lab on the Moon and hired some of the best scientistsin the
field. We got them cleared and moved them up to the Moon with us.

Wetook fertilized zygotes from severd different breeds of female dogs and replaced the DNA in
them with Lazaruss. We mixed the X and Y chromosomesin afew of them so we would have some boy
dogs and some girl dogs. We then froze afew hundred of the Lazarus clone zygotesin case we needed
them in the future. But most importantly, we had alitter of pups of Lazarus clones—some were girlsand
some were boys and some had afew physical traits and colors mixed in that we threw in on purpose so
that they al wouldn't look the same but would have Laz's genetic traits. One of the pups was a spitting
image of my old buddy and he isthe one that we took. We gave therest of the pupsto the kids on the
Moon. Welet Mindy, Michael, Arid, and Hunter have the firgt pick and then we gave the remaining
three to other kids. It was my plan to make sure that Lazarus's genes lived forever.

The clones thrived and we used the nanomachines to remove any genetic anomdiesthat might have
caused them problemsin the future. There were early cloning experiments years ago where the scientists
cloned afour-year-old sheep. The clone came out four years old. We didn't want that with Lazarus's
clones; we wanted puppies that were honest to goodness puppies and not four-year-old puppies. The
aien nanomachines and Mike and Mikhail helped usfigure out how to make proper clonesand dl of the
Lazarus|Isturned out perfect.

Although we had built my late friend one great memoria down on Earth, | felt that the best memorid
was the clone puppy. Scientifically, he was known as Lazarus 1 but | felt that he needed to be hisown
puppy and so | named him Woodrow the Dog instead. Tatianaand | call him Woody. At first we didn't
get any of the pupsfixed and it wasn't long before there was a puppy surplus on the Moon. We dso
made sure that some other breeds were brought up so as not to stagnate the gene poal.

We encouraged folks traveling to the new outpost worlds throughout the quarantine zoneto take a
few puppies with them aswell. Lazaruss DNA was spreading across the galaxy aong with humanity. |
liked this very much. It might have been the damned Grays that were inadvertently responsiblefor his
demise, but it was aso their fault that he would be spreading across the galaxy and | hoped that the
Grays hated dogs even more than humans.

Tatianaand | had decided afew years after thefirst litter of Lazarus's clones that Woody needed a
kid to play with since the Clemons and Dani€els children were growing up fast. Of course, Anne Marie
and Al had their second one on the way by that point, but Woody needed a child or two of hisown to
play with. So we obliged him with a baby girl we named Serena Tatanya Montana and then, ayear and
nine months later, we had aboy we named Jacob Tyler Montana. One sort of Russian-sounding name
and one sort of American-sounding name; it worked out well and they made Woody and us very happy.

Tatiana, Serena, Jacob, Woody, and | moved down to a ten-thousand-square-foot mansion on the
beachfront at Bakersfield. We were only afew kilometers from the graveyard and Woody and | would
vigt there every now and then. The kids and Woody play on the beach and play fetch inthe surf ona
regular basis and the city that isrising up from the ashes of The Rain isbecoming agreat placeto liveand
raseafamily.



Tatianaand | like to watch the kids race Woody on the beach. At one and a haf years old Jacob
keeps up with him well and at alittle over threeit isno longer arace to Serena. She hasto sort of trot so
as not to run off and leave them. Oh, | guess| should explain that.

The enhancementsthat Tatianaand | had made to ourselves with the alien nanomachine technol ogy
were not just mechanica and cosmetic enhancements. In fact, the nanomachines manipulated our DNA
so that the enhancements were real and would be passed on to our progeny. So in asense, weredly
were superhuman, and not just altered freaks. The next step in human evolution was us, and weinitiated
it through technology, not waiting millions of yearsfor the right mutations to come dong. The
nanomachinesredly did bring on a human revolution in many ways. Almost immediatdly following the
birth of our children we put temple implants on them so we could keegp up with them and aid in teaching
them. Serendsfirgt rudimentary thoughts were of needs like food and water and the desire to be held.
After afew months she began to have more detailed thoughts and a few months after that was thinking
and verbdizing complete sentences. When things were too difficult for her to say because she hadn't
learned how to make her mouth or vocal cords do those motions Serenawould think her needsto us.
Wewere afraid at first that this would make her complacent about learning to spesk properly, but it
didn't. She would see us talking to people and really wanted to be able to do everything we could do.

Jacob was different. Sometimes | think that boy came out of the birth cand jabbering away. He was
avocd one from the get go. He adso cried an awful lot during hisfirst few months. He just needed more
attention than Serena had wanted. As he grew he became more independent. At just under two yearsold
he was running and talking and playing with Serenaand Woody. We had to watch the kids carefully
since they were stronger than Woody now and we were afraid that they might hurt him. Under no
circumstance would we let the kids play with normal kids, not for afew more years. Oh, but they could
play with Al and Anni€stwo girls, who were smilarly genetically enhanced, sincetheir parents had been
before the girlswere conceived. And Arid and the Danidls twins had been enhanced recently, aswell. So
the superkids had some other superkidsto play with. We kept an eye, ear, and mind, on them through
the implants. Sometimes Mike or Mikhail or Michelle would babysit them for usadso. Thekidsaways
got akick out of that. We did aso, because then we could turn off the kid's channel and let one of the
SuperAgents monitor it. It takesatoll on you listening to the kids jabber both verbally and mentaly.

The kids wanted more puppies and | was kind of excited about the ideaaswell. We bred Woody
with abeautiful chocolate Labrador retriever and the puppies were amazing and brilliant. They were al
fetching and Sitting and hedling before they were four months old. Tatianaand | had discussed it and we
decided that aswe grew older and once the kids reached an age that they would redlly understand what
we were doing, we were going to start dowly increasing Woody's intelligence via the nanomachines.

At the rate the kids were growing and maturing we suspected we could start with the project in afew
more years. We thought it would be possible eventualy to make Woody smart enough to carry on
conversations with them after afew years. Perhaps we would use intelligence boosting ong with
cookies asareward for good deeds, so that hisintelligence would evolve dowly and allow him to grow
into it. But in the meantime he was great the way he was, being father to a handful of new pups. Thekids
liked it too.

We did put temple implants on Woody because one day he got lost downtown and it took ustwo
daysto find him. We had driven the kids to the park with Woody and something must have spooked
him—uwe never figured out what—and he ran away. When we found him, he was happy to see usand
was very hungry. Tatianamaterialized abowl of dog food and abowl of water on the spot for him and
the kids cheered and petted him and gave him biscuitsthat | had materidized. Woody came home and
licked his puppies and curled up on hisfavorite spot near the fireplace and went to deep. | tugged his
earsand had Mike ingall theimplants on histemples.

It was very interesting to try to interpret Woody's thoughts. He really had only afew that were
recognizable. Mike and | mapped the neurochemistry and e ectromagnetic sgnature of hisbrain when he
would respond to certain stimuli and before long we began to find trends. Woody would exhibit a



particular thought pattern when he was hungry, or when he needed to go to the bathroom, or when he
wanted attention, or when he was afraid, and when he was happy. Mike was able to interpret these
patterns but there was no basisfor any type of language or communication. All of his responses were
based on hisbasic ingtinctua emotions and the need for survival. Tatianaand | knew that thiswasthe
basic datawe would start with when—and if—we decided to enhance hisintdllect. In the meantime, we
set up signalsto the kids so that they would know if Woody needed to go outside or needed food or
needed just plain petting. His needs were dwaysfilled dmost immediately and one could argue that he
was the most spoiled dog in the history of humankind.

CHAPTER 30

We would often host the W-squared core group down at the beach house for weeks at atime. The
kidswould play with the dogs on the beach and the adults would sit around and drink too much and talk
about our history and various philosophies and the possbilities of future dien threats.

We were stting around the patio fireplace looking up at the stars one evening, discussing the status of
the public SETI program and how wrong the Search for ExtraTerrestria Intelligence scientists had been.

"l dwaysthought it was silly for the SETI guysto look only a asmall band of wavelengthsfor sgnas
of such mammoth proportion that a magicaly advanced species would have to have designed it for us
and pointed it directly at us," Anson said as he held an empty beer bottle in his hand. The beer bottle
morphed into amodd of aradio telescope and then into alittle red devil and then it turned back into a
bottle of beer—now it wasfull.

"Y ou know, I've never redly thought about it before, but since the Grays and the red devils have
been in control of the gdaxy for so long, there aren't any radio Signas out there to detect,” | said.

"That'sright." Tabitha sat down between Anson'slegs and leaned back on him in the lounge chair.
"Asfar aswe can tell they use only the Infrastructure communication systems. No radio or microwave or
optical systems have been found at al except for the energy transmisson to the nanomachines. They only
do that for afew metersand at extremely low power sgnals.”

"Yeah, you'reright, Tab. And that's just the Gray's nanomachines. Since the Lumpeyins use the
miniature warp bubblesin the Dr. Who's phone booth configuration, they could put little SuperAgentsin
there and control them through the Infrastructure,” ‘Becca said.

"Hey! 'Bec, that is probably exactly how those thingswork. The Infrastructure transceiversin the
picophage warp bubbles are probably low-level SuperAgents,” Tatianasaid.

"WEelIl haveto consider that. That might give us an edge on stopping that damned picophage ahead of
schedule,”" Anson said. He was aready on another beer.

"| hate to change the subject back to where we were afew minutes ago, but,” Jm said, "what about
the quarantined diens? They would most likely useradio signds. I'll bet you with the Solar Focus
telescope we could pick up their Sgnals.™

"Why would we want to do that, Jm?We can just take the Phoenix and fly over and seethem



anytime we desire. No speed-of-light worries" | replied.
"Just for the hell of it and to prove that we wereright about the SETI folks. Then if wefind thesignds
we could figure out away to detect them from public radio observatories." Jm was getting excited.

"Hey, | seewhere you are going here. If we can point the idiotsin the right direction and find areal
E.T. sgnd then we will have shown the public that there areindeed diens out there. A great gartinthe
informing of the genera public process" Tabithaadded.

"Well, that too." Jm smirked. "But | was thinking more dong the lines of showing those Utopians up.
Why can't our team be the one that goes public with the observation? It would show those guys up, big
time"

"Hayul fahr! | likeit!" Anson said.

"Honey .. ." 'Beccasmiled. "Y ou're still pissed that you didn't get to goto M. T. aren't you?"
Rebeccalet out an intoxicated giggle.

"Hey, we did the work. We ought to go in the history books somewhere.” Jim sounded alittle irked.
"Hdll, Anson invented the first warp drive and flew us out to other worlds and enabled usto have afirst
real defense againgt would-be alien attackers. Stevie and Tatiana over there stole and redesigned adien
technologies that have revolutionized the way that we think about the universe. And al of our efforts
combined have enabled us to become one of the most powerful speciesin the gaaxy! Or at least
powerful enough to hold off dieninvasons.

That evening we decided to start working on a plan to get radio telescope time at Arecibo. Tabitha
and Annie were going to work that through NASA and Air Force channels. Anson, Rebecca, and Jm
were going to use the Solar Focus telescope to find radio signals from the various quarantined planets.
Tatianaand | first bounced out to each of these systemsin the Phoenix to determine which oneswerein
atechnological age; otherwise, the search at the Solar Focus telescope would have taken alot longer.

All said and done it took us about six monthsto pick the right candidates, detect them from space,
determine how to modify the receivers at the large dish in Arecibo, and then to get dish time there. We dl
took atwo-week vacation in Puerto Rico and spent dl of that time in the radio telescope facility on top
of the mountain. We had everything set up and ready to go in amatter of a couple days because the
nanomachines facilitated the equipment upgrade process very quickly. In fact, there were afew times
where we had trouble explaining to the facilities officer how we had changed some things so quickly.

Wejust told him that we had plenty of budget and that we were redly good at what we did. He
didn' like that response until Annie came around and told him to stop asking questions or she would have
him removed from the facility. When the fellow protested that she couldn't have him removed, Annie had
him removed just to prove the point. She let him back in two days later after he promised to behave
himsalf. Besides, we had detected one of the quarantined civilizations the day before and we wanted
there to be witnesses. We found awhole bunch of communications signals at about thirty-two gigahertz.
They were very low power and required state-of-the-art amplifiers, but we could detect them. We aso,
miraculoudy, discovered signals around five other star systems. The radio astronomersand SETI folks
hanging around the facility couldn't believe what they were seeing.

A week later, when we announced it on the internationa news channels, theworld couldn't believeit.
SETI had been at it for so long with no luck that the genera public never redly expected them to find
anything. The announcement was made and we were dl interviewed to agreat extent. We dl made abig
point about the fact that we weren't consdered part of the typicd SETI community. Wedl got abig
laugh out of that and we dso dl got to offer our opinions asto what types of diensthere might be out
there. Here iswhen we redly showed how different we were from the SETI folks.

We madeit very obvious that we thought that the possibility that these aliens might come and give us
the cure for cancer wasridiculous and it was more likely that they would want to come and egt us, or
something equaly unpleasant. There were afew heated debates with some of the academic community
but Jm and Anson and Tabithaand 'Beccaredly held their own. They truly were brilliant and it was a



good thing that they were on our side. After about three more years of this debate and fun, we had to go
back to our real jobs—defending the planet. The damned Grays had finally decided that they would
make another attempt at overtaking humanity. But we had been preparing for them all along.

There had been nearly five years with no word from the Grays except for border skirmishesaong the
edge of the quarantine zone. So we decided we had better spread out as best we could while we could.
After al, wefigured it would be harder tactically to destroy many worlds as opposed to just one.

Wetook complete groups of volunteers and al the materias we could muster and warped them
through the quantum connection and the Infrastructure to dl of the habitable worlds within the quarantine
zone. We warped a complement of retrofitted alien spaceships through the Infrastructure to each of the
outpost colonies. After dl, we could make the insgde of the warp bubble pretty much aslarge aswe
wanted to. We even warped some closed-down military facilities from Earth through to some of the
outpost worlds. We took ghost towns, trailer parks, condemned shopping mdls, you nameit. We only
took thingsin the middle of the night and even then we were seldom without witnesses. We would ether
recruit the witnesses or pay them off. We aways had construction crews working the place the next
morning so nobody was the wiser. Oh, there was some talk on the Internet about it but only on the
crackpot sites. After all, there were no such things as UFOs and alien abductions. And there never would
be again!

Once we placed a SuperAgent on each of the outpost planets we could quantum connect basically
anything between any two SuperAgent locations. Our population and presence in pace were growing.
Our recruitment program back on Earth was put into high gear and we picked up as many volunteers as
possible. With theinflow of technology and the rapid nanomachine production at the "diamond factory,”
we were able to offer high wagesto any new volunteers. We had reached nearly forty outpost worlds
and now had afleet of more than athousand retrofitted spacecraft with superfast quantum fluctuation
drives and humanized SuperAgents. It was dl kept so "above Top Secret” and compartmentaized that if
you werent "in the know" then you weren't "in the know."

Our plan wasto spread out and build up as big an empire as we possibly could so we could have a
better chance a defending ourselvesif the aliens came. We dl knew that one day soon they would come.
Be prepared! Since each new outpost might be vulnerable, we made sure there was dways at least one
contingent of Phoenix-class ships and SuperAgent-carrying warp-armored soldiers.

We had hoped the ship full of dead dienswe returned to them would give them the hint to not come
back and that we were a speciesthey didn't want to mess with. But we soon found that they had not
forgotten about us.

Perhapsthey had been investigating and studying the ship that we had returned to them to determine
how we had beaten them so0 easily, but | don't think they figured it out. But thistime they were very
serious and sent afleet of not athousand vessels but one hundred thousand vessels. We again detected
their approach long before they ever reached the quarantined zone. Since they never figured out how to
keep us out of the dien Framework that they had laid in place on top of the universal Infrastructure, we
could monitor their whereaboutsfairly easily. It seemed obvious that we were much more suited for
warfare than the Grays—they just weren't being devious and clever enough and we had had millennia of
being forced into warfare due to the Lumpeyin Himbroozya picophage. We were good at warfare when
we needed to be and Opolawn's prodding us aong hadn't hurt usin that regards. Perhapsahive
collective worksin such away that their reponse istoo duggish to be good at warfare, | don't know for
aure. | just know that we were better, smarter, and we kicked their little Gray asses.

The dien attack force was much more overwheming thistime, so we had to use a combination of the
quantum teleportation and plain old space warfare ship-to-ship fighting, but we beat the socks off of them
again because we could zip in and out of any of their paceships. In the past five years of preparation for
an dien attack fleet we had produced many more SuperAgents and drafted many more worthy
Slash-and-Burn operatives, and we had a so captured alot more alien ships. Since we had never |eft a
survivor in previous conflictswith the Graysthey sill didn't know how we were getting around within



their fleet, and they were helpless. We zipped in and out of their fleet vessalslike untouchable gods with
unimeaginable powers.

We saw them coming and hit them way out before they reached the old quarantine zone. This battle
went dower just dueto the size of it, but it never once turned against us. We knew what needed to be
done and we set about doing it. While conducting the ship-to-ship fighting we discovered that enough
sueeze-play warp missiles could force the alien degenerate-matter-hull spaceshipsinto smal black holes
and that the subsequently formed singularities were unstable and soon went supernova. This actualy had
apostive effect on the tide of the battle. Once we found out what would happen, we forced a squeeze
play inthemiddle of their fleet. The dien ship shrunk inward on itsef until it became asingularity for afew
seconds. The singularity's event horizon was small, but it did poke aneet hole clean through the next ship
inits path. And then the thing went supernova and splattered ten of the ships around it and disrupted the
fleet's formation. We did this repesatedly and in awell-orchestrated manner and the technique worked
tremendoudy well in creating chaosin the dien tactics. We had |earned a cons derable amount about
space warfare and tactics over the past five or so years and it was showing. We had fun with that
weagpon.

Tatianaand | stayed on board the Phoenix this go around, but according to the combat teams, the
ship-to-ship fighting was nowhere near as much of athrill as popping inside an dien ship and completely
taking the Grays by surprise and in amatter of seconds, the ship completely from them. Our standard
mode of operation was il to leave no Grays standing, Sitting, or breathing. We couldn't risk the
possibility that one of the witness Grays would figure out how we got on board their ships. Although we
believed and till do believe that to be unlikely, asthereis no way that they could actualy seeusand
detect what we were doing at such asmall scale once we shrunk down and entered the SuperAgent
I nfrastructure's quantum connection.

Thistimeit took our fleet of thirty-three hundred and nine vessdls and our warp-armored
SuperAgent-toting infantry two hours and twenty minutes or so to completely halt the alien fleet's
advance and another thirty minutes or so making sure that there were no dien survivors|eft. We
discovered that about fifty percent of the dien fleet carried Prawmitooss FUER and we guessed that was
with hopes of igniting the Earth and blowing us asunder. Now we have the FUER and will soon be able
to reverse engineer it. Like | said before, the Grays are stupid and not very good at warfare. Or again,
perhaps, we arejust redly good &t it.

After the battle had ceased we sent them a hundred ships full of dead Grays and on each of the
vessalswe used the nanomachinesto inscribein bold, shiny letters the Teytoonise verson of thesign at
the gates of Hades: abandon al hope ye who enter here! Weve been fighting the war againgt the diens,
Grays and Lumpeyins, on more than just one front. We've aso been studying the dormant picophage.
Sincewe had let the generd public know that these civilizations existed, sooner or later they would want
to communicate with these folks and we hoped to be able to communicate with them safely. With our
near-infinite budget from the rare commodities and the other classified endeavors that the nanomachines
enabled usto create, we ramped up a huge research effort on the picophage cure—not just for the
quarantined diens but for usaswell. Anson devel oped ameans of monitoring the phage devices on the
picometer scale and mapping their whereabouts. There were some suggestions on the table presently
about being able to capture the individual picophages with the same type of warp bubbles that we useto
traverse the Infrastructure. These bubbles are much smdler than the picophage isand if we could drive
through and into a quantum connected datastream there was no reason to believe that we couldn't fly
around and capture dl of these picometer devices. That would happen soon. Then we would have acure
and could go and infect the quarantined races with the cure. We couldn't believe the Grays never thought
of this, but then again they used mainly quantum technologies, not generd relativigtic ones.

If we cured these other civilizationsit would put another burden on us, though. At the sametimewe
would aso have to protect them from the Grays or they would wipe them out—we believed Opolawn
when hetold usthe Grays believed they were The Species and would devour any othersin their path. In



the meantime we had every intention of stopping al dien abductions on these worlds and letting them live
their lives under their own power. Our plan wasto do dl of thiswithout letting the local inhabitants ever
know we were there. If they call out to usto seeif we are here, we planned to answer then, but only
then. There have been enough meddlersin thisgalaxy's history.

CHAPTER 31

Next year we plan to spread the technology of longevity to the species. We have dready improved
medical technology eons ahead of anything the quacks would have ever come up with. Thereare no
longer any deadly diseases since a dumbed-down version of the nanomachines has been released to the
public domain. Nanomachines for specific tasks were introduced into the public asinventions by the
brilliant scientist husband-and-wife team Dr. Steven and Dr. Tatiana Montana,

The doctorates weren't honorary. We were able to take courses from Anson and Jim and '‘Becca
and afew others at the satellite |ocation for the University of Americathat waslocated on the Moon and
we a so had taken many classes at the new University of Californiaat Bakersfield. We both wrote
dissertations on nanomeachine construction and manipul ation.

Of course, now we could build machines nearly twenty orders of magnitude smaller. We were dso
farly certain that the Grays couldn't do this. We weren't so sure about the limits of the Lumpeyins. At any
rate, the current status of medical technology was such that maost people could now expect to livea
healthy, happy lifeto at least ahundred and eighty years.

Next year we plan to introduce to the world that the only reason not to live to be thousands of years
old would beif you were hit by atruck—abig and very fast-moving truck that stopped and backed up
over you severd times—or were squished in an dien collapsing singularity. And it wasn't physicians that
devel oped the cure for old age. Tatiana says I've been hanging around Anson and Jm too much and have
adopted their distaste for medical quacks, but Anson and Jm areright and | likethem—I can't recdl a
quack that | ever did. After dl, the headshrinkers would've never found that Gray implant in my brain, but
they would've sold medl thedrugs| could afford until my insurance ran out.

We knew that the ability to live forever would redlly shock theworld and exciteit and forceit to start
thinking about colonizing other worlds or we would run out of room on Earth. We had that part of it
covered. There were thousands of outpost worldsin need of settlers. The human race wasredlly growing
up and we were aso becoming adominant force to be reckoned with in our part of the galaxy. | hoped
we weren't getting too big for our britches.

And were we getting too big for our britches? Because awar between aien species forced one of
those races to infect uswith the desire to build awar machine, our evolutionary path skewed from what
we might have been. The dien that infected us had hopes that our acquired propensity for warfare would
one day enable usto develop ameans of destroying his enemies. Wdll, the red bastard got more than he
bargained for, didn't he?

Opolawn hadn't counted on some brilliant redneck scientists and astronauts, a Russian bureaucrat's



daughter, and a video game repairman from Bakersfield. He hadn't expected that we would develop a
means not only of destroying hisenemies, but him aswell.

Asfar asmy part in thiswar was concerned, | started out completely aonein the universe after The
Rain—which Opolawn had caused in away. But the W-squared core, Tatiana, and an alien SuperAgent
showed me that nobody isredly alone and that somehow we are dl physically connected to each other.

I'm not real sure about the philosophical ramifications of our connectedness with the universe, but
practicaly it meansthat the human race is now aformidable species and that if any of you diens out there
think you want to come and mess with us then you had better think twice. We might just make aquick
guantum connection to you and lower one hdll of aboom on your ass!

AFTERWORD

Wédll, here we are a the end of my second book and athough | didn't want to make it a habit of
putting afterwordsin my booksit lookslike I'll put one here anyway. Actudly, acolleague of mine, Dr.
T. Conley Powell (an expert astrodynamicist and physicist) read the manuscript before | sent it off to Jm
Baen.

"You havealot of very cutting-edge physicsinthisone," hetold me. "And if you don't want folks
thinking you just made alot of it up and that it is not fantasy, perhaps an Afterword is pertinent.”

We discussed thisa bit and after awhile| decided that Conley was probably right. But hereiswhat |
want to do. Rather than spending pages here explaining the modern theories of quantum connectedness
and the universal quantum consciousness and quantum tel eportation and computer Agents and so on and
on, | will merely say herethat these things are at the state of the art of technology today and | will suggest
how you can find more information on these topics.

One of the main charactersin this book isacomputer Agent. Well, actualy it isan evolved next level
and dien SuperAgent. At first read one might not understand the true implications of what a computer
Agentis. If you have seen The Matrix then you are familiar with Agent Smith and hisband of
black-suited agents. Agent Smith is an example of acomputer subroutine with some sort of artificia
intdligence dgorithm that is designed to carry out particular decison-making functions. With thingslike
fuzzy logic, genetic dgorithms, and artificial neural networksit is quite possible that Agent codes could
become as aware as Agent Smith or asmy SuperAgent in this story. Y ou may not realize this but you
have probably used something smilar to adumb Agent everytime you use an internet search engine.
Thereisal sorts of information on thistopic on the web and in books. Go to your favorite library, search
engine, or online bookstore and search for "computer agents' and you will find more than you canread in
alifetime.

Another mgor technology in the story isthat of nanomachines. We have dl most likely heard of these
and seen them in books and television programs. However, | think that alot of writers misstheredly and
truly most amazing aspect of thistechnology and that isthat it will create the next evolutionary step for
mankind. With real nanomachinestherewill no longer be fear of injuries and diseases and old age.



Physicians as we know them and medicine asit istoday will become an archaic thing of our past. Search
"nanotechnology™ and "nanomachines’ for this. Oh, and I'm not certain that | have ever heard of anybody
proposing machines on the order of 1x10%* meters as was discussed here, but the Alcubierre warp
technology would alow for it.

Sincel covered the warp theory in my first book, Warp Speed, | will not go into it other than to say,
"If you didn't read that onefirst you should check it out." Search "warp theory" and "Alcubierre” for this.

The mgor theme of thisbook isthe quantum connection. Quantum connectedness isa
well-observed phenomenon, athough its applicability to things such asteleportation and time travel and
the like are presently the topic of much debate. However, the papers mentioned in the story are rea and
experiments have been conducted that have teleported photons across alaboratory. And it shouldn't be
too long before more complicated things are tel eported. This tel eportation does occur at the speed of
light, as mentioned within this story, and thisis why we needed to discuss something greater for the
information to travel upon—the universa quantum consciousness. Redly, | am not making this stuff up!
There have been several papers out about the possibility that everything within the universeis quantum
connected with everything e se and even the universeitsdlf. Thisisavery abstract concept but thereis
some experimenta basisfor parts of it. Go search thingslike "quantum connectedness,” "quantum
consciousness,” "Bdl'sinequdity,” "EPR—Eingtein, Podolsky, Rosen experiment,” "quantum
teleportation,” and " quantum entanglement.”

Thereare alot of smaller ideasin the book that are equally as fun and can also be found out there on
the web somewhere. If you have questions about the thingsin here just go search for them. It isexciting
to ponder some of these concepts and the real ramifications they will have on our species once we
develop them. Imagine having a quantum connected teleportation system set up acrossthe universein
such away that anywhereisjust a connection away. Once we learn to teleport oursalves around the
universe the way we teleport information around the Internet, then that realy will be something! It's not an
impossi ble concept and who knows; it might happen sooner than we think. | know | can't wait!



